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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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Chapter One
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To the boy on the pine-studded promontory, the English ship looked like a small island with strange and wonderful trees growing upon it. 

He was big for his age, easily mistaken for a man full grown. His hair, black as midnight, grew to the middle of a back tanned to deep bronze. 

"A stone canoe," his companion murmured in a tone filled with awe. "It is just as the legends describe it."

The boy said nothing for a long time. A variation of the same story claimed that men who came from the direction of the sun traveled the sea on the backs of whales. Only a few now living knew the truth behind the tales. 

The ship bobbed at anchor in the bay. On deck, small figures garbed in colorful clothing set about launching a shallop in which to row to the rock-strewn shore. Friends or enemies? The boy remembered the last time men had come across what they called "the Western Sea." He remembered the killing. 

"We must go back to the village," he said. "My father will know what to do."
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Chapter Two
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Across the Western Sea, in Cornwall

Seventy years later (June 1571)

––––––––
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Martin Calthorpe glowered at the sole occupant of what had once been a Cistercian abbey's chapter house. She was young enough to be his daughter. Indeed, she was the only surviving child of one of the greatest friends of his youth, Sir Amyas Leigh, a fact that made the pill Calthorpe was obliged to swallow taste more bitter still.  

He should have been the one assigned to portion out the maps, manuscripts, and books at the heart of their research, but at her father's insistence, Susanna Leigh, now Lady Appleton and a widow, had been educated as if she were a boy. This was the unpalatable end result. A woman had been selected to supervise the work of Calthorpe and his fellow scholars at Priory House.

Alerted by some small sound from the doorway of the room Sir Walter Pendennis had converted into a library, Susanna glanced up from the letters she was cataloguing. "Master Calthorpe, good day to you. What have you to report?"

Enthusiasm shone in her intelligent, bright blue eyes. For a moment Calthorpe saw past her woman's clothing and the obviously female shape beneath it and glimpsed the quality he'd most admired in her father, his love of study. "Amore ac studio," he mumbled under his breath. 

Such a pity Susanna had not been born a boy. Amyas Leigh, he remembered, had sired only girls. The other had died young, and Leigh himself had gone to his reward when his remaining daughter was a mere lass of thirteen, four and twenty years ago. At her father's command, however, Susanna had already been taught Latin, Greek, mathematics, and philosophy. She had taken up the study of modern languages on her own and acquired some small skill at translating them into English. She'd also written two herbals and engaged in the study of cosmography, indulging herself with what Calthorpe considered to be a most unwomanly degree of interest in maps and geography.

"Master Calthorpe?" Susanna's voice had hardened at his silence. She had her father's sturdy build and above average height. When she looked stern, as she did now, she was an imposing, even intimidating figure. 

"I have encountered several discrepancies." Calthorpe realized he was tugging at the end of his long, white beard and forced himself to let go. That he resented her position, she knew already, but he hoped she would not realize how uncomfortable the obligation to report to her made him feel.

"Discrepancies in one of the translations?" 

Because of Calthorpe's expert knowledge of the Italian language, Susanna had assigned him to render into English several books published in Venice. At present he was working on a three-volume travel book, Terzo Volume delle Navigationi et Viaggi, but he'd also been given other tasks. He cleared his throat and decided to start with the most glaring difficulty.

"I was one of those who took down the statements of that sailor, David Ingram."  

"Ah, yes. One of the survivors of a land journey from Spanish La Florida all the way to the northern part of the great land mass across the Western Sea. A remarkable feat. What of him?"

"As you say, he claims to have reached the area mapmakers now call Norombega, but I fear he tells a far different story from that related by his companion, Richard Twide." Three scholars had questioned each man, but only Calthorpe had been present at both interviews.

"Go on." Parchment rustled as Susanna put aside the documents on which she'd been working, assuring Calthorpe that he now had her full attention.

"Twide gave his statement and was allowed to depart." He could not keep the irritation out of his voice.

"We had no authority to keep him here once we transcribed his account of the journey."

"That is another problem. I cannot locate the transcript." Without the written testimony to consult, Calthorpe had found it difficult to compare his memory of Twide's story point by point with Ingram's tale.

"Do you mean it has been misplaced?"

"I mean it has been stolen."

The quill she'd been toying with stilled in her hand. "Borrowed, mayhap?" Her tone remained mild but her gaze reminded Calthorpe of tempered steel. He bristled at the implied criticism. Unlike some people, he was not a man who leapt to unwarranted conclusions.

"May I remind you, madam, that not all those in residence here possess the same background or degree of ability. Furthermore, not having been to Oxford or Cambridge, you cannot appreciate the extent of the rivalry that exists among university scholars."

"Like my father, you studied at Christ College, Cambridge." Susanna pointed one finger in his direction then raised a second in preparation for ticking off the names of his colleagues. 

Calthorpe found this habit, which she frequently employed to enumerate items on a list, annoying in the extreme. He gritted his teeth and forced a grim smile, but his patience had already worn thin.

"Masters Fletcher, Gainsford, and Weller are Oxford men, I grant you, but Sir Gregory Speake and Master Merrick also matriculated at Cambridge." 

The sight of that upraised hand, little finger waggling at him, snapped Calthorpe's restraint. A quick temper had always been his greatest failing. Age had not made him less prone to blurt out a scathing remark, and he was long past the point of indulging Susanna because of her womanhood. "Merrick is a Bristol merchant's son. His understanding is that of a shopkeeper, not a scholar."

Susanna's palms slammed down flat on the worktable in front of her as she shot to her feet. Startled by her vehemence, Calthorpe took a step back, releasing the scent of bay leaves strewn among the rushes as he trod on them.

"Many clever and insightful men are merchants, Master Calthorpe, and we would be hard pressed to succeed in our task were it not for the careful records they keep. You discount their contributions at your peril, and do them a great disservice, much like the disservice you do women by refusing to acknowledge that we have as great a capacity for intelligence as any man."

Uncertain what had provoked this passionate defense, Calthorpe nevertheless blundered on. "Academic competition is endemic among scholars and few scruple to claim other men's work as their own. More to the point, Merrick's daughter is the only one who had access to my papers. Ask her what became of Twide's testimony!" 

Susanna's eyes narrowed. "Have a care, Master Calthorpe. Theft of items valued at a shilling or more is a hanging offense."

"I do not make the charge without forethought." Calthorpe drew himself up straighter and glared back at her. "Consider, madam, that there was no reason for her to accompany her father here in the first place."

"Gwyn Merrick came to make herself useful. Had I not brought mine own housekeeper from Leigh Abbey, I have no doubt she would have taken charge of those duties at Priory House." Susanna's voice was as cold as her stare, but it did nothing to cool Calthorpe's heated words.

"Useful!" He flung both hands into the air in frustration. Trust one woman to defend another. "Merrick's daughter has pawed through my possessions, freed to examine each item by the excuse that she's been sent to clean and straighten."

"Unless you have proof to the contrary, I must insist we assume the missing document has been misplaced rather than stolen. We share our conclusions here, Master Calthorpe. Any of your colleagues had only to ask and a copy of Twide's testimony would have been provided to him. There was no reason to steal it."

Calthorpe was marshaling a new argument to refute this conclusion when the unmistakable sounds of approaching horsemen reached him. Voices called out from the direction of the stables. Hooves thudded on hard-packed ground. Drawn by the commotion, Susanna crossed the library to a window that overlooked the stable yard and flung the shutters wide. Calthorpe joined her there in time to witness the arrival of several riders and a horse-borne litter. 

Although the winter had been one of storms, floods, and landslides, the soil had long since lost its moisture. The dust stirred up by the horses swirled toward the window. Calthorpe pulled back, his eyes watering.

Even more irritating was what he'd seen. Another gentlewoman, he thought in disgust. And worse, a girl-child mounted on one of the horses. Turning to Susanna, complaints ready on his tongue, he bit back what he'd been about to say. She gripped the sill with white-knuckled force and was obliged to take several deep breaths before she regained her composure. Her face had gone as pale as a blanched almond. 

Alarmed, Calthorpe forgot he was wroth with her. "Are you ill, Susanna? Shall I call someone?"

"I will recover." He heard a note of irony in her voice.

"Who are these people? How did they get past Sir Walter's guards? I thought he gave orders to send all visitors away."

"The girl on the roan is my foster daughter, Rosamond." She had to clear her throat before she could continue. "The litter transports Rosamond's mother, Eleanor Pendennis. She is Sir Walter's wife."

Sir Walter Pendennis, as the owner of Priory House, was their nominal host. While Calthorpe watched, Pendennis strode into the stable yard looking no more pleased at the sight of a woman and child than Calthorpe had been. Shoulders stiff, fists clenched at his sides, he advanced on the litter.

"I must go down!" Susanna was already moving toward the door. "We will have to continue our discussion at a later time, Master Calthorpe. After supper?"

"There is no great rush," he conceded. His temper, always quick to flare, was likewise fast to fade. 

She took him at his word and hurried off, to interfere in Sir Walter's business, he surmised.

Calthorpe's pace was slower. He had no interest in the newcomers and made his way instead toward the former monk's cell he'd been assigned as a private study, determined to use this interval to write down all he remembered of Twide's account. He'd give that to Susanna this evening then go on to discuss the other matter he'd meant to bring to her attention—another discrepancy, this one in records left by a certain gentleman of Mantua.

Lost in contemplation of how the two subjects might be linked, Calthorpe entered his cubicle and closed the door behind him. Only then did he realize someone was already inside the small room. 

"Put that back!" he ordered, outraged to recognize one of the most precious of his research materials in the intruder's hand. Protective as a doting father looking out for his child and without a thought for his own safety, Calthorpe advanced toward his writing table and the person cowering behind it. 

The would-be thief came at him in a desperate rush. They collided heavily and Calthorpe fell, striking both knees on unyielding oak floorboards with enough force to rattle his bones. Too late, he perceived the extent of his danger, but before he could ward off the blow, pain lanced through his head. 

His last thought, as he sank into unconsciousness, was that he wished he'd had time to tell Susanna Appleton everything.
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Chapter Three
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Susanna knelt to embrace Rosamond, heedless of the prick of stones through the fabric of her kirtle and chemise. Tears welled in her eyes when the eight year old wrapped both arms around her waist and clung tight. Reveling in the scents of girl and horse, Susanna hugged her back.

After a moment, Rosamond squirmed free. "I missed you, Mama," she declared. "Did you miss me?"

"How could I not, my dearest?" She brushed Rosamond's soft cheek with her knuckles in an affectionate caress, pleased to see her own delight at their reunion reflected in Rosamond's dark brown eyes. "Now give me your hand to help me to my feet."

An old injury to her leg made her less nimble than she'd have liked, but Rosamond was prompt to oblige. 

Over the top of the girl's dark head, through the tied-back curtains of the litter, Susanna met the cool, speculative gaze of Eleanor Pendennis. She had little choice but to remain inside. As the result of severe damage to both legs and one hip, she was crippled for life. 

Susanna's joy fled, replaced by a growing sense of dread.  

Standing next to the litter, ignoring Rosamond and Susanna as he spoke in low, earnest tones to his wife, was Sir Walter. He held himself stiff as a cadaver, but Susanna knew him well enough to tell he was seething just beneath the surface.

When Eleanor had married him, almost six years ago, they had seemed well suited. Susanna had been inclined to believe it might even be a love match. She had readily agreed to take charge of Rosamond while Eleanor accompanied Walter on various diplomatic missions. 

Of its own volition, Susanna's arm slid around Rosamond's shoulders. In return, the little girl's hand clenched at Susanna's waist, as if she, too, sensed something amiss. Eleanor's child had lived at Leigh Abbey, Susanna's home in Kent, for more than half her life. It was only natural that she felt more comfortable with the woman she now called Mama than the one she referred to as Mother.

Susanna loved her in return. She had not wanted to at first. Childless herself, she'd never had much to do with children, and Rosamond was difficult. But the bond that had formed between them was as unbreakable as it was inexplicable. Each time she'd had to leave the youngster behind at Leigh Abbey, their parting had been more wrenching. Now she felt physical pain at the thought that Eleanor intended to make their separation permanent.

"Go and see to your horse, Rosamond," she murmured, slipping free of the girl's grip. It was a great pity she could not as easily dislodge the emotional coils that bound her to Walter and Eleanor, but they shared too much history and too many secrets. Like a pall over them all hovered the shade of Sir Robert Appleton, Susanna's long-dead husband and Rosamond's father.

Braced for unpleasantness, dreading the outcome of this unexpected turn of events, Susanna approached the litter. Eleanor, who reclined on soft cushions, traveled just at eye level, since the lightweight wooden framework was suspended by means of stout poles attached to the saddles of two horses, one fore and one aft. To protect her from the elements, a shell of shaved hide, which Eleanor had caused to be dyed bright yellow, stretched tight over her head, held in position by an abundance of polished brass nails.

The healer in Susanna assessed the other woman for signs her condition had been made worse by the arduous journey, but she saw nothing that could not be accounted for by simple fatigue. Susanna could sympathize with that. Her own trip from Kent across the south of England to this eastern part of Cornwall had taken more than two weeks, most of it on surpassing bad roads.

Intent upon watching her husband stalk away, Eleanor did not look at Susanna. "He has lost weight since I saw him last. The change makes him look almost gaunt."

A slight reduction in girth, Susanna thought, glancing in the direction of the retreating figure, would not be amiss, but the only difference she noticed was a more pronounced stoop of the shoulders. She attributed that to Eleanor's presence at Priory House. Since she had known Walter longer than Eleanor had, Susanna felt qualified to judge both his moods and his health. Once he had been Robert Appleton's closest friend and colleague. They'd had many shared interests, but while Robert's greatest weakness had been women, Walter's had always been fine food. 

Turning back to the litter, Susanna addressed Eleanor. "You agreed to recuperate from your injuries at Leigh Abbey. I hope you have not done yourself irreparable harm with all this traveling."

"My place is at my husband's side." The sweet tone in Eleanor's voice rang false, the more so when she added, "After you left, I realized I had imposed upon your hospitality long enough, and you know it was always Walter's plan to bring me here upon our return from the Continent."

It was true that it had once been Walter's stated intention to retire to Cornwall and rusticate, but Susanna had always had difficulty imagining him as a simple gentleman farmer. Before he'd become a diplomat, he'd been an intelligence gatherer for the Crown. 

"Some advance warning might have been helpful. There are several guests here now." Susanna was unsure how much she should say to Walter's wife. There would have to be an explanation for the gathering of scholars, but it was not her place to give it.

"Yes, I see that." Eleanor surveyed the others in the stable yard with a cursory glance, then ignored them. "I had thought Priory House would be in better repair."

"You cannot see the new building from here. It is not yet complete, but I assure you that what there is contains all the necessities." 

Walter had acquired the old priory from the Crown years before. As was the custom, he'd used stone from a dismantled church to construct his fine new house. Some of the original buildings remained, however, enough so that when the queen needed a remote location to accommodate a half-dozen learned men, she had ordered Walter to make Priory House, and himself, available.

Eleanor turned her back on Susanna to speak in a low voice to her maidservant. Dismissed, Susanna looked around for Rosamond and located her foster daughter near the stable, still discussing the proper care of Courtier, her horse, with one of Walter's grooms. 

The sight provoked a fleeting smile. How like her father she was, both in appearance and in nature. Strong-willed, self-centered, and quick-tempered, she could also be charming. Susanna had never been able to stop herself from responding to that aspect of her personality. Some said she spoiled the child, indulging Rosamond when she should be made to follow rules, but Susanna preferred to think she governed with love.

A woman moved in Rosamond's direction with hesitant steps, giving the clear impression that she'd not approach her at all were she not compelled to do so. Hester Peacock, once Rosamond's nurse, was now her tiring-maid. 

The surname was misleading, Susanna thought. Hester Peacock was as plain and brown as a wren. She lacked that bird's delicate smallness, however, being tall and awkward and all but devoid of feminine grace. Still, she had a good heart and was loyal. 

Seeing Hester made Susanna wonder who else had accompanied the entourage from Kent, but as she searched the milling crowd for other familiar faces, a tall man with the shambling walk of the short-sighted caught her eye—Master Owen Merrick, the scholar Master Calthorpe had so recently reviled. She noticed that he held a pair of bone-framed spectacles clutched tight in one hand while he rubbed his ear with the other. Mayhap, Susanna thought, the leather straps that held the spectacles in place had irritated his skin.

Merrick was in company with Master Bartholomew Fletcher, a plump, pleasant-faced individual with a ruddy complexion. Together, they were just leaving the stable yard, heading for what had once been the monks' dorter and now housed private studies for each scholar. 

Susanna supposed that was where Martin Calthorpe had gone after leaving her, since she did not see him anywhere. A momentary sadness engulfed her. Master Calthorpe of Canterbury had been one of her father's great friends and he'd assisted her with a certain delicate matter some four years earlier, but he was not happy here. He resented taking orders from a woman. 

She had done little to mend the rift between them. In hindsight, she realized she had overreacted to his slighting remark about merchants. By his supercilious tone alone, it was obvious he knew nothing of her own intimate connection to a certain London man.

That was a very good thing, too, although she was not ashamed to have taken Nick Baldwin as her lover. He was a prominent member of the Merchant Adventurers, currently residing in Hamburg in order to advance the cause of English trade with that distant port. But as long as they did not intend to marry, discretion was essential. Both church and state disapproved of unsanctified unions. Nick and Susanna would be universally condemned if their secret became known they'd probably be brought before the church courts and sentenced to public penance, and might even be forced into matrimony.

Susanna sighed. At the moment there was little danger. It had been a year since she'd last seen Nick and another could well pass before he returned to England. Indeed, a large part of the reason she'd agreed to accompany Walter to Cornwall two months earlier had been to take her mind off missing Nick. 

Pulled back to the present by the sound of a restive horse, Susanna forced herself to concentrate on her surroundings. This was no time for daydreams. 

She frowned as she caught sight of a man scuttling behind what remained of the rear wall of the old infirmary. David Ingram cast a furtive glance over his shoulder just before he disappeared from sight. Susanna could not imagine what he was up to, but then she knew little about him, save that he'd been a sailor all his life. She'd not yet had occasion to speak with him, although she had seen him often enough to take note of the odd fact that he carried a short, stout staff as a walking stick but never seemed to need to use it to get about. He brandished it only for show.

The sound of her own name being called drew Susanna's attention to Lionel Hubble, the manservant she'd brought with her to Cornwall. He came toward her in loping strides. With him was another big, strapping fellow, Fulke Rowley, head groom from Leigh Abbey. 

Even though she was of unusual height for a woman, Susanna felt like an apple tree between two oaks when they stood one on either side of her. Fulke had dwarfed her since she'd known him, but she could well remember the scrawny boy Lionel had once been. He had grown into a handsome man, lean and well-muscled and prone to turn female heads wherever he went.

"I am glad you came along on this journey," she told Fulke, whose long, plain face resembled that of a mournful hound. "No one could better protect Rosamond from harm."

Although his expression brightened for a moment at her praise, it soon returned to its customary lugubriousness. Fulke was not much given to speech, either. Susanna had often wondered why he and Lionel remained such fast friends, especially when Fulke was so fond of Hester and she, in turn, suffered the pangs of unrequited passion for Lionel. 

While Susanna questioned Fulke about the route they had taken and the difficulties encountered along the way, Lionel fidgeted. He seemed to be searching for something, or someone, for his gaze darted from stable to infirmary to chapter house.

Gwyn, Susanna thought, fighting an amused smile. She'd noticed on several occasions that Lionel watched Owen Merrick's pretty, black-haired daughter with deep admiration in his eyes. Nor was Gwyn immune to Lionel's masculine appeal. But Gwyn had not come out to the stable yard.

Neither had Jennet, the friend and companion who had come with Susanna from Leigh Abbey to act as temporary housekeeper at Priory House. The noise of arriving visitors had not, apparently, penetrated as far as the manor house. 

All conversation came to an abrupt halt when Sir Walter Pendennis returned to order the grooms leading the litter horses to take Lady Pendennis through the narrow passage that led to the house.

"Come, Rosamond," Eleanor called, as she was jounced into motion.

Rosamond crossed her arms in front of her flat chest, sucked in her lower lip, and set one foot to tapping. The picture she presented was such a perfect imitation of Jennet in a fit of pique that Susanna could not hold back a muffled chuckle.

"I want to explore," Rosamond announced. "I have never been to a real monastery before."

"No, you have not." Eleanor sounded as petulant as her daughter. "They were all disbanded years before you were born. To me, girl, and at once! Will you never learn how to behave like a proper gentlewoman?"

No one who knew her was surprised when Rosamond disobeyed. She was a rebellious child and it was second nature to her to resist any effort to guide her actions. She wanted to be the leader herself. At Leigh Abbey she bullied the other children unmercifully. And yet she was not impervious to criticism. The slow blink of her eyes, followed by a defiant toss of the head, told Susanna that her mother's harsh words had wounded her. 

"Do as Eleanor tells you, dearest." Susanna made her voice as gentle as she could, but there was a thread of steel in the silk. Authority must not be flaunted with impunity. That led to anarchy. Susanna realized she would have to have a word with Eleanor in private on the subject of her daughter's discipline.

Although Rosamond's face took on a sulky expression, she did not argue. Instead she bolted ahead. Susanna fell into step beside the litter.  

Eleanor's first glimpse of the exterior of the new manor house produced a gasp of dismay. "It is so plain."

"You will find the interior well furnished and comfortable," Susanna assured her. "The exterior follows the precepts of Vitruvius." Walter had studied architecture in Italy as a young man and learned to appreciate an austere style of building, unencumbered with excess ornamentation.

"I will grow accustomed to it, no doubt," Eleanor conceded.

"You mean to stay, then?"

"This is my home." She sounded defensive.

"And Rosamond?" Susanna feared she already knew the answer. Eleanor would not have brought the girl all the way to Cornwall if she did not mean to keep her.

"It is time we were a family again, Walter and Rosamond and I." Eleanor's glittering gaze chilled Susanna to the bone.  "My daughter will live here with me until she is old enough to marry. At that time, I will select a suitable husband for her. You need not trouble yourself about her future, Susanna. I have it well in hand."   



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter Four
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"Inconsiderate," Jennet Jaffrey muttered under her breath. "Not a thought given to all the extra work there'll be now she's here."

Most housekeepers would have bitten off their own tongues before they'd criticize their employers, even in private. When the lady of the manor arrived, with or without warning, it was the job of her husband's retainers to provide for her every need. But Jennet was no ordinary housekeeper. For one thing, Lady Pendennis was not her mistress. Lady Appleton employed her and had for many years. Sir Walter Pendennis had but borrowed Jennet's services to help put his country house in order.

With ill grace, Jennet ordered the unloading of baggage and the preparation of lodgings for the new arrivals. Then she followed the gentry into Sir Walter's great hall. 

Under the supervision of her maidservant, Melka, Lady Pendennis had been transferred from her litter to the carrying chair she'd brought with her. Two stout fellows Jennet had never seen before had hoisted her up and conveyed her inside. Stoic expressions on their faces, they continued to support her weight. They were quick to obey when Lady Pendennis gave them directions.

Melka, a short, stocky woman with small, wide-spaced eyes, followed orders more slowly. She had been hired in Poland during the time Sir Walter had spent in Cracow as Queen Elizabeth's ambassador to King Sigismund Augustus. If she spoke any English, no one had ever heard her, nor did anyone know how well she understood the language. She was protective of her mistress. Someone had to be. Jennet had known only two or three other people in her lifetime who would have been so little missed had they suffered a fatal accident.

Lady Pendennis leaned forward in her chair so that the light from an oriel window above the dais shone on the perfect oval of her pale face. The turned-up nose and wide, hazel eyes would have been accounted pleasing, had not livid scars slashed across one cheek. 

Jennet exchanged a speaking glance with Jacob Littleton, Sir Walter's steward. Lady Pendennis appeared to be conducting an inspection of the premises, no doubt hoping to find fault. 

One bushy brow arched in a knowing fashion, Jacob watched his mistress's progress around the room. She had not acknowledged his presence in any way, but then he was a nondescript little man, easy to miss. He had been Sir Walter's manservant for years and was not only older than any of the other servants but more trusted. Jennet had always suspected Jacob knew far more than he'd say of what had passed between his master and mistress before their return from the Continent. Anyone with eyes to see knew there was now a rift between them that had not been there when they'd first wed and gone abroad. Doubtless it had to do with the accident that had crippled Lady Pendennis, an accident, Jennet had reason to know, that had been no accident at all. 

Lady Pendennis had been fortunate to escape death, but she did not seem appreciative of her good luck. Jennet could remember feeling sorry for her when she'd first arrived at Leigh Abbey a year ago. Lady Pendennis had been very thin, almost emaciated, unable to walk, and horribly scarred. She'd put on flesh since, and the scars had faded. She had potions and powders to dull her pain. She would never walk again unaided, but she could get about in that chair and, for short distances, on crutches. All in all, she ought to be grateful to God for her improvement.

Instead of gratitude for Lady Appleton's care, Lady Pendennis repaid her with resentment. The loss of mobility she'd suffered as a result of being trampled by horses and run over by the heavy wagon they'd been pulling had shortened her temper and made her intolerant of anyone she thought she could command. 

She did not try to bully Jennet. Lady Appleton's housekeeper had never liked her, not even when she'd been whole, and she saw no point in yielding to a pampered gentlewoman's every whim just because she was crippled. They had clashed repeatedly during the last few months at Leigh Abbey. Jennet had been delighted to leave Lady Pendennis behind and set out on the journey to Cornwall. She had not been so pleased to abandon her husband and children, but that was the price of serving Lady Appleton and always had been. When the time came, her reunion with Mark, their son, Rob, and their daughters, Kate and Susan, would be all the sweeter for having been so long apart. 

"This tapestry would look better on that far wall," Lady Pendennis declared.

Acting like some foreign pasha from one of Marco Polo's tales, carried around the room as she issued a string of orders, she did not seem to notice when Sir Walter and Lady Appleton went haring off in response to a message delivered by young Daniel, the scholars' clerk, or that Rosamond followed them. Jennet did not miss either departure, but her curiosity was not piqued until Jacob left a short time later, summoned by one of Sir Walter's guards.

The tapestry Lady Pendennis wanted moved was taken down and rehung. A chair also displeased her. She ordered it carried out of the room. Then she criticized the selection of wines—Canary, Rhenish, and Malmsey—set out on a serving table. She preferred Clary, hippocras, and sherry sack.

Typical, Jennet thought. She was intent on making changes just to prove she can. How many more things would be shuffled about before Sir Walter's wife was satisfied? 

"Let her have her way, then," Jennet muttered under her breath. "I'll hie myself back to Kent and leave her to it."

A soft chuckle behind her had Jennet whirling around to confront whatever person dared spy on her, but it was only Gwyn Merrick. Jennet smiled at the younger woman, whose presence at Priory House had been a godsend. 

Just twenty-one, still unimpaired by the agues and aches that came later in life, Gwyn had managed her father's household for several years and had offered to help in any way she could at Priory House, even lending a hand to the maids with the cleaning and laundry. 

A strong back alone would have made her welcome, no matter the rest of her, but Gwyn also possessed a cheerful disposition and looks that were out of the ordinary. Her complexion would never achieve the paleness accounted beautiful by courtiers, but it had a pleasant, sun-warmed look to it. Her hair was a rich blue-black that somehow managed to reflect rather than absorb light. Her eyes, too, appeared black at first glance, but closer inspection showed them to be a deep, dark brown. Suppressed laughter danced in them as she spoke.
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