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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 19, 1573
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The royal standard flew over Greenwich. Jennet Jaffrey's heart fluttered in unison with Elizabeth Tudor's ensign as the wherry that Jennet's sister-in-law had hired carried them past the queen's favorite residence. Behind them, boats and ships of all sizes passed by, some on their way to nearby dockyards, others bound for London or headed out to sea.

Jennet had no interest in the colorful water pageant of barges, tilt boats, and merchant vessels. Mouth dry, she could not tear her eyes away from the sprawl of high brick walls and gilded turrets that made up the rambling palace. 

"You act as if you've never seen Greenwich before," Sarah chided her.

"Only from the land side." The road from Rochester to Deptford ran between a two-hundred-acre deer park and the sixteen acres that comprised Greenwich, but that view lacked the impact of the water approach. The royal gardens, a tiltyard, the tennis court, bowling alley, cockpit, banqueting house, and stables stood between the road and the palace itself. 

The river façade of Greenwich dazzled the eye. The wooded hill behind, lush with the pale green of spring, joined a cloudless blue sky to form a perfect background for bricks painted bright red and decorated with black. Each mortar joint had been picked out in a white so brilliant it reflected the sun. Every battlement was surmounted by an elaborate carved beast. Some held flagpoles, others glittering golden vanes. 

But splendid as the exterior appeared to Jennet, what awaited her within was more wonderful still. This very day, she would see the queen. Jennet Jaffrey, a simple goodwife from Kent, would be among the spectators in the great hall when Her Majesty performed the annual Maundy Thursday ritual. 

The waterman turned his small craft toward shore, pulling with steady rhythm on the oars until the wherry bumped against a nondescript pier some four hundred paces east of the elaborate water gate by which more prestigious guests entered the palace. On the few rare occasions when they had leave from their duties, lower servants attached to the court used this side entrance to reach the Thames.

"Hurry, Jennet." Sarah tugged on her arm. 

Like Jennet's husband, Mark, Sarah had fair skin, pale blue eyes, and light brown hair. She was more delicate than her brother, but she shared with him one characteristic that plagued many of their kin: oversized ears. The close-fitted, trellis-work cap she wore as part of her livery helped hide this defect, but also leeched away what little color she had in her face. 

"If Mistress Jeronyma notices how long I've been gone," Sarah said, "she will be wroth with me."

"She cannot begrudge you time to feed." As if to emphasize the argument, Jennet's stomach growled. She'd had only bread and ale to break her fast and now it was well past the hour at which she was accustomed to eat dinner.

"You do not know her." Sarah clambered out of the wherry and ascended wooden steps set into the embankment with more speed than grace. When Jennet stood beside her, she pulled impatiently at her sleeve.

Jennet had no wish to cause trouble for Mark's sister, but having been a tiring maid at one time herself, she did not understand why Sarah looked so worried. Once she had arranged Jeronyma Holme's hair and helped her dress, Sarah's remaining duties—empty the chamber pot, mend any damaged clothing, and run errands—should all have been chores that could be carried out at any point during the day.

"Does some fiend pursue us that I must be dragged along at such an undignified pace?" Jennet was hard put to keep up with her husband's youngest sister as they negotiated the narrow path from riverbank to palace.  

"I did not think it would take so long to fetch you." Far from slowing her steps, Sarah walked faster. 

"I could scarce come with you until Lady Appleton set out for Westcombe Manor." 

Lady Appleton intended to pass the afternoon poring over old books and manuscripts with a man whose greatest ambition was to produce an alphabetical description of places in England and Wales. Jennet had been glad of the excuse to escape such tedium. She would have accepted Sarah's invitation to visit her at Greenwich Palace even if it had not included the chance to come within hailing distance of royalty. 

As she puffed and panted, Jennet reminded herself that Sarah knew best how her mistress would react, just as Jennet knew that Lady Appleton regarded Jennet, who was, strictly speaking, only her housekeeper, as a friend and favored traveling companion, entitled to her own pleasures. It had been Jennet's sense of responsibility that had kept her in attendance on the widowed gentlewoman all morning, not the exacting demands of a mistress.

If Sarah had other matters to attend to before she could take Jennet to see the queen, so be it.

All the Jaffreys were proud of Sarah's advancement. Ten years ago, as a girl of fifteen, she had entered service at Leigh Abbey, where Jennet was housekeeper and Mark the steward. Sarah had, from time to time, taken charge of Jennet's children, but in the main she had been given extensive training as a tiring maid. Once she'd mastered the necessary skills, she had found employment with Mistress Jeronyma Holme, the only daughter of one of Lady Appleton's neighbors, and when Mistress Jeronyma had been summoned to court to be a waiting gentlewoman to Lady Cobham, the queen's mistress of robes, Sarah had accompanied her. 

A royal guard, instantly recognizable by his long crimson tunic, braided in black and emblazoned with the Tudor rose, challenged the two women the moment they reached the servants' entrance. Then he recognized Sarah. She smiled at him with such warmth that he colored all the way to his flat, plumed bonnet and admitted them without further question.

From the small outer courtyard just inside the gate, they passed through back service ways until they emerged into an inner courtyard. Sarah would have rushed across without stopping had Jennet not dug in her heels. "Let me catch my breath," she begged.

Reluctantly, Sarah stopped.

"And you did promise me a bit of food," Jennet reminded her. 

"Mistress Jeronyma—"

"How can Mistress Jeronyma need you when she has duties of her own? Why, the queen herself must be dining by now, with all her ladies in attendance and all their ladies attending on them."

"Mistress Jeronyma does not wait on the queen direct. And those of little importance do not dine in Her Majesty's company." 

"And you?"

"Domestic servants sleep with their workmates. We eat in those rooms as well."

"Then let us go to your room."

"We have already missed dinner, and there would not have been enough food for you in any case." 

Jennet tried to hide her disappointment, but her unruly stomach defeated her by growling again. 

Sarah sighed. "We can go to the kitchens to beg a few crumbs from a friend of mine there, but only if you promise not to dawdle. I have been too long away from my mistress as it is."

"Agreed." But a moment later, an odd sight distracted her. She sidled closer, scarce able to believe her eyes.

"Come away, Jennet." Although Sarah sounded exasperated, Jennet heard an undercurrent of mirth. "That is one of the pissing places."

"So the smell tells me." A row of lead-lined urine pots decorated the courtyard wall. 

"A necessary nuisance," Sarah said, straight-faced. "Otherwise gentlemen would relieve themselves in any convenient corner. In King Henry's time, red crosses were painted on some walls to deter courtiers from pissing against them. It was thought, wrongly, that they'd not dare profane a religious symbol."

Stifling a chuckle, Jennet allowed herself to be guided toward yet another small, inconspicuous door. "Never tell me there are no garderobes or privies!"

"Most of the principal lodgings have a separate room called the stool house because a close stool is housed there, and there is a large common privy." A grin blossomed. "The one here at Greenwich is not as big as that at Hampton Court—it seats but twenty-eight at one time."

"Paltry," Jennet declared, "and no challenge to Whittington's Longhouse in London." Built with funds left to the city by a former lord mayor, it boasted seats for sixty-four.

Shared amusement served to ease Sarah's worries. Although they continued to move swiftly through a maze of corridors and rooms, Jennet no longer sensed so much urgency. 

They emerged from a service wing into a great vaulted kitchen. Awed, Jennet tilted her head back until she could see to the very top of the high ceiling. This proved a great mistake, since Sarah continued on, towing Jennet after her. Jennet stumbled over her own feet and pitched forward into her sister-in-law, causing Sarah to let out a startled squeak when she was rammed from behind.

Jennet managed to right them both before they toppled to the stone-flagged floor, but it was a near thing and the clamor attracted unwanted attention. Jennet glared at an impertinent scullion for staring at them. Twitching her skirt straight, she thrust out her chin, as she had often seen Lady Appleton do, daring anyone else to object to her presence.

Sarah turned a brilliant shade of pink. Jennet thought she knew why when she took a good look at the sergeant cook bearing down on them. He was a most toothsome fellow, tall and thin with blue-black hair and a blade of a nose. His broad shoulders were tensed in the manner of a man going into battle and his face wore a ferocious scowl before he recognized Sarah. In an instant the severe expression melted into a benign, almost doting smile. The color in Sarah's cheeks deepened at the transformation.

"Back to work," he barked at his minions, and followed suit himself, but not before he sent a conspiratorial wink in Sarah's direction. 

"A guard. Now a cook," Jennet murmured. Either would make a suitable husband for a tiring maid.

"Six hundred people feed at Greenwich daily," Sarah said in a blatant attempt to divert her sister-in-law's attention. 

Jennet resisted the urge to pepper the young woman with questions. She'd have time later, in private, to discover how many suitors Sarah had collected since she'd been at court. Instead she allowed herself to be led on a whirlwind tour of the service rooms. 

"Kitchens, scullery, bakehouse, larder, pastry, pantry, poultry, and acatary—for meat and fish—each is staffed with a dozen men in the charge of a sergeant."

"I never imagined so much space could be devoted to naught but the preparation of meals."

"Close to two hundred people work in the kitchens. The officers live next door to or above the area where they work."

"And your friend?"

"He is the sergeant for the queen's mouth, the sergeant cook who sees to the food for the queen's own platter."

"A most distinguished position."

"Across that kitchen courtyard are the spicery, saucery, confectionery, and wafery—an office that makes only wafers."

For the moment, Jennet stopped teasing and paid attention to what she was seeing. Hard by the food stores, including a separate fish larder, were the buttery, a pitcher-house, and the entrance to several enormous cellars for storing barrels of wine. At a greater distance, Sarah pointed out the royal laundry, the chandlery, the brew-house where ale was made for the domestic staff, and an avenery, for storing fodder for the horses. As they went, she also appropriated bread and cheese and a pitcher of ale, and with them in hand led Jennet up a narrow flight of stairs and into a small room furnished with a bed, a table, two stools, and a storage chest. 

Jennet wondered if this was the lodging assigned to a certain sergeant cook, but Sarah allowed her no time to inquire. She pointed out the tiny window. 

"From here you can see the slaughtering and scalding houses."

Jennet peered through the panes. "They are passing inconvenient to the main buildings."

"It distresses some courtiers to listen to their dinner squawk or bellow as it is killed." 

"Pampered popinjays." Country-bred, Jennet had little patience with squeamish attitudes.

"Distance also reduces the smell of wet feathers."

That excuse sat better. Few things stank worse than a freshly killed chicken dipped in boiling water to facilitate plucking.  

Munching on the softest manchet bread she'd ever tasted, Jennet plopped down on one of the stools, stretched her legs out in front of her, and wiggled her toes inside her sturdy leather shoes. She felt as if she had walked miles, all of them inside the palace. "Your sergeant cook—does he have a name?"

"Cormac."

"An Irishman?" The Irish were a troublesome race and not much trusted in England. Jennet was surprised to hear of one holding a post so close to the queen. Why, he was in an ideal position to poison Her Majesty, if he had a mind to.

"His mother was Irish born and named him for her father, but he is as English as you or I." 

Jennet took note of the way Sarah leapt to his defense. "And your guard? Who is he?"

Before Sarah could answer, rapid footfalls sounded from the other side of the door. A moment later, Mistress Jeronyma Holme burst upon them in a flurry of brown velvet skirts and a flood of words.

"Here you are, then, just as I supposed you would be! Such a to-do today! I vow I am quite light-headed from all this rushing about. Where is my black hat with the high crown? The one with two black ostrich feathers set with gold crowsfeet covering the crown at one side." 

The gentlewoman was no more than twenty. Shorter than Sarah but taller than Jennet, she had plump cheeks, hair the color of ripe wheat, and green eyes flecked with amber. Jennet saw no trace of anger in them, and no reprimand to Sarah for shirking her duties was forthcoming. Rather, Mistress Jeronyma's small mouth settled into a pretty pout as she waited for an answer. 

Using swift, efficient movements, Sarah made minor adjustments to her mistress's attire. The brown velvet bodice had ridden up at the waist, twisting a black leather girdle askew and exposing the points that tied bodice and skirt together. 

"You have no need of that hat until Lady Cobham leaves the palace," Sarah said. On the morrow, she and her mistress and her mistress's mistress journeyed to Cobham Hall for a few days' visit.

With a practiced, professional eye, Sarah surveyed the partlet and sleeves of light brown silk, searching for wrinkles. Jennet's gaze followed the same path, sweeping over the braided shoulder pieces and the trellis-work of narrow brown velvet strips that covered the sleeves, then shifting to a skirt, also braided, that opened over a black satin underskirt decorated with black velvet bows and tiny roses. To complete the ensemble, Jeronyma Holme wore a necklace of jet beads. From her girdle, which was decorated with cut steel, she'd hung a small mirror and a black velvet pouch. 

In shocked disbelief, Jennet saw Sarah slip one hand inside the pouch.

If her mistress noticed she'd been robbed, she gave no sign. "You are a great comfort to me, Sarah," Mistress Jeronyma said. Bestowing an affectionate pat on her tiring maid's cheek, she left without a backward glance.

"What did you take?" Jennet demanded.

Sarah opened her fingers to reveal an ornate circle banded with mother-of-pearl and rubies. 

"You stole your mistress's ring?" The bread Jennet had eaten turned to a rock in her belly.

Sarah sighed. "No. She stole it." She rolled the elaborate piece of jewelry over on her palm until they could both see the raised portion—diamonds arranged in the shape of a tiny letter E and beneath, in blue enamel, an even smaller R.

"Elizabeth Regina. Elizabeth the queen."

"Just so." There was a note that blended horror and awe in Sarah's voice. "She's never dared take something from the queen before."

Unable to help herself, Jennet reached for the glittering object. It had been designed to open. Within, she discovered two little enameled busts. One, wearing a tiny ruby brooch, was clearly meant to represent the queen. Jennet had seen other likenesses of Her Majesty, both on coins and in portraits. The second woman's visage was unfamiliar to her but she wore a diamond speck. Someone important, then.

Sarah peered over Jennet's shoulder at the minuscule portrait. "That is the queen's mother," she whispered. 

Queen Anne Boleyn. Jennet knew the story. Queen Anne had been beheaded for adultery when her daughter was a child of three. No doubt Her Majesty had many jewels, but this image-in-small, representing a mother she could scarce remember, was certain to have a great deal of sentimental value.

Jennet swallowed hard. "Why did Mistress Jeronyma steal the ring? How did you know she had? What—"

Hands covering her face, shoulders slumped, Sarah sank down on one of the stools and rested her elbows on the table. "I do not know why she does it, but she takes things all the time." Weariness and defeat laced Sarah's voice. "It is left to me to return them before anyone discovers they are missing. In the ordinary way of things, it is not a difficult task. People are fond of Mistress Jeronyma and have no desire to cause her trouble. But how am I to broach the royal apartments?"

Jennet crossed to her sister-in-law's side and placed one comforting hand on her shoulder. "The same way you enter other lodgings here at court. The guards are accustomed to seeing you, are they not? Besides, we both know servants tend to be invisible."

"The queen's personal guards are most vigilant." Sarah lifted her head and met Jennet's gaze with sorrowful eyes. "I doubt I can advance past the presence chamber where audiences are held."

"There must be another way."

Sarah rubbed the bridge of her nose and closed her eyes in apparent defeat, but after a moment she rallied. "The queen's chief gentlewoman and keeper of the queen's jewels is a woman named Blanche Parry. She is quite elderly. It is possible she will retire to her own lodgings rather than attend the ceremony in the great hall."

"Do you mean to confess to her?"

"I see no other way out of this dilemma. The queen is sure to miss this ring. Will you help me, Jennet? There is no risk to you." She managed a weak smile. "All you need do is wait outside Mistress Parry's lodgings and prevent anyone coming close enough to overhear what is said within."
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Chapter Two
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In preparation for the traditional ceremony in which the queen washed the feet of a number of poor women, to commemorate Christ's washing his disciples' feet on the first Maundy Thursday, one long table and a bench had been set up on each side of the great hall at Greenwich. Carpet covered the terra-cotta tiled floor in front of these benches. Nineteen cushions had been placed at intervals on top of the carpet on one side of the hall, twenty on the other. 

Susanna, Lady Appleton, regarded these arrangements with mild interest, but in truth she'd have preferred to remain in her host's private study at Westcombe Manor discussing the revisions he meant to make in the manuscript of his Perambulation of Kent. She'd not been given any choice. She'd scarce arrived at William Lambarde's house in East Greenwich, a short ride from the inn in Deptford where she'd spent the night, when he'd announced they must be off to the palace without further delay. It would not do, he'd insisted, to miss a chance to witness what he deemed "an interesting antiquarian survival." According to him, its origins went back nearly a thousand years.

"Do you wish to stand closer?" Lambarde asked.

Since it was clear he did, Susanna allowed herself to be eased toward the front of the cluster of courtiers and townspeople crowded into the back of the hall. A sleeve, heavily embroidered with metallic thread, raked against her velvet-clad shoulder, catching the fabric for a moment before its wearer pulled free with an impatient curse. What he had to swear about, Susanna did not know. Her garment was the one now marred with a long, jagged scratch.

Lambarde guided Susanna to a halt next to an elderly woman in an old-fashioned gable headdress. Although most at court regularly washed their faces, hair, and beards, at the least, this woman plainly relied upon the heavy fragrance of civet to mask the unpleasant odors clinging to her person. Her clothing did not appear to have received attention from a laundress since King Henry's time. Susanna edged away until she found a less noisome spot behind a cheerful little matron doused in the scent of marjoram.

"It would be a great honor to be presented to Her Majesty," Lambarde said.

"No doubt," Susanna replied in a neutral voice. "I fear I was never invited to attend upon her at court, either as Sir Robert Appleton's wife, or as his widow."

"A pity." For a moment, Lambarde let his disappointment show in a sad-eyed expression. 

Susanna said nothing. She had no desire to have the queen's attention focused on her and was glad Queen Elizabeth did not know her on sight. The closest they had ever come to meeting had been some ten years past, when Susanna had been but one face among thousands standing at Thameside as the royal barge passed by.

The queen was no more likely to notice her today unless someone pointed her out. Several people regularly at court knew her, Lord Robin and Lady Cobham in particular, but Susanna did not see either of them among the spectators. Indeed, she recognized no one in the crowd.

"Her Majesty must be aware of who you are, Lady Appleton. You are famous for your work on poisonous herbs."

"She has heard of my existence," Susanna acknowledged. 

On several occasions, the queen had made use of certain special skills Susanna possessed. In at least one instance, Susanna had taken it upon herself to keep silent about information that should, by rights, have been passed on to both queen and council. On the off chance that Elizabeth Tudor knew of her duplicity and had ignored it for reasons of her own, Susanna preferred not to attract the queen's attention, but she could scarce explain her reluctance to Master Lambarde. 

To her relief, the entrance of thirty-nine nervous, barefoot, hand-picked paupers, one for each year of Her Majesty's life, distracted his attention. A hum of anticipation greeted the arrival of a man carrying a silver basin.

"Sweet herbs in water." Master Lambarde's whisper quivered with excitement. "That fellow is the yeoman of the laundry. He will cleanse each poor woman's feet, dry them with his towel, make the sign of the cross above each set of toes, and kiss them. When the queen's sub-almoner has repeated the same tasks as the yeoman of the laundry, his place will be taken by the lord high almoner, who washes each woman's feet a third time. When he is done, it will be the queen's turn."

Three washings, to remove the worst of the grime before the queen's lips had to touch a pauper's flesh. Susanna's cynical thoughts and the repetitive nature of the ritual itself soon caused her attention to wander. 

A vague uneasiness had begun to stir when she'd first surveyed the sea of faces around her. She did not know any of them. A moment ago, that had seemed a good thing. Now it worried her. Where was Jennet? When they'd parted company a few hours earlier, the other woman had been aglow with excitement at the prospect of going to look at the queen.

Puzzled, Susanna searched the great hall for her friend and companion, but Jennet was nowhere to be found. 
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Chapter Three
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Nervous as a pigeon stalked by a cat, Jennet paced in the empty passage. Every sound made her start. She no longer took pleasure in the richness of her surroundings or in the fact that a yeoman's daughter had gained entrance to a royal palace.

At least a quarter of an hour past, Sarah had vanished into Mistress Parry's ground floor lodgings, conveniently located near the privy stair to the queen's apartments. Although Jennet had twice pressed her ear to the door, she'd not been able to hear a single sound within.

There is no reason to panic, she assured herself. Sarah had explained that Mistress Parry had a double lodging. An outer chamber led into an inner one. If the two women had retired thither, it was no wonder their voices did not carry to Jennet's ears, no matter how she stretched them.

This rationalization did nothing to calm her. Fear had made her mouth dry. Her stomach twisted as she thought of the dire outcome should Sarah be blamed for the theft. She could be hanged. Or spend the rest of her life imprisoned. That might be better than hanging, but not by much. 

In her agitation, Jennet could not stand still. Fidgeting, she moved away from Mistress Parry's door. She'd strayed toward the end of the corridor farthest from the royal wardrobe and jewel house and the queen's guards when a male voice, rife with suspicion, challenged her. 

"What business have you here, mistress?"

Heart racing, Jennet turned. She was prepared to claim she'd been visiting Mistress Parry, but the words stuck in her throat. The narrow eyes boring into her were cold enough to provoke an involuntary shiver.

"I am lost," she blurted. "My cousin gave me directions to her chamber but I must have taken a wrong turn." Jennet heard the nervous tremor in her voice and fell silent before she made matters worse. She could lie very well when the occasion demanded it—if she'd had time to prepare what she would say.

At least she'd not been caught with her ear to the door. And this man was not a guard. By his dress, he was a courtier. She stared at him, wondering at the distrust she sensed from him. He did not know that she'd done anything wrong, so why should he regard her with such a suspicious glower?

He was plain of face—no beard, no freckles or pockmarks, a nose and ears of normal size and an undistinguished chin. Dull brown hair, unaccented with highlights of any other shade, had a receding hairline. Only his eyes were at all unusual. They were markedly small and appeared to be set in a perpetual squint. 

"Who is your cousin?" His voice changed to contain nothing more threatening than mild curiosity.

"Mistress Smith," Jennet said, still reluctant to reveal more than she had to. She felt certain a household of this size contained at least one person with that most common of names. "If you can tell me how to reach the great hall, I am certain I will find her there."

The man stared at Jennet, as if memorizing her features, then sent a slight smile in her direction as he offered her his arm. "Allow me to show you the way."

Jennet had no choice but to go with him. 

She was surprised to discover how short the distance was. The sounds she'd been hearing suddenly made sense. A crowd had been gathering in the hall across the courtyard. The ceremony had already begun.

She risked one glance over her shoulder before she entered the hall, picking out three windows in the opposite wing, two for the outer chamber and one for the inner, that must be Mistress Parry's lodgings. Nothing moved behind any of them. 

Once inside the great hall, it was a simple matter to elude her unwanted escort. She squirmed and elbowed her way through the crowd until at least a dozen people separated them. Only then did she have leisure to admire her surroundings. 

Every surface was gilded, carved, painted, or hung with tapestry. Jennet scarce managed to keep her jaw from dropping as she beheld wonders beyond her imagining. She was so busy gawking and watching for the queen to arrive that she did not notice Sarah until Mark's sister touched her shoulder.

"Mistress Parry was not in her chamber," Sarah whispered, "and I do not see her here."

"What kept you so long, then? I—"

"I wanted to leave it in one of the jewel coffers, but they were locked." Sarah's low voice shook. "I pray I did not leave any scratches on the keyholes."

It was all Jennet could do not to groan aloud. She worried her lower lip with her teeth as she watched Sarah's agitated gaze rove over the crowd. Only one person seemed to take note of her behavior—the man who had come upon Jennet in the corridor. As soon as he glanced away, Jennet grabbed Sarah's arm. 

"The courtier in the tawny doublet—who is he?" 

"Where? More than one man wears that particular shade."

"Between the pockmarked fellow in black and the woman wearing the color they call Dead Spaniard."

Sarah's breath hitched. "Brian Tymberley, yeoman of Her Majesty's chamber. The man in black is Tymberley's manservant, Miles Carter." 

In as few words as possible, Jennet told Sarah what had happened in the passage outside Mistress Parry's lodgings. She was relieved to see that Tymberley showed no further interest in them, but she did not dare discount any potential menace. 

"He saw us together," she whispered. "Does he know your name?" 

"Carter does," Sarah admitted.

Another conquest? The question danced on the tip of Jennet's tongue, but she never asked it. At that moment, the queen entered the hall.

The very air seemed to shimmer in anticipation, making Jennet feel as she did when she stepped outside just before a lightning storm. All her concerns about Master Tymberley fled before Her Majesty's advance. She could do naught but stare, eyes aglow, at Elizabeth of England. 

Accompanied by thirty-nine ladies and waiting gentlewomen, the queen went first to the upper end of the hall, where a stool and cushion of estate had been placed. There Her Majesty sat, and knelt when it was needful during the service, to hear singing and prayers and the Gospel read. When her chaplain had finished relating how Christ washed his disciples' feet, the ceremony resumed.

Each attending lady and waiting gentlewoman put on an apron and took up a towel and basin. Then, with one of them stationed by each pauper, the queen went from cushion to cushion. At each, she knelt to wash, dry, cross, and kiss a foot. She went down the ranks a second time to distribute four yards of broadcloth to each woman. She repeated the journey with a pair of shoes for each. On the next trip, she gave each one a wooden platter laden with Lenten fare—half a side of salmon, half a side of ling, six red herrings, and two manchet loaves. If it was the same bread she'd tasted in the kitchen, Jennet thought, the paupers were in for a treat.

On the queen's fifth circuit, she distributed white wooden dishes filled with claret wine. Jennet, by now a trifle bored, shifted her interest to the crowd. To her immense surprise, she recognized Lady Appleton. Tall for a female, she stood head and shoulders above the plump little woman in front of her. 

Now what was she doing at Greenwich? Jennet inspected the gentleman standing beside Lady Appleton and concluded he must be Master Lambarde. No doubt it had been his idea that they attend the ceremony.

At that moment, as if she felt Jennet's eyes upon her, Lady Appleton looked up. Relief suffused her features. Jennet turned, intending to suggest to Sarah that Lady Appleton might help them, only to discover that Mark's sister had vanished. Jennet's searching gaze raked the crowd. She hoped Sarah had caught sight of Mistress Parry and gone to speak with her, but she had no way of knowing if that was the case. 

Since there was little else she could do, Jennet went back to watching the queen. While she'd been distracted, the ladies and waiting gentlewomen had surrendered their aprons and towels to the paupers and departed. Now a tall gentleman attended the queen, handing her a small white purse to give to each poor woman. On the next circuit, Queen Elizabeth gave every one of them a red leather purse. Jennet presumed both white and red contained gifts of money. She wondered if the paupers would also receive large empty bags. They'd need something in which to carry away the bounty heaped at their feet.

Sarah reappeared, her face flushed. 

"Did you find Mistress Parry?"

"No, and I dare not keep this longer." Before Jennet could muster a protest, Sarah had pressed the stolen ring into her hand and once more melted into the crowd. 

Jennet felt as if an icy wind had just swept through the hall. Shivering, she clenched her fingers around the small, dangerous object. Her first impulse was to run straight to Lady Appleton, turn the entire matter over to her mistress, and be done with it. Common sense prevailed an instant later. She must not cause trouble for anyone else. 

Taking a deep breath, Jennet struggled to order her thoughts. Murders within the verge, the area within a twelve-mile radius of whatever house the queen occupied, were the business of the coroner of the royal household, but Jennet did not know who was responsible for thefts. Just as well, she decided. If she turned in the ring, claiming to have found it, she'd likely end up in gaol herself.

A burst of song jerked her back to her surroundings. The queen had completed the ceremony and returned to her cushion of estate to listen to the choir sing. 

The queen, Jennet thought, struck by an audacious idea. The queen was a law unto herself. If the ring could be put directly into Her Majesty's hands . . . 

Having devised no better plan by the time Elizabeth of England withdrew from the great hall, Jennet followed the royal entourage into the presence chamber, the outermost of the royal reception rooms. No one challenged her. It was here that the queen granted audiences, and strangers were often allowed to come this far. 

While Jennet watched for her chance, she tried to blend into the crowd. She was distracted by her surroundings. Rich, thick, colorful tapestries covered the walls. Even the ceiling was decorated with intricate, brightly gilded carvings. Jennet brushed against soft fabrics, inhaled exotic perfumes, and heard the babble of voices all speaking in the refined accent of courtiers. The scene seemed unreal and insubstantial as gossamer until she turned too rapidly and slammed full force into a hard male chest.

Jennet lifted her head, expecting to see a stranger's face. Instead the features were familiar. Her eyes widened. Her mouth dropped open. Her wits scattered. 

"Lord Robin," she whispered before she could stop herself. Then, horrified to have been so familiar with a peer of the realm, Jennet lost the ability to speak altogether.

Robert Dudley, earl of Leicester, was the queen's long-time favorite. His brows knit together in puzzlement and he tugged on the point of his beard as he studied Jennet's face. "I do not know you," he said at last, his voice flat with disapproval. "Why do you presume to intimacy?"

She bobbed a curtsey and forced herself to answer. "Your pardon, my lord. It was not well done of me. It is how I've heard you spoken of, my lord, but with no disrespect."

"Who calls me Lord Robin?"

For once, Jennet did not even consider lying. "Lady Appleton, my lord, and always with fondness." 

Lady Appleton, when she had been Susanna Leigh, had gone to live in the duke of Northumberland's household after her father's death. Lord Robin, one of Northumberland's sons, had also been part of that household. Although Jennet had encountered the nobleman only once, while attending on Lady Appleton after her marriage, he was the sort of man who made a deep impression on young servant girls.
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