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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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August 27, 1577

Glenelg House, Burgh of the Canongate, Scotland

––––––––
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Catherine heard someone shout her name. The noise made her head throb. Other pains stabbed at her from a dozen directions. One hip hurt abominably. So did her right elbow.  

"Catherine! Get up! Do you hear me, Lady Glenelg? Arise at once."

The meaning of the sharp-voiced words took time to penetrate layers of confusion. Even after she understood the commands, Catherine could not seem to make her limbs respond. Only with a great deal of effort did she manage to open her eyes.

A woman hovered above her, visible in silhouette. For one disoriented moment, Catherine thought she might be an angel. 

The steel busks in Catherine's body-stitchet soon disabused her of the notion that she was dead. They pressed painfully against her quilted underbodice. Heavy folds of fabric twisted around her lower limbs and the padded roll known as a French farthingale, designed to hold out the skirt under which it was worn, had been shoved out of position to make an awkward lump beneath her buttocks.

Puzzled, Catherine let her eyes drift closed again. Something was not right. If she had fallen—she must have fallen, she decided, for she could feel the smooth marble of the staircase landing beneath one hand—and her farthingale was out of place, then shift and underskirt and skirt should be in a welter around the middle of her body, not wrapped around her ankles.

"Catherine!" This time the voice seemed familiar, but Catherine could not put a name to the speaker. Before she was able to respond, blackness engulfed her.

A shoe prodded Catherine's shoulder, bringing her back to consciousness. She blinked and her surroundings came into focus. This time the period of disorientation was shorter. She realized almost at once that she was lying on her back on one of the landings of the new staircase. It turned in broad flights around a square stone newel. Because the back of her head ached so much, she decided she must have struck it against the wall or the steps as she fell. 

She could not remember doing so.

The woman came into Catherine's line of vision. She was a very large woman, and her face matched her girth, replete with double chins and deep pouches under the eyes. Catherine stared into their green depths without recognition until the musky perfume the woman wore stirred a memory. It slipped away again before she could grasp it.

"Up with you," the woman said, sliding her hands under Catherine's shoulders and lifting until Catherine achieved a sitting position. "Give me a moment and I'll move her off your feet."

Her? Another wave of confusion engulfed Catherine, but it ebbed the instant the other woman shifted her bulk. The cloth twisted around Catherine's legs was not her own brown velvet skirt. It was black, trimmed with golden crowsfeet.

"Jean," Catherine whispered in horror as her gaze traveled along the distinctive fabric to the back of her mother-in-law's head. A thin line of blood stained snowy white hair. An unpleasant odor emanated from the ominously motionless body.

Abruptly, Catherine found the strength to move. Wrenching her feet free, she scuttled backward, trying to put as much distance as possible between herself and the corpse. She came up hard against a wall. 

The big woman knelt with some difficulty, since she wore a Spanish farthingale to hold out her cinnamon-colored skirts, and turned Jean's body over to reveal eyes that were wide open. They stared accusingly at Catherine. 

Using the wall for balance, she attempted to get to her feet, but a wave of dizziness defeated her. She landed on her rump with a startled cry.

"What happened here, Catherine?"

"I do not know. I cannot remember."

The woman sent her a puzzled look but did not pursue the matter. She closed Jean's eyes and laid her gently on her back and then, with considerable effort, regained her feet. Advancing on Catherine, she hauled her upright. "Where are the servants?"

Catherine struggled to recall. "An errand. Jean sent them away."

"When?"

The relief Catherine felt at being able to remember something faded as she once more had to acknowledge that she did not know. There were gaps in her memory and the more she tried to fill them, the more elusive her recollection of recent events became.

"What do you remember?" 

Assisted by the other woman's arm around her waist, Catherine climbed the staircase with slow, unsteady steps. The woman already seemed to know the way to Catherine's chamber.

"Who are you?" Catherine asked when she was seated in the room's single chair and had removed her silk-lined caul, already dislodged by the fall, to feel gingerly at the lump at the back of her head.

The woman looked surprised by the question. "You do not remember me, either?"

"You seem familiar, but no, I do not know your name."

"I am Annabel MacReynolds."

Shocked, Catherine stared at her. The Annabel she had known had been a beautiful young woman at the court of Mary, queen of Scots. She'd been slender, vivacious, clever, and amusing. A dozen years ago, they'd been good friends. Catherine had helped Annabel learn to speak English without an accent and Annabel had taught Catherine to dance. 

Annabel poured water into a basin and dipped one corner of her handkerchief into it. "I have changed, yes. But this is not the first time you've seen me since returning to Scotland. Think, Catherine." 

As she leaned closer, dabbing at Catherine's cheek and making it sting, Catherine once more inhaled Annabel's musky perfume. A fragment of memory surfaced. Annabel—this older, larger Annabel—had been here in Glenelg House. She'd come at Catherine's request and agreed to help find a way to remove Catherine's eight-year-old son, Gavin, from danger.

Alarm had Catherine on her feet and this time she fought back the wave of dizziness. "Cordell," she whispered. She knew where Gavin was, but what had happened to her seven-year-old daughter?

When an answer surfaced without effort, she sagged onto the purple velvet cushions, weak with relief. 

"She is safe?" Annabel inquired.

"Yes. With her nurse. Avise took her to Greenside to hear a concert by the town waits." 

How long ago had that been? A glance at the window told Catherine no more than that it was still day. Anything from an hour to an entire afternoon might have passed since Avise and Cordell left Glenelg House, and Catherine could not remember any of it.
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Chapter Two
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Annabel regarded her old friend with a mixture of concern and irritation. Her goal, upon returning to her native land two years earlier, had been to live quietly and do nothing to bring herself to the attention of the regent or his rivals. She had a feeling that was about to change. Oddly, the idea was not entirely without appeal.

"I was late for our meeting." Annabel examined the bump on Catherine's head, then pressed a cold, wet cloth against it. "Hold that in place. You are fortunate. You do not seem to have broken any bones."

"I remember that we planned to meet," Catherine murmured. "I remember that I asked for your help."

"You wanted me to find a reason to remove Gavin from Stirling Castle." Having finished her ministrations, Annabel dumped pink-tinged water into the slop bucket.

Gavin had been Lord Glenelg ever since his father's death when he was two years old. The previous April, at eight, he had been summoned to attend upon his liege lord, the king of Scotland. King James was eleven. It was a great honor to become one of his schoolmates, but Catherine had not wanted her son to go. She was English by birth, and in England she had wished to remain, with both her children.

Unfortunately, the queen of England had sided with the earl of Morton, the current regent of Scotland. In short order, Gavin's wardship had been granted to Sir Lachlann Dunbar, a stranger, and Catherine, to be closer to her little boy, had moved to Scotland, into the house her mother-in-law already occupied just outside of Edinburgh. That Jean Ferguson, Lady Russell, had been instrumental in obtaining a place for Gavin at the royal court had not endeared her to Catherine. That Stirling Castle, where King James resided, was a two day journey from Glenelg House, had only made matters worse.

"The information you uncovered—"

"That must wait," Annabel interrupted. "We have more pressing matters to concern us. Where are the servants?" 

It was the second time she'd asked, and as she'd hoped, this time Catherine remembered more. "Jean sent Una, her maid, and Dugald, her manservant, to Master Uddart's shop in Edinburgh. She'd ordered carpets and a ship from Antwerp arrived with them on Saturday. She sent Una to make certain the quality was acceptable and Dugald to drive the cart to transport them here."

Annabel heard the underlying edge in Catherine's voice and understood its cause. In the three years Lady Russell had been in Edinburgh, she had spent freely of Glenelg money and rarely asked anyone's permission first. Most of it had gone into renovating Glenelg House. Lady Russell had lived in England for decades and had grown accustomed to the luxuries found in wealthy English homes. She'd been determined to recreate that same level of comfort in Scotland.

"Where are the other servants?" Annabel asked. There were, she recalled, a cook and a scullion and several more maids.

Catherine frowned. "Jean sent the cook to Leith for fish. She said she was tired of being served platters of porridge and little pieces of sodden meat. The maids went to reclaim laundry the washerwoman has not yet brought back."

"I doubt any of them would have dared investigate, even if they had been in the house to overhear the quarrel," Annabel said.

"What quarrel? I do not remember arguing with Jean."

"You clashed with alarming frequently," Annabel reminded her. "I have no doubt but that you fought again today."

Catherine went very still. "You think we were quarreling when we fell down the stairs? That I pushed Jean? No! That's impossible!" She dismissed the idea out of hand, and removing the damp cloth from her head, folded it small. "The fall must have been an accident."

Annabel did not press the issue. It mattered little to her how Lady Russell had died. A simple lie would remedy the situation. She would claim she had arrived an hour earlier, that she had been with Catherine in the Hall when they heard a tremendous crash from the stairs. Catherine's bumps and bruises were hidden by her clothing. It only remained to find an explanation for the damage to her face.

"Where is Sir Lachlann Dunbar?" Annabel asked. "I was late. He should have arrived here ere now."

"Perhaps he was delayed in Stirling, although it is strange he did not send a message." Catherine gave a choked laugh. "Mayhap he did and I do not remember."

"And Malcolm Logan?" Annabel asked. "Where is he?"

"I have given up keeping track of that one," Catherine said, a hint of asperity in her voice. "I was not the one who invited him to stay here."

Malcolm Logan was next in line to inherit the Glenelg title, should something happen to young Gavin. He was the son of one of Lady Russell's sisters, by all accounts an untidy, uneducated lout with no manners to speak of and a surly attitude. Annabel had caught a glimpse of him once and that had been more than sufficient. She had no desire to meet him.

"There did not seem to be anyone about when I arrived," she said thoughtfully. "I believed the house empty until I found the two of you on the landing."

Catherine started and cried out in dismay. "How could I have left Jean lying there?" 

This time Catherine did not sway when she stood. A wince told Annabel that Catherine's head still hurt, but the worst of the dizziness appeared to have passed.

"We will have to wait until the servants return to move her," Annabel said, plucking up Catherine's discarded caul as she followed her out of the room.

"She should not be left alone." 

They had scarce reached the landing when the sound of a cart in the street outside announced the return of Una and Dugald. 

"Go down and tell them there has been an accident," Catherine ordered. "Bring them here to help us carry her to her bed."

Annabel's eyebrows lifted at the peremptory command, but she took it for proof that Catherine's recovery continued apace. After a moment's consideration, she paused long enough to arrange Catherine's headdress for her, then obeyed. 
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Chapter Three
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The body of Jean Ferguson—who had called herself Lady Russell when she lived in England, in spite of the fact that her husband had never been made a knight—lay atop her own bed, ready to be stripped, washed with perfumed water, and wrapped in a winding sheet. 

"It is my right to serve as Lady Russell's tiring woman one last time," Una insisted. The tears streaming down her lined face attested to the strength of her devotion to her mistress.

Una was well into her sixties and had been in Jean Ferguson's service since both of them were girls. They'd gone together to England and had stayed so long that neither had retained more than a trace of a Scots accent. 

Catherine felt a stab of guilt as she watched the simple act of a maid removing her mistress's shoes. Una truly mourned Jean's passing, as Catherine herself could not. 

Although her recollection of events just prior to her fall remained hazy, Catherine suddenly remembered, with vivid clarity, a day some eight years earlier. She'd hidden in the stables of her London home to get away from Jean's nagging. Nothing had pleased her mother-in-law. She'd found fault with everything Catherine did. Catherine had consoled herself by imagining that Jean had been abducted by pirates and carried off to be sold into slavery on the Barbary Coast. 

"I did not mean it," she whispered to the corpse, although in her heart she knew she had. She'd seen no harm in picturing such a fate for the old besom. Nor had she ever learned to control her temper when Jean was at her most irritating. They'd quarreled a hundred times, a thousand, over the years.

A gasp from the maid brought Catherine back to the present. She looked at Jean again, and saw that Una had removed her mistress's ruff. For a moment, Catherine could not grasp the significance of what lay revealed. Then she had to fight not to cry out in horror. 

A pattern of bruises showed livid on Jean's white throat, the marks of fingers. A glance at Annabel told Catherine that she had seen and understood them, too. 

Catherine's gaze dropped to her own hands. Had she been responsible? Had her last quarrel with Jean been so fierce that she'd strangled her mother-in-law? Was that how they'd fallen, locked in mortal combat?  

Una made no attempt to disguise what she thought. "You did not mean it!" she repeated, her expression rife with suspicion and disgust. 

Before Catherine could explain away the damning words, Una lifted one of Jean's hands and examined the dead woman's fingers. Catherine was close enough to the body to see what the maid did—there was blood beneath Jean's nails. She'd clawed at someone, defending herself. 

Nausea roiled in her stomach as Catherine reached up to touch her own cheek, feeling the wound Annabel had cleaned. It was not a cut caused by the fall, as Catherine had supposed. With her fingertips she traced the paths of three long scratches.  

Confronted by this proof that she had strangled Jean, unable to remember clearly anything that had happened after she saw Avise and Cordell off for Greenside, Catherine abruptly fled Jean's chamber. She ignored Annabel when the other woman spoke her name.

Averting her gaze as she passed the blood still visible on the landing, she descended to the floor below. Blindly, she sought the aqua vitae Jean kept in a cupboard in the Hall. She doubted anything less potent than the fiery drink the Scots called uisque-beatha would calm her.

She had downed only one swallow before Sir Lachlann Dunbar strode into the room, newly arrived from Stirling. The dust of the road covered his dark brown cloak and his knee-high riding boots. 

He stopped in his tracks when he caught sight of her, his critical gaze raking over her from head to toe, taking in her disheveled appearance and the damning scratches that marred her cheek. 

Catherine burst into tears.

To her surprise, Sir Lachlann responded by offering comfort. He was tall. He was solid. He'd never been anything but courteous to her, even though they disagreed about how and where Gavin should be raised. The moment he pulled her close, uttering sympathetic murmurs and giving her an awkward little pat on the back, the whole story tumbled out—how she and Jean had always been at odds, how they must have been quarreling yet again when they'd tumbled down the stairs. 

She spoke in French, for they were both more fluent in that language than in the other's native tongue. "I came to my senses to find her dead beside me and I cannot remember anything of the events just before we fell." 

In the nick of time, Catherine stopped herself from suggesting that Jean's death had been anything other than an accident. Perhaps she was wrong about that. Perhaps there was another explanation for those bruises.  

"Nothing?" She heard the astonishment in Dunbar's voice and wondered how long it would be before bewilderment turned into suspicion.

"I have tried and tried." Catherine dashed her tears away with the back of one hand. "But I can recall nothing of the last three hours." It was only thanks to Una that she now knew how long the servants had been gone.

"A pity I did not arrive sooner," Sir Lachlann lamented. "I was delayed when my horse went lame. I was obliged to borrow my man's mount to complete the journey."

He'd come from Stirling. The distance was not great—a mere twenty-four miles—but more than an ordinary day's ride to Edinburgh.

"I was not in time to prevent this tragedy, but mayhap I can be of some assistance to you now," Sir Lachlann said after a moment. "I have buried my share of kin."

"I have no idea how the law works in Scotland," Catherine admitted, "except that it differs from the way things are done in England."

She felt him stiffen. "The law?"

"Her death was sudden, and since I have no memory of being witness to it, must be deemed 'unattended.'  Surely a coroner should be called in? Or the local justice of the peace?" If she were still living at Leigh Abbey in rural Kent, that would be Nick Baldwin, their nearest neighbor. Would Nick have arrested her for Jean's murder? Catherine rather thought he would have and had to suppress another sob. Still, there was no help for it. The matter must be investigated. If those bruises on Jean's throat could not be explained away, then she must accept her guilt.

"Do not trouble yourself about such matters, Lady Glenelg." Sir Lachlann's voice smoothed out but his grip on her did not relax. "I will take care of everything."

Will you arrange to have me imprisoned and put on trial when you see those bruises? She did not ask the question aloud.

After further reassurances, still in French, Sir Lachlann added an admonition in the local dialect: "Ye maunna fash yersel, lass."

Do not worry? Easier to bring Jean back to life! Catherine watched him depart to fetch the proper authorities with a curious blend of relief and trepidation. 

As soon as he was gone, Annabel stepped into the Hall from a place of concealment in the screens passage. "Do you mean to wait calmly to be charged with this crime?" she inquired. "Whether she died from strangulation or from injuries sustained in the fall, you will surely be blamed for her death."

An image of herself with her hands around Jean's neck flashed through Catherine's mind. Memory or imagination? She shook her head. "I know it looks as if I killed her, but why would I do such a thing? Why now?"

"What does your reason matter? The marks on her throat and the scratches on your cheek are enough to condemn you. They will say that you fell together while you were pummeling her. You will be prosecuted and found guilty, but only if you are here to be taken into custody."

Catherine began to tremble. With her emotions in turmoil, she could not think clearly.

"Catherine!" Annabel spoke sharply and seized her arm. "Come with me now. You must not stay here." 

I will be arrested if I do not flee. Catherine swallowed bile. She was a stranger in Scotland—a foreigner, a sasunnach woman. But when Annabel tugged at her sleeve, Catherine pulled free. "I need something from my bedchamber."

On unsteady limbs, once more needing Annabel's assistance, she made her way upstairs. It did not take long to retrieve the two pouches of coins she kept hidden in the false side of a clothes chest. 

While she collected them, Annabel snatched up a cloak and a pair of sturdy boots. "You'll need these later. Now hurry. We must away."

Catherine followed her out of Glenelg House and did not balk again until Annabel tried to lead her into one of the narrow closes that wound between the densely packed houses and walled gardens and emerged in the South Back. 

"No," she objected. "We must go by way of the North Back of the Canongate." Both Backs allowed access to the common wells and grazings of the burgh, but only by going north could they reach the path that circled the lower reaches of Craigingalt and led to Greenside, where Avise had gone with Cordell.

"South," Annabel insisted. "It will be safest if we enter Edinburgh by Cowgate Port."

"I cannot abandon my daughter." Leaving Annabel to follow or not, Catherine threaded her way through one narrow wynd and into another until she came out at the foot of the hill.

Annabel pursued her. "You must leave Cordell in Avise's care. She'll be safe enough at Glenelg House with the servants. A child will only slow us down. You will be caught."

"I—"

"You'll be no good to her if you are hanged." Annabel's exasperation inscribed even deeper lines into the furrows of her face.

"I will not go without my baby." Limping painfully, Catherine forced herself to climb the steep flight of steps cut into the hillside. When they ended, she stumbled across the grassy, gorse-strewn slope. She felt the effects of her fall in head and limbs, and the thin leather of her indoor shoes provided little protection from the rough ground underfoot. Every sharp stone felt as if it cut straight through to the skin, but she never wavered in her determination to reach Cordell. A mother could not simply leave her precious child behind. 

"Do you want to be tried for murder?" Annabel came alongside Catherine and kept pace. Her girth did not seem to slow her down.

Catherine ignored the harangue. The dull ache at the back of her head had increased into a steady throb, and shards of pain stabbed at her from a dozen directions with each step she took. Her breath came in short gasps.

"You have no friends at court to support you. Your own actions have cost you any hope of allies there. If you value your life, Catherine—"

"Hssst! No more."

For the first time that day, the Fates were kind. Up ahead she caught sight of the familiar forms of Avise and Cordell, returning from the afternoon concert. Propelled by a new burst of energy, Catherine dashed toward them.

Annabel, moving with unexpected agility, darted ahead of her to reach Avise first. "There has been an accident," she said to the maidservant. "You must not return to Glenelg House. Hire men and horses and take the child to Lady Appleton."

Catherine started to protest, then realized Annabel's suggestion made sense. Cordell would be safe in Kent, no matter what happened here. Susanna Appleton was one of Cordell's godmothers. Moreover, Catherine, Gavin, and Cordell had lived with her for the last few years. Leigh Abbey was the place Cordell still thought of as home.

"It is best you go at once," she said to Avise, handing over half the money she'd taken from Glenelg House. Then she hugged and kissed her daughter. "Be a good girl and mind Avise."

With the directness typical of seven-year-old children, Cordell pulled away and challenged the decision. "You come too, Mama." Her lips compressed in a thin, trembling line and her eyes reflected both hurt and a sense of betrayal, piercing Catherine's heart. 

"I cannot leave Scotland without your brother." Catherine's voice broke.

"You love him more than you do me."

"I love you both equally. And I shall miss you terribly. It will not be a long separation. I promise you that, my little love." 

She bore the pain without complaint when Cordell launched herself into a farewell embrace. The child was small for her age and thin, but she clung with frantic strength, pressing herself against Catherine's bruises until Avise pried those little fingers loose and lifted Cordell into her own arms. The girl promptly buried her face against her nursemaid's shoulder and refused to look at her mother again. 

"I'll keep 'er safe, madam."Avise promised. Her plain face was pale as new fallen snow but Catherine did not doubt the sincerity of her words, not even when she added, "I cut bene whids." 

"I know you speak truly, Avise," Catherine assured her, translating the phrase for Annabel's benefit. Avise had a tendency to betray her origins by falling into thieves' cant when she was nervous or upset, but she was fiercely loyal to Catherine. "I would trust you with my life, and I do trust you with my daughter's." 

"Best get out of 'ere, then." Avise's gaze had shifted downhill.

Alarmed, Catherine turned, startled to see how high they had climbed. From this vantage point she had a panoramic view that extended all the way from Edinburgh Castle on her right to the palace of Holyrood on her left. Along the mile in between were the houses of the Canongate, her own among them. Sir Lachlann Dunbar had just reached the gate of Glenelg House. Malcolm Logan was with him, easy to recognize in the Highland dress he affected. They were accompanied by a man she did not know.

"The bailie," Annabel said. "We must away."

Carrying Cordell, Avise set off at a trot, heading back the way she'd come. "Get out of 'ere, madam," she called over her shoulder. "Never let the poxy cuffins take you."

Overcome by exhaustion, tormented by the growing fear that she might have murdered her mother-in-law, Catherine hesitated. "Annabel—what if I did strangle Jean?"

"All the more reason to avoid being caught." Seizing Catherine's arm, Annabel hauled her down the hill in a direction that would bring them out on the road to Leith.
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Chapter Four
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September 12, 1577

Candlethorpe Manor, Northamptonshire, England

––––––––
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The upper parlor of Nick Baldwin's country estate in Northamptonshire was an open, comfortably furnished room made bright at this hour of the morning by large, east-facing windows. Susanna Appleton occupied her favorite perch on the cushioned window seat, one hand holding a book and the other idly stroking Greymalkin, the housekeeper's elderly cat.

She glanced toward the door at the sound of running footsteps. There was no cause for alarm. She recognized the patter of her young namesake's feet. 

Susanna Johnson, aged five years and seven months, who lived in a cottage on the Candlethorpe estate with her mother, was also Susanna Appleton's goddaughter. Susanna had taken a lively interest in the child's upbringing from the day of her birth and willingly put aside the weighty tome she'd been studying when the parlor door burst open.

Young Susanna clasped a packet of letters in one chubby, grubby hand, waving it as she approached at a dead run. "From Kent!" she piped, face alight at having been entrusted with the delivery. 

Nick Baldwin appeared in the doorway behind her, filling it with his broad shoulders. The grin on his face told Susanna that he'd been the one to send the child on her errand. He doted on her, just as Susanna did. 

"Let me see, sweeting."

The slightly sticky packet changed hands and Susanna made short work of the oilskin wrappings. Inside, as she'd expected, was a letter from Jennet Jaffrey, Susanna's housekeeper at Leigh Abbey and her friend. Another came from Rosamond, who was both stepdaughter and foster daughter, and Susanna's heir. The third was in a hand Susanna did not recognize, so she left it for last.

She frowned when she'd finished reading Jennet's account of everyday life at Leigh Abbey. "I must leave here soon," she said to Nick. "I fear Jennet is not well."

"Does she say so?"

"She says just the opposite, but I know how hard the last two years have been on her. It was all very well to set up a school for Rosamond and the other girls, but their tutors cannot oversee everything and I have been too often away." 

She'd journeyed to Devonshire to attend her cousin's wedding and this was her second visit to Candlethorpe in as many years. She'd been here with Nick since June this time. Her excuse for staying on through the heat of August had been flimsy at best. True, there had been a virulent outbreak of the plague in London in late summer, adequate reason to avoid traveling through that city to reach Leigh Abbey and risk carrying the disease home with her, but they could have taken a more roundabout route. They could even, in spite of her dislike of travel by water, have made the trip by sea. Now that it was nearly the middle of September, she knew she must no longer put off leaving.  

The real reason she had delayed her departure was her reluctance to lose the contentment she'd found at Candlethorpe in Nick's company. He was her nearest neighbor in Kent, but that was not the same as sharing a house, and a bed, with him. They could not spend as much time together once she returned to Leigh Abbey, no matter how much they might want to. They would also have to be circumspect. More and more of late, the church took an undue interest in the private business of individuals. A few years earlier, thanks to their parish churchwardens, Susanna had found herself facing accusations of immoral behavior. She had no wish to repeat the experience.

Preoccupied with such thoughts, which perforce led her to the subject of Nick's repeated proposals of marriage and her refusal to consider them, Susanna unfolded the third letter in the packet. A note in Jennet's hand informed her it had arrived at Leigh Abbey from London on the eighth of September.

A frown creased Susanna's brow and the furrow deepened as she read. At first, the words made no more sense than the identity of her correspondent. 

She had met Sir Roger Allington only once, at the christening of Catherine Glenelg's daughter, Cordell. Susanna, Sir Roger, and Lady Allington were the girl's three godparents. Cordell had been named after Sir Roger's wife.

"Is something wrong?" Nick asked. When she did not answer, he shooed Young Susanna out and closed the door. "Tell me."

"Catherine is in trouble." Sir Roger did not give many details, saying only that an acquaintance in Scotland sent word to him in London that Gilbert's mother was dead and the whereabouts of Catherine and her daughter unknown. He asked Susanna if she had heard from Catherine and requested that she send word to him at once if she knew her whereabouts. Susanna passed the letter to Nick.

"Who is Roger Allington?" Nick asked when he'd read it.

Susanna explained the connection, adding, "He and Catherine's late husband became friends shortly after Gilbert and Catherine were married. Gilbert spent several years in Scotland at that time, at Queen Mary's court. Allington was one of the courtiers Queen Elizabeth regularly sent as emissaries to her royal cousin."

Nick nodded. He had never met the late Lord Glenelg, but he knew Catherine's history almost as well as Susanna did. After Mary Stewart's abdication in favor of her infant son, Scotland had been ruled by a series of regents. One of them had sent Gilbert to London as his representative to the English court. When Gilbert had died during an outbreak of the plague, Catherine had remained in England. She'd returned to Scotland only because her son, as the heir to the barony of Glenelg, had been ordered to join the king's household at Stirling Castle. Although she could not be with him, she had wanted to be close at hand.
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