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At Queen Elizabeth’s palace, intrigue abounds. And when a naive girl with a gift for keen observation enters the court, she can hardly imagine the role she will play in bringing England – indeed, the whole of Europe – to the brink of war. Nor can she foresee her own journey to the brink of ecstasy and beyond  . . . 

When she becomes a junior lady of Queen Elizabeth’s bedchamber, Rosamund is instructed by her cousin, the brilliant and devious secretary of state Sir Francis Walsingham, to record everything she observes. Her promised reward: a chance at a good marriage. But through her brother Thomas, Rosamund finds herself drawn to the forbidden, rough-and-tumble world of theatre, and to Thomas’s friend, the dramatic, impetuous playwright Christopher Marlowe. And then Rosamund meets Will Creighton – a persuasive courtier, poet, and would-be playwright who is the embodiment of an unsuitable match.

The unsanctioned relationship between Rosamund and Will draws the wrath of Elizabeth, who prides herself on being the Virgin Queen. Rosamund is sent in disgrace to a remote castle that holds Elizabeth’s cousin Mary Stuart, the imprisoned Queen of Scots. Here, Walsingham expects Rosamund to uncover proof of a plot against Elizabeth. But surely, nothing good can come of putting an artless girl in such close proximity to so many seductive players and deceptive games. Unless, of course, Rosamund can discover an affinity for passion and intrigue herself  . . . 


To Maggie Crawford, my editor, without whose insights and creative
perceptions this book would probably never have seen the light of day.
Thank you so much, Maggie.


Prologue

Fotheringay Castle, February 8, 1587

THEY HAD COME to her the previous evening. Amyas Paulet, her jailer and Puritan tormentor, and dear, loyal Shrewsbury, who had looked as if it were his own impending death he had come to announce.

It was Shrewsbury who had spoken, tears running down his cheeks. Her death warrant, signed by the queen, had been received. She was to die in the Great Hall at eight o’clock the following morning. Little enough time for her final preparations, the letters to be written, the disposition of her personal possessions, her final confession. But the death warrant had come as no surprise for all the unseemly haste of its execution.

And so here she was, at the appointed time, in the Great Hall. It was a bitterly cold morning, still dark outside. Within, sconced candles threw shadows against the walls. Her visitors of the previous evening stood behind the newly erected scaffold at the far end. Other members of the household, together with the sheriff and his men, her ladies, with the exception of the two who attended close beside her on this, her last, walk, stood against the walls, some with downcast eyes as she approached the scaffold.

Mary became aware of her little Skye terrier pressing into the voluminous folds of her black velvet skirts. She paused for an instant, her gaze roaming the hall, lingering on the faces of those who had come to witness her death. Her eyes stopped, rested on the face of a woman, younger than her other ladies. She raised a hand and the young woman stepped forward and came over to her. She curtsied low.

“Rosamund, will you take my dog?” Mary asked softly. “I fear he may become distressed if he remains too close to me.”

“Of course, madam.” Rosamund bent and picked up the little creature, caressing his rough head. She stepped back into place again, and the Queen of Scots continued to the scaffold.

Mary mounted the five steps. A disrobing stool stood beside the block, a kneeling cushion in front of it. She averted her eyes from the bloodstained butcher’s ax. Presumably all they could find at such short notice, she reflected. Royal castles did not, in general, include a headsman’s ax among their furnishings. Fleetingly she wondered if they had remembered to sharpen it after its last use on some luckless animal.

But there was no time now for further thought. Her ladies and executioners were moving to disrobe her. She removed her cross and the Agnus Dei from around her neck, giving them to her attendants as she blessed them both with a prayer and the sign of the cross.

Her executioners knelt for forgiveness and she smiled, saying clearly, “I forgive you for you are about to end my troubles.” Her ladies fastened a Corpus Christi cloth over her face, a veil that she herself had embroidered.

Rosamund Walsingham held the little terrier against her breast, turning its eyes away from the scaffold. Her own remained riveted as the executioners and the two women removed Mary Stuart’s black gown, two petticoats, her corset, until she stood only in her petticoat and chemise. Both garments were scarlet, the color of martyrdom. Rosamund knew she must be sure to include that detail in her report to Sir Francis. There were official witnesses of this execution, but Sir Francis Walsingham would, as always, demand from her a personal, unofficial, and totally accurate description of even the most minute and seemingly irrelevant detail.

Mary Stuart smiled faintly as they undressed her and made some soft comment to the executioners that Rosamund could not hear. Her attendants helped the queen to kneel, and Mary placed her head upon the block, her hands gripping the wood on either side.

One of the executioners moved her hands, and Rosamund shuddered at the significance. Had they been left there, they would have been struck off with the head. Mary Stuart stretched out her arms behind her and offered her final prayers in loud, clear tones.

The little dog whimpered against Rosamund’s breast as her arms tightened convulsively with the first stroke of the ax. In horror, she saw that the ax had missed its target and had struck the back of the victim’s head. Mary’s lips moved soundlessly. The ax fell again.

Rosamund closed her eyes when the executioner sawed at the last remaining tendon that held the woman’s head still affixed to her neck. And then he lifted the head free, declaiming, “God save the Queen.”

A collective gasp of shock ran around the gathering as the veil that had been fastened to her hair came free in the man’s hand, and with it the long auburn tresses of a wig. Mary Stuart’s own hair was short and gray. The head fell to the straw, and the face was that of an old woman, barely recognizable as the tall, elegant, auburn-haired beauty of before.

It was over at last. Rosamund, soothing the terrier with soft words and a gentle hand, joined the mass exodus from the Great Hall as the sheriff and his men prepared to take the body abovestairs to where the surgeons waited to embalm it.

Her legs started to tremble and at the head of the stairs she sat down on the wide stone ledge of a mullioned window and gazed out at the Northamptonshire countryside. How responsible had she, Rosamund Walsingham, been for Mary’s execution? She had borne some part in it . . . had had no choice but to do so. She just hadn’t realized how her participation in that secret world ruled by her fearsome cousin Francis could be used, twisted to suit his purposes. She should have known, of course. Her brother Thomas had dropped enough hints, but his little sister had thought herself impregnable, safe behind the fortress walls of her own self-will. But she should have remembered what was said about those who touched pitch.

Her hands were clammy and she felt her heart begin to race. She tried to remember what Kit Marlowe had told her of the actor’s trick of breathing to overcome stage fright. Or maybe it had been Ned Alleyn? It would make better sense, he was after all an actor. Kit lived and breathed the stage, but he had never trodden the boards. His passion lay in playmaking.

This dark, dank imprisonment seemed to have lasted an eternity. What she would give for another tantalizing glimpse of the wonderful boisterous, roistering, down and dirty wildness of the players’ lives.

She thought of Will, and that one glorious afternoon they’d spent with the players. Perhaps by now Will, if he was not performing some service for Sir Francis, was back in their midst, drinking with the players, applauding in the pits, eagerly showing his own attempts at playmaking to Kit, or Thomas Watson, or Tom Kyd. And when he was not among the players and playmakers, he would be at court playing his lute, reciting his verses, singing his love songs. Will was a courtier who knew he must make himself pleasant to those who mattered. He had perfected the skills, observed the manners and techniques of those older and more experienced than he in the art of influence peddling so necessary to survival in Elizabeth’s court. And yet Rosamund would never forget the mischievous glint in his eye, the wicked spontaneous suggestions that led them both into paths that should not have been trodden.

That night in the buttery at Chartley seemed to have happened to two other people in another life. Even her arrival at Fotheringay seemed a thing of distant memory. And only a few months later, it had brought her to this day of Mary’s death.

The little terrier wriggled in her arms and licked her chin. She carried him to the inner apartments where Mary and her ladies had been housed. The Queen of Scots’ bedchamber door was open and servants were stripping the bed of its hangings. Already the sense of death, of finality, lay heavy over the chamber, and the little dog whined.

Twelve months ago Rosamund Walsingham had barely given the Queen of Scots a second thought, and now she wept for her, cradling the terrier against her breast, her tears falling thickly on his head.

But her servitude here would soon be over, Rosamund thought. The queen did not easily forgive the offenses of those she considered she had favored, but maybe her cousin would speak for her. She had served him well. She had done her duty, fulfilled her obligations to Sir Francis, surely she had earned forgiveness.

And not just forgiveness. She had unfinished business, bones to pick, and she would relish the picking.


Chapter One

Scadbury Park, Chiselhurst, Kent, May 1586

THE LEMONY LIGHT of the early-spring sun seemed to accentuate the delicate new greenery of the apple trees and the soft blush of pink on the creamy white flowers. The blossom was so delicate, so fragile, so impossible to capture to her satisfaction, that Rosamund Walsingham, from her perch high in the crotch of an apple tree, muttered an imprecation under her breath, wiped the slate clean of chalk, and began anew. Chalk was not a good medium for such dainty work, but paper was a luxury as Thomas was always telling her. His usual refrain of not being made of money, so oft repeated, had become a mantra. Not that it prevented him from dressing as richly as he chose, or from riding a handsome gelding with the finest leather saddle and silver harness, she reflected, her nose wrinkling as she studied the blossom anew.

And in all fairness, her brother kept her short of nothing important, and he only limited the supply of paper, which merely meant that she couldn’t afford to make mistakes. Once she’d captured something to her satisfaction with chalk on slate, then she could transfer it to paper with the sharpest, finest quill she could find. It wasn’t perfect, but she could manage.

Absently she brushed back behind her ear a stray lock of chestnut hair that was tickling her nose and leaned against the trunk of the tree at her back surveying the slate with a critical frown. It was almost perfect, and it would be easier to capture the impression of the blossom trembling a little against the leaf when she had the fine nib of a quill pen at her disposal.

Voices drifted into the orchard from below her hidden perch. Rosamund listened, her head cocked. It seemed her brother Thomas was back from his travels. He never sent warning of his returns from his frequent absences, so that was not in the least strange. And neither was it strange that he would bring a visitor with him. The voice was not one she recognized. Thomas had many visitors when he was down at Scadbury, some of them friends, others rather harder to define. The latter moved around in the shadows, it always seemed to Rosamund. They rarely acknowledged her with so much as a glance or a nod, and never spoke at all. They came and went at odd times of day and spent their time enshrined with Thomas in the study. Rosamund had learned to disregard them and was quite happy to keep to herself at such times.

She peered through the pale greenery as the voices came closer. Something about being hidden up here, looking down at the two men as they strolled the alley arm in arm between the fruit trees, brought her a little thrill. She was about to announce herself when they stopped on the path and turned to face each other, their conversation suddenly ceased.

Rosamund watched, fascinated as they kissed, murmuring softly, their hands stroking, moving over each other with increasing fervor. And now she wished she were anywhere but hidden in the apple tree. Her moment to declare herself was gone. Now she could only pray that Thomas would never find out that she had been a witness to this, whatever it was. Her brother was easygoing for the most part, carelessly affectionate to his younger sister when he was in her vicinity, but in general he paid her little attention, and that suited them both. He did, however, have a fearsome temper when aroused, and Rosamund had no desire to be on the receiving end of what she knew would be a terrifying rage if she was discovered.

So, trapped, she watched. They moved off the path, still holding each other, and the stranger leaned up against a tree, Thomas pressed against him. And then they slid slowly down the trunk and out of sight in the lush grass of the orchard. Rosamund could not see, but she could hear, and she’d heard enough stable talk in her rough and ready growing to have an idea what was happening between them, although the logistics of the act had never been clear to her. When her brother gave a howl that sounded as if he were in pain, she clamped her hand over her mouth. She could hear moans mingled with little cries, then silence.

After a minute that seemed to last an eternity, she heard them whispering, laughing softly, and the grass rustled. Their voices rose and fell barely above a whisper, so she could make out little of their words, but they sounded happy, in tune with each other. And then Thomas said in his normal tone, “Ah, Kit, if it’s coin you need during the long vacation, then you must speak with my cousin. He is always looking for men such as yourself.”

Rosamund could see Thomas again now as he stood up and leaned down, laughing, to hold out a hand to the brown-haired stranger who went by the name of Kit. The stranger rose, lacing his trunks, then brushing the dust of the ground from them. He was dressed poorly, his shirt darned, his black trunks shiny with grease, his dark cloak threadbare. He seemed a strange companion for her always elegant brother. But then Thomas frequently kept strange company.

Rosamund was excruciatingly uncomfortable in her apple tree. Her bladder ached, her back itched as if ants had dropped down her neck, and she longed to stretch her cramped legs. But she held herself still, barely breathing, lest something make them look up through the delicate screen of leaves and blossom. But they were too taken up with themselves to give thought to their surroundings, and finally they moved away down the alley towards the sweep of lawn that led up to the half-timbered, slate-roofed house.

She dropped her slate and chalk to the ground, then swung herself down from one of the curved branches to drop beside them. She dived into the trees to relieve herself in the thick grass at the side of the orchard, then she straightened her skirt and petticoat, picked up her chalk and slate, and made her own way up to the house.

She entered through a side door and walked down the narrow, stone-flagged passageway that led from the servants’ quarters at the back of the house to the front hall. As she emerged into the sunlit hall, she caught a movement out of the corner of her eye. A shadowy, black-clad figure sidled into the gloom on the far side of the central staircase. It would be Frizer, of course. Ingram Frizer, her brother’s . . . her brother’s what? She was hard-pressed to think of what role Ingram Frizer played in Thomas’s life, but it was certainly ever-present. Thomas rarely came to Scadbury without Frizer clinging to his coattails, hugging the shadows in brooding silence. He seemed more a servant than a friend, but more a confidant than a servant. Their manner towards each other seemed to imply shared secrets. Somehow though Rosamund couldn’t imagine that Thomas and Frizer would have the kind of congress her brother had been having in the orchard with the stranger.

Where was the stranger? Who was the stranger? If Thomas didn’t want his little sister to meet his visitors, he ensured that she didn’t, but this particular visitor Rosamund was determined to meet. She hurried up the curved oak staircase towards her own bedchamber thinking of various casual ways to effect an introduction.

As luck would have it, she was halfway down the corridor that led to her bedchamber when Thomas emerged from his bedchamber, accompanied by the stranger. He stopped as he saw his sister coming towards him.

“Rosamund, where have you been hiding?” His voice was cheerful, no indication of an underlying motive to the awkward question.

“I was walking in the fields, sketching a little,” she offered as she curtsied. “I am glad to see you home and well, Brother.” Her eyes darted as she spoke to the figure standing beside him. It was the stranger from the orchard, but he was transformed. The threadbare, grimy garments were replaced with a winged doublet of emerald velvet slashed over a lining of cream silk, his trunks were the same velvet, and his shirt was adorned with a collar of Thomas’s favorite cobweb lace. Thomas’s generosity extended even to his wardrobe it seemed. The two men were much of a size, and of similar coloring.

Thomas was looking at her quizzically and she realized that she was staring. “Kit, let me make you known to my little sister, Rosamund,” Thomas said. “I fear she has never seen your like before, judging by her ill-mannered stare.”

“Forgive me, sir,” Rosamund said with a quick curtsy, stammering a little as she tried to extricate herself. “I didn’t intend any discourtesy.”

“I perceived none,” the man responded. “Indeed, such scrutiny could be seen as a compliment, if I choose to take it as such.” He smiled. “Christopher Marlowe at your service, Mistress Walsingham.”

The smile transformed him as much as the clothes. The rather arrogant cast of his angular features, a certain suspicious wariness in the brown eyes, disappeared. “I trust it was a compliment.”

“Indeed it was, Master Marlowe.” Rosamund had recovered herself and responded with a smile of her own and another curtsy.

“I swear, Rosamund, you grow into a flirtatious minx,” Thomas declared. “It’s past time we found you a husband, else you’ll be sporting a swollen belly the next time I come back.”

“Not with the fare available in Chiselhurst, Brother.”

Thomas frowned at her. “You must learn to put a guard on your tongue, miss. Not everyone appreciates a coarse wit in a woman.”

Rosamund blinked in confusion. Thomas had never shielded her from his own coarse humor, indeed had always invited her to respond in kind, and since he was the only member of her family since earliest childhood to pay any consistent attention to her, she had never found anything in the least objectionable in the way he spoke to her, or considered the possibility that her own responses might be frowned upon as unbecoming.

Master Marlowe came to her rescue. He clapped his friend on the shoulder, saying, “I for one appreciate an honest tongue in a woman, Thomas. The world is not a pretty place. Why should anyone, man or woman, have to pretend that it is?”

“If they want to find a husband, Kit.” Thomas walked off towards the galleried landing. He turned at the end to look back at them. “We will dine at four, Rosamund. Join us, I have matters to discuss. Do you come now, Kit?”

“Aye.” He moved off after his host, his stride lengthening.

Rosamund turned aside to her own chamber feeling rather bruised. It was unlike Thomas to turn on her without just cause. That had been more their mother’s forte whenever her youngest surviving daughter had ever intruded upon her consciousness. She hadn’t known what to do with Rosamund, who had so unaccountably survived childbirth and early childhood, while most of her other babies had either been stillborn or had simply withered away within months. The tiny stones in the village graveyard made a pathetic line alongside one pathway.

But Dorothy Walsingham had been dead for several years now, and her last years had been so marked with ill health that as far as Rosamund was concerned, her mother might just as well already have been in her grave. She had learned to rely on Thomas for the lessons of life, and he had generally obliged in a haphazard fashion, sometimes answering her questions, sometimes telling her the answers weren’t fit for a maiden’s ears. Their elder brother Edmund was never at Scadbury, even after he inherited. He preferred London, and his succession of mistresses . . . whores, Thomas called them, who according to Thomas had rendered him poxed and senseless for the most part.

In truth it had been so long since she had last seen Edmund that Rosamund couldn’t summon up a clear picture of the present head of the family. She closed the door of her bedchamber behind her and took her slate to the scratched deal table beneath the window. Here she kept her precious supply of paper, quills, and ink. She set the slate down and gazed critically at her chalked sketch in the light from the mullioned window. It still seemed good to her, and she could see how to create just the right impression of fragility, the delicacy of the little tremors the blossoms made against the pale green foliage.

Excitement coursed through her and she forgot her brother’s puzzling and hurtful criticism, forgot the scene in the orchard, forgot Christopher Marlowe, as she sat down on the stool and smoothed out a sheet of paper. She tested the tip of a quill and sharpened it quickly, impatient with a task that had to be completed before she could begin. Then she dipped the quill in the standish and began to draw.

It took two hours to complete, and she leaned back away from the desk and gazed at her drawing. Such a small, delicate object was difficult to render with accuracy, much more difficult than a person, or a scene, but she thought she had succeeded. The sound of voices below her open window brought her out of her reverie, and she leaned over the table to peer down to the terrace below.

Thomas was sitting on the low parapet of the terrace and Ingram Frizer was standing beside him, a sheaf of papers in his hands. Frizer always reminded Rosamund of some malevolent creature of the undergrowth. His skin had an unhealthy greenish cast, always with a slightly greasy sheen, his lank, dirty fair hair hung to his shoulders in rats’ tails, and his clothes looked and smelled moldy as if they’d just emerged from a crypt. His voice had a squeak to it, which reminded her again of a nighttime predator, but his eyes were what chilled her. Opaque, hard, tiny pinpricks of an indeterminate color, but a massive malice.

He was presenting papers to Thomas, who was sitting at his ease, one crossed leg swinging casually, as he read. “You’re a fine man of business, Frizer,” he said with one of his infectious, booming laughs. “You’ll make me a fortune yet, my friend.”

“As long as there are fools in the world,” the other responded with a dour nod. “ ’Tis no crime to take advantage of such.”

“Well, some might not agree.” Thomas handed back the paper he held. “But I’ve too many debts of my own to fret over such niceties. See that they’re executed. You can be on your road to London within the half hour.”

Frizer looked askance. “You’ll be rid of me then?”

“Aye . . . about your business.” Thomas stood up. “What’s to do, man?”

“What’s the stranger doing here then?” Frizer jerked his head towards the house behind him.

“None of your business, my friend. He’s a man of words, a playmaker, a poet . . . and soon he’ll be joining our little fellowship. Leave him be.” Rosamund could hear a hint of threat in her brother’s voice. It would seem that Thomas recognized the need to keep Frizer in check.

She moved away from the window back to her drawing. What did that mean? What was this fellowship? The little clock on her mantel chimed three o’clock, and she put the question aside for the moment, turning her attention to the armoire. Dinner at four in the company of her brother and his friend merited a certain degree of effort. Most days she dined in the kitchen with the servants, it was more cheerful than the solitary meals that would otherwise be her fate, but it required no change of dress from her usual simple country gowns.

She examined the meager contents of the armoire with a somewhat disconsolate frown. It would have to be her Sunday gown.


Chapter Two

“THAT’S ONE FELLOW I wouldn’t want to meet in an alley on a dark night,” Kit Marlowe observed, draining his wine cup as the study door closed on the departing Ingram Frizer. “What is he to you, Thomas? No ordinary ruffian, I’ll wager.”

“A man of many parts . . . Master Ingram, as some call him,” Thomas answered, taking up a flask at his elbow and leaning forward to refill Kit’s cup before attending to his own. “I grant you, not a man of the most salubrious appearance. But he’s very good at certain types of business, the kind that a man such as myself must needs embrace if he’s to keep decent clothes on his back and a good horse to ride . . . not to mention good wine in his cup.” He held up his cup with an appreciative smile. “More than treachery comes out of France, my friend.”

“Oh, I grant you that,” Kit said, then drained his cup again and held it out for a refill. “Is this business to do with Master Secretary?”

Thomas smiled. “Frizer runs errands for Sir Francis from time to time, but I employ him on other matters concerning my personal finances. He is a maker and a breaker of deals par excellence, and he keeps us both solvent.”

Kit’s eyes narrowed, but he let the subject drop.

Thomas turned his chair at a light tap at the door. “Come in.”

Rosamund stepped into the room. Her eyes darted in swift assessment to her brother’s guest, lounging at his ease in the corner of the deep window seat. A ray of sunshine caught a reddish glint in his brown hair brushed back from a wide forehead. He had a neat mustache but only the faintest outline of a beard, unlike her brother’s trimmed but luxuriant growth.

She dropped a curtsy, aware as she bowed her head that the same ray of sun would illuminate the deeper russet tints in the smooth, rich fall of her own hair. “Am I too early? Shall I go away again?”

“No, no. Take a cup of wine.” Thomas waved her casually to a stool by the table. “I have some news for you anyway.”

Rosamund took the cup he handed her and sat down, arranging the skirts of her green silk gown so that the hem revealed her dainty satin slippers and her trim ankles. She was proud of her slender ankles and feet, although she rarely had anyone to admire them. Not that she thought she had an audience here. Thomas was certainly indifferent to his sister’s appearance in general, and after what she’d seen and heard in the orchard, she rather thought that Master Marlowe was probably uninterested in such feminine details. Nevertheless, she wasn’t one to pass up a rare opportunity to show them off.

“Are you come from London, Master Marlowe?” she inquired politely.

“No, from Cambridge. I met your brother there some weeks ago and he was kind enough to invite me to visit him.”

“Are you at the university, sir?”

“At Corpus Christi. I have taken my BA and hope to be admitted for an MA shortly.”

“Master Marlowe is a poet and a playmaker, when not at scholarship,” Thomas said, picking up the now empty wine flask. “He has more interest in the theatre than in the Church, for which, alas, he is destined.” His tone was ironic and he cast a quick complicit glance at his guest, who shook his head with a grimace of distaste.

Marlowe said only, “Is there wine in that flask, Thomas? I’ve a powerful thirst.”

“When have you not?” Thomas held out the flask to his sister. “Take it to the buttery and fill it from the cask marked Aquitaine, Rosamund. And tell Mistress Riley that we’re sharp set, and if it pleases her to feed us at some point before sundown, we’ll be eternally in her debt.”

Rosamund took the flask and left the study. She had no intention of delivering her brother’s caustic comment to the cook. Mistress Riley was likely to throw a saucepan at her head and storm out of the kitchen, leaving Rosamund to deal with a half-prepared dinner, and she was no cook at the best of times.

The kitchen was hot and steamy, fat spitting in all directions from the pig roasting on the spit over the fire, cauldrons seething and bubbling as if they were in hell’s furnace. The pot boy turned the spit, his eyes glazed as if mesmerized by the hissing flames. The stone floor was sticky underfoot and Rosamund trod as carefully as she could, conscious of her delicate footwear and the hem of her green silk gown. She went into the buttery to fill the flask. Mistress Riley was throwing dough onto the deal table, kneading it vigorously with her fists before turning and throwing it again. She glanced at Rosamund when she emerged from the buttery. “You can tell Master Walsingham his dinner’ll be on the table in ten minutes.”

Rosamund contented herself with a nod and hurried out of the kitchen, accidentally treading on a cat’s tail in her haste. The cat let loose a howl of outrage that immediately set the dogs barking in the kitchen yard, and Rosamund fled, perspiration gathering on her forehead.

She paused outside the study to wipe her brow with her sleeve and cool her heated cheeks before going in. She took a hasty gulp of the wine in the flask, then opened the door. Her brother and Marlowe were standing together at the window looking out over the park. Her brother had his arm draped casually over his friend’s shoulders and they seemed unaware of Rosamund’s return.

“Dinner will be on the table in ten minutes,” she said, her voice pitched a little louder than necessary. She sounded awkward to her own ears and felt herself flush. But if the men noticed they said nothing, merely turned away from the window and returned to their seats.

She poured the wine and served them, then drank rather deeply of her own. A current of tension, or something, was in the room that she couldn’t identify. But it seemed more exciting than menacing. “You wanted to talk to me about something, Thomas?”

“Yes.” He cleared his throat. “You’re bidden to London.”

“To London?” She could hardly believe her ears. “Why? By whom? What for?”

“It seems that your existence has come to the attention of our august cousin, Sir Francis Walsingham,” Thomas told her with the same ironical tinge to his voice as before. “He wishes to see you.”

Rosamund frowned. “But he’s the queen’s secretary of state. What could he want with me?”

“Sweet sister, there’s no knowing what his excellency the secretary wants with any of us until it pleases him to inform us,” Thomas stated, tossing back his wine. “I daresay he wishes to look you over, see if you might make an advantageous connection.”

“But that’s for Edmund to decide.” Rosamund looked askance. She had seen little enough of her oldest brother in her lifetime, but he was the head of the family, and if she was to be given in marriage for the family’s benefit, then it was up to him to make the decision and the choice.

“Edmund has no interest in you, girl. He has eyes only for his latest whore.” Thomas laughed and with a coarse oath stood up. “Let’s dine. My belly’s cleaving to my backbone.”

The dining parlor was as simply furnished as the rest of the house, a plain pine table, stools, and a massive oak sideboard. It was so rarely used that it smelled musty to Rosamund, and she flung open the windows in the deep bay, letting in the scents of the early roses from the bed below.

A servant entered with the joint of pork, which he set in the middle of the board together with a jug of gravy, a loaf of wheaten bread, and a bowl of buttered greens. Marlowe lifted the empty flask and looked plaintively at his host. “We have need, mine host.”

Thomas nodded. “Fill it up, Jethro.”

The servant took the flask and left. Rosamund sat down and reached for a manchet of bread. Thomas was already cutting into the joint with his dagger, an implement not available to his sister, who had to make do with a small knife beside her pewter trencher. Marlowe had his own knife, but he cut the thinnest of slivers from the meat and took but a spoonful of greens. His eyes were on the door, his hand circling his empty wine cup, and he only returned his attention to the room when Jethro returned with the recharged flask. He filled his cup to the brim and drank greedily.

Rosamund forked a piece of meat into her mouth and chewed reflectively, her mind busy with her brother’s news. Her cousin Francis was an important man, the queen’s trusted councilor, a man of considerable influence. It had never occurred to her that he would take an interest in such an unimportant relative as herself. She knew that Thomas had dealings with him, but Thomas was a man, it made all the difference.

She knew what her future looked like. She had no overly romanticized notions of a woman’s marital lot in life. If she was lucky, she might find a considerate husband. Maybe even a man with whom she could give and receive affection and companionship, but that would be the luck of the draw. Someone, presumably Edmund, would choose a husband for her, a match that would benefit the family in some fashion, and she would do as she was told. It was what women did. If Edmund hadn’t been so occupied with his own interests, he would probably have disposed of her long since. Seventeen was almost old to be still unwed. Thomas had clearly never given the matter a second thought, so she’d been left in undisturbed tedium in the Kentish quiet.

If she wished to, she could probably show herself to her cousin in such a light that he would wash his hands of her. He was only going to look her over, after all. But she had never been to London and the prospect thrilled her. If she pleased Sir Francis, then he might allow her to stay, at least for a while. She might even attend the court. Of course, if he married her off to some dull country squire, she’d be no better off than she was now, worse off with a swollen belly every year. And when would she have time to draw? She had seen her mother waste away, lose all interest in anything outside the needs of her family and household, until in the last few years she had had no interest in those either. But before that happened, Rosamund could enjoy the excitement of London, there was no knowing whom she might meet, or what opportunities she might encounter.

She didn’t realize she was crumbling the bread between her fingers, while stabbing ineffectually at her meat with her fork, until Marlowe said, “I was under the impression the pig was already killed, Mistress Rosamund.”

She looked up, startled. “Oh, forgive me. I was thinking about something else.”

“That seemed obvious.” He refilled his cup again.

She gave him a faint smile, noticing that while he was drinking deep, he was eating almost nothing. His eyes had a sheen to them, a brightness that was almost febrile, and his cheekbones were touched with red. He would have a hard morning, she thought, turning to her brother.

“When are we to go to London, Thomas?”

“A week, I should think.” He helped himself to more meat. “How long will it take for you to get ready?”

“Less than half an hour,” she said a shade tartly. “My wardrobe is small.”

“And out of fashion, judging by that gown.” He frowned across the table at her. “Is that the best you could do?”

Rosamund swallowed the surge of resentment and declared flatly, “Yes.”

“Good God, then you’d best do something about it. You can’t be seen looking like a pauper.”

“I need money for that,” Rosamund informed him, setting her fork aside.

Thomas groaned and reached for the wine again. “All right. But I’ve little enough to spare. What’s it cost these days to fashion a gown?”

“I don’t know, Brother. Probably what your doublet cost.”

“This?” He ran a hand down the rich crimson velvet of his gold-buttoned doublet edged in jet. “Don’t be ridiculous, Rosamund. This cost me twenty crowns. I can’t spare that.”

“Then how am I to manage?”

He glowered at her. “I’ll see what I have and we’ll discuss it tomorrow. In the meantime, see if Mistress Riley has one of her syllabubs for us.”

Contented with her half victory, Rosamund went to the kitchen. When she returned with the bowl of syllabub, Thomas nodded his thanks as she set it on the table. Immediately he dug into the frothy cream with his spoon, gesturing to his guest to do the same. Marlowe shook his head and instead refilled his wine cup.

Thomas frowned. “If you’re to make your mark on Master Secretary, you’ll need a clear head, Kit. This immoderate drinking will sour your belly, yellow your eyes, and set hammers ringing in your head. I warn you, my cousin is a man of moderation and likes to have about him men who practice the same.”

Marlowe laughed, leaning back in his chair, lovingly stroking the bowl of his wine cup. “Then mayhap I’m not for his service.” His tone was one of indifference, and Rosamund, dipping her own spoon in the syllabub, could see the clouds gathering behind her brother’s eyes.

“You’d do well to consider your words,” Thomas stated. “Unless you’re minded to live and die an impoverished curate in some wilderness parish.”

“Oh, Tom, Tom, ye of little faith.” Marlowe laughed again, then tipped the contents of his cup down his throat. “I’ll mind my tongue and my manners when needs must. Here . . .” He pushed his cup across the table. “Fill it to the brim, friend. Your august relation is not here, unless he’s hiding behind the wainscot.”

Thomas picked up the empty flask and upended it. “We’ll have no more.” His tone was sullen but definite, and Marlowe’s eyes narrowed, his flush deepened. He stood up, kicking back his chair. “Then I’ll find it for myself.” He grabbed up the flask and then with a flourish bowed at Rosamund. “Mistress Rosamund, direct me, if you please, to the buttery.”

Rosamund looked at her brother. He was not himself particularly abstemious, and his light eyes were as bloodshot as his friend’s. A telltale muscle twitched in his cheek, and she knew he was close to one of his fearsome explosions of rage, always worst when he’d been drinking. He was staring at Marlowe, who returned the stare with a derisive laugh.

“Is it a brawl you want, Tom?” Marlowe tossed the pewter flagon into the empty grate, where it bounced and rolled with a clatter. “Come on then, I’ll best you yet.” He put up his fists and Thomas sprang forward. Rosamund fled.

Safely beyond the closed door, she stopped to listen. There was a thud, another one, a yell that she thought came from Thomas, then suddenly laughter, boisterous, uproarious gales of laughter. Softly she lifted the latch and opened the door a crack. She peered into the room. The two men were holding each other, swaying together. It was impossible to tell whether they were locked in combat or in an embrace of affection. They were laughing, but the laughter had an edge of danger to it, of passion unresolved.

Whatever this was, she had no place in it. Rosamund closed the door silently and went up to her own room. She felt uncertain, uneasy, lost in some way, as if her understanding of the world was mistaken.

But then what understanding of the world could she, a sequestered, sheltered girl of seventeen, expect to have?

Morning brought a renewal of Rosamund’s usual optimism. She remembered first that she was to go to London, and that the journey meant new clothes, or some at least. Only after she’d savored that prospect did the memory of the previous evening’s discomfort start to niggle again. Had Thomas and Kit Marlowe mended their friendship? Despite the laughter and the strange warring embrace she had witnessed, they had definitely been angry with each other. Drunk, of course, both of them, otherwise such a small matter would not have provoked such a scene. But drunken rages in her experience were the most fearsome kind.

She dressed, thrust her bare feet into a pair of woven sandals, and went downstairs in search of breakfast. The door to the dining parlor was ajar and she smelled spilt wine as she passed. She paused and looked in. No one had been in since the previous evening judging by the dishes still on the table and the wine cups lying carelessly on their sides. A bottle of brandy, only a quarter full, was on the sideboard. It hadn’t been in the room when she’d left, so presumably Thomas and Master Marlowe had made up their quarrel over the brandy bottle.

How had they met, those two? she wondered as she made her way to the kitchen in search of breakfast. On the surface they seemed completely unalike. Thomas was an elegant courtier, Kit Marlowe an impoverished student with aspirations to be a playmaker.

In the kitchen she dodged cats and two of the dogs, who should have been in the yard, but were snapping at each other over a bone in the corner. She cut herself a slice of wheaten bread, buttered it liberally from the crock in the pantry, and went out into the kitchen garden.

Mistress Riley’s son, Jem, was flying around the garden in pursuit of two hysterical chickens, who, somehow aware of the fate that awaited them, managed to fly up onto the henhouse roof, where they sat, cackling and squawking as they ruffled their feathers.

“They keep goin’ up there,” Jem wailed, tugging at his jerkin. “How can I catch ’em up there, mistress?”

“Obviously with difficulty,” a voice declared from behind Rosamund. She turned around. Master Marlowe, his doublet hanging open over a wine-stained shirt, stood bleary-eyed by the sundial. “Fetch a ladder, boy.” He rolled up the sleeves of his fine lawn shirt, now much the worse for wear.

Jem brought a ladder and set it up against the henhouse and Marlowe climbed up. He swore a series of oaths as the chickens danced back from his grasping hand. He hauled himself farther up onto the roof and lunged, catching one of the birds with both hands. Still standing on the ladder, he wrung its neck with a viciously efficient twist of his hands and dropped it to the ground before lunging for its squawking sister, who met the same speedy fate.

He climbed down, wiping his hands on his britches, while Jem gathered up the birds and scampered to the kitchen with them.

“I get the impression you’ve done that before,” Rosamund said with some awe.

“Many times,” he agreed with a short laugh. “A family of nine children consumes chickens aplenty, and a cobbler’s wages can afford little of anything else for the pot.”

“Where are you from?”

“Canterbury.” He wiped the back of his hand over his eyes as if to clear his vision. “I’ve an urgent need of ale, Mistress Rosamund.”

“I’ll fetch it for you.” She turned back to the house. He followed her into the scullery, where she drew a foaming tankard from the keg. He drank it down in one and asked for a refill. She drew him another. “The hair of the dog they call it, I believe.”

“Aye,” he agreed. “And if ever a dog needed another hair, it’s this one.”

“You drank deep with my brother last night.”

“Aye. My besetting sin, but when the wine’s on my tongue, I’m in present paradise and future hell holds no sway.”

“Will you break your fast?” She made a move back to the kitchen.

“I’ve no appetite.” He followed her through the kitchen and into the main house. “Is there a quiet room where I can work undisturbed?”

“The study.” She showed him to the room where he’d been sitting with Thomas. “No one will disturb you here.”

“And there’s my satchel.” He set down his tankard and picked up the leather satchel that he’d brought with him the previous day and left on the window seat. He unbuckled it and drew out a sheaf of parchment. “Is there quill and ink?”

Rosamund gestured to the oak desk against the far wall. “I filled the inkwell myself only yesterday.” She perched on the window seat, watching curiously as he set out his parchments and drew a stool over with his foot.

“Is it a play?” she ventured. “May I see a little?”

For answer, he held out a sheet of parchment. She hurried to take it from him and stood beside him silently reading. After a minute she looked up, puzzled. “But it doesn’t rhyme.

Forsake thy king and do but join with me
And we will triumph over all the world.

“How can you have a play that doesn’t rhyme? There is no poetry.”

Marlowe regarded her for a moment. “So they will say, I’m sure. But that is how I hear the lines. They have a rhythm of their own and the rhyme is of no importance. It is still verse to my ears.”

Rosamund took the sheets and returned to the window seat. She read under her breath so that she could hear the rhythm, and after a few lines realized that indeed they read like poetry. “It’s true.” She sat with the parchment in her lap. “After a while you don’t notice the lack of rhyme. Has Thomas read this?”

“Thomas, my dear Thomas, is pleased to approve,” Marlowe said with a sardonic twitch of his lips. “And where is he on this fine morning?”

“Still abed, I expect. If you sat late drinking.”

“I detect a note of sharpness, Mistress Rosamund.” He dipped his quill in ink and added something to the paper. “You do not approve of the gift of Bacchus?”

“It’s not for me to approve or disapprove.”

“No, that is probably true.” He continued with his writing.

“What is the play about?”

“The only thing men wish for, the thing they strive for, the thing they will die for.” He looked at her then, half smiling. “Can you tell me what that is?”

Rosamund could think of only one thing, the obvious one, the one thing that everyone was taught was all that mattered in the world. “The love of God.” But even as she said it, she knew it was wrong and was not surprised when he shook his head impatiently.

“That is all very well, and in the name of that love men will commit atrocities the world over, so you could be excused for thinking that, but, no, Mistress Rosamund, that is not what my play is about. It is about power. The love of power. The fight for power. Men will increase their power in God’s name, they will torture heretics in God’s name, but the things that they do in that name make them frightful and thus terrible in their power. And it is that that they love.”

Rosamund nodded, although she was uncertain that she fully understood. She gave him back the papers. “I won’t disturb you further.”

“So here you are, Kit.” Thomas came in just as she was moving to the door. He was in a dressing robe, loosely tied so that she could see the white flash of his belly when he moved. She averted her eyes instinctively and ducked from the room. Thomas didn’t seem to have noticed her, his eyes were only for Kit. He went over to him and bent to kiss him, the last thing Rosamund saw before she hurried away.
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