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Chapter 1

Bertram opened the library door and paused on the threshold in amazement. “Good heavens, I’ve been in warmer sepulchres!”

Chrysafer Woodland put down her pen and looked up with mild interest. She was used to hearing him exaggerate. “Looking for something?”

“I have, mind you, twice at least,” continued Bertram. He glanced around at the royal library, a handsome room that held a fragrance of books, compounded of paper, leather bindings, dust, wood polish, and age. It was a pleasant smell, but it gathered in Bertram’s nose and made him want to sneeze.

As he gazed about, he gave Chrysafer the fleeting impression of a young bullock wondering what to smash first, for he was a very young man, with broad shoulders and curly dark hair which drooped in a forelock nearly into his brown eyes.

“I suppose you came up here for a reason,” said Chrysafer, “or is this just a general tour of inspection?”

“Perish the thought,” replied Bertram, “although this may revise my opinion. You’re responsible now, you must ask for things, Chrysafer. Like wood for the fireplace.”

“Like visits from your highness?”

“Don’t be pert,” retorted Bertram. “It’s a wonder you aren’t frozen stiff. You are responsible for your health now that you are a royal scholar. The royal scholar, since old Master Askew has a permanent cold in his chest. And if that thought doesn’t sway you, think of the books.”

Crysafer took up her pen and began to tap the edge of the desk with it, to the great detriment of the pen’s carefully mended nib. “Can I help you with something, or have you come here exclusively to nag me?”

“Oh, assuredly, I’m here on business,” Bertram replied. “The duke of Tilbury arrived while I was discussing a notion of mine, as she calls it, and she recalled that she’d meant to show him the copy of Froissart’s Chronicles her brother gave her. So she sent me off to fetch it.”

Chrysafer rose from her desk and walked along the shelves, frowning thoughtfully as she scanned the ranked assembly of books. She was a thin blond girl with a high forehead and a habitually worried expression. She was extremely pale except for the tip of her nose, which was extremely red. “The queen’s Froissart,” she said softly, as she looked, “bound in red. Used to be near the north window, I think. I haven’t seen it lately, though. Wonder if Master Askew—hullo, here it is.” From a shelf near the floor she drew a thin red volume, opened it. She turned the pages swiftly, closed the book. “It is only the Orthez chronicle. If her majesty had a particular passage in mind and cannot find it in this, it might be in one of the other volumes. But this is the book her brother gave her.”

“What her majesty had in mind was to remove me as swiftly as possible,” said Bertram, accepting the book. “What’s a nephew for, save to run errands?”

“Well, you’re very useful in matters of household management,” answered Chrysafer. “I’ll take your advice and petition for more firewood.”

“I’ll make them send you more,” he promised. “No undue use of influence. No favoritism. Other rooms in the palace are warmer. I’ll just direct that their excess arrive here.”

“I refuse to presume—” Chrysafer began.

Bertram cut her off. “We had the same tutor, so what?”

“Because I was an orphan—”

“A poor orphan,” Bertram reminded her. “A fit object for charity. If you insist on the letter of the law, I suppose I can get her majesty to grant you rights to forage for windfalls in the gardens.”

“I hate it when you try to be funny.”

“And I hate it when you try to be scrupulous and grateful and virtuous and tiresome. You were a ward of the crown until you were old enough to be of real use. The queen thought of something you could do to serve her and earn your own way. And you do it better than anyone. Better by far than Master Askew, who wouldn’t even bend over to see what books were on the bottom shelf—” Bertram broke off, suddenly horrified at his own words. “I’m sorry,” he added hastily. “I know he’s been ill. I didn’t mean to plague you.”

“I only want to do my work,” said Chrysafer. She rubbed the tip of her nose.

“Too late,” said Bertram. He produced a folded sheet of paper from the breast of his doublet. “Unless you consider criticism part of your work.”

Chrysafer sighed, accepted the sheet and unfolded it. “A sonnet?” she asked. “I suppose that’s an improvement. In your hands hexameters were a deadly weapon.” She scanned the sheet rapidly, went back to the beginning of the verse and started again more slowly.

Bertram perched himself on the edge of her desk, watched her concentration with pleasure. “Go on, Chrysafer. This one came out much better, I think. Do your worst. I’m ready.”

“Are you?” Chrysafer asked. “Even with an audience?” Bertram’s brows shot up.

Chrysafer glanced from his verse to his horrified expression and nodded toward the door at the far end of the library. “A visitor with written permission to study in the royal archive. So far he’s done nothing but sit and stare greedily at the queen’s curios, but he isn’t deaf. If you answer my reasoned criticism of this sonnet with your usual squeal of wrath, even he may notice!”

“Written permission?” asked Bertram. “Whose? And what was he given permission to study?”

Chrysafer pointed to a heap of papers on her desk and went back to scanning the sonnet. “‘Her teeth are like pearl,’” she read mournfully. She shook her head, then said, “Still, I suppose it is an improvement over last time.”

With a little shuffling, Bertram found the letter he was looking for.

“It is in the queen’s hand,” he exclaimed. “Mate me to a mandrake root—it’s Souriant!”

“I know,” Chrysafer said, glancing up abstractedly from the sonnet. “Why, who is he?”

“He entered the service of the duke of Tilbury a few months ago,” Bertram replied, his voice pitched low, his eyes on the door to the archive. “Rumor claims he can grow diamonds from grains of sand. He’s promised Tilbury that he will unlock the secrets of the past.”

“Can he?” asked Chrysafer.

“Who knows? But it troubles me that he stares with greed at the queen’s treasures.”

“Nothing leaves this room,” Chrysafer said. “He may only enter when I am here to unlock the archive for him. He brings nothing and he bears nothing away.”

“You will keep good watch on him?” Bertram asked, striving to keep the trace of anxiety from his voice.

“I shall,” she answered. “The queen’s archive is my duty. I’ll watch after her interests—and yours. I suppose I can’t convince you not to rhyme ‘lady’ and ‘baby’?”

Before Bertram could reply, a knock sounded at the library door. Chrysafer handed him back his sonnet and answered the door. At the top of the stair stood Askew’s nurse, her hands demurely folded before her.

“If you please, Scholar Woodland,” she said softly, “Master Askew wakes and asks for you again. He is very restless, and the queen’s physician believes your presence may soothe him. If you can spare the time from your duties—” She glanced beyond Chrysafer to Bertram and broke off to drop him a formal curtsey.

“Yes, of course, at once,” said Chrysafer impatiently. She turned back to the library, handed Bertram the red volume of Chronicles, and went to rap on the archive door. “Master Souriant,” she said crisply to the wooden panels of the door, “I must close the archives early today.”

There was a stirring within the archive, and the cold in the library seemed to deepen as the door opened. On the threshold stood a small bald man with black eyes bright and hard.

“So soon?” he said. “There is light left to work, Scholar Woodland.”

“It must wait until tomorrow,” said Chrysafer. Busy with keys, she stepped past him into the archive, checking to be sure that all the queen’s curios rested where they belonged in the glass caskets and cases arranged within the smaller room.

“It is already late, in any case,” said Bertram.

Belatedly, Souriant acknowledged his presence with a sketchy bow. Chrysafer emerged from the archive to perform the introduction.

“Your highness, may I present Jan Souriant, a student here with the queen’s permission. Jan Souriant, allow me to present you to his highness, Bertram, prince of Dwale.”

Before Souriant had straightened fully, she had checked the long narrow windows to be certain they were latched, locked up her desk, and swept them all out the door to the stair. Souriant descended first, Bertram after him, but the nurse waited until Scholar Woodland had locked the last of the library’s doors. Then she took the blond girl’s elbow in a firm grip and steered her away from the library, to Master Askew’s sick room.

The western wind blew a fine spatter of spring rain against the windows of Askew’s room. In his bed the old man moved fretful hands across the sheets, bony fingers plucking at the linen. Chrysafer Woodland put her warm hands over his cold ones, but the motion went on.

“Sir, I beg you, be easy,” she said.

“She let him in,” said Askew, his voice a harsh thread. “Despite me, he has gotten in.”

He struggled under her hands, widened his unseeing eyes and called out, “Chrysafer!”

“Yes, sir!” she called back, her grip tight on his hands. “Here, sir, right here. Oh, Master—”

“You know what it means,” said Askew. “You watch him. He must be stopped. He will ruin us all.” He twisted his hands in hers and she felt their clasp, as cold and hard as tempered iron. “You must not let him in.” His hands tightened again, until Chrysafer gasped aloud.

Alarmed by her cry, the nurse swept in, put the younger woman aside to tend Askew. Stiffly, Chrysafer moved out of the way, stood by the window to rub the blood back into her fingers.

The nurse had as many attendants in the room and in the hall beyond as even the nurse could wish, servants poised to follow any order, bear any potion, poultice, or basin. Master Askew had tutored even the queen herself during his long royal service. No tenderness would be spared one who had lived so long and worked so graciously in service to the crown.

Chrysafer watched their work, sore at heart. She found it a terrible thing to watch Master Askew wander in his wits—he who had never wandered from the mark in his teachings—to wait as his voice grew weaker with every bout of restlessness.

“Chrysafer!” Askew called, his voice suddenly strong, so strong the nurse drew back from smoothing the sheets tight across his arms. “Recite, if you please, Mistress Woodland.”

“Which lesson, sir?” asked Chrysafer gently, her hand on the nurse’s shoulder.

The nurse looked from his face to hers and slowly drew back to the door, her attendants with her.

“Dullard,” said Askew, “the Lay of Jehane of Domremy.”

“I can’t remember it, sir.” Chrysafer settled back beside him, her hand gentle on his breast, feeling his heart beat quick and hard but steadily.

“‘Nought is there under heaven’s wide hollowness …’” he prompted, his eyes fixed on the ceiling.

“I can’t remember—” she said, then broke off in dismay.

Master Askew’s eyes were open, his mouth slack. Beneath her hand his heart was still.

At the door the nurse stirred. “He’s gone at last, then. Don’t fuss that he scolded you. They often babble at the end.”

Chrysafer turned her face away, hunched her shoulder against the nurse’s easy reading of her expression. Her resistance was useless before the nurse’s brisk efficiency. Moments later she was alone in the hall, out from underfoot, free to return to the library. She was now the queen’s only archivist, royal historian, palace librarian, and successor to Master Askew in receipt of the pension owing to the queen’s scholar. For a moment, at the rush of thin laughter this thought provoked, Chrysafer thought she was amused. When the tears came, however, she realized her error.

That night the queen held revels in her banquet hall, that all those in her court might forget the waning winter with laughter at a troupe of dancers. Bright with ribbons, bound with bells, the dancers capered to and fro before the high table. Obedient to the queen’s wish, her courtiers laughed and applauded, then went to cluster in corners and discuss the latest rumors out of the west, all the while with their attention half on the queen’s demeanor, lest she should catch them speaking from the corners of their mouths.

Bertram surveyed the dutiful merriment all about him and stifled a sigh. This counterfeit sociability was just the thing he hated most. For one thing, he was bad at it. The jests made at the queen’s table were of the most rarified sort, filled with double meanings and political symbolism. If he opened his mouth to utter a word, bitter experience had taught him it would be precisely the wrong word, one that would inadvertently insult several people and be repeated with sniggering laughter for days. For another thing, he had seldom in his life felt less like merrymaking. It was difficult to maintain a pretense of enjoyment when he knew that Master Askew had died that very afternoon. At this moment, while the dancers traded mock blows with sticks twirled in intricate measure, Chrysafer Woodland knelt beside his bier. Bertram moved his shoulders uncomfortably in his black doublet as he thought of her. He knew her well enough to know that though she might not watch alone, she would feel herself alone, as Master Askew’s only pupil who cared sufficiently for his death to wait and watch beside him in the darkness. Bertram shifted his shoulders again, then froze abruptly at a touch on his sleeve.

“You have outgrown that doublet, Bertram,” said Queen Andred’s voice in his ear.

He turned to her, alarmed that they might have attracted the pitiless attention of the queen’s favorites. But she drew him closer to murmur to him, that they might not be overheard. “If you can’t fidget yourself comfortable in it, best go and change it for another.”

“I have no other black doublet, your majesty,” he replied softly.

Queen Andred met his reproachful look and her hooded gaze softened. “Your loyalty to Master Askew commends you, sir. But my court cannot march to a funeral measure just now. I require merriment. If you cannot provide it, best go where you can’t be marked out for your long face. Rumors will start to account for your gravity, and I so dislike rumors. Be off now, and mourn in privacy.”

Bertram rose with carefully restrained relief. As he left the dais, he plotted his course through the crowded room to take him past a few friends to whom he could nod and exchange pleasantries. To leave at once would make it seem he had been dismissed from the queen’s presence. Deftly he attained the edge of the crowd, paused beside Lady Margaret Yewesley.

“Dreadful, isn’t it?” she said, and put up her fan to conceal a little grimace. “I’m never certain if they do the same steps to different songs or if they do different steps to the same song played with variations. I’ve never been able to bear to watch them long enough to be sure.”

Bertram looked down to meet Margaret’s steady brown eyes. She was a calm person, tidy in a quietly colored gown. The little fan was the brightest touch to her costume, which was richly made enough to suit her position as one of the queen’s ladies, yet simple enough in design to suggest severity.

“It’s probably just as hard on them, having to look at us,” he replied. “All of us dressed in our finest, laced fit to burst, gossiping in corners.”

“But at the end of it all they get to drink ale and gossip about the queen and belch,” said Margaret. “We only go straight on, pretending to enjoy ourselves, from season to season, endlessly smiling and nodding and hoping someone else will trip.”

“You’re missing Sir Anthony Folville,” Bertram said with a wise nod.

“What a provoking thing to say to me, after I have just said something peevish,” said Margaret. “In fact, I was thinking of him. The queen had a letter from him today.”

“Only the queen?” asked Bertram.

“It was a matter of state. He wrote only of the campaign. They make ready for a final battle.”

“Splendid,” said Bertram.

Margaret examined her fan absently, with a troubled little frown. “Every spring there is a final battle. Every year, come autumn, it all begins again.”

“But this is the first year we’ve had Sir Anthony Folville in command of the army,” Bertram answered.

“Sir Anthony says it’s our reinforcements that win the battle every year, when the passes to the west are open again and we can send fresh men and provisions. The westerners are driven back to their flocks and fields. They stay quiet all summer, farming and stocking food away. Then in the autumn they return, to waste another winter fighting on the border. Only this year Anthony means to go on and make them keep fighting and not let them go back until a treaty is signed.”

“Great glory to Anthony if he achieves it,” said Bertram. “Why are you so troubled?”

Margaret looked from her fan into his friendly eyes and made a little flourish with her hand so that the fan described a brief arc of uncertainty. “And then?” she asked. “What will happen then?”

“Why, peace will happen, Margaret,” Bertram replied gravely. “And what will become of me then, when Sir Anthony Folville comes marching home in triumph, with all his brave hotbloods at his heels? Will he allow me to write poetry to his betrothed?”

“Bertram,” protested Margaret, half laughing, “not another!”

“How gracious of you,” he said, producing his folded sonnet from his sleeve. “For your courtesy I shall present it to you in an early draft—I meant to copy it fair, but I can see there is no gainsaying you. Here, keep it to remember me, when Anthony comes home to wed you.”

Margaret accepted the folded paper and slipped it into her own sleeve. “There, now I have an intrigue at last. And when Anthony comes home, the other ladies will flock to tell him how we conspired in plain sight of the queen. I’ve waited all my life to make a scandal, now I can rest easy.”

“Yes, Margaret,” said Bertram, “revel in your wickedness. And make Anthony write you sonnets when he comes home to you. It is a very healthy pastime, and not in the least hazardous, if he directs them to the woman he ought.”

“Oh, Anthony does just as he ought,” replied Margaret merrily. “I doubt he’d disapprove of your sonnets either.”

“Now you wound me, lady,” protested Bertram. “I shall take my leave.”

“Yes, do,” agreed Margaret, “and leave the rest of the room to gossip about our quarrel.”

“Only to oblige you, then,” said Bertram, and departed.

There were candles in the room where Master Askew lay. People came and went as the night wore on. To Chrysafer Woodland it seemed she knelt at the side of Master Askew’s bier in darkness and kept watch alone.

Bertram came, wearing his black doublet too tight beneath the arms. Queen Andred came, a slender woman twice Bertram’s age, with pearls braided into her dark hair, and her gray gaze hooded. At her side, soundlessly, moved the staidest of her ladies in waiting, Margaret Yewesley.

To Chrysafer they arrived and departed as the shadows in the corners of the room loomed and shifted, the candles sinking lower in their sockets. Oblivious, she knelt on the stone-flagged floor, her scholar’s robe a pool of black around her. They took her abstraction for a trance of mourning, but in fact it was fierce concentration, for Chrysafer was troubled by Master Askew’s final question. In the long vigil of the night she racked her recollection. She knelt on the floor and thought of nothing but Jehane of Domremy.

Jehane, the lays and legends held, had been a shepherd’s daughter. She walked the green hills of Domremy as her father’s sheep grazed the sweet grass. When she was one and twenty the grass turned sere and brown, for a loathly serpent visited the hills of Domremy, nested there, and devoured the sheep. Jehane’s folk suffered. After many miseries Jehane took the last sheep and cut it open. In its carcass she stitched a pruning knife, a sickle blade, and a broken bit of swordblade, very rusty. When she left it at the edge of the hollow that served the serpent for his nest, the serpent took it gladly and in a single bite ate it up. In a while the serpent began to writhe at the touch of cold iron in its inwards. As it twisted in its agony, the great coils shifted and Jehane saw that the serpent’s nest contained an egg, a very fair thing, hardly as big as her fist, with a gleam like the moon on water at its heart.

The serpent writhed and struggled. Jehane darted in where it was death to walk and seized the egg. The serpent cramped and knotted. Jehane leaped clear, the egg warm in her fist. The serpent opened his jaws, vomited blood, and died.

Jehane kept the serpent’s egg. It became her dearest treasure, dearer than the grass that returned to the hills, dearer than the lambs, dearer than her father. First the egg glowed and was beautiful, but the more dearly she tended it, the fairer it became and the more Jehane could see when she looked into its heart. It showed her things far off, and the secret doings of those near to her. Then she thought that it showed her the future, but she was mistaken, for the egg showed her a future filled with beauty, in a land beside the sea. In fact her future was quite different. Frightened, her folk shut her up in a tower of a high hill, where she gazed all day into her serpent’s egg and cried all night to be set free to walk the seashore. And Domremy is leagues from any sea.

All through the night Chrysafer pondered this. Master Askew’s old students came and went, silent in the dark, offering their respects to his spirit according to their degree. Bertram followed the rest at last, as the city within the palace did, as the city outside the palace had done long since, and went to the night’s sleep.

In her own chamber Lady Margaret Yewesley sat patiently before the looking glass while her maid; Nicole, combed out her soft brown hair.

“Perhaps you can rest a little soon, my lady,” said Nicole, “at least for the space of the queen’s progress south.”

“I will and gladly, if I’m left behind,” agreed Margaret, “but she will take a dozen of us once she makes up her mind to go.”

“She will go at the end of this week,” replied Nicole, drawing the comb smoothly down. “You will not be one of the ladies chosen.”

Margaret tilted the mirror to catch Nicole’s expression. “Oh, Nicole, your cat-and-cream look. I might have known. What else is common knowledge here that I don’t know?”

“Not common, my lady,” said Nicole, and began to put Margaret’s hair into its customary night braids. “I listen. I know how to hear what people do not say.”

“What don’t they say about Sir Anthony?” asked Margaret. “What don’t they say about the war?”

Nicole dropped her hand to Margaret’s shoulder. “All will be well.”

“What will happen to us all, Nicole?”

In the mirror Nicole’s eyes held Margaret’s. “All is well. His men will see that no harm comes to him. He will see they win their war. He will come home at the head of his army, set down their captured banners at the queen’s feet, and she will honor him. He will be a hero, safe at home. And then I shall see you married, and we will all grow old happily. So now … I put a warm brick into your sheets an hour ago. It won’t stay warm forever. Go to bed, my lady.”

Margaret obeyed, but when Nicole was gone, she lay long staring into the dark.

That night, far in the west, the wind-burnt rangers of the border drew up their raiding parties into a single force. Toward the Anmering River, where the royal lines were spread thin, they rode in silence. When the east brightened with the first advent of day, the last battle of Anmering Shoals began. From the battle at Anmering Shoals Sir Christopher Carrington brought three distinct memories. The rest of his recollection was a tangle of noise and violence but he was perfectly certain of three things. First, that Frederick Gray, his squire, had handed him a hard-cooked egg on his arrival at the picket line. He had come to change horses after his night sentry duty. The first skirmish had already begun, and general confusion spread through camp, but Frederick paid no attention. He took Christopher’s reins and handed over the egg, still so fresh from the pot, it heated the palm of Christopher’s hand even through the gauntlet.

“You brought it,” Christopher said as he dismounted, “you eat it.”

“I only brought it along to warm my fingers,” replied Frederick. He set about unsaddling while Christopher cracked and peeled the egg. The distant racket of fighting drew closer. Frederick fussed with the saddlecloth, striving after symmetry. Even with gloved hands Christopher was able to peel the egg with fair accuracy. That small victory of discipline over nerves pleased him. The egg, to his surprise, was boiled to the precise degree he liked best. Barring the odd crunch of shell from the specks his gloves missed, it was perfect. With a familiar vague sense that he had been managed, Christopher regarded Frederick reproachfully. “No porridge, Frederick?” he asked. “No toasted muffins?”

“I tried,” said Frederick, “but they tell me there’s a war on.” He finished saddling the fresh horse and held the stirrup.

The confusion was all around them now. The fresh horse, a sturdy roan, danced and sidled as Christopher mounted. Once up, Christopher settled his shield and lance, spared a glance down at his squire.

“Honestly, Frederick, I despair of you,” he said. “Put your helmet on—we’re not here to play patty pans, you know.”

Frederick obeyed, and then the press was on them and there was no holding the roan a moment longer.

Second, Christopher remembered the river distinctly. A knot of westerners had chivied Sir Anthony Folville and perhaps a dozen of his knights to the riverbank and into the shoals below the ford. Knee to knee they fought, horses lurching in the mud, Sir Anthony Folville urging them on, roaring, golden, unquenchable. Anthony’s mount screamed and went down. Christopher clapped his spurs to the roan, surged forward, half leaped, half fell out of the saddle. His fingers tore at Anthony’s surcoat, desperate to wrench him free of the dying horse. From somewhere hands came to help. Two other knights were beside him, struggling. Christopher stood in the mud with icy water to his armpits. Then, to his own surprise, he had Sir Anthony’s knee, and the response was swifter than thought—to get his weight under his master and lift, lift. Then Anthony was in the roan’s saddle, blood and mud streaming from his armor. Anthony reached a hand down to Christopher. Christopher glimpsed the struggling knights beside him as they closed with the enemy. He never saw the blow that put the world out.

Third, he remembered waking to the sound of Anthony’s voice.

“He gave me his horse,” Anthony was saying, pain ignored beneath the familiar tone of that golden voice. “I found it no trouble to pull him over the saddlebow and bring him with me.”

“If my lord will hold quite still now …” requested a calm voice.

Christopher felt confused but came slowly to the realization he was lying, still fully armored and utterly soaked in river water, in one of the surgeons’ tents. The calm voice belonged to Chevis, one of the few physicians in the queen’s army.

The next sound was the hiss of a long-held breath released.

“Very good, my lord,” said Chevis. “The dressings, Lansquenet. Now, my lord, you will do very well, I think, provided you can give this leg of yours a few days’ rest.”

“With a glad heart,” Anthony replied, “once we have inflicted peace upon our enemy. But now my men must see I have taken only a trifling hurt. Surely you have work enough to busy you until my return. Spare me for an hour while you see to young Christopher and the rest.”

“Indeed, I shall do no such thing,” replied Chevis. “I know my duty to the queen, and I cannot permit you to go.”

“I have my duty to her too,” Sir Anthony Folville reminded him. “Her soldiers give their lives while we speak. I must return to them. If you cannot argue faster, you must come along with me. You, Lansquenet, see to Sir Christopher Carrington. I trust he has taken no worse hurt than a wetting and knot on the skull.”

“I shall, my lord,” said a new voice, a light, unsteady one. If Lansquenet was a physician, he was unused to the sight of the marks of battle and the need for field dressings.

Sir Anthony Folville left the tent, Chevis in attendance. A moment’s pause while Lansquenet rummaged among his dressings, then came a sharp noise, as of shattered glass. Without a glance in Christopher’s direction, Lansquenet left too. Christopher considered this for a while, but it confused him. More than his confusion, his constant shivering made it hard for him to think. He could not understand what the glass sound could have been, nor why Lansquenet left him, nor why the thoughts in his head seemed to repeat themselves instead of moving on as they ought. Finally the chill in his limbs grew until he could no longer think. So he stopped.

Christopher’s first clear recollection after the battle of Anmering Shoals was of waking in his own tent to see Frederick seated cross-legged beside him, a piece of cheese in one hand and a bannock in the other.

Christopher swallowed painfully and managed to say, “I suppose you drank all the water?”

“There’s beer if you’d rather,” said Frederick. “I drank the soup. It was getting cold.” He put down the cheese and the oatcake to help Christopher with the water cup. “Are you hungry?”

“Don’t be absurd,” said Christopher. “There’s brandy in this, isn’t there? Where in heaven’s name did you find brandy?”

“We’ve been reprovisioned,” answered Frederick. “The passes are open again. The war is over. We’ve won.”

“Oh, good,” said Sir Christopher Carrington, and fell asleep.


Chapter 2

Nicole was right. When the queen left Staunton to begin her progress south, Margaret was not among her majesty’s ladies.

Margaret celebrated her days of leisure by rising early each morning and going for a ride. It was pleasant, after the long confinement of winter, to be able to take her gray mare through the muddy streets to the open road outside the city gates. There, with a groom at a discreet distance, she was able to ride until her face was reddened with chill and exertion, until the pins in her hair loosened and let the light brown tendrils cling to the nape of her neck.

She had just returned from the fourth of her rides, rosy-cheeked and relaxed after a morning spent in activity uncomplicated by courtesy, to find William Sayres waiting for her.

“Prince Bertram arrived while you were out,” William said.

Margaret regarded him closely. Usually the most imperturbably correct of all her servants, William Sayres had not allowed his voice to rise, but his words were certainly more rushed than usual.

“He insisted he remain until you returned,” William added, and took her reins.

Margaret allowed this lapse in the rigid etiquette to alarm her a little. With a futile gesture that failed to restore her hairpins to their places, she hurried into the house.

Bertram smiled apologetically. “I know it’s early, and I know I’ve given your people no end of trouble, arriving with no warning. But I had to see your face when you heard the news. There’s been a courier from the front.”

Margaret pulled off her hat without a thought for her hairpins. At once her hair tumbled down her back in an unsightly tangle. She put her hands up distractedly. “What news?”

“There’s been another battle at Anmering Shoals. Sir Anthony Folville sends word to the queen that it is a famous victory. All that remains to be done now is to cast up a treaty for the western bandits and find someone who can sign it.” Margaret stood very still. Her eyes held Bertram’s. “Is he all right?”

“He signed the dispatches,” replied Bertram. “No mistaking that signature.”

“He didn’t say that about bandits.”

“Well, no,” admitted Bertram, “that was poetic license.”

“Does the queen know?”

“They’ve sent a courier posting south to bring her back for the celebration,” Bertram replied. “She’ll know tomorrow.”

“And when she approves the treaty, the war will be over,” said Margaret wonderingly. “Can you imagine that?”

“Do you doubt me? I saw the dispatches myself. Of course I can imagine it.”

“You opened dispatches intended for the queen?” exclaimed Margaret.

“Not for my life’s purchase,” Bertram replied. “The queen’s dispatches went straight on south. But Anthony wrote a dispatch for the royal council, too, and I happened to be there when his grace the duke opened it. Even he could hardly deny me a glance at them.”

“The duke of Tilbury?” asked Margaret.

“Who but? It was deuced early and none of the other councillors were at the palace. You could hardly expect him to wait.”

“Of course not,” Margaret said. She frowned a little, then abruptly recalled the wreckage of her coiffure. “I must get Nicole to untangle me, but after that will you join me for breakfast?”

“No, thank you, I intend to visit Lady Clodia Folville now, and earn her gratitude for good tidings,” Bertram said.

“You’re a good lad, Bertram,” Margaret said, and held her hands out to him. “Thank you. To know he is safe and has a victory …” She hesitated, and her cheeks reddened with something more delicate than the chill of outdoors.

“I like to gossip, that’s all,” Bertram said, and beamed with gratification. He took his leave, and Margaret stood on the step to watch him go, leaning against the doorway in the thin spring sunlight, smiling at nothing.

Three days later she stood in the same spot, ready to greet Bertram as soon as he surrendered his mount to the groom. But the glad look was gone from him as he walked wearily up the steps and took her hand.

“A messenger’s just gotten in. He was long on the road, slow with bad tidings,” Bertram began. He did not look into her face. “Sir Anthony Folville died the day after the battle at the Shoals. They buried him on the battlefield.”

Margaret swallowed with difficulty, found her voice. “Does his mother know?”

“I go to tell her as soon as I leave you,” Bertram said, staring fixedly at his boots.

“Oh, poor Bertram,” said Margaret, “why must it be you?”

He looked up and was comforted by the calmness of her face and voice. She looked a little distant but quite composed. “I was so quick to bring the good news—” he began, then faltered.

“I know,” she said, nodding. “You must be dreading it. Go to her at once.”

“Would you like me to return when I can?” he asked.

Margaret clasped her hands before her and looked out at the weak sunlight that filled the street and gleamed on the puddles and the gutters. “No, my dear,” she answered. “Not yet. Not for a while.”

He left her, and she stood a little longer in the sun and wind, then reached blindly for the latch and let herself back into the empty house.

In her grief, as in her joy, Margaret had great self-possession. She displayed nothing to the curious, as she had displayed nothing when her betrothal had been announced the autumn before, as Sir Anthony had been marshaling his forces to go back to the west and begin another wearisome campaign. The announcement had not provoked her to great show of joy, and his departure did not plunge her into sorrow. She knew she was thought at court to be too much concerned with her own dignity. She ignored court opinion and went straight on with her responsibilities. She waited on the queen’s pleasure, ran errands, gave hints to the right people and delayed the wrong ones. She was phlegmatic, that was all, she told herself. She did not care to be pitied.

Her methods were simple. She put on black and kept her face well scrubbed. She resolved to get over Sir Anthony’s death alone and not add to his mother’s sorrow nor diminish her friends’ joy at the war’s end. She knew some day the memory of Sir Anthony would be sweet to her. Until then she would hold her resolve to be silent and cause no one any bother.

After three days her resolution had not broken.

Then the letter came.

It was written on stiff paper, a little rubbed and dirty at the edges, sealed with a fat smear of wax, like a mashed raspberry, marked with a signet. Sir Philip Mayhew brought it to her, straight from the western army, his arm still bound up with the wound that had sent him home an invalid. She thanked him for his trouble and for his explanation that it came from Sir Christopher Carrington, gave him a greeting to convey to his mother and brothers, and bade him farewell.

She knew the name Sir Christopher Carrington. She had seen him once. He had held her chair and then gone off to see about something to do with supplies, one of the crises concerning horse liniment or bran that were always arising in Sir Anthony Folville’s presence. Not much more than her own age, he had seemed like a child beside Sir Anthony. Once the boy had gone, Sir Anthony told her the story of how he had knighted Carrington at the battle of Anmering Shoals, the first one, three years before. It was a short story, and for all Sir Anthony’s brittle wit, not too dramatic. Yet Carrington had served as squire to Sir Anthony, and nothing would be more likely than that he should write to her with condolence for her loss. She had received many such letters, but none sent from so far, and none brought with the scrupulous care shown by Sir Philip Mayhew. She was reluctant to break the fat wax seal and read the letter. She would be needed at the palace again in the evening, and her eyes would be red if she gave the letter any time now.

It was the grimy paper that decided her. Sir Christopher Carrington’s letter had traveled far and in great haste to reach her. She would not put it aside for her own convenience. The slant of his handwriting had its own urgency. She broke the seal, opened the stiff page, and held the sheet toward the light.

“My lady Margaret,” the letter began, “I beg you will haste to the queen and show her this letter, that it may wake her to the truth in the matter of Sir Anthony Folville’s death.”

Lady Margaret Yewesley uttered a sharp little cry of protest and sat down abruptly. The letter rustled in her closed hand. She smoothed the sheet and read on.


I was with Sir Anthony when the physician bound his wound, though my wits were scattered through a shrewd knock my head took not long before. At first I had no recollection of the battle, but in the days that followed, several things came back to me, among them details that puzzled me. Then Sir Anthony, whom we thought but slightly hurt in the battle, died in agony, and this, too, put my thoughts in some disorder. But I went back to the spot where his wound was dressed, and though the place was much tramped over and disarranged, I found a green glass vial which I recalled from my time in the physicians’ tent. It had been broken—not as so much was broken through the careless passage of fighting men—but systematically shattered, and the pieces strewn over the ground.

I gathered the pieces and took my tale to Sir Robert Edgehill, who commands the army until the queen names Sir Anthony’s successor. And there all hangs immobile until the proper inquiries can be made. But I have made inquiries of my own, and the vial—which held poison—belonged to the man who prepared Sir Anthony Folville’s dressings, the man Lansquenet, now held under guard by Sir Robert Edgehill.

Lansquenet has come to the queen’s army well paid, for he is a minion of Sir Anthony’s one rival, the duke of Tilbury. Paid for his villainy, Lansquenet poisoned the bandages that dressed Sir Anthony’s wound. But his fear of the duke keeps him silent, and fear of what the duke may do keeps Sir Robert silent. Only the queen can ask the questions that must be posed to bring Lansquenet to confess, and the queen spends much time with the duke. She must be told how matters stand. Lansquenet’s guilt can be proved to her satisfaction. But only the queen dare look beyond Lansquenet to his owner, and for her sake, for the realm, she must.

This must seem rank madness to you, my lady, but this jumble of words is the truth, and there are those who will tell you I am not mad. Sir Anthony could have spoken for me, but the rest of my acquaintance are not so respectable. There’s a gamester often seen at court, whom they call Michael Random. It is rightly said there isn’t a piece of mischief in the realm but that he’s privy to it, but he can speak for me and is an honest man, in his own terms. Or, if you need a messenger to answer this, you could seek out a minstrel, one they call Raven, who dwells in Guttersnipe Lane. He is witty and not dangerous. He will not stir himself to bear a message for me, but he owes a great debt to Sir Anthony, who brought him into fashion when he had him sing Anthony’s lyrics to the queen.

I pray you, believe me, my lady, and haste to the queen. Each day the duke goes about his affairs unhindered, it is as though a vein beat out blood unchecked. Help me bring him to justice for Sir Anthony’s death, and we will help the realm and our queen. If there is not some heart’s ease in that, may heaven forgive us both. It is worth a trial.

In my own hand

Sir Christopher Carrington



Lady Margaret Yewesley, ever sedate, sat in her low chair beside the fire and read the letter twice. It was preposterous. Yet the news that Sir Anthony Folville was dead had seemed preposterous too. If it were true—she shuddered at the thought. Simple to write in a letter, “haste to the queen.” But to do so, to beg an audience of the queen, to accuse a nobleman of such a crime … For an instant she let herself imagine the letter in the fire, red wax running as the paper browned and twisted into ash. What if it hadn’t come? What if she hadn’t read it? What if she thought that it was false?

Lady Margaret folded up the letter. It had come. She had read it. She knew it was not false.

That evening Bertram found Chrysafer in the library an hour after she ought to have locked up and gone, more wan even than usual and arguing with stubborn patience in the face of Souriant’s resolve to remain longer at his studies.

“Very well, then,” Souriant said, ignoring Bertram in the doorway, “I have an engagement this evening in any event. But I will insist on working later tomorrow.”

“Very well,” said Chrysafer, her voice flat with fatigue.

Souriant brushed past Bertram with scarcely a nod of recognition.

“Chrysafer, you promised you would see to the heat in this place,” Bertram began, only to halt at her look of mute appeal. After a pause he began again, more softly this time, “It is very cold here. Aren’t you working rather late?”

Chrysafer nodded and pushed back her lank blond hair. “It’s Souriant,” she said. “It’s always cold when Souriant works here. He’s been working hard. And something Askew said makes me want to know why.”

“He’s gone now; you can lock up and come get some supper,” Bertram replied.

“He asks for the most unlikely books,” said Chrysafer. She took up her ring of keys and walked to the door of the inner chamber. “I want you to see this.”

In the archives the sense of cold was overpowering. On the table in the center of the small, cluttered room, lay the books Souriant had requested, some open, some stacked neatly, all arranged in a ring around a velvet cushion beneath a dome of glass. Nestled on the cushion lay a piece of clouded crystal the size and shape of a hen’s egg.

“Pretty,” said Bertram. “What is it?”

“The inventory calls it the Serpent’s Egg,” said Chrysafer. She reached out to touch one of the open books, to turn a page. “The Lay of Jehane of Domremy,” she said. “I hear him chanting it here, page after page of it.”

“Whatever for?” asked Bertram.

Chrysafer shook her head. “I don’t know. Perhaps he’s mad. Perhaps he’s religious about Jehane. Perhaps it’s an experiment. But the way he goes on and on, all alone—”

“Look, if he’s mad you needn’t let him in. I can have his letters revoked. I’ll speak to the queen as soon as she’s back in the city.”

“—as though he were trying to wake it up,” finished Chrysafer, without taking her eyes from the crystal. “What would you say was the coldest spot in this room?”

Bertram hesitated a moment, then put out his hand toward the glass dome. “Why, here.”

Chrysafer nodded slightly. Bertram glanced at her, puzzled. She looked more tired than ever. He looked back in silence at the dome of glass where, nestled on velvet, the crystal gave off wave after wave of cold.

Souriant left the palace for Arling House, one of the gracious houses built by the aristocrats of an earlier day along the river that ran through Staunton. In that great house the splendors of the Arling family faded with time, neglected by its new owner, the duke of Tilbury, who possessed it by virtue of his marriage to the last duke of Arling’s youngest daughter, who had sickened and died within a year of her marriage. Tilbury had little interest in the fortunes of the Arlings since his own had surpassed them, but he found the house a suitable dwelling, close to the palace and splendid enough even for the queen’s chief minister.

Souriant found himself expected. He was shown directly to the great gallery in the west wing, a spacious hall hung with Arling ancestors, now ignored in favor of the duke’s fencing instruction. Under the cautious direction of his tutor, the duke made the most of the space in the shadowed gallery to display his speed and skill at arms, and to reveal the energy beneath his elegance.

At Souriant’s arrival, he dismissed the tutor and, after accepting a flagon of well water and a linen towel, waved away his attendants.

“Well?” he said, touching his forehead with the towel and frowning at the few drops of perspiration he discovered.

“It is the veritable crystal,” Souriant said. “There can be no doubt of that, your grace. Of its qualities, I feel confident I can wake its clairvoyance—that is, its ‘clear-seeing.’”

“Thank you, I am aware of the meaning of the word,” Tilbury replied. “What are its other qualities?”

“I should like to go slowly to avoid rousing them, your grace, for I do not think they will prove apt for our purposes. In fact, if one is to set any reliance on the legends, they may prove very dangerous.”

“Go on,” Tilbury said. He took a sip of water and waited patiently for Souriant to get to his question’s answer.

“After the knowledge of events far off, the presence of a familiar …” Souriant replied, searching carefully to put his information in the simplest words he could muster. “Then the visions of things which are not so, and finally madness.”

“Yes, I see. Inconvenient.” Tilbury finished with the towel and took another sip of well water. He appeared, despite his recent exertion, as fresh as if he had just finished his morning routine. “What have you seen in this crystal, Souriant, since you have awakened its ‘clear-seeing’?”

“Lansquenet discovered, your grace, and a messenger for the queen on her progress.”

“Good,” said Tilbury. “Time for me to address the other. And you, continue your, er … research.”

“Despite the danger of the other qualities, your grace?”

“My dear old baldling, because of the danger,” Tilbury replied. “Surely you’ve learned the sweetest fruit grows next the sharpest thorn.” He made a gesture of dismissal.

Souriant accepted it and departed, but as he left Arling House, his gait was not swift, nor his heart pure.

Bertram encountered Margaret an hour after he left the archive, as she finished supervising the removal of a potted dwarf bay tree from the music room next to his quarters. The queen’s progress had served as an excuse to clean and air all the royal apartments, and some of the resulting arrangements would require rearrangement before the queen’s return.

“Who ordered that brought here, I wonder,” said Bertram, watching the bay tree’s departure in the arms of two strong men.

“I doubt anyone did,” replied Margaret. “It’s just part of the general confusion. Her majesty will wish all this housewifery concluded before her return.”

“No need to spend half the night at it,” Bertram said. “She has halted her progress at Stanton Lacy and means to bide there two days or longer. Word of her plans came to the council this afternoon.”

“Two days longer?” Margaret’s voice was suddenly shrill. “Stanton Lacy is, what, a day’s ride yet after that?”

“A day’s ride as you or I might make it,” Bertram replied, “another two for the queen and court. They will stop the night at Rosewood on their way.”

“Four days, then …” Margaret said unsteadily.

“So, no need to be so fierce with those poor fellows hauling that tree about,” Bertram finished.

Margaret shook her head. “I have an unreasonable request to make of you, Bertram.”

Bertram made her a magnificent bow. “At your service.”

“For a reason I cannot tell you, since it is not my reason alone, I must speak to the queen. I cannot wait four days. ‘A day’s ride you or I might make it,’ you said. Will you, your highness? Will you ride with me to Stanton Lacy?”

“I wish you would not call me that,” said Bertram. “You know it makes me feel haughty.”

“Be serious, Bertram. Will you?”

“I wish you would tell me why.”

“I must have audience with the queen, and they can hardly deny me if I arrive in your company, can they?”

“No,” persisted Bertram, “but why?”

“When you and I are alone with her majesty, I promise you’ll know why.”

Bertram looked uncomfortable. “I’ll think about it,” he said, then blushed painfully scarlet as Margaret kissed him on the forehead.


Chapter 3

They rode the sun down the afternoon sky, their shadows were cast ahead of them on the road as they reached Stanton Lacy. The manor was scarcely big enough for the Stantons and the queen together, and so the ladies and gentlemen of the court had been seen into lodgings in the village of Stanton Lacy, a neat little market town unfolded at the bottom of the hill crowned by the manor. Bertram, Margaret, and Margaret’s manservant William drew rein as they approached the village, the better to gaze respectfully at the signs of housekeeping that spread like contagion from house to house. A rider in royal livery whipped his spent horse past them as they paused, kept his course straight on up the hill toward the manor house. On either side the houses of the village opened windows to the sun and fresh spring air. Linen aired on every new-leafed bush and shrub. Rushes heaped the middens, damp and stinking, and new rushes had blown into hedges, escaped from the fresh bundles forked in to cover clean floors. From one end of the street to the other, poultry ran, children raced, brooms and dust cloths flourished.

“Ah, the peace of a day in the country,” said Bertram.

“I think we’ve reached our goal,” said Margaret. She took up her reins and squared her shoulders. “William, will you venture into that whirlpool of hospitality and secure us lodgings for the night? I trust her majesty will impose on Lord Stanton for your bed and board, Bertram.”

“No sooner have I done your bidding than you cast me off,” Bertram replied. He put his hand over his heart and attempted a wounded expression.

“You have not done all my bidding,” Margaret replied. “I must have audience with the queen.” She turned her horse for the hill and Bertram followed her, practicing his expressions of reproach, despair, and sorrow.

When they had given up their horses to the beleaguered grooms at the manor house, they were led indoors and announced with great formality.

“Not so loud, James,” Lord Stanton protested. “Her majesty is closeted with dispatches from a royal messenger. How can anyone think with you bellowing like that?”

James withdrew, his disapproval plain in his deportment. Stanton waved them to seats beside the fire.

“Ale?” he asked.

Bertram shook his head.

“Sure you won’t reconsider? There won’t be a drop left in the house by morning. My lady?”

Margaret declined, and pulled off her gloves to hold her fingers out to the fire’s warmth. “Has her majesty been with the messenger for long?” she asked.

“Not ten minutes,” Stanton replied. “The messenger got her just as the lute player finished the last verse. Lady Stanton had told me it would be another hour until the mutton was near done, and warned me on my life to keep the lot of them away from the kitchens and hall until then. Easy to say, hard to do. I was a happy man when the messenger turned up, I admit it. Affairs of state, that’s the answer.” He rubbed his thick hands together before the blaze, and his broad, rosy face creased into a wide smile. “Let the rest of them weep with boredom. There’s nothing they can do. It’s her majesty a man dares not let be dull.”

“You did not have much notice of her arrival?” ventured Bertram.

Stanton’s shaggy eyebrows rose. “I would have had none at all if I hadn’t been in the east field with my bailiff looking at a calf he thought had blackleg. Nothing of the kind, of course. But I saw them riding up the road toward Stanton Lacy, and I thought my heart would stop. It was a ducat to a horse chestnut they meant to at least eat the noon meal with us. Sixty men and women in that retinue and the queen beside, all eating like oxen and drinking like draught horses.”

The door to the next room swung open and Lady Charlotte Penwood emerged, eyes wide. “Her majesty heard Prince Bertram’s arrival announced,” she said, a little breathlessly. “She wishes he be brought to her at once.”

Bertram rose and crossed the room, Margaret at his elbow.

“I knew I was right to ask you,” she said softly.

Then they were through the door and in the library, a snug little room with a shelf full of books beside the window. The queen sat in a high-backed chair of dark oak, and she lifted her hand as Bertram knelt at her feet. The messenger departed.

“I wished to see you, Bertram,” the queen said, sliding a cool glance from Margaret to Charlotte. “Were you not asked to stay behind in Staunton, my dear?” Her gaze returned to Margaret and remained.

Margaret dropped into her best curtsey, then said, “I beg your majesty’s pardon, but I have news of vital importance which I have promised to deliver to you at once.”

“Your promise must wait,” snapped the queen. She turned her hooded gaze to Bertram. “I did not bid you join me here in Stanton Lacy but I am glad you have. It spares you a hard ride at night. I would have sent for you to be brought into my presence at once.” She unfolded the sheet of paper in her lap and handed it to Charlotte. “Read this.”

Charlotte glanced from the queen to Bertram, cleared her throat and began to read.


“From Tilbury to your most gracious highness, Andred, Queen of Dwale and Brandaris, greetings.

“New dispatches from the west have arrived which I hold for your perusal here, lest a messenger miss you on the road and they so be delayed. I send the meat of it on to you at once. Sir Anthony Folville did not die of his wounds but of poison administered by Piers Lansquenet, a man working for the physician who treated Sir Anthony’s injuries. This criminal, being caught in his murder, confessed he had done it for pay and that he was instructed to accuse me falsely as his employer should he be captured. Letters of his have come into my hands along with these dispatches. The letters prove beyond misadventure that Lansquent is telling the truth and that he is in the pay of Folville’s murderer, cat’s-paw to the envious Prince Bertram.”



Lady Charlotte Penwood paused and looked up.

“Did you speak, Margaret?” inquired the queen.

Margaret shook her head, and Charlotte continued.


“I beg you, your majesty, to arrest the prince and conduct an inquiry into this base crime. Evidence of his guilt will be held safely here at the palace awaiting your return.

“I remain, while the sea runs salt, your most faithful servant to command, Tilbury.”



Charlotte finished but did not lift her eyes from the paper.

Queen Andred held Bertram in her gray gaze. “You see why I would have sent for you to be brought to me under close arrest?”

Bertram swayed, whey-faced, mute before her.

Margaret gripped his elbow fiercely. “It is monstrous! A monstrous accusation!”

The queen dropped her hooded gaze to the letter in Charlotte’s hands. “It is a monstrous crime. From this moment, Bertram, you are under arrest. You will be held here tonight, and tomorrow we shall return to the palace, where you will be confined to your quarters until an inquiry is arranged. You shall have speech with no one unless in the presence of one of the privy councillors. Have I made the situation quite clear?”

Bertram nodded, speechless.

The queen put out her hand. Lady Charlotte surrendered the letter, and at the queen’s gesture, went to summon a guard.

“No!” Margaret released Bertram’s arm and took a step toward the queen. “You must realize that is a lie, your majesty!”

“Recollect yourself,” Queen Andred said sternly. “You are here by your own whim only. You shall not countermand me. Bertram, attend me.”

Queen Andred rose and swept from the room, Bertram in her wake as silent as though he walked in his sleep.

White-faced and short-breathed with indignation, Margaret found herself alone in the library. In the hall outside, the pitch of the household’s activity rose suddenly, then subsided slowly until all was silent. Lady Margaret sank down into the queen’s chair and withdrew the letter she had slid into her sleeve. She reread it and sat, shaking her head and smoothing the sheet across her knee. “So simple,” she whispered bitterly. “‘Haste to the queen.’”

“Your pardon, madame,” came a voice from the door.

Margaret sprang to her feet, startled at how silently the newcomer had entered.

Leaning against the doorframe in an attitude of studied grace stood a tall man, long-faced like a hound, dressed with a careful elegance that suggested he had nothing better to do than follow fashion. He bowed as she took her seat again, stepping forward to do so and then closing the door firmly behind him. “We have not been formally introduced,” he said. “You are Lady Margaret Yewesley, I believe?”

Margaret nodded.

“I am Michael Random.”

“I have heard your name very recently,” she said. She was filled with an uncomfortable awareness of the letter she held in her left hand. It was impossible to tuck it away without drawing his attention to it. Willing him not to notice it, she held his eyes with hers and let her hands remain motionless in her lap.

Random seemed unaware of her stare. He took up his pose against the door again and said, “I beg you will forgive my intrusion. But rumor runs as quickly here as in town. I thought I would see that you were conveyed wherever you might wish to go, whether to dinner or your lodgings. It seems unlikely anyone else will.”

“Thank you,” said Margaret, “I do not wish to dine, and I know my servant William will call here when he has arranged lodgings for the night. I am not yet sure whether I should stay here or ride back at once.”

“Ride back tonight?” repeated Michael Random. “No, that will never do. You must accompany us back in the morning, riding with all pomp in plain sight. Besides, it would be too cruel to drive your poor servant out again without rest or a meal.”

Margaret eyed him from his elegant slippers to his fair hair, cut long in the latest style, her attention lingering on the immaculate point lace of his collar. “You have a great many opinions,” she observed. “Do people never advise you to conserve them?”

“I seldom take advice from others,” said Random. “In fact, I seldom concern myself in their affairs. But I have an interest in the prince. A friendly one, I assure you. And I wouldn’t like to see one of his friends troubled. He will have few enough after this, and can spare none.”

“Are you threatening me?”

“There is a threat, but I didn’t make it,” he answered. “Once we are back in the city there will certainly be a search for evidence to support the accusations against him. His accusers will certainly find some, handmade, if necessary. And then they will turn to the folk who show themselves his allies and attend to them in turn.”

“Are you so certain I am a true friend to Bertram?” Margaret demanded. “I brought him to the queen and stood by while they arrested him.”

“If you were mute,” replied Random, “perhaps it was because you feared to threaten others by your speech, once you heard what danger threatened the prince.”

“You are plausible,” said Margaret, a little accusingly. “I was told you were a gamester.”

“I am. My presence at court is owed to my many opinions, all of which I defend with vigor, most of which I am prepared to back with money, and many of which differ utterly from the ideas of others.” Random grinned, and his resemblance to a hound—an intelligent hound well pleased with his own cleverness—increased. “What else have you heard about me?”

“That there’s not a piece of mischief at court but that you are privy to it.”

“Right again,” said Random. “You have reliable informants.”

“And I was told I might trust you.”

Random’s expression went from one of smugness to one of speculation. “Then I think I can tell you who your informant is. Perhaps you have heard recently from Sir Christopher Carrington?”

Margaret could never afterward explain her reasons, but held out her left hand to him and let Michael Random take her letter.

“My compliments to you, madame,” said Random, when he had read it twice. “You follow orders like a soldier. No, a captain.”

“But I’ve accomplished nothing,” she protested, “and now the prince has been arrested for trying to help me.”

Random gave her back the letter and began to pace from the door to the bookshelf and back. “Best for Bertram to be in custody lest he be removed as Folville was. Or they might contrive to use him as bait for some trap, though he would probably spring the trap himself. Have you answered this letter?”

“Not yet.”

“They must never know. Send from your own house by your most trusted messenger.”

“By this time tomorrow all the news of these accusations will be common talk of the street,” said Margaret. “What could be so valuable in a letter of mine?”

Random halted his pacing and gazed down at her solemnly. “Allow yourself to consider the consequences. What if you, a friend of Bertram’s, were discovered in covert correspondence with one of Folville’s captains? Your reputation, my lady, could be a weapon in their hands. Sir Christopher Carrington is young. No doubt it never occurred to him that to write to you was to place you in danger.”

“Perhaps it did and he thought I was equal to the challenge,” said Margaret.

“Madame, I have gambled with the man. He would run his head into a noose if it marked the finish line in a foot race.”

“Tomorrow I shall write and warn him to be circumspect,” Margaret replied. She put the letter back in her sleeve, folded her hands tidily in her lap, then looked up at Random in surprise.

Random was laughing. “Have you ever met the man?”

“We have been introduced,” Margaret replied coolly.

“No warning will make him circumspect, my lady Margaret. When Sir Anthony Folville chose him as his squire, Carrington took Folville as the very form and pattern of a true knight. In every way he tried to behave as his hero did. It was his great pride that he received his knighthood on the battlefield, for an act of rashness that ought to have earned him a box on the ear and not an accolade. He will not be circumspect in seeking to avenge Sir Anthony’s murder. He was not circumspect when he wrote to you. That puzzles me. Certainly he knew he could trust me, or some gentleman of higher standing.”

Lady Margaret Yewesley frowned at him. “You’ve read his reasons for trusting me. The queen must know of this, and I am a lady of her court. I cannot let them murder Anthony and put the blame on an innocent boy.”

“I did not say he did badly to write to you,” protested Random, “only it was rather rash.”

“He judges character well,” said Margaret, her chin high.

“Carrington, a judge of character?” said Random. “A droll conceit.”

“He recommended that I trust you,” Margaret reminded him.

“Why, yes, that’s so. Perhaps he’s improved somewhat.”

A soft rap came at the door. Random opened it to reveal William Sayres on the threshold.

“My lady, your quarters are prepared. Will you wish to refresh yourself after your journey?” asked William.

“Excellent,” said Margaret. “Did you find rooms in the village?”

“At an inn, my lady,” William said with quiet pride. “I ventured to select a room on the side away from the street, as being less noisy.”

“A selection!” exclaimed Random, regarding William with astonished respect. “And you never even drew rein in town until the sun was ready to set, I’ll wager. Formidable.”

Beyond a gratified expression, William gave no sign that he had heard. He addressed Margaret with his usual deference. “I bespoke a small supper to be served in the front parlor, but if you should prefer, madame, I am sure you could be served in your chamber.”

“I fear I can eat nothing,” said Margaret, “but I hope you saw to your own supper?”

“I have, thank you, my lady. The small supper I spoke of is merely a crisp roll and a veal cutlet, some fruit and possibly a custard. Perhaps you will have a moment to give it your consideration when you have washed and rested.”

“I am spared the stab of envy,” said Random, “for it is plain you are under a tyrant’s sway. My condolences. If your man can see you to your lodging, I will say farewell. May I call upon you in Queen Marie’s Way?”

“If you think it circumspect to do so,” answered Margaret, and took her leave.

With Queen Andred’s return to Staunton, Bertram’s arrest, and the preparation for the inquiry, events at court seemed likely to outstrip palace gossip. So rapidly did speculation run through the palace that by sundown of the day following the queen’s return even Chrysafer Woodland had heard it. She went at once to the prince’s apartments in the oldest part of the palace, where she was turned away by the guards set at his door. They were polite about it but uninterested after their hours spent sending away Bertram’s friends and enemies alike. The queen’s order held. No one saw the prince unless in the company of a privy councillor.

Accepting defeat, Chrysafer returned to the archives and locked herself in. Alone in the cold inner room, she sat in a circle of yellow lamplight with the Lay of Jehane open on her lap and the clouded crystal at her elbow. There was no way, she thought wearily, that she might reach the prince, no way to send a message to him. But surely Bertram realized that he had one friend at least who knew he was innocent of any accusation. She closed the book and put her hands over her eyes to ease them. They burned with weariness. For a moment, as she drew her hands away, she thought she saw a reflection of the lamplight in the heart of the crystal, as if the crystal had unclouded, to reveal the light of another lamp burning tiny in the distance. She rubbed her eyes again, stretched painfully, and wished she could talk with Scholar Askew.

With the demands on his time increased upon the queen’s return, it ought to have been more difficult to speak with the duke of Tilbury, but Souriant found himself in a contrary case.

“There you are,” said the duke as he emerged from the queen’s music room. “Did I not send for you an hour ago? Surely you have finished your day’s researches long since?”

“I was detained, your grace,” Souriant replied.

“I am to wait upon her majesty’s pleasure while she goes to see how his highness does in his captivity. It will not delay her long, I think.” Tilbury’s expression was demure. “The prince will not have much to say that the queen has not heard before. I hope you and I do not find ourselves in a similar situation.”

Souriant looked grave. “I have no news out of the west. Lansquenet is still in custody on Edgehill’s orders. They plan to send him to Staunton for the inquiry.”

“Now, that they must not do,” said Tilbury. “Pity. I had hoped to employ that man’s services in another matter. Still, ‘since there’s no help, come, let us kiss and part.’”

“Eh?” said Souriant.

Tilbury sighed. “Pay no attention. A figure of speech. The escort sent to fetch him back to Staunton will have additional orders from me.”

“Oh, I see,” said Souriant.

“Yes, I thought you might,” said Tilbury. “Now go your way. The queen will soon grow weary with young Bertram’s list of grievances, and I do not wish her to find me chattering here with you.”

Souriant bowed and withdrew. Tilbury watched him go and allowed himself a small shake of the head. Doubtless a piece of glass possessed of legendary qualities could prove a useful thing. But under Souriant’s inspection it had revealed nothing more surprising than a few snippets of information Tilbury could have deduced for himself while gazing into his shaving mirror.

On her second day in Staunton after the return of the queen to court, Lady Margaret Yewesley went riding. She took a groom along for escort, but accepted Michael Random, met as if by chance at the foot of Queen Marie’s Way, when he offered to accompany her.

“I thought I might have missed you,” Random said. He was wearing scarlet and rode a roan mare with a rolling eye. “What do you think? Are you impressed? I hope so, for she frightens the life out of me. I borrowed her from a friend.”

Margaret noted the effortless ease with which he held the mare in as she sidled and danced. “Very impressed,” she assured him. “This was a much better idea than calling at Yewesley House.”

“Yes, this way we appear merely sociable instead of conspiratorial. Where are we going? This is hardly the direction I would choose for a fashionable promenade.”

“Guttersnipe Lane,” replied Margaret.

Random gave her a puzzled glance. “What on earth for?”

“Did Sir Christopher’s letter not direct me there?” she countered. “It would be useful to have someone dependable to report the rumors abroad in the city. The prince’s enemies must recruit their minions somewhere. Surely news of their misdeeds must surface occasionally.”

“Guttersnipe Lane it is, then,” said Random. “Have you replied to the letter?”

“William Sayres left with my answer this morning,” she said.

“Well, take great care his letter is not easily found,” Random cautioned, “nor any letter you might have had from Bertram. The search is on for something to match his handwriting with letters written to Lansquenet. Useless to the inquiry, I’m sure, since it would merely establish his innocence, but it’s a heron to a handsaw they mean to identify the courtiers sympathetic to the prince.”

They reached Cheap Street, then took a narrow, crooked street that opened off it. As they went, Random did not seem to peer anxiously about, but when they reached the mouth of the next street he drew rein. “Go on ahead,” he told Margaret. “If I’m not here when you return, go straight back to the palace.”

“Where should we go?” she asked.

“This is Guttersnipe Lane. I assume you seek Master Raven? He lives in a half-timbered house with a courtyard. You’ll see it on your left. He’s sure to be home, but I’m afraid he’s bound to be asleep. Perhaps your groom can fetch him out.”

“Would it be better for me to stay and you to go?” Margaret asked. She glanced uneasily up the narrow street.

“I have no desire to deal with Master Raven at this hour of the morning,” Random answered, “nor would he likely care to speak with me. But a morning call from a lady, mark you, that has the charm of novelty. And he owes some loyalty to you for Sir Anthony Folville’s sake. So go. But be careful.”

Margaret nodded, her expression serious, and moved on, her groom riding close.

They reached the courtyard Random had described. In the center of the court was a fountain, or the remnants of one. Water trickled from a pipe into a shallow stone basin. Squatting on his heels beside the basin, wringing out a shirt, was an unshaven man with black hair hanging long and loose over his shoulders. At their approach he squinted up crossly, then went back to his laundry.

“Pardon me, sir,” said Margaret, “does Raven the minstrel live here?”

The man gave the shirt a petulant slap against the side of the basin. “Yes.”

“Could you fetch him for me please?”

The man gazed up at her with loathing. “You’ve probably never washed a shirt in your life,” he said. “Why don’t you go away?”

“Well, could you tell me where to find him?” persisted Margaret.

“Can’t you see I’m busy?” The man went back to slapping his shirt on the basin.

“I don’t know what good you think that will do,” Margaret said, despite herself.

Affronted, the man dropped his shirt and rose, hands on his hips. “Look, just exactly what do you want?”

“I want to speak with Master Raven,” said Margaret.

For a moment the dark man stared at her with dislike, then he drew in a breath of the chill morning air and began to sing.


“‘Welcome, fair child, what is thy name?

I wot not, sir, withouten blame,

but oftime my mother in her game

called me Dalliance.’”



He stopped, folded his arms across his chest and scowled. “Well?”

Margaret dismounted. As she drew near him, Raven resumed his place beside the basin and took up his shirt again. As he began to wring the water from it, she spoke, her voice pitched low. “I am Lady Margaret Yewesley,” she told him. “I was told by Sir Christopher Carrington that you could be trusted.”

Raven laughed, teeth very white against his stubbled skin. “Trusted to do what?” he asked, and leered happily at her.

“Sir Anthony Folville was murdered,” she said, her voice steady and soft. “We mean to bring his killer to justice—his true killer.”

“I have written an ode to mourn that death,” said Raven, abruptly serious. “Of course, as it is rather good, I did not use my own name. What more can a minstrel do in these matters?”

“Is there somewhere we can be more private?” Margaret asked. She glanced up at the half-timbered house. “Your chambers?”

Raven’s wide, mobile mouth quirked at the corner. “Madame, I am not a judge. I don’t have chambers. I have a garret. At this hour, in this street, you can find nowhere as private as this courtyard. Folk in this part of the city do most of their work at night.”

“Very well. Sir Christopher suggested you might help us.”

“I owe Carrington far too much money to flatly refuse,” said Raven, “but I would like to know what I am expected to agree to.”

“It would be useful to have someone trustworthy listening to the rumors that run through the city. The killer we are after is cunning and wealthy. He can bribe and hire as he pleases. Who sees more than a minstrel?”

“And you?” asked Raven. “Are you cunning and wealthy? I have a wide circle of acquaintance, it is true. But even a minstrel has expenses.”

Margaret took out a small purse of worn red leather. “Sir Christopher’s letter was not explicit, but his reference to you made me think of this.”

Raven weighed the purse in his hand. “A pleasure to be in your service, madame. My compliments to Carrington.”

“It would be best, I think, if you did not come openly to my house in Queen Marie’s Way,” said Margaret. “If I am not yet watched, I soon will be. Perhaps I can find a way to come here without attracting attention.”

“Come all you like,” grinned Raven, “but don’t think you will not attract attention. Don’t worry. Minstrels come and go. I will be discreet.”

“Good,” said Margaret. “You’re the first spy I’ve ever hired.”

“Don’t worry, I’ll be happy to advise you,” Raven assured her.

“Thank you,” said Margaret. “Then I will advise you that you’d have done better to wash that shirt in rainwater. You’ll get rust spots in the linen, I expect.”


Chapter 4

Seven mornings later, on the day after the full moon, William Sayres rode wearily into the valley in the west, where the royal army was encamped. Sentinels posted on the heights waved him through. The queen’s army had little to fear now, and nothing from a man alone on the royal road from Staunton. William rode past a man carrying a saddle slung over one shoulder, drew up and asked the way to find Sir Christopher Carrington.

“Up there,” the man answered, pointing up the slope of the valley, where the officers’ pavilions stood. “Black and white chevrons.”

William thanked him and turned his tired horse to the path up the hillside. The lengthening days of spring and the long twilights at the full of the moon had allowed him to press himself and his mount harder than caution dictated. But something in Lady Margaret Yewesley’s expression as she instructed him on the haste with which her letter must be delivered had overruled caution.

As William drew near the black and white pavilion, he saw a man with a bandaged head seated in the sun beside the tent. The chair was peculiar, a contraption of four poles and a canvas sling, but the young man slumped in it asleep appeared to find it comfortable. William halted and dismounted, hanging on to the saddle for a dizzy moment while pain lanced up from the soles of his feet, a protest at his impact with the ground. The young man opened his eyes.

Asleep he had seemed one of the least memorable men William had ever seen. Neither tall nor small, neither husky nor thin, there was nothing notable in his build, coloring, or features. But awake, with his attention wholly concentrated on William and his weary horse, the man was unforgettable. His eyes, though a nondescript shade between gray and blue, were piercing, and his expression fiercely intent.

“Sir Christopher Carrington?” asked William, though he was in no doubt of the answer.

The bright eyes flickered. “Yes,” he said. “Frederick.”

A voice from within the pavilion said, “Here, sir.”

“My name is William Sayres. I bear a letter for you from Lady Margaret Yewesley.”

“Thank you,” said Carrington as he took the letter.

The tent flap stirred and Frederick emerged to stand at Carrington’s elbow. He was a very young man, thin and severely scrubbed, with an expression of carefully concealed bossiness.

“Frederick,” said Carrington, “see to William Sayres. He’s brought me a letter. Find him something to eat and somewhere to sleep. And see to his horse.”

“Thank you, sir,” said William, and followed Frederick down the hill.

Alone in the sun, Christopher examined the letter. The seal was undisturbed. He ran a thumbnail under the wax and unfolded the paper.

When Frederick returned from seeing both William Sayres and his horse properly bestowed, Carrington was gone. Before he had finished taking down the sling chair, however, Carrington returned.

“I’ve been to see Edgehill,” Christopher said. “They are drawing up my orders to go home.”

Frederick wrapped the four poles in the canvas and took the bundle inside the pavilion. Christopher followed him.

“Even considering the low opinion his clerk has of me, it won’t be later than tomorrow that they are ready, You’ll have plenty of time to pack.”

Frederick uttered an aggrieved sigh.

“See Dexter about two of his ponies, too, won’t you? Perhaps he’ll take the goat and the hens in part payment,” said Christopher.

“Dexter’s ponies?” protested Frederick. “With legs on them like four little tree stumps? We have six mules, the bay, and the roan.”

“Well, you don’t expect the bay and the roan to carry, do you? And don’t pack my sister’s carpet just yet. I’ll tell you when.”

“Yes, sir,” said Frederick. “And what will you be doing meanwhile?”

“It’s my last night out here. I mean to issue a few invitations. I expect we’ll have some company for dinner tonight. And for a few bottles afterward. Pity we had to sell the brandied fruit my sister sent. Would have gone down very well tonight.”

Frederick looked gloomy. “I’ll speak to Dexter. Should I take the goat with me, sir?”

“If you feel up to it,” Christopher replied. “Use your judgment on the ponies. I want something sturdy, mind you. Oh, and if you see Worth, tell him I’d like to see him. He’s officer on watch tonight, I believe. I think I want you to trade duty with whoever he has detailed to guard Lansquenet tonight.”

Frederick expression lightened. “I see, sir. Certainly.”

The next morning, an hour after sunrise, it began to rain. Fortunately for everyone’s temper, Frederick had finished packing an hour before sunrise and there was nothing left to do but bestow the last of Sir Christopher’s bundled possessions symmetrically on the pack animals. This was not a difficult task, but it required considerable diplomacy before the canvas-wrapped lump that contained the carpet he had purchased as a wedding gift for his sister was lashed into place. Finally Carrington gave the order to depart. Frederick obeyed promptly, striking off at the head of the column of mules, William Sayres following more slowly at the end of the line. He found it difficult, gazing about at the somnolent squalor of the camp, to believe he had not yet been there for twenty-four hours. As he tightened the reins and fell in at the rear of the little procession, one of the sentinels on the ridge gave a cry and a wave. Moments later six men in royal livery clattered past the nearest picket on their way to Edgehill’s pavilion, their horses lathered with their haste.

“Time we were gone,” said Christopher.

The three of them moved off.

Behind them, before they had cleared the last picket, shouts of alarm rose from the camp. A rider overtook them and drew rein beside Christopher.

“Off home, is it?” asked the rider. “Kiss my hand to the westerners and off to your manor?”

“Inquire at Cairn Deeping, Rowston,” Christopher answered. “That’s where I’m bound.”

“Monstrous good hunting country, I’m told,” Rowston replied. He was a beefy man, horribly cheerful, and seemed to pay no attention to the rain that soaked down on them.

“Now that the season’s over, I’m invalided back,” replied Christopher. He pointed to the bandage on his head. “Wish the doctor had made up his mind a little sooner. I might have gotten a bit of sport. As it is, I’ll barely be back in time for my sister’s wedding.”

“Ah, well,” nodded Rowston, “I expect you’ll find a bit of sport there too. You’ve made a good early start.”

“Did you come to see me off?” inquired Christopher.

“Edgehill’s order,” Rowston replied. “Said I was to detain you until he sent someone. That party of tourists that just rode in. They are the escort detailed to take Lansquenet back to Staunton—only someone has mislaid Lansquenet.”

Carrington drew himself up in the saddle and glared at Rowston. “Mislaid?”

Behind them hooves slopped urgently along the valley road. With a ring of harness the rider halted beside them. He was one of the royal escort, his face streaked with mud from his hasty journey. “Carrington, hold up,” the rider called.

Sir Christopher Carrington turned his attention from Rowston to the newcomer. “What precisely is the meaning of this?” he demanded. “Lansquenet is gone?”

“The tent flap was slit,” the escort replied. “Edgehill is organizing the search party.”

“Slit?” repeated Carrington incredulously. “Who gave the villain a knife?”

“Wasn’t he a surgeon?” replied the escort. “No doubt he had some form of scalpel about him. In this rain we have no hope of a trail. The last guard before dawn said he relieved your own man there on guard duty.”

“Frederick?” Carrington rasped.

“There wasn’t a sound out of him, sir,” Frederick said.

“Well, he can’t have dissolved,” Carrington snarled. “Frederick, carry on with the mules. I’ll be with the search party.”

“I can’t permit that,” said the escort. “The royal warrant is very specific. Only the escort it names are to accompany the prisoner. The queen wants no accidents.”

“What a pity there’s been one, then,” said Carrington.

“I understand your position, sir—” said the escort.

“I doubt that—” Carrington began.

“—but you really must not involve yourself. Unless you can provide some help about the terrain. Which way would a man be likely to set out? They say there are no mounts gone. He must be on foot.”

“Then you will catch him before breakfast,” replied Carrington. “There’s only one way he can go. This way, back toward the pass. It’s the only route open through the mountains this early in the season. Let me come with you.”

“I’m sorry, sir. I know how you must feel about Folville’s murderer, but I can’t permit it. You may catch up with us by the time we find him.”

“Then good hunting,” said Carrington reluctantly.

“And good journey to you, sir. Don’t worry. We’ll find him,” The escort wheeled his horse and rode back to his companions.

Carrington and Frederick exchanged calm glances and set out again. Silently, William followed.

Rowston waited a moment to watch them go, then turned back for the camp. He hoped the rain would stop soon. The search for Lansquenet promised to be very good sport indeed.

Before Carrington’s party had proceeded another mile, the escort, now remounted and resembling a hunting party more than a royal escort, passed them on the road east. By noon, as the rain stopped, the escort hurried back empty-handed, riding past without a word.

“Checked,” said Carrington to Frederick, “and doubling back for another cast.”

“How much farther before we stop to eat?” asked Frederick.

“I want to clear the pass, anyway,” Carrington replied.

Frederick opened his mouth to protest, glanced back at the retreating escort, and thought better of it.

An hour beyond the pass, Carrington called a halt.

Grateful for the respite, William dismounted. As he watched in mild astonishment, Carrington and Frederick set about rearranging the baggage. The ungainly bundle of carpet was taken down from the mule that bore it and set on the damp ground. Then, while Carrington untied the knots that held the canvas covering, Frederick unpacked the two ponies. When the canvas was folded back, Carrington unrolled the carpet to reveal a man, gagged and bound hand and foot, with olive skin, very long, very blond hair, and a murderous scowl.

“Lansquenet, I presume,” said William Sayres.

Frederick had finished with the ponies and was handing around the flat, dry oatcake and drier meat that had been packed as their travel ration. He gave William his share with a nod.

“We got him away last night after Carrington’s dinner guests departed,” he explained. “I was supposed to be on guard. That helped.”

Carrington released Lansquenet and offered his water flask. Lansquenet accepted the water but waved Frederick’s meal away with disdain.

Carrington turned to William Sayres, drawing a letter from inside his doublet. “Here is the reply to the letter you brought. If Lady Margaret needs to reach me, she can send to Cairn Deeping. Lansquenet and I will come down off the Breakhorn somewhere in the Coolham Valley and I can send from there home for letters. My sister will see they are sent on to me. Frederick will take the mules home. You must make all speed to Staunton with this.”

“I know my duty, sir,” replied William.

“Frederick, I hate to leave you alone to explain all this to my sister, but it can’t be helped,” Carrington continued. “If the escort doubles back along the royal road and misses our trace here, they may catch you. Use your own judgment, cut the mules free and run, or stay and tell them the truth. Just so you get home in one piece. Here’s for the journey”—he handed over a slender money pouch, then a letter—“and here’s for my sister. It isn’t much of an explanation but it may distract her a bit.” He turned back to Lansquenet and took away the water flask. “And now, sir, if you will mount your pony, we’ll be on our way and let Frederick pack the carpet.”

“I have done enough traveling for the day,” Lansquenet said.

Frederick unstrapped a crossbow from one of the packs, loaded it and wound the mechanism tight. Without a word, he handed it to Carrington.

“Not at all,” said Carrington, accepting the weapon. “The queen has the wrong idea about your employer, and I mean to give you a chance to set her straight. That escort behind us would start you on the road back to Staunton, but you’d never arrive. The royal warrant was very specific, remember? I’ll wager their instructions are very specific too. No, you and I will cover a few more miles today, north across the Breakhorn. Of course, if you won’t cooperate, you won’t. But at least in that case I’ll have the satisfaction of killing you myself.”

Lansquenet rose and stretched. “Very well, if you insist. Which of these two moss-faced animals is mine?”

That night, in Staunton, Bertram took up his pen, eyed the nib critically, and took up his little knife to pare an infinitesimal bit off the edge. Captivity was not disagreeable, but it was dull. He had always meant to take the time to work seriously on his verses, but it had never formed part of his plan to cut himself off entirely from his audience. Even a single reader, if that reader were a kind and knowledgeable critic, would suffice. But he could not work with nothing but time, without any reader at all. He had made verses already on his grief and shame at imprisonment, and the sympathy he felt for those who sorrowed at Sir Anthony Folville’s death. He was out of subjects. Without a theme, without a reader, his time hung heavily, not just on his hands but on his shoulders and his forehead. He sighed and tried the nib again. Perfect. Slowly he took a clean sheet of paper and positioned it on the desk, smoothed it thoughtfully. With reluctance he dipped his pen and wrote neatly across the top of the sheet, “On Loneliness.” He sighed again and put down the pen.

The night after, as the ladies of the court rose from the amusements of the afternoon to dress and intrigue before dinner, the queen’s fool came among them. He had not been seen much in the days since news of Folville’s death had put the court into mourning, but he performed a series of handsprings and somersaults across the gallery, fetching up nearly tangled in the skirts of Lady Margaret Yewesley, who as usual was bent over her embroidery, engrossed. She started up, cheeks flushed, as the fool recovered his feet nearly in her lap. The other ladies laughed at her discomfiture until the fool took himself away to embarrass someone else. Still blushing, Margaret bent over her needlework again, but her heart was racing. For the fool, as he rose, had dropped a little crumpled scrap of paper among her skirts, and the handwriting she glimpsed upon it belonged to Bertram.

    When enough ladies had gone off to change for dinner, and the fool had left to dance attendance on the queen, Margaret judged it safe to smooth the scrap of paper. It said, “If she will go to the music room before dinner, the Pearl may find something to her advantage. The corner behind the spinet.”

It cost her something not to hurry to the music room, but Margaret took great care to fold her work away as was her custom, to put the little scissors back into its case and to put all back into her work basket. Then she walked to the music room, with the unhurried, straight-backed, graceful gait she had been taught since childhood, and put her basket down on the spinet bench. It relieved her to find the music room empty, but she was disappointed to find nothing in the corner behind the spinet. As she knelt there, puzzled, she heard a faint scratch, reminiscent of mice, behind the wainscoting, and then saw a piece of paper sliding out from a slender crevice in the corner of the paneling. She glanced quickly behind her to be sure that she was still alone, then seized the paper.

    From behind the paneling came a small squeak of alarm, then Bertram’s whisper, “The Pearl rolled into the corner a bit too early.”

Margaret put her lips close to the crevice to whisper, “Bertram, how did you get in there?”

“I couldn’t stand it anymore,” Bertram hissed back. “I have to show you what I’m writing.”

Margaret pulled the paper free of the crevice. It was folded rather childishly into a cocked hat, and such was her state of mind that she had some difficulty in unfolding it without tearing it. “Verses,” she whispered indignantly. “You have a secret passage in the paneling and you use it to smuggle verses?”

“Nothing bigger would fit,” Bertram whispered back. “It isn’t a passage, either, just two little crawl spaces, one on each side of my chamber. They don’t go anywhere. I think they were just made for listening.”

“Your chambers belonged to old King Mark,” said Margaret, mind racing. “This is the oldest wing of the palace. Perhaps he built them to eavesdrop on his family.”

“Clever old King Mark,” whispered Bertram. “You will read the verses, won’t you? You can write what you think and slide it back through the crack. I’ll check tomorrow night to see if you have. I can’t stay long in here or the guards will miss me. But they’ve given me my dinner and gone off to eat theirs, so I ought not be missed if I get back quickly.”

“Bertram, you are mad—I was so afraid you’d think I betrayed you—” Margaret faltered.

“Oh, don’t be so silly. You will read them?”

“Yes, yes—oh, Bertram, you are all right, aren’t you?”

“Now I am,” said Bertram. There was a faint rustle behind the panel and then silence.

From a distance the ridges and fells of the Breakhorn did not appear demanding, not by contrast with the Fandural Mountains, snowcapped in the west and south. But demanding they were, the more so in that the attempt Sir Christopher Carrington made on them was on half rations and at top speed. The ponies handled the treacherous footing well, but Lansquenet seemed intent on testing Carrington’s patience to the limit.

“Do you call this food?” inquired Lansquenet when they rose in the morning. “Stale oatcake? I don’t call it food. Kidneys, now, cooked on a spit with beef and onions, that’s food.”

Carrington rose, shook out his cloak and limped off to relieve himself behind the nearest boulder. When he returned, Lansquenet had finished the oatcake and was dusting crumbs off his chest with a complacent smile.

“Do you honestly think they are following us?” he asked, looking up at Carrington with a patronizing sneer. “Stout fellows, one and all, I’m sure. But could they track a snail across a pane of glass?”

Carrington reached for his share of stale oatcake. “They’re following us.”

“Seen them, then, have you?”

“If we could see them, we’d be caught. We’ve a fair lead still. But they’re back there.”

“Are you quite sure you aren’t saying that just to encourage me to stay with you?” Lansquenet asked.

“Are you coming with me,” asked Carrington, “or are you going to wait here and see if you can actually talk your pony’s hind leg off?”

Lansquenet grumbled, but Lansquenet came.

In the short space between his morning routine and the moment he was required at the queen’s council, Tilbury found time to receive Souriant. Before Souriant could commence civilities, Tilbury fixed him with a gaze of dark intensity. “What news out of the west?”

“The royal escort has not returned,” Souriant replied.

“But we do not require a mortal messenger to bring us news,” Tilbury reminded him. “I wish to hear what you have seen in your looking glass.”

“Mountains, your grace,” Souriant answered. “Not the Fandurals, I think, but desolate enough, steep slopes of sliding gravel and a track, narrow and twisting, like a goat path.”

Tilbury nodded and regarded him expectantly. Souriant searched for more to say.

“I am sure that is where Lansquenet is, your grace, with one companion at least,” Souriant finished.

“Mountains,” repeated Tilbury. He nodded slightly, as if confirming something to himself. “You are quite certain? He is not hiding in the vineyards of Brandaris? Not the sea cliffs of Calladon? Mountains? That offers a wide selection for our search party. Could you not be a trifle more specific?”

“Your grace, I have adventured as far along this path as my knowledge permits me. My studies warn of the danger of prolonged exposure to the power of the crystal. In any event, my time is limited by the ridiculous demands of the scholar—”

“The scholar has been removed,” Tilbury stated.

“Indeed,” Souriant nodded, “and I thank your grace again for your care of my reputation. But that was the old man. There is another scholar succeeded to his responsibilities since his death, and from the way she stares at me, she has inherited some of his suspicion along with the keys of office.”

Tilbury looked thoughtful. “If you require help in her removal, I shall lend it, of course, but a thought presents itself. You fear to prolong your contact with the crystal lest it claim your—let us be polite—soul. And you wish to be troubled less with this … scholar. Could you not arrange this matter more neatly?”

Souriant regarded the duke with interest. “A neat solution, your grace. And even if I fail to trick the crystal, I will have eliminated the scholar before her curiosity proves my undoing.”

“Quite so,” the duke agreed.

Crysafer Woodland had watched Souriant’s coming and going, read the books he asked for, listened at the archive door, and failed utterly to discover what his motives were. His texts made no sense, as they were either retellings of the Lay of Jehane or contradictory musings upon the relation between the actual world and the metaphysical world, between those worlds and the metaphorical world, between those worlds and the world of the absolute. No matter how she pored over the pages, she could make no sense of such irrational stuff. To hinder her further, the cold in the library was intense. Despite the spring sunshine in the library windows, she found herself chilled to the bone while sitting at her desk. Though it was scarcely mid-afternoon, and Souriant was still at work in the inner room, Chrysafer put her head down on her arm. If only she weren’t so cold, surely she ought to be able to make sense of it all.

The cold grew, and she fell into a waking dream, all the while aware her eyes were open and her head pillowed on her arm. Yet despite the familiar silence all around her, she knew she could hear the sea. Her own breathing became the rise and swell of the waves along the sand. And the royal library faded from her vision for her dream was of the sea.

There was a sandy shore, and in the distance the sky met the sea. The world was closed within the horizon’s ring, gray water and white sky. Two figures walked along the shore, gazing out to sea, the wind lifting their black cloaks, disordering their dark hair. The taller was Morwen, bright-eyed, with a profile made for looking out to sea. She used it. The wind pulled at her cloak, so for once she did not slouch.

“Look, there’s someone sleeping,” Morwen said.

“It’s only a statue,” Maud corrected. She was small and elegant. Her black cloak was lined with the fugitive glint of stars, and her eyes were as dark as Morwen’s, but their depths held fire that spoke of impatience, not of mischief. “Someone buried it in the sand. The storm unearthed it.”

“Let’s go look,” suggested Morwen. “We could get a cart to bring it back to the house.”

“You have a nice notion of interior decoration,” Maud said. “What will you discard to make room for a statue?”

“It can’t hurt to look.” Morwen’s winged brows rose, all wounded innocence.

“No, indeed,” said Maud, “and what a useful paperweight it might be.”

They walked together across the sand, wind pulling them on by their cloaks and the serpent strands of dark hair. It was no statue waiting for them, but a drowned woman, washed up by the waves. Her eyes were closed and her mouth open slightly, so she resembled a woman lost in sleep instead of death. Morwen leaned close to brush sand from the blue-veined throat.

“‘She is gone, she is lost, she is found, she is ever fair,’” said Maud, and sighed.

The sigh of her voice met the sigh of the sea and became the sigh of the wind outside the library window. Chrysafer woke, her heart racing. In the dream, the face of the drowned woman was her own.

In the archive, bent close over the crystal, Souriant glimpsed in the clouded surface of the crystal a little of her mind’s wandering. His thin smile widened.

At her desk, hands over her eyes, Chrysafer had a sudden image of herself, red-nosed, chap-knuckled, wandering in a dream of madness as Askew had wandered in his forests of fever, looked on and laughed at by Souriant. Her heart cold within her, unsure if she slept or was awake, she rose and staggered for the door to the stair.

Souriant came to the archive door to watch her, his eyebrows arched with surprise. By that Chrysafer knew she was awake, for villains in her dreams could never be surprised. She scratched for the handle of the door, opened it, and staggered headlong down the stair. By luck she reached the foot of the stair upright, only to stumble head-on into someone and go down gasping to the floor.

The man she blundered into reached a hand down to help her up, and as she rose they both heard the laughter from the top of the stair, Souriant’s rasping amusement. The grip of the man’s hand tightened suddenly and Chrysafer caught her breath at the pain.

“Let me go,” she whispered. “I must go!”

“Yes,” said the man under his breath. “I’ll go with you.” The two of them turned and ran.

Past the music rooms they ran, past the banquet halls, the council chambers, past the pleasant little rooms where maids-in-waiting dwelt when they attended on their queen. They ran past presence chambers and audience rooms, past the service halls and pantries, through a low-linteled door and out into the cool stillness of the kitchen garden.

Chrysafer stood among the orderly rows of vegetables, marked at this season only by the faint feathery greenery of spring’s earliest growth, and looked for the first time at the man beside her.

“Michael Random,” she exclaimed.

The tall man drew in a single deep breath and squared his shoulders. With no more effort than that, all signs of his haste fell from him and he presented his usual appearance of calm self-confidence, impeccably dressed. Only his voice, touched with unsteadiness, betrayed his earlier alarm.

“What happened up there?” he asked. “That laughter …”

Chrysafer shuddered. “He saw me,” she said harshly. Then, from the expression on Random’s face, she realized he did not understand her. She searched for words, but the cold in her limbs was making her tremble and she could only repeat herself helplessly, “He saw me, he saw me.”

Random’s eyes narrowed, but his voice was very gentle as he took her arm. “Yes, Chrysafer. Now we will go to a house I know, to a lady who will understand and be kind to you. Come, I can put you over the garden wall here and we can leave the palace with no one the wiser. Reach high when I lift you. No one will see us go. And if any follow us, it will go the worse for them when I catch them. Come, Chrysafer, gently now.”

An hour later, Lady Margaret Yewesley joined Michael Random in the library of her house in Queen Marie’s Way.

“Nicole is with her,” she told him. “I think she will sleep.”

“Is she—much hurt?” Random hesitated over his choice of words.

“Physically, not at all,” Margaret replied. “I’m not sure how he did it, but he’s frightened her nearly witless. It’s difficult to judge what happened.”

“He frightened me nearly witless too, with that laugh of his,” said Random.

“You took a foolish risk following him from his meeting with the duke,” said Margaret, “but it seems as well you were there close by, for her sake.”

“She can’t have been frightened completely out of her senses, for she recognized me,” he said. “A pretty picture I’d have made, trying to wrestle a hysterical girl out of the palace against her will.”

“I’m surprised you have so respectable an acquaintance as the royal scholar,” Margaret said, “hysterical or not.”

“And I’m surprised she knows you. I’ve known her years, of course, ever since she and Bertram used to coax me to help them with their lessons in mathematics. You know the sort of thing—you have an eight-gallon cask of ale and only a firkin measure …”

Lady Margaret put her hand to her eyes and nodded. “Yes, yes, I remember. It makes my head spin to think of it. Chrysafer used to read Bertram’s verses before he ventured out with them in public. He was always telling me how severe she was with him in matters of ‘lady’ and ‘baby.’”

“It goes hard to think of her in the duke’s coils too. Will it be possible for her to stay here? At least, to stay until I find somewhere beside the palace for her?”

“Of course she can stay here. I insist on it—and I’ll need to insist, I think. When I left them, she was telling Nicole she’d left the library doors unlocked and she had to go back, since she had the only keys.”

“Come now, that scarcely sounds hysterical,” Random replied.

“I only quote the heart of her words. The rest is much more difficult to understand, and all of it stated in such a voice—Michael, that child has had the fright of a lifetime. Leave her with me a day, at least, before you try to question her. Longer, if you can. I shall be at the palace for the next week or two.” Margaret clasped her hands carefully before her. “Sir Anthony’s mother came to speak to me this morning. She has been discussing me with her majesty, and they concluded I am too young to shut myself away here.”

Random watched her expression closely, his eyes troubled. “So your mourning is at an end?”

“Oh, no,” answered Margaret hastily, “how unseemly that would be. Only, my presence is required at the palace, where I can be kept in the queen’s eye. Lady Clodia Folville was very comforting about it all. And very surprising—I told her I did not blame Bertram for Anthony’s death. She drew herself up, spine straight as a poker, and said she did not believe for an instant that Bertram was to blame. She said it was all a story put about by Tilbury.”

“And you feigned a fit of the vapors, I hope?” said Random.

“Certainly not. I told her I had heard the same,” Margaret replied. “‘That will be something you heard from Christopher,’ she told me. I must have gone white as whey. She put her hand on mine and patted it and told me not to worry.”

Random uttered a bark of laughter.

“She said she had known him since Anthony took him for a squire, and that even then he had seen what others dared not. She wished him and all his friends good luck in bringing the crime home to the duke, for after all, it was Tilbury killed her sister.”

Random regarded her with horror. “Margaret, she said what?”

“Oh, yes,” Margaret nodded. “She was very calm, and her voice never wavered, but she told me very plainly. He married Tullia, the duke of Arling’s youngest daughter. When he rose in the royal favor, Tullia died, quite alone, not a servant in the house. He had her dowry and the house and the queen’s favor beside. Lady Clodia said she has always thought he knew more of Tullia’s death than the doctors did.”

“She told you all that, knowing you’d be back in the queen’s service tomorrow, seeing him every day?” Random shook his head.

“I think that’s why she told me,” Margaret replied. “She does not think I ought to go back to court without knowing as much as she does of the man. Her list of grievances is long. She told me that any of Christopher’s friends might rely upon her in any endeavor concerning the duke and his crimes.”

“By heaven, we’ll be a public scandal at this rate,” said Random. “Who else knows of her suspicions in her sister’s death?”

“Oh, everyone, I expect,” sighed Margaret, “except the queen.”

Random sighed. “We may as well sell tickets. And I’ve brought your houseguest here in broad daylight. Perhaps it is as well you will be under the queen’s eye from tomorrow. I shall have to try to be a little more discreet. From this moment we must assume that Tilbury sees and hears everything. If you must speak with me, send word by the queen’s fool. He knows you are a friend to Bertram, and so will be friendly to you.”

“What of the fool, Michael?” Margaret asked. “He does not fear the duke, but may the duke not fear him enough to take pains he is dismissed?”

“Short of a knife in the dark, which he may turn upon any of us,” Random replied, “the duke cannot silence the queen’s fool, who comes of a lineage near as long as Andred herself. His house and hers have been close-tied for generations. If Tilbury lifts his hand to the fool, even Queen Andred could not ignore him any longer. No, if any in the royal household are safe from the duke’s schemes, the fool is.”

“Then may we not recruit him to our cause?” demanded Margaret. “What way more sure to the queen’s trust?”

“You may try,” Random replied. “I have. He would do no more than agree to take comfort to his prince, and that was no mean task, for it meant he had to jest with the prince before a privy councillor.”

“So that was how Bertram found a way to get his message to me about the music room,” said Margaret.

“Very likely,” agreed Random. “But the fool thinks of us as just another palace faction, and his heart is wholly with the royal family. As Bertram’s friend, he will listen to you, but in no other cause.”

“Bertram has many friends,” said Margaret, “if they would only stand and say so. Even Lady Clodia Folville pleads her sorrow to keep her from court when she does not wish to go.”

“Her caution is commendable,” Random replied. “We must strive to copy her. I traveled once with a troupe of players,” he said, rubbing his hands together absently. “This will be like old times.”


Chapter 5

In her room in Yewesley House, Chrysafer Woodland stared at the ceiling above her bed and listened to the quiet breathing of the maid set to watch her, trying desperately to stay awake. They had given her a draught to drink when they put her to bed, a bitter potion plainly meant to send her into a healing sleep. But sleep, it seemed to Chrysafer, had become a trap. How to sleep if it meant she must dream again, to return to that world so much more real than her own had become, with the endless days of study and worry. The dream of the seashore had much more vitality and substance than her usual dreams, and the dark-haired women seemed to her now to be people she had known well somewhere else and only forgotten for a while. How else to explain her instant knowledge of them both, of Morwen’s familiar gait, a long-limbed stride that sent her slumping a little in her haste. Or of Maud’s particular expression of disdain, when her dark brows drew in and the curl of her lips twisted. But in the dream Chrysafer was mute and cold in the sand, more truly dead in that world than Scholar Askew was in this. She shuddered, and the maid brought another blanket to the bed.

That night, his errand done, William Sayres returned to Yewesley House. Red-eyed with weariness, grimy with travel, he consigned his exhausted horse to the stable lad and limped into the kitchen to strip off his boots before the fire there. Lady Margaret Yewesley found him slumped on a bench, yawning.

“Welcome home, William,” she said, “you’ve been missed.”

William smiled, teeth very white against the griminess of his face. “I have missed my service here, my lady. Permit me to say I am grateful to be in your employ, and not that of a knight who follows the military campaigns.”

“I hope you were not mistreated there?” asked Lady Margaret anxiously.

“No, no, my lady,” he assured her, “only it is a trifle … disorganized there. Things are done in such haste—it was most instructive, though.” He yawned again.

“You are not to resume your duties until you are properly washed and fed and rested,” said Lady Margaret. “If you are back at your duties tomorrow, I will be displeased. Take the time you need to rest.”

William nodded as he stifled the yawn, then said, “Thank you, my lady. You are very kind.” He put his hand into his doublet and produced a letter, folded small and sealed with candle wax and the imprint of a signet ring.

Lady Margaret took the letter and smoothed the seal with her fingertips. “I had half looked to see him return with you,” she said softly.

“He returns, my lady, but by a longer road,” William replied, “and in strange company. But the letter will tell you that.”

Sir Christopher Carrington, with Lansquenet riding to his right and a little ahead, where he could be plainly seen, urged his pony down off the fellside, first half sliding down the tawny curve of the last grassy fell, then on through the bracken to the lower slopes, where birch and rowan stood bare-branched in the wind. Below stretched the garth that ran down to the valley, where the Coolham River, which began in shoals and rapids far to the west, met the Circildar and Anmering and ran together eastward to the sea. Until the confluence, ten miles ahead on the way east, the river was too shallow and treacherous for river traffic, but the old road the traders used ran parallel to the Coolham on the southern bank, which would bring them swiftly to the place where the three rivers met, at the little market town of Coolham Green. Carrington held his pony in for a moment and let his gaze sweep across the valley below. Untouched by the wind that scoured the heights, spring had come to the valley and crept carefully up the garth. Though bare, the branches were tipped with bulging buds and a faint reddish tinge washed the birch twigs.

He thought he could smell wet earth and grass growing. It was a scent, borne along the wind, that made him think of home and the breeze in the deep grass at Cairn Deeping, like waves in the sea, sweeping the secret tide of spring before it. The thought of home made him think of the comforts there, and that made him remember the ill-kept beard that bristled on his jaw and the dirty clothes he wore. His pony stamped and its hocks slid a little in the wiry turf. Carrington loosed the reins and sent the pony scrambling down the slope, small flat stones dislodged by his hooves rolling ahead of him into the rowans. Lansquenet and his pony picked their way down into the first growth of the trees.

So Sir Christopher Carrington came at last from the wintery west, down from the Breakhorn, into the month of May.

Once down on the old road their progress was slow, since the road had provided for generations a convenient stone quarry for the farms and villages nearby. As they traveled, the way was pocked with places where slabs of stone laid down in the days of the first King Mark had been stolen, leaving hollows and craters every few hundred yards. But even so, the footing was easier on the riders than the steep fellside, and with no signs of pursuit, Lansquenet grew bold. It was necessary for Carrington to produce the crossbow Frederick had given him and to hold it, cocked and ready, as he rode behind the blond man.

At Coolham Green, the crossbow hidden beneath his cloak, Carrington watched Lansquenet barter their ponies for the few coins they were worth, then made him pay their passage in advance to the master of a small barge, who was bound down the river all the way to Staunton, with halts nightly en route.

“Look at this,” said Lansquenet disgustedly when they were aboard, “call this a barge? I’d as soon set sail on a cow chip.”

“Sit down and hold your peace,” said Carrington, with a meaningful gesture of the crossbow under his cloak.

“Where can I sit?” demanded Lansquenet. “On a bird cage?”

“Sit on the deck,” ordered Carrington.

The cargo of the barge was caged birds intended for Staunton, some to eat, some to admire, some merely to provide feathers for hats. Most of the cages were wrapped in canvas against the spring chill, but those cages with visible occupants made a depressing sight, for most of the birds were huddled gloomily in corners, heads hidden, as if in dread of their eventual fate.

The barge master gave the order to cast off. His boy loosed the cable that held them to the pier, then hopped lightly aboard as they swung out into the current. There was only a sweep to steer with, but the river slowed as it deepened, and the current was not swift enough to be treacherous. The shore slid past no faster than a man could march, if a man were tireless.

Lansquenet sat on the deck, then stretched full length on the planks and laced his fingers behind his head, yawning. “Look at that sky,” he said. “If it doesn’t rain before sunset, I shall swim to Staunton.”

“The water’s cold,” said Carrington. He sat down with his crossbow on his knees, shoulders propped against one of the cages.

“I know,” said Lansquenet. “Doubtless later you will remind me that our pursuers can easily keep up with us from shore, so as to discourage me from striking out on my own. Don’t bother. I am no swimmer.”

“You were bold enough before we reached Coolham Green.”

“But you are so much bolder, aren’t you?” Lansquenet replied. “And you have your crossbow, which you mean to hold on me until you fall asleep, I’m sure. Any small startlement and you will wake up shooting. I have no desire to die martyr to your bad dreams. Will you accept my parole, that while on this river I shall not attempt escape?”

“Your parole,” repeated Carrington. His voice was filled with disbelief. “The word of—what sort of man would you say, Lansquenet?”

“A very sleepy one,” retorted Lansquenet. “I promise I shall not try to escape. Tie me up if you wish. Only don’t fall asleep with that device armed. Think, hotspur, it may not be me you maim, should you wake with a start. What if you shoot the barge master, hmm? Or your own foot?”

“Very well,” said Carrington, and reached up to conceal a yawn behind his hand, “but only since you gave me your parole.”

The riverbank slid past, steadily and silently. As the afternoon sun burned through the thin overcast of cloud, the barge master had the lad uncover the cages to allow the birds fresh air and light. The partridges paid no attention, huddled at the bottom of their cages. The ring doves began to sigh, a soft chant that went well with the tranquil passage of the barge along the river. While Lansquenet watched the riverbank for signs of pursuit, Carrington slept the afternoon away, one hand on the unloaded crossbow, the other beneath his head. He dreamed of the river, of the glitter of sun on water and the dance of the kingfisher, bluer than the sky, darting among the reeds at the water’s edge.

At dusk the barge master tied up at a village called Wendelin. He intended to load a crate of swallows the next morning and had no confidence in his own ability to steer the river at night, so he and the lad tied up and left for the inn while Lansquenet and Carrington debated.

“I’ve spent enough nights in the open,” Lansquenet insisted. “There’s an inn here, and I intend to sleep in it.”

“This barge is hardly comparable to a hillside in the fells,” Carrington replied. “You’ll be much more comfortable here than at the inn because here no one wants to kill you.”

“No one is at the inn but the barge master, his lad, and whatever locals frequent the place,” Lansquenet said. “I ask you—Wendelin—who ever heard of it?”

“Do you think they’ve stopped following us?” demanded Carrington.

“I never saw anyone following us to begin with,” retorted Lansquenet. “All I’ve seen is you, waving that crossbow about.”

“You just want to leave the river because you gave me your parole you would not attempt escape while we were on it,” said Carrington.

“If I wanted to escape, I would,” replied Lansquenet. “You lords put too much stock in your word.”

“I’m not a lord,” Carrington said hotly. “I’m a knight. It’s an entirely different matter. Anyone can be a lord if they are born one—a knight is made. And now I know how much stock you put in your parole.”

“You were bound to find out sometime,” said Lansquenet. “Now put that contraption away and come to the inn, or use it on me now. Because I will not spend the night outdoors when there is a perfectly good inn to sleep in.”

“You will just walk in, without a thought of how conspicuous you will be?” demanded Carrington.

“Don’t you think spending the night out here on this everlasting barge might be conspicuous?” demanded Lansquenet.

Carrington slung the crossbow at his back and picked up his cloak. “All right, but you are just leaving a signpost for the men following us.”

“Poor phantoms,” sneered Lansquenet. “They’ll need a cosy place to stop the night when they come this way.”

The inn was small, but the supper the innkeeper’s wife laid for them would have sustained a dozen bargemen. All of them—the innkeeper, his wife, the barge master, his lad, Carrington and Lansquenet—ate together at one long board, with a pitcher of dark ale passed round about the table to wash down the roast mutton, dark bread, and goat cheese. There was pickled cabbage as well, the last remains of garden greenery from the season before, put up with vinegar and spices until a mouthful made the diner weep. Carrington did great damage to all the dishes, but Lansquenet confined himself mainly to the brown ale.

“By Typhon,” he remarked, gazing dreamily into his mug, “the foam makes me think of the river water I spent all day watching, for it is just that biscuit color, like lace on a dirty shirt.”

Carrington kicked him beneath the table and urged more goat cheese on him.

The next morning the barge master was up and loading swallows before the sun was clear of the horizon. Carrington, who had catnapped the night away, waiting for Lansquenet to make an attempt to escape, was ready at the first stirring in the house. Lansquenet, who had spent the night wheezing into his pillow, did not wake easily or happily, and his enforced presence at the breakfast table only added to his resentment of Carrington, the inn, and life in general.

“More oatcake,” he observed as the innkeeper’s wife returned to the kitchen. “They could profit by using it to pave their roads.”

“Go back where you came from if you don’t like it,” suggested a newcomer at the table. He and his companion were drovers who had brought their flock in to Wendelin as the sun rose. His companion nodded without looking up from his bowl of mush.

“Go to, you surly devil,” replied Lansquenet, his spoon clenched in his fist. “I was speaking to this gentleman.”

Carrington fixed Lansquenet with a stare and requested politely that he pass the oatcake.

“What for?” asked Lansquenet. “Ballast for the barge?”

Carrington took a piece of bannock, gave Lansquenet a warning look, then went to pay the innkeeper. By the time he returned, Lansquenet was bent backward against the edge of the table. The first drover, having lost patience with his table chat, held the edge of his knife to Lansquenet’s throat.

“Now what did you say?” demanded Carrington.

“A mite too much,” replied the second drover, who rose from his place to block Carrington’s way.

“We have a barge to catch,” said Carrington gently. “Lansquenet, will you come?”

“Gladly, if I only could,” Lansquenet said between his teeth.

The drover leaned on him and the table creaked slightly.

“Good sir,” said Carrington to the drover who confronted him, “you seem like an honest man. Will you take my companion’s apology and let us go on our way?”

“Not in words, no, sir,” answered the drover. “He slings words about a deal too free.”

Carrington heaved a great sigh. “In blows, then,” he said. “I speak to you honestly, sir, to tell you I do not care to strike, but where there is no help for it, my hand is heavy.”

“Lay on, then,” said the drover who held Lansquenet.

“No,” said the other, “your man is held safe and mine still stands free. Don’t pick my fight for me.”

“Wise fellow,” said Carrington. He unslung the crossbow and put it on the table. “I have no wish to stick you like a pig.”

“You are too kind, sir,” said his adversary, and without warning swung a fist like a ham. It struck Carrington on the cheekbone and sent him hard against the wall. A crockery pitcher jumped off its shelf and shattered on the floor, by good luck missing Carrington’s skull.

“This is your doing, Lansquenet,” said Carrington a trifle breathlessly. “You are a surly, stupid fellow, and I don’t know why I waste my time.”

“Only in the morning,” grated Lansquenet against the pressure of the knife at his neck. “I can be quite agreeable in the afternoon.”

“You are extremely tedious at any hour,” said. Carrington. He stepped up to the drover and pushed his cloak back out of the way.

“’Ware, Jack,” cried the drover who held Lansquenet, “there’s a sword at his hip. Watch he doesn’t stick you.”

“For the love of heaven,” exclaimed Carrington, completely disgusted, “as if a knight would draw his sword on a man armed only with his fists. Look sharp, Jack, your guard’s dropped as low as your chin.”

Carrington hit Jack hard upon the chin, then twice in the ribs. Jack doubled up and the other drover relaxed his hold on Lansquenet a trifle.

“See here,” he cried, “we only came here for a bit of breakfast.”

“As this yokel said, ‘Lay on,’ Carrington,” Lansquenet urged. “Teach him a lesson.”

“We have an engagement at the pier,” said Carrington. “I suggest we keep it.”

“Jack, are you all right?” the first drover demanded.

Jack was not quite able to answer aloud but he nodded.

“All square?” inquired Carrington. “If so, will you release my companion? We will leave you to enjoy your mush with no further critical commentary.”

The drover released his hold on Lansquenet, who bared his teeth at him quite menacingly, but came to Carrington’s elbow at his bidding.

“Are you quite finished here?” asked Carrington.

Lansquenet did not even have the grace to look ill at ease. “I expect we should be going,” he said, in careful mimicry of Carrington’s polite tone, “doubtless the barge sails upon the tide.”

No one bothered to correct him.

Aboard the barge and on the current again, the second day slipped away as smoothly as the first. Despite his sleep the night before, Lansquenet napped serenely, his blond head pillowed on his folded arms. Carrington sat cross-legged beside the barge master’s boy to watch for eddies and snags in the river ahead.

“Where are we?” Carrington asked the boy. “I don’t recognize the riverbanks.”

“That’s the high water, sir,” the boy replied; “It all looks different this time of year. We’ll be at Singleton tonight.”

“And how far from Singleton to Staunton?”

“Eighty miles on, sir. Not so far by the road, but it isn’t on the royal highway. The road’s all right, of course, unless you wish for speed. The river is faster until it begins to meander, and then it is an even thing between the two.”

“When does the river begin to meander?” Carrington inquired.

“At Singleton.”

“I might have guessed. What kind of town is Singleton? Could I buy horses there?” Carrington asked.

The boy nodded. “For ready money, sir, you could buy whatever you wanted. I don’t know much about horses.”

“That’s unimportant to one who knows the river as you do,” answered Carrington.

Apparently satisfied with this exchange of flatteries, the boy left him for a moment to fold back the canvas and let the caged birds enjoy the sun and air of the river passage.

“Can you afford to buy two horses?” asked Lansquenet, without opening his eyes.

“For ready money?” answered Carrington. “If I can’t, we can always walk.”

“We can always steal two horses,” countered Lansquenet, “or we can always stay aboard the barge. That, at least, is paid for.”

“I thought you didn’t believe we were followed,” said Carrington. “You seem anxious to make best speed for Staunton all the same.”

“I don’t like walking,” Lansquenet replied.

“If they are anywhere near us,” Carrington continued, “they must plan to delay their attack until the river begins to meander. Then they only have to wait for us to drift around the bend. And if the first bend doesn’t suffice, there are plenty more. How could they ask for a better chance at us?”

“If we buy horses, we’ll be riding into the same trap.”

“They won’t set the trap until the barge departs tomorrow morning,” said Carrington, “and they won’t spring it unless they see we are aboard. The barge master and his boy should be safe enough alone.”

“Who cares?” demanded Lansquenet. “What about me?”

“If you do as I say, quietly, we should be able to distance them on the road. If you don’t …” Carrington paused and regarded Lansquenet steadily.

Lansquenet’s eyes flew open and he lifted his head to glare at Carrington. “If I don’t, what?”

“If you don’t,” finished Carrington, “who cares?”

Singleton turned out to be a row of decrepit houses and an inn, all strung along the south side of the river, looking very much as if they had washed up there in some high-water season long ago. The barge master and his lad stayed behind at the pier to tie up the barge while Carrington and Lansquenet went ahead to the inn.

Carrington loaded his crossbow and loosened his sword in its scabbard. Lansquenet smoothed his blond hair back over his shoulders and took up a place a stride behind Carrington. Together they walked to the inn, did a stealthy reconnaissance, and entered.

There were a few guests around the fire already. The innkeeper showed no surprise that his newest guests wished dinner, beds for the night, and a soft-footed look about the place, but Carrington’s final request started him.

“A bath?” the innkeeper echoed. “What for?”

Carrington fingered his jaw. “For me,” he answered. “Hot water. A razor. Soap. You get the idea, I trust?”

“There’s a tub in the still room,” the innkeeper conceded.

“I know, that’s what gave me the idea,” said Carrington.

“The work to fill that washtub—” the innkeeper began.

“Spare me,” Carrington retorted. “If it’s ready when I’m done eating, I’ll pay three shillings.”

“Artos, boil some water,” cried the innkeeper.

Satisfied, Carrington took his place at the long table in the common room. The inn seemed safe enough, the other guests ignored Lansquenet to a fare-thee-well, and the miles on horseback yet to come only made the prospect of the bath seem sweeter. After a long autumn spent campaigning in the west, and a longer winter, followed by days of strenuous junketing across the Breakhorn, Carrington felt he not only needed a bath, which was undeniable, but that he deserved one.

Their meal was meager, consisting of thin lentil soup and thick slices of bread damp and heavy enough to poultice a horse’s leg. Carrington did not complain. Everyone else did.

“You are in such a hurry you cannot take the barge farther,” Lansquenet hissed in Carrington’s ear, “and must take horse at once. But you have time to bespeak beds and a bath?”

“Don’t you think it would attract attention if we didn’t bespeak beds?” asked Carrington.

“It’s certain no one comes here for the food,” Lansquenet said, “but there was no need of the bath. You’ll be a legend here for years on that account.”

“It will give me an excuse to be about the inn when everyone else has gone to bed,” he answered. He took a bite of bread and chewed doggedly.

“It’s likely to be quite a while before this lot turns in,” Lansquenet retorted. “Will you splash about all night?”

“While the water is hot and the razor is sharp,” said Carrington happily. He spooned up the last of the thin, brackish soup. “Just stay out of trouble, will you, Lansquenet? I’m not going to go leaping out of the bath like a salmon to see you keep the peace.”

“A droll thought,” said Lansquenet, “a child like you rushing to my rescue, rosy from your bathwater. Mind you don’t slip on your soap.”

At the end of the table one of the diners, a broad-shouldered man with a black curly beard, glanced up alertly and lifted his heavy eyebrows at his companion. His companion, a stringy man in a deerskin jerkin, kept his spoon moving steadily between the bowl and his mouth, his forehead knitted with thought.

By the time the water had been heated in sufficient quantity to make a visit to the still room worthwhile, Lansquenet had settled into a peaceable conversation with the man in the deerskin. Carrington took a last look around the common room, noted with satisfaction that all the other guests had gone to bed, and left for his bath.

In addition to the tub of hot water and a cake of brownish soap, the innkeeper had provided Carrington with a razor, a hand mirror of polished metal, and an aged linen sheet to wrap himself in afterward. An earthenware lamp provided enough light for bathing. The clustered herbs drying on the ceiling beams cast erratic shadows but gave the room a pleasant faint aroma of marjoram and rosemary.

    Moving slowly, for leisure had become for him nearly as much of a luxury as cleanliness, Carrington undressed and folded his battered clothing neatly, stacking it in the corner, well away from any possible splashes. As an afterthought, he moved the stack near the door and put the loaded crossbow on top, then arranged his boots and scabbarded sword beside the little pile of garments. He put the folded bath sheet and razor within reach, dropped the brownish lump of soap into the water and, still holding the mirror, stepped close to the tub. He raised one leg. As his bare toes met the steaming water, he heard a bellow of rage, loud even through the substantial walls of the inn. With a sinking heart, he realized that it came from the common room.

In his haste, Carrington did not dress. He threw the bath sheet around him, took up the crossbow and drew the sword. His entrance, thus attired, into the common room, held the combatants there motionless for one surprised moment.

Lansquenet stood with his back to the fireplace, the poker in his hand. Before him the stringy man in deerskin sat on the floor, one hand over his forehead, the other nursing the pit of his stomach. Across the table the bearded man crouched, drawn sword in hand.

“They have friends coming,” called Lansquenet to Carrington. “They know who I am, and when they heard horses ride in just now, they decided to begin their job so they wouldn’t have to share the reward with their friends.”

“Neither of these men were with the royal escort,” said Carrington. He held the crossbow aimed unwaveringly at the bearded man’s stomach.

“These aren’t queen’s men,” snarled Lansquenet. “They belong to the duke. Now will you get on with it and kill them?”

“How many friends do they have?” Carrington asked.

“I don’t know,” said Lansquenet hotly. “The sooner you start the sooner you’ll finish.”

“Well, to begin with,” said Carrington to the bearded man, “put your sword down on the table.”

From the courtyard voices called. A hammering began at the inn’s sturdy front door.

“Sounds like too many,” said Carrington. “We’d best run for it.”

Lansquenet began to protest, and the man with the deerskin jerkin moved the hand at his stomach with sudden swiftness. For an instant steel gleamed in his hand, then the gleam arched up and struck under Lansquenet’s ribs. His blow made a dull sound, not loud. Lansquenet lifted the poker high, then it dropped from his hand. It rang on the floor and rolled away under the table.

Without thought, Carrington turned the crossbow on the man in deerskin, squeezed the trigger. The bolt struck him squarely in the throat, with a noise not unlike the blow Lansquenet had taken. Lansquenet and the man in deerskin went down together. The bearded man came around the table with a rush. Carrington tossed the empty crossbow beneath his feet to try to trip him. The bearded man kept coming. Carrington let the hampering bath sheet fall and came on guard.

From overhead came the innkeeper’s cry that he would be down to open the door in a moment. The hammering at the door turned to a steady tattoo of kicks.

Carrington circled his adversary in silence. Their eyes locked across the table. Both swords were steady as they waited for an opening.

Footsteps on the stair, and the innkeeper grumbled closer. In a moment there would be no chance, once the reinforcements were admitted.

Carrington made a swift advance and cut at the man’s right shoulder. The bearded man parried, struck a glancing blow at Carrington’s hip, drew back at a feint from Carrington and froze in surprise at the sight of Carrington’s blade withdrawing from his abdomen. The man swayed, stared, let the sword fall, fell on top of it.

Carrington ignored him. With two long strides he was at the fireside, leaning over Lansquenet.

The blond man opened his eyes. His voice was a rasp, a ragged breath. “The wig,” he said, and began to swear. The curses ran out in a trickle of breath. The breath stopped.

Carrington bent close. No use. His hand brushed across the blond hair, then took a firm grip and tugged. The fair wig came away in his hand. Carrington rose, wig in one hand, sword in the other.

At the front door, the innkeeper struggled with the latch. As it lifted, the door sprang open, kicked out of the innkeeper’s hands. With a shout, the new guests arrived.

Carrington was out of the common room, past the door, around the foot of the stair. He passed the open still room, ducked into the next door, lost his footing and fell halfway down the cellar steps. He landed on his hip and got to his feet instantly, hissing at the pain. Wig discarded, sword gone down the stair, he scrambled back up to the door, flung it shut, found a bar, and levered it into place. Door barricaded, he pressed himself against the planks, straining to hear.

From the common room outraged shouts diminished. An ominous silence grew, broken only by the scrape of heavy feet across the floor and the sound of furniture moving. Steps approached, and the soft sound of jostling and stifled whispers. Carrington nodded to himself. Certainly there were several men just outside the cellar door, all trying hard to be quiet.

Carrington put his head close to the edge of the doorframe and began to shout for the innkeeper.

There were more footsteps. A crash, as if someone had dropped a wooden bench on the stone floor. Then the innkeeper’s voice came, almost in Carrington’s ear. “Here, you madman, out of my cellar!”

“A man can’t take a bath in peace in this inn without some murderer trying to stab him,” Carrington shouted back.

    “You’re the murderer,” a new voice cut in. “Come out of there before we burn you out.”

    “Put that away,” roared the innkeeper. From the sound, Carrington judged the man had set his back to the cellar door. “Think you can come into a decent house and burn it down around my ears, do you? Why, you aren’t even paying guests!”

The second voice answered crossly, “You’ve got a murdering lunatic in your cellar, and we’ve offered to help you flush him out. You don’t want our help, just say so. But how else are you going to get him out of there?”

“Oh, you’d like that, I daresay,” the innkeeper replied. “Burn my inn down, drink all my wine, tap all my ale—that’s the kind of help I don’t need!”

“Do you want him out of there or don’t you?” demanded the second voice.

“Here, you,” the innkeeper addressed Carrington, “are you going to come out peaceable, or will I have to let these fellows fetch you out?”

“It’s your inn,” Carrington answered, “but by the time they bring your door down, I’ll have your wine and ale knee-deep in your cellar. I’m not the man they want anyway. Ask the man with the beard.”

“He’s dead,” said the innkeeper. For the first time he let his voice drop from a roar to a speaking level. “They’re all three of them dead.”

There was a murmur of voices, then the second voice cut across the rest. “Some of my friends have business in Staunton. But I’ll stay here, with three of my men, and we’ll see that your murderer stays in the cellar. Just so you can rest easy tonight.”

“No room,” replied the innkeeper. “I’m full up.”

“No, you aren’t,” the second voice said. “There’s three beds paid for by dead men, and the fourth for the lunatic. Plenty of room for us. And my friends will take the bodies away with them, so there needn’t be any fuss.”

There was a long pause, then the innkeeper said, “I suppose so. But you, put that lamp back. I don’t want a fire here.”

“Right. We’ll guard two by two tonight. The rest of you, off with the news. And mind you don’t forget to say who led you here. Jack and Cully, take first watch. And no drinking on duty.”

“No fear of that,” said the innkeeper. “Every blessed drop of drink is locked away behind that door.” He raised his voice again. “And if you spill it, loony, I’ll see you bricked up in that cellar till your beard is white.”

Carrington stayed at the door a long time listening as the inn faded slowly into silence. First there was the sound of departure, as the news of Lansquenet’s death was borne to Staunton. Then there were the small sounds of a watch settling in, the scrape of a bench across the floor toward the door, the slumping sigh of the watchman taking up his vigil. But after the silence settled in to stay, Carrington began to be aware of the pain in his hip, of the chill in the cellar, and the darkness.

Very softly he limped down the stairs and conducted a slow survey of the cellar, going by fingertips in the dark. He found the wig on the last step of the stair, and his sword a little farther away, toward the great barrels of ale ranked along the wall. There were shelves stacked with boxes, and not far from the stair, a flat metal box with a tight lid. With great care he opened the box and felt within. Two candles, tinder, flint and steel, carefully packed away from rats, kept in case a storm, a brawl, or some other mischance might drive the household to the cellar for shelter. With a sigh of relief, Carrington struck a light. There was no need to go by fingertip any longer.

    The cellar, by candlelight, was appointed on a grand scale. In addition to the barrels of ale, the walls were stacked with kegs of wine, smaller kegs of brandy, and sacks of onions and turnips. Along the rafters hung garlands of garlic and carefully slung cheeses and hams. In one corner was a barrel of carrots packed in sand, and in another corner, a heap of straw, ready to kick across the floor to cushion the arrival of more kegs, which could be lowered through a trapdoor in the ceiling. The sight of that door brought Carrington alert, but a closer look revealed it was barred from below and securely fastened. Carrington upended a brandy keg and climbed atop it with difficulty. The lock would hold, he saw. His cellar was safe.

Wearily, he stepped down from the keg and began to spread the straw across the floor to make a pallet. It was not easy to keep his mind off the little heap of his discarded clothing left in the still room, off the bathwater, now long since cold, or even off the linen bath sheet, dropped in the common room. But all he had to sleep on was the straw, so he spread it out as carefully as he could, put out his candle, and went to sleep.


Chapter 6

In its own good time, morning came. With it, after the domestic noises to be expected when there was nothing more for breakfast than the remains of the lentil soup from the night before, came a scratching at the trapdoor over Carrington’s head. He rose from his heap of straw and limped over to the brandy keg. It took him two attempts to light the candle and four to clamber up on the keg.

His head near the trapdoor, he said softly, “Good morning.”

The scratching stopped.

“Is that the lunatic?” asked a new voice, deep and furry with age, soft, but audible through the planks of the trapdoor. “Is that the man who shut himself in the cellar?”

“What do you want?” asked Carrington.

“I’m a thirsty man, I am, and I don’t need to explain myself to an inconsiderate lunatic. Let me have a drink and get on with my work.”

“Oh, go away,” said Carrington, and got down from the brandy keg.

“You go away,” said the old man. “I haven’t got all day to lurk around in the scullery, you know. That criminal of an innkeeper will be after me soon, the cold-hearted cozener. Sell you your own breath on a cold day, he would. Come on, lunatic, only give me a drink of wine.”

“Just because you managed to murder Lansquenet doesn’t mean I’m through with Tilbury. Tell him so when you take the next news to Staunton,” said Carrington. He blew out the candle and stretched full length in the straw. “Tell him I sent you.”

“And who might you be, lunatic?” asked the old man, his voice suddenly less certain.

“Sir Christopher Carrington,” he replied. “Mind you spell it right. Always supposing you spell at all.”

“A Cairn Deeping Carrington?” the old man demanded.

“You know I am.”

“And the Duke of Tilbury is trying to kill you? Those ruffians belong to the duke?”

“I expect him to do his best,” replied Carrington.

“My name is Artos,” the old voice said, with a curious catch of emotion. “I fought with the king’s army when we made our first foray to the west. Sir Anthony Folville won his spurs on that campaign. I was in his regiment. It’s been a long time, but I still hear stories of our regiment. Are you the Carrington that brought Sir Anthony his horse square in the middle of Anmering Shoals?”

“I am,” answered Carrington. “And not long since, I brought him my own.”

“You saved his life that first time, you inconsiderate young lunatic.”

“And he saved mine the second time,” Carrington replied. He paused and stared up into the dark. “He knighted me.”

“Rightly so, lunatic. News from the west is Sir Anthony is dead.”

“By the duke’s villainy,” said Carrington.

“Is it so?” Artos replied. “I shouldn’t be surprised. They were across each other’s paths from the day they met.”

There was another pause. Carrington lay in the dark, thinking. He had heard stories of a soldier named Artos, but not from Sir Anthony. He had heard them from Giles, the grayhaired man who saw to Sir Anthony’s meals and clothing. Colorful stories they had been, too, tales of that first campaign so long ago, when Sir Anthony’s men were just beginning to get the measure of the man they were serving under. Artos had been among them, all right, but there was the possibility others knew the name, put it forward as a bit of bait for him. But how much more sure to use a name he would recognize easily, be certain to know—

Artos uttered a sigh. “Well, lad, you’re not doing anyone much good down there, are you? Best to get you out and let you go about your business. If Tilbury has slain Sir Anthony, you’ll have made plans for him, I expect. Sooner I get you off and away, the sooner I can have something to drink.”

“There are four men guarding the cellar door turn and turn about,” replied Carrington, “and if you’re not one of them, the only reason they aren’t guarding the trapdoor is that they don’t know about it yet.”

“Silly asses,” said Artos, “how do you suppose that cutthroat innkeeper gets his kegs down there? Rolls ’em merrily down the stair? Well, you can suspect me all you want, boy, caution won’t hurt my feelings. But if you’re the man who pulled Sir Anthony Folville’s horse out into the middle of a river and held the stirrup for him to mount, then it’s your side I’m on. I’ll see what I can do in the way of fresh clothes and money—you see what you can find down there that will hold about a gallon of red wine. I’ll be back. If I don’t milk the goat, that cross-grained robber of an innkeeper will come looking for me. Don’t talk to anyone else. There’s not another old soldier for miles. At least, not as old as I am.”

Footsteps creaked away into silence. Carrington stirred uneasily in the straw. It made no difference. He was safe here, with food and drink enough to last him until summer. It would be a question of patience. Surely the guards at the door would tire eventually?

His night in the straw had banished the chill of the cellar. Now he felt much better, though much stiffer, than the night before. He was warm through and through, in fact, and felt as if he might glow of his own accord, a dull reddish glow from the bones outward. He had wakened with a headache, the lingering remnant of a dream about rats, and a touch of dizziness. Lying in the straw had steadied him, though, and he soon sat up and relit his candle. With care he let candle wax drip in a little pool on top of the brandy keg, until he could plant the candle firmly. Then he took up his sword and Lansquenet’s wig. With patient delicacy he used the uttermost tip of the blade to unpick the stitches that held the lining in the wig. Something about the thread troubled him for a moment, then he recalled where he had seen its like before. It was the sort of thread a doctor used to stitch a wound.

He unpicked the final stitch and freed the lining. Inside, limp but still legible, was a sheet of paper. He unfolded it with care and tilted it toward the light of the candle.

It was a letter to Lansquenet, outlining orders to kill the queen when she traveled to Calladon on her summer progress north from Staunton. The details were specific, the handwriting distinctive. At the end, the closing read, “In my own hand, Tilbury.” The signature was unmistakable.

Carrington regarded the sheet of paper with great composure for a long time, then folded it up and put it carefully back into the wig. He smoothed the lining down, folded the wig away, put out the candle and composed himself to think.

He dreamed the rat dream again, and this time when he woke, felt chilled once more. Overhead, the scratching had begun at the trapdoor, along with Artos’s soft call.

“Lunatic, I can’t stay long. There’s some things beside the trapdoor for you. I got your clothes out of the still room. What are you wearing, anyway? If there was any money in that pouch, the innkeeper’s got it now. I got a pitcher too. You just wait until you hear me go, and open the trap. Fill the pitcher and leave it there when you close the door again. Anything else you want, I’ll fetch it if I can. I’m a thirsty man. Red wine, mind,” he said, and his footsteps withdrew.

Carrington lay in the darkness and listened. After a while it seemed to him that his listening took him up, floating in the darkness, above the inn, above the inn yard, above the river where it flowed so slowly by Singleton, to meander east and south to Staunton, where the roofs of the palace were white in the moonlight.

But that wasn’t right. There would be no moon tonight, and he was alone in a cellar in Singleton.

He pushed himself up on his elbows and got slowly to his feet. It was no longer a question of trusting old Artos not to sell him to Tilbury’s men. It was now a question of opening the trapdoor while he could still clamber up the brandy keg.

With grim resolution, he set himself to the task of lighting the candle yet again.

Artos did not lie.

Carrington raked the bundle of clothes through the trapdoor and reached for the pitcher. He had to lock the door while he filled it, and he slopped some getting back on the keg to replace it at the edge of the trap, but in a few minutes he had the door secured and was back in his heap of straw, pawing through the bundle. Half of his shirt went for bandages, after he cleaned the gash on his hip with brandy from one of the tapped kegs. He dressed carefully to avoid dislodging the bandage, then slid the letter from Tilbury to Lansquenet inside the lining of his doublet. His boots went on, but one was very tight. He thought the gash on his hip might have caused his leg and foot to swell, and resolved to use more brandy the next time he bandaged it. There was plenty left. He sampled some, then wrapped himself in his cloak, which had covered the bundle, and settled down again in the straw. The difference an ounce or two of brandy and his battered clothes made to his frame of mind astonished him. If he continued to improve, he thought, perhaps he might even eat something, in the next day or two.

At Yewesley House Chrysafer Woodland spent her days in the library and her nights trying not to sleep. The steady progress of spring lengthened the days and made the air so mild one could venture out without a cloak, if one did not mind the rain. Yet Chrysafer did not venture out. Spring did not come to her. The more the city stirred and stretched at the arrival of spring, the more tightly winter seemed to close in around her. The library at Yewesley House was an excellent one for a private household, but Chrysafer missed the library at the palace as an exile misses home. Glad of safe refuge in Yewesley House, she was gladder that duty kept Lady Margaret Yewesley at the palace and that caution kept Michael Random away altogether. It suited her to be alone, for she was beginning to be sure she had gone mad.

Since her dream of the seashore, she had been possessed by a peculiar fancy. With a little effort, she felt—no more than the effort it took to focus her eyes on small letters—she would be able to perceive in the random patterns of the world, the great patterns that ruled all. Small patterns, such as the arrangement of folds when she dropped her robe on the clothes chest at night, or the slight lift and sway of the curtains when the windows were opened in the morning, were easy to ignore, but she felt sure they had a meaning. Prosaic and unchanging, the meaning did not disturb her. But greater patterns, made by the wind in the branches of the trees outside, or the shifting flames in the hearth, made her dizzy to consider, and she avoided them. The greatest pattern, the sprawl of stars in the spring night, she refused to consider, taking refuge in the books of the Yewesley library. The more she turned from the world, the more certain she was that she had gone a little mad and would finish as badly as Jehane of Domremy, locked up and crying for the seashore.

The next time Artos scratched at the trapdoor, Carrington clambered on his brandy keg and unbarred the door by touch. The sunlight that poured down from the scullery dazzled him. It took him a moment to blink the spots from his eyes. Then he looked up at Artos, kneeling in the pure, pale light of early morning.

Artos was an old man, but hale, barrel-chested, and beer-bellied. His hair was almost white, but it was still thick, hanging in a mane nearly to his shoulders. His voice was the rich burr Carrington recognized from their earlier conversation. “Morning, lunatic. I liked that drink of wine.”

“Did you find the things I asked for?” Carrington demanded.

“Oh, that I did. A lamp, oil and wicks, just as you said. Paper, pen, and ink. Now, what about a refill?”

Carrington exchanged his promised measure of wine for the articles Artos had brought. “Can you ever leave this place?” he asked.

“Can I?” repeated Artos. “That cross-grained innkeeper is telling me twice a day to leave him for good.”

“It’s a lot to ask, I know,” said Carrington earnestly, “but I need you to carry a message for me.”

“What do you need messages for?” asked Artos. “Take your own messages.”

Carrington cleared his throat and colored slightly. “I’m not going until I can go fast enough to get away. There was a fight, you see—and I’m perfectly all right. Only I doubt I can sit a horse just yet.”

Artos nodded gravely. “So that’s the way of it. Well, where do you need your message taken?”

“Cairn Deeping. Do you know it?”

Artos’s eyes gleamed. “Well enough. What message?”

“I want to write a letter to my sister. If you’ll take it, I need to tell her that I’m here. And that no letters are safe sent to me here,” said Carrington.

“And when she asks me to tell her more,” inquired Artos, “what should I tell her? All I know? Or would that upset her?”

“She’s my older sister.”

“Fair enough. She hears the lot.” Artos took a draught of his wine. He smacked his lips and drew in a deep breath. “I recollect Sir Anthony Folville very well, so I do, sir.”

“I know,” Carrington replied. “Giles spoke of you often.”

Surprise opened Artos’s face. For a moment, in the clear light of morning, Carrington glimpsed a younger man in that face as the years slid away, then they slid back and the ruins of the old soldier covered the young one. “I remember Giles,” said Artos. “He had a head like a cord of bog oak. A rare old liar, was he.”

Carrington nodded. “If I give you a letter and you bear it to my sister, she and I will see you want for nothing for leaving your work on my behalf.”

“Oh, pay my work no mind, sir. That crafty villain of an innkeeper is my brother-in-law. I’ve no fear of losing my job over a matter of a few days travel. No, the weather’s been fair and the roads should be good. We’ll see about settling this Tilbury. He’s an upstart, he is.”

“He is,” agreed Carrington, and set about barring his trapdoor again, locking out the fresh sunlight and the memories naked on the old man’s face. He had a letter to write, and it was time for Artos to milk the goat.

Days went by until another early morning came, and a scratch on the trapdoor with it. Carrington hissed an inquiry and got back Artos’s deep soft tones in reply.

“I’ve a letter from your sister, sir, and a man she sent with me. He rode into town an hour since, to lodge here as a guest. No one will know he’s aught to do with us.”

“A man? Who?” Carrington demanded. He unbarred the door.

“Your sister calls him Frederick. He’s not too big, but he’s very clean.”

“Good man—but I told you letters were not safe here.”

“You’ve argued with Mistress Diana yourself, I expect?”

“Well, yes.” Carrington nodded. “I see your point. Give it to me. Frederick can take an answer back tomorrow, can’t he?”

Artos nodded. At the appeal in his eyes, Carrington refilled the earthenware pitcher at the wine cask and handed it out.

When he had barred the trapdoor and lit his lamp, he was able to unfold Diana’s answer to his brief letter. Her reply was short, if not sweet.


Christopher,

Why you have chosen to hide in a cellar is no affair of mine. Doubtless you have your reasons. I shall direct any friendly inquiries to your lair. Please don’t let anyone kill you. It would spoil the plans I have made for the wedding, and Lady Mayhew would certainly hold me responsible. Remember you are all the family I have of any significance, so don’t be careless. I sent money for you with Frederick.

Love, Diana.



    Carrington read the letter twice, noting the second time through that friendly had been inserted before inquiries in small crooked letters, as if in an afterthought.

Along with Diana’s note was another, thicker packet. It was sealed with a device he recognized, and when he opened the pages, the clear, measured handwriting within was as familiar to him already as a voice or breath of scent.

Lady Margaret Yewesley wrote of Bertram’s listening post behind the paneling and of Lady Clodia Folville’s gossip of Tilbury’s evil deeds from years gone by. The fine paper, the elegant writing, the reasoned consideration of dowries and family trees, was as foreign to him now as a nursery tale, and all were as mysteriously comforting.

It would never have occurred to him, he thought, that Lady Margaret Yewesley had such an eye for details at court, nor such an evident zest for the intrigue he had asked her to engage in. He had seen her many times, in his comings and goings in Sir Anthony’s wake, but only from afar and in passing. She seemed to him sensible and honest, and not nearly as beautiful as Sir Anthony’s wife ought to be. But if Sir Anthony had decided to marry this calm heiress, it only illustrated Sir Anthony’s wisdom and Lady Margaret’s great virtue. To look at her, one would never suspect she could bandy words with Random or seek out Raven in Guttersnipe Lane.

Carrington thought of his first letter to her with a sudden pang of conscience. A brusque list of orders to a stranger, and all of them carried out as best the girl could. He shook his head and turned to the writing things Artos had brought him. Smoothing a sheet of paper on the barrelhead, he took up the pen. This time he chose his words with greater care, but still, his letter to Lady Margaret could only be what the first one was—a demand for her help. He hesitated, but the thought of the letter in his doublet steeled him. He did not demand her help on his behalf alone, but for the queen.

The queen’s fool found Michael Random at his work. He and two gentlemen were laying wagers on which of two sugar lumps a fly would land on, if a fly were allowed to laze fitfully about a warm room with no one to hunt it. The fool cut this pastime short by swatting the fly. Michael Random took a swat at the fool and chased him out of the room. Before he could catch the agile little man, however, the fool turned in his tracks and flipped his fingers under Random’s nose. For an instant folded paper gleamed white, then Random had the note and the fool was gone with a cartwheel and a cocked snoot for his farewell. When Random rejoined his gentlemen to settle up their wagers, he went first to the fireplace and dropped the note into the blaze, watched it until it was gone. He leaned against the mantle, his long legs crossed tidily, his long mournful face giving no sign of the thoughts that raced within. The note had said, “I must see you. M.”

“I hope, when you said you required to see me,” Random said to Lady Margaret Yewesley, “that I was correct to assume that you meant you also wished to hear me and to speak with me. If not, I could have achieved our ends by lifting an eyebrow at you down the dinner table.”

“But I think you’ve enjoyed organizing this so much more,” observed Margaret. “Was it necessary that I take the third carriage that presented itself to me? Not the first or second?”

“Of course it was necessary,” Random replied. “I think you take this all a bit lightly.”

“You took a greater chance passing your letter of instructions along to me than if you had simply slipped into my chamber.”

“I don’t like conversing at the palace, now I know the walls have ears. Besides,” continued Random, “what about your reputation? Slip into your chamber indeed.”

“I admit no one is likely to overhear us as we go bowling along the streets in the reckless fashion,” conceded Margaret. “Could you find no better driver?”

“No, no one could,” said Random. “He’s trustworthy, he’s fearless, and he drives like a demon.”

“That’s my complaint exactly,” said Margaret, catching herself against the cushions as the carriage rocked and swayed. “What good will it do if he oversets us?”

Random rapped his knuckles sharply on the ceiling of the coach. “A little less briskly, if you please, Hanagar,” he called. “We are trying to conduct a conversation.”

The pace slackened at once, and Margaret drew a deep breath. “I’ve had another letter,” she began. “Lansquenet is dead. Sir Christopher has proof that Tilbury plots the queen’s death. He’s asked for help from us.”

“May I see the letter?”

    Margaret surrendered the letter, and Random scanned the uneven lines swiftly. “‘Dispatch from Staunton an escort to meet me here at Singleton. Random will have to ask Constant Mayhew and Roke Hanagar to bring a dozen of their friends and march them to a tune of Master Raven’s devising. Such friends as Hanagar has will frighten any knaves of Tilbury’s out of the realm … run duke, run devil, he that would take this letter from me must hurry here to fetch it and pay dearly when he does.…’ Oh, yes, that’s full-blooded, vintage Carrington, words and music both. So much for the possibility of a forgery or a letter written under duress.”

“You thought of that?” asked Margaret. “How devious.”

“Can you think of a better ploy for Tilbury than to have Christopher copy out this letter asking us to fetch every trustworthy man we know to Singleton to be slain by Tilbury’s minions? Madame, I have not yet begun to be devious,” replied Random. “An army in Singleton at the full moon, hmm? Maybe it isn’t such a stupid idea. It has the advantage of brazen simplicity.” He scanned the letter again. “I wish Carrington had been more specific about the group that left Singleton. They probably took Lansquenet’s body back to Staunton to prove to Tilbury they’ve earned their wages. But where did Tilbury send them then? If there are only four men left guarding the cellar, well and good. But if not?”

“I thought he was very specific for a man who has been shut up in a cellar for days,” Margaret replied.

“Well, plainly this Artos fellow provides a link with the world outside. He could have set him to do a little reconnaissance.”

“One relic of a soldier can hardly do the work of an entire spy ring,” said Margaret. “If he were discovered, Sir Christopher would be entirely cut off from us. No messages—not even any light to write them by. It must be horrid in that cellar.”

“I expect he’s seen worse,” replied Random. “Best we muster our army at once. I’d be quite happy to get a look at that letter from Tilbury. Imagine him putting anything in writing.”

He folded the letter and returned it to Margaret, then rapped sharply on the ceiling of the carriage. “Home, Roke,” he called. The carriage increased its speed at once, rocking Random and Margaret back against the cushions as they bowled along. Before long they were back in the crowded, crooked streets near Guttersnipe Lane. A glance out the window showed Margaret a coach beside them. With scarcely a chance for her slippers to touch the street, Random saw her into the new carriage and rapped again on the ceiling of his coach. Both drivers whipped up, and Margaret leaned back against the cushions of her carriage as she was taken, all too swiftly, home.

That night Lady Margaret Yewesley spent at her own house in Queen Marie’s Way. She had been released from her duties that morning, when William Sayres brought her the news that a letter had arrived for her in her absence. Her excuse to go home to read it, a fictitious crisis among her servants, enabled her to leave for a day and night her duties at the palace. After her interview with Michael Random, she returned to Yewesley House to a note from Lady Clodia Folville. Lady Clodia wished to speak to her. Lady Margaret judged it best to speak with Lady Clodia as far from the eager ears of the palace as possible, and sent a messenger to Lady Clodia at Swan Court, inviting her to dine at Yewesley House that evening.

In her day, and it had been a very long day, Lady Clodia had been a beauty, a wit, and the unchallenged mistress of the great Folville estates. Her marriage to Sir Peter Folville had been a fortunate one. Her husband was high in King Mark’s favor, and Lady Clodia became Queen Mary’s confidante. But Queen Mary died. King Mark died. And when Sir Peter died, Lady Clodia retired from court to administer the vast estates devolving to her young son Anthony. So it was that Anthony Folville grew up dancing and hunting and fighting and writing poetry in the same measures as the young king and the young king’s young sisters. Lady Clodia tended the Folville fortune as she did her gardens, because given thus and thus attention, it must grow. Such were the laws of the material world. Lady Clodia had a firm belief in laws. Now, at her son’s untimely death, she seemed unchanged. White-haired, wearing the same mourning black she had never cast aside since her husband’s death, still the same grave beauty she had always been, she merely went silent. But those who knew her, those like Margaret, knew that when she spoke, her honesty could be devastating. If she wished to speak with Margaret, it was a conversation Margaret welcomed, a waking from the still silence that had enveloped Lady Clodia from the day the news arrived that her son was slain.

Dinner was intimate. Chrysafer Woodland had taken supper on a tray in her bedroom, the better to ignore it privately. Margaret and Clodia sat at the table long after the last dishes had been cleared away, discussing the queen’s apparent fondness for Tilbury and recalling her affection for Anthony. Lady Clodia’s purpose in speaking to Margaret was to advise her to spend as much time at court as possible, the better to defend herself if any accusations arose from the activities of Prince Bertram’s sympathizers.

Margaret found this topic a difficult one to sustain, and at the first opportunity invited Lady Clodia to retire for the evening. The older woman complied, perhaps sensing that Margaret wished to avoid discussion of the prince and his friends.

Just after midnight the silence of Yewesley House was broken by thunderous pounding on the door and voices calling from the street outside.

Nicole ran into Lady Margaret’s bedchamber, eyes wide with alarm, candle held high in one hand. “My lady, there is a troop of men at the door and their leader asks for you. There are many of them, and every one a ruffian.”

For a single breathless moment Margaret’s mind leaped to Tilbury and his inexhaustible hordes of minions. Her hands were steady as she pulled a cloak on over her nightgown.

“Well, I will go and see them,” she said.

As she descended the stair, Lady Clodia emerged from her chamber, looking grim but determined, and Chrysafer Woodland followed in their wake, pale and weary but very watchful. At the bottom of the stair Margaret made a jerky little gesture with her hand and the servingmen opened the door.

Tumultuous cheers welcomed her as the great door swung wide to reveal Michael Random at the head of a throng of men, all young, all jostling on her steps, and all, from the look of them, well flown with wine.

“The Avengers come,” declared Michael Random, executing a prodigiously elegant bow to greet her. “The army stands ready for your inspection, my lady.” He straightened and replaced his hat at a rakish angle, then drew a sword from the scabbard belted at his hip. This unaccustomed maneuver required his complete concentration, but when he had accomplishd it, he flouished the sword with an elegant martial parody. “Captain Michael Random, very much at your service—and at yours, Lady Clodia.”

An enthusiastic cheer went up from the men at his back, heartily seconding these remarks, and Random sheathed his sword and began to introduce the troops. Margaret recognized the first two as the drivers of the coaches earlier in the day. Both had the same wide grins, but Roke Hanagar was sadly altered in dress. He had discarded his plain coaching garb for a ragged doublet and a helmet cunningly ornamented with a rack of deer’s antlers. Constant Mayhew, the other driver, was less remarkable in appearance but shared the suppressed enthusiasm common to the entire troop. The control Random exercised over the group seemed very tenuous, and Margaret was glad of the respite she earned during the inspection Random conducted. It seemed plain they had come to Yewesley House for some form of blessing from her before they careered off to rescue Carrington. She wondered what she could possibly say to them. Beside her, Random and Lady Clodia Folville strolled along the closest row of troops. The rest seemed to get the idea, drawing back and asssembling themselves into ranks with little more than rude jostling and the odd profane remark to direct them. When the inspection was complete and she stood barefooted on her own doorstep again, the throng was much soothed and more orderly, until a voice at the back of the troop piped up, “A banner, a banner!”

The rest took up the cry at once, and Random turned to Lady Margaret.

“I’ve nothing,” she began, but Lady Clodia, perhaps infected by the hilarious throng, produced a scarf from inside her cloak and gave it to Michael Random. Random drew his sword again, a little more expertly this time, and clipped off a branch of one of the yew trees near the doorstep. With a shout, the little army welcomed their banner, as Random tied the scarf to the prickly branch and lifted it high for them all to see. In the torchlight it looked very well, Margaret thought. But then, in the torchlight, the army itself looked very well. Doubtless by day they would be a sadly ragtag assortment, but by night they were bizarre and horrifying in their high spirits, a fearsome troop to send against Tilbury’s minions. And now she must really say something, or they might not leave.

“Forth the Avengers,” cried Random, and tossed the yew standard to Mayhew. He took a step to Margaret’s side, caught her hand and kissed it. “On to victory!”

Margaret looked up into his laughing face. “Why, I believe you’ve taken the infection too,” she murmured. Then, for the benefit of the others, she raised her voice. “Bravery runs like a fever here tonight.”

Random looked slightly embarrassed but could not hold a sheepish pose for long. “Give us your blessing, my lady,” he said, “or we shall hover here, like moth to a candle.”

She smiled. “Go with God,” she said.

“And Tilbury to the devil,” agreed Random loudly. Then he was down the steps and the whole party after him, melting away into the shadows. Someone hummed the first bars of Old King Alberick’s marching song, and they were gone.

Margaret stood unshod upon her doorstep in the dark with Lady Clodia silent beside her, smiling into the darkness. The stillness of spring night flowed back into the street. Behind them, Chrysafer Woodland took a timid step out into the darkness.

“Oh,” she exclaimed, “the stars!”

Lady Clodia caught Chrysafer’s arm as she staggered back. “Here, lean on me.” She led the girl indoors. “Are you all right?”

Chrysafer did not reply. Both her hands were pressed over her eyes, as if to shut out some horrid sight.

Lady Clodia glanced toward Margaret. “Has she had a great deal of wine this evening?”

“She took her dinner with cold well water,” Margaret replied.

Behind them the serving men closed and locked the great door. Margaret led Lady Clodia and Chrysafer into the library. Someone had lit a fire in the hearth.

“If she did that, perhaps she ought to drink a great deal of wine,” Lady Clodia said, “though, perhaps at this hour brandy would serve the purpose better. I would appreciate a glass myself, and so should you, after standing on the doorstep with no shoes on.”

Lady Margaret called for brandy, and they turned their attention to Chrysafer’s distress.

Lady Clodia kept her arm around Chrysafer’s shoulders. “We will sit and be warm until the brandy comes. Don’t trouble yourself to speak just yet.” She turned her attention to Margaret. “Has this happened before?”

“I don’t think so. She was badly frightened the night she came. But I have spent much of the time since at the palace.”

“Did she speak of stars then too?”

“I spoke nothing to the purpose,” said Chrysafer hoarsely. “I haven’t thought clearly in days.” She took her hands from her face and folded them in her lap. She looked from Lady Clodia to Lady Margaret, then into the fire. “I am sorry to be such a witless creature.”

The brandy arrived and Margaret poured out three glasses. They all sipped carefully and gazed in silence at the fire. Margaret took a velvet cushion from her chair and put it on the floor to rest her bare feet on. “Tell about the stars,” she said softly.

“A fancy of mine,” said Chrysafer. “Since I left the library I’d a feeling about … patterns. It’s difficult to explain. I was frightened to see the stars, for I was quite sure there was a pattern there that I now understood. A foolish idea—”

“A formidable thought, if true,” said Lady Clodia. “So now you have seen the stars.”

Chrysafer nodded. “And now I have seen the pattern is inside me, not outside. I was afraid to see the pattern, so I refused to look. And now I see—” She made a helpless gesture as she spoke. “I can’t explain it. I had a dream …” Her voice trailed off.

“Brandy is no sovereign for this ailment,” said Lady Clodia, “But we will all have another and I think we will come to no harm.”

Margaret replenished the glasses and said, “I don’t think you’ve been so foolish. If you are afraid to see something, of course you should refuse to look.”

Chrysafer emptied her glass again. Haltingly she told them the story of her dream. There in the firelight it did not seem frightening, nor even particularly interesting. She opened and closed her fingers as though seeking better words. “The instant I awoke,” she continued, voice faltering, “I knew Souriant knew the dream—that he could see it himself and knew the meaning better than I did. He laughed when he saw me. I ran away. I should have stayed.”

“You are wrong,” said Lady Clodia with great severity. “You did just the right thing to run away.”

“You encourage cowardice?” demanded Chrysafer.

“It is not in my family tradition to do so,” Lady Clodia answered. “But you were right to run so that you would have time to learn. And now that you have learned this sight you have doesn’t concern the great patterns of the stars, you must go on learning and trying to find out what it does concern.”

“But I cannot see things just by wishing to do so, any more than a shortsighted person can see far by wishing to,” replied Chrysafer. “What if this dream I had is a false one—what if these notions of mine about grand patterns are like fortune-telling, or the gift of seeing the future?”

Lady Clodia looked scornful. “There is no future. Every action and reaction makes and remakes the future. It would be better to see the present than the future, to read hearts well. There must be many futures, and no way to tell which will be the useful one. To know the present, to see what waits for our ragtag army, that would be to some purpose.”

“Not if we had no way to warn them of it,” said Margaret. “Should I call for more brandy, or ought we to retire and let the servants go back to bed?”

“Upon my soul, you civil creature,” exclaimed Lady Clodia, “here’s your brandy drunk up entirely and the night flown while we grow philosophical. Yes, child, let us take the hint and make for bed before the maids are up to get breakfast.” She rose and gave Chrysafer her hand to help her to her feet. “It’s been a very eventful evening. Wasn’t Michael the image of his father, flourishing that sword about?”

Lady Margaret shook her head. “I don’t know, was he?”

Lady Clodia looked surprised. “Why, Margaret, use your head. The Duke of Domran. Heavens, child, haven’t you heard that tale before this?”

“The Duke of Domran,” repeated Margaret blankly. “Which duke? I can only think of Walter, that was Bertram’s father.”

“Quite so,” said Lady Clodia, nodding. “No resemblance at all, but he’s always been fond of Bertram. Nothing encroaching, of course. Merely fraternal interest.”

Margaret exchanged a glance of utter confusion with Chrysafer, and all three went up to bed.

Once in her room, however, Margaret went to her writing things instead of to the bed. By the time she had finished her letter, the servants were stirring for the day’s work. She sent for William Sayres and put the letter into his hand.

“Take a horse—no, take the swiftest horse in the stable and ride to Singleton, to an inn called the Bunch of Grapes. It is on the Coolham River, north and west of here. I showed Random the map but he said he didn’t need it, so you may take it along on the way. Travel as fast as you may. Random may be as bold as he wishes, but a single man will get there more swiftly than a troop. Sir Christopher is waiting for this letter. If he does not hear word from us by the full moon, he will make plans of his own. I need this letter to reach him by the full moon, lest Random’s men be delayed en route. He is in the cellar of the inn, and there will be men who wish to keep you from seeing him. Take great care.”

“I shall, my lady,” William promised, and went off to select the swiftest horse in the stables.

In the royal library Souriant put the serpent’s egg back into its velvet nest. At last he had intelligence concrete enough to please even the duke. No need of magic to learn of the conspirators’ departure. The duke had spies set to watch Yewesley House. But the spies could not watch from afar to see the road the conspirators took. With the aid of the serpent’s egg, Souriant could learn their route and betray them at his leisure. It would be no inconvenience to the duke to arrange an ambush for them.

A band of men in arms could be made to sound very like a private army, raised against the throne. And any conspirators the duke wished to dispose of could readily be killed in the struggle when troops surprised the rebels. It would merely be a matter of selecting the best spot to crush the conspiracy and the best time to arrest those enemies who remained in the city.

In her bed at Yewesley House, Chrysafer lay awake. Now that she had admitted her vague fears, she felt she ought to sleep. Perversely, sleep was slow to come. She heard the steps of servants in the hall. Soon the entire household would be roused for the new day. She wished she had not drunk the brandy. It left an evil taste in her mouth, like wood, or smoke. Between deciding which the taste resembled more, sleep came.

Perhaps it was the brandy, perhaps it was Lady Clodia’s conversation, whatever the reason, in her dream Chrysafer was shuffling cards. They were large cards, almost too big for her hands to control easily, and she knew without thought that they were meant to be large, to keep them from such uses as piquet or primero. These were for a more solemn purpose. Nearly every card had a picture on the front, but the backs were plain white. She finished shuffling, cut them with care, and began to lay them out. Such was her concentration that it was not until she had laid out the first few that she realized she was putting them down on wet sand. She looked up and about to see that she was back on the shore where she had dreamed of drowning, and standing beside her were tall Morwen and severe Maud from that same dream.

“Go on,” Morwen urged. “Wet sand won’t hurt them.” She still wore her black robes and cloak, which flew about her like wings, punished by the steady cold breeze.

For all the wind, Chrysafer observed calmly to herself, the cards did not move a breath from where she had placed them on the sand.

“Now you’ve made her forget the pattern,” said Maud. “Let her be.”

“I haven’t,” Morwen contradicted. “Go on, girl.”

Chrysafer hesitated, glanced around again at the sea and sun, the absolute emptiness of earth and sky. In sudden confusion, she spoke. “You can see me.”

“All the time you’re dreaming,” Morwen agreed. “But you can only see us when we’re dreaming of you.”

“That’s not exactly the way it works,” Maud cut in. “It’s a bit more complex than that. It’s not that we’re dreaming—”

“It is,” insisted Morwen. “It is exactly.”

“You’re just saying that for the sake of argument. Suppose we were all dreaming, but of each other—” began Maud.

“My head aches,” announced Chrysafer. “Just tell me where I am.”

“I suppose you are in bed asleep, you dull child,” retorted Morwen, disgusted at the interruption, “as if your whereabouts is of the slightest interest to me.”

“Did you bring me here?”

“Don’t be silly, my dear,” said Maud. “You invited yourself. Now, if you could get on with the pattern?”

“Yes, do get on,” said Morwen. “Or have you forgotten it?”

“I couldn’t,” answered Chrysafer. “I never knew it.”

“It goes like a rose,” said Morwen. Her voice took on a curious singsong quality. “It goes like a rose, a rose.”

“No hints,” said Maud with some asperity. “She is to have no hints.”

“No hints, no hints,” sang Morwen tunelessly. She held out her arms to catch the wind in her robes, leaned back and spun on her heel. The wind seemed to consent to this foolery, and she spun until Chrysafer was dizzy just watching.

“No hints,” repeated Maud, and gave Morwen a little push.

The wind slackened and Morwen ceased to spin. She tossed her tangled black hair out of her eyes and drew herself up in injured dignity, folding her thin arms across her chest. “It’s not a hint unless she understands it,” she stated.

As the two cloaked women glared at one another, Chrysafer finished putting down the cards in a neat circle, like the stylized petals of a rose. At the center of the ring was a card bearing a picture of a serpent biting its own tail.

“Harmonious change,” said Maud.

“Very sad,” Morwen began to chant, “very bad, very sad—”

“Stop that,” said Maud. “I am trying to think.”

“So am I,” answered Morwen. “That’s how I do it.”

“Don’t, then,” advised Maud. She turned to Chrysafer. “Can you see the pattern?”

“I can’t see anything but the pattern,” Chrysafer replied. “I can’t see the surface of it, only the structure within.”

“What kind of clothes does it wear?” demanded Morwen.

“Be quiet,” said Maud. She had an additional sternness in her expression, like someone listening hard for music too distant to hear. “I nearly heard it.”

“Heard what?” asked Chrysafer.

“What you hear,” Maud answered. “Or what you will hear.”

“Listen!” cried Morwen suddenly.

Both Maud and Chrysafer turned to her in surprise.

“No, not look,” she exclaimed. “Listen.”

Chrysafer listened with all her strength, but at first all she heard was the hush of the waves breaking on the shore. Then she realized all she could hear was the rattle of her door latch as a maid entered her room bearing a breakfast tray. Morning came with due ceremony in Lady Margaret’s house.

Awake as abruptly and as fully as she dreamed, Chrysafer ignored the breakfast tray. As soon as the maid was gone, she rose and dressed hastily. No one paid her any attention as she made her way from Yewesley House to the palace.

The royal library showed no sign of change since her departure. Within the archive the books and manuscripts Souriant left on the table still lay in disorder. Chrysafer searched swiftly through the curios that belonged there, on the chance she would find a deck of cards with plain white backs.

She found no cards, but in its velvet hollow she found the crystal called the serpent’s egg. She picked it up. In the center of the egg lay a fugitive rosy gleam she did not remember, like a long-kindled fire, or a sunset in winter. She gazed on the egg and saw the glow shift and change, until the crystal was clear and dark and in it lay the stars. She watched the crystal change and knew that she had no need of cards or any key to the great patterns of the world. This was the pattern that concerned her, these were the stars she had feared to see.


Chapter 7

William Sayres was surprised to find the Bunch of Grapes a peaceful inn. He saw his horse stabled and entered the inn without seeing any other guests. Only in the common room did he find customers, two men seated at the table, staring despondently into their mugs. They glanced up as William entered, then returned to their gloomy contemplation as he seated himself beside them and called for ale.

“You’ve come to the wrong place,” said the man beside him. “Not a drop to drink in this hen coop.”

“Why stay here, then?” asked William as he pulled off his gloves.

“Business,” replied the other man glumly. He lifted his mug and took a sip of what William was surprised to see was milk.

“Where is the innkeeper?” William asked.

The glum man shrugged, but the first man pointed to the door at the far end of the room. “I don’t know where he is, but there’s a man of all work in the scullery who can show you to a room.”

William went in search of the man of all work. He found an old man, barrel-chested, seated comfortably in the scullery and drinking red wine out of a mug the size of a scrub bucket.

“Hello,” said William. “Those men in the other room think there’s not a drop to drink here.”

“There isn’t,” said the old man, draining the last drop from the mug and smacking his lips with satisfaction, “more’s the pity.”

“Anything to do with the man in the celler?” inquired William. “I’ve got a letter for him.”

“Give it to me,” said the old man.

“It isn’t addressed to you,” replied William. “It’s addressed to Sir Christopher Carrington. I was ordered to deliver it in person.”

“Whose orders?” demanded the old man.

A door slammed elsewhere in the house and a voice called, “Artos? Have you milked the goat?”

“Lady Margaret Yewesley,” answered William.

“That’s the name,” said the old man. He knelt on the scullery floor and rapped his knuckles on the planked floor.

There was a pause, the sound of wood on wood, and the trapdoor swung inward. The old man gestured urgently. “Hurry.”

William took a step forward, hesitated on the edge of the trapdoor. He could see nothing in the darkness below.

“Go on, blast you,” whispered the old man between clenched teeth. “Get in there.”

William bent, straining to see into the darkness.

Impatiently, the old man put his hand in the small of William’s back and shoved. A moment later the trap was closed again. The old man rose to his feet just in time to greet the innkeeper at the scullery door.

“Here you are, Artos, you blackguard,” said the innkeeper. “The customers are calling for another round. Get out of here and milk the goat.”

After the darkness inside his skull stopped whirling and thinned enough to reveal the darkness outside it, William put a cautious hand to his head and moaned.

“Be quiet,” said Sir Christopher Carrington in his ear. “If you’re hurt, it’s your own fault. Why didn’t you come down when you were told to? Poor Artos might have given himself an apoplexy.”

“Your pardon, sir,” said William, pushing himself up on his elbows. Carrington put a firm hand behind his shoulder to aid him, and William sat up, holding his head carefully. “I was startled by the smell.”

There was lengthy silence from Carrington, followed by a sigh of resignation.

“My apologies to you, William,” said Carrington. “I am hardened to it, I suppose, but reason tells me a cellar inhabited by a captive for this long can be no inviting place to visit. Rest easy while I light the lamp, and I will see to your injuries. I conserve the wick and oil since I can get them only by bartering wine with Artos.”

After another pause, Carrington succeeded in lighting the lamp. A warm light sprang up and cast the darkness back into the corners of the cellar. For the first time William was able to see Carrington. At the change in him since their parting in the mountains, William drew in a swift breath.

“You’ve hurt your head,” said Carrington calmly. “Be still.”

In the lamplight William watched him pour water into a basin and tear a strip of linen off what looked like the remainder of a sheet. Weeks had passed since Carrington had first put on the doublet he wore. When William had seen it last, it was merely well-worn. Now it was wreckage, held together only by the honest craftsmanship and good material that had gone into it at its making. In addition to the dirt on the fabric, which was plentiful, there were dark stains of wine, dried blood, and mud. Carrington had a beard, ragged and unlovely, and his skin, turned pale by his mushroom existence, seemed to stretch tight at temple and jaw.

William fumbled for the letter. “I was sent with this, sir,” he said, holding it out. “Truly, I only bumped my head a little. Thank you for your kindness, but I am quite unhurt.”

Carrington put the strip of linen down and reached for the letter. When the lamplight showed him the seal, he glanced at William with sudden warmth. “I would do much before I repaid you for this service.”

“Indeed, sir,” said William, “a drink would be payment enough. It is a long road here from Staunton, and there is nothing to drink above but milk.”

Carrington reached into the shadow and produced a mug the twin of the one Artos had emptied. “That cask holds wine,” he said. “It is quite pleasant under the circumstances, though nothing I would serve to a guest in the ordinary course of events.”

William took the mug and busied himself at the cask.

Carrington opened Lady Margaret Yewesley’s letter. He did not merely read it. He pored over it. He devoured it with the avid spirit of a starving man given bread.

“My dear Sir Christopher,” she began, “with this letter I send you my best servant, my swiftest horse, and my dearest wish that they find you safe and as stiff-necked with pride as you were when you wrote your latest letter to me.”

William drank wine and let Christopher feast.

“There’s a ham there behind you,” said Carrington, when he was finished with the letter and William was finished with the wine. “Very salty, though. Perhaps you’d like the cheese better. There’s a lot of it.” Carrington surveyed the cheese without enthusiasm. “Not a bad sanctuary, on the whole. How go things in Staunton?”

“You’ve read my lady’s letter,” said William between bites of cheese. “All seems peaceful enough. Tilbury’s men watch Yewesley House, but they don’t do anything. They just watch.”

“They do, do they?” Carrington scowled.

“They come and go regularly, like sentinels on watch. We don’t give them much to do. Lady Margaret is called to the palace often. Perhaps he has her watched there, too, but I doubt he can do much under the queen’s eye.”

“I’m sure you’re right,” Carrington said. “The safest thing for us, no doubt, is to wait here until Random and company arrive to escort us back to Staunton. But if Tilbury’s been watching Yewesley House, he may have tried to delay Random. And even if not, I don’t think I want to be found here, mewed up in the cellar like a badger in his hole. When you arrived, how many of Tilbury’s ne’er-do-wells did you see upstairs?”

“Just two,” answered William. He washed down his last bite of cheese with the dregs of his wine.

“A week ago I’d have been unfit for this work, but if you cared to join me now, the odds would be even,” said Carrington. “We could see to it that there were two fewer rascals to trouble Lady Margaret.”

William wiped his lips and brushed fastidiously at the front of his doublet. “It would be an honor, sir.”

Together they armed themselves and went up the stair.

Late that afternoon, when Carrington had stopped blinking at the unaccustomed sunlight—and the innkeeper had reclaimed his wine, ham, ale, and cheese—Artos filled the tub in the still room with hot water again. A razor and a mirror of polished metal were brought out, and Carrington retired to his bath with a lump of brownish soap and a linen bath sheet.

Carrington was in the bath, scraping his beard away, when Random and his troop arrived in Singleton. The Bunch of Grapes was free of Tilbury’s minions, so Random’s Avengers called for ale instead of battle, and Michael Random sought out Carrington in the still room.

“Glad to see you well,” said Random, when they had greeted each other after their fashion, then added, “we had a mischance on the way here. I should tell you about it now.”

Carrington heard the note of trouble in Random’s voice, and put aside the razor.

“Lady Margaret showed me your letter,” Random began. “I looked at the map you drew to show the way to Singleton and thought it seemed quite clear. Well, maybe it was less well remembered than I thought when I gave the letter back to her, for I misdirected the band out of Staunton and somehow—heaven help me if I know how—I led us all astray as far as Cairn Deeping. There your lady sister kindly volunteered to unmake my error and brought us here by the swiftest road.”

For a moment Carrington regarded Random watchfully, waiting for the bad tidings. Then, enlightened, he came bolt upright in the tub and a great wave of bath water splashed on the floor to accentuate Carrington’s roar. “Here? She brought you here? And you let her? Perdition catch me, Michael, you will rue the day you let her! If she hasn’t already made you rue it—help me out of this tub in mercy’s name, before I capsize the thing. Oh, God!”

“Now, Christopher,” Random began, in mild reproof.

“Hold,” roared Carrington, “not another word! You’ve been in her company two days and you have her tone of voice precisely.”

“Aren’t you going to finish shaving before you set to slandering me?” asked a woman’s voice from the still room door.

Random and Carrington looked first at the speaker, then at each other. Carrington gulped and sank back into the bath water. Random looked from brother to sister, a little surprised.

“It was not wise to enter without knocking,” Random said finally.

Diana Carrington, Sir Christopher Carrington’s elder sister, glanced down at the bath water splashed across the floor in a vain endeavor to conceal her small smile. “Your pardon, Michael,” she replied. “I only came to bring in the clothing I brought for my brother. And from the look of the clothes he cast off before his bath, I think it is as well I brought these. Such rags would not stand another wearing.” With the toe of her riding boot she stirred the heap of Carrington’s discarded clothes fastidiously.

Carrington sighed gustily and went back to shaving.

“It was kind of you to think to bring them with you,” said Random finally, once he had despaired of staring Carrington into saying the words himself.

“I have been called in to my brother’s scrapes before,” Diana answered cheerfully. “We know each other’s ways.” She gazed brightly around the still room, her resemblance to Carrington very slight. She was slenderly made and quite short, but held herself so straight she gave the impression she was tall. Her eyes were clear green, her hair dark and curly. The well-shaped curve of her lips held no malice, but her eyes were amused at her brother’s discomfiture. “You have found a quaint stopping place, Christopher,” she observed.

“You must be sure to tell the innkeeper all your impressions,” her brother answered without looking up from his shaving mirror.

“In truth,” said Random, “you warned me your brother would not be pleased at your arrival, madame, and I now see how well you know him.”

“If you knew me well enough to know that,” Carrington asked Diana crossly, “why didn’t you know enough to stay home and out of all this?”

“Now, Christopher,” said Diana, “you’ll be more reasonable when you are dressed. I brought your favorite old doublet, the green one you won’t let me throw away.”

“That doublet has been too small for me these four years,” replied Carrington. “Forgive us our family quarrels, Michael, and take my odious sister away so I can finish here, I beg you.”

Random followed Diana out of the still room and bent gloomily over her in the hall to say, “I trust you will not mind staying at this inn a few days until we can send a suitable escort back to convey you home to Cairn Deeping. However brusque he cares to seem, Christopher would not allow you on the roads without a suitable escort, and we cannot spare such a party now.”

“In truth,” replied Diana, green eyes sparkling, “I would not ask you to divert men from your party sent to rescue Christopher. I shall accompany you to Staunton and do my best to help protect my brother. It has been too long since I left Staunton to see to things at home. I am ripe to visit the city.”

“Madame, I would offer to break this news to your brother if I thought myself capable, but such fragile diplomacies are far beyond my skill. I can see quite well he would like to break my head for the tidings.”

“I think some crockery is sure to be broken in that cause,” Diana said, nodding, and gaily went to plague the innkeeper about their supper.

Carrington did not succumb to the urge to break either crockery or heads. Once dressed in the green doublet, which was indeed too tight across his chest and shoulders, he attended to the business of hastening their departure. When he had seen every member of the venture fed and rested and the innkeeper paid, he agreed to Diana’s plan absently. This seemed to irk her just a little, but she did his bidding and sewed his letters and Lansquenet’s document into the lining of his green doublet. That night, when the full moon rose, the party set forth for Staunton.

Carrington rode on the left flank of the party, eyes and ears sharp for signs of criminal life in the shrubbery. Diana accompanied Constant Mayhew, who was younger brother to her fiancé, Sir Philip Mayhew. They beguiled the time with a discussion of Philip’s virtues and vices while Michael Random nodded absently at their attempts to include him in the conversation. He was as watchful as Carrington, his attention on the right side of their path.

They did not make much sound as they proceeded. Their bridle rings had been muffled with rags in case of need to go in stealth. The dull thud of horses’ hooves made counterpoint to the small, soft conversation Diana carried on. No gay song marked their homeward progress. Only the fine stuff of Lady Clodia’s scarf hinted that they were a party with any pretensions toward chivalry.

As they rode, day faded. The wind was steady from the north and clouds backed away to the south, as if scraped off the sky, which faded from true clear blue to steel gray. Against that metal color, the moon rose above the trees as suddenly as a signal, a beacon from the east. So clear was the rising night that every feature of the moon’s battered face took on great clarity, as if it hovered on the verge of expressing some warning.

Day ended. Night began. The road unwound before them, pale over the patchwork hills ahead. The moon rode above them like a talisman. As the quiet creatures of the night came out to hunt and forage, the little band went steadily on, comfortable in the shadows and deepnesses of the night. Silently they passed down the winding road, and nothing watched them but the moon.

In his studies of the crystal known as the serpent’s egg, Souriant felt his mastery of the crystal gave him greater confidence than he had ever known in his dealings with the duke of Tilbury. The day after the departure of Michael Random’s troop of ruffians, he felt in great need of that confidence, but it had left him.

“I do not perfectly understand you,” the duke had said to him. “How can you lose the crystal? Surely the royal archive is not so large as all that? And surely you gave me to understand you spent every waking moment gazing into the crystal. How could you mislay such a thing?”

Souriant rehearsed again the story of how, on returning to the archive that morning after some sorely needed rest, he had discovered the crystal was no longer in its place. He explained his suspicions of the royal scholar, Chrysafer Woodland.

“That girl you told me you’d disposed of?” Tilbury looked mildly annoyed. “Really, your stories grow more and more difficult for me to understand. If you disposed of her, how could she steal your crystal? If Random and his merry men are on their way out into the countryside, how can I order my men to attack them? If you explain it all to me again, what shall I tell her majesty when I am late to sit on the royal council?”

The duke made a gesture Souriant could not but choose to obey, and withdrew to consider the Woodland girl. He wondered where she had gone when he sent her scuttling from the library and what could draw her back, and the crystal with her. For the first time since his interview with the duke, he began to smile.

Two days after the full moon there was dancing at the palace. Though she did not dance often, Lady Margaret Yewesley could dance well. She did not lack for a partner through the evening, and she did not favor any partner over any other. Indeed, so scrupulously did she dance that when she grew overheated, she walked alone out one of the tall double windows into the soft spring night. Alone she stepped across the pavement and into the garden beyond, waiting to catch her breath before she returned to the warmth and noise of the gaiety behind her.

Before her Michael Random emerged, well-brushed and debonair, from the shrubbery. “What a stroke of luck,” he said softly. “I thought I was doomed to go in and fetch you out.” At her first sight of him, Margaret had pressed her fingers over her mouth to keep back a gasp. Now she glanced swiftly back over her shoulder to be sure they were unobserved, dropped her hand and hissed, “Michael, you idiot, what are you doing here?”

“Lurking,” answered Michael calmly. “We returned an hour ago—such an hour—and we are still a bit confused. I brought you news since I run the least risk being seen here—unless my part in all this becomes common news about the town. Which it might.”

Margaret put her hands on his shoulders and shook him. “What’s happened?”

Random put his hands over hers. “I don’t know where to start. We found Carrington at the inn, as arranged, and at his urging made all speed back here. By heaven, he herded us along like sheep. How I pity soldiers. We met no trouble on the way, but at the gates we found out where it had been waiting for us.”

“They wouldn’t let you in the gate?” asked Margaret.

“Oh, on the contrary,” said Random. “They let us in and greeted us with great warmth. We got halfway across the square when they closed in, trying to encircle us.”

“The royal guard?” asked Margaret.

“Alas, no,” replied Random. “We had discussed that—decided we would go quietly in hope of an escort to the queen’s presence. But it was Tilbury’s guard at the gates.”

Margaret shook him again, as if to loosen his tongue. “What happened? Did you have to fight?”

“No, not I. Everyone else did, though. I had to persuade Diana Carrington to leave with me, while Christopher fought rearguard like a tiger. No, not a tiger. Like a terrier. A pit bull. Ferocious fellow in a fight, Carrington. You’ve no idea. So, I tried everything short of physical violence to get the girl to leave, but there was no budging her until she’d reached over and ripped Carrington’s doublet clean off his back.”

“Why in heaven—”

“I asked myself that,” said Random. “But then she came along quietly enough, so we left them. The royal guard appeared at last as we departed. They were arresting everyone in sight. All but two of the fighters were the duke’s men, not ours. Gives you an idea of the squeeze it was.”

“Which two?” demanded Margaret.

“Carrington and Roke Hanagar,” replied Random. “Carrington was bound to be arrested, I’m afraid. He has even less notion of when to make a graceful exit than his sister.”

“You said he was fighting rearguard,” said Margaret. “You were all in danger because you had gone to rescue him. How could he leave until everyone was safe away? What I don’t understand is why his sister was there.”

“No one does,” sighed Random. “It’s a long story, and most of it is my fault. But she told me she took Carrington’s doublet because it had ripped clear across the shoulders—it was old and far too tight—and she had sewn some papers of his into the lining before we left the inn.”

“Oh,” said Margaret.

“Exactly. So now we must keep her safely out of sight, and her luggage with her. But we are all at sixes and sevens, what with racing about the countryside for days and being nagged sleepless by Carrington. I took her to Raven’s, since it was an emergency, but she can’t stay there,” said Random.

“Certainly not! How could you do such a thing?”

Random looked abashed. “Well, they have met before, so I thought Raven would know what he was getting into. I suppose we might leave her with the Mayhews, but it would be best if she were not known to be in the city. Even if no one recognized her during the fight, it would be sure to attract comment if she arrives in Staunton on the very day her brother is arrested. Can you take her in?”

“Oh, if I could only think.” Margaret pressed her hands to her forehead. “Can she stay at Raven’s for now?”

“Certainly.”

“Then let me think until we can speak all together in peace. Wait until this wretched dancing is over. Then I’ll meet you for a council of war.”

“Excellent,” agreed Random. “I’ll have you collected at Yewesley House after midnight.” He began to withdraw into the shrubbery.

“Wait!” Margaret hissed. “Sir Christopher was arrested—was he hurt?”

“Him? He’s probably in one of the royal suites right now,” Random assured her, “eating a good dinner and chortling over the discomfiture he’s caused Tilbury.”


Random was only partially right. At that precise moment Sir Christopher Carrington was neither in a royal suite nor chortling, but he had been given dinner. That he did not feel inclined to eat it was somewhat due to the fact that it consisted of a half loaf of black bread nearly as old as he was, and a pan of water that was not much fresher. Principally, however, he felt no urge to eat anything for he had taken a shrewd blow to the head in the final moments of the fight in the market square. The first thing he had done upon regaining consciousness was to be extremely ill. Once that was finished, he came slowly to the realization that he was in a narrow little cell, too low-ceilinged to allow him to stand upright. Both he and his clothing had been searched with great vigor, but no one came to molest him further as he moved stiffly to dress himself. By touch he found the lump of bread and pan of water. Neither appealed. He lay down on the heap of straw that served as carpet, mattress, and refuge for what insects could survive and flourish in the unlit cell. It seemed to be his lot in life, he reflected ruefully, to be locked up in the dark with a heap of straw.

To distract himself from the various aches and bruises he had taken as souvenirs of the fight, he cast his mind back to the traveling tumult in the market square.

Diana had been too close beside him, too close by far. He had shouted at her, but she paid him no attention, merely shouting right back at him in words he couldn’t quite catch. Random had tugged at her reins, swearing and threatening, but she ignored them both. Carrington tried to remember if he had ever heard Random swear before and failed. But then a swing of his sword had fetched him up all startled in the saddle. He had felt cold along his back at the swing. The doublet was ripping. That was what Diana was shouting at him. He stopped—by more force of will than he’d realized he possessed—defending himself at all. For an endless moment he and Diana struggled with the doublet as the fight boiled about them.

At last it came free, and the moment, which had seemed to stretch and slow and stop, was over. Diana clutched the bundle in her arms, face still with fear lest a single paper fall. Random, transfigured with wrath, seized her reins and bore her off. The fight filled the space they had been, half Tilbury’s black-clad men, half the blue and silver royal guard. Joyously Carrington turned to them, free again to give his whole heart to the melee.

Images blurred. His breath was as salt as blood in the back of his throat. He realized he was hoarse with shouting, but he couldn’t recall what. He was beside Hanagar, shoulder to shoulder, fighting at the mouth of the crooked little street their troop had fled along. Carrington spared a brief thought for the day he had looked forward to for so long, the day he left the wars in the west for the peaceful streets of Staunton.

The cudgel must have caught him then. He remembered nothing more.

The straw crackled as he shifted, searching for a place that would not gall his bumps and bruises. Surely Diana must have gotten safe away. Random would see to it. The papers were safe with her. William Sayres had gotten his lady’s swift mare safe into the narrow street, spurring hard for safety. William would tell Margaret what had happened. He would explain it all to her.

Carrington stirred in the straw, found a place for his aching head to rest on his stiff sword arm, and slept.

There are hours and actions in the life of a lady in waiting to the queen, both strictly circumscribed. In departing the palace at midnight, leaving her chamber there to take a chair to her own home in Queen Marie’s Way, Lady Margaret Yewesley felt as if she were committing a crime. Once safely as far as Yewesley House, she gave herself up gratefully to the furtive activities of Random’s emissaries, and was soon smuggled out again, packed in a basket of laundry.

She did not make any remarks to the emissaries upon the scheme of delivering laundry in the dead of night. The transparency of the disguise was a measure of Michael Random’s discomposure. She merely allowed herself to be tucked meekly in beneath a soiled tablecloth. Random had sent sturdy men, and they carried her smoothly, with few bumps and a rather comforting sway. It was not an uncomfortable mode of travel, scarcely more bizarre than a sedan chair.

The spectacle of a basket of laundry departing Yewesley House in the dead of night was nothing to the sensation caused by the arrival of a basket of laundry at Raven’s lodgings in Guttersnipe Lane. Here, evidently, midnight was the height of the night’s doings. The little procession attracted much attention and a few catcalls before it reached the safety of the steep staircase up to Raven’s garret.

    Margaret weathered the trip serenely, and allowed herself to be untucked and helped out of the basket before she glanced around at her companions and their surroundings. The basket was put in a corner and she was left alone with Random, Raven, and a green-eyed girl with a stubborn chin.

“Why, Raven,” Margaret said, “this is charming.”

Raven glanced startled from Margaret to the green-eyed girl, then suspiciously up at the sloping rafters of the garret. “That’s what she said,” he observed. “Is it some kind of ritual greeting?”

“Yes,” said the green-eyed girl. She slid a glance across to Random, who introduced her to Margaret as Diana Carrington.

“So you saved Christopher’s letters,” Margaret said. “May I see the letter from Tilbury to Lansquenet?”

Diana held the remains of Christopher’s doublet on her lap. From the torn cloth she extracted a limp sheet of paper. Margaret read the letter slowly. Set forth in tidy, practical detail, written in Tilbury’s own hand, were orders that would assure the queen’s death on her next progress. Margaret put the paper down, appalled.

“Do you think he means to carry out this plan?” she asked.

“Unless he has guessed exactly what Lansquenet gave Christopher, I don’t see why he should discard it,” Random replied. “All he needs to do is replace Lansquenet with some other cat’s paw.”

“Surely that’s academic,” protested Diana. “The queen will see that letter long before her next progress. He won’t have a chance to use it.”

“When is the next progress?” Random asked.

“The preparations have already begun,” Margaret said. “They haven’t chosen the precise date. Certainly within the next fortnight.”

“That’s ample time,” said Diana.

“Is it?” Margaret asked. “My last audience with the queen turned into Bertram’s arrest.”

“Surely you’ve spoken to her since then?” asked Diana.

“At her bidding,” Margaret said. “She has given me no chance to speak with her alone. There are always a handful of the other ladies in waiting, at very least.”

Random put his hands behind his back and began to pace the length of the garret, stooping slightly to avoid the rafters. “There must certainly be a way to gain you an audience with the queen with no danger of intrusion from Tilbury or one of his inexhaustible band of minions.”

“You’re thinking of a private audience,” replied Margaret. She shook her head and stared gloomily at the floor.

Raven got up from the edge of his untidy bed and stretched his lean frame, yawning cavernously. “Good gentlefolk,” he said, “you shatter my simple faith. I was brought up to believe all the nobility had her majesty’s royal ear, to pour your woes into at leisure. You are making it sound as if she is as remote from you as the tips of the Fandurals. It is very disillusioning. I revered you as folk of high station. Now I find you quite otherwise. I’m not sure I wish to entertain such mountebanks in my garret in the dead of night.”

“Your pardon, Master Raven,” said Margaret. “We have imposed on your good nature cruelly. Thank you for sheltering us this entire, very disordered evening. I shall take Diana with me back to Yewesley House and return to the palace before I am missed. You shall not be kept much longer from your rest.”

“Piffle,” said Random. “Raven; you must not impose on this lady’s good nature and better manners. Your custom is to gad about until the morning watches and then take to your bed as virtuous folk are rising.”

“I impose on Lady Margaret?” Raven leered. “A pleasant notion. I’ll thank you to keep a civil tongue in your head.”

“It is very kind of you to offer your hospitality to me,” Diana said softly to Margaret, “but I can’t accept.”

“No?” said Margaret. “Why not?”

“This is a time for action,” replied Diana. She tossed her head. “This is not a time to be mewed up in luxury. Why do you think I left Cairn Deeping?”

“To lead us to Singleton,” said Random mournfully. He and Raven had paused in their discussion of Raven’s customs to listen.

Diana shook her head. “Not at all. I can draw a map as well as anyone. I had no mind to stay at home and play letter box while great matters were afoot. My brother is not the only fighter in our family. The family motto is ‘Quick to Choose,’” she added, suddenly prim. “It is very apt.”

“It is, heaven help us,” sighed Random. “We’ve had our share of pitched battles for the moment. Now the problem is to hide the letter from Tilbury. It would do wonders for my peace of mind if I could hide you too. I can’t imagine what your brother will say to all this.”

“He will say I got myself into this through my own folly and so I must get myself out again,” said Diana. “I must guard the letter for him.”

“That won’t be necessary,” Random answered. “And if it were, you could hardly guard it all alone. A lady, alone and at large in this city—”

“I shall be disguised,” said Diana. “I certainly will not be alone.”

“Disguised?” said Margaret blankly.

“As a minstrel,” said Diana, and smiled brilliantly.

Raven sat down on his bed again, hard.

“Preposterous,” said Margaret.

“Not if you help,” replied Diana. “Michael, you traveled once with a troupe of players. Haven’t you told me before about your skill at disguise?”

Random had the grace to look abashed.

“And Master Raven, did our voices not harmonize very well when we first met, at the castaway revelry my brother gave to mark Midsummer a year ago?” demanded Diana. “Couldn’t you put a likely young lad to use, carrying your instruments and stringing your lute, remembering your lays? Have you never thought it would be an excellent thing to have an apprentice?”

“No,” said Raven.

“In truth, it is a rash notion,” said Random, “but its very originality makes it, unlikely to be a disguise Tilbury will penetrate.”

“Have you never read a book or seen a play?” exclaimed Margaret. “Girls dressed as lads are three a penny! Diana, you can’t be serious. Think for just a moment. The clothes, the walk, the gestures—”

“Trifles,” said Random. “With my coaching—”

Margaret threw her hands in the air.

Raven got to his feet again and cleared his throat. “How long would this masquerade go on?” he asked.

“Just until we get the letter to the queen,” said Diana.

“Which a moment ago no one could think how to do,” Raven said. “A lengthy apprenticeship seems in store for you. You realize you cannot marry without the guild’s permission once you sign the articles?”

“This is ludicrous,” said Margaret. She walked to the laundry basket and sat on the lid.

“Margaret,” Random said thoughtfully, “am I mistaken in the thought that the queen’s rose garden is open to the ladies of her court?”

Margaret gave him a look of disbelieving wonder. “No, you are not mistaken,” she answered kindly, then put her elbow on her knee and her chin in her palm.

“Don’t look so resigned,” Random said. “You aren’t really surrounded by maniacs. How long would it be before you could persuade the queen to receive you privately in the rose garden? Or if not privately, at least only in the company of Tilbury’s female minions? Of whom, now I think of it, he probably has half a dozen.”

“Do you think I could request the privilege of an audience in the rose garden in addition to the hours I spend in attendance upon the queen?” asked Margaret.

“Why not?” asked Diana.

“Because it would look dashed suspicious, that’s why not,” replied Margaret.

“Lady Margaret,” exclaimed Raven, “such language! I thought you meant to set an example for us lower classes.”

“Shut up, Raven,” said Random. “Lady Margaret can request an audience in the rose garden and give the letter to her majesty. You will guard Diana and the letter until the audience. It’s all settled.

“It isn’t,” exclaimed Raven and Margaret together.

“And shut up yourself,” added Raven.

“It is,” declared Diana. She gathered her curly dark hair into her fist at the nape of her neck and lifted it experimentally. “Does anyone have a scissors?”


“‘Farewell all joys; O death, come close mine eyes:

More geese than swans now live, more fools than wise.’”



Margaret watched the two singers, dark heads close together over the lute strings, listened as the melody and counterpoint soared in the garret, and put her hand up to conceal a yawn.

Raven and Diana finished triumphantly and turned to their audience, delight blazing through their modest demeanor.

“An it please you, gentles,” said Raven, “let me present my apprentice, Dion Caltroppe.”

“Good morrow, lad,” said Margaret, with no enthusiasm.

Diana bowed.

“You must bend your knee more,” Random said, then yawned and added, “while keeping your back straight.”

Diana nodded and made another bow.

“Better,” conceded Random.

Margaret tilted her head and regarded Diana critically. “Any better and no one will believe he’s not a courtier,” she pointed out. “Perhaps that’s our best hope. People will assume some lord’s son has escaped from his tutor and gone skylarking.”

“We must go to the Mayhews first,” Diana declared, running her fingers through her close-cropped curls, “for if my Philip does not recognize me, nor his mother—who has the eyes of a gerfalcon—no one will.”

“I am unhappy about your hair, Diana,” confessed Margaret. “Was it necessary to be quite so extreme?”

“Oh, that,” said Diana scornfully, dismissing the matter of her shorn head with a quick gesture. “If it grow not to its length in a twelve-month, why, clap Lansquenet’s flaxen wig on me and sell me for a Nord-man strumpet.”

“Enough,” said Random. He yawned again and stretched. “She is letter perfect. Word perfection must come with practice. The letter is safe in the second-best lute, and you, my lady, must somehow be gotten back to the palace before the day begins.”

“Then you had best make haste,” advised Raven. He fixed his new apprentice with a stony gaze. “If that lute suffers from the misusage you’ve subjected it to, I’ll have a new one out of your pocket.”

“Make it the first article of my indentures,” agreed Diana.

“The walls of the kitchen garden are not too high,” decided Random, “and if we hurry, we may be able to get you through the kitchens before the best half of the domestic staff is afoot.” He took Margaret’s arm and together they started for the door.

“Don’t let her go to the Mayhews,” called Margaret over her shoulder to Raven.

“Him,” corrected Diana.

“Just don’t” said Margaret, and they were gone down the stairs.


Chapter 8

While the royal council was in session, as it now was, resolving the finished war in the west, it was the queen’s practice to keep a watchful eye on her ladies and to employ them, when she could, to advance the image of herself—watchful sovereign and tirelessly virtuous lady—presiding over their sedate activites.

When Margaret took her place among them for the day’s duties, which included listening to didactic works of literature while they stitched at shirts for orphans, it seemed the program was contrived deliberately to send her off to sleep.

She had returned to the palace without detection, and had time to change her gown and scrub her face fiercely before she was summoned to the company of ladies. Though she had been too excited to feel sleepy at first, she soon had to struggle to hold back the yawns, and it seemed to her that she had a neat teaspoon of sand beneath each of her eyelids, which made her blink and blink again as she stitched. At last the interminable roll of etiquette was read, the shirts neatly folded, the needles put aside, and the ladies made ready to repair to their midday meal. Margaret made haste, hoping for a moment to splash cold water into her face unobserved, perhaps to rinse some of the sand away. She reached the door, had a hand on the panel, when the queen spoke.

“Lady Margaret Yewesley,” she said crisply, not needing to lift her voice a tone to make it an order, “will you tarry a moment with me?”

Margaret turned and waited as the rest of the ladies filed past, eyes cast down, faces studiously blank. For an instant her heart lifted. Would it be as simple as this to have speech with the queen alone and to warn her of her danger?

The drapery behind the queen’s chair stirred and the duke of Tilbury emerged from the cushioned window seat to stand beside the queen, stretching his legs and arching his back with feline grace and ease.

“Join us, Tilbury,” said the queen, with a negligent motion of her hand, never taking her eyes from Margaret’s face, “if you have quite finished your nap.”

“Virtue is so soothing,” Tilbury observed, his eyes bright, his smile apologetic. “It lulled me straight to sleep.”

“Lady. Margaret has more fortitude,” said the queen. “Sometimes I suspect she has too much. Come nearer, child.”

Margaret returned to her chair and waited, back straight, hands quiet, mind racing.

“I will not discuss the matter of your bereavement before a third person,” Queen Andred said gently, “but I must seize this moment to ask you if you do not think it is too much to ask to bear your betrothed’s death and the burdens of service to me. Will you retire from my service for a space—say, the summer—until you are quite recovered from your grief at Sir Anthony’s death? I am not the only one who sees you are not yourself these days.” She glanced aside at Tilbury for the first time.

Margaret looked at Tilbury, too, and for a moment she could not believe her own eyes. Her mind told her that he was a cunning and iniquitous man, capable of whatever mischief should delight him. Her eyes told her he was a man like any other, clean-limbed, carefully dressed, composed. Like any royal councillor, his face was a mask, but he appeared easy in the queen’s presence, full of policies for the good of the crown, willing to divulge them.

Were Christopher and the others mad, to brawl in market squares and troop about in disguise because of this man? If she accused him now, how could the queen fail to see him as her steady confidant denounced by a lady in a rumpled gown, white-faced with fatigue, whose voice would certainly crack and probably shake into tears in the telling of her implausible tale?

“If I seemed inattentive, I beg your majesty’s pardon,” Margaret began. “It is my one hope, to serve you well. Perhaps if I might be granted private audience, I could explain my behavior more clearly.”

“Private audience?” said the queen, startled. “My own lady in waiting begs an audience in the rose garden while alone with me?”

“We are not alone, your majesty,” replied Margaret huskily. “I may not speak before a man. I pray you will grant me a private audience.”

“I can count to three,” said the queen. “These crochets do not endear themselves to me. Come, speak if you have something to say to me. Tilbury counts for nothing here, his motives are my own. If you have the caprice to speak to me, there is nothing he shall not hear.”

“I can only speak to you alone,” said Margaret.

“Her maiden’s modesty forbids,” said Tilbury, eyes alight with amusement at Margaret’s embarrassment. “See how the blood runs hot in that pale face? You shall not force her to speak on my account, your majesty. I have no wish to hear confessions of midnight mischief. My own face reddens at the thought. Let be, and grant her private audience, at whatever day and hour you approve. Spare me the disillusion now.”

“Private audience you beg,” the queen replied crossly, “and private audience you shall have. But you shall have it as a private person. From this day you are dismissed from your attendance at court as one of my ladies. Go home. Mend your manners as well as your heart.”

“If you please,” persisted Margaret, “when may I have private audience?”

“God’s teeth, how the butterfly bites,” said the queen. “Make a petition to my secretary as the common folk do. I don’t know when I’ll have the patience to see you again, let alone speak with you.”

“Your majesty, allow me to intercede on your butterfly’s behalf,” said Tilbury. “May she not know the hour of her audience now? She is no commoner, and her motives are surely those of the heart, and thus beyond her intellect’s capacity to control.”

“This day a fortnight,” snapped the queen, with a sharp gesture of dismissal. “I have no mind to see your face before then. Now go, girl. Get home and stay there.”

Margaret made a smooth curtsey and departed, back straight but lashes flickering. The queen watched her go, eyes suddenly softened. Tilbury watched the queen.

“This day a fortnight,” said the queen, “unless I am on my progress by then. The seneschal cannot seem to organize himself to tell me when he will permit me to indulge my whim to leave at any moment.”

“He has a formidable task,” said the duke. “He moves the household of the heart that beats for the whole realm.”

“Heart and head,” agreed the queen. “But it is the stomach he has the most care for. I hope you do not miss your meal, for you’ve no time to find one before the session begins.”

“Policy is both meat and drink to me,” Tilbury assured her. He offered her his arm. “In your company, how could any man not find himself refreshed?”

All along the gallery Margaret kept her head high, for fear the tears would overflow if she glanced down. At the first flight of stairs she started down dry-eyed, but by the time she reached the landing, her cheeks were tracked with tears. So Lady Clodia found her, as she came to the palace on her own business. Clodia’s smile of casual greeting faded as she took in the white face, the damp eyes that Margaret showed. “What’s amiss?”

“Only a trifle,” replied Margaret, with a helpless little shake of her head. “Perhaps it upsets me more than it should because I am a bit tired. I have been dismissed.”

“Dismissed?” repeated Lady Clodia. “You mean you have been dismissed from her majesty’s presence?”

Margaret fixed Clodia with a look of such misery that the older woman took both her hands and held them steady in her firm, warm clasp. With an effort Margaret brought her voice level. “I have been dismissed from her majesty’s service.” Lady Clodia glanced swiftly up and down the corridor to be certain there was no one to overhear. “Is this Tilbury’s doing?” Margaret shook her head. “I asked for a private audience.” Lady Clodia looked surprised. “Here is no place for this,” she said. “Come home with me to Swan Court. Eat dinner and we can speak freely, or if you have no appetite, humor me and drink the cordial I’ve distilled. It is very comforting to shocks and turmoils such as this.”

“I must clear my things out of my room here,” said Margaret.

“Nonsense,” said Lady Clodia. “Such tasks can wait. You are pale as whitewash.”

Margaret protested at length, but Lady Clodia overruled her and the pair of them went off down the hall, with Lady Clodia still gripping Margaret’s cold hand.

Later, standing at an oriel window looking out into the peaceful gardens of Swan Court, Margaret sipped her glass of cordial and listened while Lady Clodia issued a flurry of orders to her servants. When they had gone briskly about their errands, Lady Clodia turned her attention back to her guest. “Now, tell me all.” She subsided into a chair with a rustle of taffeta petticoats.

Margaret kept her back to her hostess, watching the thin rain that misted the carefully tended beds of the garden.

“Has she learned you’ve enlisted an army in the prince’s cause?” prompted Lady Clodia.

Margaret leaned her hot forehead against the cool glass of the window. “It angered her that I asked for a private audience. It must have been because she could see I didn’t wish to speak before Tilbury.”

“What reason did she give for your dismissal?”

“My request—and she suggested my grief at Anthony’s death made me unfit for service,” Margaret replied.

“That does not sound like Tilbury’s work,” said Lady Clodia. “I imagine he would like to see you thoroughly discredited.”

Margaret turned away from the garden to face Lady Clodia. “Truly, I do mourn for Anthony.”

“I know,” said Lady Clodia, “but you are young and have a part in doings that demand all your heart. I know you loved him, but it is hard to mourn overmuch for yesterday when tomorrow demands so much of you.”

“How shall I be of any help to Christopher and Michael now?” asked Margaret. She sketched a gesture of helplessness with her empty glass.

“You can still visit the palace without exciting comment,” replied Lady Clodia. “Nothing will seem more natural than that you petition for your return.”

“How can I help Bertram?” Margaret asked. “Who will tell me now when the queen’s progress is to be?”

“You are resourceful and you have made resourceful friends. Perhaps it is a good thing you will no longer be at court beneath all eyes. Perhaps that is what led the queen to dismiss you. Perhaps that is what led her to arrest the prince.”

“I don’t see what you mean,” said Margaret.

“Consider the effect of Bertram’s arrest,” said Lady Clodia pensively. “He has been locked away from everyone, under guard at all times.”

“Under guard even from the queen,” agreed Margaret. “Even from the duke.”

“So perhaps she already has some suspicions of the duke,” continued Lady Clodia.

“She can’t know his plans,” said Margaret. “We must warn her.”

“My son’s death should have been sufficient warning to a woman of the queen’s measure,” said Lady Clodia.

“Your cordial is indeed a sovereign remedy for sorrow,” said Margaret, “and your counsel still more. If the queen had not dismissed me, perhaps Tilbury would have found some way to stop me and my intrigues. Some permanent way.”

“He may find some way yet,” Lady Clodia replied. “Tilbury is a man of great wit and great malice. If he suspects you now, you must use great discretion. Until he is dead, he is dangerous to you, to your friends—to the realm itself.”

“Once the queen knows his intentions, she will scotch him,” Margaret answered. “Dead or banished, she’ll keep him from harming her subjects.”

“Death alone could quench his malice,” said Lady Clodia. “Banishment could not quell him. He shall receive what he has dealt out, and only then shall the queen, and the realm, be safe. And none of us are safe until the queen is.”

“Killing Tilbury would not bring Anthony back,” said Margaret very quietly.

“It is pointless to debate his fate until we have brought him to bay,” said Lady Clodia. “They will summon us to dine soon. I hope you will stay and spend the night here after we finish. I feel I should repay your hospitality of the other night. And I have some crocus bulbs you would enjoy praising.”

“I must not, but I thank you,” replied Margaret. “I had not expected time today to devote to my concerns. I can put this evening to good use.”

“Commendable. But I beg you will put your concerns away for the time you are at my table. Not only do I pride myself on the hospitality of Swan Court, but the rissoles will require our complete concentration.”

“Your pardon if I err,” Queen Andred said slowly, slowly enough that her ministers quailed at the deliberate iciness she put into her tone, “but am I to understand that the royal guard put down an armed insurrection within the city gates yesterday and I was not informed of it? Not even informed of the arrest of the leader?”

“You were informed, your majesty,” the duke of Tilbury replied with great gentleness.

“Here at this meeting of the council,” she replied. She let her bright cold eyes rest upon him and let her expression speak silent volumes.

“It seemed the wisest course, to squelch the rebels so thoroughly that no rumor could escape to fuel any other conspiracies,” said Tilbury.

“To whom did it seem the wisest course?” asked the queen. Her tone was now one of mild interest.

Tilbury allowed a trace of apologetic uncertainty to enter his voice. “Naturally, had I realized that your majesty wished to be told of every common felon’s arrest—”

“Has treason come to be a common felony?” asked the queen, eyes flashing. “It does not seem common to me. It seems the foulest, most unnatural of acts, to rise in arms against a lawful ruler. Who is the traitor? When is the hearing set?”

“The hearing has not been set,” replied the duke. “The felon is Sir Christopher Carrington.”

“Doubtless the hearing will be delayed until more important matters are resolved,” said the queen. “Don’t hesitate. Tell me the matters more uncommon than an armed rebellion. What else is afoot in my realm these days?”

The silence that fell over the council table was prolonged.

“Let the hearing be held tomorrow,” the queen commanded. “Set forth the indictment against him fully. It does not please me to set traitors free on an error of procedure. Nor would it please me to try an innocent man for insufficient cause. It astonishes me that a man trusted by Sir Anthony Folville could rebel against me.”

“Yet Sir Anthony Folville’s life was ended at the hand of one whom he trusted—and others trusted too,” said Tilbury.

“Have a care,” the queen said to him. “The services you have done the crown excuse you much, but I shall not endure slander on the royal house from anyone—dread lord.”

Her tone made Tilbury start to explain, but before he could answer, she cut across his words. “And take care also that I do not learn of such rebels through rumor. Gossip runs swift here, but I prefer to hear news from my councillors, not from members of my household staff.”

“The hearing will take place tomorrow,” said Tilbury.

“Where is the prisoner?” asked the queen. “In the old palace?”

“He is in a cell befitting his degree,” replied the duke.

“I am glad of it,” the queen replied. “Remember, the queen’s justice is judged at every trial. Use him well to show we do not punish an untried prisoner. When his guilt is proved, our justice will be swift, but not until then.”

“As you command,” Tilbury replied, and withdrew to make good her orders.

Spring night came to Staunton. The sky was overcast, but the wind rising from the west promised clear skies by morning. There was a faint warmth on that wind, a suggestion of melted snow and the vivid scent of freshly plowed fields.

Raven the minstrel drew in a deep lungful of the evening air and let it out again, choking slightly. Night was his milieu, but the outdoors was not. Still, even wandering drafty streets was preferable to spending all his time with Diana Carrington. It was his agreed task to keep an eye on her, true, and he fully expected to receive a rich reward for his labors. Each day he must accompany her to convince the curious she was who she insisted she was, Dion Caltroppe, page to a minstrel. But now that she was finally safely asleep, surely he was free to leave her locked in his garret and go in search of a little wholesome entertainment? He considered the matter as he edged along the gutter that ran down the center of the street, gurgling with the runoff from the morning’s rain. Perhaps he would look in at the Gilt Lion for some civilized conversation and a glass of something strong. Or there was the Firebrand, lower prices but a longer walk. He reached the end of Fever Street without wetting his feet and turned into Crown Lane, where it cut across the foot of Queen Marie’s Way. The Firebrand it was, he decided.

Raven the minstrel changed his mind when he reached the crossing at Queen Marie’s Way. There, in the light of a link-boy’s torch, a band of men struggled silently. The wind on the torch made the shadows dance, and the mired street made footing uncertain, so scarce half the men had their balance at any given moment, but the melee looked to Raven as if three men were set upon one, and that one distinctively tall.

“Fire!” Raven cried, his voice pitched to the clarion tone of the watch. “Fire!”

The struggle did not slacken, but in one of the great houses that flanked Queen Marie’s Way, a lighted window dimmed as someone within drew near to peer out. Raven made hotfoot for the stone steps that led up to the door. He knew the house, had sung there earlier in the day, at Diana’s insistence. It was Philip Mayhew’s house, he who was betrothed to her, and with him lived his brother Constant, who had just returned from a visit to the country. That visit had been quietly riotous, for he had ridden with Random’s merry crew on the expedition that had ended in the market square. Raven hammered on the door, never stopped shouting, spared a glance over his shoulder. The tall man was down.

Boots clattered within, the latch slid up and the door flew open with a subdued crash. Constant Mayhew stood in the door, panting and pulling his doublet on over his shirt.

“Raven,” he exclaimed, “at this hour? Did you spend Philip’s largesse so soon?”

“Random,” Raven explained.

Constant looked past him into the torchlit street. “How many?”

“More than you can handle alone.”

“More than you and I can handle alone,” corrected Mayhew.

“I should say not,” Raven protested. “Think of my hands!”

But Mayhew had already disappeared within, and sounds of chairs pushed back and glasses set down told the reply to his hurried words. In moments he returned, this time to hurtle past Raven with three companions in his wake.

It seemed to Raven, as he watched from the shadows beside the great door, that he had interrupted a card party, and that the players were not averse to this break in their evening’s entertainment. Raven strolled down the steps after them to have a closer look at the combat. When he reached the street, he nearly stepped on the retreating link-boy.

“Please sir,” said the boy, scared, “that’s my fare.”

“Who paid you to lead him here?” asked Raven, looming over the dirty boy.

The child shook his head and denied the charge with spirit.

“Where did he wish to go?”

“Yewesley House, sir, just up the hill.”

“Then take this,” said Raven, handing down a single coin, “and give me the torch. I’ll light him the rest of the way.”

“I can go?” the boy asked dubiously. He glanced back. Mayhew and his friends were battling joyously in the street, but Random’s lean figure lay motionless in the mud.

“I recommend it,” Raven replied.

The boy took the coin and surrendered the torch.

Without sparing a glance to see which way the child went or how the battle fared, Raven went to kneel at Random’s side, torch held high to try to assess the damage.

Random had disguised himself as a merchant, with furtrimmed robe, a liripipe turban, and a chain of broad S-links. The boy paid to bear a torch before him had been the final touch of commercial prosperity. Whatever other hurts Random had taken, Raven could see that the rapidly purpling bruise at his temple spoke of a blow to the skull. One arm seemed crooked, as he lay on it in the mud. Raven reached slender fingers for the pulse beneath Random’s ear and found it, faint and fast. Raven sat back on his heels and waited for the battle to end.

When all of the remaining attackers lost heart at once, it did. The attackers faded into the shadows and left the Mayhew card party in possession of the field.

Constant Mayhew wiped his bloody nose on the sleeve of his doublet and stood beside Raven. “Is he all right?”

“Not really,” said Raven.

“What are we going to do with him?” asked Constant.

Raven glanced up as the remaining members of the card party gathered around him. Battered, breathless, and still well flown with whatever they had been drinking earlier, none of them seemed likely to plunge suddenly into a session of sweet silent thought. Raven stifled a sigh. “He was on his way to Yewesley House. I suggest you carry him there. Send for a physician. And hurry, before the rest of the street wakes up.”

“I broke my leg about a year ago,” remarked one of the card players. “Shall I fetch the fellow who fixed me up?”

“That would be ideal,” Raven answered.

“How did you break your leg, Robin?” asked Constant, stooping to lift Random’s ankles. “Get his shoulders, Hugo.”

“Fell in a hole,” Robin replied. “Very embarrassing.”

“Well, remember to fetch the fellow to Yewesley House, and be as quick as you can.” said Constant. “Gentlemen, hoist away.”

So, with Raven in the lead carrying the torch, the little procession made its way up the hill toward the silent house in Queen Marie’s Way.

“Oh, and I sent for him,” breathed Margaret, looking down into Michael Random’s face. There was mud and blood there, but the gray tone under his skin disturbed her most.

Robin’s physician put her gently out of his way to bend over the bed.

“With your permission, my lady,” Raven said, “I should return to my lodgings and my responsibilities there.”

“Of course.” Margaret squared her shoulders and clasped her hands firmly so no one would suspect they were trembling. “You saved his life, Master Raven. How can we repay you?”

Raven grinned and swept her a graceful bow. “Merest accident, my lady, but I will be pleased to consider the matter.”

He withdrew, leaving her to watch the doctor work, and paused at the door to exchange words with Constant Mayhew.

“You’re sure you’re safe in the streets alone?” Mayhew asked.

“Dear boy, I was born there, figuratively speaking,” Raven replied. “And you?”

“I think we’ll stay on awhile longer,” Mayhew answered. “We can watch the house. The card game was dreadfully onesided anyway. Hugo was having one of his tiresome spells when he couldn’t seem to be wrong about anything.”

“Really? How novel for him,” Raven remarked, and took his leave.

Yewesley House was a turmoil of servants bustling up and down stairs, sent on errands by Margaret, by Constant, and by Robin’s physician. The buzz of activity subsided somewhat when the physician cleared the sickroom of everyone but Margaret.

“This was in his doublet,” the physician said, and handed her a small packet sealed with a familiar signet and addressed to her. “Why he should be wearing false whiskers and a padded stomacher, I won’t ask. But it’s possible the rags he used to pad that false belly saved his life. Whoever beat him meant to kill him.”

Margaret let herself be swept into the next room and found herself in a chair by the fire, staring rather blankly at the letter. There was no sound from Random’s room. The servants had gone back to their discreet, silent service. For a moment she sat alone, savoring the silence. The wind rattled a windowpane. The fire snapped in the grate.

With a great effort she opened her eyes. It took her a moment to realize she had closed them. Then she ran her thumb roughly beneath the seal, unfolded the pages and spread them flat on her knee.

As she had known when she saw the caltrops and chevrons of the signet, the letter was from Carrington.


My Lady Margaret,

The chance to write to you came suddenly, and I must suddenly seize it. You know, for I trust Random told you, I have been imprisoned since our arrival in Staunton. Early today I received callers in royal livery, the first I had seen since my arrest. They brought a warrant to remove me from my cell to more comfortable quarters. My hearing is set for tomorrow. I suppose they don’t wish me to make too motley a show of myself before the court. I was delighted with my new quarters the moment I had leisure to examiné them. They are in the old part of the palace, paneled in cunningly carved oak, and yes—could it be otherwise—they share a common wall with one of Bertram’s cubbyholes. He had been listening on the other side of the panel for some time to be certain I was alone before he greeted me. He told me he would pass a message through to the queen’s fool should I wish to send news to anyone. Of course, I had no sooner assured myself I was not dreaming than I thought to write to you.

I am in a room with a view of the great gate, on the third floor. I do not know the precise location. All is well with me. They read me the charges from the warrant. I am accused of the murder of the cutthroats at the inn in Singleton, though not of Lansquenet; of desertion from the queen’s army, though my orders are quite correct (safe packed away in the baggage I sent to Cairn Deeping with Frederick); defiance of a royal writ—for the arrest of Lansquenet, though again, his name isn’t mentioned; extensive property damage at the sign of the Bunch of Grapes, Singleton; assault on the persons of men in the royal livery; wielding arms within the city gates; conduct regardless of life; reckless deportment in a market square; and resisting arrest. I shall plead innocence and petition for wager of battle. If they grant me trial by combat, it will be the duke of Tilbury who will face me in the lists, since he took up the position when Anthony surrendered it to go to war. There is the chance the queen will ignore my petition, for wager of battle has long been unused as a trial, but even a dull trial will keep her from a progress to Calladon.

There scratches Bertram at the panel. I must stop so he can bring this to you, a service he performs for me in return for me reading his verses. I wish I knew more of meters and less of militia. It would be better use to me now, when I am mewed up and all our hopes rest on you and your court canniness.

God save the queen and confound our Adversary.

Thy servant while I live,

Christopher



The signature trailed off in a flourish, smudged where the paper had been folded before the ink was dry. She glanced again at the list of charges brought against Carrington. For an instant the letters blurred, wriggled alarmingly. She rubbed her eyes, folded the letter away and rose with a little sigh. Whatever the reason for the attack on Random, Carrington should be told of it, so he might use what caution he could in his imprisonment. If nothing else, to write a reply would keep her awake until the physician was finished with Random and she could hear how he fared. With the sense she was continuing a conversation that comforted her, she took up her pen and prepared to write.


Chapter 9

Between Arling House and the river lay by a water garden set out by the Arlings for their pleasure on the baking days of summers long since past. Now the house belonged to the duke of Tilbury, and the garden—low basins of stone and long mirror pools spread in geometric splendor across lawns of grass like green plush—was the duke of Tilbury’s too. Once, long ago, pools and basins would have been drained for the winter, swept clean of fallen leaves, scrubbed and covered until spring. Now each pool lay open to the sky despite the season, ankle deep in rainwater and dead leaves, choked, clogged, and smelling faintly of the lillies that had festered there from the summer before.

Though it was the middle of the night, it pleased the duke of Tilbury to walk in his water garden, by the light of torches that burned with a sulfurous yellow glow. At his elbow walked Souriant, bald head agleam with the flare of the torches as the spring wind made the flames dance and shadows leap. Souriant pulled his cloak tight beneath his chin against the chill of the night wind. The shadows did not trouble him.

“The crystal?” asked Tilbury.

Souriant shook his head. “I search.”

“Our prince proves troublesome,” Tilbury said. “He has found a way to pass letters from his cell. Tonight he passed one, through whom I do not know, to Michael Random.”

“Random the fop?”

“Random the gambler too,” said Tilbury. “I was not sure of his complicity until he was seen at the market square when Carrington was arrested. I thought it might prove amusing to see what Bertram had to say to his loyal subject, so I gave instructions that the letter be intercepted.”

“If he conspires with the rebels,” Souriant said, “it would be well to let him write his letters. They will not disturb the queen.”

“Unfortunately, my instructions were not carried out. There was an interruption. But Random will not trouble me further.” Tilbury’s face betrayed nothing, but his voice was touched with satisfaction. “As for Bertram, I will allow him to attaint himself of treason by conspiring with his friends. When I am ready, the queen will have no choice but to silence him.”

“And Carrington?”

“He will be persuaded to reveal his evidence against me. I shall make it clear to him that the crown can be induced to drop the case against him. Then, once I have the evidence, I shall see to it that my influence with the queen diminishes rapidly,” Tilbury said.

“Once he is on trial he would have no reason to remain silent about his suspicions of you,” said Souriant.

“Once he is on trial,” Tilbury replied, “no one will take his assertions seriously. Who listens to a man with his head on the block?”

“I could ensure his unbroken silence,” said Souriant a little wistfully.

“But your methods are so maddeningly deliberate,” said Tilbury. “Don’t be distracted by these petty factions. I enjoy them, of course, but it is my avocation. Yours is research. Find your crystal and find it soon. I don’t need it now, but it might prove useful very soon.”

“As you wish, your grace,” replied Souriant, and left the duke walking in the garden among the weed-choked pools.

As if she were as sensitive to scrutiny asleep as she was awake, Margaret stirred in her chair and woke. Michael Random lay watching her, bandaged head half buried in the snowy expanse of the pillows.

“Are you comfortable?” she asked. “Can I get you something?”

Michael gave her a wan smile. “The only thing that could give me more complete comfort would be oblivion, and I’ve had enough of that for one night.”

She gripped the arms of her chair until her knuckles whitened. “Thank heaven you’re all right.”

“Am I?” he asked. “Is my arm?”

“You broke that, I’m afraid,” she said. “The physician said if you hadn’t been wearing that wretched disguise, things might have been worse.”

“Lucky,” Random said.

“Extremely lucky,” Margaret assured him. “Raven was out for a stroll, he told me, and spied a robbery in progress. I’d like to think he’d have come to the aid of any innocent, but perhaps you weren’t disguised quite well enough to keep him from recognizing you on sight. It made his choice easier.”

“I heard someone shout ‘Fire,’” Random said dreamily.

“A time-honored tactic, Raven tells me. You were just at the foot of the hill. Constant Mayhew had some friends in to play cards and drink claret,” said Margaret. “They are very fond of fires.”

“Or aware of Raven’s tactics,” said Random. “The letter?”

“I have it safe,” Margaret replied. “The physician found it when he was assessing the damage.” Margaret’s tone was light but her eyes were serious.

Michael Random took a deep breath, or began to, then settled for a shallow one at the stab his ribs gave him. He winced and closed his eyes.

Margaret watched him in silence and hesitated to stay and speak or rise and leave, unsure whether he woke or slept.

“I’m awake,” said Random. “Go on, talk to me. Nothing wrong with my ears. You sent for me?”

“I was dismissed from court today.”

Random opened his eyes. “I know. Court gossip. You told the queen Tilbury is a murderous viper, and she banished you to the desolation of your manor in the countryside.”

Margaret rose and began to pace up and down the room. “I wish I had.”

Michael listened to her account of the conversation with Tilbury and the queen, watched Margaret lace her fingers together in agitation, and said, “I think you did very well. Tilbury must take us seriously at last. He has had you dismissed and has tried to murder me. I think we make him uncomfortable. Hmm. If you hadn’t summoned me, I could be sure he had his men set upon me to get the letter. This way, there’s the possibility he knew nothing about the letter and decided to have me put quietly away for other reasons.”

Margaret paused and took a closer look at Random. It became obvious to her from the lift of his brows that he had something he wished badly to say. She said, “Other reasons?”

Random cleared his throat. “It isn’t that I’ve never told anyone,” he said. “Quite the reverse. Only I never told anyone but people I thought didn’t believe me, or at least expected me to tell them things they would find unlikely.”

“Do you mean other gamblers?”

“Not exclusively. My mother was a widow, you see, and my father was the duke of Domran.”

“So Lady Clodia told me quite a while ago,” Margaret replied. “I thought she must be teasing me.”

Random looked annoyed. “Well, she might have been teasing you, but it’s true just the same.”

“But why would that provide Tilbury with a reason to rid himself of you? I should think your actions speak louder than your family history. You’ve bedeviled him and made his minions look extremely foolish.”

Random looked mollified. “If Tilbury designs against the queen’s life, and we know he does,” he said, “and if Bertram is in prison, and he is, who is next in line to the throne?”

    “Not a byblow of the duke of Domran,” Margaret replied.

“No, but who?”

“No one. The queen has not even named Bertram as her successor. He is merely heir presumptive. She could still marry and bear a child,” Margaret answered.

“If she dies without doing so?” demanded Random.

“With Bertram in prison—for treason—no one would be in direct line. But really, Random, the only way to keep Bertram from the throne would be to kill him. After the queen, everyone expects him to come to the throne.”

“Doesn’t it seem likely that Bertram will be sent to the block for treason long before Tilbury moves against the queen?” Random asked. “And how untidy it would be if there were any other members of the royal family lying about.”

“This really is conspiring, isn’t it?” Margaret observed. “I don’t like it. It makes me feel nervous.”

“We aren’t conspiring. We are trying to forestall the duke’s schemes,” said Random. “Quite a different matter.”

“I still think they attacked you to stop you from interfering with Tilbury any further,” Margaret said, “or to get the letter.”

“Or perhaps all these reasons mixed together,” Random said.

“Yes, yes, you’re plainly a dangerous fellow,” agreed Margaret. “How do Christopher and Bertram do?”

“Excellently, I’m sure,” answered Random. “All I saw of them was the hole in the wainscoting.”

“I should never have sent for you,” said Margaret.

“Yet I’d have come, my lady,” Random said, “sent or unsent. I’m glad you got your letter.”

“Whatever my station now,” she said. “I am rich in friends.”

“Well-earned wealth,” Random assured her, and fell asleep.

Before the sun was over the horizon the next morning, Sir Christopher Carrington was awake in the silence of his new cell. This was a far more amenable prison, a comfortable chamber of the palace with a guard posted outside the door. At first he could not identify the discomfort that had awakened him, and put it down to sleeping in a proper bed, complete with sheets and pillow, for the first time in several months. A moment’s confused thought and he decided that wasn’t it at all. It was the instinct that despite the queen’s guard outside the door, he was not alone in his room. He rose on his elbow and looked about the chamber.

At the window a tall figure stood. On a table beside him lay a linen towel and something with a metallic glint. The dark simplicity of the figure’s clothing suggested nobleman’s livery, and the deftness with which he handled the implements on the towel suggested one of the more exalted sort of manservant. “Who are you?” Carrington asked.

“A friend,” the intruder replied, his voice silken.

Something in that voice made the back of Carrington’s neck prickle.

“A very gentle friend, I suspect,” said Carrington.

“Almost without peer,” replied the man, with a smile like a gash. Carrington recognized his grace, the duke of Tilbury.

Carrington blinked and looked again at the implements on the towel. They were a set of razors. Tilbury held one in his hand.

“What brings you to visit me?” asked Carrington.

“Business,” replied Tilbury, noting Carrington’s glance at the razor and enjoying it. “A simple matter of business. You have been behaving oddly of late. You possess something that cannot harm me but could embarrass me. If you choose to embarrass me, that is your own affair. But if not, I can see to it that the hearing later today finds no reason to bring an indictment. Your case will be dismissed without trial.”

Carrington sat on the edge of the bed. “That would be a grave miscarriage of justice.”

“Possibly,” Tilbury agreed. “I cannot tell you the precise nature of the object you possess, but it is obviously a concrete piece of evidence against me or you would not have behaved so absurdly these past several weeks. Surrender it to me and there will be no need for unpleasantness. I have no quarrel with you.”

“Unpleasantness,” repeated Carrington, with mild disbelief. “You disregard the quarrel I have with you.”

“Then you refuse to cooperate?” asked Tilbury.

“That’s putting it very mildly,” Carrington answered. “The mere suggestion is insulting. I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised at any of your behavior, but I am. Are you honestly so blind to honor you think because you lack it, no one possesses it?”

“Have I insulted you?” Tilbury asked. “Dear me. I meant only to speak with you as an equal. Tell me, where does your indignation come from—the quarrel you have with me, or your honor?”

“Why ask?” demanded Carrington. “The result is the same.”

“I am curious,” said Tilbury. “You are so sure of the virtues of chivalry, of the existence of honor—of your own honor. It is amusing to be instructed in these mysteries by a child with his hair still rumpled in sleep.”

With difficulty Carrington restrained himself from running a hand through his disordered hair. He kept his hands still and eyed Tilbury severely. “I am in debt for this visit of yours. I haven’t had a proper shave in some time. I should hate to go before the queen’s court in disorder.”

“I am no barber,” Tilbury replied.

“And no butcher, or you would have used those razors as I slept.”

“That recreation would have defeated my purpose,” Tilbury replied. “I came on business.”

“You have no business with me. I look forward to the hearing, and to your embarrassment,” said Carrington.

“You look forward to the hearing, despite the fact you are guilty of the charges brought against you. How can you hope to avoid an indictment? Or do you wish for a grave miscarriage of justice?”

“On the contrary,” Carrington replied. “I mean to see justice done, by my own hand if necessary. Wager of battle.”

Tilbury’s mirth was quiet but prolonged.

“How do you propose to persuade me to consent to such a scheme?” asked Tilbury, when he could speak levelly again. “Why should I venture myself in so dangerous a contest?”

“For chivalry, since you are the queen’s champion,” Carrington said, “or perhaps merely for novelty. You could kill me with your own hands instead of someone else’s.”

“Chivalry is no temptation to me,” said Tilbury.

“Well, that’s plain,” replied Carrington. “It astonishes me that you can look so completely like a knight, and lack so completely every trace of a knight’s substance.”

“Oh, come now,” said Tilbury, “do you tell me that any knight I meet will be a paragon of the chivalric virtues? I’m sorry to tell you I can think of dozens of knights who speak well and act ill. In fact, I can’t think of a single one who comes near living up to all those noble words they use so freely.”

“I am not the man to speak in chivalry’s defense,” answered Carrington, “but there is no harm in an idea that calls for men to behave as if they were better than they are.”

“Why, what else do I do?” inquired Tilbury. “What else does any woman do?”

“You seem honest and you are not,” Carrington answered. “Your remark slanders women with a clumsy jest. I said behave, not pretend. You see that words are not my best weapons. If Sir Anthony Folville were here, he could put it to you in terms you might understand.”

“But Sir Anthony Folville is dead,” said Tilbury. “Now, perhaps your other point, the appeal of novelty, might have availed you if he lived. For I would have liked to kill Folville myself. It would have been very pleasant to draw sword upon the noble Sir Anthony.”

“The noble Sir Anthony would have killed you in short order,” said Carrington, “and that would have been very pleasant.”

“Do you think so?” asked Tilbury. “I might enjoy teaching you a little about my skill at arms. But if I wished you dead, I would have rendered your sleep an eternity.”

“You wished to bargain with me to spare yourself embarrassment,” Carrington said.

“I still do. I don’t suppose you’d care to reconsider?”

“We owe God a death, they say,” Carrington replied.

“Perhaps knights say that,” Tilbury said. “Perhaps I shall see He collects at my pleasure.” The duke put his razor down beside the others and left. Carrington sat quietly for a long time, gazing at the dazzling square of early morning sunlight on the faultless white of the linen towel.

Carrington was still staring at the razors without seeing them when a scratch came at the paneling. In one stride he moved from his bed to the corner of his room. “Bertram, I trust?” he whispered.

“I thought I heard Tilbury,” Bertram whispered back.

“You did.”

“Oh. How did you like my verses?” whispered Bertram.

“Oh,” it was Carrington’s turn to say, “I haven’t read them yet.”

“Oh.” There was silence for a moment.

“I shall,” said Carrington hastily. “Just let me scrub and shave before the water goes cold. I don’t know when they will send a guard to fetch me for the hearing, but I’ll try to read through all the verses before then.”

From behind the panel Bertram’s sigh of resignation rustled distinctly. “I’ll wait here.”

“They’ll miss you from your chamber.”

“They just brought me my breakfast and won’t come back until midday,” Bertram replied. “I’ll wait.”

Half an hour later Carrington put down the last sheet of closely written paper. “I like them,” he said, “all of them.”

“You do?” Bertram’s whisper lilted, then dropped, dark with suspicion. “Which one do you like the least?”

“That’s a peculiar sort of question,” Carrington replied. “How can I answer that?”

“Try honestly,” Bertram suggested.

“I always try to be honest,” Carrington answered. “That’s why things get so difficult. All of the verses seem good to me. They swing along evenly, like a troop marching. I suppose I like the one with the line, ‘This false world is but transitory,’ the best. It reminded me of something.” He folded the little sheaf of verses and put it back through the crevice.

“That’s because I stole it,” said Bertram. “You don’t have to tell me about my verses. I know. Most of them are about girls. That’s why I started writing verses, to impress girls. Only now I want to impress everyone. I need to practice. Thank you for reading them. I’m sorry your water is cold.”

“You shouldn’t show those verses to someone like me,” said Carrington. “You should show them to someone learned.”

“Perhaps some day,” said Bertram.

There was a rustle behind the panel as Bertram withdrew.

“Bertram,” Carrington called softly.

The rustle returned.

“Yes?”

“Was that last verse, the one about the sad lady on the stairs, about Lady Margaret Yewesley?”

There was a long pause, then Bertram answered softly, “Yes.”

“I shouldn’t have written to her,” said Carrington.

“Don’t say that,” said Bertram. “The measure we’re dancing is complex enough. It helps to know who our partners are. Your letters and Margaret’s give us a side to be on.”

“We are on the queen’s side, and you of all people must be on her side, too,” said Carrington.

“Yes, I am,” Bertram replied.

“Thank you, your highness.”

“Thank you, Carrington.”

The rustle came again and passed into silence behind the paneled wall.

Carrington turned back to the razors.

To Chrysafer Woodland it was never quite clear whether her experiences with the crystal called the Serpent’s Egg occurred within herself or within the egg, or in any place related to subjective reality at all. Indeed, while she lived in her little room at Yewesley House, while she spent nearly every moment gazing into the stolen crystal, it did not even occur to her to think about it. Whether the crystal showed her what it showed her or whether she dreamed it showed her or whether she dreamed she dreamed it, she was with the crystal, learning what it taught her.

It could not, at first, teach her much. First it would show her only those who had looked into the crystal before her—Souriant, Askew, others, some avid, some cynical, curious scholars all. Then, like the eye of some dragon for whom time ran slow, the crystal showed her people and events distant in space and time. This, Chrysafer guessed, was to slake her taste for learning, her liking for history seen in a remote, smoky landscape full of brightly dressed folk, like pictures in a chronicle.

She did not wish to concentrate on visions of the past. For days and nights she strove to see Staunton, and to spy on Souriant’s doings. Instead the crystal showed her strange things: ships at sea, wolves hunting in the snow, and most often, the steadfast stars that changed ever, but only as the year changed, to remain ever the same. Patiently she watched the heart of the crystal, and when she closed her eyes, it was only to see more closely.

After the first, unbidden glimpse of Souriant, Chrysafer did not see him again. Staunton she saw sometimes, but from far off, as if she rode some dragon of the air over the sea and strained to see the shore, where the roofs and spires of the city gleamed indistinctly. Once she saw Bertram, head bent in the lamplight, laboring over his verses. She could not see his face, but the hand with the pen was clear, and the line of his back, shoulders, and bent head. The lamplight touched his hair with a light that moved her strangely. It seemed to her he was as shielded in innocence as in the light. His absorption, his sincerity, struck her in the instant of vision. She tried to sustain that moment of seeing. It was the prince she knew from her days in the schoolroom. But the crystal slid away from him to show her another darkness, another scatter of stars.

She closed her eyes a moment to return to the glimpse of Bertram. It occurred to her that his verses, which never seemed to her to have much merit, had at least the virtues of Bertram himself. Perhaps they did not live with the spark of true verse, which can strike a kindred spark in lives and times far removed from its first making. But his verses illuminated Bertram. As he wrote them he remade himself, gave himself an explanation.

Chrysafer opened her eyes and gazed again into the crystal. To see was of no use until she understood, but she would never understand until she tried to see.

Diana Carrington gave her doublet a tug and squared her shoulders. “You can’t tell I’m a girl, can you?”

Raven neither lifted his head from the pillow nor pushed his tangled hair from his eyes. “I can’t tell,” he replied, his voice husky with sleep.

Diana gave the bedframe a petulant kick. “Of course you can’t tell, looby,” she said. “You’re too lazy to wake up and look at me.”

“I don’t need to look,” Raven replied. “I’ve looked at you for days now. Without opening my eyes I can tell you don’t look like a girl. And you don’t act like a girl. But you don’t act like an apprentice either. Or if you do, it would have to be the worst apprentice in recent history. Possibly the worst apprentice of all time.”

Diana plucked the pillow away from Raven, and as his head fell back against the mattress, covered his face with it. “I tried to tune your lute, didn’t I?” she reminded him. “You wouldn’t let me finish.”

“To a key of your own invention,” Raven agreed, restoring the pillow to its place, “unknown in any mode of my experience. Very well. You shall have points for originality. But you are still a damned peculiar apprentice.”

“I am not,” said Diana. “It’s just that you never tell me what you want me to do. How am I to learn to be a proper apprentice if you won’t tell me?”

“I never stop telling you,” Raven protested. “You pay no attention whatever.”

“You never stop telling me to go away and let you sleep,” said Diana. “That doesn’t count. I didn’t come here to let you sleep, Raven. I came here to be of practical use. I only want to help, and you won’t let me.”

“You only came here to have a good time,” countered Raven. “Can’t blame you, I suppose. But you really should wait until we see that letter safely to the queen. Then you can make any scandal you choose.”

“Unfair,” said Diana. “I don’t mean to make a scandal—”

“Oh, no, certainly not,” agreed Raven. “Only you stood outside Mayhew’s singing ‘Binnorie’ until they stopped throwing coppers and started throwing shoes.”

“That was research,” Diana replied. “I was testing my disguise.”

“Well, don’t take any more tests until after the hearing, at least. One Carrington under arrest is more than enough. Random will flay me alive if I let you come to harm.”

“That’s just what I hate—being cossetted while everyone else has adventures,” said Diana.

“Random was beaten, Diana, that was no adventure.” Raven’s voice was even and soft and cold.

“You can’t keep me locked up here,” Diana protested. “It’s worse than Cairn Deeping.”

“No one asked you to leave Cairn Deeping,” Raven reminded her.

“I think you are a pig,” Diana declared. She sat on the floor cross-legged and cupped her chin in her hands. “You certainly live like one.”

Raven uttered a convincing grunt and pulled his pillow over his ears to shut out her reply.


Chapter 10

The hearing of the case of the crown against Sir Christopher Carrington was held in the Rose Chamber, once the great hall of the old palace. The ornamental ceiling—fretted plaster in the shape of a great geometric rose—the brilliant pavement of the floor, and the creaking oaken seats lining the long sides of the chamber had all been added when the chamber was refurnished. Only the soaring ceiling and the clear light from the clerestory windows spoke of the proportions of that first palace, built long before and added to incessantly by the queen’s forerunners.

The Rose Chamber was for the infrequent case to come before the queen herself. She would take her high seat of justice before her assembled subjects to review the facts in certain exceptional cases, to determine if the case should be brought to trial or not. Full of splendor and rarely used, the Rose Chamber attracted great interest, and the sensational nature of the cases tried there attracted even more. Accordingly, the seats of the chamber were speedily filled whenever a case was heard.

    Lady Margaret Yewesley had arrived early, half disguised by her severe black gown and deeply hooded cloak. She took a seat in the least obtrusive corner, among merchants and tradesmen as richly dressed as finches. Scarcely had she smoothed her skirts over her knees than a newcomer arrived, pushed past her and wedged himself where there was no place for him on her far side, next to a rotund man in brown, who slid over exhaling loudly to show his annoyance.

“Move over, sweeting, do,” the newcomer said, and Margaret glanced up, startled by his voice.

“Master Raven, why have you come?” she asked.

Raven leered amiably. “A man must be somewhere. Diana has decided she will scrub my floor, so there was no help for it. How is Random?”

“He can stand up without toppling over, but that’s about all,” Margaret replied. “Didn’t Diana wish to come?”

“Don’t be flippant. Of course she wanted to. But I doubt the spectacle of Christopher accused of treason would really amuse her much. Anyway, she might be recognized. Too many witnesses have come to see the end of the arrest they watched in the market,” said Raven.

“Very wise. How did you convince Diana to scrub your floor?” she asked.

“You can’t be serious. It would take a bullwhip to stop her. I couldn’t bear to watch. So I came here. I was waiting for you. In fact, to be honest, I followed you here. Are you incognito?” Raven inquired.

“I suppose so,” Margaret said.

“Could you possibly put back your hood?” asked Raven. “No one else is wearing one. It’s so hot in here. And it gives you a mysterious appearance I think you should avoid. People are sure to remark us. Something we don’t desire, here at our first tryst.” He leered again.

Margaret put back her hood reluctantly.

From somewhere on his person Raven produced an apple and began to eat it in neat, rapid bites. Without varying either the speed of his speech or the tempo of his steady crunching, he gave her a rapid commentary on the assembled spectators, their probable relationships, and their improbable antecedents.

Margaret listened, contributing only an occasional nod, until the great carved doors at the far end of the Rose Chamber opened.

The queen and her attendants entered first and took up the seats overlooking the narrow sweep of glittering pavement, close packed on either side with the throng of onlookers.

At the near end of the Rose Chamber, the low-linteled door to the outer court opened and Sir Christopher Carrington was brought in by his watchful guards.

Margaret felt odd to be looking at him secretly from the shelter of a crowd of faces, and to know him so much better than she had any right to. His untidy handwriting spoke more of himself than his appearance did. He was a curiously defenseless-looking man to be flanked so anxiously by the queen’s guard. He wore no doublet and his shirt was torn and dirty, though he was very clean otherwise, with his face freshly scrubbed and shaven. Neither tall nor short, neither fair nor dark, this unobtrusive figure was her correspondent, Christopher, who had abandoned his duty as a soldier for service to his queen. It did not seem possible this tousled, nondescript man could conceal such motives.

The guard took him the length of the great chamber and halted him before the queen’s high seat. A fat man in a tabard began to read the accusations against Carrington. The list was very similar to the one in his letter.

Raven finished his apple, tucked the core tidily into the folds of the hood of the man seated in front of him, licked his fingers, then wiped them fastidiously on his knees.

“Pity about this spot you picked,” he said. “We’ll be able to hear but not see. I’d rather see and not hear, myself. Do you think that’s a real ruby in the duke of Tilbury’s ear? Hard to be sure from this distance. Unwholesome man. He might as well lean against her majesty’s chair, he looks so languid. Relaxed as a cat, not that I mind cats. I used to have one myself.”

Margaret listened neither to Raven nor to the list of charges. She merely watched as much of Carrington as she could see, and tried to read the white mask of the queen’s face as she sat on her dais and gazed down at the accused man before her. All around her the crowd rustled and nudged, whispering their opinions of the accusations and of a man who would do such things. The room grew very hot.

“Conduct regardless of life,” echoed Raven. “They’ve certainly got him there. They’ve been very thorough. Reckless deportment—guilty of it from the day he learned to walk, I suppose. Guilty as Ganelon on every point, in fact. Won’t this make for a short trial?”

Margaret ignored him.

The moment had arrived when the accused, was invited to make his response to the accusations against him, the only time he would be allowed to speak. The guards fell back as Carrington took a single pace forward to stand alone in the angled sunlight from the windows. His eyes were fixed on the queen as though she were some star by which he might steer a path to safety.

The chamber fell still.

“I am innocent of these accusations,” Carrington stated. “I will prove this on my honor, on my body, and on the body of the queen’s champion, whom I here challenge to ordeal of arms.”

For the first time the queen’s expression changed. In the silence of the Rose Chamber her laughter fell, ringing brightly as a shower of gold on the tessellated floor. She did not speak, only laughed. She made one small motion, to press her hand against the stiff embroidery over her ribs, to ease the twinge her merriment provoked.

Tilbury leaned forward to speak to her. Every ear in the chamber strained, but only the queen caught his words.

“This is no jest,” he warned her, “and it is within the law.”

She stopped laughing and turned her head to look at him, a slight smile on her lips. “Within the law?” she inquired. “Am I to be concerned by what is within the law?”

“If not, your majesty,” he replied, “why have a court of justice? Your father and his fathers granted certain principles to the nobles and commons of this realm.”

“There is no need to remind me of that,” she said softly back to him. “Would you have all Dwale laugh at the queen’s justice as I have laughed at this? When was the last trial by combat in this realm? Not in my reign, nor my brother’s. Remember, laughter would come in part to you, as well. You are my champion, noble sir.”

“I do not require a reminder,” said the duke, “nor am I afraid to make the office of queen’s champion more than the figure of ceremony it has dwindled to.”

“I reign over a realm of adults,” the queen said, “not children dressing up to play. This is an age of reason.”

“This is an age of chivalry,” he replied. “How can we let chivalry die when you rule us? It will do us no harm to behave as if we were valorous and brave, as if we found all our honor in the services we rendered you. Let them laugh. I will defend your honor and your crown.”

“Impudent pup,” the queen retorted, “will you beg a sleeve of mine as favor to wear into the lists?”

“A scarf or a sleeve, or any favor, so long as it is granted with your love,” Tilbury answered promptly.

“Go, saucy rascal,” the queen replied, “as ever, you have your gallantry off by heart.” She began to laugh again as she spoke, so her next words came out not quite steadily, though her voice was lifted to reach every ear in the chamber. “Your challenge is accepted, Sir Christopher, for you are within your right to crave this boon. Let the trial be ten days from today. Let it be a joust, with the fight to continue when both parties are unhorsed, swords after lances. Let it continue until one yields, or until I, at my pleasure, call a halt.”

“Or until death,” said Tilbury in her ear.

“But not to the death,” continued the queen, voice suddenly reft of laughter, cold, steady, and severe, “for that would be a wasteful misadventure and contrary to my pleasure. College of heralds, you shall make this so.”

At this, the rustle of the crowd broke out of whispers and into a buzz of wonder. Three times the fat man with the herald’s tabard rapped the butt of his ceremonial staff upon the paved floor, and three times the sound was all but lost in the crowd’s murmur. That signaled the end of the hearing.

The guard clustered tightly about Carrington again, jostled him back the way they had come. The queen and her retinue swept off the dais and out the great doors. The Rose Chamber began to empty slowly of the spectators as they rose from their seats and pressed toward the narrow low door. Their voices washed up to the fretted plaster of the ceiling, to ebb and surge like a tide of speculation.

Margaret stayed in her place while the crowd heaved itself slowly on its way. Raven remained at her side fidgeting. When there was room to move, she retied her cloak and pulled the hood up to shadow her face.

“It was an unreasonably dull tryst,” Raven said, “but since you are only a beginner, I shall forgive you, madame incognito. Shall you require an escort home?”

“William is outside with the horses,” she replied, and thanked him for his company.

“I cannot wait to break this lurid news to my apprentice,” Raven said. “Perhaps I will make a ballad of it. There might be a market, for the next ten days at least.” Eyes agleam with rhymes evolving, he took his leave.

When she was alone, Margaret cast her eyes across the remnants of the crowd, half afraid she and Raven had been watched. But no one took notice of her, and the only figure she knew in the crowd was Lady Clodia Folville, who wore deep mourning, complete even to the veil. Margaret took a step forward to greet her but had to halt, balked by the press of the crowd.

Lady Clodia moved forward into the slant of light pouring down from the windows, and for a moment the sunlight struck through her veil, to reveal her face unobscured. At her expression, Margaret put her hand to her mouth and stood dumbstruck.

Eyes sunken, jaw set, Lady Clodia was transfigured with rage, livid with sorrow. She stared at the throng before her but seemed blinded with anger, her every thought turned inward.

The press eased. Lady Clodia took a step nearer the door, out of the revelatory light. The veil obscured her face and she became again the Lady Clodia that Margaret knew.

To Sir Christopher Carrington, swept out of the Rose Chamber and hurried away to yet another cell, it seemed that he still heard the queen’s laughter and that it sustained him and urged him along, so the guards were forced to lengthen their stride to keep pace with him. Assuredly, she had been laughing at him. He cared nothing for that. She had granted his wish. In ten day’s time he would be alone in the lists with Sir Anthony Folville’s killer, able to strike what blow he could. Win or lose, the outcome was in his own hands. Marched back to captivity in the firm grip of his guards, Carrington rejoiced.

That evening Chrysafer Woodland stepped out of the highceilinged silence of Yewesley House into the twilit garden. Seated on a bench beside the privet hedge, she brought out the crystal and held it in her palm, heavy and cool as a great drop of water. All around her the garden lay still and hushed. The wind had fallen. The sky was luminously blue, and all other colors had faded with dusk. The milkiness of the crystal gave way to transparency, and the garden reflected within the egg, curved and inverted. It occurred to Chrysafer to wonder who would look into the crystal to see the twilit garden and her pale face. She wondered how long it would be until that reflection came to the surface of the crystal.

Then, as abruptly as if it had never deluded her with stars, the crystal held the perfect vivid image of Bertram asleep.

He was in his chamber, at his desk, pen fallen from his hand. His head was pillowed on his arm and he slept like a child; mouth slightly open, hair tousled. The lamp at his elbow guttered, the shadows flickered, darkness swallowed the image.

Chrysafer found herself shown a new scene, the palace at night with every window ablaze with light. She viewed the image from a height, as if she hung over the palace like a wisp of smoke. It came to her then that there were wisps of smoke. She could almost smell them, the image was so vivid. The palace windows blazed, but the blaze was not all lamps. There was fire there.

The chill touch at the back of her neck as she saw the image in the crystal might have been no more than the first night breeze rising. But to Chrysafer it was a chill akin to her fear. She saw truly and she saw the present, or nearly present. In the crystal burned the palace in the night that was, outside the crystal, just beginning.

Chrysafer glared at the heart of the crystal, hungry for more. It showed her Bertram again, asleep in the lamplight. Then the image faded completely and milkiness returned. Chrysafer clenched her hand around the crystal until her bones protested. There was no choice. She must get help.

Yewesley House seemed deserted when she went indoors. Lady Margaret Yewesley was not in the library, nor her chamber, nor any of her other favorite places, nor had any of the servants seen her since her return from the hearing earlier in the day.

In desperation, Chrysafer went to Random’s chamber. Though injured, he might suggest some help, if she found him awake.

She found him listening to Lady Margaret’s account of the hearing.

“Her eyes—” Margaret was saying, as Chrysafer opened the door. She broke off and they both stared at the newcomer. “Chrysafer, what is it?” asked Margaret. “Are you hurt?”

Chrysafer discovered that she was gripping the edge of the door hard. She made herself release it.

“I am well,” she said. Her lips seemed unaccustomedly stiff and her voice was strange. “The prince is in great danger.”

“Where?” Random demanded. He had come bolt upright in bed at the sight of her expression. “How?”

“In his chamber in the palace,” Chrysafer replied. She held out her hand to show them the crystal. For the first time she realized she was shaking. “The palace will burn tonight.”

Chrysafer saw the look that passed between Margaret and Random. Fighting to steady herself, she held the crystal out to show them as she tried to explain. “I’m not mad. Souriant has been studying this crystal for a long time. Remember what Lady Clodia Folville said? I think there’s a way that it can show us things to come. I stole it from the queen. I’ve been studying it for days, but it’s taken me so long—” Chrysafer broke off and tried again. “There will be a fire tonight. I think it starts near Bertram’s chamber. Maybe in it. How can we stop it?”

“Sir Christopher Carrington’s cell is not far from Bertram’s,” said Margaret. “There’s a passage connecting them that may perhaps be useful.”

“It’s a big fire,” Chrysafer.

“It hasn’t started yet,” said Random. He kicked off the coverlet and began to rise.

Without a word Margaret twitched the coverlet back over his legs.

“Madame,” said Random icily, “I will go with you or I will go after you.”

“Broken head, broken ribs, broken arm,” Margaret replied, her voice as cold. “What good can you do?”

“Broken body, whole heart,” Random said. “My brain works too.”

“You’ll delay us.”

“I don’t have the time to argue, and neither do you,” Random answered. He pushed the coverlet to the floor. Seated on the edge of the bed, he began to work grimly to get his sound arm started into the sleeve of his doublet. His teeth gritted, he glanced up at Margaret. “Are you enjoying this?”

“Chrysafer, will you be good enough to fetch my cloak for me?” asked Margaret. “I left it in my chamber. And please let William know we will require the sedan chair. He should have it brought to the front of the house.”

Chrysafer put the crystal in the pocket of her robe and left them to it, glancing back to the door to see Margaret lift the doublet and hold it for Random with an air of remote civility. To Chrysafer the next quarter hour seemed to crawl, yet the servants had scarcely arrived at the foot of the steps with the sedan chair when Michael Random started to descend. Beside him Margaret held his elbow in a firm grip.

“We’re in plain view for all Tilbury’s informers,” Margaret observed.

“Perhaps they will think we’re a diversion to distract them,” Random ventured. “Or a double bluff of some kind?” He stumbled a little. His jaw set, he allowed himself to be tucked into the sedan chair in silence. Curtains were let down on either side to conceal the rider within, the servants hoisted the shafts fore and aft, and the expedition set out for the palace.

“Can’t we go any faster?” asked Chrysafer.

Margaret looked pensive. “We make an absurd little caravan, don’t we? Do you think you can gain entrance if I send you on?”

“Though I am a thief, I am still a scholar of the royal library and archive,” Chrysafer said.

“I might need your countenance to gain my own entry,” Margaret said, “as I am no longer lady in waiting. Never mind. Go on.”

Chrysafer gave her a glance of utter gratitude and departed, her robe fluttering as she ran ahead.

Random pushed back a handful of fabric to peer out of the sedan chair. “Are we being followed?”

Margaret glanced back into the dark street behind them. “I don’t know. Does it matter?”

“No.”

The queen had chosen, once the hearing was over, to spend the remainder of that fine spring day on the river. The palace was almost empty as a result. Dinner had been served on the green bank of the river that lay behind the palace, where the royal barge was drawn up, attendant smaller boats alongside, laden with the courtiers who found no room on the royal craft. Torches burned, musicians played, the wind had fallen miraculously still. Laughter rang out across the river, and wine flowed into cups and out again as inexorably as a tide.

In the empty palace Chrysafer went as swiftly as she dared down the corridors to Bertram’s chamber. She did not run, for fear some wary guard would halt her to inquire about her haste. But she hurried as quickly as she could down the halls that seemed endless to her. She kept imagining she smelt smoke, and was never quite certain if she was tricking herself or not.

Inside the palace gates Margaret extracted Random from the chair and instructed the servants where to wait. They entered the palace at a stately pace. None of the guards seemed concerned at their arrival.

“You could go ahead,” said Random. “I’ll get there.”

“Not if you jar those ribs of yours,” Margaret replied, “or your head, or your arm.”

“Don’t be morbid.”

They walked on together.

At the door to Bertram’s chamber, two guards were posted. Neither took any interest in Chrysafer.

“You aren’t listening,” she told them, her voice hoarse with repetition. “There is a great danger of fire. I don’t ask you to release the prince. I don’t ask to see the prince. Only look and be sure no fire has broken out. Be sure there is no chance of one.”

The more alert of the guards squinted at her. “You’re babbling. First there’s a fire. Then there’s going to be a fire later. Can’t you make up your mind?”

Chrysafer took a deep breath and prepared to repeat herself again.

“Don’t trouble,” said a voice at her elbow.

Chrysafer turned to find herself a hand’s breadth from Souriant. The little bald man smiled gently at her, his dark eyes almost opaque. “They will never listen to you,” he said. “No one will.” He put a hand out and gripped her wrist. His touch was cold, cold as a snake.

At his touch the crystal, hidden in a pocket of her robe, began to pulse with cold.

“Oh, good,” said Souriant. “You’ve brought it.”

He plunged his free hand into the pocket of her robe and without a fumble drew forth the crystal.

Chrysafer struggled, tried to regain the crystal. Almost absently, Souriant began to twist her wrist.

“I tried to use my own resources for this, but they are so uncertain,” he said. “The crystal will take the guesswork out of things.” He held the crystal over his head. For an instant all color disappeared in a blaze of light. Chrysafer blinked the bright counterimage away. From behind the door to Bertram’s chamber came a stifled crash, as if a lamp had fallen to the floor, or been thrown there.

Chrysafer twisted in Souriant’s grasp. He tightened his grip and smiled at the sound she made. Desperately, Chrysafer tried to turn, to speak to the guards who stood watch, oblivious to Souriant. With a fresh chill she realized they could not hear. They stood rigid, eyes rolled back to reveal only white, mouths agape.

“The crystal put them to sleep.” Souriant smiled.

From beyond the door the stealthy sound of fire began to sigh and crack. Chrysafer drew in a deep breath against the pain in her wrist. It tasted of smoke.

“You made me come to stop the fire,” she choked.

“You had to come,” Souriant assured her cheerfully, “it was in the crystal. We’re all in the crystal. Now come. I have a score to settle with you.”

Chrysafer fought. The pain in her arm went white, then everything went white. The world went away.

Margaret and Random arrived just before smoke filled the corridor. With a grimace, Random began to cough. Margaret released his arm, let him lean against the wall.

“The guards are still on duty,” she said, frowning into the smoke. “Where’s Chrysafer?”

“Gone to raise the alarm, if she’s got a grain of sense,” Random said.

From far away voices lifted. A drum began to beat the tempo from which a bucket brigade would assemble.

Margaret pressed a handkerchief over her nose and mouth, plunged into the smoke-filled corridor. It was not like wood smoke from a fireplace. It was acrid, burning her eyes and throat. Before she was half the distance to the door, one of the guards fell, to lie lifelessly before the door to the prince’s chamber. The smoke thickened. The other guard fell. Margaret felt her chest begin to ache. If she drew in a breath, it would choke her. If she didn’t, she felt she would surely perish. She fought on, over a floor that seemed to rise and fall beneath her. Her lungs broke free of her control. She took a deep breath. The pain doubled her up, blinded her.

Someone had her arm. She was turned, pulled back. Weakly she struck out, struggled to free herself. The grip on her arm tightened. She couldn’t keep up with it as she was dragged back out of the smoke.

She could breathe. Her eyes were running with tears. She couldn’t see, but there was air in her lungs, soothing her smoke-torn throat. She heard Random talking too quickly. She heard the pain in his voice when his ribs made him slow and stop.

“I thought they arrested you,” he was saying. “You and Christopher, like a brace of stoned hares.”

Margaret wiped her eyes and blinked her vision clear at last. She sat down on the floor amid a tangle of skirts. Around the next corner the bucket brigade had formed, passing pails, basins, pitchers of water into the smoke. Above her loomed Michael Random and Roke Hanagar, who was now wearing a guard’s uniform.

“Bribery,” said Hanagar, his voice deep and deliberate. He glanced down at Margaret and smiled. “No need to start without us, my lady. The fire brigade was right behind me up the stairs.”

Margaret found her handkerchief was still crumpled in her hand. Carefully she spread it flat, folded it, and rubbed at her eyes. The fabric came away stained with smoke and soot.

“She was trying to reach Prince Bertram’s chamber,” Random explained.

“I doubt there’s much left,” said Hanagar levelly.

“Sir Christopher—” she started to say. Her voice cracked and she broke off.

“His was the next chamber,” Random added. His voice was flat.

“No,” Hanagar said, “he’s in an ambassador’s suite in the new wing. They took him straight there after the hearing. It’s not a bad set of rooms. Heavily guarded, of course, but I’m one of the guards.”

Margaret got to her feet. “Bertram?” she asked.

Hanager put a hand out to stop her, but she merely looked down the corridor, into the smoke.

“If he was in there, he’s dead,” said Hanagar.

“What about his passages?” asked Random. “If he could get through to the music room, he might have escaped.”

“No,” Margaret said, “there was no way out, just passages between. Listening posts.”

“They’d be the draught up a flue to this fire,” said Hanagar. “No wonder it took such hold.”

“What’s beneath us?” Random asked suddenly.

“Floor,” said Hanagar, looking blank. “Why?”

Random shook his head gingerly. “No, what’s beneath this wing of the palace?”

“An audience hall,” Margaret replied after a moment’s consideration. “Guest chambers.”

“Below that?”

“Sculleries,” she said very slowly. “Palace laundry.”

“Come with me,” said Random, but after the first six steps he came with them, mouth clamped tight as they flanked him and led him along.

“Where to?” asked Hanagar.

“If he tried to get away from the fire,” said Random, carefully spacing his shallow breaths against the stab of his ribs, “he might have broken past a panel or tried a passage he didn’t tell us of before. If he did, maybe he couldn’t get out, but he could go to where the air is better.” He gulped a careful breath as they reached the stair. “Smoke rises.”


    From the window of his chamber Sir Christopher Carrington could not see the fire, but he could smell it and hear it in the frantic voices, the cries that drifted to the new wing. The night was quite still. No wind fanned the flames. There was no sullen glow in the courtyard to mark that the exterior had caught. It would be the old wing that would burn, he reflected. The new wing was sturdily built of dressed stone and brick. The old wing was a treasure house of linen-fold paneling, timbered ceilings, and heavy beams embellished with painted garlands and armorial bearings.

At intervals the shouting from the river went on, proof that the battle to contain the blaze raged on.

Carrington left the window to sit on the edge of the bed. He considered lighting the lamp. He could reread Margaret’s letter, slid beneath the chamber door earlier that evening as if it were no more dangerous than a love note. He had broken the seal on the letter, and from the moment of reading, her words had sung themselves in his mind. He had no need to light the lamp and read it again. The hour he had spent with it earlier had served to print it on his memory. Now he drew fresh comfort from his recollection of her words. Random would have no lasting injuries, she was dismissed from court and safe in her own house. Nursing Michael, Christopher thought, had at least spared her this night of fire. He could be sure of her calmly at home at Yewesley House, and not torture himself with the thought of her among the queen’s attendants, frightened, disheveled, passing endless pails and buckets of muddy water brought up from the river by an infinite chain of hands. Frightened? No, he corrected himself, she would be calm amid the clamor. She would be grave, perhaps concerned, but not frightened.

He stretched in the darkness, lay back across the bed. Random would find comfort in her calmness. Carrington’s eyelids closed.

“This way, I think,” said Margaret. She closed her eyes a moment, tried to compare the image of the palace she carried in her mind with this dank, vaulted passage. It was easier breathing here among the stone foundations. The damp air was cool on her face, soothing in her raw throat.

Beside her, Random paused, grateful for a chance to catch his breath in the many shallow gasps his ribs required. Margaret took his arm, as much for her own comfort as for his support.

“I think we’re beneath the spot where we were talking upstairs.”

Hanager took a long stride ahead into the dark, the torch he had lit held high. They were in the palace laundry but the washtubs were empty, the copper boilers cold. The day’s business was done here and the tubs and reservoirs stood dry. Hanagar’s foot brushed a stick of wood, part of the heap of kindling next to the boilers, split on the spot to heat the wash water.

“Listen,” said Hanager.

Random and Margaret stood transfixed, scarcely breathing.

Far away, shakily, someone was singing.


“‘Come, come, and let me pour myself on thee.

Gone is the winter of my misery:

My spring appears: O see what here doth grow!’”



From a metal grill the size of a man’s hand set in the wall at shoulder level, the voice came floating, then faltered. The singer broke off to cough. The cough sounded very close.

Margaret shouted. Random did the best his ribs allowed. Hanagar did better. With a splendid economy of movement he handed his torch to Margaret, found the axe used to split the laundry’s kindling, and stepped up to the grill. With a fluid swing he hacked at the metal, struck at the mortared stones. Mortar crumbled. Bits of metal flew, sparks scattered. He swung again and again. The grill dented, fell back behind the wall. Masonry stirred. Fragments of stone fell back as the hole widened. Margaret began to smell smoke. Hanagar set the axe aside, clawed stones away to enlarge the gap. Soon a hole the size of a barrel head gaped in the wall. Hanagar thrust his head into the hole, drew it out again and plunged his arm in to the shoulder. He fumbled a moment, then little by little pulled Prince Bertram through the gap.

“Hullo,” said Bertram, blinking at them, hair singed and face black with smoke. “I’m only burnt on the outside. My inside is still quite good.”

Then his knees buckled and he ended up on the floor with Margaret kneeling beside him. Tears ran down her face as she put her arm over his shoulders. He was not badly burned, but his doublet was missing and his shirt was a ruin. His back was scraped raw and a scorched smell clung to him.

“Well met by moonlight, Lady Margaret,” Bertram said, when his voice was steady again. “How on earth did you find me?”

Margaret’s party emerged from the passages beneath the old wing into turmoil. The fire and the firefighters were locked in the struggle for mastery. Of the mob of people wielding buckets and shouting, no one spared a glance for Bertram, despite his dishevelment. Over the uproar Margaret caught the crisp tones of the queen’s voice. Discipline had contained the fire this long. Despite the din and press of firefighters, discipline would prevail.

Led by Hanagar, whose uniform, though battered, seemed to command deference, they limped out into the forecourt to meet the Yewesley servants at the sedan chair.

“A desperate business, my lady,” said one, as Bertram was bundled swiftly into the chair. “Should we go and help? We awaited your orders.”

“You did right,” Margaret assured him, “else we were lost. The queen commands her guard, her courtiers, and her musicians. Her ladies are there, too, and anyone else with the strength to lift so much as a wineglass. We must return to Yewesley House.”

Random put out a hand to stay her. “Where is Chrysafer?”

“Among the firefighters, I imagine,” Margaret replied. “Our guest might be recognized if we stay to search.”

“Hanagar, there’s a skinny blond girl in scholar’s robes in that bedlam somewhere,” Random said crisply. “She may look a trifle mad, but she isn’t. Tell only her of our … guest. She’ll be about three-fourths distracted with worry.”

“Send her back to Yewesley House,” added Margaret. “When you can, come yourself.”

Hanagar touched his hand to his helmet in a preoccupied salute, then departed, melting into the shadows.

Wearily, at a pace Michael Random could maintain, they made their way home to Yewesley House.


Chapter 11

The world returned to Chrysafer. She realized she lay in the dark on bare wood. She realized she had been there a long time. At the end of her left arm pain had become a bracelet, white hot and swollen. She felt the bones grate when she tried to move. She stopped trying to move. Somewhere in the darkness Souriant laughed.

Chrysafer drew her knees up, lay crouching in the dark. Nothing moved. Souriant came. She felt him in her mind, fought him. From somewhere, from the crystal perhaps, he drew more energy, surged with it. His mind enveloped hers, thrust and entered. Invaded, she struck out, lashed at him with her mind. Amused, he paused a moment, poised for a new onslaught. Just for an instant she hung inside his mind, felt his pleasure at her pain, his delight at her fear. Then in the next flicker of thought she had gone past him, pulled out of herself, into the heart of the crystal.

A serpent slept there, silver, perfect. Coiled with potential, dreaming, the serpent nestled in the heart of the crystal, and she slid into the dream. The stars wheeled, mountains melted. A constant tide ran outside in the blue world beyond. Chrysafer did not concern herself. The tide was time. She did not belong to it. She coiled, curved into infinite spiral wrapped spirals, unending and uncaring. Elsewhere Souriant sought her through her chambered mind, but those rooms stood empty.

In Michael Random’s room at Yewesley House, a steady stream of servants came and went, bright-eyed with interest despite the hour. Lady Margaret’s cousin Norbert had come to stay with her, come all the way from Brandaris. They had gone to the palace to fetch him, straight from the grip of the fire brigade, to judge by the smell of his clothes. His baggage had been delayed, it seemed, doubtless left at the palace. After their arrival, the physician had come, dressed Norbert’s burns and roundly scolded Random for leaving his bed. Then Norbert was scrubbed, supplied with clean clothes, and fed a hasty meal brought to him on a tray in Random’s room, where he and Lady Margaret seemed determined to talk the night away.

“I don’t know how it started,” Bertram said, around a mouthful of cold chicken. “I’d been writing a new poem and I put my head down for a moment to think of a rhyme. I must have fallen asleep. When I opened my eyes, the lamp was overset and there was oil on the rug. It blazed up even while I watched. I took off my doublet to try and smother the flames, but it was useless. They were between me and the door, even if I could have gotten the guards to open the door. They didn’t seem to hear me. Shouted myself half hoarse too. So I thought my only chance was the passage. I left my doublet on the desk. It was burning already and the verse was lost. Behind the paneling the passage was hot. There was a great draught blowing along it. I thought I would get as far down as I could and then kick through the paneling. But oak is oak. So I tried to follow the draught. It wasn’t easy. There are a lot of places where the walls have been altered, and none of them have been used by anyone but the spiders since the days of King Mark. I found my way to a shaft down into the next level. That was where the draught was coming from. There was a sheer drop, like a stone chute. I wasn’t sure if it was wide enough for my shoulders, but the air was getting bad and I didn’t seem to have much choice. It must have been a listening post for King Mark to listen to the laundry gossip drifting up. It was never meant to be wriggled down, but the narrowness was all that saved me from falling feet first straight down to the cellars. I was able to wedge my shoulders and use my legs for leverage to brace myself on the way down. But when I finished scraping the skin off my hands and shoulder blades and knees, there was the grill at the bottom. All that draught, coming through a screen of metal I could almost cover with my hand.” Bertram broke off. Margaret filled his wineglass again, and he drank half its contents in a single swallow.

“At first I thought someone would be sure to come,” Bertram continued. “There would certainly be a search when I was found missing from my chamber. I kept imagining that I heard my name called. Then I thought perhaps the fire would get away from them and the whole wing would go, top to bottom. Then I thought they might get the fire out but not realize I was missing. But the laundry maids would come back, as long as the fire was put out and the palace survived. I only had to wait until morning and someone would be sure to come. I tried to ignore the fire, to think of other things. But it would have been easier if I had known what time it was, how long I would have to wait until morning. It was hard to ignore the fire and the burns both at once. I tried to remember the verse I had been writing. That wasn’t much good. So I sang instead. I couldn’t think of anything else. I sang every song I knew. There was plenty of air for it. Only I got a little thirsty.”

Margaret poured more wine.

Random stirred uneasily against his pillows. Margaret refilled his glass and then her own. The trio sipped in silence until Bertram continued.

“I thought I saw light through the grill, but I wasn’t sure if the fire had spread—or what it could be. I heard you shouting. I was trying to think of something to say when Hanagar began to bang on the grill. I was able to crouch down and put my arms over my head, but for a moment I wasn’t sure if I was being rescued or buried. Then he pulled me out, like a loaf from an oven. The funny thing is, I wasn’t even surprised to see you.”

A discreet tap sounded at the door. At Margaret’s word a servant entered to announce Hanagar’s arrival.

“Show him in here, if you please. We are quite a family party tonight,” she said.

Hanagar took a chair, and Margaret sent for another glass and more supper on a tray. Hanagar, very smoke-stained and acrid smelling, greeted the tray and its contents with gratitude and addressed himself to his meal for several minutes before he spoke.

“They caught it,” he told them, when he could speak clearly. “They’ll have it out by sunup.”

“How bad was it?” Random asked.

“They held it to the old wing. The third floor is gutted. The rest is ruined with water and smoke. They’ll have to rebuild. The remainder of the palace is sound.”

“My chamber?” asked Bertram. “My guards?”

Hanagar shook his head. “They recovered the bodies. Sifting through the wreckage in your chamber they found some buttons and a buckle from the doublet you wore today. They reckon the heat took the rest. I held my peace.”

“If the fire was set for you,” Random told Bertram, “they think it served its purpose.”

“I think it will be best if my cousin Norbert pays me a long visit,” Margaret said, “and seldom leaves his room.”

“A tertian ague,” suggested Random.

“When I left, there was word of a memorial service tomorrow,” Hanagar added, “in rememberance of the dead prince and the guests who died at their posts.”

“I can’t have a tertian ague and miss my own funeral,” said Bertram, eyes alight with anticipation.

“A service,” repeated Hanagar. “Not enough left for a funeral.”

“We daren’t,” said Margaret. “If you were seen—”

“We’ll disguise him,” Random said.

“Can I wear a mustache?” asked Bertram.

Hanagar held up a hand as Margaret began to protest. “Did your blond girl get back safely?”

Margaret broke off to stare at him, suddenly pale.

Bertram gazed in puzzlement from her face to Random’s. “What’s the matter?”

“Chrysafer,” Random said.

“Sweet heaven, I sent her on before us,” breathed Margaret.

“Don’t look so tragic,” Hanagar said stoutly. He rose to his feet. “She’s bound to turn up. Half Staunton is still at the palace. I just didn’t find her, that’s all. I’ll go look again.”

“I should have kept her with me,” said Margaret bleakly.

“She can’t have vanished,” Random said, “and if they found the guards, who were in the heart of the blaze, they would have found her if she’d met any ill luck in the fire. With her crystal she may know Bertram is safe. There may be something else she sees now. If she’s gone, it’s for a purpose.”

    Morning arrived in Staunton. The wind rose at the same time the sun did. Clouds, pale and low, raked overhead. Where the gauzy mist tattered, an iron-gray overcast appeared high above. Rain came, cold, serious rain, with the wind behind it to shoulder it on. It stained the high gables of the gray stone houses on Queen Marie’s Way, slid across the slate roofs, ran down the green copper gutters that edged the folded rooftops. In gardens newly prepared for spring, the rain battered the daffodils, beat plum blossoms off the branches. Statues dripped rain at the nose and chin and elbow. Fountains filled and spilled. The rain ran down into the streets, seeking the river. It made a glistening skin across the cobbles, sluiced the streets for once completely clean.

Singing woke Carrington early, with voices that he knew. Despite the rain, Raven the minstrel stood in the empty courtyard below his window. At his elbow, singing counterpoint which wobbled a bit on the low notes, stood a curly-haired lad in green, his hips a little broader than fashion would approve. Carrington stood at the window in his shirt, struggling with the latch. Nothing budged it. To see them better, he pressed his forehead against the chill leaded panes of glass. They had fallen silent at the end of the verse and stood back to back, gazing up at the windows that looked into the courtyard.

Carrington knew the song, knew the next verse, and knew they waited to hear him sing it. Even through a closed window he might be heard and his location revealed. The second verse began,


“‘The earth’s but a point of the world and a man is but the point of the earth’s compared center.’”



But when Carrington opened his mouth, nothing emerged but a croak and a fit of coughing. He tried again, stopped as the coughing left him without breath. For a moment he thought they might have seen him at the window, or by some miracle heard his noise behind the glass.

For a long moment Raven and Diana stood back to back, counting another unheard measure. They waited, then went on to the third verse and moved off. Carrington watched them go as he coughed until his eyes watered.

Three hours later they let Frederick in, after giving him, and the bundle he brought, a search as insulting as it was thorough. The bundle contained clothing. The guards left them alone at last, but not until Fredrick had ample opportunity to express his opinion of such security measures.

“Where did you get my clothes?” Carrington asked, after he and Frederick had exchanged greetings.

“I thought you might want them, so I went and fetched them,” Frederick answered.

“From Cairn Deeping?” Carrington asked.

Frederick lifted an eyebrow. “Odd how the distance doesn’t seem so great now that I’ve trundled over half of Dwale with a string of mules behind me.”

Carrington’s reply was muffled as he struggled into a clean shirt. “Think of the work you’ll be fully qualified for now that I’ve given you all this valuable experience. How did the carpet travel?”

“Very well, I thought,” Frederick said. “Your sister said it could be fixed, though. Anyway, it arrived in better shape than Lansquenet, I suppose.”

“I should never have unrolled him,” said Carrington. He put on a fresh doublet, fumbled with the lacing. “How did you know to bring this doublet? It’s always been my favorite.”

“It would be wonderful if I had not known, after a year spent listening to you ask yourself why you had forgotten to pack it when you left Cairn Deeping for the front,” Frederick said, relacing the doublet deftly.

“I never realized you listened to me,” Carrington replied. “I’m sure it’s a hideous lapse of discipline.”

Frederick brushed the last wrinkle from the doublet as Carrington craned his neck to gaze hopefully at the remainder of the bundle. “What else did you bring me?”

“Clean linen, mainly,” Frederick replied.

“Bless you,” Carrington said. “What a pity they won’t let me have a sword. I’d knight you now.”

“You think you’re joking, but when the time comes,” Frederick replied, “I’ll get my accolade for bringing you a hard-cooked egg, or a clean shirt, or someone’s letter. You’ll see.”

“If the time comes,” Carrington said.

“When it comes,” said Frederick.

The mourners assembled at midday in the queen’s high presence chamber came to mark the death of Prince Bertram, but their numbers were too many. Courtiers, nobles, ladies, and the common spectators made too great a press for the splendid chamber. The overflow stood in the courtyard in the rain to watch and listen through the doors flung wide for the occasion.

The queen’s musicians played a brass canon composed for the funeral of King Mark. The queen spoke the eulogy, then left the dais without accepting the comfort and support of the duke of Tilbury’s arm. The musicians played again, then the music ended, the mourners dispersed.

When they returned to Yewesley House, Margaret and her young cousin from Brandaris repaired at once to Michael Random’s room.

“The disguise is wonderful,” said Bertram, stroking his mustache fondly. “No one gave me so much as a glance.”

“No one gave me so much as a glance either,” said Margaret, “but that was because Raven and Diana were right behind us, scowling at anyone who might consider molesting us.”

“I hoped they would read one of my verses,” said Bertram. “Somehow when I pictured my funeral, I always imagined they would.”

“I hope you don’t waste much time in that pursuit,” said Margaret crisply.

“Oh, not since I was young,” Bertram replied. “I always pictured it as a more elaborate affair. More stately.”

“The populace in tears,” Random suggested. “Fair ladies of the court in unrelieved black. Universal sorrow.”

“The queen cried,” said Margaret. “She was meant to stay on the dais until the musicians finished, I’m quite sure. But she left as soon as she completed the eulogy. I can’t remember that I’ve ever seen her cry before.”

Gingerly, Bertram began to peel off his mustache. “I have,” he said. He arranged the bits of mustache in a row along the arm of his chair, staring at them without seeing them.

“No word from Chrysafer?” Margaret asked.

Random shook his head.

When most of the afternoon had gone, a guard came to Carrington’s chamber. He had a visitor, and was to make himself as decent as he could.

Thanks to Frederick’s visit, there was nothing less than decent about Carrington’s appearance, and he drew himself up, half expecting the duke of Tilbury again.

Instead there was a rustle of silk and Lady Clodia Folville was shown into the chamber. Pale, regal, swan-throated as ever, she sank gracefully into the chair he offered her and folded her hands in her lap. “I have come,” she began, when their greetings were ended, “to present you with a gift.”

Carrington looked puzzled.

“It is not the sort of gift the guards would like you to have,” she continued, “so it is kept for you at Swan Court. But when you require it, I shall see that Frederick gets it for you. It is my wish that when you face the duke of Tilbury in the lists, you should carry my son’s sword.”

Carrington’s face lit up. “I can think of no greater honor, my lady,” he said.

“I can think of no one more likely to carry it with honesty and valor,” she replied. “No favor you could bear would please me more.”

“I had hoped,” he admitted, “for a favor of Lady Margaret Yewesley. Would that have troubled Sir Anthony, do you think?”

Lady Clodia shook her head. “My son’s heart was the queen’s. It was a measure of her esteem for him that his betrothal did not pique her. She guessed his motives, I think.”

“What motives?” demanded Carrington. He found his mouth suddenly dry.

“My son learned that the duke of Tilbury sought another bride, a young ward of the crown. Where the queen consented to bestow her, the bride could not demur. Heiresses did not live long once they wed the duke. People had remarked on it.”

“Margaret,” whispered Carrington.

“My son begged the queen for the girl’s hand. She granted his wish. The rest you know. I trust you will not tell her of this.”

Carrington shook his head. “Will Tilbury renew his suit?” he asked.

Lady Clodia smoothed her skirts. “I think the duke sets his sights higher now. Her majesty is past her youth, but she is not yet old. She is at an age that gives one the confidence to do without outside opinions.”

“At the hearing she laughed with him from her high seat of justice,” said Carrington.

“I saw,” said Lady Clodia. Her voice was ice.

“It may be policy with her,” Carrington continued. “If she guesses any part of Tilbury’s intentions to kill her, she may flirt with his hopes of marriage to protect herself. He will not have her slain while he hopes to come to the throne honestly.”

“I have known Queen Andred all her life,” said Lady Clodia. “She plays the part of queen to perfection. But don’t forget, she is a woman. Tilbury’s wit marches in step with hers. A rare thing for a woman to find in a man, and once found, hard to do without.”

“Did Sir Anthony’s wit match hers?” asked Carrington.

“He was glove to her hand,” Lady Clodia replied, “but he is dead. One such companion lost, depend upon it, the queen will not wish to risk another.”

“But she consented to this trial.”

“He spurred her on,” Lady Clodia reminded him. “Without his persuasion, she would have laughed the case from court. That would be her way with your treasonous uprising, Christopher. She would laugh at you and set you free.”

“I want the trial,” said Carrington. “I want the chance to fight Tilbury.”

“I, too, relish the idea,” Lady Clodia admitted. She put a hand up to smooth her pale hair. “You must strike for me, Christopher,” she said.

“For you, Lady Clodia,” he nodded, “for Sir Anthony, and for the queen.”


Chapter 12

The silver spiral slid from Chrysafer’s awareness. For an instant she checked, uncertain whether to let herself slip back into that eternal infinity coiled within the serpent’s egg or to return to the place she had left.

In that instant of hesitation, the awareness of time returned. She was apart from the serpent and poised in herself, aware of her mind waiting for her like a dark staircase. Then the instant was past and she started down the stair.

To be in her body again was like putting on a soiled piece of clothing. Slowly individual sensations penetrated the discomfort. She was cold. Her left hand wore a bracelet of red pain. Her right hand was wet, fingers stiff with cold. She realized it lay in a puddle of rainwater, and that rain still dripped into the puddle, a slow tempo that counterpointed her sluggish thoughts. She opened her eyes to darkness. She was in a room, and the ceiling leaked. Her searching right hand touched the rough planks of the floor she lay upon, brushed her swollen wrist.

It would be best to get to her feet and explore the room at once, using touch to search it in the darkness. Perhaps there was a window. Perhaps the door was left unlocked.

Chrysafer could not find the energy to lift her head. Her right hand fell back to her side and she closed her eyes. When morning came there might be light to see. How much time had passed while she slumbered hidden in the serpent’s egg, she could not guess. She took her mind from the pain in her left arm and put it firmly on other things. The stars the crystal had shown her, the far-off spires of the city. She thought of Bertram sleeping with his head upon his arm, and flinched from that thought. When she slept at last, she dreamed of the seashore, empty under a gray sky.

“Dash it, Michael,” protested Roke Hanagar, “it isn’t as if I haven’t already looked.”

“I know, but you haven’t found her.” Random’s voice was cool and hard.

“How could I?” Hanagar’s broad face was anxious. “I looked everywhere they let a queen’s guard in. I called for her outside every cell under the palace. Don’t think I didn’t get some interesting answers.”

“They’ve got her,” said Random. He and Hanagar were alone in his room at Yewesley House. It was several hours since Margaret had ordered Bertram to bed.

“What good will that do them?” asked Hanagar. “If they want something from you, they’ll offer an exchange, won’t they?”

“I devoutly hope not,” Random replied. “There’s nothing we can give them to release her. She must be found.”

Hanagar rubbed a hand across his chin. “I can ask Mayhew. And Hugo, of course.”

“Tell them you are searching for a girl Tilbury holds captive. She’s barely Bertram’s age—that should stir some concern. Don’t tell them any more.”

“No fear. I don’t really know any more,” said Hanagar, “apart from the obvious fact Tilbury is a mad dog.”

“I’m not sure what to tell you,” replied Random, “but we arrived at the palace in time to get Bertram away only because Chrysafer told us to. Somehow she knew the fire would be set. If Tilbury gets her, or that crystal of hers, to begin to tell him the future—not even the queen will be able to hold him any longer.”

Hanagar shook his head. “I’ll get Hugo tonight and Constant if I can find him. Then in the morning we can find Robin and Curwen. But after that I’m on duty at Carrington’s door. They’ll have to search without me until I’m off again.”

Random rubbed his forehead. “Try the rooms sealed since the fire. Look in the royal library again. If she’s free she may have returned there or left some kind of message. If you see Souriant, follow him. I can’t think of anything else right now, but use your best judgment.”

“We’ll send word back if there’s any news. Send a man to Mayhew’s if you get word here,” Hanagar said.

“When you find her, fetch her here,” Random. “Unless she tells you differently. If she does, listen to her.”

Hanagar pulled the door to Random’s room shut, turned, and nearly ran into Bertram. “I thought you were supposed to be in bed,” he said.

“Lady Margaret wouldn’t go unless I went first,” Bertram replied. “I wanted to speak to you.”

Hanagar leaned against the door frame. “I’m listening.”

“I’ll help you find her,” said Bertram. “Just tell me what I can do.”

“Were you listening at the door?” asked Hanagar.

“Of course,” replied Bertram. “She went to school with me. She was the first person who ever made long divison sound sensible. She taught me the difference between a hornet and a bee. I taught her how to dance. She’s in danger because she helped me. I’ll do worse than listen at doors for her.”

Hanagar folded his arms and eyed Bertram with approval. “That was well said. But there’s nothing you can do. You are not safe outside this house.”

“But surely if they think I’m dead, they won’t be looking for me under every hat brim,” protested Bertram. “I don’t mean to go to the palace. But won’t you be searching other parts of the city?”

Hanagar shook his head. “Lady Margaret risks everything to conceal you here. Will you ignore the loyalty she’s shown to you, and the pain it cost Michael to search for you in the fire?”

“I will stay here, then,” Bertram said, “but it is hard to sit idle when Chrysafer could be anywhere by now.”

“I am going to trust you not to betray my confidence to Margaret or Michael,” said Hanagar heavily. “Don’t mistake me. We will search for her with every means in our power. But you must understand we search for Michael’s sake, and for Margaret’s, because they blame themselves for her loss. Privately, lad, I tell you, don’t hurt yourself wondering where your friend is.”

“Do you mean she’s dead?” Bertram asked.

“I can see no reason they should keep her alive. Killing comes easily to them. But we shall search. And I trust you, your highness, to say nothing of this to them.”

“What if you find her?” asked Bertram. His face was drawn.

“I will follow my orders and bring her here,” said Hanagar.

“If you find her, dead,” said Bertram, “you must take her to the queen and tell the truth. The truth will not bring my friends to harm.” Bertram reached out to grip Hanagar’s wrist. “Thank you for speaking to me as a man. It comes as quite a change.”

When Chrysafer awoke, it was daylight. She was in an attic, flat on her back on bare planks, with only the pitch of the roof overhead. Dust specks danced in the slant of light that fell from a chink in the slates above. At either end of the attic the walls were pierced with a single window, long but narrow, scarcely three inches wide, never meant to open. Slowly, she got to her feet, went by stages around the empty room, her injured hand tucked up across her chest like a bird’s claw.

    Near the center of the floor the planks let into a square trapdoor. The marks in the dust were her own. There was no sign anyone else had come up to see her, no indication of any interest in her at all. The chinks of the roof showed her nothing but sky, infinitely blue after the rain, infinitely remote. The glass in the near gable window was crusted with grime and cobwebs, and when she rubbed it with a corner of her robe, too milky and distorted to see through anyway. The far window seemed no more rewarding until she reached it and saw it was cracked near the top. She had nothing but her hand, wrapped in a fold of the robe, but that finally proved enough. A piece of glass five inches long fell outward. She heard it strike the slates below, slide down the pitch of a lower roof, then nothing. She stood pressed to the narrow gap in the glass, hungry for sight of the world below.

Below her, as her ears had told her, were the pitch of slate rooftops. Beyond that, a neglected stretch of reflecting pools choked with mud and leaves, then the river, churned to dun color by the high water. The sunlight invested the world with its own purity. Every shadow seemed no more than a line of ink drawn to highlight the flawless detail of the view. She rested her forehead against the window’s edge and tried to guess how long she had been in the attic.

From her clothes, her hunger, and her thirst, she thought it must have been more than one day. She could not remember how long it took to die of thirst, but plainly she was not dead, so it couldn’t be more than a few days. Now she thought hard, and had an uneasy idea that she had tasted that pool of rainwater. Her wrist had swollen amazingly. The marks of Souriant’s grip were black, fading in places to dull yellow. How long she had hidden in the serpent’s egg she could not guess.

Chrysafer sat by the window for the rest of the day. Once a barge slid down the brown current of the river, laden with caged birds. She tried to shout but could not make much sound, certainly not enough to carry across to the river. If she made enough to be heard in the rooms below, she was ignored.

A little at a time the blue of twilight rose, bleached all other colors in the world to silver. She kept watch at the window until the stars came out, but they reminded her too plainly of the things the crystal had shown her. She lay down on the planks, her injured wrist arranged tidily beside her. If there was a moon that night, it did not shine in her window, not while she lay silently waiting for the darkness to pass.

She dreamed, she must have dreamed, though she could not remember sleeping. Day had come, hadn’t it? Or was it only the moon at last? Dim light and voices with it. A blanket wrapped around her regardless of her arm. Lifted, bumped, sworn at, she was let down into a square of light. She floated there awhile, trying to see through the blanket that bundled her. Then she began to sway, and she was small again, it was spring, and she was in the swing in the oak tree. The sunlight on her face was bright. She closed her eyes. The swing made her head hurt. Red pulsed behind her eyelids. She wanted to slow down. Her arm hurt and so did her stomach. She put her heels down to drag them in the grass. The swinging did not slow. It stopped abruptly. She must have fallen out. Something hard under her head and hip and shoulder. Her arm hurt, had been hurting for a long time. That was it, she’d fallen. Stupid.

She opened her eyes as someone pulled the blanket aside. It was dark but there was torchlight. Her eyes were dazzled but she recognized the voice.

“I have learned a lot from you, my dear,” said Souriant. “You have the chance to give me one more lesson, if you please.”

Dully, Chrysafer looked up. Souriant stood over her with the crystal held high. Two men standing near seemed not to hear or see them. Souriant held out the crystal. A little gleam woke in the milky heart of the egg, a green glow.

The first nudge came at the edge of Chrysafer’s mind.

For an instant the spiral of oblivion beckoned. There was no thirst there, no hunger. Nothing checked her but the expression on Souriant’s face. What did she thirst for in the degree he thirsted for her mind?

The press of his mind grew.

Chrysafer saw the circle of torchlight diminish as she slid away from it, into somewhere else, into the crystal.

Souriant smiled, wolfish with his hunger.

Chrysafer checked her slide. With infinite effort, as if she raised a brazen shield, Chrysafer lifted her left arm. Bone grated. Muscle protested. The pain drove Souriant back a step as he retreated from her mind. In a lightning crack of recognition, Chrysafer glimpsed the edge of his mind and guessed his purpose. He sought to drive her forth into the egg again. It was not her mind he wanted. It was her empty body.

Souriant drew back, lifted the crystal. The green glow grew. To Chrysafer the light seemed to waver, as if she were looking through deep water. She kept her arm lifted, let the pain keep Souriant back from the edges of her mind.

Souriant smiled. “It doesn’t really matter,” he said softly. “You’ve taught me enough.” He muttered to the men. They bent, lifted the corners of the blanket, raised Chrysafer from the ground. “Dispose of her,” he told them.

The swing began again, but this time she knew where she was as they walked with her to the edge of the river and drew the blanket back once. At the height of the arc Chrysafer felt her dizziness growing, as if she had been shaken out of her senses by the power of their swing. Then they released the blanket. Chrysafer fell into the darkness.

“It was obvious,” said Constant Mayhew, wiping the ale foam from his damp mustache. “Tilbury gave us the idea.”

Mayhew, Hanagar, and Hugo Fallon were seated in Michael Random’s room at Yewesley House, refreshing themselves with ale and self-congratulation.

“He had sentinels posted here,” Hanagar explained, “so we returned the favor. We’ve watched Arling House for four days. Tonight Souriant came for a visit, very very late.”

“Hugo followed him from the palace and joined Hanagar at his post,” Constant said, and took another sizable drink of ale. “That left an extra man on our side, so I moved down to the river on the other side of the house. I had a sort of notion he might have a rowboat or something tied up there. I never dreamed of anything as crude as throwing her in the river.”

“Admit it,” said Hanagar cheerfully, “we didn’t even think she was there. It just seemed good to be doing something instead of lurking about.”

“So when I saw the torch, and men carrying a bundle, I just crouched down on the water stair to listen,” Mayhew continued. “Souriant spoke but I couldn’t catch the words. The only thing I heard properly was the splash.”

“Like a kitten in a sack,” said Hanagar, and shook his head.

“Beastly,” said Hugo, and went back to drinking his ale.

“I didn’t dare call Roke or Hugo, Souriant was still in the garden. So I slid in as quietly as I could and swam for midstream. I thought she’d surface before she drifted past me, but she went down like a stone. Pure luck I got her. Lucky she has long hair,” said Constant.

“Lucky she has any hair after a swim like that,” Hugo remarked.

“So the first Hugo and I heard,” Hanagar continued, “was Constant dripping. And there he was, arms full of the girl and trying not to cough.”

“I couldn’t believe it,” Constant said. “We’d been ready for them to get rid of a corpse, but that she’d been there all along, alive …” He shook his head. “I’d like a moment alone with Souriant, that’s all.”

“So we brought them here to dry out,” finished Hanagar, “as soon as we were sure it was Mayhew and not some loathsome monster cloaked in duckweed.”

“That turned out to be his mustache,” explained Hugo. “Is there any more to drink?”

Hugo was given the empty pitcher and sent to fetch more ale.

“Did anyone see you bring her here?” asked Random.

“Hugo was brilliant,” said Constant. “He went to fetch a laundry basket and we brought her along in that.”

“That’s not brilliant,” said Random. “He stole that idea from me.”

“It was brilliant for Hugo,” said Hanagar. “Your standards are so high, Michael.”


Chapter 13

From the moment he woke on the morning of his trial, Sir Christopher was aware of a curious feeling, a lightness of spirit. Conspicuously, Frederick did not share this feeling.

The day was warm and clear, a day stolen from summer to adorn the spring. Blossoms shone along the boughs in the city’s orchards and gardens, brilliant against the tender green of the grass. Birds no longer sang, they shouted, and the gentle wind found bright colors everywhere as it tossed banners, pennants, sleeves, skirts, cloaks.

Before the sun had cleared the roofs of the palace and shone down into the long green valley of the tiltyard, the lists began to fill. The highest seats were reserved for courtiers by their lackeys, who lounged yawning in the places that they saved. The lower seats held the merchants and nobles, who made the day a holiday, dressed in their best and brightest. On the ground the spectators choked the passage between the palace and the lists, heads aswivel for the best vantage point. Lords, ladies, gamesters, and guttersnipes took their places and prepared to enjoy the spectacle of justice being done.

Just before he left his chamber to join the procession to the tilting ground, Frederick nagged Sir Christopher to eat just a bit of bread.

“Thank you, I’m not hungry just now. This is the very sword Sir Anthony Folville used to raise me to knighthood. Did I tell you that?”

“That’s the fourth time since I buckled it on you,” Frederick replied. “You say you’re not nervous. But if you weren’t, you’d be hungry. Go on, take a bite. You must be completely hollow.”

Just to prove beyond all doubt that he was not nervous, Carrington accepted a bite of bread and washed it down with the wine Frederick offered.

“There. Satisfied?”

“Bread alone won’t stay you for long,” said Frederick. He offered a wedge of chalky white cheese posed ornamentally on the dark bread.

“Absolutely no cheese, Frederick. Later.”

Frederick refrained from pointing out there might not be a later, and ate the bread and cheese himself. Then the queen’s guard was at the door, magnificent in full-dress uniform, ready to escort them to the tiltyard.

Though it was only a hundred yards from the palace to the lists, the queen’s guard set forth with as much dignity as if it had been a hundred leagues. Carrington walked prosaically among them, looking only slightly less nondescript than usual, despite the fact that he had given in to Frederick’s wishes and had a doublet made of white velvet. When they reached their end of the lists and the white pavilion that waited them there, untidy with Carrington’s harness and weapons, ready for him to arm himself, Frederick saw his suspicions had been correct. At the far end of the lists stood a black pavilion, and beside it, laughing with one of the queen’s ladies, stood Tilbury. The duke was dressed in black, as Frederick had imagined, and had thrown a great sable cloak across his shoulders. Under his arm he bore his helm, and from its crest fell a lady’s sleeve of black silk worked with gold thread, the queen’s favor. At his heels his squire stood with the ceremonial lance that it was his right to bear in the queen’s defense, its tip adorned with a slender banneret in his colors of black and gold and scarlet. It was his duty as much as his right to display the lance of the queen’s champion, but for the business in the lists he would use a standard tilting lance, tipped not with a banneret but with cold metal.

On every side the lists were jammed with onlookers, their voices a roar that surged and fell like the breath of some gigantic beast. On the dais the marshal stood beside the empty chair that waited for the queen, gilded baton on hand. He had his orders. The trial must begin promptly. If the queen’s last audience delayed her, surely she would join them before the trial’s end.

At the heart of the maze that was the queen’s rose garden, on the far side of the palace, cradled full in the spring sunlight and sheltered from the wind, Queen Andred sat. At rest there in the garden’s heart, she heard the petitions of her noblewomen, those who had been forced to beg for a private audience. Lady Penelope Lemon wished to leave the queen’s service to marry. Mistress Browning wished to spend the summer rusticating in the country until one of her rejected suitors left off using her name in his verses and his rumors.

As they awaited the summons that would bring Lady Margaret Yewesley into the queen’s presence, Bertram fidgeted in his disguise.

“Must I really do this?”

“For the fourth time, yes, you must,” replied Lady Margaret. She pulled her cloak straight over Bertram’s shoulders, tugged the hood down to conceal a fraction more of his face. “No man has ever set foot among the queen’s roses before today, not so much as a gardner. Once we get you in, we must trust the queen’s affection for you to see you forgiven. But first we must get you in. So hold your head still and keep your voice pitched soft and high. Follow me.”

As he mounted his black horse, clad in his blue-black armor, the duke of Tilbury allowed himself to smile. No harm would be done now, for his helm was in place. No one could see him grinning. And it was a day to grin like a wolf, a fine day. Today he would make Sir Christopher Carrington realize what Tilbury had always known, that death was the duke’s to grant or withhold. Today he intended to grant death to Carrington, but not too soon. Today he would savor his power, make it last. Not until even Carrington saw death coming and saw that he could not elude it, not until then would he grant it. He did not intend to prolong the combat unbecomingly. The queen’s private audience could not last forever. In time she would come to hold her own gilt baton, and she had decreed this fight would not be to the death. But today the duke decreed differently, Tilbury told himself. It would be very tragic and the queen might be very cross, but by the time her audiences in the garden had ended, Carrington would have departed on a journey from which not even his beloved queen could call him back.

Busy with buckles, Frederick finished arming Sir Christopher Carrington at last, fussed with the tilt of his scabbard, lifted the visor of his helm and fixed him with a hard gaze. “Any last words?”

Carrington peered out of his helm into Frederick’s face and said nothing. For a moment he put his hand in its mailed gauntlet on Frederick’s shoulder, then there was no more time for words.

Once out of the pavilion Carrington could see the crowd as well as hear them, but the close fit of his helm made their noise seem distant and it was easy to ignore their numbers. Far away, at the other end of the lists, Tilbury was already in saddle, his dark armor so brilliantly blue-black in the sun that it fatigued the eye to look at him for long. Carrington put his visor down with a snap, hitched at his sword belt, and took his destrier’s reins from Frederick. The tall bay was calm. War in the west had accustomed him to the roar of voices and to far more startling things. When he was mounted, Carrington accepted his lance and shield from Frederick, turned the bay curvetting toward his place in the lists.

Frederick watched him go, guiding the bay more with knees and heart than hands and mind, and saw how distinctly the fresh sunlight picked out every rust spot he had scoured away on Carrington’s battered armor.

As the combatants took their places, a great roar went up from the crowd. Then the marshal lifted the gilded baton and a great silence fell.

Lances feutered, shields raised, the riders surged forward off their marks. Carrington’s heart lifted at the feel of the horse beneath him and the harness on him. The long wait was over. Here in the sunlight with the crowd roaring, it was his turn at last.

Then all his attention was on Tilbury and Tilbury’s lance as the length of it diminished to a pure point, aimed exactly for his heart.

The blow caught him squarely, beautifully placed to rock him back hard on the high cantle of his saddle. He fought for his seat, lost to the bay’s momentum and the force of the blow. Simultaneously, he kicked free of the stirrups, lost his grip on the lance, tried to loosen for the fall. The ground hit him before he was ready, a square smack between helm and shoulder. He rolled to his feet, divots of turf clinging to the edge of his pauldron. By some miracle he still bore his shield.

At the end of the tiltyard Tilbury wheeled his black, drew rein.

Carrington drew Sir Anthony Folville’s sword from its scabbard. It was far too late of course. No law of chivalry forbade the duke from sweeping down the lists to skewer him like an olive on his lance. But the lightness of the spirit that the fall had smacked out of him was returning. His breathing was free and even, his sword alive in his hand. If he could not defeat the duke, he could still make a good end and go honestly. No law of chivalry required more.

Tilbury saw Carrington draw his sword and grinned again, wolfishly, within the shelter of his masking helm. The queen’s place on the dais was still empty. It was time to indulge himself a little.

The crowd roared as Tilbury cast aside his lance and dismounted. As he drew his sword and advanced to meet Carrington on even terms, the spectators cheered. This was true chivalry.

In the rose garden, at last, Lady Margaret Yewesley received the summons to her private audience with the queen. With calm steps she approached the marble bench at the heart of the maze. Three paces behind her, head bowed low, Bertram walked, kicking at the hem of his skirts. Three paces from the marble bench, Margaret paused, made her deepest curtsey to the queen.

For a moment the queen regarded her in silence, then glanced at the cloaked figure behind her, who made no attempt at a curtsey, but only a stiff little bow. “You craved a private audience?”

Could there be amusement in that cool voice? Margaret did not dare to lift her eyes to see. “Your majesty, I beg leave to break your majesty’s tradition,” she said. “I have brought one to see you whom you have pronounced lost.”

The queen shifted her attention from Margaret to her hooded companion. Bertram pushed back the hood from his face and stood absurd among the greening rosebushes, his hair singed, his skirts bunchy.

The silence was so long that Margaret dared to look up anxiously from her curtsey. When she saw the expression on the queen’s face, she gave up expecting her to speak. If Queen Andred found anything ridiculous in the appearance of her nephew, she did not betray a sign of it.

Across the palace grounds, over the distant noise of the crowd in the lists, a new noise came, as of pots and pans skirmishing. A fresh surge of sound told of the spectators’ approval. Margaret reached into her sleeve.

That morning, very early, Master Raven had, with many a sullen imprecation, broken his second best lute. Freed at last, Tilbury’s letter to Lansquenet had come to Margaret’s hand. Now she hesitated, balancing the meeting between the queen and her heir with the meeting between Carrington and Tilbury.

Steel clashed on steel, the crowd cried.

Margaret produced the letter from her sleeve. Neither the paper nor her hand betrayed the slightest tremor as she held the letter out toward the queen. “The prince will witness that I tell the truth,” she said. “This letter came to us by chance, and the duke of Tilbury has done everything in his power to stay us from bringing it to you.”

The queen put out her hand for the letter. When she had finished reading it she looked up at the sun. “Take him,” she said. “Take him, so long as I have my heir.”

This was the true trial, the ordeal of arms. The blows went like discards in a game, this trick to Tilbury, that to Carrington. But as they fought, Carrington knew Tilbury had the better of him in height, in reach, in weight, in strength. The lightness of spirit was gone and in its place dread rose, as Tilbury had meant it to.

    The duke displayed his favorite strokes at Carrington’s expense, strangely timed stop thrusts, parries and counterparries. One leisurely blow revealed the glimpse of silk inside his elbow as his cowter opened as his arm extended. Carrington struck at the gap, felt the silk yield to his steel. The blow had gone home, but glancingly, with nothing to show for it but torn cloth and scratched skin. But the trickle of blood from the scratch was first blood, and the crowd bellowed. Tilbury picked up the pace of his attack, changed his line. A flurry of strokes were exchanged, then Carrington was a beat late to move his leg after a strike. Steel flickered. He beat it aside before he really saw the blow. Too late he realized it was a feint and his line was all wrong to answer it. Tilbury struck.

Carrington felt the blow go home inside his knee, leaving at once a chill slice of pain and a scald of blood down his leg inside the greave. The knee buckled. He went down before Tilbury. All delay done, Tilbury lifted his blade again, savored the feel of death astride its tip.

Wrist, elbow, shoulder, all bore the blow aloft.

Carrington brought up Sir Anthony Folville’s sword, knew it was his last chance, knew he would never reach his target, the gleam of silk like a starling’s wing beneath Tilbury’s lifted arm.

Tilbury’s blow began, but slowly, feebly.

In a sudden burst of rage, Carrington saw it had to be a feint, some new ploy to prolong his death. Fury burnt fear away, and with all his strength, Carrington drove up his sword. He found the place he sought and his sword sheathed itself amid muscle, blood, and bone.

In astonishment, Tilbury watched as the world tipped away from him. He toppled. Grass pricked in through the breaths of his visor. A great coldness seized him, running together with the roaring in his ears. It must be the crowd he heard. No other creature could make that noise compounded of delight and disappointment.

But it was not the crowd’s voice that surged in Tilbury’s ears, merely his own heart as it finished beating out his blood into the grass.

    Still alone on the dais, the marshal dashed down the gilded baton, ending the trial that had already ended. From end to end of the tiltyard the spectators stood in awestruck silence. On the torn turf before them, Sir Christopher Carrington got slowly to his feet, leaning on his sword. He looked up and around him into the crowd, able now to distinguish it as more than a collective blur. He saw faces he recognized, his sister, glad beside Raven’s white-lipped anxiety. Lady Clodia Folville stood near them, her pale face stripped down to raw anger, her eyes ablaze. What he saw gave him the strength to steady himself and plunge his sword blade deep into the turf, cleansing Tilbury’s blood from the steel with the earth itself. The marshal and his men came down off the dais, knelt beside Tilbury and began to shake their heads. The royal physician joined them, began to issue orders. Carrington sheathed his sword.

“We’ll wait in your pavilion until the doctor sees that knee,” said Frederick. He stood close enough to get his shoulder under Carrington’s arm to steady him. “I’ll take your helm.”

“No. The crowd will push both pavilions down before we get twenty feet,” said Carrington. “I’ll let you take the helm back in my chambers. The guards know the way.”

All around them the spectators were, absorbing what they had just seen, the plunging oddsmakers just realizing that their fortunes were made. Their cheers began as Frederick and Christopher started their crab-slow progress through the throng. At the center of the tiltyard’s diminishing clear green stretch, they left Tilbury alone, tall in his dark armor, facedown in the grass.

The distant voice of the crowd had surged and fallen away to silence. The silence was replaced with cheers, but they seemed faint in comparison to the tumult that had gone before, and they were over soon. Birdsong became the loudest sound in the rose garden. Margaret stood patiently while the queen reread the letter, searching for objections, finding none. Finally Bertram broke the silence. “It is time this trial was halted, your majesty.”

The queen glanced up from the letter, mildly surprised. “Have you not been listening? The trial is over now.”

Across the garden Margaret saw a herald come to the perimeter of the maze, where one of the queen’s guard stopped him. The herald remonstrated. The guard stood firm. The herald gave in, babbled his message to the blue-gowned lady who waited her turn to be next into the maze. The guard nodded her in, the herald continued to speak, urging her on. The woman hurried, her face puckered with anxiety, through the absurd etiquette of the rosebush maze.

The queen, Bertram, and Margaret watched her come, bearing word whether their best hopes or worst fears had come to pass. In silence they waited until she knelt at last, in a welter of blue skirts, before the queen.

“You bring news?” asked the queen.

The lady nodded, still kneeling.

“Too blown to speak,” said Bertram.

At that the lady rose, still red-faced. “Your majesty, the herald bid me come to tell you his news.” She paused for breath. “The duke of Tilbury is slain. He prays you come to the lists, or at least leave the rose garden, so that your servants may know your will in this matter.”

“I shall come shortly,” said Queen Andred. She folded the letter in half, folded it again, went on folding as though she had her mind on other things entirely. “Leave me now, all save Bertram.”

The lady in the blue gown shot a sudden glance of surprise at Bertram, who returned it with bland composure. Margaret took the woman’s arm and they turned to the maze. “What more did the herald say?” Margaret asked, in a voice so steady she surprised herself. “Did he have news of Sir Christopher Carrington?”

“He said nothing more to me,” replied the lady, “only, ‘Go, lass, hurry.’ And now how much longer must I wait for my audience?”

Margaret left her at the maze entrance and hurried to the lists. There the press of spectators was still formidable, for most of the onlookers had left their places to stand in clusters, heads together and jaws wagging with pleasurable speculation. Margaret found herself scarcely able to take a full step without encountering a fresh knot of onlookers engaged in furious chatter. With many a check and change of direction, she found her way among them to the heart of the tiltyard, where a little space still stood free of the crowd. In the center, beneath the improvised shroud of his own sable cloak, lay the duke of Tilbury. Nearby stood Lady Clodia Folville, clad all in white, with an expression on her face of perfectly serene satisfaction. At Margaret’s greeting she returned a formal welcome, behind which glinted the merest hint of fierce gaiety.

“I see you have put off your mourning,” said Margaret.

“For today only,” Clodia replied. “I did not wish any to take me for one of Tilbury’s faction, while he wore black and Christopher wore white.”

“Where is Christopher?”

“Frederick bustled him off somewhere,” said Clodia. “There were just as many guards as ever, so they probably took him straight back to his quarters in the palace.”

Both women paused to watch in silence as a detail of the queen’s guard pressed through the crowd bearing an empty bier. With calm dispatch they set it down on the grass beside the duke’s body, lifted him, still shrouded in sable, and bore him away in the direction of the palace.

“There will be merrymaking in Staunton tonight,” predicted Clodia.

Margaret looked about her at the crowd, marveling. “Did all know what we know, of him? Was he such a dastard and oppressor? No one seems to grieve, not even his followers. Surely in a crowd of this size there must be some who were in his pay, yet everyone seems brightly interested at his demise, no more.”

“He was a great man,” said Clodia gravely, “but a self-made one. It is of some comfort to those who will never be other than little themselves that one who rode so high has been thrown at last. He was fortune’s favorite. They tell themselves they will speak of this to their grandchildren, to tell them where they were when they saw him fall. But in truth, what is red meat for gossip now will be a yawning matter in a week. And grandchildren are famous for their inattention.”

“The queen read the letter,” said Margaret.

“You seem pensive, my dear. What did she say to you?”

“Nothing. She looked very searchingly at the letter, to judge if it was indeed his hand, I think.”

“This will be an easier day for her than otherwise, thanks to Christopher,” Clodia said. “His trial would have been a bitter matter to her. It is better thus.”

“She seemed to find great comfort in Bertram. I left him with her,” she said, then glanced around at the sound of her name.

“What cheer, Lady Margaret,” cried Michael Random, and swung her into the circle of his sound arm. “Will you promenade on this fine morning?”

She looked up at him, his blond hair bright beneath the rakish hat he wore which concealed his bandages, his broad grin contriving to make his long face absurdly like a hound happy with its hunting. “All the world seems ready to, judging from the crowd here,” she answered.

“You are very cheerful today, Michael,” observed Clodia. “I trust you and all your conspirators will join me tonight at Swan Court. Make not too merry now, for I shall order a dinner served forth that you shall tell your grandchildren of.”

“By my head, Lady Clodia,” he protested, “it is I who should bespeak a banquet, for I have won such an enormous amount of money, my debts can’t begin to cover it.”

“Michael, you wagered on the trial?” demanded Margaret.

“I may be a little lame here and there,” he replied, “but I can still practice my profession. Besides, the odds they gave me—but I knew virtue would triumph. And there never was a more virtuous stroke than that last blow of Carrington’s.”

“First decent blow he had all day,” said Roke Hanagar.

Margaret realized she stood ringed by her friends and conspirators. Diana and Raven flanked Roke Hanagar, who once again sported his antlered helm, and beside them stood, in attitudes of conscious grace, Constant Mayhew, Hugo Fallon, and several others whom she knew better by face than name. All were transfigured with gladness, and by their brightness of eye and cheek several of them seemed to have an additional reason for high spirits.

“If only you could have seen it,” Diana said, her voice musical with gaiety. “I was certain Christopher would be hacked to bits. So was Raven. And when Tilbury unhorsed him and turned at the end of the lists, I thought he meant to spit him like an olive and make an end. So did Raven. He wouldn’t even look. He said it turned his stomach to be up so early anyway, without watching a murder done.”

“So did everyone,” said Roke Hanagar. “Fellow I had made a little wager actually offered me a chance to back off, just out of pity.”

“Did you?” asked Michael Random.

“Doubled my stake,” Hanagar replied. “Figured if Carrington was killed, we were all as good as sped anyway. If the fellow can actually pay me what he owes me, I may be able to buy my way out of this profession.” He patted the sleeve of his royal livery a trifle wistfully.

“Come now, admit it,” said Random, “it’s not a bad life. Lots of exercise in the royal guards, Hanagar. Fresh air, regular meals—just the thing for you.”

“Not much fresh air involved when we were pulling Bertram’s chestnuts out of the fire,” said Hanagar.

“Chestnut pulling is not a pastime confined exclusively to the royal guards,” retorted Raven. “Will you pay me the damages you owe me, Mistress Diana, or must I apply to your brother?”

“You don’t suggest Christopher will have a penny in his pocket after all these days locked up?” she answered. “If they left him anything after searching him, he’s sure to have gambled it all away with whoever was guarding him.”

Roke Hanagar cleared his throat a little awkwardly. “Oddly enough, your brother has enjoyed remarkable luck these past days. At least at dice.”

“Remarkable enough to pay for a shattered lute?” demanded Raven. “Not to mention two doublets, very slightly worn, and a pound of preserved cherries?”

“A pound?” echoed Random. “No wonder your stomach was turning.”

“Diana ate the lion’s share,” said Raven, “with relish grossly unbecoming to a lady.”

“Part of my disguise,” answered Diana.

“You shall all dine with me this evening,” stated Clodia. “You must accept my hospitality, certainly, Mistress Carrington, and seize the opportunity to metamorphose back into your true self.”

“An excellent suggestion,” said Margaret, just as Raven exclaimed, “What a capital idea!”

“Very good,” nodded Clodia. “I shall expect you all in good time for dinner. There will be a small salad, I think. The first greens are ready to come out of the garden. The rest I must discuss with the cook.”

“I’ll come if there’s to be clotted cream,” suggested Raven.

“If there is clotted cream,” said Diana, “we shall have to post armed guards to keep you away.”

“Boyhood has made you disagreeably pert,” Raven informed her.

“I have made a push to fit in with the company I keep,” Diana answered.

To Diana’s astonishment, Clodia reached out and caught her chin, tilting her face up to inspect it critically. “You are not so much like your brother as I thought,” she said at last, releasing her.

“Not to look at,” agreed Diana, rubbing her chin.

“Bring him to dinner too,” said Clodia. “Our conspiracy would not be complete without Christopher.”

“Isn’t Christopher at the palace?” asked Margaret.

“In theory, I suppose he is a prisoner until the queen confirms the verdict, but in practice, he’s been proved innocent by Tilbury’s demise,” said Random. “Once the formalities are over, he’ll be free to dine where he pleases.”

“From the look of the blow on his leg, I doubt he will be fit for a dinner engagement for some time,” said Hanagar sagely. “Better not hold up the meal on his account.”

“His leg?” repeated Margaret.

“Frederick is sure to keep him in,” said Diana.

“Even if the injury is very slight,” added Random hastily.

“Very cautious fellow, Frederick,” nodded Hanager, prompted by a gimlet glare from Random, “strict with Carrington.”

Margaret rounded on Random, her eyes filled with reproach. “He was wounded and you said nothing of it to me.”

“A slight wound,” Random assured her. “He walked off the field with Fredrick.”

“I must see him,” said Margaret.

“Frederick would never allow you in at a time like this,” protested Diana. “He’d never let me near Christopher when he was hurt.”

“That may owe something to your charm of manner,” said Margaret. “Clodia, will you come with me?”

“Not I,” answered Clodia, “but greet him for me and fetch him to dinner if he is inclined to join us.”

The party of conspirators watched Margaret go, her stride as quick as the crowd allowed, until she had crossed the tiltyard and was swallowed in the press.

“Perhaps her audience with the queen did not go well,” suggested Diana. “Something has certainly made her cross.”

When he saw her at the door, Frederick let her in at once. She was glad of his speed, for the corridor was filled with strangers, none of the whom had any better business, it seemed, than to stand about and crane their necks at her. She entered as Frederick latched the door and crossed to stand at the bed’s foot.

Beneath the blankets Christopher lay very still, pale and slack-jawed as he slept in the grip of the draught the doctor had administered. All about the room were scattered pieces of armor, evidence of the haste in which Frederick had pulled them off, smudged with mud, stained with blood. Margaret looked at Frederick questioningly.

“He was out when they stitched up his leg,” he said. “I don’t think it will be too bad. The doctor said to rest it, and it will serve him again, given time to heal.” Frederick picked up one of Christopher’s discarded gauntlets and worked the interlocked plates of it in his hands as he stood watching Margaret’s face.

“He will not lose his leg?” asked Margaret.

Frederick’s brows shot up. “He’s a whole man, my lady. With the stitching done, the worst is behind him now. His leg will mend. Once he wakes, he’ll be more himself.”

“You’re troubled, Frederick. Tell me what’s amiss.”

The gauntlet twisted cruelly between Frederick’s hands. “Ask him when he wakes tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow?” echoed Margaret. “He cannot sleep the day and night through. I’ll watch him until he wakes.”

“You must not, my lady!” Frederick nearly dropped the gauntlet in his distress.

“Surely you have business to conduct, Frederick, orders to give for both your comforts. I will stay here to watch so that you may carry out your duties.”

“My duty is plain to me,” said Frederick. “If I left you alone in this chamber with Christopher, it would be a discourtesy he would not forgive me, a grave injury to your reputation.”

“Nonsense,” Margaret replied.

“For both your sakes, dismiss the thought,” said Frederick. “You do not know the mood that was on him—if you watched by him while he slept, even if he dreamed deep and said no word, he will always doubt himself and wonder if he let slip some word or phrase to betray his thoughts. It would prove a bar between you after.”

“Don’t be absurd, why should he fear that?” demanded Margaret.

Christopher stirred in his sleep but did not wake.

Margaret stared from his slack face to Frederick’s stern expression, startled by the fear and concern she saw there. “Very well,” she said, and allowed Frederick to lead her towards the door. “I’ll obey you now, but I’ll return in the morning. And at dinner I shall make it plain to our other friends that they need not call upon him any sooner.”

“You are very kind, my lady,” said Frederick.

“Particularly not Diana.”

“Very kind,” Frederick said with feeling, and he rewarded her with a stiff little smile as he latched the door after her.


Chapter 14

Bertram had a difficult day. Nothing in his life had prepared him to be locked up, a solitary prisoner, for weeks. Very little in it had prepared him for the undignified disaster of escaping a bonfire by sliding down a ventilation chute into a laundry. His rescue and subsequent disguise had been very gratifying, but they gave way all too soon to his arrival in the rose garden wearing a remodeled dress and a cloak too narrow across his shoulders. A very unsatisfactory disguise, that. He had tried to warn Michael Random at one point. It was not precisely that the disguise was undignified, nor that it was uncomfortable. It was the passiveness of it all, tagging along behind Margaret, to be produced at the critical moment like a starling from a pie.

Then, once his identity had been revealed, there had been the reunion with his aunt. Absolutely no complaint there. For the first time in his life he was completely convinced of her love for him. But once the press of affairs reclaimed her, he was left to return along to his true station, and there he discovered fresh obstacles. All his possessions were lost in the fire, it seemed, among them all his clothing. And even though every page and courtier not lounging about the tiltyard was solicited, it still took better than an hour before he could discard his bunchy skirts for good.

The afternoon went in a whirl of legalities as a battery of clerks restored him officially to the land of the living. By the time he was free of them, the queen was secluded in her apartments to plan a royal council without Tilbury. When he eluded his escort to pay a last unceremonious visit to Yewesley House, it was too late. Lady Margaret dined elsewhere, the servants informed him, Chrysafer Woodland was sleeping, as befit her invalid’s status, and the rest of the other houseguests had gone out to carouse.

Crestfallen, Bertram set out into the darkness alone, back to the palace and his proper station. He hadn’t expected to be excluded from their company so soon, not when it was still a joyous group of conspirators, celebrating their victory. He was disappointed, and unable to enjoy the final pleasure of walking unescorted through the streets of the city, for he was very conscious of his solitude. At first it was mere discomfort, but little by little he began to wonder if he ought to be afraid. There was no cause, but he struggled inwardly with a reasonless foreboding. Soon his pride gave way and he began to hurry.

Halfway down the slope of Queen Marie’s Way, where the wide street met the Strand and turned toward the palace, he began to run. But at the bottom of the hill he forced himself to stop and stand still, eyes straining into the darkness of the empty streets. Ahead he saw a light, too small for a lantern, too green for a candle, which bobbed as if held by someone walking toward him from the shadows ahead. He watched and tried to calm himself, to still the reasonless instinct he had to flee.

The light came closer, but as it neared, it grew no brighter, and it seemed to Bertram to float unattended in the darkness. He felt his fear increase until it took hold of him in his midriff and became a physical malaise. No matter how he strained his eyes, he could not take them from the light, nor could he stir from the spot where he stood. The light came sedately closer.

The chill of the night increased, the dim green glow filled Bertram’s vision. He shivered as the sweat of nausea dried on his forehead. The light was so close now that at last he could see it was cast by no lamp, no common candle, but by an egg-shaped crystal held in the hollow of an old man’s hand. The old man was Souriant, and his smile, as he peered up into Bertram’s face, was luxuriantly evil.


As Lady Clodia Folville predicted, there was merrymaking in Staunton that night, and much of it was made at Swan Court. At an hour so late it could scarcely help but be fashionable, the conspirators gathered, all but their invalids, Christopher and Chrysafer, and Bertram, whom they spared only on the queen’s behalf. All the rest were there, gathered in Clodia’s banquet chamber.

That pleasant room, oak-paneled and eight-sided, saw their merriment as they dined upon the promised salad, the season’s first asparagus, duck, pike, lamb, and a dish of mushrooms so cunningly dressed that once it reached Raven’s place it stood in grave danger of progressing no further. Wine and water flowed, bits of bread crust scattered across the table, and the current of conversation broke free of the banks of civil commonplace. All about the table it rose and sparkled like a fountain, now in a single jet, now in many. It seemed to each of them that they had never heard their friends converse so wisely or so well, nor ever themselves been so witty before. Never afterward were any of them able to recollect the evening without a slight involuntarily smile, so plentiful was their merriment that night.

Indeed, to Margaret it seemed that her own delight must be a tangible, visible thing, like a wisp of smoke rising from the crown of her head somehow through the roof, spiraling into the starlit sky, drifting amid the snatches of song and laughter far above the quiet empty streets of the city.

Sir Chrisopher Carrington woke with a headache and a foul taste in his mouth. At first he thought it was the headache that had awakened him, or some dream he could not recollect. Then he realized there was knocking at the door. By the dim glow of rushlight in its saucer, he saw Frederick asleep in the chair beside the bed, slumped with fatigue. Softly Carrington pushed back the blankets. His knee scarcely hurt him at all as he rose and crossed the room with floating ease, but it took him two attempts to succeed in unlatching the door.

On the threshold he found a stiffly correct young man in the livery of a royal guard.

“Sir Christopher Carrington?” asked the guard. “Her majesty wishes to speak with you.”

“Very well,” said Christopher.

The guard did not stir.

“Well?” asked Christopher. “Will you take me to her presence?”

“When you are ready, sir,” said the guard with no flicker in his stern expression.

Christopher glanced around, then down, realized he wore only shirt, hose, and bandages. “How considerate,” he said. After only a little search he found his doublet thrown across the back of a chair, pulled it on and gave the laces a distracted tug. For a moment he considered his boots, which leaned drunkenly in the corner, but to get them on he would certainly have to bend his injured knee. He discarded the idea with a shrug and took up the scabbard that held Sir Anthony Folville’s sword. “Now may we go?” he asked the guard.

They went.

His progress to the queen’s apartments took time. It was hard for him to remember how slowly he must go, for his leg pained him scarcely at all and a little of the lightness of so long ago, that morning, had returned. It made the floor seem farther away than he was used to, and prone to slide skittishly from beneath his feet. But eventually he halted at the guard’s side. A voice answered the guard’s knock, the door opened, and Christopher entered the queen’s chamber.

Queen Andred was there, unattended. The candlelight struck splendid fire off the brocade of her robe and her own dark unpinned hair, which flowed past her shoulders to mingle with the splendid darkness of a sable cloak. With a small pang of surprise, he recognized it as the magnificent cloak Tilbury had worn that morning.

“You are brave to answer my summons tonight,” the queen said, her voice remote and cold. She gestured to a chair. “Does your leg pain you much?”

“Not now,” he replied, making her the best species of bow the dressing on his knee allowed. “Thank you, I shall stand.”

To be seated in the queen’s presence would have been as distracting as it was discourteous. The private audience, the sable cloak, the queen’s cold manner, all warned him to be wary.

“If this were a chronicle or a children’s tale,” the queen said, her back to the candles so he could not quite judge her expression, “you would tell me your fondest wish and I would grant it to reward you for your deeds today.” The queen’s words were warm but her voice was not.

“This is not a chronicle,” Christopher replied.

“But if it were,” she said, “what is your wish? What reward have you earned from me for slaying the duke of Tilbury?”

“I served your majesty as I am sworn to do,” replied Christopher. “I have earned no reward. If you have spoken with Lady Margaret Yewesley today, you must certainly have learned that the duke plotted against your life, as he did successfully against the life of Sir Anthony Folville,”

“I have spoken to Lady Margaret Yewesley and I have spoken to Prince Bertram,” the queen said. “They acquainted me with details of your conspiracy.”

“We tried to find means to warn you of our aims, but we feared the duke and his hirelings. What we did was for the preservation of the realm and of your reign. As loyal subjects, we ask for nothing more than that our service be accepted by your majesty.”

“Yes, very well,” said the queen, “I accept your services. Your friends shall have their rewards tomorrow. But for tonight, you have not answered me. Name your reward.” Christopher’s hands went to the buckle of his sword belt, undid it. As he held out the sword and scabbard, the candlelight found the chased metal of the hilt and gilded it with splendor. “If you would reward me, your majesty, allow me to return Sir Anthony’s sword to your keeping, and to retire from your service. Let me go home to Cairn Deeping.”

“That is all you ask?”

“The reward would be, your majesty, to go unquestioned. I have good reasons, which I cannot give to anyone,” Christopher said.

“Sir Anthony Folville’s sword,” she said softly, and took the scabbard from him. For the first time her voice was touched with emotion, a warmth that melted her chill reserve. “On the day of my brother’s coronation he gave it to Anthony to bear in his service. It held a high place in both their hearts.”

She was silent a moment, then drew the blade slowly from its sheath. Candlelight gilded the naked steel as she turned toward him, and now Christopher could clearly see her face. Memory had brought youth back to her expression. When she spoke, her voice was a little unsteady. “Well you have served me to remind me of this, Sir Christopher. I had otherwise been subtle with you. But I see neither of us wants this sword as anything but a memory of better days, clean and lovingly kept. So I will not confuse you with my plans to make you suffer for the duke’s death, and you will not weary me with your reasons to go home. As you are just such a simple man as Anthony delighted in, honest, and brave, I will try to be Anthony’s queen again for you. I give you a choice. Go home to your manor and live there in peace. Or, if you wish, take Arling House, the duke’s estates, and all the rest of his wealth. He wheedled it from the crown, and at his death it reverts to me to do with as I will. If you wish, I will give you his title and you may try to win your way into my favor.”

At her words the treacherous floor lifted and slid sideways beneath him. He kept his feet, managed to sustain her gaze. “Do not bait me, your majesty. I wish to go home.”

“The duke’s title, the duke’s wealth, and Lady Margaret Yewesley’s hand in marriage,” said the queen.

“Let me go home,” he said hoarsely.

The queen slid the sword back in its scabbard. “Very well, you may have your reward, but with this punishment as well.” She drew a ring from her finger and held it out to him, a narrow band enameled chess fashion with checks of black and white. “Will you know it again?”

Christopher nodded, confused.

She slid the ring back on her finger. “Your punishment shall be to see that ring again one day, and when you do, you must, upon your honor, take up your service to me again. You will return as swiftly as you can, for I will have work for you. Anthony’s death has robbed me of his aid. You must serve in his stead.”

“Your majesty, I cannot pretend that I am Sir Anthony Folville—”

“You can,” she said. “Pretending shall be your punishment. To know you are no hero and to behave as though you are.”

“That would be to conduct myself falsely,” Christopher replied. “I cannot pretend to be better than I am.”

“Craven words. We must all of us act the one or the other, either better or worse than we are. If worse, you need fear nothing from life but one day you will no longer pretend. Fear not, Carrington. I’ll ask no knightly service of you but this. We both know you are no Anthony. But behave, when I require it, as though you were.”

“You do not know how aptly you have punished me,” Christopher replied faintly.

“Do I not?” replied the queen. She drew the sable cloak more closely about her throat. “Do I not?”

Christopher made his clumsy bow again and followed the guard back to his chamber, but never afterward did he recall anything more of that evening beyond the queen’s calm words, “Do I not?”

Three hours before sunrise Chrysafer Woodlawn woke from dreams of the sea to sit up on her pillows in the dark. There was nothing in her room but the starlight in the window, no sound but the breeze in the trees in the garden. Yet she awoke, swiftly and completely, between one heartbeat and the next, convinced that Bertram had called her name.

All around her the house was still. Lady Clodia Folville’s party had not yet ended, or if it had, no one had come home to Yewesley House. Chrysafer slid out of bed and shivered in the darkness, then went to the chest where her scholar’s robe was folded away, clean and mended. Margaret had given her a gown to wear, but alone there was no getting into it. The loose woolen scholar’s robe gave her no trouble, even with her splinted wrist and her arm in a sling. She found her sandals at the foot of her bed, and in moments she was at the garden door, moving softly in the dark.

Outside, she paused to listen. No sound disturbed the garden save the rustle of the night breeze overhead. She closed her eyes to see better in the darkness and chose her route. Bertram still called her. She could not mistake that soundless voice her heart had listened for so long.

Like a shadow among shadows, she moved in silence across the garden. In her mind the path was clear. She followed it through the night to Arling House.

It was difficult to climb the wisteria vines that gripped the wall of Arling House, but she did it, and broke a window to get inside. When she was finally within the house, she waited until her breathing steadied to set out blindly into the shadows. But she did not need to see or hear them. She felt them. The house held a chill more deeply than rightfully belonged to mere night by the river. There was manifest cold which sprang from the stone walls as clearly as heat might from a blazing fire. The cold made her broken wrist ache. For the first time she was afraid without fear for herself. As surely as if he had called her name again, Chrysafer went forward in the icy darkness, searching for Bertram.

She found them in the attic, in the room where she had been kept. Bertram was not tied, not harmed in any way. Within a ring of candles he sat and stared at nothing. At the edge of the ring, crystal cupped in his hand like a skull, held high like a lamp, stood Souriant.

“You,” he said without enthusiasm as she pulled herself awkwardly through the trapdoor. “I didn’t call you.”

“No, but I was called,” she answered. With no hesitation she crossed the ring of candles to Bertram’s side. He did not shift his empty gaze.

“It makes no difference to me,” said Souriant. “Nor will it make any difference to him.”

Chrysafer took Bertram by the shoulders, looked into his face. Save that his eyes had not rolled back to white, he resembled the guards outside his chamber the night of Souriant’s fire. She released him, turned still kneeling to regard Souriant.

“Has the duke’s death unhinged you?” she asked.

“It has unbound me,” Souriant replied. “I no longer need to consider the plans Tilbury had made for his apotheosis into monarch.” Souriant paused to laugh, an unpleasant spectacle. “So I have planned my own.”

Chrysafer glanced from Souriant’s happy face to the crystal coruscating in his hand. With the dark side of her mind, somewhere behind her eyes, she sent a questioning call after Bertram. He had called her. Where had he gone then?

“To sleep,” Souriant replied. “That’s the only place I could let him go. A safe place. People spend so much time there, it must be safe, mustn’t it?” He laughed again.

“Inside the crystal?” she asked.

“Certainly not. How could he find his way there? He has not had your … advantages. No. Even I did not find my way to the heart of the crystal until you showed me the way.”

“Where then?” she asked. “Why? What do you think the queen will do when she learns you have harmed her heir?”

Souriant registered such amusement at her words, the light in the crystal shivered slightly as he rocked with laughter. “He will return unharmed, but I shall suffer a most horrid fate anyway. The worst punishment the prince can contrive. I’m still wondering what it will be.”

Chrysafer stared at him, stared at Bertram’s vacant face.

“That’s right,” nodded Souriant. “Oh, I’m glad you’ve come. This is too good not to share. Do you see it at last?”

Chrysafer turned back to him, suddenly haggard. Her own hours in that place came back to her with the force of a blow.

“Yes,” nodded Souriant, transfigured with delight at her comprehension. “You taught me how. It was not amusing to have your body. You are dull and your arm hurt. But I think I will derive much satisfaction from being a prince.”

“You cannot.” Chrysafer spoke through stiff lips. She barely recognized her own voice.

“I can. Can you stop me?” Souriant lifted his hand and the light from the crystal swelled. “You cannot.”

“Bertram!” With cold fingers she gripped his chin, turned his face up to hers. “Come back!”

“Yes, even better,” Souriant agreed, and allowed the light in the crystal to dim a little.

As Chrysafer bent fiercely over him, Bertram’s eyes cleared, filled with his own look. “Good morning,” he said uncertainly. “Must you scratch my chin?”

Chrysafer released him, hauled desperately at his arm. Obedient to her urgency, Bertram rose to stand beside her but did not step from the ring of candles. He looked at Souriant. “You again?”

“We’re leaving now,” said Chrysafer.

“It is as good a moment as any,” agreed Souriant, and lifted the crystal.

Bertram felt the void behind his eyes open as his sight left him in a rising tide of light, burning pure and bleak until he was blind. He put his hands to his face, felt them warm on his cheeks. He stumbled forward.

Chrysafer made a claw of her hand and threw herself on Souriant. Flames licked at the hem of her robe as she broke through the ring of candles. Her hand found Souriant’s wrist, locked on it. The light in the crystal shuddered but the cold mounted. Then, as if through the linkage of his skin and sinews, Chrysafer felt the crystal. For a blind instant she was with Souriant, battering at the door of Bertram’s mind. Then she and Souriant were together, locked intent about the focus of the crystal. Bodies matched, minds matched, they struggled for purchase. Souriant found the edge of the crystal’s heart, poised himself to gather strength. Chrysafer followed, flung herself after, slid with him into the crystal’s quiet heart.

Untenanted, their bodies fell locked together. The crystal rolled from Souriant’s clawlike hand into the ring of candles. The flames that had licked before bit as the chill in the room gave way to heat. The fire slid free of the candles, along the wood, into the planks of the floor.

Bertram took his hands from his face, blinked his vision clear. In the heart of the ring of flame the crystal danced with light, more brilliant than the fire, as if it glowed with the life of the sun itself. Near the ring Souriant and Chrysafer lay. Shuddering, Bertram reached out, pulled Chrysafer back, beat at a smoldering patch in her robe. She was inert in his arms. Smoke choked him. He squinted to see. The trapdoor was open; he bundled Chrysafer beneath his arm, dragged them both to the edge. Behind him the flame touched the crystal. Light leaped, and a high, singing sound, as of a remote voice, troubled his ears. He did not wait to grope for the ladder rungs but fell, entangled with Chrysafer. At the ladder’s foot he rose, took a handful of her robe and began a crabwise progress toward the stair, dragging her after.

All around him the house groaned and creaked, as though it stretched itself toward the fire, as though it had waited for just this purpose down the years, to give itself up to the fire, a scented, polished skeleton of wood within a shell of stone. The smoke grew thick, the singing in his ears more clear. He groped his way along. Every instinct, rubbed raw in the fire three nights before, urged him to run, to flee the fire behind him. Stubbornly he renewed his grip on the robe, pulled Chrysafer’s inert weight another dogged step.

A voice woke Chrysafer, a single singing tone so high and sweet it almost hurt her to listen. Her ears filled with the sound, a tone that rose up the scale into silence. Only when it had soared so high she could no longer perceive it did she begin to hear the rush and retreat of waves across the sand. She realized she was face down upon the shore. She pushed herself up, winced at the wind that lashed her. There was sand in her mouth, sand in her hair, sand in her eyes. She rubbed her eyes, spat, and looked about, then realized that she was using her right hand as well as her left. Hastily she unwrapped the splint and examined her wrist. There was no swelling. The black and yellow bruises left to mark Souriant’s grip were gone.

She glanced about. Beside her in the sand lay Souriant, pale as alabaster, a statue of an old man sleeping.

Chrysafer got to her feet and walked away from him, along the edge of the incoming tide. To her right the sky met the sea. To her left the sand stretched off to the sky, closing the world within the horizon’s ring, dividing white sky from gray water.

Ahead, Maud and Morwen walked along the shore toward her, the wind lifting their black cloaks, disordering their dark hair. Chrysafer glanced back at Souriant, motionless in the sand, and set off to meet them. As she walked, the wind pulled at her scholar’s robe, pushed her long hair across her eyes, made it hard for her to see. She thought that Maud was laughing, listening to Morwen’s words. Then the wind shifted and brought her a snatch of music. Morwen was singing as she walked. The wind lifted her hair, and she paused, held out her arms to catch the wind in her robes, leaned back and spun on her heel. Chrysafer watched for a moment then set off again, more quickly, half running toward them along the sand.

The sting of smoke caught in Bertram’s throat. He coughed until he thought he could not stop, all the while struggling to carry Chrysafer along. His shoulder struck something solid—the door. He dropped his grip on Chrysafer to contend with the latch. After a short skirmish it gave way and the heavy door swung inward. Bertram took up Chrysafer’s limp form again and staggered forward into the garden. At the edge of the lily pond he had to stop. His knees buckled and he sank down panting, his legs tangled with hers.

The flames had reached the roof of Arling House. Now, embraced by fire, the entire structure gave itself up to the blaze. Deep within the roar of the fire a voice still sang on, so high now it hurt to hear it, but remote, muffled by the nearer urgency of the blaze. Somewhere deep inside the house structure gave way. The roof buckled inward. Fire leaped to meet the night sky. In the heart of the fire something that had been the crystal shed its outward form and in the fire changed its life. The high voice that sang in the center of the blaze went suddenly sweet, went higher still. It slid up the scale into the sky until no ear could hear it.

Bertram bowed his head. Beneath his hands Chrysafer’s heart was still. Alone in the garden, he waited while the sound of mundane voices drew near, accompanied by the prosaic clang of a fire bell. All along the river and from down the hill of Queen Marie’s Way, the great houses emptied. Help arrived in time to watch the walls fall in. The house crumpled into a ring of fiery rubble.

The queen’s guards came and took Chrysafer away. Bertram went with them, silent. A crowd remained to watch the fire, in case the blaze should spread. For years after, remembrance was made of the height and splendor of that fire and of the colors, mysterious and unnamable, of the flames that devoured the last of Arling House, reducing it to ashes of the prime matter.

When the sun was well up and the embers of Arling House were well out, Margaret found her way to the palace, to the chamber where she had watched Christopher sleep the desperate sleep of exhaustion, drugs, and pain. This time the door opened as she approached it, and Diana Carrington stepped out into the corridor.

“We’ve missed him,” said Diana, putting a companionable hand on Margaret’s arm. “Frederick says he’s gone to Cairn Deeping.”

“How can he be gone?” asked Margaret.

“He left as soon as there was enough light to see his way, according to Frederick,” replied Diana. “Dear me, you’re looking rather blank. Did you get any sleep at all? Clodia made me lie down for an hour, and I slept until well past sunup. But I couldn’t eat breakfast at all, no matter what she said.”

Margaret pulled free of the light grip on her arm, went to the door of Christopher’s room. Morning sunlight flooded in the windows. Frederick worked in grim concentration, stowing the discarded part of Christopher’s armor ready to be taken back to Cairn Deeping.

“Frederick, is he really gone?”

Frederick glanced up, his expression softening only slightly at the sight of her. “He’s gone all right. It was all that would suit him. The witling.”

“Frederick,” said Diana, suddenly at Margaret’s elbow, “have you had any breakfast? I couldn’t eat a bite before, but now I’m rather hungry.”

He ignored her and went back to his struggle to fit a greave into a space too small for it.

“You should have some sort of breakfast, Frederick,” said Diana. “Think what Christopher would say if I let you work so hard without any. Come have some with us. You have days to finish packing. If he wanted any of that, he’d have taken it along, wouldn’t he?”

“Diana,” said Margaret, “wait for me in the corridor. I’ll be with you in a moment. Then we must allow Frederick to go on with his work.”

Diana frowned at the firmness in Margaret’s tone, but did as she was told.

Margaret and Frederick watched one another in silence for a moment.

“How could he leave with his leg like that?” she said finally. “Why would he go without a word?”

“He wrote you a letter,” Frederick said. “He bade me take it to you. I was at the the door when he called me back. He took it and burned it in the fireplace. I’m sorry. He wasn’t listening to advice from anyone—not from me, anyway. But he did write you a letter.”

“Is he all right?”

“No, my lady, he is not. But it is not his knee that troubles me. Perhaps if he’s left alone awhile, home in Carin Deeping, he may write again.”

“Perhaps he may,” said Margaret. For a moment she regarded the empty fireplace with an expression of deep disapproval.

Then Diana’s voice came from the corridor, “Margaret, I’m starving!”

Margaret squared her shoulders and departed. Frederick stood and watched her go, silent amid the discarded armor.


Chapter 15

After a week of waiting for Margaret to beg an audience with her, or a favor of her, or her old place back at court, the queen sent for her. Impatiently, the queen greeted her in the heart of the rose garden maze.

“All others who served me in this matter have taken the wages their virtue won them. Why do you ask no reward of me?”

“I have done nothing to earn your favor,” answered Margaret. “Would not any loyal subject have done the same as I?”

“You jest with me,” the queen replied. “Any loyalty you display is toward your image of what the queen ought to be. I can resist the idea of your undying loyalty, since it is not to me but to the crown I wear. But for Bertram’s life, I will grant you any reward you desire.”

“Then, your majesty, I beg you will bring Sir Christopher Carrington back from banishment and reward him suitably for his daring on your behalf,” said Margaret.

“Tch, girl, I thought you wise. Choose again.”

“I have chosen.”

“You chose a wish I should not grant, do not wish to grant, and very likely cannot grant. Choose again. Random was wise enough to be happy with the court appointmnt he has earned, head of my secret service. His friends have been commissioned officers. Would you care to be a duchess? There is a vacancy. Or would you rather have the lands and income without the title? The rent rolls are the same.”

“If you cannot grant my wish, tell me why. I ask nothing else of you,” Margaret said.

“I granted Christopher his boon first of all. He craved to go home to Cairn Deeping. So your reward runs clear counter to his own. You thought I banished him? He rusticates by his own hand. Even if I wished to fetch him back, I doubt I could. Devoured by pride, he sits on his farmland and broods. He is not fit for my service any longer,” said the queen. She eyed Margaret closely, measuring her reaction.

“Why not, your majesty?” demanded Margaret.

“That you must ask him, my dear,” the queen replied.

“I shall.”

“Shall you? How?” asked the queen: “I’ll wager he won’t admit you to his house, nor any envoy that I send. And I won’t send you. Your journey would be for nothing and your name would be mocked at court.”

“I am not at court,” Margaret reminded her stiffly, “nor has your majesty restored my appointment as one of your ladies. So I care nothing for the court’s opinions. Why should I, when you care nothing that court opinion holds that Christopher was banished as punishment for killing your paramour?”

The queen fixed Margaret with a glance of pure steel. “It is your incurable bluntness that will one day prove your undoing, my girl. Try to cultivate a little common sense.”

Margaret did not flinch. “I am not satisfied with your reason for Christopher’s banishment. You bade me ask him, and I shall.”

“You go to come to court no more,” the queen replied. “I shall not restore you to your place among my ladies.”

“I shall still serve you as I ever have, in my heart,” Margaret answered, “as Christopher serves you, even banished.”

“A ruined knight, stuffed with pride,” said the queen. “Do you think you can fit him for my service again?”

“He was never unfit for it. I shall go with your leave or without it.”

“Go then,” said the queen. One corner of her mouth twisted ever so slightly upward. “Meek Lady Margaret Yewesley. How the shrew bites.” From her narrow hand the queen drew off a ring, enameled chess fashion in black and white. “Go your way, shrew,” the queen said. “Take this ring to him. He knows I send it as my royal summons. He will reject it and he will reject you. Then you will see that I am right. But if you can bring him back to my service, I will welcome you both back to court. Both of you or neither. Is that clear? Until then, pestilent jade, I am well rid of you. Go your way and leave us all in peace.”

Margaret put the ring on her finger, curtsied low, and left the garden.

It was at the end of a long summer day that Margaret rode at last into the steep and shady valley of Cairn Deeping. At her side rode Frederick, the luggage finally packed to his satisfaction. Behind her rode her servant, William Sayres, and her lady’s maid. In every way but one their progress was fit for a perfect lady and a welcome guest. For despite her retinue, and despite her luggage, Lady Margaret Yewesley had not been invited to Cairn Deeping.

In the ditch the early roses were limp with heat and dust. Small insects made a silver rattle from the deep grass on either side of the road. From time to time the horses tossed their heads until the bits of their bridles chimed. From time to time Margaret pushed damp tendrils of hair back from her hot forehead and brushed the midges away before her face. She had set out from Staunton before sunrise. Now the sun had dropped westward until the shadows lay long across the road.

Cairn Deeping lay low-roofed and cool in the shade of oaks, an old gray stone house with steep gables and narrow windows. On the west side of the house a long mere lay amid reeds and willows. As the road drew up to the door, they came near enough to see a rowboat out on the center of the lake, and motionless in the boat, a man.

Margaret drew rein and strained to see the figure, stretched full length in the bottom of the boat. Her retinue halted behind her and attendants emerged from the house. Under Frederick’s direction, they conveyed luggage indoors with silent efficiency.

With caution for the stiffness of a long ride, Margaret dismounted.

“The steward tells me Christopher has the boat out on the mere, my lady,” Frederick said. “It is a favorite practice of his since his return.”

A servant took the gray’s reins from her, and Frederick turned back to the luggage. So there was nothing left to prevent Margaret from walking in the direction of the mere.

The bank was damp and uneven, and Margaret stepped carefully, not caring to put a foot wrong even with boots on. Near the edge she found a rock the size of her fist and prodded it throughtfully with the toe of her riding boot.

The logical thing to do was call his name, to wake him if he were asleep. The mere was not so wide that her call would not reach him easily. But what to call? How to call a man she had met so briefly, so long ago, yet now knew so well? Despite their letters, despite her certainty she knew him better than the queen, better than his own sister, she had no words to call to him.

With sudden determination Margaret picked up the rock, judged the distance to the boat, and threw. The splash would wake him.

To her dismay the rock hurtled unerringly over the water to fall squarely in the center of the boat. Christopher came bolt upright with a violence that set the boat rocking crazily. One oar came free of its lock and fell into the water. Christopher put down the rock, which he had taken swiftly up, and reached out an arm to retrieve the drifting oar.

Margaret realized she had put a hand over her mouth. She took it away and called, “I’m sorry. I didn’t think it would go so far.”

Christopher recovered the oar and replaced it with great deliberation before he looked at her.

“Diana’s not here, is she?” he called.

Margaret shook her head.

“Who came with you?”

“Do please come closer,” Margaret called. “I can’t simply shout at you.”

Christopher obliged, watching her over his shoulder as he rowed. When he was close enough for her to touch the bow of the boat, he asked again, “Who came with you?”

“Frederick brought me,” she answered patiently. “I brought William and my maid. Your sister’s far too busy to leave Staunton.”

“Get in,” he said.

Bunching the skirt of her riding habit in one hand, she obeyed him clumsily. His folded doublet was on the seat. He might have used it as a pillow while he slept, she thought. Margaret tucked in a trailing hem and wedged the folded doublet in place to cushion the wooden seat. From her place behind him she watched the muscles move beneath his shirt as he took them back out to the center of the little lake. She still felt herself gripped with shyness, felt herself a stranger despite his letters to her, despite their common friends. Again she was unable to choose words and speak. Instead she watched the water, saw how the shelving rocks fell away in the clear water until they were lost from the sun in the shadows of the depths.

Christopher shipped his oars and the boat drifted. The water stilled until they seemed to hang motionless above their reflection.

Irrationally Margaret found herself at peace. Reason and doubt fell silent, dislocated by the stillness of the lake, the calmness of his company.

Then Christopher turned awkwardly in his place to face her. “Why have you come?”

At her expression, he added a little grimly, “You see, I am no more a diplomat than Diana.”

“A good deal less,” said Margaret, “though I would have said that wasn’t possible.”

“She wants me at the wedding,” he said. “Are you sent as ambassador to fetch me?”

“I am no party to Diana’s devices,” Margaret answered. “I came to ask you why the queen banished you from the city.”

“Didn’t she tell you?”

“She said she wished to reward me,” Margaret said. “She told me to tell her my wish. I did, and she said she could not grant it. I asked that she summon you back fron Cairn Deeping. She refused, and said that you were no longer fit for her service, nor would you answer a summons if she sent one. She told me to ask you why.”

Christopher looked as though he had tasted something bitter, but he smiled mockingly and said, “Oh, sheer laziness. Is that all you came to ask? Such a long trip in vain. Still, there’s daylight left to start back to Staunton, and the inn at Adversane is excellent.”

Margaret drew off her riding glove and held out her hand. On her finger the slanting sunlight gleamed on the queen’s ring, enameled black and white, chess fashion.

“Did she send a message with that?” he asked.

She shook her head, drew off the ring and put it in his hand. For a moment he held it to the light, as though to sight toward the sun through it. Then he dropped it into the lake. It hit the water with a small musical splash and was gone before she could crane over to peer after it.

Astonished, she looked up at Christopher, who had turned clumsily back to his oars. Even as he freed them from the locks, she put out her ungloved hand and caught a fistful of his untidy hair, pulled his head back hard.

Both oars went over the side, and he reached blindly back to break her grip, too surprised to protest. She held her grip and kept her voice level despite her sudden anger. “She told me what message went with the ring,” she said through clenched teeth, “just as she told you, before you left her service.”

“Stop that,” said Christopher, “or I shall put you over the side to float ashore, like St. Ophelia of the Flowers.”

“I am not Frederick, to be ordered about,” she retorted. “I’ll let go when you tell me what was in the letter you wrote to me and then burned.”

Christopher’s hand closed over hers. Her grip was strong but his was implacable. After a moment she released him, and when he let her hand go free she nursed it silently in her lap while he twisted back to sit facing her. She met his anger without flinching, her own unquenched.

Christopher’s gaze dropped first. He reached to rub the nape of his neck. “Your pardon, lady.”

“My error,” said Margaret. Her voice was very level and very cold. “In the future I will trust the queen’s judgment in these matters. Set me ashore, please. I shall leave for Adversane at once.”

“I’m very sorry, Margaret—” he began.

“At once, please,” she said doggedly.

“—but I can’t. I’ve lost the oars,” he finished. With a helpless gesture, he showed her where the oars floated at a demure distance.

“Fetch them,” she said. Her anger was fast turning to mortification. She had actually pulled his hair—a trick she’d never stooped to even as a child. She felt the color rising in her cheeks.

“The breeze might drift them back to us,” Christopher ventured. “I expect they only went so far when we rocked the boat and set up ripples. This thing is a little cranky for her size. Unstable. She likes to tip when she gets the chance.”

Margaret dropped her eyes to her lap and kept them there, rubbing her hand.

“Here, let me see,” said Christopher, nothing in his voice but gentleness.

She ignored him, but he took her hand and held it despite her.

“It’s going to swell,” she said, not looking up.

“Soak it in the mere,” he suggested. “It’s cold enough to stop the swelling. And I don’t think there will be a bruise.”

Very gently he folded back her sleeve until her arm was bare to the elbow. For a moment she resisted, then let him put her hand over the side. The water was icy, even in the heat of a summer day. It made her think of melted snow.

Satisfied, he went back to watching the oars, still drifting out of reach on either side of the boat. She looked up, reached out her gloved hand to touch the weary line of his shoulder. “Did I hurt you?” she asked.

“No. I was a little surprised. I apologize.”

“I accept,” she replied. “Can’t you get the oars back, really?”

“One is closer already. It won’t be long to wait.”

“I’d rather not wait at all,” She said.

“Margaret—”

“Nor talk either.”

There was a long silence between them. Christopher broke it to ask wearily, “Who told you about the letter? Must have been Frederick.”

“I came to see you after the trial. Did Frederick tell you? You were asleep. So I came back the next morning, but you had gone already. Frederick told me about the letter. I think he was embarrassed for me.”

“I should never have written it,” he said. The flat note of fatigue in his voice surprised her.

“All the rest of them trust me,” she said. “Even Random, and he doesn’t trust anyone. Please, couldn’t you?”

Christopher shook his head.

Margaret took a deep breath for courage, and asked, “Was it Clodia? I saw her face the day of the hearing, when the queen granted your request for an ordeal of arms. There was such anger there.”

Christopher drew a sharp breath, closing his eyes. “I saw her face, too, when I looked up from murdering Tilbury. There wasn’t a sound at that first moment. No one knew what happened. No one but Lady Clodia Folville.”

He broke off, passed his hand across his eyes.

“They say he killed her sister,” Margaret said. “We know he killed her son.”

“She poisoned the blade of her son’s sword and gave it to me to bear in his name. The little cut I gave the duke, inside his arm, acomplished his death. I murdered him with that stroke. Had he beheaded me with one blow the next moment, he was a dead man from the moment I wounded him. I wanted only to avenge my friend and make the best end I could. And I murdered him.”

“You told the queen?”

“She guessed, I think. She took the sword from me. I tried to clean it at the tiltyard. I made. Frederick wash it later. He did it to humor me, but it troubled him. And that night, when the queen summoned me, I surrendered it to her keeping. No one will be able to harm Lady Clodia through me. If I had known how little she required my help, the queen still less—”

“You would have burned your first letter to me,” said Margaret.

“I would have written to you a hundred times, Margaret. You are the only thing in all this I cannot regret,” he replied.

“Yet you burned your last letter to me,” she said.

    “I couldn’t help but write it, my dear,” he answered. “To burn it was my final knightly act. How could I put it down in writing? Fine service to my friend’s memory, to accuse his mother of murder. And to put it down in writing? I have learned some lessons from our misadventures with the duke. I had to burn it. Frederick is usually more discreet.”

“If you had slain Tilbury straight away,” Margaret protested, “you would have never known anything was amiss. How could you guess Clodia would poison the sword? You’d have no regrets. Tilbury is dead. Lansquenet is dead. Souriant is dead. How can you regret that their villainy is ended?”

“Sir Anthony Folville is dead.”

The name seemed to hang between them in the air.

“Yes,” said Margaret finally, “and his death was tragic. That was a sad day for us all. But it will be sadder yet if you leave us without some shadow of his example. You can’t just turn aside from the path he set you.”

“My dear, that’s over. This knee of mine is no knee for a serving officer.” He smiled ruefully. “My days at the wars are over.”

“No! What of Staunton? The city is full of your conspirators. You’ve whistled them all to heel and into the queen’s favor. What shall they do now? Shall they all end diced into prison?”

“They can dice themselves out again,” he answered.

“How I wish that I could swim,” exclaimed Margaret. “For two pins I would end this interview and leave you perched here.”

“I sympathize,” said Christopher. “I wish I could not swim. For two pins, I’d end it for myself.”

Forgetful of her bruised hand, Margaret reached out and gripped Christopher by the shoulders. Anger made her strong. She shook him until the boat pitched wildly.

“How dare you talk like that?” she hissed.

“Oh, hell,” said Christopher. His arms went around her and for one scalding moment their mouths met.

Then the boat lurched, water swamped in over the gunwales, and the lake took them both into its icy depths.

Margaret never forgot the next three minutes, She and Christopher went into the water together and, as she lost her hold on his shoulders, she glanced upward toward the light. From below the surface shimmered, troubled by their struggles. She could not see Christopher. She looked down. There was no grip on her arm, only the heavy drag of her sleeves. Her skirts snared her legs, drew her down. Frightened, she threw back her head, caught only a glimpse of the shimmer far above. The light seemed infinitely remote, infinitely precious.

There was something hard beneath her breast, something to cling to. She clung, felt the unrelenting heave of her belly as she coughed cold water. She realized she was draped across the hull of the capsized boat, an attitude most undignified. With an effort she lifted her head, saw nothing but her own hair, damp as seaweed, over her eyes. A toss of her head cleared her vision, showed her Christopher beside her, clinging to the boat’s hull. Despite the icy water, a fire seemed to blaze somewhere behind her eyes. She coughed again.

“All well, Margaret?” Christopher gasped. “Can you keep your hold? Properest thing were, bail the boat, and put you back inside it. But I haven’t the strength to tip her back. And there’s nothing to bail with.”

For an instant he rested his forehead on his arm, panting, then lifted it again. “So hold your place and I’ll get you to shore. We’ll be at the house before they’ve unpacked your luggage.”

Neither Margaret nor Christopher ever cared to recall the next twenty minutes, but at the end of it they were both seated on the damp uneven bank of the mere, breathless, dripping and drenched.

“I’m cold,” said Margaret. She drew her knees up to fold her arms over them, and put her head down.

“I’ll take you to the house,” promised Christopher, and he fell back full length, his head on the grassy bank, his feet still in the water, “in a moment.”

Margaret lifted her head to gaze at him with concern. “Do you always breathe like that?”

“Always and evermore,” he replied. “You?”

“I’m quite well, thank you,” she answered. “Your knee?”

“Hellish, thank you, my lady. In short, I am a wreck—physically, morally, intellectually—”

“Do shut up,” said Margaret.

Christopher folded his hands behind his head and gazed at the sky. “Everyone tells me that eventually.”

“Then that makes one thing you have in common with your sister after all,” Margaret snapped. She rubbed her arms. “Shall I fetch Frederick to help you stand up?”

“If you wouldn’t dislike it too much, I would rather have your help,” Christopher answered.

“I suppose you will apologize first, for pulling my hair. I suppose you must have pulled it—someone certainly has. And there was no one in the water with me but you.”

“I won’t,” he replied. “You pulled my hair first.”

“You hurt my hand,” she countered.

    “Let me see.…”

She gave him her hand for a moment, but pulled it free and said, “I thank you for saving my life.”

“So official,” he mocked. “Won’t you help me?”

After a brief struggle with her skirts, Margaret rose, put out her left hand, still in her riding glove, to help him up.

“I thank you,” he said, finally on his feet. For a moment they stood close, hands clasped. “I don’t know how far I can go, my dear, but it will be farther with your help.”

“I know,” she replied. “It doesn’t matter how far, we’ll get there.”

Then, slowly, circled in one another’s arms, they set out together for the low-roofed old house that awaited them, silent in the shade of the oaks.
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In 1981, when Stevermer was twenty-six, she visited France.
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