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Epilogue

 

 

IN A 13TH CENTURY EUROPE 

THAT MIGHT HAVE BEEN

 

In the area now occupied by north-eastern France.

 

The region is fragmented into a number of small kingdoms; hardly worthy of the name, but it keeps their deluded rulers happy. 

Across their common border, Orgonde and Lilliande eye each other with belligerent animosity. Plots abound. Espionage is rife. 

Less belligerent, though just as interested in furthering its power, is La Rosse, the other kingdom in the trio.

In the heart of a disputed sliver of land between Lilliande and Orgonde lies the small town of Yaconne, currently under de facto control of Lilliande, though claimed by Orgonde.

 

 

 



Prologue

 

It was one of those cold, wet days that made one want to stay inside, beside a nice warm fire. The drizzle falling from a grey sky had turned Yaconne’s unpaved streets into rivulets of mud that left everyone bespattered with brown dots, blotches and drips. But it was market day, and so everybody and their dogs and occasionally a donkey, sheep, cow or pig, slogged past the market stalls, and never mind that their shoes were soaked and filthy, and the bottoms of their tunics or dresses were a uniform dirty brown; or even worse, because animals displayed even less decorum than people when it came to defecating whenever and wherever it pleased them. Many folks would be dragging the leftovers of cow dung into their homes; and they would stink for days, because people were just too busy to clean out their messes.

Thirteen-year old Antoine Lautrec had watched the stall that was to be the target of his larcenous intent from the opposite side of the street. He thought that there were far too many delicious-looking apples in the stall’s wooden boxes to be sold on a day like this. Which meant that they would just spoil, and then who would want to eat them except for the pigs, donkeys or goats? Which would be such a waste. Sweet apples like that were meant to be eaten by people like himself. But he lived in a household where apples were considered a luxury and children had to learn to live without them, except on a few days of the year, but these were the days when apples did not taste half as good as they did right now. 

 Antoine pulled the hood of his tunic over his head and sauntered across the muddy thoroughfare toward his target. The stall keeper, a miserly individual called Gaston who was not known for his charitable inclinations, was busy haggling with a stout, shrill-voiced woman, who did not like his prices, but obviously liked the apples. Gaston, however, wasn’t budging and gave as good as he got, his rough voice rising above the general din among the stalls.

Antoine, seeing the perfect opportunity, walked past the wooden tray with the sweet apples, took one and, ducking deep, just ran. In his experience this was the best way to get away. Since he had the hood over his head and his tunic was bespattered with mud, he hoped that the stall owner, if he had noticed the theft at all, would at least not recognize him. For if he did, Antoine would get a hiding from papa, who disapproved of thievery, if for no other reason but that it gave the family a bad name and that it went against the will of God. How much more virtuous was Beatrice, Antoine’s younger sister, who would never even dream of doing anything as outrageous. 

Antoine loved Beatrice, who was a sweet girl, just as he loved his parents; and never mind that they were a fastidious and excessively God-fearing family. Nothing wrong with praying, but surely the Lord had more important things to think about than how to enforce his commandments, and especially the unimportant ones that were not written down, but nonetheless preached about during just about every Mass by Père Eugene, whom Antoine sometimes suspected of making things up as it suited him. 

Like everyone else, Antoine knew his Ten Commandments, but he sometimes thought that they were a bit confusing. Like what did it mean that one mustn’t commit murder? What was the difference between murder and killing? Who decided what was what? God? Priests? The Pope? 

And was it really more important not to misuse the name of the Lord—which was something everybody did around here pretty much all the time, and so far God hadn’t struck a single one of them down!—than not to murder someone? And what was it about stealing anyway? Were not rich people stealing from poor people all the time; like when the soldiers came around and collected taxes for the King, which he just wasted as it pleased him? From everything Antoine had heard from his father, the King had a very good life indeed, and God did nothing to punish him for being a thief and wastrel.

A roar of anger behind Antoine told him that Gaston had been more alert than he had hoped for. But he also knew that Gaston could not leave his stall, because otherwise he’d lose more than just one apple to thievery. Antoine ducked around a corner into a narrow alley and ran as fast as he could. The alley disgorged into the main town square, an open roughly-paved, area of the town; used for the occasional hanging, public announcements, as well as Yaconne’s annual festival, held on the day of the first full moon in June. The raised solid wooden plat in the middle of the square was used during such occasions; to accommodate a gibbet if required for a hanging, or maybe provide a raised base for orators or musicians.

Antoine was about to bolt across the square toward other side to eat his apple in peace, when he froze in his tracks. And he wasn’t the only one who had stopped moving. The thunder of approaching hooves grew louder, and presently a group of nine soldiers in red uniforms with gilded diagonal stripes across their chests burst into the square. People scattered before them as they headed for the plat and stopped there. The soldiers’ uniforms and horses were spattered with mud; they obviously had ridden at great speed to get here.

“Look who’s here!” Antoine heard a voice behind him.

He turned to see Lacoste Teriér lean closer to his wife. He knew the couple, because they had been visitors to his parents’ house. Antoine did not much like either of them, because they gave themselves airs, just because they owned one of the biggest houses in town. He had also overheard his father confide to another acquaintance that he thought Lacoste Teriér was one of Roi Giscard’s spies in Yaconne. Antoine had no idea why this should be important, but clearly his father did not like the idea.

“Capitaine Lancombe,” Lacoste Teriér said to his wife. “The King’s killer. And he looks like he’s after blood. And methinks I know whose.”

Antoine turned away, but too late. Lacoste Teriér had spotted him; despite the hood or the filthy tunic. He felt the man’s regard on his back like someone was prodding him with a sharp stick as he hurried away, giving the soldiers a wide berth.

The man Lacoste Teriér had called ‘Capitaine Lancombe’ spoke to one of his men; loud enough for Antoine, who had very acute hearing, to catch a few words. 

“Sergent! Find him! And the wife. And the children. I want the lot of them here for all to see. We’re going to put an end to this nest of treason once and for all.”

Who was he talking about? 

And what was ‘treason’? Obviously it was something Lancombe was wanting to punish someone for. At the King’s command! Everything happened at the King’s command!

But who was going to be punished?

The sergent signaled to four of the other soldiers, who dismounted, their boots splashing mud in all directions as they hit the ground. The sergent also got off his horse, motioned to his men again. They grabbed Henri Basteau from the gaggle of frozen onlookers and dragged him to where the sergent stood.

“You know Tamsien Lautrec?”

Antoine’s heart missed a beat as he stood frozen in shock.

Henri, apparently unable to speak, just nodded eagerly, his eyes wide with fear.

Antoine tore himself out of his paralysis and started running.

These men were here for his family! For papa and maman and Beatrice! He had to warn them before it was too late!

“Stop him!” someone shouted.

Antoine redoubled his efforts. His legs pumped under him, his feet—encased in rough cloth shoes, tied together with a short length of twine—splashed through mud, hit stones that lanced pain through him, but it did not matter because there was only one thing on his mind. 

He slipped on a wet, muddy stone, fell, his arm impacted on a rough wall; he cried out, scrabbled to rise again, found his footing and raced on.

There! His home, a modest but beloved abode, whitewashed with small windows and a single door barely tall enough to allow papa to pass without hitting his head. But it held all that was dear to him.

He burst in through the door. Maman stood at the stove and turned to face him. She took in his filthy appearance and obvious exhaustion.

“Antoine?”

“Where’s papa? They’re coming to get him. To get us all!”

From another room, papa rushed into the kitchen.

“Who is coming?”

“Soldiers, papa! And the man Lacoste Teriér called the King’s killer!”

“Lancombe?” Papa turned to maman. “Where is Beatrice?”

Maman’s eyes were wide with a fear such as Antoine had never seen in them before. “With Janelle.”

Papa turned to Antoine. “Run as fast as you can, my son. Take the back alleys, where the soldiers will not look. Find Beatrice and hide. Hide, Antoine! Hide yourself and your sister!”

“But, papa—“

“Do what I tell you. Go! And be safe. May God be with you.”

Papa hugged Antoine in a brief crushing embrace. “Now go!”

Antoine’s protests were choked off by the force of papa’s tone of command. Antoine knew that when papa—who had once been an officer of some significance in the army of Roi Henri Cinque—used that tone, he would not accept disobedience. And Antoine loved and respected papa. So, even now, when he felt the touch of impending doom and terrible things waiting to happen, he would do as he was told. But he knew, he just knew, that this was the last time he would feel papa’s arms holding him, the last time he would hear his voice.

He wanted to cry out; wanted to beg papa not to do whatever he had planned. But he did not. Instead, with a last look at maman, who looked as terrified as Antoine felt, he ran out of the house, looked left and right, then headed off to find Beatrice.

And what was he supposed to do then? Papa had told him to hide himself and his sister. But where? How could they hide? They were just children; Antoine was all of thirteen years, and Beatrice two years younger. 

Antoine turned into a narrow passage between two houses. It led to the next street, where he would turn right and take a few more turns to race along yet more alleys that the soldiers would not know about. The thought of Beatrice made him redouble his effort, and in the back of his mind lurked a terrible fear about what was going to happen to maman and papa.

What was papa planning to do to save himself and maman?

Antoine emerged from the passage into the market street.

“There is the boy!”

The voice of Gaston Martin, shouting over the noises in the street, now mostly expressing fear, as the people faced King Giscard’s soldiers.

Antoine looked behind him, saw two soldiers pushing their way through the crowd and hurrying toward him. 

No! 

If he continued, he would lead them to Beatrice! And then they would take her and who knew what they would do to her? What the King’s killer would do to her.

Antoine made a fateful decision, ducked back into the alley whence he had emerged and ran. Behind him the voices of the soldiers shouted for him to stop and surrender to the King’s Guard.

His terror gave him extra strength, speed and endurance as he fled, emerging back into the street where he lived—only to see maman and papa being dragged out of their house by three soldiers and away toward the Square.

Antoine froze, breathing heavily from the exertion—but the pounding footsteps of the soldiers behind reminded him of his duty: to lead them away from Beatrice. And so he forced himself to avert his gaze from maman and papa being dragged away and ran in the opposite direction, not looking behind but keeping his attention on the path ahead, so that he did not slip or fall, but continued to move them ever further away from his sister—and hope that Jeanelle, who was maman’s cousin, had the presence of mind to keep Beatrice hidden until the soldiers had departed.

But what could he do?

Where would the soldiers not expect him to go? 

In the town center there were more alleys and narrow passages than anywhere else in Yaconne. More people, too. He could use them to slow the soldiers down, and small as he was also to hide himself.

Antoine made a decision and turned right, into an unpaved alley, with muddy water sloshing down its incline. Behind him, the footfall of the soldiers seemed closer. 

Run!

Antoine reached the end of the alley and turned right. He continued on, dodging through several more, out of breath now—though it sounded like his pursuers were falling behind.

He reached the town square, which was thick with people milling about, their attention fixed on the podium at the end, where the theatre troupes performed and the maitre held forth whenever it suited him to address the people in the streets.

Antoine was unable to see what was happening, but he could hear well enough; a stentorian man’s voice whose timbre chilled him to the bone.

“Silence!” the voice thundered.

The mutterings of the people around Antoine ceased.

“Citizens of Yaconne,” the voice continued, and now Antoine caught a brief glimpse of the speaker; the one Lacoste Teriér had called the ‘King’s killer’, “it has come to your King's attention that some in this town think that they are at liberty to decide whether they are Lilliande or Orgonde.”

Another glimpse through a sliver of a gap in the crowd before him, made Antoine gasp. For beside Capitaine Lancombe stood papa and maman, both with their hands tied together before them. And Lancombe held in his hand a wicked looking long knife!

No!

“Tamsien Lautrec,” Lancombe said, loud enough for everyone to hear, “do you deny that you have led this sedition?”

“It was just talk,” Antoine heard papa say.

“Seditious talk is never 'just talk’! Sedition is a crime punishable by the death of all those who contemplate it.”

Capitaine Lancombe paused for a moment.

“But your King is merciful today,” he finally continued. “The people of Yaconne will escape punishment. This time. But there will be no mercy for you and your treasonous family.”

A moment passed. Imminence thickened the air above the spectators. Nobody moved—except for Antoine, who ducked and weaved closer to the podium.

“No!” papa shouted, in a voice full of anguish and despair.

A moment later a brief cry arose from the people near the podium. The sound propagated through the ranks, attenuated as sighs and exclamations.

And then—

Another glimpse—

Antoine screamed as he saw what Lancombe was holding up high for all to see.

“Maman!”

Antoine screamed again.

“Get me the boy!” Lancombe thundered as he tossed maman’s bloody head aside like a rotten pumpkin.

The people around Antoine took notice of him, standing there, frozen in disbelieving paralyzing terror.

Someone reached for him.

Survival instinct overrode terror. Antoine wrenched himself free and ducked away, pushing people aside, as behind him he heard the shouts of people being shoved out of the way by soldiers coming after him.

“Antoine!” he heard papa shout. “Run! Live! Free—“

Papa’s voice died with a gurgle.

“Death to seditious traitors and their brood!” Lancombe shouted. “Get me that boy!”

Antoine ducked, weaved, pushed ruthlessly, jerked and clawed himself free from hands reaching out for him, wanting to hold him back. He ran, instinct and familiarity guiding him through the streets and alleys of Yaconne, until there was no footfall in pursuit. 

Beatrice!

Antoine forced down his panic. Getting Beatrice was all that mattered.

Heavy footfall splashing through muddy streets not far away disabused him of any notion that he could get to her. For they would find him, surround him, capture him; and then, when they’d killed him—maybe after torturing him into revealing Beatrice’s whereabouts—he would be no good to her at all. 

Antoine stood there, paralyzed with conflicting urges, duties, obligations and desires. With a hiss of utter despair he finally admitted to himself that he simply must not get caught—and that he could not risk even getting close to Janelle’s, because he might just lead them to his sister, even as he was trying to save her.

The loathing for the King, Capitaine Lancombe and his men became a fire in Antoine’s chest and his soul. Tears stung his eyes when he finally understood the full extent of his utter powerlessness, his inability to save his beloved sister, and the grim truth that the only, the one and only thing he could possibly achieve right now, was to save himself. 

For later. 

This he swore to himself. On his very life. He might be helpless now, but one day he would not be, and when that day came, he would punish those who had done these terrible things; the man who had killed maman and held her head up high for the crowed to see. Who had almost certainly also slit papa’s throat. Who might yet—but here Antoine’s mind veered away from the worst horror of them all.

Beatrice…

The footsteps grew louder, forcing Antoine to emerge from his paralysis.

Indecisiveness would mean his certain death; and dying was not an acceptable fate, for the dead could do nothing at all, and Antoine would have much to do. And so, with a heavy heart but newfound resolution he turned away and resumed his flight along the muddy north road. Though exhausted, his hatred lent him the strength he needed to carry on until Yaconne was far behind him.

And there was only the road and the woods, and the wet drizzle soaking him. 

Where to now?

Away! Away! 

Antoine, shivering in his wet clothes and exhausted from his run, kept moving, his steps becoming sluggish and slow; but still be put one foot in front of the other and doggedly brought an ever-greater distance between himself and his home.

 



Chapter 1

 

Francisco Alejandro Montoya—who, for the purpose of his current assignment as an itinerant spy for the Christian kingdom of Aragon, called himself ‘Francois Latin’—cursed the fine rain that had pestered him on his journey from Goulême to Lafontaine. He was tired of the moisture drifting in through even the tiniest crack of his one-horse mountebank’s wagon; which was his home and also contained all the carefully concealed, but readily accessible accoutrements of his trade: weapons; parchments; writing utensils; a reservoir of invisible ink that could not be revealed by the usual methods of heating, but required the parchment to be soaked in a solution of oil of lavender and finely ground sea-shells; an array of useful poisons, their purpose ranging from disabling to lethal.

Not so well hidden were the two pigeons, one male and one female, which he used during his performances for disappearance tricks, thus concealing their true purpose—for in truth they were messenger birds, which only remained with him because he had ensured that there was a bond between and had never allowed more than one to be out of their shared cage at a time. If he had, they would have jointly escaped to head to their original roost, which was in his far-off home. 

The poor pigeons, like Francisco himself and his trusty draft horse, Jasmine, were sick and tired of the dank climate and the drifting rains and mist. In their cage just beside Francisco on the driver’s board, they looked as miserable as he felt. They all, and especially Jasmine, needed a rest. Pulling the wagon along mucky roads had been hard work. 

Mercifully, the drizzle had cleared somewhat, leaving the countryside shrouded in a heavy, dense mist, through which Francisco presently discerned a road winding off to the right into a dense forest of maple, beech, and pedunculate oak. According to the map provided to him by his contact in Tirayne, this would be the road to Yaconne, a village large enough to be of political significance, situated in disputed territory between the two tiny kingdoms of Orgonde and Lilliande. The rulers of both lived in states of delusions about their pathetic insignificance, which would one day not far off be obliterated by the reality of the might of the growing empire in the west. It would sweep across all of the local rulers, who called themselves ‘Kings’ like a spring storm over a clump of ants’ nests.

Francisco slowed the wagon, wondering if he should take a rest for himself and Jasmine right here. Yaconne would be close, as opposed to Lafontaine, which at his current rate of progress could well be over two days away—unless the rain cleared and gave way to sunshine, to dry out the road and thus facilitate better and less waterlogged progress.

Francisco reminded himself that he had no time to lose in getting to Lafontaine; for if what Ludovic in Goulême had told him was true, Aimée might be in danger and possibly needed to leave Lafontaine at best speed. But she likely did not know of the peril she was in, and Francisco had to do his best to ensure her safety. Not just because Lancombe and Giscard’s spymaster Onfroid would torture her to her death to extract any information they might consider useful from her, but also because Francisco happened to be very fond of Aimée. Indeed, in moments of weakness he admitted to himself that he loved her. A dangerous emotion to develop between spies, but this was how things were.

Francisco was about to encourage Jasmine to resume her normal pace, when something stayed his hand. He pulled on the reins, engaged the brake and jumped off the wagon to take a closer look at the lump of what he sensed was something alive and human, lying in the mucky, rutted road, which also appeared to have been further disturbed by what he thought might have been a company of riders moving at speed, heading toward Yaconne.

The unmoving lump turned out to be a boy, lying on his side, wearing a peasant’s tunic under a rough linen jacket. The feet were bare, though some shreds of cloth suggested that they had been covered. The garments were soaked and covered in mud. Francisco turned the boy on his back to reveal a pale, still face. He touched the skin, which was terribly cold. But as he cupped his hand over the boy’s nose, he felt the faintest warm breath.

Francisco looked over at his cart and Jasmine, who shook her head in apparent impatience, though she was probably just trying to rid herself of the wetness covering her head. Reason told him that he should leave the boy here. He was clearly on the verge of death; the cold by now might have caused irreparable damage to the frail body, from which the child would never recover. And Francisco wasn’t in the business of caring for stray lost children either. He was a spy who had to focus on his work, which could occasionally be grim. Already he had killed over a dozen people during his current journey through these regions; killed them without remorse, because if he hadn’t they would probably have killed him in turn, and if not that, captured him and compromised Aragon’s web of spies in this area.

But then Francisco looked at the boy’s pale face again, and something twisted in his belly. For he just knew that this boy wasn’t here by accident. And no child should be in a place like this, all alone and helpless. He glanced at the bare feet, which were marked by bloody scratches and bruises. What had once been protecting them had been shredded. This child had been running away from something, from somewhere, desperate enough to brave the clammy rain, and obviously determined enough as well, because Francisco thought that the only reason the boy was lying here was that he had finally succumbed to an exhaustion so strong that no willpower had been able to make him move any further.

Emotion and compassion defeated reason; though the latter provided Francisco with a rationale for acting as he did. For would he not be even less likely to be suspected of being who he was if he had a child with him? If the boy lived! Which he doubted very much.

Still, he lifted the thin body and carried him back to the wagon. Inside, he divested the child of all his wet, dirty clothes, dried him as well as he could, and then placed him on his own cot, wrapped up in woolen blankets and covered with Francisco’s winter coat. He retrieved a small bottle with a vitalizing tincture from its hiding place and managed to force a few drops of it into the boy’s mouth. The child swallowed convulsively, providing Francisco with renewed hope that maybe he had not been too late.

When he was done, he left the wagon and went to where Jasmine stood waiting. He rubbed her down with a cloth, stroked her neck and then resumed his place on the driver’s board. He would not go to Yaconne, because there was no doubt in his mind that that’s whence the boy had come—running away from something that had terrified him enough to run until exhaustion had finally felled him. And it looked like the town was riddled with soldiers right now. Excellent reason to avoid it and proceed at best speed.

Francisco looked up and saw that in the distance the sky was getting brighter. Maybe there even was a hint of blue, barely discernible through the moisture-laden air. With a little luck, by the time he pulled up for the night, the change would have come his way.

He released the brakes, clicked his tongue, whistled softly and gently and swished the rains. As Jasmine slowly pulled the wagon into motion again, Francisco thought of the boy. He could be dead already. Or he might die later, when the consequences of being in the cold wetness finally caught up with him. 

But Francisco did not think the boy was destined to die. He did not know why he should think so; suspected that it was intuition rather than reason that prompted such notions. And Francisco had learned to trust intuition, though reason might be necessary to take a closer look at its occasionally strange revelations and their sensibility. 

In this case, however, he was oddly certain that whatever he had done was exactly what he had to do.

 

~~~

 

The village, Saline, was not on Francisco’s map, but it was on the road; large enough to provide a reasonably dry stable and hay for Jasmine and a space where he could pull up the wagon for the night and tend to the boy, who was still alive, though now he was burning up. Francisco removed the blankets and applied cold compresses to his head, as well as exposing the scrawny torso to the cool air, which was a basic remedy for fever.

The boy tossed and turned all night, allowing no time for Francisco to sleep—but in the morning the fever was gone and the child finally opened his eyes. Francisco marveled at the stubborn persistence of the desire to live, which appeared to be strong in the boy—who sat up suddenly and looked around with a wild, desperate expression. He started to move off the bed, but Francisco firmly pushed him back down.

“You must rest,” he said kindly. “You are safe here. Do not fear whatever it was you ran from.”

The boy lay back, not taking his eyes off Francisco.

Then suddenly those eyes filled with tears, as the boy was wracked with sobs that did not seem to want to end. He curled up, facing away from Francisco, and presently appeared to have cried himself to sleep. Francisco gently covered him and sat back on a small bench attached to the inside of the wagon. Whatever horrors this child had experienced were almost certainly not unusual; as terrible things were done every day and everywhere. But the boy now was in his care, and he finally had found an opportunity to maybe pay back to the universe a debt that he owed it; owed to Don Alfredo, who had taken him in, when Francisco's situation had been very similar to the one which had prompted the boy in his bed to flee his home.

Francisco, torn between his duty and the needs of the child, decided to stay for the day. It would do Jasmine a lot of good as well to get a well deserved respite. She was exhausted and a day’s rest would give her extra strength to take him to Aimée before Lancombe’s thugs laid their hands on her.

When the boy woke again in the late morning, his mind appeared to have consolidated somewhat. He did not exhibit the panic and despair of before, though his eyes were haunted as he looked at Francisco.

“What is your name,” Francisco asked.

“Antoine.”

“I am Francois. Are you hungry?”

The boy nodded mutely.

Francisco motioned to the door. “There is a place nearby where we will find victuals. We will also have to find you something to wear. Wait here. I’ll get the ones I found you in. They’re outside and probably dry by now. But they are torn, and you have no shoes. We may have to wait until we get to Lafontaine to get you something decent to wear.”

At the mention of ‘Lafontaine’ the boy’s face twisted into a panicked rictus. 

“No!”

“No?” Francisco asked.

“I do not want to go to Lafontaine.”

“Do you want to go home?”

The boy firmly shook his head.

“You are afraid,” Francisco said. “Tell me what happened. And trust me, Antoine. You are as safe as you can be. I wish you no ill, and you should know that. Have I not taken you in from the road where you were about to die from exhaustion and the cold?

“So, trust me. Tell me what in Yaconne frightened you. And what troubles you about going to Lafontaine.”

The boy swallowed, pulled the woolen blanket around him and said nothing.

Francisco nodded. “Very well. I am going to get your clothes, and then we’ll find ourselves something to eat. And I’ll introduce you to Jasmine as well, because she would like to get to know you.”

“Who is Jasmine?” the boy whispered.

Francisco smiled. “My horse. And my friend. Maybe the only one I have in these demesnes.”

Was there the faintest twitch of a smile on Antoine’s lips? Francisco hoped so, but he decided not to let on that he had noticed anything. Instead he left the wagon; retrieved Antoine’s ragged, partially torn, still-dirty tunic and the coarse cloth belt,  from where he had placed the item to dry, and took them back to the boy.

“Get dressed,” he said. “I’ll be back in a moment.”

He left the wagon again to give the child some privacy. He thought it advisable, because who knew what had caused Antoine to flee his home? Trust would have to be earned slowly, and anything he could do to further this he would. Again he remembered Don Alfredo, who had been patient beyond belief in dealing with the mistreated boy he had bought from an itinerant slaver and brought up as his own son.

Francisco presently returned inside, to find the boy wrapped in his tunic. “Let us go.”

He glanced at Antoine’s bare feet. “Methinks we really will have to get you shod soon. If we do not, your feet will become diseased, despite the tincture I applied.” He twitched his head at the door. “Shall we go?”

Antoine shook his head; Francisco had a notion of why the boy was reluctant to leave the wagon.

“You are afraid that someone will recognize you?”

Antoine nodded mutely.

Francisco nodded at the bed. “Mind if I sit beside you?”

Antoine shrugged, but scooted aside to make space.

Francisco sat beside him.

“Tell me what happened,” he said gently.

In halting words, Antoine related what had happened on previous day. When he finally fell silent, Francisco put an arm around the narrow shoulders. After a brief resistance the child leaned against him and started sobbing again—and Francisco let him.



Chapter 2

 

Something about the man told Antoine that he had nothing to fear. And so, when finally Francois released him and told him that he would go out by himself to find them something to eat, and maybe some milk and clean water as well to wash it all down, Antoine, who had learned politeness from his parents, thanked Francois for his help and kindness, before being left alone.

He watched the spare figure of his savior exit through the door. There was something lithe and catlike about his movements. It reminded him of papa, and Antoine thought that maybe Francois also might have been a soldier once. 

His thoughts drifted into disturbing memories of other soldiers, and especially of the one they called ‘Capitaine Lancombe’. The one who had held…

And here Antoine’s thoughts recoiled, refusing to allow the terrible memory to surface from where he had attempted to bury it, for a while at least; because he would dig it up one day when it was needed to do what he had to do. Instead Antoine thought of Francois’s announcement that he was heading for Lafontaine. Right into the stronghold of the people who had slaughtered his parents as if they were pigs—and maybe even Beatrice as well.

That thought was far too horrible to contemplate. Even more appalling was the knowledge that he had not done anything about it. Because though he knew that he had been powerless to act differently, the burden of guilt lay heavily upon him, threatening to crush his spirit into a million pieces that flittered away like motes of ash thrown up by a hot fire, to be extinguished forever.

But no! He must not be extinguished like a candle flame in the winds of an ill fate! For if he was, who would remember his family with the love they deserved to be remembered by? And who would avenge them? Because avenged they must be. Nothing else made sense.

But what could he do? He was just a child and surely would die like his family. He would have to grow up, become strong, learn how to fight and how to get close to the evildoers, Lancombe and the King alike. And then he would take their lives. Extinguish them forever. Doom them to eternal hell fire; because surely that’s where they would go for their deeds. 

Antoine lay down on the bed, on his side, and closed his eyes; imagining how he would accomplish what needed to be done.

 

~~~

 

Francois’s return woke him. He had brought freshly baked bread and hard cheese, together with a small pail of milk.

They sat down together at a table folding down from one of the sides of the wagon and had a hearty breakfast. Antoine was ravenous, but Francois stayed his hand when he attempted to pile too much food into his mouth.

“Eat slowly,” he said. “You haven’t eaten for a while and it will sit better in your belly if you do.”

Francois, Antoine thought, sounded like maman. But he slowed down, and when he was finally full he thought that he could just go back to sleep.

“Let us talk about Lafontaine,” Francois said. “I know you fear that someone will recognize you, but in truth it is a town of significant size and if we clean you up and get you some new clothes, nobody will know who you are. And if they do, I shall take care of it.”

“How?”

Francois smiled grimly. “Trust me, Antoine. Please! I have some affairs to attend to in Lafontaine. But after that we shall continue on toward the south.”

“Where are we going?”

Francois considered Antoine in silence for a few thoughtful moments. “South,” he said. “To Iberia.”

“Where is that?”

Francois smiled. “A long way to the south. And far away from here.”

“Why do you want to go there?”

Francois winked at Antoine. “One day I will tell you. But right now it is better that you don’t know. And even what I just told you, please keep it between us.”

Antoine nodded. “I will.”

“Good. And now, I need to find a place to attend to voiding my bowels; and then we shall proceed with our journey. The wagon is dry and Jasmine will be happy to get out of the confinement of a stable. She’s a creature of the road.”

The sound of distant thunder had Francois jerk around.

“Stay here,” he ordered Antoine; in the same voice that papa would use when disobedience was definitely not called for. 

Antoine nodded.

“They’re coming from the direction of your little town,” Francois said.

Antoine’s drew a sharp breath. 

“Do not be afraid,” Francois said. “I’m just going out there and see who it is.”

“I know who it is,” Antoine whispered.

Francois nodded. “Methinks you may be right. They must have been looking for you all over and given up only this morning.”

“Beatrice,” Antoine whispered, his voice breaking up.

Francois considered him compassionately. “Not knowing what happened to her may be the worst thing of all. But keep your hope alive.”

The thunder of horsemen grew louder.

“Can we go back? Please! I have to—”

“What is someone recognizes you? What if soldiers have been left behind to keep an eye on the people of Yaconne. Think, Antoine! If your sister is alive, and let us pray that she is, then she is safer with you not trying to find her.”

He motioned at the font of the wagon. “Climb up there, but keep low down behind the seat, so that you’re out of sight. You hear me? Keep out of sight!”

Antoine nodded.

“Let me know if you recognize anyone from yesterday,” Francois said. “I’ll step outside now and maybe I can get a closer look at them.”

He motioned. “Go.”

Antoine clambered up to the front of the wagon and slid aside the hatch that separated the driver’s seat from the interior. He did not open it completely, but just enough to be able to peer out at the road. Behind him, he heard the back door open and close.

The thunder of hooves approached, but abated as the company slowed down. Antoine peered out at the road from underneath the driver’s seat. His blood ran cold when he recognized the uniforms, and the tall man who had killed maman and almost certainly papa as well.

What if they stopped? What if they searched this village? 

But the riders did not stop. Though they looked searchingly around them, they kept moving, and when they had reached the other end of the houses they galloped off at speed.

Antoine heaved a sigh of relief. His legs were weak with suddenly released tension. The back door opened and closed again.

“Was that them?” came Francois’s voice.

Antoine turned to face him and nodded mutely.

“Well,” Francois said softly, “they are gone. And unless any of them actually know you, methinks there is no danger that anyone will recognize you—for how can you recognize someone you do not even know? Is there anyone in Lafontaine who knows your likeness? 

“Not anymore.”

“Then you will be safer in Lafontaine than in your home. You will be my son, who travels with me. Alone, because my wife died some time ago of a wasting disease. This is the story we will have to remember for the time we are in Lafontaine. You will help me with my little magic show—and do not worry, it will not be difficult, and I will be able to teach you everything you need to know within the blink of an eye; because you are an intelligent boy, and what needs to be done will be quite obvious. Indeed, I used to do it myself, but now you will not just be my son, but also my assistant. Is this agreeable?”

Antoine nodded. “I will do as you say.”

 

~~~

 

They stopped in a forest track out of sight of the road, where Antoine finally was able not only to relieve himself, but also to make the acquaintance of Jasmine, who appeared to accept him as a new companion without any protest, expressing her approval by butting her nose against the side of Antoine’s head and nibbling on his already torn tunic; whereupon he gently rebuffed her, to which she responded by nudging him in the back and rubbing her head against his shoulder.

“She likes you,” Francois said. “Which is a good thing, as horses are excellent judges of character.”

The night was spent in silence, with Antoine and Francois sharing the narrow cot. It kept them both warm, and there was great comfort for Antoine in the proximity of a human body.

 

~~~

 

By the time that the wagon, with Antoine sharing the driver’s seat with Francois, trundled into the outskirts of Lafontaine, dusk was descending. The near-full moon rose into a cloudless sky, shining a pale light upon the road and the fields flanking it. 

Not long before, they had passed by the ruins of the Castle of the Old Kings, about a mile to the north of the road. It was a place Antoine knew very well from his early youth and held many dear memories.

During papa’s stint of service with Roi Henri’s army—as well as several years after his return upon having been wounded and thus have become become useless as a soldier or even an officer—Lafontaine had been their place of residence. Papa’s parents, with whom papa and maman had always had a close connection, lived there, as did others of papa’s family. Only after papa’s parents died, suddenly and within months of each other, did the family move back to maman’s birthplace, Yaconne. Her parents had died just a year before papa and maman had gotten married, leaving only an uncle and two cousins; among them Janelle, with whom maman had always been close.

Maman hadn’t really minded the years in Lafontaine. But in the end they all returned home—and papa had become involved in something that ultimately got him and maman murdered. 

During their life in Lafontaine, papa had often taken Antoine for rides around the countryside, and to the old Castle, a place that held endless fascinating nooks and crannies, passages, and spaces that once had been gardens, rotundas and great halls where knights and nobles had assembled. Now it all was rubble overgrown by weeds, tall grass, prickly bushes and an occasional burst of colorful wildflowers.

“Why is it all like this,” Antoine had asked papa. “Why does nobody live here anymore?”

“Because of the foolishness of kings,” had been papa’s reply. “Once upon a time those who lived here, as is still the case in other places, thought themselves secure in their imagined power and positions. Until, as often happens, someone else came along and decided that they wanted the same things. And when the current occupiers of the castle refused to yield and barricaded themselves behind the walls, the interlopers besieged them, and battered the castle to rubble using siege machines. They killed and did other unspeakable things to those inside. And then they decided that it was too much work to restore the chaotic hulk they had created, and that it was simpler to build another castle and surround it with a city. But they had learned their lesson, as people sometimes do. And they realized that there was nothing to be gained by creating a fortified structure that appeared to be impervious, but which ultimately could fall to the assault of a sufficiently determined and equipped enemy. And so Lafontaine castle came into being; a far more refined and delicate structure, attesting to its creators’ conviction that there were better methods of maintaining one’s power than wasting one’s effort on the delusion that one could construct impenetrable walls to ward off enemies.

“Lafontaine was just a small town, but when the new castle had finally been completed, it grew and slowly circled around it. And now this old ruin just sits here and the aeons will claim it for their own, until all memory of those who once foolishly thought they were safe in its walls and could live their lives of preordained privilege forever is gone, and people will create stories around it that bear little or no resemblance to what truly happened here.”

As the wagon carrying Antoine drove past the ruins of the Castle, he studied its dark outlines, remembering his outings with papa; and again the hatred for those who had killed his family was a nauseating lump in his belly.

They would pay. All of them. And he would show them no more mercy that they had shown his family.

Then the fading light and distance swallowed the ruins, and Lafontaine lay before them; and Antoine wondered if maybe he should hide inside the wagon—for who knew if someone might not recognize him after all.

Francois appeared to sense Antoine’s apprehension and the direction of his thoughts. He placed a hand on Antoine’s shoulder.

“Fear not. You’re safe. And now that it is getting dark, you’re even safer. Make use of your hood; which is sensible, especially since the night air is crisp and everybody seems to walk around with their heads covered.”

“But what of tomorrow? What of daytime?”

“We will not be here for long. It is time for me to head south and home.” 

Francois’s voice sounded strangely wistful, and Antoine glanced at him sidewise.

“I will tell you more,” Francois said, “once we’re further south and closer to my home. Right now it is better of you do not know.”

“Are you a spy?” Antoine blurted out.

Francois cast a sharp glance in his direction.

“Whatever gives you an idea like that? I am a mountebank, who makes a living amusing people with magic tricks and selling them potions that may or may not do what I claim them to do. By the time those having bought them have tested them I intend to be far enough away to avoid any recriminatory consequences.”

“Then why do you carry pigeons? Papa once told me that spies often do. That’s how you know them.”

“He told you that, did he? And what did he tell you they’re used for?”

“To carry messages to the spy’s masters.”

Francois nodded thoughtfully. “Interesting. Well, my pigeons do not fly away, but stay with me. So how could I be a spy?”

Antoine shrugged. “Maybe you’re not. And even if you were, I would not care. You have been good to me. I trust you more than I would trust anyone right now. But if you are a spy, and when you can, you will tell me, will you not?”

Francois regarded Antoine thoughtfully.

“You are young, but you are wiser to the ways of the world than many a man or woman thrice your age. Tell me something: can you read? Write?”

“Papa and maman started to teach me.”

Again Antoine choked up. Every memory of them brought pain. Was pain!

“I can read a little and even write,” he added. “But only simple things. There are so many words I do not know.”

“I will teach them to you,” Francois said simply.

“I know you will,” Antoine said, as the wagon lumbered into the outskirts of Lafontaine, and Lafontaine Castle became visible in the center of the surrounding city.

Francois left the wagon and Jasmine at a stable in the western outskirts of Lafontaine, and run by a man called Théo. 

“Why do you drive all the way through the town to find a stable?” Antoine asked as the wagon rumbled along the Rue Cercle, battling it out with people walking, horses and carts. The Lillie capital apparently was a hive of activity into late the hours of darkness. “Why not just use the big one on our way in?”

“Because then we would have to drive through Lafontaine when we leave again,” Francois replied. “Also, I know Théo, who is a reliable man and will take care of Jasmine and the wagon.” He grinned. “The Écurie Théo also makes for a quicker getaway, just in case this may be needed.”

Antoine pondered those last words for a while.

Apart from providing excellent stabling for Jasmine, who was a big horse and required a large stall, the Écurie Théo provided ample space to accommodate the wagon in the fenced field around the back, where it was hidden behind the stables from the sight of casual passersby.

Antoine found Théo studying him covertly and curiously.

“He’s my new assistant,” Francois told the man.

“Truly? An assistant? Your show must have become more complex than it used to be, requiring help where once upon a time you did everything by yourself.”

“Things change,” Francois said, and Antoine thought that the two men exchanged silent signals that spoke of matters that were not voiced aloud.

After negotiating the fee with Théo, Francois shouldered a small bag with some belongings, before both of them headed for the heart of the capital. A few hours later Antoine was clothed in a new and comfortable tunic, with a pair of simple child-sized pantaloons to cover his legs. His feet were shod with soft shoes made from real leather. They even had reinforced soles, which made walking over rough streets more comfortable than he had believed possible. Francois also procured a small felt cap, which hid Antoine’s disheveled hair and, according to Francois, made it extremely unlikely that anyone would ever recognize him.

“Why are you doing this for me?” he finally asked Francois; because the question had occupied his mind more and more with every passing minute. In his experience, people who gave you something almost certainly wanted something in return. And the more they gave you, the more they were likely to be asking for.

“I am paying back a debt to a friend,” was the reply.

“And how is what you do for me a payment of a debt to someone else?”

“Someone did something good for me once when I was in a situation not unlike your own right now. And everything in creation needs to be in balance, Antoine; for this is how the world is symmetrized. What I am doing for you is done in part to maintain that equipoise. Also, I happen to like and admire you.”

He smiled at Antoine’s obvious incomprehension.

“I admire you, because you show great strength. You survived what should have killed you, and a truly remarkable fortitude in the face of the terror and misfortune that has befallen you.”

“I just want to kill those who murdered my family,” Antoine said. “And—” He fell silent.

“The King?” Francois frowned. “I thought as much. Put such notions aside for a while. Gain strength, years and experience. Become a man. Then you can decide what you want and need to do. And by that time I will have made sure that you will be able to do it.

“Trust me on this, Antoine. For I am a man who keeps his promises. Agreed?”

Antoine nodded soberly and shook the proffered hand.

“Let us find a clean place to sleep,” Francois said.

Not much later, for the first time in days, Antoine slept in a real bed.
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