
        
            [image: cover]
        

    
 


The Gambit

 



The Gambit

 


by

H.W. Coyle

 


[image: tmp_0248611-bf3c6e44-1b0a-4173-a9c6-a5edb6cefa89_mwEVZF_html_1224b3e9.jpg]

Stephanie Castle Publications

an imprint of

Castle Carrington Publishing Group

Victoria, BC

Canada

 


2023


 


The Gambit

 


Copyright © H.W. Coyle 2023

 


All rights reserved. No part of this
publication may be reprinted, reproduced, stored in a retrieval
system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic,
mechanical, photocopying, and recording, or otherwise, now known or
hereafter invented without the express prior written permission of
the author, except for brief passages quoted by a reviewer in a
newspaper or magazine. To perform any of the above is an
infringement of copyright law.

This is a work
of fiction. Names, characters, places, events, locales, and
incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or
used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons,
living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

 


Published in 2023 by Stephanie Castle
Publications

Previously published in
2013, 2015, ASIN ‏B00DT4GPGM

 


Cover image: royalty free, Daria Sovban,
PNGitem

Cover Design: Margot Wilson

 


ISBN: 978-1-998924-05-9
(paperback)

ISBN: 978-1-998924-06-6
(Kindle-book)

ISBN: 978-1-998924-07-3
(Smashwords e-book)

[image: tmp_0248611-bf3c6e44-1b0a-4173-a9c6-a5edb6cefa89_mwEVZF_html_3ec7e7ce.jpg]

Published in Canada by

Stephanie Castle Publications

www.allgenderspress.ca

[image: tmp_0248611-bf3c6e44-1b0a-4173-a9c6-a5edb6cefa89_mwEVZF_html_m5fa3a8d6.jpg]

an imprint of

Castle Carrington Publishing

www.castlecarringtonpublishing.ca

Victoria BC, Canada

 



Contents

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Epilogue

Character List

Other Publications from Castle Carrington Publishing
Group

 




Chapter One

 


Like wolves circling their unwary prey, half
a dozen boys cautiously closed in around the youth who was the
object of their attention. Though the heavy gray cloak did a
masterful job of concealing the slender figure hidden beneath it, a
few stray strands of coppery red hair the youth had carelessly
allowed to show were more than enough to betray him.

With little more than his eyes and a flick of
his wrist, the leader of the pack, a boy known only as The Badger,
in the back alleys of London where he and his band of cast-offs
lived by their wits, signaled it was time to close in. With
well-practiced ease, the other boys moved among the farmer’s
stalls, weaving their way through the throngs of the open-air
market until all possible routes of escape open to their intended
mark were covered. Only when he was satisfied all was as it should
be did the Badger march up behind the gray-cloaked figure, grab the
back of the hood, and yank it off.

Startled, the cloaked youth spun around and
faced her attacker. There followed a moment of hesitation as the
Badger stared into a pair of clear blue eyes the color of a
peaceful mill pond that were quite familiar, yet unknown to him.
The red-haired youth was also confused, for she expected to find
herself confronted by someone else entirely.

For the longest time, the two simply stood
there, baffled, and unsure of what to do next. This awkward impasse
ended when one of Badger’s cohorts sang out. “There he goes!” With
more effort than such a simple task should have taken, the Badger
tore his eyes off the girl before him and turned to see where the
boy who had shouted was pointing. Only after he had caught a
glimpse of a tangled mass of red hair frantically bobbing and
weaving its way through the market-day crowd did the Badger turn
his back on the startled girl and take up pursuit of his intended
quarry.

Elizabeth watched but a moment as the strange
boy and the other members of his pack pushed and shoved their way
through the crowd before pulling her hood back over her head,
glancing quickly to her left and right as she did so in an effort
to see if anyone of note had seen her. Only when she was satisfied
this most unusual interruption in her stroll through the market had
not brought any unwanted attention to her did she turn around and
continue browsing all the wondrous things the merchants and farmers
were hawking.

The young girl on the cusp of womanhood was
sadly mistaken. From the steps of the church where he had been
watching, Sir Robert, the Earl of Bedford, had managed to catch a
glimpse of the girl’s red hair before she had had an opportunity to
cover it. Heaving a great sigh, he raised a hand and pointed to one
of the soldiers gathered around him.

“You. Pass the word to others to slowly close
in,” he ordered, making no effort to hide the disdain he harbored
over his part in what he considered little more than a farce. “We
don’t want to spook the princess or give her an opportunity to slip
away.”

With a nod, the soldier took to carrying out
his instructions, leaving Robert standing there, reflecting once
more upon a lapse in judgment he had committed against the royal
household, the one that had caused the King himself to remove him
from his post as a member of the Privy Chamber and instead, charge
Robert with the duty of overseeing his daughter’s safety and
security. It was a post that had led to the ruin of a number of
other worthy noblemen due to the young princess’ habit of slipping
her leash from time to time and mingling with the common people of
the city with an ease that defied the best efforts of professional
men-at-arms to prevent. Already Robert found himself entertaining
visions of him wading through the bogs of Ireland pursuing
brigands, bandits, and papist rebels if word managed to reach the
King he too had failed in his assigned duties to keep the young
princess from wandering the streets of London disguised as a
commoner. With a shake of his head, the nobleman did his best to
banish those grim thoughts, turning his full attention instead to
the task at hand.

“Come on,” he muttered to the remaining
soldiers with him. “Let’s get on with this.”

 


Ë

 


“And this?” Elizabeth asked, all but
thrusting an apple at the wary merchant.

The man hesitated as he once more took to
studying the bright-eyed young girl with a quick smile who stood
before him. Though her clothing was no different in its cut or
color from that worn by any of the other women who crowded the
market, a faint scent that had no place among the stalls filled
with produce and recently slaughtered animals, coupled with the
sight of a hand that had never known an honest day’s work told the
merchant the girl before him did not belong here. As if to confirm
this, the sight of a nobleman flanked by a pair of soldiers pushing
their way toward his stall warned him that trouble was but a hair’s
breadth away. Wanting no part of it, the merchant raised both his
hands in a vain effort to shoo away the young girl.

“It’s yours. Take it and be gone,
please.”

Confused by the merchant’s behavior,
Elizabeth stared at him for a moment. Only when she saw how his
eyes darted between her and something behind her did she think to
look back over her shoulder. When she did, she realized it was too
late to make good her escape, though her eyes did flit about in a
final, desperate effort to find salvation in flight.

Like the waves parting for Moses, the press
of people who stood between Robert and the red-haired girl drew
back, allowing the nobleman to troop up to her unhindered. When he
was but an arm’s distance away, Sir Robert stopped and rendered a
stiff, perfunctory bow. “My lady,” he muttered, struggling mightily
to keep the bitterness he felt over having to play nursemaid to a
troublesome young girl from being reflected in his voice.

Knowing full well the exasperated earl
standing before her would not have made his presence known until he
had ensured all possibilities of escape had been eliminated,
Elizabeth heaved a great sigh. Looking up at Sir Robert, she
regarded her ever-present shadow with a sad little smile.

“I imagine if I promised to return well
before sunset you would not consider allowing me a few more hours
of freedom, Sir Robert.”

“You know I cannot, My Lady,” he replied
coolly.

Upset over having been discovered so quickly
by her appointed guardian, Elizabeth frowned. “Well, the day was
most enjoyable while it lasted,” she muttered to herself, making no
effort to hide the disappointment she felt. Turning her attention
back to the merchant, she handed him a coin while rewarding him
with a quick smile.

“Thank you, Sir.”

Though tempted to retrieve the gold sovereign
with which the royal princess had paid the merchant and give him
another coin that matched the actual value of the apple she carried
away, Sir Robert turned his attention to ensuring the girl did not
slip away and out of his sight again. Only when he was sure she had
been safely bundled away into a carriage that his men had waiting
on a side street and saw it off accompanied by a troop of mounted
soldiers of the King’s yeoman guard did Sir Robert breathe a sigh
of relief.

“I need a bloody great drink,” he muttered in
disgust. Turning his back on the coach, he made for the sign of the
Black Crow.

 


Ë

 


Emerging from the alley just ahead of his
pursuers, Henry Frye found good cause to smile when he caught sight
of a man leading a horse down the narrow, crowded street. Without
hesitation, he made straight for him.

The man was Sir Thomas Shaw, a soldier with a
title, a reputation as a fierce and loyal soldier, a horse, a
sword, and little else. At the moment, his fortunes were bleak and
his prospects even bleaker, which was why his head was hung as low
as that of his exhausted mount. Only the sound of feet scampering
toward him and his name being shouted out by a familiar,
high-pitched voice caused him to look up.

“Sir Thomas! Sir Thomas! It’s me,” Henry
cried out in desperation as he heard the sound of feet fast closing
up behind him. Without waiting for the soldier of fortune to
acknowledge his greeting, Henry broke into a dead run.

It took but a single glance for Thomas to see
the lad was in serious trouble. The panic-stricken expression on
the boy’s face, coupled with the sudden appearance of a gang of
youths, emerging from an alley behind the red-haired lad told him
all he needed to know.

“It would seem there’s at least one other
soul in this wretched city whose circumstances are even less
enviable than ours,” Thomas muttered to his mount as he came to a
halt.

When Henry finally reached the soldier of
fortune, he was at the end of his tether, unable to do little more
than bend over, grasp his knees with both hands, and suck in great
gulps of breath. Upon seeing their quarry stopped before the
landless knight, the Badger and his companions came to a halt but
did not turn away. Instead, they waited to see what Thomas would
do.

While keeping an eye on the rabble that had
been pursuing Henry, Thomas smirked. “I see you’re as popular as
ever.”

“I did nothing... to... provoke them,” Henry
stammered as he stood upright, meeting Thomas’ steady gaze for the
first time. “My word, Sir,” the boy blurted out between gasps. “My
word as a thief and a beggar. I did nothing to provoke them.”

Though he was tempted to say a boy like him
had no need to do anything to earn the scorn and abuse of the
Badger and his lot, Thomas did not. Instead, he reached out and ran
his hand through the boy’s dirty, lank strands of red hair. The
strong and arrogant needed no excuse to prey upon those who were
less fortunate or different than they were. It was true among the
kingdoms of the world, just as it was true among the people who
populated them. Setting aside this grim reality, Thomas took to
unbuckling his sword belt and refastening it before sliding it over
Henry’s shoulder before handing him the reins of his mount.

“Here, boy,” he commanded in the same tone he
used when afforded the opportunity to command soldiers in the
service of the King. “Take this and see that Aquilon is stabled and
fed. Then, carry my things over to the Black Crow.”

Though still not fully recovered from his
precipitous flight, Henry accepted his tasks with a broad grin that
lit up the boy’s entire face and caused his bright blue eyes to
glisten in appreciation. The Badger wouldn’t dare approach him now,
for he knew Sir Thomas often spent time with Henry, showing him the
sword drill every soldier in the King’s employ used to vanquish
their foes.

With a spring in his step, Henry headed off
to the stable, leaving Thomas to wonder what would become of a
child of the streets who was cursed with a body that showed little
promise of maturing into anything resembling a man. The feeling of
someone brushing his sleeve interrupted the landless knight’s sad
ruminations. Drawing himself up, Thomas was about to turn and
accost the miscreant but quickly checked his anger when he saw the
man who had bumped into him sported the Tudor rose on his tunic,
the emblem that identified him as a member of the King’s household.
In need of finding fresh employment for his sword, Sir Thomas
decided it would not be wise to make a fuss over a minor incident
that was of no consequence. With that in mind, he looked back to
where the Badger and his followers still stood watching Henry as he
led Aquilon away. For his part, Henry kept his hand wrapped tightly
about the hilt of Thomas’ sword, casting a wary eye in the
direction of his tormentors as he did so. Only when Thomas was
satisfied the boy would have no more trouble, at least on this day,
did he turn away and head for the Black Crow.

 


Ë

 


Sir Robert was well into his second serving
of ale when he looked up at Peter Gaither, a man he had known since
childhood. Slamming his tankard down, Sir Robert grunted.

“One mistake!” he muttered bitterly. “A man
makes one damned mistake and all his years of loyal and faithful
service to the King are flung out the window like last night’s
piss.” When he noticed his companion was snickering, Sir Robert
glared at him. “You find this funny, don’t you?”

“What I find so amusing is this righteous
indignation you insist on indulging in,” Gaither replied as he
peered across the table into his friend’s eyes. “My God, man, what
did you expect when word got out you’d been bedding the King’s
mistress, a dukedom?”

Knowing his friend was right did nothing to
placate the bitter nobleman. Grumbling to himself, he was in the
process of hoisting his tankard to his lips once more when
something caught his attention. Without hesitation, Sir Robert
again slammed his tankard down on the table before reaching out
with his free hand to grab the red-haired waif he had spotted
flitting by him out of the corner of his eye.

Spinning about on the bench he was seated on,
the enraged earl came to his feet, firmly grasping the startled
youth by the shoulders with both his hands. Furious the men he had
personally charged with making sure the Princess Elizabeth was
taken back to the palace and locked away had failed to do so, Sir
Robert forgot whom he was addressing.

“How in God’s name did you manage to slip
away?”

Stunned by the way the stranger was
manhandling him as well as his tone of voice, Henry stared up into
the Earl’s eyes with his mouth agape.

Only slowly, as the two stood there regarding
each other in silence did the nobleman realize he’d made a mistake.
Still, it was one he expected even Princess Elizabeth’s own mother
would have made had that woman still been alive. It wasn’t the
princess, of course. Thomas could see that now as he studied the
filthy lank hair that looked as if it had never been properly
washed and a face he imagined only came in contact with water when
it rained. Yet even this could not hide the striking resemblance
the youth before him had to the crown princess, a similarity that
could very well be the legacy of the days before the King had
ascended to the throne, a time when a headstrong crown prince took
great delight in slipping past his retainers in order to mingle
with the common people he was destined to rule. Only, Crown Prince
Henry did not waste his time inspecting the merchant’s wares as he
wandered about the marketplace as his daughter did. Henry’s eyes
were always far too busy searching for other, more tempting fruit
to enjoy. Setting that thought aside, when he’d finally managed to
regain his ability to speak, Sir Robert asked the obvious
question.

“Who are you, girl?”

Even though the man grasping his arm wore the
distinctive Tudor rose, Henry drew himself up and returned the
nobleman’s stare with a scathing glare. “My name is Frye,
Henry Frye,” he declared, placing great emphasis on his
first name.

As if finding it impossible to believe the
youth before him was a boy, much less one named Henry as was the
King, Sir Robert repeated the name, “Henry?”

Barely able to contain his anger, fed by the
sound of chuckles and snickers from the other patrons who knew him
and were watching, Henry tore himself free of the bemused
nobleman’s grasp.

“Yes, Henry,” he spat.

With that, the boy turned and headed over to
where Thomas Shaw had been watching the little drama play out,
fondling the hilt of his dagger as he waited to see if his
intervention in the affair would be necessary. When he saw it
wouldn’t, the landless nobleman relaxed. While he knew he would
have regretted becoming involved in a dispute with one of the
King’s men, Thomas would not have hesitated to come to the aid of
the red-haired orphan. Though no great crusader for the common
people, he was a man who could not abide by the way some members of
the aristocracy bullied and abused those whom they saw as lesser
beings, worthy only of their contempt. This was especially true
when it came to young Henry, a boy the knight was in the habit of
taking under his wing when he wasn’t off on campaign.

None of the anger and acute embarrassment
Henry felt over the incident had dissipated in the time it took him
to make his way through the crowded tavern and take a seat across
from Thomas. With his cheeks aglow and his eyes darting about at
the table before him as if searching for something to lash out at,
Henry at first ignored the plate of food Thomas was finished with
and had shoved across to him in the hope the offer of the first
decent meal he’d had in many days would distract the boy from the
very public humiliation he had just endured. It didn’t, of course,
as evidenced in the way the boy tore into the food before him. In
an effort to cheer the lad up, Thomas decided then and there to
give into something the young orphan had been nagging him about
since he’d first met him.

“I am hoping I will not be needing to stay in
London very long this time,” Thomas announced abruptly.

Still seething over the manner in which the
King’s man had belittled him, Henry said nothing by way or response
as he took out his frustrations by gnawing angrily at the last
scraps of meat on a bone.

“I’ve come to London to look up an old
friend,” Thomas declared. “Word is he has managed to arrange for
the financing of a company to serve with the King’s army in
Ireland. If this does turn out to be true, and if he remembers a
promise he made when we last spoke, then I’m to be his first
officer.”

Upon hearing this, Henry looked up from his
plate and into the eyes of the man seated across from him for the
first time since joining him at the table.

Without bothering to swallow the food in his
mouth, the boy blurted out, “And what of the promise you made to
me, that you would take me with you when your situation
permitted?”

Pleased the boy had finally managed to put
the run-in with the King’s man behind him, Thomas ignored the bits
of food the boy spit out as he spoke and allowed himself a
self-satisfied smile.

“Well now, that would mean we would need to
discuss the terms of your service, doesn’t it?” he mused as he
leaned back while taking up his tankard of ale.

Suddenly seeing the opportunity of which he’d
dreamed, the chance to escape from the back alleys of London that
had been his home for as long as he could remember, Henry took to
blurting out his willingness to do anything.

“I’ll be no trouble. I’ll do whatever it is
you need to be done no matter how menial or disgusting.”

Thomas cocked a brow before taking a long sip
from his tankard, without ever taking his eyes off the lad across
from him.

“You do realize real combat isn’t at all like
the fancy swordplay those fellows belonging to that acting troupe
who hire you from time to time perform on stage,” Thomas stated
pointedly as he stared into Henry’s wide, expectant eyes. “War is a
bloody, brutal business where the participants who are struck down
aren’t able to rise and bow to an appreciative audience when the
play is over.”

The mention of the troupe of actors that
hired him whenever they were in need of a boy with smooth cheeks, a
pleasing voice, and the ability to memorize his lines to play the
part of a female character caused Henry to cringe. This, as well as
his refusal to pay homage to the Badger, was the root of so many of
his troubles. Nodding, Henry was quick to acknowledge Thomas’s
point.

“Yes, yes I do.”

“And do you understand what will be expected
of you if I do take you along on campaign as a squire?” Thomas
continued as he struggled to keep from smirking.

Though he didn’t, Henry was too excited to
admit as much. “Yes, of course. I care for your horse, your
weapons, and your personal things. And in battle, I follow behind
you and protect your blindside from war dogs and the common sort
who might sneak up on you.”

Unable to help himself, Thomas chuckled as he
shook his head. “Henry, Henry, Henry. There is more to soldiering
than that. Campaigning is hard on a man, much less a boy,
especially in Ireland where the wretched bogs and the miserable
weather are as much an enemy as the rebels.” Leaning forward,
Thomas reached across the table with one hand and grasped a handful
of the boy’s filthy clothing as his expression turned serious and
uncompromising. “If I do find it in my heart to take you along with
me, you had best be prepared to do exactly what I say without
hesitation, without question, and without a word of protest or
complaint. Agreed?”

Once more, Henry did not hesitate as his eyes
lit up and his heart sang out in joy. “Agreed, Sir. Yes, I
agree.”

As Sir Robert was leaving the tavern, he
paused to once more study the red-haired boy he had momentarily
mistaken for the Lady Elizabeth. He found himself wondering as he
did if the similarities between him and the young princess, who he
was obligated to safeguard despite her determination to put herself
in harm’s way, were purely coincidence or if the lad who went by
the name Henry was the result of his King’s youthful indiscretion.
Having been with the crown prince during many of his forays beyond
the palace’s well-guarded walls in order to drink and whore the
night away, Sir Robert could not discount the possibility that the
King had left behind more than coin, piss, and vomit.

Not that it was of any importance, the
nobleman finally concluded as he tore his eyes away from the
pathetic excuse of a boy seated across from a man of little
account. There were many things best left unsaid or kept secret
when serving a king, things that had little to do with the greater
scheme of the universe. Protecting his liege’s honor took
precedence over the truth, a lesson anyone who served the King
quickly learned.

 


Ë

 


“You were fortunate, my lady,” the
middle-aged governess named Alice repeated as she held the rough
spun gown Elizabeth had worn earlier in the day at arm’s-length and
took to inspecting it as if she were afraid something might crawl
out of it and onto her. “There are all sorts of miscreants and
enemies of your father who would pay anything to bring dishonor to
the crown or endanger the safety of the kingdom.”

Seated at the window, peering out at the city
that lay beyond the palace gates Elizabeth sighed as she once more
took to combing out her long, red hair. “You make it sound as if
there’s an assassin lingering in every doorway and kidnapers lying
in wait around the next corner.”

Having decided the rough spun gown was too
good to toss out, Alice folded it neatly as she once more did her
best to make her young charge understand the dangers she flirted
with every time she slipped away from the palace on her own. “While
that may not be true, there are all sorts of nasty, brutish types
out there who would take advantage of a girl like you, people who
would not hesitate to...”

When her governess failed to finish her
statement, Elizabeth turned and stared at her. “To do what, dear
Alice? What would they do to a girl like me?”

Becoming flushed, the governess went to turn
away but was stopped when Elizabeth continued to press the poor
woman to answer her question. “Tell me, my dear Alice, what would
they do?” the young princess asked haughtily.

Looking down at the floor, the governess
struggled to find a suitable answer, one that would satisfy her
young mistress without getting her in trouble should the girl make
mention of what she had said to the King.

“The world out there is nothing like you
imagine,” Alice finally mumbled without looking up into the eyes of
the girl who had left her seat at the window and was now standing
in front of her. “It’s a brutal, nasty place, Your Highness, just
like the people who populate it.”

“Nonsense. I refuse to believe everyone is
like that,” the young girl countered. “I expect, in their hearts,
the common people are no different from us.”

For the first time, the governess looked up
into the eyes of the foolishly naïve young girl before her. “What
do you know of the common people?” Alice whispered with a hint of
bitterness she found she could not suppress. “What do you know of
anything outside of the pampered and privileged life you lead?”

The governess’s words hit Elizabeth like a
slap in the face. Had the young girl raised her hand and stuck the
older woman for the manner in which she had just spoken to her, no
one would have said a word. Servants in the royal household simply
did not speak to a member of the royal family in such a way. But
Elizabeth did not, for the governess’s stinging words were all
true. She knew nothing of the people her father ruled. Not how they
lived, not how they spent their days, and especially not what they
thought or dreamed of. To Elizabeth, the people who lived, worked,
and died but a stone’s throw from her bedroom window were as much a
mystery and foreign to her as was the Turk.

Instead of admonishing her governess for the
blunt manner in which she had responded, it was now the young
girl’s turn to avert her eyes as she wandered back to the window
where she gazed longingly out over a world she knew nothing about.
Seeing her chance, the governess took advantage of the moment to
make good her escape.

That young Elizabeth was considering doing
the same thing was something the governess could not possibly have
known. And even if she had, the woman probably would not have said
a thing to anyone, for in her heart she wished the silly young girl
would be afforded an opportunity to learn for herself just what the
people her father ruled were really like. Whether Alice’s failure
to bolt the door to Elizabeth’s bed chamber that night, as she had
been instructed by Sir Robert, was an effort to afford the young
girl the chance to slip the tight leash with which she was held in
check or little more than an oversight made no difference. It was
only the result of this act of omission that mattered, a result
that quickly put the lives and fortunes of many an unsuspecting man
and woman, as well as the honor and prestige of the royal family,
in jeopardy.



Chapter Two

 


Slowly easing back until she was pressed up
against the wall of the building and hidden in its shadows,
Elizabeth paused to catch her breath, collect her wits, and figure
out what to do next. The dark, deserted streets she had been
navigating at a hurried pace for the last hour bore no resemblance
to the crowded, noisy thoroughfares she had so enjoyed during her
previous forays into the heart of the city. Instead of wondrous new
sights and experiences, the young girl now found herself surrounded
by eerie noises emanating from unseen creatures lurking in the
narrow alleys and ominous shadows that flitted and fluttered all
around her, hinting at the very real possibility she was not the
only person sneaking about in the wee hours of the morning. The
idea of fleeing back to the safety of the palace, while tempting,
was one Elizabeth discounted out of hand. She’d come too far and
sacrificed too much to turn back simply because she was afraid and
unsure what to do now that she had managed to make good her escape
without the slightest hint of pursuit.

As she struggled to collect herself,
Elizabeth reflected upon how incredibly easy it had all been to
slip out of the palace. It was as if an unseen hand, whether it was
fate, or God himself, had been there with her, guiding her every
step of the way. An unbolted door, a sleeping guard, and freshly
washed clothes, belonging to one of the stable boys, left to dry
where the laundry was done, all had to be more than a mere
coincidence, Elizabeth told herself as she prepared to push on
toward the city’s center. Even the pair of shears she’d used to cut
her long hair, carelessly left out in plain sight by someone,
played into the young girl’s hands as if this was all meant to
be.

“Well, if that is so, then let us make the
best of this opportunity, for we may never have another like it
again,” Elizabeth muttered to herself as she bent over at the waist
in order to glance both ways along the dark, deserted street.
Talking to herself was not at all unusual. When asked once by her
tutor why she insisted on doing so, Elizabeth had informed him in
the condescending tone, which she frequently used, that the girls
chosen to be her companions had nothing in their heads but fluff
and feathers.

“We would as soon spend our day conversing
with an ass than wasting our time trying to hold a meaningful
conversation with any one of them,” she informed him.

While her choice of confidants was
intentional, Elizabeth’s use of the royal “we” when referring to
herself was purely reflexive. It was a habit that had been drilled
into her since childhood. She was, after all, a crown princess, a
burden that weighed upon the young girl every waking hour, one her
father, her tutors, and the court-appointed companions with whom
she was surrounded, reminded her of every chance they had. Even
Alice went out of her way to ensure Elizabeth never forgot who and
what she was.

Unfortunately, as they had been preparing her
to be the consort to a king, no one had bothered to take the time
to teach her how to look after herself, much less how to survive
alone outside the close confines of the palace. It was only now,
when she was well on her way to actually fulfilling her long-held
dream of living among the common people who populated England as
one of them for a week, maybe two, that Elizabeth realized her
plans of achieving her goal had never gone much beyond plotting how
to escape the ever-watchful eyes of those charged with her care and
safekeeping. At least, she had thought enough to bring a good-sized
purse. With it and the dagger she wore concealed under her jerkin,
Elizabeth was confident she would be able to see her way through
any difficulties. That much she was sure of. At the moment, it was
the only thing she was sure of.

A sudden need to stifle a yawn reminded her
she’d not slept since waking up the previous morning. Deciding it
might not be a bad idea to curl up somewhere, catch a few hours of
sleep, and wait until dawn before continuing her exploration of the
city, Elizabeth pushed herself away from the wall she’d been
leaning against and cautiously made her way back to a stable she’d
passed. There would be bales of hay stacked there and, more than
likely, no one about for some time to bother her. And if she were
discovered, the headstrong young girl had little doubt she would be
able to talk her way out of any difficulties. When she needed to
be, she could be very persuasive, a fact many a guard and guardian
had learned much to their misfortune.

As nimbly as a wary feline, Elizabeth emerged
from the shadows and made for the stable, glancing nervously about
and listening for any sign that she was being watched as she did
so. She was of course, for there were other creatures lurking about
who filled the dark void left by the people who lived by the sweat
of their brow, creatures that preyed upon the weak, the unwary, and
the ignorant.

 


Ë

 


There had been no need for Sir Thomas to wake
Henry, for the boy had hardly slept a wink. The very thought that
he would soon be escaping the streets that had held him captive for
so long kept him tossing and turning all night. Determined to prove
he would be of great value to his patron, the red-haired lad set
off well before dawn for the stable to make sure Aquilon was ready
for the day.

Henry never made it all the way to the
stable, at least not at first. The same finely-honed instincts that
allowed him to survive on his own warned the boy of an unseen
danger, the sort patiently waiting just around the corner. Slowing
his pace to a crawl, Henry pressed himself against the lee of a
building. All of his senses were alert, taking in everything about
him. When he reached the edge of the building, he cautiously peeked
around the corner, taking in everything with a single,
well-measured glance.

What he saw caused his heart to sink. A boy,
one of Badger’s lot, was lurking about just outside the stable
where Aquilon was stabled as if he were waiting for someone to
emerge. Henry, of course, knew who that someone was. It was him. No
doubt the Badger had taken note of his activities after Sir Thomas
had shown up and was planning to finish what he had started the
previous day. Determined to make good his escape from the hell he
had been born into without the benefit of anyone willing to claim
him as their issue, Henry eased back into the shadows turning his
attention instead to finding someplace where he could hold up until
Sir Thomas himself came by to collect Aquilon and pay for the cost
of stabling him. No one, not even the whoremaster to whom Badger
was beholden, was going to keep Henry from making a clean break
with his past.

When he found what he was looking for, Henry
made himself as comfortable as he could as he settled in to wait
till dawn and the appearance of his patron and guardian. Folding
his arms tightly across his chest in a vain effort to fight off the
early morning chill, the young red-haired youth yawned once, closed
his eyes, and dropped off to sleep.

 


Ë

 


The sound of voices just below the hayloft
where she had spent the last few hours woke Elizabeth from a fitful
sleep. Ever so carefully, she unfolded her arms and legs out of the
tight little ball she’d curled up into and stretched. When she was
ready, the young girl made her way to the edge of the loft. Peeking
over the edge and down into the open space below, Elizabeth studied
the comings and goings of an old man and a boy who were tending to
the horses. When she was sure she had a full measure of their
movements, she slowly made her way to the ladder she’d climbed just
a few short hours ago, wincing every time her footfalls caused a
floorboard to creak. Only when she saw the old man was otherwise
occupied mucking out a stall and the boy had left the barn hauling
away a bucket full of fresh manure did Elizabeth scramble down the
ladder and out the rear door of the stable.

Ignoring the light drizzle that had begun to
fall, the young girl made her way out into the small paddock,
glancing over her shoulder as she did so in order to make sure
neither the old man nor the boy had spotted her. Unfortunately,
they were not the people she needed to worry about. It was the boy
the Badger had left to watch the stable who proved to be
Elizabeth’s undoing. It was only when she was about to duck into an
alley leading out to the main street that the crown princess
realized her error. It was an error that provided her with her
first brutal lesson in what it was like to live among people who
populated the city she had always dreamed of exploring.

 


Ë

 


It did not surprise Thomas to find the
blanket in the corner of his room in which Henry had wrapped
himself empty. The boy no doubt was just as eager to put as much
distance between himself and London as he was. Thomas had no great
love for the place. Were it not for the merchants, traders, and
wealthy craftsmen of the city, who sought to curry favor with the
King by underwriting the independent companies needed to fight
Irish rebels, protect his northern borders from Scottish reivers,
and settle his disputes with other monarchs, Thomas would have
avoided the city. That the drunken old fool, Guy Wheeler, had
somehow managed to talk one of the newly rich merchants into
financing a company of soldiers for service in Ireland was
something Thomas still found hard to believe.

No doubt, the soldier of fortune
thought as he trudged along the muddy streets, Wheeler’s sliver
tongue, which was always sharper than his sword, and copious
amounts of strong drink had played a large part in the
negotiations.

Not that it mattered how the lecherous old
fool had managed to secure the necessary funding. All that was
important to Thomas was that Guy had remembered the promise he’d
made to him. Of course, when he took the time to mull over the
whole proposition on which the two had settled, Thomas concluded
that Guy didn’t have much of a choice. Though a soldier of fortune,
much like himself, Guy was more interested in securing the fortune
rather than doing any of the soldiering. By appointing Thomas as
his first lieutenant, Guy would be free to enjoy the prestige of
being the commanding officer as well as the captain’s share of any
plunder without having to bother with the training, administration,
or discipline needed to make his newly raised rabble of thieves,
miscreants, and freebooters into an effective fighting force. That
was Thomas’ job, one he looked forward to with pleasure.

As he neared the stable, the sound of boys’
voices shouting and hooting alerted Thomas he had another, more
immediate task that required his attention. Picking up his pace,
Thomas quickly caught sight of an older boy wailing upon another
lad whose face was being pushed down into the mire of the stable’s
small paddock. At the moment, the boy on top was pinning the other
to the ground by pressing his knees into the small of his victim’s
back, allowing him to pummel his hapless victim about the head and
shoulders with both his fists. A few stray strands of red hair
sticking up out of the foul muck was all Thomas needed to see to
know who the lad on the bottom was. With an anger he seldom allowed
to shine through, except when on the battlefield, Thomas drew his
sword and yelled for Henry’s tormentors to cease as he lit off
after them at a dead run.

Startled by the sudden shout, the Badger
looked up. The instant he saw Thomas advancing at the double quick
with sword drawn, the boy took to his heels. The Badger might have
been a shameless bully, but he was no fool. In the dog-eat-dog
world in which he had been raised and lived, the Badger, like
Henry, had quickly learned which fights were worth sticking to
until the end and which were best to flee from.

Knowing full well it was pointless to pursue
Henry’s assailant, Thomas didn’t even try, stopping as soon as he
reached the spot where the beaten boy lay motionless. Ever so
carefully, he lifted the lad’s face out of the mud and took to
wiping away the thick goo laced with horse piss and manure from the
boy’s mouth, eyes, and bloody nose, pausing only to see if he’d
been in time. A sudden spasm of choking that shook the lad’s entire
body allowed Thomas to breathe a sigh of relief. Only when he was
sure Henry was able to breathe did Thomas help him up and into a
seated position.

“Henry, is anything broken?”

Elizabeth’s head was spinning. Between the
pain that seemed to wrack her entire body, an inability to breathe
through her nose, and a vile taste in her mouth that defied
description, the words of the stranger hovering over her made no
sense whatsoever. Looking up, the poor girl tried hard to focus on
her savior but found it all but impossible to do as her head
wobbled about on her shoulders.

“Henry, Henry, Henry, they’ve made a mess of
you, haven’t they?” Thomas muttered sympathetically as he continued
to scrape away clumps of repulsive muck from the boy’s face using
the tips of his fingers, taking care to avoid the lad’s bleeding
nose as he did so. “Come on,” Thomas urged, abandoning his futile
efforts to clean the boy as he had been. “Let’s get you to your
feet and see if there’s a better way to go about this.”

Once they were both up off the ground, Thomas
glanced about until he saw what he was looking for. With less
effort than he expected, the soldier of fortune dragged the wisp of
a boy over to the water trough and carefully aligned Henry with it
before pushing him forward.

As brutal as the beating she had just endured
by a gang of boys, who had come out of nowhere had been, the shock
of hitting the cold water stunned Elizabeth, causing her to gasp,
which was a ghastly mistake on her part for her mouth filled with
water that was anything but fresh, clean, and clear. Thrashing
about in panic, the red-haired princess struggled to push herself
up and out of the trough. Unfortunately, she still did not have
complete command of her senses, let alone the ability to control
her limbs. Not that she needed to worry, for salvation came in the
form of the same hands that had shoved her into the trough. Just when she thought she was on the verge of
drowning, a hand grabbed her jerkin by its collar and yanked her up
and out of the water.

As he watched the lad spit, sputter, and
shake uncontrollably, Thomas couldn’t help but chuckle.

“You’ll be needing to get used to a lot worse
than this, if you intend to stay with me,” he warned. When he saw
the lad was still not with it, Thomas sighed. “Come on,” he chided
as he drew the boy up to his feet, hoisted him over one of his
shoulders as if he were a sack of potatoes, and gave him a quick
slap on the bottom. “We’ve a good long way to go before this day is
out.”

With that, Sir Thomas headed into the stable
to oversee the saddling of Aquilon, pay off his debt, and head back
to the Black Crow to collect his things, settle his account with
the last of his purse, and make his final preparations to leave
London. When he saw the boy was still shivering and not quite with
it by the time he was ready to mount up, Thomas tenderly wrapped
the lad in his cloak and pulled him up onto Aquilon behind him with
the help of the tavern owner.

With a very battered, bruised, and befuddled
crown princess firmly clinging to him, Thomas gave his horse’s
reins a slight tug, gently touched the horse’s flanks with his
heels, and set off down the street, ambling on out of London at a
slow, steady pace. Along the way, they passed a quiet alley where a
boy named Henry Frye lay sleeping, oblivious to what was happening
around him in a world from which he longed to escape.



Chapter Three

 


Sir Robert said nothing for the longest time
as he sat at the small table in the center of Princess Elizabeth’s
privy chamber holding his head in his hands, a head he hoped he
would be able to keep firmly attached to his shoulders. The odds of
being able to do so, at the moment, seemed rather long. Unlike the
crown princess’ previous forays, no one could be found who had the
slightest idea which way the flighty young girl had gone after she
had slipped away from her cadre of minders and out into the maze of
streets and alleys that surrounded the palace. Like the early
morning mist on the river, the girl had simply disappeared.

The sound of hurried footfalls in the
corridor, followed by a soft rapping on the door, caused Sir Robert
to look up. One of his most trusted men, posted at the door to bar
anyone save those Sir Robert allowed in, opened it a crack to
inform him that the commander of the night watch had arrived. Sir
Robert’s fleeting hope that he would see the Princess Elizabeth
with him did not last very long. What he actually found himself
staring at was a very nervous officer who’d slipped into the room
holding a handful of red hair in one hand and a richly embroidered
gown in the other.

Unable to help himself, Sir Robert let out a
long, mournful groan.

“Oh, dear God! Tell me she isn’t...”

The officer of the guard didn’t allow Sir
Robert to finish. “No, my lord. At least, not that I am aware of.
We found this where the laundry is hung to dry.”

“Is that all?” Sir Robert asked, making no
effort to check his growing alarm.

“One of the laundresses, whose son is a
stable boy, said clothes she had washed for him yesterday are
missing,” the officer dutifully reported. “Since this hair was
found where those clothes had been hung to dry, I can only assume
the princess has taken on the disguise of a boy.”

Unable to contain his anger any longer, Sir
Robert slammed his fist on the table, causing everyone in the room
to jump.

“Assume! You assume! Assuming the
princess was securely locked away as ordered allowed her to slip
away without anyone having any idea where in the bloody hell the
girl is! Well, let me tell you,” Sir Robert growled menacingly as
he slowly began to rise to his feet, “if you and your men do not
find her within the hour, safe, unharmed, and without the King or
any of his advisors knowing of this sorry incident, you will be
assuming yourself to the Tower, where you will find yourself and
the miserable wretch who let the princess slip past him on the
other side of the dungeon door, assuming a rather uncomfortable
position on the rack. Do I make myself clear?” he hissed.

The rattled officer swallowed hard as he
quickly placed the shorn hair and gown on the table across from Sir
Robert. As he was in the process of beating a hasty retreat from
the room, the nobleman amended his instructions.

“Tell no one who this ‘boy’ you are looking
for is or why you’re pursuing him. Use whatever means you need to
seize and hold the princess, but no harm is to come to her, or you,
and whoever lays a hand on her will receive a dozen lashes for
every bruise and blemish on her person. Understood?”

Though the officer didn’t quite understand
how one went about seizing and holding someone against their will
without leaving a mark, he was not about to point out that
contradiction to Sir Robert. Like his orders to find someone when
no one had any clear idea where to start, the officer decided it
was a problem best sorted only after he was well out of reach of
Sir Robert’s wrath.

When he was gone, Sir Robert turned to Peter
Gaither who had been watching and listening to his friend.

“I want you to fetch a physician and bring
him straight here. Find one who is in desperate need of coin and
knows how to keep his teeth clamped tightly together.”

Also glad to be away from his master, if only
for a short while, Gaither scurried off to carry out his orders.
Next, Sir Robert turned his attention to Elizabeth’s governess. At
the moment, she was cowering in a corner of the room, doing her
best to make herself as small as she could.

“You are to admit no one into the princess’
bedchamber,” the angry nobleman barked as he jabbed a finger at the
quivering woman. “Understood? If anyone asks why she’s being kept
isolated, tell them she has come down with a mysterious fever, one
you fear might be contagious.”

“What about the physician when he arrives?”
Alice asked with a quivering voice.

“What about him?”

“Do I let him in?” the woman asked in all
seriousness.

Realizing he was surrounded by fools, idiots,
and morons, Sir Robert lifted his eyes to the heavens and muttered
a silent oath before looking back at the governess. “If you wish to
keep the hangman’s noose from about your scrawny neck, you’ll allow
no one in her room.”

Unable to respond with anything more than a
quick nod, Alice pressed herself further back into her corner,
whispering a silent prayer to every saint she could name in the
hope that they would see her through the crisis the wretched girl
for whom she was responsible had created.
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With nothing better to guide his efforts, the
officer of the night watch decided to begin his search where he had
been told the princess had been found on several other occasions.
Together with as many men as he could pull away from other duties
without arousing the curiosity of anyone belonging to the King’s
household, the officer and his troop began a methodical sweep of
the streets and alleys leading to the market before closing in from
all directions on the crowded open-air space filled with stalls,
shoppers, thieves, and opportunists. Working their way toward the
center, they kept watch for a blue-eyed, red-haired boy. The reason
they were searching for this particular lad was information the
officer did not provide. All he had told them was once they had
found the lad, they were to apprehend him using any and all means
short of physical violence.

“If any of you harm one hair on this child’s
head, you’ll forfeit your own before the sun has set,” the officer
warned them.

 


Ë

 


There is no feeling in the world worse than
to have something you longed for with all your heart dangled right
before your very eyes and suddenly, without anyone bothering to
explain why, have it snatched away. Not even the most brutal
beating Henry had ever suffered at the hands of the Badger, and he
had suffered many of those, could match the pain the boy
experienced when he learned that Sir Thomas had up and left without
so much as a fare thee well. The very idea he had taken another boy
with him only added to Henry’s torment. The bastard had lied when
he had promised to help him escape the hell on earth that had been
his home for as long as Henry could remember. In doing so, Sir
Thomas had treated him no differently than if he had been a common
whore, a pathetic wretch to be used, discarded, and forgotten, just
as Henry’s mother had been.

When the Badger finally caught sight of Henry
wandering listlessly through the crowded market, he was struck by
the lack of any physical evidence from the beating he had given him
earlier in the day. Determined to correct that deficiency, the
Badger instructed a pair of his cohorts to circle around behind
Henry and block his retreat. Only when they were in place and two
more of his little band of thugs had closed behind him did the
Badger feel confident enough to confront his quarry.

On this day, Henry made no effort to try to
turn and run when he saw the Badger approaching. Why bother?
the morose boy thought. He might manage to escape a beating today,
possibly even tomorrow. But he knew the Badger, or some other
vicious bastard, would find a reason to beat him for no other
reason than the simple fact that they could. It was the way of
things, Henry told himself. Those who could abuse and use the weak,
the powerless, and the poor did so without fear of ever having to
deal with the consequences of their actions. While the priests
fondly spoke of sinners being brought to justice in the afterlife,
Henry had finally come to appreciate that here on earth there was
no justice for the likes of him. So, he simply stood there watching
and waiting as the Badger strolled up to him, balled his hand up
into a fist, and punched him in the stomach.
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