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HOMECOMING


SO HERE I SIT, dressed like a typical American tourist, sipping a cappuccino at an outdoor table in an authentic medieval village. I can see the turrets of Tiger Castle in the distance, silhouetted against the red morning sky. I break off a piece of my almond croissant and place it inside the front pouch of my hoodie.


My hands are bruised, and I think I may have sprained my left wrist. The street here is paved with cobblestones, all of different shapes and sizes. In places, there are significant gaps between the stones. I doubt I was the first person to stumble and fall. My dignity suffered the greatest harm.


I suppose the street is kept like this for authenticity, but five hundred years ago there wouldn’t have been coffee, or chocolate. Only the popolo grasso, or “fat people,” could afford such luxuries. The popolo minuto—“little people”—ate mostly bread, ale, and whatever greens they managed to grow.


Also, a shop wasn’t a separate entity then, but part of the craftsman’s home. A craftsman worked in the front room, and the family slept together in the back room. (Only the popolo grasso could afford privacy.) The craftsman would lower his shutter outward toward the street to create a display table for his wares.


These cobblestones could well be the original stones, but five hundred years ago, the spaces between the stones were regularly refilled with a claylike dirt. After a heavy rain, we’d have to strap wooden planks to the bottoms of our shoes to keep the mud off.


I TOOK A TOUR OF TIGER CASTLE YESTERDAY. ACCORDING TO OUR tour guide, the tigers are well cared for and are fed a scientific blend of meat and nutritional supplements. In 1523, the tigers ate live animals, including goats, pigs, sheep, horses, and, of course, the occasional human.


It wasn’t called Tiger Castle then, but simply the Castle, or perhaps the Esquavetian Castle. The kingdom of Esquaveta no longer exists.


As our tour guide led us along the winding corridors and up and down the stairs, she told tales of some of the people who had lived there. There was the Whispering King, a man so powerful he only needed to whisper. She also spoke of a treacherous queen who killed one king to marry another. And she related the tragic tale of a beautiful princess who was abducted on her wedding night and murdered.


I was disappointed that she never mentioned the great magician Anatole, but I suppose it was to be expected. History isn’t written by the conquered. Besides, these days magicians are regarded as nothing more than entertaining tricksters. In the 1500s, science and magic were virtually indistinguishable. Gunpowder was created out of animal dung. Was that magic or science? If sand could be turned into glass, why couldn’t it also be turned into gold?


I was surprised to see the enormous glass elephant. Considering how many times the castle had been conquered, I would have thought it had long been shattered.


The guide pointed out the entrance to a secret passageway, but to everyone’s disappointment, we weren’t allowed to venture in. She claimed it was too dangerous.


Everyone’s worried about lawsuits these days. If I could make it through the passage, then surely the others on the tour could have too. I was probably the least agile of our group.


The tour guide also led us down to the dungeon, where she switched off the lights—yes, there’s electricity now—and she made us experience thirty seconds of total darkness. She spoke of a prisoner who’d been locked in the dungeon for one hundred years! She described this prisoner as a kind of holy man.


I’M DRINKING COFFEE NOW, BUT I USED TO BE A TEA DRINKER; some might even call me a tea snob, though I prefer the term connoisseur. After just one sip, I could have told you not only the variety of the tea but where it was grown, at what altitude, and possibly what wildflowers had been in the vicinity.


I think my acute sense of smell and of taste had a lot to do with my success. Intuition also played a part, but really, intuition is little more than paying attention to the world around you. While I may not have known why I made the choices I made, the knowledge was somewhere inside me.


Sadly, while my other faculties have remained intact, my senses of smell and taste have been greatly diminished. Only strong and bitter flavors can get through to me now. I prefer an onion to a fig. And, alas, I’ve had to switch from tea to espresso.
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THE FIRST TIGER


I WAS THERE WHEN THE first tiger was delivered to the castle. It arrived by horse-drawn cart. Two knights in full regalia rode along beside it, carrying the red, green, and black banner of Oxatania. In the sixteenth century, knights were only used for spectacle. Gunpowder had rendered them obsolete for warfare.


The tiger was inside an iron-and-wood box, with only a small slot for food. The box reeked after the three-day journey from Oxatania. Who knows how long it had been kept inside it before that? In 1523 kings and queens didn’t concern themselves about the humane treatment of animals. To be fair, they weren’t overly concerned about the humane treatment of humans either.


The tiger was a gift in anticipation of the upcoming wedding between Princess Tullia of Esquaveta and Prince Dalrympl of Oxatania. The marriage had been arranged twelve years earlier, when the princess was only three.


I had been in my workshop, dissecting beetles, when I was startled by a tug on my tunic. “I’m betrothed, Natto!” the three-year-old princess had proudly told me.


She couldn’t pronounce the L in Anatole.


There was no door to the archway that separated my workshop from the castle corridor, but I’d hung two curtains made of beads and shells on either side of it. These not only added to my mystique as court magician, they warned me if anyone was coming. Princess Tullia, however, had a way of slipping through the curtains without making a sound, often startling me.


“Congratulations!” I replied. “Who’s the lucky man?”


Her face scrunched up in confusion. What man was I talking about?


Since then, gifts had been sent back and forth between the two kingdoms. At first these were simple tokens of friendship, but as the wedding date drew closer, the gifts became increasingly extravagant, as each king tried to outdo the other.


When the tiger arrived, the wedding was only six months away. Once the Oxatanian knights had departed, King Sandro raised his hands to the heavens and bellowed, “What am I supposed to do with it?”


Queen Corinna, who had a predilection toward the unusual and exotic, suggested that the tiger be served at the wedding banquet. The kitchen steward immediately protested. He warned that tiger meat might be tough and stringy. In addition, the king worried that the Oxatanians might be insulted if we butchered their most generous gift.


An even bigger problem than what to do with it was how to reciprocate. That task fell to Dittierri, the king’s regent. I took secret pleasure in seeing the regent’s anguish as he fretted over finding the perfect gift.


But I had problems of my own. The day before the arrival of the tiger, twenty-two sacks of black sand had been brought to me from Iceland.


Xavier, the finance minister, had been with me when the sacks were hauled into my workshop. He was younger than me, with fiery red hair, but the pressures of his job had taken a toll. He had bags under his eyes and had developed a facial tic.


According to him, the kingdom of Esquaveta was on the verge of bankruptcy. All wages would have to be cut by half. A number of soldiers had already deserted.


We couldn’t squeeze out any more taxes from the popolo minuto. As it was, all land, crops, and livestock were considered the property of the king. If an ox or horse died, the peasant who had tended the animal was forced to compensate the king for his loss. Similarly, if that peasant died, his family had to compensate the king for the loss of a worker.


These were dangerous times. We didn’t dare let the French to the north or the Italian city-states to the south learn of our vulnerability. Even the pope maintained a mercenary army and was always looking to expand the Papal States.


We just needed to make it through the wedding, which would first be preceded by a lavish banquet, and then a weeklong festival. The marriage between Princess Tullia and Prince Dalrympl had been dubbed “the wedding of the century.”


The wedding was more than a marriage between two people. It would be the union of two kingdoms.


We sophisticated Esquavetians had always looked down upon the crude and boorish Oxatanians. The stereotypical Oxatanian oaf was often the butt of our jokes. But the truth was, we desperately needed their fearsome army and their efficient economy.


INSIDE MY WORKSHOP, XAVIER SEEMED MORE LIKE A SHIPPING clerk than the finance minister, making careful note as each sack of black sand was unloaded. There was a nervous excitement in his manner, giving me the sense that in his mind, each sack was already filled with gold.


I cautioned Xavier that whatever gold I might be able to produce would necessarily weigh less than the sand. He shrugged off my concern, saying there was plenty more sand on the black beach of Iceland.


In hindsight, I should never have agreed to take on this project. My expertise was in the living world: plants, bugs, sea life, and animals. I had never applied my magic to rocks and minerals.
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DITTIERRI


MY APPEARANCE WAS ROUGHLY the same then as it is now. I was forty years old, with a bit of a paunch and no hair.


By today’s standards, I suppose I’d be considered short and dumpy, but in the sixteenth century the average height for a man was about five feet, seven inches. I was only three or four inches below that. A healthy plumpness was a sign of prosperity, as well as a hedge against famine.


By no hair, I’m not referring just to my head. My entire body was, and is, bald.


This was an unintended consequence of an early experiment, conducted long before I came to the castle. Who knows, it may have helped me get the job. What king wants an ordinary-looking magician?


I had been trying to find a way to limit human perspiration. Keep in mind my especially keen sense of smell and the fact that in the sixteenth century people didn’t bathe as often as they do today. I wasn’t so much offended by natural human odor as I was by the sickly-sweet powders and oils people used to try to mask it.


In a way, it could be said my experiments were successful. In addition to my hair loss, I also lost the capacity to sweat.


IT WAS DITTIERRI WHO FIRST ENCOURAGED MY SAND EXPERIMENTS. Initially, I used common white sand. I spent months trying to find the necessary additives and catalysts to transform it into gold. Molecules and atoms were unknown, and I had thought, not unreasonably, that a tiny grain of sand was the basic building block for everything else.


Saffron came closest to providing the color I wanted, but ounce for ounce, saffron was more expensive than gold, so what would be the point of that?


Inspiration struck when I learned of the black beach in Iceland. Instead of trying to add to white sand, I would subtract from black!


Dittierri supported me there too, and he authorized the shipment. The regent couldn’t lose. If I succeeded, he’d reap the benefits. And if I failed, my court status would fall even further than it already had.


The regent had resented me ever since I was first summoned to the castle, eighteen years earlier, when King Sandro was suffering from the “strangling sickness.” When I first saw him, he lay in bed, his sheets wet with sweat, and was desperately gasping for breath. Dittierri told anyone who would listen to him that I was a fraud, and even after the king recovered, he insisted that the king would have survived with or without my intervention.


The regent’s slander was mostly ignored, at least during my first decade at the castle, as I successfully treated courtiers for various ailments, mostly minor, but some quite serious. However, I’d recently suffered a long string of what others might call failures. I prefer temporary setbacks. Regardless, at the time the tiger was delivered, my court status had fallen considerably.


I needed the black sand to rehabilitate my reputation.


ABOUT A WEEK LATER, DITTIERRI SPECIFICALLY SOUGHT ME OUT and excitedly told me he’d found the perfect reciprocal gift. I had been sitting on a bench by the fishpond, contemplating the black sand problem.


“A life-size elephant, Anatole, made entirely of glass.” He said it would be presented to the prince at the banquet, then eagerly awaited my reaction.


This was the first time he’d ever asked my opinion about anything. Perhaps my stature had fallen so low that he no longer viewed me as a threat. Either that, or he thought I was the only one diabolical enough to appreciate his genius.


Dittierri had a long face and pointed chin, and just the thin outline of a beard. It was almost as if an artist had drawn the beard on his face but hadn’t gotten around to coloring it in yet.


I agreed a glass elephant sounded impressive. “But how will they ever manage to transport it back to Oxatania?”


“That will be his problem.” He smiled. “It’s his elephant!”


Just as the tiger was our problem.


FOUR AND A HALF MONTHS LATER, THE SAND WAS STILL BLACK. I listened to the pings of the shovels and pickaxes banging against the dirt. It had been going on for months, along with the grunts and curses of the soldiers digging the moat, and their occasional bursts of laughter. How did anyone expect me to concentrate on my work amid such noise?


It was a tactic of modern warfare to pack explosives against the base of a castle’s protective wall. The moat was being dug all around the wall, which circled the castle complex. King Sandro laughed as he described the frightened enemy soldier who, while loading the explosives, turns around to see a tiger curiously watching him.


I had laughed too, but I don’t think I was the only one with doubts and fears. Gregor, the engineer in charge of the moat, had assured everyone that it would be sufficiently deep, with steep sides. But what did he know about the leaping and climbing abilities of tigers?


In the meantime, Gregor had also constructed several more boxlike structures, allowing the tiger to freely move from one to the next. The tiger could be locked inside any one of these boxes, so the others could be cleaned.


I STARED HELPLESSLY AT THE MOUND OF SAND. I HAD ONLY agreed to try to turn it into gold, but by then, Dittierri had managed to twist my reluctant willingness to try into a guarantee of success. Unless inspiration struck soon, I doubted I would still be a member of the king’s court by the time the moat was completed.


I was so consumed with my own worries that I had only been vaguely aware of the new apprentice scribe, Pito. I knew that the royal scribe, Voltharo, had been having difficulties. In fact, before I got so involved with the sand, I’d been experimenting with treatments for Voltharo’s shakes and hand cramps.


But then, less than six weeks before the wedding of the century, an even bigger problem arose, one that made all other concerns seem trivial in comparison. Princess Tullia announced that she refused to marry Prince Dalrympl. She’d fallen in love with the new apprentice scribe.


Pito was immediately locked in the dungeon. And, happily for me, the king told me to set aside the sand experiments.


Instead I was given a new task. I had a little more than a month to save the marriage, and thereby the kingdom, and, of course, my career.
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PRINCESS TULLIA


PRINCESS TULLIA HAD BEEN born defective.


Her biggest defect was being born a princess. King Sandro needed an heir, and that meant a prince.


Dittierri had tried to blame me for that too, even though the potion I had given Queen Corinna was solely for morning sickness. I never claimed otherwise, but I had only been at the castle for about two years then and was not yet fully aware of Dittierri’s propensity to twist the truth.


Princess Tullia’s other defect was her eyes. Her left eye was brown, and the right one was blue.


When she was young, she liked to visit me in my workshop and play with the mice I used for my experiments. Her brown eye always seemed to be in deep contemplation of something or other, while her blue one sparkled with joy. She charmed me.


But this was during the Renaissance, and there were well-understood standards of art and beauty. Perspective and symmetry were essential.


Tullia was asymmetrical.


AS SHE GREW UP, OF COURSE, SHE CAME TO UNDERSTAND WHAT it meant to be betrothed, and accepted it as her duty even though Prince Dalrympl was more than twenty years older. “Love is for poets, Anatole,” she told me with the haughty authority of a thirteen-year-old who believes she fully understands the way of the world. “Only peasants can afford to marry for love. For merchants and traders, it is just another business contract. And for royalty, it is an alliance.”


That was two years before Pito came to the castle.


INSIDE MY WORKSHOP, I BREWED A KIND OF TEA FROM THE POWDERED wings of the African moon moth. From what I’d been told, Tullia had been in a constant state of hysteria since Pito had been locked in the dungeon. I added galingale and turmeric to the tea. When she was young, we had tea parties in my workshop. While I sipped some rare and fine variety, she especially enjoyed anything made with galingale and turmeric.


I removed a urine glass from a cabinet. In the sixteenth century, any physician worth his salt kept a ready supply of urine glasses. It was a symbol of the profession, much like the stethoscope is today. I owned more than a dozen, as I had a propensity to drop things.


I could diagnose most diseases simply by the color and odor of my patient’s urine. I’d find a cure by mixing various ingredients with the urine and then observing the changes. I was able to detect twenty-four distinct shades of yellow.


It wasn’t Princess Tullia’s urine I needed, however, but her tears.


With a goblet of moon moth tea in one hand and the urine glass in the other, I carefully stepped around the pile of black sand and then walked backward, pushing through the twin curtains of beads and shells.


The princess’s chambers were on the third floor. I took the back staircase, the one mostly used by servants. I was in no mood to run into any courtiers or courtesans, who, of late, often greeted me with snide remarks and looks of either contempt or pity.


I knocked on the door to the princess’s chambers with my elbow. The moment Tullia’s handmaiden, Marta, opened it, I realized I should have made some moon moth tea for her as well. Marta immediately let loose with a barrage of incoherent complaints that I could barely follow as she switched from one incomplete thought to another.


I sidestepped around her and entered Tullia’s drawing room. Two chairs had been overturned, and the drapes from the large bay window lay in a heap on the floor. Shards of pottery and broken glass also littered the floor. There was no sign of the princess.


I followed Marta’s eyes to a closed door. “I finally got her to bed,” she said, with a sense of relief. “Don’t disturb her!” she shouted as I placed my hand on the doorknob.


Holding the urine glass in the crook of my elbow, I entered the inner chamber.


The princess was tied to her bed. A strip of red satin was tied over her mouth. Her eyes were wide open. I could see hopelessness in the brown one, but the blue one shone with determination.


I set the goblet and urine glass on a bed stand, and, bracing myself for a storm of fire and fury, I removed her gag. Instead, all I got was a tightly controlled “I’m glad you’re here, Anatole. I was hoping you’d come.”


I’d started on the ropes when Marta shouted, “No!” and pulled my arm back.


The princess’s maidservant was considerably stronger than me.


“You can leave, Marta,” said the princess. “Anatole and I need to talk in private.”


“But you haven’t slept in—”


“Get out!” shouted Tullia.


Marta let go of my arm and backed toward the door. “If you knew what I’ve been through . . .” she said to me.


“Out the other door too!” ordered the princess.


“But I’m not supposed to . . .” Marta started, then fled the bedchamber. A moment later I heard the other door open and slam shut.


I finished untying the ropes, then offered Tullia the goblet.


She took a small sip and smiled. “Galingale and turmeric,” she said. “Like old times.”


“African moon moth wings too,” I said, not wanting to deceive her. “For your nerves.”


“Good, I need to think clearly,” she said. “We haven’t much time. They’ve locked Pito in the dungeon.”


“I know.”


“You have to get him out of there!”


I didn’t know what she expected me to do. For one thing, Harwell, the keeper of the dungeon, may not have been an actual giant, but he was the largest human I’d ever seen. I couldn’t even take on Marta.


“You can easily sneak past Harwell,” the princess said. “He can’t hear.”


That part was true. The prison guard was deaf.


“The dungeon door will still be locked,” I pointed out.


“You can steal Harwell’s keys. He won’t notice. Cast a spell on him, if you have to! Then you can give Pito a potion to make him invisible.”


Unlike Dittierri, Tullia believed there were no limits to my magic.


I told her I knew of no invisibility potions, and that I didn’t cast spells.


The princess frowned, but was not ready to give up.


“Surely, you can give Harwell something to knock him out. Then help Pito escape.”


I gently explained that even if I came up with some sort of reason why Harwell should drink a potion, I wouldn’t be able to communicate it to him. Besides, if Pito escaped, leaving Harwell unconscious in the dungeon, there would be little doubt as to who was responsible.


Tullia clutched my arm. “Pito did nothing wrong!” she exclaimed, shaking it. “It’s my fault he’s down there!”


I could see terror in her blue eye, and only sadness in the brown. 


I told her she shouldn’t blame herself. “It takes two people to have . . .” I began, putting it as delicately as I could, “a romantic rendezvous.”


I could feel my face redden as I said those words. In some ways, Tullia was like a daughter to me, and it was difficult for me to talk about such things.


“What Pito did to you would have been . . . untoward,” I continued, “even if you weren’t a princess. You’ve promised yourself to another.” I avoided saying she was betrothed, since that word had become something of a private joke between us.


“Pito did nothing to me! There was no romantic rendezvous, as you call it. Although, I did wish he would be a little more . . . untoward.” Her blue eye twinkled.


“All we did was read together,” she continued. “And only because I told him it was a duty of the apprentice scribe to teach me English.”


She explained that they would meet every day in the library, and read to each other from Utopia, a book written by an Englishman named Thomas More. Utopia was a mythical island somewhere off the coast of South America. Everyone was equal there. “No kings. No queens. And no princesses!” she pointedly added. And nobody owned anything on the island of Utopia. Everything was shared, so there was no need for fences or locks on the doors.


These were radical ideas, but they didn’t explain why Pito had been put in the dungeon.


“I also made him read to me from another book,” Tullia admitted.


She said it was a collection of Italian love poetry. “I’d close my eyes and pretend the words were his, meant only for me.


“Some of those poems were very untoward,” she added. Her blue eye twinkled again, even as tears fell from the brown one.


“I love him, Natto! You have to save him.”


I pressed the urine glass against her face, collecting her tears, first from the brown eye, and then also from the blue.


“I have a plan,” I assured her.
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LUIGI


BACK IN MY WORKSHOP, I transferred Tullia’s tears into a vial and sealed it with a cork. I hadn’t lied to her. If everything went as I hoped, Pito would be set free, and the wedding of the century would still take place, solidifying our alliance with Oxatania.


I set the vial on a shelf. Before I could get started, however, I needed the king’s approval.


To a modern observer, even without the mounds of white and black sand, my workshop would have seemed cluttered and disorganized. My shelves and cabinets were crammed with tools, tins, and more than a hundred earthenware jars, none of which were labeled. They didn’t have to be. I knew what was where.


The earthenware jars were flanged at the top. This allowed for a piece of cloth or parchment, waxed or unwaxed depending on the jar’s contents, to be easily tied over them. The jars were concave in the middle, which made them easy to grasp. I rarely dropped a jar.


My tallow candles emitted the rancid smell of burning animal fat, but I’d become accustomed to it, so it didn’t interfere with my experiments. I could discern other unique odors from the smell of burning tallow.


In other parts of the castle, the candles were made from scented olive oil, but my experiments required me to burn through a great deal of candles. That I was allotted only tallow was an indication of the kingdom’s plummeting finances, as well as my plummeting court status.


I don’t think I would have been able to work in a modern-day sterile, brightly lit laboratory, where ultra-precise instruments can make measurements down to one millionth of a nanogram. I relied more on feel and instinct than precise measurements.


The accuracy of my measuring devices varied depending on the skill of the craftsmen who made them. Unlike in the twenty-first century, where even the machines are made by other machines, everything in the sixteenth century was handmade. Every pot, goblet, chess piece, fork, or shoe was unique. It was said that sailors could recognize their home ports by the distinct tones of the bells ringing in the church tower.


I SUPPOSED THAT MY SEVENTEEN MICE ALSO CONTRIBUTED TO the foul odor. The mice were in two cages. Sixteen were kept in one cage.


The other held Luigi.


As a rule, I didn’t give the mice names. When conducting experiments, it is important to remain detached and objective. Princess Tullia had named Luigi.


Luigi was seven years old, so Tullia would have been about eight at the time. Most mice only live to be two or three.


An elaborate obstacle course extended from Luigi’s cage, complete with tubes, tunnels, spinning wheels, swinging bridges, and a maze. I’d yet to observe any diminishment of Luigi’s strength, agility, stamina, or memory.


In hindsight, I wish I had tested for taste and smell.


My curtains clattered, and I turned to see Ian, the young page, come through the archway. Ian was Dittierri’s nephew, and though only ten years old, he’d already perfected his uncle’s haughty sneer.


“Your presence is requested in the regency,” he announced.


Despite the nicety of the language, it wasn’t a request.


Without even a glance at Luigi’s giant obstacle course, Ian did an about-face and marched out through the archway. I ask you, what normal ten-year-old boy wouldn’t have been intrigued by something like that?


When Tullia was his age, she’d begged me to build an even larger one for her.
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POPPY TEARS


UNFORTUNATELY, IT WAS QUEEN Corinna and not King Sandro who was waiting for me in the regency. Dittierri was at his very large desk, and the scribe, Voltharo, was at a smaller one.


I knelt before the queen. She had a crescent-shaped scar on her right cheek. People said it enhanced rather than detracted from her beauty, but they would have to say that, wouldn’t they?


Sixteen years earlier she had been clawed by a sable she had kept as a pet. Shortly afterward she had a neck warmer made from its fur.


I’d treated her wound with an ointment of my own concoction and had to lean close to apply it. Unlike her daughter’s, the queen’s eyes were neither brown nor blue but a startling green. As I dabbed her wound, I suggested she might want to consider a different type of pet. “Perhaps a dog?”


She laughed quietly, then said she “abhors all things ordinary.”


She placed a finger on my head and slowly moved it down my forehead, over my nose and mouth, stopping at my chin. “You’re not an ordinary man, are you, Anatole?”


I was unable to speak.


Her finger continued down my neck. “Is it true you have no hair, anywhere?”


I backed away, trying to keep my voice steady, as I advised her to avoid touching her face for several hours. On my way to the door, I stumbled over a rug, banged my knee against a low table, and had to grab on to a wall sconce to keep from falling.


THERE WAS A LADY OF THE COURT, ANGELICA, MUCH ADMIRED for her charm and wit. Sometime after my encounter with the queen, I overheard her talking to a small group of courtiers and courtesans. She quipped that “a woman may forgive a man who made an unwanted advance, but not the man who missed his chance.”


I don’t know if Angelica knew about my encounter with the queen, but that sentiment aptly described the queen’s disdain for me over the ensuing years.


I was still on my knees before her, as she had not yet granted me permission to rise. She stared contemptuously. “I presume that somewhere amid your chaotic jumble of bugs and plants, you have an adequate supply of poppy tears?”


I confirmed I had a sack of seed pods, but quickly added that I had an idea for a new potion, which would be more effective and less harmful.


“A new potion?” she questioned. “The wedding is just a month away!”


I said that I believed I had enough time to develop the potion.


“And what about your unintended consequences?” Dittierri asked snidely.


The queen laughed and said, “The prince would be most disappointed if the princess lost all her hair.”


Voltharo also laughed, which was very unprofessional. A scribe is supposed to remain as unobtrusive as a piece of furniture.


I assured the queen that the potion would be well tested before I gave it to the princess.


“We can’t risk it,” Queen Corinna decreed. “You will begin the regimen of poppy tears immediately. And gradually increase the dosage each day until the banquet. The princess will suffer no harm, and her compliance will be assured.”


That was true, if you define unharmed and compliance as a willingness to do absolutely anything to get just one more taste of the poppy.


I listened to Voltharo’s quill scratch against parchment, recording the queen’s edict. A quick glance revealed the unsteadiness of the elderly scribe’s hand.


“There’s a spy!” King Sandro bellowed, entering the regency.


He stepped past me and said he’d just come from a meeting with the Oxatanian ambassador. “Prince Dalrympl knows all about the princess and Pito. Get up, Anatole! I nearly stepped on you.”


I bowed my head to the queen as I rose.


The king went on to say that the prince was still willing to proceed with the wedding, but he set out two conditions. First, Pito was to be executed at the banquet. And second, the princess must watch. The prince also prescribed when the execution was to take place. After the main meal but “before dessert.”


The king turned to me. “So, what have you come up with, Anatole?”


The queen was glaring at me.


I told the king that I planned a regimen of poppy tears, beginning with a small amount today and gradually increasing the dosage every day up until the banquet. “The poppy will give her the serenity to understand and accept her duty.”


He scowled, well aware of what the poppy would do.


In all my time at the castle, I never heard either him or the queen refer to their daughter as Tullia. She was always the princess. For her part, Tullia never called them Mother or Father. They were the queen and the king.


“I suppose that’s the only way,” the king said. “But I’m disappointed in you, Anatole. It doesn’t take a magician to administer poppy tears. I was hoping you would have come up with a more creative solution.”


I said I did have an idea for a potion, but the queen, in her wisdom, understood the urgency of starting the poppy regimen at once.


“I’d like to hear your other idea,” said the king.


I suppressed a smile. “A memory potion,” I told him. “It will erase all memories of Pito from her mind.”


A scoff came from Dittierri, but it was immediately stifled by the king’s glance.


“So she won’t know him at all?” the king asked me.


I told him it would be as if the two of them had never met.


He rubbed his chin as he slowly nodded. “Well, it will still be disturbing for the princess to witness a beheading. But if she doesn’t know who the poor lad is . . . How long will it take you to prepare the potion?”


“Two weeks,” I confidently answered. “Three at the most. Maybe three and a half.”


There was still a little more than a month until the wedding, but really, I needed to give the potion to Tullia before the banquet, which would take place one week earlier.


I explained to King Sandro that I wanted to experiment first on the prisoner, Pito. Once I safely and effectively erased all memories of the princess from his mind, then I would administer it to the princess.


The king nodded and said, “I’ll arrange it with Harwell.”


Voltharo’s hand trembled as his quill scraped the parchment.
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PITO


AN ESSENTIAL ELEMENT FOR any love potion is a personal identifier. Or else the one who drinks it might fall in love with anybody.


Other, lesser magicians have been known to employ fingernail clippings or bits of hair as their personal identifiers. In my opinion, their potions lacked a certain spirituality. What they created would be more accurately called lust potions.


I used tears.


I’d collected enough tears from Tullia to run a month’s worth of experiments on the prisoner. Once the potion was perfected, I’d need only a single tear from Pito.


Not any tear would suffice. I couldn’t, for example, arrange for Harwell to torture him until he wept. It had to be a heartfelt tear.


Yes, my goal was not to create a love potion but what might be regarded as the opposite of one. Opposites, however, tend to have more similarities than you might imagine.
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