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For Laura, Sam, Matthew










With very great love, and an enduring awareness


that what I write, what I can shape in these stories,


is because of them, because it is for them.


 


Imagined voices, and beloved, too,


of those who died, or of those who are


lost unto us like the dead.


 


Sometimes in our dreams they speak to us;


sometimes in its thought the mind will hear them.


 


And with their sound for a moment there return


sounds from the first poetry of our life—


like music, in the night, far off, that fades away.


 


—Constantine Cavafy


Translated by Daniel Mendelsohn


 


 


What will you do,


when it is your turn in the field


with the god?


 


—Louise Glück
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PART I










CHAPTER I


The deepest part of the night in the most savage winter of the coldest year anyone could remember. 


So he thought, hearing the middle-of-night bells that meant he needed to get up—to go outside, right now. Into the city. Into the ice, in the blackness.


He didn’t want to. Why would anyone in their right mind want to? Were there enough coins to steal to make it worth going out into the streets now?


Evidently, yes. Because they were going to try. Not so many coins but . . . enough?


He was lying alone in Silvy’s bed. Silvy had gone upstairs to Anni and Eudes’s room, carrying the candle. He had no light here. She had let him stay in her room, however. She knew why he’d wanted to sleep away from his mother’s house tonight. She didn’t ask questions, didn’t force him not to answer, or lie. Silvy was his most trusted friend, possibly his only trusted friend (he didn’t want to think too much about that, just now). They’d agreed some time ago not to bed each other. Probably wise. Most of the time he thought so. It protected the friendship.


He’d already been awake when the night’s third bells sounded from the sanctuaries. He’d counted them. He tended to awaken too early when he had a thing to do, a place to go in the dark, or at dawn. A lifelong fear of being late, oversleeping. He didn’t sleep well, in any case. Often lay in bed (at home, in a tavern bed with a girl) working up a poem. Lines in the dark. He was a man who shaped lines in the dark. He’d rise and light a candle at the embers of a fire to scribble by. That defined him, he thought. It would do as well as anything else to define him.


He was still young, of course. He might grow into something different, someone different. You weren’t the same through the whole of your life, were you? Not marked by one thing. If you lived long enough to change, of course. 


Thierry Villar didn’t expect to live a long life. In this city, in this time, it was a reasonable way to feel. So he thought, anyway. Perhaps he might be modestly famous before he died? Not just known in a few taverns here in Orane. Known, and sometimes hated. His verses could be harsh, and he named names. Sometimes names of people who were, well, famous. And not happy with what he wrote about them. He took chances that way. Didn’t you do that for your art? For some reason the thought amused him, even though nothing was really amusing in this cold.


His poems, their mockery, drew raucous laughter in the taverns and had earned him drinking and dicing companions. And sometimes the company of women afterwards. Worthwhile, accordingly. He was young enough to judge things that way.


It really was time to get out of bed. He had some distance to cover, after curfew, through streets where the ice lay in places as a coating over manure and refuse. 


But it was smart to have established his presence over at The Mule earlier this evening and then to sleep here tonight. Eudes had served him two cups of wine downstairs and Thierry had played dice for a bit, low stakes. He had no money to lose. Eudes would remember, would say as much: “Thierry Villar? Yes, was here drinking with some students, why?”


It was Jad-cursed cold outside. It was cold inside. It could make a man mad, or kill him. People died in a winter like this. There were wolves in the city. They slipped through the walls, crossed the frozen river, roamed the darkness, starving, bold. You didn’t want to encounter starving wolves in the night.


The god was supposed to battle demons on behalf of mortal men and women in the black cold beneath the world now. That was probably a lot like this, Villar thought. Heresy! His mother and stepfather were deeply pious. He was . . . less so. He didn’t know what his father had been like. Had been too young when Rochon Larraigne had died of a fall and mother and child had come to Orane the way so many did, desperate for food and shelter. Seeking a way to survive while poverty stalked the world.


They’d been lucky. Protected by the god, his mother would say. Had said. He had an education, a life of some security ahead if he wanted it. And yet here he was, about to dress and go outside to rob a holy place. Folly and need. Someone might say greed, but he’d stay with need, thank you. When you gambled at dice or cards and lost to certain people, you really did need to pay them back. And he’d long ago spent what money he’d ever had on a woman. The wrong woman entirely. 


He was halfway dressed already, lying in bed. Ridiculous, but necessary. He pushed aside the three blankets Silvy had (Jad bless her forever) and pulled on and belted his trousers over leggings. The trousers were stiff, half-frozen. Of course. He swore. A second pair of socks over the ones he already wore, then a second ice-cold woollen shirt over his tunic. He pulled on his boots with difficulty, swearing at them, too, at himself, at the Jad-cursed world. 


Not at the city, mind you. He loved Orane too much. 


“I hate how much I love this city,” he’d even said to Silvy once. Said it to others too, but she was the one who’d told him it was an odd thought, and asked him why. It was the way she was. She asked questions.


They’d been in the tavern downstairs, he remembered. He’d just recited a new poem, received coins and drinks for it. And laughter. He chased laughter, Villar thought. Always had. Needed it. 


In the inns and taverns he was quick with his words, was known (feared) for it. But that time he’d thought for a bit before answering her. “Because if you love something too much, you can be destroyed if you lose it,” he’d said, eventually.


She’d left it at that. She knew Jolis de Charette, too. Of course she did. Had even warned him about her. Silvy had an annoying habit of being right about things. 


No time for that thought, either, just now. He needed money. He needed to do a thing tonight.


Villar found his cloth cap on a post at the end of the bed. Pulled over his ears, it made him look like an outlaw. One of the Jacquards, with their secret language and safe houses dotting the countryside, with door-knock sequences you needed to know to be admitted, not killed, and then coded phrases to speak. He even knew some of those, from a late-night conversation with a man who’d had too much to drink once. 


He didn’t know the countryside at all. He didn’t like the countryside. He was a city person. This city. Which he loved. Too much. 


It was holy for him, really, for all the violence and danger within it. For all that he hadn’t been born here. Orane was what he knew of the world, really. 


Holy for him. He laughed at himself. He was about to take part in the robbery of a genuinely holy place. The cloth cap of an outlaw suited.


Moving cautiously in the utterly black room, trying to stay quiet, he retrieved his patched-up coat, pulled it on. Dark outside, dark in here. Dark in his heart? Not really, Thierry Villar thought. He just had needs. And perhaps one of those, beyond the fact of poverty and a dangerous debt, was for adventures such as this, with people such as the ones he was headed out to meet. 


Of course calling it an adventure was to avoid certain questions. Silvy, if she’d been here and listening to him, if he’d been speaking aloud, which he might have been doing if she’d been here, might have said as much.


But she was upstairs. With Anni and Eudes. Warm in a wide bed.


He swore again. Opened the door and went out. Closed it softly behind him. Went down the stairs.


*


The tavern called The Lamb was, predictably, known for its mutton, when it could be obtained. There was a large door at the front, with the signboard over it. It would not reopen for some hours yet.


Robbin de Vaux, the king’s provost in Orane—the mad king’s provost—sat astride his horse, shivering. They heard the last of the three bells ring and fade away. They’d been waiting for some time, but he expected a door to open now.


Not the main door. The small, half-hidden one, recessed, to the side, that led to stairs and the private rooms The Lamb rented by the year, the month, or the hour sometimes. 


The hooves of their horses had cracked the ice of the roadway as they stamped in the cold. The smell of the street came to de Vaux. People threw their refuse from upper-floor windows. Frozen dung and piss from pots and everything else one could hurl from a window. It was not one of the best neighbourhoods of Orane’s south bank, though hardly the worst.


There were no moons right now. That would have been planned, by the small-scale thieves and by the possibly much more important men whose reported deed had driven him from his bed tonight.


De Vaux had had years of war against the invading Anglcyn, or fighting outlaw bands, rebels against the crown, or disbanded soldiers who chose a different, unlawful life. He had known hardship, cold nights, savagery, wounds, fear.


He was more frightened right now than he could ever remember being.


And he could not have entirely explained why he had asked certain questions of his senior serjeant and come here to The Lamb, after being summoned to view a dead body on the other side of the river. An . . . identified dead body. A named one.


Was it instinct? Something else?


There was an extremely good chance that, come morning, when word of this death got out—he could only hold it back for so long—the city and much of the country would explode into violence. Possibly civil war. Depending.


Depending on a thing he really didn’t want to think about.


A sound. Soft, but he’d been listening for it. The small door opened. Precisely when he’d thought it might. A minor pleasure, of a sort, to have anticipated so well. A man, a shadow in blackness, stepped out.


“Torches,” de Vaux said quietly, and three were lit behind him from a single carried flame.


Villar knew he had a reputation for swearing. Invective worth remembering, and reusing with laughter. He didn’t mind that, though he knew that some of his own most quoted phrases he himself had  taken from others, if modified sometimes. He was a poet, after all, he worked hard on his words.


Right now, standing outside The Lamb, he was shocked speechless when torches flared and he saw mounted men. Men waiting for him. Which last he knew because the one at the front said, calmly, “You can run, or go back inside, but we know you are here, and why, Villar, and we also know where your mother and stepfather live. And . . . Lambert Maar has already talked.”


They knew these things? They knew his name? And he, in turn, knew this voice. It shocked him even more. He cleared his throat, his mind whirling in helpless circles. He managed to say, “Lambert Maar, my lord?”


“Don’t bother trying, Thierry,” said Robbin de Vaux, his majesty’s provost, astride a horse in a vicious night, here waiting for him. For him? It made no sense! “He really has talked. Was careless in a tavern, someone reported it. I had him picked up. He’s a careless man, isn’t he?”


Fucking, fucking, fucking Lambert! Villar would have liked to have profanity equal to this moment.


He cleared his throat. “He is, yes. I’ve met the man. But you are not careless by reputation, my lord, and I have no idea why the royal provost himself would be here waiting for me at this hour, for something so . . . small?”


It was worth trying. What else did he have?


“Robbing a sanctuary of the god isn’t so small, but we’ll leave that for the moment, it is a fair observation.” The provost’s voice, which he’d heard many times, including at the gallows before an execution, was deep, memorable.


It was also, Villar realized, strained, tight, tense right now. Villar had no idea why. He had no idea about any of this. There were at least half a dozen horsemen behind the provost. Probably more, the three torches didn’t cast their light very far.


“I have robbed nothing, done nothing,” he said. He tried to sound confident. He failed. Why was there a fraying in the other man’s voice? And why was he here?


“You will doubtless wish to know why I am here,” said de Vaux.


His reputation was complex. Fair, usually, but a hard man, and too clever by half for the underworld of Orane. Two decades of warfare, mostly in the north but not only, before taking up his position here five years ago. Owned a large city home, had a large annual salary. It was an easier life than battling all over the country for the king and royal council, especially if you were no longer young. 


“Of course I want to know,” said Villar, looking up at the big man lit by torches.


He realized he was shivering. So many stars overhead on a clear night, like gems above the streets and houses, above the myriad stupidities of mortal men and women, with sunrise a long way off, still.


“I want to know that, and also,” he added, taking a chance, but he was like that, “why you sound uneasy right now.”


A silence. Too long a silence.


He’d had a good enough life, on the whole, Thierry Villar thought. Aside from too much poverty, and Jolis de Charette, curse her. People liked his verses, were amused when they were meant to be. And women liked him, too.


He heard laughter now, short, bitter, but laughter. Only from the one man, the provost himself. The others, however many were behind de Vaux, remained silent. They’d kill him at a word, Villar knew, perhaps take pleasure in it. Or not. Just another thief killed in a city they tried to control for the mad king.


“I sound uneasy because I am,” de Vaux said. “It has to do with the reason I’m here.”


Thierry said nothing. But something like hope began, like a stringed instrument plucked, inside him. At least a chance, from that answer, that he might not be on his way to a cell in the Châtelet to be tortured into a confession, and then taken to be hanged on Gallows Hill. He thought of his mother weeping for him there. Curse Lambert Maar forever, he thought—loose-lipped, sober and drunk. Stupid at all times.


“There is a horse for you,” the provost of Orane said. “Mount up. Someone will help you. I’ll explain as we ride. You’re right, of course, I’m not out in this night with ten men to arrest a poet about to do something stupid.”


Ten. And the provost knew he was a poet.


“I don’t ride with any great—”


“I said someone would help you. You have two choices, Thierry Villar. You come with me, or we arrest you now and you are taken for interrogation. I like your stepfather, he’s an honest cleric, a better man than you deserve, but he won’t save you once you are with the questioners. Nor will your mother’s pleas.”


Bastard, thought Thierry. Had to mention his mother?


“I say these things,” said de Vaux, “to make matters clear for you, and because I have little time. I need to know some things before sunrise.”


Thierry blinked. There felt to be frost forming on his eyelids. An image for a poem? “And you expect me to know these things?”


“I do not, no. But I do need a clever man who is known in the taverns. Mount up, Villar. I won’t offer again.”


A clever retort came to his lips. He didn’t speak it. You didn’t have to say every witty thing you thought.


Also, they were not arresting him yet. And he was . . . Jad curse it, he was curious now. A vice, the key to his life and to his writing: curiosity. His life? A short life so far. He’d prefer it not end just yet. I would like, he thought, to see spring again and be warm.


“Someone lift me up, then,” he said, “and in the god’s name I hope the horse is gentle.”


Silvy was a restless sleeper and thought she heard a jingling sound outside. Then she heard the bells, and then that same sound again after the third one. 


She got out of bed and crossed to the window, two pairs of heavy stockings on her feet. Stood there and looked down. Eudes, who was good with tools, had contrived a way to hinge the shutters on this third floor so a part could be folded back on either side. There was no light, no one could see her, the watcher, the witness. Behind her, Anni and Eudes slept, Anni snoring softly, as she usually did. The cold was appalling, but she knew the bed would be warm went she went back. 


There were horsemen in the street. She saw them when Thierry came out and torches were lit. She was very afraid then, and there was nothing at all she could do. She was so angry with him. Nothing to do about that, either. Should she have told him not to go? Would it have done any good at all? Did he ever listen? 


Maybe sometimes. Once or twice.


Words were being exchanged below. From the way he stood, she knew Thierry was frightened. He’d be thinking of running; he’d know there was no way he could. He stood where he was and spoke to the men on horses. To one of them.


Then, after more words, Silvy at her window saw him mount up, with assistance, on a horse. It was entirely unexpected. She’d never seen him on a horse. She’d never been on one either. Had dreams of riding sometimes, galloping on a vast plain under both moons, going nowhere that she knew in the world, but going there very fast.


She watched the riders disappear up the street towards the river. A dozen or so men, three torches, her friend inexplicably among them. She wondered if she’d ever see him again. She didn’t know who these men were. They had evidently been waiting for him at this impossible hour, for no reason she could even imagine.


Then the street was empty again, and black. Nothing to see. You could almost imagine you had dreamed the whole encounter. 


Anger and fear wouldn’t shelter you from this cold. Silvy went back to the bed, which was indeed warm with two bodies. She didn’t sleep, was tangled too much in questions. At some point Anni woke in the dark, turned to her, and they made love quietly, carefully, so as not to wake Eudes, who would have to rise soon enough to open The Lamb, sweep it, start the fires. It didn’t ease Silvy very much, the lovemaking, but Anni rolled over happily after and fell back asleep.


They were both friends of hers, for years now. Anni liked to push, to define. “Am I your closest friend?” she’d asked, more than once.


“Anni, I don’t think that way. Really.”


“Is Eudes? Is Thierry? It’s Thierry, isn’t it?”


“Anni. Stop.”


Anni usually stopped. She was very sweet.


Silvy lay awake. She thought about the men and women who had been her lovers, how it was easier in the life she lived to be with a woman, be with Anni, really. She thought about the time she’d had to seek help, from a woman with rooms by the river, to deal with being with child—a child she couldn’t possibly have. She thought about that often. The woman had been gentler than Silvy had expected, even kind. It had gone well, but Silvy had wept for days. Not regret. Sorrow. They weren’t the same thing.


She had no idea what was happening outside tonight, with Thierry. She wished, even though she knew it was embedded heresy, that she had more of her mother’s gift of the sight. 


She slept, eventually. When she woke again, dawn was breaking on what would prove a dramatic and terrible day.


*


The winter would not last forever, even if it felt that way at times. Winters never did. And this frigid savagery was not a marker of how soon or late spring would arrive, with the ice in the river melting, buds on the trees of Orane, rainfall, flowers springing up, shops and their wares spilling into the streets again. 


The city was harder to love in the dead of winter, easier when spring came. Very easy, in fact. It was a glory of the world, Orane. Fewer people than it had held before the worst years of the plague—which was why there were places with young trees and open meadows within the walls. But it was growing again. The sounds of construction would begin all over at first light, even in the cold: shops and homes being built—in some neighbourhoods they were the same thing. But also new sanctuaries and great, tall city mansions for the wealthy who needed to be in Orane because the mad king’s court was still here.


Not everyone alive in that winter night, and the following day when chaos erupted, would live to see the flowers return, or the warmth of summer, or enjoy the fruits of the harvest that followed. But that is always so. Men and women live with a heart-deep uncertainty every morning when they wake. It is why they go to war, why they write poems, fall in and out of love, plan thefts on dark nights, or try to forestall them. Why they pray. Or refuse to pray.


It is the uncertainty that shapes and defines our lives. The tears of the world, a longing for joy. Or even just safety. Just that.


Joy. Safety. They can be present for us, more often are not.










CHAPTER II


Claquin Guiene had never planned to become any lord’s guardsman, in Orane or anywhere else. He owed his current position to his “Uncle” Ruppe, his mother’s very special friend, as she’d described him to her son when Claquin was quite young and his father still alive.


He’d had vivid dreams of killing his so-called uncle once he was old enough to understand a little of the world, including the sounds that sometimes came from the other room of the farmhouse when his father was working in their field. 


Then his father died of an injury in that field (fell, cracked his head on a rock he ought to have cleared away before), and it had to be admitted that Ruppe Hanse took steps to ensure a future for the young man, no longer a boy, who was now, evidently, his charge.


The officer paid to keep the peace in their market village said he knew someone who knew someone, and Claquin was sent away from home. To Orane, on his own (which was terrifying), with a letter of introduction. He couldn’t read, but Hanse read it out to him, and he was told what man he had to find inside the city’s walls.


A little over a week later he walked through the southern gates of the king’s city, the mad king’s overwhelming city. He was given directions to where he was to go. No one had robbed or murdered him on the road to Orane, things he’d pretty much expected would happen, and no one did so now.


At a château larger than any house he’d ever even seen in his life, Claquin was admitted to the guards’ quarters. He showed a man his letter, then answered a few questions briskly asked by the very large, bald, thickly bearded captain their village serjeant knew (he could use a stave in a fight, yes; not a sword, no, was very willing to learn; no, he didn’t know he spoke with a peasant’s accent, was very sorry about that). 


He was hired provisionally as a manservant to the guards of the duke they served in their red-and-blue livery. The enormously powerful duke. Brother to the king. A name even ignorant, unlettered Claquin Guiene from the countryside had heard.


Five years ago that had been. He was capable with a blade now, and was an actual guardsman, not their servant. Had lost most of his country accent, too. It had taken hard years, head down, doing what he was ordered, but he had a decent life now: a bed, food and drink morning and night, his horse in the stable with all the others. Even a plump, soft girl from the northern coast, with her own accent, who was recognized as his by the other guards.


You needed to be discreet, watch the example of your captains, stay out of trouble, but there were ways for a guardsman to make a little money in Orane. He owed his “uncle” a great deal, in truth. He said that in a letter he dictated and sent home. No reply came, so he never knew if they got it. He didn’t send another.


Matters of politics and war were not his concern, he didn’t understand them, but life here was good, Claquin had often thought, even in a vicious winter.


Until tonight. Until this dreadful night.


Thierry had no idea what he was supposed to do with a horse, but he could stay on one, it seemed. The horse was indeed gentle and they weren’t moving quickly in the darkness. The horse was also warm, which was good. The provost reined his own big mount and it fell into stride beside Thierry’s.


“And so, why do you need me? What is this?” Villar spoke first. He tended to, if he was honest with himself.


“Hush,” said Robbin de Vaux. “You aren’t in a tavern. Learn to wait.”


“Why?” he asked. He reacted this way when he felt out of his depth.


“Holy Jad,” said the provost. “Do you really want to be sent to the Châtelet?”


He didn’t, really.


“Would you do that? Because I ask questions?”


“The order to take you there,” de Vaux said bluntly, “was given, right after your friend Lambert talked.”


“Not my friend!” Thierry said quickly, but he swore silently again.


“Does it matter?”


Thierry cleared his throat. The cold made that painful. He felt more frost forming on his eyelashes and short beard. He said nothing, for once. 


They rode through streets leading to the river. He knew them all, these streets, even though most people were at ease only in their own neighbourhood. He knew his city very well, even in the night. He could see the Great Sanctuary on its island, ahead of them. The majestic dome of it a massive presence. Some grumbled that it was too big, too dominant. Thierry loved it. Grace and power, both. Could the men who made sanctuaries like this be named holy? It rose up like a blessing as they drew nearer.


A blessing. Strange word for him to think of. He would die loving this city, he thought suddenly, whenever that came to pass.


The provost, in turn, now cleared his throat. It made Thierry more nervous, that this man was on edge.


“There’s been a murder,” said Robbin de Vaux.


There were murders in Orane just about every night, Thierry thought, but was wise enough to stay silent. The king’s provost was out in the dark with a dozen or so serjeants. This wasn’t a tavern stabbing over dice or cards, over a girl, or by a girl.


He waited. He became aware his heart had begun beating rapidly again. The horses stepped carefully on the ice, or in the mud.


“We’re going to need to investigate quickly, and I do require someone who can talk to people in the taverns and shops as soon as they open, without drawing attention. At the market stalls, too. Even before sunrise, if you can get into places. They won’t speak readily with any of us.”


“Or with me,” Thierry said quickly, “if I’m known to be with you, my lord.”


De Vaux nodded. “Yes. You’ll come with me now, see what we can see by torchlight, then go off on your own before morning.” 


“The body is . . . in the street?”


“Three bodies. Only one matters. You’ll go to your usual places after. Just be curious, seek out what people are saying, thinking. The way you always are, no? The whole city will be doing the same, after sunrise. You’ll come find me—at home, not the Châtelet—at midday. I imagine you know how to move about without being seen or followed.”


“Unless someone is waiting outside my door with serjeants.”


A grunt. Acknowledgement more than amusement. They rode without speaking again. The clop and jingle of the horses. Eventually Thierry really couldn’t wait anymore.


“Who is it, then?” he asked.


And this time the provost answered him. 


Thierry found himself gripping the reins of his horse very tightly. He realized he’d made a sound, somewhere between a gasp and a cry. 


He looked up at the hard, cold, brilliant stars. They had not the least interest at all, he’d always felt, in the doings of men down here, whatever some faiths might wish to believe. The stars? They were too dazzling, he thought, to ever care. Too glittering and remote. 


“It is murder for certain?” he managed. 


“His head is almost severed, I am told. And one leg. And a hand cut off. Half a dozen wounds in the chest and back. Someone desired him extremely dead.”


“Dear Jad defend us all,” Thierry Villar said.


“Ah. Well. Have to do it ourselves this time, I think,” the other man said. “If we can. If we even can, with this, and what might now follow.”


The Duke de Montereau’s hacked-apart body had been covered by someone, for decency. 


It lay in the Street of the Linenmakers, a good neighbourhood, up from the river on the other side, across the Old Bridge, where all the shops were closed, of course, their lights doused. The linenmakers had long since left the street, the name remained. 


The duke, the king’s brother, had, it appeared, been attacked in the night—by some eight or ten men. They had emerged in a rush from the stable gate of a house as he rode back towards the bridge with a small escort. So they were told.


Two of his guards also lay dead, their own swords beside them. One had a gaping axe wound in his skull, it had carved his face almost in half.


These two weren’t covered, Thierry thought, when he was able to frame thoughts again. Just guardsmen, after all.


Rollin de Montereau, however, was—or had been, alive—the most important man in Ferrieres. Governing it, pretty much, while King Roch was entangled in a furious darkness of the mind. Montereau had also been named, formally, guardian to Girald, the prince and heir.


He had also been, if you believed the rumours, the queen’s lover. 


And her own elegant house lay just ahead, at the top of this street, for the days and nights when she wished to be away from the intrigues of the palace. For whatever varied reasons. One would be able to see it, Thierry thought, when sunrise came. He looked up that way in the dark, and in fact he did see it. There were lights in windows.


The provost noticed him doing that. “She’s in residence tonight, yes.”


Thierry said nothing. Didn’t even nod his head. This was dangerous beyond words.


What am I doing here? he thought. Well, he was perhaps saving himself from a death on Gallows Hill. That was an answer.


A good one, really.


A serjeant dismounted at the provost’s nod. He pulled the heavy, bloodstained cloth back from the duke’s body. By torchlight Thierry looked at the ruin of a beautiful man. 


He had seen dead men before. He always carried a knife, had stabbed people himself. Once, memorably, with consequences. But this came near to making him throw up what he’d eaten and drunk at dinner.


“You’ve looked in that house?” the provost asked, gesturing towards the still-open stable gate nearby.


One of the duke’s surviving guards confirmed it. He looked stricken, lost, terrified. All appropriate, as far as Thierry was concerned.


“Nothing to see?”


“Not much, my lord provost,” the man said. A voice barely above a whisper. “Signs of occupation. Neighbours say a large party moved in two days ago.”


“Two days? Descriptions?”


“We haven’t had a chance to talk properly to anyone yet, my lord. We also thought we should . . .” He trailed off.


“You thought to leave it for us. Very well. Your name?”


“Guiene, my lord. Claquin Guiene.”


“And you survived because?”


“Four of us have, my lord. The assassins did . . . what they did . . . very quickly. Then they fled, my lord.”


“Which way?”


Guiene pointed up the street, away from the river, towards where the queen’s house lay. “They turned east at Goldsmiths Lane and three of us pursued.”


“They were horsed?”


“Yes, my lord.”


“Livery?”


“I couldn’t tell, my lord. It was . . . it is very dark. It happened so fast. And very . . .”


“And very violently. Yes. You stayed here?”


“To guard the bodies, my lord.”


“You commanded this night guard of the duke?”


“I did. I . . . do.” Guiene could hardly speak.


“Very well. You will give my serjeants your most precise description of what you saw, what happened. Is there a house here we can use?”


“The same one they did?”


“No. I’ll want a closer look at that in the morning. No one is to go inside now.”


“We can get the people on the other side to open their shopfront for us.”


“Good.” De Vaux turned to the serjeant behind him. “Do it, Medor. Wake them if they are asleep. I doubt anyone is. We’ll need to talk to them all.”


“My lord,” said the well-built man named Medor, “Aubrey found this, up the street.” Medor was one of those holding a torch. Another serjeant held out a metal object, with sharp spikes protruding.


The provost stared at it. Then nodded. “Wait for light, then look for more. They’ll signal a direction. Aubrey, have the city gates on this side of the river closed. Ask the guards there if anyone went through on horseback already. Medor, this street is also to be closed off, below us towards the river, and all the way to the end above.”


The queen’s house was at the end. Thierry wondered if she was awake. If the provost was going to wake her. Or let the morning and tidings of horror do that.


“Villar,” the provost said. “Nearest tavern? The Mule?”


“No, my lord. Two or three are nearer.”


“You are known in them?”


“I am, lord.” He was known in a significant number of the city’s taverns.


“Very well. We will investigate here, talk to people in these houses, begin gathering facts. You are to do what I told you. In and out of taverns, now if you can, then through the morning. Talking at shopfronts, inside them. Use the curiosity everyone will have. Hear what is being said. Be clever, Villar. I need you to be clever.”


Thierry said, “That caltrop they found, the spikes. So they expected pursuit, threw them to defeat it.”


“I do know that, Villar.”


“And taking a large house on this street for so many men and horses? Means considerable resources. That they might serve someone who—”


“Stop! I know. Wiser, perhaps, not to speak yet, Villar. Do what I need you to do. Find me at midday. Go.”


Thierry looked at him. Then he dismounted cautiously, did it without help, and walked away, back towards the river. As he went, he saw that the blue moon had risen, a crescent. The Kindath—there were a number of them throughout Orane, they were not sequestered as in some cities—worshipped the two moons. Saw divinity in their phases and movements. A heresy against Jad, of course. 


He’d had a Kindath lover once, a few years back. Dark-haired, dark-eyed, very clever. She’d been one of those who claimed to be able to read futures with cards. She’d never done his, not that he knew, at any rate. He hadn’t wanted to know.


Still didn’t.


Robbin de Vaux watched the poet go off.


He was remembering a winter campaign from his early years in the army, defending north towards the sea, against the Anglcyn and their treacherous allies among those who should have been loyal to the crown.


It had been more of a raid than a full campaign. It had been led by the constable of Ferrieres, however, and in the dead of winter, and in darkness, too, like this. 


De Vaux missed the constable more than he could ever say. Would ever say. He loved his children, he respected and admired his wife, and he was properly grateful to his parents, but Jean Montel had been the enduring love of his life, right up to the older man’s death. You couldn’t say things like that. People wouldn’t understand how soldiers could feel about their commander.


They had approached the Château de Curton on the coast towards day’s end, waited at a distance, out of sight, then advanced after darkfall, in swirling snow. Curton was an Anglcyn bastion now on the soil of Ferrieres, taken years before. There were too many of those. But Curton had a harbour on a coastline with few of them, and so it mattered more.


They took it because the constable, Jad shield him forever in light, had arranged for a man within to unbolt the main gate for them when darkness came. 


They were, to put it bluntly, not expected. Not in winter, at night, in snow. That never happened.


It was war against a hated, occupying foe, with traitors to Ferrieres among them inside the fortress walls. The constable’s force wreaked a slaughter that night among the enemy soldiers, among known allies of the Anglcyn—and then within the populace that had permitted them.


That last was not truly fair or just, and they knew it. Permitting was not the point for citizens dealing with occupying soldiers. But warnings and messages needed to be sent in war. Ferrieres had a larger population than its enemy across the channel but was terribly divided, with a vain, rivalrous, glory-seeking aristocracy, each lord leading his own force while hating the others more than the Anglcyn, it often seemed. They had been losing this long war. Surrendering cities and territory. Not yet to the point of destruction, but . . . not so far away from it.


Retaking the castle, town, and harbour of Curton had been a memorable moment. Had indeed sent a message. And he’d been there, young Robbin de Vaux, commanding a cohort, killing in the name of the king, wielding a sword behind his constable. In the name of Jad, too, although both sides claimed to have the god’s favour, of course. 


He had been promoted, honoured, rewarded. Owed so much, really, to that night and to the constable. All, really. And he carried, to this day, right to this frigid night in Orane, a memory of riding through snowfall towards a castle on the coast. A pivot in his life. The moment when fortune’s wheel had begun to carry him upwards.


Tonight the wheel might bring him down, he thought. He might be dead within days.


There were more lights in the queen’s home now, he saw. He’d been to her city palace a few times, for functions. Dances. He didn’t dance by choice, but he did of necessity. His wife had taught him how.


Lights didn’t mean the queen was awake in the middle of the night, but they did suggest that she was. Robbin de Vaux felt a rare uncertainty. He had trained uncertainty out of himself in most circumstances. Not this one, however. Not sitting astride his horse over a ruined body. This body.


The constable used to say, before a battle, “Now we are for chaos and old night.” 


It was night now under the stars and the blue moon rising—though the city and country did not yet know the chaos that might be coming.


He wished he were home and in bed. A foolish wish but a real one. 


He abruptly changed his mind about something. Ordered Medor and four men to go up the street immediately, with torches, but on foot to protect the horses, to see if they could find more of the caltrops. Aubrey had already ridden for the gates with another serjeant. A mistake. Their horses could be lamed if they trod on a spike; caltrops were vicious things. But he had needed the gates barred. And word if someone had gone out already. They’d have been muffled and cloaked for a certainty, he thought. Identification would be unlikely.


It was peacetime now. Spring might change that, but people were permitted in and out of Orane. The danger outside the walls was wild animals this winter, and wolves didn’t need gates. No one sensible would be going out in the dead of night, of course. Or no one not fleeing pursuit.


He had stopped the small poet from speaking any name as to who might have done this. Couldn’t stop himself from thinking one. It terrified him. But really, if you weren’t afraid now you were a fool, and he’d never been that. Besides, he reminded himself, they didn’t know anything yet. The slain duke lying here had made many enemies over the years. Husbands of his lovers, among them. This might be that. He . . . he wanted it to be that.


He had watched Thierry Villar walk, gingerly on the ice, back towards the river and then, harder to see beyond the torchlight, east along a laneway. Several taverns would be that way. Villar could hope to gain admittance, even in the dark, long after curfew. Some sort of knock or spoken word, maybe. The provost realized he liked the man, wasn’t sure why. You trusted your instincts.


It had been purest instinct, married to chance, that had led him to stop outside The Lamb on the way here and wait for Villar to come out with the third bells of the night. A poet-scholar, trained in philosophy and law, they’d told him. De Vaux supposed if you were going to be a thief, it might be of use to know the law. 


The information as to where he was sleeping tonight had been good, and the timing was right. You used accidents like that. In warfare, and in these duties you had taken on when the constable had died and you’d decided it was time to bring your wife and family to the city. Change how you lived. Closer to the court, for the boys. Work towards shaping a future for them.


The information he’d gotten earlier about a planned theft at a sanctuary attached to the university had come before the vastly more eventful tidings of an assassination. So he’d been awake when word of this murder came. 


He didn’t know Villar, only of him. Had actually read a few of the man’s verses—when someone brought a copy of one poem to him, demanding he arrest the poet for blasphemy. There were many who disliked this Thierry Villar, it had emerged then. Some with rank. 


De Vaux had found the poem (and others he’d ordered brought to him) amusing and harmless, unless you were the one being pilloried in rhyme, which was not his affair. He knew Villar’s stepfather slightly. Ambroise Villar was a cleric of middling rank. Associated with a small sanctuary near the one to be robbed tonight. If Lambert Maar was to be believed.


Not especially pious of the cleric’s adopted son, Robbin de Vaux had thought. Had the thieves gone through with it, or even not, they could hang for this night’s plot—he hadn’t lied to Villar. There were the usual tangles of clerical law versus civil law, battles of jurisdiction, but he’d negotiated those before.


He’d decided to proceed differently with this man. Clever men could be useful as well as troublesome. And he knew he’d need access to whatever the citizens of Orane might know, or have heard. Or hear now. Most of it would be nonsense, it always was, but he’d judge that, and also have a chance to assess the small poet with his small beard and the cleric’s tonsure he wore as a university graduate.


Of course if civil war broke out this would move far beyond such things. And there could be other killings in or around the palace. Even tonight. He made the sign of the sun disk to avert the evil of that possibility.


Had another thought, though. He called over a serjeant and sent him back to the Châtelet. He ordered fifty men posted on guard outside the royal palace, and he wanted the king’s guard put on notice of danger, with more information to come. It might unsettle people, but it needed to be done. He considered doing the same for the other senior dukes and their guards, but decided not to. They were careful men, generally. 


A door opened just along the street. A woman stepped out. She clasped her hands in front of her and offered an awkward obeisance. “We have a fire we can light, my lord, if you want to be inside,” she said. “It is a bitter night.”


The kindness of ordinary people, even amid their own sorrows and hardship, Robbin de Vaux thought. Not for the first time. 


He wondered if she knew who he was, or was just reacting to the horses and perhaps orders overheard. She’d be aware of the dead man. The dead men. 


De Vaux did want to be indoors, of course he did. Couldn’t. He declined with thanks, asked for a hot drink if at all possible for his serjeants. And more torches, if she had them. Said he would pay, of course. She nodded, curtsied again, went back inside. Little warmth in there from one fire, but some warmth, he thought, and no wind. He couldn’t feel his nose. There was ice in his beard when he brushed at it with a gloved hand.


De Vaux dismounted, ordered the cloth over the duke to be pulled back again. He was a man who had been at war. Seeing death did not undo him. This death might. He ordered a torch to be brought nearer, and confirmed: right-handed blows to sever the head at the neck. Almost sever. Which was worse, in a way, but the embalmers at court would be skilled. There were things they could do before the burial rites.


Terrible, to already be thinking of that.


Looking at the leg he saw that the blow there had been wielded by a left-handed man. Small, possibly useful information. Or not. 


The woman came out again carrying two unlit torches, a boy with her bearing two more. De Vaux had a man give her a silver coin (too much, but . . .). He had a serjeant light the four torches. 


“We’ll bring ale, my lord,” she said. “It is warming over the fire.”


He nodded. Heard a sound. Aubrey, riding back.


“Horses all right?” de Vaux asked.


Aubrey nodded. “Jad’s mercy. We picked up a few more caltrops.”


“Which direction?”


“East, as reported, my lord. Along Goldsmiths Lane to where it meets South Gate Road.”


“And they went out?”


Aubrey hesitated. “No, my lord. There were caltrops on South Gate Road, but on the way back towards the river. Not to the gate and out.”


De Vaux felt fear renew itself. Refused to let it show. He knew—everyone knew—who lived in the great palace on South Gate Road, halfway back towards the river.


“Did you . . . did you look for fresh tracks? Cracks in the ice from horses?”


Aubrey hesitated again. “No, lord, we turned back when we saw they went that way. Came to . . . tell you.”


Prudent. The assassins had gone away from the gate. Not out of the city. And Aubrey would not have wanted to ride up to that palace in the night without instructions. He was a capable man.


“Well done,” said de Vaux. He thought about giving those instructions—to ride up, ask questions there—but decided to wait. It would have to be him doing that, in any case. If it happened.


He ordered the duke’s body covered again, had the severed hand brought under the canvas covering. Such an ugly death.


The king’s brother was—had been—famed as a collector of artworks: books of hours showing life through the seasons, portraits and religious paintings, golden sun disks, even mosaics in the style of the Ancients, assembled at his palace by the Livraise River a few days to the west, and at his home here in the city. He was also the man tasked with keeping Ferrieres safe, guarding the queen and the young prince during these intervals when the king was mad. There had been a document signed by the king. At a time when he wasn’t mad.


Thinking of the queen, and about guarding her, de Vaux looked that way again. More lights, now in the upper windows at the top of the road. People were stirring there, in the middle of a winter night. She’d be awake. He decided he would not, could not wait on this. There were things he needed to know. He gave orders, sent someone to the Châtelet for more men to come this way. He mounted up and headed the short distance to her home.


“He is dead, isn’t he,” said the queen of Ferrieres. 


Not a question. Bianca di Rizzetto was in a deep-purple night robe, elegant even now. No jewellery, her still-golden hair down. She had a fur-lined cloak over the robe against the cold, even with fires lit. She was known for her perfumes, was not wearing a scent now. She’d have been asleep.


She was from Batiara to the south, from the wealthy water-shaped city of Seressa, and accordingly was not greatly loved here in Ferrieres. An old story with queens and princesses. They were needed for alliances and money; they were seldom popular among the people in the country they came to. The dead man’s wife was also from Batiara, in fact. A different city-state. There was money down there, and Ferrieres at war always needed money.


What could he say to this woman? 


He knelt on the marble of the entrance hallway. It seemed proper. She had come down the wide stairs to meet him. Its own sign. 


“He is, highness,” the provost said, simply. “It is a sorrow for me to say it, and a sorrow for Ferrieres.”And for you, he thought, but did not, could not, say.


“Are we in danger here now?” A proper question. He could not read her expression. She was good at hiding her thoughts. A necessary skill at court.


But . . . we?


“The prince is with you?” de Vaux asked, chilled.


“He is, provost. I like to bring him out of the palace at times. If we cannot go riding we can at least leave that terrible place.”


His anxiety only grew. The heir to the throne was here? Barely guarded?


“It might be wisest to return now, your grace. Until we—” 


“Until we know who did this and what it is. I agree. Will you send for an escort?”


“I already have, your grace. They will be on their way.”


“We will wait for sunrise, then go back in our carriage with your escort, provost. You will remove the body from the road?”


“I will.” She’d already been told where the killing had happened. He wanted to ask about that, but did not.


He did have duties, however.


“Can you . . . are you able to tell me if the duke visited with you and . . . and the prince here?”


She nodded; she was utterly unreadable to him. “Why else would he have been in this street after dark? He came, we three played at cards. Girald went to bed, the duke and I were served our dinner, and he left.”
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