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WEDNESDAY, MARCH 3, 1666

Fair is foul, and foul is fair.






CHAPTER 1


“IT WAS AN ACCIDENT,” I said.

The carriage burned with a bright orange flame. Fire raged across its body, the silk curtains fluttering through the windows in smoking tatters to the road. The frame turned charcoal black, while inside, the stuffing in the seats gave bright flashing bursts as buttons popped off the upholstery.

Tom clutched his cheeks in horror. “I told you,” he said, staring at the slowly crumpling carriage, our boots sinking in the mud. “I told you.”

The heat drove away the late winter’s chill, but I wouldn’t have felt it anyway. My face was burning with shame. “It was an accident.”

“I told you.”

Sally stood next to him with her head bowed, palm covering her eyes, auburn curls falling across her face. I’d never seen her so disappointed. “Oh, Christopher.”

Behind us, a farmer, his wife, and two young daughters leaned against a wooden fence, cattle watching nervously from a distance. The girls gawked in wide-eyed amazement. Their father, chewing absently on a piece of straw, considered the flames.

“Now there’s a thing I never seen before,” he said.

“It was an accident,” I said.

He nodded. “Would almost have to be.”

Ahead of us, twenty of the King’s Men waited, stunned, atop their warhorses. A pair of them had dismounted and were now soothing the four draft horses they’d cut loose from our carriage. The road smelled like smoke and cows.

Tom moaned. “Why wouldn’t you listen? Why? Just another couple hours and we’d be back in London in a nice dry room, meeting the king. And everyone would be happy, and we could say, ‘An honor to see you again, Your Majesty,’ instead of ‘Goodness, Your Majesty, I hope you didn’t want your carriage back, because it’s sort of on fire!’ ”

Sally shook her head. “Oh, Christopher.”

I didn’t have time to answer. The leader of our band had arrived. Riding ahead of our escort, he’d come back when he saw his men had stopped outside this farm. Or, more probably, when he saw the king’s carriage burning in front of the supply wagons.

Slowly, the man maneuvered his mount through the mud. His horse, a veteran of many battles, seemed unfazed by the bonfire.

Lord Ashcombe, the King’s Warden, dismounted. He was dressed, as usual, in black, wearing fur to keep out the cold. An embroidered patch covered his left eye, an angry scar tracing from under it to the side of his mouth, which turned upward in a permanent half scowl. His pearl-handled pistols, polished to a fine sheen, hung off his belt, grips forward.

He regarded the carriage for a moment. Then he grabbed me by the collar and pulled me close.

His voice was like gravel. “Explain.”

“It was an accident,” I said.

He looked like he was ready to add me to the blaze. I spoke quickly.

“Right… um… well… Tom and I were talking, and… and I said wouldn’t it be amazing if… if you could mount a cannon on a carriage? And fire it.”

“Ridiculous,” Lord Ashcombe said. “The recoil would flip it like a leaf.”

“Well, yes. Tom said that. But then it occurred to me: What if you had two cannons? One on either side. So you could fire both at the same time. And make the carriage of steel, instead of wood, so it wouldn’t crumple. Then you could ride your carriage into the enemy and shoot it off. Like a warship, but on land. A mobile artillery platform.”

Lord Ashcombe looked off into the distance. “A mobile artillery platform…,” he mused. Then he blinked. “Why am I considering this?”

His grip tightened. For someone who only had three fingers on his right hand, he sure was strong. I almost told him he was strangling me, but then I supposed that was the point.

I continued. “Anyway—ergh—we didn’t have cannons, obviously, but… well, you know those fireworks I made last night? To celebrate the fact we’d finally be back in London today? I remembered I had one left in my apothecary sash.”

Actually, I had three left. But I didn’t think it wise to mention that.

“So… er… I told Tom it wouldn’t need to be a cannon. We could shoot rockets at our enemies. Call it Blackthorn’s Fire-Spitter! And… well, never mind. Anyway, I said I’d show him.”

Tom tried to shrink into the mud. Seeing as how he was about three times my size, he wasn’t particularly successful.

I did try to get him out of trouble. “Now, Tom said this was a bad idea, he did. But I thought, how can research be a bad idea? You always learn something, even when you fail. That’s what Master Benedict said.”

That was sort of true. I mean, my late master had said that—though it hadn’t stopped me getting punished from time to time. “Anyway, I tied the firework to a stick and lit it. It was supposed to shoot into the meadow. But… well… the road was so bumpy. I… might have lost control of it. Just for a second.”

Sometimes it’s the second that counts. Lord Ashcombe glared at Tom. “You couldn’t have stopped him?”

“I tried,” Tom wailed. “I did. But you know what he’s like.”

The King’s Warden regarded me. “Yes,” he said finally. “I suppose I do.”

He let me go. I really enjoyed breathing again. I even thought I might get out of this unscathed.

Then Lord Ashcombe smoothed out my collar where he’d crumpled it. That wasn’t a good sign.

“Get on the horses,” he said.

The King’s Men had saddled the carriage horses they’d freed from the now-charred reins of our transport. The driver had taken one of them. Tom and Sally, with a final look of deep disappointment, climbed onto the horses beside him, one of the King’s Men giving Sally a leg up.

“Sorry,” I mumbled, and stepped toward the last mount.

Lord Ashcombe laid a finger on my chest. “Where do you think you’re going?”

“You said to get on—”

Slowly, he shook his head.

Horror dawned as I realized what he meant. “But… we must be five, six miles from London!”

“You think so?” He stared off down the road, considering it. “I would have said seven.”

“My lord… I… It was an accident.”

Lord Ashcombe climbed into his saddle. “I understand. So if you’d rather not walk”—he jerked a thumb at the flaming heap behind me—“feel free to take the carriage.”






CHAPTER 2


WELL, THERE’S ANOTHER THING TO regret.

On decent roads, it would have only taken a couple of hours to reach the city. But under the warming sun, the heavy snows of a violent winter had melted, leaving the roads nothing but long strips of muck. So it took nearly twice that time—and my poor, cramped, aching legs—to slog northward and catch sight of London Bridge.

I sighed. Originally, we’d planned to dismount on the south bank of the Thames and have a boat ferry us west to the Palace of Whitehall, where King Charles II waited for our return. But as I approached the bridge, I realized I’d forgotten something important.

I couldn’t pay the boatman. When Tom, Sally, and I had left London in November, on a mission to spy for the king, Lord Ashcombe had given me a full coin purse to use as needed. It had come in awfully handy, first in Paris, and then while stranded on the coast of Devonshire. But since Lord Ashcombe had come to our rescue with the King’s Men in December, he’d paid for everything we needed. I’d given the money back, leaving me broke.

Great. Now I’d have to walk all the way through the city, too. Still, tired as I was, there was one thing I welcomed.

Though I’d only been away four months, it felt like I’d been gone forever. All my life, I’d never left London: first, as a boy in the Cripplegate orphanage, and then, living with Master Benedict at the Blackthorn apothecary. My recent travels had been incredible—and terrifying—but as I crossed London Bridge, tired and muddy, I still felt an overwhelming relief.

Life had returned.

Last year, London had been under the grip of a terrible plague. When I’d left, the roads had been empty; nothing but fear and cries for the dead. Now the city was back.

Streets weren’t packed like before the sickness, true. But there were people again: travelers, farmers leading sheep to market, carriage drivers screaming curses to get out of the road. It was jostling, deafening—and, in its way, beautiful.

Yet some darkness remained. Several of the stores I passed were damaged—windows smashed, doors cracked. In the wake of those who’d fled London came the desperate—or just plain criminal. Some houses had been looted.

My stomach churned to see it. I’d been away for so long. What about my shop? Had it been looted, too?

I was supposed to go straight to the palace. But I couldn’t stop thinking about Blackthorn. My shop was north, not on the way to Whitehall. Yet I had to see it.

Legs aching, I quickened my pace.



I ran till I spotted the sign.

BLACKTHORN

it said, in big red letters. Underneath, in smaller printing,

RELIEFS FOR ALL MANNER OF MALIGNANT HUMORS

The words were surrounded by leaves of ivy, painted green, and a golden unicorn horn. The paint, once bright, was dull with neglect, the chains that held the sign dotted with rust. The windows were dirty, the doorstep covered with mud. It would take some care to bring it back to the way it should be.

But it was still here. No smashed glass, no splintered doorjamb. I nearly cried with relief. London might be my city, but this shop, this gift Master Benedict had given me, was my home.

And someone was waiting. A pigeon fluttered down from the flat-topped roof high above, flapping salt-and-pepper-speckled wings to land at my feet. She ran over my muddy boots, trilling a hello.

“Bridget!”

I picked her up. As we’d pulled onto the road this morning, I’d let her out of her cage to stretch her wings. She’d flown off into the blue, disappearing from sight almost immediately.

“Where have you been?” I complained. “I had to walk back here all alone.”

She cooed and nestled into my hands. I suppose I couldn’t blame her for being excited. Pigeons have an incredible sense of direction, and Bridget was keener than any bird I’d known. After we’d left Brighton with Lord Ashcombe three days ago, she’d grown increasingly restless. I think she’d understood we were going home.

At least she was all right. I cradled her in the crook of my arm and pulled out my key. I’d just clacked open the lock when I heard the call.

“Christopher?”

I turned. From the door of the Missing Finger, the tavern across the street, a tall girl of seventeen hurried across the road. It was Dorothy, the innkeeper’s daughter, wearing her serving smock and apron. She hadn’t bothered to put on a coat.

“It is you!” she said, and she hugged me, welcoming me home. If there was any doubt the plague was behind us, that put it to rest. The day I’d left, she wouldn’t have touched me for all the wealth of kings.

She laughed and let me go. “What happened? You’d told me you’d be gone awhile; I didn’t know you meant for months. I was worried the sickness— Are those pistols?”

Dorothy stared at my waist. Sure enough, two flintlocks hung from my belt, grips forward, in clear imitation of Lord Ashcombe. Though mine weren’t nearly as nice as the King’s Warden’s. No fine walnut, no handles of pearl, no engraved barrel or trigger guard. Just simple, functional guns.

After our travels in Paris and Devonshire—and with my enemy, the Raven, still at large—Lord Ashcombe had ordered me to start carrying a weapon. Tom wanted me to learn the sword, like him; he’d been training with one since we’d left for France. In the two months we’d spent stuck on the southern coast of England, held there by terrible storms and fear of the spreading plague, the King’s Men had really taken Tom under their wing, coaching him in earnest. He’d not only practiced with his sword—an ancient holy blade called Eternity, given to him by the secret order of the Knights Templar in Paris—he’d learned techniques for spear, poleax, and halberd, too.

Tom was bigger and stronger than anyone I’d ever met, and he’d improved with startling speed. I’d already thought he was pretty good, considering how little training he’d had. Now there was no debate: He could use a sword, no mistake about it.

I wasn’t such a natural. I’d taken some training with him—the sword, anyway; I didn’t have the strength to handle halberds. But I’d gravitated to firearms instead. After an hour-long lecture from Lord Ashcombe about how gunpowder was not a toy—which I’d thought a bit much, and Tom and Sally not nearly enough—I’d practiced every day with musket, carbine, and pistol. I’d reached the point where I could reliably shatter a bottle at twenty yards—forty with a musket—and, all in all, I was quite pleased with myself.

The King’s Men saw how much I loved the smoke, the kick, and the boom the guns made. So a few days before we returned to London, before I let off my fireworks in celebration, they’d presented me with a pair of pistols. Ignoring Tom burying his face in his hands, and Sally’s look of dread, I’d put them on proudly.

With Lord Ashcombe’s permission, I’d kept them on my belt ever since. I’d also added gunpowder, wadding paper, and shot to my apothecary sash, which had once been Master Benedict’s and which I now wore around my waist, under my clothes. So I had a dozen reloads, if it came to that.

It was no problem wearing the guns in the company of the King’s Men. But here, back in London, Dorothy’s surprise was well founded. As an apprentice, I wasn’t allowed to carry weapons of any kind. I supposed I’d have to put them away. Just as I’d got used to the weight on my belt, too.

I couldn’t tell Dorothy why I was really wearing them; I wasn’t supposed to say I’d been working for the king. I’d told her instead I was going to stay with friends of my master’s in Oxford, to avoid the plague. “Um… yes. Well… the roads are dangerous these days. So I figured… you know.” I changed the subject. “Things look better here.”

She brightened. “So much better. People are back. We even have lodgers again.”

That was nice to hear. “Really?”

“Yes! A wool seller, and a farrier, and a new physician, too! Came a month ago, to help the city get back on its feet after the plague. My father’s been trying to convince him to stay. With Dr. Parrett gone…”

Hearing that name filled me with sadness. Dr. Parrett had given his life for the people of this city—and, more directly, for me. He’d been a great man. I hoped the new physician would be even half as worthy.

“So,” Dorothy said casually, “where’s Tom?”

I smothered a grin. She’d had a thing for Tom for some time. Since we’d been away, he’d grown even taller, which was just ridiculous, and all the training and hard living had melted away any last bit of pudginess in him. With his hair long, he looked like a Viking. She’d lose her mind when she saw him.

“He’s back, too,” I said, keeping a straight face.

“Make sure he stops by to say hello.”

“Oh, I will.”

She left me with a friendly wave. I went inside.

And I was home.

The counter in the corner, worn and familiar. The display tables, laden with jars, beakers, and curios. The stuffed animal specimens, a favorite of Master Benedict’s—and of mine.

But what struck me most was the smell. The heavy scent of spices, herbs, and flowers. It hit me like a wave, a rush of memories. It felt like my master, welcoming me back. Tears came hot and unwelcome.

Don’t be sad, I heard him say. I still live in your heart.

And he did. I knew he watched over me, and that brought me such comfort. Yet at times like this, it never felt enough.

I wiped my eyes and walked around the shop. Bridget flapped from my arms and flew from table to table, saying hello to all the places she’d missed while we were away. I smiled as she found her favorite perch, high on the shelves among the jars. Now everything was just as I’d left it.

Almost.

The first thing that was different was the four-month layer of dust that covered everything. Master Benedict wouldn’t have tolerated this at all. I’d need to give the place a thorough cleaning.

The second thing that was different was the letter.

Someone had placed a letter on the counter. It rested at an angle, propped against one of the antimony cups taken from the display table. They’d moved it onto the counter so I’d be sure to see it.

I picked up the letter, puzzled. On the front were two initials, written in simple calligraphy.

C. R.

C. R. Christopher Rowe. Me.

I flipped it over to see the back was sealed with wax. But there was no mark or crest pressed into the red splotch. Just a simple, featureless circle.

I frowned. Who’d left this here?

And how did they get in?

The front door had been locked. I checked the workshop; the door in the back was still barred, as I’d left it.

It occurred to me that I’d been in a rush last November, when we’d hurried off to France. Had I missed the letter then?

No. There was an empty ring in the dust on the table, from where the antimony cup had been taken. Whoever had left this must have done so recently.

I made to break the seal on the back, but I didn’t get the chance. From behind me, the bell rang overhead as the front door opened.

I assumed it was Dorothy again. “Hey, did you—” I began.

And then I stopped, staring in shocked delight at the man who’d entered my shop.

“Simon!”

It was Simon Chastellain, the dashing young vicomte d’Aviron. He was the nephew of Marin Chastellain, Master Benedict’s oldest friend. I’d met them for the first time in Paris.

I couldn’t believe Simon was here. “What are you doing in London?” I said. “And how did you know I was back?”

He didn’t answer. He stepped toward me, arms forward, an odd look on his face. I stuffed the mysterious letter I was holding into my coat, thinking he was coming to give me a hug.

Instead, he collapsed in my arms.

His sudden weight made me stagger. I bumped into the counter, heard the antimony cup fall over and roll off, dinging dully across the floorboards.

I tried to hold him. “Simon? What…?”

My hands, my arms wrapped around him, felt warm and wet. As he slipped downward, I saw why. My hands were covered in blood.

And there was a dagger in Simon’s back.






CHAPTER 3


MY VOICE CAME OUT A croak.

“Help,” I said.

Then louder. “Help! Help!”

Simon slid to the floor, conscious but confused. “Christopher?”

He tried to roll over. I stopped him. The dagger, stuck between his ribs, was twisted at an odd angle. If he put his weight on it, it would drive the blade deep into his lungs.

I laid him on his stomach, pressed him to the floor. “Stay there,” I said. “Don’t move. Someone help!”

Simon looked to be in shock. He reached behind him, groping for whatever was causing him pain. I kept his hand away.

“Don’t move,” I said, and I shoved his arms under his body. It was an ugly thing, that blade, sticking through his coat, but I left it where it was. My master had taught me that.

If something pierces the body, he’d said, show great care before removing it. The object may be the only thing preventing catastrophic bleeding.

What do I do? I asked him.

Find a surgeon. Immediately.

I didn’t know about a surgeon. One had lived a couple of streets away, but he’d left last summer with the plague. I had no idea if he’d returned, or if he was even alive.

But—Dorothy. She’d mentioned a physician.

I didn’t like leaving Simon, but I didn’t have a choice. I pressed his arms in again, tucking them under his stomach. “Stay that way, all right? I’ll be back.”

Simon still sounded confused, but he nodded. “What happened?”

I didn’t answer. Instead, I ran across the road, shouting, “Help!”

Dorothy met me at the door to the Missing Finger. “Christopher? What’s wrong?”

“My friend—he’s been injured. Is that physician here? I need him.”

“Yes, he’s in… Your friend? Is it Tom?”

“What? No, not Tom. Where’s the physician?”

He was in the dining room. The man was stocky, not overly tall, with a broad mustache. He sat across from a curly-haired boy dressed in the blue apron of an apprentice. The man looked up, as did the few other patrons, who stopped drinking to watch the commotion.

“What’s the trouble?” he said, in a heavy northern accent.

I didn’t want a gaggle of onlookers. A stabbing was sure to bring them. So I just said, “Simon… my friend… he’s had an accident.”

The doctor had already begun to rise. He’d seen my bloody hands. “Get my bag,” he commanded his apprentice.

The boy ran upstairs as the two of us returned to Blackthorn. The doctor paused in the doorway when he saw Simon on the floor, the dagger sticking out of him.

He glanced over at me. “Some accident.”

“It wasn’t…” I didn’t have time to explain. I didn’t even know what was happening. “He came in like this.”

The doctor gave me a speculative look, but only briefly. “We have to get him up. Where’s your bed?”

“Upstairs.”

We each took one arm. Simon screamed as we lifted him. I looked over at the doctor.

He shook his head. “Can’t be helped.”

We went slowly, careful not to bump Simon into the wall. “You didn’t take the dagger out,” the doctor noted as we inched our way up the narrow stairs.

“My master said not to.”

“Good lad.”

The doctor’s apprentice arrived, clutching the doctor’s satchel, as his master and I carried Simon into my bedroom. The place was a mess of books. Piles upon piles of them, stacked so high they teetered like trees bending in the wind.

The doctor made us a path by kicking them out of the way. The books toppled, knocking down others in a rumble of leather and paper. I winced to see them treated so badly.

The doctor’s only care was his patient. Gently, we laid Simon on the bed, facedown. He cried out, then lay still, breathing in short, ragged gasps.

“Move aside.” The doctor bumped me backward. The apprentice stepped more lightly, weaving between the books to my desk. He cleared a space on top, then began drawing out his master’s tools.

I was surprised to see so many saws and blades. “Are you a surgeon?”

“I was in the army,” the doctor said, as if that answered the question. Which I supposed it did. He’d have seen much worse than this. “I’m not part of the guild, if that’s what you’re asking. You planning on letting them know?”

It was a serious question. By law, the Company of Barbers and Surgeons performed all operations. He’d be in big trouble for doing this. “No.”

“Then go on, get your master. I’m going to need some things.”

“I don’t have a master,” I said.

He frowned. “You’re talking nonsense, boy. Isn’t that your master’s shop downstairs?”

“No, it’s mine. It’s… My master was murdered. Last year. He left me the shop, and this home. I was supposed to get a new master, but the Apothecaries’ Guild’s been ignoring me.”

The physician snorted. “Politics, is it?”

I nodded.

“Well, then,” he said, “let’s annoy the guilds together, shall we?” And he grinned. “I need water, at least four buckets of it, and as much cloth as you can spare. When that’s done, bring me whatever you use to cover wounds.”

“What about something for the pain?” I said.

“Not until I’m finished. Go on now. And you”—he nodded to his apprentice—“get these blasted books out of my way.”



I did as the physician asked, stamping down the panic in my chest. Cloth was no problem; we kept tons of rags for cleaning spills. As for water, normally I’d have a barrel full, but what was in the store was four months old and stagnant. I’d need to go to the well.

How I wished Tom and Sally were here. I spotted Dorothy hovering by the door to the Missing Finger, worried. So I enlisted her help instead. We each grabbed a pair of buckets, filled them, and brought them up the stairs, puffing.

The apprentice took them from us at the bedroom door. The doctor’s stocky frame blocked our view, but I could see he’d cut away Simon’s clothes.

There was blood on the sheets. Dorothy blanched at the sight of it. She grew even whiter at Simon’s howls as the doctor began to work. I led her back down to the shop.

Bridget flew to me from her perch, alarmed by the commotion. I held her just a moment, then put her aside. “I need to send a message to Whitehall.”

What I’d said was so unexpected, Dorothy stopped thinking about the horror upstairs and stared. “The palace?”

“Yes.” I scribbled a note on some paper I pulled from under the counter. “Can you find someone to take this to Lord Ashcombe? Make sure it goes straight to him, and that he reads it immediately. I’ll pay for the courier, just come find me for the penny.”

“Ashcombe? The King’s Warden? Christopher… what have you got yourself into?”

“Please, Dorothy. I really need your help.”

She stared at me for a moment, then glanced at the pistols on my belt. She grabbed the letter. “I’ll take it myself.”

“Thank you,” I said, grateful.

She stopped, regarding me from the door. “You’ve changed,” she said.

Had I? Then how come I still felt like the useless, clueless boy stuck in the middle of things he didn’t understand? I couldn’t even keep my friends safe.

Dorothy left. I shut out Simon’s cries and got to work.






CHAPTER 4


MY FIRST TASK WAS TO make the honey balm. That was Master Benedict’s recipe to spread over wounds. Once that was done, I took the jar upstairs, leaving it in the corridor outside my bedroom. I then returned to the workshop to make some pain reliever. Willow bark extract would do nothing for this level of hurt; I’d need to boil a poppy infusion.

Bridget fluttered about the workshop, agitated by Simon’s howling, but I had no more time to calm her. Again I wished Tom and Sally were here. Fortunately, working distracted me, and Simon’s cries faded as the minutes passed. I hoped that was because the surgery was ending, and not because…

I shuddered. I didn’t even want to imagine it.

When the poppy was ready, I carried it up. Just in time, it seemed, because the doctor and his apprentice were already wrapping Simon with bandages. They’d dipped into the honey balm; I could see it smeared all over Simon’s back.

“Leave the pot there,” the doctor ordered. I did as he asked, then went back downstairs to pace the shop and wait.

When Lord Ashcombe arrived, he was flanked by four of the King’s Men. Two stayed with the horses, while the others accompanied him inside.

“Where’s Chastellain?” he said.

“Upstairs,” I said. “The doctor—”

Before I could finish, the doctor came down. He stopped short, hands bundled in a rag, clothes stained with blood.

He stared at the King’s Men, at their leather tabards emblazoned with the king’s coat of arms. Then he spotted Lord Ashcombe—and turned to me, stunned.

He’d recognized the King’s Warden. With the man’s distinctive black style, scar, eye patch, and injured hand, it was hard not to. I made introductions anyway.

“Lord Richard Ashcombe, Marquess of Chillingham,” I said. “And Doctor…” It finally occurred to me that I’d never heard the man’s name.

“Kemp,” the doctor said, with a slight bow of the head. “John Kemp, of Newcastle.”

That explained the northern accent. He gave me a small, bemused smile. I could imagine what he was thinking. A masterless, pistol-wielding apprentice, and the king’s right-hand man. What have I stumbled into? I’m glad he didn’t ask.

“What news?” Lord Ashcombe said.

“Good, I think,” Dr. Kemp said, and I breathed a sigh of relief. “Your friend has an excellent chance of recovery.”

“I thought he had a dagger in his back.”

“Aha. Yes. Normally does little to improve a man’s lifespan. But in this case, I’d say he has the luck of the angels.”

The doctor finished wiping something in the rag, then held it out for us to see.

It was the dagger. Lord Ashcombe took it, turned it over.

The weapon was an odd shape I’d never seen before. It had a large conical pommel and a smooth cylindrical grip. There wasn’t much of a hilt; the grip simply rounded up to where it held the steel. As for the blade itself, it was long and flat—though the point was badly bent.

I stared at it. “This didn’t kill him?”

“Like I said, luck of the angels. When our would-be murderer stabbed— What was your friend’s name again? Simon? Simon’s spine got in the way.”

The doctor took the dagger back to demonstrate. “The tip of the blade bent when it hit the vertebra, and so couldn’t penetrate farther. It slipped sideways instead—stuck in him at an angle, you see? It never got through to the innards.”

Lord Ashcombe studied the dagger as Dr. Kemp continued. “There’s damage to the muscle, of course, and he’ll be in quite a bit of pain for a few weeks, but as long as we stave off infection, he should recover. And thank his heavenly guardian. An inch up or down, he’d be paralyzed. Right or left, he’d be dead.”

Lord Ashcombe nodded, then turned to me. “Who did this?”

“I don’t know,” I said. “Simon just came in and collapsed.”

“Did you check for witnesses?”

I flushed. “I didn’t think to… I was worried about… No.”

Lord Ashcombe commanded the King’s Men to search outside. Then he asked the doctor, “Can we speak to him?”

“You can try, but you won’t get much of anything out of him today. I administered a heavy dose of our young friend’s poppy, so he’ll be addled beyond reason. If not already asleep.”

Lord Ashcombe clomped upstairs, mud tracking from his boots. I followed, behind the physician. The apprentice was doing what he could to clean up after Dr. Kemp. Though I’d never get the blood out of those sheets.

Simon dozed on his stomach, mouth open, drooling, a heavy bandage wrapped around his chest. Crimson spotted the cloth on his back.

“Chastellain,” Lord Ashcombe said. “Vicomte.”

Simon moaned faintly.

“Did you see who attacked you?”

“Mn?”

“Your attacker. Did you see him?”

“No. Back. Something… hurt.”

“Who might have done this?”

I could think of someone. Someone very likely indeed. “Was it the Raven?” I said. I knelt beside the bed. “Simon? Was it the Raven?”

“Hm?… No.”

“You didn’t see who attacked you,” Lord Ashcombe said. “How do you know it wasn’t?”

“Because,” Simon mumbled, drifting off. “The Raven is dead.”






CHAPTER 5


I STARED AT SIMON.

The Raven—the man who’d murdered Marin Chastellain, Simon’s uncle, Master Benedict’s lifelong friend—the man who’d promised to murder me—was dead?

I couldn’t believe it. “How?” I shook Simon’s shoulder. “How do you know the Raven’s dead? Simon!”

“Here, now.” Dr. Kemp hauled me up by the crook of my arm. “You know better than that.”

“Yes. Of course. Sorry.” The poppy had left Simon in no state to speak. And anyway, he really needed to rest. Master Benedict would have been embarrassed by what I’d done, and that made me ashamed.

“Sorry,” I said again, as much to my master as anyone else. I just felt so confused. All these months, the shadow of the Raven had loomed over me. How could he just be dead?

“We’re expected at the palace,” Lord Ashcombe said, “and we won’t get any answers here today. Let’s go.”

I didn’t like leaving Simon behind, but there really was nothing else that we could do. I nodded, my mind a whirl. I was so out of it, I almost forgot the good doctor’s fee.

“I have a few coins here somewhere,” I said. Actually, I had a lot of them, but they were tucked into the mattress Simon was on, and I didn’t think it prudent to go digging for gold in front of strangers. “I’ll bring them to the Missing Finger.”

Lord Ashcombe overruled me. “Send a bill to Whitehall.”

Dr. Kemp raised his eyebrows, again giving me that bemused smile. I didn’t explain. I did, however, finally remember I hadn’t given him my name. “I’m Christopher Rowe.”

“Very well, Mr. Rowe,” he said, still smiling. “With your permission, I’ll return to care for our patient as needed.”

Lord Ashcombe checked with the King’s Men; they hadn’t been able to find any witnesses to the attack. Leaving one of the soldiers behind to stand guard in case the assassin came back to finish the job, Lord Ashcombe ordered me to take the man’s horse. I collected Bridget, then mounted.

The warhorse made me a little nervous. Tom, Sally, and I had been taught to ride while waiting to return to London, but I’d always practiced on the carriage horses, which were smaller and of calmer temperament. This beast’s power was kind of frightening.

“Problem?” Lord Ashcombe said.

I didn’t want to admit being scared. Instead, I said, “Thank you for coming to help. I just… I can’t believe the Raven’s dead.”

“Why not?”

“Well… I mean… he was so good at manipulating things. I thought he’d be too clever to get caught.”

“Every blackguard thinks he’s invincible,” Lord Ashcombe said. “Let that dagger in Simon’s back be a reminder. Peasant or noble, we all go out the same.”



I’d never been to Whitehall. The palace, home of English kings since Henry VIII, was to the west of London, round the bend of the Thames, well outside the city walls. Tom and I had set out a few times to go see it on one of our rare holidays, but it was miles from where we lived, and we’d always got distracted along the way.

Now, as I rode in with Lord Ashcombe, I saw it lived up to its reputation. The palace was a sprawling labyrinth, every part built in a different style, from the simple brick-and-stone of Scotland Yard, to the sloping roofs and gray clock tower of the Horse Guards barracks, to the Holbein Gate, which looked like a miniature keep with octagonal towers at each corner. It loomed above the main throughway, its twelve-foot-high arch wide enough to allow oversize wagons into the city.

Behind the buildings to the east were the docks on the Thames; to the west stretched the vast green expanse of Saint James’s Park. If we’d continued south, we’d have seen the grand gallery overlooking the Privy Garden, complete with marble statues and an apple orchard, and Westminster Gate beyond, following the road southwest, away from London.

At the moment, however, all traffic was stalled. The Holbein Gate was closed, causing a jam of carriages, carts, and pedestrians, all grumbling at the holdup.

From the frown on Lord Ashcombe’s face, this wasn’t normal. One of the King’s Men took the lead, carving a path through the crowd with his horse, crying, “Make way! Make way for the Marquess of Chillingham!” The rest of us followed in his wake.

The gate that led into the palace itself was off to the left. A smaller line waited here, at a semicircle of posts rising from the mud in the road. Four guards stood watch at the entrance. A fifth soldier was arguing with a pair of finely dressed men at the front of the queue.

The shorter of the pair was red-faced, near shouting. His companion, a man with a trimmed beard and gold spectacles, waited quietly, hand on his chin.

“Another English slight,” the short man said in a thick Scottish accent. “We have every right to enter. Let us pass!”

Lord Ashcombe ignored the argument. He dismounted and spoke to the guards near the entryway. “What’s going on?”

“Don’t know, General,” the sergeant at arms said. “We were told to seal off the palace. No one in or out.”

“Ordered by whom?”

“The captain. Think the order came from the chamberlain, though.”

Lord Ashcombe didn’t like what he was hearing. Fortunately, the rules didn’t apply to him. “With me,” he said. I followed him inside, sticking as close as I could, Bridget tucked in the crook of my arm.

The Scotsman at the gate was outraged. “Why does he get to go in—Ashcombe! Ashcombe! Don’t pretend you can’t hear me!”

I looked up at Lord Ashcombe as we strode into the court.

“I’m not pretending,” he said. “I just don’t care.”



Lord Ashcombe appeared to know where we were going, which was good, because with the way the palace corridors twisted and turned, I was completely lost.

“Remove your pistols,” he said.

“My lord?”

“Only guards enter the king’s presence armed.”

Right. I unbuckled my belt. “What do I do with them?”

“An attendant will take them. The bird, too.”

We finally reached our destination: a somewhat overdecorated antechamber, walls plastered with portraits, the tables layered with Oriental rugs. I was relieved to see Tom and Sally were already there. They’d changed out of their traveling clothes and now looked rather fine: Tom in a sharp blue doublet, black breeches, and hose, and Sally in a reddish gown that matched her auburn hair rather prettily.

As for me, I suddenly felt self-conscious. Still dirty from the road, I smelled of mud, smoke, and horse. And was that Simon’s blood on my breeches?
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