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Prologue

Falconskeep Castle

1138



 

Blanche climbed the stairs of her tower, her blond hair torn free of its braids by the wind as she emerged at the top. A falcon waited on a splintered perch, fixing her with golden eyes as she approached. “Is he found, my friend?” she asked lightly, shivering with hope and the chill in the wind. This messenger was the last of a dozen sent out over the past week, and all the others had failed…“Did you find my love?”

The bird of prey allowed her to untie the tiny scroll from its leg, barely shifting away from her touch, but as soon as she began to unroll the message, her heart sank, knowing what she would find. Dearest husband, when will you come home? was written there in her own script, her own words returned untouched. A single sob escaped her as she let the paper fall, and the falcon shrieked once as if in sympathy before taking flight again.

“Never mind,” she said, steeling herself against tears that wouldn’t help. “I have other ways.”

As if in answer, a child’s laugh swept up to her from the courtyard far below, and she smiled, looking down. Alista was playing with the Italian priest, Brother Paolo, and leading him a merry chase from what her mother could see—blind man’s bluff, perhaps? The young man had been in residence at Falconskeep for most of the little girl’s life, and she adored him with good reason. He was gentle as a maid, but he was strong, too, in heart as much as body. He would gladly die to protect Alista and her mother as well, and Blanche cherished him for his love. But he wasn’t Mark. He was not her husband; he was not her love. Mark was far from Falconskeep, fighting for his king, and had been these three years past. Alista had been barely toddling when he had gone; she didn’t remember her father’s face. But Blanche remembered… his face… his arms …his kiss. The tears she despised slipped down her cheeks, stinging her skin as the wind swept them away. She couldn’t reach him, not even her falcons could find him, not for many months past. And something was coming, some disaster. She could feel it in the wind.

Watching Alista run, a tiny creature on the ground, she made her decision. Hurrying down the stairs, her feet flying faster and faster, she knew what she must do. Without pausing to speak to anyone, she left the castle and ran down the stairs that led to the beach and then on to the cliffs beyond.

Picking her way carefully among the slippery rocks, she found the crevice she sought, a tiny crack that an unschooled eye would never notice. Glancing back to make sure she wasn’t watched, she slipped quickly inside, the walls closing in before opening out into a passage that dropped off steeply ahead, plunging her almost immediately into darkness. She hadn’t visited these caverns since before Alista was born, but she found her way easily in the dark, the cool currents of air like the breath of the spirit she sought. She stopped for a moment and closed her eyes, one hand on the glass-sleek wall. She had to be calm. Such magic as she intended was dangerous even in peaceful meditation; in a panic it would almost surely be fatal. She must forget her fears, forget everything but the will to know; only then could she succeed. Taking another deep breath, she opened her eyes, and the darkness seemed to melt into a tender light her faery eyes could see, lighting her way ahead. Her hand went unconsciously to the pendant she wore, a heart-shaped stone that glowed in her palm with this same warmth and light. The heart had been carved from the rock of these caverns, a gift from the spirit of water and earth that made her refuge here, the spirit Blanche of Falconskeep now sought. Perhaps the heartstone would keep her safe if her own powers could not.

The passage opened suddenly into a chamber of silver-gray rock, the light brighter now, dancing pale from a thousand bumps and impressions in the walls worn smooth and bright as gems. The source of the light was here, glowing up from a pool that lapped the edges of the chamber and fell off at its center into impossible depths no human or faery had ever explored. “Sister,” a woman’s voice sighed in the faery tongue as Blanche approached the pool, and the surface of the water rose and shuddered as if in pleasure.

“Sister,” Blanche replied, feeling a dangerous contentment of her own surge through her as she knelt at the water’s edge. Written in faery script around the pool was the truth of her falcon race, the tale of how the queen of the wind had taken human form as a gift from this spirit and founded Falconskeep. Other words were carved into the walls in all the languages her foremothers had spoken, a living record of enchantment. Blanche had spent many hours before she was married transcribing these words into a book to keep them close at hand, a book she still cherished more than any object other than the heartstone, but she had barely begun to read all that was here to be learned. No doubt the very charm she now sought was here somewhere, if she’d only had time to find it. But she knew her time had run out.

“Sister, I need your help,” she said, dipping her hands into the icy water. “I need your magic.”

“What power is left that you do not already possess?” the spirit laughed at her, and she felt a phantom hand brush past her own, mimicking human touch.

“The power to see far,” Blanche answered. “I need you to show me my love.”

Another swell rose on the surface, but the voice turned cold. “You know his face.” The spirit hated Mark as she hated all men, knowing him as the force that had driven her underground so many centuries ago. “You have his child.”

“He is far away, and I fear for him,” Blanche pressed, her heart beginning to race with desperation, her illusory calm dissolved. “Show him to me; let me see he is safe. Show me when he will return—”

“I cannot,” the spirit interrupted, almost angry now. “My eyes are not like yours.”

“Then take my eyes,” Blanche insisted, the water now rising to her waist as she stood. “Help me; make me see.”

The surface of the water boiled, but the voice was silent. This was the magic she had promised her own mother she would never attempt, the game that brought death to the foolish and vain, the sorceress greedy for power. The spirit was a creature of eternity, trapped forever in her waters and rocks while the world above moved on. A human woman saw the ways of the world, understood the passage of time, but her body was trapped in her place, her reality. The Falconskeep sorceress was human and faery in one, a faery spirit in a fragile human shell. With the spirit’s greater magic, she could see through time and space, far beyond her human eyes. She could join her soul to the more ancient power, see past the constricts of her narrow mortal life, but her mortal body could not contain such power for long. It could tear her brain apart and drive her mad; it could rupture her heart in her breast. Blanche knew these things, knew the terrible peril of what she asked. But fear and love would not let her turn away.

“Please,” she almost whispered. “I cannot live unless I know he will return.” The light in the pool had shrunk and sunk until it was no more than a glowing orb in the bottomless depths, distant as the moon above. The spirit loved the sorceress, had loved the faery women who had come before her and lost them to their greed in just this way. She would not willingly risk such a tragedy again. “Please,” Blanche repeated, kneeling deeper to let her tears fall into the water. “Only this one thing, and I will let you go.” The glow began to expand again, to rise through the water toward her. “One question,” she promised as her fingers touched the light. “Show me when Mark will come home.”

The icy cold of the water seemed to flow into her blood, flow through her until she could no longer feel where her body ended and the water began. She opened her eyes and saw the gates of Falconskeep Castle, the portcullis rising, an army on the road. Mark was coming through the gates—this was the future, and he was alive. But no one came to meet him. He strode through the courtyard alone, his face distorted with rage or grief. Where was she? Why did she not come out to greet him? Why was her castle deserted?

“No,” she said, her voice now the voice of the spirit. “Show me myself… What brings such pain to my house?”

The vision changed, not Falconskeep any more but a tiny inner chamber, richly appointed, but hot—the fire was too hot. A woman she didn’t recognize was standing near—a queen; her crown was set on a table at her side, and on another table lay Blanche’s book, the book of Falconskeep magic. Blanche seemed to be with her; she felt furious and afraid, but she was separate, too, as if she were two women at once. She wanted to take her book, but she couldn’t move; someone or something held her fast. She could see a mirror across the room, a long fall of golden hair in its reflection, a woman’s angry face wavering in the light of torches held by men all around her and the light of the fire in the hearth. Was she this woman? She struggled in the grip of the men who held her, and the reflection moved as well—then suddenly the book was falling into the flames, flung there by this strange queen. “No!” Blanche screamed, and the reflection shattered as the flames leapt up, and she was falling, falling back through her vision, back into herself, back into the present.

She kept falling back into the water as the spirit left her, her head sinking below the surface. She was so tired, and she had learned nothing. Sinking deeper, she could feel the water swirling around her, the spirit’s touch, loving-frantic, as she tried to lift her to the surface. “Alista,” she said, drawing the name from the future and Blanche’s own mind, reminding her of her child.

Blanche made herself swim, made her aching limbs start to move. The pool had swollen as she had forced the spirit to her will until now it nearly filled the chamber and there was nowhere left to stand. The despair of her vision dragged on her heart as the current dragged her down again, making her want to surrender, but she couldn’t. She had to save Alista; she had to save her magic. The vision could not come true. Opening her eyes, she saw the spirit’s glow pointing her to a tiny door set into the rock, a door she knew led to a well—a well that opened inside her own castle. She made herself swim toward it, her lungs bursting, screaming for air. By the time she reached it, her fingers were numb and she couldn’t think, couldn’t work out the logic of the latch. She had to risk losing the door again to kick to the surface, and all the while her limbs felt heavier and heavier, her mind more addled with exhaustion and pain. Breathing in a few quick gasps, she dove again, trusting her instinct more than sight to take her back to the door. This time she opened it easily, and the current rushed through, dragging her through the opening barely wider than her shoulders.

The water was low in the well, and she was nearly washed down the shaft in the rush and lost for good and all. But somehow she caught hold of the lever that opened the door from inside the well, and though her weight twisted it back against the wall, somehow it held. She leaned her head back from the rushing water, breathing in more sweet air, trying to find the strength to pull herself up. Finally she could move, and her fingers found a crevice in the rock, and another, and another. Using the last of her failing strength, she pulled herself over the side, collapsing on the floor of a room beneath her tower.

The next thing she knew was a voice. “My lady!” Gwyneth, Alista’s faery nursemaid, was running toward her down the stairs. She tried to answer her, but no words would come, and when she tried to raise her head, her body refused to obey. “Never mind,” Gwyneth was saying as she wrapped a cloak around her, but Blanche could hear the faery woman was near tears. “You will be fine.”

“No,” Blanche whispered, so softly she doubted Gwyneth could hear. “No, I will not.”
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Montferrand, France

Christmas, 1172



 

To all appearances, the Christmas court of King Henry II was another triumph of his glorious, twenty-some-odd-year reign. At his side remained his queen, Eleanor of Aquitaine, Christendom’s great beauty still, and ranged around them were their children, a brood to make the angels weep in envy. The oldest and heir to the throne was Henry, already crowned “the Young King” these two years past and married somewhat longer to Margaret, daughter of the King of France. The next two sons were betrothed to princesses of their own and already made dukes: Richard of Aquitaine and Geoffrey of Brittany, at least for the moment—Henry had a jovial habit of switching his land-gifts around when it suited his fancy. The youngest royal, John, was rather famously ill-tempered and held no lands at all, but he was only four years old, so ’twas assumed he would mend on both counts. Even the daughters, Matilda and Eleanor, seemed perfect, having inherited a great deal of their mother’s famous beauty and very little of her infamous wit.

All in all, the family made a magnificent picture for the nobles gathered in this hall to admire them as they feasted. If the Queen was known to despise her husband as much as she adored him these days, ’twas no great matter— they’d been married more than twenty years, after all, and Henry’s roving eye remained a great portion of his charm. And if the princes were known to all bear certain grudges against their king and one another, that was to be expected as well—they were barely more than children; their father would keep them in line. Henry had kept peace in his reign longer than any English king before him by sheer force of his great will. Surely he could control his own family. So the nobles assured themselves that Christmas night as they toasted their God and their king.

Malinda Brinlaw harbored no doubts at all; to her, the night was perfect. Sitting with her parents and cousin, Nan, at a table at the foot of the dais, she felt perfectly at ease, perfectly at home, and she drank in every detail, the royal glamour entirely untarnished to her eyes. The King was splendid and mildly terrifying, just as a king ought to be; the princes and princesses were too beautiful to be real. And Queen Eleanor was her idol, perfect in every way. Malinda knew every romantic detail of her astounding history, how she had once been queen of France, how she had come to marry Henry when he was no more than a duke’s young son and had come to see him crowned king of England, how she ruled her own court of love and chivalry and changed the face of the world at her whim. To Malinda, Eleanor had achieved all that a woman could hope, and she fervently longed to know her. She adored her for her pride, her beauty, even her famous temper. Her fondest wish was to become a lady-in-waiting, to dwell in her shadow, to breathe the rarefied air of her fanciful court. Unfortunately, her parents did not share her hero worship; indeed, her father made no secret that he considered the Queen something of a twit. As one of Henry’s favorite nobles, Will Brinlaw could have seen his daughter well placed in the royal orbit long ago, and Nan, his niece, as well, but such honors did not impress him, and his wife, Alista, concurred. But Malinda was determined. She had never in her life been denied anything for long; she didn’t expect to be now.

“Aren’t they beautiful?” her best friend, Lisbet, whispered in her ear, returning from a dance to sit beside her. “Which one will you have, Malinda?”

“Which what?” she laughed, turning to her friend.

“When you marry,” Lisbet laughed with her. “Now that you’re finally at court, it’s time to decide which of the princes you will choose.”

“Henry is already married,” Malinda pointed out, taking a sweet from the tray piled high before them, “and Richard and Geoffrey are both betrothed to girls with crowns.” She took a bite and savored the way it melted on her tongue, finer than anything she’d ever tasted at home.

“Figs and apples for their crowns,” Lisbet scoffed, taking the rest and popping it into her mouth. “You have more beauty in one of your toes than the both of them taken together, and you can do magic besides.” She licked her fingers with kittenish satisfaction. “You can pick whichever one you please, and the poor boy will be undone.”

Malinda smiled, embarrassed, but pleased nonetheless. “We aren’t supposed to mention magic, remember?” she scolded softly, giving Lisbet a poke that made her snicker. She looked back at the dais, pretending to peruse its wares. “Too bad Henry is the oldest and the prettiest besides,” she sighed. “Richard is almost as nice, but he seems too serious—he hardly ever smiles.”

“Perhaps he’s shy,” Lisbet offered.

“Perhaps, but still… he may just be ill-tempered.” She tapped her chin in thought. “And Geoffrey is really too young—”

“Not for a prince, he isn’t,” Lisbet grinned. “Bewitch him now, and you can bend him to whatever shape you like.”

“There is that,” Malinda laughed, enjoying the sheer silliness of the game. “No, I can’t choose,” she sighed. “You pick yours, and I’ll take whatever’s left.”

“An admirable plan,” Nan teased. “Just don’t tell my uncle.”

“No, don’t,” Will Brinlaw retorted, catching only the end of the conversation. “Whatever it is, I’d rather not know.”

“Be careful,” warned Malinda’s mother, who had heard all. “Your words may haunt you later.” Lady Alista was as well-known for her candor as her beauty, and she rarely spared her husband, dearly as she loved him still. “Soon we’ll all be keeping secrets from you.”

“And how will that be new?” he grumbled.

“Nan has trusted you with all her heart,” Alista pointed out, casually taking a sweet of her own. “She came to you in all good faith—”

“Not this again,” Will cut her off in mid-sentence. “Not tonight.”

“If not tonight, then when?” Nan demanded. “I’m growing older by the second.”

“I’d hardly call you a crone just yet,” her uncle answered with the faintest trace of a smile.

“You might not and neither would I, but what of the rest of the world?” Alista chided gently. “Twenty-four is well past the age when most women marry, love.”

“And Guy de Lancey is even older,” Lisbet offered helpfully from her seat beside Malinda. “Keep putting him off, and he might find someone else.”

“No, he could not, so if that’s what you’re waiting for, Uncle, you may as well stop,” Nan said, her cheeks beginning to flush, angry not at Lisbet but Will. “Guy loves me; he could never be married to anyone else, no matter what you may believe, and I love him.”

“But why, in heaven’s name?” Will asked. “I have no doubt de Lancey will wait for you until time ends given the slightest encouragement, but why would you want him? The man is as dull as a plank.”

“Not really,” Nan insisted. “He’s shy, but not with me.”

“Besides, sweet, when I met you, you were rather dull yourself,” Alista pointed out without the slightest hint of a smile to betray she was teasing. “And you turned out all right.” Malinda giggled into her napkin—the war was already won.

“Be that as it may, ”Will said dryly, his expression saying he knew he was beaten as well.

“Mama, look there,” Malinda interrupted, her attention taken by a pair of knights coming across the hall as quickly as courtesy would allow. “It’s Mark!”

“And Phillipe!” Lisbet added, jumping up.

“Finally,” Alista said, getting up herself.

Malinda’s younger brother, Mark, and Lisbet’s older half-brother, Phillipe, had been knighted the summer before after three years of service as squires, and they had served in the King’s personal guard ever since. All told, they hadn’t been home in forever, and everyone was most eager to see them, particularly their sisters, but they had been in a hunting party when the family arrived the day before. Now apparently they were back at last. “Merry Christmas,” Phillipe said, sweeping Lisbet up in a hug.

“To you, too,” Lisbet laughed as he swung her around. “We’ve missed you so much.”

“Both of you,” Malinda agreed as Mark embraced their father and kissed their mother’s cheek. “Just look at you, monster—you’re huge!”

“Only compared to you,” Mark teased, kissing her as well.

In truth, he hadn’t just grown since they’d seen him last summer; he was transformed. Phillipe seemed mostly unchanged—a bit thinner, perhaps, but as handsome as ever, a golden-haired idol. But Mark looked like a different person—specifically, a younger version of his father. The gawky crane of a boy was gone, replaced by the perfect picture of a knight-at-arms, from noble brow to battered armor. “Look at him, Papa,” Malinda said. “He’s nearly as tall as you.”

“And thin as a twig,” Alista added. “And Phillipe as well—you could snap in a breeze, both of you. Don’t they feed you at all?”

“Nothing like at home,” Mark admitted, hugging her again.

“You are too thin,” she insisted as he drew back.

“Tis all the exercise he gets chasing wenches,” Phillipe laughed. “Runs the fat right off him.”

“And what is your excuse?” Mark retorted with a blush that made him look more his old self.

“I lose mine running from them,” Phillipe replied without hesitation.

“I believe it,” Lisbet chided him.

“Oh, I do not,” Alista said with a mischievous gleam. “All we’ve heard since we arrived is what models of decorum you two have become. Would you prove your friends untruthful?”

“Not for our lives, Mama,” Mark promised.

“We’ve just lost our heads at seeing you all again,” Phillipe agreed, putting an arm around Lisbet’s shoulders and kissing the top of her head.

Malinda, meanwhile, had been watching her father and Nan. Will had continued to speak to her softly, and Nan had been listening with barely concealed impatience, obviously ready to protest. But suddenly she let out a shriek and threw her arms around her uncle’s neck. “Thank you!” she repeated in a joyful chant punctuated with kisses. “Thank you, thank you, thank you!”

“You thank me now,” Will grumbled, hugging her back just the same. “A year from now when you’re wretched, ’twill all be my fault.”

“A year from now I shall be delirious with joy,” Nan promised.

“And that, husband, will be your fault as well,” Alista agreed, taking his hand with a smile. “Nan, where is your beloved now?”

Will frowned. “How would she know—?”

“On duty as guardsman,” Nan answered at once. “He asked to be allowed to stay away from the hall tonight for fear…” Her voice trailed off, and she shrugged. “He didn’t want a quarrel.”

“We must send someone to fetch him,” Alista decided.

“You should go,” Phillipe suggested to Mark.

“Aye, indeed,” Mark grinned. “Welcome him to the family.”

“You’d better behave yourself,” Lisbet warned.

“Oh, he will,” Malinda said. “And Phillipe as well. They know Nan can still thrash them if they don’t.”

“And will, without hesitation,” Nan agreed, a dangerous glint in her eye. As the eldest of the Brinlaw brood, she was accustomed to ruling with an iron fist when necessary.

“I shall greet him as a cousin, Cousin,” Mark promised.

“And swear yourself his servant,” Phillipe suggested.

“Of course,” Mark agreed. “Unless he should fall into the moat.” Before Nan could react, he was gone, running across the hall as his father and Phillipe laughed and the women fumed.

“Don’t you dare,” Alista called, giving Will a healthy swat.

“Don’t worry, Nana,” Malinda said. “He’s only teasing.”

“The swine,” Lisbet agreed.

“Aye, lady,” Phillipe promised, kissing Nan’s hand. “If de Lancey is your choice, you know we will give him all love.” He turned to Malinda. “Will you dance?”

“No,” Malinda protested as he took her arm. “We can’t leave Lisbet—”

“I left you, goosey,” Lisbet scolded. She glanced over at Malinda’s father and grinned. “Don’t you want Richard to see you?” she asked softly. “Or was it Geoffrey?”

“Neither,” Malinda laughed, allowing herself to be led toward the dancers. “My heart is set on little John.”

The space at the center of the hall was crowded with other dancers, but Phillipe led her easily through the throng. “You’re looking well, by the way,” he said as he swung her into the dance.

“I thank you, sir,” she said, making a deep curtsey. Another girl danced close by and cast a frankly admiring stare at her partner as she passed. “Not so well as you, it seems,” she laughed. “How is it you’re still so handsome?”

“God’s grace and a sturdy helmet,” he smiled. “Don’t be too impressed—fresh meat is always welcome.” He nodded toward a group of knights gathered near the musicians. “See for yourself.” All of them were staring at Malinda, making no effort to mask their interest. One of them was actually pointing!

“Cheeky, I call that,” she said, blushing and a bit horrified.

“You’re supposed to be flattered.” Phillipe grinned. “Hasn’t anyone ever told you? You’re a peach.”

“Even so,” she said, pleased at the compliment in spite of his teasing tone. The closest thing she had to an older brother, Phillipe was as dear a friend to Malinda as his sister, Lisbet, and she had missed him horribly. No doubt the gossips watching would think they were sweethearts, she thought with an inward snicker. So let them. She would take it as a compliment. “In my father’s hall, the men have better manners.”

“In your father’s hall, the men all know your father,” he pointed out with a laugh. “Speaking of that, catch me up, daisy. What’s all the news from Brinlaw and Bruel?”

“At Bruel, your mother and Raynard are well, as are the rest of the children,” she said before another man swept her away for a moment. “But nothing ever happens at Brinlaw,” she finished as she met him again.

“Poor daisy,” he sighed, only half teasing. “Blooming alone in the wild.”

“Not all alone,” she pointed out. “Lisbet is blooming with me.”

On the dais, Queen Eleanor watched the pretty creature dancing with Geoffrey d’Anjou’s bastard. She was too old to be a newcomer—twenty perhaps? Her body was ripe, a woman’s shape instead of a girl’s, and she moved with confidence, her eyes fixed on her partner’s handsome face with no attempt at feigning modesty. The way she tossed those golden curls—beautiful. Her eyes were wide but not the fashionable blue—green, Eleanor saw as they passed closer to the dais, with long, dark lashes—harlot’s eyes, she decided, feeling sick. A beautiful young woman she had never seen before, dancing among the nobles in a fine, expensive gown. This was Henry’s latest mistress, planted in her husband’s hall specifically to torture the queen with envy. Now that she looked, everything about the chit seemed made for tupping, even her mouth, full, sensuous lips and little white teeth that showed when she laughed, a throaty, woman’s laugh that ended with the slightest flourish of a giggle, the best of both, well-practiced, no doubt. The Queen glanced down the royal table in dreadful resignation—yes, damn his eyes, Henry was watching her, too.

Back at the Brinlaw table, watching Mark return with Guy, Alista noticed Henry’s look as well. “Will,” she said softly, touching her husband’s arm. “Mind the King.”

Will looked at the dais, then out at the dancers, and his smile turned to a scowl. Henry could barely be trusted when sober these days; drunk, he was dangerous indeed. He had known Malinda since she was a baby, but that wouldn’t stop him if she should strike his fancy now, and neither would his lifelong friendship with her father. “Nan, go get your cousin,” he ordered.

“Wait,” Alista said. “It’s all right. Mark has gone.”

Malinda passed through another figure of the dance to find Mark glaring at her. “Thanks a lot,” he grumbled, taking her hand rather roughly from Phillipe’s. “I turn my back for five minutes, and you make my sister a spectacle.” His tone was light but only with an obvious effort, and his face was serious.

“You think I would not protect her?” Phillipe answered, his smile more natural but with an edge nonetheless.

“Come and speak to Guy,” Mark answered, tucking his sister’s arm through his and leading her away with Phillipe following behind.

Eleanor saw the object of her jealousy return to her parents and almost laughed out loud with relief. Brinlaw’s daughter—of course. She even looked like him a bit; Eleanor thought she had admired that mouth somewhere before. She was well aware how much Brinlaw disliked her and how much he loved her husband. But he was far too much the paragon of virtue to let his daughter play the whore, even for his king. Still, it was strange the girl had never been to court. She would be twenty, or nearly, and she wasn’t betrothed to anyone—with two brothers already and a mother still capable of breeding, her dowry wouldn’t be much. But there was something else, some stigma on the family… they were whispered over, particularly among the older knights. Brinlaw himself was much admired, and the boy was well liked enough among his peers, but still, there was something she couldn’t quite remember.

“Malinda, you and Lisbet go to bed,” Will ordered as soon as his daughter was within his reach, subtle as ever.

“Papa, no!” Malinda protested, barely crediting her ears. The dancing was barely begun; they hadn’t seen the boys in months; Nan had only this moment become engaged. He couldn’t mean to pack them off upstairs like naughty children.

“Malinda, do as your father asks, please,” Alista said in a more gentle tone that still left no room for debate. “And pray look in on Baby Will on your way.”

“Am I a baby as well?” Malinda retorted as sharply as she dared. She still couldn’t believe they were serious, and could see no reason why she and Lisbet shouldn’t be allowed to stay. No one was suggesting Mark should retire, and he was younger than either of them.

“That remains to be seen,” Will answered, his eyes and expression stern enough to silence a stronger creature than his daughter. “Go, Malinda. Now.”

“We will, my lord,” Lisbet promised, giving her friend a warning pinch. “Good night, my lady.”

“Good night,” Malinda grumbled, kissing each parent with as good a grace as she could muster.

“Good night, my loves,” Alista said, giving her daughter an extra comforting squeeze. “Sleep well.”

“I’m not sleepy,” Malinda muttered as they embraced, still hoping against hope.

“You will be,” Alista promised. “Now go.”

Lisbet took her hand and dragged her away before she could make matters worse. “I don’t know why you bother,” she said as they made their way through the crowd. “You have the dearest parents in the world, but they aren’t going to ever change their minds about anything just because you say so.”

“Yes, and that’s so wrong,” Malinda complained. A pair of dashing would-be courtiers smiled and bowed as they approached, but the girls crushed them with a pair of withering looks. “I’m a woman old enough to marry and have been for years now, yet this is the first time I’ve kept Christmas at Queen Eleanor’s court, the first time I’ve dined with the King at all, and my father on the privy council, thank you very much. It’s ridiculous. Why should they keep me locked up at Brinlaw? Why shouldn’t I have some say in where I go and what I do there?”

“Because you’re too pretty and too clever, with very little common sense,” Lisbet said, never one to mince words with her friends. “You get into all manner of scrapes at home; just imagine what could happen here at court.”

“Thank you kindly, vixen,” Malinda retorted, wide-eyed. “’Tis such a comfort to have you on my side.”

“I am on your side, piglet,” Lisbet shot back with a smile. “I think your parents mean to keep you safe is all.”

“I hate being safe,” Malinda muttered, turning away.

Back at the royal dais, Eleanor called her favorite minstrel. “Gaston!” He looked up from crooning at her daughter-in-law and hurried to her side. “The Brinlaw girl,” she asked in an undertone before he could speak. “What is her name again?”

“Malinda, Majesty,” he answered.

“Malinda,” she repeated, musing. Brinlaw and his wife had obviously dismissed their daughter from the hall, and she just as obviously had not cared to be dismissed. Surely a queen outranked a father…

“Will there be anything else?” Gaston asked, eager to go back to his lute.

“Yes,” she said, a plan forming in her mind. Henry would tup any pretty thing that would have him; after so many years of marriage, she had given up trying to make him stop. But if the baggage in his bed were loyal to the Queen, she could prove very helpful indeed. Besides, Brinlaw was an ass; he deserved a bit of humiliation. Mistress Malinda had stopped at the arch and turned back as if she felt Eleanor’s eyes, and the Queen smiled and raised her cup in salute. “Bring her back,” she said. “Malinda Brinlaw—tell her the Queen wishes to see her.”

Gaston’s eyes widened, but he was far too wise to protest. “As my queen commands,” he said, making his deepest bow before hurrying away through the throng.

“I told you she would notice you,” Lisbet said, hot on Malinda’s heels as they hurried up the stairs.

“I can’t believe it,” Malinda said, still stunned. The Queen had been looking at her, had raised her cup as if to say farewell.

“Why not?” Lisbet demanded. “Just think, Malinda—if she asks for you especially as lady-in-waiting, your father can’t very well say no.”

“You must not know my father,” Malinda joked with a grimace as she drew a tiny velvet purse from the folds of her skirt.

“Still…” Lisbet saw what she was doing and laughed. “Malinda, no! You can’t!”

“And why not?” she asked, glancing back down to make certain they weren’t being followed.

“Because you promised your mother,” Lisbet protested, following her to a curtained alcove at the top of the stairs.

“My mother thinks I’m an idiot,” she retorted.

“Malinda, she doesn’t.” She watched her friend take out her components, the bits of rubbish she could make work miracles. “You lucky thing—will you at least promise to be careful?”

“Of course I will.” Malinda smiled. “I promise I only want one more look around. I’ll be up in half a moment.”

“You had better be,” Lisbet warned, giving her a hug. “I’ll look in on the monster, and if you aren’t in our room when I get there, I’ll be very cross.”

“Stop, you’re scaring me,” Malinda teased. With a final squeeze, she let her go. “I’ll see you in a bit.”

As soon as Lisbet was gone, she ducked out of sight behind the tapestry just as a minstrel was rounding the corner from the stairs. He passed on by—obviously he hadn’t seen her. Clutching her spellworks tightly in her fist, she murmured the incantation that would make her clothes vanish as her body faded as well. Being her mother’s daughter, she was half faery, and one of her talents was the ability to cloak herself in magic that made her blend in perfectly with her surroundings so that she appeared to vanish into thin air. But her clothing wasn’t subject to this supernatural phenomenon. As a child, she would simply strip naked and hide her clothes before striking out on invisible adventures, much to her parents’ dismay. But once Mark was old enough to know what she was doing and steal her clothes for a prank, she had been forced to learn more discretion. That was when she had stolen her mother’s conjuring book and learned to vanish her clothes as well. Faery magic happened for her almost without thought; conjuring was harder and required components—that was why she needed her little bag of spell-works. For this particular spell, all she needed was a bit of glass worn smooth in the rushing brook at Brinlaw and a smear of ash from silk burned in oak.

She heard a man clear his throat and flattened herself against the wall just as the tapestry was drawn back. It was the minstrel she had escaped before who stepped into the alcove, and she held her breath. He froze, confused, and she had to bite the inside of her cheek to keep from laughing, he looked so surprised. He looked around again with a sigh. “God’s mutton,” he muttered, turning on his heel, snatching the tapestry back as he went, obviously annoyed. Malinda let out her breath in a rush, weak for a moment with relief. If he had brushed against her, she might well have been very embarrassed. Her clothes were vanished with a conjurer’s spell that would hold even if she were touched, but her body, under a faery glamour, might well have reappeared.

She knew other spells as well, though nothing too complicated—she always had to be able to memorize the directions quickly so she could slip the book back into its place in her mother’s trunk before Alista missed it. Her mother had no objection to her using her faery powers, so long as she was careful not to startle strangers or use it for mischief, but she would have punished her for conjuring without permission, even now, old as she was. “Conjuring is dangerous,” she had warned Malinda at least a thousand times. “I don’t dare try it myself; I can’t in good conscience let you.” Malinda always said she understood, of course, and she did, sort of. Conjuring was dangerous, particularly the spells that required the calling of powerful spirits. But privately she still considered it marvelously convenient.

Taking a last deep breath, she decided the coast was clear and slipped back down the stairs into the hall. From a corner near the archway, she thought about how best to proceed and waited to get her bearings. Being inside the faery glamour was like being an entirely different creature. She felt lighter, less aware of her own senses, more attuned to the world around her. In this state, if she concentrated, she could touch a wall and feel what the mason who built it had felt as he set the stones. She could witness scenes of great emotion that had passed in a place centuries ago as readily as she saw the people moving around her now. Her mother had always hated this part of their faery gift; ’twas the main reason she so rarely used her powers. Sometimes when the magic was on her, the past would invade a faery’s consciousness whether she willed it or not. But even so, Malinda loved it; she loved everything she could do. She was endlessly curious, eager to learn anything her magic could teach her, trivial or profound. As a child, she had told her mother as much, insisted she would be the greatest sorceress their family had ever known. As she had grown older, she had seen the concern in her parents’ eyes and learned to keep silent or at least pretend to be careful. But inside, she was fearless.

She made her way carefully around the edge of the room, pausing near her parents’ table. Guy and Nan were obviously being congratulated—nothing unusual was happening at all. She could see no reason why she and Lisbet shouldn’t have been allowed to stay. “So when will you marry?” Phillipe was saying as he refilled everyone’s cup.

“As soon as possible,” Guy answered, one arm around Nan’s waist, a slight flush on his cheeks.

“But not before the spring,” Nan said. “We have to wait for Tarquin.”

Will and Alista exchanged a look. “Love, it’s been ten years and more,” Alista began.

“He will come home for my wedding,” Nan said with a stubborn set to her chin. “He will give me away. He promised.”

“Then he must surely come,” Guy said, kissing the top of her head.

“May God will it so,” Alista agreed, but she didn’t sound very hopeful.

“In any case, we will wait until the spring,” Will said, taking Alista’s hand.

Malinda turned away to continue her circuit of the hall. Tarquin FitzBruel was Nan’s half-brother, and she loved him so …Malinda barely remembered him herself, but her parents had loved him, too. Nan was an heiress, a noble. Her father, Bruel, had been a knight, in name, anyway, and her mother was Will Brinlaw’s sister. When Bruel died in a drunken tumble down the stairs, Nan was left an orphan. Her mother had died somehow when she was still an infant, and Malinda thought it must have been something bad because her father wouldn’t discuss it. At any rate, Nan was only four years old, and the only one left to care for her at Bruel Castle was Tarquin, her father’s bastard with a local peasant woman. No more than ten himself, he had stolen a horse from the stables and spirited the child away, riding the length of England in the dead of winter to find Nan’s uncle and deliver her to safety with him.

Both children had stayed at Brinlaw Castle. Nan said she barely remembered any other home. Tarquin had served as Will’s squire and been educated as a nobleman’s son. Malinda had a vague recollection of him as a rather shy boy who seemed able to do anything from fix a broken doll to break a balky horse no one else dared touch. She had still been a toddler when he was old enough to go to war with her father every spring, so her memories after that were even less clear. She knew he had been a good soldier and had heard it whispered he had been offered the privilege of knighthood in spite of his bastard birth, just like Phillipe. But he had never been knighted. When she was eight years old and Tarquin was eighteen, the castle priest, Brother Paolo, had decided to return to his own family in Florence, Italy, and Tarquin had offered to escort him.

That had been more than ten years ago, and Tarquin had never returned. Brother Paolo had written her parents of their safe arrival in Florence, and Alista and Nan had both received a few letters from Tarquin himself at first. But no one had heard a word from him in years. Malinda knew her parents had all but given up on ever seeing him again. Her mother lit candles for him in church nearly every day. But Nan was apparently still convinced he would come home.

A page boy darted past her, so close she felt a breeze, and she backed against the wall, her heart in her throat. She looked back at her family, still deep in happy conversation, and suddenly the joy had gone out of her prank. What was the fun in watching a celebration if she couldn’t participate? And what if she were caught? Suddenly she felt as much like a child as her parents believed her to be, spying on grown-ups. With a last frustrated look, she headed back for the stairs.

“Majesty, I beg your patience,” Gaston was saying, returning to his queen in frustrated disgrace. “I cannot find the girl to save me.”

Eleanor had all but forgotten the minstrel’s mission, he had been gone so long. “She ran from you that fast?” she asked, arching a brow.

“I haven’t even seen her!” he protested, horribly vexed. He explained how he had followed both maidens to the staircase but found only one at the top. “I’ve searched up and down and can find no trace of her,” he finished. “’Tis as if she disappeared.”

“’Tis as if you’ve drunk more wine than shows, more like,” the Queen chided him with a smile, but in truth, she was intrigued. She looked back at Alista Brinlaw, still so lovely after three children and twenty years of marriage. Something was wrong with the women of that family, with Lady Alista, and she suddenly remembered what it was. ’Twas said she was a witch.
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The sea was so still, the ship was barely rocking in its moorings, the bow bumping and scraping against the dock in a regular lullaby. But Tarquin couldn’t seem to fall asleep. A lamp was lit beside his makeshift berth, and he took it to the beam where he marked off the days. As he ran his fingertips over the splintery wood to count the slashes cut there, the queer sadness that was keeping him awake grew stronger, the last trace of a feeling he had thought was dead long since. “Christmas,” he murmured aloud. “It’s Christmas.”

The woman still lying among the cushions looked over at him, a question in her ebony eyes, but she didn’t say anything. “It’s nothing,” he promised her in Arabic, going back to the berth. She slipped a honey-brown arm around his waist as he put out the light, but he pushed her gently away—he had only let her stay so long already to keep her from wandering the docks. “Go to sleep.”

At Brinlaw, would anyone still be awake? he wondered as he stared into the sultry dark. Most of the village would have feasted inside the castle walls after Mass had been said this morning, but by now they would have all gone home and left the family alone. In his mind, he could see them gathered in the solar, the children still the toddling tykes they had been when he left, his own Nan barely more so. But that wasn’t right. The children he had known would be grown now, and Nan would be a young lady—an heiress. Bruel Castle would be hers by now. Will Brinlaw himself would be fifty, nearly an old man—impossible to imagine. And his wife …The perfume of the little prostitute in his bed was suddenly sickening in its sweetness, and he rolled away from her, shifting a cushion between them. In his mind, Alista would always be young.

He reached for a nearby bottle the way a child might reach for a favorite toy. Since he had taken the ship and come to the Mediterranean, he had heard no news from England, had lived in a different world, and he had imagined this was what he wanted, the closest thing to happiness he could find. But tonight some sentimental madness was making him remember home, making it hard to remember why he had so needed to be free. He hadn’t intended to stay away forever, had he? He had just wanted to escape. Too old and experienced a fighter to be a squire any longer, he had felt the future pressing in on him like a torturer’s vault, the thought of knighthood like a fist clenched around his throat, cutting off the air.

There was no sane reason he should have felt so. Will had even offered him his own parcel of land, had offered to use his influence with King Henry to have him granted permission to build a castle of his own. But as much as he should have wanted these things, castle and knighthood and royal favor, he couldn’t. The very idea made him literally tremble with fear. He loved his home, his family, his guardian—in Tarquin’s mind, Will Brinlaw would always be the best knight in the world, the best a man could be. But he knew he wasn’t like Will and would never be, would never belong in his world. No matter how long he lived in peace and love at Brinlaw, he never forgot Bruel Castle, never forgot his own parents, never forgot that this was the blood that flowed in his veins, a gentrified savage and a whore.

As a child, he had still felt hope. Alista told him he had a noble soul that had nothing to do with his birth; Will treated him like a son. He had learned the rules of chivalry, learned to believe a man should only fight for God and right and king, to protect the weak and serve the good. But in battle, all his good lessons were forgotten. He fought well, but he fought out of rage, for survival, just like always, and it wasn’t just in battle that he felt the evil in him. Even at home, where he was safe and should have been able to be good without even trying, his worst instincts ruled him, made him feel and do things no true knight could ever have felt or done. And no one seemed to notice. That was worst of all, the truth that when he knew it made him desperate to flee. As long as he said the right things, killed the right men, kept his secret sins secret, no one could tell he was bad, not even Will, his idol, the hero he trusted to protect him from the past.

He had been nearly eighteen when he had finally known he was hopeless. It was summer, but for once there was no war—they were home at Brinlaw with no one to fight. He had been restless, but that was natural; all the soldiers were, and the ones who had no wives and children spent their days in the fields or with the horses, and at night they went to a tavern in the village, Tarquin among them. One of the serving girls had paid him special notice, tried to convince him to walk out alone with her some night. He never had, had teased her for her lack of ambition, but he had liked her; she was sweet. Then one night, she wasn’t in the tavern, and the man who kept it had told him she had married. He had been happy for her and had thought of her no more the rest of the summer. But when the fall harvest came, he went to the village to the fair, and he saw her. Her face, so pretty a month before, was swollen out of shape, one eye bruised black. When she saw him, her mouth fell open in dismay, and he saw at least one of her teeth was gone. “Who did this?” he demanded, grabbing her by the arm before she could run away.

“No one,” she answered, her good eye dull with fear. “I did it to myself.”

“My lord?” The husband wasn’t tall, but he looked strong, with a laborer’s neck and shoulders. His fists would be like hams, one blow enough to cover one whole side of her face. “Has my wife offended you?”

He barely remembered what had happened next; it was all a blur of rage and blood. He seemed to say he was no man’s lord; he remembered the feel of the first blow, the wet crack of shattered bone. But though it must have gone on for some long time, it seemed to be over in a moment. The man had fought back; Tarquin had been bruised and sore for days. But he didn’t remember being struck at all. Everything was scarlet fog, with a dead man lying at his feet when he emerged on the other side.

“’Tis no great matter,” the village reeve had said, giving Tarquin a drink in his neat little cottage as though ’twas the murderer who’d been hurt and needed comfort. “The man will hardly be missed.”

“Where is my lord, Brinlaw?” Tarquin said, staring at the floor, shaking as if in a fever. “Who has gone to fetch him?”

“No one,” the reeve promised in a confiding, friendly tone. “No one will trouble him with this—’tis only one peasant, after all.”

Tarquin just stared at him, too sick to speak. He had done murder in the village square; was he not to be punished? “Here, Sir Knight,” the reeve’s wife said, setting a basin of water on the table before him.

“I’m not a knight,” Tarquin snapped, looking up at her.

“No,” she hastened to agree, stepping back as if from a dragon.

“Take this,” the reeve said, taking the towel she held and offering it to Tarquin. “Wash yourself—you can’t go home like that.”

Tarquin looked down, saw the dead man’s blood splattered on his tunic, his hands coated sticky red. Looking into the basin, he saw it on his face as well, his father’s face, his mother’s evil eyes. His heart screamed out, but no one seemed to hear…

“It’s all right, boy,” the reeve continued, a kindly uncle soothing a difficult child. “Lord Brinlaw will never know.”

And so he had not. If Tarquin had told Will himself, then faced the consequences of what he had done, he might have had hope for salvation. If he had been a man who could confess such evil and pay its price, he might have been worth saving. But he couldn’t do it. He couldn’t look into his guardians’ eyes when they knew what little good their love for him had wrought. He knew they could never understand. Alista would blame herself, would think she hadn’t loved him hard enough, but Will would be even worse because he knew what it was to be a man, knew the right and wrong of such a crime. Will knew what it was to be angry, but he had never known the rage that had no meaning, that burned in his blood like a hunger that could never be sated, that had no true object but its own delight. Will knew what it was to kill, but he had never taken joy in killing, had never craved the power that came from taking another man’s life. Will knew what it was to love as deeply as any human creature who ever lived, but his love was tempered with reason and charity; he had never run mad with a passion to possess at any cost, had never feared he must destroy the very object of his desire, had never felt an unreasoning compulsion for revenge that could not be denied. Will had known Tarquin’s father and hated him as he would a beast too cruel to live. If he knew what Tarquin had done, saw what Tarquin really was, he would hate him just the same. At age eighteen, Tarquin feared no physical pain man could devise, not even the loss of his life. In battle, he was fearless. But he couldn’t bear Will’s hate. So he kept silent, and all his hopes for a soul were lost. In that moment, he had known his evil mother had been right, that he was what she had promised he would be, what she had conjured to make him, no matter what Alista might believe. He had known he was a demon. Tortured by this knowledge, he had withdrawn more and more from those he loved, and when Brother Paolo announced he was going home to Florence, he had seen his escape. He had begged permission to escort the priest as protector, and he had never stopped to look back. Not until tonight.

Drunken laughter drifted down from the deck like the ghosts of his father’s hall come to haunt him. His sailors served him as his father’s knights had served, not out of loyalty and love but out of fear and greed.

It was to be expected; he had hardly come by his position as their captain by virtue or nobility. “What will you have?” the old man who had owned the ship before him had asked, so grateful to this young Englishman who had saved his precious cargo from pirates.

Tarquin had looked at the silks and spices, the casks of wine and oil and seen nothing but trash he couldn’t use or carry. “The ship,” he had decided, a challenge in his eyes he knew the old man was too weak and frightened to meet. “I will take your ship.” The man drew back in horror, and Tarquin once again saw his reflection, this time in a stranger’s eyes. By then he was a man indeed, a giant—he stood a good head and shoulders taller than most men, and ten years of almost constant battle had given him the broad, thick shoulders of a wolf. His once-red hair had darkened to a deep, mahogany brown streaked with glints of copper, and he wore it long, carelessly braided back, and kept a scruffy, three-day beard, being too lazy to shave and too vain to let it grow. But while all of this had made the old man shudder, what had clearly frightened him most were Tarquin’s eyes. They were pale gold ringed in black, an animal’s eyes, the only feature he had inherited from his mother. Witch’s eyes, she had always called them, and those were the only times she had smiled on him in approval, seeing proof of her success.

The old merchant had looked into those eyes and surrendered his ship without a whimper, and most of his crew had stayed on. Once again, the devil had smiled on Tarquin. He had been a passenger on his way to nowhere, and now he had an occupation and a home.

Before taking the ship, he had been a mercenary, a bodyguard for hire for the weaker and more squeamish men on their way to fight for God in Jerusalem. Before that he had been a Crusader himself, a sort of last grasp at grace. “I have to try something,” he had told Brother Paolo, standing in the courtyard of the ancient monk’s new home in Florence, itching to be gone. “I have to be good for something.”

“You are better than you know,” Brother Paolo had said, looking on him with mild brown eyes that could see no evil. “Go home, Tarquin, I beg you. Pray for your destiny there.”

But Tarquin had gone to Jerusalem to let God use him as He would. But God wasn’t there, at least not so far as he could see, and the men who were there offered gold sooner than they did salvation. In the East, he had become his true self, the demon he couldn’t escape, and he had learned to revel in it. He couldn’t be what Alista wanted, so he would stay away from her. If he was halfway around the world, what he did couldn’t hurt her or Nan. Let Brinlaw and his kin think Tarquin was dead; the boy they had loved had never lived, not really. He would be alone, but he would be himself, and the ones he loved would be safe.

It was a good plan, and it worked for years. Whenever he had doubts, he let his temper fly, let the demon hold sway, and he was soothed, knowing he’d made the right choice. As a mercenary, he had few friends, mostly men as bad as he was, and once he had the ship, his crew learned to read his moods and anticipated his rages the same way they looked for storms at sea. They suffered his temper for the sake of the gold he brought them—if you had a cargo that must get through at all costs with no questions asked, the only choice was the Falcon. Just mind not to anger the captain.

The noise from the deck swelled again, more loudly this time. From the sound of it, every sailor on the ship was in on the joke, whatever it was. Scowling darkly, Tarquin got up and climbed the ladder, the girl mewling once in protest before turning back to the wall.

The crew was gathered in a knot at the stern around the place where the cargo was chained. Tarquin grabbed the first man he reached by the scruff of the neck and sent him sprawling, announcing his presence with the sailor’s yelp of alarm. The rest of the crew, some half a dozen men, turned around at once, and all laughter died as soon as they saw their captain’s eyes. The storm had come, and it was a bad’un. Every man tried to find a safe place to look without attracting attention to himself.

In front of the crew sat the cargo, a large group of men in chains, slaves hand-picked by the agent of a Spanish nobleman. Their leader, an aged creature with a white beard and a bent back, was the only man who didn’t seem the least bit intimidated by Tarquin—he looked up at him unperturbed, a scattering of polished bones before him on the deck. Tarquin’s scowl deepened, and the man smiled.

“He’s a soothsayer,” the first mate explained with a cough. “He was telling our fortunes with these.” He bent and scooped up the bones and held them out to Tarquin.

“Your whole fortune in these?” Tarquin asked as he took them, becoming more amused than annoyed. The first mate was at least twenty years older than he was, yet he looked like a scolded child. “There must not be much to tell,” he said, closing his fingers to hide the bones in his fist.

The crew laughed again, turning back to their tasks or their pallets. The squall had passed over them after all; best to move off while they still had the chance. “I hope they paid you for your trouble,” Tarquin said, dropping the bones back into the soothsayer’s lap as they were left alone.

The slave smiled, his eyes taking Tarquin’s measure. “What of you?” he asked. “Your future can hold wonders, Captain. Set us free, and I see great joy for you.”

“And the man who has paid me to deliver you to Spain?” Tarquin asked. “Will he bless me as well?” He shook his head as he turned away. “Save your speech, old man.”

“Your contract means more than your soul?” Tarquin turned back with a scowl, but he didn’t answer, and the slave was still smiling. “So you don’t believe a man can see far,” he said.

“I believe a man’s fortune is chaos,” Tarquin answered, torn between wanting to end this and a perverse desire to hear what the man would say next. “No man can see it all until he lives it.”

“You are wise for a criminal,” the slave said, his smiling mask fading somewhat into a more human face, his eyes coming to life.

Tarquin almost smiled. “You’re no seer if you think so,” he said, ready now to walk away in earnest.

“I do see,” the man insisted, standing up. He was well made in spite of his age, and even with his bent back, he was tall, as tall as Tarquin himself. Standing, unsmiling, he suddenly looked able to snap his chains like so many twigs. “You fear the future,” he said, his dark eyes gleaming in the moonlight. “More even than you fear the past.” His hand came up suddenly, and Tarquin flinched, his own hand on his knife. But the man only held a tiny glass bottle.

“A magician’s trick,” Tarquin said, annoyed at himself.

“Magic,” the slave corrected. “It will show you your future.”

“Mine and every man’s,” Tarquin answered as he took the bottle and examined the dark brown liquid through the glass. “Poison brings death,” he said, handing it back. “Every man’s destiny.”

“Not poison,” the slave said, an urgency in his tone that could mean just as easily that he was a liar as that he told the truth.

“Then why give it to me—?”

“Because you are not this criminal, as you believe. You are not this man.” He grabbed Tarquin’s wrist in a painful grip, and a charge of anger raced between them. Tarquin wanted to strike back, strike him dead. “Take this, Captain,” he said, putting the bottle back into his hand. “See what you may become.”

Tarquin held the bottle up to the lamp, tilted it to let the amber potion flow back and forth, thick as syrup. He had tasted such magic before—oblivion distilled. Every charlatan in Africa offered as much. As a boy in England, he had seen real magic, black and white and all the shades in between; he knew it didn’t come in a bottle. Magic was born in the blood. The old man meant to poison him. He held the bottle back out to him. “You first.”

The old man smiled again, his teeth startlingly white in the darkness. “As you will,” he said. “We will go together… for a price.” He took the bottle. “I will be your guide; we will drink together. If we both wake up with a headache and no wisdom, you will take us to Spain. If we both find death, your men will murder mine.” He met Tarquin’s eyes with his own, no longer smiling. “But if I can show you the truth, you will set us free.”

Tarquin’s eyes narrowed. The truth shall set you free… a joke, another of God’s great jests. Every chain on his soul was forged from truth, the truth of who he was, what he must become. What could this magician show him that would melt those chains away? Death? He looked behind the old man to the other slaves for whose lives he bargained. They were listening, absolutely still, but they didn’t seem afraid. Perhaps they considered death a better fate than bondage. Perhaps he felt the same. “How will you show me?” he asked.

“Come,” the magician said, settling back down on the deck, and Tarquin did the same. His first mate hovered nearby, curious, but Tarquin fixed him with a glare, and he quickly took himself away. “Take out that knife you love so much,” the slave ordered. He peeled back the bottle’s waxy seal, and the heady smell of cinnamon filled the air, strong and sweet. “We must be brothers if I am to walk with you between worlds.” He held out his hand, the palm hard and thickly lined. Pausing only a moment, Tarquin cut a shallow gash in the old man’s flesh, saw him barely flinch. He let a few drops of his blood fall into the open bottle. “You as well.”

Wiping the blade first on his sleeve, Tarquin cut his own palm, took the bottle and let his blood drip in. He handed the bottle back, and the old man swirled it, mixing the blood into the potion. “You drink first,” Tarquin said.

The magician smiled. “Of course.” He turned the bottle up and took a drink. Tarquin watched him for a long moment, saw his eyes go soft, the pupils contract in spite of the dark. “Your darkness is strong, my brother,” he said, and tears slid down his cheeks. “Let us find the light.”

Tarquin took the bottle and lifted it to his lips, the smell of cinnamon overwhelming his senses. Such a scent could mask any poison, sweeten the taste of death. Even death could be sweet… Was death what he sought? He had thought of it before, flung himself barely armed into the thickest chaos of battle, stood alone in contemplation on high cliffs, imagining the fall, braced against the rail on the deck of his ship during violent storms when all his crew cowered and clung like rats below. But death had never found him. Perhaps this time it would. Perhaps the old man’s potion was magical indeed. He tilted the bottle back, let the spice fill his mouth, tasted the blood—his blood— and he was lost. His eyes were blind; the rush of the sea filled his ears. He heard the bottle shatter as if from far away, but he felt no sensation of falling, knew nothing but sweet oblivion and the taste of bitter blood.

When he opened his eyes again, the sun had leapt back up to the horizon and was setting into the sea. The ship was gone; he was standing on solid ground with the old man beside him, his white beard blowing in the gentle breeze. “Where are we, my brother?”

Tarquin breathed in the sea air—the air had changed as well, grown fresher. They were on an open beach, the beach where he had fallen in love with the sea, the beach at Falconskeep…But that was impossible. “Nowhere,” he said, “I don’t know…” A child laughed, and his head snapped around. A tiny girl was playing in the breakers, chasing the foam. “Nan,” Tarquin said, his heart clenched like a fist. Falconskeep… he had returned to Falconskeep.

“She remembers your promise,” the old man said. “She fears you have forgotten.”

“Promise me you will come back,” an older Nan said, holding his hands in the garden at Brinlaw. This was real, a real moment in his past, the other fading away. “For my wedding, Tarquin—promise you will give me away.”

“I promise,” Tarquin answered, speaking aloud, the boy and man in one. The Brinlaw vision faded, and the sun had disappeared into the sea, the sky stained purple and red, the phantom beach once more.

“She needs you,” the old man said. “You have to go home.”

“No.” A shadow had fallen, spilled across the sand, a shape of dread. He was losing the sense of where he was, how he had come to be there, what was real and what was not. The wind was stinging his face, and he smelled smoke. Fires were lit all along the shoreline in the distance, sparks rising orange in the black of night. A terrible fury took hold of him for no reason, hatred for the creatures who had lit the fires and waited for him in their light. “There…”

“No,” the old man answered, catching hold of his arm. “That is not our place—we are not welcome there.”

“I am welcome.” The rage was rising inside him, rage born of fear, but he couldn’t stop. He moved faster, running down the beach. He heard the cry of falcons, always falcons in this place, but there were people, too, reaching out to him as he drew near their fires. They were pale, paler than he had ever been, paler than anyone he had ever seen, white skin glowing blue and gold in the dark of the shadows and dancing light of the flames. They smiled as he reached them, spoke to him as he walked among them, but he couldn’t understand their words. They tried to hold him back, and he hated them. The fires were theirs, but they had stolen something from him. He heard the old man calling, fear in his voice, but he didn’t care, and he didn’t look back. The thing that was stolen was a woman, and he was looking for her, desperate with love, desperate with hate for these shining creatures who tried to keep her from him. They were smiling and beautiful; they wanted her for themselves. A woman touched his arm, entreated him to join her in the dance, but she wasn’t the one he sought. “Leave me!” He was two people again, the Tarquin of the ship and this other man he didn’t know, a creature not yet born, desperate and afraid. He shouted something else, a name forgotten as soon as he spoke it but desperately important, the key to everything.

“Tarquin, wait!” the old man called, closer now. “Come back, or you are lost!”

“I am lost,” Tarquin said, turning back toward the raging sea. “I have always been lost …My love is lost.” The dancers were moving on, shining fingers trailing along his shoulders, and then he saw her, standing in the surf.

She was not like the others; she was human, with long, golden hair curled and matted down her back. This Tarquin knew her as his heart, and he called out her name again, but the Tarquin of the ship couldn’t hold the word, had never seen her before. She turned to him as he approached, her hair falling loose around her face, a beautiful face, sweet but cunning, too, a woman, not a child. But she was so delicate, so pale, as pale as the faeries at the fire. Her eyes sparked as if she knew him, but she didn’t speak, and as he came closer, she retreated farther into the surf. “Come back,” he said, his voice rough with rage and desperation. “Come back to me.” He spoke her name again as if he knew it, held out his hand to her. She frowned, and tears spilled down her cheeks—was he the reason she was so afraid? What had he done to hurt her? She held up her hand as if to ward him off—her nails were broken and bloodied to the quick, and a bruise was fading on her cheek. Had he done this? How could he have done this? I’m sorry! the real Tarquin wanted to shout, but the man in the dream wouldn’t say it.
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