
[image: Cover: The Assassin's Curse, by Kevin Sands]


[image: Images]




MONDAY, NOVEMBER 2, 1665

Matins


DO YOU BELIEVE IN FATE?

Once, after I’d become Master Benedict’s apprentice, I’d asked him about it. He’d stirred his soup, his spoon clunking against his bowl. “An interesting question. What brought this up?”

“Well,” I said, “the astronomy book you gave me says the universe is like a clock. That everything proceeds according to a grand design.”

“It does.”

“Yet we have free will, don’t we? I mean, we’re responsible for the things we do.”

“Absolutely,” he said.

“But . . . how can both of these be true?” I said. “If we have free will, how can there be a grand design? Couldn’t you do something to change the universe’s plan? And if the universe is just a giant clock, and we’re only gears playing our part, then how can we be blamed for what we do? Isn’t that just who we were born to be?”

My master regarded me sternly. “Is this about you breaking the Baileys’ window?”

“Er . . . no.” Though Tom and I wouldn’t be playing Castle Siege at his house again anytime soon.

“Then wait here.”

He went upstairs, where I heard him rooting through the library in the spare room. When he returned, he was carrying a stack of books so tall he had to peek his head around it to see where he was going. He dropped them on the table. I scrambled to stop the tower from spilling into my soup.

“Start with these,” my master said. “Return when you’re done.”

With my regular duties, it took me several days to read them all. When I finally finished, I found Master Benedict in the workshop, experimenting with a new recipe to cure gout.

“Well?” he said. “What do you think? Does fate rule, or free will?”

I scratched my head, embarrassed. “I have no idea.”

He sighed. “Nor do I. I was rather hoping you’d find the answer.”

Which is all to say that this is an incredibly difficult question. So as Tom and I bumped along in the carriage on the muddy road to Oxford, I tried to explain to him how history’s greatest thinkers had pondered this exact query. How complicated the notion of blame really was.

To Tom, however, the answer was simple: This was all my fault.
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“THIS IS ALL YOUR FAULT,” Tom said.

He folded his arms and turned away, gazing unhappily through the carriage window. Beyond the curtain, the lights of distant farmhouses dotted the darkness of the countryside.

“But I haven’t done anything,” I said.

“You think we’re here because of me?”

“No, I—”

“I’m not the one setting fire to pear trees,” Tom said.

“That was an accident.”

“I’m not the one saying, ‘Hey, let’s blow up these pumpkins in the street.’ ”

“That was an experiment,” I protested. “And it was one pumpkin. The rest were squash. What does that have to do with anything?”

“Maybe you destroyed an important pumpkin.”

“How can a pumpkin be important?”

“Maybe it was a prize-winning pumpkin,” Tom said. “Maybe it was England’s pumpkin, to be entered into the International Pumpkin Fair. In Scotland.”

“Now you’re just stringing random words together.”

“Oh? Then explain this.” He grabbed the . . . invitation, I suppose you’d call it, that had fallen to the floor of the carriage and thrust it at me. “Explain it!”

That was the problem. I couldn’t explain it. This whole business had come as a surprise.

Yesterday morning, Tom and I had been eating lunch in my apothecary shop when a heavy fist had hammered on the door. I’d opened it to find myself face-to-face with one of the King’s Men, the royal coat of arms emblazoned on his tabard. Behind him was a carriage, a second soldier waiting beside it in the street.

“You Christopher Rowe?” the King’s Man said. When I nodded, he handed me a letter. I stared at it, uncomprehending. When I read it, I understood even less.

Christopher:

Get Thomas Bailey and get in the carriage.

Ashcombe

Baron Richard Ashcombe, the King’s Warden, was the Lord Protector of His Majesty, Charles II. I looked warily at the soldier. “Are we in trouble?”

He shrugged. “I was just ordered to bring you to Oxford.”

Oxford? That’s where the king’s Court was staying. “Are we under arrest?”

The man tapped his foot impatiently. “Not yet.”

And that was how Tom and I ended up bumping our way through the countryside in the back of this carriage. After a night under guard in an inn, Tom was convinced we were headed for doom.

“We’re going to end up in the dungeon,” he moaned.

“We’re not going to end up in the dungeon,” I said, not entirely certain of that.

“Do you know what happens in a dungeon? There’s no food. They starve you.”

“We’re not even in irons.”

Tom’s lower lip trembled. “All you get is a single piece of bread, once a night. And not the good bread, either, with poppy seeds and maybe a bit of cinnamon. No. It’s hard bread. Hard bread for a hard life.”

Trust the baker’s son to critique the dungeon’s bread. Still, I wished he’d stop. The more he spoke, the more the prospect of wasting away behind bars loomed large in my mind. I tried to push his worry aside and think of why Lord Ashcombe would call for us.

I’d only had contact with the King’s Warden twice since we’d stopped the plot against the city at the height of the plague. The first was after Magistrate Aldebourne had told Lord Ashcombe what had happened. He’d written to me separately, asking for my account. The second was when he’d found a job for Sally, as promised.

His note, characteristically brief, said he’d found her a position as chambermaid to the Lady Pemberton, and a horse would come to collect her. As the baroness was with Court, which had fled London when the plague came, Sally had said a bittersweet goodbye to us back in September. Since she’d gone, I’d written her letters every week, but I hadn’t heard back. That wasn’t unexpected—her job wouldn’t give her enough money to pay for post—but Lord Ashcombe’s summons made me wonder if she was in some kind of trouble.

The carriage slowed. Tom and I watched from the window as we turned north, off the road to Oxford. It appeared the city wouldn’t be our destination after all. We skirted the town, lumbering through deep ruts in the mud, until our driver pulled us onto the grounds of a private estate.

Oaks lined the pathway, autumn-copper leaves stained rusty orange by the torches staked between them. Our horses, their breath puffing wispy clouds in the November chill, dragged us up the road to the mansion atop the slope. Lamps glowed through the windows, adding their light to the haze in the frosty air.

This place was no prison. And, whatever reason we were here, we wouldn’t be alone. Dozens of other carriages lined the lawn, flattening the grass under mud-caked wheels, while their drivers lounged about, waiting.

Our own transport pulled to a stop in front of the mansion, where a man in livery ushered us from the coach. The King’s Men nudged us up the stairs, through a set of grand double doors. A coat of arms was carved into the stone above the entrance: crossed halberds over a shield emblazoned with antlers.

Wherever we were, this place was astounding. The entrance hall alone was as big as my entire house. A marble staircase curved upward from the center of the foyer to the upper floors. A pair of servants waited there, their livery matching the staff standing by the half dozen exits to the different wings of the estate. From somewhere beyond, I heard the sounds of a gathering and the faint strains of music.

“You’re late.”

Lord Ashcombe strode into the entryway, dressed in fine black silks. He wore a patch over his left eye and a glove on his three-fingered right hand, wounds from a battle with the men who’d murdered my master earlier this year. There was no sword at his side, but his pearl-handled pistol was jammed into his belt.

“Sorry, General,” the King’s Man accompanying us said. “The rain’s turned the roads to slop.”

Lord Ashcombe grunted and looked us over. “We’ll need to get you ready.” He motioned to the servants on the stairs.

“My lord?” I glanced at Tom, who, by this point, was close to fainting. “Are we in trouble?”

Lord Ashcombe raised an eyebrow. “Should you be?”

“Uh . . . no?”

“Then I suppose it’ll depend on how this evening goes.”

“This evening?”

“Yes,” Lord Ashcombe said. “The king wants to speak with you.”
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I NEARLY CHOKED. “THE KING?”

“The king,” Lord Ashcombe said.

“What king?” Tom blurted.

“Your king.”

“Our king? You mean the man on the coins?”

Lord Ashcombe closed his eyes and sighed. “Get them upstairs,” he said to the servants.

Before the men could take us away, our driver entered the foyer, carrying a small metal cage. A rather plump bird marched around inside it, rustling her salt-and-pepper feathers against the wire.

Lord Ashcombe looked puzzled. “What is that?”

The soldier studied the cage. “A pigeon, innit?”

Lord Ashcombe pressed his lips together. “I know it’s a pigeon. I’m asking you why you’ve brought it to me.”

“She’s . . . she’s mine, my lord,” I said, still dazed. The king? “That’s Bridget.”

Bridget poked her head through the cage and cooed at him.

“Why would you bring—never mind. I don’t want to know. Go on, get them ready,” he said to the servants, then walked back toward the sound of the music.

One of the servants collected Bridget’s cage. “This way, please, sirs.”

I followed him up the stairs, stomach churning. We’re going to meet the king.

Tom grabbed my sleeve, more terrified than ever. “You have to get me out of this,” he said.

“How am I supposed to do that?”

“You have to. I can’t meet the king, Christopher. I can’t.” Tom’s voice cracked. “I’m a baker. What am I supposed to say to him? ‘Good evening, Your Majesty. Do you like buns?’&#8202;”

I suddenly realized I had no idea what to say to him, either. Why did Lord Ashcombe always have to be so cryptic? What were we doing here?

They separated us on the second floor. As one of the men led him down the hall, Tom looked back at me accusingly. “This is all your fault.”

•  •  •

Bodwin, the servant escorting me, took me down the opposite wing to a fancifully decorated bedroom. He held up Bridget’s cage. “Was the bird intended for some purpose, sir?”

His question dragged me from my worries. “What? Oh. No. She’s just . . . mine. Lord Ashcombe didn’t say how long I was going to be away, and there wasn’t anyone to care for her at home.”

“Of course, sir. I’ll see she’s tended to. In the meantime, I’ll help you wash.”

I didn’t think I needed help—I’d been washing myself successfully for years now—but, still in a daze, I didn’t object. I followed him to an adjoining room, where a girl poured a bucket of hot water into an already steaming tub. Bodwin remained while I undressed, then worked to scrub the dust of the road from my skin.

When we returned to my room, my clothes were gone, a new kit laid out on the bed. The breeches, hose, and shirt I was left were of finer quality than any I’d ever worn before, with a half-baize, half-silk sapphire waistcoat and a soft woolen doublet overtop. The leather shoes had been polished so finely I could see my face on their tips. Clothes for a king—literally.

Once I was dressed, Bodwin hurried me back into the hall. Still distracted, I turned the corner and bumped into a man with bleary eyes inspecting a bronze bust of some bewigged gentleman next to one of the doors. The man teetered slightly as he peered at the statue, a bottle of wine dangling from his hand.

“Pardon me,” he said, his speech a little slurred.

Bodwin cleared his throat. “Mr. Glover.”

“A moment, please,” Glover said. “I am trying to determine who this is.”

Bodwin cleared his throat again, more forcefully. “Mr. Glover. You are needed downstairs.”

“The next round of wine is already dec . . . decanting,” he hiccupped. “Who’s this? New boy?”

Now Bodwin was mortified. “This is one of the king’s guests.”

“Oh. My apologies, young master. John Glover, my lady’s cellarman, at your service.” He bowed, spilling wine on his shoes.

“Mr. Glover. Mr. Skipwith has warned you.”

“It’s my job to taste the wine, sir. What if it’s poisoned?” He belched. “Pardon me.”

“Mr.—”

Glover held up a hand. “Say no more. I am going.”

He weaved his way around the corner and out of sight. Bodwin seemed sad. “Please accept my apologies, sir. Mr. Glover really is a decent man. Very kind to all. He just . . . slips, sometimes, with the drink.”

That seemed a less-than-preferable quality for a cellarman. “It’s all right,” I said.

“I’ll report him, of course.”

He sounded like he didn’t want to do that. I wasn’t particularly keen on it, either. If Glover was reported, he’d lose his job, and I didn’t want to be the cause of anyone’s troubles.

“I’d prefer it if you didn’t,” I said.

Bodwin looked at me, surprised, then bowed his head in gratitude. “As you wish.”

He led me back down the stairs. Tom was already waiting for me, tugging at his breeches. “These do not sit right,” he said.

Lord Ashcombe returned for us. Music came from behind him, louder than before. “Finally,” he said. “Come, then. It’s time to meet His Majesty.”
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HE’D BROUGHT US TO A party.

The ballroom was filled with satin and silk, grand nobles sipping wine from crystal glasses. Four balconies overlooked the chamber from the third floor, high above. In one of them, six musicians played, a consort of recorders. A host of couples danced below; several more ringed around them, clapping with the beat.

From the otherwise empty balconies hung yellow and purple streamers, dangling inches from the wigs of the men underneath. A massive chandelier, blazing with a hundred candles, glittered in the center, filling the room with its warmth.

“Close your mouth,” Lord Ashcombe said.

I snapped my jaw shut. It left me no less dazzled by the throng as he led us through the crowd. I called to Master Benedict in my heart. Look where I am, Master.

I stopped for a moment as we passed a woman who, most strangely, was wearing a mask. Adorned with feathers, it covered the top half of her face. She’d drawn a crowd of men who appeared to be making a play for her hand. She laughed, a musical sound, and smiled brightly as she said in a heavily accented voice, “I am not available.”

I looked at Lord Ashcombe. “She’s French,” he said, as if that was an explanation in itself. “Now listen. When you’re introduced to the king, all you need to do is be polite. Call him ‘Your Majesty’ the first time you speak, then ‘sire’ after that. And, for the love of our Lord, be brief. Everyone always stammers on. They sound like idiots.”

Tom’s face had gone whiter than snow. My own stomach was tumbling. “What does he want from us?” I said.

“To meet you. He’d expressed interest after the business with the Cult of the Archangel, of course, but when I told him about the incident during the plague, he insisted I bring you to Court. I’d planned to wait until we returned to London, but from the way the sickness is hanging on, we won’t be back anytime soon. So I thought you might like this instead.” He regarded me critically. “If you don’t pass out beforehand.”

That was a very real possibility. I was on the verge of suggesting we wait for London after all, when Lord Ashcombe edged his way into a circle of people, their gaze all fixed on one man.

He was remarkably tall, and thin, with a large nose and a long, curly black wig. He plucked grapes from the plate of the lady next to him and popped them into his mouth as he spoke.

Tom gripped my arm so tightly I thought he might snap my bones. For we stood before the man himself: His Majesty, Charles II, by the grace of God, King of England, Scotland, France, and Ireland, Defender of the Faith.

He had a merry twinkle in his eye. Distracted by my fluttering nerves, it took me a moment to realize he was telling a joke. “And the shepherd says to her, ‘Beggin’ your pardon, my lady, but that’s not my hat.’ ”

The men burst into laughter. The ladies standing on either side of him tittered with scandalous delight. One of them rapped him playfully on the arm with an ivory fan. “You’re wicked,” she said.

He grinned. “To my eternal shame. Hello, who’s this?”

He’d spotted me trembling at the edge of the circle. Lord Ashcombe prodded me forward. “Your Majesty, may I present two of your subjects. This is Christopher Rowe, of London, former apprentice to the late Benedict Blackthorn.”

The king brightened. “Oh! Yes! Welcome!”

I bowed, awestruck. In the back of my mind, I heard Lord Ashcombe. For the love of our Lord, be brief. “The—the honor is mine, Your Majesty,” I stammered.

He turned to one of the ladies. “This boy solves murders, can you believe it? Christopher, you must join me for breakfast tomorrow. I want to hear all of your secrets.”

A warm glow spread through my chest. “Of . . . of course, sire.”

“Richard, make certain— Odd’s fish, who’s the giant? He’s taller than me.”

Charles stared curiously at Tom, who stood frozen in terror. Lord Ashcombe had to drag him in. “Thomas Bailey, sire,” the King’s Warden said. “Baker’s son, and friend to Christopher.”

“Aha! The master of the rolling pin!” Tom flushed as the king clapped his hands, grinning. “You must join my guard, Thomas. Our enemies will flee when they see you on the walls. Then afterward you can bake us all biscuits.”

Everyone laughed. Tom turned so red his face looked like a cherry.

“Oh no, look,” Charles said. “My poor jest has embarrassed the boy. Come here, Thomas, come.”

Tom gaped as the king clasped his hand. “Richard told me what you did at Mortimer House. You not only saved the life of your own friend that day, you saved the life of mine as well. I am forever grateful. You are a true son of England.”

Tom didn’t say a word. But I’d never seen him beam so brightly.

“Thank you, sire,” Lord Ashcombe said, and he pulled us away from the circle. As the ladies returned to vying for the king’s attention, the King’s Warden led us toward another chamber next to the main ballroom.

“So, that’s done,” he said. “If His Majesty wants you again, I’ll find you. Otherwise, enjoy the party. There’s food in there, and drinks everywhere. Plus dancing, if you like that sort of thing.”

He left us then, among the crowd. I stood there, flush, still glowing. “This is the best day ever,” I said.

If Tom got any happier, I thought he might float. He stopped a man as he passed us. “I’m a true son of England,” Tom said to him.

The man looked at me, bemused. “He is,” I said, and we laughed as we moved on.

Tom grabbed the hand of another gentleman and shook it. “Good evening. I’m Thomas Bailey of London. I’m a true son of England.”

This man looked just as puzzled. “Are you, now?”

I couldn’t get the grin off my face. “We met the king,” I said.

“Oh, I see.” He nodded understandingly. “Then congratulations. Enjoy your—urk!”

Tom wrapped the man in his arms and held him close. A guard, standing against the wall, lifted his halberd and began shoving his way through the crowd.

“Tom,” I said hastily, “I don’t think you should hug the guests.”

“All right.” He let go and drifted away. “I’m a true son of England.”

I helped the man right his wig. “I’m very sorry, my lord. Tom just loves the king.”

“Loyalty needs no defense,” the man said, waving the guard back to his post. “Tell your friend the Duke of York wishes him well.”

I froze. “The Duke of . . . ”

He winked and moved on.

This was getting out of hand. Tom had just hugged the Lord High Admiral—who also happened to be the king’s brother. I needed to rein him in before he bumped into the queen.

Tom came back for me first. “Christopher!” He grabbed my arm and dragged me halfway across the room. “Look.”

I did. And I blinked.

“Am I really seeing this?” Tom said.

I couldn’t be sure myself. Laid out on either side of us were two tables, each one fifty feet long. Piled on one were meat and fowl of various kinds: roast beef, glazed venison, steaming pheasant. The other table held breads and sweets: pastries, pies, cakes, and fruits.

I didn’t know where to put my eyes. They drifted from the sweets to the meats and back again. Tom squeezed my arm.

“Are those chops?” he said. “In sauce? Christopher, they’re in sauce!”

He shook me so hard my brain rattled. When he let me go, I had to steady myself to keep from falling. “Are you crying?” I said.

He sniffed. “It’s just so beautiful.”

He wasn’t wrong. Because of the plague, neither one of us had seen meat in months. Tom ran straight toward that table, while I remained to think again of my master. How I wish you were here, too.

I suddenly got an image of him, raising an eyebrow at me. It made me laugh. Master Benedict would have hated this. He was never one for parties.

But I sure was. I turned my attention back to the tables, debating which one to attack first. And then someone poked me in the side.
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I TURNED TO SEE A girl, a head shorter than I was, with a light dusting of freckles across her nose. She was dressed in a gown of forest green, which looked lovely against her auburn curls. She grinned up at me.

“Hello,” she said.

“Sally!” Without thinking, I threw my arms around her and picked her up. She squealed in delight as I spun her about. Her arms wrapped around my neck, holding me close, and her hair fell softly against my cheek. I smelled lavender.

Suddenly confused, I put her down. Her hands slid over my doublet and away. She looked up at me through her eyelashes, face flushed. “Well,” she said.

My own face had got pretty warm, too. We stood there awkwardly for a moment, until an older servant woman passing by leaned in with a conspiratorial smile. “You dropped something, dear.”

She handed Sally a shoe with a green satin bow tied over the buckle. Sally turned away and slipped it over her stocking. When she turned back, she’d gone even redder.

“Did you . . . uh . . . get my letters?” I said.

“I did,” she said. “I wrote you back for each one; they’re with my things. I can give them to you after the party. If you want.”

“Of course I do.”

“Where’s Tom?”

“You have one guess,” I said.

Her eyes went immediately to the table with the meat. Sure enough, Tom had parked himself right in front of the chops in sauce. He had one in his mouth, and two more in each hand. When he spotted Sally, he raised them like he’d discovered fistfuls of gold. “Mmm uhh trr sunn uv Nnnglnd,” he shouted.

She laughed. “What?”

“I’ll tell you later,” I said. I looked her over. The last time I’d seen her, she’d still been bandaged from the terrible fight two months ago. Now all that remained from that battle was a small pink scar on her cheek, and another on the bridge of her nose. “Are you here for Lord Ashcombe?”

She shook her head. “I’m working. Lady Pemberton’s one of the king’s guests.”

“How’s that going, by the way?” When she hesitated, I winced. “That bad?”

“No, no,” she said. “The baroness is actually quite nice. She’s just a little—”

“Sally!” a woman shrieked.

“—highly strung.” Sally sighed.

A young woman rushed over, dressed in a canary silk gown decorated with brocade. Tears ran down her cheeks. “My dress,” she moaned. “Paul spilled wine all over it. It’s ruined!”

I saw the tiniest fleck of burgundy on one of her sleeves. I wouldn’t even have noticed it if she hadn’t been pointing at it like her arm had come off.

“My lady—” Sally began.

“Everyone’s staring at me,” the baroness said in a trembling voice—and they were, because now she was making a scene. “I have to change immediately.”

She grabbed Sally’s arm and dragged her away. Sally threw a look of apology at me over her shoulder and mouthed, I’ll see you later.

I’d barely had the chance to wave goodbye before someone called me. “Boy!”

I turned to see an elderly fellow with a badly crooked cravat beckoning to me. When I went over, he handed me his glass. “This is not very good. Surely your cellarman has better?”

It took me a moment to realize what he was asking. In seeing me talking to Sally, he must have thought I was one of the staff. “I’m sorry, my lord,” I said. “I’m not a waiter.”

“Wonderful. I’ll have that.”

It appeared the man was a little hard of hearing. “I’m not a waiter,” I repeated, more loudly.

“Excellent news,” he said. “I’m delighted.”

I had to bite my lip so I wouldn’t laugh. I was in such a good mood; why not help? Besides, it would give me the chance to see more of this incredible house. “I’ll bring it right away.”

“And more pickles.”

“Of course. How can we have run out of pickles?” I grabbed an almond pastry from the dessert table and waved to Tom. I’m just going to find more wine, I mouthed.

“Whnngh?” he said, a massive bone clamped between his teeth.

I pointed toward the doors through which the servers kept coming. “I’ll be back.”

Tom held his arms out, as if to ask How can you leave when there’s all this food? Normally, I’d have dragged him with me, but I couldn’t possibly tear him away while chops were still in sauce. I stuffed the pastry in my mouth, snatched another, then stopped a man carrying a tray of empty glasses. “Have you seen Mr. Glover? I have a request from one of the guests.”

“Downstairs, sir,” the man said. “Preparing the next round of wine. It’s through the kitchen.” I followed his instruction and slipped into the realm of the servants.

It was almost startling to see the chaos behind the gilt. In the kitchen, which stretched nearly the entire east wing of the house, cooks screamed at their apprentices, pots clanged off the floors, staff buzzed in and out like bees, and, though its raucous aggression was nothing like Master Benedict’s apothecary workshop, this place nonetheless felt much closer to my heart than the world I’d just left. The party had been wondrous, an extraordinary glimpse into a life I’d dreamed of, growing up in the Cripplegate orphanage. Yet, even as the glow from meeting the king filled me with warmth, it struck me how out of place I’d been in that ballroom. I’d been treated with nothing but kindness, yet I knew that I didn’t really belong.

The other reason I found the kitchen so fascinating was simpler: I’d never seen so much food. The tables in the ballroom were already groaning; who was going to eat all this?

Tom is, I laughed to myself, and snatched a chop in sauce from a waiting plate. He’d just have to make do without this one. Several of the staff cast curious glances my way, but no one challenged me. I was about to ask for more directions to the cellar when I spotted the stairs down. I stood aside as a half dozen girls passed by, staggering under more silver trays laden with glasses filled with a deep burgundy liquid—hopefully good enough for my hard-of-hearing friend. I thought about returning to the party, but since I was here, and curious about the cellar, I continued downward.

It was cold, the autumn chill having seeped through the earth and stone. Flickering lamps hanging from the rafters illuminated the space, casting shadows that danced with the flames. Giant casks lay alongside one wall, one dripping ale from a leaking spigot. All the way down the middle of the room were racks upon racks of wine bottles, hundreds of them, a fortune in drink. A large table held several empties.

“Mr. Glover?”

He wasn’t here, but he hadn’t gone up with the trays. I half wondered if he’d succumbed to his tasting and passed out between the casks. Then I spotted faint light spilling in from the far side of the cellar.

I went a little closer and found myself at a door made of stone that blended into the wall. It was open just a crack; the source of the light. I pulled on it and saw a narrow ring of spiral steps, leading upward, an oil lamp hanging from the central column.

A secret passage, I thought. So that’s where Glover had gone. I’d heard about these: narrow tunnels, built for servants to move behind the scenes without disturbing the masters. Interesting that they had one in the cellar. Whoever had built this house had, like their cellarman, apparently enjoyed their drink.

I took a step inside. As I did, a voice in my head told me I shouldn’t be snooping. It sounded a lot like Tom. I ignored it. How could anyone see a secret passage and not want to know where it goes?

Just one little peek, I told my phantom friend, and I crept up the steps. I found another entrance, closed, on the second floor—and, strangely, a solitary boot, lying on its side. I picked it up and noticed the stain on the tip: wine. It was Glover’s, the one on which he’d previously spilled his bottle.

What was this doing here?

More light shined from above. I continued up to find that the spiral steps ended at another doorway, this one open. I peeked my head around the corner to see what was beyond it.

It was a bedroom, much grander than mine. The master of the house’s own chamber, I guessed, not only from the luxury, but from the crest on the tapestry hanging over the cushions: crossed halberds over antlers, the same as above the entryway outside.

And there was a man, fallen, hanging half off the bed.

I froze. It was Glover, wearing only one of his boots, a match for the mate I’d found on the stairs. My own boot clinked on glass, and a pair of bottles rolled away, one corked, one opened, spilling its contents in a sloppy line across the floorboards.

I wasn’t sure what to do. I couldn’t just leave Glover as he was; clearly, he needed help. But if I went to get someone, I’d have to explain why I was here—where neither of us were supposed to be.

I’d need to take care of this myself, then. I went to the bed and turned the cellarman over. The stink of wine and bile assaulted my nostrils, with a heavy scent of garlic. He’d thrown up, though not here; there was no vomit anywhere on the bed. I gagged as I turned him over, because now a much worse smell came: He’d soiled his breeches.

“Mr. Glover.” I shook him, but he didn’t wake. “Mr. Glover!”

His head lolled, and his eyes came open a little. For a moment, I thought I’d succeeded in rousing him. Except he didn’t really seem to be looking at anything. And then I realized he wasn’t breathing, either.

He was dead.

I stumbled backward, landing with a thud on the rug beside the bed. Plague. I began to crawl away, panicked, before I managed to calm myself.

It wasn’t plague. The man had shown none of the symptoms, and the sickness hadn’t followed us to Oxford.

Then . . . what had killed him?

Had he fallen, struck his head on the bedpost? I checked him over. There wasn’t a wound anywhere to be seen.

His heart, then? No, that didn’t match the symptoms, either: vomiting, uncontrolled bowels, a quick death.

It is plague, my mind screamed at me, but I shook my head. None of the marks were there. Based on what I could see, it was more likely he’d died by—

A chill sank deep into my bones as I remembered what the cellarman had said.

It’s my job to taste the wine, sir. What if it’s poisoned?

He’d meant it as a joke. But I realized, with horror: It fit. Not just the symptoms, but the speed of it.

Glover had been poisoned. He’d been drinking the wine, and one of the bottles had poisoned him. And a new round of wine was now on its way to—

The party.

The king.

My chest tightened. I scrambled to my feet, ready to run back downstairs.

And then I felt a cord slip around my throat.



CHAPTER

5

THE ROPE DREW TIGHT. PAIN gripped my neck as the cord hauled me upward.

I kicked out, trying to find the floor. I felt the press of a man against me, his breath hot in my ear.

I grabbed for the cord, fingers scrabbling against it. It tightened, cutting into my flesh. I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t think. I reached back at the man holding me. I felt his big hands, his skin taut as his fingers twisted the loop around my throat. My arms flailed, trying to beat him off, but they were weak blows, landing against the hood that covered his head.

He shook me, like a dog shaking a rat, and tightened the cord once more. My face swelled as I gave up my useless beating and tried to pry my fingers under the loop. But it was too tight. The world began to flash with shooting stars; then my vision went black. My arms dragged, so heavy, and even as my brain screamed at them to move, they fell to my side.

Tom, my mind called out.

Tom.

no

no

tom

master

help

falling

I am falling

the floor

The floor. Sound. Heat. Someone shouting.

A fight.

A . . . shade? A spirit? A bear?

My neck. My neck hurt so much.

I heard glass shatter. I felt the coolness of a breeze, saw the sparkle of candlelight.

Hands lifted me—big, strong. They placed me on the bed.

The cord. The cord was pulled away from my neck. My skin was on fire.

Air. I gasped, and air returned, in great heaving breaths.

Tom loomed over me, afraid. He squinted, one eye red and tearing, a swelling pink mark on the cheek below. He pushed on my chest, as if he could will breath back into me. I coughed and hacked and struggled in his arms.

“It’s all right,” Tom said. “The man . . . the man’s gone. He fell.”

Dazed, I looked over. I saw the broken window, the cloak crumpled on the floor. Tom must have fought the assassin off, pushed him through the glass. Bad news for him; we were two floors up.

The autumn air blew in, turning the room cold. I breathed, fast and ragged. I was alive. I lay back, trying to rest, but a voice chimed in my head.

You’re forgetting something.

I sat up with a jolt. Mr. Glover’s body still lay beside me on the bed.

Poison, I said. Or I tried to say.

No words came out.

I tried again. Stop them. But my throat had seized, rebelled. The cord around it had silenced my voice. I couldn’t speak.

I couldn’t speak.

I grabbed Tom’s arms. “Lie down,” he said. “You’ll be all right. Lie down.”

I shook my head. No time. You have to stop them from drinking the wine. But my voice still wouldn’t cooperate.

My soundless words were scaring him. “What’s the matter? What do you need?”

I pointed to the bottles on the floor. Wine, I mouthed.

“Oh—yes. Of course.” Tom picked up the opened bottle. He raised it to my lips. “It’ll be all right. Drink.”

Panicked, I swatted his hand away. The bottle spun from his fingers and cracked on the floorboards, bleeding the rest of the poisoned wine in rivulets under the dresser.

I wanted to scream in frustration, to scream for real. Any sound, anything. But I had no voice—and no time.

I dragged myself from the bed. Tom watched in confusion as, wobbling, I grabbed the unopened bottle and staggered toward the secret passage.

No. Treacherous steps. Down, belowground, then up again. My legs were like jelly; it would take too long. Instead, I stumbled out the bedroom door and lurched down the hall.

Tom followed, still scared. “What’s wrong? Christopher!”

I’d have given anything to be able to answer. I just kept moving, weaving my way toward the sounds of the party. My legs shook; Tom had to right me twice as I fell.

I need to go down, I thought. But I’ll break my head on the stairs.

Then I remembered the ballroom. The balconies.

The balconies. That was it. I moved faster now, more steadily, with a purpose. I found the hall to the nearest balcony, stumbled forward to the rail, and looked down.

The musicians sat across from me, still playing. Everyone else was below. The servants had already begun working their way through the guests, distributing the wine.

I scanned the crowd for the king. Taller than everyone, he was easy to spot. He already had his glass. The ladies and gentlemen around him had theirs, too, as did Lord Ashcombe, standing half a room away. The rest of the guests were plucking the wine from the servants’ trays. One was handed to the French lady, still wearing her feathered mask.

“Stop.”

My voice came, finally. But it was only a croak. Far too faint to be heard over their talk, their laughter, the music.

Charles raised his glass and spoke to those around him. I tried again.

“Stop.”

But they didn’t hear me, couldn’t hear me.

The king finished speaking. He raised his glass to his lips.

I still held the unopened bottle that Glover had had with him. I could think of only one thing to do with it.

I threw it at the king.

The bottle twisted as it fell, tumbling in a slow, lazy arc. Then it landed, right in the middle of the circle.

It didn’t just shatter. It exploded. Shards of glass splintered, peppering their boots. The wine burst outward in a great ruby star, staining all that fine silk hose and those gowns.

There were a few short shrieks. Then a stunned, horrified silence. The voices stopped, the music stopped, and everyone looked upward.

“What on God’s good earth . . . ?” I heard Charles say.

And then the guards that ringed the ballroom sprang into action. Two pushed through the crowd, polearms in hand, elbowing the ladies out of the way to stand shoulder to shoulder with the king. A few clanged their halberds across the exits. The rest ran out of the room—coming for me, no doubt.

Lord Ashcombe’s hand had gone automatically to his side and come up empty, his sword left behind because of the party. He grabbed instead the pearl handle of his pistol, scanning the balconies for the threat.

When he spotted me, he stopped, his flintlock half-drawn. He frowned.

Tom, equally confused, stepped away, mortified at what I’d done. I didn’t have time to explain it to him. “Don’t drink the wine,” I called down. But my voice was still too faint, and the crowd had started up again, buzzing about the insanity they’d just witnessed. A lady near His Majesty, who’d been splashed the worst, cursed up at me in outrage. Everyone else looked over at the king.

Charles tried to defuse the tension with a joke. “That’s some boy you brought us, Richard.” He shook ruby drips from his fingers. “Someone should tell the lad: Wine is for drinking, not throwing.”

The crowd chuckled, but all I could hear was the thunder of the guards’ boots on the stairs. And all I could see was the glass. The king still had his glass.

I locked eyes with Lord Ashcombe. He cocked his head at me, puzzled. Why?

The guards were almost upon me. I thrust a hand out as if I were holding a goblet. I pointed frantically at the imaginary cup.

Lord Ashcombe watched.

Slowly, deliberately, I drew a finger across my neck.

Lord Ashcombe frowned.

Then I pointed directly at the king. I barely had time for the gesture before rough hands grabbed me and slammed me to the floor. The King’s Men jumped on Tom, too. Backing away in fear, he made no attempt to defend himself; he hit the floor next to me.

But Lord Ashcombe had seen. And he turned.

Charles raised his glass once again. “To childhood,” he laughed, and those who hadn’t dropped their drinks raised theirs in return.

“To childhood!”

Lord Ashcombe’s eye went wide.

Charles brought the glass to his lips.

There was no time to reach him. Instead, Lord Ashcombe finished drawing his pistol. With one smooth motion, he pointed it at the king and pulled the trigger.

The burst of gunpowder echoed deafeningly in the hall. The lead shot flew out with a puff of smoke, and hit the glass just as the liquid touched the king’s lips. The crystal shattered, spattering his finery with scarlet. The shot continued on, knocking off a man’s curled wig before punching splinters from the paneling of the ballroom wall behind.

The crowd gasped. The King’s Men beside Charles froze for a moment, as if unable to believe what they’d just seen. Then they shoved the crowd aside to seize the arms of their own general. Even then, they looked at each other in confusion.

Charles was just as stunned. He stared at his old friend, and when he spoke, he didn’t sound angry. He sounded hurt. “Richard,” he said. “What wretched treason is this?”

Lord Ashcombe bowed his head. “Forgive me, sire,” he said. “But I believe the wine may be poisoned.”



CHAPTER

6

THEY LOCKED DOWN THE HOUSE immediately. Charles was hustled from the ballroom by a dozen guards as Lord Ashcombe ordered men to every corner of the grounds to try to prevent anyone’s escape. He sent a rider on a sprint southward to Oxford for more men, and, within the hour, so many soldiers had surrounded the estate it looked like the house was under siege.

Despite my messy intervention, some of the guests had already been poisoned. There was nothing I could do for three of them: two lords who’d downed their wine as soon as they’d received it, and a servant girl who’d snuck a glass for herself before bringing out the trays. A score of others had also drunk at least some of the wine, and since I didn’t know what poison had been used, and so what remedy to apply, I thought it safest to just make them all throw up.

With Lord Ashcombe’s permission, I collected my apothecary sash from my bedroom. An invention of my master’s, the sash was stitched with pockets that contained dozens of vials of remedies and ingredients, plus a host of other useful tools as well. Master Benedict had always worn it when he left the shop to see his customers; after his murder, I usually wore it hidden under my shirt.

The best emetic in the sash was syrup of ipecac, made from a plant that grew only in the New World. The vial I carried, however, only held enough for two doses. I gave that to the guests who had drunk the most wine and used mustard powder on the others. While I only had two doses of that as well, the kitchen had plenty of mustard seeds for me to grind. The vomiting made for a nasty sight—and a worse smell—but, thankfully, though several fell ill, only one lady remained truly in danger.

Once the poisoned were taken care of, I limped into the library to treat myself. The bumps and bruises the King’s Men had given me when they’d thrown me to the floor weren’t anything serious, but my throat still ached from being strangled, and the skin of my neck burned like fire.

Tom pulled away the cloth I’d wrapped around it and had a look. “You’re really hurt,” he said.

I used the looking glass in my sash to see. There was an angry red ring all the way around my neck. Blood from the wound had already ruined the collar of my borrowed shirt. Sighing, I slumped in my chair and let Tom use the vial of spiderweb to pack the cut.

The door to the library opened. The guards Lord Ashcombe had ordered to stay with me for protection advanced with their halberds until I called them back.

“It’s all right,” I said. “She’s a friend.”

Sally eyed the guards warily as she slipped inside. She hurried over, looking as worried as Tom, and maybe a little exasperated, too.

“Does trouble follow you everywhere?” she said.

Tom grunted. “Don’t get me started.”

“Be nice to me,” I said. “I’m wounded.” I pointed to my neck. “See? Ow.”

Tom shook his head as Sally pulled the vial of honey from my sash and dabbed it over the spiderweb in the cut. It stung, but the coolness of it helped to soothe the burn.

“What’s going on out there?” I asked Sally.

“Lord Ashcombe’s questioning the guests. He’s trying to find out who the assassin was.” She lowered her voice as she glanced at the King’s Men. “He’s scary.”

I already knew that quite well. “What’s scary is that an assassin can just walk around the house without anyone stopping him.”

“That was the easy part.” Sally dabbed the last of the cut with honey, then began gently rolling a cotton strip around the wound. “There are a hundred guests, any one of whom might have a grudge against the king. Plus all of them brought servants—that French lady alone has ten of them—and no one ever pays attention to servants. Whoever it was, servant or guest, he could have walked right past you, and nobody would have thought twice about it.”

A fact I’d already recognized. I told them about being in the kitchen and going down to the cellar. “No one stopped me. They didn’t even ask what I was doing.”

Sally tied the cotton strip so it would stay in place. “Speaking of which, I’m not supposed to be here, either. Lady Pemberton’s in hysterics, so I told her I’d go find a restorative. I really just wanted to see if you were all right.”

I pulled a vial with a deep amber liquid from my sash. “That’s brandy. It’s as good a restorative as any. And it’s guaranteed not to be poisoned.”

“It might explode, though,” Tom said.

Sally looked like she didn’t know whether to laugh or scold us. “You fools.”

The door opened again, and Lord Ashcombe appeared. Sally bowed her head, curtsied, then slipped past him into the hall.

He shut the door behind her. “Are you all right?” he asked me.

“I’ll be fine,” I said.

“You did well. Both of you.” Lord Ashcombe folded his arms. “Now we have a traitor to catch. Say what you know.”

I told him what had happened, every detail I could remember. He listened, then turned to Tom when I finished.

“I saw Christopher leave the party,” Tom said, shrinking under Ashcombe’s gaze. “So I followed him. When I got to the kitchen, one of the serving girls said he’d gone to the cellar, so I went there, and found the passageway up. I know Christopher can’t resist a secret, so I went up, too. When I got there, I saw him being strangled.”

“What did the man attacking him look like?”

“He was stocky. Built like a bull. I’ve never met anybody so strong.”

“And his face?”

“I . . . I couldn’t see it,” Tom said apologetically. “He had a cloak on. The hood was covering his head.” When Lord Ashcombe grunted and indicated for Tom to go on, he drew a breath before continuing. “Anyway, I grabbed the man to pull him off. He let Christopher go, and we wrestled. Then he poked me in the eye. I half let go of him, and when I saw his hand move toward his belt, I panicked and kicked him away. His cloak tore off, and he fell through the window. I think . . . I think I killed him.”

Lord Ashcombe shook his head. “You didn’t. The window was above the garden. The assassin fell into the bushes.”

My throat throbbed at his words. “He’s still alive?”

Lord Ashcombe nodded. “What did you do with the assassin’s cloak?”

“Nothing,” Tom said. “I just left it there.”

Ashcombe ordered one of the King’s Men to retrieve it. Then he studied us as we waited. The silence made me nervous. “Is the king all right?” I asked him, just to break it.

“Yes,” he said curtly.

Another pause. “Sally was just mentioning the French woman at the party, and—”

“It’s not her.”

I didn’t try for any more conversation. The King’s Man returned with the cloak, and a scrap of shirt that had torn away with it. Lord Ashcombe laid them out on the table and stared.

Tom was dejected. He was the only person who’d seen the assassin, yet he hadn’t been able to provide any real clues as to who it was. I ventured another few words, as much for Tom’s sake as my own curiosity. “Excuse me, my lord. . . . Are you looking for something in particular?”

He regarded me a moment, his gaze inscrutable. Then he said, “Come here.”

We went to stand beside him. He pointed to the clothes. “What do you see?”

I wasn’t sure what I was supposed to be looking at. Tom wasn’t either.

“It’s not a trick,” the King’s Warden said. “Just tell me what you see. Everything, no matter how unimportant you think it is.”

Tom certainly wasn’t going to speak first, so I did, stomach fluttering, like I was back at Apothecaries’ Hall, being grilled for an exam. “The cloak is wool. It’s brown. It looks warm. The shirt is linen. It’s white. The weave seems of fair quality.”

“What does that tell you?”

I felt the sweat beading on my upper lip. “Uh . . .”

“Think. Who would wear this?”

I looked between him and Tom. Ashcombe’s shirt was silk. Tom’s was linen, like mine, like the scrap he’d torn from the assassin, though our shirts were of much better quality than—

And I understood.
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“A SERVANT,” I SAID. “THESE are the clothes of a servant.”

Lord Ashcombe nodded and turned the scrap of shirt over in his fingers. “None of the guests would wear linen of this quality before the king.”

“So we should question the servants?” Tom said.

“We already are. But we won’t find him among them. The assassin’s run off, yet everyone’s staff is accounted for. Which means this was merely a disguise. So: What else does it tell you?”

I went back to the cloak. It had no distinguishing marks I could see, so I decided to follow what Master Benedict had taught me and investigate it like an unknown plant. I smelled it but couldn’t detect any scent. Except for the slight tang of sweat, I couldn’t smell anything on the shirt, either. I wasn’t about to taste it.

“Is that it, then?”

The way Lord Ashcombe spoke made me think I was still missing something. I racked my brain, but the only other thing I could think of was, “They’re in good condition.”

“How good?”

“They look new,” Tom said.

“Yes,” Lord Ashcombe said. “No staining, no wear. These were bought recently, and worn for the first time tonight.”

“How does knowing that help us?” I asked.

“We find the tailor who made them and prompt him to remember whom he sold them to.”

The growl in his voice made me glad I wasn’t going to watch the prompting. Yet I did wonder: “How do we find the right tailor?”

“By the stitching.” He flipped the cloak over and pointed at the seams. “Every tailor has their own pattern, learned from their master. So it’s a matter of checking this stitch against . . .” He trailed off.

“My lord?”

He held out his hand. “Knife.”

Neither Tom nor I had worn ours to the party, but I had a small one among the tools in my sash. I dug it out for him.

Lord Ashcombe spread the cloak over the table. He ran his fingers over the seam, near the bottom corner, where the stitching looked different from the rest.





OEBPS/images/title.jpg
A
BLACKTHORN KEY
ADVENTURE

ASSASSINS
(U RSEN

KEVIN SANDS

ALADDIN

NEW YORK LONDON TORONTO SYDNEY NEW DELHI







OEBPS/images/9781534405257.jpg
BESTSELLING SERIES

THE BLACKTHORN KEY

ASSAS

— KEVIN"SANDS













