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FOREWORD
In 1998, I sold my first book to Dell and felt a little lost. I had no idea what to expect. All the writing networks I’d belonged to up to that point discussed how to get published, not what came after the magical step of getting an offer. Somehow, I ended up hearing about a Dell Authors email group, and I contacted one of them and joined.
It’s possible that I went from knowing nothing to knowing too much, too soon. These authors talked! Not just about production schedules, marketing, or the editorial process, but about editors, about revision difficulties, scheduling problems, tips about good promotion opportunities, and warnings about potentially harmful ones. And, of course, it wasn’t long before business conversations turned to personal exchanges. We all became more than associates, we became close friends.
Eventually, we all ended up with different publishers, but we kept the loop strong, dropping the Dell and referring to ourselves simply as “the Loopies.” We’ve shared joy and pain, triumph and tragedy. We supported each other as only dear friends can through our greatest loss, the sudden and unexpected death of one of our own, Kathleen Givens.
And in the past few years, we’ve kept each other motivated while we watched our business, the publishing business, weather some astounding, drastic changes. Julie Ortolon and Marsha Canham were two of the first authors that I know to rise to the new challenges and branch out into the exciting world of Indie publishing, getting the rights back to their earlier books and selling them as e-books to great success on their own. The rest of my Loopie sisters, as I think of them, Virginia Henley, Jill Gregory, Connie Brockway, Jacquie D’Alessandro, and Julia London have all followed suit. I’ve been tied up with other projects, but couldn’t help but get carried away with excitement when one of us suggested that we should all write together, an anthology centered around one common element.
So an anthology was born, with the common element becoming a mirror pendant that travels through the years from medieval times to modern day. Scheduling conflicts prevented two of the Loopies from participating, but we are thrilled to present six original tales from six very different authors writing together, at last, in Masters of Seduction.
--Sherri Browning Erwin
With love, for Kathleen Givens, our sister, our friend, gone too soon.
Think where glory most begins and ends,
And say my glory was I had such friends.
~William Butler Yeats
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Lincolnshire, England
1193
“Archers up!”
The cry went from man to man along the castle battlements. The foresters roused themselves from a weary doze and scrubbed their eyes with fists. Most were hooded against the early morning drizzle, though it was barely thicker than the puffs of breath that misted around their faces. They reached for bows, thinking another alarm had sounded, but as there were no missiles whistling overhead, they eased back and looked instead at the master-at-arms who had made the call. He stood at the top of the steps that led from the east tower down to the lower rooftop of the keep. He was armored, coiffed, and wore a steel helmet with a thick nasal that hid most of his features.
Cassie stretched to ease the stiffness that came from dozing against a solid stone wall. Like the others, she took up her bow as she stood, a fine, strong weapon of English yew. Unlike the others who had left their bows strung, she bent the shaft and twisted the flax string until it was as tight as a whore’s heart, then fit it snug to the notch. A quick glance confirmed the supply of arrows within reach. Omfrie de Caux was a persistent bastard, she had to hand him that. This was the third call to arms since dawn; tempers among the defenders were growing frayed.
Belfontaine had been under heavy siege for three weeks now. De Caux had been sent by Prince John to oust Lord Thomas Purefoy from his stronghold, a task which was proving to be not as easy as the router had come to expect. Four of the neighboring demesnes had succumbed with barely any resistance, their lords dragged outside the shattered gates and forced to kneel to their conqueror, whereupon they had been hanged and burned.
The crime? Daring to question the regent’s right to levy taxes and scutage in a land already reeling from starvation and poverty. That he did so under the guise of raising the ransom demanded by the Holy Roman Emperor for the return of King Richard, held hostage these past six months, fooled no one. Not even the poorest crofter believed a single copper groat would end up anywhere but in the treasure box of John Lackland.
Those who protested or spoke out against the unlawful levies, found their castles assized, the walls breached, their villeins burned out of their cottages and slaughtered as they ran. On a clear night, from the top of Belfontaine’s battlements, distant orange blooms against the darkness had marked the fates of the neighboring baronies.
Belfontaine itself was situated on the western border of Lincolnshire. A massive structure situated on the top of a high hill, it boasted a large sprawling keep with towers at each corner. To reach that keep, attackers had to breach a seven foot thick outer wall guarded by tall barbican towers and a gate comprised of several layers of solid oak banded with iron.
De Caux had left Belfontaine to the last, for it was the largest and least accessible castle within his purview. A sheer drop into a steep ravine protected the northern walls, while a vast, cleared field several hundred feet wide made it impossible to approach the other three walls unseen. At the outset, De Caux had boastfully declared it might take him two days rather than the one to raise his pennon over the keep, but so far, he had been throwing his forces against the walls for twenty-two days and nights with little to show for it.
Cassie peered through the crenellated teeth of the battlement. De Caux’s men had burned the village the first day. The small, neat crofters cottages had been spread around the base of the hill, secure in the shadow of the castle walls. The mud and wattle huts were broken now, the thatched roofs had become gauntlets of flame in the night attack, and all that remained were charred heaps of rubble.
Cassie and her father had lived at the edge of the village closest to the forest. Her dark green eyes often looked longingly to that dense ring of greenwood, the trees so thick in places a man could not see his hand before his face.
There had been an instant in time, a moment following the sound of the alarm bells, when she and her father could have chosen to run for the forest rather than take shelter behind the castle gates. The woods were filled with bands of men—outlaws now by decree—who had fled before the burnings and killings. William Fletcher would have been welcomed into any of these vagabond troupes for like the name he bore, he was a bowyer and fletcher. His longbows, which stood as tall as a man, were made of carefully seasoned, straight-grained yew, and were nigh on unbreakable. Cassie had held one to hand since she could waddle upright on her own, and thus she had become his testing piece for new designs, slimmer grips, stronger arrows. Every archer who defended the castle walls had benefited from William’s expertise and Cassie’s skill, for who among them wanted to admit they could not hold their own against a mere slip of a girl?
Consequently, Belfontaine boasted the finest arbalesters in the kingdom, and it was in great part due to these archers that de Caux’s men had been held at bay for the past three weeks. They had discovered early in the siege that it was wisest to make their camp in the trees and not the open fields, and to remain behind the tangle of ferns and saplings during daylight hours. The field between the woods and the castle walls were littered with fools who sought to challenge this wisdom. Their bodies lay in blood-darkened patches of mud, a dozen or more quills sticking out of each calf and thigh—the only vulnerable places not protected by armor and chain mail. Porcupine legs, the defenders called them, for while each wound on its own might not be fatal, a dozen shafts piercing each leg soon caused a man to bleed out.
“They have been pounding for two days and nights now,” said John the verderer from his post beside her. “And look how cocky they grow.”
Cassie knuckled the last of the sleep out of her eyes and followed John’s pointed finger. There was movement at the edge of the trees, though the layer of mist made it difficult to see. Now and then she caught a glint of armor or a splash of color from a surcoat or gambeson. Most were dark blue emblazoned in gold with the arms of Omfrie de Caux; a fox and wolfhound rampant, snarling, claws and fangs bared.
“What do you suppose they are building?”
Cassie shrugged. “They were cutting down trees all week. A Trojan horse, perhaps?”
John arched an eyebrow. “A horse out of wood?”
“To present as a false gift,” she explained. “A tall wooden horse that would appear to be an offering of peace, but with a belly full of soldiers who come out after dark and slay everyone in the castle.”
“De Caux has done this at other castles?”
“No.” She laughed slightly. “No, ‘tis a tale from ancient Greece. A famous battle fought at Troy. I could read it to you sometime if you like.”
His frown deepened. “Reading is for mendicants and clerks.”
“Reading teaches you from the experiences of others, some who lived a thousand years ago.”
“A thousand years?” He snorted. “De Caux is not that old.”
Cassie opened her mouth to comment but realized it would be useless and only make her head hurt as much as her body.
Coming as a timely interruption, she saw a commotion at the top of the tower steps. A pair of knights had climbed from the wall-walk and stood there talking to the master-at-arms.
Cassie’s skin flushed instantly warm and her belly made a gentle somersault. It was Lord Thomas Purefoy himself, come to inspect his castle’s defenses as he had done on several previous occasions since the siege began. He stood half a head taller than any other man on the rooftop. He had a face like a dark archangel, with high cheekbones, and a square jaw that was clean shaven in the Norman fashion in contrast to the Saxon shagginess of his villeins and tenants. He was every inch a knight. Broad shoulders and chest were heavy with muscle, as accustomed to wearing a hundredweight of chain mail as a forester was to the lightness of a linsey-woolsey shirt.
Beneath his burgundy and gold gambeson, Sir Thomas was wearing a short mail hauberk, the links glittering down his arms like the scales of a fish. The tight steel rings of his coif hid the wavy thickness of his hair, but she knew it to be almost blue-black and short-cropped. His long legs were encased in snug woolen hose that showed the shape of every muscle, every sinew, and, as he propped a boot on a wooden cask, the heavy maleness at the juncture of his thighs. Flushing even warmer, she forced herself to lower her eyes swiftly, lest she be caught trying to peek under the hem of his tunic.
Admiring the lord of the castle from afar was safe enough and Cassie had done so on many an occasion, but up close it was an entirely different matter. She could feel the blush staying stubbornly in her cheeks and she shifted uncomfortably from one foot to the other feeling other parts of her body affected by wicked thoughts. She was conscious of her own tawdry appearance. Her calf-skin leggings sagged from ankle to knee; the coarse wool of her tunic was filthy, having been lived in and slept in for the past fortnight. Her hair was scraped back and hung down her back in a grimy, tattered braid, and her hands...God’s teeth, her hands were black with dirt and shaking like those of a virgin on her wedding night.
As discreetly as she could, she slid behind John the verderer, using his bulk as a shield. With one green eye she peeked around his shoulder at the vaunted knight as he spoke to the guards and listened to the state of their defenses in this quadrant. They had tubs of oil and barrels of pitch that could be boiled and poured over the walls should any of de Caux’s men attempt to throw up ladders. The east tower being farthest from the verge of woods, they had the best archers culled from the foresters and huntsmen, and a ready supply of arrows.
As he listened, Sir Thomas nodded and moved toward the battlements. He walked with a slight limp, the result of an injury sustained while on Crusade. He had lost some toes, Cassie had heard from the gossips, but by the grace of God, not the whole foot. He had fought at Richard the Lionheart’s right hand side and that alone, in Cassie’s opinion, would have been worth the loss of the entire leg!
“It would appear your archers have been keeping de Caux’s head well down in his foxhole,” said the knight who had accompanied Sir Thomas to the tower.
Cassie leaned a little to see the speaker, for most men in helmets looked alike. She recognized the voice however, the sound was like two slabs of stone grinding together. Sir Hubert Longspree was the captain of the castle guard, craggy-faced and stout as a barrel.
“Well done, men,” Sir Thomas said as his sky-blue eyes swept around the battlements. Our fondest hope is that the regent’s puppet will tire of throwing himself against our walls and when he does, the victory may be credited in a large part to those here present.”
A cheer went up amongst the archers, for it was not often that knights acknowledged them as being of more use than softening a field before the true army of mounted warriors thundered out to do battle. There would be no thundering out of Belfontaine, however. There were less than twenty knights inside the walls and more than a hundred outside.
Sir Thomas paused by one of the men, who pulled himself up proudly and tugged a greasy forelock in deference. The pale blue gaze had been drawn to the archer’s weapon, one of William Fletcher’s making and while, as a knight, he would never deign to carry a bow into battle, he respected its power.
“Sir Hubert tells me some of your arrows have been able to pierce through chain mail. Is this correct?”
“Not mine, Sire,” said Alfred the Oaf. “I can pierce through skin and fur well enough, and mayhap a leather jerkin if it’s not too thick, but my arrows are not fit against iron.”
Sir Thomas tilted his head slightly as Sir Hubert murmured something in his ear.
“The girl, you say? Where?”
Sir Hubert scanned the row of grimy faces. “Cassandra, the fletcher’s daughter. Come forward and acknowledge your liege.”
Cassie closed her eyes briefly, braced herself, then stepped out of the shadow of John the verderer.
“Forward. To me, girl.”
Cassie obeyed the sound of grinding rocks and moved away from the wall, feeling the eyes of every man turning to watch.
Sir Thomas’s brows drew together as she approached, and with good reason. The top of her head barely reached his shoulder. She was as slender as the bow she carried, with large green eyes and a face that belonged to a grimy little cherub.
“Sir Hubert informs me your arrows are the ones that have been piercing through mail. Is this true?”
Cassie moistened her lips. “They are my father’s arrows, my lord, I merely send them on their way.”
“And what makes these arrows so keen as to break through iron links?”
She kept her eyes focused on the toes of his boots as she handed him one of the ashwood arrows to inspect. The shaft was as long as her arm, the goosefeather fletching smooth and precisely trimmed. It was the tip, however, that varied from the blunt-nosed bodkins that were launched from most of the longbows. Made of twice-tempered steel, hammered flat and honed to a fine point, it could slice through leather like a knife and penetrate all but the thickest plates of jazzerant armor. The tip had another fearsome feature, one he acknowledged immediately with his soldier’s eye: It was double barbed, like a fish hook, and seated loose enough on the shaft that it would come off in the flesh and make even the smallest wound fatal.
“Why do all the men not have these arrows?”
“They take longer to make, my lord,” she answered quietly.
Sir Thomas narrowed his eyes. “And he trusts these few to you?”
The words a mere girl went unspoken, but she heard them as clear as the bell that tolled alarms. So did the men who knew her temper as well as her skill, and several of them made a sound in their throats, loud enough for Sir Thomas to take note.
The blue eyes scanned the faces, and their smiles faded. He looked back at Cassie, noting the two hot spots of color on her cheeks.
“I detect some champions among your peers. Before I can be convinced, however, I would see a demonstration.”
She raised her eyes then and looked calmly, directly into his. “I have but a score of barbed arrows left, my lord, yet if you would have me squander one by demonstrating that I can pluck an acorn off a tree branch, I would happily oblige.”
In the immediate silence that followed, Cassie nearly bit her tongue in half. Beside her, Sir Hubert’s chest was already swelling like a bladder filling with hot air. His face had darkened and his fists had clenched. He was a tic away from roaring at her insolence when Lord Purefoy chuckled and raised a gloved hand to stop him spluttering.
“Very well, girl. Come with me. I will choose a worthy acorn.”
Cassie’s knees very nearly buckled, for she realized how close she had come to being flung over the wall by Sir Hubert.
Taking two strides to each of his one, she followed Sir Thomas as he retraced his steps across the tower, down the stone stairs and along the wall-walk that skirted the long stretch of battlements. They passed through the second of the four towers that rose above the corners of the massive keep without stopping and descended again, striding toward the third tower, directly opposite the one where she had been posted.
As they climbed the stairs, the heavy thumping sound they had been hearing all night came clearer and she was somewhat startled to see that it had not come from de Caux’s camp at all. It came from the huge wooden trebuchet that was hurling stones at the castle gates.
The catapult had been maneuvered into position at the edge of the field. As she watched, the great beam of the arm was being winched back against the rear wheels and a large boulder, the weight of which required two beefy men to carry it, was seated into the canvas pouch. Upon a signal, the men backed away and a lever released the tension in the ropes. The arm swung forward and sent the boulder flying across the two hundred yards of charred fields to smash against the thick oak gates.
When it struck, she could feel the wall shudder beneath her feet and hear the rubble packed inside the wall shifting with the impact.
“The gates are holding thus far,” Sir Thomas said quietly, “but the noise grows tiresome. Think you that you could pluck one of those acorns off the tree?”
Cassie glanced through the teeth of the wall again. The men working the catapult were well protected, the iron scales of their long hauberks glittered in the weak morning light, covering them like long gowns from shoulder to foot. Apparently de Caux’s armorer had come up with his own ingenious design to thwart the vulnerability of the porcupine legs.
Sir Thomas signaled to Sir Hubert, who had brought some of the barbed arrows with him. Taking one, the dark knight smiled gently and handed it to Cassie.
“The distance may prove as much an impediment as the armor, girl, and I’ll not hold it against you if the acorns go unskewered.”
Cassie took the arrow and held the piercing blue gaze a moment longer before turning to study the catapult again. It took five men to work the war machine, though there were half a dozen more standing nearby to steady the wheels if they shifted off the blocks. Two worked the winch, two loaded the canvas pouch, one released the lever. The latter rivalled Sir Hubert in size and girth, with arms like tree stumps and a form bulked like a small mountain. She suspected the trigger mechanism would normally require the strength of two men, but this behemoth was able to handle it with only a bellowed roar as aid.
She nodded to herself and wiped the mist out of her eyes. She slipped a leather guard on her fingers and ran the feather fletching between her lips to smooth the flights, then raised the bow and stood sidelong to the wall. She nocked the arrow to the string and rested her hand lightly to her cheek, pushing slowly back on the bow until her left arm was straight and the tension in the string was at its peak. Sighting along the shaft, she stopped her breath, plucked her fingers free and sent the arrow on its way.
Both knights leaned forward eagerly to follow the hissing flight of the arrow. They saw it streak straight and true to the chest of the behemoth, punching through quilted gambeson and linked mail. He toppled backward off his balance, staggering with the force of the blow, his hands clutching for the shaft that was now buried half deep in his chest. As he spun around in disbelief, the watchers on the wall could clearly see the bloodied tip of the arrow protruding from his back.
Two stumbling steps and the mountain crashed to the ground. By then Cassie had nocked and fired two more of the barbed arrows, felling the pair who stood by the handles of the winch. The two men carrying a fresh boulder toward the catapult dropped their burden and ran for the protection of the forest, but they too were sent sprawling to the mud with arrows jutting from their spines.
Cassie lowered the bow and flexed her fingers to ease the tingling.
Sir Thomas said nothing for a full minute. He continued to stare at the five slain men, part of him wanting to shout with satisfaction, part of him understanding the horror of a weapon that could pierce armor at a distance that offered no possible defense against it.
“My God,” he murmured finally. “My good sweet God.”
“De Caux will be swallowing his liver,” Sir Hubert predicted. “He’ll not find too many volunteers willing to take their place.”
“Perhaps not, but he still outnumbers us ten to one and even the strongest of castles can eventually be undermined.”
Realizing there was a third pair of ears privy to their conversation, Sir Thomas turned to Cassie. “We need more of these arrows. How fast can your father make them?”
Hoping for some small crumb of praise for her marksmanship, Cassie held back her disappointment. “He is only one man, my lord. Perhaps if he had help—?”
“Go to him. Tell him he will have all the help he needs. The castle armory will be at his disposal. As well, the castellan keeps a ready supply of iron and steel plate in the storage rooms below the keep. He will be told to provide your father with anything he needs.”
“Yes, my lord.”
She turned to go but a further command halted her.
“When you have done this, join me in the great hall. You will take a meal with me that I might praise you properly for your skill at...plucking acorns.”
Cassie felt a surge of pride course through her veins. “Yes, my lord.”
“Oh...and when you are speaking to the castellan, tell him to arrange for a bath and some clean garments. I find myself with an appetite for the first time in many weeks and I’ll not be off-put by dirty fingers and the smell of an overfilled slops pail.”
“A courteous way to say: you stink like a dung heap,” she muttered to herself.
She had found her father working in the small smithy located against the wall of the inner bailey. He looked like a Moor, covered head to toe in black soot, but he grinned through the grime and sweat when he heard how the lord of the castle had singled out his daughter, how she had proved her skill, and how, now, with men put to the hammering and cutting, he would be able to make a hundred arrows an hour rather than half a dozen.
With neither page nor lackey immediately at hand, he sent her on her way to the vast storage rooms that lay beneath the castle keep.
“As many dorés of iron as you can carry,” he commanded. “Any hammered sheets if possible as well. ‘Twould save time in the forge if the iron has been tempered once already.”
Armed with two large canvas sacks and a horn-sided lantern, Cassie found the covered passage that followed the outer wall of the main keep. She went down a narrow, twisting staircase that uncoiled to the gloomy, cavernous undercroft and had to shake away visions of ghosts and huge salivating creatures. Tallow candles were set in black cressets mounted on every other stone arch, but the light they produced was weak and flickered in the drafty passage. Some had even blown out, which made for long gaps between leaving one pool of dim light and hastening to the next.
The outer wall glistened with dampness and smelled of mold and dankness. The low ceiling was vaulted to carry the tremendous weight of the castle walls and while she was not considered tall for a girl, Cassie was still forced to duck in places to avoid scraping her head on one of the thicker arched supports. The air was cold, her skin was clammy. Her clothes were already damp from the morning dew and drizzle, so the chill struck clear through to the bone.
There were so many storage rooms and niches carved into the stone base, she hoped she had not gone in the wrong direction after descending the spiral staircase. The air was close; she had the sensation of the walls pressing in on her, and she imagined shadowy figures lurking behind each archway. She had no idea where the donjons were—not that she even wanted to know such a thing—but she knew they must be down here somewhere too, and again her mind flared with images of chained prisoners, gaunt from starvation, pale as wraiths.
A shudder quickened her footsteps. She came to the end of a wide passage, as her father said she would, and found the narrow door that led to yet another vaulted chamber. Normally there would have been a pair of guards placed on the door, and indeed she saw a table and two small stools to mark their post. Since the siege had begun, all able-bodied men had been sent to the walls, for if the castle fell, there would be no need to worry over what remained of the corn and ale—neither of which were in great supply. De Caux had burned the fields and destroyed the winter harvest. Storage rooms that should have been bursting with sacks of grain, bins of corn, mountains of apples and carrots were all but empty.
Cassie heard what sounded like the scrape of a boot on the floor behind her and whirled around, holding the lantern high. Prickles flooded down her spine and caused her knees to knock together. She pressed her lips into a thin line and put a hand to the dagger she wore at her belt.
“Is someone there?”
Her voice echoed hollowly off the stone walls and bounced around the vacant storage rooms. She heard another sound and this time her ears were focused enough to identify the shuffling of tiny scurrying feet.
“Rats, for pity’s sake,” she muttered.
She expelled a long, slow breath and tried to grasp hold of her wits again.
“Courage,” she whispered to herself. “Courage, courage, courage silly girl. Fetch the iron, take it to Father, find the seneschal and...”
And what? Take a bath? Put on clean garments? Take a meal with Lord Thomas Purefoy as if it was her right and due? As if it was a common day occurrence for the daughter of a fletcher to even dream of sitting above the salt?
She shook her head and lifted the latch to open the door. It was black as pitch beyond the opening and she was thankful now for the lantern. Forcing her feet to move forward again, she focused straight ahead, passing by arched oaken doors, vaulted storage rooms where tournament armor and arms were kept.
Cassie’s footsteps slowed again.
Up ahead was a soft flare of light. It emanated from the gap below and the spaces around a doorway, perfectly outlining the arched shape of the stone blocks. For one giddy moment, Cassie likened the sight to the late afternoon sun sending out streaks of light around a dark storm cloud. Or, as a second image took shape in her mind, the shining halo that always surrounded the head of Christ in holy tapestries. The more practical side of her determined this was the door to the armory where the precious ingots of iron were kept.
Raising the lantern above her head, she saw a small carving on the door, a depiction of the moon and several five pointed stars surrounding it. It was odd for an armory; she would have expected swords and daggers and shields for a carving.
She moved forward again, this time letting the metal handle of the lantern rattle by way of announcing her approach if there was someone inside the chamber. To her relief, when she tapped lightly on the door, she heard a voice reply.
“Come.”
The latch moved freely as she lifted it and the door swung silently open on rope hinges.
The room was lit by a brace of candles stuck in pools of their own melted wax, set on a small wooden work table. Seated on a three legged stool was a hooded figure who partly turned his head to acknowledge her arrival, then went back to his task, humming ever so softly under his breath.
“Keep your heels to the floor long enough,” he quipped after a moment, “and roots begin to sprout. Come closer. It is almost done.”
Cassie moistened her lips and stepped inside the chamber. It was apparent, upon the first shocked glance, that this was not the armory. The top of the work table was littered with the tools of a jeweller’s trade: a scarred and charred crucible, tongs, files, sand for polishing, buttons and cakes of argentiferrous lead, tiny dorés of refined silver as well as long thin wires used to shape into filigrees. Hanging on the wall were chains of gold and silver, the candlelight making them glitter and wink with each flicker of the flame. A nearby shelf held goblets and plates stacked elbow-deep, wrought in solid gold.
There was more, all of it dazzling and stunning to eyes accustomed to seeing only wooden bowls and using whittled sticks for spoons. There were sword handles and daggers encrusted with jewels, church plates likely hidden here for safekeeping, alongside gold and silver crucifixes.
The jeweller’s hands were wrinkled with age, and thick around the knuckles. His fingers were blackened by years of working with silver and lead, and were moving slowly, rhythmically as he applied a polishing cloth to the object he held in his palm.
“Bring yourself closer, child. I do not often have the pleasure of company.”
“I am looking for the armory,” she said, staying where she was just inside the doorway.
“Ah yes. I hear the defenses are holding well. The regent’s taxman is not having so easy a time of it as he had hoped.”
“Lord Purefoy has vowed to keep the gates closed until it snows in hell.”
The old man chuckled. “Yes, he would say that. Just as his father would have done.”
Cassie’s interest was roused despite her need to find the armory and leave this creepsome place. Sir Thomas’s father had died before she and her father had come to settle at Belfontaine, but she’d heard tales of his exploits with the old king, Henry Secund. He had been the king’s champion, and—though it was only whispered as a rumor—lover to Queen Eleanor for most of the fifteen years she had been imprisoned by her husband.
“You knew the old master?”
The hooded figure chuckled again. “Aye, and his father before him. And his. I crossed the Channel with William the Norman, thinking to return home once he had conquered this strange, savage land. But alas I was needed here and stayed.”
“The Conqueror William?” Her eyebrow inched upward as she felt an imaginary tug on her leg. “You must be very old then.” Old and addled, she thought.
“Oh indeed. Verily I am called ancient by all who know me.”
“And who knows you? I, for one, have never seen you before and I have lived in the village these past ten years or more.”
His shoulders shrugged within the cowl. “I live in the forest and come and go without much notice.”
“Even if that is so, the gates have been closed and barred these past two weeks.”
“Ah, but I have my own gate. There.” He pointed a gnarled finger at a niche in the wall, a niche that proved to be, once she lifted her lantern to chase away the shadows, a doorway of sorts, waist high and shaped much like a mouse-hole.
“Do the guards know you come and go at will?”
“Old Ugly-Nose used to know. I made a trinket for his wife so he would keep his tongue between his teeth.”
He still had not looked up or turned around. Cassie inched closer and, detecting her curiosity, he lifted the cloth and tipped his hand to the light. Seeing what he held, what he was so intent on polishing, the breath caught in her throat. Jewels flashed and silver flared, for nestled in his palm was a large, silver pendant. The heart of it was an oval-shaped mirror, polished so finely that the reflection was almost as pure as that from glass or water. Surrounding it were vines made from silver filigree; set in the vines were emeralds representing leaves, and cabochon diamonds representing flowers.
“God’s truth,” she said in a hushed voice. “It is beautiful. Absolutely beautiful.”
“Truly?”
“Truly,” she said. “I swear it.”
He turned then and smiled up at her. His face was as wizened as his hands, the skin thin as parchment and wrinkled like berries left too long out in the sun. It was his eyes that caused her mouth to drop open, however. They were completely white, coated with a thick, milky caul that rendered him completely sightless. How he “saw” enough to create such a beautiful jewel was far beyond her knowledge.
“Would you like to hold it?”
“Me?” She took a step back at the thought. Once, when very young, she had held a silver coin until her father had smacked it out of her hand.
“Of course you.”
“Oh, but I mustn’t,” she whispered. “I dare not.”
“There is no one here to see you, child. Take it. Touch it. Hold it to your breast. I have done all I can do, but the metal is cold and needs the warmth of a pure heart to give it life.”
When still she hesitated, he reached around and took her hand in one of his, uncurling her fingers so that he could lay the heavy jewel in her palm. Almost instantly, she felt her skin react, though whether it was from the pendant itself or from the thought of holding something so beautiful and valuable, she could not have said. A tangible warmth started to spread up her arm, tingling across her chest and quivering down into her belly.
“The silver comes from Damascus, the gems once belonged to a Syrian prince. Think you it should be a pendant, hung about the neck?” he was asking. “Or a brooch pinned to a comely breast or cloak?”
“I...I have no thought as to either,” she stammered, her gaze locked to the sparkling facets.
“Ah well, we shall leave it up to the wearer then, shall we? But do look into the heart of it, child. Tell me what you see.”
Cassie swallowed hard and although she did not command her hand to do so, it raised the heavy pendant so that she could see into the polished surface of the mirror. She gasped a little, for the face that shone back at her was her own, yet not her own. In the reflection, her hair was full and shining, tousled about her face in a cloud of sunlight-yellow curls. Her large green eyes were wide and calm, her lips tipped at the corners as if sharing a secret smile. Her throat was slender and bare, and she was wearing a gown made of exquisite burgundy silk, brocaded with thread of gold. The very jewel she was holding lay against the bodice, and, reflected in the oval mirror was the face of a man...a man who was handsome beyond all decency. A man who looked shocking like Lord Thomas Purefoy.
She squeezed the pendant so hard she felt a sharp prick on the fleshy part of her thumb. It was enough to draw a tiny bead of blood and to bring her senses crashing back to earth. She all but threw the pendant back on the work table, then wiped her hand down the front of her tunic over and over again trying to rid her palm of the burning impression the jewel had left.
“What did you see?” the jeweller asked, sensing her distress.
“Nonsense,” she whispered. “I saw nonsense.”
He smiled and his hand groped a moment across the table until his fingers located the pendant. “What you saw was your own heart, child. You saw your heart’s fondest desire.”
Cassie backed up toward the door. “My fondest desire is to find the armory and return to the bailey before I am missed.”
“Of course. Of course. I have delayed you long enough. I bid you God’s speed, child, in everything you do.”
“You as well, sir.” She started back out the door, but paused and looked back. “I did not ask your name.”
“Godfrey,” he said, turning slightly. “I am called Godfrey the Lombard.”
“Be well and safe, Godfrey the Lombard,” she said, and left him to his work.
~~~
Cassie found the armory—duly marked with a carved shield on the door—and returned to the smithy with her sacks filled with iron for the arrowheads. William was pleased to find several small squares of hammered steel as well. He had already culled men from the walls who were familiar with fletching and tipping, foresters and huntsmen for the most part, all of whom he set to work at once. Cassie would have preferred to remain with them and make the arrowheads, but she departed reluctantly and found her way to the bath house.
It was located in a cluster of outbuildings near to the scullery and bread ovens, used mostly by huntsmen and visiting knights to refresh themselves before being presented to the lord. The tub was metal, lined with wood and sat on a raised platform under which fires were kept burning to keep the water hot. It was large enough to accommodate five or six big men at a time but at the moment there was only Cassandra and another older woman she knew as Nosey Rosie in the hut.
“I’ll take them rags of yourn, dearie,” Rosie said, wrinkling up her nose, which was prodigious enough to have earned her the nickname. “I’ve orders to see ye clean and presentable, a term ye could use to describe owt yer wearin’ at the moment.”
Cassie hugged her arms across her chest, protecting the leather jerkin from the fat hands that reached for it. “What are you going to do with my clothes?”
“Burning would be my first choice,” Rosie declared, “but leave go o’ them now. I’ll see they’re washed an’ hung out to dry in the sun.”
Warily, Cassie lowered her arms. She had but one pair of leggings, one tunic and one shirt and could ill afford to have any of the three burned or lost.
“God’s trewth, girl.” Rosie was behind her unplaiting the tangle of her hair as Cassie unlaced her shirt and leggings and set them aside. “Ye’ve got whole families o’ creatures livin’ in here.”
She clucked her tongue and shooed Cassie into the hot water while she went and found some harsh soap. It was only the second time in her life that Cassie had bathed in a proper tub. Usually she made do with a bucket and cloth, or washed in a nearby icy stream. Heating water was an unheard-of luxury.
As she sank up to her shoulders in the warmed water, she smiled. This must be why noble men and women had such white skin and smelled so sweet. She splashed her hands across the surface and carried water to her shoulders and neck, thinking she felt quite regal in a genuine real hot bath.
A large fat hand covered her head and pushed, sending her down under the surface of the water. It held her there while she thrashed and spluttered and her lungs were emptied of air. The hand let her come up again, but only long enough to pour something horrid and smelly in her hair, give it a rub, then dunk her under again.
“Lice,” Rosie declared. “Ye’d not want to see them hoppin’ from yer head to his lordship’s pigeon pie, now would ye?”
Cassie was still swearing, still sputtering. Her eyes were stinging from whatever Rosie had poured onto her head, and now it was compounded by yet another concoction that was rubbed and scrubbed into her hair half a dozen times, before being rinsed and scrubbed again. By the time Rosie declared the waist-long mass bug-free, her scalp was on fire and she was fuming close to tears.
“Do ye need help scrubbin’ yer nether parts or can ye manage that much yer own self?”
“Myself,” Cassie gasped. “I can manage myself.”
“Good. Here’s the soap, here’s the cloth. I’ll be checkin’ when yer done so no sense just ticklin’ it over yer hide an’ callin’ it clean.”
Cassie glared, but the woman simply put her hands to her hips and glared back.
In the end, she soaked and scrubbed and rubbed her toes and fingernails with sand; she soaped her face until she was sure her freckles had come off then stood and allowed Rosie to pour a bucket of water scented with lavender oil over her hair and body. Following a harsh drubbing with a towel, she sat in front of the fire and endured another round of cussing while her hair was brushed and dried. A plain white linen sheath was dropped over her head followed by a tunic of pale green damask. Long sleeves were laced to the shoulders and a narrow braided rope of silk threads went around her waist, tied so the tasselled ends fell straight down the middle, almost to the floor.
There were no polished steel mirrors in the bath house so she had no idea what she looked like, and she was too busy looking down, admiring the soft green slippers that peeked from beneath the hem of the gown to notice the expression on Rosie’s face. When she did look up, the woman’s frown was sternly back in place.
“Have a care not to drip grease on the frock or wipe yer mouth on a sleeve. Try to walk like a lady, shoulders back, chin up, titties out, an’ no stompin’ about like a woodcutter’s oaf. Speak only when yer spoke to. Don’t pick yer nose or fart or scratch anything, an’ for pity’s sake, don’t swill more’n a mouthful of the wine or ye’ll end up on yer back with yer legs in the air before ye can blink.”
Cassie repeated her orders and nodded. Her belly was full of butterflies and her hands were shaking as she followed Rosie into the keep. Despite having lived most of her life in the village, she had been inside the great hall but three times. On those occasions she had been conscripted along with every other girl above the age of ten to carry and serve food to a throng of guests. There had been no cause for great feasts held at Belfontaine these past few years, so her memories were more of running hither and thither with platters of meat and fowl, staring in awe at knights and their ladies, their colorful garments, while avoiding their huge snapping wolfhounds who attempted to snatch whole chickens off her tray.
Now she stood at the arched portal at the rear of the hall and felt her knees quake anew. It was a large, imposing chamber with tall stone walls that stretched three storeys up to a maze of arched beams that criss-crossed the vaulted ceiling. Lacking windows below the level of the second storey, light was provided by a score of tall iron stands that seated a dozen or more fat wax candles. Fires blazed at either end of the hall, in hearths large enough to hold half a tree trunk. There were chutes built above the fires to carry the smoke up through the roof, but a good deal of it escaped and formed a hazy layer under the ceiling beams. Rushes crackled underfoot. Pennons, banners, crests, and shields decorated the spaces along the walls that were not covered by massive woven tapestries.
At one end was a raised dais where the lord and his special guests sat to dine. Below were trestle tables stretched down either side of the hall where knights, priests, verderers, and squires would sit, their rank of importance readily identified by how far they sat above or below the square salt cellars. Pilgrims and priests were usually well below the salt, and lowest of all were common villeins and villagers who ate the scraps and gnawed the bones left by their betters.
It was there, at the lower end of the table that Cassie thought she would be seated, but Rosie nudged her shoulder and pointed to the dais. Sir Thomas was seated there, slouched to one side in his chair, his head propped in his hand—a hand that occasionally rubbed his temple indicating he was not dozing, as she had first assumed, but that he was deep in troublesome thought. To his far left was Sir Hubert and another knight locked in quiet conversation. To his right was an empty X-chair and beside that, another pair of knights.
“Surely not,” Cassie whispered over a fresh surge of panic. It was one thing to dream about being regarded as an equal, to long for something and someone she could never have, and to hoard such longings inside like a wretched secret never to be shared.
It was quite another to walk boldly up to the dais and take a seat beside the lord of the castle and his vaunted knights.
She turned and tried to dash back toward the bath house. Rosie’s bulk blocked her path on one side, then the other until finally she grabbed her by the shoulders, spun her around, and pushed her back inside the great hall. By then the commotion had been noticed by the handful of weary defenders taking their meal between watches on the walls. And, horror of horrors, by Lord Thomas Purefoy himself, whose voice echoed angrily along the empty hall to demand an explanation.
“Now ye’ve done it,” Rosie sighed. “Get on up there, girl, and mind everythin’ I’ve told ye.”
Thomas was frowning. He was short on fighting men but heavily burdened with villagers. They had come inside the walls carrying only what they could gather in haste, filled with expectations of being fed and protected by their liege. His walls were tall and thick, but his harvests had been burned in the field, and his stores were dwindling. Only this morning he had ordered one of the last bullocks slaughtered so there would be meat on the table and hot broth to warm their bellies. Thankfully the well was still sweet and deep and there was water aplenty, but the ale was running low and he had grudgingly ordered the seneschal to water it by half.
Now the servants were squabbling and the seneschal, who should deal with such nonsense, was nowhere in sight. He recognized Rosie the laundress, but not the one she was pushing and shoving and ordering forward. As the girl came closer, he noted the green of her tunic and the tassels on her belt that danced side to side with each step she took. A gleaming cloud of blonde hair surrounded her face and shoulders, the light from the candles sparking it with gold and fiery shades of russet.
Closer still he could make out the features of her face as she passed from one pool of light to the next, though her eyes were lowered and her mouth set in a grim line. Her complexion was tanned and smooth, with blushed cheeks and a lovely little nose. She was tall and slender and there was something about the way she walked...
His eyes widened and his brows lifted.
It was the fletcher’s daughter. The archer. The layers of grime had been scoured away, the boyish clothes had been exchanged for a softly feminine tunic, and while her expression looked a little like a deer staring down the shaft of a hunter’s crossbow, she moved with a measure of determined pride that had the other knights at the dais stopping in mid-sentence to mark her approach.
Thomas stood, though he had no memory of doing so. He was on his feet when she climbed the two steps to the dais and walked toward him. Her hair flowed around her shoulders like liquid sunlight, spilling down her sleeves, so silky and fine it fanned out in the breeze produced by simply walking.
She stopped before him and dropped into a curtsey. “God’s grace to you, my lord.”
“And to you,” he murmured. Becoming conscious of the stares from the dais as well as the hall, he indicated the chair for her to sit down, then sat again himself. Conversations around them resumed and a lackey appeared to set a trencher of bread before her on the table. At a nod from Thomas, a goblet was produced and filled with wine.
Normally not at a loss for words, especially with the fairer sex, he found his tongue to be firmly squeezed against the roof of his mouth. She smelled of some sweet flower he could not put a name to, and he found himself sorely aching to touch a strand of that silky hair, to know if it was as soft as it appeared.
His life, of late, had been far too busy to think of women, and his physical needs, when they pressed in upon him, had been released hither and yon with any number of castle wenches who were only too happy to oblige. He was mildly surprised to find his body reacting to the girl beside him now. Reacting in such a way as to make him shift forward on the chair and reach for the platter of cold meat and cheeses.
“You must be hungry,” he said with the profundity of a scholar.
She raised her eyes to his for the first time and he was stymied again. Dark deep green they were, as clear as a still pond in the forest.
“I do thank you, my lord, but I broke my fast earlier today with the other archers, and it would hardly be fair to fill my belly again while they go without. We are promised broth for our supper, and so I shall be content with that.”
“Your intent is honorable and loyal, girl. But if de Caux’s men find their courage again and return to the catapult, and if I put you on the south tower to keep discouraging them, none will know if you have taken a piece of cheese or not.”
“I will know it, my lord.”
He leaned back in his big wooden chair and regarded her with enough intensity to send varying shades of red and pink into her cheeks.
“And does this virtuous abstinence extend to the wine as well?”
She ran the tip of her tongue across her dry lips and glanced at the shimmering red liquid in her goblet. “The men on the walls have only had ale, a weak and watery brew at that.”
“Edward!”
His squire jumped forward. “My lord?”
“Fetch Mistress Fletcher a stoup of weak, watery ale.”
“Aye, my lord.”
He hastened away to fill the command and Thomas reached for the goblet of wine, draining half of it in a swallow. When the squire returned with a plain wooden bowl of ale, he leaned back again and waved a hand to indicate she should drink.
“You were going to tell me how you came to be such a fine archer.”
She sipped from the edge of the bowl to moisten her mouth and set it down again. “I know not where the skill comes from, my lord, aside from a keen eye and a steady hand. Father said I could shoot the eye out of a hare when I was four.”
“Why was I not informed of this skill until today?”
“Would you have done more than smile and nod and pat me on the head?”
“I might have. You give me little credit.”
“Then you should know I can read and write as well. I can do sums and I make the very fine paper your seneschal uses to keep your books, letters, and journals. I speak French and Latin, though I find writing both to be a test of patience.”
He continued to stare for a moment, then tipped his head back and laughed. It was a deep-throated, completely masculine sound and echoed throughout the great hall, causing conversations to pause once again.
Noting the interest, he stood and took up his goblet of wine. “Come with me, girl. Bring your ale.”
He walked away from the board without waiting to see if she followed. With a glance around the hall, and specifically at Edward the squire, who was attending upon her chair, she stood and dutifully followed the knight across the dais and up the staircase that led to his private apartments in the north tower. Her nerves, by the time she climbed the winding stairs, were jangling so badly the ale was splashing over the sides of the bowl.
On the upper landing, she paused to catch a full breath and steady herself. Every eye in the great hall had been upon them and every thought behind those eyes must have been assuming he was taking her to his chambers to bed her.
In truth, that was her first thought as well and she knew not whether she should be terrified or thrilled beyond measure.
He appeared at the arched doorway and frowned.
“Come along. I don’t bite.”
She could not feel her feet but by some inner command, they moved forward. She followed him through the antechamber, where a spartan pallet suggested this was where his squire slept. Through another, thicker oak door, she entered the main solar, a large room with a raised bed at one end, several chests and an armoire at the other, and a very tall, very wide cupboard without doors that held at least a hundred books. The rest of the space was taken up by a hearth, a writing table, and a large padded chair with a tall carved back. Tapestries hung on all the walls and there were carpets underfoot. Three shuttered windows afforded breathtaking views of the fields and forests surrounding the castle, each with deep ledges and real glass panes.
A magnificent, full suit of armor stood on a wooden frame, the hauberk made of polished steel half moons. Beside it were three swords of varying lengths, a shield with his coat of arms, a helm, and various other weapons and garments of war that gleamed in oiled readiness.
“When you say you can write Latin and French, I assume that means you can read both?”
“Yes, my lord. Most of the words.”
“No offense, but a fletcher would not seem to be the type to educate a son, much less a daughter.”
“No offense taken, but he was not always a fletcher. And it was my mother who insisted I learn to do more than scrub pots and breed babies. She was...”
Cassie paused and bit on her lip.
“Go on. She was...?”
“The daughter of a Saxon nobleman and well-schooled herself.”
“And your father?”
“He was a second son and thus studied for the priesthood.” The question was in his eyes and she answered before he gave voice to it. “My grandfather was the Earl of West Saxony. His lands and titles were seized when it was thought he encouraged the barons to revolt against the Norman invaders.”
“And did he?”
Her eyes sparked. “Yes. Proudly so.”
Thomas’s smile was a little crooked. “And does the grand-daughter of this Saxon nobleman still regard us as invaders?”
She offered no immediate reply and he smiled again. Walking over to his escritoire he searched amongst the papers for a moment until he found the one he wanted. The wax seal had been broken and the page smudged through various attempts to cipher the words.
“As much as you find Latin and French to be a test of your patience, I find Saxon Englishry to be a maze of confusion. Think you it would go against your grain to read it for me? It is ancient and the script is ruined in places, but it was found along with some trinkets in this old box, which, in turn was discovered recently in the wine cellars.”
Cassie approached the desk slowly. Beams of sunlight were streaming through the tall arched window behind him, making tiny dust motes that were suspended in the air glitter around his shoulders. His hair gleamed blue-black, his face was in profile and the sight made her heart leap high into her throat.
To distract herself, she looked at the box. It was old and made of wood, banded with leather straps. It bore a sturdy iron lock that had obviously been forced open, for a jewelled dagger lay beside it, the tip snapped off.
“As stubborn and unyielding as some Saxons I know,” he murmured.
Cassie was about to offer up a retort when a stray beam of sunlight flashed off something inside the box and caught her eye. A frown creased her brow as she drew forward and the retort turned into a small gasp.
Nestled inside the box on a scrap of velvet was the silver mirror pendant, the one she had seen and touched not two hours ago.
“I see he finished it,” she said.
“Who finished what?”
She pointed. “The pendant. The old jewel-maker was polishing it when I went to the cellars to fetch iron for my father.”
“You must be mistaken. The chest and the pendant have been here, in my chambers for a sennight or more. As I said, it was found in one of the empty storerooms and I only broke through the lock last night. The parchment, the pendant and a handful of other jewels and chains were inside.”
Cassie shook her head, making the pale cloud of her hair dance in the sunlight. “No. It is the same pendant. I saw your jewel-maker polishing it. There could not be two so much alike.”
Thomas’s eyes narrowed. “There is no jewel-maker here at Belfontaine. What you see before you is the extent of all this castle possesses in terms of gold or silver. And that, as I said, has only recently come into my possession.”
“But I saw him. I spoke to him. He was at his work table and he...” she stopped and looked at the pendant again. She could see her reflection in the mirror and for one heart-stopping moment, she stared at her tousled blonde hair and thought it looked exactly the way—
“He what?”
She pulled her gaze from the pendant with an effort. “H-he said the silver had come from Damascus, the stones had belonged to a Syrian prince.”
Thomas scoffed. “Who has filled your head with such tales? Did he have a name?”
“Godfrey. Godfrey the Lombard. And...”
“Yes? And?”
“And...he was blind.”
Thomas folded his arms across his massive chest and regarded her from beneath an arched eyebrow. “A blind jewel-maker?”
“But I saw him.” Her voice trailed away and she bit her lip. “I could not have imagined it. If so then I must have imagined the other gold and silver plates, the cups, the chains...”
Thomas’s left eyebrow arched as high as his right. “Gold plate? Here, in Belfontaine?”
“In the jewel-maker’s workroom. In the cellars. I saw them. And I touched this,” she reached into the box and lifted the pendant, curling her fingers around it. “I held it, just like this, and...and look!” She opened her palm and pointed to the scratch on the pad of her thumb, then turned the pendant over and found the tiny rough edge on the silver that had dug into her hand. “It even pricked me.”
Thomas was looking at her as if she had lost half her senses.
“You don’t believe me.”
“I don’t disbelieve you, I just—”
“I will not be called a liar,” she said, her cheeks flushing hot.
“I am not calling you a liar,” he said gently. “But you have been up on a tower roof for several weeks without respite, you suffer from lack of sleep, poor food—”
“I saw him,” she insisted flatly, the green of her eyes flashing as hot as the emeralds on the pendant. “I saw him and I spoke to him. His hands touched mine. He was as real as you or I.”
Thomas clamped his jaw to a square ridge. “Fair enough. There is, of course, one way to verify the existence of this...this Godfrey the Lombard.”
He took her by the hand and strode out of his chamber. She had to run to keep apace, hair and skirts flying out behind her. His grip remained firm as he led her down the winding steps and across the dais of the great hall. He went directly to the narrow portal that led to the covered, winding steps and dragged her round and round the steep corkscrew case until they were in the cellars below.
Only then did he leave go of her hand to take up a pitch-soaked torch and touch it to one of the candles in the passageway. When the flame burst into life, he shoved the torch into her hand and pointed. “Show me.”
Cassie blinked in the bright flare of light. He was angry and she was beginning to wonder if she had, indeed, suffered some loss of senses, but she grit her teeth and started off along the arched stone undercroft, following it to the second wooden door and the guard’s post. It was deserted, as it had been the first time, and she passed through, ducking her head below the lintel with a grudging hope he would fail to bend and it might scrape the hair off the top of his head.
But he leaned to avoid the shaving and soon they were walking along the smaller passage, the torch throwing enough light to scatter rats and mice well ahead of them.
She held the torch up to three small doors as they paused before each, looking for the odd little carving she had noted on her first visit. She found it on the fourth door and stopped, letting the light flicker over the depiction of the moon and stars. It was dark inside, there were no streamers of light showing through the gap along the floor, but the latch worked just as easily as it had that morning and, lifting it, she pushed the door open and stepped aside so that Thomas could enter before her.
Even before the light from the torch bloomed inside, Cassie had an odd, scratchy feeling down her spine. It proved to be a harbinger of worse to come, for as she looked around, there was no sign of the work table, no shelves lined with gold and silver plate, no chains or crucibles or wires waiting to be plied into filigree.
Her mouth slackened out of its stubborn tightness as she moved to the middle of the small chamber and turned a full, slow circle, the motion causing smoke from the burning pitch to stream out like the tail of a comet behind the torch.
There was nothing. Nothing but decades worth of dust and cobwebs hanging in ghostly curtains from the ceiling.
While she stood frozen, riddled with confusion, Sir Hubert came crunching along the passageway with two other knights, all three carrying torches, their short cloaks belling out behind like great bat wings. They had seen Thomas dragging her across the great hall and had followed, anticipating some sort of trouble, for they each had their swords drawn.
Seeing them, Thomas stepped out of the room and murmured a few words. After swords were sheathed again, all four knights turned and looked at Cassie.
“I... I must have miscounted the rooms,” she said. But although she searched up and down the corridor, going into every chamber and thrusting her torch inside to be sure, she found no other doors marked with the moon and stars and no chambers holding the glitter of gold.
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