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Chapter 1




After two days aboard ship, Edouard de
Chamfort hated The Maria, her captain, crew and everything about
the sea. Captain Grimandi informed him, with a suspiciously benign
expression, that he did not yet have his sea legs. Edouard could
not argue with the Captain's assessment. From the moment the
caravel left harbor he had been plagued by seasickness. It was not
an easy thing to hide, nor was it easy to endure Grimandi's false
solicitude and the crew's grins. He tried to do so with good grace.
Then the storm blew up.

On the third day out from port
the wind strengthened. Clouds heavy and dark as smoke roiled above
white capped waves. Whipped by wind and stinging
rain, Edouard
stayed on deck, determined to avoid the cramped cabin with its
musty air.

Across the slate dark water, clouds and
sea merged. On the horizon lightning forked the sky. Each moment
the waves grew bigger. The Maria pitched into troughs and bobbed
like a cork on the crest of foaming waves. Edouard was no sailor,
but he could hear Captain Grimandi yelling. He saw the crew moving
with grim purpose, taking in sails, lashing down cargo. Bad as it
was he realized there could be worse to come.

The caravel pitched and bucked like a
nervous horse. Edouard grabbed a rail as his feet slid from beneath
him on spray soaked planks. The sudden movement jolted his injured
shoulder, leaving him too breathless to curse. The wound was not
healing as it should. He had used up the salve Roslaire de Lyon had
given him, but the pain was worse, and each day he felt weaker.
Weakness was dangerous, something he must hide. He was fleeing for
his life, incognito on a vessel where he had no friends. Sometimes
when he woke it all seemed impossible, as if he was caught in a
dream. The hope faded quickly, crushed by the memory of Michel's
death.

Edouard closed his eyes for a moment,
thinking of Michel. Above his head sails flapped and shredded as
men rushed to bring them down. He heard wood splinter. The ship's
familiar creak and groan had turned into an ominous wail.

He went to look for the Captain and found
him at the wheel. Short and stubby, with a seaman's sharp eyes and
a shark's instinct for weakness, Grimandi was a man whose every
thought was for his ship and his margin of profit. Edouard had too
many secrets to feel safe around him.

Legs astride, braced against the roll of
the deck, the Captain gripped the wheel like an anxious lover. He
cast one glance at Edouard and ignored him to shout urgent
instructions. Edouard made his way towards him, clinging onto any
rail or rope as the ship pitched. Mistiming a step he slipped and
fell hard against lashed cargo. His injured shoulder screamed
protest, sickness rose like a wave. Grimandi yelled and a seaman
helped him to his feet. He had to stand for a moment, gripping the
rope until the sickness and dizziness passed. The pain in his
shoulder was spreading down his arm and across his back. Grimandi
was watching him with a calculating gaze. Edouard pulled himself
upright, hiding the effort and the pain.

"How long will the storm last, Captain?"

Grimandi's eyes and attention were back on
the sails. "I don't know, nor intend to find out."

Edouard did not like the sound of that. His
shoulder throbbed as if he was being stabbed over and over. He
swallowed nausea and chose his words carefully. Roslaire de Lyon
had warned him about Grimandi. "What do you mean?" he asked.

"We'll rest safe in harbor whilst the storm
blows itself out." Grimandi glared at him. "What else would I mean?
I'll not risk her needlessly."

"You intend returning to Fourges?"

"Yes." Grimandi growled impatiently and
turned aside to summon his first mate.

"Is there another choice of port?"

Grimandi shook his head. The first mate
arrived and spoke urgently with the Captain.

Edouard waited until the mate was sent on
another errand. "You can't turn back to Fourges," he said, doing
his best to make it a straightforward command. He did not have the
strength for an argument. He barely had the strength to stay
upright.

Grimandi laughed, mirthless. "Whatever
your hurry, it'll wait." He gave Edouard a sideways glance,
smirking as he looked him up and down. "I'd have thought you be
glad to set foot on dry land."

"No," said Edouard. He staggered a couple
of paces as the deck pitched beneath his feet. "You can't go back."
He glanced around. "Not unless you want to face a charge of
treason." That caught Grimandi's attention and wiped the smirk from
his face. A pocket of silence surrounded them, the noise of the
crew and vessel suddenly distant. Grimandi was staring at him, eyes
hooded and suspicious. Edouard knew he had to convince him. There
was nothing for it but the truth, however unpleasant. "Return to
Fourges and you will lose your boat and put your crew at
risk."

He could see the Captain thinking back,
working it through. This was not the first time Grimandi had
flirted with the law, albeit unknowingly in this case. The Captain
was not a stupid man. It did not take him long.

"Who are you?" Grimandi asked.

Edouard reached for his sword. Grimandi
flinched back a half pace without releasing the wheel. He watched
as Edouard slipped aside the leather covering the hilt to reveal
the Chamfort crest.

Grimandi cursed and all but stamped his feet
in fury. His knuckles blanched white against the dark wood. "De
Lyon, he knew, that's why he chose the Maria. He didn't want to
risk his own ships and captains." He spat into the wind and wiped a
sleeve across his mouth. His eyes narrowed as he studied the sea
and sky, no doubt judging risk and calculating profit. "I've done
nothing wrong. Why shouldn't I take my chances safe in harbor?"

There were two answers. "You've been well
paid," said Edouard. "And promised more. I'll see you receive a
handsome reward when we reach Micia's court." He did not mention
the jewels hidden beneath his shirt. His hand rested lightly on the
hilt of his sword. An unspoken threat. He doubted he had the
strength to enforce it, but Grimandi did not know that.

"It's a fortune I'll not see if we go down
and don't make it to Allesarion." Calculating, Grimandi scratched
his chin, nails rasping against stubble.

"The risk is as great if you return to
Fourges, and if you do there'll be no chance of profit," said
Edouard. "My uncle will see you and your crew in chains." He
watched Grimandi's face as the Captain weighed the odds.

Grimandi would have seen the soldiers
searching the dockside the night they left Fourges. Perhaps he and
his crew had been questioned. Edouard realized how careful Roslaire
de Lyon had been, bringing him aboard moments before the Maria
sailed. De Lyon had known how to work Grimandi, that the prospect
of a fat purse and another to follow would convince the Captain to
overlook any concerns. It was a harder call now.

"King Ferdinand is not a forgiving man,"
said Edouard. He knew this to be an understatement. He could
imagine the current state of his uncle's temper, and he could not
claim it was without cause. But Ferdinand knew only one side of the
story. Edouard could not deny he had made mistakes; that did not
make him a traitor or a murderer.

His mistakes had had terrible
consequences. The memory of leaving Michel to die was with him
constantly, something he could never change. He had failed those he loved,
his brothers, Elle, his father and, of course, Mariette who did not
love him, and now would have cause to despise him.

He would return and answer for
what he had done when he could offer the whole story and identify
the real traitors to Ferdinand. That had been Michel's advice. It was not
an easy course to follow. He had no idea how he would discover the
truth, no idea what awaited him in Allesarion.

For a moment it was too much. The thought
came to him, he could go back. In many ways it would be easier to
face the charges than live with the guilt. It would take one word
to Grimandi.

He kept silent. If it had been only his
future at stake he would have let Grimandi turn back. Face whatever
was to come. But there were others who would be caught up in his
disgrace. His father and family, even if they did not stand by him,
they would suffer. And if they were foolish enough to defend him
they would be at odds with the King and at risk; the thought made
Edouard shiver. He had no choice; it was simple. He must convince
Grimandi.

"Ferdinand will know by now that I have
escaped his net." It was likely if not certain. De Lyon might even
have told the King, to cover his own position. "In time he may
learn on which vessel." To an extent he was at Grimandi's mercy.
Injured, he did not have the strength to force the man's obedience.
Not through a storm and six day voyage. He needed the Captain, was
not such a reckless fool to think he could do this without him.
Grimandi did not know that, could not be sure he was safe. Edouard
hoped that for once his ill-deserved reputation might work in his
favor.

The Maria pitched and rolled, timbers
groaning as if she expressed her Captain's bad temper. Grimandi
cursed again and smacked a fist against his thigh. He cast Edouard
a venomous look. "You and de Lyon have done me a fine service and
now you would threaten me?"

"I just ask you to honor the bargain we
made. It was your choice."

"Ferdinand's mercy or the sea's. Now tis not
much of a choice." Grimandi scanned the horizon, scented the wind
like a hound. His hands busy with the wheel.

Edouard guessed the man was a fine
Captain. Capable of seeing the Maria through a storm. He resettled
his sword, hoping the reminder would be enough to convince
Grimandi.

Grimandi watched him. "Are you threatening
me?"

"Of course not." Edouard said trying to
sound sweet and reasonable, knowing the point had been made. "It
was a fair bargain, a quick run to Allesarion for a fine reward,"
he said. "No one could have foreseen the storm. I'll see you profit
for helping me, and cover any damage. I'll wager Ferdinand will not
be so generous. But it's your choice."

"I should throw you overboard now."

Edouard laughed, as if he did not have a
care in the world. "You could try." His fingers caressed the hilt
of his sword. "But even if you lived to succeed it would not earn
you any profit, and you'd still have to give Ferdinand an
explanation. And he would not be the only one. Roslaire de Lyon, my
father…" He let the words sink in. Grimandi was no fool. "Surely
there is a way to avoid the storm without turning back. Roslaire
spoke highly of your skill." It was a weak and belated attempt at
flattery.

Grimandi eyed him sourly. "And if I say
no?"

Edouard did not answer. Grimandi watched him
for a moment and then shook his head, growling like a dog who had
lost a bone. "Very well, damn you. There's a chance the storm will
blow itself out by nightfall. You best pray it does. Now stay out
of the way, we've work to do."

Edouard was glad to. The weakness that had
threatened throughout the discussion hit him. He found a sheltered
corner and sat down before he fell down. He settled his back
against the damp wood, trying to protect his shoulder from being
buffeted as the ship plunged like a wild horse.

He hoped Grimandi was right about the storm.
He did not want more men to die because of him. He closed his eyes
and saw Michel's face, felt the stickiness of Michel's blood on his
hands.


Chapter 2

 


Mariette de Montmercy was tired. She had not
felt so exhausted and sick at heart since Hugo's death. She longed
for home, for her children. Instead she sat at a table in Edgar de
Michelac's home and listened to the leaders of the Compact argue
over the fate of a man she had nearly loved.

That admission, even made in the privacy
of her own thoughts, shamed and angered her. What she had felt for
Edouard de Chamfort was a betrayal of Hugo and the life and love
they had shared. She knew it had been a betrayal of another kind,
one of many in pursuit of revenge for Hugo's death. Too late for
regret. She glanced at Roslaire and found his grey eyes on her. She
looked away first. These past few days, though he had said nothing,
she had felt the sting of his judgment. He knew too much,
understood too much. But he remained with them and, though she was
careful to hide this from him, she was comforted by his
presence.

Not all the members of the Compact were
present, Bruno had gone north to Debrauche; Brother Liam was away
on a personal pilgrimage to Tarsien, determined to discover more
about the shadow creature. Despite these absences there were enough
members present to drag out a discussion. A discussion that gave
her no pleasure, but one in which she must play her
part.

She had listened to the same arguments
over and over. She had provided proof that Edouard de Chamfort had
ridden with the shadow knights, proof that he was guilty of murder
and treason. It was a terrible thing to betray a lover, but he was
not the man she had thought him. It was worse to know it was a
betrayal of his father too; Rupert was her friend. He had helped
her when she was in need. In return she had spied on him and his
family. She had kept the truth about his son from him, denying him
the chance to intervene. It had been done for the best of reasons.
He had deserved better from her.

When she had given the Compact proof of
Edouard's involvement with St Andre and the shadow she had expected
the members to act, not argue. She had sacrificed too much to see
nothing come of it. She listened and said little. In truth, unless
forced to, she did not want to decide a course of action. But there
must be action.

Mathieu argued for caution. Edgar agreed
with him. Diane argued for giving the evidence against Edouard to
King Ferdinand. Roslaire said nothing, but there was something in
that silence that nagged at her. She was certain he was keeping
information from them.

Jaime argued for summary justice, or, more
bluntly, murder.

"This is not why I joined the Compact,"
Mathieu said.

"Why did you join if not to act?" Jaime
asked. "We have searched long and hard to gather evidence; we have
risked our lives, seen innocents die. We have proof Edouard de
Chamfort is in league with the shadow. It is time to strike back.
Why else are we here?"

No one answered. Jaime pointed to the boy.
"If he has the courage for this, so should we."

The boy, Remy, sat in the corner and looked
terrified.

"We will act," said Diane firmly. "It is a
question of how." She touched Mariette's hand, an unusual gesture
of reassurance. Then she glared at her son. "Jaime, we do not
sanction murder. Nor is it our place to convict a man without trial
or hearing."

Jaime glared back at her. "It is not
murder."

"What would you call it?" she asked.

"Justice."

Mariette had heard Jaime's argument many
times. It was not one she could support. Thankfully it was not one
other members of the Compact would support. Most importantly,
Mathieu would not allow it and the Compact would not go against
Mathieu. She was also glad Diane was here; Jaime's mother was one
of the few people who could deal with his temper.

"It is not our place to dispense justice.
Nor even to judge guilt." Edgar spoke softly in support of Diane.
"That is the King's prerogative."

This was something most of them accepted.
It left them with a problem. They had proof against Edouard de
Chamfort, but very little against St Andre and his co-conspirators,
if they existed. It seemed unlikely St Andre had acted alone.
Without proof against St Andre they were left with Edouard and a
further problem. There were risks in identifying Edouard's treason
to the King.

Edgar glanced round the room. "Let's break
for a moment. I will send for refreshment. We need time to rest and
think." At Diane's nod, he went to make the
arrangements.

Mariette was glad of the break. Her head
ached from the endless repetition of the arguments. She had joined
the Compact to bring her husband's murderers to justice. She had
found evidence against Edouard, despite her personal feelings for
him. Or perhaps it was because of those feelings. If he could
betray her he could betray anyone. She also knew, in some part of
her heart, that it did not make him responsible for Hugo's
murder.

It should have been simple enough, take
what they knew to the King, let him deal with it. But it was a
dangerous time. Fourges was unsettled since news of the terrible
defeat at Ralmadre had reached the city. The King's position was
weakened by the defeat and by Prince Arnaud's ill health, and his
failure to provide an heir.

She looked to Roslaire. "Any news from the
army?"

Roslaire had helped finance the fleet that
supported the army's attack on the port of Ralmadre. His ships were
still blockading the port, raiding and capturing vessels attempting
to enter or leave. It was a step away from piracy, but with letters
of marque from Ferdinand, Roslaire would make more than double the
fortune he had invested.

He shrugged. "The retreat to Etrives is
complete. Soon the commanders will return and the inquest can
begin."

She knew him too well.
There was something
in his manner she did not quite trust. "Where were you last night?"
she asked.

He shrugged again. "Busy." His grey eyes
were dark and unreadable, never a good sign. Was he hiding a tryst
from her? She wondered how many lovers he had and was surprised by
the thought. It was none of her business; they flirted and played
the game of lovers, but it was a game. She had used him. He had
allowed it. Beyond that she was not sure where his loyalty lay.
More importantly she was not even sure whether the Compact could
trust Roslaire. She did not press him further. Instead she went to
talk to Remy. He was sitting in a corner looking miserable. She
couldn't blame him for that.

"You're not eating," she said. The boy
always looked anxious now. It had been hard for him to speak out,
and to know that it was his evidence against Edouard which made the
difference. Now he must listen to the results of his words. She
wondered if she should send him away. "Let me get you some bread
and cheese."

He shook his head. "No thank you."

"You must eat, Remy."

"When will this be over?" he sounded
plaintive. He was barely fifteen and, despite everything that had
happened, young for his age. She could hardly imagine how much this
talk frightened him. "I don't want to be part of this anymore," he
said.

"You have played your part." She reassured
him. "You gave your evidence. That was important, Remy." Still the
boy would not look at her. She reached out and touched his
shoulder. "You understand how important?"

"But I'm not sure now. Perhaps I was
mistaken." He blurted the words. "It is hard to remember exactly
what happened." A breathless pause before he admitted. "I was
scared."

"But you saw Edouard and the Mayor in the
crypt. You saw him with the shadow knights at Debrauche."

Remy nodded miserably. "But I think he
saved my life at Debrauche."

Mariette took hold of his hand. "I
understand, Remy. It is a difficult thing to give evidence against
someone and then to see the consequences. But you have a duty to
all those who have suffered and died." The boy looked haunted by
her words. He had seen that suffering first hand. Even so, she was
not sure how much she had reassured him.

There was no more time.
Edgar and Diane had
returned to their places at the table. She stood up and drew Remy
with her, hoping his nerve would hold. He followed obediently. At
the table, Jaime's mother was already speaking. Mariette had never
been fond of Diane de Baccasar, but you could not deny she had a
way of getting things done.

"Let us be clear, if we go to the King
with what we have the blame will fall on one man. St Andre and any
others behind this evil will disappear into the shadows. We know St
Andre is guilty, but we do not have enough evidence to implicate
him. His position with the King is too secure. Edouard de Chamfort
will take the blame." Diane raised a hand to silence Jaime. "I do
not say we shouldn't do this, but first let us consider what other
options we have."

"Surely the evidence against de Chamfort
will be enough to prove the Marechal St Andre's complicity." Edgar
spread a document on the table. "We have collated the reports of
each attack. The movements of the shadow knights are plotted out.
It is all here, every attack, every murder. Each piece linking to
the next."

"But when you look closer, it is not that
simple," Mathieu admitted. "We have witnesses to link de Chamfort
to attacks against innocent villages. Yet when we trace the
movements of St Andre's men and the shadow knights, who did what
becomes blurred and impossible to distinguish. The Marechal can
claim he planned attacks on the King's orders, there is no proof he
acted against his remit. He could walk away from this without
blemish."

There was a moment's silence.

"Unless de Chamfort implicates
him," said
Diane. "But will he talk, and will his word be enough to condemn
the King's most trusted general?"

No one spoke.

"Of course, most men talk under
questioning," said Diane prosaically.

Mariette looked to Roslaire, unsettled by
his silence. "You know the King's mood since Ralmadre. What do you
think?"

Roslaire's golden curls glinted in the
sun. A ruby sparkled in his ear. He looked bored, but she knew that
looks could deceive. He knew something, she was sure of
it.

He paused a moment before he spoke, "I think
you have talked this to death because you know that de Chamfort's
word will not be enough. He is a pawn, but a well-chosen pawn.
Ferdinand will look no further than de Chamfort and his family for
the traitor. Follow this course and you risk starting a civil war
that will rip Valderon apart. Only the guilty will profit. It is
perhaps what those truly responsible want."

Civil war, a horror they all dreaded.
Mariette could not disagree. It had stopped her from going to
Rupert with her suspicions. It was what held them all from acting,
the risk of conflict between the King and his brother.

"He's right," she said. "If we
take our accusation against Edouard de Chamfort to the King, there
are too many uncertainties." She paused. "So much depends on how
Ferdinand reacts. His distrust of his brother is legendary, if
unfounded. This will seem like proof of what he has always
believed. After the disaster of Ralmadre, he will be even more
suspicious." It was her greatest fear. Bad enough to expose his
son, she could not bear to think of Rupert falsely accused. "If
Ferdinand moves against Chamfort, Prince Rupert will have no
choice. There will be civil war."

Diane was watching Roslaire. "You called
Edouard de Chamfort a pawn," she said. "What does that
mean?"

"It means that, like any pawn, there is a
chance he had little or no idea of his masters' plans." Roslaire
stood up and went to the window, speaking over his shoulder. "St
Andre was his mentor and commander, he might have done nothing more
than obey orders."

Mariette had never heard him express such
views before. She felt a stab of anger. "He murdered a girl, a
daughter of the mysteries." She found it hard to say the words. She
had believed in Edouard until it was impossible to do so any
longer. "There are witnesses." It had been hard to hear what they
had to say, harder yet to believe, but she could not keep making
excuses. "He has shown himself capable of anything."

Roslaire shrugged. "I cannot answer for de
Chamfort, but there is no doubt he was chosen for a reason. I see
no gain for him in serving the shadow."

Mariette watched him,
confused by
his sudden inclination to defend Edouard.

"Unless he wants the throne," said
Edgar.

Mariette shook her head. If she could
believe she knew Edouard at all; if he was straightforward in
anything, she knew this was not true. "I do not think he
does."

Silence greeted her words as they reached
another impasse. She looked round the room, willing someone to take
the lead. It was Diane who spoke, with familiar steely
determination.

"There is only one way forward." She waited
until she had their attention. "We must question Edouard de
Chamfort."

No one spoke. Slowly Roslaire moved from
the window.

Diane continued. "We will take him into
our custody and question him. However little or much he knows,
along with our own sources, we will use what he tells us to fill
the gaps and find the truth. In this way we will build the evidence
we need to take to the King. That evidence and de Chamfort will
make our case."

It sounded simple, but of course it was not.
There were murmurs of cautious agreement from Edgar and Mathieu.
Roslaire stood silent. She could not read his expression.

Before anyone could speak, there was a
pounding on the front door. Footsteps clattered up the stairs and
Stefan, her captain, entered without ceremony. He looked for
her.

"I bring urgent news, my lady."

She nodded once. "Tell us."

Stefan was breathing hard, as if he had run
all the way from the palace. He took a steadying breath. "The
Marechal St Andre is dead."

A gasp greeted his words, followed by
silence.

"How? Was it an injury, was he killed in
battle?" Diane asked. "Surely we would know this?"

Mariette met her Captain's gaze. The
battle was days past. She knew before he spoke that something
terrible was coming.

"He was killed by Edouard de Chamfort,"
said Stefan. "They are calling it murder. The King's men are
searching the city for de Chamfort."

By some chance, as Stefan continued,
Mariette turned to watch Roslaire. He did not look surprised. The
room erupted into a babble of shocked voices. Her gaze still on
Roslaire, she called Stefan to her.

He came to her side, and dropped to one
knee. "The King has just made the news of St Andre's murder public,
but word has it he has known for a day or more. There is other
talk, that somehow de Chamfort was responsible for the defeat at
Ralmadre. But there are conflicting reports, and it may be that the
King released news of the Marechal's murder to stem the
rumors."

Diane was calling for order. She looked to
Stefan. "Can you give us any other news?"

Stefan repeated what he had told Mariette.
"It happened at Etrives. De Chamfort fled the scene. There are
warrants out for his arrest on charges of murder and high
treason."

"How did it happen?" Diane asked. Mariette
could only admire how clearheaded she was.

"A fight or duel not far from the main army
camp. There were other deaths but I do not have details."

"Is there word on what caused the
fight?"

"No, but there are a dozen stories
circulating. Most claim it was an argument over treachery at
Ralmadre. None of them speak well of de Chamfort's part. The King
has hailed St Andre as a hero, his loss a tragedy for Valderon."
Stefan took a breath. "The King's men are searching the city and he
has sent men to Chamfort."

For a moment everyone was
silent. The civil conflict they had dreaded moved a step
closer.

"We must find Edouard de Chamfort before the
King does," said Diane.

Roslaire pressed away from the wall and
walked to the table. Even before he spoke every eye was on him.
"You will not find Edouard de Chamfort. He is no longer in Fourges,
or Valderon," he said.

 



Chapter 3

 


Fallen leaves drifted across the
road, blown
by a wind carrying the first chill of winter. Charles de Chamfort
sighed and tugged his fur-lined cloak closer. Above his head, bare
branches crabbed like witches' fingers against a leaden sky. Winter
was coming early this year. The woods were quiet, only the sound of
horses' hooves chiming against stone and the murmur of wind among
the trees broke the silence.

The quiet unnerved him and he longed for
the comfort of Chamfort, for his desk and papers, for the work he
was used to, the work at which he excelled. He had no skill for
martial matters. Mud and cold, chainmail and horse sweat, his lips
twisted in a wry smile, this was Edouard's sphere. It occurred to
him that both of them might benefit from a greater understanding of
the other's ill-valued skills. His smile deepened. He doubted his
younger brother would accept such a premise; Edouard would prefer a
dungeon to a desk.

The smile faded quickly as thoughts of his
brother brought a prickle of fear. He did not even know if Edouard
was alive, never mind safe.

Movement among the trees snapped
his attention back to the present. An unpleasant lurch of fear reminded him
that out here it was dangerous to let his attention wander. A man
was waiting by the roadside, half hidden, only seen now because he
chose to be noticed. He stepped from cover as they approached.
Charles reined his horse to a halt. He turned in the saddle,
cursing an aching leg. Behind him a dozen men at arms drew rein. He
made sure they were out of earshot. It was as much for their
protection as his: true or false the accusation of treason left a
stain.

"Anything to report, Daniel?" He could see
by the man's face there was no good news. It was a matter of
whether there was bad.

Daniel seemed relaxed, but he was a man who
missed nothing. "I've found nothing. And heard no word of shadow
knights."



"That is a sort of good news." At least
there would be no more attacks on the villages. He hesitated to ask
if there had been strange deaths or sightings. "Anything at all
unusual?"

"No, my lord." Daniel's gaze was hooded. He
stood patiently, seeming not to mind the cold and damp. "Do you
have any new information for me, my lord?"

Something about the man's tone
set Charles'
nerves on edge. "No."

"Any word on Mayor Arno's death," Daniel
asked.

"Nothing more," said Charles. He watched
Daniel. The man was his father's informer, sharp and tricky as
bramble thorns.

"Is there word from
Etrives?" Daniel asked.

Charles shook his head, indicating with a
frown the he was not here to be questioned. His father had warned
him to be cautious around Daniel. The man already knew too much. It
was a risk to keep using him, but there was no help for it. He was
skilled and they needed someone to hunt for the shadow knights, and
to give warning if they returned. The shadow knights were a
dangerous quarry. The remotest areas of Chamfort forest were often
a day's ride from the nearest town, ideal hideouts for outlaws.
Every man involved became a risk and Daniel knew too much. But he
was well paid and that should keep him loyal, for now. Charles
turned the conversation back to the task.

"A band of knights stationed in the forest
for weeks would have needed a base. We must find it." Charles was
repeating his father's words. "That is your priority, but it is
vital we know at once if the shadow knights, or Baron Joachim,
return."

"Yes, my lord." The man's tone was close to
insulting; as if he had heard it all before.

Charles gathered his horse's reins. "If
there is anything to report, send word to Chamfort at once." He
raised a hand, part farewell, part dismissal, and turned his horse
towards the waiting men. He did not look back, but he could feel
Daniel's gaze. It made him uncomfortable. He wondered if the man
had pieced together the puzzle. If he knew how valuable the pieces
of information he held were, how dangerous. It was another reason
for keeping Daniel occupied with the search, far from Chamfort and
from Fourges and the King's court.

Charles glanced back. Daniel had
disappeared into the woods. The plain truth was that the man knew enough
to bring Edouard and Chamfort down. If he went to Ferdinand…
Charles prayed that gold would be enough to keep him
silent.

Word of the army's defeat at
Ralmadre had reached Chamfort a couple of days ago. At first the defeat had
seemed but a stage in the war. Soon after news had come of the
scale of the defeat, of the terrible losses suffered by Etrives,
and the shocking news that the campaign was over; the army had been
forced to retreat. It was unclear whether the Duke de Etrives, or
any of his sons, had survived the battle.

It was bad news on many levels; instability
at Etrives would cause problems in Valderon. His youngest brothers,
Louis and Henri, were at Castle Etrives, far from the fighting, but
close to other dangers. His father had sent to Etrives, calling
Michel and the twins home. Worryingly, there had been no word from
Michel.

Charles knew his father
had also
written to Edouard, asking him to ensure his younger brothers were
safe and sent home to Chamfort. But Edouard might not have survived
the fighting at Ralmadre. A hundred or more Chamfort knights were
with the army, as yet there was no word to say who lived and who
had been lost in the defeat. The uncertainty over family and
friends hung like a shadow over the chateau. Daily, Charles tried
to reassure his sister, Elle, that all would be well. His words
rang hollow in his ears.

It was near dusk when he reached Chamfort
town. In the market place the last traders were clearing their
stalls. The streets were busy with carts and barrows. He spurred
his tired horse to a trot, anxious to avoid questions when he had
no news to give.

Beyond the town a fortified bridge spanned
the river beneath limestone cliffs. The chateau's curtain wall rose
vertically from the cliffs, high above the gorge. The steep road
looped upwards. The last light of the sun gilded the chateau. He
could see the pale towers and dark roofs. As he drew closer, lights
blazed in welcome.

Leaving his horse to the
groom's care,
Charles headed inside, trying not to limp. His valet appeared as if
by magic, gathering up his muddy cloak.

"I'll have hot water sent up, my
lord."

He nodded, comforted by Emil's attention.
"I'll be along shortly." He wanted nothing more than to soak in a
warm tub, but instead he headed for his father's study. He paused
for a moment, gritting his teeth against the pain in his leg,
trying to hide his exhaustion. He did not want his father to worry
that he was not up to the task he had been given.

As he had expected, Charles
found his father at his desk. In the candlelight, the marks made by weeks of
worry did not show so badly. He had seen the lines around the
Prince's mouth and eyes, deepened by pain and grief. And anger. He
understood that anger, and shared it to some degree. But his
father's anger frightened him too. This was not the time for anger,
there was too much at stake.

He settled gingerly in a
chair.

His father glanced up. "You look terrible.
Bad day?"

"Thank you," he said lightly. He could not
remember a good day. "Daniel had nothing to report. No sign of the
shadow knights."

The Prince looked up again and frowned.
Any mention of the renegade knights turned his mood dark. That
knights would betray their duty and honor in such a manner, the
knowledge was a wound to his heart.

The Prince rose to pace the room. "Someone
must know something. So many knights would need provisions, cooks,
groom's, blacksmith's even armorers. How hard can it be to find
such a set up?"

Charles took a moment to answer. "Do you
think Daniel is playing us false?" He hesitated not wanting to make
things worse. "He's asking questions."

"You told him nothing."

"Of course not. But…"

"He already knows too much." The
Prince finished the thought for him. "That can't be changed. For
now I believe we have his loyalty, such as it is."

Charles was not happy with the answer.
"The more we use him the more he will learn."

"We have no choice. Someone must search
for these knights." The Prince scowled and there was a threat in
his tone.

"Any other news?"

"Nothing." His father came to a halt by the
fire. He rubbed a hand over his eyes. "It's nearly a week. There
should be word from Etrives by now."

"The defeat and retreat will keep them
busy. Word will come soon."

"Why doesn't Michel write?" The Prince was
silent for a moment. "His silence worries me."

Charles had no answer. He was as concerned as
his father. Michel would know the Prince would be eager for word.
The delay was unlike Michel. "He may have gone to join the army and
help with the retreat. I'm sure the boys are safe at Etrives." He
did not mention Edouard. In a defeat of this scale, there could be
no certainty that any of the Chamfort knights had survived
Ralmadre.

"It is a waste of time worrying when there
is nothing we can do," said the Prince.

Charles nodded; their helplessness was the
worst of it. It weighed heavily on them both. Not only waiting for
news, but also knowing that Edouard was caught up in the Marechal
St Andre's treason.

Charles could hardly bear to think of the
trouble Edouard had got himself into. His brother had put himself
and Chamfort at risk. The search for the shadow knights was an
ongoing attempt to find information that would help clear Edouard's
name.

Of course, Edouard was not truly
blameless. Unwittingly, he had ridden with St Andre's knights to
burn innocent villages. The irony was that any proof of the shadow
knights' treachery would be likely to incriminate Edouard. Charles
had been over and over it in his head. His brother had believed he
was following the King's orders. Instead he had been tricked into
treason by his mentor St Andre, a man he trusted and respected.
Edouard still had no idea to what purpose. St Andre had threatened
his family and Chamfort if he did not obey every command. Edouard,
foolish as ever, had tried to sort the mess out on his own. In
doing so he had become yet more deeply embroiled in St Andre's
treason.

It was typical of Edouard: rash,
impetuous and convinced all problems could be sorted through martial skill and
strength of arms. Charles had been angry, but now he was too
worried for his brother's safety to blame him for being so naive.
He was not sure that his father felt the same. In truth there was
no excuse; Edouard had been reckless and unbelievably
foolish.

Charles studied his father. The Prince had
turned back to his papers. It was almost a dismissal. For weeks
they had been dancing round the heart of their troubles. Charles
was certain there was something his father was not telling him.
They could not afford secrets.

"We're chasing shadows," Charles said,
without irony. "I should go to court."

"I need you here."

He had received the same answer many
times. "Gerald or Antonio would make a better job of this search.
The two of them would cover twice as much ground. You could keep
Daniel out of it, stop him learning anything more."

His father looked up, glared at him, and
shook his head.

Charles was tired and out of patience. "They
will have to know what Edouard is embroiled in," he said. It was an
old argument. Gerald and Antonio were his father's master of horse
and master at arms; they were also his oldest friends. Only Michel
was closer to him. "Who do you think you are protecting? Edouard's
reputation is beyond such help." It was a risk, goading his father,
but something had to be done. He could not stay buried at Chamfort
achieving nothing useful.

Prince Rupert slammed a fist
against the desk. Glass rattled, and something clattered to the
floor. "I'm
not fool enough to waste my time protecting Edouard's reputation.
All I seek is proof enough to save him from a traitor's death. Is
it too much to ask for your help?"

Charles stared at his father, shocked by
the outburst.

The Prince was silent for a moment.
"Thanks to your brother it is doubtful there is anyone I can be
sure of protecting."

The fury had left his father's voice, but
Charles had to press. There was a great deal at stake. "Tell
Antonio and Gerald before some rumor reaches Chamfort." He made it
a warning. "They can organize the searches and deal with Daniel.
They have a far better understanding of what sort of base a group
of knights would require. The information our scouts have gathered
will make more sense to them than it does to me."

"No, I need you here," said
Rupert.

"And when Michel returns, will you tell
him?"

Rupert closed his eyes. He nodded once. "I
will, and it will break his heart."

Charles was stunned by the implication in his
father's words. "He would never believe Edouard is a traitor, nor
would Antonio and Gerald." He could not look at his father's face,
afraid he would not find the same certainty. "A reckless, arrogant
young fool, maybe. But not a traitor?"

"Of course not, not intentionally." Prince
Rupert spoke softly. "But he has carried out acts that are..." He
waved the thought away, but the word unforgiveable hung unspoken in
the silence.

Charles looked at his father. "We will
stand by Edouard?"

"Your brother chose his path, despite every
warning." Rupert settled back in his chair, his face hidden by
shadow. "I will not denounce him, but I don't know how much I can
do to help him now. When Ferdinand learns of the treason done in
his name, and he will learn of it, Edouard will be the focus of his
rage. St Andre will make sure no blame accrues to him." Neither of
them doubted this assumption. "The King's wrath will fall on
Edouard. I will do everything I can to protect him and prove his
innocence, but there are others I must think of. I cannot let the
innocent suffer for your brother's mistakes."

Charles understood the dilemma,
maybe it was guilt that made him question. "He might be dead," he said. His
father's bleak stare silenced him. He waited for something more,
when it did not come he made his choice.

"I'm going to Fourges, to court. That woman
de Montmercy is part of this Compact. Perhaps she has answers." He
had long been suspicious of Mariette de Montmercy and her
motives.

"Go if you must." His father's look and
tone were bleak. "But I'm afraid you will get no answers, or none
you'll want to hear."

 



Chapter 4

 


The clash of steel echoed
through the garden, urgent and unforgiving. It followed Remy as he
raced headlong into the house. He hurried through the silent rooms, searching
desperately for help. No one, not even a servant, answered his
calls. He came to a halt, panting, beneath the tiered shelves of
Edgar de Michelac's library. Dust motes spun lazily in the
sunlight. The books towered over him. Centuries of knowledge
offered no help.

Remy thought he must be cursed to be
always in the wrong place at the wrong time. And cursed with a
conscience too, if one of them died, somehow it would be his fault.
Though he could not explain how, Remy was sure that he had caused
this to happen. He hurried from the library towards the stairs. The
people he would most trust to stop what was happening were far out
of reach. The Duchess had gone to court. Mathieu was on his way to
Debrauche. The Baroness Diane was out somewhere. He prayed she
would return soon. He was sure Jaime's mother could stop this. Remy
was a little afraid of the Baroness.

But she was not here. That left Edgar who
was nowhere to be found. Remy did not think their mild mannered
host would be much help anyway. He sat down on the stairs, put his
head in his hands, and fought the urge to cry. Why did these things
always happen to him?

"Remy." The voice from above startled him.
He had forgotten Brother Liam. Since returning from his travels,
the young monk spent most of his time in his rooms studying the
ancient volumes he had brought back from Tarsien. He was seen so
rarely it was easy to forget he had returned.

Square and plain, Liam wore a threadbare
habit and sandals. Calm as an oak tree, his presence offered Remy a
glimmer of hope. Liam stomped down the stairs and laid a hand on
Remy's shoulder. "What's the matter?"

Remy leapt up and caught his arm. He was not
sure how Liam could help, but he was better than no one. "We have
to stop them," he said, dragging Liam with him.

The monk resisted for a moment; then as they
neared the doors to the garden the sound of swordplay was
plain.

"Saints of mercy, are we under attack? Is it
the shadow knights? Let me grab my staff."

"No," said Remy, impatient. "It's Jaime and
Roslaire. We have to stop them before something terrible happens."
He kept going, trusting Liam would follow. The garden was long and
divided by hedges into separate areas planted in different styles.
Remy ran through a neatly tended rose garden, then a graveled court
with tiny hedges and a fountain at the center.

At the far end there was a dusty yard which
led to the stables. Here Jaime and Roslaire dueled. Remy skidded to
a halt beneath the archway formed by an ancient yew hedge.

Close to, the clash of steel made him
wince. There was no mistaking its deadly intent. The engagement
ended and the combatants broke apart for a moment. Both were
stripped to shirt and breeches and breathing hard. A moment's pause
and Jaime attacked. The scuffle of sliding feet raised a cloud of
dust. Remy watched Jaime's blade cut towards Roslaire's chest.
Roslaire leapt back and the blade sliced his shirt a hairsbreadth
from causing injury.

There was no doubting it, blood would be
shed before this was done. Remy looked round as Brother Liam
arrived at his side. The monk carried a wooden staff balanced
lightly in one hand. After one glance at the combat he put his hand
on Remy's arm. "Stay back. No one will get between them now,
Remy."

"What can we do?"

"Pray," said Liam shortly. "What started
it?"

"Jaime came back from the docks in a rage
and drew his sword on Roslaire."

"Did he have a reason?"

Remy shrugged. "I suppose so." He had been
sitting in a window seat with a book, half asleep in the sun. The
clash of steel had woken him. He had not heard what happened
between the two men, but he knew Jaime had been to the docks on a
mission to discover how Edouard de Chamfort had escaped Fourges,
what ship he had taken and where it was headed. "What can we
do?"

Across the yard, Jaime's blade missed
Roslaire's arm by an inch and hacked a lump of yew from the hedge.
Roslaire parried the next blow neatly. He was good, Remy thought,
but not as skilled as Jaime. And yet, to Remy's eye it seemed that
despite all provocation, Roslaire de Lyon was not yet trying to
harm or maim his opponent. Unlike Jaime who had the devil's temper.
"What can we do!"

Brother Liam watched the fight through
narrowed eyes. His staff still held loosely in one hand. "Leave
them to it. There's nothing either of us can do."

"But Jaime will gut him." He had cause to
know Jaime's temper.

"Perhaps not," said Liam.

His confidence seemed ill placed as Roslaire
barely managed to block a vicious cut to his thigh, grunting as he
crashed back against the stable wall. His next parry was slow,
leaving him trapped between wall and hedge. Jaime's blade hammered
down.

Remy's heart climbed into his throat. He
gave a strangled cry and started forward, though he could not hope
to do anything. Then he stood with his mouth hanging open as
somehow Roslaire blocked. With a move Remy could not follow,
Roslaire used his elbow and knee to smash Jaime
backwards.

Jaime landed hard in the dirt. Roslaire
stepped away from the wall and stood waiting, sword raised, making
no attempt to attack. Remy might have misjudged the fight and the
corsair, but he knew well enough that humiliating Jaime would only
lead to trouble.

With a growl, Jaime scrambled from the
ground. Blade raised he stalked Roslaire. The corsair backed away.
"Might we discuss this?" he asked. His tone was more mocking than
conciliatory.

"You helped a traitor escape. In my book
that makes you a traitor to the King and Compact."

"You are hasty in your judgment," said
Roslaire, blocking a new attack.

Remy turned anxiously as a new presence
replaced Brother Liam at his shoulder. A woman spoke.

"Jai put up your blade." Diane de Baccasar's
voice had the ring of command few would deny. Her son did not obey
instantly and she hissed at him. "Are you deaf? Enough, I
said."

Jaime retreated a step, but did not sheathe
his blade. "This is not done," he said, glaring at Roslaire.

"Be quiet!" Diane crossed the yard like a
warhorse in full flight. Her son stood his ground. For an awful
moment Remy thought she would slap him. "Put up your blade and use
your wits for once will you? Hugo taught you better than this."

Jaime flushed. He retreated a few steps, but
still held his sword ready. Diane turned to Roslaire. "Well did you
help de Chamfort, and if so why?" She used the same tone she had
used to her son.

Roslaire rested his sword on the ground,
cool, arrogant and apparently unruffled. After a moment he laughed.
It was an extravagant sound, wild as his golden curls. But his grey
eyes were cold. "He came to me and I found him a ship."

"I told you. He's a traitor!" Jaime started
forward. His mother's glare halted him.

Roslaire had not moved, ignoring Jaime
completely. His gaze remained fixed on the Baroness.

"Your reason?" she asked. Her tone said it
had better be a good one.

Roslaire raked golden curls back, a gesture
of impatience. His eyes were guarded now, and for a moment it
seemed he would not answer her. He shook his head. "He is not the
enemy you seek."

"And how would you know this?"

"It is obvious enough. He's been used."

"So you acted to protect him out of the
goodness of your heart?" As the silence lengthened the Baroness
stared the corsair down.

Another tense moment passed; Remy fidgeted
and glanced to Brother Liam.

"No." Roslaire looked towards Jaime. "I
won't be questioned over drawn steel."

Diane spoke without looking at her son.
"Put up your blade, now." Her voice held a crack of command as
fearsome as any Remy had heard even during his time as a squire at
Chamfort. There was no denying that voice. Jaime obeyed
reluctantly. Remy breathed a sigh of relief as Roslaire also
sheathed his blade. In the silence that followed, the Baroness
launched her own attack.

"You have made a great investment in
Valderon, Monsieur de Lyon. You have supplied Ferdinand with ships
for his war with Ettivar. The defeat at Ralmadre was a setback, but
one you will weather." The Baroness smiled. "No doubt you have
means to recoup some of your losses." She studied him for a moment.
"You do not want to risk Ferdinand clashing with his brother. If
civil war destroys Valderon and Ferdinand, there is a chance you
will lose your patron and you will risk a vast fortune."

Roslaire nodded, accepting her words. "I did
not claim I helped him for pity or kindness." He seemed at ease,
holding Diane's gaze without flinching. "Or even out of a sense of
justice." The words were spoken without emotion, but the clipped
perfection of his voice, all trace of a foreign lilt gone, betrayed
him. "By chance he came to me soon after I heard the news of St
Andre's death. I had always suspected that de Chamfort had been
used, this made it almost certain. A boy fleeing for his life was
no threat to the King." He paused. "The danger was what would
happen if the King took him."

"You acted to protect Ferdinand." Jaime's
voice was heavy with sarcasm.

"There is more." Roslaire did not spare
Jaime a glance. His attention remained on the Baroness. "The boy
was hurt. An unnatural wound. I would guess he tangled with the
shadow creature. Another indication that he is not on the side of
our enemy."

"Why is this important?" Diane asked.

Roslaire paused for a
moment. "The
wound will kill him unless treated by someone with knowledge of
such things." In the silence that followed his words, he glanced to
Brother Liam. "The monk will tell you there is no one in Valderon
now with such expertise."

It took a moment then Brother Liam nodded.
"It is true. Once Tarsien had the skill, but it has been lost. I
have had the old manuscripts copied. I am studying them, trying to
learn."

Diane turned back to Roslaire. "So you sent
him to Allesarion. Will he survive the journey?"

Roslaire shrugged. "Perhaps. He wanted to go
there. Micia's magisters may have the expertise to heal him."

"Why not hand him over to the King?" Jaime
moved a step closer, his voice a mix of interest and surly
distrust.

"Alive in the King's hands he is a possible
catalyst for civil unrest. Injured and dying in the King's
dungeons, that strife and unrest would become certain. His father
would be driven to act." Roslaire glanced to Jaime. "And, I will
say again, I do not believe he is in league with our enemy."

"He could have answered questions," said
Jaime.

"Perhaps. But at the cost of his life, and
then what would you do? Hand him to the King, or back to his father
for burial? There are larger matters here than your lust for
revenge." Roslaire was impatient again. "Think of the consequences.
The possibility that you might be doing your enemy's work." He
looked to Diane. "And if he survives he can still answer questions
in Allesarion."

"If he survives he will have other
problems." Diane was frowning as she weighed his argument. "It is
with good reason they call Micia the scorpion queen. She would not
be my choice for a place of refuge; you think her feud with
Ferdinand will play in his favor?"

Roslaire shrugged.
"He had few options.
Micia will be pleased to have a chance to spite Ferdinand. The
magisters of Allesarion may have the knowledge to cure him. If they
do not he will have little chance to be concerned for the
future."

"How do you know he was wounded by the
shadow creature?" Diane asked.

"I have seen wounds caused by sorcery. Not
in Valderon, but in the lands across the sea. I have seen wounds
that are not what they seem, that do not heal naturally. It is not
a fancy; I have seen men die from such wounds."

Diane nodded once. "What would you have us
do? We have gathered evidence, would you have it all go to
waste?"

It was like a sparring match. Remy could not
tell if Diane had accepted Roslaire's explanation. Watching them he
felt young and foolish, aware how little he understood of the game
played here.

Roslaire shrugged. "It is not for me to
advise you. As you have pointed out, I have an investment in
Ferdinand and Valderon. I acted to protect it." He paused. "Give
your evidence to the King if you wish. You will have fulfilled your
duty."

Diane was watching him.
"You don't think de
Chamfort will survive."

Jaime exclaimed and she silenced him with an
impatient gesture.

Roslaire de Lyon shrugged. "It would not be
the worst outcome."

Diane made no answer.

"How can you say that?" The words escaped
before Remy could think.

Silence, as neither Diane nor Roslaire
answered him. Remy saw the look that passed between them and
shivered. A feeling had been growing, a sort of panic. "If you
think him innocent we should not turn the evidence over to the
King…"

"He is hardly innocent," said Diane. "The
Compact agreed to let the King's justice take its course." She
looked to Roslaire. "Monsieur de Lyon has other priorities, and
perhaps he was right to let de Chamfort escape Fourges." She turned
to Remy. "But a great many people have suffered and died, the King
will have our evidence; to withhold it would be wrong. Ferdinand
must be warned; he must be made aware of the shadow knights and the
creature they serve." She was silent for a moment. Then she looked
to Roslaire. "I am going to hand the Compact's evidence to the
King."

Roslaire de Lyon nodded once. He expressed
neither approval or dismay.

Remy wanted to say something but he could
not argue with her. This was wrong. He stood helplessly until
Brother Liam laid a hand on his shoulder.

"Come, Remy."

They walked together back through the
gardens.

"You have done your duty, Remy."

"But what if I was mistaken?" Time and again
he had tried to recall what he had seen in the crypt at Chamfort.
The scene came to him vividly in nightmares; in the light of day it
was hard to remember exactly what had happened. He had been so
afraid.

"Yours was not the only evidence." Brother
Liam said softly.

"I know." Tears pricked his eyes. He felt
like a fool. Liam put an arm round his shoulders and led him to a
quiet seat in the library.

"The Duchess was going to see you safely
home. I am sure Edgar can arrange for an escort if you want to
leave sooner," said Liam.

"I was to give evidence if the King…" The
thought terrified him.

"You have done enough. The King will make
his decision without your evidence."

Remy sniffed. To go home, it was all he had
wanted for weeks. But there was something in Liam's words that
troubled him. He was not sure he could live with this feeling of
guilt. "Is it truly over?" he asked. As he said the words he
thought of Sieur Edouard and what Roslaire had said.

Liam hesitated. "Your part in it is done,
Remy."

"But is it over? What of the shadow
creature, the dark knights? Are they still out there hurting
people?"

"Jaime thinks so," Liam admitted. "He
intends to return to the hunt. I am going to help him."

"How?"

"The knowledge I found in the libraries of
Tarsien. I should be able to track the creature if my gift is
strong enough." Liam was silent for a moment. "I will find the
strength, I owe as much to Brother Milo." It sounded like a
vow.

Remy wished things were so clear to him.
He tried to imagine returning home. What would he say to his
father? The thought of telling his story made him feel sick. There
was little he could be proud of. He could make himself sound like a
hero, but it would be a lie.

"Can I help?" Shame prompted the
words, and he
made the offer before he could chicken out.

"With the hunt for the shadow creature?"
Brother Liam sounded amazed.

Remy was nearly as amazed. "No one else
has seen it." Or none who had lived. "Or heard it," he added,
thinking of the creature's terrible voice.

Brother Liam stood up and paced the room.
"We could ask Jaime," he said. "If you are sure." He returned to
face Remy. "It will be dangerous and Jaime is not easy."

Remy managed a smile. "I know." He had
learned that lesson. He was not foolish enough to think Jaime would
welcome his offer. But he did not think Jaime would refuse. He had
seen the creature. He knew Jaime's obsession would not allow him to
turn away such knowledge.

 



Chapter 5

 


Prince Rupert squinted at a
closely written report. After a moment he pushed the indecipherable page
aside. He sighed and rubbed a hand across tired eyes. Charles had
left for Fourges that morning. Already he regretted allowing his
son to travel to Ferdinand's court. A sense of danger pricked him.
There was still no word from Etrives, no word from Michel, and
silence from Edouard. All these things convinced Rupert trouble was
coming.

A knock at the door brought a moment's
hope that news had arrived. But when he called permission it was
only a servant wishing to light the lamps. Rupert glanced to the
window; he had not realized that the afternoon was nearly gone.
Charles would stop overnight somewhere on route. He would not reach
Fourges until tomorrow. There was still time to send someone after
him, to call him home. If he would come.

Never before had he doubted that he
commanded his eldest son's absolute obedience. He smiled ruefully
at the thought. Now at the most dangerous time for their family he
could no longer be sure Charles would obey him. Another thing to
place at Edouard's door, if he was so inclined. At that moment it
felt like all their troubles stemmed from Edouard's headstrong
ambition. He knew that was not completely fair; he could not blame
Edouard for Ferdinand's dislike and distrust, the true heart of
their dilemma. But there was plenty he could blame on
Edouard.

His first concern was for Charles. He did
not doubt his eldest son's intelligence; Charles understood the
court, he received news and kept abreast of the latest factions.
Charles did not understand how quickly things could change. Up to
now he had been courted as Ferdinand's heir, protected from the
worst of the court's treacherous games by that position and the
distance of Chamfort. Once that changed, and Rupert was certain it
would change, Charles would be vulnerable; the powerful men who had
courted and supported him would turn against him in an
instant.
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