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Cecily pushed through the rosebushes.  Branches and red roses prodded from either side, reaching for her carefully put-up hair and for the skirts of a gown she wore for travel and here, where her clothing did not matter, but they did not catch her.  She reached the stone bench, where the servants, who did not like the maze, would not see her, as they might anywhere else.  There, she took out her mother's letter.  For a minute, while it lay in her lap, she fought for calm.  Before she broke the seal, she could dream of its contents.

Her fingers tightened until the paper crinkled.  Queen Blanche of Ankelia regarded Clearwater as a manor to send the disgraced to—for their health, when her own health had grown worse than that of any courtier she had ever sent here.

Her parents knew that.

They also knew that the queen's agents read her letters.

Cecily noted how well they had restored the seal.  She broke it.

"To my beloved daughter, Cecily, greetings.

"Your lord father and I were gladdened by the honor, that the queen had sent you to her own castle—"

Cecily stopped reading.  Even great nobles could not thwart the queen, and her parents were not great.  Her finger itched.  Only her weariness with Clearwater had brought about even fancies of escape that way.

She forced her breath out.  Some victims of Queen Blanche's disfavor had left here, in time; she had to keep her wits about her.

She scanned the rest of what her mother wrote.  She thought her mother knew the truth.  Writing to her, Cecily had said only that Queen Blanche had sent her to Clearwater, not that when she had asked to leave her post and marry Sir Alain, Queen Blanche had broken her finger in rage.  A bee, brightly gold, buzzed over the deep red rose before her, and she watched its flight.  She had known when she asked that the never-married queen did not like her ladies to marry—whatever she said about not interfering with any honest match—but Queen Blanche had never raged so before.  Least of all for a minor lady-in-waiting.  Even the elderly ladies who had tutted over her rashness in asking had been surprised by the queen, though they did not admit it.

The letter fluttered into her lap.  Weeks had not helped.  Cecily's heart ached.  Now, she knew what Alain was like.  He had turned green at the prospect of opposing the queen's wishes.

"The coward," Cecily whispered.  The vile, odious, faithless coward—who still lived at court.  While the queen consigned her here.

Cecily stood and slid the letter back in her sleeve.  She could wander the maze for her amusement.  She would not let her confinement drive her mad.  Perhaps she might even learn a truth or two about the tales of Clearwater.

* * *
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Before her, a rosebush bore small white flowers, so thickly that she could barely see any green.  Their scent burdened the air, and the greenery half hid a gate.  Cecily had not realized she had come so far, but she reached for the latch.

The woods stood far off to her right.  Before her, down a slope, the village stood, surrounded by field and pasture.  Children played about the cottages, and chickens pecked.  On one threshold, a woman spun.  A small girl scurried up and buried her face in the woman's lap.  The woman stroked her hair.  Cecily, sick with envy, looked away.

That was when she saw a company on the road, with fore riders and men in livery, and fine blooded traveling horses.

Her mouth went dry.

She tried to calm herself.  Messengers had come before—but a messenger was a single rider.  Someone else had fallen from favor, someone whom she could speak with.

Or perhaps—no, Queen Blanche would not send an invalid here.  This person, out of favor, could not help her escape.

That did not squelch the spring of hope.

Half the servants wore the queen's livery, but the other half rode clad in green and silver.  Cecily racked her memory.  Their banner rippled, enough to show a white stag on green.

The morning was warm, but Cecily felt frozen.  A bee buzzed about her.  The livery of Norland, of King David—an ambassador.  Queen Blanche might have sent him here for his health.  She forced her breath out.  More likely, to keep him from pressing his master's cause.

When he came from Queen Blanche's nephew?  The heir to Ankelia's throne?  What had the queen thought?

"I should greet him," she whispered.

She walked back, through brambles heavy with red and golden flowers.  Petals fell about her like rain, and she swept them from her hair and gown.  She reached the courtyard gate as hooves clattered on the cobblestones.  In the midst of the company, a horse bore a man with silvery hair and beard.  He dressed too finely to be anyone but the ambassador:  his mantle was fur-lined, and rings glinted on his fingers.  Two liveried men came to help him dismount.  His eyes closed, he held their arms after his feet were planted.

Cecily blinked, realizing that he might be ill.  After a moment biting her lip, she pondered how ill health was no guarantee of the queen's favor.

He opened his eyes and looked at her.  She flinched and wondered if she had brushed off all the petals, but entered the courtyard to curtsey.

"My lord?  Did the Queen's Grace speak of my presence at Clearwater?  I am Cecily, a lady-in-waiting here to—"  She hesitated.  What Queen Blanche had said she suffered from?

"You must forgive me, Lady Cecily.  My illness—I grow absent-minded.  I am Stephan of Blakmere."  The ambassador managed a sketchy bow.  Cecily wondered whether it was Lord Stephan or Sir Stephan, but he looked pale.

"My lord, you are ill, you must rest—"  She turned to the castellan.  "My chamber was ready when I arrived.  King David's ambassador is worthy of greater attention."

The castellan puffed up, opened his mouth as if to rebuke her, and collapsed.  The few advantages of being a high-born lady here—she did not smile.

"This way, Lord Stephan," he said.  Lord Stephan and half a dozen of the company followed.

A dark, thin young man looked at the untended garden, and said, "What a place to send an ambassador."

It is good for your health, thought Cecily.  However much the courtiers or even the queen detest you, they find it hard to remember you while you are here.

* * *
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Sunlight threw vast, dusty sunbeams down the hallway.  Cecily inched along it, her footsteps faintly echoing.  A gentlewoman might call on an old and ailing gentleman.  Especially as the dark young man—his secretary Philip, the servants said—had admitted, after Mass, that Lord Stephan would welcome her.

Even if the servants whispered that both the ambassador and his secretary were unmarried, and given her sly glances.  As if losing Alain had made her eager to lose her heart again.  As if she still did not need the queen's leave to marry.

But it would be kindly on her part to visit him.  The manor had little for anyone to do.  An invalid would find it worse than she did.  And, at that, she did not know whether he would write letters to anyone, and mention her with favor.

The servants' tongues had wagged about her since she had arrived, and most likely before.  This visit would not change that.

She reached the door, its wood dark in the whitewashed hall.  Cecily knocked.

Philip opened it.  He looked at her without his impassive face moving at all, but called, "Lady Cecily came to call."

"A gracious gesture to an old man," said Lord Stephan, firmly enough.  Cecily edged inside, through the antechamber.  In the bedchamber, he sat in a high-backed chair, with his feet on a stool.  Smiling, he gestured at another chair.

She folded her hands in her lap there.  "I hope you will find my conversation pleasing.  Despite my name, I fear that I neither sing nor play an instrument well."

"A bright-eyed lady always brings cheer to a sickroom."

Even here, an ambassador.  Cecily spoke slowly, to choose her words with care.  "To fall ill in foreign lands, far from your family—it must be harder than at home, where the feminine company is easier to come by."

"Mostly, my lady—but then, I never married, and so even in my home country. . . ."  Lord Stephan shook his head.

"When you have time to visit your brother," said Philip, "Mother and my sisters make you welcome."

Cecily blinked.

Lord Stephan laughed.  "Lady Cecily, I give you Philip, my secretary and nephew, my brother's youngest.  For fear of his mother, he has no mercy on me."

Philip turned his face away.

"Though I spent little time there, for much the same reason as I never wed:  too much time in the king's service.  Not that I begrudge him it.  A treaty is a fine legacy  —if only the peace it brings. . . ."  He shivered.  How ill was he? Cecily wondered, but he found his voice again.  "You young folk do not wish to listen to an old man's ramblings."

"Oh, no, please my lord," said Cecily.  Philip joined her in pressing him, and life returned to his face as Lord Stephan spoke again of his work for the king.

When he fell silent again, Cecily asked about the court.

"Little is happening, my lady," said Lord Stephan.  "His Majesty, the King of Iltria, sent an embassy, but it brought only festivities and flowery speeches."

Philip snorted.  "If it is merely festivities.  Iltrians do nothing without an ulterior motive.  Great plotters, them."

"One can plot one's way into a queen's good graces," said Lord Stephan, "in case one needs it one day."

Cecily smiled wryly.  If the Iltrians thought to win Queen Blanche's good will, their reputation as plotters lacked merit.  "The courtiers must enjoy the festivities."  The queen must enjoy the flattery, but a lady-in-waiting could not say that, even this far from the queen.

"Your blooming health will soon restore you to such festivities," said Lord Stephan.

Cecily managed a smile, but her finger itched.  Odd that the queen would send him here, when he actually was ill, but still odder that no one had warned him that her health had not caused her presence.

Philip shifted his weight and cast Cecily a sideways
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