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1

The boy clambered wearily over a slippery root that rose half his height. He was lost, delirious, despairing of ever seeing his home again. For days he’d been stumbling through the mazy tangle of the Mirrenwood.

Then, through the grasping, low-hanging branches, a glimmer. His head lifted. He scrambled toward the light, desperate for direction, for a way out. A way home.

He reached a clearing, and his breath left him. He ceased all movement. Barely a stone’s throw away, a unicorn stood proud on a low rise, glowing spectrally in the moonlight. The creature’s dark eyes gazed back over its shoulder, toward him. Its slender horn urged him onward. Beckoned the boy to follow.

“Ahem.” The king’s cough startled Zimenes out of his reverie.

The physician stirred and straightened in his chair, inhaled deeply. The living, breathing vision of the rampant unicorn, white mane rippling, flattened into a brocade of azure and vert and sable and indigo silks, highlighted with threads spun from pure silver and gold. The enormous tapestry filled his vision. It dominated the throne room, where the king now insisted on passing his days, and his nights, on a narrow couch. The simple wooden throne waited, empty, behind the king, lost in the shadows.

Zimenes turned from the boy in the lower corner of the tapestry, turned from the distant past, to the waking king, in the present moment. To his patient, and friend. He’d arrived for his morning visit to find the king sleeping, for a change, his breathing regular, the creases in his forehead smoothed away. He’d taken a seat at the king’s side, let the man rest.

“You’re here.” The king’s voice quavered.

Zimenes reached for his friend’s fair hand with his own much darker hand, but the king recoiled, fear occluded his limpid blue eyes, and he tucked his hands under the heavy blanket that covered him from chin to toes. The disease that steadily gnawed at his patient from the inside lately plagued his mind with the melancholic delusion that his entire body was made of blown glass. He now believed that the slightest touch by another, or even a too-swift movement of his own, might cause his corporeal container to chip, or crack, or even shatter completely into a thousand pieces.

“So are you, my lord,” Zimenes answered, as he retracted his hand, leaned back into his chair. He thought he could discern a faint smile through the king’s flowing white beard and mustache.

“That joke,” the king said, “is not very funny.”

“Sire.”

“But I want you to keep making it, please.”

Zimenes smiled. A glimpse of his old friend, Adalmund. Hiding in that fragile container, somewhere. The man the lost boy in the tapestry had grown to become. The man he had been for nearly three decades before falling prey to this wasting disease. A disease whose cure eluded Zimenes, who was not only the king’s friend, but also—and more importantly now—the king’s physician. Master Eireneaus had died only five months before, elevating Zimenes from apprentice to Master, leaving him in sole charge of the king’s health. In that time, Adalmund’s condition had not improved. If anything, Zimenes had to admit, his patient’s state had worsened, despite the various palliatives and medicaments he continued to administer, strictly following the regimens and protocols Eirenaeus had bequeathed to him.

Believing his body made of glass, the king had lately refused to allow his attendants to shave him, or to cut his hair, or to trim his fingernails or his toenails. Premature aging, a symptom of the wasting sickness, had leached color and vitality from his blond hair and beard, leaving it a wispy white. Combined with his unkempt state, the king had taken on an elderly aspect that pained his physician. At thirty-eight, Zimenes was only seven years younger than his patient. Though to look at them now, one would suppose the difference to be that of a full generation. Or even two.

The king would not even allow his physician to bleed him anymore.

Zimenes placed his palms on his knees, rose to standing, stretched his arms overhead, arched his back as though he were splayed on the disused rack buried in the deepest dungeon of the castle, a room that only rarely housed prisoners in this time of peace and plenty. A slight groan of intermingled pain and pleasure escaped him.

“I will open the curtains,” Zimenes said as he moved toward the tall windows.

“No,” King Adalmund said, his voice a hollow husk. “Please don’t.”

Zimenes halted for a moment, then continued. “As your physician, I insist. You need light. The morning air is sure to be refreshing.”

“The light shears right through me,” Adalmund said. “It sears me at my core.”

“Nothing can penetrate those heavy blankets,” Zimenes said. The king had taken to wearing heavy flannel pajamas, a quilted robe, shearling slippers, and draping himself under thick woolen blankets whether sleeping or awake. Which wasn’t the worst course in the chill of winter, but now that spring had come to Averonne, he was overheating, and sweating. The dim air in the cavernous throne room had grown stale, and torpid.

“I must open one,” Zimenes said, “lest I fall asleep.”

He threw back the heavy velvet curtain, and a shaft of morning sunlight struck the floor in the center of the throne room. Outside, in the courtyard, several faces turned toward the movement in the window, hands lifted and fingers pointed toward the figure framed there, toward Zimenes. The people were desperate for news of their ailing king, praying for the slightest hint of an improvement, despairing that his illness was tightening its bony grasp on their beloved leader. Zimenes turned from the window.

King Adalmund had raised his hand to shield his eyes, which he had clamped closed.

“It burns,” he whispered. “I close my eyes and still the light leaks in.”

“Today you must stand,” Zimenes said. He crossed from the window to the king’s side. “Enough of this, sire. You must come to the window. Your people wish to see you.”

The king shook his head, eyes still closed, though the wrinkles at the corners smoothed somewhat, and he lowered his hand.

Zimenes returned to the king’s side.

“What say you, sire?” he whispered soothingly. “Let’s shake off these heavy shrouds, and allow the clear light of day to chase away the shadows clouding our minds, the morning breeze to stir our appetite. Let’s stand on our own two feet today. I will help you rise.”

The king opened his eyes into a squint. “I feel so—” he began. Zimenes waited as his friend searched for the right word. “So weak.”

Zimenes kept his shoulders from slumping, kept his grin from melting away, as he stared down into his king’s face. How had this great man been reduced to this? How had Zimenes allowed this vile disease to take such firm control of his most important patient?

There was a cure. The ancient authorities—Socoridides, Nagel, Gallibulus the Younger—described the remedy, and the more modern practitioners in the Imperial City of Gothenburg—renowned doctors of physic such as d’Aubusson and Kuhnrath—were in agreement as to its efficacy. However much their prescriptions varied, there was one ingredient common to all their recipes: the powdered horn of a unicorn. A hope, however remote.

Zimenes fell to his knees at the king’s side. Clasped his hands together at the fringe of the king’s banquette, as though in prayer.

“Sire,” he breathed. “I beg you. Open the Mirrenwood. Grant your subjects license to hunt the unicorn.”

A delicate weight touched the crown of Zimenes’ head. The king’s palm.

“You know I cannot permit that,” the king said. “The unicorn graces this hall, as it once graced me with his presence. My shield, my banners, my pennons, they all bear his likeness. The unicorn is why my people follow me. It’s why they call me king.”

“That’s hardly why, sire,” Zimenes said, head still bowed. “They love you because you and your father unified the strongholds and repelled the northern barbarians. They love you because you protect the meekest among them and you keep the lords and landowners in check.” Zimenes lifted his head. “That”—he pointed toward the tapestry—“is mere myth-making.”

“He revealed himself to me,” the king said, his voice little more than a papery rustle. “When I was lost.”

“I know.”

“I was starving, despairing of ever seeing my family again.”

The words and their order were intimately familiar to Zimenes, from countless tellings.

“I was going to die. I was sure of it.”

“Yes.”

“More sure than I am now, with my physician kneeling at my side, looking as though he needed some of his own medicine to loosen his bowels.”

Zimenes chuckled.

“Rise, friend.” The frail pressure left his head. Zimenes’ knees crackled as he straightened them.

The king lay on a narrow couch with many cushions. He shifted his weight to his elbows, struggled to lift and straighten himself. Wary of touching him, Zimenes helped arrange the bolsters so that he sat upright. The effort left the king breathing heavily. He smiled wanly at his physician.

“My postmaster tells me he delivered a letter to my queen in her cloister,” the king said.

At the far end of the hall, the small door inset into the heavy double doors opened, and a young man stepped through, closed the door softly behind him. He wore white fur trimmed in gilt and an ermine cap pulled down snug over his close-cropped blond hair. He refused to trim his equally blond facial hair, though at his nineteen years the scraggly wisps did not yet form a proper beard, or mustache. From across the hall, it simply looked as though it had been a few days since the young man had last dunked his head in the washbasin.

Prince Carlès, the king’s son and heir, come to chase him away. The prince slumped into a cushioned chair beneath the tapestry, dangled one leg over the armrest. Though Zimenes had assured the prince that his father’s disease was not contagious, he nonetheless kept a generous distance between them. He did not wish to disturb his father’s rest, he would say. Zimenes knew the prince’s bored demeanor often belied a suspicious attention—especially when he was attending his father.

“A letter from you,” the king continued, reclaiming Zimenes’ attention.

“It is true, sire,” the physician said.

The king waited patiently. Despite his frailty, King Adalmund’s silences could demand more than his questions.

“I simply expressed that if she wished to see you again,” Zimenes said, “now might be an opportune moment. As you seem to be convalescing—”

“Don’t lie to me, physician,” the king said. “Eirenaeus would never honey the truth.”

He softened the admonishment by resting his papery palm—as warm and yet insubstantial as sunlight—on Zimenes’ hand. What if he were to clasp that hand roughly in his again, as when they were younger men, with the same firm grip, and haul this man to his feet as though he had done nothing more than stumble momentarily? To show Adalmund that he was not, in fact, made of glass, but forged of a much sturdier stuff, the same as any man? Certainly, sturdier stuff than had been used to fabricate Zimenes. Standing next to the reclining king, he felt himself made of little more than fabric, and fabrications. Out of whole cloth.

“So that time has come,” the king whispered. “The time for farewells and amens.”

Adalmund turned his head toward the tapestry. Zimenes watched the king’s gaze settle first on the boy, lower, sinister, then follow the diagonal bend upward through the trees toward the magical, mythical beast above, dexter.

“I expressly forbade you to write to her,” the king said.

“Sire.”

“Have you heard from her?”

“It’s too soon—” Zimenes began, but the king rocked his head side to side against the pillow.

“I mean, ever,” Adalmund said. “In all these years.”

Zimenes stared at the king. They so rarely spoke of the queen. Lately, they rarely spoke of anything other than the king’s symptoms, remedies, and possible cures. But even before he had fallen ill, she was a topic they rarely touched. Even after the queen had departed, Zimenes had only once asked Adalmund why she’d left, to which he simply said, “She had to follow her calling.” A wholly unsatisfactory answer.

“Why would I be so privileged?” Zimenes asked.

Had he written to her over the years? Yes. Countless times. Only to crumple and burn each letter in his fireplace. A decadent waste of fine parchment. Every single one, until this most recent.

Unsurprisingly, the queen had never replied to any of his unsent missives.

“I should like to hear some news of her,” the king said, voice soft. His hand trembled on Zimenes’. “To know whether she is…if she is well.”

“I haven’t heard from her, sire.”

The king swallowed, with effort.

“I, too, have written to her, in recent days,” the king said. “I asked that she refrain from visiting, so long as I am ill.”

“She is the queen,” Zimenes said. “She will do as she pleases.”

Adalmund turned his head from the tapestry, closed his eyes, and smiled. A grunting chuckle turned into a cough that lifted Carlès from his chair, until his father quieted. Zimenes removed his hand from under his friend’s palm, pulled a pouch from his pocket, gently placed a honeyed lozenge on the king’s tongue to suppress the catarrh and soothe the throat.

After sucking on the pill for a few moments, Adalmund said, “I would hate for Tesse to see me like this.”

“Then allow us to seek the cure,” Zimenes said. “Open the Mirrenwood. It’s our only chance. Master Eirenaeus—”

“Let me meditate upon it.”

“Sire. It’s been months now of meditation, deliberation, consultation.”

“It’s not as simple as you suppose,” Adalmund said. “There are…considerations. Complications.”

The king closed his eyes, and a sigh escaped his lips. He seemed to have drifted into sleep again, as he so often did. These days, the simple acts of speaking to his physician and adjusting his position on the couch were quite enough to exhaust him.

Zimenes glanced across the room, toward Prince Carlès. The young man pared his fingernails with a slim ornamental dagger.

Directly above the prince, the poor boy in the lower left corner of the tapestry, scrambling over the gnarled tree root. The root ran along the lower fringe, connected to a yew tree that towered high above the boy, dominating the right margin of the design, rising to the hill in the upper corner where the unicorn stood, glowing. This same tree’s sprawling branches clawed after the unicorn, shielded from any evil by a silver aura. Standing on his hind legs, regardant, the unicorn’s visible eye, black, gazed back over his shoulder in the boy’s direction, but his ivory horn pointed toward a clearing in the trees, toward a break in the border, toward the way out of the Mirrenwood. The way home.

“Do you ever feel, Zim, as though you, too, are wasting away? Attending to me like this?”

Zimenes lowered his gaze back to his patient. He smiled and shook his head. “No, sire.”

“This illness keeps me prisoner here. Yet you—”

“Since I came to this country twenty years ago, my destiny has been tied to yours, sire,” Zimenes said. “And I have no regrets on that score.”

The king breathed in, breathed out.

“Would she come, I wonder?” he asked. “If she thought I were….”

There was, of course, only one “she” the king ever referred to. Only one woman in his life, though she’d been absent from the court nigh on ten years.

“Your guess is as good as mine, sire.”

Prince Carlès stood and crossed the hall, came to stand several paces from the foot of his father’s couch.

“I beg you, sire,” Zimenes said, aware that his time had come to an end, “consider your humble subject’s plea.”

Carlès tilted his head toward the door. Zimenes nodded and turned from his friend. The prince and the physician walked the length of the hall, tapestry on their left, windows on their right, empty throne behind.

“I don’t like you filling my father’s head with these fantasy cures,” Carlès said as they walked. He kept his voice hushed.

Zimenes stopped, turned toward the prince, who sighed and reluctantly turned back to face him. Regretting that he had said anything, Zimenes supposed, because now he would have to spend more time in the physician’s presence, would feel obliged to at least pretend to listen to whatever he had to say. The lad was callow. Jealous of his father’s favor. Suspicious of Zimenes’ foreign accent and sun-ripened skin.

“I will not suggest it again,” Zimenes said. He did not match the prince’s quiet tones, but spoke aloud. He did not mind whether King Adalmund overheard him. He had stressed many times to the king that the unicorn horn represented their last hope for a cure. “If your father would rather perish than hunt the unicorn, that is his choice.”

And who am I to say that it is not the correct choice? Zimenes thought. He had not been the one to see the unicorn. The king always spoke of his encounter with the creature in the most reverential tones. It had been a spiritual experience, a formative experience unlike any other. “A greater day than the birth of my son,” the king had told Zimenes late one night, after many cups. “Greater even than the day I first met Tesse. That creature was even more beautiful than she, so infused with the divine….”

Carlès turned from Zimenes and continued on across the hall. Zimenes resumed walking as well, leather slippers shuffling over the flagstones. The prince waited for him at the door, hand on the latch.

“A clever ploy, this unicorn nonsense,” Carlès said. “Absolves you of producing an actual cure, doesn’t it?”

“A moot point, as your father won’t open the Mirrenwood. He won’t allow the hunt.”

“As though such a beast even exists,” Carlès whispered.

“Ask your father,” Zimenes said, “whether what he saw was real.”

“A vision, in extremis,” the prince said, grip tightening on the latch. “In that feverish state, one can see all manner of things. And now you tell him that there is a cure for his malady, if only this fantasy ingredient could be acquired. Rubbish.”

“All the authorities—” Zimenes began.

“Spare me your authorities,” Carlès spat. “Don’t forget, I grew up hearing all the after-supper stories, too. You’re no physician. You’ve never been anything more than a camp cook with a knack for being in the right place, at the right time.”

His voice grew louder, echoed down the hall. He quieted, gathered his composure, returned his voice to a whisper, a breath.

“Your days here are numbered, charlatan. It pains me to say it, because those days are so tied to the thread that binds my poor father to life. But if I were as clever and self-serving as you, I’d make myself scarce before that thread severs.”

“I am all too aware that I have yet to produce a cure,” Zimenes said. “I am equally frustrated. Equally disgusted, with myself. Do you think that you can call me any name I haven’t already called myself? Charlatan. Mountebank. Medicaster. Prestidigitator.”

“I have a simpler one,” the prince said. “Fraud.”

“That too.” Zimenes held the prince’s eyes in his own. He accepted his responsibility. Acknowledged his failure. Swallowed his guilt. But he would not blink, would not avert his gaze.

The prince glanced away, toward his hand on the door latch, shook his head. “I don’t know why he trusts you so,” he said, not for the first time.

“I am his friend. I would be yours as well.”

“Hah!” The prince’s shoulders shook. “In all these years, you’ve never spoken a word of encouragement to me. Never a kind word about me to my father.”

“I’ve never uttered a word about you to your father.”

“Exactly,” the prince turned sharply back toward Zimenes. “But you always spoke so glowingly of my sister. Perhaps you supposed I wouldn’t notice.”

“Vialle was my pupil,” Zimenes said, surprised at the depth of the prince’s anger, the breadth of his suspicion. He wondered if Carlès, too, had come under the sway of the profound melancholia that had settled over the throne room. “As heir, and as a man, you had more important things to learn than the ancient authorities’ opinions on recondite arguments and philosophical abstractions.”

“Save your big words for someone more easily impressed,” Carlès said. He threw the door latch with a booming metallic clank, and his countenance brightened with a smile. “Time for our public faces.”

He waited, smilingly—his teeth white, even, perfect—for Zimenes to match his smile with a grimace, then, finally, a grin. Only then did the prince pull open the door.

The king’s attendants and those who sought audience waited in the antechamber, and their faces lifted, their eyes studied the physician’s face, for any trace of hope, for any hint of despair. They rose to their feet, questioningly sought out his eyes, hungrily tugged at the fabric of his robe. His grin felt like slowly setting plaster, as he fought to maintain it.

Prince Carlès beckoned for one of the courtiers to come inside, an earl or possibly a duke; Zimenes recognized the man but could not remember his title.

“Two more only, for a few minutes each,” Zimenes admonished the prince as he pushed through the crowd, which let out a collective groan. “The king needs his rest.”

“Yes, of course—physician.” Carlès leaned with irony on the final word.

Zimenes strode rapidly from the Great Hall, across the courtyard. He knew he shouldn’t let the prince bother him so. The boy had his father’s best interests at heart, Zimenes believed. And was probably scared of what the future might hold for him. All understandable.

That boy sure knows how to boil my blood, though, he thought. He could feel it in the flush of his face—a warmth that, fortunately, his complexion hid from the public.

He would scour his books, yet again, for any hint of a cure that might not involve this prohibited ingredient. He had been through them all—even those that had arrived in recent weeks from far corners of the Empire—and all he had managed to come up with were palliatives and suppressants.

First, he must check with the postmaster. To see if any further books awaited him. Or any correspondence.

As he passed the gatehouse, more faces lifted in his direction, nudged neighbors, turned bodies to face him: laborers, craftsmen, merchants, beggars, all gathered outside the iron gate. Just as the courtiers had, these men and women also eagerly searched his face for any sign, for any news.

He again pressed his lips together, stretched the corners of his mouth into a smile that he did not feel internally. Even without the callow lad’s barbs, Zimenes almost never felt like smiling these days. These past months. Years, even. Possibly since the queen’s departure. Strange how an absence could pall more than a presence. That removing someone could shroud the entire castle with her shadow.

One gaunt figure called out, through the bars, “Doctor! What news?”

Zimenes raised his hand in acknowledgement. “Same as yesterday,” he said.

“Same as yesterday!” the man said. “Same as yesterday! That’s all we ever get from this one!”

As Zimenes entered the office, in the shadow of the gatehouse, another man cried, “Is he a doctor, or a parrot?”

This drew some laughs, but then a string of condemnations and curses, followed by a few buffets and shoves. It could not be good luck to anger the king’s physician. For now, most of the people supported him. He knew that the populace’s mood, the attitude of the courtiers, could swing from protective to hostile in a heartbeat—or rather, in the cessation of such. Very soon those curses might be aimed in his direction. Those curses, and much worse.

“Good doctor,” the postmaster’s assistant said. “On time as ever.”

Zimenes took from him a packet of correspondence. He didn’t dare scan the envelopes, the wax seals, the handwriting—not yet. Back in the privacy of his chambers. He did not want the people to take his disappointment as a reflection of his recent meeting with the king. Disappointment, or possibly his elation, though he held onto no real hope for that.

“A book as well.” The assistant handed him a small leather-bound volume. On the Rhinoceronte, the Oliphant, the Unicorn, and other Horned Beasts, Illustrated with Over One Dozen Cuts, by one Lord Meyrick, only a few decades old. Perhaps of some use, should the king change his mind.

Zimenes’ chambers were located in a small cylindrical tower at the south end of the courtyard, away from the hurly burly of the petitioners at the gate, the hustle of the market beyond the castle walls. As instructed, his apprentice, Claude, had a welcoming two-log fire going in the hearth. Zimenes removed his robe, and sat before the flames in his high wing-backed chair. Set the book aside on a small table, crowded with unopened envelopes, several previous days’ worth of mail, correspondence with physicians in other lands. He would get to these letters in the afternoon.

He held the fresh envelopes in his hands. It was a torture not to flip though the letters, not to inspect the handwriting of the addresses, the returns, the wax seals. But putting off his inspection also maintained the possibility he might hold this letter, might hold the spirit of this person, in his clammy palms. Only by looking would he confirm that the one letter he truly sought was, indeed, not there. It wasn’t. It wouldn’t be. It never was. But he wouldn’t be certain until he looked.

So, he closed his eyes, leaned back into the welcoming embrace of his chair.

“Anything interesting in the post today?” Claude called out to him from the laboratory, behind the heavy leather curtain.

Zimenes shook himself, rubbed his palms over his high cheekbones, smoothed his beard. Straightened his spine and opened his eyes, turned his attention to the packet of letters. Time to end this silly, daily game. They were all addressed to him, of course. He searched, as he always did, for a familiar, elegant script, with rotund spines and thin, spidery swashes and tails.

As always, he did not find the script he sought. The envelopes, unopened, joined the others on the stand. He placed his head in his hands.

The burning wood cracked, and shifted in the hearth, sank into a puff of ash.

Tesse, he thought. Oh, my dear, distant Tesse.
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Clarions shattered the morning stillness, reverberated through the courtyard. Zimenes, bleary-eyed, roused himself from bed and swung open the louvered window, peered into the yard below, squinting in the bright sunshine. Four fine chestnut stallions led the way through the large crowd that had gathered at the gate. Each steed carried a mailed man-at-arms, who each in turn bore an upraised spear, at the tip of which fluttered a yellow pennon, where the white unicorn rippled and snapped. The men’s shields hung at their sides, each also depicting the white unicorn rampant on a flowery bed, surrounded by a field of gold.

Following after, two horses pulled an enclosed coach on four wooden wheels, escorted at the rear by another two men-at-arms on horseback. Curtains covered the coach’s windows. The trumpets’ echoes lingered after the final shrill tones had announced the royal arrival.

The queen, Zimenes thought. His heart began to beat again. She has come after all.

He turned away from the window, took stock of the room. His bedroom, lined with bookcases inset into the walls, doubled as his library. The air was close, stuffy, ripe. He left the window open to allow fresh air into the place.

She won’t be coming here, you nincompoop, he admonished himself. However—she may summon you.

He lowered his face to the washbasin, splashed the chilly remnants over his cheeks and forehead, rubbed the sleep from his eyes as best he could. Reached for a hand towel.

“Clod!” He called for his apprentice. The lad’s name was Claude, but Zimenes’ foreign accent rendered it clod more often than not. As—it must be said—more often than not suited the young man. Claude was earnest, Zimenes would never deny that. Diligent. Punctual, at the very least.

Usually.

“Clod!”

Then he remembered. The day before he had dispatched his apprentice to Friedelheim, a two-day ride distant, to return a borrowed tome to Master Archytus. Zimenes hoped his assistant and his ornery nag were getting along.

He stripped out of his robe and nightshirt, inspected himself in the looking-glass. He ran his fingers through his thick black beard and his bushy black eyebrows, tried to pull these unruly tufts into shape. They proved defiant, and he reached for a boar’s-bristle brush, worked in a smear of lampblack, to hide the few wiry gray hairs beginning to sprout, and then smoothed in a few drops of lamp oil, for sheen. He reached for a diffuser and sprayed a mixture of ambergris and musk into the air, lifted his arms and stepped into the cloud, eyes closed.

The queen, here. In the castle. Today. Now.

His heart beat double-time as he searched through his wardrobe for his best silk tunic and breeches, standard attire for formal gatherings in the Great Hall. When had he last worn them? In the autumn, Master Eirenaeus’ funeral. That was when the wasting disease truly began to tighten its grip on King Adalmund. Zimenes shook his head as he pulled the clothes from their hooks: the white silk trimmed in gold thread appeared clean enough, but horribly wrinkled. He supposed he would find the clothes-iron downstairs in the laboratory, where Claude also kept his cot and few personal belongings.

In the sitting room he paused, draped the clothes over the tall back of his winged chair. He began to tidy up the sprawl of unanswered mail that festooned the desk and side table near the hearth. Envelopes slipped from his grasp, parchments scattered to the floor, and he cursed Claude for choosing to take off this day of all days. Not that either of them had any premonition of the queen’s arrival. He’d never imagined that she might visit so soon. Had a hard time imagining that she would leave her cloister at all, even. It had been nearly ten years since she had sequestered herself.

Ten years.

Silly fool, he whispered. She will not be coming to you, in your hovel.

She would see the king, first, of course. Protocol would demand that.

Unless, perhaps, she wished to thank Zimenes for his letter, for alerting her to her husband’s turn for the worse. She might consider that. She always was gracious. He shuffled the correspondence into several neat stacks on the table, then closed and gathered up the various books that lay scattered over the chair, the carpet, the table, and arranged them in a row on the mantle, in pyramids on the table, until the mantlepiece sagged and the boards groaned under their weight.

No, she would go directly to her husband. Not only would that be proper, but she had always loved him best. And why shouldn’t she? He was much more of a man than Zimenes ever was. Perhaps not now, but in his day, when he was in full health. He’d been busy, that was all. Burdened by responsibilities. Traveling to the remote reaches of the kingdom, overseeing the implementation of his decrees, meeting his people and meting out justice on their behalf. Neglectful, perhaps. His worst offense. Never unloving, nor unkind. Never harsh, never cruel.

With an iron poker Zimenes rooted in the ashes for an ember to rekindle the blaze, but realized he would have to light a new one. Why, oh why hadn’t Claude at least swept the hearth before departing? Hasty at the hour of lighting out for the countryside, of course, never when it came time for his duties!

He swept through the heavy leather curtain that separated the laboratory from the sitting room, lit the stove in the lab, fed it with firewood, finally found the clothes-iron and set it on top of the potbellied cast-iron container. He lit a stick of incense from the blaze, waved it to and fro as he moved back into the sitting room, spreading the sweet-smelling smoke as he went.

He was caressing the creases from his silks with the warm iron when a knock sounded at his door. His heart leapt into his mouth.

The summons! So soon? It must be.

“One moment!” he called out. He pulled his housecoat over his shoulders, hastily buttoned it, skipped to the door, hauled it open.

There she stood. Naught but a silhouette, framed in his doorway, deep blue sky beyond.

Tesse.

After all these years. Her regal bearing unmistakable. Her posture, her attitude. Her grace. Her benevolence. The light from beyond, from behind, fired her hair into a brilliant blond halo.

She stepped across his threshold, into his sitting room. She took another step forward, came within touching distance. He recoiled from this vision from his past. This green-eyed specter. Her milky-smooth cheeks, marred only by a small mole near the left corner of her mouth that, somehow, he had forgotten. The fullness of her unpainted lips bore a hint of chapping, perhaps from the long journey.

He stumbled backward, bumped into the winged chair.

Tesse.

Every bit as vibrant and beautiful as he remembered her, from all those years ago. As though for her, in her cloister, no time had passed, while beyond those walls the days had turned into weeks, had stretched into seasons, had blurred into years that wreaked their slow poison on Zimenes and the rest of the world.

No, it was more than that. This was Tesse as he remembered her from his first sight of her, even. As though time had somehow reversed its course. This was not a trick of the light. Nor of careful shading and painting, as some women were wont to resort to. Tesse had always abstained from such deceit. No, there was a strange magic afoot.

This was sorcery.

He reached for the chair back to steady himself. Clung to it as though this construction of wood and batting and leather would moor him to the earth, anchor him in reality.

“Tesse,” he gasped.

The queen tsked and rolled her green eyes.

“I should hope not,” she said. Then, as he still gaped, “It’s me, you ninny.” She slapped her palm over his left breast. “Vialle.”

“Vialle?”

The princess Vialle. The king’s daughter—the king’s only daughter. Carlès older sister, by three years. She shook her head and swept past him into the room, surveying it all with those avid green eyes.

“My god,” he breathed. “But you look—”

“Your tower is so much smaller than I remembered it,” Vialle said, as she came to stand in front of his hearth. “Isn’t it strange how diminished things seem when you return after a long absence?”

An older woman followed after Princess Vialle, tiptoed hesitantly onto the threshold. She wrapped her shawl more tightly about her, touched her dark hair tied into a bun, secured with long needles, decorated with a square of black lace.

“Vialle?” She peered into the gloom.

Embarrassed, Zimenes straightened himself. The older woman stepped across the threshold, but did not close the door behind her. He smoothed his housecoat, assured himself that it remained buttoned. Cleared his throat.

“You remember Magda,” Vialle said. “My chaperone.”

The woman extended her hand, and Zimenes took it into his.

“Of course,” he lied.

The woman pressed her lips together into a smile, sketched a slight curtsy. He inclined his head.

“Doctor Zimenes,” she said. He released her warm hand.

“She remembers you,” Vialle said. Magda’s head pivoted toward Vialle and her eyes narrowed.

Vialle picked up a book from the top of the nearest pyramid, opened it to the title page. Nearly twenty years ago, shortly after befriending the king, he’d taught her to read: him sitting in his winged chair, she on the ottoman. He smiled as he remembered her dangling legs, her chubby little feet that didn’t quite reach the worn carpet. Her mother smiling at her clever daughter’s rapid progress, at her ruddy-cheeked promise. The princess’s inquisitive nature had quickly outstripped his library, comprised largely of dull medical texts and herbal compendiums loaned to him by Master Eirenaeus, who had, at the king’s urging, taken Zimenes as his apprentice. So, he had purchased, borrowed, even pilfered books in a wide range of fields—history, natural philosophy, alchemy, astrology, even logic and mathematics—to keep his pupil returning to his chambers. His pupil, and her mother.

Vialle had eagerly devoured them all. In this way he had continued his education as well, as he struggled to stay a step or two ahead of his student, to maintain the air of teacher, to justify her continued presence in his sitting room. She read much more rapidly than he did, and demonstrated an uncanny ability to digest and retain the material more thoroughly. By the end of their time together, he was just as often picking through books his “pupil” had devoured and cast aside. He was often distracted, in those days. Distracted by the presence of her mother at these lessons. The occasional glance stolen over her daughter’s lowered head, finger swiftly scanning over the pages…

Then, at twelve, Vialle had been sent away to Gothenburg, the Imperial Capital. To a finishing school, where she would receive instruction in etiquette, hygiene, household management, diplomatic protocol. The sorts of things that would prove useful in a princess when she married.

It wasn’t long after Vialle’s departure that her mother decided to cloister herself away, in a convent outside Rotterham, a tiny forest hamlet at the edge of the Mirrenwood. The diametric opposite of Gothenburg in size and importance.

And here she was again, in his sitting room. The Princess Vialle.

The silvered mirror of her mother.

“You…here,” he stammered. “I…. Where—?”

The princess laughed, a ripple that filled the room.

“I’ve never seen you at such a loss for words, Master Zimenes,” she said. “Even in my mother’s presence, you were always so…volubulous. The effect you’re having on him, Mags.” She shook
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