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future:
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security officer, good friends with Michelle

 


From fifteenth century
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Queen Isabella* – ruler of
Castile and Leon

King Ferdinand* – ruler of
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Princess Juana* – “the
Mad.” Second daughter of Isabella and Ferdinand
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third daughter of Isabella and Ferdinand (married Arthur Tudor,
then Henry Tudor (King Henry VIII)

 


Isabel – a fifteenth
century healer from a Basque village – daughter of a converted
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Rafael – a Castilian
soldier, owes a lot of money

Diego – a Castilian
soldier, helping Rafael pay back his debt

 


From elsewhere in
Europe:

Prince Philip of Flanders*
– “the Handsome.” First son of Maximilian of Austria and the Holy
Roman Empire and Margaret of Burgundy.

Cesare Borgia* – son of
Pope Alexander VI, Duke of Valentinois

Meric – a friend of Gwyn
and Michelle’s, murdered by Cesare Borgia
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2623 AD

The Shift is here.
Owen shivered despite the warmth in the lab. He
couldn’t really call it a cell—it was larger than his last
apartment—but the data displayed on the screen in front of him
chilled him more surely than any prison could.

“Ah, Owen.” Jaysen Fitz
strolled into the lab. “We are in the process of making history, or
unmaking it, as it were.” He chuckled at his joke. Owen gave a wan
smile.

“What… what happens now?”
he asked.

Fitz hooked a stool with
his foot and dragged it closer. The screech grated on Owen’s
nerves. Fitz sat, still smiling, his good mood a contrast to Owen’s
sense of dread. “Now? Nothing just yet. I don’t understand all the
particulars but my associates assure me that there are a number of
turning points in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. Once the
nexus on those closes on them history will be forever changed
and this reality
will fade away. Thanks to your own projections we have seeded
people at appropriate times to… guide the future of humanity to a
much more fitting destiny.”

“Oh.” What could Owen say
to that? Trapped by these Earth First fanatics, he was dependent on
their goodwill to live. Would they kill him now as they had
threatened?

Fitz noticed Owen’s
discomfort and leant forward, clapping the smaller man on the
shoulder. “Never fear, Owen! We still have use for you. My
scientists are good but they aren’t the best. Not like you. You
must explain to me sometime how it all works—how the Shift doesn’t
change things immediately even though it’s all in the past to us
now.”

“Um,” Owen mumbled.
Even if I dumbed it down for you, your head would
explode, you dirt-grubber. He didn’t dare
say that. “It’s to do with temporal displacement.” Owen’s gaze
drifted back to his computer, the display of lights overlaid by a
multi-coloured wave representing four dimensions. The lights
represented turning points—they lay in a channel of blue light.
He’d watched one light explode like a tiny sun going nova, shifting
the course of the channel, but somehow it had shifted back. He had
theorised during his time at the Agency that it would take several
turning points to shift the course of history, particularly when
they were relatively close to each other, as these were.

In the background, Fitz
prattled on about humanity taking its rightful place as lords of
the galaxy, with Earth at the centre of this glorious
empire.

Owen stared glumly at the
lights. Before the Agency had been enmeshed in scandal and all
operations suspended, they had multiple Agents dealing with single
turning points. This scatter was a temporal and geographical
nightmare. How could anyone hope to fix all that?

As he watched, one of the
lights winked out. Owen frowned. He checked another screen. His
calculations showed the turning point had been there. Had it
spontaneously resolved itself? It was possible.

“I’ll leave you to it!”
Fitz clapped him on the shoulder again. Owen nodded and tried not
to look confused, swinging his eyes back to the computer as soon as
the lab door locked.

Another turning point
winked out. Owen dragged data from one screen to another, speaking
algorithms into his self-designed program. He checked the result
twice.

It wasn’t an anomaly.
Somewhere, in the fifteenth century, someone was repairing
history.

 


* * *

 


1496 AD

“So that’s the queen,”
Gwyn whispered, peering past the velvet curtain at the figure on
the throne. “She looks… pissed off.”

Michelle
tsked. “She looks
serious; something a queen ought to be. While I don’t agree with
her religious policies, she certainly is a formidable monarch.
She’s been at war for most of her adult life.”

“Mm. Fair
enough.”

Michelle bit off her
retort. A squabble would attract attention—they were disguised as
men, pretending to be attachés with the Habsburg delegation from
Emperor Maximilian of Austria and the Holy Roman Empire. Their
mission was to ensure that betrothal between Juana of Castile and
Philip of Flanders would take place. The firstborn son of
Maximilian and Margaret of Burgundy, who had brought the Low
Countries into her marriage as part of her dowry, Philip was set to
inherit a significant portion of Europe. These negotiations allied
the Houses of Castile and Aragon in Spain with the Habsburgs of
Austria, and would form the basis for a worldwide Spanish
empire.

Gwyn’s lack of focus
frustrated Michelle. This was not their first mission in Spain. In
Tordesillas, whispers in the right ears had caused the Spanish and
Portuguese ambassadors to agree on the division of the so-called
“new world.” Gwyn and Michelle had also intervened in the forcible
expulsion of several Jewish families, diverting the attention of
soldiers so the unfortunate exiles could leave intact.

This was their third
turning point.

Queen Isabella continued
speaking. “And in the event of my daughter’s ascension to the
throne of Castile?” She sat at the head of a long table, resting
her hands on the carved lion heads that graced the armrests of her
elegant wooden throne. An unfurled scroll lay before her, held open
by jewelled weights.

“Her husband will become
king jure uxoris,
by right of his wife,” the Hapsburg ambassador replied, his Dutch
accent clipping the Latin vowels. Both queen and ambassador spoke
Latin in order to dispense with interpreters. Michelle was
ever-grateful for translation features of the chronokinetors that
she and Gwyn wore.

“Not king consort,” the
queen said.

“No, majesty. The
precedent of your own marriage is clear. Seeing that the Infanta is
third in line, with God’s blessing it won’t be an
issue.”

At the mention of her
marriage, Queen Isabella’s lips grew taut. It was the source of
quiet gossip that King Ferdinand hardly saw his wife anymore,
preferring to campaign around the country and, it was whispered,
grace the beds of various noblewomen.

“Very well. Speaking of my
first heir, I am happy with all the details of his betrothal to
Princess Margaret of Austria.”

Gwyn swayed and clutched
her head.

“Gwyn?” Michelle hissed.
“Was that it?”

“Mmm.” Gwyn staggered back
from the curtain shielding them from the rest of the room. She
lurched for the low servants’ door and pushed past the guard out
into the hall. Michelle hurriedly followed.

The guard caught her arm
and steadied her. “Are you not well, señor?”

“My friend is feeling a
little faint.” Michelle switched to Castilian Spanish.

The guard nodded sagely.
“The heat, it is too much for you northerners.” He waited until
Gwyn straightened before letting her go.

“Thanks,” she gasped.
“That was it, Michelle—the turning point. We’re good
now.”

Michelle caught the look
the guard gave Gwyn—a puzzled frown tinged with dawning
comprehension—and she guessed Gwyn’s nausea had rattled the girl’s
concentration and her disguise as a man was slipping. “We have to
go. Thank you for your help!” She grabbed Gwyn by the arm and towed
her down the hall.

“Keep it together,” she
muttered in Gwyn’s ear.

“Yeah, yeah.” Gwyn’s face
was pale but the sheen of sweat had faded. Once they reached the
inner ward of the castle, they shared a sigh of relief.

“Good work.” Michelle
clapped Gwyn on the back. “That one hit you hard.”

Gwyn nodded. “I know,
right? I don’t know if it was because we helped negotiate two
marriages, not just one. It was a big one.”

“Fascinating,” Michelle
murmured, shaking her head wistfully. “One day I’ll find out how
you do it.”

They shared a moment of
silence. A hawk wheeled above them in the cloudless sky, dark brown
wings outstretched against the endless blue. Warm air drifted over
stone walls, and Michelle breathed in the smell of the pomegranate
flowers from the trees in the courtyard.

She glanced sideways at a
frowning Gwyn. They had not spoken of what happened in Italy
several months ago, but Michelle knew it haunted the girl. They
worked well together now, but with none of the humour and
camaraderie Gwyn had shared with Meric. “I miss him, too,” Michelle
said, bumping Gwyn’s elbow with her own.

Gwyn’s eyes lost their
faraway look and she gave a brief smile. “I know. Alright, what’s
next? Back to town?”

Michelle nodded. “Yes.”
They left the castle and made their way down the road on foot. The
walled town of Segovia clung to a hilltop surrounded by the plains
of Castile. Michelle admired the view even as they discussed plans
for their next mission.

“La Infanta Juana will
enter her marriage by proxy this August in the city of Valladolid,”
Michelle told Gwyn. “We have to make sure she gets to the
Netherlands safely to meet her husband, Philip. The data I have on
the turning point is that bad weather, illness and a horse-riding
accident all lead to her death.”

“Bad weather?” Gwyn raised
an eyebrow. “Don’t tell me a storm is going to sink her
ship.”

“Lightning strike,
actually.”

“What? That’s ridiculous!”
Gwyn’s exclamation drew a stare from a passing merchant.

“Keep your voice down,”
Michelle admonished. “Check the timeline yourself. I’m just going
from the data I had from the Agency before I came back to this
time.”

Gwyn sighed. “I will.
Should we get supplies from the market first? I’m assuming we’ll
need horses to ride to Valladolid.”

“Affirmative, but we’ll
jump several months ahead before we ride. We have to give the
Habsburg delegation time to return the contract to the Holy Roman
Emperor. Once we are in Valladolid we will work our way into
Princess Juana’s household as ladies of the court and await whoever
they send as a proxy to perform the marriage.”

Gwyn pulled a face.
“That’s going to take some work. Wouldn’t it be better to disguise
ourselves as servants?”

“How about one lady and
one maid? We should be able to pull that off. Then it’s only one
letter of introduction to forge.”

They argued genially back
and forth about who would play lady and who would play maid as they
explored Segovia’s marketplace. Still dressed as a clerk, Gwyn was
able to purchase parchment and ink without comment. “I ran through
our supplies writing notes to the Habsburg ambassador,” she told
Michelle as they stopped to snack on roasted almonds. “Bloody
quills kept snapping.” She munched on a handful of nuts. “I suppose
if I’m a maid I won’t be expected to have nice
handwriting.”

“Hah—nice try.” Michelle
stopped at the next stall to buy oranges. The stallholder offered a
slice to taste. “Mmm, try this, Gwyn.” The aroma of citrus clung to
her fingers even after she paid. “You’re a similar age to Princess
Juana—if you become friends you can stay close to her and keep her
safe.”

“Who’s going to
keep me safe?”
Gwyn muttered darkly, and Michelle’s stomach clenched with
guilt.

“You’ll be safer as a
lady,” she insisted. “I can do the running around as a servant,
we’ll exchange gossip and notes—it’s the perfect plan. It won’t be
easy—you’ll have to practise your haughty lady attitude, and we
definitely will have to brush up on correct deportment, but you
blend in well.”

She didn’t miss the slight
straightening in Gwyn’s back, and smiled.

At the inn that evening
they enjoyed a quiet dinner and shared a carafe of local wine in
celebration. Michelle kept a watchful eye on the common room. It
was early, and the clientele wasn’t rowdy. Some guardsmen strolled
in and ordered drinks. They started a game of dice and a few locals
joined in. Michelle noticed Gwyn watching them too and approved. Of
all the times they’d had trouble in inns and taverns, it was
usually from soldiers wanting to start a fight. She’s wising up.

One guard rose and
disappeared, presumably to the privy. When he returned he cast an
appraising eye over the light crowd. He spotted Michelle and Gwyn
and came over. It was the guard from the castle—the one who had
helped Gwyn.

“Enjoying Segovia?” he
asked.

“It’s a nice town,” Gwyn
replied warily.

The guard ran his eyes up
and down Gwyn. His puzzlement was evident at first, then a broad
smile spread over his face. He hooked a chair with his foot and sat
down at their table. “You’re a woman,” he said quietly, grinning.
“I knew there was something odd about you at the castle. It’s only
spring, and even a Dutchman wouldn’t faint in this
weather.”

Gwyn smiled and shrugged.
“I’ve stood by and watched plenty of men faint from things other
than heat. You lot aren’t as tough as you think you are,” she
mocked, but Michelle could hear the edge in her voice.

“Gwyn, shut up,” Michelle
ordered. That’s not keeping a low profile.
Way to ruin the evening—I’ll have to bloody fight our way out of
here!

“Michelle, it’s fine,”
Gwyn drawled, examining her ink-stained fingers. “This guy isn’t
going to make a fuss.”

The conviction in her tone
amused the guardsman. “You’re both women?” he asked incredulously.
“What can I say? My queen is every bit her husband’s equal but she
is royalty—you’re just clerks!” His voice rose, but cheers from the
dicing circle drowned him out.

“No need to get excited.”
Gwyn rolled her eyes to Michelle, who was incensed.
Don’t draw me into this!

Gwyn beckoned the guard to
lean closer. “It’s like this—you’re loyal to the queen,
right?”

“How dare you?” The guard
grabbed his sword hilt.

“I said, don’t get excited.” Gwyn
beckoned again. “I’ll take that as a yes. Well, on your honour,
don’t say anything, because we are loyal to the queen too and if
you reveal us as women, you’ll expose the queen to slander and
maybe even ruin the alliance she has just forged with the
Habsburgs.”

“What?” the guard
breathed, leaning in.

Michelle decided to chime
in. “We can’t tell you the details, but you mustn’t give us away.
Can we trust you?”

The guard looked at them.
“How about I forget I ever saw you. I don’t want to mix with
spies.” He stood and made his way back to the dice game, shaking
his head.

Gwyn placed her hands on
the table and stretched her fingers flat. They were
shaking.

“Come on,” Michelle said.
“I’ve had enough for one night.”
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1496 AD

Snapping awake, Gwyn sat
up and looked around. Michelle was already crouched, hand on her
crossbow. Hoofbeats rumbled on the nearby road. A large company,
Gwyn judged by the sound.

The trees and bushes
outside the forcefield dome were hazy, but she could see the road
farther up the slope from where they were camped. As she watched,
dozens of soldiers trotted into view. The early morning sunlight
glinted on their armour as they rode north.

An idea struck Gwyn.
“Michelle,” she whispered. “We should go after them!”

The frown she received was
unfair, in her opinion. “Why in all the stars would we do
that?”

Gwyn kicked off her
blanket and rummaged through her saddlebag. “Find your servant
dress. Help me get into this.” She yanked her brocaded blue and
silver dress from the bag. Full of distasteful memories but too
valuable to waste, they had brought it with them from Italy. Gwyn
quashed the memory of Cesare Borgia’s gritty touch on her skin,
concentrating fiercely on dragging off her tunic and breeches and
stepping into the dress.

“What? Why?” Michelle
wasn’t moving, which infuriated Gwyn. She
expects me to jump at her command yet she questions every idea I
have!

“Credibility!” she hissed.
“Our guards were killed by bandits or something. We join those
soldiers as distraught lady and maid, gets us an escort into
Valladolid, then it looks more official when we present ourselves
to Princess Juana.”

Michelle considered this.
Gwyn ground her teeth in exasperation. “Alright,” said Michelle.
“Our horses don’t have side-saddles, though.”

“The bandits took our
horses. We were stopped for the night. One guard fought while the
other threw me on his horse and then died fighting. Come on!” Gwyn
shook out her hair and hastily twisted it into loops, shoving in
pins from her purse to secure it. Michelle laced her bodice and
donned her own dress. They quickly saddled the horses and kicked
them into a gallop.

“We’re going to break our
bloody necks!” Michelle yelled as Gwyn took the lead. They hurtled
down the road and within minutes caught sight of the soldier’s
column. Gwyn slowed to a canter, waving a hand and calling out in
Castilian.

“Help! Please
help!” Okay, Gwyn, you’ve always wanted to
play a noble lady, this is your chance.

The soldiers bringing up
the rear turned and shouted, drawing their swords and taking a
defensive position. Gwyn reined in her horse and ignored Michelle’s
muffled swearing. “Please help us,” she pleaded. “Bandits attacked
us and murdered my guards. We’ve spent the night in the forest—it
was awful!”

“Stay where you are,” one
soldier ordered. Another man rode up the line and returned with a
captain.

“Señoras, state your
business here.”

Gwyn repeated her story,
loading her tone with conviction and appealing to the honour of the
captain and his men to escort them to Valladolid where, she said,
“La Infanta Juana is waiting for me to join her ladies. I have a
letter of introduction here!” She gestured imperiously to Michelle
without turning, hoping that the other woman was playing her part
and looking suitably servile.

The hard-faced captain
grimaced. “Esteban, you and your squad will guide and protect the
Señora and her maid. We’ll ride ahead and take a message to La
Infanta. Your letter of introduction will be best. May I have it?”
He held out an expectant gloved hand.

Gwyn hesitated. They had
been counting on using the power of the chronokinetors as well as
the letter to convince Princess Juana of their legitimacy. The
forgery alone might raise suspicion.

The captain cleared his
throat.

“Of course!” Gwyn
exclaimed. She turned to Michelle with a frantic look.

Michelle sighed and drew
the elegantly addressed parchment from her skirt pocket. “My lady,”
she murmured, passing the letter over.

Gwyn proffered it with a
brittle smile. “We are indebted to you.”

“Hmm. Corporal Esteban
here will see you safely to Valladolid.” His nod was respectful but
perfunctory, and he wheeled his horse to return to the front of the
line.

Gwyn looked at Corporal
Esteban, then Michelle, and did her best to shrug elegantly.
Michelle sighed and the corporal looked bemused. “Shall we?” Gwyn
said.

 


* * *

 


They maintained an easy
pace in deference to the ladies’ supposed inexperience riding
astride. As they approached the fortified city in the late
afternoon, Gwyn entertained thoughts of a bath and hot
food.

“Shall I see if there is a
place you can freshen up before attending on La Infanta, my lady?”
Michelle’s dry tone broke into Gwyn’s contemplation of dinner as
they entered the outer ward of the castle.

“Huh? I mean, yes, of
course.” Stay in role, Gwyn.
“Corporal, would you be so kind as to see if your
captain delivered our message?” Her stomach rumbled, and the
corporal’s lips twitched.

Before he could move, an
imperious noble lady swept out into the courtyard, a disdainful eye
cast over Gwyn and Michelle’s rumpled attire. “Follow me, Lady
Gwynia,” the noblewoman ordered, her tone as steely as her tightly
coifed hair. “La Infanta is expecting you.” She turned and led the
way into an airy stone hall.

“Ah, we were hoping we
could make ourselves somewhat more presentable.” Gwyn hastened to
keep up with the older woman. A glance back at Michelle’s calm face
and Gwyn took courage. She did her best to match the noblewoman’s
imperious tone. “I have had an arduous journey and would like to
freshen up before attending on La Infanta.” Was that a slight huff
of amusement from Michelle behind her? She didn’t want to break
character and look again.

The noblewoman stopped and
raked Gwyn over with an unimpressed gaze. “La Infanta is expecting
you now. One does
not keep royalty waiting.”

A brief battle of wills
was silently locked. Gwyn’s resolve ebbed as quickly as a snowflake
on a summer’s day. “Er, of course, lady…?” She wanted to shrink
into her boots.

An arched nose lifted as
the lady replied, “I am Lady Valentina de Zamora, mistress of La
Infanta’s wardrobe. And I, like Princess Juana, am very curious as
to how you come to be recommended as a lady of La Infanta’s
court.”

Uh oh. Bluff it out, Gwyn.
You knew this was going to happen, you just expected to be on the
front foot. She regained some of her poise
despite the heat that flamed her cheeks. “An honour to meet you,
Lady Valentina.” She dipped a curtsey with a straight back.
“Please, lead on.”

Lady Valentina sniffed and
resumed her onward sweep. Gwyn risked a peek back. The tiniest
smile played around Michelle’s lips, and Gwyn gave a reassuring
nod. I got this.

She needed every ounce of
confidence once they passed through the heavy carved wooden
doors.

Princess Juana of Castile,
La Infanta of Spain, favoured her famous mother, with pale skin and
strawberry blonde hair. Her expression was less controlled than the
militant queen, however. Haughty shoulders thrown back. Hazel eyes
demanding answers. Juana clutched Gwyn’s letter of introduction in
her heavily jewelled hand. Gwyn swallowed.

“I received your
letter, Lady Gwynia,” Princess Juana declared. “It purports you to be the
niece of my mother’s dear friends, Lady Maria of Salamanca. I know
of no niece, and I know all the nobility of Castile. Who are
you?”

Gwyn hadn’t expected the
confrontation to be so blatant. She needed to think fast. “I’m not
surprised you don’t know of me, your highness.” She smiled
ingratiatingly.

It didn’t work. Juana
frowned and narrowed her eyes. Gwyn tried again.

“Ward is perhaps the
better term.” She focussed on Juana. She
doesn’t have to like you, she just has to believe you.
“I was in a convent in Naples for many years, but
never took my vows. Lady Maria patronised the abbey where I lived,
in memory of her dear, departed sister, my mother.” Gwyn dropped
her voice a fraction. Despite herself, Juana leant in to listen.
Gwyn continued, a hint of a sob quelled by stoicism. “My mother was
noble; my father a mere squire. They married in secret, much like
our honoured queen, and she died giving birth to me. I was sent
away and the family never spoke of it. My mother’s memory has been
eradicated from all polite company—it all happened before you were
born, your highness.” Gwyn wiped an imaginary tear away and cleared
her throat. “I am not ashamed of the love my parents bore each
other. I have lived my life in the service of God, but my aunt was
pleased to suggest to her majesty that my pious upbringing would
better serve as a lady of your court. I sailed from Naples and join
you here before you left for Burgundy to marry Prince
Philip.”

Consideration ticked over
in Juana’s eyes. The rest of the ladies—dressed in square cut heavy
brocade despite the warmth—sighed in pity at Gwyn’s tale while
maintaining a sneer of superiority. Lady Valentina frowned heavily
but forbore to comment, waiting instead for Juana to
respond.

They didn’t have to wait
long. Rapid decision making seemed to be part of the princess’
personality. She turned to one of her ladies-in-waiting. “Your
prayer has been answered, Lady Antonella. You did not wish to
follow me to Burgundy and my mother has sent a pious little nun to
replace you. You may go.”

Gwyn almost reeled in
shock. The animosity in Princess Juana’s tone was unmistakeable.
Lady Antonella—a dark-haired young woman—flushed bright red and
curtseyed. “As your highness commands.” She studiously ignored the
suddenly blank gazes of the other ladies and set down her
embroidery, walking to the door before curtseying again.

The guard outside shut the
double doors behind her.

Juana revelled in the
shock. She smiled triumphantly and swept her arm out dramatically.
“Welcome to my household, Lady Gwynia. Valentina, see that Lady
Gwynia is roomed with my other ladies—she may have Antonella’s old
dresses, as Antonella won’t be needing them anymore. They were
gifts from my royal self anyway.”

With that pronouncement,
the princess stuck out her hand. Gwyn realised she was meant to
kiss it, and almost tripped on her skirt stepping forward. Titters
of laughter came from the other ladies. Gwyn fought rising heat in
her face and made a passable curtsey, brushing her lips against
Juana’s soft skin. When she looked up the princess’ eyes were
fierce. “Don’t think you can mince in here and show me up with your
Hail Mary’s and your fasting and praying. My mother and father
might be the most Catholic monarchs, but that doesn’t make me the
Whore of Babylon just because I don’t confess and flagellate myself
ten times a day. I will be a married woman soon, and not submissive
to my mother’s will.”

Quelled by the intensity
and the threat, Gwyn murmured acquiescence and curtseyed
again.

As Lady Valentina escorted
her from the chamber, Gwyn exchanged glances with Michelle, not
daring to speak. And I’ve got to look
after that presumptuous little cow for the next few months? Man, I
wish I was playing the servant!
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“Hold still, I can’t lace
this up properly if you keep jerking!” Michelle yanked the strings
on Gwyn’s stomacher, ignoring the grunts of protest.

“Stupid fashion,” Gwyn
muttered between grunts. “You don’t have to make it so bloody
tight!” She frowned down at the gold and cream skirts of the dress
as she clutched the bedpost for balance.

“I agree, it’s restrictive
and impractical. Unfortunately you have to dress the part.”
Michelle finished lacing and retrieved the overskirt from the bed.
Gwyn sighed and put her arms up, letting Michelle drag it over her
head and down onto her hips.

“Yeah, I know. Good little
convent girl thrust into noble life for the first time.” Gwyn
asked, grabbing the brush and attacking her hair before Michelle
could. The humidity sent the brown waves into curls—luckily Lady
Antonella had left a supply of bone pins.

“That seems our best bet.
She is intimidated by her mother, and the queen is extremely
religious.”

Gwyn jammed another pin
into her hair. “She seemed pretty defiant to me.”

“Yes,” Michelle said
slowly, “but she’s afraid too. That kind of defiance in a culture
which demands unquestioning obedience to one’s parents, let alone
one’s king and queen, is unusual. It’s probably only because she
knows she’s leaving Spain soon that she dares to speak like
that.”

“I suppose you’re right.
Still, doesn’t make her less of a cow—don’t know what that
Antonella chick did to piss her off, but that was pretty abrupt!
And making a snap decision about me. She called me a liar then
decided to take me on anyway—I mean, I know I’m persuasive but she
seemed to decide more ‘cause it was convenient, not because I’d
convinced her.”

Michelle handed Gwyn the
hood to cover her hair. It matched the dress; cream with gold
edging. “She’ll learn to trust you. I know you can do
it.”

Gwyn tucked a stray wisp
of hair behind her ear, looking down. “Thanks. Hey—thanks for not
giving me hell about the soldiers and all. I thought it was a good
idea at the time.”

Michelle gave a wry smile.
“It was a good idea—often you have to improvise. Next time we’ll
think of contingencies so we’re better prepared. You pulled it
off.”

“Only through luck
though.”

Michelle shrugged. “At
this point we’re all running on luck. This is beyond anything
covered in my training.” And I couldn’t do
it without you. She couldn’t quite say the
words. She held a bubble of resentment deep inside, that Gwyn could
do things she couldn’t. The way she could see and feel timelines,
not to mention her instinctual finding of the turning points. Thus
far they had all matched Gwyn’s visions to the data held on
Michelle’s tiny wrist computer. If the timeline broke…

If the timeline broke
Michelle would be helpless, dependant on Gwyn to feel their way
back to true history. Just like she had been in Italy—and looked
how that had turned out. They had fixed the timeline, but Cesare
Borgia had raped Gwyn and murdered Meric. Michelle itched to hunt
the bastard down and make him pay.

It would never happen. She
had to let it go.

“Hey.” Gwyn quirked a
smile at her. “Let’s go do this thing.”

Pious lady and obedient
maid, they set off to join Princess Juana’s court.

 


* * *

 


They attended morning
Mass. Gwyn tried to stay focussed, envious that Michelle could sit
at the back with the other servants. She found her attention
drifting, the sonorous liturgy combined with heavy incense made her
sleepy. She stared absently up at the stained glass, brilliantly
lit in a myriad of colours. Ugh, it’s
sunny outside, wish we could go riding.

The priest intoned a
blessing. Gwyn dragged her attention back to the altar. Princess
Juana was looking at her, a frown on her face. Gwyn ducked her head
and pretended to pray, resenting the hypocrisy. Without meaning to,
she thought back to the last night in Segovia, with the guard from
the castle. Should I tell Michelle?
No—she’ll think I took a stupid risk.

The rest of the day was
dull. Dress fittings—the princess’ wedding gown had tiny pearls
sewn into the cuffs and hem, and the seamstresses adjusted
Antonella’s best gown for Gwyn. The proxy wedding would take place
in the city cathedral, so they went there for Juana to rehearse her
vows in Latin and her ladies practised carrying her long
train.

Back at the castle, the
afternoon was filled with embroidery, court gossip and listening to
a lute player. The other ladies ignored Gwyn and Juana was content
to make snide comments about Gwyn’s fictional upbringing. “Did
bandits steal your rosary too, Lady Gwynia? Surely you need to say
some Hail Mary’s?” or “I’m afraid we don’t attend Matins, Lady
Gwynia, but you can see my confessor if you like.”

Gwyn complained to
Michelle at night. “What is her problem? I thought the convent
story would sell.”

Michelle helped Gwyn out
of her dress, then handed it to her to hang over the change screen.
“It sells—she believes that her mother recommended you, or it suits
her to believe you. The historical records I have, and the rumour
amongst the servants though, is that she isn’t the devout Catholic
daughter the Queen wants her to be. She questions her tutors, reads
books that are forbidden by the Inquisition. Apparently her mother
ordered her whipped once.”

Gwyn gaped. “She’s a
princess!”

Michelle shrugged. “And
her mother is a queen; the most devout Catholic queen of the age.
She and Ferdinand have driven out the Muslims and the Jews or
forced them to convert. The Inquisition is burning heretics. You
remember those Jews we helped escape from soldiers?”

“Oh yeah, those jerks. The
soldiers, that is.”

“That’s happening all over
Spain.”

Gwyn flopped onto the
four-poster bed. “I remember reading it wasn’t as bad as some
history makes out. That only a few thousand Jews and Muslims were
forced to leave.”

“That’s still a few
thousand people whose lives were thrown into disarray, especially
because they were forbidden to take anything of value. And think of
all the ones who stayed and converted but kept practising their
religions in secret. They are persecuted horrendously and spied on
by their neighbours.”

Gwyn sighed. “People suck.
So Juana is a bully because her mum is.”

Michelle changed out of
her servant dress and into breeches, and began a stretching
routine. Gwyn dragged herself up to join her.

“Regardless of whether she
is a bully or not, you had better work harder to get into her good
graces. You can’t save her life if you’re not close to
her.”

Gwyn groaned. Michelle
shot her a look. “Focus, Gwyn. The survival of the Allied Planets
depends on us.”

Like I could
forget! Gwyn bit back her retort and hung
her head. “I know,” she said in a low voice. “But if I think about
it too much I want to be sick. How are you not terrified? Every
turning point we fix should be a relief, but it just makes me more
scared that we won’t be so lucky next time.”

Michelle clasped her hands
together and pressed her forefingers to her lips. At last she said,
“Maybe a change of tactics is in order.”

 


* * *

 


Mass again. Gwyn used the
time to sink into her timepiece and examine the turning point that
was fast approaching. A horse-riding accident where Princess Juana
would be thrown and killed. No marriage to Philip of Burgundy, and
no inheritance of the Castilian throne following the demise of her
brother, elder sister and nephew. The Habsburgs would never rule
Spain; the shape of European history would be quite
different.

She opened her eyes.
Princess Juana was staring at her again, frowning. Gwyn rolled her
eyes and was darkly satisfied at the look of shock on the petulant
princess’ face.

“Were you bored in Mass,
Lady Gwynia?” Juana demanded once they were out of church and
walking in the gardens. Michelle and the other maids followed a
discreet distance behind. Gwyn ducked a curtsey at the sudden
attention, eyeing the other ladies cynically as they shuffled
elegantly away from the target of their mistress’
disapproval.

“I’m afraid so, your
highness,” Gwyn remarked. “I’ve heard the gospel of John preached
many times before. I’m afraid my attention wandered.”

Juana drew herself up as
the other ladies-in-waiting gasped discreetly. “I am shocked that
you should be so blasé about the worship of our Lord.”

Gwyn waved a hand at the
garden with its orange trees and bougainvillaea. The riot of
fuchsia and orange, coupled with the scent of flowers made it a
paradise. “Is God not present here too, your highness? In the
flowers and the trees? I am not a theologian, but surely sitting in
a stuffy cathedral is not the only way to worship the
Lord?”

The only sound was the hum
of bees that busied themselves amongst the subject of Gwyn’s
discussion. Gwyn wished she knew what Juana was
thinking.

“Hmph.” Juana made a most
un-princesslike noise and stared Gwyn down. “You may be right.
Perhaps we should ask Father Orlando.”

Gwyn curtseyed again. “An
excellent idea, your highness.”

They walked on.

 


* * *

 


Father Orlando, the
princess’ private confessor, was not impressed with Gwyn’s theory.
He admonished Juana severely for entertaining such heretical
observations and recommended fasting and prayer for all the
princess’ ladies to encourage a more pure focus on God. Juana
appeared chastened and complied.

The other ladies, Sofia,
Marietta and the imperious Valentina, treated Gwyn with even more
disdain than before. Gwyn was just grateful Michelle snuck food in
for her at night—being hungry made her cranky. After a week they
received word that the Habsburg count who would represent Prince
Philip in the proxy marriage was due to reach Valladolid before the
end of summer. Juana ordered the fasting to finish and they
celebrated with a feast that night.

“So you are not the
perfect little nun, Lady Gwynia,” Juana commented, cheerful with
wine.

“Perhaps the convent I
lived in was too liberal,” Gwyn replied, smiling with downcast
eyes.

“We have heard of the
corruption in Rome,” Lady Valentina chimed in disapprovingly. “The
Pope has a mistress! And flaunts his children openly!”

“It is terrible.” Gwyn agreed seriously.
“Naples is just as bad, I’ve heard. It’s one reason I was glad to
leave my convent and come to Castile.”

“And do you think Burgundy
will be better or worse?” Princess Juana wanted to know.

Gwyn considered. She
wanted to keep Juana off-guard and intrigued, but not enough to
prompt a letter to the queen to investigate Gwyn’s story. Michelle
had been sneaking into the other ladies rooms and searching their
correspondence, making sure no one else thought to write and ask
questions. “I imagine it will be less restrictive than Castile but
less corrupt than Rome and Naples,” she said cautiously, as if the
thought had just occurred to her. “After all, there are scholars
there who are critical of the Church, and they are permitted. I
have heard the lands of Flanders and the Germanies are more…
austere than here in Spain, however.”

“And how do you know what
is and isn’t permitted in the lands to the north?” Valentina
demanded.

Juana narrowed her eyes at
Gwyn. “True—you are a contradiction, Lady Gwynia. We thought you a
modest nun, now it seems you are widely read and far more outspoken
than is proper.”

Gwyn thought Juana was as
contrary as the wind but didn’t let it unsettle her like it had
before. She’s a rebellious teenager, bored
yet afraid. I’m exciting to her now, and not just as a target to
bully. She bowed her head then looked
Princess Juana in the eye. “There is a lot more to me than
appearances suggest, your highness, just as there is to everyone.”
That truth was easy, and the conviction in Gwyn’s voice ended the
conversation for the moment.

“She doesn’t know what to
make of me, but she’s curious,” Gwyn reported to Michelle later
that night. “I hope that’ll be enough to move up in the pecking
order. Ugh, I hate these games—it’s so high school.”

Michelle shrugged. “You
hate it because you’re genuine with people. It doesn’t bother
me.”

Gwyn raised an eyebrow.
“Are you really an android? That would explain a lot about you. I
imagine you have humanoid robots in your time.”

She could have laughed at
the shock on Michelle’s face. The other woman glared and clenched
her fists. Gwyn’s lips quirked. Michelle’s shoulders relaxed and
she shook her head. “You’re a clown, Gwyn.”

When Gwyn’s face broke
into a smile, Michelle grinned back.
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The turning point loomed.
Michelle’s data and Gwyn’s ability to see into the timeline
confirmed that a horse-riding accident would kill Princess Juana
days before her proxy-marriage was to take place, but Gwyn was no
closer to being a favourite with the princess. Juana called on Gwyn
for her opinion now and then, despite Lady Valentina and the others
blocking every attempt Gwyn made to get closer to the princess.
Michelle’s efforts with the servants provided no clues either.
General gossip confirmed Princess Juana to be intelligent and
wilful yet cautious when it came to upsetting the status
quo.

“It’s today, Michelle, and
I don’t even know if she’ll invite me out riding!” Gwyn paced. The
sun’s first light crept over the window sill. The day would be
hot—August baked the plains of Castile and leeched the moisture
from the air. Flowers that had bloomed in weeks past now browned,
grass yellowed and crunched underfoot.

“If she doesn’t, get to
the stables anyway,” Michelle ordered. “I’ve prepped one of the
grooms—told him you were an ace rider who could ride
astride.”

“Was he shocked?” Gwyn
asked dryly.

Michelle grinned.
“Perversely so. Good thing we’ll be leaving soon or you’ll get a
reputation.”

“Ugh.”

That reminded Michelle.
“Gwyn, I wanted to talk to you about something. You know the last
night we were in Segovia?”

“Yes…”

Michelle ploughed on. “I
saw you by the well after
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