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	Sonnet: On the Fitness of Seasons by Enzio, king of Sardinia Translated by Dante Gabriel Rossetti

	 

	There is a time to mount; to humble thee

	A time; a time to talk, and hold thy peace;

	A time to labor, and a time to cease;

	A time to take thy measures patiently;

	A time to watch what Time’s next step may be;

	A time to make light count of menaces,

	And to think over them a time there is;

	There is a time when to seem not to see.

	Wherefore I hold him well-advised and sage

	Who evermore keeps prudence facing him,

	And lets his life slide with occasion;

	And so comports himself, through youth to age,

	That never any man at any time

	Can say, Not thus, but thus thou shouldst have done.
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PART I
CASTLE KRAGENBERG

	 

	 

	On the Instruction and Training of Falcons and Falconers

	 

	“Falcons and other hawks are rendered clumsy or entirely unmanageable if placed under control of an ignorant interloper. By using his hearing and eyesight alone an ignoramus may learn something about other kinds of hunting in a short time; but without an experienced teacher and frequent exercise of the art properly directed no one, noble or ignoble, can hope to gain in a short time an expert or even an ordinary knowledge of falconry.”

	- Frederick von Hohenstaufen, The Art of Falconry: Being the De Arte Venandi cum Avibus of Frederick II of Hohenstaufen

	 

	 

	
Chapter 1

	 

	“THAT BIRD SHOULD BE DESTROYED!”

	Andreas stared at Ethelbert in shock. Blood from an angry-looking gash on the young lord’s cheek dripped onto his embroidered tunic. Andreas clutched the handles of the basket containing the young peregrine. Perhaps this was a dream—if he blinked, he would wake up in the boys’ dormitory.

	The night before, Andreas had not been able to sleep for a long time. Oswald, the head falconer at Castle Kragenberg, had asked Andreas to help during the hunt. Until that April morning, Andreas had never been allowed to go along when a hunt party set out. He always stayed behind, cleaning around the perches, sorting hunting equipment, and doing his other chores. Maybe a visiting lord would be so impressed by his skills that he would make Andreas falconer in his mews. Andreas smiled ruefully as he lay on his pallet in the dark and stuffy dormitory. The chances of something like this happening were about as great as Andreas getting to fly a gyrfalcon, the falcon of emperors.

	Andreas woke up at first light, filled with anticipation. The other boys with whom he shared the dormitory were still asleep. Quickly, he pulled on his tunic and splashed water on his face from the little basin in the corner. When he got down to the kitchen, Matilda was already at her post, getting the fire going and filling large pots with water. Her solid bulk exuded energy and warmth.

	“What are you doing up so early?” she asked. “I am supposed to help Oswald today.”

	“Well, eat something before you go.” Matilda placed a wooden bowl filled with gruel on the table. A puddle of honey melted in the center of the steaming oatmeal. Occasionally glancing at Andreas as he ate, Matilda rolled out dough, pushing it and folding it over again and again in a smooth rhythm. Ever since Andreas had first come to live in the castle as an eight-year-old boy, lost and desolate after his mother’s death, Matilda had taken care of him, fussing and scolding as if he were her son.

	Finally, Andreas scraped his bowl and got up. He took it over to the scullery. “I will be back in the afternoon.” He smiled at her.

	Matilda’s face, reddened and rough from years of work in the castle kitchen and accustomed to an expression of severity, struggled into a responding smile. She reached up as if to stroke his arm, but then her gesture turned into an abrupt pat. “Get on with you! Don’t get back too late, or there will be trouble.”

	In the mews, Oswald was setting out the equipment and baskets needed for the hunt. “It’s about time you got here!” he said grumpily.

	“Good morning to you, too!” Andreas had lost his fear of Oswald a long time ago. Oswald was like a grandfather to Andreas, a stern mentor, and the purveyor of endless stories about worlds far away from the drafty rooms of Castle Kragenberg. “How is the merlin doing?”

	“Go see for yourself.”

	Yesterday, on his way back from the woods, carrying a basket filled with dandelion flowers and young nettle leaves for Matilda, he had encountered four boys from the village bent on torturing the young merlin. The bird was on the ground, unable to fly away. Its jesses had gotten entangled in a branch. These thin leather straps, attached to a hunting bird’s feet, were used to secure the bird on its perch and to make retrieval easier, but they could entrap a bird lost in the woods.

	Normally, Andreas avoided these boys. He was afraid of them; besides, if he fought back, he might end up getting punished by the castellan. But yesterday, when Andreas saw them pelting the bird with stones, he was enraged and threw all caution to the wind. Armed with a stick, he raced toward the boys, yelling as loudly as he could. To his surprise, when they saw Andreas, they fled. Elated by his success, Andreas carefully picked up the injured young bird, wrapped it into his jerkin, and brought it back to the mews.

	
This morning, the merlin looked content and apparently recovered from the shock of being attacked. Its eyes were bright, and it did not seem to be afraid. Other than the crusted spot where a stone had hit the bird, Andreas could not see anything wrong with it.

	Oswald said, “Lady Bertha is sending someone over later to pick it up.”

	Andreas nodded. He liked Lady Bertha, a widowed cousin of Count Cuno. Tough but fair-minded and generous, she governed her neighboring estate with a firm hand, keeping it intact for her eldest son.

	“She was very grateful. But, Andreas, I did not tell her any details of who had found the merlin or how it got hurt, because I did not want to make more trouble for you with the other boys.”

	Andreas did not say anything. He kept his eyes on the merlin. The village boys hated him for living in the castle. “You think you are so fine! You are just an upstart!” they jeered. “I bet it wasn’t your mother’s needlework that got you into the castle!”

	It did not help that the pages and Count Cuno’s sons, with whom Andreas attended lessons, also despised him and considered him as little more than a cadger. Brother Stefan, the tutor, had done what he could to improve Andreas’s lot after his mother died. Andreas did not know what had happened to his father. It had never bothered him much; only lately, he had begun to wish he had more answers. He just knew that his mother had come to Castle Kragenberg alone and pregnant, seeking her brother’s help. As Andreas’s uncle and his mother’s only living relative, Brother Stefan had arranged for Andreas to live in the castle and to take lessons with the other boys, but he could not do anything about the treatment meted out to Andreas as an orphan without any social status. Andreas had learned the value of keeping his head down. But he found it increasingly difficult to do so. Soon he would be fourteen and too old to continue taking lessons with the other pages. He sighed and then without further comment turned to help Oswald get the birds ready.

	The hunting birds sat quietly on their perches, only occasionally lifting a foot or shaking out their wings, to the sound of little bells tinkling gently. All hunting birds wore these bells to help falconers find them if they went astray. Three birds were going out today, a goshawk and a lanner falcon, both fully trained and used to being handled, and a young female peregrine in training. Andreas liked the peregrine.

	Oswald joked that Andreas and the peregrine were about the same age as far as their respective learning was concerned. “I don’t know what you see in that bird! Maybe it’s because you both have birdbrains!” he chaffed.

	“I just like her. I don’t know why,” Andreas said. Nobody knew where the peregrine came from. Count Cuno had brought her home from one of his trips a few months ago. Rumor had it that he won her from another knight after defeating him in a joust. According to Oswald, the blue coloring of her legs and down feathers was a demerit and made her less valuable, but Andreas thought she was beautiful.

	“You should see Adela when she is in full flight and the sun light catches the white feathers of her neck and belly, set off by black bars. It’s magical,” Andreas had told Tom one afternoon, trying to get him excited.

	“Why do you call her that?” Tom, his only friend among the pages, had asked.

	“Oh, you know—remember how Brother Stefan talked about Adela, the daughter of William the Conqueror, the one who acted as regent for her husband repeatedly? I think Adela is a perfect name for a proud and noble bird.”

	Tom had laughed. “I can never figure out how you can remember things like that from Brother Stefan’s lessons!”

	Now, talking gently to the young falcon to keep her calm and relaxed, Andreas checked her jesses and the little bell on her foot, and then placed her in the traveling basket.

	Oswald closed the lid of the goshawk’s basket and picked it up. “You carry the other two. Let’s go.”

	By the time they reached the field near the swamp where the hunt was to be opened, the early morning mist had lifted. Andreas shivered in his thin jerkin and tunic. He could feel the damp seep into the hole in his right boot. But he forgot every sense of discomfort when he saw the huntsman lift the horn to his lips. The sunlight bounced off the polished surface of the horn as the huntsman brought forth the piercingly sweet, long, high notes announcing the opening of the hunt. Halali! Halali!

	The hunt party consisted of Ethelbert, Count Cuno’s eldest son, several neighboring landowners, squires, and knights, as well as numerous servants and attendants. Andreas’s task was to keep an eye on the birds waiting for their turns and to hand needed items to Oswald from the equipment basket.

	The last note trilled and faded, followed by suspenseful silence. Then a bird rose swiftly into the sky, and Ethelbert released the first falcon of the day. The hounds resumed their baying. The lanner falcon, a mere speck against the bright blue sky, wheeled in wide arcs high above the cluster of men and horses. Straining his ears, Andreas thought he could hear the tinkle of the bells on the falcon’s feet. Then, in a movement too fast to follow, the falcon hurtled through the air in pursuit of a pigeon. Andreas could no longer see the pigeon, but he knew that the lanner had been successful. There had been something in that lethal self-assurance of the falcon’s attack that spelled a quick death for a hapless prey.

	The lanner landed on the ground and hovered over its kill.

	Ethelbert watched him, a broad grin on his face.

	Oswald, who stood next to him, murmured, “My lord, it is important to reward the bird.” Ethelbert complied and went to the falcon, though Andreas thought he looked sulky at the reminder. The bird was well trained. Compliantly, it stepped onto Ethelbert’s gloved arm and accepted his tribute.

	This was the third time that Ethelbert flew falcons in a hunt. His father, Count Cuno, was an experienced falconer and wanted his son to learn the art. Harsh and with little patience with his son, Count Cuno had charged Oswald with instructing Ethelbert in falconry. Oswald was not happy about this. He knew Ethelbert too well to trust him with the valuable and volatile birds, but could not refuse a direct order to bring them. Today was going to be particularly challenging. Count Cuno was away, and there was nobody to keep Ethelbert in check.

	Andreas watched Ethelbert out of the corner of his eye. The tall, lanky boy was mean and unpredictable. However, the first half hour went by without any mishaps. The goshawk, flying fast and low to the ground, caught a partridge that the dogs had chased out the bushes. Pleased with his success, Ethelbert acquitted himself well, feeding the bird without prompting by Oswald. Now, he wanted to fly the young peregrine.

	The hounds moved closer to the swamp, sniffing the ground and momentarily quiet in their intent search for prey. Peering between the men standing around, Andreas saw the gray and white feathers of a heron in the reeds.

	Oswald brought Adela over to Ethelbert. “Here she is, my lord.

	Give her time to settle.”

	Ethelbert scowled. He pulled off the peregrine’s hood abruptly. Without waiting for the dogs to flush out the heron, he raised his arm and pushed Adela into the air. The young falcon wobbled before she caught herself; then she flew swiftly upward before banking sharply to the left. She had her eye on another prey—a young hare in the grass near a clump of brambleberry bushes, munching clover and oblivious to its surroundings. Adela swooped down and fell on the hare. The heron lifted off, sailing away over the swamp.

	Ethelbert cursed. Impatiently, he brushed past Andreas, standing close by with Adela’s basket. The falcon was intent on the hare and did not move when Ethelbert reached her. He threw the carcass of the hare into the weeds and seized Adela roughly by her jesses. Before she could settle on his arm, Ethelbert tried to force the hood on her head. Frustrated and frightened, Adela struggled, scraping Ethelbert’s cheek with one of her talons. Ethelbert yelped and shook her off. She landed hard on the ground and lay there as if stunned.

	Andreas reacted without thinking. Afraid for Adela, he rushed forward and turned the basket directly over her like a sheltering tent.

	“Well done,” Oswald said quietly. He had moved with a speed that belied his years and was already next to Andreas. He reached underneath the makeshift shelter and grabbed the falcon’s jesses. Andreas upended the basket. Oswald fed the agitated bird a piece of meat, gently slipped the hood over her head, and placed her into the basket. Andreas immediately closed the cover.

	“That bird should be destroyed! Take it away!” Ethelbert yelled. Andreas tightened his grip on the basket. The other members of the hunt party had fallen silent. Lady Bertha, mounted on a horse large enough to accommodate her generous proportions, had an expression of polite indifference on her face; after a moment, she turned away and began to chat with another neighbor.

	Oswald gaped at Ethelbert, stunned and momentarily speechless. Then he said in a placating tone, “But, my lord, it was a mistake. The peregrine did not mean to hurt you.”

	“I don’t care. It is not fit for a lord. How dare you question me? I will tell my father about this. Take it away! I don’t want to see it again!” Ethelbert’s voice rose to a screech. A line of spittle ran out of the corner of his mouth, mingling with the blood from the gash on his cheek.

	Oswald glanced away as if preoccupied with some hunting equipment that lay on the ground.

	“Look at me when I talk to you!” Ethelbert shouted. “I expect you to obey.”

	Oswald faced Ethelbert, his eyes steady and calm. After a moment, he turned away and motioned to Andreas to pick up Adela’s basket.

	 

	 

	 

	
Chapter 2

	 

	“OSWALD, HE CAN'T DO THIS!”

	The birds in the mews were restless. Oswald had placed Adela on her perch. He stood in front of the falcon, staring at her silently and as if unsure where to turn next.

	Perplexed, Andreas watched the old man. “You are not going to do this, are you?”

	“Do your chores, Andreas.”

	“I will, I will, but talk to me! Tell me that you are not going to kill Adela!”

	Oswald turned and went to sit down on a pile of hay. He raised his head, showing Andreas a tired and defeated face. “I am only the falconer. I have to obey. I have no choice.”

	Andreas was stunned. “But, Oswald, you can’t kill her for something that was not her fault! Hide her!”

	“I can’t do that. Ethelbert is probably bitterly regretting what happened, but everybody heard him. It can’t be undone, and I cannot go against a direct order of my lord. If I complained to Count Cuno, he would have to take his son’s side.” Oswald bent his head over a piece of leather in his hands, twisting it and stretching it out again. “Don’t you understand—I can’t risk my family over this!” After a moment, he went on in a flat and matter-of-fact tone, “Anyway, I wouldn’t even have a place to hide her. You know the law. Look, I’ll give her a night. I can’t face this right now anyway.”

	Andreas was silent. It was unbelievable that Oswald would kill Adela like a chicken about to go into the frying pan.

	“But, Oswald, what if I did it? I could hide her! Nobody would ever know!”

	Without responding, Oswald stood up and turned to the shelf behind him. He busied himself with sorting through some of the equipment from the morning’s hunt. Andreas watched his back. Oswald moved stiffly as if his bones hurt.

	Andreas opened his mouth to speak and then stopped. Instead, he got up and brushed his hands off. “I have to go to my lesson. I’ll see you later.”

	Oswald did not turn around, just grunted in acknowledgment.

	Andreas went outside and ran across the courtyard to the kitchen entrance. The smell of onions, leeks, and barley, simmering for the midmorning meal, made his stomach growl. He grabbed a piece of bread that lay on the table before the cook could snatch it away.

	“Get off with you, you bread thief!” Matilda scolded, waving the rolling pin at him.

	Andreas ducked as he ran past. By the time he reached the room where the sons of Count Cuno and the pages had their lessons, he had wolfed down the bread. He brushed the crumbs off his jerkin and entered.

	When Andreas opened the door, Brother Stefan briefly looked around from the large wax tablet on the wall he had been writing on. He had this tablet made to his specifications. “Students have to see as well as hear in order to learn!” he told Andreas one day.

	Today, Brother Stefan’s clean-shaven face, with its rounded cheeks, bore its customary bland expression. He refrained from saying anything as Andreas squeezed into a seat next to his friend Tom. Tom looked intently at his slate as if concentrating on the lesson.

	The room smelled of damp footgear and unwashed bodies. Andreas was unable to pay attention. While his uncle talked about Archimedes’s floating bodies and filled the tablet on the wall with circles, triangles, curves, hemispheres, Andreas’s thoughts drifted back to Adela, looking haughty and aloof on her perch, blissfully unaware of the doom hanging over her. Oswald had told Andreas about people having their hands cut off for being caught with a hunting bird above their station. The penalty for stealing was severe as well. He knew of a thief who had been sentenced at the manorial court and had his ear cut off before he was driven from the county. Andreas tried to picture Oswald killing Adela. He could not bear thinking about it.

	At the end of the lesson, Andreas lagged behind while the other students filed out. Andreas wanted to walk his uncle back to the monastery. It always was his favorite part of the day. Brother Stefan nodded to him as he pushed his quill and several folios into his satchel. They walked out of the room and down the long, cool stone hallway.

	The grandfather of the present lord had married a rich wife and used the dowry to build portions of the castle with stone rather than the customary wood. It made for a cooler building in the summer months albeit a damp and raw one in the winter unless the fires were always well stoked. Castle Kragenberg was located in the northern part of the Holy Roman Empire, just south of the city of Lübeck in the Duchy of Saxony, in a wide open, mostly flat, fertile region, and winters were harsh.

	It was bright and warm in the courtyard, sheltered from the wind that blew across the fields. Andreas thought of Adela never again preening herself in the sunlight. He shook his head and followed his uncle across the courtyard.

	“Your mind was not on the lesson today, was it, Andreas?” his uncle chided him gently.

	“No, Uncle, I am sorry.” For a moment, Andreas was tempted to tell his uncle about Adela. But he let it go; there seemed no point in burdening him with this.

	Instead, while they walked on the narrow path toward the monastery, Andreas told his uncle about rescuing the merlin.

	“They called you names again?”

	Andreas was silent. His stomach clenched when he thought of the boys taunting him. They called him “orphan boy,” “kitchen boy,” and “Matilda’s pet,” and said awful things about his mother. “Your mother was a bit free with her favors, wasn’t she? Your father was a wastrel! You don’t even know where he is!”

	Brother Stefan sighed. “You know that this will only get worse. They will keep picking on you until your position is clearer. Perhaps I didn’t do you any favor by arranging for you to live in the castle and to take classes with Count Cuno’s sons.”

	Glancing at his uncle from the side, Andreas thought he suddenly looked a lot older than his thirty-seven years. Andreas shook his head. “It’s not so bad. I can handle it.”

	His uncle did not respond, just went on walking. At the monastery gate, he said, “Thank you for keeping me company.” He sketched the sign of the cross. “Bless you.” Then he turned to go inside, his brown cloak flapping in the wind.

	The gate clanged shut. For a moment, Andreas looked at the iron panel with the tiny peephole and the high redbrick wall that enclosed the monastery; it made him feel sad and alone. Then he remembered Adela. He ran back to the castle. The field next to the path had just been freshly plowed, and he could smell the sweet, dark sod.

	 

	 

	 

	
Chapter 3

	 

	WHEN ANDREAS TROTTED UP THE HILL TOWARD THE CASTLE, he heard a commotion near the stables. Coming around the corner, he saw men chasing the large sow. She squealed and thundered through the yard—a demented four-hundred-pound fiend. Matilda stood near the kitchen door. Her face flushed, she held a broom in her hand like a sword and yelled at the men, beside herself with rage. “How could you let that pig escape? Look at the mess she made in my kitchen!”

	Maria, Oswald’s granddaughter, ran up to Andreas, her braids flying. “You missed all the fun! The sow broke out of her pen. She knocked over the basin full of yeast, water, and flour set to rise. She started to eat it, when Matilda saw her and got furious. She dumped a whole big pot of hot water on her—the cleanest pig ever.” Maria giggled. She grabbed Andreas’s hand. “Look, they are still trying to catch her.”

	Andreas laughed. “Well, I guess there won’t be any fresh bread for supper.”

	The feel of her sticky hand in his reminded him of the day when he had hidden in the stable loft after his mother died. He had been sitting in a pile of straw and crying, when a small warm body snuggled up against him. Maria had talked to him in her light voice, telling him a long, nonsensical story as if she was talking to a baby sheep. She had been hardly more than a toddler, but she had known where to find him. Eventually, they had fallen asleep in the warmth of the loft.

	Andreas slung an arm around her shoulders affectionately. She still was hardly half his size. The terrified pig ran right past them, with a speed that astounded Andreas. Then it all came to an abrupt end when Matilda stuck out her broom and tripped the pig on its mad dash past the cook. Andreas and Maria watched several men subdue the squealing sow and drag her back to her pen.

	Andreas said, “Well, I better go to the kitchen. I don’t want to give Matilda more cause for aggravation.”

	Maria grinned at him. “I’m going to visit Mila’s puppies; that’s much more fun.”

	For the rest of the afternoon, Andreas helped in the kitchen. Count Cuno, upon his marriage, had constructed a separate wing for the kitchen, and it was linked to the main hall by a long stone hallway. On Lady Bertha’s estate, the kitchen area was integrated into the great hall—everything smelled of smoke and cooking grease. Andreas liked the arrangement at Castle Kragenberg better.

	Matilda looked disheveled. Her cap was askew, wisps of hair were plastered on her sweaty forehead, and there was a large blotch down her skirt from her encounter with the sow, but she was as fierce and demanding as ever. She made him scrub the floor and sweep up in the hallway. She gave him a pile of tallow candles and had him trim the wicks. Eventually, she handed him a basket filled with honey cakes. “Take this to the hall and place it on one of the sideboards. Also, ask the castellan whether he needs any ale.”

	Glad to leave the hot kitchen, Andreas walked along the stone corridor. The sideboards in the great hall had been prepared for the evening meal, and a maid had already lit some of the torches. Andreas stopped in front of the large tapestry.

	During the day, the tapestry looked flat and dull. Now, bathed in the flickering light from the torches, it sprang to life. Lords and ladies, dressed in rich brocades and flowing gowns, milled about on horses at the outset of a hunt. A sumptuously dressed rider with an embroidered cap on his dark blond hair in the center held a peregrine falcon on his fist. The horses were splendidly arrayed with gilt-embossed bridles and saddle blankets hung with tassels. Even the pages and squires wore colorful clothes. Hunting dogs of various sizes looked as if they were about to take off into the forest. Toward the left, a squire blew a horn. Small birds circled above the treetops of the woods in the distance. The edge of the tapestry was filled with flowers and plants, with hares, pheasants, a robin, and even a frog, peeping out from the leaves.

	Andreas gazed at the scene hungrily. It was as if Oswald’s stories came to life in front of him. The rider in the center could well be one of the emperor’s sons, perhaps King Manfred, known for his love of falcons; the one next to him with his shock of red hair could be his half brother King Enzio, the favorite son. The emperor called him falconello, the “little falcon.” Sometimes Andreas pretended his father was one of the squires, perhaps the tall one in the back, or one of the knights next to the redheaded rider. Then, for a moment, it was as if the falconer standing in the front with his basket, leather hoods, extra jesses, and bells seemed to acquire his own features. Andreas studied the falcon. The weavers of the tapestry had not gotten the coloring right, but had succeeded in conveying its haughty posture. If only he could bring Adela to someone like King Enzio! A clanging noise from the kitchen recalled Andreas to his duty.

	All afternoon, Andreas’s thoughts circled around the problem. Maybe there might be a way to save Adela that did not involve Oswald directly. Perhaps Lady Bertha could take the falcon. No, Lady Bertha would not want to challenge the order of things any more than Oswald. Andreas decided he would go back to the mews after he finished his chores, as he often did. Usually at that time, Oswald sat peacefully in a corner, mending something or making a toy for one of his grandchildren. That would be a good time to talk to him.

	The courtyard was quiet when Andreas finally left the kitchen. Some traders from the south had arrived the day before. Many of the men were probably off in the tavern, trying to find out if the traders had any news. People in the northern German regions worried about being drawn into the growing tensions between the Ghibellines, the faction supporting Emperor Frederick II, and the Guelphs, a faction that had been fighting the Hohenstaufen emperors for generations and was allied with the pope. According to Brother Stefan, Pope Gregory IX had even excommunicated the emperor and all his followers. They were not permitted to attend mass or receive the last rites, and all churches were barred to them. Andreas found this a terrifying thought. But he did not care to know more; it seemed far away and had nothing to do with his life.

	When Andreas walked across the courtyard, the afternoon sunlight slanted across the western wall, transforming the normally dour gray stone facade of the castle into a glowing, warm, and sturdy structure. He slipped into the mews and called out softly, “Oswald?” There was no response; all he heard was the rustling and gentle shifting of the birds on their perches. Oswald must have gone off to the tavern. Then he noticed something unusual.

	Normally, Oswald was meticulous to a fault. He kept the mews spotless and returned all equipment to its proper place in the back room when he was done with it
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