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Version_1


		
			For Mom, Dad, and Rachel, my first readers

		

	
		
			PROLOGUE

			She has already become a legend. The beautiful, headstrong girl I knew is gone forever, her life transformed into myth. The princess who pricked her finger on a spinning wheel and fell asleep for a hundred years, only to be awakened by true love’s kiss.

			I heard the tale last night, as I shuffled past the children’s room on my way to bed. My hearing’s not what it was, but Raimy’s voice carried clearly enough through the door. No doubt she was prancing about as she recounted it, for I heard the telltale creaks of the floorboards. My great-granddaughter is rarely content to recount a story; she must enact it, as if her whole body has a part in the telling.

			I heard her cackle as she embodied the witch who cast the spell, then gasp as the princess touched the fatal needle. Most of it was nonsense, of course, yet I remained rooted in the hallway, despite the dull ache in my knees and ankles. Raimy’s brother and sister must have been equally enthralled, for they made no sound as the story continued.

			“On the first day of the hundredth year, a prince came to the land, a prince more handsome and brave than any before him,” I heard Raimy say. “He could not rest till he had seen the sleeping princess of legend. As he rode up toward the wall of thorny trees, the branches parted. He rode through and saw the castle before him, its stone and marble gleaming in the sunlight.

			“He entered the grand hall and was confronted with a miraculous sight: the whole court, lying in a sleep that looked like death. He raced through the castle until he came to the highest tower. There, on a bed in the center of the room, lay Sleeping Beauty, her golden hair spread on the pillow, her cheeks still flushed pink. He could not resist. He bent his head and kissed her.

			“The spell was broken. Sleeping Beauty awakened, and around her the castle came to life once again. The king and queen wept with joy to be reunited with their daughter, and happiness was restored to the realm. The prince married the princess, and they lived happily ever after.”

			Ha! It would be a fine trick indeed to fell a royal daughter with a needle, then see her revived by a single kiss. If such magic exists, I have yet to witness it. The horror of what really happened has been lost, and no wonder. The truth is hardly a story for children.

			The next day I asked Raimy where she had heard the tale.

			“A minstrel sang it, at the fair.” Her eyes gleamed at the memory, and I could picture her in the village square, pushing herself to the front of the crowd. “Can you imagine the princess all alone in her tower, waiting for her true love? It gives me a chill to think of it.”

			It chilled me as well, though Raimy could never guess the reason. Does anyone believe that a woman can survive a sleeping death and emerge unscathed? How we tried to heal her, those who loved her most. But some damage is too deep to reach.

			“Better to fill your mind with Bible verses than such nonsense,” her father grumbled.

			I have never liked him. Raimy’s mother, my granddaughter Thelyn, treats me kindly and carefully, as one would a decrepit family pet not long for this world, but her husband complains of how much I eat—as if my withered body should be denied food!—and calls me an old crone when he thinks I’m out of earshot.

			Raimy pouted at him. “It’s only a story,” she said.

			Approaching fourteen, already beautiful, she chafes at her life on this farm. Looking at her then, I was struck with a vision of Rose at the same age: lips curved in a mischievous smile, the flicker of her long eyelashes. I felt a pang of adoration, for both Raimy and the princess I had once known. Though I often struggle to match names to my other great-grandchildren, Raimy has always been my favorite. Self-assured and intensely curious, she seems more fully alive than those around her.

			She is also perceptive enough to notice when her prattling provokes an unexpected reaction. Over the following days, she returned often to her story of the sleeping princess, glancing my way expectantly as I attempted to maintain an expression of blank disinterest. One evening, irritated when she failed to reappear with a cap I had asked her to fetch, I hobbled to the bedroom that Thelyn and her husband had given over to me—another cause, no doubt, of the man’s continual grumbling at my presence. As I walked in, I saw that the small trunk holding my possessions had been flung open, my clothes tossed haphazardly over the sides. Raimy, kneeling before it, jolted her head upward, her gasp matching my own as I saw what she clutched in her hand.

			Even in that dimly lit space, the emeralds and rubies embedded in the dagger’s handle sparkled. The sharp, cruel blade retained its silvery luster, and I felt a wave of revulsion as I remembered that same surface coated in blood. Could minuscule drops still cling to those jewels, within reach of Raimy’s tender skin?

			Any other child caught trespassing among an adult’s private possessions would have made a show of embarrassment or contrition. Not Raimy.

			“What is this?” she asked, her voice awed. Such an object, so costly and so deadly, had no place among the things of a simple tradesman’s widow.

			I could have put Raimy off with a falsehood and shooed her away. But I looked at my beloved great-granddaughter and found I could not lie. In the fifty years since those terrible days in the tower, I have never spoken of what happened there. But with my body failing and death in my sights, I have been plagued by memories, rushing in unbidden, provoking waves of longing for what once was. Perhaps that is why I remain on this earth, the only person who knew Rose when she was young and untouched by tragedy. The only one who watched it all unfold, from the curse to the final kiss.

			Gently, I took the dagger from Raimy’s hand and slid it back into the leather pouch where it had been concealed. I looked at the jumble of objects she had pulled from the bottom of my trunk: a braided leather bracelet that was more precious to me than any diamond-encrusted ornament, intricate lace trim salvaged from dresses that had long since disintegrated, a verse written in elegant script on a cracking piece of parchment. A golden three-tiered necklace adorned with miniature flowers that Raimy gazed at in covetous wonder while my heart grieved anew for the woman who had once worn it. Remnants of a life, meaningless to anyone but myself.

			Easing myself slowly onto the bed, I gestured to Raimy to join me. The household was settling down to sleep; we would not be missed if we kept to ourselves for a few hours.

			And so I began. “I will tell you a tale. . . .”
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			One

			A DESTINY REVEALED

			I am not the sort of person about whom stories are told. Those of humble birth suffer their heartbreaks and celebrate their triumphs unnoticed by the bards, leaving no trace in the fables of their time. Raised on a meager farm with five brothers, I knew that the expected course of my life was to be married off at sixteen, to work a similarly poor piece of property with my own brood of underfed children. It was a path I would have followed without question, had it not been for my mother.

			I must start my tale with her, for all the events that followed, all the wonders and horrors I have witnessed in my many years upon this earth, began with a seed she planted in my soul almost from birth: a deep-rooted, unshakable certainty that I was meant to be more than a peasant’s wife. Every time Mother corrected my grammar or admonished me to stand up straight, it was with an eye to my future, a reminder that despite my ragtag clothes I must comport myself with the manners of my betters. For she herself was proof that great changes in fortune were possible: Born into a poor servant family and orphaned at a young age, she had risen to a position as seamstress at the castle of St. Elsip, seat of the king who ruled our lands.

			The castle! How I used to dream of it, envisioning an edifice of soaring turrets and polished marble that bore little resemblance to the hulking fortress I would later know so well. My girlish fascination extended into imagined conversations with elegant ladies and gallant knights, fantasies my mother did her best to suppress, for she knew all too well the dangers that came from putting on airs above one’s station. My mother rarely spoke of her youth, but I hoarded the few stories she told me like a ragman collecting scraps, wondering why she had given up her position as a cosseted royal servant for a life of crushing drudgery. Once her slim fingers had caressed silk threads and rich velvets; now her hands were chapped and reddened from years of scrubbing, her face set most often in an expression of weary resignation. The only times I remember her smiling were during the private moments we stole together, in between the baby feedings and the planting and the harvesting, those precious hours when she taught me to read and write. Most of my practice was done in the dirt at the side of the house, using a stick to form the lines and swirls of the words. If I spotted my father approaching, I would hastily rub out the scribbles with my feet and scramble to find a chore to occupy myself. To him an idle child was a wicked one, and a daughter had no cause to learn her letters.

			Mert Dalriss was known in our parts as a hard man, and the description was apt. His eyes were the cold gray-blue of stone, and his hands had been gnarled and roughened by a lifetime of physical labor; when he slapped me, it felt like a blow from a shovel. His voice was gruff and harsh, and he used his words sparingly, as if uttering each one caused great physical effort. Though I felt no affection for my father, I did not hate him either; he was simply an unpleasant feature of my existence, much like the mud that clung to my feet each spring or the hungry ache that filled my stomach instead of food. I took his harshness as nothing more than the usual resentment of a poor man toward a daughter who will cost him a dowry.

			It was not until I was ten years old that I learned the true reason he had never loved me and never would.

			It was a Saturday morning, and I had accompanied my mother to the weekly market at our local village, a gathering of some dozen houses a half hour’s walk from our ramshackle one-room cottage. Farmers and townspeople would meet to haggle over a meager range of scraps: a few turnips or onions, small sacks of salt or sugar, perhaps a pig or a lamb. Rarely did coins change hands; more often meat or eggs were exchanged for pieces of cloth or barrels of ale. The luckiest sellers claimed a spot in front of the church, where they could stand on the clean, dry flagstones; the rest simply stopped their carts in the middle of the muddy road that passed through town. A few of the more prosperous farmers would tap into their ale barrels and remain there most of the morning, laughing and slapping one another’s backs as their faces grew redder. My father was never among these men, drunkenness being one of the many weaknesses he despised in others.

			The market was a place to exchange gossip as much as goods, for which reason most women lingered longer than it took them to stock up on supplies. My mother never paused after her business was conducted; it seemed she had taken my father’s disparagement of the villagers’ idleness to heart. I would move slowly from cart to cart, hoping to drag out the visit, but she passed me by with brisk efficiency, nodding at neighbors but rarely stopping to talk. Usually I hurried to follow her, ignored. Until one day when I froze in front of the baker’s cart. The smell of fresh rolls was so tempting; I thought I could satisfy my cramping stomach by drinking in the aroma. Perhaps, if I smelled it long enough, I might fool my appetite into thinking it had been sated.

			I turned around to find my mother gone. Not wishing to be left behind, I pushed my way through the huddle of people gathered before the baker’s wares, stepping on a boy’s foot in the process. No one there was a stranger, for we all worshipped at the same church, but I could not remember his name, only that his family worked a farm substantially larger than ours on the other side of the village, where the land was more fertile. He had the ruddy, round cheeks of someone well fed.

			“Watch it!” he scolded, then rolled his eyes toward a friend standing at his side.

			Intent on finding my mother, I paid him no mind. And that would have been the end of it, had the boy not said one thing more.

			“Bastard.”

			I do not think he intended me to hear. The word was whispered rather than shouted, but it had slipped from his mouth like a dangerous, powerful incantation. When I found my mother a few moments later, searching for me from the church steps, I asked her what it meant.

			She caught her breath, then glanced around to make certain I had not been overheard. “That’s a nasty word, and I won’t have you utter it again!” she whispered vehemently.

			“A boy said it to me,” I protested. “Why did he call me that?”

			Mother pursed her lips. She pulled me by the wrist with one hand, clutching her basket under her other arm. We walked away from the church, along the road leading back to the farm, without saying anything for some time. When we could no longer see the village behind a hill in the distance, she turned to me.

			“That word,” she said. “It is used for children who are born out of wedlock.”

			“Are you not wed, Mother?” I asked.

			She sighed. I can still remember the look of defeat that settled over her, and my own apprehension at seeing my strong, determined mother reduced almost to tears.

			“I had hoped you would never know,” she said quietly, looking away, over the fields. Then, collecting herself, she continued in her usual brisk, no-nonsense tone. “If my life remains village gossip after all this time, I suppose it’s best you hear the truth. I gave birth to you before I met Mr. Dalriss.”

			I knew enough by then to understand how a man and woman beget a child; farm girls who see animals rutting in the fields do not stay innocent for long. Shock mixed with exhilaration as I realized that my mother had lain with someone other than the man I called Father. Who? And why had he not claimed me? My mind reeled, each question leading to another as I tried to piece together what little I knew of my mother’s youth in the light of this revelation.

			“Is that why you left the castle?” I asked. “Because of me?”

			“Yes.” There was no bitterness in her voice, no reproach. Simply a weary acceptance.

			She turned away and started back on the road, as if nothing had changed. Yet, for me, everything had. It was that moment, I realize now, that started me on the fateful path toward the castle, toward the king and queen and Rose, toward Millicent’s dark powers. I could have accepted my mother’s wish to wall off her past and followed her home in silence. I could have made what would have been considered a good marriage, to a prosperous farmer’s son or a village shopkeeper, and lived out the rest of my life within a few miles of the place where I had been raised.

			Instead I galloped to my mother’s side, eager to extend the brief glimpse she had granted into her life before the farm.

			“Did you not wish to raise me there?” I asked.

			Mother did not slow her pace, but she glanced at me, mouth tightened disapprovingly. I braced myself for a telling-off, but instead she answered my question with unexpected directness.

			“It was not my choice,” she said. “The castle was the most wondrous place I have ever seen. I would have stayed forever if I could. But the man who fathered you would not make an honest woman of me, and I was turned out in disgrace. I was deceived, as many foolish women are, and I paid a heavy price.”

			I did not completely understand; the nature of relations between men and women was unclear to a girl of my age. But I can still hear the harshness in her words. She blamed herself for what had happened, perhaps even more than the man who had cast her aside. How I wish I could reach back in time and release the burden of guilt that weighed so heavily upon her! Had I been older, more compassionate, she might have told me everything and found some measure of peace in the confession. But perhaps it was for the best that the secret of my parentage remained hidden. What would a girl of my age have done with such dangerous knowledge?

			“So I was not born at the castle?” I asked, a child still, and concerned above all with my place in the story.

			Mother shook her head. “No, you were born in town, in St. Elsip.”

			“At your sister’s?”

			My aunt Agna was the wife of a cloth merchant, a mysterious figure who sent rolls of wool each Christmas, allowing us to make new clothes when our old ones were shredded with wear. But I had never met her. Having come up in the world, she preferred to keep her distance from our family’s poverty.

			“Agna did her best,” Mother said. “She gave me money and some swaddling clothes. But she would not have me in her home. She was a respectable married woman with children of her own. I did not want her reputation to suffer for my mistake.”

			“What did you do?” I asked.

			“I found a rooming house, run by a woman who had once been in the same state,” Mother said. “She was kind, in her way, and helped you come into the world. Without her you might never have lived past a few days. It was there that I met your father.”

			“You mean Mr. Dalriss?”

			“Father,” she hissed. “You will call him Father, miss. He saved us from starvation, never forget that. Every time you bite into a crust of bread, you should be thanking him.”

			“Yes, Mother.”

			I feared she was angry enough to walk the rest of the way home in silence, so it was a relief when she continued her story.

			“You were two years old. I had sewn a few dresses for my landlady to pay my keep, but after a time there was nothing more I could barter. She allowed us to sleep in her kitchen, provided I help with the cooking. Mr. Dalriss came to town to buy a new horse and heard that my landlady ran a clean house. He saw me serving at dinner, inquired about me, and I suppose he thought he might as well come home with a wife. The first time he spoke to me was to ask if I would marry him. I said yes immediately, and gratefully. Not many men would take a penniless girl with a bastard child. And here was a man who owned his own farm, his own land. I had prepared myself to accept far less promising offers.”

			Perhaps he had been kinder then, less worn down by disappointment. But I could not imagine that Mr. Dalriss was ever an appealing prospect. Mother must have been desperate indeed for her to have accepted him.

			“I worked so hard to show him he had made the right choice,” Mother said. “When I told him I was with child not four months after our marriage, it was the first time I saw him smile. He told me, ‘I knew you were good breeding stock.’ I will always remember that, because it was the closest to a kind word I’ve ever gotten from him.”

			He had chosen my mother as he would a cow. She had already proved she could bear a healthy child, so he felt confident she would produce a pack of children to work the farm. And Mother had kept her side of the bargain. Did she ever regret the choice she’d made?

			“The man, my true father . . .” I began.

			Mother twisted around and slapped me hard on the cheek. “You are never to speak of him,” she said. “He would not call you daughter. He would spit on you.”

			The cruelty of her words brought tears to my eyes, more than the blow. Father would have beaten me again for crying, but my mother softened at the sight of my misery. She wrapped her arms around my body, pressing my face against her chest, something she had not done since I was a small child.

			“There, there,” she murmured. “You must hold your head high. I will see you make something of yourself, no matter what the circumstances of your birth.”

			“Do you think I might be accepted in service? At the castle?”

			I could imagine no greater accomplishment, so I was surprised to see my mother hesitate, her face tense with concern. She does not want me to go, I thought, seeing her reaction as a mother’s natural inclination to keep her child close to home. Now, so many years later, I wonder if she was planning to warn me away. Given her own sad history, she knew only too well the malevolent intrigues that hide behind courtly manners. Had a cart not come rattling up behind us, causing Mother to extract herself from our embrace and offer a curt nod of greeting to the farmer who passed us by, what might she have said?

			“Come along,” she urged, self-consciously straightening her sleeves as the cart rumbled off. “Your father will be expecting his dinner.”

			My heart sank as I imagined his harsh complaints if we were late. Mother ran a finger gently along my cheek.

			“Your face is so browned from the harvesting,” she said. “Time your brothers took on more of the field work. I won’t have you grow up with the skin of a country bumpkin.”

			“Then you agree?” I asked hesitantly. “That I might find a place at court one day?” My stomach fluttered with expectation.

			“Now is hardly the time for such a discussion,” she said. “We shall see, when you are older.”

			At ten years old, I felt my future stretch before me as an unending horizon, with the years of my adulthood impossibly distant. There was time enough to ponder my prospects, to plot the course of my life. But whenever I tried to discuss going into service, Mother changed the subject, and in time I stopped asking.

			We did not speak of the castle again until the day she died.

			[image: ]

			The spring I turned fourteen, fierce rainstorms turned our fields into rivers of mud, delaying the planting even as our winter food stores dwindled. Father had begun to speak of marrying me off early, saying that it would be one less mouth to feed, and such was my hunger that I might have said “I do” to any man who offered me a warm meal. While some trade on their looks to improve their marriage prospects, I did not think such a tactic could work in my favor. When I gazed at my reflection in the river, I saw no signs of the beauty that was remarked upon in certain other girls of the village. While their hair was golden blond and their eyes blue or green, my thick, wavy hair was a deep chestnut brown. My dark eyes, while large and pleasingly framed by long lashes, were incapable of mimicking the flirtatious glances other women had perfected; I looked upon the world with a direct, forthright gaze. I did note a few marks in my favor: My complexion was clear and even, and the curves of my hips and chest gave my body a healthy solidity. With the right clothes, I might make a fitting shopkeeper’s wife, a fate that had become the height of my ambition.

			In the end, another village wedding allowed me to delay my own. A wealthy landowner’s wife hired Mother to embroider linens for her soon-to-be-married daughter, saving us from starvation. I shouldered as much of the burden as I could, sitting by the fireside well into the night with a needle in hand, squinting at the flowers I created with colored thread. Life in our one-room cottage revolved around the fireplace, the only place one could be assured of warmth. My mother spent hours there, cooking and heating water for washing; when it was too cool to dry laundry outside, damp underclothes hung on a line in front of the hearth, and we had to fight with the swaying fabric to claim a spot for ourselves. The flour, salt, and oats we were paid for the needlework allowed our family to survive another month, and we thought the worst behind us.

			Then the cows fell sick.

			We had three, an ancient bull that Father used in the fields and two milk cows. I was the first to notice the red scabs on their teats as I milked the cows early one morning. They felt scaly but showed no signs of blood, and I gave them no further thought. It wasn’t until the next day, when one of the cows stared at me with dazed eyes, leaning against the side of the barn, that I realized something was terribly wrong.

			As I went outside to tell my father, I saw him coming toward me, muttering with frustration. He used to hang his head low when he was angry, hurling curses to the ground as he walked, and he did so now.

			“Father . . .” I began.

			“Hush!” he spat at me. “Sukey’s dead.”

			My heart dropped. Sukey was the name we used for the biggest of our pigs; whenever one Sukey died, the next largest took the name, and so the cycle progressed. This latest Sukey had given birth to a litter of pigs not a week before. If she were not alive to suckle them, they might all die, and with them went our meat for the rest of the year.

			“What happened?” I asked, trailing after him on the way to the house.

			“The pox.”

			It was all that needed to be said. The pox was an ailment that swept through farms with no warning, sickening livestock and people with alarming fickleness. It might be mild and merely weaken creatures for a few days, but it also could prove devastating. It was reputed to have killed entire families in the village once, years before I was born.

			It was my mother who first noticed the spots on my face the following day. I had woken with a dry, raspy cough and a fever, but that in itself was no reason for me to be excused from my daily labors. Only complete infirmity merited a rest in my parents’ bed, with its feather-stuffed mattress. Usually we children slept packed together in a loft under the eaves, a bleak expanse of wood topped with a pile of straw and worn blankets. It was tolerable when I had to share it with only Nairn, the brother closest to me in age, but as a new sibling appeared almost every year, it grew steadily more crowded. I was often startled awake in the middle of the night by a foot kicking my stomach or an arm flung across my face.

			“What is this?” Mother asked, peering at my cheek.

			“What?” I asked.

			“These spots.” She pushed the hair away from my face and put her palm against my forehead. “You’re burning up.”

			I was ready to protest that I felt well enough, until I saw the fear in her face. She was holding my youngest brother in one arm, and she pulled him closer to her body, away from the threat of my illness. The heat I had tried to ignore flashed through my body, leaving a chill in its wake. My skin prickled as if the pox were about to burst through in angry red eruptions.

			Mother laid the baby down in the cradle by the fireplace and pulled my wool dress off, leaving me in my chemise.

			“You must rest,” she urged, pushing me toward her bed. “If you take care, I have heard that the pox can pass without lasting harm.”

			I chose to believe her. What girl, at fourteen, ever thought she was mortal?

			The following days passed in an eternal hazy twilight, for the illness tormented its sufferers with a wakefulness that allowed no respite from its horrors. My body blazed with pain as the pox erupted across my skin, yet I was unable to escape into the oblivion of sleep. Delirious, I saw visions of the castle and imagined myself walking along its wide corridors. It was warm, always warm, as I passed one fireplace after another. I gawked at the flames, amazed by the extravagance that allowed hearths to burn day and night. I have dim memories of my mother sitting on the edge of the bed, leaning over to wipe my forehead with a wet cloth. Then leaning forward to do the same to my brother Nairn beside me and another brother beside him. Mother watched us without expression, staring as if the heat of our fevers had scorched her eyes to blindness. The baby lay in her lap, ominously still. I closed my eyes, resigned to death.

			Yet that was not to be my fate. After what might have been hours or years, I became aware of the sweat-stained pillow against my cheek, felt the weight of the blanket spread across my chest. My eyes burned with exhaustion, yet the fever that had so tormented me had subsided. I saw Nairn lying next to me, his face red and distorted with swelling. I heard his breath laboriously draw inward, then wheeze out. The rest of the bed was empty. Across the room faint embers glowed in the fireplace. Our house, usually bustling and crowded, was silent.

			I sat up too quickly, for my head pounded with the effort and I had to shut my eyes to block out the swimming images before me. After the rushing sensation quieted, I looked again. By the dim light of the dying fire, I saw a pile of clothes thrown on the floor. Again Nairn took a shuddering breath and seemed as if he might expire from the effort. I looked at the heap of clothes and saw a movement.

			A rat, I thought. They made their way into the house from time to time but rarely lingered, as we ate every crumb we had. I pulled myself from the bed, willing myself the strength to stand and shoo the intruder away. It was not until I had walked unsteadily across the room that I realized the pile of clothes was my mother.

			I collapsed next to her. She was wrapped in her cloak, with the hood pulled over her head. Her legs were pressed up against her chest, her hands hidden in the folds of her skirt. I plucked the hood away and was confronted with a terrible sight: my mother’s face, drawn and tired in all the time I had known her but with faint traces of loveliness still, had been transformed to that of a monster. Red sores that oozed pus and blood had erupted from her skin. Her neck was disfigured by a massive swelling, and her lips, stained with blood, were frozen in a rigor of pain. Her eyes slowly opened. They had once been blue and kind; now they were pink and empty of all feeling.

			“Mother.” It was all I could think to say. I was not sure she knew me.

			Her body did not move, but one hand emerged from the fabric and reached toward me. Her lips parted slightly, and a sound escaped. It could have been my name, it could have been a moan of pain; I could not tell.

			“Please, come to the bed,” I urged. I could not think of any way to tend to her, but it sickened me to see her there, lying on the floor like an animal. She deserved better than such a fate.

			“Elise.”

			This time I recognized my name, and I smiled. If she still knew me, there might be hope yet.

			“Come.” I pulled at her shoulders. She lifted them slightly and reached toward me with her arms, but she was not strong enough to stand. I dragged her as best I could across the room, hoping her skirt would lessen the impact to her legs, but she did not complain. I draped her head and arms against the side of the bed, then leaned over to lift her lower body upward. My head ached with the effort, and by the time I had laid her next to Nairn, I was afraid I might faint. I crawled into the bed beside her and began stroking her arm.

			“Mother, the others . . .” I began, then stopped. Her watery eyes stared into mine, confirming what I could not put into words. They were dead. In the time I’d been lost to fever, my family had vanished. I remembered seeing the baby in her lap, so small and so still. I hoped it had been quick for him at least.

			Yet I lived. Which meant this pox, this terrible scourge that had laid waste to my family, could be conquered. Weak as I was, I could feel my head clearing, my body gathering strength. I wrapped my arms around her body—so very thin, little more than bones—willing the life to return to her.

			“Please,” I begged, “do not leave me. I cannot bear it here without you.”

			“Agna.” She said it so slowly and quietly, barely even a whisper. The swelling in her neck must have made speaking unbearably painful, and I could feel her suffering with every word. “You must go.”

			I leaned my head closer to hers, so she would not have to make an effort to be heard. A thin stream of blood trickled from her nose, and I wiped it gently with the edge of my sleeve.

			“Yes, I will go to St. Elsip,” I agreed, “but not till you are well. We can go together.”

			Her hands fumbled laboriously in the folds of her skirt. I clutched them in my own, as if my touch could prevent her from leaving me. Her fingers pulled away from my grasp and plucked at her ragged dress. Following her gaze, I looked toward the hem. She nodded, moaning with the effort, and I ran my fingers along the bottom of her dress until I found a hard lump. I could make out the shape of a metal coin, then another and another. Money she had hidden away, unbeknownst to my father. Money that would allow my escape.

			The thought of starting a new life alone, without her, brought tears streaming down my cheeks. A low moan, hardly louder than a whisper, rumbled from Mother’s throat, and I realized she was trying to comfort me, that witnessing my sorrow brought more pain than the torments of her body. Determined not to add to her suffering, I suppressed my sobs and forced a smile.

			“Do not worry,” I said. “I will find a place at the castle. I will do you proud.”

			Her hands suddenly gripped my forearms, and I flinched at the sharp pressure of her fingernails. My fever had not yet fully subsided, but her skin felt like fire against mine. She could no longer speak, only breathe quickly and shallowly, as one does when climbing a steep hill. I can hardly bear to think upon the memory: my beloved mother, so close to death yet so desperate to protect me. A single word escaped her parched lips. It sounded like “pell,” though it might just have easily been “bell.” Was she warning me away? Urging me to go? Frantic, I asked her what it meant, but she could emit no more than a hoarse rasp.

			“I will fetch water,” I said, frantic to do something, anything, to ease her distress.

			I struggled up from the bed. One of my brothers’ first duties in the morning had been to fetch water from the well, but when had that last been done? The pail stood between the doorway and the fireplace, as if it had been dropped in a rush. I peered inside and saw a shallow pool of water barely covering the bottom. It was enough to wet a corner of my chemise, and I carried it, dripping, to the bed.

			But I was too late. My mother’s eyes were closed, and she lay motionless, her face horribly altered by the ravages of disease but free of the rigor of pain. She was at peace. I crumpled by the side of the bed, surrendering to despair. Grief and shock weighed down my weakened body, and I might have been a newborn again, unable to speak or stand. Without my mother, my protector, I had nothing. I sat slumped on hands and knees for what felt like hours, so drained by the ordeal of her death that I could not even cry.

			The only sound in the room came from Nairn’s shuddering breaths. One after the other they came, slow but increasingly steady. Grimly, I forced myself to rise from the floor. My brother’s face was flushed, but his skin did not blaze with heat as my mother’s had. I might yet salvage one life.

			I picked up the pail and stumbled toward the door, intent on fetching fresh water from the well. When I walked outside, it was a surprise to be greeted by daylight. The closed-up house had seemed to exist in an eternal night. I heard sounds coming from the barn; the horse at least might have survived. As I approached the building, the door was flung open, and I stood face-to-face with my father.

			“Elise!” He froze in place, astonished. I must have presented quite a sight in my chemise, flushed and filthy, but his appearance was even more shocking. For the father I had taken for dead looked the same as ever. Weathered, as always, with bent shoulders and a suspicious frown. But healthy.

			“I thought . . . I thought you were dead,” I said.

			“I thought the same of you.” We stood staring at each other, two ghosts.

			“Mother,” I mumbled, “she said . . .”

			“She lives?” Father asked, surprised.

			I shook my head, and my voice trembled. “She is gone.”

			“Aye, it’s as I expected. I thought she might have passed on yesterday, but I couldn’t be sure.”

			How could he not know if his wife lived or died? “Were you not tending to her?” I asked.

			His face settled into the dark cast it took before I got a beating. “I did my best, missy. I watched my livestock die off, one by one, till I was left with but a few chickens and a horse. I buried my boys, four of them, while you lay abed!”

			It did not escape me that he spoke of the livestock before his children.

			“Should I have stayed in that house and risked dying myself?” he asked. “Who do you think left water and food at the door each morning? How dare you say I did not look to my family!”

			He might have helped us live. But I would not bow in gratitude for his feeble offerings.

			“I bedded down here in the straw,” he continued, “but now you’re better, you can get the house sorted. Just as well that I sleep in my own bed for a change.”

			“You forgot to ask after Nairn.”

			Father watched me, neither mournful nor hopeful. Simply waiting.

			“I think he will live.”

			“Good,” Father said. “He’s a strong one. I’ll need his help clearing the fields.”

			“He’s in no state to plow,” I said sharply. “He cannot even stand.”

			“He’ll be well soon enough. You can see to him until then. A few other farms lost animals, but none as bad as us, and those who were spared have sent meat and pies, enough to keep us from starvation. I’ll show you what I’ve got stocked away in the barn, and you can take on the cooking for this evening. Start by cleaning yourself; find something of your mother’s to wear.”

			She was not yet in her grave, and already he was urging me to rifle through her things. The anger I had kept tamped down for so many years swelled up, a river overflowing its banks.

			“I will set the house in order for my brother’s sake, not yours.”

			He stared, caught short by my defiance.

			“As soon as the funeral is held, I will leave for St. Elsip. Mother arranged a place at court for me.” The lie slipped so easily from my lips that I almost believed it the truth.

			“Court?” He came the closest I ever saw to laughing—his eyes widened and his mouth hung open. “They’ll slam the door in your face.”

			“I’ll find a better living there than here,” I said.

			To this he had no reply. I spent the rest of that endless day cleaning until my hands were raw and stinging, stopping only when my head spun with fatigue and I feared I would faint. Father wrapped Mother’s body in a sheet, grumbling about the cost of replacing it, and said she could lie in the barn until a funeral service could be arranged with the village priest. Before Father did his grim duty, I asked for a moment alone with her to pray. As he paced outside the door, I knelt alongside Mother and whispered what was in my heart: how much I loved her, my vow to do her proud. All the while my fingers crept along the hem of her underskirt, my nails cutting through the thread that held it together, until I felt the smooth metal disks slip into my hand. Five silver coins. All that my mother had to show for a lifetime of labor. I slid them into my shoe and rushed from the house before Father could see my red eyes and wet cheeks.

			During the following days, as my strength gradually returned, I saw Father only for meals. I ate more from determination than hunger, but I was heartened to see Nairn regain his usual vigor, and I sometimes set an extra portion aside for him to eat after Father had returned to the fields. I never saw my brother cry. As soon as he was able to walk, he spent most hours in the animal paddocks or helping Father clear out weeds. I did not begrudge him the wish to escape a house that had seen so much death.

			Mother was laid to rest on a bright, clear day, her body buried beside those of her sons in the village churchyard. I had never attended a funeral before, and only in hindsight did I realize that the priest performed the quickest rite possible, most likely because my father had skimped on the fee. Rushed as the ceremony might have been, I felt the weight of my grief lighten for a moment, as if God himself were urging me to lay it down. Mother and the boys had been welcomed into heaven. Their suffering had ended.

			The next morning, as dawn started to push aside the darkness, I climbed down from the sleeping loft, past Father snoring in the bed. I gathered the small bundle that held my few possessions: a chemise, a pair of winter stockings, a few needles and some thread, and a small loaf of bread. I carefully opened the chest that held my parents’ clothing and took out Mother’s best dress, the one she had saved for Sundays. With the years it had become worn and stained, marked forever as a peasant’s garment. Still, the fabric was of better quality than that of my tattered clothes, and I pulled it on.

			I heard a rustle of straw behind me and turned to see Nairn peering down from the loft. I offered a smile, but he only nodded somberly before turning away. Perhaps, given the losses he had already suffered, he could not summon the will to grieve my absence. Such was my leave-taking from the only home I had ever known.

			I headed for the cart path that led toward the village, the lure of what lay before me overpowering my fear. Where did I find the strength to take step after step into the unknown, alone and unprotected? To this day I cannot explain why I set my sights so single-mindedly on the castle. All I can say is that I felt called, whether by devilish temptation or God’s will I’ll never know.

			Or do I?

			Is it possible that Millicent, on the hunt for an acolyte, sent out a call that only I was capable of hearing, a call I was powerless to resist? It would be madness to believe such a thing. Yet what else could explain the unshakable certainty that drew me forward? Every great legend is at its heart a tale of innocence lost, and perhaps that was the role I was destined to play. I was ignorant indeed of the choices that lay ahead, choices that would raise me to heights I never imagined and others that pierce my heart with anguish to this day.

			

		

	
		
			Two

			TO THE CASTLE

			Two days later, squeezed in the back of a jostling cart with an assortment of hogs and sheep, I arrived in St. Elsip. Good fortune had hastened my journey, for I had not walked more than a mile when I was offered a ride by a passing farmer and his wife who were traveling in the same direction. My anticipation rose so high that the first sight of our destination came as a crushing disappointment: The ramshackle buildings on the outskirts of town were not much different from the humble country shacks I had left behind. But then the cart turned a corner and I saw it: a soaring fortress of stone encircling the top of a rugged hill. The castle. From that distance only the outer walls were clearly visible, yet my heart leaped all the same. I could hear Mother’s words, as clearly as if she sat beside me: It was the most wondrous place I have ever seen.

			How I ached for her in that moment! It is only now I realize that my hunger to enter those gates was fueled by grief. Deep down I hoped that some trace of my mother’s spirit would linger in those grand halls.

			On we drove, as modest dwellings gave way to solidly built homes that pressed up against one another. Taverns began to outnumber churches. Our wagon’s progress slowed considerably as we fought for passage with other carriages and riders, and I felt the unsettling sensation of the world closing in around me. People swarmed the streets, wending their way amid the hooves and wheels. The buildings grew ever higher, crowding out the sky. I craned my neck and still could not see the roofs.

			“Here we are,” announced the farmer, Mr. Fitz, who had acted as my protector during our travels. We pulled into a large square, where roads from every direction converged in a wide, open space surrounded by shops and a large stone church. The center, laid with bricks, had been given over to animals of every size and shape: cows on one side, pigs on another, smaller varieties such as chickens and songbirds in the middle. The noise, both human and animal, was overpowering. Disoriented and overwhelmed, I hung against the side of the cart. Mrs. Fitz placed a hand on my shoulder, but I could barely hear what she was saying.

			“I’ll go ask after your aunt. We won’t leave till you’re sorted out.”

			I nodded dumbly and remained where I was while Mr. Fitz unloaded his animals. All around me people jostled against one another, their voices assaulting my ears in a cacophony of shouts. How would I ever navigate such a place on my own?

			“You’re in luck, my girl,” Mrs. Fitz said, reappearing by my side. “The ribbon maker told me how to find your uncle’s house. Come, I’ll take you.”

			I was grateful for the press of her hand against my back as we elbowed our way through the square, past jittery horses and impatient shoppers. We had just turned down a dark, narrow side street when suddenly she threw her arm across my chest, pushing me aside and slamming my body flat against a wall. Liquid splattered on the ground next to us, and I looked up and saw a jug being pulled into a window above my head.

			“Can you believe that?” Mrs. Fitz exclaimed indignantly. “They put on airs in town, but you never see country folk empty chamber pots out the window.” I stepped around the filthy puddle with a grimace.

			As we turned from one crooked road to another, the streets and houses grew wider. Instead of passing mud-spattered workmen or scowling mothers tugging along their grubby children, we now walked past finely dressed ladies and gentlemen who strolled with the poise of good breeding.

			“This must be it, brick with a red door.” Mrs. Fitz nodded toward the building in front of us. To the right side of where I stood, a carving of a shoe hung over a simple wooden door; on the other side were two windows covered with iron bars. I looked up and saw that the house rose three stories. Cowed by her home’s size, I wondered if it had been a mistake to arrive on my aunt’s doorstep without warning. This was a woman who had not offered her own sister shelter when she needed it most desperately.

			Mrs. Fitz knocked, and the door was opened almost immediately by a middle-aged man wearing a short black tunic and black stockings. He stared at us, his expression unchanging. I wondered if this could be my uncle.

			Mrs. Fitz, more skilled in reading status from clothing, addressed him as a servant.

			“Is this the home of Agna Diepper? This girl is her niece.”

			The man looked me over as he might any other delivery from the market, then pulled the door open wider.

			“Madam is at home. I will announce you.”

			Cautiously, I took a step inside, then glanced back at Mrs. Fitz.

			“Good luck to you,” she said, patting me quickly on the back before taking her leave.

			The man who answered the door was already halfway down the hall, and I hurried to catch up. I glanced into the room we passed: a formal reception area, with carved wooden chairs arrayed before a grand stone mantelpiece; to the other side, I glimpsed a gleaming table surrounded by more chairs than I could count. Such a place would not intimidate me now, with all the riches I have seen, but at the time it seemed astounding that a person related to me by blood should live in such luxury.

			Ahead, at the end of the hall, I heard voices coming from behind a pair of closed doors.

			“Wait here,” the man ordered, opening the doors enough to allow his passage.

			I stood motionless, my hands clutching each other for reassurance, as the man shut the doors behind him. I heard muffled sounds but could not make out the words. Was it possible my aunt would refuse to receive me? What would I do then? Sick with worry, I waited to discover my fate.

			The doors opened, and the man waved me inside. The kitchen I entered was unlike any I had ever seen. It extended the entire width of the house, a space that could easily have accommodated twice over the hovel where I had grown up. To my right was an enormous fireplace, big enough to house two massive kettles and a spit for meat. The walls were hung with a mouth-watering abundance of food: onions, baskets of carrots and leeks, bundles of dried herbs, slabs of cured meat. To my left, a girl stood at a basin, washing a stack of pans. I had never seen so many plates in one place; there were enough to set a meal for my whole village. Against the wall at my side were barrels filled with oats and flour, any one of which could have fed my family for months.

			The center of the room was dominated by a wide worktable. At one end a young woman was flattening out a pile of dough, twisting and turning her rolling pin with practiced ease. At the center stood two women, both looking directly at me. The first, dressed all in black except for a white apron and cap, was the widest person I had ever seen; her ample belly was proof that in this house no one went hungry. The other woman’s air of authority and elegant yellow dress signaled her as the mistress of the house. I was surprised to see she held a quill in her hand; I had never known a woman other than my mother who could write.

			“Aunt Agna?” I asked nervously.

			“Elise, is it?” She looked me over suspiciously. She had the sort of features referred to as handsome rather than beautiful, with a strong brow and a sharp chin. Her lips were drawn together in a tight, thin line. “What brings you here?”

			“My mother . . .” I began, then found myself without words.

			“How does she?”

			The despair that washed over my face conveyed the message I could not utter aloud, shaken as I was by silent sobs. Aunt Agna nodded slowly, her wary expression unchanged.

			“What happened?” she asked.

			I sniffled and got hold of myself. “The pox. It took four of my brothers as well.”

			She walked around the table and halfheartedly patted my shoulder. “Poor Mayren. She deserved a better fate.” She spoke briskly, without sentiment. Still keeping her thoughts in reserve, as if she had not yet made up her mind what to do with me.

			“I had hoped to find a place at the castle, as my mother once did,” I said nervously. “If I could impose upon your hospitality for this evening, perhaps tomorrow you could tell me the best way to proceed.”

			Agna shook her head quickly. “Nonsense. They’d never accept you, looking like that. Stay with us for a spell, and I’ll see you’re properly prepared.”

			“Thank you.” The relief was so intense that I came close to relapsing into tears.

			“Was it your mother’s wish that you seek me out?” Agna asked.

			“Your name was one of the last words she uttered,” I said. The revelation momentarily broke through Agna’s reserve, and she sighed deeply. In her eyes I saw the pain that comes from regrets that will never be lifted.

			“She said one other thing before she died,” I added. “Perhaps you might know what it means. A word that sounded like ‘pell,’ although that makes no sense—”

			“Pelleg,” Agna interrupted. “She was a friend of Mayren’s, at the castle, though she’s improved her lot since then. She’s known as Mrs. Tewkes now, the head housekeeper.”

			Now I understood why my mother had so labored to utter that one final word. With her dying breath, she had given me permission to go, directing me toward a person who could guide my way at court. A person who could protect me, after she was gone.

			Or so I thought. Now, with the wisdom of my years, I cannot help seeing my mother’s actions in another light, one more in keeping with her character. All her life she had dissuaded me from imagining a life at the castle, switching the subject whenever I spoke of it. Is it likely she changed her mind on the point of death? Or had she invoked her friend’s name as a last desperate attempt to save me, hoping Pelleg Tewkes might be the one person who could dissuade me from entering that treacherous world?

			I will never know.

			“The first thing we must do is clean you up,” Agna said, looking disapprovingly at my clothes. “If you expect to be hired at the castle, you must look the part, as well as understand how things are done there. I will tell you all you need to know, in good time.”

			Relieved, yet still uncertain as to my place in the household, I waited for further instructions. Was I to stay in the family quarters upstairs? Or in one of the small servants’ rooms I glimpsed off the kitchen, as befitting a penniless orphan?

			“Come, I will introduce you to your cousins,” Agna said, taking me by the arm. Her mouth curved into a wry smile. “Don’t look so worried. I’m not heartless, no matter what your mother might have said.”
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			In fact, my mother had spoken very little of her sister. There were fleeting similarities between them: Agna had the same curly hair that bobbed in tendrils around her face, and her eyes turned downward in a way that gave her a melancholy air, as had my mother’s. But, seen side by side, the two women would never have been taken for sisters. My mother, married to a poor, belligerent farmer, hid her strength beneath a cowering posture and cautious utterances. Agna, the wife of a wealthy cloth merchant, carried herself with the assurance that her words would be obeyed. She kept order among a staff of bustling servants, three children, and a husband without ever raising her voice. My uncle may have been head of the household in name, but my aunt wielded the power within those walls.

			During the two weeks I lived under her roof, I learned that kindness lurked beneath my aunt’s brusque manner. She bade me sleep in the same bed as her daughter Damilla, a few years older than me and already engaged to be married, and insisted I take a bath with heated water each Sunday, just as her own children did. My cousins, accustomed to such indulgences, were polite but indifferent to my presence, and I suspected that my lack of polish made me a figure of fun behind closed doors. Had they known the heights to which I would rise, would they have treated me differently? It is tempting to envision a comeuppance for those who have slighted you. And yet, knowing what their family was to suffer in the years to come, I cannot nurse a grudge. It is truly a blessing we are spared foreknowledge of our ultimate ends.

			Agna, who had worked at the castle alongside my mother before her marriage, instructed me in courtly etiquette and the servant hierarchies. She had one of Damilla’s old dresses altered to fit me and clucked in disapproval at my shoes. I owned only a single pair, made from wood and bark by my father. At home I went barefoot most of the year.

			“You can’t be seen in those,” she declared. “Hannolt will make you a pair.”

			Hannolt, I soon learned, was the shoemaker whose shop stood on the ground floor of my aunt’s house; it was common for homeowners to rent out their lower levels, since no decent family would want passersby staring into their windows. The top of Hannolt’s head barely reached my shoulder, but he made up for his lack of size by creating a storm of activity around himself and speaking in a loud yammer.

			“My niece should have a good, stout pair,” Agna told him as we stood in his shop. “Leather, of course, but not extravagant.”

			“Yes, yes, I understand,” Hannolt said, nodding. “Something that will withstand hard wear. Still, a young lady deserves a touch of beauty, does she not? Some embroidery, perhaps?”

			Agna shook her head firmly. “There’s no need for such frippery.”

			“Well then, we shall take her measurements. Marcus!”

			A young man pushed through the curtains that hung across the back of the room. I wish I could tell you exactly how he struck me on first sight; were this a different sort of tale, I might recall his soulful eyes or the crush of longing that weakened me upon seeing his face or some other foolishness. But I have vowed to tell the truth. On that day I noted only that he was a young man of about my own age, considerably taller than his father but far less effusive. He said nothing as he knelt before me and reached his hands toward my legs. I was so surprised by the gesture that I flinched backward and almost lost my balance.

			“Let the girl be seated first!” Hannolt laughed.

			He ushered me to a bench along the wall, then motioned Marcus forward. The boy cautiously pulled one of my feet out from under my skirt and slid off the slipper I had borrowed from Aunt Agna. I could barely feel the weight of his hands through my stockings as he placed my foot on a flat piece of wood, engraved with foot tracings of various sizes. He looked at his father and pointed to the line where my foot matched up, then took a thin leather strap from around his neck and wrapped it around my foot from bottom to top, then around my ankle. He removed the strap and nodded toward his father. Still he said nothing. I wondered if he was dumb. Or perhaps he had given up hope of being heard above his father’s prattling.

			“Done?” Hannolt asked. “Good. Now, about the color.” He waved his hand toward samples of leather hanging from hooks above my head.

			Agna scanned the choices and pointed to a dark brown piece. “That one.”

			I reached into the pocket of my apron and drew out one of the coins my mother had given me. “Will this do?”

			Agna took hold of my fingers and wrapped them around the coin. “This is my gift to you. A fine aunt I’d be, sending you off to the castle in those wooden shoes.”

			“The castle?” Hannolt’s eyes lit up with surprise. “Are you paying a visit, miss?”

			“She’s to be in service,” Agna said.

			“We’ll be going there ourselves in a few days,” Hannolt said. “One of the finest ladies at court buys her shoes from us, ten pairs at a time. Would that all my customers were so free-spending!”

			“Perhaps you could escort Elise when you go?”

			“It would be a pleasure. She’ll arrive safe and sound, you have my word.”

			I had thought my aunt would bring me to the castle herself, and I felt a stab of disappointment when she pawned me off on the shoemaker. How would I navigate my way through those massive fortifications without her guidance? Self-centered, as girls of that age can be, I never considered that Agna might have had a good reason for avoiding the place. Those who have once been servants can be sensitive about their formerly low rank, as I would one day know only too well.

			“Send word of your departure, and I’ll see she is ready,” Agna said.

			“You’ll arrive at the castle a lady,” Hannolt assured me. “Your shoes will be as finely made as any, though the queen, they say, has hers encrusted with diamonds. . . .”

			Following a loving description of the queen’s footwear, Hannolt continued on to a detailed examination of court fashion, ignoring Agna’s attempts to take her leave. I momentarily turned toward Marcus, and he smiled almost imperceptibly, just enough to make me notice his dark eyes, crinkled with amusement at his father’s chattering. Enough to make me think he might be more than a dumb shopkeeper’s son.
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			During the weeks I spent with Aunt Agna, I wandered no farther than the shops nearest her house. On the day I finally accompanied Hannolt and Marcus toward what I hoped would be my new home, I had only the vaguest notion of what the castle looked like, based solely on the glimpse I’d seen during the ride into town.

			I expected it to be large and well fortified. But when we finally emerged from St. Elsip’s warren of crooked streets, I was overwhelmed by the sheer mass of the fortress that sprawled defiantly atop the hill before me. Thick walls of rugged stone seemed to have burst forth from the earth to encircle the jumble of towers within. Behind the battlements, turrets stabbed the sky, with a few narrow windows giving the only indication that people lived within. For a moment the weight of it chilled my spirits, and I was seized by a sudden reluctance to enter. Raised in the open air, with land extending in all directions, I had never considered what it would mean to live enclosed within walls.

			Hannolt and Marcus had continued ahead, joining a crowd of carriages, carts, and fellow travelers along a steep upward path. I forced myself to shake off the foolish presentiment of danger and hurried to catch up with my companions. The castle’s grim exterior must hide wondrous luxuries, I told myself, else why would the king live there? Though I was seduced by the beauty within soon enough, I was never able to forget that first visceral reaction. Most saw those walls as protection from danger, but I had recognized, somewhere deep in my soul, that not all threats came from without.

			The press of people moved toward an arched gatehouse, with guards posted at either side.

			“This way,” Hannolt said, pushing me in front of him and jerking Marcus to his side. Marcus stared straight ahead, as he had done since we left my aunt’s house, seemingly aloof. He had the slight build of a boy some years from manhood, but his straight nose and clear skin presaged future good looks. His thick, dark hair was raggedly cut and fell unevenly over his forehead, and his eyes intrigued me with their seriousness. The few boys I had known in my village had been either braggarts or awkwardly shy when conversing with girls their own age. None had ever appeared so at ease in my presence as Marcus did. Even his silence, so disconcerting at first, had become oddly comforting. His father babbled enough for the two of them.

			Hannolt nodded to one of the guards and pulled the sack he was carrying off his shoulder. Opening it, he began lovingly describing the shoes inside. The guard glanced into the bag with scant interest and waved us through the gate.

			We stepped into a large courtyard, so filled with activity and shouting that I did not know where to set my eyes first. Carriages swept by so close that I could feel the whip of wind as they passed, while my way forward was blocked by a circle of men boastfully comparing swords. Servants dressed in royal livery were shouting out orders to a group of workers—masons, by the look of their tools. I peered up, above the mass of people before me, and saw the castle rising toward the sky. A soaring vision of gray stone bordered by four great towers, each standing guard over the tiny figures swarming below. How well I remember the moment I paused there, face-to-face at last with the object of my dreams! I can still summon the tingle that ran from my scalp to my toes, that exhilarating mix of fear and anticipation, as I stood on the threshold of a new life. My earlier doubts cast aside, I longed to join in the drama surrounding me, to play a role—no matter how small—in upholding such magnificence.

			Ahead, a paved drive led up a short rise to the entry doors, emblazoned with gold crests.

			“That’s how the quality enter,” Hannolt said. “The rest of us fight our way to the back.”

			He took my hand and tugged me alongside him as a cart came crashing toward us. I saw that most movement in the courtyard was swelling and ebbing around an arch to the left side of the castle. Cramming ourselves into the passageway with the others, we emerged into another courtyard, of similar proportions but even more crowded. Opposite us, groomsmen were leading horses in and out of paddocks. Immediately to my right, a series of doors opened into the lower level of the castle; judging by the huge hearths I saw inside, I guessed they led to the kitchens. To our left, workers were loading supplies off carts into storerooms. As we passed, I glimpsed a basket the size of a horse’s trough, filled with nothing but onions. Next to it were sacks of flour and meal that stood almost as tall as I was.

			“Careful!” Hannolt shouted.

			Distracted by the sights, I had come close to stepping into a mix of mud and rotting food. I pulled my skirt above my ankles and wrapped it tight around my legs.

			A voice from behind me barked, “Look sharp!” Before I had time to
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