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			To Tanya Miller

			Of all my friends, the most likely to tame a unicorn
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				Chapter

				1

			
			The French envoy came to Nantes on the last Sunday of Eastertide, when all the Breton court were still at church, when the hiss of rain and the pealing of bells swallowed the hoofbeats and shouts of his company. The court heard Mass unaware of his coming; they schemed and gossiped and took communion just as always, and no one from the pot-boy to the duchess knew that from that year, Christendom would never be the same.

			Rain does not fall in Brittany so much as hover, filling the air with vapor, so that the courtiers emerged from the cathedral and were instantly wrapped in cloud. The bells overhead rang loud enough to shake the raindrops crooked. Arrayed in their Easter best, the court glowed in the gray light, though there were fewer of them than there should have been. Many had died in the war with France, many more were still far away awaiting ransom, like ambulatory notes payable in their conquerors’ châteaux.

			At the heart of the crowd walked a girl with merry eyes, a floating violet in a sea of cut-velvet and silk hose, cloth-of-silver and the smell of myrrh, concentrating as she held her skirt clear of puddles. This was Anne, duchess regnant of Brittany, her hair caught back in a diadem and a pearl-studded crespine, though she wore no other jewels. They had all been sold to pay her garrisons.

			She did not know that a French envoy had come to the castle. Indeed, she was expecting a messenger from quite another direction, and that expectation lit an already animated face. She and her maids-of-honor were playing a game of riddles as they walked.

			“I am in all things and through all things,” declaimed the prosiest among them. “I am in candles and lamps and water and dice. I am the word of God; I am the blessing of mankind. I am—”

			“Divination,” answered four brisk voices. All of Anne’s maids-of-honor were clever.

			Another of them began a different riddle: “Three pears hang, three monks pass, each takes one, yet two remain, how—”

			Jean de Rieux had been named Anne’s guardian by her father while the latter lay breathing blood on his deathbed, and now he watched the riddle-game with an indulgent, anxious face. He was of far too sober a mind to make up riddles. He said, low, “Highness, have you seen the diviner this day? What news?”

			“Of my messenger? None yet,” murmured Anne, leaning on his arm to dodge another puddle. Rain filled the air; she breathed it in. “I shall ask when I have dry feet. But knowing where he is will not bring him here the faster.”

			De Rieux shook his head. “I have warned you against overconfidence, my daughter. This—your—arrangement—” He stumbled on the right word, so great was the secrecy, though the clamor of bells overhead muffled their voices. “It is a notable victory, but you must not sell the bear’s skin before it has been killed.”

			“Or in this case married. Let us all pity the bear,” said Anne, and smiled impishly up at him. Ducal dignity could not quite hide her pleased excitement, and she was not yet twenty. “I have not been hasty.”

			Before De Rieux could answer, Anne’s sister Isabeau darted up to them, dragging her soaking hem straight through the puddles. She was ten years old, restless as a baby duck; her dark hair had already begun the inevitable process of slithering loose of its careful plaits. She skidded across the stones, De Rieux caught her, and Anne said, “Isabeau, unless you intend to man the battlements yourself, I beg you will not bankrupt me keeping you in shoes. We must pay our soldiers.”

			“Give me a spear and I will guard the wall,” retorted Isabeau, swinging an imaginary weapon. She hardly came to De Rieux’s shoulder, barely shorter than Anne, though Isabeau gave every promise of overtaking her. The child was all long, awkward limbs, while Anne was small and glossy as a cat in a dairy.

			“Will you? I pity the French,” said Anne, tweaking her sister’s nose.

			Isabeau butted against Anne’s shoulder and smiled up at De Rieux, who was her guardian too. They were all crossing the drawbridge that divided the city of Nantes from the vast new ducal keep that Bretons called, simply, the castle of the dukes of Brittany.

			Half-tuned music and laughter trickled from the castle windows and from the wall-top as a bright stream of courtiers passed beneath the barbican and crossed the courtyard. The rain was falling faster. Isabeau had been dignified all through church, and Anne saw her trying to be stately again now, though she made a small, irrepressible skip before she caught herself.

			Anne said, “Isabeau, if you cannot sit still this forenoon, let you put on a good cloak and run about the garden.” If Breton children were kept indoors when it rained, they’d never go outside. “Only be sure and bring me a posy when you return.”

			Isabeau lit up. “Will you come with me and pick the flowers?”

			“I will not.” The rain showed every sign of thickening, enough to lay sparkling droplets on her violet bodice. “I am going to sit by a nice fire, embroider my altar-cloth, entertain deputations, and gossip furiously.” She gave her sister an innocent look. “You may come in if you like and hem a kerchief.”

			Isabeau shuddered and slipped away at once, turning back to wave, trailed by her exasperated governess and a tutor with a dripping nose.

			It was only after Anne, smiling, had watched her sister go that she noticed something amiss in the courtyard.

			A string of unfamiliar horses was being led to stabling; an unfamiliar equerry stood by the horse-troughs. A loud blend of strange voices echoed in the Guardhouse. Who had come? A glimpse of banner or shield, tabard or surcoat, might tell her, but rain hovered still, cold and close, blurring the world like a painter’s fingertips. Whoever had come, it could not be her messenger. Her messenger was riding alone, in secret.

			She and Jean de Rieux exchanged wary glances as they passed into the castle proper.

			Her bastard half-brother, Henri, Baron of Avaugour, met Anne in her garderobe, a private chamber above the oratory, where she entertained her intimates and read documents, sewed and gossiped with her maids-of-honor. The light was gray near the windows, rosy near the fire, wavering in places from the interplay of rain and firelight. Rugs and wolfskin and tapestry softened the stone. Every courtier with a reason to wait upon the duchess was already in the room, passing news in low voices. Henri scythed straight through them all, a high, outraged color on his handsome face.

			When Anne was crowned, some had whispered that it was a shame the duke’s only son could not inherit the duchy. Anything, they said, would have been better than giving the realm to poor Francis’s barely grown daughter. Henri just laughed at those people. “Lord,” he’d told Anne, “who’d want it? All those papers to read. Treaties and accounts and letters. And old men talking. You like it, you unnatural creature. They think you live only to frolic, but they don’t see the look in your eye when you preside over that council.”

			Anne did like it. Although sometimes she envied Henri, whom God had made tall and broad, a knight and a man. Any or all of those attributes would have made her life much easier.

			She crossed the garderobe and planted herself beside the hood of the enormous stone fireplace, nodding at the reverences of a dozen courtiers. “Tell me your news, brother. Who has come? I saw the horses below.”

			De Rieux followed them to the fireplace, his mouth downturned and worried. Her council was scattered about the room: Clever, jolly Dunois, whose father was the famous Bastard of Orléans. The Comte de Comminges, and Montauban, her chamberlain, catlike and wary and intensely loyal. They all drifted unobtrusively nearer, while her maids-of-honor raised a chorus of chatter to mask their conversation.

			“La Trémoille is here with a grand escort and messages from the French court,” said Henri, low. “He has had word via diviner and rode from the garrison at Saint-Aubin-du-Cormier. I think he is come to insist upon the French marriage with no further delay.”

			Anne went very still. Her mind instantly darted back to the day of her coronation. She had been too young and red-eyed, her father newly buried.

			“I will not marry the king of France,” she had told De Rieux. She knew—everyone knew—that if she were to wed the king of France, there would be no more Brittany. Only France, from the Rhine to the stormy sea. “I promised my father.”

			“What choice do you have?” De Rieux had rejoined, with some justice. Her father had lost a war over this very question, and died in the aftermath. Brittany was a fair green jewel rich with the wealth of the sea, and France was ten times its size and coveted it. Brittany was also Anne’s bridal portion, and would go to her husband when she married. Of course France wanted her.

			“I will make myself new choices,” she had said then.

			And she had. She was sure of it. Her secret messenger from Flanders was carrying Brittany’s salvation even now, sewn up hidden in his saddle-skirt.

			“They must have found out,” whispered De Rieux.

			Anne’s mind was racing. She said, “Perhaps. Or perhaps not. He would have brought soldiers if he knew, and he has only his escort, hasn’t he?”

			“But why else would he have come now?” murmured Montauban.

			They were all worried, and she did not blame them. If France laid bare her plans too soon, she would be deposed. Or taken away and married forcibly. She was finding it hard to draw a full breath.

			“I can think of a few reasons,” said Dunois, brows drawn together. “But I like none of them.” He took a gasping draught of his spiced wine.

			“He has not said why he is here, only asked for audience with the duchess,” said Henri.

			Her brother had no head for statecraft. He liked jousting and expensive horses and a well-cut doublet. But he was an easy, kindly man, her father’s mistress’s son.

			Anne’s rising heartbeat seemed to shake her whole body; she forced her voice to mildness. “We’ll find out soon enough. Give him my utmost respect and say we honor our cousin of France and wait upon his noble general’s convenience.” She’d given standing orders to treat anyone from the French court with an exasperating degree of servility. She cast a speculative glance at her brother. “Henri, go and put on something more expensive. That vulgar hat with the ostrich plume. I want him to think you have ambitions and have spent all your money.”

			“What?”

			“Now,” said Anne. “Quick. He’ll probably come in here any moment, when he gets the summons. Hates delays. Don’t you remember? And another thing—” She whispered in his ear.

			“I don’t understand,” said her brother dubiously.

			“No need,” said Anne. She said it cheerfully, but the firelight kept wanting to go sideways in her vision, to remind her of the stabs of light that roared from besieging cannon. The first time she had seen La Trémoille was from the wall of that very castle. He had been directing the French army that was methodically laying siege to their battlements. Her father had pointed out the three blue eagles of his standard, noted the bombards being drawn into position to fire.

			That day was years gone, but the cold fear of it still clung to her.

			Henri said, “You should know that my hats are the envy of the court.”

			“Now.”

			He went off, muttering something incredulous about how their easy-tempered father could have sired such a baby tyrant. Anne smiled as she watched him go, but her smile faded when she met De Rieux’s worried eyes.
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			Four years ago, Guillaume de La Trémoille, lieutenant-general of France, had been the architect of the conquest of Brittany, and in his firm opinion, the war had stopped too soon. The Bretons had been defeated, roundly, at Saint-Aubin-du-Cormier, but France ought not to have heard their suit for peace after the battle. They should not have relented, in the face of Duke Francis’s death. They ought to have driven on, reduced the château at Nantes, taken Rennes, packed off the girls, the ducal heirs, to be wards of the crown of France, and set a loyal man—himself, for preference—in the seat of the duke of Brittany.

			That was the way wars were won.

			That was how the old king would have won.

			But Charles was young and naïve and desired to emulate Saint Louis, his canonized ancestor, in the matter of virtue. Virtuous kings, Charles opined, did not seize territory on the thinnest possible claim, backed with a legion of bloody hired swords. Virtuous kings enlarged their holdings by good, lawful Christian marriage, and both of Brittany’s heirs were girls.

			His court agreed in public, but in private they wondered what Charles’s warlike father would have said to his amiable son.

			La Trémoille knew very well what the old king would have said and wished with all his might that he could have said it for him.

			The only saving grace of it all had been that the new-crowned duchess was a mere slip of a silly child, a puppet on an all-but-bankrupt throne. Charles was young and much given to amorous intrigues; the crown was distracted by wars in Burgundy, and it did not seem so very risky to wait for the girl to grow up a little. She would be less likely to die in childbed.

			But now La Trémoille meant to wash his hands of Brittany. He wished never to see another raincloud so long as he lived, wished never again to ride while soaked to his shriveled skin. He wanted to go enjoy his lands and titles, the gifts of a grateful France. Then he meant to raise fresh troops to go and fight a fine plundering war far away in sunny Pavia.

			The duchess must marry. She is past old enough, and Charles is crowned king. It must be now, Marguerite had written him. Marguerite of France was the king’s elder sister, his regent before he came of age. The cleverest woman in Europe, the most powerful. Even after Charles’s coronation, she kept a knowing hand on the reins of state. She shared entirely La Trémoille’s views on the danger of leaving Brittany half-conquered. You will go to Nantes and set this marriage in motion. You will frighten them if you must.

			With these injunctions echoing in his mind, very grand in a new doublet, Guillaume de La Trémoille went to wait upon the duchess of Brittany, prepared to terrify her and her council if they proved in the least resistant to this imminent and necessary French marriage.

			A repast was laid out already on long boards in the duchess’s garderobe. She did not receive all her court here; this was a meal for her intimates. She got smartly to her feet when he made his bow and greeted him with touching shyness.

			La Trémoille’s heart sank at the sight of the food: all sugared fruits and marchpane. A meal for a spoiled child. At least she was pretty. Perhaps Charles of France, also something of a fool, would like her. They could be fools together and leave the business of governing to others.

			Breathlessly, the duchess encouraged him to try the delicacies, and when he had choked some of them down, she asked timidly, “Monseigneur, have you messages for me?”

			La Trémoille shoved the last of the sweets away. “Madame, I am come on behalf of the crown of France, which greatly desires to settle with all dispatch the alliance between Charles the king and his beloved subject Anne of Brittany. I am empowered to do all that is required to facilitate this longed-for union.”

			“Oh,” she said, looking tentatively down the table, as though expecting someone to chide her. “I suppose—it’s only—I fear…” She trailed off, biting her lip.

			La Trémoille followed her gaze, suddenly alert. He and Marguerite had discussed the likelihood that someone in the Breton court, holding particular sway with the duchess, would delay the French marriage in hopes of a bribe. Was there such a person?

			“But not so fast, sister,” said a ringing voice a few places down the table. “You have forgot the unicorn.”

			This man, perhaps. A great handsome knight by his clothes, brawny arms crossed over a straining doublet and wearing upon his head the most vulgar heap of dyed ostrich feathers La Trémoille had ever seen.

			“Oh—Henri,” said the duchess, looking uneasy. “The general does not care about unicorns.”

			This must be the Breton bastard, the eldest child, knighted by the duke and created Baron of Avaugour. Rumor said Francis had got the boy on the old French king’s castoff mistress. A bastard must always be chewing at the doors of power, and a royal bastard doubly so. What would he want for a bribe? La Trémoille almost forgot the duchess, staring at this upstart. “What unicorn?” He was expecting the commission of some tapestry or other nonsense thing.

			“Oh,” said the duchess confidingly. “It is only that we have had word that a unicorn has been sighted. In Brocéliande.”

			All around the table, voices seemed to drop; the name Brocéliande itself breathed out dark mystery. Men told wild tales of that ancient forest. That the fair-folk, the korriganed, had lived long in its shadows. That an unwary traveler might stray into the Lost Lands, only to vanish forever, or return a century hence, still young while his whole world had spun out from under his feet. And they also did say, with more force than mere rumor, that Brocéliande was one of the last, best places for men to hunt unicorns.

			A unicorn was the noblest and rarest prey in Christendom. The fire-drakes, if ever they had lived, had not been seen in living memory, and one could not hunt sea-drakes. Sea-drakes hunted men. At least, that’s what seamen said when ships did not come back. But now and again, one heard credible tales of a unicorn. Like his master the king, La Trémoille loved to hunt. “A unicorn, you say?”

			The duchess threw a diffident glance at her brother. “We had a message from Trécesson. A lymerer with his dog, seeking stags for his master, came upon the beast in Brocéliande. Four days ago—or was it five? I thought—I mean, we thought—that perhaps we should try to hunt it. While I am—” She stumbled over the words, going modestly pink.

			La Trémoille knew what she was trying to say. To hunt a unicorn required two things. The first was a virgin of high birth and unimpeachable virtue, for bait. And the other was a hunt so extravagant that the mere dazzle of it would tempt the vain beast near.

			What better bait for a unicorn than this beautiful, high-born fool? And what nobler quarry for a man than a unicorn? La Trémoille hesitated, remembering his orders. Then he said, “It would be a fine thing, to hunt a unicorn.”

			In a hectoring voice, Henri of Avaugour answered, drinking his wine, “Then why do we speak of marriage? Even the breath of coming unchastity might ruin all—it is said that unicorns know these things, Monseigneur.”

			The duchess was blushing even more furiously, biting her lip.

			La Trémoille considered. Just the chance of it fired his blood. A living unicorn, at bay…“A small delay before negotiations begin might be possible,” he said at last.

			A small, odd smile came to Henri of Avaugour’s lips. “I knew you were wise, Monseigneur.”

			The bastard was probably still holding out for a bribe, thought La Trémoille. Well, an estate in France could be found for him. But let it be a wretched estate.

			The duchess, still scarlet, said, “I shall make of the unicorn’s horn a wedding present to the king of France. You shall take the hide, God willing, for all the world to marvel at, Monseigneur.”

			Her look was soft, earnest. And when she put out her hand to be kissed, he did so with less than his usual coldness.
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			They got rid of La Trémoille at last. The general had unbent considerably at the thought of hunting a unicorn, though he stared daggers all the while at poor Henri. He even ate some marchpane, though he grimaced, and drank his cup of wine—Anne had made sure it was the sweet kind that gave you a headache—and then took his leave. The servants came in his wake to draw the cloth and clear away the boards and trestles. Soon there would be proper feasting in the great hall.

			Anne finally gave in to the fit of laughter that had been trying to burst out of her all that while. When she looked up, wiping her eyes, Henri was grinning too, still wearing that ridiculous hat, and that started her off again. She said, “Let us hope the feast tonight contains a few bearable dishes; one cannot subsist on marchpane.”

			“Lord, how do you do it? One moment my sister is there, and the next there is a ninny blushing on cue. And yon Frenchman’s no fool, yet he swallowed that nonsense about future unchastity.”

			Anne said, “He was pleased with his own superiority. It makes people unwise.”

			She had not let any of her councilors, not even Jean de Rieux, assist at the comedy she played for La Trémoille. Henri was the only one she needed, and a great crowd would merely increase the odds that someone would let something slip. But La Trémoille had not been gone a candle-mark when De Rieux hurried up the stairs. “What did the general say?” he asked urgently. “What does he want?”

			Henri was still grinning. “He had no idea what struck him. The duchess has that effect. And, of course, I gave my sister vital assistance.”

			Anne had resumed her accustomed chair and was putting minute stitches in the vast watered-silk sweep of an altar-cloth; she said austerely, “We have convinced the general to delay any talk of my marriage to the king of France until after we all go hunt unicorns in Brocéliande.” She turned her altar-cloth in the firelight, wishing for her favorite thimble. Being gold, it had been sold too.

			De Rieux looked tolerably blank. “But—why? There are no unicorns. Or, there have been no sightings. Not these twenty years.”

			“That,” said Anne, “is entirely beside the point. We have bought ourselves time.”

			“To what purpose? You have bought yourself a week or two, no more; it will not make a difference.”

			Anne laid the cloth aside. “That’s where you’re wrong. Consider only—” She broke off.

			Her court diviner was called Calyx; no one recalled his birth-name, except for some dusty scribe in the Diviners’ Guild. Every diviner took a Latin name upon achieving his mastery. Calyx stumbled into the duchess’s garderobe now, three parts drunk. That was to be expected. Calyx was an oenomancer, who read his divination in the dregs of wine. With a bleared eye, carrying bottle and cup in his slack hands, he said, “You sent for me, Highness?”

			Anne leaped up, pausing only to see that her maids-of-honor tidied her altar-cloth away and secured the needle. “You are a welcome sight, Auspex”—that is what diviners were called in the formal language of the court. She pulled him at once to the deep window embrasure, with the rain sluicing past the leaded panes. Diviners needed clear light for their auguries.

			Anne had sometimes wished for a court diviner whose gift came in a more practical form—the Guild contained diviners by dice and clouds and water and candlelight—but the Guild also kept a relentless grip on its masters and would not send a gifted young diviner to work in a court as beleaguered as hers. Especially not with its sovereign a woman unwed. Calyx was old and his eyes were bloodshot, his hair swooned greasily from a velvet cap of uncertain cleanliness, his mouth was a sea of wine-stained stumps, and she could wish that his gift did not require quite so much drinking. But her father had liked Calyx. And Anne loved and missed her father.

			Divination was a useful and necessary art, although it was neither infallible nor omniscient. It could answer only those questions rooted in the bodily senses. A diviner might be asked, What color are the slippers of the Sultan in Stamboul? every day for a year and never get it wrong. More difficult were moods and intentions; names and numbers were impossible. To divine a place was possible, but only if the diviner could put a place-name to the colors or sounds or smells he found in his augury. Most diviners specialized in a small area.

			Who is the betrothed of the duchess of Brittany? was a question that could be answered by a skilled diviner, working diligently—royal diviners kept careful physical descriptions of sovereigns—and one that Anne lived in mortal fear of the French court asking. But it had been Pliny the Younger, a diviner himself, who discovered the chief use of divination. For, as he said in a letter, if the emperor’s auspices can tell him the color of anything in the world, but the name of nothing, then all we must do is assign words to colors.

			Now kings and generals and ambassadors and grand seigneurs all communicated via diviner. Diviners carried colored squares of cloth, and each cloth meant something like safe or war or beset or yesterday. The exact code changed from court to court. To send a message, the diviner merely laid down cloths in order and the recipient’s diviner asked his clouds or dice or wine or beetles to tell him, What colors lay today upon the table of the duchess of Brittany’s diviner? Diviners were kept busy relaying such messages all over the continent.

			Anne said quietly to Calyx, heart beating fast, “Where is my messenger from Flanders?” Calyx could answer only if the messenger had come near enough to Nantes.

			Calyx drained his cup to the dregs, peered at the sludge on the bottom, and said, squinting, “The northwestern road. Will be here by nightfall or a little after if the rain keeps on.”

			Anne bit her lip. The plan she was slowly forming was too complex to share via any code of colors. She said abruptly, “Calyx, is it true that there is no divination possible beneath the eaves of Brocéliande?”

			Calyx stiffened. The moving rain-light grayed his face and made him seem older. “That is a cursed place for diviners,” he said at last.

			Anne leaned forward. “Why? Is it true, then?”

			She had the impression that he would prefer not to answer. But he had to. It was one of the codes of the Guild, that a diviner must answer every direct question from his principal, and never lie. He turned his cup in restless hands. “No. Not exactly.”

			“What, then?”

			Reluctantly, he said, “A diviner can set his inward sight upon Brocéliande. But he sees nonsense. If he persists, he goes mad. The chronicles say that long ago it was just the same if any man tried to use divination upon the korriganed or any piece of their realm in the Lost Lands.”

			Anne clasped her hands, pleased. Her nascent plan depended on this peculiar quality of Brocéliande. She did not fear the korriganed. They had not been seen for five hundred years.

			“But,” added Calyx, setting down his cup with a click, “the forest is dangerous. Merlin the Enchanter was vanquished there, caught in the coils of the Queen of the Lost Lands, and no man of greater wisdom has lived since the world began. I beg you will not meddle with Brocéliande, Highness.”

			“No more than I must,” said Anne, and smiled reassuringly at him.

			He did not look reassured.

			Anne bade her diviner go and drink something gentler than wine and get some sleep, then turned back to the fire. To De Rieux she said, “My messenger will be here at nightfall. You needn’t fret until then. Go and change, Jean. It may be a long night.”

			Something in his heavy face lightened. “That is welcome news, Highness,” he said.

			Henri was still lolling in a chair by the fire, now addressing gallant remarks to Madeleine of Châteaubriant, the cleverest of Anne’s maids-of-honor. The lady was wearing a very demure expression that said she was enjoying herself. Damn them both, there was no time.

			Anne crooked a peremptory finger at her brother.

			Henri came over, reluctantly. “Sister, if you have more schemes involving hats and lying to the French—”

			She interrupted, “I need you to go and intercept the messenger from Flanders and bring him here tonight. Secretly. La Trémoille mustn’t know. The northwestern road.”

			Henri did not look enthusiastic. Madeleine was very beautiful and the rain had not let up.

			Anne said sympathetically, “I know. But you may lounge about in comfort after the realm is preserved.”

		

	
		
			
				Chapter

				2

			
			Anne’s messenger from Flanders was called Baron Wolfgang von Polhaim, a butter-haired and baby-faced Austrian. He met a damp and annoyed young man not a league from the walls of Nantes.

			“Hold,” said this young man, pushing back the hood of his cloak. The dyed ostrich feathers on his hat dripped greenish water onto his face.

			Polhaim’s hand strayed to the hilt of his sword. Roads were dangerous. The young man did not blink. He added, “You are Polhaim? The messenger from the court of His Majesty of Austria?” The young man’s irritable expression did not quite match the good-natured set of his mouth. He was alone too, riding a very good horse, but with no visible blazon.

			“A traveler only,” said Polhaim coolly. His message was secret, after all.

			The young man nudged his horse nearer. Low, he said, “I am Henri of Avaugour, the duchess is my sister, and please God follow me now lest we dissolve in this thrice-cursed rain.” He drew his cloak briefly aside, revealing the ermines and sea-serpents embroidered on his doublet, the blazon of Avaugour, with a bend sinister to denote an illegitimate line. The two young men shared a glance, communicating silently.

			Polhaim relaxed. “Very well. I would hate to dissolve in the rain,” he said, and touched up his tired horse. “But I fear there is no hope for your hat.”

			“Why remind me?” Avaugour muttered.

			Avaugour brought them to a pleasant hostelry in Nantes that bore the duchess’s emblems of rope and ermines above the door and stood by, his wet cloak steaming, while Polhaim shifted his clothes. Together they broke some of the hostelry’s excellent bread, sliced with sausages, and Avaugour said between bites, “There are revels in the castle tonight. For the end of Eastertide. Will you go? Or would you rather be here, rolled up in blankets?” Food and dry clothes had rekindled what Polhaim assumed was a habitual spark of humor in Henri of Avaugour’s eyes.

			“Not on your life,” answered Polhaim with spirit. He put his cup aside and wiped his mouth. “Will I see the duchess this evening?”

			“No,” said Avaugour composedly, although he coughed around his last bite of bread. “She is a virtuous lady who always goes early to bed.”

			“Very right, I’m sure,” said Polhaim dubiously. “But I beg you will tell her and her council that I am come with letters from my master. There is little time for revelry.”

			“Then let us profit by the night,” said Henri of Avaugour, and pushed back his chair.
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			It seemed that neither a sleeping duchess nor the fine spitting rain could dampen the hilarity in the great castle of the dukes of Brittany that night. Laughter and talk and the smell of spilled wine drifted from room to room. Before long, Polhaim was roistering without a care, bellowing in a mix of Latin and French, laughing at Avaugour’s vile German. He finally fetched up, half-drunk, somewhere on the third floor of the riotous château, wondering that the young duchess’s councilors did not rein in these pleasant excesses. There were three people drowsing drunk on the spiral stairs.

			But this chamber was delightful. Tapestries of flowers and nymphs seemed to dance in the firelight, and all the women wore court-dress, their hair plaited up in gold nets, the paint on their eyes and mouths smeared with the hour and the feasting. This ducal court was smaller and less stately than the court of Maximilien of Austria, but it pleased Polhaim all the same. Not even a short but violent war, only recently ended, could wholly strip the dazzle from Brittany, that fair green country. A few couples danced the volta, wildly, in the middle of the room.

			Polhaim danced his own measure with one girl, flirted with four more, and finally found himself sprawled panting at the feet of the most delightful girl of all. Not one of the stately beauties, to be sure, but a short creature in a violet dress, impish and everywhere curved: round face and rosebud mouth and snub nose and soft breast, hair caught up in a crespine. Her brown eyes had the same luster as the pearls sewn into the fillet round her brow.

			She did not see him at first. She was on her feet, leading a game of doggerel verses in which the entrants must extemporize poems on themes chosen by their fellows. Each entry was worse than the one before, the whole room in stitches, until finally the last theme—lances—wound down to its scurrilous end—“and then, I say thrust,” someone bellowed indecorously. The girl, laughing, finally met Polhaim’s eyes.

			“Madame,” he said. He stumbled to his feet and swept her a bow.

			Her laughter quieted but two dimples remained, like thumbprints in the heart-shaped face. Polhaim was vaguely aware of Avaugour watching them. Well, he’d seen the girl first. She sat down with a strange little jerk, and in a less hazy state, Polhaim would have realized instantly to whom he spoke, but the girl was already talking, dabbing at the sweat on her brow and breast with her kerchief. “They say that you are come from Flanders to see the duchess.”

			This was perhaps one of her maids-of-honor. But Polhaim’s mission still called for discretion. Smiling, he said, “To enjoy the pleasures of the court, Madame, and to bring reports of it to my master.”

			“Oh?” said the girl, lifting distracting brown eyes. “And who is that, Monsieur?”

			“A great gentleman.” Polhaim instantly wished he had not said even so much. He was drunk, and also she was the kind of girl who could loosen men’s tongues.

			His master, Maximilien of Austria, was one of the foremost men of Europe. Troubadours already sang of his wedding years ago to Mary of Burgundy, whose lands had lain under the rapacious eye of the old French king. Maximilien had loved Mary and gone to war for her and saved her patrimony, and she had given him two children. But she died in a fall from her horse before she could be brought to bed of the third. Her husband’s grief had darkened all the court. It was a magnificent tragedy.

			But now the tragedy had a coda.

			Anne of Brittany had sent Maximilien tender condolences in her own cultivated hand. She had sympathized, for her own honored father had also died in a fall from a horse. She had, shyly, asked his advice, admitting that her realm also lay under the grasping shadow of France. And Maximilien, still grieving, had offered his hand to this girl, who was beset by France just as his beloved Mary had been.

			Polhaim thought this marriage was too soon and also imprudent, for if France discovered the betrothal untimely, it could mean war. But no one had asked him.

			The girl said ingenuously, “It is a long ride from Flanders, isn’t it?” Maximilien was widely known to be in residence near Ghent, on the lands he’d inherited from his dead wife.

			“Not so long. I have a good horse.” Extravagantly he added, “And with such beauty at the end, the road cannot seem long.”

			He would have continued in this complimentary vein, but Henri of Avaugour, that wretch, appeared and said, “Forgive me, but I must cut you short. There are men of my sister’s council who wish to speak with you.”

			Polhaim stared. Now. Now? Was this a joke? He was suddenly, hideously aware of his open doublet, his fingers and lips sticky with wine, his head whirling. He said, collecting himself as suavely as he could, “Very well, but there are documents that I must—” Damnable, frivolous timing.

			“No time,” said the baron of Avaugour, unsympathetically.

			Polhaim was vaguely aware that the pretty girl was giving Avaugour a look of mild exasperation, but when he turned back to her, he saw only a rueful smile. She put out a hand. “I hope we shall meet again.”

			“I hope we shall,” said Polhaim, and meant it. Reluctantly, he followed Henri out of that chamber, back down the tightly spiraling stairs, and into the torchlit night.

			They crossed the rain-glazed courtyard with music pouring still from the open casements. Out of sorts, Polhaim stopped at a horse-trough, splashed his face, and smoothed his hair. They climbed a slippery staircase to the wall-top, with the lights on the Loire resplendent below, and then went into the Roman tower, the oldest part of the keep. The door opened onto a round room with a fire already drawing, boards and trestles laid with cloths of damask, good wine in a jug, and sugared fruits like smoke-darkened jewels.

			Henri left Polhaim at the doorway and went back into the rain. Polhaim sank into a chair, his head still spinning. A man was already in the room, wearing the court robe of a diviner, a cup of wine in one wavering hand. Four other men entered—the duchess’s council, surely. They all looked tense. Every one of them was sober. Polhaim badly regretted his own wine. He waited stiffly for someone to address him.

			Then a slightly uneven footstep scraped on the wall-top outside and the girl in the violet dress came into the room, leaning on Henri’s arm and giving every impression of a sister reading her brother a lecture, never mind the fact that she hardly came to his shoulder. “I absolutely did not say that you were to—” She broke off, lifting her head. The whole room straightened.

			Polhaim was shocked. He had seen her face in miniature, when her portrait was sent to his master. But that small, insipid image—brown hair and a prominent prie-dieu—bore little resemblance to this sparkling girl. He would never have dreamed— One did not expect a pretty duchess. One did not expect to meet a duchess incognita, judging bad poetry and laughing. But now, with his head clearing, he recalled how they had all hung on her words. And rumor did say the duchess had a deformed hip, which gave her a limp.

			“An inhuman hour, I know,” said Anne, duchess regnant of Brittany. “And yet there was not much help for it.” Someone had refreshed the paint on her face. Her lips were a deep and fascinating rose. She nodded in answer to their bows, and went to the chair nearest the fire. The dimples made a brief reappearance. “Forgive me,” she said to Polhaim. “I had not intended to make a mystery of myself, nor did I tell my brother to be quite so—enthusiastic—in his hospitality.” She shot poor Avaugour a glare. “But there is a French envoy in the castle this night.”

			“He will find out about this meeting!” said one of her councilors. “Highness, I told you—”

			The duchess looked at him and his mouth closed. Lightly, she said, “The envoy found his marchpane disagreeable, I fear, and has not left his chamber since. But let us conclude our business quickly.”

			Polhaim swallowed and bowed. It did not seem likely that this girl was the puppet of her advisers, whatever the world supposed. He recalled that many of the men who might have otherwise tried to control her were prisoners in France.

			Anne went on, “France has always meant to have me wed their king, and this envoy has come at last to say that they will brook no more delay.”

			Polhaim was sobering fast. “Do they know that I am here?”

			“No,” said the duchess. “Nor do they know of our successful negotiations with Maximilien of Austria. But the timing is unfortunate.”

			That was a monstrous understatement. “If they do not yet know, I fear they will find out soon enough,” said Polhaim frankly. “If there is an envoy actually in Nantes, pressing for a French marriage, then the gifts of France’s diviners will be fixed on your court, Highness. An Austrian marriage cannot be concealed long enough for soldiers of my king to cross the border.”

			What would France do if they found out she had betrothed herself elsewhere? Likely send a message by diviner to the garrison in Saint-Aubin-du-Cormier and come in force to either make the duchess yield or take her forcibly back to France. How could they be prevented? No hope that Maximilien would come in time—he would not make the attempt if he were not already her husband. The risks were too great if he had not yet made sure of his prize. But La Trémoille’s presence made the wedding impossible. This marriage could not go ahead at all. It was too late.

			And yet he read undimmed determination in the duchess’s eyes, beneath the luster. A strand of hair had escaped confinement and crept round her jaw. She smelled of myrrh and cedar. Polhaim told himself to be sensible. She went on, “Despite their eagerness, France has this day agreed to delay these negotiations. General de La Trémoille wishes greatly to go unicorn-hunting.” An impudent dimple showed at the corner of her mouth.

			Polhaim did not see the significance. He said weakly, “Does he?”

			“He does. And the only place where men may sometimes find unicorns in these days is the forest of Brocéliande, a day’s ride from Rennes. The general has agreed that there shall be no more talk of my marriage to France until after a unicorn-hunt.”

			Polhaim still didn’t understand. “Highness—what good will this delay serve?” he managed.

			The duchess said, “Divination does not work in Brocéliande.”

			The Breton diviner nodded confirmation, but Polhaim still did not see her point.

			She added impatiently, “If my marriage to Maximilien of Austria were solemnized in Brocéliande, France would have no way to know it; and even if they did, the news of it could not be conveyed by a diviner. It would give my lord of Austria the legal assurance of a valid marriage and time to move his army across our border and garrison Rennes.”

			Polhaim answered slowly, still stupid with wine, “But my lord cannot go to Brocéliande. Not in secret.”

			“He doesn’t need to.”

			Polhaim forced his mind to work faster. “Of course a legal proxy could be designated.” Proxy-weddings were not unknown. “But even then I do not see how this can be concealed if the French emissary is actually in the hunting-party?”

			The duchess said, “There is no difficulty. I shall seclude myself in a convent the night before the hunt; France will only applaud my piety. There is a chapel there. It will serve.”

			Polhaim could hardly believe this was the same girl he’d met flushed and laughing and frivolous in the castle. She was coiled, intent. Slowly, he said, “I think I must go back to Flanders, Highness, and so learn my lord’s mind. This is too complex for the exchanges of diviners and I do not think you want to trust a letter alone.”

			She thought, then nodded. “Go tomorrow. We shall wait for you.” Polhaim found her lifted chin and straight back strangely moving. A determined girl looking out of the duchess’s face. “But I beg you will hurry.”

			“I will ride at dawn, Highness.”

			When she smiled at him, his blood seemed to slow and thicken. She leaned forward and said, “My thanks forever, and you must forgive my brother. I never once told him to get you drunk. He got a little mixed up.”
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			Later that night, on the threshold of her chambers, De Rieux said, “Anne—Highness—if this goes wrong…”

			“It will not go wrong.” They faced each other. Her guard had dropped out of earshot on the stairs below; Anne’s maids-of-honor waited within.

			“If it does go wrong,” he persisted, “have you considered the risk to Isabeau?”

			“I have,” said Anne. More than he knew. If Anne were killed or deposed, Isabeau would become duchess. But Isabeau was too young. She could not hold Brittany, and she would be taken away, raised in the French court, and then married to Charles. Sometimes princes didn’t even wait when their fiancées were too young. Margaret Beaufort had been married at twelve, had borne her son, the present king of England, at the age of thirteen. The thought haunted Anne’s dark hours, made all her warm courage go cold. “What can I do if not this?” she asked De Rieux, sharp with old fear. “Submit tamely to a marriage that I promised my father I would never undertake? I am not going to be deposed. I won’t let anything happen to Isabeau.”

			“Anne,” said her guardian. “Only think—”

			“I won’t submit,” she said. “And I won’t be deposed either. Good night, Jean.”

			She left him on the threshold before he could say anything else. His fear was contagious.

			That doorway opened onto her garderobe. A crowd lingered in this outer room still, but it was all people she trusted: maids-of-honor and attendants, and Hawiz, who had been Anne’s wet-nurse and taught her Breton before she’d learned to speak courtly French.

			Skilled hands untied her sleeves, helped her take off her overdress. When they had borne all her finery away, Anne sank at last into her chair, the one already warm from its nearness to the fire. Mostly she contrived to ignore her bad hip, but she’d been on her feet since sunup and the muscle along the ill-formed joint was hard as stone.

			Hawiz’s capable hands unclasped the gold and pearls from around her brow and began unraveling the tight plaits. Masses of brown hair slithered down her back, and Anne made a small sound of relief. “When I am an empress, I shall wear diadems every day just for the joy of taking them off.” Maximilien of Austria was heir to the Holy Roman Empire.

			Hawiz didn’t answer. Instead she said, “Isabeau, did I not tell you that you’d see her in the morning?” Anne opened her eyes. Isabeau had got filthy in puddles that afternoon and then stuffed herself at the feast; now she stood at the threshold of the bedchamber, the open doors of the paneled bed gaping beyond. Her hair, lighter than Anne’s, massed over her robe and shoulders.

			Isabeau’s eyes were rimmed with red. Anne came to her feet in instinctive alarm, staggering a bit as her hip took her weight. Hawiz steadied her. Anne said, “Isabeau, what is wrong? Are you ill, love?”

			Isabeau shook her head, seemed to hesitate, and then darted across the room, clinging to Anne like a child much younger. She didn’t say anything.

			Anne stroked back the tangles of hair. “Isabeau?”

			Isabeau still didn’t look up. “At the feasting tonight—some ladies said—that you will never come back after you have married the king of France. And I told them that you would but they said your husband would not allow you. That I should never see you again, for I must stay in Brittany. I said it was not true. But—is it?”

			Anne was silent a breath too long. Very softly she said, “I am not going to marry France. I cannot, for I promised Father.” A mad, impossible promise for a dying man to extract from his half-grown daughter, but Anne had never regretted her oath. “Because if I am married to the French king, then we are conquered. I must marry someone else, someone who can protect us. But that is a great secret. Can you keep the secret?”

			Isabeau drew herself up proudly. Her face had lightened. “I can keep a secret. You will live here then? When France is gone and you have married this other king?”

			“Isabeau, I must go and live with my husband when we are married.”

			Isabeau pulled away a little. In a small voice, she said, “And I?”

			Anne realized she was biting blood from the inside of her cheek. “The ladies are right that you must stay in Brittany. But it will not be forever. Only until I have given my lord his heir. Two heirs. Then I am sure he will let me return.” She did not say that it would be years…or never, if she died in childbed.

			Isabeau scrambled back, woe turned to wrath. “Let you return? But you belong here!”

			Anne did not want to leave Brittany. Her whole heart lay in its earth and gray sea, belonged to its people in their wool and lace, in the language she had learned from Hawiz. If years on her wobbling throne had taught her one thing, it was that the power of good governance was beyond most men’s gifts, however high their birth.

			It was not beyond hers.

			But she could not govern Brittany and also keep it free.

			If she did not marry Charles of France and accept annexation, then she must marry a man who could defy him. Maximilien of Austria was perhaps the only man in Christendom who could. Maximilien would not annex her realm; his own lands were too far away. But Anne would still pay dearly for her husband’s protection: with her presence, her body, her womb, the taxes of her territories, the title of Duke of Brittany.

			With the Austrian marriage, she would keep her promise to her father. But the necessity was a cruel one.

			Anne whispered, “I am not leaving by choice, Isabeau.” The words came wrenching from her, outside all composure. Then she swallowed and added, quieter, trying for reason, “Father told me once that it is the price we pay.”

			“What does that mean?”

			Anne tried haltingly to explain. “We shall never go hungry, you and I; we have our secret box of sweetmeats and we wear silk and velvet and have horses and hawks and a palace to live in.”

			Isabeau said nothing. She had knelt slowly on the wolfskin hearthrug, head bowed, and Anne sank back into her chair. She made herself go on. “But do you think we are owed that for nothing? No. We pay for it with our lives and our fates and our flesh, which must serve the realm. I cannot serve the realm and stay. Believe me, dearest, if there was another way, I would take it.”

			Isabeau was still now, her face pressed against Anne’s knee. She whispered, “I will think of another way.”

			Anne had no answer for that. There was no other way. Hadn’t she lain awake every night of her reign, trying to think of another way? “Dearest, it is time for bed. We neither of us will do anyone any good if we fall ill.”
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			Anne and Isabeau had shared a bed since they were small. Naturally, each could have had her own suite, separate retainers. But when Anne had taken her place at court, Isabeau simply left her bed in the nursery and came to Anne’s every night, until Anne told her governess to stop trying to fetch her back.

			They had shared ever since, and Anne was glad of it. A duchess lived at the center of everything but also at strange remove, every friendship freighted with the knowledge that she could order the friend killed or make their fortune forever.

			But that distance did not apply to Isabeau. They’d held each other through the night their mother died, through the endless nights of the siege of Nantes, when the great stone balls from the French bombards came smashing against the battlements and once, memorably, through their window. They’d held hands while their father lay dying.

			And now, when Anne’s hair was replaited, her body sponged, her chemise changed, her orders given to be wakened at Lauds, she went to crawl into the great bed and found Isabeau there but still awake, ready with another question. “Are we going unicorn-hunting?”

			Anne sighed. “The court is going unicorn-hunting.”

			Isabeau made a muffled sound of delight into her pillow.

			“Quiet,” said Anne. “You’ll get a scolding from Hawiz. You know you cannot come with us.”

			“But I have to.” Isabeau would have shot upright except that Anne, who knew her sister well, had put out a restraining hand. “You need a virtuous virgin.”

			“Hardly virtuous, what with filching sweets and refusing to go to sleep. Dearest, you are not going to be unicorn-bait.” She rolled onto an elbow, deadly serious.

			“Why not? I suppose you are.”

			Anne didn’t answer. Instead, she said, “Isabeau, you have not yet been stag-hunting. Your pony could never course a unicorn. People would wonder why you were there.”

			“I want to help,” said Isabeau urgently. “I have to—I want to make everything different.”

			Anne reached for her sister’s hand under the quilts. Isabeau’s cold fingers closed around hers.

			“I wish I could make it so you stay,” said Isabeau, small now. “Will you love him, at least?”

			“My husband?” Anne was taken aback. She’d dreamed of love, of course. Sometimes, idly, she imagined a quick-tongued, fair-haired troubadour, or a knight with green eyes stealing with her in secret to some solitary bower. Years ago, in the last spring of their peace, Louis, Duke of Orléans, had come to Nantes in full rebellion against the crown of France: a famous knight and as beautiful as lightning over a distant sea. For a while, he’d turned all Anne’s dreams from blond and devoted heroes to dark ones with sunburnt faces. But then came the war, hard on Orléans’s heels. All Anne’s dreaming crumbled in the face of it. Besides, Orléans had hardly noticed her, and then he was captured at Saint-Aubin-du-Cormier and carried off a prisoner to France.

			Anne shook away memory. “I will—respect my husband.” Respect was better than love.

			Isabeau said nothing, obviously dissatisfied, anxious, afraid of the looming future. Anne could hardly reassure her, so fast were the fears, plans, memories coursing through her own mind. She said, “Shall I tell you a story?”

			Her sister gave a pleased wriggle and rolled to face her. “Oh, yes!”

			“You must lie down properly. And close your eyes.”

			Isabeau rested her head on Anne’s shoulder. Anne stroked her hair. Let us go far from here, at least for a moment. Her voice took on something of Hawiz’s measured cadence; she changed from courtly French to the soft Breton of their earliest childhoods. “I shall tell the story of Keris, the city of cedar and gold, the city in the bay of Douarnenez that conducted its commerce from the backs of sea-dragons, and entertained delegations of the korriganed, the fair-folk, in halls of white marble.”

			Isabeau resettled herself so that Anne had to push her off her ribcage. “I will tell it only if you promise to be still,” she said.

			“Very well,” said Isabeau, penitently.

			“Once,” said Anne. “Long ago, there was a beautiful king called Gralon Meur who ruled the whole land of Cornouaille from his seat in Quimper, within sight of the sea. This king had no wife. But rather than wed a mortal princess, he rode alone into Brocéliande, and thence by ancient ways into the Lost Lands. There he sought the korrigan-queen’s daughter and asked for her hand in marriage.”

			Isabeau shifted her weight. “A queen’s daughter? Was there not a king?”

			“Do you want me to tell the story or not?”

			Isabeau stilled and Anne went on: “The chronicles do not tell how he won her. They only say that when Gralon Meur was next seen in Cornouaille, he had a korrigan wife, whose name was Malgven, and that the two were greatly in love. But Malgven missed the Lost Lands, missed her mother and her people, and her mother missed her child also. So when Malgven conceived her firstborn, the queen of the korriganed put forth all her strength and made the couple a present for the child’s christening.”

			Isabeau was still far from asleep.

			Anne said, “Are your eyes closed?”

			“Yes,” said Isabeau, lying stoutly.

			“The korrigan-queen’s gift was a city entire. Such a city as had never been seen in the world of men. It split the water of the bay of Douarnenez like a spike of pearl, like a heap of jewels. A city raised by sorcery, by arts that the world has since lost. A city that lay upon the twilit border between the mortal lands and the Lost Lands.”

			“But how?” said Isabeau. “If the Lost Lands are in Brocéliande, which is far from the sea?”

			“I do not know. That is just the story. Perhaps it is a chronicler’s mistake, or else some lore whose nature we have forgotten. Now listen. This city was called Ys, which is a word whose meaning we have forgotten. But the chronicles call the city Ker-Ys, or Keris, for ker was their ancient word for ‘city.’ And now the city is remembered as Keris, the city of cedar and gold.”

			Isabeau’s breathing had begun to slow, despite herself, and her head finally got heavier on Anne’s shoulder.

			“The chronicles do say that Paris took its name from Keris, that par means ‘like,’ and the old Gauls wished that Paris might compare to Ys, the white jewel of the sea. Well, long may they wish it so.” She paused to grin at Isabeau’s derisive snort.

			“For a while, everyone that lived in the realm of Gralon Meur was content. But it could not last. For Malgven was brought to bed of her firstborn, and there she died, leaving only a girl-child to be the heir of Keris and Cornouaille.”

			Anne wished she’d not said that. Women died in childbed every day, and it did not matter if you were a queen or a korrigan or a fishwife. The cold hand came for you and that was that. But there was no need to remind her sister.

			Isabeau didn’t move.

			Anne drew a deep breath. “Gralon Meur, they say, mourned his wife, retreated from the governance of his people, and instead took to wandering the Lost Lands, where all lost things and people and places may be found. Perhaps Gralon sought a glimpse of his lady there and did not trust to the hope of the Resurrection, since he had married a woman of the korriganed.

			“All this while, Gralon Meur’s daughter was coming to adulthood. She was called Ahèz, which means key-bearer, for she held the keys to the great seawalls that held back the water in the bay of Douarnenez. This princess was masterful and self-willed, and very beautiful. The chronicles also say that she took no interest in government, but only in the arts of pleasure.

			“In those days, Keris was at its height, an enchanted city of gold and sorcery. They kept not a fleet of ships but rather a fleet of sea-dragons, who went all around the world and brought back wonders. And they also bred horses, whose sires were gifts of the korriganed, for Queen Malgven to ride. And these horses could run upon the sea as swiftly as destriers run upon the earth.

			“But as Gralon Meur retreated from his duties, the days of Keris darkened. Riches still came in, but their joy crept out. The sea-dragons were no longer ridden by merchants seeking trade but by corsairs who bade their beasts crush ships in their coils and steal their cargoes. At last the sea-drakes fled altogether, and would no longer answer the commands of men. By then Gralon Meur was old and wandering, living like a hermit in some dream of the Lost Lands. It fell to his daughter to raise the city’s fortunes. But Ahèz did not. She loved only her own pleasure.”

			Anne broke off. Isabeau was finally asleep, which was as well. The next part of the story, she remembered now, was an evil one. Anne closed her eyes and spoke no more. But still she could not sleep, still the tale unwound in her mind, bright as a cold blue sea, as though Anne was a child again, listening to Hawiz finish the story:

			Every night, as the city crumbled into decadence and disorder, the heedless Ahèz held banquets. And in the dark of the night, Ahèz would choose a person from among the revelers, one who particularly caught her eye. She would bid this person put on a mask and follow her to her tower, with its mullioned windows and moonlight streaming in.

			Then, smiling, she would peel the mask away with her own hands and lie with her chosen partner, breathing the wind off the sea. But when their joy was over, Ahèz would tell her paramour to put the mask back on.

			“That you might go from my tower unrecognized,” she would say.

			But the mask was enchanted. When her lover put on this mask a second time, it closed down tight and smothered its victim dead, and then Ahèz’s bodyguard would throw the body over the parapet, into the mouths of the wild sea-dragons.

			Until one night a new reveler came to Keris. No one knows who this person was. A hero of legend. A korrigan. A knight. A simple woodcutter. The devil himself. None of the stories agree. But they do all say that when Ahèz gave this stranger her mask, he refused. She begged, for she liked him best of her lovers, but still he refused. Instead, he asked her for another gift, for the key round her neck. The key to the seawall. And Ahèz, drunk and besotted, gave it him.

			This guest left her sleeping and went and opened the wall and the sea came. It rose and it swirled and consumed what it touched. The galleries and passages and gardens and streets and stables and markets were washed away in the space of one night.

			Now, some chronicles say the city of Keris was not drowned at all, but drawn back into the Lost Lands. Either way, after that night, Keris was lost to the mortal world. Now there is only water in the bay of Douarnenez. And sometimes, at twilight, the sound of bells.

			The morning light, which came early at that time of year, crept between the bed hangings. It was dawn, and soon the bells would ring for Lauds. Well, Anne could sleep another night. There was too much to do this day. She rolled softly out of bed and parted the curtains, waking Hawiz from her pallet to go and keep Isabeau warm.
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			Wolfgang von Polhaim racked his brain all along the sloppy spring road between Nantes and Ghent, but still he did not know what he would say to his king, did not know how to frame his account of Brittany and her duchess.

			She is clever, Polhaim imagined himself saying. She is desperate. She is beautiful. She is young. Bring her to Vienna and that whole court of vipers will eat out of her hand. She would make a good empress when your father is dead.

			She is playing upon your emotions, Sire. Your love and your loneliness.

			Perhaps you could love her. Your Mary was clever too.

			Perhaps she will drag you into a long war that you cannot win.

			When Polhaim returned at last to Maximilien, he was summoned informally, behind the stables of the castle of Gravensteen in Ghent, and he came before his master still at a loss for words.

			Maximilien of Austria was then styled King of the Romans, heir apparent to the Holy Roman Empire. He was thirty-nine years of age, his skin beginning to slacken over the haughty bones of his face. He was a knight, a warrior, a general, perhaps the last monarch of unquestioned chivalry in Europe. He had seen too much of men to be anything but impatient with them.

			All around him the usual sprawl of councilors and courtiers studded the grass like spring flowers in dew-starred velvet. There was a palfrey in work nearby, a mare wearing a silk headstall, turning restless ears as she cantered round and round.

			“Sire,” Polhaim said when Maximilien beckoned. He found he could not bring himself to mouth one of the pieced-together sentences he’d constructed on his journey. In silence he laid Anne’s letter in his monarch’s hand.

			The king broke the seal. His brows drew together. “A proxy-wedding?” he murmured through pursed lips. “And the French in Nantes, bidding her betroth herself to Charles?”

			Polhaim said cautiously, “The duchess—her council—believes that if the wedding is solemnized, as the Bretons suggest, in the chapel of a convent in this Brocéliande, it will not be noted by France’s diviners, and no word of it could be spread via divination. In this way the union may be kept secret until it is a fait accompli. France, for all their insistence, would have no opportunity to do anything but accept that Brittany has been put out of their reach.”

			A little humor came into Maximilien’s face, a bright nostalgia. “And thus France shall be confounded again, as it was in my youth. Did the Bretons tell you the day of this proposed proxy-wedding in—Brocéliande?”

			“She—they—the Bretons—await word of your willingness.”

			Maximilien considered. He had been commanding armies since before his twentieth year and knew all the dangers of delay. “How quickly can you ride to Brocéliande?”

			“Sire?”

			Impatiently Maximilien said, “You needn’t return to Nantes. We shall send our acceptance via diviner; less chance of accident. Who else but you would be my proxy? You have met the lady, her court, and her council, you shall go and marry her on my behalf. Or do you not wish to be my proxy in this matter?”

			Polhaim tried desperately to turn into the shadow so it would not be obvious how fast the color had risen beneath his fair skin. “Your will is mine, Sire,” he managed. He did not want to stand in a church and say sham marriage-vows to Anne of Brittany. Still less did he want to pretend to consummate the marriage, as custom dictated. But Maximilien merely frowned, awaiting an answer, his mind made up.

			“A fortnight,” Polhaim said, accepting his doom. “If I could have a diviner for messages and fresh horses ready.”

			“Let it be so,” said Maximilien of Austria, beckoning a secretary. “And we shall have my companies muster in the meantime, to march when the word comes.” A little excited color warmed the cheekbones of his austere face. This was his master’s youth all over again, thought Polhaim doubtfully, and Anne was his Mary come back. But Anne was nothing like Mary of Burgundy.

			“France will rue the day,” said Maximilien.

			“Yes, Sire,” said Polhaim, thinking, I only hope that you will not. And that the duchess will not either.
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			After drawing out every frivolous preparation, Anne of Brittany with her court and her noble guests of France set out from Nantes to hunt a unicorn in Brocéliande on a day when the wheat showed like green glaze against the black-ploughed fields.

			A rider on a fast horse would have found himself under the boughs of Brocéliande late on the second day out from Nantes, but Anne did not want to run ahead of Polhaim, riding back to them from Ghent. She insisted that a unicorn-hunt must be stately.

			Reluctantly, La Trémoille agreed.

			Only a select few of Anne’s circle knew all her plans. The rest were just there for the longed-for unicorn, plumes and banners curling in the wanton spring wind, the barding of their horses rippling and shining over their coursers’ glossy necks. It was convincingly gaudy, delightful, magnificent, ruinously expensive. Anne had borrowed money to pay for her part in it; she suspected half her nobles had done the same. But what choice was there? Maximilien could pay her creditors, if only their wedding could be solemnized.

			At least the road was drying under the pure light of a rare sunny day, and La Trémoille suspected nothing. He entertained the company with caustic tales while Anne rode beside him and listened meekly. She would have done so, tirelessly compliant, all the way to the edge of Brocéliande had she not happened to turn her head just as they were passing a ruined farm.

			The roads of Brittany were studded with ruins in those days; the sight of each one hurt Anne like a fist to the throat. Sometimes it was the work of soldiers, but more often it was the work of brigands. The war had bred them up and turned them loose, and her treasury had not the silver to pay for soldiers to check them properly.

			Nothing unusual about this rain-rotted hulk, but when Anne glanced across the fallow field, her eye caught a flicker of movement. A small, ragged head ducking out of sight. Without thinking, she reined her horse.

			La Trémoille broke off his discourse. “Highness?”

			If that was a woman hiding in this ruin, or a woman with children, she would not reveal herself to armed men. Suddenly Anne wanted, on a flare of pure rebellion, to aid someone with her own hand instead of endlessly talking. She said, “There is someone in that ruin.”

			La Trémoille looked baffled. “I dare say.”

			“I want to see.” Anne made the utterance childish for La Trémoille’s benefit. She turned her palfrey, Jonquil, and cantered across the fallow field.

			Behind her, she could hear De Rieux saying soothing things to La Trémoille, heard Henri spurring after her. “Highness, what now?”

			Anne didn’t answer, having come into the ruined farmyard, half her startled party following. The air breathed out smoke and old death; some beast’s bones had been picked clean. Jonquil sidled uneasily. Anne was aware of her courtiers exchanging curious glances. She said in Breton, “Let any who live here come out to me at once. For I am the duchess of Brittany.”

			The fresh breeze whistled in the ruined roof. A horse snorted.

			“There is no one,” said La Trémoille, who had evaded De Rieux and cantered across.

			A small face peeped around a smoke-streaked wall. She could have been ten or five or fifteen, it was hard to know with ill-nourished children. Over a chorus of well-bred murmurs, Anne said, “Are you alone, child?”

			The child was staring, as at an apparition. “They’re all dead,” she whispered finally, also in Breton. The folk of the countryside spoke no other language.

			Softly Anne said, “God rest their souls. Would you like to ride a horse and have some bread?”

			The child nodded once, looking dazed. Anne caught the eye of Peryn, the most reliable of her grooms. He got down and picked up the child before she changed her mind and bolted. He put her on his saddlebow, got up behind her. Anne said, “Child, have you anything to bring with you?”

			“No,” whispered the girl, with a face full of frightened wonder. “No, nothing.”

			Anne could do no more; La Trémoille was already beginning to radiate confused hostility. She let her mind fill with all the day’s frustration, and when the tears came spilling from her eyes, she put a hand on his sleeve and whimpered, “I just cannot bear it when the children suffer.” The tears smeared furrows in the careful tints on her face. “God tells us to succor them.”

			“Indeed,” he said slowly. “Indeed.” And because he was the kind of man who cannot bear a crying woman, he spurred his horse on and left her alone.

			“Where are we going?” Anne heard the child ask from Peryn’s saddlebow. He’d produced the heel of a loaf and she was gnawing like a mouse.

			Peryn was unflappable. “We are going to the nuns in the forest. Perhaps you may live there and they will take care of you, if you say your prayers.”

			“Where the korriganed live?” inquired the girl. “Will they not eat my eyes?”

			“I think not,” said Peryn. “There are no more korriganed, and in any case the duchess would not allow it.”
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			Near the edge of the forest, the bulk of the hunting-party turned off to pass the night jammed up tight in the castle of the sieur de Trécesson. Anne, with her maids-of-honor, Henri, and De Rieux and a small escort, went to spend the night in a convent called Paimpont.

			Polhaim was to meet them there, riding straight from Ghent on fast horses with the marriage-contract, a bewildered bishop to solemnize it, and a letter from Maximilien. He had promised faithfully via diviner to be prompt to his hour. Anne did not know what she would do if he did not come.

			The convent, an austere heap of rain-worn stone, lay on the far side of a black mere, gray wall and slate roof, dormitories and refectory and spired chapel competing with ancient trees for its place against the sodden sky. The ground was covered in moss that muffled the sound of hooves, and the trees twisted as they soared, tangling overhead like the vaulted ribs of cathedrals. It had begun to rain, and the day was creeping down to night.

			Lights glimmered into being one by one in the convent windows, multiplying like stars in the rippling water. The wind had died and now their spattered banners drooped. Anne’s hip was slowly stiffening.

			The maids-of-honor shifted their shoulders uncomfortably in their damp clothes. The horses, sensing a stable nearby, picked up the pace. “Come,” said Anne to them all, finding a smile. “Let us seem a gallant company.”

			They passed the convent-gate at last and came to a smooth, grassy place between stable and chapel. Anne searched about eagerly for men, horses, banners, any sign that Polhaim had reached the convent before them.

			Nothing. She sat still.

			Henri had already slid off his horse. “He’ll be here,” Anne told him before he could say anything.

			Her brother’s arm steadied her as he handed her down, and his smile steadied her too, full of undimmed confidence. “I’ve never yet known one of your schemes to go awry,” he assured her. “Let us all find some supper, and he’ll be here before moonrise.”

			For a strange instant, the convent lay quiet. Then everything moved at once. Nuns and novices and torchlight came spilling out. The abbess was the shortest and the oldest among them, leaning on a knotted stick. She hobbled toward Anne and said, “Bid you welcome, Highness.”

			“Mother, I am glad to be here,” returned Anne politely. “Have you had word of another party? One led by a young man with fair hair?”

			“Only you and the birds.”

			Anne was silent.

			The abbess said, “You are riding with children?” The little girl had caught her eye. The child looked terrified.

			The wind slipped cold fingers beneath Anne’s cloak. Wishing only to get indoors, she said, “An orphan. We happened upon her.”

			“Ah,” said the old lady noncommittally. “Well, come in and get warm.”

			But the little Breton girl would not come in when she was bidden; she sat on the horse, poised with her teeth bared, as though the abbey were a den of wolves and she expected to have to run at any moment. Anne sighed. “Elesbed”—for that was the name the child had told Peryn—“come down off the horse and take my lady’s hand.” She indicated her maid-of-honor Madeleine. “And we shall go inside. There is no supper in the forest.” She paused. “And no korriganed in this convent.”

			Elesbed’s eyes narrowed, but she let Peryn lift her down, and under Anne’s minatory eye, she put a timid, dirty hand in Madeleine’s.

			“Never fear,” the old abbess told her, and grinned unexpectedly. “While you sleep under my roof, the korriganed dance in the lightning; they don’t come in out of a wild night.”

			
				
				[image: ]

			“That girl is crawling with vermin,” Hawiz said when Anne and her maids-of-honor came to the convent’s guesthouse with Elesbed in tow and a great many people besides, bearing bags and coffers. Hawiz had raised three children in addition to nursing Anne and Isabeau. She steered Elesbed to a stool in a corner of that crowded room. “Sit you there, and if you do not move or touch anything, you will have supper and a bath.”

			“What’s a bath?” inquired the child. With no korriganed in evidence, her confidence had risen. “Is it like a baptism?”

			Hawiz looked grave, but Anne, warming her hands by the fire, laughed. “Something like. Such long faces,” she told her maids-of-honor. “Soon this will all be over.”

			Hawiz, who knew Anne the best, laid her cheek silently against her hair before beginning to plait it up once more for the caul.

			Anne was clean, presentable, and in the midst of haranguing Elesbed about how one must behave in a bath—she feared Hawiz would be bitten if she herself did not take a hand—when the door opened upon the ancient abbess herself, startling the room. “Well, Highness?” the lady said, comfortable with their astonishment. “Will you come and share my poor supper?”

			The abbess had appalling manners, but Anne would need her cooperation if Polhaim ever came. “Mother, I shall,” she said readily. Anne hoped the repast was only metaphorically poor, a humble figure of speech. She was hungry.

			Anne left the room in her usual cloud of attendants, but the way through the abbey was a winding one through many ill-lit rooms, and by the time she came to a door of oak with wooden hinges, her people had all fallen strangely behind. When the oaken door closed at Anne’s back, she and the abbess were abruptly alone, in a room festooned with herbs, hung with dried flowers, moonlight flowing steadily in from a leaded window.

			There was no sound. Anne felt her skin begin to prickle. “Well?” she said, her voice sharpening.

			The abbess said, “Highness, will you pretend you have come only to keep vigil in my chapel and hunt a unicorn at dawn?” The question came whipcrack-clear, as undimmed by age as her eyes.

			Anne stared. “I have offered no harm to anyone in these walls, and I have made a gift to your coffers. My intentions are not your affair, Mother.”

			“I have made them my affair,” said the abbess. She had her back to the moonlit window; Anne could not read her face.

			Something wholly unnatural about this room, the silence behind the door, her own people’s absence. The moonlight, something about the moonlight. “Who are you?”

			“I am mistress here and not you,” returned the lady, her shadow gnarled like a thorn-bush in the blue light. There was not even a candle lit in that room; the fire was only a little red heap in a cold grate. No supper at all.

			People had been trying to intimidate Anne ever since she was a girl. Icily, she answered, “I am your sovereign.”

			Narrowed eyes held hers despite the darkness. “I have heard tell of the duchess of Brittany. But these tales puzzle me. For folk say she is a giddy fool clinging to an unsteady throne. Yet they also speak of her with love, and you do not seem very giddy.”

			“It depends on the hour,” said Anne, wondering if she should call out. But dignity forbade.

			“They say you defied your guardian and your council and forced your own coronation when he would have waited out of caution, since you were so young and unmarried.”

			That was true. She said nothing.

			“I ask again why you are here.”

			Anne said, “You have given me no reason to trust you.”

			“Perhaps you will never walk out of this room if you do not!”

			Anne said softly, “Do you threaten me?”

			The abbess paused. Then she said, “Tell me the truth and none shall learn your secret from me. I swear it.”

			“It is my life and my realm; I cannot tell you.”

			“My oath has never been broken,” said the old lady haughtily.

			Anne hesitated. She was angry, but she also recognized this ferocity. She possessed it too. The fierceness of a woman protecting something precious. Was the abbess so afraid for her flock? “Will you swear on the Cross?”

			The lady laughed. “I will swear on the shadows and the world’s memory. I swear to keep your secrets.”

			That was a strange oath. But Bretons prayed to peculiar saints; their rituals contained half-forgotten words. Anne hesitated. Finally, she found herself saying, somewhat to her own surprise, “I am to be married in your chapel tonight.”

			“Ah,” said the lady. “Why?”

			Anne told her, brief and precise. When she had finished, the lady replied, “A desperate scheme, then. And why did you rescue that verminous brat?”

			“I swore to protect this realm of Brittany. I could not ride by while a hungry child hid. She would have died in that farmyard.”

			“What would you do for this land if you were called to it?” asked the old lady, her voice harder still.

			“Anything,” said Anne. “Die. If I am called to it.” She was fast losing patience. “Did you ever mean to give me supper?”

			The abbess ignored the question. “But would you fight for it?” She leaned on her stick.

			“That too,” said Anne.

			The lady’s face broke into an alarming smile. She had a dreadful number of teeth. A triumph at her age. “Perhaps you will have the opportunity.”

			“Perhaps I will,” said Anne in exasperation. “At court, in Vienna, where I will be able to direct my husband’s resources to my own lands.”

			“We’ll see about that,” said the lady vaguely. “Did you know that long ago, men did not hunt unicorns to kill them?” She went to a moonlit corner; Anne blinked and saw a jar and some cups. The abbess poured them both wine, dark as melancholy.

			Anne did not drink it. “Why not?”

			“Because the unicorn must graze on mortal flowers and also on the leaves of the Lost Lands—take the wine, it isn’t poisoned—for this reason: A unicorn, of all the beasts of the world, can make its way between the two. Some say the unicorn guards the Lost Lands and is the warden of the ways between. And so men hunted unicorns to have their grace, not to make a trophy of their horns.” The old lady put her head to one side. “Do you not wish to go into the Lost Lands?”

			Anne sipped her wine. “Why would I want that? The way is long forgotten, and I am no adventurer.”

			“No? But there was power there once, for those with hearts to find it.”

			Her fingers tightened on her cup. “What power?”

			The smile glimmered in the moonlight. “That depends on the seeker. Now come and eat and forgive my churlishness. We do not often have royal guests.”

			Anne blinked a second time, wondering how she could have missed the small table in the corner, laden with dishes. She sat, still a little wary, let the abbess serve her with her own hands, and had a hearty supper, with moonlight bright in her eyes. The abbess, smiling genially, talked now of herb-lore, and Anne, who did not care for nostrums but who was fascinated by the dyeing of thread, answered readily, so that the time passed with strange ease.

			When she had finished, the door flew clattering open. Anne rose and Madeleine, as though unaware that her sovereign had ever been absent, said, “Highness, Polhaim is come.”

			Anne hurried to the door, could hear the shouts and whinnying from the yard. Also the rain falling. The night was stormy, pitch-black.

			But in the abbess’s stillroom, there had been such moonlight and no storm at all…

			Anne stopped, realizing, and turned back at once to where the moonlight—the impossible moonlight—had spilled so lavishly onto the floor. But the door was already closed behind her and the abbess was nowhere to be seen.
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			If there had been a diviner who could look without madness into Brocéliande—and particularly into the chapel at Paimpont—he might have remarked its evil air. As though evil men had been here, and done evil deeds. Anne’s skin prickled as she crossed the echoing flagstones. The inner walls of the nave were painted scarlet. Old graves lined the floor, with names carved in odd characters, mostly worn away. Anne’s modish black skirts whispered over the stones, and a chill prickled up her back. She walked on Henri’s arm, and he gave the chapel a look of disfavor. “You ought to be married in daylight in a cathedral with flowers. If you told me this place was a robber-den I’d believe you.”

			Anne could not disagree. But she said consolingly, “My first child will be baptized in a cathedral in daylight with flowers, and when that happens there will be peace in Brittany. The rest doesn’t matter.”

			“Doesn’t it? That yellow-haired creature Polhaim is half in love with you,” murmured Henri as they paced together up the aisle. “Didn’t you see his face?”

			Anne felt her color rise. “It is easy to be in love with someone you do not know, whom you must rescue from her enemies.” She had encouraged Polhaim, of course; he was Maximilien’s confidant and his courage and dispatch could make or break this scheme. She let her sideways stare convey some of that to Henri, who looked affronted. “Just as you like, go on and break hearts; when I have to kill the fellow who’s finally broken yours, I shall congratulate him before I run him through.”

			“Don’t be dramatic,” began Anne, but she had no time for more, because they had drawn near the bishop and the wedding-mass must soon begin.

			It was very long and seemed longer because of the hour and their weariness and the mildewed damp of that chapel, the faintly inimical air. Anne stood and knelt and stood again, and all the while her hip wound tighter and tighter. She wished she hadn’t had to do this straight from a day’s riding. Polhaim saw her difficulty, and when next they had to rise, his arm went unobtrusively under hers, helping her stand.

			She smiled at him and he flushed. Perhaps he had fallen in love with her, she thought, though she knew she could not love him. Love was the same as trust for her; it was reserved for Isabeau and Hawiz and De Rieux and Calyx, for the people of her innermost circle. And passion? Passion was for ordinary flesh, not for a body that could be bartered and conquered and offered like territory. She would find Polhaim someone to love him, a clever girl as pretty as he himself.

			“What God has joined, let no man put asunder,” intoned the rheumy bishop. Anne raised smiling eyes to her proxy-husband, who kissed her hand. “Very well,” she began. “Shall we—”

			She broke off, the question dangling. The door at the far end of the nave was creaking open.

			De Rieux had posted guards specifically to prevent interruptions.

			But a young woman crept through the gap, wearing an open robe of antique cut. Her hair streamed loose over the rose-colored silk. She stopped to listen at the door, taking no notice of the crowd near the altar.

			“What the devil?” muttered Henri. Polhaim wore no sword, but the two young men closed protectively, shoulder to shoulder, a brutish wall of muscle blocking her view.

			“Stop that, it’s just a lady,” said Anne, craning around them.

			The lady listened with frozen face at the door, one jeweled hand laid trembling on the wood. Then she hurried up the echoing nave. Her feet whispered like wings on the stone, on the graves in the floor. She ran past them all without even a glance, straight to the altar, and half-fell to the floor by the font, burying her face in her arms. Her whole body shook.

			“Madame,” the bishop tried. Henri and Polhaim, both trained to fight from childhood, were watching the door warily.

			“He’s coming,” the lady whispered. She spoke Breton, but in an odd rhythm. With concentration, Anne could understand her.

			“What is she saying?” the bishop demanded.

			“Oh, God, help me,” the girl whispered. “He is coming. It was all for nothing. I will die like the others. He cannot find a way for himself; I could not find the way for him.” Her laugh was bitter, muffled against the stone of the grave-strewn floor. The very air seemed to lie wrongly upon the earth.

			It was because of the light, Anne realized. The light on the lady. Her clothes and her hair were bright, as though she lay before the altar in daylight. But it was the darkest part of the night.

			“God,” the lady whispered. “God, please.”

			Anne sidestepped her brother and Polhaim and said clearly, in Breton, “What is wrong?”

			The lady had not seemed to hear or to see them until that moment. But when Anne spoke, she raised her head. Daylight shone in that lady’s open eyes, streamed through the ruddy floss of her hair. Anne’s skin was crawling. Henri and Polhaim chorused protest at her back.

			“Anaon, are you one of us?” whispered the lady. “I have seen the others sometimes. They comforted me. Our sisters. But I never saw you before. He is going to kill me now. Did he kill you? I am glad I will not be alone at least, my sister. Will you stay with me?” The impossible sunlight lit tears in her eyes.

			Anaon were the unquiet dead.

			Anne did not know what the lady meant, nor what to say. “I am no ghost. We will not let him kill you,” she said at last. “My brother is here; he will not let anyone hurt you.”

			Henri tensed: He did not know enough Breton to follow the conversation, but he had registered the words “hurt” and “kill.” “Anne, what is happening?” he said between his teeth. His sword came hissing free of its sheath, never mind the bishop’s protests.

			“I cannot see your brother,” said the lady. “And even if I could, he cannot help me. My lord cannot be stopped. Even the korriganed are afraid of him. His power is still growing.”

			Anne said, “Who is your lord? Why does he mean to kill you?”

			“My husband,” said the girl, so matter-of-factly that Anne, dressed in her proxy-wedding dress, felt all her skin turn cold. “He kills all of us in the end. At least I stole his mirror.” She reached a sunlit hand into her rose-silk robe, beneath the sash, and withdrew an object the size of her palm. It glittered in the light that was not there. “Can you take this? He cannot have it. He ruins everything with it.” The girl was stepping toward Anne—reaching out an arm. All the room shouted, and Henri tried to push in front of her again.

			“Be still,” said Anne, pitching her voice to carry. In the startled pause, she reached for the girl. Their fingers touched, and that palm-sized thing, surprisingly heavy, was suddenly fast in Anne’s grip. The girl backed up. Her eyes were as full of death as Anne’s father’s had been when he lay drowning in his blood in that bed at Coiron. “We can help you,” said Anne.

			“No, you can’t, fair anaon, candlelight ghost,” said the lady. “Stay in the shadows. But you must keep the mirror.”

			Anne hesitated, then pushed it into her sleeve. “Why?” she whispered.

			The lady did not answer. “Oh, God!” she cried just as the door burst open. Anne spun toward the sound. No one entered. But the whole chapel changed, grew dark, and now the fire did not flicker along its painted walls. The girl in rose-colored silk stood rigid, but now three other women stood beside her. One was drowned-blue and one was hanged-black, holding her own rope. One threw her head back screaming, for she was on fire, though the fire gave no light. And the girl in the rose-silk robe stared at Anne sadly, and her rose silk bloomed blood from her cut throat and she held a bloody sword. “Beware,” she said, and then all four were gone. The candles burned bright once more.

			But the door stayed open, gaping onto nothing. The startled faces of the guards outside peered through the gap. Henri did not sheathe his sword; he strode down the nave and demanded to know what they had seen, and they protested that no one had gone past them.

			Polhaim made the sign against evil. He had stayed beside Anne, as though proxy-vows entitled her to his protection. “Are you all right, Highness?” He did not ask what the lady had given her. He did not ask who the other women had been. Could he not have seen? The mirror was heavy where Anne had thrust it into her sleeve.

			The bishop said, in revelatory tones, “I think that that was a cursed soul. Highness, you banished it with your holy light.”

			That was an—excellent interpretation. Anne hardly knew what had happened. That final glimpse had left her disoriented, nauseated, afraid and trying to hide it. Only one soul. The bishop could not have seen the other women standing dead. She said nothing.

			Henri was coming back, having inspected the empty corridor. He sheathed his sword. Polhaim offered Anne his arm. Henri muttered, “Anaon, if I have ever seen one.” Ghosts were not unknown in Brittany. “I knew this place was evil.”

			“This place has served its purpose,” retorted Anne, with an effort. She did not want dark rumors to get back to Maximilien. “This night is not over; keep your opinions to yourself.”
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			According to Austrian law, a proxy-consummation must follow a proxy-wedding, and Anne would have been embarrassed if she weren’t so shaken by the encounter in the chapel. Or if it weren’t so wholly absurd.

			She and Polhaim went straight from the chapel to the guesthouse as quietly as possible with the abbey sunk in sleep. Austrian and Breton attendants watched them, rendered mere shadows beyond the strong light of pillar-candles. A screen gave Anne privacy to take off bodice, skirt, and sleeves; she was left in her chemise, shoulders rippling with gooseflesh.

			When she came out, Polhaim kept his eyes studiously averted. He wore full armor, with his right leg and right hand bared. Nothing could have been further from the rose-strewn bower of Anne’s girlish dreaming. But her true wedding-night would be watched too. It would be an affair of state, bloodless as a council meeting, except that she must then do it unclothed.

			Polhaim managed a smile and helped her into the high bed, so she would not be ungainly, and kept careful space between them. Ceremoniously, even gracefully—courtiers were taught to be always graceful—Polhaim touched his gold-fuzzed knee to hers, ran a foot privily up to her thigh, looked at her solemnly, then hastily got out of bed.

			And that was all. He had touched her under those watching eyes. The marriage was legal. Most of the watchers dispersed in silence. Hawiz put a robe round Anne’s shoulders. Madeleine poured out wine. Anne wanted to laugh, yet felt strangely desolate. “Thank you,” she said to Polhaim, who had guarded her dignity and tried to be kind.

			Polhaim bowed to her carefully. He looked embarrassed, in his one-legged armor. “It was my honor.”

			Henri didn’t think much of these legal antics. Or perhaps he saw that his sister was sad. He said, “Never mind all that. What did you say to that girl in the chapel? Who was she?”

			Only Hawiz and her maids-of-honor remained in the room now; their heads tipped to listen. “I don’t know,” said Anne. Polhaim peered abstractedly into his wine, his yellow hair reddened by firelight, but she knew he was listening too. A breath of the uncanny around any woman could be fatal. Even a sovereign.

			Madeleine said, “The restless dead are not unknown in old places, Highness. Did you not remark the strange light she walked in?”

			“I remarked it,” said Henri darkly. All the Bretons nodded. Brittany was full of ruins that men ought not visit and crossroads that they should not pass and drifting phantoms in antique clothes. Anaon. One knew them because they stood in the light of their own living days, and not in the world as it is.

			But Polhaim was from a more rational country; he seemed astonished at their nodding acceptance. “A ghost, Highness?”

			“Yes,” said Anne. “A poor shade of long ago. We are a haunted land.” She did not say that this apparition was strange even for Brittany—anaon did not speak as a rule—nor did she mention the mirror. Not in front of Polhaim. She added, smiling, “Enough for one night. We must save some strength for the unicorn-hunt.”

		

	
		
			
				Chapter

				6

			
			Hawiz, who had Anne’s confidence, was unsettled by this tale of a mirror. She said, tentatively, “In tales of long ago, when men strayed near the Lost Lands, they saw ghosts more often than not, and sometimes lost objects would drift into the world of men like sea-wrack.” She locked the mirror tight into the bottom of a coffer. “Let us think no more of this thing until we are far away from here.”

			Anne agreed. But her sleep was full of nightmarish mirrors, each one showing the terrified face of a woman who was not her.

			The next morning, she sat in a troubled stupor while her hair was plaited, and her traveling household stirred to life around her. Only when her abstracted gaze met a pair of half-familiar gray eyes peering at her did Anne come properly awake. Elesbed had something under her arm, and her mouth was sticky. She’d been given a pallet for the night, but evidently she had not stayed there.

			Anne said, “Elesbed, come here.”

			The child seemed torn between the urge to flee and fascination with Hawiz plaiting up Anne’s hair. The previous day’s food had put color in her face. Someone had chopped off the hopelessly matted, lousy snarls of her hair, and someone else had cut a respectable dress down to size for her. Anne eyed the child’s stickiness and said mildly, “I suppose you were not simply handed a honey-jar in the kitchen before dawn and told to help yourself?”

			The girl almost bolted, but somewhat to Anne’s surprise, she stilled and said, “No,” guiltily. “That is—no, Highness.” The word was awkward in her mouth. “But I was looking to see if there were any korriganed and I came upon the jar and it smelt so good. I just meant to shoo away an ant.” The gray eyes appealed to Anne’s good nature. “They say anaon was abroad last night and my gram told me that is always the fault of the korriganed.”

			Firmly, Anne said, “There are no more korriganed. If you are to live here in this abbey with the holy sisters, you cannot steal their honey.”

			The child’s eyes grew huge. “I cannot stay with the sisters! If the korriganed come back, I shall be eaten. They eat your eyes.”

			“I doubt that.” But she remembered the abbess’s toothy smile, the haunted look of the ghost in the chapel. The cold, sourceless moonlight. Without thinking Anne said, “Would you rather come back with us to Nantes?”

			“Nantes!” said the child instantly. “Hawiz told me a story of the castle as big as the sky where if I am good, I may have meat on feast-days.” And she added in a burst, “Maybe there are korriganed there and you don’t know it. My gram said some people can’t see what’s in front of their own faces.”

			Anne said, dryly, “Very well, at least you may be trained as court jester. What is that you have there?” For all this time, the girl had held an indeterminate object tucked under her arm.

			“It is mine,” said the girl defensively, clutching the thing tighter. It was a ratty doll. “She’s from home. But I lost her there, when the brigands fired the house.”

			“Not so lost, since you carried her here,” Anne said.

			“No, I did not carry her,” returned Elesbed. “I found her behind the honey-jar. It is because the Lost Lands are near. Lost things start to come back.”
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			They made sure, of course, that Elesbed had not stolen the doll. The child had stolen the honey, after all. But no children lived near; no one claimed the poor ragged thing.

			“The Lost Lands?” Anne murmured to Hawiz, as she was helped into her hunting-dress.

			“You ought not go farther into Brocéliande, lady.”

			“It is too late,” said Anne. “But we will take all precautions.” She remembered her supper the night before, that moonlight. “Have the abbess summoned. I wish to question her.”

			But the abbess, when she appeared, was not the same lady as the night before.

			She had many fewer teeth and was quite timid, overwhelmed by her company. She said the Pax Vobiscum in a cracked, anxious voice and asked Anne what she desired.

			Anne stared in astonishment. No one else seemed to notice anything amiss. “You are the Mother Superior of this convent?”

			The abbess, unsure what had disturbed the duchess, answered in half-panicked affirmative. When Anne asked to greet the nuns—there were only ten or so—none of them was the lady she remembered either.

			She did not dare mention it. Rumors of madness were just as fatal for a woman as whispers of the uncanny. She wanted only to get away. She was glad Isabeau was not there.

			The Austrians had assembled already, dressed for a hard day of riding, checking girths and head-collars. The rain had given way to mist, a soft invisible sky. Polhaim’s butter-yellow hair was bright in the grayness. He had the documents attesting the marriage signed and sewn into the lining of his saddle. With the marriage confirmed, Maximilien would march across the border bearing Anne’s seal, securing garrisons as he came. Then he and she would be united and this anxiety at an end.

			She smiled at Polhaim, where he stood by his horse’s chestnut head. “I shall never forget your kindness. You have ridden back and forth like a hero and a true friend.”

			“It was my duty, Highness.”

			Lower, she said, “I beg you will forgive me.”

			He seemed surprised. But he did not pretend to misunderstand. “It is my own fault.”

			“And I— Please do not fail me.”

			He kissed her gloved fingertips. “I shall not fail you.”

			Anne drew off her glove. “Give this to my husband. With all my hopes.”

			He bit his lip. “I will.” He tucked it between his doublet and his shirt. Anne stepped back and lifted her hand. The Austrian party mounted. Anne did not speak again. But her eyes were perhaps more eloquent than she knew, because Polhaim said again, “I will not fail you.” He touched his heel sharply to the flank of his restive horse and shot away bright as a bird, cloak streaming in the morning mist, and all his escort followed.
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			Guillaume de La Trémoille had lain awake all night, heedless of the fleas, his heart thumping, picturing the noblest beast in Christendom being brought to bay, imagining himself staring into its eye while his spear thrust home and spilled the heart’s-blood onto the hungry faces of his waiting dogs.

			But a unicorn was not a stag. It must be tempted, brought near, and then undone by the maiden. That was the part he did not quite understand, the part he did not know how to fit within the great ritual of the hunt.

			When he went to the kennel at dawn, he found the huntsman already there, talking caressingly to his lymers in Breton, pushing back their great ears, while the hounds licked his hands or raised their big, broad-browed heads in the morning air. This huntsman had been voluble in his tale the night before—how he’d been out with his hound leashed, seeking game for his master, when he came into the thicket and saw a blaze of sun on white. How he’d thought it a leftover patch of snow, then a white stag, already a magnificent prize, and then he saw the horn. He described its length, the spiraling ivory chased with pink like my lady’s pearls, the fall of its mane, the build of its body, a little like a horse, a little like a deer. Fairer than any other beast, Monseigneur, the noblest game ever seen.

			“And,” added the huntsman stoutly, as La Trémoille’s translator fought to keep up, “I do tell you that it lies up in the flowery meadows and not in thickets. Always near silvery pools that it cleans with its horn. My grandsire said so. He said that the unicorn will be the hardest to catch of any beast, for if not caught quick, it might retreat into the Lost Lands.”

			“But,” said La Trémoille, “what are these Lost Lands?”

			“No man knows. It is not like hunting the hart, I fear.”

			That was certain. With the whole hunt assembled, the company was rather small but very brilliant in silks colored like summer and autumn, stiffened with linen and buckram, and jewels sewn to hats and cuffs and collars, with the cloth of cloaks and the silver-threaded pennons snagging in shining whorls on the bushes and trees. Every man had tried to outdo his fellow, if he had to go into debt to do it.

			The eager dogs surged, too well-bred to bark, but their tongues lolled uncertainly. They had been whining their eagerness all night, but the grand procession that marched out of Trécesson with no scent to follow perplexed them. The scent-hounds strained at their leashes; the sight-hounds were chained in watchful pairs, haughty and beautiful with their flat heads and slender loins and woolly gray coats.

			La Trémoille was pleased. He could picture the wandering unicorn, long ears pricked, slipping through the trees, coming nearer and nearer to see them, full of vain curiosity.

			The sun was just clearing the horizon somewhere beyond the haze, turning the mist to silver smoke, clearing their sightlines, when the riders came to the pool the huntsman had described: small and perfect and spring-fed, dark in that cloudy morning light. La Trémoille’s horse thrust its muzzle in and drank. The forest whispered all around them, muffling the harness-bells with moss and dew, catching faint sunlight in interlaced branches.

			When the duchess arrived, she was gowned in white, riding a white palfrey, with only a silk net pinned to her half-loosened hair. La Trémoille’s first thought was that her clothes would get dirty. But he had to admit that she looked precisely how a virgin on a unicorn-hunt ought to. Small and soft and pure, a little undone. Surely she would bait the beast. It was like staking out a nursing goat for a pack of wolves.

			The duchess favored them all with her sweet smile. “I hope you have not been waiting long.”

			“No, Highness,” said La Trémoille, eyes on her hair, dark as clouds over the moon-white dress. He had not thought her so pretty before. This would be a day of sport to remember.

			The huntsman bowed to the duchess, full of the authority of his position and the day. “Highness, if you would go apart into the clearing?”

			All the hunters tensed. The dogs felt the change in atmosphere and whined. The horses’ ears pricked up; a few tails lashed their shining flanks. Anne’s hulking oaf of a brother was eyeing the French officers very coldly. Perhaps they were too intent on the duchess’s loosened hair. Well, let them stare.

			Then the duchess turned her pretty mare and rode alone into the clearing.
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			Anne thought she had never seen a fairer glade than that one, which she rode into alone. Brocéliande was a dark forest, as a rule, full of shadows like cobwebs and the whisper of unseen water, starred with black springs and strange stones set by long-dead hands. But here the primroses were just opening, like stars in the green grass, like the unsullied memory of a glade from long ago. She drew rein, and Jonquil halted, ears swiveling from Anne to the dogs in the thicket, silent except for their panting mouths. She disliked her half-bound hair, her impractical dress. But she had not wanted anyone to think she was giving less than her utmost. No rumor must go forth that she had not really tried to bait a unicorn.

			Henri and the well-paid Breton huntsmen had worked out, privily, what was to follow: the stag started at a distance, the winded horn, the dogs startled into flight, the mistaken chase, and La Trémoille baffled and annoyed at the end of a fruitless day, but none the wiser about Anne’s true purposes. The Breton huntsmen thought all this a mere jest to annoy the French and had entered into the scheme with enthusiasm.

			Now Anne waited. A hush settled into that clearing. She couldn’t even hear the panting dogs anymore, or the swish of the horses’ tails. Just the droning of bees, and the whisper of water, somewhere out of sight. Jonquil did not put her head down to try to crop the grass, but she dozed, her weight on three legs, while the mist collected on the leather of her saddle and sparkled on her bit.

			Suddenly, distantly, Anne heard horns blowing the avaunt—the cry for a general chase—and with them a great baying of hounds. But the clamor was far away, distant noise in the gray morning.

			Those are not ours, she thought in astonishment. There is another hunt.

			The Breton hounds had not set up their own barking, though they must have heard the distant dogs. There was no sound at all from her own party hidden in the trees. She couldn’t even see them moving.

			A creature came bolting between a gap in the trees, sides heaving. The ragged quarry of that distant hunt.

			Jonquil shied.

			Anne thought her heart would stop.

			The beast’s neck seemed too slender to support the weight of the horn, as long as a broadsword and glowing like fine-carved alabaster. The eyes were dark as winter water, the coat raw white silk, stretched tautly over her panting ribs. She was like the first snow of a bright winter, unsullied and shining.

			The unicorn saw Anne and raised her head, nostrils flared red like a horse’s. Anne realized that the glow in the horn was not some inner light. It was a strong sunlight shining through the ivory. But what sun? That day was all ragged clouds and mist, veiled still after that night’s storm. She was reminded of anaon, of a room with impossible moonlight.

			Hoofbeats were rattling nearer; smears of color moved in the woods behind the unicorn. The strange horns sounded again. Anne could not make out any of the hunters’ faces. She caught a flash of light from the blade of a spear.

			The unicorn took a single soundless step, and Anne saw the crushed primrose where her foot had been. The glow went from the horn, as though she’d stepped out of the brilliant sun.

			The other hunt disappeared. For a breath, it was just they two, alone in that clearing, standing startled under the light of the same gray day. Anne knew in that moment that to kill the unicorn would be a monstrous and deadly sin, and that she had made a terrible mistake.

			Then seven hells broke loose at her back. A horn winded; twenty voices shouted, urging the dogs forward. Distinct among them was the voice of La Trémoille, crying out in wordless savagery at the sight of the beast.

			“Go!” cried Anne to the unicorn. “I’m sorry, forgive me—you have to go!”

			The unicorn did not move.

			The first of the hounds shot into the clearing, doing the work they were born for, which was to startle the beast into flight.

			Still the unicorn stood, head raised, staring at Anne.

			No, oh, God, no. Anne had never imagined coming across a unicorn; nor that the legends spoke truly, and the unicorn would stand beside her and let herself be slain.

			She imagined La Trémoille’s face triumphant, her white gown streaked with the unicorn’s blood. The horn chopped off, the skin flopping loose on a houndsman’s saddlebow, all of it to be carried straight to the court of France.

			The dogs shattered the peace of the glade with their barking, and behind them came the lords of France and Brittany, hefting their spears. The unicorn kicked the first dog away, but the others were swarming. Anne snarled at her in Breton, “You must run!”

			And when the unicorn still did not, she wheeled Jonquil and set the mare galloping away into the trees.

			The unicorn followed.

			Anne was a good rider. However much she would have preferred to stay in her castle, tidy and dry, with her gossiping court around her, a woman of birth must be able to course a stag and fly a goshawk in the field. Anne had dutifully learned. So she was not wholly unused to hurtling her horse into a thick forest, with dogs yelping at their heels and a swift-running creature in view. Nor was her mare unfit for the task; Jonquil had the heart of a courser, though she was not large.

			But Anne had never ridden with the van, the reckless forefront of the hunt, where the brave leaped obstacles and dodged trees in pursuit of the stag, the sternest test in the world for riders and for horses. She had always cantered along happily in back.

			This ride was like a nightmare. The unicorn hung close to her stirrup as the dogs leaped at their heels. Anne felt herself pursued, the terror of a wild thing run down, and though she tried to call to dogs and men to stop, the wind whipped away her voice. Jonquil’s ears lay flat against her straining neck and Anne feared that she’d take the bit between her teeth and bolt. A fall amid those trees, at that speed, would be fatal. Why would the unicorn not flee?

			“Please,” shouted Anne. “Please, you have to go, you cannot die this way.”

			But the unicorn only halted again. Anne sat back and Jonquil came to a shuddering stop. The Breton dogs were nowhere to be seen. She realized that they had stopped in a sunbeam; bright warmth pinned them like a blanket of golden sea-silk. The primroses under their feet were blue as the vaulting sky. But now the other hunting-horn sounded, shriller than theirs. Anne saw, disbelieving, that the first hunt, the other hunt had wheeled instantly onto their track.

			The unicorn’s head hung low as she panted. She was being hunted in the mortal lands—and—could it be—in the Lost Lands? Anne stared disbelieving at the sky-blue primroses.

			The other hunt was getting nearer.

			“Come,” Anne cried. Jonquil bolted off her back legs, even less controllable than before, and again the unicorn followed and there was that shift, back into the cool gray mist with the French dogs casting for their lost trail; they winded the unicorn and bayed. Anne was mortally sure at each stride that Jonquil was going to put a foot in a hole and somersault and kill them both. She clung to the mare’s neck, praying. The shift happened again, shadow to sunlight. Back to shadow. As though the Lost Lands were everywhere, for a beast who knew where to step. As though the false abbess had spoken true and the unicorn could walk both worlds at will, and show a hunter the way between.

			Anne saw water shining between the trees. An idea struck and she urged Jonquil on. The mare answered, although Anne could feel her begin to flag. She herself was almost weeping with the ache in her arms and legs; only terror for the unicorn had allowed her to cling on so long. Foam flecked Jonquil’s breast and forelegs.

			And now it seemed both hunts were converging, the voices of all the dogs mingled into one hell-bound chorus. The horns made music like none she’d ever heard.

			Duchess and unicorn broke out of the trees; the baying pressed them on three sides. They’d come to a lake, marshy at the verges, thick with reeds, and quiet, still as glass.

			Anne leaned forward. Jonquil plunged instantly into the silver-frigid water. The unicorn raised her head tiredly, hesitating. “Follow,” Anne whispered to her, with Jonquil hock-deep, her skirt already floating. “Please.” And after a frozen moment, the unicorn followed. Anne’s skirts ballooned and filled. She angled across a corner of the lake and hoped only that God would get them all across.

			Jonquil could swim, but the mare was beginning to flounder under the waterlogged masses of Anne’s skirts. Anne herself could not swim. The unicorn seemed barely able to hold the great ivory crown of her horn above the water. The sounds of hunting came closer. Jonquil was starting to sink, her legs scrabbling. Anne drew breath, fighting panic, and then felt the heave as Jonquil’s hooves touched the bottom. The forest was before them, and the sounds of pursuit had fallen back.

			Water streamed from Anne’s skirt and the unicorn’s mane, flicked like sparks from her horn.

			“You must go,” Anne said.

			The unicorn didn’t move.

			“What is it you want of me?” Anne hardly recognized her own voice. She was soaked and shivering.

			As if she’d been waiting for the question, the unicorn stepped forward. The horn came to a point like a lance without a coronel. Jonquil shied back. Anne slid down from the saddle.

			The unicorn laid her neck lightly across Anne’s shoulder. She smelled like wild animal and unfamiliar flowers and even, a little, of the sea.

			“What do you want of me?” Anne asked again, very softly now.

			The unicorn lowered her head so that the mass of her mane filled Anne’s fingers. After a bewildered moment, Anne got out her belt-knife and cut a long, thick lock of it. The unicorn didn’t move. The hair lay sparkling in her palm. She sheathed her knife, reached to touch the horn. She expected it to be cold, but it was silky and warm. “Please go,” Anne whispered again.

			The unicorn tossed her head and scraped the ground with an ivory-white hoof.

			“Please.”

			Abruptly, she was heeded. The unicorn wheeled and disappeared into the trees. With quick instinctive movements, Anne knotted the lock of unicorn-hair to keep it all together and thrust it into her soaked sleeve.

			At that moment, a man alone came stumbling from the wood. Anne and Jonquil both startled back. She did not recognize him. Could he be one of the bright riders? The ones coursing under strong sunlight? But he was on foot. His clothes were torn. He was short and slender, his eyes light and dazed.

			Then the stranger took another step, and it was like the unicorn in the glade. All the sunlight left him at once. His hair lay in tight, dark-copper curls, his face bloodless, his clothes heavy and archaic, trousers and surcoat instead of hose.

			He crumpled slowly to his knees. “Lady,” he said in strange French, “who are you?”

			Holding on to Jonquil’s rein, she said, “Nay, who are you, Monsieur? Were you in the Lost Lands? Were you hunting the unicorn?”

			His reddened lids had opened all the way. His face was garish white. “I—am— I do not— No. I was told to say—not that either. I wanted a way back. But what does that mean? I misremember. What year is it?”

			She stared. “Anno Domini fourteen ninety.”

			His face went stark with horror. He dropped abruptly to his knees in the moss. “It cannot be.”

			“Do not be distressed—” Anne began, but suddenly hoofbeats filled the wood again, and the barking of the dogs. To her inexpressible relief, she heard Henri’s booming voice calling her name. She answered.

			Her own court burst into view. Henri dropped from his horse in an instant, already taking off his cloak to put over her wet gown, wrapping her tight, holding her in the crook of his arm. “Anne, what in Heaven’s name—?” The dogs were giving the call that meant they’d lost the unicorn’s trail. Anne hoped devoutly that they never found it.

			De Rieux was off his horse an instant later. “Are you well? Highness? What happened? Who is this man?” He stood on her other side, another warm presence, full of concern.

			She managed a smile for him. “Like mother hens, all of you. I am well.”

			La Trémoille had not dismounted; he circled on his sweat-streaked horse. “Where did it go? Which direction?”

			He was not answered, and then he too saw the stranger, hatless, with his disheveled silk, kneeling in the moss, his face wet. “Who is this man?”

			“I mean no harm,” said the stranger in stiff, strangely accented French, and staggered to his feet.

			Anne said, “I do not know him; he came through the wood—I think he is ill.”

			“Was it an assignation?” demanded La Trémoille with a startling want of logic. “Have you schemed to thwart—?” He broke off. His face was whitening under the flush of exertion.

			De Rieux said to Anne, “This man might have been a brigand, better not to have got off your horse, Highness. And your gown—what has happened?” Thankfully, most of the ruin was under Henri’s cloak. Anne disliked appearing before her court with a wet skirt and loose hair, hardly able to keep her feet. Her maids-of-honor came galloping up; tried to help dry her. Madeleine, flushed with riding and anxiety, exchanged worried glances with Henri.

			“Where is the unicorn?” demanded La Trémoille again. “The hounds lost the scent.”

			“It fled,” said Anne.

			Tell them the rest? Yes. For no one in Christendom will ever wonder why I tarried in Brocéliande if I emerge with a lock of a unicorn’s mane.

			In her open hand it lay like raw silk, loosely knotted, luminous with a moonstone light. Murmurs became exclamations. Henri whistled low between his teeth. She said, “The unicorn is a holy creature. It gave me a lock of its mane and I have put my hands upon it. I do not think it right that we should kill it.”

			La Trémoille said, “God has given us all the beasts of the field to kill.”

			Almost she said, Just as he gave you my lands to pillage?

			But then the stranger spoke, swaying on his feet. “Forgive me. Am I among men?”

			After a startled pause, Henri said, “You are, sir. In the duchy of Brittany.”

			The stranger closed his eyes. “And you say it is the year fourteen ninety?”

			Henri again answered courteously. “Yes.”

			A burly knight caught the stranger’s elbow, else he must have fallen again. The stranger said, “Know then that I am a man like other men. But I strayed into the Lost Lands two hundred years ago, and I am lost now to all I loved.”

			Then he fell on his face in the moss, heedless of their startled exclamations, his arms over his head, and spoke no more. When many hands lifted him up and the physician pried up his eyelids, they found that he had swooned quite away.
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			The castle at Amboise lay on a bluff above the Loire, white as a swan and packed tight with the acid-tongued and expensive flower of a rising France. Normally the court spent its year going from castle to castle, bearing all their hawks and horses and clothes and furniture with them, so that a methodical lady could make her fortune merely by recalling which coffers held what. But the king did not seem inclined to move that year. He was fond of Amboise, and as spring drifted into summer, he amused himself hawking for rabbits in the greenwood and buying Spanish horses.

			Also at Amboise was his brilliant sister, Marguerite of France, the beating heart of her own dazzling circle. Though her regency was over, her younger brother, the king, had not yet fully taken the reins of government from her masterful, manicured hands.

			Marguerite of France was not a beauty in the ordinary sense; there was no languishing in her eyes, no hint of the rose-petal in her lips. But she stood straight as a spear, and at thirty-five, the magnificence of her clothes and the authority of her bearing stood her in better stead than a fair face.

			Charles was hawking in the field, and Marguerite was pacing the high wall of Amboise, one ear on the clangor of claimants and acquaintances and hangers-on, her mind elsewhere, on the day that Guillaume de La Trémoille returned.

			He had sent word by diviner only once from Nantes, to say that the Bretons would present no difficulty about the duchess’s marriage and also that he was going hunting. Marguerite was still wondering what he had not said, even as she squinted against the sunlight on the river and breathed the scent of the thousand lime-trees in the royal garden below.

			Before her lay a dizzying drop from the lofty walls of the castle and, farther still, down a sheer bluff, to the town of Amboise and the river beyond. As she squinted in the strong sun, she saw to her surprise a standard on the road up to the citadel, rippling in the wind off the Loire: a chevron and three blue eagles on a field of gold. La Trémoille.

			The chatter rose a note behind her.

			Marguerite caught her chamberlain’s eye. “Send him to me as soon as may be.”

			She had barely regained her rooms and dismissed the greater part of her followers when La Trémoille arrived. He’d paused only to beat the dust from his travel-stained clothes and splash water on his hot face.

			They were nearly of an age, had been allies during the decade of her regency. He thought women were fools, as a rule, but he had worshipped Marguerite’s father. The conquest of Brittany had been her father’s dearest wish and, since then, hers.

			Once many independent seigneuries had surrounded the crown-lands of France, but Marguerite’s father had brought nearly all to heel, with wars and weddings and indefatigable scheming. Now only one remained, the greatest of them all: the green peninsula cradled in the sea. The duchy of Brittany.

			“We were not expecting you,” she said. She bade him take a chair near the open casement, and when she called for capon and new bread, she made him eat it.

			La Trémoille picked at his capon, sipped at his wine, then said abruptly, “I have seen a unicorn.” His gaze was fixed on his own fist, clenched round the cup.

			Marguerite had taken up her embroidery—a baby-gown for Suzanne, her firstborn. “Have you?” she said, after a first, startled pause. “You said in your letter that you were merely going hunting.” She made herself concentrate on her needle, on the fawns and flowers of the pattern.

			La Trémoille answered cautiously, “Not at first. I went to Nantes. The little duchess is an agreeable fool. Much given to finery and feasting. It was then that a report came to the castle of a unicorn sighted in Brocéliande—the first in twenty years. The whole court wished to hunt this unicorn. So did I wish to go. I thought there was a chance to bring it to bay and carry the horn to His Majesty. The hunt was assembled. The duchess spent the night before in prayerful contemplation.”

			Marguerite had stopped even trying to pretend to embroider. She thrust the needle into her work and put it aside. “Did you kill a unicorn?”

			Bitterly he answered, “No. The duchess laid hands upon the creature. She cut a lock from its mane. But she would not keep the beast for our spears.”

			“The lady laid her hands upon a unicorn? And there were witnesses?” Father in Heaven. People would be extolling the duchess’s holy virtue for sure; someone was sure to have written to the pope.

			“There is the lock of mane. One could not mistake it. It is like nothing else.” La Trémoille looked like a man in some distant dream. “I think—I feel the duchess’s betrothal ought to be delayed. So that she remains pure. Until the unicorn can be hunted a second time. The beast would come to her again, I know it, if she were brought back into the wood. Never mind that the soft-hearted child insists she will not have it killed. An ambush can be arranged.” On his face was a look Marguerite had never seen from him. An implacable longing. This was why La Trémoille had come back to Amboise in person. To persuade her.

			He added, “Or perhaps you—or His Majesty—could make her see sense. The unicorn—the light in the horn—it would be the greatest blessing for France.”

			Marguerite was turning cold. If La Trémoille persuaded the king and court to his way of thinking, it would mean the Breton marriage delayed for months. The king himself would wish to hunt this unicorn. And perhaps new objections would be raised. Perhaps the pope would want to examine the duchess. People would say she was a saint and should not be wedded at all. Marguerite had never heard of anyone cutting a lock from a unicorn’s mane.

			“What you hope cannot be,” she said coldly. “The duchess must marry my brother with no more delay, and Brittany be attached by law to the crown of France. Once that is accomplished, you may have the sister if you like—the child—to bait your unicorn. No—it must be so. I shall go to Nantes to arrange it as soon as may be. You will go to Saint-Aubin-du-Cormier, stir up the French garrison there, and wait with them in readiness. The time of our lenience is over, and I think our soldiers have been idle for long enough.”
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			Marguerite of France was on the road three days later, having left the king under the eye of his brother-in-law, her husband, Pierre. She’d given the latter strict instructions to keep the king occupied so that no word reached him of the duchess’s accomplishment and above all so that he formed no intention himself of going unicorn-hunting.

			La Trémoille had left for Saint-Aubin, but he was discontented. “I do not think you understand the benefit for France if the unicorn is killed.” He had rested and supped and joined the court for a day of hawking. His face was calmer, his words fluent again, but in his eye lurked the disturbing gleam of obsession.

			“No beast, however fair, is equal to the worth of the duchy of Brittany,” she told him, and would not hear further arguments. Finally, blessedly, La Trémoille took up the azure eagles of his standard and went. But Marguerite had an errand to accomplish before she could turn herself and her train in the direction of Nantes.

			Bourges was an unpleasant château and also lay in the exact wrong direction. She had no desire to go. But Bourges was where they had imprisoned the duke of Orléans. Orléans was beautiful and clever and treacherous as a snake. Charles, inconveniently, still adored him; she kept having to fob the young king off with excuses about why his beloved Orléans could not come back to court. Louis of Orléans was also—and Marguerite considered this his worst crime of all—the eldest scion of a cadet branch of the Valois. Her father had tried to extirpate that branch by forcing Louis to marry Marguerite’s sister Jeanne, who could not bear children. But in the meantime, Louis was heir to the throne of France, in law, until Charles got an heir of his own.

			Orléans had also fought on the side of the Bretons during the last war. He knew the Breton court. Its rivalries, its alliances, its traitors. He knew the young duchess and her sister. He knew things that Marguerite needed to know.

			It was gray and cold when she rode into the courtyard of the castle at Bourges, as though her own ill-will could hold summer in abeyance. One of her equerries dismounted to hand her out of the saddle, and she crossed the courtyard, passed the hall, came to the stair, noted the very proper number of guards and not a single servant who was loyal to the duke. She changed them every few months in order to be sure.

			Bourges was not comfortless, exactly. She knew better than to make Orléans a figure of pity. He had his own clothes, and they were clean. He had a book or two, and a chessboard, and his guards were allowed to play cards with him. To gamble, if he liked; perhaps he’d get bored enough to gamble away the rest of his fortune. His chimney had plenty of wood and did not smoke. He got reasonably good food and quite good wine.

			But when he rose to greet her, his smile dazzling, she was pleased to see the fine pleating of strain and sleeplessness round his eyes, and the tight-wound thinness of him, like a hound kept tied up in a kennel. There was nothing more galling, she thought with some satisfaction, than a comfortable prison.

			“Dazzling Margot, to what do I owe the honor?” His eyes were smoky and guileless, dark hair cut straight just above the shoulder. He conducted her punctiliously to a chair by the fire and stood before her, leaning on the fireplace hood.

			She sat and said, “Do I need a reason to wait upon you?” He might play-act if he liked, but he was caged and raging and they both knew it.

			“Hardly. I take all comers. Warm hearts and doors wide open. Have you come for dalliance, Margot?” He was trying to get a rise out of her, for all his gaze lay pensively on the fire.

			She only laughed at him. “You must be bored. Are you missing Jeanne?” Husband and wife despised each other.

			“Always,” he said courteously. “But how could I be bored when the fair Madame la Grande has come to my door?” That was what they called Marguerite, and she liked the name. The most powerful woman in Christendom, and everyone knew it.

			She said, “But isn’t there something more you might like? One of your dogs? A hunting-pack, even? A diviner to speak to you of the world outside these walls?”

			“Come all this way to offer me indulgences?” returned Orléans. A cutting edge came into his voice. “You are too good to your subjects, Margot.”

			“Provided that those who benefit are kind to me in return.” She leaned back in her chair and raised her eyes pointedly to his.

			Graceful as a cat, he knelt by her chair. “All you have to do is ask.” His voice made an insult of every word. She almost struck him. Instead, she rose and shoved past him, stalking across the room with a fine sweep of cut-velvet. Her tone was businesslike: “I have come for information.”

			“Only that? How dull.” But he’d lost some of his studied languor.

			“You were on the wall during the siege of Nantes.” She knew this was not what he’d expected her to ask. The siege of Nantes had been the first and the least successful maneuver in the French invasion of Brittany. They’d placed their guns and their siege-equipment and set to bombarding the great castle, but before they could get very far, a shocking party of peasants armed with scythes had appeared and driven them back. French reprisals had been swift and the Bretons defeated anyway. But when Marguerite first heard the tale of the duchess and the unicorn, she had recalled the momentary stumble.

			“I was. Not your finest hour there, was it?” He’d taken the chair himself now, stretching his long legs to the fire. He did not look at her.

			“Not yours either,” she retorted. “I recall you were leading the Breton defenders, but you had nothing to do with the breaking of the siege.”

			“Would I had done,” said Orléans equably. “But I can’t rally the peasantry. I don’t speak Breton. A great morass of villeins shot out of the ground like May dandelions, all on their own, and hacked at your poor mercenaries until they ran.”

			Marguerite resolved to get him a sickle-hocked horse. One that liked to bolt. Maybe he’d break his beautiful neck. “Why did the peasants rise?”

			She’d heard rumors but had discounted them at the time.

			“How should I know?”

			Marguerite was tired of his games. She made for the door. “Do tell me if anything in your rooms is not to your liking. I fear you will be seeing a good deal of them.”

			She was at the door when Orléans said, “The peasants rose because one of the stone-shots fell into the chamber of the duke’s daughters.”

			Marguerite stopped. “Go on.”

			Louis added evenly, “The elder girl was bloodied, I believe. A scratch. Some fallen masonry, no more. She was holding on to the younger, pushed her down when she heard the shot come through the window. After it happened, she collected her sister and her guard and left the château that same hour, went into the city proper with dust on her skirts and blood on her arm. They said she went to see her sister housed out of reach of the artillery, that her father’s faith in his new castle was misplaced. But half of Nantes saw her blood and told the rest.” His voice was meditative. “Any one of us in the castle would have put a stop to her going out so. A featherbrained thing to do. But none of the men had a moment to spare from the walls. And perhaps it was not so foolish. The Bretons were angry, seeing her blood.”

			“She was just a girl, and not even their sovereign.”

			“Well,” said Orléans. His tone was judicious. “They like her. She speaks Breton. Learnt it from her wet-nurse. Most of the great lords don’t. And she’s just a little thing, like a wren. Likable. I suppose that’s why.”

			In Marguerite’s experience, a ruler had to be a nonpareil of virtue or be sunk in a stew of vice before the commons took notice of him at all. Otherwise, sovereigns were like weather, a fact of life. Not people to be liked or not. Who is this girl who inspires peasants and touches unicorns? Who controls her, whom rumor has painted so uniformly as a nonentity?

			“Describe her,” said Marguerite abruptly.

			Louis hesitated. She wondered if he had liked Anne of Brittany.

			“She is very small,” Louis said after a short pause. “Round eyes and round face. Brown hair. Limps; her hip was twisted somewhat at birth.”

			“My reports said there was no essential deformity.”

			“No. Surely there are easier ways to learn all this than to visit my tower.”

			She said, “The duchess is now of age, Charles is now king, and she must marry him.”

			He raised his brows. “I expected as much. Why come to me?”

			“Because the marriage must be accelerated and I fear obstruction.” She told him, in a few words, about the unicorn. “You know the Breton court. You know what pressure to apply. You know the duchess herself; perhaps she preserves a girlish fondness for you.”

			Orléans did not dignify that with a reply. He merely waited. There was only one thing, short of torture, that would get her the help she wanted from him.

			With her jaw clenched, she got out the words: “If you come with me to Nantes and see this unicorn-catching duchess wed without delay to the king of France, I will let you go back to Orléans, under strong oaths of fealty. Otherwise, you may stay in Bourges until you rot.”

			Louis’s face became quite expressionless, though his silence was its own answer. He was not a man meant for locked doors. He had qualities innumerable, but patience was not one of them.

			“All right,” said Louis of Orléans, sitting very still. For once there was no mockery in his voice.
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			When the duchess and all those sparkling people rode into her ashy farmyard, Elesbed had thought they were angels and that she was being assumed into Heaven. That sounded pleasant. Certainly, there would be good things to eat in Heaven, and her belly was swollen from eating grass and birds’ eggs and the last scrapings of scorched grain from cracks in the floor of the ruined barn.

			And then she learned that the small lady with laughing eyes was not an angel but a duchess. That was nearly as good, because Elesbed was given food just as good as might be had in Heaven—broth and bread—although Hawiz would not let her have very much, so she would not hurt her stomach.

			Then she learned the duchess was going to Brocéliande. Elesbed had not wanted to go to Brocéliande. All children who lived in the forest’s shadow knew the tales of that place.

			There is a terrible lady there who dwells by a pool in the wood, and she sings and laughs and plaits flowers in her hair and is very beautiful. But she lies in wait for travelers, and when she finds one, he is hopelessly enchanted and lost forever to his own kin.

			There is a sorcerer-king of monstrous aspect who is called the king of Comorre, and he takes wives, wife after wife, and when his wife gets with child, he kills her, for there is a prophecy that says he will die by the hand of one of his own.

			They say Merlin the Enchanter lies somewhere asleep in the depths of the Lost Lands, with the roots of trees tangled up in his beard.

			Once there was a city, the greatest city in the world, our city, a Breton city, in the bay of Douarnenez, and some say it was drowned by wickedness. But some say it was merely taken away, behind the veil, behind the rain, to the Lost Lands, and there it remains.

			Beware the Lost Lands, my child. You will know they are near because lost things will start to come back, washed up from the shores of that far country. No—the return of lost things is not so nice as it sounds. What of folk who have died? When we see them, we call them anaon, the unquiet dead. What if you meet yourself on a crossroads on a dark night? That is called the fetch, and it is a harbinger of death that drives men mad.

			It all comes from the Lost Lands.

			For Elesbed, though, it had seemed better to go with the duchess—even to Brocéliande—than to starve to death in the ruins. And the convent had not been so terrible. It had given her back her doll. Still, Elesbed did not think much of this scheme of hunting in Brocéliande. It seemed to her that it gave the korriganed a fine chance to lure you in. But no one had asked her.

			Later, Elesbed thought that they should have.

			After the hunt, when the hunters came at dusk to the tall house where they all were to pass the night, the duchess was not riding her own horse anymore, but double with the big man, her brother, the rosiness all gone from her face. Even her lips were pale. Elesbed felt a hard jolt of terror that the kindly smiling duchess would die.

			The child was forgotten, naturally, as the whole courtyard came to cluster round the duchess, and that was when Elesbed saw the stranger. He had ruddy hair and he’d been bound to the horse with a rope between his stirrups, his expression sick and lost. He didn’t speak when they took him off the horse, and his legs folded beneath him, right there in the mud of the courtyard. He was carried inside. He didn’t see her at all.

			They brought the duchess indoors to a big chamber with a fire. Elesbed crept in quite unnoticed and hid behind the biggest tapestry. The chaos ebbed and it flowed, full of the incomprehensible French, but then finally Elesbed understood the words again, because the duchess and Hawiz had begun speaking Breton.

			The duchess said, “I’d have taken a thousand more wettings for the sight of a unicorn.”

			“If you don’t take a chill,” said Hawiz.

			“How can I, with so many blankets and hot bricks?” The duchess sounded happy. Had she truly seen a unicorn? She added, “No one will wonder for a moment what I was doing in the forest. All they will remember is the unicorn.”

			“I doubt the beast gave you a lock of its mane to make you great among men,” said Hawiz, and Elesbed didn’t understand what that meant.

			The duchess said, “When our lands are secure, I will ask myself why. But until then, everything that comes is just a tool to survive with, my Hawiz.”

			Hawiz made a dissatisfied noise. Elesbed found herself getting sleepy. It did not seem that the duchess was going to die. She curled up small behind the tapestry while the candles in the chamber were extinguished one by one. The stone was cold and hard there, but her nights had been cold and hard in the ruined farm. A stirring at the edge of the tapestry brought her heart into her mouth, and then a cat poked its head in to inspect her.

			In Elesbed’s experience, cats lived in the cowshed and ate mice; she didn’t know what this cat was doing in this fine house. It was very fat and yellow with stripes. The cat stepped on her foot, then her leg. Then it settled under her arm, as warm as the fire, its whole body rumbling softly. It didn’t bite.

			Elesbed whispered, “What are you doing, cat?”

			The cat didn’t even open its eyes. Perhaps it liked to sleep behind this tapestry and had decided she could sleep there too.

			Sometime later Elesbed woke because the fire had gone out and the room was cold. The yellow cat sat upright next to her, growling deep in its throat.

			“Are you possessed?” Elesbed whispered, and then she thought of a worse thing. “You’ll wake up the room and I’ll be in such trouble.”

			Outside her tapestry, she heard a scraped footstep on the floor, and smelt gusts of the same smell that had filled the farm the night the brigands came. The smell of blood.

			Elesbed froze. But the cat darted out, hissing, ears laid flat back on its head. Elesbed could not let a cat be braver than her; she leaped out too, swallowing a scream.

			A lady stood in the room, facing the duchess’s great bed. She was tall and beautiful and firelit, although the fire had gone out, and she dragged a bloody sword on the floor behind her. Her throat had been cut and the blood rained down and dyed her rose-colored gown red. Her mouth gabbled but no sound came. She reached out pleading hands and turned in a desperate circle. Without thinking, Elesbed darted between the bloody lady and the duchess. “No!” she cried.

			The cat hissed and swiped the air and Elesbed blinked and realized there was no one there. Just the shapes that the lady’s phantom light had left in her tired eyes.

			There was an explosion of movement; the great bed like a wooden box swung open.

			“What in God’s name—?” said Hawiz just as the duchess said, “Elesbed—”

			But neither of them could finish. The room was suddenly choked with people: the maids-of-honor with the guard right behind, everyone confused, looking for danger. Elesbed ducked, trying not to be stepped on. Someone kicked her anyway and she bit back a yelp.

			The duchess said something sharply in French that Elesbed didn’t understand. A few of the people shook their heads or nodded and they began to clear the room again. Perhaps Elesbed could slip out too, and that way the duchess would not be angry that she’d slept behind the tapestry. The cat squirmed up to her shoulder, where it sat, its tail curled around Elesbed’s neck, claws dug into her new gown.

			Elesbed gave up trying to pry it off and crept toward the door.

			“Elesbed,” said the duchess. “No, come back, for heaven’s sake—were you sleeping behind the tapestry? It’s all right, someone should have looked after you. We’ll find you a pallet; Hawiz will rekindle the fire, and you may sleep on the hearth.”

			Elesbed found herself saying, “It wasn’t nothing. There was a lady with a cut throat. The cat knew it. It was anaon. One that died badly. My mother said those are the worst, and they have powers. The cat saw her and I saw her.”

			The duchess and Hawiz exchanged glances. But all the duchess said was, “It was very brave of you to come and defend me. You and the cat.” The cat flexed her paws, sending prickles of pain through Elesbed’s shoulder. Her tail remained wrapped possessively around Elesbed’s neck. “In the meantime we are all tired, and some things are better discussed in daylight.”

			Elesbed nodded vigorous agreement.

			Hawiz rebuilt the fire and added a few logs crosswise so that the flames leaped high. Then she laid out a pallet beside it for Elesbed, whose eyelids were getting heavy.

			As she lay in the flickering light, the cat curled beside her on the blanket, Elesbed heard the smile in the duchess’s voice. “I think you have a friend now. What will you call her?”

			Elesbed blinked. “It’s a cat, Highness.”

			“But will you give her a name?”

			Elesbed was puzzled. “A name?”

			“You are called Elesbed.”

			“Yes, but—it’s a cat.” Her sleepy brain didn’t understand. She blinked her eyes open to see the duchess lying on her back in the deep dark of her great paneled bed. The duchess said, “You can give her a name. My palfrey is called Jonquil, for the flower.”

			Elesbed thought she would like a name for the cat. Something nice and soft the way the cat was. “Butter,” said Elesbed. “I shall call her Butter.” And she stroked the yellow fur.

			Elesbed wondered what her mamm would think if she told her she’d heard a duchess laughing. “It’s a fine name.”

			When Elesbed went to sleep, she was smiling too, for the first time since the brigands came. Butter rumbled against her chest. But Elesbed’s last sight was not of the duchess. It was of Hawiz, awake, sitting by the newly leaping flames, keeping watch over the duchess during the darkest part of the night.
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			They rode back to Nantes on one of those days when the sky played coy with the sun. The stranger from Brocéliande was still insensible, borne tidily in a cart, well wrapped, with people to watch over him.

			“It is no sickness,” Anne’s court physician, who traveled with the hunt, had said. “It is some kind of madness, a poison of the brain. He raves in his dreams, speaks of a message. Sometimes of a curse. I do not know if he will ever properly wake.”

			“Tell me if he does,” said Anne, frowning. At least he could not do them any harm lying bundled in a cart. But did he mean them harm? Or had he been a prisoner?

			Would his captors want him back? She remembered sourceless moonlight, and a second pack of hunters, galloping under an impossible sun.

			La Trémoille rode in silence. He gave her brooding looks, and Henri kept his horse between them. Once Henri said to Anne, quietly, “That Frenchman has suffered a bitter disappointment. Far worse than if there had been no unicorn at all. What do you think he’ll do?”

			“If we are fortunate,” said Anne, “he will try to force another hunt, and so delay the marriage-negotiations still more. Perhaps he’ll even enlist Charles of France to that purpose. They say the king loves to course a stag.” She too had seen the disturbing light of obsession in La Trémoille’s eyes. “But we can only wait and see.”

			La Trémoille and his French hunters left the party not far from the walls of Nantes, and the Bretons were pleased to see him go.

			The walls of the château seemed to close around Anne like an embrace from her father. Isabeau was waiting for them in the courtyard, holding off tutor and governess with practiced ease. She flung herself, all limbs, upon her sister. “I missed you! Who is that?” Her eye had fallen on the stranger from Brocéliande, who had given them no name yet. He was being half-carried from one of the baggage-carts, his face blank as unmarked parchment.

			Anne smoothed her sister’s rumpled gown. “I missed you too. I will tell you everything, but later, because I must speak to the council. What have you been doing while I was away?”

			“Oh,” said Isabeau absently, her eyes on the insensible stranger. “I have been helping to train a tiercel. Such a great ball, like a heap of frayed yarn with a sharp beak, and her eyes still seeled”—sewn shut, for the bird’s training. “Who is that girl?” Isabeau asked, with a sudden flare of jealousy. “You said I was too young to go. I think she is younger.”

			Elesbed, her cat wrapped possessively around her ankles, stood open-mouthed beside the cart, taking in the height and scope of the keep.

			“You were too young,” Anne said. “That is Elesbed, an orphan whose family were all killed by brigands. I brought her away so she would not perish. Wait awhile. I will tell you everything tonight.”
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			Every night was broken into two periods of sleep. One went to bed with the sun, and woke quite naturally in the dark hour between Matins and Lauds. This wakeful hour was called the watch and was cherished by all. People told stories in the slow, firelit dark, or fed their children, or made love in the shadows. That night Anne spent the watch with the people she trusted most: Isabeau and Hawiz, Calyx, De Rieux, Henri, and Madeleine. She sat near the fire in her own comfortable chair, with Isabeau curled on the wolfskin near the hearth, her dark head against Anne’s knee.

			Anne had told them all the story, from the night in Paimpont to the night when Elesbed thought she saw a ghost. The mirror was passed around and exclaimed over.

			“Elesbed might have been mistaken about what she saw last night,” Anne added, judiciously, at the end. “But I think that between us we may vouch for the rest.” She did not think the child was mistaken. She thought that Elesbed was a clever and level-headed child. Hawiz had taken her to live in the kitchen, whose scullions slept warm and where she might learn a trade.

			Anne was drinking hot wine with sugar and dried orange peel, and her feet were dry and her clothes were dry and her hair was tidy and she decided she might just never leave home again, even if the wild world did contain unicorns. When she was not sipping her wine, her hands were moving, carding the skein of unicorn-hair very smooth, separating the individual hairs. It was fine as silk, with a moonlit sheen; she had it in mind to spin it into embroidery-thread. Everyone in the room watched her moving hands.

			De Rieux said, “I mistrust this stranger. I even mistrust this”—his gesture took in Anne’s work—“that you say is a gift of the unicorn. I was never so afraid as when I saw you vanish in the wood, my daughter.” Horror lingered in his voice.

			“Do you think the stranger is a korrigan?” Isabeau demanded.

			There was a pause. Henri said, “No, chick, he is not. Or at least not by any measure we know. We took him into the chapel. He was blessed with holy water, and quite failed to burst into flames. We tried him with iron too. He is not a korrigan.”

			Isabeau frowned. “But he lived in the Lost Lands. He lived there for a long time. He must have lived with the korriganed, he must know all their ways.”

			No one replied. There was an uneasy pause; the fire popped and settled and Henri went to stab it with the poker.

			Anne said, “We will know when he wakes and is able to speak.”

			“The korriganed are gone,” said Henri, breaking a half-burnt log and adding another. “Don’t you heed when Hawiz tells you stories? They passed into the hollow hills; they dwell with the other lost things.” Anne wasn’t entirely sure of that anymore, but she held her tongue.

			“Gone isn’t dead!” Isabeau retorted passionately. The fire flared, fretting her with light. “Don’t they live forever? Perhaps he knows all about the enchantments that men have forgot. Perhaps we can learn his enchantments and use them to repel the French and then our sister may stay in Brittany.”

			Everyone glanced again at the seafoam-white fibers aligning under Anne’s hands, otherworldly in their beauty. She said, looking up, “I am married now, Isabeau. I have made a promise that I cannot break. I will not be able to stay in Brittany.”

			Isabeau lurched to her feet, unappeased. “You won’t even try? Not even if there were enchantments? The world would be all different if it were so. You will not even ask this stranger?”

			“Isabeau,” said De Rieux, “child, we feel your grief, but some things cannot be changed.”

			Hawiz spoke unexpectedly. “And wise children do not wish for the interference of the korriganed. They cannot be trusted. They draw you into their realm, and if ever you escape and return whence you came, a century has passed. The korriganed cannot accept God because the ordinary turnings of the year, the calendar of the liturgy itself, are impossible to follow in the Lost Lands.”

			Isabeau glared at them. “Why aren’t you helping? It’s as though you want her to go. When we all need her here!”

			“Isabeau,” said Anne gently.

			But Isabeau was suddenly crying, gasping; she turned from them and ran from the room. Her feet pattered down the stairs.

			Henri shook his head. “She sounds like me in my heart, only I’m too old to give voice to such thoughts. And I am not fool enough to go and ask the korriganed for help. If they are even alive, in their hills.”

			Anne rounded on him with unaccountable anger, white threads tangling between her fingers. “Do you blame me for leaving? What choice do I have? Is it better to be conquered? Do you not think I’d have found another way if there was one? Do you think I want this?” She broke off, already regretting her loss of control. Vivid in her memory was the night of her proxy-wedding, all those impersonal eyes. She bent over the mess of her work, not daring to let them see her face.

			“No, little sister,” said Henri, after a pause. He sounded kind, and tired. “I know you don’t. And I know you’d walk through hellfire for the rest of us. You just haven’t noticed how much the rest of us don’t want you to have to. I’ll go and find Isabeau.”
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			Elesbed had thought at first, quailing inwardly, that they had put her to live in the kitchen as punishment. But no, she soon realized, it was because, as Hawiz told the cook, that it was best the child learn a skill. And the kitchen was full of food and smelt nice and the cook had a face like a ripe apple.

			“Come, child, you’re skinny as a cricket,” she said. “We shall begin with supper and a sleep.”

			Elesbed ate to bursting. The kitchen delighted her, with its steams and good smells. The kitchen delighted Butter too, who instantly fought a duel with the other kitchen cat, both of them yowling while everyone cheered and Elesbed hopped from foot to foot with anxiety. Butter emerged triumphant, and the other cat fled the field. Butter proceeded to kill three mice and then went to the hearth and sat expectantly. The cook gave her a saucer of cream while Elesbed wept over the cat’s scratches. “It’s all right, they’ll tolerate each other now,” said the cook comfortably. “And your fine lady is a mouser if I ever saw one. She is welcome, and so are you.”

			Elesbed slept on her pallet of fresh straw until the kitchen stirred for the watch, the dark hour of the night. She woke to the sound of gossiping, as the kitchen staff sat together near the fire, passing a bottle back and forth. One said, “It is true, then? The lady touched a unicorn?”

			“Yes. I had it from her guard. She cut a lock of its hair.”

			“That happy, virtuous lady. Bless her, and damn the French to hell. They shan’t have her.”

			The whole castle was full of intriguing sounds. Laughter, someone singing. The stairs upward from the kitchen tempted her, and her full belly had made her brave. “We ought to go exploring,” she whispered to her cat.

			No one saw her when she got up and slipped away, and the cat ran up the stairs ahead and pounced at shadows. Or perhaps on unseen mice.

			The scale of the castle dizzied her. Elesbed hid behind coffers and draperies and in the shadows along walls and watched in fascination as people talked their incomprehensible French and drank and laughed and put their heads together and whispered and sometimes played games with cards or sang songs.

			She came at length to a room that was empty of people but full of furnishings. Butter ran ahead and darted behind a vast great box, elaborately carved. Next moment, someone shrieked.

			Elesbed peered over the top and saw a girl upon a cushion, with tears all over her face.

			The girl scrambled to her feet. “Who are you?” she demanded.

			“Elesbed,” said Elesbed, after a pause. “Who are you?”

			The girl drew herself up haughtily and rubbed her running nose. “I am Isabeau of Brittany.”

			“Oh,” said Elesbed, pleased. “You are the duchess’s sister.”

			“You are a disrespectful villein. Go away. Your cat is very disrespectful too.” Butter had twined herself around the other girl’s legs and was purring loudly.

			Elesbed said, “Why are you crying?”

			“I wasn’t crying! Ducal heirs don’t cry.”

			Elesbed considered. “Is a ducal heir like a princess? Princesses cry in stories,” she said. “Iseult wept for a year and a day when her lover, Tristan, went away.”

			“Oh—” said the other girl and dropped hard onto the cushion. “My sister is going to get married and leave us.”

			It took Elesbed a moment, so far away were the casual words “my sister” from her image of the duchess of Brittany. “Yes?” she said doubtfully. “But everyone gets married and goes away. All girls, at least. And he might give her a necklace and a sheep. Won’t she like that?”

			Isabeau threw her a look of tolerant scorn. “My sister’s husband will give her castles and lands and jewels and destriers.”

			Elesbed didn’t know what a destrier was. “That is even better.”

			“But I shall never see my sister again,” said Isabeau and began to cry once more, stormily, burying her face in her arms.

			Elesbed sat beside her on the cushion. “Do you mean to sling yourself off a tower in a fit of despair?”

			Isabeau blinked and looked at her sideways, tears forgotten in astonishment. “How would that help?”

			“I don’t know,” Elesbed confessed. “Princesses do it in stories.”

			“This isn’t a story. I wish it was. Do you know a lot of stories?” They were both stroking Butter now. The cat lounged between them with the moonlight peeping in.

			Elesbed considered. “I suppose.”

			Eagerly, Isabeau asked, “Do you know one about how to learn to do enchantments?”

			“Well, you must go to the Lost Lands,” said Elesbed, after a moment’s thought. “And live with the korrigan-queen for a year and a day and she teaches you enchantments. But sometimes she keeps you forever and sometimes you go home and find a hundred years have passed.”

			“My sister said that’s what happened to the man that came from Brocéliande. If he’s telling the truth. Only it was two hundred years for him.”

			“The autumn-haired man? I don’t know. He was talking on the way but it didn’t make sense. All about blue water and a city and a king with a message. Sometimes he said, Go away, but no one was near.”

			Softly, Isabeau said, “I think he has more to say. He might have been in the court of the korriganed. Mightn’t he?”

			Elesbed didn’t really have any doubts on that score. “Well, yes. If he was in the Lost Lands for long and long, like he says. But his wits are astray.”

			Isabeau ignored that. “He must have learned about enchantments.”

			“He might have, but so? You aren’t supposed to trust enchanters. And there hasn’t been one in the world in—forever. Since Emrys.”

			“Who? Oh, you mean Merlin? Well, maybe there is another now.”

			Elesbed thought how strange it was that in all this great vast house, there was no one to tell the duchess and her sister that they shouldn’t storm round poking at enchanters or galloping their huge, frightening horses through the korrigan-queen’s forest. Isabeau leaped up. “Perhaps the stranger is in his right mind now, perhaps he is awake for the watch. In the morning I shall not be allowed to go. Come on.” She was already making for the door.

			Elesbed had never known royal authority, certainly not embodied in a girl no older than she. She crossed her arms. “I think you are not allowed to go now.”

			Isabeau turned imperiously. “Come with me, I order you.”

			“I will not. Who knows what he learned in Brocéliande? My gram said that sometimes the korriganed eat your eyes.”

			“Oh!” said Isabeau indignantly. “Here, then, if you’re afraid.” She thrust her hand into her robe and brought out something pink. Elesbed eyed it suspiciously. “It’s nice,” said Isabeau. “It’s cotignac. My sister and I made it together, from the quinces.” Her lip started to quiver. “You eat it.”

			Elesbed stuffed the whole thing into her mouth. She almost cried too, for joy, because it was very delicious. She’d never tasted real sugar.

			Isabeau said, “I’ll give you more if you come with me.”

			Elesbed said fervently, “I’ll do anything you say.”

			“Goodness,” said Isabeau. “It wasn’t that— Oh, all right. Let us go. I know where they put the stranger, perhaps he will be awake— Wait, what’s this?” A stray beam of moonlight had revealed a large kerchief lying forgotten across the vast great coffer. “Oh,” said Isabeau appreciatively. “It’s nice and soft. I shall wear it tied round me—there. Now I am almost wearing a dress.”

			Elesbed hadn’t realized that Isabeau’s long and very beautiful robe was not a dress. Before she could say anything, Isabeau was gone. Elesbed ran down the stairs after her, Butter following behind. It seemed the wakeful hour was ending; the smell of banked fires wafted through the castle. One last time, Elesbed tried, “You can’t speak to the autumn-haired man in daylight?”

			Isabeau didn’t look round. “No. In daylight there are tutors and governesses and attendants and Hawiz, and they will tell me I have to be sensible for my sister’s sake.” Shadows appeared in the corners of Isabeau’s mouth, as if she was trying not to cry again.

			They went down one stair, through three darkened rooms, across a short stretch of courtyard, and finally up a third stair, to a door that was closed. A guard stood before it, leaning on a spear. Isabeau lifted her chin and marched up to him.

			“Monsieur, I must speak to the sick person within. I am sent by my sister, the duchess.”

			The guard looked very doubtful and did not stir from his place. “Forgive me, Demoiselle, but I have orders to let no one pass, save the physician and the priest.”

			“And me. For I am the duchess’s sister.”

			The guard looked anxious. “Well, no. I should hate for the duchess to behead me if any harm were to befall you, Demoiselle.”

			“No harm will befall me, I tell you—”

			“What is that?” asked Elesbed, urgently.

			They both fell silent.

			A muffled voice sounded from within the room. It was speaking Breton, strange snatches of words. “Let me go. Did I go? Where am I? The king—who is the king? He shall have a new bride. I am the herald. I remember.” The voice cracked, choked, fell silent.

			Even the guard was listening intently.

			Isabeau whispered, “What king?”

			“Look!” cried Elesbed. Beneath the door glowed a light. Not fire—streaming bright daylight, though it was the blackest hour of the night. The guard made the sign of the Cross.

			“The master of the Lost Lands,” said the muffled voice. “Where am I? I must go, I must—” The voice broke off and there was a heart-rending scream. A shadow passed across the pure daylight pouring from beneath the door.

			“There is someone in there with him!” cried Isabeau.

			“No,” muttered the guard. “No—he was alone, the door locked.”

			“Go away!” screamed the sick man. “Get you gone; you have no power—none—” Another scream and a great thud.

			“Open the door!” cried Isabeau, and this time the guard obeyed, with trembling hands. But as the door swung open, the light behind it winked out. They darted in to find only the baffling darkness and the stranger prone by the fire.

			Next moment, torchlight bounded up the stairs, borne by a servant, with a tall man just behind. He’d probably been in the courtyard and heard the shouting. The tall man stopped short in the doorway, taking in the sight of the unconscious stranger lying facedown on the floor with Isabeau on one side and Elesbed on the other, trying unsuccessfully to turn him over.

			“I should have known,” said this man, sounding exasperated. “You are relieved,” he said to the guard very coldly. He dispatched his servant for the physician and a new guard, picked up the unconscious stranger, and put him back into bed. Then he turned a gimlet eye on Elesbed and Isabeau. “Come on,” he told them both. “March. Don’t think I won’t carry you.”

			Elesbed quailed. But Isabeau merely crossed her arms and said, “Where?”

			“Where do you think?” said the man, with impatience, and finally Elesbed recognized him in the deceptive torchlight. The baron of Avaugour, Isabeau’s elder brother. “Back to the duchess.”

			Isabeau finally looked remorseful. But with dragging steps and many looks back, she followed Avaugour down the spiraling stairs. “You too,” said Henri to Elesbed without turning around. “Now, child.”

			Elesbed bit her lip and came after them. Only Butter was untroubled. She trotted down the stairs, purring loudly and trying to trip them all.
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			Anne wanted to be cozy in her bed with a hot brick at her feet. Instead she was sitting in her chair before a remorseful Isabeau while Elesbed effaced herself in the shadows near the door. Henri had delivered her runaway and slipped out again. Presumably to find his own bed, with a hot brick to hand. Anne sighed. “Isabeau, what possessed you to try to visit this man in the middle of the night?”

			Isabeau said, “In stories, sometimes the korriganed change in the dark and show their true nature. I thought he might have been lying to us about being a man.” Anne gave her a look of pronounced skepticism. Isabeau hurried into more speech: “He talked! About a king, and the master of the Lost Lands, and he told someone to go away, but no one was in the room, except that we saw strange shadows moving. What does that mean?”

			Anne was faintly disturbed. “Did you also hear him speak?” she asked Elesbed. The orphan girl, her cat between her feet, was wearing the expression of someone trying her best to blend with the tapestries. Elesbed swallowed and said, with unexpected crispness, “The man said, The king—who is the king? He shall have a new bride. I am the herald. I remember. But I didn’t know the word ‘herald.’ ” She pronounced it carefully.

			Isabeau said, helpfully, “A herald is—”

			“Not now,” said Anne and they both, blessedly, fell silent. “We shall ask the stranger what he meant. If he is awake and can speak. For now I should like very much for us all to go to—”

			She broke off. She’d seen the kerchief that Isabeau had wrapped about herself over her robe. It was a pretty, dreamy thing, blue with embroidered forget-me-nots. She whispered, “Where did you get that?” Gooseflesh prickled her arms.

			Isabeau said, “I found it. It didn’t belong to anyone. It’s pretty. Here.” With quick fingers, she untied the thing and put it in her sister’s hand. “What is wrong? Why are you frowning?”

			It smelled of moss. The embroidery lay familiar and perfect under Anne’s fingers, which trembled so that the embroidered flowers seemed to move in some silent breeze. In a voice she did not recognize, Anne said, “Our mother made it. A long time ago.”

			Isabeau brightened and put out a hand for the kerchief. “I will keep it, then. I have hardly anything of hers.”

			“Not this,” Anne managed.

			“But why?”

			Anne could not take her eyes off the sea-blue threads. “Because Mother was buried with it.”

			Isabeau drew away as though she’d been bitten.

			Elesbed surprised them both by saying, “The Lost Lands followed us.” She spoke like a girl whose people lived nearer the raw truth of their land than any duchess in a castle ever could. In that moment, her childish voice conveyed not impudence, but lost wisdom.

			“What does that mean?” demanded Isabeau.

			Anne found herself asking Elesbed, just as she would have asked one of her maids-of-honor, “How can it follow us?”

			Elesbed said, “The edge of the Lost Lands is like the edge of the sea, my gram said. It ebbs and flows. But I never knew what she meant. I’ve never seen the sea.”

			Anne whispered, “What happens near this edge of the Lost Lands?”

			“Well,” said Elesbed, “lost things reappear, like I told you.” She was looking at the embroidered kerchief. Her hands clenched. “And other things are lost forever.”
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			Anne doubled the guard on the stranger, and on her own doors. She bade de Rieux go and stir up the guard on the wall and bid them be wary.

			After Isabeau had gone to bed, she also asked Elesbed, quietly, to join their household.

			Elesbed said, “I do not know what that means.”

			“Hawiz will teach you what it means. But you are a true-hearted girl and you know stories that we behind our walls have forgotten. I want you to help my sister.”

			Elesbed did not immediately consent. It was the Breton in her, a people slow to recognize any authority outside their own.

			Elesbed said, “Isabeau said you will leave Brittany, Highness. She was crying about it.”

			“I know,” said Anne. “She will need people to help her and love her when I cannot.”

			“Isabeau found that kerchief. The stories say that when the Lost Lands are near, it is children who disappear.”

			Anne did not need a new thing to fear. “I hope you will watch over her.”

			“I will,” said Elesbed, carefully. “Highness.” Her cat, lounging on the warm hearth, started to purr.
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			In the morning, Calyx waited upon Anne hard on the heels of morning Mass, pressing his way through the hamper of courtiers and councilors with a diviner’s privilege. He was glassy-eyed and listing sideways with wine, which meant something of note had happened. He bent near and spoke for her ears alone: “Highness, Marguerite of France is coming here to Nantes. I had the message in my colors. She will be here in a week.”

			Anne had been duchess too long to show her instant disquiet, but her hands faltered a little on the work in her lap. Marguerite of France could be coming only because she had overridden La Trémoille’s desire to kill a unicorn, and the French marriage was still to be forced rapidly into motion. Was this a disaster? Maximilien wasn’t in Brittany yet. Marguerite had a reputation for implacable brilliance; how was she to be deceived?

			“Thank you for telling me,” she said to Calyx, who bowed and departed.

			Anne straightened the thread in her lap, trying to arrange her thoughts. She’d taken up her distaff that morning, beginning the painstaking work of spinning the unicorn hair into embroidery-thread. As she worked, she calculated: Polhaim to arrive in Ghent with her marriage-contract around the same time Marguerite arrived in Nantes, Maximilien on the march soon after. He was an experienced campaigner; he would not delay.

			But neither would Marguerite of France.

			She stroked a finger over the silky hair. Thought, Perhaps I say this encounter with the unicorn has left me reluctant to wed, since then I fear I should never see the unicorn again. Perhaps I insist I have changed my mind and wish to take the king of France hunting, which will take much time.

			Perhaps I make a fuss over my virtue.

			Perhaps I can outface her yet…

			An interruption came in the shape of the court physician, bowing and eager. “The stranger from Brocéliande is awake, Highness. He awoke at dawn and took food and now he says he would like an audience with my sovereign lady. I told him that he was not to be so forward, but he—”

			“Go back to him,” said Anne, interrupting, “and see that he is dressed. Bring him here if he is able.”
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			When the stranger appeared in Anne’s garderobe, he was upright and dressed in fresh clothes, though he still wore the look of a man who knew not which nightmare he wandered in. His long hair grazed his haggard face and strayed over his doublet.

			Anne sat with her maids-of-honor, dressed in verdant green, with thick vining embroidery to conceal the places where the pearls had been cut off her sleeves to sell. She had put her distaff aside. She watched the stranger enter, escorted by priest and physician and by the suspicious Henri, looming large.

			The stranger made an old-fashioned reverence and swayed as he straightened. Exhausted eyes, long-lashed and tipped at the corners, stood out in a glaze of faded freckles.

			Anne offered him a chair, in view of his infirmity.

			He declined and stood waiting.

			Anne said, “What is your name, Monsieur?”

			He held his body stiff, as though braced for a blow. “Highness, I was born Julien Moreau. But when I was at court, I was a diviner called Miravi.”

			“At what court?”

			“At the court of His Majesty King Philip, called the Fair.”

			Murmurs throughout the listening room. Anne said, “King Philip the Fair died long ago.”

			“Yes,” said Moreau, in a frayed voice. “But it was long ago when I rode away from Paris to seek my fortune in the forest of Brocéliande.”

			“How do we know you are not lying?” De Rieux demanded. The others of Anne’s council exchanged glances.

			“You have no way to know,” said Moreau. “But I am not.”

			Anne’s education had included the history of courts and courtiers. “Miravi disappeared,” she said slowly.

			“Yes.” Moreau’s voice was bitter.

			De Rieux cried, “You have not one proof!”

			“There might be one,” said Anne. To Moreau she added, “You say you were a diviner. Can you prove yourself in divination?”

			“I can.” He straightened his back. His eyes were full of torment, but there was no fear in them.

			She said, “You understand that in order to be tested in divination, you will be sent to the Guild? That they have their own justice for men who profess gifts they have not? If you fail, you will be put to torment and then death.”

			He smiled just a little, strong teeth incongruous between his cracked lips. Anne frowned. But he said only, “I understand.”

			Another murmur went round the room, scented heads put together to whisper.

			Anne said, “Very well.” She could not decipher the look in his eyes. “You say you passed those years in the Lost Lands. Tell us of them.”

			His gaze rested abstractedly on the window behind her, as though he could peer through into a different day. “I only recall setting out. I was once the finest diviner in Europe, but I wanted more. Our chronicles spoke of gifts beyond divination. That it was possible not just to see the world, as diviners do, but to alter how other men perceive it. This skill was called enchantment. And some went even further. Some could alter the material facts of the world without use of the hands or voice or any skill of the mortal body. This art was called sorcery. But all men said that the learning of these arts was possible only in the court of the korriganed, deep in the Lost Lands. They said that once there was a guild of sorcerers at Keris, the city by the sea, where men rode the waves on dragon-back.” Distant longing in his chalky face. He swayed a little, standing, seemed like to collapse. “But Keris is gone.”

			Exasperated with his pride, Anne said, “A chair for this gentleman.” To Calyx, she murmured, beneath the servants bustling with the chair, “Are there chronicles in the Guild that tell of such things? Enchantment and sorcery?”

			“Only in the manner of a wonder tale, Highness,” he murmured back. “They are not admitted as fact.”

			Moreau had been forcibly put in the chair and given spiced wine. Anne waited until he had a little color back and then said, “You set out to learn these arts for yourself?”

			His voice was bitter, and he held the remainder of his wine between his hands, not drinking. “I had a fine journey from Paris in spring. The orchards were in bloom. I remember it well.”

			“And then?”

			“I rode into the wood. That is the last thing I remember.” Grief in his voice. “I saw you, Highness. You told me the year and I knew what had happened. I suppose I was tricked by the korriganed, so I would not remember anything. But I was there, I could swear I was there. You said it is fourteen ninety; it is two hundred years, then, since I rode away. Two hundred years, where else could I have been?”

			Anne wondered if he was sane, if he could possibly be telling the truth.

			Moreau went on, “No. I do remember one thing.” The court hushed itself. Moreau’s gaze turned inward. The wine cup sagged in his hands. “Perhaps the korriganed cast me forth from their halls for this purpose, to tell you, Highness. I know not. I have nothing else.” He stared into his sloshing cup, and then he raised his head and met her eyes. His were tawny, a rare color. Almost unnatural.

			Henri was drawing up tensely now, fixed in alertness. Anne said, “What purpose?”

			“It is a message.”

			“Tell us.”

			Moreau stood suddenly from his chair, though unsteadily. The wine fell from his hands; the cup rolled clattering and spread a long tongue of red across the stone floor. Anne’s guards tensed. He ignored the wine. His voice changed in timbre and also changed in language, became an archaic Breton with a strong, singing accent. Did they speak so, in the Lost Lands? He said, in the manner of a poet reciting, “There is a new king in the Lost Lands, and every day his power grows. This king is charged by prophecy to take a mortal wife. I am commanded to bring the suit of the korrigan-king to the duchess of Brittany and ask for her hand in marriage.”

			At first the room did not react, save for the whispers that slid like cats about the chamber as the few who could understand the archaic phrases translated for their neighbors. She had understood him readily enough, but not all her court had learned Breton, the language of the common people. Anne could see when the translation reached Henri and De Rieux, for her brother went scarlet and her guardian’s mouth opened in paternal outrage.

			She must say something.

			With ready instinct, in a voice pitched to cut across the rising astonishment, she said, “Kings send accredited envoys and earnests of their intentions; how do I know you are not lying?”

			Still in that archaic Breton, Moreau said, “The king will send three signs of power. And then he will come for the duchess, according to the custom of his people.” Moreau bowed his head, reverting to French. “I do not remember any more. Forgive me, Highness.”

			This part also took a few moments to circulate, courtiers eagerly poking their Breton-speaking neighbors. Henri gripped the back of Anne’s chair.

			Anne said to Moreau, “What are these three signs?”

			Moreau replied, “Water, fire, and memory. But I don’t know what that means. I am sorry, Highness. I am—” He could say nothing else for he had begun to crumple like a cut flower, just as he had in Brocéliande, and her guard was obligated to catch him lest he crack his head, swooning on the wine-stained stone floor.
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			Louis of Orléans would have done anything to get himself out of Bourges. It had taken all his training, and all his will, not to kneel before Marguerite like a soft-minded fool and say, Yes, anything. I’ll do anything when she made her offer. He suspected Marguerite had known regardless. Mind like a wolf-trap, that woman.

			Orléans had tried everything he could think of to escape, or to get word to Charles, who might have thwarted his sister. But Marguerite had chosen her people well and they remained deaf to his stratagems. When Marguerite came to his tower to ask questions about Anne of Brittany, he’d been as close to despair as he’d ever been in his gilded, eventful life.

			The tale was preposterous, though he’d kept his incredulity hidden. Unicorn-hunting? A captured lock of a unicorn’s mane? Unicorns were not unheard of, but on the rare occasions they were sighted, they were hunted and brought to bay and killed, not—whatever the duchess was supposed to have done.

			Who had charge of her now? De Rieux? His cousin Dunois might have a voice at court. Or Comminges. That old satyr D’Albret had wanted to marry her once. Francis had agreed, but Francis was the most persuadable man Louis had ever known. D’Albret was a man of ripe years and repellent face, with eight legitimate children and four illegitimate. Anne had threatened to bury herself in a convent and her father had relented. Louis grinned at the memory.

			How old was the duchess now? It was years since Saint-Aubin-du-Cormier. He hardly remembered what she looked like. All his memories of those years were distorted by the stress of that time. The chroniclers were already calling it the Mad War: he and Francis trying to hold their seigneuries against the overwhelming fist of France, he and the council trying to hold Brittany together when its docile duke had already let it slip away.

			How poor Francis had held to the idea of a free Brittany even as any hope of it faded. He’d spoken eloquently of gathering up all Armorica, as the Romans called the lands from the Loire to the sea, under his banner of black ermines. But Francis had been dragged into war, menaced by a vast neighbor under a flint-souled and clever king, and even as he dreamed, his banner was being trampled in defeat. There would be no free Brittany now.

			Part of Orléans’s heart did whisper that he was about to betray everything he and Francis had ever fought for. But ideals became cold, abstract things when a man sat with them, day after day, behind four obstinate walls and a door that might never open. Let her marry France. There are worse things than to be queen.
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			Two days out from Nantes, Marguerite had a letter from one of her agents, a chandler by trade when he was not doing errands for the crown of France. He had frequent business at the castle of the dukes of Brittany, and his letter astonished her so much that she took the matter to Orléans.

			Whatever the duke’s excesses before his capture, there was no sign of them now. On the road from Bourges, he was punctilious, organized, withdrawn. She’d no idea what money he’d scrounged or what kind of credit he was buying on, but his clothes had gotten steadily better as they rode, and when she summoned him that day after her prayers, he came to her like a very prince, in tooled leather and silk hose and a black doublet embroidered with clusters of lavender grapes. He made his bow and stood waiting.

			Marguerite mistrusted his silence just as much as she disliked the excesses of his falchion-edged tongue. But she’d already had her secretary decipher the letter; she proffered it and said, “Read this.”

			Louis skimmed quickly down the page and then laughed. “The best thing I shall hear today, I am sure. Your informant is to be congratulated.” This letter related an astonishing rumor from Nantes: that in Brocéliande, during her unicorn-hunt, the duchess had met a stranger who had sojourned in the Lost Lands and who had come away with no memory at all of this interesting place, except for a single message whose gist was that the king of the korriganed—whose name and style no man knew—meant to wed the duchess of Brittany. Louis said, still laughing heartily, “His Majesty of France has competition for your unicorn-hunter.”

			She was impatient. “Yes, yes, very droll. But my informant is reliable. He would not invent a rumor.”

			Louis was unmoved. “Someone whispered a tall tale into a credulous ear and so on.” He handed her the letter back with a bow. “What have you to do with pretty fictions?”

			She shoved it into the fire. “Nonetheless I will have her betrothed and out of Nantes as soon as may be. One odd circumstance may perhaps be discounted, but the odd circumstances are proliferating, and I dislike it.”

			“I have said I am your servant in this,” said Louis of Orléans.

			“See that you are,” she answered.

			But to herself, Marguerite thought, Proliferating? The odd circumstances were piling up like leaves around the duchess of Brittany. Unicorns and faerie-kings. Let the duchess live in Blois or Amboise before the wedding, safe in the rational seat of Marguerite’s very rational court. A pox on this wet, green, ghost-addled country.
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			As she and her escort drew near to Nantes, the first thing Marguerite saw was not the high wall of the city, nor the dazzling spires of the cathedral, nor was it the sunlight on the side of the new castle that Duke Francis had built. No, it was a collection of silk pavilions pitched in the water-meadow beside the rolling Loire, and among them a great hurry of people. In the midst of all this stood a tall beast on wheels, like a Trojan horse.

			No, not a horse, but a unicorn, built upon a cart, with a large, ornate, throne-shaped saddle. Around the unicorn lay absurd gilded swags made of plaster, and a mess of silk streamers.

			Louis was riding at her heel; she heard him say dryly, “Is there a feast-day we have neglected?”

			Someone must have seen them; sudden turmoil erupted among the pavilions. A group of riders burst from between the tents, most of them dressed and caparisoned for hunting.

			“What on earth?” said Marguerite. Her escort pressed in closer.

			Orléans said, “A welcoming-party, I think.” She could not tell if he was amused or dismayed. A girl on a white palfrey called, laughing, to the others, “I saw them first,” just as she came up with them. She dismounted, handed someone her reins, and made an extravagant courtesy, strands of hair coming loose. She straightened, smiling. “Well met, cousin.”

			“The honor is mine,” Marguerite said automatically, for this could only be Anne of Brittany, mussed and sweating and modishly dressed; nothing like the stiff paragon of virtue Marguerite had envisioned. Vast, melting eyes, tender mouth, a figure that owed nothing to the dressmaker’s art. At least there would be no objections to the match from Charles, she thought. If Marguerite were the girl’s mother, she’d have been negotiating a marriage for her sooner, not later.

			“You have come on a blessed hour, cousin,” the duchess said, looking up earnestly.

			Marguerite was off balance, and when was the last time that had happened? “Have we?”

			“Oh, yes,” said Anne forthrightly. “Wait, come and ride with me and I will tell you.” She turned back to her palfrey, then frowned. “I do forget it’s harder to remount. Henri—come and help me.”

			A tall young man, strapped all over with muscle, wearing a thin silk doublet and an ostrich hat, leaped down from his courser and—without a word, but with a very censorious look—boosted the duchess back into the saddle.

			This must be the brother, Marguerite thought. The one deep in the duchess’s councils according to La Trémoille. The baron of Avaugour, Francis’s bastard. “As I was saying, this is a blessed day,” the duchess continued breathlessly as she remounted. “But— Oh, it is my lord of Orléans!” She kissed her hand to Louis and said, “Monseigneur, you are welcome. We had thought you were in prison.”

			Was that a barb? Marguerite wondered. Or was the duchess just very naïve?

			“So I was,” returned Louis. “Decayed, forgotten, the black hole, bread and water. But quite restored now to the bosom of my dear cousins of France.”

			What did Orléans mean by that answer? A warning? Or was it mere irony?

			The duchess had noticed nothing. She was still rattling away innocently. “It must have been dreadful, languishing in prison, with all your French relations resenting you for betraying them.”

			“Present company excepted,” said Louis, with a bow toward Marguerite.

			“Of course,” said the girl ingenuously, misunderstanding him. “You never betrayed Father, that is true. Though he was quite angry with you after all those battles were lost. But now all is forgiven. Come, or we shall be late.”

			Had the duchess misunderstood? Or was she needling him? 

			Was she as wholly guileless as she seemed?

			Marguerite couldn’t tell. Her gelding stood stolidly, but she still felt she was being heaved along by a runaway horse. “Late for what, Highness?” They put their horses into a trot toward the pavilions.

			The wide eyes turned to her at once, and this time Marguerite noticed the fillet round the girl’s brow. Her breath caught. It was merely a band of cut-velvet, embroidered in white and silver. And yet Marguerite knew, without a word being spoken, that the white thread of its embroidery was the hair of a unicorn’s mane. The thread did not glow, exactly. It merely—caught the light, seized the eye, held it fast. So the rumors were true, then: This rattle-brain had touched a unicorn, and wore the proof upon her person. Dear God, what an heirloom. Would other princes covet it? Covet her? How to reconcile it, the pretty, silly face and this proof of highest virtue?

			The duchess was answering her question. “Why—late for the Triumphal Entry, of course.”

			“Triumphal Entry?” said Louis. Marguerite thought with exasperation that he was swallowing a desire to laugh.

			“Oh, yes,” said Anne. She nudged her mare confidingly between them, while the ladies of her escort mingled, chattering, with the riders from the French court. “Because of the unicorn. Didn’t General de La Trémoille tell you of the unicorn? I was sure he would. We are commemorating the occasion. With a Triumphal Entry into Nantes. We shall enter and go in solemn procession to the cathedral and there hear Mass. I am riding that unicorn”—she gestured broadly at the wooden unicorn on the cart—“just so everyone knows how it was when the unicorn appeared in Brocéliande. Though of course I did not ride it then. We thought first to attach a horn to my palfrey so I could ride her, but Jonquil did not care for it. My sister is joining the Entry, and a great escort, dressed for hunting. Oh, it will be famous.”

			Marguerite was almost speechless with outrage.

			Anne talked blithely on. “And such an Entry—we have also brought the elephants out of the menagerie—did you know my father had bought a pair of elephants before the war? Poor Father. They are a bit old, but very hale, their keeper tells me. And some oxen for carts. Most of the court is riding in the procession and all the merchants’ guilds have made carts and they will be riding too. With banners. We are adding a unicorn to my coat of arms, I think. My guardian says so. And there will be my knights—oh, such an Entry. But—” They had come nearer the pavilions now, and Marguerite saw what must be the entire court milling, most of them in the process of putting on costumes worthy of a Twelfth Night. Some girls dressed as mermaids were shouting shrilly that their tails did not fit, and a cupid with a beard had hiked up his toga to scratch. This had clearly gone much further than a mere reenactment of a hunting-party.

			Marguerite’s horse pinned its ears, objecting to the mermaids.

			“What is that?” asked Louis.

			Anne followed his finger. “That? That’s the cart from the carpenters’ guild. It was supposed to represent the city of Keris sinking into the sea. Do you know the story? That man there is dressed as Malgven, the korrigan-queen. He is to sit atop. There will be a King Gralon and a fair daughter Ahèz and also a devilish beast—that boy in the horns—who opened the seawalls and drowned them all. The cart’s got a barrel built in below and it’s supposed to pump water. So that it will gush up from below and flood like Keris in the tale?” Lower, she confided, “But I don’t think it works.”

			As they watched, the model-city on the cart emitted a squirt of malodorous water. The boy who was doing the pumping thrust his head out and shot a volley of vile curses before he vanished again.

			Louis asked, in fascinated tones, “What have they done to that ox, though?” The ox in question was harnessed stoically in front of the carpenters’ mock-city, wearing a long silver hat.

			Anne was impatient. “It is dressed as a sea-drake, like the ones from long ago that had captains like ships and brought treasures to Keris. Would you like to make the Entry too? We can caparison your horses. Do you have hunting-dress? Unless you wish to ride the unicorn with me, Madame? There is room.”

			Marguerite ground her teeth. By then they were well among the throng of people. The mermaids with the ill-fitting tails had given up and were passing a wine bottle back and forth. Cupid must have fleas; he was scratching again, and ahead of them were the gates of Nantes, flung open wide, bright with flowers. Virtue? This procession was a stew of vice. The whole city would be making scurrilous jokes about horns and unicorns. Or would they? Marguerite’s eye was drawn again to the pure white light that crowned that girl.

			Marguerite said, “Did your guardian have nothing to say to this frivolity?”

			“Oh, you may ask him,” said Anne. “He is riding in procession with the hunters—there”—she waved, but the gentleman was already riding over. “Jean—you remember the gracious lady Marguerite of France? I am sure you remember Louis of Orléans. My guardian, Jean de Rieux.”

			The guardian was a man of middle years and slack, kindly, anxious face, riding a liver chestnut. “Indeed I do,” he said, stiffly. “You are welcome, Madame, Monseigneur.” His gaze was cold when it fell on Orléans.

			Louis said, “Come, De Rieux, you needn’t look that way. The war is over.”

			“As you say,” said Jean de Rieux, not thawing in the slightest.

			A kindly man, perhaps, Marguerite thought, watching De Rieux, if inclined to hold a grudge. But not a man of sufficient fiber to restrain the duchess. The girl might be a fool, but La Trémoille had called her agreeable, and that had been a damned piece of foolishness. Marguerite had charge of many girls in her own household; she knew implacably headstrong when she saw it. Her glance went again to the fillet in Anne’s hair. To De Rieux, she said, “And you have approved this—the manner in which the duchess will disport herself today?”

			De Rieux bristled; Marguerite saw a man who might have doubts himself but would not reveal them to an outsider. “The people of Nantes deserve to share in her triumph, and I hope no one will think Her Highness wanting in conduct—not when she is wearing the proof of her virtue and the unicorn’s favor.”

			Anne looked remorseful. “Forgive me, Madame, do you disapprove? I thought it was your sister Jeanne who was the saintly one, the one who they say wept for a month when she was made to marry my lord of Orléans.” Louis’s eyes narrowed. Anne bulled straight on. “Wouldn’t you like to ride the unicorn with us? It is a very respectable construction. Quite safe.”

			Jean de Rieux’s mouth gaped, though he said nothing. “I would not,” said Marguerite.

			Anne said, “A great pity, but of course you are tired from your journey.” She turned vast, appealing eyes on Louis. “Surely you will like to ride with us? My guardian says that touching the unicorn was an occasion to be commemorated. Don’t you, Jean?”

			“I do,” said De Rieux firmly.

			Louis said in a smothered voice, “Then I should be honored.”

			Anne favored him with a smile that wiped the laughter suddenly from his face.

			Marguerite could not resist saying outright, “That band in your hair, is it truly made from—?”

			“Unicorn hair,” said the girl. “Isn’t it nice? I borrowed against it to pay for all this.” She indicated the gathering procession with a careless arm. As though the unicorn-hair fillet was a mere bauble, a commonplace surety for the moneylender.

			Louis said to Anne in that same stifled voice—Marguerite suspected that he was trying to make the situation worse—“But hold. You must first tell us if the rumors are true, Highness.”

			Anne seemed distracted, watching the churn of people getting to their places, but Marguerite, who was watching her, saw the momentary tensing of her shoulders. De Rieux also stiffened. That was interesting.

			The duchess said, “What rumors?”

			Louis said, “That the king of France has competition for your hand.”

			The faintest hesitation. Then Anne said in a new voice, “Oh! You mean the korrigan-king. That.”

			Louis, unruffled, said, “Yes, that.”

			She said, “Well, we met a man in Brocéliande who said he came straight from the court of the king of the korriganed but no memory did he have of this court except that its king wished to make me his bride. He said that the korrigan-king would send me signs.”

			“You have been hoaxed,” said Marguerite impatiently. “I hope you imprisoned this man.”

			“Oh, no,” said Anne. “My guardian said we ought to send him to the Guild—didn’t you, Jean?—and so we did. He says he was a diviner in the court of Philip the Fair. Well, he did not renounce the claim, and so it became Guild business.”

			“Poor man,” said Marguerite indifferently. The Guild took impostors very badly, and the diviners didn’t care whether such men were mad or merely criminal. Impostors died slowly and painfully.

			Anne was distracted by the adorning of her wooden unicorn. “Yes—more flowers, the lilies!—I suppose being tested wasn’t very pleasant. But this man did pass, you know. He is a diviner.” Earnestly, she added, “My own guards will escort you with honor to the castle, Madame. I am sure if you go to the wall-top you may see something of the Entry. Farewell, dearest cousin, and my best welcome to you.”

			The duchess of Brittany kissed her hand gaily to Marguerite and then slid off her horse once again and disappeared into the cheerful throng. Most of her court followed.

			Louis gave Marguerite a glance. “I never saw a paragon of virtue as free-spirited as that before. Nor did I ever think to see you stampeded by a girl. She has changed.”

			Marguerite was watching Anne go, grimly. “She must be secured for Charles, and that priceless thing she is wearing also, before she trades it to a passing tinker for baubles. See to it, Orléans.”

			Louis bowed, far more soberly than the duchess had, and disappeared in the direction she and her entourage had taken.
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			Louis of Orléans reflected that Anne of Brittany had inherited at least one thing from her father, in addition to her throne. Francis had also been expert in the fine art of amusing oneself.

			Bells were ringing in Nantes, and Anne’s Triumphal Entry took shape: decorated carts and marching knights, glittering riders, representatives of the various guilds. People mounted horses in all forms of hunting-dress, liberally spangled and gilded. Then Anne emerged from her pavilion, dressed in a divided riding-skirt and a bodice of purest silver, smiling at something someone had said, and Orléans stopped wanting to laugh at all.

			Duchesses, princesses, girls of exalted birth were not supposed to look like that. They could be as innocently pretty as plaster-saints or inbred and hideous, helped along with wigs and padding in their clothes. But a duchess regnant had no business being a glowing-eyed armful with a rosebud mouth and pointed chin and shining masses of brown hair.

			A child darted out from another of the pavilions, a girl with long, skinny arms and an impetuous way of running. The child passed him, paused, and turned around. He recognized her. He’d taught her to ride her pony, back when snub-nosed babyishness still clung to her face. Now she was gangly, half-grown, and in her face was pure belligerence.

			“Demoiselle,” he said to Isabeau of Brittany. He made her an elegant bow.

			Years ago that would have made her giggle. But today, with dignity, she said, “You have fallen in with our enemies, haven’t you? I thought you loved Father. And us.”

			He would have savaged any impertinent courtier who had spoken thus, but when he opened his mouth to answer, the words caught in his throat. Before he could collect his wits, Anne appeared from nowhere and put an arm round her sister. The two were nearly of a height. Francis’s girls, except one of them had become a woman. Anne said chidingly, “Isabeau, people don’t have to love you so much that they lose everything.”

			The small jaw set. “I would! If it was for you.”

			“You wouldn’t,” said Anne instantly. “I would not let you. And Orléans won’t because it isn’t sensible. The French king is his cousin and Father is dead. Now, let us go and ride the unicorn and the city will get drunk and throw flowers and celebrate and we shall all be very happy. Orléans is joining the Entry too; you may make faces at him from the cart.”

			He stared at them both. She hides such barbs in all that breathless talk. Am I merely sensible now? Can I blame Isabeau for despising me? Her parents were taken from her and now I am come to help take her sister.

			Stiffly, he said, “I have not come back by choice. I mourned your father.”

			He thought Anne had bitten her lip, though he kept his eyes on Isabeau.

			“Why do you care?” flared Isabeau. “Are you not the heir of France?”

			He answered, “An unwanted heir, to be put into a cannon and heaved out of sight the instant Charles has a son in the nursery. I did love your father. But I think it is better for your sister to yield to the inevitable and be married in honor. I hope she agrees with me.”

			Honestly, he hoped he agreed with himself. Political necessity was a cold answer when the object of it stood before him, half-familiar and alone and too young.

			“My sister—” began Isabeau, but she was interrupted by Anne, who said, “Your sister is honored by the kind attention of the lady of France and glad to see her father’s friend the duke of Orléans. Hush, Belle, you’ve a tongue like a bombard. Now, come and let us ride our unicorn. They can hardly have the Entry without us.” The sun gilded the brown of Anne’s hair, and brought fresh color to her face. He found himself wondering whether her artless expression concealed something more complex than Isabeau’s straightforward anger. A fool? A paragon? He had known the child, but he knew nothing of this duchess who had grown up and grown beautiful and touched a unicorn.

			“All right,” said Isabeau. She threw Louis a scowl.

			Anne smiled winsomely at him, and steered her sister away.

			Louis was watching them go when a hard hand landed on his shoulder. He whipped around and saw Henri of Avaugour. They were nearly the same age. They had been friends once. “Well met, Orléans,” said Henri, though he sounded dubious.

			“As you say,” said Louis in the same tone. They measured each other.

			“I told Anne you would never agree to ride with us,” said Henri after a moment.

			“Let it never be said that I balk at trifles,” said Louis in a polite but slightly dangerous voice, “but I am damned if I ride in an oxcart, and the ox wearing a hat.”

			“My God, I know,” said Henri fervently. “My sister wanted chariots, but it was too late. Heaven be thanked, she was happy enough with hunting-dress.” His honest face was suddenly grinning and they clasped arms. “It is good to see you,” said Henri. “I could wish you’d come in better company.”

			“I had no choice,” said Louis. He couldn’t fall back into his friendships, not with this truth hanging over them. He must either say it or name himself hypocrite. “Neither does your sister.”

			Henri said nothing at that, and some of the warmth faded from his face.

			Someone—probably Louis’s squire, with blessed presence of mind—had replaced his riding-horse with his destrier for the purposes of parading. Kestrel was a stallion like a snorting mountain, fearless and vain, who ordinarily came out only for jousts and other occasions that involved a great deal of noise. He would not panic at a crowd. If anything, he would decide he was in a mêlée and kick them.

			Louis asked Henri, “Why do an Entry at all?”

			“Why—what do you mean, why? The duchess tamed a unicorn. Such a thing has not happened in living memory. The Bretons are proud of her virtue. The bishop of Nantes has already written the pope. Perhaps she will be canonized. Or try her hand at miraculous healing.”

			“Marguerite of France will not tolerate anything that delays your sister’s marriage.”

			Henri only looked pitying. “Even that noble lady cannot gainsay a unicorn, which has rated my sister’s virtue so highly.”

			Louis felt a prickle of unease. “I think you’ll find she can. I think you’ll find she has ways of persuasion that you won’t like.”

			Henri didn’t answer but only smiled and spurred his own horse into place beside the white-and-gilt unicorn.
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			Anne had been playing a comedy, of course, in her meeting with Marguerite. Young, frivolous, easily led, no threat at all to France—this was the girl she wanted Marguerite to see. Though she had not been lying when she said she’d borrowed money for the Entry using the unicorn-hair fillet as collateral. She could think of no other way to delay Marguerite without setting herself openly in opposition. The Entry was merely the first in a grandiose string of entertainments—feasting and hawking and a visit to her father’s menagerie—in which Anne meant to play a slightly muddle-headed paragon, too puffed-up on her own virtue to agree to a quick marriage. But she’d been hard put to maintain her pose of insouciance when she saw Louis of Orléans.

			He was thinner than he’d been, and curving marks of strain and sleeplessness bracketed his mouth. But his loose dark hair was the same, falling to the shoulders, and the hard straightness of his body, trained from birth for war. She had met his eyes with a visceral jolt of recognition, which annoyed her enough that all her words to him had seemed to come out barbed. He’d been part of a golden past, the object of her girlish dreaming, and he was still beautiful and quick-witted, and sorrow had lent character to his face.

			She remembered how she’d talked to him before, always prattling, while he indulged her absently. How she’d longed for his notice.

			But not anymore. Far from it. He knew her history, her advisers, had friends in court whom she could only guess at. He was best placed to learn that she hid the Austrian marriage. She was certain that his freedom was conditional on her marrying Charles of France. He was dangerous, all the more so because she remembered what it was like to trust him.

			She felt his eyes on her as they paraded into Nantes, passed the fish-market and the great warehouses, winding past the houses of merchants, toward the cathedral. Did he suspect something? What was he thinking? The crowd stirred with recognition as he passed; elbowing their neighbors and whispering.

			Behind them rolled the carts of the different guilds, the marching elephants, cupids, and mermaids, the smiling, sun-warmed faces.

			Calyx would hear from the diviner in Flanders soon—perhaps today—to say that Maximilien had taken ship, would sail with his army to Saint-Malo, then ride fast to Rennes. All this would be over soon, God willing.

			The cavalcade passed through a deep shadow as two buildings butted their heads together and the street narrowed, and then they came out straight into the dazzling sunlight. Anne blinked. Just for a moment, the shadows lay wrongly. As though they had been pitched by a lower, less cloud-fettered sun.

			She heard a swell of disquiet in the crowd and followed their staring eyes.

			A few places behind them rolled the beautiful, absurd cart of the carpenters’ guild of Nantes, the one bearing a model of the city of Keris. It ought to have been quite dry, with its bearded queen and portly king sitting happily on top, waving to their friends in the crowd. The pump and barrel of water had never worked properly.

			But the water was flowing from the cart. Anne could just see it glimmer. It fell in a torrent, splashing the street. Malgven and Gralon, two carpenters in royal costumes, shouted down to the boy below that he must stop pumping. The boy replied, swearing vilely, that the pump was broken but the water was flowing by itself.

			People started trying to get away from it but were blocked by folk farther back. They pushed, but those behind them pushed back. A priest shouted vade retro at the water as if it were a demon.

			Then someone screamed that the water was not sweet but salt, and where had it come from? The crowd began to heave. Anne’s guard closed up around her, shoving people back as they surged forward. “Don’t hurt anyone!” Anne said. Her court, riding behind in hunting-dress, was milling in confusion.

			“But why are they frightened?” asked Isabeau, craning.

			Louis and Henri put their great horses between the crowd and the wooden unicorn. Something was wrong with the flowing water. The light did not lie upon it as it should; the water sparkled violently, as though it could catch more sun than the world contained.

			“We must get the duchess and her sister away,” said Louis to Henri. “These people are going to panic.”

			Certainly the Nantais would panic if they saw the duchess fleeing. People would be trampled, people would die. And she—her scheming—was the reason they were all there.

			“No,” said Anne. Her pose of foolishness was fraying, but there was no help for it.

			Both men stopped agreeing with each other and turned to argue with her. Anne said, “I am not afraid of an oxcart.” She said it loudly, so people nearest could hear and whisper to their friends. “I shall stand upon the thing myself.” The glitter on that flowing water was hurting her eyes, but the incipient riot could go either way. “Henri, take Isabeau on your horse and go back to the château.”

			“But you—”

			“Now,” she said flatly. The crowd had begun to push again, frightened, shaking the cart and startling the oxen. Some of the hunters’ horses were close to panicking; Louis and Henri had been right to ride their war-horses. Still the water came roaring down, still people cried that it was salt. It was washing about the street now, ankle-deep. “Belle, go with Henri,” Anne said. “Take half the guard. This is no place for you now.”

			This was also not something Anne had meant Louis ever to know—that both her siblings knew when not to argue with her. Henri caught up Isabeau without a word and sat her across his saddlebow, holding on to her while she wrapped both hands in his cloak. He began using the sheer mass of his huge horse to force a way through the crowd.

			One of the elephants squealed, and its keeper shouted. The beast would be stampeding in a moment: the last thing this mess needed. “Orléans,” she said. “You must take me across to the carpenters’ cart.” The street was wet, the dust and filth mingled to mud. She could not get down and walk.

			Louis, naturally, did try to argue with her. “Why, in God’s name?”

			Did he think her still in the nursery? “To show them that there is nothing to fear. I planned this pageant; I am not having anyone die because we all panicked. Help me.” Tired of arguing, she let herself overbalance, crashing into him from her perch above on the wooden unicorn. She did not think he would let the duchess of Brittany tumble under his horse’s hooves.

			Louis swore, and his destrier threw up its great head, but Orléans had quick reflexes and his jousting-arm was muscled like steel. Suddenly she was crosswise on his horse’s withers and being jabbed mercilessly by the high pommel of his saddle; he was guiding the horse with his knees. One hand held her, and the other held his sword.

			She told him, “Put up your sword; we are trying to get people to panic less. Where’s your common sense? That way.”

			“I am trying to preserve your life,” he said between his teeth. She could feel his heart beating hard under his doublet. A destrier was trained to rear and kick out when people crowded him, clearing room for his rider’s sword. The rolling, white-rimmed eye said the stallion very much wanted to. The shoving of the crowd was growing worse. Louis said, “Damn you, Kestrel, this isn’t a mêlée.” His arm shifted them both, keeping her in balance before him.

			Anne said, “They won’t panic if they think I’m not afraid of it. I’m the virtuous duchess.”

			Still the uncanny water gushed. Kestrel half-reared and Anne’s head knocked against Orléans’s jaw. She brushed his hair out of her face. He said, “Maybe you should be afraid of it.”

			Anne said, “So help me, I will jump off and walk.”

			To her surprise, he laughed. “Rage at me by all means, Highness; better than sweet words with hidden thorns.” Surprising her again, he put his horse around. Someone came too close and Kestrel, goaded beyond endurance, lashed out, knocking the man into his fellows. Anne lurched, but Orléans held her, reins bridged now in his free hand. She put an arm round his neck and he glanced down into her face. “I don’t know what you think you can do.”

			“Go,” she answered. People shouted, but the horse was a moving mountain. They got out of its way. There was the cart. Anne could feel all the staring eyes.

			Anne turned a little in his grip, startling him enough that his arm loosened, and she slid off the stallion’s giant shoulder before Orléans could react. Suddenly she stood at the apex of a model of a city that wasn’t real. Frigid salt water was pouring onto her feet, her skirt, soaking her slippers. She tasted salt on her lips. The water was silver as though with dawn, though the noon light was strong. The wrongness hurt her head.

			“It is only water,” she said to her people. The crowd had stilled, watching her.

			She looked down at the water. For an instant she seemed to see where it had come from, saw a great silver expanse of water at dawn. “Don’t be afraid,” she told them.

			The water seemed to be trying to spread in her sight, to become a great shallow sea, smelling of ebb-tide. For an instant it was as though she was standing in two places at once. Telling herself not to be fanciful, she blinked the glitter out of her eyes.

			When she did, the water stopped flowing.

			She swayed with the shock. But she caught herself and said, pitching her voice to be heard, “As I said, there is nothing to fear.”

			Quick as it had come, the water began to drain away. Startled cheers filled the street.

			Anne wondered how to extricate herself gracefully. She wondered what had happened. Her slippers and hem sloshed. Her knees did not want to hold her up. The whole city seemed to be staring at her.

			Louis of Orléans also wasted a second with shocked staring. Then he dismounted with unexpected presence of mind, came around his horse, and pushed the destrier nearer so she could mount from the cart. Anne did so. A destrier was very high off the ground. “I’ll lead the horse,” said Louis shortly. She could not tell what he was thinking. “We cannot ride double all the way to the castle.”

			She could not retreat to the castle now. All this had been frightening, uncanny; she must cast her part in it in a pious light or dark rumors would spread. The duchess who had touched a unicorn could not risk her reputation for virtue. “No. We are proceeding to the cathedral, where we shall at once hear Mass and confess our sins to God.”

			He forgot his dignity so far as to stare up at her. “Your shoes are wet.”

			She had closed both her hands over the pommel of his saddle so he would not see her shake. “We must hope that God will not mind.”

			“Anne?” he said, very low. “Where did the water come from? And why did the water stop? Was it—was it a trick? Was that your doing?”

			“It wasn’t,” she said, with perfect truth. “I don’t know what happened. Will you take me to the cathedral?”
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			De Rieux and the seigneurs of Anne’s council had ridden ahead during the Entry and become separated in the confusion. They reached the cathedral ahead of her, and Anne could see by their faces that some garbled rumor had reached them already. They all looked anxious. De Rieux handed her down and gave the duke of Orléans another look of frosty dislike. How they had despised each other during the war. De Rieux said, “Are you all right, my daughter? They say—I can hardly credit it—”

			Anne pressed her guardian’s hands reassuringly. “I will tell you later. All is well.” She was glad to take comfort in his familiarity, glad to turn her back on the disquieting Louis of Orléans.

			All through the service, Anne thought, Moreau said that the king of the korriganed means to marry me. And he said the first sign would be water. Was today then proof? Is there a king of the korriganed? During the Te Deum, Anne let herself imagine it: a faerie-husband to go against a French army, their pikes all turned to flowers, like a tale of long ago. But every chronicle said the korriganed were malicious, not to be trusted.

			But what if this—faerie-king—came to Nantes? What powers would he wield? What would she do?

			Marguerite of France will use these rumors, her heart whispered. Even if she doesn’t believe a word, she will still use the opportunity to press for a quicker betrothal and my removal from Nantes. For my own safety. Tales of the korriganed cast a long shadow; the chroniclers agree that they are beyond God’s grace.

			The bishop gave the dismissal, and Anne’s head was no clearer than when the Mass began. A crowd packed the streets beyond the cathedral-square and cheered when they saw her. She had meant to walk back with De Rieux, passing through her city with all humility—and soothe him as she went—but Louis was there first, offering his arm.

			She told herself that it was better he talk to her than intrigue among her courtiers. They set off, nodding to the crowd. Louis said, low, “Anne, will you tell me what is going on?”

			“A banquet, I believe,” said Anne. “In the castle.” She was smiling at the people she passed.

			His voice was crisp. “Anne. The water stopped when you touched it.”

			She pretended not to hear.

			“They are whispering this nonsense tale of a faerie-king coming for you. Anne, are you in danger?”

			She was still smiling. She kissed her hand to the crowd; she caught a flung flower and put it to her lips, to cheers. “You would like me to be in danger, wouldn’t you? That you might hurry me off to France the faster?”

			“No,” he said coldly. “I would like to keep you from danger, because your father’s ghost would smite me from the grave if I let anything happen to his daughter.”

			She glanced back. A mistake. The shared memory of a lost time lurked in his eyes.

			She told herself to smile, to be the girl that Marguerite and La Trémoille thought she was. Vivacious, silly. But she found herself saying, “Anything happen to his daughter? Such as being made to marry his greatest enemy?”

			“That cannot be helped.”

			She felt blinding rage, but fought for reason. Orléans had been dragged off the battlefield at Saint-Aubin-du-Cormier and taken away, imprisoned. He was caught now as much as she was, making bitter compromises also. Perhaps if he saw how she resented the French marriage, it would never occur to him that she had also moved to circumvent it.

			Low, she said, “Did she offer you your freedom if you ensure I marry Charles of France?”

			“Yes.”

			She said nothing.

			“I am sorry, Anne.”

			Her name, his eyes on her: persistent, aching memory. How glad she would have been if he’d walked with her thus before, his arm under hers, his glance turned often to her face. The bridge from Nantes to the castle proper loomed before them. “We have all done what we wish we had not,” she said finally. “But you will not use my name again.”

			They were nearing the courtyard now, and all around were milling people, grooms and courtiers, a wellspring of furious gossip. Louis said, “Do not think of me as your enemy, Highness.”

			She gave him her most brilliant smile. “Do not worry, Monseigneur. I shall not think of you at all.”
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			Marguerite, having approved her chambers in the castle, went up the battlements with her diviner, Volucris, to escape the orgy of unpacking. She wanted to think, and perhaps watch a little of this Triumphal Entry.

			But on the corner of the wall-top nearest the town, just beside the Roman tower, she encountered a stranger with russet hair. He was holding a plain cup and squinting into its contents. He did not turn as she approached. One of her guards stirred the man with his foot and said, “Knave, this is the lady of France.”

			The stranger turned, sweat on his face, eyes amber, made larger with shadows. “Forgive me, Madame,” he whispered, bowing. His French was crisp, but the accent and intonation were unexpected.

			Volucris stiffened. “He is auspex.” A diviner. They often knew one another on sight.

			But this man wore no robe, no mark of his trade. She said, “Who are you?”

			The deep-set eyes were sad. He held the cup almost ceremonially between his two hands. “I was a diviner.”

			Then he must be— “You are the man who came out of that forest. I thought they were keeping you locked up.”

			The stranger bent his russet head. “I was Miravi when I was a diviner, but I do not like that name anymore, for it reminds me of what I lost. I am Julien Moreau.” He bowed again.

			Volucris knew when Miravi was supposed to have lived; he was bristling with disbelief. “You were not born two hundred years ago.”

			Moreau said nothing.

			“Never mind that,” said Marguerite. “Was it you who told the duchess some farrago that the king of the korriganed desires her hand?” Why were they just letting this man roam loose?

			Fine white hands spread out helplessly and Moreau looked weary. Even ill. “I did. But I know not why. Believe me, I should like the answers more than any man alive, I assure you, Excellency.”

			“Then divine for your answers,” said Volucris impatiently, “if the Guild has made you free of your gift.”

			Moreau turned his cup restlessly in his hands. “Don’t you remember your chronicles? Nothing can be divined in Brocéliande, or about the korriganed, lest the diviner go mad.”

			“Why are you on this wall?” Marguerite demanded.

			He rubbed a hand over his face. “Why do you think, Madame? To watch for a sign from the korriganed. Even I do not know whether I told the duchess the truth, for I cannot remember how I came to know what I told her. But I am greatly afraid.” As he spoke, the shouting in Nantes rose to such a pitch as to be audible even on the walls of the castle of the dukes of Brittany. “Is that revelry?” whispered the stranger, looking into the city. “Or have they had a sign after all?” He raised lovely amber-gold eyes to her face. He turned back. “Can you save the duchess? I do fear she is in danger.”

			“I intend to,” said Marguerite grimly. “In the meantime, I wish to hear your story.”

			The diviner bowed. “Then I will contrive to visit you, Madame,” he said.

			“I wonder you are not guarded,” she retorted, and was disquieted by his very faint smile.

			
				
				[image: ]

			Elesbed, who had left Butter asleep before the kitchen fire and crept out to see the elephants, bolted back to the castle when the Triumphal Entry dissolved into chaos.

			She had hardly regained the courtyard when she heard the clatter of enormous hooves and the baron of Avaugour galloped in with Isabeau on his saddlebow. He handed her down and said something to her in French, and Isabeau nodded. “Go up to Hawiz,” added Henri, and Elesbed understood that. Her French was improving fast. Avaugour wheeled the horse round, thundering back out across the drawbridge and into Nantes.

			Elesbed ran over to Isabeau.

			“Oh, it’s you,” said Isabeau. She caught Elesbed’s sleeve. “There was a sign from the korrigan-king at the Entry. I’m sure of it. An enchantment! It happened! Did you see?”

			Elesbed had had eyes only for the elephants. “Your brother will keep your sister safe,” she said, trying to be reassuring.

			Isabeau did not seem to hear. “I have to talk to Moreau again.”

			“What? Why?”

			“Never you mind. It is just that I have an idea. We must go now, while everyone is in Nantes.”

			“Don’t you want to wait for the duchess?”

			Isabeau shook her head instantly, her whole body set in lines of stubbornness.

			Elesbed said, “I don’t think it’s a good idea.”

			“Then you may go back to Hawiz and darn socks.” Isabeau was being haughty, which meant she was uneasy.

			Elesbed didn’t answer. Nor did she go back to Hawiz.

			Only chance had got Isabeau past the stranger’s guarded door last time, but this time she armed herself with a basket of marchpane and a look of untold ferocity. Elesbed hoped it wouldn’t work.

			But when Elesbed and Isabeau came to Moreau’s room in the old Roman tower, there were no guards at all.

			The door was slightly ajar. Faint shadows crawled down it, as though rain spattered some window nearby, but it was not raining.

			Elesbed clutched Isabeau by the arm, which, she remembered belatedly, was not something one did to great people. She said, “Something is wrong.”

			Isabeau just shook her off, squared her shoulders. “We meet all dangers bravely,” she said, to Elesbed’s annoyance. “Come on.” She pushed the door open.

			But the room contained no dangers. Moreau was sitting quietly on his chair, alone near the fire, his head tipped into his hand. He was holding a cup loosely in the other. He looked quite well, if thoughtful.

			He started up when they walked in. Isabeau halted so that Elesbed almost ploughed into her, clutching the basket to her chest.

			“What has happened?” he asked them urgently. “I heard a great noise in the city and my guards all left me.” Then he seemed to recognize Isabeau. He bowed. “Demoiselle, forgive my appalling manners. Will you sit down?”

			Isabeau said, cautiously, “I brought you marchpane.” She put the basket into his hands.

			He smiled. “You are kind, Demoiselle.” He ate a piece.

			Isabeau said, “Why is the door unlocked?”

			“I do not know. I heard my guards go. I went—I am ashamed to say that I went out, to see what was toward. I went out to the wall-top. But only to listen and breathe the free air. I returned to my room in haste so none should mistrust me. I have felt your mistrust these last days. I would have asked my mirror, but I have none.” He sounded sad about it. “I’ve been trying to see reflections in the wine, but it is nearly useless.”

			“Mirror?” said Isabeau. “Is that your means of divination?”

			He spread his hands self-deprecatingly. “It is. I am a captromancer.”

			Isabeau said, “There was a barrel in the street of Nantes that wouldn’t stop running salt water. No matter what anyone did. People were frightened. Was that the sign of the korrigan-king?”

			“Perhaps,” Moreau said grimly. “I hope not. God, I hoped with all my heart that I had been wrong with that message. I’d as lief be a madman as to bring danger upon you or your noble sister.”

			Isabeau whispered, “I won’t let any korrigan-king take away my sister.”

			Moreau bowed and said, “Brave-hearted lady, I only wish I could help you.”

			Isabeau took two eager steps forward and put out her hands. “Maybe you can. Have you remembered anything? Of the Lost Lands?”

			He frowned as though in an effort of memory. “No. But—Demoiselle—if you could persuade your sister to give me a mirror? A proper one. I should—I think I should be able to remember more, to do more. Even to help. I understand why I am kept under lock and key. I should do the same, if positions were reversed. But I am not your enemy, and I was a great diviner once.”

			Isabeau said, frowning, “Yes, for I need you to help me. I want to talk to the korrigan-king. I have an idea.”

			Talk to the— Isabeau had lost her mind. Elesbed, hanging back in the doorway, stared at her in horror.

			Moreau hid his reaction better. His gaze flicked from Isabeau to Elesbed, and then he said, haltingly, “I don’t remember the name or the face of any korrigan-king. I do not know if a korrigan can come into castles of worked stone. What would you say to this king?”

			Isabeau had her hands clasped, her whole body taut with eagerness. “That I ought to marry him and not my sister. And for my marriage settlement I want him to use his enchantments to drive the French away, back across their borders, and never come to trouble us more.”

			“Oh, no,” Elesbed whispered.

			Moreau said, with swift urgency, “Demoiselle, you ought not say such things aloud.”

			“I said it aloud because I mean it! My sister shouldn’t leave. The only thing I can do for Brittany is to help her stay here.”

			Elesbed found herself listening rigidly to the room’s silence, as though a tall korrigan with clawed hands would step out of the fireplace and claim Isabeau as his bride.

			Nothing stirred in the fireplace.

			But something moved outside.

			There was a hissing step on the stairs. A long, long sigh. A rattling exhale.

			Isabeau paled, as though realizing that the consequences of her rashness might walk through the doorway in that very moment. But when the door swung creaking back, it was no korrigan at all. No man even. It was a woman, and she was dead.

			She shouldn’t be here in daylight, Elesbed thought. The anaon belonged to the night.

			She wore a sort of robe, with an underdress. A veil over her hair and a rope round her neck. The rope had dug into her gray skin. Her eyes started from her head; her lips were black. Her skin seemed lit with cold moonlight, though it was a midsummer day. Her mouth opened and closed.

			“Who are you?” cried Isabeau. “Anaon, what happened to you?”

			But the woman could not speak, because she had been strangled.

			Of them all, only Moreau moved. He darted a hand out to his cup sitting on a coffer. He looked into it, his lips moving, his face white. Suddenly the lady was gone. Just like that. “God in Heaven,” he said fervently, sinking back in his chair.

			Another, thought Elesbed. A third dead lady. They said there’d been one in the convent chapel, there was one in the duchess’s chamber. And now this one.

			“I don’t understand,” said Isabeau. “Monsieur, did you send her away?”

			He was looking down at his own hands in perplexity, touching his thumbs to his fingertips as though relearning how they worked. “That was mere instinct. God, was there ever a more miserable state for man? Some torment of the korriganed, undoubtedly.” Shamefacedly he added to Isabeau, “Demoiselle, I have been using the wine in my cup as a poor mirror. I know it is not sanctioned.”

			Isabeau whispered, “You banished that—that wicked ghost with wine in a cup?”

			“I—think I did. The wine makes reflections, a little. If I had a proper mirror, I could do more. Perhaps remember more. God smite me, but I am sure I learned something in that place, though it is all forgot. Perhaps I myself learned enchantments, and I could help you and the duchess with my own hands. I do not know. I have no way to make trial of it. And the duchess is rightly cautious. But I beg you will not offer yourself to the korrigan-king.”

			Isabeau only said, “If I find you a mirror, you will help us?”

			The knuckles of his hands tangled white in his russet hair, and then he whispered, “Yes. With all my heart.”

			“Swear on the Blessed Jesu that you will help us. And on your immortal soul.”

			“I swear.”

			“Then I will find you a mirror.”

			His answer was a look of piercing gratitude. But as they left the room and climbed down the narrow stairs, Elesbed said, “I think we ought to tell the duchess.”

			“If we tell her she might say no. She might learn I offered to be the korrigan-king’s bride and be angry. I don’t think we should tell her.”

			“She would be right to be angry!”

			“Maybe,” said Isabeau. “But you see, I have to save my sister, even if she doesn’t want my help.” Isabeau turned to face Elesbed in the concealing shadows at the base of the wall. The main château glimmered on the other side of the courtyard. “And you are not to tell anyone. I order it.”

			Elesbed said, “Don’t you know what you’ve done? Invited him. All the stories say that’s what gives them power over you. He is a wicked bad creature, the king of the korriganed.”

			“You don’t know that!” flared Isabeau. “And it doesn’t matter. I’ll make that bargain, if he can keep my sister in Brittany. It is what I am born for, what I must do because I have horses and pretty dresses and a castle. Sacrifice. My sister told me. We are born for sacrifices. My life is not mine, I will give it for my realm. And the best thing I can do for Brittany is keep my sister here.”

			“You can’t make bargains with the korriganed!” Elesbed had been told at some point that servants didn’t shout, but she was too incensed to care. “They’ll twist your words, they’ll trick you. You know this. You know as many stories as I do.”

			Isabeau just looked mulish.

			Elesbed said, coaxingly, “Think of how sad the duchess would be if you disappeared.”

			“She’d be all right,” said Isabeau stoutly. “She’d have Brittany. And Henri.” She had a trick of keeping her eyes stretched wide so her tears didn’t fall. “And maybe enchantments,” she added and sniffed. “Maybe we can save all the realm with enchantments.”
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			On the morning that Maximilien of Austria was to board the ship that would take him to Brittany, the king was slow to wake, which was unlike him. Then he stood at the casement of his window, indecisive, which was more unlike him still. He took watered wine, turning the cup in his hand, and instead of going down to the waiting ships, he called his councilors together, and his confessor too. This all took time, while his ships rocked at anchor, and their captains noted the turn of wind and tide and shook doubtful heads.

			The councilors were assembled, and all of them heard when the king asked his confessor, “What does it mean if a person walks about after death?”

			The startled confessor replied, “Why, that a grave sin was committed in life.”

			Maximilien had a flat-headed hunting dog at his feet, and he reached down with uncharacteristic anxiety to pull the beast’s ears. The dog bared his teeth and was cuffed away. Maximilien said, “This person committed no sin at all; she was the best of women.”

			Polhaim was there with the rest. At those words, he felt a creeping chill.

			Delicately, the confessor inquired, “And you have seen this lady—”

			“My lady wife,” said Maximilien. “Mary. For these three nights I have dreamed I heard her voice but never could I see her. This last night, knowing I was awake, I rose from my bed and pushed back the curtains and she was there, standing at the window as she was used. She did not hear my voice, though I called out to her.”

			The confessor ventured, “A dream, perhaps, Sire?”

			Maximilien was incensed at their doubt. “Do you not think I know the difference between dreams and waking? You shall all watch this night and we shall see.” The councilors shifted with a shimmer of silk, flash of light on chains of office.

			Polhaim knew he had to speak. “Sire,” he said. “The tide will not wait.”

			It was no good. “We must wait a day. Send the order to the captains.”

			The duchess of Brittany was counting on those ships. “If the wind changes, the fleet will be embayed.”

			“The wind will not change,” said Maximilien, with a swift wrath that made the hound cringe to his belly. “Send word that I am delayed!” he told his diviner. “One night or three will make no difference.”

			The diviner, face as neutral as diviners were trained to keep them, laid out the right cards in the right order and sent the message.
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			When Anne at last returned to her own chambers, following the chaos of the Triumphal Entry, she found Isabeau, uncharacteristically, sitting in the garderobe, not talking, embroidering a cloth with yellow flowers and staring into the fire.

			“Are you all right?” There were a thousand things Anne needed still to do, and a dozen people waiting to dress her afresh, but first she went to kneel stiffly beside her drooping sister.

			“Yes,” said Isabeau, poking busily with her needle. She didn’t quite look up. “I will soon be better with my needle than you. And Hawiz let me help turn out the coffers in the garderobe.” There were still fine things there; Anne had sold nearly everything of true value, but she must have dresses, of course. One of those coffers hid the palm-sized mirror she’d gotten at Paimpont. Anne had thought of selling it too but it seemed a breach of the trust of the lady who gave it her. Even if she was anaon.

			Isabeau wasn’t quite herself. Anne asked, “Were you frightened today?”

			“No,” said Isabeau. “I’m all right.”

			Anne didn’t fully believe her, but the current of her day still dragged her along, the people waiting, the clamor just outside her door, her unwanted guests from France. “We shall speak after supper,” she said, rising.

			Isabeau agreed, and Anne, with doubt in her heart, let herself be sponged off, her hair arranged, a proper gown put on.

			When they were tying her sleeves, Calyx came, flushed scarlet. He bent near and whispered that Maximilien had not left Flanders that day, and the next day looked uncertain.

			Anne managed to keep the set of her lips calm, smiling. But she said, “Is he taken ill?”

			“Highness, I do not know.” Calyx sounded distressed. “The message indicated the delay and then for some reason said night and dead. I do not know what that signifies. Some complex meaning that is difficult to convey by color.”

			Anne’s lips were numb. He hadn’t left? When would he leave? How long could she deceive Marguerite? “Thank you for telling me,” she whispered.

			And what if the king of the korriganed comes before Maximilien does?

			She had no answer to that either.
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			“They are saying there was some contretemps at your Triumphal Entry,” Marguerite said at the banquet that evening. Anne still went about seeming blithe as a bird, but the tension had begun to tell. She could feel Louis of Orléans’s eyes upon her and had no appetite for her food. She made herself eat, and compliment Marguerite’s dress, which she did actually envy.

			“Yes,” said Anne, smiling. “A broken pump, a panic in the crowd. All’s well that ends well.” She wished her councilors were better at dissembling; they were making pleasant conversation with the French delegation, but not a man among them was what she’d have called light-hearted. They all looked troubled. Dunois had exchanged stiff salutations with his cousin Louis of Orléans, and was now drinking steadily. Isabeau hadn’t come to the banquet at all. She was tired, she said. Isabeau was never tired.

			“Some are saying,” said Marguerite, in her pleasant way, sounding half-amused, “that it is the first sign from this mythical korrigan-king.”

			Anne realized she was breaking pieces of bread to no purpose. She hurriedly fed one to the dogs under the table and said, “My people delight in tales.”

			Marguerite, elegant as an iris-flower, said, “Have you consulted with this stranger of yours? This man from Brocéliande that I have heard so much about?”

			“Yes,” said Anne. “I sent for him after Nones. He is much grieved, but his memory is as impaired as ever.”

			“Cousin,” said Marguerite. She sounded genuinely solicitous. “If it is not a hoax, then you are in grave danger.” Here it comes. “My brother the king is ready to take you this moment into his protection. With all honor.”

			Anne returned her the most earnest look of which she was capable. “But, Madame, I shall come to no harm here. What korrigan—if indeed they exist—can touch me? No virtuous girl has ever been stolen by the korriganed. It is only the wicked. And I am confirmed in virtue.” She had changed her caul for a mere whisper of gauze over her half-plaited hair, held in place by the unicorn fillet.

			“From what I hear, you very nearly came to harm today.”

			Anne clasped her hands and let the tears just shimmer in her eyes. “No—I was never near harm. I was protected by God. And I must pray upon what you say. For I do not think that I should ever have touched a unicorn if God did not set great store by my virtue.”

			Marguerite simply watched her with a steady, faintly unimpressed gaze. “Then perhaps you should join a convent.”

			“I have asked the pope that very question,” Anne returned eagerly. “Do not worry, the message has already gone via diviner. We expect a reply imminently. Would you like some more wine? Or look—this is a wood-pigeon. I shall have more.”

			The food was sand in her mouth, but she ate, and Marguerite took more wine yet said no more that night. But Anne did not think she had been much dissuaded. Nor that it would take much for the lady of France to abandon persuasion and bring force to bear instead. For Anne’s own good. And Maximilien of Austria had still not left his dead wife’s lands in Flanders to come to her in Nantes.
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			As a new-crowned duchess, Anne had been pleased with the throne they set out for her in her father’s council-chamber. It stood upon a dais, in a warm corner near the fire. Then she had realized that by placing her in that regal corner, the council had quite robbed her of the power of participating in, or even hearing, the debates held round the boards in the center of the room. She had ordered the great throne removed and sat herself, with dignity, in an ordinary chair at the head of the table. They had got the message.

			Now when she came to the council-chamber, followed by her brother, her councilors were already waiting: De Rieux and Comminges, Montauban and Dunois, the boards and trestles set and a great snowy cloth laid over. No secretaries. Not for this. Only men who had known her father, men who had seen her born. Her maids-of-honor followed her in, took places on that empty dais where the throne used to sit.

			De Rieux said, “This is grave, Highness. This Moreau claimed that the king of the korriganed wishes to take you to wife, and said there would be three signs. Was the water today not one of them?”

			Dunois said, “Would you attest, Auspex”—this was to Calyx, sitting gently fuddled in a corner—“that the water in Nantes today was conveyed by means of enchantment?”

			Calyx had his cup and bottle upon the cloth before him, but Anne broke in before he could speak. “He cannot attest.” For a diviner to attest was an official act, a product of divination. “We have all heard the dangers to diviners posed by the korriganed. He can only advise.”

			Calyx was shaking his grizzled head. “The Guild must be consulted in any case; witnesses must be called. It is an unprecedented thing. The world forgot enchantment long ago. We might argue that this was enchantment.” His hands spread helplessly.

			“And if it was,” De Rieux ploughed straight on, “as the chronicles of the Age of Enchantment describe, then do we imagine that this is truly an earnest of the korrigan-king’s intentions? What are we to do?”

			A silence fell upon the table.

			Dunois blew his nose, then poured wine for himself and Comminges, his neighbor. “We do not know what powers the korriganed wield. There are only legends to guide us. A splash of uncanny water might be only the beginning.”

			“That man Moreau might know what powers,” said Montauban, “if he had not lost his memory.”

			“Was not forgetfulness once commonly accepted as one of the powers of the korriganed?” said Comminges.

			Anne broke in, sharply. “Whatever nature of creature they are, whatever powers they wield, the chronicles do say that a korrigan cannot bear forged iron or the touch of a crucifix. We have all those in plenty. I am not afraid of the korriganed.” Her voice dropped. “My intentions have not changed. We delay any talk of my betrothal to France until we have word that Maximilien of Austria has crossed the border, and then we escape the castle and ride fast to meet him. Calyx will consult the Guild on this question of the korriganed. Is there anything else we can do? Maréchal?”—this was to De Rieux. “Have you enough men to double the guard on the wall?”

			He bowed his head. “We do. I shall.”

			Anne said, “And guards on my chambers too. We will be wary, but I will not tremble at shadows, gentlemen. Our salvation is near; my true husband is coming.”

			But as she spoke, a rattling knock boomed on the chamber door and the fire in the grate leaped up, sparking.

			Everyone turned.

			After the first, startled pause, Madeleine moved from the dais to the door, but Anne shot her brother a look. He put a hand on Madeleine’s elbow, staying her, then threw open the door himself.

			He instantly recoiled, and every man at the table stumbled to his feet, rigid or crying out.

			A woman lurched into the chamber. Her skin was on fire. Flames wreathed her body, crackled in her hair, split her skin. Her mouth opened on a soundless scream, as though her throat had been scorched to silence. The lady threw herself into the room, flames billowing, then crumpled to the floor and vanished. She’d appeared for only a handful of heartbeats.

			Chapel and chamber and now here, Anne thought, dazed.

			“Anaon.” Montauban’s gasp echoed Anne’s thoughts. His mother was Breton by birth. “Why here?”

			Before anyone could speak, someone below screamed out, “Fire!”

			Instantly the guards spilled into the room, maids-of-honor swarmed around her. Everyone ran for the door, pushing Anne before them. She half-fell into the winding staircase. De Rieux kept her from tumbling down.

			What was happening? The castle was built of stone, and its tapestries were woolen, which only smolders. The burning lady was the merest ghost. But the scream of fire came again, louder, somewhere below. For a breath it seemed to Anne that she was back in her chamber during the siege of Nantes. The castle seemed to have filled with the same sticky atmosphere of terror, the shielded lights and swinging shadows. De Rieux was shouting, telling her she must get out.

			But Anne slowed her steps, trying to think. “Where is my sister? Where is Hawiz? Go and find them. Bring them into the courtyard.” The staircase smelled like gunpowder. Almost she thought her arm was bleeding. She had to touch it to make sure it was not. “Fire!” screamed a dozen voices. What was happening? She had seen no fire. Who was screaming?

			Her heart in her throat, Anne came stumbling into the courtyard at the same time that Marguerite burst out into the night from a different staircase, surrounded by her guard, her anxious entourage carrying hastily snatched-up coffers. The lady of France was still wearing her beautiful court-dress. Anne turned back to the château and saw with horror that its windows were starred with fire, stark in the strong moonlight.

			Strong moonlight? The moon was a crescent this night.

			Her whole mind was a haze of fear. “Where is my sister?” she demanded of them all. “De Rieux?” He was already charging toward the castle door, while Comminges tried to hold him back, bidding him be prudent.

			He had just reached the doorway when a new group emerged. Anne’s wild thoughts turned to a soundless cry of relief; Louis was carrying Isabeau. Behind them ran the child Elesbed, clutching her yellow cat and scowling.

			The château had emptied, and a vast crowd milled now in the courtyard, jostling. Louis did not set Isabeau down until he’d put her safe beside Anne, beyond the churning bodies. Anne did not know what sound of sobbing relief she made when Isabeau put her arms round her. They clutched each other. Isabeau whispered, “I’m sorry.”

			“Why?” said Anne, but just then Henri came running wildly out of the château. “I can’t find Isabeau. We can’t find the fire,” he said, his eyes showing white like a frightened horse’s. “There is only a smell of smoke and awful shadows…” His eye fell on Isabeau. “Oh, thank God.” In three strides he was beside them; he and Orléans made a wall against the crowd.

			The moonlight—such bright moonlight. Where was it coming from? “Thank you for bringing out my sister,” she managed to say to Orléans.

			He bowed silently in answer. He wore only his shirt and hose, his long, dark hair tangled.

			“Are you all right?” he said.

			“Certainly,” she said, making her voice brisk, wondering what he’d read in her face. She blinked the moonlight from her eyes. New cries rose from the courtyard and they both looked round.

			The wash of moonlight was gone. The fires had winked out in the windows of the château above. It lay as empty and quiet as before.

			All Anne’s limbs went cold. Is this the retort of the korrigan-king, when I said I would not tremble at shadows? Does he watch us now unseen?

			Louis and Henri certainly thought so. They’d paired up, the way knights did in combat, each covering the other’s weaker side, searching for danger in the courtyard. De Rieux had his sword, though he was well past his prime, and he too searched the courtyard, white-faced.

			Marguerite approached her without fanfare. She must have seen the fires vanish, Anne thought with despair. Marguerite said, “We can instantly rejoin the army under La Trémoille and they will escort us to the border. It is not safe here for you or your sister. We can leave tonight.” She really did look uneasy.

			“May we take counsel in the morning, please?” said Anne, forcing her voice to smallness. “I will post guards—many guards—but I am so weary now. And so is my sister.”

			Isabeau leaned on Anne, shivering. Elesbed’s cat sat bristling on the child’s shoulder, hissing at anyone who came near.

			Anne remembered the look on Julien Moreau’s face when he told her his history. Lost for two hundred years, she thought with sinking fear. Lost to all he loves. And not a single memory to show for it. This is malice beyond my ken, and it has come here to my father’s castle and demanded my hand in marriage.
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			In the black hour of Matins, on the night of the fire that was not, Marguerite of France was awakened by the sound of stealthy movement and the smell of a renewed fire in her bedchamber. She was restless after that evening, and when she heard the noise, she pushed back the hinged doors of her bed, her heart beating fast. With a wrench of terror she saw an unfamiliar head silhouetted. Then she recognized him and said in outrage, “I will call the guard.”

			Julien Moreau whispered, “I had no other way to come to you unseen. I am sorry. You did wish to speak to me in private?” He did not rise from his chair.

			“Villain. How did you get in here?”

			“Does it matter? I came to help you. I am a child of France, after all.”

			“How can you help me?”

			“In more ways than you know, my lady. I escaped my gaolers to come to you.”

			She weighed that, startled. “Do they know you have come?”

			“They will never know I left.”

			At that she put her stockinged feet on the floor, wrapped a mantle around herself, and went to the fire. She watched his face carefully. “How much do you really remember of your own history?”

			He hesitated, smiled just a little, and then gave her his answer like the fairest of secrets. “Everything.”

			She reached out and turned his face so she could see his expression in the firelight. His skin was cool. “Who, then, is the king of the korriganed?”

			He raised his eyes to hers, his gaze unveiled, sharp with a delicate cunning. She dropped her hand abruptly. He said, “I myself, if anyone.”

			His eyes were yellow in the firelight. Was it his time in the Lost Lands that put that color in them? She seized the iron fire tool, but he put out a hand and touched it. He was not burned. “No,” he said. “I am a man, to be sure. I can say the ‘Our Father,’ if you like, or touch the chrism, or any iron you like. I am not a korrigan. I was a diviner in the court of Philip the Fair.”

			“Explain, then.”

			“My mirror was stolen.”

			“What?”

			He shrugged. “No matter. The korriganed had nothing more to teach me and I wearied in their dreamlike country. I have come out because I wished once more to hear the speech of men, and lend my power to a worthy cause. And what better cause than this? I am a loyal son of France.” A brief sadness. “I didn’t know so much time had passed.”

			“You wish to help us?” She was still wary. “Were you responsible for what happened today? The—the barrel in Nantes and the contretemps tonight?”

			A flick of three fingers dismissed the question. “Flummery tricks, no more. I could not do anything else without my mirror. But I have regained it this night, and so I came to you, my lady. No one will know I was here.” He lifted a small, exquisite mirror in one hand. It was the size of his palm. The back was jeweled with some kind of red flower. He caressed it with a tender hand.

			He had very fine hands. The firelight gilded his pale skin, made him beautiful. She went to sit opposite him so she could see the light play on his face. “What exactly did you learn, in two hundred years?”

			“Arts lost to humankind,” he answered, eyes soft upon his mirror. “Arts that can make France the queen of the whole world.”

			“Arts that can make the duchess of Brittany the wife of my brother Charles?”

			“That too,” said Julien Moreau. “Imminently, if you wish.”
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			Anne’s bed felt cold and alien that night when she at last tried to sleep. Her body was weighted with weariness, but she was still awake. In frustration, she finally pushed the big panel back and slipped to the icy floor. Hawiz was sitting by the fire; she looked up. Anne put a finger to her lips. “I shall go to the oratory.” Just down the stairs. She put a robe of damask over her chemise. “Not alone,” whispered Hawiz.

			“The guards will follow.”

			Three of her maids-of-honor were awake in the garderobe, but Anne reassured them and passed through the door. Downstairs, it was quiet in the oratory, Anne’s private chapel. Her guards filled the doorway, their backs to her. There was only the single lamp, the devotional candles, the fading altar flowers. Anne knelt alone and bowed her head into her hands and said aloud, “Father, saints, and angels, I don’t know what to do. I do not know what to fear more.”

			But no voice spoke to her in answer, not from the altar nor from the sky.

			Then footsteps came up from below, and the pikes of Anne’s guards clashed as they barred the way to the oratory. She lifted her head. Louis of Orléans was fully and finely dressed, as though he had not yet troubled to go to bed. Anne straightened her back, aware of her loose damask robe and the single childish plait of her hair. But he’d carried her sister from the castle during the fire. Was she to scold him away now? “It’s all right,” Anne said to the guards. “Let him in.”

			They stepped back. He bowed, formally. “Highness.” After a hesitation, he knelt beside her at the altar rail.

			Of course he knew the way to her oratory. He knew the castle almost as well as she. She said, “Why are you here?”

			“The same reason as you, I imagine. I could not sleep. It felt like malice in the air tonight, Highness. A mockery meant to frighten us all.”

			She didn’t reply.

			Louis said, “This power is real—and unknown to us—and malevolent.”

			With an edge, Anne said, “Shall I guess what you would advise? I must instantly leave Nantes and put myself under the protection of the lady of France. How convenient for you and her.” Her plait spilled over her shoulder when she bowed her head. She would not look at him, but she could see his hands. His knuckles showed white on the altar rail.

			“I know you cannot think me disinterested,” he said at last, stiffly. “But I hope you believe I wish you safe.”

			She didn’t reply. Her oratory was one of the few places where she could be alone, and now she regretted the ghost of an old trust that had gained him admittance. Her loneliness, which had been hidden even to herself, whispered now that she was tired of scheming and lying and waiting, that he knelt just near enough for her to feel the warmth of his body in that cold room.

			She hitched a shoulder, suppressed the feeling, and said, “You owe us nothing. You fought for us once, and the battle was lost.”

			He did not answer; his abstracted gaze lay upon the altar, but she thought him the prey of dark memory. Orléans had sacrificed a great deal for Brittany once. Her anger seemed suddenly childish, useless. She added, quieter, “It is cold. Will you come upstairs and drink wine in the garderobe? It will soon be the watch.”

			She’d surprised him. He turned. His eyes were dark. She flushed, feeling gauche, hoped the line of her plait hid the quick pulse beneath her jaw. Hastily she added, “My brother will come to keep the watch with us, and my maids-of-honor. Perhaps others.”

			After a pause, he said, “It would be my pleasure.”

			She rose to her feet and stumbled, her bad side stiff with kneeling. Louis caught her before she could plough sideways into the rail. His body was warm. She didn’t realize how cold she’d been. He took her weight without effort, and she could not help it—for a moment she stood, drew a single shaken breath, her head against his shoulder. It suddenly seemed infinite, this unguessed-at well of vulnerability. Her skin cried out to be held. His hand moved, just once, to free the long plait caught between them. “Anne?”

			She tore herself away. “The cold makes me clumsy,” she said, and made for the doorway. She could not bring herself to look back.
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			Isabeau did not join them above—children did not keep watch like adults. But the maids-of-honor were awake, and soon Henri came softly through his sister’s door. His gaze sharpened when he saw Louis, and he drew him aside.

			“Why are you here?”

			Louis would have fought Avaugour right then, if only to relieve very complex emotions. Anne’s chambers had belonged to Francis, but the duchess had given them a deep, almost heady air of femininity. One could get drunk off the smell of ambergris and myrrh and cedar oil. In the oratory, Louis had caught Anne by instinct, and could guess a little what combination of weariness and remembered trust had made her simply pause there a moment, breathing, while his mind ran riot. She was small and flawlessly made, and he could still smell the precious oils in her hair. He said, “The duchess is in danger, Avaugour.”

			Henri gave him a measuring look. Then he said, “I think so too.” Avaugour had not gone to bed that night either, that was plain.

			Louis said, “You must at least believe that I wish no ill to befall your sisters.”

			“I do believe that,” said Henri cautiously. “Anne will never allow herself to appear afraid, but she feels it as we do.”

			“Then we also shall keep watch.”

			But when Louis turned back to Anne, he saw only that she was beautiful, with the firelight running gold along her plait, and he wondered what his protection was worth. To change the tenor of his thoughts, he said, “Highness, you have had a great triumph that I have heard nothing about. No one has told me of your unicorn-hunt.”

			To his surprise, Anne and her brother exchanged a swift, unguarded glance.

			Then Anne smiled and it was like a flaring of new torchlight; suddenly she was the girl she’d been at the Triumphal Entry. Bright, quick-tongued, careless. She might never have leaned on him, or knelt alone in her chapel, head bowed. The change startled him and the thought came unbidden: What are you hiding, Highness?

			“Well,” began Anne. “It went this way.”

			This breathless manner was armor, he thought. As she told him the story of the unicorn-hunt—one he did not entirely believe—she seemed to build her defenses up again with every word, with every winning smile.

			Perhaps she mistrusted herself as much as him. But he could not quite bring himself to blame her.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter

				15

			
			Elesbed was sure that Isabeau had used the confusion of the not-fire to slip Moreau that jewel-backed mirror from Brocéliande. She was very disturbed. She went up to the room with all the odd furnishings so she could think.

			“Butter,” Elesbed whispered, “what do we do? What if Moreau is not so kind as he seems? What if the korrigan comes for Isabeau and the duchess does not know? She will be so sad.” But she had promised to keep Isabeau’s secrets.

			“Do I tell the duchess?” she whispered to her cat. “What if Moreau is lying? What if he is in league with the korriganed? I think I must tell her.”

			Just then, Butter hissed, loud as water on flame.

			Elesbed looked up. Moreau himself stood in the doorway, the spiraling stairs behind him gold with faint torchlight. His face was laid thickly in shadows. Strange shadows, just as if he were anaon. She scrambled to her feet, backing up. Did they never lock his door? Or could he be— Was he cheating the lock somehow?

			Her cat was growling with flattened ears. Delicacy and decorum formed not the smallest part of Elesbed’s nature. She yelled for help as loud as she could, loud enough for half the castle to hear.

			But there was no sound of protective voices or thud of friendly feet. Moreau merely watched her, looking impatient. Why was no one waking up? Elesbed turned to run deeper into the room, to hide.

			She ran full-tilt into a wall. A wall that hadn’t been there. She fell back, her vision exploding with white. When, frantically, she rolled upright, trying to clear her head, tasting blood from a bashed nose, Moreau had not moved, though he held his mirror glimmering in one hand. She could not see or hear her cat anymore.

			The light had changed on Moreau’s face. Now it was lit gold with torchlight, though the world around them was clustered thick with black shadows. They weren’t in the same place anymore.

			Elesbed, staring around wildly, didn’t think they were in the castle of the dukes of Brittany at all.

			The mirror glittered in Moreau’s hand. Thinking fast, Elesbed lunged like a cat herself to snatch it. But she was a little girl in the dark, and so he simply sidestepped her lunge and clouted her across the head as she passed him. If he’d been weak before, he wasn’t now. Or perhaps he’d been lying all along.

			She rolled and lay stunned, panting. For a second time, she fought the clouds from her vision and got, swaying, to her knees.

			He said mildly, “I wish you trusted me, child, as Isabeau does. But I cannot have you telling the duchess. Not yet. I beg you will forgive me.”

			How did he know? She fought the tears and said stubbornly, “Where am I? Where is my cat?”

			He shook his head slowly. “It doesn’t matter. Don’t you see the way the light falls? You are in the Lost Lands. The korriganed call it the castle of Never-Was.”

			She whispered, “How can I be in the Lost Lands?”

			With strange ferocity, he answered, “It is only poor hedge knights who must follow a unicorn into the far, strange country. For men of true power, the Lost Lands are but a step away.”

			Perhaps she could keep him talking. “Are you the king of the korriganed? Is it you that wants to marry the duchess?”

			“I am. King of men and of korriganed. It is my fate. Forgive me, sweet child, but I will not let you interfere.”

			He took a step back, and as he did, Elesbed saw behind him the familiar castle stairs, a light that matched his firelit skin. She sprinted at the light, the familiar light.

			But he only smiled and took one more step back and disappeared.

			The darkness closed around her, and Elesbed was alone. She wanted to wail for her mother, for Hawiz, for Cook, for Butter. She didn’t. Silence was a lesson she’d learned the night the brigands came.

			He wasn’t a korrigan, she thought. That was why all the iron and prayers hadn’t found him out. He was just a man, but a man who had lived in the Lost Lands for a long, long time. Maybe he’d learned all that the korriganed knew and now had come back out with terrible plans for the rest of the world, shamming sickness all the while so the kindly duchess would take him in.

			Maybe Elesbed would be here for two hundred years, and never see Butter or Hawiz or Isabeau or the duchess again. Elesbed wiped her eyes fiercely, fighting off panic, and tried to see where she was. She turned in a circle. All around her, like open mouths, were doors. Many doors. She made herself consider each in turn, but they all looked the same in the darkness. She stood hesitating, wrestling with her tears.

			Then something slammed into the back of her legs and she screamed and fell and scrambled away on all fours, only to look back and see Butter, sitting on the stone floor, licking a paw. “How did you get here?” Elesbed whispered, cuddling her cat, somehow crying even harder. “Did you come find me? He put me in the Lost Lands. He’s a bad person. You are the prettiest and cleverest cat in the world.” Her mamm said all cats were travelers.

			Butter did a hard squirm and Elesbed let her go. Tail very high, the cat trotted toward one of the doorways. Elesbed hadn’t noticed it. It was barely more than a hole in the wall. “Really?” Elesbed faltered. “How do you know?”

			Butter just sat there, tail wrapped tidily around herself, and stared at her.

			“All right,” whispered Elesbed. “Lead the way.”
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			Anne dreamed that she had married Maximilien of Austria and was very happy even though her husband called her by the wrong name.

			“Mary,” he called her. “Mary, my darling.”

			“No, I’m Anne,” she told him plaintively. “I’m Anne.”

			The faceless man said he loved her, dearest Mary, caressed her while she wept, and she didn’t know whether it was her husband or the korrigan-king come to take her away. Then she realized Louis was dragging her down a long corridor. She knew an instant’s relief, but then she realized he was dragging her toward a great throne, where Charles of France waited, smiling.

			She woke still crying, with the new day but a single egg-white brushstroke on the horizon. She crawled sweating from bed, left Isabeau sleeping, and drank some cider, watered down, with a little of last night’s bread. It settled her stomach, but the fear would not leave her.

			Was Maximilien even now coming to her? Were the korriganed here, watching, mocking, unseen? Should she yield to France? She felt trapped in the castle, as though the siege of years ago had never ended. She felt trapped in her own skin.

			I shall go riding. I will take Jonquil into the water-meadow and clear my head. A duchess does not hide in her chambers, afraid of shadows, or of the future.

			Of course she could not merely set off for the stable. An escort must assemble. De Rieux, hearing of her preparations, thought she should stay indoors, considering recent events. With exasperation Anne told him that she was going with a guard and furthermore did not mean to start living like a toad under a stone. He said he was going to ride with her, armed. “Naturally,” she said. “If we might get off before midday?”

			At least Isabeau was asleep still. Oh, Anne thought, as a vast peacocking crowd assembled in the courtyard, this would all be so much easier, so much more straightforward, if her castle was not roiling with unfathomable enchantments and Maximilien had already landed at Saint-Malo.
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			Louis of Orléans had gone riding at first light, unable to sleep or think or do anything worthwhile. It was with a certain resignation that he saw the duchess’s party come after him into the water-meadow. Why would she not haunt his waking hours, as she had haunted that night’s fragmented dreams?

			Quelling the urge to disappear between the trees, he spurred across to her, bowed from the saddle, and said, with some vexation, “Highness, did no one try to make you stay safe in the castle?”

			Her face had a fine-drawn look under the maquillage. “Certainly they did. Jean thinks I shall be snatched out of the meadow like a rabbit when the hawk stoops. But I wished to ride.”

			De Rieux was on her other side, shooting Louis dark looks. He said, “Do you jest about it, my daughter?”

			“No,” said Anne shortly. “But we are here now, and I have you to keep the korriganed at bay.” She bit her lip, effectively distracting him, smiled at them both, and changed the subject. “Remember how it was here before? The hunting and picnicking? Father loved this place.”

			“We all loved it,” Louis answered. “Poor Francis.” Francis and his elder daughter were alike in some ways, but Francis had been sweet-tempered, and there was something implacable in Anne’s face, for all her delicacy.

			Anne had not taken her eyes from his. He felt his breathing alter.

			De Rieux cleared his throat. “Orléans, I should like you to know that—”

			Anne looked away abruptly and said to Louis, “Did they tell you how Father died?”

			“I heard—a fall from his horse.”

			Anne’s mare took a sly nip at Louis’s courser, and the duchess paused to recall her to her duty. They were riding in dappled shade, so he could not read her expression. De Rieux made an exasperated noise. Anne said, “Yes. After the battle of Saint-Aubin-du-Cormier—Father changed. He had given up somehow. He was coming to Isabeau and me at Coiron, when his horse shied. He fell badly. De Rieux picked him up broken and brought him to us.” She threw her guardian a warm glance, though the down-sweep of her lashes shadowed her cheek and there was darkness there that the tints could not hide. “He made Jean promise to act as our guardian, and he made me promise to”—she hesitated—“care for Brittany.”

			“As he himself could not?” Louis was startled to feel the undimmed heat of four-year-old anger. How often had he tried to stop Francis putting his faith in weak men? In his opinion, Jean de Rieux was such a one, and Anne trusted him as her father had done.

			Anne’s voice turned wintry. “My father was a good and generous man who loved his people.”

			“Yes, he was. Though he took bad advice and it got worse toward the end.” Louis bit his tongue. He had not meant to reminisce with her, still less to fight with her. He meant to urge Charles of France’s suit. That he would like to hold her again, to speak to her without restraint; that he regretted that her father’s fecklessness had put her in an impossible situation—none of those things was important.

			But he found himself asking, after a pause: “Isabeau was there when he died?”

			The anger left her voice as quickly as it had come. “Yes. I should have sent her out. Not let her see. But both of us were clinging to him. I couldn’t bear to send her away.”

			“I am sorry.”

			“I am sorry they dragged you off the field and made you prisoner.”

			Louis said nothing. He could almost feel De Rieux watching them, bristling. The worst days of both their lives lay heavy between them. As though in some kind of acknowledgment, Anne offered him a truth. “Isabeau is angry that I must marry and leave her.”

			Did Anne accept, then, that she was soon to marry? Cautiously, he said, “You could take Isabeau with you.”

			“Pack her up like baggage? No. I am not so cruel as to take her from everything she loves except for me. Besides, I want her to know her own—” She broke off.

			“Highness?”

			She shook her head, smiling a little. “Stop staring into my face as though you cared what I was thinking. You have nearly tempted me into maudlin confidences.”

			“Who does not care what you are thinking? You are the duchess.”

			She laughed. “They care what I do and what I say. It is not the same.” Perhaps she was jesting. But he heard the desolation in her voice. He thought again of how she’d let him hold her, thought that she, although surrounded by people, might understand the loneliness of the prisoner in a tower that he’d so recently been.

			The first reply that came to mind was useless: Speak to me, then. What are you thinking? But she did not need his kindness, and what good would it do for her to lean on him? His unexpected, inconvenient desire, the vulnerability beneath her courage—both were dangerous.

			He managed to say, with hectoring reasonableness, “Can’t you see the sensible course here, Highness? Don’t submit to Charles like a captive, and don’t defy the French like a madwoman. Negotiate for your sons.”

			Her eyes flew to his face and he could have bitten his tongue. She said, “I have no sons.”

			He made himself go on. “You will have. Highness, you can trade your cooperation in this French marriage for a clause in your marriage-contract that says your first son will be king of France but the second the duke of Brittany, and so preserve the realm’s integrity. It is all you have left to play for.”

			“That is good advice,” she said evenly. He got the impression she wanted to spit at him.

			No— Anne. Forgive me. He bit the words back. Malicious enchantments or no, she would still marry Charles. The king of France would take her to bed and write the conquest of Brittany into her body while his court looked on. The truth of it left no room for remembered friendship.

			She’d already taken hold of herself. Her smile was lovely. “Good, cousinly advice, and I thank you for it.”

			“Anne.” Her name slipped out before he knew. She just looked at him, the white embroidery on her crespine catching his eye, reminding him that she kept some secrets close.

			“Highness.”

			She inclined her head in acknowledgment. “Good day, Monseigneur.” She cantered off and her guards stayed with her. He fought the urge to follow.

			De Rieux had not been near enough to overhear, but perhaps he’d seen Anne’s face. He spurred his horse up and said, “I don’t care that Marguerite of France has dragged you to Nantes, you will not make her unhappy. She trusted you once; she loved her father. She—”

			His voice was cut off as a chorus exclaimed among the trees. Louis sent his courser flying after the sound of Anne’s voice and pulled up at the edge of a familiar clearing, one that had seen a thousand picnics over the years, after the day’s hawking was done.

			There was no picnic planned now, yet the clearing was spread for a feast.

			A feast now past its best, spoiled past saving, mostly devoured, and the remainder none the better for the day’s heat: wine greasy in overwarm jugs, flies coming to the bread, clustered thick on the cheese.

			It was as though some unseen power had heard him and Anne talking and was laughing slyly to itself, reminding them that the feast was over, their stolen peace gone, the voices silenced, friendship impossible. Every hair on his body rose. He almost expected to see Francis step from behind the trees, or his own blithe, brave self of five years ago. Or the korrigan who had wrought this monstrosity. “We have to go,” he said.

			Anne did not speak. She put a quick hand to her brow, where she wore her shining white fillet. She stared into the wood with startled eyes.

			Someone in the staring crowd muttered, “This is just how His Grace liked the table spread.”

			“That was his favorite—that is sugared ginger. How the ants swarm!”

			“The shadows,” Anne whispered. “The shadows are wrong. Can you see? The sun is not coming from that direction. Those are shadows of men, but no one is casting them.” Her mare was sidling, throwing her head. Anne was turning, bewildered, in the saddle.

			Louis had drawn his sword; her guard had done likewise. He nudged his horse in nearer, skin prickling. One of the spilled cups on the table was gently rolling. Anne was still staring into the trees. Almost Louis thought he saw bodiless shadows of men that stepped across the grass.

			“Father,” she whispered. And then— “Can you see the light? It’s like—” She pressed her horse forward a step, her expression strange. Like a girl in a dream. “It’s like the last day we picnicked here. Look at the light. Could I go back? Could I—?”

			Louis caught her bridle. “Highness, we must go!”

			“We must!” De Rieux echoed urgently at her back. Louis didn’t know how to protect her at all. Neither from this, nor from France. When she would have pressed her mare forward again, he kept his grip on the rein and wrenched the mare about as the guards pressed close around them. He did not let the rein go until they were all out of the water-meadow.

			She did not protest.

			Nor did she smile at him again. She rode with abstracted face and dismounted in the courtyard; her attendants surrounded her and they all left him there without saying a word.
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			Anne hardly saw her feet on the way back to her own chambers, hardly heard the voices of courtiers bracketing her in. What had Moreau said? Three signs? Water, fire, memory?

			She had thought, just briefly, after the water in Nantes, that she could make an ally of this korrigan, if he appeared. The chronicles did say that men long ago traded with the fair-folk, and treated with them too.

			She did not think that anymore. The fire in the night, the scene in the water-meadow, had been unmistakably malicious. That feast had been memory fouled and corrupted: an array of objects like inanimate ghosts, laid out beneath a different sky.

			All of them—the water, the fire, the memory—seemed to exist under a different light. Could she see the unnatural light sooner and give warning? She found herself searching the stairs for incongruous shadows as she walked, began to give herself a headache.

			Was the korrigan-king even now at court, invisible? Standing in a light she could not see?

			Isabeau met her at the threshold of the garderobe, and the frantic pitch of her voice pulled Anne out of the maelstrom of her thoughts. Elesbed had not been seen at all that day. Isabeau cried, “Anne—she’s lost! When the Lost Lands are near, some things appear and some things are lost forever. Maybe one of those things is Elesbed!” Isabeau’s small hands clutched her wrists, her eyes begged Anne to do something. Henri was in the room, keeping close to Isabeau. His face was grim.

			The words “lost forever” fell like cold snakes upon Anne’s heart, along with her memory of Hawiz’s faerie-tales: It is often children who are stolen by the korriganed. Isabeau shook her arm, desperate, eyes fixed trustingly on her face. Anne stepped into the garderobe, making her mind work. “Isabeau—perhaps first we search for her thoroughly? She may have gotten lost. She may have fallen asleep somewhere. We shall ask Calyx,” she added, to take the terror from her sister’s face.

			Isabeau brightened. “Yes, we must ask him at once!”

			Calyx came swiftly to his summons, and when he heard the trouble, he poured himself his cup and drank it off forthwith. Calyx would have little trouble finding Elesbed, if she was anywhere near Nantes.

			Hawiz, watching from the other side of the room, wore a look of disquiet.

			Calyx took his empty cup to the window embrasure and tipped it to the daylight. He peered, frowned. Peered again, growing steadily paler. He put his hand to his head. A cold sweat sprang up on his brow. Anne was alarmed to hear the reedy sound of his breathing. His cup clattered to the floor. All the maids-of-honor sprang up in fright.

			“What is it?” Isabeau burst out, standing too.

			“Calyx, what is wrong?” said Anne.

			His voice quaked when he tried to speak. “Sunlight. Nightshade. A tower above the sea. In the sea itself and all around her is silver. I do not— This is no augury, Highness. This is some madness. This is a curse of the korriganed.” He put a shaking hand to his sweating face. His eyes rolled back. “They are here,” he whispered.

			“Summon a physician!” cried Anne, just as Calyx collapsed to the floor. Anne turned in a circle, but she could see no unnatural lights, no ghosts, no detritus of lost things on the floor. No korrigan-king. She crossed the room in two strides and put her arms around Isabeau, met her brother’s wide eyes.

			Calyx was carried away. Isabeau was white to the lips. “Elesbed,” Isabeau whispered, shaking. “She must have been stolen by the korriganed. I have to go help her, I have to—” She ran for the door. Henri caught the back of her gown, ignoring her protests, and pulled her back. He said, “No, Belle. No solitary ventures this time. Not with danger near.”

			Isabeau was panting. “At least—at least summon Julien Moreau. Please—we have to speak to him. He knows—he can help. I’m sure he can.”

			Anne looked from her brother to her sister’s frantic, tear-stained face. Slowly, she said, “How do you know he can help, Isabeau? He has insisted always that he has no memory of his time in the Lost Lands. What can he do?”

			Isabeau looked briefly ashamed. Anne was suddenly transfixed with alertness, still trying, half-instinctively, to find a flaw in the light around them. Nothing. She touched the fillet in her hair. What had put that look on Isabeau’s face? Hawiz said, sharply, “Isabeau, what have you done?”

			Isabeau said in a rush, “I went to see him just after the Triumphal Entry. Elesbed came with me.” Now all the room was staring at her.

			“The guard let you in?” said Henri. “I’ll skin them all, see if I don’t. They had strict orders.”

			Isabeau gave him a strange look. “There was no guard. The door was unbarred. He was as puzzled about why as I was. I brought him marchpane and said that I—I said that I wanted to talk to the king of the korriganed.”

			Anne was cold. Her limbs were so cold. “Unbarred?” she asked Henri.

			“Not that I ever heard of,” he answered.

			Gently, Anne said, “The king of the korriganed? Why, Isabeau?”

			Isabeau said, “I thought that I could get the korrigan-king to help us. If he married me. The same way you got Maximilien to help us.” Her voice became a whisper. “When you married him. I thought it would be worth it. Like your marriage was worth it.”

			Anne was briefly speechless. I didn’t wed Maximilien only for you to learn that the only thing you and I are good for is sacrificing ourselves.

			Isabeau said, “I thought the korrigan-king would come when I offered, but he didn’t. But someone else came. To that room. A—an anaon. Climbing the stairs. She was a woman—strangled—she had a rope round her neck.” Isabeau was shuddering. “She was very terrible. I was frightened. But Moreau—” Isabeau’s face brightened with remembered wonder. “His augury is in mirrors, remember? He didn’t have a mirror, but he had the reflection in a cup of wine. He used it—somehow—to send the anaon away. He did it! He said he didn’t remember how he did it, but he did! If he remembered that, he might remember how to get Elesbed back, even if he doesn’t know how he remembers. He must have learnt it in the Lost Lands. And he has a proper mirror now to use. He promised me, he gave his word that he would help us.”

			Anne had never been so angry with Isabeau. She bit back her first question: Why didn’t you tell me? Instead, she said, “Where did he get a mirror?”

			She had never used that tone with her sister. Isabeau quailed. “I—gave him the small one that you brought back from Brocéliande. I thought it might be better for his augury, since it came from the Lost Lands already. He is a kind man, I’ll swear. He promises that if he remembers how to do more enchantments, he will help us drive off the French.”

			Anne made her voice level again, but Isabeau’s hands still twisted together. “It is possible that Julien Moreau has not been entirely truthful,” she said. “Certainly he has told me nothing of powers beyond his old divination, nor that you brought him the mirror. Let him be brought out under guard. This same hour. I want to speak to him again.”

			“Damn you for a little fool,” said Henri to Isabeau, anger in his usually cheerful voice. “And let us only hope it is not your poor Elesbed who is paying for it.”
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			Julien Moreau appeared in Marguerite of France’s chamber just as one of her attendants was relaying a garbled account of a strange scene in the water-meadow. Everyone saw him at once; they startled up like pheasants. One demanded, “How did you come in here? Knave, you shall be whipped.”

			“I summoned him,” said Marguerite, to pacify them, her eyes resting on Moreau’s face. “Leave us.”

			Her staff were well trained. They restrained their dubious glances and the room cleared. Marguerite was resplendent in her day-dress, a veil like cloud drawn over her hair. She beckoned him near. “Did you escape again? What happened in the water-meadow?”

			“Madame, does it matter?” Laughter lurked in his eyes. “The duchess’s advisers are all afraid now. Didn’t I say I would bring about this French marriage? Soon even the most reluctant of her councilors will beg for your help out of purest fear. Will you reward me when Brittany is added to the crown of France?”

			They stood close together. She stood stiff, mostly against the impulse to shiver. It was almost, she thought, as though the flickers of the blaze beneath the fire-hood did not match the moving shadows on his face. Slowly, she said, “Help is earned. So is trust. I know nothing about you, save for things that are almost too strange to contemplate. Your pranks seem cruel to me. I do not want the duchess for an enemy.” And yet, Marguerite could add privately to herself, she did not want to tell the duchess the truth either. Not about Moreau. The Bretons’ fears would hasten the French marriage, and she knew it.

			“Not an enemy? Just a vassal, then,” said Moreau. “I haven’t harmed her or anyone. Do you think she will hate us when she knows? I think she will grow used to it.”

			Marguerite remembered Anne’s sunlit face before the Triumphal Entry. “I don’t think she has a nature formed for hating,” she said. “But how can I trust that you have France’s interests at heart? You have lied to the duchess, who brought you safely from Brocéliande. Are you lying to me now?”

			Moreau answered with sudden passion, looking her in the eye, “Is it unnatural that I would put my own realm of France before hers? What can I do to make you trust me? Here—shall I tell you the nature of enchantment?” He caught her hands in his; to her own surprise, she let him. Gravely—and quite honestly, she thought—he whispered, “This knowledge is the fairest thing I have, and the only thing that is mine. But I will share it with you now. Will you hear me? Shall I tell you what I learned in the Lost Lands? And then will you trust me?”

			She thought. “Tell me,” she said. “And to answer your other question, if you bring about the Breton marriage and carry these secrets of magic to France, I shall make you great among men.”

			“Among men,” he said, with a strange smile. “That is all I have ever wanted these many years.”

			“Did you escape?” Marguerite asked, unable to contain her curiosity. “Are they cruel, the korriganed?”

			“They are as unlike men as chalk from cheese,” said Moreau. “Will you hear my secrets? I shall lay them like pearls at your feet.” His eyes burned wildly.

			What had it cost him, this knowledge? She turned away, seated herself. Her heart was beating fast. “I will hear.”

			He steepled his fingers, earnest as a scholar at viva voce. “Men nowadays know of only one sorcerous art. That is divination. But logic alone tells us that there must once have been others. For what is the ritual of transubstantiation during the Eucharist if not the relic of a lost power?”

			Marguerite, intent, did not reply.

			“In the Lost Lands, there are in fact three sorcerous arts.” His voice was not quite steady in his eagerness; he was like an alchemist with a pig of lead. “The first is divination. This is the art of learning by signs what the senses do not perceive. It is the simplest.”

			She shifted on her chair, unable to take her eyes from his face.

			“The second is enchantment. This is the ability to influence the senses of others—chiefly, but not always, sight—to show folk what they otherwise would not see.

			“The third and greatest art is sorcery. And this art is not just to influence the senses, but to make manifest new things in the world. These two latter arts are drawn from the Lost Lands, which contain in their untracked vastness everything that mankind has ever lost. A clever sorcerer can reach into the Lost Lands and draw out anything he pleases. Sights—sounds—textures—things—men—beasts. It is said that the queen of the korriganed once found an empty city in the Lost Lands, and set it into the living world as a gift for her daughter.”

			Marguerite’s head whirled with the possibilities. “That is—that is wondrous,” she said at last. “Can you prove it?”

			Moreau smiled. “Observe, Madame.”

			The light of the fire glimmered in the dark depths of the mirror in his hand. His eyes were soft with sudden pleasure, as though his truest and purest heart was given only to this skill he had yielded up his whole life to master. “Look,” he breathed.

			Marguerite followed his gaze, and her throat closed.

			The far corner of the room had been empty. But now a girl knelt there, crying. She was heavily pregnant. Her clothes were rich and archaic—a robe and henin such as Marguerite’s grandmother might have worn. Her clothes and hair and headdress were sopping wet. She wrapped her arms around herself and sobbed.

			Marguerite looked wildly at Moreau.

			“She’s not real.” He sounded amused. “She is enchantment. You might call her a memory. The Bretons call them anaon. Sometimes they stray out of the Lost Lands. But an enchanter can call them forth.”

			Marguerite bade her heart still its wild beating. “Could you summon a crowd?”

			“An army, Madame, to deceive your enemies,” said Moreau. “Or a fleet upon the sea.”

			Visions of power bounded before Marguerite’s eyes. She who had been Regent of France, but was now merely a great lady, a wife, and a woman.

			The girl screamed soundlessly.

			She said, “If—if the Lost Lands contain—contain infinity, as you say, how do you find what you wish to conjure?”

			A strange flicker in Moreau’s eyes. “One finds connections. Some lie in memory, in emotion, in congruency. It is different for everyone, the korriganed say, what an individual may conjure, what ways a mind interacts with the Lost Lands.” A flicker of anger in his voice, as though that did not please him. The girl he had conjured had crumpled to the floor, curling around her belly. She looked the same age as Anne. Would Anne be weeping so one day, in some solitary chamber at Amboise? As though I’d feel pity for her. She is going to be queen of France.

			Moreau’s fingers fell on her arm, and only then did Marguerite realize that she’d stepped toward this sobbing girl. Her heart would not be quiet.

			“You can’t touch her,” said Julien sharply. “Or you can, but she will not know it. She is in the shadows, beneath a different light, can’t you see?” And now Marguerite saw the reason for the brightness in the girl’s hair. It was as though she knelt there in a shaft of sunlight. But the sky outside was thickly white.

			“The sorcerer can go further than the enchanter,” whispered Julien into her ear. She could have sworn she felt his mouth there, grazing the edge of her ear, but she could not take her eyes from the ghost. “From seeming he can move to being.”

			He left her, walked across the room to a coffer that stood in the corner beside the weeping girl. A coffer that had not been there.

			With a flick of long fingers, Moreau opened the coffer and withdrew a brooch of fine enamel, poppy red, with a device of a scarlet flower above a pair of letters interlocked, done in diamonds. He drew it forth and crossed the room with it and knelt before her like a supplicant and laid it in her trembling hand. It was cool and heavy and real.

			Moreau closed her flinching fingers around it and held them there, looking up into her face. It was as though he was looking into a fire that was not in the room; his face was golden and strange.

			The girl, whose back had been to them all that while, raised her head and turned. For a moment, it seemed that her face was blue, her mouth black, her eyes dead, water streaming down her face. Then she and the coffer evanesced like the dew at dawn, and Marguerite told herself it was a trick of the light.

			Marguerite stared down at Moreau. He got to his feet and his hand came up to cup her cheek and she let it. His thumb pressed into the pulse there and she wanted this power. He was beautiful.

			His one reaching hand traced her collarbone, then he pried her gripping fingers open and their eyes tangled over the jeweled thing. He said, “When I heard you speak on that wall-top, your voice was the first thing in two hundred years that reminded me of home. I will be yours, and France’s, if you will heed my counsel.”

			Marguerite didn’t move. Her father had cobbled together great pieces of bloodily acquired earth and then knitted them up strong with roads and sensible governments. Had doubled, or nearly, the kingdom of France. And now? What greater thing could his daughter do? If she had as her ally these arts that men had long since forgot?

			She couldn’t take her eyes off the jeweled brooch between them. “Will this disappear?”

			“Perhaps,” he said, looking into her face. “There is no saying when. Things drawn from the Lost Lands do not always remain found. But I can draw forth more.”

			His mirror lay suddenly in his palm and he frowned, letting go her hand. He breathed a word half to himself and stared into the glass. “Ah,” he said. “I must go. Madame, will you help me?”

			“Help you how?”

			“I beg that you in this hour go down to the courtyard.”

			“Why?” she said.

			His smile was full of mischief. “To see the final sign, my lady, and to give me countenance if the Bretons doubt.” He kissed her hand, and then bit, very softly, the tender part of her wrist. They both heard her gasp and saw her fingers curl. He let her go.

			“Moreau,” she said.

			He turned back, courteously, though she could see now where his fingers tapped his thigh, in haste to be gone. “How do you come and go unseen?” she said.

			He did not smile again, but his eyes brightened boyishly. “It is like conjuring, but the other way around. One may make anaon of oneself, if you know the way of it. One steps into the Lost Lands and then steps back, in a different place, in the world of men. It is,” he added gently, “remarkably convenient.”

			As though to prove his point, he stepped into a shadow and was simply—no longer there.

			Shaken, Marguerite looked again at the jeweled thing in her hand. Her mind leaped with grand visions, but her body had fixed upon his hands, gripping that mirror, touching her face.
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			Anne went down the spiraling stairs and outside, following Isabeau and Henri, her court, her councilors.

			“You could leave,” De Rieux told her apart as they walked. “You could leave this day. Surely this—this curse will not follow, whatever its origins. There is no telling what is to blame.”

			“Where would I go, Jean?” Anne’s eyes were on Henri and Isabeau, walking just ahead of her.

			De Rieux hesitated. “Anne—you know France would protect you. They would treasure you; they are the mightiest nation in Europe. This thing that haunts us is—uncanny, it’s evil—”

			She stopped to stare at him. “France would not protect me for nothing,” she said at last. “They would give me to Charles. I am married already. I swore an oath. I promised my father.” Her voice cracked.

			“Is even France not better than these dark enchantments?” De Rieux retorted, his face taut with fear for her.

			Anne said, “We have seen nothing of this korrigan yet. Only pranks to frighten children. I am not giving up!”

			“Daughter,” he said. “Anne, please—” He broke off. They had passed the courtyard and gone into the summer garden, and Marguerite of France had followed them, with her train. Anne must turn away and greet her, and privately curse the lady’s unholy timing.

			Marguerite greeted her in return and stood pensively a moment. Then she said, without fanfare, “Let us understand each other, cousin. If you do not wish to wed my brother, you need not. If you will only resign your claim to the Breton throne, you may have a grand pension and your choice of husband. You could go and live where you please, with all the money you could ever want.” She added, “Provided you do not reside in Nantes or Rennes.”

			Anne listened as courteously as she could. Her painted eyelids veiled her eyes. “You are a great and generous lady.”

			Marguerite said kindly, “I was regent once, I had a realm to look after and an unruly court. It is a burden. But one you need not carry. Truly.”

			Anne listened to Marguerite, but her eyes were on her rattled court. They gathered around in low-voiced clumps. There were guards everywhere. Marguerite went on, “If you will not abdicate, then we shall leave for Amboise today, under the protection of a strong company. You shall be safe and honored. There will be no more uncanny happenings, whether they are pranks or the work of a faerie-king. You will have new clothes and new jewels. You will be crowned queen of France.”

			Anne said, without thinking, “Baubles to while away my hours? You are too kind.”

			“You must be safely married, Highness; surely you see you have no other recourse!”

			Anne did not reply.

			Marguerite added, coaxingly, “Many brides are frightened. It is natural.” Of course royal brides were frightened. The all-but-public consummation. The vital yet dangerous pregnancies. “But Charles is a kindly man.”

			“Oh, yes, like all kings,” said Anne, unable to keep the edge from her voice. “I hear he likes stag-hunting.”

			“As much as anyone I’ve ever known. And he is skillful.”

			“I am sure the hinds all say so, when they are run to earth.”

			“Do not play me a melodrama, Highness. What is your answer?”

			Anne said nothing.

			“I see,” Marguerite said slowly. “You will only bring suffering upon yourself with defiance.”

			Anne was saved from a reply, for at that moment they brought Julien Moreau down from the Roman tower in chains.
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			Anne had no wish to be cruel, but she was not taking chances either. Moreau’s expression was one of quiet dignity, though the shackles were heavy. Marguerite had put a startled hand to her mouth when she first saw him, but she recovered and looked merely bored. Moreau was pulled across the sward to where Anne had gone to meet him, and when he came he was made to kneel.

			“Let him stand, for heaven’s sake,” said Anne. “I am not going to play at brutality.” She could see Isabeau watching, and Henri, standing beside Louis of Orléans.

			Moreau was pulled to his feet. Anne said, “My sister said you banished a ghost.”

			Moreau looked abashed. His chained hands were limp and pale. “I did. Did I do wrong? It was frightening her.”

			“How did you do this thing?”

			He dropped his eyes. She saw that he was trembling. “With the reflection in a cup of wine,” he answered. “If you ask the Guild, Highness, they will tell you that my augury is in mirrors. I learned—I think—perhaps that augury relates to the other sorcerous arts.”

			“To banish a ghost is not augury.”

			Moreau tried to spread his chained hands, then dropped them with a clank. All the guards swayed closer. De Rieux had his head near Marguerite’s. Orléans had his hand on his sword. Anne told herself not to be warmed by the duke’s protectiveness; his only aim was to rule her. Anne said, “My sister gave you a mirror. Where is it, please?”

			“In my sleeve,” he said, “I thought—I thought it was a sanctioned gift. Truly. Please, Highness.”

			The garden had fallen silent. Anne could see Marguerite’s head lifted, watching. De Rieux, stern-faced, murmured orders to Anne’s guard.

			“I am just a poor tool of the korriganed,” Moreau said, almost weeping. “I am sorry you and your court are beset. I will help you if I can.” He shook his wrist just so, and despite the irons, the jeweled mirror fell into his palm. Anne saw Isabeau make a restive movement, only to be restrained by Henri.

			Anne looked at his face. Her breath caught. The light on him was not the light of that day. In fact, his eyes seemed to flicker, as though unseen lights and shadows passed through his gaze. “What are you not telling me?” she snarled, just as he stepped back with a gasp and her court erupted into cries.

			A tall man stood in the center of the garden.

			No, not a man. A korriganed. He was half-naked, and he seemed young, though his hair was white like the foam of the sea. He did not seem to notice them. Water streamed down his body; his feet were bare, his eyes were on some distant horizon. His fingers were long and thin and his ears angled like joinery. All around the garden, spears were leveled, swords drawn. Isabeau shouted something; the korrigan seemed suddenly to become aware of them all. He bared his teeth at them, laughing wildly, took a single step, and disappeared again, drops of water flying. It had been only a glimpse.

			But the light was still strange; it was the light of the seashore. Bright: silver bright.

			“That was him!” cried Moreau. “Please—that is he, your monster, that is the king of the korriganed!”

			The strange light was only growing stronger. “Back!” cried Anne. “Everyone get back! Into the castle!”

			Moreau, yanked away by his guards, gave her a startled, narrow look. Henri had Isabeau and was nearly at the postern-door. Louis was running toward her; the guards were turning in circles, looking for danger, hustling Marguerite away, though no one knew exactly what was wrong.

			Then, out of the hot silver light, directly in front of Anne, came a monster. Water flew from its scintillating scales, silver-black in the sun, and it writhed across the ground as though it could advance by pushing the whole world back. It had a great ruff just behind its head, like the frill of a collar. A webbing was wrapped around it, looking almost as though it had been twisted by human hands. Eyes like greenish lamps bulged from its head.

			She heard Moreau cry out. Her court erupted in shouts.

			The beast slithered fast toward her and her cluster of maids-of-honor. The sea-drake opened its mouth and hissed.

			A flung spear shot past Anne’s head and buried itself in the open mouth. The beast recoiled, and then Louis stood beside her, his sword drawn. He had seized someone’s spear and thrown it. Guards converged, but could even guards kill this beast before it bit her in half?

			Time slowed. She remembered the tales she knew of sea-drakes, of how, long ago, they heeded men.

			On panicked instinct, she shouted at it in Breton.

			And the snake closed its mouth. Its head dropped; its writhing progress stilled.

			Louis moved to drive his sword into one of the bulging eyes, but Anne snarled, “Be still!” in a voice even she did not recognize.

			The world seemed to freeze altogether. The injured beast put its head flat to the ground. It put out its tongue and—tasted her, she supposed. A panicked stir came from the guards. Louis again made to drive forward with his sword. She caught his arm, terrified but also full of jagged wonder. “Everyone keep back!”

			She pushed in front of him, and Louis let her go, perhaps too shocked to catch the movement. He was breathing unevenly.

			The teeth could have closed on her face. Her mouth was dry. She said to it, “You are far from home.”

			The snake put its tongue out again and touched her face, and the band of unicorn hair she wore about her brow. “It was given me,” Anne told the snake softly.

			The tongue flickered.

			Louis swore.

			Anne whispered, still in Breton, feeling the mist from its skin on her face, “How came you here?”

			It didn’t have speech the way a human did. The cold eyes watched her and she saw an intelligence. Like the unicorn. Perhaps, like the unicorn, it slipped dreamlike between the mortal world and the Lost Lands.

			She stepped forward and took hold of the spear and pulled it from the sea-dragon’s mouth. It had not gone in so deeply. The blood flowed out suddenly in a cold silver wave, smelling of the sea. Ichor covered her palm, her silk sleeve. Spattered her face. She tasted it, felt it sparkling in her eyelashes. She let the spear fall.

			The serpent flicked its tongue at her again, and when she focused her eyes, the shadows had become a terrible jumble. As though the blood on her skin had opened her senses to a truth her mind could not grasp: dawn and day and dusk and night all tangled together. There were layers in the world.

			“Can you go home?” she whispered.

			How had the light been when the monster came? Silver-lucent, like that upon the noonday sea. That light was still there, mixed with the rest, clear to her suddenly opened eyes.

			It set the sea-drake glimmering. Anne smelled salt. All around her was the silver of the sea, another daylight altogether. It felt as though she could take one step and the rest of it would be real: cold water and wind; she would be somewhere else. Her heart was racing. A spike of pain went through her head.

			“Go,” Anne whispered to the sea-drake, covered in its blood.

			It turned and plunged back into the light of its own day. A gout of water mingled with the blood on her, and when the wave subsided, the sea-drake was gone.

			Anne’s knees gave way, her dress drenched in silver blood and the world wavering like water in her hazy vision, a wild mingling of daylight and starlight and winter shadows, as though all the days and nights of the world were happening at once and she had just been granted the eyes to see them.

			She caught the astonished eyes of Julien Moreau, then realized she was falling. Moreau made an abortive gesture, speaking to his guard, but Louis caught her. Again. “I’m all right,” she said, breathing fast, eyes tight shut, trying to stand again, unable. She could sense her court beginning to cluster, could hear Isabeau’s voice and her brother’s exclaiming. She must stand, she must think. If only the world would stop spinning. Louis was still holding her up; she was smearing him with the sea-drake’s blood.

			She said, choking, “The world is not as I thought.” All creation was a writhing knot of light and shadow. She pressed her face to his shoulder to block it out, felt his hand cradle her head. His voice in her ear. “Anne?”

			Was there some virtue of madness in the dragon’s blood? She scrambled to collect her thoughts, found her tongue running on without her, whispering, “In the lost city, they rode sea-drakes across all the oceans of the world.”

			And then, perhaps mercifully, she fainted.
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			Marguerite of France was greatly disturbed. Was this Moreau’s doing? The beast had come lunging out and flown at the duchess, a writhing knot of shining destruction. But Anne spoke to it and it stopped. The duchess dragged the spear from its mouth, spoke again, and the beast slithered away into nothing.

			She had fainted before she could say anything else.

			Moreau was staring at the girl with a nakedly shocked expression, surrounded by guards who didn’t know whether he was a threat or not.

			The sea-drake was on a different scale than conjuring a rotten picnic in the forest. Had he meant Anne to die? Or had he betrayed Marguerite? Far from dying, the duchess had amazed all who saw her. Ballads would be written about it, the girl banishing a dragon with only her voice. Had Moreau meant for that to happen? To improve the duchess’s position?

			No—Marguerite did not think he’d meant for that to happen. She did not think a man could feign such astonishment. What, then, had happened?

			A sea-drake had appeared on dry land and answered the commands of the duchess of Brittany. The duchess had touched a unicorn. She was dangerous in ways that Marguerite didn’t understand.

			But Anne was unconscious now, and there was no time to waste. Marguerite caught Jean de Rieux’s eye. He was standing over the duchess, who was limp in Orléans’s arms. De Rieux met Marguerite’s gaze. His face was absolutely colorless.

			That was good enough.

			She crooked a finger at her diviner, Volucris. “Come with me,” she said. “We have much to do this night.”
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			The duchess lay splashed with silver, unconscious in his arms. Beside her were her maids-of-honor, a few of her councilors, and De Rieux crying, “Highness, speak to me.”

			Anne’s eyelids fluttered but she didn’t wake. She had both hands fisted in Louis’s doublet, getting silver on his clothes. “A litter!” De Rieux called, sounding panicked. “A priest!”

			“Or I could carry her upstairs,” said Louis, keeping his voice to a tone of hard-held patience. “Where there are beds, physicians, and priests in plenty.”

			“Carry her?” said De Rieux, as though he’d proposed carrying the duchess off for ravishing. That brat Isabeau darted up with Avaugour behind her. “Is she all right?”

			Anne’s eyes fluttered open, as though her sister’s voice had reached her when theirs could not. She said, “I’m all right, Belle.”

			Everyone was riveted, watching her. “Put me down,” Anne told Louis. He hesitated and then set her on her feet, steadied her when she swayed. She bit her lip and straightened her back. He let his arm drop, then caught her when she almost fell.

			Anne looked ruefully down at her dress, at the silver on her hands. Her caul was torn, but the plaits, ruthlessly pinned, had not moved. One would have to be near to see how white her face was, how dilated her pupils.

			Her maids-of-honor offered kerchiefs for the silver streaks of the sea-drake’s blood, but Anne shook her head at them.

			Isabeau said, “That was him—that was him, the korrigan-king.”

			Louis could feel Anne trembling.

			De Rieux said, “Anne, what did you say to the beast?”

			“To stop. In Keris they tamed the sea-drakes once. But I didn’t think it would heed me,” she whispered. “I wonder why it did?”

			Everyone was staring, exclaiming, two physicians were circling; there was Hawiz with a cloak for her. Anne did not seem to see them, and no one seemed to dare touch her but him, splashed and glowing as she was with dragon’s blood. Her pupils had swallowed her eyes. Was it just shock giving her that unearthly, drunken look? She kept looking around at the world as though stunned by it. How many women would look as she did, not fouled and pathetic, but transcendent in splashed silver? He shook his head to clear it. The blood had gotten on his skin; perhaps it was affecting him too. Why were they still down here wasting time in talk?

			Anne whispered, “I saw where the sea-serpent came from. It was noon, the water all silver.”

			“Highness—Anne—are you all right?” De Rieux’s face filled with horror. “Anne—have you gone mad?”

			“Anne?” echoed Isabeau.

			Louis opened his mouth to say something stinging to De Rieux, who was not helping in the least, but Anne managed, “I am— My mind is all right. Merely stunned.” She seemed to banish the haziness from her voice by will alone. “I’m all right.” She still could not take her own weight.

			“Stop trying to reassure everyone when you can hardly stand. Let me take you upstairs, for God’s sake,” he muttered.

			She didn’t answer. But she closed her eyes again. He caught up all the warm, scented, silver-streaked weight of her and, ignoring both Henri and De Rieux, made for the door.
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			Her household was waiting anxiously in her garderobe, people she knew, people she must calm. Anne tried, but she did not think she had succeeded. The shadows would not settle. They caught at the corners of her eye: wrong direction, wrong color, wrong length. It was hard to know where she was. She thought she was a child with a fever, her mother’s face hovering over hers. No. It was the old lady from the convent. No. Winter daylight, summer storm-light, it all crowded up at once before her flinching eyes.

			The shadows were hurting her head.

			Moreau holding the mirror from Brocéliande. Had her guard gotten it back? De Rieux, talking to Marguerite of France. Had Maximilien marched from Flanders? A sea-drake in the garden, Moreau’s shocked expression. What had happened to Elesbed? What was this malice working in her castle?

			Was he watching, this korrigan-king they’d only glimpsed? But his strange face had held nothing but amused and total indifference.

			Moreau’s sad, golden eyes. I do not remember any more. Had he lied?

			A cat was yowling. Anne wanted to rest, to let the haze drag her under, but the cat would not stop. She opened her eyes. Little time could have gone by, for there were people clustered around her and everyone was talking. The physician was there, trying to peer beneath her eyelids. Isabeau was holding her hand. Orléans had disappeared.

			The cat was sitting by the fire bolt upright. It was staring at her.

			The light of the fire did not touch its fur.

			It yowled again. A familiar cat. “Butter,” she said.

			All the talking, arguing, anxious people pulled back when she spoke. “Anne?” said Isabeau gently. “Anne, what is it?” Her face was tear-stained; she was holding Anne’s arm as if she could break it.

			“There is the cat,” said Anne. “That is Elesbed’s cat.”

			The cat yowled again. The room turned to look.

			“Yes,” said Isabeau anxiously. “Yes, that’s right. She’s Elesbed’s cat. She’s been in the kitchen.”

			Anne didn’t answer. A strange darkness lay upon the cat. She could see the layer—for want of a better word—of the world that contained it. Anne peered into this darkness, sitting dazedly in her chair by the fire. Her head throbbed. She could not make out much in that darkness. A dusty floor, perhaps. Walls of dressed stone. A place elsewhere. A place in the Lost Lands?

			And a shadow. A small disheveled human shadow. It was creeping toward the cat. “Butter?” it whispered.

			Butter yowled again, fiercely, never taking her eyes off Anne.

			“Elesbed,” said Anne. In her hazy state, it did not seem impossible that she could speak into the dark and be answered. She heard a thin answering cry. Elesbed was in the dark.

			“Elesbed, come here.” Anne put out a silver-splashed hand.

			Butter stepped, purring, into the proper warm firelight and began to wash her face just as two small dirty hands reached back and caught Anne’s, and she pulled Elesbed tumbling into the room.

			Another stab of pain went through Anne’s head as she pulled, and she twisted in her chair with the shock of it, gasping. For a moment, the child was gray with clinging darkness, and then the fire reasserted itself and lit them all with warm gold.

			The room filled again with shouting and the noise went straight through her. What had she just done? What did her household think she’d done? She mustn’t swoon; she mustn’t.

			Dimly she felt Hawiz’s hands on her shoulders, vaguely she heard Henri say, “Come on, Madeleine, help me get this damned hamper of people out; they aren’t doing her any good.”

			The noise died away a little. Anne did not dare open her eyes for fear of the shadows hurting her head.

			“What happened?” Isabeau was saying to Elesbed. “Where were you? How did you get back?”

			“I was in another castle. A faerie-castle, in the Lost Lands,” said Elesbed. “Moreau put me there.”

			“He did what?” Henri sounded dangerous.

			Hawiz had moved away; Anne hoped it was to find a bite for the child. And it was; now she could hear Elesbed chewing as she talked. “I don’t know how. He is a man, not a korrigan. But he lived in the Lost Lands and learned terrible things. He knows how to step through the shadows, to go into the Lost Lands whenever he likes. He put me away because I was going to tell the duchess about the mirror. I am sorry,” she added to Isabeau. “I meant to break my oath.”

			“Would you’d broken it sooner,” muttered Henri. “Of all Belle’s hare-brained notions.”

			Moreau, Anne thought. They had forgot, because it had been so many years, that some powers went beyond divination, and that men as well as the korriganed once had them. Perhaps he had merely conjured the korrigan in the garden, as a scapegoat for himself. How deep did his lies go? Had he allied with France? He was born a Frenchman.

			“Let him be arrested!” said Henri.

			Isabeau whispered, sounding horrified, “He said he’d help us if I got his mirror for him. He promised.”

			“Let him not be arrested,” said Anne. She did not open her eyes. “Send the guards to go and kill him. For I think he is more dangerous than we know.”

			A silence fell. Anne forced her eyes open. They had not responded to her orders. Orléans had come back and was standing in the doorway. He met her gaze and said, “Jean de Rieux has turned. His guard are opening the gate. There is a French company outside. He has agreed to let Marguerite of France take you away by force, for fear of the power of the korrigan-king.”
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			De Rieux and Marguerite had a swift conversation in the garden. De Rieux looked very old and frail and exhausted. At last he said, “Yes. I will do it. But there is—there is another complication.”

			“Tell me.”

			“The duchess is married already,” said Jean de Rieux.

			Of all the half-baked plots, Marguerite had not anticipated that one. “To whom is she married?” she asked, with deadly calm.

			“She was married in Brocéliande before the unicorn-hunt, by proxy, to Maximilien of Austria.”

			It took Marguerite a moment to absorb the scope of this revelation.

			How did all of Europe’s diviners not know? But…of course. That unicorn-hunt, its details buried in the glamour of Moreau’s appearance and that pretty glowing skein of unicorn hairs. Anne had used the opportunity to get herself married in the one place where diviners could not see.

			All Anne’s luminous-eyed chatter, the Triumphal Entry, the unicorn-hair fillet, had been distractions. The duchess was buying time while her husband marched to her aid.

			Had Anne bought enough time? Perhaps she would have, save for that which was beyond her control: Moreau’s sorcery and De Rieux’s treachery. In a measured voice, Marguerite said, “Have the gate open. We will make ready to ride as soon as she is secured.”

			“I think she is ill.”

			“She will be looked after. Go!”

			When De Rieux had gone, his steps wavering like an old man’s, Marguerite hurried up to her own chambers, firing off messages to her diviner as she walked. But when she stepped into the room, Moreau was there before her, watched by her anxious servants. The irons from the garden were gone from his hands, and he was unguarded and laughing.

			“Was that your scheme?” she asked him without preamble. “That—monster in the garden? Well, you have raised the duchess’s reputation higher still with it and for what? Are her guards looking for you now?”

			He swallowed his laughter, but he still glinted with it. She wanted to bite his laughing mouth. “Does it matter? And no,” he allowed. “It was only the anaon I summoned. That beast on two legs, with his long white hair. He gave up his patrimony long ago, they say, for his mother was a mari-morgan, and his soul is of the sea. I meant the duchess to think he was her unseen suitor; it would have taken her suspicions from me. I suspect that it was he who called the sea-drake, out of pique. I should have realized. Forgive me.”

			“Only if you help me secure the duchess quietly and simply this night.”

			“Oh,” he said, and smiled. “There will be no difficulty there, Madame.”
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			Isabeau said, after a shocked pause, “But—Jean cannot betray us. He is our guardian. Father named him our guardian.”

			“It isn’t a betrayal to him, I think,” said Anne as gently as she could, hollow with shock herself, still fighting a dizzy headache, the world’s impossible confusion. “He will give me to the French to save me from the korrigan.”

			Already there was noise mounting outside. To Louis she said, “Have you come to persuade me to agree quietly? For my own good? To hold the door open so Marguerite’s guard need not take me by force?”

			Henri said, “Orléans, I’ll kill you.” It was a statement of fact.

			Louis did not speak or move.

			“What are we going to do?” Isabeau whispered.

			Anne hadn’t taken her eyes off Louis.

			He said, “Marguerite has learned a secret that I do not know, and it has alarmed her greatly. She is moving at speed; she had soldiers in readiness, you know.”

			Anne croaked, the world still spinning, “I imagine that De Rieux has told her my secret.”

			Louis just waited.

			Anne, with a dry throat, said, “Some weeks ago, I was contracted in marriage to Maximilien of Austria.”

			His color changed. “I see.”

			Quietly, she said, “You have brought us your news. Now you’d better go.”

			The gate-guard were nearly all De Rieux’s men. They badly outnumbered her Bretons, her personal guard. She could hear them outside, already massing to defend the stairs.

			“Go,” she told Louis, sharply. “You have given your message. I imagine you were not charged to warn me, and for that I thank you. Now leave us.”

			But still Louis did not move.
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			Louis of Orléans had thought he’d left the impulsive passions of his youth behind. These passions had won him nothing but suffering, left him captured, imprisoned, vanquished. During those long, clawing days in Bourges, where each hour hung as heavy as a stone on a spiked wheel, he had sworn to himself that if he ever won his way free, his head would rule his life, never again his unthinking heart.

			She is married.

			Married and betrayed. Her own guardian had betrayed her. And here was the reason for the Triumphal Entry, the feasting, her seeming foolishness. She’d been delaying, counting on Maximilien of Austria to come and save her. But he had not come in time. And what frivolity could maintain its façade under the unrelenting strain of the last days’ surprises?

			Marguerite will take the duchess away—and Isabeau as well, to ensure her sister’s compliance—and with their company will ride for the French army as hard as ever a horse can gallop, and thence to the French border. Whatever proxy-vows she has said to Maximilien of Austria cannot survive a consummated union with Charles of France. Not with a pope in Rome, ready to take French gold to annul the Austrian marriage. Marguerite will threaten Isabeau if Anne does not agree, and then when she is at Amboise, pregnant with Charles’s firstborn, it will be too late. Maximilien will not take her back if another man has her first.

			Anne was holding tight to her sister, her gaze turned inward, obviously thinking fast, looking for a way out. Her pupils were still dilated, misted over with silver.

			Damn you, Louis of Orléans said to himself, violently. Damn you for a romantic, deluded fool. He went to the door of the garderobe and listened. Marguerite had no reason to think he’d deceive her. It was too far against his own interest. Anne could give him nothing, while Marguerite could give him what he wanted most.

			The firelight played in soft stained-glass colors over Anne’s cheek, and he was shaken by his heart’s own triumphant beating as it overbore, at last and forever, his head.

			“You must go to Rennes,” he said. “You can’t stay here. I’ll take you.”

			A fleck of silver spatter lingered on her cheek. “You can’t. You know what Marguerite will do to you—if you betray her now and she wins anyway.”

			“I’ll thank you to leave my personal affairs to me. We still have to get out of this castle.”

			Henri seemed about to speak, but one of Anne’s maids-of-honor put a hand on his arm and he closed his mouth. A crash came from outside, a neighing and a great chorus of shouts.

			Isabeau went to the window. “Someone let out all the horses. The courtyard is full of them. The soldiers can’t move around, they are swearing.”

			“No one wants the duchess to be French,” piped Elesbed triumphantly, pushing in behind her.

			All very well, thought Louis, but how to get out of the castle?

			Henri had broken free of the women; he said, low and savage, “Why would you do this? Orléans, on your honor, why? Is this a trick?”

			“A fit of madness,” said Louis. “On my honor.”

			Henri’s face relaxed a fraction.

			Then Anne’s diviner passed the guard outside and came staggering in, his face like chalk. He said, slurring, “Highness, Highness, there are soldiers at the gate.” He was carrying an empty cup. He must already have drunk it, never mind what a terrible state he was in. “I will tell you where to go.”

			“Calyx, you can’t divine now,” said Anne sharply. “It is dangerous; you hurt yourself earlier when your divination touched the Lost Lands. You can’t help me. It’s all right. You must go back to bed.”

			“I can,” he said. His eyes were scarlet and bleary. He tilted the cup into the firelight.

			“Don’t!” cried Anne.

			Too late. His eyes rolled back, the cup clutched convulsively in his hands. He whispered, “The servants’ postern, out through Nantes, cross the river. It is unguarded yet.” Calyx’s voice faltered, then rallied. He stared harder than ever into his cup. “I see—there is a city in the sea. That is your salvation, Highness. A city in the sea.”

			Diviners could not make prophecies. They knew the world as it was. But at the moment of death, the limits of the mind faltered and a diviner could see a little more. Anne’s voice was thick with tears. “Calyx, no.”

			Calyx slumped into a chair, and the cup fell away, clattering on the stones. They were all shocked at the suddenness. His face was gray and still.

			Now, outside, there were the shouts of guards, squealing horses, arms clashing in the courtyard, the running feet of servants.

			Louis and Henri put the old diviner’s limbs straight and covered him with a cloak.

			Anne wiped tears from her eyes. “Stay with him,” she told three of her maids-of-honor. “It’s safer here; they seek only Isabeau and me. My guardian is not cruel; he is doing this out of love and fear. He will protect you.”

			They all nodded, though Louis saw that they were crying. “Madeleine?” said Anne.

			“I’m going with you, of course,” said the tall, fair girl. “You will have to break your journey at Châteaubriant. My father will think I am a true coward if I am not with you.”

			“Never that,” said Anne, sadly.

			The noise rose again outside: thudding and shouting, the scream of splintering wood. “Elesbed, you must come with us,” said Anne. “Moreau wishes you ill. Leave your cat with Hawiz.”

			Elesbed started to cry. But she nodded, her chin wrinkled and quivering. She put her fat yellow cat into Hawiz’s arms. The cat made an irritable noise, but she let herself be passed. Elesbed said, “I love you, Butter. I’m ready, Highness.”

			The shouting was mounting toward the castle. Anne had bitten her lip bloody. Her eyes fell again on the unmoving Calyx.

			“We have to go,” said Louis, and offered her his arm.
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			When Anne blinked, she felt her eyelashes clumped wet. “Yes.” She kissed Hawiz. Isabeau and Elesbed were holding tight to each other. “Now.”

			The group went fast and quietly, with Anne and Louis ahead, Henri and Madeleine behind with Isabeau, and a dozen of her guard following. Anne and Isabeau had snatched up cloaks and sturdier shoes. Henri and Louis were in court-dress. Any delay, and they’d be bottled up, trapped. She would not think of De Rieux.

			“Help me,” she told Louis at the staircase. She was clumsy on stairs. She put an arm around his neck; he took her weight on his shield-arm and they ran down together. She still could not believe he was there.

			“Are you sure?” she whispered as they ran.

			He looked down into her face. “No,” he said. “But I could not do otherwise.”

			She did not ask again. Outside the castle proper rose the sounds of wild confusion now, men at the gate, men fighting on the wall, her Bretons rallying, the furious servants with pikes and cleavers.

			Then, with only one more room to cross before the servants’ door, Anne saw the wrongness in the shadows.

			She stopped dead, and the others followed suit. There was a faint patch of sourceless firelight on the floor. Where had it come from? She narrowed her eyes, gritted her teeth as another spike of pain went through her head. She saw—could it be? The firelight was from a room in that very castle, Marguerite and Moreau standing together with guards clustered warily.

			Anne stumbled back. They were working together, Moreau and the lady of France. This was a trap. She was sure of it. If Anne, half-crazed with the sea-drake’s blood, could pull Elesbed between the layers of the world, Moreau could surely drag her from this light to that. And then she would be made prisoner.

			In a rage, she pushed that firelit layer of the world away, bid it be dark and still and ordinary night. To her surprise, the unnatural light on the floor disappeared.

			Was the trap then gone? She took a hesitant step forward. Nothing happened.

			“Come on,” said Anne.

			They went on. Her head throbbed with every step.

			Out the door, into the fine starlight, through the postern-gate, across the bridge facing Nantes, into the city, heads down, hurrying. They had not had time to get horses from the castle proper; there was a relais with horses across the river. If they could only reach it.

			They came out into the cathedral-square and, gasping, halted.

			The square was full of people.

			But not one head in the crowd turned. They were walking slowly and somberly, faces lit brightly with the absent sun, pacing toward an end she couldn’t see.

			“Who are they?” whispered Isabeau.

			Henri said, “Anaon,” and Elesbed said, “Enchantments.”

			“They are here to slow us down,” said Louis practically.

			Anne’s headache was becoming a red mist. She tried again to find the right layer of the world and separate it out, taking these people with it. They vanished, but she bit back a scream. The pain of the effort had nearly stopped her breathing.

			“What in God’s name?” muttered Louis. “Anne?”

			“We have to get to the river,” said Anne, sweating and shaking.

			Commotion was spilling from the castle; they’d realized Anne and Isabeau had slipped away. But now the tones of shouting citizens mingled with the running feet of soldiers. The Nantais were proud of their independence and they were fond of her. They were spilling into the streets as garbled news spread from the castle. There was a burst of shouting, a clatter of hooves. Henri hauled them down a side street. They were passing the grain warehouse, moving faster now, Louis taking most of her weight. The river was near.

			Another incongruous patch of light; Anne saw and cried a warning just before a wild boar stepped out of the shadows between them and the water.

			Anne tried to see the beast’s layer of the world, but it was no anaon. It was really there, and she couldn’t fix her mind on the proper light. It was going to charge, and whoever it charged was going to die. Nothing is more dangerous than a charging boar. There was rain on its back, though no rain fell in Nantes. It scraped the earth with a delicate foot. Swords were useless against such a beast.

			But Louis took a renewed grip on his sword. “I’ll draw its charge,” he said to Henri. “Get the duchess to the water.”

			Henri pulled her away from Orléans; she was in too much pain to argue. She burrowed frantically through the layers of the world like turning the pages of a book, while agonized tears fell.

			There it was. A gray cold day, a rain falling fast. She screamed as eerie autumn light burst over that summer night, and the boar charged into nothing.

			Anne fell, still screaming from the pain in her head. The city was alight with lanterns, clashing and shouting. Her Bretons were coming out of their houses, crowding the streets. Helping her. But that was an abstract thought, without force. She could not think what to do about it. No. She must not fail them. She must be awake, she must ride. “Anne,” said Louis, into her hair. “Anne!”

			“We have to go,” she managed, gasping. “You’ll have to take me on your horse.”

			All around her shivered impossible lights, strange shadows. Perhaps these were the shadows of the Lost Lands that sent diviners mad. She only hoped the shadows would spare her. She wasn’t sure. Her vision kept trying to go dark.
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			Anne was not insensible for that ride, but afterward her memories came in vivid fragments and some were perhaps mere dreams. She remembered chill half-moon light—saw it over sea and stone and once over a great white tower, before she blinked herself back to the living night, with the proper light and shadow.

			Then she drifted away again.

			She felt rain on her face, a cool rising mist. She was on Louis’s saddlebow, wrapped in a cloak, her head knocking against his silk doublet, the collarbone hard beneath.

			Once she saw Louis looking down at her. She was cold. Her life was flowing steadily out of her, as though she’d opened some inward piece of herself doing whatever it was she’d done. Her lungs forgot to inhale; her heartbeat wandered. She said, “Don’t let anyone hurt Isabeau.” The horse’s hoofbeats jarred her bones.

			“I won’t,” he said. “But you’ll be there.”

			She shook her head, tried to say something else, but her eyes had slid shut again. There was only his voice talking to her, a slender thread, talking of nothing: hunts and jousts and wars, all the lordly, gilded excess. But he gave her mind something to cling to, though it wanted to fall away into a long dark. It had been gift and poison, she thought. That dragon’s blood.

			When next she woke, they were in an unfamiliar courtyard that rang with shouts, horrified cries. She had the vague impression of movement, fire, a bed, but she could not bring herself to care. She missed Hawiz. Madeleine’s voice rose and fell, with a chorus of girls fluting answers, a single deep slow voice, startled, grim. She could not hear Isabeau or Henri or Louis. There was nothing for her to hold on to and she began to slip away. Flinched as a physician cut her arm, felt the blood run, but it didn’t help. Her heartbeat strayed even more, and every thud of it seemed to drive her further from herself.

			“I don’t want to die,” she whispered, dreaming. And then, to her surprise, she realized that her eyes were open, and she was alone. Who left a dying duchess alone? She was almost indignant. There should be a crowd packing her bedside, everyone making noise, priests swinging incense in great arcs. That was how her father had died.

			No, she was not alone. A lady sat by her bed.

			It was the abbess. Not the true abbess of Paimpont, the timid creature. No, it was the false one, the small lady with the seamed face and disconcerting clear-water eyes. She sat quiet, half-masked by gray shadows, wearing the horned headdress and long robe of a great lady from the last century. Or the century before. Anne couldn’t recall. The heavy silk rippled with the lady’s steady breathing.

			The lady said coolly, “You will die here if you cannot get out. The unicorn cannot make its way into the houses of men.”

			“What?” whispered Anne.

			“The unicorn, girl. Why do you think she came to you in Brocéliande? Gave you a piece of herself, so she could find you again? For your pretty mortal virtues—no. They guard the boundary, do the unicorns, and they do not favor virtue, they favor people who can help them. She saw you and knew you, and I think she might save you from this folly of dragon’s blood. If you will only go outside.”

			Anne’s mind could not parse this. “Who are you?” She wanted to sit up, tried to roll onto an elbow, found her limbs leaden and thick.

			The lady did not move except for a stray breeze that stirred the gauze that veiled her henin. What breeze, Anne wondered. Are we not behind walls? The lady was very small indeed, with eyes large and deep-set and the crowds of her teeth very sharp when she smiled. The light on her face was soft faded daylight. She answered, “I? No one now. My daughter is dead, and my granddaughter lost to a great madness. My line is ended and I am old and feeble, dethroned and forgotten.” Her mouth did not lose its sly curve. “Truly it is delightful to be forgotten. I read all the books that men have lost and cultivate all the flowers of the world. It is a fine thing, to be old. But—” A new resonance came into her voice. “Sometimes, even now, I put my finger on the wheel. Go out to the unicorn, Anne of Brittany. And know that those who have the gift of sorcery are told to avoid the blood of dragons, for it gives them strength beyond their skill but then exacts a price.”

			“You are not really here, are you, Madame?” Anne whispered. “And you are korrigan?”

			“Yes.”

			“Are you the queen?”

			She gave no answer.

			Anne tried to sit up. “Did your daughter marry the mortal king Gralon Meur? Did you once raise a city from the depths of the sea? Where is this city now?”

			“This is what you ask? When you are dying?” The lady’s face had hardened, but not in anger. “My daughter loved, and it killed her. And as for the city—yes. Long ago. The world was different then.”

			“Is Keris truly drowned?”

			“Such questions. No. But it is lost. Now go outside. And do not be afraid. You will need your courage.” She paused. “And you should remember—the Lost Lands are a map of your own soul.”

			Before Anne could speak again, the korrigan-queen got up, graceful as a deer despite her lined face. Then she stepped back, and back into the light of a different day, and was gone.

			Then Anne blinked and her bedside was crowded—Henri and Louis and Isabeau and a confessor, and the incense. The physician with his bloody fleam in his hand. She suspected Elesbed was lurking in the shadows. The sieur de Châteaubriant—Madeleine’s father—was there with the rest, wearing the slightly panicked expression of a man whose sovereign is about to die in his hall. A chattering knot of girls were surely Madeleine’s five sisters, all of them agog at that night’s happenings.

			Anne’s world wavered and split, seemed to catch into silver flames over and over. It felt like each breath must be the last. She wondered if her dream had spoken truth. About the dragon’s blood, the poison of it. The unicorn. “I have to go outside,” she said.

			“You are not well, Highness,” said the priest. “You must confess your sins and put yourself well with God.”

			“No,” said Anne, raising herself on one elbow. It took all her strength, and it hurt. “Well, yes—but first I must go outside.”

			She tried to struggle upright but the pain in her head was going to split her in half, and she fell back, gasping. “Orléans,” she said. “Louis.”
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			Louis knew she was dying. He’d held men in battle, felt the life flow out of them, and knew the life was running out of her too. But then she caught at his sleeve—his—not her brother’s, not anyone else’s in that room. Her eyes were open, dark on his face. “Please,” she said. “Take me outside.”

			Isabeau had crawled onto the bed and was holding tight to her sister, but she wasn’t crying. Her face was set. She looked far older than her age. “Take her outside, then!” she cried when no one moved. She rolled to her feet, fierce as a terrier. “That is what the duchess wants. Take her outside!”

			Louis could see Châteaubriant’s lady already turning to give the orders—perhaps a litter—something comfortable, to do the duchess honor. But he met Anne’s eyes and knew a small flame of hope. Her eyes did not wander, in the way of the dying. They clung to his face, determined. A litter would take time. “Now,” she said. “Orléans—please—now.”

			For the third time in that endless day, Louis reached down, and—ignoring the volleying cries of remonstrance and anxiety—picked up the duchess of Brittany. He said, “I begin to feel like your Jonquil, packing you about.”

			He said this near her ear, and he felt her smile, and then he also felt her labored breath as he carried her down the narrow stairs and through the receiving-rooms of Châteaubriant.

			Together they went out into the clear moonset. The new day was merely a change on the dark horizon. An anxious crowd followed. Anne’s head fell back and he gathered her closer, carried her beneath a great rowan-tree, stopped, and knelt there.

			Isabeau knelt beside him, and the others waited, bewildered, at a little distance.

			Nothing happened. His heart, which had been beating fast with hope, sank once more. Perhaps she merely wished to feel the moonlight and the soil of Brittany, and she was going to die in his arms. “Anne,” he said. “Don’t go.”

			But then Isabeau cried, “Look!”

			Louis had seen renderings of unicorns, of course. Deer-headed, goat-footed, a lion’s tail, a curling mane. But a drawing could not capture this. A tapestry could not render it.

			A stillness louder than cries of wonder fell over the group.

			The unicorn walked as though in a summer’s day, with the light pouring through the horn, though there was only moonlight. Though it was dark, the white of her coat seemed to carry faint color, a trace of pink, lavender, green. An absent sun glowed on her skin.

			Out of the corner of his eye, he saw the ferocious sieur de Châteaubriant, Madeleine’s father, reaching to take a bow from one of his men. But Henri said, “No,” in a voice like a whipcrack, and Châteaubriant hesitated, staring.

			The unicorn threw up her head, the light rippling on the horn, and everyone held their breath. “Anne,” Louis said, mouth against the scented weight of her hair. “Anne, look up.”

			Anne looked up. She smiled.

			The unicorn took two soundless steps forward and lowered her horn to touch the duchess. Louis felt all his muscles go rigid; the horn was sharp as a sword, lingering near Anne’s throat and breast, his own eye. But the touch was light, and Anne reached up to curl her hand around it.

			Then she jerked once in his arms, gasping, and the unicorn drew back. A dark eye, sheened in silver, looked into his own. He couldn’t breathe. The beast whirled and galloped, one flawless stride and then another, so that every heart sang with the movement, and then she was running into an impossible sunlight and gone altogether.

			Anne stirred in his arms.

			“Anne?” said Isabeau.

			“I’m all right,” said Anne, her voice thick with emotion. “Although I wish never to feel that again.” She carefully rose to her feet. In her white chemise, she looked so very young. But she smiled at the sieur de Châteaubriant, and death was gone from her eyes. Nearly everyone there was crying. Mouths hung open. “My lord, I fear I have inconvenienced you, coming upon you in such disarray. I must get to Rennes.”

			No one answered. They all knelt, even Châteaubriant, and Louis saw her take in their homage like a touch, straightening her back. She added, practically, as though trying to will them all back to earthly matters, “The French are coming after me and there is no time.” The confessor had his hand to his mouth.

			“This moment, Highness,” Châteaubriant said at last.

			The confessor said, “But you must hear Mass. You have been delivered by God.”

			“I hope God will forgive me if I say my prayers when I reach Rennes.” Anne smiled at them all and there was a sunrise in Louis’s heart, his foolish romantic heart, because it was the imp’s smile, with dimples, that he’d thought he would never see again.
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			After Châteaubriant, they drove their horses hard; Anne and Isabeau put up their hoods to fend off the ever-present mist, not quite rain, that blew into their faces. They stayed off the main road and went as fast as the horses could manage. Elesbed was mounted behind one of the escort that Châteaubriant had sent with them, bouncing like a flour sack, clinging to his belt, looking down at the galloping horse with acute suspicion. She didn’t know how to ride.

			When Anne closed her eyes, she still saw the horn, shining and tipped like a sword, against the skin of her throat. Felt again how her inward wound, torn open by sorcery and the touch of that sea-drake’s blood, had closed again. Every breath felt like a miracle now.

			But still she was furious with herself. She’d trusted De Rieux to see her interests as she did. And she hadn’t imagined that Moreau had such power, nor that he would move so quickly to ally with the French. She’d made mistake after mistake, and now she was fleeing, her choices narrowing, her young sister in flight beside her.

			She pressed her borrowed horse along the road in silence.

			The cavalcade was walking to let the horses blow when Louis’s horse came abreast of hers; she glanced at him, behind the curve of her deep hood. He had carried her outside, hadn’t flinched at the unicorn’s horn.

			He had put his future in her hands.

			Louis caught her eye, and his smile was crooked. No point at all in pretending that she hadn’t been watching him. Anne gathered her courage, nudged her horse nearer until they were stirrup to stirrup. Gravely, she said, “What will you have of me?”

			She did not see him startle at the formality in her voice, but she did see his altered balance in the set of his horse’s ears. She went on, as sensibly as she knew how, “Now, here I am with a debt, and no means of repayment. You saved my throne and my life, at great risk. We would not have escaped Nantes without you.”

			His mare tried for a mouthful of leaves; he booted her behind the girth and said evenly, “First, tell me: What will you do now?”

			“Go to Rennes, gather what men I can. Prepare for a siege and wait for my husband.” Unspoken between them was the memory of the siege of Nantes, the fear and hardship and cannon by night. She could not meet his eye; she looked straight ahead.

			Louis said, “But will your husband come to you? France might take the city first. They have allied with this—sorcerer, have they not? Who knows what he can do? And they will move quickly.”

			His questions echoed those whipping round her mind. “We shall find the means to thwart him. Perhaps the Guild in Rennes can help me. And my husband’s diviners will aid us, when Maximilien comes. To invest a city, and take it, is not the work of a few days.”

			She would not say if Maximilien comes. She would not think if he comes.

			Though she was no longer drugged with the sea-drake’s blood, she could still see the layers in light and shadow that made up the world. If she concentrated. She hadn’t told anyone.

			“Ah,” said Louis.

			She added, too quickly, “It will be all right. I will welcome Maximilien and be his wife and he will safeguard my family and my realm, and that is more important even than my life, do you understand?” She had not meant to say so much. “I ask again, what will you have of me?” she finished.

			He was looking straight ahead. Then he said, with equal stiffness, “I do not know.”

			“You shouldn’t have done it.” Ruin his life for her sake, she meant. Why did you? She didn’t dare ask.

			He made an impatient flicking gesture. “It is done.”

			She hurried on. “I will do what I can to mend it. Do you want to go? You may have an escort to my border, and money—” Though she had no idea where she was going to get money.

			She actually heard him grinding his teeth. “Very well—for reward, I will ask you not to treat me like a subject to whom you can grant favors. I am not going to leave now to go and be a vagabond.”

			She felt the color creep into her face. They rode in silence for a while. “I am sorry.”

			“There is nothing to forgive. I did ensnare myself, after all,” he said shortly.

			Perhaps he would have said more, but Isabeau had touched up her pony to trot between their walking horses. She asked Anne, sounding happy, “When will you drive the French away?”

			Anne blinked. “When my husband comes with an army, I suppose.”

			“No,” said Isabeau blithely. “With sorcery. Like Emrys.” She’d picked that name up from Elesbed. “The one we call Merlin.”

			“Well—never, I fear.” Henri was on the road just behind them, and Anne was certain that he and Louis were listening.

			“But we escaped Nantes with enchantments,” said Isabeau. “It cannot be much different.”

			“I nearly died escaping Nantes,” Anne retorted. “And that was only the dragon blood. It’s gone now. My husband wouldn’t like to hear of it.” Henri, behind them, made no sound, but his silence had its own quality. Damn him and Louis with their craning ears. The word “enchantments” seemed to float in the air among them.

			Isabeau protested, “But what can he have to say about it? Maximilien hasn’t come yet, or helped us.”

			Anne said, “I cannot risk my life trying such a thing again. You need me. The realm needs me.”

			“But you—”

			Anne’s head had begun to ache again. “Isabeau—” Mercifully, she didn’t have to finish. The cavalcade was pulling up at a spring, and Henri, with some tact, called Isabeau away.

			When they and the horses had drunk their fill, Louis drew her aside, to the far side of the small, perfect spring with its worn stone shrine. The trees closed about them. Louis said to Anne, “Highness, I think I shall leave you here after all. I don’t want to be bottled up behind the walls of Rennes; I can’t do any good there. But I can go and stir up your Maximilien.”

			She was silent, doubting. Did he really mean to go to her husband? Perhaps he would simply go south, take the road to Orléans. She couldn’t blame him if he did. She’d told Isabeau that people did not have to love you so much that they ruined their lives, and she’d meant it.

			Stiffly, she said, “Thank you. And—go with my blessing, wherever the road takes you. I think you know the debt that we owe you now. That I owe you now. I will pay it as I can.”

			She remembered his refined voice, fraying like cloth, telling her not to go when she lay dying in his arms beneath the rowan-tree, before the unicorn came. Now he merely looked wry, impervious; it was a courtier’s face. “God, Anne! Will I say it again? You cannot discharge my temporary insanity with words or jewels or lands.” His eyes narrowed. “Do you think me a liar and I shall not go to Ghent?”

			“I did not say so.”

			“You thought it.” How could she not think it? He had the face of a man who was doing all this despite himself, perplexed at his own actions. He added, more stiffly, “Don’t look so solemn, my madness is not your affair. I am going to Ghent.”

			“Certainly it is my affair, since it has saved all I hold dear,” said Anne. She thought, and then pulled the kerchief out of her sleeve. Her glove for Maximilien, which she gave Polhaim in Brocéliande, had been a dignified thing, a pretty favor of white kidskin. This kerchief was only one of her sillier experiments in embroidery, made because she enjoyed her needle and an evening’s gossip. It had an interlocked pattern of green hedgehogs and canary-colored pomegranates. She gave it to him. It was not grand or costly or…But a lady’s favor meant something. Could he want it? He met her eyes and hesitated.

			He put the kerchief to his lips. And said, conversationally, “I think I will ask a boon after all.”

			She straightened. This was easier, this was courtly business. “Name what you will, Monseigneur.”

			“May I kiss you?”

			She stood still, the color flooding her face.

			Humor touched his. “Have I offended you?”

			She was blushing hard. Stiffly, she said, “No. Not— I—don’t understand.”

			“No? But you did not see yourself as I did, silver with a dragon’s blood, your hand on the horn of a unicorn.”

			She answered him with a truth, every nerve taut. “I have always thought that—wanting—someone—that it would make everything worse.” She bit her tongue. Harder to be coin for the realm’s need, she meant, when she remembered she had a body that could want and be wounded. She had said marriage-vows. She hardly knew him.

			“Ah,” he said. “Very well.” A little color came up in his face. But he turned away.

			She caught his arm with a quick impulse, pulled him back around, then his hand came up to her face and he kissed her very suddenly. He was as warm as he’d been in the chapel, his fingers curled round her jaw. He tipped her face to his and closed the distance between them, dragged his gloved knuckles down her spine beneath her cloak, caught her gasping breath, and kissed her again. What are you doing? she asked herself, as she twisted her hands in his doublet and kissed him back. There is your sister and your court just beyond the trees, someone will come at any moment.

			The thought was enough to make her stiffen and draw away, gather the pieces of her pride. His hands flexed as though he’d reach for her again, but he didn’t. “Anne—”

			She had her fingers against her own lips. Her dreams of love had always been abstract ones, set at a remove from her body, which had belonged to Brittany before it belonged to her.

			Perhaps he saw her confusion and guessed the reason. “Have I made everything worse?” he said.

			She nodded.

			“Should I apologize?”

			“Never in life.”

			He laughed, darkly, and took her hand and kissed it, and then he turned it and kissed her wrist where her riding-glove ended, so she made a faint sound that brought color to his face. And then he left her.

			Standing, still dazed, she saw him speak to Henri. And when the cavalcade took the northern road to Rennes, he peeled off east with a half-dozen of the guard, riding fast and not looking back.
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			The night in the castle of the dukes of Brittany dragged in an endless blur; the walls rang with angry voices and booted feet and alarums and now and again a scream or a clash of steel. But through it all, Moreau merely stared, riveted, into his mirror as though all the secrets of Creation could be found in its depths.

			Marguerite of France was not a woman who trusted easily, but when Moreau had shown her what he could do, she was dazzled, and when he told her of the trap he meant to lay for the duchess, she believed him. So she waited for Anne of Brittany to stumble, quite against her will, out of the shadows and into the waiting guard, as Moreau said she would.

			Anne did not. The men of the duchess’s council had been quietly waylaid at their houses in Nantes, their persons had been secured, they had been told that they must swear oaths to France or find themselves impoverished when Charles was made duke of Brittany. Dunois, Marguerite gathered, was particularly enraged. But they had sworn. There was nothing they could do.

			But they had not secured the duchess.

			It was near dawn; the bells had rung for Lauds. There were dead men in the courtyard.

			Moreau slipped his mirror abruptly into his sleeve. He got to his feet and braced one hand on the hood of the fireplace, as flushed as though he’d coursed a stag on a hot day. His eyes filled disconcertingly with sunlight, then moonlight, then the points of the fire.

			Marguerite said to him coldly, “Where, then, is the duchess?”

			Before Moreau could answer, De Rieux burst in, disheveled, uneasy. Marguerite was getting tired of him. He echoed, “Where is the duchess? Where is my ward?”

			“She is gone,” Moreau told them both. He sounded grave, even apologetic, but his expression was strangely thoughtful. Even pleased. He was shaking his head. “I had forgot the nature of sea-drakes’ blood, nor did I know—” He broke off. “Well. We shall see if she survives it.”

			In strident tones that could not mask anxiety, De Rieux said, “What are you saying? Survives what? You are an impertinent knave.”

			The shifting light fixed suddenly in Moreau’s eyes, bright and still, something dangerous in the lie of his hand on the mirror. “Am I?” he said, softly.

			De Rieux hadn’t heard; he was already hectoring Marguerite. “I ordered my men to allow your soldiers into this citadel particularly to ensure the duchess’s protection, not to—”

			“Send her into flight?” asked Marguerite, her patience at end. “Yes, we meant to catch her; it was only ill-chance that we did not succeed.” And the intervention of Louis of Orléans. She damned his foolishness, a man of nearly thirty throwing everything away for that big-eyed slip of a girl. Well, it would be the last mistake of his life, which he would spend in that tower, a guard on every door.

			“A pity,” added Moreau gravely. He winked at Marguerite, who leveled a glare at him. “And now she is in the wind, far from her loyal guardian. Surely now this wicked korrigan-king will strike.”

			De Rieux muttered, “Oh, that headstrong, headstrong— You are saying this monstrous being will try again?”

			“Undoubtedly,” said Moreau. Smiling, he opened his palm and reached into the empty air and drew from it a rose. Then another. When he had a bouquet, he went and knelt at Marguerite’s feet and put them into her hands. “The king of the korriganed is a sly creature who always gets what he wants.” He smiled up at her. She did not smile back, but she knew her eyes had warmed a fraction, despite herself.

			Utter silence.

			De Rieux’s lower jaw went slack and began to tremble. Marguerite had the peculiar and not very pleasant experience of watching an old, worried, pompous, respectable man realize that he had made a terrible mistake. “It was you,” he whispered to Moreau. “Just you, wasn’t it? There is no korrigan-king. It was—a trick. A lie.”

			Moreau’s gaze slid sideways to the mirror, and when he raised his eyes again, his face blazed with sunlight that was not there. He looked like an angel, at the throne of God. He got to his feet, saying nothing. She wanted to put her hands into that light. De Rieux stumbled back, breathing hard.

			“I admit,” Moreau said, “that I told some untruths. But do not look so miserable. Anyone could have been taken in. Now I am restored to the bosom of my dear nation of France. I appeal to your patriotism; would you not have done the same?”

			De Rieux’s mouth said Anne, without a sound. The castle was quiet at last. A deathly silence reigned, so that they could hear the whisper of the fire.

			She said, in measured tones, “I think none of us can do anything more tonight.”

			Moreau shrugged ruefully. “I fear not.”

			De Rieux said nothing. He might have nominal control of the castle now, but he was the sort who shatters upon his mistakes instead of rectifying them. There was no defiance in his eyes, only bewildered sorrow.

			“I beg you will leave me.”

			Moreau, very subtly, quirked a brow at her; she lifted her chin in response and a little catlike smile touched his mouth. He didn’t move.

			But De Rieux left slowly, shoulders bowed, his step that of a broken man. At dawn his soldiers would find him where he had fallen after leaping from the wall-top in the night.

			“Well, lady?” said Moreau when he had gone. He came softly near.

			She said, “You failed me. All this nonsense of traps. And now the duchess has fled, Orléans has betrayed me, and we must do everything the hard way.” She threw the handful of roses on the floor.

			He came nearer still, gathered up the roses, and laid them tenderly on a coffer. Remorsefully he murmured, “It is true. I fear I am not your equal at strategy, Madame. Will we— Perhaps we could learn together how our talents can serve our cause?”

			“Perhaps,” said Marguerite, not mollified.

			“Shall I go to Rennes with you? Or will you fling me away onto the wide world? Shall I be beheaded?” He looked earnest.

			She gave him a long look. A smile, irrepressible, curled his mouth.
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			Anne and Isabeau reached Rennes the evening after they left Châteaubriant, just as the pearly afternoon became damp evening. The city garrison saw her standard from the wall-top, and the drawbridge of the western gate was raised as her party came nearer. Interested faces peered down.

			Isabeau sat straight in her saddle, ferocious as a corsair, though her eyes were red. Under the clamor of the citizenry, she said, “Orléans likes you.”

			“He liked Father,” Anne said testily. The strong evening sun had revived her headache. She lifted a hand to the crowd on the wall-top, and they cheered.

			Isabeau was not to be put off. “Orléans saved us for you.”

			They were crossing the lowered drawbridge now, with burghers and city fathers ranged to greet them. “Because he thought he owed it to Father,” Anne said. She was trying not to blush.

			“I don’t think so,” said Isabeau. “Why would Orléans do a senseless thing for Father now that he’s dead? He did it for you.”

			Anne could not possibly have answered. Sacrifice was always something she was bound to do; that the duke had done it instead filled her with bewildered warmth. She was glad that the whirl of their entry drowned further speech. The Guardhouse, the ducal residence, had been kept against her return; its linens were aired, and the leaded glass windows glittered like passementerie in the torchlight. Anne was instantly plunged into the realm’s business, and she was glad of that too. It stopped her from remembering.

			She had spent her childhood rambling from Nantes to Rennes and palaces in between; most courts were peripatetic. But Rennes was where the justiciars worked, where the chamber of accounts wrote out its reports, and where the sovereign might convene the Breton estates—a body that met only at her will—to discuss the realm’s business. This body comprised lords and prelates and burghers, chosen by their fellows and charged to advise her. Anne had hardly passed her own door before she unearthed a secretary, who wrote out a summons of the estates to the great hall of the Guardhouse.

			Everyone within range of her summons came the next day, prompt to his hour, collecting in ones and twos, passing along God knew what rumors that had attended Anne’s flight from Nantes. Anne received her guests herself, and they packed the great hall of the Guardhouse to hear her.

			With Henri beside her, Anne poured wine with her own hands and greeted many of them by name, and when the pleasantries were over, she told them in plain speech why she had come.

			In the end she said, “I will not subject the city to this violence of a siege without your consent, but the alternative is to yield at once to Charles of France and be made vassals.”

			She fell silent. Henri gave her a quick, reassuring look, and Madeleine, acting as maid-of-honor, poured her out a fresh cup.

			The estates muttered among themselves. Anne saw their eyes returning, over and over, to the white-embroidered fillet, which had come with her from Nantes and now held back her veiled hair. Finally the eldest of the burghers addressed her unexpectedly. “We have heard a strange tale that followed you from Nantes, Highness, but we know not if we can credit it.”

			“What is this tale?” said Anne. She felt her heart begin to sink. What garbled version would have come to them of the chaos of her last days in Nantes? What would they think of her in consequence?

			“That—we do not understand how it happened—but that a sea-dragon appeared in the garden of the castle in Nantes, and you tamed it.” His face wanted to be skeptical, but his gaze kept straying back to her hair.

			Anne, startled, managed to say, “I grew from childhood on tales of the sea-drakes of Keris that heeded the word of men. So I spoke to this—creature—in our own tongue, and it heeded me.”

			“It heeded the trueborn sovereign,” said a low voice. Mutters of agreement went round the room.

			The Rennais had been plying the roads and rivers of their cold green country for years uncounted before the Romans ever marched west. They had long memories. They knew what the duchess was asking of them and what it might cost. Rennes had been besieged during the last war of succession, had almost been taken by sappers digging under the city walls. Only by fortunate chance had their great-grandfathers heard the tunneling, had countermined and killed the intruders. They understood what it would mean for war to come under the walls of Rennes.

			Anne waited.

			At length, one said, “Highness, if your marriage stands, will we not be vassals of the Holy Roman Empire?”

			Anne said, “Maximilien of Austria has resigned all claim to Brittany after his death and promised also that whoever inherits his title will not also be duke of Brittany. As he has a son from his first marriage, I hope very much that my firstborn son will be raised here and inherit the duchy in his own right.”

			She was glad they could not know how much her palms sweated, how much she regretted this precipitate arrival, with no husband, with no Austrian army camped in the pastures by the western gate to give substance to her far-reaching plans. But there was the unicorn’s mane in her hair, and also this tale of the sea-drake. She could see that both had struck them deeply. It lifted her heart that they might follow her because of her own deeds, not merely because of her birth or their duty. Another said, “Is it certain that Maximilien of Austria will come to our aid, Highness?”

			Her answer was measured. “He and I are married in law, and he owes us his protection. The contracts will be provided for your perusal. And”—her mouth went dry, but she said it evenly—“my lord of Orléans, whom you remember as a friend of my father’s, has gone to hasten my husband’s arrival. I have done all I can. But my lord of Austria is a chivalrous prince, and I believe he will keep his word.”

			“We had heard that Orléans was in the pay of France,” said the eldest. “Can he be trusted?”

			More glances flew around the room. Louis of Orléans had cut a fine swath through Brittany in the days of Anne’s father, but they all knew the terms of his capture, his imprisonment, and could probably guess the terms of his release, and that he’d broken them.

			“He can be trusted,” said Anne. She didn’t want to give them details. Her face suddenly felt hot.

			On and on they wrangled, but Anne, sensitive as a weathervane, could sense the room turning in her favor. They had crowned her, and it went against their pride for France to come and say they could not now have their chosen sovereign.

			“Very well,” said the eldest at last. “We shall prepare for a siege and for the coming of Maximilien of Austria. God be with us, and with him. And with you, Highness.”

			When Anne smiled, the room cheered.

			She feasted them all afterward, had fresh wine poured, took time for merriment. She told them, laughing, of the unicorn-hunt, and the confusion of France. It was well past Vespers when they went away at last, and Anne, smiling still through her exhaustion, knew that, for the moment, she had their trust.

			But the hall of the Guardhouse felt empty when they had gone. The servants were drawing the cloth from the boards. Her guests’ voices seemed to echo on the flagstones. Anne had drunk a glass of wine too many; it made her unsteady when she and Henri climbed to her suite above. Henri was full of plans to man and defend the city walls. Anne smiled and listened and tried not to feel that her very conception of the world had turned fragile as old cobweb. She was still surprised by stray shadows when she turned her head too quickly, and sometimes she fancied her skin burned where the silver blood had splashed her. Moreau would be riding with the French army, a danger she did not know how to counter.

			There was a solar over the great hall, a sitting room built to take the summer light, with her bedchambers adjoining. It was nearly bare, since it was not ordinarily furnished and Anne had not been able to bring any household goods. But someone had unearthed a great sheepskin rug, and on this Elesbed and Isabeau were sitting knee to knee before the fire. It had wanted only the absence of nurse and tutor and strict routine for an unbreakable friendship to spring up. When Anne walked in, Isabeau was asking, in fascinated tones, “But what was it like, this castle in the Lost Lands?”

			“I don’t know. It was so dark,” said Elesbed, biting a knuckle. “Moreau said it was called the castle of Never-Was. I don’t know why. I think maybe the korriganed built the castle. It didn’t make any sense. A mortal’s mind wouldn’t have thought to build anything that way at all. It had very beautiful rooms, but Butter wouldn’t let me go into any of them. Butter made me go through these dark places instead and scratched me with her paw until I listened to her. Suddenly I saw a fire, and then I saw the duchess. My mamm always said that cats know more than we think.”

			Elesbed saw Anne just then. She sprang, blushing, to her feet.

			Anne smiled at them both. “You were very brave, Elesbed. But I think everyone ought to go to bed.” Her head swam from the wine; she wished greatly to lie quiet and think.

			“I should like to see a castle in the Lost Lands,” said Isabeau, standing too. She was glowing with enthusiasm. She spun with an imaginary sword. “And to dare all things in the deathless wastes.”

			Anne said wryly, “First things first, Belle. We must solve the problem of the besieging French.”

			But when Isabeau was asleep, Anne, who had been desperate to sleep, lay awake, holding herself rigid, with all the doors of their bed flung open against the sticky heat, thinking, Be damned to you, Orléans, you did make everything harder. Her skin was hot; her body wouldn’t settle. Her mind was a scramble of hope and fear and endless planning.

			The moonlight poured in.

			Finally she slipped softly out of bed, lifting her hair to cool her neck, and stepped through the door into the solar, thinking she would sit quiet in the coolness of the deep window embrasure. Better than lying sweating in her shift.

			It was only with her first step that her sleep-addled brain thought, What is this light, it is not yet the full moon. She stopped short and a dark figure unfolded itself from the window and stood.

			Her throat and belly went cold.

			“Please don’t be afraid of me,” said Julien Moreau. “Highness, I beg you.” The moonlight behind him put all his face in shadow.

			Anne opened her mouth on a cry. Closed it again. He had stood but not come nearer. There was too much moonlight. It wrapped them like a wall, shone in his eyes. The room outside looked hardly real. What had happened? Would they hear her if she shouted?

			She wished for a gown, feeling naked in her shift, with loosely plaited hair. “How did you get in?”

			“I travel by shadows,” he said. “I never meant to hurt you, Highness. The sea-drake was my mistake, but it was none of my doing.” His eyes asked for understanding.

			She didn’t move. “You lied. We helped you and you lied.”

			“I was then loyal to France, and a French lady came to Nantes, the descendant of my sovereign. You understand loyalty.”

			“You took Elesbed away.”

			“Did I have a choice? I had my loyalties, and she would have ruined everything. I regret it now. More than I can say.”

			“Then loyal?” she said. “Why are you here now?” To kill her? France could not want that. To kidnap her? Perhaps. He hesitated, frowning. She stood well out of his reach. Should she scream? But she wanted to know why he’d come in secret. Why this talk if he was bent on kidnapping? She watched him warily.

			He turned to look into the moonlight. His eyes had a lovely tilt in the angles of his face. “I have been a fool.”

			She said nothing.

			“It was the sea-drake’s blood, wasn’t it, that got you out of Nantes?”

			She still didn’t answer.

			He sighed. “I have rarely been so full of regret. I should have sworn you my oath from the beginning. Then I would not be coming suppliant now.”

			“Are you here to swear loyalty to me?” said Anne, incredulous. “Why?”

			He took a step nearer. She caught a flicker of lust in his gaze, a devouring thing. It was not about her. He wanted something she could do for him. Her mistrust deepened. “No nearer,” she said.

			Softly, he said, “I know what you want above all, Highness. You want to stay in your own land and rule it.” She didn’t answer. He went on. “That is impossible now. Brittany is too weak. But what if it were strong?”

			She was taken aback enough to reply. “And what, according to you, will make it strong? You yourself? You were certainly not eager to put yourself in my service before.”

			“No,” he said. “Not me. Keris.” He said the name with reverence.

			It was unexpected. “The lost city? What are you saying?”

			“Yes, lost. It is in the Lost Lands.” His words tripped over his tongue, so fervent was he. “I had a prophecy from the lady in the mere—long ago. She told me that a woman to whom I offered my hand would find this lost city of Keris and free it from its darkness. So for years I sought her, this wife of my prophecy. I found women in plenty, but none had the gift. The moment I saw the silver blood on your face, I knew. It was you whom I’d been waiting for. Think of it, Highness. You can see the shadows, can’t you? You are the sanctified sovereign of this land of Brittany. It is you. The way to Keris would open for you.” His eyes had a wild glitter, an obsession laid bare. “Keris. With dragons in its bay and gold laid into its seawalls. The master of Keris would be the master of all Christendom. Come with me to Keris and I can save you. I can save your whole realm. Maximilien of Austria cannot. But I can.”

			The room was taking on a smoky air of unreality. Anne was unimpressed. “What proofs have you of what you say?”

			“Of your talents? Did you not survive the sea-drake’s blood? Did you not use the shadows to escape from Nantes? Or are you asking for proof of the existence of Keris? Did you see the sea-drake in the garden in Nantes, wearing a harness twisted by men? Sea-drakes, like unicorns, can travel by shadows and escape into the Lost Lands. That is why they seem immortal. Or is it me you want proof of, my good word and bond? Would you like an earnest of my intentions? What if all the French horses vanished in the night? What if it rained for a week? Only promise me your hand and your help and you’ll have it.” He held his hands out, appealing.

			He planned this, she thought, her mind clear, her heart cold. From the moment he told me that the king of the korriganed desired my hand. He meant to frighten me into accepting his help, making him my ally, acceding to his wishes. The advent of the French hastened his plans. But he planned this all along.

			“Promise you? How could I trust your word? You lied to me in Nantes. If ever you pledged loyalty to France, you are breaking your oath now.”

			His outstretched hands closed hard one upon the other, something glittering between them. “Never mind that.” She jerked back a step, warier still. “I have power already. All I want is a way to the ancient city. I was born a commoner, but that won’t matter when I am crowned king of Armorica. Help me, I beg, and save yourself. Wouldn’t you like to have Marguerite dragged to you in chains?”

			She would not like it.

			She said, “I am married, I cannot marry you. Nor can I trust an oath-breaker. Take your baubles and leave me.”

			His eyes were on the jewels in his hands; slowly his fingers tightened. “I have come to you in honesty, with my heart laid bare. But I could make you help me, Highness,” he said gently. “I do not want to do that.”

			“How would you make me?”

			“As to that,” he said, “let it be a surprise. I do think that when I come again, you will return me a different answer.”

			Without another word, he walked into the shadows, taking the moonlight with him. It felt like waking from a dream. Anne could see the room properly now. Elesbed was stirring on her pallet by the fire, and Madeleine on her cot, lifting her head in confusion. “Go back to sleep,” she told them, shaken. “There is still time before sunrise.” She called softly to the guard and bade them be wary, told them to send for her brother at first light. But she had the sinking feeling that neither guards nor Henri would be of use against a man who could walk an invisible road made of shadows and moonlight.
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			When Louis and his escort came to the road that would take them south to Orléans, a few of his men really did think that the duke meant to be shot of Brittany and return to his own lands.

			“He won’t,” muttered one man to his fellow. “Don’t you know? Home’s no sanctuary for him. He was made to marry Marguerite’s saintly cripple of a sister when he was hardly out of boyhood. The old king, that ancient spider, did it; he knew his girl could not carry a child. It was to extirpate that whole branch of the family. He won’t go back there.”

			And indeed, when they passed the crossroads, Orléans hardly glanced at the southward road. Except suddenly, to laughter, he snatched a leather bottle from one of his men and drained the wine in it to the dregs.

			When they drew rein at last in the courtyard of the castle of Gravensteen in Ghent, Louis was met by a very beautiful courtier with yellow hair, wearing a tabard and a worried expression.

			“I am Baron von Polhaim,” said the yellow-haired man. “I was my lord’s proxy in the Breton marriage. Have you come from her?” An idle rain was falling; Louis’s horse shook the rain from its ears when he dismounted.

			They faced each other in the courtyard’s mud. Louis considered this beautiful young man, with his earnest eyes. He saw perhaps more than Polhaim guessed. Carefully, he said, “A rare woman, the duchess of Brittany.” Men were swarming up to take the horses; Louis handed over the reins and let Polhaim guide him toward the castle.

			Polhaim replied, in a burst of unguarded speech, “As I told my liege. And I conveyed to him—all his advisers have conveyed to him—the precarity of his wife’s situation. It seemed he understood it, that he was ready to take ship and go to her.” Polhaim bit his fine red lip in remembered consternation. The Gravensteen castle loomed gray over their heads. Then they passed within, came to an empty anteroom.

			Louis demanded, “But why has he not done so?” He sensed that Polhaim’s instinct to shield his master was at war with his knowledge of the risks to Anne inherent in this situation.

			Polhaim might have been distressed, but he did not forget all caution. He did not answer directly but said, “We had heard you were a captive of the French crown.”

			“No longer, as you can see,” said Louis, with an edge to his voice.

			“And yet it is extraordinary that, having been a captive, you would go against French interests to work on the duchess’s behalf.”

			There was no rational explanation to give. Louis could sense Polhaim’s wariness deepening. Maybe, Louis thought with grim amusement, this man would accept an irrational one. Polhaim had met Anne too. He said, “The duchess is a woman of great courage.”

			Polhaim stared for a moment. Understanding passed between them. “I wanted to help her. This I have tried to do.” His frustration broke through his court-training. “But an apparition is keeping my master in Ghent. Every night he sees it, and every day he says, Just one day more, and refuses to sail.”

			Louis was nonplussed. “He is not ill? Is his mind astray?”

			“Not as you could tell.”

			“What is this thing he sees?” A chill came over Louis as he said it, a premonition of the answer. But surely not.

			Polhaim looked grim. “Why—he sees his dead wife, walking through the palace as she used to. My master will not depart lest he miss her if she comes again.”

			Louis’s memory was suddenly full of a street in Nantes packed with illusory people staring at something he could not see. He thought, It is connected. This is no accident. Maximilien has been kept here.

			“I see,” he said aloud. “Perhaps I may be permitted an audience with your master. To persuade him to put aside fancies of his dead wife, to go and embrace the living one, who sorely needs him.” His voice was arid, to mask the feeling beneath.

			“Yes,” said Polhaim with gratitude. “I will arrange it. And pray to God you may convince him where the rest of us have failed.”
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			But Louis had broken a dozen lances in the palace tiltyard before the invitation came from Maximilien. He went to make his bow, found the king in a room with velvet and perfume and a tumble of hunting dogs, all gently panting. The precision and the danger, the heat and physical exertion of jousting had dulled the edge of Louis’s wrathful impatience, and he was able, with tolerable composure, to bow and doff his hat and say, “I am come from your wife, Sire.”

			Maximilien’s dark, straight brows rose. “We had heard you were a prisoner in France, cousin.”

			“I was set free,” said Louis shortly.

			“And went to offer your services to my lady, the duchess of Brittany?” said Maximilien with delicate skepticism.

			“Her father was my friend. And she is a lady of courage.” He stepped nearer and dropped his voice. “Marguerite of France discovered your marriage, Sire, and swayed the duchess’s guardian to treachery. They meant to carry her to Charles of France by force, only she was warned and fled in time.”

			Maximilien looked dubious. “She might as well have saved her efforts, and you too; she is wedded to me in law, and what can France do against that?” His eyes were heavy with fatigue.

			“Marguerite of France would not wait for you to wrangle it out in law. She means to pack the duchess off to France at the first chance, and send a fine bribe to Rome for the pope to annul your marriage. The duchess would be wed to Charles and kept close at court until she was pregnant for all to see. Forgive me, Sire, but it is the truth.”

			Maximilien was frowning, unconvinced. “Surely such outright villainy is unlikely. Do they think I count for nothing in this world? I have married the duchess of Brittany. What God has joined, let no man put asunder. One day or another before I see her will not change the fact of it. And in the meantime, I have business that keeps me in Ghent.”

			It went against Louis’s very soul to have to beg on Anne’s behalf. Especially since he strongly suspected that Maximilien could not love this girl who embroidered with unicorn hair and shouted at sea-serpents. He was merely chasing his own lost lady, the other duchess. With as much steadiness as he could muster, he said, “The duchess has charged me to beg you to hasten. The French will soon besiege Rennes.”

			Maximilien said, “You must not agitate yourself. A few days only and I shall go. Will you watch with me tonight? You will understand then why I tarry.” His hands twisted together, as though they pleaded silently for understanding.

			Louis said, between his teeth, “A night, Sire. Then I must ride back to Rennes with your answer to the duchess, who is depending upon you.”

			“Yes, yes, of course,” said Maximilien. “And I trust I shall soon bring the duchess with me back to my father’s court and all shall be well.”

			“God send that it end so simply.”

			Go and save her, he did not say. Make her your wife in truth, he could not bear to say. Madness, Sire, to think you could have Brittany, the world’s green jewel, and its duchess, and instead you sit here pining like a maiden for your wife who is gone.

			And then he remembered their flight from Nantes, the street packed with people who were not there. He thought, This is a dark power at work and not entirely my lord’s fault.

			God save us all.
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			The French closed upon the city of Rennes as quickly as men could be induced to march, and with them rode the grand lady Marguerite of France. And also a stranger called Julien Moreau, whose sly, sorrowing eyes were often downcast, always deep in thought.

			They hurried because France feared that Maximilien of Austria would have a fair wind to Saint-Malo and reach Rennes before them.

			“Where is Maximilien now?” Marguerite demanded of her diviner, Volucris. Her question was a little unreasonable, for no diviner could be accurate across the distances in question—anywhere on land or sea between the city of Ghent and the port of Saint-Malo. But she was hungry for information, and Volucris could at least tell her whether Maximilien had sailed or still tarried ashore.

			“I do not know, lady!” cried Volucris, with more emotion than ever he showed. They had stopped that day’s march at the end of a long afternoon and he’d set out his sand tray in the sunny potager of a convent where they were to pass the night, setting his beetles to run on the hot sand. For this was his method of divination, to read truths in the tracks of beetles. He was pale, sweating, a sickly green. Marguerite was relentless. Where was Maximilien? She expected and feared a trick. All her spies brought were rumors, and none of them made any sense.

			Volucris squinted at his beetles, a wheeze in his breath. “The beetles say only dark and cold and lost. Dark and cold and alone. All alone!” His voice pitched up shrill, bringing every head in the garden round. Moreau strolled into the potager and overheard. His brows rose.

			“Red walls,” muttered Volucris. “Thorns…” The sweat dripped from his pallid face.

			“No,” said Julien, in a strange voice, “you cannot—” just as Marguerite said, “What ails the beetles?” They had begun to run in wild circles.

			“It’s the thorns,” Volucris said, his voice choked suddenly, his tongue sagging purple from his mouth. “Thorns thorns thorns…”

			Moreau strode forward, so suddenly that the guards’ hands twitched for their weapons, and seized Volucris’s beetles. He crushed them one-two-three in his hands, then swept clawing fingers to obliterate the marks in the sand. Finally he shoved Volucris away. “Men cannot divine the korriganed,” he said coolly as Volucris fell back, panting, the sweat pouring sickly down his face. “You go mad if you try. Or die.” Volucris had fallen to the sward, a terrible dull blue flush coming into his face.

			“The korriganed?” said Marguerite. “I thought—” That they stayed in their own lands. That Moreau had used the seeming of them for his own ends, and the fact of them could be safely forgotten.

			Moreau spoke lightly, wiping the carapaces of beetles from his gloves. But she thought he was disturbed. “For example, when one attempts to divine anything connected to the korrigan-queen, the diviner sees only thorns. They say it is an enchantment she put on herself long ago. If Volucris has divined thorns, it means the queen has her hand on the king in Ghent now. God knows why.”

			“Is this—this lady—this korrigan—is she aiding the duchess?” demanded Marguerite, a cold finger of fear down her back.

			Moreau’s gesture was dismissive but his face was tense. “Why should she do so? Men are as birds to the korriganed; they fly past and are gone. She’s old as the trees; she was the one who seduced the enchanter Merlin in the long-ago. She has had many names and many lives.” Doubt crept into his voice. “But I had not—thought she cared anything for the world anymore.”

			Volucris was being led away. His eyes were unfocused. Moreau added, “Your diviner ought to go and drink wine and sleep. His mind is still on the thorns. That will run him mad in the end. Go and get him drunk.”

			Marguerite nodded at the attendants and they vanished, half-carrying her diviner.

			Somewhere in the quivering summer air, cooling now with the drawing-on of night, the bells summoned the nuns to Vespers. The convent loomed above the garden, softly gray, as were so many things in Brittany. Marguerite said, tensely, “Why would one of these—these creatures—a korrigan—why would it meddle?”

			He shook his head. “I have no notion. Isn’t it exhilarating?”

			“I do not like powers I don’t understand.”

			The expressive eyes opened wide. Clearly he’d put his momentary unease aside. “Do you dislike me, then, lady?”

			Despite herself, their gazes locked. His eyes were warm, questioning. Marguerite swallowed and said, “What if this—queen—is aiding the duchess?”

			“She is not,” said Julien, his voice suddenly hard. “She is a cruel old bitch who despises her own kin, and she is ancient besides. And if she meddles, I will best her.”

			“Will you? As you bested the duchess in Nantes? Find me Maximilien of Austria if you are such a master!” Any other man would have flinched at the whipcrack of her voice. She could feel her attendants eyeing her sidelong, but she cared naught for them.

			Softly, he said, “Do you mean to frighten me? I have learnt crueler lessons at crueler courts than yours. Would you have me go mad too, divining what cannot be seen?”

			She breathed, and breathed again. Her anger was unseemly. “I would not,” she said.

			“Don’t be angry,” he murmured, coaxing now, stepping near enough to drop the words light as feathers into her ear. “We must be allies. You do not trust me yet because I failed to capture the duchess. How can your trust be earned? Surely you do not think me wholly a mountebank.”

			She was exasperated. Her common sense had survived ten years of regency without yet faltering, and now he seemed to have overturned both the logic of her mind and the order of her world. Her whole body had broken out in gooseflesh at his nearness. “How can my trust be earned? Secure me the duchess, see her married to Charles. Only that will put an end to this farce.”

			“I have said it shall be done.” Flaring anger now caught in the softness of his voice, but she could not bring herself to upbraid him to go.

			She ground her teeth. “Will it? How?”

			“As grandly as you could wish. I wish to astonish you, my fair queen.”

			“I waited for you to astonish me once, and you failed.”

			He bowed his head. “That is true. Very well, here is what I shall do: I shall call the knights of Brittany out to a tourney, and that same day the city of Rennes will fall.”

			“We do not have time for games.”

			He still had not moved away; his body was animal-warm through his doublet. “I swear you will have time for this. If I am indulged, then I will swear you my loyalty, lady—not to France, but to you. Only to you. Can that not count for something?”

			She stood still, remembering fire in the night, living roses pulled from the air. No, he was not a mountebank. He was a power the world had forgotten, if only she could learn to wield it. “A tourney?” she said.

			“A tourney.”
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			A day later, Marguerite’s brother the king of France met them on the road, riding with Guillaume de La Trémoille in colorful panoply, a grand escort prancing and sweating at their backs. The king dismounted to greet his royal sister in the highest of good humor, the faint sun catching the diamond buttons beneath the turned-up brim of his hat. A great strutting heap of knights pranced along behind him, prinked all over with jewels, the tufts of their velvet bristling like the ruffs of fighting-dogs.

			“I see you have come ready to wed,” said Marguerite to her younger brother, smiling.

			“I have come ready to hunt a unicorn before the wedding,” Charles returned, with gusto. “La Trémoille has said that the duchess of Brittany is sure to call a unicorn if she is brought again to Brocéliande. And we are sure to catch it and mount its horn in my hall.”

			Marguerite wondered, sometimes, if she’d allowed her young brother too much license after their father died. She said, “Sire, the duchess is behind fortified walls in Rennes.”

			“Very well. She must be fetched out.”

			Marguerite explained about Anne’s illicit marriage.

			“But he has not had her maidenhead, has he?” Charles asked anxiously.

			“He has never met her, Sire,” returned Marguerite between clenched teeth. “But that might soon change if we are not careful.”

			“That’s all right,” said Charles, patting her arm lovingly. “You’ll contrive the rest, dear sister, as you always do. And I will have my unicorn-horn.”

			At supper, when she had her brother to herself, she said, “It might not be so simple as you suppose, Sire.” They were eating in private; the houndsmen and the huntsmen having all, blessedly, decamped, and Charles was giving her half an ear, champing happily on stewed rabbit. “The duchess is not a compliant girl, whatever her reputation. Quite the opposite. And if—when we take Rennes, there will be no time for unicorn-hunting, for the duchess must be married instantly. Every hour we wait is an hour where Maximilien of Austria, or some evil chance we have not foreseen, pulls her from our hands.”

			“But I am the king,” said Charles patiently. “And I have a mind to get me the horn of a unicorn. I need her for that.”

			“Yes, but the horn of a unicorn is not worth all Brittany, Sire.”

			He looked puzzled. “No—no, of course not. But we shall have both.”

			As his regent, she could have gainsaid him, but that power had gone from her. She was only his sister now, and had, perforce, to yield.

			Something of her rage, her creeping sense of impotence, must have communicated itself to Moreau. “Will you not trust me?” he asked her patiently, in her pavilion that night, murmuring into her ears. “Call for this tourney. Your brother likes pageantry; he will agree. Lull them all into a false sense of security.”

			“And you can do as you say? You swear it?”

			He smiled against her mouth. “My Margot. I swear it.”
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			The haruspex, the head of the Diviners’ Guild, was summoned to the Guardhouse in Rennes, and Elesbed was allowed to stay in the room with Isabeau, half-hid in a corner. Isabeau was embroidering a small yellow cat on a kerchief, and Elesbed was darning socks with determination, if only moderate skill. “I will make you a present of this,” Isabeau had said to Elesbed, waving the kerchief. “To remind you of your cat.” Butter had been left safely in Nantes with Hawiz. Elesbed missed her cat and had never had a present in her life; she looked forward to her kerchief very eagerly.

			The duchess was near the fire with the haruspex, asking him many questions about the nature of enchantments.

			The haruspex, flattered by her interest, talked and talked.

			Elesbed listened with rising impatience. The haruspex told the duchess kindly that the noble lady’s questions lay in the realm of wonder-tales. For example, that all cats could see sorcerous works and warn their households. That the korriganed were afraid of iron and crucifixes. That Merlin the Enchanter, long ago, could walk into one shadow and out of any other shadow in the world.

			“But how?” Anne demanded urgently. “How is it done, to walk into one shadow and out of another?”

			The haruspex looked displeased. “I memorized the passages of lore, naturally, when I was a boy. But I really don’t see—”

			“What passages of lore? I will hear them,” said Anne, and sat back expectantly.

			Elesbed, listening by the fire with Isabeau, thought it strange that a man would call the duchess “Highness” but look displeased when she gave him an order. The haruspex spread his hands in bewilderment, but after a sullen pause, began to recite:

			“What place is not touched by the Lost Lands? For those who can see it, the strange country is but a breath away. And once a sorcerer sees the way into the Lost Lands, then he will wish to take the roads thereinto, and when he does, he may perhaps come out again into the world in a different place altogether. And when this ability is mastered, it is what the ignorant call traveling by shadows.

			“Longing and grief and memory and desire and even congruency might make the sorcerer a road, for the Lost Lands are only a map of the traveler’s soul. But beware. For the korriganed are malicious and men’s souls contain currents that even they know not and the Lost Lands obey no law of God.

			“Many have never come back.”

			He fell silent. The duchess sat still for a long moment. And then she rose and smiled, thanked the haruspex, and bade him farewell. But Elesbed saw her face when she turned away; her eyes were on Isabeau, sewing energetically, and she looked afraid.

			Elesbed decided she would never sleep at all, ever again. She wasn’t going to let anyone hurt the duchess or Isabeau.
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			The day the French encircled the city of Rennes, Anne received a letter from Charles of France under a flag of truce. Outside the walls, the French army began to emplace guns and sap trenches and raise pavilions for the officers. Anne still had no word from Maximilien, nor from Louis; her walls were thinly manned, and her time was all but spent.

			But the letter from Charles came in the late summer afternoon, and it surprised Anne greatly. “It is not a demand for surrender,” she said, as she sat wearily and let Madeleine comb her hair. She had spent the day in council, coaxing, commanding, reassuring. Her voice was a hoarse whisper. “It is an invitation to a trial of arms. A tourney outside the city walls, on the Champs de Lys, under a safe-conduct from the king of France.”

			“Will you agree to it?” Madeleine asked.

			“Why have they offered? If France had word of Maximilien coming, they would make immediate trial of our defenses, not take time for play.” The comb caught on a snarl in her hair and she winced.

			“It’s a mark of their confidence, maybe,” said Madeleine grimly, working loose the tangle.

			But Anne didn’t think that Marguerite of France cared for such marks of confidence as that. What was their plan? She felt Maximilien’s absence as a panicked hollow deep inside.

			Anne made Madeleine no answer, but a new voice answered from the doorway. “I fear their confidence is justified. Maximilien is not marching. At least, not anytime soon. I have his letter.”

			Anne looked up and her breath caught.

			His hair was matted, his face dusty, his eyes heavy-lidded with weariness and smoldering anger. Henri was behind him, ushering him through the door of the garderobe, looking pleased with himself. “See what I fished out of the moat!” he crowed. “Would there be any supper at all?”

			“Orléans,” said Anne to Louis, trying to draw a full breath. His eyes traced the line of her loosened hair. She didn’t know what to say. He had come back. Against hope, common sense, all expectation. He had come back. “Of course it is you demanding supper, glutton,” she told her brother, trying to hide her confusion. “Not the man who has ridden here these hundreds of leagues.”

			“Perhaps we should feed him too,” said Henri magnanimously, clapping Louis on the back. “Orléans got through the French lines on foot and we brought him over the wall. Like landing a pike.”

			“Charming. We shall add a pike to his standard in memory of the occasion,” said Anne, finding her tongue. “Put it with the hedgehogs, in quarterings. I think it would look well.”

			“As you say,” drawled Louis. Something in his eyes had lightened. “But I have not money to change all the standards, I assure you. Jeanne endowed a power of convents in the early days of our unprosperous marriage. Lately I pass my days galloping about God’s creation, trying to stir to action a man under enchantment.”

			At that, every eye in the room swiveled toward him. But he looked only at Anne. “Enchantment?” she said.

			“Supper first, I beg; the leagues were long from Flanders. And,” he added darkly, “it is a tale that I hardly know how to tell.”

			Anne was still searching for words. It was Isabeau who said soberly, “You should take off your cloak—it is very dusty. And then sit there, Monseigneur.” My sister has grown up, Anne thought.

			“Demoiselle,” he returned, politely, and sat. Anne went to the ewer and poured wine into her own cup and brought it to him.

			Isabeau said, still serious, “You saw my brother-in-law?”

			“I saw him,” said Louis, leaning his elbows on his knees with a grimness that made Anne’s heart sink. “Do you wish to read his letter before supper comes, Highness?” He drew it out, sealed with the Roman eagles, and handed it to Anne. She held it, felt the soft grain of the paper, the brittle wafer of wax. But she did not break the seal. “After supper, I think,” she said. She saw now how truly tired he was.

			“Thank you, Highness,” he said. “I’ve not had a bite since daybreak.”

			They ate, then took more wine. Louis drained his second cup more slowly. He leaned back, looking more human now, with new color in his sun-glazed face. “My lord of Austria is in Ghent,” he began. “He will not leave, for he has been seeing the ghost of his dead and beloved wife in the corridors of the palace.”

			Anne stood abruptly and went to the window. That was the reason for his absence? He had chosen his dead wife’s ghost over her? She could feel her family watching. She imagined the pity in their eyes. She had known that Maximilien loved Mary of Burgundy, but Anne was alive and Mary was not.

			Louis was still speaking quietly.

			“Yes—I kept watch with Maximilien one night, at his insistence. He waits up in his own chamber, with the fires burned low, and sometimes his lady walks past. When I saw her, she was”—a delicate hesitation—“dressed for bed and smiling. I have never seen such longing in a man’s face. At other times she is in court-dress when she comes. This dead lady does not speak, nor does she tarry, and she vanishes when he tries to touch her. He is as a man lost. I tried to change his mind, but eventually he became angry and refused to receive me. He has convinced himself that you will wait for him, Highness, that your difficulties are not so great.”

			Anne felt ill. After all her planning, it had come to this.

			Louis went on, “I left my horse near Rennes, and came the rest of the way on foot to avoid the scouts. Avaugour and I had arranged a signal in case of need, and the men on the wall knew it and hauled me up.”

			“Has Moreau done this?” demanded Isabeau. “Made the dead lady appear? Can he do that? He made a sea-drake appear.”

			Cold to the heart, Anne answered, “I do not think the apparition of this dead lady can be an accident.”

			No one spoke. A king enchanted was something out of a story, not, God in Heaven, a part of modern statecraft.

			Finally, Anne cracked the seal on her husband’s letter and read it.

			Henri shifted restlessly. “What does it say?”

			She said, in a colorless voice, “My lord of Austria begs me be patient.”

			“Patient!” muttered Henri.

			The bells rang for Vespers, and they all startled at the lateness of the hour. “Isabeau, get you to bed,” said Anne with finality, putting the letter aside. “There’s no more to be done tonight.”

			Slowly, the room emptied. Henri heaved himself to his feet in Madeleine’s wake, but his eyes slid sideways just briefly to Orléans, who was still staring into the fire. Then he stalked out as well.
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			Formally, even stiffly, Anne said to Louis, “If this is a trap, there is no reason for you to be caught in it. You’ve done all that friendship could do for me. If you leave tonight, I think a way out could be found; it is not a close siege.” Not yet, she didn’t add.

			His eyes flicked to hers. “No reason at all?”

			“No sensible reason,” Anne amended.

			“No,” he agreed mildly. “No sensible reason.” She was standing behind his chair, her hands on its carved and smoke-darkened wood. Meditatively, he said, “I did tell myself I would make common sense my watchword, after the battle at Saint-Aubin.”

			“I am married.” She didn’t know why she said it. He didn’t turn.

			“As am I. My wife has never let me into her bed, and you have never met your husband. And he is still in love with a ghost.”

			Anne stepped carefully around the chair and stood before him. He tipped his head back. She let herself slip to the ground as Isabeau liked to do, where the rug was warm and thick, flecked with cinder-marks, and then she leaned her head against the arm of his chair.

			She felt his hand move, felt him hesitate. Then she closed her eyes as his fingers slipped lightly through her hair. She had not had it plaited up again after Madeleine finished combing. The fire crackled and popped softly to itself.

			Anne shook his hand loose, rose onto her knees, and turned to face him. She was almost between his knees, their eyes on a level.

			His face changed. She flushed, imagining what she must look like. Her hair seemed to be everywhere: in his lap, clinging to her face, falling over the bodice and sleeves of her gown. The smell of perfumed oil drifted in the shrinking space between them.

			“What’s in your hair?” he asked her low.

			“Myrrh.”

			He leaned forward, lifted a stray length of it, and pushed it back from her shoulder. His fingers grazed her collarbone. “Anne—”

			She put her mouth on his.

			She’d imagined how it would be, wakeful in bed, and sometimes in quiet moments, walking through Rennes or in long, tedious councils. How warm it was, to be so near someone else, how it burned to touch. His knowing eyes and knowing hands, the calluses of rein and sword-hilt. How he’d taken the sacrifice upon himself, a gift she had never wanted because she’d never been able to imagine it.

			But now he was tense, hardly breathing under her hands.

			She drew away at once, biting her lip, embarrassed. Hurriedly, she climbed to her feet. “I am sorry. I— You must be tired, chambers can be found for you, I—”

			He stood when she did; now he stared at her as though trying to read her face. Then he half-laughed, incredulously. “Can you think I do not want you? Anne?”

			“Do you?” She had fetched up against the tapestried wall, beside the fireplace, and now she could hear the effort he made, controlling his breath. His eyes were on her face, his hands open as though he did not know what to do with them.

			“Yes.”

			“Then why—?”

			“I was surprised.”

			“Do you want to go?”

			“No.”

			Only then did she remember that she was being unbearably foolish. “Then— But— I am— I cannot— I must be a virgin still.” It was part of her worth, it would factor into her marriage-contract. To touch him at all had been the work of an unwise impulse. Again, she was embarrassed.

			“I know. I—” He stopped, considering her. Perhaps he realized how longing in her was mixed up with wariness, how her life had taught her many things, but not this one. “I know,” he said again, more gently. “But it’s all right. If you will trust me?”

			Unspoken between them was the knowledge that they might never in all their lives be alone like this. And yet there was this moment, here and now, sparkling like sugar stirred into wine.

			Anne almost laughed, surprising herself. “What is trust if not for someone to hold you while a unicorn comes at you both, horn-first?”

			He smiled at the memory, but he did not move. She took one step, cautiously, and then another. “Where is trust born if not in sacrifice?” she whispered. She put her forehead against his shoulder and leaned against him, pressed herself close. “I will trust you.”

			She didn’t know what to expect, and made a small sound of surprise when he picked her up and sank again into the great chair before the fire, holding her crosswise. His eyes drank her in, her hair spread shining over them both. He paused to press his face to it. Solicitously, she asked, “Aren’t you tired from riding?”

			“No,” he said shortly.

			“Are you—” She broke off as he drew careful fingers along the angle of her jaw, the ridge of her collarbone, the scented place behind her ear, so lightly that she found herself pressing up into his hand, the better to feel it. The questing fingers dipped beneath the neckline of her gown, and a bolt of fire arrowed through her. She closed her eyes, then opened them on a new thought. “Someone will come.”

			His laughter was muffled against her hair. “You did say you’d trust me, goose. No, they won’t. Madeleine knows very well what is happening. Henri too. Why do you think there was all that scowling?”

			“Oh,” she muttered, flushing. He ran a finger along the single lace, tied spiral-fashion, that held her gown, untied it so he could loosen her bodice. Then, just as slowly, he undid the strings at the neck of the chemise beneath, and now she was finding it hard to breathe.

			Orléans added, “They both know that duty alone is a bitter cup. More now, since the two of them have fallen in love. And they love you.”

			“How I am to see them married, I’ve no notion; the sieur de Châteaubriant is going to be—”

			“Hush. I am wholly indifferent to the sentiments of Châteaubriant just at present.”

			He pushed bodice and chemise off her shoulders, pulled her to him again, let his mouth drift over hers. He was being careful, testing her reactions.

			She moved restlessly in his lap and bit his lip, felt his hand close tight in her hair. Her chemise had half-fallen, now he cupped a breast in his hand as though to learn the weight of it, his fingers dark against the linen and pristine skin. She pressed herself against him.

			“Wanton,” he said, and pushed the linen down so that her breast was bare and rosy in the firelight. He was unbearably tense beneath her.

			Blushing, breathless, she marshaled her wits. “Am I? Better than weeping at our separate dooms. That is nice.”

			“I should hope so. You weren’t made for grand tragedy.” His eyes were on her face and he smiled a little when his thumb moved, and she gasped into his throat. “You will find ways to be happy.”

			It was perhaps true. But his arm round her back was possessive, and when he bent his head and took her breast in his mouth, that was possessive too. “Oh,” she said.

			He paused. “Just ‘Oh’? You who never stop talking—”

			But she lifted her breast to him in offering, and he didn’t finish his sentence. The dark of his eyes had swallowed all the rest and his hands and mouth returned to her skin, drove her remorselessly now, right to the edge of madness. She was still crosswise in his arms. He drew back a little, leaned his forehead against hers, both of them panting. He kissed her and resettled her in the curve of his arm, reached and cupped her foot in his free hand, closed it round her ankle, beneath her hem. She stiffened, incoherent with want but only half understanding. He waited.

			“I don’t—” she started, and then stopped.

			“Trust me, Anne?” he said, and in his voice, for the first time, was a note of pleading.

			“All right,” she whispered. Some of the stiffness left her and she let his fingers glide to her knee, to the ties of her stockings, and higher still to tease at her inner thigh and, more delicately still, to the hollow place between, and he put his palm there the way he had on her breast, and they both stared at each other, ferociously intent.

			His touch was almost too light to feel, his fingers snagging on the sensitive skin there, his breath deep and slow now, against her neck. “I don’t know what you want,” she admitted.

			“No?” he whispered. “Then I shall have this of you; is that greedy of me, love?”

			She could hardly think. But as he touched her, he talked to her, his voice as insistent as his hand. “Is that good—and that? There? There, then. Come, will you part your legs for me? More. There—” His voice was fraying, just as her breathing did, as he found the center of her, and dipped his fingers, slid them down and back up again, as though he could draw the knots of longing and dread together and break them. Something was climbing in her flesh, some great nameless thing, nearer and nearer, and then it was upon her, and she cried out as the tension broke, and she clung to him, wet silk against his hand.

			She drifted for a moment, and when she came to, he was playing with her breasts, still bare above the neck of her gown, and she arched back involuntarily into his hands, wondering if she had made a mistake. For he had lit a fire in her and also slaked it, but she would crave it again. She did not know now how she could pretend that her body was not her own, but only barter for her realm’s need. She closed her eyes and savored his touch, then pulled his mouth down to hers again.

			Finally his hand fell away, although he watched her still: breasts and throat and lips and eyes. She said, her voice hoarse, “I will carry that like a brand. I think you knew it.”

			He said, “Not for us the bloodless self-sacrifice, I fear. You will remember me. I will look in your eyes and see you remembering. And I also will remember.”

			“Yes.”

			Breathless he sounded, and rueful. “Do you regret it?”

			“No,” said Anne. “But I—I don’t—I don’t know how to please you. As you did me.” She said it with determined composure, but she knew he could see her flush.

			“Praise God,” said Louis dryly. “For you have driven me near enough to madness as it is, my dragon-tamer, my unicorn-hunter.”

			He kissed her one last time before he set her on her feet and steadied her. The coiled tension had not left his body, but his voice was composed again, creating a little necessary distance. “I need a horse,” he said, “if I am to joust for you. My Kestrel is still in Nantes.”

			She looked up. “Of course. And you may ride with my favor if you ask, but it will not make France more likely to forgive you.”

			“I am not asking their forgiveness. Brittany is not France. Nor was Orléans, nor Burgundy. The old king and Marguerite his daughter seized them because they could. The world understands only strength, and your father and I were not strong enough. And now you must try to buy strength elsewhere that I cannot give you, and the coin is your flesh and your inheritance. Do you wonder that I am angry?” His studied calm had frayed. His mouth almost touched hers, close enough that she could whisper a truth of her own into the space between them.

			“I am also angry,” she said. “I will go to my wedding angry that all my roads led me there, to a loveless bed and a life lived far from home. But there is nothing to be done. I will try to be happy, whatever happens.”

			He was silent. Then, with a very visible effort, he let her go and left her there.
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			It was days since Anne had slept properly without drifting half-awake. But that night she did sleep, wrapped in warm memory. And that night, despite all the house’s watchful care—guards and locks and unsleeping servants—Isabeau disappeared.

			Anne woke with only a little dew-fall softness in the air to tell her that dawn was not far off, and knew that the great bed was empty.

			She threw the curtains back and rolled to her feet. “Isabeau?” she said, straining her eyes in the dark.

			In the antechamber the guard heard Anne call, and there was a swirl as tapers from the fire were borne in to light the great pillars of candles around the bed. Someone went to the half-dead fire and broke the coals with a jab of the poker. Light flared red, then gold. Elesbed sat up blinking on her pallet by the hearth.

			Isabeau was not in the bedchamber. Nor was she in the solar. “Isabeau?” said Anne again. Elesbed was on her feet.

			To the room at large, Anne said in blood-freezing tones, “Where is my sister? Did she go past you? Alone?”

			The maids wrung their hands in bewilderment; the guards looked as though they wished to. “No, Madame. She has not come past at all.”

			“Find her,” said Anne in a voice that shocked them all. She turned back into her chamber to dress as the house was roused suddenly to violent life. Terror choked all Anne’s senses; how could she have slept?

			And even as she thought all those things, she knew that Julien Moreau had found his means to persuade her, just as he’d threatened.

			Commotion spread through the house, a chaotic search beginning, but Anne stood rigid before the renewed fire, trying to think.

			Her new diviner was an aleomancer, a diviner by dice, with the skill of finding near Rennes. He bustled in and accorded her a well-drilled courtesy, but she missed Calyx fiercely.

			She almost said, I think you will endanger yourself trying to divine my sister’s whereabouts, but she did not. The aleomancer threw his dice with all proper urgency. The room was airless with massing candle-flames, all the tapers lit at once so he could read his dice.

			The aleomancer finally whispered in hoarse bewilderment, “The dice say—that the lady is on a ship in the deeps of the sea. And riding the back of Leviathan.” The color was draining steadily from his face; sweat stood out and he choked, falling to his knees.

			In a voice that did not soften, Anne said, “Take him away and minister to him.”

			Her body felt bloodless, her heart shuddering as it beat against the frightened void in her breast. Where was Isabeau? Anne thought of Elesbed, caught in that black shadow, and how Butter had stepped out of it, shown Anne where to look with all a cat’s insouciance.

			She remembered the strange seeing that had come to her with the sea-drake’s blood. It had nearly killed her. But what choice did she have but to look again?

			She turned her face into the farthest reach of candle and firelight, where dark and light mingled. Tried to find the layers in the world. It had been easy with the dragon’s blood on her. Now it was not.

			But it was possible. She was sure it was possible. She went and got her unicorn fillet and used it to tie back her loosened hair. Remembered how she and the unicorn had stepped so easily between the mortal lands and the Lost Lands on the day of the hunt in Brocéliande. I traveled by shadows that day.

			Determinedly, Anne searched.

			Slowly—too slowly—the world showed its depth to her: layers of daylight and darkness. Her head started to ache. Anne strained her eyes, strained her untrained mind, until the headache spiked and she felt the reality of the world dissolving. Shadows without corresponding lights crawled across her face, darkened her eyes, spread black across the floor.

			There.

			There was the same dark place. Anne struggled to see more, thought she caught just a glimpse of Isabeau’s plaited hair. She fought to make of the shadows a threshold she could reach across, the way she had caught Elesbed’s hands.

			“Isabeau!” she called. But her sister did not turn.

			Anne set her teeth and tried again.

			Almost—yes. The darkness lapped at her feet. She was terrified. She heard Henri come into the room, heard him calling her name. She didn’t turn.

			She stumbled forward and the shadows swallowed her.

			And found herself in a great room, ill-lit and ringed with doors. She staggered in shock, but didn’t fall.

			In the center of the room, Isabeau stood before Moreau. He had his hands on her shoulders. Isabeau was facing Anne when she came through, but before she could bolt toward her sister, Moreau’s grip tightened. Isabeau fought him, eyes wild with rage and panicked confusion. “Anne! I didn’t mean to! I don’t know what happened!”

			“You will not touch her,” Anne said furiously. Her temples throbbed with headache, but it was not as bad as it had been the last time. There was no drake’s blood on her skin to drive her past her own limits, and the unicorn’s touch had strengthened her. She could move, she could think.

			His eyes were bright. “Did you follow me? And all untrained? But this was foolish; you have not learned how. You will kill yourself or go mad or be hopelessly lost. And now you have put yourself in my power. That is all I wanted.” His voice coaxed. “This falls out well. Only stay with me and I will send the child home.”

			“Anne, no!”

			He caught Isabeau by the hair; she cried out in pained rage. Softly, Moreau said, “Highness, put your gift in my service; what glories could we not win?”

			Anne took a breath, thinking fast. “Isabeau, close your eyes.”

			Moreau said, “It will not matter if she sees—”

			Anne scrabbled through the layers of the world. There. A sunlit brilliance. For just a moment she thought she saw a man with long white hair, staring back at her narrow-eyed, and then there was only light. She dragged it forth, gasping at the pain of it, as the whole world seemed to warp.

			White brilliance filled the room.

			Moreau shouted and stumbled, pressing his hands to his face.

			Isabeau threw herself forward and stumbled into Anne’s arms.

			Anne sought in the turmoil of light and shadow for the moving candle-flames of her own chamber. Time, she needed time. She pulled Isabeau toward the nearest door. If they could just get on the other side of it, perhaps bar it, and win themselves a moment…

			Anne was not quick on her feet. It had never mattered before. But Moreau caught them just as she was pushing the door open, hurled himself upon them both, and they all fell through together. Anne had the breath knocked out of her and lay on the ground wheezing, while Isabeau begged her to get up.

			Isabeau was shouldered aside, yelling, and Moreau pulled Anne to her feet. She was still trying to draw a full breath. He glanced uneasily up at the walls. “Of course, here,” he muttered. “Always here, if I do not take care. Well, damn them.”

			He had one of Anne’s wrists in an iron grip; she could not yet tell where she was, not daring to take her eyes from his face. “I didn’t mean to hurt you,” he said gently into the space between them. “Please. Highness, let us be friends and not enemies. Come into the Lost Lands with me. I will teach you sorceries and enchantments and how to travel rightly by shadows. When we are wed in the ancient hall of Keris, I shall put my sons in you, that they might wed girls of the korriganed and hold Keris for all time. And then it will have been worth it, that day so many years ago, when first I rode into the Lost Lands. Please.” His voice cracked. In his eyes was madness, a soul-eating longing. “I gave my whole life for this chance. Please.”

			Where was Isabeau? She had fallen silent. Had he hurt her? Words, Anne must keep him back with words. “What kind of husband would you make? What kind of king? You could not even keep me in Nantes when I wished to leave. Is that power?”

			He retorted, “Do you think I can’t rule you? I shall give you to France this very night and ask them for Isabeau as my royal wife, in exchange for my great services. See? The threat of that is all I need to rule you.” His grip was bruising her wrists.

			She fought back her recoil, tried to read his face. “Am I to believe that the future king of Keris can only make fountains in oxcarts and rotten picnics in the wood?”

			His grip loosened. “I can do anything you ask.”

			“Except behave like a gentleman.” How in God’s name would she get him to let go? Then she frowned. There were figures standing behind him, half-familiar.

			Women. Four dead women. One strangled and one drowned, one burned and one with a great dripping wound at her throat. The girl with the cut throat was the one who’d given her the mirror. Her eyes caught Anne’s: sad in her bloody face. And finally Anne, with a shock of recognition, knew where they were. They were standing in that red-walled chapel at Paimpont, with the graves set in the floor.

			“Who are those women?” she whispered. “Why have they haunted our steps from Brocéliande? Is it you they are following? What have you done?”

			Moreau didn’t turn. His lips thinned. “They failed me,” he said. “But you are better than they, Duchess.” He cupped her face in his hand. Over his shoulder, Anne glimpsed Isabeau at last. The dead women had hidden her. Her sister had a big blue sword in her two straining hands—the one the throat-cut lady had been dragging. Anne put up her hand to cover Moreau’s, just to keep him still. He smiled a little, but then he must have seen something in her eyes change.

			Just as Moreau turned, Isabeau gave him the most furious slash she could manage. It wasn’t very effective. But Isabeau was clever enough to strike Moreau at the knees; the sword bit deep into the leather of his boots and he fell back, gasping and swearing.

			Isabeau dropped the sword and Anne caught her, trembling.

			They had to go back. Now, now. How had the shadows lain, how had the candlelight filled her bedchamber? There was an altar here in this red-walled chapel. Almost like— She remembered the swaying of the candlelight on her own altar in her private oratory in the Guardhouse.

			Congruency, the haruspex had said.

			As she thought it, memory became a road, from there to here; suddenly this altar was that altar.

			Moreau had recovered, staggering to his feet. He was actually reaching for them when Anne pulled Isabeau forward, stepping into another candlelight.

			They fell, alone again, to the ground in the oratory of the Guardhouse in Rennes. Anne could hardly get her breath. She clung to her sister, panting. “Isabeau, are you all right?”

			“Can he follow us?” cried Isabeau. “Can he— Henri!” she cried, loud as she could yell, and next moment there were footsteps above taking the steps two at a time. In a moment Henri and Louis and Anne’s guardsmen were all there shouting questions. Let Moreau come; they’d chop his head off. Anne could close her eyes for a moment at last. She could not stop shaking, and neither could Isabeau.

			

			
				
				[image: ]

			They retired to Anne’s chambers. She was covered in fear-sweat and could feel her wrist coming out in bruises where Moreau had gripped her. Louis saw the red marks, and his eyes went sharply to her face. He did not speak, but she could see that his composure cost him; his shoulders were rigid.

			Isabeau told them what had happened, soberly. “I woke up somewhere else—”

			Anne was fighting a headache, trying not to shake.

			“Four anaon?” Henri sounded bewildered.

			Anne roused herself a little. “I think he married these women and killed them. Like the king in the faerie-tale. He was looking for a wife to make him king of Keris, and they could not.”

			“Maybe he is the reason for the faerie-tale,” said Isabeau.

			Anne said nothing. Louis watched her, perfectly still.

			“It is like the story,” added Isabeau. “The king of Comorre had four wives and one was strangled and one was drowned, one was burned and one died by a sword.”

			Elesbed, seeing their stricken faces, got up and went away and came back hoisting a rug of rabbit fur that she could barely lift. She draped it decisively over Anne’s shoulders. Anne sank under the weight of it into her accustomed chair near the great hearth and smiled her thanks. Isabeau came and sat on the wolfskin rug at her feet, and Anne pulled a fold of the rabbit around her. “Elesbed, come get warm too,” said Isabeau.

			They sat shoulder to shoulder. Louis and Henri were both standing, watchful as sentry-dogs. Madeleine had taken the other chair, her hands knotted together.

			Anne found herself straining her eyes on the shadows, as though each could contain a watcher, an illusion, a cold snatching hand. Maximilien was not coming, and all Rennes buzzed in anticipation of the French tourney, thinking it meant that there would be no war. Anne felt danger on every side, and she didn’t know what to do. Her only recourse that night had been a power she ill-understood and could hardly use. She stroked her sister’s hair and bade herself stop shaking.

			Isabeau said, “Was Moreau in the Lost Lands too long? Could he be mad, do you think? Or getting worse? He seemed more—sensible. Before. Today he had a wild look. I told him I would marry him if I must. But I told him that he had to save Brittany from France first, so that you could stay here. He didn’t answer. Then you appeared.” A single tear ran unguarded from Isabeau’s wide-open eyes before she dashed it angrily away.

			“Isabeau,” Anne said very quietly. “No one is marrying him. For God’s sake, we are haunted by the ghosts of his first four wives. He is fit for execution and nothing more.”

			Biting her lip, Isabeau said, “But what are we going to do now? What if he comes back?”

			Anne didn’t know. In the spring of that year, she had laid her plans so carefully. A marriage, a victory. But that was before she learned that the world contained enchantment and sorcery and a madman wielding both. A madman who called himself the king of the korriganed, a madman who wanted her, who would try again to have her. And now? A low throb of pain still filled her temples. She closed her eyes. Louis stood just behind her chair, and she wished he would speak.

			Henri said, “But, sister, I still don’t understand how you found her.”

			Anne said, “The haruspex told me of it, as though it were a wonder-tale. That the old sorcerers could travel by shadows. So I have done.” God knew what the consequences would be.

			Then she thought, We left from this chamber, and came back to the oratory. We traveled in the living world, yet crossed no distance.

			A wild idea filled her mind.

			“Anne?” said Henri.

			“It’s all right,” said Anne, her heart beginning to race. “Come, Isabeau, let us see if you can’t sleep a little more.”
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			Elesbed and Isabeau slept, and Anne left Henri and Madeleine to watch over them. Her brother and her maid-of-honor had stopped bothering to be discreet in their affection. Her head lay against his shoulder.

			Louis waited for her just outside, his eyes tired.

			“Did he hurt your wrist?” Louis asked her, before she could say anything. His eyes were hard.

			“What— Oh.” She flushed. “Yes. But it’s not important.”

			“Anne—”

			“Not now. Do you understand what happened? I left one room and returned to another, passing through the Lost Lands.”

			He rubbed his face. “Anne, it is not dawn yet. What are you thinking? Tell me plainly.”

			“I am going to try again.”

			Horrified alertness finally came to his face. “Try—to do what you did—again? Just disappear? Why? What if you never come back? What happens to your sister?”

			“You will have to protect her. If she does not want to be duchess, Marguerite will let her abdicate, I am sure of it. She may be a private lady. But I will come back.”

			She took up his hands. He looked from their locked fingers to her face.

			“Anne, I don’t understand.”

			“I am going to go and talk to Maximilien of Austria.” Somewhere in the liminal space of shadows she thought she sensed the unicorn, watching her, gleaming like a far, cold star. Disapproving, Anne thought, though she didn’t know why. I doubt the beast gave you a lock of its mane to make you great among men, Hawiz had said. Anne shook away the memory. “I must persuade Maximilien myself. If he doesn’t come, I am lost.”

			“But how can you possibly talk to him? Anne—” Louis didn’t seem to know whether to put her in chains or call a physician.

			“Will you trust me?” she whispered, echoing his own plea back to him.

			He was silent.

			“Wait for me. Watch over Isabeau.”

			He released her hands, reluctantly. There was a terrible fear in his face. “Shall I not come with you?”

			She shook her head. “This is between myself and—my husband.”

			At that his face closed; he nodded and stepped back.

			What connection could Anne find in the Lost Lands that linked herself and Maximilien? There was no memory; she had never met him.

			But they had both lost someone, and in the same manner. Her father had died in a fall, and so had his wife.

			Anne squinted through the jumble of the world’s lost things, searching for a specific quality of remembered light. The particular gray haze of that incense-thick room where her father had lain dying.

			Louis coughed. She realized that she could actually smell incense; the room was filling with pungent vapor and that deathly gray light. Anne’s heart was beating so fast she could hardly breathe. “Anne?” Louis whispered.

			Had Maximilien watched over his dying wife in this same light? She did not think he would have forgotten it. She did not know if this would work. But she could think of no other means to reach for a victory in her defeat.

			Before she could lose her nerve, Anne stepped into that haze. Her own chamber vanished and she stood beside her dead father, lying slack, that incense-thick light crusted like paint on his face. Almost it seemed his great bed lay alone in a wood, a piece of detritus foundered in the Lost Lands. She pressed a hand to his face. “Father,” she whispered to the memory. Then she imagined a beautiful woman, a dead queen, lying with that same pallor, in the same light. She blinked, and the figure on the bed was a woman. Her beauty lingered, though her face was sunken in death.

			Someone moved on the far side of the bed. Anne looked up from this lady’s face and saw Maximilien, staring fixedly down at her. Anne knew him by his portrait; the thin nose and lips could not be mistaken. But here? In the Lost Lands? Like a man in a faerie-tale, driven by longing out of the living world. Did he think he was dreaming?

			All around him, cutting through the haze of incense, glowed a particular candlelight. Candles tall as trees, pillars of flame. The gray light of the Lost Lands was on Maximilien’s face but that other light—that other light…

			Anne, breathing hard, eyes closed against the gathering pain in her head, stepped not toward her husband, but into the candlelight that wrapped him and anchored him, into the candlelight of the mortal world that lit the night in Ghent, where her husband kept vigil for the dead.
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			Polhaim wondered grimly how it would all end. Maximilien was hardly sleeping, and his fleeting glimpses of Mary had only increased his obsession. He had not obviously gone mad, was not distrait in ways that were obvious to his attentive court. But the fine marks of sleeplessness had begun to lay themselves thickly around his mouth and beneath his overbright eyes.

			On that night he sat upon his carved chair, tensely waiting. The small circle of his intimates sat near him, waiting too, as was their duty. Polhaim thought of Anne of Brittany, even now far away besieged, and he was ashamed. Maximilien had pledged his word and he had broken it.

			Then Polhaim thought his restless mind had actually conjured Anne of Brittany in some wild-eyed vision, for she had just stepped out of the shadows into that room’s candlelight.

			No, it could not be. Was this that damned inconvenient ghost of Mary of Burgundy?

			But Mary had been tall and fair. This apparition was short, and her hair was brown.

			It was Anne. He could not mistake her face. His heart turned over. She must have died and this was her pitiful ghost, come to blame her husband. But then his staring eyes met hers. In all those nights of vigil, Mary had never once looked at them. Mary had walked past, smiling, unspeaking, lit by unseen fires, staring at unseen things. A very ghost.

			Anne’s gaze went from him to Maximilien. “Who are you?” said Maximilien of Austria, like a dreamer jerked awake.

			The girl’s face flushed and paled by turns; her eyes caught the firelight, and she was very beautiful. How could she be here? How?

			“It is Anne of Brittany,” murmured Polhaim.

			

			
				
				[image: ]

			This room was finer than any chamber of Anne’s castle in Nantes, filled with furnishings of rare wood, hung with tapestries of the hunt, lit by pillars of beeswax.

			She locked eyes with her husband.

			His face was thin and haunted, his hair coming in gray at the temples. She ought to have pitied him in his grief, and she supposed she did. But she was angry too.

			Let him believe her an apparition.

			She held her husband’s gaze. In Latin, she said, “Why are you here, Sire?”

			He looked tired and lonely. Suddenly the impersonal reality of her task—I must make him help me—collided with this glimpse of a grieving man. He had not abandoned her out of cruelty. Perhaps this was her desert, for using his grief to win his hand.

			“You are not Mary,” he said.

			She said nothing.

			He said, “Where is Mary? Can Mary speak to me too? Why has she not?”

			There was no time for pity. Anne let her voice knife into him. “She has not spoken because you are forsworn. You married Anne of Brittany, then gave her no protection.”

			For an instant it seemed that the forest of beeswax candles was in fact ancient trees, and that between her and Maximilien, like the spring memory of snow, stood the unicorn. The unicorn’s eyes seemed to summon her back out of her own world altogether. Stop playing these games.

			This is what I was born for. Anne stayed where she was. A hoof scraped the unseen earth; the beast wheeled and vanished—had never really been there—and the trees were merely pillar-candles.

			Anne, shaken, tried to concentrate. “Sire, succor your living wife. For the dead, you must wait upon the Resurrection.”

			Maximilien’s face was blank; he looked lost.

			Lost? Anne remembered her glimpse of him at his wife’s bedside. Now she saw that the shadows lay wrongly on his face; he still stood half in the incense-hazed smog of his Mary’s death-chamber. In the story, King Gralon Meur went into the Lost Lands looking for his dead wife. How many people drift away from the world thus, propelled by longing?

			Anne added more gently, “I fear you have sickened with grief. Your lady would wish me to heal you.”

			“Heal me?”

			Anne put out a hand. This might be a terrible mistake. His attendants were exchanging frightened looks. What if she took his hand and he would not let her go?

			Maximilien’s lips firmed and he crossed the room. He hesitated and reached for her outstretched hand. “You are a fair apparition,” he whispered.

			She dared not speak. But she drew him forward into the proper candlelight of his own hall and away from the gray, incense-filled haze that clung around him.

			Abruptly his eyes cleared, and she saw the fierce, hawklike face of the man who had commanded armies. He frowned. His hand tightened and tightened again, so she could not pull free. Panic spiked through her. In a moment he was going to understand she was not an apparition at all and demand to know what she was doing, how she got there.

			Polhaim’s voice cut through the room. “Sire!” he called sharply. Maximilien was startled; his hand opened. Anne hastily stepped back and back again, fastening her eyes on the pillar-candles, trying to see them flickering in her own bedchamber in Rennes. She tried to hide the whistle of her frightened breathing. Her eyes met those of Polhaim. She saw them full of silent wonder, regret, farewell.

			He had known her.

			Anne whispered, “It is not meet to dwell only in memory, Sire.”

			Maximilien’s eyes mirrored the fire and she realized they were wet. “But I love her beyond death, fair messenger.”

			“She knows,” said Anne.
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			“You let her do what?” Henri was saying to Louis.

			It was at that opportune moment that Anne stepped back out of the shadows and stumbled, sweating, to a chair and collapsed into it. She was almost paralyzed with headache.

			They surrounded her. Louis was too overwrought to keep his distance then; he knelt before her, pushed back her tangled hair, looked into her face. “What happened?” he asked. “Anne, what happened?”

			“I found him,” she whispered. “God, my head.”

			“Of all the insane notions,” Louis said. She didn’t open her eyes. Madeleine had fetched a cool cloth; she hesitated, then gave it to Orléans and he pressed it to her aching face.

			Anne said, “I had to. My husband was enchanted. It was my duty. I think he is coming now. I do not know if he will be in time. But he will try. We shall ask the diviner tomorrow if there is a message for me.”

			She wanted very badly for Louis to hold her, to take her to bed somewhere safe.

			She sat still, eyes closed. “But I am still afraid of Moreau, for I think he knows more of sorcery than anyone has known since the Age of Enchantment. And his longings have driven him wholly beyond reason.”
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			Julien Moreau came to Marguerite in her pavilion, pitched amid the tents of her protective household, with the king and his attendants snoring not so far off and the entirety of a French army dreaming and grunting and murmuring all around. Grooms were stirring already, to feed the horses, and in the distance came the clang of an armorer’s bench, a shower of golden sparks in that grayness before dawn.

			But despite them all, no one saw Moreau pass between the horse-lines, over the dew-starred grass, and to the tent of Madame the king’s sister. As ever, Marguerite herself had no warning of his coming. She merely looked up from her bed, her maid snoring outside, and saw him watching her from the shadows. The only light was the brazier keeping off the night’s chill.

			Startled, a little displeased, she said, “Why are you here?”

			Something had changed about him. His eye was wild, and all the edges of him stood out wrongly against the light of the ordinary world. He took a silent step toward her cot and she saw that he was limping.

			“I have been a traveler in the Lost Lands this night,” he said.

			“I do not know what that means. Why have you wakened me?”

			He smiled and the outline of his body seemed suddenly to accord better with the room. But his eyes still flickered brilliant and then dark. He said only, “I need your help.”

			“What help?”

			He didn’t answer. He came closer and she saw an uncontrollable excitement in his wild eyes. Anger? Fear? Delight? She didn’t know. He was smiling down at her, tenderly. But it was as though something—something other—that he’d ably concealed was breaking its way out anyway, through his eyes and the gaps in his teeth. When he walked toward her, the shadows on his face writhed, as though he stepped beneath trees that were not there. She scrambled instinctively to her feet. He put out his hand to her, and his shadows crawled over her body too. Then the whole world seemed to be slinking away, dissolving, except for his hand straying up her back.

			Suddenly they weren’t standing in her pavilion anymore. Instead they were in a chapel with a worn stone floor and oxblood walls and a line of graves in the floor.

			She had begun to shake despite herself. She turned in a circle. “What is this? Where are we?”

			He whispered, “They think to rule me, but they are only ghosts. I am the king of the korriganed.”

			“What is this place?” demanded Marguerite. The chapel was hideously cold.

			“It doesn’t matter,” he said. “You will help me, won’t you? They must know I am not afraid.” He pulled her near and kissed her. “I am not afraid. I will come here if I like and do what I wish, and what can they do? They are only ghosts. You are only ghosts!” he screamed.

			She wrenched her head away. Her breath came shallowly. “What are you doing? How have we come here?”

			He hitched an impatient shoulder. “The shadows, of course. But do not ask questions. Not tonight.” He touched her cheek, dug his fingers in beneath her jaw, cut off her air. “I cannot bear it tonight.” He let her go just before the darkness came.

			Use your brain, child, said her father’s precise voice, somewhere in the depths of her memory. Her lip had split against his teeth. She said, trying to make him reasonable, “We have a plan. The tourney. You promised me a victory.” He bit her ear and she jerked away.

			He said, “But I need you. Would it were you with the favor of the unicorn and the power of sorcery instead of the little Breton.” He was worrying her shoulder with his mouth. “We must indeed have the tourney,” he said. “Then she will know.”

			“What will she know?”

			“That she is beaten. They will all know. Then she will yield.”

			“Julien,” she said at last. “Julien, I’m cold.”

			He pulled away. Marguerite could not slow her panicked breaths. His eyes were gold and hardly human. “I will keep you warm,” he said, and licked her tears away.
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			Wolfgang von Polhaim came to Rennes under a flag of truce; he bypassed the French siege, bearing his safe-conduct, and passed the great lists for the jousting set in the Champs de Lys, the green meadows before the city. The tournament would be held on the morrow.

			The postern-gate was opened for him and a guide found to take him to the residence of the duchess of Brittany, where he was admitted without fanfare. Anne went to greet him herself, smiling.

			“My lord is aboard ship, with a fair wind,” said Polhaim. “I came in person to bring you word.”

			“I am glad to hear it, and glad to see you,” she said.

			They took counsel: Polhaim and Anne and Louis and Henri and Madeleine and Dunois, who had defied all the French army to ride to her. Isabeau was there too. Anne was proud of her sister, who sat in this council with perfect gravity, listening as Polhaim was told the tale of their days in Nantes, their flight to Rennes, the dark powers that Moreau had brought out of Brocéliande. They did not speak of what Anne had begun to learn to do, though Polhaim could not have forgotten. His face was troubled when he looked on her.

			“Moreau must die,” said Anne in the end. “For my own and my sister’s sake. But to attempt it is dangerous.”

			As though that would stop Louis or Henri. Even Polhaim said merely, “You are my liege now too, Highness, and this man is a danger to you.”

			Their plan was laid, and refined, and when it was done, Anne thanked them and put her hands in theirs in turn. Henri said, with a brother’s privilege, “Go to bed, for God’s sake, Anne, unless you mean the French to take fright and run from your haggard face.”

			“If I thought that that would suffice, I’d stay awake from Sunday to Sunday,” said Anne. She gave Polhaim a smile. “And beg my husband’s forgiveness afterward.”

			The three men left.

			But Madeleine woke her in the dark before dawn. “He wishes to see you,” she said.

			Anne, half-awake, startled up and went into the antechamber, stopped after closing the bedchamber door softly behind her. “You came,” she said to Louis.

			“As though I’d not crept into better-guarded houses in my time. Mercers, for example—they guard their daughters like fiends.” He was talking just to say something. Her hair tumbled and whispered against the embroidery of her robe. His eyes drank her in, asked a silent question.

			She went to him, also silent, and his arms closed round her, hard, and he buried his face in the masses of her long hair. She leaned into his shoulder, as she had not been able to do while Polhaim was there, while they laid their plans, when the world must see her pure and strong.

			He drew patterns on her spine with his fingers and did not speak.

			The antechamber was almost entirely dark, except for the low-burning fire, and the very first hint of dawn at the window outside. Her fear was trying to turn, molten and inconvenient, to want. Perhaps his was doing the same, for his breathing had changed. But Polhaim had come to Rennes directly from Maximilien. They could not, and indeed neither of them did, move at all, except for his hand straying over her back.

			“Where does it end, Anne,” he murmured into her ear, “if you have learnt to do enchantment?”

			It was not a question she was expecting. But it was the question she’d asked herself every dark night since the night Isabeau disappeared. “I don’t know. I hardly know what to do with it, and I’ve no one to ask. I’m so afraid—” She swallowed. What a strange thing, to admit her fears; she couldn’t recall the last time.

			His hand closed on the back of her neck, beneath her hair. He said, “I will not let anything happen to you.”

			It was a promise he could not be sure of keeping. Even if this between them was love, the thing poets described, it could not stop armies or time or fate or the capricious will of God. And yet she let herself be comforted by it.

			Then the temptation became too great; she put her mouth on his, and his hand in her hair tightened, tilting her head so he could kiss her. For a long heartbeat the world went away, and her skin, which cried out to be held, overrode her sense. She clung to him, frantic for his hands, heard the answering sound low in his throat.

			Then she remembered her husband’s emissary. Louis must have done the same, for he drew away. They looked at each other with the same thought. He swore softly.

			Anne said, “Common sense is an unkind master.” This was almost certainly the last time she would see Louis in private.

			He laughed darkly. But with fair composure, he said, “Henri and I shall watch over you and Isabeau today at the tourney. And that pretty baron will do the same. He is a true knight. This will soon be over.”

			“Be careful,” she whispered.

			“Do you think I can’t manage myself in this sea of vipers? We were whelped the same, you and I.”

			That was true. But— “Don’t get killed, or locked up again.”

			“When you become Holy Roman Empress, the queen of the world, you can spring me free forthwith.”

			She managed a smile.

			Then he kissed her and kissed her again, and for three breaths they really did abandon all sense. His tongue was in her mouth, his body hard against hers, her hands tangled in his hair.

			But her common sense was still there, as inconvenient as ever. She let go and took a step back. She thought that she’d remember him always like this, with his hair a mess and a flush over his cheekbones and his eyes on her. He bowed, then pressed his lips to the palm of her hand. “My lady,” he said. Then he slipped out the door and away.
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			That day at dawn, before the gates of Rennes, a lone knight came riding.

			This knight was a Frenchman called Gaston, known as the Bastard of Foix. He was dressed as Saint George, with a pennon of silver drakes rippling on the end of his long scarlet lance and the names of saints embroidered on the green barding of his charger. He galloped to the gates of Rennes to a burst of trumpets, and at the gate, with galleries of interested heads peering over like owls at dawn, he roweled his horse into a plunging rear. As the iron-shod hooves tore at the soft morning air, he roared out gallantly, “Let any knight of courage come out and break a lance with me now, in honor of the ladies!”

			A shout of affirmation came from all within earshot. Anne and Isabeau were watching from the walls, hemmed in by attendants; when the Bastard of Foix had said his piece, she called for the drawbridge to be let open. Henri galloped out, bearing his ermine shield quartered with lilies and sea-drakes, his destrier already darkening with sweat, and the two men saluted, plumes flying, wheeled their horses, and rode a mock-pass at each other, pulling their lances at the last moment and saluting again. “Let all men come forth,” cried Henri. “For the honor of the duchess and the ladies of Brittany.”

			The Breton knights came spilling out from the city, throwing the sun into everyone’s dazzled eyes from the perfection of their armor. Their pennons snapped in a freshening breeze.

			So the day of the tourney began.

			Rennes was ringed with a series of defensible ditches, and between them lay a wide and smooth grassy space dotted with flowers that was called the Champs de Lys. It had seen many tests of skill, mounted and afoot, lethal and joyous, in its day.

			Seating had been built on both sides of that great field for the rich and high-born, hammered together by the engineers of the mercenary companies of France, painted and gilded and draped as finely as any noble hall, though Anne’s ermines were—annoyingly—displayed beside Charles’s lilies over and over.

			Behind the stands and stretching far to both sides of the lists were small silk pavilions for the knights, studding the grass like jewels amid the tough, sweating crowds of squires and farriers and armorers and servants. Everywhere marvelous horses grazed or stood or backed half-rearing. Overhead, a forest of banners rippled together, dazzling men’s eyes with hints of gold and silver thread.

			After the knights, the ladies of Rennes rode out, on safe-conduct from the king himself, Anne at their head on a very fine chestnut palfrey, wearing a scarlet gown. Her own Jonquil was in Nantes, and the horse had been a gift from the citizens of Rennes. She was smiling.

			What the smile cost her, only a few knew.

			Isabeau rode a black pony, and had contrived to keep herself tidy. Once she would have exclaimed in open delight at the color and movement, the smell of rare perfume, of spiced wine and hand-pies roasting. But now she took it in silently.

			The king and his royal sister Marguerite were waiting to greet them. Anne could not see Julien Moreau. Henri and Louis would be watching for him, and Elesbed had gone out quite anonymously with the commons of Rennes to search for him. “Easier for me,” she had said cheerfully. “No one will look twice.”

			Anne had caught a fleeting envy on Isabeau’s face; her sister would never know that freedom even once in her life. But Isabeau did not speak of it. Anne had not thought it would pain her so much to see Isabeau growing up.

			For the first time, outside the gates of Rennes, Anne met Charles of France, called by some the Affable. He was hardly older than she and exquisitely dressed, with a good-natured face, long-chinned and button-nosed, a missing incisor when he smiled, brown marks running up his teeth. His pockmarks were pits of darker color in his flushed face.

			His gaze lingered on the fillet in her hair. He said, “I have heard of this talisman, Madame, and have greatly desired to see it. Is it true you embroidered it with your own hands, from the hair of a unicorn’s mane?”

			Anne said, “It is true, Sire.”

			“Then,” said Charles happily, “you shall soon have more hairs for your working. Perhaps you will embroider my hat with it, so everyone will marvel at us.”

			She could not pretend to misunderstand, but she said, delicately, “If the hairs are sent me and I can do anything to please you, kinsman, I shall, as a mark of friendship between our realms.”

			Another man might have returned a sharp riposte to her delicate verbal parry; he merely waved a dismissive arm and wished her knights luck in the joust. He was cheerful, untroubled, indulgent. Affable, in fact.

			The two parties separated and were escorted to their raised seats, heavily cushioned, with awnings for shade, the French on one side of the lists and the Bretons on the other, their backs to the city wall. The gates of Rennes were open now and a steady stream of ordinary folk spilled out, already glazed and greasy with hand-pies, dipping their cups into the great vats of chilled hypocras, everyone chattering. Agreeing to this tourney had bought her and Maximilien time, bought her the complaisance of the people of Rennes, who were beside themselves with delight. She had every eye she could muster on the lookout for treachery, for signs of sorcery. And if there was treachery, her men on the walls would fight the harder in their fury.

			But still she wondered if she’d chosen rightly, agreeing to this. She did not know all that a sorcerer was capable of.

			And she still did not see Julien Moreau.
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			Charles of France had been delighted with the idea of presiding over a chivalrous contest upon this field of war since the moment he heard of the scheme. As they took their places, Marguerite discovered that Charles was delighted with the duchess too: her dark eyes and ravishing mouth and the moon-white thread of the unicorn’s mane. Seated in his great chair, Charles said, to eager nods from the young men of his household, “No wonder the unicorn liked her. I think I will like her, when we are married. Such a bosom!”

			“As you say,” said Marguerite. “All the more reason to wed her quickly.”

			“Straightaway,” said Charles.

			Marguerite was pleased, and had her mouth open to say so.

			“As soon as we have come home with the unicorn’s horn,” added Charles, and Marguerite ground her teeth. She was frantic to get out of Brittany, to go home, to see her husband, her baby daughter. Even now, when she closed her eyes, she had visions of that red-walled chapel and Moreau’s eyes, hardly seeing her, snatching at her instead, full of desperate defiance, forgetting entirely who she was. Her body was bruised, her pride outraged, her heart afraid. She should have had him dragged off and killed.

			But she had not. He was indispensable to this most vital scheme, and if she tried to have him killed and failed, what was to stop him coming to her again in secret, dragging her back into the wild unseen places of the world, to be lost to all her kin?

			She had dreamed of power, of the glory she’d lost when Charles was crowned. But, dazzled, she had forgotten that this power was not really hers.

			Forgotten how the chronicles said the Lost Lands drove men mad.

			The crowd stretched upon the field in every direction, making a noise to fright the birds to silence. French infantry and washerwomen and camp-followers mingled with the street-sweepers and pasty-sellers of Rennes, with the rich tradesmen, the burghers, the diviners and prelates sweating in the stands. They trampled the green below to mud and called to their friends.

			And why would they not revel, Marguerite thought. They thought that the king and the duchess had decided to replace the real war with this spectacle, and then the siege would be over.

			Poor fools.

			Banners bearing the golden hedgehogs of the duke of Orléans drooped in the hot sun beside Anne’s snowy ermines. The brother, Avaugour, was wearing his black ermines and sea-serpents; he had some lady’s scarf trailing from his lance, and his frog-head helmet was topped by a perfect explosion of dyed plumes. The Bretons cheered him. Marguerite rested indifferent eyes on the spectacle, wished fleetingly that this was to be an ordinary joust, with the usual sweaty, boastful feast to follow.

			In the midst of all the hubbub was the great tilt, the barrier that kept the jousters apart, made of light wood wrapped in bright ribbons. The knights paraded, saluted their sovereigns, and then the first contestants took their places in the lists.
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			Henri broke a lance upon the Bastard of Foix, and Louis of Orléans unhorsed his kinsman Edmond of Amboise, to screams from all the watchers. The common people delighted in watching the men who governed them roll in the dust for their entertainment. Louis saluted Anne as he rode away, and Anne nodded back with dignity, telling herself she was merely flushed from the sun. She began to think that no disaster would attend this tourney at all.

			Then a knight on the Breton side took his place in the lists.

			A man she did not know.

			And this time the herald was silent, for this man had no banner, no device. His destrier was spectacular. Big, hard bones under rolling muscle; deep chest, short back, straight legs that made light of their own caparison. A heroic sight.

			Except that this knight rode in a different daylight.

			The sky overhead was puffed with dry cloud, yet rainwater gathered in dimpled drops upon the etched surface of his breastplate and ran like tears down the metal, from helm to gorget to the barding of his horse. The crowd began to whisper.

			The herald did not speak.

			The knight’s visor was down. His destrier stamped once, and all saw the raindrops fly. There was a flash along his armor, as though reflecting unseen lightning.

			Anaon, the Bretons had begun to murmur to each other. Anaon. There was fear on their faces. What purpose did this presence serve? On her side? What was Moreau’s game? To make her people afraid of their own knights?

			Well, that could be remedied.

			“I suppose you have come to joust for us, fair ghost,” said Anne to the stranger, hiding her own fear. “And to deliver us from enemies.”

			The knight bowed in silence.

			As Anne had hoped, a cheer, first tentative, then stronger, rose from the Breton side. Ours has always been a haunted land, the Bretons murmured to one another. Why shouldn’t the anaon come in a time of need?

			The French knight at the other end of the lists hesitated. But finally he set spurs to his horse and so did the stranger and they ran at each other, lances braced tight to their armor, horses flying.

			Just as they were about to collide, the light shifted, and the stranger-knight’s horse galloped into nothing and vanished.

			The French horse recoiled, jibbed, sent his rider to the ground, rolling, as the horse bolted. The crowd was on their feet, the Bretons cheering, the French shouting foul.

			Squires carried the dazed French knight off the field. A shadow came over the sun. Chills raced over Anne’s arms. Suddenly the whole world felt like something that had been sliced in half and stitched together wrongly.

			The ghostly knight reappeared. He returned to his place in the lists, awaiting a second challenger. But none appeared. Darkness gathered fast. The world was plunged into twilight. Was this some night in the Lost Lands, dragged into the living world? Anne tried to find the ordinary daylight in the layers of the world, to drag it back. But it was too big, too strange, her knowledge too small. Moreau was ready for her now, and she could not. The day got steadily darker. “Isabeau, take the guard, go back inside the walls,” she said.

			“Not without you,” breathed her sister. They were holding hands.

			The crowd’s murmurs became frightened cries. Another French rider faced the phantom stranger. Their two horses bolted down the lists, the two lances came down. Dust flew in spiraling clouds from beneath the hooves of the French horse, in thick clots of mud from the challenger, and the whole world turned gray. In the fast-rising shadows, the French horse missed its footing and somersaulted, a parabola of doom in the growing darkness.

			“Treachery!” screamed a dozen voices.

			“A judgment!” someone screamed in French. “A judgment of God!”

			The fallen French knight crawled toward his writhing horse.

			A few stars could now be seen. Terror spread like cold, flooding fog. People rose to their feet shouting; priests made the sign against evil. Some were fleeing.

			What was the goal of this chaos? Where was he?

			The night-birds were beginning to sing. On the other side of the lists, Charles shouted something.

			Anne tried again to see the day, to throw back the dark.

			Almost she did. But suddenly, she saw flames. The French stands had caught fire. Someone on the French side shouted, “An attack! An attack!”

			Her concentration shattered.

			The fire was climbing the stands, setting people to stampeding. A few knights dropped their jousting-lances—made to break—and drew their bitter-edged swords. Two men were fighting, then four, and then there was a general mêlée, the clatter and screech of swords on armor.

			What could she do?

			She sat still, staring straight ahead, pushing through the layers of the world. “Anne?” said Isabeau. “What’s wrong? The light is changing in your eyes.”

			Anne couldn’t heed her. Rain—the ghost-knight had been in the rain. She sought the light of that day, pale and sodden. With her eyes half-closed, she wrenched the rain to herself, from whatever lost day it had fallen upon.

			The rain came.

			It fell without warning, a great deluge, soaking them all at once, extinguishing the fire, veiling all the field in curtains of silver. People were still screaming, and the world was wholly out of joint: the darkness too heavy, the air too cold. The French and Breton knights were fighting in earnest now, never mind the danger of taking a sword-cut on their lighter jousting armor. Her own guard had closed tightly around her and Isabeau. The king of France was nowhere to be seen, hidden by the rain.

			There came a familiar cry. Elesbed had wriggled through the guard. She had a great red mark starting on her face and a split lip. She shouted, “I saw him! He went up to the lady of France.”

			The lists had become a battlefield. The Breton archers crowded the walls of Rennes, but they were unwilling to shoot while the citizens were in full stampede, shrieking treachery against the French.

			From within Rennes came the sound of running feet, clashing steel. Who was fighting? The city’s approaches were guarded, its other gates shut. Anne’s guard was trying to get her and Isabeau away. Isabeau was clutching Elesbed by the hand.

			Someone sprinted up and cried that the French were inside the walls.

			“Impossible!” Dunois bellowed back.

			“Nay—they opened the old tunnel beneath the walls, the one from the last war.”

			“But that tunnel was collapsed long ago! Who even remembers where it was?”

			Lost, the tunnel had been lost. But it had existed, and nothing stayed lost. Not now. That was the scheme all the time, Anne thought in horror. To overrun Rennes. Isabeau’s hand was torn from hers, but one of the guards had her. Better so. Moreau was the architect of this and he had to be stopped.

			Anne remembered how light had lain upon the battlefields outside Nantes during the siege. The low, unmistakable warlight. Not allowing herself to think, she stepped into that light and found herself separated from her guard, on the battlefield that the lists had become.

			A body lunged in front of her just as a sword came down. A huge man, with a mace, upon a rearing horse, was beside her, swearing. A head went rolling past, and all was confusion and terror, and then the huge man dismounted, his shield arm bloody, and she realized that it was her brother, with Louis of Orléans at his shoulder.

			And Polhaim? Polhaim was at her feet, his skull open. He’d caught the downstroke of an attacking knight. “No,” she whispered.

			Henri pulled her away. Louis was saying, “Avaugour, get her out of here!”

			Her brother said, “You’ll be crushed, damn you, how came you here?”

			“Come with me,” she whispered, and gripped hard onto his armored hand. What greater echo on that field than that between her and the lady of France, whose shared circumstances would have made them closer than kin were they not implacable enemies?

			She and Henri stepped out of the shadows into a knot of people. Marguerite of France was watching the chaos unfold, surrounded by her guard. Beside her, Julien Moreau had his arms outstretched, his mirror in his hand, laughing, pointing, showing the world how a man could take a city and conquer a realm singlehanded. Anne’s eyes met Marguerite’s.

			Henri didn’t hesitate. One step, a two-handed swing.

			Moreau whirled a second before it would have cleaved his head from his body, and his eyes flickered from the mirror to the man. Henri’s sword became a child’s wooden sword, an absurd thing in Henri’s big, mailed hand. The sudden change of weight threw him wholly off balance, for he took a second step, stumbling. No one saw him take a third. For he was simply—not there.

			Anne made no sound, so shocked was she.

			Julien, chest heaving, said to her, “This is your last chance. Accept my suit, yield to my will, and I will save your city and your realm. Otherwise—”

			And then he stopped. Stopped with his mouth open and his eyes wide, and turned in the direction Anne was staring. Marguerite of France stood with blood on her hands and streaked across one cheek. A dagger in her hands. She had knifed Moreau.

			Moreau’s mouth opened. “Seize him,” snarled Marguerite to her horrified guards, but a moment too late. Moreau had not dropped his mirror; his side was a spreading mass of blood, but he took a single step and disappeared into an impossible light.

			Anne must disappear too. She threw herself forward. Too late.

			Cold, armored hands closed on her shoulders and her wrists, and they did not let her go. Marguerite’s voice was saying, “We have the duchess, and the army is in the city. Let us go now. There is much to do before Maximilien of Austria arrives.”
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			Isabeau had been separated from her guard when they panicked at the duchess’s disappearance, and suddenly Elesbed found herself in a terrified crowd, high in the rickety stands, holding tight to a frightened Isabeau’s hand. Isabeau was brave, but she had never been outside the watchful protection of her family. She could not squirm away unnoticed the way Elesbed could. She looked like a princess and she was dressed like a princess. She could hardly run in her layers of silk. Elesbed saw the wild fist coming at Isabeau blindly, moved to take it herself, feeling her eye start to swell shut. Whoever had struck her didn’t even know they were there.

			She didn’t know what was happening. She didn’t know where was safe. They had to hide and then see. It was a big jump down from this part of the stands, but the moat was there to catch them. “We can cross the moat,” said Elesbed. “Hide in the shadow of the wall. We can’t stay here.”

			Isabeau said, panting, “I can’t swim, I’ll sink.” Already her dress was torn.

			“It’s too shallow to sink,” Elesbed said. “Someone is going to try to capture you unless we get out of sight.” She didn’t trust that this unnatural dark rain would last, and it was the only thing half-hiding them.

			Isabeau set her jaw, obviously nerving herself to do it, but as she hesitated, the darkness parted like bed-curtains and Elesbed saw someone notice them, squinting through lingering shadows. “Jump!” she cried, and Isabeau did, and Elesbed right after.

			Isabeau almost did drown, for her skirts got heavier in water than ever Elesbed could have imagined. She floundered frantically, until Elesbed untied her sleeves and her overskirt and pushed them off so they could scramble onto the bank in the shadow of the wall. They were both soaked and already beginning to shiver. The darkness had leached all the heat from the day. Isabeau’s hair clung to her face, but she’d taken off her crespine herself and mussed the elaborate plaits of her hair. Elesbed was already unlacing her dress. “Take mine, you can’t go about in just a chemise,” she said.

			“What about you?” demanded Isabeau.

			Elesbed said, “No one cares what I’m wearing.”

			Without a word, Isabeau let Elesbed help her put the dress on, and tie a mud-daubed kerchief over her hair—so dirty that no one could see its quality, or the complexity of Isabeau’s plaits beneath.

			Elesbed, who knew how to hide, pulled them both into the deepest shadow beneath the drawbridge and wondered what in Heaven to do.

			“We have to get back into the city!” said Isabeau. “We have to find my sister!”

			“We can’t go right now,” said Elesbed, listening hard. It sounded like when the brigands came to the farm; shouting and clashing. “Someone will trample us or grab us or do something terrible to us. At night, maybe. When we can hide better. Or someone will be looking for you.”

			Isabeau bit her lip, listened uncertainly to the rising noise. “Very well. We’ll just wait.”

			Elesbed didn’t know how long they sat there, huddled together. Then Isabeau gripped Elesbed’s arm tightly. “What?” whispered Elesbed.

			“Look,” said Isabeau. “That is the duke of Orléans riding there. And—” She faltered. “And that is the king of France next to him. Just riding up to the gates—” Isabeau was biting her knuckle. “What is happening? Do you think Orléans is a traitor?”

			Elesbed wasn’t sure what difference it made. Orléans wouldn’t hurt them, and there were plenty of people in that screaming city who would. “We must go to him! He can take you safe to your sister.”

			Isabeau was shaking her head hard. “No, he’s with the king of France. I’ll be his captive, and they’ll hold me to make my sister do what they want.”

			Elesbed said, “If they’ve taken the city, won’t they already have your sister? There’s no other way, we cannot just run through the streets, there is nowhere to go.”

			“No!” said Isabeau. “I won’t be held to ransom, I won’t.”

			“Isabeau,” whispered Elesbed, gripping her friend so she wouldn’t run. “Look at the duke’s face. Everything has gone wrong. Why would you be a ransom if they have Rennes already? Come on. We can’t stay here.”
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			Anne was taken, courteously but firmly, to the Guardhouse and locked in her chambers, with only French, none of her own attendants. She had begged Marguerite of France, whose face was blank, with blood on her nails where she had not cleaned it away, to find her younger sister.

			Polhaim was dead.

			And Henri—where was Henri? A prisoner of the Lost Lands? Anne almost stepped into the shadows to search for him. But if she did, Marguerite would learn of her gifts. She was being carefully watched. Anne didn’t know what would happen to her then. She kept still.

			No word came, but then, as dusk was falling, Louis of Orléans startled her by entering her chamber quite openly, with Isabeau and Elesbed running before him. For an instant Anne forgot the conquest beating its steel wings outside; she ran to her sister and clutched her in her arms.

			Then she straightened, wiping her eyes. “What has happened?” she asked Louis. “Are you a prisoner?”

			Louis looked as tired as the rest of them. “Not yet,” he said. “Though I cannot stay. I got to Charles before Marguerite could get to me, and threw myself upon his mercy. The king pardoned me with the greatest good nature, and we rode into the city together. Isabeau was hiding with her servant in the shadow of the city walls. Charles took them up. He has always been kind.” He added a little bitterly, “Though there is no telling that I might not be a prisoner tomorrow, if my lady of France has her way. What happened?”

			Anne told him. His face grew grimmer as she spoke. Before she had done, Isabeau broke in. “Have you betrayed us, then?” she demanded.

			“No,” said Anne, not taking her eyes from Orléans. “For he knows it is better to stay near the king of France than be taken alone to a locked tower.”

			Louis made no answer. “Moreau is dead, then?”

			“I don’t know. Gone, certainly.”

			He added, very low, “Are you contemplating a great escape?”

			“No,” she said, understanding him. “If I leave Rennes now it means I have abdicated, and that I will not do. I am watched, I cannot even look for Henri.”

			“What happened to him?”

			“He isn’t dead,” said Anne, low and fierce. “He isn’t. He’s lost. He’s in the Lost Lands.” She was almost sure that it was true. She willed it to be true. She wanted to cry, but everything was yet cold inside her.

			She said, “Are you all right?”

			He smiled, without humor. “For now. I am in Charles’s good graces. He has had a soft spot for me ever since he was a boy and I his gallant uncle. Marguerite is angry, but Charles has all the stubbornness of the indolent.” Louis shrugged. “I’d have got out of Bourges sooner if only I could have reached Charles.”

			“You told him you would speak with me to urge his suit, didn’t you?” said Anne. “That’s why they let you come in to see me.”

			He hesitated and then nodded. “As I said, I cannot stay.”

			She couldn’t look at him. She could hardly comprehend how quickly everything had changed. Maximilien was coming. But what could his army do, with Rennes taken and Anne captured? Nothing. Perhaps he would simply turn around and sail home.

			“You will do what you can, and so will I,” Anne said to Louis at last.

			He nodded gravely. “But I want you to make me a promise.”

			She straightened. “What is it?”

			“When you go to look for Henri in the shadows, you will take me with you.”

			“I am not—” That was a lie. “I promise,” she said.

			He nodded once, and left her there.
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			Marguerite wondered if she had killed Moreau. She thought she had. He had not been found. Her knife had gone in deep. Perhaps he had gone forever down the wild byways his power opened for him, and there died. But his absence was a prickling terror in the back of Marguerite’s mind, and she could not stop looking over her shoulder and searching for him in the shadows. Diviners fell ill when they divined for him, without success.

			And still Marguerite could not leave Brittany, could not go home. The duchy lay within her grasp; she had but to close her fingers quick enough. Maximilien was coming. There was no time to waste. And still Charles would not take the wretched girl to bed because he wanted to hunt a unicorn! La Trémoille was abetting him in this, and so, Marguerite suspected, was Louis of Orléans, whose motives she did not trust in the least.

			In exasperation, she went to Anne, early on the day after the tourney, and said without preamble, “Put this folly of unicorn-hunting out of Charles’s head.”

			Anne’s smile was a little whimsical. “How could I? For such a lover of sport as he?”

			“Make him, or I swear you will regret it.”

			Anne had been embroidering, with nothing else to occupy her in the locked room. Now she put her silks aside and said gently, “I regret many things, cousin. Including the fact that I have no influence with the king.”

			“Make him, or I will tell him that there is doubt of your virginity.”

			There—damn the girl—finally. A flicker of eyelids. But Anne said, “There is not.”

			“I will tell him that you have concealed the extent of your deformed hip. That it might impede child-bearing.”

			Some of the fresh color had left Anne’s face, but she said, picking up her embroidery again, “Ask a physician, then. Send one of your own. Send four.”

			Marguerite leaned closer. “Physicians can be bribed. Babies born to others can be passed off as one’s own. The court will want to see for itself.” She saw Anne understand. Saw her swallow once. Hated herself in that moment, but she was desperate. Let the girl yield. Let this be over.

			“I will not pretend to misunderstand you,” said Anne. There was no color in her face anymore, but her voice was steady. “But I fear that I will not impede the king’s pleasure, which is to hunt unicorns.”

			“Or your pleasure—which is to delay, even after you are beaten.”

			Anne said nothing.

			“I fear you will regret this,” said Marguerite. It was a fact, not a threat.

			Anne said nothing.

			Marguerite said, “Very well,” and went straight to her brother.

			Amiably, Charles agreed to Marguerite’s proposal that Anne’s fitness for queenship be judged in public, for of course there must be no doubts. Best to get it out of the way and then they would all eat their victory feast. Then the hunt would go to Brocéliande. A day’s hunting, a unicorn taken, and he and the duchess married. All would be well.

			Marguerite was not sure that all would be well. But she could think of no other way to break the duchess’s will.

			She even let Louis go and tell the duchess what awaited her, so that Anne would have ample privacy to urge him to do something rash. Or perhaps he would do the rash thing all by himself. Perhaps that would be best. She very much wished to drive a wedge between Louis and Charles.

			
				
				[image: ]

			Louis came to Anne late, after Isabeau had gone to bed. “You must leave Rennes,” he said. “You went to Maximilien once; go back to him now.”

			She didn’t move. “Marguerite told you, I suppose. It’s just a threat to force me to put this idea of unicorn-hunting out of Charles’s head. But I won’t do it. It’s all right.”

			He crossed the room, knelt at her feet. “She means to humiliate you. Strip you in public. Do you think all the court does not know the real reason? This is not about child-bearing. This is because you defied them.”

			“I know.”

			He took both her hands. “You need not endure it. You know you need not.”

			“There is nowhere to go,” she said firmly. “If I leave Rennes now, I will be instantly deposed. I cannot go. You know she’s doing this because of you also, to make you angry at Charles, to pry you loose from him.”

			Louis was silent.

			Anne said fiercely, “You can do nothing for me or yourself if you are sent away from the king. You must stand and watch tomorrow, and that is all.”

			There was a cold fire such as he’d never seen in her eyes. She said, “His Majesty agreed to it because his mind does not go so far as to imagine any other person’s feelings. And the rest of the court, well…”

			“They will enjoy it,” said Louis, trying to make her understand. “A harmless spectacle, and they will only be amused if you weep.”

			“As though I would,” said Anne. Her smile was almost convincing. “Truly, this is for the best. After all, the king would have taken me to France to marry me already, except that you and I and La Trémoille are keeping it in his head that he must go unicorn-hunting.”

			“Anne.”

			She leaned forward. “I am not beaten and I shall not break,” she told him, though her eyes were afraid, and her voice was not quite steady. “And neither shall you.”
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			Anne of Brittany did not act as she ought, Marguerite thought. But when had she ever? She was childish when she ought to be serious, too clever by half when her youth and inexperience ought to have worked against her.

			At the hour that had been set for her public examination, Anne swept into the great hall of the Guardhouse like a queen into her own throne room, smiling at them all: Charles’s cronies, the priests and diviners, the whole watching court. She made the king a reverence and said, “Sire.”

			“Madame.” Charles was staring. She had never been more beautiful. Beside him, the duke of Orléans looked bored.

			The duchess said, her voice troubled, “Have the diviners spoken ill of me?”

			To Marguerite’s annoyance, Charles was leaning forward, watery eyes bright. “No, no. But we must just make sure of you. For the unicorn-hunt. And to have my sons. Since you were married, which was very wrong of you.”

			“It was terribly wrong of me,” said Anne composedly. “Especially since I brought that dreadful man Moreau out of the forest— Oh, forgive me. Was he not your ally? I suppose we can’t choose our allies.”

			“He certainly was not!” Charles sat straight up. Anne was going to have Charles in full political debate in a moment, forgetting why they were there. Marguerite signaled to her own maids-of-honor. An interested stir went through the court.

			Anne stood still as her sleeves were untied, her skirt, her bodice, piece by piece, every eye in the hall riveted. The only sign of her disquiet was her posture, taut as an angry cat. Finally, when Anne was in nothing but her chemise, her feet and shoulders bare, with their hands reaching for the ties at her neck, she slipped out from between the maids-of-honor, catching one with a cold eye when she would have prevented her.

			She walked steadily across the floor.

			Anne had high-arched feet and delicate collarbones; her limp was more obvious without her shoes or stockings. As she crossed the open floor, she collected eyes like a herald, but her gaze was on Charles alone.

			The startled room held still.

			Mummery, thought Marguerite in anger. All this was mummery, just like the Triumphal Entry, yet no one in the room could look away. Anne came all the way to the king’s chair and knelt. Her hair was still plaited up in the fillet of unicorn hair. She looked like a princess in a tale of long ago. Charles hesitated.

			Very softly, Anne said, “What kind of innocence does this preserve, my lord, for your hunting? Will not the unicorn see the impress of all these eyes? For no man has seen me before this day, and I swear it upon the Almighty God.”

			Now, at last, Marguerite saw Louis move; a tiny twitch of his closed fist. But he did not speak.

			“Do you swear it?” Charles whispered to Anne, like a boy exchanging secrets.

			She looked steadily up into the king’s face, as though they were alone. He was entranced now. “Yes.”

			Charles put his own cloak over her and Anne rose and smiled at him. When he offered his arm, she took it: perhaps the first gallant thing he’d ever done in his life. The room sighed, and Marguerite knew, with anger, that Anne would drag this game out to the bitter end, create more chances to ruin all if she could. Charles still meant to hunt a unicorn, and Marguerite could not yet go home.

			And if the duchess wept afterward, Marguerite did not see, and if Louis had bitten blood from his own mouth, watching, she would never know.
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			Louis was seated at the high table beside Charles of France, where he could watch Anne enter the room for the feasting, fully dressed now, layered like an armored saint, Isabeau beside her. Anne had asked for the child to be excused, but of course Marguerite would not agree. This was ritual, this was statecraft; the heirs of Brittany in the keeping now of France.

			She must have taken all the gold the French had to buy that dress, Louis thought. It was scarlet and black with gold thread and jewels in her hair and the band of the unicorn’s mane holding the crespine. A small defiance, but he was glad of it.

			They all watched her come before them and make a courtesy to the king. Louis could understand why she had let them take off most of her clothes before she went and hypnotized Charles. Her performance had been flawless, as good as any traveling player. They’d seen enough of her to stop baying for her blood. She had come out with her dignity intact and the king ready to eat out of her hand. Marguerite had been furious.

			So had Louis, for quite a different reason.

			The duchess and her sister were seated. Charles made a joke that Isabeau, sitting stiff and studious, did not smile at. The meats came round, the wine. The feast was a glittering thing, funded by the deep-pocketed French, and largely attended by them too. Marguerite was taking no chances of any Breton noble making an untoward declaration of loyalty. Orléans knew that assessing eyes were on him, but he would not give them fodder. He could do that much for her. He conversed with his neighbors and did not lift his eyes beyond.

			Would Maximilien continue on to Rennes? Perhaps; it would go against a king’s pride to have his wife taken so. But what could he do? No one had expected Rennes to fall so fast. Louis ate and conversed with his neighbors, kept his eyes from Anne, made himself agreeable to Charles. Made himself think of nothing.

			A stir went through the room. The music stopped.

			And in that silence, like that of rabbits when the hawk comes circling, Julien Moreau walked out of nothing into the center of the room. He moved awkwardly; his face was a bad color. Beneath a robe tawdry with frayed embroidery was the bulge of bandages, a bloodstain working its way through.

			The room froze.

			Then the king’s guard was moving fast, their blades drawn, but the swords fell through a patch of strange daylight and the blades turned to branches bursting with fruit. The guards flung them away, gasping, and dared not advance.

			Moreau walked forward, his pallid face shiny with a different daylight. Marguerite wore a look of stark terror.

			Moreau said, “Well, here I am after knifings and betrayal. Such foolishness when God created woman for man.” He shook his head. His face was pained. “But I will have my due.”

			One step, and Moreau was in the middle of the hall. The next, he was behind the high table, catching Anne round the throat. Next moment, Isabeau had thrown herself across Moreau’s back, yelling and pounding with her fists; she bit him like a dog, grabbing at the wounded place in his side.

			Moreau swore, stumbled back. Isabeau fell with him.

			“Isabeau!” Anne was still in her place, crying out as Moreau stepped again from nothing into the center of the hall, except now he had the child by the hair.

			Isabeau was struggling hard. “Where is Henri—where is my brother?” she screamed at him.

			Anne cried, “Let her go. I will go with you if that is what you wish. I will repudiate the duchy and go with you.”

			“No, you will not!” said Charles.

			Moreau said, “Come, then, if you are so eager.”

			Anne moved toward him, but Charles caught her.

			Moreau was smiling a pained smile at them all. “I will take this one, for a hostage and a bride, unless the duchess comes.”

			“No, you won’t!” shouted Anne, but still Charles held her.

			They couldn’t get to him with a blade; they couldn’t shoot arrows in a room so crowded. What, then?

			“Give her back,” said Anne, her voice level. “Let her go. I’ll do what you wish. I will.” She was fighting Charles’s grip. But there were more hands holding her back now: La Trémoille had joined Charles of France. She twisted, but they would not let her go.

			Moreau shook his head. “So be it,” he said.

			Anne fought, but she could not break free. “No,” she shouted to him. “No!”

			“Anne!” cried Isabeau.

			At that moment, a small, scuttling-quick figure darted across the open floor, and in the breath before the sorcerer and Isabeau stepped away into nothing, seized Isabeau by the hand. The shadows swallowed her too.

			And in their wake, a beast appeared in the room. It was some creature that Louis had never seen. Horns longer than a man, and great cloven hooves, its coat shaggy and stinking, its head lowered, snorting. As though it had been rent from some mad, unseen fabric of a lost world. A parting gift. A stray from the Lost Lands.

			Instant pandemonium. The guards came to surround the king. Anne’s eyes met Louis’s, both full of panic. The king was holding on to her; the guards were approaching the monster with pikes and drawn swords.

			Louis saw the desperate plea in Anne’s face and did the most insane thing he’d ever attempted in his life. He plunged forward, though he was unarmed, and knocked down the king with all his weight in the point of his shoulder. He broke La Trémoille’s wrist and wrenched Anne round the table, clear of all the restraining hands. The blade of a pike missed his head by a feather.

			They fell, rolling, in the center of the hall. His hand held hers, wrist to wrist, and guards were converging. They were going to behead him for this. Unless—

			“Anne?” he whispered, and knew she heard. He pulled them both to their feet. Saw the light of another day caught brilliantly in her open eyes. For a breath, he was afraid. But he did not let her go. “Come on,” she whispered.

			When she stepped into the quivering air, she yanked him with her.

			Then it was suddenly as dark as the birth of the world and they were somewhere else.
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			The courage of the body—the courage of a tree-climbing child or a hunter coursing neck-or-nothing after a stag—had never been Anne’s. Isabeau had always been bolder in that way. When she was old enough, perhaps she would pursue the stag from the front of the galloping pack, heedless of danger, reveling in her speed and skill.

			Anne preferred facing dangers that could be bested with the mind alone.

			But some courage is born of wild necessity.

			Anne took Louis’s hand and flung herself blindly into the memory of the strange light that had accompanied Julien Moreau.

			In that moment, her choice was made. Let them depose her, let them do anything, so long as she could save the people she loved.

			She pulled Louis with her, their hands clinging tight. They took that single step, and the great hall was gone. She was outside, elsewhere. Her eyes watered. Another step and she tripped, hit the ground, and rolled. Her masses of embroidered silk skirts kept her from hurting herself, but she was shaken. She lay gasping, then thought, Moreau, Isabeau, where are they?

			She scrambled to her feet.

			The world was wholly silent, except for a wind like long, soft breathing. She’d torn her caul and her hair was coming loose, though she still wore the unicorn-hair fillet. Louis was there, searching her for injuries. She looked up at him. “Are you all right?”

			“I think so,” he said, stepping back. “I do not know where you have brought us, though.”

			She dragged off the ripped caul and let her hair fly, constrained only by the fillet. She turned in a circle, frowning. If she had followed Moreau, she could not see him now. “I know this place,” she said. “But not.”

			They had come back to the convent at Paimpont. Or at least, the place where it had stood. The lake still lapped the shore, like quicksilver under a stormy sky. The rain pattered softly down, almost too light to feel on her face, except that she was getting steadily colder.

			But where the convent had been stood a castle. A castle of fantastical shapes, fantastical dimensions, rising haphazardly against tree and sky and storm cloud. As though God’s idle hands could fling battlements and towers and buttresses down into a careless heap.

			Before that castle stood a woman. Or a creature like a woman. Her face was full-lipped and sharp-chinned, eyes tawny as a beast’s.

			She was watching them.

			Anne felt Louis tense, staring back. There was still no sign of Isabeau. None of Moreau either. She’d leaped blindly, her heart full of terror, but she hadn’t followed her sister. Or had she? What waited for them in that strange heap of a castle?

			“I think,” said Anne, licking her lips, “that—we must ask this lady.”

			“That is no mortal lady; she was never of Eve’s getting,” said Louis. He didn’t stir a foot. “That is a korrigan.”

			“Nevertheless,” said Anne.

			They walked hesitantly across to where the korrigan waited. Louis had her walk a pace behind him, on the side of his shield-arm.

			“Madame,” called Anne in cautious Breton, “whose dwelling is this?”

			“Why,” said the lady in a high voice, “this is the castle of Never-Was. Here dwells the king of the Lost Lands.” Was there a very faint mockery in that strange voice? Her eyes were full of night, darker than the day around them; the shadows of her did not quite suit the light. Her yellow eyes flicked once and then lingered on the fillet in Anne’s hair. Something in her expression changed.

			“Is this king a mortal man?” said Anne.

			The yellow eyes dropped, found Anne’s face.

			“Yes, that is His Majesty,” the lady said, and again there was that tone of irony. Her nails were sharp, and her eyeteeth were sharp, and her veiling hair was thick and coarse and beautiful. “He went to get a bride and has come home with a child.”

			Anne said, cold to the heart, “The child is my sister and I must find her.”

			“You may try,” said the lady—the korrigan—for so she must be. “But it is very hard to get anything you want in the castle of Never-Was. The king learned this, to his grief, and then forgot again.” She smiled secretly.

			Anne said, “I will find her nonetheless.”

			The lady laughed, coldly, and said, “As you wish.” She turned toward the door with a great ring of keys in one long, thin hand, the nails curling over her fingertips. Anne saw then that a strange moon, brilliant with night, hung in that daytime sky, and rain fell upon the castle, though none upon her. Her stomach knotted. The korrigan put her key in the postern. Turned it. Then she flung the door open. There was nothing inside. A void.

			Anne stood still, feeling Louis breathe beside her. Every instinct cried out against that threshold and the black maw beyond. Anne said to the lady, “Is there any more you can tell us, Madame, of this castle and its king?”

			The lady was staring again at the unicorn-thread. But she said, “Nothing. Go in or go away; I merely keep the door.”

			“But he is there?”

			“Oh, yes. He is there.”

			Anne persisted. “And the child? A girl of my height, with dark eyes?”

			The lips were like petals, dimpled by skewering teeth. “Ah, yes,” the korrigan said airily. “His fifth bride, I think. If you hurry, you might even attend the feast.”

			Oh, that was fear. Fear like wings beating at her brain. She must think. She must be careful. “Will you guide us to this feast?”

			“I cannot,” said the korrigan. “For no two people take the same way through the castle of Never-Was.”

			Anne and Louis exchanged looks. “Yes,” Louis said, answering her expression. “Of course we must at least try. Here, hold on to me, we shall not be separated.”

			They stepped over the threshold. But it was no good. In the next instant his hand was gone from hers; she heard him call to her, heard herself answer, then there was silence. She was, abruptly, quite alone.

			She stood in the raw ruin of a castle courtyard, time-rotted, a tree splitting the stones of it and doors on all sides, hanging drunkenly on broken hinges. Leaves lay thick underfoot, heaped in drifts and turning through the cold, sere air. The doors seemed to mock her.

			“Orléans!” she called, but there was no answer.

			Be still, she told herself. This was a castle built by the korriganed, a place of the Lost Lands that they had made for themselves. Its nature, its hierarchies, its courtesies were all strange to her. But Isabeau was here. Anne must think, and not panic.

			Was it within her power to simply step through the shadows to where Isabeau was?

			She tried to find it, the step from here to there. But a spike of agony flared, a vision of thorns hemmed her in.

			Consider the doors. One was of wood and had been painted green, but the tint was peeling away. Another was carved elaborately with lilacs and lilies, twined in wild profusion. Another was carved in a frieze of unicorns with jeweled eyes being set upon by dogs, their heads flung back in terror. She shuddered.

			Another was an austere thing of smoke-dark oak, with iron nails. And one looked as though it had been made from the bones of a beast, but it was gilded top to bottom.

			Which door? She turned in a circle, thought: Perhaps it does not matter.

			She suspected that it did. But she had no way of knowing. She wrenched the nearest sagging door back in a howl of hinges. It was the one with the unicorns. She passed through it and was shocked to find herself standing, not in the ruined hall she half-expected, but in a tumult of light and color.

			She was in a great hall. At a banquet. A victory banquet, and to her shock everyone she knew was there seated. Orléans and Dunois, Comminges, Madeleine. Isabeau. And as soon as she stumbled into the room, they all roared in acclamation, and toasted her and called her blessed.

			She stood there bewildered. Saw that daylight streamed through high windows, recognized that she was in the Guardhouse in Rennes. They were all congratulating her. The French were defeated. She was sovereign duchess, they said. Isabeau smiled at her.

			“Isabeau?” Anne said.

			“Do you great honor, sister, on this day of victory,” returned the child, and abruptly Anne stopped hurrying toward her. The small girl’s eyes were deeply yellow.

			She turned. All their eyes were yellow, all their smiles showed the points of sharp teeth.

			Never-Was, thought Anne. This never was.

			She backed up a step, another, and fled across the room to a door in the far wall. She wrenched the door open and stumbled through, gasping. Louis was in the next room, and she stopped short upon seeing him.

			Her first feeling was relief. “Orléans, I—” She couldn’t finish. He’d crossed the floor in three great strides, had taken her into his arms and put his mouth on hers. Then he pulled back and said, “My wife. My love.”

			She stared. “But I am not.” There was a great bed behind him, his eyes were soft with love. But his fingers were spindly as spider legs. She gasped and pulled away. Louis—no, not Louis. A korrigan stood there, smiling at her quizzically, and his eyes were lambent, yellow as a candle-flame; she could feel the draw of him, like quicksand, knew how easy it would be to imagine that he’d the eyes of a man. The eyes of a lover.

			With shaken courtesy, she said, “Monsieur, where is the man whose face you are wearing?”

			“It doesn’t matter,” said the korrigan, after a pause. He might have been surprised. “For there are no truths here; no real loves, no real victories, no real kings. But you may choose a dream, one that never was, and live that forever. For do not men number among their losses the things they never had? Will you choose me? I will make you happy.” He reached for her again. His fingers were as long as a good dagger.

			She stumbled back. “No! No, thank you.”

			She fled again and the castle pulled her on, bright dream after bright dream, like sweets strewn across her path. She knew with a cold, creeping terror that as she wearied, her ability to parse the truth from the fantasy would grow less and less. Until in the end she’d choose one, because she could fight no more. This was a trap, laid by the korriganed, for mortals who dared their realm.

			Had Moreau run through these halls? Had he chosen a dream to live in? What dream was it? She suspected that he might have wanted Keris, but in the end all he had was poisoned hope and murder.

			The next chamber contained her own mother, who had died when Anne was small. She told Anne that she loved her and would never leave her.

			Anne turned her back on this apparition too, but she was breathing hard, her hip beginning to spasm.

			Think.

			Louis was here somewhere. So was Moreau. Perhaps each walked as she did, in a gallery of his own dreams. She must leave her own behind and find theirs.

			Anne left the peaceful room with her mother’s voice calling plaintively that her daughter’s heart had grown cold. Carefully, Anne began to retrace her steps.

			She paused in the grand hall in which they had crowned her empress and stood swaying, thinking, Oh, yes, this is my day and my hour. Then she shook the thought off, frightened, and kept walking, limping badly.

			Finally she found her way back, trembling, to the simple room, round as though in a tower, where Louis again waited with sharp teeth and a great bed behind him and yellow eyes that promised joy.

			He smiled. “Have you chosen me, lady?”

			“In a manner of speaking,” said Anne.

			In the courtyard of doors, there had been a barrier of thorns in her mind when she sought to travel by shadows. But this time she did not seek her sister. Instead, she thought, This would be one of Louis’s rooms too. Or near enough.

			How near?

			She looked for his shadow on the floor.

			It was there, unmistakable.

			She reached for it, saw the korrigan’s eyes widen, saw his long-nailed hand go out. But it was too late; she caught the hand attached to that shadow and pulled herself into the never-was of Louis of Orléans.

			She was in the same tower room. But somewhat to Anne’s surprise, she did not catch Orléans in wild license with a korrigan wearing her face.

			No, the korrigan was sitting by a fire, turning a piece of embroidery delicately in her hands. She did look like Anne, except that her long lashes veiled yellow eyes. Louis sat by the fire opposite her, watching her.

			Anne said, “My lord of Orléans.”

			He startled to his feet. He stared at her as though she was anaon and not Anne at all. It was him: his own eyes and hands and teeth. But when Anne appeared, the girl by the fire dropped her embroidery and bared fangs that were as long as a wolf’s. Her eyes were wider and rounder than a woman’s.

			Anne said to this lady, politely, “Madame, I wish you would not wear my face.”

			The lady blinked and the last humanity left her; her taut skin was dull ivory in clothes like cobweb, her gaze speculative. She said, “It is my task.”

			Louis held back from Anne, a long arm’s reach away. “Are you real?”

			“Yes, wretch.” Anne wanted to laugh, and she wanted to cry. “I cannot believe you thought she was I. She has fox ears.”

			Louis looked. “I suppose she does.” He bowed to the korrigan and swallowed. “Forgive me, lady, for my mistake.”

			The korrigan merely barked with laughter and stepped casually into the shadows and disappeared.

			“God preserve us,” said Louis, fervently. He pulled Anne to him, his hands tentative in her hair as though to prove her to himself.

			Anne was distracted. “That was your Never-Was? Not some mad passion, but—?” She pulled back to see his face.

			He looked embarrassed. “The whole court would smile when you were happy, in Nantes.”

			She laughed at him, then turned her face upward and kissed him. “Come,” she said, sobering. “We must find my sister. And Julien Moreau.”
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			Isabeau, with Moreau’s hand gripping hard to her hair, stepped from the brightly lit feasting hall in Rennes into the place with leaf-litter and all the doors. Elesbed had seized hold of Isabeau’s skirt with two clinging hands, and stepped with them, from firelight into damp shadow. There, she instantly lunged like a ferret, biting the hand that was clutching Isabeau’s hair. She bit it as hard as she could, so that he shouted and let go.

			Isabeau must also have made a plan for herself, for at the very same moment, her eyes spilling tears from how he pulled her hair, she grabbed Moreau’s other hand and stole his mirror.

			“Run!” screamed Elesbed, dragging Isabeau with her. They would have escaped too, except that Isabeau took a long, precious second to slam the mirror to the floor and grind it under her foot.

			Julien screamed as the mirror broke. His wound slowed his enraged lunge, but Isabeau had taken too long. Moreau had caught her other wrist, yanked her away, and picked her up bodily, all his teeth bared. Then he stepped back and vanished into the shadows. Elesbed cried out with rage, but they were both gone, and her clever ploy had failed. She was left alone again, in that same cold courtyard with doors in the castle of Never-Was.

			And this time there was no Butter to save her.

			“Butter,” said Elesbed. “Butter—please, I’m sorry I left you in Nantes, but Hawiz needed you, and I don’t think you’d have liked trying to ride a horse. Butter, I don’t know what to do.”

			Talking to an absent cat sounded foolish to her own ears. She wiped snot and tears from her face. Tried to think. Which door? Where had Butter led her that first time?

			Maybe she could think like a cat. She looked at all the doors in turn. One was white like the duchess’s pearls, but she didn’t trust it. One looked just like the door to her house before the bandits came, but that scared her. One was just a shimmering veil of cloth, and she thought she saw a moving silhouette behind it.

			Which one?

			A lady was standing under the dead tree in the courtyard. Elesbed had not seen her at first glance, because the lady was gnarled like the tree. She squeaked and stumbled back.

			The lady was smiling a little. Elesbed frowned. “You are the abbess,” she said. Only the lady was not dressed like an abbess anymore. She was wearing a robe with a belt of white stones and a great tall hat whose veil swept gracefully down.

			“I am many things, small one,” said the lady. “You are trespassing.”

			The lady was frightening, in the same way a wolf can stand quietly and be frightening, with bright watchful eyes. “Oh, I am not, Madame!” said Elesbed earnestly. “I am trying to save my lady and my friend; she was stolen away by a wicked sorcerer. Do you know where they have gone?”

			The lady looked faintly amused. She said, “Well, you are a bold child, at least. Why do you think you can save anyone from a sorcerer?”

			Elesbed didn’t know. Her voice turned small. “I have to try. And I am clever. Everyone says so.”

			“With a quick tongue in your head, to be sure. I have a granddaughter, but I have not seen her in—in a long time. She went mad, you see.”

			“Oh,” said Elesbed. “I am sorry.”

			“Would you like to come away with me? I could make you a princess in her place.” The bright eyes bored into hers.

			Elesbed said, “No, indeed! I do not want to be a princess. My lady Isabeau is practically a princess and they will not let her stir a foot by herself.”

			“A wise child too,” murmured the lady. “What do you want, then?”

			“My cat,” said Elesbed at once. “She will help me, I know, and also she is very handsome and yellow. But she is far away in Nantes.”

			The lady laughed; really laughed. She suddenly sounded like someone much younger and happier. “Well, then,” she said, “I suppose there is yet wisdom in the children of men. You shall have your cat, child. And more, if you ever seek me out.”

			Elesbed said cautiously, “Are you a korrigan?”

			But the lady had stepped away and was gone, as was the light she’d stood within.

			Something moved in the leaf-litter. Elesbed stared.

			Butter sauntered out of the leaves and licked a paw. Elesbed burst into the loudest, snottiest tears she’d ever cried in her life, snatched up her cat, and buried her damp face in the yellow fur.

			Butter tolerated this for a moment, then batted Elesbed away, jumped down, and ran to a door Elesbed had not noticed. It was a door made all of metal.

			“That one, really?” said Elesbed.

			The cat just looked at her.

			“All right,” said Elesbed, and wiped her nose.
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			The rooms of Never-Was changed after Anne found Louis. Now they passed through rooms made for both of them, and that made it harder. They saw a coronation with pomp and circumstance, two thrones side by side. A Christmas feast. A rumpled bed, with dawn light pouring in. A sunny nursery and a boy with Anne’s eyes in the arms of a wet-nurse. They stopped at that one, their hands closing tight each upon the other. Anne said, after a long pause, “It’s not real.”

			Louis did not move. “Anne,” he said. “I have not the strength for too many more. It is starting to blur, what is real and what is not, especially when there are rooms that I—wish were real. What are you looking for?”

			“Our wedding-feast,” she said. She gave him a sidelong look, half-despairing. “I think there will be one. Don’t you?”

			And he nodded, wordless.

			It took a long time. Anne was stumbling, leaning into him with each step, and they were bruising each other’s hands, so desperately were they clinging on, when they walked into a great hall bright with flowers, people in glittering clothes, laughter, sunlight. All the delicacies in the world were spread upon the groaning boards. Two great chairs in the center of the high table stood above the others, twined with flowers.

			A roar of acclamation shook the room as they entered.

			“Here,” whispered Anne.

			“I do not understand.”

			“The lady outside said that if we hurried we might even attend the feast. Well, here is our wedding-feast; Moreau’s will not be far. That is how I found you.” She shivered. “And Isabeau will be with him.” She was straining her eyes, looking for the shadow of Moreau in the crowd. Abruptly, she pulled Louis forward, into another light.

			Into a different wedding-feast.

			The walls of this hall were scarlet, like oxblood when it has dried. Her sister sat with clenched hands, perfect as a doll, dwarfed by the great chair he’d put her in, the twin to his. Julien was leaning on the table, ashen-faced but expansive too, a glass raised in mockery of merriment.

			Anne and Louis took three steps into the room and then Moreau looked up and into Anne’s face. He smiled. “Well met, Highness, I knew you’d not stay away. But what can you do? I am king of the korriganed and this girl made me a promise. You must make me a promise now, to ransom her.” His face was damp with sweat. Madness sparked and glinted in his eyes. Isabeau cried, “Anne!” high and furious as a bird, but Moreau’s hand fell heavy on the back of her neck and she could not move.

			The hall was packed with men and women feasting, dressed in courtly finery, but all their teeth were sharp; she saw long fingers everywhere, and yellow eyes. She felt Louis tense beside her. He had no sword.

			Anne went forward slowly, collecting all their eyes, a trick she’d learned in her early days after her coronation, when she had to employ every scrap of will, instinct, charisma, merely to be heard.

			“No farther,” said Moreau, his eyes glassy. Anne stopped. A dagger had appeared in his hand; he had hold of Isabeau with the other. “You may beg to marry me instead if you like. But first I will punish your willful sister who broke my mirror!” The last word was a shout. Isabeau thrashed; he struck her face and she stilled. Her eyes were murderous.

			“Kill the duke,” said Moreau, and half the korriganed at that great table rose. Drawn blades caught the light of fires and torches. Were these then his subjects, since he called himself king?

			Louis’s jaw set hard. “Come on, then,” he told them, almost conversationally.

			She edged away from him, afraid for him. But he didn’t need to be trying to shield her too. She must get to Isabeau.

			The first sword came at Louis and he dodged, swearing, and tripped the korrigan, smashing an elbow down. A quick movement and he had a short sword in his hand, and the light of battle in his eye. He was taller than the korriganed, more sturdily built. “Now, you bastards,” he said.

			They were moving in like a ring of wolves. But before they could close with him, the great double doors of the hall wrenched open, and of all things, a cat, a child, and a knight in dented jousting armor came running into the room. Elesbed was yelling, “I told you my cat was clever, I told you!”

			Anne’s heart leaped in astonished gladness, for the knight was Henri. “Christ!” he said fervently. “One moment I am questing for a black tower and a fair maiden and the next this imp is telling me it’s all a dream, and kicking my shins and shouting at me to follow her cat.” His drawn sword caught the next blade that swung for Louis’s head. He kicked the wielder—these korriganed did not seem to be as strong as men—and Louis swiped off another head. Then it was a mêlée, quick and savage, but these two men knew their work.

			Moreau was holding Isabeau tightly, his eyes on her. “Marry me, let the child take her punishment, and I will be satisfied,” he said.

			Anne was remembering the chapel with red walls. Always here, Moreau had said. If I do not take care.

			She could feel it looming now, always nearby in the map of his soul. Hardly a step away. But how to make him take it?

			She’d forgotten the cat. Butter came out of nowhere and leaped onto the table, yowling. Moreau fell back in surprise. In that moment of distraction, Anne half-fell across the boards and got both hands on his doublet, and then they were rolling together, Anne and Moreau—and Isabeau too, snatched at the last moment. And the cat. Rolling through the wild shadows.

			Moreau struck Anne across the face as she rolled; she felt Isabeau throw herself at him, screaming a high-pitched war cry. Anne hardly noticed. She was looking for the shadows of women in the darkness round him.

			Strangled and drowned, burned and bloodied.

			When Anne and Moreau and Isabeau came to rest in the chapel with red walls, the dead women stood silently, watching him. One held a long blue sword in her bloody hand. Moreau, breath sawing in his throat, groped in his sleeve for his mirror. His hand came out empty and he spat a curse. Isabeau ran to Anne, helped her to her feet. Arms around each other, they backed up. The cat was with them, her fur bristling in fury. Anaon, Anne thought. But once they had flesh.

			She locked her eyes upon them and pulled with all her might, doubling over, dragging them into the same pallid light that shone upon herself and her sister.

			If the light changed upon their bodies, Anne couldn’t see it. Moreau had got to his feet, begun to stalk her and Isabeau across the floor.

			But then the dead lady with the sword put it to his throat.

			He froze, incredulous. “You are dead,” he told her. But there was a slow-dawning fear in his face. He was bent to protect his injured side. His dead wives were ringing him round save the first one, the one with the sword. She offered the sword to Anne, hilt-first. Moreau tried to get hold of it, but the lady slashed once and cut off his reaching hand.

			Moreau fell to his knees, clutching the stump.

			The lady offered Anne the sword again. It was lighter than it looked. Her lips moved. No sound came out. But Anne understood. Take the sword for better ends.

			Anne grasped the sword with both hands. Whispered, “What will you do?”

			“We can touch him now,” croaked the drowned lady in a hideous voice. “For that we thank you. This place was always his doom, and he is ours.”

			Moreau tried to stand, to run, but the burning lady tripped him and he fell heavily.

			“Isabeau,” Anne whispered.

			As Isabeau’s arms came round her, holding tight, Anne stepped out of the dreadful light of that chapel, carrying the sword with her, the triumphant cat running at her feet.

			The last thing she heard was Julien Moreau’s wail, and the last thing she saw were his four dead wives, clustered close as lovers around his prone body.
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			The hall Anne returned to was not the one she had left, and at first she thought she’d made a terrible mistake. These walls were not red, but green as leaves, and the firelight made jewelry of the inlay on the floor.

			Yet Louis and Henri stood there panting and bloodied and holding their stolen swords, surrounded by silent korriganed. There was more blood on the floor.

			As Anne and Isabeau stepped out of the shadows behind them, Elesbed crawled out from beneath a table where she had taken refuge. “Butter!” she cried.

			Anne was still holding the sword. To her surprise, the korriganed drew back, wordless, and left the way clear to Louis and Henri. Watching them warily, she stepped forward. Henri’s mouth pursed in a whistle as she proffered the sword to Louis, who took it up with a reverent hand. It didn’t weigh very much, and the blade was a deep blue, with folds in the steel like the grain in wood, a plain crosspiece, leather grip, the pommel sculped in the shape of a sea-drake’s head.

			A little of the tension bled from the room. Henri said, “I beg you will make this child Elesbed a countess at least, for she has the courage of ten knights, and a very clever cat.”

			Anne was smiling. “Brother, I am glad to see you.”

			Elesbed was already with Isabeau, saying, “And then the abbess asked what I should like and I said I wanted Butter and she came to help me—made us go through a door all made of metal. I could hardly see but I came out into a beautiful room and saw the baron in his armor. He had gone on a noble quest, but only in his mind, and all the people were korriganed. He didn’t see me until Butter jumped on him and I kicked him. I said we had to save you and he followed me. The big doors don’t work, they just lead to pretty places that aren’t real, but there are little doors all hidden too. My cat knew just where to go because she’s the cleverest cat—do you think she’s a faerie-cat?”

			The watchful crowd of korriganed parted suddenly, interrupting this interesting monologue, to reveal a small old lady, dressed in beautiful, archaic clothes. “And that is the abbess,” Elesbed whispered triumphantly to Isabeau.

			Anne made a reverence, cautiously. Isabeau elbowed Elesbed and they did the same. Louis and Henri bowed. Louis had no means to sheathe the blue sword, but he lowered its naked point.

			“Majesty,” Anne said, and felt Louis stiffen beside her.

			“Oh, no,” said the lady. “We have different titles than mortals, and those years are gone from me now anyway; they belong to the Lost Lands. I only took a hand because there seemed no other recourse to rid us of yon madman. He was growing more powerful with every change of the moon, with every murdered bride. The true king has not been seen since—oh, I don’t know. Since the sea-drakes disappeared.”

			“King?” said Anne. “So there is a king of the korriganed after all? Not just Moreau the pretender?”

			“Oh, yes, there is a true king,” said the lady. “My nephew, I suppose you’d say, but his mother was a mari-morgan, a creature of the sea. After Keris was lost, he went looking for the sea-drakes and has not returned. In the meantime, here was that fool calling himself king, growing ever stronger, going mad, learning the secrets of this castle all the while, searching for a unicorn to guide him. And then he burst into the mortal lands like the plague. If he’d kept more of his sanity, you and we would have been in real danger.”

			Anne was watching this lady warily. “The danger felt real enough.” Her arm was still about Isabeau’s shoulders.

			“And yet there you are, alive,” said the lady. “And that is a famous sword in your lover’s hand. Aren’t you pleased?”

			Anne said nothing, though she felt her face color. She knew perfectly well that Henri was giving Louis a censorious look behind her back. She said, “What is the castle of Never-Was?”

			“The royal seat,” said the lady airily. Anne blinked, and for an instant, in a different layer of light, she thought she saw the throne, made of stone and living trees. Then it was gone. The lady’s eyes on her were sharp and knowing. “Most mortals who come here never attain the throne room, but wander dreaming until they die. Some win past it. Some even drink in friendship with the korriganed. Will you dine with us, children?”

			Anne said, “Did Julien Moreau find the throne room?”

			“No,” said the lady. “Not the true one, though he thought he had. But his greatest desire was for power, and his sorcery was very great, and so he did not die. Above all things he wished to find lost Keris, but that he never could. When he asked the mere for a prophecy, the lady in the water said that only a woman he offered for in marriage would find the way. So he took women to wife and slew them when they could not do it, and each time his mind broke a little more, until all his paths in the Lost Lands led to the same room, where he had buried his dead.” The lady’s face was quite unmoved.

			Anne said, “How can we be sure that you will not also drive us to madness if we drink together? All our stories of the korriganed are of tricks and cruel deceptions.”

			There were smiles all round that ring of watching faeries, smiles full of teeth. But the lady said, “We do not deceive so much as live in a land whose nature is too far removed from the nature of men. I think your tales also note that we are unable to lie.”

			Anne exchanged glances with Henri and Louis. She asked, “Will time pass in its accustomed way? We cannot feast for a hundred years. Or even one.”

			“That, I think, is still in my power to promise,” said the lady.
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			So they sat down at a renewed banquet, though there was no dish or meat that any of the mortals recognized. At the end of it, Isabeau and Elesbed fell asleep, leaning on each other. Henri and Louis had cobbled together some common language with the korriganed and stood with their knights in the open center of the great hall, making fencing passes with their swords and sometimes laughing.

			Anne looked the lady straight in the eye and said, “Where is the drowned city? Where, then, is Keris?”

			The korrigan-queen looked profoundly unsurprised that Anne had asked. “In the Lost Lands, of course.”

			“But can it be brought back to the mortal world, as other lost things have been?”

			“Who is to say?” said the queen. “It is not like any other place. I do not know who first built it—some people long gone. There was only the city, standing empty, in the far reaches of the Lost Lands, where I found it in my wandering days. I pulled it into the living world, to be a gift for my daughter. But I am sure there was sorcery in its first making, and sorcerers numbered always among its citizens. Its queen was my child, Malgven, after she was married to Gralon Meur.” Anne heard pain in her voice. “But Malgven bore her daughter and died of it, and that daughter, Ahèz, grew to love pleasure and cruelty, and to make no distinction between them. The city had become a place of horrors when my nephew bathed in the blood of a sea-drake and put forth his strength and took the city out of the bay and back into the Lost Lands. There it remains, forever, just as it was on the night it disappeared.”

			“And if I wish to draw it into the world?” said Anne. “If Moreau’s prophecy was a true one, then I might be able.”

			“Very possibly,” said the lady. “But if you embark upon that quest and you don’t succeed, you will die, or go mad, or return to your own world two hundred years hence. There are no half-measures.”

			Anne considered her, the firelight in that pale hall adding a sparkle of youth to the lady’s old face. “Would you help me?”

			“Why should I? Perhaps I think that Keris is better off lost to the world.”

			Anne turned her cup a quarter-turn upon the stone table. “What happened to your granddaughter?”

			The lady was silent a moment. “She is still there, so far as I know, still feasting, living in a night that will never end. We do not live by years as you know them in the far reaches of the Lost Lands.”

			“And are all her people there too?”

			The lady looked up, gave her a narrow look. “Presumably.”

			“Then,” said Anne, “I wish to free them.”

			“Why?”

			For mercy? There was that, but it was not the only answer, and Anne, clever liar though she was, did not dare lie to this lady. She said, “Because it is my only chance now to chart my own destiny. And my father dreamed of ruling a land called Armorica, and perhaps sometimes I dream his dreams.”

			The lady considered her thoughtfully. “An honest answer. Perfect in neither virtue nor vice. And perhaps the unicorn would help you. Not to give you mortal power, but because your gift can preserve the border between your own world and the Lost Lands.”

			“If I am successful,” said Anne, “I will keep the border. And there will be peace between mortal men and the korriganed, if you wish it.”

			“Yes, yes, it is all quite beautiful when there is harmony between us. But what will you do if my nephew comes to claim your sister’s hand? She announced aloud that she meant to offer herself to the king of the korriganed, you know. That is my nephew, if it is anyone. It is no small thing among the korriganed to announce that you will marry. He will have a claim on her, always, unless he renounces it.”

			Anne stiffened in surprise. “A child’s foolishness.”

			“Yes, now,” said the lady, unruffled. “But the words remain. And what will happen when the child becomes a woman?”

			“Then that bridge will be crossed,” said Anne. “But not an instant before. I am not my father, to play games of power with the betrothals of children.”

			“As you say,” said the lady. “As you say. Well, my nephew may speak for himself as well. And I will set you upon the path to Keris, if you mean to try to walk it. But it is a crooked, riddling path; you will very likely fail.”

			“I will ask leave of my sister,” said Anne. “And if she consents, I will dare the path anyway. And if I go, I ask a further boon of you.”

			“You are a saucy girl,” said the lady, amused. “Ask.”

			“Take my family home for me, out of the Lost Lands.”

			The lady laughed. “Am I a donkey? Why should I?”

			“Because,” said Anne with an edge. “Allies come to each other’s aid. And it might—might—incline me to look upon your nephew’s suit with more favor, should he pursue it one day. Or is there no family-feeling among the korriganed?”

			The lady laughed, but then the ancient craggy face softened. “My daughter was a saucy girl too,” she said.
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			When Isabeau and Elesbed woke from their drowsing, the hall was empty but for Anne and Louis and Henri and Butter, sitting quietly on cushions beside a great golden fire. Anne was leaning on Louis’s shoulder.

			Isabeau shuddered as the whole night came flooding back. “Moreau is dead, isn’t he?”

			“Yes, dearest,” said Anne. “Or as good as. He will not trouble you again.”

			Isabeau looked tentative. “Are we going home, then?”

			“That depends on you.”

			Anne could feel Louis and Henri listening, for she had bidden them wait until the children woke before she told them where they might go next. “We can all go home, tonight,” said Anne. “Back to our castle in Nantes, and sleep in our own beds. But I do not know what will happen after. Possibly I will be considered a mere victim of all this wicked sorcery and then given to Charles of France. Perhaps Maximilien will fight a war for me, perhaps not. But at the end of it all, I shall go away to Vienna or to France and be married to one man or the other.”

			Isabeau opened her mouth to protest, but Anne interrupted.

			“No, it is true. Out there, in the mortal world, my only power is my choice of husband. It might be Charles, it might be Maximilien, but either way I am the realm, and my only choice is to whom I yield myself up, and the duchy with me.”

			Elesbed listened, stroking Butter, as Anne went on.

			“If we go back, you, Isabeau, will stay safe in Brittany with Henri as your guardian. Louis will have to flee far away, for he struck the king of France in the Guardhouse in Rennes.”

			Anne could feel Louis’s shoulder rigid beside her. Isabeau had not reacted. Her eyes were fastened on Anne’s face. “Or?” said Isabeau. It was barely a breath. “Anne—now we know the world has enchantments, and I won’t believe it, that all we have is sacrifice. I won’t.”

			“Yes,” said Anne. “There might be a path of power instead of sacrifice. But it is dangerous.”

			Isabeau clasped her hands together but Anne sobered her with a look. “If I dare this, then the lady of the korriganed will take you in secret to our castle Guérande by the sea. And there you will live quietly for a time, in secret, with Henri as your guardian. And meanwhile Louis and I”—she swallowed—“Louis and I will go deep into the Lost Lands, in search of the drowned city of Keris. If he and I can do what the sorcerer could not, and bring this city back—then I will be able to return to Brittany. But there is every chance that we will not succeed.”

			A light had dawned in Isabeau’s face. “Yes, you must go,” she said at once. “And you will succeed.”

			“Think of it a moment longer,” said Anne. “If I am not successful, you will never see me again.”

			“That will happen anyway, if you marry Charles or Maximilien,” said Isabeau, fierce. “But I don’t think you will fail. You will win, and you will be queen. I always knew something like this had to happen.”

			Anne turned to look a question at Louis.

			“Do you need to ask?” he said to her, low. “I forfeited my life by striking the king of France; I think it is only the queen of Armorica who can spare me now. Besides”—he touched the blue sword—“blades like this must be earned.”

			Henri said, “I too should like a hopeless quest in the Lost Lands.”

			“I am sorry, brother,” said Anne. “You must safeguard Isabeau. And Elesbed, who saved your life.”

			“Could I do anything else?” said Henri resignedly. “Even if that brat did so by kicking my shins.”

			Elesbed squeaked with indignation.
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			They must go immediately. There was an inertia to the Lost Lands, the queen told Anne. The longer you were there, the longer you wished to stay and the more strangely time crawled by.

			“Please,” Anne whispered to the lady. “Keep your word and keep my family safe.”

			“I cannot break oaths any more than I can lie,” said the lady. She did not bid them farewell. Perhaps that was not done among the korriganed. Henri, Elesbed, and Isabeau took the queen’s gnarled hands and walked straight into a bar of pure clear light, like the seashore at dawn, and disappeared.

			Anne and Louis stepped cautiously out of the castle of Never-Was and into a different place altogether. It was dusk on a lonely hilltop, and when they turned back to the castle, they saw only a heap of moss-colored stones. Anne could see the castle if she concentrated, standing in a different layer of light, but that was all. The sky was every shade of lavender and plum and heliotrope, and the first stars had come out in unaccustomed places. The wind lifted her hair. There was certainly no lost city in view, nor any glimpse of the sea. There was nothing but the two of them, and it felt to Anne like standing on the edge of the world.

			“You’d think that our fine korrigan-queen would offer her guests beds before flinging them into the wild,” muttered Louis.

			“She promised her help, and we are here. There must be a reason,” said Anne. “Where are we?”

			A cold wind tangled her hair, and Louis, without speaking, drew off his short cloak and put it over her. He had acquired a scabbard and sword-belt after the feasting, so he need not carry his sword. But nothing else had they been given, no clothes, no food. Anne’s teeth were starting to chatter.

			She peered stubbornly down the stony brow of the hill and said, “That is smoke, I think. Can you smell it?”

			Louis breathed and frowned. “Yes.”

			“Perhaps whoever built that fire is friendly.”

			“Or perhaps not,” Louis rejoined.

			“But we can’t stay here. I think we must brave it.”

			He looked dubious. “How far can you walk?”

			She considered. “I do not think I can go far.” She ached badly from walking and running in the castle of Never-Was.

			He nodded. “All right. Come on, one step, then another. I dare not try to carry you down this ridge in the dark.”

			Anne never forgot the climb down from that hilltop. It was nigh impossible with her tired limbs trembling and the light failing fast. It was as well that Louis had been a soldier and a commander of soldiers, for the cheer in his voice never wavered as they picked their way cautiously. Toward the end, Louis simply placed each of her wavering feet in turn onto the proper rocks, and finally they reached the abyssal black beneath the trees.

			Anne discovered to her chagrin that she could go no farther at all.

			But there was firelight between the trees. She summoned her last reserves, leaned on Louis’s unwavering arm, and made her way toward it. Finally they found themselves in a tidy yard with a woodpile and the smell of a byre. It seemed like a human place. But the stars overhead made constellations that Anne didn’t know.

			Anne whispered, “If there are dangers in there, I cannot run away.”

			“No, indeed,” said Louis, calmly. “But you wouldn’t need to. I have my sword.” With a hand on his sword-hilt, he roared, “Ho there, the house!” This was called in a voice calculated to reach charging cavalry upon the battlefield.

			Anne stood stiff, listening.

			Suddenly an old man in a leather apron came to the door and called, “Who’s there?” He did not look like a korrigan.

			“A knight,” said Louis, haughtily. “And this lady, who is weary.” He walked forward and Anne dropped back a pace on the side of his shield-arm, to free him if he must use his sword.

			But only the old man awaited them, white hair to his shoulders and a strong-boned face. Anne began to relax. “Come in and eat, lady, if you are weary,” the old man said hospitably. “I cannot recall when I last had a guest.”

			“You are kind,” Anne said.

			His face expressed only a gentle—even detached—interest. “Come in at once, daughter, and do not mind the rain. It falls always upon my roof, though the night is clear.”

			They crossed the threshold, and indeed, once within, they heard the rain whisper, though it had been dry outside.

			The old man’s house was smaller than a tradesman’s—which would have had workshops attached, and quarters for apprentices and journeymen—but it was finer than any villein’s hovel, even a prosperous one. Its floor was of flagstone, perfectly smooth, and the inside was all paneled wood, with tapestries to keep the warmth. The hearth gleamed and smelled of fat meat, and the table was scrubbed. He had chairs, which a peasant would not own. A sword hung on the wall.

			The old man bustled in, smiling gently. “My lady is not here,” he said. “She will return at dawn. But I can contrive in the meantime—yes—yes. Sit you down, Madame, and there is cider—I shall draw it. Then supper.”

			Anne sat. The chairs were cushioned and the cider was sweet, fresh as though the harvest had been mere days ago.

			Warily, Louis said, “Who are you, Monsieur?” He had not sat down, and was keeping the sword on the wall in the corner of his eye.

			The old man wrinkled his brow. “I was—I hardly remember,” he said apologetically. “I came here a long time ago.” The faded eyes sharpened. “I am a man and not a korrigan, though. And even here, it is only the monstrous that violate the laws of hospitality.”

			Louis nodded slowly. “Very well.”

			The old man began spooning soup into two wooden bowls. A loaf and knife and some freshly washed butter lay upon the table. The faerie-food in the castle of Never-Was had been airy and insubstantial. Here, they both made a hearty supper. The old man didn’t ask a single question. Not their names or homes or where they were bound. He only waited until they were licking their fingers and said, “If you wish to sleep, travelers, just there behind that door is a narrow stair and a room above. But I must leave you and keep watch for my lady. My lady is coming and I must see her when she does.”

			With that, the old man bustled out, taking his lantern.

			They were alone. But were they safe? Did it matter? Anne could go no farther.

			Louis said, “I have my cloak. I’ll sleep here on the hearth to be sure that none shall come at you in the night.” He turned to add a log to the fire.

			Anne watched him. “Will you? Our host did not act like a man who fears attack, and he has been nothing but hospitable himself.”

			Louis said nothing.

			“You’d be more comfortable upstairs,” she added.

			He was staring into the fire.

			She was thinking of the wedding-night that had always been waiting for her. Public, impersonal, inescapable. But she had left that future behind when she left the castle of Never-Was. She and Louis might die or be lost forever in this trackless wilderness, but if she did return, it would not be to trade her inheritance and her maidenhead to a king far away.

			“Orléans?” said Anne. “Louis?”

			Finally, he raised his head and looked directly at her.

			“Even if we fail,” she whispered, “everything has changed.”
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			They climbed the stair and passed beneath the low lintel to the bedchamber. It was austere, clean. The moon shone through the casement, while the rain whispered impossibly overhead. Anne sank onto the bed. It smelled of fresh linen and clean wool and herbs.

			In the darkness, Louis was reduced to a faint shine of eyes and the glitter of embroidery from his torn doublet. He hesitated at the door. Then he crossed the room, slowly, and knelt before her. Their eyes met. There was a question in his. Then he looked down at the hem of her skirt, which was also torn, and her slippers, which were mere rags now, with her feet bruised beneath. He traced her instep with a single finger. “Has anyone ever gone questing in such shoes, I wonder?”

			“Only fools,” said Anne.

			Very gently, he levered one slipper off, then the other, and paused. “May I?”

			She nodded, breath coming short. He pushed away her skirt enough to untie her stockings and roll them down. When she was barefoot, his warm hands closed lightly around her feet and he stayed there a moment, head bowed.

			“Yes?” he asked her, still looking down. He sounded breathless. “You are not tired?”

			She found herself laughing. “I will not be climbing any more cliffs this evening, Orléans, but no, not in the way you mean. Are you?”

			He did not answer in words but pulled her to her feet and kissed her. Against her mouth, he murmured, “Almost I could believe that we are back in Never-Was.”

			She pulled away, laughing. “Oh?” she asked innocently. “Was this one of your rooms after all? And I thought you wished only to admire me doing embroidery by firelight…”

			“Shrew,” he said, and kissed her again. One hand went to the ties of her sleeves and undid them, and the band of her skirt, letting her clothes fall away in pieces. When she was in her chemise, he pulled back again. They were both breathing fast. “It was one of my rooms in Never-Was. And you?” he said.

			She smiled slowly, wondering if he could see it in the dark. “I? In the castle of Never-Was? Certainly. There was a bed, and a korrigan wearing your face, ready to make all my dreams of love come true.”

			Louis muttered something rude. He’d pulled off her fillet, and her hair was mostly loose. He pushed the mass of it aside and breathed against her sensitive throat, ran his teeth down to the juncture of her shoulder, drew hard on the skin there until she arched against him, then he said, “What were your dreams of love?”

			“I dreamed—” She hesitated, but there was no room for untruths in the shadows between them. “I dreamed that one would touch me who did not revel in my conquest.”

			Louis was silent. Then he said, “It is a fair dream.” But he sounded sad. His hands had loosened. She said, suddenly self-conscious, “My dress must be laid aside properly. So it doesn’t crumple.”

			“There’s a coffer at the foot of the bed— No, I’ll do it. Your feet are quite bruised enough.”

			She sat down on the bed. Clothes rustled somewhere in the dark, and when he came back his body was warm. He’d stripped to shirt and hose.

			Louis sat down on the bed beside her and she leaned against his shoulder. His hand closed around the back of her neck, beneath her hair. It was only this close that she could feel the tension in him, running through his shoulder, up into his hand.

			“Are you cold? Lie back,” he said, and followed her beneath the heaped-up blankets. She could barely see him, but she could feel that he was propped on his elbow and his free hand, hesitating, hovered, just near enough for her to feel its warmth. “Anne?”

			“I’m all right.” She reached, found his dark hair, and pulled his mouth to hers, his body a satisfying weight. He kissed her, one hand tipping her jaw back, and the other unknotting the string at the neck of her chemise, loosening it until he could slip a hand inside and close it lightly around her breast. And he seemed content to stop there, kissing her slowly, rolling the nipple between his fingers, letting her restraint crumble.

			“Louis,” she said, and hardly knew her own voice.

			She heard his long sigh of satisfaction. “God, Anne, how many nights did I go to bed half-wild for you and hating myself for it? Will you beg me now? Or is it I who must beg?”

			“Don’t be nonsensical. Who is begging? I want—” She broke off. She was pressing against him and hardly knew how to say it.

			“Do you?” he asked. “Sit up, then.” He lifted her so he could pull off her chemise. His shirt disappeared, and the hose, and when he pulled her down beside him, there was only the startling heat, multiplied by a thousand, as the idle fingers on her nipples were replaced with his mouth.

			He licked and sucked and breathed against her oversensitive skin, and she heard him groan between his teeth. His fingers were on her thighs and his mouth against her ear, and he said, breathlessly, “Spread your legs for me.”

			It might have been easier if he’d pushed her legs apart, taken her, let her be mindless, only reacting. But she had told him that she feared conquest. This, perhaps, was his answer.

			Trembling, she did part her legs for him, until she felt the air touch her there, where they had flung off the quilts, and knew she was blushing hotly in the dark. His fingers were light and reverent on her thighs, but still he did not put his hand between; he came close, running patient, grazing fingers along the juncture of her hip, teasing her. Finally, in the driving need for him to touch her, she caught the wrist of that flitting hand. “For God’s sake,” she said, could almost see him smile in the shadows, and finally, finally, he put his hand where she wished. “I won’t— You won’t hurt me.”

			He laughed, and there was something painful in the sound. “I might hurt myself, sweet, with all this patience.” And a finger slipped inside her.

			She went rigid around it, trembling; it was as though she could feel the touch in her womb and feathering along her lips. She realized her legs had closed around his hand and he was waiting for her again. But his thumb rested lightly against the juncture of her thighs, and he moved it and moved it again, and her thighs unlocked. “Like that,” he whispered, raw, when she spread her legs for him, and that glorious thing was building in the place where his hand met her skin. His free hand pushed her knee down when she tried to close up around the sensation. “I don’t—” she began, and then she did, her whole body going tense and shattering in a waterfall of white light, and she found she was clinging to him, her thighs wet, and then she was beneath him again, and he’d drawn her knee up, and she felt him brush against the wetness there.

			There was the quick rise and fall of his chest against her tender breasts, his weight on his forearms.

			“It’s all right,” she whispered, and then she had no more breath to speak for he pressed himself into her body in a single movement and there was no part of her, in that moment, that was not his.
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			Her head cleared slowly. Her first fully formed thought was how it would have been to have endured that lightning-stroke under a dozen interested eyes, with none of Louis’s patience. It would have killed something within her. He was studying her face in the faint light. The moon had risen higher.

			She smiled at him. “I am glad of this,” she said. “Whatever comes.”

			He’d drawn the blankets away to see her in the moonlight, she realized; his eyes were hot, and his look turned knowing when she shivered. “I am glad too,” he said, bowing his head to her breast and licking her there. “But God, Anne, I cannot stand tamely by while you barter yourself to any king now.”

			“But there is nothing left to barter,” said Anne, after a slightly rueful pause. “And we do not know what tomorrow brings. When is moonset? Is dawn coming? We must go when it comes.”

			“It will set soon,” said Louis. “And I think there is time until dawn. Sleep if you can.”

			She was only half-awake when they came together again, the sky just faintly graying through that one traitorous window, the sound of rain still constant on the roof. She came out of dreams with his mouth on her, and her new-wakened flesh already wet and pliant, and she wrapped both legs around him when he slipped inside, rocking. He was rougher that time; taking her as though heedless of her soreness, pushing her until suddenly the ache became a piercing ecstasy.

			This time he slept, and Anne, tender and fully awake, slipped out of bed and found her clothes. She could not lace her bodice properly, but she left it loose and put his cloak over, slipped down the stairs. The tapestries on the walls below were visible in the dawn light. She considered them, as she had been too tired to do before. Sea-drakes and horses, playing in an azure sea.

			Outside she heard the sound of feet and voices. She went softly to the outer door and opened it.

			A lady was walking toward the house in the cool dawn. She was young and pregnant and very beautiful. And a korrigan. There was no mistaking the yellow eyes, the thin fingers, the number of teeth. A diadem was plaited into her long hair, and her robe was silk. Her hair was damp, and her eyes shone. The old man stood still, watching her approach. He said, just loud enough for Anne to hear, “Have you come from the dragons, love?”

			“Yes,” she said. “But I shall not go again until the child is born. The sea is cold. I must content myself with horses.” She kissed him, smiling, and walked on into the faint dawn. The rain that Anne had heard on the roof starred her hair. Then she was simply gone. Anaon, Anne thought.

			The old man stood silent.

			Drawing Louis’s cloak tighter around herself, she walked outside, frowning.

			The old man turned to her and his face was full of wistful memory.

			Anne said, “When I was a child, I used to love the story of a king of men who wedded a princess of the korriganed and ruled an enchanted city. But this lady died in childbed, and the story says that her husband, who was called Gralon Meur, went into the Lost Lands to find her and was lost forever to men.”

			The old man made no answer.

			Anne said, “Will you tell me your name? I am called Anne, and in the mortal world, I am duchess of Brittany.”

			The old man said, “I do not remember my name. Now go inside. You will catch your death.”

			Softly, Anne said, “In the story, they say that Gralon Meur was a good king who loved his people. But they never knew if he found his wife in the Lost Lands.”

			The old man let out a long, slow breath. “Just this single moment,” he said, after a pause. “It is all I found of her. But it is enough. Every dawn I see her, and every dawn I am content.”

			Anne said, “I am looking for Keris. The drowned city, they call it, for your daughter Ahèz turned to evil and the city was taken back into the Lost Lands. She is trapped there in the dark, the korriganed say. The whole city is trapped.”

			The old man’s eyes hardened, and for the first time she could see the king in him. Dawn was breaking slowly, and the night wind still blew coldly through the trees. “The city is not drowned,” he said sharply. “The city will stand forever.”

			Anne said gently, “Forever trapped. I have come to save it.”

			The old man said nothing.

			“Will you tell me how to get there?” said Anne.

			He shook his head slow and heavy. “How would I know? My road would not be yours, if you are going through the Lost Lands. A unicorn could find it perhaps, but unicorns rarely help the children of men or reward mortal ambition.” He said all this quite gently. “I think you should go home.”

			Anne stood still. “I see,” she said.

			Of course, Anne thought. That is why Julien Moreau was hunting unicorns. That is why he wanted me, when he knew I had his gift.

			She raised her eyes to the edge of the wood. “Lady of the forest, you have come to me twice before,” Anne said. “You have waited for me and I did not know why. But now I think I know. Will you come again?”

			Gralon Meur drew in a sharp breath.

			The unicorn stepped soundlessly out from between the trees, with snow tangled in her mane, a cold winter light like silver-gilt on the horn. Then she shook the snow away and was in the same dawn as they. She arched her neck.

			“Lady,” whispered Gralon Meur. He was silent a long moment, like a man dazzled or dreaming. Then he turned to Anne. “It seems I was mistaken.” His eyes were soft and a little sad. “Go with my blessing.”

			“I cannot yet,” said Anne. “My—my chevalier sleeps within.”

			Gralon considered her gravely. “What do you want with the city of Keris?”

			It was not an idle inquiry. He had been crowned king of this lost city. There could be no lies. Anne said, “I wish to restore Keris to the mortal world, and I wish to be crowned queen of it and add its grace to my dominion of Brittany.”

			Gralon stood awhile in silence. “Long ago, we said the test of the rightful sovereign was the hunting of a unicorn. A unicorn never came to my daughter, yet I had her crowned in my place, and only evil came of it. The unicorn has come to you, and your road leads to the sea, but I will tell you now that if you wish to vie for the rule of Keris, you must go alone, with no chevalier to help you. Not if you wish to be accepted as the rightful sovereign.”

			Anne stood still. Ride away? But what would Orléans think, when he woke to find her gone?

			Would she give up the chance of a realm for this newborn love?

			The answer, deep in her bones, was clear. No, she thought. Never.

			She whispered, “When he wakes—within—will you tell him—”

			“I will send him to you,” said Gralon Meur. “If you have been successful, the way will open for him. And if you are not, then he may go questing, as many have done before him in this land of faerie, and take his fortune as it comes. But this is your hour now, and the unicorn waiting. Go, lady. No—wait. I have something that will help you.”

			He disappeared swiftly into the house, and Anne, after a hesitation, walked over to the unicorn, until their shadows merged beneath the trees. The unicorn put down her nose and blew warm breath into Anne’s palm. The dark eyes lay steadily on her. One cloven hoof, white as the purest ivory, scraped the green ground.

			“I still don’t know exactly what you wish of me,” said Anne. “Will you take me to Keris?”

			The unicorn shook her mane, like a fall of moonlit water. Anne put a hand on the warm neck. The unicorn was no taller than a pony. Her head curved round, filling the air with the smell of flowers and the salt sea.

			Gralon Meur came back, and he had a white garment in his hand. He said, “My Malgven wore this when we wed. It is yours now. I think the city will recognize it.”

			The unicorn stretched her neck out to the old man and laid her horn lightly on his shoulder.

			Anne stripped off her torn gown where she stood and put on the dress that Gralon Meur held out for her. She could put it on without help, for it was like nothing she’d ever worn, light and simple and fine, sewn all over with pearls. She remembered that she’d worn white for the unicorn-hunt. Well, perhaps this was proper. She could hardly draw breath, so fast was her heart beating.

			“And this,” he said, and gave her a ring. Gold set with an incised jewel. The device was that of a sea-drake. It was too big for any of her fingers, so he helped her string it round her neck with a hair from the unicorn’s tail.

			The unicorn pawed the earth.

			Softly, Anne said, “Please—you must explain to Orléans. He will not understand.”

			The old man stood very straight. “I will do all that is wanted, lady,” he said. “For do I not know both love and duty? And I think he will understand. For he was born to it, the same as you or I.”

			He kissed her hand. Then Anne turned to the unicorn, hesitated. It felt like sacrilege.

			But the unicorn, in silent answer, knelt in the grass.

			Anne thought of her kind Jonquil with her comfortable saddle. But she got on the unicorn’s back, and was small enough not to dwarf the beast’s slenderness. Not a maiden sacrifice now, she thought, but an aspiring queen, who would preserve the unicorn’s grace and with it the way into the land of twilight.

			In a breathless instant she thought all these things.

			In a breathless instant a legend was born.

			And then the unicorn shot away like a loosed arrow, Anne clinging to her mane while the wind of their speed whipped the tears from her wide-open eyes.

			

			
				
				[image: ]

			There was no comparison to riding a mortal horse. For one thing, the unicorn’s hooves touched the earth with scarcely a jolt; it was like flying. And it was the unicorn’s intent that drove them, an intelligence alien to hers. Madness perhaps to trust it. Perhaps ungodly, irreligious. But it was the most exhilarating—the wildest—experience of her life.

			Anne clung with all her strength, blinking away tears in the whipping wind and peering through the strands of falling mane. There was no end to the Lost Lands, and no beginning. What border could there be in a land made of lost things? But fair sights met her eyes. A palace of gray-blue spires; a man like a mountain, whose head turned slow; a black tower mortared red, like the product of some dire forge. A figure with eyes silver as the scales of sea-serpents, his hands in the dark hair of a woman. A child weeping by a pool, leaning over the water.

			Then they came bursting out at the top of a cliff, and Anne was too startled to do anything but hold on, biting back a scream as the unicorn bounded down the rocks. Then there was only the pure sea before them, sand firm as a roadway; they were galloping beside the endless water, and it was dawn no longer, but dusk.

			Then night fell like a blade bearing down, and the moon was setting into the sea. Anne looked out at the water in the last of the light and her heart lurched within her, for something moved in the deep, as great as a ship but alive and sinuous, with a fringed head and water pouring silver off its scales. But next moment, they’d raced past, and when Anne looked again, there was only the sea, plashing lightly on its shore.

			She was beginning to falter in her seat, despite all her determination, when the unicorn dropped abruptly to a walk and raised her ivory-crowned head. Anne wiped the tears and salt from her face and squinted down the beach.

			“Oh,” she said.

			Spread before them was a white causeway, paved with oyster shells that glimmered in the last of the moonlight. The water lapped it on either side, and beyond was a walled city, with the sea moving lazy as a loving hand against the base of its walls.

			It looked like a heap of stars rising massively toward a crown of gold-tipped towers, lit as though for a festival night. Windows and streets shone, fires flickered in the tiers of the spiraling street, perfect as jewel-work. Even in that fading light, she could make out colors, as though those firelit roofs contained hidden places: gardens, perhaps, or painted chapels.

			For a breath she was sure she dreamed.

			Then the smell of salt and bladder-wrack and something fishy came to her nose and faintly she saw the masts of ships, a black forest starred with lanterns, in the sea beyond the walls. It was real. It was all piercingly real. This was Keris, the drowned jewel of Brittany. But it was not drowned. It stood shining in the Lost Lands, where no man had seen it for a thousand years. It was larger than Nantes, and more beautiful.

			It was the loveliest thing she had ever seen.

			The lamps sent their light glimmering over the water, but the unicorn stood outside the reach of it, quiet now, her sides going in and out. One ivory hoof stroked hissing against the sand; she tossed her head and shifted her weight like a horse about to rear. Anne hastily slid off, and the unicorn let her cling to her mane as she steadied herself.

			How could one bring all this—people and history and stone—back into the mortal world? She tried to see the city in a different light—moonlight, daylight—but nothing changed. It felt too big, too much itself, to shift at her will alone.

			Softly to the unicorn, she said, “I have learnt what I could of sorceries. But I do not know what to do now.”

			The unicorn watched her a moment more, silently. And then the white neck curved, shining like seafoam. Some creatures belonged in the stable, or the mews, some belonged in the forest, and this one surely belonged in those liminal spaces where sky met sea. Where the Lost Lands met the mortal world.

			And then with her horn, the unicorn slashed her own flank.

			“Oh!” cried Anne. “Oh, no.” She put out two instinctive hands to stop the bleeding, but stopped a hair away. The cut was deep and the blood was silver as the sea-drake’s, and it ran down and smeared the white coat. What would it do to her, to touch it? The sea-drake’s blood had given her power, had made it possible to escape Nantes. It had also nearly killed her.

			Would the unicorn’s blood let her work her will on this lost city? At what cost?

			The unicorn’s eye seemed to hold an answer. The price was herself and it had always been. If she meant to save the city, she could, but they’d find her lying dead on the shingle. Her dreams of power were only dreams, and not even the Lost Lands could make them real. She was born a sacrifice, and nothing more. That was the truth of her soul, as mapped by the Lost Lands.

			Her hands hovered over the blood. “You cannot heal me afterward?” Anne demanded of the unicorn, appalled, knife-edged, a sovereign demanding information.

			The unicorn’s dark eye said no, that there would be no healing. That Anne would have torn the boundaries of her entire self, and there were things not even the unicorn could mend. You wanted this. What will you give for it?

			Anne didn’t want to die. She wanted to see Louis again, and her brother and her sister, and sit at a feast or a council meeting. She wanted a realm to keep and to love and to defend. And yet here she was standing on this godforsaken beach with her own death in a unicorn’s eyes.

			Anne was starting to grow indignant.

			“No,” said Anne aloud. “This isn’t right. Perhaps queens a thousand years ago were born to lay down their lives for their people.” Uncomfortably, she remembered how near she’d come to yielding all she was for Brittany’s chance at freedom. “But the world has changed.” She turned on the unicorn, which startled back a step, looking at her with what she could swear was surprise. “What purpose is there to standing alone on a beach, breaking myself upon a task that is too big? Or—or”—her voice was quivering—“choosing to go far away, leaving the government of my home to others, yielding all that I am, because the only part of me that will ever matter is the heirs of my body?”

			She advanced on the startled unicorn, who lowered her head in uncertain instinct. Anne walked forward until the spear-sharp point touched her breastbone. “A sovereign is not a martyr,” she whispered, her voice hissing-sharp, not beautiful at all. “A sovereign forges many into one, forges people into a nation; a sovereign is an enchanter too, for she can make real what her people only dream of. I am not going to die for your border, or for my realm. I am going to live for them.”

			The unicorn’s nostrils flared.

			She said, “I think there is another way. If you will help me. If you will bear me into the city.”

			The unicorn’s ears flattened. Anne narrowed her eyes and said, “I can’t walk all that way. And I think I might be more impressive if I am riding.”

			The unicorn stared at her.

			Anne said, “Yes, yes—it is all deeply unpleasant, my beautiful creature, but I am more than just my death, and you are more than just your blood. Let the Lost Lands bear witness.” Her fingers hovered over the gashed flank. “Will you help me?”

			She waited.

			Tentatively, the beast knelt in the sand. As Anne remounted, she saw that the wound in the unicorn’s side had closed. The impossibility of it shook her, but it was her whole life’s work to take impossibilities and act to make them real. To decide. To rule. She put a hand again on the unicorn’s neck, beneath the heavy, silken weight of her mane.

			“Shall we not write our own story?” she whispered. “Come.”

			The unicorn slanted her ear and snorted, but she began to walk.

			The moon sank at last into the sea, and there was only the city itself, flamelike, in festival, wrapped in the scent of flowers and sea-wrack, a city that had vanished from the mortal world a thousand years ago.

			They crossed the sand toward the white road, the causeway, and the gates, shining like mother-of-pearl, fire-reddened, in the brilliant night. The unicorn’s ears moved uneasily.

			The gates stood open, and they were decorated with flowers and with pennants bearing the sign of the sea-drake. The flowers were drooping, as though they’d spent the day in the heat, but that was all. They might have been twined into garlands that morning. Flickers of torchlight showed beyond the first houses, the shouts and footfalls of festival.

			As the unicorn passed the flowers, they brightened, and fresh color came into their drooping petals.

			The ground sloped up, not steeply but steadily, and Anne was glad that she was not walking.

			Deeper in, the city had a harsh smell—stale—as though old sweat had sunk into the stones.

			It took them no more than two turns or perhaps three before Anne saw lights bounding ahead, and to her surprise, a thoroughfare alive with people. They were gathering for a procession. She smelled perfumed torches, saw a great many wild-eyed horses with haggard riders. Kites of sea-drakes floating overhead, costumes of fantastic fabrics. Laughter. But it was a hysterical laughter, and the procession had the air of incipient riot, people running and laughing with faces wild with aching confusion. All their clothes were beautiful, but they were creased and dirty.

			Anne wished briefly for Louis and his sword. But—no. She didn’t want a fight. She wanted these people with her.

			She and the unicorn, both small, were concealed in the deepest shadow of a stone house, and Anne suspected that the uneasy unicorn had drawn a different place’s darkness around herself somehow, so they would go unseen.

			“Come on,” she whispered to the frightened unicorn, and tried to give her a little of her own courage, her own certainty. A duchess was no duchess if she was alone. It was only many hands, clinging tight to the same rope and pulling, that made a court, that made a realm or a nation.

			They went out, together, into the mob.

			The nearest lady, with eyes glazed and blank, turned. Awareness came into her face, and she froze. Her stillness swept out like a vast wave into the craning crowd. Heads turned; the noise dropped. Anne whispered, “We need to be higher.”

			The slant of the unicorn’s ears was distinctly irritable now, her skin shivering under all the human eyes. But she leaped, more like a cat than a horse, up to a sort of rolling platform in the middle of the nascent procession, strewn with dead flowers, which brightened under the unicorn’s hooves. Did they know how long they had been here, playing out their festival night?

			Anne was sweating under her gown, despite the wind off the sea. Someone called in harsh, archaic Breton, “Who are you, lady?”

			Anne answered clearly, “I am come to ask your help.”

			They all moved uneasily. They could not take their eyes off the unicorn. Her sides were wire-taut; Anne sensed that if this went poorly, she would be thrown to the stone street, all her pretensions dashed to dust, and the unicorn would run clear back into the mortal world. But for now, the unicorn was still trusting her.

			“What help?” demanded another.

			“This is not real,” said a voice. “She is anaon, some stray from the Lost Lands.”

			“You are in the Lost Lands,” said Anne, and they muttered. “I have come to bring you back into the world, if you will help me.” Abruptly, she slid off the platform and walked straight into the crowd. “Am I a ghost?” she demanded, and put out her hand.

			The speaker looked stubborn, half-drunk, exhausted, and afraid. But a lady put out her hand and clasped Anne’s, still warm from the unicorn’s long mane. Anne saw the unicorn’s light reflected in all their staring eyes.

			“God in Heaven,” whispered the speaker.

			Anne said, raising her voice, “I must go to the citadel.”

			Uneasy faces, terror. “Nay, do not go there,” called another voice. “Queen Ahèz’s guards will stop you. They have a short way with any discontent. Criminals’ heads are set upon spears and fastened to the seawall.”

			Anne did not at once reply. To her surprise she felt the unicorn’s nose lightly on her shoulder. The unicorn had braved the crowd to come to her. The torchlight reddened her coat, shimmered along the pearls of Anne’s dress. She used the edge of the platform to mount up again, with what grace she could muster. The crowd’s murmurs grew louder. From her new vantage, Anne called to them, “What is impudent in a mere visit?”

			“None are allowed. There is only the lady with her intimates. Some whisper that a korrigan came once, a royal korrigan of great beauty, and the queen fell in love with him. But he only cursed her and now none enter or leave.”

			“It is a poor and fearful queen,” said Anne mildly, “to live so far from her own people.”

			“She is not afraid!” cried another voice. “She has her knights; she has her sorcerers.”

			“A sovereign who lives behind locked gates is afraid. And perhaps she is right. Her guards and sorcerers cannot take every head in the city and set it upon a spear. Are the people of Keris to be crushed flat under the fist of a tyrant?”

			“She is a sorceress,” said another voice. “The greatest ever born. Her mother was a korrigan. The queen will do what she likes. She has always done what she likes, and her good father did not see the evil.”

			Anne leaned forward, tangled her fingers in the unicorn’s mane, made her voice carry. “I do not think a queen should please herself at the expense of her people. Do you know that you are caught here with her, night after night, in an enchantment that won’t let you go? Do you know how long you’ve been in the Lost Lands?”

			Did they know? Anne thought they did, with the haziness of a dreamer who has just realized he is dreaming.

			Another voice said, breaking, “We are damned.”

			“No one is beyond salvation,” said Anne.

			“Who are you, lady?” called several voices.

			She stared steadily back at them, past the torchlight shivering on the unicorn’s horn. “I am called Anne of Brittany. And I tell you now that you have been in the Lost Lands for a thousand years, every night the same. But if you help me, we can bring the dawn.”

			“Help you how?” said someone.

			She said, “We must go together to the palace and demand it of your sorceress-queen. Will you go with me, and not be afraid?”

			Noise burst out from the crowd then, a great, growling murmur. Someone shouted, “We are afraid! There are guards. There are enchantments. She is queen of the whole world!”

			Anne shouted back, “Only because she has made your world small! Bounded it to the space of a single night, and cut you all out of the living world. But the brave do not tolerate bondage forever. And it is the work of a whole nation to save itself.”

			They shouted, a cresting wall of noise. The unicorn reared up in surprise, torchlight caught in her flying mane. Anne moved with her, unafraid now, and her voice cut through theirs. “Will you come with me?”

			Their affirmation shook the city. The whole city began to rouse like a dragon coming out of the sea. More and more people packed the street as word carried, and some of them had weapons, and some rode very beautiful horses. “They will follow us now,” said Anne to the unicorn, with a ferocity that had nothing to do with that night and everything to do with her entire life. “This is why I am no good to anyone as a paragon of self-sacrifice!”

			The unicorn slanted a listening ear, then turned at Anne’s touch, taking the rising street to the citadel and palace above.

			And the city came with them. More and more people massed in the street at her back, riders and walkers pressed together. The streets were paved with slabs of marble, scored for grip, rosy under all the torches.

			But the way was not unguarded.

			The unicorn was the first to realize; she stopped and threw up her head. Anne saw it too, barely; a cold light leaping through the nighttime heavens, and then lightning cracked the street before them, a piece of a distant storm, flung to earth by sorcery. People cried out. Someone screamed, “That is her sorcerers’ doing; they will kill us!”

			Anne saw the wrongness in the edge of the clouds, saw, briefly, the night they’d come from, the whole sea luminous with lightning, the unicorn’s horn glowing with it. Then she dragged in a harsh breath, and shoved the storm back. The unicorn’s presence seemed to ease the spike of agony in her head. She rode on.

			The next trap was worse; a torrent of stones tumbling toward them, bathed in surreal daylight.

			Anne called to the unicorn and they plunged together into that light, put the stones back in their own day, falling down a long-gone cliff. Again, the street lay empty before them. Her head hurt less that time. She thought the unicorn’s living mane, washing over her hands, was helping somehow.

			The noise of the crowd at her back was the noise of ten thousand storms; they had seen what she had done.

			She called, “Let bells be rung. The night is ending.”

			A light came to their faces. All the bells in Keris began to ring.

			One man, swept along with his fellows, bleated at her, “What are you doing? The queen will punish us!”

			His comrades ignored him. Still they climbed.

			White marble was an impractical footing for a city built in a rising spiral, but the unicorn’s cloven hooves were surer than a goat’s. Some people were singing as they went, keeping time by the cry of the bells.

			The citadel and its palace crowned the rise of Keris like a great coronal, and finally, the gate of it loomed before them, glimmering white like the road. Within stood the guard: great men on still greater horses, in armor of scarlet leather, and pteruges like the ancient Romans. They watched, stony-faced, the approach of the shouting crowd.

			Anne took a deep breath. This was a great gate, perhaps inviolable. They could storm it, but people would die.

			Had the gates always been there?

			She stared into the layers of light and shadow, and thought: No. Once the palace of Keris had been a welcoming place, open to the city, and the city open to the world.

			So she reached for that light when it had shone on a great open archway, wrenching the past up against the present. And when she did, the gates disappeared.

			She wavered at that, the pain coming back to her head. But the knights standing guard had also swayed a frightened step back. She called to the unicorn, who lowered her head and charged, while all the people cheered and poured in behind. The unicorn shot forward like a falling star, running between the great horses, who shied away from her. And then the whole city of Keris was spilling, wild, behind her into the palace courtyard, and grooms were running out, calling questions, joining with the people from the city, and they were surrounding the bewildered knights, who had drawn their swords but killed no one.

			The unicorn wheeled and Anne felt that they stood together in a patch of sun, though it was deepest night, and the glow of her gown and the unicorn’s horn was reflected in the knights’ armor. One of them put aside his helm and she saw his face beneath: haggard, old, tired.

			She said, “Sir, whom do you serve?”

			“The king who is gone,” whispered the knight. “My mistress the queen.” His eyes were fixed with wonder on the unicorn.

			“Your king is gone,” said Anne, letting her voice carry. “But I have seen him. He went into the Lost Lands in search of his beloved wife. And I found him there and he gave me this gown of pearls that was once worn by his queen. And he gave me also his ring, with the sigil of sea-drakes.” She tore the cord from her neck and held it up where the light seized it. “And with that he gave me his blessing. For I said I wished to save his city, which has long been lost in the dark. It is a thousand years since Keris was seen in daylight where once it stood, in the bay of Douarnenez.”

			Answering cries, anger, affirmation, spread through the crowd. One knight dropped his sword with a clatter. “We are dead!” someone screamed. “We are ghosts.”

			“You may choose your own fate!” retorted Anne. “Do you wish to live in daylight again?”

			The old knight whispered, “Can you do this thing, fair wanderer? It is not within the power of any sorcery I know.”

			“It is within our power together,” said Anne, pitching her voice so they could hear her. She hoped with all her heart that she was right. “And perhaps the queen will be swayed to our cause. Will you open the door of this palace for us? No feast can last forever.”

			Still the knight hesitated, weary honor warring with the fear on his face. “I swore my oath to the king, and to his daughter too, when she was crowned in his place. She ordered me to keep the door.”

			“Has she kept her oaths to you?” Anne’s voice rang out over them all.

			Slowly, the old knight dismounted. He went with a heavy step to the grand doors of the castle and hesitated. The unicorn put her head round a little, and her slanted ear asked a question.

			“Will you carry me in?” Anne whispered.

			The ear gave an irritable twitch, but the unicorn turned her head back to the door.

			The knight threw these doors back and stood aside.

			Was that a glimmer of dawn in the east? Perhaps it was merely a scrap of the city’s light, reflected off the open sea.

			The old knight walked beside the unicorn. He said, “The queen will want to kill you. To put the smothering-mask on you. She is dangerous, lady.”

			Anne did not reply. In truth, her heart was caught with wonder. She had never been so mad for tales as Isabeau, but she had still heard many stories of Keris. And yet the reality of that palace gave every legend the lie.

			Never-Was had been built by the korriganed with no mortal logic. The castle of the dukes of Brittany was made according to the rules of nature—practical, not wondrous. But the palace at Keris had been wrought with the gifts of both men and korriganed, and so it partook of the best powers of both. Soaring rooms led gracefully one to the next, and they housed glorious impossibilities. One room was columned with trees. Another was carpeted with flowers. A third was lit by a pure and sourceless dawn light.

			The unicorn went through them all, though Anne could feel how tense she was, see by the daylit glow in her horn how near she was to fleeing altogether. The crowd ran and sobbed and sang in their wake. She had whipped them up with all her skill; she must control them now, if she could.

			Then a door barred their way, a double door of great height, bound in gilded iron and studded with wrought bronze. It was unguarded. A smell of smoke and wine and food gone sour crept from beneath.

			“Open it,” said Anne, trying not to let the knight see the tension that knotted her throat.

			He threw open the two doors, and stepped aside.

			Anne had thought the palace a thing of glory. But the other rooms were nothing compared to the great hall of Keris. The vaults of the ceiling were as irregular and as arresting as tree branches, and they glittered with pale lights. A beautiful chaos of stonework comprised the floor.

			And yet it was sticky and stained, chipped in places, and a haze of unpleasant smoke veiled the pale lights. The bells outside still sounded, but muffled, as though the night might reassert itself, here in the heart of this ancient place.

			A great crowd packed that room, dressed in sweat-stained robes of silk. They looked like flowers beneath the stone trees. When they saw the unicorn, they all stirred as one. There was something wanton and pagan about the movement of all that fabric, the rhythm of their speech, already reasserting itself in hasty murmurs as they recovered from their surprise.

			Anne’s eye was drawn half-instinctively to the object of the court’s furtive glances.

			At a high table, on her feet, a young woman stared incredulously at her. She wore a fiery diamond circlet round her brow, jewels at her throat and ears, and furious eyes the color of molten gold.

			Ahèz, this queen was called in legend. The lady of keys. Half-korrigan, half-mortal.

			The legends spoke of carelessness, and voluptuous cruelty. They never said she was so young.

			She looked Anne’s age, no more. Her silk robe was patterned like the foam of the sea where it lingers like lacework near the shore, and it cradled her young body, grazed her breasts, flattered her golden skin. Her plaited hair was studded with flowers, and her lifted hand had thin, sharp-nailed fingers.

			It was like staring into a fair and wanton mirror. Perhaps for Ahèz it was the same, for she stood still, taken aback. People were spilling into the hall behind her, but they all stopped, as though frozen in the queen’s gaze.

			“Get out!” screamed the lady, and Anne watched the shifting light, braced for sorcery. None came. The girl’s eyes were fixed on the unicorn. “Have you come at last?” she whispered to the unicorn.

			Anne slid off the unicorn’s back and bowed. “Majesty.”

			In that archaic Breton, the queen said coldly, “Who are you?”

			Anne said, “I have met your royal father.”

			A stir went through the room.

			“My father is lost,” said the lady, colder yet. “You are presumptuous.” But her hands clenched. Her gaze strayed again from Anne to the unicorn.

			“Yes, he is lost. But I found him, if only for a little time,” said Anne. “He would tell you, his daughter, that no city should dwell in the dark forever.”

			“It can if I want it to! I like it. There’s a feast every night, and a new person to love me.”

			The folk in the room seemed barely to breathe.

			The queen added, “My father abandoned me. He went to find Mother. He loved her best; he didn’t love me at all. He has no voice here. I shall kill anyone who speaks with his voice. I shall kill you.”

			The hall filled with a stark noon light. Anne had only a breath to react, and only a quick smell of the sea to tell her what was coming. With a wrench of strength she didn’t know she had, she flung herself clumsily onto the unicorn just as the creature dodged sideways.

			Then a sea-drake lay twisting on the floor, larger even than the one that had come to Nantes. It lunged, the unicorn caught the edge of its mouth with the tip of her horn, and it recoiled, open-mouthed.

			Anne thought, No wonder the sea-drakes abandoned the realms of men, if they kept being dragged forth as the weapons of the mad.

			The drake reared up and the unicorn reared in answer, shrilling, and Anne cried to her, “Help me! Can’t you see where it came from? The light on the water?”

			The light flared and the sea-drake twisted into it. Anne saw its eye, flatly silver, the size of her two fists and knowing. She felt the cold blood from its mouth as it fell heavily on her cheek.

			Then there was nothing but a floor awash in seawater, and Anne felt the heat of the blood already working in her, making her head swim. She nudged the unicorn, who walked forward until she stood quite near the queen. Ahèz was looking in disbelief at her own hands, still edged with the light of the day that had summoned the sea-drake. “That is not possible,” she said.

			Anne said softly, “My father too left me. His horse killed him, but he had lost all his desire to live. I mourned him; I was angry at him. But it is not an excuse for cruelty.”

			“Who are you to speak to me so?” Ahèz demanded. “Why do you have my father’s ring? Impostor! Usurper! Seize this woman and I will have her smothered.” In her eyes was a child’s fatal selfishness that becomes cruelty in men and women.

			No one moved.

			“Here is your father’s ring,” said Anne, and laid it on the table.

			The queen cried, “Will no one kill this woman? Kill the unicorn and bring me the horn. I want them. She has disturbed my feast.”

			Anne said, “Do you not wish for daylight, lady?”

			“Why should I?” she spat back. “My father loved daylight, and I hate him.”

			A different light filled the hall, a new enchantment, the furtive glimpse of another day in that same hall, Queen Malgven of the korrigan, great with child, and her husband, the crowned king Gralon Meur, their hands entwined. Just a glimpse, two ghosts drawn forth by a lonely child burdened with power. “They only wanted each other,” said Ahèz. “I am waiting for my love. I will have my banquets and my dances until he comes. You can have nothing to say to it, vagabond.”

			Anne asked warily, “Have you met your love, Majesty?”

			“Of course I have! He came to one of my banquets; he told me that he would love me forever.” The bells were ringing louder, audible now through the walls.

			Anne said, “He is not coming back.”

			“He will!” retorted the girl. “Someone has to come back. Not Father, not Mother, but someone must come back! It’s not fair.”

			“It is not fair to be a queen,” said Anne. “But you were born to make justice for others and expect none for yourself. This you have not done. All here will witness it. But you can remedy it now. Help me bring the city out into daylight.”

			“I don’t want it,” said Ahèz, crossing her arms. “It is impossible. This night is well enough; I will stay here.”

			Anne held the unicorn’s mane and looked into the complexity of lights and shadows, saw the infinity caught within. “Will you?” she whispered. “But your will is not that of your people.” To the crowded room she whispered, “Remember the dawn, and the living world.”

			They remembered. They believed in her. They wanted the same thing, and in that moment she was the instrument of their will. With that thought like a blazon in her heart, Anne let her mind fill with the light of day and of the summer sea.

			The unicorn’s neck was warm under her hand, there was the dragon’s blood upon her again, and somewhere, just a glimpse, she saw a man of terrible beauty, neither mortal nor korrigan, come unseen to that hall and watch her with cold eyes, the color of a sea-drake’s scales.

			She did not think any sorcery could have done this thing. Certainly not hers, all untrained. But these people were wild for their own freedom.

			With a strength she did not possess, Anne dragged Keris back to where it had begun, into the lands of men, upon the great bay of Douarnenez. She screamed as the pain of it tore through her, as the dawn light struck the high spire of its palace.

			She fell from the unicorn’s back. But there were hands on her now, the strength of others holding her up, helping her stand. When she looked for the strange figure, he had disappeared.

			Dawn shone redly through the high upper windows.

			Anne felt the unicorn’s horn hot against her face, the agony of healing. She swayed on her feet, sweating and sick, her will bent on Ahèz once more. She said, “Come and be a queen in the light and not the shadows.”

			Ahèz just looked at the hard faces of the people, the knights with their swords, the unicorn at Anne’s shoulder. Her face crumpled suddenly. “Why did you do that? I was happy. The night was perfect.” Her face turned raw with hatred as she stared at the unicorn. “I hunted over all the fields of the world and you never came to me. My father gave me the keys to the seawalls anyway, but I knew I was not the true queen, for I had never touched a unicorn. I hated my place all the more since it was not mine. I suppose it is yours, vagabond,” she said bitterly to Anne, “and you have come to take it.”

			Anne said nothing.

			The old knight said, “This lady has the ring and the unicorn’s blessing; Keris is rightly ruled by someone blessed by the creature who walks in two worlds.”

			“It is mine!” Ahèz cried out. “I inherited it! My father gave it me.”

			With a wild motion, she snatched up the golden mask that lay upon the table and threw herself at Anne. The knight’s sword hissed free, but he was too slow. It was the unicorn who moved quicker; the horn pierced Ahèz’s shoulder and she fell back with a spreading stain on her robe.

			The unicorn was still. Gentleness in that dark eye, but no mercy.

			“I am queen,” said Ahèz. She held the gold mask between her hands. The smothering-mask. “I am queen,” she said again, and put the mask to her face.

			“No!” cried Anne. But the old knight said only, “It is just.”
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			Outside, the birds were calling. Anne fell suddenly to her knees. She wondered if she was dying. But it was only weariness. The blood and the sorcery had not killed her, for she had all the people of that city with her, making her will a conduit for theirs, holding her up. The knight put out his arm and she struggled to her feet.

			She met the unicorn’s eye.

			And Anne, still dazed, put her hand on the horn, and whispered, “Thank you.”

			The unicorn laid her ears back and ran. Like a deer or a mote of light she ran away into the darkness of the Lost Lands. Her hooves tapped on stone and then unseen moss. And then nothing at all.

			Anne was alone with the churning crowd. “The queen is dead,” she said. “And the sun is rising. The long feast is over. Go to bed.”

			They did not move. The knight said, “What is it you desire, lady?”

			Anne said, “I desire that the people of Keris may live as men and not empty ghosts of the Lost Lands, which was never meant for the habitation of unwilling mortals.”

			“And what else?”

			“To be your queen,” said Anne quietly. “The unicorn came to me in the hunt, according to your custom.” She could almost feel her answer being passed along, out past the doors, past the wall, and down the packed and squinting streets, full of sunlight and exhausted people.

			The silence held and held.

			“Majesty,” said the old knight. And he knelt at her feet.
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			Anne knew she must begin to shove the machinery of the castle and city and realm back into motion. But, she conceded, perhaps better to do it while sitting down. So clean linen was found for her, and cold water and wine. She knew naught of the city’s governance, neither its councils nor its guilds, and she suspected that many of these shocked and clamorous people might try to claim authority they had not.

			Some might murmur that she was a stranger and a foreigner. She must grapple with them all, but her senses were swimming, her strength nearly at an end.

			To the old knight, whose name was Matelin, she said, “Can you keep the ambitious from my door for half a day?”

			His face softened. “I can,” he said. “But I think they will abide. It was—a very terrible curse, and the city is only realizing how terrible now that it is over.” He paused. “There are some who might not survive much longer, for they abetted the queen in all her whims.”

			Anne sat still. “Can you keep people from making their own justice? It is not meet.”

			“I can, for a time, but they will want to be heard.”

			“I will hear,” said Anne. “After I rest.”

			A chamber was found for her, clean and austere. She slept as she had not slept since she was a child, with the sunlight and the wind pouring off a sky-colored sea.

			When she woke, she felt creased and rumpled, but ferociously alive. She slipped out of the bedchamber to the anteroom and saw the old queen of the korriganed there, humming to herself and stitching on a cloth.

			Anne and the lady looked at each other. The lady’s eyes were sad. A moment of kinship flowed between them. Like fencing-partners of long standing. Anne said, “Your granddaughter is dead. I am sorry.”

			A dismissive gesture. “In her heart, she died long ago.”

			“She sought love and there was no one to love her.” Anne felt a stirring of anger. Who would she have been without her father? Without Isabeau?

			“There was that. Also, she is half-korrigan, and we are intemperate in our rages. Cruelty might grow from hurt, but it is still cruelty. She is in the Lost Lands now, set free to wander. Perhaps she will find her peace at last.”

			Anne said, “Lady, where is my family?”

			“At Guérande, in sight of the sea, as I promised.”

			“And how many days have passed in the mortal realms?”

			“Seven,” the lady answered evenly.

			Anne nodded. It was not disastrous. “Will you be my ally? Will the korriganed remember their ancient friendship with the people of Keris? I would make a place in my councils for your people, if they follow mortal law, and I would forbid them to be threatened with iron.”

			“I am not sure you want sorcery seeping back into the mortal world,” returned the lady with cheerful malice. “Also, are you sure you are not offering us your alliance because you want to vanquish the French at any cost?”

			“I imagine not,” said Anne shortly. “But I have been too busy for self-reflection.”

			The old lady sighed. “Once I had hoped that when Gralon—such a brave, golden-haired creature, to be sure—came to woo my Malgven, they should have a child fit to rule our lands together. Instead, all this nuisance happened.”

			A thousand years did not seem like a mere nuisance, but Anne was not a korrigan. The lady then said, “How do you suppose I can help you? I have no armies.”

			“All the more reason to step out of the shadows,” said Anne. “That our lands may thrive together. Between your people and the sorcerers in Keris,” she added practically, “I am sure we can devise something.”

			“Politician!” said the old lady cheerfully. “I am not sure you understand the import of all you have done. I think perhaps we can secure your borders for you, and allow traffic between men and korriganed. We have fond memories of the mortal world, after all. I hope you will not regret it, small queen. Do you still mean to marry yourself to this Charles, or to remain wedded to Maximilien?”

			“No,” said Anne shortly. “If this city’s coffers will furnish me with monies enough, I shall send a great bribe to Rome to have all annulled.”

			“Your Orléans loves you.”

			“He is already married,” said Anne. She did not mean to dwell on it.

			

			
				
				[image: ]

			The city of Keris heaved with realizations, chief among them that hundreds of years had passed in an endless night, and also that the queen was dead. And that a lady had come to them riding a unicorn, across the trackless wastes of the Lost Lands, and they meant to crown her instead.

			Anne did not wish to rest in the people’s minds as a mere figure of rumor, so she rode out into the city just as she had been before, in the pearl-sewn gown, the fillet of unicorn-hair bound round her brow. Her horse was no unicorn, but she was delicate as a deer and gray as the sea.

			After, Anne closeted herself with the heads of the guilds and the great lords—who numbered as many women as men. Keris had always traded much with the korriganed, who never quibbled at the authority of women.

			How to defend Keris was not so obvious as it might have appeared, though the city stood in the midst of a great blue bay. They had never feared attack, because of the sea-drakes in the harbor. But there were no dragons in the water now.

			Sorcerers were rare, she learned. But the city had half a dozen enchanters who could make attackers see nothing but fog all around, or impassable flames, and so she bade them keep watch on the wall. She had told them what had happened in Brittany.

			“We have a few days,” she said, “which we must use to our advantage, but the city must be defended too. And we must relieve Rennes, and garrison Nantes.”

			It was dusk when she dismissed them, and she sat in the council-chamber alone, feeling lonely and out of her depth. That is when she saw Louis, dark-eyed, in the doorway.

			She stumbled to her feet.

			He was wearing fresh clothes, in the manner of the men of Keris, and the blue sword. He stared at her in silence. He didn’t speak.

			She whispered, “The unicorn came. I had to go. I made Gralon Meur promise to send you here if I lived or take you home if I died. Forgive me, forgive me.”

			Slowly, Louis answered, “He did send me, as you see. He opened a door in his own house and there you were, as I see you now. I do not understand traveling in these Lost Lands. Although I will admit to unseemly fury. I woke and you had gone alone to win a kingdom.”

			Anne crossed the room to him, and saw the light in his eyes. “I am sorry,” she whispered.

			“Do you apologize for such a victory? Why? I do not begrudge it, though I would have liked to have been there.”

			He put up a careful finger and traced it along her cheek. “Do you know how you glow now?” he said. “Like starlight in your skin. Is it from riding a unicorn?”

			“It is the sorcery,” said Anne. “Moreau was the same. It sets light about you sometimes that isn’t there.”

			She wondered if he would pull away.

			“It is very beautiful,” he said only.

			She tipped her face into his hand and he put his other arm around her. “I like this fashion of Keris,” he said into her ear. “An absence of layers.”

			She drew away, and his hand dropped.

			She said, “I am not—I will not give up sovereignty. Not even for love.”

			He burst out laughing. “Do you think I am come to take the city away from you? They would not allow it. Why would you think I want you to give up sovereignty? It is what you were born for. The unicorn came for you; there is this light in your face.”

			She was silent. Then she asked, “But what do you want, truly?”

			He made an exasperated noise. “To let my Jeanne go to a convent forthwith; sainthood is the only thing she’s ever wanted. She’ll weep tears of gratitude and put all France right with God. Then I shall marry you, and lead your army, if you will have me. It is possible that France will object to my adding the duchy of Orléans to the crown of Armorica; that we will have to see. No matter. I shall take you to bed as often as you’ll let me, and we shall learn what this world holds for us, this world that you have changed forever. Is that enough, to begin with?”

			When she stared at him, disbelieving, he shook her very gently. “Anne—I am not angry. You did what you must; it is in our blood. Has it not yet come through your head that it need not be a penance, being married? You were so willing for so long to yield up your very self, so long as your realm was saved, that you have utterly failed to notice that the case is altered. It is I coming suppliant, with a disputed dowry. If you marry me, you need not leave home. You need not yield sovereignty. You do need help, and I do not think—I very much do not think—that you are the kind who will like sleeping alone.”

			His fingers traced clavicle and throat and shoulder; his hands were hot. “Anne,” he whispered, into the hollow of her throat. “I’ll have no one else.”

			And because he was a conniving man, as were all born to his position, he kissed her, there in the privacy of the empty council-chamber, and sent white lightning through all her tired limbs.

			“Oh, very well,” said Anne. She tried to sound resigned, but she could hardly breathe. “With an ironclad marriage-contract, and Keris our capital.”

			“As you say,” he said, not looking up. Anne laughed suddenly with joy. “Would you even love me?” she whispered, into his hair.

			“Until the end of my days. But didn’t you know?”

			“I knew,” said Anne, and kissed him.
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			Marguerite of France had much to think of. The brave duchess, her younger sister, and her bastard brother were lost. Fallen out of the whole world in pursuit of Julien Moreau, and no one could find them. And Louis of Orléans with them. It was a tragedy.

			But it was also very convenient.

			The next in line to the duchy of Brittany was arguably the king of France himself. Marguerite’s father, in his foresight, had long ago approached the last scion of the Panthièvres, an ancient lady who boasted a dubious claim to the Breton throne after Anne and Isabeau. France had purchased that claim for a handsome sum. Now, with Anne and Isabeau dead, France was in a position to inherit and annex the duchy outright.

			Marguerite thought they could placate Maximilien of Austria, who was currently fuming in Saint-Malo. They could offer Charles’s hand to Maximilien’s daughter, Margaret.

			Tidy. Neat. Perfect.

			She was sorry about the girls. Anne had deserved better, and Isabeau had been but a child. But truly it could not have fallen out better for France.

			Naturally, the Bretons were displeased. Rumors shot up and down the length of the country—and surely all across the breadth of Christendom—that France had done away with the young duchess. But the rumors could be refuted. Naturally, they had witnesses to say that France had done nothing of the kind.

			A week passed in a frenzy of letters, auguries, messengers. She and La Trémoille invited Maximilien of Austria to treat with His Majesty Charles of France, and he came with great ceremony, considerable hauteur. Whatever sickness had kept him in Ghent so long was quite gone. He was lean, decisive, angry. He too thought the duchess had been murdered.

			They sat together in the great hall of the Guardhouse in Rennes, with the boards and trestles laid out for a council meeting, scribes and secretaries crowding the back of the room, councilors packing the table. The great men of two realms were glaring at each other. Well, Maximilien was glaring.

			Charles was saying, “Is she a virtuous girl, your daughter Margaret?”

			Marguerite’s expression did not change, but she pleaded with Heaven for patience. Maximilien said coldly, “She is eleven years old.”

			“Excellent,” said Charles cheerfully. “Would she like to go unicorn-hunting?”

			Only a violent effort of restraint, it was obvious, kept Maximilien of Austria from a hot reply. Restraint—and a sudden commotion from outside.

			Heads turned. A chamberlain went out. Marguerite waited for a diviner to come in with news, but none came. The commotion grew louder. There was cheering in the streets of Rennes. What on earth?

			“What is going on?” demanded Charles.

			The door opened and the chamberlain came panting into the room. “There is—there is a messenger.”

			“From whom, God the Father?” muttered one of the councilors, very low to his fellow. The cheering outside had redoubled.

			“It is,” said the chamberlain, and paused, gulping like a fish. “It is the baron of Avaugour, with escort upon such—such horses, Sire. And his banner—his banner— Sire, perhaps he might explain himself?” Marguerite had never seen the man incoherent. Dunois, who had been sitting in hard-eyed silence as they made plans for his country, had flushed up to the roots of his hair.

			“Avaugour is dead. It is an impostor,” said La Trémoille.

			Marguerite was not sure. Unease stirred in her mind.

			“By all means,” Maximilien was saying, “let this man explain himself.”

			All eyes turned toward the door and a young man in glittering surcoat walked in. The color of his device was sea-blue and the charges were— Marguerite stared. Azure, ermined sable, quartered with two sea-drakes involved beneath a unicorn couchant. It was not Avaugour’s device, nor certainly Anne of Brittany’s. It was, in fact, like no coat of arms she had ever seen. Nor had anyone else in the room, judging by their faces. Except that a tide of even stronger color was rising in Dunois’s face, and the Breton servants had all caught hands in excitement.

			Henri, Baron of Avaugour, doffed an old-fashioned but quite magnificent hat. “I am come on behalf of my sister Anne of Brittany, who sends her best respects to her royal cousins of France and of Austria.”

			Charles said, “Oh—delightful—she is not dead after all! Where is she?”

			“With the army,” said Henri, composedly.

			“What is this crest you are wearing?” demanded La Trémoille.

			“It is that of my sister,” said Henri, Baron of Avaugour. “For you see, my good lords, the drowned city of Keris has been removed from the Lost Lands. It is restored to its place in the bay of Douarnenez, under the light of the earthly sun, with all its riches and its people. And,” Henri added idly, “its sorcerers and its men of war. And also, Excellencies, my sister Anne of Brittany has been crowned there, and the people great and small of that ancient city have acclaimed her their queen. She is”—his voice rose a trifle to cut through the hubbub but he went on—“she is styled Her Majesty Anne by God’s grace, Duchess of Brittany and Queen of Keris and Armorica.”

			Utter silence in the room. Outside, the cheering had redoubled. The whole city, Marguerite gathered, had seen the azure banner with its absurd charges of unicorn and sea-drake. She said, “There is no Keris.”

			“There is,” said Henri gently. “You may ask your honored diviners.”

			Volucris came gasping into the room, wild-eyed. Marguerite turned to face him, unease now gripping tight round her heart. Volucris panted, “A city. There is a city now in the bay of Douarnenez, where there was none before. It is a miracle.”

			“Keris was drowned,” said La Trémoille. “It was drowned hundreds of years ago.”

			“It has been restored,” said Avaugour.

			Maximilien said, in the crisp tones of a military man, “What army do you speak of?”

			They all hung upon the answer. “Why,” Avaugour said courteously, “the army of Keris, with sorcerers of their Guild and also allies of the korriganed, who have come forth from their long hiding to make common cause with the people of Brittany. It is,” said Henri calmly, “a fair company. And I come from my sister with certain requests that she makes of her honored cousins; that they abandon their claims on all territories of Brittany forthwith.”

			“Preposterous!” said La Trémoille.

			“I should like to see your lady,” said Maximilien coolly, “if any of this absurdity is true. This lady is my wife.”

			A faintly amused curve appeared on Henri’s mouth. But he said, “Certainly, Sire. You may ride back with me if you wish. And the queen awaits an answer, naturally, from her cousins of France.”

			Charles was finally—finally—looking angry. “She was to hunt unicorns with me, and then become my wife.”

			Henri replied, with unmitigated politeness, “I will convey your answer, Sire. And I am bidden to say that when you change your mind, you need only signal by diviner. Good day, Excellencies. Majesty.” He bowed to Maximilien.

			Maximilien nodded and signaled his aides. To Charles he said, “Sire, when I have plumbed these mysteries, I shall advise on the steps I mean to take.”

			“I shall go with you,” said Dunois, and followed Maximilien and his party out.

			The door closed behind them and Marguerite and Charles were alone again in the council-chamber with La Trémoille and Volucris and certain of their advisers.

			“It is some trick,” said Charles. “Volucris, can you not divine—”

			“No, Sire,” said Volucris. “For I have been trying these hours. I can see the city, but not within.”

			“Well, then, we shall send a messenger of our own to see if this is not a lie,” said Charles.

			Marguerite said, “I will go myself. I would like to know the truth.”

			“Yes, of course,” said Charles. “And La Trémoille. I wish to confront the duchess with her insolence and perfidy.”

			Henri had already gone outside. The cheering in Rennes was cresting. Marguerite heard those cheers like the stamp of doom, though she did not know exactly why she was afraid. Even if some miracle had happened, even if some city had leaped into being from the Lost Lands like a pebble from the hand of God, no city could have arms and armaments enough to face all the might of France.

			They went to change into riding-clothes, except La Trémoille, who was dressed for the field already. He went out to make sure of the king’s horses.

			Her ladies were only just fastening Marguerite’s riding skirt when La Trémoille burst into her garderobe. He was panting wildly.

			“What is it?” she demanded, cutting across all the chatter.

			“The doors of the castle,” said La Trémoille, real terror in his eyes. “The doors don’t lead outside.”

			“Nonsense,” she said.

			But it was also quite true. Not one door, however many they tried, led outside. They would open the outer door and find themselves in another room. For Charles it was the same. For La Trémoille. For their diviner, Volucris. For their councilors and greater servants.

			When they tried to send a message to their officers outside, the messenger stormed back in a few moments later saying that the note was blank. And after that, he could not find his way outside either.

			“It is a curse,” said Charles, afraid. “We are damned, we are doomed.”

			“It is sorcery,” said Marguerite, grimly. “And the balance of power in the world has changed.”

			“It is enchantment, in fact,” said a new voice. “But it need not be enmity, cousins.”

			They were together in the great hall of the palace, and Anne simply walked down the stairs.

			With her walked Louis of Orléans.

			Marguerite drew a sharp breath. “So, it is true.”

			“Yes,” said Anne. She glimmered like foxfire in their eyes. Her gown was sea-blue as her blazon had been, sewn with diamonds. But it was an unknown style of gown, open in front, with long, bell-shaped sleeves and an underskirt of silver. Her hair was not up in a crespine but plaited down her back, loosely veiled, and they could see more diamonds, in ropes, woven through. She wore the fillet of unicorn-hair.

			But Anne’s gaze was the same. Wry, direct. Marguerite recalled, with some discomfort, that she had made this girl kneel in her chemise and plead for her dignity at Charles’s feet.

			Louis’s hair was very dark against the blue and silver of his doublet and points and silk hose. Diamonds glittered on the backs of his gloves. One hand lay lightly on the hilt of the sword in a jeweled scabbard at his side.

			“You have used the black arts—” began Marguerite.

			“Arts, perhaps.” Anne did not raise her voice. “We have no malice toward France. We would ask you to retreat across your border and let us be allies and not enemies.”

			“What says your husband?” demanded Marguerite. “What say will he have in these fine negotiations?”

			“Maximilien of Austria?” said Anne. “I have spoken to him just now. He has renounced his claim to my hand, in return for payments of money and a state of amity between our two nations. We will also accord him three studs, three broodmares, and favorable trading rights in the port of the bay of Douarnenez.

			“He was surprised,” Anne added dryly. “But not displeased. They are very fine horses, you see. The marriage shall be annulled.”

			“You cannot do this,” said Charles. “You are only the duchess of Brittany.”

			Anne and Louis exchanged a very private glance. Louis said, “Dearest cousin, I think you will find that she can.”

			“Will you keep us inside till we starve?” demanded Charles.

			“No, of course not,” said Anne impatiently. “You shall have dishes from my own table if you like, and linen and books and all the comforts that you wish. But you shall not leave this house until you have ordered all your men, save personal escort, to decamp for the border. You must also swear strong oaths never to come again armed for war.”

			“You will be excommunicated for this sorcery,” said La Trémoille, bristling. His hand was on his sword.

			Anne said, “I think not. There is precedent; enchantments and sorcery were once sanctioned by the Church and, forgive me, I think will be sanctioned again, with the right application of money. And if you will go in peace, I can offer you guarantees.”

			The men’s mouths opened and closed in helpless rage. Anne met Marguerite’s eyes. In her gaze was not hatred, but quiet acknowledgment. The siege of Nantes, the battles, her father’s death. The fine locked coach to Amboise they had meant for her, the conquering husband, the relentless child-bearing.

			Marguerite swallowed. “What guarantees?”

			Anne said, “I will undertake to defend your coast if England should ever again come in arms against France. For so is peace fostered amongst all our peoples: I shall make common cause in arms with any enemy of France.

			“And,” she added more cheerfully, speaking now to Charles, “I think Maximilien of Austria will be most happy if you would like to take his daughter, Margaret, to wife when she is grown. I shall give you a box of diamonds as a wedding present. And three studs and three broodmares of your own.”

			Marguerite said nothing. Charles said, “And if we refuse?”

			Anne said, “You may live here, of course, and I shall try to see you comfortable.” A little mischief in her face. “Or, if you like, I shall return tomorrow, with my own councilors and a treaty drawn up.”

			They all looked at one another.

			“Until tomorrow, then,” said Charles, biting his lip.

			“And,” said Anne lightly, “if ever you would like to see Keris, you are welcome as my guests. It is very beautiful.”

			“And shall we hunt unicorns there?” said Charles, looking caught.

			“No,” said Anne. “Never again. But there are beasts like none other, in the woods of the Lost Lands, that you may see. The border is secure now, and men and women may go between to seek their fortunes.”

			Marguerite could not help herself. “Is that what you did? Sought your fortune?”

			“I did,” said Anne, and again she shared a glance with Louis of Orléans. “And I found it there, between the sea and the sky.”

			Anne turned and walked quietly toward the stairs, ropes of jeweled light streaming along her hair. La Trémoille growled in half-coherent fury and drew his sword. But Louis was faster; he drew his own sword, blue light sparkling along its dazzling edge. He didn’t speak.

			La Trémoille set his jaw.

			“Put up, for God’s sake,” said Marguerite to the general. And after a long hesitation, La Trémoille returned his sword to its sheath.

			Anne said, “A pleasant evening to you all.” She and Louis walked together into the shadows.

		

	
		
			Afterword

			The life of Anne of Brittany was not very romantic, at least surely not to the lady herself. Crowned at age eleven and put on a throne already tottering under conquest and mismanagement, hemmed in by the warring behemoths of France and England, she was forced at the age of fifteen, despite valiant resistance, to marry Charles of France.

			Although she pointedly brought two beds to her own wedding to express her disapproval of the marriage and did her best to bankrupt her husband in procuring her a bridal trousseau, she was married regardless, and Anne of Brittany would spend the rest of her life almost continuously pregnant, trying for the pair of sons who could inherit France and then Brittany and so preserve the duchy’s independence. But stillbirths, deaths in early childhood, and daughters rewarded her efforts, and Anne herself died at only thirty-six, exhausted by childbearing.

			Despite this dark history, an air of romance has always clung to the duchess. Her youth when she was crowned, the hints of wit and courage that have crept down through the historical record, her influence on the French court, her marriages to two kings of France—both of whom, it seems, loved her dearly. History reminds us of Anne’s passionate patronage of artists, poets, and musicians, her love for Brittany, and her desire to do right by the realm she inherited. It is impossible to read about this young woman and not admire her.

			It is also impossible to read about this woman and not wonder what course her life would have taken had circumstances been different. She was born with her options already narrowing. Her father loved jousts and feasts, tournaments and spending money, but he was not a strong or clever man, and his opponent in France, Louis XI, was one of the cleverest and most ruthless men ever to sit upon the French throne.

			France invaded when Anne was a child; by the time of her coronation, the destiny of Brittany was all but fully linked to France.

			But a writer of fantasy is always asking what if, and this Breton duchess, a clever woman, valiant, the mistress of an ancient and haunted country, born with a doom already hanging over her, was an irresistible subject. What if everything were different? What if she were a little older when her father died, what if the korriganed—Breton faeries—were real? What if there were enchantments that could be mastered by men, what if Brocéliande was really the haunt of unicorns? For it is quite possible that the suite of tapestries called The Hunt of the Unicorn currently hanging in the Cloisters in New York City was commissioned by Anne of Brittany upon her marriage to Louis of Orléans. These images depict a very beautiful unicorn hunted, defiant, killed, and finally alive and caged. One wonders who the unicorn is supposed to represent.

			The fantasy author in me also wonders what would have happened had this young and brave and passionate girl had the power to chart her own destiny.

			I took the real history of Anne of Brittany, asked myself these questions, and so dragged a real woman’s life firmly into the realm of fantasy. Anne was eleven when she was crowned, fifteen upon her first marriage. I made her older—about the age she was when, historically, she married Louis of Orléans, who became Louis XII of France. Her sister Isabeau died around the time of the siege of Rennes—I had the child kidnapped into the Lost Lands instead. Anne’s court was large and vibrant, and many of them were in the pay of France. A certain amount of pruning and compressing was inevitable in my fictional version. Louis XI’s eldest daughter, the brilliant regent of France, was, in history, also named Anne: Anne of France. I invite the reader to imagine her confusion at having two Annes, and to understand why I changed Anne of France to Marguerite.

			Whatever I have changed, whatever I have kept the same, I hope you will come away from this book beguiled as I was by this time period, the vibrant cusp between the Middle Ages and the Renaissance. Courts, religion, art, and secular life were all in the midst of startling and far-reaching change, as the laws of chivalry gave way to modern court politics. And into this change, I could not resist throwing a beautiful and brilliant young woman, an ancient magic, and a lost city by the sea.

			When I was a child, I had a book of lore called Magical Beasts. Among the manticores and the chimeras, the dragons of cave and water and fire, there was a chapter on unicorns. My favorite chapter of a favorite book, it contained tales of Eastern and Western unicorns, warlike or sacrificial, sometimes elusive in their forests, sometimes slaughtered wantonly by men. There was even, as an aside, a few paragraphs about the rhinoceros that Marco Polo met on his travels and mistook for a unicorn.

			But though I read through every single tale in this book, many times, the unicorn story that lodged in my memory was the first of them, a tale told like history of some nameless seigneur and his retainers going unicorn-hunting in a forest called Brocéliande. This tale was not a happy one; the hunters start the unicorn like a stag, course it, exhaust it, and finally summon a beautiful maiden to draw it helplessly to a clearing and ensure its doom. In the story, the unicorn dies with its head in the girl’s lap. One of my first pieces of writing, when I was aged about ten, was a retelling of this story, except that the unicorn is not killed; it escapes with the maiden to another world.

			I lived in France for a year at age sixteen, and went seven months of that year, with a teenager’s charming obliviousness, before I realized that I was living not an hour from that forest of Brocéliande. I hadn’t, up until that point, known it was real. It existed in my heart as a place of fantasy, unicorn-haunted and faerie-ruled.

			Naturally, I made straight for it, as quickly as I could work out how to get there.

			I met no unicorns on that day, or on any other day I spent beneath the boughs of Brocéliande. But at least it is a forest to make you believe in them. Brocéliande is a place of rills and secret water, boasting every shade of green and every sound of stillness, complete with a medieval castle and a mysterious abbey standing stark beside a great still lake, with rings of standing stones half-hid in the depths just to complete the air of enchantment.

			I have held that place in my heart for two decades, held the tale of a failed unicorn-hunt for three, but my heart is full of strange places; these two might never have coalesced into a novel had I not also read the famous Breton faerie-tale of the drowned city of Ker-Ys and seen Anne of Brittany’s castle in Nantes, a Renaissance edifice on the bank of the Loire, as beautiful still as her taste could make it after she became queen of France.

			As often happens, when a book is coalescing in the strange passages of my mind, these various notions merged and out of them was born, with that strange alchemy I love and can never fully understand, the book that you have in your hands.

			I hope that you too find yourselves straying through places where it is possible to believe in unicorns.

			Katherine Arden

			Duxbury, Vermont

			January 15, 2026
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