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“I will not go easily to Avalon...”

Elizabeth glanced at the Angel of Death and saw
the woman smile as if in recognition. Well, my Lady
of Darkness, Elizabeth thought, if it be my time I will
go. But I warn you, I will go west fighting, and if
necessary I will fight even you. . .

The Dark Lady of Death nodded her head as though,
even with her deafness to the pleas of those she came
for, she had heard Elizabeth’s thoughts. She spread
her hands in a gesture of acceptance. Then, furling
her wings closely about her, the angel leaned back
against the oak tree to watch, as the first of the horse-
men burst through the encircling trees into the clear-
ing. ..
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Chapter 1
KQer

The queen was dying. The wall hangings whispered the words
down the long galleries. The staircase thrummed with it, and
the carved wooden heraldic beasts were only too willing to
pass the message along. The Great Hall echoed with it, and in
the three unfinished towers of the rose brick Palace of Witch-
dame the sounds of the carpenters’ tools carried the dismal
comment to the waves of the river Theames lapping at the
watergate stairs. But the stairs had heard that same message
for years. It had been built into the foundations nearly seventeen
years ago. The queen had been dying for a very long time.

In the south tower of the palace—the only one completed
of the four magnificent towers that would eventually grace the
building—the sun was turning the glass windows on the west-
ern side a deep crimson, staining the air in the queen’s chambers
the color of blood.

The honey-gold of the oak linenfold paneling was darkened
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by the light, and only the large silver candelabrum gave enough
illumination to prove that the table it was on was made of oak
instead of ebony. The table had a scattering of objects carelessly
arrayed across its surface. There were bits of colored string,
candle ends, bundles of dried herbs, a stack of papers covered
with the queen’s delicate handwriting, and a large parchment
document held in place with a seastone said to be from the
cave of Merlin himself. The document was a will, signed and
sealed by the queen. At the bottom of the scroll was a green
blob of wax with her signet ring imprint, and even in the dim
light it was possible to make out the queen’s device of a rowan
tree with a crescent moon caught in its upper branches.

The tile floor of the room was covered in overlapping layers
of rush matting to keep out the cold, and in the shadows massive
clothespresses loomed like dark square-shaped ghosts.

The gigantic bed, carved for a queen long dead, was large
and shadowed, its woodwitch green velvet hangings only par-
tially pulled back. The tiny body of Queen Dianne of Englene
could hardly be seen among the satin and lace pillows, piles
of goosedown comforters, and the red and blue embroidered
velvet coverlet decorated with the gold ships and leopards of
the arms of Englene.

The queen was a tiny waxen doll. Her black hair, once
glossy, now lay matted and dull across the pillows; her face,
once rose and snow, was now the color of old tallow. Her eyes
were closed, and only the gentle stirring of the covers over her
spare chest indicated that there was still life present.

The door to the chamber opened. The queen turned her head
to see who might wish to visit her, alone, on her deathbed.

“Bess,” she whispered, her voice frail in the large room.
She watched her daughter approach, her eyes widening in hor-
ror at the girl’s appearance.

The Princess Elizabeth, heir apparent to the throne of En-
glene, was dressed in pale blue velvet; the deep, square-cut
neck of the gown was most unflattering to her shoulders, made
broad by many hours of work in the tiltyard and in swordplay.
Her skin was the rich boiled pink of a redhead who has been
too long in the sun. The princess was tall, six foot one inch at
the measuring at her last birthday, and the round waist of the
gown made her torso appear overly thick. The gold brocade
of the kirtle visible in the deep inverted “V”’ of the overgown’s
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skirt was of a large cabbage rose pattern. As Elizabeth ap-
proached the bed, the queen could see only too clearly the
Jjeweling around the neckline of the gown, pearls and sapphires
in a design of forget-me-nots.

The queen closed her eyes for a moment, as if to shut out
the sight of so much misplaced daintiness. “Child,” she said,
her voice now losing its feeble edge, “who picked that gown
for you? I'm not yet dead and already you’ve forgotten every-
thing I’ve taught you about taste.”

“I knew you were shamming, Your Grace.” Elizabeth swept
her mother a deep curtsy. “When I heard the whispers that you
were again dying, I thought I’d best put in an appearance so
that I could lay the rumor low at this evening’s feast. There
are many people who will be so disappointed to find it’s not
true.”

The queen reached out, patting the edge of the bed to in-
dicate that her daughter was to sit. There was a great creaking
of the roped mattress as Elizabeth obeyed, and her mother
winced slightly at the excess weight. There was nothing slight
or woodwitch about this daughter of hers.

“Oh, you’ll find the rumor true enough by morning, my
dear. I intend to go out with the tide. This time the queen will
die.”

Elizabeth turned to her, shocked at the confirmation in her
eyes. “You really mean to do it? After all these years, you
mean to let them win? You—a woodwitch—are going to give
in to them?”

Queen Dianne smiled, pleased for the moment that her
daughter had remembered that she was a woodwitch. “There
are reasons; you are now old enough te look out for your own
interests, and I have no wish to still be here for the initiation
on your eighteenth birthday. I'm too high-stomached to easily
stand the sight of you in one of their circles.” The queen paused
for a moment, breathing deeply. “And there are other reasons.
You, my child, must be the next ruler of Englene. There can
be no other. And with my dying, I will make sure of that.”

“The Lady Anne thinks otherwise. She and my father will
be between your sheets before they’re barely cold, and by next
Midsummer’s-Eve we will be celebrating the birth of a prince.”

“I do not think so, daughter. You and you alone shall be
the next ruler of Englene. The Mother Goddess herself gave
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that promise at your birth. Even if your father takes to his bed
a hundred women like the Pemberly, he will have no other heir
but Elizabeth of Englene. I and the Mother of All wish it so
to be.”

“So mote it be,” Elizabeth said dutifully, though she did
not believe it.

There was a brisk knocking at the door and the queen rose
slightly on her pillows, hope plain on her face. “Richard?” The
name was almost a plea.

The door opened, but it was not the king—only his sister,
Marguerite.

Princess Marguerite was a sturdy woman in her forties, long
past any claim to youth or beauty. Her height and stocky body
proved her relationship to the Princess Elizabeth, but Mar-
guerite was no warrior. Her battlefields were parchment, pen,
and books. She wore a court gown of black velvet with a
matching hood; her red hair straggled in wispy tendrils out
from under the jeweled biliment, and her turned-back sleeves
were spotted as much with ink as with ermine tails. The brocade
of her silver kirtle was equally stained, and a small leather-
clad book dangled on a chain hanging from her girdle. She
bustled across the room, her red leather slippers scuffing and
ruffling the matting.

“Well, Your Grace, they say you're at it again. Dying, of
all things. And me with the herbal only three-quarters done.
You know, Dianne, it’s very inconsiderate of you. You prom-
ised to wait until the book was finished so that you and I could
gloat over it together. The work was more than half yours.

“I won’t have it. I tell you, I simply won’t have it! You’ve
been meditating on dying for the past seventeen years, and you
might as well wait another seventeen to do it.”

Dianne waved a small hand to quiet the woman. “I die when
I must, Marguerite. I am not something you can put a wax seal
at the bottom of, declaring me finished.” The queen again eyed
her daughter’s outfit with disapproval. “Tell me, Marguerite,
what think you of the way my daughter is dressed? Is it proper
and right for her?”

“Oh, you know I pay no attention to such fa-las. I merely
stand and let my ladies-in-waiting throw on my body what they
will,” Marguerite laughed. “I couldn’t tell if she were wearing
a fashionable court gown or a barrel.”
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“Green, child. You must wear green, the queen’s color.”
There was a sharp intake of breath from Marguerite, but the
queen ignored it. “And have your neckline a little less spread
out to the shoulder; and wear your shift high, to the neck. The
bosom should not be so exposed. Also the waistline should be
pointed— it narrows the waist—and your skirts spread wide
and smoothly over the hips. And wear a feathered bonnet over
a pearl caul. That touret makes your face look round as a
Cheshire cheese.” The queen tapped one beautifully shaped
nail against her upper lip. “Green,” she repeated. “The wood-
witch’s color. Pale delicate green for spring; green baudekin,
tafity, or velvet for high state—and for mourning, the dark
deep forest green of the pine tree. Wear no black for me,
Elizabeth. If you honor me, and you have the courage to re-
member that I was a woodwitch, you will wear green in my
memory.”

The princess nodded dumbly, unable to speak. Green was
not a color acceptable at her father’s court. It was a woodwitch
shade, and naught but a woodwitch would wear it. But it was
her mother’s wish, and something that the queen would not
ask of her except that she was truly dying.

“Remember that you are half woodwitch,” Dianne contin-
ued. “When the time comes, go deep into the Heartwood and
find there the old woman named Nerthus. I know you will find
it hard to do as I ask. But for your sake, and the sake of
Englene, you must. Do not consider it as a promise to me, but
as a promise to yourself. Will you go?”

Elizabeth nodded slowly. It was clear from the set expres-
sion on her face that she wanted to deny this request. She knew
only too well in what ill repute the woodwitches were held at
her father’s court.

The queen closed her eyes and seemed to be willing all her
energies toward simply breathing. She gave a small mewing
sigh, and again opened her eyes. “Marguerite, don’t make her
forget what she is. Make her be my daughter as well as Rich-
ard’s. Let her be strong for the land that we both love. I beg
this of you as the one person at this court that I can truly trust.”

“You have my word, Your Grace.” Marguerite’s voice car-
ried the conviction of a vow.

“Too, I want you to be the one to see to my funeral. Don’t
let the Pemberly ruin it for me. I want to be buried in my green



6 Kathleen Sky

velvet gown, the one with the silver oak leaves and acorns
around the neck and sleeves. I also wish paste copies of my
pearl earrings—the court jeweler has those—and the paste
crown as well. He had that made fifteen years ago when they
were so sure I would die of the ague from the northwind and
I surprised them no end by getting well again.” Dianne laughed
mirthlessly. She knew only too well how her many illnesses
had been helped along by the neglect of the court physicians.

“The green and silver,” Marguerite nodded in acceptance.
“And for your pall?”

“Dark green silk embroidered with rowan blossoms. That
too has been provided. You’ll find it at the bottom of the coffer
in my privy chamber. I embroidered it myself. There will be
no black at this witchqueen’s funeral! You will see to that. Let
Richard weep and wail about court etiquette, and the Pemberly
pout; I will go to my death as a woodwitch and not as one of
them.”

Marguerite leaned across the bed to gently tuck the coverlet
around Dianne’s thin shoulders. “Sleep, Your Grace; all will
be done as you wish.” There were tears in the woman’s blue
eyes. Dianne smiled up at her sister-in-law and obediently
closed her eyes—brown eyes, woodwitch eyes, the same color
as Elizabeth’s. Marguerite straightened and turned to her niece;
her eyes were bright, but the tears remained unshed. “Go to
the feast, Bess; you’ve very late and your father will be angry
with you.”

“But aren’t you expected at the table, Aunt? You anger the
king fully as much as I do,” Elizabeth said.

“Nonsense. I am too unimportant to be noticed by Richard
anymore; and as for his leman, the Pemberly . . . well, I am no
challenge to any royal brat of hers,” Marguerite answered.

Dianne reached out her hand and touched her daughter’s
sleeve. “Go now, Elizabeth. Go to your father’s table; but as
you sit there, remember of what cause I died. Remember that
unless you are strong, you too will die of it. We will not meet
again, my child. But remember that I died a woodwitch, I will
be buried a woodwitch—and that you are half my child. Now
go to the feast.”

Elizabeth rose to her feet and curtsied deeply to her mother,
with the full reverence due an anointed queen. She backed
slowly out of the room, step by step, pausing to curtsy again
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three times before reaching the door.

“Don’t worry about Her Grace,” Marguerite called to her
niece. “She and I will sit here together quietly, two forgotten
ladies in this glittering court, and we will talk a bit; and then
when she is ready I will leave her, as we all must leave her
when she goes on her journey.”

Elizabeth nodded shakily, opened the door, and slipped out
of the room. As she left the chamber she heard her mother say,
“Now here are my plans to make sure Elizabeth is queen after
Richard. ..” b

Not wanting to hear more, she closed the heavy oak slab
behind her and leaned against the carved surface for a moment.
It should have been her father sitting there by the queen’s bed,
but Elizabeth knew that her father had tired years ago of hearing
of the queen’s imminent death.

She sighed and straightened herself, tugging the blue gown
firmly down over her boned corset. She looked at the velvet
folds and realized that her mother was right—the gown was
ugly. She let go of the fabric and knew that never again would
she allow Lady Anne to pick any dress that she might wear.

Elizabeth made her way down the darkened corridor, her
eyes not focusing on the linenfold paneling, the tapestries, the
painted plaster ceilings molded in intricate flowing strapwork.
The tower gallery was as familiar to her as her own body; there
was no need to observe it closely. She turned onto the main
staircase leading downward toward the Great Hall, and was
startled to see that most of the torches had been allowed to go
out. The staircase was dark; only an occasional flash of the
rising moon from a glass window outlined the magnificently
carved and painted heraldic beasts squatting on the newel posts
as the staircase zigzagged its way down the tower. The lifesize
lions, unicorns, bears, and griffins were almost real standing
there in the dim light, each one a little more terrifying because
of the darkness. She’d known these figures for most of her
life—but this night, with the queen truly dying, they took on
a horror she had never seen in them before. She paused on a
landing to catch her breath and calm her heart.

One of the beasts seemed to be clothed in a red, blue, and
gold motley—strange for a heraldic figure. She tiptoed across
the landing, her pulse hammering unpleasantly at her tight
cuffruffles, to get a closer look at what this beast might be. It
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was a gargoyle, wrapped around a newel post, a creature all
elbows and knees, with the face of an angel.

Suddenly, out of the dark, a jester’s bauble twirled and
stopped short a hand’s-breadth from her face. Elizabeth screamed
and grabbed for the stair railing, as with a mixture of relief
and hysteria she recognized the being on the newel post.

The king’s jester slowly unwound himself from the heavy
post and sprang down onto the landing beside the princess. The
man was short, shorter even than most humans; his crumpled
back and long, spidery arms and legs made him look as gro-
tesque as any carving. He was barely as tall as the princess’s
bodice, and had to tilt his head to look up at her face. Jackie
Somers, the king’s jester— from the neck up, the most beautiful
man at court; from the neck down, the ugliest.

“Did 1 frighten you, poppet? I hadn’t meant to. I merely
came to serve as a warning. You’re very late below, you know.
Lady Anne is quite displeased.”

Elizabeth reached out to touch Jackie’s shoulder, almost as
if to reassure herself that he was real. “I was with my lady
mother; she lies dying, and I felt it wise to know what final
words she would have for me.”

“What, dying again?” Jackie rattled his bauble. “She’s been
dying for years, poppet. All the court knows it; it’s nothing
new. And it will not serve as an excuse to be late for the feast.”

“Can you think of a better? If I should wish to visit my
mother, isn’t that my own business? Does it have to be the
bibble-babble of the whole court?”

“Aye, and it does, for no one visits the queen the night of
the Pemberly’s birthday feast. Are you trying to show her direct
insult by being late? Now come, take my arm and I will be
your swain for this evening, and we will walk into the court
hand in hand, like good lovers should, and all will know that
you are late because you’ve spent the time tumbling in my
bed.” Jackie reached up and tweaked the heavily embroidered
gold undersleeves of the princess’s gown. “But I must say,”
he added, “that if I'm to go into the Great Hall with a lady, I
think I should take one that’s better dressed. You look like
some servant girl out a-maying in her mistress’s cast-off gown.
It’s most unbecoming.” He fingered the velvet and then let it
fall. “Pale blue isn’t your color. But I can tell who picked it.
It was the Pemberly, wasn’t it? Pale blue suits her. Any shade
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of blue does. Why, the lady even has her undergarments made
of blue silk.”

“And how would you know the color of her shift? Did you
just come from tumbling the Pemberly? The court is more likely
to believe a tidbit of that sort than the thought of you spending
the time in my bed.”

Jackie laughed and said, “Alas, no. There are some things
that the king does not allow his jester to taste first. And the
Pemberly is one of them. Not that I miss it much. Vinegar and
honey was never an appealing combination.”

Elizabeth laughed and reached out to tweak the jester’s
golden curls, set like a halo on his head. She pulled his coxcomb
hood higher, letting the ridiculously shaped ass’s ears fall for-
ward over his face. “That for the Pemberly. May she have an
ass in her bed. And if my father has anything to say about it,
she soon will.”

“Look you, poppet,” Jackie said, trying to be soothing, “the
king’s not been in her bed yet, as far as I know. There’ll be
no baseborn brat for the Pemberly, more’s the pity. I have it
from her lady-in-waiting that the moontime has come round
for her again, so it proves she’s not with child. That information
cost me a kiss to the Pemberly’s lady-in-waiting, who is a very
ill-favored wench. Now the least you can do, my princess, is
pay me a kiss in return.”

Elizabeth laughed, reached down, and, taking the jester’s
head gently in her hands, kissed him upon the mouth, a soft,
sweet kiss.

The jester sighed, and then pantomimed a lover covering
his excessively beating heart with his hands. He only succeeded
in swatting himself on one ass’s ear with his bauble. “You
know, Elizabeth, my one true love, there is a difference be-
tween kissing you and kissing any other lady in the court. Most
of them store my kisses in a velvet box deep in their souls, as
a reminder of their daring obscene deed. But you let yours fly
free as a butterfly’s thought through your mind. I find your
kisses best of all for that reason, for I would be a butterfly,
free in your mind.”

The jester’s voice made it clear he was being quite serious.
In all his years at the king’s court, the Princess Elizabeth was
the only woman who ever treated him as though he were a
whole man and not some amusing toy. They had known each



10 Kathleen Sky

other since childhood. He had been but three when his peasant
parents had given him as a May Day gift to the king, thinking
that his warped little limbs and back might prove to be an
attraction at the court. He had been a child of six when the
princess was born, and he had found her a fascinating toy. He
devised his best jokes for her; his best clowning and his most
witty mimes had been done for the little red-haired wench. As
she had grown older, he found that his was her favorite shoulder
when there was some childhood grief that must be vented. He
took his role as jester to the king with great seriousness, but
he treasured his position as confidant and friend to the princess
far and above any honors the king heaped on him.

He smiled up at her and again extended his hand, and arm
in arm they swept down the stairs, across the entrance hall,
and into the long gallery that led to the dais of the Great Hall.

X



Chapter 2
I

The Great Hall of the Palace of Witchdame was an immense
room, high-ceilinged, and as elegant as the artisans of the court
could make it. Trophies of the hunt decorated the upper gallery,
and the lower walls were covered by Queen Dianne’s chief gift
to the palace, a series of magnificent tapestries designed and
woven by her ladies and herself. They showed the forests sur-
rounding the capital city of Lundene, depicting trees, flowers,
and small streams trickling over rocks. There were views of
wooded clearings containing unicorns, roebucks or rabbits, and
one particularly fine tapestry of a riverbank covered with wild
strawberries. It was said by many that if you came close to the
tapestries, you could hear birds singing in the trees, and listen
to the streams laughing to themselves; and no matter what odor
there was in the room—be it foodstuffs, perfume, or the scent
of new rushes—the room was always filled with the odor of
pine and bay and wild strawberries. It was as though the court
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dined in the middle of the forest itself.

The Hall was laid out around a circular firepit with two
rows of immense tables up each side of the room; on the dais,
a short table set at right angles to the long trestle tables was
reserved for the Royal Family and such guests as might be
shown preference. There were eight chairs of richly carved
Moorish leather behind the damask-covered table. Three of
them, to the right of the king—those of Queen Dianne, the
Princess Elizabeth, and the Princess Marguerite—were empty.
Seated in the one beyond Marguerite’s was Thomas the Mage,
Lord High Chancellor of all Englene. At the king’s left, seated
far enough away so that she was not truly under the cloth of
estate, sat Anne Heywood, the Lady Pemberly; just beyond
her, Elizabeth could make out the figure of Englene’s primate,
Aleicester, Archbishop of Avebury, Bathford, and Wells, a
balding suet pudding of a man clad in the silver and gold
brocade of his calling. With him was his wife, Mary of Rich-
mond, bastard sister to King Richard. Their son, the Duke
Charles, sat at the top of the left table, above the salt.

It was the king himself who dominated the table. He sat
under the scarlet, blue, and gold cloth of estate, garbed all in
pale blue and silver. Richard was an elegant monarch. In his
forty-eighth year he was still flat of belly and trim of figure,
though he was as big-boned as Elizabeth herself. His shoulders
were broad, his neck a well-formed column; his complexion
was as pale and delicate as that of a high-bred lady. Richard’s
cheeks were touched with pink, and his round face was made
even more broad by his fluff of golden-red beard and his hair
worn long and curling below the ears. His eyes were large and
blue; a mouth that was warm and generous completed his face.
He was a cheerful man, even-tempered, and lacking the red
choler of many of his courtiers.

Elizabeth could not resist the feeling of pride and love which
filled her at the sight of her father. She disagreed with him
greatly on his treatment of her mother, but even so he was to
her the elegant and perfect knight, the image of a king.

She moved soundlessly across the carpet-covered dais, paus-
ing at intervals to curtsy. The king, intent on the capon upon
his golden plate, did not notice her approach; but Lady Anne
turned and watched the princess’s stately series of curtsies, her
face struggling to be bland and sweet even though her rigid
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) posture made it clear she was very angry indeed.

Elizabeth finished her last curtsy by her father’s chair. With
her head still bowed, she murmured, “My lord, forgive my
tardiness. I realize that my rudeness has been most inex-
cusable.”

The king turned, startled to find his daughter so close. “Well,
daughter, you have dallied overlong, and I have found it nec-
essary to allow the feast to go forth. You have missed the first
two courses. So sit, and do what you can with the food before
you and that yet to come.” He reached out and helped her to
her feet, and then pulled out her chair and assisted her to sit.

Elizabeth was weak with relief that her father’s reproach
was so light. She was disappointed at having missed the first
courses, but as she looked down the length of the high table,
she could see that the other courses would provide an ample
amount of food. At her right side was a large chine of rare
beef; in front of her was a whole roast pig, a brace of pheasants
in plumage, two chicken pies, a bowl of peas with bacon, a
great sallet of crayfish, cucumbers, carrots, olives, and beets
in oil, sugar, and vinegar, and a platter containing three well-
larded hares. At a wave of her hand, the pageboy who had
taken his place behind her chair stepped forward to wash her
hands and place her napkin over her left shoulder. She indicated
to him that she wished to be served from a dish of mushrooms
cooked in eggs and cream sauce, the sallet, and then the beef.
The king politely pointed out that the cook had provided a large
supply of dormice covered in shredded almonds and cinnamon
to resemble fur and with their tails braided together at the center
of the plate, stuffed with dates, raisins and nuts—a dish he
knew Elizabeth favored.

Still more food was brought to the high table by servants
so that a choice of many dishes might be made. There was a
peacock in all its glory, and a large stuffed breast of veal. There
was a presentation platter of boiled turnips that had been carved
into the shape of galleons, floating on a sea of fresh sorrel,
and the Lord High Chamberlain, Henry Terrell, was about to
dismember a stuffed heron.

The king accepted a leg of the heron, commented with
pleasure on the use of cinnamon and nutmeg for spices, and
began to chew delicately at it.

Jackie had waited in the background to make sure the prin-
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cess would not be overly abused for her lateness. He then
skipped to the table and placed himself in Marguerite’s chair,
where he began an elaborate jest on that lady’s mannerisms at
table. Marguerite was well known for her habit of trying to eat
and read at the same time, so Jackie peered downward at his
lap and pantomimed getting a leg of fowl caught in his head-
gear, then getting his hands mixed and trying to carve and eat
a book. King Richard roared his approval as Jackie finished
his act by standing upright in Marguerite’s chair, kissing Thomas
the Mage on one ear, and bounding across the table, performing
a full somersault in midair before landing in front of the dais,
at the foot of the table.

The king and Lady Pemberly applauded the jester’s antics,
and the mage threw Jackie a scrap of beef from his own plate.
The jester received the morsel with deep bows and proceeded
to suck at it with closed eyes, as though he were eating the
food of the gods indeed.

“That was kind of you, my lord, after his taking such a
great liberty. But then, you are always kind,” Elizabeth said
to Thomas as she quietly picked up a wooden trencher and
began to fill it with the various foodstuffs before her.

Thomas smiled. His face was made for smiles. His lips were
full and red, and his eyes, deep blue under his fringe of light
brown hair, crinkled in a way that proved he smiled often.
“Truly, Your Highness, I value that little human’s wit—and
his wisdom. Also, he is an excellent source of gossip, and no
politician such as I could keep his place without full knowledge
of what people are saying of him.”

“But they only say the best of you, I'm sure,” Elizabeth
replied as she pushed the trencher to the far end of the table,
within reach of Jackie’s hands. Thomas smiled and bowed in
acceptance of her compliment.

Elizabeth’s page stepped forward to pour a rich red wine of
La Bonne Terre into her goblet, which had a turquoise bowl
held in the arms of a silver merman. He then filled a pewter
tankard with ale for the jester.

It was not that Jackie did not appreciate wine, but he felt
it necessary to keep his head unmuddled—for when the feast
and banquet were over it would be time for more elaborate
entertainments. During the feast itself, the minstrels up in the
gallery and a troupe of small singing boys served as ample



WITCHDAME 15

background for the sound of eating and drinking. And Jackie,
between mouthfuls of food, would occasionally toss off a brief
quip in the direction of the king.

The feast being finished, it was time for the banquet. Serv-
ants rapidly cleared the tables, removing heavy embroidered
linen cloths now stained by food and wine, to reveal clean
damask cloths beneath. To the sound of trumpets and drums,
the banquet foods were brought into the Hall. On the king’s
table were placed large bowls of fresh cherries, apricots, and
raspberries thickly covered with cream and sugar; there were
pies of apples in custard, and jellies elaborately shaped as roses
and dragons and mythical beasts. Bowls of moon and star
frumenty, and plum pudding were placed within easy reach;
wet suckets and dry, sugared nuts, and kissing comfits were
distributed along the table. And then, with the sound of sackbut,
drum, and horn, the subtlety was brought into the Hall.

Since this banquet was in honor of the Lady Anne of Pem-
berly’s birthday, the pastrycook had labored long and hard to
produce a confection to please that lady. It was a reproduction
of the court gardens, complete with spunsugar trees, a duck-
pond filled with rosewater and sugar ducks, and gravel walks
made of finely chopped almonds. The lady applauded the sub-
tlety and viewed it with great pleasure—particularly since
everyone in the Hall knew that the gardens of Witchdame had
been laid out by Queen Dianne. At the center of the garden,
on one of the paths, stood an eight-inch-tall figure of the Lady
Anne dressed in a blue gown which had been colored with
turnsole. It was a beautiful portrait of the lady, and the king
bent gracefully across the table to place a gentle kiss on the
hand of the small figure. The court applauded the action, mak-
ing it clear where its sympathies lay.

Lady Anne’s page cut a slice out of the garden and placed
it upon her plate. The base of the garden had been done with
marzipan and rich fruitcake studded with plums and almonds,
and it was much to her taste. The king dabbled his fingers in
the rosewater pond, making the ducks bob and wobble. He
laughed boyishly, and turned to flick his fingers, dripping with
rosewater, at Anne. She appeared amused by this action, and
she too began dabbling her fingers in the pond and spraying
all within reach with the sweet, fragrant water.
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Elizabeth sat still in her chair, her every instinct outraged
by the fact that the garden so dear to her mother had been
usurped by the king’s favorite. Slowly she reached out her
silver, ivory-handled dagger and, with great care, sliced a large
wedge of marzipan out of the back of the figure of Lady Pem-
berly. There was a gasp from Anne as she watched the princess
lift the slice of marzipan to her mouth and chew noisily.

“I’m very fond of marzipan,” Elizabeth said blandly. “Al-
though I do find it quite cloying.”

“Ah, but Princess, this marzipan has been flavored with
cinnamon and nutmeg and clove, and you will find it has quite
a bite,” answered Anne, striving for as bland a tone as the
princess had achieved.

“’Tis true,” Elizabeth said. “However, ’tis marzipan none-
theless—and overly sweet.”

The king had either not heard or was ignoring the exchange.
He was quite busy attempting to eat a spunsugar tree without
getting any of the sticky substance in his beard.

Elizabeth, growing bold after the success of her first attack,
reached again toward the figure, and with one deft slash of her
knife beheaded it, catching the delicate morsel in her fingers
and crushing it slightly as she popped it into her mouth. The
lump of marzipan was rather large for her, and she moved it
from cheek to cheek cautiously, trying not to choke and thus
give amusement to Anne.

The lady, however, sat pretending not to understand the
insult that the princess had attempted. She merely requested
that the pageboy bring her another slice of the garden, this time .
a beautifully decorated piece of the flowerbed. But she could
not resist a slight attempt to regain her position of power over
the princess.

“I marvel,” she said, “that your father has allowed you to
come so late to the Hall without requesting some explanation
for your tardiness. Do, I beg you, let us know what kept you
from honoring me at my birthday feast by being on time.”

“I was visiting my mother,” Elizabeth said. “She lies dying,
as you well know.”

“She has been dying a long time, my daughter,” the king
said before Anne could answer. “I find that a feeble excuse
for not being here at the start of the feast to honor the Lady
Pemberly. Was there some special reason to tarry?”
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“She was lonely, Your Grace,” Elizabeth said evenly. “And
I think it odd that she has only her daughter to comfort her,
and not her husband by her bedside as well. But then, as you
have pointed out, she has been dying a long time.”

The king, his eyes clouded, did not answer. Instead he
reached for the heron bone that still sat on the edge of his gold
plate and had not been removed at the end of the feast. He
picked the bone up and whistled sharply between his teeth. His
grayhounds, which had been lounging by the fire, came to
instant attention and began barking shrilly as they ran toward
the dais. Jackie, pretending great distress, covered his ears and
rolled himself into a small ball, as if to avoid being crushed
by the large pack of dogs.

The king studied the dozen or so dogs gathered before him,
and then threw the heron bone toward one particular ill-favored
bitch. The dog had a reputation for bad temper and an un-
pleasant tendency to bite. She caught the bone expertly and
ran off down the Hall with the other hounds in pursuit.

The king sat back in his chair and signaled for the steward
to bring him a bowl of rosewater to cleanse the grease from
the bone off his hands. “Elizabeth,” he said over his shoulder,
“if you ever come to rule this land, there are many lessons
about the kingship that you must learn—and I have just given
you an example in one of them. A king, to keep his throne,
must know which of his charges to favor and which to ignore,
lest they should take it into their heads to tear out his throat.
The dog that caught the bone I generously gave her is the least
attractive of all my hounds; but she carries puppies from a truly
great and royal strain, and she must be favored—not for what
she is, but for what she will do for me. Try to remember this
lesson.”

“His Grace has promised me one of the pups,” Anne broke
in, “and I am sure it will make a very engaging pet.” It was
obvious that she had neither understood the lesson nor had any
wish to, though it had been partly aimed at her.

Princess Elizabeth said nothing. For her, the lesson had been
well taken. The Lady Pemberly was useful to her father; her
mother the queen had no further purpose. She sighed and picked
an almond tart from a plate at her right hand and began slowly
to eat it. It was tasteless in her mouth, and dry, and she wished
there was some way to spew it out; but etiquette required that
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she finish it, carefully and with as much daintiness as she could
manage.

The banquet having come to its end, it was time for mum-
ming and masquerading. The tables in the Great Hall were
pushed closer to the walls, and those people unfortunate enough
to have been seated along the inside edge scrambled for po-
sitions close to the wall.

With shouts and the rattling of tambourines, a horde of
raggle-taggle gypsies burst into the Hall—but their rags were
made of silk and velvet, covered with gold coins and embroi-
dery; their beards and long straggling hair consisted of silk
threads and gold wires; and all their sparkling gems were real.
They danced in the center of the room, the men leaping high
into the air while the women clattered the tambourines and
played upon small tabors as they sang of the joys of the free
life upon the roads and byways of Englene.

The gypsies, Elizabeth knew, were probably members of
the court—younger sons and daughters of noblemen—but they
made a fine array, and their singing was a pleasant thing to
hear. With one last rattle of their tambourines, they danced out
of the room to the sound of applause.

Jackie rose slowly to his feet and made his way down the
Hall, picking up a scrap or two of silken rag left by the gypsies.
He came back to the dais and raised one piece of silk to his
nose, sniffing at it.

“I find it strange, Your Grace, how these gypsies smell,”
he observed. “Did you know that they sweat violet and lilac
and lavender? It’s very odd. You must have more of them put
about the court to sweeten the air.”

The king laughed appreciatively, and then said, “Jackie,
since it is the birthday of a lady, give us a dissertation on the
joys of womanhood.”

Jackie twisted himself into a particularly grotesque, gar-
goylish posture. “And what would a poor cripple such as I
know of ladies, Your Grace?” he whined. “Alas, alas, none
of them looks on me with favor. I am naught but a poor thing,
kicked from room to room—and bed to bed—unloved, un-
cherished—but very satisfied.” The court laughed apprecia-
tively; Jackie’s amorous exploits were legendary, and many a
young lady hid a blush behind her hands, knowing that this
grotesque little creature had very recently shared her bed.
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“But if you would have me speak upon women,” Jackie
continued, “I would have to say that I like my women large,
Your Grace. They’re warm in the bed. Those tall, thin willow
sorts provide no fire; they burn very quickly. But give me a
large log of a woman to warm my bed the entire night.”

“And what of tiny woodwitch women?” asked Anne pro-
vocatively. “What do you think of them, fool?”

Jackie screwed his angelic face up into a grimace of intense
concentration. “Why, my lady, I find that while small, they
provide the most intense heat of a night—but unfortunately
the flame goes out all too soon.”

Jackie bowed mockingly in the direction of the king. He
was treading on dangerous ground—but as jester, he had the
right to say almost anything he wished, as long as he remem-
bered that the emphasis was on the word “almost.” To tweak
the king too much about neglecting his woodwitch wife for
Lady Pemberly could be a bit unwise.

“Now, Your Grace, enough of women; too many of them
can be a bother both at night, and the morning after,” Jackie
said. “We have other entertainment for you. I have persuaded
old Menadel to come out of whatever moldy little cell he resides
in and perform for your edification some small sleight of hand.”
There was a giggle from the Lady Anne, which was echoed
by many in the court. The wizard Menadel had an unfortunate
reputation for having none of his magic tricks work very well.

Jackie skipped off down the hall and, with much flourishing
and mimed pretense of playing a trumpet, ushered Menadel
into the room. The round redhaired man came slowly up the
Hall, bowing repeatedly to the king, whom he rarely saw in
the normal course of his day. Menadel spent most of his time
in an unused dungeon, attempting great feats of alchemy—
most of which produced only horrendous, sticky, ill-smelling
liquids and great scorch marks on the wooden trestle tables he
used for his experiments. He stopped before the dais, bowed
again to the king, made a small bow to Anne, and gave a warm
smile to the Princess Elizabeth.

Elizabeth had always been raised to call Menadel “Uncle,”
although she was not quite sure if he was one of her grandfather,
King Edward’s, many bastards or not. The wizard had been
her teacher for as long as she could remember. He might have
been any age, from forty to four hundred. His florid face and
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fluff of untidy red hair and beard were one of the earliest visual
images in her life, as he stood over her cradle waving some
absurd rattle of his own devising in her face.

Menadel bowed again, and, pulling his mouse-colored robes
more closely about his body, he stepped into the center of the
Hall. In his high-pitched voice he announced to the court at
large that he was going to attempt the great Firenza Fireball
effect. He removed from the sleeves of his garment three glit-
tering glass balls, which he proceeded to juggle—not very
deftly—and then, at a guttural sounding spell from the wizard,
the balls burst into flame and proceeded to juggle themselves.

The wizard stepped back and crossed his arms across his
ample belly. A few members of the court applauded limply.
The king leaned forward in his chair, intent on watching the
elaborate patterns that the three balls of fire were weaving
through the air.

And then disaster struck. Menadel, his face suddenly turning
purple with effort, sneezed—a loud, honking sneeze. The balls
paused briefly in midair and then, realizing that they were no
longer under control, began to dash backwards and forwards
through the Hall, frightening the ladies of the court and singeing
the beards of the gallants. Menadel, his hands waving swiftly
through the air, attempted to recapture the fireballs, but they
ignored his commands. He cried out great oaths, screeching
them at the top of his tenor voice; the balls continued to ignore
him. They darted upward toward the hammer beamed roof,
danced in the air, and swept downward to illuminate the various
courtiers.

The laughter in the Hall, which had been directed at Men-
adel, changed to screams of fright and terror. The king, having
watched this display with some amusement, pulled himself
slowly to his feet. He raised his right hand, the hand that bore
the copper and emerald ring Raziel, the source of his power—
power so strong that a thought could level three counties.

With a negligent flick of his wrist, King Richard produced
a large shimmering bubble, iridescent as the skin of a pearl; at
his command it swept down the Hall and one by one collected
the fireballs, then rose toward the ceiling of the Great Hall.
The opalescent light illuminated the court, revealing the golden
blond, red, and shimmering tawny of the curls of the witchlords
and witchdames. There was not a brunette among them; no
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witchlord ever had hair of midnight black. It revealed the colors
in their gowns: red, yellow, wine, saffron, black, bronze, or-
ange and pink, violet, silver, gold, every shade of blue, all
colors of the rainbow but one—the green of a woodwitch.

The globe swelled even larger until it burst with a loud
popping sound, showering the court with flowers, comfits,
sugared almonds, and small silver and gold trinkets.

There was much laughter in the Hall as the courtiers jumped
and dove after the favors falling from the king’s bubble. They
were like children laughing artlessly in their play, snatching
sweets out of each other’s headgear, and diving for a partic-
ularly succulent bonbon in the bodice of a lady-in-waiting. And
on the dais, Princess Elizabeth sat ignoring the hail of sweet-
meats and gifts falling into her lap, while she silently damned
all of these golden, beautiful people who were, by their curses,
circles, and divers spells, causing the death of her mother, the
queen.

When the Princess Marguerite left the queen’s bedside, the
candles were guttering and the quantity of moonlight in the
room said that the tide was on the point of turning. Dianne sat
up in bed, her arms wrapped around her knees. She knew the
time had come to complete her last task on Earth.

She reached under the pillow and withdrew a small bag of
potpourri. It was a harmless mixture of rose petals, sandalwood,
cinnamon, and night jasmine. It would do to confuse the witch-
lords. Smiling, she poured it into the small brass bowl on the
table beside her bed. With slender fingers she scattered a few
of the petals across the tabletop. “Let that keep them,” she
murmured.

Then she extracted a second bag from under her pillow,
and, reaching into the bed, she pulled out a charcoal-heated
bedwarmer, its brass sides still hot to the touch. She opened
the lid and gazed at the red-tinged coals. Then, from the bag,
she removed a fine, white silk handkerchief. She knew it well.
She had watched Elizabeth embroider it as a New Year’s gift
for Richard. The handkerchief was crumpled and stained. A
trusted serving maid had obtained a quantity of Richard’s sperm.
Dianne found she had no wish to know how the girl had ac-
complished it; sufficient it was that it had bzen accomplished.
Smiling coldly, she tied nine knots in the silken fabric. She
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laid the handkerchief on the coals and watched it scorch, little
tongues of red flame nipping eagerly at the soft fabric.

As the flames consumed the fabric and sperm, she sprinkled
onto it a mixture of dried orange peel, hemlock, vervain, white
poppy, and wormwood. She began to mutter in an ancient
eldritch language: “Twine in three knots, Amaryllis, in three
colors twine them, Amaryllis. Do and say, far sy far fa far fay
u far eight na forty. Kay u Mack straik it, a pain for hun creig
wel. Mack smeoran bun bagie.” And the brazier burst into blue
flame. This was a spell of ligature; it could only be broken by
untying the knots—and since the handkerchief was burned, it
could never be undone. Richard would not have a child by any
other woman.

Dianne watched the flames consume the cloth, and found
that she was weeping. Weeping for the lost days at the begin-
ning of their marriage when they had tumbled joyously in this
same, big bed. And with her touch, she had enlivened him and
brought him ready to her. That would not happen again, ever.
Richard was now less than a man because of her spell. Sighing,
she closed the lid of the bedwarmer. Its task done, she returned
it to its place under the bedcovers. '

The tide had turned.

She lay back on the silken pillows and waited. She knew
her end was not far off.

“Well, have you finished everything you were to do?”

Dianne peered into the shadows in the comers of the room.
The door had not opened—but then, the person in her room
had not needed a door.

“Yes, Nerthus, I am done,” Dianne said. “I have finished
the chronicles of my life for my grandchild-to-be. I have saved
the throne for Elizabeth, and I am ready. I have but two regrets:
One, that I shall never see Bess on the throne, and the second,
that I shall never see her child that you’ve promised will make
all of this worthwhile.”

“And what of the Towers you’ve not finished? Have you
forgotten that only one tower is done? I gave you a command
to do four.” An old woman came out of the shadows. She was
stooped and gray, her face wrinkled with a thousand, thousand
cares. She was clad all in woodwitch green from the top of
her gable headdress to the tips of her velvet slippers. She lifted
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her overly long skirt daintily into folds over her belly as she
moved across the room.

“The Towers will either finish themselves or Elizabeth will
do it with your help. I care not which it is to be,” Dianne said.
“Can’t you see that the power is gone from me? If I had tried,
with so little strength left in me, to finish Witchdame Palace,
I would have broken or marred it.”

“Excuses!” The old woman’s voice was a catlike hiss. “That
is all I have ever gotten from you—excuses!”

Dianne laughed weakly and said, “I am your child. My
weakness is your weakness. Enough! Leave the work to Eliz-
abeth. She will be much more to your taste, since she is so
much more biddable than I. Have joy in your ordering of her
life. I have ended mine. All my powers have gone into a curse
on Richard’s manhood. Richard is unmanned, and I have done
it!”

Nerthus shook her head at the hate that filled the small
queen’s mind and body, and said, “In all the years I've known
you, Dianne, I have never found you to be vindictive. I have
found you petty, argumentative, quarrelsome, and, at times,
petulant, but never vindictive. I must admit I am surprised,
and as you know very little surprises me.”

The queen rearranged the bolsters and pillows around her
thin, bony shoulders. “If anyone has the right to be vindictive,
it is I. I have suffered seventeen years of his neglect, and the
hatred of his court. He did nothing to stop them! I could flay
him alive and roast his flesh, and not even you could say that
I was not justified in such a deed. Do not indulge yourself in
sanctimonious hypocrisy, old mother. You know what I have
suffered. Do you really think I am unjustified in it?”

Nerthus turned her back on the queen and stood looking
down at the documents spread on the large oaken table. She
picked up the large stack of papers that represented Dianne’s
gift to her unborn grandchild, the memoirs that she had spent
so many weeks laboriously writing. “There is a great deal of
truth here,” Nerthus said, putting the sheets down on the table.
“A great deal of truth and a great deal that is merely opinion.
It doesn’t matter. In the long run it is the opinions of people
that become history, not truth. In time what you do here will
become a truth of sorts. The great and mighty Queen Dianne
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so loved her husband that she would not suffer him to touch
another woman. Oh, they’ll sing ballads in taverns about it and
lament the woodwitch queen who went lonely and unloved to
her grave. But they will never sing that she was petty and
mean-spirited.”

Nerthus turned back to face the queen. “I will not stop you.
It suits my plans very well. In fact, were I to look very deeply
into my heart, I would probably find that it was my plan, and
that’s very discouraging. I thought I was less petty than that.
Mark you, great queen of Englene—for Richard, next year is
a year of a seven and a seven again. The years of his age and
the years of his reign cross, and that is an evil portent for a
king. Would you send him forth to the year of a double seven
unmanned?”’

Dianne stirred restlessly in her bedcovers, an expression of
doubt on her face. She raised her fingers to her lips and focused
her attention on a slight flake of skin beside one nail. She
nipped it neatly off with her small white teeth and sighed. “His
destiny is his destiny. It is not mine to trouble myself with. I
do what I do, old woman, because I must. If it come that the
yedr of a seven and a seven be the doom of King Richard, I
have presented Englene with its hope and his successor. In my
Elizabeth is my apology for any harm that I do this kingdom
through my cursing of its king. Tell me, old mistress of med-
dlers, is not that your plan? Come, admit your part in my curse,
and give me your blessing before I go down into that dark and
empty tomb in Westmonasterium. Forgive me, and comfort
me with your blessing. All my life I have done thy will, and
have suffered for it.”

Nerthus the woodwitch, Mother of all the woodwitches and
spiritual head of them, stood beside the bed of Dianne, she
that the woodwitches called Deerwydd Oak-seer, and did for
her what she had done so rarely in her long existence—she
felt pity mixed with love and regret for this, her own creation.
Perhaps a flawed creation, but a creation nonetheless.

“May you be blessed in your living and your dying,” the
old woodwitch said. “May you be blessed in this your last spell
and may it be, no matter what darkness it produces, of final
benefit to Englene. And may it be as you wish, a way for your
daughter to sit securely upon the throne of Englene. May she
come to know the bitterness, anger, and pain that you and her
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father have wrought, and may she curse his name and yours!
I, Nerthus, take upon myself the blame because I know that
your deeds are my deeds and my deeds are yours. Mea culpa,
mea maxima culpa. 1, Nerthus, have said it.”

Dianne accepted the blessing and the curse equally. The old
woman’s curse was simply one more drop of bitterness, and
in an ocean what was one drop?

Dianne closed her eyes and waited for death to claim her.
“I want to die. The time has come; let me die now, old mother.”

“The time will be soon, child. I hear the wings of the angel.”

The window shutters groaned and creaked in an apple-scented
breeze that had sprung up in the western Isle of Avalon, and
there was the sound of knocking at the window panes. The
shutters broke open of their own accord and there, seated on
the window ledge, stories above the ground, was the Angel of
Death.

She was garbed in the rusty green-black of a crow, and her
long black wings had much of the raven about them. Her hair
was long and midnight black, her eyes jet, set in a dead white
face. Her expression was sad, her mouth thin, still. She had
no voice, for she was mute, and when Dianne cried aloud at
the sight of her it was clear that she did not hear, for she was
deaf to all pleas.

The angel slipped into the room and stood facing the bed
of the queen. She spread her wings, shaking the feathers, and
then settled them back against her shoulderblades. She held
out her hands, white and thin, toward the bed and beckoned.
She beckoned again and then, hugging Dianne to her, she
wrapped her wings about the queen. And was gone.

Left behind on the bed was the body of Englene’s woodwitch
queen. The old crone bent, and closed the lids of Dianne’s
dark brown eyes; and Nerthus found, to her surprise, that she
was weeping.
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Chapter 3
Wes

“My lady, my lady. Wake up.” The rattle of the heavy rings
on the velvet curtains around Elizabeth’s bed woke her abruptly.
The clatter of metal on wood was far louder than the voice of
Jane Howard, senior lady-in-waiting of Elizabeth’s entourage.

“Your Highness, your lady mother, the queen, is dead.”
Lady Jane stood beside the bed, a concerned expression on her
sweet, gentle face.

Elizabeth sat up in bed amidst stacks of embroidered and
gold-trimmed pillows. She pulled the goosedown coverlet up
over her knees and sat staring thoughtfully ahead of her. “Well,
she said she would, and it appears she meant it. Lady Jane,
have any preparations been made? My lady mother said that
her pall was prepared for her and that her gown was ready. I
should like those things that she prepared for her own funeral
to be used. It was her last wish that she be buried as a wood-
witch.”

27
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“Well, and so she shall be. It’s very good that she was so
prepared, my lady. Your father has declared that there is to be
but one week of mourning for the queen.”

“One week! Why, a stillborn babe gets more. Even a dead
cat—why, Father ordered two weeks mourning when the Lady
Anne’s familiar died. How could he? One week for my lady
mother who loved him!” Elizabeth could feel tears gathering,
and she hastily stifled them. She could not cry in front of the
lady-in-waiting.

“It does make a difficulty in preparing your clothing, my
lady. I shall have to fetch the Mistress of the Wardrobe and
see if she has suitable mourning-weeds for you. You’ll have
to be in full dewle. I know that for you, nothing less will
suffice.”

Elizabeth stretched and prepared to unfasten her nightshift.
Lady Jane assisted her. When the girl stood naked on the rush
matting beside the bed, Lady Jane directed various junior
ladies-in-waiting in the task of first washing, and then dressing
the princess in her corset and fresh shift. Elizabeth accepted
the black velvet blanchet that Lady Jane slipped around her
shoulders, and then moved across the room to a stool in front
of the looking glass so that Lady Margaret Sheffield could
brush and dress her hair.

“I shan’t be wearing black or full dewle for my mother. I
shall wear green. She asked it of me. I’m sure that if you check
with Lady Mary you’ll find that there is a green gown already
prepared for me. Mother was always thorough.”

“Green! Green!” There was a stirring of exclamations from
her ladies. “But you can’t wear green!” “Green is a forbidden
color in this court. It’s the color of a woodwitch!”

“I shall wear green,” Elizabeth said with cold determination.
“Send for the Lady Mary Hamilton and ask if my mother set
aside a green gown for me. And send word to the Princess
Marguerite that I must see her as soon as she will come to me.”
Elizabeth sat waiting for the arrival of her aunt.

Lady Mary and Princess Marguerite arrived at almost the
same time. Both wore full black dewle in mourning for the
dead queen.

Marguerite, on being informed of what the fuss was about,
said, “Of course the child will wear what she pleases. Queen
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Dianne did request it of her. I was there, and stand witness.
No one, not even the king, will dare to question the wishes of
his dead queen.”

“*Tis true.” Lady Hamilton proceeded to the princess’s side
and hugged Elizabeth reassuringly. “Your lady mother has pre-
pared a court gown for you in woodwitch green. I have it ready
and shall bring it to you if you wish it.”

Elizabeth acquiesced and Lady Hamilton left the room, her
ivory and jet girdle clicking against the front of her black kirtle
and gown as she moved.

The gown proved to be a thing of great beauty, the work-
manship exquisite. It was also clear that the queen had ordered
the dress some time before her death. The embroidery on the
sleeves alone would have taken months. It was of a deep forest
green in a tabby silk grogram. The point of the busk was deep,
making Elizabeth’s body look almost slender. The white cam-
bric partlet was high-necked, with a touch of gold lace about
the standing collar. The skirt belled over-her hips covering the
kirtle of bronze and gold, picked with pearls and silver cord.

Her mother had not provided a cap to go with the gown,
so Lady Hamilton picked out a black-hooded touret with upper
and lower biliments of gold and pearls. “’Tis fitting that you
wear this, my lady.’ Twill please your father to see some black
about you.” When Elizabeth saw that most of her ladies and
Princess Marguerite agreed, she accepted the black touret.

She turned to face Lady Jane. “Hear me, and hear me well.
This day you will empty my closet of all gowns that are not
green. Give them to my ladies, or to any that might want them.
From this day forth, on my vow to my mother, the queen, I
will wear naught but green.”

The ladies-in-waiting ran with light-hearted giggles toward
the princess’s clothespresses. The spoils would be well worth
while, and many a young maiden knew that she would look
far better in the princess’s gorgeous gowns than Elizabeth her-
self.

“Lady Jane,” Elizabeth said, “be sure to give that blue velvet
dress I wore last night to Jackie. I think he wanted it for
mumming, or to give to some succulent maid servant. Either
way, I have no wish to ever see it again. Do not let any of my
ladies wear it.”
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There was a scratching at the door and Lady Jane moved
to open it. Jackie stood there, looking unlike himself save for
his crooked body, because he was clad completely in black.
There was not the slightest hint of the jester about him. His
bauble and bells had been set aside, and he was Jackie Somers,
mourner of the woodwitch queen.

“My lady, His Grace the King wishes to see you.” Jackie’s
voice was as solemn as his apparel.

Elizabeth found her father in the lesser library with Thomas
the Mage in attendance. King Richard had just finished ordering
the russet gowns for the poor women of Lundene.

“Your daughter, Your Grace,” Jackie said, leading Elizabeth
forward.

Elizabeth swept into a deep curtsy, her head bowed, before
her father. Through her lowered lashes she could see that he
was dressed all in black.

The king looked down at his daughter and was startled.
“Tell me, daughter, is what you are wearing proper for my
court? I gave orders for full mourning, and what is this?”

“Forgive me, Your Grace, and give me your blessing,”
Elizabeth said in a low voice. “It was my mother’s wish. My
Lord, I made my lady mother a vow. I vowed that I would
ever wear green in her memory. I beg you to let me honor it.”

Richard bent and helped his daughter to her feet. He held
her in his arms and said, “Of course, my child. Honor your
mother as she would wish. I give you permission to wear green
as long as you should want.” Richard turned his head to make
sure that Thomas had made note of the remark, then turned
back to Elizabeth. “If you feel I have given less to your mother
than you, with your vow, there is a good reason why I have
ordered only one week of mourning. That reason is you. I
would not have your eighteenth birthday marred by mourning.”

“But my birthday is not till the seventh of September, and
this is but the first of August. There is more than a month that
the court might mourn!”

“It takes a great deal of preparation to honor a princess of
Englene on her eighteenth birthday,” Thomas said. “You must
understand, my lady, that there is your initiation to prepare
for, the birthday tourney, and your dedication in the shrine at
Bathford to consider. If the court were in mourning it would
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cause a great deal of talk among the populace. They would
come to think that we mourn your presence in the Circle rather
than rejoice in it as we should.”

“Very well, since it is my fault that it is but a week, I must
accept it,” she said with a sigh. “But I want to dedicate a bell
to my mother, to hang in the Palace of Witchdame, and it will
take time to have it made. I think a tenor bell, with the in-
scription ‘Voce nea viva detello cuncta nociva’ will do. Will
you see to that, Thomas?”

“I shall, my lady. And ‘The voice of this bell will expel
evil spirits’ is a fitting motto for such a good lady as our late
queen. I promise that the bell will be made as you wish.”
Thomas bowed to the Princess Elizabeth and then to her father.
“If you would forgive me, Your Grace, my lady Princess, I
have much to do before this evening, when the queen is to be
buried. So, if you will bid me farewell I shall be on my way.”
Thomas bowed himself out of the room, leaving the king of
Englene with his daughter, alone.

Elizabeth found she had very little to say to her father. She
shifted gawklike from foot to foot. “I suppose Mother will be
buried in the crypt with all of the other kings and queens of
Englene? She at least deserved that. ...”

“Of course! She was a queen of Englene, crowned and
anointed. Where else would she be buried?” Richard’s tone
was a shade too hearty. He, too, was ill at ease. He fingered
his beard, then adjusted his cap. “Child—" He picked up his
gloves and put them down. “Child, there is something I wish
to tell you. You know that the Lady Anne and I have for some
time been touched by Cupid’s arrow. We would wed, but I
promise you this: no princess born of the Lady Anne shall be
made heir before you. That is the most I can do for you.”

“I understand, Your Grace. I will lead no rebellion against
your marriage to Lady Anne. But I will grieve if you do manage
to get a son by her. I will not grieve for myself, but for my
mother.” She looked up at her father, tears in her eyes. “I bid
leave to go, Your Grace. I too have many preparations to
make.” ]

The royal crypt beneath the shrine of Westmonasterium was
dark and dank. Every available niche and cranny was filled
with the perfectly preserved bodies of the royal witchlord dead—
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kings, queens, princes, princesses, dukes, noble bastards—
stretching back in an unbroken line to 1066, first year of the
coming of the witchlords from over the sea.

Elizabeth had always thought of this crypt as The Royal
Waxworks—and with good cause, for not all the bodies were
in coffins. Because the preservation was so perfect, it was a
custom to place many of the dead monarchs in a standing
position, arrayed in their coronation robes. They looked star-
tlingly alive. Elizabeth had often been sent here as a child to
study her ancestors, and had not enjoyed her lessons. There
had been something rather fearsome about the glassy gaze of
her grandfather, Edward the Just, and great uncle, Henry the
Hopeless. Henry and Edward had been placed side by side,
their heads almost touching. Henry’s face turned slightly to-
wards Edward as though they were sharing some other-worldly
jest on their still-living descendents.

But there was one corpse in the royal waxworks that fright-
ened the courtiers and the princess more than any other. It was
the perfectly preserved body of William Marshall, chief coun-
cillor to King James Woodwitchbane. King James had reigned
in the twelfth century, and it was said that he had been re-
sponsible for more deaths in Englene than any king before or
after. He was a man who delighted in savagery. His wife,
Eleanor of Aquitaine, had died in childbirth, and many said
she was quite glad to be rid of her king and her life. It had
been rumored that the child had not been that of the king, but
of the Chancellor William Marshall. King James had devised
a particularly evil revenge against his chancellor.

When the queen was buried in the royal crypt, William
Marshall was placed in a position of prayer beside her glass-
topped coffin. His eyes were open and on his face was an
expression of abject terror, for William Marshall had not been
dead when hewas placed here in the royal crypt. His body had
been preserved perfectly for centuries, but it was still possible
that his soul remained inside the body.

Fortunately, Dianne’s little crystal casket lay some distance
from that of the unfortunate Eleanor. The alcove that Richard,
or the Lady Pemberly, had selected for the little queen was
quite some distance from the rest of the royal family. It was
almost as though someone had chosen the darkest, most out-
of-the-way corner for Dianne—a small hollow, barely big
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enough for the (chief mourners: Elizabeth, Marguerite, and
Richard.

The casket was placed on the black velvet-draped plinth and
the gorgeously embroidered green pall pulled back to reveal
the queen’s face.

Elizabeth arranged her green skirts carefully in a pad under
her knees. The Princess Marguerite knelt beside her and, as
Marguerite arranged her skirts, Elizabeth saw a flash of green
under her aunt’s black fur-lined blanchet.

The king, pale and shaken, moved to the head of the coffin
to view the face of his wife. Lady Pemberly hurried to squeeze
in beside her king. Richard glanced at his dead queen and then
looked at Anne, much as a child might seek some comfort from
anursemaid. “I...1didn’t really think she’d die. I didn’t really
think it would happen this way. I—I—I—I feel odd, dizzy.
I’m not sure what’s wrong. Oh, my head does ache. I’ve not
eaten all day. I've fasted since they brought me word of her
death.” A tear ran down the king’s cheek and splashed on his
black velvet tunic, leaving a watermark.

Anne hastened to hand him her silken handkerchief and pat
him gently upon the shoulder. “There, there, my lord. Don’t
grieve too much, you’ll make yourself ill.” She looked over
at the stone-faced Elizabeth and Marguerite. “He’s not very
well, you know,” she explained to the two princesses. “He
shouldn’t be in such a damp place all night. It won’t be good
for him. And it can’t be good for Englene if the king comes
down with lung rot. I think it best that he return to the White
Tower. I will order a hot posset for him, and a warming pan
for his bed.”

“You don’t look well, Richard,” Marguerite said thought-
fully. “Perhaps it would be best. . . . Dianne was always con-
cerned about your health. I'm sure she would understand. Go,
leave us. Elizabeth and I will do vigil for her mother.”

Anne assisted the king to his feet and the two of them fled
the tomb of Queen Dianne in almost obscene haste.

The night wore on slowly. Elizabeth found her knees cramp-
ing. She sighed and shifted her weight and looked at the tally
candle to see how many hours might be left till dawn. “Mar-
guerite, are you awake?” She had noticed that her aunt had
been nodding for the past hour, and that the older woman'’s
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head had gotten lower and lower into her black stonemartin
collar. }

“Uh? What? Awake? Yes, of course I'm awake.” Mar-
guerite’s voice was irritable and cracking with the lack of sleep.
The older woman shifted her weight, revealing again that flash
of green fabric beneath the skirts of her velvet blanchet and
plain black bombazine gown. “I’'m not used to this sort of
thing, that’s all. Old bones and stone floors don’t go well
together. But I do this for your mother and I do not begrudge
it.”

“I see you don’t begrudge her a green petticoat, either. That
is green I see under your gown, is it not?”

Marguerite pushed aside her black blanchet and lifted the
hem of her mourning gown to reveal a green brocade kirtle.
“I have the king’s permission to wear it,” Marguerite said.
“Did you think that you were the only one at court who really
loved her?”

“I think you and I were the only ones at court who ever
did,” Elizabeth said. “Oh, my father may have loved her once
back in the dark dim ages of the past when he was young, and
I think Jackie cared more for her than he cared to admit. But
as for love, yes, it did come down to you and me.”

“I loved her from the day I first saw her. And she returned
that love. That, my child, you had better keep in mind for your
own future. How many people did your mother love in return?
You and I. And we are all she has to mark her passing.”

“She did love my father.”

“Did she really?”” Marguerite looked at the face of the queen.
“For all that I do not understand of the marriage between Dianne
and Richard, there is one thing I can say: I doubt very much
that she loved him. Whatever purpose there was in their mar-
riage, on her side it was not love. I wish I knew what it was,
so that I might understand why she was willing to go through
the horrors of these past years. I suppose I shall never know.”

Elizabeth sighed and bowed her head over her arms. It had
never occurred to her to think that there might not have been
love on her mother’s side. Why else had her mother stayed at
court and fought to survive the death spells of the witchlord
courtiers?
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Nearby, in the White Tower of the Palace of BrynGwyn of
the Blessed Raven, the Lady Anne of Pemberly lay naked on
the white satin sheets of the king’s great bed. Richard, with a
glad cry, took her in his arms, crushing her body to his. Then
he groaned, his body tense with anticipation. They lay inter-
twined for a moment, hungrily clawing at each other, both
awaiting the deep thrust into her body. The thrust did not come.
She was aware of the king trembling. King Richard of Englene
lay in her arms, sobbing.

“Dianne, Dianne!” he wept. “My little queen. I didn’t realize
how much you meant to me until you were gone. Oh, Dianne.”
He rolled off Anne’s body, his manhood limp. He lay beside
her and wept for his dead wife.

And in the royal crypt a strange smile appeared on the face
of the dead Queen Dianne.

The queen’s curse had come to pass.
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Chapter 4
Qer

The rumor of the king’s impotence spread swiftly through the
court. Ther» were many who felt a great deal of amusement
at the efforts of Anne of Pemberly. In the opinion of many
courtiers the woman had been giving herself airs prematurely.
And should she not be able to give the king a child, there were
many other ambitious ladies of the court more than willing to
try their luck.

Lady Anne had ordered Thomas the Mage and the Arch-
bishop Aleicester to meet with her in the Queen’s Solar at
BrynGwyn. Both men felt it wise to obey the summons; even
though Anne’s star was shaky, it had not yet fallen.

“Gentlemen,” Lady Anne said, “I require your help. As you
well know the king has been experiencing some obstruction of
late. I wish your aid in putting an end to it.” It was a difficult
admission for the Lady Anne to make. She was everything a
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king should find desirable, but Richard continued to weep for
his dead wife. !

“I am not sure how we might assist you,” Thomas said.
“The queen may have laid some sort of spell on the king before
she died. We found flower petals scattered about her room;
she was a very powerful woodwitch. How else could she have
stayed alive this long?”

“That’s quite so, good Thomas,” Aleicester said. “But the
petals were nothing more than potpourri. There was no glow
of magic to them. Our king may indeed be mourning his wife.”

“Nonsense.” Lady Anne turned to face the archbishop.
“Nonsense,” she repeated. “Richard hadn’t loved that little
scraggly bag of bones in years—if he ever loved her. / am the
one he loves. This is some summer sickness that has fallen
upon him. He has the physicians with him now and I’'m sure
they will discover the cause. But I wish your help, gentlemen.
I more than wish it. 1 demand it.”

Thomas the Mage turned away from the blonde beauty, who
stood shimmering like a gem in the sunlight from the casement
window. Stroking his chin thoughtfully, he commented, “I, for
one, do not think I can help you, my lady. If it is, as we
suppose, the spell of the woodwitch queen, there is nothing in
the Three Realms that can help you. The curse or blessing of
a dead woodwitch stands forever.”

“They say you are of woodwitch blood,” Anne said sharply,
“and your own words convince me it is so!”

“Nay, my lady.” Thomas’s voice was mild. “I have no
woodwitch blood that I know of —but then, since I know not
who my mother and father might be, anything is possible.”

“Bastard!” Anne spat in rage. “My son will reign in Englene,
I swear it! Don’t be a fool and take the wrong side in this
battle, lest you be destroyed.”

“My lady, my lady, do not say that,” the archbishop inter-
posed quickly. “King Richard has declared that the Princess
Elizabeth is his heir until the birth of a son. And until you have
such a son it is unwise to set yourself up as the Princess Eliz-
abeth’s or Thomas’s adversary.”

“The archbishop is right,” Thomas said. “After the cere-
monies at Bathford and Avebury that woman will have an
enormous amount of power—far more power than you would
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care to go against. Should you choose to oppose her there will
be many who will oppose you, including myself. And you do
not want me for an enemy, Lady Pemberly.” Thomas’s voice
was fast losing its mild tone.

With little ineffectual wavings of his flabby hands, Aleices-
ter attempted to soothe the two combatants. “Now, now, now,
Thomas. You lack diplomacy. The two of you are both too
important to Englene to quarrel. I would that you be friends.”

“Now, as to your problem, my lady. I have taken the liberty
of formulating a spell for you which will make a man potent.
You mix coriander, jasmine, and violet which was picked in
the last quarter of the full moon. Combine it with a goodly
amount of honey and the full ashes of a weasel. Anoint the
big toe of his right foot, and sing of your love as you do so.
In addition, the water in which a myrtle leaf has been seeped
for two days is to be rubbed all over his body. And,” the
archbishop added with a smile of conciliatory conspiracy, “bathe
in warm water in which several fistfuls of dried rosemary have
been added. Then you rub your naked body all over with pow-
dered orris root. I assure you the spell is a sovereign remedy
for the impotence and we should be singing the praises of a
prince before the tenth month from this time comes nigh.”

“I thank you, my lord Aleicester. You have been of great
service. I will do the spell, and we will indeed rejoice in the
birth of a prince.” She shot a look of triumph at Thomas and
then swept out of the room, her back straight and head proud,
as if she already wore the crown of Englene.

“You shouldn’t have done that, Aleicester,” Thomas said.
“There is no way to break Dianne’s spell.”

“There could be if you would help. When can I get you to
understand that you must be polite and diplomatic to royalty?
Just because you were raised in a shrine does not mean you
cannot learn proper manners of a courtier. I despair of you,
Thomas. You will lose your head if that woman has her way.”

Thomas laughed. “You have made a serious mistake, Al-
eicester, in assuming she will win. She won’t. My head is safe;
but yours, my friend, yours may be in danger. If you must
favor this woman, do it with neutrality. Because, by all the
portents, Elizabeth will win.”

* % %
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Elizabeth admired her reflection in the glass and turned to
get a better view of the train of the court gown she would wear
at Bathford for her presentation to the populace—a dark green
brocade with turned back velvet sleeves latticed in goldwork.
According to her mother’s wish she wore a high white partlet
with a pearl-edged standing collar closed at her throat. Lady
Jane stepped forward to fix the emerald and gold chain around
her waist, while Jackie hurried to Elizabeth’s side to hand her
the flat velvet cap, thick with ostrich feathers, which completed
the ensemble.

“I do like green,” Elizabeth mused. “It’s foolish that this
color has been barred at court; it’s very flattering, especially
to someone with my overly pink skin. Look how fair I am!
Oh, I am so pleased with it. Mother was right.”

She turned so that Lady Jane and her other ladies-in-waiting
could assist in removing the elegant gown from her broad
shoulders. In a moment she stood only in her corset and shift,
waiting for her riding habit to be put on her.

“But that dress is for Bathford,” Jackie said. “What will
you wear for the ceremony at Avebury? Come on, Elizabeth,
you can tell me. Is clothing that big a secret?”

Elizabeth glanced over her shoulder to see that the ladies-
in-waiting were out of hearing range. “No, but tradition says
that you don’t tell humans about this sort of thing. It’s a white
robe woven by virgins, of pure silk from Cathay. I’'m not to
wear it until we get to the Circle at Avebury, so I can’t even
try it on.” She shivered, not from cold. “Jackie, there is one
thing that worries me. At Avebury, well. . .do you know what
the Great Rite is?”

Jackie leaned forward, his voice low. “Yes, I do. It’s the
most powerful conjuring up of magic by way of the sex act,
isn’t it?”

“Yes, it’s that and more than that. It’s the making of my
future power, much as a man and a maid make a child between
them. But you see, for the initiation of a witchdame of my
rank it must be done by the king. . . .1 am frightened, Jackie.”

“Then, my lady,” Menadel’s voice sounded from the win-
dow bay behind the heavy brocade curtains, “you should have
spoken to me.” He came out from behind the curtains and
confronted the princess. “You have no right to discuss it with
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the fool. It’s against all tradition.”

* “I’m sorry, Menadel. I suppose I should have come to you—
but because Jackie is human, it doesn’t seem to matter too
much what I say to him.”

“Ah, that’s me,” Jackie said, “a useless little dust mote in
the corner that anyone can talk to and it’s of no concern what-
soever.” He made a grotesque face. “We humans are the dust
of the earth beneath a witchlord’s foot. Talk away, my princess.
I am nothing but your puppydog.”

“No, now, Jackie, you know you’re more than that to me,
and well you know it!”

Jackie laughed and did a handspring across the room, then
attempted to crawl under Nan Butler’s skirts. Elizabeth’s ladies
twittered and giggled and tried to remove the jester from under-
neath the farthingale of their companion.

Elizabeth watched the scene with amusement. Then she
turned to Menadel. “Jackie and I have always been very close.
That’s why I spoke as I did.”

“It’s all right, Your Grace. I quite understand.” Menadel
patted her arm. “And as for the other, you need not worry if
you will do as I say. I will make sure that the man in the Circle
is to your taste.

“Now, listen carefully. When you go to the Shrine of Sulis
at Bathford and make your offering, you must stand before the
high altar, turn to the four quadrant points and invoke
the Watchtowers. Then you will have a man worthy of you
in the Circle.”

Elizabeth stared at the wizard. “What! Invoke the Watch-
towers before I'm fully a witchdame? You know I can’t do
that until after the Great Rite at Avebury. It’s not until the blue
flame goes up that I'm entitled to do anything of that sort!”

“I say to you, if you want a worthy man, then you must
invoke the Watchtowers before the high altar of Sulis.” Men-
adel bowed low to her and her ladies and took his leave of
them.

Elizabeth nodded thoughtfully and stood still while her
ladies-in-waiting, still laughing, brought her dark green woolen
riding habit and fitted it around her. Her voice was somewhat
muffled by the fabric as they slipped it over her head. “Jackie,
do stop teasing my ladies and come and sit here at my feet like
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a good fool. And, if you behave yourself, I’ll take you hunting
with me.”

Jackie, eager for the chance to spend time in the company
of his princess, hurried to do her bidding. “Shall you be going
alone my lady—that is, alone with me? Or will we have others
with us—Duke Charles, perhaps?”

Elizabeth started in surprise, a flush staining her cheeks.
She ducked her head in embarrassment. “Well. . . he did say
that he would like to talk with me this afternoon. And it would
be so pleasant. He is such a handsome, well-formed man. I do
feel attracted to him, Jackie, even if he is my cousin.” Eliza-
beth’s face was an unpleasant shade of scarlet. She was not a
woman who blushed well.

“And it’s obvious he likes you, too,” Jackie said. “For the
past week or so I've kept tripping over him everywhere you
go. I hadn’t noticed such devotion to you before. In fact, I had
the impression that Charles considered himself such a lord of
creation that he had not time to bandy words with a mere
princess. Ah well, Cupid scatters his arrows broadside and cares
not where they strike. Methinks the lad is too fond of himself
and too high in his own opinion.”

“Oh, but he is handsome. His hair is the color of molten
copper. And those enormous blue eyes of his! And he’s almost
as good a fighter as I am. Perhaps...” She glanced at Jackie,
who stood leaning against the brocade curtains, his eyebrows
raised. “Oh well,” she muttered. “If Menadel won’t tell me
who he has in mind for Avebury, I'll do the spell anyway and
hope.”

Jackie made loud kissing noises that were quite vulgar.

“Stop that, Jackie. What is it to you if I should choose a
lord of my father’s court? You're but a servant; you have no
right to comment on such things.”

At Jackie’s dismayed expression, Elizabeth was swift to
apologize. “I'm sorry. I didn’t mean that the way it sounded.
You must understand that I’m all in a twit over my birthday
and initiation; there will be so many changes in my life. I notice
that my father is having Mother’s rooms in the West Tower at
the Palace of Witchdame redecorated. He didn’t need to go to
that trouble for me. I liked them the way they were. Mother
had excellent taste.”

Jackie would not look at Elizabeth, and the cluster of ladies-
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in-waiting were shocked into silence by the princess’s as-
sumption that the queen’s rooms were for her. Poor poppet,
Jackie thought. The king intends those rooms for the Lady
Pemberly. Someone will have to tell her after she comes back
from Avebury, but she’ll not hear it from me. . ..
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Chapter 5
e

The journey to Bathford Shrine was a wondrous revelation to
the Princess Elizabeth. For the first time she saw the people
of Englene come out to honor her. The farmers and villagers
crowded the roads and lanes; they threw sprigs of rosemary
and flowers at the passing caravan. At the sight of the princess,
men and women uncovered their heads and cried out, “May
the gods bless thy fair face!” It was an outpouring of love and
devotion, and even though Elizabeth knew it was directed to
Elizabeth the princess rather than to Elizabeth the individual,
she found herself enjoying it immensely.

The city of Bathford seemed to have been scrubbed and
polished for the visitation; it glimmered yellow-gold in the
sunlight like fine old ivory. And from the encampment on
Widcombe Hill, the king and his daughter had an excellent
view of the river Avone and the city beyond.

Elizabeth smiled at her father and said, “I hadn’t realized
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how overwhelming it would all be, to have a ceremony that
centers around me.” -

“There will be others, my child. Your wedding day. The
naming of your first.child. But let us not talk of the future.
Come, let us celebrate today!”

Richard slipped his arm around his daughter’s shoulders and
turned her so they might walk back into the camp as sweetly
close as lovers.

The camp was a gaudy array of brilliantly colored silk pa-
vilions. The royal pavilion was of gold brocade and had a
canvas roof decorated with astrological motifs. Several ships’s
masts had been lashed together to form the center support of
the structure. Tapestries and carpets had been brought from the
Palace of Witchdame to cover the floors and some of the walls,
and they gave it the air of an authentic court. The furniture
was all covered in red and blue silk and bright embroidery work
and decorated with gold. There were two fountains in the court-
yard which poured forth white and red wine for anyone who
cared to drink.

Horses whinnied and tugged at their tethers. There was the
sound of men at arms, and cooks, and scullions; the cry of
minstrels and peddlars of all descriptions. There was the rich
laughter of high-born ladies, and the shrieks of their serving
wenches as the younger squires attempted to use the occasion
as an excuse for a bit of pat-and-tickle. There was the smell
of damp earth, smoke, and spiced meat; the odors of meals to
be and meals already eaten.

“We feast shortly,” the king said as he led his daughter to
the royal pavilion, “and then you must sleep, alone, on open
ground where the river sounds in your ears, and hope for a
dream. And may the God Sulis send you a worthy one, my
daughter.”

The night passed slowly. Elizabeth thought she would never
sleep. She tossed and turned on the unaccustomed hard ground
and stretched her long body, trying to find a comfortable po-
sition. The night noises were odd. She found herself straining
to identify them. There were crickets, field mice, and other
small creatures all around her. The splash and gurgle of the
river was restful, but Elizabeth’s warrior’s mind could not help
but think how that sound might mask the footfalls of an as-
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sassin. She had not really considered, until that moment, the
thought of an assassin. But the court had killed her mother.
Those very people had every reason to wish her dead as well.
They had not wanted a woodwitch queen, nor would they wish
her halfbreed daughter. This initiation was the first step on
Elizabeth’s road to the throne—or the last.

She turned and tossed, searching for comfort. Without re-
alizing it she slipped over the border from wakefulness to sleep.
The river sounds faded away, the noises of the camp, the
chirping of the crickets close by her ear, all was stillness and
quiet.

She saw clouds, nacreous like the inside of a seashell; they
rolled across the deep night sky like playful kittens on a black
velvet coverlet.

She saw a golden staircase descending from the Ethereal
Regions to the earth, and angels upon it walking upward and
downward. She saw the archangels of the God Sulis. Michael,
Raphael, Gabriel, and Uriel, and the other angels of the zodiac
with them—then the greater and lesser angels as they came
down the stairway toward her and turned and returned upward.
One angel alone stood at the bottom of the stairs, looking at
her. She knew he was a great and powerful angel, but could
not identify him. He pointed upward and she watched as a
glorious being clad in gold and white samite fell, shrieking,
down the stairs. He fell past the waiting angel through the
levels of the Earthly Regions, down into the Nether Region
itself, and he took to himself a crown in that place.

The angel spoke. “It is Ashmedai. He who was greatest of
the archangels. Now he is of the least. He reigns as King of
the Nether Region. Fear him, as thy seed shall fear him but
will conquer him, even though he is a being of great power.
But heed this lesson: he reached for a kingdom in the Ethereal
and gained only that which is lowest in the Universe. He has
power but he shall not see the light again, and a child of light
shall bring him woe. You will have power, great power. More
power than any witchlord king before you or after you. But do
not reach too high, my lady, or you too will fall. Remember
Ashmedai.”

The staircase, the angel, ‘and the clouds vanished. There
was only the darkness of the night around the sleeping princess.

G A
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In the morning it was Thomas the Mage who came to wake
the Princess Elizabeth. “Did you slesp well, my lady?” he
asked, and before she could answer he said, “Did you dream?”

Elizabeth stretched, easing the kinks in her body. “I did
dream, Thomas, a strange and wondrous dream of angels com-
ing up and down a golden staircase unto the earth.” She told
him the rest of the dream, and watched the wondering, amazed
expression on his face.

“Were you aware, my lady, that the Mage Oliver had such
a dream of angels climbing up and down from the Ethereal
Region and as a result—in your grandfather’s time, I believe—
he built the Bathford Shrine in honor of the angels and the
great God Sulis? There are shrines to each of the angels you
named, even one to Ashmedai. It is below the crypt at the very
base of the shrine. It is but his head and shoulders attempting
to dig his way out of the Nether Regions; but he is imprisoned
there in stone forever.”

“That’s fascinating!” Elizabeth stood and stretched again,
catlike, reveling in the feel of the sun on the sheer nightshift
she wore. “Did he also dream what the angel prophesied about
my descendents?”

“No, my lady, that part of the dream was vouchsafed only
to you. Cherish it. The maiden dream on the morning of ini-
tiation is very often prophetic. You should remember that when
you are queen.” He smiled and kissed her hand. “Come, it is
time for you to be dressed and about. The city of Bathford
awaits you.”

As Thomas turned and walked away from her, she called
out to him. “Thomas, wait! Please, good Thomas.”

He turned to face her, waiting to hear what she would say.

“Mage, do you care for me? Not just as a princess, but as
a person?”

“Of course, my lady. I have both loved and admired you
since you were but a babe.”

Elizabeth twined one lock of her fine red hair around her
finger. She looked down at it, studying the way the sunlight
brought out the gold in its curl. “Then tell me, who will it be
that performs the Great Rite with me; who will wear the sun
mask of Sulis?”

“Why, His Grace the King. It is his by right, and by cus-
tom.”
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“You and I both know that my father is not capable of the
act. I have heard the tales that have gone 'round the palace
since my mother’s death—how, when faced with a woman,
he is unmanned. Tell me, true Thomas, who will be in the
mask?”

“By law it must be His Grace, the King, or an acceptable
substitute. Since by custom it must be the complete Great Rite,
then a substitute will be chosen. But I cannot tell you who will
be under the mask. In the old days it was customary that the
substitute be slain after such a ritual, much as we still kill a
failed god-king. But now we merely cloak the man’s identity
in secrecy.”

“I don’t ask this out of mere curiosity, Thomas, or a green
girl’s lusty imaginings. I have a good reason. If my reason is
of import, will you answer me?”

“I would have to think on it, my lady, but tell me your
reason.”

“I do not wish it to be the Archbishop Aleicester—his hands
are cold and wet, and he smells of stale suet! If I perform the
Great Rite with him the very foundations of my body will seal
up and the act will not be completed; I am likely to be sick all
over him, at the sight of his sluglike body naked next to mine.”

Thomas stifled a laugh at the image of a naked Archbishop
Aleicester. “I see your point, but should a substitute be chosen,
it would probably be your father who would make such a
decision. I will of course convey your feelings to him, but not
in the archbishop’s hearing! That’s all I can promise, my lady.”

Thomas walked off toward the path with the Princess Eliz-
abeth following close behind him. As they reached the edge
of the encampment, Thomas could see the princess’s ladies
hurrying toward them. He spoke softly, reminding himself of
Aleicester’s suggestion. “They say the Duke Charles is a well-
favored youth, and handsome withal. . ..”

Elizabeth smiled and went forward to greet her ladies.
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Chapter 6
e

When Elizabeth tried to remember her initiation at the shrine
of Bathford, she perceived it dimly through swirls of color and
sound as if in a scrying mirror. There was the impression of
the vivid clothing worn by the courtiers who packed the shrine,
the heralds in their bright tabards, and the flower-bedecked
altars glowing with hundreds of candles. She could remember
hearing the voices of massed choirs and the thunder of trumpets.
But of the actual procession down the nave she remembered
very little.

Her long cloth-of-gold surcoat, embroidered with the arms
of Englene and her mother’s moon and rowan tree, was heavy
and the embroidery scratched. She feared that the young page
boys would not manage to carry the twenty-five-foot train, and
that she would fall over backwards from the sheer weight of
it. Her gold Moorish leather slippers were a size too big, and
flopped alarmingly. All the way down the length of the shrine,
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and as she proceeded around the alter kneeling, rising, and
bowing to kiss the sun disk in the priest’s hands, her only
thought was, “Oh dear, what if I lose a slipper?”

She could remember only too well the story of King William
the Unlucky, who, as a young boy at his coronation, lost one
of his slippers. As a result, the land had supposedly been cursed
by Sulis. The Northmen had attacked, the grain had been blighted
for seven years, and William had eventually been murdered by
his own wife. Not a pleasant tale, and, true or not, Elizabeth
wanted to run no risk. Being half woodwitch was viewed by
many as being curse enough.

The altar was packed thickly with the various archbishops,
priestesses, and mages of Englene, their attendants, altarboys,
maidens, and assistants; and each one, it seemed, had some
part to play in the elaborate ritual. Elizabeth was guided here,
directed there, exhorted, lauded, praised. She drank wine, she
ate cakes. She had a laurel wreath placed upon her head and
then removed.

The ceremony seemed to go on for hours and still there was
much yet to come. She felt tired, hungry, thirsty, and she was
getting a blister from those wretched slippers.

Finally the high point of this phase of the ceremony came.
Elizabeth was led forward to where a bier had been placed in
the center of the aisle. Andrew the Mage, Bishop of Eboric,
and his wife Aunt Catheryne, the High Priestess, lifted her onto
the bier and arranged her limbs as if for her burial. Thomas
the Mage came forward and anointed her hands, breast, feet,
and forehead with sweet oil. Then Archbishop Aleicester of
Avebury, Bathford, and Wells placed over her body a black
and gold pall. She was now dead to her youth and magical
innocence.

Through the pall she could hear choristers singing and the
chanting of the funeral services. It sounded muffled and distant,
as though she indeed heard it from the grave. Then she felt the
bier being lifted and she knew she was being carried down
the nave to the cross aisle which led to the chantry chapel of
the Goddess Diona.

It was very stuffy under the pall. She resisted the urge to
sneeze. She listened to what she could hear of the funeral
service out in the nave and knew that her childhood was gone.
Then, with a slight bumping, the bier was placed in front of
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the altar of the Goddess Diona and she was left alone while
the organ boomed through the shrine and the service continued.

This time of solitude was very important, for in the quiet
and dark of her pseudotomb, her adult name would come to
her, the name she would use in the Circle or to speak to the
gods. Her name of names, that came from the Goddess. She
waited listening, wondering if the Goddess herself would speak
to her, or only a priestess. She waited for what seemed like a
long time.

Then the air seemed to lighten around her, and suddenly it
was no longer stuffy. The pall was gone. She found herself
bathed with a golden light and the chapel all around her was
too bright to see; both the altar and the image of the Goddess
were hidden from sight. There was nothing but silence and
light. Elizabeth lay very still and tried to control her gasping
breaths.

Then there was a voice—soft, gentle, and very young. It
spoke sweetly to her of spring and all green, growing things.
And it said, “Eliora, Eliora, Eliora.” The Goddess spoke with
the sweet voice of the chapel bells, and then was silent.

The light faded away and Elizabeth was again under the pall
in the dark. Eliora, she knew, meant “The Lord my light.” It
was a good name and a good choice, and one she knew she
would be proud to carry.

She waited for the attendants to return for her; but to her
surprise the chapel again began to glow with light—a brilliant
white light, blinding in its intensity. Then a voice in the bells
spoke, the voice of a mature woman, her voice thick with the
knowledge of all things sexual, and she cried out, “Eirene,
Eirene, Eirene, thou art peace to us,” and the voice was that
of the Goddess also. There was no doubt of that fact.

The light faded around her. Elizabeth lay there in shock.
Two names? Was she to have two names? How so? Eirene
sounded Norse. What could it mean, why had she been given
a human name that she had no need of or use for? The light
faded away while she pondered this question.

But before an answer came to her, the chapel again bright-
ened with the vivid green clear light of the inside of an emerald.
The chapel smelled of strawberries and pine trees and small
streams. There in the clear green light Elizabeth saw an old
woman standing beside her, and the old woman carried in one
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hand a chalice. She extended it to the princess. “Drink, child,
it will do you good.”

Elizabeth took the chalice and drained it. The fluid inside
tasted of spring and honey, winter and ashes; it was sweet and
bitter, salt and sour, but the princess drained it to the dregs.

The old woman took back the cup and said in the woodwitch
tongue, “Thou art Erica, for thou art the eternal ruler of En-
glene. Thy seed shall rule Englene for ever and ever and ever
as long as the universe endures. Thou art Englene.” The bell
rang out loud and long as the light faded and the pall settled
in place.

The old woman was gone, and Elizabeth was alone in the
chapel of the Goddess. But she had her names, all three of
them—witchdame, human, and woodwitch—and she did not
know the meaning of it all.

The archbishop and the High Priestess returned to the chapel
and lifted the bier with the princess on it. They carried it out
of the shrine and through the cheering crowd of humans outside
to the sacred Great Bath of the God Aquaesulis. This was the
sacred pool of the Old Elf-Kings who had been the first rulers
of Englene. The Bath was rectangular, like a tilt field, and
deep as a man’s waist. The floor of the pool was covered in
brilliant mosaics of turquoise, jasper, camelian, and gold. .
Overhead the roof was open to the sky, so that Sulis could
look down and approve the events that took place at his chief
shrine.

Elizabeth was deposited beside the Great Bath. The pall was
removed and Thomas stepped forward to unfasten the surcoat
and remove it, revealing her white silk shift. Elizabeth lay
unmoving on the bier as Thomas picked her up in his arms and
strode into the Great Bath. He lowered her into the warm water
until every inch of her body was covered, held her there for a
count of nine, and then stepped back as Elizabeth, like one
come up from the grave, rose out of the water unaided by any
but the God. Dripping wet, she returned to the edge of the bath
where one by one the priestesses, archbishops, and high mages
of Englene came forward to kiss the hand of a shivering, soggy
woman half naked in a wet dress.

Then, with the sound of much rejoicing, she was taken to
a small chamber where her ladies, chirping and chattering like
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so many peacocks, fell upon her to dry her, strip off the shift,
and put on the green court gown that she had chosen for this
ceremony. But as Lady Jane brought forward the sleeves to
the dress, Elizabeth saw to her surprise that they were queen’s
sleeves sweeping down to the floor, their lining heavy with
gold braid and pearls.

“What is this, Lady Jane? Who gave me leave to wear
queen’s sleeves?” Elizabeth reached out to finger the rich ma-
terial.

“>Twas your mother’s wish, my child.” Richard came out
from behind a screen, laughing at his daughter’s startled ex-
clamation at finding her father there. “Take this, my gift to
you on your first day of womanhood. You and you alone of
all the women of Englene are entitled to wear the sleeves of
the queen.” He bent to kiss her gently on the mouth and she,
with great joyousness, accepted his blessing and the sleeves.

Fully robed, she came out into the colonnade of the Great
Bath where the courtiers waited, their cheering and applause
silenced as they saw her fully clothed in the green brocade
gown with the queen’s sleeves she was now entitled to wear.
With Thomas on one side and her father on the other she walked
around the rim of the pool deosil to the cave of the underground
spring, source of the water of Aquaesulis. The cave and spring
were protected by a fence of black iron and bronze. Elizabeth
leaned against the barrier and looked down into the rust red
heart of Aquaesulis. The water sprang upward, wetting the hem
of her gown, but she saw it as Sulis’s blessing and was content.

Archbishop Aleicester stepped forward and handed her a
small lead tablet and an etching tool. The tablet was to be
inscribed with some wish and then tossed into the spring along
with such childhood trinkets as would make an acceptable sac-
rifice to the God. It was well known that any wish made on
initiation day came to pass. Therefore it was best to ask care-
fully, for there was no worse curse than an answered prayer.

Elizabeth knew what it was she wished for. Writing quickly
she inscribed the tablet, “May the man I want and need be with
me in the Circle tonight.” Then, clutching the tablet to her
heart and thinking unsacred thoughts of Duke Charles, she
moved forward to the mouth of the spring and, after being
blessed by Aleicester, she threw the tablet into the water. Then,
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one by one, she made sacrifice of her childhood jewelry and
toys. Aleicester then led her through the small gateway from
the spring and through the Bishop’s Garden, back into the shrine
of Bathford. There before the high altar he proclaimed her
“Royal Maiden of the Circle” and full witchdame of Englene.

Remembering Menadel’s command to her to do a premature
circle spell to get the man she wanted for the initiation, she
then faced the altar, bowed and, before the full multitude, began
the rite of evoking the lords of the Watchtowers. Using only
her naked hand, she traced a nine foot circle of blue fire upon
the floor and then, facing northward, she chanted the invocation
to the first Watchtower:

Northward stand 1.

My favors I pray.

Grant them me, mighty prince of light.

I pray thee, holy keeper Uriel.

Up to the Ethereal Regions I pray,

And down to thy Earthly Regions, I call thee!

She then turned eastward and chanted:

Eastward stand 1.

Thy favors I pray.

Grant them me, mighty prince of light.

I pray thee, holy keeper Raphael.

Up to the Ethereal Regions I pray,

Bow down to the Earthly Regions, I call thee!

She then turned slowly southward:

Southward stand 1.

Favor me, I pray.

Grant them to me, mighty prince of light.
I pray thee, holy keeper Michael.

Up to the Ethereal Regions I pray,

Unto the Earthly Regions, [ call thee!

And finally she turned to the west:

Westward stand 1.
For thy favors I pray.
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Grant them me, mighty prince of light.

I pray thee, holy keeper Gabriel.

Up to the Ethereal Regions I pray,

Come down to the Earthly Regions, I call thee!

A cone of blue light formed, pointing upward to vanish into
the Ethereal Regions. There was silence in the shrine, a waiting.
Then there was one clear, bell-like note, the circle of light
faded, and Elizabeth stood bathed in a bar of sunlight in front
of the high altar.

Archbishop Aleicester and Thomas the Mage both dashed
forward and almost collided. Aleicester was gibbering and
Thomas hissed to Elizabeth, “Why did you do that? It is not
part of the ceremony.”

Elizabeth lifted her head and spoke calmly to Thomas.
“Menadel told me to do it.”

And Thomas, to her surprise, made no comment, but simply
bowed his head in acceptance. The Archbishop Aleicester picked
up the threads of the ceremony and continued on as though the
invocation of the Watchtowers had been meant to happen. The
crowd of nobles in the shrine relaxed and soon flowed into the °
responses and prayers at the end of this portion of the initiation.

* Now all that remained was the journey by torchlight to the
Great Circle of Avebury, and Elizabeth’s final consecration
with the Great Rite.

The great stone circle at Avebury covered more acres than
Elizabeth had years, and was one of the most sacred spots in
all of Englene. It was believed that the universe had begun at
the sacred circle of Avebury, and that the giant obelisk might
possibly be the plug that kept the known world from vanishing
into the chaos from which it was created.

Inside the great stone circle there were two smaller circles,
to the north and the south. The north circle had, through time
and custom, been dedicated to the initiation of the male. To
the south was the female circle, and in its center stood that
stone obelisk called “the Navel of the Earth.” A temporary
wicker and post hut had been built around the obelisk. It was
the sacred place in which Elizabeth, heir to Englene, would be
initiated in the blue fire of the Great Rite.

In the encampment on Sanctuary Hill, the procession for
the initiation readied itself. There was no moon, but none was
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needed. There were thousands of torches and leaping bonfires
lighting up the chalk plains until the whole area shone like the
light of the day sky.

There were, as is the case with all ceremonies involving
large numbers of people, the usual delays and personal prob-
lems: a court lady, annoyed over a question of precedence,
complained bitterly to all around her; a small page who was .
missing was sought and found; and a horse who proved to be
too fractious to use was exchanged for another. But slowly and
carefully, the procession was formed.

The priestesses, swinging censers and scattering rose petals,
came at last down the Kennet avenue. Then came the choristers
singing sweetly of the joys of initiation. Then the courtiers
chattering and laughing among themselves. Along the great
avenue the musicians played trumpets and drums, sackbuts and
harps. Bringing up the end of the great procession came Thomas
the Mage, Chancellor of Englene; Archbishop Aleicester, Bishop
of Bathford, Avebury, and Wells; and Catheryne, High Priest-
ess of the Circle.

The courtiers ranged themselves in the area of the southern
circle. Catheryne, Thomas, and Aleicester stationed themselves
beside the door to the obelisk hut and then, to a fanfare of
trumpets, the Princess Elizabeth and her ladies came down the
great avenue. As she passed each pair of stones a trumpet
sounded; one hundred times the sound filled the plain of Ave-
bury.

Elizabeth shivered in the cold night air. She was clad only
in the sacred garment, a loose white samite houpelande with
a dark blue knotted cord tied around her waist. She stood at
the door of the hut and asked first Catheryne, then Aleicester,
and finally Thomas if she might enter, and they in turn replied,
“Blessed is she that comes from the south, enter thou here.”
Elizabeth entered the wicker and post hut and stood with her
back against the obelisk stone.

The stone was still warm from the sun and the heat felt very
pleasant to Elizabeth. She tucked her bare feet deep into the
rich altar cloths covering the floor and waited with apprehension
for what must be done in this place. By the flickering torches
she could see a screen on one side of the obelisk stone, and
supposed it might be used to help in the substitution of the
god-king. She could hear her father’s footsteps at the lintel of
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the door and the ritual greeting and welcoming by Catheryne,
Aleicester, and Thomas. She straightened, knowing the time
had come.

There was a small clump of oak trees at the edge of the
great Kennet avenue where the avenue joined the south circle.
Two people stood in the shadows of the trees: the old woman
Nerthus and a tall, elegantly made blond man.

“The king is entering the avenue,” Nerthus said. “The time
has come. Are you ready, my lord Michael?”

The Archangel Michael adjusted his gold silk houpeland
appliqued with flames. He held in his hands the mask of the
godking. “Yes,” he said, “I am ready, but I wish it were not
so. I wish she had not summoned me by way of the Watch-
towers. Angels have no part in the ways of witchlords, wood-
witches, and humans. The temptations of the daughters of man
are strong for those of us who are sons of the Ethereal, and I
fear that in time I may become too fond of her to leave.”

“You’ll not leave as long as she lives. She will own you,
Michael, and you will be her slave. You and, in time, all the
others of the Watchtowers. But you, the chief of the archangels,
will be hers.”

“I might be hers, and I know Gabriel and Uriel are with
me, but I -fear that Raphael grows restive. He’s been in the
power of this family for many a year. Can we be sure he will
join our cabal?”

“He must!” Nerthus exclaimed. “How dare he think that he
can damage my pattern? Does he want to be the next angel to
fall from the Ethereal Regions? But to be sure of him, I will
have Menadel tell her to do a deed of power in Raphael’s lands,
and that will give her control over him. So mote it be!”

Michael adjusted the golden mask over his face, muffling
his voice as he echoed, “So mote it be.”

Then he moved out of the shadow of the trees and onto the
great avenue to serve as a substitute for the godking, Richard.

~ He stood in the doorway, tall and majestic, his face com-
pletely hidden by a gilded sunburst mask of the great God
Sulis. He was clad in a houpelande of yellow silk, dagged and
appliqued with the leaping red and orange flames of the sun.
The houpelande was cut open to his crotch and a few blond
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curls of pubic hair slipped over the top of the fabric. Embroi-
dered in gold at the base of the open slit was the sunburst of
Sulis marking the place where the root of immortality lay.

He moved into the room and stood a few feet from her. She
could smell attar of roses and sweat. Catheryne, Thomas, and
Aleicester entered the room and took their positions at the
obelisk and on each side of the door. Aleicester lowered the,
pure white linen covering over the door and stood waiting.

Both men expected the king to slip behind the screen and
then the king’s substitute to reappear to perform the Great Rite,
but this did not happen. The figure in the gold Sulis mask began
casting the holy Circle, calling upon the Watchtowers and,
when he finished, turned to face Elizabeth. He slipped the cord
from around her waist and then removed her silken gown so
that she stood naked before him. He reached down and adjusted
his garments so that his own erect male member stood outside
the clothing. He took her in his arms and gently lowered her
to the altar cloths. He positioned her along a north-south axis
with her head to the north and then waited while the High
Priestess stepped forward to hand him a bowl of anointing oil.

Accepting the bowl, he began anointing every inch of Eliz-
abeth’s body with the ambergris and musk scented olive oil.
His fingers left fiery trails as he anointed her, and when he
had finished she was fully ready to receive him.

Spreading the houpelande over the both of them, he posi-
tioned himself in the traditional uniting of male and female
principle, and all was ready for the final act of the Great Rite.

Elizabeth felt great joy pierce her body. A joy that spread
through her until body and soul exploded with it. Again and
again and again, the explosion continued to send out great
waves of blue fire which filled first the hut, then the outer
southern circle, then finally the Great Circle of Avebury itself
until, with a great burst of his release and hers together, blue
Aurorae Borealis danced on the hills of Englene and the skies
over the entire kingdom flashed with blue lightning that could
be seen far out to sea and from the distant hills of La Bonne
Terre. ‘

And as Elizabeth felt her body reverberate with the power
of the Great Rite, filling her with its power as it filled Englene,
she knew without a shadow of a doubt that the man in her arms
was not her father. Whoever he was, there was power in him,
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and gentleness. Desire welled up in her and, as she embraced
him, her hands clasping his muscular body to her own, she
knew she must have him as her consort.

By the door, Thomas and Aleicester stared into each other’s
wondering eyes, while the High Priestess prayed aloud to the
Goddess in thankful puzzlement. The man who performed the
rite was not Duke Charles. But how could it be the king? Had
the Goddess given him back his powers, and for how long
would it last? They were sore troubled, and each knew that the
subject would need much discussion on the journey back to
the capital city of Lundene.
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Chapter 7
QIe?

The birthday procession of the Princess Elizabeth clattered
triumphantly through Southwarke and turned onto the Lundene
Bridge, bordered with large, magpie-timbered houses, span-
ning the river Theames. Windows and archways were hung
with red and blue tapestries and carpets; the crowd, thick and
smelly, waited anxiously to see the princess, the king, and
other notables. The journey through Lundene took hours, but
Elizabeth’s smile never varied. She waved at the crowd and
enjoyed herself. This was her city and her “good people.” At
the gateway to the Palace of BrynGwyn, she and her father
dismounted and arm in arm walked into the large forbidding
fortress.

Inside the White Tower in the center of the fortress, all was
a state of bustle and organized chaos. Servants ran to and fro
with bed linens, table covers, mazer-cups, bowls, and candle-
sticks; from the kitchens the odor of goose, swan, beef, and
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pork could be smelled perfuming the air; and from the chapel
on the second floor there was a sweet sound of singing boys,
practicing for the banquet that would follow the feast that night.

While the bustle continued, gossip could be exchanged.
Those who had gone out to the great plain of Avebury could
tell others what they had seen. The great blue flames, the fires
dancing on the hills, and the amount of power that had been
raised in the Circle by their princess were all topics of awed
conversation. Of course, along with such discussions of the
event, there was a great deal of speculation. Who had it been
in the Circle with the princess? Who had been the man to raise
such glory that it could be seen all over Englene? And was it
really King Richard, his powers restored? It was amazing how
swiftly the information managed to spread to every corridor
and room that it had nor been Duke Charles, nor had it been
the Archbishop Aleicester or Thomas the Mage. The gossip
took a decidedly vicious turn as they considered the failure of
the Lady Pemberly to arouse the king’s male member to action,
and Elizabeth’s obvious ease with whoever it had been with
her. There was a certain amount of snickering in chimney
corners, laughter behind bed curtains, all of it directed at Lady
Anne of Pemberly.

Lady Anne was not amused. She fumed in her bedcham-
ber—a bedchamber that had once been Queen Dianne’s. Not
only had the lady managed to acquire the royal bedchamber in
the Palace of Witchdame, but she had also usurped the royal
bedchambers at the Palace of Windleshore, the Palace of El-
tham, the Palace of John the Mage, the Palace of Westmon-
asterium, and now the hallowed chambers of the Queen Elenora
Regina at the White Tower of BrynGwyn itself.

Lady Anne directed her maidservants in the placing of her
possessions, her voice sharp and hard-edged. “And when you
finish here, bring me the royal seamstresses and what’s left in
Queen Dianne’s clothespresses. I will have a dress made. A
green dress. Perhaps it’s the color green that attracts the king
and only that arouses him. Well, if that be the case and the
gown gives him power, we’ll take down all this blue and may
my bed be hung with green, may my sheets be green satin,
and my nightgowns of deepest green. I will have a prince!”

Her ladies hurried to do her bidding. With the Lady Pem-
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berly in that sort of mood, it was not wise to be slow or laggard
in one’s duties.

The king had heard the rumors that had spread through his
court concerning his lack of prowess, and had been deeply
disturbed by them. And since he could not deny the report, his
fate rested solely on his privy member’s abilities to rise to the
occasion. The fertility of the king meant the fertility of the
country, and a king with loss of vigor could find himself swiftly
sacrificed to the Goddess at the Heartwood come next high
summer. So the reports of Avebury Circle, even though he had
no actual memory of it, were both comforting and of great
appeal to his ego. If he had been so potent with this daughter
of his, perhaps he would be equally potent with other women.
He considered the possibility that failure with Lady Anne had
been due to some fault of hers. She had, he admitted, been a
virgin save for her initiation, and lacking in skills and ability.
Perhaps he would welcome to his bed some Syrian dancing
girl or a sleek-bodied Moor. He considered this possibility with
lecherous delight and ordered the menservants of his chamber
to procure some woman skilled in the 999 ways of pleasure in
bed. He, Richard, was not ready to go to the Goddess yet!

The princess’s bedroom was still at last. She had managed
to rid herself of her chattering ladies-in-waiting by the simple
ruse of pleading a headache.

She sat up in bed, pushing aside the heavy down comforter.
Elizabeth smoothed her nightshift over her legs and, pushing
her pillows about, created a nest for herself. Her back was
against the ornately carved bedstead which proclaimed to all
the world her royal descent from all the kings and queens of
Englene by means of a plethora of coats of arms and assorted
mottos. It was not a comfortable thing to lean against.

It was the same room she had inhabited at BrynGwyn Tower
since her childhood. The fact that her mother’s rooms had been
given to Lady Anne gnawed at her vitals like a hungry fox.
How could her father have done it? How could he have given
that woman Dianne’s rooms? By rights they belonged to her,
Elizabeth. She had not entered the queen’s chambers at any of
the royal palaces since finding out that they had been given to
Lady Anne. She couldn’t bear to see the changes the woman
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might have made in Dianne’s green bowers.

She knew from comments by her ladies-in-waiting that all
the green had been banished from them. Lady Jane and Nan
had managed to salvage a number of the queen’s green pos-
sessions and were integrating them one by one into the prin-
cess’s rooms. Elizabeth stroked her embroidered green silk
comforter and knew she had cause to be grateful to Jane and
Nan, and their love for her. Even with the difficulties and
expense of obtaining new cloth, Lady Anne, had she been given
her way, would have ordered all the hangings burned.

There was, too, her other problem—the one she had been
gloating about for the past few days. Now she pulled it out
like the last gift saved because it was biggest and best: that
wonderful, exciting time of passion in the Great Circle at Ave-
bury. Elizabeth could not help smiling. It had been glorious.
She had never known that the physical coming together of a
man and woman could be so splendid. Of course, one problem
nagged at her like a sore tooth: Who was the man?

She knew it was not her father; regretfully, she dismissed
the idea of Duke Charles. One by one she considered the pos-
sible men at court, and one by one dismissed them also. The
mystery remained a mystery.

Elizabeth supposed that there must be someone at court who
could tell her the name of her unknown lover. Someone had
to have planned the substitution at Avebury—and of course
the man himself would know. But who was he?

There was a gentle scratching at the secret door beside the
fireplace. Elizabeth smiled, knowing full well who it was on
the other side of the door, and she was sure that of all men at
the court it could be guaranteed that Jackie Somers had not
been the one in the Circle.

Getting out of bed, she padded barefoot across the rush mat
covered floor and pressed the embossed rose beside the fire-
place, then waited while the secret panel swung open. The
passage had been built centuries before by a princess famous
for her sexual appetites. Remembering that princess, Elizabeth
laughed as Jackie, covered with cobwebs, slipped into the room.

Jackie dusted himself off and look around, taking in the
green embroidered cushions on the chairs, the green hangings
on the bed, and the green counterpane. “By the Gods, I've got
the wrong room! I was looking for the bedroom of the princess
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of Englene, and instead I’ve stumbled into a woodwitch’s bower.
Does the king know of this?”

“He does and he has given me permission. Of course I would
have preferred all these things to have remained where they
were, but the Pemberly had other ideas.” Elizabeth turned and
walked back to the bed. She climbed in under her coverlet and
pulled the sandalwood scented fabric up to her chin.

Jackie wandered over to the bed and stood beside it for a
moment, then leaped into the middle, just missing Elizabeth’s
legs. When he came up from the welter of blankets and pillows
he said, “She’s done your mother’s rooms up in particularly
voluptuous shades of blue. Why will that woman try to make
a cult of color? Only a woodwitch can do it well, you know.
They say the Pemberly is planning to do them up again in
green, but that will not make her queen or give her a son!”
Jackie made a particularly hideous gargoyle face and wrapped
his head in his arms.“A lot of good blue or green’s going to
do her! Even if she has all her sheets made of silk scented with
musk and mandrake root, it’s not going to make the king any
more ready than he was before.” Jackie untangled himself from
his gargoyle position and stretched out full length on the bed.
“Tell me, Elizabeth my love, just what did you do in that Circle
to get your father’s member so straightly up? From the rumors
I hear, no mating in Englene has ever been like it. They say
you scorched earth for miles about. I'm very impressed.”

Elizabeth blushed a deep crimson. “I—I—I don’t know. It
just happened. But I will tell you this. The man with me was
not my father.” She sighed. “I have never known that mating
could be such a joyous thing. I must find out who he was.”
She looked at Jackie appealingly. “Jackie, do you think...?”

“No, I don’t and I won’t. If you think for one moment,
poppet, that I'm going to go snooping about the court and lead
in some bashful witchlord for your wallowing in bed, you’ve
got wool for brains. My duties don’t extend to that sort of
thing.” Jackie’s voice was hard-edged. “Your problem is that
you haven’t been frolicking with the right sort of man. Who
did get your virginity, some ham-handed stableboy or pimply
page?”

Elizabeth laughed. “My! You’ve developed an acid tongue
in your old age. I was just requesting some help of you. Besides,
my interest in this man is completely innocent. I want to find



68 Kathleen Sky

out who he is so that I can ask my father for him as a husband.
He did delight me so!”

Jackie made a rude noise. “I suppose if I stay here, I shall
have to listen to you blithering on and on about the marvels of
this randy witchlord all night. Did he have any intelligence,
any wit and charm, or did you manage to consider anything
above his waistline for more than one moment? As princess of
Englene, if you want a bed partner you can choose anyone,
but a husband—a husband is another matter. Bedding takes
up so little time of a marriage that if the man doesn’t have wit,
outside of bed he’ll drive you to yawns in bed before long.
And as heir to the throne you must marry and beget heirs, a
subject that often becomes very tedious. When you bring other
considerations into the bed like the getting of children, a great
deal of pleasure flies out of it, and that’s why I shall continue
on my way from bed to bed to bed without the slightest concern
about marriage or heirs.”

Elizabeth picked up one of her bedpillows and threw it at
the fool. Jackie caught the pillow and returned the fire. Within
minutes a boisterous pillow fight was in full battle formation.

The uproar in the princess’s bedroom came to abrupt silence
with the sound of sharp knocking at the heavy oaken door.

“Shhh,” Elizabeth said, one finger to her lips. “Let me see
if I can manage an opening spell. I’ve been wanting to try out
some more of my skills.”

She abruptly cleared away the bedclothes, leaving a bare
space on the white linen sheets. Muttering, she began to trace
with her forefinger the circles, triangles, and squares of the
sigil for the standard door opening spell. At its completion
there was a satisfying click of the doorlatch and the sound of
the door swinging open.

“Ugh! This room stinks of magic.” Menadel stepped through
the doorway and closed the door behind him. He walked over
to the bed and stood studying the princess’s work. “Very good,
very good indeed, but didn’t I teach you to tidy up after your-
self 7’ He passed his hand over the sheet and the runes and
sigil disappeared.

“Speaking of magic, Menadel,” Elizabeth said, “there was
something I wanted to discuss with you.”

“Oh no. Am I going to have to listen to more blithering
about that besotted witchlord at Avebury? Please spare me,
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poppet, or I shall be sick here and now on your best Turkey
carpet,” Jackie said, heading toward the secret door. “If you
stay around, old man, you’ll have to listen to a lot of lovesick
maiden’s gibber on the delights of sex. You’d think the poor
girl had been virgin when she went to Avebury! It’s amazing
how the sight of a virile male member will send some women
mad.” Jackie paused by the door to the secret passage. “I shan’t
be back, poppet, until you find a more interesting topic of
conversation.” With that parting shot he disappeared into the
passage, and the door slid shut behind him. .

“That was disgraceful,” Menadel said. “Jackie’s tongue will
run away with him one of these days, and lead him straight to
the block. I'm surprised your father gives him so much leeway.
He should not have been discussing Avebury, and you should
not have countenanced such a discussion—and don’t tell me
it’s only Jackie! He’s a human, and he’s too clever by half;
there are times when I distrust him greatly. Particularly when
I find him ensconced in your bed.”

Elizabeth shook her head and laughed. “Oh Uncle, if you
had been here a few minutes earlier, you would have seen what
we were doing. It was naught but a pillow fight! Certainly you
don’t think there’s anything between Jackie and me, do you?
Though, I must admit he did get terribly jealous when I was
discussing the sacred Circle at Avebury. Or rather, not so much
the Circle, but the man in it. Who was he, Menadel? Please,
please, do tell me.” Elizabeth placed her hands together and
looked sweetly supplicating at Menadel.

Menadel sat down on the end of the bed, his finger idly
tracing a few runes of his own. “That’s something I can’t tell
you right now. I tell you this, though: It was no man of this
court in the Circle, so you needn’t go inviting them, one by
one, into your bed to find out.” He raised one hand to forestall
the eager questions he could see forming on her lips. “No now,
I won’t tell you his name, but I will say this. He is a man
ideally suited to you. He is the man that all Englene will
consider suitable for you and fit to be the father of your children.
I would see you bed with no other ever—but that is impractical,
so I'll not demand it.”

“If you won’t tell who it was in the Circle, will you tell me
how I can find him? Please, please, if you love me you’ll tell
me. I shall die if I don’t have him!”
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“Don’t excite yourself. Jackie was right, there is something
extremely tedious about the blithering of a young girl with love
sickness. All right, all right, if you’ll stop being a bore on the
subject I'll tell you how to get him. Now listen carefully. The
kingdom of Englene will be yours one day. It is traditional
when one is given a piece of property to make it one’s own
by magic. This is done by way of the property walk.”

Menadel’s voice slipped easily into his pedagogue tone.
“Now what you will have to do is, going deosil, you must visit
each of the four quadrants of Englene, and in each of them
you must perform an act of magic by your own power. Then
you must go and fulfill your vow in the Heartwoods. This last
is very important. You must have no unpaid vows or debts, or
the spell will not work.”

Elizabeth shivered a bit at the mention of the Heartwoods,
the most mysterious place in all Englene. It was older far than
the witchlords. It was older even than the woodwitch rulers
or the Elf-Kings, dating back to the very dawn of time.

“Why the Heartwoods? I know my mother wanted me to
go to Nerthus someday, but not until I'm queen—until I must
go at the time of sacrifice! I fear it. I fear what might happen
to me in that place.”

Elizabeth shivered again, and drew the covers back around
her body, pulling them tighter and tighter until only her nose
showed in the swaddling of green. “I’ve dreamed that if I ever
go into the Heartwoods I shall not be allowed to come out
again the same person that I am now.”

“You will do the property walk and you will go to the
Heartwoods, or I promise you will live to be old and unhappy
and barren. There is no other way.”

Elizabeth poked her head out of her green cocoon and con-
sidered what the wizard had said. She considered it very care-
fully. She thought of Avebury and that virile young man who
had been with her there. “I’ll do it,” she said fiercely. “For
him it’s worth it.”

Menadel laughed and shook his head. He glanced at the
runes he had idly scribbled on the bed, corrected one line and
looked at them again. “Never underestimate the lustiness of a
lovesick maiden,” he said, passing a hand over the runes. “Of
course, a persuasion spell doesn’t hurt anything. ...”

“You old trickster! Do you realize what you could have
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done? I know how often your magic is apt to go agley. Menadel,
you could have changed me into something loathsome! Don’t
do any of your spells on me ever again. That frightens me even
more than the Heartwoods. Now, tell me about these rituals
I’m supposed to perform at each of the four quadrant points.”

Menadel smoothed his red fluff of a beard. “I can’t be sure
what form they’ll take. I would tend to believe that the best
method would be to see what rituals come to mind at each of
the four cardinal points, a sort of impromptu magic.” He glanced
at the princess. “So! We will just see what happens at each of
the cardinal points and follow where our inclination leads us.
Very good.” :

“We? Did I hear you mention ‘we,’ or were you using that
in the royal sense?”

“Oh, I intend to go with you. I’m not going to allow a child
as innocent of the real world as you are to go forth alone. Of
course there is the problem that a property walk is generally
done nude. I don’t think that’s practical. It will take us some
months to make this journey, and having you travel nude for
such a time would be very uncomfortable. I suppose we can
dispense with the nudity. Yes, the property walk is the im-
portant part....” Menadel’s words drifted away to a vague
mumble as he considered the problem of his princess traveling
nude around Englene.

Elizabeth simply rolled about on her bed and laughed. “Oh
Menadel, Menadel. Nude!” She went off in a gale of giggles
which ended with hiccuping little gasps. “Oh! Think of the
sunburn I would get, and how chapped I would be. Lady Jane
would never forgive me after all the almond oil and lemon
she’s rubbed into this terribly freckled skin of mine. Oh dear
no, it’s not to be considered. If the property walk will work
without nudity, fine. But as for it being just you and me trav-
eling abroad, I’m not sure that I approve of the idea. I'll need
at least a lady-in-waiting to help me dress, and a journey of
that nature will take several pack ponies for my clothing boxes
and my good bedstead, my eating knife, spoon, ewer, and
goblet, my harp, and rugs, bedding, and hangings, too—and
of course a stable boy to tend White Surrey. Oh no, I couldn’t
possibly go alone, or even alone with you! Think of the scandal.
The princess of Englene does not travel all over the countryside
attended only by a wizard.”
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“But it must be done that way, and not just because of the
spell. Think of the question of your safety. One young half
woodwitch princess would be far safer alone with me in Englene
than in the company of half the court. I would not put it past
the Lady Pemberly to add an assassin to your train. No, it must
be you and I, no others.”

Elizabeth considered what the wizard had said and found
herself reluctantly agreeing. It would be just like the Pemberly
to decide that it was an excellent opportunity to rid herself of
the princess. A little accident, a fall from a horse or a bit of
bad eel eaten at dinner; it would take very little to rid Richard
of his only heir. -

Yes, Menadel was right. The journey must be for the two
of them and no more. “All right,” she said reluctantly. “I will
ask my father if I may go forth on a quest; I'm sure he will
agree to it. Then I'll leave him a note saying that I thought it
best to slip away and perform mighty deeds unaided, like a
great mage. But I do wish I could have at least one lady-in-
waiting with me....”



Chapter 8
Wer

King Richard paced his privy chamber waiting for Thomas the
Mage to come to him.

The message he had received that morning from the Palace
of Witchdame disturbed him. The messenger had ridden hastily
from the palace to Lundene to inform his king that the Queen-
dowager Renee of Gaeland and her son had arrived to join in
the festivities of the princess’s birthday. But Queen Renee had
not asked for permission to enter her brother-in-law’s realm as
the law required. Knowing Renee, Richard was sure she had
felt no need to ask his or anyone’s permission.

The thought of Renee of La Bonne Terre ached in Richard’s
head like a sore tooth. He always felt guilty in her presence,
- a feeling she did her best to use to her advantage. Princess
Renee had been promised to him in childhood. It was she who
should have been queen of Englene but Richard, in that first
flush of delight-at being king of Englene and free to give his
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heart where he would, had married the woodwitch Dianne. As
a sop to Renee’s feelings, he had married her off to his twin
brother, King Robert of Gaeland. He had tried ever since to
soothe his conscience with the thought that had it not been for
the decision of their father to divide the kingdom between his
two sons, Robert would not even have been a king. He would
have been naught but a younger brother, no more, no less. And
he, Richard, had been more than beneficent in allowing his
father’s will to stand after taking the throne at Edward’s death.

Of course, the fact that Robert had been given the kingdom
by word of Edward the Just, and Edward had in his lifetime
made a great border of blue flame between the two countries,
was something that could be conveniently forgotten. Renee
was Queen-dowager by Richard’s blessing, and she must not
forget that fact. But now she and her son were on their way
to his capital city.

He considered the possibilities of the visit and what might
be gained by it. There was the question of his daughter’s future,
and who she might marry to strengthen her position. To be
married to her cousin, Prince John, would not be too bad a
thing for both kingdoms. Richard of course would wait and
see how the boy had developed; the king had disturbing mem-
ories of John as a very spoiled little boy. It had been one of
the reasons he had denied the child the crown of Gaeland until
such a time as the young prince came of age. It was far better
for Gaeland to remain in the protection of the king of Englene
and his regent, Lord Hamilton, until such a time as it could
be deeded to John without allowing Renee to get her hands on
it.

The thought of Renee, and of what might have been, brought
to mind another ache, an embarrassing one. The king blushed
to recall the previous night. He had supped with the Lady Anne
of Pemberly and had waxed merry over wine and other com-
forts, and had gone off to the lady’s bed sure of fulfillment.
Had he not caused the greatest flames in all of Avebury’s rites?
Was he not proven fully potent? Perhaps there had been a bit
too much wine with dinner, or was it the green dress Anne had
chosen to wear? It had brought to mind many memories of
Dianne. And when he had found himself again unmanned in
Anne’s arms, he had wept on her bosom with grief for his lost
queen.
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He wished he could recall something of that magical rite he
had performed with his daughter, but search his mind as he
may there was not the slightest fragment of memory. He had
performed rituals to return the errant thoughts, and had even
attempted to cure his strange amnesia by use of the ring Raziel,
but the results had not been satisfactory.

He remembered full well the events at the shrine at Bathford.
He remembered the journey down to Avebury in the presence
of the court and his daughter. He remembered also the mag-
nificence of the camp overlooking the Circle, and even his
robing in the fantastic costume of the God Sulis. But from the
moment his foot first touched the great avenue, he remembered
nothing until he came to himself again in his pavilion tired near
unto death.

That fatigue was the one shred of evidence he could cling
to. He had tired himself out with much raising of magic, and
he had proven himself potent. This “fact” was something he
found himself cherishing. He admitted to himself how much
this lack of potency frightened him, for he, too, had dreams
of the Heartwoods—bloody dreams.

He knew full well that he could never again enact such an
event with his daughter. It was one thing to perform the Great
Rite at a daughter’s initiation, but it was another, most shame-
ful, thing to take a daughter to one’s bed for one’s own pleasure
or safety. The Great Rite was for the benefit of the God, and
so it must remain. Elizabeth as his wife-mistress was not an
answer.

He would have to make sure in his lifetime that Elizabeth
was married to a strong man who would help her keep the
throne of Englene. That finding of a suitable mate was a con-
siderable problem, for should she marry a foreign prince, En-
glene might become simply a subsidiary of his kingdom; or
should she marry one of her own courtiers, that would cause
dissension and jealousies. There was the possibility of someone
who was a younger son of a great king—but would he and his
country attempt to take over Englene? It was very troublesome.

There was, of course, John. ...

Richard was musing on this possibility when Thomas the
Mage entered the privy chamber. “You sent for me, Your
Grace? What would you have me do for you?” Thomas said,
bowing deeply to his king.
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“I am considering my daughter’s marriage, Thomas. She’s
now of an age where such things become important—and since
she is my only child, the matter of her husband is crucial to
Englene. What think you of marrying her off to John of
Gaeland?”

Thomas rubbed his smooth shaven cheeks, long fingers
brushing his lightly sunburned skin. “Hum-m-m, an interesting
thought that, Your Grace. With such a union Englene and
Gaeland would again be united into one country. The people
of Englene would like that and, of course, the presence of
Prince John as king of Englene would please the Gaels. Of
course, one must consider how the people of Englene would
feel about having John as king.”

“Oh, I only intended him to be a consort. Elizabeth will be
queen.” Richard spoke with a confidence which he admitted
to himself he did not feel.

“What you might intend and what John and the Gaels might
do could be two separate and distinct things. Have you spoken
to the princess concerning her cousin? I do not believe they
have met for a number of years.”

“The Queen-dowager Renee refused to allow John to come
to court anymore after he was about ten. Elizabeth bashed him
about a bit too much on the tourney field, and Renee was afraid
her brat might be damaged. But I’ve not spoken of the marriage
to Elizabeth yet. There’s a drawback to it. I would not wish a
mother-in-law like Renee on anyone for anything. However,
Elizabeth is strong minded; she would cope.”

The king led Thomas over to a bay window and motioned
him to sit on the cushioned windowseat. He himself took a
place knee to knee with his chief counsellor. “Well, Thomas,
you have not given me your answer. What think you of the
marriage? I know you are not prone to give away answers—
but then, this is not an easy question.”

“Have you consulted the Archbishop of Aleicester about
this matter?” Thomas said, attempting to see all sides of the
problem. “I believe he has ambitions for that handsome son of
his, the Duke Charles—and Charles too is Elizabeth’s cousin.
I will say that Charles’s claim is not as good, but perhaps the
princess would like to be given a choice between the two men.
My answer to your question does come back to what does the
Princess Elizabeth want?”
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“I can’t leave this to a young girl! Charles is handsome and
charming, and Elizabeth has known him throughout her ado-
lescence. The last time she saw John he was a fat little child
with spots. If I give her a choice she will say ‘Charles’ nat-
urally—and as to the choice being even between Charles and
John, that is not so. Charles is of a bastard line, and John is
to be king of Gaeland; as such, Prince John alone can be of
advantage to the kingdom.”

“In that case, since John and his mother are now in Englene,
let Princess Elizabeth meet Prince John, dance with him, hunt
with him, play the lute, sing songs and see what she makes of
him, and then perhaps the choice will be as you wish. But a
word of caution, my lord King. Do not fail to take into account
Elizabeth’s wishes. I doubt you would be able to force her into
a marriage she does not want.”

“No, I would not make her marry against her inclination. I
understand too well what grief can come of that. My father
did not force me to marry where I would not. The least I can
do is to give the same consideration unto my daughter—but I
cannot help but think that my marriage did not prosper, choice
or no choice. A marriage with John of Gaeland would be
wise: 35

The palace fortress of BrynGwyn was the largest of the
king’s palaces. It had been built back in the ages before the
witchlords came to Englene by the legendary Elf-King Ben-
digeidfron of the Blessed Raven. It was said that his body lay
under the west cornerstone and his head under the north cor-
nerstone. Inside its massive gray walls were the Palace of the
White Tower and a number of other towers which served as
royal mint, armory, zoo, cannon foundry, and storehouse for
the crown jewels. Two of the towers functioned as a royal
prison; they stood side by side in the east corner near the royal
mint, each one more grim than the other. Traitor’s Tower was
the tallest, but it was Queen’s Tower, built by Isabel the She-
wolf, that was the most fearsome. It was said that it was there
she murdered her husband, William the Unlucky, by pouring
molten lead into his ear while he slept. Whether the story was
true or not, this corner of BrynGwyn fortress was considered
unlucky. It had been built on the site of that spring where
Edmund the Mage lost his foolish heart to the treacherous
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watersprite Melusine. This corner of the palace also contained
the Gaeland Lodging—and considering the hoopla the Queen-
dowager Renee was causing in that section of BrynGwyn Palace
it was indeed unlucky for everyone she dealt with.

Renee and Prince John had brought with them an unwar-
ranted number of ladies-in-waiting, men at arms, courtiers,
cooks, servants, pages, and other hangers-on. Renee was trying,
with the help of Richard’s staff, to house some two hundred
people in quarters built to hold perhaps twenty-five comfort-
ably.

The Lord High Chamberlain, Henry Terrell, was not amused
by the queen-dowager’s efforts to take over the surrounding
towers. The Palace of BrynGwyn had been filled to the gunnels
by the visiting nobility who had arrived for Elizabeth’s birthday
celebrations, and there was really no room for some two hundred
wild Gaels.

Renee was totally oblivious to the comfort of any but her
own people, and it was with much jockeying and losses of
temper that she finally managed to shoehorn all of her people
into empty nooks and crannies of the palace. But the result of
this effort sent her off to dinner in a very bad temper, an
unfortunate thing for her cause.

Prince John sat in the middle of the small circular chamber
that had been fitted up for him, and gazed at his golden em-
broidered hose with annoyance. His tailor stood trembling be-
fore him. John reached down, felt the heel of the offending
hose, and then shrieked, “There’s a knot, you fool, a knot! I
tell you I can feel it right here at the heel. You stupid toad,
you’ve tried to give me a blister!” With that, he backhanded
the unfortunate tailor, knocking the little dark man end-over-
cookingpot across the stone floor.

Satisfied at having caused an uproar, and discomfort to
someone else, John pulled on his soft Moorish leather slippers
and stood up to swagger over to the mirror and inspect himself.
Every bit of elaborate material, tailoring, and jewels that could
be assembled to make a prince handsome had been applied to
his pearshaped body. It had not helped very much. At sixteen,
Prince John of Gaeland was stooped and slack of gut, hollow
chested, and knock-kneed. His hair was a lank, rusty red and
his skin, which should have been the peaches-and-cream of his
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forbears, was marred by spots. His blue eyes were cold and
piggy; that and his habitually petulant expression did nothing
for his looks. But what John saw in the mirror was a prince,
and that was sufficient for him.

Gathering his velvet gloves and clapping his eagle feathered
bonnet on his head, he pronounced himself ready for dinner
and strode out of the room, smack into his mother’s arms.

“John! I wasn’t expecting you to be still loitering around
here,” Renee said. “The king is expecting us at dinner and I
do hope he will place you under the royal cloth of estate. It is
your right by birth and kingship.” Renee fussed with the gold
lacing at John’s collar and then placed his bonnet on his head
at an attractive angle. Unfortunately, the eagle feather curled
around one ear and tickled, rasping John’s nerves. “Now, be
sure you're pleasant to the king. We don’t want to have to wait
until you're eighteen before you’re made King of Gaeland.
And be nice to that woodwitch daughter of his. Remember,
until something happens with the Pemberly, she is his heir.”

John grunted and moved the hat to a less itchy angle. “Why
do I have to be nice to Elizabeth? She isn’t even pretty—and
besides, if anyone should be heir to Uncle Richard it should
be me. Then too, I should have been made King of Gaeland
after Father died. It wasn’t at all fair that Uncle Richard made
me wait this long.”

John’s lower lip protruded. The very thought of all the tax
monies that should have been his made him quite sullen. But
then he reflected on the subject a moment and quickly decided
that it would indeed be a very good thing if his Uncle Richard
decided to let him be King of Gaeland two years before coming
of age. A cunning look momentarily took the place of petulance
on John’s face.

“You’re right, Mother. I will be very nice to Uncle Richard
and his fat pink pig of a daughter. But just don’t place me
anywhere near Aunt Marguerite. She’ll expect me to talk about
books, and you know I never read anything.”

The Great Hall of the White Tower of BrynGwyn had been
lavishly decorated for the princess’s birthday feast. The cloth
of estate which hung over the king’s head at the high table was
made entirely of red and blue cloth-of-gold, liberally embroi-
dered with gold, pearls, rubies, and sapphires. The banners
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hung from the hammerbeam roof were of velvet and satin, silk
and taffetas, brocade and goldwork, and even the great trophy
heads of stag and deer had had their antlers freshly gilded and
draped with greenery.

King Richard stood beside his chair at the high table waiting
for the queen-dowager and her son. They were late. Richard
forced a mask of politeness over his feelings of irritation. He
turned to look at his daughter beside him and admitted to
himself that she looked very well. Her gown of sea green velvet,
powdered over with embroidery in a darker green and picked
out in pearls over a cloth-of-gold kirtle, was very becoming to
her.

“You look very well, Bessie. Your mother would be very
proud of you and, like me, glad to see you in green. Believe
me when I say that. It suits you. And I will make sure no one
criticizes your use of it.”

“Thank you, sire. I am glad that you let me honor my mother
in this way. There was a great deal of green fabric available
in her clothespresses, so it was not at all difficult for my ladies
to make dresses for me. There was, however, a length of gilt
and green brocade that I had long admired. I was looking
forward to having a kirtle and foresleeves made of it, but my
ladies could not find it anywhere.”

Before Richard could comment on the missing length of
fabric there was a fanfare of trumpets, and he turned to watch
the queen-dowager of Gaeland and her son enter the room. A
stillness fell over the Hall. This was the first time in six years
these courtiers had had opportunity to see Prince John—and
since many of them had been considering that he might make
a suitable king of Englene, there was curiosity as to what the
boy might be like.

There was a flurry of whispers as the prince and his mother
came down the length of the room. Renee drew many favorable
comments, for even in her late forties she was still a very
attractive woman; a bit thin and perhaps her neck a trifle scraggy,
her bosom lacking in the full roundness favored by the witch-
lords, but nonetheless in her gilt and pink and blue prettiness
she was every inch a suitable princess of La Bonne Terre.

Her son, however, was a bit lacking in personal charms,
and it was at that evening that some courtier—no one remem-
bered who—christened him *“John Lack-Grace.” The nickname
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~ was to stick and would go down in the chronicles of Englene
- as the reigning name of this Gaeland king.

)

1

Richard stepped forward to welcome his sister-in-law, tak-
ing and kissing her slender white hand. He led her to the place
at his left under the canopy of estate, and seated her with the
canopy over her head. John had followed in his mother’s wake,
and Richard almost collided with the boy when he turned back,
thinking he would again descend from the high table and wel-
come his nephew at the place in the Hall where he had left
him. Richard gracefully covered the awkwardness by inquiring
after his nephew’s health and leading him over to make his
bow to the Princess Elizabeth. Elizabeth was seated to the right
of her father, also under the canopy of estate, and when John
was seated at her right the canopy did not cover him. It was a
slight he noticed, and stored up as one more grievance against
his uncle. There was another fanfare as the king seated himself,
and then the courtiers took their places at the long banqueting
tables. In that interval John and Elizabeth took the opportunity
to study each other. Neither was impressed.

After perusing his cousin, John turned all his attention to
the Lady Anne of Pemberly. He ostentatiously kissed her hand
and inquired after her health. The Lady Anne, noticing the
prince’s snubbing of the Princess Elizabeth, proceeded to flirt
madly with him.

Elizabeth observed John and the Pemberly and realized swiftly
that her cousin was trying to annoy her. His shot had missed
the mark. She felt that the Pemberly and John were well suited
to each other, so her only emotion was amusement. Elizabeth’s
page helped her to some roast partridge. John was conveniently
forgotten.

He was not, however, forgotten by either Renee or King
Richard. “Don’t they make a charming pair?” Renee said,
beaming approval at her son.

“Who?” Richard asked, looking up from his baked eel and
onion pie.

“Why, Prince John and your daughter Elizabeth. I do think
they make a clever pair. We really must consider that pairing
a little more closely, my dear brother-in-law.”

Richard frowned at Renee’s insolence in mentioning a mat-
ter of state at the dining table. He was fast becoming convinced
that John would make a very poor son-in-law. So the marriage
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was simply something he would toss to the Great Coveyne and
let them argue until it came to naught, thus saving face for
himself and the Gaels. “He might make her a good consort,
but of course there are so many claimants for my daughter’s
hand,” he observed.

Renee chose to ignore the implications of Richard’s remark.
“Oh yes, there may be other suitable young men, princes or
lords of foreign nations—but after all, my John is a king, or
would be if you gave him Gaeland as is his right. I think he
would make a splendid king of both Gaeland and Englene, and
it would unite the country again. I think that would please all
our people.”

Richard scowled and looked about the Hall to see who had
overheard the remark. Unfortunately, too many people had.
He could tell the conversation had even been overheard at the
side tables and was rapidly being relayed down the room. “I
think, my lady, that this conversation would best be saved for
another time,” he said in a cold, even voice. “I am sure you
are aware how easily gossip spreads, and I would not wish any
of this to get about until my councillors had discussed the
ramifications of the union.”

“Oh, but I think it should be discussed, Richard,” she con-
tinued in a loud, bright voice. “I would like to get this settled
before John and I go back to Gaeland, and of course I would
like you to have him made king. It would be such a shame to
make the boy wait until he is eighteen.”

“Your son will wait until the moon turns blue with cold,
Madam!” Richard said between clenched teeth. “I request that
you observe courtesy and cease this conversation. Remember,
Madam, I am your king, and I command it.”

Renee sputtered to silence. She realized too late her folly
in pushing the marriage and John’s kingship at table. She turned
her attention back to her dinner, her flaming cheeks the only
indication that she was seriously upset by the outcome of her
attempts to ingratiate her son with the king.

Elizabeth had observed the conversation going on between
the king and Renee, and she admitted to herself that it was
vastly amusing. It made her understand a little more why her
uncle, King Robert of Gaeland, had been foolish enough to go
off and fight the Boggies in Faerie. Even though King Robert
had been very unfortunate in his battles in that dank island—
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~ unfortunate enough to get himself eaten by a Thing—it may
well have been a lesser fate than spending the rest of his life
with Queen Renee. Elizabeth vowed to herself that the moon
would more than go blue before she married her cousin and
had such a mother-in-law underfoot.

John had been totally oblivious to the conversation between
Richard and Renee. He had devoted his attentions solely to
Lady Anne, and they had reached a certain agreeable level
where the lady had allowed him to place his hand upon her
bare knee under her voluminous skirts. John was convinced
that with a little more flirtation he might manage to sleep with
the king’s mistress and cuckold his uncle. The thought made
the prince’s eyes go small and piggy. His thick lower lip was
dripping with the grease of the fat goose he had shared with
Lady Anne, and there were crumbs on his tunic from the spin-
ach and date fritters he had stuffed himself with. All in all, he
was not a very pretty sight.

Anne seemed not too concerned over the slovenly dining
habits of her companion. After all, he was a prince who would
soon be a king, and a king was what she had been angling for.
She had, however, noticed the quarrel between Richard and
Renee and decided it would be politic to soothe her monarch.

Ignoring John’s attempt to fondle her bosom, she leaned
forward in her chair and addressed the king. “My lord, would
it not be possible to show our northern visitors some of our
entertainment here at court? Perhaps your fool would be willing
to tumble for them, or to sing some witty song of the taverns.
He is, after all, a very clever fellow.”

Richard, glad of an opportunity to avoid further conversation
with Renee, agreed swiftly to the Pemberly’s suggestion. He
signaled to Henry Terrell to find Jackie and bring him to the
dining hall.

Jackie came prancing down the room wearing a long green
and gilt brocade gown which he had inexpertly hitched up
around his waist so that he would not trip over the voluminous
folds of fabric. He stopped in front of the high table and paraded
back and forth, showing off the glories of the pearl embroidered
sleeves and heavily jeweled bodice. The court laughed at the
fool’s elaborate attitudes and effeminate posing until even Rich-
ard himself looked up to observe. He recognized the gown
immediately and a dull pink flush crept up his cheeks.
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Queen Renee leaned forward to get a better look at Jackie,
and commented, “Why is your fool prancing about in the dead
queen’s dress? It seems a poor sort of joke to me, Richard.”

“Aye, a poor joke indeed,” Jackie said. *“’Tis a woodwitch
marlotte, ’tis woodwitch green. I’ll tell thee a riddle, and give
this gown to the one who guesses it. I found it in a maid’s
closet, and that maid had no woodwitch blood. Methought it
was Queen Dianne’s marlotte, but the skirts were far too long.”
Jackie spread the long shimmering skirt like a peacock’s tail
around him. “Then, said I, it must be the Princess Elizabeth’s.
She has taken to wearing green of late, in honor of her lady
mother.

“But look, you, our princess is a bonny, buxom wench,
wide in the shoulder and hip. The span of this gown would
not meet at the back of such a hearty young warrior.” Jackie
smoothed the bodice of the gown over his own slender chest.
“Methought it fit me quite well, for I am slender as a reed and
have boyish hips and a boyish bosom; therefore it was my
understanding that the gown had been made for me to fop about
in and play the fool. If this is not so, my king, I will of course
remove it.” Jackie fitted his actions to his words, and removed
the gown so that it fell in a green pool around his feet.

“Your jest is in very poor taste, fool, and were you mine I
would have you whipped.” The remark came from the high
table, but it was not Richard who had made it. It was the Lady
Pemberly. She had recognized the gown she had worn to try
seducing the king, and she was sure the court could guess
Jackie’s riddle quickly. Then, realizing that too much attention
was being focused on her comment, she swiftly altered its
meaning. “Fool, you have no right to make fun of the wood-
witches. It is not wise. In this kingdom we must be kind to
all.”

King Richard smiled at her in relief, and Anne knew that,
for now, she had won the exchange of wit.

“Oh aye,” Jackie agreed quickly. “Kindness must be ex-
tended everywhere, from the highborn in their palaces to our
guests from the northern kingdom, and even unto a poor fool.
Very well, my lord, my ladies, forgive this poor jest and I will
be off to find the maid that fits the gown to see if she indeed
fits me.” With that Jackie bounded from the room dragging
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the dress behind him, the green fabric shimmering and swirling
about his feet.

At the high table Elizabeth sat cold and still. The message
Jackie had been conveying was for her. There was only one
person in all of Englene whose boyish hips and bosom would
have fit that gown and who would have dared to wear it without
the knowledge of the court. She looked at Lady Anne in cold
disdain and decided the time had come to reclaim her cousin’s
attention. “What thought you, Cousin John, of our fool, Jackie?
After the banquet is over he will no doubt entertain us with
more clever mummings and masques. He’s very good at that
sort of thing.”

“We have fools aplenty in Gaeland,” observed John, reach-
ing for a bowl of sugared violet petals. “We even have some
that are professional jesters. As for the rest of my people,
they’re simply fools. Of course, they are looking forward to
my being their king,” he continued with sleek satisfaction,
totally unaware of the incongruous nature of his remark. “I
wish your father would hurry up and make me king. Mother
of course tried to make it up to me by having me knighted,

_ but still that’s not the same thing as being king, is it?”

Elizabeth’s eyes widened in surprise. “But that is my father’s
right! By what right did she command the ceremony of knight-
hood for you?”

“As [ said, she wanted me to have some consolation for not
being king yet, and she felt knighthood was a fair honor. And
she did it by right of being Queen of Gaeland. You will never
be a knight, no matter how good a fighter you are. But now I
have that honor, and can march in processions on holy days
wearing my spurs and my cloak of knighthood and my people
honor me as they should. If you should come to Gaeland you’d
be made to march behind me because you are but a princess
and no knight.”

“Your mother is queen-dowager of Gaeland,” Elizabeth said.
“She had no right to make you a knight. Only King Richard,
your liege lord, has that privilege. And I think it wise that you
ask him to repeat the ceremony so that it will be honorable and
true. If he so wishes, that is—and if he heard your remarks,
he would marvel at your idea of chivalry.”

John spoke up so that his uncle might hear him. “My lord
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uncle, my Cousin Elizabeth has said that the knighthood I
received at the hands of my mother Queen Renee is not right
in the sight of chivalry. Therefore I request that you make good
my mother’s error and forthwith knight me.”

Richard, who had heard the entire exchange, could feel the
blood pounding in his body. He could hear it singing in his
ears and he was fearful that it might burst from its appointed
course and kill him by stroke of apoplexy. How dare this foolish
woman knight her son without consulting her liege lord, the
King of Englene—and how dare that son twit his daughter
with the fact that she could never attain knighthood—and how
dare these two sit at his table smugly convinced that Englene
would be theirs? The moon would thrice turn blue before he
gave knighthood, his kingdom, or his daughter to John!

Taking a deep breath the king stood, pushing his chair back-
wards so sharply that it tumbled to the floor. At the sound of
the reverberating crash, silence fell over the room.

The king spoke. “My lords and ladies of Englene, hear the
pronouncement of King Richard. As is my right as King of
Englene, I hereby declare that this night there shall be the high
and holy ceremony of knighthood, and I will make my right
beloved and only daughter Elizabeth a knight of the Order of
the Silver Chalice. This is my will and my pronouncement. So
mote it be.”

There was silence in the hall. No woman in the history of
Englene, if not the history of the world, had ever been knighted.
The courtiers looked at their king; his word was indeed law
and his was the power of life and death over them. And as if
pulled upwards by strings like marionettes, they rose to their
feet, rank upon rank of the nobility of Englene, and with one
voice shouted forth, “Health, health, to the new knight, Eliz-
abeth. So mote it be!”

e



Chapter 9
Wer

The morning sun beat down uncomfortably on the head of the
Princess Elizabeth as she rode forth from the Tower of BrynGwyn
in procession toward the river Theames. She was surrounded
by her father’s courtiers, the twenty-four aldermen of Lundene,
and the gorgeously caparisoned outriders of the royal proces-
sion. There was music of trumpets and drums as the princess,
now, Sir Elizabeth, rode through the streets of her father’s
capital.

Elizabeth’s cheerful face belied the way she was really feel-
ing. The sunlight beat on her head like hammers on a smith’s
anvil. Her eyes burned from lack of sleep, and her stomach
rumbled fearfully from the excessive ale she’d had at breakfast.
Breakfast had been a mistake. She had assumed, wrongly, that
a quantity of ale and good beef would help awaken her after
her long night of vigil in the chapel of BrynGwyn and the
elaborate ceremony she had gone through at dawn that had

87
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made her a knight. Her skin still glowed pink from the scrub-

bing of the ritual bath in the dungeon she had received from

her father and the other knights of the order, and the oil could
still be seen on her forehead where Aleicester had blessed her
and bid her be a good knight. All in all, Elizabeth was feeling
tired, queasy, and more than a little drunk. But she had done
her duty for the people by appearing before them cheerful and
exuberant.

Unfortunately it was not yet the end of her duties. She must
now hand over White Surrey to an attendant and descend into
the royal barge, then travel downriver accompanied by the
barges of her father’s court to the landing at the Palace of
Witchdame. There she would again mount a horse and repeat
the triumphant procession, this time to the tiltyards at the pal-
ace, where she would change into armor and proceed to joust
with any and all comers. She was not looking forward to the
day’s events; as she moved down the stone steps of the quay,
acknowledging the cheers of her father’s people, she found
herself hoping that the river would not be running too high,
and that there would be very little jostling of the royal barge.
Seasickness would be absolutely the last straw.

The barge rocked under her feet and her squire, young Tom
Seymour, reached out to take her hand and steady her. He led
her to her place in the center of the barge and gave the signal
to cast off from the quay.

“Bring me some wine, Tom,” Elizabeth said in a weary
voice as she passed a white silk handkerchief across the drops
of cold sweat on her forehead. “Make it good strong Rhenish.
I am in need of something to settle my innards.”

She watched as the handsome blond young man brought her
the wine in a gilt cup and presented it properly, kneeling before
her. She took the proffered cup and reached out to ruffle his
golden curls. Young Tom Seymour, the younger son of the
Duke of Somerset, grinned at his patroness. “What say you,

Tom, do you think there will be good tilting this afternoon? -

For me, I would wish myself safely in my bed—but this
masque must continue, though I could think of better, more
quiet ways of celebrating my birthday.”

“When last I saw your challenge shield on the Arthur tree,
it was quite covered with challenges. You will have quite a
day of tilting. So it’s good that the sun will not go down before
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eight or nine o’clock, otherwise you would not manage to get
all the challenges taken care of. Buckingham has challenged
you to swordplay at the barriers and Strafford has challenged
you to no less than twenty courses with as many lances to
break. The Earl of Oxford has challenged you to the geschif-
tartscherennen joust. I'm looking forward to that, Your Grace.
I’ve not yet seen a clockwork shield fly apart when struck, and
I must say it is an interesting innovation. Then too, you’ve
been asked to fight the baston course with Henry Fitzroy, Duke
of Richmond. The royal bastard has promised to wear one more
plume than you do in your helm, no matter were you to cover
yourself with all the ostrich feathers of Araby!”

Elizabeth laughed at the monumental egotism of her bastard
uncle and nodded her approval of the program. “What say you
to my challenging my Cousin John to a passage of arms? I
remember when we were little I used to send him spinning like
a top across the tourney field, and I doubt he’s improved. Or
do you think such a challenge would be unchivalrous of me?”

Thomas considered the question of chivalry and then said,
“It would be expected of you. He is, after all, your cousin and
there are many at court who would see him as your husband
as well. Methinks a passage of arms that he loses might prove
his unworthiness. Indeed it may be unchivalrous, but it would
be politic, my lady. Shall I devise something for you?”

“Yes, do that. And make sure whatever it is shows me off
to my best advantage and John at his worst. Ha! I’ve taken my
vows not three hours ago and already I’'m seeking ways to
circumvent them! How shocked my mother would be at me.”

“Thy mother was a politic animal, my lady, and I think she
would approve.”

A cloaked figure at one corner of the barge uncovered,
revealing the copper colored hair and plump cheeks of the
wizard Menadel. “Methinks young Seymour is right. There are
too many at this court who favor John as a future king of
Englene. Chivalry consists in part of doing well for one’s peo-
ple, and I do not think letting John be king of Englene is doing
well for yours. I don’t, in fact, think it is doing well for anyone
but John.”

There was the sound of laughter from various courtiers on
the barge at the wizard’s witticism. John, in his short stay in
Englene, had managed to make himself unpopular, and there
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was more than one courtier who was seriously reconsidering
the idea of the young king-to-be of Gaeland also being the
king-to-be of Englene.

“Also on the shield, Your Grace, is a grand melee where
no less than thirty knights have offered to face you in massed
combat.” Thomas laughed and said, “Knowing your father, he
will probably have arranged for it to be rigged. It’s a marvelous
way for you to show off your prowess, but it really wouldn’t
do you or the knights any good if you should lose.”

Elizabeth pulled her lower lip with two fingers and consid-
ered the possibility of the melee being indeed fixed. Such
displays were customary for birthday tourneys, and it was a
way to show off one’s horsemanship, abilities with sword and
mace, and was also a rather charming sort of mock combat.
But the idea of it being won unfairly disturbed Elizabeth. Here
was yet another occasion for breaking her vows of chivalry so
soon after taking them.

“Tom, tell my father the melee is nor to be rigged. I want
to face those knights in honest combat. Have it known to the
knights that I will reward any man who fights justly and with
all his strength. Any man who holds back merely because I
am a princess or a woman I will mark as lacking in true courtesy
and I will brand him a coward.”

Elizabeth leaned back against the cushioned chair and closed
her eyes, trying to get a few minutes of rest on the way to
Witchdame Palace. The tide had not yet turned and the Theames
was relatively calm. Elizabeth was grateful for that. The wine
sat easy on her stomach, and she came to realize that she was
hungry—but knew that to try eating while on the royal barge
might be courting disaster. There could be nothing worse for
her reputation this day than if her courtiers in the surrounding
barges saw her heaving and spewing over the side.

As they approached the palace, she saw that a large crowd
was waiting at the watersteps. Her father and Archbishop Al-
eicester came forward to greet her as she ascended from the
barge. The king took her by the hand and led her toward two
grooms who held between them a mettlesome black horse ready
for the princess.

To the cheering approval of the townspeople, it was her
father who linked hands together to offer her a leg up onto her
horse’s back. She bowed deeply to her sire and then, placing
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one green leather-clad foot in his hands, she sprang onto the
back of her horse. She then proceeded to show off the horse’s
paces while the king and other courtiers mounted and made
ready for the procession to the tourney field.

There was, over the whole tiltyard, the scent of sweet fruit
cooking in syrup, fresh baked bread, and chickens roasting
over open fires. Off to one end of the field was a cluster of
cooking pavilions and several ox carcasses were being busily
turned by spit boys. There was the scent of woodsmoke and
dust, musk and horses’ dung. There was the cry of chickens
and the wailing of small children, the whinney of horses and
the sounds of armor being assembled. There were the birdlike
cries of pleasure from the women and the deeper voices of the
lesser nobility taking bets on one fighter or another. All of this
made up a tourney; the sweat, the pageantry, the dirt, the bright
brocades, the horses’ dung, and the roasting oxen.

Elizabeth rode to her pavilion, which had been set up near
the tiltyard. Its green and gold striped sides billowed in the
breeze, her personal banner of her father’s and mother’s arms
quartered snapped and thrashed on its pole. Tom Seymour and
the assistant pages had laid out her armor of black and gold
damascene work. With their aid she removed her riding habit
and stripped down to a shirt of fine cambric and knitted linen
tights. The pages scurried to bring her a quilted gipon which
would protect her skin from the hard edges of her plate armor.
Then piece by piece—greaves, tasset, breastplate, gorget, and
tilting shoulder—the tilting garniture was bolted into place.
The ostrich plumes were adjusted on her close-helmet and then,
with reverence, Tom fastened around her the red and blue
surcoat bearing the arms of Englene. He belted it inio place
with a heavy gold link belt and then knelt to place her gold
spurs, badge of knighthood, upon the heels of her sabatons.
Holding her round tilting shield in one hand, she was now
ready for the lists.

She stepped forth out of her pavilion where her grooms were
waiting with her barded destrier. The sorrel was calm. He knew
what this day would bring; there had been many like it before.
Giving the animal a pat on the small area of its neck which
was exposed beneath its crinet, she mounted her horse with
the aid of her groom and a step-block.

A trumpet sounded and slowly, from behind the stands,



92 Kathleen Sky

came a dozen pages bearing overhead the large traveling pa-
vilion which would cover her as she was escorted onto the lists.
Elizabeth took her place at one end of the field and waited
while Thomas Devereux, Earl of Essex and High Marshall for
the Birthday Lists, announced the first event. It was to be the
breaking of twenty lances, with the princess matched against
Robert Talbot, Duke of Strafford. There was much applause
from the stands as Elizabeth and the duke rode out from their
respective pavilions. Her queasy stomach and lack of sleep
forgotten, Elizabeth, with high good humor, adjusted her helm
and took from Tom her first lance. This was going to be fun!

It was still fun some hours later. Elizabeth had proved herself
a worthy opponent, and worthy of knighthood, in spite of her
queasy stomach and earlier misgivings. The day was wearing
to a close. There was already a hint of twilight in the air. There
would be but one or two more events and then off to the palace
for more feasting, celebration, dancing, masquing, and jests.
Allin all it had been a good birthday. Elizabeth felt very pleased
with herself.

There were two events still left undone: a combat with Prince
John, and the melee. Well, it was time to declare the nature
of the combat with John. This part would not be fun. It was
being done for cold, spiteful reasons and Elizabeth still felt
unease at this breaking of her knightly vow.

Mounting her horse, she rode forward and saluted Lady
Anne of Pemberly, who sat surrounded by ladies-in-waiting in
her position as the Queen of Love and Beauty.

She nodded to Lady Pemberly and then made her horse bow
gracefully. “If it please you, my lady, I should like some
passage of arms with Prince John of Gaeland. Will you so
honor me by allowing it?”

Anne gave her gracious assent, saying, “With all good will
I do allow it, Your Grace. But I would ask what are the courses
of chivalry that you would ask of your cousin and fellow prince?
What would you have him do and what will you do for him?”

“I will, on my oath as a knight, give to him a splendid ruby
ring should he be able to unhorse me.” There was a sharp
intake of breath from the ladies-in-waiting around Anne. It was
very unusual to challenge someone at the jousts to an unhorsing.
Generally the splintering of lances was considered quite enough
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for a pleasant holiday sort of joust like this one. Bones could
be broken in such a fall. Bones and, yes, necks. “I would also,”
the princess continued smoothly, “give unto him a fine destrier,
a full set of armor, a shield, and an enchanted woodwitch blade
should he be able to unhorse me.” The gift was unusually
generous; it matched well the nature of the challenge.

“And what,” Anne asked, “would you require of him should
you be able to unhorse His Grace, the Prince?”

“Why, my lady, I would ask no more of him than a sprig
of heather for my pillow.”

There was a loud spatter of applause from the stands as the
princess’s words were conveyed by heralds to the assembled
populace. It was indeed a very chivalrous offer. All applauded
and approved it except Prince John.

John had not entered any of the day’s events. He sat beside
his mother in the stands, eating comfits, drinking a great quan-
tity of wine and fondling an obliging wench who had sat on
his knee. He was not partial to the hustle and bustle of the
tiltyard, and vigorous exercise had little appeal.

He smiled in sudden cunning. He’d not brought his armor
with him, or a destrier; therefore, how could she challenge
him? He rose to his feet and made this pronouncement aloud
to the assembled crowd.

But King Richard had a simple answer. “We are surrounded
by no less than a dozen pavilions, all of them richly supplied
with armor, horses, and all the accouterments of jousting. Surely
you can find somewhere in all of this host the armor and horse
and equipment you need. If after diligent search you have not
been able to do so, I am sure the Princess Elizabeth will be
quite gracious and accept your forfeiture.”

Put that way, John could not very readily refuse the chal-
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