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Chapter 1

I’d been staring at the vast body of water surrounding the ship when I was startled to find a woman, heavy with child standing by my side. She wore a red gown that gathered beneath her ample breasts. The gown fell freely, billowing against her in the brisk sea air. Her red hair hung in two braids threaded with crimson leather. Upon turning her head, small red jewels, woven throughout her hair, caught the light.

“The sea is dark as the grave, and as good at keeping secrets.”
 “Who are you?” I asked. Since I’d boarded the ship the day before, I’d conversed only with Seton and my brother, Sylvain. I’d yet to earn my sea legs and everything seemed strange.
 “I am Adis, wife of Doremme, the man whose ship you stand upon.” She came closer. “Secrets are only as powerful as those who carry them and the sea is a perfect place to bury what haunts you.”
 “You talk as though you know me, and as I am a stranger on this ship, I know this cannot be.” I was about to bow and take my leave when she laughed.
 “Fear is not your way, tailor. You were the royal tailor of the king whose land we left, were you not?”

Were the royal tailor … Her words struck at my heart. I felt this truth so keenly that I gripped the ship railings to steady myself.
 “I fear only those who know more of me than I wish, and while I am indebted to your husband for granting us passage, I am in no mood for games.”
 Though her laughter died, a smile lingered on her lips. “I mean you no harm, but you seem to have caught the interest of my child.”
 I looked at her swollen belly. “Your child?”
 “This is my third and final.” Her hands caressed her stomach. “She will be a visionary, and in her birth, I will know death. Not unlike your mother. She bore your brother, who I am told is also a visionary. And blind. How fortunate. Those who are physically afflicted see further than those who aren’t. Nature seldom curses without blessing at the same time.”
 This time I laughed. “Perhaps you should ask my brother if he thinks himself fortunate. Or better, summon my father from the grave. Ask if he wished his wife lived and his son had sight!”
 After this outburst, we grew silent, but the woman did not leave my side.
 I closed my eyes and swallowing hard, felt the pull of the stiff fabric scrap tied around my throat. The raucous shrieks of hungry gulls overhead made me look up into the sky. I watched as the birds swooped and mercilessly chased each other. I envied their flight, but cringed beneath their cries. Behind my eyes, I saw white peacocks, heard their shrieks, and felt the crawl of disease. I shuddered, shook my head of further memory, and let my eyes fall upon the distant horizon. Would I never know peace? Or would memories chase me like the gulls chase one another, endlessly hungry and insistent?
 When Adis eventually spoke, these questions and memories faded away.
 “True, your father suffered, but his gifts as a tailor delivered him from the grief of losing his wife and gave him the strength to care for a blind son.”
 The truth in her words, stirred long buried pain. While Sylvain’s blind, tumultuous, and bloody welcoming into the world killed our mother, it also strengthened my father’s resolve to care for us at any cost.

I know not what would have become of us without King Killian’s demand for my meager abilities as a tailor. We would have been lost, we owe our king a great debt and service.
 My father told this to me one day when I found him bleary eyed and exhausted at his work. I could remember the way his hands trembled, the nerves in his fingers twitching involuntarily as he struggled with buttonholes on a vest meant for Killian’s nephew.
 When his voice vanished, a bitter sadness rose in me as the sea’s waves crashed against the ship.
 “Say no more to me. If you were not mistress of this vessel I would think unkindly of you!”
 Before she could reply, music, soft and familiar reached us. I knew the player of the tune, knew it because my heart leapt at its playing as it did the first time I’d heard it.
 “Someone has leant Seton a lyre. How beautifully he plays, and how lucky his hands are healing. He is a man of passion and strength. It is no wonder you found love with him, as he with you.” Adis placed a hand on my wrist. “I am no witch or visionary. My daughter beckons from my womb. I am but a vessel as is this ship. She is my most precious cargo, and anxious to know life. You must forgive me if I have angered you. Her voice comes from my lips, so I am often unaware of what I say.”
 The music rose, fell away only to start again, and as it did, I examined the woman, and seeing her kind face, put a tired hand over hers. “There is nothing to forgive. I am the one speaking from another place.”
 “Your voice comes from the shores we have left behind. It would be wise to find a new sound to carry with you.”
 Beyond her I saw my brother sitting crosslegged, his fox playing in his lap. He seemed peaceful. “I keep staring into the sea hoping it will take the past from me, but it seems I may never know peace.”
 “In time, you shall. Nothing is forever, except the sea.” Adis cast her eyes from my face to the expanse of water surrounding us. “She is our eternal mother and will listen to you forever.”
 Behind Adis’s rather mystical analogy, I had a sobering thought. “There is so much uncertainty in the world. I wonder if I have done right. Perhaps I could have done better.”
 “You left a land soon to be riddled with illness. This alone made it the wisest decision for you all.”
 Her knowing so much of my life discomforted me. “Must everything be told in portents and omens? What of reality? What of truth?”
 “Ahh truth. It is a funny thing and varied as the sunlight on the waves. I am a merchant’s wife and have seen much in this world. Men who love men, women who love women, even a man who loved a woman he believed to have been transformed into a goat by the tree witches in the north! The world is wide and there are many lands with many kinds of people. You will see soon enough.”
 “I have not heard talk of the tree witches since I played at my mother’s feet. Surely they no longer exist!” I replied, incredulously.
 “I cannot say. Who can say if they exist or ever really did?” Adis said.
 I sighed resignedly. “I have lived a small life in the court of a small king, and I carry the wounds of that life as sure as I carry the clothes on my back.”
 “It is not for me to say what you carry with you, but I can give you a piece of advice not from my daughter, but from my own lips: Stop trying to escape what haunts you, instead think long and hard about it. Every detail, every nightmare, dream and transgression. Leave nothing out. Do this until you have expelled the poison, and when there is no more, you will find yourself exactly where you are supposed to be.”
 With these words, Adis left me. I stood alone, listening to the sea, the sound of Seton’s music, the distant cries of the squabbling gulls, and my eyes focused on the unknown horizon.
 What led me to find myself on the water, destination unknown? The life I knew was gone, broken, and mercurial as the swirling foam frothing in the ships crushing wake.
 I would tell myself the story, if only to steal a glimpse at the unknown ending.
 How would my tale end? Beginnings are for children; fairy stories begin with “Once upon a time.”
 Once upon a time there was a tailor. He knew string, scissor, and pin. He did not know his heart.
 My breath caught.
 Oh, my heart. Once upon a time, there was a heart and it was not free…
 I was a tailor.
 Once…
 No, it cannot begin this way.
 My heart knew dangerous things, but now it was free and in it’s new freedom I allowed it to teach me the way my story should begin and knew by wild instinct, if I followed it, I would know the ending, a true, and dare I hope, happy ending.
 With no one to listen but the dark sea and the wheeling, crying gulls, I closed my eyes and let my thoughts move with the undulating water, its gentle rocking seeming to urge the release of my torment.
 The castle, dark and glorious, loomed up in my memory…




Chapter 2

The grand architecture of King Killian’s castle boasted many gardens, some private and filled with rare roses, with others public for feasts and celebrations. Vast halls connected even grander rooms where banquets were held, political treatise decided and artistic orations dispatched. The kitchens were always bustling with activity, drama, and gossip. Many days Duir and I lingered with yeasty slabs of thick bread slathered with salted butter, listening to the petty but always urgent musings of scullery maids and the ranting and roaring of cooks. Duir made an ideal companion in childhood trouble. If we were caught at some mischief, it would often be overlooked because of his princely heritage.

King Killian adored my father, both of whom lost their wives in childbirth. More often than not, my father could be found by Killian’s side. This allowed for my friendship with Duir to grow.

One day, while playing in the gardens, Duir asked if I would be his tailor when he inherited the crown, to which I alleged myself in full and innocent certainty. We were close friends. Why wouldn’t I want to be cherished as my father in such a noble and respected court?

When my father was killed by an out of control carriage, King Killian called me to court.
 “I am much saddened by the death of your father, Virago. His loyalty and friendship will be missed, but never forgotten.”
 I bowed before him, tears stinging my eyes. “My Lord, my brother Sylvain and I are most appreciative of your kindness during this difficult time.”
 “His rare talent shall live on in the work he left behind.” He rose from the throne and came to me, putting his hand on my bowed shoulder. “Rise.”
 “Forgive me, My Lord.” I began to wipe at my face, but he stopped me.
 “Your tears are not in vain. I, myself cried at his death. But now I must ask you to take his place.”
 Before I could grasp Killian’s request, Duir came into the room.
 “My son, come closer. I am asking your friend, Virago, to take his father’s place at court as Royal Tailor.”
 Duir strode towards us, and instead of standing by Killian, came and threw his arms around me.
 “I am sorry for the loss of your father.”
 “Thank you, my Prince. You are kind to say so.”
 “Kind nothing!” Duir released me from his embrace. “I’ve long thought of him as a second father and you a brother. You must come to court as Royal Tailor.”
 King Killian interrupted. “Virago, you’ve apprenticed with your father since you were a child. Your talents are worthy of this position.”
 Although my father apprenticed me in the hopes of such a possibility, I’d never thought the chance would come, and certainly not as unexpectedly.
 “You were always a thinker, Virago.” King Killian broke in on my thoughts. “But there are rumblings of war in the north, and I shall answer their call. It would give me some comfort to know you were at court to serve the Prince.” His eyes found his son. “For he will rule in my stead and you know him well.”
 “Too well,” I answered before I could stop myself. I immediately began to apologize, but both men burst into laughter.
 I accepted the position as royal tailor and in doing so, ensured monies necessary for Sylvain’s and my survival.
 The following spring, war, as The King predicted, came to the north. King Killian being their ally, answered their pleas for aid. I remember the day he departed. Duir stood by Killian’s side while the Privy Council advised, argued, and pleaded with King Killian to stay behind the walls of the castle; leave the battles of the north to the north, and tend the matters of his own realm.
 “You forget, my Lords, the Lord of the North came to our aid directly when we battled the savages of these lands. He did not send some underling, but came himself to fight alongside me, and now I must do the same!”
 With heavy hearts and many misgivings behind him, King Killian rode forth from his gates.
 News of the war came fast and furious to our lands and along with it, many messages from Killian to his son. When these messages stopped, Duir feared his father met his end.
 A month after Killian’s last message arrived, I returned home to find my brother waiting for me at the door. He wore a strange expression on his face.
 “What is it?” I asked, hoping I’d misread his dour countenance.
 “I’ve heard talk of the war,” he answered with cold certainty.
 “There is always talk these days, Sylvain. You mustn’t listen to every rogue piece of gossip.”
 “Killian is believed to be dead. Killed on the fields of the north.”
 His words struck me as though I’d been hit. I had no reply, for even as I longed to deny his news, something struck the timber of my soul with chilling realization.
 “From whom have you heard this?” I asked only after I’d found respite in a chair and a draught of bitter ale.
 “From Maura, wife to Aran,” he replied.
 “No, it cannot be true. She must have misunderstood. Maura is always half-hearing things. Do you remember last spring when she thought…” I couldn’t go on. I wanted desperately to fill the space in my heart filling with dread, but couldn’t.
 “Virago, Killian is dead.”
 I shook my head violently. “Lies!”
 “Feckless as Maura may be, you would question Aran’s word? He is Killian’s most trusted field marshal.”
 “You must go to court and tell Duir of this,” I said. “If this is true, Duir must be prepared.” When I saw Sylvain tense under my request, I added, “Why has Maura remained quiet?”
 “Aran bid her to stay silent. A royal envoy from the north has been sent with the news.”
 I shook my head in incredulous disbelief. “Duir must remain ignorant while his beloved father lies dead?”
 “Virago, if I go to Duir—”
 “It is not a matter of if,” I shouted. “It is a matter of when, Sylvain! You must go now!”
 Sylvain did go to court and sought an audience with Duir. I stood by his side and even now, I remember the exchange as if it were only the day before. Duir had gathered his three closest men and council: Auberon, Briar, and Cale. They all were sitting around a long table engaged in games of strategy when we entered.
 “My Prince.” I bowed low to Duir. “My Lords.” I bowed to the three men. “My brother wishes to have a word. He has heard urgent news of King Killian.”
 There were many times after this meeting I’d wished I’d thought better of sending Sylvain to tell Duir of what he’d learned. I saw not only shock and disbelief cross the faces of Duir and his men, but also disdain and disgust for my blind brother.
 “Until I see my father’s body, I will believe in what is before me,” Duir replied, darkly. “While neither Lady Maura nor you are familiar with war and the treachery it brings, my men and I are. You forget letters may be written by any hand, and it has happened before when false letters of death have been sent to dishearten and encourage despair!”
 After his outrage, we were dismissed.
 Several days later, the expected envoy arrived bearing King Killian’s sword and confirmation of his death.
 Duir was twenty and I twenty-two when King Killian died in battle. At Killian’s funeral, Duir embraced and beseeched me. “You must continue to serve as my tailor.” He insisted and stared intently at my face. “I demand your fingers be the only ones to weave my garments and those of my court. Your brother,” he continued and cast a malignant eye in Sylvain’s direction. “May sew the horse’s blankets.”
 In the days following his father’s death, Duir retreated into depression and fits of cruel brutality. He beat servants for spilling wine and rumors swelled within the castle walls when one of Duir’s favored attendants disappeared.
 “Killed the poor man, Duir did, the monster.”
 “Ain’t never been the same since his sainted father died.”
 “No surprise. Always a bit of a brute even as a lad.”
 These were only a few of the phrases bandied about by those in his service.
 He rarely left his private rooms. On the occasion when he sat at court, his decrees were bizarre and conflicted. This led to many of those who sat on King Killian’s Privy Council to raise objection. When Duir grew bored with these protests, he would simply dismiss those who opposed him.
 “Sir, if you dislike the court, I bid you leave it.”
 If further protest were raised, force would be employed. Depending on Duir’s mood, this could range from being escorted from the room or removed to the dungeons with accusations of treason following behind.
 One night while attending a dinner in his private chambers, I witnessed Duir’s irrational behavior. Beautiful women were always in his company and that night proved no different. The local brothel owner, a woman called Therese, sat by Duir.
 He raised his goblet in a toast. “When I wear the crown, I will make you a Lady,” Duir slurred, loudly.
 Therese laughed. “Oh aye, Lady Therese, the whore mother! Fancy that everyone! Our Prince can turn whores into ladies!”
 Duir did not laugh.
 I saw his eyes grow wide in rage. Sensing trouble, I sprung forward. “Duir!”
 He did not hear me. The wine filled goblet he’d raised came down upon Therse with such force that its contents splashed across the table and soaked Therese and the woman who sat at her side. Therese crumbled from where she sat.
 When I rushed to her side, Duir raised his hand threateningly.
 “Touch the slut and I will slit your throat, tailor!” He shook with rage. The goblet fell from his hand. The sound of it hitting the floor echoed in the candle lit room. No one moved. Duir faced the table.
 “I am King of this realm!”
 The women Therese brought were whimpering and shaking so violently I thought they would faint. It must have been sheer terror that held them upright.
 “I will not be laughed at in my own chambers!” His voice shook the windows.
 Everyone in attendance stood, except Cale.
 Cale sat unmoved by the scene. His massive hands reached across the table, jerked a drumstick from a roasted swan, brought it to his mouth and tore at it like a hungry beast.
 Auberon went to Duir’s side. “My Prince.”
 Duir spun on him, but Auberon amended swiftly. “Pardon, My King. Come. Let us leave these fools.”
 Briar came to Duir’s other side and between their powerful frames, they led Duir from the room.
 Once they departed, I focused my attentions on Therese. Her women were by her side attending to her. The haunting sound of her painful cries, the women’s hysterics and finally Cale’s malevolent laughter, filled the room.
 I glared at him. “How can you laugh?”
 Cale stopped laughing and belched. He tossed the stripped bone onto his plate. “Because I enjoy watching a dog scratch its fleas.”
 I shook my head. “He cannot mean it. Duir is tormented by Killian’s death, that is all. This is not who he truly is.”
 “Oh, but it is.” Cale sneered.

The following morning I sat at breakfast with my brother. I now faced the task of telling Sylvain of Duir’s request for me to remain at court.

Sylvain knew Duir cast an evil eye his way. “It is because I brought news of Killian’s death to him. Perhaps he thinks himself a fool for not believing a blind man, or maybe he did believe, but his pride blinded him. It matters little. There has always been little love lost between us and I worry not at all of Duir. I brought news of the death to him and I will always be remembered as such.”

Duir’s dislike of Sylvain persisted. He swore he could tell when Sylvain and not I stitched a buttonhole or had pieced together a vest.

“It is his way,” Sylvain acknowledged while we ate, and I told him of Duir’s demands. “Besides, I am glad to stitch the horses’ blankets. They are much more appreciative of a blind man’s work.”

I couldn’t help but smile at Sylvain’s reply. Both of us knew Duir’s mention of stitching horse blankets was merely his way of saying, “Your brother can go to the devil,” and I envied Sylvain’s ability to not take this insult personally.

“Will you continue at court?” my brother asked as he spread butter on a crust of bread. “I hear it is a dangerous place to be these days.”

“I don’t think I have a choice. I am beholden by my own words and Father’s legacy,” I answered carefully.

Sylvain scoffed. “You are beholden to only that which you decide. You must be careful. It is not King Killian’s court anymore.”

“Duir is grieving, and is acting strangely because of it. He will grow calm in time.” Sylvain remained thoughtfully silent.
 “His coronation will take place immediately.

He will want a vest.”
 “A vest?” Sylvain jeered over his bread. “Duir
 will want vestments beyond heaven for his
 crowning! You underestimate him.”
 I shook my head and stared into my bowl. “I
 underestimate him because I am hopeful his
 demands will be tempered by our friendly history.
 I am only one man.”
 Sylvain sighed resignedly, finished his meal,
 made as if to stand, but stopped and cocked his
 head towards the window beside him. A pigeon
 had come and landed on the window ledge. I watched in silent amazement as he leaned over
 and offered it a scrap of bread, which sent the bird
 into an excited flurry of wings.
 What Sylvain lacked in sight he made up for
 with his other senses. His affinity with wild
 creatures and skill as an animal trainer were
 renowned. He also understood the ways of healing
 wounds and sickness, and had a deft hand in
 ministering salves and ointments made from the plants and trees growing wild in the nearby woods. While his gifts in tailoring were less than mine, he proved able, in the busiest of times, to
 work alongside me in competency.
 “Ah well, you shall have me to assist you, and
 maybe I am wrong.” As Sylvain finished, the
 pigeon took flight and we were silent.

The following day I received a request to attend court.
 “Be sure and tell me everything you observe,” Sylvain insisted. “I’m eager to see how Duir manages his court. It will be telling of your fate as tailor.”
 I stepped up into the carriage Duir sent for me. “Is it not already obvious? He sends a carriage to pick up his tailor!”
 Sylvain laughed at this comment.
 I arrived to find the castle in chaos. People were running about and there seemed to be no end to the noise. Shouts and commands were issued from shrill and excited mouths. Pretty women and viral men seemed to have replaced the old and wise of King Killian’s organized court.
 “By god,” I muttered as I scanned the scene, looking for a familiar face. Not seeing any, I plunged into the mass of people and forged my way through the crowd to a doorway that marked the entrance to the throne room.
 Two hulking guards stood vigilant and calm in the surrounding melee. When they lowered their swords, uncertainty on how to proceed assailed me.
 “Let him enter,” a voice bellowed.
 I watched as Auberon came to greet me. We shook hands and embraced.
 “It’s madness,” I said over his shoulder.
 “Truly.” He laughed. “But it is good to see you. Duir will be much comforted. The coronation is upon him, and although he is loathe to show it, he is shaken. Come!”
 I followed him into the throne room, glad to find relative silence in the inner chamber.
 “How long will it be like this?” I asked as we passed a small group of conferring men who had stopped talking long enough to cast suspicious eyes upon me.
 “Ahh, they are a scared pack of pigeons. All will settle once Duir wears the crown.”
 I glanced at Auberon and for not the first time admired his fine looks.
 Auberon’s frame told a story of time spent in battle and sportsmanship. His broad shoulders supported a powerful chest and flat but taut torso. He kept his dark hair long and tied with a piece of black leather strapping.
 He caught me looking at him and smiled crookedly. “You’ve heard the news?”
 “What news?” I stammered. “Can there possibly be more to bear at such a time?”
 I followed him past the empty throne and into the dark hallway leading to Duir’s rooms. Several women passed us and bowed, then began giggling.
 Auberon’s eyes followed longingly after them.
 “How I will miss the taste of variety in the marital bed,” he said with a sigh.
 “Marital bed? You can’t mean—”
 Auberon stopped and a mischievous grin lit up his dark features.
 “I’m to be married!”
 “Before Duir?” The announcement stunned me. “He will be little pleased at your timing. He swore he would be first to wed.”
 “Ah, but what can a man do when his heart has been pierced by love’s arrow?” Auberon placed a massive hand to his chest. “I will be married soon after the coronation.”
 “I congratulate you, Auberon. Who is the lady?”
 We reached Duir’s rooms, but before we were close enough for the guards standing at the doorways to hear, Auberon gestured for me to come away to a nearby open window.
 He leaned out the window and took an invigorating breath of sweet air. “I am marrying the beautiful Tienne.”
 “Tienne? Duir’s cousin from the southlands? How does Duir fair about such news?”
 Auberon, surprised by my reaction, came away from the window and drew close to me. I could feel the heft of his manhood touching my leg through his tight leather breeches.
 “He is happy as I, and why not! We will be true kinsman now!”
 His closeness made me flinch. In truth, I became uncomfortable when any man came close to me. I felt certain any man would be able to smell it on my skin, and see in my eyes, the forbidden want blazing within my heart. It had been this way ever since I first uncovered certain truths about myself, truths I felt imprisoned by and bound to.
 I am a slave to the chains caging my heart and know the claustrophobic cell of desire better than I know anything.
 The first time I saw a man naked, I knew bondage.
 A man came to our door begging for shelter. My father relented and allowed the man refuge in our home for the night. The next morning I came upon him while he bathed. He did not see me and I could not turn away. Each passing second planted a seed and each seed a torrid thought sown into my young mind, which found its way to my heart where it germinated and grew. I wanted him. I wanted to touch him, as he touched himself in the early morning ritual of bathing.
 How dangerously mysterious my heart felt. How rapturous I felt when I sat at my father’s table and ate my stew. No one would ever know, and no one ever could. As mysterious and strangely magical the moments when I saw him felt, I also knew the fear of my secret and what it would mean if I ever admitted my needs. It must remain hidden, especially from other men.
 Now, as I stood before Auberon, I felt cold terror seize my heart. Had I seen a flicker of knowing pass across his face? When his body touched mine, did I somehow give myself away? Did he know? Could he sense what burned within me?
 What if they all knew; were only waiting for me to act and confirm their suspicions?
 Then the flicker vanished, and in its place, his ignorant smile spread unknowingly. If he sensed what lived in my heart, he chose not to believe it, and instead unleashed another surprise.
 “I wish you to make my wedding vest, tailor Virago, and vests for the men who will serve as witnesses to the vows I long to share with Tienne. Say you will do it!”
 I felt dazed not only by Auberon’s request, but also by the break in tension when he moved away from me. The world, along with the secret surrounding my heart, remained intact. Unable to think, I made my way to the doors of Duir’s rooms.
 “Virago!” Auberon shouted after me. “Say you will!”
 I stood for a moment as the guards opened the doors, and without looking at Auberon, gathered my wits. “If His Grace wills it so, I will be happy to do it. I do not wish to disappoint My King or Lady Tienne.”
 “And what of me?” he asked good naturedly. “I ask this as your friend, not as a man soon to be kin to your king.”
 I shook my head at Auberon’s boyish impetuousness. “Allow me some time to digest what is happening today and leave tomorrow for the morrow.”

I left Duir’s presence late and horribly drunk. The coronation plans were made, and his finery discussed at length over much ale. Ale made especially for Duir’s coronation.
 “This must be your most splendid work, Virago!” Duir shouted while half spilling the dark brew over a half-naked woman who lounged by the fire awaiting his late night desires. He sucked the dark fluid from her breast, and laughed at her ticklish squeals. A manservant took this opportunity to refill his master’s mug, then retreated swiftly to the darkened corners of the room.
 That night, all fear and memory of Duir’s erratic and vicious behaviors were forgotten. No one mentioned Therese or her absence. Several times during the night, I found my eyes wandering the room, searching for her, but she did not appear.
 “I will decree,” he shouted drunkenly, raising the newly full and frothy mug and swinging it precariously towards where I sat among his men.
 “Whatever materials used in my coronation vest are sacred to king and court. Hear me tailor, Virago, friend and servant of my throne!”
 I laughed at Duir’s drunken decree, but promised one such garment fit for a king and to be worn only by a king.

“Oh, but the night!” I shouted as I stumbled to the carriage summoned to bring me home. The driver, a handsome and alluring young man rose from his seat and quickly dismounted.

“Aye, My Lord, let me help you inside.” He opened the door of the carriage and I climbed haphazardly aboard. I felt his hands on my back as he tried to steady me, and through my cape and shirt, felt desire rise up inside of me and swell my cock. Even in my drunken stupor, I held onto enough fear of consequence to avoid reaching out for him.

Once inside among the cushions of the carriage, a need so strong consumed me. I struggled to find my footing in the ale-soaked reality of the night.

“Am I to have nothing for myself?!” My voice must have reached the ears of the driver for I heard him reply.
 “My Lord, are you in need?” Instead of answering, I rapped loudly on the wall behind his seat and the carriage lurched forward, carrying me away from the castle.

Would I always hide behind cloth, skill and scissor to avoid the truth of my need? I thankfully kept this second admission to myself. But these questions did little to assuage my body’s torment, and instead intensified my needs. I wiped sweat from my brow. It couldn’t be, I could not want another man. It meant death. It meant disgrace. I felt my cock, a hard, throbbing flesh testament of my truth. I moaned, but realizing I might be heard, grew silent.

I closed my eyes to the night passing outside the carriage windows. Could I not find some release with my own hand?

Undo what so aches to be undone , Virago, I heard a voice murmur in my ear. I could resist no longer. I unlaced my breeches, tugged my cock from its constraints, and savored its thick fullness.

My body ached for release as my fingers circled the head. Wetness slicked my thumb as it probed the slit and forced a low groan from my throat. “Only a man.” I grunted and arched up and pressed my boots to the floor of the carriage. I matched the vibrations of the wheels moving over the streets with slow, rhythmic strokes. The pound of the horses’ hooves and the voice of the carriage driver as he coaxed them along the familiar roads served only to heighten my pleasure. I thought of the way the handsome driver touched my shoulder when he helped me inside the carriage, the way his lips curved, and I imagined him naked with his horsewhip guiding Duir’s stallions along the dark streets.

These images, along with the vibrations of the carriage, sent me past the point of restraint. I tugged my balls from my breeches with one hand and stroked my manhood with the other until I felt a wave of bliss consume me. I groaned loudly before realizing the carriage slowed. I quickly released my balls and thrust my hand to my mouth. Hot, wet seed shot from my body as if held behind a crumbling wall. I could do nothing but bite my hand in a feeble attempt to stifle my moans. I was panting and fighting to regain my senses even as the carriage continued to slow. I hurriedly tucked my dribbling cock inside my breeches, yanked a patch of fabric normally used to wipe my brow from my pocket,,and went about mopping anywhere I thought my semen might have fallen. Damn the moon for not being brighter, I thought as I wiped at the floor of the carriage. I could only hope I had gotten it all and the carriage driver wouldn’t clean the coach until the next day, when my sins would be cloaked by time.

I was fully composed by the time the carriage slowed to a stop and made as dignified a descent as my drunken and sex-addled body could muster.

“Many thanks,” I murmured, and stumbled past him to the door of my home.
 I fumbled and dropped my keys.
 “Might I help you, My Lord?”
 The driver’s shadowy, moon-silvered face made me hesitate. The fire so recently quenched returned and flooded me with want. Would I never be allowed a moment of peace from my needs?
 Familiar with swimming beneath the weight of fear and discovery, my response did not surprise me. “No.”
 The driver, thus rebuked, bowed and retreated to his seat.
 The carriage departed, and I was alone. I’d known ecstasy only moments before, but now standing on the empty street in front of my house, a vacant emptiness seized me. The faint creak of carriage wheels on the cobblestones lingered, then faded into nothing.

This is what awaits you, perverse creature, empty silence!
 I shivered at this cruel thought before I went inside, though I did not stop shaking until sleep claimed me.




Chapter 3

The next day, I woke to find Sylvain pouring ale into two mugs and a plate of savory beef pasties set out on the kitchen table awaiting us for breakfast.

“You must have had quite the night,” my brother remarked, and placed a mug before me without spilling a drop.

My throat cried out with thirst and I reached for the mug. “For once, I’ll agree.” I answered before bringing the mug to my mouth and drinking. Once I’d drunk my fill, I put the mug down and took a beef pastie from the plate before me. “We celebrated Duir’s pending coronation, and I drank among the savages he calls friends.”

“Aye, but you are no stranger to the savage lands of Duir’s palace. You played with many of his consorts from childhood. You know well the vices in which they partake.”
 “Agreed again,” I answered over a mouthful of the pastie. How opposite Sylvain and I were, I thought as he sat opposite me to eat. Slim, graceful certainty blended with nimble strength belied his disability. He wore his hair to his shoulders and allowed his golden brown beard to grow full. Women favored his sensitivities, their eyes lingered over his sun darkened skin, and clasped at his work calloused hands with hopeful, trembling fingers. Sylvain knew the pleasures of women but hadn’t yet found love. In this, my brother and I were the same. I wished him to find someone to love and would show him love in return, but wondered if it would ever be possible. I never saw his blindness as weakness, but many did, and popular prejudice was something neither of us could ever hope to completely crush.

I, on the other hand, received the gift of my father’s sturdy and powerful frame. I lacked the grace Sylvain inherited from our mother. Mine was not the body one thinks of when they think of a tailor, but this opposition of type makes tongues wag, piques curiosity and leads to opportunity. I wear my hair short and my dark beard is trimmed. A strong jaw, a fine nose, and a mouth quick to expression has rendered the occasional “handsome” comment, but I doubt the sincerity of such compliments. Sylvain says it is this lack of pretense that people find attractive in me. I smile often and find people smile back. Unlike my brother, my pleasure remains solitary, and aside from clumsy kisses, virginal.

I was glad of Sylvain’s interruption upon these thoughts.
 “And how is our imminent monarch?”
 I sighed and shook my head. “As can be expected, drunk and fucking like a street dog. But his mood is lifted, and seems more himself.”
 “He knows nothing aside from whores and ale. I wonder how we shall all fair at his drunken hands.”
 “You speak strongly this morning, Sylvain. You know Duir as I know him. If not better because you know him from afar, and through lack of sight render him clearer than I who love him as a second brother.”
 “You know him but hide behind your loyalty to him and our father’s allegiance to the throne. If you were not as talented a tailor as you are, nay, if you were not our father’s son, he would look at you as he looks at me.”
 “So it is true, I am loyal. But his royal coin will see me through the future and keep our family alive and fed. I don’t begrudge Duir his foolishness. He will be as good a ruler as Killian!” I finished by raising my mug in a mock salute.
 Sylvain appeared doubtful. “I hope you are right.” He stood and started clearing away the plates.
 “Leave them, let me do it. You were kind enough to ready the meal. Let me clean it.”
 Sylvain ignored my offer and made his way to the stone sink opposite the eating table.
 His ability to move about, often without the aid of stick, amazed me. I’d asked him once how he managed.
 “My mind is like the worn paths of the woods, and my memory like the tread upon them. I know every edge and corner of this house. While I would be a fool to leave its walls without my stick, I find my senses and instincts rarely betray me.”
 My eyes rested on the stick propped against the wall opposite the front door.
 “Are you sure I cannot help you?”
 “No, I am nearly finished.”
 Rebuffed, I relaxed and tried to gather my thoughts. It was then I remembered Auberon.
 “I have news of a wedding!”
 Sylvain dumped a bucket of washing water onto the plates in the sink. “A wedding and a coronation? Has Duir begotten a son with a scullery maid?”
 I sat, amused at Sylvain’s continued venom. “No, it is not Duir, but I’m sure you could guess.”
 “I hate guessing as well, you know. Tell a poor blind man, or I’ll worry all day while tending Lady Yarrow’s sheep.” His tone only mildly interested.
 Lady Yarrow was a woman of some means who sought Sylvain’s hand in any household chores and problems she encountered. She recently employed a new shepherd boy and insisted Sylvain come train him in her flock’s peculiar ways.
 “Auberon is to wed Duir’s cousin, Lady Tienne of the sothlands.”
 Sylvain laughed. “Duir has allowed one of his men to marry before him?”
 “I was astounded as well, but there is more.” I paused for effect, but Sylvain had begun gathering his day’s food, and seemed more interested in the dried figs he’d plucked from a nearby shelf.
 “How could there possibly be more?” Sylvain snipped before dropping one of the figs into his mouth. “Is Duir to wed a gypsy at midnight?” He inquired over the fig as if to further demonstrate his disregard.
 “He has insisted I create his wedding vest and those of the men who will stand with him on the day.”
 This last item stopped Sylvain’s preparations. “I must show you something.”
 “What is wrong?” I demanded. “Something looms over you like the darkest cloud on Sunday.”
 Sylvain moved from the room. Curious, I followed him.
 “Sylvain?” I called, but he didn’t stop. It wasn’t until we were in the part of the house that served as the shop and my workroom that I realized why.
 In the far corner of the room, piled on a table I normally used for scraps and piecing together smaller garments, lay a pile of what I could only guess was some sort of fabric.
 “What is this?”
 Not waiting for an answer, I walked over to the table and stared at the mass in disbelief.
 “Sylvain,” I started to say, but my voice caught when my fingers touched the material. Soft, delicate and unlike anything I’d ever known, the fabric appeared to move in the morning sunlight. I rubbed my palm along it and discovered it took on a richer shade. I moved my palm back and the original hue returned.
 I heard myself make little sounds of astonished pleasure as my hands luxuriated in discovery. I expressed my delight in a word, “Extraordinary.”
 Purple, plum, wine all represented themselves within the one fabric. “It changes, depending on the light,” I continued, dreamily.
 When a second bundle caught my eye, I moved the purple aside. Beneath the purple was crimson; vibrant, warm and a melody of cherry, red and flame. I licked my lips, there was nothing like it anywhere. The realization made me hunger to use this new material and make it my own. But the bounty was forthcoming. I gathered the crimson, only to uncover gold, burnished and tawny like the setting sun… magic… this was magic.
 Sylvain’s voice woke me from my reverie.
 “A man came to the shop yesterday. He had an unfamiliar accent. He asked for Father.” Sylvain faltered, the pain of loss clear in his voice
 “Did this man have a name?” I asked and swallowed my own sadness.
 Sylvain answered by going over to the box the fabric came in, opening it and, after feeling inside, produced a piece of parchment.
 When he offered it to me, I took it from him and read the words aloud.

Dearest Samuel, my friend,
 I first must apologize for the delay in sending this to you. The seas have been treacherous and I can only hope you see this before the year is out. Please send me word of its arrival, for I will worry until I know it has been received. May you find three bundles of crimson, purple, and gold in the make of the rarest velvet, for use by the finest tailor.
 Monsieur Hellier of the Western Wards.

Underneath the signature the cost, an amount beyond comprehension stood out in stark relief. How had Father afforded such luxurious material? Had he some secret plan his untimely death prevented? I ran a hand through my hair and shook my head in disbelief.

“Hellier delivered the box?” I asked curiously. “No. Only a messenger, though he sounded foreign, and he very well may have lied,” Sylvain answered, regret in his voice. “It is times such as these when I am reminded of my disadvantages.”
 “You mustn’t worry, it is done. He brought something very precious to us. Father ordered this velvet.” The new word made me reverent and I savored the feel of it on my tongue. “It is of some magical workings from the Western Wards.”
 “It is not magic, only hands knowing tricks you have yet to learn, Virago.”
 I could hear the anxiety in Sylvain’s voice.
 “Have you felt it? Have you felt how soft and yet rich it is?” I asked.
 “Yes, but how was it when leather was discovered? Or the ability to wear animal pelts and furs? It is not magic, Brother.”
 I went to the velvet and brought it to my face. “Ahh, Sylvain. I do not ever look at your blindness as a fault, but if only you could see the way it moves in the light, you too would know there is something otherworldly about this.”
 “It is funny,” Sylvain’s voice regained its even tone. “It is exactly the opposite thought I have. I am thankful I cannot see it.”
 I didn’t respond, and in my silence I heard Sylvain leave. Once alone, I had a vision so clear, so strong that I almost choked over its perfection.
 “I will make Duir’s coronation vest of this velvet! Yes, I will make garments of such magnificence that they will be worthy of Duir’s drunken promise.”




Chapter 4
 “You did not sleep last night.” Sylvain stood before me. I blinked at the sunlight streaming through the shop windows. Before me on the worktable were three lengths of velvet, one each of purple, red and gold. “I will sleep when the vest is complete. I have spent the night drawing and plotting what I hope will be worthy of a king’s coronation,” I replied through a yawn.

Sylvain went over to the window by the front door and pushed it open. The room filled with sounds of the street. Vendors peddling wares, the rumble of carriage wheels and the pound of horse hooves on the cobblestones. “It’s going to be a fine day, full of light. Promise me you will get away from your work and enjoy the sun.” He left the window. “You mustn’t let this become an obsession.”
 I smiled at his concern, but disliked the expression on his face. “I have every intention of getting out into the world. I am due to see Duir—” “That is not enjoyment,” Sylvain interrupted, “that is duty. You have not truly rested since Father was killed. You have not strayed from the shop for more than a trip to relieve yourself or indulge Duir in one of his varied whims.”

“Duty pays my keep and yours!” I barked, immediately regretting the attack as Sylvain’s face grew morose.

“I understand I am a burden. For this, I am sorry. I do all I can to earn my way in this world. I will try harder to live up to your expectations.”

Before I could apologize, he departed. I sighed heavily. I stood to go after him, but a woman’s voice stopped me.
 “Virago?” I hurriedly folded the three pieces of velvet and placed them inside the large leather pack I used for transporting materials.

“Who is it?”
 “Who indeed!”
 I went to the door and opened it to find Therese.
 I had not seen her since the fated night of Duir’s attack. “Therese.” I attempted to swallow my surprise, but the lady caught me.
 “Dear Virago, how I love seeing the shock upon your beautiful face! Yes, I am once again out and among the living.”
 “And how do you find the living?”
 “Dreadful and dull,” she retorted. A sly smile formed on her garishly painted lips.
 “What are you about?” she asked and pushed her way past me into my shop, a mischievous smile on her lips. “I smell a scandal in the air, a secret lover hidden in a closet?”
 I shut the door behind her, comforted in knowing I had stowed the velvet from her prying eyes.
 “Hardly. What secrets could a tailor possibly hold onto?”
 “It is those who cannot hold secrets who are often asked to keep them,” she said with a wink. Therese settled herself into a large chair that I had positioned by the window looking out to the side garden. “I’m surprised you aren’t at court looking over Duir’s shoulder and forcing his arms into a new coronation garment, or have you fallen out of favor?” Therese snapped open an elaborately bejeweled fan and gazed over its gilt edges at my worktable.
 “I am never out of favor with His Grace.” I tried to avoid letting my eyes rest on the leather pack, which lay close enough for Therese to grab, open and expose its precious contents. “I am actually on my way to him shortly.”
 “Ahh, I come in time. I have two points of business.” She paused. “Are you not even going to offer me a dribble after my excruciating journey?” As she asked this, she fanned herself dramatically as though she may languish at any moment. Her brothel, located barely three miles away, in the southern part of town, is a place renowned beyond the borders of Duir’s kingdom. Therese and I shared a friendship of mutual benefit. I would make garments for her in secret. In return, she paid handsomely for my services.
 “Your journey of three miles must have been grueling,” I replied.
 With an exaggerated sigh, she stood, went to the door, opened it and clapped loudly several times.
 I watched in amazement as a minute later, a young man approached, his arms laden with a burden of feather, bead, and silk.
 “This is Claus, a new attendant of mine.” She reached across to the man and stroked his chin appreciatively.
 Claus smiled at this attention and bowed graciously once Therese released his chin.
 I stared only long enough to admire his presence. He had the graceful body of one who had known theatre or dance, and I appreciated this contrast of grace and masculinity. He wore fine suede breeches, high, dark brown boots, and a fitted brown vest with a looser fitting cream shirt underneath.
 “It’s an honor to meet the creator of such a master work of beauty, though I am ashamed to say that I am the cause of its damage.”
 I stared questioningly over his shoulder at Therese.
 She laughed. “Indeed he is the culprit, but if you must lash someone, dear Virago, it is me who should bear the belt. I couldn’t resist seeing how such a body would look in your masterpiece. I realized he split the seams only after he had the gown on.”
 I tried to hide my own embarrassed smile at such an odd admission, but found the corners of my mouth twitched with hilarity.
 A hot blush rose upon Claus’s fair and cleanly shaven cheeks. “You see, I am also an actor and am often asked to play the female role.”
 “Well, you have found yourself in good company.” My mouth trembled with repressed mirth. “I’m sure you know Therese is a master of the theatrical arts.”
 “Indeed,” Claus enthused. “I am proud to have made My Lady’s acquaintance. Her theatre troupe is most highly regarded.”
 At this, I raised my eyebrows. “And how is the theatre these days? Will you be staging a performance after the coronation feast?” I asked Therese, who also had an amused look on her face.
 Her smile widened beyond the borders of her fan. “Both my endeavors are wildly successful, the bed is another stage, and in the end I always get applause, as do those who work for me.”
 “And what of the coronation?” I queried. “Will your troupe be performing, or has Duir overlooked you for Lord Landing’s Men?”
 The corners of Therese’s mouth drooped. “I am being asked to vie for the honor of performing! It is outrageous!” She stood, snapped her fan shut, and held it towards me like a weapon. “He knows me and my women as whores. He cannot see I am truly a woman of the theatre. Lord Landing and his men can perform for the pigs!”
 “Peace, Lady. I only ask because I know your staging well and have enjoyed many a performance by your fireside. It is a rare person who is known for their truest passions.” I said, soothingly.
 Claus, sensing her agitation, went to her side. “My Lady,” he started to say, but she held up a hand to silence him.
 “He likes me a whore, as he likes you a tailor. He allows me the guise of the theatre because it is his way of allowing his favorite whore to court. In his eyes, I am no more a theatrical actress than you are his brother.” Therese’s eyes burned; her mouth, a twisted grimace. “And a pity to him for not seeing us as we truly are.”
 “You mustn’t believe such things. Duir means only half of what he says.”
 “Ahh, but the half he does mean leaves scars, or have you forgotten? My skull bears the memory of his brutality.”
 Therese and I hadn’t the chance to discuss the night Duir struck her, and unsure of what to say, I cleared my throat in an attempt to buy time. Therese, naturally, saw through this tactic.
 “You are loyal to him beyond any man’s deserving, Virago. How I hope he never does anything to dissuade your devotion. You never wore pain well.” She closed her fan with a clap.
 Her words were blunt with truth and carried the weight of stones. If I seethed, I didn’t show it; if her words stung, I would endure the bite and smile from beneath the venom. Those who have secrets such as mine know the burden of endurance well and are familiar with this toil. What were words compared to the physical ache I knew every waking minute?
 I took the torn dress from Claus, deposited it on my worktable, grabbed the pack containing the velvet, and made my way to the doorway leading to the kitchen. “Let us have ale,” I said, and left them to follow me.
 Once settled in the kitchen, and the drinks were poured, I sat opposite Therese.
 I could tell she now struggled to regain her composure after her outburst. She fidgeted and reached appreciatively for Claus standing by her side.
 “Shall we have a toast?” Claus entreated, one hand on Therese’s shoulder while the other raised his mug.
 “To King Duir, long may he reign and long may his men bugger my ladies!” Therese toasted as she brought the mug to her lips.
 “Ahh, but you should have been a poet!” I commented.
 “To the devil with poetry! I find my trade much more…” She let a hand drop to the curve of Claus’s rear. “Creative.”
 “Indeed, now tell me quickly your other business before I must retreat to court, where I am sure to be missed.”
 “Where is Sylvain? It is with him I have business.” Her eyes settled on the pack containing the velvet. “How goes your work on the coronation garments? Surely, you must have something quite splendid in mind.”
 “Sylvain is out,” I answered steadily. I did not move the pack or give any indication I’d seen her obvious curiosity. I adopted the old adage of “least said, soonest forgotten,” and chose to ignore the second question.
 “Pity,” her eyes lingered another moment on the pack.
 “Or perhaps Sylvain is lucky,” I interjected. “I can’t imagine what task you would have him attempt if he were here.”
 “I have been given the gift of four peacocks.” Her eyes darted from the pack to my face in anticipation of my reaction to this strange news.
 “Peacocks? Why in the world would you be given peacocks?” I asked, half laughing as I tried to imagine the birds strutting through the halls of Therese’s brothel.
 “In payment for services rendered, of course,” she answered smugly. “They will have the reign of the inner courtyard and are quite beautiful, but I cannot get near the creatures. I seek his advice on those I intend to keep as pets.”
 “What do you mean to do with the birds you shan’t keep as pets?” I asked curiously.
 Her smile curved into a wolfish grin and her eyes gleamed greedily. There has always been something ferocious about Therese when it came to consuming those things she thought above her stature.
 “Why, we shall feast upon them, of course!” she exclaimed. “Why shouldn’t the ladies and I know some creature comforts? An occasional scrap of fine meat is more than due us!”
 Hearing her talk in such a way brought to mind something Sylvain said after first meeting Therese: She is glutinous and greedy, and worse, desperate. If a more dangerous combination exists, I cannot think what it is.

Now I realized precisely what he meant. “I will be sure and tell Sylvain of your visit.” Before she answered, she raised a finger to her
 lips, and leaned her chin on the heel of her hand. What was she thinking? I wondered. I despised the smirk I saw forming behind her hand.
 She let her hand fall. “It would be most appreciated. Their current temperaments are not suited to my courtyards, and I am anxious to tame them.”
 “Of course,” I answered, and drained my mug in hopes of ushering the departure of my guests.
 Therese nodded appreciatively, drained her mug, then stood to leave.
 “Since you are in court, Sir.” A shy smile appeared on Claus’s lips. “I am wondering if I may ask a humble favor?”
 I looked from Claus to Therese, and seeing an unexpected twinkle in her eyes, realized there were ulterior motives to their visit. It was my folly to not see through the charade earlier. Rare were the occasions Therese visited without some secret agenda.
 Taking my silence as permission to continue, Claus rushed forth his request. “My brother is a musician of the highest caliber. As you are talented with tailoring, so is Seton with the lute. May there be any chance you might persuade the King to hear him?”
 I narrowed my eyes at such a bold query. Therese must have sensed my indignation for she quickly took up his cause.
 “Surely Duir would hear the man. He is gifted beyond measure, Virago, and you know I would never bother with such a thing if I wasn’t certain he were worthy of the court.” She found her fan and whisked it before her bosom. “Have you given much thought to what the court will look like once Duir wears the crown and the coronation is complete? I’ve thought of it quite a lot.”
 “I’ve no doubt you have,” I replied sarcastically. “Perhaps he will make you his queen and I will be made a duke, or better, a lord.”
 Therese laughed. “You’re not a bit of fun anymore, Virago.”
 I caught Claus looking admiringly at Therese. “Ah well, you have plenty of other amusing trinkets to delight you. Now, really, I must say farewell. I am expected in court.” I walked encouragingly over to the door.
 Would they never leave? I wondered and thought I caught Therese’s eyes lingering on the pack.
 “Come Claus,” Therese cooed. “Virago’s duty to his king outweighs our company. Duir mustn’t be kept waiting.”
 Claus took Therese’s outstretched hand and accompanied her to the door.
 I opened it wide. Therese passed, a smile lingering on her lips.
 “But will you tell the King of my brother?” Claus entreated from the doorway. “Please, Master Tailor. His gift has brought us both to this country. He must be heard!”
 “I will do as I see fit, but make no promises,” I answered vaguely.
 I bowed low to both of them and watched them leave. Not until they were ensconced in Therese’s carriage did I shut the door and lean on the solid wood of the doorframe. My eyes rested upon the pack containing the velvet. It was thrilling to have it near me, hidden in plain sight. I’d grown daring in my short exposure to its tantalizing mysteries. Impetuous behaviors often alluded my work-steady hands and thoughtful mind. Today, however, I would be victim to the thrill of impulse. I spun around, yanked open the door and shouted to Claus.
 “If you wish me to present your brother to the King, I must bear witness to his talents. Send him to me tomorrow and I will decide if his talent worthy of the court.”
 Claus’s head emerged from the open window of the carriage. “You are a fine man!”
 I didn’t wait for further adulation, but closed the door and found my gaze drawn to where the velvet rested.
 “What are you?” I went to the pack, opened it, hands shaking and exhumed a length of gold velvet from inside. The morning’s sun had merely been the watery memory of light. Now, as it shone through the windows and hit the golden velvet, the world became a true, burning reality.
 “Tell me your secrets,” I begged. My hands caressed the velvet, my fingers sunk into its depths. My eyes searched for a hint of its nature, but saw and heard nothing.
 Had I truly expected a reply?
 “I’ve gone mad.” I folded the velvet when another impulse hit me

Must I tell Duir of all the velvet? Why should I tell him everything at once?
 There was no answer, and no answer meant no reason. I removed the gold and crimson from the pack.
 “I must be mad.” The words repeated, took on a sing-song quality. In doing so, they seemed closer to the truth.




Chapter 5

A carriage did not wait for me this day, and as Sylvain had taken our only horse, I walked the streets. I did so with some trepidation, considering the treasure I carried. The town bustled with trade, noise, and excitement of the pending coronation. There were foreign visitors, and the alehouses were doing a brisk trade. A general sense of unease mingled with the excitement in the air. People were restless. Duir’s coronation would be the one thing capable of resolving their worry. Even as I thought this, I saw a skirmish break out between several men. Luckily, there were guards about, and the dispute died before it truly took root. I clasped the pack closer to me and had passed the now dispersing crowd that gathered around the fight when a grand rosewood carriage drew up and slowed by my side.
 “Aye there, Virago!” I stopped only when I saw a familiar bald head lean out, followed by a swift rapping on the carriage walls for the driver to halt, and the horses came to an abrupt stop.

“Get in out of the street!” Briar, a close friend and member of Duir’s Privy Council, beckoned to me and swung the carriage door open for my ascent.

I knew Briar well as his father had been King Killian’s most trusted advisor and once friend to my father.

“How is your father?” I asked once settled across from Briar.
 Briar rapped on the wall of the carriage and answered only after we started to move. “He’s as well as can be, the illness has made him forgetful and unsteady on his feet. It is unlikely he will return to court.”
 “I’m sad to hear it. He will be sorely missed. He is an irreplaceable piece in this kingdom’s court.”
 “Duir must be content with my counsel. I assure him my father’s wisdom has rubbed off,” Briar returned with a sly smile. “I have nothing to stop wisdom from entering my head. Duir should be glad of my baldness.”
 Briar had always shorn his hair to the scalp, and now as I studied his face, I couldn’t imagine him with a full head of hair. The strength of his face bore the baldness not as a quirk, but as an additive to his makeup. His crooked nose bore a bump on its bridge, the result of many street fights. His eyes were wide, blue, and squinted when he laughed. He often stroked his square, jutting jaw when absorbed in concentrated thought or conversation, and the fine, golden stubble that grew there would make a scratchy, papery sound. Today, he wore an open vest of black leather and a white shirt he hadn’t bothered to button past the middle of his chest. A champion jouster, he proved he could bleed with the best of them. I winced at the memory of a recent joust which had knocked him from his horse by a blow to his chest that caused Briar to lay unconscious for several excruciating moments.
 “What were you doing on the street?” Briar asked, resting his hands on his thighs.
 “Thank you for stopping. I am, of course, on my way to Duir with ideas for his coronation vest.” I settled down with a relieved sigh. “And how does the day find you?”
 Briar slid a hand inside the open folds of his shirt. “Ahh, the blasted wound aches. I cannot bear anything touching it, not even the softest of fabrics. Look here.” Briar removed his hand and opened his shirt across his chest to where a long, dark, purple and blue bruise spread from below his right nipple to above his navel. “I must wear my garments open like an old man in dressing gowns. I look a fat fool!”
 “You were lucky to not be killed, Briar. You will not joust for some time, I would guess.” I moved my pack onto my lap, then directed my attentions to the open carriage window and the passing street traffic. I dared not look at Briar’s bare chest. You fool, my mind warned. Look away, think of other things, and keep your truth hidden well!
 “You should take up the joust, Virago, and know the thrill of it.” Briar’s voice cut through my anxious thoughts.
 “Aye, easy for you to say, who doesn’t make their living with their hands and fingers. I am amateur at such sport. For now, I leave the field to you.”
 He smiled, revealing white teeth and a dent in his plump upper lip. “And I will take it from you! Enough of sport. What of Auberon’s marriage to Tienne?”
 “I know only what he himself has revealed, which is little except to say that I am entreated to make his marriage vest and the vests of the men who will stand by him.”
 His smile widened. “It is a surprise he will marry before Duir. Had it not been Lady Tienne of Duir’s family, I would imagine Auberon would be hearing a rant of kingly magnitude.”
 “Indeed, and who will stand by Auberon?”
 “Why Duir, of course, as will Cale and so will I!” he announced in mock surprise. “How can you wonder such things? We are brothers, always of one mind in all we do!”
 “I must plan to be busy, and ought to plan on fitting you all at my shop once the coronation is over,” I answered thoughtfully.
 “Aye, but you’re right, master tailor.” He bowed at the waist. “I will be Auberon’s most humble servant and your most humble model, too. If I were a woman, I would be your whore!” This time he laughed. He nodded in the direction of my sack. “What’s in there? The head of a fool?” He reached for it, but I yanked it out of his reach.
 “Material for Duir’s vest, which will be beyond anything seen before. In fact, I am tempted to make Auberon’s vest and those for Cale and you of the same cloth. You may be all of one mind, but I think I will make vests of different colors for each of you, lest you look like a juggler’s troupe!”
 Before Briar could beg a peek, the carriage stopped. I quickly opened the door, and bowed low to Briar. “I thank you for the ride. I must make my haste to Duir. If all goes well, I will have you by the shop for measuring.”

“His Grace is indisposed,” Horace, an elderly man who served as Duir’s chief personal attendant barked as I approached Duir’s chambers. The two guards at the doors stiffened.

“By god, Horace, surely he will see me. Announce me and if he turns me away, I will lap cream in the kitchen like a cat!” I snapped. He doesn’t yet wear the crown and already the tides are turning I thought nastily as Horace glared at me, unmoving. Before I could take up a second tact, a familiar voice boomed from behind the door.

“For the love of my father, who is it now? The baker or the pie maker?”
 I could tell by Duir’s tone that he’d probably been bothered by every minutiae from the kitchen up in preparation for his coronation.
 Before Horace could stop me, I yelled. “Only the tailor, Your Grace. Pray may I be allowed to enter? I have tidings of your vestments!”
 There was a brief silence followed by the sound of footsteps approaching the door and Duir’s laughter.
 “Only the tailor! Put him in the tower and hang my clothes, I shall be crowned naked!” He opened the door much to Horace’s disgust, wearing hardly more than his own skin.
 “Your Grace!” Horace started to say, but Duir held up a hand.
 “I’ve told you,” he said, his tone full of royal authority. “There are those who are always granted my audience. Surely you have not forgotten Virago is one of them.”
 “No, Your Grace, but surely, you must—”
 “I must do nothing! I am to be King and, as such, I do as I please, not as you or any other man dictates.” Duir winked at me while he berated Horace and I could tell he was fighting his mirth. “Come.” He grasped me around the shoulders. “Tell me everything you are planning and let me be amazed.”
 Behind me I heard the doors close and Horace’s shrill commands at the two long suffering guards.
 Duir had not moved into his father’s chambers, for they were being made ready for him. As we walked and Duir talked of his immediate frustrations, I wondered how many days we spent as children playing in these rooms. While they had changed some, the bones were the same, and once Duir removed to the king’s chambers, they would be lost to me forever.
 “Enough of this drudgery. What do you care of political dramas? Show me what you have brought in your mysterious pack. Horace must be certain you plan to kill me with its contents. I only hope you have chosen a swift death for your old friend Duir.”
 “King Duir,” I corrected him as I found my favorite seat by the window and undid the pack.
 Duir sighed loudly, then went to the large window looking out over the gardens we both loved. “Ahh, so it will soon be. I will be attended by everyone and surrounded by people all the time.” He folded his arms across his chest and cast his eyes upward at the sky as if thinking of something far away.
 I remained silent. Duir was rarely morose, and when he was, it foretold trouble.
 He must have felt my unease, for he left the window and a familiar smile spread across his handsome face.
 “Ignore me, friend, and show me what you have brought.” He wore only braises and the cotton had been woven so fine, I could see the outline of his cock and the dark thatch of hair above it.
 I went and gathered the velvet-heavy pack to my lap. “The strangest thing has happened.”

“Oh, a strange thing? Indeed, show me. I’m hungry for a surprise.” Duir crouched and leaned an elbow on my thigh.
 I could smell his freshly washed skin. Horace had anointed him in an oil of Frankincense and the smell only intensified as he drew closer.
 I swallowed hard, reached a hand inside the pack, and was pleased to find the touch of the velvet quieted my longings.
 “Yes, well, more an odd occurrence. A messenger came to the shop the other day and delivered wares ordered by my father before he died.”
 Duir stared up at me. “What has this to do with me?”
 Instead of answering, I removed the length of purple velvet from the sack and laid it across Duir’s shoulder.
 “This is what I will make your coronation vest from.” I wanted to say more but resisted.
 Duir lifted the fabric from his body and studied its richness. “It feels unlike anything I have known before. What is the name of such magnificence?”
 It was the first time I could remember Duir being awed.
 “It is velvet,” I said in an equally hushed voice.
 He looked from the fabric to me. “It is a shame your father never knew of its arrival.”
 I could only nod when words failed to find my voice.
 “I will wear it in his honor and the honor of my own father, and I will honor you if you make me a garment from it.” Duir took my hand, clasped it in his, and pulled me into his embrace.
 I was grateful when he patted me on the back and released me.
 “Does anyone know of your discovery?”
 I shook my head. “Only my brother and I. I wanted you to be the first. The very moment I saw it, I knew you should wear a vest of purple for your coronation.”
 “You say purple as if there are other colors. Is there more than one hue? How much do you have, Virago?”
 I hesitated.

Don’t tell…secret…don’t tell him!
 The velvet undulated like a serpent
 “There is purple only, but there is an ample amount.”

How easily you lie to your friend and king!
 The velvet slithered in his grasp as though it longed to return to me.
 My mouth longed to cry: Tell me your secrets!
 Had I said them aloud?
 Before we could say more to one another, we heard voices from the hall. We both listened.
 “It is Auberon and the others,” Duir hastened. “Listen to me. You must use your father’s old workroom to compose my vest. I trust not your shop for secrets.”
 There were loud raps on the door.
 “I will be the first to wear this velvet and none other before me, or they shall know death because of it. I may have been drunk when I swore this to you the other night, but leave it to you to see me through on such a vow.” He rose and reluctantly returned the velvet to me.
 “What of Auberon’s wedding? He has asked me to make his vest and the vests of his men, which shall be Briar, Cale and you.”
 “I must think on this, Virago. Do your work, and let me ponder the laws of sumptuary and how best to manipulate them. For now, you must tell no one else of this and entreat your blind brother to keep his tongue or he shall know more than blindness as a sorrow.”
 There was more pounding on the doors.
 I stood, angered by his words towards Sylvain, but knew better than to attack Duir in the obvious ways. “Wait,” I rushed after him as he strode towards the doors. “If I am to work and complete your vest in time, I must have my brother’s aid. I ask he be granted permission to come to court and assist in my labors.”
 Duir reached the door, but stopped. “Ahh, Virago, so you must always be the wiser. I have no care whether Sylvain comes to court. His unwillingness to be in my presence alone stopped him. Bring him and I will pay him as I pay you.”
 “Thank you, Your Grace, you are kind to—”
 But I didn’t finish. An ominous shift in Duir’s presence made me regret asking for Sylvain.
 His face took on a stormy countenance and his eyes narrowed. “Kindness is weakness! I have bid you make me a coronation vest and you challenge me with a bargain?”
 Silence begged my words to be still. The velvet begged my body to strike with a seductive, hissing voice.

Must you always bow to his madness? Show him you do not bow to madness!
 My fists tightened until the blood throbbed like a war drum’s incessant thrumming.
 Luckily, the pounding on the doors resumed and the storm threatening Duir’s atmosphere passed. My hands relaxed. I could only indulge one impulse and I chose silence.
 Duir turned from me and went to the doors. He stopped before them, raised his hands so they rested on the massive structures. “Fail to amaze me in this task and you will both be dismissed from court. I, too, can be wily as a fox.”
 He opened the doors and was greeted by Auberon, Briar and Cale. I could see Horace beyond shaking his head with disdain.




Chapter 6

I arrived home to find Sylvain sitting on the steps in front of the shop. His hands were busy weaving pieces of leather together.
 “What are you making?” Sylvain did not raise his head as he often did when he heard my voice.
 “I do not know, it is only a way to pass the time. Perhaps it will be a new leash for some animal in need of taming.”
 The walk home from the castle had been long. Duir’s threat haunted me and upon seeing Sylvain, I wisely decided not to mention his threat. Now I yearned for dinner, drink, and hoped our earlier argument would not be resumed. I sat next to him. “I’ve been to see Duir. He has seen and fallen in love with the velvet, and so my hands will make his vest and it will be magnificent!” At the last word, I saw Sylvain flinch.
 “I don’t doubt it.” He gathered his leatherwork to him and made ready to stand.
 I grabbed his hand. “I have other news, good news, and it shall be most happy for you and I!”
 “I am beginning to wonder if you can tell the difference any longer between news that bodes well for you or for me.” He yanked his hand from me, straightened himself up and walked past me into the shop.
 Left in the growing twilight, I wondered if somehow he were right. I could smell the orange blossoms from the tree growing behind the shop. I could see the sky turning from shell pink to purple. I could hear the distant cry of a bird, but the only thing I felt was an incredible burn in my fingers to touch the velvet.
 “Sylvain!” I found him not in the shop but in the kitchen sitting before a plate of stew and a large mug of ale. “Why must you say such things? How can you think I no longer know what is good and what isn’t?”
 Sylvain’s blind eyes reflected in the shadows of twilight, giving the eerie impression that he could suddenly see.
 “I do not know. I only know about the truth, and in the truth I see trouble forming and somehow it is linked to the velvet you hold nearer your heart than sage advice. I say be done with it, deny Duir and cast the material from this place.”
 I laughed in spite of the chill I felt. “Deny Duir? The King? You are mad Sylvain. This material has won you a place in court!” I went about getting my own bowl of stew and mug.
 “What do you mean by this?”
 “Duir has agreed to my request to have you come to court and assist me in the making of the garment. He wishes me to work there, where no one will be able to see the vest before his coronation.”
 “Why should it matter who sees it, Virago? It is not woven of gold, it is not priceless. This is exactly how obsession begins.” He halted to take a drink. After he swallowed, stared at me, his eyes unblinking. “It begins with confusion.”
 “You misunderstand me, Brother. Duir is so enamored, he has made the promise that no one beneath him shall wear the velvet until the laws of sumptuary are altered. He has not even given permission for me to make wedding vests for Auberon and the rest. He wishes to be the first to wear such finery and for the coronation to be when anyone in his kingdom sees such a rarity.”
 Sylvain made a disgusted grunt and pushed his near full bowl from him.
 “Listen,” I continued, my voice rushed in the hopes of winning his confidence. “If it is obsession, let us use it to profit. Duir has long chided you as a cripple and does not know of your own talents with tailoring. Come with me to court. Help me. He has promised to pay you my equal monies!”
 “I care not for money!” Sylvain shouted and slammed a fist on the table. “It is not my concern to wallow in the court of a King who values materials above people. I will not follow you to his side.”
 “Sylvain, I only—”
 “Have you forgotten the horrors inflicted upon me by not only Duir but the men he holds closest to him? The dungeons are familiar to me, Brother. Endless hallways, the cries of those held behind bars of cold iron, the stench of blood, and worst of all, the haunting fear I endured while locked beneath the castle. My voice could never rise above the screams of those held there.”
 A pained expression remained on his face. “You do not know the embarrassment and pain I have endured at the hands of Duir and those of the men who now serve as his council.” He swiped at his face with his sleeves.
 “We were all children! Children are cruel before they are kind. Surely you know this!” I pleaded, but knew it was in vain.
 “You were not there the day it happened, Virago,” Sylvain’s voice trembled. “You were home in bed, sick with fever. You did not hear the way Duir and the rest blamed me for following after them without their knowing. I can hear Duir’s voice clearly telling Father and Killian the lie. I heard it so often it made me ill with rage.”
 “And you have always thought I stood by silent.” Regret, when it came to my position at court was something familiar to me when it came to my relationship with Sylvain. “You hate me for being in Duir’s court.”
 Sylvain sighed. “I do not hate, but I rage, Virago. I rage and am sorry for it. My seething only serves to empower the memories by which I am haunted.”
 Powerless to undo the past, but wanting to comfort him, I went to him. “Come to court. Show them all the fine man you are and always have been!”
 Sylvain laughed. “I am no longer a child incapable of escaping the dungeons, or Father’s obligations to the throne. I am in no need of Duir’s approval, nor do I wish it. One day you may find the truth and I pray when you do, you will be spared the pain I endured. No, I do not hate you. I pity you.”
 “How do you talk so to me?” I asked, struck cold by his words. “I know you have been maligned Sylvain, but what am I to do to make things right for you?”
 “You mustn’t do anything for me, Virago! I am more than capable of finding my own way.”
 Desperately trying to mend a situation unraveling, I went to Sylvain and tried to reach out to him, but he avoided me. “I didn’t mean you weren’t.”
 A flash of Therese’s torn dress sprung to my mind. Its careful seams ripped by careless hands. I could mend the dress, and I could mend this. But what thread does one use to repair something torn apart by fear and wrath?
 “Would you have me ignore my own professional duties to run off and make vests for a man who has long tormented me?” he accused.
 Adequate words escaped me. Therese’s dress was damaged because something that didn’t fit was forced into it. I could almost hear the seams first straining, snapping and tearing. Now I faced the same predicament. The seams were straining. In the hopes of avoiding the tearing, I kept my peace.
 “I see it is true, Virago, you no longer know my best intentions.”
 I stood only a moment before I left the kitchen, and retreated to the shop. The shadows had grown long and the worktables and other furniture took on the shadow cast of evening. I lit candles, closed all the windows and locked the door. I took a breath and when I exhaled, found myself choked with sadness and regret. I knew of Sylvain’s torment by Duir, and also knew much guilt for not having done more to stop it. I went to the larger of the worktables. My fingers sought tools and loose scraps of fabric and upon finding these, I felt comforted.
 I remembered my father sitting in this very room, hunched over some garment. I went to him and asked why he must work so long into the night.
 “Many people think a tailor’s job is simply putting thread to needle, but they are wrong. It is much more.” He beckoned me closer until I could see the torn clothing he mended. Recognizing my curiosity and awe, he held it up so I could see virtually no sign of the work he’d done; it appeared flawless. “We are able to fix what has been damaged, and make it whole. You will see much of life because of this trade. Be strong in work and you will be strong in spirit.”
 “Let me be strong in work and spirit,” I repeated these words, then went to my worktable and laid the purple velvet out before me. It shimmered in the candlelight, and in its magnificent presence, I felt the tension in my mind begin to ease. My work had always been a balm to my troubles, and tonight, I sought the comfort of my familiar tools and the forthcoming challenge this new fabric presented. My doubts were short lived as I carefully caressed the velvet. It would be a splendid vest with black onyx buttons and perhaps pieces of the gold velvet cut and stitched like filigree over the front panels. I felt my imagination soar with vivid images and ideas.
 “What are you about?”
 I jumped when I heard Sylvain’s voice come from behind me.
 “Thinking and dreaming, I guess.” I carefully folded the purple velvet. I would bring it all with me tomorrow when I started my work at the castle. I heard Sylvain sigh and immediately felt the earlier unease between us return and tighten.
 “I realize I am jealous of your inclusion in Duir’s world, partially anyways, and I allowed my anger to color my words. You must forgive me, Virago. I only mean you the best, but surely you must understand my points as well.”
 “There is nothing to forgive or be jealous of, Brother. We are different, but you are my family and I will never forsake our bond. Duir is duty, and as you must follow your duties, so must I follow mine.” I smiled as I felt his arm come around my shoulder.
 “Indeed you must. I am no seer, but a blind animal trainer with some minor skills as a tailor, and in both of us we must find contentment.”
 There was a look of tense consternation on his face.
 “Sylvain?”
 “I am troubled and wish the warnings in my mind would leave me. They are dark and it is horrible to not only live in a world of darkness, but feel it at the same time.”
 I clasped a hand to his arm resting on my shoulder. “Let tomorrow bring what it may and in the end it will all be as it should.”
 “Aye, truer words have not been spoken.” He withdrew his arm and added, “I met Therese earlier and she told me of her visit. She has acquired some new pets she needs help with.”
 “Do you mean the peacocks or the man?” I asked, thinking of Claus.
 Sylvain smiled. “Therese told me that she dresses him in her gowns. I wouldn’t be surprised if she buggers him with a phallus for her own, and the other whores’, entertainment.”
 I laughed. “I am aware of this fancy. She brought me the results of Claus’s dalliance in dressing up. The jade dress I so painstakingly made for her last autumn now rests on the chair by the window with its seams split.”
 I watched Sylvain make his way over to the chair, and finding the gown, gathered it to him and searched for the damage.
 “I’m sorry I forgot to tell you about Therese’s peacocks. It’s been a day, and I am weary.”
 Sylvain found the rip. “But the seam is completely destroyed. He must have been forced into this garment like a bull into a pen too small!”
 “He is of slight build, so perhaps it was some other incident that ripped the dress so badly. How can I guess?”
 “There is no guessing.” Sylvain replaced the dress to the chair and followed me out of the darkened shop and into the warmth of the kitchen, where a fire glowed. “So is my life to be among peacocks and yours among the strutting cocks of Duir’s castle, he being the biggest cock of them all?”
 I smirked but forbore to comment, and was about to depart for bed when I remembered Therese’s real purpose for a visit.
 “I also forgot to mention Claus has a brother who he wishes me to present to Duir. A musician if you can believe it. He stood with the ripped dress and begged a favor of me!” I started to laugh, but stopped when I saw Sylvain’s face grow taut.
 “What is it?” I asked and went to his side.
 “I don’t know, but I got a chill as if a ghost walked past me.”
 The shadows of the fire flickered on the wall and I felt the heat of its flames reach out from the grate like devilish hands. I wiped my cheek and felt damp sweat.
 “It’s nothing.” Sylvain’s voice broke the spell. “I am tired. It has, as you say, been a day.”
 With a pat on the shoulder, he left me. I stood alone long enough to hear his door close. I followed suit to my own bed.




Chapter 7

The next day I woke to the sun streaming through my open bedroom windows. With it came the smell of the honeysuckle vine my mother planted when my father first brought her to the house. The sweet fragrance made me think of my parents, of their love, how they cared for one another and how he mourned when she passed. I remember finding him one day lingering by the honeysuckle, his face pressed into the blooms, eyes closed and face full of pain. He loved her truly and honestly. I could only hope I would one day find such love.

But not today. Today I would retreat into another passion, my work and the making of Duir’s vest. The echo of Sylvain’s concerns lingered in my thoughts, but I could not let his worry overshadow my task.

Getting up, I made my way over to the window with the intention of gathering a clipping of my mother’s honeysuckle for the shop, but stopped when I noticed a man walking up to the front door. I couldn’t quite make out his face from where I stood, and before I could imagine whom it could be, I heard a tentative rapping on the door. My pants were on top of an old chair opposite the window. I leaned over, bent to put them on, retrieved a shirt, and then made my way to the kitchen. Sylvain had gone to his work, probably to help Therese with her peacocks. Alone, I felt strangely naked. I even glanced down to assure that I’d gotten fully dressed.

The knock repeated.
 I went to the door and opened it. I found myself looking into the eyes of one of the most beautiful faces I’d ever seen. For a moment I was stunned into silence, and couldn’t pull my gaze from those eyes. They were blue-grey like a sky tormented by the rain. My heart pounded and I struggled to find my voice beyond my inexplicable muteness.
 “I meant no trouble or to disturb. I am looking for a man.” He hesitated, his eyes searching me for some sort of reply. “A tailor,” he added hopefully.
 “Yes,” I answered, the word tumbling from my mouth.
 The man offered his hand. “I am Seton. I was told the tailor, Virago, lives here. Is he at home?”
 My eyes lingered on the offered hand, his skin a shade darker than my own, with long, slender fingers. “Yes,” I repeated.
 He took my hand and shook it heartily.
 “Are you Virago?” he asked, this time letting his eyes drift from my face to our clasped hands.
 “I am, I am indeed, Virago.” I released his hand and shook my head. “I’ve just woken, forgive me.”
 “It is I who should beg your forgiveness. I was out in the streets early and found myself overwhelmed with a curious recklessness, and here I am. Did my brother not come by with Lady Therese? He told me he mentioned my name to you.” His eyes searched mine for recognition. “Though Claus is not to be relied upon for more than lustful trysts and too much indulgence.”
 “Yes, your brother did make mention of you. Please, come inside.” I moved aside and as he passed and saw a lute strapped to his back; he smelled of fruit and sun.
 His smell enflamed the thousand secret desires trapped within me. I caught the sweet breath of honeysuckle which reminded me of my yearning for love. I sighed heavily and closed the door behind us.
 “Ahh, what a fine kitchen you have.” His eyes surveyed the space. “How I long to be home in such a place. Claus and I left many months ago and have been wandering by land and sea seeking our fortunes, but I never forget my home.” Sadness touched his words.
 Had he known much sorrow? The thought of him suffering in any way seemed unthinkable. My heart ached to think he suffered. He was much too beautiful. My mind swirled with such whimsies, so I wondered if I might begin to sweat from sheer excitement. But he is beautiful, I thought as I moved past him and gathered two mugs.
 “Would you join me in ale?” I asked and blushed at the way my voice cracked nervously.
 “Indeed!” he insisted. “But only if you will join me in my bounty. I passed a cart with a largesse of stone fruit and gathered two peaches and four apricots.”
 I was surprised when he undid the buttons of his vest and the fruit tumbled onto the table.
 “You didn’t steal it?” I asked cautiously, this time regaining control of my rogue vocals.
 “Indeed no, I am a musician not a thief. Although if I don’t find a way to earn my way, I may find myself snitching sooner than later.”
 This admission reminded me of Therese and Claus’s request for me to introduce him to Duir. After I presented Seton with ale, we toasted and drank thirstily. Over my mug, I surveyed him. His reddish gold hair hung to his jaw in wavy disarray. His face resembled a statue I saw once in a large book of drawings. Seton’s shoulders were broad, and where Claus had been narrow, Seton was muscle-firm, a musician who could have been an athlete, or a fighter.
 As I lowered my mug, I let my eyes fall and admired the solid muscles of his thighs, which his breeches, dark brown and obviously worn, stretched to contain.
 Could humans create such a being? I mused, or had a divine hand drawn him with some indelible magic ink? Unforgettable magic and stone statues were all fiction to his handsome reality. In his presence, the sweet truth of casual kindness seemed enough to sustain me. He did not know my secrets, and in his eyes I saw nothing of suspicion, only wide-open expanse.
 “Claus says you are a gifted musician.” I went about getting a wooden board and knife on which to place and cut the fruit.
 “Good old Claus. He is an avid supporter of my music. How I wish it had been me who sought your help. It is a coward who has another man beg a favor from a stranger, but I found myself engaged in a private concert the day my brother visited you.”
 I shrugged and prepared to begin cutting the fruit when Seton reached and took the knife from me, his hand brushing mine.
 “Let me do the honor of serving you, and while you eat, I shall play in hopes of winning your favor.”
 “It is not fair.” I relinquished the knife to him and sat across from him at the large wooden table Sylvain and I used to dine. “You ply me with food and music, two tempters of a man’s undoing!”
 “I will undo what is so badly in need of undoing. A man is only a man, he is not divine, he is flawed.” He sliced open one of the large rosy peaches and the clear fluid of its flesh ran from the cut. He put his thumb to his mouth and licked it. “It tastes of its time in the sun.” He dug the stone from the severed half and handed the glistening fruit to me.
 I took it from him and could smell the sweetness of the peach. My pulse quickened. A strange fluttering stirred my stomach. While I pondered the odd sensations of my physical and mental being, I ate the peach, and before I could make sense of anything, Seton began to play.
 I was unsure if it were he playing the instrument or if Seton were merely a pawn in some musical dream brought forth from the depths of creation. The peach dropped from my hand and made no sound. All noise had been sucked away and hidden behind the notes plucked from the lute.
 Seton leaned back so the curve of his bottom touched the edge of the table. His arms caressed the instrument, eyes closed, fingers pulling and strumming the strings like a practiced lover.
 I could only watch, mesmerized by his abilities, but also seduced by the music he created. His music gave voice to what lie hidden within my body, rattled the cage holding my hungry heart and teased the pained organ with each chord plucked by his fingers.
 There was something about him, something I had never felt before. What was it? Had I become so adept at hiding beneath the surface of my life that I could no longer sense anything but the fear of possible discovery? Was my secret so consuming it clouded everything in uncertainty?
 The look in his eyes as he played, the flash of his throat as he swallowed, and the smile teasing the corners of his mouth when he caught me looking at him all, these were all weapons of cruel seduction. I could let him destroy me with this weaponry; be carved open and splayed, let desire spill from me like blood, and lust would replace flesh. I would cease to exist and become a ghost allowed to follow after him in a tormented afterlife.
 Why could I not have him? Why must it be agony?
 Death would only be a kindness from his eyes, mouth, and throat. My fingers dug into my palm, and I dared think the unthinkable.
 Could he want me as I wanted him?
 It couldn’t be, and if it were, how could I know?
 But could he… could he truly want me?
 Before my thoughts could catch up with my heart, the music stopped.
 “You are not impressed?” he asked anxiously, his eyes eager but already accepting defeat.
 I couldn’t think to answer his question. My human voice could not begin to convey how I felt. Action was needed. Unable to contain myself, I stood suddenly from the table and in doing so, knocked my plate of fruit and my mug of ale to the floor. Shock spread across Seton’s face, but I couldn’t resist, could no longer hold the cage together with fear of consequence. Perhaps his music bewitched me, or some demonic lust held sway, but I had to act or risk never sharing what so desperately wanted to be shared.
 He faced me. I could see his erection straining the front of his breeches. Perhaps this was a trick, a way to make me reveal my truth. What if somehow I were wrong? This doubt made me stop. Now I could hear the sounds of the familiar world return and with it came cold realization. I stared hard at the floor. Flies had already begun to buzz around the fruit and spilled ale.
 “I’m sorry,” I started to say and bent to clean up the mess when Seton grabbed me by my shirt and yanked me towards him.
 Unable to bear his eyes on me, I squeezed my lids shut and shook my head sadly.
 “This song is about you,” he whispered and drew me closer.
 My eyes opened in surprise at this admission. “How can it be me?”
 I felt him press a finger to my lips. “The anticipation of meeting you. My fate rested in the hands of this strange tailor. Would he help me, or would I be playing in the streets? I made the music to ease my apprehension, and now meeting you, I know the song was always about you.”
 Seton’s lips brushed my ear, the feathery touch made me quiver.
 “I cannot, we cannot.” My legs began to shake and I thought I could hear the sound of someone approaching outside.
 I hurriedly pushed myself from him. “It is prohibited for one man to have passions for another in this land. The penalty is death, but not before torture,” I stated, staring distractedly at the mess of ale and fruit on the floor.
 “There are other places, other lands in a big world where such things are not forbidden.” His eyes were faraway, his words distant.
 Was he seeing some familiar place? Longing to be on some other shore?
 I felt my heart ache with this need. Could it be we shared some wanderlust?
 Before I could form a response, the voice of Auberon broke in on the moment.
 “Tailor Virago, are you entertaining a lady in your humble abode?”
 I could tell by the noise he was not alone. Auberon entered through the shop and came upon us in the kitchen, a huge smile on his face. Indeed, he was not alone as Cale came from behind him. The two men stopped short when they saw Seton.
 “What goes on here?” Cale asked, coming from behind Auberon, his hand already on the hilt of his sword.
 Cale, the largest of Duir’s men, was fair of eye and possessed the swarthy looks of a foreign sailor who knew the sea and violence. This dark presence made him attractive and valuable in a court prone to possible betrayal and endless mischief.
 “It’s nothing.” I quickly went to Auberon. “I’m sorry I wasn’t in the store to greet you, My Lords, but I was being entertained by a master musician.” I gestured towards Seton. “Might I introduce the lute player, Seton. He wishes to be presented to King Duir in hopes of performing for him.”
 Seton made a low bow. “My Lords, it is an honor to meet men of the court.”
 Auberon offered his hand and a smile to Seton. “You are well met, musician. You must forgive Cale for he is anxious with our King’s coronation.”
 “Anxious!” Cale bellowed and kicked a mug under the table. “What is the meaning of such a mess, Virago?”
 “An accident. I was cleaning it up when you burst in. Surely spilled ale and split fruit is of no importance to either of you,” I remarked lightly and hoped my tone would discourage further examination.
 “Indeed, you are correct, tailor. We’ve come to collect you and get you to the castle in haste to begin your work. Duir insisted we bring you with us on our return to court. Shall we go now?”
 “I need only a moment to gather my materials.” I left the three men. With shaking fingers, I gathered my tools and secured the pack of velvet to my body. When I returned, I found Auberon and Cale leaning in the doorway while Seton, having resumed his stance by the table, played the lute. This time it was a faster tune, mesmerizing in its delivery, and looking at Auberon and Cale, I could tell they had been eased from the hilts of their swords and were enamored with the music.
 “Shall we—” I started to say, but stopped when Cale held a hand up.
 I remained silent and watched Seton. I could let my eyes linger on him now as Cale’s attentions were focused on Seton’s hands and Auberon had closed his eyes.
 For an instant, Seton’s eyes found mine and widened with a plea heard only by my own entreating heart. The music soothed the situation, but also served to enflame the unrequited need between us. When he stopped playing, we were all silent for a moment. Then Auberon, again, broke the silence.
 “Virago, how can you have kept such a talent from court? Surely, King Duir will engage the musician and so shall I for my wedding nuptials! He is a master of the lute and in your absence he told us there are other instruments he plays as sweetly.”
 A slow, embarrassed smile spread across Seton’s face. “My Lords are too kind, but I would gladly play for the King and would be honored to perform for your wedding, Lord Auberon.”
 “It’s settled.” Auberon stood up and clasped his hands together. His actions further shattering the peace Seton had woven around them. “Let us go now, and you will come as well, musician, for I hate to think of Duir not hearing your music!”




Chapter 8

The ride to the castle seemed unendurably long. The streets were wild with crowds of people gathering in anticipation of Duir’s coronation procession. Tomorrow he would ride from the castle to the cathedral, where he would be anointed with sacred oils and the holy men would pray around him. Only those closest to Duir would attend. I would be ensconced in the small workroom, intent on his vest. Two days would be all I would have to create the vest and learn the mysteries of the velvet. I held these thoughts in my mind as a way to distract myself from Seton, who sat close to me in the carriage. I felt his hand brush my thigh several times during the journey and each time a blush rose in my cheeks and blood flowed to my cock, causing it to stiffen painfully within the constraints of my breeches.

Luckily, both Cale and Auberon were in full spate over the chaos and the delays caused by the crowded streets. Their voices rose over one another as they cursed the people and banged on the walls of the carriage to inspire the helpless driver.

I arrived at the castle thoroughly on edge from Seton’s teasing touch and Auberon and Cale’s yelling. The quiet, dark hallways leading to the bright and noisy hall where Duir held court proved a blessing to my tumultuous emotions.

Seton and I waited to be announced, as was the custom when one brought a stranger before royalty. Upon hearing my name, we were joined by two armed guards. The court had quieted, but a hum vibrated among the people. When Duir held his hand up, the hum ceased.

Auberon and Cale had taken their places on either side of the throne. Briar was absent.
 Duir leaned forward as we approached. I could see earnest interest in his eyes and a playfulness in his smile. “My friend, Virago.” He majestically offered his hand, to which I quickly bowed and kissed his princely ring, which would soon be exchanged for the King’s black diamond.
 I guessed that while Seton and I were waiting to be announced, both Cale and Auberon made his musical talents known.
 “My Lord,” I replied, head bowed.
 “I hear you have brought me another astounding talent in the form of this hearty young man,” he continued in the same dramatic voice.
 “Yes, Your Grace. I present a talent new to me, but memorable and hopefully worthy of your ear.” I lifted my head to see Duir staring not at me, but at Seton.
 “Your name?” Duir asked, his tone rising to indicate slight boredom.
 Seton bowed politely. “I am Seton and I come to beg Your Grace’s delight and that of the court. May I play for you?”
 I heard laughter from the court and was relieved when I found Duir only barely smiling. Auberon nodded assuredly in my direction.
 “Silence,” Duir shouted. “I do not find anything amusing and loathe the one who laughs in the face of a master artist, as I am told this young man is, so I bid you play, musician, and silence these fools!”
 Once Seton found his lute, the music resumed. This time slow and low, at first like summer wind in the forest but it grew, and as it grew, so did the intensity in Duir’s face. It was the look he showed me when I revealed the velvet to him, when he realized he was in the presence of something rare, something he had to have as his own. I knew immediately he would engage Seton. The realization made my stomach pitch. We would be close together in the presence of many who condemned sexual passions between men. As the music rose, my eyes followed it above the heads of the court. Even the stray birds that snuck in through windows and flapped about the rafters were silent.
 His music seduced the court. When I allowed myself to look at him, he stared back, a slow significant rise in the tempo, and a faint smile indicated his enjoyment at my watching him. This time Duir caught the look between us, and I could only hope he would read no more into it than a mere coincidence of visual contact.
 Seton stopped playing and for several seconds the familiar eerie silence descended upon the hall. Duir broke the spell with a sudden and raucous applause. The court exhaled a collective breath and joined in the applause until the hall filled with the rapturous sound. I couldn’t help smiling and laughing as the applause rose and Seton, surprised by the reaction, bowed low and remained bowed until the applause subsided.
 “Will you play for my coronation feast and celebration, master musician?” Duir asked. He obviously admired Seton’s ability. He smiled broadly and leaned from the throne excitedly.
 Seton spoke with confident poise. “I have traveled far to seek your audience, Your Grace. Nothing would bring me further joy than to entertain you on such a monumental occasion.”
 Duir stood and drew up a chalice resting on a small table next to him. “I drink to you both, my loyal and talented tailor, Virago, and to my new and most gifted musician. Seton of faraway lands, your gifts will be well received in this court!” He drank and the hall filled with applause.
 We both bowed low and left Duir’s audience. I heard talk swirl around us and felt pats of congratulatory hands and words of praise. We just made it to the entrance of the hall when I heard Duir’s voice shouting my name above the din. I stopped and was surprised to see Duir approaching us. Two guards on either side strode along side him.
 Seton intently watched Duir’s advance.
 “Your Grace?” I started to say, but felt my voice fall away. Sylvain! My brother’s name burned hot across my mind and even before it faded, Duir came close.
 “Where is your brother?” he asked, looking about. “Did you not bade me welcome him into my court?” His voice lost all kingly reverence and had taken on the low, suspicious tone.
 “He is unwell, Your Grace, and sends his earnest thanks and sincerest regrets,” I answered nervously, and as I articulated the lie, wondered if I had somehow ensnared myself in a trap yet unseen.
 Duir clasped one of my shoulders in each of his hands and stared hard into my face. I dared not to look away, for Duir would know I lied if I did.
 His eyes searched my face for a second. “You must send my wishes for a speedy recovery to him. I trust you will be able to proceed with the making of my garment without his aid. Though how a blind man is capable of sewing a stitch worthy of a royal garment eludes me.”
 “Of course, Your Grace. You will have a vest worthy of your greatness!” As the words tumbled from my mouth, I fought the sudden bitter wave of anger caused by Duir’s insult towards Sylvain, but couldn’t retract the note of sarcasm in my words.
 “You would do well to impress me as I’m sure there are many who would be more than able to produce something indeed worthy of my greatness, Virago, considering the material.”
 Until now I’d ignored the velvet in the glow of Seton’s arrival and now, as it hung at my side, I could feel my protective obligation to it grow; and with the obligation came certainty. Duir would overlook Sylvain’s absence as long as I produced the garment I promised. At least for now.
 “My King!” Auberon’s voice reached us, and upon hearing it, Duir released my shoulders.
 “We have matters beyond clothes and music to discuss and much to plan,” Auberon continued. “May we have an audience?”
 “I am coming.” His eyes returned to my face. “Forgive my tone. You know me well and I do hope Sylvain will come to court. It is time he takes his place beside you.”
 I bowed and felt some relief when I rose and saw a smile on his face.
 Before he left for where Auberon and Cale waited, he leveled his eyes at us. “Go and create, both of you.”
 It wasn’t until we were away from court and in the hallways leading to the main gates that Seton and I both exhaled loudly. Upon hearing each other, we both laughed with relief.
 “He is a man contained only by stature. He would be an animal without the cage of royalty!” Seton exclaimed.
 Before I could reply, I stopped and held a cautionary hand up to Seton. We had passed from the close shadows of the hallways and come upon the courtyard. Briar arrived and was dismounting from his carriage with the Lady Tienne. I had met her many months ago and knew her at once. She was fair and willowy of figure but with an ample, creamy bosom carefully withheld with the most recent fashions of her homeland, a country known for its progressive ways. Her auburn hair was up and her long, graceful neck bare but for a single silver strand holding a large blue stone. Her face lit up as we approached, as did Briar’s.
 “How lucky am I to see you now!” She beamed, and ignoring custom, rushed over and threw her arms around me. She smelled of orange and clove. A smell I always associated with her being.
 Her familiar gaiety cheered me. “My Lady, it has been a long while.”
 Briar came up, his eyes traveled from Seton to Tienne and finally, me.
 “And who is this fellow?” Briar asked coarsely, his brusque tone a clear front for Tienne’s benefit.
 Tienne didn’t let me go, but twisted in my arms and smiled at Seton. “I am the Lady Tienne, soon to be the bride of Sir Auberon.” She offered her hand to Seton, who took it and bowed graciously.
 “I am the humble musician, Seton, and I am most honored to meet such a beautiful lady.” He kissed her hand and added, “And I welcome the chance to play for both Sir Auberon and yourself. Although he is newly familiar with my music, I’m sure it will sound all the sweeter when you are by his side.”
 Tienne made appreciative sounds and cast her eyes at Briar, who stood stiffly beside us. “Indeed you must! I love music, and perhaps you may play at our wedding feast! Yes?”
 “Indeed, My Lady, and you should know Lord Auberon has already made this exact same request,” I answered.
 Seton appeared as happy as Tienne. “It would be my pleasure. I hope to play for you as well, My Lord. I am most rude, forgive my manner. I am overwhelmed.” He bowed low before Briar. “I am Seton, and I am pleased to meet you, Sir.”
 Briar gave a slight nod. “There is no need of apology. I am Briar, advisor to our King, friend to Lady Tienne and the tailor, Virago. I welcome you to court and look forward to hearing your talents.” He offered his hand to Seton, who took it and shook heartily.
 “Virago, I must speak to you about the vests for Auberon and the men. I have word my fiancé has already inquired after your talents, but I must insist!”
 Before Tienne could say more, Briar came and offered his hand. “My Lady, we must see your cousin. You will bother Virago later about such things, but now Duir awaits, as does Auberon.”
 “Say you will Virago, and I will rest easy,” Tienne entreated before she took Briar’s hand.
 “You must first secure your cousin’s blessing in the task.” I knew once Tienne saw Duir’s vest that she would insist on vests of velvet for Auberon and the men, never mind a dress for herself.
 “Oh, Duir can be such a bore, consider it done,” she said lightly, and before we could say more, Briar led her away.
 “They are all spoiled children!” Seton cried once we were alone.
 At this, I laughed aloud. A true and joyous laugh. My joy not only shook the cage around my heart, but broke the remaining bars.
 “I do not think my hands could sew a stitch this day! Join me in a pint of ale instead.”
 A conspiratorial gleam twinkled in Seton’s eyes. “But what of your work?”
 “I will work feverishly until dawn breaks, but now I long to be away from here and in the company of those who are not so mad,” I replied gaily. Even the pack of velvet felt lighter than it had earlier. There is time, it seemed to say as we walked and the pack bumped my body. There is time… but not now…
 “A pint will be well drunk after this day,” Seton answered as he put his arm around my shoulder. “I will follow wherever you lead.”
 “You should watch your step, today I am blind, worse than my brother Sylvain, who is completely without sight.” We maneuvered through the outer courtyards and halted once we stood outside the gates. I looked back only once. How small it seemed with the wide-open streets before us.
 “Come, let us go before the gates close and we are swallowed.”




Chapter 9

We made our way through the streets to the alehouse, and with every step our bodies were drawn closer together. When Seton’s hand touched mine, I jerked away.

He laughed. “Come with me to Therese’s tonight.”
 “It is enough that I am not within the walls of the workroom now!” I answered. “I only hope Duir is distracted and finds me not absent.” The elation I’d felt when we left the castle thrilled my heart, now on the streets I found myself wanting to retreat behind the familiar safety of caution.
 Seton seemed disappointed in my denial of his request. He moved away, so I moved closer. Our bodies touched. He tried to move away once more, but this time I grabbed his arm. “Don’t begrudge me this trepidation. You are so free and I have only just found the key to my cage. I beg your patience now.” My words were so full of longing that I felt my face flush with the naked want they expressed. “I will work into the witching hours this eve and all day and night tomorrow if I am to have Duir’s vest ready in time for his coronation, but know with each stitch, my fingers will be wishing it were you they touched.”
 “Come this night,” he insisted.
 I shook my head, sadly.
 “I am unable to do what I so long to, and if you ask me once more, I will be unable to deny you. I beg you to say no more and join me here for a pint.”
 Seton brazenly took my hand, and as I tried to pull away, I felt his grip tighten. “I will say no more and welcome any time we can be together. I will not stop wanting you. I will await your relent and savor the moment when you can no longer deny yourself.” He dropped my hand and walked past me towards the alehouse a few yards from where we stood.
 Alone, the velvet by my side, I felt trapped between my talent and the needs of my heart and body.
 Have mercy, I pleaded silently. The twilight dark sky stared down at me and under its mysterious shade I prayed for my plea to be heard. Have mercy on my soul.
 We left the alehouse later than I expected, but I stayed my hand from the ale with steel reserve, in anticipation of a night’s work.
 Seton stumbled drunkenly out onto the quiet streets. He had not taken the same course as I.
 “I am a musician in the court of an animal!” He shouted crazily.
 I rushed a hand to his mouth. “You are mad shouting such things. Be glad the streets are empty or you would be hung for treason with such talk.” Thankfully, a stray dog set up a howl, and Seton’s words were eclipsed.
 “No, listen,” he continued, lowering his voice dramatically. “Listen, we are both in the hands of a mad animal. True, we are all animals, but he, this king, he is a special kind of beast.” He pitched forward but I grabbed him to stop him from falling. “I have come so far to end up in such a court, but what am I to do?”
 “You could leave. But don’t leave. But do let us hasten our pace.” We were less than a mile from my home.
 “How could I leave now? I must see my role through and win your heart!” He broke free from me, and gathered his lute as if to play. “I am happy to make music and be paid to do what I love most.”
 I rushed upon him and stayed his hands. “You mustn’t play now. Come, my home is here.”
 Seton abandoned his lute and fell against me. I savored the weight of his body pressed to mine. When we came to my door, we rested. The moon, bright and silver, cast its light across the trees in the yard, making lacy shadows creep along the house. The alluring smell of honeysuckle made the darkness sultry. I could make out the line of Seton’s face, the rough edges of his chin and the curve of his shoulders. How I longed to stand and stare at him eternally.
 “I must go.”
 Seton chuckled. “I am a free man and must go where my heart lies.” He reached a hand to my chest and attempted to trace a heart symbol there.
 I backed away. “You can sleep here if you wish, but in the shop on the couch, I cannot risk—” Before I could say more, Seton grabbed me and pressed his lips hungrily to mine. I wanted to resist, but with each thought of doing so found myself deeper in his kiss.
 If I was uncertain in his embrace, my lips and mouth were secure in their need, for I kissed him and parted his lips with my tongue. His tongue responded and returned the wet lashings mine delivered.
 If this is wrong, I will die for it! This declaration came not from my mind, but from my heart. This is not wrong, it cannot be! My heart pumped this message through my veins and in its hot, noisy rush, I drowned. Fear disappeared into silence, and the warnings hushed. This kiss, this moonlight and the smell of this man close to me, these were all I knew.
 “You’re mad,” I murmured as our lips parted. I longed for him to touch me. There wasn’t enough time to think of everything I wanted.
 “I want you,” he whispered into my ear, “without clothes.” He reached and grabbed my swollen cock. Seton slid his tongue across my ear, his words followed wet and insistent. “Without fear.”
 This taboo invitation of sex mixed with overwhelming male need saturated any sensible reactions left within my being. In a second, I would relent.
 Seton’s hands grew more fervent, his fingers searched for the laces holding the leather together. “Virago, let me have you, let me satisfy your needs.”
 I felt the laces of my breeches loosen and groaned at the release. I had never felt a man’s hand on my cock before and shuddered as his hands sought my naked flesh. I would let him seduce me. I would know true relief of my passionate burdens. My hands searched for the door handle. “Let us go inside.” As my hands found the door handle, desperate words formed inside me.

Oh night! Go on forever and let dawn stay behind the clouds!

The door opened behind me. I could welcome him inside. Even as I moved aside, I heard the sound of the cathedral bells. Distant and haunting, the sound of the bells tolling the hour, the last hour of the night, before the witching hours, heralded the day of Duir’s procession. From castle to cathedral, he would ride. It was the last day before he would wear the crown.

I am no witch and the spell of my words died, the desirous hex woven by our bodies broke.
 “You must go, Seton.” When he didn’t move, I wasn’t sure he heard me.
 “No,” he answered as the last bell tolled. “Let me stay, let us love each other.”
 I shook my head and gathered the pack containing the velvet to my chest. “I have to make a start or I will be doomed to not finish the vest. You must go, and you mustn’t talk of love between us to anyone. It is an act certain to bring you death.”
 “There is no rewriting of the heart’s music. I am falling in love with you and you with me. You want me, I know it.” He reached for me.
 The velvet I clutched to my chest blocked his touch. This barrier built by duty and fear existed long before his arrival.
 His hand pushed against the velvet. “If there was anything stronger than new love, I did not know it until now.”
 My mouth burned from his kiss, my body ached for more of his touch, but the velvet also burned.
 Seton’s outstretched hand hung in the air a moment, hopeful, reaching for me.
 “Please.” The words scratched at my throat and mouth like thorns.
 He must have heard the pain in my voice, for his hand dropped to his side. He searched my face a second and in the cold, silver light, I saw ache in his eyes. He bowed low before me and departed.

The next morning, I woke to find that I’d again slept in the shop, slumped over my table. My arms, back and legs ached with time spent in an unnatural sleeping position.
 “You should not make it a habit of sleeping in the shop.” Sylvain’s voice startled me. My brother appeared withdrawn, and his voice melancholy. He stood by the window opposite the table, the one looking out on the side yard and the small pond often used by passersby to water their horses and travelers seeking a short break from their journeys.

I yawned, then stretched my arms over my head. “It was not my intention, I swear.”
 My eyes searched for some clue as to the progress of my work, but found none. “I thought I’d brought Duir’s patterns and father’s scissors. The velvet…” My voice faded away. The velvet, had it been lost? Had someone broke in and stolen the precious material while I slept? I stood and felt the frantic rush of blood fill my limbs with pins and needles. Memories of Seton, the kiss, his hands touching, stroking my body and the words he spoke, and the words I didn’t. My lips tingled as if they hungered for his lips.
 Shaking the memories away and massaging my cramped limbs, I began looking for the velvet. “Forgive me, Sylvain, I am overwhelmed. I’d hoped to have made some progress of the vest, and it appears I have lost my mind, for I see nothing of my night’s work.”
 Sylvain came away from the window. His unseeing eyes burned with something I couldn’t determine. “The peacocks are dead.”
 Confused and fumbling for my apparently lost materials, I repeated: “Peacocks?” I vaguely remembered Therese mentioning the birds when she’d visited the other day. “The birds she’d gotten as gifts?”
 “Yes, they are dead, dropped from where they were perched as though struck by some invisible hand.” He folded his arms across his chest.
 “Is there some divine meaning you wish me to gain from your words? I can tell you that I am in no mind to guess.” I got up, went to another smaller table, and continued my frantic search.
 “I believe the birds carried illness within them.”
 “Illness?” I mimicked, only partially listening. Finding nothing on the table, I resignedly sat down on a chair opposite my brother and began replaying the night in my head. Seton’s face emerged and I smiled. Had it happened? I brought a hand to my lips. He’d kissed me, embraced me and wanted me. These sweet memories blurred everything else.
 When I looked up, I found Sylvain standing before me. His grim expression cut short my daydreaming.
 “Virago, please listen to me.”
 “I am listening.”
 He crouched down beside me. “Last night, Therese hosted a feast. Two of the peacocks were slaughtered and served to her guests. Those who partook of the birds’ flesh are ill. The two remaining birds lie dead in her courtyard.”
 My brother’s dismal tone began to frighten me. In an attempt to alleviate this growing sense of doom, I stood and resumed my search. “So what of it? Therese’s feasts are always feats of gluttony! Overindulgence and nothing more plagues her house!”
 Sylvain remained crouched by the chair. “Funny, here I wondered how to mention the word for fear of sounding mad, and you say it casually, without concern.”
 “What word do you mean?” Frustration plain in my voice.
 “Plague.” He got up and crossed the room to the cabinet he used to store his work, and knowingly removed things from it.
 “There hasn’t been talk of plague since before Killian wore the crown. You cannot mean such a thing.”
 “Virago, you know I do not speak in vain. I believe those birds must have been sickened with something when they arrived and now those who ate their flesh are carrying the same disease.”
 “It’s coincidence, nothing more! To make such a suggestion could incite chaos. Promise me you will not discuss this beyond these walls.”
 “I tell you now, there is something uneasy in the air, and I pray this illness on Therese’s house is coincidence and nothing more.” He moved aside from the cabinet. “Come Virago, see the work you’ve done and some I have done in your stead.”
 I rushed to his side and found Sylvain had not only traced the vest patterns, but also cut and matched the velvet perfectly against them. “I don’t understand.”
 “I found you early this morning. I’d been uneasy in my bed. Nightmares forced me to seek comfort in a drink, but instead discovered the brilliant glow of the lanterns and candles you’d lit before you slept.”
 “I cannot believe I’d not extinguished the candles. I must have been possessed by some wild notion, or the muse had her way with me.”
 “Well, it is of no matter. I extinguished the candles and gathered your work and the velvet from under your arms, and set about doing what I could to help. The work soothed me and eased the visions from my mind.”
 I held the pieces of velvet before me. It shone even in the dim, overcast morning light, and it comforted me. “You have done fine work, and even so with this new pattern. How did you know it?”
 “I can feel the edges of the pattern and have traced patterns for as long as I can remember. Father insisted I learn. How many hours did I spend learning how to use a tailor’s tools? Don’t you remember Father putting my hands on top of his while he cut patterns? I think I knew how to use scissors before a fork!”
 “Sylvain, you are a marvel. You have saved me countless hours, I am indebted and awed.” On an impulse, I grabbed my brother and hugged him tightly. “I am always apologizing to you Brother, but I am nothing without you by my side.”
 Sylvain, always uncomfortable with blatant emotion, struggled in my embrace, then relented and hugged me. “If you are always apologizing, I will always forgive you. We are brothers and although I am blind, I can see the splendor of your talents and maybe in some way, I hope my aid will make you that much greater. Now let me go or I will bloody your nose. There is breakfast and you must go and finish the vest at court.”
 His words sent a worrying thought through me. Had Duir remained unaware of my absence?
 I released Sylvain and he made his way from me, but stopped in the passageway from store to kitchen.
 “There is unease in the streets. It is good fortune the coronation is tomorrow.”
 I laughed. “Your speaking better about Duir’s crowning is something I thought I’d never hear, but you should know, Sylvain, he asked after you yesterday. Perhaps old wounds may be forgotten.”
 “Perhaps,” Sylvain answered carefully before he left the room.




Chapter 10

When I arrived at court, Horace immediately ushered me to Duir’s chambers. He was in a state of anxiety over Duir’s procession. When I first saw the fear and worry on his face, I knew my disappearance the day before had been discovered.

“The clock is a cruel master,” he muttered as we came to Duir’s chamber door. “Do say whatever you must to speed him along, Tailor. I don’t like to think what will come of His Grace being late to the cathedral!”

I barely had time to sigh in relief before Horace thrust me towards the heavy door. Surely if Duir knew of my absence, Horace would have known of it. Had I merely been lucky?

Before I could further gather my wits, Horace disappeared and I stood within the bedchamber of my friend and king. The sun made its way from behind the melancholy of early morning, and lit the room with its brightness. The weather had changed. It was a good omen, I told myself as I followed the sound of familiar voices to Duir’s inner dressing chamber. If luck favored me, I would soon know.

“Your Grace,” I said humbly at the entrance. “It is Virago, here to assist you if I can.”
 The voices ceased and Duir’s voice was made clear. “Come and join this debacle, Virago. Perhaps you can make sense of it!”
 I pushed open the door to find Auberon, Briar, Cale and Duir all in various stages of dress. Attendants scrambled about gathering discarded pieces of clothing while the men laughed and carried on over mugs of ale and picked figs, dates and nuts from two large bowls.
 “What goes on in here?” I marveled as I walked among them.
 Cale shouted after an already frenzied attendant. “Bring the tailor ale.”
 I took the mug and nodded reassuringly at the attendant. I knew all of them well and could only imagine the debauchery Auberon and the rest had them up to on such a serious day. Duir and his men’s kind receiving of me revealed they were ignorant of my leaving the castle and I was appreciative for whatever vice or distraction brought this about.
 “We are celebrating before I must be so severe, dear Virago,” Duir shouted, then came up and threw his arms around me, nearly making me spill the mug of ale on him.
 I’d wisely packed the velvet for Duir’s vest and my tools in the pack I’d secured across my back, so it was safely out of the way. Duir wore only his braises and he smelled of the almond oil he often wore on special occasions.
 “So I gather,” I answered, returning his embrace. “But surely you must be getting ready to leave. Have you not any idea of the time?”
 “Bother the clock,” Auberon shouted.
 Over Duir’s shoulder, I could see Auberon sitting on the edge of a couch wearing only a long peasant shirt and barely covering his modesty. He thrust a fig in his mouth and talked while chewing. “Duir is King. They wait on his arrival!”
 “You find me in a quandary. I am unsure of what to wear. I know what is expected, but these fools…” Duir’s smile widened as he faced his friends. “These fools only have eyes for Therese’s whores and gluttony.” When his eyes found me, they glittered knowingly. “I need your expert eye.”
 “Only one?” shouted Cale from where he rested. “Here, Virago, come let me slide my blade just so!”
 At this, all three men burst into laughter. Duir held my gaze, walked over to a large gilt mirror and reveled in his full reflection. “All childishness must be put aside. Virago is correct, I am a King!”
 At this, the men were silenced.
 Briar had been observing the madness from a nearby sofa. He left his seat, mug in hand, and came closer to inspect himself in a mirror situated opposite Duir’s. “What say you, Virago?”
 “Am I to dress all of you like little boys?” I chided, half amused. “Surely, you are all more interested in me completing His Grace’s coronation vest.”
 “Yes,” shouted Auberon. “What of this fantastic vest, Duir? Am I not to have Virago make something splendid for my wedding? Tienne has already issued her request and you say nothing!”
 Duir held up a hand. “You shall have splendor for your wedding, too, Auberon, but you must be patient. You shall all wear the uniforms of the King’s men and be happy to do so.” He grabbed a nearby discarded garment and threw it at Auberon, who wore a sour look on his handsome face.
 “Now take your leave, and ready yourselves!” Duir shouted playfully before swallowing the last of the ale in his mug.
 I watched as the attendants gathered the men’s clothes and tripped behind their masters, who boisterously made their way to the other dressing rooms allotted for royal guests.
 “They are ridiculous,” Duir remarked, unlacing his braises. “But they are loyal, steadfast and brave. Well, each has at least one of those qualities. It is more than one in my position can hope.”
 Seeing Duir naked made me want Seton. Why hadn’t I given in to him? Would I never know true release, or would I only know the agony of one who always longs for something beyond his reach?
 “What is it? Your brow is furrowed like a priest who has passed a brothel!”
 “Forgive me.” My eyes desperately tried to find something other than his naked body to stare at. “I think your leather coat, with the fox collar.”
 With a resigned swig of my ale, I went about my task of dressing Duir for the procession. In the end, we decided Duir would wear a doublet of wine brocade with cream-colored calfskin breeches and the jacket of black leather with a fox collar, as I’d suggested. As I helped him into the jacket, I thought of my brother and how he despised those who wore fur.
 Shaking Sylvain’s image from my mind, I presented Duir with his gloves. “Your gloves, Your Grace.”
 As he took the gloves, I bowed respectfully. “You look like a man who is the ruler of a thriving land. I am proud to be in your service.”
 He admired himself in a nearby mirror. I couldn’t quite believe he stood before me as the King.
 He admired himself in the mirror. “You have been a good friend and tailor to me, Virago. You know me better than most.”
 An urgent knocking beckoned from the door. We looked at each other. I could see the apprehension in his eyes.
 “Will you not come with me? I look on you as a brother as I do Auberon, Briar and Cale. It would be right to have you by my side this day.”
 I smiled, but shook my head. “The days of me being by your side as a play friend are over. You are a King, and I am your tailor. Besides, I must stay behind and finish your vest.”
 He put a hands on both of my shoulders and stared hard into my face for a moment before he smiled. He let me go and greeted those who would bring him to the royal carriage.




Chapter 11

An ecstatic hum buzzed among those who had gathered at court to follow the procession. I wove my way through the ornately dressed crowds of gentry, stopping here and there when someone recognized me, mostly the women of wealthy houses who sought my approval of their gowns or my suggestions for an autumn wardrobe. It felt an eternity before I found the cool sanctuary of the workroom. The memories of the times I spent playing in this room while my father worked threatened to overwhelm me, but I resisted the lure of the past.

A single window, long and wide, looked out over the stables. The noise of carriages, horses, and shouts from grooms and coachmen carried up on hay-scented breezes. The sun continued to shine and I relished the light coming in through the open window. It would certainly be a fine day for Duir’s procession from court to the cathedral. How kind of him to ask me to attend the procession. I hoped this kindness, and not erratic moodiness, would guide Duir’s hand during his reign. One never knew how a monarch would rule or how those who lived under their hand would fare. I thought of Horace and his dismal comment, “The clock is a cruel master”. Indeed, I thought and set about my work.

An hour later, a knock on the workroom door interrupted my labors. “Yes?” I answered distractedly, not allowing my eyes to leave the vest. “What is it?” When I didn’t get a reply, I put the vest on the table, stood and went to the door. I opened it half-expecting one of Duir’s attendants frantic about forgotten gloves or some other trivial matter, but found myself instead staring into the eyes of Seton.
 “Forgive the intrusion. May I come in?” I felt my breath catch in my throat. I’d been foolish to think my work would distract me from what had been unleashed between us. Seeing Seton before me stirred all the passions I’d felt the night before. In fact, my passion for him felt even stronger. Unable to say anything, I stepped aside.

“Thank you,” he said in a low voice. “I am lost in the court. When I am not playing, I merely wander the unfamiliar passages and think.”

Before closing the door, I leaned out and was surprised to find no one about.
 “Everyone has left,” Seton informed me from behind. “Only the castle guard and servants remain.”
 I closed the door and sought my chair.
 Seton had gone to the window. “How grand the royal carriage is. I’d never seen such a thing before today. Have you? It made me wish I were a king, if only to ride inside something so splendid.”
 “I’ve seen the royal carriage before,” I replied. “You forget, I grew up among such things.”
 “And yet you remain with the servants and not in attendance of such a momentous event?” he asked, amused.
 I picked up the vest to continue stitching, but my fingers trembled and I pricked myself. I winced and thrust the finger to my mouth.
 “Come, you mustn’t be so serious.” He removed himself from the window, came over to me, took my finger from my mouth, bent to his knees, and pressed my finger to his lips.
 When I tried to pull away, he laughed and only tightened his grasp.
 “Why must you torment me?” I asked, embarrassed to hear the plea in my voice.
 “I am the tormentor?” He drew my finger once more to his lips, which he licked slowly so I could feel the wetness of his tongue. “It is you who plagues my thoughts, you who inspires the music I pluck for this court. It is you who torments my passions!”
 My breath caught as Seton slid my finger into his mouth. A moan escaped my lips and mixed with the sounds coming from the stables. I tried to pull my hand away and this time succeeded. Seton hadn’t moved but stayed before me on bended knee.
 “Let me make love to you and ease the torment in both our hearts. Did you not know it in the moonlight last night? Did you know I did not go home but slept by the pond next to your shop?”
 My thoughts flashed to earlier in the morning— Sylvain by the window. Had my brother sensed Seton’s presence? My eyes scanned the velvet and for a second, all memory of how to create the vest fled. I tried desperately to grasp the process of stitching, cutting, pattern, and construction but the harder I tried, the less I seemed capable of remembering. If he was tormented, I was plagued.
 “I don’t know what to do,” I continued to stare blankly at the vest. “It is as if I am lost within my own life. If you are lost in the passageways of this castle I am lost in the corridors of my own heart. Which is worse, I cannot say.”
 Seton edged closer on his knees. He yanked the vest from my lap. “You have other needs besides those of the needle and thread, and in denying your heart, you have become lost, but how easy it would be to find yourself.” His hands found my knees and pushed them apart, exposing my erect cock straining the worn leather of my breeches. “I will find you,” he promised. “I will undo what you have so carefully done.” His hands traveled up my thighs and the chair on which I sat squeaked as I squirmed under his touch.
 I wanted to shout my want of him, but could only suffer under his touch. His caress besieged me, my body a prisoner to the teasing circles his fingers now drew on my inner thighs, below my cock and balls. When his fingers found one and then the other of the swollen orbs, I grunted loudly and felt my legs begin to shake. “Undo me!”
 “I wish nothing more,” he responded, and tore apart the laces at my waist with an animal-like ferocity.
 My cock bounded free, engorged and slick with glistening wetness. I heard Seton make a pleased growl in the recesses of his throat. I grabbed the root so it stood straight up and barely touched Seton’s chin.
 “Shall I swallow your cock?” he asked anxiously. His pink tongue flicked across his lips in anticipation.
 Possessed of some demon, my hands answered his question by finding the top of his head and guiding his mouth to my cock. The way his eyes widened as his mouth swallowed the rigid shaft only enticed the demon inside me, and I responded by bucking up from my seat, forcing the full length of my hardness into the depths of his throat. When he gagged, I moved away, but he resisted my withdraw and forced me back inside. He made guttural noises of consumptive happiness as his tongue slurped nosily around my prick.
 “Take me,” I moaned, my hands forcing his head down. I didn’t want it to end. It could have gone on forever. It would have been bliss to die in his mouth, to spew my seed within the secrets of his insides. When I felt his hands reach under me, grab my ass and yank my breeches to my ankles, I feared I would buckle to his ministrations and spill over, but I resisted only to be rewarded with the incorporation of his hands. One stroked my rigid cock in unison with his oral attentions while the other tenderly tugged at my balls.
 “Seton,” I cried out. “I beg you!”
 My plea was answered not with a ceasing, for Seton’s rhythmic motion of tongue, mouth and clenched fist only intensified. My breath came in short gasps. Sweat soaked my shirt. I tried to restrain myself, but when Seton’s hand released my aching sack, pulled my hips forward on the chair and found its way to my ass, I knew a pleasured doom. A finger slid between and found my entrance. The thought of him inside me sent my mind spinning and my pleasured resistance vanished. I succumbed to my release. When I tried to pull myself from Seton’s mouth, he pushed my hand away with a grunt. He would swallow my seed? The realization only sent me further into the arms of my demon.
 “Fuck!” I cursed aloud, as each shudder of climax shot more of me into his mouth. I saw his cheeks bulge.
 “Shall I get you a bowl?” I asked.
 Seton spit my seed into his hand. “Turn around.”
 “Seton—” But he cut me off by pressing his free hand to my mouth.
 “Stand up, turn around and bend yourself over,” he instructed in the same sharp tone.
 I started to shake, but felt a heat inside me reach out to his commands.
 He grabbed my hips. His thighs hit the backs of my legs as he urged me to bend over. Once exposed, I felt a strange, embarrassed excitement join the burning lust raging through me. I reached and touched my ass, taunting him to take me.
 “You are as sweet as pie,” he said, the stark hunger in his voice plain. “And how I long to get inside your sweetness.”
 I looked and saw Seton’s face hungry with purpose, and his hand cupped with my seed. “Take me,” I gasped. Although I longed to say more, I was silenced when I felt the warm leak of my come and his spit trickle between the split of my ass.
 “You desire me?” he asked huskily.
 “Yes,” I answered meekly. My answer was greeted with a slap across my backside. I flinched with anticipation. A blush raced to my cheeks as I felt the sting of another slap. When I opened my mouth, I could only gasp, “Yes,” and my body moved closer to the heft of his swollen cock.
 “You shall have me.” He grabbed his cock and spit upon it.
 I turned and could see the thin line of drool clinging to his lip. He swiped at it with his hand and pressed his cock against my ass. I whimpered and grabbed at the seat of the chair and found a scrap of the purple velvet I must have dropped. Its decadent softness only heightened the tension I experienced as the head of Seton’s cock teased the hot entrance of my body.
 He groaned as he met its resistance. “Virgin.”
 This caused my cock to begin to throb greedily. I stroked it and in doing so felt the tension ease. “Now,” I insisted.
 “Uggh, yes,” Seton replied and this time, when he pressed, I relented and felt him enter me. I clawed at the velvet, the base of the chair, my fingers scratched helplessly alongside the worn fabric of the seat cushion.
 Slowly, he slid deeper.
 “More, I need more.” The pain I felt as he entered only fed the punishing need inside me to be captured by him. I knew if I held out, the bliss of knowing him inside me would melt the pain and I would be free to enjoy his demanding cock.
 Seton pushed harder, and dug his fingers into my shoulders until I winced. Instead of asking for a reprieve, I bit hard into my lower lip and forced myself to relax and take him.
 He must have felt my insides loosen because his return thrust came faster, which forced my breath to catch, and I gulped the sex-stained air. His smell, my seed, our sweat, and the smell of hay and horse from the stables were heady and only intensified my need to be driven by Seton. I would be his stallion, if only he would ride me forever.
 “Yes,” I heard him moan as he continued his claiming of me. “I want all of you.” His hips bucked hard, sending me into a world of pain and complete bliss.
 I continued to massage my cock, each pleasurable stroke meeting the delicious pain of Seton’s thrusts. My body tensed and tightened around his plunging cock. I wanted him to find release, his pleasure paramount to my own. “Faster,” I groaned. This utterance met with furious compliance.
 He grunted my name once before he jerked his cock from me and milked the first spurt of seed from his prick. The moans coming from his mouth, and the rain-like spray of his sperm across my body made my mind reel and caused my cock to release its own juices as my body quaked with my second orgasm.
 When it was over, peace settled over the room and neither of us moved. I pressed my face to the chair bottom and could feel the wet stain my saliva and sweat caused during our sex. The air smelled of us; intensified male and animal. I thought foolishly of trying to capture the smell in my memory but as I tried, it seemed to fade, mocking my attempt to secure the experience in my heart.
 Only when we heard voices of men below did either of us attempt to move. When I tried to stand, I felt my legs quaver and Seton offered his hand to me.
 He helped me to my feet. “You should gather yourself for a minute before you walk.”
 My knees buckled. “I’m not sure what’s happened.”
 “I loved you as one man does another. It is a wondrous thing, but you should have warned me you were a virgin.”
 When I managed to stand on my own, he came close and kissed me.
 I opened to him and took his tongue into my mouth. When our lips parted, I saw his face, beautiful and flushed.
 “I could kiss you forever.”
 “Eternally and ever more,” I replied dreamily.
 His hands began to stroke my back. “Come, let me clean you. I have made you a mess.” He reached for a scrap of fabric from the table.
 When I saw his hand hovering over the velvet scraps, alarm made me twist towards him. “Not the velvet!”
 “I will use it! Why shouldn’t I?”
 I started to protest but when I felt the soft pressure of his hands on my skin, I sighed contentedly. How my body loved his fingers, his hands and mouth. When his touch lessened, a slow smile spread across his face.
 He’d pressed the soiled scrap of velvet to his face and inhaled luxuriously. “My mind cannot think quickly enough to capture this moment, so it will live instead, confined in your precious velvet.”
 My cheeks burned with a heated blush.
 “Is it so shameful, Virago? Can’t we love each other in the way a man loves a woman? The laws of this place are of this place alone. I have told you there are other places where we could love one another openly and without shame.” He lowered his thumb to my chin, and lifted it so my eyes met his. “You mustn’t be caged, but be free. You must promise me one day that you will go where the land is not ruled by ancient laws. Even if it is not with me, you must promise.”
 I put up my hand to touch his and nodded. “I will, I promise.”
 Seton chuckled. “Good, I am glad. Now shall we eat or shall we stay together and feast only on each other the entire day?”
 I shook my head. “If only I could. I will be lucky to finish the damned garment in time.” I gathered the vest from where it had been cast.
 Seton came and took the garment from me, held it up and made an approving sound.
 “It is made of velvet. Do you know it?” I asked, my eyes lingering on the curves of his chest. I felt my hunger for him spark and had to turn away to avoid succumbing to the pangs of want in my stomach.
 “I know it well. It is common where I come from, but I gather it is not so in this place.”
 I went about collecting my clothes and began to dress. “It is true. I have never seen velvet before this, and neither has Duir. He says he will make it unlawful for anyone who is not gentry to wear such finery. There is already a long list of such things and to think, I am the cause of such an addition to the law.”
 Seton laughed aloud and placed the vest on the table. “You are no more guilty than I am, for it is not your law, or Duir’s. The laws of this land have been passed down through time by those in places of power.”
 “I despise the laws of sumptuary,” I lamented as I drew my breeches up and started lacing them. “Perhaps it is because most of my life has been spent so close to the gentry. I’d forgotten how inane such laws are. I remember a peasant man hanged because he dared to wear the fur of a fox he’d hunted! The High Courts found him guilty of breaking the laws of sumptuary and stealing because the fox lived within the King’s forest and considered royal property.”
 “You cannot mean it!” Seton exclaimed.
 “Oh, my friend, there have been many such trials and executions. Though, in that case the man confessed to buggering one the magistrate’s youngest daughters. But that fox fur was stuffed down his throat with a pole before he was hanged. I can remember the fur dangling from his slack mouth as he swung.”
 “And this happened under the good King Killian’s rule?”
 “Ahh, who can tell what stories went with which king? Killian was not always aware of The High Courts rulings. He helped many outside the kingdom and thusly relied on the Privy Council and his advisors to act in his absence. Many of these men served Killian’s father, who was a brutal and bloody ruler. My father was no coward, but even he trembled when he mentioned him.”
 “I tremble now, if only because I think all kings capable of pitiless violence. Their moods alone can decide if someone lives or dies. The wind can decide a man’s fate in these times.”
 Seton remained naked and went to where his lute rested, then to the window and sat upon the ledge. He saw the shocked expression on my face and grinned. “Fear not, my Virago, there are no men about, and if so, I am not wearing fur, and surely the statutes of apparel do not apply to one’s own skin!”
 I shook my head but could only grin at his boldness. He started to play and I watched him. His head cocked to one side as he gazed out the window and into the distance. I imagined he dreamt of a place where what one wore or who one loved did not decide one’s fate.
 After a lunch of cheese and bread from my pack and fruit from Seton’s earlier kitchen wanderings, I resumed my work. Seton remained on his window ledge, now dressed and lazily playing the lute. Occasionally his eyes would find me, and he would smile or wink.
 Duir arrived from the procession amidst cheers and shouts of admiration. Noise resumed within the castle, but we remained undisturbed. Most likely, I wouldn’t see Duir until before his coronation and not until the celebratory feast in the evening. It was as well. I enjoyed our solitude and my work became even more joyous in the company of Seton’s music.
 When the shadows grew long and twilight descended, I broke from my task, went to the window and held the vest up to Seton. “Will you put it on?”
 Seton swung his leg in from over the ledge and stood. “It would be an honor to wear such a garment. I have always wondered how it would be to be the owner of such things, especially things made by one I have given my heart.” He lifted his shirt from his body excitedly, took the vest from me and slid one arm then the other into it.
 I winced as his bare skin met the velvet. It would have been my doom if anyone had known I allowed Seton to wear Duir’s coronation vest, but something about him made me reckless.
 He stood before the mirror opposite my worktable. “How wondrously gifted you are. It is a truly fine vest and certainly fit for one such as Duir. It is plain why he wished to be the first to be seen in this velvet, and even more apparent why one would hang for wearing it! A curse on the laws of sumptuary imposed upon this country! If they were no more, I would wear your work proudly as a peacock!”
 At the mention of the word peacock, I was reminded of Sylvain, the dead birds and the sick girls at Therese’s. The thought of Seton returning to the house where an illness may have taken root struck me silent. It could be nothing, the birds could have died because they had been sick and the girls were prostitutes who picked up every cough within a radius of their beds. Surely…
 “Will I never have something this fine of my own?” Seton asked the mirror.
 I stood behind him, my thoughts a wild mix of fear and conjecture. When he touched my shoulder, I started. “I’m sorry, my thoughts are elsewhere. I’m exhausted of this task and this day, and I have much to do.”
 Seton’s eyes narrowed suspiciously, and I could tell he knew I wasn’t really answering him.
 “What is it?” he asked, concern plain in his voice. “Have I made you weary?”
 “I am weary, true. My brother talks of an illness in Therese’s house.” I yawned. My eyes ached from the needlework, and my hands trembled with exhaustion. I could no longer hold the concern in my head. Fortunately, Seton was my only audience.
 “What do you mean, an illness?” Seton removed the vest. He thrust it towards me as if it were made of fire.
 “The peacocks. Therese received four peacocks, two of which she killed for food, those who ate of them have fallen sick, and the two she wished as pets have died.” I saw disbelief cloud Seton’s face. “My brother believes the birds were plagued and I fear you may succumb to this illness if you return.”
 “Your brother cannot mean there is a plague!”
 I went to the window and closed the glass pane and gathered the vest from where Seton left it. “My brother, Sylvain, is blind. He trains animals to earn his way. In his blindness he has developed a sense of things I have come to trust. While I hope it is indeed coincidence, I would be a fool not to warn you. I can only hope it is as you say.”
 “The blind are very wise to things,” Seton agreed. “I have known many a wise man and woman without sight, but it is also foolish to panic now. Let us wait and see what the next day brings. I am lucky, for I believe Claus has been sent on some errand for Therese and is away from the house. If there is illness, he has hopefully been spared.”
 “But what of his return?”
 “Virago, we cannot control what is beyond the means of man. What do you wish to do? Sound a plague alarm the night before Duir’s coronation with only two dead birds and sick whores as evidence? You’d be deemed mad before anyone heeded your warning. No, we must wait.”
 I could only nod. My suspicions and concern were evident in my thoughts, but perhaps he was right. Sylvain could be wrong.
 “You’re tired, my friend.” He came to me to take my hands in his and brought them to his heart. “My love, am I a fool to name you as such? Tell me.”
 At this stark question, I flushed. I wished to tell him how my heart leapt when he said the words, but found myself unable to answer what was written so clearly across my heart. “I am very tired, but I must work on until it’s finished. When my fingers can do no more, I will know it is done. Now they ache with work unfinished. I will know.” I repeated more to myself than to Seton. Sheer creative need to complete the garment drove me to take my hands from Seton’s and gather the vest to me.
 “Ahh, but you do not answer. But I see it in your eyes. I am not blind and I see your truth clearly and will wait in tender anticipation for your answer. Have I not told you I would wait before?”
 I was about to answer, but Seton shook his head.
 “Don’t say anything. It is enough to be near you and see you as I do. Now you must rest. Take a break from this room and walk the courtyards you know and love so well. Return and work until the cathedral bells ring in the coronation day.”
 Seton reached for me. “Come and let us escape, if only for a short stroll.”
 I resisted, though I wished nothing more than to walk alongside him in the now twilit gardens
 “You should go, find Duir and entertain him. It his last free night before tomorrow, when he wears the crown. You will be a comfort to him and his drunken consorts.”
 Seton remained before me, a defeated but knowing look on his face. “You would send me away when I would so rather entertain you? But I can see in your eyes the dogged determinedness of the muse burning, so I will leave you and do as you wish.” He bowed low and when he straightened, added, “But I will come for you before long. If I don’t, it is you who will fall to an illness in this dratted workroom—a cell is more like it.” He snorted as he cast a disapproving eye around the small space.
 “It is enough for me to complete the task and it is only for a short time. Once Duir wears the velvet, the secret of it will be out and I will return to my own shop and work there, most likely I will be asked to stitch vests for Auberon and the men who will stand by him during his wedding to Tienne.”
 Seton went to his lute and picked a tune, fast and amusing, and he sung aloud. “Ahh, the men of court are fools you see, dressed in things from overseas. And in one room a tailor sits, and dreams of his lover whose fingers pick, song and tune from one small instrument!”
 I laughed at his nonsense as he bowed before me.
 “What shall I tell the King of your progress, should he ask?” Seton asked as he rose.
 “You must tell him nothing! You have not seen me. It would be treason if he knew you’d seen his garment! Say nothing of the vest, for no one is to know of it before he wears it.”
 “What nonsense these laws are! How can a man be judged by his clothing?” Seton exclaimed before he gathered himself together and prepared to leave.
 I shrugged my acquiescence. “Perhaps there will be a time when what one wears is not dictated by any law but am discouraged to hope for much.”
 Seton’s brow furrowed as though he wished to say more, perhaps debate this train of thought, but thought better of it. “I will leave the rest of my fruit for you. There is cheese and bread left and perhaps an apple or apricots. If I find anything more substantial, I will steal it to you.”
 “I am not a prisoner, but diligent. If I wished I could summon one of Duir’s servants and they would bring me meat and sweets. It is only because I am harboring you, I daren’t,” I joked.
 “You are a good man and I leave you now to your good work.” He went to the door to leave.
 I averted my eyes from him and had luckily gathered the vest to me in my lap because when he opened the door, Cale stood before him.
 “What goes on in here?” Cale boomed as he pushed past Seton.
 “My Lord,” Seton started to say, but was interrupted by a brusque and silencing wave of Cale’s hand.
 “I care not to hear from you, musician, get you gone. I only can imagine why you are in this room with the King’s tailor.”
 I stood and managed to cover the vest with a spare piece of another fabric. It would have been disastrous for both of us if Cale suspected Seton had seen Duir’s vest.
 Seton’s eyes caught mine. I could see his concerned hesitation to leave plain on his face. “My Lord, Cale, I must tell you—”
 “I will not repeat myself. Be gone before I think better of letting you walk from this place.” His voice took on a threatening timber. “Close the door behind you.”
 I couldn’t nod, couldn’t respond in any physical way for fear of Cale catching my actions. This would only aggravate an already fragile situation.
 Seton must have sensed this, for he bowed and removed himself from the room. The door shut with cold finality. From deep within, I felt a chill threaten to seize my heart.
 Uncertainty swelled within me. My fists were clenched tightly at my sides.
 “Well, Tailor, what answer do you have for a vagrant musician to be in this room with you?”
 I could smell ale on him, and realized celebration and drink had probably taken its toll on his being.
 This could save you, I thought. He’s drunk, and everyone knows Cale is unsteady at best when in his cups.
 Think, my mind cautioned. Be careful. Be clever.
 “His nerves drove him to seek my counsel. He sought my ear to display the tune he’d composed for Duir’s coronation feast, nothing more.” Despite the hot rage I longed to expel on the hulking, swarthy man whose eyes gleamed ominously before me, I remained calm.
 “Hmmph,” he grunted and moved closer to me. The heat of his body, the smell of his sweat made me want to pull away, but I held firm. My years with Duir had not only left me privy to his actions, but to the secrets of his men. Cale was a beast, but one you mustn’t turn from, you must maintain your ground no matter the situation. I’d seen him tear many a fighter apart in the Summer Games.
 “You surely can’t imagine I would do anything to betray His Grace, My Lord Cale. It is only as I said—”
 He moved even closer. “You know, tailor,” his voice cut past mine like a knife through butter. “I don’t know what you do. Perhaps it was some deviant way the musician led you.” He thrust a meaty hand to my chest.
 Unprepared for this action, I fell onto the seat. I winced as I felt my weight fall on the vest. I was about to protest when I realized Cale stood before me with an erection. His face was that of a leering jackal. Fear crept up from my stomach.
 “Perhaps, while the cats away the mice will indeed play,” he muttered. The same hand that pushed me now found his erection and gripped it with ferocious need.
 “Cale.” His name sounded like a confused plea. This couldn’t be happening. It wasn’t rational, sane or possible and yet I watched his fingers roughly begin to pull at the laces on his breeches.
 “I’ve always felt you were beyond your place in this court,” Cale spat, ignoring my plea. “You may be friends with a king but you are only a servant,” he concluded with a final yank on the front of his pants and his cock sprung free, hard, angry-red and glistening with pearly wetness. “Now I’m going to show you where your place is.”
 Confusion and shock was making me tremble. “You mustn’t.”
 I felt my fists begin to lift. If I dare hit him, it would be my end, but if I did nothing…
 “You dare tell me what I mustn’t do?” he barked, as he stroked his cock with one hand while the other recoiled as if he intended to strike me.
 “Please,” I added quickly. “There was nothing amiss, it was as I told you, I—”
 It was a mistake to speak for it unleashed some coil within his being and before I could finish the sentence, the hand hurtled towards me. I braced myself against the chair but instead of an impact, I felt the crushing force of his hand around my throat. I gasped and felt saliva spray from my mouth as he throttled me.
 “Stop speaking, you pig, you rotten deviant, hiding your lust behind a needle and thread. I should have dealt with you years ago.” He drew me closer to his cock so it was only inches from my face. “You think you can lie to me? This room reeks of semen. You and the musician, fucking while Duir is being anointed by holy men to rule as your King!” He stroked himself faster.
 I felt myself start to gasp for breath and tiny fragments of light cut across my vision as his thumb dug into my windpipe. My legs shook and kicked violently, my hands and arms flailed, clawed at his massive arms, but he held me tighter. Each of my reflexes met only with further pressure from his immense body. “You’re no man,” he seethed. “I’m going to make you the bitch you always should have been!” Spit dribbled from his mouth, and landed on his shaft as he worked his cock faster.
 His words penetrated my fear, and as it lessened, I stopped struggling. Where I had been afraid, I now knew something worse. I felt hot shame growing within my heart. The hot burn of tears filmed my eyes and erased the flickering, burning lights. I watched as his legs buckled, I heard his breath grow ragged. He shouted horrible things into the air but I couldn’t hear them. I’d gone deaf with shock. There was nothing in that moment but a frenzied chaos. The nightmare feeling of falling took over. All I had to do was fall with it, but where would I land?
 Was this what I deserved? Is this where my passions led me? Had I been careening to this moment since I first saw that man bathing at my home?
 Before my abused mind could cobble together any sensible replies, my eyes caught sight of the window. An owl had landed and peered into the room from the ledge. Its eyes sparkled like disks of gold in the dimness of the growing night shadow. There was silence, a fragment of time I would never forget. The bird blinked once and lifted soundlessly from its perch and as it did, I felt the burn of Cale’s seed fall across my face. His grip relaxed then tightened as another splash landed on my lips and streamed from my forehead, where it first met its mark.
 There is something beyond shame, a depth of degradation I never hoped or dreamed to know, but as his seed abused my face, I found something else in the horrible silence. It was the clear, furious dirge of revenge, and from beneath me I heard the velvet beckoning in a voice more horrible than Cale’s. Its voice consumed me and cradled me in its arms like a mother cradles a child lost but eventually found. As Cale’s thumb released my throat, so was I captured by something far more powerful and terrible: Hatred and the realization I had never been one of them.
 “You ever speak of this,” Cale muttered as he struggled into his breeches. “And I swear I will do you and your blind brother harm, although death would be a blessing to you both.”
 I stumbled forward and coughed raggedly until vomit rushed from my stomach and spilled across the stone floor. My head hung not with guilt or shame, but with the determined abhorrence I felt for the man before me. He would not see my face covered in his seed. He would not see my eyes burning with seething rage, or hear my voice choke over with the pain he inflicted upon me.
 “Get up, dog,” he leered. “You deserve to be hanged from the tallest tree or torn apart on the rack and fed your own manhood.”
 I was keenly aware that his eyes were upon me.
 “And to think, your hands sew the garment Duir will wear on the morrow. How sad that is.”
 I heard the door open and the sound of his boots as they moved away and faded. I even heard him laugh and shout at someone who passed.
 Alone, I felt Seton’s absence keenly. I wanted him near me, wanted his reassuring touch, to hear his voice chase Cale’s venom from between my ears. How could I let what felt so correct be tarnished by one such as Cale? I raised my head only to find I’d dragged myself up not by anyone else’s words or assistance. I felt the press of the walls, walls I once loved and enjoyed working within now had the presence of a cage. The smell of Cale wreaked havoc on my senses. Would I ever not know his horrible stench? I couldn’t think of a bath hot enough to wash this horror from my skin, ears, eyes and worse, my spirit.
 I stood shakily. My legs buckled, but I steadied myself and looked to where the velvet vest lay. It would take the entire night to undo the damage my sitting on the delicate material had caused. I would not sleep. I would not eat or drink until this stinking garment was complete and when it was, I would make something else, sumptuary laws be damned to hell. If Seton wished to know what it felt like to wear the finery of kings, why shouldn’t he? For what were Duir and his men but demons wrapped in privilege? The questions burned brilliant in my mind and pushed the fog of humiliation from my thoughts. If my spirit died in the moments of Cale’s abuse, it would be reborn and honor my new mother: Revenge. I wiped my sleeve across my face.
 “Be damned, all of you,” I growled. This voice so unlike my own sent the hairs on my neck on end. Everything was changed. My heart beat hard within my chest. I gathered my work and left the room determined never to return.




Chapter 12

If the room felt different, the streets and the people elated by Duir’s earlier procession seemed like they belonged to another world. A mirror world, something I saw from a distance. I knew it and yet knew nothing of how it worked. The sounds of drunken laughter chilled me and rang like distant cathedral chimes, a pending tolling of an inevitable fate. Faces I passed wore masks of adulation for a king they watched grow from boy prince to what they believed would be a stately lord. Even the air had changed. I took short breaths, each catching in my lungs as if my body were afraid holding it too long might taint me further.

Confusion, laughter, celebration and panic were my companions now as I walked the streets. The noise and rapture were jarring, but protective. I felt safe from what had befallen me within the high and guarded walls of Duir’s house.

“Home.” The word, now a mantra repeated over and over in my head until my feet found themselves before the gate. As I undid the latch and came close to the house, I found myself rooted before the door.
 “Has it changed?” I wondered, aloud. I clutched my pack closer, secretly wishing the velvet inside would somehow empower me with the need for vengeance and rage I’d felt earlier. Now all I felt was weariness and the weight of the night upon me like a boulder.

How long had I been away? It seemed ages. The clock is a cruel master…
 Horace’s words rang in my ears. “So it is old,

Horace, so it is,” I muttered, and then forced myself to move to the door and push it open. The kitchen was silent. There were the remains of a meal, and the savory smells of stew coming from the glowing hearth.

Only this morning I left this place intact and now return torn asunder, I thought as I lay my pack on the table. I closed my eyes only to find Cale’s leering face spring up like some macabre toy of a devil’s spawn. Would I ever know peace in the blackness behind my eyes or had those fields been sewn with such horrors that only some ghastly mechanism could untangle their guilty roots?

“Sylvain?” I croaked into the silence and was rewarded not with a reply but with the sound of people raucously yelling from the street outside.

The kitchen offered nothing of my brother’s whereabouts. I sought the stairs and climbed two at a time until I found myself at his open door. Sylvain’s room was spacious and the brightest room in the house. Even now there were a few remaining streams of light coming from the room.
 “Sylvain?” As I entered, I heard rustling and a low growl. The sound was foreign, and stopped me in my tracks. It was not uncommon for Sylvain to harbor animals that had been abandoned by their mothers or those he found wounded in the woods or fields where he worked.

I was about to say his name but halted when I entered the room to find him asleep on his bed, clothed, laying on his back, one hand over his head the other hanging off the side of the bed.

The growling intensified. I went around to where the noise came from and found myself staring into the sharp, bright eyes of what I mistook as a cat.

“Hello,” I said, hoping my voice would soothe the small creature. I crouched and discovered it was not a cat but a small fox. Its ears were flattened and the growl didn’t lessen, but grew as I lowered myself on my knees. I could see my presence had disturbed it from a nest Sylvain must have set up for it out of old fabric scraps. “Did I wake you? I apologize most graciously, my little lord,” I cooed soothingly. “Saved from a hunt no doubt?” I offered my hand and was rewarded with a nip and more growling.

“Do you know nothing of animals?” Sylvain’s voice was sleepy.
 I withdrew my hand and looked up to find him awake, a smile on his drowsy face.
 “Apparently not,” I replied. “I wish I had your gifts of knowing animals.”
 Sylvain rolled over onto his side so he could face me. “Offer your hand, but this time lower, and slower.”
 I did as I was told and received a nip, but this time it felt gentler, as if curiosity had replaced fear.
 “You see. It is not a gift, only the way you approach a beast. He is curious now and if foxes show love, it is through their need to explore their curiosity. Soon he will be crawling all over you like a puppy.” He yawned and stretched an arm over his head. “I apologize for not lighting the lamps. You must have been concerned coming into a dark house.”
 I laughed weakly. “I barely noticed, is it dark?”
 True to Sylvain’s prediction, the tiny fox ventured closer to me and was now sniffing curiously at my knees. I got a quick pat in on its tiny head before he spun on me and tried to nip my hand.
 I continued to watch the fox. “You were right, Sylvain. But must you always be so?”
 Sylvain lifted himself up from the bed and soon the room was filled with the light of a lantern. He did this purely for my benefit.
 “I often wish I wasn’t, if you’d like to know the truth. But I think it is not the fox of which you speak. What is it? What has happened?”
 “Is he from a hunt?” I asked, unsure of how to answer Sylvain’s blunt question. I was hardly sure of what to reply as my mind worked furiously to piece together the hectic parts of the day. I was trapped somewhere between Seton’s kiss and Cale’s malicious act. It was a horrible place to land after the bliss I’d known with Seton.
 “It is the time of the fox, the hunt and the King. If only they’d hunt the man over the animal, how much more fun it would be!” Sylvain replied with derision. “I found the fox by its mother, which lay dead in a snare. Surely Duir will continue the tradition of a hunt once he is crowned and I couldn’t let him have this one for a trophy.”
 “I know not of Duir’s intentions and care even less. His court is twisted like the killing snares. His men are his hounds. I’ve come to know their truths in one afternoon.” I spat the words with such venom that the small fox crouched under their sting. Seeing this, I made comforting sounds until it approached me.
 “What has happened, Virago? Tell me. Better come to the kitchen and let us eat and you can tell me by the fire for your words chill me.”
 “The vest is almost complete. I will not rest until it is done.” These words, I realized, had become a lamenting mantra.
 “Bother the vest, be it done and damned. You have thought of nothing else since the arrival of the velvet and has it done nothing but cause you harm. Have you not slept but an hour in the last days?” Sylvain came and gathered the fox from before me. “Come, let us eat.”
 I followed my brother from his room to the kitchen.
 “What of Therese and the sick? Have they grown worse?” I asked, and vacantly went about lighting lanterns until the room came alive in the flickering light.
 “I know not. I worked in the fields and woods alongside the old man who lives by the waterwheel behind the dairy. His flock had wandered wide and he worried they wouldn’t be found before nightfall. It took all the day and many miles of walking before the task was done. I ache with it, and sleep claimed me as soon as I sat upon the bed to remove my boots.”
 “Oh, aye.” I watched as the small fox followed behind Sylvain until it was rewarded with a plate of scraps.
 “I barely remembered to stoke the fire and put the stew to cook.” He stopped, turned from where the fox ate and faced me. “But enough of my day. The weight of the air is like rocks. Tell me what distresses you.”
 I could only shake my head. I feared words might invoke the scene and I couldn’t face it. Not now, maybe later, tomorrow, or in a month’s time.
 “Virago.” My name was not as a question, but a demand cloaked with concern.
 Unable to face his kind concern I went to the fire and lowered my face to its heat. “When they locked you in the dungeons I wonder if even in those horrors you were somehow better off than within their warped company.”
 He came up behind me. “Virago.”
 “No, I will not speak. I must bathe, find my work and finish it. By hell or heaven this garment will be done by the morning. I will go to the castle, fit Duir and retreat to the audience where I belong, among the common folk of the street. It is my place of preference now.”
 “But at least fill your stomach before you bathe.”
 “Leave the stew to warm for me. I will eat later.” The only thing I felt in my stomach was emptiness. The only hunger I knew was for revenge. There was no food capable of sating this appetite.
 “I will help you. Don’t bother to protest. I will say nothing and neither shall you if you so wish it, but I will be by your side this night.”
 Tiredly, I agreed, though I wished for solitude to figure out the course to which Sylvain would follow me. How could he follow if I knew not where it led?
 I moved past him, but not before I lay a hand on his shoulder and gripped him tightly. We will leave here, I thought. There is nothing in Duir’s kingdom for me anymore, for Sylvain or for Seton. Would Seton come?
 “Yes,” I found myself answering aloud. Yes, he would come. I was certain of it. It was this hope I clung to as I made ready to bathe.

A weary dreamscape of actions propelled not by conscious efforts, but of unconscious intentions made the night before the coronation a confused nightmare. Revenge rode me as if I were a horse but alongside this rider were its companions, shame, fear and rage.

My father taught me many things in the hours I spent at his shoulder, and in those hours there were tricks and techniques I employed now to refresh the crushed velvet. Sylvain worked silently by my side, the fox which he’d named Durant, after our grandfather, slept under the table at our feet.

We talked hardly at all, though words hung between us like laundry strung out on a day of washing. It was nearing dawn when the vest was done and in its splendor, I felt nothing. The night had worked its dulling magic on my soul. I was emptied of all emotion save one.

“Bring me your old cloak, Sylvain, bring me mine as well.” The words were cold and commanding; I had two more things to make before this night of silent question and cold revenge was done.

“What are you going to do, Virago?” my brother asked, concern plain in his voice as he stood to leave the room.

“My lover, Seton, has never known such finery, and why shouldn’t he?”
 I could see the shock spread across Sylvain’s face.
 “Your lover? But Seton is a man’s name.”
 “Bring me the cloaks, Sylvain. It matters not Seton’s sex, but yes, he is a man. When this coronation is done, I will ask him to leave here with me and you shall come with us, if you care to. I am done with this place.”
 Sylvain stood as one bewitched, his mouth working, struggling to find the words to make sense of what I’d told him.
 “The cloaks! Get them, as I will spill my own blood before I leave this place without them done! Go!”
 Sylvain left the room without saying more. I knew he was trying to grasp what I had said.
 The fox whined from below as my voice woke it from its slumber. I leaned down and this time the creature allowed me to stroke its head. Its soft fur would not cling to the shoulders of the gentry. It would leave with us and live outside of a place where men incessantly hunted fox for sport. This thought cheered me slightly, but retreated as my eyes rested on the vest.
 When Sylvain returned with the cloaks and laid them before me, I tore my eyes from the vest.
 “Good, now I will work until the sun rises. You should go to your bed, Sylvain. I will finish this alone.”
 “I shouldn’t sleep if I left you, but lay awake in anxiety. No, I stay and I will help you until day breaks.”
 Before I could protest, he took up the stool next to me and cleared away the remains of the purple velvet.
 If the clock is a cruel master, the dawn is an even nastier mistress. The sun broke the grey of night like a beacon shatters the mist on the sea. Both my brother and I flinched upon its arrival. Though he couldn’t see it, he heard the crow of a nearby cock and I saw his shoulders droop under the strain of having sat up the entire night.
 “It is morning,” he said wearily and stood. “I shall go and make our meal.”
 I made no reply, but continued at my task. There were only a few more stitches left to be done on the cloak I would give to Seton.
 “The job is done and done well. Will you not sleep for an hour at least before you return to Duir?”
 I made no reply. My hands worked on the thread and needle for so long, I no longer felt attached to what I did, but an observer of some majestic chore. I could have been delirious and my hands, fingers, and arms knew the task they needed to do. It was part of my gift, this ability to work without thought and I was grateful for it.
 I heard Sylvain sigh tiredly before he left. His sigh ate at my heart. I’d burdened him with my secret, but only partially. I could never tell him of Cale’s brutality, I would die before he should know.
 The final stitch was made as a second cock, closer and more distinct, heralded the coronation day. I stood and went to the window. From here I could see the pond illuminated in the faint orange of the coming sun.
 I thought of Seton and how I longed to be near him. But had he made it through the night? I’d left the castle in haste, the shock of the event had overwhelmed me. Even now, it was held only by the frail hope of my escape from this place. But had he survived? Had Cale dare tell what he’d guessed was between Seton and I? If he had, it would have meant the dungeons for my lover and it would mean I was walking into a trap.
 “Let him be well, let it all be well,” I repeated this until I heard Sylvain’s voice behind me.
 “Come and eat, Brother. Be comforted, your work is done, and all will be well.”
 Sylvain stood at the worktable with two bowls of what smelled like porridge in his hands.
 I smiled, kindly. “If you say it shall be, this time I will believe you because I must if I hope to make it through this day.”




Chapter 13

Before I left the house I clasped Sylvain to me in a hug. “You have been more than family to me this past day. I could not have accomplished this task without your aid.”

“It is only as it should be,” he responded when we broke apart. “Now you must go and do what must be done. I will find you later.”

“I will be glad to see you at the celebration, Sylvain. Fear not Duir’s notice. He will be drunk and paying no attention to anything aside from ale and women.”

“Power is a far more powerful seduction than ale and whores, Brother!” Sylvain yelled out as I made my way from him to the gate.

“Ahh, but I can think of others!” I shouted over the sound of an approaching carriage. The streets were coming alive and I paid the carriage no mind until it was nearly upon me. Sylvain stood in the doorway.
 “Virago?” I heard Sylvain calling my name. Before I could answer, another voice replied.
 “Aye, Sylvain, how long it has been since we have seen you!” Auberon’s voice was mocking.
 It was folly for me to have not left even earlier. I should have left before the cock crowed to avoid the menace of riding with Auberon to the castle.
 “So it has,” my brother shouted and stepped from the door. “Who is with you?”
 I could already see Briar sitting on the other side of Auberon. Neither man answered, I could see them both beginning to laugh. They would sit and wait for Sylvain to repeat the question and make up some falsehood to try and confuse him.
 “It’s Briar, Sylvain,” I said as loud as I could.
 “Oh,” Sylvain answered.
 I could hear knowingness in his voice. He was familiar with this game and it hurt him each time, though he would never show it.
 “Be well, Sylvain, I will see you later!”
 I gathered my pack closely to my side, took a breath and joined Briar and Auberon in the carriage. I watched as Sylvain made his way inside the house.
 “Why must you mock him?” I chastised as we rode away. “It is not as if he does not know your game.”
 “We mean no harm, Virago,” Auberon answered, his amused face breaking into a smile.
 “You are pitiless and derive satisfaction from my brother’s torment. I’ve grown weary of such childishness,” I retorted and clasped the pack even tighter to my side.
 “Easy tailor. What side of the bitch did you crawl out from this morning to be in such a temper?” Briar joked and kicked at my leg with his booted foot.
 “I have been up all the last night finishing Duir’s vest. I am weary and long to find sleep. Pay no attention to me, My Lords.” Although neither of them had undone the threads of our friendship, I could no longer look at any of them without seeing Cale. Did they all think of me beneath them? And did it matter what they thought? I no longer sought the closeness of their bond. Cale’s actions cut me from it as cleanly as if his cock were a knife.
 “Will you show us what you have made?” Auberon asked. “I understand you have been secluded for all of the last day in the castle workroom. Duir was none pleased to find the space vacant this morning.”
 “I will not!” I returned and kicked at Briar. “My head will be upon a spike before I show you the coronation vest!”
 “He had us sent for and woken to seek you out even before the first meal was served!” Briar lamented.
 “Why did you leave the castle, Virago?” Auberon asked, his eyes flicking over my being until they rested on my pack.
 “I am sorry for having you troubled on my behalf, but I found myself needing the familiar tools of my home to ensure Duir’s vest was to be perfect. In my defense, my need proved correct. The vest is truly magnificent.”
 “So, will you make my wedding vest and those of my men?” Auberon asked greedily. “Surely you will not deny Tienne!”
 “If you so desperately seek my aid, seek Duir and implore him with Tienne and your desires. If he relents, I will do as you wish.” I spoke as if my tongue were incapable of caution. I found release from the tormenting shame clinging to me in this new freedom. They can all be damned! I thought almost merrily as the carriage plodded along. What do I care anymore for these jackals in their finery?
 “It must be so!” Auberon shouted joyously. “I will implore Duir once he has been crowned and the ale is poured!”
 Briar shook his bald head. “You are a wedded fool, Auberon! Duir’s mind is rattled enough as it is. You cannot possibly think of bothering him about such nonsense!”
 The two men fought good naturedly, and the question of my leaving the castle was forgotten. With every turn of the carriage wheels, I was closer to seeing Seton. How I would embrace him and implore him to find some secret place to taste his lips.
 “And the musician! How he played and plied Duir with sweet music the long night!” Briar continued, obviously finishing a thought I’d missed in my daydreams.
 “How did the musician fare?” I asked quickly and cursed my eagerness, for Auberon had not missed my sudden interest in their conversation.
 “What interest do you have in the lute player?”
 “Only it was I who recommended him, Auberon. I am not unfamiliar with Duir’s capacity to blame not only the message but the messenger of things failing to delight him,” I added coolly.
 At this, Briar laughed. “Our tailor has gotten the vinegar in his porridge this morning instead of milk!”
 “You must watch yourself, Virago,” warned Auberon. “Duir is in a strange mood.”
 “I’m sure no stranger than any I have witnessed these many years.”
 I saw Auberon’s face change from one of mild amusement to one of sarcastic knowing. “You asked about the musician, so I’ll tell you. Duir had him play the night through with nary a minute of respite between songs. The man played on until his fingers bled. I saw the crimson drops fall at his feet even if I was drunk with ale.” The last was added with a smirk in Briar’s direction.

My face betrayed my shock and I tried quickly to mask the rage with which I was becoming more comfortable. He knows! My mind shrieked over the pounding of blood in my ears. He knows!
 “You have taken a keen interest in this wandering minstrel. I wonder why you care for his wellbeing but not of your King’s wishes?” Briar asked.
 Auberon, apparently seeing the disgust on my face, put his hand on my knee. “We are your brothers, Virago, not this man who plays a lute! It is we who have secured your place among the court!”
 “My brother,” I started to say with such ferocity, both men’s mouths dropped any smirk they once held. “My brother is not welcome in this court, and it was my father, who secured my place in Duir’s court, and it is my talent which keeps me there.”
 The carriage came to a halt before the castle. I gathered my pack to me and dismounted from the carriage before either man could make comment on my outburst. As I made my way inside, I wondered if my actions hadn’t secured my place in the dungeons or, thinking of Seton, worse.
 The halls of the castle were full of noise and movement, people running from task to task, loud voices panicked over coronation details. The castle guards were dressed in event finery, and every corridor smelled either of flowers or food. Instead of going directly to Duir, I instinctively sought refuge in the lower kitchens. If Seton were here, I hoped he would have been advised to find food and rest there.
 Naturally, the kitchens were in full, bustling motion. The lower kitchens were used for the menial tasks of preparing the food to be cooked in the higher kitchens. It was also a place of respite for servants and guards alike.
 Familiar with the setup of the noisy, active room, I quickly found Rosemont, a cook I’d known for many years. Her ebony curls were barely contained beneath her cap and her skin was glossy with sweat. I could see exhaustion in her eyes, but she smiled as I walked beside her.
 “And what are you about being in here? Surely His Grace must be in need of you this morn!” She stopped and slapped the hand of a scullery maid. “You fool girl,” she shouted at the girl who had all but shrunk into the side of the wall in terror. “The next time you chop a plum the wrong way, I’ll show you on your finger how it’s supposed to be done! Now get to it and properly!” She swiped the oddly cut pieces of fruit from the large juice stained wooden board the girl used and handed me a piece as we walked. “Damn fools!” she boomed. “I get fools here while Belinda gets the goodies up in the higher!”
 I took the plum and ate it. My mouth had gone dry from my outburst in the carriage and the sudden moisture of the fruit was a relief.
 “Well,” she snapped impatiently once arriving at the far corner of the kitchen where she searched for something on a large, cluttered rack. “Why are you here?”
 “Have you seen a musician, a stranger to your eyes, here to play for the coronation?”
 Rosemont stopped her search and let out a large boisterous laugh.
 “A musician? What will I be asked next this day, I wonder? If I’ve seen the fork who ran away with the spoon? I ain’t seen no musician here!” she concluded with another fit of laughter and left me standing unsure of what to do next.
 It was only as I decided to leave and attend Duir before I truly was put in the dungeon for my tardiness, when the maid Rosemont slapped came close to me.
 “He’s in the herb garden round the way. Come in early this morning with horrible cuts on his hands. I’d offered to bandage him, but he said he’d tear them off!”
 I thanked the girl, hurried out the back door of the kitchen, and ran to the edge of the wall. A small herbal garden used by the lower kitchen grew there. I found him beyond the large, overgrown bushes of rosemary. He was sitting on a bench staring off into the distance, his precious lute in his lap, his shoulder erect, but he sat slumped as if he were enduring something.
 “Seton!” I shouted and hurried to him.
 I rejoiced to see a smile pull on his mouth. “My love.”
 “Yes,” was all I could think to say as his eyes found mine. I hesitated, was he truly in front of me? I took him roughly into my arms and held him long enough to hear his sigh.
 “We mustn’t, I fear they know of our passions.”
 The apprehension in his voice chilled me. Although the sun was out and the warmth of the nearby kitchens was present, I felt a shiver crawl along the base of my spine.
 “You mustn’t think such things, they know only what they think they know. There is no evidence —”
 Seton thrust his hands before my face, cutting my words short.
 “No? I’d say this is evidence of the King’s mind.” Our eyes met and before he let his hands fall, he pressed one of his wounded fingers to my lips. “Don’t look afraid, it does not matter what they believe.”
 My eyes searched his face. How I ached to let my tongue escape my mouth and ease his pain.
 “You must go to him now, Virago. You are late in coming as it is. You will likely endure the tongue lashing of His Grace, and if he does suspect something, you are unwise to make him think more because of your tardiness.”
 I wanted to soothe him, but before I could, a washerwoman came from the kitchen and seeing us, stopped, and stared.
 “Go,” he urged. “I will find you when the coronation is over and the celebration has begun. I am fortunate the King is consumed with his duties this day for I am certain he would have me playing until I begged for his mercy. It is enough I will be forced to play this night.” He stared at his hands. “A maid offered to bandage my wounds, but I would rather they hurt so I am reminded of this kingdom’s true nature.”
 He lifted a sleeve to his face and swiped it across his face.
 I could see his eyes were glistening with tears he wouldn’t let fall.
 “Duir is a fool to think he can turn a man from his passions. I would make music with the bare bones of my knuckles and bleed across the marble floors of this palace before I will give way to his brutality.” He came to me, gathered my hands in his wounded ones, pain plain on his face as he attempted to clasp my hands tight. “You must promise me you will one day visit other lands and see for yourself the foolish tyranny of this place.” His voice was earnest and yet I felt distance in his words.
 “We will go together.” My heart began to beat harder. “I’ve made you something to wear this night.” I removed a carefully folded garment from my pack. “It is a cape, not new, but lined with crimson velvet, the color of my heart when it beats in your absence. Swear you will wear it!” I handed it over to him and he clumsily took it from my hands. The need to have him close to me was so sharp, I felt a physical pain in my chest. “No one must know, but you alone will have your wish of wearing something grand as a king for you are far nobler than any fool in this realm. Will you wear it?”
 He nodded, but said nothing.




Chapter 14

As I made my way to Duir’s chambers, a strange sense of foreboding haunted me. My pulse quickened with each step. The familiar had become strange. Even the sound of my boots upon the stone floors sounded ominous.

When I knocked upon Duir’s bedchamber, I was rewarded with not the shouts of many, but the resonating echo of Duir’s voice alone. I entered cautiously, aware of my surroundings. The room was dark save for the light streaming in through the large window overlooking the interior rose gardens. Duir stood at the window, his freshly shaved cheeks and stormy dark hair cut a dramatic, but handsome profile in the semi-darkness. One arm rose, found the support of the window and he rested the side of his face along side it. He was dressed in an ivory shirt with wide sleeves that hung from his arms like wings. His bottom half was in black leather. He would wear the vest over the shirt and beneath the royal overcoat his father wore the day he was crowned King.
 “Your Grace.” I heard Duir inhale as if he were contemplating his words.
 “My mother planted those roses. They are starting to bloom. Come and see.”
 There was a strange undertone in his voice that made my feet heavy to move towards him.
 “Come.” It was not a command, but an entreaty.
 The shadows finally started falling away and the day grew even brighter. Perhaps I’d been wrong. Perhaps nothing was known and Cale remained silent. I would endure the shame, but Seton and I would go away.
 “Why did you leave the palace yesterday?”
 When I didn’t immediately answer, Duir grew strident.
 “Why did you allow the musician your audience when you were tailoring my garment?”
 I felt words bubbling up from within but none of them felt correct. What would I answer? Better, what should I answer?
 I could only think to speak his familiar name in hopes of soliciting the part of him I knew as a brother. “Duir.”
 “I am your King, Virago, and if you are to remain in this court, you are to remember your place as my tailor.” He swallowed hard and stared at me. “And my friend. I have ignored many things as prince that I shan’t overlook as king.”
 Although I knew I should drop my eyes, I couldn’t. The velvet. Its seductive voice laughed up from the pack. Let him kill me if he thinks he is a king of any caliber! The words sprung upon my mind behind the velvet’s laughter. They were a death wish. A knock on the door and hurried voices coming from behind saved me from shouting my way into the dungeons.
 “Show me what you have done, and may it be as magnificent as I hoped or you will know my disappointment.”
 There was another knock at the door, more urgent, voices louder.
 “Enough!” shouted Duir and the echo and power of his voice filled the chamber and silenced those on the other side.
 Under his watchful eye, I lay my pack upon a nearby chair and carefully took out the vest from where it had been placed with care by my own hands.
 I brought it over to him by the window. With the smell of the queen’s roses rising from the gardens, Duir saw the velvet.
 He lifted the vest from me and let it undo itself from its folds. “You have not disappointed your King, but have exalted him.” Duir stared at it, eyes gleaming.
 I forced lightness into my words. “Your Grace, you must put it on. Time is short, and Horace will have both our heads if you are late to your own coronation!”
 He handed the vest to me. As I took it, he held out his arms.
 The vest felt heavy in my hands, its weight both physical and emotional. This garment existed because I deemed it so. I was proud of each piece as a father would be of his child. Each stitch and button, the silk backing, the velvet itself, rich and foreign at first, now as familiar to me as my own skin. I undid the buttons, my fingers trembling as each one released. It had all happened, love, cruelty, realization and sadness and each of these things were woven into this vest. Was it any wonder it felt a burden upon my hands? A new King admired by those who would worship him would wear it and none would ever know the story behind each stitch.
 “Virago?”
 “Your Grace,” I answered, shaking myself from the painful reverie. I put the vest onto Duir. “Now you must see yourself.” As the vest left my hands, I exhaled so a small gasp escaped my lips and with it, my final acceptance of who I was and who I would have to be in the days ahead. Liberation was costly. I felt an overwhelming need to weep. I would never know the false peace I’d known before Seton, for I’d not been myself before his love spoke truth to my heart and body.
 Duir made a pleased sound and strode over to a long mirror hanging beside his bed. I followed behind, and for a moment, I saw myself behind him in the reflection and our eyes met. Certain he could see the disappointment in my eyes, I moved away.
 “You have done something truly wondrous with this velvet, Virago, and I am most pleased, as should you be.” His voice was cold.
 “I’m most pleased, Your Grace. I only hoped you would be as happy with it as I truly am.” When I returned to the mirror, I found he now faced me. His face framed against the high-notched collar of the vest, a style I’d thought royal and fit the luxuriance of the velvet and the dark tones of his face. I was correct in my guess for Duir was truly the picture of royalty.
 “May I adjust your collar, My Lord?” I asked.
 “As you will, but be quick. I have lingered long and the hounds will soon break the door apart to get to me.”
 “You govern the hounds, My Lord,” I adjusted the collar so it rested properly. “And the hounds know their true master. Your father would have been most proud.” I managed the words as truthfully as I could, but they sounded hollow and my hands dropped from the collar to my sides.
 “As would yours,” Duir replied. “Now I must go and you must promise you will eat and drink your fill tonight at court, for after this day your hands will be busier than ever with work!”

My duty to Duir was done. Each step from his presence brought a sigh of relief not only from my mouth, but also from my soul. It’s over! Done and over! I am free! I laughed madly with relief and startled a couple of maids who hurried past me as if afraid they’d catch whatever had befallen me.

As I entered the main hall, I heard my name. I scanned the crowd and soon saw Therese. The moment I saw her, the joy of my pending freedom vanished and memories of the dead peacocks and Sylvain’s talk of plague flooded my head. Therese, normally robust and ruddy, seemed slightly paler than the last time I had seen her and her skin, although liberally coated with pearl dusting powder, appeared grayish and her lips, painted red, were thin and drawn.
 Barely able to conceal my surprise at her appearance, I went to her. “Therese.” “Must Duir insist on so many idiots beside him at court?” She snapped open her wrist fan and flicked it furiously before her face.

I could see tiny beads of sweat dotting her brow and threatening to ruin her painted face.
 “Are you well?” I asked, taking her hand and leading her away from the swelling crowds consistent of a coronation court.
 “I’ve been better, to tell you truly. I came only to oversee the theatrics scheduled for the celebration tonight.”
 She must have seen my pleased reaction to this news, for she smiled proudly. “Yes, my dear, I will stage the night’s theatre, but I will not tell of the true cost for this honor, or the idiocy I have endured within these walls. It is no wonder I am flushed!”
 “My brother says there is illness within your house. How do your women fare?” I asked concernedly.
 Therese clicked her tongue, obviously annoyed. “Ill whores are the bane of my house all the year, Virago. Sylvain is a seer as much as I am a lady!”
 “He has told you of his worries?” I noticed two long, glistening peacock feathers, protruding from Therese’s mass of curls.
 “So he has and so I have named him a fool. If there is a plague, it will not be coming from anyone in my house!”
 “It is I who am a fool, My Lady,” I replied soothingly as a single bead of sweat inevitably dripped from her brow and was soon followed by another. I retrieved a linen handkerchief from my sleeve and offered it to her. She took it hastily and dabbed at her face.
 “I am all nerves with this coronation performance!”
 Sensing her alarm, I offered my hand and she allowed me to guide her to a bench between two large ivy topiaries upon which I helped her sit.
 “What of your new friend, Claus?” I asked.
 “Another fool!” She sneered and flicked her fan faster before her face. “I sent him to find props specifically for this night and the idiot returned robbed of the gold I’d given him when a crowd of peasant men tricked him into dressing as a woman, and used him in shocking ways. He is a perverse creature and while I enjoy perversion, I am never taken advantage by it!”
 I felt my stomach twist as her words brought back memories of Cale. “There are times, Therese, when one has horrible acts forced upon them and in these times I promise to you, gold is of the least importance. Claus is lucky to have survived such a thing and will bear scars hidden from the world as long as he lives.”
 “What are you saying, Virago? Claus lives and breathes, though no longer in my house. He has found himself better suited to the beastly Lord Landing, and to this, I say good riddance.”
 I shook my head sadly, although glad of Claus’s escape from illness, my heart ached for Therese. “I wish you well, My Lady, and pray the illness in your house is fleeting.” I bowed low and took my leave. I thought I heard her shout to me as I walked away, but couldn’t bear to see her drawn face again. When I heard the blaring of trumpets announcing Duir’s departure and the roar of the crowds outside the palace gates, I stopped, struck with fearful clarity.
 “I must warn Duir. Therese and I will go to him, and he must be made to listen.” I rushed back to where she’d stood, but she was gone.

I struggled through the swarming streets to make my way home. When I arrived, I found Sylvain standing at the gate, his face pivoted towards the distant sounds of the coronation procession, the fox curled around his shoulders.

“Brother?”
 “Yes, I’m home, Sylvain.”
 “The vest?”
 “A triumph,” I answered weakly as I passed

him. My hand absently stroked the top of the fox’s head and to my happy surprise, it did not pull away. “Now I must bathe and dress for the celebration.”
 “But are you not to see the coronation? Surely Duir has insisted upon your attendance? Even if I cannot see it, I have anticipated you describing to me the procession and eating of the street food and drinking of the good foreign ale the traveling vendors pour!”

I sighed heavily. “I forget how you enjoy these kinds of festivities. I don’t wish to attend the ceremony and he will know not whether I am there or here, Sylvain. I do not think I can face his men right now.” I’d made my way to the entrance of our home. Sylvain had left the door open and I could see a huge vase of flowers upon the sturdy kitchen table, their scent comforting and somehow sad.

“His men? Auberon, Briar, and Cale? You say their names as though you haven’t treated them as brothers all this time. Suddenly they are different? I have allowed you your silence, Virago, but now I insist you to tell me what has happened!”

“Nothing!” I shouted angrily. “If you wish the pleasures of the streets find them yourself, you are familiar and I lack the strength for anything but a bath before I must return to court.” Even as these words escaped from my mouth, I felt remorse. “Sylvain, forgive my shouting. I am in a web woven by the laws and ignorance of this place. I have always been trapped within it and it has only been recently that I’ve been made aware of the trap and now I am fighting desperately to get out of it.”

“You are the weaver of the web, Virago. But this web is not made of spider silk. It is made of velvet and iced not with morning dew, but the needs of wicked men.”

It was blind truth and my brother silenced me with his clarity.
 “Did I not warn you? Did I not tell you of my misgivings from the moment my hands touched the velvet!” Sylvain’s voice was not only angry, it was wrathful. The fox lifted its head. Its eyes glittered dangerously as if it might lunge from my brother’s shoulders.
 “Please, say no more. It will tear me apart to hear it. If you were right, I am eternally wrong and you will know it before much longer.” Uncertain of my own emotions, I sought the solace of the bath.
 Sylvain followed me, his voice growing closer and louder.
 “You say Duir will not miss you at the coronation, so why would he notice you absent from the revelry after, when he will surely be drunk and gorging on meat and women?”
 “I do not return for Duir,”
 “Why do you go again? I don’t understand you. A nobler man familiar with your recent behavior could do no more than I!”
 When I tried to think of an answer as to why I was returning, all I could think of was Seton. Many things of late may have baffled me, but not the love within me.
 “I’m going because I am in love. It is Seton who plays music in Duir’s court, and I will not depart until he is by my side.” When I finished, my brother’s eyes stared straight at me and for an instant, it felt as if he was seeing straight through my chest into my heart.
 “I shall go with you. If Duir will not notice you, he will not notice me. He did, after all, invite me to court.”
 “Court. Even the word tastes sour to me now.”
 “A mug of ale can wash the bad taste from your mouth, and you shall bathe and wash the bitterness from your being!” Sylvain backed away from the stairwell.
 I smiled in spite of myself and followed him.
 “Come, let us drink and rid ourselves of animosity, and toast my brief yet auspicious debut at court!” Sylvain poured two mugs from the jug. Durant left my brother’s shoulders and watched us from beneath the table.
 I touched my mug to his. “To you, Brother, and to all I leave behind after this final night!”
 “May it be a night to remember!” He clanked his mug to mine a second time.




Chapter 15

It was hardly an hour later when we ventured from the house. As I walked, I was careful to mind my cape. The streets overflowed with people. The air was redolent with the fragrance of food, perfumes, incense and bodies pressed together.

“Are you wearing it?” Sylvain asked, his voice close to my ear. When I hesitated to answer, he grabbed at me until his hands found and explored the lining.

“You wear your death, and for what? To mock laws and spite a fool?” He made a disgusted sound in his throat and thrust the cloak from his hands. “And does the musician wear the other?”

“Yes,” I answered. “And he is wise to the importance of discretion. You mustn’t worry. All will be well, Sylvain. It will be well.” I added the last under my breath in hopes of quieting my own fears.
 “Let us hope so, Virago, or I will be visiting you in the dungeons.” I changed the subject. “Do you not smell the saffron bread? It was always your favorite thing to eat when you were a child. Let us have a loaf and two pints before we find our way to the palace.”

“You are a lost soul in love. I shall allow you reprieve from my concerns as long as you hold them close this night. Will you promise me?”

“I promise and ask you promise to always be wise, and force me, if necessary, to listen to your counsel from this day forward!” I said this half in jest, but felt uneasy as we made our way across the street to where Duir had passed for his second and final procession to the cathedral. The street had been lined with carpet and I noticed large pieces cut away by the hands of those who wished a remembrance of the day.

“What color is the carpet?” Sylvain asked as we crossed.
 “It is purple,” I answered as a young girl dropped to her knees before us and tore a piece from the already ragged edges and thrust it into an apron pocket. “The same color as the vest.”
 “How lucky, you chose to show him the purple,” he mocked. “To have him wearing crimson and walk along a purple rug could have meant your head!”
 “Indeed,” I replied. “Now pray my luck holds and I am able to finagle the last two loaves of saffron bread and not have to pay with my soul!”
 “Allow me to do the finagling,” Sylvain’s voice grew lighter as we approached the vendors. “This is once when my handicap becomes a help instead of a hindrance.”
 As promised, Sylvain procured the loaves while I attended the pints. I’d paid and collected the foaming mugs and was about to pass one to Sylvain when I heard the ringing of the cathedral bells. The coronation ceremony was complete.
 “It is done, Duir has been crowned.” The words fell from him as though each pained him.
 I handed him one of the pints. “So he is.” I brought my pint to my mouth. “Long live the King.”
 A passerby shouted his approval and repeated my words but with greater joy.
 “Long live King Duir!” Another voice rose in celebration and soon we were surrounded by the shouts of the people who knew Duir from afar and loved him as their handsome prince and would now adore him as their lord and ruler.
 “I pity them,” I mumbled as we walked away.
 “Or maybe you envy their ignorance,” my brother answered over a mouthful of saffron loaf.
 “Aye. I am hopeful, too. Perhaps he will rule justly as his father did, and now maybe I am being ignorant.”
 “It is never ignorant to be hopeful,” Sylvain conceded, then took a swallow from his pint.
 “Perhaps not, but ignorance is a malicious teacher. Only recently have I been forced to see what truly hides in the darkest corners of men’s hearts.”
 “You are lucky.” Sylain answered. “Many people never see what lives in the shadows and so they pretend it does not exist and rage when what they have left unseen attacks and wounds them.” He managed a smile. “You are not a fool, Virago, but are now awake.”
 It was an accurate description. I felt blazingly awake. While I may be rubbing my eyes, stunned like a child who has woken to find the day, I felt truly awake.
 While I was thinking this, I felt Sylvain pull on my sleeve. I stopped and only nearly missed walking into a large woman with a child on either hand.
 “He’s coming!” she shrieked and both children squealed excitedly.
 On the street, men hurriedly rolled the bedraggled and torn carpet, their bodies straining behind the massive weight of it.
 “Do you see him? What do you see, Virago?” Sylvain held onto my arm.
 “They are rolling the carpet is all. I cannot see anything else.” The crowd came to a complete stop on either side of the street and I could see the tops of the flags being carried by the guards who would precede and follow Duir.
 Sylvain tugged on my sleeve. “Come, let us move closer. Some part of you must want to see how him wearing the vest?”
 “You forget I was the one who put it on him.”
 “Father would be proud, it is your first coronation vest, Virago. See it for him and for me.”
 “Come.” I took his hand and rested it on my shoulder. “I will see Duir, if only for you and the memory of what was.”
 Once we made it to the front of the crowds, I felt naked and exposed to not only Duir, but to Cale and the others. Nervous sweat soaked my shirt so I shivered and silently cursed the masses of people pressing in on us from behind, forcing the damp fabric to stick to my wet back. “Damn this heat,” I swore and mopped my brow with a handkerchief I’d thankfully remembered, as I’d given my earlier one to Therese.
 “It’s a fine day!” a man next to me snapped. “His Highness has perfect weather for his crowning. It is you who is dripping like a fevered wench!”
 “Be quiet, you old fool!” The woman with the two children I’d almost run into before barked. She cast a worried eye upon me. “Pay him no mind, dearie. You do look a touch feverish. Must be the excitement of it, ehh? Look at me. My hands are shaking so I can barely hold on to these two!” She broke into a nervous laughter and yanked the children closer to her wide hips.
 “King Duir and long live him!” someone shouted.
 “Virago, do you see him? Tell me, is he splendid? The vest?” Sylvain drew close and gripped my shoulder tightly.
 “He’s coming.” I was certain Sylvain didn’t hear me, for the crowd’s murmurs and awed cries grew deafening.
 “Silence!” A voice shouted over the din and behind this command, the crowd calmed. It was the voice of Auberon flanked by Briar on one side, Cale on the other. In their uniforms of crimson and black, they cut a formidable impression among the peasants and common folk. They stepped aside once the crowd was hushed and bowed low and as they did, the crowd following suit.
 “Bow.” I felt Sylvain’s hand fall from my shoulder.
 “Your Lord and God Anointed King, His Grace.” Auberon’s voice rose dramatically with each word. “King Duir. Long may he live and reign!”
 “My people!” Duir’s voice was clear as a bell being rung from a high steeple. “My dear people. I am humbled by your gratitude but you may rise!”
 Around us the applause and cheers of God save the King exploded, followed by blaring trumpets. Before us, Duir made a sweeping, gracious bow. I saw his gleaming smile. Beneath the dark, elaborate cut of the coronation coat, the velvet showed itself magnificently.
 “How does he look?” Sylvain asked. “Are you pleased?”
 “I am awake,” I answered as my eyes lingered on Auberon’s face. Tienne was by his side and smiling. Briar was there, his bald head shining, his face a mask of pride. Cale turned on the crowd. Our eyes met. I clasped a hand over Sylvain’s. “And I am afraid.”




Chapter 16

“Oh, Virago.” Tienne rushed upon me at the entrance to the hall where Duir was holding court and receiving his foreign guests.
 “My Lady.” I took her hand and bowed. She laughed and drew my head up with her delicate fingers. “You are a friend, Virago. You need not bow as if I am a queen.”

“Ahh, but you are cousin to a King now and worthy of not only my bending of knee, but the entire court, as well you know.”

“But I think of you as family, as does Duir. Is it not incredible he is lastly crowned!” Tienne looked behind. “And who is this?”

I saw Sylvain, who, overwhelmed by his first appearance in court, lingered in the doorway.
 “Sylvain, my brother,” I replied.
 I heard her sigh as her eyes continued to linger on Sylvain. “He is quite handsome. I’d forgotten how beautiful he was. Even in your own handsome shadow, he cuts quite a figure. Might you introduce us?”
 “My Lady.” I bowed and went to Sylvain, who although nervous, seemed to be enjoying himself amid the chaos.
 “The air is alive and wild and the food smells are savory, sweet and sour. Is the banquet table already spread?” His earnest inquiries made my heart ache. He had such a wide view of the world outside the palace and yet was an innocent of everything within. Seeing an awed smile on his usually serious face made me smile despite my anxiety.
 “You are enamored and are only at the entranceway! Come now and meet Duir’s cousin, Lady Tienne who will marry Lord Auberon shortly.” I took his hand and placed it firmly on my shoulder. “She is quite beautiful and thinks you handsome. Do you remember her from when we were younger?”
 Sylvain gripped my shoulder. “Of course I remember Tienne. Her voice is one I think of often, but she mocks me to say I am handsome. I know how I look by the way people have laughed when I pass, but I will meet her because I cannot help but want to hear her voice.”
 “Come and let us meet her and perhaps I will leave you in her care while I find the musician, for I fear for him.”
 Tienne was where I left her, but as we approached, so did Auberon and when he saw Sylvain behind me, he made the face of one who is about to endure something unpleasant.
 “Lord Auberon and Lady Tienne.” I bowed, and Sylvain followed suit. “Surely you both remember my brother, Sylvain.”
 “Sylvain?” Auberon sneered “In court? It must be a historic day indeed to be graced with his presence!”
 “I am fortunate to be welcomed in King Duir’s court. God save the King,” Sylvain intoned respectfully as he rose from bowing. “Lord Auberon and Lady Tienne.” He offered his hand, to which Tienne placed her own. “It is you who smells of bergamot and tuber rose? I remember you smelled as lovely years ago when I met you in my father’s store.”
 “You are a visionary, Sylvain,” Tienne cooed as he drew her hand to his lips. “I’d forgotten how clearly you see with your memory. How pleasant to see you in court after all this time. You must allow me to steal you away for a dance and let me introduce you to all the beautiful women who would swoon under your words!”
 “Do I not woo you with silvered words, my love?” Auberon asked, his eyes never leaving the my brother’s face.
 I knew Auberon’s jealous mind well enough to know I must intervene. “Fear not, my brother told of no tales to steal the Lady Tienne from beneath your arms!”
 At this, Auberon leveled his gaze upon me and smiled. “Tienne, why don’t you take Sylvain and make him known to the court. I wish a moment with Virago.”
 Sylvain held his hand out to me. I clasped it tightly, then let it go. This was our sign from childhood to indicate the other was all right.
 “Go and make merry, Brother.” Aware of Auberon’s glowering face, I smiled at Tienne. “Mind him well, for I worry some witch-woman may steal him away!”
 Tienne smirked and drew Sylvain from my side. “He is in the hands of a lady, and will be treated as my guest.” She winked coyly at me before taking her leave.
 Auberon snatched her to him, forcing her to drop Sylvain’s hand and kissed her roughly.
 “A blind man may know how to honey you with words, but words are no substitute for actions.”
 These sharp words would have cut anyone else, but Sylvain, knowing the arrogance of Duir and his men, merely bowed. “You are a much better man than I, My Lord, if your actions can secure the beauty of one such as the Lady Tienne.”
 Auberon’s face grew dour, but before he could say more, Tienne interrupted. “Virago, be sure and quiz Auberon about his wishes for his wedding vests. Duir has approved my request to have you as the men’s tailor. I insisted he allow you to use the new fabric you employed for his coronation vest! What is the material called?”
 “It is velvet, My Lady.” I thought I could hear music beginning to swell from depths of the room.
 “It is a fantasy, and if I could, I would have my wedding dress made in it! It is like the hide of a magical beast!” She laughed at this foolish comparison and seeing the Auberon’s unsmiling face, took Sylvain by the hand and led him from us and into the crowd.
 Alone, Auberon’s mood lightened, but I could sense a strange heaviness between us.
 “What is it?” I asked, cautious of my own words in his presence.
 “Come, let us skirt the crowds and make our way to the throne. Duir did not see you at the coronation ceremony.”
 I had to practically walk on top of his boots to hear him.
 “The King must know I have worked tirelessly on his garment and am bone weary and sought the comfort of my bed for a short time. It is not my place to be by his side, Auberon. You know this as well as he, and it is time I recognize my own position in this court. It was one thing when he was Prince to have his tailor at his heel, it is another when he is King and I am not part of his privy council as are Briar, Cale and you.” I stopped talking when we reached the edge of the crowd and we sought space behind a large pillar.
 “I don’t understand you, Virago. Have you lost your senses? You leave the castle after Duir instructed you not to do so for fear of having his coronation vest stolen or exposed. You don’t attend him at his coronation because you say you are tired?”
 “My Lord, I—” Before I could say more, Auberon interrupted me.
 “And what of this, My Lord, My Lady?”
 “It has been made clear to me my position in this court, Auberon. Painfully clear. In fact, if I am merely the tailor, I shall regard those above me as one in my position should.” I heard the callousness in my voice and saw the way my words struck Auberon. His face hardened as though he wished to strike me.
 “Is this because of the musician?”
 If my words struck him, this question was like a cold knife to my stomach.
 “I know not what you mean,” I answered quickly and heard the breathlessness of my words. Music played clearly and I knew it to be the sound of the lute and was for a moment relived. Then, remembering Seton’s wounded fingers, I grew angry.
 “He plays as though gifted from above.” Auberon’s head cocked to listen to the music above the voices around us. “I wish him to play at my wedding. I told Duir it should be overlooked.”
 Fear brought sweat to my brow. Had I been weaker, I would have run from the court. Instead, I allowed the memory of Seton’s and my abuse seal my feet to the floor.
 “Come, Virago. It is not a surprise. Your hunger is plain in your eyes and always has been. How many years have we all known each other? How many times have we seen one another nude? Your shyness, your blushing and physical aversion when we touch you in jest, these all told of your true passions. So when Cale—”
 “Say his name not to me!” I broke Auberon’s suspicious onslaught. “Listening to Cale is like listening to the wind. You hear many tales and little truth. If I have been shy it is because I was reared to be mindful of my place and I am not accustomed to being manipulated by other men for jest!” I’d spoken beyond my limit, and realized it too late.
 His face grew grim. “The laws you have broken are centuries old and though I have implored Duir on your behalf, you must seek his forgiveness, and swear you will not act in this depraved way again. You’ve done wrong to disrespect him as you have.”
 I felt a threat in his voice as I jerked my shoulder from under his hand. I strode from him, unsure of where I meant to go. I could only follow the sound of the music and hoped it would lead me to Seton.
 What would Duir do? Worse, what did he expect? Of me? Of Seton? These questions held me as a spell holds an enchanted child. So when I broke from the crowd and found myself before Duir, I felt stunned and exposed.
 He sat resplendent upon his dark throne of ebony and rare black wood. Seeing Duir upon it was like seeing a demi-god, for he shone in such magnificence. It was frightening.
 Duir talked in earnest with a small, dark man while those around him kept a vigilant watch upon the court. Briar was on his left and Cale on his right. It was several seconds before any of them noticed me. It was in fact Seton, who upon seeing me, faltered in his playing and thus made Duir raise his head.
 At first he glanced to where Seton sat nearby. Cale leaned close and uttered something, at which Duir held up a hand.
 “This is your King, tailor,” Cale barked. “Fall on your knees and show him your allegiance!”
 “Cale,” Duir’s voice resonated in the now silent hall. “It is enough you have spoken before me, but you will not address the royal tailor in such a way. He is friend and loyal to me, as was his father to mine.”
 Behind me, I heard a rustling and the faint sound of a familiar voice. When I dared a furtive glance, I saw Sylvain, his brow furrowed as though every fiber of his being were trying to sense what was happening.
 “God save the King,” I bowed low. Unsure of what would happen next, I found myself holding my breath in anticipation.
 “Rise, Virago, you are a welcome sight. Come forth and accept my praise and thanks.”
 Although kind, I did not fail to hear the command behind Duir’s words.
 When I straightened, his hand was outstretched. On it I saw the glorious black diamond his father had worn, a symbol of his position, and the confirmation of his coronation. I moved forward slowly, bowed and kissed the ring. The stone felt cold and hard against my lips.
 “And who is this?” Duir asked as he jerked his hand from my lips. “Sylvain? Will this surprises of this day ever cease?”
 I saw my brother bow, and heard his calm voice.
 “Your Grace.”
 “Welcome to court, Sylvain. I hope you are finding it pleasurable.”
 I couldn’t help but find my eyes searching Duir’s face for his true emotions, but where there had been an almost transparency in days past, there was now a mysterious aloofness.
 Before Sylvain could reply, Duir stood, held his arms wide, exposing the full majesty of the velvet vest. “My loving people and most honored guests,” Duir’s voice boomed majestically. “I would like to share with you a new and most precious discovery.”
 I could hear the awed sounds of the crowd behind me. The weight of their eyes trained upon the throne and the expectant hush was heavy with excitement.
 “I present you with the man responsible for bringing this new material to my court. The royal tailor. He is Virago and this,” he said, stroking the front of his chest appreciatively, “is velvet and upon its arrival, has been made a royal textile to be worn by only those of positions within court and gentry. The laws of sumptuary have been made clear in this regard.”
 My eyes found Seton. He stared hard at Duir as though bemused by this speech. I could see the velvet-lined cape draped across his seat. My own cape felt suddenly heavy, as if it carried the weight of the law within its lining.
 “Now,” Duir continued in a less booming, but regal voice. “Let us feast and enjoy the theatrics of Lady Therese!”
 At the mention of Therese, I felt my stomach lurch. My thoughts raced urgently.

He must be warned! I must tell him!
 Applause broke out and rose up from behind me in a wave. Seton was provoked to begin playing and soon the hall was merry.
 “Your Grace,” I began, trying not to shout above the noise, but was interrupted by Briar, who came and clapped me on the shoulder.
 “His Grace will see you tomorrow. Virago—”
 “Indeed, we have much to discuss, you and I,” Duir interrupted, a faint glint in his eye.
 “Yes, Your Grace, as you wish. I will be here,” I replied uneasily, bowed, then took my leave.
 My brother was immediately upon me.
 “I dislike Duir’s words. He is suspicious. I fear you are right to leave, and quickly. If you will still have me, I think I will join you.”
 “Peace, Sylvain, please. It is in motion and we shall leave as smoke leaves a chimney. Only I am uneasy with Therese. Duir will engage in more than her theatrical talents this night and I believe she is now tainted with whatever illness has killed her birds and her women.”
 “There you are, Sylvain.” Tienne came and hooked her arm through Sylvain’s, a coy smile on her pretty face.
 “Come and let us find seats for the theatre! Virago, will you not join us?”
 “In a moment, My Lady. I must see to something first. Please reserve a seat for me by your side,” I replied and smiled kindly as she nodded and started to pull Sylvain by the arm.
 Before he allowed Tienne to guide him from my presence, Sylvain hastened to my side. “Do as your conscious dictates, for you know my mind on this subject.”
 “As my conscious dictates?” I repeated aloud. The words, although mine, were cold. “I have known monsters here and made them my brothers.” My eyes sought and found Cale, his face dark, but his eyes bright. “But I have also known good.” And I saw Seton, his face calm though I knew he ached with exhaustion and pain.
 Which am I?
 I guess I would have to wait and see which would emerge, the good or the monster.
 From the room where the theatre would take place, I heard the sound of applause.
 The performance was about to begin.




Chapter 17

I found a seat next to Sylvain, whom Tienne abandoned once Auberon insisted she sit with him in the better seats towards the front of the room.

“Can you smell it?” my brother asked furtively. “What?” I whispered. Luckily or wisely, Sylvain chose seats to the side of where the stage was set up, so there was no one next to me and a vacant chair next to Sylvain.
 “The sickness,” he answered, annoyed. “Therese’s performers.”
 I jerked my head to the stage and watched as the silk curtains Therese used for all her theatrics parted and several female performers emerged dressed ironically and morbidly as peacocks. There was a gray pall to them, but I was unsure if it was their makeup, the lighting, my unfortunate view, or the illness.
 “Therese wouldn’t risk bringing disease to court,” I said as I watched the peacocks move gracefully across the stage. I saw one flounder, her face blanch with embarrassment as she continued her movements.
 “She is sick herself, you saw her.” He shook his head sadly before adding, “It is an unfortunate man who delves between the legs of her women now.”
 “What do you mean?” I asked, my eyes now transfixed by male performers who emerged. They moved sensually about the women, pulling feathers from their costumes tickling and teasing them with the plumes. The eyes of the peacock feathers caught the candlelight and glittered.
 “I believe this is not a plague one will get from breathing. This illness will spread from within.”
 “No!” I jerked my head at my brother. The whores were possibly carrying plague and didn’t know! If this were the case, how many men already carried the disease home to their wives?
 As if stating facts he’d read in a book, Sylvain continued. “These women will likely be dead within the fortnight and so will the men who have buried their cocks inside them.”
 I stood suddenly, made my way quickly from the room, and sought the fresh air of the night.
 The courtyard closest to the theatre was the one named moon garden. The former queen had instructed the men from the north to construct three white marble pools. When filled, the water reflected the silvery moon and cast the courtyard in tranquil light. Tonight was no exception, though as I descended the steps leading to the pools, there was unease about the usually peaceful space. As I passed the first pool, the water rippled. There was a thunderous movement nearby, a struggle and the muffled sounds of an argument. When I saw two figures struggling in the entranceway opposite where I stood, I rushed over and was shocked to find Seton standing before a man who had fallen to his knees. I could smell blood.
 “Seton.” His name and in saying it made me realize it had been him I’d missed the entire night. Everything else, every distraction, every foolish word was now meaningless.
 “Don’t move, Virago.” His voice was clipped, his breathing heavy.
 I saw him swipe his hand across his face and in the movement, my eyes caught the glint of something in his other hand.
 “What are you doing?” I asked, confused.
 Seton stared at the man before him. “I’m about to slit a throat.” He moved the hand holding the shining object closer to the man on his knees. Pain registered clearly on his face.
 I saw this and thought of his long-abused fingers. “Your hands.”
 “I told you once I would bleed across the marble of this court before surrendering to its brutality. Now you see I meant what I said.”
 “You are dead,” the other man hissed. “You will hang.”
 This was a voice I knew. If I knew no other, I would know it, for it haunted my dreams and plagued the minutes of my life worse than a specter haunts its grave.
 I saw Seton’s hand recoil. “Oh, aye?” He snarled through gritted teeth. “I will go the devil and drag you with me! Where I come from, you don’t learn how to play an instrument with one hand and not wield a knife in the other.”
 I moved as if I were in a dream, slow and deliberate, and hoping in some blind way it was not the man I knew it was. I tripped over something, and looking, saw the cape I’d given to Seton. I reached to the ground and dragged it to me as one would pull a secret treasure. It had been ripped, the ragged edges of the cape felt sharp to me, dangerous. Every muscle in my body tightened. Fear wound its way into my heart. My jaw begin to twitch nervously. I tried to swallow, but found I couldn’t.
 “Where is it?” I croaked.
 “Where is what?” Seton answered sharply.
 I could see the hate burning in his eyes as he stared at the man before him
 “Where is the missing piece of cloak, Seton? The velvet—” Before I could continue, Seton moved aside, revealing what my mind already knew and my heart dreaded
 “We are beyond the worry of velvet lined cloaks, Virago. Wouldn’t you agree?”
 Although my mind registered the words, I couldn’t accept what I was seeing. The cloak fell from my hands. In my head, I heard it thud to the ground as if it were made of glass and the ground marble.
 There, on his knees, was Cale, his face a mask of disgust, shock and rage. Blood dotted his throat where Seton’s dagger had pressed. My stomach pitched and I felt the moonlit world around me begin to slide away.

This isn’t true, not true…
 My eyes closed, and for a minute I was swept away into a comforting black pitch.
 When I felt hands upon me, I opened my eyes and found myself looking at Seton. I shook my head, but he jerked my head towards Cale and forced me to look upon him.
 “Look and tell me he doesn’t deserve my blade.”
 However badly I wanted to close my eyes, I found I couldn’t. The only thing I could do was stare at the man before me. My eyes struggled to endure his grimacing face, his bloodied mouth leering. He flicked his tongue over his split lip and started laughing.
 I saw his pants were undone and his cock hung from the front of his breeches like a sleeping serpent.
 Understanding flashed upon me as if the garden was lit not by the mysterious moon, but by the glaring sun.
 Seton must have sensed my realization. He started to speak. “He tried to—”
 I heard no more. A seething red blindness descended upon me and with it came the terrible humiliation and shame he’d forced upon me and now had attempted to inflict upon another man, a man with whom I’d found love.
 “You,” I heard myself say in a voice carried from the pits of hell itself, but I could say no more. Before I knew what I was doing, I’d grabbed for the blade Seton held clasped in his hand and jerked it from him with such force, he stumbled and I was upon Cale.
 “Bloody, bloody bastard shit,” I cursed in the same foul voice, my body no longer my own. I arched my hand so the dagger gleamed wildly in the silvered light, cut through the blood scented air, and made a whipping sound.
 Beneath me, Cale at first expressed shock, bucked wildly beneath me, and in normal circumstances would have been able to throw me, if not for the sheer force with which I’d fallen upon him. I heard Seton cry out and felt his hands and arms grappling with my own flailing limbs, but my arm with the knife stayed poised to strike.
 “No!” Seton cried. “Not you, Virago!”
 Seton’s voice broke through the red rage blinding me. The world stopped. There was Cale, and in his eyes was not rage or disgust, but fear. Behind me was Seton, his arms about me, both our weights pinning Cale underneath us. I felt myself begin to shake with wracking sobs.
 I couldn’t kill.
 “I can’t,” I wailed and felt the dagger fall from my hands. The sound of it hitting the ground rang like a shot in a silent wood. “I can’t!” I wept bitterly and allowed Seton to pull me from Cale and gather me into his arms.
 Cale scrambled, sought the support of a nearby bench, and attempted to struggle to his feet.
 We heard what sounded like a scream coming from the direction of the theatre. Seton and I could see people rushing from where the performance had been. We looked at one another.
 Cale stared past us to where the commotion came.
 “Go,” I demanded. “Go now, or you’ll be killed.”
 “Virago, I—”
 But I pressed the palm of my hand to his mouth. “Say nothing. I know your heart, for it is the same as mine. I loathe thinking of the words being repeated in this place before this creature.”
 As I removed my hand from Seton’s mouth, he grasped it and held it long enough to kiss my hand.
 “Go, please go,” I pleaded.
 Seton stood a moment, his face a mask of hurt and bitterness. He backed away and I watched as long as I could bear it. Only when the clouds overtook the moon and the garden darkened did I hear his voice.
 “The dagger,” it said, and vanished.
 As if woken from a dream, I bent to the ground, felt for the dagger and finding its handle, I swept it to me. The sound of the blade along the flagstones struck me cold. The ripped cloak was nearby. I grabbed it and centered my attentions on Cale. He’d struggled to his feet, teetered and tumbled back onto the bench. I went to him, bent over, and jerked the tip of the dagger to his throat.
 “How easily I could have slit your throat and returned to the theatre like any other man.”
 This time he didn’t try to pull away, his eyes met mine. “You’re no man. You are an abomination of God! A traitor to the King and your neck will meet the block for it!”
 The wild peace I’d known when Seton staid my hand vanished. The rush of vengeance flowed forth and I welcomed its return.
 I pressed the tip of the dagger into his throat until my hand quivered with anticipation.

Deeper, a velvety voice murmured, deeper.
 Seton’s cloak weighed upon my other arm, a stark contrast to the unyielding blade in the other.

Kill him, make him pay.
 The voice clouded my thoughts, taunted my fingers and scorched my need for retribution. The cloak felt heavier and the voice grew in urgency.

Make him pay!
 “Virago!”
 Beyond us, I saw a figure staggering as though lost.
 “Where are you? Virago!”
 Sylvain!
 “Call him,” Cale hissed. “Call the cripple, maybe he can do what you are too weak to do!”
 “Virago!” Sylvain repeated, this time closer.
 I saw him nearly avoid stepping into one of the moon lit pools.
 “Sylvain,” I returned. “I am here, to your left, only you must follow my voice. I cannot come to you now.” I trained my eyes on Cale. I could see a second, thin ragged cut beaded with blood. He lived, I’d not cut deep enough.
 “Why, Brother, why can you not come? We must leave.” He sounded fearful.
 “Come, Sylvain, here,” I directed as he came upon the edge of the garden.
 I reached a hand out to him, but did not dare turn my attention from Cale.
 When his hands found mine, I felt him try to pull me away. I defied him and held my ground.
 “Lord Briar has fallen ill, fainted dead away in the middle of the theatre.” His voice at first insistent, grew silent. His grip loosened.
 I heard him sniffing the air, saw him strain to hear.
 “The air smells of blood, and can hear the breathing of a wounded man. What has happened?” he asked solemnly. “What have you done?”
 I took his hands. “Nothing, come let us go. The night is spoiled.”
 “You’re a dead dog!” Cale, shrieked from behind us. “You are dead!”
 Upon hearing Cale’s voice, Sylvain faltered.
 When I tried to lead him away, I found he couldn’t be moved.
 Sylvain yanked his hands from mine. “Wait.”
 “Dead,” Cale repeated, as he attempted to stand.
 Sylvain must have sensed Cale’s movement from behind. I saw this and reached for him. But it was too late.
 “Sylvain!” I yelled, but it went unheard.
 My brother spun on Cale and struck him with such force, the already wounded man shrieked with pain upon the impact of Sylvain’s fist. The blow was followed by the sickening, thick sound of his head hitting stone.
 “You,” Sylvain snarled, “are the one who is dead. You, who have no soul. You have nothing!”
 These were not words but a curse. I found myself shivering beside him.
 “He is not dead,” Sylvain declared, “only unawake, and more importantly for us, unaware. Perhaps he will not be found until the morning.” He cocked his head towards the sound of the chaos from within the castle. “Shall we take our leave?”
 We moved away from the scene and the noisy corridors of the castle. Instead we traversed the castles side gardens which eventually led us to the gates. As we walked, we remained silent. Several times I heard his breath catch as the sounds of castle guard’s armor clanked as they passed us from inside.
 We waited until we passed the gates and our feet met the cobblestones of the street to take deep, relieved breaths.
 “Tell me what happened to Briar,” I asked as we continued to make our way.
 “He is ill with the sickness. Though I am no doctor, it is almost a certainty. The Privy Council is more than familiar with Therese’s offerings.”
 “Duir,” I gasped, my words finding meaning in Sylvain’s hypothesis even before my mind caught up. “He is ill as well?”
 “If he fucked a sick whore, I would certainly say he will follow Briar’s path,” Sylvain answered and placed his hand on my shoulder and squeezed.
 “I should have warned him. I should have listened to you and told him!” Panic was falling upon me. “How has this all happened? How has the world become so dark?”
 “Virago, darkness fades. You will see the light,” he answered comfortingly.
 “I fear it will be some time before my dawn. We are in danger. If we weren’t before tonight, we surely are now.”
 For a time, we were silent. I was beginning to weigh the seriousness of everything that happened when Sylvain interrupted my thoughts.
 “What will you do with Seton’s cape?”
 I hugged the torn, soiled garment tightly to my chest as we walked. “I will put it around his shoulders when I see him, and we shall wear them proudly as we leave this place.”
 Sylvain said no more, and we hastened our pace.
 When a guard on night watch passed, I yanked Sylvain into a shadowed alley behind the alehouse, and held a hand to his mouth.
 “A guard,” I warned as I watched him approach. He did not linger, but walked by and we remained unnoticed. When he was gone, I lowered my hand.
 “Surely, a guard on night watch cannot know what has taken place on the castle grounds,” Sylvain surmised.
 “Do you wish to answer questions now?” I asked. Though I knew it was unlikely the guard would know us as criminals, we would be questioned about being about the streets, and, if the guard chose, he could hold us until we gave a suitable answer. It was an unpleasant prospect.
 “It’s the alehouse,” Sylvain blurted after taking several appreciative sniffs of the air.
 I could now smell the sour, bitter tang of the brew. It was the same establishment Seton and I patronized the day he wooed the court. The memory sprung painfully to mind. “I have lost my love. It is indeed a dark and bloody night.”
 “You are not to blame, Virago,” Sylvain stated.
 “Who is to blame?” I asked this hoping for an answer to make everything clear.
 “Therese knew of the illness. She bears it inside her, and brought it to the palace as if she bore a gift.”
 “Ahh, Therese,” I sighed sadly as we crept from the alley and hurriedly made our way to our home. “I have not even begun to understand the twisted path she walks.”
 “Everything comes as it should,” Sylvain replied.
 When we neared our home, I stopped at the gate.
 “Why would she do it?”
 “Perhaps a whore gets tired of being a whore. No matter how she longed to be seen as a theatre maven, she would always be a whore to the court. Who knows what axes her heart longed to grind on the bones of His Grace. You yourself seemed prepared to grind your own tonight. Perhaps you can visit Therese and ask, but I wouldn’t listen to her. She is an adept liar.”
 “As are we all.” I pushed open the gate only to be struck silent as Seton emerged from the shadows of the doorway.
 “You.” I could say no more. I ran to him, flung the cape around his shoulders and pressed my mouth to his.
 His lips were cold. I felt my teeth nibble them, forcing hot blood to rise beneath the soft flesh. Our tongues met with contended sighs.
 Sylvain came close and offered his hand in Seton’s general direction. “This is him?”
 Seton and I parted but held onto one another.
 “It is an honor to meet you, if only it were under more pleasurable circumstances.” Seton took Sylvain’s hand, and despite his wounds, shook it heartily.
 “You are a brave man to love as you do. I am unsure if it is foolish or criminal, but I love my brother and I am accepting of his ability to love freely.” He moved past us, fumbled for his keys, opened the door, and entered the house. “We must go inside and make plans.”
 The fire light from the kitchen came forth through the doorway and brought with it a certain security we all craved.
 Seton gripped my shoulder and urged me inside. “The night is alive and filled with ears and eyes. Let us find comfort within.”
 I followed Seton and was relieved when the door closed behind us. Immediately, Durant came out from under the table and set about growling at Seton’s boots as he passed. But Seton, unafraid of the small creature, offered his hand to the fox, who, to all our amazement, sniffed cautiously, and after only seconds allowed Seton to pet and caress its ears.
 “Not only are you a musician, but an animal tamer like Sylvain,” I joked, and was pleased to see Seton smile up at me.
 “It is only because I am not afraid.” He sat back on his haunches.
 He offered his hand to mine, which I took and helped haul him up, wincing as I felt the sores on his fingers and saw the pain cross his face.
 “You’re wounded,” Sylvain observed. “I can smell the beginning of infection. What is it?”
 “My hands are badly blistered and cut from Duir’s demented punishments,” Seton answered as he lowered himself onto the bench by the table.
 “Punishment? For what?” Sylvain queried and went about gathering things from the cabinets where he’d stored herbal ointments and medicines.
 I lit enough candles to give us light, but not enough to bring attention to the house.
 “We were found out by one of Duir’s men.” Seton winced as I forced one of his hands open to fully observe the wounds.
 “Cale came upon us in the palace and guessed our passions, though I thought he’d held his tongue after…” My voice drifted away, and under Seton’s gaze I felt the familiar shame of what happened threaten to return.
 Sylvain came to the table and placed a jar of thick, viscous jelly by Seton, who eyed it suspiciously. “You must wash the wounds first,” Sylvain instructed.
 Seton stood and allowed Sylvain to guide him over to the large washing basin.
 “No one holds their tongues at court, Virago,” Sylvain scolded. He left Seton, returned to the table, and opened the jar. “You should have known this.”
 “He saw nothing!” I exclaimed. “It was a guess, something he supposed and for this we have been tormented!”
 “And now he has discovered the cloak lined in velvet, and he will claim assault by my hands,” Seton, affirmed.
 “Cale need not to have seen anything, he has proof not only with the cloak, but now both of you have threatened and attacked a member of the Privy Council, as have I.”
 “You?” Seton asked, incredulous.
 “Cale lies unconscious,” I answered for my brother.
 Before I could explain further, Sylvain broke in. “It no longer matters. It is done and I need not tell either of you, Duir will never take any man’s word over Cale’s, a man he calls brother,” Sylvain remarked as he dipped a length of linen into the jar.
 “Treason, violence and carnal depravity. I have certainly tarnished our parents’ names in this land. How I wish things were not as they are. I have done a disservice to our family, Sylvain.” I let my head drop, unsure I could look my brother in the face.
 “Father would have wanted you to stand up for what made you most happy. It is enough to live. To walk away with our lives will mean we have overcome the laws of this time,” Sylvain commented.
 I watched as he removed the linen and went over to where Seton stood.
 “Virago, there is no going backwards, only forward.” His voice became a painful moan as Sylvain wrapped the bandages around his hands.
 I could hear his sharp intake of breath and lifted my head to see him wincing. It was this moment that I realized there was something missing.
 “Your lute!” I practically shouted as my eyes searched frantically for his beloved instrument. “Seton.” I was going to ask where it was, but I saw loss overtake his face and in the flickering candlelight, his sadness was clearly marked.
 “Gone, Cale broke it. It is in pieces among those white pools where the moon reflects from the sky. If only I’d killed him, how my fingers would have savored the heat of his blood to atone for the broken pieces of the lute. I love the lute, but the music a blade makes is much more lasting.”
 His words hung in the air and brought Cale closer than any of us wished.
 “Damn him,” Sylvain cursed as he finished wrapping Seton’s hands. “He will know a painful death sooner than you think and Hell will yawn for him.”
 Seton held his hands up to the light and smiled. “You have the healer’s touch, my friend Sylvain, and I am thankful to you for it.”
 I could see a shy grin spread across Sylvain’s face.
 “It is nothing,” he answered.
 Seton, now we must sleep and wake before long if we wish to live.”
 “Sleep? We must leave now! They will be on us like hounds on a fox, we cannot wait for them in our beds.”
 “We will leave in the morning,” Seton stated and stretched tiredly. “Before the cock crows, our feet will know the road. The castle and the King are in enough of a state this night. There is a fair chance Cale will be overlooked until the dawn.” He looked at Sylvain. “For this I am thankful to you, healer and fighter.”
 As if sensing my next words, he added, “A ship is leaving at first light, and we will be on it or know the block. But I will be sleeping with my blade close at hand this night.”




Chapter 18

In the dark, pain is distant. Physical pain is hidden behind the sighs of spiders spinning webs in dark branches and emotional pain is a ghost pulling at your uncovered feet when you turn in your bed.

Seton lay with me and both our aches felt closer and more insistent than the weaving of a web or the wandering of a specter. Both of us ached in each other’s arms. I felt him pull me tighter when I sighed and I clung to him when he emitted a soft gasp. Exhaustion was the ghost here and though we both yearned to yield to its haunting, being in bed together for the first time was more alluring and our sleepy senses were sharply aware of each other’s bodies. Close, closer, so close, and so complete. Could this completion heal the damage done to us? Neither of us could tell. Instead, we held each other and did our best to live amongst the hurt surrounding us.
 “Will we survive this night?” I asked, seeking consolation. “I heard a saying once, ‘the night is a friend to those who seek its protection,’ and it is in this I am finding solace,” Seton replied soothingly.

“What of the ship?”
 “Tonight, when I left the castle I sought Claus, and found him at a theatre in town where his troupe had performed. When I told him my plight, he reminded me of a spice merchant by the name Doremme, a friend and as silent as the ocean when it comes to his cargo.”
 “Your brother,” I said, suddenly alert and thinking of Claus. “Will he not join us? If Duir should know of his relation to you, it could mean his doom.”
 Seton laughed. “You are full of many worries. My brother and I part many times, only to eventually find one another later. He will do as he wishes and I will do the same. He has found happiness here. Duir knows not of my relation to him and Therese has larger concerns on her mind than to reveal Claus’s identity.”
 “The sickness?”
 “I believe Sylvain may have been correct in his talk of plague. Claus told of seeing many bloody horrors before he parted from Therese.”
 I exhaled. My body was exhausted and my mind spun. “I hate the thoughts in my head, swirling like smoke and as able to penetrate the cracks of my heart. If Therese is ill and knows of the illness, why does she remain mute? Yet, I am no better. I have remained silent because of doubt, fear and the pageantry of the coronation. I am no better than she.”
 “Perhaps not,” Seton responded. “Perhaps no one is better than anyone else, and that is the answer.”
 “What do you mean?”
 “Do you truly believe Duir to be a better man than Sylvain or yourself? Is Therese less than Tienne? These beliefs exist only because those who govern have made them so.”
 When he finished, he kissed my forehead as if to comfort me.
 “You don’t know Duir as I do, Seton. You have only been in his court a short time. He is trapped as we are, maybe more so because he is blind to what is happening.”
 “You would defend him?” Seton lifted himself from my arms, folded his arms across my chest and rested his chin on them so he could look at me.
 Even in the dark I could sense his eyes on me.
 “Maybe I defend him to mask my own humiliation for having been blind and deaf for so long to what they truly are and who I truly am.”
 “It doesn’t matter, my love. Soon we will know the expanse of ocean and new lands where everything smells of spice and people are not judged by velvet or cock.” When he said the last, he moved the blanket covering us and saw I was partially erect. “Should you not know release before you dream?”
 “Your mouth is a dream, perhaps everything else is a nightmare.” I groaned as his hands continued to stoke my passions.
 “You shall have a waking dream,” he answered seductively and I felt his body slide along mine, one hand stroking my cock, the other finding and pulling roughly at my chest. Once his fingers found a nipple, they tugged on the tender flesh until it hardened and I moaned.
 I kicked the blankets from the bed and felt the cool night air creep across my naked body. Exposed to him, to the ghosts, to fear and pain, and yet I wanted it, yearned for the release and exorcism of the words, thoughts and fears in my head.
 “You ache.” Seton’s mouth hovered close to my swollen cock. “I want to know the ache of your cock as it pulses, hot and hard.” His words made my body tingle.
 “Yes,” I grunted as I felt the seductive swirl of his tongue along the tip of my cock. “Put my cock in your mouth.”
 When he licked at me, his tongue caressed the entire length of my cock before he stopped at the top, before taking me inside him.
 I moaned and lowered my hands until they found the top of his head. My fingers wound themselves into his soft hair.
 He coaxed me further into his mouth. I felt his tongue massaging my cock, and the wet sucking noises his lips made. I arched my ass from the bed in an attempt to make him take even more of me, consume me, drown out everything until there was only pleasure. I closed my eyes and saw nothing, but felt everything.
 “Faster,” I growled and dug my fingers into his skull, his hair sliding beneath my fingers.
 He groaned his compliance at my demand, and sucked harder. He released my cock from his mouth to gasp for air. “Will you let me drink you as I did before?”
 “You needn’t ask,” I answered as I strained my body towards his mouth.
 It was if Seton were not a man, but a greedy creature. His words were no longer words, but sounds of an animal as his mouth reclaimed my cock. I was his. Though he asked, I realized I was under his spell and gave in to his demands if only to please him and have him continue his exquisite exploration of my body.
 The moist ministrations of his mouth, the furious and teasing flick of his tongue, and the suction of his lips made it clear that my cock was his instrument and I was to be played until completion. Seton was a consummate musician. I felt his skills and could only comply until the shuddering of my orgasm made me jerk with the frenzy of a crescendo.
 “Fuck!” I cursed loudly as I unloaded what felt like a massive burden within myself. My flood could no longer be contained, my body sacrificed to this moment of complete climax. I felt Seton’s throat constrict as he swallowed, his hungry mouth wanting all of me. I clawed at his head, and even as I spilled my seed, I wrenched his mouth from my cock. I quickly leaned towards him and covered his mouth with mine. In his kiss was the true release.
 When it was over, we lay entwined in each other’s arms. This was our love. A song written by a musician, the fabric woven by a tailor, performed by our bodies and hearts. One of his legs covered mine. My fingers drew shapes on his back and traveled along his side so he shivered with excitement. Sensing his arousal, I sought his cock.
 He removed my hand from where it longed to stay. “When we are away from here,” he mumbled in my ear, and brought my hand to his lips. This denial only made the want stronger and intensified my need to leave this place.
 I thought of us on another shore. “Am I running away?”
 Seton’s head lay on my chest. “You are saving yourself, and your brother. It is impossible for either of you to stay.”
 “I truly must leave the house my father built, the last place I saw my mother and everything within must stay?” I said this more to hear the words than to get a response.
 Seton said nothing, but tightened his arms around me.
 It was like this that we drifted into sleep.




Chapter 19

When I awoke, the world wore grey. Grey as a corpse, I thought as I rose from bed. For a minute, I panicked. Seton was not by my side. Had one of Duir’s men come and taken him during the night?

“Nonsense,” I muttered, but quickly dressed and descended the stairs to the kitchen. There Seton was helping Sylvain pack a large sack on the table. I saw that he wore the velvet cape.
 Seton looked at me, smiled, but remained silent. Sylvain, hearing my arrival, raised his head but said nothing. Durant rested on his shoulders.
 “Our horse?” I asked, unable to think of anything to say but needing to hear sound.
 Sylvain bowed his head. “I’ve already brought it to a new home, another blind man whose son will look after it for us.”
 I knew this action pained him, for the horse truly belonged to him. I felt the weight of responsibility upon me. “I’m sorry, Sylvain.” Seeing his shoulders sag, I left the kitchen.
 The shop was dark, lit only by the coming dawn. It was cold and dead. The life sucked up and away by circumstance. What an unkind world, I thought as I saw the velvet. It was not cold and dark, but lay as exotic and wondrous as always. It seemed as though it managed to draw the feeble cold light to itself and in doing this, held a magnetic sway to my spirit. I wanted it to come with us, I wanted to take it away from this place where it never belonged and make our clothes from it. Wouldn’t that be fine! I thought as I reached for it. Wouldn’t it have all been worth—
 “Will you bring it?”
 It was Seton who’d come upon me. I shook my head. “No. For a moment I thought of it, but now I know I cannot. It should stay here and perhaps I will come one day and collect it.”
 “You will return. No king rules forever.” Seton went over to the window and surveyed the lake. “I remember sleeping under that tree, my heart pounding, and my head upside-down because of you.”
 “You were drunk,” I replied and we both laughed. “It seems so long ago and yet it was only days.”
 “Much has happened since. Time seems longer when it is full.”
 “Will you be this cryptic from now on, or can’t we leave the visions and mysteries to my brother?” I joked and was glad to hear him laugh.
 Our mirth was cut short as the sound of an approaching carriage reminded us of the precariousness of our situation. I went to the door.
 “Virago,” Sylvain called nervously.
 “Both of you be quiet,” I ordered.
 I opened the door to find Auberon dismounting from a carriage. As he strode towards me, I noticed a haggard appearance to his face and posture.
 “Virago,” he called my name as though it pained him.
 Seton came from behind, followed by Sylvain, so we all stood on the doorstep.
 When Auberon saw Seton, he stopped where he stood. He made a disappointed sound and shook his head. “I come to bring you and the musician to court. It is because of His Majesty’s friendship for you I did not arrive with guards.”
 From my side, I saw Seton’s bandaged hands drop to his sides. He would not be taken, he would fight. Sylvain drew close and I heard Durant begin to snarl.
 “Auberon, if there was ever true brotherhood between us, I ask you say the house was abandoned when you arrived.” I moved towards him and was shocked when his hand reached to the blade at his side.
 “Had Briar’s illness not distracted us, you would have been brought to heel last night!” He cast a cold eye at Seton.
 “Heel? Like dogs?” Seton shouted. “It is you, My Lord, who lives among a pack of mongrels. It is you who should be taught to heel!”
 Auberon, shocked by Seton’s outburst, stood as though he’d already been struck. I saw his eyes flash and knew he meant killing.
 “My Lord.” I quickly stepped forward, met Auberon and clasped my hand on his shoulder. “What news of Briar? Does he live?”
 Auberon glared past me at Seton as though he did not hear my questions.
 “It is too early in the morning for bloodshed, otherwise your musician would be dead!” he yelled over my shoulder.
 I leveled my eyes at Auberon and carefully raised a hand in deference. “Auberon, listen to me. Does Briar live?”
 “He is gravely ill. The Royal Physicians are at a loss, and Duir has already sent for another who is well versed in strange diseases.” He drew close to my ear. “There is talk of plague, and Cale is missing.”
 My eyes widened. Cale has not been found. He lies by the gardens. Perhaps dead!
 I felt a strange sense of giddiness overwhelm me. “You should be very careful, Auberon. I’ve heard there is an illness among the whores. I would derive little enjoyment knowing Tienne became ill because of your indiscretions.”
 “What?”
 I watched as fear washed over him.
 “It is a rumor, My Lord, but as rumors go, I would say it is fairly accurate.”
 “I have been chaste since Tienne arrived.” Realization must have flooded him. “Briar and…”
 “Has Duir—”
 “Say nothing more, Virago. You dig your grave deeper with every word. Duir was clear in his intent this morning on turning his head from your carnal act with this man. It is obvious you have fallen under some foolish whim, there will be a price to pay for it.”
 When I did not immediately answer, Auberon shook his head in disbelief.
 “You are not yourself, friend, tell me the musician forced your hand and twisted your thoughts, and I will have a word on your behalf, Tienne wishes—”
 “Tienne wishes me to make your wedding garments, nothing more,” I interrupted not with malice, but cold certainty. “And when those garments are complete, you would find your tongue held when I am brought before Duir. I know this as surely as the dawn follows night.”
 “Now you are a mystic able to divine my future actions?” asked Auberon, incredulous. “You forget the years of loyal friendship between us.”
 I put a hand on his shoulder. “I have forgotten because I have been forsaken by loyalty. As for my hand being forced, you should know it was I who sought solace in Seton’s arms. It appears you have saved yourself from this illness. I hope for Killian’s memory that his son has done the same. Now, I ask you to turn your head and let us go.”
 “I don’t understand you. Do you not care of Briar’s fate? Cale’s? Perhaps your neck belongs on the block alongside the musician’s!”
 My hand dropped from his shoulder. I was reminded of Cale’s treachery upon me, and the burn of his seed on my face.
 “Let us go, Auberon, or there will be bloodshed upon my father’s land this day regardless of the hour.”
 From behind me, I heard Seton and Sylvain coming forth and knew without looking that they both had drawn weapons.
 “You would draw weapons on a member of the Privy Council?” He laughed. “You would try and kill me. Two men who fuck each other and an invalid?”
 Seton seethed from behind. “My Lord, you will find I am as versed with the blade as the lute, and am only too happy to demonstrate my skills!”
 The tension in the air crackled. Seton would rush upon Auberon in a moment, and Auberon would join battle with equal rage. Sensing this, I realized I’d strayed wide from my father’s belief in the powers of mending that which had been torn apart. Summoning the strength of my father, I found presence of mind to remain serene, hoping this would ease the strain between us all.
 “Auberon, go to Duir, tell him of the rumor. If there is plague, I wish you both be spared. Cale is damned to me and I will say no more about it. If you do not let us go, you will have to take us by force and if you succeed, I will tear open wounds the Privy Council will wish were left to heal.” I saw my words bite at Auberon’s stony façade.
 Auberon dropped his sword. He glared over my shoulder at Seton and Sylvain. He opened his mouth, but closed it again. Our eyes met and he nodded so slightly, it was barely perceivable.
 I watched, anxiously as he strode to his carriage, and once inside shouted for the driver to depart.
 As the carriage made its way from my house. Seton came to my side.
 “We must leave now, and quickly.”

The harbor was coming to life as we arrived. Merchants moved among those who carried trade from their boats and those who sought work on ships begged after rich traders who did business nearby.

Sylvain inhaled the briny air as though he just learned to breathe moments ago. “The sea always smells like freedom.”

“So it does,” Seton agreed. “I must go and meet Doremme. I will be but a moment.”
 As he walked away, a sudden urge came upon me.
 “I must do something,” I said. “Go seek your friend and when you return, I will be here.”
 “If you must go, be careful. I will come back shortly.”
 “Careful and quick as the wind,” I answered.
 “I will watch him with my own blind eyes, no greater watch could be summoned!” Sylvain teased. His mood had lightened ever since we’d announced our leaving.
 “I will worry less,” Seton answered, bowed, then walked away.
 I watched him only a moment before I took my own cleansing breath of sea air and began to walk to the streets.
 “What are you thinking?” Sylvain asked as he walked beside me.
 “Father and Mother,” I replied and reached a hand up to Durant, who slumbered across Sylvain’s shoulders, and stroked the creature’s soft ears.
 Sylvain made no reply, but walked with me in companionable and alert silence.
 As we reentered the heavy air of the town, we both made short gasping sounds as though our lungs had forgotten the smells and smoke of where we’d lived for so long.
 As we drew closer to the large, weathered metal gates of the cemetery, my heart grew heavy. “How can we leave so easily?”
 “Is it easily?” Sylvain answered. “Though I am leaving something, one day I will return. Father and Mother beckon not from their graves, but from the sea. They would wish us to go and hope we return. Leaving something so loved is many things, though I think easy is not one of them.” He knelt and lifted Durant from his shoulders. The fox grew alert and soon scampered off into some nearby bushes to relieve itself.
 Sylvain’s words haunted me as I reached into the pocket of my breeches and took from it a length of fabric. I held it up, admired it, and smiled as it shimmered. Reminded not only of when I first encountered its magnificence, but also of my father’s death, the contentment I’d found with Seton, and even the debauchery and brotherhood I’d known among Duir and the men of his Privy Council.
 Were we brothers? I thought of Auberon and wished him the good fortune of happy marriages and children. It was fortunate that Auberon avoided the disease growing among the populace. I wished Briar a quick return to health and the joust.
 Were we enemies? Cale, dark and brooding, a monster of indescribable and unspeakable cruelty loomed like a shadow next to a tomb, but he would fade as the sun grew brighter and distance came between us. We were never brothers! Never would I experience anything but sad, hateful shame where he was concerned.
 “There will be a festival in town today celebrating Duir’s coronation. They will rejoice in his reign. I can hear the preparations already at hand, smell the bread baking and the sound of the butcher’s knife,” Sylvain called from the gates.
 Were we family? I thought of Duir not as a king but as a child next to me, bright as the edge of a knife, a royal glow about him. I wished him harm many times recently, but now, as I stood and lived not only by his grace but by my own resilience in having cultivated a bond between us, I did not wish him harm. I hoped he would live and continue his reign past the sickness around him.
 I held the length of fabric in my fingers a moment longer and was about to drop it to the ground when instead I thought better of it and in one motion, tied it around my neck, then joined my brother.
 “Come, Sylvain let us say goodbye to our parents, if only for a little while. I believe you when you say we shall come back.”
 “For once you believe me. Is this becoming a fortunate habit?” Sylvain answered, jokingly. “I now must truly know of what I say if you will now be truly listening!”
 “Father would be proud of you, my brother. Of me, he would wish me wiser and I lament all the times I didn’t heed your wisdom.” I put my arm around his shoulder as he drew close.
 Our parents’ grave markers were close by the gates, and a tree with low hanging boughs with golden yellow flowers reached from the other side and nearly touched the spot where our mother lie. Seeing this, I was reminded of her love of flowers, plants and trees. She would have been appreciative of its beauty, so close to her final place of rest.
 “Mother and Father would have been proud of you and more, Virago,” Sylvain said as he knelt, and finding the edge of our father’s grave, stroked the face of it as if he could sense the dead man’s words.
 “It is my hope that they not think me a fool or a deviant.” I felt a lump rise in my throat. “Or worse, a coward.” I added before I had to turn away.
 “Choosing to live and not know the bite of the executioner’s axe is not cowardly, but incredibly brave and wise. I think you’ve always been wise and kept Duir close enough in that we are able to walk away at all!” He lifted himself from where he knelt and walked to the gates.
 I swallowed the tears burning in my eyes and felt the pull of the velvet along my throat. The sun had brightened the world, and from above, I heard the wheeling cries of the gulls, the sea, the boat and the man who would be there to greet me at its plank.
 How could I have not made him a cloak lined with velvet? How could I have not wanted to give him something worthy of his own royal glow to match the burn he’d enticed from my once caged heart?
 I brushed my hand across my face, placed a hand on each of my parent’s graves and prayed silently for the strength of my father and the love of the world my mother had until she died.
 From behind, I heard Sylvain scolding Durant and the sound of his voice beckoning to me.
 “The sirens of the sea are singing, Brother. Can’t you hear their song?”
 I lifted my fingers from the graves and thought I felt the warmth of my parents’ hands letting go of mine.
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