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For Danielle 




A LITTLE POISON NOW and then: that makes for pleasant dreams. And a lot of poison at the end, for a pleasant death.

— Friedrich Nietzsche
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PART I
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No gentleman can be viewed as truly accomplished without his competences encompassing at least a basic command of the preparation, storage, and administration of poisons.

This view is not universal. The principle that a gentleman should maintain a practical knowledge of the sword and the pistol, for his self-defence and deterrence, is uncontroversial; a similar acquaintance with the craft of poisons is widely viewed as cowardly and unmanly. This position, it is clear, is founded in hypocrisy and muddled thinking. The determined amateur should set aside such prejudices at the outset of his study. The student will not need to ponder too deeply to conceive examples where it is advantageous to deal with a foe outside of conventional combat.




Arcimboldo of Caltavano, Notebooks, Vol. VI – ‘On Toxins’
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Chapter 1
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Beruz

Duchy of Flachland

Beruzil Empire
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THE ALBRECHT’S ARMS tavern was not the finest establishment, even by the standards of the tatty Rankdorf district. Its demerits included a surly potman, watered beer, stale bread, and night-girls some way past the prime of youth. These limitations, however, were more than offset by the prices. The tariffs were calibrated to the purses of the labourers from Dąbrosko who toiled on the railway cuttings for two marks a day.

The rates were also the reason that Lothar, the second and disinherited son of Otto von Schnusenberg, found himself drinking in the Albrecht’s Arms rather than the grander surroundings of the Golden Crown, where his credit was no longer good.

He contented himself with a mug of ale—the taste did not dispel the rumour that it was thickened with rat droppings—and took a seat on a bench as far as possible from the night-girls. They had not yet established that he had no coin to spare for their desiccated embraces. A long evening ahead beckoned; he could not yet return to his apartments with two poorly concealed bailiffs crouching outside.

He was less disturbed than he might have been, therefore, when the door opened to admit Alois Weisgarber, Archduke Leopold’s fastidious man of business. Weisgarber peered around in the gloom—gas lighting was not an extravagance to which the Albrecht’s Arms would ever aspire—until he saw Lothar. He stepped carefully, avoiding the pools of ill-smelling liquid on the floor, and stood above Lothar.

“Your surroundings are hardly salubrious,” Weisgarber said with the disdainful sniff Lothar remembered so well.

“They suit me well enough,” Lothar said, “and after enough beer it ceases to matter.”

Weisgarber peered at the bench in the half-light and swept away some dried matter, then perched with a dubious expression.

“Servants of the archduke cannot be too particular about the haunts they frequent. It is no job for a person of excessive discrimination,” he said.

Lothar’s thoughts went back to the throat he had once slit in an alley behind a brothel in Vorkuntsovo. “No, they cannot,” he said. “I too have had to launder soiled linen on his behalf, Weisgarber.”

Weisgarber frowned. “His Grace wishes the pleasure of your company at his lodge at breakfast tomorrow morning.”

“I am no longer in his employment,” said Lothar.

Weisgarber looked around the saloon with theatrical slowness. “And you are clearly a man of substance outside His Grace’s benevolence.”

Lothar could not repress a grimace. “A man of independence and spirit is never at a loss for long.”

“You will remember,” said Weisgarber with another sniff, “that His Grace is not accustomed to disappointment. He does not bear setbacks with fortitude. I am sure you, von Schnusenberg, do not wish to disappoint him.”

Lothar would very much have enjoyed putting that sharp nose out of joint, but in the circumstances he had no real alternative.

“As it happens,” he said with a stiff dignity, “I have no pressing engagements tomorrow morning. You may inform the archduke I will wait upon him.”

Weisgarber sniffed again and stood up. “You remember the way to Wilderness?”

“I have been there often enough.”

“Good. Do not be late.”

Weisgarber slipped from the room on quiet legs before the night-girls could determine that the clasp on his belt was worth more than entire establishment, leaving Lothar looking ruefully into his tepid beer.
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ARCHDUKE LEOPOLD WAS older than Lothar remembered. He had not seen him for two or three years, and at that time of life decline could be rapid. But Leopold’s eyes were as sharp and cruel as Lothar recalled them, and his intellect was surely unimpaired.

“You will join me for breakfast? We are informal at Wilderness,” said Leopold.

The informality, Lothar noted, still extended to immaculately starched linens, utensils of silver, and earthenware that appeared to come from the Damburg factory. 

“I rarely dine at this hour, Your Grace.”

“You have a pinched look, Schnusenberg. A pastry or two will do you no harm, and the coffee will stimulate your intellect. I cannot abide morning stupidity.”

Lothar sat down and poured himself a small coffee, since there appeared to be no spirits on the table.

Leopold leaned back in his chair. “You were once a useful man, Schnusenberg, and in the past you have shown yourself apt at a particular kind of work. You are neither squeamish nor over-scrupulous.”

“If I dig deep enough, I can almost sense a compliment,” said Lothar.

“Do not be so haughty. It is not every man who has the skills and detachment to act efficiently on my behalf.”

Lothar looked around the glass-roofed room, the sun taking the edge from the chill Leopold seemed to prefer. “I take it I am here to be persuaded to undertake such a task again. You assured me that I would no longer be required, after Vorkuntsovo.”

Leopold poured himself more coffee. “Your presence in Vorkuntsovo would be undesirable, from all perspectives. The same does not apply to Haskilde.”

Lothar frowned before he could catch himself.

Leopold continued: “You are familiar with the duchy, are you not? Even have some acquaintance there?”

Lothar grimaced. “That too did not end on the best of terms.”

“You are a quarrelsome fellow, Schnusenberg: your family, Vorkuntsovo, Haskilde, all left with broken crockery.”

“I merely intended to point out that my welcome in Haskilde is unlikely to be effusive,” said Lothar.

“Pah! A fellow with your charm will smooth matters over in an afternoon. The young lady who threatened to hurl herself from the battlements of the Hertugshalle when you discarded her recovered to make a most advantageous marriage.”

Lothar set his cup down carefully. “You know about that?”

Leopold narrowed his eyes. “I take pride in the most extensive intelligence service on the continent, of which you are a minuscule part. Do you think I do not investigate every circumstance of my—associates?”

“I do not doubt it, sir.”

“I know the balance on each of your accounts to the mark,” he said. “I even know, which you do not, that the Bank of Vohenbach is about to call your overdraft.”

“I—”

“So even if you were inclined, you are in no position to decline my offer.”

Lothar sighed. That, at least, had never been in doubt. “Who must I kill?” he said with cool insolence.

The archduke revealed his teeth in what passed for a smile. “Such measures will not be necessary—at the outset, anyway. If you manage events with competence, there is no reason that bloodshed will be necessary. For now, you need merely spend a while visiting your old friend Torkild Scavenius at Strömhall. I understand he has a period of leave owing.”

“I defer to your wisdom, but I am uncertain whether Torkild will be enthusiastic to invite me.”

Leopold flicked his fingers. “I knew his father well in his days as ambassador here; I am sure he would wish to do a small service for an old friend.” 

“You have just noted that I seduced and abandoned his daughter.”

Leopold waved his hand. “There was no lasting harm. Lord Berendt undoubtedly regards you as a cad, and not a man he would wish to marry his daughter. Luckily that never came to pass, and I fancy he will swallow his distaste to oblige an archduke. The Grand Admiral is nothing if not pragmatic.” 

“Is there no man who is not your puppet?”

“All too many, alas. I pride myself that there is no settlement above five thousand persons where I do not have eyes and ears, but even so, not every fruit can ripen. In this case, however, there will be little difficulty. All you need do is conduct yourself with a modicum of decorum, outrage no maidens, expand your acquaintance, and report to me.”

“This is not the kind of work you have previously employed me for,” said Lothar, sipping at his coffee.

Leopold crooked his lips. “There may come a time when more directed activity is necessary. Herbert von Justus is our ambassador in Strömhall—old, fat, complacent, and Emperor Albrecht’s man rather than mine.”

“As we must all be, sir, for we have pledged our allegiance.”

Leopold scowled. “You will have noticed that I do not consider a sense of humour to be a virtue. Now is not the time to attempt a pleasantry. Your loyalty is first, last, and always to the House of Offtringen: namely myself. This may on occasion bring you into conflict with von Justus.”

Lothar swallowed hard. “My loyalty was never in doubt, sir.”

“Excellent.” The archduke finished his coffee and pushed away his plate. I have arranged three thousand marks’ credit at my tailor, Sonnefeld and Haas. Take yourself there tomorrow to be fitted for a wardrobe more appropriate to the task than your present”—he looked down his nose— “coverings. You look like a rather unsuccessful pimp.”
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Chapter 2
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Strömhall

Free Duchy of Haskilde
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LOTHAR DISLIKED TRAVEL by airship, but there was no other practical way to reach Strömhall from Beruz. Six months after the conclusion of the Second Air War, the railway across Lauchenland was still in ruins; the sea passage would take several weeks—and Archduke Leopold had made it clear that no delay would be tolerated—as well as requiring a pass perilously close to Zarrifabad, currently the base of unchecked corsair raids. There was, therefore, no alternative to the rattle and drone of the commercial airship.

This journey took some two days, and Lothar was vexed to find that the male company was elderly and choleric, and the only attractive young woman, Mamselle de Trémaux, was in the chaperonage of an aunt of a martial disposition which might usefully have been deployed in the recent war.

Neither was it practical to pursue the spirit bottle too vigorously. Lothar was already airsick, and despite Leopold’s assurances, he was uncertain as to the quality of his welcome at Strömhall. His reception was unlikely to be improved if he arrived reeking of kartofelschnapp and vomit. He spent his time instead practicing the cipher he was required to use in his communications with the archduke.

By the time the airship had flown over Vorkuntsovo—the scene of his previous engagement on Leopold’s behalf—and above the sparkling Bay of Khakassia, Lothar was ready to welcome the dramatic coastline of Haskilde: great grey granite cliffs rising sheer from the sea ahead of densely packed pine forests. When he had been here as a schoolboy he had seen these dark woods as menacing, home to all kinds of malicious sprites and capricious woodland folk. They did not, in truth, look any more inviting with twenty years’ extra experience.

He was relieved as the forests fell away behind them and Strömhall rose into view. The Heights, as the upper city was known, sat atop a precipitous cliff, with a steep trail zig-zagging down to the lower city—the Undercliff—and the docks. The sun was beginning to set and the sea reflected peach and fuchsia. The airship settled onto its stand outside the city walls. He was in no hurry to disembark, and he let the young lady and her aunt pass in front of him with a bow and a smirk. Mamselle de Trémaux returned a discreet smile while her aunt bristled. Lothar could not help noting the figure-flattering cut of her pale lilac dress, or exposed collar-bones which, it seemed, was the fashion in Chorgues this year.

Descending to the ground in a steam elevator, Lothar was surprised to find at the bottom security guards in blue uniforms trimmed with red, who were searching the passengers’ luggage. No such formalities had been necessary in the past. This was not the serene Free Duchy he remembered.

Lothar had brought a considerable quantity of luggage—it had seemed a pity not to exploit his credit at Sonnefeld and Haas to the full—and he found himself at the back of the queue for the luggage inspection. Mamselle de Trémaux and her aunt had brought almost as much and were the only other passengers remaining.

“You cannot expect to search a lady’s baggage in this way, you great oafs!” cried the aunt in a shrill voice. “This is Mamselle de Trémaux; her brother is the Avignese ambassador, the Chevalier! I cannot imagine what you expect to find among her smallclothes!”

The two guards exchanged a weary glance. Lothar doubted that such histrionics were unprecedented. The taller of the guards said to the aunt:

“And you might be, madame? I shall need to examine your baggage also.”

“I am Madame Beauvilliers, and I will thank you to address me with the respect owing to such a name!”

“Bags please, Madame Beauvilliers,” said the guard, with little appreciable increase in deference.

She indicated four or five cases with a twitch of her long nose. The other guard closed up Mamselle de Trémaux’s cases and the two of them set to work on Madame Beauvilliers, strewing the contents around the inspection room.

Lothar cleared his throat and stepped forward. “Really, gentlemen, is such rigour truly necessary? We can all see that Madame Beauvilliers is a woman of unimpeachable virtue.” He made a light bow towards Mamselle de Trémaux.

One of the guards drew himself up, taking in the cut of Lothar’s clothes. “And you might be, sir?”

Lothar handed over his safe-conduct. “Von Schnusenberg, from Beruz,” he drawled. He fancied Madame Beauvilliers was scrutinising him from the corners of her eyes.

“Well, Meinherr von Schnusenberg,” said the guard. “These are troubled times, and orders is orders.”

“I am sure they is, Sergeant.”

The other guard started to reassemble Madame Beauvilliers’ bags, while the sergeant said to Lothar: “I will need to check your bags too, Meinherr.”

Lothar shrugged. “I would be grateful if you do not disarrange my items excessively. I am travelling without my servant.”

The sergeant grunted but the ‘rummaging badger’ technique employed on Madame Beauvilliers’ baggage was set aside. All seemed in order until the sergeant reached the bottom of the bag.

“What are these, sir?”

“A gentleman is rarely without duelling pistols, Sergeant. Sometimes there is no other way to maintain one’s honour.”

“Be that as it may, Meinherr, you cannot bring them into Haskilde, by order of the duke.”

Lothar spread his arms wide. “These are by Schauss and Gerstaeker,” he said. “They are priceless family heirlooms.”

This was true as far as it went, but the family was not Lothar’s, and he had only acquired them two days previously from an antiquarian on the archduke’s credit.

“I must confiscate them, sir, but perhaps when you leave Strömhall, we can consider how you might regain title.”

Lothar was reassured that the guards were amenable to bribery: such knowledge was always useful.

“No doubt,” he said with a brisk nod. “I am grateful for your flexibility.”

With that he stepped through the wicket gate towards the Heights, careful to avoid an involuntary glance towards his belt, which concealed a razor stiletto and an array of poisons—far more useful than a pair of heavy pistols.
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“THANK YOU,” SAID A voice at his shoulder. It was Mamselle de Trémaux, looking at him with soft eyes. “I am grateful for your intervention, as is my aunt.”

She turned to look at Madame Beauvilliers with a pregnant pause. Lothar set his expression to magnanimous forbearance. La Beauvilliers gave every impression of swallowing a wasp.

“You have my gratitude, sir. I am sure you have pressing business in the town, and I would not wish to detain you longer.”

“Aunt Bérénice!” cried Mamselle de Trémaux. “Do not be so churlish. The guards would still be pawing at your knickers if Meinherr von Schnusenberg had not become involved.”

But Madame Beauvilliers had bestowed all the thanks she intended to dispense, and merely looked at Lothar with a tight mouth.

“I thank you for your kindness, Meinherr von Schnusenberg. I very much hope we will be seeing more of you during our stay at Strömhall. Once we are settled, I hope you will call on us,” said Mamselle de Trémaux through immaculate lips.

“I should be delighted, Mamselle,” he said, bestowing a courtly kiss on her gloved hand.

Madame Beauvilliers summoned a porter with a peremptory wave, and arranged for her party’s luggage to be conveyed onwards. Lothar noted that they did not make for the funicular which connected to the Undercliff—so they were staying in the district of the duke’s palace.

Lothar looked around, to find a tall, well-proportioned man in a blue naval uniform striding towards him.

“Torkild!” he called. He held out a hand and shook vigorously with the newcomer.

“Lothar! It must be fifteen years.”

“Close enough. The beard suits you, and those are captain’s epaulettes if I am not mistaken.”

Soon they were talking as if they had last met yesterday. Lothar remembered them both as youths, sitting on the docks imagining the Fikingur raiders setting out to plunder eight hundred years before. Even then, it had been clear that Torkild was destined for the navy. If he now bore any resentment for Lothar’s treatment of Torkild’s sister Gisla, it was well-concealed.
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DRAGELEIR, THE SEAT of the Scavenius family, was to the east near Vindstrup, but in common with most of the duke’s councillors, they maintained a more modest establishment in the capital. Klippesee was a double-fronted granite terrace overlooking the sea and the Undercliff, and did not seem to have changed since Lothar had last seen it. From the outside it appeared unremarkable and indistinguishable from its neighbours, but Lothar remembered the generous proportions and long grounds to the rear.

As Torkild opened the front door, he said: “I hope you are not too tired from your journey. The duke is holding a reception at the Hertugshalle tonight. In truth it may not be the most stimulating—the duke is unwell, and everyone is out of sorts since the war. There are all kinds of dubious foreigners at court and no one is quite sure what will happen.”

“Does that include me?” said Lothar with an uneasy laugh. 

Torkild grinned. “Unless you have changed a great deal, I cannot imagine you will be seen as part of the intrigues. The duke, in truth, is not over-fond of the Imperial ambassador von Justus. It is the Avignese who have his ear.”

This interested Lothar for a number of reasons. “Do you know the Chevalier de Trémaux?” he asked.

Torkild grinned. “You make acquaintance quickly! They call him ‘the Serpent of Aude’. He is a helpful friend to have, but a dangerous enemy.”

“I don’t know him,” said Lothar. “I met his sister and aunt on the airship; the sister seemed quite taken with me.”

“Well, you will meet him tonight,” said Torkild. “If the duke is there, the Chevalier will be nearby. Céleste is a famous beauty, I understand.”

“She is,” said Lothar carefully. He was not sure if he was ready for the conversation to turn to Gisla this early.

“You are not yet married?” asked Torkild with a neutral expression.

“Disinheritance tends to make one a less attractive prospect.”

“Ah, yes. I had heard. Well, a word of warning. Do not attempt to seduce Céleste de Trémaux, unless you do want to make an enemy of her brother.”

“I have already earned the disapproval of her Aunt Bérénice.”

“The lady is well-known for her tart disposition.”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter 3
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The Hertugshalle, the seat of the dukes of Haskilde for nine hundred years, brooded over the sea. Impregnable to assault through its protection by a deep gorge on one side and a seven hundred-foot cliff on the other, its main enemy was the relentless weather which had scoured the granite smooth over the centuries. It had long been the home of warlike lords—the Fikingur—ready to launch their longships into the tempest and devastate the shores of the Altenkirch and Khakassia. Lothar, accustomed to the light and airy palaces of Beruz, thought the overall effect grim and depressing. It had glowered out at friend and foe alike since the days of Gnut the Great.

Today, the mellow evening sunlight took the edge from the martial battlements, in the same way that Duke Kjeld was but a shadow of the great lords who had built the Fikingurs’ terrifying reputation. Kjeld must only have been in his early forties, but he greeted his guests from a bath-chair. His eyes, partly concealed behind tinted eyeglasses, were hooded as if even the efforts of keeping them open used all his strength. His consort, the raven-haired Duchess Christina, stood above him with an expression of such total blankness that Lothar suspected a surfeit of laudanum. The physician to the ruling family, Lothar thought, would be a man of some influence; he resolved to make his acquaintance.

The Great Hall was a cavernous space, the ceiling barely visible above them. Shadows from the lanterns played on the roof and walls, and Lothar thought that the scene before them had not changed for centuries. The royal household could certainly afford gas lighting if adequate illumination were required. In his youth, Lothar had found this antique warrior atmosphere unutterably thrilling; as an adult he saw only backwardness and self-indulgence. No wonder the sophisticated Avignese held such sway. Von Justus was sleeping on the job of building the Empire’s influence. The wall behind the ducal throne saw a mounted broadsword which appeared so heavy that Duke Kjeld would struggle to lift it. This was Djævelsklø, the ‘Devil’s Claw’, the legendary sword of Gnut the Great. By popular repute, once unsheathed it could not be returned to its scabbard without taking life.

Lothar and Torkild stood near the rear of the hall. “I will present you to the duke later,” said Torkild. “It is sad to see him thus, but he is a kind man and a good ruler. A friend of mine was widowed and he cleared her debts. I fear he will not be with us for much longer.”

“And then?” said Lothar.

Torkild indicated a scowling figure sitting near the duke, picking at a seam in his rich velvet coat. “That is Count Valdemar, his son and heir. He is too young to rule, so there will be a regent, unless the Avignese get their hooks in first.”

Lothar was starting to understand why Leopold wanted someone more active than von Justus on the scene. Valdemar must have been thirteen or fourteen, prey to any adventurer who grabbed his ear.

“And who would be regent?” Lothar asked.

“Well, my father is Grand Admiral,” said Torkild, “but Grynulf, the Margrave of Kirkebæk, is the most influential.  The Fox, as everyone calls him.” He indicated a red-bearded man holding court in one corner.

“I see the resemblance.”

Torkild laughed. “It’s not so much looks as character: sly, treacherous, evasive.  A dangerous and ambitious man. I am glad to be at sea, far from all the intrigues.  If I were you I’d keep away from him.”

A blonde woman, neat and graceful in a pale blue gown, bent to speak into Count Valdemar’s ear.

“Who is that?” asked Lothar. 

Torkild laughed. “I might have known you would notice her. She’s Valdemar’s governess.”

“He is a fortunate young man. She is uncommonly well-favoured.”

“Her name is Lady Asta Nørckenkrone, she is a widow, and a friend of mine.”

“Oh! I see.”

“Not like that,” Torkild said. “I served with her late husband, and survived the wreck that killed him. I have ever since felt I owed her some consideration. She is as cultured and virtuous as she is beautiful.”

“A paragon,” said Lothar drily.

“And if you attempt anything of the kind you inflicted on my sister, I will kill you myself.” Torkild smiled and his tone was conversational, but his eyes were hard.

Lothar raised a hand. “Torkild, I—”

“We need never mention it again,” said Torkild, “but I should be disappointed to think such an intelligent man had learned nothing from experience. Now, your goblet is empty. Let us find more wine and toast the future.”

Lothar nodded sombrely. “Just so, although I must briefly pay my respects to von Justus.”

The Imperial ambassador was standing by a long bench of cold meats, ensuring that his plate was filled. He was short and portly, an impression accentuated by his companion, a head taller with a smooth and languid grace. The taller man’s clothes had also been a cut by a tailor of equal skill to the archduke’s. His fitted breeches set off his legs to advantage.

Lothar strolled over the bare stone floor—the whole Fikingur ambience was overdone, he thought after only ten minutes—and bowed to the ambassador.

“Count von Justus? Allow me to present my compliments. I am Lothar von Schnusenberg, from Beruz.”

Von Justus peered myopically. “Ah, yes. I know your father. You are in the Archduke’s Fusiliers, are you not?”

“That is my brother, Karl,” said Lothar in a tight voice. “I am a private gentleman.”

“Oh, the other son. I regret I am not familiar with your achievements.”

Lothar made to take a pull of his drink before realising his goblet was empty. “They are negligible.”

He caught the eye of the third man, who was not even trying to suppress a smirk.

Von Justus daintily wiped his fingers on a napkin. “You must enlighten me as to the reason for your presence in Haskilde. It may be you can be of use to the embassy in some way.”

Lothar smiled politely. “I am here in a personal capacity. I have some acquaintance in the duchy. Regrettably you cannot view me as at your disposal, although naturally if there is any way I can oblige you as one gentleman to another, you need only ask.”

While the ambassador frowned, the other man stepped forward and held out a hand. “Meinherr von Schnusenberg—I am the Chevalier de Trémaux. You have already met my aunt and my sister, I understand.”

Lothar shook his hand. “I must remember how fast news travels,” he said. “I have only been here two hours.”

“You made a great impression on both ladies, admittedly in one case more favourable than the other. They are here tonight. I should apologise for Aunt Bérénice, but I see from your conversation with Count von Justus that you are not easily snubbed. It is an invaluable characteristic.”

Von Justus made a rumbling noise.

“This is a diplomatic backwater,” said de Trémaux. “It is only honest to acknowledge that we are not the flower of our countries here—the stars in the sky find themselves in Beruz or Chorgues, or at least somewhere it does not rain every day.”

Lothar knew that the assessment of the weather and the diplomatic conditions was untrue. De Trémaux was fishing to see if Lothar understood that.

“I am fortunate that I do not have to consider diplomatic currents,” he said. “Captain Scavenius is a childhood friend. We were at school together when his father was ambassador to the Empire. I need only enjoy the dramatic beauty of Haskilde for a few weeks.”

De Trémaux laughed. “The women here are certainly uncommonly attractive. And it is uncharitable to say so, but they are not all of unimpeachable virtue.”

Von Justus snorted.

“I was thinking,” said Lothar, “more of the spectacular cliffs and scenery, although naturally no one dislikes looking at a comely lady.”

De Trémaux laughed again. “You will do very well here, von Schnusenberg. Now I must find my aunt—I am sure that you and the Count have much Imperial gossip.”

A pair of uniformed maids circulated among the guests, replenishing goblets as they went. These girls, too, were not ill-favoured, Lothar thought.

As the Chevalier strode off, von Justus hissed: “I do not know what you are playing at here, but understand I represent His Imperial Majesty. I am familiar with your reputation, such as it is. These are more uncertain times than you can imagine. It is of the utmost importance that we project the power of the Empire incessantly, to demonstrate to the duke and his advisors that Emperor Albrecht is a better friend and protector than the King of Avigny.”

“I intend no mischief,” said Lothar mildly. “I am merely here to renew old acquaintance.”

“Matters are poised with great delicacy,” said von Justus. “They have a subtlety well beyond your limited comprehension. If the Chevalier de Trémaux can lead you into disgrace and indiscretion he will. Do not trust him! Indeed, if I may be permitted to give you some counsel, your best course is to embark on the next airship and return home.”

“I am grateful for all well-intentioned advice,” said Lothar. “In this case, I find that to follow it would be to inconvenience the archduke, who might loosely be described as my patron.”

“Oho!” chortled von Justus. “You are Leopold’s man! This confuses matters somewhat, and indeed leads me to redouble my advice. You have no friends here, von Schnusenberg: not among the Avignese and not even among my staff. You are meddling in things you do not understand. I cannot answer for your safety.”

Lothar scrutinised the sweating figure straining at his rich garments. “I am content to trust to my own vigilance, sir. It has not led me astray so far.”

He turned and walked back to where Torkild was holding a pitcher of wine, in deep conversation with a willowy woman with chestnut hair and a sceptical expression.

“I see you have met the Chevalier as well,” said Torkild, filling Lothar’s goblet. “A fine figure of a man, is he not?”

“He knows how to dress to advantage, undoubtedly. Open, honest, frank, charming—except, I imagine, when it suits him not to be.”

The woman barked a brisk low laugh. “You are a rapid judge of character, sir. And an accurate one.”

“Allow me to introduce, von Schnusenberg, Lady Edda of Askersun. She is the one woman at court we can rely on to say what she truly thinks.”

Edda curtsied. “That explains why I am unmarried at thirty-five,” she said. “If I had known it was so easy, I would not have wasted my youth worrying about the disreputable men I might be forced to espouse.”

“If it were simply a matter of your bearing and accomplishments, my lady, I am sure you would have been wed many years ago,” said Lothar.

“I despise flattery and flirtation in equal measure, Meinherr,” said Lady Edda. “I understand my own accomplishments and do not need them reinforced by a stranger.”

Torkild took a spluttering pull of his drink.

“Ah—” said Lothar. 

Torkild composed himself. “Edda,” he said, “that was hardly genteel.”

Edda pursed her lips. “Perhaps not, and I apologise, Meinherr. You will come to understand that I despise empty words, and hear little else at court. If you wish to practice your bons mots, your railleries and artful seductions, you will find no shortage of ladies at court willing to indulge you. But never believe that I am one of them.”

Torkild laughed. “And there you have Edda Güldenkrone, von Schnusenberg. At least you need never worry that she is trying to trap you into marriage.”

“As a disinherited second son, that is not a concern I often encounter.”

Torkild raised a hand to attract the attention of Count Valdemar’s governess who was moving in their approximate direction. “I am sure you will find Asta less acerbic,” he said. “I would be remiss not to introduce you.”

Edda narrowed her eyes. “I would advise you to restrain your flirtations here too,” she said. “Asta is rather more circumspect than I, but she will not welcome your sallies either.”

“I have already said as much,” said Torkild. “And you may have the wrong idea about him—Lothar is by no means a satyr.”

Lady Asta stepped over to join them, her round face flushed by the warmth of the evening and the press of bodies in the hall. She kissed Edda on the cheek.

“Torkild! You have a new friend,” she said in a clear, cheerful voice.

“This is the old classmate I mentioned: Lothar von Schnusenberg from Beruzil. Lothar, this is Lady Asta of Nørckenkrone.”

Close up, Lothar saw that Asta was older than he had imagined, about his own age, but there was a vivacity about her expression which made every other court lady seem pallid and artificial. Her grey eyes had a depth of expression and ready sympathy that excited an instant desire to earn her regard. Unusually, he had no compulsion to flirt, for Asta Nørckenkrone was no woman to debase with shallow posturing, and neither did he wish to appear a poltroon. 

“I am charmed to make your acquaintance, my lady,” he said with a modest bow.

“That is more like it,” drawled Edda. “Torkild, this one might be house-trained after all.”

“Ignore Edda,” said Torkild. “Unless you want to hear another monologue on the morals of the court.”

“I am equally charmed, Meinherr von Schnusenberg. I am often at Klippesee when Lord Berendt entertains, and I hope to make your better acquaintance.”

This suited Lothar very well. With a sideways glance at Edda, he said: “I would be honoured, my lady.”

From behind them came a great croaking cry. Lothar turned to see von Justus clutching at his throat. He staggered into the meats table, knocking it over and strewing its contents across the floor. His face turned purple and he crashed to the ground.

“He is choking!” cried Asta. “Fetch Doctor Tait!”

Lothar knew as he looked at the slumped figure that Herbert von Justus was not choking, and that however competent Doctor Tait was, his intervention would be too late.

Torkild dashed to where von Justus lay, crouching to tear the stock from around his neck and ripping the ambassador’s shirt open at the collar. The tongue lolled from the mouth and the eyes bulged in their sockets.

A slender woman of middle years pushed through the crowd, a bag in her hand. Her black trousers, white shirt and pinned-back dark hair gave an impression of no-nonsense competence.

“Thank you, Captain,” she said to Torkild. “Clear the people away. I need room to work, and this is not a sight for casual gossips.”

Torkild stood up. “You heard Doctor Tait! Step back, clear the hall.”

The press of bodies began to slip away. By some instinct, Lothar remained. He had not been friends with von Justus, but he was his only countryman.

Asta was clutching at Edda’s arm, too stunned to move away. The youth Lothar recognised as Count Valdemar walked over, crouching and staring at von Justus’ foaming mouth with fascination. Asta broke apart from Edda.

“Valdemar, come away,” she said softly. “You do not need to see this.”

But Valdemar continued to stare with a fascination Lothar did not find healthy. He was no stranger to death himself—indeed, on several occasions he had inflicted it—but the subject had never excited such morbid relish.

“Count Valdemar!” snapped Edda. “You are in the way. Let Doctor Tait do her work.”

Valdemar looked up at Edda with cold pewter eyes. “Doctor Tait has no work to do. This man is dead.”

Doctor Tait stood up. “He is right,” she said in the harsh accents of the Green Isles. “There is nothing I can do for him now.”

Torkild shook his head. “Five minutes ago he was exchanging epigrams with the Chevalier de Trémaux. Now this—how can it have happened?”

Valdemar, still crouching over the body, said: “Poison,” with a gleam in his eye.

“Nobody asked you,” said Edda. “I think we would all prefer to hear the doctor’s opinion.”

Valdemar stood up, and faced Edda who was an inch or two taller. “You forget to whom you are speaking, Lady Edda,” he said. “There will come a day when I repay your insolence.”

Edda’s brown eyes were colder even than Valdemar’s. “I remember who you are, and what you will one day be, my lord,” she said. “That is why you need to hear a reproof from time to time.”

“Edda,” said Asta. “Leave the boy. He has just seen a shocking event.”

Edda shook her head. “Does he looked shocked? This is the boy you prohibited from keeping pets, after what happened to the kittens.”

Doctor Tait interjected. “Be that as it may, Count Valdemar is correct. Ambassador von Justus died from ingesting poison. It’s difficult to be exact without tests, but it looks to me like brue or furux. Nasty ways to die.”

“How?” said Torkild.

Doctor Tait shrugged. “I don’t know, but have those meats collected up, and don’t let anyone eat them.”

“It wasn’t the meats,” said Lothar quietly. “Everyone has been eating them all evening. He was not poisoned by anything accessible to the rest of us.”

The group turned to look at Lothar. “I claim no particular expertise,” he said. “The conclusion is obvious.”

Valdemar licked his lips. “Someone poisoned him deliberately. Perhaps they slipped it into his drink.”

“Poisoned like your mother’s dog Leopold, you mean?” said Edda.

“Be very careful what you say, Lady Edda,” said Valdemar. 

There was a pause. Lothar thought that those who knew Valdemar seemed to be giving the implication serious consideration.

“We know nothing yet,” Lothar said. “As the only other Beruz here I will need to insist on a full investigation.”

Torkild frowned. “You are here as a private citizen,” he said. “You have no formal role, and surely limited interest in a man you had never met.”

“This is an unstable place,” said Lothar. “I would have thought we would all want to know what has happened here in case others are in danger.”

“Well said, sir!” boomed a voice from a figure in expensive black garments who strode towards them. His red beard only partly concealed full and sensual lips. “And as Lord High Steward, the responsibility is mine.”

Torkild bowed briefly. “My lord. Lothar, this is Lord Grynulf, Margrave of Kirkebæk.”

So this was the Fox. Lothar shook hands with the red-haired man and introduced himself.

“Captain Scavenius,” said the Fox, “I am appointing you to investigate this business. You will report to me directly.”

Torkild blinked quickly. “Of course, my lord.”

“Lady Asta,” said the Fox. “You may take Count Valdemar back to his apartments. He has seen enough for one night. Lady Edda, your presence is also now supererogatory.”

“But Grynulf,” said Valdemar. “I have much to contribute, for it was I who identified poison!”

“Nonsense, lad,” said the Fox. “You must comfort your mother, who will be much distressed by events. Leave the tedium of investigation to Captain Scavenius.”

Valdemar stomped off with poor grace.

“Only you could speak to him that way,” said Asta.

“He is around women too much,” said the Fox. “Sometimes he responds better to a firm hand. Lady Edda, would you be kind enough to find some servants who can take the ambassador away and lay him out decently? Scavenius, Doctor Tait, Meinherr von Schnusenberg—we might usefully repair to my quarters.”
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The Fox’s chambers—or den—were tucked away in a corner of the Hertugshalle, with a view overlooking the precipitous drop to the sea. The room was furnished with rugs and hangings more luxurious than the Great Hall. He dismissed his servant and arranged drinks for his guests.

“This is a matter of some delicacy,” he said. “A death at the duke’s reception must always be sensitive. When it is a foreign ambassador, matters are further complicated. We must consider whether von Justus was murdered for personal reasons—a jealous husband, perhaps—or as an act of policy.”

Lothar sat back in the comfortable chair. “Lady Edda implied that the young count—” 

“Meinherr, we need not consider such nonsense. Lady Edda has an active imagination and a strong dislike of the young man.”

“We need not accept her theory in full,” said Lothar. “It is possible that the ambassador was not the intended victim, but merely unfortunately placed.”

The Fox regarded Lothar carefully. “That is possible, of course, but not likely. The most probable motive, sadly, is that someone found it expedient to reduce Imperial influence at the court.”

“You mentioned a jealous husband earlier,” said Lothar. “Did the ambassador maintain a mistress?”

The Fox looked at Torkild. “Not that I know of. Scavenius?”

“They all have mistresses,” said Torkild. “The arrangement is so commonplace that it rarely excites jealousy.”

Lothar said: “Who might benefit from the ambassador’s death?”

The Fox stroked his beard. “The Avignese are equally avid to influence the duke. The absence of an Imperial ambassador may allow them that opportunity.”

“The Chevalier de Trémaux was with the ambassador only a few minutes before his death,” said Lothar.

“Interesting,” said the Fox. “Although in no way conclusive.”

“I might point out,” said Doctor Tait in a quiet voice, “that the same also applies to Meinherr von Schnusenberg, who has appeared among on the very day the ambassador is poisoned. I am careful to imply nothing by that observation, but both brue and furux act within a matter of minutes. They could not have been administered hours earlier.”

Lothar shrugged. “I cannot deny my proximity,” he said. “I need hardly say I did not murder my own countryman.”

He chose not to mention that his belt contained several lethal doses of furux. It would not be a good time to be subjected to a search.

“I would imagine,” said Lothar, “that Lauchenland would also benefit from the death. Were their ambassadors present?”

“No,” said Torkild reflectively. “Their ambassador is Colonel Falk. He was not present tonight, which might be significant if he had prepared an outrage.”

“Is that unusual?” asked Lothar.

“Falk is certainly not a man for chit-chat. He is a veteran of the First Air War, and more likely to be found with his books or his mistress, although I might have expected him tonight, if only to drink the duke’s wine.”

“Significant, then,” said the Fox, “that he was absent. It is not for me to conduct your investigation, Scavenius, but he might usefully answer some questions.”

“Of course,” said Torkild. “I will find him tomorrow.”

“Doctor Tait,” said the Fox, “are you able to establish with more certainty the cause of death?”

“If I cut open the body, there will be distinctive marks on the organs. Regrettably it will be necessary to test the remaining wine on a dog or similar animal to see if this was the vehicle used for the poison.”

“There may yet be a role, then,” said Lothar, “for young Count Valdemar in the investigation. I suspect he would relish such an experiment.”

The Fox narrowed his eyes. “You would be unwise to repeat such witticisms outside this room, Meinherr. Now, I think we should all get some sleep.”

The next morning, after a night of fractured sleep in an unfamiliar bed at Klippesee, Lothar set out to find the Imperial Embassy so that he could telegraph Archduke Leopold. Torkild had already left to conduct the next stage of the investigation, and Lothar breakfasted alone. Lord Berendt, the master of the house, was nowhere to be seen; Lothar was relieved that he did not yet have to face the man who undoubtedly would not have forgotten Lothar’s treatment of his daughter fifteen years before.

The embassy was situated on the Hovegarde, the main street in the Heights. The houses were granite-faced with a uniformly unwelcoming façade, and Lothar could not immediately find his destination. He had been looking, he realised, for a large and imposing building but, having just been soaked by a sudden shower, he found the brass plate indicating that the embassy was located in the attic of a tall, narrow four-storey building.

He made his way up the steep creaking stairs with a frown. This building was hardly consistent with Imperial dignity. Surely Avigny and Lauchenland would have more imposing presences in the duchy?

He knocked at the sturdy oak door to the attic, and without awaiting in invitation, walked in. Before him stood a middle-aged man in sober black attire and rimless eyeglasses, and a slightly younger woman with reddened and puffy eyes.

The man gave Lothar a suspicious glance. Without the opulent, if now bedraggled, wardrobe funded by Leopold, Lothar felt he would already have been chased out.

“The embassy is not open for business,” said the man. “Come back tomorrow. There has been an outrage.”

Lothar handed over his safe-conduct papers. “I know. I was present. Now, I need to use your telegraph to contact Beruz.”

“This is irregular.”

“Assassination is irregular,” said Lothar. “Whoever you are, fellow, I may be here a while. Coffee would be welcome.”

The man drew himself up. “I am First Secretary Dörner. In the ambassador’s absence, in a very real sense I represent Emperor Albrecht himself. I do not fetch coffee.”

Lothar sighed. “You would appear to be ‘Only Secretary’ Dörner. You materially exaggerate your influence.”

The woman wiped her eyes and stood up. “I am sure we would all benefit from some coffee. I will fetch it.”

“I insist you do not, Meinfrau Widmann!” said Dörner through his nose. “We are not the servants of this jackanapes off the street.”

Lothar reached out, put a hand on Dörner’s throat and pushed his face down onto the desk.

“I am the Archduke Leopold’s personal representative,” he hissed. “I care nothing one way or the other for coffee, but we will have no doubt as to who is in charge here. I saw a man die from furux last night, and until we know who and why, all of our lives are in danger.”

He released Dörner, who stood up and brushed down his jacket with a jittery irritation.

Meinfrau Widmann breathed: “Furux?”

“Or brue,” said Lothar. “The exact poison is unimportant. Dörner, kindly take me to the telegraph room.”

“I will need to send a telegraph myself,” said Dörner. “Your bumptious arrival is unsettling and I will need formal confirmation from Beruz that I am acting ambassador.”

“You may send as many telegraphs as you like, after I have sent mine. Are there more staff at the embassy?”

“No,” said Dörner, rubbing his throat. Lothar could see bruising beginning to come out already. “In truth there has been little to do. Count von Justus spent most of his time at the Hertugshalle. We would occasionally send despatches and assist Imperial subjects in difficulty.”

Lothar was baffled at such slackness when the Empire’s enemies were taking their presence far more seriously. For a moment he almost felt sympathy for Leopold’s machinations.

“And what of the Avignese? I am sure they do not have such a hole and corner operation.”

“Their office is just down the street. They have two floors of the Bank of Avigny building.”

Lothar stroked his chin. Until the Second Air War, no one had taken any notice of Haskilde, but the Empire had been slow to recognise its new importance. The same could not be said of Avigny.

It took Lothar half an hour to send his telegraph. The message was short but he was unpractised at the encryption. He emerged from the telegraph room to find that someone—presumably Meinfrau Widmann—had brewed coffee, while Dörner paced in mounting impatience.

“There is a public telegraph in the Undercliff,” he said, “if you are intending to send further despatches. The Imperial Embassy is not a post office.”

Lothar narrowed his eyes. “If you apply arnica cream to your neck,” he said, “the bruising will be less apparent. These are violent days, Meinherr Dörner.”

He drained his coffee in a single draught and stepped back out onto the street.

Immediately he saw Torkild walking in the same direction towards Klippesee. He briefly outlined his activities—although he judged it unwise to be frank about the feebleness of the embassy staff—and listened to Torkild’s account.

“I have just come from the necropsy,” he said. “Doctor Tait has a steady hand with the scalpel, I must say.”

“And did we learn anything?”

“There were certain stains or marks that she associated with brue,” he said. “It was almost certainly ingested in his wine, and can only have been introduced a few minutes before. Brue is a fast-acting and tasteless toxin. It is not something most of us have lying around.”

Lothar put his hands in his pockets to avoid straying to his belt.

“Surely that is impossible,” he said. “He was in plain sight at the reception, and was drinking a considerable amount. No one else was affected, so it was not in the pitcher. Somehow it got into his goblet while no one noticed.”

Torkild opened the door of Klippesee and they made for the afternoon salon, where a light collation had been laid out.

“You were there,” said Torkild, pouring with what seemed to Lothar careless abandon from a decanter. “I do not mean that in a Doctor Tait sense, of course! But now you think back, did you notice anything?”

“I only saw the Chevalier de Trémaux. Would I have noticed a sleight of hand? Perhaps not. Do I think he did anything? Implausible.”

Torkild sighed. “Where would brue come from anyway? The Terravecchians and the Sardayaans are by popular repute the greatest poisoners, but I can hardly go to their embassies and ask if any of their stock is missing.”

“Brue does not keep, anyway,” said Lothar. “It is efficacious for a matter of a week at most.”

Torkild set down his goblet. “You are more knowledgeable on this subject than I would have imagined.”

Lothar shrugged. “I am a dilettante in many fields. In this case, I spent some months in Terravecchia. I conducted an amour with a lady whose father was an alchemist. Once I learned that he specialised in toxins, and that he disapproved of me, I soon left the country. Nonetheless, I learned much of interest.”

“So it would seem,” said Torkild. “I forget how long it is since we last saw each other.”

A servant entered on padded feet. “A telegraph for Meinherr von Schnusenberg,” he said in a soft voice.

Lothar unfolded it, hoping that it was not encrypted. He read the text and laughed.

“Good news?” asked Torkild.

“I am not sure about that,” said Lothar. “But Meinherr Dörner will not be pleased. It is from the Imperial Foreign Ministry. I am the acting Imperial ambassador until a permanent appointment is made! I sense the archduke’s hand in this.”

Torkild bowed with a grin. “I am at your service, Your Excellency!”

Lothar grimaced. He understood Leopold’s reasoning, but this would not help his freedom to act unnoticed. “I must present my credentials to the duke,” said. “Perhaps you would accompany me to ensure I do not disgrace myself.”

Torkild drew out a pocket-watch. “The duke’s hour of petitions is this evening. We will go then.”

“I will see what is suitable in my wardrobe.”
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Lothar’s only previous experience of the high nobility was Archduke Leopold, a figure of hard edges, sharp corners and, despite his age, a pulsing if malignant vitality. In his cool dark chambers, Duke Kjeld, propped in a contraption that was part chair and part bed, gave off an altogether different aura.

Torkild stood alongside Lothar. Behind the duke stood the Fox, his red beard the only object of colour in the room; Count Valdemar, scowling and palpably bored; and his governess Lady Asta. Duchess Christina was nowhere to be seen.

“You are most welcome, Meinherr von Schnusenberg,” said Duke Kjeld in a reedy voice. “Count von Justus was a most worthy man, and his death grieves me. You have my condolences.”

“Thank you, Your Grace. His Imperial Majesty will be consoled by your sympathies.”

This platitude was not met with immediate scorn, even by Valdemar. Perhaps the role of the ambassador was not so difficult after all.

“You will know,” said the Fox in a mellifluous voice, “that I am investigating this matter with all diligence, assisted by your friend Captain Scavenius. You may be assured that the culprit will not escape justice. Is that not so, Captain?”

Torkild pursed his lips. “Some progress has been made already. I have apprised the ambassador as much.”

“Before me, Captain? Your desire to help your friend does you credit, but do not forget where your duty and loyalty lie.”

“Naturally not, my lord.”

Asta interjected. “This must be unsettling for you, Meinherr,” she said. “I understand you came only for recreation, and within a day you have witnessed a murder and now you have the burdens of ambassador. It is a terrible start to your visit!”

“Almost beyond coincidence,” murmured the Fox. “But you are fortunate in the esteem of the house of Scavenius. Lord Berendt is a powerful patron and excellent friend—although of course a correspondingly dangerous foe. They say he holds on to a grudge, but that is a sign of admirable consistency!”

“Just so, my lord,” said Lothar. He suspected that Grynulf also knew how to incubate and maintain a grudge.

Some fifteen minutes passed in desultory chatter until the duke, pleading a fatigue which seemed unfeigned, drew the audience to a close.

––––––––
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LOTHAR RETURNED TO his rooms to find a new telegraph awaiting him. This one was rather longer, and encrypted. It came from Leopold, who had clearly used his influence, for whatever purposes, to ensure Lothar’s appointment. It was not the first time he had been a puppet in a scheme of the archduke’s, but that did not make the situation any more pleasant.

It took him several hours to decrypt the telegram. No doubt it contained layers of meaning which were not apparent on first reading.

––––––––
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FROM: HIS GRACE LEOPOLD, ARCHDUKE OF FLACHLAND


TO: HIS EXCELLENCY L. VON SCHNUSENBERG, ACTING AMBASSADOR TO HIS IMPERIAL MAJESTY





CONGRATULATIONS ON YOUR APPOINTMENT. IMPERATIVE YOU FOLLOW MY INSTRUCTIONS IMPLICITLY. PREVENT DUKE SIGNING TREATY WITH AVIGNY AT ALL COSTS. ESTABLISH INFLUENCE OVER DUCAL FAMILY. SUGGEST BEFRIEND COUNT VALDEMAR’S GOVERNESS. LEAVE INVESTIGATION OF VON JUSTUS’ DEATH TO LOCAL AUTHORITIES.





ALL FOREIGN NATIONALS TO BE REGARDED AS HOSTILE/ACTING CONTRARY TO IMPERIAL INTERESTS.





NEW AMBASSADOR TO BE IN HASKILDE SHORTLY. IMPERATIVE BUSINESS CONCLUDED BY THIS DATE.



––––––––
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LOTHAR SIGHED. LEOPOLD, as ever, had seized control of the crisis. It was reassuring that a new ambassador would soon be in post, but the implication was clear that he was acting at least as much in the archduke’s interests as the emperor’s.

His main enemy, undoubtedly, was the Chevalier de Trémaux. The Avignese ambassador was charming and ruthless, and far more familiar with local conditions and relationships. Leopold’s idea that he should become friendly with Asta was typically cunning; Lothar had a reputation as a gallant, and it would surprise no one if he were seen to be pursuing her—although it could cause difficulties with Torkild, who had specifically warned against this course. It would allow him, however, to strike a rapport with the odious Valdemar. Perhaps they could conduct poisoning experiments together.

Lothar was still not convinced that Valdemar had not poisoned von Justus as a malicious prank; he was not easily shocked but the emptiness in the young count’s eyes had been chilling. But where would he have secured brue? The toxin had a short life and was not something an amateur could easily distil.

This was not a matter he now needed to concern himself with (other than never turning his back on Valdemar when food or drink were laid out) since Leopold had told him to leave the investigation to the authorities. Leopold was not a sentimental man, he reflected, and he cared nothing for a dead ambassador who was no longer any use to him.

Lothar gave a frosty smile. The archduke would be no keener to avenge his own death should it occur, and the post of Imperial ambassador now seemed a hazardous proposition.

––––––––
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LOTHAR SPENT THE NEXT days at the Imperial Embassy on the Hovegarde, familiarising himself with the files. ‘First Secretary’ Dörner maintained a haughty reserve; Lothar considered dismissing him on the spot, but he suspected this would merely embroil him in endless administrative work. He contented himself instead with sending an unencrypted telegraph to the Foreign Ministry and Archduke Leopold requesting a replacement. No doubt Dörner secretly read all the cables, and this would amply repay his snooping.

The other member of the office, Meinfrau Widmann, was a middle-aged widow whose sons were in the Imperial army. She did not appear to Lothar to be enamoured of Dörner, and Lothar thought in due course to cultivate an ally. She appeared at least as familiar as the First Secretary with both the office procedures and the local political currents. Dörner would not be missed when his recall to Beruz arrived. Lothar wondered whether he could arrange his posting to some rat-infested hole like Dąbrosko or even Zarrifabad.

This morning Dörner had disinterred a fashion from the previous century—a white cloth wrapped around his neck—which had the advantage of concealing the bruises from yesterday. He approached with a cable.

“This arrived earlier from the Foreign Ministry, Excellency.”

“How much earlier?”

“Last night.”

“Why did you not present it to me on my arrival?”

“It must have slipped my mind, Excellency.”

“You might as well tell me what is says.”

“It is marked for your eyes only, Excellency.” His smirk suggested this had not deterred him from scanning its contents.

Lothar unwrapped the paper.

––––––––
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YOUR PATIENCE IN UNDERTAKING AMBASSADORIAL DUTIES AT DIFFICULT TIME MUCH APPRECIATED. PLEASED TO REPORT PERMANENT AMBASSADOR NOW APPOINTED BY HIS IMPERIAL MAJESTY. BARON ROSQUE DOA LORA TO TAKE UP POST AS SOON AS FORMALITIES COMPLETED. EXPECT ARRIVAL IN TWO DAYS.






(FOR) ORNDORFF, FOREIGN MINISTRY




––––––––
[image: image]


“IS IT SOMETHING WE should be aware of, Excellency?” said Dörner with a sly smile.

“Baron Doa Lora will shortly be joining us as ambassador. I am pleased to say I will be able to return to private life.”

“That is regrettable, Excellency.”

You will certainly regret it, Dörner, when you are decrypting telegraphs in a Zarrifabad monsoon.

Lothar went out to clear his head. He stood looking down into the Undercliff, where the funicular was just beginning its long crawl up the cliff face. Doa Lora’s appointment was in one sense a relief, for it would allow Lothar once again to operate behind the scenes, as Leopold had surely intended. On the other hand, Doa Lora was an intimate of Count Maximilian, the archduke’s son. Father and son did not have a cordial relationship and Doa Lora’s appointment suggested a political reverse for Leopold. The pressure to have made progress before Doa Lora arrived was therefore increased.

Not for the first time, Lothar wondered who his enemies really were.

––––––––
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LOTHAR FOUND THE ATMOSPHERE in the attic oppressive, so he awaited the arrival of the funicular before riding it down to the Undercliff and finding a café where he could take his lunch. He had not been in this part of the city for the best part of twenty years, but it seemed unchanged. Still a vicious wind in off the sea despite the summer sky; gulls circling overhead, menacing the lunch of the unwary; the cries from the jetties and the ships rocking gently at anchor. This was the real Strömhall, not the rarefied fetes—and now murders—of the duke’s court.

He pulled out his pocket-book as he sipped his coffee, and began to jot down his thoughts. Already, he was using cipher without even thinking about it. Gloomily he made a list of his enemies. Both Avigny and Lauchenland opposed Imperial policies in Haskilde, so their embassies were by definition antagonistic. It had not needed Leopold’s telegraph to establish that. So the Chevalier de Trémaux, his charmless aunt, and—regrettably—his charming sister would need to be watched carefully. If the invisible Lauchenlander, Colonel Falk, ever appeared, he too was an enemy. They all wanted the same prize—an alliance with Haskilde ahead of the inevitable resumption of the Second Air War.

It was more difficult to assess the native aristocracy. Duke Kjeld appeared too enfeebled to run the country. The Fox, through force of personality and his position as Lord High Steward, would seem to be the man of greatest influence. Did he favour Avigny and Lauchenland, or an Imperial alliance? Or did he, as Lothar himself would in the circumstances, promise favour to each side without ever making a firm commitment?

The other great noble family, he realised, was that of his host. Berendt Scavenius, who Lothar remembered as a man of force and guile, was Grand Admiral. As far as Lothar could remember, he had shown no great regard for any foreign power, but that was fifteen years ago, and much had changed since. He could not delude himself that Lord Berendt held him in any great regard: the dalliance with Gisla may have been long ago, but it was not something an angry father would either forget or forgive.

These political currents were almost irrelevant compared with the Empire’s own internal rivalries. He was undertaking business for the archduke, a man who took care of his tools. While it would be wrong to describe Leopold as trustworthy, he needed Lothar to remain alive if he were to meet his own objectives. Von Justus, during their brief acquaintance, had made it clear Lothar’s presence was unwelcome. He was, inevitably, drawn into the decades-old conflict between the emperor and the archduke. Von Justus had been the emperor’s man and Doa Lora, as Count Maximilian’s crony, was undoubtedly the same. It would seem that, in this instance, both emperor and archduke would wish to see an alliance with Haskilde concluded. Was this simply a petty squabble over who could take the credit? If so, it was a pettiness which had already cost one life; Lothar was indifferent as to whether it consumed others, as long as his own was not among them.

Next, he set himself to make a list of his allies. This proved a shorter task, for it contained no names. He had started by writing Torkild’s, but then he struck it out. His old school friend had been cordial and companionable, but the days of their intimacy were long past. He could not be expected to act against his family’s interest if Lord Berendt demanded it, and he had warned Lothar away from Asta when Leopold had demanded the opposite. There was every reason to believe, therefore, that if matters went awry, Torkild would not necessarily be in his camp.

He was, in short, on his own. He snapped his pocket-book shut, threw some coins down on the table, and stood up. When all was said and done, that was the way he preferred it.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter 6
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There were no diplomatic receptions in the immediate future—if Lothar were lucky, Doa Lora would be in post before there was another—but this evening Torkild had arranged a small welcome for him at Klippesee. It was hard to believe he had been in Strömhall for only three days.

Despite the small and intimate event, there were at least two people Lothar was keen to avoid: Lord Berendt, and Gisla, Torkild’s sister who had been the focus of so much contention long ago. It was no secret that Lord Berendt and his wife, Lady Karin, did not enjoy cordial relations. She was far away at Drageleir, so at least he did not have to worry about her acidulous presence.

More helpfully, Asta was to be present and so Lothar would be able to further his acquaintance in line with Archduke Leopold’s instructions. Also on hand was the acerbic Edda.

Lord Berendt was detained at the shipyards in the Undercliff as was Gisla’s husband, Lieutenant Vinther, so Torkild took his father’s place at the head of the table.

“You know everyone, of course,” said Torkild as they took their seats.

Lothar bowed. “Gisla,” he said. “It has been many years.”

He noticed Edda giving him a look of frank incredulity. Lothar felt a prickle of sweat. There was not a ready etiquette for renewing acquaintance with a lady thrown over fifteen years before.

“Your Excellency,” said Gisla with a cool gravity. Her dark hair and eyes were unchanged, but she had gained a dignity and she was not disposed to make this easy. “I did not believe our good fortune when Torkild informed us of your return after so long.”

“Please,” said Lothar, “there is no need for formality here. I am not ‘His Excellency’ at Klippesee, among friends.”

Asta sipped at a glass of water; Edda coughed. “Friends?” she said. “We are honoured that our brief acquaintance has ripened so quickly. Although I forget, of course,” she continued, “that you have a history of amity with the family.”

Torkild ran a hand through his hair. “Edda. I invited your for your pleasant disposition, not to be mischievous.”

Asta smiled. “In that case, Torkild,” she said in a soft voice, “you showed very little discrimination. We all love Edda, but it is not for her mild nature.”

Lothar stood up and bowed once again. “I am sorry to have occasioned such embarrassment,” he said. “I can see only one way to dispel it. Gisla: many years ago, through foolishness and immaturity, I sported with you in an ungentlemanly way. I am heartily sorry for it, and I beg your forgiveness.”

A look flashed between Torkild and Asta.

Gisla took a sip of her wine with an unsteady hand. “For two weeks I experienced the cruellest sensations,” she said. “I did not know how to continue living. But I was seventeen years old; I soon recovered, and for fifteen years I have never thought of you.”

“That may be the greatest revenge of all,” said Edda.

“Edda—” said Torkild.

“We are all the sum of our experiences,” said Gisla. “And since I am now very happy, I should if anything thank you for setting me on this path. I am not quite so magnanimous, but you may be assured I bear you no ill will.” She wrinkled her nose. “Your Excellency.”

“Does your father take such a liberal view, Gisla?” said Edda with a half-smile.

“Must you be so contentious?” said Torkild, frowning. “Lothar and Gisla are reconciled, and that is all that matters. Indeed, we might say the evening has already been a success.”

Asta smoothly changed the subject. “Meinherr von Schnusenberg—”

“Lothar, please.”

“Is any more known about the terrible murder of Ambassador von Justus?”

“I can only leave the matter to the local authorities,” he said. “I understand the poison brue was administered, but by whom, no one yet knows.”

“Horrid poisons are hardly a fit subject for the dinner table,” said Gisla. “You must be relieved that a replacement ambassador has already been appointed.”

“I never thought to be an ambassador, for certain,” said Lothar. “I do not relish it, and I came here merely for a period of relaxation.”

“If I may ask,” said Edda, “what is your day-to-day occupation in the Empire? I understand that you have regrettably been disinherited.”

Lothar waved a dismissive hand. “My life is that of many an impoverished gentleman. Neither the army nor the Church suited me. From time to time I carry out errands for gentleman who lack the time or inclination to do so themselves.”

“Do not be so cantankerous, Edda,” said Asta in a mild tone. “We are both poor ladies of the court, and in no position to decry Meinh—Lothar’s—pursuits.”

Edda took a long pull on her wine. “You are governess to the heir to the throne,” she said. “Your situation bears no resemblance to von Schnusenberg’s, or mine for that matter.”

“I am wholly at the whim of the duchess,” Asta said. “If she takes a dislike to me—or is persuaded to—then I become a charity case.”

“Lady Asta,” said Lothar. “I am given to understand that young Count Valdemar is not always of a pliant disposition.”

Edda barked with laughter. “He is a horror! A monstrous and cruel temperament. You saw him—I am sorry, but it is true—when poor von Justus died. He has a horrid fascination with death and its means of infliction.”

Asta’s grey eyes were sad. “He is at a difficult age; his father is sickly and he may soon be duke. And he has few men to show him the best way to behave. His tutors are feeble reeds, the poor duke is a shadow, and he needs a firm hand from time to time.”

“The Fox takes an interest in him, does he not?” said Gisla.

Asta looked down at the table. “I—yes, I suppose he does. I am sure it helps.”

“The Fox is positioning himself for when Valdemar is duke,” said Edda. “He wants an influence over the boy. It is one more manipulation.”

“It is understandable that Lord Grynulf wants to have Valdemar’s esteem. It is good for the duchy that they have an understanding,” said Asta. “You have such a bleak view of the world, Edda.”

Edda touched her hand. “I am a realist, Asta. It is for the best I am not his governess, for I should either strangle him or make him the darkest lord in our history.”

There was a pause and Torkild ensured that all goblets were topped up. Lothar was not convinced that watering Edda further would be beneficial, but he was not the host.

“May I ask you a favour?” Asta said to Lothar.

“Of course, my lady.”

“I am attempting to teach Valdemar about the wider world. It is important that he meets people from all countries so that he does not simply learn from books. He had a dislike for Meinherr von Justus, but I am sure a man nearer his own age would be more amenable to him. Might you come to our schoolroom one day and talk about the Empire?”

In the normal course of events, Lothar could think of few pursuits he would enjoy less. He was at one with Edda in his assessment of Valdemar’s character and did not imagine the interview would be productive for either of them. But Leopold had ordered Lothar to befriend Asta; and the expression in Asta’s eyes was not one he wanted to disappoint.

“I would be delighted, Lady Asta. Merely name the time and the place and I will wait upon you.”

Asta’s smile revealed perfect white teeth. “I am so obliged, sir,” she said.

Lothar felt a quiver. Lady Asta of Nørckenkrone was a woman he was dangerously happy to oblige.

Torkild cleared his throat. “I have some further news,” he said “I have received fresh orders from Admiral Krog today. I am afraid my leave is all but over, for I am summoned to Vindstrup.”

“Oh, Torkild!” cried Gisla. “You have only just arrived!”

“The admiral is demanding,” said Torkild. “He would prefer me never to have leave at all.”

Asta gave him a sad glance. “The steamship?”

“Of course,” said Torkild. “And this time it will be safe.” 

There was a current here that Lothar did not understand. He opened his mouth to speak, but Edda quickly shook her head. If she was counselling discretion, there was a sensitivity he would be wise to respect.

“I am sorry, Lothar,” Torkild said. “I had hoped to show you all the sights of Strömhall once again.”

“I am expecting to be busy with ambassadorial tasks, at least until Baron Doa Lora arrives,” said Lothar. “My time for sightseeing may be restricted. You need not apologise.”
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Chapter 7
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Lothar had rapidly reached the conclusion that, against strong competition, Count Valdemar was quite the most unpleasant young man he had ever encountered. Lothar’s step-mother Helena was the only person who had aroused a similarly visceral aversion.

“I am told,” Valdemar said as he lounged back in his seat in the schoolroom overlooking the sea, “that the city of Beruz contains more whores than any other city of the world.”

“Valdemar,” said Asta, “that is not a polite observation to make to the Imperial ambassador.”

“Pah! If you counted up all the whores in the world, one city would be found to contain more than the others. I am expressing my belief that Beruz is that city.” He broke off to pick his nose. “What do you say to that?”

Asta gave Lothar an apologetic look. Lothar paused for just long enough to imply disrespect before responding.

“I doubt that the claim is amenable to easy verification. I am not aware that anyone has undertaken the survey you refer to, and I would doubt the judgement of the person who asserted it.”

Valdemar smirked and leaned forward. “This information came directly from the Chevalier de Trémaux! Are you calling him a liar and a braggart? He would be most interested to hear that.”

“I am sure the Chevalier had his reasons,” said Lothar. He noticed that this seemed to be news to Asta. Was it significant that de Trémaux had been talking to Valdemar in her absence? “However, you should not believe everything you are told.”

“In that case, I should not believe what you have just told me,” he smirked. “I will find that I cannot believe anything at all and should rely only on my own perceptions. If I conclude that a man is a knave and a poltroon, that is good enough.”

Lothar tried not to sigh. Few things were more wearing than a teenage philosopher.

“We have been studying the ancient thinkers of Xaklion,” said Asta with a weary shake of the head. “However poorly he deploys the logical tools of Anargyros of Themis, I should at least be grateful that he remembers them.”

“When you are the ruler of Haskilde,” said Lothar, “you will need wise counsellors to advise you, and to help you pick your friends. Your choice of allies will be important.”

Valdemar sprang from his chair. “The blood of the Haskilde stretches back a thousand years to the Fikingur!” he cried. “We do not need allies. We glory in our warrior heritage. The great sword Djævelsklø hangs in the Hertugshalle. Why does the kalif in al-Humrah maintain a corps of Haskilders to this day? Our fighting pedigree is unparalleled!”

If Kjeld dies tomorrow, this boy is Duke of Haskilde. The Martyrs preserve them if that happens.

“We all need friends and allies, my lord,” said Lothar.

“It is better to be feared than loved,” declared Valdemar.

“Worst of all to be neither.” 

“You are a jackanapes and a baboon!” cried Valdemar.

Asta flushed. “That is more than enough, Valdemar,” she said, her amiability punctured for the first time. “Ambassador von Schnusenberg is a busy man and he has given up the afternoon for your benefit. You will apologise now!”

“I will not,” leered Valdemar. “I am the Count of Kolhavn and I do not apologise to inferiors. This low fellow has insulted me. It is he who should beseech my pardon!”

“He has merely attempted reasoned argument with you. I am sorry you cannot see the difference.”

Valdemar cast his notebook to the floor. “I do not need to listen to this.” He strode with dramatic emphasis to the door, crashed it open and stalked out.

After a pause, Asta said: “I am sorry. He is not always like this.”

Lothar grinned. “Are you sure?”

Asta laughed and her eyes lit up. “Well, most of the time he is, in truth.”

“One should make allowances for his youth, the cares of state he will soon inherit, a sickly and feeble father. But I suspect he is just a base and depraved young man.”

Asta walked to the window and looked through it. “I have done my best with him. When it suits him, he can be charming and erudite. But sometimes I think all I have done is teach him to be better at dissembling his true nature.”

“Do you have children of your own?”

Asta shook her head. “My husband died too soon.”

“I am sorry. That was an impolite question.”

She reached for a smile. “Do not apologise. There is no offence.”

Lothar walked over and stood by her at the window, looking down at the sea below. There was a depthless calm to Asta which he found unusual and entrancing. It made the other women he knew seem shallow, scheming, artificial. In this place of falsity, intrigue, and malice, did that make her the profoundest and most subtle of all? He did not know; at Strömhall, nothing could be taken at face value.

“Are you hungry?” she said. “The kitchen always sends up too much food for Valdemar and I hate to see it go to waste.”

She opened the door to the adjacent room where the servants had not yet cleared away the remains of a meal suitable for several people, even with the appetite of a growing adolescent.

Lothar picked at the leftover meats. He found that the ready flow of conversation he could normally summon in such situations had deserted him. 

Asta nibbled on a sliced apple. “Your visit to Strömhall has not gone as you would have wished.”

Lothar shrugged. “I have renewed an old friendship and can call myself ‘His Excellency’. I have even gained Gisla’s forgiveness. It is all a matter of perspective.”

She paused and looked into his face. “You also make a joke of everything and hide behind deflection and irony. There are many people here who would help you, if you let them.”

Lothar indicated the food in front of them. “I was reassured that you ate first,” he said. “My fear of poisoning was alleviated.”

Asta’s eyes cooled. “You are doing the very thing we have just discussed. You may have more in common with Valdemar than I first thought.”

“Except for poisoning dogs, I am sure our characters are interchangeable.”

Two spots of colour appeared on her cheeks. “A conversation involves two people communicating with each other,” she said. “It would appear you do not want to have one. If you want to talk to me—rather than practice your epigrams—I will be at Klippesee tonight.”

She turned to leave the room as Lothar seethed to himself. Why did he have to provoke her when she was offering to be friends?

Asta was blocked from leaving the room by the entrance of the Fox in his signature black attire. He made to speak to her, then noticed Lothar.

“Von Schnusenberg! I am surprised to see you here.”

Lothar looked away. He felt as if he had been caught in an indiscretion.

“Lothar had been kind enough to call upon Valdemar,” said Asta with a quickened breath. 

“‘Lothar’? You are on first-name terms with the Imperial ambassador?”

Asta drew herself up. “He is also a friend of Torkild—Captain Scavenius. You know our families are acquainted.”

The Fox narrowed his eyes. “With all due respect to Your Excellency”—his gaze briefly encompassed Lothar—“this is an acquaintance to pursue with caution. I hesitate to mention that the ambassador was on hand at the moment of his predecessor’s death, and is not entirely free of suspicion.”

Lothar stepped closer to the Fox. “This is the extent of your investigation, my lord? There are many men with a greater motive, for I can assure you I have never wished to be ambassador.”

“Greater motive—perhaps. Greater opportunity? None better. You will forgive me a degree of distrust, as I am sure you wish to see this heinous crime solved.”

“The Chevalier de Trémaux was at my side throughout: either an alibi, or a fellow suspect.”

The Fox’s eyes flashed. “I have taken a closer interest in the Chevalier than you seem to believe,” he said. “If I need to speak to you further, I will send word to the embassy.”

“I am at your disposal, my lord,” said Lothar with a studiedly languid expression.

“This is all by the by,” said the Fox. “Where is Count Valdemar?”

“He is off about his business,” said Asta carefully. “I am afraid he was intolerably rude to Lothar, and did not endure my reproof calmly.”

The Fox looked at them both for a moment, then grinned. “He is a spirited lad, for sure.”

“He is an ill-tempered urchin,” said Asta with more heat than Lothar had seen before.

“You are his governess,” said the Fox. “His behaviour reflects on you.”

“If that were the case,” said Lothar, “every wicked lord’s conduct would be the result of his governess. I am sure these virtuous ladies are not responsible for all the ills of the world.”

A sinew tightened in the Fox’s neck. He reached out and poured himself a goblet of wine.

“You are an insolent fellow,” said the Fox. “This is none of your affair. As the Lord High Steward, the boy’s upbringing is of concern to me.”

“Forgive me,” said Lothar. “Where I come from, such words to a lady in public would not be considered good manners. It may be that Imperial standards of conduct are more refined than the proud warriors of Haskilde. I apologise for judging your behaviour by more sophisticated standards.”

“Lothar—” said Asta in a voice of soft horror.

“You tread a fine line here, von Schnusenberg.” The Fox’s voice was coiled silk.

“I represent His Imperial Majesty,” said Lothar. “Any discourtesy to me is also incivility to him.”

The Fox revealed strong white teeth. “I understand your status is only temporary,” he said. “When Baron Doa Lora arrives, then perhaps we shall speak again.”

“I too might find less restraint in those circumstances.”

The Fox flicked his head at Asta. “When you have finished with this—with His Excellency—you would oblige me by calling at my apartments,” he said. “There are matters we might usefully discuss.”

He turned and with serpentine grace left the room.

Asta sat down. “You have made an enemy,” she said. “And he is a dangerous foe: cunning, subtle, vindictive.”

“I think we may already have been enemies. It is not a new experience.” Lothar paused as he thought to see a dampness in her eye. “I did not like the way he spoke to you,” he added. “He is a man of great power and he should not have abused you.”

“You have not helped me,” she said. “The margrave rarely behaves better for having been provoked.”

“I am sorry,” said Lothar. “I was motivated by concern and anger; I did not think.”

Her mouth turned downwards. “I know,” she said, “and I thank you for your consideration. I have felt the rough edge of the margrave’s tongue before, and no doubt I shall do so in future.”

She stood up and smoothed her skirts. “His temper will not improve for being kept waiting,” she said. “I will see you at Klippesee tonight, when we say farewell to Torkild.”

Asta slipped quietly from the door. Policy made him an antagonist of the Fox, Lothar reflected, but even if it did not, this was a man he would be gratified to have as an enemy.
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Lothar presented himself at Klippesee that evening to wish Torkild well before he returned to duty at Vindstrup.

A footman escorted him into the drawing room where, to his surprise and alarm, he saw not Torkild, but his father, Lord Berendt. Lothar bowed. “Good evening, sir.”

Berendt Scavenius rose from his chair. “Lothar. It has been many years.”

The Grand Admiral was still in uniform, and even though he must now be nearly sixty, he remained a strong and imposing figure. His eyes glittered with a blue intensity. “You’ll take a drink?”

He took assent for granted and poured a healthy measure of a rich chestnut spirit, which he handed over.

Lothar nodded and took a small sip.

“You have less to say for yourself than I remember,” said Lord Berendt. “That, at least, is an improvement.”

Lothar resisted the urge to gulp his drink down.

“You will imagine my surprise,” said Lord Berendt, “when I received a letter from the archduke soliciting your invitation.”

Lothar said nothing. Lord Berendt seemed to approve of his taciturnity.

“Naturally, had I followed my own inclinations, you are the last person I would have received at Klippesee.”

Lothar opened his mouth to respond, but Lord Berendt held up a hand.

“One needs, however, a good reason to disoblige a man like Archduke Leopold. And since your arrival, I have spoken to both Torkild and Gisla. I gather that a reconciliation of sorts has been effected.”

“I apologised for my behaviour,” mumbled Lothar. “Gisla was kind enough to say that she bore no ill will.”

Lord Berendt put his glass down. “Frankly my own preference would have been to have you horse-whipped. But if Torkild and more especially Gisla do not hold a grudge, I suppose there is no reason for me to do so. And I really would not have wanted you for a son-in-law, so I suppose all has turned out for the best.”

This was not necessarily the form of forgiveness that Lothar would have chosen, but he did not need yet another enemy.

“I am grateful for your magnanimity, sir.”

Lord Berendt held out a hand and Lothar shook it.

“I understand that you also vexed the Fox this afternoon,” Lord Berendt said with a flinty smile. “I could never wholly dislike a man who did so. At the council this evening he was like a bear with a thorn in his paw.”

“I disliked the way he spoke to Lady Asta,” said Lothar.

Lord Berendt frowned. “I would have hoped you had grown out of excessive gallantry,” he said “But in the circumstances I cannot entirely blame you.”

“I would always want to defend a friend of Torkild’s,” said Lothar, “quite aside from any chivalrous impulse of my own.”

Lord Berendt inspected Lothar with a discomfiting scrutiny. “If you are attempting to find out if there is an understanding between them, I can tell you there is not.”

Lothar said nothing.

“And if you will permit me a word of advice,” continued Lord Berendt, “you have quite enough entanglements and difficulties in Strömhall without attempting to pursue any amorous intentions you may harbour. You were fortunate in the way matters turned out with my daughter. Do not expect to be so lucky a second time.”

He slapped Lothar on the shoulder. “Dinner is about to be served,” he said. “I do not know about you, but I do not wish the pig to have died in vain.”

––––––––
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TORKILD CUT AN IMPRESSIVE figure in his captain’s uniform. Lothar thought back to the two boys at Zeneheim Lyceum all those years ago, and could not avoid thinking that one of them had made more of his life than the other. But still, a naval captain and the Imperial ambassador: the masters at the school had not predicted such distinction for either of them.

Lord Berendt caught Gisla’s eye as they entered the room. The conversation with Lothar had clearly been planned. Gisla’s husband, Lieutenant Vinther, shook hands without cordiality. There was no prospect of friendship here, and Lothar could not blame him.

He looked around the room. “Where is Asta?” he asked. “She mentioned earlier that she would be here this evening.”

Edda, who appeared even flintier than usual, said: “She is indisposed. She said she might look in later.”

“Nothing serious, I hope,” said Gisla.

“She seemed well this afternoon,” said Lothar. “Although perhaps a little tense from Count Valdemar’s behaviour.”

Lord Berendt shook his head. “The girl is a martyr. I feel greatly for her,” he said. “Our future duke—I should not say too much.”

“‘The girl’ is thirty-two years old, Lord Berendt,” said Edda. “She is not a puppy or a child.”

Gisla frowned. “No one suggested as much, Edda. I think my father merely expressed the sympathy we all feel for anyone whose bread and board is tied to spending the day with a young man as odious as Valdemar.”

“If I may say—as a friend rather than the Imperial ambassador—the prospect of Count Valdemar’s accession does not appear to raise many spirits,” said Lothar.

“He will be the lord of Haskilde soon enough,” said Torkild. “Regardless of our feelings, we will owe him our unquestioning obedience. I am sure he will mature into his responsibilities.”

The silence that greeted this remark testified to its plausibility.

Gisla said: “It is as well for the realm that he will have such wise counsellors.” She looked across at her father with a smile.

“I am Grand Admiral today. I could be dismissed on a whim tomorrow. If the Fox thought he could achieve it I would already be back at Drageleir for good.”

“The Fox knows the folly of that course, Father,” said Torkild.

Lord Berendt gave an icy smile. “I have taken certain steps to protect my position,” he said. “No doubt Grynulf has done the same. A respectful neutrality ensues which, when all is considered, is probably for the good of the realm.”

There was a click as the door to the dining room slid open.

“I am sorry I am late,” said Asta in a shaky voice. “I did not wish you leave without saying goodbye, Torkild.”

Edda cried: “Dear God, Asta! Whatever has happened to you?”

“It is nothing,” whispered Asta, her hand going to touch her black eye.

She slipped into the empty seat next to Lothar. “You should ask Doctor Tait to look at that,” he said.

Asta shook her head. “It looks worse than it is. I slipped on the stairs and banged my face.”

Lothar remembered the ugly leering face of Count Valdemar, the cruelty and lack of self-control in his eyes. Torkild had clearly reached the same conclusion: “That dog Valdemar! It is not the first time.”

Asta looked down. “It is nothing to do with Valdemar. It was my own inattention.”

Edda leaped up. “And none of you have the courage to do anything about it? I am going to that little devil’s quarters and he will learn what it is like to take on someone who will fight back.”

Lord Berendt stood up. “You will do nothing of the sort, Edda Güldenkrone. You will not help Asta by making more of this, and you will bring trouble upon yourself you cannot escape.” He paused, a wry expression on his lips. “You are the most infuriating woman alive, Edda, but for some reason, you are much-loved in this family. There will be other ways of disobliging master Valdemar.”

Asta put a hand on her arm. “Sit down, Edda. I know you are angry on my behalf, but you misunderstand what has happened. Listen to Lord Berendt, please.”

Lothar straightened his jacket. “Is there perhaps something I can do as Imperial ambassador? Complain to the duke, or even the Fox?”

Lord Berendt shook his head and Asta reached out a hand. “I am touched by your desire to avenge my honour,” she said. “You must believe me when I say Valdemar did not strike me. I fell. Please, let us forget the matter, and send Torkild on his way with light hearts.”

Lothar looked at the quiet courage lying under the surface of Asta’s cool exterior. It aroused in him an unfamiliar emotion, and one he did not care to probe too closely.

He stood and raised his goblet. “I propose a toast,” he said in a brassy voice. “To Captain Torkild Scavenius: safe travels and still waters.”
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Chapter 9
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The toasting had continued late into the night—indeed, Torkild climbed aboard the steam train the next morning without having been to bed—and Lothar did not appear at the Imperial Embassy until late morning. The fresh air as he walked along the Hovegarde cleared his mind somewhat, but his head was muzzy and aching as he climbed the stairs.

Dörner lounged in Lothar’s chair. “Good morning, Your Excellency,” he said, an approach to a smile on his face. “You have a cable, which I have taken the liberty of deciphering, and a summons from the Hertugshalle.” His black eyes sparkled with malice. “Baron Doa Lora will be here the day after tomorrow to take up his duties. At that point, regrettably, our association will come to an end.”

“As a private citizen I can thrash you without reproach, Dörner. You may yet find I am not a man to cross.”

Dörner flicked the card from the Hertugshalle across the table. “And you are also summoned to an audience with Count Valdemar.”

Lothar studied the card but it contained no more information than a bald statement of time and place. He bit down on a scowl. He had not developed a cordial relationship with Valdemar yesterday, and that was before he had learned of his conduct towards Asta. Whatever Valdemar wanted would be a test of his self-control.

Lothar arrived two minutes before the appointed time; he saw no reason to be any earlier. To his surprise he found that Valdemar had commandeered one of his father’s presence chambers, and had summoned an audience. Whatever was about to occur, it was not simply a matter between Lothar and the young count.

The chamber had only two windows, both set high in the bare stone walls. It was not a room to inspire comfort. Valdemar was dressed with unusual care, a rich red velvet robe over a military tunic. Behind him stood Asta, her black eye more prominent than yesterday; on the table before him, a small cage containing what appeared to be a brown rat.

Valdemar crooked his mouth. “Your Excellency. You gratify me with your attendance. Kindly take a seat alongside your colleagues.”

Lothar recognised the Chevalier de Trémaux—presumably in his capacity as Avignese ambassador—a tall white-haired man in a black uniform, and a dark-skinned portly figure in a green sash. Lothar surmised that these were the Lauchenland ambassador Colonel Falk and the Calabadag representative, Doctor Tunyaz.

He tried to catch Asta’s eye but she stared at the stone floor. He could feel his heart pounding. He would not have described himself as chivalrous, but when he saw what Valdemar had done to Asta he controlled himself only with difficulty. With a flicker of bleak amusement he reflected that the offence would have grieved him less if Asta were not so attractive.

Valdemar rose and removed his cloak. Lothar realised he was attired in a colonel’s uniform. That was one regiment in which he would not wish to serve.

“Gentlemen,” said Valdemar in a reedy voice, “you are all honoured ambassadors to my father, and men of consequence around the court. It is for that reason I have brought you to witness today’s events.”

He gestured to the cage in front of him.

“These are dangerous times at my father’s court,” he said. “One among you has recently suffered violent death. In every corner men and women whisper and plot. The world stands only a breath away from war. Some among you seek to exploit our duchy. When I am Duke of Haskilde, I will not tolerate attempts at manipulation. I will rule with firmness and vigour—where necessary, even with harshness!”

I wish you good fortune, thought Lothar, who had read at the Imperial Embassy a comprehensive list of paid agents. He doubted that Avigny, Lauchenland, and the other powers were any less active.

“I am descended from the line of Fikingur warriors,” Valdemar continued. “I despise sneaking and skulking. When a man of my stamp has something to say, he says it outright! All should fear the mailed fist of the Fikingur!”

Particularly defenceless women. Asta appeared to be looking down at her feet.

“For that reason,” said Valdemar, “I have arranged a tableau for all our edification. You will see before you a rat, a verminous creature which has plagued my chamber and which now, through guile, I have captured. It spies on my doings no more.”

Whatever the unsavoury adolescent got up to in his chamber, Lothar did not want to know about it.

“This rat, therefore, represents everyone who would spy on my private deeds and work them to my disadvantage. I therefore formally charge it with treason, for which the penalty is death. As ambassadors, I wish you to see this.” He broke off. “Where is Sir Isaac? I commanded the presence of the Green Isles ambassador.”

The Chevalier de Trémaux cleared his throat. “He was unavoidably detained by your father, my lord. He sends his apologies.”

Valdemar scowled. “Irregular. We will proceed, nonetheless.” He turned away from the ambassadors to address the cage. “Sir Rat, you have conducted yourself treasonably in my chambers. The sentence for this crime, since time immemorial, has been death. I am a just lord, and I will hear your plea and defence.”

The rat skittered around in its cage.

“Sir Rat, it would seem, declines to enter a plea.”

Lothar looked along the line of ambassadors. None of them met his eye. All were expressionless.

“I would not be seen,” said Valdemar, “as a lord rushing to judgement. Sir Rat chooses not to speak in his defence. Gentlemen, do any of you wish to offer an exculpation for his conduct, before I reach my verdict?”

Doctor Tunyaz stroked his beard. “With the greatest of respect, my lord, the principles of jurisprudence are founded on a concept of the guilty mind. A person—or indeed rat—who cannot comprehend the nature of his offence cannot be truly guilty of it.”

Lothar looked sideways at Doctor Tunyaz. He felt that attempting to engage rationally with Valdemar in these circumstances was ill-advised.

“An intriguing point, Your Excellency!” cried Valdemar. “In this case, it is misguided. I am keen to demonstrate that, under my rule, such defences will be null and void. There will be no excuses to acquit those who have clearly flouted my laws. Ignorance or incapacity will be no defence!”

“Then I have no further defence to offer, my lord.”

“Very good. Chevalier, Meinherr, Colonel, do you wish to speak further?”

Colonel Falk breathed out through his moustaches. “I must speak frankly, my lord, and say that I find this farrago in very poor taste. In Lauchenland, we would certainly kill any rat we found in our chambers, but this ludicrous ‘trial’ reflects no credit on anyone. Strangle the creature, then let us be about our business.”

Valdemar pursed his lips. “I am disappointed—although not surprised—to find you so unimaginative and unappreciative of my lesson, Colonel.”

The Chevalier de Trémaux smoothly interjected. “Your lesson is creative and undoubtedly acts as a salutary warning for those with ears to listen. I offer no defence of ‘Sir Rat’, and await your verdict.”

Valdemar nodded in satisfaction. “And Meinherr von Schnusenberg?”

“My days as temporary ambassador are drawing to a close, my lord. I will ensure that your lesson is conveyed to my successor.” His eyes flicked to Asta, who had not raised them from the ground throughout. “The trial has also illustrated the nature of dictatorial and arbitrary power, and the damage it may cause when allowed to flourish.” He thought to see a reddening of Asta’s cheeks. He continued: “I doubt this is accidental. There are none in this room who do not understand how you will deploy your power once you assume it.”

Valdemar smiled. “You are a perceptive man, Meinherr. I hope Baron Doa Lora is as attuned to the currents of the court.”

Lothar willed Asta to look at him. She could surely feel his glance, but she resisted any temptation she might have felt.

“Excellent!” declared Valdemar. “Sir Rat has had the fairest possible trial, his guilt or innocence debated before a distinguished international audience. I have heard no arguments, however, testifying to his innocence, or compelling pleas for mercy. I render my judgement, therefore, that Sir Rat is guilty as charged, and have no alternative but to sentence him to death. I am a merciful lord, however, so I will spare him the full rigour of a traitor’s death on the wheel. I commute sentence, therefore, to death by hanging. This sentence will be carried out immediately.”

He reached under the table to bring out a tiny gallows, already furnished with a rope. He opened the cage and reached in. “Do you have any final observations, Sir Rat?”

The rat bit Valdemar’s finger, causing a howl of chagrin. “Sir Rat chooses to die without dignity, despite my mercy,” he snapped. He manoeuvred the head through the tiny noose and tightened it. He set the rat on the platform, and pulled a lever; the rat disappeared through a trapdoor. Frantic scrabblings against the side of the box could be heard.

“My lord,” said Lothar, “the rat’s weight is not enough to break its neck, the method by which hanging is effective. The rat is unlikely to die.”

Valdemar put his hand through the trapdoor and pulled the rat back through. It looked well short of death, judging by the enthusiasm with which it again attempted to bite Valdemar.

The door crashed open and the Lord Grynulf appeared, trailed by a man Lothar suspected was the Green Isles ambassador. The Fox was in his waistcoat and shirtsleeves, in some agitation.

“Count Valdemar! What is happening here?”

Valdemar held the rat tighter. “I am hanging a traitor, Grynulf.”

The Fox shook his head. “When Sir Isaac brought me this story, I thought it was drink-addled fantasy. But now I find it is true. Desist from this nonsense immediately.”

Valdemar’s eyes shone. “And who are you to command my conduct?”

The Fox walked over to Valdemar, pulled the rat from his hand, and with a single motion broke its neck.

“You know that I am the Lord High Steward,” he said. “Second only to your father in the duchy. But more importantly, I am here to ensure your education. You are a young man of great force of personality, but you must learn to control your passions.”

For the first time, Asta looked up. Lothar caught her eye and nodded.

“A great lord does not hang rats, Valdemar,” said the Fox. “This is not how we go about statecraft.”

He turned to the ambassadors. “Count Valdemar has presented an unorthodox lesson this afternoon, gentlemen. It is not a matter for common gossip, and you would oblige both the count and myself by ensuring it remains private. Valdemar, you should remove that uniform before your father sees it.”

The two men strode from the room, Valdemar looking back over his shoulder. “Do not forget this demonstration, gentlemen.”

With embarrassed shuffling, the other ambassadors filed out of the room without a word to each other. Lothar was left alone with Asta in the presence chamber.

“Are you—”

“Are you—”

Lothar held up a hand in apology. “I did not mean to interrupt you.”

“You must think me a most inept governess to have raised a boy like that.”

Lothar stared at her black eye. “I can assure you I do not. You have nothing but my sympathy, and honest anger on your behalf.”

Her face dimpled into a half-smile. “You are less the rakehell than Torkild led me to believe. You are almost painfully transparent, and your disposition is really quite amiable.”

I do hope not.

“I may have been a libertine on occasion, but I have never enjoyed seeing a woman abused. And Torkild has not known me for fifteen years.”

“I must confess that Gisla was not complimentary about you either.”

“She appears to have forgiven me,” said Lothar. “I hope you no longer harbour a grudge on her behalf.”

“I was widowed early with no income and few powerful friends,” she said. “I long ago learned to rely on my own judgement.”

Her eyes exerted an extraordinary pull over Lothar, and he sat down at the table to ground himself against its solidity.

“I make no claims as to my character,” he said. “I have been, as you say, a rakehell. Long ago I threw over Gisla, and my conduct in Beruzil has been little better. I will not attempt to persuade you that I am an admirable man, for I am patently no such thing. But I find I would have your good opinion, if you will give it.”

Leopold will surely approve of this conversation.

“I have seen nothing to make me withhold my regard,” she said. “You can have found little to enjoy at Strömhall, but you have behaved with propriety throughout.”

Lothar let the remark lie in silence. He could think of no reply which would not coarsen the moment.

“I understand that Baron Doa Lora arrives soon,” she said. “Torkild is already away. Will you be returning to Beruz?”

Lothar rubbed his chin. “I think I will stay a little longer,” he said. “Doa Lora may require my assistance for a short while. And I cannot say that every aspect of Strömhall is hateful.” He met her eye, then looked away.

And there is the fact that Leopold will not let me return home yet.

“For myself,” she said with a soft smile, “I am glad to think you will be with us a while longer. Even Gisla is now glad you are here.”

Lothar strongly doubted this latter sentiment.

“Although I am not sure that Edda has entirely taken to you,” she continued. “I should not worry about that, for Torkild is the only man she does not despise outright.”

Since Lothar had not formed any very favourable impression of Edda, he was able to bear this blow with fortitude.

From outside, a voice called from the corridor. “Asta! Are you in there?”

“Styrbjørn? In here.”

Lieutenant Vinther strode in, breathing heavily. He was too discomposed even to spare Lothar a hostile look. “Have you heard? Duke Kjeld is taken ill!”

Asta gasped. “How ill? Will he recover?”

“He took some kind of fit in the courtyard; he is insensible. Doctor Tait is with him now. She looked most concerned.”

“God help us,” breathed Lothar. “The rat-hanger will be duke.”

“Grynulf has convened the council,” said Vinther. “Lord Berendt is there now.”

“You will excuse me,” said Lothar. “I must telegraph Beruz immediately.”

If the situation in Strömhall had been volatile before, it could certainly not be improved by the accession of a capricious and unstable fourteen-year old to the throne. 
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BY THE TIME LOTHAR made his way back to the embassy, it seemed the whole city knew of Kjeld’s indisposition. The corridors of the Hertugshalle had been thronged with courtiers at once frantic and aimless, and on the streets people milled to exchange rumours.

He dashed up the stairs to the attic. “Is it true?” asked Dörner, insolence for once set aside.

“I believe so,” said Lothar. “I have the tidings from someone close to the seat of power.”

“I have drafted a telegraph.”

Lothar reached out, picked up a pen and made some small corrections. “Meinfrau Widmann, kindly encipher that, and transmit under my seal to both the Foreign Ministry and Archduke Leopold. Dörner, I will need you to prepare a brief for Baron Doa Lora’s arrival, for I doubt I will spare the time tomorrow.”

“There is a further telegraph,” said Dörner. “It is not in one of our diplomatic ciphers. I do not recognise the code.”

Lothar reached out and pocketed it without looking. There was no doubt it came from the archduke.

“Is the duke’s life in immediate danger?” asked Dörner.

“I do not know. I will need to return to the Hertugshalle. Count Valdemar’s recent behaviour has been—erratic. Events may move swiftly.”

“If you will permit me to offer some advice, Excellency...”

Lothar looked up, but there was no mockery in Dörner’s face. “Go on.”

“The nobles will not allow Valdemar to take power yet. They will surely appoint a regency council; I am sure Lord Grynulf will head it, with your friend Lord Berendt his lieutenant. It is not Count Valdemar you need to be concerned for; it is the Fox.”

Lothar nodded crisply. “Thank you, Dörner. If a message comes from Beruz, make sure it gets to me at the Hertugshalle. I may not be back here for some while.”

“Very well, Excellency.”

Lothar returned to his quarters and applied Leopold’s personal cipher to the telegraph.




DOA LORA ARRIVES TOMORROW. LIMITED COMPETENCE BUT WELL CONNECTED. MY SON’S FORMER ADJUTANT. DO NOT TRUST. OBSTRUCT WHERE POSSIBLE. IMPERATIVE HIS EMBASSY SEEN AS FAILURE. LEOPOLD.



––––––––
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LOTHAR SIGHED. EVENTS were already complicated enough without this undeclared war with his own replacement. The real conflict was between the archduke and the emperor; he was merely a piece on the board. Was it possible that he could simply sulk in his tent until the duel had played itself out? Leopold would be alert for any lack of enthusiasm, and he simply could not afford to have his overdraft called in; neither did he want Leopold as an enemy. He was dangerous enough as a friend.
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Lothar made his way back to the Hertugshalle to find the Great Hall already full. The ambassadors were seated at one table near the front and Lothar slipped in to join them. De Trémaux gave him a brisk nod; the others ignored him.

From a side door, Duchess Christina entered, followed immediately by Lords Grynulf and Berendt, then Asta and Count Valdemar. Leopold would be pleased, Lothar thought, that he was on such good terms with two of that group. His burgeoning enmity with the Fox and Valdemar was best overlooked.

The new arrivals, except for the duchess, sat. She remained standing and, in a clear uninflected voice, addressed the group.

“I thank you for waiting upon me this evening,” she said into the hushed expectancy. “You will know that my husband the duke is gravely ill, although I am reassured he is under Doctor Tait’s good care. I am pleased to say that he is resting comfortably. He has not regained his senses.”

De Trémaux leaned forward. There were more schemes in play here than Lothar could follow. Colonel Falk, meanwhile, appeared to have entered a light sleep.

“I have determined with Doctor Tait that there is no immediate prospect of a recovery to full vigour. At this critical time in our history—” The duchess faltered, pulled a paper from her pocket and began to read. It seemed as if the handwriting was not immediately legible. “At this critical time in our history, it is of course essential that the duchy benefits from strong and wise leadership. This is why I have decided to declare a Council of Regency, to advise me on the judicious governance of the realm.”

The Fox and Lord Berendt sat expressionlessly. Next to them Count Valdemar radiated waves of sullenness.

“The Lord High Steward, the Margrave Lord Grynulf, will head the Council of Regency,” the duchess said. The Fox himself gave an involuntary nod of approval. “The margrave has been a loyal servant of the realm for many years, but I would not lay this responsibility on him unaided. I have decided, therefore, that Lord Berendt, as Grand Admiral, will act as his deputy in chairing the council. In that way, Haskilde will benefit from the counsel of its two wisest heads.”

De Trémaux drew in a sharp breath. This appeared to be a surprise, and an unwelcome one. Lothar did not understand the full implications, but if Avigny was displeased then the Empire should be happy.

“In due course,” the duchess continued, “our son, Count Valdemar, will take on the cares and responsibilities of state. He can only learn the business of statecraft by undertaking it. With this in mind, I appoint him too to the Council of Regency. The margrave, Grand Admiral Scavenius, and the heir will rule as a triumvirate.”

De Trémaux appeared more satisfied with this development. Lord Berendt looked sharply at the duchess. Lothar could see that the Fox, who seemed the only person able to exercise any influence over Valdemar, would be able to outvote and outmanoeuvre Lord Berendt.

Valdemar, meanwhile, had moved from sulkiness to a kind of truculent triumph. The prospect of him influencing Haskilde policy was not appealing. From Lothar’s perspective, this was an unwelcome development. He was unlikely to build up Imperial influence over such a group. Since Doa Lora was about to become ambassador, however, there might be an opportunity to associate him with the failure. He had thought that slitting a throat in his previous undertaking for the archduke had been onerous, but this slippery passel of fish-guts was far worse. There was no path he could take that was not fraught with uncertainty and peril.

Slowly the gathering broke up, and the courtiers returned to their apartments and assignations. Lothar remained seated, deep in thought.

To his surprise, Edda, who had been lurking at the back of the room, sat next to him.

“These are puzzling times, are they not?” she said.

“For a stranger to the court, they are incomprehensible.”

“Are you a man who automatically discounts advice from a woman as empty-headed faffage?” 

Lothar coughed. “No. And I do not doubt your intelligence to dispense it—although I question your good intentions.”

She smiled, a surprisingly warm expression. “You are not naïve, at least. My first counsel, which I know you will not take, is to return home immediately. There is nothing for you here.”

Outside, night was falling, and dark leached into the unlit Great Hall.

“Regrettably, I do not have that option. I am, for now at least, the Imperial ambassador.”

“I understand that Baron Doa Lora arrives tomorrow. You will be a private citizen again, and Torkild will be gone for some months.”

“Nonetheless, I feel obliged to stay a little longer.”

Edda smiled again, and this time the expression was not so friendly. “Because your time is not your own. You are here under a pretext, which I imagine covers activity on behalf of the archduke.”

Lothar blanched.

“So I am right,” she said. “And whatever assignment he may have set you, I imagine you are considerably out of your depth. You will not have planned for von Justus’ death—unless you killed him, which I do not believe—or the duke’s illness.”

“You are speculating wildly,” said Lothar through dry lips. 

“You have so far done me the honour of not treating me as an idiot,” she said. “Do not start now.”

“Even if I were what you claim, I would hardly admit it.”

“We may take it as understood,” she said airily. “And there are certain other things you need to understand. Christina has neither the interest nor the aptitude to rule Haskilde. The regency, or the triumvirate as we must now call it, is all. The Fox and Lord Berendt will be opposed on almost everything, and so Valdemar has an almost frightening amount of power. The person who controls Valdemar, controls Haskilde.”

“That is the Fox, surely.”

Edda nodded. “I do not consider it a desirable state, but you are right. You may think that Asta also has a degree of influence.”

“I have also seen her eye. I would not overstate it.”

Edda’s own eye sparkled. “Exactly. Her influence is of a softer nature, but she can and will never succeed in persuading him to act against his inclinations.”

Lothar studied her face in the gathering gloom. “I do not understand what you are telling me.”

“It is very simple, Lothar—if I may call you that. Whatever secret undertaking you may have in Haskilde, do not think to manipulate Asta. You cannot control Valdemar through her. She appears, against my better judgement, to have formed a favourable impression of you. I would not like to tell her that you are simply using her to gain an advantage over the Avignese.”

Lothar pursed his lips. “You assume much, Lady Edda. I am doing nothing of the sort. She is a woman who has aroused my sympathy.”

Edda narrowed her eyes. “I have not yet determined if you are a fool or a knave. I suspect, regrettably, that you are both. My advice to you remains, whatever hold the archduke may have over you: return to Beruz on the next airship. Whatever you are seeking, you will not find it in Haskilde.”

––––––––
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LOTHAR GAVE EDDA’S advice only the most cursory consideration. Returning to Beruz would ensure that he made an enemy of Leopold, saw his overdraft called in, and prevent any chance of him inheriting a share of his father’s estate. And it would prevent him deepening his amity with Asta. For better or worse, his immediate future lay in Haskilde.

Instead he read the file on Baron Doa Lora which he had brought back to his quarters from the embassy. The baron had served as the adjutant to Count Maximilian, Leopold’s heir, in the Second Air War, and retained his commission as a major in the Archduke’s Fusiliers. His family had originated in Ibalin but settled in the Empire some centuries before, and was now one of the richest and best connected in Beruzil. Around forty years of age, he had already been married three times, the first two terminated by death and divorce respectively. In each case he had emerged richer than he had started. His reputation was that of a man scrupulous, pedantic and unfailingly loyal to his patron Count Maximilian.

Lothar had never met the man, and already he disliked him.
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BARON ROSQUE DOA LORA was everything Lothar had expected. His uniform was exquisitely fitted to his trim frame, the scarlet tunic standing out like an explosion in the drawing room at Klippesee. His narrow nose was long, the better to look down with his treacle-brown eyes, and the better to amplify his patrician drawl.

“Ladies, my compliments,” he said to Gisla, Asta, and Edda who were embroidering in a desultory fashion. If he noticed Asta’s eye, now a glorious sunset of purple and orange, he was too gracious to show it. “I thought to pay my respects to the Grand Admiral on my arrival in Strömhall.”

“Lord Berendt is, I imagine, preoccupied with affairs of state. Apparently Duke Kjeld has taken sick,” said Lothar in a drawl of his own.

“I am aware of that,” said Doa Lora stiffly. “And who might you be?”

Lothar grinned. “I am your predecessor. Formerly His Excellency, Lothar von Schnusenberg.”

Doa Lora drew back. “You are he? I had imagined to find you at the embassy, dealing with the present crisis, rather than tattling in a parlour with women.”

Lothar made a point of walking to the drinks cabinet and helping himself to Lord Berendt’s spirits. He did not offer Doa Lora a drink.

“I am a private citizen, Your Excellency. I keep my head down and seek to avoid the fate of my own predecessor. You are fortunate in possessing admirable staff at the embassy—well, staff at any rate—who will assist in your duties. First Secretary Dörner is particularly knowledgeable.”

“I am aware of you by reputation, Schnusenberg. My cousin is friends with your stepmother.”

“You are mistaken,” said Lothar. “Helena does not have friends, only victims.”

“My cousin, when she learned whom I should be replacing, sought Meinfrau von Schnusenberg’s assessment of your character, which may interest you.”

“I assure you it does not,” said Lothar. “I have not seen her for eight years.”

Edda cleared her throat and interrupted. “Baron Doa Lora, I am sure you have not come all the way from Beruz to insult Lord Berendt’s guests; if you have, the emperor’s judgement is gravely at fault.”

Asta said: “Lothar is a great friend to this house, and its occupants. You will find no very ready welcome if you merely intend to upbraid him.”

Lothar was conscious of a warmth in his cheeks. He neither needed nor wanted to be defended against Doa Lora, but he felt a flush of excitement that they had thought it necessary—Asta in particular. Before he could look at her, she had subsided back into her embroidery.

“I will be sure to tell my father you have called,” said Gisla. “He will be disappointed to have missed the chance to make your early acquaintance.”

Doa Lora presented her with his card. “I will return at a more convenient time.” He bowed. “Ladies, I am charmed to have made your acquaintance.”

He made for the door and favoured Lothar with a brisk nod as he left. Lothar found himself relishing Leopold’s requirement to work against the new ambassador, treasonous as that might be.

There was a moment of silence. Edda said: “I wonder what possessed the emperor to send such a man. The quality of ambassador at Strömhall—here I exempt you, Lothar—is disappointingly pedestrian.”

Lothar, who had wondered why Leopold had allowed a rival to be appointed to the position so rapidly, began now to understand. A man as prickly as the baron would be unlikely to charm any of the triumvirs. The opportunity to gain credit himself remained open, as long as the Avignese and Lauchenlanders could be checked.

“The family is one of the oldest in the Imperial nobility,” he said. “In my experience such men are rarely distinguished by humility.”

“You bore his affronts with commendable dignity,” said Asta. 

Lothar made to respond, but Edda laughed. “I think that Lothar is astute enough to realise that Baron Doa Lora’s route to the gallows is laid with his own rope.”

“It is getting late,” said Asta. “I should be returning to my apartments.”

“Let me escort you,” said Lothar. “I am sure the streets of Strömhall are safe, but no lady should be out alone after dark.”

“Thank you,” said Asta with a dimpled smile.

Edda put down her embroidery. “I should also return to my chambers, if Lothar is able to protect us both against night bandits.”

“No, Edda,” said Gisla. “You had said you would stay here tonight with Styrbjørn and Papa at Klippesee.”

Edda frowned. “Asta, you could stay as well. Lord Berendt’s cellar is not yet empty.”

“You know I cannot,” said Asta. “Valdemar’s lessons are now at dawn to allow him to participate in the triumvirate. I must be back at the Hertugshalle.”

Edda looked from Asta to Lothar. After a pause, she said: “I will see you both tomorrow. Good night.”
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The evening was chill and promised rain, with a sliver of moon peeking through the clouds.

“Thank you for escorting me,” Asta said. “It was not necessary; I am sure Gisla could have provided a servant.”

Lothar inclined his head. “Some fresh air never goes amiss. I am not made to be indoors all day.”

“Strömhall is the place for you, then. There must be no more bracing air anywhere on the continent.”

“Strömhall is not without its attractions.”

They walked in silence for a few minutes. “What will you do now Doa Lora is here?” she said. “I do not imagine we will see Torkild for several weeks at least.”

Lothar looked up into the incurious sky. “Edda asked me much the same question.”

Her eyes flicked to his face. “I am sorry to be so unimaginative.”

He laughed. “That is not what I meant. I could not answer her with any certainty, and I can say little more to you.”

“Edda sometimes thinks she is my elder sister,” she said. “She can on occasion be overprotective.”

“She thinks you need protecting from me?”

Under the gas lights, she gave the half-smile Lothar found so maddening.

“Your reputation as a ladykiller goes before you.”

“I can assure you I have only ever killed males.”

“You can understand why she thinks you are not a good influence for me, especially as a friend of Gisla’s.”

“That was long ago. If you can govern Valdemar, surely I am a kitten by comparison.”

“If you were a kitten, Valdemar would have poisoned you by now.”

“That is true, then?”

She touched her cheek. “I do not want to talk about Valdemar. There are many more interesting topics.”

Lothar stopped and looked into her eyes. “Many, many more interesting topics.”

He leaned in to kiss her; she moved her face towards him and then drew back. “Lothar—”

He stopped. “I did not mean—”

“Of course you did.” Her eyes sparkled. “I do not condemn you for it.”

He leaned against the lamp post. “And yet?”

“It is not so straightforward,” she said. 

He grinned quickly. “It is simpler than you think.”

Her eyes were grave. “It may only be a kiss to you. My affections are perhaps not as pliable as yours.”

Lothar grimaced. “You do not trust me. I cannot blame you.”

“Your history certainly gives me no reason to,” she said. “But if I am frank with myself, my instincts about you are favourable. You are sombre and fey; I do not think you are wicked.”

A drizzle began to fall. “I have been disinherited by my father and scheming stepmother. I am five-and-thirty years old and have achieved nothing of note in this world. I have skills and aptitudes of a disagreeable nature, and I have broken more hearts than I should. That is perhaps a less romantic description of my circumstances than ‘sombre and fey’.”

For a second her eyes were cold. Lothar’s mouth dried.

“I have seen true evil, Lothar. I see it every day. Do not imagine you are too corrupt for redemption. I—I cannot help you. But you can help yourself.”

“Asta—” 

“Thank you for escorting me home.” She leaned up a kissed him once, quickly and firmly, on the lips. Wrapping her shawl around her, she dashed inside.

Lothar breathed out slowly. What was happening here? He turned on his heel, put down his head and walked back to Klippesee into the thickening drizzle.
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LOTHAR WOULD NEVER previously have made such a mistake. If he had been so distracted in Vorkuntsovo, or Ostralava, he would have been killed inside a day. But he was becoming old, and negligent. He did not see the arm swinging in the dark, and was sheerest luck that the blade deflected off his collar-bone rather than arcing directly into his heart.

He staggered, dazed, into the gutter. Above him, a dark-clad figure scrambled to strike again. Lothar rolled to the side, kicking out to distract his assailant. Equidistant between gas lights, he could not properly see the man. His training took over, and with a smooth motion he rolled to his feet. The arm swung again, gleaming dully in the dark. Lothar’s hand went to his belt buckle and he pulled out the concealed stiletto. It was not the ideal weapon for a knife fight but it would do better than his bare hands.

The man feinted. Lothar moved to block the thrust, only to jump back as the blade darted towards his own flank. The blow would not have killed him, but once he started to bleed he would soon weaken. He could feel discomfort at his collar-bone but he did not know how badly he was hurt.

Lothar skipped inside the thrust and struck at the knife-arm. Could he disarm the man and find out who wanted him dead?

The knifeman jumped back out of Lothar’s way. They squared up, each in a fighting crouch.

“Enough now, friend,” said Lothar. “You have missed your chance. Throw down the knife.”

The man drew in and closed again.

“I don’t want to kill you,” said Lothar.

There was a glint of moonlight on suddenly revealed teeth. His assailant was clearly not the conversational type.

“Constables!” called Lothar. “Mayhem! Murder!”

“Too late,” hissed the man, and Lothar himself thought it improbable anyone would appear at this hour on deserted streets. In the Heights everyone would be abed or about secret assignations at this hour.

Lothar stepped back out of range. He could not get close enough to cut the man’s throat, and the stiletto was impossibly balanced for throwing. He could run, but the doors at Klippesee were locked and he would die while he was waiting for the servants to open it.

The man lunged at Lothar again. It was fast and well-disguised. Lothar rolled inside the blow but the man was expecting it and punched him hard in the face with his left hand. It was a shrewd blow and staggered Lothar. An amateur’s mistake not to consider he might be ambidextrous!

He shook his head to clear it. On the damp cobbles he slipped, and the man leaped in for the killing stroke. Instinctively Lothar struck upwards with his knife-arm. He felt resistance but the man’s momentum carried him onto the blade. There was a great gush of air, then a hot gout of liquid in his face. Lothar was pinioned under the weight of the man atop him.

There was a sound of footsteps. “Ho there!” came the call. “What is happening here?”

“Over here,” called Lothar.

Two figures in black and bronze uniforms stood over him. “Do not move.”

“I don’t think either of us can,” said Lothar.

The constable reached forward and rolled Lothar’s assailant out of the way. He touched the throat. “Dead.”

“It was him or me,” said Lothar in a flat voice.
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“I AM THE IMPERIAL AMBASSADOR,” said Lothar, sitting up in the gutter. “Fetch Lord Berendt, or Lord Grynulf.”

The constables studied him. One said to the other: “Get Sergeant Vester.” To Lothar he said: “Those gentlemen will not be interested in a street brawl.”

The constable was wrong. Within three minutes, the Fox stood before them. “I might have known,” he said. “When Vester said the Imperial ambassador, I imagined Baron Doa Lora had been attacked—an understandable misapprehension, since he is the Imperial ambassador and you are not.”

“I merely thought to attract your attention more quickly,” said Lothar. “We may surmise that von Justus’ killer was also responsible for this assault, unless murders of ambassadors in Strömhall are more common than I imagine.”

The Fox narrowed his eyes. “Let us not jump to conclusions,” he said. In the dark he inspected the blade sticking out of the corpse’s chest. “One person is dead here, and it is not you.” 

“You have been on hand when two men died,” he said. “I am uncertain at this stage whether you are a victim or a suspect.”

Lothar ran a bloodied hand through his hair. “You are determined to associate me with wrongdoing.”

“You yourself said that murders are uncommon here, and you are correct. That makes your presence at both scenes less likely to be coincidence.” He indicated the blade. “Is that yours?”

Lothar nodded. “It saved my life.”

“Private citizens are not normally armed in Strömhall,” he said. “You simply had this secreted on your person?” He looked at Lothar’s belt. “Concealed in your buckle, if I am not mistaken.”

“Your customs officers were unreasonably vigilant in confiscating weapons. Some circumspection was necessary.”

The Fox sniffed. “Not vigilant enough, it seems.”

Lothar drew himself up. “You cannot rationally believe I am the criminal here?”

“Perhaps. Perhaps not.” The Fox shrugged. “Return to Klippesee for now,” he said. “Get cleaned up and sleep. If you are wise, you will consider a return to Beruzil.”

Lothar smiled coolly. “You are the third person in the past day to make such a suggestion. It makes me wonder what is so important here that no one wants me to find it.”

“You strew dissension and mayhem in your wake. Your proximity to death and violence is alarming to all right-thinking subjects. Baron Doa Lora is now the ambassador, so your official role is over. Your presence in the house of Lord Berendt is an embarrassment, although the family is of course too polite to admit it.”

“You only harden my resolve to stay in the city,” said Lothar.

The Fox scratched his beard. “Your behaviour defies rationality. You do not strike me as a capricious man, Meinherr. It makes me wonder if there is more to your presence than meets the eye. Then, of course, my attention returns to the bodies.”

“I am sorry to provide such an enigma at a time when your attentions must be upon the governance of Haskilde. Nonetheless, I am not proposing to quit Strömhall.”

The Fox tilted his head to one side. “You are set on defying me, Meinherr. I hope you understand what you are doing. Meanwhile, I will require your belt. I do not wish you to conceal another knife.”

Lothar wordlessly pulled the belt from his waist. 

“Good night, Meinherr. We will speak soon.”

“Even in the darkest days we all have something to anticipate,” said Lothar with a sharp smile.
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Lothar was surprised to find that both Gisla and Edda were still up when he returned to Klippesee, although they appeared to have long since set aside their embroidery.

“Lothar!” cried Gisla, seeing his bloodied face and shirt. She rang the electric bell for her maid.

Edda’s hand went to her mouth. “Is Asta—?”

“Do not concern yourself,” said Lothar, standing above the couch he did not wish to bloody. “A regrettable incident has occurred, but it was on my way back from the Hertugshalle. Lady Asta is safely in her bed.”

“Take your coat off,” she said. She indicated the rent in the material. “I doubt you will be wearing it again in any event.”

“Are you hurt?” said Gisla, her eyes wide.

Lothar shook his head. “Most of the blood is not mine. I am cut here”— he indicated his collar-bone—“and I have been struck in the face.”

The maid appeared with a bowl of hot water and cloths.

“You may take my sympathies as read,” said Edda. “For now I am concerned to learn what has happened. Do you know who attacked you, or why?”

Lothar shrugged, then winced as the motion pulled at his wound.

“The only man who could answer that question is dead.”

Edda picked up a cloth. “Open your shirt,” she said. Lothar hesitated. “Dear God! Are you some timid virgin? I am sure you are not normally so unwilling to disrobe before a lady.”

Lothar sighed and undid his top buttons as Gisla smirked.

“You do not seem distressed by the events, or that a man has died,” said Edda.

“I pride myself on a dispassionate temperament,” said Lothar. “And since his death averted my own, it would be sanctimonious to regret it.”

Edda sponged the blood from Lothar’s shoulder. “And of course it is not the first time you have done it.”

Lothar flinched as she touched the wound. “Careful there!”

“What does she mean, Lothar?” said Gisla with wide eyes.

“Ask her. She made the remark.”

Edda wrung the bloodied cloth into the bowl. “I merely advanced the theory that our friend had a past before he came here. His sang-froid in this situation is commendable, but implies that perhaps the circumstances are not unique. ”

“We all have a past, Edda,” said Lothar through tight lips. “I have been interrogated once by the Fox already this evening. I do not care for a repetition.”

Edda picked up a fresh cloth. “Forgive my curiosity,” she said. “We are all gratified by your continuing visit, but it has rapidly become a bloody one.”

“The person at greatest risk appears to be myself,” said Lothar. “And if I am candid, I have few incentives to return to Beruz. Both the situation and company at Strömhall are mildly stimulating.”

Edda crooked her lips. “I do not believe I have ever been complimented so profusely. My gravestone will perhaps be engraved ‘mildly stimulating’.”

“The life of an impoverished and disinherited gentleman is not endless pleasure. I will stay here a little longer, at least until my presence becomes insupportable.”

“You will need stitches in that cut,” she said. “It is not deep but it is long. Doctor Tait will be too busy with the duke, but I will arrange for Doctor Thorup to attend tomorrow.”
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LOTHAR HAD BARELY SLEPT when the maid knocked at his door to tell him he had a visitor in the breakfast salon. He winced as he carefully dressed himself. The list of favourable callers was short; potential enemies were much longer.

It was a rare pleasant surprise, therefore, to find Asta waiting for him. She jumped from the couch at the sight of him. “Lothar! Dear God! What has happened to you?”

“I wish I knew,” he said.

“It is all over the Hertugshalle this morning,” she said. “Lord Grynulf is enraged that another such event should happen after the death of Ambassador von Justus.”

“Not as displeased as I am to be involved again,” said Lothar. “I will not pretend that I am not fortunate to be alive.”

She gently pulled back the shoulder of his shirt to reveal the bandage. “You have been bleeding.”

“It was nothing,” he said with what he hoped was airy confidence.

“Do not be so foolish, Lothar!” Asta cried with colour in her cheeks. “We both know you were nearly killed. Your feigned insouciance neither convinces nor impresses.”

“Edda was not noticeably sympathetic either,” said Lothar. “Do I have to be killed to earn a kind word?”

She looked into his face. “You have a black eye to match mine,” she said with a smile. “Do not think I am unmoved. I wish you would take better care of your safety. Hiding behind a façade of unconcern does not help you or make your friends worry less.”

“‘Friends’?”

Her cheeks dimpled as she shook her head. “You are impossible,” she said. “If you must make me say it, your wellbeing has become important to me. I worry for your safety, and if you came to harm...”

Her voice caught. Lothar abruptly looked away. This was no longer a game. Had it ever been?

He walked to the window and looked out over the immaculate garden. “I am sorry, Asta. I did not mean to unsettle you, about my safety, or—” He could not look at her.

“Do not say anything else,” she said in a thick voice. “You do not know what you are doing. You act as if words have no effect.”

“Believe me, Asta, I do not.”

Her voice rose in pitch. “Do not trifle with me. It is neither generous nor politic.”

Lothar turned from the window to look into her face. Her eyes were flaming. Underneath her composed exterior was a woman of strong and barely governable emotions. This no longer bore any resemblance to Leopold’s instructions to win her confidence. She was too complex and subtle to be duped, and whatever sentiments he may have been counterfeiting were now all too real.

His expression did not set Asta at ease.

“When you know what you think—what you feel—perhaps you will tell me. Until then, I do not want to hear any more flirtation from you. It may after all be best if you return to Beruz. I should hate to think that Edda is right about you.”

At that moment Edda appeared in the doorway. “Right about what?”

Asta spun to face her. “How long have you been here?”

Edda indicated a tall cadaverous figure in black alongside her. “I have this moment arrived with Doctor Thorup,” she said. “I did not realise you were here, let alone that the pair of you were talking about me.”

Asta shook her head in irritation. “Why cannot you all leave me alone? Is it too much to ask for a single morning without vexation and quarrel?”

She pushed past Edda and Thorup without another word.

Edda studied Lothar with an expressionless face. “I do not know what you have been saying to her,” she said. “I am not sure I want to.”

Lothar shrugged. “I do not think I could explain in any event.”

“Asta was formerly the most placid and tranquil woman I have ever known. She has changed greatly since your arrival, and I doubt this is coincidence.”

Thorup cleared his throat. “I can return later if now is not convenient,” he said.

Edda twitched as if she had forgotten he was there. “No, sew him up, doctor. Start with his shoulder, but if you extend the stitches to his lips you will not find anyone to complain.”

Thorup composed his face. “I understand this is an untidy wound, Meinherr. The procedure may occasion some discomfort; would you like an analgesic?”

“No thank you, doctor. I would not deny Lady Edda the sight of my pain.”

Her eyes flashed. “You may suit yourself,” she said. “I have no desire to see your torso again. I am going to find Asta.”

Lothar sighed. “Tell her—”

“I am not your messenger, Lothar, and you have said quite enough to her for today.”

“Sit back, Meinherr,” said Thorup. “I am afraid this is going to hurt.”
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LOTHAR RETURNED TO his apartments and composed a ciphered communication to Leopold. He chose his words with unusual care, paying as much attention to the ones he left out as those included. This was not in the spirit of the archduke’s expectations. Nonetheless, he found the activity soothing: distilling his chaotic experiences into structured words and then mechanically rendering them into cipher. It was late morning by the time he finished and he was conscious of a weariness, whether from his broken night’s sleep, his quarrel with Asta or the irksome complexity of life in Strömhall. 

His mind went back over his last conversation with Asta. He had never before allowed a woman to so unsettle him. The whole point of such relationships was to be in control, to allow himself the enjoyment of amorous impulses without regard for the consequences. This approach had caused him few qualms in the past; he had basked in the company—and more—of a series of fascinating women and no harm had been done. No harm to him, at any rate. His recent forgiveness by Gisla merely reinforced his view that for all their showy emotions, women were essentially shallow creatures who, left to their own devices, would soon return to equilibrium.

He could not allow his experiences with one woman to overset the principles which had served him so well. In Asta he sensed real, if deeply concealed, sensibility. His own agitation when he thought of her was undeniable, but this was surely exaggerated or even created by his recent escapes from death and knowledge of the inevitable consequences if his attempts at espionage were uncovered.

What did Asta herself want? It occurred to him that he had never previously thought to ask the question about other women. He was on his own in this world and if he did not place his own interests as paramount, no one else was going to. Somehow Asta had punctured this self-containment. There was nothing he could reasonably offer her: his time in Haskilde was limited and, even if it did not end in disgrace, expulsion, or death, his prospects were no better in Beruz. He did not flatter himself; he could see she was enamoured with him, but the best thing he could do for her was to keep her at a distance. For a moment he entertained himself with a fantasy: his father’s heir, the inheritor of the estate at Eppelborn, Asta at his side.

He deliberately flexed his shoulder to bring pain into his new stitches. Such daydreaming was folly piled upon fatuity. It was futile, counterproductive to think of the future this way, for it was resistant to any kind of organisation. Leopold might or might not find a way of restoring his portion of the estate, but Karl would inherit Eppelborn, unless Helena found a way of inserting her own son Mathias into the will. The best Lothar could hope for would be a settlement allowing him to live comfortably. And where had the idea of Asta accompanying him to Beruz come from? A woman would be imprudent beyond belief to throw up her life in the expectation of constancy from Lothar. Had Thorup given him an analgesic after all? His mind was certainly operating as if drugged.

He swung his legs off the bed and picked up the telegraph for the archduke. This, at least, he could transmit from his own embassy.

Outside, a weak autumnal sunshine hinted at a warmth it could not sustain. The wind, although barely perceptible, came from the north and leached away any heat from the air. He tightened his neckcloth as he strode along the road.

Climbing the stairs pulled uncomfortably at his stitches. He composed his expression before entering the front office. First Secretary Dörner and Meinfrau Widmann sat in their usual places. Doa Lora was nowhere to be seen.

Lothar gave an airy salute, which Dörner returned with a frigid nod and Meinfrau Widmann with a smile.

“I was given to understand you were gravely injured, Schnusenberg,” said Dörner with an approach to relish.

“Sadly not, as you will see. A flesh wound, a few stitches.” Why had he not commanded such unaffected nonchalance with Asta?

Dörner stroked his chin. “I understand your assailant is dead?”

Lothar shrugged, which pulled his stitches uncomfortably. “He attempted to kill me, so I find it hard to mourn him.”

“Do you know who he was? Or why he wanted to kill you?” asked Meinfrau Widmann.

Dörner snickered. “The last question at least cannot be too difficult to answer. The former is complicated by the surfeit of candidates.”

Lothar ignored him. “The Fox is investigating. All will soon be known.”

“He has not,” said Dörner, “yet identified Ambassador von Justus’ killer.”

“The two events are no doubt related,” said Lothar. “Baron Doa Lora should take care lest he is next. Is he in hiding?”

Dörner sniffed. “He is at the Hertugshalle, paying his compliments to Count Valdemar.”

Lothar regretted that he did not have opportunity to witness this interview, which would provide much unintentional amusement.

“I need to send a telegraph to the archduke,” said Lothar, bringing out his paper.

Dörner smilingly shook his head. “The ambassador has given explicit instructions that the embassy’s telegraph facilities are only to be used by its own staff.”

Lothar turned the cable in his hands. “If you or Meinfrau Widmann send the telegraph, his prohibition is not breached.”

“Alas!” said Dörner. “His instructions were categorical that you specifically were not to be given direct or indirect access to the equipment. He does not wish ambiguity to arise that you might be operating on behalf of His Imperial Majesty.”

Lothar shook his head. “Even by Doa Lora’s muddle-headed standards, this is buffoonery. I need merely send my cable from the telegraph office in the Undercliff, or ask at the Hertugshalle.”

Dörner beamed complacently. “In either instance, your communication will not have any official sanction.”

“Give me the cable,” said Meinfrau Widmann. “I will send it.”

Lothar did not know whether he or Dörner was more surprised. It was Dörner who made a spluttering sound. “Meinfrau Widmann, surely you heard the ambassador’s instructions! And my reiteration of them.”

She surveyed him coolly. “You may want to make an enemy of Archduke Leopold, First Secretary. I do not. I will send the telegraph, no one will mention it, and we will all have preserved goodwill.”

Lothar’s mouth kinked into a smile. He handed her the telegraph. “You cannot fault the reasoning, Dörner.”

He scowled. “What if I tell the ambassador?”

“Then you are a fool, Dörner, for you will have enraged him to no purpose. And as First Secretary you will be blamed for not controlling your assistant.”

Dörner pursed his lips with poor grace. “It seems I have little choice.”

“Thank you, Meinfrau Widmann,” said Lothar. “I will ensure in future communication with the archduke that he appreciates the service you have done him.”

He sprang down the stairway with an airy salute.
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As he returned to the street, his last disastrous interview with Asta still tugged at him. His best course would be to apologise—which he had to admit was warranted—and, if he had the strength, to make it clear he had no intention of courting her affections further. He wondered if she would come to Klippesee tonight, and concluded he could not rely on it. Without conscious decision, he found his footsteps carrying him to the Hertugshalle.

By now he was well-known to the guards and they saluted him as he strolled into the precincts. In a court riven by instability and assassination, he thought, more punctilio would not go amiss.

This was, he realised, a ludicrous errand. It was inconceivable that Asta would welcome his uninvited appearance at her apartments.

He hoped to pass unnoticed, but as he sidled along the corridors he saw a figure emerging from an adjoining passage.

It was Lord Berendt, who, if anything, was more startled than Lothar.

“My lord,” said Lothar carefully.

Lord Berendt studied him. “I am surprised to see you here, Lothar. You no longer have business at the Hertugshalle, and this wing contains only the private quarters.”

“I could say the same of you, my lord,” Lothar hazarded.

Lord Berendt gave him a look of disapproval. “I am the Grand Admiral,” he said, “and a triumvir. I go wherever I please in the palace.”

“Of course,” said Lothar, satisfied at having turned the conversation away from his motives.

“In addition,” said Lord Berendt, “this corridor provides a shortcut from my offices to the council chamber, so I am not mobbed by favour-seekers.”

“Very wise.” 

“And Lothar,” said Lord Berendt. “The Fox was talking about you this morning. He seemed rather excited, and I did not think it was to your advantage.”

“I assume it was to do with last night.”

Lord Berendt looked down his nose. “The council has better things to do than discuss your affairs in detail,” he said. “I merely note that he will have an unpleasant surprise in store for you.”

Lothar pursed his lips. “I understand you and the Fox are great rivals, my lord. I am confident you will do whatever you need to thwart his schemes.”

“Good afternoon, Lothar,” he said. “No doubt I will see you at Klippesee tonight.”

Lothar watched him stalk off down the corridor. It was only once he was gone that Lothar wondered why Lord Berendt had lied about taking a short-cut which was in fact more than three times longer than the more direct route.
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AS HE WALKED ACROSS the courtyard he heard his name called, and turned to see the Chevalier de Trémaux and his sister. He bowed to one and kissed the hand of the other.

De Trémaux asked him about the events of the previous night, which now seemed to be common knowledge, while Céleste made sympathetic noises and flashed large dark eyes.

“I seem to have vexed a lot of people, and no mistake,” said Lothar.

“A man without enemies is nothing,” said de Trémaux. “A milksop, a lapdog.”

“He is also alive,” said Céleste with a dainty moue. 

“I am sure Schnusenberg would disdain such a pitiful existence. Men of the world thrive on danger and excitement!”

“I sometimes feel,” said Lothar, “as if I am an understudy in a play where I do not know the lines.”

De Trémaux rubbed his hands together. “You see, Céleste. You cannot keep a man of spirit away from the cut and thrust of life!”

Céleste ruefully shook her head. “You must be sure at least to act with prudence,” she said. “There must be people in Beruz who would like to see you again.”

De Trémaux nodded. “Whatever I may have said, no one would blame you for returning home. If nothing else, the weather is turning for winter. I have spent three years in Haskilde and there is nothing romantic about week-long storms and blistering gales. It is many years since I have been in Beruz, but I remember the snows and log fires in the winter marketplace with affection.”

“Once my business is concluded,” said Lothar, “I will return home. For now, perversity if nothing else keeps me at Strömhall.”

Céleste’s smile seemed strained. “I did not realise you had any ‘business’ beyond recreation here.”

“Sometimes a gentleman must cultivate an air of mystery,” he said. “And I would be churlish to set your company at naught.”
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DINNER AT KLIPPESEE was a cool affair. Lord Berendt was detained, as so often, by matters of state; Gisla, suffering from a migraine, was pinched and wan; Edda communicated only in curt monosyllables; and Asta had not appeared at all. Lothar ate in gloomy silence, his platitudes about the inclement weather soon exhausted.

“You will forgive me,” said Gisla, after the servants had cleared away the plates. “My headache has not abated. I will retire to my chambers.”

“Of course,” said Edda. “You must take a powder.”

Gisla attempted a smile. “I will ask Meinfrau Fisker to make me one up.”

She slipped from the room. Lothar was left with Edda, who was studying him with her head on one side.

“I feel you have been avid to say something to me,” he said.

She swirled her wine around in its goblet. 

“You have heard everything I have to say. You endanger yourself and others by remaining here; your attentions to Asta are frivolous, unwelcome to her and distressing to me as her friend. There is no point in reiterating these sentiments as they so clearly have no effect on you.”

Lothar sighed. “You do not know how much I would like to go home,” he said. “It is not that uncomplicated.”

“There is an airship every day,” she said. “If you cannot afford a ticket—”

“I can afford a ticket.”

“What, then?”

Lothar poured some more red wine into his goblet. He paused as he framed his response.

“Is there something you are not telling us?” she said, her voice softer than he was used to. “I understand you were once a great friend of the family, and then after that—misunderstanding—with Gisla, no one heard from you for fifteen years. Suddenly you return. What is your secret, Lothar?”

“’Misunderstanding’? I like that,” he said.

She leaned forward, a sparkle in her eyes that he had not seen before. He had always realised that Edda would be an uncomfortable foe, but he had never appreciated that she might be a correspondingly warm friend.

“If you are in trouble, tell us. Few men are better placed to help than Lord Berendt.”

Lothar took a careful sip of his wine. “There are things I cannot tell you, Edda. Most things, in fact. I can only say that a great lord in Beruzil has an interest in me being here, and is keen that I undertake certain errands while I am here.”

Edda held his gaze. “We are speaking, of course, of Archduke Leopold, who has some interest in you remaining in Haskilde. I suggested as much previously.”

“I—I did not mention the archduke,” said Lothar.

“You do not need to,” she said. “But consider this, Lothar: is this a man you can rely on? Whatever difficulties you might be undergoing, is the archduke the man you trust to resolve them?”

Lothar looked into her eyes. Might he be better making a clean breast? He could even make a fresh start in Strömhall, for there was nothing for him in Beruz. His earlier daydream came back to him: the estate at Eppelborn, Asta. Only Leopold could give him even a straw to snatch at. In Strömhall he would be reliant on charity, the client of Lord Berendt.

“If only it were that simple, Edda,” he said with a rueful shake of the head.

She reached out and touched his hand. “Trust me,” she whispered. “We have not always been friends, but I do not think you are the callous trifler you pretend. You need only trust me.”

Lothar bit his lip. Could this be worse than staying yoked to Archduke Leopold? He sighed and nodded.

There was a knock at the door. Edda said something under her breath which he suspected was an obscenity.

Lothar looked around. “Is that Asta?”

A servant opened the door with a soft snick. “I am sorry, my lady, Meinherr. These gentlemen insisted on admittance.”

Into the room slipped the Fox, Baron Doa Lora, and two constables. The Fox and Doa Lora bowed to Edda.

“Forgive the intrusion, Lady Edda,” said the Fox. “We thought to find von Schnusenberg here.”

Lothar stood up. “Since this is my address, this is no great credit to your perspicacity.”

“Sneer all you like,” said the Fox. “You will be accompanying us this evening. Your address is no longer here at Klippesee, but in the cells under the Hertugshalle.”

“What—? This is nonsense!”

“Regrettably not,” said the Fox. “My suspicions have hardened that you are guilty of a serious crime, and it will be necessary to incarcerate you.”

“I am an Imperial subject,” said Lothar, straining to maintain his temper. “You cannot simply arrest me.”

The Fox indicated Doa Lora. “The Imperial ambassador is present this evening to safeguard your interests. He will ensure no liberties are taken.”

Doa Lora gave a reptilian smile. “Be easy, Schnusenberg. Things will go more smoothly if you cooperate.”

Edda was pacing around the room. “You have not even outlined the charges,” she said.

The Fox adopted a mournful expression. “Meinherr von Schnusenberg, I am taking you into custody on suspicion of the murder of Ambassador von Justus. You will remain in the cells until your trial can be arranged.”

Edda pinched her lips. “And you are standing for this travesty, Doa Lora? You shame your office. There is no evidence at all.”

“On the contrary, madam,” said the Fox. “Schnusenberg, we examined the belt I took from you last night. Can you deny there was a secret niche containing the poison furux?”

Lothar grimaced. Edda looked at him. “Lothar, is this true?”

“I am saying no more,” said Lothar. “If you must proceed with this farrago, let us go. Edda, perhaps you will let Lord Berendt know of my predicament.” He straightened his jacket. “Let us go, then.”

“Lord Grynulf?” said Edda in a calm voice.

He turned as they made to leave the room. “Yes, Lady Edda?”

“Let us have no talk of the underground cells. Do not forget you have detained a guest of the Grand Admiral. You would be wise to avoid antagonising him with petty provocation. See to it that you house Meinherr von Schnusenberg decently.”

The Fox stared into her face. She did not flinch. “So I am to take advice on etiquette and statecraft from a virago without family or prospects? This is very good!”

Lothar stepped into the space between them. “Whatever quarrel you have would appear to be with me,” he said. “You need not involve Lady Edda.”

The Fox bared his teeth and gripped Lothar’s stitched shoulder. “Enough from you. Lady Edda, you seem to have a beau. I should make the most of the opportunity, for at your time of life you will not have many others. If von Schnusenberg escapes hanging, that is.”

Edda returned to the dining table and sat down. “Good evening, gentlemen. Baron Doa Lora, I hope this episode has helped you understand the character of your new associate.”

As he was bundled through the door, Lothar looked back at Edda with fresh admiration. I should have trusted you after all.
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ONCE AT THE HERTUGSHALLE, Lothar was surprised to find himself escorted up the stairs rather than down. Whether the Fox had never intended him for the dungeons, or he had decided to follow Edda’s advice after all, he would never know. The Fox had a quick temper and a readiness to insult, as he had seen several times previously, but he would not have retained pre-eminence in such a factional court without some underlying discrimination. Lothar’s own incarceration was already evidence of how he had underestimated the Fox.

Eventually he was deposited in a room at the top of a tower accessible by only a single narrow staircase. It was spartan, the walls unplastered stone, the bed narrow, and a bucket for his intimate needs in the corner. A table and chair stood against a barred window looking out over nothing but bleak grey sea.

The Fox and Doa Lora stood while he took in his surroundings.

“Make yourself comfortable,” said the Fox. “You may be here some time. While the duke is indisposed I cannot believe the wheels of justice will turn rapidly.”

“You are making a mistake,” said Lothar. “I did not kill von Justus. Whether you know that or not, your conduct is unfathomable.”

The Fox scratched his beard. “Carrying furux in your belt is not the act of an innocent man.”

Lothar sat on the bed. “Like Count Valdemar, I feared the incursion of rats.”

“You do not realise how serious your situation is, Schnusenberg. If the peers of Haskilde find you guilty, you will hang. The furux is compromising, to say the least.”

“Doctor Tait found that von Justus died from brue, not furux.”

The Fox shook his head. “She is prepared to admit she may have been mistaken. And in any event, your belt also contained an empty niche, which may have contained the fatal dose of brue.”

“You have no evidence. None at all.”

“Evidence is over-valued. If you are guilty, you will hang.”

Lothar stood up again. “Doa Lora, at least contact the archduke.”

Doa Lora smiled. “Helena was right. You are an odious upstart, and if you are not guilty of this, you are guilty of something else. The archduke’s day is done, von Schnusenberg, and so is yours.”

The Fox took a key from his pocket, and, after leaving with Doa Lora, he locked the door with a doomy clang.
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PART II
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There is no single ideal poison. Each toxin displays its own characteristics, and the most appropriate in any given circumstance will depend on its user’s intention. In many cases, the poisoner will wish not only to escape detection, but even the suspicion that a toxin has been administered. Compounds such as bazyl, while complex in preparation, mimic the effects of organic disease, and are recommended in these situations. 





Conversely, the poisoner may wish to make a clear and unequivocal statement, to spread horror among a wider population than a single victim, and to create an enduring sense of unease. Here more obviously toxic preparations, occasioning convulsions, foaming at the mouth and discolouration of the skin, will be more appropriate. Furux and brue both have their advocates in these situations. 





The poisoner’s greatest challenge is to induce the victim to ingest the substance. So-called ‘contact poisons’, which seep through the skin, are largely the stuff of legend. They are invariably ineffective and certainly should not be attempted by the novice. Administration of poisons directly into the bloodstream, while often efficacious, is rarely practical. In almost all cases, the poisoner will instead require the poison to be consumed orally, which will require circumvention of what may be heightened vigilance. 






Arcimboldo of Caltavano, Notebooks, Vol. VI – ‘On Toxins’
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EIGHT YEARS EARLIER








Chapter 1
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Admiralty Headquarters

Vindstrup

Duchy of Haskilde

––––––––
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TORKILD STOOD BY THE window of the Admiralty building, looking down over the bay where the ships bobbed softly in unison against the slow tide. The light breeze pulled at the sails of a three-master as she made her way across the bay. The other ships rested quietly at their moorings.

Alfrik touched his shoulder. “They are coming back.”

Torkild followed him across to the long table where they had been seated. Captain Villumsdatter had not moved, still sitting impassively in her seat. Alfrik poured the three of them cups of water.

Torkild leaned over and whispered to Alfrik: “Who is that?”

Alfrik shrugged. The man in the back row wore a shabby admiral’s uniform but he was not a figure Torkild had previously seen.

The three admirals who now entered the room were, regrettably, more familiar: the cadaverous Fredriksen, the decrepit Ditlevsen and the chairman, Juhl. Juhl’s tanned face displayed an unpromising sternness. Torkild reflected that his family name was not always an advantage, and his father’s promotion to Grand Admiral ahead of Juhl was unlikely to work in his favour at this point. Behind them came two adjutants staggering under the weight of papers.

The admirals took their seats. “Please rise,” said Fredriksen in a voice of pallid reproach. “We are grateful for your patience while we deliberated.”

The chairs scraped on the floor as the three stood.

“Captain Alvhilde Villumsdatter, Lieutenant Torkild Scavenius, Lieutenant Alfrik Borresen. You have collectively faced court-martial for the loss of the Celerity in an action to suppress a pirate incursion off al-Qamsidaya. The facts of the case are not in doubt: the Celerity, while under the command of Captain Villumsdatter, was sunk while Lieutenant Scavenius was officer of the watch and Lieutenant Borresen the gunnery officer. Your testimonies have been consistent and corroborated by Captain Hemmingsen of the Osprey, who rescued your crew after you had been sunk.”

Torkild looked down. There was indeed no dispute of the facts. The Celerity lay thirty fathoms down and he had unarguably been officer of the watch at the point the two feluccas emerged from the mist with their bow-chasers blazing.

“Nonetheless,” said Fredriksen, “the court-martial finds considerable mitigation, and that the surprise attack could not reasonably have been defended. The Admiralty, therefore, chooses to issue reprimands rather than demotions or discharges.”

Torkild heard Alfrik next to him breathe heavily. Villumsdatter retained the graven dignity she had borne throughout the court-martial.

“Thank you, Admiral,” said Juhl. “The court-martial deliberated further on the degree of individual culpability. As commander of the vessel, Captain Villumsdatter bears the responsibility of the destruction of a ship of His Grace’s navy. We consider that this shame, which we know is deeply felt, is sufficient punishment alongside a formal reprimand. Lieutenant Borresen, as the gunnery officer, incurs lesser fault since the Celerity was irreparably damaged in the first salvo, and no action of his could have averted further calamity.”

Juhl paused. “The greatest responsibility, regrettably, falls upon Lieutenant Scavenius. Although visibility was poor at the time of the attack, earlier intelligence of the approach of the feluccas would have given a valuable opportunity for evasion or counter-measure. The court-martial debated at length the appropriate means of reflecting this failure.”

He looked along the line of his colleagues, neither of whom appeared at ease, although it was possible that Admiral Ditlevsen was dozing after his lunch.

“Our conclusion, therefore, is that alongside your formal reprimand, you shall forfeit two years’ seniority.”

Torkild nodded crisply. This was entirely political, but he had no option but to endure it.

“This is outrageous!” cried Alfrik.

Juhl rose from his seat. “You have not been asked for an opinion, Lieutenant, and it is not required.” He sat down and continued more smoothly. “If you will permit me a personal observation, Lieutenant Scavenius, I consider that you have escaped very lightly. I hope you will reflect on the mercy of this tribunal, and recognise that advancement in His Grace’s navy arises from merit and application, rather than accidents of birth.”

Torkild looked into the middle distance. Let Juhl have his revenge, which was petty enough. It was hard, in fact, to dissent from his view that his punishment was lenient in the circumstances. He had Fredriksen and Ditlevsen to thank for that – the latter at least being a crony of his father.

“Officers, you are dismissed,” said Juhl, leading the way from the room with a starched flourish.

Torkild sat back in his seat and let out a sigh. “That could, I suppose, have been worse. We all have our commissions.”

Villumsdatter stirred. “We do not, however, have a ship. That is the real punishment. We are at the Admiralty’s mercy until a vacancy becomes available.”

Torkild rubbed his chin. He still had not got used to the feeling of a shaved face. 

“And I am sorry to say, Scavenius,” continued Villumsdatter, “that your loss of seniority pushes you some way down the list for your own command. I, of course, can never reckon on another ship, but that is only to be expected, having lost the last one. Borresen, the best thing for you will be to apply to the Deployment Register. You are well-regarded and will soon be afloat again, once you are detached from your disreputable companions.”

“Impossible,” said Alfrik, running a hand through his thick fair hair. “I would not desert you.”

“Alfrik,” said Torkild. “There is nothing to desert. Captain Villumsdatter is likely to be ashore awhile, and I am now a junior lieutenant.”

There was a rustling behind them as the figure on the bench, whom they had all forgotten, stirred.

“Come!” he said in a cheerful voice, “There is no cause for this pessimism! The Celerity is lost, which we all regret, but that is now in the past. It is time to look ahead. You have all retained your commissions and can face the future.”

“My apologies, sir,” said Torkild. “I do not believe we know you.”

Villumsdatter cracked a dry smile. “This is Admiral Krog,” she said. “Once captain of the greatest warship in our navy. Now promoted, if I am not mistaken, to Superintendent of Provisions.”

If there was a slight here, Krog chose to ignore it. “You take me back to my youth, Captain Villumsdatter! It is over twenty years—nearer thirty, in fact—since I commanded the noble Nighthawk. Now, as you say, my duties are less exalted, but equally important.”

Alfrik nodded. “Every seaman must be grateful when he opens his dole and sees it is not spoiled, or takes his daily ration of grog.”

Krog smoothed his scanty white hair. “You are too kind, Borresen. However, the Superintendent of Provisions has other, less public, responsibilities and these are, if anything, even more important.”

Torkild looked at Villumsdatter, but the captain seemed to have no more idea of Krog’s meaning. It was not out the question that he was as senile as old Ditlevsen.

“Come,” he said, “this is not a comfortable room. I have a rather cosier set of offices on the top floor, where no one disturbs me and the grog is somewhat better than you find afloat, Lieutenant Borresen. There are some matters we might usefully discuss.” 
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ADMIRAL KROG WAS CORRECT in describing his office as on the ‘top floor’, since it was in the attic. It was also cosy indeed, to the extent that four stalwart naval officers fitted in only with difficulty. But the grog was every bit as good as advertised, and they were used to cramped conditions from life afloat.

“Excellent!” said Krog once he had poured the drinks. He knocked his straight back with a practised gesture and emitted a discreet belch. “I am sorry for your court-martials and the loss of your ship, but a practical man looks to every advantage he can gain.”

Torkild sipped his drink more temperately. “I am at a loss as to your meaning, sir.”

Krog made an expansive gesture too large for the room, knocking some papers piled on a cabinet to the floor. “You will see that I am not at the heart of power and influence, Lieutenant,” he said. “It would not be an exaggeration to say that I am forgotten as long as our ships all stay provisioned. If I require assistance it can be difficult to secure, particularly if I require competent officers. To find the three of you without a ship—for you are correct in that assessment, Captain Villumsdatter—is therefore something of a boon to me. There are ways in which you might be deployed while you await the pendulum’s swing.”

Torkild privately had no doubts of his ability to secure another ship—there were advantages to your father being Grand Admiral—but for Villumsdatter in particular the future looked gloomy. And Villumsdatter had been a good skipper and he did not want to abandon her at the first opportunity. He would listen to what Krog had to say.

“Lieutenant Borresen, would you reach into that cabinet behind you?” said Krog. “There is a file we will all find of interest.”

Alfrik contorted himself behind Torkild and eventually came up with a slim cardboard folder marked ‘Ship’s Biscuit/Storage/Tender’ which he brandished uncertainly. “Is this the one, sir?”

“It is indeed,” said Krog. “Although our interest in biscuit tenders is limited, heh?”

“Just so, sir,” said Torkild. He was not yet sure if he was dealing with an eccentric genius or a buffoon, although he inclined to the latter.

Krog lay the file down on the small desk and flipped it open. The item immediately visible was a blurry silvertype likeness of a ship in a harbour.

“Right,” he said. “Who knows where this is?”

They peered at the picture, which to Torkild was upside down. Finally Villumsdatter said: “It’s Helmfirth, in the Green Isles.” 

“Ah, there is nowhere you haven’t been, is there, Villumsdatter?”

“I’ve been afloat since I was twelve,” said Villumsdatter. “I have probably been in every port over that time. I seem to remember getting a tattoo of a mermaid at Helmfirth when I was a young woman.”

“Well, you are correct,” said Krog. “You are looking at an unknown ship docked at Helmfirth, on West Isle. A place few would think to hunt for anything unusual. But look, if you will, at the ship.”

Krog turned the silvertype to allow Torkild and Alfrik to study it more closely. The ship had the traditional three masts, but they were short and stubby. Two further pipes extended from the deck. The hull sat surprisingly low in the water.

Torkild scratched his chin. “I have never seen anything like it,” he said.

“No, I do not think you have,” said Krog. He leaned back. “For eight hundred years, only two powers have truly understood the power of the sea. The Empire and Avigny extend across great lands; Ibalin has long fallen into ignorance and folly; the Lands of the Faith have wanted only to conquer the Empire; for Terravecchia and Faerano, ships are a way to make money, the donkeys of the sea. Only the Green Isles and Haskilde have had fighting ships at the centre of their being. And between us there has been respect, always respect, but also rivalry. So when a ship like this appears at Helmfirth, it is matter not only of curiosity but concern.”

Torkild leaned forward and studied the ship again. “Are we certain that this is a Green Isles ship? Could it have docked here from elsewhere?”

Krog handed across a small opticum. “The picture is not as clear as might be; it was taken under conditions of considerable hazard. But can you make out the flags?”

Torkild peered through the opticum at the fluttering pennants on the rigging: the insignia of the Green Isles were clearly visible.

Villumsdatter scratched at her rust-coloured hair. “This could not be a fabrication of some sort?”

Krog frowned. “I am convinced of the authenticity of the image; a man—a good man—died to ensure we received it.”

A frisson ran over the room. At last Torkild said: “So what is it?”

Krog steepled his fingers. “There is as yet no name for it. I call it a ‘steamship’. Below decks, somehow, a steam engine has been affixed: the two funnels you see on the deck are the outlets for the vapour. The motion of the engine transmits power to a propeller under the water, at the stern. The movement of the propeller drives the ship forwards.”

Villumsdatter let out a great hissing breath.

“Can such a thing work?” said Torkild in a hushed voice.

Krog looked at the others with mild eyes. “There you see it before you. It exists, and it moves.”

Alfrik’s eyes lit up. “And we are going to destroy it!”

Admiral Krog smiled but there was a weariness in his eyes. “And what would be the point of that, Lieutenant? They would simply build another, and we would be at war.”

He paused and looked again around the room to capture their attention. “Captain, gentlemen, we are going to build our own.”
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Drageleir 

near Vindstrup

Duchy of Haskilde
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TORKILD HAD GONE DIRECTLY from the sinking of the Celerity to the resulting court-martial, and so was owed a period of shore leave. Vindstrup was in every way a naval town and, not having a ship, he did not care to remain in the vicinity of the Admiralty and the myriad dockside taverns. Instead he returned to the family estate of Drageleir, perched on a hill in the countryside overlooking Vindstrup. His mother and father performed an intricate quadrille to ensure that they were not both in residence simultaneously, an arrangement Torkild no longer considered odd.

At this time it was his father, Lord Berendt, who was in occupancy. Lady Karin was spending the summer at Træherregård, Duke Kjeld’s summer retreat. The arrangement suited both perfectly, since it allowed Lord Berendt to be close by the Admiralty and Lady Karin to enjoy the balls and flirtations of the summer court.

Today Drageleir, a large and ramshackle estate which had been remodelled over the centuries, had a martial and masculine tone. Not only were Lord Berendt and Torkild in residence, but Torkild’s older brother Steinar, who had recently been promoted to captain. Alfrik, whose estate at Falkenland was impracticably remote, had joined the group with his wife Asta. The only other female influence was the housekeeper, Guthrun, who was never on the estate at the same time as Lady Karin.

Guthrun insisted on a formal breakfast being taken, over the objections of the sailors who normally preferred to maintain naval practices.

“You would take hard tack and weevils if you could,” sniffed Guthrun, a sturdy woman of pronounced embonpoint who was rumoured to be the only person in Haskilde able to influence Lord Berendt’s conduct.

“If you could pick up some at the market,” said Torkild with a smile. “For now it seems we will have to content ourselves with this freshly baked bread.”

Lord Berendt was defying Guthrun’s attempt to impose civilised manners by attending to his correspondence at the breakfast table. He looked up to wave a paper.

“Torkild, I have an extraordinary document here. Borresen, you too are mentioned.”

“May I see, Father?”

Lord Berendt withdrew the letter. “I can summarise it easily enough,” he said. “It is from Admiral Krog. He requests your assignment to the Provisioning Office – and you, Borresen.”

Steinar let out a bark of laughter. “Provisioning! Is that what we are come to? We will soon know who to blame for the weevils in the biscuits!”

Asta gave him a glance of silent reproach.

“Steinar, must you always be such a buffoon? Krog may be an eccentric, but his influence goes well beyond rope and biscuits. I am surprised to find you so ignorant,” said Lord Berendt.

Torkild bit down on a smirk. Asta next to him contented herself with a discreet movement of the lips.

“Krog notes,” continued Lord Berendt, “that he has mentioned to you a certain matter with which he is involved.”

“That is true,” said Torkild. “I cannot deny the prospect is interesting.”

“Oh?” said Steinar. “Of what are we speaking?”

“The question is confidential,” snapped Lord Berendt. “It is not for casual gossip. Torkild,” he continued, “Admiral Krog’s scheme is considered in many quarters to be hare-brained. Success is not guaranteed.”

Torkild gave a sad smile. “My options now are somewhat limited. If you are content for me to take up the assignment I would gladly do so.”

Lord Berendt broke off a piece of bread. “I myself am sceptical as to the merits of the project. However, if it is successful, there will credit enough to go round. Indeed, my own prestige will be enhanced. If it fails, why then of course it is Krog’s scheme and not mine. If you are content, I will sign the release for you and Alfrik.”

“And what about me, Father?” said Steinar.

Lord Berendt sighed. “You now have command of the Kestrel; you can build your reputation in more conventional ways. The pirates of Az Haijrah are not yet subdued. You will join Admiral Juhl’s squadron, where your conceit can vex him rather than me.”
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Overbæk Bay

near Vindstrup

Duchy of Haskilde
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TORKILD HAD NEVER SPENT so much time ashore since he joined the navy immediately on leaving school. He had loved the giddy succession of ports, relished the beauty and terror of the seas, and tingled to the blood-thrilling clamour of seaborne combat. His assignment to Admiral Krog’s semi-covert operation at Overbæk caused him some concern, therefore, but he soon found an absorption in the work of the squadron he had not expected.

Admiral Krog had immediately set out his objectives to the group of sailors and engineers he had gathered around him. In the spacious workshops he had commandeered, he outlined his intention to build a full-size, operationally functional steamship within a year, ready to be unveiled for the duke at Strömhall.

“My late wife,” said the admiral, “had a great partiality for the skylark, and in her memory, this vessel will be named for that bird. Captain Villumsdatter will command her.”

Villumsdatter adopted the neutral expression appropriate to a woman who had been appointed skipper to a ship which did not yet exist.

The crew was split into two work groups, each—to some consternation—under the command of an engineer rather than a sailor. The first group, under a wiry and acerbic woman named Rosdahl, was to design a steam engine that could be mounted aboard a ship; the second, to which Torkild was assigned, was to construct a hull suitable for the engine’s installation. The leader of this group, a former lieutenant named Steen, enjoyed his pre-eminence a little too much for Torkild’s taste, but the work was undeniably fascinating.

One morning, after a solid twelve days of work, Rosdahl’s first working engine was installed in a scaled-down vessel constructed to Steen’s specification. Here, at last, was something to test. Torkild, to his surprise, was asked to skipper the vessel on its test voyage, while Villumsdatter remained on the shore to observe alongside Krog.

“Remember!” said Krog. “We cannot expect immediate success. Today we learn the shortcomings of our design. Your primary aim, Scavenius, is to preserve the crew and the vessel.”

The boat—dubbed the Sparrow—was less than fifty feet in length, and required only one officer, three sailors, and two engineers, who would tend to the engine. The craft had no masts, for it was never designed for the open seas, and would be towed into position by a more conventional sail ship, the Lobelia, commanded by Alfrik.

The winds were adverse and it was mid-morning, under a pewter sky, before the Sparrow had been positioned away from the jetty and deemed suitable to make a voyage under her own power.

The engineers, Ingvarssen and Frisk, stoked the engine—called, at its designer’s insistence, Rosdahl No.1—and judged it to have sufficient pressure to propel the Sparrow. “Whenever you are ready, Lieutenant,” said Ingvarssen with a salute. Torkild looked around, his stomach churning with a mixture of apprehension and excitement.

“Engage the propeller,” he said, and Ingvarssen slipped back down below deck. Torkild felt a subtle dislocation, a change in the way the Sparrow sat in the water. At the stern the water began to roil: the propeller was turning. At last, with agonising slowness, the ship began to move forwards. The Sparrow was travelling under steam power! Whatever happened next, he was the first man in Haskilde to command a steamship.

He looked back to the shore. Both Krog and Villumsdatter had spyglasses pressed to their faces. On the Lobelia, the crew was whooping in delight.

Torkild set his expression to sober professionalism. The Sparrow was, by his estimation, making two knots, and the Green Isles navy would not yet be mobilising its battle fleet in alarm. He indicated a course away from the shore to his helmsman, Truulsen, and felt the engine respond as Ingvarssen allowed more power from Rosdahl No.1 to engage the propeller.

Torkild stood at the stern as the Sparrow, his first command, made its halting way out into the sea. He was surprised to find himself tamping down emotion. Soon he became conscious that the Sparrow was slowing from her already dilatory pace.

“What is going on down there, Ingvarssen?” he called down below deck.

Frisk popped his head up. “Sorry, sir. The transmission shaft has disengaged. No power is reaching the propeller.”

“Can you fix it?” It would be embarrassing to have summon the Lobelia for a tow back to shore.

Frisk rubbed his chin in a gesture Torkild had already come to realise was characteristic of engineers. “Probably, but it will not be quick. You may prefer us to repair her back on shore.”

Torkild looked at his pocket-watch. “By my calculations we have been underway for less than three minutes. We will not be going back to shore until we have the propeller working again.”

Frisk pursed his lips and nodded. “Very good, Lieutenant.”

Meanwhile the Sparrow bobbed in the gentle seas. Alfrik’s offers of assistance from the Lobelia were waved away. Torkild began to regret that he had not ordered provisions aboard, for as the dull sun moved away from overhead, lunchtime receded into the past. The crew, with the exception of the engineers, lolled on the deck in boredom. The maiden voyage of the Sparrow was so far an anti-climax. Torkild contented himself by writing up his first commander’s log.

At mid-afternoon, Ingvarssen appeared from below to announce that the shaft had been repaired.

“Well done,” said Torkild. Three hours seemed a long time for a routine repair, but he was not an engineer. “Let us get underway.”

“We had banked the coal down,” said Ingvarssen. “There was no point in wasting it while we could not use the engine. It will take a while to regain the pressure.”

“How long?”

Ingvarssen shrugged. “Half an hour? Maybe three-quarters.”

“It will be dark at this rate, Ingvarssen,” snapped Torkild. “I want us moving in ten minutes. Use more coal, whatever you need to do.”

“That is not recommended, sir,” said Ingvarssen.

“I thank you for your observation, Ingvarssen, and I will note it in the log. Now, I want this ship moving. Do you have any further objections?”

“No, sir.”

––––––––
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IT WAS, BY TORKILD’S watch, twelve minutes later that Frisk appeared to announce that Rosdahl No.1 was at full pressure and the engine could be regarded once again as operational. Torkild ordered the orange flag raised to indicate to the shore that the Sparrow was once again under steam power. He gave the order to engage the engine.

If anything, Rosdahl No.1 seemed to be operating with greater impetus this time, and Torkild estimated the speed at four knots. Had Ingvarssen altered the timing somehow? Or was it the extra pressure from the coal Torkild had ordered added? This could be established at the debrief on shore later.

After some ten minutes, he ordered Truulsen to head the Sparrow back towards the shore. He did not want to take her out beyond the protection of the bay, for she was not designed for the open sea. Just as Truulsen began the turn, a gout of flame roared up the companionway from below; there was an accompanying blast, and Torkild was knocked to the ground. The Sparrow began to list alarmingly.

Torkild picked himself up and helped Truulsen, who had also been bowled over. The flames had not caught hold above the deck, but black smoke continued to rise from the hold. The Sparrow sat ever lower in the water. He knew she could not be saved. “Abandon ship! Abandon ship!”

The crew leaped over the side and began to swim for the Lobelia. Torkild ran over to the entrance to the lower deck. “Ingvarssen! Frisk!” he called through the smoke. He heard movement, and was that a voice?

Frisk’s head emerged from the smoke. “Ingvarssen is unconscious. The engine has exploded and ripped the hull out.”

“Is he alive?”

“I think so.”

Torkild reached out and pulled Frisk through the hatchway. “Get off the ship now,” he said. “Make sure you are safe.”

Frisk’s eyes narrowed. “And Ingvarssen?”

“Leave that to me,” he said. “Now, go!”

He whipped off his uniform coat to make a cocoon for his head, and plunged down the stairway. “Ingvarssen!” he called, realising how futile this was if the engineer was stunned or worse.

The smoke stung his eyes as he inched his way down the stairs. The hold was already deep in water which continued to pour in – although it did seem to be extinguishing the last of the fire. Where Rosdahl No.1 had once been affixed gaped a hole. Torkild jumped the last few stairs into the water, where Ingvarssen floated face-down. He turned him over and the engineer coughed. Torkild dragged him back towards the stairs. As he pulled Ingvarssen out of the water he realised he was a dead weight. He could not push him up the stairs ahead of him, but neither could he drag him up.

“Truulsen!” he called up the stairs. He had seen everyone else jump overboard. “Truulsen!”

There was no answer. The water was rapidly rising in the hold. He still had time to get out, but he would have to leave Ingvarssen. He couldn’t do it; Ingvarssen had told him not to load more coal on the engine and Torkild had not listened. He could not leave the engineer to die alone for his own mistake.

There was only one other option left. The water, having all but filled the hold, was no longer gushing in with such force; the water pressure inside and outside the Sparrow were almost equal. He pulled Ingvarssen’s head above the water and gave his face a hard slap; Ingvarssen gasped and took a deep breath. Torkild breathed in at the same time, filling his lungs, and then dived below the surface, swimming with one hand and pulling Ingvarssen with the other. The salt water hurt his eyes but he could make out ahead of him the breach in the hull.

Already he could feel his lungs burning. Ingvarssen, supported by the water, was not heavy, but his body dragged at Torkild, and his buoyancy tried to lift him back to the surface. At least he was not struggling—he must still be unconscious.

Torkild gave a mighty kick that pushed them both lower in the water. They were just about level with the upper margin of the hull breach. He grappled Ingvarssen’s dead weight through the hole and then scrambled through it himself. As he made to kick up towards the surface he felt himself caught. The hull breach was jagged and a fragment had caught the back of his shirt, holding him in place. He wriggled but he could not reach far enough to free himself. Bubbles of air escaped his nose as he struggled. In a few seconds he would have to inhale and then he would be lost.

At last, with a final despairing twist, he came loose. Through salt-stung eyes he could see brightness above him; they could not be far from the surface. His kicks were growing feebler but he managed gently to propel them upwards. At last they broke the surface together.

The shock of the cool air shocked Ingvarssen into consciousness. He coughed, then took in a great gulping breath. Torkild tried to lie flat on the surface and take in air himself.

Ingvarssen, now conscious, began to panic and thrash.

“Stay still!” coughed Torkild, but Ingvarssen would not listen. Torkild struggled to keep them both above the water. The irony, to have saved them both from a sinking only to drown on the surface.

From nearby came a cry. “Over here!”

It was Truulsen, swimming only a few feet away. He waved his arm to attract attention to the small boat Alfrik had launched from the Lobelia. Truulsen swam towards them to support Ingvarssen’s head above water. Together, he and Torkild trod water as the boat approached.

Eager hands reached out and pulled them aboard. First Ingvarssen, then Truulsen, and finally Torkild, who flopped down into the group of sailors like a freshly landed fish.

He realised they were patting him on the back, not to expel the water from his lungs, but in congratulation.

“Well done, sir—”

“We thought you were a goner—”

“Bravest thing I’ve ever seen—”

Torkild pulled himself upright, spitting out salty phlegm into the sea. He may have saved Ingvarssen’s life, but he knew his own folly had lost the ship and sent the Sparrow and Rosdahl No.1 to the bottom of the sea.

––––––––
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ADMIRAL KROG TOOK A more detached view of events. The purpose of the prototypes, he explained, was to test the capabilities of the various devices, which on occasion would lead to their destruction. In that sense, the first and final voyage of the Sparrow had been instructive. Torkild was not convinced that Ingvarssen would take such an elevated view, and Rosdahl undoubtedly saw it as a personal affront that her vaunted Engine No.1 now lay, irretrievable, on the seabed of Overbæk Bay.
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Chapter 4
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There was necessarily a pause in testing while a new ship—named the Goldfinch—was constructed, and Rosdahl set about building Engine No.2 with poor grace. Krog ordered Torkild home for a period of leave. There was no useful contribution he could make at this stage, and it was a chance for his relationship with Rosdahl to repair.

Alfrik was also assigned a period of leave and, rather than return to Falkenland, he and Asta accompanied Torkild to Drageleir.

Lord Berendt, against his inclination, had been required to attend the duke at his summer retreat, Træherregård, and Steinar was at sea commanding his new vessel. Since Torkild had no desire to discuss the sinking of the Sparrow in more detail, these were welcome absences.

The presence of Lord Berendt at the summer court meant, however, that Torkild’s mother Lady Karin was no longer welcome, and rather than return to her expensive apartments in Strömhall she had chosen to spend the remainder of the summer at Drageleir, an arrangement less to Torkild’s liking.

“I do not understand,” she said as the group sat on the sheltered terrace one long summer evening, “why it is necessary for you to skulk around at Overbæk Bay at all. You should be at sea, like Steinar. Is that not what naval officers do?”

Around the table, all eyes turned to her: Torkild, his sister Gisla, Alfrik and Asta, and Asta’s friend Edda.

“Mama, do not be ridiculous,” said Gisla. “Sailors are not at sea all the time, and you have heard Torkild is on the personal staff of Admiral Krog.”

Lady Karin sniffed and plumped her lustrous blonde hair.

“You are all the same. None of you want to listen to your mother’s wisdom. The fact is that your father has been grossly negligent, Torkild, to allow you to moulder away in some grubby backwater. What is the point of being Grand Admiral if you cannot even promote your own son to a captaincy?”

Torkild closed his eyes and let the late evening sun soothe his face. His mother’s observations required no attention; she had already advanced the same argument several times in the three days she had been here.

“And you, Alfrik,” she continued. “Your family has long been friends with ours, and you too should be expecting some advancement. He has no sense of obligation.”

Alfrik made a bland gesture. “I am very content with my career and advancement, madam. Admiral Krog is a most interesting figure and I am enjoying serving with him.”

Lady Karin shielded her eyes against the setting sun. “You are a very courteous young man, Alfrik, and generous to avoid criticising my husband. You need not spare yourself on my account,” she said. “Husband or not, I have no very high opinion of him.”

“You surprise me, madam,” said Edda in a dry monotone, to a suppressed giggle from Asta.

Lady Karin fixed her with a piercing glare. “You will learn, girl, should you ever marry, that marriage is not all you imagine.”

Edda gave a sardonic smile. “You might be surprised to learn how low my expectations already are.”

Lady Karin sniffed. “I suspect that for you the question is hypothetical. You are what, five and twenty already? And a modest family and even more modest dowry. I would not be wasting too much time pondering betrothals.”

“Mother!” cried Torkild. “That is an outrageous observation! I am sure Edda is fighting off suitors at Strömhall.”

Edda inclined her head. “You are gracious to say so, Lieutenant,” she said, “although Lady Karin is perhaps more accurate in her assessment. Fortunately, I have no desire to marry.”

“That is a great loss to the male sex,” declared Alfrik.

Asta scowled. “Can you not leave such foolish gallantry aside? Edda can manage perfectly well without your empty compliments.”

Torkild gave her a sharp look. He had known Asta for some time, and she was always charming, but on this visit she did not have a good word to say to her husband. It could not be easy to be a naval wife, he reflected. It would only be a matter of time before his mother turned the conversation towards his own marriage, a topic he preferred to avoid in this company. Any young woman trailing Lady Karin’s commendation would be some mixture of spoiled, cruel and imperious. 

Alfrik had fallen into a sullen silence.

“And can you believe,” continued Lady Karin, wresting the conversation once more to her own preoccupations, “that Lord Berendt has once again cut my allowance? Torkild, you really must speak to him. I can only afford to retain six servants at Strömhall and three at Træherregård. And can you credit that here I must ask Gisla to arrange my coiffure?”

“Mama,” said Gisla, “it is no hardship, truly.” Torkild thought to see gritted teeth.

Lady Karin shook her head vigorously. “It is not in the least about your feelings, girl! Of course you would wish to set my hair, but imagine the indignity that I am not permitted to maintain a lady’s maid at Drageleir! It is the height of inconsideration. Torkild, you truly have no backbone at all. You let your father palm you off counting cabbages for Admiral Krog, you do not reprove him for his treatment of your mother, and you sit here grinning at the table as if all is well with the world.”

“Madam,” said Asta quietly, “I think perhaps you judge your son too harshly. You have heard that only last week he saved a man’s life in a shipwreck.”

“Et tu, Asta? Is it to be open season on an unloved woman guilty of nothing more than frankly voicing her opinions? Here you all are, my guests at Drageleir, howling down my every utterance!”

“Madam, I intended no offence,” said Asta. “I hoped simply to allow you to take pride in your son’s achievements.”

“Ha!” cried Lady Karin. “And so I do. Steinar is twenty-eight years old, the captain of his own ship, and married to a woman of birth, fortune, and character. Is it too much to expect the same from my other son?”

Torkild rose from the table. “You will excuse me, I hope. I find I am overstimulated by the wine and the company. I will stroll in the grounds awhile before I retire for the night.”

Edda sprang up. “Perhaps I might accompany you, Lieutenant?” she said. “I have not yet seen the ornamental gardens, and Asta tells me they are surpassingly beautiful.”

“I would be delighted,” said Torkild.

Lady Karin took a great slug of her wine. “Do not think to get your hooks into my son!” she called after their retreating backs.

––––––––
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THE SHADOWS WERE LENGTHENING as Torkild and Edda made their way towards the gardens.

“I am sorry for every aspect of that display,” said Torkild.

“And I am sorry, if you will permit me,” Edda said with a smile, “that you must endure such a mother.”

“I often wonder if the reason Steinar and I went to sea so young was to avoid her. We spent most of our childhood abroad, for our father was the ambassador to the Empire. We did not see her often, and when we did—perhaps you can imagine.”

Edda stopped to smell a red helleborine flower. “I do not think we ever escape our childhoods,” she said. “I barely remember my mother; my father, I recall all too well. Some men should never have the care of a child.”

“You live now at Strömhall?”

“I have a small inheritance,” she said. “Duchess Christina makes me an allowance to wait upon her occasionally.”

“You are fortunate my mother does not know that,” said Torkild.

Edda stood up from the flower. “She would not allow her son to associate with such an adventuress,” she said, a coldness creeping across her tawny eyes.

Torkild laughed. “No. I meant she would have you doing her hair.”

Edda paused for a second and then a let out a peal of laughter of her own. “There are indignities even I would not stoop to.”

They walked on in silence for a while. At last he said: “Stop here. We are at the centre of the garden.” The sunset played across the blooms and, behind them, Drageleir loomed against the coming night. He felt Edda shift beside him. 

“It is beautiful,” she breathed. “You are fortunate to live in such glorious surroundings.”

“And I make the most of it,” he said. “It will be Steinar’s one day, and however often I visit then, I will always be only a guest.”

She smiled softly. “Beauty is not something we can cage and keep,” she said. “It is only ever with us in the moment. Once we try and capture it, it is gone forever.”

An impulse shot across Torkild’s mind that this was a moment of beauty he would very much like to keep.

“Strömhall is not without grandeur,” he said. “It has a certain tragic majesty.”

“My own apartment in the Hertugshalle is minuscule,” she said, “and it overlooks the ducal tannery. I could not be further from grandeur and majesty. Do you know Strömhall?”

“We have a house there, Klippesee. I have not been for some years.”

“The court is not the most congenial environment. Most friends there are false. I am fortunate to have met Asta.”

Torkild stroked a flower. “She has a sweet and generous nature.  The court as I remember it was a cold and cruel place.  I am glad to think that friendships may prosper there too.”

“Friendships will always prosper where they are nurtured.”

Silently they turned and walked back towards the house.
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Chapter 5
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Affairs of state detained Lord Berendt at Træherregård and, once the summer ended, the winter court at Strömhall. Torkild found this unfortunate, since it meant his mother remained at Drageleir, reeking of bitterness and spirits.

Not only was Lord Berendt required at the duke’s court, but Torkild realised he was keeping his distance from Admiral Krog’s work, the better to dissociate himself from failure. Torkild found it hard to blame him: progress on Rosdahl No.2 was fitful, the engine too heavy to be readily accommodated in the hulls available. Torkild had become interested in the engineering questions raised but there was no immediate answer. A small engine would be prone to the explosion which had destroyed the Sparrow, while a larger one was unwieldy.

Progress was not helped by the growing hostility between Rosdahl and Steen, the shipwright responsible for designing the hull. Each held the other responsible for a failure to compromise their concepts to accommodate the other’s genius.

Until a solution could be reached, Torkild was not fully occupied, and found much of his time spent at Drageleir, where rivalries equally intractable played themselves out.

One morning the group was taking a leisurely breakfast in the dining room, watching an autumnal storm crash down outside, shuddering the ornamental trees.

Lady Karin was mercifully quiet, working her way through the extensive correspondence she received every day. Most of this was court gossip from her intimates, with which she then regaled an unappreciative audience who recognised few of the names. Gisla, normally the balm ensuring that hostilities did not rise to the surface, was this morning so pale and quiet that Edda enquired as to her health.

“Forgive me,” said Gisla. “I have not been sleeping well.”

“I have a tincture in my room,” said Asta. “You should have said.”

Gisla touched her arm. “Really, dear Asta, it is nothing. Perhaps if the weather improves I will take a long walk and tire myself out.”

“An excellent idea,” said Torkild. “We will go together, and take a picnic.”

“A picnic!” coughed Edda. “This is Haskilde, in the autumn. You may relish oilskins and canvases as if you are at sea, but the rest of us prefer home comforts! I think a turn around the ha-has is the best we will achieve today.”

Lady Karin flung her correspondence down with a roar. Torkild did not think the suggestion had been that unreasonable.

“I have just received a letter from your father,” she cried, staring at Gisla.

Torkild sighed. Such correspondence never ended well, and always provided his mother with an excuse for a lengthy diatribe on Lord Berendt’s failings. Whatever the weather, the circumnavigation of the ha-has could not start soon enough.

Gisla stared miserably at her plate.

“Gisla Scavenius,” shrieked Lady Karin. “You scheming minx! You vile, ungrateful hussy!”

Torkild stared at his mother. Even by her overheated standards, this was excessive.

“You know what is in this letter, girl,” continued Lady Karin.

Gisla nodded pitiably, tears dripping onto her abandoned toast.

“Torkild,” snapped Lady Karin. “Did you know about this?”

“Since I do not know what ‘this’ is, Mother, how can I possibly say?”

“Now is not the time for flippancy, Torkild. I have never been so angry in my life.”

Lady Karin’s rages were legendary, but looking at her heightened colour and heaving bosom, Torkild was prepared to consider this statement as plausible.

“I am sure our guests do not wish to witness this family disagreement, Mother.”

Asta gave him an appreciative look. “Perhaps you will excuse us, Lady Karin,” she said, tidying her plates.

Gisla looked up. “No, Asta: stay. And you, Edda. This is not a matter for shame or disgrace.”

Lady Karin cast the letter down with a flourish. “Can you deny, daughter, that you are betrothed, and without your mother’s knowledge or consent?”

Asta passed Gisla a handkerchief and she wiped tears from her cheek.

“I do not deny it, Mama. Papa has approved the match, so no more needs to be said.”

Lady Karin rose from her seat like a snake preparing to strike. “On the contrary, we have barely begun! What ungrateful girl would accept such an offer without consulting her mother? Account for your conduct this instant!”

“I knew you would have said no,” said Gisla more calmly. “Since I had already accepted Styrbjørn, and Papa had agreed, I saw no need to take your counsel.”

Lady Karin’s eyes grew so wide that Torkild feared they would pop from their sockets.

“You have become so used to having me at your beck and call,” Gisla continued, “that you would certainly not have agreed to my betrothal.”

“I have never heard of this Lieutenant Vinther,” said Lady Karin. “Who is he? Who are his people? This is not a name spoken in the Hertugshalle!”

Torkild drew in a breath. Gisla could scarcely have managed this worse: taking her father’s authority over her mother’s, to marry into an obscure family, in secret, to deprive Lady Karin of her daily companion and punch-bag. He could understand why Gisla had been reluctant to broach the topic herself, but this explosion was the inevitable consequence.

“Styrbjørn’s family is not at court,” said Gisla. “They are humble folk, although his father is a gentleman. They care nothing for the intrigues of Hertugshalle.”

“And no doubt they are rubbing their hands at the wildly extravagant dowry your father has bestowed. What on earth can have possessed him?”

Gisla folded her hands in her lap. “I told him I loved Styrbjørn, and he loved me, and begged him not to stand in our way.”

“A love match!” roared Lady Karin. “Your father has never done anything for love in his life. He would not give away his only daughter so!”

“Perhaps he cared most for my happiness, Mama.”

“You fool, Gisla, you silly, simpering strumpet. Are you with child?”

“No, I am not, Mama!” Gisla’s cheeks coloured. “Can you not simply accept our happiness?”

Lady Karin slumped back to her chair, jolting her teacup on the way down. “Must I remind you of the last time you attempted to follow your heart? At least the von Schnusenberg boy had some family.”

“Mother,” interjected Torkild. “We agreed never to discuss that topic again.”

“If it were not for you,” spat Gisla with a venom Torkild had not seen before, “Lothar would have stayed and married me. This time, Papa does not want to stand in the way of my happiness.”

“You are quite the stupidest girl of my acquaintance, Gisla,” said Lady Karin, now in a near whisper. “Your father desires one thing, and that is my ruin. He has allowed this simply to take away my only companion. I would not be surprised if he had not introduced you for the purpose.”

“Come now, Mother, that is nonsense,” said Torkild. “In truth Father does not think about you from one month to the next.”

Lady Karin slumped forward onto her breakfast plate with a gasping sob. Her words were barely audible. “Betrayed—vipers—fools—no pity.”

Alfrik rose from the table. “Come, my lady. You are overwrought. Let us return to your chambers. Asta will bring you her sleeping draught.”

Lady Karin raised her head, her face now smeared with preserves from the plate where it had rested. She clasped Alfrik’s hand.

“You are a fine young man,” she breathed. “Why I have been cursed with such a family?”

Supported by Alfrik on one side and Asta on the other, Lady Karin made her way from the room. The peace ensuing was that of the forest after a storm had passed.

Torkild, Gisla, and Edda sat in silence for a period. Eventually Torkild rang the bell for the maid. More tea would be necessary.

He leaned forward and took Gisla’s hand. “Well, congratulations, sister. If you are truly happy, then I am happy for you.”

Gisla dabbed at her nose with her handkerchief. “I am sure you will love Styrbjørn as much as I do when you meet him,” she said.

“Not quite as much, I hope,” said Edda. “There are limits to propriety.”

Torkild poured himself more tea. “You do not know how relieved I am, Gisla. I have never forgiven myself for bringing Lothar here.”

“That is all in the past,” said Gisla. “And the mistakes were mine, not yours.”

Torkild looked at Edda’s blank face. “I had a school friend when my father was ambassador in Beruz,” he said. “He was on poor terms with his own family, and so he frequently spent his holidays here at Drageleir. Over the years he became friends with us all, and in due course took advantage of Gisla’s trusting nature. What it suits Mother to forget now is that she liked him at the time.”

“We were both young,” said Gisla. “I do not hate him, and you need not.”

“I am glad,” said Torkild. “I correspond with him occasionally, if only to keep track of his whereabouts.”

“And when will we meet Styrbjørn?” said Edda.

“Soon, I hope,” beamed Gisla. “He is based at the Admiralty but I cannot bring him here until Mama goes.”

“I can imagine her to be so angry that she will hunt Father down in Strömhall,” said Torkild with a grin.

“They have not met for six years,” said Gisla. “Even over this, I cannot imagine she will face him.”

“When I am back in Vindstrup, I will look him up,” said Torkild.

“No, do not!” cried Gisla. “I wish to introduce you myself.”

“This business of marriages is exhausting,” said Edda. “I am glad I have resolved never to marry.”

“Torkild has made no such vow,” said Gisla brightly. “It must now be time to find him a bride.”

“Truly, do not exert yourself,” said Torkild. “Three times I have carried the news to a wife that she is now a widow. That is not a burden I would place on any woman.”

“Yet Alfrik is happy enough to marry,” said Gisla.

Edda sipped her tea and looked carefully at Torkild. “That is different, in several respects,” she said. “He is the heir to Falkenland, and so must produce children of his own; and Asta is a paragon whom any man would wish to marry.”

“And yet there are no children,” said Torkild. “And Asta’s grief would be no less if the worst happened. I cannot disagree with you on her merits, but if I were Alfrik I would have loved her too much to marry her.”

“You are unnecessarily scrupulous,” said Gisla. “If a woman wishes to marry a man, surely she takes her own risk. I know that one day Styrbjørn may not come back from the sea, and it simply makes me enjoy today more. One day, I am sure, you will meet the woman who quickens your heart.”

“As Alfrik did,” said Edda with a cryptic smile.

“If I ever quit the sea, I will consider it,” said Torkild.

––––––––
[image: image]


THE OPPORTUNITY FOR Torkild to meet his prospective brother-in-law did not come immediately, for Admiral Krog summoned him back to the workshops, with Alfrik. There had been a breakthrough in construction of the Goldfinch. Steen had devised a method of bracing the hull for greater robustness, and Rosdahl had used a different alloy for No.2 to save weight. The shipwrights immediately sprang to life to construct the new craft and make her ready for sea trials. Torkild was unsurprised to find that this time, Captain Villumsdatter would be in command.
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Chapter 6
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On the day of the Goldfinch’s sea-trial, Torkild had breakfasted in the unpretentious house in Overbæk where Asta and Edda had removed themselves at Gisla’s suggestion to avoid Lady Karin’s increasingly ungovernable spite. The tides meant that the Goldfinch would not be launched until midday and he spent a pleasant early morning enjoying Asta’s sunny disposition and Edda’s engagingly barbed observations. Over the years, he often thought back to that day, set in amber, when none of them realised the misery that awaited them.
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AFTER BREAKFAST TORKILD sauntered down to the docks and took command of the Lobelia: today he was not required on the steamship. He had, therefore, the best view of all as the Goldfinch gradually picked up speed. He could see the excitement on the decks of the red-jacketed sailors as she eased through the waves, leaving behind a propeller-churned wake. She was an ungainly ship, beyond a doubt; she sat squat in the water and seemed to smash through the waves rather than cresting them. Torkild had no difficulty keeping up, despite the light winds, and eventually had to draw in some sail to prevent the Lobelia overtaking. But none of that mattered: the Goldfinch was travelling safely under steam power.

Rosdahl stood next to him on the deck. “Well done,” said Torkild, who was in the mood to be magnanimous.

Rosdahl spat over the rail. “It would have worked last time.”

“And we learned much about how to use the engine,” said Torkild. “In the end no harm was done.”

“You may have learned,” said Rosdahl. “I already knew.”

Torkild’s generosity was exhausted. He watched the rest of the trial in a contented silence which Rosdahl’s surly taciturnity could not puncture.
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WHEN THEY RETURNED to the shore—Torkild tactfully allowing Villumsdatter to bring the Goldfinch in ahead of the Lobelia—Admiral Krog was almost dancing in excitement. His scanty white hair swirled in the wind. He shook all of the crew by the hand, starting with the officers, Captain Villumsdatter, Alfrik, and working through all of the men. Torkild felt a little left out, but the success of the trial meant the programme would continue, and if he had taken the now-beaming Ingvarssen’s advice he would probably have been aboard today.
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ADMIRAL KROG DECLARED an impromptu feast in the main workshop, and after several toasts he rose to address the men.

“Mariners!” he said. “When I recruited you to join me I promised that we would build a fully operational steamship within a year. With the success of the Goldfinch, powered by Rosdahl No.2, I can now announce that we will begin work on the Skylark immediately. I have tonight telegraphed the Grand Admiral with our good news. Tomorrow, we lay the keel of the new craft; tomorrow we begin work on engine Rosdahl No.3. A new golden age of Haskilde’s maritime history begins. We are the new Fikingur!”

It was a stirring speech, and only partly undercut when the portly admiral, attempting to climb aboard the table to raise a fresh toast, instead slipped and crashed to the ground. He lay on his back like an upturned beetle, with as much prospect of righting himself, until the wiry Villumsdatter flipped him back over.

Torkild did not remember much more of the night but he doubted he had missed any meaningful progress.

––––––––
[image: image]


A FURTHER WELCOME CONSEQUENCE of the Goldfinch’s success was the arrival of Lord Berendt, back from Strömhall to associate himself with Admiral Krog’s triumph. Berendt naturally wished to resume residence at Drageleir, and so Lady Karin was required, with poor grace, to return to Strömhall. 

Torkild might have felt some sympathy for his mother, evicted at Lord Berendt’s convenience, but she had made herself so disagreeable, particularly since learning of Gisla’s betrothal, that he was heartily glad to see her go. He took her by carriage himself to the railway station to ensure she caught the earliest possible train away from Overbæk. Gisla looked as if a weight had been lifted from her mind, for she was not to accompany her mother back to Strömhall. The only loser from the arrangement was the unfortunate Maibritte, formerly a maid at Drageleir but now detached as a makeshift lady’s maid to accompany Lady Karin on her journey. Torkild did not envy her; even as the train pulled out of the station he could see his mother’s finger wagging at her new companion.

He did not devote further attention to the hapless Maibritte, although he resolved to remind his father that she should be paid a bonus on her return. There were arrangements to be made for Lord Berendt’s arrival, and it would be necessary to sweep away all remnants of Lady Karin’s presence, from the hastily abandoned cosmetics to the Zelandran crystals intended to promote an atmosphere of harmonic serenity. These latter items had so manifestly proved ineffective that he consigned them immediately to the rubbish heap.
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GLAD THOUGH HE WAS that his father’s return had ousted his mother, Torkild could not help finding Lord Berendt’s bonhomie tainted with hypocrisy. No sooner had he taken up residence than he arranged a ball at Drageleir, with Admiral Krog the guest of honour. Lord Berendt had been nowhere in sight when the Sparrow sank, but now success beckoned the admiral was a boon companion. Lord Berendt treated Gisla’s fiancé Lieutenant Vinther—an agreeable if unremarkable young man—with a negligent amiability, and took an avuncular shine to Edda.

One morning Lord Berendt took Torkild aside and they walked around the gardens, oilskins protecting them from a light drizzle. 

“I am glad to be back from Strömhall,” Lord Berendt said. “I must count my fingers after every handshake.”

“The life of a lieutenant may be preferable,” said Torkild. “I would not be adept at court intrigues.”

Lord Berendt clapped him on the shoulder. “And neither will you need to be,” he said. “There are advantages of being a second son; Steinar will have to master the responsibility of court.”

“And become Grand Admiral?”

Lord Berendt gave him a shrewd glance. “I never thought you avid for office.”

“I will be perfectly happy with a captaincy and my own ship, when it comes.”

Lord Berendt looked at him reflectively. “It could be tomorrow, if you want it badly enough.”

Torkild slowed his pace. “I understood that Admiral Juhl had set his face against it.”

Lord Berendt smiled briskly. “You need not worry about Admiral Juhl. He has not distinguished himself against the pirates of Az Haijrah; I think you will find that he is soon embracing the pleasures of retirement.”

“He cannot be more than five-and-forty.”

“I fear the burdens of command have prematurely aged him.”

They walked in silence for a few steps. 

“Your captaincy could easily be arranged,” said Lord Berendt. “You have passed your exams, and the confirmatory board would be a formality in your case. You could even pick your own officers—take Alfrik if you wish.”

Torkild rubbed his chin. A ship of his own! It had been his ambition for as long as he could remember. And yet...

“I imagined the news would give you greater pleasure,” said Lord Berendt. “You look as if I am sending you to stay with your mother.”

“I am not ungrateful, Father. It is just—”

“Go on.”

“The work Admiral Krog is doing. It is valuable, and stimulating. I would like to stay and see the Skylark complete before I move on. One day, perhaps, I will captain a steamship. They are the future of the navy.”

Lord Berendt slowed and stopped. “I could have asked you for your assessment of the admiral’s progress,” he said. “But there is no testimonial you could have given me greater than forgoing your own ship. You truly believe in his work.”

“I do, Father.”

“Then I am right to back Krog,” he said. “I am grateful for your counsel.”

Torkild carefully stepped around a puddle. “Nonetheless I am sorry if it makes me seem to lack ambition.”

After a pause, Lord Berendt said: “If I had given Steinar the same choice, he would have taken the ship.”

“I—”

“He is his mother’s son.” Lord Berendt turned back to the house and increased his pace.
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Chapter 7
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The Skylark was in no way a prototype. She was a fully-featured warship, with masts to allow sailing when conditions dictated, and a battery of medium guns. Once she took to the sea, she would not be at the mercy of any ship afloat. Even if the Green Isles had made further progress with their own steamship, it was hard to imagine she would be superior to the Skylark.

Her formal maiden voyage was to take place at Strömhall, in front of the duke and duchess. Since she had been constructed at Overbæk this presented a difficulty, as she would somehow have to be transported to the capital. The practical obstacles to conveying her overland were formidable, and although both Captain Villumsdatter and Rosdahl—now the designer of Rosdahl No.6—favoured a discreet steam cruise along the coast to fine-tune the engine, Admiral Krog was adamant. The Skylark would sail from Overbæk; her engines would not be engaged until the duke was observing.

The maiden voyage was to take place on Midsummer’s Day, and the duke had declared a holiday so that all the city dwellers crammed into the Undercliff could watch. This was not just a test of a new ship. It was a statement, to the whole world, that the Haskilde navy was unmatched for valour and proficiency. Tensions between Avigny and the Empire were growing. It would do no harm to remind both that they were no match, on the waves at least, for Haskilde.

Torkild had not visited Strömhall for several years, and never approached by sea. As the Skylark beat into a brisk headwind before the city, he was reminded what a feat of engineering had stolen this city from the elements. The cliff face was packed with houses hacked into the rock, a zig-zagging road cutting through the city and leading to the Heights, where the fortress of the Hertugshalle brooded over the sea. No wonder Strömhall was known as ‘the Impregnable City’. Since he had last visited, the funicular railway had opened, leading directly from the docks to the top of the cliff. He had seen most of the great cities of the continent on his voyages, from the seething chaos of Chorgues, the columned extravagance of Faerano, even the great library of al-Iya, but nothing matched the obstinate, magnificent cussedness of Strömhall.

Captain Villumsdatter, normally the most taciturn of women, clapped him on the shoulder. “Nothing like it, is there?”

Torkild shielded his eyes from the sun. “And she has seen nothing like us, either.”

Most of the crew seemed similarly overawed. Everywhere mouths hung open at the spectacle before them. Torkild heard Alfrik roar some orders to get the crew back to their work. From the foremast came a cry.

“Look out!” shouted Villumsdatter. From the corner of his eye Torkild saw a pulley on a rope swinging towards him. He leaped back out of the way; the pulley, which would have taken his head had he not moved, instead caught him a glancing blow on the front his shoulder. He crashed to the deck, momentarily stunned.

Villumsdatter knelt beside him as Alfrik let out a volley of obscenity at the mast crew.

“Scavenius,” said the captain. “Can you move?”

Torkild tried to prop himself up and felt a jolt of pain surging through his shoulder. 

“I seem to have—”

“Stay there, lad.” Villumsdatter stood up. “Fetch Doctor Ibsen,” she called.
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IT WAS MIDSUMMER’S Day, and the Skylark stood at the Old Dock, pennants flying from her rigging. The crew lined up on the deck to be presented to Duke Kjeld. Captain Villumsdatter and Alfrik were resplendent in their red jackets; Ingvarssen and Frisk stood in the dress uniforms they would soon be cast aside to tend to Rosdahl No.6. Rosdahl herself stood reflectively, looking impatient at the delay. The whole crew of seventy stood crisply to attention as Lord Berendt and Admiral Krog escorted the duke along the line.

Torkild sat half a mile away, a sling supporting his arm and broken collarbone. It felt like the worst day of his life: the ship he had spent a year preparing for this moment was going to sea without him. His duties instead were escorting Gisla, Asta, and Edda, which on any other day would have been a pleasure.

“Do not fret, Torkild,” said Asta, who was sitting next to him on the viewing platform. “There will be other days for the Skylark.”

Easy for you to say, when your husband is on the maiden voyage.

“You are right, of course,” said Torkild. “But I should very much like to have been aboard today.”

“Papa says you will soon have your own steamship,” said Gisla. “That will be better than being first officer today.”

Torkild forced a smile. “Do not think, Asta, that I begrudge Alfrik the chance to take over from me.”

“Alfrik is as dismayed as you,” said Asta. “It is unfair that the admiral will not let you sail.”

Torkild shook his head. “I would not be much use if I cannot move my right arm,” he said. “And the Skylark is no place for a passenger.”

“We are grateful,” said Edda, “that you have chosen to be with us rather than on the duke’s platform today.”

Torkild laughed. “I can imagine few things worse. Admiral Krog does not need my help to explain to the duke which end of the ship is which.”

Gisla put up a hand to shield her eyes. “I doubt that Papa will be at his most admirable either.”

Torkild thought of Lord Berendt smoothly steering the conversation to ensure that his contribution to the Skylark’s construction would be recognised, and could only agree.

He looked down at the duke’s compound as his party returned from the Skylark.

“Who is that, with the red beard?” he asked.

Edda leaned forward. “That is Grynulf the Fox, the Margrave of Kirkebæk. He has just been elected to the duke’s High Council.”

“I do not know him,” said Torkild.

“You do not want to,” said Gisla quietly. “He has made himself a friend of Mama’s, mainly to vex Papa. I have seen a great deal of him, and I do not trust him. He is an ambitious man.”

The sun was now high in the sky, and the streets were packed with the city folk making the most of their holiday to watch the occasion. A light breeze swept in from the west and, to rapturous cheers, the Skylark took sail and moved towards the buoy where she would engage the engine. At this distance, Torkild could see the red jackets scurrying around the deck and in the rigging, but he could not recognise individuals. Villumsdatter and the helmsman Truulsen were identifiable from their positions on the deck, but for the rest, the Skylark was a single organism.

In the duke’s compound on the seafront, Admiral Krog was animatedly explaining some point of naval technicality to Duke Kjeld; Lord Berendt was more languidly conversing with Duchess Christina. Lord Grynulf, meanwhile, was listening to the seven-year-old Count Valdemar, who was fascinated by the spectacle in front of him. At the other end of the platform sat the foreign ambassadors, who were intended to be awed by the display of naval might. The Green Isles ambassador, Sir Isaac Chapman, was careful to reveal nothing in his countenance, although Torkild knew he would soon be telegraphing an urgent report to his Foreign Ministry. The Avignese ambassador, the Marquis de Lièvremont, leaned forward with unfeigned absorption.

“How will we know when the steam engine takes over?” asked Gisla.

“They will reach the buoy, and then fire off a cannon. Rosdahl No.6 will be engaged, and when the Skylark moves forward she will be under steam. You will see the foam at the stern where the propeller is churning the water.”

“And is this really safe, Torkild?” said Asta. “Alfrik laughs when I mention it.” The breeze had brought a flush to her cheeks.

“The design is much safer since the Sparrow sank,” he said. “The hull is stronger, and Rosdahl has almost completely redesigned the engine. She is not on the open sea, so the risk is low.”

Gisla leaned forward. “If you truly want to know, Asta, my father is sitting with the duke, and has taken much of the credit for the Skylark’s design. He can sniff out mischance like a pig rootling for truffles. If he had concerns he would have left all that to Admiral Krog. There can be no surer warranty of a bandwagon’s safety than my father climbing aboard it.”

Edda laughed. “Well said, Gisla!” 

Overhead the gulls wheeled and cried. A light cloud briefly obscured the sun and Torkild shivered.

“She is at the buoy!” cried Gisla. Asta’s hands were clasped in her lap, while Edda brushed her fringe from her eyes in the breeze.

With practised efficiency the Skylark’s crew reefed her sails. There was a single cry from the deck and then a puff of smoke and the report of the cannon. The crowds in the streets cheered as one. Even Duke Kjeld rose from his seat.

“Look,” said Torkild. “You can see the wake at the stern. That is the propeller turning.” He made to applaud, but then realised his right arm was immobilised and smiled ruefully. Edda caught his eye and touched his other arm.

The Skylark picked up speed. Even from the shore it was apparent she was moving. Torkild felt a lump in his throat. 

“Torkild!” cried Asta, her face alight. “I cannot believe it. You have done it!”

In the duke’s compound, Sir Isaac Chapman remained impassive. But now he must realise that the Green Isles’ hopes of building the first steam navy were dashed. The duke’s own party were all on their feet, clapping and cheering. 

Gisla clutched his arm. “Well done, Torkild. This is your triumph too! I cannot wait for you to have your own ship. Steinar will be cruelly envious.”

This was true, Torkild realised. As soon as the keels for the first steamships were laid down, Steinar would be lobbying for one. That, however, was a problem for another day, and his own position as a pioneer of the steamship revolution would not be forgotten.

Asta leaned over. “Why is she slowing down?”

Torkild looked up. The Skylark had undoubtedly slackened her pace. 

Even as he studied the scene, the deck erupted, seeming to fold outwards from below. There was a gout of flame, a roaring detonation.

Next to him, Asta was on her feet screaming. “No! No!”

Gisla was slack in her seat. Edda clutched at his sleeve. “What is happening?” she breathed.

Torkild shook his head. There was nothing to say. The Skylark was already listing to one side, and her stern was sagging. The two rescue ships were nearby, but if the sailors could not get off the ship, they were no help.

Asta scrabbled at the gate of their platform to get out on to the street, but she could not work the latch.

“Asta,” he said. “There is nothing we can do.”

She turned to him with a look of fury. “Alfrik is on that ship! We need to go.”

Go where? thought Torkild as she scrabbled at the gate. Edda coolly stepped forward and pulled the bolt back. She put an arm around Asta’s shoulder. “Let us go.”

Wherever they were going, Torkild could not let them go alone. Gisla staggered to her feet; he took her arm and followed the others out into the street.

Even halfway up the cliff, the crowds were dense. Asta beat ineffectually at the crowd, trying to force a way through.

“Make way!” called Torkild. “I am a naval officer! Make way.”

As he eased his way through the throng, he glanced down at the bay. The Skylark had already vanished from sight. She had sunk in a matter of minutes.

The crowd jolted Torkild’s arm repeatedly and soon there was a constant scream of pain in his shoulder and neck. Asta’s dress had become torn in the crush but Edda was guiding her through the worst of the melee. Later—was it a minute, an hour?—they were at the bottom of the cliff, outside the duke’s compound. Admiral Krog was slumped in his seat, collapsed in on himself like a rotten marrow. Lord Berendt was erect, barking orders to the officers around him. Young Count Valdemar held his mother’s hand, standing on his seat to get a better view of the scene before him. Duke Kjeld himself stood, composed but detached from his surroundings.

Torkild looked across at the ambassadors. Sir Isaac and the Marquis de Lièvremont were engaged in the most animated of conversations.

“Papa!” cried Gisla, waving to catch Lord Berendt’s attention. Over the hubbub, the pitch of his daughter’s voice carried and he looked over. He finished his instructions to a red-jacketed officer and strode over to the compound gate.

“Come in,” he said. “It is not safe to be on the streets.”

He looked at Torkild’s white sling against his uniform jacket. “You are a lucky man,” he said.

“But they will save the crew, will they not?” wept Asta. “There were two rescue ships.”

Lord Berendt’s eyes softened. “Asta, we do not know, but—”

Edda took Asta’s shoulders. “The ship sank in less than a minute,” she said. “You must be prepared for the worst.”

Asta let out a great wordless cry.

“Torkild,” said Lord Berendt. “Do not go anywhere. All is chaos now, but soon there will be questions, and I will need answers.” He looked across at the deflated balloon that was Admiral Krog. “It may be that only you can provide them.”

“I was half a mile away,” said Torkild in a tight voice.

Lord Berendt put an arm round his shoulder and eased him away from the women. “You may be the only survivor from the crew,” he said in a quick urgent voice. “And I do not expect answers from Admiral Krog. This is a terrible day, Torkild, for you who have lost your shipmates, but it is a terrible day for Haskilde too.”

“I knew every one of those seventy men, Father. The fate of Haskilde must wait until tomorrow.”

Lord Berendt dug his fingers into Torkild’s sore shoulder. “Look at the Fox. Look at Sir Isaac Chapman. These men will not wait until tomorrow. The house of Scavenius could lose in one afternoon a position I have spent twenty years building.”

Torkild stared at him in disbelief.

“I need to know what happened,” hissed Lord Berendt. “If I am not to share Admiral Krog’s disgrace I must offer something in its place.”

“I do not understand you, Father,” said Torkild softly.

“And I thought I understood you, Torkild, but perhaps I do not. This is not a time for sentimentality. If your friends, if Alfrik who dined so often at my table, if they are all dead, you can do nothing to bring them back. But you can help me ensure that we retain our position and influence. If little Asta is now a widow, she will need her friends more than ever. And she will need friends who can help her, not ones sitting in disgrace on their country estates.”

“I—”

“Your brother is an idiot, Torkild. You are not. Now is the time to prove it.”

Torkild looked over miserably to where Asta sobbed on Edda’s shoulder and Gisla stared into space like a calf stunned for the slaughter.

“Very well, Father. What do you need to know?”
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TORKILD FELT THAT HIS place that evening was in the drawing room at Klippesee, comforting Asta. Not only was her husband dead but her only means of support had been taken from her.

“Nonsense,” said Lord Berendt. “She has Gisla and Edda for that. Besides, I have ordered her sedated; she will not be conscious of who is there and who is not.”

“Even so—”

“We have a more important interview. I have invited Admiral Krog to wait upon me tonight. You will be present.”
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Chapter 8
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Admiral Krog dragged himself into Lord Berendt’s study at the appointed time. The two men shook hands while Torkild poured out three measures of spirits.

“Sit, Germund,” said Lord Berendt affably. “Is there yet news of survivors?”

Krog turned his glass in his hands. “Three only, I understand.”

“Who?” asked Torkild quickly.

“Ingvarssen, Rohde, Dam.”

“It is a great tragedy,” said Lord Berendt. “We must ensure the families are looked after.”

Krog nodded. “Of course.”

“We must also,” said Lord Berendt, slipping into his chair, “consider the next steps. Rapid thought and action are necessary, so you will forgive me if I do not waste our time with platitudes.”

Krog sipped at his drink.

Lord Berendt continued. “The steamship programme has not been without opposition. The decision to build the Skylark rested on one silvertype of a vessel moored in the Green Isles, which prompted us to throw all our force into building our own ship.”

Krog frowned. “’All our force’ is an overstatement. Generally I was limited—with apologies to Torkild—to those officers and engineers who were not required elsewhere.”

Lord Berendt waved the qualification away. “Be that as it may, the Admiralty resolved to create Haskilde’s own steamship, to strengthen our navy and cow our foes. I have never known an admiral in any field say he had enough men or money.”

“Father—”

“I am speaking, Torkild. Kindly allow me to continue.”

Torkild returned to his glass.

“I was led to believe,” continued Lord Berendt, “and frankly, led on the basis of your reports, that your activities had been successful. When we look at the facts, in one year you managed to build three ships, two of which were lost to catastrophic accident. It is hard to view your work as satisfactory, Admiral.”

Krog sank back further in his seat. “It was always understood that my commission was necessarily experimental. Setbacks were always to be expected.”

Lord Berendt’s expression was icy. “You call the loss of seventy men a ‘setback’? Were it not for a freak accident, my own son would have been among them.”

Krog licked his lips. “You know I did not mean it that way, my lord. But this was a high-risk venture. The men all knew that. Is that not true, Torkild?”

Lord Berendt placed his glass down carefully. “Do not try and trap the lad, Admiral. Responsibility for this can only sit at one table.”

“The Grand Admiral, as the chief of our navy?”

Lord Berendt’s mouth was a thin line. “You stray perilously close to insolence, Admiral. I permitted your scheme, at your petition, and I accepted your assurances as to our progress. As a result, I allowed today’s demonstration in front of the duke and the world’s ambassadors. If I am responsible for anything, it is giving you too much rope.”

Krog sat up straight in his seat. “I am sorry you take that view, my lord. My own perception of the future of steamships remains unchanged.”

“Regrettably, Admiral, your view will carry little weight in the days and weeks to come. I will instead have to deal with the barbs and schemes of the Fox and his cronies. Steamships will be seen as a dangerous folly.”

Krog smoothed his uniform jacket. “I am confident that, with sufficient time, we can learn from today’s events and continue our progress.”

Lord Berendt crossed his legs and allowed the silence to grow. He stood up and refilled his glass. “I understand, Admiral, that your chief engineer Rosdahl was aboard the Skylark today?” 

Krog pursed his lips. “She was not among the survivors rescued.” 

“I am sorry for her loss.” said Lord Berendt, “You now have very little to build upon.”

“By your reckoning, my lord, Chief Engineer Rosdahl designed two engines which sunk their ships. I will find a way to replace her.”

Lord Berendt smiled. “You see how easy it becomes to pass responsibility elsewhere,” he said, and held up a hand to forestall Krog’s interruption. “I do not criticise. This is life. There will be an enquiry, of course: the cunning Fox will see to it. You will inevitably face court-martial, I am afraid.”

Krog set his jaw. “I am prepared for the consequences.”

“It will be easier for all concerned if the blame ultimately lies with those whom it harms least, and who cannot answer back. In this case, the officers on the water were Captain Villumsdatter—who only recently was censured in a court-martial—and Chief Engineer Rosdahl, whom I understand to have been a volatile and capricious woman. Do you see how it works?”

“You wish me to abandon my own officers?”

“Your officers are dead, Admiral. Your career need not join them.”

He stood up. “Think on what I have said. I am grateful you could join me this evening, but I do not wish to keep you from your work at the docks.”

The two men shook hands again and Admiral Krog slunk from the room.

Lord Berendt shut the door. “That went well enough,” he said. “Krog will thank me in due course.”

“You really mean to blame Villumsdatter and Rosdahl?”

Lord Berendt shrugged. “The practice of allowing women on board warships goes back to the Fikingur, but I have never supported it. Krog’s reputation will suffer for allowing his own officers to become scapegoats, although he will be officially exonerated, of course. It would be too damaging for me if my immediate subordinate was held to account. This way I am largely removed. Krog will keep his commission, if he rides the storm and does not listen to whispers. It is the best we can achieve.”

“May I say I find this approach—cold-blooded, Father?”

Lord Berendt patted him on his good shoulder. “I cannot deny it. In my youth, before you or Steinar were born, I captained a ship of my own: the Duchess Ilaria. They were the happiest days of my life, and you could never have told that young man of the way I would behave tonight. I look back at that youthful Captain Scavenius and I do not know if I envy or pity him. Perhaps it is both, for life is never simple.”

Torkild studied his father’s face. He had never imagined Lord Berendt as having emotions, and he was not certain if he believed it now.

“In any event,” said Lord Berendt, “we will have to detach you from Krog as soon as possible. You may have to take some shore leave, but in a season or so we will see about you having your own ship.” 

They walked along to the drawing room, where an untouched cold collation sat in front of Asta, Gisla, and Edda.

Asta’s face momentarily brightened. “Torkild! I am pleased to see you.”

Torkild doubted this but he took her hand and squeezed it. “Whatever I can do to aid you, Asta, you need only mention.”

“You are kind to think of me,” she said. “You have lost many friends yourself today.”

He blinked away sudden tears. Gisla wordlessly poured tea for him.

“Did I hear Admiral Krog in the study?” asked Edda. She was subdued but, apart from Lord Berendt, had the only dry eyes in the room.

“He called to brief my father,” said Torkild in a neutral tone.

“And was there any further news?”

Torkild sipped his tea and grimaced. It was colder than the winter gales.

“Three survivors picked up,” he said. “I do not think you would know any of them.”

Edda leaned forward. Flicking her eyes towards Asta, she whispered: “There is no hope?”

Torkild shook his head.

Gisla took his cup back. “Oh, this is stone cold!” She pushed on the call button with furious animation. The maid Lise appeared instantly. Gisla stood and threw the cup at her. “How dare you!” she cried. The cold liquid missed Lise and drenched the wall.

Lise bowed. “I am sorry, madam.”

Lord Berendt put an arm around his daughter. “Come now, child, it is not Lise’s fault the tea is cold.”

Gisla sank into him with an outburst of sobs.

Torkild said: “Lise, perhaps you could fetch us another pot.” He paused. “And you need not hurry.”

Lise made a motion which was part curtsy and part cringe, and slipped from the room on noiseless feet.

“Where is Styrbjørn?” Lord Berendt asked Gisla.

“He is still down at the docks,” she whispered. “He sent word he might not be back tonight.”

“And Asta,” said Lord Berendt. “You must stay at Klippesee for as long as you want. There is no question of you returning home yet.”

“Thank you,” said Asta in a small voice.

“If you wish to return to Falkenland, Torkild will accompany you,” he said. “He is unlikely to be at sea for a period.”

Asta nodded, her large eyes moist but clear.

“Torkild and Alfrik were such great friends, it was as if he were part of our family,” said Lord Berendt. “You must think of yourself in the same way. Do not fear for the future.”

This was the man who, less than ten minutes ago, had schemed to manipulate and destroy good Admiral Krog for his own advantage, Torkild thought. Yet here he was dispensing sympathy and benevolence to a woman who was nothing to his family. The older he grew, the less he felt he knew his father.

The evening passed in quiet contemplation, punctuated by the occasional stifled sob. Lord Berendt, with a pat on the hand for Asta, made his exit, pleading the press of business. Gisla led Asta away shortly after. Neither looked eager for the solitude of the bed-chamber but the family physician Doctor Thorup arrived with a sleeping draught.

Torkild and Edda were left in the drawing room as the fire burned down. Her eyes were lost in the growing gloom as she said: “You know she has nothing.”

“Asta?”

“They survived on Alfrik’s pay. His father has mortgaged Falkenland and has no way to redeem it. She will be reliant on charity. I should not tell you—it is her business—but I think that means your father’s generosity.”

“He is not normally open-handed,” said Torkild. “But I believe he cares for Asta. And, if I am frank, he will be aware that a reputation for benevolence will do him no harm.”

Edda rose and turned up the gas light. “That is a somewhat dispassionate way to speak of your father.”

Torkild could not stop a grim smile springing to his lips. “Then, ironically, I am my father’s son. He is nothing if not calculating.”

She looked across to the window where Torkild stood looking out. “Do not sound so wistful,” she said. “There are far worse fathers, believe me.”

Torkild turned away from the window to face her. Edda never spoke of her childhood or her life before court. He was not sure how to pierce her cool reserve, or whether he wanted to.

Edda continued. “I cannot imagine what today has been like for you,” she said. “Because you are a man, and an officer, it is as if you should not be affected. Lord Berendt, I believe, can deal coolly with these events. But I do not think you have an unfeeling temperament.”

“It is my calling to be an officer. I am luckier than the seventy crew who went out on the Skylark today—seventy crew I should have accompanied.”

She took a step towards him. “You are not lucky, Torkild, and you should not blame yourself for what you could not help. You are simply unlucky in a different way.”

They stood either side of the fireplace.

“You are kind to consider my feelings,” he said. “There are others who will need your sympathy more than me.”

She reached out a hand and softly touched his face. “I am not sure if that is true, Torkild.”

Torkild reached to take her hand, but she had stepped away. She reached out for the door handle and looked back over her shoulder. “Remember,” she said, “the trees that survive the winter are the ones that bend with the winds.”

Before Torkild could reply she had slid from the room and closed the door noiselessly behind her. He sat down, and looked into the dying fire, alone with his thoughts, until the sun rose. 

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter 9
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Even by the next day, not all of the bodies had been recovered. Some were still trapped in the wreckage on the sea floor, where they would remain for eternity. No more survivors had been found. Only three men had been picked up alive, including the freakishly lucky Ingvarssen, who had been climbing the ladder from the hold at the time of the explosion and was blown clean away from the ship. But Torkild’s eyes clouded with tears as he read down the list of those declared dead: sixty-six names, of which some stood out with horrible clarity:
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CAPTAIN ALVHILDE VILLUMSDATTER

Lieutenant Alfrik Borresen

Chief Engineer Johanne Rosdahl

Helmsman Jakob Truulsen

Assistant Engineer Aage Frisk
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THERE WAS A FURTHER moment of horror as he read, struck through: Lieutenant Torkild Scavenius. The crew manifest had not been updated to record his absence, and he had initially been listed among the dead. That was how close his escape had been.
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LORD BERENDT PROVED uncannily accurate in predicting the way events would fall. Whether that was simple foresight, or the result of his own manipulations, Torkild could not determine. But Admiral Krog was court-martialled, escaped with a reprimand, and the inquiry chaired by Lord Berendt concluded that Rosdahl No.6 had not been safe. The admiral resisted suggestions that he might take his pension, and returned to his office at Vindstrup as if nothing had happened. If he continued to work on designing a viable steamship, deprived of both his maritime and engineering staff, he did so in the most discreet manner.

Torkild found himself once more without a ship, and remained at Strömhall while his broken bone knit. Lord Berendt soon returned to the Admiralty at Vindstrup, with the result that Lady Karin quit Drageleir once more and took up her rooms at Klippesee.

She had only been present for two days when she asked, as she took breakfast with Torkild and Gisla, “How long will that girl Asta be here?”

“It is only six weeks since she lost her husband, Mama,” said Gisla, nibbling at a piece of toast. “Papa has said that she may stay as long as she likes.”

“She is all but destitute,” said Torkild. “She is our friend.”

Lady Karin gave a great sniff. “I myself was ‘all but destitute’ when your father cast me off,” she said. “I do not recall a similar outpouring of sympathy.”

“Really, Mama,” said Gisla. “The two situations are not alike. Papa makes you a generous allowance and you are free to do as you wish.”

“I do not recognise the term ‘generous allowance’. Lord Berendt runs the navy and is the duke’s intimate. The pittance on which I must survive marks out his parsimony.”

“Mother, can you not understand a spirit of generosity towards poor Asta?” said Torkild. He stirred his tea with careful deliberation.

“The girl is already setting her cap at you, Torkild,” she said, her mouth an acerbic line. “You said yourself that she is a pauper. What would suit her better than marriage into the house of Scavenius?” 

Torkild sighed. “At Drageleir you said it was Edda who was ensnaring me. You are over-fanciful.”

Lady Karin waved a minatory finger. “And why is that dirty Edda here too? She is not a widow. She is simply battening on Asta’s misfortune.”

Gisla dabbed her mouth with a napkin. “These are my friends, Mama. You are speaking with far too much latitude.”

“And why is Edda ‘dirty’?” said Torkild, his knuckles white as he clutched his teaspoon.

“Pah! No money, no family, sneaking around the place with her nose in other people’s business. But she knows better than to chase you as a husband, Torkild.” Lady Karin nodded in satisfaction. “I have seen to that.”

“Mama!”

“Mother!”

“Your father has been most negligent in providing for your future,” continued Lady Karin. “I have decided to take matters in hand myself. He still has not arranged for you to have your own ship; there is little I can do to advance that. However, our attention must turn to your marriage.”

Torkild gave a pained smile. “Truly, there is no need.”

“We have been lax for too long,” said Lady Karin with a look of grim satisfaction. “When I arranged Steinar’s betrothal to Hildegard, I thought to marry you to his sister. That opportunity is now long past, but there are many good families who would wish to unite their daughter with the Grand Admiral’s son.”

“I am five-and-twenty, Mother. There is plenty of time for betrothals yet.”

Lady Karin pursed her lips. “When you are my age, Torkild, you will realise there is always less time than you think. With that in mind, I have invited Lord Birger of Karlsholm’s daughter Ingrid for tea this afternoon. That is not a connection to blush at.”

“I have no desire to meet Ingrid again,” said Torkild. “I knew her as a girl, and she was a petulant thing then.”

“Nonsense, Torkild. You will be here at four o’clock. You have nothing better to do.”

Torkild sighed.

“And one more thing,” she said. “You are to give those two hussies leave to quit Klippesee. I do not want them under my feet and making cows’ eyes at you.”

“If you want them gone so badly, Mother, you tell them.”

Lady Karin smiled. “Oh no, Torkild. I do not think you want that at all.”
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AS SOON AS HE COULD reasonably give his apologies, Torkild quit the breakfast room and made his way to the Hertugshalle, where he presented himself to the duke’s factotum, Olav. The secretary, a young man of better birth than accomplishments, was busy attempting to balance a ledger.

“Ah, Scavenius!” he said. “You come at a convenient moment. I am already weary of these wretched columns.”

Torkild shook his hand. “Get Peder to do it,” he said. “He is the steward and his arithmetic is excellent.”

Olav frowned. “He is rather a low fellow, is he not?”

“He will balance the ledger in half an hour. You are not inviting him to a court ball.”

Olav pondered a moment. “Very well.”

“In the meantime, might I see His Grace briefly?”

“Oh dear,” said Olav. “This is not the most convenient time. There has been something of a contretemps this morning. Both the duke and duchess are somewhat vexed.”

“I promise to distract them from whatever is distressing them. I doubt I will need ten minutes.”

Olav reached for another ledger. “Lord Grynulf is here in twenty minutes,” he said, consulting the schedule. “If you are brisk you may enter now.”

He rose from his seat, disappeared into the reception chamber behind him, before re-emerging soon after. “Their Graces will see you now.”

Torkild thanked him and straightened his uniform in the mirror.

“Lieutenant Scavenius—you are most welcome,” said Duke Kjeld, peering through the curtained gloom. Torkild had not seen him at close quarters since the funeral pyre for the dead of the Skylark, and thought he looked pale and tired. “You honour us with your visit.”

Duchess Christina sat on a seat next to him, her black hair piled in an elaborate confection, and a small dog on her lap. “How like your father you look in your uniform,” she said with a languid expression.

“How is your arm?” said the duke.

Torkild rotated it. “You will see there is a good range of movement now. Doctor Thorup has prescribed some exercises. I am declared fit for light duties.”

“Excellent,” said the duke. “I would be happy for my own physician Doctor Tait to attend you. She is from the Green Isles and highly proficient.”

“Torkild has a broken bone, no more,” drawled the duchess. “I am sure Doctor Thorup is more than adequate to the task.”

“Of course, my dear,” said the duke with a complaisant smile. “Lieutenant, I am sure you will forgive my wife a little testiness. We have had some moments of unpleasantness this morning.”

“I noticed no testiness, Your Grace.”

The duchess laughed. “You have your father’s smoothness, as well as his figure. One day perhaps you will be Valdemar’s Grand Admiral.”

Torkild inclined his head politely.

“I have had to discharge Valdemar’s governess this morning,” said the duke. “Oda has been with him since birth, but the language Valdemar has learned reflects no credit on her. He is a prince, not a stable boy.”

“If you will make a girl like that his governess, what do you expect?” said the duchess. This had to Torkild the flavour of a previously rehearsed argument.

“If you ever wish to send him to sea, Your Grace,” said Torkild, “you will find that earthier language does him no harm. I am sure I am betraying no confidences if I say that my father has a fine repertoire of nautical expressions when it suits him.”

The duchess gave a clap, which startled the dog on her lap. It jumped down to stare up at her with reproachful brown eyes.

“Shush, Leopold!” she cried as it yapped. “Torkild, you are such a well-mannered young man. I shall report favourably to your father.”

“Thank you, my lady.”

The duke stroked his beard. “You are not one of those flatterers to wait upon us for its own sake, Lieutenant,” he said. “Is there some favour you would ask of us? I know you are still awaiting your own ship—although I am the last person to interfere in your father’s stewardship of my navy.”

“It is not that, Your Grace. I beg your indulgence in the help of another.”

The duke indicated a seat some six inches lower than the ducal throne, and Torkild sat down.

“You will be aware that the widow of Lieutenant Borresen, who perished on the Skylark, is in residence at Klippesee with her friend Lady Edda.”

“Asta, is it not?” said the duchess. “It reflects great credit on your father to offer them a home at such a time.”

“Regrettably, it is no longer possible for that arrangement to continue. Both ladies will soon find themselves largely without resources. Poor Asta will have no home in Strömhall.”

“That is sad news indeed,” said the duke.

“I hope you will not think me presumptuous if I petitioned you to offer her some modest accommodation in the Hertugshalle, with a small allowance. At your indulgence, my lady, both Asta and Edda might become ladies in waiting.”

“His Grace has already settled Lieutenant Borresen’s debts, and his late father’s,” said the duchess with a trace of haughtiness.

“My apologies,” said Torkild. “I was not aware of that.”

“Naturally not,” said the duchess, “for Asta does not know. If it were common knowledge every debtor at court would be at our door.”

“These deserving young ladies are still without means of support,” said Torkild in a pleasant tone.

Duchess Christina’s immobile face still managed to reflect disapproval. “And if Lord Berendt had taken them under his protection, why are they now cast out? Such commitments should not be undertaken likely.”

Torkild cast his glance down at the floor. “My mother, Lady Karin, has recently taken up residence at Klippesee—”

The duchess gave a great peal of laughter and Leopold fled under her throne. “You need say no more, Torkild! Much as I would like to see you outline the situation with the respect due to your mother, I understand everything, and I am sure I speak for the duke as well.”

Torkild looked at her in puzzlement. 

“We are familiar with Lady Karin,” said the duchess. “Words like ‘notorious’ and ‘infamous’ are over-used, but I can appreciate why Asta and Edda can no longer stay under her roof.”

The duke peered at Torkild. “You are what, five-and-twenty?”

“Yes, Your Grace.”

“Never in our time have you approached for us for any kind of favour or patronage. This independence I admire. Now you do so for the protection of two gentle ladies, one of whom has sacrificed her husband in our service. You may consider your request granted, Lieutenant. Duchess Christina and I will find a way to succour your friends.”

Torkild bowed. “Thank you, Your Grace.”

“One last thing,” said the duchess. “Does your father know of this?”

“No, Your Grace.”

“I thought as much. However much you resemble Lord Berendt, he is not an altruistic man. And if you wish a life in statecraft, you should not be either.”

“I am content as a humble naval officer, Your Grace.”

She gave a nod of acknowledgement. “Then we are all content, Lieutenant.” 

Torkild bowed one last time to each, and left the room. As he made his way into Olav’s lobby, he found Lord Grynulf sitting and regarding him with the most intent scrutiny.
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Chapter 10
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As he made his way back to Klippesee, Torkild was still not looking forward to evicting Asta and Edda. He had done what he could, but their futures were still uncertain. It was nearly time, he realised, for afternoon tea with his mother and Lady Ingrid. If he went along with this scheme, where would it end? He might stall off Lady Ingrid—who despite his stated objections was not unappealing—but if it were not her it would be some other daughter of impeccable family. He stepped aside from the main entrance and went round to the back of Klippesee. Using the servants’ entrance, he went directly to the parlour Asta and Edda shared. His mother and Lady Ingrid could sup by themselves.

“I thought you were taking tea with your mother,” said Edda as she poured for Torkild and Asta.

Torkild eased himself into the window armchair. “I have no desire to meet the young ladies she has now decided I must marry. The sooner I am back at Vindstrup the better.”

“We are less eager to see you leave,” said Asta with a sad smile. “There is little enough pleasant company here as it is.”

Torkild sipped his tea. “I will miss Gisla, and of course both of you,” he said. “But I am summoned by Admiral Krog who, for now at least, remains my commander. I must go within the week.”

Edda looked up, for a moment caught unawares. “So soon?”

“I may be back soon enough,” he said. “I imagine I am summoned only to be reassigned. You are both welcome, it goes without saying, to winter at Drageleir.”

“We are comfortable enough at Klippesee,” said Asta, “as long as Gisla is here. She will have some news for you, soon enough, which will explain that.”

Torkild for the moment was uninterested in Gisla’s news. He rubbed his chin.

“I am sorry to say that remaining at Klippesee is not among your options.”

Edda laughed harshly. “Lady Karin?”

Torkild looked at the rug.

“And she has not the courtesy to tell us to our faces?”

“Edda, Asta—”

“You need not apologise,” said Asta, a sad look in her grey eyes. “The fault is not yours. Klippesee is not our home, and you have been most gracious in taking us in.”

“That is all very well, Asta,” snapped Edda. “You are ever the lady and your manners are faultless, but you have nowhere to live, and no income. My own circumstances too are hardly propitious, although that is by the by.”

“I can return to Falkenland—you may accompany me, of course, if you do not wish to go back to Askersun.”

“Both estates lose money,” Edda said. “Do you want to spend the winter in darkness because you cannot afford candles, and eat turnips every day? For I do not.”

Asta’s eyes brimmed. “Do not speak so harshly, Edda.”

“This is why women marry,” said Edda, draining her cup with a flourish. “Not for love, not even for glory, but simply to eat.”

“I am aware of your circumstances,” said Torkild. “I have today visited the duke and duchess.”

Edda narrowed her eyes. “On what subject?”

“I explained that it was no longer possible for you to stay at Klippesee. The duke has agreed to find you lodging and allowance at the Hertugshalle.”

“So we are to be little mice, living off the crumbs from the duke’s table?” Edda stood up abruptly and went to the window.

“Edda!” cried Asta. “Torkild has exerted himself for our welfare. You need neither eat turnips nor marry against your inclinations.”

Edda turned back to look at them. “I am sorry, Torkild. I am ungrateful and ungracious when you have been so kind to us.”

Torkild examined the words and their tone for sarcasm, but could find none.

“I would have done more if I could. It is wrong to evict you from Klippesee.”

Edda gave a quick harsh smile. “Lady Karin has not been the most accommodating hostess. I doubt we will be inconsolable to leave.”

“Thank you, Torkild,” said Asta. “You have been a great friend to us.”

There was a knock at the door. Lady Karin’s maid Maibritte appeared. “Begging your pardon, but her ladyship wishes to know if Meinherr Torkild is here.”

Torkild spread his hands. “I cannot deny it.”

“Then I am to say—” Maibritte blushed and looked down at the floor.

“I know what she has to say,” said Torkild with a grin. “Tell her I will be with them in ten minutes.”
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TORKILD TOOK THE TRAIN to Vindstrup a few days later with a lighter heart than he had known for a while. Lady Karin had not accepted his spurning of her marriage schemes equably, and he was relieved to quit her presence; Asta and Edda were reconciled to their change of home; he had now divined Gisla’s ‘news’ and did not wish to be on hand throughout the duration of her pregnancy; and the chance at last to be back at the Admiralty, perhaps even at sea, was a soothing prospect. The train made its way through the oppressive dark of the Storskov Forest, and when it emerged into the weak autumn sunlight it was as if he had been reborn.

Lord Berendt was at Drageleir, but since it was the admiral who had summoned him, it was to Krog’s office at the Admiralty he went first.

Krog had regained a little of his ebullience, and his uniform no longer hung slack on his frame. He pumped Torkild’s hand with both of his.

“How are you, my boy?”

“Bored, if you must know. Strömhall has never been my favourite city.”

Krog beamed. “We will have to see what we can do about that.”

He gestured to some papers on his desk. “If you truly wish to understand boredom, you may care to review the contract for rope supply. I fear your father is trying to weary me into my retirement.”

“Ah—”

“You need not say anything,” he said. “I failed to meet his expectations, and now I reap the crop. That is the way of high office.”

Krog indicated the one guest chair and Torkild sat down. “You are taking the prospect of your pension calmly.”

“Lord Berendt no longer cares what I do, as long as he is not associated with it and I do not drain his budgets. He turns a blind eye on the off-chance that I am successful.”

Torkild paused. “A blind eye to what, exactly?”

Krog walked over to his drinks cabinet and poured out two glasses of spirits. “It will not surprise you to hear that I regard the Skylark as unfinished business. The tragedy, the loss of life, is one thing; but I do not forget the path we all walked together, or that we have not yet reached its end.”

Torkild looked down into his glass. “You are continuing to work on the steamships?”

Krog met his eye. “You are one of the few naval officers still under my command,” he said. “I would be honoured if you continued to serve.”

Torkild sipped his drink cautiously. “I am hoping to be back at sea soon,” he said. “I may even have my own ship.”

Krog nodded slowly. “I understand, Lieutenant, and I cannot deny that you have earned your own command. There is a time when we must put the past behind us. Perhaps I regret that I have not yet reached that moment.”

Torkild knocked back the rest of his drink in a single motion. “There is not a day goes by when I do not think of Captain Villumsdatter, Alfrik, and the others.”

“They were brave souls, true Fikingur, and they did not deserve their fate.”

“Everything rational tells me I should await my new command. But I cannot forget what we all tried to build together. If you tell me it can be done, sir, I am with you.”

Krog poured another two shots into the glasses. “Your father will not be delighted,” he said. “But here is to the new Skylark!”
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“IN SIX MONTHS, CAPTAIN Albertsen will retire. The Thunder will be yours.”

Lord Berendt leaned on a rail at the Fikingur Wharf as the sea lapped against the piles. Overhead the gulls wheeled and cried.

“I know, Father. You have said before.”

“I do not understand your foolish and self-destructive reluctance. The Thunder is a fine ship, and a captain at your age is well on the way to becoming an admiral.”

“One admiral among your sons is surely sufficient. Steinar will be there soon enough.”

Lord Berendt shook his head in frustration. “Admiral Krog failed to construct a steamship when he had the entire navy behind him. Do you imagine this will end any better?”

Torkild looked down at the grey-green sea washing against the dock. “I had a job to do,” he said. “So did seventy of my shipmates. They will never finish it; I must do it for them.”

Lord Berendt stood up from the rail to look into Torkild’s face. “I do not know where this streak of sentimentality in your character came from. It was not from me, and it most certainly was not your mother.”

“I do not set out to disappoint you,” said Torkild.

Lord Berendt looked back to the sea. “And, curiously enough, you do not. If you wish to pursue this folly, I will not stop you.”
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TORKILD TOOK THE TRAIN back to Strömhall to collect his belongings and say his farewells. There was yet one piece of business that remained before he could leave. Lady Karin remained frosty but, as Steinar’s ship was shortly to dock, she was distracted.

“I do not pretend to understand your character, Torkild, and I never have. I am given to believe you have vexed your father, which can only be commended, but I do not understand why you have turned down your own ship. You could be like Steinar now, captain of a mighty warship and married into the finest families.”

“My ambition in life is not to be my brother’s facsimile. But give him my regards when you see him.”

Lady Karin gave him a dry kiss. “One day you will appreciate all I have done for you,” she said.
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ASTA’S NEW APARTMENTS at the Hertugshalle were not large, but they were comfortable. Asta looked more relaxed than he had seen her since Alfrik’s death. Edda retained her own small rooms in the same wing.

“Edda will be sorry to have missed you,” she said as they sat in the modest parlour. “I do not know where she has got to.”

“I will look in on her before I go,” he said. “It may be a while before I am back, and I would like to say a proper farewell.”

“You should not feel you owe it to Alfrik to continue,” she said. “He would have understood you wanting to go back to sea.”

“I owe it to them all,” he said.

“Just because you survived that day does not mean you must give Admiral Krog the rest of your life.”

Torkild crossed his legs. “You are a more generous friend than I deserve.”

She indicated her surroundings with a gesture. “I do not think so. I do not forget where I would be without you.”

“Gisla’s little boy could not have a better godmother.”

“Boy?”

“She has consulted a wise-woman. It is written,” said Torkild with a bland expression.

“If Gisla asks me, I will be honoured. I am not fated for children of my own.”

He glanced away. “You do not know that. My mother would delight in finding you another husband.”

She gave a porcelain laugh. “That I doubt, but it does not matter. I shall never marry again. My experience the first time was not what I expected, and I do not entirely care to repeat it.”

He remembered a remark Edda had made about their marriage. He had not pursued it at the time, and it was long forgotten now.

“Life is long, Asta. Do not think to plan it out.”

“It is not that long,” she said. “And it certainly can never be planned.”

The door crashed open and Edda burst in.

“You will never guess!” she laughed. “Oh! Torkild!” She put a hand over her mouth. “Do not think we are always this merry.”

“I am never sorry to see you laugh,” he said.

“Anyway, Asta. That great lummox of a girl has been rusticated, and Valdemar now needs not a nurse but a gentle companion.”

“Ah, yes,” said Torkild. “If you mean Oda, the duke mentioned it to me.”

Asta sighed. “I feel sorry for poor Oda. The little boy loved her and she could not do enough for him.”

“Really, Asta! At a time like this you cannot be weeping over others’ misfortunes,” said Edda. “The duke and duchess will be looking for a governess for Valdemar who will be learned, mannered, and good-natured.”

“Well, I suppose they will. He cannot look after himself.” Edda stared at Asta as if expecting more. “If there is greater meaning to this I do not see it.”

Edda put her hands on Asta’s shoulders as if to shake her. “There is no great glut of candidates. The duke will not foster him into another family for fear of creating rivals. Rather, an unmarried woman of good birth and unimpeachable character will be required. If His Grace did not think so before, he surely does now following our conversation.” She grinned.

“Oh, Edda! You are to be his governess!” Asta kissed her on the cheek. “I congratulate you!”

Edda narrowed her eyes. “You are so dense at times, Asta! I detest brats, and even as my best friend you must acknowledge I would make a most indifferent governess. You, Asta, you are to be the companion of Count Valdemar! It is so perfect.”

Asta flushed. “But Edda—I cannot possibly—”

Edda flung herself on the chair. “You can, and you must, if you are not to starve. You have almost no income, but the duchess will pay handsomely.”

“The boy is supposed to be—”

“Spirited, yes. It is only to be expected in a lively young lad. Far better that than some pitiful milksop! Besides, he will be sure to love your sweet nature, as we all do, and exert himself furiously to secure your approval.”

“I am not sure, Edda.”

“Oh, nonsense, Asta! Besides, I have told His Grace of your eagerness to repay his generosity in this way. You are to present yourself at the nursery at the third bell tomorrow.”

“I don’t know what to say—”

“I am embarrassed by effusive thanks, so let us just take your gratitude for granted.”

So this was what the duke and duchess had meant when they undertook to secure Asta’s future. In its own way, it could not be bettered.

“Are you saying your farewells, Torkild?” said Edda. “We will all miss you.”

Torkild could not remember seeing her so amiable. Asta’s elevation had greatly cheered her.

“I was about to call on you,” he said. “You have saved me the exertion of finding you.” He swallowed. “Let us leave Asta with her good fortune; I am intending to take the air before I finish my packing.”
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Torkild and Edda strolled in companionable silence along the Hovegarde until they came to the great guns looking out over the bay below. He wanted to imprint the scene one last time before he returned, to work on building a new ship, to make the deaths, if it were possible, worthwhile.

“You are quiet today, Torkild. Do you often think of the Skylark?”

Torkild cast his gaze down into the bay. The sea lapped sleepily, the horror of the accident as if it had never been.

“Every day, of course. But something else is preoccupying me today.”

She turned to face him. Torkild licked his lips.

“You will have seen and heard—how could you not—my mother’s crass efforts to marry me off to any young lady she can find with a pedigree she considers suitable.”

Edda’s eyes flicked away. “I am sure she is motivated by the best of intentions.”

“That is by the by,” said Torkild. “The whole business has made me think about what I might choose for myself in marriage, beyond empty lineage. What happened on the Skylark—it showed me that life is short.”

Edda looked back at him. Torkild took her hand.

“Edda, there is only one woman I can imagine myself married to, and that is you.”

Twin spots of colour crept into her cheeks. “Are you making a proposal?”

He squeezed her hand. “Most indifferently, but—”

The wind caught a lock of her hair which pirouetted wildly around her still face.

“I do not know the correct way to do this,” he said. “I am just a simple sailor at heart, so I can only say that I love you and I cannot think of a better reason to marry you.”

She slipped her hand out of his and laid it on his forearm. “You do me more honour than I deserve. You are the only man whose attentions are not repellent to me, but—”

Torkild fought back a half-smile at this grimmest of compliments. “I did not mean to upset you,” he said.

“And you have not,” she said, looking down at the pavement. She looked back up. “I am more honoured than I can ever make you understand,” she said. “But you must realise that I could never make you happy.”

“I would be prepared to take that risk. This is not some whim of the moment.”

“I cannot let you,” she said. “I do not see marriage in my future. You have treated me with a courtesy, a respect, which I have not enjoyed before. Do not forfeit that now with crass insistence.”

Torkild drew back. “I would never force an unwelcome proposal on you, Edda. You know that. I care nothing for birth or wealth, but I would have used them to protect you if I could. You are too honourable to be swayed by such things, which is one of the reasons I—”

“Torkild, you must believe that if I married anyone, it would be you. But friendship, wealth, and security are not reasons enough for me to marry, nor even to spite your mother.”

She embraced him with a sudden impulse. “But thank you. I have never been so touched in my life. I would understand if you never wanted to see me again; but if you can accept my deep and undying friendship, it is yours.”

Torkild embraced her. He did not want to pull away and show the tears on his face. “Always, Edda. Always.”

––––––––
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SHE SLIPPED HER ARM through his as they walked back to the Hertugshalle. “You must write to me from Vindstrup,” she said. “I do not want to know any secrets about steamships, just that you are well.”

Torkild felt his face crack as he forced a smile. “Of course. And you must look after Gisla and Asta.”

“You do not mention your mother.”

His smile was genuine this time. “It is her they need protection from.”

They had reached her apartments. She leaned forward and kissed him on the cheek. “Be safe, dear Torkild.”
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PART III
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Toxic substances all ultimately derive from one of three sources: mineral, animal, or vegetable. Mineral-based toxins, such as arsenic, are readily available, generally require little manipulation to achieve a lethal state, and the effects are predictable and repeatable. However, they are easily detectable and, to the true connoisseur, offer little subtlety or satisfaction.





Animal toxins—usually extracted from venomous reptiles or insects—can be potent in very small doses. Most such poisons require administration directly to the bloodstream to be effective, and a ready supply of the source animal. The custodian also risks contamination when extracting the venom. In all but certain specific circumstances, these toxins are not recommended.





Plant-based poisons require the most skill and knowledge to distil. Once these disciplines have been mastered, however, such toxins offer considerable advantages. The owner may maintain a ‘herb garden’ to ensure a constant supply of material, both for experiment and practical application. Suitably distilled plant toxins are difficult to detect, tasteless, and odourless, and potent in small quantities. It is no coincidence that many of the most frequently employed poisons— brue, furux, tebex, and bazyl—all derive from plants which can easily be cultivated.






Arcimboldo of Caltavano, Notebooks, Vol. VI – ‘On Toxins’
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Chapter 1
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Strömhall
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LOTHAR’S PLANS HAD not included imprisonment on a potentially capital charge, but as matters stood he was unable to remedy the situation. He could not act from his cell, and this removed any perplexity as to his best course. There was little to occupy him here, but he was not prone to boredom. If his breakfast was anything to go by—half a loaf of bread, a pitcher of water, and a mug of thin coffee—he would not be gourmandising, but this was not unusual for him in Beruz. Here, at least, he had time to think, and plenty of topics to engage him.

He was not, at this stage, excessively concerned at the prospect of being hanged. Doa Lora would not lift a finger to help him, and whether from cantankerousness or policy, the Fox also bore him ill will. This was motivated, he reflected, by a desire to embarrass Lord Berendt by showing him to have harboured a murderer; but it meant that Berendt’s interests would best be served by exonerating him. And at some stage, despite Doa Lora’s intransigence, Leopold would surely learn of this blow to his plans, and exert himself accordingly.
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LOTHAR WAS DOZING ON his bed—he had not had a great deal of sleep in the night—when he heard footsteps on the stairs. A male and female voice alternated, then the key turned in the lock with an unsettling screech. A man came in unaccompanied, short and portly with a benevolent expression.

“Meinherr,” he said with a polite bow. “I am Lord Jerulf, the warden of this tower. My formal title is Perlustrator-General.”

Lothar rose and shook his hand. “The gaoler, you mean?”

Lord Jerulf’s eyes flickered. “We need not use such an emotive term,” he said. “You are a guest of His Grace for a period, which we need not make more onerous than necessary. Are you comfortable?”

Lothar looked around the cell. “Within reason,” he said.

“If there is anything further you need,” he said, “simply inform me. As long as my costs are met I am happy to provide any luxuries you may require.” He beamed. “Your rations, for instance, need not be so spartan, and if you find the night cold, it may be possible to provide more warmth – either from blankets or night-girls, depending on your preference.”

“Excellent. Tonight you may provide a roast capon, potatoes, and fresh vegetables, alongside a white wine from the Fürstenbühel vineyards. Address the account to Ambassador Doa Lora at the Imperial Embassy.”

Lord Jerulf laughed politely. “I find transactions based on cash, and paid in advance, create less complexity. Which of us enjoys bills of hand, promissory notes, debtors and dunning?”

Lothar nodded. “For now, we will continue with the standard cuisine.”

“Very well,” said Lord Jerulf. “Naturally you will inform me should circumstances change. For now,” he continued, “you have a visitor.”

“And is there a charge for that also?” said Lothar.

Lord Jerulf beamed. “You should not be so cynical,” he said. “You will find it corrodes the soul and coarsens the character. Visitors may choose to offer a gratuity, and I would never give offence by declining, but you need not fear for your own purse.”

Lothar did not respond.

“Simply bang on the door when your business is done,” he said. “You will find the sound carries down the stairs.”

He bowed and left the room. In his place stepped Asta. She was modestly attired in a dress of cool ochre silk. Her heavy blonde hair was pinned up, and her grey eyes matched the cell walls.

Lothar composed his expression carefully. “Asta. I did not think to see you.”

“And I did not think to be here,” she said softly.

“I have very little hospitality to offer you,” he said. “You have a choice of the chair or the bed.”

Her lips quirked into a smile. “Your seduction technique has become rusty.”

“I have had better beds to offer.”

She perched on the edge of the mattress, while Lothar remained standing by the barred window.

“Lothar, how has it come to this?”

He sucked in his lips. “I wish I knew. All I can say is that I did not kill von Justus, although it is probably in the interests of the true culprit to make it appear that I did.”

“Edda said that your belt contained poison,” she said in a level tone.

Lothar sighed. “Yes, although furux, not brue.”

She looked down. “If you are reduced to arguing about which type of poison you were carrying, you do not appear an innocent man.”

“If I wanted to have this conversation, I would have it with the Fox. I foolishly imagined you had come here to offer succour.”

She stood up and went to stand beside him. “I did not mean to provoke you,” she said. “I just do not understand, and I want to.”

He could feel the warmth of her arm through his shirt. “I never claimed to be innocent,” he said. “Simply that I am not guilty of killing von Justus.”

“Edda implied—”

“Edda does not know anything. She was simply speculating.”

“So, the poison?”

“Do not ask what I cannot tell you, Asta. I had reason to believe I might be in danger. And I was right, was I not?”

Her eyes turned to meet his. For a moment they stood in silence.

“I have no right to ask you to trust me,” she said. “After all, we are barely acquainted. But if you would be open with me, I could do more to help. Do not forget, I am Count Valdemar’s governess.”

There was still a trace of bruising around her eye. “I do not forget it. Neither do I forget his character. I will not expose you to more danger to bring about my release.”

She put a hand on his forearm. “Valdemar is a troubled boy, but he is not as bad as you think. You have worse enemies.”

“The Fox?” 

Her cheeks coloured. “Of course. Although de Trémaux is scarcely any better.”

He put his hand over hers. “There is little enough I can do in here, except hope for the assistance of Lord Berendt. Although I am grateful for your visit too, of course.”

She looked up into his face. He leaned forward to kiss her; to his surprise she did not pull away.

Lothar drew back. “I thought—”

“Don’t. Don’t think about anything.”
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AFTER SHE HAD LEFT, Lothar lay back on his bed in reflection. The interlude had been unexpected and undeniably enjoyable. It had also been curiously unsettling. He had never met anyone like her before—and he liked to believe he was a connoisseur not just of the feminine form but also character—and he still did not understand her. Normally a woman was a puzzle to be solved, a challenge to overcome; occasionally, if he was lucky, there was a degree of emotional connection. But Asta, with her sudden bursts of passion followed by interludes of froideur, remained a mystery. There was still some deep core at her heart that he had not reached. This would not usually concern him, but the more she remained out of reach, the more he wanted to pursue. If she had simply been a coquette he would be bored already. Instead he found himself yearning for her return.

He sighed and rolled over to face the wall.
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Chapter 2
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Lothar soon gave up hoping for an immediate release. The diet of bread and herrings was unappealing but he did not have the funds to pay Lord Jerulf for anything better. Lord Berendt kept his distance, which annoyed but did not surprise Lothar; the failure of Asta to return disturbed him more. He received a brief note from Edda exhorting him to ‘avoid despair’ but otherwise he heard little from the world outside his four walls. His universe became the view of sea and clouds from his window. The cell was not warm, and if he remained here much longer his health would begin to suffer.

One day—more than a week after his incarceration, less than two—he heard a clattering on the stairway which signalled more than simply Lord Jerulf. The key squealed in the lock and, to his amazement, Count Valdemar appeared.

Lothar rose from the desk where he had been reading without enthusiasm an erotic novel Lord Jerulf had provided with a smirk.

“My lord,” Lothar said with a bow. “You honour me with your presence.”

Valdemar, dressed in black like a younger Lord Grynulf, folded his arms. “Wait outside,” he said to his two attendants. “Do not eavesdrop.”

Valdemar studied Lothar, who was both taller and broader. “Sit down,” he said. Lothar returned to his desk and shut the novel.

“Lady Asta tells me you are innocent, and the evidence against you fabricated.”

So she has not forgotten me.

“I am not aware there is any evidence, my lord. All I can say is that someone other than me killed the ambassador.”

“You had poison, did you not?”

Lothar suppressed a shrug. “It is not so unusual, my lord. I am sure if you searched the Terravecchian or Calabadag embassies, you would find every kind of toxin.”

Valdemar scowled. “This is not a pleasing prospect.”

“It is the way of statecraft, my lord.”

“I am an amateur of poisons myself.”

“So I had understood, my lord.”

“Really?” said Valdemar with narrowed eyes. “Who conveyed this information? There is altogether too much loose talk.”

“I do not remember, my lord. I imagined it to be common knowledge.”

“It was Lady Asta, no doubt. I must reprimand her.”

Lothar swallowed. “That will not be necessary, my lord. I am certain Lady Asta has never spoken to me on the subject.”

Valdemar shook his head. “It is a matter for another day. I understand your belt contained furux?”

“Yes, my lord.”

“Did you also maintain brue?”

“It is not a poison I favour, my lord.”

Valdemar sat on the bed. “In my experiments it has always proved most efficacious.”

“’Experiments’?”

Valdemar shrugged. “On animals, of course. What do you take me for?”

Lothar said nothing.

Valdemar continued. “Although when I ascend the throne I have considered its use on condemned criminals. Much useful lore might be gained.”

Lothar was at a loss how to respond. “Brue would be a poor choice as a stand-by poison, my lord. One would not carry it around in a belt because it has a short life. It is more reliable than furux, and more tasteless, but after a week the powder would do no more than cause a mild colic.”

Valdemar scrutinised Lothar’s face. “You appear knowledgeable in the storage and use of toxins, Meinherr.”

Lothar smiled politely. “I have led a varied life, my lord.”

Valdemar stood again. “Lady Asta is willing to vouch for your conduct.” 

“Then I am to be released?”

Valdemar held up a hand. “Let us not be hasty. The Lord High Steward, Lord Grynulf, believes you to be a threat to life and the wellbeing of my duchy. He is my fellow triumvir, and a man of seasoned judgement.”

“With all respect due to the margrave, he is mistaken.”

“He has advocated hanging you immediately.”

Lothar licked his lips. “A trial is customary in these circumstances.”

Valdemar batted the point away. “Of course, although the verdict need not detain us long.”

Lothar considered the point. Valdemar continued.

“I am not, at this stage, minded to follow his advice, but neither I am persuaded by Lady Asta. For now, you will remain here. It may be that the best course is your deportation back to Beruzil.”

“Very well, my lord.” He paused. “If you will permit me to offer some advice...?”

“Advice? I am the Count of Kolhavn.”

“Nonetheless,” said Lothar. “You are free to disregard whatever I might say. This is a time of great uncertainty for Haskilde, with foreign lands—including my own—vying to befriend the duchy. In those circumstances, I should not be too eager to rely on one man’s counsel. Lord Grynulf, having been at your side since your infancy, naturally commands your trust and respect; he is but one man. Weigh every piece of advice you are given, including mine, and consider its motive. You will soon be the Duke of Haskilde, and you may find it a lonely place.”

Valdemar’s face clouded. “You think to teach me statecraft? I am born of Fikingur stock. Rule is in my blood. What do you know of such things?”

“For myself, nothing,” said Lothar mildly. “But I have on occasion undertaken errands for the Archduke of Flachland, a statesman respected across the continent.”

“A snake, a rogue, and a knave.”

“I could not have defined ‘statesman’ better myself, my lord.”

Valdemar stroked his chin. “You are a tricksy fellow.”

“I have one more observation, if I may.”

“You appear to meet your own definition of a statesman.”

“These are dark times for the continent, my lord. The Empire is not yet ready for Lauchenland to stand on her own. Only the Avignese prevent a resumption of the war.”

“I am not a simpleton, Meinherr.”

“Haskilde is too small to stand alone in these times, my lord. Your choice is simple, although it is dressed up behind shadows and puppets. Haskilde must one day—and soon—choose whether its friend is to be the Empire or Avigny. I am no diplomat—or no longer, at any rate—but in history you will find the Empire has been a more reliable ally. What do they say, ‘Count not just your spoons but your fingers after you sup with Avigny’?”

“Baron Doa Lora has made much the same arguments,” said Valdemar.

“The Empire is always a better friend than enemy.”

“However, the Chevalier de Trémaux has advanced similar observations in favour of an Avignese alliance. My conclusion is that I cannot trust the counsel of any foreigners. That is why the duke has a High Council, and why I rely on the wisdom of men like the Fox.”

Lothar caught Valdemar’s eye. “You will understand that I have little if any respect for Baron Doa Lora, and indeed would be gratified to see his embassy collapse in failure. But I have many friends among the Haskilders, and I should be sorry to see the duchy make an unwise choice which may resonate for generations. I have no official status in the Empire.”

Valdemar pondered a moment.

“And if you will permit me one last observation, my lord – do not assume that your own counsellors are disinterested. They have their own ambitions, their own schemes, and you cannot assume they all have your welfare at heart. Even honest Lord Grynulf.”

Valdemar brushed imaginary lint from his trousers and made for the door. “You are a subtle fellow, Meinherr, but I do not forget that you had enough furux in your belt to kill twenty men. Good evening.”
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LOTHAR FELT THAT HIS interview with Count Valdemar had been relatively successful, but it did not lead to his release. Another fortnight passed in abject weather—the rain lashing through the bars of the window—and worse food. His communication with the outside world was limited to Lord Jerulf and, to his surprise, regular letters from Edda. Of Asta, there was no sign. Given the affectionate terms on which they had last parted, this both irritated and unsettled him.

He had taken to dozing late in the mornings. As the days drew in, the sun awakened him through the window later and later. Today, however, he was roused while it was still dark by the clangour of bells, ringing out even over the gale blowing outside. What could this mean? Was there a festival of which he was unaware?

He looked around the cell and found no sign of his breakfast having arrived overnight, a most unusual oversight. Lord Jerulf was a lackadaisical gaoler but he had never previously neglected Lothar’s meals, however unsatisfactory they might be.

“Hello!” he called down the stairs. “What is happening? I require my breakfast!”

There was no sound but the endless tolling of the bells. He had not previously been hungry, but now the time of his next meal was uncertain, his stomach rumbled angrily. He had heard of prisoners simply being starved to death to avoid the inconvenience of execution. Surely this could not happen here? He was not stuck away in an oubliette, but in a prominent tower. Doa Lora would not lift a finger to save him, and Lord Berendt had proved no more accommodating, but Edda at least had not forgotten him. And if Count Valdemar wanted to do away with him, poison would be the likeliest means. Perhaps the absence of breakfast was not all bad.

A wan sun came up and ushered the dark from the cell. He did not have a pocket-watch but it must surely be mid-morning by now? And still the bells tolled.

Once again he bellowed down the stairs but there was no response. Was Haskilde at war? Had the Lauchenland army swarmed over the border? 
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IT WAS EARLY AFTERNOON by Lothar’s estimate when at last he heard footsteps on the stairs. Lord Jerulf appeared, a pinched look on his face. There was no sign of breakfast, or lunch which was now also overdue.

“My apologies,” said Lord Jerulf. “There is much commotion today.”

“Not up here,” said Lothar. “There is nothing at all happening in my cell, except for these cursed bells.”

Jerulf bowed his head. “They will ring all day. Duke Kjeld is dead. Duke Valdemar rules.”

Lothar had only met Kjeld once and found it difficult to grieve, unlike Jerulf who appeared on the edge of tears. Lothar’s own tears were saved for the prospect of Valdemar as ruler.

“What happened?” asked Lothar.

“His Grace suffered a further seizure. This time he did not recover. The High Council has dissolved the triumvirate, and Lord Grynulf rules as regent until Count Valdemar comes of age.”

Lothar winced. Of all his enemies at court, the Fox was the most determined and the most powerful. Kjeld’s death did not increase his chances of release.

“This changes matters greatly,” he said. “There is no longer any need for me to be here. Come, let us walk out together.”

Lord Jerulf had given no signs of huge intelligence. Might this stratagem work?

“Alas, Meinherr, that will not be possible. You are my guest until I hear otherwise. I understand the new duke has previously visited you; I am sure he will soon turn his attention to your fate.”

This did not sound encouraging to Lothar. His earlier attempt to play off Valdemar against the Fox had not succeeded, and since he now had access to neither of them he had no means to pursue this policy any further.

“In that case,” he snapped, “you might at least provide some food. Your orders do not include my death, I take it?”

Lord Jerulf flushed. “No. Not yet.”

“Well then. Food, and water. Also my night-pail is in need of removal.”

Lord Jerulf scowled. “Wait here. I will send a man.”

Lothar gave a sardonic laugh. “’Wait here’? What are my alternatives?”

“You are a cantankerous fellow. Our much-loved duke is dead and you are concerned with the rumblings of your gut?”

He turned on his heel and stalked from the room, locking the door behind him with a bustling ill grace.
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An hour later there was no sign of food or a clean pail. It had been a mistake, Lothar reflected, to antagonise a man who had power over him. Lord Jerulf could feed him this evening, or not at all. This indefinite imprisonment was sapping his morale, and would make him less effective if he was released. When he was released, he reminded himself.

The wan daylight was beginning to go from the cell when at last he heard more footsteps. The door opened to admit not Lord Jerulf but a guard he had not seen before, and Lieutenant Vinther, Gisla’s husband. Neither appeared to be carrying his supper.

He tensed his muscles. Vinther was the one person who seemed not to have forgiven him for the business with Gisla all those years ago. Was now the time he chose to settle the score?

He stood up from the bed.

“What is the meaning of this?” he said.

Vinther drew a paper from his breast pocket and waved it in Lothar’s direction. “You are free to go,” he said in a monotone. “You have the duke’s pardon.”

“Valdemar has released me?”

“See for yourself.” Vinther thrust the paper at Lothar.

“This has Duke Kjeld’s seal.”

“Yes.”

He looked more closely. “It is dated the day after I was imprisoned.”

Vinther nodded.

“Why has it taken so long to arrive?”

Vinther shrugged. “We cannot now ask the late duke.”

“I doubt he kept it about his person on his sickbed,” said Lothar through pinched lips. “Where has it been in the interim?”

“You ask a question I cannot answer,” said Vinther in a cool tone.

Lothar ran a hand through his hair. “Is Duke Valdemar aware of this?”

“I cannot say.”

“He may, in fact, revoke this decree?”

“The longer you stand here arguing, the more probable that becomes.”

Lothar sighed. 

“Very well. Let us go now.”

Without a backward glance he led the way down the stairs. Lord Jerulf waited at the bottom. Lothar walked past him without acknowledgement. 
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THE DRAWING ROOM AT Klippesee had never seemed a more welcome sanctuary, even if it was empty. A maid brought tea and toast, and he contented himself with filling the void in his belly before the void in his knowledge.

Soon he found himself sleepy before the fire as he pondered his situation. Somebody had clearly induced Kjeld to authorise his release almost immediately after his imprisonment, and then held it back until it was advantageous to use it. It could not have been Valdemar, who would have used his own seal to sign the order. The Fox? Why would he have had Lothar imprisoned in the first place? Neither could he see Doa Lora as an unlikely saviour. Could Asta in some way have brought this about? If he could only see her he might learn more.

The first person to appear in the drawing room, however, was Edda, who greatly disliked eating her dinner anywhere other than Klippesee.

Lothar thought to see genuine pleasure in her dark eyes.

“They told me you were free,” she said with a smile.

Lothar rose from his chair and kissed her hand. “For reasons I do not yet understand,” he said.

“Do not complain,” she said. “Everything will be different now that poor Kjeld is dead. Whoever benefited from your imprisonment may have other schemes now.”

“The Fox.”

“Perhaps, although matters are rarely as clear as they appear. Whatever circumstances formerly kept you in Strömhall, you may now be able to return home.”

Lothar opened his mouth to respond. Edda continued.

“The archduke will be aware of your release by now,” she said. “He may feel that your usefulness in Strömhall has come to an end.”

“You are eager to see the back of me,” he said.

She smiled ruefully. “Your life remains in danger while you are here,” she said, “and I would not see you come to harm. I would also be lying if I did not admit I think your presence is unhealthy for Asta. For everyone’s sake, it would be better if you were in Beruz.”

“If the archduke has the power over me you seem to believe—which I do not admit—he may feel I am of more use here.”

She softly shook her head, her eyes agleam in the firelight. “Then we will all have cause to regret it, Lothar.”

The door burst open, and Lord Berendt crashed through. “Lothar!” He shook hands. “I am glad to see you. I hope your conditions were not too onerous.”

“I had more time for reflection than I am used to, and the cuisine was not up to the standards of Klippesee,” Lothar said, “but I have experienced worse times. No lasting harm is done.”

“Excellent!” pronounced Lord Berendt. “You are released just in time for Steinar’s return. His ship will dock within the week.”

“It is many years since I have seen him, sir.”

“I am fortunate to have two such fine sons,” he said. “It is a pity that Torkild is not here to see him, but such are the calls of the service.”

Lothar had not liked Steinar when they were children. Two years older than Torkild, he had carried himself with an arrogance that he doubted time would have smoothed. Steinar had not approved of Lothar’s relationship with Gisla at the time, and the manner of its ending would not have improved his opinion.

Edda caught his eye. She seemed to understand at least some of this. One more reason to go home, her expression seemed to say.

“I regret I cannot stay for dinner,” said Lord Berendt. “There are arrangements for the funeral which will take up much time. We all wish to see a good man laid to rest with due respect, but there will be much jockeying for precedence which will consume the most energy.”

“Am I right in thinking the triumvirate is dissolved, sir?”

Lord Berendt’s lips twitched. “You are. Young Valdemar is now the duke, of course, but he is not yet ready to rule. The council in its wisdom has appointed Grynulf Lord Protector.”

“Might not his mother—”

Lord Berendt briskly shook his head. “Christina is not the woman to rule a realm. As dowager, I have hopes she might at least rule her son, but even this is unlikely. The only woman who has any influence over Valdemar is dear Asta, and even then...”

“Where is Asta?” asked Lothar.

“Oh, she will be here soon enough,” said Lord Berendt. “I have not seen her today. She will have been preoccupied with Valdemar, but I fancy you will see her this evening.”

Edda blinked slowly. “She may have more pressing engagements than dining at Klippesee every night. Not everyone is as reliant as I on your goodwill.”

Lord Berendt patted her hand. “Do not be so choleric, Edda. You are an ornament to our table, as is Asta. If we do not see her tonight, she will be here tomorrow. She will not want to miss Steinar, or Lothar for that matter!”

She pursed her lips. “I am sure you are right, my lord.”
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The day of Duke Kjeld’s funeral was bleak and overcast. A northerly wind snapped in off the sea and chilled the crowd who lined the Undercliff.

Kjeld, who had been the least martial ruler imaginable, was to have a traditional Fikingur funeral. Already the pyre blazed on the seafront, the flames the only colour on the drab day, waiting to consume the remains of Haskilde’s former ruler.

Lothar had no formal part in proceedings, and he stood among the crowds as the funeral procession inched past. Kjeld lay on a bier pulled by four horses, flanked by two small cannon. Behind him, alone, marched the new duke in a military uniform, and following him the Duchess Christina. Marching in grim silence in their wake were the Lord Protector Grynulf and Grand Admiral Scavenius. At no stage did their eyes meet.

Further down the procession and clad, as was traditional, in white, were Gisla, Edda, and Asta—the first time Lothar had seen Asta since she had visited him in prison.

Bringing up the rear of the procession were the foreign ambassadors. Lothar noted the lack of cordiality between Baron Doa Lora and the Chevalier de Trémaux. The other ambassadors appeared less contentious. Colonel Falk marched crisply in his impeccable black uniform; Sir Isaac Chapman of the Green Isles conveyed even at this distance a languid mien inappropriate to the occasion, and Doctor Tunyaz of Calabadag, with his short legs and squat torso, scrambled to keep up even with the funereal pace. Lothar was unfamiliar with the other ambassadors, and tried to amuse himself by assigning nationalities to them. The representatives from Terravecchia and Faerano looked almost interchangeable, and the haughty demeanour of the man behind them could only belong to the Ibalin ambassador. He smirked to recognise Akaev, the envoy from Khakassia, who some years before Lothar had efficiently blackmailed on behalf of Archduke Leopold. Perhaps he could later turn this former acquaintance to his advantage.

The cortege at last arrived at the pyre. A shaman spoke a brief oration, which the wind made inaudible to the crowd, before Valdemar made some fuller remarks, punctuated by wild gestures and at one point the drawing and brandishing of his ceremonial sword. Finally the bier was eased into the raging funeral pyre and the earthly remains of Duke Kjeld were incinerated. If the beliefs of the old Fikingur were true, tonight he would feast in the Hall of Fallen Heroes, a distinction Lothar could not help feeling the mortal Kjeld would not have enjoyed in the least.

––––––––
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“IT IS A MOVING CEREMONY, is it not?”

Lothar turned and saw the slender figure of Céleste de Trémaux next to him. Her cheeks glowed red in the wind. She did not, to Lothar, appear in the least moved by the events.

“Mamselle!” he exclaimed. “I did not know the late duke well enough to truly mourn him – although the prospect of Valdemar’s accession certainly stirs the emotions.”

“Would you be kind enough to escort me back to the Heights?” she said. “Aunt Bérénice has taken the funicular and I prefer the exercise. And I have hardly seen you since you rescued us at the customs house.”

He held out his arm for her to take and they began to stroll up the steep path. “I had not expected to be quite so overburdened with affairs of state,” he said. “I never expected to become the Imperial ambassador, or the victim of an assassination attempt, or imprisoned by Lord Grynulf.”

Céleste tinkled with porcelain laughter. “It is not the vacation any of us would have chosen. It is perhaps the consequence of being a man of force and influence.”

Lothar laughed. “I am neither of those things,” he said. “Your brother has avoided any such inconveniences despite his eminence.”

“Gaston has been here long enough to see the pitfalls,” she said. “He expects bad faith from men like the Fox and Lord Berendt, and is able to avoid it. No doubt you will soon learn such discrimination, if you intend to stay here.” She paused and looked into his face.

“My plans are not fixed,” he said. “After a period of relaxation, I expect I will return to Beruz with many experiences to tell my grandchildren in the years to come.”

Céleste was panting as the climb steepened. “You are a private citizen now,” she said. “There would be no impropriety in a friendship between you and Gaston. I am sure he would be happy to renew your acquaintance—as would I, of course! You need not spend all your time with the dreary Scavenius set.”

Lothar smiled. The climb was beginning to wind him as well. “Lord Berendt and his family have been exemplary hosts,” he said. “I would not wish to desert them.”

“They have not been effective at ensuring your safety, though, have they?” she said with a smirk. “A man can never have too many acquaintances, and I can assure you that Gaston’s friends rarely meet with misfortune.”

“No,” said Lothar reflectively. “No, they do not.”

The steepness of the climb put paid to further conversation until they had reached the top of the cliff and entered the Heights.

Céleste dabbed her forehead with a lace handkerchief. “Thank you for walking me up the hill. I always feel better for some vigorous exercise,” she said with a fractional incline of her eyebrow. “Think about what I have said. My brother can be the most generous friend, and I should adore to see more of you.”

“I can only echo your final sentiment,” said Lothar with his most polished smile. Céleste de Trémaux was one of the most beautiful women he had ever encountered; and something about her bearing made his flesh creep.

“Will you be at the wake tonight?” she said. “I should not say so, but I very much prefer a funeral to a wedding.” Her eyes gave a mischievous sparkle.

“I try to avoid both,” said Lothar. “But even as a private citizen I cannot avoid the wake, and the chance to drink Duke Valdemar’s wine should not be spurned.”

“Goodbye, then,” she said, leaning her cheek forward for a kiss. “I will see you tonight!”

She skipped off towards the Hertugshalle. Lothar watched her go, unclear whether the preceding conversation had been a bribe or a threat.

––––––––
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HE SAW ANOTHER FIGURE approaching Klippesee from the other end of the street. The man was tall and upright in a naval uniform, and for a moment he thought it was Torkild. Then he realised in dismay his mistake, for it was not Torkild at all, but his older brother Steinar.

Steinar stopped when he saw Lothar and scrutinised him more closely.

“My father told me you were here,” he said. “Until now I did not believe it.”

Lothar held out a hand which Steinar ignored.

“I do not know whether to marvel more at your audacity or foolishness, to present yourself here.”

“If it is any consolation, your father’s initial impulse was to horsewhip me,” Lothar smirked.

Steinar moved to stand chest to chest. Lothar was perhaps an inch taller, but Steinar was far broader.

“I remember your glib flippancies from your previous visits,” said Steinar. “They did not impress me then, and even less so now.”

Lothar tilted his head. “For better or worse, Scavenius, I am not the man you remember.”

Steinar met his eye. “You are the man who seduced and abandoned my sister. The passage of years does not rule out the prospect of a duel.”

Lothar relaxed. He would rather deal with Steinar butting heads than Edda goading him like a maddened bull.

“My duelling pistols were confiscated at the airport,” he said. “Unless you wish to lend me yours. Or perhaps you prefer knives.”

He grinned and leaned in towards Steinar.

“Do not provoke me, Schnusenberg,” hissed Steinar. “I would be all too ready to request satisfaction.”

“And equally ready to explain to your father why you had killed his guest?”

Steinar put a finger on Lothar’s chest. “Do not think to hide behind my father’s skirts.”

Lothar suppressed the image thus conjured. “If your sister bears no animosity, I do not understand why you still harbour it.”

Steinar stepped back and made to walk towards the door of Klippesee. “That is because you are a man without honour,” he said, looking back over his shoulder.
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Chapter 5
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Some thirty minutes later the Scavenius family had assembled in the dining room, having changed into fresh outfits for the wake at the Hertugshalle. Lothar, despite an extensive wardrobe financed by the archduke, felt underdressed in a dark grey tailcoat and soft dove trousers. Lord Berendt was in his admiral’s dress uniform, white with a small forest of braiding, and Steinar was scarcely less magnificent. He avoided Lothar’s eye.

The three of them walked out through the Gentleman’s Door into the street to await the carriage to the Hertugshalle. Soon after the Lady’s Door opened to disburse Gisla, Edda, and Asta, all of them in their finest evening wear. Lothar felt a moment of sick recognition as Asta, in soft bottle green, caught his eye and looked away. Edda managed to look simultaneously bored and irritated, while Gisla smiled and took her brother’s hand.

There was no strict order of precedence for the carriages. Steinar handed his sister into the four-seater, while Lord Berendt bowed to Edda and helped her into the carriage. This left only the two-seater, with Lothar and Asta to occupy it. Ordinarily this would have suited Lothar very well but today he felt only a roiling in his guts. He composed his expression and held out his hand.

“Lady Asta?”

“Thank you,” she said, taking his hand and climbing aboard. He shut the door behind them. Despite the large windows and generous proportions, the enclosed cabin felt coffin-tight.

The carriage rolled away over the cobbles.

“I am sorry I could not visit you again,” she said. “But I am happy for your release.”

Her grey eyes gave nothing away.

“I understand,” said Lothar in a cool tone.

She looked out of the window.

“I doubt that. I truly doubt it.”

In the shade of the carriage he could not tell if she was blushing or had earlier applied the rouge pot.

“I am sure Count Valdemar—Duke Valdemar—has left you little time for leisure.”

Her gaze came back inside the carriage. She smiled wanly. “No, he has not.”

“Nonetheless, after—”

“Lothar, do not. I was overcome by foolishness and emotion.”

Lothar sat back further in his seat. “It did not feel like foolishness at the time—for either of us. Although the emotion I do not deny.”

Her eyes were brimming. “I must ask you to speak of something else,” she said. “This is not a conversation I can undertake with dignity or propriety.”

Lothar’s interest in either was minimal at this stage.

“I would never mean to distress you, Asta,” he said softly. “I had merely hoped—I am sorry, we will speak of it no more.”

She wiped away a tear with a gloved finger.

“Thank you,” she said. “I know I have not been a constant friend and I am sorry for it. I can say nothing else.”

Lothar felt a swirl of disagreeable emotions: anger, frustration, hurt—but also, buried beneath it all, a stirring of compassion. Asta was deeply unhappy, for reasons he did not fully comprehend. He should now lacerate her with a thousand cruel asides to pay back the pain she caused him, but he could not do it. His ability to repay injury with injury was branded into his character, but he could not willingly hurt Asta.

“I feel the weather has turned for winter now,” he said with a polite smile.

“Yes,” said Asta. “I believe it has.”

––––––––
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THE CARRIAGE RIDE TO the Hertugshalle was short—Lothar could have walked the distance in ten minutes—but it had felt longer than the airship journey from Beruz. It was with nothing but relief that he helped Asta down into the courtyard. The rest of the party was waiting.

Edda walked over and looked at the pair of them with a distrustful gaze.

“Have you been crying, Asta?”

Asta blinked. “It is nothing, Edda. The wind is making my eyes water. I am not yet used to winter.”

Edda stared at Lothar. “I thought we had an understanding,” she said with quiet venom.

Lothar looked back into her stern dark eyes. “We have nothing, Edda. And today I have not earned your reproach.”

Asta put a hand on Edda’s arm. “Edda. There is nothing for you to concern yourself with.”

Edda pursed her lips; Steinar glided across the cobbles.

“There is nothing amiss here, I hope?”

“You must ask Asta,” said Edda.

“Steinar, there is no need for you—I am not a child and I do not need my welfare inquired after on every occasion.”

Steinar bowed. “My apologies. I merely thought that Meinherr von Schnusenberg might have offended you. I now see that such a thing is unimaginable with a gentleman of such breeding and high character.”

Lothar blinked slowly with hooded eyes. “Asta, you are fortunate to command such devoted friendships. Scavenius, with regard to our earlier conversation—I await your invitation.”

Steinar’s smile revealed his even white teeth. “Not just yet,” he said. “The time will come.”

“Excuse me,” said Lothar. “I must pay my respects to the Chevalier and his sister.”
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The Great Hall at the Hertugshalle was gloomy even on the most festive occasions. For the funeral of a duke, it was at its most dismal. The windows were covered with black cloth, the lanterns at half-illumination, and the bare stone walls chilled the air. Duke Kjeld’s throne sat empty at the head of the room, with seats six inches lower on either side for the Lord Protector Grynulf and the new Duke Valdemar. The sword Djævelsklø lowered over the hall from the wall behind the throne.

There was seating only at the periphery of the room, and most of the guests milled around the centre murmuring platitudes. Lothar amused himself for a few minutes identifying all the people who would happily kill him: the Fox, Doa Lora, de Trémaux, Valdemar, Steinar, possibly even Edda in her current mood. His only friend was Asta, who had now taken refuge behind chilly formality. Leopold’s reward was not worth this level of inconvenience and danger, even if he survived to collect it. Torkild, off about his naval manoeuvres, was to be envied his exile.

He did not wish to converse with anyone, so he wandered around the hall nursing a goblet of mulled red wine. He noticed Duchess Christina, the grieving widow, all but ignored in the corner. Her days of influence were done, although he could not help marking that Lord Berendt continued to pay attention to her. If he were attempting to cement his influence, he had surely picked the wrong target. But with Valdemar in the Fox’s pocket, what other options did he have?

He almost bumped into the tall and stately woman in a dark lilac dress. She peered at him.

“Can it be? Lothar von Schnusenberg?”

Lothar cursed inwardly. Karin, Lady Scavenius, was perhaps the woman he was least enthusiastic to encounter in the whole of Haskilde, and her husband’s presence ought to have made her own impossible. The funeral of the duke was a remarkable thing if it could bring Lord Berendt and Lady Karin to the same city at the same moment.

He quickly gathered himself. “Lady Karin,” he said with a brisk bow.

Lady Karin tilted her head in that gesture of frosty inspection he remembered so well. “This is my companion, Lord Hartvig,” she said, indicating the ruddy-faced gentleman, probably twenty years her senior, standing at her side. As Lothar made to shake his hand, Lady Karin said: “Hartvig, I find I have a thirst—go and find us some wine.”

“Of course, my dear,” said Lord Hartvig with an expression of put-upon good nature. “And for you, von Schnusenberg?”

Lothar made a motion of polite demurral to forestall Lady Karin’s inevitable ire.

Somewhat to his surprise, Lady Karin took his arm and drew him aside. “How long it is since I have seen you!” she cried.

“It is fifteen years since I was last in Haskilde, madam.”

Lady Karin frowned. “I had not thought to see you here at all.”

“Torkild was kind enough to invite me to renew our old acquaintance,” said Lothar in a neutral tone.

“The boy was always magnanimous to the point of near feeble-mindedness,” she said.

“He is a fine man, a credit to his parents,” said Lothar.

Lady Karin scowled. “You are not become some mewling hypocrite? I confess that I look at Gisla’s husband and regret that I treated you so harshly.”

Lothar could not control a bark of laughter. He wished he had accepted Lord Hartvig’s offer of a drink. “I remember at our last meeting you advocated my castration and hanging, in that order.”

Lady Karin batted the point away. “All our emotions ran high that summer. Now I see Gisla married to that Vinther, thirty-five and still a lieutenant, despite Berendt’s patronage. The girl would have been better off with you, and that is the truth.”

Lothar rubbed his chin. “I fear I would have made a most indifferent husband, madam. Gisla appears happy, and while I do not care greatly for infants, her two girls are pleasant enough.”

“Girls!” cried Lady Karin. “That yeoman Vinther has not even the seed to sire sons! I am destined never to see a grandson.”

“Torkild or Steinar—”

“Torkild will never marry! He does not think I know that he proposed to that foul Güldenkrone harridan, and he has never looked at another woman since. As for Steinar, since Hildegard miscarried I must accept there will never now be children.”

“That frustration may explain Steinar’s demeanour when I met him. He does not share the view that I should have married Gisla.”

Lady Karin placed a hand on his forearm. “Do not judge him too harshly,” she said. “His life has been one of disappointment. He should be an admiral with three sons by now.”

“My preferred option, if I am frank, is simply to avoid him.”

Lady Karin sighed. “I find I am fatigued,” she said. “Let us sit on this chaise.”

Lothar helped her to her seat and gingerly sat next to her. This was not an interview he had anticipated.

“I cannot believe those days were fifteen years ago,” she said with damp eyes. “When you are a mother, you realise all you have is your children. How glorious their futures looked then: Steinar newly betrothed, Torkild a sparkling young officer, Gisla, so beautiful and the daughter of a man of Berendt’s eminence. They should have had the most glorious lives! I could afford to look down on you as a foreign parvenu, the raggle-taggle friend of my son. And now see how it has turned out!”

“Come, my lady,” said Lothar, who was alarmed to see Lady Karin was now openly weeping. “Their fates are not so bad. Torkild and Steinar are respected officers, Gisla is happy with two lovely children. What more would dusty eminence bring them?”

Lady Karin dabbed at her eyes with a lace handkerchief. “You are certainly not the young man I remember.”

Lord Hartvig reappeared with two goblets of red wine.

“Ah, Karin is so affected by poor Kjeld’s death,” he said. “She has such a sensitive disposition.”

Lothar considered this latter statement, at least, to be true, even if not in the way Lord Hartvig intended. In many ways he had preferred the fire-breathing incarnation to the melancholy figure he had now seen. He had never imagined feeling pity for a woman he had detested when he had previously known her. It was not a comfortable sensation, and he made a reflective farewell and took himself across to the other side of the hall.

Thus distracted, he almost bumped into the Khakassian ambassador, Akaev.

“Your Excellency!” said Lothar. “A pleasant surprise to see you in such a far-flung location!”

Akaev, with narrow shoulders and wide hips, and a fringe of black hair around a bald pate, jumped to see him. His eyes darkened.

“Von Schnusenberg. After all these years...”

“I am glad to see your career was not permanently impaired by that business in Vorkuntsovo,” Lothar said. “Granted, Haskilde is not the most glamorous of postings, but a few more years and you may get Faerano, or even Chorgues.”

“You have a gall, to act as if nothing ever happened in Vorkuntsovo.”

Lothar smiled and patted his shoulder. “You understand, that was simply business. There was no lasting damage.”

Akaev’s face clouded. “Except to Rasul.”

“That was unfortunate, although you must realise that if he had lived he would have caused you far more problems than he caused me.”

“He was a young man of extraordinary gifts!” cried Akaev.

“For blackmail and extortion, possibly. The world is a better place without him.”

“So instead of being blackmailed by him I was extorted by you?”

Lothar sighed. “You are overwrought, Excellency. My terms were moderate, and once they were met, our business was done. Young Rasul would have bled you dry.”

“I hear only adverse remarks about your conduct here.”

“I should be careful about repeating them,” said Lothar. “They are false and defamatory. At your age, provoking me to a duel would be inadvisable. And you must join a queue since at least one person is already requesting satisfaction.”

“You are a murderer, a blackmailer, an ill-mannered poltroon.” Akaev was shaking.

“There are worse things in life, Your Excellency,” said Lothar with a cool smile. “If you will excuse me, there are some babies I must eat.”

––––––––
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LOTHAR MADE HIS WAY to the buffet cart—regrettably there appeared to be no babies on the menu—and filled a modest plate. He was feeling rather more cheerful than after his unsettling interview with Asta. The opportunity to revisit his former triumph in Khakassia had put him in a more sanguine humour. He had been too passive in his actions so far; his greatest successes had come when he took the initiative. Might he also be able to arrange Steinar’s death? The prospect was tempting, and it would be easy enough to sabotage the duelling pistols, but it would draw attention he would prefer to avoid. It would also be a poor return for Lord Berendt’s hospitality. Regretfully, he set the idea aside—although if Steinar thought to call him out, he would not back down.

With this more dynamic perspective in mind, he set his plate down and walked over to where Duke Valdemar was engaged in conversation with Lo Pilato, the Terravecchian ambassador. Lothar bowed.

“My condolences, Your Grace.”

“Thank you, Meinherr von Schnusenberg,” said Valdemar in a silky voice which did not suit him.

“I grieve along with you at the loss of such a noble parent. It soothes me to think of him supping in the Hall of Fallen Heroes tonight.”

Valdemar put a hand on his shoulder and drew him aside, excluding Lo Pilato. “We both know that he was a most indifferent ruler and unfit for the Fallen Heroes.”

Lothar smoothed his expression. “I would never speak ill of the dead, Your Grace, or presume to understand the cares of rule.”

Valdemar frowned. “I liked you very much more when you spoke your mind rather than the cant I have been listening to all day. Perhaps I should return you to prison to promote greater frankness.”

“That will not be necessary. It is appropriate to observe the formalities of the occasion, but you will never find me averse to giving counsel when it required.”

Valdemar beckoned to a corner even darker than the rest of the hall. He waved off Doctor Tunyaz who was approaching and picked up a flagon of ale and two goblets.

“Your remarks when we last met intrigued me,” said Valdemar when they had seated themselves in flickering lamplight.

“The poisons or the statecraft?” said Lothar with a half-smile.

Valdemar laughed and clapped him on the back. “I believe you are the only man in Strömhall to match my cynicism, Schnusenberg; certainly in toxicology!”

So this is how to deal with Valdemar.

“I have learned from the best masters,” he said. “You will be familiar with the Archduke Leopold, quite the craftiest statesman our realms have seen for centuries. And Maestro Arcimboldo was a virtuoso in the crafting of poisons.”

“Excellent!” declared Valdemar. “I have not heard of this Arcimboldo. You must tell me more.”

“Well,” said Lothar, leaning forward, “he was a venefice of the most original cast of mind, a true believer in the empirical method. And he had the most exquisite daughter, Lidia, which was how I first came to know him.”

Valdemar’s eyes lit up. “I do not know whether I wish to hear about his empirical methods or the beautiful Lidia more.”

“I had much the same perplexity when I was at Caltavano, where he made his home,” said Lothar. “Maestro Arcimboldo was a genius, a craftsman of the old school; fair Lidia captured my attention through other means.”

“Ho ho!” chortled Valdemar. “First you must describe her to me, that I might understand her charms the better.”

“Well,” said Lothar, “she had silken hair, black as night; eyes that sparkled brighter than the sun; a form with curves everywhere that you might wish to see them; and a disposition that made you feel you were the only man in the world.”

“No wonder her father brewed the poisons he did, for I am sure she had many unwelcome suitors!”

“The Maestro’s reputation discouraged the frivolous, and with good reason, “ said Lothar. “Had I not been an amateur of the potions myself, I am sure I would never have been invited across his porch.”

Valdemar’s eyes were agleam. “This is splendid, Schnusenberg. I wish I had taken your acquaintance more seriously sooner.”

There was a gentle cough. “Excuse me, Your Grace.”

Lothar looked up to see the Lord Protector.

“Yes, Grynulf?”

“I do not wish to disturb you,” he said. “I am afraid there are other dignitaries who require your indulgence.”

Valdemar scowled. “This is inconvenient,” he said.

“I will be happy to continue our conversation at a later point, Your Grace,” said Lothar.

Valdemar stood up. “I look forward to it,” he said. He turned to the Fox and said: “Where then are these worthies who cannot pass half an hour without my presence?”

He stalked off. The Fox paused half a pace behind to fix Lothar with an unreadable expression.
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Lothar was disinclined for further mingling with people who by and large disliked him. He remained in the dark corner with the ale Valdemar had left, watching the interplay of the puppets before him. Lord Berendt was never away from Duchess Christina’s side—why had he not seen that before?—while the Chevalier de Trémaux cruised the room with an assumed bonhomie Lothar could smell from thirty feet away. Asta, Edda, and Gisla remained together, although Asta from this distance seemed detached from the group; Edda meanwhile briskly discouraged anyone who wished to talk to them.

Baron Doa Lora was in conversation with Colonel Falk. The two rival ambassadors seemed, unusually, to have found common ground, although following their gaze Lothar suspected this was merely on the attractions of Doña Constanza, the much younger wife of the Ibalin ambassador, de Saravia.

Duke Valdemar, meanwhile, radiated a surliness that filled the room, with the Fox at his shoulder occasionally whispering a comment in his ear. Soon they were approached by Ambassador Akaev, who made a series of insistent observations punctuated by gestures in Lothar’s direction. The Fox was frowning, but Valdemar burst into laughter; Akaev drew back with an affronted expression. For now, at least, it seemed Lothar had a powerful new friend at court.

Lothar was considering returning to his chambers when, with a soft rustle, Asta slipped into the adjacent seat. He raised an eyebrow, a gesture he instantly realised was futile in the near-dark.

“I am surprised to see you so soon,” said Lothar. “In the carriage I formed the impression—”

“Not here,” she murmured. “Meet me at the north-east corner of the courtyard in fifteen minutes.”

Before he could respond, she was gone. Without her lingering fragrance, he would have wondered if she had ever been there at all.

––––––––
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THE COURTYARD WAS EVEN more dimly lit than the Great Hall. The sun had long set and the moon had conceded in its efforts to break through the cloud. He was at the rendezvous at least five minutes early, which meant that he had to lurk in the shadows trying to appear nonchalant. Fortunately no one appeared while he was waiting; there was no convincing explanation he could have given for his presence.

Asta had eased up on noiseless feet, for he did not see her approach. His eyes now accustomed to the dark, he thought she looked heart-stoppingly beautiful. Whether by accident or design, a lock of her blonde hair had escaped from the pins holding it up from her neck. She was standing very close to him.

The one advantage Lothar felt he had in the situation was silence, and since he also did not know what to say to her, he maintained what he hoped was an imperturbable reserve.

Asta, it appeared, was employing the same technique, for she too said nothing. In the chill of the night air she was shivering slightly, the hairs on her forearms standing up.

“You are cold,” he said quietly, forfeiting the superiority of silence.

It was if he had not spoken. “I am sorry, Lothar,” she said. “About this afternoon. I was not fair to you.”

Lothar looked away. “I would not attempt to critique your motives,” he said. “You have never given me any reason to distrust them.”

She reached out her hand, then drew it back. “You cannot be oblivious that my feelings—” She broke off. “That my feelings are—” 

“If you cannot name them, you cannot expect me to understand them,” said Lothar with a flicker of a smile.

She drew herself up. “I do not need to name them,” she said. “We both know what happened in the tower.”

“I also know,” said Lothar, “that you subsequently disavowed it.”

She bit her lip. “I cannot explain everything,” she said. “You have seen what a complex, subtle, treacherous place Strömhall is. Whatever I might feel towards you, things are not that simple.”

Lothar leaned back against the wall. “You know that I am involved in affairs that are not those of a private citizen. That must make it difficult for you to trust me.” He swallowed. “I hope that those affairs will soon come to an end. I do not know if that reassures you.”

She touched his hand. “And then you will return to Beruz.”

“Not necessarily,” he said.

“You will stay in Strömhall indefinitely, with no means of support?”

“Everyone else seems to manage that way,” he said with a touch of asperity. “Besides, I now appear to be a favourite of the new duke.”

Asta shook her head in alarm. “Do not trust him, Lothar. He is incapable of true regard. I would not have you in his power for my sake.”

Lothar thought back to the black eye, now either healed or concealed with make-up.

“There are other places than Strömhall,” he said after a pause.

Her cheeks flushed. “You are proposing that I accompany you to Beruz?”

Lothar’s instinct was to look away, but he held her gaze. “There are worse places to live, Asta. It is a beautiful city. Many folk live there and are happy. I do not see that in Strömhall.”

She took both his hands. “When I said things were not simple, I did not only mean for you. I know you are involved in affairs I will not pry into, but my own circumstances are—complicated.”

“Duke Valdemar no longer needs a governess,” he said. “He is now the ruler of Haskilde.”

“The Lord Protector is the ruler of Haskilde,” she said. “In a sense Valdemar needs me more than ever.”

“You would put this arid duty to a young man who will never trust you, who you admit is duplicitous, above your own happiness?”

At some point he had taken her in his arms. She looked up into his face. “I have long since abandoned hope of my own happiness.”

“Asta—”

“What you are offering me“—her voice broke—“the chance to start again with you, in Beruz—you do not know how touched I am. You do not know how I am tempted—”

“Then why—”

“If I were just following my own inclinations, then I would abandon every principle simply to be your mistress away from here.”

Lothar stroked her hair. “I do not believe the term ‘mistress’ was ever used, or implied.”

He felt her sobs as he held her against him. As a proposal of marriage, it had been indirect and clumsy, but he had never made one before. He had not expected it to be quite so unwelcome.

She slipped free from his embrace. “I am sorry,” she said. “I should not have come here tonight.”

And as the bells of the Hertugshalle tolled midnight, she scampered away back towards the Great Hall.
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LOTHAR REMAINED IN the courtyard, alone with his reflections. His last visit to Haskilde had ended in an unhappy affair—admittedly, unhappier for Gisla than himself—and he did not want a similar conclusion to this adventure. He could not understand Asta’s feelings. At times she seemed undeniably ardent, and he knew he was not deluding himself that there was a genuine undercurrent of emotion; but if he approached too close she backed away like a scalded kitten. He remembered previous affairs where women had feigned coolness the better to attract him. These had normally ended with the woman desperate to retain his affections, he thought with a bleak smile. But Asta was no coquette. Her regard for him was almost reluctant, against her better judgement. That was evidence only of good sense on her part, for he had nothing to offer her: a past disfigured by dark deeds, and a future marked out only by uncertainty. If he was Asta Nørckenkrone, he would come nowhere near Lothar. And yet... there was an attraction present, and it was on both sides.

He sighed and looked back at the Great Hall. There was nothing he could resolve tonight, and he could not afford to be distracted from his commission, at the risk not only of disappointing Leopold but also at the hazard of his life. He walked back across the courtyard and into the Great Hall. Since midnight had only just struck, the wake would continue for at least another three hours, another opportunity to assess who was whispering to whom in the shadowy corners. 

He started with surprise to find that the hall was almost empty. There was a small group clustered at one side of the room—the Fox’s red beard was evident—but otherwise the room was deserted.

As he approached, the muttered voices became clearer.

“There is nothing we can do here, Your Grace,” said the Fox. “Return to your chambers, with your mother. I will arrange for an immediate investigation.”

To the Fox’s side stood Valdemar, with his mother and Lord Berendt a little apart. 

“What is happening?” said Lothar. The group as one turned to look at him. In the gaps between the standing figures, he could see Doctor Tait crouching over what looked like a body.

Even in the lantern-lit gloom, Lothar could see the Fox’s eyes gleam.

“Schnusenberg—of course. Wherever death is, you are on the scene.”

Lothar rubbed at his hair. Suddenly he was exhausted.

“I have been outside. I know nothing about this.”

Doctor Tait stood up. “She is dead, if you needed me to tell you.”

“Who is she?” asked Lord Berendt.

The Fox shrugged. “One of the maids. I don’t know her name.”

Lord Berendt looked around the group. “Does anyone know who she is?”

He was met by silence and blank faces.

Lothar was overcome by a wave of sadness. “She served you for however many years, and you do not even know her name?”

He knelt down next to the woman, lying on her back with her neck almost at right angles. She was young, no more than twenty-five. Her blue eyes stared sightlessly at the ceiling, and automatically he closed the lids. He recognised her face, but he too had never learned her name.

The Fox yawned. “We will soon see who does not report for her shift tomorrow.”

“How did she get here?” said Lothar.

The Fox’s lips thinned. “I am investigating this crime,” he said. “You have no role here, unless it is as a suspect.”

Duchess Christina spoke for the first time. “We were dancing a quadrille, when we heard a scream.” She looked up. “She fell from that balcony.”

“You could hear the crack over the music,” said Valdemar. “It was her neck.”

“Thank you, Your Grace,” said Lord Berendt. If there was an implied reproof Valdemar ignored it.

“I drew the evening to a halt immediately,” said the Fox. “Everyone has now dispersed back to their homes.” He flourished a sheet of paper. “Everyone who was in the hall is recorded here. Your name, Schnusenberg, is not on the list.”

“I was outside,” said Lothar with a terse grimace.

“Convenient,” said the Fox. “Yet you always appear on the scene when a fatality occurs. This is the third in your brief time among us. You are like a plague-rat.”

“Four, if you count the late duke,” said Lothar. “And I assume you are not suspecting me of complicity in that.”

“I had considered it,” said the Fox.

Lothar shook his head. “You are a monomaniac. The reason that none of these crimes are solved is your insistence that I am responsible for them.”

The Fox again brandished his paper. “This list identifies everyone who was in the main chamber of the Great Hall at the time of the—incident. Logic tells us they could not simultaneously have been on the balcony. Every name on this list, therefore, has an alibi. I repeat that your name is not on the list.”

“I doubt I am alone in that,” he said.

“No, but you are unique in having been present also at the deaths of Ambassador von Justus and the man in the street you attacked.”

Lothar could feel his anger rising. “You know it did not happen that way.”

The Fox curled his lip. “I know nothing. I merely seek answers. So, again: where have you been for the past hour?”

Lothar looked around the group. Lord Berendt was whispering into the duchess’s ear. Valdemar appeared gripped by the conversation.

“As I said before, outside.”

“Alone? A cold night to be taking the air.”

“Not alone.”

The Fox gave a crooked smile. “Excellent. Then your whereabouts can be corroborated, and we can all go home for the night. What trollop had you taken outside to rut against the wall?”

Lothar flushed. “Given the tone of your question I do not feel I need to answer it.”

The Fox stepped closer. “Understand this, Schnusenberg. I am investigating a crime against the dignity of the current duke and his noble father. You, who are associated with every violent death in Haskilde, cannot or will not account for your time at the critical moments. You will answer my question, or find yourself in custody again. This time, do not expect a pleasant room at the top of the tower.”

Lothar too took a step forward. They were face to face. “I do not answer to you, my lord.”

Valdemar sniggered.

“Oh, but you do, Schnusenberg. Here, tonight, you do.”

“Lothar,” said Lord Berendt, “it might be easier for everybody if you simply answer the question, and we can all go to our beds. No person of intelligence”—he glanced sideways at the Fox—“seriously believes you threw this poor girl off the balcony. Tell the Lord Protector who you were with and that’s an end to it.”

Lothar sighed. “Very well. You must understand there was no impropriety. I was conversing with Lady Asta.”

A quick unreadable emotion skittered across the Fox’s eyes. “No impropriety,” he breathed.

“None,” said Lothar, conscious that his heart was beating faster.

The Fox looked at his paper. “You are a liar, Schnusenberg.”

Before he could stop himself, Lothar had pushed the Fox in the chest. Grynulf, taken by surprise, staggered and half-fell. From Valdemar came a crow of laughter; Duchess Christina drew in her breath.

The Fox scrambled up, his hand dropping to his sword belt. Lord Berendt stopped his hand. “Not now,” he said. The Fox shook his hand off but left his sword in its sheath.

Lothar knew he could not back down from here. “By calling me a liar you are traducing Lady Asta’s honour. Regardless of your position at court, my lord, I cannot let such words pass.”

The Fox stared into Lothar’s eyes, crackling with malevolence. At last he hissed: “I called you a liar, Schnusenberg,” he said, “not out of disrespect for Lady Asta. I called you a liar because her name is on my list. She was in the Great Hall at the time of the murder. And you were not. Wherever you were, whoever you were with, it was not with Lady Asta.”

Valdemar clapped slowly. “Bravo, Grynulf! Bravo.”

“Asta returned to the hall before me,” said Lothar. “There is no contradiction, and no lie.”

“Then even by your own account,” said the Fox, “you have no alibi. I think it for the best I take you into custody now.”

“That is not necessary, Grynulf,” said Lord Berendt. “There are any number of potential explanations for the crime, and most of them do not involve Lothar.”

“Do not blame me if he skulks away in the night,” said the Fox. “It is much better that I detain him.”

Lord Berendt drew himself up. “Lothar is my guest at Klippesee. If you insult him, you insult me.”

“Berendt—” said Duchess Christina with a widening of her eyes.

“Let him go, Grynulf,” said Valdemar. “I fancy that Meinherr von Schnusenberg has nowhere else to go. You can verify his story with Lady Asta tomorrow.”

The Fox bowed stiffly. “It shall be as Your Grace says.”

“Now, let us retire for the night,” said Lord Berendt. “It has been a long day.”

The Fox whistled and two uniformed guards appeared. They covered the body with a blanket and, under Doctor Tait’s supervision, took away the young maid. The duke and his retainers left the hall; all that remained was Lothar and a smear of blood on the floor.

Lothar was too tense to be tired, but eventually he concluded that more time on his own meant a larger window for the Fox to misinterpret. He had one last look around and made for the door. He had realised where he had seen the victim’s face.
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From the shadows on the other side of the room Lothar sensed a movement. He set himself in a fighting crouch, but it was Edda. He straightened up with a nervous laugh.

“I nearly killed you,” he said with a smile.

“I would not have been unique, if the Fox is to be believed.”

“He is not,” said Lothar.

She smiled back. “I know. I would hardly be here in a deserted hall at night if I thought you were going to murder me.”

“What are you doing here?”

She looked away. “Curiosity. I thought it would be useful to know what had happened.”

“And was it?”

She beckoned him back into the shadows. “Up to a point. I will not ask what you were doing with Asta, and I do not want to know.”

“You believe me, then?”

“Regrettably.”

Lothar sighed. “This is not the time for that conversation.”

“No,” she said. “Particularly as, unlike all of you, I know the name of the poor girl who died.”

Lothar looked at her from the corner of his eye.

“I live at the Hertugshalle,” she said. “I am not too important to have friends among the maids. Her name was Birgit Ludvigsen. She has a widowed mother and two little sisters down in the Undercliff.”

Lothar said nothing.

“She was not part of some game for the Fox to catch you out, or Lord Berendt to score points against.”

“I did not say she was.”

“She did not fall over a three-foot high parapet. Someone pushed her or threw her. She was murdered, and I would like to know by whom.”

“This is not your affair, Edda.”

Her face kindled. “Then whose is it? I did not hear anyone in that room determined to find justice for her. I did not even hear anyone who knew her name.”

The flickering lanterns cast their shadows across her face.

“If you are serious about learning the truth—”

“I have just told you I am,” she said.

“—then I have information, but you may not like it.”

Her eyes were steady. “Tell me.”

“When I saw her, I recognised her face. She was the maid who filled Ambassador von Justus’ last cup.”

“I knew her. She would not have killed someone. She would not have dared, for a start.”

“She may not have known what was in the jug. But that is the information I have.”

“We will go to her chamber now,” said Edda. “Once the Fox finds out her name, his men will be over it like hunting dogs.”

––––––––
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EDDA LED THEM THROUGH an impenetrable maze of back corridors.

“How do you know all these rabbit warrens?” Lothar asked.

“I may be a frequent guest at Klippesee,” she said, “but the Hertugshalle, for better or worse, is my home.”

They soon found themselves on a mean, dark corridor. A single gas lamp gave off the barest illumination.

“You may want to let me deal with this,” said Edda. “You can wait out here; no one will come at this time of night.”

Lothar grinned and shook his head. “I think not. We will search together.”

Edda shrugged. “Do not say you were not warned.”

She slipped open the door and Lothar followed her into a pinched and stuffy closet. Birgit Ludvigsen may have lived in a palace but her room would not have been out of place in any hovel of the Undercliff.

Edda eased over to the far side of the room. As his eyes began to adjust to the dark, Lothar saw that this modest cubby contained not one but three beds, piled in a bunk arrangement. Edda gently shook the figure in the lowest bunk. Putting a finger over her lips, she stood and did the same for the bunk above. Two heads emerged from the covers, the woman in the middle bunk sliding down to sit on the lower. The top bunk of the three must have been Birgit’s.

There was a fierce whispered conversation, Edda taking each of their hands. One of the women gave a quick cry, suddenly stifled. The other sobbed silently. Edda stood up from the bed. “Go, now,” she said. “You must say nothing to anyone.”

The two women shuffled past Lothar without even seeing him.

Edda struck a flint and lit the room’s only oil lamp, turning it up to its maximum illumination.

“I did not realise she would have shared her quarters,” said Lothar.

“Did you imagine the servants at the Hertugshalle lived in luxury? This is one of the better rooms; Birgit was one of the more privileged maids.”

“I never thought about it at all,” said Lothar.

“No,” said Edda. “I am sure you did not.”

Lothar looked around the room. There was little enough to search: a basin and ewer; a wardrobe and—incongruously—a small shelf with three or four books.

“Shall we begin?” said Edda. “I do not want Monica and Lykke found in the corridor.” She plunged into the wardrobe and began a rapid efficient search. Lothar lifted the mattresses but found nothing.

Edda grunted and pulled out a pouch from the rear of the closet. She opened it and tipped out a handful of coins, and a small muslin bag.

“What do you have there?” said Lothar.

She counted out the coins. “Thirty silver crowns.”

“A lot of money for a servant, whichever one it belongs to. I am sure you can tell me how much they are paid a year.”

She shot him a disapproving look. “Normally about a crown a week.”

“So this is nearly six months’ wages,” said Lothar.

Edda sighed. “Some of the maids have—gentlemen friends,” she said. “In some cases these are wealthy men. They put the money away for their marriage.” Her expression was neutral. “Do not pretend to be shocked.”

Lothar shrugged. “I am not. It is how the world works, and who am I to complain at how the girls organise their lives?”

Edda’s lips quirked. “At least you are not a hypocrite. I am sure you have tumbled a servant in your time.”

“Never for money,” said Lothar, fighting to control a sneer. “Do you want to debate the unfairness of servants’ lives or complete the search?”

She passed over the muslin bag. “What is that?”

Lothar broke the loose stitches keeping the bag sealed. There was a residue of fine powder. He poked his little finger to the bottom, and touched a couple of granules to his tongue, immediately spitting them to the floor.

“My apologies,” he said. “I did not want to keep that in my mouth longer than necessary.” He scuffed at the tiled floor with his boot. “Brue,” he said. “Stale. It would no longer kill a man but I would not care for the next three days if I had swallowed it.”

“Brue?” said Edda in a quiet voice.

Lothar nodded. “The poison that killed von Justus.”

Edda reached out and took the bag. “Birgit,” she breathed. “You stupid, stupid girl.”

“I think ‘murderess’ is the word you are looking for,” said Lothar. “What was in that bag killed von Justus.”

“Do not pretend you cared about him,” Edda replied. “He was nothing to you. The moralist does not suit you.”

Lothar spat again. “It is still difficult to see Birgit as guiltless. It looks as if she killed a man for thirty pieces of silver.”

Edda set her jaw. “You are an unimaginative man.”

Lothar’s hands strayed to the books, a series of uninteresting devotional tracts. “Whose are these?”

“Monica and Lykke cannot read,” said Edda. “They must be Birgit’s.”

“A literate murderess?”

Edda’s eyes flashed. “Do not provoke me, Lothar. Understand that I care less than nothing for von Justus. I want to find out what happened to Birgit, because if I do not, no one else will. And yes, she could read. Her father was a gentlemen’s tutor until he died of typhus.”

She picked up one of the books—A Year of Daily Devotions—and rifled through it. A small piece of metal fell to the floor, followed by a fluttering piece of paper. She stooped and picked up the page. “Cipher,” she said, handing it to Lothar.

“It probably has a keyword in this book,” he said. “If we knew the keyword it would be easy to break the cipher. Otherwise you would need a specialist cryptographer.”

She knelt down and picked up the other item, a small brooch. “And this.”

Lothar could feel himself paling. It was a double-headed dragon design: the personal sigil of Archduke Leopold. He dropped onto the bed. “I am not sure we need to break the code now,” he said. “This tells us all we need to know.”

And with a sick horror Lothar realised this was true. For reasons he could not yet understand, Leopold had suborned the doomed Birgit to poison his own country’s ambassador.
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EDDA EDGED CLOSER TO the door.

“We have discussed previously your connection to the archduke,” she said.

“You have outlined your suspicions,” said Lothar. “I have never confirmed them.”

Edda’s lips were dry. “The archduke somehow persuaded Birgit that for thirty crowns she should kill von Justus. And then the archduke thought to shut the door behind him. He decided that Birgit too had to die.”

“That looks to be the case,” said Lothar carefully.

Edda’s hand was on the door handle. “So he has another agent in Strömhall. Someone who has no scruples about killing. Someone present at the Hertugshalle tonight. And someone who will not be able to account for their movements.”

“Edda! You cannot believe—”

Edda shook as she said: “It is not a long list, Lothar. It may only have one name on it.”

“For God’s sake, Edda! I was outside with Asta.”

“Then why was she inside when Birgit was killed? Do not come closer!”

Lothar raised both hands. “I will not hurt you, Edda. I have not killed anyone—not at Strömhall.”

“If you come a step closer I will scream. Monica and Lykke are outside. You will be detained within the minute.”

With an effort Lothar turned around and sat on the bed. “Ask me any question you need to. I will answer you.”

“Where were you when Birgit was killed?”

Lothar bit his lip. “If Asta was truly back inside, then I was still outside. By myself.”

“That is not convincing,” she said.

“If you must know, I had asked her to elope to Beruz with me. She declined, and I was licking my wounds.”

“That is even less plausible,” she said. “You have flirted with her since you arrived; you have no serious intentions.”

“You asked me the question. I have answered it. If you do not credit it there is nothing more I can say.”

“I am going back to my chambers now. I suggest you return to Klippesee.”

“And justice for Birgit?”

“Be assured, if it was you who killed her, Lothar, there will be justice indeed.”

She straightened her shoulders and opened the door.
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It was almost morning by the time Lothar returned to Klippesee, but he was too restless to sleep in any event. Soon after dawn he heard movement and, briskly washing his face in tepid water, made his way downstairs.

Lord Berendt was sitting in the parlour. “Lothar,” he said. “This is fortunate, for I would speak to you before the day is underway.”

For the first time, Lothar noticed Lord Berendt’s age. There was a stringiness to his neck Lothar had not previously seen.

“You will be aware,” said Lord Berendt, “that the Lord Protector and I do not see eye to eye on many matters. It would be an oversimplification, although not inaccurate, to describe us as rivals.”

“I had understood as much, sir,” said Lothar.

“This leads to conflict in a number of areas. Some of them, such as catering arrangements, I can ignore; in other cases, it is imperative that my view prevails.”

Lothar said nothing.

“A proxy debate has arisen over your status,” said Lord Berendt. “It is widely known that you are my guest and a friend of the family.”

“I am gratified by the association, sir.”

“Not now, Lothar. The Fox therefore finds that by attacking your reputation, he undermines my standing with the young duke. I am compelled to defend you, regardless of your actions, to safeguard my own position.”

“I am sorry to add to your burdens,” said Lothar. “I can assure you it is inadvertent.”

Lord Berendt rose from his seat with a grunt, and poured Lothar a cup of coffee. “Your recent behaviour has not, in truth, made my position easier. I gain no advantage from protecting you, but I cannot afford to throw you to the wolves.”

“I am unclear as to your point.”

“My point, Lothar,” snapped Lord Berendt, “is that whatever you have done, whoever you have killed, whoever you have bedded, I am compelled to protect you to safeguard myself.”

“I have killed no one and bedded no one, sir.”

“That is demonstrably false. What I need now is to know your true whereabouts last night, at the time this unfortunate girl—”

“Birgit.”

“—fell to her death. I will not ask how you know her name.”

Lothar shrugged. “Edda told me. She knew her.”

Lord Berendt pursed his lips. “Edda is too familiar with the servants, but I suppose it is better than you whoring with this Birgit girl.”

“I told you and the Fox the truth last night. I was outside with Asta. She—she chose to return to the Great Hall before me.”

Lord Berendt shook his head sadly. “Do not say I did not give you the chance to tell me the truth,” he said. “But you are incapable of it; you always have been. I do not know why Leopold insisted on your return.”

Let us not pursue that enquiry.

“I have told you the truth, sir.”

“I was about my business rather earlier than you, Lothar. I have already spoken to Asta. She does not corroborate your account.”

“But—this is impossible!”

“She told me, with the Fox as my witness, that she did not step outside with you. I have never known a lady with greater probity,” he said. “If she says the assignation did not take place, then it did not.”

“She is protecting her reputation,” said Lothar. “You have said yourself that I am not well regarded. I do not blame her; she does not realise the consequence of what she has said.”

Lord Berendt regarded Lothar through narrowed eyes. “So even now, caught in a lie, you thrash to save yourself by blackening Asta’s reputation. You are the same cur now as when you deflowered my daughter all those years ago.”

Lothar gaped. “This is simply not true! I do not know why she has denied it—”

“She denied it because it never happened,” said Lord Berendt. “So much is clear.”

He paused and set down his coffee. “I myself was guilty of a mild deception: it is permissible in the circumstances.”

Lothar stared back at the old man.

“I suggested that I would be compelled, for my own advantage, to protect you whatever you had done. But you are so false, so mendacious, so untrustworthy, that the longer I continue my association with you, the more you enmesh me in scandal.”

“Sir—”

“No one cares who killed this servant girl, Britta or Birgit, or whatever her name was. You may have done, or perhaps not. It does not matter. If I let the Fox have you, my reputation is damaged in the short run, but no lasting harm is done. I may even gain lustre as a man who put justice above friendship.”

“That would be infamous,” said Lothar.

Lord Berendt’s eyes glittered. “You leave me little choice, Lothar. If I cannot trust your veracity, you become an unpredictability, a force for chaos in my careful plans. I owe you nothing, and it becomes expedient to draw a line under you.”

Lothar carefully placed his cup down. His list of advocates had dwindled: Torkild would have spoken for him, but he was far away. Asta, for unfathomable motives, had cut the ground from his feet; Edda now believed he had murdered Birgit; Gisla had no reason to lift a finger for him; Steinar would savour his downfall. There was no point in appealing to Doa Lora for aid, for that enmity too was established. Could he now have run out of rope?

“I will not ask you to quit your rooms,” said Lord Berendt with icy courtesy. “I am sure you will soon be enjoying His Grace’s hospitality, so it is fruitless asking you to find a new residence for the next few hours.”

He rose and bowed his head. “Good morning, Lothar.”
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Lothar returned to his rooms and spent the next hour packing his cases. A short while later, Lieutenant Vinther knocked on his door.

“You have come to gloat as well, Lieutenant.”

Vinther straightened his shoulders. “I will not feign distress at your predicament,” he said. “You have earned misfortune many times over, the more so because Gisla retains a semblance of affection for you. That is by the by; I am here at His Grace’s order. You are required at the Hertugshalle. I told him you would come without duress, so do not make me a fool and a liar.”

Lothar smiled and slipped on his jacket. “Let us not keep His Grace waiting.”

They walked out through the front entrance of Klippesee without seeing anyone. Both Asta and Edda had kept away this morning.

As they walked along the street, Vinther said: “Out of interest, since it is only us present, have you truly committed the crimes they say? Murdered the servant girl and your own ambassador?”

Lothar quickened his pace. “You have no reason to think well of me,” he said. “I doubt that anyone has spoken favourably of me during my absence, and indeed I have not merited it. No one knows better how I treated Gisla when I was here before. But I have killed no one here, except in self-defence. I do not know who killed Birgit Ludvigsen.”

Vinther looked sideways. “And Count von Justus?”

“I have no proof,” said Lothar. “I can only say that I did not kill him.”

Vinther strode past the sentries at the Hertugshalle with Lothar at his side. The winter day was sunny but, in the absence of cloud, freezing, and Lothar wished he had worn a topcoat against the dropping temperature and northerly wind.

Soon they were at a reception room at the rear of the Hertugshalle, far away from where the dukes normally conducted their business. Lothar wondered for a moment if Grynulf and Berendt had decided it would simply be easier to do away with him. He mused which one of them he would be able to kill before he was struck down. Berendt’s betrayal was the worse as a former friend, but the Fox was the greater villain.

The reception room was tall and narrow, with its only window above head height. Cold as it had been outside, it was even bleaker within. Duke Valdemar lounged in a characteristic posture on an elaborate chair, dressed all in black. On either side he was flanked by the Fox, also in black, and Lord Berendt in an indigo naval uniform. Behind the group Baron Doa Lora stood impassively.

Valdemar lolled further to the side. “Well, von Schnusenberg. A great deal has happened since we spoke only last night.”

Lothar bowed. “None of it through my agency, Your Grace.”

He looked at Valdemar’s smirking face. Birgit had died soon after Lothar had left the duke. Valdemar had a morbid and cruel disposition; if anyone would push a servant off a balcony for pleasure, there were few likelier candidates. He stored the idea away for future investigation – although, since Birgit had almost certainly died at the hand of one of Leopold’s agents, the prospect was unlikely.

“You will remember, only a short while ago, the rat whom I tried in my chambers.”

Lothar swallowed. “Is this, then, a trial? I see few of the trappings of justice.”

Valdemar waved an arm airily and poured himself a goblet of wine. “Your ambassador is here to ensure you are treated fairly”—Doa Lora stood with a faint smile—“but you are not on trial. An unusual situation has arisen, and I wish to probe it with my own keen perceptions.”

“I too am sorry for the young lady’s death,” said Lothar.

Valdemar took a long pull at his drink. “The girl Britta is neither here nor there,” he said. “I refer to consensus between my noble counsellors Lords Grynulf and Berendt. They both denounce you as a scoundrel and a threat to the tranquillity of my realm. The event is so unprecedented I thought to bring us all together.”

Lothar thought to see a flush behind Lord Berendt’s suntanned face, but in the shadow it was difficult to be sure.

“The girl’s name was Birgit, my lord.” Edda at least would have respected him.

“What?”

“Her name was Birgit. You called her Britta.”

Valdemar’s lips paled. “Does it matter? She is dead now.”

“Not by my hand, sir.”

“Yet you lied about your actions at the time of death.”

“I do not wish to contradict you, my lord, but I did not.”

“Come now, Lothar,” said Lord Berendt. “You cannot hold to this tired fiction now.”

“If I was lying, it would be perverse to do so, Lord Berendt. The only explanation for it now can be that I am speaking the truth.”

If I get to kill one of them, it will be Berendt. The Fox is nothing to me.

“It may not surprise you,” said Valdemar, “to learn we anticipated this line of denial. Your advocate, Baron Doa Lora, came to your defence.”

Lothar half-turned to face Doa Lora. “You have my gratitude, sir,” he said with a sneer.

“I thought,” said Doa Lora primly, “that you might relish the opportunity to confront Lady Asta directly, since your accounts are at variance.”

“Against my better judgement,” said the Fox through tight lips.

“Nonetheless, we proceed,” said Valdemar. “Lieutenant Vinther, invite Lady Asta to join us.”

Lothar’s stomach plunged. He wanted to know why she had betrayed him, of course, but could he face having the betrayal repeated in front of this audience? But she could not lie to his face. He could not be so mistaken in her character to think she would tell any lie, let alone one that might send him to the gallows.

The door opened and Vinther walked back in with Asta. She winced as she made her way to a chair by the duke, not looking at Lothar as she walked past him. She eased her way down onto the seat with a dazed expression.

“Are you quite well, my dear?” said Lord Berendt. “You look to be in pain.”

“I must have slept awkwardly,” she said. “I find myself a little stiff this morning.”

“I am sure you should be in bed now,” said Lord Berendt gently. “We are all grateful that you are here to help the duke this morning. You were present when a horrid incident occurred last night, and we are testing the validity of Meinherr von Schnusenberg’s recollections.”

Asta’s gaze lifted from the floor to Lothar’s face, then immediately moved away.

“Meinherr von Schnusenberg claims that he was with you in the courtyard around the time of the poor girl’s death,” said Lord Berendt. “You are known as a lady of the greatest probity. Do you confirm that he lied?”

Asta sobbed quietly and looked at her feet. She mumbled incomprehensible words.

“Speak up, my lady,” said Lord Berendt. “Be brave, my girl.”

She looked up from the ground and fastened her eyes on Lord Berendt. “It was a lie. We were never in the courtyard together.” Her gaze skittered to where Valdemar and the Fox sat.

“Asta!” cried Lothar. “For God’s sake, Asta, what are you doing?”

She turned to face him. Some women, Lothar thought with a flash of cruelty, were more alluring when they cried. Asta was not one of them; her eyes were puffed like putrid plums, her cheeks blotchy and swollen.

“I was not there. I do not know why you insist I was,” she said in a monotone.

“Asta! I am sorry if my attentions were unwelcome—truly I am—but they will hang me if you do not speak the truth!”

The Fox interjected: “’Attentions’? You are some kind of man, to subject a lady to this.”

Asta looked at Lothar. For a moment their eyes met. “They said they would not hang you,” she said, almost inaudibly.

Lothar leaned forward. “Who are ‘they’, Asta? Berendt? Grynulf? Do not believe them.”

“The lady is overwrought,” said the Fox. “Lady Asta, we thank you for your candour.”

“Yes,” said Lord Berendt. “You have been very brave.” He leaned over and patted her hand. “Styrbjørn, take her back to her chambers and make sure she has a sedative.”

Clutching Vinther’s arm, she hobbled away. As she left the room, she threw a last glance at Lothar. Whatever its meaning, he could not grasp it.

Valdemar poured himself more wine. “That does not look good for you, von Schnusenberg.”

“She has been deceived!” cried Lothar. “You heard her. She has been given assurances as to my safety. She does not realise she is condemning me.”

“I heard nothing of the sort,” said Lord Berendt. “She was incoherent. She might have said anything.”

Valdemar scratched at his chin, where a few adolescent bristles poked through. “Do you have an alternative theory?” he said.

Lothar raised his eyes to the ceiling. He knew almost everything, other than the identity of Leopold’s agent who had killed Birgit. But he could prove none of it, and even if he persuaded Valdemar, his own part was hardly creditable. Instead of being hanged for murder, he would swing for espionage. He felt Doa Lora’s glittering eyes on him.

“If I were guilty, my lord, you might imagine I would have a scapegoat ready to blame. That I do not is testament to my innocence.”

The Fox laughed through his ruddy beard. “So the more guilty you appear, the more innocent you are in truth? Every trial I have ever attended has reached an incorrect verdict. I am sorry the duke no longer maintains a jester, for your absurdities would entertain us all.”

“I thought this was not a trial,” said Lothar, striving to recover his dignity.

“Perhaps not, but we have surely heard enough to warrant your incarceration,” said the Fox. “A trial can proceed in short order. Berendt, I am sure you agree.”

Lord Berendt looked gravely at Lothar. “I can reach no other conclusion. Your Grace, our clear recommendation is to take Meinherr von Schnusenberg into custody. Allow me to call the guards.”

Valdemar rose from his seat and put down his goblet. “A moment, gentlemen. You may not have heard Lady Asta’s final words, but I did. I am not convinced that she has not been—coached, threatened, bribed, I do not know. Matters are less clear than you led me to believe.”

“Your Grace!” cried the Fox.

“Sir, this fellow is a dangerous impediment to your realm,” said Lord Berendt.

Valdemar held up a hand. “Enough! He is a rogue, a knave, delinquent by almost every measure. That does not make him a murderer or”—he looked pointedly at his advisors—“even unusual by the standards of my court. Strömhall is no place for weaklings.”

“Your Grace, as Lord Protector—” began the Fox.

“I am considering whether I still need such a position,” said Valdemar. “I am coming into my maturity, and it may now be time for me to assert personal rule. You are all dismissed, except for Schnusenberg.”

“I protest in the strongest terms!” barked the Fox. “Your safety cannot be guaranteed alone with this man.”

Lord Berendt looked at the Fox through the corners of his eyes. A flicker of a smile crossed his face. “You show wisdom and courage, Your Grace. A true Fikingur does not hide away behind advisors and guards. Come, Grynulf, let us rejoice in His Grace’s clear-sightedness.”

Lord Grynulf composed himself with an effort. “Very well, Your Grace,” he said. “But do not let him approach close enough to strike.”

“Be gone,” said Valdemar. “I have had enough of your foolish faces for the morning. Baron Doa Lora, I am grateful too for your counsel, but you also are dismissed.”

They filed from the room, and Lothar was left alone with his unlikely saviour, Duke Valdemar.

“Come, sit down,” said Valdemar. He poured a cup of wine and handed it to Lothar, who took it but did not drink.

“The job of a diplomat is to make friends wherever he goes,” said Valdemar. “By that measure you would appear most indifferent, for every man is your enemy.”

“I never sought to be a diplomat, Your Grace,” said Lothar. “The emperor is fortunate that he has Baron Doa Lora as his ambassador.”

Valdemar took another pull of his own drink. “Doa Lora has the understanding of a child. He appears to have no goal but your destruction.”

“I feel I should defend my countryman,” said Lothar mildly.

“Yet you do not,” grinned Valdemar. “You once defined a statesman for me, Schnusenberg.”

“I believe I used the terms snake, knave, and rogue.”

Valdemar laughed. “Just so. I might observe that no one in my court better fits the appellation that yourself.”

“I can think of several who approach.” 

“We are alone here, Schnusenberg, and can speak with the frankness of one man of the world to another.”

Lothar could think of better ways to describe a sociopathic fourteen-year-old but let it pass. “Of course,” he said.

“Did you kill the girl Britta? You know me well enough to understand I do not care one way or the other if you did.”

“I did not, sir. In my experience a ‘man of the world’ who must kill on occasion does so only as a last necessity, and not in such a public fashion. And her name was Birgit.”

“You prefer poison? You have not touched your wine, by the way.”

“If we are speaking hypothetically,” said Lothar, “then poison as a means of concealed execution has many advantages, for instance in allowing the killer to be elsewhere at the time of death.”

Valdemar’s eyes lit up. “There is no one else at the court with whom I could have such a conversation! Manners and morals are so boring, are they not?”

“They serve a purpose,” said Lothar. “Sadly as duke you will have to learn to counterfeit them even if you are not sincere.”

“The name of the girl who died is important to you,” said Valdemar. He rose from his seat and began to pace. “You do not seem to me a man much interested in servants, except in the old-fashioned way.” He leered. “Was she known to you?”

“I had never spoken to her,” said Lothar. “But in death all she has is her name.”

“She was no one to me and she was no one to you.”

“In this case Lady Edda reinforced the point. On reflection I found I agreed with her.”

“Edda! Ha! Now I understand. There is not a girl under fifty whose name she does not know! You take my meaning, of course. She has panted over my governess for years.” In case Lothar did not, Valdemar punctuated the remark with an obscene gesture.

Lothar cocked his head. It had not occurred to him that Edda might prefer female company in all contexts, but the idea was not implausible. Did her attachment to Asta go beyond simple friendship? Or it could simply be the overheated fantasies of an adolescent boy? Still, it might later be useful information; he doubted Edda would want the gossip trailed around the Hertugshalle even—perhaps especially—if it were not true.

“I am sorry the poor girl is dead,” said Lothar. “But I cannot grieve a person I never knew. The significance of the death is the chance it has provided for my enemies to pursue me.”

Valdemar continued to pace. “Up to a point,” he said. “But somebody chose to kill this girl in a public way, which suggests either a grim—if rather appealing—flamboyance, or desperation. The first indicates a madman, the second a threat to my realm.”

Valdemar was shrewder than he appeared, thought Lothar, and not easily deflected. His mind was of the butterfly variety, preoccupied with violence and cruelty, and not constrained by scruple or humility, but there was a considerable underlying intelligence. With some tempering, he might yet become a pragmatic if harsh ruler, but to date it was difficult to view Asta’s moulding of his character as a success.

“I am sure the Lord Protector will get to the bottom of the matter,” said Lothar, “the more so if he ceases his persecution of me and begins to collect evidence.”

And since the archduke’s sigil and the encrypted note are in my pocket, he will not find any.

Valdemar sat back down with a restless swagger. “I will tell him you are to be left alone,” he said.

“You have my gratitude, sir.”

“He will take no notice, of course. He will simply continue his activities away from my sight.”

Lothar smiled. It was impossible to like Valdemar, but he had a dark humour which was oddly engaging.
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Valdemar had dismissed Lothar, who made his way back out into the corridors of the Hertugshalle. Lothar was in no doubt that an agent of Archduke Leopold’s had killed Birgit to conceal the truth of von Justus’ death—this was Edda’s theory but it was clearly correct, up until the point where it identified Lothar as the murderer. Lothar had the advantage of knowing his own innocence, but without that, he too might have reached the same conclusions. Leopold therefore had at least one more agent in Strömhall, which was neither surprising nor implausible. 

The killer had made a number of mistakes which were the hallmark of an amateur. The public nature of the act had been a considerable risk, and the murderer could not have relied on Lothar lacking an alibi, so he did not believe that the murder had been staged to implicate him. The killer had then failed to search Birgit’s quarters, so that the link to the archduke had not been disguised, but underlined.

Unless that was the intention? Could the murder, in its brazen and public nature, with the evidence to hand in Birgit’s quarters, be designed to throw suspicion on Leopold? Was the killer, rather than a desperate and bungling amateur, instead a person of foresight and subtlety? He thought immediately of the Chevalier de Trémaux, no friend to the Empire. 

More immediately, he needed somewhere to live. Now that his incarceration had, for the time being, been forestalled, he did not expect to be welcome at Klippesee. He could apply to the Imperial Embassy for assistance but he did not expect Doa Lora to exert himself in any way. Perhaps the duke’s factotum, Olav, would be able to provide rooms at the Hertugshalle. It could do no harm to ask, and to drop Valdemar’s name into the conversation.

The route to Olav’s office took him past the wing where the ladies of gentle birth were lodged. He felt a pang, and the question which had been gnawing at him all morning leapt to the front of his mind again. Why had Asta lied about their meeting? He could understand that it did not help her reputation to be lurking outside with a notorious seducer at midnight, but she would surely not have stuck to her fabrication if it risked destroying him? Even if she were shocked and embarrassed by his proposal—and he knew she had not been—she would not have pursued it so far. And whatever Lord Berendt had claimed earlier, she had clearly been offered an assurance in being persuaded to lie.

He hesitated at the entrance to the corridor. There was only one way to resolve this, without Valdemar or the Fox or Berendt present. He rubbed the back of his neck and set off down the corridor. About halfway along was an attractively painted sign:
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Lady Asta

of Falkenland
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HE KNOCKED ON THE DOOR. There was a brief pause and then it opened to reveal a small hallway. A maid whose face was familiar stood in front of him; he realised it was Lykke, Birgit’s roommate.

“Good morning, Lykke. Is Lady Asta at home?”

Lykke clearly did not remember him, and started at the use of her name.

“She is unwell, sir. May I take your name?”

“Meinherr von Schnusenberg.” 

“If you will wait here, sir, my mistress Lady Edda is visiting. I will see if my lady is at home to you. Please sit down.” She curtsied and disappeared into the rooms behind the hall. Edda had wasted little time in taking Lykke under her wing.

A short while later Edda emerged. “You have some audacity to present yourself here,” she said. Her eyes were clouded with suspicion.

“I simply want to speak to Asta,” he said.

“She has a migraine,” said Edda flatly. “She does not wish to see you.”

“Which is it, Edda? Is she indisposed for everyone, or just me?”

Edda sighed and opened the door to the apartments. “It will be easier if you come in,” she said.

The parlour was small but tastefully furnished, with a large window overlooking the courtyard where last night Lothar and Asta had met.

Lothar sat on a comfortable sofa as Edda despatched Lykke to make tea. “Asta has made it clear she does not wish to see you under any circumstances,” said Edda. “She is, as it happens, also suffering from a migraine.”

Lothar sat back in his seat. “I am not sure how far I can trust you, Edda.”

Edda composed her expression. “That depends on what you have done. If you wish to unburden yourself, that is welcome, but if you want to confess to murdering Birgit then do not expect my silence or forgiveness.”

Lothar smiled sharply. “Because Birgit was a most special friend, was she not?”

Two spots of colour darkened Edda’s cheeks. “I do not understand your allusion.”

Lothar sipped his tea. “It is by the by,” he said. “And in any event, I did not kill her. You cannot seriously believe it.”

Edda dropped two sugar cubes into her tea with silver tongs. “It is unlikely,” she said, “although not impossible.”

“Whatever Asta says, she was outside with me.”

“Asta was inside when Birgit died.”

“I was still outside. Someone in that room killed her.”

“You are the archduke’s man. She was killed by one of his lackeys.”

“Not necessarily,” said Lothar. He outlined his latest theory.

He could see her mind working as she drank her tea. If Valdemar’s intellect was unformed, Edda’s was keen and sharp.

“It is possible,” she said at last. “But there is then no motive for her death.”

“She may have been an agent for Avigny or Lauchenland.”

“This is just speculation,” she said. “You have not denied being an agent for the archduke.”

“And you have not denied an improper relationship with Birgit.”

She placed her cup down. “I thought you better than a common blackmailer.”

Lothar snorted. “Blackmail is the least of my talents,” he said. “On this occasion, though, I am simply saying that people of goodwill often keep each other’s secrets.”

Edda’s expression was bleak. “In this case, what you describe as a ‘secret’ is rumoured throughout the Hertugshalle. You would be doing no more than retailing tittle-tattle were you to spread it further.”

“Whatever your motivations,” said Lothar, “you are the only person other than myself to wish to understand what happened to Birgit. To everyone else she is just a servant. I would welcome your assistance.”

Edda shifted as if her dress was constricting her. “We would make unlikely allies,” she said.

“Believe me,” said Lothar. “I have worked with many more surprising bedfellows.”

“In the circumstances, that is not the word I would have used,” she said with a smile.

There was a soft snick as one of the doors to the parlour slid open. Asta emerged. Her face was ghostly, her eyes screwed against the light, one hand holding a flannel to her forehead.

“I thought I heard your voice,” she said in a dry-lipped whisper.

“Asta, you should be in bed,” said Edda softly.

“You do not look well,” said Lothar. The migraine, at least, was not a fiction, whatever else might be. His hands were clammy.

Asta sat neatly in an armchair with her back to the window. Edda rose and drew the curtains. A quiet dusk fell over the room.

“You have come to see me,” said Asta. Her voice was barely audible.

“You know why I am here,” said Lothar. He strained to keep his voice level. “If it were not for the perversity of Duke Valdemar, I would be back in gaol and suspected of yet another murder.”

“If you are going to harangue her, you can leave,” said Edda, standing at Asta’s side. 

Lothar raised his hands. “I harangue nobody. I came to ask Asta a question, and I hope she will answer it.”

“You can see she is unwell,” snapped Edda.

Asta reached out a hand and touched Edda’s arm. “He is not harming me,” she said. 

Edda shook her head. “You should come back tomorrow,” she said to Lothar.

“We were almost friends at one point, Edda,” said Lothar. “Can you not accept I am not here to cause trouble for its own sake?”

Edda crossed her arms.

Asta pressed the cloth against her forehead. “You want to know why I lied about you?” she said.

“Asta,” breathed Edda. “He is telling the truth?”

“This conversation will proceed more smoothly without you,” Lothar said to Edda.

“I am not leaving Asta with you.” 

“Edda, it is all right,” said Asta. “I would prefer to speak to Lothar alone.”

Edda’s eyes widened. “He is a dangerous man – worse than you realise.”

Asta’s cracked lips smiled. “He will not hurt me, Edda.”

“I will be in the hallway,” said Edda. “Call if you need me.”

“And do not listen at the keyhole,” said Lothar with a smirk. Edda shot him a look studded with hostility and left the room.

There was a silence while Lothar immersed himself in Asta’s presence. Less than twelve hours before he had suggested they elope. What had happened since?

Asta rested her head against the back of the chair. “I am sorry,” she said. “You will not believe that I never intended to harm you.”

Lothar steepled his hands. “You gave two pernicious characters the information that could have hanged me. And it was not even true.”

“Lord Berendt said that you would come to no harm. He and his family have long been friends to me. I have had cause to trust him.”

“Lord Berendt may appear like a kindly uncle, but he has survived as one of the great men of court for over twenty years. If he said he meant me no injury, he has lied to you.”

Asta said nothing and closed her eyes. 

“And what of the Fox? I cannot believe him innocent in this.”

Asta turned her head away. “Lord Grynulf was there,” she said. “But Lord Berendt asked the questions.”

Lothar found the story implausible. She had lied just because Lord Berendt had asked her? There was more to it than this. He restrained the temptation to shake her. However much it might suit him to frighten her, he could not do it. He gave a rueful smile; this was a poor time to develop scruples.

Asta opened her eyes. “There is nothing for you here,” she said. “I beg you, go back to Beruzil.”

Lothar took her hand. She did not withdraw it. “With you? Tomorrow.”

She shook her head, then winced at the pain. “No, Lothar. That can never happen. You must go home, and forget about me.”

“I find that I cannot.”

She closed her eyes again. “Whatever you imagine for the future, it cannot be. There are many millions of young ladies in Beruzil. You will charm one in half an hour.”

He squeezed her fingers. “I do not want a lady I can charm in thirty minutes,” he said. “You need only follow your inclinations. If you are indifferent to me, then say so.”

“If only it were that simple,” she said.

“I cannot see why it is not.”

She pulled her hand away. “Very well.” She sighed and her grey eyes were fixed on his face. “You are not used to being rebuffed. You imagine an attachment on my side which does not exist, and your attentions are unwelcome. I must ask you to desist.”

Lothar felt the muscles in his neck tighten. “Have you forgotten that day in the tower?”

“It was a mistake,” she said in a monotone.

“Asta—”

She passed the damp cloth across her forehead. “I am sincerely sorry I caused you difficulties with Lord Berendt and Lord Grynulf. Beyond that, there is nothing else I can say to you. I am feeling nauseous, and I do not wish to vomit in front of you, so I suggest you leave.”

Lothar could barely feel his legs as he got to his feet.

He softly closed the door behind him. In the hall Edda was wordlessly examining her fingernails. He left the apartments without further acknowledgement.
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Olav managed to arrange a new chamber for Lothar at the Hertugshalle. The room was inferior to Asta’s, with a smaller parlour and a window overlooking not the courtyard but the midden. Nonetheless it removed him from Klippesee, and since he wished to see neither the Scavenius family nor its regular visitors, he could not view the outcome as anything other than satisfactory.

He walked back to Klippesee to arrange for his trunks to be placed in storage except for the few effects he would need at the Hertugshalle.

“Lothar? Is that you?” He heard a voice from the drawing room and went inside.

Gisla sat alone, working on her embroidery. “I understand you are leaving?”

Lothar did not detect mockery. “I think it is for the best. Your father and I are not presently on the best terms.”

Gisla smiled sadly. “You cannot believe my horror when I heard you had been invited back here.”

He scratched his chin. “Perhaps I can. I have caused dismay wherever I have gone; I have not meant to add to your woes.”

“You have been charming,” she said. “I am glad you came. You are just an ordinary man, and an unhappy one. To realise that has freed me of a burden.”

“I am pleased my misery has brought you comfort,” he said with a smile. “It may be the only way I could make amends.”

“I wish you good fortune in the future, Lothar. You should not dislike yourself so much.” She held out a hand.

He took it and bowed. “You are more magnanimous than I deserve.”

At this point Steinar, dressed in his naval uniform, burst in. He took in the scene with a long panoramic gaze.

“I cannot believe what I am seeing!” he said, his mouth contracting to a point. “Gisla, whatever are you thinking? To be alone with this whoremonger after everything that has happened!”

Gisla adopted an icy tone. “Lothar is taking his leave of Klippesee like a gentleman. You might learn from his manners.”

“This is outrageous! This jackanapes, this baboon, seduced you and abandoned you, and here you are fawning over him as if he was the Emperor of Beruzil!”

“Thank you, brother, for reminding me of an incident long forgotten, and best left in the past. You have embarrassed us all, but most of all yourself, with your graceless buffoonery.”

Steinar clenched his fists. “How am I, a naval officer in my own home, at fault when this blackguard slides through every phase of life without a scratch? ‘Poor Schnusenberg. We must indulge him’. No more!”

“Calm yourself, Steinar. I am quitting Klippesee this instant. You may never have to see me again.”

“As ever, you scurry off without facing responsibility. An uncomfortable situation arises, and off you scuttle, kissing your hand like some perfumed tart.”

He shoved Lothar hard in the chest. Lothar was braced and swayed back.

“Steinar!” shouted Gisla. “You forget yourself!”

“No, Gisla,” roared Steinar. “It is you who forget, and I am chastising this knave on your behalf.” He shoved Lothar again.

“No chastisement is necessary,” said Gisla through tight lips. “Unless it is your own.”

Steinar pushed Lothar for a third time. “Are you going to fight back, you snivelling wretch, or do you propose once again to hide under my sister’s skirts?”

Lothar grinned and straightened his jacket. “I will not strike you, Steinar. But if you wish to settle your grievance like a gentleman, simply name the time and place.”

Steinar smiled in triumph. “No!” cried Gisla.

“At least you can die like a gentleman,” said Steinar. “I should have taken this satisfaction years ago.”

“When you have ceased bragging,” said Lothar, “you may send me the details. I will be there.”

“Why delay? Tomorrow, at dawn, the Kaspertræ. We will fight with pistols.”

“I will be there.” Lothar bowed to Gisla and left the room as calmly as he could achieve.
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LOTHAR SETTLED HIMSELF into his new chambers and lay on his bed with some foreboding. There had been no avoiding a duel with Steinar; the provocations would simply have increased until they were inescapable. He could not deny an exhilaration at the thought of settling a score with Steinar, whom he had disliked throughout their acquaintance. Neither could he ignore the prospect that he would die in the duel. Steinar was a serving military officer, and could be reckoned adept in the use of pistols. Lothar fancied himself a fine shot, but it was best a contest of equals. He could not rely on any advantage.

It was hard to avoid the conclusion that he was fated to die in Haskilde. He had already been attacked in the street and incurred the enmity not only of the Lord Protector but also Grand Admiral Scavenius, nominally an ally. At least he had broken with Asta—no, he could not pretend it was not she who had broken with him—so there would be no one at Strömhall to grieve if he fell tomorrow.

He had so few acquaintances from whom he was not estranged that he would be hard-put even to find a second for tomorrow. He pondered asking Doa Lora, if only out of perversity. The ambassador could not with propriety refuse. Alternatively, the Chevalier de Trémaux might add a certain flamboyance to proceedings. 

There was nothing to be gained by brooding in his chambers this afternoon. A thought had occurred to him concerning Birgit Ludwigsen’s death, and he had no better way to spend what might be his last hours than pursuing it.
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THE GREAT HALL WAS empty, with the low afternoon sun catching the window at an angle favourable for natural light. The room seemed both larger and colder in daylight. The stone floor had been scrubbed but as he knelt down he saw that in the gaps between the flagstones some dark flakes remained: Birgit’s blood. His shiver was not solely from the cold.

He stood up and examined the balcony above him. The walkway was some twenty feet up, almost in the roof, and running all the way around the hall. The parapet, some three feet in height, followed the balcony all the way. He could think of no circumstances under which Birgit had fallen accidentally.

On either side of the main doors were stone stairs leading up to the balcony. These were hidden from view almost everywhere in the hall. He made his way up one of the staircases and moved around the balcony. Doors led off into other parts of the Hertugshalle, so access to the balcony was possible without first entering the Great Hall. The killer could have entered through one of these connecting passageways, or from the hall itself, by coming up the staircase unseen as he had done. There was nothing conclusive here, but it punctured the Fox’s assumption that the murderer had not come from the Great Hall. Not, of course, that Grynulf had any great interest in the evidence.

A door at the back of the hall opened and a figure eased through, with a quick surreptitious glance around the room. Edda! What was she doing here? If she had been associating with Birgit, might she herself have a motive? The prospect was superficially attractive but hard to credit. At the moment, as someone who had been in the Great Hall when Birgit died, she was more useful as a witness.

“Edda!” he called softly.

She turned around in confusion, unable to locate the voice.

“Up here.”

She peered up at the balcony. “Lothar? What are you doing?”

He made his way back to the stairs and down into the hall.

“I would like to know what happened,” he said. “You know as well as I that no one else is interested.”

She tilted her head. “You had not previously shown much curiosity yourself.”

“I find myself at a loose end this afternoon,” he said. He explained his altercation with Steinar and its consequences.

She pursed her lips. “If you are the archduke’s agent, you are spectacularly inept,” she said. “Unobtrusive competence is the hallmark of the intelligencer. You could hardly have a higher profile if you were a mountain range, or fewer friends if you were a leper.”

Lothar gave a bleak smile. “For the best that I am hapless tourist, then,” he said.

“Who is your second?”

“I have not yet decided,” said Lothar with a stiff dignity.

Edda laughed. “I am sure you have not.”

“That can wait,” he said. “I have been investigating the staircases.” He outlined his conclusions. “You were in the hall, were you not? Can you remember who was where? I believe the killer is a person who was in the room, so anyone you saw can be eliminated.”

Edda went to sit on one of the benches around the perimeter of the hall. “There was a quadrille in motion,” she said. “I despise dancing, so I was not involved. What do I remember? Lord Berendt was dancing with the duchess—”

“Of course.”

“The Fox was with Gisla.”

“Valdemar?”

Edda grinned. “That would be convenient, but he was dancing with that pretty ambassador’s wife, the Ibalin—”

“Doña Constanza.”

“And the other ambassadors? If you are right about this being linked to the archduke’s schemes, they must be suspects.”

She paused in thought. “Doctor Tunyaz had already left—”

“A poisoner by choice, in any event.”

“The Chevalier de Trémaux was trying to persuade Asta to dance with him.”

“Given the conversation she and I have just had, I hope she said no.”

Edda laughed. “Of course, the famous conversation! You need not be jealous—she looked upset, she was not interested.”

“Upset?”

“Lothar, this is not the time to unpick whatever is going on between the two of you.”

Lothar sighed. “No, you are right. Tell me, did you see Akaev?”

“The Khakassian? No.”

Lothar paused for a second. “Do not ask me how I know, but the archduke has in the past had power over him. If he wished a disagreeable task to be undertaken at short notice, Akaev is the man he might choose.”

“Not you?”

“I am a simple tourist.”

“Of course.”

“I do not think we can prove what happened,” he said. “Either the archduke arranged Birgit’s death—in which case Akaev is our man—or someone else has an interest in making it appear so. In that instance I would bet on de Trémaux.”

Edda pulled at her ear lobe. “Birgit is dead either way,” she said. “And if either of those is responsible they will never face justice.” Her shoulders slumped. “She was so young, with so much life ahead of her. The one thing I can do for her was to find out how she died, and why.”

“She was so important to you?” said Lothar softly.

Edda’s face hardened. “Not in the way you are suggesting. But she was a person, with her own life, and her own dreams. One day she might have had a husband, children.”

“That does not seem an ambitious or especially praiseworthy end,” he said. “It does not appear to have been yours.”

“You cannot understand,” she said. “For a girl of her means and background, to have her own household, to be away from the Hertugshalle, is the most she could imagine. It is little enough, I know.”

Lothar looked at her face, coiled tightly against some imagined assault. She was the most cross-grained and mercurial person he had ever known.

“I have some acquaintance with Akaev,” he said. “From a former life, you understand. I will go to see him. I do not know how that interview will unfold, but it is better if you do not come.”

She stared back at him. “Part of me might enjoy the conversation you are describing,” she said. “But I do not wish to hamper your enthusiasm.”

Lothar smiled harshly.

“Do not kill him,” she said. “You have enough troubles as it is.”

“I know where to stop,” he said. “Trust me in this.”

She reached out to touch his forearm. “For once, I do.”

He turned and walked towards the door.

“Lothar,” she called.

He turned to face her.

“If you require a second for tomorrow, and you would not be shamed by a woman’s presence, I would be honoured.”

Lothar made an ironic bow. “The honour would be mine, madam.” 
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At this time of day Akaev might either be at the Khakassian embassy or his chambers at the Hertugshalle. He had never, in Lothar’s experience, been afflicted with excessive diligence, and it was only a short step across the courtyard to the Ambassadors’ Wing.

He rapped on Akaev’s door. There was no immediate response, but he could hear scurrying in the background.

“Akaev! Are you in there?”

The heavy wooden door opened a crack, a young man’s face appearing in the gap. Lothar kicked at the door with the sole of his boot. The door flew back and the man sprawled on the floor.

“Where is he?” snarled Lothar.

The man covered his face with his hands. Lothar put his age at about nineteen.

“Niklas!” A voice came from an inner room. “What is happening?”

Lothar dragged Niklas to his feet by his shirt-front. “You, my friend, have an urgent errand. Get about it now.”

“I—”

“Now.”

Niklas scrambled through the door, which Lothar shut, sliding the bolt behind him. Akaev emerged into the hallway.

“Schnusenberg! Where is my secretary?”

Lothar shook his head. “Secretary? Have you learned nothing from that business with Rasul? Young Niklas has some pressing business in the Undercliff.”

Akaev drew himself up, although he was still at least three inches shorter than Lothar. “What is the meaning of this unpardonable intrusion?”

“Shall we sit down, ambassador?” Lothar led the way into room more comfortable even than Asta’s. He sat in the plushest chair.

“I merely thought to call upon an old friend, to reminisce about past times and acquaintances.” He crossed his legs and pointed to a decanter. “Is that kartofelschnapp? I bet you have the good stuff, eh? I’ve not had one with a real kick since I returned from Vorkuntsovo.”

Akaev wordlessly poured two glasses, pushing one across the heavy oak table to Lothar. “After you,” said Lothar, picking up the glass. Akaev reached for his own and knocked it back in a single draught.

“Your good health,” said Lothar, following suit.

“What do you want here, Schnusenberg? After Vorkuntsovo you said I would never see you again.”

Lothar shook his head. “What I think I said is that if you saw me again you would have cause to regret it. I am not always a man of my word, but in this case...”

Akaev perched on the edge of a couch and fussed with his jacket.

“And what of the archduke?” said Lothar in a conversational tone. “Do you hear from him still?”

Akaev leaped from the couch and walked to the window with its leaded panes. “I was never on familiar terms with him.”

“Nonsense!” said Lothar. “He used to speak about you a great deal, and in the Vorkuntsovo days he was much interested in your welfare.”

“Vorkuntsovo was long ago.”

“You appear to have learned little,” said Lothar, standing and pouring himself more kartofelschnapp.

“Tell me once and for all why you are here, Schnusenberg.” Lothar noted that Akaev’s hands were shaking.

“Very well,” said Lothar. “I too have other important matters to consider. If you admit to killing Birgit Ludwigsen, our business is already complete.”

Akaev made to approach the drinks table, but its proximity to Lothar deterred him. “I do not know who Birgit Ludwigsen is.”

“How many people have you killed here, Akaev, that you cannot remember all their names?”

“I—this is—I have not—”

“We are both men of the world, Akaev. Sometimes it is necessary that people die before their time. The unfortunate Rasul, for instance. Poor Birgit was in the wrong place at the wrong time. I know as well as you that the archduke can be a harsh taskmaster.”

Akaev licked his lips. “I do not know what you are talking about,” he breathed.

“Oh, Akaev, it is almost as if you enjoy making me mistreat you. I know you killed her—and why, which you may not—so all I need is your confirmation. Otherwise—well, I have a choice. That charming young Niklas could go the same way as Rasul. Or you yourself might meet with an accident, which in some ways is preferable.”

“You are a dog!” wailed Akaev. “You are the archduke’s man, you have killed for him! And now you are reproaching me for the same!”

“So you admit it?”

“No! I am merely noting a hypocrisy. Why do you care what happened to the girl, anyway? She was only a servant.”

Lothar stood up and walked to the window where Akaev stood. “So you know who she is after all?”

Akaev edged away. “I did not know her name, but everyone knows about the poor girl who died.”

“Poor girl, or servant who nobody cared about? You should be consistent.”

Akaev raised a doughy hand. “If you are so certain, why do you need my confession?”

Lothar smiled. “Simply for my own satisfaction. I have no official status here, and the worst that can happen to you is a train back to Khakassia. You are protected as a diplomat. Although I doubt that little Niklas will be coming with you, but we cannot have everything we desire.”

Akaev set his shoulders and clenched his jaw. “I did not kill that damned girl.”

“You are a very poor liar, Akaev. You always were.” Lothar took him by the scruff of the neck and slammed his head into the window. A pane cracked and fell outwards.

“Careful there, Your Excellency!” cried Lothar. “You have quite a nasty cut.”

Akaev’s hand went to his forehead and came away bloody. “Duke Valdemar will hear of this!” he blustered.

“Tell him if you must,” said Lothar. “He will laugh in your face. I am afraid he finds the misfortunes of others amusing.”

Akaev staggered away from the window. Lothar took his neck again.

“The window is not quite broken yet,” he said, drawing Akaev’s head back. Akaev threw up both hands.

“I did it!” he cried. “I killed her.”

Lothar left his hand on Akaev’s neck and steered him towards the couch.

“That could have been far less painful,” he said. “You need only have said at the outset.”

Akaev took a handkerchief from his pocket and held it to his head. “It is not a matter for polite conversation.”

Lothar laughed at the sheer ludicrousness of the remark. “No, I suppose it is not. But you must have known that I am the last person to moralise; you have noted yourself that my own hands are not always clean.”

Akaev leaned his head back to staunch the flow of blood. “So, what now?”

“You know me, Your Excellency. I prefer a secret held only by me to one shared with the world. That way it becomes a tool for me to use when I please. In this case, one other person needs to know—so do not think to arrange my death—but other than that, it can remain a matter between one gentleman and another.”

Akaev spat out some blood which had trickled into his mouth.

“You are no gentleman, Schnusenberg.”

Lothar rose and walked to the door. “Neither are you, Your Excellency. Neither are you.”

––––––––
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LOTHAR KNOCKED AT EDDA’S door but there was no answer. She was probably visiting Asta, and after their last interview he was unwilling to try his luck there again. He ripped a page from his pocket-book, scribbled a single word—Akaev—and slipped it under Edda’s door. Edda would have to decide for herself how to use the information. It was unlikely that Akaev would relish her choice.

He wandered over to the customs house, where his Schauss and Gerstaeker duelling pistols remained impounded. He was not attached to the weapons—indeed he had never fired them—but neither did he trust Steinar to supply him with a pistol. Those who were the noisiest in their devotion to honourable conduct were often the first to find an excuse to set it aside.

Securing the pistols proved easier than he had expected, the only difficulty being calculating the size of the bribe so that it was neither derisory nor so large it reeked of desperation. After some brief haggling an amount of sixty crowns was settled upon, more than Lothar would have preferred to pay but, ultimately, an expense on Leopold rather than himself.

He took himself over to the Kaspertræ, a wooded area on the clifftop outside the city walls. Here he spent half an hour practising his marksmanship. The Schauss and Gerstaeker pistols were undeniably excellent—the silver-inlaid grips and chasings were paralleled with superb workmanship—and he soon remembered the breathing techniques necessary for consistent accuracy. The duel remained a self-indulgently high risk, for no doubt Steinar too would be a more than competent shot, but there was no real alternative. Steinar had, after all, struck him more than once. While he was sceptical of gentlemen’s codes of honour, there were some insults that could not be overlooked without damage to his self-respect and his reputation. At this last thought he grinned briefly, for it was hard to imagine his prestige sinking any lower. Gisla, no doubt, would be persuading Steinar to offer an apology, but he knew it would not be forthcoming.

Towards the end of the practice, the northerly breeze strengthened, and his aim became more erratic. If it was windy in the morning, accuracy would be impaired and it was possible the duel would pass off without a shot being landed. This might be for the best, although it was unlikely to quench Steinar’s settled animosity.

If he was to die tomorrow, so be it. One way or another, it was improbable that he would return to Beruz alive. Of the potential deaths on offer, there were worse than dying in a duel and he could not dispute that the original offence—his seduction and abandonment of Gisla all those years ago—merited Steinar’s rage. But still, it would be more satisfactory if it were Steinar who was carried away with a blanket over his face.

––––––––
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AFTER AN EXCELLENT supper in the refectory—there was no point in stinting his purse in the circumstances—he called once again on Edda. This time she was at home and invited him in. Her parlour was smaller than Asta’s and more sparsely furnished, although he suspected this was the result of her taste rather than hardship.

He seated himself on a wooden chair that was more comfortable than it looked, and outlined his interview with Akaev. “There can be no doubt of his guilt.”

Edda tilted her head. “It may be that he would have said anything to avoid further abuse.”

Lothar smiled. “Regrettably I have had to beat information out of those unwilling to yield it in the past,” he said. “Sometimes my life has depended on it. I am used to distinguishing truth from falsehood. Akaev killed Birgit on the archduke’s instructions. He does not know why, but we do, of course. Birgit herself poisoned von Justus. The archduke, as a prudent man, thought to close the book on the matter.”

“I do not think I like your archduke.”

“He most certainly is not mine, and neither is he likeable.”

“What do you intend to do with Akaev?”

“I assured him I would not touch him further,” said Lothar. With a smile, he added: “I did not extend that guarantee to include your actions.”

Edda’s eyes became reflective. “So you have given him to me.”

Lothar nodded. “It may also interest you that when I knew him in Vorkuntsovo, he had a proclivity for the company of young men. It was his undoing there, but from what I saw today I do not think he has learned that lesson. I merely offer you the information without comment.”

Edda paused for a moment. “It is not something I care to judge him for.”

Lothar smiled. “No one is less moralistic than I,” he said. “He can sate his lusts however he chooses, and if a strapping young man suits him, it is no business of mine. Not everyone is as liberal as we are, though. If you want to ruin him with the information you can. You may prefer a more direct solution: the choice is yours.”

She inspected him through narrowed eyes. “You are quite the most cold-blooded person I have ever encountered.”

“I might say something similar about you. Perhaps we hold up a mirror to each other.”

She laughed. “And perhaps we do, at that. For certain, we are too alike ever to be friends.”

Lothar grinned. “That too is true.”

“If you will permit me,” she said after a pause, “your behaviour towards Asta is not consistent with the corrosive cynicism you show everywhere else.”

He pursed his lips. “That is irrelevant. She has told me my attentions are unwelcome and I have agreed to desist. Since you disapproved of them, you can have no cause for complaint.”

“Against my original judgement,” she said, “I have come to believe your passion for her is genuine. If I were capable of being touched, I would find it heart-warming that so callous a man can have such feelings.”

“You can imagine the extent to which I value your opinion on this topic.”

“Do not be tetchy,” she said. “It is evident that such a union would be disastrous for Asta, and no better for you. It is for the best that you have both seen reason.”

Lothar crossed and recrossed his legs. “I came here to discuss tomorrow, not to act out a scene from a romantic novel.”

“I do not read them, so I cannot comment on how well you have played that part.”

Lothar handed her the wooden box containing the pistols. She flipped the catch, opened the lid, and took out one of the pistols.

“These are excellent weapons,” she said, looking along the barrel. She read the inscription on the silver plate inside the lid. “You go by the name ‘Berthold Klauber’?”

“I am not the original owner. I picked up the set from a dealer before I travelled,” he said. “I did not imagine such an immediate use for them.”

“Come here an hour before dawn,” she said. “We will walk over to the Kaspertræ tomorrow. Have you ever fought a duel before?”

“A duel is a gentleman’s engagement,” he said. “And I am no gentleman. Where possible I prefer to settle my grievances in ways that leave less to chance.”

“I take it you are not over-scrupulous about tomorrow’s events?”

“I prefer to maximise my chances of survival, if that is what you mean.”

“I have it on excellent authority that Steinar’s distance vision is less than perfect. A less vain man would wear eyeglasses. If you have a choice over the distance, choose the longest you can. His chances of hitting you at forty yards are negligible.”

“I will not ask how you came by the information.”

“I have long been an intimate of the Scavenius family.”

“You would seem to repay their hospitality poorly.”

“Pah! I have never liked Steinar. He stands in Torkild’s light, whom I like very much better. Also, I have not mentioned the duel to Asta and I could not bear to tell her you were dead.”

Lothar rose from his seat. “I will see you before dawn, Edda.”

“Until then.”
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Chapter 14


[image: image]


By the time Lothar had drifted into sleep, it was almost time for his alarm. He was not given to reflection, and if he had made a list of the misdeeds he had committed and the people he had wronged, the night would not have been long enough to accommodate it. He had long ago dismissed the Church as a tool for the hypocritical to prey upon the credulous, so when he left his chamber in the last hour of night he was as prepared for all possible outcomes as he needed to be.

Edda was awake and dressed in a man’s trousers and overcoat when he arrived at her rooms, so with a minimum of conversation they made their way outside. The first claws of winter were flexing, and a sprinkle of snow hung in the air. Lothar had a thick jacket over his white shirt, although the duel would require him to remove it. Ironic to survive the bullets only to die of pneumonia.

The clearing in the Kaspertræ was illuminated by two small lanterns. Steinar and his second—Lothar saw with a sour smile that it was Gisla’s husband Lieutenant Vinther—stood muttering. A third figure stood apart. He saw it was Doctor Tait, and wondered whether Valdemar knew about the duel, or that his own physician was attending it. Lothar doubted it, for such a connoisseur of morbidity as the duke would not have been able to keep away.

Drawn by an invisible string, the five of them made their way to the centre of the clearing. Lothar and Steinar shook hands wordlessly.

“You have a woman as your second?” said Vinther.

“What of it?”

“It is improper.”

“Irregular, perhaps,” said Lothar. “If Steinar is so mortified that he wishes to apologise and return to Klippesee, we will say no more about it.”

Steinar flexed his shoulders. “This one is more man than woman,” he said. “And certainly more man than you. We will continue.”

Lothar bared his teeth in a grin. “If we did not already have a grievance,” he said, “your remarks about Lady Edda would be cause for one.”

“Gentlemen,” said Doctor Tait. “There is enough rancour and contention without adding more fuel. You are both enraged with each other, but I must ask if either of you wishes to beg pardon of the other. No blood yet needs to be spilled today.”

“Beg pardon of this rascal?” sneered Steinar. “I would sooner abase myself before the dungheap in the courtyard.”

Lothar allowed himself the luxury of silence for a moment. “You will see why reconciliation is impossible. Let us proceed.”

Doctor Tait shook her head. “Do not say you were not offered an honourable alternative.”

Vinther said: “We must be clear on the rules of combat. Lady Edda, if you disagree with me, kindly say.”

Edda nodded. Her breath clouded in the cold morning air.

“First,” said Vinther. “Each pistol is to contain two bullets. The principals will stand back to back, and on your signal, walk twenty paces apart. The principals will then turn, and once facing each other, will fire one shot each. If injury occurs, the duel will conclude. If not, each man may take a second shot. The duel at that point is over. There is no provision for further shots.”

Steinar looked disappointed at this final stipulation, but it was standard.

“There is little to object to,” she said, “although let us say forty paces and not twenty.”

Steinar’s eyes narrowed. He exchanged a quick glance with Vinther.

“This is a coward’s choice,” said Vinther. “The chances of all four shots going astray at that distance are higher.”

“On the contrary,” said Edda. “The duel becomes, as it should be, a supreme test of skill and marksmanship.”

And eyesight, thought Lothar.

“Let us compromise on thirty yards,” said Edda.

Vinther looked across to Steinar who inclined his head almost imperceptibly.

“Very well,” said Vinther. “Thirty yards it is.”

Edda shook hands with Vinther. They each handed over their principal’s pistol for inspection, returned it, and the seconds slid a bullet into each chamber.

Lothar’s mouth was dry. He wished he had taken a tot of kartofelschnapp before he had come out, but it was difficult to measure a dose which steadied the nerves without dulling the reflexes. He would have to take his chance now. He slipped off his jacket and handed it to Edda; she passed him the pistol. Lothar’s mouth twitched, and she looked into his eyes. For once neither her articulacy or her misanthropy brought a remark to mind. Instead she squeezed his biceps.

He turned and walked towards the centre of the clearing, arriving at the same time as Steinar, whose face was immobile and his eyes expressionless.

“Turn!” called Vinther. They moved to stand back to back. They were almost the same height but Steinar was broader. A bigger target to hit, thought Lothar. In their shirt sleeves, both men were shivering, although the wind seemed now to have abated. Surrounded by trees, they could not see the horizon, but the low winter sun had crept up enough to cast a wan light over the clearing. These were not ideal shooting conditions for a man with deficient eyesight.

“Thirty paces!” cried Edda.

Slowly the two men walked apart. Lothar could feel every twig breaking under his boot, and he was oddly aware of a nightingale singing invisibly in the trees. His heart was pounding and he concentrated on slowing his breathing while keeping count of his paces. He reached thirty and stopped. His heightened senses heard Steinar still moving; for all his calming, Lothar had walked faster.

“On Lady Edda’s mark,” shouted Vinther, “you may turn and take your first shot.”

Lothar breathed deeply. Would Steinar shoot straight away, and risk a miss with a rash shot, or sight more accurately and perhaps never get to shoot at all?

“Mark!” called Edda in a clear high voice.

There was no more thinking. Lothar turned, looked along the length of his arm and the barrel, and fired in a single movement. He felt the kick of the pistol and heard two almost simultaneous cracks. He flinched, but if he had heard the report and felt nothing, the bullet had missed. Steinar too stood upright, his white shirt unstained. Both shots had gone wide. Lothar swore under his breath. If he had taken a fraction of second more to compose himself, the duel would be over.

Edda’s eyes were on him, but he could not read her expression. She looked around the clearing as if expecting some late arrival.

Doctor Tait walked over to Steinar, exchanged brief words, and then came to Lothar. “You are not hit?”

He lifted both of his arms. “I do not think so.”

She patted his sides. “You are unharmed,” she said, and walked back to her position on the side of the clearing.

“On Lady Edda’s mark, you may proceed to the second and final shot,” said Vinther. “Take your positions.”

Lothar steadied himself. Steinar was a poor shot at this range; this time he would take his chances and ready himself better.

Edda called out again: “Mark!”

Lothar turned, fighting to control the finger which wanted to fire off the trigger. Steinar’s arm was already in position. From his pistol came a flash of flame—but not from the barrel. Steinar cried out in pain and dropped the gun. A misfire!

Steinar stood, peering at Lothar, with his gun arm limp by his side. Lothar had a free shot. He raised and sighted his pistol. This was no longer a duel: it was target practice.

Steinar turned and presented the full breadth of his body. Lothar doubted that he would have been so magnanimous. The clearing was silent. Even the nightingale had fallen mute.

This was the end Steinar merited. He had provoked the duel from the outset. As he sighted the pistol, he thought of Gisla, and Torkild, even Lord Berendt. The first two, at least, had not deserved the death of their brother at his hands. Before he could think better of it, he raised his arm high into the air and discharged the pistol. Was this a better humiliation of a bully? Not even worth the trouble of killing?

From somewhere—Doctor Tait, Edda?—was an audible sigh.

“Both shots are misses,” said Vinther in an unsteady voice. “The duel is complete. Honour is satisfied.”

Lothar walked back to the centre of the clearing, suddenly too weary to do more than place one foot in front of the other. Steinar stood before him.

“Shake hands, and it is all over,” said Edda.

The duellists eyed each other for a second. At last Lothar put out a hand. “I admired the way you faced the second shot,” he said. “I would not have done it.”

Steinar briskly took Lothar’s hand. “And I would not have fired into the air,” he said gruffly. He turned and walked back to where Vinther was waiting. If he did not view the conclusion as ignominious to him, Lothar was not going to underline it. The story of the duel at dawn would get around soon enough.

Edda had come to stand by him. “I did not expect you to do that,” she said. “I am not sure I would have done.”

Lothar gave a drained smile. “I always thought your disposition was more unforgiving than mine.”

Edda shook her head. “I will not believe you were motivated by charity.”

“Let us say I did not want to make a greater enemy of Lord Berendt, then,” he said. “I cannot believe he would forego revenge if I had killed his heir.”

A great crashing came through the trees – three men on horseback emerged into the clearing. Two of them Lothar did not recognise; the third was Lord Berendt.

“Halt! Cease! Desist! By order of the Perlustrator-General!” cried one of the men. “There is to be no duel today!”

As Lord Berendt dismounted stiffly from his horse, the third man waved a paper in the air.

“The Perlustrator-General has deemed this duel illegal,” said Lord Berendt. “Steinar, von Schnusenberg, lay down your weapons.”

“You are too late, Father,” said Steinar. “The duel is complete.”

“Lord Jerulf? How did he know?” said Lothar.

Edda shrugged. “It is his job to be well-informed.”

Lord Berendt strode over to them. “This is intolerable, Schnusenberg! You are a guest in my house, and you seek to slay my son? After your conduct here in the past, you must be the greatest blackguard in Haskilde.”

Edda looked him in the eye. “When you learn the events of this morning, Lord Berendt, I believe you will think differently. All is not as it appears.”

Lord Berendt furrowed his brows. “You too, Edda? I thought better of you.”

“Your quarrel would appear to be with me, my lord. Lady Edda has acted with propriety throughout,” said Lothar.

“Propriety! She has acted as second in an illegal duel! Short of seducing my son, I cannot think of anything less ladylike.”

“Father—” said Steinar. Lord Berendt frowned in irritation. “In this case, von Schnusenberg is guiltless, as is Edda. As you well know, I have long held a grudge of honour. It is now satisfied.”

Lord Berendt looked around the group. “We are fortunate this has not ended in bloodshed,” he said. “In the circumstances, there is nothing to be gained with charging you for participation in an illegal duel.”

He reached out, took the proclamation and ripped it in two. “I will see Jerulf. The matter is closed.”

––––––––
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LOTHAR STROLLED BACK to the Hertugshalle with Edda. “Thank you for standing second today,” he said. “My other alternative was the Chevalier de Trémaux.”

“I am glad to help,” she said. They stood outside the door to her apartment. “I am calling on Asta now,” she said. “I hope her migraine is better today.”

“Give her my—” he sighed and broke off. “No, do not say anything. It will only cause her pain.”

Edda’s eyes kindled with what looked like sympathy. “She is as avid for gossip as any woman,” she said. “She will want to hear of this morning’s events, and she will be gladdened to hear you are safe – and of your honourable conduct.”

Lothar gave a bleak smile. “I will take a grim satisfaction of knowing her distant good opinion.”

She opened the door and kissed him on the cheek. As she entered her hallway, she said: “And Lothar?”

“Yes?”

“Honourable or not, you should have killed him when you had the chance.”
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Chapter 15
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Lothar returned to his chamber to find an invitation to wait upon Duke Valdemar following the afternoon petitions, and also an encrypted letter from Archduke Leopold.




GREATLY DISPLEASED BY YOUR RECENT REPORTS. MY INSTRUCTIONS NOT CARRIED OUT. SOURCES INDICATE THAT DUKE IS TO SIGN TREATY WITH AVIGNY. IMPERATIVE THAT THIS IS STOPPED AT ALL COSTS. LEOPOLD.



––––––––
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LOTHAR KICKED OFF HIS boots and lay back on his bed. It was easy enough to see why the archduke was unhappy, although harder to remedy. If Valdemar were to sign the treaty, his mission would have ended, and in failure. At least he could return home, but his prospects would remain dismal—probably worse than before, because Leopold would not let his failure pass without consequence. Given how much of Leopold’s machinations he was privy to, he could even end up like von Justus or Birgit, dispensed with once they were no longer useful. The best he could hope for would be some other assignment far from home. The only point in his favour was that, for whatever reason, Valdemar seemed to like him. Could he use this to traduce the Chevalier de Trémaux? Or might it now be time for the Chevalier to depart this life? He would not be an easy man to kill, but the idea merited further attention. For now, an audience with Valdemar beckoned and the timing was convenient.

––––––––
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TO HIS DISAPPOINTMENT, Lothar found that Valdemar was not alone when he presented himself that evening. As he lounged in a plush chair, the Fox stood at his side.

“Good evening, Your Grace, my lord,” said Lothar with a trim bow.

Valdemar negligently gestured to the wine table. “Help yourself, Schnusenberg. I hope you are going to entertain me; it has been a fatiguing day.”

Lothar filled a glass and sipped. The ducal house maintained an excellent wine cellar.

“Ambassador Akaev visited earlier, to tender his resignation. You can imagine my surprise.”

But not mine. Run while you can, Akaev.

“I am sure his replacement will be equally effective,” said Lothar.

The Fox’s mouth flexed into a brief grin. “I hope we can set our standards higher than that.”

“I asked him,” said Valdemar with a silky smile, “why he must so suddenly depart. What do you think he said, Schnusenberg?” He indicated a chair and Lothar sat down.

“I imagine some guff about the call of home and family,” said Lothar.

Valdemar laughed. “I do wish you had remained the Imperial ambassador instead of that ass Doa Lora.”

Lothar glanced at the Fox. “Perhaps a quarter-grain of furux...”

Valdemar wagged his finger. “Now, now, Schnusenberg, that is not kind.”

The Fox leaned forward and whispered in Valdemar’s ear. Valdemar turned to address Lothar once more.

“Akaev said I should ask you. What do you think he meant?”

Lothar bought time with a long appreciative draught of his wine. A little truth might be helpful, but the name of the archduke would not. That poisonous toad Akaev had left an unpleasant gift.

“I did not wish to slander his reputation, Your Grace,” said Lothar.

“That does not sound like you,” said Valdemar. “I have enjoyed your pleasingly malicious tongue thus far.”

“A man’s reputation is his only true coin,” said Lothar. “I found him with a young man in his quarters; I had heard rumours of similar conduct in Khakassia.”

“If entertaining a male guest made us all questionable, none of us would have a reputation left,” said the Fox.

“Perhaps not, my lord,” said Lothar, “but the fact that Akaev has been so quick to leave suggests his conscience is not clear.”

“Pah!” said Valdemar. “I should not have worried in the least. He could bugger a donkey for all I care.”

“It might have been impractical to smuggle the beast into his quarters,” said Lothar, “and it is becoming a little cold for stable-yard frolics.”

Valdemar slapped the arms of his chair and crowed with laughter. The Fox watched on with a stony face.

“Do you know, I am going to send Doa Lora home, and the emperor will be forced to reinstate you.”

“I feel sure he would only send another man of Doa Lora’s background, Your Grace.”

The Fox composed his face. “Emperor Albrecht will require certain standards of probity and conduct in his representatives, Your Grace,” he said. “Regrettably this would debar Meinherr von Schnusenberg, who is a most notorious reprobate.”

“No doubt you are right, Grynulf. Schnusenberg, I understand you took part in a duel this morning? I was disappointed not to have been informed, for I should have liked to attend.”

“It was a trifling matter of honour, Your Grace. It would not have been worthy of your attention.”

“Captain Scavenius the elder, I believe?”

“Just so. No blood was shed, and honour was satisfied.”

“You are a fellow,” said the Fox, “who trails chaos and discord wherever he goes. I would like to hope your sojourn in Haskilde is drawing to a close, if only because you have no friends left.”

“I am content to enjoy His Grace’s hospitality for as long as it is proffered,” said Lothar with a smile.

“So you intend to batten upon our good manners like some unwelcome louse until you are ejected or worse?”

“I do not see the ‘good manners’ to which you refer, my lord.”

“Ha! He has you there, Grynulf!”

The Lord Protector’s eyes gleamed in distaste.

“I wondered, Your Grace, since we have an audience, whether I might raise a point of interest to your realm?” said Lothar.

A dark light kindled in Valdemar’s eyes. “Of course I value your insight and counsel, Schnusenberg.”

“The conversation might proceed more smoothly without the braying of Lord Grynulf, if you will forgive me,” said Lothar.

The Fox stepped towards him, a hand dropping to his belt. “You far exceed your station,” he hissed.

Lothar grinned. Of all the peccancies and villainies at Strömhall, none pricked him more than the Fox.

Valdemar laughed once more. “Come, Schnusenberg, he is the Lord Protector! Whatever you wish to say to me is for his ears as well.”

Lothar refilled his glass.

“I am given to understand,” he said, “that you are on the verge of signing a treaty of alliance with Avigny. I would merely, as a friend of Haskilde, urge some caution before such a pregnant step.”

The Fox inclined his head to the side. “And what is the source of this fantastical information?” he said, with an ominous softness.

“Naturally you will permit me some restraint,” said Lothar. “I do not ask whether this is sound intelligence or courtyard scuttlebutt. I only suggest prudence.”

“You may be sure,” said the Fox, “that Baron Doa Lora is representing Imperial interests in questions of state policy. His Grace will of course consider questions of statecraft with the emperor’s accredited ambassador rather than a disreputable guttersnipe who duels with his own host’s son.”

“All three of us know that Doa Lora is a mannequin in a well-cut uniform.”

“And all three of us know that you have killed at least one man while you have been here; you have conducted yourself with an insolence above your station; and importuned His Grace’s governess. It is an infamous record.”

Lothar set down his glass. “The killing you refer to was in self-defence; my ‘insolence’ is matched if not exceeded by your own; and your references to Lady Asta reflect only the putrid taint of your own mind.”

Valdemar clapped. “Oho! This is very good!”

The Fox turned to Valdemar. “You applaud this mountebank speaking to the Lord Protector so? Disrespect to me is disrespect to you.”

Valdemar rose from his seat. “You forget yourself, Grynulf. You forget who is duke here. Leave me.”

The Fox looked on in silent disbelief. With a curt bow, he shouldered past Lothar and out of the room.

“You do not have a friend there, Schnusenberg,” said Valdemar with a dark smile.

“I judge a man as much on the quality of his enemies as his friends, Your Grace.”

Valdemar stroked his chin. “You are quite the epigrammatist. Let us leave this business of treaties—I have heard your words. I want to hear more of your days with the alchemist’s daughter. Come, bring your chair over here.” 

––––––––
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BY THE TIME LOTHAR returned to his chamber, midnight had already struck and he was more than half drunk. Valdemar had a good head for wine considering his age, but he had been slumped, passed out, when Lothar left.

No sooner had he shut his door and laid down on his bed than there was a soft tapping on the door. If he was lucky, it was Asta, come to make amends for her maddening inconstancy; but this was Strömhall, and it was more likely that to be a lackey of Grynulf’s, come to make a different kind of amends in the dark. He turned on the gas lamp, checked his pistol, and walked over to the door.

“Who is it?” he called softly.

“Edda.”

As far as he could tell, his erratic relationship with her was presently set at cordial, but as he eased the door open he held onto the pistol. She slipped inside gracefully.

“If you are going to shoot me, do it through a pillow,” she said. “Otherwise the noise will wake everyone.”

He uncocked the pistol. “I thought you might have been someone else,” he said.

She walked into the parlour without invitation and switched on a lamp. “The Fox, perhaps?”

Lothar gave a bleak smile. “That is very perceptive, given my long list of enemies.”

She sat down and crossed her legs. “It is all over the Hertugshalle that you mocked him in front of Valdemar. Grynulf has been humiliated; many courtiers are laughing. The Fox is emphatically not among them.”

“His counsel to Valdemar is motivated solely by self-interest.”

Edda sighed. “That is true, although it applies to almost every courtier. It is also none of your business, if you are simply a tourist here. Valdemar’s policies are none of your concern.”

“Let us just say I am concerned for the welfare of the realm.”

“Let us not, for it is both hypocritical and patently false.”

“Why are you here, Edda? It is late and you should not be seen in my chambers.”

She laughed. “You are not concerned for your own reputation, and I have none. I assume you know what a dangerous man the Fox is, and that you have now goaded him into an even higher level of animosity against you?”

Lothar grinned ruefully. “Yes.”

“Good. Then here is what we are going to do.”
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Chapter 16
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The next morning, Lothar sent his card to Mamselle de Trémaux at the Avignese embassy. On receiving confirmation that she was at home, he presented himself soon after lunch, having taken greater than usual care with his toilet.

Any  pleasure at seeing Céleste was at least partly offset by the presence of her aunt, the formidable Madame Beauvilliers, whom he had not seen at close quarters since that first day at the customs house.

“Meinherr von Schnusenberg!” cried Céleste. “I thought you had forgotten us.”

“My apologies,” said Lothar, kissing her hand. “Unfortunately the time since my arrival has involved a series of entanglements and imbroglios. I have not had the leisure I would have wished.”

Madame Beauvilliers sniffed. “I believe these included imprisonment, and dismissal from your post as ambassador,” she said.

“Aunt Bérénice!” said Céleste. “That is hardly a polite remark.”

“Really, there is no offence,” said Lothar. “The brief incarceration was soon cleared up as a misunderstanding, and I was only ambassador temporarily until Baron Doa Lora could take up his post.”

“I am of course always concerned with my niece’s honour,” said Madame Beauvilliers. “Her brother the Chevalier is equally protective of her reputation. The wrong kind of caller can create a poor impression.”

Céleste stood up. “The fireplace really is banked too high in here,” she said. “I am too hot even to think properly. Meinherr, would you be kind enough to escort me into the fresh air for a while?”

“I would be delighted,” said Lothar, rising from his seat.

“Céleste—”

“You may remain here, Aunt Bérénice. You know that Doctor Tunyaz intends to call later.”

––––––––
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TWENTY MINUTES LATER they had taken the funicular down into the Undercliff, where Céleste sat outside a café, wrapped up against the wind as she sipped hot chocolate. She was uncommonly attractive, Lothar thought. She did not have Asta’s unplumbed gravity, but since he was no longer permitted to see her, there was no reason he could not enjoy Céleste’s company with a clear conscience. She had been to the best finishing schools: her conversation was witty—occasionally caustic—and, without ever descending to flirtation, exercised every feminine charm. 

“Do you intend to return soon to Avigny?” he asked, as she spooned the last of her whipped cream from the chocolate.

“My brother is expecting to be recalled to Chorgues soon,” she said. “He has been here for more than three years. And—excepting your own company, of course—Strömhall is the dreariest town. There will be nothing to keep us here once Gaston is gone.”

Lothar stirred his tea. “I hear that Ambassador Akaev is also on his way home,” he said. “Sadly he is in disgrace.”

Céleste leaned forward. “Something to do with a donkey,” she said with her hand covering a titter.

Lothar coughed on his drink. “Truly, I am not sure of the details,” he said. “I am sure the Chevalier’s return will be more triumphant.”

“I should not tell you, as an Imperial citizen,” she said, looking over her shoulder. “But he is negotiating an alliance with the new duke and we are expecting it to be signed soon. It will help to secure peace across all the nations, so even you should rejoice.”

Lothar waved the point away. “I take no interest in politics,” he said. “I was ambassador in name only, and that was simply as a favour to the emperor. If a great alliance is signed, I am sure that is good news.”

She licked a stray fleck of cream from her lip. “You are magnanimous,” she said. “If all men were of such goodwill, we would never have wars to begin with.”

“I heard something interesting,” he said, “although you must promise to keep it to yourself.”

Céleste leaned forward once again. “But of course!”

“You can imagine that I like Baron Doa Lora no more than your brother does, and now I learn that he is to be recalled to Beruz.”

Céleste’s eyes widened. “I had not heard that,” she said.

“It is not common knowledge—quite the contrary—but of course I do pick fruit fallen from the Imperial grapevine from time to time.”

“You are certain?”

Lothar smiled. “Nothing in life is certain, but Baron Hasenhüttl is packing his trunks; the baroness has already taken a lease on a property in Vestergade.”

“This is extraordinary news. Gaston will be most interested.”

“Remember,” said Lothar, “you must not tell anyone, and that includes your brother. There will be a formal announcement soon enough, and plenty of time for him to conclude his treaty before Baron Hasenhüttl takes up his post.”

Céleste pouted. “I suppose you are right.”

“That is how confidential information works,” he said. “It cannot be tattled about like gossip on who has seduced whom.”

She lowered her eyes with a demure flutter. “I am of course a woman who would never betray a confidence,” she said. “I hope you will tell me any more such anecdotes.”

“You may rely on it,” said Lothar.

“I have greatly enjoyed our conversation,” she said. “Perhaps you would be kind enough to escort me home now.”

“So soon?” said Lothar.

“Aunt Bérénice will become fretful, particularly if she is left alone with prosy old Doctor Tunyaz for too long. For reasons I do not understand, he entertains a partiality for her. I will have to bear her silences and reproaches all evening if I am not back in good time.”

Lothar reached into his pocket-book and laid down a banknote.

“I would hate to have such a weight on my conscience,” he said with an urbane smile. “Let us return you to your rightful place immediately.”
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Chapter 17
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That evening found Lothar sitting in Edda’s parlour.

“And how did you find Mamselle Céleste?” she asked, using silver tongs to put a crumpet on Lothar’s plate.

“Exactly as you might imagine,” said Lothar. “Composed, charming, graceful, mischievous.”

“You make her sound like a cat.”

Lothar laughed as he spread butter on the crumpet. “If we consider the underlying malice and self-regard, the comparison is apt.”

“Her conversation no doubt was fluent and wide-ranging?”

“We covered the necessary topics, if that is what you mean.”

Edda took a bite of her own crumpet. “You cannot imagine how I despise such women, with their tittering and simpering, their immaculate hair and their hollow laughs.”

“On the contrary,” said Lothar. “Your sentiment comes as no surprise at all.”

“If you do not mind me saying,” she continued, “if men like you were not pliant in the face of such shallow ploys, women would not behave in that way. Imagine for a moment that you judged our sex on our characters rather than appearances and manners.”

Lothar pondered the point while he ate his crumpet. “Your concept is unwieldy,” he said. “Women and men have behaved in a certain way since the dawn of time; and I cannot deny that a pretty face and a bold figure compensate for most character defects and any lack of intelligence.”

Edda placed her crumpet back on the plate. “I had for a moment forgotten your history. You are the very worst person to conduct this debate. But a comely face is the thing of a season, and the rouge pot. A good character and a lively disposition are for life.”

Lothar sipped his tea. His hand felt a little unsteady. “I have come to see that,” he said. “I have not found that a sincere attachment has brought me anything other than unhappiness.”

“You expect me to commiserate with you that Asta does not return your feelings? Perhaps you understand now what poor Gisla felt when you threw her over, and no doubt countless other young ladies in Beruz.”

“You are a stern woman, Edda. Do you ever wonder why you did not marry?”

She laughed. “You mean to provoke me,” she said. “It has no effect. My experience of gentlemen’s behaviour was formed by the conduct of my father and his cronies, from which I removed myself as soon as practical.” She smiled wistfully. “There is only one man I would ever have considered marrying, and even then I do not spend my time repining. I received an honourable and advantageous offer in my youth which I chose to decline. I am able to spend my time without reference to anyone else and take my pleasures as they come. I suspect not one married woman in a hundred can say as much.”

Lykke appeared in the parlour with a curtsy. “Begging your pardon, madam, but Lady Asta is here.”

Lothar spilled his tea into his saucer and dabbed with his napkin.

“Thank you, Lykke,” Edda said. “Tell her that I am engaged with Meinherr von Schnusenberg, and that if she does not wish to see him, I will call upon her later this evening.”

A fraction of a smile flickered across Lykke’s face. “Very good, my lady.”

“I will leave if you wish to see her,” said Lothar. “I have no wish to cause awkwardness.”

Edda waved the point away. “I will go to her this evening,” she said. “I am sure Asta has no more desire to see you, than you have to see her.”

In this, Edda proved to be wrong, for when the door opened it was to readmit Asta.

Edda sprang to her feet. “Asta! I asked Lykke to say—”

“Do not fret, Edda. I knew Lothar was here.” Her eyes darted to his. “I wanted to apologise for my behaviour the last time we met.”

Edda eased back down into her seat. Lothar croaked but if the remark had meaning it was not intelligible.

Asta took a seat with the only composure left in the room. Lothar could not look at her, but neither could he look away.

“Lothar, I spoke to you with intolerable rudeness before. You had not deserved it, and I want to apologise.” Her tone was level.

“Asta, is this wise?” interjected Edda. “Surely it was for the best—”

Asta turned to her. “Edda, I know these are your own apartments, but you would oblige me if you left us alone for a few minutes.”

Lothar had never before seen Edda at a loss. In other circumstances it would have been amusing. The colour had drained from her face; her lips were a white slash.

“If you are sure...”

“I am quite sure, Edda.”

Edda jerkily stood up. “You know where to find me if you need me,” she whispered.

Asta squeezed her hand. “Thank you,” she murmured.

When Edda had gone, they sat in silence for a while. Eventually Lothar said: “I understand why you were so harsh. It did not help either of us to—to be as we were.”

“I could see how much I hurt you. I could not forgive myself, and I thought of nothing else.”

“I had little enough to offer you. You have seen the perils I have faced here, and matters are little better at home.”

Asta folded her hands in her lap. “I think you have guessed that I am ensnared in things here which are also not clear-cut. I can say no more on that,” she said.

He could stay sitting no longer; he stood and walked a little away from her. “There is nothing you cannot tell me, Asta. I do not know if I can help, but would it not ease your heart?”

For the first time her composure cracked. “You do not know how I want to, Lothar. But we have secrets—both of us—and we have complications in our lives. Until those are resolved, there is no future together for us.”

Lothar fought to keep his voice level. “And afterwards?”

She looked down into her lap. “I do not know if there is an ‘afterwards’. But if there is, we are free to follow our own inclinations, are we not?” 

He walked over to stand beside her. She reached out to take his hand. “I cannot promise you anything,” she said. “You must understand that.”

Lothar squeezed her hand. “I do not need promises,” he said.

She stood up and kissed him. “I must go,” she said. “I am afraid Edda will be angry, and she means well.”

Lothar let go of her. “I will see you soon, I hope.”

She nodded. “Goodbye.”

Lothar looked out from the window as she went. His life would be much more straightforward without Asta, and even now she had been less than candid with him. But he had made up his mind about her long ago, and he had no choice but to trust her to the end.

Some minutes later Edda returned. “You are still here?”

Outside, darkness had begun to fall and he switched on a lamp. “I wanted to apologise, if nothing else.”

She sighed. “This is one of the few occasions that is not your fault,” she said. “It is unlike her to blow hot and cold in this way.”

“She has matters to resolve.”

Edda snorted. “What ‘matters’? She is governess to a young man who no longer needs a governess, and has attracted the regard of a man of dubious character and no prospects. For whatever reason, that appears to be what she wants.”

Lothar frowned. “I would not necessarily characterise myself that way.”

Edda shrugged. “The description fits the facts, as far as I can see. Your character may be amenable to improvement but your prospects are not.”

Lothar said nothing.

“Do you want my interpretation?” asked Edda.

Lothar eyed her suspiciously. “I am not sure that I do.”

She ignored him. “She is aware that you have lurched from one calamity to another here. However great her regard for you, she would like to be assured that is finished before she commits herself any further.”

“And her own difficulties?”

“They are imaginary. She mentions them so that, when the time comes for her to decide, she can say that her own situation is unresolved, and bid you to return to Beruzil. She retains all the options.”

Lothar scratched his chin. “You will forgive me if I say that sounds more like you than her.”

Edda had the grace to laugh. “Perhaps. But do not make the mistake of thinking Asta is naïve and unworldly. She has been married, widowed and dealt with that serpent Valdemar for the past seven years. Do not underestimate her.”

“I hope that I never have,” said Lothar with what dignity he could muster.

Edda wrinkled her nose. “You understand that Asta is my dearest friend,” she said. “I will always try to protect her.”

“She is fortunate to have you,” said Lothar, surprised to find that he meant it.

“I have revised my opinion of you to a certain extent,” she said. “Since it could not have been lower to begin with, that is a tempered compliment.”

Lothar chuckled. “It is better than none.”

“You are not a man I would choose for myself,” she said. “I am not sure you are a wise choice for Asta. But her affection for you is real. I—I wish you to be happy together.”

“Edda? Are you crying?”

“No.”

Lothar nodded slowly. “There is certainly a lot of dust in the air.”

She stepped away from him. “You and I still have some outstanding business to resolve. Do not forget.”

This was Edda as she was meant to be. Lothar inclined his head. “You may depend upon me.”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






PART IV
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The student of poisons will at some stage, unless of an unusually callous or depraved temperament, consider the ethical dimensions of cultivating the mastery of toxins. The purpose, after all, of toxicology is to administer lethal substances and end life. This in itself need not be cause for opprobrium: one might also say the same of a soldier or duellist, two occupations generally held in high esteem.





The poisoner, of course, attempts to minimise the risk to himself in pursuit of his goals, when compared with more conventional martial activities. The application of such rigorous pragmatism is an odd reason for condemnation, for why should a man be praised for exposing himself to hazard which might otherwise be avoided? The poisoner may, for a variety of reasons, be at a disadvantage in conventional means of settling disputes—age, infirmity, opportunity and even on occasion sex (although even this cold-blooded writer admits to a frisson of horror at the thought of a female poisoner).





It should also be noted that poison has been a tool of political discourse for as long as humanity has organised itself into hierarchies. A magnate may find it inconvenient to dispose of a rival in a direct fashion; in these cases he will often resort to poison. If such techniques avoid censure when deployed by the greatest among us, it would be presumptuous for the common run of folk to disdain it as immoral or reprehensible. 





Arcimboldo of Caltavano, Notebooks, Vol. VI – ‘On Toxins’
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Given the dramatic nature of subsequent events, Lothar was never able to recall the more prosaic days leading up to them clearly. They were the calm before the storm, but it was a storm that nobody—except perhaps Edda—had foreseen. The days became permutations of particular events: audiences with Valdemar, sporadic meetings with Asta, tea with Céleste de Trémaux, and the occasional awkward encounter with Lord Berendt. The Grand Admiral seemed unsure whether he had made a new enemy by abandoning Lothar so abruptly; and Lothar, who in practice had come to find vengeance a luxury rarely worth indulging, was in no hurry to set his mind at rest.

It took less than a week for the seed Lothar had sown with Céleste de Trémaux to bear fruit. Winter was now established; the streets and parks of the Heights were coated in snow. Valdemar enjoyed these conditions, and most afternoons he and Lothar would stroll in the spacious grounds of the Hertugsparken outside the city walls. A walk in the snow was insufficiently stimulating for Valdemar’s effervescent mind; he carried a crossbow, with which he would attempt to shoot songbirds out of the trees, and two hunting dogs walked at his heels, ready to dismember any small animal unfortunate enough to come into range.

He swept an arm out over the bay below. “You see those warships at anchor?” he said.

“They would appear to be flying the Avignese flag,” said Lothar. There were about a dozen of them, riding the swell in the stiff breeze.

“I am about to sign an alliance with Avigny,” he said. “I will decree a week of celebrations with our new friends.”

Lothar ran a hand through his hair.

“I know that you favoured an Imperial alliance,” continued Valdemar. “Such is the way of statecraft. My father laboured for ten years and did not achieve so much. I have resolved the question in a matter of weeks.”

“Sound diplomacy is rarely rash, and rash diplomacy is rarely sound,” said Lothar.

Valdemar frowned. “I know you have been working for the emperor throughout. I am not a simpleton. Now you must simply accept that my wisdom has prevailed. These are international affairs, and grudges are never held.”

“I wish you every joy of your alliance, my lord. The folk of Haskilde deserve the chance to live in peace.”

“You have had the opportunity to confide in me,” said Valdemar. “I expected you to keep me informed on all matters of interest, Schnusenberg.” His cheeks were red from the buffeting northerly wind.

“And I hope I have,” said Lothar. “I am the most disinterested of your advisors.”

Valdemar stopped and turned to face him. “Why, then, did you not tell me that Doa Lora is returning to Beruz? I will not believe you did not know he was recalled in disgrace. Given the failure of his mission, this is not surprising.”

Lothar took a deep breath. “There is an excellent reason that I did not tell you, Your Grace.”

Valdemar tested the tension on his crossbow. “You should understand—I am sure you do—that you are here entirely on my sufferance and favour. If you cease to be useful or amusing to me, you must take your chances like everyone else. Be warned, I am displeased.”

“I did not tell you, my lord, because it is not true. Baron Doa Lora enjoys the emperor’s full confidence.”

Valdemar drew himself up. He was nearly as tall as Lothar now.

“I am reliably informed otherwise.”

“Would you care to tell me by whom, my lord?”

“No, I would not. You yourself warned me to be careful where I trust. Do not think to play me in your Imperial schemes, Schnusenberg.”

“I am doing no such thing.”

Valdemar brought his face close to Lothar’s. “One thing and one thing only protects you at Strömhall,” he said, “and that is my patronage. Without it, I can think of a dozen men who would slit your throat.”

Lothar grinned. “I have survived thus far. But in this case, let me explain. The rumour of Doa Lora’s recall is false. I know because I started it. If your source is one of the Avignese—the Chevalier, for instance—then they should learn to evaluate their intelligence better. If it is someone else, that person is a traitor, working for the Avignese.”

Even in the chill air, Valdemar’s face paled. “You cannot know this.”

“I told Mamselle de Trémaux, in the expectation that she would pass it on to her brother. The Chevalier is too subtle to whisper it to you himself. He will instead have used his confidential agent. I do not know the identity of that person: you, now, do.”

Valdemar narrowed his eyes. “You are lying.”

Lothar shrugged. “What motive would I have?”

“You have every reason to dislike Grand Admiral Scavenius; you would be well paid if you ruined him.”

“Is Berendt then the traitor?”

“I merely gave an example. You are on no better terms with the Fox.”

“So it is Grynulf?”

“I also understand you unsuccessfully propositioned my governess.”

Lothar felt a muscle in his cheek twitch. “That is not true, and she is plainly not a traitor.”

Valdemar crowed. “Ah, you do admire her! You should have said sooner; I would have commanded her to your bed.”

“A woman who has to be coerced—no, let us leave this.”

“You are not normally so coy,” said Valdemar with a malicious grin.

“I imagine you are more interested in rooting out the traitor from your entourage than attempting to prostitute your governess,” said Lothar stiffly.

Valdemar clapped him on the shoulder. “We will say no more on either subject,” he said. “You may work out how to fill your own bed, and I will deal with my own traitor.”

“If I may offer one last piece of advice, my lord...”

Valdemar scowled.

“Think most carefully before you sign your alliance with Avigny,” he said. “The Chevalier de Trémaux has been manipulating your advisers throughout.”

Valdemar spun and in a single motion fired his crossbow into a nearby tree. A flurry of pigeons alighted in alarm, all unharmed. “Come,” he said. “Let us return to the Hertugshalle.”

––––––––
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LOTHAR HAD NOT BEEN at Klippesee since his rupture with Lord Berendt. The news of the Avignese alliance meant that he could no longer afford to maintain such distance. There was no point in attempting to reason with the Fox; his antipathy towards Lothar was so extreme that he would not listen, if only to protect himself. Lord Berendt, he thought, would at least hear him out; and if it transpired that he was working for the Avignese, this information too would be useful.

That evening, therefore, he accompanied Edda over to the house. They were escorted into the drawing room, where Gisla was entertaining her two daughters with some wooden blocks. Steinar was on the floor with them, helping the younger daughter Hanne construct a toy bridge. Lothar felt a sudden brief flash of warmth; this was an Steinar he had not seen, and he was glad not to have deprived the girls of their uncle.

Lord Berendt sat in the corner, his face behind the tall newspaper he was reading. He heard the door open. “Edda! It is too long since I have seen you!” He put down his paper and saw Lothar. “Schnusenberg,” he said.

Lothar flicked a quick smile. “I apologise for intruding.”

Lord Berendt pursed his lips. “Steinar explained your conduct at the duel to me,” he said. “You displayed greater magnanimity than I might have expected.”

Steinar nodded a greeting.

“Do not get up,” said Lothar. “You are needed for the bridge.”

“Is Asta not here tonight?” asked Lord Berendt. “She has been looking peaky these past weeks.”

“She sends her apologies,” said Edda. “She is laid up with a migraine.”

“Ah, poor girl,” said Lord Berendt. “She should take better care of herself.”

“Lothar has brought some news, Lord Berendt,” said Edda. “He was with the duke this afternoon.”

“Gisla,” said Lord Berendt, “surely it is time for Vanja and Hanne’s bed?”

“It is not time for my bed!” cried Vanja, a stout child who strongly favoured her father. “I go to bed later than Hanne!”

“Enough,” said Gisla.

“I want to build a bridge with Uncle Steinar!” shouted Hanne.

Steinar chucked her on the cheek. “We will build a better bridge tomorrow, little one.”

The children and their mother were swiftly sent on their way, and Lothar outlined the earlier conversation. He knew that Edda was watching Lord Berendt and Steinar’s responses carefully, for either of them could be the Avignese agent.

Lord Berendt sat back in his chair and steepled his fingers in a characteristic gesture. “We had seen the Avignese ships in the bay, of course,” he said. “The duke had spoken of a diplomatic visit. I did not realise it had come to this.”

“I hope I am not impertinent if I ask whether you support the Avignese alliance?” said Lothar.

Lord Berendt gave a wintry smile. “Impertinence has never bothered you in the past,” he said. “It does me no harm to be candid now. I do not favour any alliance. I always felt the best approach was to tease both Avigny and the Empire like suitors to a reluctant virgin. I advised Duke Kjeld as much, and this was his policy. Duke Valdemar, of course, is a younger man, and more dynamic. He has mistaken rashness for decisiveness.”

Edda shot Lothar a look. “And the Fox?”

“Grynulf supported that stratagem,” he said. “He modified it by taking liberal bribes from both sides, if I understand correctly.”

“How, then, has the duke chosen one side over the other?”

Lord Berendt shook his head. “He does not listen to advisors. I suspect he simply likes de Trémaux more than that dull dog Doa Lora. He has thrown away an advantage it took his father ten years to earn.”

Steinar got up from the floor. “We were going to have to choose a side in the end,” he said. “And with all due to respect to Schnusenberg, one side is no different to the other.”

Lord Berendt shook his head in irritation. “You have much to learn, if I am spared,” he said. “The Empire and Lauchenland will be at war again within two years; Avigny of course will involve herself, and as her allies that will draw us in.”

“We need fear no one! Our battle fleet is unmatched.”

Lord Berendt sighed. “Our land forces rather less so. Imperial troops will overwhelm Valküla Gap in a week and take Tårntrup in a month. This should not be our war, and Valdemar has signed us up to it.”

Edda looked at Lothar. “There is one more thing, Lord Berendt. There is an agent of Avigny who has manipulated the duke. I am sorry I did not say so before, but I had to be sure it was not you.”

Lothar coughed at her directness. Even Lord Berendt appeared taken aback.

“I hope you might have known me better than that by now, girl. You have eaten at my table these past years.”

Edda did not look down. “Treason often wears a smiling face. I did not wish to make an assumption.”

Lord Berendt narrowed his eyes. “And what business is it of yours, anyway? Who are you to question the loyalty of the Grand Admiral? This is the job of the Perlustrator-General, not some gossiping spinster.”

Edda’s eyes flashed. Lothar put a hand on her forearm.

“Now is probably the time to inform you,” she said, “that I am Lord Jerulf’s confidential assistant.”

A wooden block fell from Steinar’s hand with a clatter.

“This is nonsense,” breathed Lord Berendt. “You could not possibly—a woman—”

“That is exactly the point, Lord Berendt,” she said. “Who would ever imagine it? A woman is not a pet, or a brood mare. If I were in Lauchenland they would let me fly an airship. I watch, and I listen, and I form conclusions. If I were not high-born, I might have served on our warships like Captain Villumsdatter.”

Steinar made a whinnying sound. Lothar could not help laughing.

“Bravo, Edda!” he said. “I hope Lord Jerulf appreciates such a capable assistant.”

“I am not sure that he does,” she said. “But I feel he might now.”

Lord Berendt appeared to be sucking a lemon. “So who then is the traitor, if I am exonerated?”

“We will find out very soon,” she said. “But unless I am mistaken it is almost banal in its obviousness.”

Lothar sat down on the nearest chair. “Who has had Valdemar’s ear for the past seven years? Who is not only free from rivalry, but almost his mother?” His voice wavered. “Who is involved in secret affairs so complex they cannot disentangle themselves? Who is indisposed now, when all is coming to head? Edda? Tell me.”

Edda shook her head, but there was a desperation in it. “Asta?” she murmured in a voice of soft horror. “No, it cannot be Asta...That was not what I meant.”

“Why not?” Lothar said through gritted teeth. “If you are so sure, let us find her now.”

“This is most unlikely,” said Lord Berendt. “Asta is a good girl.”

“You would have said the same about Edda working for the Perlustrator-General,” said Lothar.

Lord Berendt rose from his seat. “Steinar, come with me to the duke. Lothar, Edda, see if you can find Asta. We must resolve this before the treaty is signed.”
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Chapter 2
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“Asta! Asta!” Edda banged on the door with both fists.

If Asta truly were asleep with a migraine, Lothar thought, this would not be a welcome way of announcing their arrival.

There was no answer.

“She is not there,” said Edda.

“Or she has taken a sleeping draught.”

“Do not expect the best,” she said. “You are not naïve.”

She reached into a pocket, extracted a key and turned it in the lock.

“For emergency use only,” she said. Lothar could not tell if it was a skeleton key or whether Asta had simply trusted Edda with a spare. He wondered if this secret officer of the Perlustrator-General had searched his own rooms. He would not be surprised.

Edda led the way into Asta’s chambers on soft feet. The silence in the chamber had a quality of vacancy. Edda stepped across to the bedchamber and opened the door. “Empty,” she said with a brisk shake of the head.

On the mantelpiece stood a white envelope, propped against the clock. In a clear hand was the single word: LOTHAR.

Edda reached out to take it.

“It is addressed to me,” said Lothar in a cool voice. “I will tell you what it says when I have read it.”

“She knew you would come here,” said Edda in a musing tone.

Lothar fumbled at the seal, tearing the envelope as he pulled out the folded sheets of paper.








Dearest Lothar


By the time you read this, you will know of my disgrace, and you will understand why I could not return your affections as they deserved. I am ruined, and justly so.




So it is true. But what do I care if you have been acting for Avigny? he thought. Surely you knew I was doing the same for the Empire? None of it mattered.




Nonetheless I must write it all down, for you. I owe you that, when I can give you nothing else. Do not hate me: I have been married, these last five years, to Grynulf, the Margrave of Kirkebæk. Now he has been unmasked—by you, Lothar, if he is to be believed!—as a traitor to his duke. He is fleeing to Avigny, and I with him. I wish I had a choice, but I do not: he would kill me rather than leave me here, to be happy with you. That is Grynulf—a man who would keep a thing he no longer values, so that no one else may enjoy it.



This cannot be true! Lothar could feel his hands beginning to tremble.




Once I became Valdemar’s governess, I found myself much in Grynulf’s company. He paid me attentions of a sort I had long forgotten, and thought never to experience again. In my folly, I imagined this was a compliment to his feelings and not, as I later realised, a means by which he could gain influence over my ward.



As the months unfolded I came to see something of his true nature. False as he was, he could not always dissemble. I became uncertain of his affections and, for a period, we broke apart. Would that I had stayed to that course! Instead, he returned, willing to prove his regard for me with a proposal of marriage. This must be secret, he cautioned, lest people misinterpret his motives. Misinterpret! Everyone at the court except me would have seen through his schemes if our marriage had been known. So, one summer night, at Træherregård, under the old rites, we were wed, with no witness but his own shaman.



You have seen enough of him, dearest Lothar, to know the kind of husband he was. You have seen the bruises on my face—which Valdemar, for all his faults, did not inflict—and the stiffness in my ribs after he has beaten me. I was one more tool, one more piece in the game.



I could not run, for where would I have gone? I came to fear him soon enough, and at Strömhall he was the master; if I had fled to Falkenland, he would have brought me back. I was trapped then, and trapped I remained. And he had given me to understand that if ever I fled, Edda would be dead inside a week.



My life has no more sweetness. The last moments of happiness I ever knew were with you; but even their recollection is tainted because I know how you must now despise me.



I so wish I could have trusted you when you offered to take me with you to Beruzil. You understand now that I could never have married you, but I am sure I am not insulting you if I suggest you would not have cared. I know how much I wounded you when I let you see my feelings but did not permit you to return them. If it is any consolation, my agonies, now and today, were at least as great.



I have no right to ask for your forgiveness, as if I had trodden on your toe or spilled your tea. Know that I will always keep you in my heart, for as long as it continues to beat.



I do not have the time, or the courage, to address Edda directly. There is nothing I can say to her, except I am sorry, and she was a better friend than I deserved. Do not pity my misfortunes.



You are not and never were mine to command, but I have one last plea: do not look for me, do not come after me. Our time was short, and now it is over.




Your love, always

Asta

To my shame, Margravine of Kirkebæk.






Lothar walked to the couch on numb legs. He sat and passed the letter to Edda.

“Lothar? What is it?”

“Read it,” he croaked.

He looked out over the courtyard with its lanterns gently gleaming. He did not want to see Edda while she read; hearing her gasps was painful enough.

At last she walked over to him and put a hand on his shoulder.

“I am sorry, Lothar,” she said. There were tears in her eyes.

He took her hand. “You have lost a friend too,” he said. “You are allowed to be unhappy.”

She took her hand away and folded the letter with a firm motion. “You mistake me,” she said in a level tone. “I am angry. Married for all that time, and she never told me! How could she have kept a secret like that? We spent hours together every day.”

“It could not have been much of a marriage,” said Lothar. “Sneaking around in corners, in fear that he would hurt her or worse.”

“You forgive her? After this?”

“She is the victim, Edda. Do you blame the mouse when the cat eats it?”

Edda flung the letter down. “Asta was not a mouse. She made her own choices—foolish, foolish choices—and she must live with them. If she had only trusted me.”

“And had you told her you worked for Lord Jerulf?”

“No.”

“Then you are as bad, for she did not understand how much you might have helped her.”

Edda shook her head. “I would never have imagined you to so readily forgive a betrayal. I do not know whether I am impressed or dismayed.”

“It was never a betrayal,” said Lothar. “I wish I could tell her that, if nothing else.”

“They cannot be far,” said Edda. “We may find them yet.”

“We are chasing them? Against Asta’s prohibition?”

“Of course we are. Unless you would rather spend the evening wallowing in kartofelschnapp. Where would they have gone?” 

“There are Avignese warships in the bay. He will not run for Kirkebæk, or Valküla Gap.”

Edda paused in reflection. “We have one chance to be right,” she said. “The ships?”

“It is what I would do.”

“Are you armed?”

“My duelling pistols are in my quarters.”

“That is on our way. Come on!”
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Lothar had given Edda the second duelling pistol—he sensed she knew how to use it—and they ran from the Hertugshalle to the funicular. In the bay below, the lamps on the Avignese ships shone out into a windy and rainy night.

At the funicular terminal the driver was drawing a chain across the entrance.

“We need to go down, now,” said Edda.

The driver, squat and surly, pointed at the clock. “We run until nine bells,” he said. “You will see it is now ten past the hour.”

“And you will see this,” said Lothar, pulling out his pistol. “The night is young.”

The driver took a step back. “The fare is two pfennigs each,” he said.

Lothar gave a wolf’s grin. “Get in the cabin,” he said.

The driver threw up his hands.

“Have you taken a man and a woman down this evening?” said Edda as the driver opened the door.

“I take a lot of men and women,” grunted the driver.

“The man has a long red beard, the woman has blonde hair and grey eyes,” said Lothar.

“You mean the Fox? My last passengers.”

Lothar licked his lips. “And the woman was with him.”

The driver sniffed. “Yes. She made him pay the fare.”

Edda gave a grim laugh and pulled a note from her pocket-book. “Here are five pfennigs, which include your gratuity.”

––––––––
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THE FUNICULAR WAS NOT a rapid vehicle. It crawled down the sheer cliff face with maddening deliberation, the wind crashing the rain into the carriage windows. It was impossible to see anything outside.

“We have guessed right,” said Lothar. “They are making for the ships.”

Edda inspected her pistol. “Just so we are clear,” she said. “Both Valdemar and Lord Jerulf would prefer us to bring the Fox back alive, but if necessary I will shoot him dead to protect Asta.”

“I am not interested in Valdemar or Jerulf,” said Lothar. “I will proceed immediately to the shooting option.”

––––––––
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THEY LEAPT FROM THE funicular while it was still moving. The main docks were several hundred yards away, and they ran directly into the rain lashing their faces. Edda, noticed Lothar, was able to keep pace with him easily.

The streets were all but deserted. In this weather, people would either be at home or safely inside the dockside taverns. Lothar peered out into the bay where the warships rocked at anchor. He took Edda’s arm and pointed.

“Do you see that?” he shouted into the wind.

On the bay a skiff was beating out towards the ships. A lantern illuminated the stern.

Edda’s reply was swept away by the wind but she redoubled her pace.

They drew up before two uniformed guards, sheltering in a booth at the entrance to the docks.

“That boat out there”—Lothar pointed to the skiff—“who is on it?”

“Who wants to know?”

“I am Meinherr von Schnusenberg, from Beruzil.”

“Then it’s none of your business, sir.”

“And I am Lady Edda Güldenkrone,” said Edda, sweeping back her hood.

The second guard nodded. “I am sorry, my lady, but ship movements are not a matter of gossip.”

Edda drew herself up. “Do not believe I am gossiping,” she said. “Does that boat contain the Lord Protector? It is imperative he does not reach the warships.”

The guard peered at her. “It strikes me it is not for you to say what the Lord Protector does or does not do, my lady.”

A smile flickered on her face. “So he is aboard, then. Thank you. Can you arrange to take us out there?”

“There are no vessels allowed on the bay in this weather, my lady.”

Edda gestured to the skiff. “I see one there.”

“You are not the Lord Protector, madam. When you are, you too may command vessels to put to sea.”

Edda turned on her heels in frustration. “We must get out there!”

Lothar put a hand on her arm. “What could we do?” he said. “We would hardly receive a cordial reception on the ship, and we cannot bring them back by violence.”

“They will be gone in the morning!”

“Not in this weather, surely? The bay is sheltered but they will not get on the open sea.”

Edda sighed. “You are right. They have got away—for now. Let us return to the Hertugshalle.”
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The next morning, Lothar was summoned to the Great Hall by Duke Valdemar. He was in illustrious company: already present were the dowager Duchess Christina and Lord Berendt. At around the same time, Edda arrived in company with the genial figure of Lord Jerulf, the Perlustrator-General.

“Von Schnusenberg!” cried Valdemar, striding over to him. He took Lothar’s hand in both of his and shook vigorously. “Here is the man who has uncovered the traitor in our midst!”

Lothar smiled uneasily. He had not slept all night—his mind had been racing as he formulated and discarded a series of desperate measures to rescue Asta—and he distrusted Valdemar’s bonhomie.

“I think Lady Edda deserves more of the credit,” he said. “The original plan was hers.”

Valdemar glanced at Edda. “Lady Edda is a woman of many surprises,” he said, “but I do not forget your service on my behalf. This morning I am making an important announcement, and I wish you to be present as a trusted counsellor.”

Lothar inclined his head. “I am honoured, Your Grace,” he said. “I must note that I am a subject of Emperor Albrecht and he must have my loyalty.”

“Pah! If any conflict of interest arises, you need merely step outside. The emperor has Doa Lora to tend to his everyday business.” This last remark was greeted with a smirk Lothar did not understand.

“You will be aware, sir, that your governess is presently captive on an Avignese warship.”

“Lady Asta has disobliged me,” said Valdemar. “I have been disappointed to learn she is, after all, a scheming and ambitious woman. I am not at all sure she is a ‘captive’ at all, having fled with her husband.”

“Your Grace—”

“I note your concerns, Schnusenberg. I intend to resolve matters in a way that involves Lady Asta returning to Strömhall and accounting for her conduct.”

Lothar had to be content with this. He glanced at Edda biting down on her anger.

A long table had been set up on the dais at the back of the hall, with Valdemar at its head. Lothar went to sit at the place reserved for him, squeezing past Lord Jerulf as he did so. Jerulf gave him an appraising look. “We might usefully have a conversation, Meinherr. Our former acquaintance never ripened as it should,” he said. “Lady Edda has spoken of you in complimentary terms.”

The double doors at the front of the hall opened. Two footmen and a herald appeared. “Your Grace! The ambassadors!”

Lothar watched as the foreign representatives trooped in. Sir Isaac Chapman led the way. Behind him came Doctor Tunyaz, the Ibalin de Saravia, a shuffling Akaev—who had clearly been too slow to pack and leave—a confused Colonel Falk, Lo Pilato the Terravecchian, and bringing up the rear a swaggering Chevalier de Trémaux. Alongside him, Baron Doa Lora assumed an expression of languid disdain for proceedings.

Valdemar, this morning attired in the black uniform Lothar associated with stern inflexibility, rose from his seat to address the ambassadors standing before him.

“Gentlemen,” he said, a in a cool and well-modulated voice that did credit to Asta’s elocution, “I thank you for joining me this morning.”

The ambassadors adopted neutral expressions, except for de Trémaux who was openly smirking.

“You will be aware, for my court is a cesspit of gossip, rumour, and tittle-tattle, that I have found the Lord Protector to be acting against my interests. I have dismissed him, and I understand he has fled Strömhall, of which more later.

“Diplomacy can only thrive where the highest standards of decency and probity are upheld“—Lothar fought to maintain a neutral expression at hearing these sentiments from Valdemar—“and I find that the conduct of several ambassadors has gone beyond what I consider acceptable. Informal intelligence networks have been constructed, Haskilde citizens suborned from their loyalties. There have been plots, betrayals, and murders. This cannot continue in my realm.

“I am grateful to the vigorous, if unseen, work of the Perlustrator-General in bringing much of this to light. Meinherr Lothar von Schnusenberg has also proved himself a great friend to our realm, hence his inclusion among my counsellors today. Yes, Baron Doa Lora?”

“Your Grace, I must point out that the gentleman in question holds no formal status. I, sir, represent the Emperor Albrecht.”

“You have identified the reason, sir, why I trust von Schnusenberg above you.” 

Doa Lora subsided, prompting a grin from de Trémaux. 

“I have scrutinised the conduct of all ambassadors present today,” continued Valdemar. “I regret to say that in no case is your conduct satisfactory. Therefore I have taken the decision to withdraw all of your accreditations. You each have seven days to quit Haskilde.”

Lothar saw furrowed brows and some indignant expressions. He could not help smiling at the thought of Akaev, recalled to the very room where he had murdered Birgit Ludwigsen, to be dismissed when he was already packing for departure.

“I will have a clean slate of ambassadors, and I hope that your masters understand that these new men should be less inclined to roguery. Baron Doa Lora, again? What aspect of this is unclear?”

“Does your proclamation also refer to the Schnusenberg?”

“Really, Doa Lora, is this so difficult to understand? Ambassadors are dismissed from their posts: von Schnusenberg is not an ambassador, so his status remains unaffected.”

“I must protest, Your Grace.”

“You may put your protest in writing. For convenience, you can cast it directly into the midden to avoid the intervening stages.”

The ambassadors began to mumble among themselves.

“Your Grace, might I speak to you in private?” said de Trémaux with an urbane smile.

“You may not. You are no longer the Avignese ambassador, and a private audience would be inappropriate.”

“I have observations it would be to your advantage to hear, Your Grace.”

“Then let us all hear them, now.”

De Trémaux inclined his head. “Very well, Your Grace. You will be aware that the Lord Protector—”

“Former Lord Protector.”

“—had negotiated a treaty of alliance between King Louis and yourself, to the benefit of both realms.”

Valdemar inclined his head. “The work of the traitor Grynulf no longer carries force. So much is obvious.”

“It is regrettable, Your Grace,” said de Trémaux with a sad smile, “that you have come to view Lord Grynulf’s subtle diplomacy with such disdain. The content of the draft treaty, offering the people of Haskilde a loyal and powerful friend in the King of Avigny, remains advantageous.”

Valdemar looked at de Trémaux in vast distaste. “You propose, sir, that I proceed to sign a treaty negotiated on my behalf by an avowed traitor who has fled rather than face my wrath?”

“You are overwrought, Your Grace. I hope after a short period of reflection you will approach the matter with that cool deliberation which has already gained the approval of all.”

He paused and smiled. “I would not wish to mention the Avignese warships at anchor in the Bay of Strömhall, and the Flotte du Nord riding just over the horizon. Amity provides a much stronger basis for a relationship of equals.”

Lord Berendt rose from his seat. “And I would not wish to mention the two mighty gun batteries on the clifftop which overlook your ships even as we speak.”

“However,” said de Trémaux, “your own naval squadron at Vindstrup cannot beat up into this terrible storm. I dislike using the term, but Strömhall is at this moment blockaded.”

Valdemar’s face was white with fury. “Do you think to threaten me in my own hall, Trémaux?”

“Nothing could be further from the truth, Your Grace. I merely note that Avigny remains a great power ready, today, to become your friend. The Empire, meanwhile, cannot even agree on its own representative. That scuttling jackanapes von Schnusenberg whispers Archduke Leopold’s poison in your ear while Doa Lora buffs his medals. Ally with that pack of jackals and you become another player in their civil war.”

Valdemar frowned. “Schnusenberg, are you acting on behalf of the archduke?”

Lothar swallowed. There was no way out of this. “I have never denied it, Your Grace. In this case, however, the interests of Haskilde, the Empire and the archduke are aligned.”

Valdemar’s eyes darkened. “And your own.”

“What rational man acts against his own interests, sir?”

Valdemar paused in reflection, then let out a great laugh. “This is what I mean by an honest man, gentlemen! Former ambassadors, you have my leave to depart, with the exception of the Chevalier. No doubt you have much to settle over the next seven days. De Trémaux, there is a further matter on which you can assist me.”

The ambassadors filed out, and de Trémaux made his way onto the dais.

“Sit, Chevalier,” said Valdemar. “You know my counsellors, so no introductions are necessary.”

De Trémaux arranged himself smoothly in his seat.

“You must understand,” said Valdemar. “There are no circumstances under which I will ratify the treaty you have presented. Your successor may wish to re-open negotiations, if I have not concluded a treaty with the Empire in that time. I will send von Schnusenberg to Beruz to present my proposals to the archduke.”

De Trémaux inclined his head. “It is not for me to comment on the wisdom of negotiating with the Imperial Chancellor behind the emperor’s back, Your Grace.”

“You are correct, Chevalier. It is not. You are here for another reason.”

“I await Your Grace’s pleasure.”

Valdemar poured two goblets of red wine from the pitcher on the table. De Trémaux sipped first with what Lothar thought was extreme naivety.

“On one of the ships in my harbour are two of my subjects, the Margrave and Margravine of Kirkebæk.” 

“That is so, Your Grace. The margrave has applied to the king for asylum, and will be returning to Avigny with us. I imagine he no longer has a place at your court, and frankly you will be glad to see the back of him.”

Lothar rose from his seat. “And what about Asta?” he hissed.

De Trémaux relaxed into a smile. “Naturally he will wish to take his wife into exile with him. Who would not want such a glorious companion in their new life?”

Lothar clenched a fist beneath the table. He felt Edda’s hand on his forearm. She gently shook her head.

“Be calm, Meinherr,” said de Trémaux smoothly. “It is only a matter of weeks since you were nearly slain in the street. Enjoy your good fortune; it is not every day that such schemes go awry. You should be a dead man now.”

“You?” said Lothar in wonderment.

De Trémaux shrugged. “I would not scruple to admit to an assassination,” he said, “but no gentleman would ever confess to a botched one. We all live and learn.”

Valdemar rapped the table. “This is not the time for your vendetta against Schnusenberg,” he said. “You are here, now, because I require the return of Lord Grynulf and Lady Asta. They both have many questions to answer.”

“You may write to them in Avigny, Your Grace. I am sure His Majesty will settle a generous estate on the Fox.”

“That is not what I had in mind at all, Chevalier.”

De Trémaux made a polite gesture of demurral. “I regret to thwart your will, sir, but you will understand that I cannot give up these refugees in defiance of my king.”

“You would not wish us to take them by force,” said Lord Berendt.

“I am unclear how that might occur,” said de Trémaux. “We have already noted that one of your fleets is trapped at Vindstrup. The other, if I am not mistaken, is cruising off Calabadag and vexing Doctor Tunyaz’s masters. You have a number of ships docked here at Strömhall. These are outnumbered by the Avignese Flotte du Nord and unable to deploy effectively because of the prevailing wind. I would not contradict the Grand Admiral, but I do not believe you have the ability to carry out your threat.”

Lord Berendt glowered. Lothar was no expert on naval tactics, but he could not see how the Grand Admiral could prevail.

“Excellent,” said de Trémaux into the silence. “Now we all share an understanding of the position, I will outline forthcoming events. Your Grace, the draft treaty still stands, and I am sure you will wish to sign it. In the event that you are swayed by the counsels of men less wise”—he looked at Lord Berendt and Lothar—“then the warships anchored in the bay below will lay waste to the docks at Strömhall. The Avignese Flotte du Nord, provisioned and ready for action, will destroy the Strömhall squadron at sea, since we have the advantage of the weather behind us. The Haskilde navy, built up over eight hundred years, will be annihilated in an afternoon. I would regret that very much, but I am confident that it will be not be necessary. King Louis would much prefer his new allies to have a strong and undefeated fleet.”

De Trémaux sat back in his seat and smiled. “If you wish to remove my accreditation and return me to my estates at Aude thereafter, I will depart with the satisfaction of a job well done.”

“You do not know us, de Trémaux, if you think we fear to fight you on the open sea,” said Lord Berendt.

De Trémaux smilingly shook his head. “Your navy has not been tested against a modern power for over forty years,” he said. “Believe me when I say that Admiral Hoche will sweep you from the seas.”

Valdemar rose from his seat. “I thank you for your counsels, and your clear articulation of Avignese policy,” he said. “I can assure you there will be no treaty, and if you think to challenge the might of the Fikingur on the waves, you merely seal your own doom.”

De Trémaux rose and bowed. “Fikingur!” he breathed. “Your delusions are remarkable.”

“Chevalier de Trémaux,” called Lothar as the Avignese made his way down from the dais. “It seems as if your fleet will be involved in a large-scale naval action.”

“Not through my choice,” said de Trémaux.

“Lady Asta is aboard the Avignese flagship,” said Lothar. “It is no place for any woman. I ask you to return her to Strömhall, even if you will not release the Fox.”

De Trémaux grinned. “You truly are her slave,” he said. “I did not believe the rumours, but even I am wrong occasionally. Lady Asta will come to no harm on La Victorieuse. And if the worst should happen, what better end than to fall beside her husband?”

Lothar bit down to prevent his response escaping. Next to him, he could see Edda fixing de Trémaux with a look of naked hatred.

“Good day to you all,” said de Trémaux. “I will be in my quarters if Your Grace wishes to re-open the conversation.”

Lothar slumped to the table in despair. Valdemar cleared his throat. “Well, Lord Berendt, it seems we will have to dust off our battle plans.”

“You may want to see this,” said Lord Berendt, who was standing by a window. The duke’s council looked out to the horizon where, through the storm-lashed air, the Avignese battle fleet could be seen coming in to view.
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THE NEXT MORNING BROKE with no sign of the storm abating. The clifftop batteries had been firing all night, and the Avignese warships had taken themselves out of range. La Victorieuse had gone with them; the Avignese flagship stood slightly apart from the main battle fleet, but if there was combat she would be in the midst.

Lord Berendt, meanwhile, had spent the night at the docks organising the Strömhall fleet. It was now arrayed in front of the sandbanks guarding the harbour, facing the Avignese vessels. Lothar was no expert, but he could count, and there were clearly more Avignese ships.

There was hardly a man left at the Hertugshalle. Duke Valdemar had accompanied Lord Berendt, while Steinar and Lieutenant Vinther had reported back to their ships. They would soon be risking their lives.

Lothar took a miserable breakfast in his rooms. This was not his fight, and there was nothing for him to do in the Heights or the Undercliff. He drifted up to the battlements where most of the ambassadors had also gathered. There was no one there he wanted to see. De Trémaux was sauntering around the group, his sister on his arm, with a sang-froid Lothar suspected was not assumed. He could not bring himself to look at Céleste.

The only person who could come close to understanding his feelings was Edda. He made his way towards her quarters, but before he could arrive, he saw her walking across the courtyard, a long man’s coat on her back and a pair of naval uniform trousers. Two pistols were strapped to her waist.

“Edda!” he called. She halted and turned to face him. “Where are you going?”

“I was looking for you,” she said with a grim set to her mouth. “I am not going to wait up here. I thought you too might prefer action. The Avignese are your enemies as much as ours.”

“I am not interested in politics,” he said. “I am only concerned for Asta.”

Edda indicated the bay. “Come, then. Let us share her fate, and rescue her if we can.”

Lothar did not see how this was possible, but neither could he imagine standing up here and watching the battle play out below. He took a deep breath. “I am with you.”
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To Lothar’s surprise the funicular stood silent and still. Those in the Undercliff, who were most endangered by a bombardment, were prohibited from fleeing, while the inhabitants of the Heights preferred to stay there. It was only a matter of minutes later, therefore, that Lothar and Edda found themselves down in the docks. They dashed to the Sour Dragon Inn on the waterfront, where Lord Berendt had set up his command post. Edda spoke a password—learned from Lord Jerulf, Lothar assumed—and they were admitted to what had previously been the saloon, a large, cold room giving views all around the harbour.

Lord Berendt was moving model ships around a map of the bay, explaining his dispositions to Valdemar.

He looked up. “Edda, Schnusenberg,” he said crisply. “This cannot be the time.”

“We wish to fight, sir,” said Lothar. “Tell us where we can be the most use.”

“Lady Asta is on their flagship,” said Edda. “We must do what we can to save her.”

Lord Berendt rubbed his chin. “No one regrets poor Asta’s peril more than I,” he said, “but all my force is bent on sinking La Victorieuse. She must take her chances.”

“Put us on the ship nearest her,” said Edda, her tone rising. “I would be on hand in case there is anything—”

Lord Berendt sighed. “I have placed Steinar’s ship Kestrel in the van,” he said. “It is as close to the action as anywhere else.”

“Thank you,” said Lothar.

“Do not thank me,” said Lord Berendt. “Neither of you are sailors, and the danger will be extreme. This does not need to be your fight.”

“Oh, but it does,” said Edda.

“And mine,” said Lothar.

Lord Berendt appraised them through cold blue eyes. “Very well. Do not get in the way, follow orders, and shoot anyone in a green coat.”

“My duty is on the front line too,” said Valdemar.

“Your Grace, your duty is to be alive at the end of the battle. Win or lose, the folk of Haskilde will need you.”

“But—”

“Take my advice on this, if nothing else, Your Grace,” said Lord Berendt with surprising gentleness. “Any man may die today, but you must not.”

He took Edda’s hand and kissed it. “You are a remarkable woman,” he said. “I wish I had understood your merits sooner.”

Turning to Lothar, he held out a hand. “You, however, have been nothing but a scoundrel since your youth. But I remember your conduct in the duel, and I commend your courage today. We will meet again, in Strömhall or the Hall of Fallen Heroes.”

Lothar gripped his hand and bowed. He had nothing further to say.

––––––––
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LOTHAR’S EXPERIENCE of the sea had been limited to the occasional jaunt in a pleasure craft during those innocent summers long ago at Drageleir. The resemblance between those days and now, being rowed into the teeth of a stiff wind, alongside grim-faced Haskilders, was the difference between being attacked by a kitten and a starving lioness. Lothar was horrified to realise he was starting to feel seasick, and they had not even reached the Kestrel yet. Edda was in a world of her own, her eyes cold and her jaw set. This was not the time for conversation.

Eventually they hove to against the Kestrel, which stood impossibly tall above them in the water. Edda scrambled up the ladder without a second thought; Lothar only grasped it on the third attempt, and the rolling of the ship crashed him against the hull twice. He was already bruised by the time he flopped onto the deck. The sailors around him made no effort to suppress their amusement.

Steinar stood at the bow, looking out at the Avignese fleet before him. His second-in-command, a wiry woman named Lieutenant Giese, escorted Lothar and Edda to him.

Steinar narrowed his eyes at the sight of Lothar. “I do not know which of you I am more surprised to see,” he said. “Or indeed, which of you will be more useless.”

Lothar opened his mouth to speak, but Steinar continued. “A warship is no place for a lady—”

“I am no lady,” said Edda, one hand on her pistol belt.

“—and also no place for an Imperial vagabond, I would say. But you have both chosen to live and die among us. You have my thanks and respect. Giese, get Schnusenberg some proper clothes. He cannot fight in that dandy’s apparel.”

“What is happening?” said Edda. “I imagined battle would be underway by now.”

Steinar pointed to the banners flapping in the wind. “We would rather not fight at all,” he said. “The wind is pinning us against the shore, and also preventing the Vindstrup fleet from joining us. The Avignese have all the advantages, so we will wait as long as they do.”

“Why do the Avignese not attack, then?” said Lothar. He was fighting an urge to vomit.

“They will lose ships and men, even if they win. They will also anger your emperor, which they would prefer to avoid. For them, the best hope is that we back down and sign their damned treaty.”

“I have been with your father and the duke,” said Lothar. “There will be no treaty.”

Steinar gave a fierce grin that reminded Lothar of Torkild. “We are not afraid to fight,” he said. “Let them attack when they are ready.”

“Is Torkild with the Vindstrup fleet?” said Lothar, edging towards the port rail.

Steinar nodded. “I understand they were summoned some days ago. If they come up, they may be able to force the Avignese back against the Mellemgrund.”

“What is that?” asked Lothar, his stomach roiling.

Steinar laughed. “Do not try and hold it down. You will feel better if you are sick. The Mellemgrund is a large sandbank just behind the Avignese ship.” He pointed to an Avignese vessel a little apart from the others. “That is the Fougueux,” he said. “She has already run aground.”

“When will the Vindstrup fleet be here?” said Edda, as Lothar leaned over the rail and vomited copiously.

Steinar shook his head. “The wind direction could not be worse, and the omens are no better,” he said. “I fear we must fight before they arrive.”

Each fell silent with their own thoughts. At last Steinar said, “You must realise this is the greatest action our navy has fought for a generation. Many ships will be lost, and many of the Fikingur will die. You may be among them; so may I. There is no disgrace if you choose to wait the battle out at the Hertugshalle.”

“They are standing on the battlements watching us as if we are toy soldiers,” said Lothar. “I thought myself the most cold-blooded of men, but I find I cannot stand and watch. You are not my people, but I will live and die among you.”

“You know that Asta is on the Avignese flagship?” said Edda.

“Yes,” said Steinar with a bleak smile. “I pity her.”

“She is very dear to both of us,” Edda said.

Steinar gave a great laugh. “So that is why you are here, Schnusenberg? At long last you have found a woman for whom you would inconvenience yourself?”

“I would not use exactly those words,” said Lothar stiffly.

Steinar slapped the bowsprit in his amusement. “I do not know if Gisla would be offended to think she never commanded such devotion, or gratified to find that you do have a heart.”

“I am a different man now,” said Lothar, wiping his mouth.

Steinar held out his hand. “Whatever was between us in the past, it is over,” he said. Lothar shook his hand. “My advice to you now is go down below, change into fighting clothes and take a tot—no, two—of grog. Edda, you too.”

Lothar nodded.

“And look there,” said Steinar, pointing back towards the shore. “That is my father’s cutter. He is going to his ship, the Duchess Christina. Negotiations are over: we fight.”

Lothar looked into his face and saw the light of the Fikingur in his eyes.
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Some twenty minutes later, Lothar was back on deck in an ill-fitting Haskilde naval uniform. It had once belonged to Steinar’s father and carried an admiral’s insignia. Lothar had taken three shots of rum and, on Giese’s advice, spooned down a bowl of greasy stew that looked and smelled as if it had been simmered in the sewers. The cumulative effect was unexpectedly restorative.

The sailors were trying to manoeuvre the Kestrel into the wind to approach the Avignese more closely.

“Stand by for broadside,” shouted Steinar, as almost simultaneously the cannon of the Avignese fleet roared into life, belching out fire like angered dragons. Lothar could hear cloth rip and wood break from the masts above them. For the first time he wondered what he had thought to achieve. He could not work the guns, and Asta’s ship remained far upwind of them. In a matter of minutes, he would die on this deck, and Asta would never even know he had come for her. When had he swapped pragmatism for this quixotic foolishness?

Edda put a hand on his shoulder. “There’s no point in ducking,” she said. “You will never see the cannonball that takes your head.”

Lothar gave a sick grin. He had never admired her more, but he could not let her outmatch him for insouciant bravery. He stood up straight and made his way forward to the bow where Steinar was standing.

“What are you doing here?” Steinar shouted. “Get back with the marines on the poop deck!”

Lothar’s knowledge of naval terminology was minimal, but he had noted the marines clustered together near the stern so, grabbing Edda’s arm, he made his way aft.

The next hour—or two hours, or three, there was no way to tell—was a time of unimaginable terror. Lothar had killed men before, at a distance and face to face. He had risked his own life, but always at odds of his choosing. To stand here, clustered with the marines, while the Avignese ships blazed away, was a unique horror. He was a target, but he could not fight back. The marines, who were used to such things, were tense and silent. Even Edda seemed pale.

Lothar could not tell whether the Haskilders were winning. The air was choked with smoke from the guns and what visibility there was constantly shifted. From what he could see, the Kestrel was tacking her way towards the Avignese lines. From time to time he could see the dark green Avignese banner flying at the top of a mast: La Victorieuse, where Asta sat and awaited rescue or death.

A ball passed close overhead, taking spars and rigging with it. A marine nearby fell with an evil splinter a foot long through his throat. It was hard to avoid the temptation to duck.

Lieutenant Giese cut her way nimbly through the chaos. “We are approaching La Victorieuse,” she called. She threw open a locker and began to distribute grace-guns. “We will close, broadside and storm. Be ready.”

A ragged cheer went up from the marines. “One last thing!” cried Giese. “The traitor Grynulf is aboard. He is to be taken alive. Admiral Hoche is also to be taken prisoner.”

“The Lady Asta also,” shouted Lothar. “She is not to be touched.”

Giese gave him a quizzical sideways glance. “She must take her own chances.”

“She is the duke’s governess, and Lord Berendt’s friend. I will kill anyone who touches her.”

Some of the marines began to mutter. A sergeant said: “The women on the ship are spoils of war. So it has been since the days of the Fikingur.”

Edda negligently pointed her grace-gun at the sergeant’s groin. “I assure you, if you molest her, you will be in no condition to enjoy your prize.”

The marines began to jostle. Giese raised a hand. “Enough! There will be no opportunity for rape and pillage. Any women aboard who do not offer you violence are to be respected. There is enough blood and enough glory to go round. You can indulge yourselves once you are back at Strömhall. For Duke Valdemar, for Haskilde, for victory!”

The marines cheered in unison.

Lothar could feel the Kestrel beginning to swing round in the wind. She was positioning for her broadside. The first salvo saw all the port guns fire simultaneously. The recoil tilted the ship perceptibly in the water. From that point the broadside was sporadic as the gun crews reloaded and fired at different speeds. Ropes and grappling irons flew across the gap between the ships.

“Ready, men!” shouted Giese. With her fair hair flying behind her and blazing blue eyes, she could have been a Fikingur raider from eight hundred years ago.

The broadsides from both ships continued even as the Kestrel drew herself closer. Everyone, including Edda, was now crouched behind wooden palisades, although Lothar realised they would do nothing to stop a direct cannonball strike.

As if by sorcery the wind carried the gunsmoke away. All that remained was the sharp tang of the black powder sitting on the air. La Victorieuse was in front of them. All three of her masts were damaged, and her decks were thick with blood. The Kestrel’s broadsides had done their work, but had they done it too well? Where would Asta be, and could she have survived?

Edda touched his forearm and pointed to La Victorieuse’s stern. “The admiral’s cabin will be there,” she said. “That will be where he hosts his visitors.”

Lothar nodded. He checked the two pistols at his hip, the ammunition in his pocket and the sword in its sheath. In his right hand he held his grace-gun, a traditional shotgun with truncated barrels—inaccurate but messy at close range. Anyone who stood in his way now would die.

The Kestrel edged ever closer until the marines could lay walkways across the gaps between the ships. A handful of marines scrambled up what was left of the rigging and fired their weapons down onto the deck of La Victorieuse, providing covering fire for their comrades who surged onto the walkways.

Edda took Lothar’s hand and looked into his eyes. “Stay alive,” she said. “It’s all for nothing if you die.”

Lothar grinned. “I will live long enough to end the Fox,” he said through drawn lips. “That I guarantee.”

Still holding her hand, he ran onto the walkway with the marines.

The Avignese marines had maintained their discipline and continued to fire into the crowd despite the Haskilders’ covering fire, but Lothar staggered off the walkway and onto La Victorieuse’s slick deck. A huge Avignese raised a pistol but Lothar fired both barrels of the grace-gun into his chest; the Avignese roared, then slumped as blood issued from his mouth. Another Avignese approached and Lothar clubbed him with the butt of the grace-gun. He would never have time to reload it, so he threw it over the railing into the sea.

He turned to look for Edda. She was using her grace-gun as a club while firing with the pistol in her left hand. He watched her fire three times as three Avignese fell before her.

She caught his eye and indicated the stern with a jerk of the head. “This way.”

Leaving the marines to their work, they dashed away from the fight towards the stern hatch. The port side was all but deserted as the Avignese defended the starboard from the boarding party with every spare man. Lothar led the way down the stairs, pistol at the ready. He held up a hand to halt Edda. The starboard gun crews were intent on their work, reloading and preparing for yet another broadside. Quietly they continued down the stairs, but the gunners were so absorbed, and the noise of the cannonade so loud, that they were not seen.

They were on the upper deck, with only the quarterdeck above them. A titanic battle seethed only feet above their heads, but they could have been alone in the world. Slowly they made their way towards Admiral Hoche’s rooms.

Gently, Lothar slipped open a door. A gun lay wrecked before them, two men in green dead on the floor. A modest cot to one side of the room indicated that this was Admiral Hoche’s sleeping quarters. Quickly he turned over the two men: neither was the Fox and the insignia on their uniforms suggested that Admiral Hoche too was elsewhere.

Edda put a finger to her lips. The door at the other end of the room led to what could only be the Admiral’s day cabin; this, surely, was where they would find Grynulf and Asta.

Edda gave a brisk nod, and with a smooth movement Lothar opened the door and strode through. To his amazement—in his heart he had never believed this would work—he saw the Fox standing against a porthole, and on the couch, Asta staring down at her feet.

She looked up at the noise and saw Lothar. Her eyes widened and her lips moved. In that single blink he saw more emotion than he could name; whatever had happened, whatever would happen, was worth it for that look of love and hope and tenderness.

“Asta,” he breathed. Edda crowded through the door beside him.

The Fox span to face him. His pistol was in his hand. Lothar fired his own gun and missed, and the Fox shot Edda, who slumped with a wordless cry.

Asta screamed and Lothar raised his pistol again. Before he could fire, in his peripheral vision he saw a sailor who had been concealed behind the door. The Avignese struck down with the butt of his pistol and Lothar felt the world grow dark.
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Torkild peered ahead into the distance, silently urging the Vindication to make more steam. Beside him on the quarterdeck, Admiral Krog stood wrapped in his thoughts. The rest of the Vindstrup fleet now stood far behind. Only the Vindication, with her unreliable steam engine, was able to make any headway into the storm. Torkild did not delude himself that one ship could turn the battle, but the Vindication was well-armed. She could yet do some damage before she was stopped. And if she could get close to the Avignese flagship...

“The Avignese line is unbroken,” said Krog. “At least two of our ships are sunk. Two of the others are on fire.”

Torkild shook his head. “We are never beaten.”

“It will be hours—days perhaps—before the rest of the Vindstrup fleet is here,” said Krog.

“We cannot allow this ship to fall into Avignese hands,” Torkild said. “We have spent too many lives and too much treasure to build it.”

Krog paused. “I am sorry your time in command of her has been so short,” he said. “But our choices are limited: either we fight and die, or we scuttle her. As admiral of this fleet—a fleet of one—it is my choice. But I would hear your counsel, Captain.”

Torkild smoothed his uniform. “We are the Fikingur, Admiral. If we are to sink, let it be under Avignese guns. Let us join the Skylark at the bottom of Strömhall Bay.”

Krog smiled. “Let it be so. I have lived too long.”

––––––––
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TORKILD CALLED INGVARSSEN and Steen to his cabin. “Gentlemen,” he said. “It seems as if the battle is all but over, and we have lost. The Admiral and I have resolved to test the fighting capacities of the Vindication, almost certainly to her destruction.”

“That is what she was designed for, sir,” said Ingvarssen.

“You are both now retired,” said Torkild. “There is no compulsion on you to remain. I can order the cutter to take you ashore or back to the main fleet. You have given your lives to Haskilde, and your best endeavours to the steamship. Now is the time for us to part ways.”

Ingvarssen sadly shook his head. “I wish I could say otherwise about my engine,” he said, “but the chances of her failing when you need her most are high. If you are going into battle, I am the only engineer who truly understands her.”

“And I drew up the very first plan for the Sparrow, all those years ago,” said Steen. “I may be the most indifferent fighter, but I will not abandon our dream at the last. We all stand together, or we all fall together.”

“Do not send us away, sir,” said Ingvarssen. “If it were not for you, I would have died on the Sparrow. I will not forsake you now.”

Torkild blinked and looked away. Both men were in their sixties, and they were surely signing their own death warrants. But he knew that, in their position, he would have done no different. He rose from his seat.

“Very well,” he said. “We will show the Avignese that the Fikingur fight best when the end is near.”

––––––––
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ONCE MORE ON THE QUARTERDECK, Torkild and Krog analysed the scene before them. Lord Berendt’s flagship, the Duchess Christina, had lost all three masts; she sat, slack and becalmed, as the fighting raged around her. There was nothing the Vindication could do to aid her. Steinar’s ship, the Kestrel, listed sadly to one side; she looked to have engaged the enemy flagship but now she lay inert and forlorn. Her day was done.

“There is nothing we can do to sway the battle,” said Torkild. “Unless I am mistaken, it is already lost.”

Krog ruefully shook his head. “You are correct, Captain.”

“I suggest we match ourselves against the Avignese flagship. If we come at her from behind the Mellemgrund, we will be out of sight for most of our approach, and coming up at them out of the wind. We maximise our surprise, if nothing else.”

Krog thought for a moment. “I can conceive no better plan. But it is suicide; you know that?”

“Of course—although if we can capture Admiral Hoche, who knows?”

Admiral Krog extended a hand. “It has been a pleasure commanding you, Captain Scavenius.”

Torkild shook it with both of his. “The privilege has been mine, Admiral Krog.”

He turned away. “North-north-east, twenty-two degrees,” he called to the helmsman in a thick voice.
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Lothar rolled over, pressing a hand to his head. It looked as if he had only been unconscious for a few seconds. Edda lay next to him, a pool of blood expanding around her. The smoke was still rising from the barrel of the Fox’s pistol.

“You can go, d’Aubisque,” Grynulf said to the sailor. “You will not need to see what occurs next.”

D’Aubisque looked doubtful.

“Go,” said the Fox. “This is a final piece of Haskilde politics. It does not concern you.”

“Fetch Admiral Hoche,” said Lothar, trying to stand up. “I doubt he will condone murder on his ship.”

“I think you will find Admiral Hoche is occupied at the moment,” said the Fox. “And also that he does not much care what happens to a Beruz renegade.”

D’Aubisque nodded and went out, shutting the door behind him.

“This is a pleasure I did not expect,” said the Fox. “I had thought to leave Haskilde behind, and here by chance are the two people I most hate at court.”

Asta stood up unsteadily. “Edda will die if she does not have the surgeon.”

“I think you will find she is already dead, my love,” said the Fox. “Schnusenberg will soon be joining her.”

Lothar looked down at Edda. He could not tell where she had been hit, but the blood was spreading.

“I did not know whether to believe,” said the Fox in a conversational tone, his pistol levelled at Lothar, “that you were tupping my wife. The fact that you are here, with that harpy, suggests that you were. I never gave Asta credit for so much spirit, or you for such foolishness.” He shrugged. “We live and learn.”

“You are mistaken,” said Lothar. “I admired your wife, and attempted to seduce her – although in my defence I thought her an impoverished widow. Lady Asta—the margravine—has done nothing to earn your reproach.”

The Fox gestured with his pistol. “You understand she meant, and means, nothing to me beyond a tool to manipulate Valdemar. She may even still be useful. She is past the flush of youth, but in Avigny she may yet make a tolerable mistress for some man of influence. A wise man keeps open as many doors as he can.”

“You are about to kill me,” said Lothar, drawing himself up. “That would seem to contradict your policy.”

The Fox barked a harsh laugh. “There are no circumstances under which you could be useful to me, Schnusenberg. I intend simply to indulge myself with your death. To kill you in front of my wife is doubly sweet.”

“I told you, and I have nothing to gain by lying now, that the margravine is innocent.”

Asta walked over to stand by Lothar. “Now is not the time for evasions,” she said. “Grynulf, whatever you do to Lothar now, it will not alter the fact that I love him and despise you.”

Lothar would have preferred to hear this when the Fox was not present, and certainly not when he was pointing a gun at them.

Asta looked at Lothar and ran her tongue over dry lips. “I am sorry I was not braver when it might have done some good.”

There were worse last sights on earth than Asta Nørckenkrone’s grey eyes, thought Lothar. “Damn you, Grynulf.”

The Fox’s laugh ended as the cabin exploded around them.

––––––––
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“WHERE ARE THE CREW?” whispered Torkild as the Vindication crept ever closer to La Victorieuse.

“They are all on the starboard side, facing the shore,” said Lieutenant Rask, Torkild’s first officer. “They cannot imagine anyone is coming up into the wind.”

“Gently does it, then,” murmured Torkild. “I would hate to alarm them. Not just yet, anyway.”

The Vindication’s engine thrummed away, too soft to carry upwind. Below decks, Ingvarssen was doing whatever was necessary to keep the device running. The ship had never performed better.

“Bring her round,” he muttered to Knudsen, the helmsman. “Rask, ready the guns.”

Dusk was beginning to fall, and the Vindication crept ever closer. A bigger warship with more guns might have sunk La Victorieuse with a single broadside, but the bigger ships were three hours downwind. Only the Vindication could have been in this place, at this moment.

Torkild raised his arm. At this distance, the Vindication could not miss. He dropped his arm in signal, and thought of Alfrik, Villumsdatter and the rest, seven years in their graves. “Fire!”

The broadside ripped across the short distance separating the ships and tore through La Victorieuse’s port side. The timbers flew in all directions; the mainmast began to topple. On the deck, green-jacketed sailors appeared, and sporadic gunfire broke out.

“Hit her again!” cried Torkild. “Fire at will!”

––––––––
[image: image]


LOTHAR SCRAMBLED TO his feet. Where one cabin wall had stood was open sea. If the strike had been three feet lower they would all have been dead. Grynulf fired off a shot from his pistol and scrambled out of the cabin.

Lothar made to chase him.

“Wait,” said Asta. “We must check Edda.”

Asta dropped to kneel by her.

“Edda.”

Edda stirred and groaned. “Dear Asta.”

“Where are you hurt?”

Edda put a hand to her side which came away bloody. Lothar knelt down and ripped her shirt away. The bullet had caught her in the ribs. The wound was bloody but not, he thought, fatal.

“Leave me,” Edda gasped. “If you do not catch the Fox now you will never have another chance.”

Lothar squeezed her hand and dashed back out into the body of the ship. Gunners were unlimbering the port guns to fire against whoever had sneaked up on La Victorieuse. 

Where was the Fox? Nowhere was safe in a warship under fire at close range, but at least on deck there was a chance to escape if the ship was sinking. It was too big a risk to hide in the hold.

He dashed along the companionway and up onto the main deck. Giese and her men were still fighting to gain control of the ship, but the melee was chaotic, and finding the Fox in the press of men was all but impossible.

He ran towards the quarterdeck where he knew Admiral Hoche would have set his command post. This was surely the safest place for the Fox. Admiral Hoche—it could be no one else—stood calmly instructing his officers in a plumed hat. A brave man to make himself such an obvious target. Lothar vaulted onto the quarterdeck, slipping in a pool of gore as he landed.
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“Snipers!” called Torkild. “Admiral Hoche will be aboard. See if you can shoot him or his officers.”

If the Avignese commander was killed, at worst it was vengeance, and at best it might hamper the enemy’s unity.

“Sir!” shouted one of the snipers from his position on the stubby mast, “I can see a man in an admiral’s uniform.”

“Shoot him, man! Those are your orders.”

“No, sir – a Haskilde admiral.”

Torkild scrambled up the ratline to join the sniper, who handed him his spyglass. “Dear God! It is Lothar von Schnusenberg.”

There was no plausible reason why Lothar would be wearing insignia to which he was not entitled, in the midst of the fighting on the Avignese warship. Could he have changed sides? It was not impossible, although it did not explain the uniform. He looked around with the spyglass. A flash of bright colour caught his eye. It could not be, surely—Asta?

“Snipers cease fire!” he said. “Knudsen, bring us closer. We are boarding!”

“What are you doing?” shouted Krog as Torkild stumbled down the line. “We must stand off and bombard her from distance.”

“Our mission now has changed, sir.”

––––––––
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LOTHAR WONDERED WHETHER he might be able to sneak up and take Hoche hostage, but the press of men around him would cut him down before he got close. But the Fox was surely here somewhere. He edged round the railings marking the edge of the quarterdeck. Grynulf might even be in the group of officers surrounding Hoche.

As he inched forward, he felt a great blow from above and crashed to the deck, his pistol spinning from his hand. Grynulf, concealed in the mizzenmast rigging, had leapt on him from above. The Fox was the first to recover from the collision, and scrambled erect. He kicked Lothar’s pistol over the side and drew his own. Lothar reached for his sword but it was trapped underneath him.

Through his red beard, the Fox bared his teeth. “I have long craved this moment.” He raised his gun arm. “Die like the dog you are.”

Lothar would not give him the satisfaction of closing his eyes. He looked the Fox in the face; looked as the face exploded in a mass of red. He heard the report of a grace-gun, once and then twice; Grynulf’s head disintegrated and he fell back.

Lothar twisted around to see Asta standing over him, both barrels of the grace-gun smoking. Her expression was impassive. 

Lothar scrambled to his feet. Asta looked down at what had once been her husband, cracked open the grace-gun and ejected the spent cartridges. “I thought you were supposed to rescue the damsel in distress, not the other way round,” he said.

He checked that the gun was empty and took her in his arms. “I think we have rescued each other.”

“We need to get back down below,” she said. “I have left Edda in the cabin.”

She led the way down the stairs. Whether it was the excitement of the battle or the fact that her husband was now dead, this was an Asta he had not seen before.

Edda was propped up in the largely undamaged armchair, looking out through the hole in the hull. “If I am not mistaken,” she said through white lips, “that is Torkild’s steamship.”

“I should go and join the fight,” said Lothar.

“Stay here,” said Asta. “You are wearing, however inappropriately, a Haskilde admiral’s uniform. Whoever comes through that door next, that is some protection for us.”
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Torkild waited until the two ships were touching before leading his men across. He had not seen what had happened to Lothar or Asta, but neither was visible on deck. On the far side of La Victorieuse, the Kestrel looked to have sunk, a couple of small boats having made it away. Torkild realised that he had not seen Steinar at any point.

He recognised the Kestrel’s first officer, Giese, leading the marines as they fought their way down the deck. He led his own marines into the flank of the Avignese. The defenders fired in both directions with little real intent. Torkild felt a sharp pain in his side, a flesh wound, for he could continue to fight. Within three minutes, beset on two sides, the Avignese were beaten and disarmed.

Admiral Hoche was accompanied by half a dozen of his officers on the quarterdeck. Flanked by Giese and Rask, he walked towards them.

“Admiral Hoche,” Torkild said and bowed. “I am Captain Scavenius of the Vindication. I believe we have overwhelmed La Victorieuse. I invite you to present your sword, as an officer and a gentleman.”

Torkild tasted blood in his mouth and spat on the deck.

Hoche bowed in return. He unbuckled his sword belt and presented Torkild with the weapon. “I congratulate you, Captain.” He smiled briefly. “On your illustrious name, your valour—and your remarkable vessel. Do I truly see a steamship?”

Torkild took the sword belt, then handed it back with a nod. “You do, sir. The first and for now only steamship in the Haskilde navy. After today, she will not be the last.”

“I believe, nonetheless,” said Hoche, “that our navy has won the day, steamship or no steamship.”

“I would be glad to discuss it over a fine wine in my cabin on the Vindication,” said Torkild. “I would score it a draw. More of our ships are sunk, but we have captured flagship and admiral; and in less than two hours the remainder of the Vindstrup fleet will be here. I am afraid you are in no position, sir, to compel Duke Valdemar to sign any treaty.”

Hoche smiled. “I will relish that conversation, sir—and also, if you permit, the chance to inspect your steamship at closer quarters.”

Torkild shook his hand.

“You are bleeding, Captain,” said Hoche. “You should let my surgeon Delaunay examine you.”
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THE GUNFIRE ABOVE HAD stopped. Lothar and Asta helped Edda to mount the stairs and they came out onto the deck to see Torkild taking Admiral Hoche’s surrender.

Lothar took Asta’s hand and kissed her. “We did it,” he said. “Somehow, through all this misery, we found a way out.”

Torkild caught sight of them and raised an arm in salute. As he walked towards them, he put a hand to his side. He opened his mouth to speak, and a gout of blood gushed out.

“Torkild!” cried Edda, rushing towards him. Torkild held up a hand to indicate he did not need assistance, and then crashed to the deck.

Admiral Hoche bellowed: “Fetch Delaunay!”

Edda ran towards him, kneeling at his side. “Torkild. Torkild, hold on. Look, I have been shot too.” She pulled up her shirt to show her bloodied ribs. “It does not hurt so much, does it?”

Torkild lips flickered into a smile.

“Torkild, it is only a scratch, is it not? A plaster and a compress and all will be well.”

She wiped the blood from his mouth with a shirt sleeve, but a trickle continued to leak.

“Do not—” she said. “Torkild, you cannot—no, Torkild, no—” Tears coursed down her cheeks.

Asta made to join them but Lothar held her back. “This is between them.”

Torkild tried to sit upright.

“Do not move,” said Edda. “The surgeon will be here soon.”

Torkild squeezed her hand. “Dearest Edda. It is too late for surgeons.”

Edda took his head in her arms and pressed it to her chest. She rocked to and fro, sobbing in the lengthening dusk.
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THE SURGEON DELAUNAY appeared and ordered Torkild taken below. He remained insensible as he was placed in the first lieutenant’s cabin, Admiral Hoche’s having been destroyed.

By common consent, Edda accompanied Delaunay into the cabin as he conducted a more thorough examination. Delaunay emerged alone, shaking his head. “There is no hope,” he said.

Half an hour later, Edda opened the door and walked out of the cabin. Torkild had died without regaining consciousness. Delaunay gave her a sedative which she wordlessly accepted.
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Sometime after midnight, Lothar and Asta walked up to the deck and stood at the stern rail. All around them, the hulks of ships—Haskilder and Avignese—smouldered. Those Avignese vessels capable of movement set their sails and beat back out into the sea. Their attempt to bully an alliance with Haskilde had failed. They would think twice before they returned.

Asta took Lothar’s hand.

“So much horror,” she said.

“It is the way of the world,” said Lothar. “I wish I could pretend it was otherwise.”

“But sometimes people are happy, are they not?”

“Some. Not everyone,” he said. “I do not think poor Edda can ever be happy.”

Asta’s breath clouded in the chill night air. “Then those of us who have the chance must take it, or there would be no joy in the world.”

“You are right,” he said. “We both have an opportunity we did not expect, and probably do not deserve. Torkild merited a better end, but we cannot give it to him.” He kissed her. “We can only live our own lives now.”

He felt her wet cheek against his face. “If he could have chosen his own end, to fall at the moment of victory, and to die in Edda’s arms: it is fitting,” she said. “He turned the battle, and he saved the realm.”

Lothar stroked her hair, the woman who had blown off her husband’s face with a grace-gun. “I forget that you are all Fikingur,” he said. “Nothing becomes you like violence and death. And you are one of them.”

She broke away and looked into his eyes. “And does that disgust you?”

He shook his head and wiped a tear from his cheek. “In truth, I feel like I have come home.”

He put an arm through hers and they walked back down the deck towards the cabin, the moon showering them with a cruel light.
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THE NEXT MORNING, THE smoke hanging in the air still blotted out the low winter sun. Damaged ships from both sides smouldered and drifted in the tide.

Duke Valdemar’s headquarters at the Sour Dragon Inn were all but destroyed, the roof and two walls missing. He had chosen not to relocate, and held his court amidst the ruins. It was a piece of macabre theatre which Lothar found it hard to condemn.

The duke was dressed all in black, sitting on a makeshift ducal throne. To one side stood Lord Berendt, stooped and pensive. Torkild’s death was confirmed, and Steinar was still missing, and not expected to be found alive. For the first time, Lothar thought, the Grand Admiral was an old man.

Lothar stood at Valdemar’s other shoulder, Asta at his side. His decision to risk his life yesterday had not been motivated by any loyalty to the Haskilde regime, but for now he stood high in Valdemar’s favour.

Duke Valdemar uncoiled himself from his throne. “Bring in the prisoners,” he said in a grim voice. The audience consisted mainly of the foreign ambassadors—now reprieved from their pending banishment—although there was one noticeable absentee. Edda too was there; she had not changed her clothes, or slept, and her midriff was wrapped in a bloodstained bandage.

Lieutenant Vinther led in three manacled figures: the Chevalier de Trémaux, Céleste, and Admiral Hoche.

Duke Valdemar turned to face the ambassadors. “Some months ago,” he said, “you will recall I put on trial a rat which had infested my chambers. You may have viewed this as the folly of a spoiled and cruel youth.”

He smiled to reveal even white teeth. His hand dropped to his side, his eyes agleam as he drew from its sheath Djævelsklø, the Devil’s Claw. 

“The more perceptive among you would have taken it as a warning as to the nature of my rule, a time which has arrived sooner than we had imagined. The lesson was that the person who stands against me will live to regret it, if not for long. It saddens me that the Avignese ambassador, who was present that day, did not take that lesson to heart, or pass it on to his sister. The pair of you have conspired against the good of my realm, connived in the attempted murder of my friend von Schnusenberg, and parroted the ludicrous threats of King Louis. The consequences of those actions are now plain to see.”

De Trémaux, despite the shackles and the cut on his forehead, smirked. “You merely describe the day-to-day life of an ambassador. If that is a crime, I am guilty. My sister, however, is not, and nothing in the annals of warfare allows you to put Admiral Hoche on trial.”

Duke Valdemar’s smile flickered again. “Do not imagine this is a trial, Chevalier. The three of you are to be put to death, and that is an end of it. No Avignese fleet will fly its colours at Strömhall again, given the staunch friendship of our new allies, the Empire. Once the sword of Gnut the Great is drawn, it always takes life.”

He turned to look at Lothar. Doa Lora, sitting with the other ambassadors, remained impassive.

Duke Valdemar turned theatrically around to take in the entire room, Djævelsklø gleaming in his hand. The ruined roof timbers continued to smoke. “Is there any among us who will speak for these knaves who have slain so many of our fierce Fikingur stock? Or do they die this hour?”

Edda rose from her seat, taking her weight on a cane. “Kill them all, Your Grace. I see no merit in delay.”

Duke Valdemar nodded. “Now you understand the power of true lordship, my lady.”

Asta stirred next to Lothar, her dress rustling. “The Avignese have been wicked and treacherous throughout. They all deserve death: the Chevalier and his sister must have it; mercy to Admiral Hoche, who risked his own life in combat, might become you. Let Djævelsklø sing again.”

Lothar turned an astonished glance on Asta. “Never forget I am a Fikingur,” she said quietly. “No one loves like us; and no one knows better how to hate.” Her eyes met his, and in that moment, he knew the truth of both statements.

This was, nonetheless, madness. But all of Duke Valdemar’s court had in their minds regressed to the age of longboats and storied blades; their only interest now was fire, death, and vengeance, even if it called down their own destruction. The Hall of Fallen Heroes awaited, and it had many places laid at its tables. It was a bleak room indeed if Lothar’s was the most moderate opinion.

“Your Grace,” he said. “Might I advance an alternative view?”

Duke Valdemar frowned. “You have earned your place in our counsels, von Schnusenberg. I would hear your proposals.”

“The Chevalier de Trémaux has richly deserved his death.” He looked quickly at Céleste. “Few could object if his sister joined him.” She returned a sneer which, in the circumstances, Lothar could only admire. “Admiral Hoche fought diligently and honourably, and should detain you no longer.”

“Go on,” said Duke Valdemar. “I sense there is more.”

“That the de Trémaux deserve death does not imply you should give it to them. Your fleet, your little duchy, has held off these arrogant popinjays. Their humiliation is complete, and they will look for ways to repay it. Do not give them an obvious insult they cannot ignore. Send the de Trémaux back in disgrace, in just the clothes they wear. Let the Chevalier explain his failure to his king; let him speak of the unquenchable valour of the Fikingur. Show King Louis that the lord of Haskilde has not just valour, but statesmanship.”

Duke Valdemar smirked. “Statesmanship? We discussed that once before, did we not? You would have me a snake, a knave, and a rogue?”

“I would, Your Grace, for did you not once also say you would rather be feared than loved? King Louis will fear a snake far more than a fighting-cock.”

There was silence as Duke Valdemar pondered.

“Your Grace, if I may,” said Lord Berendt. “Both of my sons are dead; the future of my house is in tatters. But von Schnusenberg gives you wise counsel.” His voice thickened. “No man would relish seeing de Trémaux hanging from a beam more than I, or their bodies hacked in pieces by Djævelsklø; but it is not the way to consolidate your victory.”

“I am not a man of peace or magnanimity,” said Duke Valdemar. “I am the lord of the Fikingur. The sword of Gnut the Great will have blood.”

“The days of the Fikingur are done, my lord,” said Lothar. “Gnut the Great has been dead for eight hundred years. This is the age of the steamship, the airship, the railway. It is the time of the electric telegraph, the factory, the coalmine, the grace-gun. It will take a leader of vision, of foresight, of—yes, statesmanship—to take Haskilde to its place in the world. You must be that leader, Your Grace.”

Duke Valdemar rubbed his chin. “You are a remarkable man, von Schnusenberg. I am sure the Perlustrator-General could use a further assistant, and I cannot think of a better candidate.”

Asta squeezed Lothar’s arm.

“I am honoured, Your Grace,” he said. “But I am no courtier, and I hope you will understand that I made a promise of a new life in a new city to Lady Asta; and unusually for me, I do not intend to break it. You may be assured of my friendship from afar, where it may yet do you good.”

“Lady Asta?” said Duke Valdemar. “Is this also your wish?”

“It is, Your Grace.”

Duke Valdemar nodded twice. With a glance of pained longing, he carefully sheathed Djævelsklø. “Then you both go with my blessing,” he said. “Chevalier de Trémaux, Mamselle de Trémaux, Admiral Hoche: return to your king, and tell him of our valour and our—statesmanship. And tell him also never again to send his ships against me, unless he wishes their destruction.”

The Chevalier gave a crisp bow, as he and his companions were led away by Lieutenant Vinther. Céleste pursed her lips into a kiss, while her brother raised his shackled wrists to place two fingers to his throat; Lothar returned a crisp nod.
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LOTHAR AND ASTA SLIPPED out onto the seafront. “I do not trust Valdemar’s new-found wisdom, nor his generosity,” he said. “There is an airship leaving for Beruz tonight, if you can be packed in time. I do not think it wise to delay.”

Asta tilted her face up and kissed him. “There is nothing here I need to pack,” she said. “I have few possessions, and none that I need. If the age of the Fikingur is over, there is nothing for me here. Let us go to Beruz, and find what happiness we can.”
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EPILOGUE
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Beruz

––––––––
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LOTHAR LOOKED FROM the bedroom window of his new apartments in the fashionable Lüdingfeld district of the city. Outside, the trees were showing the first buds of spring. Asta lay asleep on the bed, her blonde hair mussed on the pillow. She needed an extraordinary amount of sleep.

“Do not begrudge me,” she had said. “Until we came here I had not slept a full night for nearly ten years. I have a lot to catch up on.”

Lothar was minded to deny her nothing. Besides, he had an errand this morning of which she would not approve, and what she did not know would not hurt her. And Edda, now convalescent, was arriving from Strömhall for a visit later, and he did not want to implicate her in his plans either.

He took the steam elevator down to the ground floor and stepped out into the chill spring air. He walked to the railway station and bought a second class ticket into the city centre. From there, it was a stiff hike to his destination, but today he did not wish to draw attention to himself.

An hour and a half later he found himself at Wilderness. He chose not to enter via the front door, where the scrutiny of the Leopold’s valet Meindel would be inconvenient. Instead he slipped in through the tradesman’s entrance, which at this time of day was unmanned while the staff took their lunch.

Leopold was dining alone in his solarium. He raised a disdainful eyebrow as Lothar entered. “Schnusenberg? This is irregular.”

“So much has passed, I thought it prudent for us to speak, Your Grace.”

“Sit down, then,” said Leopold. “Have you eaten?” He indicated a range of cold meats and bread.

“I am not hungry, although I have always found your coffee excellent,” said Lothar.

Leopold poured two cups. Lothar spooned sugar into his own and indicated the bowl.

“One spoon, thank you,” said Leopold. “I hope you are not here to ask for more money. I am most satisfied with your work, but you are well rewarded. I trust the new apartments suit both you and Lady Asta?”

“They are exemplary, Your Grace. Asta finds Beruz a beautiful city.”

“And of course you will inherit Eppelborn in due course.”

Lothar sipped his coffee reflectively. “Yes.”

The archduke gave a frigid smile. “I undertook to restore your inheritance, and I have done so. I do not understand your disapproval.”

“I had not expected my brother, my stepmother, and my stepbrother to die to facilitate it.”

Leopold gave a languid shrug. “Hypocrisy does not suit you,” he said. “You loathed Helena and would happily have killed her yourself; and if my understanding is correct, as an infant you attempted to strangle young Mathias in his cradle.”

“The fact remains that I did not intend or authorise you to kill them on my behalf.”

“Now, now, Schnusenberg,” said Leopold with a smile. “Their deaths were tragic accidents, as all the news-sheets reported. And I gave your father the chance to reinstate you, which he declined. I was left with no alternative if I was to honour my word to you.”

“Honour?”

Leopold bit into a gherkin. “I do hope you have not come here to sulk,” he said. “The Avignese have gone home with their tails between their legs, Duke Valdemar has signed an alliance with us, and Doa Lora is irredeemably associated with the late Lord Grynulf. I could not have experienced a greater triumph, and you have exceeded my expectations. You know yourself that statecraft and clean hands rarely sit together.”

“You killed von Justus, and an unfortunate serving girl named Birgit,” said Lothar. “The train of events you set in motion cost the life of my great friend Torkild Scavenius, and his brother. Lord Berendt is a broken man, to have lost both his sons; his wife is confined in a lunatic asylum. The Khakassian Akaev is also dead, although that is less cause for regret.”

Leopold picked up his coffee. “Akaev was a useful tool; his death is inconvenient. I hope you were not implicated in it.”

“Not directly,” said Lothar, although it would be best not to probe Edda too closely on the circumstances surrounding his fall from a high window. “You are changing the subject. People I liked and respected have seen their lives ruined or ended.”

“I am at a loss as to your disapproval. You are alive, enriched, the heir to a great estate and betrothed to a beautiful woman. If it makes you feel virtuous now to sniff at that, do not let me stop you. You may even consider yourself a patriot and servant of the emperor if you wish—although I thought better of you.”

Lothar stood up. “I am pleased to see I have not misjudged you, Your Grace.”

The archduke had turned pale and put a hand on his chest.

“There are poisons other than furux and brue, Your Grace. Maestro Arcimboldo always swore by bazyl, which rapidly and undetectably stills the heart. You are an evil man; this is the end you deserve.”

Leopold tried to stand, but slumped forward against the table, bringing the crockery crashing to the floor. It was time to leave.

“Goodbye, Your Grace.”

He stepped out into the garden. He looked back once through the window, to see Archduke Leopold motionless on the floor. Slipping back out onto the street, he checked his pocket-watch. If he hurried, he would be in time to meet Edda’s airship.
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