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      “You don’t seem surprised,” said Captain Otto Tilly, his voice strained and crumbling like rusted metal.

      “You’re not the only one who’s had an exciting day,” responded Queen Ursula Marchand.

      She winced as the carriage sped over a patch of loose rock on the road that led down from the Roost. They were traveling from the dragon knights’ fortress back to Ehrstadt and the royal palace. The debris from the road pattered the underside of their vehicle with a score of tiny missiles. The passengers bounced and bumped on the padded benches, both of them holding on tight. They were in a hurry, so neither of them banged on the wall of the carriage to slow down. She’d told the driver to make all haste, and it seemed the man was a loyal servant to his queen.

      Tilly sucked his teeth, wincing. “Can you…”

      Ursula leaned across the carriage and grasped the edge of his breastplate, which he’d unbuckled and lifted to try and yank the broken-off tip of a javelin from his side. Evidently, one of the Cojitans had gotten lucky and had found a gap in the huge dragon knight’s platemail. She pulled on the edge of the man’s armor, and he tugged the spear loose with a sickening squelch.

      “Should you have waited for the physicians?” asked Ursula, watching bright blood soak the captain’s sweat-stained undertunic.

      She held his breastplate still, unsure what to do. The hole was in the man’s hip, and it didn’t look to have struck bone or any vital parts. Still, blood leaked freely now that he’d pulled the javelin loose. The only other time she’d seen someone bleed like this, it’d been her mother, and the countess had died.

      “It wasn’t deep. Letting the blood flow can help prevent an infection,” the captain claimed, tossing the bloody steel head of the javelin onto the cushioned bench. “Besides, if I have to fight, I don’t want that thing sticking out of me.”

      “The danger in the palace has been dealt with,” she said. “The assassins and the one who hired them are dead. You will not need to fight.”

      “You are sure?” he asked her. “If they turned Captain Ergould, there’s no telling who else may be waiting for you. I know the captain. He was a proud man, more concerned with his heritage than anything else. He got into the role leading your guard with political connections, not with proven bravery. He fights with a quill and whispers, not with his sword. Ergould would not have acted alone, and he only would have joined the plot if he thought it meant someone else would be sitting on your throne.”

      “Ergould was working for Manfred Brandt,” she said coldly, “and the landgrave is dead. Killed by my own hand. Without an employer, any other conspirators have no reason to make a move.”

      “Unless they’re fanatics,” argued Captain Tilly, “or if it wasn’t just one landgrave involved in the plot. With Ergould compromised, you don’t know who on your guard you can trust. We’d best assume there are more of them out there, and I can’t fight them all.”

      She shrugged. The captain had a point.

      The carriage took a sharp turn, speeding down the steep switchback road, and they both slid toward the side. Tilly’s lips tightened, and the captain brushed her hand from his armor and gingerly tugged at his tunic, making a wad of fabric and trying to staunch the bleeding with it.

      “Are we done with our tiff earlier?” she asked. “You faced Cojita and you saw what they will do to this kingdom if they are unopposed. Will you fight for me, Captain Tilly?”

      He glared at her.

      She raised an eyebrow and waited.

      The captain pressed hard with his wool tunic against the wound the javelin had left and looked out the window.

      They passed through the city gates of Ehrstadt and onto the cobblestone streets without slowing. The royal army had cleared the route and had left it open. The soldiers had needed little prompting after everyone had seen the wounded dragons returning to the Roost. One dragon had been carried there by Tilly’s own massive mount, and the entire city had witnessed it.

      The captain had claimed it would heal, but there were others that would not. Knight Ramshorn and several other men and women had taken to the air after Tilly had been on the ground to recover the bodies of the fallen. Those loses pained Tilly worse than the bloody hole in his side. Reventrant, Eberhard… They would not leave the knights’ corpses unattended, but the way they’d spoken about it, she did not think it was for sentimental reasons alone.

      She glanced out the window, pulling up the curtain she’d tugged closed on the way up the mountainside. Men wearing Wahrheit’s burgundy stood at the intersections of all of the major thoroughfares. The rumors would be flying after tonight, but there’d been no way to hide the dragons as they had returned to the Roost. Tilly had told her the dragons needed the heat deep within the mountain to recover. If they slumbered anywhere else with the wounds they’d taken, they would not wake.

      She dropped the curtain and sat back, staring at the captain. Otto Tilly’s face was taut. The only motion of his lips was the occasional gasp when they turned or bounced over a bump, but he did not speak, and neither did she.

      The carriage came to a rumbling halt. Around the edge of the curtain, she could see the back wall of the royal palace rising above them. A footman accompanied by half a dozen of the palace guard scurried forward and opened the carriage door. Neither she nor Tilly moved to exit.

      Finally, he answered her question. “I will fight for Wahrheit.”

      “And I am her queen.”

      He glared at her, then muttered, “You can put your faith in me. I hope that I can do the same with you.”

      “We want the same things, Captain Tilly.”

      He shifted. “Help me with this buckle.”

      The soldiers and footmen outside of the carriage looked on in horrified surprise as the queen leaned forward and bloodied her fingers tightening the captain’s breastplate back down to cover his seeping wound.

      She whispered into his ear as she cinched the strap, “They tried to kill me in my own home, Captain Tilly. Again. How often must it happen before my protectors take it seriously? How many times can I survive these attacks? I don’t know if Fortune Favored me or Cursed me when I was put on the throne, but I know it’s only Fortune that has kept me breathing. You think I’m becoming a bloodthirsty monster for seeking these men and women before they come to me, but what am I to do? If my enemies would face me, I’d meet them in the field. Instead, they come for me with knives in the dark. Tell me, Captain. You put me in this position and now hesitate to stand by my side, so what am I to do?”

      He stared out the door, reaching blindly for his battle axe.

      “What am I to do?” she hissed. “Fortune had her role, but it was you who fetched me from Mertz and placed me upon the throne. If you’ll no longer fight for me, what am I to do?”

      Without facing her, he stood, his weight and the weight of his armor rocking the carriage. Quietly, so that it was not audible outside of the walls of the vehicle, he told her, “I do not know. I’m not certain of anything anymore. It’s all… confusing, isn’t it? But I learned a truth when I faced Cojita’s dragon, though I do not like it. It applies to us both.”

      She waited for him to finish.

      “There is no one else,” he told her. “If you are pulled from the throne, if I no longer fly above, then Wahrheit will collapse. This kingdom needs us both. I can’t tell you how we trust each other after what has been said and what we’ve done, but I can tell you this; we fight or we die, and I am not yet ready to die.” He crashed his fist against his chest. “Next time they come for you, they’ll have to get through this.”

      “For Wahrheit,” she told him, mimicking his salute with her own, bloody fist.

      He nodded, then stepped from the carriage, and her footman and the soldiers stumbled backward. The huge dragon knight stretched to his full height, his armor covered in soot and blood both new and old, both blood of man and blood of dragon. He lifted his massive battle axe, and crackling cerulean energy danced along the edge.

      He’d said he would fight for Wahrheit, and he looked like he was ready to get started.
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        * * *

      

      When they’d seen the injured dragons flying back from the battle in the south, Ursula had immediately called for a carriage and rushed to the Roost. She and the others had blunted the attack in the palace and killed Manfred Brandt and his dwarf, but all of that would be meaningless if the dragon knights had failed against Cojita. She had to know what happened, if there was still an invading army loose in her lands, and she would not wait for the reports to come to her.

      In the time it had taken her to ride to the Roost and find the injured Captain Tilly, then return to the palace with him, someone had managed to remove the bodies from the privy council chamber but not the bloodstain which had spread across the table and soaked into the dark, ancient wood. She decided, looking at that scarred surface, it wasn’t the first time blood had been spilled across the old table.

      Premier Philip Sigismund had surfaced, alerted by the commotion, and had taken control in her brief absence. The privy council chamber was now populated by the premier, the minister of law, the minister of finance, the quartermaster, and the boy Ulrik.

      None of the palace guard was present in the council chamber. They’d filled the hallway below, though. From their faces, she could see word had gotten out. They had heard which bodies had been taken down the spiral stairs that led from the octagonal room above.

      As she approached, the palace guard cowered before Captain Tilly, who stalked down the corridor ahead of her, his look almost begging any lurking assassins to show themselves. When she ascended to the privy council room, there was stark relief on all of the faces there, for both her return and the appearance of the captain accompanying her, until they saw the blood.

      “Tilly,” murmured Ilse, stepping forward and glancing at the spill of crimson from his hip to his ankle. Darker blood coated half his torso. Dragon blood, he’d told Ursula in the carriage. “You need a physician.”

      “I’ll be all right,” he muttered in reply. He swallowed and said, “Some of the others…”

      “No,” whispered Ilse, a hand rising to cover her mouth.

      Ursula grimaced. She hadn’t been thinking. The quartermaster outfitted the dragon knights. Those hard men were the closest thing the strange woman had to friends. Ilse Brinke had been torn, wanting to go with Ursula to the Roost but not wanting to leave the privy council chamber where a man who evidently had been her father lay dead on the floor. Ursula hadn’t waited. She’d just left. She hadn’t considered what that would do to the other woman.

      She held out a hand toward Ilse but did not move toward her. She was the queen. There was propriety to think of. Even now, in this moment, she had to act the part. Particularly now, especially in this moment. But Ilse saw the look, and Ursula hoped she understood.

      “Reventrant, Eberhard… Cojita had a wild dragon,” mumbled Tilly, his eyes on the bloodstains around the room. The terrific energy he’d displayed walking from the carriage to the privy council chamber was dripping from him like water from a broken jug. “We lost five knights and three of our dragons. Others were wounded. We weren’t ready for an enemy dragon, and the thing breathed fire. How they managed to get a man on the back of it and to command it to attack us, I have no idea. We were able to kill it, and their army has been contained. The Cojitans represent no more threat, but I worry when word of this leaks…”

      “They have dragons?” hissed the premier. “Fortune’s Curse. How many?”

      Tilly shrugged. “One less than they did before.”

      “One was enough to—“ began the minister of finance, Georg Ludwig. He cut off in a choked swallow when Tilly’s gaze turned to him.

      “It was a wild dragon they gained control over,” repeated the captain, his face grim. “Wild dragons still have some of the magic our breeds have lost. They’re faster, more cunning, and this one breathed dragon fire. There’s only so much training you can do to face a weapon like that.”

      “Fortune’s Curse,” repeated the premier. “Dragon fire? By the Creator’s Grace, that’s… not good. Not good at all. It’s been... How long has it been since we controlled such a creature?”

      Tilly slumped against the table. “Almost two hundred years since one of Wahrheit’s knights rode a dragon that could breathe fire. Several times a year, a wild dragon may stray into our kingdom. Half the time, we’re able to run it off. Half the time, we must kill it. But even amongst those, I’d say it’s once a generation we face a beast which can summon the dragon fire. I’d never seen it myself until today. Now, I wish I hadn’t.”

      “Word of this will spread from the site of the battle to the borders of our kingdom as fast as the pigeon flies,” worried Ursula. “There were thousands of men marching toward the battle. How many are already there? There’s no hiding what occurred. They will see the bodies of the dragons before Tilly’s men can dispose of them. Fortune’s Curse, there was an entire village nearby that witnessed the encounter. I can’t think they missed such a massive creature spitting flame. They’ll be talking to anyone who can listen. We need a story to tell the people, something to combat the rumors.”

      “Fear kills,” said General Walhausen. “When an army loses its spirit, its nerve, they are of no use to us. Fortune’s Curse, if there are more of those dragons—our men ought to be afraid! This is unlike anything we’ve faced in our kingdom’s history. But you are right… The people have seen enough. We cannot hide the truth, and we cannot let the rumors run rampant, either. We must tell both the army and the people something.”

      “Tell them… tell them what?” asked Hans Caspar, the minister of law. He looked at Ursula like she was his student, expected to offer a thesis on a complicated legal case. The man pushed his monocle into his eye and waited.

      “For six hundred years, we’ve relied on the strength of our dragons,” said Premier Sigismund, taking the question for her. He looked to Captain Tilly as he continued, “They’ve been an unassailable bastion which no one could challenge, the one thing we commanded which no other kingdom claimed. Our foes could build their walls and their ballistae. They could march across our borders, sink our ships at sea, even send their assassins, but they could never face our dragons. That fact has kept them all at bay for six hundred years. That truth is broken now, and with it gone, we are weak, vulnerable, and surrounded.”

      “Surrounded, aye, but is it our enemies we need to worry about or our problems at home?” questioned Captain Tilly. His fingers tapped on the table he was leaning against. “For all the danger they pose, at least we know our enemies abroad. I can fight a man if I know he’s coming, but this trouble within… it could be our downfall.”

      Inadvertently, all eyes turned to the crimson stain which had spread across the ancient, eight-sided council table.

      “A landgrave dead and at a time we can least afford the disruption in rule,” worried Hans Caspar, shaking his head as if Manfred Brandt had not been responsible for a plot against the queen. “Landgrave Brandt’s wife died a year ago, and he never remarried. He had several heirs, so succession should not be a question. What was the eldest daughter’s name? Aileen? What do we know of her? Could she become an ally despite her father’s, ah, treason?”

      “She hasn’t been seen in the capital in two years,” remarked Sigismund.

      “Her sister, Abigail, has been sitting in on his audiences,” supplied Georg Ludwig. He frowned. “I thought nothing of it, but Abigail was present for our negotiations last autumn, and her sister was not. Aileen was not at the coronation, was she?”

      “You don’t think there’s a problem, do you?” wondered Caspar. “Girls have disappeared for a season before and returned as if nothing happened. The Brandts are old hands at this game. Surely… Two years? That is rather long, isn’t it?”

      “I think we’ve nothing but problems,” muttered Sigismund, but then he brightened. “With Aileen missing, perhaps we’ve gained some time with Aufield while the matter is sorted. If Abigail intends to inherit, she’ll have to prove her sister is missing, no? They cannot produce the body of their father, so we can take our time assessing the matter and draw it out as long as necessary, and if Aileen is in hiding somewhere, she’ll have to come out and explain her absence. Either way, it’s an opportunity for us to stall. I have that right, don’t I, Hans?”

      “Abigail can make her claim once it’s certain her father is dead, and then there’s a period where competing claims will be heard,” supplied the minister of law, “but it’s the high council which makes the decision to bypass a rightful heir. The queen could find cause to overrule their decision, but frankly, that may lead to open war between the crown and the provinces. I recommend letting them do what they must do. A stable Aufield benefits us all. If for some reason they want Abigail on the throne instead of her missing sister, it could be quick.”

      “How quick?” pressed Ursula. “Will they need to meet in Ehrstadt to vote?”

      “Yes, Your Majesty, they will need to make the journey here to begin their deliberation and to be available for competing claims. It will also take time to inform them of the landgrave’s death. On that, we can wait as long as we want if no one outside of this room knows he was, ah, killed.”

      Ursula nodded, folding her arms over her chest and walking toward the spot where she’d beheaded the landgrave earlier that evening. “Manfred Brandt is dead, as we all know, but so do his conspirators. We can use that. Whichever of his daughters ends up inheriting, we should assume they are our enemy, but they’ll be cautious without knowing what exactly happened to their father. Whoever else was involved in this, they cannot come forward quickly without tipping their hand. Knowledge of his disappearance means knowledge of what he was attempting. Yes, I think we have some time in the north, should we choose to take it.”

      “And dangers everywhere else,” complained Ludwig. He caught himself. “Sorry, Your Majesty, I—”

      “No, you are right,” she told him. “Threats surround us. It is madness to ignore them.”

      “We need to get good men around you,” suggested Captain Tilly. “I meant what I said in the carriage, but I cannot stay here in the palace while all of…”

      The captain gestured, and the movement could have indicated anything or anywhere, but she understood and agreed. They couldn’t save the kingdom by hiding behind the walls of her keep. Tilly would fight for her and protect her, but more than anything, she needed the captain of the dragon knights in the air.

      “What about Ulrik?” suggested Captain Tilly. “He’s been a part of this from the beginning. He’s loyal, and I’d guess he’s got men in the royal army he trusts.”

      Ursula turned to the boy. He looked like they’d just announced his execution.

      “You’re already a captain in the spearmen,” she said. “I suppose it’d be a promotion for you to take over the palace guards?”

      “I… I’m—“

      “No,” interjected Ilse Brinke.

      “Why not?” asked Ursula.

      “You’d be putting him in more danger than anyone could know,” explained the quartermaster, “and that danger comes with collateral risk. You cannot do this.”

      “What do you… Oh. No…”

      Did the woman mean Ursula would take the boy as a lover? Captain of her guard or no, he was still a peasant. Maybe rumors would start, but those would be better than what they were dealing with now. It could be a distraction. It might… If he did become her lover or even her friend, would the skiengvaal… Yes, that was what the quartermaster was implying. The danger to Ulrik she feared was not from Clermont, Cojita, or assassination within. It was from the fae. The rest of the room looked confused, except Ulrik, who appeared even more nervous than before.

      “There’s more to it than that,” said Ilse, evidently reading the queen’s expression. “I’ve been reading and researching, and I’d like some time to sit down and think about it, but tonight was about more than thwarting a landgrave. We faced the fae, blade to blade, and something portentous occurred. The field of this battle has shifted in ways I do not yet understand.”

      “Can you tell us more?”

      “I think it best if I keep it a secret for now.”

      “Even from me?” pressed the queen.

      Ilse nodded. “Speculation on a matter like this may do more harm than good.”

      Sigismund was reddening, and he looked as if he was going to wade in on the queen’s behalf with bluster and accusations, but Ursula held up her hand. “Very well, Ilse. I must trust someone after tonight, and I shall start with you.”

      The quartermaster inclined her head, which was as close to showing deference as Ursula had ever seen the other woman give.

      “I have faith in Ilse, and I’ll accept her judgement, but that still leaves us with a problem,” worried Tilly. “Captain Ergould betrayed you. We cannot rely on a regiment made up entirely of his former men. Even if they can’t count on payment from the landgrave any longer, it’s simply too dangerous. Once a traitor, always a traitor. They’ll bide their time waiting for another of your enemies to come with a handful of gold, or they’ll cause untold damage trying to cover their tracks.”

      “I agree,” replied Ursula glumly, “but who else is there?”

      “The spearmen,” offered Ulrik. They turned to him, and he flushed. “Peasants, Your Majesty. They love you. They’ve no ties to the landgraves, or the counts, or any of the others. No involvement with anyone in power at all, actually. Take them from the ranks and promote them, and everything they have they will owe to you. Treat them right, and you will have honest and loyal men by your side.”

      “Aye,” argued Sigismund, “but if anyone flashes them some gold, how long will that loyalty—“

      Shaking her head, Ursula interrupted, “Captain Ergould was a lord from a house that has existed for centuries, and he betrayed me. Maybe Ulrik’s spearmen will betray me as well, or maybe they will not, but he has a point. I cannot rule this kingdom from hiding or with gold and promises alone. I must earn the faith of my subjects, just as the kings did before me. It’s easier said than done, I know, but perhaps this is a place to start. At the worst, at least we know these soldiers weren’t already reporting to a traitor. That’s a better place to begin than we might have.”

      “There were some good men in my company,” added Ulrik. “They’re a bit rough around the edges for work in the palace, but they were willing to die to retake Mertz, and I think it’s a good wager they’ll stand before you again.”

      “Can you handle recruitment?” asked Ursula. She glanced at Ilse. “If that is acceptable?”

      The quartermaster nodded.

      “I have an idea for the boy as well,” rumbled Captain Tilly, eyeing Ulrik thoughtfully, “but later.”

      Ulrik, wide-eyed, stayed silent.

      “I just wish we understood how they did it,” said Premier Sigismund, looking again to the bloodstain Manfred Brandt’s decapitated body had left on the council table. “Everyone in this building ought to have recognized the landgrave. How did he move through the halls with no one noticing? There’s only a handful of people who should have been able to access the privy council chamber without causing alarm, even if Captain Ergould had corrupted the ranks. Not everyone in the palace could be under the captain’s sway.”

      Ursula glanced at Ulrik and Ilse. “You didn’t tell him while I was gone? You didn’t explain how the landgrave was able to walk in here without stirring suspicion?”

      Ilse coughed into her hand. “Thought it best it come from you, Your Majesty.”

      “Get out of here,” said the queen, fighting a bitter chuckle. “You’ve work to do, and so do I.”

      “What are they talking about, Your Majesty?” wondered the premier.

      He tugged his mustaches, just like the doppelgänger had before it’d been revealed to be Brandt. Fortune’s Curse, the dwarf’s magic had been good. She should tell the man he’d been used as a disguise, but not yet. She needed his focus for what was to come.

      “Sit down, my lords,” she said to her privy council. “We have much to discuss.”
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      The border between the Kingdom of Darford and the province of Aufield was a long one. Much of it was defined by stark, dolomite mountains that rose in steep bluffs, footed by verdant hills covered in evergreens and lush grasses. The mountains captured the warm air that breathed off the White Sea and kept it on the southern side of the border, lavishing rain and temperate weather, while north of the mountains, it was cold and dry.

      The mountain range looked like an overgrown castle, studded with imposing turrets and ancient scars where wind and rain had battered the naked rock faces for thousands of years.

      To the east, the mountains tumbled into broad fields of boulders and rich soil. For twenty-five leagues, the land stretched down to the White Sea, where it ended abruptly in a long line of ragged cliffs that fell one hundred paces down toward the water, midnight blue and frothy white where it warred constantly with the land.

      Darford’s capital, Yafo, was on that coast north of the border. It straddled the mouth of the abundant Gerfundland Valley, famous for its sweet wines and pungent cheeses. Idore, the capital of Aufield, sat about as far from the border to the south in an equally verdant setting, though it didn’t have the walls of a valley to hold the cool moisture and sweeten its grapes. The majority of the populations of Darford and Aufield resided within a one hundred league radius of that meeting between the borders of men and the borders of earth and water.

      But that was not where Gerhard Fischer and his companion were going. Aileen’s people lived in the western half of Darford, where it was cold and dry and inhospitable to both plant and man. It figured, thought the spy. Nothing about this journey had been easy so far, so why would it be easy now? Who wouldn’t eschew a pleasant cottage along the coast, sipping wine and listening to the crash of the waves, when you could live in a cave buried in raw rock with nothing to drink but rainwater and nothing to eat but stringy mountain goats, cave worms, and whatever forage one could find in such a desolate place?

      From the corner of his eye, he glanced at Aileen and scowled at the wistful smile on her lips. Even now, she kept much from him. She wouldn’t tell him exactly where they were going or how to get there, but in the days since they’d fled Idore and her unconscious sister whom they had left in the family palace, her anticipation had been growing.

      Not for this grim land or the dwarf she was taking him to, but for a reunion with someone else. A girl close to her age but a little older, he was pretty sure. He hadn’t been able to decide if the girl returned Aileen’s feelings, but it was obvious the scion of House Brandt was head over heels. Despite her family’s vast wealth and influence, she was the one powerless in the relationship. Either her affections had not been returned, or the woman receiving them was experienced and was leading the noblewoman on while figuring out what to do with the opportunity.

      It was disgusting. Young love made people into fools. It was a phase Gerhard was glad to have left decades ago. Or maybe he was jealous. It’d been hard weeks since he’d left Noah in Bricklsang, and through it all, he’d only become more convinced he might never return.

      The pace of events had raced ahead of him. Going to meet a dwarf in a futile quest to find a mythical band of mercenaries who, even if he located them, could vanish in a blink? Traveling with the heir to Aufield and trying to sneak undetected into Darford? All while her father appeared to be launching an attack on Queen Ursula Marchand in Ehrstadt and her sister had cause to command the province’s muscle to hunt and murder them?

      The spy had dashed off a missive using the enchanted elven ink he carried with him when abroad, but he had no way of knowing if the minister of intelligence received his note and was acting upon it. He didn’t know if he’d sent it in time or far too early. The messages he sent to the capital were meant for the slow gathering for information, not for emergencies. He guessed Brandt and his assassins had been gone from their lair for days, if not a week, but he could not be sure. It meant they could be in Ehrstadt already. How long would they wait before making their move? A landgrave who was absent for long rapidly raised suspicions, particularly in the dangerous climate they all operated under these days. If the landgrave was in the capital, there wasn’t much time.

      In the process of discovering all of that, Gerhard and Aileen had assaulted Lady Abigail Brandt, leaving her unconscious in a room in the middle of House Brandt’s provincial palace. There’d been no time to leisurely poke around and gather the details of whatever plots the family was involved in. Once the guards found the girl, the entire city would be locked down. Gerhard had sent what warnings he could. Then, they’d fled for their lives.

      He thought they were fleeing for their lives, at least. At no point had he seen evidence of a pursuit. There were no soldiers on the roads, no messengers flying at a run to the borders to alert the sergeants there to detain them, no pigeons above spreading word to the magistrates all across the province. Nothing at all. The feel of Northern Aufield was much the same as Southern Aufield—tense but uninterested in the passage of two strangers. Perhaps Lady Abigail was content for them to escape, thinking with luck it would be the last she ever heard of her older sister.

      But they’d been identified in Olshom. Had word spread from there? Not all of the soldiers had been killed. Someone knew Aileen Brandt had passed through. Someone would be interested in their presence. That he couldn’t see them coming worried Gerhard. Manfred Brandt would have many of his killers with him, but Aufield was notorious for producing companies of mercenaries and others who might be persuaded to make a short end to a young life for a little gold in their purses.

      After days of hard travel, Gerhard had decided Lady Abigail Brandt would not send her soldiers after her sister, and that was why they’d seen no pursuit. Instead, she would send someone who could get the job done quietly. The spy hated to credit a member of the nobility for forward thinking, but that was the way he would have done it. Whether they escaped and left the kingdom or they were caught and killed, Abigail Brandt got what she wanted.

      But Gerhard wanted to live, so they’d taken to the countryside, avoiding towns and even villages, only using roads when the terrain around was impassable. It’d been rough going over steep herders’ passes and through thick forests, all while hungry and cold, but they’d made it to the border. Or pretty close.

      They were in the foothills of the mountain range, resting behind a jutting turn in a narrow rocky path, a few hundred paces above a small, nameless village tucked into a quaint valley, nestled beside the road which led between the two kingdoms.

      Gerhard looked down at the village and the squat stone barracks at the border crossing. There were no walls there, no gates, just two opposing structures where each kingdom stationed a handful of men. The kingdoms had been at peace for hundreds of years. The guards were not there to watch each other, just to provide support for the customs officials who collected tariffs on the merchants. The soldiers would only give desultory inspections of those going from one side to the other, unless they were notified of a problem. Then, they would be watching and searching. Perhaps smugglers made use of the lightly guarded crossing, but so far, the only travelers Gerhard had seen were farmers, local peddlers, and merchants who handled small cargoes and couldn’t compete with the funds of those who owned the larger routes to the east.

      He wondered if he and Aileen could have simply crossed down below. Aileen had wondered as well, but while both half-implied the other was responsible for the challenging climb they’d made into the mountains, far above the official border, neither had actually suggested they try to cross legally.

      It would be too easy to be caught down there, trapped between the near vertical walls of the dolomite cliffs that braced the path, and even if they fought their way through or ran across and escaped, it would be better if no one saw them. Soldiers might stop before violating another kingdom’s border, but Abigail’s hired killers would not. They would know what a disruption at the border meant.

      Yes, best if they vanished without a trace, and if they had to do a bit of climbing to accomplish it, so be it. The barbs they’d traded over the difficulty of the climb had the dull edge of complaints voiced simply to voice them rather than trying to change their plan. They were exhausted after the harried flight and the difficult travel before they’d gone on the run. They had to grouch about something to someone, so they did.

      They’d made the climb, and they’d studied the cramped guard stations below. There was nothing left to do up on the side of the mountain except stay cold.

      Gerhard glanced at Aileen. “Ready?”

      She grunted.

      “Lass, it is you who is plotting our course. You came all the way down to southern Aufield to find me, remember? I don’t even know where we are going once we get out of these mountains.”

      Standing and stretching, she allowed, “Aye, but you haven’t made it easy or comfortable. And if I’m uncomfortable, someone is going to hear about it. I am a noble, remember?”

      Gerhard laughed and gestured for her to follow him. There was only one way, so there was no chance of getting lost, but the path was only a pace wide in some places, and the drop-off was severe. A stumble could mean the end of them. Around the bend, it would be worse. They’d been resting in the shelter of a rock wall, avoiding the tearing wind that ripped through the mountain peaks. It was bitter cold and powerful enough that if your feet weren’t set, you might go flying right off like a slip of parchment caught in a gust.

      “How long did you say once we descend on the other side?” he asked her, peeking his head around the corner and feeling his hair blown straight back by the force of the wind. He retreated behind the cover of the mountain, his eyes watering and his cheeks already chapped and rosy.

      “I don’t know,” she admitted. “I used the main highways on the journey south.”

      “What town—Bah, never mind.”

      Gerhard adjusted the pack on his back, thought again how nice it’d been on the journey so far to have a horse carrying all of that weight, and then ducked around the corner into the teeth of the wind. Aileen came behind him, cursing at the cutting chill, even though Gerhard’s body was blocking most of it. He thought he heard her mutter his name. What did she expect of him, to still the wind with a thought? Nobles. The things he did for his queen and his kingdom.
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        * * *

      

      The northern face of the dolomite range was much like the south, except instead of lush valleys crouched in the protective arms of the mountains, there were deep ravines filled with cracked rock. It must snow sometimes, given how cold it felt, but there was no evidence of it as they made their way down into the hills. They appreciated the lack of ice on the steep declines until they started to consider how little water they were carrying. They had a few days, and then they were going to have problems.

      For the first time in a long time, Gerhard looked out past the rocks at the empty plains beyond and felt like he was somewhere he’d never been before. He’d been to most of the major cities in Ehrstadt and several of the foreign capitals as well, and when he hadn’t visited before, they all had a similar feel, spiced with their own cadence from industry and culture. Even the wild areas in Wahrheit had been traversed thoroughly enough that, as a man who preferred walls and a roof, he felt grounded and comfortable.

      Southwestern Darford was wholly different. Trotting across the pale surface of the moon was the closest thing he could imagine to this trek. The rocks beneath their feet were hard and gray, the lands beyond brown and dead. All other color had been washed from this land, and there was no smell. Not even the crisp scent of ice on the wind. It was as if life had spilled like blood from a wound, seeping south through the mountain passes, leaving nothing behind.

      But he could feel the cold still and the dull ache and sharp crack of pain as his frozen toes lost purchase on the rough rock. His feet slipped and slid. The narrow goat path they’d been following was now nothing more than a memory. Bitterly, he realized the goats had nothing to eat on this side of the range.

      He’d tumbled a dozen times, skinning his knuckles and his knees, and in the evenings, he peeled up his trousers and winced at the chorus of bruises marching across his shins. The only silver lining? Lady Aileen Brandt had just as bad a time of it as he did, and she was the one who’d dragged them north.

      Resolutely, he refused to acknowledge he’d been heading north anyway, chasing phantoms he had no idea how to find. The chance of meeting with her dwarf was the best opportunity he’d had since departing Ehrstadt. Despite all of that, it was still her fault.

      Finally, after two days of difficult hiking, they made it to the base or the range, where rugged hills cloaked in thick yellowed grass spread before them as far as they could see. It wasn’t much more inviting than the cliffs behind them. Gerhard yanked a fistful of the grass from the dry soil and found long, tough roots. It had to rain sometime, or the grass wouldn’t be there, but it was clear this stuff survived by reaching deep into the earth. He sighed and dropped the clump of grass.

      Gerhard shrugged out of his pack and dropped it as well. He unbuckled his belt and let his rapier fall unceremoniously beside it. He stretched his back, wincing at an ominous pop, then leaned forward to rub his legs, trying to force away the tight muscle aches and the deeper throb of the bruises.

      He told Aileen, “You know, I couldn’t help but notice on our climb down there’s not a lot of roads around here. You said it was a highway you followed when you left this place?”

      Aileen nodded. “There is not much of anything in this part of Darford, though if we trek about four, five leagues north of here, there is a highway running west and east just like I told you. It’s narrow, not as well-constructed as the roads in Wahrheit, but it’ll get you from one place to another.”

      “Place? What place?” questioned Gerhard, gesturing at the emptiness around them.

      She shrugged. “There are cities in the west of Darford, but I’ve never been to them.”

      “So tomorrow we hike north to find this road?” he asked. “One can hope it’s dotted with well-spaced and well-stocked taverns?”

      She shook her head. “Along the base of the mountain range, there’s a forest. A small one, just four, five leagues across, but it clusters around a lake, hidden within a valley. Beyond the wood and the lake are a series of caves. That is where I’ve been living the last two years. That is where we are going.”

      “But there’s no road to get there?”

      “You call the leader of our band a dwarf, and maybe she is, but more than anything, she’s secretive. It’s not her way to live out in the open. Her followers have learned from her example. After our encounters with the magistrate and my sister in Aufield, it’s a good example, don’t you think?”

      Gerhard sat down on the hard soil, spreading his legs, soaking in the fading rays of the sun before it got even colder. Her people didn’t live out in the open. He could understand that more than nearly anyone, but in his years, he’d learned it was just as easy to hide in comfort as it was in isolated deprivation. They never asked you about your business if you were spending coin in the right sort of taverns.

      He leaned back on his elbows. “If there are no roads, how do we get there? Walk west or east?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Lass…”

      She lay her pack near his and sat on it. “It was months ago when I left here, and my head was… Someone guided me out. My hope? They come and find us. Do not look at me like that. I told you she has her ways of knowing things. I found you, didn’t I?”

      He was silent at that. He should have expected it. Aileen hadn’t been reluctant to share their route because she was keeping secrets. It was because she simply did not know, but she had a point. If the dwarf’s foretelling allowed the Lady Brandt to find him at that forlorn waystation where they’d met, then she ought to be able to see them here as well. The spy didn’t like it, but for now, events were outside of his control.

      He’d experienced it before when dealing with the fae or the fruits of their work. They set the table, and all you could do was pull up a chair and play their game. But there was a time, always a time, when you would get your chance to lay down your hand. The fae had restrictions when in the realm of man. There was only so much influence they could wield, yet they always hungered for more. That was where you could catch them. Turn the negotiations to your advantage. If you knew what you were doing and Fortune Favored you, it might work. You had to use their greed like they tried to use yours. Or cheat. In his experience, cheating was easier.

      “A day… two days?” he asked her. “Our food is running low again, and while we’ve got water for a little while after refilling on the other side of those mountains, it doesn’t look like there’s much of it at all on this side.”

      “I don’t know, but have faith. They will come for us.”

      “And what happens when they do?”

      “I made a deal,” said Aileen, shifting uncomfortably. “Nothing bad. Don’t look at me like that. I bring you to our leader, and she… ah…”

      “Yes, yes, lets you be with your lover?” he asked, fighting to keep a grin from his face. He had thought it was something like that, and he’d never been ashamed to admit he got a great deal of pleasure in being proven right.

      “Not my lover,” muttered the girl, flushing.

      “Your friend,” he allowed, then winked, “and future lover.”

      “Maybe.”

      “You’re not sure she feels the same about you as you do her?” he asked.

      “She will.”

      Gerhard sat up. “Hold on, lass. You’re telling me this girl of yours isn’t interested? I figured you two had been making eyes at each other, letting your hands touch, whispering quietly in the dark but always too afraid to consummate the relationship. Believe me, I still remember the feeling. The first time is always awkward, especially when… Well, it’s different with us, isn’t it? But it’s worth it. When all those unquenched thirsts are finally slaked, the both of you will—“

      “She’s married to a man,” interjected Aileen. “Not married. There’s no church in our little valley and no priests, but they live together and… are together.”

      “Huh,” said Gerhard, a queasy feeling sneaking up on him. Some women married men because it was expected, and they thought they had no choice. Some women married men because they liked men. He asked her, “What exactly did this dwarf promise you?”

      “It’s not like we wrote it all down,” muttered Aileen.

      “What is supposed to happen to the husband?”

      Aileen brushed her hair back and did not answer.

      Gerhard looked at her, unsure what to say.

      “I love her, but I don’t know if she feels the same. She is kind, to me and to everyone. I don’t know… I don’t have a lot of experience, but in the years I have been north of these mountains, Vinlow has become my life. Every day, almost every moment, I think about her, but she is married. It’s a small community, she could not leave him and us stay there, but she cannot leave the valley. There’s no way we could be together unless… unless there is help.”

      “A fae cannot make a person love you,” warned Gerhard. “That only ends in tragedy.”

      “But I love her.”

      He stood, rising smoothly, and walked half a dozen paces away. For weeks, he’d been in the company of this girl—no, this young woman. She was intelligent, well-spoken, and educated more than nearly anyone in the kingdom. Yet she’d been sheltered in her father’s court. She’d been raised to believe she would never enjoy love in a relationship, just the political advantages a wise match could bring. She’d never been given the chance to sort out the messy feelings and disappointments of finding a partner. She’d been taught to take and that the province and the kingdom were hers to use as she saw fit. Fortune’s Curse, dealing with the fae never ended as you wanted it to, but it was done. How to help? How to get her out of—

      Any thought of shattering the Lady Brandt’s deal with the dwarf was stifled as, over the bare hills, he saw a pair of people walking toward them. Like Aileen, they carried longbows slung over their shoulders. They walked instead of rode, though there could not be anything within several days’ walk of them.

      He sighed, then asked her, “Recognize these chaps?”
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      “Captain,” said Ulrik, inclining his head toward the man who stood at the front of his old company.

      “Captain,” responded the man, nodding right back. “Sounds like we missed a party.”

      Ulrik grunted.

      “I meant the coronation and dancing with the queen,” clarified the captain. “Wish we could have gotten back in time to see it. I suppose a lot else has happened since.”

      “A lot has happened,” agreed Ulrik.

      He looked over the men behind the captain. There were sixty-five of them, all of the men from his company who had survived Mertz. They’d stayed there for some weeks, then made the long journey home to Ehrstadt. Evidently, they’d been back in the barracks for days now, but he was just getting around to visiting them. Some captain he was. Or had been.

      “What’s on your mind, Captain?” the man asked him.

      Ulrik shook his head. “I’m not a captain anymore. That’s you, now.”

      The man snorted. “You earned the role in Mertz. Earned my respect, sir. I’d go back to being a squad leader beneath you in a heartbeat.”

      Ulrik shifted uncomfortably. There was a lot this man did not know. “What is your name?”

      “Tom.”

      “That’s it? Just Tom?”

      The newly pipped captain nodded, grinning. “I’m a simple man, sir. Don’t think my ma and pa expected much of me, and to be honest, hasn’t been much I’ve done to earn a better name than that. It’s served me well enough, though.”

      “It’s a good name, Captain Tom.” Ulrik scratched at his chin. He’d shaved that morning, and he wasn’t sure he’d done a good job of it. “Look, I can’t be your captain any longer.”

      “We figured as much,” responded the other man. “A shame, sir, and I mean that. We took some losses back in Mertz, good men who shouldn’t have died, but they put us over the wall first. Those other companies… they lost everyone. Even with the dragons doing much of the work, the royal army lost fifteen hundred soldiers in that city, almost all of them spearmen. Should have been us that died, going in when we did, but you kept us alive. Me and the boys, we’d follow you anywhere.”

      “I appreciate that, Tom, but…” he trailed off, unsure what to say.

      He’d known a few of these men for months, when they had been recruited and trained together. Others, like Tom, he hadn’t met until they were marching toward Mertz. He’d spent a few weeks hardly speaking to them on the road, and then, they’d fought together. So much had happened since he felt like he was a different man. He had a different life since they’d last spoke, but these men were still spearmen, still thinking they would do their time and maybe find a pension at the end of it. Or maybe they were smart enough to see the clouds on the horizon and understood war was brewing both in and out of the kingdom’s borders. It was going to be a rough time for the spearmen—for the men over the wall first.

      Glancing past Tom, Ulrik raised his voice and told them, “I’ve got an opportunity, if you’re interested.”

      “What kind of opportunity, sir?”

      “The royal guard has lost some men in the last weeks. They’re looking to replace them with loyal soldiers who’ll stand beside the queen no matter what she faces. I told her I knew some men who’d seen combat, who’d looked death in the eye and had come out the other end of it. I thought some of you might want a change of scenery.”

      “They hire nobles and burghers for assignments like that, Captain.”

      “They used to,” agreed Ulrik. “It hasn’t worked out. The old captain, a man named Ergould, was a noble, and he ended up not being the man for the job. The queen is open to new ideas, new leadership. I told her I knew a captain she could rely upon.”

      “You’re going to—“

      “Not me,” said Ulrik, shaking his head. “Serving in the palace would be an honor, but I’ve got other things I need to do. It won’t be me leading the regiment.”

      One of the older men came up behind Captain Tom and smacked him on the shoulder. “This’ll be something to see, Old Tom wearing livery and standing at attention. If the offer is open to us all, Cap—Ulrik, then I’d like to throw my hat in as well. If you don’t recall me, I was beside you when… in Mertz. I could use a spell standing around with nothing to do but watch the nobles frolic about. At the very least, must be a better life expectancy in the palace, eh?”

      “Maybe,” said Ulrik, struggling to remember the man, a sergeant he thought, “but if you want the job, I’ll put in the word, assuming you pass muster with the new captain.”

      “The r-royal…” stammered Tom, evidently not following the conversation. “You mean, in the keep? The palace? But…”

      Ulrik held up a hand and raised his voice so all could hear. “In the palace, in the keep, guarding the queen. Weekly wages are four times higher than what you’re earning in the royal army, and there won’t be much travel. I won’t lie to you, though. A lot is expected of the royal guard. Proper dress, no drinking on duty, but beyond that, we live in tumultuous times. The queen has seen threats against her life. She needs hard men around her, not nobles and those who don’t even know what end of the spear to stick a man with. She needs men like you. There’s opportunity for those who serve well, more than you’d ever see here, I can promise you that, but it will be dangerous. How you weigh that balance, I’ll leave up to you. For those interested, I’m headed over to a tavern called the Roaring Wench, and I’ll be happy to tell you more there over a pint or three of Ehrstadt’s finest suds.”

      “Sir…” mumbled Tom.

      “We can’t have the queen calling you Tom,” remarked Ulrik, putting his fists on his hips. “You said the name has always been good? Hmm. Allgood? Captain Tom Allgood?”

      The sergeant behind him smacked the newly named Captain Allgood on the back again. “That’s the one!”

      Ulrik looked past them to the other men. “The Roaring Wench if you want to learn more, and Captain Allgood is buying the first round!”

      With the newly named captain following in protest and sixty-five spearmen crowding behind, Ulrik led them out of the barracks and into the city.
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      In the following week, Ulrik’s old company was assigned the duty of protecting the queen in her chambers and in the privy council. Other spearmen were being considered for expanding the guard, but most of the previous contingent was kept on duty. They simply did not have enough trustworthy spearmen to replace them all, but when possible, under Ulrik’s guidance, Captain Tom Allgood began shifting men from the province of Aufield into postings that did not involve direct interaction with the queen.

      Ulrik was given a uniform of the royal guard and a scrip granting access into the palace, but he had little interaction with the queen and little to do with the new guard units except quietly speaking to Captain Allgood about them. He felt lost, adrift. Ever since Count Fashan’s soldiers had attacked Hof, his entire purpose had been revenge. He hadn’t grasped just how true that was until it was over. What his purpose was now, he was not sure, and he found it was an odd thing, not thinking about the future.

      Captain Tilly had promised him that he had something in store for Ulrik, but the former spearman, the former citizen of Hof, felt incurious about what was to come. He’d lost so much it was difficult to plan for anything new.

      Most of his days, he practiced his conditioning and the movements the thief takers had taught him, not to improve his skills or his strength or stamina, but because he could let his mind go blank in the swirl of motion and exertion. For hours, he would think of nothing at all.

      One afternoon, he’d gone to the thief takers’ guildhall to thank them and to check on them. He had few friends now, but he considered the trio to be so. They did as well, evidently, and had taken Ulrik out drinking.

      He didn’t recall much of the night, but the next morning, he’d regretted it sorely. He’d woken on the floor of a room in the hall of the Esteemed Guild of Bounty Hunters and Thief Takers. He still wasn’t sure who’s room it’d been, how he’d gotten there, or how he’d so quickly found the way out. All he remembered were Henri’s uproarious cackles that chased Ulrik from the building. Then, on the side of the guildhall, he’d been violently ill. The next day had been one of the few he hadn’t spent most of the morning practicing with his sword and spear.

      Another day, he’d tried to return the fae-crafted spear Ilse Brinke had given him, but she’d told him to keep it. He’d protested. She’d insisted. He’d thought of whom else to appeal to, but Ursula wasn’t going to demand the weapon back, and there seemed to be no one else but the quartermaster in charge of the kingdom’s enchanted artifacts.

      He could have sold the spear for a fortune, for enough to purchase an entire village the size of Hof and everything and everyone in it, but he didn’t. When he held the spear, it felt right. He couldn’t explain it, and he wondered what the quartermaster understood which he did not. There was a reason this weapon had ended up in his hands and a reason he’d used it to kill that dwarf.

      She’d hinted at secrets which she would share in time, and several times in the ensuing week, he’d asked her when he had seen her, but she’d always said to wait, that she was trying to put the pieces together. He was an important person now, she’d claimed. He didn’t feel any different, but then again, who else knew the queen and the quartermaster and the captain of the dragon knights? Not even the lords in the diet had scrip to gain entry to the palace at any time. More often than not, when he arrived at the palace, he was greeted by the captain of the guards and personally escorted to wherever he was going. They treated him like he was important. Was that the same as being important?

      But as the days turned into weeks, he visited less often. Ursula had much to do, as did the quartermaster. Captain Allgood was buried beneath the effort of learning a new position and filling his ranks with new men. His tasks no longer involved things Ulrik had experience with. Periodically, the thief takers would appear and call upon him, but then they would quickly vanish again with only vague explanations about guild business. Ulrik knew Carter was merely keeping the relationship alive because he thought Ulrik was fae-blessed, but Ulrik had few enough friends that he enjoyed the company anyway. He spent many of his evenings at the Roaring Wench, but the tavern was quiet after the ink-stained men who worked the printing presses went home for the evening.

      The Roaring Wench could get raucous during the day and near sunset, but men of books were also men who went to bed early. Occasionally, the proprietor Christine, would grouse about needing to attract a heavier-drinking clientele who presumably did not have jobs to get to in the morning, but she never seemed to act on the thought.

      While Christine was friendly to Ulrik and always welcomed him with a smile, she treated all of her regulars the same way. The few times the tavern had emptied, and it was just the two of them, she asked the sort of questions that reminded him of his ma, the sort of questions that implied he might have something better to be doing with his life than sitting around in a tavern drinking by himself every evening.

      But he didn’t, so Ulrik continued to wait.

      Captain Otto Tilly had hinted at something in store for Ulrik, but Ulrik couldn’t bring himself to go visit the dragon knight. He’d had a plan before, caught what he was seeking, and been left with dead friends and blood on his hands. Ulrik wanted direction, but in his heart, he knew there was no peaceful path for him. Whatever he chose, whatever Tilly suggested, it would bring violence. He wasn’t ready for that again, not yet.

      But when Captain Tilly said he had something in mind for you, you didn’t tell the man no. The dragon knight was friendly, but it was impossible to be in his presence and not feel a little bit of terrified awe. Tilly was big and strong. He wore dwarven-forged platemail. He carried an axe that was larger than most people, and the captain rode a dragon that was the size of a small village. But now, since the battle with Cojita and facing the wild dragon, Tilly had obtained a sort of unyielding, fatalistic determination. The captain had never been one to smile too often, but now, his visage showed nothing but dangerous tension. It was as if he’d seen his end in the eyes of that wild dragon, and he’d decided that on his march to that end, he would take as many of the enemy with him as he could.

      And he’d take the kingdom with him as well, though not to the grave. He was going to prepare Wahrheit for the coming wars, and nothing was going to stand in his way. You could feel the energy in the royal army’s barracks. Men knew battle was coming, and they were girding themselves for it. General Walhausen, his aides, they were a part of it, but more than anything, it was the dragon knights stalking around like violence could erupt that afternoon. Those men and women infected the rest of the military with the expectation of combat. Whether he wanted to be involved or not, Ulrik knew he would be carried right along with the rest of them. Some bits you spit out. Some you just chewed on restlessly and hoped that, at the end of it, you were still breathing.

      Which was why, sixteen days after what they’d begun calling the incident in the privy council, a messenger found Ulrik and asked if the young captain could accompany him to the Roost.

      Ulrik had wondered, of course, if such a summons might come. He’d forced the thought down some days and let it grow others. He’d ridden a dragon before. He was a military man personally known by Captain Tilly, and the captain had just lost five of his dragon riders and needed more. It was the kind of thing you might expect the captain to tell you to plan for without telling you for certain now was the time.

      A trip to the Roost, a chance to stay there, was an ambition no rational person could imagine, and Ulrik prided himself on keeping a level head. As they walked from the military quarter up the switchback road behind Ehrstadt which led to the dark mountainside keep of the dragon knights, he found his steps bouncing with an agitated glee.

      Others walked up the slope as well, in pairs or small groups. Huntsmen, cuirassiers, one of the queen’s champions whom Ulrik did not know but was unmistakable in his armor, and others. Hundreds would be tested. Very few would be admitted, but Ulrik had ridden the back of a dragon. He was certain, absolutely certain, that none of these others had that advantage.

      They reached the towering entrance to the Roost, and his guide begged off, saying he had another candidate to fetch.

      Ulrik drew a deep breath and he entered. The black iron of the portcullis hung overhead like the teeth of a dragon. It was purposeful, surely, but the image had the intended effect, and Ulrik shivered as he walked into the courtyard.

      Hundreds of people stood in the gravel-strewn center of the Roost. Most were young men in some style of military uniform, but there were women as well and some older candidates. Many could have been recommended by their lieutenants and captains due to their exceptional bravery, and quite a few just looked the part—big, lean men and women who you knew better than to get on the wrong side of.

      The queen’s champions, it was whispered, were the only group able to nominate themselves. Ulrik frowned. Jacqueline and Rodger were there. He recalled the last time they’d been standing in this courtyard, submitting themselves to the dragon’s inspection. It hadn’t gone well. Ulrik had thought it courage. Tilly had called it fear.

      A pair like them, were they motivated by the worry that one day there was a challenge they could not face? A looming failure which spurred them to constantly test themselves, to relentlessly push to find their limits? Was it the same gnawing horror that made him demand his ma skip to the end of the frightening stories she’d tell so that young Ulrik would know? It was easier when you knew. If that was the case, Jacqueline and Roger did not give it away. They looked as comfortable and at home as the residents of the dark fortress.

      Captain Tilly was there waiting along with a dozen men who could be dragon knights, or maybe they were apprentices who’d earned the right to wear proper gear. None of them were in full plate. The knights wore that armor enough they seemed natural in it, but Ulrik supposed not even dwarven craft made all of that steel comfortable, particularly not when standing mostly still all day long in a chill courtyard.

      The captain’s gaze roamed over the hopeful faces of the aspirants, giving Jacqueline and Rodger a mirthful smirk, several other men and women quiet respect, and a smile for Ulrik. Ulrik smiled back, and he felt unique amongst the others. He and Captain Tilly understood each other. He’d been told this was coming. He’d known, even if he hadn’t been willing to admit it to himself. It made sense, didn’t it? His journey had begun with the arrival of a dragon. This was the road Fortune had planned for him.

      They waited another hour as more candidates were brought up from Ehrstadt. There were two hundred of them, then three hundred. They spoke quietly amongst themselves, the crowd mingling as different individuals recognized people they knew and formed groups to gossip about what was to come. Ulrik stood alone. He was recognized by a few people. Fame in the capital was short-lived, but his face had been on a poster. He’d danced with the queen, and Captain Tilly had given him a look. There were those who could connect the dots. In a kingdom that was a stranger to losing battles, the Hero of Mertz had not yet completely faded from memory.

      Finally, either some signal was given to say everyone was there, or Tilly grew tired of waiting. The captain of the dragon knights stepped forward. The big man did not have to call for quiet. Everyone knew who he was, and he commanded attention. Even if they were not trying out for a place within the ranks of the knights he oversaw, they would give the captain his due.

      “I don’t think it needs to be said,” declared Tilly, his voice rising so that all within the courtyard could hear, “but you’ve been asked to come today to test whether you are suitable for inclusion within the ranks of our kingdom’s most elite company. The dragon knights are the steel fist that keeps our people safe. Dragon knights must be willing to give up everything to become what is needed. At a moment’s notice, we have to be ready to take to the sky. Our training is long and arduous. It’s dangerous, even when we are not in such perilous times as these, and when we are called, we are at the forefront, thrown into the most dangerous circumstances, facing Wahrheit’s most powerful enemies.”

      There was a stir at that.

      “You’ve heard rumors,” he said. “Some of them are true. Clermont razed a city in the southeast called Mertz, and we rallied to defeat their army and throw them back across the border. An army from the south, from Cojita, breached our borders through stealth and trickery. We flew against them and destroyed all three thousand of those warriors. We’ve faced mercenaries—men and women who commanded magic which we still do not understand—but defeated them nonetheless. We patrol in the east and along our coasts. We prepare for Cojita to march through Andorra, but while we’ve tasted victory in our recent clashes, it has come at a cost. We lost a man and his dragon in Mertz. We lost five men and three dragons against Cojita. My own mount perished against the mercenaries.”

      The mood of the group had been rising with the talk of victory, but they fell silent again at the reminder of the price. They all knew of Mertz and Cojita, but Ulrik guessed few knew Tilly had faced mercenaries in the king’s forest. None of them had any real idea of the danger the kingdom was in. If they knew about the fae or had seen the ruins of Mertz, would they have still come for this audition?

      “But worse than all of these other dangers, for the first time in Wahrheit’s history, our enemies were able to field a rider and a dragon against us. Was it their only one, or do they have more? I don’t know, but I know we need to be ready. We—the dragon knights—are Wahrheit’s only defense against the threat the kingdom faces, and today, we’ll open our ranks to find new blood to be the saviors Wahrheit can count upon. Decide if you will answer the call. Becoming a dragon knight requires great sacrifice, more than you can understand until you’ve been a part of us for years. It is not just a severing from your old units and living apart from other men and women. There is a deep, painful price for joining our ranks. I will not force that upon you. If you do not want to give up your old lives, if you believe you can provide more value to this kingdom in your current positions, then go, and I will not think less of you.”

      “I’m ready, sir!” called a voice near the back. “Put me on the back of one of those beasts right now, and I’ll be the man this kingdom needs!”

      There was general laughter, and even Captain Tilly let a small smile onto his lips as he nodded appreciation at the man’s enthusiasm.

      “Being a dragon knight is about more than a strong arm and an unbreakable will. It’s about more than skill and dedication. Do not get me wrong, those things are important. During our training, we forge ourselves into knights, preparing like no other unit in this kingdom. It is so strenuous that most do not survive our training, but that’s just a piece of what makes us who we are. Of course, it is about the dragons!”

      The group took his cue and cheered at that, and back on the slopes above the Roost, a small black dragon roared its approval. Some of the gathered candidates stepped back in surprise, like they had not noticed the creature lurking there. Behind Tilly, the knights and the apprentices watched the reaction silently. Were a few of their number already culled?

      “No training I can give you matters if the dragons do not accept you onto their backs, so today will be a day of disappointment,” continued Captain Tilly. “This test is about more than your personal courage. It’s about more than the work you’ve done to be invited here. There’s a connection, a bond, between man and dragon, and it is no mark against a man or a woman if the dragons do not accept you. You are proud warriors of Wahrheit, and you should be. Do not take it as a sign of disrespect or any wanting on your part if you leave here today unsuccessful. Most of you, almost all of you, will not make it into our apprenticeship. It is not your value as a man or a woman that we test but your value as a dragon knight. Remember that, I implore you, because whatever happens today, Wahrheit needs each and every one of you in whatever capacity you can serve. You are the best of us.”

      The group let out another cheer, though subdued, as Tilly’s words sank in. The rituals and process for becoming a dragon knight were not known. They were one of the few secrets the kingdom managed to keep. But the odds of being brought into the ranks were spoken of in every tavern from Kilsenay to Andorra. Almost everyone would be turned away. The men and women in the courtyard were not used to disappointment, but they knew they should expect it today.

      “Let us begin,” said Tilly.

      He turned and paused for a long moment. He’d been looking for Sergeant Reventrant, Ulrik realized, but the sergeant was dead.

      Another of the dragon knights stepped forward and put a hand on Tilly’s shoulder. He turned to the candidates, then he gestured toward Jacqueline and Rodger. “The queen’s champions!”

      There was a scattering of applause.

      “I thank the pair of you for coming today, and you are always welcome within these walls, but you have both been tested by the dragons, and they did not take you as a rider.”

      Rodger offered a stiff bow.

      Jacqueline laughed, turning and raising her arms toward the rest of them. “You can’t blame us for trying, can you!”

      Again, there was laughter, and the champions withdrew to the edge of the crowd, though they did not leave.

      “I commend them for their bravery and skill, but that is not always what the fae seek in a companion,” continued the dragon knight. “If we could define it easily, we wouldn’t need to go through all of this. It is not I, nor Captain Tilly, who conducts this test, but our dragons.”

      The man clucked his tongue, and from its perch five hundred paces above the keep, the slender black dragon launched itself into the air. It flapped its wings in a short hop over the walls, then landed in a clear space behind the assembled knights and apprentices. Several people used the distraction to slip silently from the courtyard and out of the Roost. They were noticed, but no one tried to stop them. Tilly had said he would not think less of those who left, but Ulrik found that he did.

      “First,” bellowed Tilly over the sound of the landing dragon and the titters of excitement amongst the candidates, “Ulrik, the Hero of Mertz.”

      Ulrik flushed, his heart hammering. First? He hadn’t considered that. He’d thought that, like before, he would watch as elimination after elimination happened. He would have hours to stand and to ponder, but of course, Tilly was in a hurry. This was about refreshing his depleted ranks, not setting a dramatic stage for Ulrik to be chosen. Obviously, the captain would skip to the one person who he knew had ridden a dragon before. It shouldn’t be a surprise to Ulrik, but it was.

      “We don’t have all day,” chided the captain, gesturing for Ulrik to step forward.

      Trying to walk confidently but not jauntily, Ulrik moseyed out of the ranks of the aspiring candidates and toward Captain Tilly. Beyond the huge dragon knight, the dragon itself loomed like a monster. This one was all black, with none of the colorful shimmer other dragons seemed to have glowing from within. Ulrik wondered what that meant. It was younger, he thought, weaker in will. That was why Tilly had chosen this creature. It was the least of the mature dragons, and that meant it was less likely to turn the men and women away.

      Still walking, Ulrik wondered how he knew that or if he knew that. The ideas had come unbidden when he looked at this great fae. He was nervous. He knew that much for certain.

      Tilly did not have to give him any more instruction. Ulrik had seen how this went. He walked slowly, anxious but not afraid, and held out his hand like he had before. The dragon would smell him or use some fae sense unknown to man. It would accept that he had the fae-sight, or that there was another, deeper connection which—

      The dragon lunged forward, its maw opening wide. Hot breath that stank of ash and iron washed over him. Ulrik leapt to the side, diving into a frantic roll, his shoulder thumping into the crunching gravel as he tumbled out of the way.

      The dragon’s jaw snapped shut, the sound of its teeth crashing against each other like two giant boulders colliding. Ulrik could have been between those teeth. The dragon stepped toward him, and he scrambled to his feet in a lurching run. Its neck twisted, following him, and he cursed himself for not bringing his spear. With the spear, he could…

      Ulrik slowed and then stopped. He turned, and the dragon stopped as well. Tilly, a stream of virulent expletives pouring from his mouth, jumped between the two of them, but the dragon had already paused its pursuit.

      “Fortune’s Curse!” bellowed the dragon knight, taking a threatening step toward the dragon.

      It ignored him, its luminous blue eyes were fixed on Ulrik.

      The dragon knight didn’t have his battle axe. He wasn’t going to hurt this thing unarmed, and neither was Ulrik. He didn’t have his spear. He swallowed. Fae-killer. The name was stuck in his mind like a stubborn splinter in his thumb. He could feel it there, burrowing deeper, and he couldn’t dig it out. He’d been named fae-killer, and somehow, this dragon knew. He did not understand what the moniker meant, but evidently, the dragon did.

      Hands raised in front of him, all his attention on the dragon, Tilly said, “I don’t understand. We’ve had accidents. Not everyone survives this, but you’ve ridden one before…”

      “I understand,” said Ulrik.

      He walked to stand beside Tilly, his hands raised in front of him like Tilly’s to present no threat to the dragon. The dragon kept eyeing him, its mouth slightly open, its nostrils flaring and inhaling his scent.

      “No, I don’t really understand,” Ulrik continued, “but you do, don’t you?”

      The huge creature’s head bobbed once, and it opened its mouth again, showing him teeth the size of his leg. Fae-killer. To the dragon, that meant he was the enemy.

      “I’m not meant to be a dragon knight, Captain Tilly.”

      “But you’ve ridden one of them! A bigger, older one than this. Once a superior dragon accepts you, a lesser creature will not refuse you as its rider. I have never seen—“

      “The privy council,” whispered Ulrik. “Something changed that night. The dragon can sense it. It’s what Ilse Brinke was talking about. She knows that something is different after I killed the dwarf.”

      Tilly stopped speaking, though he still stared at the dragon in consternation.

      “They won’t accept me on their backs now,” said Ulrik, “but it will not take its anger out on the others. You may continue your trial. It will be better if I leave.”

      “I don’t understand,” repeated the captain.

      “I don’t either,” admitted Ulrik.

      He turned and saw hundreds of the other candidates staring at him. They looked disgusted or ashamed. Sad. Angry. A few grinned with the haughty mirth he associated with nobility, pleased that a boy like him, of common birth, had so obviously failed the captain’s simple test. They didn’t know. They wouldn’t have heard. None of them could have any idea what had happened, what had changed. All they knew was that Ulrik had been presented to the dragon, and it had attacked him.

      A slender man, who moved with the grace of a dancer but with the coiled anticipation of a whip, stepped dramatically aside. With a sharp bow, he gestured for Ulrik to leave. The man was clad in a pearl gray doublet and tight-fitting hose. He had a bejeweled rapier hanging from his belt. The man looked familiar, but where Ulrik would have seen such a person, he didn’t know.

      “Lord Ainsley Bohm,” said Captain Tilly without looking away from the dragon, his voice thick and resigned, “may as well let you take the next crack.”

      The slender man, Lord Bohm, a wicked smile stretching his lips, stepped forward, his shoulder brushing past Ulrik’s as he approached the dragon.

      In front of Ulrik, the candidates shuffled out of his way, and their looks pricked Ulrik like a hundred needles. It wasn’t pity. None of them felt pity. A peasant wasn’t meant to be here. That he’d learned his lesson and nearly been chomped in two wasn’t a cause for bonding. It was a righting of a wrong, and the sooner he left, the sooner the world could be as it should.

      He stepped forward, his toes dragging in the gravel.

      Behind him, Ulrik heard Lord Bohm purr, “A hatchling of the dragon my grandsire rode, isn’t she?”

      Ulrik stumbled, and a man in the crowd laughed. His cheeks flushed. Ulrik hurried, and he left the Roost.
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      The lights in her workshop burned with a steady glow that spoke of a craft beyond man. It was calming sometimes, but not today. It had occurred to Ilse Brinke she did not know where the lights had come from, what species of the fae had provided the magic, which of her predecessors had bargained for them, and what they’d given up so that smoke and soot no longer stained the high, barrel ceiling of the quartermaster’s chambers. That information was not stored in the quartermaster’s catalogue, which meant it was lost to time.

      The magic of the fae was like that sometimes. It soothed you into complacency. You became satisfied with the result and never considered the price. She’d been looking at those lights for an hour before deciding it was the craft of the sprites. Enchanted items from them were rare. The steady, glowing orbs outnumbered the whole of the rest of the artifacts she had from the ephemeral beings. Why was elven craft and dwarven craft so much more common? Did those creatures simply have a greater interest in the doings of mankind, hence they were easier to bargain with, or was it something else? It was believed the sprites were too flighty to create useful artifacts, but she of all people knew, that was not true.

      Ilse Brinke was beginning to understand that the fae’s designs extended far beyond simple negotiations. It was not just a favor for a favor. They offered their magic and played their tricks, but not only for clever jests and the thrill of deception. There was a looming conflict, and somehow, the fae expected the realm of men to play a central role. How? Why? That was what had kept her up for days now. Little clues should fit together into a bigger picture, but so far, she hadn’t figured it out.

      In front of her, lit by the warm glow of the fae-lights, was an ancient chain flail. Its haft was thick wood, too thick for a man’s hand to grasp comfortably, but the dwarf hadn’t had any difficulty using it. Drophin, she’d come to learn was his name. This flail was known to the quartermasters. It had been in the hands of men in years past, then was taken through some trickery. It was rare a specific fae was mentioned in the thick catalogue in which her predecessors had inscribed their knowledge, but evidently, Drophin rated the treatment.

      He was a demented outcast driven insane by some wrong his fellows had done to his sister. He’d turned on his own kind, using men to harm other dwarves, though how was not shared. The only thing she could make of it was the surprising news dwarves had brothers and sisters and that they cared for each other.

      All of her research over the last weeks had been like that, odd tidbits that could have been interesting had she not been desperately searching for something she could use. What to make of Drophin’s madness? Was his involvement with Manfred Brandt an attempt to get revenge against other dwarves somehow? That made no sense, but was that because she was ignorant of other matters or because the dwarf pursued some tangential goal? What, why, who knew? Days before, she’d begun to decide maybe there was no answer.

      Why did the fae do anything that they did? Partner with a landgrave to assassinate a queen, make lights that worked better than torches. They had such power and such obscure goals.

      Beside the flail was a finely-wrought dagger, a ruby the size of her thumb inset in it. Silver gleamed, worked with breathtaking artistry. Her father, Jack McIlroy, had claimed he used this dagger to slay a dwarf in some unnamed port in Cojita. Another dwarf had used the flail to kill him when he had thrown his body over Ilse to save her life. Fortune must have thought it hilarious to put both weapons in her care.

      She had cleaned the old pirate’s blood from the wicked spikes on the steel ball of the flail and cleaned the dwarf’s blood from the dagger. Her hand rested on the hilt of that weapon. Jack McIlroy had given up everything to seek her, he’d claimed, and in the end, she’d seen him make the ultimate sacrifice, but did that matter? The damage had been done decades ago. She was in this pickle because of him. If he’d stayed, if he’d helped her ma raise her like any sort of normal… Did it matter he’d given everything for her in the end, when he’d been the one who caused all of her pain on the journey there? Should she lavish praise because, after twenty years, guilt had finally eaten away the man’s wickedness to the point he made one last decent act?

      She didn’t know. But after all of the years, he’d only found her because of a dead dwarf’s magic. She knew that. Was it a trick, a final chuckle at the foibles of man? The dwarf had granted her father a boon, then used it to twist the knife in both Ilse’s and Jack’s hearts a month after the dagger had pieced the dwarf’s. It was the sort of thing the fae were known for. Their favors always carried a cost you couldn’t see and never would have agreed to pay had you known.

      But was it more? Jack McIlroy had brought news that a skiengvaal was treating with Emperor Honxul of Cojita. That was how the emperor had gotten control of a dragon. She was sure of it. It was important information, though it would have been nice to have it sooner. Perhaps then she could have warned Tilly, and Eberhart and Reventrant would still be alive. She sighed. What use mulling over that? She hadn’t known.

      Still, understanding that two skiengvaal were squaring off against each other, setting the armies of man like pieces on a game board, was critical context. Jack’s message might save them yet if they could figure out what to do about those awful fae.

      Ilse leaned forward, her hands on the heavy wood of her worktable, the two fae weapons lying before her like they had been for days now. She would give the flail to a dragon knight. It was a dangerous weapon if one didn’t know how to control it, but Tilly would know which of his men could manage it without causing themselves worse harm. She’d found the chain could extend with the right level of concentration. She’d managed to stretch it twenty paces and thought it could go farther if she hadn’t been so distracted. Useful if one was on the back of a dragon trying to strike a man on the ground or on another dragon. It might be the difference in the conflict if the dragon knights faced another of Cojita’s dragons in the air. She could not hold onto this weapon, not now, not even when…

      Shuddering, she coiled the chain carefully, making sure the barbs didn’t pierce her skin. This mace would do that, periodically, no matter how careful you were with it. It would drink the blood of its wielder in exchange for unleashing its full potency. A dwarven enchantment. They relished the blood of men, and it was rare they crafted a weapon that didn’t harm its user nearly as bad as its victim. A grim bargain, but Cojita had dragons. Tilly and his men understood the nature of these things, and they’d taken worse deals than the occasional gash on the wrist. They would find a use for the flail.

      The dagger she picked up, then tucked into the top of one of her tall boots. It had no special properties she’d discovered, aside from its exceptional quality and that it had killed a dwarf. That was no small thing, even when the dwarf had asked for it. Ilse would keep the dagger herself because she wasn’t sure who else would desire such a small blade. Gerhard Fischer? He’d been gone for weeks now, and she doubted he would return anytime soon, so for the time being, the dagger was hers, and woe to any fae that thought to catch her unarmed.

      She turned and looked over the wall of cubbies that covered one side of the workshop. There were tightly-wrapped scrolls there, leather-bound tomes that could have dated back hundreds of years, and loose paper, some of which was crumbling to dust. She ought to copy those words onto new parchment, preserve the knowledge for generations yet to come, but she hadn’t. Some of the wisdom of ages past would be lost because of that. Of course, her predecessors must have faced the same concerns, and there was little fresh ink on any of those sheets. No one liked to spend their days regurgitating the ideas of others. It didn’t matter. She did not have time now. Had the quartermasters who came before her thought the same? Had they felt they were living through momentous times? Had they been living through momentous times?

      She’d read or at least glanced at many of these documents when she had been searching for mention of the skiengvaal. There’d been little there, and much of it had been written in an archaic, confusing script she didn’t have the patience to decipher. Was that how quartermasters kept their secrets? They made them frustrating for others to discern?

      Months back, she would have found the idea ludicrous. What was the point of knowing a secret if you carried it with you and never shared? Truth had power but only when you used it. Now, she had an inkling of why those quartermasters of decades and centuries past kept their secrets so close. Truth had power, and power was dangerous. When the wrong people came into the right knowledge, there was no end to the harm they could cause. Sometimes, keeping the truth from others was just as important as sharing it.

      She had stumbled into a secret she suspected was as great as the kingdom itself. The paladins. Six of them. Mankind’s hope against the skiengvaal. The abominations, the fae had been called. She hadn’t understood when she’d read it months ago. The word skiengvaal had never appeared, just the odd term paladin. She’d thought it religious and hence uninteresting, but not all faith was misplaced. There was more to this than she’d initially thought. There were names—Rykaal and Hykaal—and the others. Now, she’d heard the names spoken aloud, and now, she connected the lines. She could see the picture.

      Which only made it worse. Six souls to stand against forces that had brought the dragons low. It was hopeless. That was the hard, bitter truth, a truth that had power. If she shared what she had learned, then even that tiny sliver of a chance would be gone. If all knew how abysmal the odds were, they would lay down and die because they had no hope. And that was the truth—the secret—she was meant to keep. There was no possibility of victory, and if she told them, they would believe it. The knowledge would make it so.

      Six paladins. Six fools. Six lives to burn for a hopeless cause.

      The queen. That one was obvious enough. Who else could it be but Ursula Marchand? The paladin meant to rule over their collapse.

      The steel fist must be Captain Tilly. An unyielding protector of the realm? He would have nodded brusque agreement.

      The boy, Ulrik, had killed a fae, so he could be the fae-killer. Or had it been her father? Jack McIlroy had killed a dwarf as well and then died. The hints and symbols she’d found in the ancient texts implied her father had been the fae-killer, but Ulrik also had the necessary traits. Believe it was him, and so it would be. And if not, they’d already lost before the game began.

      The searing eye… Gerhard Fischer. Would she know each of the paladins? It seemed an awful coincidence, but Fortune turned on such rare circumstance. The eye was Gerhard, she could feel it. His gaze burned through the fog of truth and lie and found the path to what lay beyond. The spy would appreciate that description.

      She smirked. The keeper of secrets. That was her, but who was the bloody hand? Premier Philip Sigismund had been neck deep in their conspiracy, but it didn’t sit right thinking the politician was designated as one of the six paladins who would battle on mankind’s behalf against a terrible tide of the fae. Philip Sigismund was more of a worrier than a fighter.

      The minister of intelligence? She shuddered. The librarian had enough blood on his hands to match the description she’d found, but Fortune’s Curse, she didn’t like the idea of putting her fate in those particular hands. He thought of himself and his own wicked games. He wasn’t going to sacrifice to save the rest of them unless it benefited him. Bring them together as the bloody hand was supposed to do? Ha. It would never happen.

      Glaring at the wall of forbidden and mostly forgotten knowledge, she shook herself. What was the use? According to the text, she was meant to know and to dribble out her knowledge when it would make the difference, but she didn’t know anything! No more than the others, at least. Otto Tilly was doing what he’d always done, and she felt confident the queen would do the best she was able. The boy Ulrik would find his place, though it might not be where he thought it was. If Gerhard was the searing eye, then what advice could she give him?

      The bloody hand… Was it the librarian? He was supposed to bring humanity to the brink, where they would either come together or shatter. That could be the minister of intelligence, but she didn’t feel it in her gut. The chaos he caused was more… specific, than what the bloody hand was supposed to bring about.

      She found herself fiddling with the hilt of the knife tucked into her thigh-high boot. These old books weren’t going to tell her anything. They’d been written before she or any of the others were even born. Prophecy? Foretelling? They were only the truth when you made them the truth. She’d been around enough of the fae’s work to understand that without having to read it in a book.

      And that was the crux. Did these books contain the secrets she was meant to keep? She was deciding they did not. They carried claims, paintings on a canvas, but she needed to see the real thing. There had been paladins before, protectors of other realms. If what she’d surmised was correct, at least one of them still lived. If there were answers, that was where they would be.

      It terrified her more than anything she’d ever attempted, but finally after several days of weighing it, she admitted what she needed to do. Fortune’s Curse. It was that confounded wizard who’d dragged her into this. She knew it. The little pest had danced them as neatly as a child’s paper soldiers. She was going to have a word with him about that, and not a pleasant one, but first, she had somewhere she needed to go.
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      “Cardinal Borromeo,” she said loudly.

      The corpulent cardinal jerked. He’d been dead asleep and snoring.

      “I didn’t do it,” he claimed, wiping at his mouth.

      She frowned. “Do what?”

      Blinking at her, chasing away his dreams and dragging himself back to the waking world, he told her, “Nothing.”

      “You know when you deny doing something when no one has asked you about it, it really makes it seem like you did, in fact, do something.”

      The cardinal touched a conjoined circle medallion upon his bare chest. One side was inset with glittering diamonds, the other with rubies. The piece must have cost an absolute fortune, a lavish mockery of the simple wooden totems the church’s priests wore in the villages. Those gems could buy a village. Several villages, maybe.

      She asked him, “Is that new?”

      “A gift,” he told her, “from the holy mother herself to show her favor.”

      “I’ll be honest with you, Borromeo. I cannot fathom why that woman puts up with you.”

      He smiled, then glanced about, the bath water sloshing around him. His pale body looked like a giant, albino slug, but he smelled nice. For a little while, at least. In previous meetings, he had not smelled nice at all. The sour stench of body odor, old grease, sex, and spilled wine had clung to him like flour on a damp hand. They must have poured an entire vial of perfumes and a whole cake of soap in the bath with him, but soon enough, she figured he would be back to reeking like the latrines behind a tavern. You could wash away the stink, but unless you changed who you were, it was just going to come back.

      “Where are my attendants? Did you harm them?”

      She snorted. “It is not I who harms them, Borromeo.”

      He rolled his eyes. “You know they beg to serve me, don’t you? I bring them closer to the Creator.”

      “Aye, do you say his name when you’re… getting closer?”

      He splashed his cooling bath and did not respond.

      “There is a Creator, you know,” she told him, “but what you pretend to worship is not he. I doubted for years, but I’ve discovered many wondrous and unbelievable things in my position, and that was one of them. It’s too bad. Much good could have come had we all followed in the Creator’s steps as was intended, but the men and women of the church have taken the truth and twisted it into a shape that’s unrecognizable from where it began. It isn’t the flock who needs grace, but those who stand behind the pulpit.”

      “Have you broken into my room and interrupted my bath just to insult me?”

      “No, but I’m not one to pass on an opportunity. Come on, Borromeo. Get up.”

      “If you ran off my bath attendants, then I require your assistance dressing.”

      “No, you don’t,” she said. She stood off the stool she’d been sitting on and fetched his towel. She tossed it onto the floor beside his bath. “Your robes are over there, along with your rings, your belt, and your shoes, but Borromeo, I didn’t find any underclothes. Do you wear them?”

      “Not when I’m going out at night,” he said with a giggle. He held up a hand. “At least assist me standing?”

      She glanced at the water, shimmering a rainbow hue due to the oils they’d drenched the man with. She had no interest in getting a better look at what was under the surface.

      “No, I won’t. Stand on your own, Cardinal. If you can’t manage that, I’m sure your brethren will twist it into some parable. ‘The Churchman Who Drowned in His Bath.’ I don’t regularly attend services, but I promise you I’ll show up when they preach that one.”

      The cardinal grunted, and rocking his body back and forth, he started to slither his way from the water.

      Grimacing, she turned her back to him. She really, truly did not want to see this man naked, and if he thought to take the opportunity her turned back offered? There was a parable to be told there as well. ‘Don’t judge a woman by her seacoat and thigh-high boots.’ Occasionally, that woman was secreting a cutlass, a dozen knives of varying sizes and purpose, and two primed pistols beneath the coat.

      Half-disappointing her, he did not try anything, and did not drown in his bath, either. When he was suitably covered and settling himself at a table set with his afternoon repast, she asked him, “Where is the box, Borromeo?”

      The cardinal, a wedge of cheese in one hand, a goblet of wine in the other, frowned at her in confusion.

      “The little brass box I gave you,” she prodded. “I know you opened it and found nothing inside. You kept it, didn’t you? You should have been compelled to do so. The holy mother… Did she take it?”

      “No,” he told her, waving with his cheese. “I showed it to her, of course, but she wouldn’t touch it. Told me to keep it, which I did.”

      “Then where is it?” asked Ilse.

      When she’d first arrived and found him sleeping in his bath, she’d rooted through his room, as disgusting as that was, searching for the portal to the realm of the fae she’d used to trap him and the holy mother into helping her, but the box wasn’t there.

      Borromeo gestured with his wedge of cheese at a simple wooden box on his desk. It was one of the few objects in the room not worked with gold or silver or gems.

      “For tithes when we’re visiting the poor quarters. I don’t use it often, so I store keepsakes and spare coin there. It’s a crude thing, but the burghers and the peasants feel better about putting their copper in an unadorned container. The wealthy enjoy seeing what their generosity buys—the trifles that glitter, the soaring cathedral, this grand compound—but the destitute would rather pretend none of that exists. It’s like they are ashamed at how little their contribution matters.”

      “Or maybe they understand you could pry a gemstone out of one of your rings and match the entire block’s tithe,” snapped Ilse. “It’s not shame at how little their coin buys, it’s shame at how much. How many could you feed by selling your rings, Borromeo?”

      “We do feed them!” protested the cardinal. “You’d think that would earn some gratitude.”

      Ilse blinked. “Do not tell me you collect tithes when giving alms?”

      The cardinal shrugged. “I put the box you gave me in there, so I didn’t have to look at it any longer. I rarely hand out alms these days. My work on the councils requires all of my time, you understand?”

      Sighing, she stomped over to his desk and flipped back the plain, wooden lid of the collection box. It was empty, just as it had been when she’d looked earlier. She held it up to show it to him.

      Borromeo frowned. “That makes no sense. There should be a handful of coins there to pay for—ah, oh my. I think I know what happened. There was a boy here, brought in to massage my aching feet. Hours standing at the pulpit, you see. It’s a common ailment amongst the clergy. Anyway, when he was finished with his, ah, massage, I may have fallen asleep.”

      She closed her eyes, forcing herself to breathe steady and even.

      “He must have stolen from me, both my coins and this box of yours. A pity. Some people you simply cannot change no matter how often you show them grace.”

      “Where can I find this boy?” she asked, opening her eyes and staring at the cardinal like she meant to flay the man alive, because that was what she was thinking of doing at this very moment.

      “How should I know?” cried the cardinal. “He’s just a boy. An urchin. There are thousands of them in the city.”

      “You found him somewhere.”

      “I have an associate who recruits them.”

      “Who is your associate?”

      The cardinal shook his head. “He is not the sort of man you share the name of, but do not fret. The boy stole from the church. That sin will follow him like a dark cloud and effect everything that he does. He’ll turn up sooner or later. Besides, he must have found the equivalent of ten or fifteen gold marks in that box, more than a boy like him would ever see in a lifetime. He won’t be back at his old haunts, Ilse Brinke. He won’t be going around to the places my associate found him. He’ll be as far from there, from that life, as his little legs can take him. He’s lost, gone from our reach. He…” The cardinal trailed off under the heat of her glare.

      She wanted to shout at him, to wring his neck and force him to tell her where the boy could have gone, but she realized this man would have no idea. Cardinal Borromeo knew less of the streets than she did. Outside of the sinks and dens of depravity he frequented, away from the broad boulevards that led from the church’s compound to the royal palace and the Lords’ Square, there were quarters of Ehrstadt he’d never even seen. Fortune’s Curse, he was right. The boy, with gold in his pocket, would go nowhere near where they’d found him. He would fear punishment. He would fear a return to his old life. There was no going back. She knew, and he would know as well.

      “Borromeo… do you have any idea…”

      He didn’t. He didn’t know. She spun on one heel.

      “Leaving so soon, quartermaster?”

      “I have a person I need to find, but do not stray far, Borromeo. We will talk again soon, and you, at least, I can find anytime I need.”

      “You were supposed to release your hold on me,” chided the cardinal. “The holy mother told me. That pin you stuck me with, you were supposed to let me go, to stop tracking me. You haven’t, have you?”

      “Tell the holy mother about it at the same time you tell her you lost the box, Borromeo. It was crafted by sprites! Do you have any idea… Bah. Tell her at the same time, and my little trick with the pin is going to be the last thing anyone is worried about. If she knew what that box was and she trusted you to keep it, the woman is going to turn you inside out when she learns you failed her.”

      The cardinal swallowed.

      Ilse threw open his door, stomping her way out of the church’s dormitory. It earned her some curious looks, but surely, the other cardinals and senior church officials living in this wing of the building had seen stranger things leaving Borromeo’s bedchamber.
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      The castle was an old thing, worn by weather and time like the hills around it. Its foundation was upon natural rock, and the lowest band of the walls was constructed of ancient stone from an age long ago. An era before Andorra and even Wahrheit. Above the bones of antiquity was an artful tower built to look like a curving ram’s horn. There’d been a large building beneath it, braced with stone buttresses that splayed out like a dragon’s ribs. The settlement’s church, far too large and ornate for a population the current size, was another relic from the age they’d built the walls. The buildings in the streets had been from that era as well—gaily painted stucco plastered over crumbling stone or little more than tumbled rock where someone had not bothered to maintain the structure. It’d been a friendly place filled with people comfortable living in the bones of a grander past, the last time Honxul had passed this way, but that had been many years before.

      Now, above the strap of antiquity of the lower wall, newer stone had been mined from the surrounding hills, carted to this place, piled artlessly, and mortared to create a hulking mound that was three times the height it’d been just a year or two before. If the painted buildings and the church still stood or if they’d been ransacked for material, Honxul could not see. Only the tower stood above the ugly pile of stone. Today, it served as a lookout for the Andorran military. For years, Cojita had given hints of designs in the north. They were paying the cost for that early notice. Andorra had prepared.

      The people in the southernmost kingdom of the northern continent were soft creatures, and Honxul’s warriors had scoffed seeing the men hiding within their abode of stone, but soft or not, the Andorrans knew warfare. More than even the emperor himself, Honxul was beginning to understand.

      He was a veteran of the hundred some odd battles it’d taken to consolidate Cojita, but each one had been conducted in the same manner his people had fought for centuries. Sometimes, he dueled a champion from the opposing tribe. Sometimes, he’d sent his men howling and brandishing their weapons at the enemy across an open plain. They would shed blood until his opponents laid down their arms or fled. Those were the only ways it ever went. Never had he been surprised.

      The Andorrans had left the border only lightly guarded—a test to assess the Cojitan’s tactics and their strengths. A much larger group had hidden within the walls of their newly reinforced castle. Cowards, both he and his men had called them, and the Cojitan horde had simply walked around the fortress, not bothering to bring the fight when, even without experience storming fortified positions, it was obvious the Andorrans had an advantage with their walls and their cannon.

      But the Andorrans had anticipated that. In the leagues beyond the fortress, the villages and fields had been stripped of supplies and provisions. There were only a handful of holdouts who’d stayed behind—the elderly and the stubborn. Some of them had fought, though most did not. Either way, they’d sorely regretted being there when Honxul’s warriors had arrived.

      His men, frustrated at the lack of honorable foes they could face and earn the favor of the gods through glorious combat, had made sport of killing the Andorrans. Slowly.

      But while the blood brought a measure of relief, the villages brought no spoils. There was no food to replenish the stores they’d traveled with. There were no young women to slake the thirst of men in the fervor of war. How far would they have to go before they found food, clean water, or someone to fight or to lie with? Emperor Honxul had sent scouts to find out, but before they’d returned, the attacks had begun.

      Sallying forth from the fortress, often under the cover of night, the Andorrans had begun a harrying series of raids and lightning-quick strikes. They traveled on short, hairy ponies which looked laughable compared to the proud beasts Honxul had seen the nobles ride in Wahrheit, but these animals were nimble and surefooted on the rocky scree that filled the hills and valleys of southern Andorra. The ponies weren’t much faster in the terrain than a running man, but they could keep their pace for hours, while his warriors could not.

      And should not. They’d learned quickly that when the Andorrans darted out to bleed them and then ran away, there was usually another pack of the northerners waiting to ambush any pursuit. When groups of his men chased too far and separated from the bulk of the horde, they were surrounded and killed. The Andorrans would not face his army in open battle, but if they cornered an outnumbered band of Cojitans and trapped them in a gully or a dead-end valley in the hills, they were vicious.

      Every man in the horde called the Andorrans soft, but not a one of them could argue with the simple fact that a lot of their brethren were getting killed by these soft, clever enemies.

      So the emperor had called for his warriors to pause and then to turn. He’d rallied his men, letting it be known the gods had decreed a punishment for the cowards behind the walls. They were to be butchered and sacrificed, every single one of them. It was the sort of tale the warriors from the south could believe. They were the chosen, and their instrument was the chert blade and the smoking fire.

      Honxul did not speak as much about his hope that somewhere within that high fortress, there was food. The gods would provide, the priests said. He knew the gods had no care for the Cojitans’ comfort. Deprivation meant pain, and pain meant strength. The gods were not going to shower his men with soft bread, honey, and beer, no matter how righteous their cause, but warriors had to eat, and with the Andorrans stripping the lands ahead of them, they needed to find a cache of supplies.

      The northerners, he knew, conducted war from the beds of their wagons. They would have long, extensive supply trains rumbling from the fertile valleys all the way to the fronts where they conducted their campaigns. He’d read about the logistics involved during military history at the Royal University of Ehrstadt. That part had sounded boring, and he’d always believed that those supply lines would be vulnerable to attack. They would force armies to stay on the highways where their cumbersome wagons could follow. The enemy always knew where you were and where you were going. It had seemed so simple to exploit. Perhaps it was, but Honxul was regretting not establishing a better supply line now.

      His mother pointed out this failure often. She said he was too confident in the strength he’d been blessed with. A god had shown itself to him and given him gifts, but the god had not shown itself to his men. They were not protected as Honxul was. It was on him, as their emperor and war leader, to provide. His mother wasn’t wrong, but he didn’t recall her insisting in the war councils to build wagons and commandeer supplies to feed the army before they’d begun to march.

      Hindsight was the pleasure of the advisors and the crones. It was of no use to the warrior. He would not sit around bemoaning what could have been. Honxul was a man of action, and he did.

      How was another question entirely. The Andorran fortress was a giant lump of stone. The top was studded with cannon emplacements, and they had no way of knowing how many soldiers were inside. They could see many of them walking the walls high above. Those men carried arquebuses and bows, but from the height, the defenders could be effective with nothing more than a large stone. Dropped down on a man from above, a simple rock would break bones or kill.

      There was a gate into the castle, but it was constructed of heavy iron and wood. It would be locked or barred somehow and treated to withstand flame. He was sure of that. There must be a way the northerners broke down such gates, otherwise the things wouldn’t be so sturdy, but Honxul did not know the answers. His people did not waste their hours building massive fortifications like these, so they had no experience breaching them.

      One of his war leaders had suggested sappers. Honxul hadn’t known what those were, but halfway through the man’s explanation about digging beneath the walls—through living rock—Honxul had stopped listening.

      If they had cannon like the northerners, perhaps they could eventually smash their way through those walls, or maybe it was against such attacks the gate was meant to stop, but they had not taken the cannon they’d captured from the Andorrans near the border. The weapons were terrifically heavy and almost impossible to cart over rough terrain, and while the basic principle was similar to an arquebus, the actual use of them was dangerous. One man had blown his arm off when they’d evidently loaded one of the barrels too full of powder and the entire thing had exploded. Other men managed to fire a cannon and eject the heavy lead ball from its mouth, but there was an art to aiming it which they obviously did not have. The shot flew hundreds of paces wide of where they’d thought to fire it. Four warriors died as the cannon shot smashed through an unsuspecting group of men. Three more had died when friends and families of the victims took revenge. After that fiasco, Honxul had declared the Cojitans had no need of technology and tricks from Wahrheit.

      Though, if it’d been a little easier to transport the big guns, if his men had shown a little more aptitude at firing them, he would have been glad for the help. There was a guild of artillery men in Wahrheit, one of the most powerful commercial enterprises in the kingdom, he understood. If it was easy, they would not have needed a guild, and they would not have become a prominent one. Trying to learn their secrets while on the road, in the midst of battle, was a waste of time. The cannon would have been useful, but warriors did not sit around and bemoan what could have been. Over and over, he repeated the mantra, hoping it would become the truth.

      Finally, he decided that it did not matter how Wahrheit or Andorra would attack this fortress. He and his people were of Cojita, and they must fight on their terms, not on the enemies’. They would not win this war if they were not true to themselves.

      Emperor Honxul stood, and he threw off the blanket he’d had draped over his shoulders. He shrugged out of the leather vest he’d worn. He stretched his arms before him, feeling his taut muscles release some of the tension that worry and cold had settled into them.

      His mother, sitting slumped in a corner of his tent, asked him, “You have decided, my son, to use your dragons? That is good. Very good. The world should see your strength. They should know that—“

      He ducked out of the tent without letting her finish. She had faith in her son, like a mother should, faith that the gods had blessed him with might and fortitude. She believed his dragons would be the wings upon which he rode to victory.

      She was wrong. Like Wahrheit’s dragons were fallible, so would his be. They were potent weapons, but against stone and cannon, they might fail. He could not risk that. He’d spent one of this dragons against Wahrheit to undermine their confidence so that they tore themselves apart from within. He would not spend another on this battle. The huge fae were worth more as symbols to his warriors than they were as weapons. To rely on them was the beginning of the end. You could never trust the fae.

      It was a lesson he had long known about Wahrheit. He had spent years thinking of how to exploit it. He would not open himself to their weakness. Wahrheit’s downfall would not be the failing of their arms or their guns, or a war between their fae and Honxul’s. Their downfall had already occurred. It was a failing within their souls. They were weak and soft, while Cojita was hard. He would be as hard as he needed to be.

      To one of his warriors standing outside of his tent, he barked, “Prepare everything before the gate. I go to pray to the gods, and I will meet you there at noon.”
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        * * *

      

      The Andorran men of fighting age were hiding within their castle, or dead at the border, or conscripted into some army lurking to the north in ambush. The villages had been full of those too old to flee or too stubborn to hide. The young women and children and had been escorted away, no matter how much they wanted to stay. The Andorrans had heard rumors of Honxul’s people, so they’d allocated a handful of their fighting men to drag away the reluctant Andorrans who were deemed too precious to leave behind.

      But the Cojitan warriors were used to hardship. They came from an unforgiving land. They’d faced near constant battle against each other, and these warriors had survived. They were fleet of foot and moved faster than their enemy expected. They found the stragglers. They killed the soldiers escorting them and captured the women and the children.

      Standing before the gate of the castle, the emperor’s men had assembled close to five hundred of the Andorrans they had taken. None of the old people. They’d butchered those where they had found them. No one cared for the old, but children? Honxul was going to find out how soft these Andorrans really were.

      He walked closer to the gate, striding confidently two hundred paces beyond his men and their prisoners. Honxul wore his loincloth and held his chert knife. He was otherwise unclothed and unprotected. It was cold in the shadow of the castle, and he fought to suppress a shiver.

      One thing he had learned in the north—war was about more than a contest of strength. It was also of the mind. It was tricks and games of emotion. A frightened army would turn their backs and get slaughtered. People fighting to protect their children, or their lands, or their wealth, would fight harder than those fighting for someone else’s treasures. When faced with certain defeat, men would turn into rabid berserkers, or they would lie down and die. Which one they did was dictated by the days and weeks leading up to that realization. A skilled commander could control those reactions in their enemy and win the battle before it began.

      These things were not true in Cojita. No warrior in the south would harm a child, so no warrior fought to protect them. Where was the honor in killing those obviously weaker than yourself? It would have shamed Honxul’s horde as they crawled across Cojita conquering and consolidating the disparate tribes. If one of his men had harmed a defeated foe, he would have faced the man himself and killed them during a duel. And what was wealth but a burden one must carry? In Cojita, such things were considered distractions. War in Cojita had been waged for pride and little else.

      It was Honxul, only he, who had marched for more. He’d taken his people from their lands to seek water, life. His people had found how far they were willing to go to survive, and once they crossed that bridge, there was no stopping them. How hard would the Andorrans fight for their own lives? The lives of their children?

      When Honxul was one hundred paces from the looming stone walls of the castle, he stopped and raised his voice. Calling loudly, his words battering the stone of the fortress, he told them, “I am Emperor Honxul of Cojita.”

      The words echoed against the rock walls that held this valley and returned to him with nothing from the occupants of the castle. He repeated himself to no response.

      Atop the wall, he could see the Andorrans around their cannon, holding their firearms, waiting. They might try to attack him, but their weapons were crude versions of the craft of Wahrheit. If they struck him with the shot from one of those cannons, it would be due to Fortune’s Favor rather than skill. If enough men fired their guns and flung their spears and shot their bows, someone might hit him, but he’d survived wounds before, and he would again. It would add to his legend if the entire castle attacked him and he survived. His warriors would tell stories about how invulnerable to harm their emperor was, and they would feel invulnerable as well.

      If the gods withdrew their blessing over him and he was killed, he need not worry about anything after that, so he did not worry about it now.

      But he did not think the Andorrans would attack. They could see the size of the Cojitan horde. They were surrounded and hopeless. The Andorrans would wonder why he walked so close, why he put himself at risk. They would be desperate to hear what he had to say. Men who watched death walk slowly toward them were always going to listen.

      “In my land, it is customary for conflicts to be resolved by combat beneath the eyes of the gods,” he cried, raising his voice loud enough to be heard on the tops of the walls before him. “I offer you this choice, people of Andorra. Send a champion to face me. If I am victorious, you shall surrender your fortress immediately. If your champion defeats me, my warriors will return to Cojita.”

      He stood, listening to the wind across the rocks, to the crying of their prisoners, and to the sounds of his warriors. The ones close were silent, but beyond them in the camps, the men were raucous and loud. They were eager and frustrated, and at the best of times, they had little discipline. Like feral dogs, they snapped and snarled until a bigger dog put them in their place.

      For long, that had bothered him. Wahrheit’s soldiers marched in columns. They trained and responded to commands. They worked together. That the Cojitan horde did not do these things felt like a weakness, but now he would use it as a strength. For years, he had taken the pride of his people and broke it. He had rebuilt them to be savage. Wahrheit had always called the southerners savages, but they did not know. Now they would. Let them be savage. Let the Andorrans know.

      The wind cried long and mournful, ripping across the rocks, crashing around the castle and the city it was mounded around. He listened to all of these sounds, but the fortress was quiet. There would be no champion. No one had the courage to answer his call. Or, if there was one, no one else had the courage to open the gate for that person to come out. He grinned at the thought. He had known they would not answer him. He had hoped they would not.

      Honxul wanted the Andorrans to wallow in their terror, to understand how helpless they were before him and his army. Some of those people hiding behind the walls would escape. It was inevitable. When they did, they would have a story to tell. They would finally understand the truth of what they faced. It would be spread all over their kingdom and even beyond to Wahrheit. There was power in truth.

      The emperor turned and strode back toward his men and their captives. His eyes darted, and he looked over the anxious and frightened faces staring at him. There was a girl of ten winters, he guessed. She had the olive complexion of those from Andorra and the long, coal black hair. Her hair was drawn behind her head into a braid. Even in captivity, someone was caring for this girl. She had a glow of health, of good food and comfortable shelter. She had not been in their custody long enough to lose it. Her eyes were green, flecked with yellow. They welled with tears, and while those behind her looked with pleading hope, her eyes only held despair. The adults cowered back from him, but she stayed rooted in her spot. She had not lost her health, but she had lost her hope. This girl, this young thing, knew what was to come.

      He leaned toward her and whispered in her ear. “You are the best of your people. I wish they had not failed you, but it is so. May the gods watch you on your journey.”

      He stepped to the side and, with a flourish, drew his chert knife across the girl’s throat.

      The stone blade, sharper than steel, slid easily across her smooth, olive skin, parting it and releasing a cascade of crimson blood down her front. Honxul stood to the side as her heart beat its final cadence, and blood spurted across the rocks in front of her. To her credit, the girl neither screamed nor fought. She simply stood and died.

      He hoped her gods had listened to his prayer because he’d meant what he had said. She was the best of them, and he mourned the failure of her elders. The girl had died with courage. It would be a celebrated death, had she been one of his. It was proof these northerners were not born weak. It was the lives they led which made them soft and useless. It was their technology, the leaders who failed them, and the bargains with the fae that betrayed them. They chose their fate.

      Honxul would free them of that yoke. He would forge them into something more, but it was going to be painful. The emperor turned back to the castle and called as loudly as he could, “Send your champion, or I will find one.” Lowering his voice, he instructed his warriors, “Next.”
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        * * *

      

      Blood dripped from him like rain off the shingled-eaves of the northerner’s roofs. It splattered the rocks all around him and ran in rivulets down the slope toward the gully that surrounded the walls of the fortress. The Andorran women’s and children’s blood was forming a moat around their castle. Honxul’s hands were coated in it, but he held his chert knife steady, the leather-wrapped stone of the handle secure in his fist. Honxul gripped the hair of a middle-aged woman who was thrashing violently in the arms of two of his men and ripped the edge of his knife across her neck.

      He stepped around her kicking feet as she bled out and died, but before she stilled, he reached for the next man in line. This man was young but not a child. He should have been conscripted. Did he hide, or was he turned down for some other reason? Was he a coward too terrified to face the Cojitans in battle? Regardless, the young man fought now, and a hunk of his sleek black hair was ripped loose as he jerked his head from Honxul’s grip.

      Honxul stepped closer and punched his knife into the young man’s ribs and again on the other side. The boy squirmed in pain from the wounds, snarling curses and spitting. He didn’t yet realize his lungs were filling with blood, and soon, he would drown in that blood. A more painful death than a slashed throat. If he’d wanted to die with mercy, he should have met them in battle. The boy had earned the pain of his death with his cowardice, so Honxul would let him savor it.

      Moving down the line, the emperor found a girl of six winters. One of his warriors held her, but she did not fight. She looked on, the truth shining clearly in her eyes. Such bravery for one so young. They were all like that, the children of Andorra. What happened to the adults to make them so pathetic?

      He raised his knife.

      “Emperor,” said the man holding the girl. The warrior was looking past Honxul toward the castle.

      The emperor paused, then turned. A woman was emerging from a crack in the gates. The moment she stepped clear, the portal boomed shut behind her. The woman wore an open-faced helm and carried a fat-bladed scimitar in one hand. On her other arm was a spiked-buckler. A cuirass of leather scales covered her torso. She wore a skirt made of thick leather straps studded with bronze or copper, and she had sandals bound to her feet with knee-high straps. Her bare arms were thick with muscle, and her tanned skin was marred with pale scars that crossed a myriad of dark blue tattoos. From the distance, he could not see what they depicted.

      A warrior? A woman warrior? He did not know Andorra had such, but he let his arm drop, and he walked from the girl toward this woman. The sniveling cowards in the fortress had enough finally. Or had they? Was this woman a champion of her people or a mother who would rather die than watch him butcher Andorra’s children. Or were those could be one and the same?

      Three hundred, three hundred fifty? He’d lost count of how many prisoners he’d executed so far. Too many. The Andorrans were weaker than he’d expected. No Cojitan would have cowered behind those walls for so long, watching such horrific butchery. Someone, anyone, would have come to confront him and stop the slaughter.

      The woman came halfway to his army, and he met her there, pausing a dozen paces away. She asked him, “If I defeat you, your people will leave these lands?”

      He nodded.

      “Say it louder so that all of your men hear you.”

      Smiling at her, the dried blood on his face crinkling and falling, he raised his voice and called loudly, “This contest will be under the eyes of the gods. If I fall, then I have lost their favor and those of Cojita will return home.”

      “And if I fall and the city surrenders, what will happen to us? Will you murder us like these prisoners?”

      He shook his head. “If they respect the outcome of our duel, I will have no reason to harm them.”

      The woman countered, “Let the women and children leave this place. Give them three days start before you pursue. They will only take what they can carry. We have stores of food and water which can be yours if you can take them from our men.”

      “You’ve been watching us,” he said, his grin growing. He liked this woman. “But what value is this bargain to me? If I must fight to take your city, then why would I let the spoils of war walk away?”

      “When the women depart, we will leave the gate open.”

      “The men will agree to this?”

      “I’ll leave the business of men between men. I have come on behalf of the women, but I can promise, the gates will be left open.”

      “Very well,” he agreed. “The women and children may leave unmolested, though my warriors will not like this. They have been hoping for some… entertainment. If any women choose to be with the victors instead of those who flee, they are welcome within our horde. I shall see they are treated as we treat our own women.”

      “I will tell my people of your offer, but none will accept it. Your people have a reputation as savages, which you have proven to be true. If we leave, can you control your men?”

      He nodded. “Of course. I conquered these people as I will conquer yours.” He waved behind himself with his bloody knife. “They understand what it means to defy me.”

      “How can I trust you’ll do as you say?” she demanded. “Before I agree to your challenge, I need assurances our people will be protected.”

      “Who are you?”

      She did not answer.

      “You are the assurance,” he told her. “Go with them. Take your women and children. Flee north. I will give you the three days but no more. Just remember to leave the gate open behind you.”

      “You will not fight me?”

      “I will if you wish,” he told her. “I kill those I need to, but I grant mercy as well. I’ve fought hundreds of warriors, one against one, beneath the eyes of the gods. The gods have blessed me, and I still stand after all of those contests. I do not fear you. If you think you can defeat me, then let us fight, but if you worry you cannot, I’ve given you what you desire without having to spill your blood. In Cojita, we kill of necessity, not for sport. This bloodshed today would have been prevented if you had come out when I first asked. You watched for hours making no attempt to stop me. These deaths are on your head, the blood is on your hands.”

      “You will fight like that, with no armor, no other weapon?”

      “I need nothing else,” he told her.

      “Fae-blessed,” she muttered.

      “In my lands, that is a deadly insult,” he warned her.

      “Blessed by the gods, your people would say?”

      He nodded, his lips tight at the way she said that, as if she thought it was a different way of saying the same thing.

      “You are not what I expected,” she told him.

      “Your women and girls are not what I expected,” he replied, “but your men are exactly what I expected.”

      “We will meet again, and that day, we will fight,” she told him, “but today I will accept your offer and leave with the women and the children. If you dishonor yourself and break our truce, know that our gods will curse you.”

      “Fair enough,” he told her, offering a wicked grin. “It is the custom in the north to shake on an agreement, isn’t it?”

      She looked at his bloody hands and snorted. “Not today.”

      “Go, then,” he told her, “but I would know, what is your name?”

      “I will not tell you my name today, but I make this promise. Before you die, you will know it. Until then, you may call me the Falcon of Andorra.”

      He offered her a shallow bow, then pointed toward the sun. “This time tomorrow, Falcon, you must be gone. Leave the gate open. Your men may fight, but I do not think they will, and Falcon, if the men close the gates behind you and seal the city from us, our bargain is broken. I will not try to control my men. They will pursue you relentlessly. The soldiers you leave behind should know that if they try to save themselves, they will sacrifice you and the others. If you betray us, your women will not be treated like we treat our own, but like spoils to be used until broken.”

      She grimaced but nodded understanding.

      He raised his knife and let out an undulating cry. His voice seemed to hang in the air. From the top of a hill behind him, there was a deep-throated roar. The woman staggered back, her scimitar and buckler rising in front of her. The dragon Honxul had called raised its head and issued a narrow geyser of dragon fire. A half league away, they could not hear the rush of flame or feel its heat, but he saw in her eyes that she did not need to.

      “You cannot run fast enough to escape a dragon,” he warned her. “Convince your men to hold their end of the bargain so that you don’t have to try. Now go. Leave with your women and your children, and tell your men that tomorrow, I will come see them.”

      The woman stepped back, stumbling on the rock. She righted herself, and in a stronger voice than it looked like she could muster, she asked, “And the prisoners? They are women and children.”

      “They are yours,” he said. He called to his men, “Release them.”

      Slowly at first, then as fast as their trembling legs could carry them, the prisoners began to shuffle and then run toward the castle.

      The girl, the one who’d been next in line, stopped before Honxul. She declared in a thin, high-pitched voice, “I will see you again, and that day you will pay for this.”

      He shook his head, then glanced at the Falcon of Andorra behind the child. “I hope not, girl. I hope you never see me again. Be with your people. Find those who will look after you better than they have today.”

      The Falcon of Andorra turned and shepherded the prisoners back into the castle. The gate was closed behind them, but two hours later, it reopened. Throughout the night, the women and children of Andorra fled the castle, marching in a long line lit by torches and moonlight. By dawn, they were gone, but the gates remained open. Honxul’s men were eager, but he told them to wait, and they watched the silent castle. A trap? It must be, but by midmorning, he decided it did not matter, and he sent his warriors into the city.

      They thought there would be an ambush, a vicious fight street to street, but when his warriors emerged from the gates, they told him that all of the men were already dead. They’d been lined up in an open square in the middle of the city, and their throats had been slit just as neatly as Honxul had done to the prisoners. There was close to a thousand of them. Soldiers and citizens. The entire adult male population of the city had been brutally executed.

      Until dark, Honxul stood alone, looking north, wondering about the Falcon of Andorra.
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      Captain Otto Tilly leaned against the thick volcanic glass that served as windows into the deeper recesses of the Roost. Ages ago, vibrant veins of magma had cut tunnels through this mountain as it expelled a millennia worth of heat, fire, and ash. That molten rock had layered deep deposits of rich soil for leagues around the mountain and had burrowed smooth tunnels, wide caverns, and chambers that men in the centuries since had expanded upon and made livable.

      The violent beginning had made the foothills of the mountain ideal for a settlement, and Ehrstadt had grown large and powerful from the bounty the volcanic explosion left behind.

      It must have been centuries later when someone built the Roost, perched high above the city, nestled halfway inside of the mountain with veins reaching deep to the still bubbling molten core.

      The stone face overlooking the fortress they’d built around the open mouth that led into the mountain was dotted with bubbles of rock from that ancient explosion that had melted into pale blue glass. It filled the outer corridors of their sanctum with a cool light, in contrast to the orange and red glow that spilled off the boiling rock in the deepest recesses.

      The captain looked from the rock window down at the courtyard, where the candidates were beginning their first day of training to become apprentice dragon knights. These were the kingdom’s finest warriors, her bravest souls, and still the process took five or six years for those who finished it. They did not have that kind of time, but what was the alternative? To do nothing? Surely, a half-trained dragon knight was better than none at all.

      But even when they had the luxury of time, it was often the candidates did not complete their apprenticeship. Training in any of the martial arts could be dangerous, but when you added in the fickleness of the fae and thousand-foot drops off the back of a dragon, it was deadly more often than it wasn’t. In a typical class, two-thirds of the recruits wouldn’t survive the apprenticeship.

      This round, Captain Tilly had selected thirty men and women, pushing the young dragon involved in the process to settle for lesser souls than it would have normally. They averaged six apprentices every year with hopes of graduating two of them. Of the thirty, he could only hope the ratio would hold, but he wouldn’t have gambled on it.

      They’d lost six men in the recent combat with Clermont and Cojita, and the captain knew it was just the beginning. In his time, they’d faced small military operations, rogue nobles, bandits, mercenaries, and foreign incursions. They’d fended off a score of wild dragons. Men had died in those encounters, one or two a year, but rarely a dragon. Captain Tilly knew better, but part of him had thought the giant fae vulnerable only to the one enemy none could escape—time.

      Men they had in ample supply, if not of the mettle the dragons preferred. The dragons themselves… Every night since the battle with Cojita on the plains between some small forest and that nameless village, he thought of those losses, and he worried about how many more dragons Cojita could put aloft.

      Not many, he’d eventually decided. If they could match his strength, they would have taken advantage of the surprise they’d had and would have sent everything they could. No one outside of Wahrheit had commanded a dragon for six hundred years. Surprise? Yes, it had been that. And with just one dragon, they’d managed to slay three of his and wound several more. If they’d had four, five more of the wild dragons and they’d all been able to breathe fire, Cojita would have won the fight. With Tilly and much of his company dead, the Cojitan dragons could have rampaged through Wahrheit, causing incalculable destruction before the kingdom could rally and face them.

      If the kingdom could face them. He shuddered, thinking of the heat he’d felt even from afar when that dragon had released its scorching breath. Ballistae would be kindling before that flame. The queen’s champions wouldn’t even be able to get close. No, Wahrheit’s dragon knights were the only force they could field which stood a chance against wild dragons. Looking down at the apprentices below, he couldn’t help but think that was an awful thin rope to tie their hopes to. He sighed and smacked his fist against the volcanic glass. Did it matter how thin when it was the only rope they had?

      But he took what comfort he could in knowing that Cojita didn’t have six or seven dragons they could throw against Wahrheit. If they had overwhelming force, they would have used it, which meant he and his men still had a chance to fight back.

      Instead of destruction, the Cojitans had done something else and used that single dragon to devastating effect. It was disconcerting. Since he’d joined the dragon knights, Tilly had always been the most powerful warrior on the field or above it. He’d had a dragon, first of all, and enchanted weapons and armor, superior training. Everything that could be done had been done to forge the dragon knights into an invincible force. But no longer. A single dragon, a man holding a spear and wearing a loincloth, had shaken their confidence to the core. And that, the queen had told him, was the point. Ursula Marchand was young, inexperienced, and correct.

      There wasn’t a tongue in Ehrstadt that wasn’t wagging about the dragon knights’ failure. Within days, the story would have spread across the entire kingdom and then the world. Wahrheit had met her match, they would say. The brilliance of the Cojitan plan wasn’t what damage they could do, but what damage they could inspire others to attempt. What other enemies would come lurching out of the darkness when they believed Wahrheit was no longer invulnerable?

      Tilly smacked his fist against the thick glass again. Then, he turned to march down to the courtyard where the recruits were beginning to train. He and his men had been surprised, and it had cost them. Next time, they would see how Cojita fared when the dragon knights were ready.
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      “Sergeant Ramshorn, how are we doing?” barked Captain Tilly.

      The sergeant, newly promoted, uncrossed his arms from over his chest, thought for a moment, and then recrossed his arms. He replied, “They’re as skilled as any from our previous classes. We have those who are strong and those who are quick. A few who are both. They’ve been training with arms for years, and while there are some bad habits we need to break, I’m pleased at their overall talent. Several have combat experience as well, and that’s taught them lessons I cannot. They’re the best of the kingdom, Captain. Two or three of them have the raw potential to become queen’s champions, but will they make good dragon knights? It’s too early to say.”

      Tilly grunted.

      “Captain, I know I’m new to this position, but Reventrant was allowed to speak freely…”

      “Go ahead and say it, Ramshorn.”

      “Is this a good idea? Do we have the time to train them? If I try to put them on dragon back within the next month with the reins in their hands, they’re all going to die. If I try in the next season, all but three or four of them aren’t coming back, and every moment I stand here in this courtyard shouting at these recruits is a moment I’m not aloft, pushing back Cojita.”

      Tilly shook his head. “You recall the Hero of Mertz? He flew two days from here, rescued the future queen, then flew her two days back. The only training I gave him was how to strap down his harness. It’s dangerous to the apprentices, but we can move faster than we have in the past. We have to.”

      Ramshorn worked his jaw, his red- and white-speckled beard moving like the back of a hedgehog as he considered the statement. Finally, he responded, “Sometimes, Captain, better to have Fortune on your side than skill, and the Hero of Mertz wasn’t flying the dragon. He was just riding as it followed behind you. Aye, many of these warriors might be able to hold on while you lead them, but what good does that do us? There’s a long leap from hanging on during your first flight to facing dragon breath. Besides, even your Hero of Mertz failed the test this time. It’s a deadly business, earning the trust of the fae. I can hurry them, but most of these recruits are going to end up dead.”

      Tilly grunted in agreement. “It’s a waste of life, but war always is. Here’s the truth, Sergeant. I don’t know if we have time to train any of the apprentices to the point they can survive an encounter with a wild dragon. Bah, we probably can’t. But they don’t know that. Cojita doesn’t know that, and most importantly, the people of Wahrheit don’t know that. The only thing they’ll know is that they see a man or a woman wearing our armor, sitting on our dragons, and they’ll assume that means they are one of us. They’ll believe we have more knights than we do, and that might be what makes the difference because seeing us aloft puts fear into our enemies and courage into our allies. We could use them in a fight, but we need them as a symbol.”

      Ramshorn scratched his beard. “That’s deep, Captain.”

      Rolling his eyes, Tilly began stretching his arms and back. “There is one thing we don’t have time for, Sergeant. There’s a few out here who passed the dragon’s test, but they haven’t passed mine. Arrogant fools, thinking they were born with everything they need to know. We’ve got to disabuse them of that notion, or they’ll be a danger to the rest of us. Set them on the right path, or we wash them out. You understand me?”

      Ramshorn grinned. He did understand.

      Tilly walked toward the group of candidates, who were all dressed in thick, leather training armor stuffed liberally with wool to protect them from the battering of their peers. They were surrounded by racks of wooden practice weapons. They were supposed to be demonstrating what they could do with each style of weapon and were beginning to show affinities and needs which might direct the selection of the few enchanted armaments the dragon knights had available.

      One man had taken a liking to a short spear, and another was hefting a giant slab of a blade that was similar to the bastard sword Sergeant Reventrant had used before the wild dragon had bit the poor man in two. Eberhard had used the spear before he’d fallen. Tilly guessed the pair were nobles whose families had intelligence on the dragon knights’ cache and on which items within it might be unclaimed. It was an uncomfortable thought, that rumors were flying about steering men and women toward items that had been wielded by his friends.

      Tilly drew close and saw that Ainsley Bohm held the spear. Tilly grunted. It was just as he guessed. Of course the scion of House Bohm would know more than the others. Tilly didn’t know the man with the bastard sword, but the way Lord Bohm carried himself when they sparred beside each other, Tilly assumed it was another relative of a landgrave. They were the worst of the bunch, but perfect for what he had in mind.

      He paused half a dozen steps from the candidates, coldly observing their activities. The captain rested his fists on his hips and forced himself to adopt the haughty arrogance of a headmaster meeting a new batch of students for the first time. He stared with disdain, waiting until they noticed.

      Ainsley Bohm, as he might have guessed, was the first to speak to him. The boy spoke in an elegant lilt, hardly winded from the arms practice, though Tilly had seen him putting in serious effort. “Captain, good day to you. We have been wondering when we’ll be allowed to see the dragons again. As you can imagine, we’re eager for our first ride.”

      “That’s not up to me,” he told them. “The fae are… stubborn, you could say. The dragons only allow those on their backs that they want to allow. There’s more to your training than learning to hold a sword or cinch a harness and more to their acceptance than giving you a sniff during the testing. Be patient, Lord Bohm. The day will come, but not soon.”

      The landgrave’s son placed the butt of the wooden spear in the gravel of the courtyard and nodded dramatically. “Of course, Captain. You know best how to train men to become knights, but I believe you will agree you have a sore need of fresh blood in your ranks. Perhaps we don’t carry these weapons with the skill of experienced dragon knights, but we’ve all been training for years how to swing a sword. If I may make the suggestion, perhaps we should be assigned the weapons we are already best with and move on to the more, ah, unique aspects of learning to fly a dragon? We should not rush, as you say, but perhaps we can dispense with the formalities and skip areas in which we are already proficient.”

      Tilly grunted. “You know how this goes, do you not? You are not the first Bohm to be within these walls. Surely you know what would happen to you if you tried to climb up the back of a dragon right now.”

      “My family has served in the Roost for centuries, and our line has produced more dragon knights than any other,” declared the young lord, “and it’s my hope to continue that legacy. I don’t ask you to put us on dragons today. That’d be insanity. What I am saying, unlike some of the others, I have already benefited from extensive training with my family, and I believe—”

      “To sit on the back of a dragon, you must earn it,” said Tilly, letting his gaze drift over the lot of them. “That usually takes time, to convince a dragon you are worthy. Then it takes years to learn the subtle signals and communication we use with the beasts to coordinate our actions, but if you think you’re worthy of the dragons’ respect, mayhaps we could skip a few steps if there are any of you ready to seek their approval.”

      “Thought they already approved us,” drawled the man with the wooden bastard sword.

      He was a big fellow, nearly Tilly’s own size. Not a cuirassier from some minor noble house. Those men tended to be slender, and while every single one of them was a prick, they weren’t the sort of pricks that chose a giant sword like this fellow had. It required a different sort of confidence to wield a weapon like that. It was the sort of blade you picked up when you intended to chop a man in two. The type of sword you carried when you’d never lost a fight.

      Reventrant had earned the right. He’d bested his share of enemies and hadn’t met his match until he’d faced a wild dragon. This man, this boy? He’d never been tested. When dealing with a dragon, one wasn’t likely to last long without a healthy dose of humility. In the captain’s experience, it was best to sort those out who had no chance of success.

      Tilly asked him, “Candidate, I’m afraid I do not recall your name.”

      “Lord Franz Lehmann, Captain. Of Klafen.”

      “Landgrave Lehmann’s son, of course. I suppose we’ve met?”

      “I was smaller then,” said the big lord with a wink.

      “Two sons of landgraves,” muttered Captain Tilly, looking past the pair to the other candidates. “Fortune Favors us. Are there any others?”

      A slender woman raised her hand and stepped forward.

      “My sister, Lina,” declared Franz Lehmann. “She and I both feel it is important that our family is well represented in your ranks. These are dangerous times, Captain Tilly. I second Ainsley’s suggestion. Perhaps those of us who already know the use of a sword are ready to proceed to more… esoteric skills. I’m sure the sergeant can bring the others along after us in good time.”

      Lina Lehmann stood quietly in resolute support of her brother, and no others stepped forward.

      Tilly sighed with relief. Lords and ladies were born thinking they were better than everyone else, but the children of the landgraves truly believed it. These fools actually thought that if he let them try to mount a dragon, they would survive the day. People like them did not learn from words. They learned from painful experience, if they learned at all.

      He asked the big landgrave’s son, “You’re eager to earn your spurs so you can fly down to Klafen and help your father against Cojita?”

      “I don’t think my father will need the help,” replied Franz Lehmann with smooth assuredness, “but I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t eager to face the savages myself. Heard you had a bit of trouble with them recently.” He leaned on the long wooden bastard sword, fingers tapping on the hilt. “I can help. Someone must take the place of the knights you’ve lost.”

      “Perhaps,” agreed Captain Tilly. Did this boy think it wise to remind him of Reventrant’s death? He gestured for the big lad to come forward. “Let me see what you’ve got.”

      Standing upright, Franz replied, “Gladly, though I didn’t see a battle axe on these racks of practice weapons. I would not want to put you at a disadvantage and force you to wield a weapon you’re uncomfortable with.”

      “I won’t need a weapon,” replied Tilly. He flexed his hands and grinned. “Come on, lad. You’re young and vigorous, aren’t you? Don’t be afraid of an old, unarmed man.”

      Lord Franz Lehmann glanced at Tilly, then at Sergeant Ramshorn, then back to Tilly. “Are you…”

      “Knock the captain down, and I’ll put you on the back of a dragon today,” offered Ramshorn.

      Smirking, Franz swept his heavy wooden bastard sword up, lashing backhanded at Tilly’s skull.

      The captain ducked, and the sword whistled over his head. He stepped toward Franz, trying to get into the boy’s guard, but Franz retreated and swung again in an impressive recovery. The big lad hadn’t merely chosen the sword because he knew one was available. He was skilled with the giant blade. It took years to learn the subtle balance of attack without overextension with such a heavy weapon.

      They circled each other, and Tilly admired the boy’s footwork. His weapons masters had earned their gold. Against another opponent, Franz Lehmann would have good reason for his confidence.

      The big lad leapt into another attack. Tilly dodged again, then grabbed the blade of the wooden sword with his hand before Franz could swing back with it. He stepped into the boy’s charge and chopped his other hand down onto Franz’s wrists, snapping them away from the hilt of the bastard sword. Tilly thrust with it, smashing the butt of the weapon into the center of the young lord’s forehead. Franz fell straight backward, landing flat on his back then rolling onto his side, clutching his face and cursing.

      The captain waited until he recovered, then bent over to offer Franz a hand to pull him up. Franz took it reluctantly, then accepted his practice sword back from the captain.

      “No dragon riding today, alas.”

      “You cheated,” claimed Franz, still with a hand on his forehead. “A real sword would have taken your fingers off if you’d grabbed it like that.”

      Shaking his head, Tilly responded, “The rules you used to live by no longer are. What defined you must be left behind as well, so there is space for what you will become. What you thought was impossible must become possible. It does not matter what would have happened if that was a real sword because it wasn’t a real sword. The rules of others outside of these walls do not matter because as dragon knights, we play by rules unique to—“

      Franz Lehmann attacked again. He thrust with the sword, putting his weight behind the blow.

      Tilly leaned to the side, and the tip of the practice sword whispered by a finger-width from his ribs. He grabbed it and smashed his opposite elbow into Franz Lehmann’s face, the point of his arm like a battering ram against a cheap wooden door. Lehmann fell back again, spitting blood and teeth. Tilly yanked the practice sword from the boy’s grip a second time.

      He raised it up, then brought it down onto his knee, cracking the hard wood into two pieces. He whipped the blade against Franz’s face, shattering the lad’s nose with the blow, then brought the hilt around and cracked it against the boy’s brow, splitting his skin and knocking him senseless. Franz Lehmann fell again in a limp heap, and this time, he stayed down.

      Tilly tossed the broken pieces of the sword onto the lad’s unconscious body and told the others, “The rules are different, but so are the consequences. Back in Klafen, it’d be a capital offense to harm a landgrave’s son like that, even in arms training. Here, no one cares. He can complain to General Walhausen, Hans Caspar, even the queen herself, and they won’t do anything about it. Not even his own father will voice a complaint because, unlike this boy, Landgrave Jan Lehmann understands. You’ve come so we can teach you to be more than you are. Do you understand? It doesn’t matter if you’re a landgrave’s son or a baker’s daughter because when we are done with you, you will have left all of that behind. We did not recruit you because of who you are but because of who you might be. Remember this day if you start to believe that what you are is already enough. Remember this day if you start to believe that you’re ready to be what I and the other dragon knights are already.”

      He nudged the unconscious Franz Lehmann with the toe of his boot. The boy was still out cold. Good. Chances were, there’d been no saving him, but there could be hope for the others, his sister and Ainsley Bohm. Perhaps witnessing this lesson was enough for them to learn. Or not. All Tilly could do was try.

      Looking toward Lina, he said, “When he wakes up, tell him he’s rejected from the dragon knights. It is for the best, though I don’t think he will see it that way for many years. If you cannot bring yourself to listen to me and the others, you won’t survive this training. Any of you. Franz Lehmann would not have made it to the end of our apprenticeship. The world is a hard place, but we must forge you into something even harder, or you will break. The boy has until nightfall to clear out his stuff.”

      Lina Lehmann swallowed painfully, then nodded. Tilly studied the rest of them, then nodded as well. They were all somber, even Ainsley Bohm. For the children of landgraves, it was likely the first time in their lives they ever considered the fact that someone could so casually hurt them. By continuing this apprenticeship, they were in danger. Would they rise to that challenge, or would they flee?

      Sergeant Ramshorn stepped forward, ignoring the unconscious boy bleeding onto the gravel. “All right, then. We’ll fetch another bastard sword for practice, and everyone get back to sparring. Come on, now. Show me what you’ve got.”
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      The two men who’d come to collect them were unremarkable. The land they walked on beneath the fading sun and then underneath a rising moon was uninteresting as well. The forest, which Lady Brandt had described, looked like any reasonably large stand of trees, though Gerhard didn’t know enough woodcraft to tell if these were somehow different.

      But once they made it through the first hundred paces of growth and came across a narrow track worn into the wood, things began to change. There was a diffuse light filtering around the trunks of the trees, like fog but glowing from within.

      Their guides did not seem to notice and shuffled slowly in the dark when the light of the sky was hidden by the canopy of the trees. Gerhard and Aileen had no problem, though, and they walked the path confidently. He glanced at her, wondering if she understood what they were seeing.

      Raw magic of the fae, bleeding across the land. He and Aileen had the fae-sight. Their guides did not. There would be a gateway nearby, Gerhard suspected. It was the only explanation for the way magic could saturate a place like this. It meant a passage into a realm beyond their own.

      Did the dwarf use the gateway to return to its realm, or did the portal go somewhere else? What was the meaning if it’d been left open and magic was allowed to spill through? Gerhard knew little of these structures, just what he’d been briefed on in his ministry training and what little he’d picked up through his own reading. There’d been a time when the esoterica of the fae seemed of vital importance to him, but over the years, the constant press of the mundane had worn his curiosity away. Instead, he’d turned to the visceral arts of seduction and violence to conduct his work, but he still recalled some of what he’d read, what he’d learned, and what he’d guessed.

      He hoped that would be enough.

      They exited the forest and found the lake Aileen had spoken of. In the dark, it glowed like a bowl of moonlight. The gateway? They’d been described as doors, hallways, and rocky passages through remote mountains, but always, they were places of transition where one element met another. A lake was such a place, and it made him highly suspicious they were expected to cross it instead of a path leading them around the shore. There was a small boat tied where the trail exited the trees, and their guides gestured to it.

      “Seriously?” asked Gerhard. “We shouldn’t get in that thing. We shouldn’t cross that at all. It’s dangerous.”

      “What are you talking about?” protested Aileen. “I’ve crossed these waters hundreds of times. It’s the easiest way in and out, and we fish from these waters.”

      “Fortune’s Curse,” he muttered, “you eat the fish from here?”

      “Why should we not?” she asked.

      Their guides looked on, equally as confused.

      “What… did those fish look like?”

      She shrugged. “Fish, I guess. I don’t know. I’d never caught one until I came here.”

      Gerhard glanced at the guides, but still, neither spoke. He began to wonder if they could speak the tongue of Wahrheit. They were in the remote recesses of Darford, after all. It was odd, he thought, having such silent companions. He’d never been one to hold his tongue when there were jests to be made or mysteries to dissect. These men must be curious about what the girl’s journey had been like leaving their sheltered enclave, yet they did not ask. It gave Gerhard the creeps, but Aileen did not act as if anything was amiss.

      “Come on,” she said.

      She clambered into the boat, shifting so that she was at the far end of it. The guides went next, taking up a pair of oars. Gerhard began to get in the back, though there wasn’t really a front or a back to the thing. Both ends were identical.

      He paused, one leg slung over the gunwale. Their guides were identical as well, two unremarkable men, but in the light shining from below, he saw their features for the first time, and they were the exact same.

      “Gerhard,” said Aileen, “I’ve been gone well over a month. I’m ready to be… back.”

      Home? Had she been about to say home? Gerhard pushed with his leg, and the small boat rocked out into the open lake. He settled onto a hard wooden bench, carefully avoiding any of the water.

      Their guides began to row, propelling them easily across the calm surface. Trees cupped the lake, rising toward the feet of the mountains. Through the shimmering fog that lay upon the water, once they were halfway across, Gerhard could begin to pick out some structures and other signs of habitation clustered near the opposite shore. They were the first buildings he had seen since crossing into Darford.

      There were a few longhouses, which could have been communal properties for meetings or structures used for storage, and a dock with a boat similar to theirs tied to it. Half a dozen hovels were near the dock, and there was a well-worn track headed back toward the mountain where Aileen had claimed the bulk of the community resided hidden with an extensive network of caves.

      At the foot of the dock were two people, and Gerhard could tell from Aileen’s body language they were the two she’d returned to see—a man and a woman.

      They were dressed much like the guides but were unarmed. The man had the pale, tussled look of Darford, but the woman could have hailed from there or from Aufield. She had thick, curly hair that cascaded down to her shoulders and an open, honest face that Gerhard could imagine a young girl finding solace in. Unlike the men, she shined with life, but her look wasn’t that of someone welcoming home a lover. In fact, she—

      “Aileen,” said Gerhard, looking past the blank visages of their guides as they steadily rowed them across the lake. “There is no woodsmoke. No lights in those buildings. How many people did you say live here?”

      “Hundreds,” she responded, her back to him, looking toward the woman on the dock.

      “It’s cold out here,” he muttered. “Even if everyone is abed, why is there no scent of smoke? We’re in a forest, so fuel is not the problem. Something is…” he continued, staring at their guides, “wrong.”

      “Aileen,” called out the woman from the dock, her voice oddly muffled by the glowing fog. “You found him.”

      “I did,” responded Lady Aileen Brandt, and Gerhard heard the catch in her voice, even if no one else seemed to react. “Vinlow, it’s good to see you. I… missed you.”

      The boat bumped against the dock. The man, presumably Vinlow’s common law husband, reached out a hand to help Aileen ashore, but the young noblewoman scrambled up without his assistance. She stood awkwardly, as if wondering whether a hug was appropriate or not for the woman she’d clearly fallen in love with. A woman who stood by her husband.

      Vinlow, for her part, was casually studying Gerhard, as if examining freshly caught fish from the lake laid out for inspection.

      Gerhard held his hand out for the man to haul him onto the dock, but the man turned away. Grumbling to himself, Gerhard disembarked as well. Their guides sat in the boat, like they would not come ashore, but they did not shove off and row back the other way either.

      “I suppose we’re too late and they’ve already closed up the wineshop for the night?” asked Gerhard, gesturing toward the dark buildings clustered near the foot of the dock.

      “Come with us,” said Vinlow, and she turned, edging around Aileen and walking toward the looming dolomite cliffs that rose above them.

      They walked between the longhouses and the hovels, and it was clear they were not just quiet with the occupants early to bed, rather they were abandoned. Even Aileen began to have a hitch in her step as she looked curiously and then nervously at the vacant buildings. Vinlow and her husband walked in the lead, eyes straight ahead. Gerhard looked behind, and their guides still sat in the boat, motionless on the glowing lake.

      Fortune’s Curse, had they passed through the gateway? He’d thought the entrance must be through the water, but his knowledge was incomplete and his experience lacking. He looked up and saw the dark sky and bright white stars above. The stars of his realm. The grimoires all claimed the sky of the fae realms was different, so they were not in the gateway yet, though this place was very strange.

      An owl hooted, the sound mournful on the wind as it drifted through the trees. The owl was another sign this place was still their own world, but when they walked beneath the shadow of the cliffs, and he lost sight of the moon, Gerhard worried they would not remain in that realm for long.

      He should turn and run, he mused. None of the people they’d seen would be a match for him, even on their own terrain and with the bows the guides carried. They did not move with the grace of natural huntsmen or warriors. He could circle the lake this time, avoiding the eerie potential of the water, and cross back into Wahrheit over the goat path or even through the legal border crossing. It wasn’t he who would be wanted in Aufield. Gerhard Fischer had been a stranger to Lady Abigail Brandt before he’d struck her in Idore. He doubted she would recall his face, and if she did, she wouldn’t have risked telling her soldiers who he was. If she guessed who his employer was, she would know it was a dangerous game for a landgrave’s daughter to send assassins after ministry agents. He would be safe. Aufield would not risk war because of a single blow. Gerhard could go home.

      But he hadn’t gotten to where he was by playing it safe. He was a gambler at heart, and he enjoyed the thrill of the life, but more than anything, he couldn’t let a puzzle sit unfinished. His instincts screamed to run, but if he did, he would never know who this dwarf was and why she sought him.

      That didn’t mean he meant to let the dwarf make all of the rules. When they reached the cliff wall, he could see fissures where time or geological activity had opened gaps in the flat faces of the stone. They led out of sight, which wasn’t far, as there was still no light except from the ambient glow of the now hidden sky and the luminescence from the lake behind them. Neither Vinlow nor her husband paused, but Aileen slowed her steps to a crawl. Gerhard stopped.

      “Tell her to come meet us here,” he instructed.

      “She will see you inside,” replied Vinlow, turning slowly to look at him. “I do not know what Aileen told you, but our master rarely leaves her chambers.”

      “A little fresh air is good for everyone,” retorted Gerhard. He gave the woman a predatory smile. “Have her come meet us here, or I will leave.”

      “But you’ve come so far,” argued Vinlow.

      “Aye, far enough, don’t you think?”

      Vinlow glanced at her husband, and they held each other’s gaze for a long moment. Finally, the man entered the dark cave.

      Aileen asked Vinlow, “Where is everyone?”

      “They’ve served their purpose and have been released.”

      “I don’t understand?”

      “They’ve been killed,” guessed Gerhard.

      Vinlow did not object, which was confirmation enough.

      Aileen stepped toward Gerhard, her eyes still on Vinlow. “They were all… killed? How is that? Who killed them? What is… what is happening here? This forest was bustling with life when I was last here. Vinlow, what happened?”

      “Stay behind me, lass,” Gerhard warned Aileen.

      “What? Why?”

      “Because now you’ve served your purpose. Like the others, the dwarf no longer needs you.”

      Aileen looked wildly between him and Vinlow. Gently, Gerhard took her arm and moved her behind him. He could hear heavy, shuffling footsteps coming. It would be best if he was between the dwarf and the lass. He’d made no deal with this fae, so unlike the others, he was not in her thrall. There were rules the fae must adhere to. She could not attack him unless threatened. The others were in greater danger than any of them seemed to understand. The dwarf held them completely in her power.

      The dwarf emerged alone, and Vinlow’s shoulders slumped, confirming everything Gerhard had guessed about what was happening here.

      “Searing eye,” said the dwarf, her squat body coming into view but her face still hidden in shadow. “I have been waiting a long time for you to come. Lifetimes, for one of your kind.”

      “I came as soon as I heard you were looking for me,” he told her.

      Lifetimes? She’d been waiting since before he was born? He’d heard foretellings before. Often, they guided the minister of intelligence and his machinations, but the spy hadn’t heard something like this. It had the ring of prophecy, which made his gut clench. Prophecy, he’d been told, was simply a word for when the fae had plans for you. Rarely would those plans be pleasant.

      The dwarven woman laughed, the warm, jolly sound of a grandmother watching her grandchildren at play. “As soon as you heard. Indeed.”

      “Why do you call me the seering eye? Or do you say searing? Do I see what lies beyond, or does my gaze burn?”

      “Both,” she said, nodding her head. “Both.”

      “Tell me, dwarf. What do you want to bargain for?”

      “My release from this prison.”

      He frowned. He had not expected that.

      Seeing his expression, she understood and gestured behind where he’d come from. “I cannot pass the barriers my kin laid around me. The lake, the trees, the mountains, the sky… they make the walls of my enclosure. I tried to dig my way out, oh did I try, but they anticipated that as well. I have been in this place a long time, and I am very tired of trying to escape on my own.”

      “I thought there was a gateway here,” he remarked.

      “There is. In the caves. A portal to my own realm, but it is lost to me. Lost to us all. Rykaal took it. I was amongst the first of us to fall. There are times I think that is why they left me here, as punishment. You know of Rykaal, yes? But not his name, I see. He spoke to your queen.”

      “The skiengvaal?”

      The dwarf cringed, and if he didn’t know better, Gerhard would have stepped forward and given her a hug and made her a steaming cup of tea. She looked like a woman who spent her last copper on sugar to bake into treats for the village children for no more compensation than seeing them smile, but she’d killed hundreds of her attendants. This dwarf, no matter how sweet she looked, was an absolute monster. And she thought he would free her?

      “Is it knowledge you seek?” she asked him. “Release me from this prison, and you shall know all that I know. More than any man. More even than many of the fae. Do we have a deal, searing eye?”

      “We do not,” he said. “If I’m to make a bargain with you, I must know the lay of the board and the stakes we play for. Tell me, or I will go.”

      Her comforting smile turned into a wicked sneer. “Such confidence. Are you sure that you are able to leave? Can you turn your back on me, searing eye?”

      “I am safe from you,” he told her. “We have no bargain, so you have no hold on me, and if you meant to keep me here with force, you shouldn’t have killed all who serve you.”

      “Everything has a cost.” She pointed toward the sky, “This foreign moon burns my skin. It’s gotten worse during all of the years I spent underground. Now, it is uncomfortable out here if I don’t have a life to shroud me from the reflected fire of your sun. Think. If I killed a man just to walk outside, imagine what I will do to you if you defy me.”

      Gerhard snorted. “Do what you wish to those who serve you, but you have no hold on me, dwarf.”

      “Not on you,” she said, leaning to the side as if to peer at Aileen behind him.

      Gerhard forced himself to laugh and put his hands on his hips in a false display of bravado. “Tell me what this is all about.”

      “I tire of my confinement,” the dwarf told him, “and I can no longer go home. It is Rykaal’s home now. He has conquered it, as he will your realm. I seek a new place where I can survive free of his clutches. It is a simple thing, but all that matters is simple.”

      “That is all that you want from me?”

      “All? It is never all, but that is the truth. One by one, the realms of fae and man are toppling beneath the assault of the skiengvaal. They will rule us, searing eye, and we shall all weep.”

      “What is to be done about it?” he asked her.

      “Run. Hide.”

      “And if we do not?”

      “You and the other paladins are destined to fight, though you are not destined to win,” she told him. “Whether you do or do not, is of no concern to me, but I must be freed, so that I may flee. In my years, I have learned my own survival is the only thing worth caring about.”

      “Paladins? What does that mean?”

      She chastised him, “You ask much and offer nothing in return.”

      “I offer you a chance to bargain with me,” he told her. “Tell me what you know, and perhaps I will deal with you. Do not tell me, and I will go and you will live another hundred years trapped in that cave.”

      “If you leave, I will kill the girl,” the dwarf warned him.

      “Sorrow and regret, dwarf. We have that in common. Do not threaten me with wounds I already carry.”

      “You believe you have courage, searing eye, but what you have is ignorance. You would not be so brave if you knew what I know.”

      “Then tell me.”

      “The paladins are mankind’s chosen heroes,” she said, “a few who must stand against the few. Your last hope, so to speak. You, the searing eye, and others. I will not share their names because I do not know. The barriers which imprison me also blind me, but I saw you. I knew our paths would intersect and that you had the power to free me. The others… you must seek them if you want to defy the skiengvaal. Together, you can offer your challenge.”

      “And shall we prevail?”

      The dwarf shrugged. “My kind had our paladins as well, yet most of our realm has already fallen. The elves, the sprites, they still hold, though I believe they will not hold much longer. Time destroys all. The other fae are no different from us dwarves, but they learned from us and the dragons, and it’s allowed them to put up a better fight. Ha. They have to. They have seen the cost of failure, but in the end, it will mean nothing.”

      “The dragons?”

      The dwarf chuckled. “The dragons were the first. They lost their realm over six hundred years ago measured in your time. They serve the skiengvaal now, and some have fallen so far they are in the thrall of men. That is a fate I would like to avoid.”

      Gerhard grunted. He studied the woman then asked her, “How can we defeat the skiengvaal?”

      The dwarf grinned back at him. “The hope of your race, a grand price indeed! This is what I ask of you. Free me, and I will tell you how the paladins might defeat the abominations.”

      “Free you? How?”

      “I do not know,” she responded confidently, “but you do. You have the means to break me from his prison. Do it, searing eye, and I shall reveal the truth.”

      For a long moment, Gerhard was confused, though he warred to keep it from his face. Free the dwarf from her prison? How was he supposed to—Ah. She was right. He did know.

      “You go first,” he told her, “and then we will have a deal. No echoes. No twists. Sealed with our true names.”

      “First? No, I share a truth that may mean the future of your race. You merely free me from bonds that were unjustly put upon me. The bargain is already out of balance. You must—“

      “Go first, or there is no deal. If I put myself into your hands through a bargain, then I must know. Tell me your name, dwarf, or we have no deal. Share how we may defeat the skiengvaal, and I will break the spell which holds you. My words, as Gerhard Fischer.”

      “Drophain,” she said. “I have no surname.”

      He waited.

      “To defeat the skiengvaal, the paladins must destroy the creature’s truth. Shatter that truth, prove it is an illusion, and you take the skiengvaal’s power. You must upset their bargain, so that their own magic rebounds against them, and only then will they be vulnerable.”

      “That is all?”

      “The fae have been trying to defy them for thousands of years,” she told him with a laugh. “We have killed three. Three still remain. Knowing the truth and using the truth are different things.”

      “So I need to learn of a deal that they’ve made, and I need to break it?”

      The dwarf nodded. “You or one of the other paladins. Breaking their truth will not kill them, but it will make them killable, and that is all that I can offer you.”

      “What truth? How will I know what bargain to break if I don’t—“

      “You know one who has dealt with Rykaal,” supplied Drophain. “For a man of your insights, that should be enough.”

      He fell silent. She was right again. He did know.

      “Now free me.”

      Gerhard turned to Aileen and asked her, “May I have the pendant we collected in Idore?”

      Blinking owlishly, as if she wasn’t entirely sure whether it was all real or a dream, she removed her pack and searched through it. The dwarf, Drophain, waited anxiously, her eyes gleaming pale blue as she stared hungrily at the silver pendant. It was circular, fashioned with spiraling silver loops surrounding a dull gemstone.

      “It is ugly,” complained Drophain. “Not dwarven craft. Not elvish, either. I cannot read this foreign magic.”

      “Dwarven magic would not break the spell that contains you,” he told her. “If your magic was capable of freeing you, you wouldn’t need me.”

      She did not respond to that, which made him think maybe it was true.

      “You must wear this,” he told her, “and I will activate it. It has the power to shatter the spell your kin put upon you.”

      “If it is n-not dwarven…” she stammered.

      If it was not of her magic, she would have no power to remove it. She would not admit that to him, but he knew it well enough. Her hesitation proved it.

      “I’m no wizard,” he told her. “Not a Grimm, either. I’ve never even met one. My fae-lore is limited, but I know this will work. It is the only thing I know of that can break the bonds put upon you. You have to trust me.”

      “Trust a man?”

      He shrugged. “I don’t know of any other way, and that is the truth. How long have you been stuck here in these mountains, in this cave? How long before you can no longer hold that gateway shut behind you and the skiengvaal come through?”

      Drophain sighed heavily. “Very well. Do your magic.”

      Snorting, Gerhard stepped hesitantly toward her, but she did not move against him. He raised the pendant, then quickly put it around her neck, half fearing she would strike him while he was doing it and vulnerable, but the dwarf stood motionless. Fortune’s Curse, she was terrified of the skiengvaal, he realized. More than anything, she feared them, and that ought to be a lesson.

      “Just one more quick…” he told her.

      He held the pendant on her chest and twisted a middle loop of the design. The gemstone began to crackle, tiny sparkles of pale pink in a sea of dark blue. Vivid flashes of azure splayed across it.

      “What does—“ started Drophain.

      She vanished.

      The pendant sat in Gerhard’s hand, the gemstone now glittering brightly, the jewelry warm to the touch. The chain which had been around her neck fell loose, hanging from his fist. Carefully, the spy hung the pendant around his own neck, making sure to tuck it securely beneath his shirt.

      “Fortune’s Curse,” whispered Aileen. “Where did she go?”

      “Out of one prison and into another.” He glanced between Aileen and Vinlow. “I don’t know if her new prison will break the bindings she tied to you. It’s possible you may still be in her service, but know this. She cannot harm you while I have her contained. If she escapes… Woe to all three of us.”

      “But her deal with m-me…” stammered Aileen.

      “Vinlow’s husband is dead,” he told her. “She’s all yours, now. Though I think you’ll find what you have isn’t what you wanted. Now, can either of you lead me into that cave and take me to the gateway? It may be large, or small, or look like anything really, except it will be a passage only the dwarf has ever taken.”

      “I know of a place,” said Vinlow, seemingly in shock at the turn of events. “Come with me.”

      Inside the mouth of the cave, Gerhard was relieved to see they kept torches on hand. Vinlow lit three of them and passed them around. With that light flickering harshly on the walls of the cave and the horrors inside, she led them through the city the dwarven woman had dug trying to free herself from her prison. Over the years, centuries it appeared, those tunnels and caverns had been turned into a home for her followers.

      It was a hard, cold place, and it was filled with the bodies of those she had consumed. Hundreds of them, nothing more than bloodless husks. Gerhard shuddered. Dwarves craved two things—power and blood. Drophain, sequestered from the halls of power, had supped on what she had available, her followers. A few showed signs that they’d tried to fight or to flee but not many. Most had been completely in Drophain’s thrall, guessed Gerhard, and couldn’t run if they’d wanted to. Their throats had been torn open, and they’d been drained with the same efficiency he would use to finish a bottle of fine wine.

      By the time they’d walked half an hour, moving ever deeper beneath the mountain, the stench of death filled his every breath. Even dry as dust, bodies decomposed eventually. Not all of Drophain’s followers had been killed at once, but many that he saw had been killed in the last month. The dwarf had been preparing for her freedom. He shuddered, thinking uncomfortably of what she would have done had she gotten loose. Fortune’s Curse, what had she done to be imprisoned by her own kin in the first place?

      Finally, the caves and tunnels ended in a soaring cavern, where one wall was carved with an impressive archway. Quartz, or some other glittering mineral foreign to this land, seemed to shimmer with an internal light. There was no doubt this was the gateway.

      “This is it,” confirmed Vinlow, had he somehow still been wondering.

      “What are we doing here?” asked Aileen. “I’ve never seen this place. No one was allowed this far back.”

      “I’m not sure why we are here,” admitted Gerhard, “but I’ve a suspicion it was not Drophain who has been directing our steps. If she had a foretelling, it was an incomplete one, a hint her kin or some other fae showed her, while they hid the rest.”

      “The rest of what?” demanded Aileen.

      The gateway pulsed, brilliant light flashing and blinding them, unleashing a sound like a gong the size of a palace being struck by a giant. It reverberated against the walls of the cave, echoing and pounding, rattling their ribcages and making Gerhard’s heart skip a beat, but it did not deafen him. It was not true sound but true power, and as he blinked and the light of the gateway finally faded, he heard his own gasp.

      There was a boy standing there. An urchin. He looked as lost as Gerhard felt.
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      Jacques, or as he’d recently taken to styling himself, Marquis Jacques Fleetfoot, first of his name, was pleased to find that money did in fact buy respect. Or at least, it purchased deference while one was spending it, which at his tender age, seemed to be much the same.

      Throughout his span of fourteen winters in this world, though he wouldn’t have been able to count them if asked, he’d seen men grovel for gold, and he’d seen men grovel to avoid a raised fist. He hadn’t seen much else.

      He’d been born on a farm in western Clermont, just a day’s walk from the border with Wahrheit. His family had traded with the western kingdom for years, he’d been told, until Marquis du Lacque had decreed all trade from their village stop. He never understood why, and neither had his pa evidently, as he’d been killed trying to protest the decree.

      His ma had heard there was work for young boys and girls in Wahrheit, so she’d sold him. He was young, and she seemed certain, so he had not thought it strange. At least, no stranger than anything else that had happened in his short life. No one had told him what kind of work he was meant to do until it was too late. His ma should have known. She probably did know, which he could admit to himself sometimes, but most often, he could not.

      Jacques didn’t remember the early years in the beginning when he’d first arrived in Ehrstadt. None of the urchins did. It was best if one forgot the past. Best to not think of the future too. Survive the day. Wake up to a new one. Hope and pray that something would have changed. Those that couldn’t lose their memories and their dreams rarely lasted long in their profession.

      But life as an urchin never changed. Never had, anyway, until he’d been sent to Cardinal Borromeo in the churchman’s dormitory. Most often, the churchmen came to see them. He supposed they felt guilty paying for pleasure within the Creator’s house, but outside of it they didn’t seem to feel guilty at all. But Borromeo was a little different, a little bolder, than his peers. Jacques had been to his rooms before. Everyone in the creche had. There were rumors in the creche about the valuables the cardinal left lying around—gold, gemstones, trinkets which could be sold. Enough for a new life, it was said.

      Of course, most of their clientele had similar rumors attached to the vast, luxurious abodes they resided within, and it was true, always. Those men and the rare woman had wealth they’d forgotten about, enough wealth to sustain Jacques and those like him for a lifetime.

      It was unfair, but such was life. The punishment for stealing was worse than death. Everyone died. What sort of example would that set for the others? No, if Jacques or the other urchins were accused of theft, the pimps would torture them in public. They would utilize the most creative evils they could fathom—which frequently were not very creative, given the sorts of men who got into that profession—but they did their best, and their best was typically enough because even torture by an unimaginative oaf was still torture.

      Jacques figured that within a day, maybe two, they would catch up to him, and he would serve as another example of the woes experienced by those who stole. He’d known that the moment he’d flipped open the plain-looking tithing box on the cardinal’s desk. He’d known as he stuffed his pockets with gold and silver marks that he would pay with his life and, in the final days before it ended, his dignity, if he still had such a thing. At the time, that price seemed insignificant. What was his life worth? You could not take from those who had nothing.

      His pockets jingling with more coin than he’d ever seen, he’d fled the cardinal’s dormitory, slipping away while all the other righteous tenants in the building were sleeping or conducting their own deprivations. He’d escaped the church’s grand compound and found himself on the streets of Ehrstadt.

      He had no idea where to go. Not back to his pimps, obviously, but he didn’t know of anywhere else. Would an inn of any reasonable repute take in a boy like him? He was dressed in clothing cleaner and newer than those his age who lived on the street, and he was regularly scrubbed with harsh soaps and his hair trimmed or left unkempt, depending on the changing tastes of their clients. He didn’t look like his life was as hard as it was. There were other boys who did, and there were men who paid for that, but for better or worse, Jacques was not one of them. Nonetheless, there was a smear on his soul he was certain others could see. He carried a darkness which soap and water would never cleanse.

      There was one place he knew, a house of pleasure he was occasionally sent to. The Lavender Orchid was like a grand palace, he’d always thought, filled with fragrant scents drifting from censers placed throughout the rooms. The windows were covered with diaphanous silks that let the light in from outside but showed nothing of what occurred within. The furniture, and there was a lot of it, was covered in velvet and embroidery. He enjoyed going there just to sit on the couches and breathe the heavy air.

      Always, there was food and wine to excess—rich, sweet delicacies and wine that would make him heady after half a glass. Unlike the seedy hovel where he was housed and used, the patrons of this place shared freely. The fantasy at the Orchid, the older workers told him, was not one of control but one of love. Back at his hovel, the clients abused him because it made them feel powerful. The clients of the Lavender Orchid knew deep down they were powerful, so instead, they paid for someone to care about them.

      The face of his trade at home was fear, but in the Orchid it was a smile. He was abused afterward, but that was his lot in life, and he’d forgotten the time when it wasn’t. Better to do it on a plush couch with a full belly than a dingy floor and only scraps to eat.

      When he’d arrived with gold and silver at the Lavender Orchid, he’d flashed a handful of the glittering coin, and he’d been allowed inside. If they recognized him, they did not show it. Jacques could not decide if that was comforting or painful. Did they not know one who’d worked amongst them, even if only from time to time? Was the other side of the couch such a long distance that they couldn’t fathom this young man lying down, instead of lying on top?

      He’d bought food and wine and tinctures which would make him dream, and he’d meant to share it, and then he’d meant to buy love. But he hadn’t. He ate his fill and then some. He’d drank until he’d been sick. He’d taken the tinctures, and he’d dreamed. He’d woken, his pockets still heavy with stolen coin. No one would rob him here. The Lavender Orchid was one of the safest places in Ehrstadt. They did not need to steal money you were going to give them anyway. He’d begun again but slower this time.

      They would keep serving him until his money was gone. He wasn’t the first to come into illicit funds with no expectation of holding onto them, and he didn’t think he would be the last. The Orchid would drain him for what he was worth until it was gone or until those he had wronged found him.

      The Orchid wouldn’t be expected to return coin that was spent. It was part of the game amongst a set of the population in Ehrstadt. The cost of doing business, he’d overheard once. It made it easier for those who were robbed to find what they had lost because there was only one place the thieves knew to spend it.

      Jacques sat on the couch, half a flagon of wine in front of him, a messy carcass of torn-apart roasted chicken, baked sugar cakes, olives and nuts, and fruits and cheeses, all spread before him. More than he would eat in a week normally, but he couldn’t bring himself to pick up another piece. He had drunk the other half of the flagon of wine, but he still vividly recalled being sick the day before, and it had not been pleasant, so he nursed the drink as well as the food.

      Moderation was not something he’d ever seen practiced, but it was something he was now considering, his belly uncomfortably stiff, his head swimming between cliffs of dull pain across a foggy sea.

      He considered that and the small brass box he’d stolen from the cardinal. It was the size of his hand and unadorned. The hinges were small and finely crafted. It opened and closed with smooth ease. The clasp fit snug and didn’t even jiggle when he moved it. He knew nothing of these things, but it seemed as well-made as a little metal box could be.

      But why?

      The cardinal had enough gold and silver marks lying forgotten in the collection box to buy hundreds of these little brass boxes, but it’d been there with nothing else but the coins. It’d been empty. What did someone do with a little box like this? Put jewelry in it? The cardinal had other boxes for that, which Jacques was sure of because he’d stolen them. Was the box for some herb, a drug that made the cardinal vigorous or made him sleep? Jacques had seen the cardinal lost in food and drink and lust dozens of times, but never had the man partaken of anything else. When men found their poison, they stayed loyal to it. If the cardinal had a vice beyond those three, Jacques would have witnessed it.

      The box was a small, silly thing to ponder, but the only other question on his mind was how quickly the pimps would find him and kill him, so Jacques kept fiddling with the box in one hand and sipping from the goblet of wine in the other. He had to do that because if he stopped spending coin, they were going to kick him out, and he had nowhere else to go.

      There was script at the bottom of the box you could see when it was open and held just so in the light. Jacques couldn’t read, but he didn’t believe it was the script of the king’s tongue. Could it be the language of his home, of Clermont? Jacques didn’t know what that writing looked like.

      He rubbed a finger over the writing and felt nothing. So strange. That must mean a high level of skill went into fashioning the box, didn’t it? Etching metal must leave a mark, so how were these words written? Ink? Paint? He sat back and sighed. Who cared? What did it matter how they’d built this box? Who cared about anything?

      “Who indeed, man-child.”

      He blinked and opened his eyes. Standing before Jacques was a tall, humanoid shape made of gold and silver. It seemed to sparkle or glow and had long limbs and a slender build. Its eyes were vertical ovals, jet black, and they reflected light like a gem. It was holding a shaft of pure white light. A spear of some sort? And it’d spoken. That was the strangest of all, because it had no mouth.

      He cleared his throat and asked it, “What?”

      “You pondered who cared about anything, and I agreed. Who indeed. Your people, the way they run about, it is themselves, you see. That is all they care about.”

      Jacques scratched his head, unsure how to reply to this thing, confused it had managed to reply to him.

      It waited patiently, watching him.

      Behind the figure, the sky was a dark purple dimpled with twinkling pink stars. It was bright, and as Jacques shifted, trying to look around, fronds of some glowing… thing moved with him. He was reclining on them. They felt like air but substantial. Yarn that moved on its own like it was floating under water. He could have been on water. Swimming, is that what they called it? But he did not know how to swim, and yet he did not sink. You couldn’t breathe underwater. Everyone knew that. What this stuff was did not make sense. None of this made any sense.

      “What are you doing here, man-child? It is not safe for you.”

      “I don’t… Where is here? Did… The tinctures? I took too much, I think.”

      “Yes, you did,” agreed the being, “but that is not how you came here. Follow me. I know where there are those of your kind. You’ll be safer… No, that is not the truth. Nowhere is safe, but you must leave this realm.”

      “But… what… realm? What does that mean? Why isn’t it safe?”

      “See,” suggested the being, pointing with its spear of white light.

      Jacques followed the creature’s gesture and saw black. Char. Leagues of it. As far as he could see. It was as if the world had burned. In the distance, there were shapes, hulking massive shadows. Some of them were flying, passing in and out of towering plumes of smoke. It was a war, of some sort, he thought. Jagged flashes of white burst toward the sky, like lightning reversed, and orange and red flame rained down. He was glad he could not see the details of who was fighting what.

      “What do you observe?” asked the gold and silver figure.

      “Ash,” he told the creature. “Shadow. Violence.”

      The creature nodded its elongated head. “Interesting. It is always strange how your kind perceive our world. Even those with the sight are blind here. You are worse, but you are not incorrect. Come, hurry. You should not be here. Without me on the line, we will lose ground, but what could the dragons buy with your life? More, I think, than they can take due to my absence. There are no good choices, man-child. You should not be here.”

      “I didn’t meant to… Where is here? I think I need to sleep.”

      “No,” said the being.

      Jacques was up and walking behind the glowing, silver and gold apparition. The yarn-like fluff billowed around their feet, insubstantial wisps like fog in the early mornings on Ehrstadt’s cold streets, but he was warm. Like a spring day. It smelled like something from before, before he’d come to Ehrstadt. Like grass and flowers and trees. And ash and blood. Those smells were familiar. Those smells he knew where they came from.

      He kicked his foot through the cloud and felt nothing. Colors shifted around them like the sheen of oil on water or like the light was split through one of those faceted lamps he’d seen in the Lavender Orchid. The being in front of him walked with preternatural grace, its feet seeming to hardly touch the ground, like it fluttered above on invisible wings. Shafts of blue, red, and yellow sparkled on its long, metallic limbs.

      If there was a ground. Jacques’ feet walked across something solid, but when he looked down, it was like he was moving across the underside of a cloud. He could see through it. The dark purple sky and the twinkling pink stars were beneath him as clearly as they were above him. Whatever substance he’d taken, he was certain now he’d taken far too much of it.

      What was happening to his body? Were the whores and the barmen and the bouncers dragging him out of sight? He’d overindulged, and they didn’t want that example for the other customers they were still trying to press to take more and more, always more until it was too much and too late.

      And then he and his guide were within a building or a cave, but the walls were flat and smooth like glass or some translucent stone. Diamond? The iridescent strands of color brushed against the other side of the stone like caressing fingers, but the colors did not come through. From this side, those shimmering shades looked like arrows flung with deadly purpose, but they did not touch what was inside. The light was like a woman client he’d had who pretended to be gentle but was as brutal as any of the men. She had not touched what was inside either. He had his walls, hard like the diamond that covered this place. The floor was cold on his bare feet, and there was no sound inside. Had there been outside?

      They were in a large, open room, like a throne room, he imagined, and then there was a throne at the far end with a man sitting upon it. A woman stood behind the man, to the side. The man wore a hood pulled low over his face like a thief in the stories or like a lord in the brothel.

      “Mage,” said the strange, ethereal being that had been guiding Jacques, “I found one of your kind. An urchin. He was on the border between what is lost and what is not yet lost.”

      “You should not have left your post,” said the man. “Without you, more shall be lost.”

      “I found one of your kind. I could not leave him for the dragons to take. You know what they could do with one of you.”

      “Found?” asked the man, looking up, though the hood of his cowl still hid his eyes.

      The creature that had guided Jacques was gone.

      The man and the woman studied him silently.

      Jacques scratched his elbow and admitted, “I think I took too much. They said three drops on the tongue. I… I did more.”

      The man snorted. “Indeed. You don’t know how you came to be here?”

      “Drugs? Too many drugs?”

      The woman grinned. “No, lad. What is that in your hands? The box. Yes, it is a gateway. It brought you here. The quartermaster has been careless with her wares. It was she that we called. Did she give you this device?”

      “The… who?”

      “She was careless,” murmured the man, his quiet voice filling the giant hall, “but another interferes. It was not her doing, putting this boy into our hands.”

      “I don’t… What are you talking about?” wondered Jacques.

      These people had a strange way of talking, like nothing he’d heard before. It was funny, he thought. Or maybe it wasn’t. He had no idea what they were saying. Did they expect him to? That was funny.

      “What is happening?” he asked.

      “You are in the realm of the sprites,” explained the man. “I am known as the mage, both here and in your world. My partner is not known in your realm, but often, she is called the woman. We are what remains of the Ten. For long, many lifetimes, we have lived here. It was the only way.”

      “The only way?”

      The mage nodded. “In your realm, in our old kingdom, we would have died centuries ago. To continue our fight, to live long enough to hold the gates against those who come now, we had to stay here. Do not worry. We are friends. We all share the same enemy.”

      “We do?”

      “Tell us your name, Urchin.”

      “I am Jacques,” he told them, “of Ehrstadt.”

      He didn’t know what else to say. These people were not making any sense. Were they real and he was seeing them through the lens of the drugs, or was he imagining this completely? He’d been drunk before. He’d ingested all manner of substances to deaden his mind or to awaken his body, but he’d never done anything like this. He knew there were tinctures which brought vivid hallucinations, but they were expensive, and he had not purchased any. Fortune’s Curse, what had they given him? Had it been an accident, or was there some reason they’d drugged him?

      The woman stepped off the dais, coming toward Jacques. “It was the task of the keeper of secrets, but the urchin must carry the burden. We spent too much energy bringing him through the gateway. If we reach out to her again, we’ll hasten our demise. We are close to that end, one way or the other. We cannot fail now.”

      The man, the mage he’d called himself, shook his head ruefully. “A grim task for one such as this boy. He is not ready. He never will be. It will kill him.”

      “He’s led a grim life,” responded the woman. “Death may be a kindness.”

      “I cannot—“ began the man.

      “It must be him,” interrupted the woman. “If not him, then I. It cannot be you, or then all is truly lost. This boy is here, and someone must go. The cards must be carried and delivered. It is far too great a risk to send them blindly. Just look at this boy. The fact he is here is proof someone interferes, proof we can take no more chances.”

      “It will be the end of him,” retorted the mage. “His blood will be on our hands. Is that what we fight for? The death of innocents?”

      “How long will he survive in this realm?” retorted the woman. “He was dead the moment we opened the gateway. Feel him. Feel the flow of his life. He was going to die soon even if he hadn’t come here. Let his death serve a purpose.”

      The man was silent.

      Jacques was silent too. He was not enjoying this trip, whatever it was. Did people pay to experience this on purpose? The most terrifying thing, these figments, these ghosts, shouted his own fears back into his face. He was going to die. They would find him soon. Maybe that was why he’d been drugged. He would awaken, and when he did… A purpose. He would be made into a messy, painful lesson for the others.

      The man shifted upon his throne and produced a deck of cards. He shuffled them, his fingers and the cards moving faster than the eye could see. “What must we become to win this war? Killers all. Even in victory, we are destroyed.”

      “Better we than everyone,” said the woman, sad but resolute. “It must be this way. We tried so hard, blind to seeing that it was always going to be this way. There is hope yet for what we’ve built—but only because there is no hope for us. There are other paladins who will share our burden and our fate, other shoulders this weight will fall upon, other heads it will bow. It is always the way. A few must be sacrificed to save the many.”

      “I did not like it, and I still do not like it.” The mage shuffled the cards again and told Jacques, “Give these to the searing eye. He will not know what to do with them yet, but he will eventually, I hope. And I am sorry for the pain this will cause you, but everything has a price, and the price to deliver this message will be your life. Not just a death, but the pain of loss. You will begin to heal before the wound is torn open anew. That, I regret, but the woman is right. Your life has meant little and was going to end soon even before you were brought here. A great price, but a small one. Who made that bargain, I wonder?”

      “I don’t—“

      The man flexed his fingers, and the cards flew toward Jacques, clouding his eyes. He waved his arms, trying to knock them down or to catch them, and he saw a man and a woman before him. A different man and a different woman, but not so different.

      This man wore expensive-looking clothing that had seen better days. The woman had a shock of curly red hair. She was young, close to his own age. There was another woman behind her, older. The man had a rapier at his belt, and he was looking at Jacques with wide eyes and a jaw hanging open.

      There were in… a cave? The rainbow hue was gone. These walls were solid stone. The only light now was the angry flicker of torchlight. It still smelled of ash and blood.

      “Whoa!” cried the younger woman, staggering backward. “Where did he come from?”

      “The realms of the fae,” muttered the man. He stepped forward hesitantly, his eyes filled with curiosity and fear. “Lad, do you know where you’ve been?”

      “I… I took something, I think,” Jacques mumbled. “I was in the Lavender Orchid, and I fell asleep. I have had the strangest dream.”

      “The Lavender Orchid in Ehrstadt? You are an urchin, an… employee, of that place?”

      Jacques slumped down onto his knees and nodded.

      “I don’t know if this will be a comfort or a pain for you,” said the man, “but you’ve come a long way from there. You are in the Kingdom of Darford. My name is Gerhard. This is Aileen and Vinlow. I would really like to hear your story.”
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      Queen Ursula Marchand sat and waved. She’d been at it for hours. Her arm had gone from weary to sore to a dull ache that consumed the limb from the tips of her fingers to deep within her shoulder. Her tiara pressed against her scalp, a kingdom’s worth of pink and blue diamonds giving it shocking heft. It dug into her scalp where the precious gems were set like barbs around the silver frame. Any moment, she was certain she would begin to bleed. More than the sharp pain where it pinched her skin, the weight of the thing felt like a stone was resting atop her skull, pressing down inexorably, crushing the bone beneath.

      Landgravine Helga Muller had gifted her the tiara as a coronation present. Its value was exceptional, but the reminder of the provincial rulers’ presence was worth even more. Precious metals and gems meant nothing. The burden of the tiara, the burden of the landgraves and landgravines, was what occupied Ursula’s mind. Dark thoughts, but she had to think about something, sitting there the bulk of the day, performing like a busker squawking for quarter copper marks.

      She drew a deep breath, or at least tried to. Her corset was cinched so tight it threatened to crush her ribs into her lugs, but it didn’t, and there was an advantage of the unyielding structure of the garment. Its rigid design kept her upright on the gleaming throne with a suitable posture not even her mother could complain about. Had she wanted to slump over in exhaustion and boredom, she couldn’t. A cloak—thick, burgundy velvet trimmed with the downy fur of a spotted lynx—was draped loosely over her shoulders and artfully spilled over the golden arms of her throne.

      A chair that had been made to look like her throne, that was. Carved wood had been slathered with buckets of gleaming golden paint. For one who did not know what they were looking at or who didn’t pay close attention, it was just like the real thing but more comfortable. The wood seat held the thick cushion better than the metal seat of the one in the throne room. A small detail perhaps that only she, amongst the living, understood.

      She’d been having a lot of uncomfortable thoughts like that, sitting with a smile stretched across her face, her arm in the air, watching the endless progression of her army march before her.

      The southern kingdom of Cojita was creeping north, devouring the nation of Andorra. They’d snuck inside of her own borders, and shocking to the core, they’d done so riding upon the back of a dragon. Clermont, those foul monsters who’d defiled her childhood home, stood strong in the east, hardly chastised for their transgression. Mercenaries from Darford had been spotted a dozen leagues from her palace before they’d been chased away. Kilsenay, Wahrheit’s belligerent neighbor to the northwest, was reported to be nearly depopulated. Men of fighting age, and the ships they sailed upon, had vanished from the harbors. One didn’t need the increasing number of reports on piratical activity to guess where they had all gone.

      And within Wahrheit, the threats were just as dire. Landgrave Manfred Brandt, one of the five provincial rulers, had appeared within her palace, accompanied by a dwarf and disguised by magic, and had tried to kill her. She’d survived with Fortune’s Favor, but Fortune was a fickle protector, and next time, there was no certainty she would live. The other landgraves would be sharpening their knives as well or plotting maneuvers within the diet of lords or some sabotage her advisors had not yet thought of. The guilds were raising their prices, claiming demand outstripped their supply. Her own guard captain had turned against her. Fortune’s Curse, the church itself was raising an army they’d taken to calling the Shining Legion!

      If there’d been a more dangerous time in Wahrheit’s history, no one could tell her when. She’d spent most of that time, from the night of her rule’s commencement until several days ago, in a red-tinged fog. It was as if a spell had been placed upon her. It hadn’t lifted until she’d swung the sword, and Manfred Brandt had died. The rage spilled from her like the blood from Brandt’s severed head.

      The boy, Ulrik, had told her it was in fact a spell cast by the skiengvaal when the creature had touched her, but she was not sure, and Ulrik had offered no proof. She still felt the simmering need for revenge, but she could look upon it with clear eyes. She was a woman dying of thirst given enough water to sate her for a day, but that looming need was still there, waiting. Perhaps some magic had clouded her thoughts, but they had been her thoughts. She’d wanted revenge for what they’d done to Mertz, and she still did. If Manfred Brandt was thrown down before her again, she would relish the chance to chop his head off for a second time.

      She turned as a swell of cheers broke out on the opposite side of the parade from where her platform had been erected. Burghers, perhaps some peasants in from the surrounding villages, were shouting and waving, and when she inclined her head, still cocking and moving her arm, they went wild.

      The spell, if it had been one, was broken. She could see clearly, but all she saw was a mess. She’d been blinded, but pulling away the shroud left her feeling hopeless at what she witnessed. Anger, a mindless need for revenge, had been easy. Leading a kingdom on the brink of collapse was anything but.

      It seemed the entire world was against her. The might of her dragons had been tested, and despite what everyone said, they’d been found wanting. A single dragon of Cojita had killed or crippled several of hers. Too many had seen. Too many knew. The rumors had begun to fly in the city, so they’d been forced to tell people the truth. The illusion of Wahrheit’s strength was shattered. That flimsy wall that had protected her was gone. Everyone knew.

      Premier Sigismund, General Walhausen, the others, they’d gnashed their teeth and flung empty suggestions at a pace she couldn’t follow. Even Captain Tilly had only offered courageous but fatally flawed solutions involving his knights on a quest to find Emperor Honxul. He believed that if he met the man in the field, their problems would be solved. Either through bravery or stupidity, he discarded the reports that Honxul commanded over two hundred thousand warriors, and the captain ignored the lurking presence of the other dragons they all agreed Cojita must be keeping in reserve.

      Briefly, she’d worried Captain Otto Tilly found a way out of serving her which didn’t involve betraying his honor. What the captain was proposing was suicide. Eventually, she decided he wasn’t suggesting it because of the certain failure but because he was certain there was no other solution. A big man with a big axe was inclined to start swinging.

      There’d been a more practical problem, though, which prevented Tilly from taking flight and soaring to battle. They weren’t sure they could find Emperor Honxul. Oh, they could find his army. Even with old intelligence, it should be easy to locate so many men from the back of a dragon, but no one knew what the emperor looked like. He’d been described as dressing like all of his warriors. He didn’t travel with the regiments of attendants that a leader in the northern continent would require. There were no flags, no sigils, nothing that identified one man from the other two hundred thousand. How to pick out a man like that in the middle of a horde? And if Tilly killed someone, could they be sure it was actually Honxul? Did it matter if they killed the emperor?

      They knew nothing about Honxul and nothing about the empire he was building. Would he face Tilly or hide, and what were the laws of succession in Cojita? Could another man take his place and continue the march north, or would their campaign falter without the emperor? Without knowing, even Tilly admitted it was a reckless quest.

      Her minister of intelligence, when asked if he could help, promised he would work on those questions, but while her reign had been short, she already had opinions on how useful that man’s help would be. The librarian admitted he had no Cojitans in his service but insisted he would try to infiltrate the horde. She did not think any spies sent on such a mission would return with answers. They probably would not return at all.

      All of her advisors had wrung their hands and taken turns accurately describing the problems she faced in detail, but no one had solutions, so she had to find one herself. It had been her idea to hold the parade. The men around her had been aghast, thinking her nothing more than a silly girl, but she was the queen. A weak one, to be certain, but people believed what they saw. It didn’t matter if Wahrheit was weak because she would show the common people strength, and they would accept it for truth. They needed more dragons, more guns, more men, and more steel, but what they had was deception.

      She felt the bones of her corset pressing against her frame, the weight of the tiara on her head, and the jewels on her wrists. The tacky stickiness of the paint upon her lips stretched as she held her smile, genuine and bright. A queen—a woman—was raised on the art of deception.

      Premier Sigismund, to his credit, had arranged the parade, along with the help of General Walhausen, and they’d done an admirable job despite their reservations. They’d glowered at her and muttered beneath their breath, but the outcome was exactly as she’d imagined. The might of her armies marched before her, and her people witnessed. Flashing spears, heavy arquebuses, the clatter of her cuirassiers. Her champions had led the way, and Tilly’s dragons had flown overhead. The carts carrying the cannon rumbled loudly, a counterpoint to the drums of the bands and the clop of horseshoes. The roar of the crowd overwhelmed it all.

      Grinning, she looked at some of those cannon now, passing below her platform in a long, neat line. It was the third time she’d seen these guns, but the people did not know that. Show them strength. Make it true.

      Her role had been to sit and to smile and to wave, and she believed she’d performed as well as any of them. Sigismund had insisted that was all that she do, but she was the queen. She stood, her legs shaky beneath the weight of her mantle and the rushing blood that had been cut off from sitting so long. She turned distinctly toward the crowd of commoners across the way, and she curtseyed. The shouts and cheers and clapping filled the city of Ehrstadt. They cheered for a queen, young and beautiful and bold, afraid of nothing.

      She turned, eschewing the scepter of her office and the thick volume of the Creator’s teaching the holy mother had gifted her. The artifacts were set on specially-built pedestals beside her throne, both the actual throne and this wooden facsimile. They were sigils and totems of her power. The scepter was used ceremonially to call the diet of lords and high council into session, the words of the Creator to call for grace. These devices were what people expected to see around the queen whenever she made an appearance. The previous kings had always traveled with them, the articles of their office like blankets children held for comfort.

      But not her. She reached past the scepter and the book and grasped the wire-wrapped hilt of the king’s sword. King? No, not anymore. It was hers now.

      The giant blade had been positioned so that its stand was raised high to give her leverage. She walked in front of it, still holding the hilt, then turned and placed her other hand beneath the cold, bare blade. She stood, the incredible sword on her shoulders, the edge cutting into the back of her neck, but she ignored that, ignored everything but holding the weapon steady and the mad calls from the crowd as they watched their queen take up the one totem that mattered.

      The tiara, the throne, the book, the scepter, her cloak, this platform, all of it was meaningless. This sword, and the might it represented, was what she wanted to show the people. A woman, barely more than a girl, but a warrior. She’d been bloodied. She’d bloodied this blade and the dagger at her side, and she was still standing.

      Her enemies surrounded her, but let them come. Let them find what the others had found. She no longer craved the blood of revenge, but she wasn’t afraid of it either. She had seen blood spilled from her body and theirs. What happened would happen, so let them come.
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        * * *

      

      Queen Ursula Marchand strode down the marble hallways, her heels clicking crisply then silent as she marched over the woolen runners that stretched down the corridors like fallen bodies.

      A gaggle of her ministers and their assistants crowded in her wake. On the sides of the halls, soldiers, servants, courtiers, and others stopped, stunned, then quickly dropped their eyes and their heads in deference to their queen. And if they were a little slow about it, who could blame them? She’d never walked through this part of the palace, and she’d been told that neither had the kings before her.

      But that was changing. For months, she’d been confined like a prisoner in her chambers, moving from her bed, to her dressing room, to her salon, to the small dining room, and then back. It was no way for a person to live, queen or pauper. She would no longer do it.

      Premier Philip Sigismund had objected, though the new commander of her guard, Captain Allgood, had raised no complaint. He was too new to realize that he should. One of those pulled from Ulrik’s recommendations, she believed. A solid man who would keep his eyes open and watch her back, but he had a long way to come in palace politics.

      For now, his newness was the only thing saving him. No one had figured out how to get a handle on the man, how to worm through his fence of steel into her presence. No one had even known what to call him for days. He said his name was Tom, but that wouldn’t do. Ulrik had begun calling him Allgood, evidently unsurprised the man had no surname. She’d been shocked to learn Ulrik did not have one either. He’d blinked back at her dully when she had voiced her concern, then told her that in his old village, everyone knew which family he was part of, with or without the name.

      Were these men bastards or the product of some common law marriage? She did not know and had been hesitant to ask the details of either man’s parentage. She didn’t think she’d ever spent time with someone of such low birth that they had no name. She’d whispered that to Ilse Brinke before recalling who the quartermaster’s father had been, a pirate from Kilsenay, though he’d had a name, even if Ilse refused to take it. The quartermaster had laughed—luckily. She’d been adopted by the church, and they’d given her a surname separate from her father’s, but she reminded the queen that she, Ulrik, Captain Tilly, and Captain Allgood all came from common bloodlines. Landgraves Bohm, Brandt, and Laurent had been born of the most prestigious families in the kingdom. Ilse had pointedly asked which group Ursula saw herself in.

      The woman ought to have been whipped for such a comment, but Ursula was short of friends at the moment, so instead she’d spilled her wine on Ilse and claimed it was an accident. That’d only made the quartermaster laugh even harder, which eventually drew a chuckle from Ursula. That strange woman was mad, simply mad.

      But mad or not, Ilse had some good ideas. She’d told Ursula to stop meeting her ministers in the privy council chambers. That was their realm, not the queen’s. It was a big palace, and they ought to use more of the rooms. Then following the success of the parade, Ilse had recommended more of the same. The burghers had loved seeing their queen. It gave them heart, knowing she was not cowering behind the walls of her palace and that she thought they were worth her time. On Ilse’s advice, she was to become a queen of the people.

      For months, she’d ruled this kingdom without seeing it. No, not even that. The men around her had ruled. They’d shoved papers before her, dizzied her with tedious explanations, and she’d drowned herself in wine and rage to escape the boredom of her grand, small life.

      She hadn’t dropped those habits, not exactly, but she had agreed that seeing the kingdom was better than wasting away in the blue salon, her every waking moment controlled by some schedule that her servants, the housekeeper, and even Premier Sigismund claimed was maintained by someone else. They still produced that list of appointments and expectations, but each morning, she decided whether she would meet those demands or spend her time as she saw fit. Her schedule was her own now, and she would take advantage of that.

      “Your Majesty,” huffed the premier, his face red, his long white mustaches flying like some mythical creature’s as he struggled to match her pace. “We’re not all so young.”

      “Keep up, Philip,” she told him. “There is wine in the carriage.”

      “There’s wine back in my rooms, too,” he muttered, but he kept up.

      Georg Ludwig, the minister of finance, was there as well, and his spindly legs seemed to have no trouble with the pace. Hans Caspar had been left behind somewhere, but a few of his more agile aides were making a determined effort to pretend they were ready to assist. Maybe they could later. She didn’t know who most of them were, and Caspar bringing them along was no guarantee they could offer her anything useful. The minister of law lavished favors on his aides like grandparents handed sweets to their grandchildren, and one thing he had which few others could claim was access to the queen. These aides would be children of a person he wanted to impress.

      She grinned, thinking of Hans Caspar left huffing and puffing somewhere behind them. It was a good message for them all. She was ready to move, and they’d better be ready to follow.

      They walked down the steps, her guardsmen leading the way, then Ursula with her wide dress. Sigismund and the ministers brought up the rear, though she presumed somewhere back there Captain Allgood had another squad or two of guardsmen. The spearmen moved fast when they needed to, but they were silent as mice within the luxurious confines of the royal palace. They’d yet to feel like they belonged. She was coming into her own finally, but she remembered that awkward realization that somehow, defying all expectations for your life, you were now standing in the heart of Wahrheit’s power. Queen or guardsman, it was a heady feeling.

      She exited the palace into an expansive courtyard. The gray walls of the building rose around her, and gray gravel was spread for hundreds of paces between those walls. It was a courtyard on the back of the palace, a functional space for the servants to enter and deliveries to be made, but Captain Allgood had deemed it a more defensible exit for her to board a carriage and venture into the city. A small concession on her part. She was a queen but not a terrible one. She would not rule without council. She needed these men because sometimes their ideas were good ones.

      She needed a lot of men, evidently. There were six carriages lined up in front of them, and on the sides, heavily armed soldiers wearing her burgundy clung like barnacles on the keel of a ship.

      “A bit much, Captain Allgood? No one will be left guessing who we are.”

      “The more the merrier,” he told her. “Figured it’d be best to prepare for anything.”

      “Indeed,” she said, eying several arquebusiers perched atop the carriages. The men had placed little stands for their guns, and she saw they could easily swivel them back and forth, presumably unleashing a hail of lead against anyone who approached the royal vehicle. “We want to look strong, not scared. Let’s do away with the men up top.”

      Captain Allgood shrugged, then began barking orders. She’d found the captain was prone to be overcautious but willing to accept her suggestions without protest. She was enjoying the small shift in power, compared to when Captain Ergould watched over her, but time would tell if this path led to more danger. Maybe she should have let Allgood keep his arquebusiers. Or maybe not, she thought, eyeing two squads of cuirassiers trotting out of a tunnel that led to the palace stables. Were any armed men going to be left behind?

      Allgood was unflappable, but she was beginning to learn he relished giving instructions to those classes of soldiers who’d once been placed above him. Forcing the arquebusiers onto the carriage roofs might or might not have been solely about her safety. Having the cuirassiers trot behind them and then wait in the cold outside while she did her businesses definitely was designed to irritate the horsemen as much as to serve the queen, but she’d already instructed him to remove the arquebusiers, so she let him keep the cuirassiers. They were traveling several blocks to the Royal University of Ehrstadt, and she would rather men ride behind her than stomp around the roof above her head.

      She entered the carriage with the help of three footmen holding her arms and her skirts, and by the time she got inside and arranged on her bench, Premier Sigismund, Georg Ludwig, and Captain Allgood had followed and taken the bench opposite of her. By the time they settled, they were underway. Hans Caspar had evidently fallen far enough back he couldn’t catch up, or he’d given up the chase.

      “Minister Ludwig,” she said over the crunch of the gravel as they turned toward the iron gates of the palace. “I reviewed the figures you provided last night, and I was quite astonished. We pay handsomely for the university, but I see no income from the endeavor.”

      Ludwig nodded, his dark head bouncing and his thick mane of curly silver hair waving like sheafs of moonlit wheat above it. “That is correct, Your Majesty. The university receives funds from us and those who wish to secure a prime appointment for their offspring, but the only product the institution produces is an educated populace.”

      “And this is deemed necessary?” she asked.

      Her minister nodded. “It was deemed so by the previous kings.”

      “By you as well?”

      He nodded again, and she frowned. It was rare that Georg Ludwig found a line item on a budget he didn’t fantasize about cutting, unless it involved his own department. She had imagined substantial expenses not tied to security or conquest would be prime targets for the man’s copper mark-pinching ways.

      “Many of the graduates of the university enter the ministry,” offered Sigismund.

      “Yes, I’ve met one of them, a man named Arnold who worked in law and sewers. Very serious business, I am sure.”

      “Both at the same time?” wondered Captain Allgood.

      “My thoughts as well, Captain.” She shifted in her seat as they rumbled out of the gates from the graveled courtyard to the cobblestone streets of Ehrstadt. “We prepare for war, my lords, and already I’m told material is getting hard to come by, men as well, and we’ve thoroughly exhausted the topic of dragons. At this university, there are thousands of able young men and women studying, and outside of the royal army, it is the kingdom’s greatest expense. It costs more than the upkeep of the palace itself or even our roads! Shall we place swords in these men’s hands and put them to more useful work?”

      Captain Allgood looked uninterested, but the pair of ministers appeared appalled. She’d known they would be. Men of means always acted that way when their privilege was questioned. It was their lot to study in the comfort of the royal university’s halls. It was the commoners’ lot to take up spears and die on a distant battlefield. That was the way it had always been. It didn’t mean it was the way it always would be. She needed men. She needed gold. The university was devouring both.

      “That’s not… You cannot,” complained Sigismund.

      “I cannot? It is the royal university, isn’t it, and I am the only royal.”

      He amended to, “You should not.”

      “We shall see,” she said then sat back.

      Georg Ludwig looked on quietly. The man had an excitable tension about him like someone who’d had too much coffee, but he hadn’t become minister of finance because he was a fool. He knew when to hold his tongue, and when Sigismund stepped in front of him to take barbs from the queen, Georg Ludwig always decided it was an opportune moment to stay quiet. She could see in his eyes, though, he didn’t think it possible she would ever consider closing the university. Maybe she shouldn’t if Ludwig thought the expense worth it. She would listen to his arguments, but she had to push these men. She had to do something different, or their fate was sealed.

      She’d known they would hesitate at such a bold proposal, and she wasn’t entirely sure if it was a serious one even to her, but these men had spent their entire careers in one world, and they lived in a different one now. Some days, it felt like they still did not understand that. Her home had been razed. The six thousand men, women, and children who lived in the city of Mertz had perished under the swords of Clermont. Cojita had dragons. A skiengvaal had accosted her at her own coronation, and a dwarf had tried to assassinate her in the privy council chambers. It was a time for bold action!

      “Perhaps the astrologers can shed some light on the value they provide the kingdom, Your Majesty,” remarked the minister of finance after they’d traveled another city block.

      She frowned at Georg Ludwig. It was not like him to be coy. She gestured for him to continue.

      “I wonder,” he said, “if amongst the noise of the moment, we have forgotten the lessons of our past. The fae… the dragons… We wring our hands and declare it’s always been this way, that this kingdom has never faced such grave threats, but how can that be? We domesticated the dragons, did we not? If so, they must have existed before the time of this kingdom! The skiengvaal have not been seen in centuries, but they have been seen! Your Majesty, strength of arms, our guns, our magic are central to surviving the coming years, but what of knowledge? How did our predecessors survive encounters with the dragons? How did they deal with the skiengvaal when they were here before?”

      “Is there knowledge, Minister Ludwig, which may be of import? Walhausen, our minister of intelligence, you all, no one can tell me anything of value. All we know is the risk! I do not discount the value of learning from our past, but no one seems to know it.”

      “Do not ask a fighting man about history,” chided Ludwig. “Spies, warriors, even myself, we know little of the battles we face. For knowledge, we must seek those who wrestle with the weight of what has come before. I don’t know what they can tell us, if anything, but I know if they are gone, then we are at a grave disadvantage. Emperor Honxul found some secret knowledge, and he used it to gain his own dragons. It is my opinion we should do the same. The Royal University of Ehrstadt is the home of scholars who might be able to help. The stories they have to tell could be important ones.”

      She crossed her arms over her chest. He was right. He did not know that, but he’d still come around to a valid point. What had been the past was now the present. She’d made a bargain with the fae. She’d traded the life of Sergeant Speckle for that of Manfred Brandt. No, it hadn’t been so clear, but what if it had been? Her rage, her need for revenge, was tempered by that thought. If she’d known, would she have done it anyway? If she’d never learned the cost of the bargain, would she and the kingdom have been better off? If they understood the errors of the past, would they repeat them anyway?

      The truth had power but only when it was forged into belief. What truths did those in the royal university hold? The astrologers had known a portentous moment was upon them. They’d seen something in the stars that spoke of an upheaval. What else had they seen? Her rise but also her downfall? The power of the truth was a weapon that could be used by you—or against you.

      The carriage slowed and then stopped.

      “Well, Your Majesty,” said Premier Sigismund. “Shall we go meet these astrologers of yours?”
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        * * *

      

      The Royal University of Ehrstadt was a sprawling, overgrown, confusing structure. The entrance to the warren of halls and rooms and gardens had much in common with the grander wings of the royal palace, though from the outside, it looked like the rest of the edifice had more in common with a rabbit’s den.

      When they walked through the front doors, there was a soaring dome where some intrepid artist had painted an enormous collision of colorful frescoes. They were too high for her to pick out the details, but it looked like intricate, difficult work, and she shuddered considering how someone must have gotten up there to do it.

      The floor of the entrance was marble, worn and scuffed where channels of traffic had entered and exited the building for centuries. It wasn’t any older than her palace, but throughout the years, there’d been a near constant trod of feet on these old stones. Thousands of students attended the university, and she could only guess at how many faculty and staff it took to run the place. In the center of the grand entrance, inlaid in brass, was some symbol she did not know the meaning of.

      Cheap candles, arrayed in tiers and mirrored to improve the illumination, lined the walls. She wondered if they were always lit or if it was to welcome her. The high windows of the entrance allowed neat spears of light to stab down in sharp patterns, hatching the floor of the room like a game board.

      Bathing in that light was a crush of humanity. Men and women, but mostly men, stood in jumbled rows pressed together in one half of the large foyer. Many of them were old, though some were quite young. Few were in between. They wore robes that dropped to their ankles and had neatly pointed hats upon their heads—the tutors, professors, lecturers, and administrators of the university. Grooming and attention to personal hygiene did not seem an important requisite for the job. A barber could have spent a season trimming those long beards.

      Some of the people bowed when she swept into the room. A few of the women curtseyed, and others stood straight or at least tried to, but their fellows bumped into them or jostled them out of position with their own shows of deference.

      An old man with a white beard and a golden robe and hat stood at the front. He was accompanied by the old woman she’d seen on the platform the hour before the eclipse and before the skiengvaal attacked her—the head of the university, presumably, and the dean of the astrologers, whom Ursula had requested to meet. She did not know why all of these others had come to stand there. Did they not have students to instruct?

      She whispered to Sigismund, “What are they doing?”

      “Receiving you. Anywhere you go, it is like this. One cannot have the queen stepping within their walls without coming to greet her. You recall, ah…”

      She glanced at her premier and finished his thought for him, “I haven’t been anywhere since you crowned me, so no, I do not recall.”

      He swallowed.

      The man in the golden robes bowed, the point of his hat aiming at her like a finger, and the woman beside him looked embarrassed. The man rose and stood uncomfortably for a moment before walking forward and speaking to her.

      “Your Majesty, we are honored at your presence. It’s been… generations, I believe, since we’ve had a visit from our patron.”

      “The old kings did not come to see you?” she asked.

      “Not in my time.”

      She grunted. Judging from the spill of the man’s snow-white beard, his time included an awful lot of time.

      She glanced at the astrologer beside the man. “We meet again.”

      The woman gave a wan smile. “I am glad.”

      “You thought we would not?”

      “We sent you notes which were not returned for some time. Your prerogative, of course, Your Majesty, but we worried…”

      “You worried?”

      “I think we should speak in private,” suggested the woman.

      “We have a reception planned!” declared the man garbed in all gold. “It’s—“

      “Stuffy,” interrupted the astrologer. “Sorry, Your Majesty. If you would like to attend, I of course would not object. Our headmaster has assembled all of our teaching staff, and the deans of each individual field are prepared to give you a speech on what it is they do for the kingdom. There are twenty-seven colleges housed within our university, Your Majesty.”

      “Twenty-seven and they all…” mumbled Ursula, glancing at the ranks of learned men and women spanning the width of the hall.

      “All,” confirmed the woman, “and many of them will have a great deal they would like to share with you. It is their job to pontificate. For such a prestigious audience, they will have spent every waking moment since we learned you were coming making lists of what they could tell you.”

      “We have both a luncheon and a supper arranged,” remarked the headmaster. “We planned for your every comfort, and if we are unable to finish today, I can assure you we are all available—“

      “Perhaps a written summary would be best,” mentioned Georg Ludwig, “or maybe Her Majesty would like to return at a different time and learn more about each department in detail. For now, the college of astrology has caught her interest.”

      “But it’s hardly even a department,” complained the man in gold. “We’ve more students in the front row of the political sciences beginning year than they do in the entire—“

      “Her Majesty, I daresay, already knows a great deal about the science of politics,” jabbed the astrologer with a wicked smile. “You must agree, Herman?”

      The man in the gold robe opened his mouth, but no words came out. Seizing the opportunity, the dean of astrology gestured to the side, where a narrow corridor provided an available exit from the looming throng of scholars.

      Ursula offered the packed wall of heavy robes and pointed hats a deep curtsey, then began walking and did not slow until they exited the massive entrance hall.

      The others were paused, waiting for her. Ursula told the astrologer, “It is customary that no one leads the queen, but as I have no idea where we are going, perhaps you should walk ahead of me?”

      “Beside you, Your Majesty. Always beside you.”
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        * * *

      

      The College of Astrology at the Royal University of Ehrstadt was a collection of interconnected rooms stuffed below the eaves of an ancient building that sat like a forgotten pair of shoes at the very back of the university complex. If the servants who conducted the cleaning in these buildings recalled that it was there, Ursula saw no evidence of it. Bare wooden floorboards creaked beneath her feet, and chalk dust was mounded like snow drifts under a wall of slate boards covered in incomprehensible scrawls of letters, numbers, and diagrams.

      Books and notebooks were scattered like leaves in autumn on the tables, floors, and a few battered chairs. Several of the tomes were lying open, and whether it’d been a blank page or one filled with wisdom from prior scholars, both had been written upon with equal fervor recently, judging from the bold strokes of ink.

      There were other apparatus on the tables, similar to what she’d seen on the astrologer’s platform outside of her coronation. The events of that night had stifled her memories, but she remembered wondering what they did with all of that stuff. There were calipers and frames made of brass crouching like gleaming spiders above giant sheets of parchment. There were magnifying glasses, globes of both the earth and the moon, and planets which she did not recognize. Some were on tables, but in one corner, scores of globes of varying sizes hung from the ceiling on thin threads. They were attached to an intricate nest of gears which she imaged could be turned, simulating the movement of the celestial bodies.

      She saw a sinister, steaming beaker filled with dark liquid, but when she walked near it and inhaled the aroma, she realized it was coffee. It looked and smelled disturbingly strong. At the far end of one room was a huge brass implement the size of a cannon. It pointed upward, peering out a hole in the roof which some person who lacked even rudimentary skills in carpentry had hacked through the ceiling.

      A telescope? It was far larger than the one she’d seen in Landgrave Laurent’s palace years ago and larger than the one the astrologers had displayed during the eclipse, though she recalled now they had claimed one could not study an eclipse with such a device.

      The woman astrologer paused before the telescope as if waiting for comment.

      Ursula asked her, “Well?”

      The woman cleared her throat.

      Georg Ludwig remarked, “I believe, Your Majesty, that this is the fruit of your latest grant to this college. There was a request for funds, and I recalled your interest in the science of astrology some days after your coronation, so you ah, donated the requested funds.”

      “I did?”

      Georg Ludwig shifted nervously. “You signed a—“

      “Of course,” interrupted Ursula. She glanced at the massive telescope. “Has it… worked?”

      “Not for what we intended,” murmured a voice from behind them.

      Ursula turned. “You were at my coronation, yes? Astrologer Nathan?”

      The man offered a shallow bow. Like before, he was garbed in the long robes of his profession, though the designs of stars and moons on his outfit were more subtle than the woman’s or the old man she’d seen months before. Unlike the other scholars she’d seen, Nathan’s head was bare, which she supposed was only sensible in the low ceilings of the attic the astrologers occupied. His beard had more gray than she recalled, as if he’d aged a decade in the last several months. His eyes were sunken as well. He was gaunt. It dawned on her that the old man who’d been with these two was not present. Had he been part of the assembly below? If so, why had Nathan not been there?

      The thin astrologer gestured at the telescope. “There is much in the sky above for us to see, much to learn. With this device, we can see celestial bodies that were invisible before. We can see stars that are unknown in any of our records. Your grant will change the body of learning in our field. Previously, artisans have offered designs for a device of this magnitude, though no one was able to fund crafting it. Unfortunately, despite the advancements to our science, we have not found what we are looking for.”

      “And what is that?”

      “The realms of the fae,” responded the astrologer. He eyed Premier Sigismund and Minister Ludwig. “The eclipse, your crowning, was portentous, as we expected. I would hear what happened that night. No one seems to know, but there is a strangeness about the stories which… Something happened, didn’t it? There was an alignment, an opening. It is my theory that a new fae was able to use the map of the stars to open a gateway to our world. Did… Was there—”

      She frowned at the man. “I came here to ask questions and receive answers, not to be interrogated.”

      A pained look entered Nathan’s eyes, and he bobbed his head.

      Ursula grimaced. How better to raise suspicion than to snap at the man like that?

      Nathan seemed to gather himself, then told her, “We—I—had hoped that with this device, we’d finally be able to spy the realms of the fae. Their coming and going is known to be tied to the movement of the night sky. It’s been proven, time and time again, by those who came before us and through our own research. There is a connection, we are certain, but our beliefs remain theory until we can validate our conclusions.”

      “You think the realms of the fae are…” she said, gesturing toward the hole in the roof, “on another planet?”

      The astrologer nodded.

      “I suppose they could be,” she said. She frowned. “But… that is not the common understanding, is it? I know little fae-lore, but the rhymes and stories all imply the fae are waiting just out of sight. Here but unseen. How could they travel from one planet to another?”

      “The fae come from somewhere other than the pages of stories,” retorted Nathan. He scowled and ran his hands through his hair. “We have records… No, I will not call them that. We have documents which purport to show the location the fae occupy in the night sky. These documents are old, centuries old, some from before the founding of this kingdom and the rise of the church, when such scholarship was practiced openly. The documents mention ten stars, several of which have faded, leaving six key points burning distinct and bright. We were confused until I realized one of the stars is our own. If we could map the others, we might be able to… But another of the stars is gone. It is simply no longer in the night sky. Including our own world, five remain of the original ten listed in our most ancient learnings.”

      “Interesting…” muttered Ursula, though if it was, it was not to her.

      If the realms of the fae were distant planets or some magical plane, what matter did that make? She couldn’t go there in either circumstance. Though… the fae did come to their realm. Did it work the other direction? That would be interesting.

      “The problem is,” said Nathan, “if one of the stars is truly missing, it hints at a foretelling which prophesies that all will be absorbed into one. It’s a pattern that repeats itself over and over in the sky and in history. When one begins to look deeply, it’s easy to convince yourself you are mad. Six should be left, you see. The number six is constant in both astrology and fae-lore, but for years now, I’ve been…”

      Ursula winced. Six. The number was all too familiar.

      Misunderstanding her look, Nathan asked, “You think my conclusions are wrong?”

      “He has been studying this since he was a student,” offered the dean. “He’s staked his career upon it.”

      “You’ve seen. You know!” growled Nathan.

      The woman walked from the telescope, through an open arch, and into another room where a huge spread of paper covered an entire table. She tapped with a bony finger on a large diagram that looked to be the points of a compass, except there were six arms instead of four.

      “We have a collection of points. Events. Truths. But what use are they if they are not connected to each other? Information—knowledge—is the result of patterns which reveal directions, questions and answers, but all we have are points, unconnected and worthless without understanding. There is something here, maybe, but I am beginning to believe it is beyond our knowing. Perhaps it is the work of the Creator you pursue, Nathan, and that is a not a pattern woven for us to see.”

      Ursula walked to stand beside the woman and looked at the sprawl of papers before her. She understood none of it.

      “What does any of this mean?”

      “This design is a map of sorts, one we’ve deduced from studying the sky.”

      “But there are six points.”

      “North, south, east, and west,” responded the dean, “but you cannot reach the sky following those directions, can you? You must travel up or down.”

      Ursula blinked. “Where does this map lead you?”

      “There are times we believe it leads to the future,” allowed the woman. “Nathan can be persuasive when he is taken with an idea, but there are other times it is simply confusing.”

      “We predicted your coronation,” declared Nathan. “The fall of the line of kings, the rise of a queen. We knew it would occur. I saw it! I… Whatever happened that night, I saw it in the stars.”

      “It matters not,” said the woman.

      From her voice, Ursula could see that she did not mean for the comment to bite as deeply as it did. She believed in the science of her colleague and in something beyond science. This woman had faith in two patterns that did not match each other—the myth of the Creator, and science—a bitter draught for a woman who had dedicated her life to discovering a single truth. In a glance, Ursula could see this woman was fighting to choose what she saw and what she believed.

      The female astrologer continued, “I can see the script of Clermont. I can follow the elegant curve of each letter in that beautiful language. I can see it, but it has no meaning to me, and it never will because I will not learn to speak as they do. Perhaps the language of the stars, of Fortune or of the divine, is the same. It is a language we cannot comprehend, and if there is meaning, it is none we shall ever know. More and more often, I have wondered this.”

      “Just because we do not know the meaning yet does not mean it is not there,” muttered Nathan. “That is our cause, is it not? We learn what is not known!”

      “These patterns in the stars said I would be queen?” asked Ursula.

      “They said there would be a queen,” responded Nathan.

      “Then I have been crowned by Fortune itself or perhaps we should say the Creator,” mused Ursula. She glanced at Premier Sigismund. “Is that too bold?”

      “Perhaps,” responded the premier, “unless Borromeo can vouch for the statement. He’s been strange lately. Under pressure. We might be able to wring a sermon from his lips, but Fortune is a safer wager.”

      “It is not one or the other. The burghers respect the laws of the Creator, but the peasants follow the path of Fortune,” remarked Georg Ludwig. “Shall we craft two messages? Rumors, to begin with, then supported by these scientific findings? Give a hint, a breath, and let the commoners carry it and whisper it amongst themselves. We need not explain it all. They will come to their own conclusions if we give them enough to begin the story. They adore you, Your Majesty, and the parade and your recent visibility only solidifies that emotion. Give them the idea, and whether Fortune or the Creator, they will ascribe your rule to the power in which they place their faith.”

      “Georg makes a good point,” agreed Sigismund. “Plant the seeds. Let them grow into the truth. If the stories take an organic path, free from our direct influence, they will bloom into even greater power.”

      “The truth is I was meant to be queen,” said Ursula. She looked to the astrologers. “Can you… make a poster or write a book, perhaps? Explain something to that effect. I believe Ludwig is correct. It need not be specific. Hmm. The commoners cannot read, can they? That is a problem. A play? Could we somehow distill this information into a theatrical performance?”

      “A puppet show,” advised Ludwig. “They’re on every street corner in certain quarters of the city. The people love them. There must already be scores of them depicting your rise, so all we need to do is adjust the message. If a few of the puppeteers begin preaching our truth, the others will quickly follow.”

      “But that’s not what—“ began Nathan.

      The dean of astrology put a hand on his shoulder to quiet him. “Yes, Your Majesty, we can do that. There are scientific journals in which scholars share their findings. I believe that is the right avenue for… this message. No commoner will read the journal, but students will take those ideas and debate them. They will share them with their families and spread them across the kingdom. The minister of finance has a good idea as well. The, ah, puppeteers may glean some measure of insight from what we say and incorporate it into their… art. The truth has the power it’s given. We will make sure they hear yours.”

      Ursula nodded, and the matter was settled. She was queen. She had no idea what any of these strange markings the astrologers made meant, and no one else would understand them either, but they would understand the truth that she would present to them. She was meant to be the queen.
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      Ulrik sat on the rooftop deck of the Roaring Wench tavern, drinking and sulking. He knew he was sulking. It wasn’t becoming, and he knew that too, but he didn’t care. His parents were dead. His closest friends whom he’d known since they were boys were dead, because of him. The pirate Jack McIlroy was dead, and Ulrik had been there for that as well. Count Fashan and a dozen others had died at his hand. Maybe they’d deserved it, but it was impossible to ignore the simple fact that everything Ulrik touched turned to blood.

      There’d been an end to it, he’d thought, a point to all of this. He was to become a dragon knight, a warrior of almost mythical proportions tasked with protecting the Kingdom of Wahrheit. Such a thing would come at a cost. Such an honor was worth fighting for. It wouldn’t wash away the filth of what he’d done or fix the damage he had caused, but it was something. He’d told himself he would never have let pride wipe away his humble beginning, but becoming a dragon knight was a thing he could be proud of, a worthy destination. That was something his ma and his pa, Paul and Jaime, would have understood. The honor, the chance to fight for Wahrheit, would have made their deaths mean something.

      But the dragon had rejected him. Not just rejected him. It had threatened to attack him. If he’d stayed there, he had no doubt he could have been killed. Some of the other candidates had looked on in scorn, but most had watched in terror. They were about to undergo the same test.

      Captain Tilly had been confused and silent. In between drinks, Ulrik thought the captain had been disappointed, but it wasn’t that. Not really. Tilly wouldn’t have thought less of a man for failing the challenge; most did, after all. But he’d been so sure, so confident that Ulrik would join his knights as an apprentice. The faith had been placed in error. Tilly wasn’t disappointed in Ulrik. He was shaken that he’d been wrong. That was why he had not spoken. A thing he had believed turned out to be wrong.

      Ulrik hefted his tankard and finished it. Already, the proprietor of the Roaring Wench, a woman named Christine, had placed another full one before him before vanishing back down below into the warmth of the tavern where the rest of her customers crowded. It was cold on the roof, and it’d started to rain. The molded canvass tarps above kept most of it off him, but fat drops of water dripped down nearby, and a chill mist enveloped him. The uncomfortable surroundings fit his mood.

      After the first two tankards of frothy beer, he’d realized he was still a captain in the royal army, or if he went to the royal palace and made his case, he imagined Ursula would place him wherever he asked without a thought. He could be a palace guard.

      A guard wearing the royal burgundy of Wahrheit, protecting the queen herself. Would his ma and pa have been proud of that path had they known? Half a year ago in Hof, it would have sounded like a grander position than any of the boys could have imagined. It was so far outside their experience they didn’t even know to fantasize about that sort of thing. It was impossible for a peasant of Hof to stand in such proud company.

      The man, Tom Allgood, was he proud company? He was a good man, that was the truth, but he was born as common as a pig. Ulrik swallowed another mouthful of beer and regretted even thinking that. Why did it matter who Allgood was born to?

      Ulrik knew he should go back, get some sleep, but he didn’t. Proud company? Holding a halberd, standing guard in a quiet hall, felt like failure. He knew now how empty a uniform could be, no matter how fine the tailoring and bright the color.

      He drank like he was running downhill, trying to forget the looks of the other candidates who’d stood behind him, trying to forget the swell of anticipation and joy that had carried him to the Roost. He tried to forget Captain Tilly, the dragons, and the queen.

      Before he reached the bottom of a blackout drunk, Christine appeared again with two tankards. She sat one before him, then sat herself at the table across from him. She pulled a stole around her shoulders and complained, “It’s cold up here and wet. All the sensible folk are downstairs.”

      “That’s why I’m up here,” he agreed.

      “You have something you want to talk about?”

      He shook his head.

      She waited a moment, then asked, “Failed out of the dragon knights, did you?”

      He cringed. “Is… Do people know?”

      “Not many people,” she replied. “Your name… Sorry, but your name isn’t spoken as often as it was before. Ehrstadt has a short memory, lad, which in time you’ll learn is a good thing. No, there aren’t many who knew you were going to the Roost today, and fewer who would have heard what happened there, but there is one who pays attention to this sort of thing.”

      Ulrik grunted.

      She asked him, “You know the wizard?”

      Ulrik blinked, then reached for the beer she’d brought. Talk of the wizard was dangerous, and he wasn’t so drunk that he didn’t realize he was too drunk for this conversation.

      “It’s been turbulent times in Wahrheit, and I think we both know there is more on the way. The wizard can still use you, if you’re willing.”

      “You work for him?”

      Christine shook her head, then shifted uncomfortably. “Not really. I have another master, a jealous one, but the wizard has an odd way of working himself into your confidence, as I’m sure you’ve experienced. You’ve met him, haven’t you? He earns your trust, for better or worse, but I’ve come to believe he has the interests of Wahrheit at heart, and if that’s the case, I don’t see why he and I cannot be allies. Others may have forgotten you, but he has not.”

      Drinking his beer, Ulrik tried to ignore her. He’d heard enough and seen enough of that confounding man to know he didn’t want any more of the wizard’s attention.

      “You made friends with some members of the Esteemed Guild of Bounty Hunters and Thief Takers,” continued Christine. “They offered you a position in their guild. That’s a rare opportunity, Ulrik.”

      Ulrik glanced back at her. “How does the wizard know that?”

      Shrugging, Christine laughed. “It’s his job to know.”

      “What does he want with me? I’ve been told I’d be used because of my proximity to the queen. I should have expected it, but for some reason, I thought it’d be the nobles or the trade guilds that—”

      “Stop, lad,” said Christine, sloshing her beer as she waved it at him. “He wants you to join the thief takers guild. Reconnect with your friends. He believes they’ll take you as a proper apprentice in a blink. The guild teaches her members skills to confront other men. They’ll make you an expert with a sword, spear, pistol, whatever weapons you choose. Good skills to have, given what we know is coming, don’t you think?”

      “And then what?”

      “And then nothing. The wizard isn’t asking anything of you. He isn’t demanding any promises. It’s a simple bargain. You join the guild. He looks after you.”

      “Looks after me?”

      “Makes sure you don’t rot to death drunk in a tavern.”

      Ulrik’s belly rumbled with a sour complaint.

      “Look, you can go back to being a captain in the spearmen, or you can join the guild. It really doesn’t seem like a difficult choice to me. Those are my words, not those of my masters. I’ve owned this tavern for almost ten years. Bought it the first week I arrived from Klafen. Do you have any idea how often I’ve sat across from a person in the same gloomy, self-defeating slump you’re in right now? Hundreds of times, lad. Hundreds. They had problems. Real problems that, if I’d been honest with them, I don’t think there was a solution to, but you? Men pay gold for apprenticeships in a guild like the thief takers. Men would kill for their children to have that opportunity. I don’t see why there’s anything for you to think about.”

      Ulrik sat down the tankard. “Aye, it’s a rare opportunity. I know it, but I also know that if I take it, your master will try to use me. Both your masters. Who did you say—”

      “I didn’t say,” interrupted Christine. She leaned forward, both elbows on the table. “Here’s the thing. They’re going to try to use you whatever you do, so my advice is to at least get something out of it. What do you want to do? Join the guild and learn to use that spear of yours, travel on exciting adventures all across the kingdom, or stand guard in some forgotten hallway at night with everyone watching you, wondering if the queen has taken a common lover. Ha, then you’ll see what it feels like to be used. Every minor lord in the kingdom will try to find a hold on you, and they won’t be gentle about it. Or you could go back to the spearmen and stay in the barracks. They won’t bother you as much there, but you were in Mertz. You saw how it goes. How long do you think you’ll survive when we go to war with Cojita? You’ll be dead before the next New Year.”

      Christine drank her beer, then sat back, arms over her chest, staring at him like an older sister who was on the verge of reaching across the table and twisting his ear.

      Scratching his chin, Ulrik admitted to himself the woman had a point about his choices. One way or the other, they were going to try to use him, so what did he want to get out of all of this?

      Christine stood. “I suspect you have an even better idea of what’s coming than I do. Ask yourself what you want to be doing when it gets here.”
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        * * *

      

      The guildhall of the Esteemed Guild of Bounty Hunters and Thief Takers was a contrast of sumptuous luxury and hard practicality. It was fashioned like a horseshoe with sharp corners rather than curved sides. The main entrance led into a large room which was segmented by low-walled enclosures and, during the day, was filled with a murmur of quiet conversation. The enclosure held comfortable but sober seating arrangements where visitors could relax while discussing the nature of their business and also cubicles that held desks with sturdy wooden chairs on either side of them and sheets of paper, quills, and ink for signing.

      It did not take long to learn that the first stage was where new clients decided to hire a thief taker and the second stage was where they paid their bill. The room was double height, surrounded by a gallery above, where some clients were brought to meet in a more private setting.

      Not the nobles or guildmasters from other trades, though. They were brought into a discreet door on the left side of the building and were led to small salons that were stocked with wine and supplied with food the wealthy clientele would nibble on as they discussed the challenging business of chasing those who had wronged them.

      Also in that wing of the guildhall were Guildmaster Jerdan’s chambers, the quarters of several other ranking members, and a large room where the guild would hold its periodic meetings. After a week in the building, Ulrik had seen that large room but not much else in that wing. He’d been taken through the brightly lit hall lined by closed doors of the salons and had not been shown Guildmaster Jerdan’s lair. The entire section of the guildhall had the air of an aging noblewoman. Much of it was stiff with formality, a far cry from Ulrik’s only other experience with members of a guild.

      Periodically, representatives from the brewer’s guild would travel through Hof, ensuring that quality and prices were where they expected them. The representatives were serious about their business, which was to say, once they’d settled matters for the day, they partook of their product with religious fervor.

      The thief takers were a more business-minded organization and, at a glance, commanded vast wealth that would have been unthinkable when Ulrik had lived in Hof. Did the brewer’s guildhall in Ehrstadt deck itself with such finery? Another time, Ulrik would have been curious and might have gone there to find out.

      Guildmaster Jerdan had ruled the thief takers for thirty years, and he was respected and feared by the members. He was known to ruthlessly kick out any member who violated his rules, and if they continued to use their skills without guild approval, those former members were said to have quietly disappeared.

      All of the guilds in Wahrheit were strict about protecting their secrets and their knowledge, but few had so many men with a talent for hunting and capturing their enemies. In short, the thief takers were the ones the other guilds used to enforce their secrecy. Only a fool defied them, and it gave Ulrik great concern that this was exactly what Carter, Miles, and Henri appeared to be attempting.

      For most apprentices, that sort of politics was irrelevant. They only accidentally overheard comments by or about the leadership. It was enough that they understood adhering to guild policies was paramount, and breaking them could be deadly. New apprentices were there to work and, occasionally, to learn.

      In Hof, apprentices in the trades were expected to do the work the master found distasteful. Often, that meant cleaning—scrubbing the floors, dusting shelves, washing tools and equipment, and moving around all of the heavy stuff. An apprentice could spend years doing little else. They were expected to sneak peeks at what the master was doing and, if the master was kind, to practice in the hours after the day’s business was finished. If an apprentice applied themselves, after some years, they would be allowed to graduate to being a journeyman, and at that point, they would begin to conduct small parts of their profession. A blacksmith’s journeyman might forge horseshoes but not swords. A glassblower would fashion jugs for the local tavern but not the goods the master would offer to merchants to sell in the cities.

      But the thief takers guild in Ehrstadt was flush with gold. They did not need unpaid help sweeping their floors, and the sorts of men and women who were attracted to the trade were no good at that anyway. Instead, the thief takers tasked their apprentices with assisting the journeymen on what they called collection rounds. Each journeyman was assigned a series of streets in Ehrstadt, and with his apprentices in tow, he would ensure those that had debts or obligations paid them.

      Landlords preferred not to be seen tussling with their renters in the hallways of a tenement building. The butcher didn’t want to have to kick down the door of a tavern that took meat on credit and didn’t settle the bill. The magistrates imposed fines during civil hearings, and occasionally, the city watch or the army could be persuaded to involve themselves in recovery, but all official channels required substantial donations to get the various government services to act. Merchants and shopkeepers found private enterprise cheaper and more efficient than working with the magistrates.

      It was the job of the thief takers to negotiate the tricky economics of collecting coins from those who did not have them, and Journeyman Evansol, whom Ulrik had been assigned to, took to the task with zeal.

      “You can’t take their equipment, no matter how much they owe,” he explained to Ulrik and another apprentice before spiting a long string of sticky brown liquid into the alleyway behind them. “If they don’t have the tools of their trade, they’re never going to pay you. It’s a last resort and usually means the end of the book of business. They’re going to flee the city after that or at least move to another quarter. In a place the size of Ehrstadt, that may as well be another province. Nah, in my experience, it’s best to find another way to squeeze ’em and then keep squeezing. Others, they’ll tell you when there’s no juice, you move on. I’m tellin’ ya there’s always more juice. If a man is still here, then he’s got something to lose, you understand?”

      Ulrik and the other apprentice nodded. It hadn’t taken Ulrik long to learn that was what Journeyman Evansol expected. He spent as much time expounding his purported wisdom as he did collecting coins from those who owed debts. It was probably why, after a decade in the guild, Evansol was still a journeyman and not a proper thief taker trusted with travel and the difficult tasks that brought in gold instead of copper or silver.

      Ulrik had met men like this before in Hof and in the army, petty tyrants who settled on the smallest of possible hills, then ruled them with the arrogance of a king. It was best to ignore them, and when you couldn’t, duck your head and go along until your circumstances changed.

      Evansol spit again and then licked his index finger. With the practiced care of a maestro about to perform a magnum opus, he turned several pages in the little notebook he kept tucked in his jacket pocket. He took a charcoal stylus from behind his ear and caught his tongue between his teeth as he did the math on what the bakery across the street owed them.

      Reading and arithmetic were other skills that Evansol had apparently spent the last decade barely learning. Ulrik had seen the journeyman’s journal and knew that no more than half the words were spelled correctly, but the numbers would be right even if Evansol had to add them three times to be sure. There was no tolerance within the guild for getting the numbers wrong.

      “Seven and a quarter copper marks,” mumbled Evansol around his tongue. “He was light last week, eh, but the business looks healthy, don’t it. That’s the squeeze, mates. Find someone bringing in coin, and lean on ’em. If no one is in the shop, you gotta take what you can and move on. When they’re still doing business, they got hope, and that’s what we ride until it’s gone.”

      Ulrik grunted. He’d been in the guild two weeks, most of it under the wing of Journeyman Evansol, and already, it’d become apparent the journeyman assumed that all of their contracts ended the same. No one paid their debts and moved on. At least, not the sort of folks the journeymen and apprentices were trusted with collecting from. It was a road that had no turns.

      “All right, lads. Let’s get paid.”

      The journeyman tucked his stylus back behind his ear and put his notebook into his jacket pocket. He flexed his fingers and waited. Moments later, a woman exited the bakery with two long loafs sticking from a basket.

      Ulrik and the other apprentice walked casually across the street toward the bakery. Through the door, the baker saw them, and a sour grimace spread across his face. In just days on the job, Ulrik had learned to recognize that look. This man was not going to have the money, but Evansol was right. He had a business, and he would want to protect it. He would negotiate, pay a little of what he owed, and they would be back to see him the next week with more interest on top of his principle.

      “You!” barked Evansol.

      Ulrik stopped and turned. The journeyman was standing with his arm out, pointing at a stunned-looking man who had the face and body of a bulldog.

      “Thought you could hide, eh?”

      The man rushed forward like a lumbering bear. Evansol stood his ground until the stout man crashed into him, bowling over the journeyman and sending him tumbling across the cobblestones, his stylus flying wildly. Ulrik stood frozen in surprise as the thickset man kept running.

      “After him!” cried Evansol from the ground, patting behind his ear, as if the stylus was the thing to be worrying about at the moment.

      Ulrik and the other apprentice lurched into motion.

      The man they were chasing wasn’t very fast, but he smashed his way through the crowd with determined brutality. Men, women, and children were flung from his path, or he simply trampled them if they didn’t move quick enough. Ulrik and his partner apprentice came after, dodging around those who stood in the middle of the street in surprise at the disruption and hurdling over those who’d fallen.

      Shouts followed the procession for several blocks, and the bulldog of a man stayed ahead of them though sheer aggression, but the coin flipped as he turned down a quieter side street. Ulrik and the other apprentice broke into flat-out runs with no one in their way and quickly began closing the gap with their quarry.

      He must have felt their approach because suddenly, he cut again and smashed into a flimsy wooden door, bursting it open and disappearing inside. The other apprentice darted in, close on his heels.

      Ulrik followed, then ran straight into the back of his partner, knocking them both forward and falling onto the floor. The bulldog of a man was scrambling up a narrow set of stairs. Ulrik crawled over the other apprentice on his hands and knees and lunged forward, catching his prey by the ankle and yanking as hard as he could.

      The man was twice Ulrik’s bulk, but he wasn’t a dexterous fellow. He fell, landing on the stairs with a terrible thump, his chin connecting with the edge of a stair.

      Ulrik crawled upward and grabbed the man’s shoulder, yelling, “Stop in the name of the thief taker’s guild!”

      The man spit a tooth and a globule of blood, then rolled over and stabbed at Ulrik with a short blade. Cursing and stumbling back onto his feet, Ulrik saw with sick realization the knife already gleamed crimson, and his fellow apprentice lay still at his feet. Blood leaked from the squat man’s mouth, and he had a nasty gash where his chin connected with the stairs, but he held the knife with the steady assurance of one who was no stranger to violence.

      Evansol shoved past Ulrik, bellowing at the man, “You’re not getting away so easily this time, Master Bl—“

      The stocky man lunged off the stairs and caught Evansol. He bashed the journeyman into the wall. Evansol’s declaration was cut off with a clack as his body was jarred and his jaw snapped shut. The knife rose again, and Evansol’s eyes widened.

      Ulrik drew the shortsword the guild had issued him and stabbed their assailant. The blade pierced the man’s side and plunged deep as, in his panic, Ulrik did not hold back. He rammed the weapon to the hilt, skewering the bulldog of a man with half a pace of steel.

      The knife fell from the other man’s hands, and his thick body slumped to the side, falling back onto the stairs, his feet kicking limply. He tried to speak, but only bubbles of blood escaped his lips. His hands fumbled at the hilt of the sword, but numb fingers couldn’t grasp it, and after a while, he stilled.

      “Fortune’s Curse,” breathed Journeyman Evansol. He glanced down at the other apprentice, who was still not moving except for the growing puddle of blood beneath him. The journeyman shook his head at the dead apprentice then glanced back at their quarry. His lifeless eyes stared blankly at the ceiling of the stairwell.

      Ulrik stood, trembling. He’d fought before. He’d killed before. But this… It’d been so sudden, so unexpected. He didn’t know who this man was, why they’d been chasing him, or why he’d… Ulrik had just killed a man he did not know. They’d been after him. He’d turned and fought, but why? Who was this man, and what had he been running from? Did it matter?

      Blood. Everything Ulrik touched turned to blood.

      “We need to… We need to tell… T-The city watch will be involved in this,” stammered Evansol. “We don’t have… I don’t have a contract on this man, but I used to. He’s a debtor. He was, I mean. The guild has a contract. They must still have it. Why would he run if he did not owe money? We need to talk to the guild first, then the city watch.”

      Evansol stood off the wall, brushing his jacket, checking himself as if to make sure the knife hadn’t opened his flesh.

      “Stay here, Apprentice. Guard the bodies and make sure no one moves them or robs them. I will return to the guild hall. I didn’t… You were the one who stabbed the man. It wasn’t me. You should be the one who stays.”

      “But he was attacking us,” protested Ulrik. “He would have killed you if I hadn’t…”

      “Yes, of course,” agreed Evansol. “The guild had a contract on him, and he resisted his apprehension. We were in the right in this matter. Of course we were. You were, I mean. Any magistrate would agree. But… I will go to the guild and get a senior member. They know what to say when… when this happens. It can be difficult, sometimes, if the magistrates… Stay here, Apprentice. I’m sure we still have the contract on him.”

      “But what do I say?” demanded Ulrik. “If the city watch comes, what do I—“

      “This man owed us at least half a dozen silver marks,” claimed Evansol. “Tell the city watch that if they get here before I return. We have the contract, and… The guild will know what to do. Just say here. Tell them it is guild business, and we’ll get the matter cleared up in no time. No magistrate will interfere with the guild during a lawful collection.”

      Evansol, still nervously patting himself, walked back out the broken doorway into the street where already, curious eyes were peering in to see what had happened. Ulrik stood there, unsure what he was supposed to do.

      Half a dozen silver marks. Six coins. Two men were dead because one of them owed six coins? He climbed over the bodies and sat on the steps to wait. Trembling hands clutched his knees. Everything turned to blood.
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      Dmitri Meyer sat on a hard, wooden pew in the third row. It was cold in the room, the myriad of flickering tallow candles doing nothing to warm the place, though they did an excellent job of casting dramatic light as thick twists of smoke curled in front of the flames. With each breath, he watched and waited for the candles to flicker out in the bitter gusts of wind that knifed through the poorly joined timbers of the chapel wall, but the candles kept burning. There was a message there, but he didn’t know if it was one about tenacity or the futility of waiting. From the lips of the priest, it could have been either.

      Bricklsang was an odd sort of town for the church to have a presence in. It had a reputation, for one, particularly in the winter. As he’d strolled the streets, he’d seen that reputation was well-deserved. Had he the time and the mandate, Dmitri Meyer could have spent days wetting his blades in this wicked place, but that wasn’t what he was here for, and in his line of work, focus and discipline were critical traits. He was used to ignoring opportunities in service to his mission, and this day, he’d come to see the priest.

      The man was a rising star in the church’s ranks, one of the great orators of their generation, a man who demanded your attention and flayed you with his words. He stripped your defenses like bloody sheets of skin until, raw and naked, you stood before the presence of the Creator and you wept.

      Salvation was painful, and it was also bliss. Dmitri had felt that awful scouring long ago, when he’d been burdened by sin and had been forced to face it. Admitting he was broken had been one of the most difficult things he’d ever done, but it had freed him. Not a freedom from choice, but a freedom from consequence. His path was laid by the Creator, and he felt no guilt for following it.

      In those early years, when he had been newly remade, he had been given a task in the service of the Creator, and it was one he relished. He’d been asked to do a thing he’d hated himself for when he’d been a boy becoming a man, but he’d been taken into the embrace of the divine. Deeds that had been sins were now love. Men and women were the Creator’s greatest work, and they were filled with the potential of the god himself. But as in all things, great work required great difficulty. Not all were fit to bask in the light of the Creator. Some men and women were beyond even that grand redemption. Those were the men and women Dmitri hunted.

      Mankind would not be brought low by a scattering of vermin. A rot would not be allowed to fester and infect the rest of the whole. For all to reach a final state of grace, some had to be excised from the herd. It was Dmitri’s work to ensure that the worst of them were cut away from the body.

      It was a busy job because there was a constant need, and there were only so many men the church decided were suited to wield the knife. It meant Dmitri had few opportunities to sit, and to listen, and to be suffused with the light that had filled him so long ago. It was rare to be inspired yet again by voice and idea. It was like scratching an itch, sitting still and letting the images of the Creator flow through his imagination once again. This priest was a good one.

      Dmitri smiled, letting himself be carried on the swell and the fall of the man’s careful intonations. It was the same skill as that of a talented singer, not so much to impart information but to make one feel, to build love and trust, to catch those who were in need and reveal to them a promise.

      The chapel was only a quarter full, but in most winters in this cosmopolitan town, it would be less than that. Word had spread about the priest, and people were coming.

      Dmitri watched the man, his chest stuck out proudly, his voice confident and bold, the motion of his hands studied and precise. The church taught her messengers such things, but some men were simply blessed and had a natural knack for sharing the Creator’s word. Some faked it, precisely aping the motions but with none of the belief. The church had use for both charlatans and believers, but in Dimitri’s line of work, it was important to know which you were dealing with.

      The man spoke for a long time, but the congregation did not grow restless. The priest had grasped them, and he held their attention effortlessly. When he finished, the echo of his words rang in the congregation like a bell, and they filed out noiselessly, still shivering at the power of the man’s sermon.

      The priest stood at his lectern, arranging his notes, though he hadn’t needed them when he spoke, and he waited. The church’s priests were the first into service and the last to leave.

      When the room was clear but the two of them, the priest cleared his throat and remarked, “You are not from here.”

      Dmitri stood and moved to the front row of the chapel and sat again. “No, I am not.”

      “I’ve traveled greatly, but I cannot place your accent, Stranger. What brings you to Bricklsang? What is it you seek from me?”

      “I was born in the Abbey at Charhald, one of the few who began there instead of ending there. That is why you can’t place my accent. I seek a man who can speak the truth.”

      The priest inclined his head. “You have found one.”

      That commanding, mellifluous voice was tense now. Good. Not everyone understood the importance of Dmitri’s birthplace and what it meant that he was traveling alone out in the broader world. Not all of the church’s flock and even her shepherds were ready to hear the entire truth. Was this man ready? Dmitri had been sent to find out.

      “The world is in turmoil,” declared Dmitri.

      The priest stood still, like his lectern was a battlement, and he knew the danger of emerging from behind it. Yes, good. The Creator’s message was one of hope, a rejection of fear, but wise men knew otherwise. It saved time when Dmitri did not need to explain what was at stake.

      “Danger surrounds us,” he added.

      The priest frowned. “The Creator tells us that danger surrounds us. We must always be vigilant against lies and deception. That is a truth but one widely spoken. You have come a long way, Friend, if that is all you wish to hear.”

      Dmitri grinned. “I think even the Creator would agree that today the danger is a more immediate threat than his books describe. We must fear war from within. War from without. Have you heard of Cojita’s attack in Wahrheit’s heartland?”

      “Rumors…” responded the priest, though he must have guessed something of the nature of Dmitri because his voice held a question.

      Shaking his head, the assassin told him, “Unfortunately, not only rumor. Cojita has obtained dragons. No, I don’t know how. No one knows, but the fact is one flew over Wahrheit and contested with the dragon knights. The dragon knights won the fight but got the worst of it.”

      “I see.”

      “Do you?”

      The priest gripped his lectern. “Illuminate things, so that my poor eyes may witness what you wish to show me.”

      “The crown is not the power we were told. The faith of the citizens of Wahrheit is misplaced. We cannot rely on the strength of the queen. Her dragons, her armies, they are like all that men build, fallible conceits that inevitably will deteriorate and then collapse over time. There is only one shield which men and women may hide behind—the Creator. We must remind everyone of the truth.”

      “I always preach that the Creator—“

      “You misunderstand the important part of the message. I know that you have always filled your congregations with the grace of the Creator’s might. That is why I’ve come. The church needs men who can speak of what has been and what is. The uncomfortable fact is the people of Wahrheit can no longer trust in the queen. The lies and deceptions we must be wary of are the ones that she spreads.”

      The priest swallowed. “That… that is a thing the magistrates may consider to be treason.”

      “I suppose so,” allowed Dmitri, “but we answer to a higher power than Wahrheit’s magistrates, don’t we?”

      Shifting, the priest hesitantly added, “The magistrate here in Bricklsang is of the liberal sort. He is not one of my flock, despite my entreaties for him to join us during services. He will not take kindly to this message.”

      “The magistrate will not bother you.”

      “But—“

      Dmitri stood. “Each of us follows the path the Creator sets, but there is a time when we must all be prepared to fight for his grace. You have one week in this town. Then, the church needs you on the road. The province of Brenay is your flock now, and they must hear the message. The strength of the crown is brittle, and soon, it will shatter beneath the weight of truth. Only beneath the Creator’s gaze may we find peace. The rule of the kings has ended, but it is not an earthly queen who is meant to take their place. It is time Wahrheit—the world—looks to grace from a higher power. We are all lost if we cannot.”

      The priest looked sick.

      “The magistrate here will not bother you,” repeated Dmitri. “When you leave Bricklsang, take with you those who will fight. There may not be many from this place, but there will be some. Bring those who are loyal and stout of heart because when you leave here, you will leave my protection. The church needs warriors, and she needs you to find and lead them. These early disciples will serve as your protectors and eventually the Creator’s army. I believe in Brenay you will find eager listeners. The landgrave has no love for the queen, and he’s an arrogant enough fool to believe he can supplant her. He won’t support you openly, but his agents will prepare the way for you. Do not lose sight of what matters, though. It is not Queen Ursula Marchand, not Landgrave Leland Laurent, whom we put our faith in. All they can offer us is false hope. The people must hear the truth.”

      “I understand.”

      “It is a time for warriors, a time we must fight. There will be great rewards for those who prove themselves capable.”

      “Rewards?”

      “The cardinals of the present are men of wisdom, compassion, and razor-sharp political instincts. The cardinals of the future will be men who can raise and lead armies. It is not in my power to grant, but you understand why I am here and who I report to. The holy mother needs warriors, not politicians. Become a warrior, and there is no limit to how high you may rise.”

      “My only wish is to serve the church in whatever capacity the Creator—and the holy mother—deem I am best suited for.”

      “Of course,” said Dmitri. He stood and offered a deep bow. It paid to understand the sort of man you were dealing with. The passion the priest spoke with was the flame rising from his hunger. “Perhaps next time I see you, I will kneel at your feet, but for now, go. Go and spread the truth.”
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        * * *

      

      The Fickle Pickle was a bright, cheerful establishment that evidently, just months after its opening, was the talk of Bricklsang. Dmitri Meyer had no doubt it would be known in Ehrstadt by the time the season was done and all of the visitors returned to their homes in the capital.

      The proprietor of the establishment was a tall, lean man named Noah, who moved with the sort of ruthless grace Dmitri associated with a stone-hearted killer, but Noah was all smiles, hearty claps on the back, and aggressive hospitality. The man was in his element in the restaurant, and he drew the gaze like a skilled dancer in his tight black trousers, billowing white shirt, and neat burgundy and gold-piped vest. His dark skin glowed in the warm light of the lanterns on the walls.

      The Fickle Pickle had no fireplace in the common room, which made it free of the greasy smoke that clouded every other tavern Dmitri had been into, but the air was still pleasantly warm. He was confused until he saw a pair of women circling the room, one with a ceramic pot and the other with a pair of tongs. They were depositing scalding hot hunks of iron into the bases of the tables, and a growing blanket of heat suffused the room everywhere they went.

      The system seemed awkward, but when the patrons had to shuffle aside for the women to heat their table, they did so with gleeful accommodation, and the women responded in kind. It looked like a system they’d stolen from a bathhouse, but instead of wetting the iron and producing billows of clouding steam, they left it dry and the heat filled the tavern with a pleasant warmth.

      Orders were shouted across the room, and sharp jests were flung back. Unlike other establishments, the interaction between server and customer was part of the attraction. You were not being interrupted, you were being included. It was like a family supper, realized Dmitri. All were in good cheer, both sides of the bar enjoying each other’s company, and any awkwardness or errors elicited a chuckle rather than anger. It was clever and orchestrated with perfect intention by Noah as he glided around the room. He was drawing these people in with the same skill the priest had earlier. Plus, he served beer. You could find another tavern if the service in one declined, but you fought to keep your family. If the man could keep it up, this place was going to do quite well.

      Dmitri sat back, cradling a beer he’d barely touched. Family. That was the secret of the Fickle Pickle. It’d taken the assassin embarrassingly long to find the connection. He’d been scoured of the trappings that most men clung to, cleansed of the ties that might have kept him from completing his tasks. It was efficient, his masters told him. They had forged him into a razor-sharp killer, but any edge drawn too thin was weak and liable to snap one day or another.

      Dmitri had not understood that in Charhald, but once in the field, he knew. There were things he did not see because of who he’d become, because he no longer lived as these other men did. He saw those absent places where his masters had carved away what he’d been. Did his masters know those losses meant the deaths of many of their charges? Did they care? Those places had been cut from his masters as well long ago. How much of what they did was because they had decided it was best, and how much was because it’d been done to them and they didn’t know any better?

      Dmitri sipped the beer, nursing it, then placed it back on the table still nearly full. The church did not preach against the wickedness of consumption, and there wasn’t a cardinal in the organization who didn’t imbibe to excess, but Dmitri was in this place to work. He couldn’t be the man the church needed if he was drunk.

      His study of the proprietor Noah, and the people he surrounded himself with, was just a way to kill time and keep the assassin occupied. In Dmitri’s line of work, observation was critical, and it must always be practiced, but tonight, he’d already seen what he needed to see.

      Bricklsang’s magistrate was a man of the people, or at least some of the people. He was here because the people were here in far greater concentration than they could be found in the drafty chapel. Throughout the evening, the magistrate had been meeting with a series of what appeared to be prominent locals. They were those who could afford his services when he wasn’t at the mercy of the crown’s demands. Merchants, business owners, a noble or two who’d been left behind following the migration of their fellows back to Ehrstadt when the weather had turned. They all paid homage to the crown’s highest official in the city.

      Most of these men and women simply stopped by the magistrate’s table, spent some moments chatting, and then moved on. Their needs were not immediate, but influence required cultivation, and in time, they would reap their rewards.

      How many times had Dmitri Meyer sat and watched this curious dance of power? When he’d been a young man just out of Charhald, he’d thought these people terrible monsters, so unlike those in the church, but after time, after experience, he’d seen they were no different. The church had its bullies, its sycophants, and those who trod the Creator’s path as just another avenue to wealth and fame. People were people, and they were all hungry to one extent or another.

      Young men would argue that those in the church were doing the work of the Creator, and that made a difference. They would claim their maneuvering led to something. Like all truth, the thought had the power you gave it. If men reveled in the opportunities the church offered and produced no more than their own pleasure, their work meant nothing, but if they accomplished a goal, if they brought about a change in the world, then they had tasted a measure of the divine. Dmitri Meyer was a man who accomplished things. A man who brought change in the world.

      The magistrate stood, and Dmitri waited a long moment before standing as well, then following the magistrate out the door, a copper mark and three fourths of a beer left on the table behind him.

      The streets of Bricklsang in winter were quiet. The town was empty, compared to the warmer months, and a chilly fog rolled in most nights and enveloped the settlement in an uncomfortable, damp embrace. When the sun set, the holiday enclave became a place for mulled wines before a crackling fire or the closer heat of good company. The taverns and the inns stayed bustling late into the night to facilitate those encounters, but between the warmth of the common rooms, men and women hurried down the slick streets with cloaks or jackets wrapped tightly and heads down against the mist that shrouded your vision past twenty paces.

      The magistrate’s boots thumped dully in the thick air, and Dmitri followed behind him, his own steps as quiet as the vacant holiday houses and the closed shops.

      The assassin’s boots, tied tightly up to his knee, were soled with thick, soft leather rather than the pressed soles popular amongst men of means. He eschewed a cloak in favor of a long jacket with a high collar because, when in a hurry, cloaks flapped, and even the tiniest noises could spoil a hunt. He left his head uncovered, trusting his collar to do enough to obscure his face. In his experience, nothing drew the eye like a man huddled beneath a cowl, trying to hide himself. No, if anyone saw Dmitri, they would see a stranger in a hurry on a cold night where every stranger was in a hurry. They wouldn’t be able to tell his close cropped brown hair from that of any other man. His height was average, and while Dmitri was a very strong man, it was a dense, wiry strength packed like a spring into a slender build that was easy to disguise beneath clothing. At night, the only impression he would leave was that he was cold and a little damp. People went to great lengths to hide themselves, but people saw what they wanted to see, so why bother?

      The magistrate had long legs and a steady gait. He’d done his business for the night and was in a hurry to reach his home. He was confident, too confident in his security as the highest royal official in an out-of-the-way town, too confident given the turmoil the kingdom was facing and the threats against the crown. The fool had left himself vulnerable.

      Except that was not the case.

      Dmitri threw himself forward, tucking his chin toward his chest and curling his body. He hit the ground hard and rolled. Above him, a stout length of wood whistled through the space his head had occupied a moment before.

      The man who’d attacked him grunted from the effort of swinging the butt of his arquebus. He hadn’t been trying to kill Dimitri, but he hadn’t been trying to avoid it very hard either.

      The assassin pivoted as he rolled to his feet and smoothly slid a knife from his boot. It was the length of his hand, narrow steel, and wickedly serrated along the edges. It was weighted for throwing, and without pause, Dmitri tossed it underhand at the man who’d tried to brain him with the butt of the gun.

      His assailant was already stepping forward, raising his firearm to swing down again. He gasped in surprise as the knife thumped into his gut.

      Dmitri stood and reached out to grab the barrel of the man’s arquebus. The man, to his credit, didn’t let go. Dmitri yanked his blade free with his other hand, taking care to drag the toothed edge against his attacker’s flesh, opening the hole in his body wider. The gash would kill without prompt care, but not quickly. Dmitri wanted to know who this man was.

      He slammed his knife into the man’s forearm. The man cursed, and his hand convulsed, releasing his grip on the arquebus. Holding it by the stock, Dmitri clipped his attacker on the side of the head with the barrel of the firearm, then tossed it aside with a heavy clatter. The man staggered back, his good arm tucked over the gaping hole in his gut.

      “Who are—“

      There was a high-pitched whistle, and Dmitri ducked instinctually again. A thin tail of leather wrapped around his legs, and suddenly, they were yanked out from beneath him. The assassin fell flat on his face, one hand trying to cushion his fall, the other clutching his knife. His elbow cracked into the cobbles, and he gasped. His body slid across the slick stones of the street. He rolled onto his back, ready to draw back his knife for another throw.

      A dark figure was standing there, hauling him closer with a whip. Dmitri froze at the click of a cocked hammer. The whip-wielder held a pistol pointed steadily at Dmitri’s center. With his legs bound at the ankles, there would be no avoiding the shot if the man fired.

      Dmitri thought of throwing his knife anyway, gambling that his aim was better than his opponent’s, but he didn’t. He had a knife in hand, and this was now a gunfight. Perhaps he could kill the other man, but with the inevitable damage of a pistol shot at such close range, he wouldn’t be chasing the magistrate any farther. His mission would be a failure.

      His heart pounded. A failure would be a first for him. Dmitri worked beneath the gaze of the Creator, but the Creator rewarded those who deserved it. Assassins of the church did not fail. The stakes were too high. Even being taken alive was a sin too great to conceive. The Creator’s will was proclaimed within the six volumes of his message, but the methods to bring his vision to bear were not so publicly shared. The knives of the church would die rather than face capture and interrogation. But Dmitri did not turn his knife upon his own flesh. Cowardice? Confidence? He didn’t know.

      A thick voice growled at him, “What do you want with the magistrate?”

      Dmitri blinked. “I was going to ask you the same thing.”

      “What?”

      “Horace,” gasped a pained voice from behind them. “Bastard stuck me good. I don’t… I need a physician. Fast, like.”

      “Oughta be one in a town this size,” growled the man who’d been called Horace. He was standing within the shadows, just dark bulk. All Dmitri could see of him was the dull glow of distant lamplight sifting through the mist to gleam along his pistol and the shadow of his arm that clutched his whip. “There’s a tavern two blocks away. Go there. They’ll find you a man to stitch you up.”

      “I can’t make it alone,” quailed the man Dmitri had disemboweled.

      The silhouette of Horace’s head turned, and he muttered, “Then you wouldn’t make it to a physician, either. I am sorry about that, but that’s the way it is. Sir?”

      There was a scrape of metal on stone, a thump, and then a heavier one. Dmitri frowned. Horace stood above him calmly, the pistol held with steady aplomb. A fellow professional. A man who’d likely been holding detainees at gunpoint for decades.

      The magistrate stepped into view beside Horace. He held the arquebus Dmitri had taken from the man he’d stabbed. The butt of it was speckled with blood. That explained the thump.

      Horace told him, “You shouldn’t be here. Let me handle this.”

      “He’s no threat to us now.”

      “He’s holding a knife.”

      The magistrate lowered the arquebus so that the barrel was pointing toward Dmitri. “Two against one, Friend. Drop the knife.”

      Carefully, Dmitri set it down beside him. He still lay on his back, but the knife remained in reach, and he had more of them. He was quick as a snake and could fling two blades with reasonable accuracy in the span of several heartbeats, but the magistrate and his shadowed guard might have guessed that. They trained their weapons on him with lethal intent. With two firearms pointed at the assassin from just a few paces away, there was nothing even Dmitri could do. Nothing but wait. One thing about the Creator, he rewarded those who deserved it, but he always granted an opportunity. Patience, then violence. If there was a creed for the men who carried the church’s knives in the dark, that was it.

      “Who sent you?” asked Horace again.

      Dmitri’s thoughts raced. He should have killed himself. He still could, though it would be their firearms that did the job. Instead, he claimed, “I work with the ministry of intelligence.”

      Horace laughed. His own employer, guessed Dmitri. Horace wasn’t local, or he would know where the physician lived. Who else but the minister would send someone to protect a magistrate? That buffoon Hans Casper wasn’t suited for looking after his own, but his partner on the privy council was. Had they known one of the church’s assassins was coming here? It was a terrifying thought if so. The church lived under the assumption the crown did not suspect the full extent of their activities.

      “You do not work for the minster of intelligence,” said the magistrate. He shifted his grip on the arquebus. “Clermont? Darford?”

      “He’s from Wahrheit,” guessed Horace.

      “Brenay? Aufield? No, I know. Untal?”

      Moving his head slowly as to not startle the two men, Dmitri nodded toward the man behind him. He told them, “I am from Ehrstadt. That man was following you, and I sought to intervene in case he meant you harm. Instead, he attacked me. I defended myself, and here we are.”

      “Following me?” questioned the magistrate. “Do you even know who I am?”

      “The magistrate of Bricklsang.”

      Horace snorted, and the magistrate frowned. Dmitri felt the pressure of the leather around his ankles slipping, and he was certain he could wriggle free now, but not quicker than they could pull the pair of triggers.

      “You don’t…” muttered the magistrate, glancing at Horace from the corner of his eye then back to Dmitri. “You don’t know who I am, do you?”

      Dmitri kept his face blank. The man was the magistrate of Bricklsang. Dmitri had watched him close enough there was no doubt. But he was more, it seemed. The magistrate and the minister of intelligence had expected assassins. Men from foreign kingdoms or from the landgraves. They had no idea Dmitri was from the church, no idea to consider it was even a possibility. Fortune, what a tangled web men wove.

      Horace shook his whip and snapped it to the side, the crack startling both Dmitri and the magistrate. “Let’s get him off the street. Take him somewhere to talk.”

      “Very well,” responded the magistrate. “Stand.”

      Dmitri stood. He could feel throwing knives and longer blades secreted about his body, pressing against him, but with two firearms close but not close enough to slap them out of the way, it would be impossible to kill both of these men before suffering a fatal wound himself. He might be able to take his target down with him, but it would be close. If he tried and failed, what would that mean for his masters? What would it mean for the priest he had promised to protect?

      When they got Dmitri off the street, the man Horace would search him. He was a professional, he would be thorough. Dmitri’s odds were slim at the moment, but he had until then to pray for an opportunity. If it didn’t come, he would have no choice but to wager on long odds.

      The magistrate turned, taking the lead, and Horace fell in behind the assassin but far enough back Dmitri had no chance to spin and grapple with him. Horace told Dmitri to hold his arms wide to this sides, and the assassin glowered. A ministry agent, Dmitri was sure. A good one. Dmitri’s mission was important, but he could not allow this man to question him even if it meant failure. The assassin knew too many secrets that would set the Creator’s work back years if they fell into the minister’s hands. The assassin was convinced if this man had time, even Dmitri would break eventually. It was too reckless to wait until they were off the street, where Horace could disable him instead of killing them, and—

      There was a gasp and feet kicking against the cobblestones. Dmitri reached beneath his jacket, drew a dagger, and lunged at the magistrate who was spinning to see what the commotion was. Before the man could turn the cumbersome arquebus, Dmitri was on him and rammed the blade of the dagger beneath the magistrate’s chin, shoving the steel deep into his target’s skull.

      Dmitri spun, drawing another knife with a flourish, and saw the big form of Horace and a man behind him with an arm wrapped around his neck. The ministry agent stomped his feet, trying to catch his attacker’s foot beneath his heel. He swung back with his head, but he could not dislodge the man behind him. He raised his pistol, aiming toward Dmitri.

      The assassin stepped close, sticking his thumb beneath the hammer. With a jerk, he tugged the pistol out of the man’s weakening grip. He told the ministry agent, “If you don’t mind, I’ll take that.”

      The spy glared back at him, his hands gripping impotently on the arm pressing his windpipe shut. Dmitri watched as Horace was slowly strangled to death in front of him. When finally the agent had gone still and several more moments passed, he was dropped. The assassin recognized the man who’d killed the agent. White sleeves. Dark skin. A colorful vest.

      Dmitri blinked, then blurted, “You are the proprietor of the Fickle Pickle.”

      “I am,” muttered Noah, looking down at the ministry of intelligence agent he had just strangled to death.

      “Who do you work for?” demanded Dmitri. “I will admit I sat in your tavern for the last two hours and suspected nothing. Impressive.”

      Noah looked up and replied, “I work for no one. These men were ministry agents. I recognize them. They were close to the minister himself, amongst his most trusted cohort. I saw you follow the magistrate and them follow you. You ought to know, for a man in the spy game, you are not very aware of those behind you. You should work on that, or next time, it’ll be you warming these cold cobbles.”

      “Sound advice, and impressive skill creeping up on both me and them without us hearing you. Yet you want me to believe you work for no one? Someone trained you in the deadly arts.”

      “It’s the truth,” declared Noah. He shifted, then toed Horace’s body with a narrow shoe. “I have a quarrel with the minister of intelligence, and this man was a part of it. He committed crimes he’s gone the last fifteen years avoiding punishment for. I did not come to save you but to settle a personal matter.”

      “Personal? You have a personal quarrel with the minister of intelligence?”

      Noah glanced away. “He hurt someone I love.”

      “I see.” They were quiet a breath, and Dmitri asked the restauranteur, “You will not ask who I work for? Who I am?”

      “My quarrel is with the minster. I don’t much care whom you work for or why you are here, as long as you aren’t here for my friends. I’d rather we part as strangers. I learned years ago the less I know about these matters, the happier I will be.”

      Dmitri bowed, thinking that he knew this man and where he could be found yet the man knew nothing of him. Strangers? What secrets did this man keep? Who could he love so much he would face ministry agents to settle a personal vendetta? But Dmitri’s mission had been to set the priest on his path, then to kill the magistrate to clear the way. He was an assassin, not a spy as this man believed. He’d done his duty under the eyes of the Creator, and he would do no more.

      Dmitri held up a hand to Noah and told him, “Strangers we shall be. I leave Bricklsang in the morning, and I do not believe we’ll ever have cause to meet again.”

      Without word, Noah turned and disappeared in the fog, heading back toward his tavern. Dmitri moved about quickly, checking on each of the three men, making sure they were truly dead. Men tried that sometimes, faking it, hoping he would leave them. When he was certain the work was done properly, he collected his weapons, smiled, and started walking away. The Creator worked in mysterious ways. Everyone said that. Dmitri knew it, but all the same, it was thrilling to witness.

      He rubbed his elbow where it’d been bruised during his fall and thought that perhaps in the next village, he ought to find warmer clothing. It was cold in the north in winter, and stiff fingers meant mistakes. He’d made one tonight, and the Creator had given him an opportunity to redeem himself. Best not to waste it.
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      Gerhard Fischer was many things. He’d been called a shape-shifter, able to switch from society raconteur and bon vivant to stone-hearted killer with a sip of wine and the wink of an eye. He’d played at being a merchant, an artist, a nobleman, a farmer, and even acted through an entire production in a well-regarded provincial theater, earning generally positive reviews. He convinced countless women from one coast of Wahrheit to the other that he was helplessly in love with them, even though he’d never once felt that romantic yearning for the fairer sex.

      It was his job to be all of these things, to inhabit different lives, to show different faces, and he was quite good at it. The minster of intelligence wasn’t one to include praise in his notes and messages, but it was well known throughout the organization that Gerhard Fischer was one of the best the ministry had ever seen. His skill was regarded as sharper than even the legendary Horace, a spy who’d seen action in every kingdom in the northern continent but who’d made his name operating in Ehrstadt. Horace was said to have been such a master of disguise he could stand before his own mother and she would never have a clue. Other stories were told about how ruthless he was, and darkly hinted at why he would stand before his own mother, but the old spy’s experience bowed before Gerhard’s creativity.

      Simply put, Gerhard was the best. He’d grown up living a lie, and it’d gotten to be second nature to him. Gerhard could be anything he wanted to be except, it seemed, a nanny.

      He’d been traveling with Lady Aileen Brandt for weeks now, and he’d gotten used to her odd ignorance about the way the world actually worked. She’d had enough seasoning that she could handle herself, occasionally. Most times, really, if one disregarded that she was a landgrave’s daughter and hadn’t told him of the fact until they were stopped by a magistrate, nearly getting them both killed or worse. It’d been a low point in their relationship, and he’d learned not to trust her in public. He’d adjusted, she’d adjusted, and they’d moved on, sticking to the wilderness.

      The woman Vinlow, whom they’d collected in the dwarf’s settlement, ought to have been at least as capable as Aileen, but quickly, Gerhard had learned she had a long and confusing list of things she did not understand. She’d lived for years in that secluded cave and the small forest around it. She could start a fire, but she was helpless at finding something to cook over it. She could speak with clear articulation and had an expressive vocabulary, but she had nothing interesting to say with those words.

      He’d gotten bored of hearing her laments about her husband and the rest of her friends getting slaughtered. As far as Gerhard was concerned, if you bound your life to the fae, you ought not to be surprised when it went sour. To be honest, he’d never really much cared to hear people whining about their problems, whatever they were. He had plenty of his own. Keep a stiff upper lip, drink a bottle of wine, and things were sometimes better in the morning. If not, try two bottles of wine.

      But when he’d told Vinlow that, she’d looked aghast. He’d sighed. He’d meant it only half seriously, and if she wasn’t willing to use gallows humor or bright wine to cure her sorrow, he was out of ideas. Unfortunately, so was everyone else. It seemed it was the party’s lot in life to drown in depression.

      Depression and ignorance. The two women carried both in heavy measures. Aileen had spent most of her life in a landgrave’s palace, and Vinlow had spent hers in the captivity of a dwarf. Aileen tried to cling to the similarities of those circumstances, while Vinlow seemed to only see the differences. Gerhard didn’t care.

      In the wild, their lack of skills left Gerhard doing far more of the chores than he enjoyed, and that was a more pressing issue than their delicate emotional states.

      But the first time he’d taken them into a village and to a tavern so he could have a break, it’d been a near disaster. They were like fish who couldn’t tell the sparkle of sunlight on the water from the sparkle of a hook. The tavern had been filled with half-drunk wagon drivers. They were hard men who spent weeks alone crossing the empty steppes of Darford. The sorts of men who had nothing and hence nothing to lose. Gerhard had to break one nose, two arms, and threaten a dozen of them with his rapier to extract the women from the filthy roadside tavern without further incident.

      And then there was the actual child. The urchin. Refuse from the alleys and sinks of Ehrstadt somehow transported to a remote region in Darford. The boy knew less about living in the wilderness than either of the women, though in the tavern he’d known exactly what was happening as the men had loomed closer, offering to buy drinks and toasting the women’s smiles. The urchin was the one who’d recklessly jammed a short blade into a man’s thigh and started the real trouble.

      The situation had been under control, mostly. The wagon drivers had been difficult to persuade, but Gerhard was on the verge of distracting them with a game of chance, but once blood spilled, more had to follow. All three of Gerhard’s companions sought to blame it on the wagon drivers, rather than their own involvement, and none of them thanked him for risking his skin to get them to safety.

      Aileen should have known a friendly smile and an offer to buy drinks was a prelude to unsavory expectations. She’d had that edge, when they’d first met, and hadn’t had an issue rejecting Gerhard even when he hadn’t been trying to get into her pants. The presence of Vinlow had softened her.

      Vinlow was worse. When he’d demanded to know why she’d been encouraging the men, she simply shrugged. She’d claimed that sooner or later, she was going to have to settle down. He’d blinked, hoping she hadn’t meant what he thought she’d meant.

      When the first wagon driver had fallen backward in his chair, the wooden hilt of the urchin’s knife jutting from his leg, the entire place had erupted in chaos, and they’d fled through most of the night, though no one ended up chasing them. Evidently, Gerhard had made it clear enough he was prepared to use his sword. Even men consigned to a dreary life alone on the steppes still clung to that life with iron-hard grips. No matter how dull and colorless it was, you only got one chance in the world.

      The women offered protests when Gerhard harangued them about the incident, and the urchin gave an apology. That was one lesson learned at least. If you were going to stab a man, make sure he didn’t have friends watching, and if you had no choice in the matter, do it so violently that you convinced them all they should leave you alone, or they could end up dead.

      The urchin had nodded when Gerhard told him that, his eyes gleaming dangerously. He’d had a hard life, where one was a victim or a perpetrator. It must have seemed easier to be on the other end of the blade for once, but Gerhard knew the guilt weighed you down whichever side of the coin you took. Maybe the boy would learn, but odds were it was already too late.

      Regardless, the second lesson had been Gerhard’s. Don’t take his three helpless wards into taverns, no matter how thirsty he got.

      Days before, they’d left the dwarven woman’s forest prison and traveled across the open lands headed toward the narrow path Gerhard and Aileen had used to sneak into Darford. Gerhard wasn’t sure this group would be able to make the climb back up the dangerous trail, but he didn’t fancy getting caught at the border either. Aileen’s family could be looking for her, and there was no telling what the others might tell a curious soldier.

      For several hours, he’d been inclined to point the rest of the party to the road leading back to Wahrheit and leave them. He had a mission to do. Anything he owed Aileen was done with. He’d brought her to where she wanted to go. She’d seen what she needed to see. What else could he do? The dwarf was captured and gone from the noblewoman’s life. She was with Vinlow, sort of. It was what she wanted or what she’d thought she wanted. He didn’t know Vinlow or the urchin and owed them nothing.

      The first night out of the dwarven woman’s prison, Gerhard had sat, staring grimly across the paltry fire they’d made from wood he’d carried all the way from the forest. Mid-morning, they could be to the border. Did he have the heart to leave them there? He rubbed his chin, wincing at the bristle. He wasn’t a man who easily grew a beard, but it’d been a long time since he’d had a hot bath and a proper shave. A long time since he’d had strong hands cradling his head, kneading his shoulders as… Bah. Noah was in Bricklsang, and Gerhard was not going there. It was foolish to think anything else.

      But where was he going? Off on his own, or shepherding this helpless flock of sheep until they all likely died in some horrific fashion later instead of sooner. He reached back and clamped his hand on the back of his neck, squeezing methodically but knowing it wouldn’t do the trick. Noah would have told him he was tense, carrying a lot of weight, and Noah would have been right. Unfortunately, trying to rub it all away wasn’t as effective when you did it yourself. Strong fingers on your neck helped, but the soothing voice behind you, encouraging you, was what made the difference. Gerhard glanced across the fire, still grimacing.

      Vinlow looked as if she’d watched everyone she knew get murdered, which she had, except for Aileen. Vinlow was hollow, broken. Gerhard had seen it before. Perhaps she could come back to herself but not soon. Wounds like that took time to heal, time to forget what you’d witnessed because that sort of hurt never really healed. It just… faded. You had to make yourself believe that you hadn’t seen what you’d seen, hadn’t felt what you’d felt. Months? Years? Forgetting wouldn’t happen quickly.

      Aileen knew. He could see that hurt in her eyes. She’d tried to comfort Vinlow, tried to be the shoulder she would cry on, and then Aileen must have hoped for more. But Vinlow had no tears. There was nothing left to her. That she ate, and drank, and slept enough to keep living was more accident than intent. The woman breathed like a living being, but in all other senses, she was already a ghost. The rewards of the fae were never what you expected. Aileen’s prize was a shadow of what the other woman had once been.

      For the most part, the loss both women felt kept them quiet. The urchin was quiet as well until he burst into bouts of feverish babbling. That was worse than the gloomy silence. It was a dream, he told them repeatedly, insistently. How that accounted for his presence in the kingdom of Darford when he’d been in Ehrstadt, the boy had not yet reconciled. He was a survivor, and in his young life, that had meant not thinking about things.

      It was a bit like Vinlow’s emptiness, except where she mourned a loss, the urchin never had anything to hold to. The boy had no memories of better times, no regret for what had been. He was practiced at avoiding painful thoughts, but the vivid recollections were overwhelming his defenses. The strangeness of the realm of the fae had captured his memories, and sporadically, he would boil over with them, speaking words that seemed total nonsense, except Gerhard knew that they were true.

      Through blubbering gasps and tears, the urchin described walking in clouds, shimmering lights that blinded him but did not, terrible structures in the distance, a landscape laid to waste, clouds that could not be, raging fires, translucent castles, gleaming metal guardians, and so on. It did sound a dream, but Gerhard knew better. It was not a land of dreams on the other side of that gateway.

      They needed a Grimm, one of those old crones who knew more than was good for her, to sort through the boy’s disjointed rambling and make sense of it. Could there be some clue to the Ten in the urchin’s raving madness? Who knew, but it was the only lead they had, and strange as the urchin’s babblings were, they deserved investigation. The coincidence of the boy’s arrival while they were standing there was too much to bear. Gerhard’s own knowledge of the fae and the realms they inhabited was thin, but—

      “The searing eye,” mumbled the urchin. “I have to find the searing eye.”

      “The… searing eye?” asked the spy.

      “I have a message for him,” claimed the scrawny boy. “Not a message. A gift, maybe. A… a deck of cards.”

      He reached inside of his tunic and removed a deck of cards, just as he’d said.

      Gerhard blinked. The deck was worn, the corners ragged where the cards had been shuffled over and over again, and the paint on the back of the one he could see was scarred, but it was still glossy and illustrated with remarkable skill. It was not a deck of playing cards but of the sort used in foretelling.

      Gerhard had never seen anyone other than common market hustlers claim to use the cards for the purpose, but their lies had been born in truth. With the right skill, with the right deck, it had been done.

      He asked the urchin, “May I see those?”

      “Do you know the searing eye?”

      “I do,” said Gerhard with an uncomfortable nod. He had been called that before.

      He took the deck but did not spread the cards. Some things seen could never be unseen. The boy must have found this deck in the realm of the fae. Had it been given to him, a gift as he’d said? If so, no amount of caution was too much. The gifts of the fae always hid hooks. Frowning, Gerhard wondered, the searing eye or the seering eye? Drophain had said both.

      “Those cards are for you,” remarked Aileen. She asked the urchin, “A fae gave you those cards?”

      The boy nodded.

      Gerhard leaned forward, the cards held nervously in his hand. “Can you describe this fae?”

      “N-not really,” stammered the urchin. Gerhard sighed in disappointment. The boy continued, not noticing, “He had a cowl over his face, hiding his features. He was… big, I think. Bigger than you but not fat or really muscled. I don’t know if he was big, I guess, but it felt like he was. Nothing in that place made sense. What I saw and what I thought… they weren’t connected. It was like I knew things that I couldn’t know. The man had a sword. A woman was beside him. I saw her face, but I don’t remember it.”

      “A man with a cowl and a woman beside him,” murmured Gerhard. “She was pretty, yes? Close to Aileen’s size? Her hair…” He held his hands near his shoulders. “Was it this long? Straight? The man, his sword was like a longsword but slightly curved?”

      “Yes… I think so. Maybe. I couldn’t draw her, if I knew how to draw, but what you say feels right. I don’t know swords. It was bigger than the ones carried by the thugs the pimps hire for security. Bigger than yours.”

      Gerhard stood. “A man and a woman, or were they something else?”

      “Something else? The… metal man said they were my kind. What does that mean?”

      “Interesting,” murmured the spy. “It was just the two of them?”

      “Yes, they were alone in a… a palace, I think. A fortress maybe. I could see through the walls, but they kept the rainbow light out. It was like it was attacking, but it couldn’t have been because I walked through it before. There was… a creature that led me to them. The metal man. It disappeared when… I don’t know how I got inside of the palace. I was just there. We didn’t go through any doors or anything.”

      “It was like you were in glass?” questioned Gerhard. “Or something else? Where were the people in this building?”

      The urchin shrugged. “They were in a big room. It looked like a throne room from the stories. There was a throne, but it was only there when I thought it should be there, I think. A… It had windows. Tall ones. It was a big room. Huge. It looked like I thought it should look. Does that make sense?”

      “It does in a dream,” murmured Aileen.

      Gerhard shot a look to silence her then asked the urchin, “Who else was there?”

      “No one. Those two were the only ones I saw, the only ones I heard. No servants or anything like that to open the doors. If there were doors. We were just outside and then inside. Does that make sense? The creature, I think there were more of them, outside in the… land. It wasn’t land. I could see through it, below my feet to the other side. Like walking upon clouds but not that either. There was a battle—a war—that the metal man was fighting. It was a solider. There was fire and ash burning in the distance from… dragons. I couldn’t see them well, but that’s what they made me think of. They flew and breathed fire. What else could they be? Something was on the ground, creatures like the one that escorted me I think, and they were shooting lighting back into the sky. The creature said it was taking me to those of my kind. I think the man and women were people, like me, like us, but they lived there somehow. They said something about a fight… I can’t remember.”

      “Breathe,” encouraged Gerhard. “Take your time.”

      The urchin stood, clutching his head. “I can’t remember! It’s… it’s fading. I was just thinking it, but it’s gone! I can’t recall anything about the man’s face now. Like when I said it—”

      “What did the man’s voice sound like?” asked Gerhard, though he already knew.

      “His voice?”

      “He spoke to you, you said.”

      “I don’t know,” moaned the urchin. Then, he fell back onto his bottom, leaning forward with his head between his knees.

      “That’s enough,” said Gerhard, patting the boy awkwardly on the shoulder. “You’ve told me enough. Aileen, ah, rub his back. It’s all right, lad. You don’t need to… You can stop thinking about it. I suspect they cast a spell on you. You knew what you needed to know and forgot once you shared it. A trick, or a mercy? Bah.”

      Gerhard stood and walked several steps away, the deck of cards still held gingerly in his grip. Could it be? This boy had been drawn into the realm of the fae, a realm under attack by other magical creatures. He’d spoken to a man and a woman who remarkably shared a description with the surviving members of the Ten. They’d given him a deck of cards used in foretelling, and the urchin popped out of a gateway directly in front of Gerhard during the short moment he’d been standing there.

      It was not Drophain who’d brought Gerhard to this remote land, to the dwarf who’d manipulated both her followers and the spy. It was not her plot he found himself following, but the Ten’s. This man, the mage, had led Gerhard like a horse on a lead, all while the spy thought he was the one doing the hunting.

      Gerhard glanced down at the cards in his hand and at the faded paint hidden in shadow. Could the man not have simply handed over these cards in the Roost when he’d surprised Gerhard and rescued the woman? What purpose did this journey serve, either for Gerhard or for the Ten? The answer, he was fairly certain, wasn’t going to be found by staring at his odd collection of wards across a smoky fire, but there was an answer somewhere in the north. There was a purpose to all of this, whether or not he could fathom what it was.

      Could Ilse Brinke examine the cards and tell him something of their nature? If so, the detour to Darford felt egregious. The minister of intelligence… No, the mage would have wanted to avoid that man if possible. The same with the wizard, assuming he was actually a wizard.

      The connection with Aileen seemed a part of it. She was a landgrave’s daughter, an important person, and she owed him now for freeing her and her love from the dwarf’s clutches, but that didn’t seem right. It didn’t seem enough. Why give Gerhard the cards so he could foretell the future? Was some event supposed to happen in Darford they wanted him present for?

      The fae trafficked in bargains, but Gerhard had offered nothing in return for the cards. Did that mean the cards were a boon or a curse? Those foul monsters did not give gifts freely. But the urchin had said they were a man and a woman, a man and a woman who dwelled in the realm of the fae and who could disappear and reappear at a whim?

      Gerhard was no mage. No Grimm. He’d been hunting the Ten to harm them, not to help them. Had he been sent to Darford just to get him out of the way? That made less sense than anything. The mage could have killed him back in the Roost as easily as he’d struck him unconscious, and if it was all a distraction, they wouldn’t have revealed themselves to the urchin and then deposited the boy in Gerhard’s lap.

      Why give the hints? The answers were there in that strange string of events, or maybe within the deck of cards, but Gerhard tucked them into his jacket pocket without further examination. He returned to the silence around the fire. There was a reason he was here, a reason it was with these people. Darford… What was in Darford?
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        * * *

      

      The urchin’s smudged face was tilted up, his mouth open slightly in either awe or that was just the way he breathed. Gerhard hadn’t paid much attention. He wished he had. He should have cleaned the boy up for this audience. They all should have cleaned up before coming here. Impressions mattered. They set the tone. When you needed something, never show up looking like a beggar.

      “What is that sound?” asked the urchin.

      “Armonica,” murmured Aileen distractedly. She was fidgeting in the padded seat she’d been deposited in when the servant of the house had greeted them. Like Gerhard, she would know they were in no state to be received by their host.

      A week on the road from Drophain’s forest to Yafo, Darford’s capital, had left them dirty, hungry, and desperate. It was a wonder they’d been allowed inside of the city at all. The guards at the gate had eyed them suspiciously, but a quick quip from Gerhard had eased the passage. If those men guarding the entrance to the city had any idea Gerhard had intended to visit Ambassador Illian Tressel, the party would have ended up chained to a wall instead of sitting in the man’s salon.

      Illian Tressel, Darford’s ambassador to Wahrheit, was the second most powerful man in the northern kingdom. Only the king commanded more respect and had more influence on the direction of the nation. Given Darford was a true monarchy with no diet of lords or legislature, that was a lot of power. Ambassador Tressel’s manse in Yafo dripped with the trappings of wealth and prestige that his position bought.

      “Armonica?” asked the urchin, trying out the word for the first time.

      The long, plaintive notes of the instrument echoed down the stone and timber corridors, like a mournful cry of the wind or the sobs of a widow over a fresh turned grave.

      “It’s a popular instrument in the north,” explained Aileen. “Amongst the wealthy, at least. Traveling with one is a chore. There’s a score of glass bowls, all set upon an axle that spins when you pump the… I don’t know the word. You put your damp fingers against the bowls as they’re turning, and it makes those sounds. Haunting, I’ve heard it described. I’ll leave to you on whether or not that is a compliment. I never learned to play one. No one does. It’s the sort of instrument only professionals bother with.”

      “Complicated,” said the urchin, peering around them as if the armonica would come rolling through the doorway.

      “It’s meant to be,” replied Aileen. “They’re expensive to maintain and difficult to compose for. A patron will hire a musician for the entire season to perform it. It is a way of showing off your wealth, mostly.”

      “It sounds sad,” murmured the urchin.

      Gerhard shifted. Did the boy mean the music or the process? Either way, Gerhard was beginning to wonder had Tressel ordered the instrument played for their benefit, or did the man actually enjoy the echoing notes filling his halls?

      “It’s popular in the north,” repeated Aileen, as if that was sufficient to explain the despondent noise.

      Gerhard sat on the edge of his own chair, waiting. He was dirty and underdressed. It made him feel out of sorts and at a disadvantage, but stopping in Yafo wasn’t practical. He had the two women and the urchin to think of. None of the three were to be trusted in a city. There was no telling what trouble they would find in the hours he needed to resuscitate himself in a bath house, so no matter how much he wanted a long soak in hot water, the bracing plunge into a cold pool, the release of tension in the steam rooms, and a thorough massage, along with some of the crisp riesling from nearby Gerfundland—

      “I appreciate you took the door this time,” said Ambassador Illian Tressel, appearing at the entrance of his salon with no warning, “though I believe you’d promised a visit befitting my station. Is this strange company… befitting my station?”

      Gerhard jumped up and glanced down at his filthy travel clothes and flushed. He felt like he was on his first assignment with the ministry, thick-tongued and flustered.

      Illian Tressel laughed. “I jest. You are in Darford, Gerhard Fischer. Ha, yes, I asked around and learned your name. Be at ease. We do not stand on as much ceremony as you do in the south. Come, you look like you need food and drink. Or would you rather a bath first?”

      “We can’t do all at once?” asked Gerhard.

      Grinning, Tressel offered, “I’ll have someone see your companions to the baths and procure some fresher attire while you and I talk. I’ll pinch my nose if necessary.”

      Gerhard grunted, then followed the ambassador deeper into his abode. The walls were supported every dozen paces by massive tree trunks, with heavy logs instead of paneling laid between them. The floors were stone tiles, not marble like the palaces in Ehrstadt but some local field stone. It was rustic but heavy and presumably warm through the harsh winters in the north. The effect was a sturdy assurance, like this house could stand for centuries.

      The brutal structure was softened by complex tapestries hung on the walls and thick carpets covering the stone floors. The weavings were specialties of Darford. The people there had little else to do in the darker months. Lamps, burning gleefully with scented oils, lit the tapestries with a warm aura and filled the hallways with pleasant aromas. The music of the armonica followed them as they walked the winding corridors, the notes echoing unexpectedly through the sprawl of wood and stone.

      “My family has built this manse over time, and some of them were more careful architects than others,” explained the ambassador. “It’s confusing at first, but occasionally, we’ve found that an advantage when unannounced visitors appear. There are no easily scaled walls giving unguarded access in my home.”

      Gerhard smirked but did not rise to the bait.

      Illian Tressel’s staff moved with precise effort, all of them walking silently and communicating with gestures rather than words. There were no guards visible on the interior, but Gerhard had noticed plenty outside of the manse. They were the burly men of Darford, armed with giant axes and wicked cleavers. The spy had been to Yafo before, and while such men were not rare sights in the capital, it was unusual to see them tasked with an assignment and paying attention to it. In the north, for soldiers, winter was a season for getting blind drunk and wrestling with their friends until the ice melted. Like Wahrheit, the leaders of Darford could feel the looming conflict, and their men had been shaken out of their peace-time habits.

      Tressel led them to a room that smelled of wood smoke and cedar and sat on a thoroughly stuffed leather couch. Gerhard sat opposite of him in a leather and wood chair and belatedly recalled the ambassador did not drink wine. The spy regretted not quaffing some before they’d arrived.

      Illian Tressel gestured at Gerhard and remarked, “It seems you’ve had a more eventful journey north than my own. What have you been up to since we last spoke? I presume you’ve had no luck finding the Ten?”

      His hands on his knees, perched awkwardly in the chair, Gerhard replied, “A bit of this and a bit of that. I… well, I will cut to the matter at hand. I’ve come into possession of an artifact that came directly from the realms of the fae. It was a gift, maybe. I believe it is important, but I don’t know what to do with it.”

      “It is my understanding Wahrheit has people who deal with things like this.”

      Gerhard nodded. “We do, back in Ehrstadt.”

      “Then why are you in Yafo?”

      “I was led to your land for a purpose.”

      “But you don’t know what that purpose is?”

      The spy nodded agreement.

      “I do not understand how I am meant to help you,” remarked Tressel. “Speak plainly. Why have you come to see me?”

      “Because in Wahrheit, certain factions have made it dangerous to openly study the fae. The church, the ministry of intelligence, they all enjoy their monopoly on the truth. But here… you have a reputation for being more open-minded. You advised me once to seek the Grimm. I confess I do not know where to find one, but it’s my hope that you do. I ask for an introduction, Ambassador.”

      Illian Tressel sat back. “A dangerous business, being a Grimm. There are fewer now than there once were. The reach of the church has clutched us as tightly as your own kingdom. Those Grimm who have survived have done so because they hold their secrets closely.”

      His lips tight, Gerhard withdrew the deck of cards the urchin had brought from the realm of the fae and held them up for the ambassador to see. “I have heard that the Grimm are able to use cards like this to foretell the future. I have the fae-sight, but no talent for manipulating an artifact like this. I do not know if anyone in Wahrheit has such skill.”

      “The future is not decided,” retorted Tressel. Then, he sighed and added, “But sometimes, there are those who can see possibilities. Often, knowing what could be makes it so. That is the trick the fae use to snare us. They capture our imaginations with hopes and dreams, and we make those things true. I have heard from those who know, it is often better to be blind to what could be and to make decisions on what you know rather than the lies the fae will show you.”

      “Wise words,” agreed Gerhard. “I would like to learn from the one who shared them.”

      “My mother,” said Illian Tressel. “She is a Grimm.”

      Gerhard tucked the cards away and asked, “Is she here?”

      Tressel nodded. “In the south, men rise to power by betraying all that they love. Ruthlessness is an advantage. In Darford, men rise to power through the connections we build. Ties of loyalty and trust are how we secure our places upon high. I tell you this so that you know I love my mother, and if anything were to happen to her…”

      “I cannot promise our conversation will be free of risk, but I have no intention of involving her—or anyone—past where they want to be included. Introduce me to her, and I swear she will be safe from me, and that is the best that I can offer.”

      Tressel glanced over Gerhard’s shoulder and replied, “It is not my choice but hers.”

      A woman, a young one, said quietly, “You travel with strange company, searing eye.”

      Gerhard turned in his seat. The woman appeared to be no more than twenty-five winters, and she was dressed simply and sensibly. Her hair spilled in lush waves past her shoulders, and she carried herself with an easy grace that reminded him of a dancer. Her wrists were crowded with bracelets and bangles, and scarves were layered around her shoulders. Her skirts swished as she came into the room, and he saw she was barefoot.

      “Mother… Tressel?”

      She laughed and told him, “As good a name as any.”

      Her eyes were a scintillating blue, sparkling with an energy of their own or an energy that was not of this world. She was human, he could see, but she’d waded deeply in the magic of the fae, and it clung to her like a perfume. Gerhard had the fae-sight, and to his eyes, the magic clouded like ever-shifting fog. The magic of the fae had kept this woman young, apparently decades younger than her own child, but at what cost? There was always a cost. To live so long, with such youth…

      Her eyes flickered, as if she could guess what he was thinking. “It is rare my son introduces me to anyone, rarer still if that person is from Wahrheit. You people have a reputation, yes, for using magic but failing to understand it. You must have impressed him.”

      Gerhard glanced at Illian Tressel. The ambassador had not called to his mother. She’d come without bidding right at the opportune moment. Not by his choice but hers. That was what the man had said. This went beyond the political machinations of an ambassador and a spy. Tressel knew that and did not try to use it, which made Gerhard more nervous than he’d been since he’d decided to come here. What did these two know about what was coming which frightened them into helping a man like Gerhard?

      The ambassador stood, nodded to Gerhard, and left without further word.

      “You came with questions,” suggested the woman, taking the ambassador’s seat. “Ask them.”

      Holding up the deck of cards, Gerhard showed her the back of them. “I was given this.”

      “From the sprites,” said the woman, “but they could not have been the ones who gave it to you. There is no obligation attached to this gift. No bargain was made. No price will be paid. Unusual. They want something from you, searing eye, but they did not bind you to it with a bargain. One wonders… Does that mean what they need is of so little value they would not trade for it, or is it such incredible value they cannot risk ruining what is expected of you? Ha, that is no question, is it. I do not need to deal the cards to know you have an exciting future ahead of you, searing eye.”

      “Why does everyone keep calling me that?” he asked her.

      “Six paladins. The hope for mankind. You are one of them, the searing eye. It is your duty to stand against the skiengvaal. If you fail, we all fail.”

      He laughed without meaning to.

      “You will not defy them?”

      He blinked. Defy the skiengvaal? The creatures that had overrun the realm of the dragons? The creatures that caused entire races of fae to tremble and flee? He cleared his throat, and said, “Well, I will if I can figure out how…”

      “I would not,” claimed the Grimm, adjusting her shawl. “Better to avoid their notice. For me, at least. Humanity would suffer greatly, but chances are, it will suffer anyway. Why put oneself in danger for such a tiny chance at success? Better to live life as comfortably as you can as long as you can.”

      “You think I should… avoid the skiengvaal?”

      “Not you,” she said with a grin. “If you do, we are all doomed. I merely meant it is not a fight I intend to wage.”

      Shaking his head, Gerhard told the woman, “I recently met a dwarf who spoke just like you.”

      “I have been around them too long,” acknowledged the Grimm, “but we all must make our sacrifices.”

      He looked her up and down. “Youth is a sacrifice?”

      “Illian Tressel is not my son,” replied the woman. “He is my great, great grandson. Do you know what it is like to watch your husband, your children, their children, and even their children grow old and die before you? Life walks hand in hand with pain, and I have witnessed much of both. You have seen the skiengvaal. Do you think the rest of my years will bring joy or horror?”

      He shook the deck of cards. “Can you tell me what this is?”

      “Each of the paladins has a role. Yours is to see what the others cannot. A suitable role for a spy, but you must be more. It is you who will find the path forward. Haha, do you see? It is not I who has answers but you. You must learn to see them. The deck of cards is a tool, a way to train your mind to see what is there until there is a day you do not need it. Place the cards, find the patterns, watch the pathways the magic courses, and let it carry you.”

      “That’s easy enough.”

      She smiled benignly at him. “The cards will show you many ways, ways true and false. Mostly false. It is the fae you are dealing with after all. Anyone with the fae-sight and the right window can see possibility, but to discern truth? That is why you are a paladin.”

      “How do I…”

      “Sit, and I will show you.”
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      Queen Ursula Marchand smiled and curtseyed. Before her, a wave of skirts and long-tailed coats dipped in response. The room was cool, she suspected because they’d had the windows open for hours, letting the breeze carry away the scents of cooking fat and spilled beer. She’d been there before. She knew what the Roaring Wench smelled like, but today, it was a stage set in the grand theater of her royal presence visiting the common people throughout Ehrstadt.

      That she’d been to this place before several times, unnoticed and as common as the rest of them, brought an honest grin to her lips. Playing at what she’d actually done, casting a deception across the city, was such a silly scenario she couldn’t help but find it humorous. But this was what she wanted, and it was working. All the reports said these excursions were building a popularity the kings of Wahrheit never had. Besides, it was this or sit alone in her blue salon, presented with an endless march of documents requiring her signature. No, it was far better to get some fresh air, to feel the life of her capital, and enjoy some wine in less stuffy company than that of her privy council.

      She longed to watch a couple draw toward each other after long conversation or to see a man tuck into a joint of beef with relish and no concern about having to finish it before she finished her own dish. She wanted to hear children running in the streets and their parents scolding them. The boisterous laughter at a well-told jest or the groans and bellows at a well-tossed pair of dice. People who ducked into the door to get warm, or to cool down, or to relax, or to fight. She missed seeing people living lives separate from her own.

      In the palace, each person orbited her like tiny moons, their journeys nothing more than a reflection of her own, each and every one of them just a function of her overwhelming gravity. These people in the Roaring Wench, in the city whole, were in her orbit as well but not as directly. If she marched her kingdom to war, their lives could be upended, but it was only her grandest actions they would be aware of or affected by. She could sleep late one morning, and they would care not a whit. In the palace, an extra hour in her bed meant a disruption involving hundreds of people.

      How she longed for a time when it wasn’t that way. In Mertz, she could simply be. That was no longer her life, but today, they played like it was, when she’d been free enough to visit this tavern or to browse the shops on the streets nearby. She, and an entourage that numbered scores of courtiers and hundreds of soldiers, made a show of her still being that person, still a woman who could have a wine and a chat with a burgher and it mean nothing more than sharing company.

      But if the moment was pleasant for her guests, it didn’t show on anyone’s faces. The carefully curated selection of patrons were dressed in their holiday finest to join her for food and drink, and every one of them looked like they knew it wasn’t sufficient for an audience with the queen. Did they all own these ill-fitting coats and dresses, or had they borrowed from someone else? If so, most of them had chosen poorly, but these were local people, picked for the occasion because they lived in this quarter or maybe even on this street. They weren’t supposed to be fancy folk who’d gotten into the room through a noble birth or a splash of gold. It meant none of them were visitors to the royal palace. None of them attended her galas or had ever been this close to a person dressed as finely as she was.

      Her jewels, the expensive fabric of her dress, the shoes on her feet, any of those things could have bought these people’s entire livelihoods. It was so strange when she thought about it. She wondered if they thought it strange too. Did they think their queen’s wardrobe should be so extravagant, or was it just her tailors and dressing maids working in collusion who deigned it so?

      She gave a small wave then a shallow bow to the proprietor of the place, Christine. “I thank you for your support, both now and before. Wahrheit needs women like you, and I’m proud to say I’ve come to know you.”

      Christine, the one burgher who wasn’t flushed bright crimson at the excitement of the experience, offered a deep curtsey and replied, “It is my honor, Your Majesty. We are blessed by your presence. Know that you are welcome any time.”

      Ursula winked, then turned and exited onto the streets. Welcome any time. Every shop or business she’d visited presented a similar platitude, but she understood it to mean more from Christine. The woman believed that, indeed, Ursula would return. Perhaps she might, though without the legion of courtiers and administrators and two companies of armed guards to accompany her. Their presence kept the conversations rather formal, it seemed.

      Captain Allgood stood outside waiting for her, his hooded eyes shifting constantly, watching the streets and the buildings around them. His men had flooded the block. A soldier stood in every doorway, and they’d cordoned off the street in each direction. Other men were on the rooftops, when they could find a flat one, serving as watchers, she supposed. She saw one of her royal guards peering down with an arquebus cradled in his arms. Could he aim it from such a distance? She didn’t think so, but Allgood insisted the show of force was necessary and had argued somewhat convincingly that his men marching through the streets would be appreciated by those who saw them.

      He said because it would be like a smaller version of the parade she’d hosted. Was that the case? Did he think the burghers would appreciate a show, or did he think they would appreciate seeing that their queen was actually guarded? They’d been unable to stop all of the rumors about attacks on her royal personage, which evidently upset those in the city because they were beginning to love her. Whatever message the captain meant to send, she’d agreed with him, so his men had come in force, and so far, everything was peaceful.

      “The Street of Tomes?” she asked him.

      He nodded and held out a hand to a man beside him. The man placed a turquoise box with a neat bow atop it in Allgood’s waiting palm.

      “Chocolates?” she guessed.

      “From Peltier & Son, the finest chocolatiers in all of Ehrstadt, I am told.”

      “I recognize the box, Captain, and I agree they could be the best I’ve ever had, but Peltier & Son are quite expensive, which they make a point of. I’m supposed to be acting as a woman of the people, you know.”

      “On your behalf, and I admit at the suggestion of the chocolatier himself, I procured enough sweets for both companies of the royal guard to share. A woman of the people may drink sour wine in dingy taverns, but she also would ensure that her guards were well taken care of. Since I think all would agree they should not be drinking on duty, this was a fair alternative. People will see the men with these garish boxes and know that you take care of those close to you. And do not worry. The chocolatier provided an ample discount, though I must say his regular prices are high enough he could be charged with theft.”

      Ursula laughed. “Very well. You and I shall share as we walk.”

      She began moving, and the guards adjusted, several squads marching down streets that had already been cleared moments before as Allgood’s men had anticipated her exit.

      “You are from Ehrstadt, are you not, Captain Allgood?”

      He nodded, a large chocolate puffing out his cheeks.

      “Are you familiar with the Street of Tomes? Premier Sigismund arranged for us to step into several booksellers, but I fear they may be rather tedious places, even for booksellers. Given Sigismund arranged it, I think we can expect volumes with the Creator’s message to be on prominent display, with perhaps another shop focused on poetry or etiquette, or some other equally impractical concern. I wonder, there must be a shop which sells thrillers, or mysteries, or…”

      “Romances?”

      She blushed.

      “There is not much which occurs in your rooms that I’m unaware of, Your Majesty. If you’ve exhausted the librarian’s supply of, ah… thrillers, I am sure I can find something for you to read. I have a cousin who’s married to a rather randy lass who devours books. The filthier the better. Apologies, Your Majesty, I did not mean that…”

      “No, no, the librarian has ample books. It’s that sometimes I wonder… Does he mean to thrill or to teach with his selections? The question takes a bit of the fun out of it.”

      Allgood frowned, not understanding her comment.

      “Never mind,” she told him quickly. She ate a chocolate, and then to avoid the awkward silence, she asked him, “What sort of books do you like to read, Captain?”

      “Not much for reading myself, Your Majesty.” He coughed uncomfortably. “Don’t know more than a couple score words, to be honest. Wife reads real good, though. Collects all of the old playbills from the Street of Silk and reads ’em to our children.”

      “You have children?”

      “Boy and a girl, Your Majesty.”

      “Here,” she said as they stepped onto the worn cobbles of the Street of Tomes, pointing toward a bookseller whose window was lined with colorful covers. “We will buy some books for your children.”

      Allgood shifted. “I, ah, I wouldn’t know what—“

      “That one,” said Ursula, pointing to a title she recognized. “One of my favorites as a child. There’s a knight and a princess. Ha. A princess… I didn’t know at the time, but I am sure your children will enjoy it. It’s a classic.”

      “Of course, Your Majesty.”

      She gestured to one of her attendants. “Buy that book for Captain Allgood and several others the bookseller recommends. And… I have seen that man.”

      Behind the row of books, through the thick leaded glass, a man was staring back at her from inside, his mouth half open, his eyes wide.

      Captain Allgood reached for his sword, and several nearby members of the royal guard rushed to the doorway of the bookseller. The man’s astonishment only grew as he was hustled back out into the street, a thin rapier relieved from his side, a short dagger taken as well.

      “Y-Your Majesty…” he stammered.

      “What are you doing here?” demanded Captain Allgood.

      “Buying books, as one does in a bookseller.”

      “Aren’t you a bit old for this shop?”

      “I am looking for gifts for my little cousins,” snapped the man, trying to shake off the guards and attempting somewhat unsuccessfully to recover his dignity. “What is the meaning of this?”

      “Who are you?” asked Ursula. “I recognize you.”

      “Count Trabean,” he said, still trying to pull his arm free from the guards. “We dined several weeks ago in your chambers. There were… I mean to say we were not alone. I didn’t imply… Hans Caspar was there. He is your minister of law, and—“

      “I know who Hans Caspar is,” she retorted.

      “Of course,” mumbled the man. “He is my third cousin, once removed. I have seen you also at the coronation ball, but I do not think you would have known me from there. There were so many of us to see you crowned.”

      “Please release him,” said Ursula, her voice a higher octave than she’d intended. “Count Trabean of Klafen?”

      The man bobbed his head, looking half offended at his mistreatment and still half shocked to have found the queen staring at him through the window of a children’s bookseller. It must be difficult to act thrilled to see your liege while also expressing annoyance with her close personal guards.

      She was slowly recalling the man. She’d been gone in her cups, she thought, but also there’d been so many young, eligible men that Sigismund and the others had paraded before her. Hans Caspar had brought Trabean, along with a dozen other men and women. She was sure the minister of law had hopes the young man would catch her eye, which wasn’t entirely a false hope. The count was a well-made man. Trim but not scrawny. His hair was too long, but he kept his chin shaved. She liked that. He wore tight trousers and a pale gray jacket embroidered with gold piping that offset his stark white shirt nicely. He had an emerald green cravat, which was uncomfortably similar to the colors of Clermont, but she wondered if those were his house colors. Green was out of fashion now, after what Clermont had done, but some unfortunate houses were stuck with choices that could have been made centuries before. It was no simple thing to change your house colors. While on errands in Ehrstadt, it would be expected for the count to wear some nod to his house, even if no one else in the city wore the color.

      “I apologize for my men’s brusque treatment, Trabean,” she told him. “There have been…”

      “Threats?”

      She nodded.

      The man looked honestly upset about that. “I have heard, Your Majesty. As you know better than many, we are well aware in Klafen of the dangers which stalk our kingdom. It is understandable, appropriate even, that your men are staunch in defense of your person. I find no fault in them reacting aggressively, as they are protecting you.”

      The man brushed the lapels of his jacket flat, as if unsure he’d told the truth, but it was the proper thing to say.

      “Your cousins?” she asked, glancing at a trio of books in his arms.

      “What?”

      “You said you were shopping for your cousins?”

      He coughed, glancing down at what he was holding. “In this shop, yes. They are quite younger than I. These other books, ah, were for me.”

      “May I?”

      He nodded wordlessly. One did not say no to the queen.

      She reached out and touched the spines of the books he was holding. “A history of Cojita and… a book on military strategy, yes? Dour topics, but they are what the times call for. What is this one?”

      “Something of a philosophical text, Your Majesty. It was written long ago by a scholar at the Royal University of Ehrstadt. It is a theory on commerce, hiding your true intentions to garner a better price, but it’s thought the ideas may be applied to warfare as well as the trading floors. It’s big on ideas, short on specifics. My aunt suggested it.”

      “Your aunt?”

      “Annalise Lehmann. No, not Lehmann. No longer. She is my uncle’s sister and was married to a nobleman of Andorra. He is dead, good riddance, but she remains in those lands. She married young, and I believe after many years in the south, she feels some responsibility for the place. Or more likely, she does not believe that Wahrheit is a place for a woman like her. She is not wrong. My aunt would cause a scandal in Uncle Jan’s court.”

      “A woman like her?”

      “My aunt is rather… warlike. She carries a sword and has fought along the border with Cojita for years. That is where she is now, standing against those savages. I wanted to join her but was told my place was here. It is… I am speaking too much of my family’s business. I apologize, Your Majesty.”

      “There is no foul.” Ursula frowned. “Your aunt fights Cojita on behalf of Andorra? She is Landgrave Jan Lehmann’s sister?”

      “You did not know? You have not heard of the Falcon of Andorra?”

      “There is much I do not know, it seems. Come with me, Count Trabean. We shall talk as we walk. Tell me more of your family and this warlike aunt of yours.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Count Trabean?” asked Premier Philip Sigismund.

      “You disapprove?” wondered Ursula, fiddling with her wine glass.

      “Disapprove? Disapprove of what?”

      She did not answer.

      “He is two, maybe three years older than you, a student at the Royal University, I believe, though I can’t recall what he studies. His parents died some years ago, and it’s fair to say he’s paid little attention to managing his family holdings, so one can hope he’s taking courses in finance and government, but it’s also fair to say that, in Klafen, he need not worry of schemes from his neighbors. It’s well known his parents were close with the landgrave and landgravine, and he remains favored within their court. In terms of a match… you could find better. Our reports claim Andorra will be lucky to hold out through the summer, and Klafen will be next. County Trabean is on the southern border. If there are no lands, there are no revenues to raise and no men to conscript. You’d be better off with a man of the north, whose territory is safer from foreign incursion.”

      “I was not asking if I should marry the man,” she complained.

      “What were you asking then?”

      She shrugged uncomfortably. “Trabean said he was related to Hans Caspar?”

      “Everyone is related to everyone when it comes to those near the landgraves. If I recall, Trabean and Caspar are cousins, though I imagine Caspar is chasing the count in hopes of earning favor from the landgrave rather than the count chasing Caspar hoping for an appointment. What sort of man would consign himself to a career in the ministry of law?”

      Ursula smirked, thinking of the man Arnold, who’d passionately shared with her the details of his profession addressing the legal complexities of Ehrstadt’s sewer system. “It takes all types, Premier.”

      “Indeed,” he said, then gestured for a refill of his wine.

      She’d found the man was more agreeable when he had a cup in his hand, so she’d begun taking one as well whenever they met, though she drank slowly and carefully before the sun set. The hazy memories of her first weeks on the throne were painful ones. She’d been trying to drown herself, she understood now. She couldn’t face this new life, these new responsibilities. She couldn’t face what she’d done to Sergeant Speckle and what she would do in the future because she had learned the crown was a heavy burden. Should she shun all who came close to her in a hopeless attempt to protect them, or should she gain friends, only to watch them die at the hands of the skiengvaal?

      Did Premier Sigismund count? Was he her friend? She was as close to the man as she’d been to Speckle, truthfully. Would he be next or the women who helped her dress? She’d begun making jests with them when the housekeeper Brunhilda was not present. How close did one need to be for the skiengvaal to take their life?

      Would she sacrifice one of those young women if it meant the skiengvaal would give her Leland Laurent? She worried that, if presented with the question, she knew the answer. She sipped her wine and glanced at the narrow windows that let in golden shafts of light to brighten the blue salon. Yes, the burden was heavy indeed.

      “Shall I arrange another meeting with Count Trabean?”

      She blinked. “I don’t know if he… if he’d want to, ah, have another meeting.”

      “He would,” assured Sigismund, his voice certain as if there was no doubt in the matter. “There is a new performance at the opera house which is earning rave reviews. I’ve always found the opera rather droll, but as long as one whispers, conversations may be had with those beside you. It is a better opportunity for young people to get to know each other than a formal dinner. It wouldn’t be proper, of course, for a young man to dine with you privately, and with a dozen others around the table, it’s difficult for conversation to move past superficial pleasantries.”

      “You eat and drink with me privately all of the time,” mentioned Ursula, raising her wineglass to make the point.

      “I believe, Your Majesty, that your court and society at large see little threat in me wooing you.” He sipped his wine, then told her, “It’s been many years since I’ve courted anyone, but if I were to do it again, I’d do it at the opera.”

      She snorted and laughed, and the premier grinned at her through his giant white mustaches.

      She told him, “I have not attended the opera here in Ehrstadt.”

      “Another excellent opportunity to be seen by the people then, Your Majesty. If you do not object, I shall make arrangements. Perhaps in four days’ time? That is suitable for the count to have settled himself after your first meeting, and if he need see the tailor or address other matters about his appearance, he can. But it’s not so long he thinks you’ve forgotten him. Yes, four days. I will settle the details as soon as I leave.”

      Sitting back, she sipped her wine. Sigismund dithered on about some complication occurring within the diet of lords. Hans Caspar was fencing with the nobles there, getting the best of them by Sigismund’s telling, but the situation was convoluted and rather uninteresting, so she did not listen. The premier did not appear to mind. She wondered, occasionally, if his wife had long grown bored of his constant prattle about politics, and the man needed an outlet to discharge all of the thoughts and hopes and fears he was constantly wrestling with.

      If so, she was happy to let him exhaust himself while her mind turned elsewhere, like toward Count Trabean and the opera. The count was a handsome enough chap to be seen on his arm, but she wasn’t interested in him like Sigismund believed. Certainly not. But it would be good to spend an evening doing something other than listening a man old enough to be her grandfather speak endlessly about kingdom politics. Yes, a pleasant break, sitting beside a person her own age and close enough to her own station they could converse.

      Perhaps she would ask him about his aunt, the Falcon of Andorra, as they were calling her, or the book he was reading, the one on commercial philosophy. Perhaps she would ask the librarian for a copy, and she could read it herself. Trabean had said it may have applications in warfare, hadn’t he? It seemed the sort of thing she should learn more about as queen of Wahrheit.

      “Your Majesty?” asked Sigismund.

      She rubbed her lips with her fingers, trying to think of what he’d been talking about. “You were saying the diet issued a second counter proposal?”

      “Yes, yes they did!” said Sigismund, slapping his knee with one hand before drinking his wine with the other. “And here’s what Caspar said about it, which I thought rather clever, he…”

      She let the premier continue and looked back toward the window. Trabean was a student at the Royal University? What field, she wondered. She should ask. It would be polite to know a bit more about a person before attending the opera with them, wouldn’t it? She would ask the minister of intelligence what he knew and task him to find out what he did not know. A queen could not be too careful with her associations, even if it was just for an evening. She would ask the librarian about Count Trabean, about his book, and about his family. She would learn what he was studying and what his hobbies were. She wondered if the man was courting anyone else in the city. It would be expected, for a man his age, but he was young to have declared any serious intentions. Yes, she should find out about that and the rest of it. It was only polite.
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      “Seems the man was wanted for a theft involving violence, so the city watch isn’t taking much interest,” drawled Carter, peering at Ulrik from the doorway to his narrow room. “Fortune’s Favor, I suppose, but maybe if he wasn’t wanted by the magistrates, he wouldn’t have turned and fought. Hard to know what men will do, but knowing is what we’ve got to learn. It’s the difference between a thief taker and a journeyman.”

      “You would have known he’d turn and fight?” retorted Ulrik.

      “I would have considered it,” claimed Carter, coming into the room uninvited and taking the single chair in the small chamber while Ulrik sat on the bed, the same spot he’d sat for hours already. “A man doesn’t run unless he’s desperate, and you’ve always got to be ready for desperate men to turn and fight. Like animals, we are, when we’re cornered.”

      Ulrik grunted.

      “You’ve killed before,” mentioned Carter. “What’s different about this time?”

      Looking up at the ceiling, Ulrik scowled and admitted, “That’s the problem. It’s not different this time. When I killed Count Fashan, when I killed this man, it feels… the same. Like a hollow hurt. A regret. Like I let a friend down or disappointed my ma. It should feel different. Better or worse, I don’t know, but this isn’t right.”

      Shaking his head, Carter told him, “When it comes to killing a man, there is no right way to feel. There are wrong ways to feel about killing a man, but it’s a tragedy whether it was justified or not. Bad men, good men, it’s regrettable whenever you’ve got to end someone’s life. Only evil men enjoy it.”

      Ulrik slumped back, lying flat on his bed with his feet still on the floor. “What did Guildmaster Jerdan say?”

      “He says you can leave your room now. With no magistrates beginning an investigation and no family coming forward, the guild doesn’t have to bond you out or pay weregild. Though I suppose a man like you, who knows the queen, didn’t have much to worry about from the magistrates anyway. The man you killed only owed six silver, so it’s little loss on our books. Even had he lived, it’s not likely we could have collected. We’ve been carrying that contract for over a year and hadn’t fulfilled it yet. It should have been written off already, though that might’ve made things sticky with the city watch.”

      Ulrik sighed.

      Carter shrugged. “None of this is an event worth stirring himself for according to the guildmaster’s thinking. Only thing I’ve heard coming down from his chambers aside from releasing you was requesting that Evansol shut his mouth. The boy’s been blabbing nonstop about it, stirring people up. Oh, we all know accidents happen, and it’s not the first time things have gone sideways and someone got themselves killed on a routine collection. It gets people thinking, though, and Guildmaster Jerdan doesn’t like that.”

      Ulrik rolled his head to the side, watching Carter.

      “I say let Evansol talk,” continued Carter, his voice dropping so that it wouldn’t be audible outside of the room. “Two men are dead, including one of our own, and we have nothing to show for it. Perhaps we should be talking about that. Jerdan wants us to forget, but a guild is like a family, aye. When family dies, you don’t forget. You take care of the survivors.”

      Propping himself up on his elbows, Ulrik whispered back, “You’re trying to undermine Jerdan.”

      Carter winked.

      “Why are you telling me this? You want me to start talking too?”

      “Not at all,” replied Carter. “Best you don’t catch Jerdan’s notice. I’m not the only sniffer the guild employs, and the stink of the fae still wafts around you. Don’t give the guildmaster reason to ponder that. I thought, instead, you ought to go see Journeyman Evansol. Might set his mind at ease to have someone to share his thoughts with. I promise you it won’t be hard to let Evansol do all the talking, and when he’s spent himself, ask him what the guildmaster is doing for that apprentice’s family.”

      “Nothing, I suppose.”

      “Nothing,” confirmed Carter. “Wasn’t always like that, in the guild, but Jerdan’s squeezing every mark from our coffers. Wouldn’t bother me so much if he was wasting it all on wine and women. A man can understand that, but he’s not spending it. I don’t know what he’s doing with it, and that makes me nervous. This guild is more than him. He’s got a responsibility to us all.”

      “You’ve helped me a great deal,” said Ulrik, “but I don’t want to get entangled in guild politics. I’ll—“

      Carter held up a hand. “Don’t do it for me. Instead, ask yourself if you believe that dead apprentice deserves something. The guild has resources. Wouldn’t take much to set his kin up with a pension. That’s what we do when a guild member dies in the field. Fair, ain’t it, to do the same for an apprentice who was in the field trying to collect on a job? What’s important? The guild medallion or the man?”

      Sitting up the rest of the way, Ulrik rubbed his face with his hands.

      Carter stood. “You might do a bit of good for the boy’s folks if you keep Evansol talking. A lot of us have families. Doesn’t sit right with a man thinking they may not be taken care of if something goes wrong. If the guild gets riled up, even Jerdan will open the coffers to tamp it down.”

      Ulrik accused, “That’d be good for the boy’s family and for you.”

      The thief taker winked. “The fae’s touch is on you. They are not done with you, and neither am I. There are no simple choices in your future, Ulrik, but for me or for him, helping someone is helping someone, ain’t it? Think about it.”

      Ulrik nodded, and Carter left. Ulrik fell back onto his bed and looked at the tightly mortared stone that made his ceiling. He could leave anytime he wanted, but where would he go? The room could have been a jail cell.
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        * * *

      

      Ulrik pushed off the stones of the courtyard with his arms, his body as rigid as a plank. He jumped his feet forward, landing near his hands and thrusting skyward into a vertical leap. He dropped, pushed up again, and jumped again. And again. And again.

      Three weeks ago, when he’d joined the Esteemed Guild of Bounty Hunters and Thief Takers, he’d counted the repetitions of his exercises. Dozens. Then scores. In such a short time, he no longer bothered. Whether he did thirty or forty or more did not matter. He would do this exercise until he flopped over unable to continue. Then, he would rest but not for long. Just long enough he caught his breath and could rise again and start another exercise.

      Others did more, others did less, he simply did as many repetitions as he could. It was strange, this physical exertion for no purpose other than building one’s body to be faster and stronger. It wasn’t the sort of activity anyone in Hof did, but even those in Hof knew that the harder you worked, the stronger you got. One look at the blacksmith’s arms would tell any dolt that. In Ehrstadt, athletes trained like this, and thief takers, and the queen’s champions, and probably the assassins and spies as well, but not the royal army. They were too lazy.

      Miles had enjoyed telling Ulrik that. Henri had been there as well, and he’d laughed uproariously. Ulrik had not mentioned that Henri’s belly had twice the girth of any of the men in his old company. The big, jolly thief taker never lost his temper, but he had an odd sense of humor, and jests at his expense occasionally led to cuffing or being tossed across a room.

      Sweat stung Ulrik’s eyes and his heart hammered, but he dropped again, his bruised hands smacking against the stone of the courtyard, his body trembling as he held it flat and pushed himself up. He leapt forward, hands still down, feet landing beside them. He shoved himself into a vertical leap and paused when he landed.

      Miles was standing before him, two quarterstaffs in hand. “Teach me to use one of these?”

      “You don’t already know?”

      The thief taker tossed Ulrik one of the quarterstaffs and said, “Let’s find out.”

      Ulrik caught it easily, though he knew that was all that was going to come easily. His legs were jiggling like New Year pudding, and already, he was out of breath. It was usually Carter who trained him with staffs or spears, but he had no doubt Miles was adept.

      The thief taker was as smooth and quick as a snake, and if you underestimated the strength behind his motion, he would make you pay for it. He had a creative, loose way of fighting that was unexpected and dangerous.

      The butt of Miles’ quarterstaff swept toward Ulrik’s head, and he ducked, counterstriking with a quick lash at the thief taker’s feet. Miles avoided the blow with aplomb, then riposted with a quick jab that Ulrik scampered away from. A twirling blow at his midsection followed and then another jab.

      He was backing away, letting Miles’ strikes fly short or wide, not meeting the attacks with his own staff. He’d learned long before, when on the road with the three thief takers going to Stafford, it was exhausting trying to meet these men strength against strength, or speed against speed in Miles’ case. They’d let him batter against their superior attributes until he was worn down, and then, they would embarrass him.

      Ulrik figured he would give the technique a shot. He was already close to collapse following his workout, and he knew he would have no chance sparring with Miles at full speed, but if the other man spent himself launching attacks that missed…

      Miles was grinning broadly, and Ulrik cursed silently to himself. The thief taker knew exactly what he was doing. The attacks began to come faster, and Ulrik dodged when he could, met the strikes when he had to, and took several blows on his arms when he couldn’t avoid them.

      He’d been exercising in the heavy padded armor they used for sparring. The thief takers had convinced him his training should be as close to actual combat as he could manage, and they’d advised that one day, he might find himself in armor. Best to get used to moving in it now, but even through the leather and wool that covered his forearms, the thumps hurt.

      The tip of Miles’ quarterstaff cracked against Ulrik’s shin, and he cursed again. Thick leather might blunt the edge of a blade, but the armor did little to stop sturdy wood. Limping, Ulrik ducked and dodged, moving in a steady retreat. Not speaking, Miles followed.

      What purpose did this lesson serve? Miles backhanded his staff at Ulrik’s head, and Ulrik ducked, punching his own staff at Miles’ knee to slow him, but the thief taker managed to block, then slid his quarterstaff along the side of Ulrik’s, catching him a stinging rap across the knuckles.

      Muttering to himself, Ulrik backed away, holding the staff with one hand and shaking the pain from the other before it grew numb and useless. He watched Miles’ eyes for any hint of what he intended next. The man usually belched a constant stream of advice, but he was silent today. It was Carter who excelled at the staff and provided Ulrik training on the weapon. Why was Miles… To wear Ulrik down? Force him into another form of physical conditioning?

      He caught an attack in the center of his quarterstaff, the full brunt of the blow pounding his arms back toward his body. Another identical strike swung from the opposite side, and he caught that one as well, his feet sliding on the smooth stone of the courtyard.

      Ulrik needed a break, a rest, but Miles knew that. He knew Ulrik had needed rest before they’d even begun. He was trying to—Miles’ staff smacked into Ulrik’s thigh, the point hammering hard against the meat of his leg. Ulrik’s counterstrike was bashed to the side, and for his trouble, he had to jump away, nearly tripping over his feet and spilling onto his bottom. Maybe he should take the spill. That was one way to get a rest.

      But he couldn’t bring himself to do it. A year ago, maybe. Now, he’d seen too much. There was a reason for all of this training. With Fortune’s Favor, one day it was going to keep him alive.

      Shuffling to the side, he dodged three more quick strikes, but Miles kept pressing. Ulrik snarled at him, and the man snapped a blow at his face. Growling, Ulrik chopped down, knocking Miles’ quarterstaff toward the ground, then whipped the end of his staff toward the man. Miles leaned back, and Ulrik closed, spinning his staff to come beneath the other man’s and force it aside a second time. He kept it spinning, and Miles retreated. Ulrik feinted high, and Miles leaned back. Then, Ulrik dropped to a knee and swung his staff fully extended with both hands, smashing it into Miles’ calf.

      It landed with a satisfying thud, and the thief taker yelped a vivid curse, stumbling away and hopping on one foot. “Enough, enough. That hurt.”

      Ulrik put the butt of his quarterstaff on the stone and used it to lever himself up. He leaned on it but tried not to be obvious about it. “It hurt? What do you think it felt like when you hit me?”

      “Must have felt wonderful, given how often you let me do it.”

      Sighing, Ulrik shook his head.

      Miles winked at him.

      “What was this all about?”

      Holding out a hand for Ulrik’s staff, Miles replied, “Walk with me.”

      Wanting to use it as a walking stick but not wanting to admit weakness, Ulrik tossed Miles the weapon and followed.

      “What was different about that last sequence?”

      “I hit you,” replied Ulrik.

      “Aye, but how?”

      “You fell for my feint, and—“

      “It’s not that I fell for the feint. It’s that you tried the feint. How many times did I move first, and all you offered were counters? You can’t hit a man if you don’t swing at him. If you act solely in defense every time, you’ll lose the fight. On the last sequence, you attacked. I should have seen it coming, but it was a good move. That’s the second step, you see. The first step, always the first step, you have to attack.”

      Ulrik did not respond.

      “You’ve gotten better than you used to be, but when you’re tired, thinking you can’t lift your arms, that you can’t possibly survive a fight, what should you do?”

      “Attack?”

      “Attack,” agreed Miles. “That’s why I caught you today. You were already worn down. That’s the lesson. If you don’t have the stamina for a protracted fight, it’s going to end quickly one way or the other. Best if you be the one to make the move.”

      “You could have just explained that,” complained Ulrik.

      Miles slapped him on the shoulder. “No one enjoys a lecture. Now go get cleaned up. We’re going to the Roaring Wench. Henri says he’s buying the first round, which means he thinks we’re buying all the others. I can’t afford to drink with that man alone.”

      Laughing, Ulrik protested, “I don’t think I can—“

      “You can!” declared Miles. “And bring Journeyman Evansol. He’s been down lately. I think a night on the town will cheer him up, and another man to share Henri’s tab will be appreciated.”

      “Carter wanted me to…”

      “Carter can’t be seen with Evansol. You understand?”

      Ulrik wiped sweat from his brow and glared at Miles. A night on the town?

      “A quarter hour, lad. I’ll see you out front with Henri. Wash up so I can stand to sit beside you, and bring Evansol. Who doesn’t want to do a bit of drinking with their best mates? Come on. Let’s see a smile.”

      “My best mates?” grumbled Ulrik.

      “Tell Evansol to bring coin,” instructed Miles. “I mean it. Henri’ll break us if we’re not careful. That man and his beer… Nothing is free, lad. Not your training, not your place in the guild, and I hate to say this, but not even friendship. I slipped to a few others that we’re going out to celebrate you and Evansol getting through that scrap. Eat, drink, be merry, and we’ll let Evansol do a bit of talking. Time to earn our keep tonight.”

      Ulrik let him trail off while he ducked into the dormitory wing of the guildhall. A quarter hour. Not enough time to go to the bathhouse, but enough time to rub a wet cloth over himself and fetch the journeyman. Enough time to think about what he was going to say. Or what Journeyman Evansol was going to say. How would the guild members react to the journeyman’s bitter complaints about the guild not paying a death bonus to the apprentice’s family? Just like Carter wanted them to react? Guildmaster Jerdan was going to have a fit if he heard of this.

      Fortune’s Curse. Nothing was free.
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        * * *

      

      “Ulrik!” bellowed a man.

      Ulrik spun and saw a neatly dressed captain of the palace guard striding confidently toward him. His burgundy coat was pressed and immaculate. His polished black boots clicked crisply on the marble floor. A sabre hung on his hip, the steel hilt chased with gold. His hair was trimmed and combed, framing a weathered face split by a beaming smile. He was missing a tooth.

      “Captain Tom Allgood?” asked Ulrik, half in jest.

      He’d selected the man for the role, but in the time Allgood had occupied it, he’d changed. He looked like he could have been born into those pressed woolens and gleaming boots. Maybe not a noble, but a man of means. No one would think this man was a peasant, aside from the missing tooth.

      “Look at us!” The captain laughed, his hands rubbing over his coat self-consciously. “I don’t think I’ve ever been this clean in my entire life, and can you believe they had a tailor sew this thing to fit me! A custom jacket, for me!”

      “You’re… doing well?”

      “Thanks to you,” said the captain, still chuckling. “Without the word from you, they wouldn’t’ve let me guard the stable out back on the overnight shift, and now, I’m captain of this dandy bunch! A couple of months ago, I was planning on spending the next decade in the spearmen, marching around the countryside, getting thrown at castle walls, or worse, sitting around in the barracks for months at a time with nothing to do but gamble away my pay and get in fights with fellow soldiers. Now, I’m guarding the queen. Fortune’s Favor or Ulrik’s Favor, eh? I owe you those beers I promised. Where have you been? Those thief takers are stealing all your time, Ulrik. I know, I know. It’s a rare apprenticeship, but you know the queen! It’s not for you, wrestling in the streets for copper marks.”

      A wan smile lay on Ulrik’s face. Wrestling in the streets for copper. The captain didn’t realize how close to the truth he was.

      “You’re here for the queen? They usually let me know her schedule, but it’s so hectic these days…”

      “No. I ah, I’m here for the quartermaster.”

      “That strange woman who works in the basement?” queried Allgood, a grin still on his lips. “Business or pleasure? Right, right. That’s not my business either way. Well, when you finish up with her, I’m done at sundown. Find me, any of the men ought to know where I am, and we’ll go toast our rise in this mad world.”

      Wordlessly, Ulrik nodded, and Allgood snapped his fingers. A man, wearing the burgundy of the palace guard but without the gold pipping on Allgood’s coat, stepped quickly toward them.

      “Escort this man to the quartermaster’s chambers, will you. See to it he gets anything he needs.”

      “Yes, sir,” called the soldier before attempting a salute that wasn’t quite as sharp as Ulrik recalled from the palace guard at the queen’s coronation.

      The new soldier had the gravelly accent of a peasant, but he stood as straight as a flag pole, and his eyes sparkled with dedication. He wasn’t from Ulrik’s old company, but the way he carried his halberd, there was no doubt he’d been a spearman. Had the palace guard been this attentive before? Ulrik hadn’t noticed. He’d been so overwhelmed every other time he’d been in the palace, but he didn’t think so. Was it Allgood’s work, or were these men simply grateful to be working here in this unit instead of in the barracks as spearmen?

      As Ulrik followed the soldier through the bright, elegant hallways, he wondered long did it take for a man to become accustomed to his new circumstances, before he forgot where he’d come from? Would these guards be like the old bunch, stiff as their boots, quick and precise with the pomp and ceremony, but time and time again letting killers get close to their queen?

      The journey to Ilse Brinke’s chamber from the towering front of the royal palace took almost as long as the walk to the palace from the thief takers guildhall. They passed scores of uniformed men and women who all marched about as if they were set upon the most important journey in the world. Who were all of these people working in this building, and what did they do?

      The guard stopped in front of the thick oaken door at the bottom of a bare set of stairs that had led them deep into the heart of the palace.

      “She knows you are coming, right? There are some queer rumors about this woman. They say she can… Well, I don’t believe what they say, but I know she’s dangerous.”

      “The rumors are true,” said Ulrik. He stepped around the man and banged with a closed fist on the door. “Don’t worry. She’s expecting me, and I’ve been here before.”

      The guard stepped back and then jumped when Ilse opened the door.

      She eyed the soldier, then Ulrik. “You.”

      He fumbled at his jacket pocket. “I got a note… Sorry, I thought you knew I was coming.”

      “I didn’t,” she said, then sighed. “Maybe I should have expected you. Let me guess, the wizard sent you? Well, since you’re here, come in.”

      Ulrik walked inside after her but not before seeing the guard mouth, “The wizard.”

      Ulrik winked at the man, then closed the heavy door with a crashing boom. He told Ilse, “You should be more circumspect.”

      She snorted. “I decide which secrets I’ll keep, and it won’t be all of them. That is part of my charm. Besides, while we may have worked with that ridiculous man in the past, I’m not sure I’m working with him again. He figures himself a grand puppeteer, but I’m convinced he’s a grand fool, and I certainly won’t help him keep hiding in the shadows.”

      “He did leave a note for me,” reminded Ulrik, “but he didn’t explain what I was supposed to do. He’s not here? He didn’t say anything to you?”

      “Of course he’s not here,” grumbled Ilse. “He poked his head out from behind the curtain once, and I don’t think he liked what he saw. He’s back in hiding now. I don’t know where so don’t ask. When I need to see him, I drop him a note, and there’s an abandoned cellar we meet in. That or he surprises me just like you did. That’s the way he likes it, appointments on his terms, so no one can challenge him on his magic.”

      “His magic? You don’t think he can… You don’t believe he’s really a wizard?”

      “You ever seen him do any magic?”

      Ulrik scratched his chin. “I guess not.”

      “People believe what they are told to believe. He tells everyone he’s some great wizard, and so you believe it, but I’m in the business of finding the truth. The truth is, that man can’t cast any spells. Doesn’t matter, though, cause he’s involved himself again in business that he shouldn’t have anything to do with. I’ll give him that much. He’s got a nose for sticking his nose into things.”

      “What business?” asked Ulrik, wondering uncomfortably what Ilse knew about his acceptance into the thief takers guild.

      The wizard had suggested it through his agent, Christine. She had implied the wizard had arranged it, though Carter and the others didn’t seem to have ever heard of the wizard. Maybe that was what Ilse was getting at. The man had a knack for claiming credit whether or not it was due. Carter and the others had been elated when Ulrik had asked to join them, not because of some shady magician’s antics but because they were his friends. Ulrik hoped that was the case at least.

      The quartermaster scowled and shoved her hands into the pocket of her seacoat. Or was it her father’s? She had worn one, but this one seemed larger, with pale stains that could have been from salt spray.

      Ulrik shifted, holding the note awkwardly. “So… why do you think he sent me here?”

      “I can guess,” she admitted. “An item went missing. A box. Small, made of brass. It was taken by a boy, an urchin, from Cardinal Borromeo’s chambers. Not my affair, you’d think, but I gave it to the cardinal as a… a trick, really. The box is enchanted and very dangerous in the wrong hands. Worse, it turns out I need it to… make a journey. It’s complicated. Don’t worry about that, just that I need this box back with urgency.”

      “And so the wizard…”

      “I think it’s clear he wants you to recover it,” she said. She stuffed her hands deeper into the coat and muttered, “I hate to admit it, but when I realized what happened, I sought his advice. He claims he is too busy to help.”

      “You sought his advice? I thought you said—“

      “I know what I said,” barked Ilse, “but who else is there to turn to?”

      “Right,” said Ulrik, glancing down at the scrap of paper in his hand, then back to the quartermaster. “The wizard wants me to recover a magical box that was stolen from Cardinal Borromeo which you’d given him?”

      Ilse looked away, then twisted back. “Whether or not that bearded buffoon set this up, it makes sense. I need someone to recover the box, and well, you are a thief taker now, aren’t you. I was foolish, not understanding what I had or what risks I was taking with it. The box can transport one into the realm of the sprites. The knowledge there, the secrets… It could be the difference between us defeating the skiengvaal and them taking control of our entire world. I’d hoped the wizard… I told him about it, and he explained what I’d lost.”

      “Oh,” murmured Ulrik, wondering how he could delicately suggest that maybe they should find the wizard and bring him into this conversation since it seemed he knew more about it than they did.

      “He gifted me with his advice—his words, not mine—but refused to chase after the box himself. I believe he’s afraid to venture far outside of Ehrstadt, but he did offer some clues as to where it was taken. There was a caravan that left here a week ago, headed south, toward Klafen and then to Andorra. It shouldn’t be hard to follow, but it will take someone discreet who we can trust has the best interests of Wahrheit at heart. Someone with the fae-sight and experience as a thief taker. That clever bastard couldn’t have painted it any clearer. What’s maddening, I don’t know what other choice we have.”

      Ulrik opened his mouth to respond, then closed it. He wasn’t sure what to say.

      “I’ve struggled with it. Believe me, I’ve struggled,” muttered Ilse. “I hate thinking that annoying pest is right about anything, but we have to recover this device. It’s a gateway to a realm of the fae—the only gateway I know of, Ulrik. You can imagine how important that might be. I was overconfident, I know I was, but what’s done is done. If I go myself, who is here to stand by the queen? Gerhard Fischer is still missing. The minister of intelligence has proven he’s incapable, so who else is there if another dwarf comes calling?”

      “But I’m just an apprentice. The guild won’t trust me on this mission.”

      “The guild wouldn’t turn down a royal commission, would they, even if we made it conditional on your involvement?”

      Ulrik blinked.

      “We have plenty of gold, but even more valuable is favor with their liege. The guild will not refuse this quest, and the queen will make it if I ask. I’ve heard those friends of yours are on the rise. A royal commission? It’s just what they need. It is you who I worry about.”

      “Me?”

      Ilse shook her head. “Everything the wizard told me makes sense. I knew what this device could do, but I didn’t truly comprehend. I didn’t realize I might need to use it myself. He’s not making that part up, and I was the one who found it was stolen. I even found out who did it, but it was he who explained the risk, and it was he who found us a clue. I double-checked what he claimed, and it appears to be true. But Ulrik, has the wizard every said or done anything that made sense? That’s not like him. His story makes too much sense, if you know what I mean. I can’t help thinking this is just another way to manipulate us, another way to get a hold on me and use you for his own ends.”

      Ulrik opened his mouth again to tell her about Christine, and the guild, but she cut him off a second time. She was nervous, halfway to a panic, and seeing this woman like that terrified him.

      “We have to chase this box. We have to. I’d talk to Gerhard about it, but the other spies were loyal to the king, which doesn’t mean they are loyal to the queen. The minister of intelligence has been acting strange lately, and I question how so many attackers have gotten so close to Ursula. I believe the minister knew something of the last attempt and failed to intervene. Why? I don’t know, but I won’t share this information with him, and I cannot chase this urchin myself and leave Ursula. She needs someone watching her back who doesn’t have their own agenda. She needs someone close who can keep her secrets. You’re the only choice for this quest, Ulrik, but is that by Fortune or by the wizard’s machinations? I don’t know.”

      “Either way, does it matter?” asked Ulrik quietly.

      Ilse met his gaze but did not answer.

      “The urchin went south, to Klafen?”

      Ilse nodded confirmation.

      “I’ll go.”

      “Good. When we send the contract to the guild, I’ll request you and your three friends. I cannot mandate it without raising suspicion, so the final purview is up to the guildmaster, but with the first royal commission during his tenure, he’ll try to keep us happy. One other thing.”

      She began walking toward the back of her chamber and took him to where a black leather hauberk was resting on a stand. The hauberk was thick, quilted, and studded with steel rivets that held metal threads woven between the layers of leather.

      “Made by the sprites. The same craftsmen who forged your spear, I’ve come to believe. Both the spear and this hauberk are unlike anything I’ve seen the elves or the dwarves create. There’s an artistic flourish to elvish work and a solid practicality to dwarvish arms. The spear and this armor contain a hidden strength. There’s no ornamentation, no gleaming flair. It is subtle, like the box you’re after. We have so few arms made by sprites I’ve had trouble evaluating the full extent of the properties. I don’t know what to look for, what to compare it to, but I figure if you have one of these artifacts, you should have both.”

      “I can’t…”

      Ilse shook her head at him. “You’re on an important mission for the crown. Who else should take this armor? Tilly is losing dragon knights faster than he’s adding them, so surplus arms and armor isn’t a problem there, and the queen hasn’t put out a call for new champions. Unless Ursula makes her opinion known, it’s my decision, and I’ve decided you ought to have this. If you want, return it when you come back with the box.”

      He looked at the armor. It was a fine set, even if he didn’t know it was crafted by the fae. Using two enchanted artifacts to chase a third. They told stories about quests like this, and rarely did they end well. Was it the wizard’s doing? Fortune? Ulrik didn’t know, but he knew three artifacts crafted by the same class of fae was no coincidence. Ilse, evidently, thought so as well.

      “I suppose I ought to try it on?”

      Ilse shrugged. “It’s fae-craft, Ulrik. It’ll fit, but go ahead. Knock yourself out.”
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      Sergeant Ramshorn raised a fist and yawned into it with his jaw stretched wide. He elicited a strange sort of groaning moan that reminded Tilly of the big cats they kept at the royal zoo. The man would have appreciated the comparison.

      The sergeant was thick with corded muscle that was covered by a hefty layer of blubber and a frame that looked more beer keg than dragon knight. When dressed in his platemail, Tilly thought he looked like one of the squat cannons the Honorable Guild of Artillery Masters used to launch mortars. Ramshorn carried a heavy mace that was as short and imposing as he was, but at the moment, he held it listlessly between his legs while he leaned back against a mossy battlement.

      The Strait of Chem was before them, that narrow and deep body of water that separated the province of Untal and the Kingdom of Kilsenay. This morning, it was blanketed by a thick marine layer of fog that seemed to hover just above the water, obscuring everything more than a quarter league off the coast.

      They’d spent the night on watch, standing atop the crumbling wall of an ancient stone fortress that’d been built centuries before when the relationship between Wahrheit and Kilsenay was an antagonistic one. Most of those forts had been abandoned when Wahrheit had bred enough dragons they could spare them for the occasional patrol over the narrow body of water. Disconcertingly, as they’d been scouting a location for this operation, Captain Tilly had seen a few of those forts occupied. Landgravine Bohm was rebuilding the province’s old defenses. Did she worry about Kilsenay or something else?

      An apprentice padded up the stairwell to the battlement, her boots soft and quiet compared to the clatter the dragon knights made bustling about in their armor. She held two steaming tin mugs filled with coffee.

      “M’lords.”

      “I’m not a lord,” Tilly told her.

      She bowed her head and offered the coffee. Lina Lehmann. The daughter of a landgrave. There were only two ways such nobility acted when they were brought into the dragon knights—haughty and insufferable, or groveling and also insufferable.

      The entire identity of the landgraves and their families was built on the belief they were better than everyone else, and they either clung to that or they met someone who flew a dragon and disabused them of the notion. So far, Lina had been overawed by the knights and their mounts, showing a determined resiliency that one could see if you looked hard beneath the layer of terror and deference. In time, she might see that dragon knights were normal men endowed with enchanted armor, sitting upon the backs of the largest fae and cursed by their magic, or she wouldn’t and would never be able to join their ranks.

      You could not become a dragon knight unless you had confidence you belonged, and that confidence was not the sort earned by birthright. Tilly had brought Lina along on this thankless mission to show her that. He and Ramshorn were just men, like any other, except they’d done the work to get them where they wanted to be. She had to see she could be worthy as well if she did the work.

      Her brother was of the other kind. Franz Lehmann believed he’d been born with all the assets he would ever need in life. He was the sort of man who didn’t practice the sword to improve but because he enjoyed smashing the weapons against the flesh of other men. Someone had trained him and done so reasonably well, but Tilly suspected their pay was earned just as much from stroking the young man’s ego as it was turning him into a warrior. Landgrave Jan Lehmann would never have expected his child to actually need those martial skills. They had other men to fight and die on their behalf. A man like Franz, who felt he had nothing to learn, was only going to get himself killed as the difficulty of the apprenticeship increased. He wouldn’t realize it for years, if he ever did, but getting kicked out of the dragon knights by Captain Tilly was a mercy.

      After Franz recovered consciousness, was treated by the physicians, and escorted out of the Roost, his sister had stayed behind. Tilly could not see what the dragon saw in the tiny slip of a girl, but it wasn’t the first time that had happened. Often, the fae detected something within a person which was worthy of uncovering. He hoped her parents understood. Jan Lehmann had enough on his plate with Cojita’s approaching army to keep him busy, but parents were sensitive about their children, and there was no one who could make more trouble than a landgrave. A scarred son and a daughter who left polite society to join an isolated company of military men and women, it couldn’t be what Landgrave Lehmann and the landgravine had in mind for their heirs.

      Tilly accepted the coffee from Lina and blew on it, thin tendrils of steam drifting away to join the oppressive fog that hung above the strait. He sipped and sighed. It was still too hot to drink, but on the bitter cold morning, he appreciated the warmth. He shifted, moving his hips so the edge of his backplate wasn’t pressing so hard against his spine.

      He and Ramshorn had been on watch all night, wearing full armor, standing in the dark and the cold. When he and the other middle-aged knights gathered and drank and told stories of when they were young, they always talked about enjoying these sorts of nights. There was a romance to being away from the Roost, just their fellow knights around them and enough danger to keep it interesting.

      But last night, it’d been dull, and it wasn’t the danger that kept him awake but how uncomfortable his armor was after wearing it for several days on the flight up and now their fruitless vigil.

      He grinned. Lina had been up all night as well. It had been her own decision. He did not know what she’d expected to happen, but now, she gazed out at that fog-shrouded strait like it was a vision of a better world. He sipped his coffee and watched her. Compared to Klafen, it was cold and damp in Untal, and they drank beer instead of wine. She was a landgrave’s daughter at home, but here, she slept on a moldy cot and fetched her captain coffee before dawn. It wasn’t a better life by the measures most considered, but there were those who couldn’t stand the rigid formalities and expectations that came with being an heir to a high house. For some, being handed everything was no luxury, and the only satisfaction was earning it yourself. Perhaps that was what the dragon had seen in her. They could use that, if she truly wanted to earn her way in the world.

      “This is good,” he told her, raising the tin cup.

      She flushed and admitted, “Apprentice Valdrake brewed it. I know you instructed me to do it, but…”

      “I don’t fight every fight myself,” Tilly told her. “Sometimes, the job of a dragon knight is knowing who to pick to face each battle.”

      She quipped, “You’re full of wisdom for so early in the morning.”

      “I had all night to think,” replied Tilly with a wink. “Just be warned. Valdrake may brew the coffee, but there’ll be a day he finds the chore you excel at, and payback will be due. Make sure he never catches you doing a good job with the dishes or managing the latrines.”

      Ramshorn grunted, and Tilly grinned at him. They’d been apprentices once, and they’d done their share of wrangling over the chores that no one wanted.

      “No sign of the pirates?” asked Lina Lehmann, turning from Tilly as if she was unsure if he’d made a jest or had dispensed legitimate advice.

      Tilly shook his head. “It was quiet all night.”

      “Do you think they saw us when we flew in, or could they have spies on land to alert them?”

      “I don’t think anyone can see past their own hands at night in this fog, but it wouldn’t be unusual for pirates to employ watchers, and if anyone caught wind of our arrival, it’d be on every tongue within twenty leagues of here. Another night, then we’ll fly up to Chemenberg and see if there are reports of further activity. If not, we’ll make a few laps back and forth over the strait to show our presence and then go home.”

      “Even if we haven’t captured the pirates?”

      Tilly shrugged. “Half the vessels sailing from Kilsenay could be pirates. Bah, most of them probably have been in years past, but are they pirates now? Are they the ones who took Fintra Bohm’s new dresses as a prize?”

      “Seems like she could handle this matter herself,” complained Ramshorn, shifting within his own armor, evidently no more comfortable than Tilly. “She has a navy. Assuming, of course, it was dresses that were taken.”

      Ramshorn glanced at Tilly from the corner of his eye, and Lina Lehmann looked interested. Her father had been calling for assistance from the dragon knights for half a year now, worried Cojita would break through Andorra’s defenses and be on his doorstep before he could react. Would Wahrheit’s dragon knights fly to chase down a simple pirate stealing dresses when they wouldn’t help defend Klafen’s borders? She had to be thinking it, but she hadn’t asked yet. She was too deferential, still.

      Tilly put his mug of coffee down on top of a crenellation and explained, “We were told by the ministry of intelligence, the shipment in question was not dresses but steel-tipped ballistae bolts, and worse, Fintra Bohm was not the consignee but some unknown party who forged the paperwork.”

      “Ballistae?”

      Tilly nodded.

      Lina protested, “But those are mostly used for… Oh. You think… someone was stockpiling weapons to use against us? But not Fintra Bohm…”

      “Maybe. Who could forge her signature better than the landgravine herself? The minister is looking into that. I swear, that man could find a knot in the straightest of lines, but regardless of what he learns, I decided the easiest way to sort it all out was to find the men who’d done the stealing and hopefully the ship they took. With luck, maybe they’ll have living prisoners, and we’ll have a chance to ask them who they work for. The prize was coming from Hurmhaven and through the strait. It’s a safe enough bet it was headed for Chemenberg, but out on the western sea, there are hundreds of coves and hidden nooks where they could have swapped cargoes. Maybe there would have been dresses on the boat by the time it docked. It’s all guesswork unless we get our hands on someone who knows something.”

      “B-But who would…” stammered Lina.

      Tilly shrugged.

      She frowned and said, “The minister of intelligence worries about dissension amongst the landgraves. He thinks they’d defy the crown?”

      “Your father voted for Queen Marchand to take the throne, but three others voted against her. Not so strange, is it, to keep an eye on the rest of them? If there was a cargo of ballistae bolts being shipped from Hurmhaven under false pretense, what purpose might they serve? Who is buying them, and who is selling them? The weapons are often used in naval combat, but if that was the case, there’d be no reason to hide the origin and destination of the parties involved. If the minister sniffs a secret, he’s going to investigate, and in this case, I’m happy to support him. If the provinces are building caches of weapons to use against us, we need to know.”

      “What if the landgravine feels she needs defense against the dragon knights?”

      Tilly leaned against the battlement. A landgrave’s daughter through and through, but at least she’d spoken her mind instead of ducking her head. “In our lifetimes, the dragon knights have never attacked a city within Wahrheit. It is not what we do. Besides, you have been with us a month now. Do you think that is something we would do? Assault a provincial capital?”

      “You, no. The queen, I am not sure. She has seized land within all of the provinces. She is making moves which are unprecedented, and I for one, do not know her endgame.”

      “A queen at all is unprecedented,” replied the captain dryly. “For six hundred years, we had stable rule. I understand your concerns, but I hope you can understand hers. She obtained the throne with few resources and fewer friends. She was desperate and did what she had to do. I cannot speak for her, but it’s my belief that when her reign is stable, she will return to some of our previous traditions, particularly in regard to management of contested counties within the provinces.”

      Lina grunted.

      Tilly smiled at her. “If you disagree, why have you come to join her service as an apprentice dragon knight?”

      “I disagree with much of what Ursula Marchand has done,” claimed the landgrave’s daughter, “but… well, she is a queen, isn’t she. I respect my mother and my aunt. I respect Fintra Bohm and Helga Muller, but you did not lie when you said a queen ruling over all of Wahrheit is unprecedented. If such a thing is possible, then what else is possible? Perhaps my fate in life need not be a political marriage arranged by my overbearing father and my helplessly arrogant brother.”

      “Overbearing? Your father allowed you to join us even after what I did to your brother.”

      She winked at him. “My father cannot answer no to questions he has not heard, though I suppose he must know by now. My brother would not have tarried long in Ehrstadt after the embarrassment he suffered at your hands. I do not mean to judge the captain of the dragon knights, but I’m not sure that was wise. My brother does not forget easily. Whether you fear him or not, he will make himself your enemy.”

      “I’m not sure it was wise either,” admitted Tilly, “but the dragon knights must be apolitical. We are not actors or tools in the games the provinces play. We serve all of Wahrheit and never just one faction of it. Could your brother ever have taken that oath?”

      “The queen is singular, is she not?”

      “As long as she has Wahrheit’s best interests at heart, she has our service.”

      “Interesting,” murmured Lina. She stood straighter and told the men, “The dragon knights are not as I expected.”

      “How so?”

      “My brother and I arrived in a carriage pulled by eight matched horses which are stabled behind our manse in the city in a building that’s larger than most of Ehrstadt’s tenement houses. I’d guess our horses’ stalls are finer than the apartments in those buildings. You were raised in such low circumstances, weren’t you, Captain? Yet you speak to me as if we’re equals. You broke my brother’s jaw without hesitation. You visit the queen or likely anyone in the entire kingdom without invitation or reservation. Yesterday, you brewed the coffee. You took the overnight watch. To you, am I a landgrave’s daughter or an apprentice?”

      “You are a woman who has yet to prove herself,” suggested Sergeant Ramshorn. “We do not judge our apprentices for their births, or their brothers, but for what they do, and until they’ve proven themselves fit or unfit, all men and women deserve fair treatment. We are a small company, and we rely on each other. Sometimes, trust in each other is the single thread keeping us alive. None of us can be discounted or ignored, particularly in these trying times. As long as you remain within the Roost, you will be treated as worthy of attention, whether your task is to fetch the coffee or fly the dragons.”

      Lina nodded, her lips pursed in thought.

      “My birth was low,” said Captain Tilly, “yet I’ve come to lead this company. The queen was born to a count and countess, yet she rules our kingdom. You are of the House of Lehmann, yet you slept on a moldy cot last night. Sometimes, the rules of society and status seem rigid, but that is only how they seem. What comes before does not determine what comes after. Be they made of iron or gold, the only chains society places on you are the ones you allow.”

      “There!” exclaimed Lina suddenly.

      Tilly and Ramshorn took her side, looking out past the battlement to the strait where, from amidst the fog, a ship was drifting into view. Its sails were raised, but in the calm of the morning, there was hardly a breath of wind to move them. The deck of the ship was still, no one was in sight.

      They watched for a long moment. Then, Tilly cursed. “No lights even on such a glum morning, and look there. The hatches are open. They’ve already been taken.”

      “Aye, but not by men who kept her as a prize,” observed Ramshorn, leaning forward to peer between the crenellations. “The ship appears to be in good condition. A vessel like that must be more valuable than the cargo it carries, no?”

      Fingers drumming on the crumbling stone battlement, Tilly nodded. He knew little of ships or merchanting, but any fool knew a ship cost a fortune. The vessel was still floating, so at the very least, it would have some worth in the small harbors of Kilsenay where the providence of a thing mattered less than what you could do with it. Even in Wahrheit, if one took time to change her appearance, a stolen vessel could be sold.

      Ramshorn stood, hands resting on the handle of his mace, “We can’t land a dragon on the deck of that thing. If there are clues as to what happened and who did it…”

      “Aye, someone’s got to row out and see.”
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        * * *

      

      Dwarven-forged platemail was good for many things, like preventing one from getting split in twain by a well-swung axe, but for other purposes, like a brisk row on a choppy sea, it was rather dreadful. Faced with the prospect something could go wrong on the abandoned ship they were approaching, that it might sink, or that their little dinghy might capsize before they even made it there, Tilly had made the decision to leave his armor behind.

      He was a courageous man, but he did not fancy a swim halfway across the Strait of Chem with ten stone weight on his back, so he, Sergeant Ramshorn, and Lina Lehmann sat in the prow of the slender boat while a quartet of thick-armed seamen rowed them into the enveloping fog.

      Two days before, they’d berthed a fat merchant cog at the base of the abandoned stone fortress which overlooked the strait. At Tilly’s request, the giant golden patriarch of the dragons had easily snapped the foremast, making it look as if the merchant was huddled against the cliffs conducting repairs.

      The ballast was filled with seawater so the ship rode low, and men from a nearby royal navy barracks were in hiding on board waiting for an attack. Tilly and the other dragon knights had spent the time in the centuries’ old fortress, so that their dragons were both accessible and out of sight.

      The thickest-skulled pirate on the sea wasn’t going to risk assaulting a prize when a dragon was lurking above it, but a day from Chemenberg and any other settlements of size, they’d hoped what appeared to be crippled, well-laden prey would be irresistible to the pirates the ministry of intelligence claimed took the ship carrying the ballistae bolts. But no one had come. That thought was stuck in Tilly’s mind like an errant bit of meat between his teeth as they approached the vessel that had appeared limping out of the fog. Would pirates attempt the same ruse he had?

      The merchant cog they’d provided as bait actually was damaged, so they couldn’t sail it up beside the abandoned ship. With the masts and sails raised on their target, there was no way to get close enough on the back of a dragon to safely dismount. The shore boat was their easiest option, but it meant four sailors, two dragon knights, their apprentice, and no one else. Without the familiar comfort of his armor, Captain Tilly felt like this wasn’t enough people.

      Before him, in the crook of the prow, Lina Lehmann was crouched like a jockey atop a horse rounding the last corner at the races. She rode the swells of the waves smoothly, one hand on a slender sword at her side, the other resting against the gunwale for balance.

      Ramshorn was across from Tilly, a sour pout on his lips, his mace clutched tightly in front of him. Evidently, the dragon knight couldn’t swim, information that would have been useful before he’d been assigned to this mission out over the water, but it was too late for that. Tilly wasn’t going to risk boarding this ship with just the untrained girl to back him.

      Bringing the sailors aboard would be even worse. What sort of message did that send to the men of Wahrheit if even the vaunted dragon knights were too afraid to confront their enemies? No, this was the task for his company, and Ramshorn was simply going to have to trust to Fortune that he didn’t somehow go splashing into the water.

      The shore boat bumped against the side of the listless vessel, and Tilly eyed a dangling rope ladder uncomfortably. The pirates’ means of escape or an invitation to an ambush?

      Sighing, he stood, the boat rocking from the movement of his bulk, and he caught the bottom of the rope ladder. The hempen strands were damp and cold. It’d been hanging over the side through the night if not longer.

      He checked his battle axe slung through a loop over his back and the short sword at his side. Tilly began to climb. The boat rocked gently, and he couldn’t help but think how close this was to clambering up his harness on the side of the patriarch. The great beast’s ribs rose and fell with steady breath, and the dragon was as large as this ship and then some.

      Tilly rolled ungraciously over the gunwale, glad Ramshorn and Lina were below and unable to see him stumble as his legs found the wooden planks of the deck. His knee ached in the cold from where the mercenary woman had stabbed him months before. Slinging his axe off his back, he wondered if his knee would always ache now but decided he would rather not know that answer.

      The vessel was silent except for the gentle protest of wood and rope from the short, choppy waves in the strait. He stomped to a large open hatch in the center of the vessel and glanced down at the empty stowage. He sniffed. Oil from olives from Andorra, he thought. They were gone now. This vessel would have been heading north from that southern kingdom, going to deliver its cargo in Chemenberg.

      Sergeant Ramshorn and Lina joined him. Using hand motions, they moved to the forecastle. The door hung open, and cold damp clung to everything inside. Officer’s quarters. Small, narrow bunks. A few chairs. A table. A game of some sort involving a board with holes and small pegs stuck into it. A keg of spirits, it looked like. It was too small to be beer. Cubbies for clothing and other personal affects, and nothing else.

      Wordlessly, they turned and found the captain’s cabin on the opposite end of the ship. It was similarly empty, though there they found a discarded scabbard, as if someone had drawn the blade and rushed to defend an attack.

      Tilly slid his axe behind his back and drew his short sword. He led them down into the hold of the vessel. Most of it was devoted to cargo. The crew’s area was tight and dim, strung with hammocks, with only a bit of communal space for entertainment and eating. There was a mess, the larder still stocked but nothing left out on the counters or the tables, and that was it. The cargo holds were empty except the lingering scent of olive oil.

      Aside from the discarded scabbard, it looked as if the men could have gone on shore leave or come up top and simply vanished. There were no signs of frenzied flight but no signs they’d tidied the living areas before departing either. There was no blood or bodies.

      The boarding party emerged on the deck, and Tilly sheathed his sword. “Well, I’m not sure what to make of this. I don’t have much experience with ships, but with the sails up, it seems like everything is in order for a journey, but there is no one here. I saw no signs of fighting, and certainly if pirates came, the crew would put up a fight. There should be some evidence they were overtaken.”

      “Aye, the scabbard in the captain’s quarters implies something happened, but there’s no signs of what. Could the crew have surrendered themselves? Turned pirate instead of fighting to the death?”

      “Maybe,” muttered Tilly. “We’d hoped they had taken prisoners before, but would all go easily? They’d try to flee even if they surrendered eventually, wouldn’t they? But everything aboard looks peaceful. Are either of you familiar with ships? Is this one… squared away as it should be?” He clasped his hands, unsure what to do with them, and admitted, “I’ve never actually been on a vessel at sea before.”

      Ramshorn shrugged. “Aye, dragons are faster.”

      Lina shook her head. “The only boats I’m accustomed to are my father’s pleasure barges. They’re broad and long but squat. Made for river travel.”

      “We can ask the sailors,” mentioned Ramshorn, gesturing back to where the four men had stayed on the skiff while the knights cleared the vessel.

      “Of course,” muttered Tilly.

      He moved to the side of the ship they’d climbed aboard and looked down on an empty boat. He stood, blinking in confusion for a moment, then glanced up toward the fortress and the men they’d left behind there, but there was nothing except dark, choppy water and thick fog.

      “How is this possible?” cried Ramshorn.

      “Do either of you have the fae-sight?” demanded Tilly.

      He knew his sergeant did not, and evidently, neither did the apprentice.

      “We s-should…” stammered Lina. “Where did they go? They were right there. The sailors couldn’t have swum away, could they?”

      “Some sort of enchantment,” growled Tilly. “What we see may not be.”

      “We’re… trapped,” worried Lina.

      “Maybe,” replied the captain.

      He clucked his tongue and waited. Without the fae-sight, the enchantments of the fae were impossible to see. If you had no experience dealing with the creatures, you weren’t likely to even notice, but fae magic worked strangely amongst their kind. They were resistant to spells from different species. Tilly clucked his tongue again.

      Beside him, Ramshorn shifted anxiously. Lina looked confused. She knew what Tilly was doing, if not exactly what he was saying. She—

      The fog parted with the sound of a curtain being torn, and a blazing golden light as bright as the sun burst through. Before Tilly could appreciate what he was seeing, a massive body crashed into the ship, shattering the mast, the sail billowing down in a whoosh. Lines snapped. Wood creaked alarmingly as claws dug into the superstructure of the ship, and they were jerked into the air.

      Tilly tumbled to the deck, sliding as it tilted vertically. Ramshorn caught a rope tied to what remained of the mast and clung to it. Tilly spread his legs, then smashed into the gunwale, the heavy railing stopping his fall. He stared with wide eyes at the dark sea between the wooden poles and his feet and then fog and then sparkling water suddenly illuminated by the sun and the glow of the great patriarch. The fog that had obscured the strait all night and morning had simply vanished. It was a beautiful day.

      Lina screamed, slipping past him. Tilly caught her elbow as they tilted at an even steeper angle, and he worried they would both go plummeting over the railing and down hundreds of paces to the water below. His back was against the deck of the ship, but all his weight was on the weathered poles of the railing.

      They were over land, then over the old, abandoned fortress they’d been hidden within the last two days, except it was no longer abandoned. Scores of men were swarming through the gate into the courtyard and into the halls and the musty chambers of the place.

      “Down!” barked Tilly.

      He clucked his tongue, and the dragon banked. Pieces of the sailing vessel were falling away around them as the giant creature’s claws crushed the bones of the ship. The sails were torn away, taking half the mast with it, the canvass and wood plummeting past them.

      Crying out, Tilly instructed, “Brace yourselves!”

      The entire ship came crashing down in the center of the courtyard of the fortress, smashing half a dozen men who scrambled in vain to get out of the way. The crack and creak of splintering wood were barely audible over the pounding rush of beating wings. Tilly lost his grip on Lina’s elbow and went rolling painfully over the breaking ship until an abrupt landing on the old stone of the courtyard.

      His dragon roared, its voice like the cry of a winter storm. Tilly put a fist down and rose onto one knee. He spat, but there was no blood. He stood, feeling his body protest, but his bones were intact. He was whole. He couldn’t believe it.

      Standing before him, hidden in the entrance to the fortress, between the broken, iron-bound oak of the gate and the portcullis rusted open above it, was a man holding an axe. The axe was made for war, but it was a small one. Tilly reached behind his back to pull his own axe from the harness. His was bigger.

      The man snarled and charged.

      Tilly didn’t know who this man was, why he was in the fortress, or why he was attacking, but there was only one response when a man was trying to kill you. You killed him instead.

      The man, whoever he was, showed remarkably little surprise that a seafaring vessel had been deposited in the middle of the courtyard of a fortress several hundred paces above the sea, by a dragon no less. It was not a good sign. Whoever these men were, they had not come by accident. They understood what they faced.

      The man came at Tilly without pause and swung his axe. Tilly leaned back out of the way, letting the half-moon blade whish by his face. The captain hooked the underside of the other man’s axe with the haft of his own and then yanked backward, pulling the axe from his assailant’s fingers. He turned and chopped the edge of his battle axe in the man’s skull.

      He heard a snarl and looked into the entryway of the fortress to see a motley assortment of men carrying a variety of weapons. No uniforms, but several wore armor, and it looked in good repair. Not common scofflaws looking for an easy score with the wounded vessel berthed below. No, these were mercenaries. They’d been sent for a purpose.

      Tilly shook his axe, flinging some of the dead man’s blood from the giant blade and called out, “Anyone care to surrender and submit yourself to questioning? No? Very well then. Let’s get on with it.”
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      Rings of stacked viewing boxes rose above the floor of Ehrstadt’s Royal Opera house like they were inside of a honeycomb. From her box, the royal box, Ursula Marchand was surrounded by a wall of faces, most of them turned in her direction.

      The room was bedecked in bold reds and resplendent golds. The seats were adorned in heavy velvet, the rugs lush and thick. Draperies hung between the boxes like long rivers of blood leaking from above. The attire was traditionally black for both men and the women.

      The men wore doublets and capes or fine jackets with tails, depending upon the man’s station, though none of these men in the boxes were of low station. The crowd was composed of the nobility, the merchant class, guildmasters, wives, mistresses, the occasional child, and anyone of wealth who came visiting from the provinces. They drank sparkling wine and murmured amongst themselves quietly. It was a place to see and be seen.

      The women Ursula saw were draped on the men’s arms like jewels, their hair coiled in elaborate towers, their black dresses gleaming with the shimmer of silk and their arms and necks sparkling with gemstones. They drank the sparkling wine as well, but instead of conversing behind their hands, they had fans, which they’d hide their whispers with. During the performance, those fans worked relentlessly to keep them cool. The men wore more clothing, but the women’s corsets were cinched as tight as a sailor’s knot. Ursula imagined both genders had cause for complaint.

      It was intermission now, and the babble of rumor filled the building as full of sound as the orchestra and the sopranos had done earlier. Ursula and her party had been snuck to her box after the lights had dimmed but before the curtain rose. Only the sharpest-eyed and particularly bored in the audience would have noticed the queen herself was amongst them, but now that the curtain was back down and the lights up again, with people milling about collecting fresh drinks and relieving themselves, they had noticed.

      Premier Philip Sigismund had claimed the prior kings regularly attended performances at the Royal Opera, but she never had. Her presence was evidently a very interesting thing for those in the audience who saw her.

      She smirked. The premier himself and the man’s jolly wife sat behind her and Count Trabean. It would leave people wondering, he’d claimed, whether she was being courted for her favors or her company. Whether the Premier was present to chaperone a political encounter or something else. Attending the opera with a comely young man of good family could mean either, and it was best to keep the vultures guessing.

      Her expression soured. Vultures. That was the right term for it. They perched in the boxes above her like those black birds waiting on branches, ready to swoop down and pick over her carcass.

      But they were in for a surprise because after the attack in the privy council chamber, she’d decided she would no longer play dead. Until she couldn’t, Queen Ursula Marchand would burn bright.

      “Count Trabean,” she said, “may I borrow your arm?”

      The count nodded and helped to her to stand, which was no easy feat in the bulk of her dress. Layer after layer of fabric, and bone, and more fabric were wrapped around her in a dizzying profusions of ties and buttons and hooks. It’d taken five women to get her into this thing, but it was a magnificent dress, and she was quite certain there was more of it than any of the other women were wearing. A good thing she was in the royal box, as none of the other boxes seemed wide enough to fit both her dress and the count beside her. Evidently, the tailors had fabric to dispose of this season.

      There was more of the fabric below her arms, at least. Above, she felt quite bare. Her hair had been drawn up with pins and delicate chains of silver and jewels, leaving her face, neck, and shoulders uncovered except for her stole which she’d shrugged out of once they were seated. Around her neck, they’d draped thick chains of silver and ruby which felt cool against her skin. Below her necklaces and above her dress, she was as exposed as she’d ever been in public, which she’d been rather nervous about, but the tailor and her assistants told Ursula it was the style, and that for an evening with a young man, it was expected. Whether or not it was expected, Count Trabean appeared to have no objections.

      The man appeared quite smitten in fact, which had been the idea, though Ursula wouldn’t have said so to anyone. Particularly not Premier Sigismund or his wife, who both sat behind her with pleased grins on their faces like pigs who’d just sat in the most delectable mud. She suppressed a giggle, both at that thought and at Trabean’s gawking. She had very little experience with this sort of thing, but it turned out not much experience was required.

      From the corner of her eye, she saw Trabean was still watching her as she shuffled closer to the railing. He wasn’t looking at her face again, which was good because his attention was bringing a flush to her cheeks, and she would rather him not notice that.

      She put her gloved hands on the railing and leaned forward so that she could see the crowd on the floor of the opera house below and so that they could see her. Merchants but not the trading barons, senior guild officials but not the masters, the highest under ministers in her administration, the most skilled tradesmen in their profession, and others who could save their marks and afford entry to the opera hall all clustered on the floor just above the orchestra. A night at the opera would be a special occasion for those below. They could not visit this grand performance more than a few times a year, but since they were there, she would give them a bit of a show.

      Ursula watched as those below noticed her peering down at them. The word spread like wildfire, and soon, hundreds of faces were turned up to look at her. She raised her fan and waved it, keeping a broad smile on her lips. Then, with a sudden inspiration, she swapped her fan for the slender flute of bubbling wine, and she raised the glass in an impromptu toast to the crowd.

      The swell of excitement below rose, a few of them breaking propriety and offering a cheer. She dipped into a gentle curtsey, then backed up, letting Trabean take her elbow and guide her into her seat. In the ridiculous dress, it was nearly impossible to feel where her body was and where she was going, but the count did admirable work getting her into place. His hand lingered on her elbow once she was settled. A ridiculous dress, but worth it just for that.

      She leaned toward him and asked, “Tell me, Trabean. Do you think the second half will be as exciting as the first?”
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        * * *

      

      Christine sat across from Ursula Marchand, perched on a couch in the blue salon. The tavern owner held herself nervously, like she would sully the expensive silk and embroidery by her very presence.

      “What do you think?” asked Ursula, gesturing to encompass the tall, narrow windows, the damask covered walls, and the plush furnishings. “Too ostentatious?”

      “You are the queen.” Christine shifted then added, “It’s smaller than I would have imagined.”

      Ursula laughed. “Small indeed. I have a bed chamber, a dressing room, and a dining room in addition to this salon. All told, I don’t think my rooms are much larger than your tavern.”

      Christine fiddled with her wine. “But the palace is so large. What, ah, who else lives here, and what do they do?”

      “I’m still learning that,” admitted Ursula. “I’m beginning to suspect my predecessors built and built, and the rooms filled with people moving and acting like they belonged. Over the centuries, it’s become quite difficult to tell whether or not they actually do need to be here. In the last few weeks, I’ve taken to strolling the halls, and there are legions of secretaries and clerks writing and passing documents, but to what purpose, often they don’t seem to know. There is a veritable army of maids who constantly dust objects in rooms that no one else enters. It’s not so different than what I do, to be honest. Whether or not I’ve hosted a gala, I’m told the seasons are quite capable of changing on their own, and the men and women who pave the streets are better off without my supervision than they are with it. What could I tell them about how to do their jobs? I’ve come to realize there’s not a person in this place who understands the entire process, me or anyone else.”

      “Running a tavern isn’t so different,” claimed Christine. “There’s no one to tell you whether it pays to stock bottled wine or not, and if so, good or poor quality. And if I mean to stock good quality wine, how do I know what is good? As you’ve mentioned before, I have no nose for grapes. Or what should I charge for a thick slice of beef, or how much pickled cabbage should I buy for this week? Or worse, how many fresh vegetables for the stews? If I don’t use them, it’s copper and silver I’ve wasted. I know these are small decisions compared to your grand ones, but I imagine the frustrations are much the same.”

      “I don’t know if that gives me comfort or nightmares.”

      Christine grinned. “I meant to reassure you that you’re not alone, but it’s a terrifying idea that we never really know if we’re doing right or wrong. I think sometimes there is no right or wrong. There is no absolute answer, I mean. We do the best we can, and that’s all we can do. The outcome is up to Fortune.”

      Ursula raised her wine and toasted, “To no wrong decisions!”

      Christine laughed and raised her goblet as well, then drank with the queen. She blinked and glanced down at the liquid in the glass. “This is… really good, isn’t it?”

      Smiling at the tavern owner, Ursula told her, “I mean no offense, but if you thought you were serving good wine in the Roaring Wench, you were quite wrong, but I have a proposal for you. I cannot help you with the carrots and the pickled cabbage, but I can help you with this. I will send you several casks of good, white wine from County Marchand, and you will sell it to your patrons. All I ask? Keep a little on hand for when I visit.”

      “You will visit again?”

      Shrugging, Ursula admitted, “It is rather complicated for me to get out into the city.”

      “I’ve noticed.”

      Grinning, Ursula reached for one of the berry tarts that Christine had brought with her. They were addictive. “You baked these?”

      “I did,” said Christine. “They remind me of home. I used to make them for—I am sorry, I didn’t mean to…”

      Ursula shook her head. “My memories of home are painful, but I’d hate a world where that was the case for everyone. I have a different life now. The assassins are annoying, but it’s worth it when people bring me homemade tarts.”

      Christine twisted her wine glass in her hand, then asked, “Have there been other attacks? It seemed like there was entire regiment on duty between the gates and your doors. Good they are watchful, but it makes me nervous for you thinking so much protection is necessary.”

      “No new attacks recently,” assured Ursula, though it required a very strict definition of recent for that to be true.

      The two women sat, and Ursula asked the tavern owner about her family, her friends, and her life. Christine answered vaguely and quickly changed the subject to Ursula’s past. Much of it was known or at least rumored in the city, but Christine had a way of probing deeper and cutting past the simple facts to what Ursula felt about them. It was both exhilarating and terrifying to share herself so openly with another woman, but Ursula did her best. Compared to the noble’s daughters and others who’d been fed through her salon and dining room, the honest conversation was more valuable than any gift she’d been given.

      “I have appreciated your visit,” Ursula told her. “It’s rare I can talk to another person without an agenda. You are your own woman, your own boss, and I respect that.”

      Nodding in acknowledgement, Christine smiled wanly. “My own boss, some days.”
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        * * *

      

      The privy council table looked like it’d been commandeered by a pack of war-mongering young boys. Tiny silver figurines representing her armies and brass ones formed in the likeness of her enemies were scattered across a giant board that had been painted to look like the northern continent and some of the south. The week before, that southern portion had been set with several markers designating Emperor Honxul’s horde, but the Cojitans had crossed to the north, and now their entire army occupied a piece of Andorra.

      “They’ve left nothing at home,” mused General Walhausen. “If we wanted to, we could ravage Cojita. We could land men here and here, a regiment or two, no more would be needed, and we could march unopposed from each coast and meet in the middle. The reports say there is nothing but women, children, and the infirm left behind. Every man who can clutch a club or fling an atlatl has marched to Andorra. With one bold stroke, we could end this.”

      “You want to sail the royal army down to slaughter all of their women and children?” questioned Ursula.

      The general put his beefy knuckles on the council table. “I want to turn the horde before it’s our women and children that are being killed. Your Majesty, there are close to two hundred thousand warriors in that army, and Andorra has no more than twenty thousand even with the help of their conscripts. Only half their force is trained for battle. That they’ve held at all is the Creator’s Blessing. It won’t be long before they crumble before the press of the savages.”

      “What of mercenaries?” she asked him. “We discussed opening the royal treasury to aide our southern neighbors. I’ll gladly pay men to fight in Andorra before we’re forced to fight in our lands. Surely—“

      “Seven, eight companies, no more have answered the call,” replied Walhausen. He grimaced. “And to be honest, I don’t think they’ll be worth more than one or two companies of good, solid men when the fighting starts. Mercenaries have no loyalty to kingdom or to the land. They’re prone to flee when the odds are against them, and the odds are abysmal.”

      The queen frowned.

      “We’re still offering a bounty for any mercenary companies who are willing,” offered Georg Ludwig. “I’ve upped our price by fifty percent in the last two weeks. We could still find men from Clermont and Darford, and there’s always buccaneers in Kilsenay willing to do anything for gold. It takes time for them to make their way to the front lines, though, and I won’t pay them here because odds are that’ll be the last we see of them.”

      “We’re paying men from Clermont to fight in Andorra?”

      “If we can,” replied Ludwig.

      “It’s not ideal,” admitted Walhausen, “but we’ve nothing but hard choices left.”

      “Tell me more about the Falcon of Andorra.”

      “Jan Lehmann’s sister,” said the general before adding unnecessarily, “a woman. She was married by their father to a lord of Andorra but lost her husband to illness a decade ago. She’s been managing their lands along the border with Cojita since. I’m told she’s a handful, carrying a sword like a man, riding, and fighting. There’s never been anything like this open warfare with the southern continent, but there’s always been skirmishes. The tribes of Cojita had little respect for Andorra’s borders even before their emperor united them. Evidently, she’d rather patrol the fringe of her territory and face men over the edge of a blade than retire as a widow in her brother’s palace.”

      “So she has experience?”

      Walhausen nodded glumly, his meaty cheeks wobbling like a bullfrog’s with the motion. He cleared his throat and told her, “The woman has caught the imagination of the common people, but Your Majesty, no amount of clever tricks, ambushes, or evasive nighttime flights is going to save Andorra. Our last report says the Falcon has five hundred women in her command. It’s simply not enough to make a difference.”

      “Can we help her?”

      The general scratched his head. “What she needs is a wagon to get her out of there…”

      Captain Allgood cleared his throat and suggested, “There are some who would be willing to join her. Perhaps they’re not enough to win a war, but if the war can be extended, it buys time for the rest of Andorra to rally. It may give us the time we need to settle our domestic issues and face Cojita as a solid front.”

      Ursula glanced at the captain. “Some who would join her? It is not mercenaries you speak of?”

      “We need them here,” retorted the general. “You should not have mentioned that.”

      The captain of the royal guard held Ursula’s gaze but did not elaborate.

      “Who wants to join the Falcon of Andorra?” asked Ursula.

      Scowling at the captain, General Walhausen admitted, “Some of your champions, Your Majesty. Jacqueline and Rodger and several others. They’d been chomping at the bit to get involved with Clermont and now with Cojita. I suppose for the sort of person who becomes a champion, they see this as the opportunity of a lifetime. Fools. They want to get into the field, earn glory and praise, but battles are not won by heroes. Battles and wars are won by generals here in the council chambers making plans and strategies, battles are won with—“

      “What strategy do you suggest for Andorra, General?”

      He blinked. “Well…”

      “If you have no suggestions, then I will release my champions and let them do what good they can do.”

      Shaking his head, the general protested, “Your Majesty, I’d wager good gold on Jacqueline or Rodger to best any of Cojita’s warriors. They’ll be worth dozens or scores of those savages, but they cannot win a war alone. The numbers are simply impossible. If they go, they go to their deaths. It’s not worth it.”

      Ursula looked around the council table and told the men there, “I know one sword cannot win a war, no matter how skilled the wielder. I understand that Jacqueline will not join the Falcon and together turn the tide of Cojita’s march. Wars are planned in councils, fought on the field of battle, but they are won and lost in the mind. I have been reading on the subject. Strategy has multiple facets, General. I do not believe Jacqueline will go south and slay two hundred thousand Cojitans, but I think she’ll give us a story to tell. The Falcon of Andorra and Wahrheit’s Champion standing together against an inevitable sea of savages, there is a certain romance to that, is there not? The playwrights and the poets will have a season of it.”

      “You mean for Jacqueline to be… a martyr?”

      “I hope not,” said Ursula. “I hope she kills hundreds of those monsters and keeps them far from our borders, but we cannot win this fight on the stroke of a sword. We must win it in the imaginations of our people. We need to unite the commoners of this kingdom—the commoners of the entire northern continent—against a single foe, and that foe is Cojita. Whatever role she intends to play, Jacqueline will have a part in the story I am telling.”

      General Walhausen looked flabbergasted.

      “It is not just Cojita you worry about,” remarked Premier Sigismund from across the council table. “You worry about the landgraves. You want Jacqueline to represent all of Wahrheit.”

      “The landgraves, Clermont, even Kilsenay and Darford. I have nothing but enemies.” Ursula pointed at the southern edge of their map. “But there is one foe which we all share. I cannot bring us together with hopes of economic prosperity. I cannot organize games to capture the minds of the commons. I cannot negotiate trade agreements with the nobles and the dignitaries to secure their commitment to my rule. I cannot do any of these things because we are in a time of war, and while it is not a war we sought, it is one we must all fight. This kingdom will be rent by fire and blood. Our hope, our only hope, is to steer both our allies and enemies to face the one threat which could end us all. To do so, we need to tell a story. To tell a story, we need heroes.”

      “That’s not a bad thought,” admitted Premier Sigismund, sitting back in his chair and gripping one of his mustaches. “We need heroes.”

      “I’d rather sharp steel and gunpowder,” muttered the general.

      “We will have that as well, Walhausen,” she assured him. “Do not fret. I worry you’ll have your battles and your bloodshed soon enough, but for now, let us send Jacqueline and the others south. Make it an event. Launch them with music and fanfare. We’ll provide wagons of supplies for our neighbors to the south. Let her lead whatever mercenaries we can gather together, if they are the presentable sort, and show the people we are marching to war. We’ll tell the story as long and as loud as we can.”

      The matter was settled, and the rest of the morning was spent with the general and his aides placing and adjusting their figurines based on the latest updates from Captain Tilly’s dragon knights and the slower reports from the field. There were regiments in the royal army that Walhausen advised moving south toward Klafen’s border with Andorra and other units he thought should stay near the capital due to the unspoken fear the landgraves may still move in force against her.

      On the topic of the dragon knights and their deployment, the general was silent. Captain Tilly had thirty-five good men and women with dragons to mount them on. They were an incredible force, enough to turn the tide in any battle, but they were no longer alone. Cojita had dragons as well. How many, no one knew. Tilly’s knights had been tracing the border, but he’d held them back from venturing past.

      Alone or in pairs as they scouted, he would not risk them against unknown foes. Ursula had supported his decision. It pained them both to not know, but against a wild dragon and dragon fire, they could be putting their most valuable soldiers into danger with nothing to show for it. There was a single brass totem worked into the shape of a ferocious dragon. It sat on the edge of the table near Cojita. They all dreaded the day they knew where to place it on the map.

      How many dragons were there, and why was Honxul holding them back? It was a gnawing fear at all of their hearts. They all agreed, the emperor had more of the massive fae. He would send them forth again. The uncertainty made them afraid to commit their own dragons, and she worried that was the point.

      Emperor Honxul had told a story. Wahrheit was not alone as a master of the fae, so Wahrheit was vulnerable. If all of her people and the kingdoms that surrounded them came to believe that story, then Wahrheit would collapse. But she had her own stories to tell. What was truth, and what was lie? More importantly, what would people believe? Did the emperor run a grand deception, or did she?

      Queen Ursula Marchand did not know, but as she surveyed the board in front of her, as she watched her generals and lieutenants place the pieces, she imagined that she would soon find out.
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      Captain Otto Tilly lowered his battle axe and let a pulsating scythe of shimmering blue energy burst from the head of the weapon. The six men charging him had no chance to dodge before the tight band of power cut through their bodies.

      Skin split, bones cracked, and all six of them went down. Five were dead before they hit the lichen-covered stones of the old fortress, but unfortunately for the sixth man, he lived awhile longer with his broken ribs gouging into his lungs. Blood pumped relentlessly from his shattered body, and thick coughs of blood-flecked spittle wracked him as his fingers clutched helplessly at his wounds.

      There was a wet crunch, like a melon falling from a great height, and Tilly spun to see a seventh mercenary flung against the rubble of the ship. Half his head was crushed in, and Sergeant Ramshorn was behind him, holding his mace confidently, gauging the effectiveness of his blow with a professional eye.

      The sergeant asked, “Who are these guys?”

      Captain Tilly shrugged then saw their apprentice, Lina, caught under a timber from the ship. He rushed to her side and hooked his axe behind the thick spar of wood. He bled energy into the weapon and hauled on it, pulling the heavy beam high enough she could scramble free.

      “Thanks,” she mumbled, grabbing another broken piece of timber to lever herself up.

      “Are you all right?”

      Standing hesitantly and carefully putting weight on her leg, she claimed, “I’ll have a bruise from shoulder to ankle, but nothing is broken. I can walk.”

      “We need you to fight,” remarked Ramshorn.

      The young woman drew her sword and growled, “Fight who?”

      Tilly glanced around. Between the ones they’d killed and the men crushed beneath the ship when the dragon had dropped it, there were more than a dozen of them. They hadn’t been surprised, meaning they knew exactly who they were attacking. It was an elaborate, expensive, and risky attempt. No common pirate would see a dragon and keep coming. What prize was worth the risk they faced?

      “Fortune’s Curse,” snarled the captain. “They’ve come for us. That ruse out on the strait was meant to separate us. They knew we only had two dragons and… Where is Valdrake?”

      “He was watching from the battlement,” said Ramshorn.

      “He would have gone to find armor when he realized we were under attack,” declared Lina.

      “Down below,” called Tilly, and he ran to circle the remains of the ship they’d ridden from the sea to the fortress, but the moment he cleared the prow, he ran into another of the plainly dressed men.

      This one was carrying a sword, and he didn’t hesitate to swing it. The blade whistled as it flashed over Tilly’s axe, and the captain of the dragon knights began to regret not having his armor when he frantically scrambled backward. The tip of the weapon passed a hand’s width away from his chin, and he could feel the air from the weapon ruffling his beard.

      Still retreating, Tilly swung the butt of his axe upward and caught the other man square between the legs. The soldier’s eyes bulged. Tilly recovered and hammered the spike on the back of his axe between those bulging eyes, splitting the man’s skull like a log of firewood. He kicked the body away and saw another dozen mercenaries emerging from within the fortress.

      “Fortune’s Curse, how many of them are there?” Ramshorn wondered, taking Tilly’s flank. Lina moved to his other side.

      Tilly told the apprentice, “Stay behind—“

      She didn’t. She charged right into the thick of their opponents. The two dragon knights ran after her. The girl ducked and wove beneath a man’s spear but caught his elbow on her shoulder and stumbled and fell.

      Bellowing wildly, Ramshorn crashed his heavy mace through the spearman’s block. The steel head of the weapon pounded into the man and sent his body flying over the fallen Lina, tangling several attackers beyond her.

      Tilly caught the edge of a sword on the haft of his axe, then rammed the top of the half-moon blade into a second man, punching a wide hole in his chest. He thrust back the other way and speared the first man who he’d blocked in the face with the butt of the axe. His opponent spit teeth and raised his sword again. Tilly kicked the man in the stomach, then swung a broad stroke, taking off the arm of another attacker and nearly shearing a second into two pieces.

      Sergeant Ramshorn was lost in a berserk frenzy, pressing forward, driving several men stumbling in retreat, their wide eyes saying all that needed to be said about the ferocity of the squat dragon knight’s attack.

      Tilly kicked the feet from beneath a man and smashed the end of his axe down on his head. He caught another man around the throat and flung him against a stone wall, then swung his axe one-handed at two others.

      One man leapt forward, trying to get behind the huge axe blade, and caught the haft with his ribs, wrapping his arm around it to secure the weapon. He laughed like he’d done something clever. Tilly let a sharp burst of energy flow through the axe, and the man jerked, his flesh popping and sizzling from the burn.

      “Moron,” muttered Tilly before decapitating the stunned mercenary.

      The second man, who Tilly had missed, raised his weapon. Then, his eyes went dead as Ramshorn swung and accidentally brained him from behind, bashing him in the back of the skull as the sergeant fought against his own opponent.

      A spray of blood and gray matter speckled Tilly. He spit the gore from his lips. Ignoring the foes Ramshorn seemed to have no trouble dealing with, he turned, looking for the man he’d thrown into the wall.

      Lina had her forearm across the man’s throat, shoving him back against the old stone. She’d dropped her sword and was screaming in the man’s face. She didn’t see the knife in his grip.

      “Lina!”

      The soldier slammed his fist into her side, the blade sinking deep. She coughed, spraying blood onto the man’s face, and slumped. With a bellowing cry of rage, Ramshorn flew past Tilly, leading with the head of his mace.

      “We need to—“

      The mace smashed into the man’s face, bursting his head against the stone wall behind him.

      “—question him,” finished Tilly.

      The sergeant dropped his mace and then dropped to his knees beside the wounded girl. He was tearing at his shirt, trying to rip strips free to pad around her wound. Lina was gasping, blood painting her chin. Her eyes brimmed with sorrow and disappointment.

      “That blade sunk deep,” warned Tilly. “Leave it in, or she’ll bleed out. Put pressure around it to slow the flow. Get her to Chemenberg. Fintra Bohm will see a landgrave’s daughter is cared for better even than one of our own. Hurry, Sergeant.”

      Ramshorn kept working on the girl, but he snapped, “There’ll be more of them, Captain. I can’t leave you here alone.”

      “Woe to them if there are,” retorted Tilly. “Don’t forget I’ve got a dragon at hand, Sergeant. These fools are going to learn it doesn’t pay to tangle with the dragon knights. Now, go. Get the girl to safety. I’ll find Valdrake.”
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        * * *

      

      The men they faced were soldiers but not exceptional ones. It seemed like they had swung their weapons for years in practice, had drills and instruction, but they’d seen little if any combat. They weren’t prepared for the ferocity that life and death battle drew from men. There was no polite waiting to begin. No rules about avoiding the head or pulling your strokes. You did not pause when the other man was winded or sparred until he fell down. No one bought their opponent a beer at the tavern afterward in recompense for delivering a cheap shot. You killed, or you died. In Tilly’s mind, you had to do one or the other to truly understand what that meant. These men were dying.

      He ran into another six or seven of them on his way to find his armor. In the narrow hallways of the old fortress, they ought to have an advantage against his giant axe. He could barely swing the thing, but each time, they were stunned by his brutality, and he painted a long, gory trail from the courtyard down into the rooms he’d taken for the two nights they’d been camped there.

      It was pathetic, and he was on the verge of laughing at Ramshorn’s worries until he saw the half-rotted door to his room had been kicked in. The space where he’d laid out his dwarven-forged platemail was empty. That, he decided, was going to be a problem.

      Someone had sent these men to capture a dragon knight. He felt confident that was the only reason so many terribly unmatched men would attempt such a bold feat. Whoever sent them knew another force had tamed the giant fae, and they’d decided they wanted a crack at it. What better way to learn the secrets of riding dragons than to capture someone who knew them? It was one of the two reasons why the dragon knights never left a man alive and unable to defend himself when the enemy was near, and why they never left a wounded dragon alone on the battlefield. They couldn’t afford to let a man or a dragon fall into enemy hands, whatever the cost. They couldn’t let the enemy have their armor either. Arms like Tilly’s axe or his platemail were invaluable—literally. Nothing like this was bought and sold in open markets. No amount of gold could compensate for such useful enchantments.

      Someone had seen the changes happening in the kingdom and decided that the dragon knights were vulnerable. They must be paying these men a fortune to take the risk. Even after they’d faced Tilly and seen the danger, they kept coming. They were mercenaries, but they had loyalties beyond that. They were soldiers who had somehow been conscripted into this mad plan.

      Snarling, Tilly spun and stormed back into the hallway. If Valdrake had still been there and able to fight, he wouldn’t have let them walk out with the armor. Even an apprentice knew that. Better to die trying to stop them than face Tilly if you’d let them walk away. Now these men, whoever they were, were going to find out what it was like to face the captain of the dragon knights when he was angry, and they were going to learn that a head start didn’t mean much when you were weighed down by armor and your pursuer flew on the largest beast the world had ever seen.

      Captain Tilly saw no one on his way back up into the courtyard. When he got there, Ramshorn and Lina had already disappeared, only a disturbing pool of blood to show where the girl had fallen. His allies and his enemies had both fled while he’d been below.

      Tilly marched out of the fortress and clucked his tongue. The patriarch had been waiting for him. A terrific rush of air heralded its landing, and dirt and debris pelted Tilly as the magnificent creature came down. He clucked his tongue again, and the dragon turned its head. It roared, the sound raising the hair on the back of his neck.

      Their foes had split up, and the dragon had chased and caught some of them, but couldn’t pursue them all without leaving Tilly behind. They’d gone landward in different groups. The dragon hadn’t seen any flee to the sea. That would make it easier. It would be a challenge even for Tilly to recover both an apprentice and his armor from a ship on the water. There was a great risk that one or both would sink, but on land, there wasn’t a place the enemy could go that Tilly’s dragon could not reach.

      The harness was already on the patriarch because they’d been prepared for pirates. Tilly slung his axe into the loops on his back, then climbed the flank of the huge, golden dragon. He got on top, cinched himself in place, and patted its thick scales. That hide could stop a ball from an arquebus, but it was sensitive enough the fae would feel his touch through its thick skin.

      “What do you say? Shall we hunt?”
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        * * *

      

      The patriarch launched into the sky and flew a tight loop over the edge of the cliff upon which the fortress crouched. Down below, the ship they’d set as bait was motionless. Tilly did not know if the men stationed there had hidden, fled, or if their attackers had killed them, but he did not have time to check. In the cold arithmetic of war, an apprentice dragon knight and dwarven plate were worth more than a company of soldiers.

      He clucked his tongue, and the patriarch’s head swayed side to side. It didn’t detect the presence of any other fae, but something had called that fog. Somehow, the enemy had approached the fortress beneath the watch of Tilly’s men and even the dragons’. The giant fae had senses sharper than that of men, but they could be fooled by those who were familiar with their attributes. Tilly grimaced. Before today, he would have guessed there were a score of men and women outside of the Roost who knew enough about dragons to creep past one. Had they been betrayed?

      He and the patriarch turned, following the road away from the fortress toward the main highway that led all of the way from Hurmhaven to Chemenberg. The road followed the coast when it could, but when the land was too rugged, it dipped inland. The highway would be the fastest escape on land, and it would be easy to lose pursuit if the raiders made it to the populated corridor which flanked the road.

      The terrain near the strait was rugged and heavily wooded. Few people lived in the immediate vicinity, but an hour or two away on horseback, there was a regular series of villages leading toward the capital. The isolation nearby was why Tilly had chosen the site for their trap. If his prey had time to get to the villages, they could blend in with the other travelers there, but nothing moved as fast as a dragon. Within moments, he came upon a pair of wagons and a score of men riding up the rough road like their lives depended upon it.

      Tilly did not have to give instructions to his dragon. It flew over the men, causing their horses to panic and to rear. A few of them turned from the road and plunged into the thick undergrowth. The dragon spread its wings and slammed down in front of the harried caravan.

      The patriarch snapped up one man in its huge jaws and bit off his torso, swallowing him noisily while the poor man’s legs flopped wetly to the ground. Several more of their foes turned to flee, and another batch were frozen in fear. Even the horses had stopped, unable to move before a creature more powerful than anything their breed had ever faced. One man charged, though his bold action simply earned him the next trip down the dragon’s maw.

      Tilly unstrapped himself and slid down the side of his dragon, shoving off in a short hop at the bottom and staggering clear as the patriarch took a step forward, chomping up another of the men on horseback.

      The dragon knight sprinted around the chaos and headed for the first wagon. It was a small one, like a local peddler might use to travel between villages. It had a driver who looked like he wished he was anywhere else right now and horses trained for long, boring journeys rather than battle. One of them was releasing a steady stream of urine onto its own hooves.

      Tilly ignored them all and rounded the back corner of the wagon. Treated canvass was pulled tight over it, but the tailgate was only held shut with a thin leather thong. He flipped it off and pulled down the wooden board that closed the back of the wagon.

      Four men were inside, cradling crossbows pointed right at him. One man pulled the trigger, and Tilly cursed and ducked, the bolt flashing by his shoulder, tearing his shirt and nicking his flesh. Before anyone else could fire, he blasted a fist of crackling blue energy from his axe into the back of the wagon. It wasn’t as clean and neatly formed as the scythe he’d used on these men’s counterparts in the fortress, but at such close range and with his fright that a second of those crossbow bolts would be harder to dodge, it slammed into the four men like a giant mallet.

      They were flung backward, crashing against the wooden benches and the driver’s seat of the wagon, blood squirting from noses and mouths, bones cracking from the impact.

      Already spinning and running toward the next wagon, Tilly didn’t bother to check if the men had been killed. It was sloppy, something he would chide his apprentices for, but he had enough experience with the axe to know the men wouldn’t get up quickly, and if they somehow did, the patriarch was coming behind him.

      He jerked open the back of the second wagon, prepared to dive out of the way of another crossbow bolt, but the second wagon was completely empty. He frowned, confused. His armor was missing from his room in the fortress. The apprentice was missing as well. Why would they…

      Another ruse. Their attackers had sent these men knowing they would be easy to find. Whoever had hired them had sacrificed them. How many bands had been scattered around these lands? How many had they brought, knowing they would face the dragon knights and dragons? None of the soldiers Tilly had faced had been expected to kill him. They’d been expected to die. They were there to delay him or draw him away from the ones in charge. Tilly cursed. The deception was working.

      A giant, clawed foot stomped down beside him, and Tilly looked up at the patriarch. The dragon must sense there was no one within the wagon. Its eyes blazed. It knew they’d been tricked as well.

      Sergeant Ramshorn had flown north with Lina. Would he have stopped if he’d seen something? Would he have been looking?

      The strait still had tatters of fog over it even after the patriarch had broken the spell of concealment. It would be difficult to search. They would have to fly below the cloud cover, and at low elevation, they couldn’t see far. If they had bad luck, even a dragon would take hours to search that body of water. Worse, it was a well-trafficked commercial route. How to tell the raiders from an honest merchantman?

      But would his attackers guess the difficulty of him tracking them on water? With nothing but water vapor between themselves and pursuit, it would take a bold man to risk escape by sea when that was where they had tried to lure Tilly in the first place. Their plan would hinge upon him breaking their spell, returning to land, and getting lost in the pursuit of their fellows.

      He grasped the leather strap of the harness and hauled himself up, hand over hand, foot over foot, onto the patriarch’s back. They would go south, amongst the hills. A small party could hide beneath the trees, but the dragon might be able to sniff them out. If they were struggling to handle Valdrake, that would slow them down as well. The hills would be faster to search. If anyone was there, he would find them. And if they were not… He refused to admit it would be too late to find his quarry at sea.

      The patriarch launched itself into the air, and Tilly held on with one hand, his axe in the other. The wind ripped at him, his hair blown back and flapping behind his head. Cold air rushed over him, cutting through his tunic and wool jacket like it wasn’t there, drawing tears from his eyes which he tried to blink away as they soared back toward the fortress. He’d forgotten how much his platemail and the padding beneath it protected him from wind as well as more conventional dangers. In the north, flying at speed, a man could freeze to death if he wasn’t dressed for the occasion.

      The land around the stone edifice where they’d set their snare was rugged, with steep ridges and heavily-treed slopes. If their assailants had fled on foot to the south, there were only so many likely paths they could have traveled. Tilly knew from experience shoving through thick growth in platemail was a chore. When trying to get away quickly, they would find the easiest route.

      But the first valley the dragon flew up was empty, as was the second. They were flying low, barely above the treetops. Birds and small animals scattered beneath them. The patriarch’s head turned on its long, sinuous neck, watching each movement with preternatural vision, filling its nostrils with the scents of the forest, but to no avail.

      The third cut through the rocky hills they followed was the path of a glittering stream. Clear, cold water spilled over rocks and into pools before sloughing down again in a successive series of calm and cascade. Tumbled rock and gravel braced the stream, and the banks were littered with branches and trunks that had been washed down in months and years past. It would be easy enough travel, compared to the other narrow valleys through the hills, but significantly more difficult than traversing the road in a wagon.

      At the speed of dragon flight, in moments, they covered a league of ground and found a small party hurrying upstream. Gleaming steel gave them away before Tilly could pick out the individual figures. Someone was wearing his platemail, the bastard.

      The dragon knight felt his rage burning. The patriarch angled toward the men, but Tilly clucked his tongue, instructing it to pull short. That armor was invaluable, and dragons did not kill people subtly.

      The men heard the rush of the approaching dragon and turned. Five of them. One wore Tilly’s armor, one wore Ramshorn’s, and three were dressed much like the soldiers Tilly had faced back in the fortress. All five of them carried swords like they knew their use. The patriarch landed two score paces from the men, and they stepped nervously backward, like they thought the dragon would not attack, but they were not sure.

      Grimly, Tilly dismounted. He called to the men, “That armor you wear belongs to the Kingdom of Wahrheit.”

      “Spoils of war belong to those who keep them,” snapped an arrogant, nasally voice from within the captain’s helm.

      A noble. The leader of this bunch? He sounded familiar, but Tilly couldn’t place him. He didn’t think he knew anyone stupid enough to attempt this.

      Walking toward them, calf-deep in the stream, Tilly told them, “Aye, but war means fighting, and you lot haven’t done anything but sneak up and then run. I’ve already killed everyone who was willing to fight.”

      The men spread out, several of them splashing out into the clear water. The bottom of the creek was covered in pebbles worn smooth by the relentless flow of the stream. Tilly’s boots crunched on the loose stones, then sloshed as he strode after them. It was bad footing. It would slow them all. With five against one, that was a good thing.

      But two men stayed on the bank. Common soldiers. They tried to hide it, but their bodies trembled with terror. They were realizing that no matter how much that nobleman was paying them, it hadn’t been enough. Worse yet, they were about to find the dragon was only hesitating to attack those wearing the knights’ stolen armor. Those on the bank would face the full brunt of the patriarch’s wrath.

      The third unarmored soldier stepped far to Tilly’s right. The captain eyed his footing as the man moved. He was slender and spry and held his sword loosely with unsettling confidence. This man was no common soldier. He could be a blade master kept by a nobleman to train his guard or his kin, or a champion tasked with representing his master in duels. This man would be experienced and dangerous.

      The two men in armor moved slowly, weighed down by the exceptional weight of the steel. Dwarven armor granted its wearer strength and stamina, but those energies poured into a well that took training to discover. These men would feel lighter than they should, but they wouldn’t know why. With luck, if they were unfamiliar with the work of the fae, they wouldn’t understand how to make full use of it.

      But even then, the armor would grant them great protection. The bursts of energy from Tilly’s axe would be repelled by the magic of the fae. Even a carefully swung blow would have difficulty damaging the armor. Of course, damaging the armor was the last thing he wanted to do. If he was going to ruin the set, he might as well have let the patriarch clamp its jaws down on these men without risking his own hide.

      “You can’t escape,” he told them, bobbing his axe backward to indicate the dragon, “so unless you think you can handle my mount, this only ends in your death. Lay down your arms, take off the armor, and you’ll face prison bars instead of the graveyard. And who knows? Start talking, and there’s no telling what sort of deals can be made. Wahrheit’s minister of intelligence pays handsomely for information. Tell us whom you’re working for and why, and I’ll be surprised if it doesn’t turn out well for you.”

      The man in Tilly’s helmet snorted, the sound ringing metallic and hollow. “Avoid the grave? We know there’s only one way out of your kingdom’s dungeons. Besides—“

      The man raised his fist and blew into the steel gauntlet. It was a whistle, a curious one, and in a blink, thick wisps of fog began to curl off the surface of the creek. Fog clouded the valley like steam in a mug of tea, and in the space of several breaths, it was just Tilly, the three men in the water, and a shroud of impenetrable mist cutting them off from the rest of the world.

      “You should have stayed on the back of the dragon, Captain,” said the man, clanking his gauntlet against his breastplate. “Now you have no help, and I’m wearing your armor.”

      “You should have stayed wherever you came from,” growled Tilly, raising his axe, “because I don’t need any help to deal with you.”

      The man in Ramshorn’s plate moved first. His charge was given away by the splash of water at his feet, and he moved slow, hampered by the weight of the steel and the stream swirling around his feet.

      Unencumbered, Tilly sprang at him with wild abandon. The man raised his sword, but the captain forced it aside with the haft of his axe, then planted his shoulder in the other man’s chest. It was like smashing into a brick wall, then bursting through it. The armored man went toppling backward to land heavily in the water.

      Tilly’s shoulder protested at the collision. He cursed himself for forgetting this time he was the one unprotected, but one of his three opponents was off his feet now and out of the fight. If the man wasn’t used to moving in plate, he was going to have a damned time standing up off his back unassisted.

      The man wearing the captain’s armor gestured with his sword for his compatriot to attack, and Tilly snickered. A coward. The thin lips of the unarmored man implied he felt the same.

      The captain began slowly spinning his axe as the soldier approached him. The man moved confidently, with the ease of one who has killed before but with enough caution to prove he wasn’t a fool. His eyes were as hard as his blade. His arms were as steady as if he were in the practice yard. Yes, this man was no stranger to death.

      He drew close, then feinted at Tilly, but the dragon knight kept twirling his axe, unbothered by the hesitant attempt. The man tried again, and this time, Tilly knocked the strike away. The man thrust a second and third time, and Tilly turned those attacks too. There was enough force behind the blows they would hurt if they met flesh, but the dragon knight was having no trouble deflecting the man’s weapon with his own.

      Tilly swung a short but hard strike at the other man’s torso. His opponent dodged, tossed his sword to his opposite hand, and lunged with all of his weight behind it. He fought with both hands. A clever trick.

      Tilly let his axe dip as it spun, plowing it through the creek and sending a sheet of water spraying up toward his opponent’s face. Instinctively, the man flinched, his aim and speed off just enough that Tilly caught his strike and diverted it. He stepped into the man’s guard as the man shook his head, blinking water from his eyes. The captain caught him behind the neck and hauled him close. The soldier, already off balance from his lunge, stumbled forward until his neck rested against the top of the axe’s half-moon blade. Tilly wrenched the weapon to the side and tore out the man’s throat.

      The man wearing Ramshorn’s armor was rising to his feet, leaning on his sword and shoving himself up from one knee. Tilly charged him and kicked, putting his boot against the man’s armored head and knocking him back down again. The man cursed and spluttered as he fell onto his back for a second time. He started rocking back and forth to roll over and push himself up again.

      Tilly stepped on the man’s wrist, then kicked with his heel, knocking the hilt of the man’s sword from his hand. Watching the leader from the corner of his eye, Tilly bent down and collected the sword, then casually stabbed it down, plunging it through the fallen man’s visor and into his skull.

      “There’s always a gap in the strongest armor,” remarked Tilly, and the man wearing his platemail grunted. “Ready to talk yet?”

      “I’ll tell you where we are taking Apprentice Valdrake,” offered the man. “I’ll tell you and release you from this fog. If I do not, you’ll die in this cloud. You may kill me, but you will still lose.”

      Tilly laughed. “You think? I got off that ship you ensorcelled, didn’t I?” He couldn’t see the man’s face, but the posture of his opponent spoke of a person suddenly questioning himself. “So your proposal is that you tell me a story, which may or may not be true, and then I leave for you to go on your merry little way?”

      The man didn’t move.

      “The problem is,” drawled Captain Tilly, “you’re wearing my armor, and I’d really like it back. I’m afraid any deal which doesn’t end in me recovering that platemail isn’t a deal I can accept.”

      “Kill me, and you’ll never see your man again.”

      “Take off the armor, and we’ll talk.”

      The man shook his head. “How can I trust you?”

      “The way I see it, you don’t have much choice, but for what it’s worth, you can trust me. I need my armor back, and I need my apprentice. Show me a way to do both, and I’ll take that road with no deception.”

      The man hesitated.

      Tilly guessed, “I know you, don’t I? That’s why you won’t take off the armor.”

      “You don’t—“

      “I’m getting you out of the armor one way or the other. Take it off, or I’ll kill you and then peel it off myself.”

      “But your apprentice…”

      “Hasn’t sworn our oaths. He’s not a dragon knight. Apprentice Valdrake has only ridden a dragon at my back one time on the way here. He doesn’t know any more about flying dragons than any drunk in any tavern in Ehrstadt. He’s one of our own, so I’ll tear down every castle in this kingdom to recover him, but he’s no use to you. He can’t share our secrets because he doesn’t know them. It takes years to learn how to fly one of the fae, and you captured someone who’s been with us a few weeks.”

      Water poured from a fall behind them. It swirled in the pool in calm eddies, drifting past their feet. A pair of crimson streams of blood from the two dead men clouded the crystal clear water. All else was silent, the enchanted fog blanketing the stream and sealing them from the rest of the world. Tilly was giving the man time to consider his options, but he saw this thief wasn’t going to take off the armor, so the captain began walking forward.

      The man raised his sword, but even hidden under the dwarven plate, Tilly could tell he was shaking. He was terrified. He hadn’t thought it would come to this, that at some point, his own life would be at risk. It never occurred to the man he might be in personal danger from his deadly attempt. Typical noble.

      But his stance was sound, his arms positioned well. That big sword…

      The captain glared at him. “I’ve fought you before.”

      The other man did not reply.

      Tilly lunged at him, and the man raised his sword to parry. The dragon knight put his weight behind the blow and smashed his giant battle axe into the other man’s blade, knocking it out of his hands and sending it spinning to splash into the stream. It was a fine weapon, but it wasn’t dwarven steel. Tilly felt no reason to hold back against that blade.

      “Wait, I’ll—“

      Tilly grabbed the front of the man’s breastplate—his own breastplate—and yanked him forward and down. Unused to wearing such heavy armor, the man fell off balance onto his knees. The captain took a step behind him and shoved, pushing the man to fall face first into the stream. Tilly stepped on his back.

      Weighed down by the armor and the bulk of a dragon knight standing on his back, the man thrashed his armored arms and legs, churning the water and splashing it onto Tilly’s trousers, but he couldn’t raise himself off the pebbled creek bed. He strained his neck upward, but the water poured slowly around his helm, only the crest of it breaking the clear surface. Tilly began counting silently. There was no negotiating with this man, and he was uncomfortably certain he already knew the answer to the questions he’d be asking.

      The target of the attack wasn’t the armor, it was the men who wore it. They’d come to capture a dragon knight. Tilly doubted his foe knew it, but this man had been set as bait, just like the others. It meant whoever was behind this was already slipping away with Valdrake, and if the care they put into the rest of the operation was any indication, they wouldn’t have let their fellows know where they were going. The fool beneath Tilly’s boot was meant to be found and captured. Anything the thief thought he knew would be a lie.

      When enough time had passed and the man had drowned, the captain waited a while longer. It wasn’t uncommon for a man to soil himself when he expired, and he was wearing Tilly’s armor. The dragon knight let the stream wash away what it could. Then, he stooped and, with a grunt, rolled the body over. With practiced fingers, he unbuckled and lifted his helmet off the body.

      Franz Lehmann’s dead eyes stared back at him. The boy’s lips were blue, framing gleaming golden teeth that had replaced the ones Tilly had knocked out. Maybe Tilly had been wrong. Could it be nothing more than a bitter washout from the apprenticeship with resources to try to strike back at those who offended him or… The boy’s sister was still an apprentice. She’d… Fortune’s Curse, she’d charged nearly a dozen men and then had gotten herself stabbed by the one Tilly had tossed aside. Was she reckless in battle, blind to the danger a knife posed to even a landgrave’s daughter, or had she known?

      She was alone with Sergeant Ramshorn. If she was part of this plot…

      Tilly began stripping the landgrave’s son out of the armor, looking for the whistle he’d seen the boy blow. How complicated was this scheme? How many had been involved? The captain was no ministry of intelligence agent, but as he lifted the small wooden whistle Franz Lehmann had blown, it occurred to him there was no chance this was a plot by the boy to get back at those who’d rejected him. This had taken months of planning. It’d been in the works even before Franz and his sister had submitted themselves in the Roost. Had the ballistae bolts been real or a rumor to draw in the dragon knights? Was it their father, Jan Lehmann, or some other hand that pulled the strings?

      Either way, the plan had worked. The dragon knights had come, and their enemies had taken Valdrake. What clues were there in Franz Lehmann’s involvement? It was a lingering question, but for now, Tilly still had work to do.

      He put the whistle to his lips and blew, dispersing the fog and revealing the patriarch, lounging in the sun near where it’d eaten the two common soldiers who’d stayed out of the creek. The dragon was watching him placidly, evidently so confident he could deal with the three men on his own it hadn’t broken the spell this time.

      The dragon looked as if it wanted to nap after eating a few dozen men between the fortress, the road, and this valley, but when Tilly clucked his tongue, the giant beast stretched itself high, then snorted. It was looking down at his armor.

      “Right, right,” muttered the knight, wading through the water, dragging the heavy steel and the body inside of it behind him. “Give me a minute to get dressed and gather Ramshorn’s kit, then we fly.”
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      Gerhard Fischer pitched cards, one by one, onto the stark white cloth that covered the table. A pair of candelabras illuminated the lacquered paint in a warm, flickering glow. He was searching for another path, a better path. Time and time again, no matter how often he shuffled, the cards would fall the same. It was uncanny, like his own mind was playing sleight of hand tricks on his eyes. But while the cards were the same, the patterns shifted. Unfortunately, so far, they all shifted in the same direction.

      Incandescent lines, like fiery script, curled and wriggled above the cards, half seen, like a flash of lightning that vanished but still lingered as if burned into his eyes. New lines appeared with each card he threw down onto the table. He could read some of that script but not most. Mother Tressel had said it would come in time, that with practice and experience, he would learn more of this strange art. In years and decades, he could become an expert and decipher the patterns as easily as he could words in the king’s tongue.

      So far, nothing the cards had shown him implied he would have decades to learn this skill. According to the cards, if he was alive at the end of the next year, it would be a miracle.

      Gerhard sighed and sat back, leaving his reading incomplete. He hadn’t joined the spy game because it was safe and offered a generous retirement package. Any given year, the odds were not great that he would live to see the next one. He could accept that for himself, but it wasn’t just his future the cards foretold.

      Across the table from him, the urchin munched relentlessly on the sumptuous spread of food before them. It was meant to be a celebration that they’d survived to reach Yafo, and a chance to enjoy themselves before they began the next leg of their journey. Gerhard had spent a good portion of the remaining coin the ministry of intelligence had given him for this mission, but the boy seemed to have no care for what he was eating, so long as he could eat it. It was as if there was an insatiable need to fill himself that he could never quench. Maybe it was true. The boy had been eating enough for three grown men since Gerhard had found him, yet he had the same spindly arms and legs and hollow belly as when he’d first emerged from the gateway. Was his body permanently deficient? Could this boy never be whole?

      Deeper in the booth sat Vinlow and Aileen. The older woman, Vinlow, was perched like a nervous bird on the leather bench. She picked at the food, evidently unfamiliar with most of it, and sipped her wine as if terrified what horrors inebriation would bring. In wine, truth. The spy had heard that somewhere. Vinlow had even less interest in seeing her truth than Gerhard had in what the cards were showing.

      Aileen ought to have been comfortable in this setting. As a daughter of a landgrave, she would be no stranger to fine dining and had proved it by twirling and eating her pasta with the heavy silver fork and spoon without a drop of sauce landing outside of her platter or on her clothing. She expertly cracked open the crustacean that lay atop the bed of noodles and, without hesitation, dipped it in the melted butter puddled in a ramekin. She knew which utensils to use and when. She tore her bread into small bites and ate it one piece at a time, instead of ripping off a mouthful with her teeth, and she had her cloth napkin laid across her lap. Her elbows never touched the table, and she’d acted surprised at the quality of the wine. It’d been years since she’d had as good a grape as this one, guessed Gerhard.

      Aileen Brandt would have been trained in the pageantry of a fine meal almost as soon as she would’ve been tutored on her letters and numbers, but incredibly, the girl was even more nervous than the other two. She knew fine dining, but she didn’t know the dance she tried to engage Vinlow in. Bit by bit, she’d scooted closer to the other woman and had been ignored the entire time. Vinlow hadn’t shown the slightest interest, and it was quite possible she didn’t even realize there was interest. Perhaps she was still shocked by the death of her husband and all of her friends just two weeks prior, or maybe it didn’t occur to her two women could be together.

      Whatever the reason, it was a lost cause. If candlelight, fine wine, and shared trauma didn’t do it, in the spy’s experience, there wasn’t much left to try. Gerhard had warned Aileen, but she didn’t listen. Truth had the power you gave it, and all of them were busy ignoring truth tonight.

      Gerhard snorted and drank his wine. The truth was, it’d been awhile since he’d had such a delightful glass as well. The wine had enough oak to give it structure, but not so much to overpower the hint of peach on the nose. Fortune was fickle, and never was it more obvious than such a cold, gloomy place as Darford producing such bright wine.

      “Another glass?” asked the urchin around a mouthful of food, his gleaming eyes fixed on Gerhard’s wine.

      Gerhard eyed the boy over the stacks of torn-apart shells, bread crumbs, and sauce-smeared bowls. “You’ve had enough. Another glass and you’ll be proper drunk.”

      The urchin frowned. “So? You’re not my father.”

      “I am not,” agreed the spy, “but I am the leader of this company, and it’s important we all keep our wits about us. You’ve no head for wine, boy, so that is plenty for tonight.”

      The urchin’s look spoke volumes about how ridiculous he thought that idea was, that they were a company working together on a mission, but he did not complain. The boy’s will had been sapped just as thoroughly as his ability to find nourishment. Had Gerhard been the boy’s father, he would have been concerned, but he wasn’t his father, and he’d read the cards.

      The urchin accused, “You’ve had more than one glass.”

      Nodding, Gerhard reached for the wine bottle and topped off his goblet. “I think better when I’ve had a few drinks.”

      Scowling at him, the boy tried to think of how to respond to that, but he didn’t need to. Gerhard had read the cards.

      “How about this? You agree to bathe in the morning before we depart, and I’ll let you have one more glass.”

      “The baths here are cold.”

      Gerhard wiggled the wine bottle.

      “Very well.”

      He began to pour, and Aileen, finally showing interest in something other than the woman beside her, asked, “What have the cards shown you? Easy travel, we can hope?”

      “Hard choices,” replied Gerhard. “Difficult times.”

      No one seemed surprised.

      He put down the wine bottle and tapped a card with one finger. “This one signifies an important man.” He walked his fingers to another card. “And this one an ending. Word of an ending, I should say. I see a young woman being crowned—“

      “The queen?”

      The spy shook his head. “There’s another card which represents her. Besides, this is a foretelling, a vision of what is to come. Ursula Marchand has already been crowned.”

      “So another will…”

      “No, not that.” Gerhard drank deeply, then told her, “Your father was not in Idore when we were there. I believe he and his killers were going to Ehrstadt to plot against the queen, but according to Illian Tressel, the queen still lives. He knows nothing of your father. How long, do you think, is a normal gap of correspondence between Darford’s ambassador and Aufield’s landgrave? You—or your sister—stand to inherit if something were to happen to your father, correct?”

      “You’re saying… But if something happened to my father, we would have heard, wouldn’t we? The death of a landgrave is news shared by every tongue, particularly here, neighboring our province.”

      “Why were you and I brought together?”

      Aileen was silent. He could see her thoughts moving like a sluggish current. Not because she was slow, or because she did not understand, but because she did not want to see. She hated her father. She’d run away, leaving the kingdom to be far from him, but he was still her family, and with him gone, so was the uncertain dream she’d had for her future. In ways she probably could not yet articulate, things would be different if her father was dead, and that was not some distant moment years from now. It was now. Her time of hopes and dreams was finished.

      She glanced at the cards and asked him, “Is the young girl you see me or my sister?”

      “I don’t know,” admitted Gerhard, still toying with the cards. “I am still new to this, but I think the future is not set. This foretelling shows me paths, and which one is the truth has not yet been decided. I think it’s possible either one of you could take the throne in Idore. Either one of you could become landgravine. What comes will be the result of what we do, so what do you want to do?”

      “I don’t want to be landgravine. My sister is welcome to the title, and if not her, there’s a third one of us who could inherit.”

      “A third?” questioned Gerhard.

      “She was sent to the church,” answered Aileen. “It’s the law for all third daughters, not just those born to commoners. I do not believe my parents were pleased, but they knew the risk with a third child. They must have been trying for a male heir, but still it wounded my mother deeply when my sister was taken. They had no more children after that.”

      “Ah, of course,” he murmured. “Your youngest sister, how long has it been?”

      “Six… seven years?” replied Aileen. “I don’t know. I was not a good sister to her before the church took her. I wish I had been.”

      “You should visit her,” declared the urchin.

      Aileen did not respond, so Gerhard answered, “When someone is sent to the Abbey at Charhald, you do not visit them. I’m afraid that often those pledged to serve the church in Charhald are never seen again.”

      “Parents allow that?”

      Gerhard nodded.

      The urchin grabbed his glass and drank his wine. It did not take Gerhard’s ministry training to guess how the urchin had ended up in the sinks of Ehrstadt. Parents loved their children, but that didn’t mean they never loved something else even more.

      The spy turned back to Aileen. “Your younger sister will not be released from the convent in Charhald to inherit. Abdication is part of the agreement. It is between you and Abigail. If she takes the throne, I don’t need these cards to show me what her first order of business will be. She knows that you are alive, Aileen. Your life is the biggest threat to her rule. It is only you she will worry about. If any of Aufield’s assassins still live, she will task them with finding and killing you. Her soldiers, mercenaries, anyone she can find who is willing to slit a throat for gold will hunt you relentlessly.”

      “Not in Darford.”

      Gerhard shook his head. “I’ve been a part of this game for decades, lass, and if you think a border will stop a man who is hungry for gold, you are sorely mistaken. For what she can offer them, they’ll travel to the ends of the world to find you, but it won’t take them long when they come looking in Yafo. Illian Tressel’s home is the first place I would check if it was me on your heels. Tressel is not a bad man, but what do you think he will do? Help hide a refugee who can offer him nothing, or make a bargain to win enormous favor from his powerful neighbor to the south? If you run, it’s not just the throne you lose but all of your allies.”

      “Then I will leave and go somewhere I will not be found.”

      “Back to the dwarf’s forest, where all of the bodies of your friends still lie unburied?” He glanced at Vinlow and let Aileen see his eyes lingering on the other woman. “Anyone who knows you, anyone who has seen you alive, is at risk. Even if you are able to remain there unmolested in that grim place, what sort of life is that? Year after year with nothing but the rocks and the trees and the bones?”

      Aileen glared at him.

      Gerhard drummed his fingers, his own thoughts racing. He’d come to Darford to find the Ten, and he’d failed to an extent, but he’d found something else, something gifted to him by that mythical band of mercenaries and a guide who had begun to show him how to use the gift. He did not know if they were leading him into a trap or leading him to succor, but he was slowly realizing he was going to have to take the plunge and find out. He’s been shown possibilities. Tantalizing ones, deadly ones. He was thrilled and scared to take a chance on what he’d seen. He drank his wine again and figured by the end of the bottle, the decision was going to be made.

      “What?” asked Aileen.

      Ignoring the question, Gerhard looked again to Vinlow and asked her, “Where will you go?”

      She blinked. “I haven’t thought about it. To be honest, I don’t much care. I suppose somewhere I’ll see a place to settle, and that’s what I’ll do.”

      “Hmm. Where are you from, surely not born in the dwarf’s cave?”

      “I was born in a little village outside of Idore.”

      He glanced at Aileen and said, “Interesting.”

      She gave him a cold look as it dawned on her what he was doing.

      He smirked and kept drinking. He was using her. She knew it as well as he did, but that didn’t mean it would not work. Aileen, Vinlow, even the urchin, he would use them all because he had to, because the mission was more important than their own lives. Using people was what Gerhard Fischer did best.
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        * * *

      

      There were too many forces set against the queen. If those forces were not thwarted, Ursula Marchand’s reign would be a short one. She would be pulled from the throne, and the kingdom would inevitably collapse as whoever attempted to take her seat would be savaged by the other jackals who already had plans to claw their own way into ultimate power.

      That young woman, for better or worse, was the only hope that Wahrheit had. It’d been true when they’d conspired to crown her, and it still was. She was the only hope Gerhard Fischer had as well for himself, for Noah, and any idea that they might have of a future together. There’d been a time when that had been possible for men like them, but the diet of lords had outlawed relationships between pairs of men and pairs of women. Gerhard and Noah could never be in the open together, unless someone had the courage to change the way of things.

      He’d thought with a queen instead of a king… but it couldn’t be Ursula Marchand. Not now, at least. Even Gerhard had to admit that. The last thing she should do is seek new battles, but what if there was a landgravine who shared Gerhard’s proclivities? What if there was a liege who was able to influence the lords and ladies within her province to allow relationships to flourish? What if instead of constantly being the other, one of them was in charge?

      Gerhard had joined the ministry of intelligence because the old king had cared. That man had acted against his own interests to protect thousands of men and women who’d been open before the law and who’d become subject to its terrible punishments. The king could not protect all. Hundreds of their kind had kicked helplessly, dangling from a noose, but he had saved so many. Gerhard had been one of them. His lover, Noah, scores of their friends, they had lived because one man had cared.

      Scores of them had been swept up in the raids that followed the passing of the law. They’d been imprisoned, awaiting their turn at the gallows. From their cells, they could not see the men and women hanging, but they could hear the cheers of the crowds. Each day, the clanging of doors grew closer as the executioners had worked their way down the line, cell by cell. There’d been too many to hang them all at once. Gerhard had done the math—there’d been little else to do—and had estimated it’d take two weeks to finally execute everyone who had been taken.

      Until one night, the door to his cell had been left open. He and Noah and the others had looked at each other, panicked, but nothing happened. He risked peeking out into the corridor outside of the cells, and no one was there. The way had been cleared. They left.

      Weeks later, an agent from the ministry found him and explained he’d felt the king’s mercy. He’d been given an opportunity to do something bigger than himself, and he’d taken it, happy to serve the man who had saved his and Noah’s lives.

      The king cared. Not enough to face the diet of lords, not enough to defy the other nobles and the church, but he had let them go. He had destroyed records and had given them a chance to hide. It was something. Not enough, but that narrow glimmer of light had been all that Gerhard could see. He’d followed the one flicker of hope, no matter how small it had been. He had seen what one man could do, so he’d dedicated his life to being that one man.

      Not the king, not a lord in the diet, but he was something. Gerhard had done awful things in the service of a greater good, things he would carry the guilt of forever, but that meant others did not have to. It meant that one day, maybe that speck of light would open another doorway, and they could walk through again and live the lives they wanted to live.

      No, not they. Not Gerhard. But Noah and so many of their friends, their hands were clean, bloodless. They could have a different life, a better life, a life they deserved. What happened to Gerhard did not matter. He would survive in the shadows if he could do that for the rest of them.

      Never before had the path been so clear. A landgravine who was not just an ally but one of them. A greater victory than he or any of his compatriots could have imagined a year ago, but nothing worthwhile came easy. The battle he fought hadn’t been a battle twenty-five years before, but that was why it was so important to fight it now.

      He and the rest of the party walked along the hard dirt and rock road. His hips ached, and the bottoms of his feet were bruised and tender. They’d been walking for days since leaving Yafo. He would have commandeered a carriage from Illian Tressel, or at least some horses, but the Grimm had told him there was a penance to be paid, and this was Gerhard’s price. It made no sense. Why was walking a penance for all he’d done, all that he would do? He didn’t know, but he did know he was not a man built for long journeys on foot in the winter in the north. If this was his penance, it was a good one.

      The spy was a man for cool sips of crisp wine in summer breezes, or cool sips of crisp wine in front of fires, or cool sips of wine in… The point was, he didn’t enjoy the idea of walking the hundred leagues from Yafo to Idore. Fortune’s Curse, it was as if they were no better than peasants, and that, he reluctantly concluded on the fourth day, might have been the Grimm’s point.

      Gerhard battled against those who treated him as less than they were, yet he was willing to… Bah. Fine, he screamed inside his head, no one was better than anyone else—him, a lord, a peasant. It was a fair enough point, but he thought she could have made it differently.

      On the seventh day walking, they found a small village in Northern Aufield which Gerhard judged worth stopping in. It was a risk that they might run into Abigail Brandt’s spies or assassins, but strolling into Idore blind was just as bad. Gerhard was certain they would soon learn Manfred Brandt was dead, and when that happened, chaos would reign in the province. If Abigail Brandt was already in power when they crossed the threshold of those gates, they had to know.

      All knew Aileen Brandt was the landgrave’s eldest daughter, but other than their brief visit on the way north, Aileen hadn’t been in the capital in two years. No one knew where she was. The suggestion amongst the highest echelon of society in Idore might be that she’d gotten with child. It wasn’t that unusual, and when it came to political marriages that were more about gold and land than they were about love and passion, it wasn’t even that serious of an issue, assuming the infant had been dealt with. If they could be in place when the news arrived, they had a chance.

      But if Aileen did not resurface soon after her father’s passing, Abigail would waste no time submitting her own claim to Aufield’s throne along with an explanation of what had happened to her sister. Whatever story she chose to tell, there would be no one in Idore or Ehrstadt to refute it. Aileen truly had vanished with no explanation. Ursula Marchand and the high council would have little choice but to grant the petition of inheritance, as there was no doubt Abigail was second in the line of succession. The queen had no reason to refuse her claim, and she might not want to. Ursula Marchand did not know Gerhard had the primary heir to Aufield in his possession and that she was like to be sympathetic to their cause.

      It was both an opportunity and a bubbling cauldron of trouble if they did not get in place to be there when the news arrived. And they were walking, walking for days. All because a Grimm had determined that Gerhard owed a penance. What for? Her wisdom, the cards, the bloody future he saw for himself when he played them?

      Seeing a carriage behind the only tavern in the tiny village brought a sour grimace to Gerhard’s lips. He’d seen that vehicle two days prior, passing them on the road going south. If it was still here, it was because it was waiting. Who else would a fine carriage be waiting for in this humble settlement but them?

      The doors of the carriage were embossed with the sigil of Darford, but the king would not travel without a legion of soldiers in his train. It would be the ambassador or his great, great-grandmother, the Grimm.

      Muttering to himself, Gerhard slammed open the door to the tavern and saw her sitting there. Her hair was covered by a scarf, and more scarves were around her neck and her shoulders, but she could not hide those crackling blue eyes. He stalked to her table, his party following behind. “Mother Tressel.”

      “Gerhard Fischer,” she said. “I expected you here sooner.”

      “You told us we had to walk,” he grumbled. “That took some time.”

      “There is never anything you must do,” she told him, like she was scolding a child. “You chose to walk, and because of that, you were delayed.”

      “But you… I thought it was meant to be a lesson, a penance…“

      “It is not about me. It is about you,” she declared, “and there was a lesson, though evidently not the one you thought you learned. Fortune, the fae, the Creator, the natural laws laid down by some force we’ve never understood, Fate… these are all malleable beliefs. They, at least as we understand them, are not the truth. The truth is what you make it. It has the power you give it. I told you that you had to walk, but you did so because you chose to. You granted power to my truth.”

      Gerhard grunted. “And I suppose you couldn’t have just told me that?”

      She smiled at him. “Some learn by reading, some by lecture, and others like you have to be shown a meaning before you accept it. But I am not your tutor, Gerhard. I am just a woman who has walked a road. It is a different road than the one you travel. I cannot guide you on your journey. I can only hold my light high and hope that it grants some illumination on your path when you pass within sight of mine. If I can share some wisdom which may—“

      “What are you doing here?” he asked, taking a seat at her table and interrupting her.

      “I travel south and thought that you might like a ride.”

      He stared at her.

      She added, “Our work together is not done. Your understanding of the cards is superficial at best. I will teach you. I have to teach you, or we are all lost.”

      “Then why did you not pick us up when you passed us?”

      “It was not time. You had not yet had your epiphany,” she said smoothly. “Ah, wait. I believe you are having one now.”

      He sighed and looked away from her. He indeed was having an epiphany. Never trust the fae, and never trust those who dealt with them. They spoke in frustrating riddles and never offered what you thought they were offering. Their nature was trickery, and their pleasure was your misery. Was it a lesson she meant to teach or a prank she meant to play? Both, he thought sourly.

      Regardless of all of that, this woman did have a carriage, and he was tired of walking, so he asked her, “Is it time now, will you take us to Idore?”

      She nodded. “I will. I will speed your travel, and I will teach you foretelling for as long as I live.”

      “In exchange for what?”

      “In exchange, you must save the world.”

      Sighing, Gerhard raised a hand toward the barman and called loudly, “I need a drink.”
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        * * *

      

      Gerhard Fischer figured he was one of the most experienced people in the kingdom when it came to producing an unexpected woman and placing her upon a throne, but the fact he’d done it before only made him nervous to attempt it again. He knew what could go wrong. And despite the fact that Aileen Brandt was the legitimate heir to the province of Aufield, her sister was ensconced within the palace and would not hesitate to kill Aileen.

      Gerhard leaned forward, catching the young woman’s attention. Their arrival into Idore had been unremarkable, but the danger had just begun. “Lass, she will not relinquish power simply because you ask.”

      “Then I will not ask,” snapped Aileen. “I do not mean to become landgravine with the blood of my own sister on my hands. I don’t mean to become landgravine at all. I have told you this. I am only here because you dragged me along against my will. You took my… friend here, and I will not abandon her in your grasp. Do not mistake my intent, Gerhard. I am traveling with Vinlow, not with you.”

      Gerhard sat back. “I am not here to make you landgravine, Aileen. You were born the heir to House Brandt. This is who you are.”

      “A woman is not a title.”

      “Not a title but a responsibility,” retorted Gerhard. “You’ve been afforded great opportunity in your life, but it is not free.”

      “Yes, yes, there are things expected of me,” she said, waving an angry hand at him. “You sound like my father, and I didn’t listen to him either.”

      “We all sound like our parents as we age,” he told her. “It comes with wisdom.”

      “I won’t kill my sister.”

      The spy stood, tucked his hands behind his back, and acknowledged, “I understand, and I respect that. You are not a bloodthirsty woman. The world would be better if we all shared your attitude toward power and the bloodshed it takes to achieve it.”

      She glared at him, suspicious, but he meant it. She would not kill her sister and that was a noble thing, but if she was going to survive and rule over Aufield, someone had to do it.

      He glanced around the nearly empty tavern. “Vinlow is bathing?”

      “She is,” said Aileen. “I was going to join her, but I got… nervous.”

      Gerhard smiled, then dug a few silver marks from his purse. “Honest advice, lass, a few drinks can tame those nerves. A few more might make her amenable to your advances, but stop before you have too many. A tale as old as time, you have too many drinks and fall into bed together, but then you’re both so muddled you don’t know what to do, and things don’t work like they are supposed to. I’ve been there, and nothing is more frustrating.”

      “I’m not going to get Vinlow drunk to take advantage of her!” snapped Aileen. “We’re not… She’s not…”

      “It was meant to be a jest,” said Gerhard. He sighed, then gestured at the coins he’d put on the table. “The urchin scarfed down half a hog, two loaves of bread, and an entire pan of baked apples. You know how he gets after he eats. He’ll be sleeping until dawn, probably in your bedchamber again, so have a pleasant evening with Vinlow. Splurge. Waste it on drink if you like or food or gambling. Enjoy her company however you can, and we’ll talk again in the morning.”

      “Where are you going?” she asked him, eyes narrowed.

      “I’m going to take a walk.”
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      Emperor Honxul had spent much of his life with blood on his hands. To rescue his people, he had led them to war. He conquered their neighbors, took their water, and then he took all of Cojita, but not because he enjoyed killing. The duels he’d fought, the times he’d cut flesh with the edge of his chert knife, were always for a purpose.

      The emperor was not a crazed berserker who lived for nothing other than the thrill of battle pumping through his veins. There was no hatred in his soul when he fought and he killed. He did it for a reason. He had goals. He had direction from the gods which guided his steps, but he was starting to understand those other men who killed to salve a flaming rage.

      She styled herself the Falcon of Andorra, and for weeks, stories of her deeds had been plaguing him. What bothered him wasn’t that her company consisted entirely of women, or even that they were outsmarting his warriors and causing havoc on the flanks. That they were women shamed many of his captains of course, and they spent hours concocting hollow boasts of what they would do once they caught the Falcon. Their flaccid bragging was as sickening to him as the fact they had not yet caught her.

      No, Honxul was not unmanned because he believed, if he faced the woman, he would slay her. He was certain of it. He’d seen her eye to eye, and when given a chance to fight him, she had run away. Both the emperor and the Falcon had known how that fight would end. He alone from Cojita could say that he’d been tested. It had been her choice to turn from the fight.

      What drove him mad was the legend growing around the woman. The men claimed she was a ghost, a vengeful spirit, or even a god. He knew she wasn’t. He had seen her from ten paces away. Thousands of them had seen her and watched her turn away from him and run, but the stories continued to grow. Like tortured dreams brought on by bad water, the stories spread through his horde. If he walked amongst the men, he knew he would hear it. Not to his face. No one would be so foolish, but behind his back, out of sight, the men were talking. Talking and talking. That was what would unman them. In time, they would convince themselves the legend was true, and it was not a woman they faced but some northern god.

      And when they believed that, the woman’s damage would be done. All of Cojita fell in line behind Honxul and marched north because he’d been blessed by a god. Through trial after trial, he had proven it. The scars on his body spoke of his power, of the favor he’d been granted. This woman had scars too. He’d seen them on her arms and her face. She had survived bloody trials just like he had. He knew her story was so dangerous because it was his story.

      What would happen if the wild talk around the woman became more? What would happen if his warriors did not merely slur that she was a god while drunk on Andorran wine they’d looted but actually began to believe it? If they followed him because he was blessed, would they quail before one who could curse?

      He had to kill her, but more than that, he wanted to kill her. Unlike any time in his life, he felt a simmering need. It occupied his waking thoughts and his dreams. It burned inside of him, this need for the woman’s blood.

      He hadn’t understood at first. Over the years, he’d been stymied by others. There were men who’d thwarted his plans, fought better than he, or inspired more loyalty from their men. He’d been outfought on the field of battle and hoodwinked in the councils. Honxul had respected those who bested him. He had still killed them, but he’d always believed they had earned a great honor before their deaths, and in the afterlife, rewards awaited them. He’d felt no malice toward the men who, for at least a time, had defeated him. It was the opposite, in fact, but there were some men you simply could not leave alive as potential rivals.

      This was different. He did not want her because she killed his men or slowed their march. He wanted her death because he relished the violence that would bring it. After days of meditation, he’d realized it was not his own desire that brought this sudden swell of bloodthirst. It was a message, a test. The gods had posed him a challenge.

      He’d stood from his rug where he’d been sitting for hours and had walked out of his tent. He had discovered their riddle. He’d slipped out past the boundaries of the horde’s encampment into the bare stone hills of Andorra. He’d walked for hours, seeking a place he did not know. Then, finally, he found it, a flat span of rock at the base of an even flatter escarpment. He’d sat, crossing his legs, and he’d waited. How he knew this was the place, he could not describe, but he felt it. The magic of the gods was like that.

      Moonlight fell on the wall, painting the red rock in silver. The night was quiet. The larger animals would have fled the area due to the commotion caused by the horde or the danger posed by the scouts moving through the hills, supplementing their meager rations with whatever they could hunt. The reptiles would be in their dens for the night or for the winter. It was too cold for bugs.

      Honxul felt the chill on his bare chest and on his legs as they touched the naked rock, but he did not move. The gods had strange ways. Sometimes, pain was a penance. He would feel it while he waited, and in the long night, it kept his mind sharp. It was dangerous, dealing with the gods, if one was not fully alert.

      He felt the six fingers on his neck before he heard the god behind him. The fingers were cold, firm, like bands of iron, but they did not squeeze. They simply rested there, letting him know that this creature was his master. It could squeeze, or it could twist, and he would be dead. He’d already known that. He had felt the power of the gods before.

      Rage rose like water filling a bowl. The Falcon. He hated her and what she did to his people. She deserved to be flayed, to be tortured, to be torn apart, to be—

      “Not yet, my pet,” whispered the voice of the god in his ear. “In six more days, when the sun’s rays fall over the mountains like a flood, you’ll have her blood.”

      “Six days,” rasped Honxul. He could feel his heart hammering, his blood boiling. Would he be able to sleep in that time? Could he wait so long? “How… how will I know?”

      “On the night before, I will show you more,” replied the god. “Follow the sign. Just be careful to know which is mine.”

      The fingers left his throat, but he could still feel them there, like bands of ice-cold steel strapped around his neck, like a necklace or a shackle. He waited, though he knew if he turned right away the god would be gone. Six days, and he’d taste the blood of the Falcon. The need burned like a roaring inferno.
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        * * *

      

      For weeks, Emperor Honxul had led his men like one of Wahrheit’s generals. He’d pored over maps. He’d conferred with his captains. He’d marshaled his resources, commanded his men, and watched them fail over and over. The Andorrans laid traps crisscrossing their land like the branches of a thorn bush. Every way the Cojitans turned, the thorns tore at their skin, and they kept getting tangled deeper and deeper. The Falcon and her company of women on horseback swept in and sliced at his flanks like the edges of a knife carving meat off a roasted hog. Strategically placed cannon and other artillery chewed through his horde with relentless hunger. When they chased after their tormentors, rocks would be shoved down on top of them, or they would turn a corner into a rocky valley and find themselves staring at a wall of arquebusiers.

      His men fought with honor. The Andorrans did not, but no amount of sipping the strong cactus liquor from their hide skins or lamenting the cowardice of the enemy was going to win the war. If they could not defeat Andorra, Wahrheit would destroy them with ease.

      His men wanted the dragons to take the field. Honxul wanted his warriors to prove themselves because his dragons could not be everywhere. They could not win every fight. The dragons’ purpose was to win the battle of the mind. It took strong arms and sharp steel to win the battle in the field.

      But so far, they were not winning. He’d eschewed the bitter advice of his mother, and he would come to see the latest tragedy in person.

      Four hundred warriors had streamed into a ravine, hemmed by steep walls of red sandstone. A small stream cut through those hills, and it ran an even brighter red than the rock. Andorra had set their mortars on the ridges, they had boomed like thunder, and death rained amongst Honxul’s four hundred men. Not all of them had been killed in the ambush, but it would have been better if they had. The stories of the survivors sapped the courage of the rest of his men like waves over sand.

      The survivors spoke of shells crashing down amongst them, explosions of fire and sound, and burning hot metal blasted into razor shards that tore through unarmored flesh. Weeping wounds from burns and jagged holes from the shrapnel were enough to convince the rest of the horde they had no interest in entering that valley.

      The Andorrans had chosen their positions well. It was a harsh, rugged terrain they occupied, much like Cojita. The steep walls would be difficult for a man to climb and impossible to lug supplies up. With over two hundred thousand men, it would take weeks to move the entire horde over the range. The nearest alternative pass through these hills was two days away.

      In two days, what other tricks might Andorra get up to? It was not enough time to haul more heavy guns into position, but in other places, they’d scattered caltrops over the road, and the tiny metal spikes punched through the soft soles of his men’s boots before they understood what was happening. Clearing the road of the infernal pieces of metal had taken half a day. In other locations, the Andorrans had tumbled rocks down to block the passage or to crush men on the road. The Cojitans had cleared the way and chased off their assailants, but again, it’d meant delays. In one case which Honxul still struggled to understand, the Andorrans had managed to divert the course of a small river, dam it, and then they had released a wall of water down a gully which had battered and drowned seven hundred of his men.

      The Cojitan warriors were not swimmers, but it’d never occurred to any of them that would be a problem. The flood had been the worst day of losses so far in the campaign. It was the first day word of the Falcon of Andorra had started to spread in the camp. Honxul didn’t think she and her women had hauled the rock or opened the dam, but the rumors claimed it was her plan, and she’d overseen the action. It didn’t matter. The men believed it, so it might as well be true.

      Four days. The god had promised he would see the sign. Then, he would have her blood. Just four more days. They would be long ones if Honxul couldn’t figure a way through this valley beneath the Andorran mortars.

      From Honxul’s perch at the mouth of the valley, he could see the aftermath of his men’s grim foray. The stream ran red with their blood, and clumps of gore and gristle were scattered liberally across the floor of the valley and the steep walls. Shattered rock lay like a rug from edge to edge. Ugly black scars showed where the mortars had landed and exploded.

      Looking up, he could not see their assailants. They’d kept the mortar cannon back out of sight. He knew the devices lobbed their shells into the air, and they’d carefully adjusted them so those shells blanketed the passage down below. The Andorrans would have watchers peering over the edges of the escarpment, waiting for more men of Cojita to enter the valley. He could not see the watchers from where he stood, but the emperor had no doubt they were seeing him.

      The walls beside him were steep, almost vertical, and there were spans of sheer rock with only tiny fissures running through them. A few of those places had giant piles of broken rock at their feet. Had the Andorrans somehow blown sheets of rock off the mountain, making it steeper?

      Some of his warriors were skilled climbers. They could wedge fingers and toes into invisible crevices and make their way up that vertical face, but the Andorrans could simply roll a few rocks off the edge. They did not need to be boulders. A rock the size of his fist would knock a man off the wall if it struck him from such a height, and then, he would be dead.

      They could send thousands of men swarming up that wall, and they might take the heights, but the cost would be horrific. Others of his warriors, perhaps trying to emulate Honxul’s own tactics, had volunteered to climb the wall at night when the Andorrans would have difficulty seeing them, but the sky was covered in clouds. It would be pitch black at night. The warriors would be invisible, but so would the wall they were trying to climb. There was a line between courage and stupidity, and climbing the mountain at night was stupid.

      One of his captains was crouched beside him, eyeing the rock wall with tight lips and squinted eyes. Aldroc. He was rising as one of the more capable commanders and an adequate replacement for Varchuk. Brave but not stupid. He wasn’t going to volunteer to scale that cliff face.

      “What do you think?” Honxul asked him.

      The man scratched beneath his arm, then rubbed his biceps, warming his bare skin. “A few men could make the climb, but the Andorrans would have little difficulty defending the mountain from them. It’s a tougher nut to crack than even their fortress, but we saw the pain we’ll experience racing through the valley. We could make it but will lose many men doing so. Do we have more warriors, or do they have more shells? That’s an ugly question to have to answer. Some of the men could run fast, while others could move slower, making it more difficult for the Andorrans to concentrate their fire. They need time to reload their charges and fire again, and they’ll have trouble adjusting their aim, but how many men would it take to break through that way? And what surprises might they have waiting for the handful that exit this pass? We don’t know what is on the other side. Is the northern slope any easier to climb than the southern? You have many men, and they are courageous and hungry. We could find those willing to try this valley again, but I would not see them wasted so early in the campaign. Those are the best of your men, and you will need them in Wahrheit.”

      Honxul grunted. Aldroc was proving himself. Many Cojitan commanders thought in terms of distinct battle. You did what you had to do to win the day because a loss was an unthinkable disgrace, but they were not fighting a battle, they were fighting a war. It was a series of battles they had to win, and even if they spent the warriors to find victory today, it might cost them the war weeks or months later. That still left them with a quandary. They had to advance.

      “Do you suggest we go around?”

      Aldroc glanced at him but did not respond.

      “Speak your thoughts freely.”

      The man shifted, then said, “The story in the camp is that the Andorrans are demons or that their gods are more powerful than our own. Foolish lies, of course, but that is what the men are saying. I am sorry to admit this about our men, but they are scared. Not of battle, not of death, but of the stories. If we turn from this fight, those stories will only grow louder. How can we argue our gods are the mightiest if we turn from battle?”

      It was Honxul’s turn to remain quiet.

      “I do not understand, Emperor,” mumbled the other warrior. “Why have you not called to the dragons? If there was a time you would use them…”

      Honxul stood abruptly.

      Aldroc followed him up, bowing his head. “I apologize if I gave offense. I only meant—“

      “You meant what you said,” interrupted Honxul, “and you were right. Without the dragons, taking the heights will be too costly for us to bear, but turning from this fight, letting the Andorrans defy us once again, is equally unacceptable. I will use the dragons, and I will clear the heights.”

      Aldroc stayed still, studying Honxul.

      A replacement for Varchuk? Someone had to take the role. Someone had to become a trusted advisor. Honxul could not fly his pair of dragons alone.

      “Upon the back of a dragon, it is easy to consider that you are its master,” said Honxul quietly, “but the fae make no easy bargains. They are deceitful, vile creatures who bask in the deception they cast over our minds. My dragons are strong, powerful, and will fly us to the top of this mountain and destroy our enemies, but their submission carries a great cost.”

      “What is the cost, Emperor Honxul?”

      Honxul smirked. “One I pay but only when necessary. When the armies of Cojita march across Wahrheit, and we stand and watch Ehrstadt burn, it will not be because of the might of dragons. It will be because of the might of men. We are strong, Aldroc. We must never forget that.”

      The warrior smacked his fist against his bare chest. “Emperor, shall I…”

      Honxul shook his head. “No. I must do this alone, because while we are strong, for now, only I can fly.”
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        * * *

      

      The twisted length of rope felt fragile in his hands. It was made of thin fibers that he could snap with ease, braided together, and looped around the neck of the dragon. It would hold him in place against the creature’s back, as long as he didn’t lose his grip.

      His bare thighs were hot against the rough scales of the beast. The warmth pulsated in time with the dragon’s breaths in and out. It was close to scalding his flesh, but he knew from experience it would only leave his skin red and tender. The contact with those hot, rough scales would keep him from sliding around on the dragon’s back once it took flight. It was a very small comfort.

      The emperor glanced around, then nodded curtly to Aldroc. A wave, a grand speech, that was what they would have done in Wahrheit, but his men were of the south. It was not empty gestures and hollow words they wanted but results.

      Aldroc nodded back, Honxul thought. It was hard to tell. The man was three hundred paces away. No one was closer. Two men had been closer when the dragon had landed, but it ate them. Honxul had been frustrated by that, seeing his men killed by the beast, but the dragon paid him no mind when he’d commanded it to stop. It’d been too late by then, anyway.

      He slapped the dragon on its back, and the creature reared, then used its powerful back legs to leap athletically into the air. It pumped its broad wings, pushing them skyward. Honxul held on, and the rope strained, the twisted fibers stretched but unbroken.

      The dragon’s wings continued to beat, and it flew high, rising rapidly past the rock face he’d been staring at all morning, soaring up above the mountains and banking a tight turn that took it over the bulk of his army. The men moved, and from the height, it looked like the fields of tall grass he’d seen in the north when the wind gusted over them.

      Wahrheit’s dragon knights commanded their creatures with a complicated series of instructions and responses. They trained for years to learn the nuance of the speech. Honxul had heard stories, but he’d never been close enough to see how it worked. He wished he had. When the god had blessed him with command of three of these massive fae, it had only allowed him two commands—come and kill.

      Honxul clucked his tongue, and the dragon turned, flying toward the height of the mountain, where he could see a dozen of Andorra’s mortars lined along a bare ridge. It did not take long for the men to notice a huge dragon coming toward them, but they were not as panicked about it as they should have been.

      Grinning, the roaring wind tearing at his smile, Honxul leaned forward, holding his body close to the dragon’s back. He’d been waiting, holding out as long as he could, for Andorra to learn that it was not just their neighbors to the north who flew on the back of dragons. If word of Varchuk’s attack in Wahrheit had reached the men on the front lines in Andorra, or if the Falcon had warned the armies, they had not understood the importance.

      The Andorrans looked up, craning their necks to see if they could spy one of Wahrheit’s vaunted dragon knights. Instead, they saw Honxul’s dragon open its maw and the building glow of flame deep in its throat moments before the dragon’s head darted forward and an enormous billow of dragon breath burst from its jaws, roaring beside it as it swept across the left ridge where Andorra’s men had settled their artillery.

      The heat of the fire burned Honxul’s skin, and he ducked his head and closed his eyes. Right before he ducked, he witnessed the surprised and terrified looks of the Andorran soldiers. Their mouths were open, in shock or shouting he could not tell, and they pointed. A few turned to run, but the terrific heat of the dragon’s breath poured over their emplacement, torching the men in a blink, cracking and melting the brass of their cannon, the scorching fire shattering the red sandstone they stood upon.

      Six cannon emplacements burned in the fire of the dragon’s breath. The dragon flew down the valley, rose, and turned back. On the wall opposite the first one, the men were scrambling. One of the cannons fired, lobbing a mortar high into the air nowhere near Honxul and his dragon. Several squads of arquebusiers raised their guns and discharged them. They fired too early and with no accuracy. Most of the men simply ran.

      The dragon’s head shifted, and again, it breathed its burning breath over the mortars, destroying another six of them in the span of a yawn. This time, not all of the men were clustered next to the artillery. Some of them were still too close, and went down screaming as the flame crisped their flesh, their clothes burning, their steel armor and weapons melting their skin. Others were far enough away they escaped the inferno.

      The dragon twisted in the air acrobatically and came back, landing at the edge of the blackened scar it’d burned onto the rock. Honxul released his grip on the rope around the dragon’s neck and slid free.

      He had little experience with the huge fae, but he understood there was only one reason it would land. The dragon had destroyed the emplacements as he’d instructed, and now, it would hunt. The creature had a voracious appetite, and there must be a score of Andorrans who’d survived and were fleeing, climbing up the rocks or falling down them going the opposite direction.

      The dragon pounced, its teeth clacking shut around a man, his bones crunching inside its horrible jaws. It ran across the rocks, showing surprising agility and speed for such a large mass, and swallowed another man.

      Honxul pulled his hatchets from the hooks on his belt and began his own hunt. Men lay on the ground, fatally wounded from the dragon’s breath, but not all of them had died immediately. Pausing, the emperor raised his hatchet and brought it down on a writhing man’s head. The sharp edge cracked through blackened skin, then bone.

      The emperor moved on, skirting the aftermath of the fire, knowing the stone would be too hot for him to walk upon, and he killed the survivors cleanly and quickly. There was no honor in using the dragon against men like these. They were soldiers, even if they were of Andorra. They did not deserve to burn and to suffer. They did not deserve for their last moments to be lying in horrible pain, waiting for the dragon to consume them.

      So Honxul did the bloody work of releasing these men back to their gods. Perhaps in another life, they could have faced each other with honor, but not in this one. Bit by bit, life by life, the emperor was learning that while there was honor in battle, there was none in war. Only death. He bent, wiping the blood from his hands on the last man’s tunic. Only death.

      But Wahrheit had broken the cycle. They’d shattered the circle which brought life to Cojita. They had earned the fate that was coming for them.
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      Gerhard Fischer pulled his hood forward, hiding from the thick flakes of snow drifting down from above and obscuring his face from anyone who might be watching. For years, he’d managed his business with care and discretion. He’d taken his time on jobs, doing the research, the reconnaissance, and the planning. There was an odd sort of connection between mark and assassin, and time and time again, he had felt it. He’d shadowed people knowing that soon, his would be the last face they saw. It was an intimacy that came with an aching sorrow, but he shouldered that burden because he always knew he worked for something greater than his targets or himself.

      He was a bad man, but the Kingdom of Wahrheit could be great. Gerhard, with the help of a vast quantity of wine, had learned to reconcile those facts. He wondered now, had they been the truth? He’d believed it, for decades he’d believed it, but was that because he’d found some ideal or because the minister of intelligence had planted the notion in his head and grown it into his identity? Was Gerhard a master of deception or a victim of it?

      He shook his cloak, sending a dusting of flurries clouding around him, and kept walking. The diet of lords had made Gerhard’s love a crime that earned death. The old king had saved thousands of men and women like Gerhard—or had he? He was the king. He could have vetoed any law issuing from the diet of lords. Those grubbing fools didn’t have the leverage to force a law the king did not like, did they? And the landgraves had no more love of the church than Gerhard did. What reason had they for acquiescing to the church’s demands for such a law?

      A sick thought—there was no one who had reason for the law except as a distraction, to create an enemy that hadn’t been there before, to turn attention away from themselves. Gerhard and Noah had not been hurting anyone, so who would benefit from calling them criminals? There was no ban on their lifestyle listed in the Creator’s six volumes. There was no disgrace they’d been causing that any of those lords would have noticed. The king’s rule was no stronger without them in the open, but when the laws changed, the people had someone to hate.

      That was why it’d been done, that and no other reason. He’d been so sure, so confident in his work for the ministry. He thought he’d been doing the right thing, but what if he’d been working for the wrong side this entire time? Who was behind the proposal, and had they pressured the king, or had he simply agreed? The minister of intelligence would know. He would have found out who proposed the legislation, but Gerhard wasn’t naive enough to think the minister would do anything other than use that information for his own benefit.

      Even more uncomfortable was wondering who had opened the door to his cell. The king? The minister of intelligence? Why had Gerhard and his cellmates been spared when so many others had not been? It was no accident. He’d come too far to believe that.

      It was what they all did, what they’d all done for centuries. Those in the palace and in the buildings that encircled the Lord’s Square played a terrible game from afar. At their command, men and women died. At their command, laws—the entire idea of right and wrong—were adjusted to fit their needs, but they never got their own hands dirty.

      They had Gerhard for that. That’s why he’d been spared. The thought sickened him.

      He found a span of wall halfway between the snow-shrouded lamps that burned along the dark street and leaned against the cold stone. It was the influence of the cards seeping into his thoughts, showing him possibilities he hadn’t considered before. The truth? Maybe, or maybe not.

      There were some truths he was certain of. His life, his future, had been disrupted by unknown actors. There’d been no one to stop them. Not even he could have stopped it back then. But what if someone could? What if there was someone in power with motive and opportunity to intercede and to fight?

      The queen was a young woman who had no idea what she’d gotten herself into. She’d been trained to be the leader of a small, remote county. She’d been a sound choice for Wahrheit, the best of a collection of bad options, but she was not the one to help his people. She had no skin in his game, and she was too visible and too new. She didn’t have the backing and the political savvy to make any real changes. Not with Clermont and Cojita hanging over her head.

      No, he needed someone else. He needed a landgrave or landgravine, one who took his side not because of pressure or threats but because it was their side as well. He needed Aileen. Even if she didn’t want to rule, they needed her.

      He pushed back the hood of his cloak and let the cold, damp snow fall upon his face. He was going to assassinate a landgravine’s daughter and install her sister on the throne. It didn’t matter Aileen was the rightful heir. She’d run from her responsibilities and turned her back on the kingdom. Her sister, there in the palace in Idore, was the one who was going to inherit unless Gerhard did something about it.

      It was a bold, dangerous move, and there was no guarantee it wouldn’t go off in his face like an overloaded pistol. It was an incredibly high-risk assignment, and he was working without ministry authorization. The minister had ordered men killed for lesser transgressions, but if Gerhard didn’t get his hands dirty and do the awful things it took to change the world, who would?

      He stood off the wall, shaking his cloak again. The snow was falling thick and heavy. By morning, Idore would be covered in it. He sighed. Never do a job in fresh snow. That was what the ministry had taught them. A simpleton could follow your tracks in new fallen snow. Research, observe, make a plan and then a backup plan. Always factor the weather. They’d taught them that as well, but Gerhard was coming to the conclusion he no longer worked for the ministry. At least, not only for the ministry. Tonight, he worked for himself and for his people. He started down the street.
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        * * *

      

      When he’d last been in Idore, he and Aileen had traveled up the steep switchback that led from the city to her family’s keep. It was guarded at the base and at the top. The guards had been lazy and paid little attention to the stream of people marching up the slope on a court day, but at night, when it was cold and snowing, any attempt to approach the gates would be as obvious as a cannon blast in their faces.

      Gerhard hurried by the front gate, his hood pulled forward, his hands lost within his cloak. He let his feet drag and wove a sinuous pattern as he walked, mimicking a drunk stumbling home from the tavern. The spy did not turn his head toward the guards or the road leading to the palace, but he studied them from the corner of his eye.

      The men on watch had dragged out a brazier and built a fire which popped and smoked as the flames consumed the damp wood. Snow fell steadily, melting in the fire. Several men huddled around the blaze, while several others walked back and forth, stamping their boots, breathing into their hands.

      Fortune’s Curse. The men where shuffling about to stay warm and, in the quiet night, were even more alert than they would be during the day. No one would be napping out in the cold tonight. Gerhard kept walking.

      In the blocks around the palace, the streets were well lit but empty. The raucous taverns tended not to be located directly next to a place you knew was filled with soldiers and leaders tasked with keeping order. In the morning, this quarter would be bustling even in the snow, but now, the flickering torches revealed long stretches of unmarred white. Gerhard grimaced. That wouldn’t make his task any easier.

      He kept moving on a steady circuit of the keep, glancing now frequently toward the slope and the palace atop it. There were guards there as well, stationed in towers and walking along the battlement, but tonight, it looked as if they were huddling under cover when they could. He could see them clustered around braziers like the guards at the gate had been, the flames lighting them like vengeful demons, but there were fewer men stationed together on the walls, so they could all get close to the heat. That kept them from walking their patrols in the wind that ripped over the stone walls.

      Rolling his shoulders, flexing his fingers, and stepping high to loosen his legs and hips, Gerhard figured he’d seen what he’d needed to see. He twisted his back until it popped, drew his arms over his chest, and pulled them tight to stretch his shoulders.

      He waited. His breath clouded before his face. The snow fell around him. No one moved on the street or on the palace walls above it.

      In a wild sprint, Gerhard charged the slope that formed the base of the palace. It was twenty paces high and steep and slick in the snow, but with speed and the light feet of a trained spy, he bounded up the hill, digging in with his toes and planting his fingers to keep himself from sliding back.

      In heartbeats, he reached the top of the slope and the base of the wall of the keep that surrounded the palace. The stone was ice cold, and he would have worn gloves, but he wasn’t so accomplished a climber that he trusted himself to scale the next fifteen paces of wall without the touch even cold-numbed fingers brought.

      Without pause, he reached up and found a rock that stuck half-a-finger width farther from the wall than the others. He used it to lever himself higher, his toes scrabbling against the stone, trying to find purchase by feel rather than by sight.

      He heard a barked laugh and glanced down. Half a block away, a man was backing out of a doorway, bidding good night to those inside. Gerhard kept climbing. The man turned and began shuffling down the street, his head bowed low. It was late. He would be tired. He would be thinking of the warmth of his bed, not a man high above him clinging to the wall outside of the landgrave’s palace.

      Unless he saw the footprints and wondered where they led.

      Gerhard kept climbing. His tracks up the slope were messy and obvious, but there was nothing to be done about it. You could not hide a movement like that across fresh-fallen snow. In an hour, maybe two, his tracks would be covered and less obvious, but if anyone looked at it now, it would be easy to guess what occurred. Even easier if they saw Gerhard still hanging against the wall.

      Hand over hand, foot over foot, he pulled himself higher up the stacked and mortared stones, then paused a pace below the crenelations that lined the top of the battlement. The man below was still in the street passing over Gerhard’s tracks. The spy was listening for the clomp of boots above him.

      He heard nothing. Pulling himself higher, he put a hand in the gap of the teeth of the battlement, then froze. Armor rustled. The tread of boots was muffled by the snow, the jingle of chainmail barely audible underneath the heavy wool cloak the guard wore. Gerhard pressed himself flat against the wall but did not move his hand. He couldn’t see in the dark where his last grip had been, and he didn’t want to be fumbling around for another as a man walked by within reach.

      If the soldier looked to the side, he couldn’t miss Gerhard’s hand. If he looked down, he would see the disturbed snow, if… The soldier kept walking, his armor clinking with the motion of his steps, his breath hard and loud in the cold air.

      Gerhard pulled himself up, pausing in the gap in the teeth. Then, he hopped down and slid over the opposite edge of the battlement until he hung on with his arms stretched above. He dropped half a dozen paces to the ground inside of the wall. The moonlight shone on the snow, and he knew his dark figure would be impossible to miss if the soldier on patrol were to turn, so he scurried across the open space to the palace wall and the shadows there, intending to climb up again, but he slowed when he saw another set of footprints crossing the open bailey.

      Without considering it, he followed them until he reached a heavy, iron-bound door on the wall of the palace. It was a narrow entrance, the door set deep in a recess of the stone, and heavily reinforced. The footprints led inside, and the door was slightly ajar. Gently, he pushed on it, and it swung open with a sharp squeal.

      Wincing, Gerhard ducked inside, then risked more noise and pushed the door closed. There was a lantern on a table, bathing a narrow hallway in yellow light. The ceiling was low, the space tight, and there was a sharp turn just six paces away. He peeked around a corner and saw an open door. It was dark inside, but the sounds coming out left no doubt what was happening—a soldier and a member of the palace staff risking their careers for a late night liaison.

      Smirking, Gerhard tiptoed past the open door, hoping the pair were so engaged with each other they wouldn’t notice someone in the hallway. The door was wide open, and they were not quiet, so they must not anticipate discovery. He took that as a sign he could hurry with less caution.

      There were a number of closed doors that could be storage for tools or materials workmen kept near the exterior access door. He found a steep set of stairs. He trotted up them and got to another heavy door at the top. This one was closed but unlocked. He eased it open and poked his head into a dim corridor lit only by another lantern placed at a far corner. He sniffed, smelling baking bread. More closed doors lined the hall, pantries and storage for the kitchen.

      Gerhard walked into the open and pondered. The bakers were up, preparing for the palace to break its fast. It should be obvious which tray would be served to Abigail Brandt—she would have the silver one—but it would be another two or three hours before they began pouring her coffee or wine, and even if Gerhard figured out which loaf would go to the girl, it was terrifically difficult to poison bread. He’d tried.

      He didn’t know what morning beverages she preferred. A daughter of a landgrave would have several options, some she might never touch. Normally, that would be information Gerhard collected during weeks of spying on her. He had nothing to work with on this impromptu job, just a quick meeting that’d left her unconscious and him on the run. No, if he meant to make use of the tiny vial of toxins he always traveled with in his toolkit, he would have to be careful with it. He simply didn’t have enough to sprinkle it liberally and hope for the best.

      Walking silently, he moved toward the lantern and down the next hall to the warmth and light of the kitchen. He ducked his head around the corner, then pulled back. Three bakers were in sight. The kitchen was wide open, and they hadn’t yet begun to assemble the trays and platters that would go out to feed the army of residents and staff that inhabited the palace.

      He had time before Abigail woke. A boon and a curse.

      Meandering out from the kitchens, he followed the path of lights and of wealth. Enough candles and burning wicks to light the entire palace were expensive, so they wouldn’t do it, but they would light the way to and from the lady of the house’s chambers. Gerhard moved slow, knowing there would be guards on duty around her rooms.

      He tried to imagine where the future landgravine’s room would be located. In a family wing because no nobleman trusted his daughters enough to have them far away. Aileen had told him where her father’s rooms had been when they’d fled the last time they had been in Idore. She’d also been leading him to her sister when they’d stumbled across Abigail in the halls.

      The girl’s chamber would have a spectacular view and a balcony from which to see it. The rooms would be on the northern face of the palace and would be on the third floor. How many times had he snuck into a grand home like this, avoiding the soldiers, moving toward a woman’s bedchamber? Over the years, it must have been scores of instances.

      He stepped into an alcove, listening to a pair of guards as they walked by a cross hallway. It was second nature to Gerhard to pad silently about, to avoid notice by those who resided there. He was an outsider, but he was there, in the house and just as comfortable as its residents. Noah would have enjoyed the observation.

      Walking up a broad marble stair to the third floor, he knew he was close. A brace of candelabra stood at the top of the stairs. He slowed, looking at the shadows. If someone was there, they would have their back to the light, not their eyes, but there was nothing he could see. He dropped and slithered up the final stairs on his belly.

      There was a large landing, overseen by a massive tapestry that depicted Idore. The garrulous thing was larger than Gerhard’s apartment in Ehrstadt. He peered around the corner and saw a woman working with a feather duster, cleaning a row of paintings that stretched along a well-lit hall. Huge portraits of House Brandt past and present. Was Aileen depicted in one of those paintings? A guard stood with his back to the landing, talking to the woman. She appeared to have no interest in him, but who could blame the fellow? Alone at night, what else was he to do but give it a try?

      Beyond the pair were two more soldiers standing in front of a doorway. Opposite that direction to his left, the hallway was dark. Gerhard couldn’t stay lying on the stairwell for long, but he couldn’t go walking up with three soldiers in sight either. It was a far enough walk and well enough lit that he would have no chance of stealth.

      The maid kept dusting the paintings and moving down the hall. The one soldier followed her, and the other two watched. As she made it past the doorway and the heads turned away from the stairs, Gerhard stood smoothly. Walking as if he belonged, he crossed into the darkness opposite the soldiers. Fifteen paces down was a pair of huge, gleaming wooden doors. He tried the knob, found it was unlocked, and ducked inside.

      He was in Manfred Brandt’s personal chambers. The servants knew the landgrave was not in the palace, so there was no reason to light candles in his room or to enter and clean it, but it was along a hallway that had constant supervision from Aufield’s soldiers so there was no reason to lock the door either.

      Shaking his head at the foibles of the common men assigned to security, Gerhard passed quickly through the salon, into a bedchamber, and to the doors that led out to a patio. If he recalled correctly from when he and Aileen had fled, there were a series of those long balconies. At the time, he had wondered if men would be stationed on guard when the landgrave was in house, and Aileen had said they would be. Were they guarding Abigail’s rooms tonight?

      Gerhard peered through the glass door and saw no one. He cracked the door quietly, then pressed his face against it, and looked to the side toward the balconies off the rooms the hallway guards had been stationed outside of. The balcony should have been guarded, but on the third floor of the palace, high above the city, the wind cut like a knife and snow billowed around him. If someone was supposed to be out there, they’d taken shelter.

      He exited, closing the door firmly behind him. Gerhard walked down the balcony, taking care to stay near the building where he would be less visible to anyone below. He reached the end and climbed the balustrade. The next balcony was six paces distant, and the drop below was a long one. The walls of the palace were smooth marble, tightly joined, unlike the rougher stone which made the defensive exterior walls.

      Crouching, the spy offered a hope for Fortune’s Favor and jumped, hurling his body across the six-pace span. He made the distance, but his foot slipped on the snow-covered railing, and he tumbled forward, falling flat on his face, his hands barely absorbing the impact before his forehead bonked the cold tiles of the balcony.

      He lay on the floor, stunned for a moment, letting the sharp pain fade into a dull throb of protest. Beside him were tall windows, and through them, the room was dark. Aileen’s bedchamber?

      He stood, then moved to the other end of the balcony. He saw there was a low glow from those windows and a shadow. They hadn’t left Abigail Brandt unguarded, but the soldier on duty had moved inside.

      The wind howled, pounding against the windows, sweeping the snow into a spinning fury. Rubbing his head where he’d banged it, Gerhard climbed up on the railing again. This time when he jumped, he put less into it and crashed into the outside of the far railing. One foot found purchase, and one slipped down. He slapped his arms on top of the cold marble, holding tight. His ribs ached from the impact.

      He breathed out, then rolled over the top and pressed against the wall, waiting to see if his arrival had caught the attention of the guard inside. He glanced through the window, standing back, confident in the dark. The interior would be visible, but he would be hidden in the night.

      A single candle illuminated what appeared to be a young woman’s dressing room. An armored man was slumped over in a chair. His head rose and fell with heavy breaths. He was asleep. Gerhard pulled his cloak tight. The storm was worsening. That was good. He put a hand on the latch to the door into the dressing room and muttered to himself. It was locked. What sort of man took such caution, and then fell asleep on the job? Or maybe he’d fallen asleep because he’d taken such caution. His superiors couldn’t find him in that state if the doors were all locked. Gerhard walked down to the next door and stared into a dark bedchamber.

      It had to be hers. Why else would a guard be stationed in the adjacent room? No other lights were visible on this floor of the northern face of the palace. If he’d guessed correctly, Abigail Brandt would be inside. The room was almost black, lit only by the banked embers in a giant fireplace. He waited, letting his eyes adjust to the gloom. He could see the bed and blankets piled atop it. Would she be alone?

      He’d killed her last lover, but that’d been some time ago. Maybe without her father in the house, she’d taken another. It’d be a bold move to bring the man to her bed at night, though. The guards would know, which meant the entire palace would know. Two targets instead of one made a big difference in his line of work, particularly with the guard sleeping in the other room. There was no room for error. But she’d gone to lengths to hide her last lover, so he figured it was unlikely she’d have another one in there with her now.

      The latch to her door was locked as well, and there was no keyhole on the outside. He removed his set of picks and fumbled by feel through the pockets where he kept the tools of his trade. He pricked his finger on the edge of a narrow saw and pulled it out. The saw was forged of the finest steel the kingdom could produce, and it slipped with a little effort between the door and the frame.

      The Brandts’ carpenters had done an admirable job of a tight seal, minimizing the drafts that blew through the doorway, but the saw was designed just for this. Staring into the room, making sure there was no movement or stirring in the bed, Gerhard began sawing through the bolt that locked the door.

      It took what seemed a very long time, and he was shivering with cold by the end of it, but eventually, the little saw did its work, and he cut the bolt. Before opening the door, he put away his implements and drew a deep breath. He pulled the handle, swept the door open, and stepped inside. He shut the door behind him with a gentle tug, the snug frame keeping it closed. Snow dusted the floor where it’d been blown inside with his entrance.

      He heard the rustle of sheets and a girl’s sleepy voice ask, “Simeon, is that—“

      In four long steps, Gerhard was at the bed. It was piled in heavy blankets and a dozen pillows were built into a mound beside Abigail Brandt. Her pale face stared up at him, big luminous eyes blinking, trying to identify him in the dark room.

      He grabbed the largest pillow he saw and put it over the girl’s face. He leaned on it, and a second later, her hand grabbed his arm, and her feet started to kick. With his weight on her and the blankets wrapped around her body, her struggles were in vain.

      With one arm on the first pillow, he grabbed another and placed it over her head as well. She tried to dig her fingernails into his arm, but the thick wool sleeves of his jacket protected him. She freed her second arm and started pounding at his side, her little fist beating against his ribs, but she didn’t have the strength or the leverage to do more than bruise him.

      He kept his weight on the pillows and his eyes on the door of her bedchamber. The soldier was in the next room. If he came, he would come shouting, but the girl’s muffled cries and thrashing in the bed weren’t enough sound to escape the room and wake the sleeping soldier.

      And then, there was no sound at all. She stilled, and Gerhard waited, counting off several minutes. She didn’t move. Her chest no longer rose and fell. The girl had taken her last breath.

      The spy stood, rearranged the pillows around her pale face, and flattened her blankets, making it seem there’d been no struggle. Eventually, they would find the sawed bolt in the door and know this was no natural death. It was regrettable. He preferred a cleaner entry and exit, but there’d been no choice and nothing to be done about it now. Abigail Brandt was dead, murdered, and her sister was the uncontested heir to Aufield.

      Gerhard brushed his hands off on his jacket, then exited the way he’d come. He didn’t think they would find her until morning, and by then, he hoped to be back in his own bed, fast asleep.
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      The flight along the coastline of the Strait of Chem to Chemenberg was a cold one. The air was always damp along that coast, like flying through a constant drizzle, and at speed and up high, the moisture collected on your face and the wind blasted your skin with chilly misery.

      But on the back of the patriarch, it was quick. The giant, golden dragon soared over the crags and inlets, its broad wings flapping methodically, propelling them faster than Tilly had ever flown on the back of any other dragon. The reds were quick and vicious, the blues agile and cunning, the greens long of body and they never tired. The blacks were the coursers, fast with plenty of endurance when you could keep them from getting distracted by a hunt, but the great golden dragon was the fastest of them all. Bulk slowed the flight of others as they aged, but the patriarch had such power in its shoulders and such expansive wings, nothing could slow it down.

      Tilly held on tight, uncomfortable in his wet armor, but it’d been worth it to don the steel once he’d rinsed Franz Lehmann’s filth from it. The boy had attacked the dragon knights, and his sister had been wounded. Was she involved? Would Franz Lehmann knowingly harm his own blood?

      If she’d faked her injury or acquired it somehow as a ruse to separate Ramshorn and Tilly, what would she do on dragon back? If she thought killing the sergeant and absconding with his dragon would work, she was sorely mistaken. If Ramshorn died, so would she. But people were not always rational. Tilly had already lost one sergeant, and he couldn’t stomach the idea of another falling to deception from one of their own.

      Through cold and discomfort, he flew straight to Chemenberg and did not waste time landing on the hills outside of the city where he spied Ramshorn’s mount. It was a good thing to see it raise its neck and call to the patriarch as they soared overhead. If the dragon’s rider had been recently killed, it would be lost in a rage. That it sat calmly implied Ramshorn was still alive, but a league outside of the city, would the dragon know if something had befallen the sergeant?

      Lina Lehmann, if she’d thought it through, wouldn’t have attacked the sergeant in sight of his dragon. The girl had been an apprentice long enough to know that much. She would wait until they were alone and until her wound had been cared for. She would strike when Ramshorn least expected it.

      Whether or not the girl had moved against the sergeant, Landgravine Fintra Bohm evidently expected Tilly’s arrival because when his dragon flew low over the city and churned its wings above the palace, the courtyard before the building had been cleared of people. The patriarch slammed down, crushing winter-bare bushes and plowing yellowed-turf with its spread claws.

      A man, who looked like he had not volunteered for the assignment, was standing atop the gleaming quartz staircase that led to the double-height doors at the entrance of the provincial palace. He appeared agitated and afraid but not of anything happening inside of the building. The man’s eyes were fixed on the dragon even when Tilly dismounted and approached.

      “Will it… stay there?”

      Shaking his head and finally raising his visor when there was no evident threat, Tilly clucked his tongue, and the patriarch let out a tremendous bellow. It did not want to leave him in the palace alone, but he was going to go inside, and the dragon could not help him there without demolishing the entire structure. A repeated cluck sent the dragon skyward, and he could tell from its cry, it was not pleased.

      He asked the fellow greeting him, “My man and my apprentice?”

      “Yes, yes,” mumbled the servant, still looking up at the departing dragon. “The girl was gravely injured, but the landgravine ordered her given all available care. It’s believed she will survive, but it will be a near thing. The other dragon knight is with her.”

      “I will see them.”

      “As you wish,” replied the servant, finally tearing his eyes away to look directly at Tilly. “The landgravine believed you would insist, but after you have seen to your man and woman, she has requested you dine with her. We were to find some suitable evening attire for you, but we assumed you’d be of similar size to… the other man… or any normal-sized man. Sorry. I don’t mean to say… We’ll find something for you to wear.”

      Tilly grunted and gestured for the servant to lead him inside. An audience with the landgravine? In his experience, the provincial rulers cared for nothing less than being reminded of the superiority the royal army held over them. He’d spoken to the landgravine’s late husband, Niklas, and was familiar with most of the others, including Fintra Bohm herself, but he didn’t think he’d ever been invited to dinner.
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        * * *

      

      “I am mortified that your man and apprentice were attacked within the borders of my province, Captain,” declared Landgravine Fintra Bohm. “I’ve ordered my men to double our patrols both on the highways and in the Strait of Chem. I need not tell you the ruffians from Kilsenay have descended in force. I sometimes wonder if able-bodied men still exist within that kingdom or if they’ve all come to Untal as pirates. We’ve hung hundreds of them already this winter.”

      He bowed his head. “Of course, Landgravine Bohm. We were aware of the risks, and in fact, that’s why we had come. Evidently, they anticipated us.”

      “Unusual for common brigands,” prodded the landgravine.

      Tilly tried to keep his face blank, but she must have seen something in his expression.

      “Anything I should be aware of, Captain?”

      He scowled. He was no good at this sort of thing. When they’d flown to Untal, they’d been worried the landgravine herself was involved, buying ballistae bolts to use against the dragon knights. Or if not her, someone in her court. He still wasn’t sure she was innocent, though she’d given no indications he could see that she was involved. But if she wasn’t responsible… who was?

      The landgravine moved her soup spoon in her empty bowl, then picked up her wine glass. “They were not common brigands. How could they be, to capture an apprentice and wound another, all under the eyes of two full dragon knights and their mounts? No, I do not mean that as criticism, Captain. I mean it as… worry, I suppose. I do not like the idea such dangerous men are operating in my province. Were you able to determine who they were?”

      Tilly shook his head. It was likely this woman knew Franz Lehmann. The boy was of age to inherit, and the provincial rulers socialized often when in Ehrstadt. Would she care that he was dead? She would likely be outraged to learn he had been involved in a plot like this in her territory, unless it was her plot. She would be outraged at his boldness for attacking the dragon knights and outraged his death might be somehow blamed on her, as well.

      The captain was getting a headache thinking of the twists and turns and dead ends and… and he didn’t know if any of it was a twist at all. Maybe Franz Lehmann simply wanted revenge for what Tilly had done to him and hadn’t been aware his sister would be on the mission. It was rare to bring an apprentice into the field so soon. In years past, Tilly wouldn’t have done it, except they needed the bodies.

      “You will not tell me,” pouted Fintra. “All of you in Ehrstadt, playing your cards so close to the vest. I’m thankful every time I leave that city and return to Chemenberg. Things are simpler here.”

      “Are they?” asked Tilly.

      Fintra Bohm laughed and raised her glass in toast. “I put very little effort into hiding my intentions, Captain. Please, drink some of the wine and relax. It is just you and me tonight, so let us share an evening of pleasurable company without the lies and the deceptions that always follow those in power.”

      Tilly picked up his wine as she’d suggested, and he drank. He had no intention of relaxing or bowing to this woman’s intentions, but the thought of braving the rest of the night sober was a horrifying one.

      “You separated from your wife several years ago, did you not, Captain?”

      He winced. “I thought this evening was meant to be pleasurable?”

      The landgravine tilted her head, but she didn’t bother to hide the smile on her lips. “I don’t mean to probe if it’s a sensitive subject, but a divorce is such a rare thing amongst the nobility. I’m not sure I know anyone who has had one, in fact. I hope you can forgive my curiosity.”

      “The nobility have other ways of disposing of unwanted spouses,” retorted Tilly, then snapped his jaw shut so fast he hurt his teeth. “I didn’t mean—“

      “Yes, yes, I killed my husband,” admitted Fintra, giggling just a little. “You are thick with that scoundrel Gerhard Fischer, and I am sure he told you everything. Don’t deny it. I know you are. I spent a great deal of gold learning about that man and trying to discover his whereabouts. He wronged my sister deeply.”

      “He does that,” muttered Tilly. He shifted in the chair and drank some more wine. “I do not know anything about what happened between him and your sister. I did not know him at all until recently.”

      “Until the queen was placed upon the throne. Interesting timing,” remarked the landgravine. “You flew her on dragon back from Mertz, didn’t you? Fortune Favored your timing, Captain, or perhaps you had some other intelligence?”

      He tilted up his wine glass again, burying his face out of her sight.

      “I no longer seek Gerhard Fischer’s head,” claimed the landgravine. “At least, not actively. My sister has found a paramour, and I believe it best if she forget about the spy altogether. I will not pry into your involvement with the queen’s nomination and coronation. I meant it, this should remain a pleasant evening. My husband did oppose her crowning, but you recall I removed him from the high council and then voted for her. I won’t lie and say she would have been my first choice as queen, but it’s done, and she still has my support.”

      “Yes, your vote was the deciding one.” He raised his glass for a refill, and a servant scurried forward to accommodate. “Why did you ask me to dine this evening, Landgravine Bohm?”

      “You may call me Fintra.”

      “I see.”

      “You could do worse for yourself, Captain Tilly,” she remarked. “I am a landgravine. There are not many women of my stature who are available, unless your eyes are set on the queen…”

      He shook his head violently. “No, Landgra—Fintra, do not even suggest that.”

      “She is a pretty girl with a great deal of power,” mused Fintra. “Anyone can see that. Why not acknowledge she’s a terrific draw for any eligible man? And quite a few ineligible ones as well. Yes, every man with a working bit between his legs is panting after the queen. It is not her fault for being who she is, but you can see how that is a problem for me, can’t you? I am not a young woman, but I am not an old one either. I still have much life left in me. You know my eldest, Ainsley, has joined your ranks. His younger sister is at the Royal University, and my baby fancies himself a trade baron and is traveling the capitals spreading gold like manure in a field and, I dearly hope, coming back with some of it along with some wisdom. I am happy they are finding their paths in life but hate those paths don’t involve spending quiet evenings with their mother. I’m left looking for other entertainments. No, don’t give me that look. What is an ugly old maid to do when the queen draws the gaze of every man? Die gracefully out of sight?”

      “You are not ugly, Fintra.”

      She beamed at him.

      “You baited me into saying that.”

      “Of course I did, Captain. Us women have our ways, and there are times we need to hear a kind word, but you caught me. I suppose your old wife had her tricks as well?”

      Tilly snorted. “She did.”

      Fintra raised an eyebrow. “If it is not too painful, I would like to hear about her. What woman could have a man like you in her clutches but then let you go?”

      “My wife is of noble blood, though a house I cannot imagine you’ve heard of,” he began. “It gave her grand ambitions. Unfortunately, her father could not offer a dowry worthy of the sort of husband she sought. That went on for years until there was a time his business enterprises fell into trouble. The family was on the cusp of ruin. They needed help and could not find it from Landgrave Brandt or the king. I was an inexperienced, foolish knight. She was from a noble family and beautiful. To this day, I don’t know if our liaison was her idea or her father’s, but after she and I were together, she grew with child. To avoid a scandal, I was left with little choice but to marry her. When I did, the family gained invaluable protection and secured the routes their trade caravans traveled. They prospered, while other trading concerns collapsed. The bandits were going to attack someone, you see, and my wife’s family made sure it was known which convoys were protected from above. My wife’s father became wealthier than the family had ever been before, but she was married to me, who earned a pittance in comparison as a dragon knight.”

      “The king did not shower riches upon you?” Fintra asked him. Tilly tilted his head, and she laughed again. “A friendly jest, Captain. You lead our bravest warriors and singlehandedly have done more to secure the fate of this kingdom than any other man. You deserve better.”

      “I made captain,” continued Tilly, “but that is the end of the road for a dragon knight. There are no promotions past that one. I was able to provide a good, stable life for my family, but my wife’s siblings began to take over their father’s business. They had wealth we could not compete with, wealth they did not share with their sister even though I had been instrumental in building the family empire. My wife became bitterly jealous. It’s difficult to explain, but one cannot leave the dragon knights. There is fae magic involved in what we do. No matter how much I wished to provide what she wanted, I could not. She found another who could give her the gold and jewels she thought would bring her joy.”

      “A merchant?”

      Tilly nodded.

      “What is this man’s line of business? I cannot imagine it being more attractive than flying a dragon, no matter how much gold he had to spend on her.”

      Tilly grunted. “I’d rather not say.”

      “Please, Captain Tilly, now I must know.”

      “Do you not know already? Are you having fun with me?”

      She shook her head.

      Tilly sighed and admitted, “My wife’s new husband is a cabbage trader.”

      Landgravine Fintra Bohm threw her head back and laughed uproariously. Tilly flushed, upset, but as she continued to laugh, he felt his mirth growing as well. Her laugh was infectious, and when viewed from any angle but his own experience in the matter, the situation was rather ridiculous.

      Fintra wiped a tear from her eyes and, still chuckling, said, “I am sorry, Captain Tilly. It’s just… I don’t mean to… but a cabbage trader? He buys and sells the vegetable?”

      “He’s not even a good one,” complained Tilly. “He got lucky once when the crop in several provinces was ruined. He reaped an incredible bounty that season and has been riding the twist of Fortune for years, but last I spoke to him, he was worried his enterprise would fail. He was asking me for my advice. Bah, what do I know of trade? I tried to help him with some suggestions, but it’s difficult.”

      “I’m surprised you did not tear his head from his body. That’s what I would have done. What I did do, in my own way.”

      He eyed her. “I—we—have two children together from that first encounter. Boys, twins. They’re good lads, and I want the best for them. My life, the life of a dragon knight, is one of violence and danger. Fortune’s Curse, just this morning I killed close to twenty men. My life is no life for a child to be involved in, no life for anyone. I decided it was best if they were raised in a stable, comfortable home with the luxuries, tutors, and opportunities that a successful merchant can provide.”

      Fintra Bohm looked away, staring into the fire that warmed the room.

      Clearing his throat, Tilly tried to assure her, “I am sorry. Ainsley will be—“

      “You will look after him, won’t you?” she asked, meeting Tilly’s eyes.

      Tilly nodded.

      Fintra glanced back to the fire. “I thought about refusing Ainsley’s request to audition for your dragon knights. I would have in different times. With no husband, I need an heir here in Chemenberg, learning the art of leadership and marrying and producing more of our bloodline, but these are not normal times, are they, Captain? What is best for my family and Untal: a future landgrave trained in economics and politics or a warrior who can fly a dragon? We all want what is best for our children, but Fortune, I’d love to know for certain what that actually is.”

      Nodding, Tilly murmured, “Exactly.”

      The landgravine put down her wine and said, “What do you say we skip the next course? I find it’s not food I am hungry for.”

      Tilly coughed and cleared his throat.

      “Do not be coy, Captain. You already hinted at why I invited you here. It was a pleasant evening, was it not? It doesn’t have to end just because the meal is over.”

      He reached up to scratch his beard, then stopped when he realized his wine glass was still in his hand. “It would not be… I am in the royal army, and you—“

      Fintra held up a hand. “I am a subject to the queen just as you are, Captain, and I am not asking for your hand in marriage, just for a night of your time. You will not be trapped by me. Not everything has to be political, does it? Let us simply enjoy ourselves. Come with me, Captain Otto Tilly, and at least for tonight, I promise you will forget your wife.”

      He sat for a long moment, then slowly stood and folded the linen napkin he’d had in his lap before placing it on his chair. He followed Landgravine Bohm to her bedchamber.
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        * * *

      

      Captain Otto Tilly sat upon a silk-draped chair dressed in only his underclothes, cursing himself for what he had done. Fintra Bohm lay in the bed, her breath heavy, not quite a snore. The fire crackled, fueled by a pair of fresh logs Tilly had placed on it a quarter hour before. An empty wine glass was in his hands, and he’d been toying with pouring another. He would regret it in the morning, but there were things he regretted now.

      It’d been a pleasurable evening. Fintra was experienced and confident about what she wanted, and Tilly had a talent for following orders. She’d been the first woman he’d laid with since the split with his wife. The first since several months before the split, when he thought about it. He doubted Fintra had been so chaste since her husband had died, but she’d been eager and enthusiastic like it had been ages.

      Bah. Her husband had died, but she was the one who’d killed him. Tilly couldn’t let a little wine and a tumble in the sheets make him forget who this woman was, a landgravine who’d taken her position with her husband’s blood on her hands.

      There must be fifty thousand able-bodied men in Chemenberg who would jump at the chance to share her bed. There was a reason she’d chosen Tilly. Nobles had always made their matches to secure wealth and land, so in a time of war, why not dragons? He’d told her the story. It wasn’t the first time a woman had used her wiles to lure him into defending her family, but that wasn’t all, he didn’t think. He hoped. Fintra had not been… businesslike, when they had been abed. She’d enjoyed it. They’d both enjoyed it.

      Tilly stood, walked to the hutch, and poured himself another goblet of wine. He leaned against the heavy table, drinking and thinking. It wouldn’t be the last time Fintra Bohm propositioned him, and he didn’t think he would have any better luck denying her offer when it came again. Worse luck, to be honest. If she asked again, even implied… It had been a long time.

      Fortune’s Curse, was he a dragon knight or some lovesick puppy? This wasn’t his first time with a woman, no matter how long ago his last dalliance had been. He knew what was behind her motivation. She hadn’t even bothered to hide it, not really. Fortune’s Curse, it’d been a long time. To lie with a powerful woman, who knew what she wanted and took it, then gave back in exchange. A woman who did her duty and took joy in it. A woman—

      He cursed, then snapped his mouth shut. He shouldn’t wake her. Not until he figured out… He should leave. That was what he should do. Get dressed and go find a room somewhere else in this palace to sleep off the wine. He could sit with Lina. That would be proper for a captain to do for an injured apprentice, and Fintra couldn’t be upset he was checking on one of his own. She would understand if she woke and he was…

      Tilly swallowed another mouthful of wine and stewed. Dragon knights rarely married, but there wasn’t a rule against it. The men and women who made the bargain to control the fae simply understood the cost. If they did not pay that cost, their loved ones would. They might come in married, but to make that commitment after you’d made your bargain… it was rare. Two or three others had done so in his time. He’d only done so because the alternative seemed worse. He could not bring himself to leave a young woman, her reputation ruined, to raise his children alone. He’d been blind, though looking back, he admitted it’d been a willful ignorance. His wife had gambled on his character and she’d won.

      Some might see it as strength, to seek love knowing what they all knew. Tilly knew it was weakness. He hadn’t married because he’d been strong. He’d done so because he’d needed strength. He’d thought—hoped—it would be real. Then, his wife had left him, and he had the twins. That was his strength now. He could not fail because if he did, it was the pair of them who would pay. Fortune’s Curse, he was weak. He scowled at the sleeping woman, though his anger was directed at himself.

      Not that Fintra would be interested in marriage. Why had he even been thinking of that? She’d slept with him and enjoyed it sure enough, but she’d done it to use him. She’d use the leverage to ensure his dragons flew over her territories or didn’t, depending on what she wanted to accomplish. Maybe she would let it be whispered amongst the other landgraves that she had a special hold on Tilly. Maybe it would be a wedge she could drive between him and the queen. She could—

      Fintra rolled over, a bare arm reaching toward the empty half of the bed where he’d been sleeping. Captain Otto Tilly had slept in stranger, less comfortable places. Fortune’s Curse, he’d slept on the back of a flying dragon! He could sleep here, but he couldn’t. Her hand was lying across the space he’d occupied.

      Tilly closed his eyes and forced himself to breathe deeply. A mistake. He’d made an awful mistake, but what to do about it? Tell the queen? He couldn’t quite picture sitting before that girl and sharing this with her. Walhausen? Sigismund? Oddly, he thought they might be worse than the queen. The minister of intelligence? That little wretch would delight at knowing about this encounter, and he would dream up a thousand ways to use it. Then, it wouldn’t just be Fintra trying to leverage him but those within the royal palace as well.

      One thing he did know, dealing with Fintra was more pleasant than the librarian. Bah. Captain Otto Tilly was done. Hooked through and through.

      The wind rattled the door that led from Fintra’s bedchamber to a large, private garden. Her servants ought to fix that loose frame. Tilly frowned. The garden was entirely enclosed within the palace. How had the wind—

      Glass shattered, and a gloved hand punched through the door. It reached for the lock that held the door shut and twisted it. Fintra sat up in the bed, pulling the sheets higher to cover herself. The door flew open with a crash, and a man stepped into the room.

      His head was covered in a cowl, and a mask hid his face. His clothing was dark, bound tight to his body, and he held a wickedly curved dagger in his fist. “Tonight, you answer to the Creator, Landgravine Bohm.”

      “Who are you!” she cried, staring at the man in terror.

      Tilly smashed his wine glass against the hutch, took two long steps, and came up behind the intruder. He wrapped one hand around the man’s head, catching his chin and jerking it skyward. With his other hand, he punched the broken stem of the wineglass into the man’s throat.

      Fintra screamed.

      The assassin tried to slash back with his dagger, but Tilly yanked the wine glass from the other man’s throat, dropped it, and caught the assassin’s wrist. He turned, tripping the other man. Falling to the floor, he landed on top of the assassin’s body and pinned him against the thick rugs. Tilly’s hand was still firmly clamped on the other man’s wrist, keeping the knife still. Blood pumped from the hole in the assassin’s neck, and Tilly watched as it soaked into the rug beneath them.

      Assassins were known to use poison. Tilly wasn’t going to take the risk and give this man a chance to nick him with that blade. He held the intruder’s arm down and waited. The assassin struggled. He was wiry and strong for his size, but Tilly was a dragon knight, and he had the upper hand. The assassin wriggled and fought, but he couldn’t free himself from Tilly’s grip or escape the larger man’s weight on his back. His struggles went from desperate to depleted as the blood continued to pump from his ruined throat.

      Soldiers, garbed in the colors of Untal, burst into the room. They saw the landgravine in the bed, a man dressed in dark clothing holding a dagger, and the half-dressed Captain Tilly holding him down. They would have known the lady of the house was entertaining Captain Tilly. Figuring out the rest was a pretty straight-forward equation.

      A soldier, a sergeant by the piping on his shoulders, rushed forward and slammed a boot down on the assassin’s wrist, then stooped, freeing the dagger from the man’s grip, holding it gingerly by the hilt. Tasked with protecting the landgravine, he knew the risks of poison.

      Tilly got up on his knees and flopped the assassin over. “Who sent you?”

      The assassin stared up at him blankly. He was dead.

      “Look,” said the sergeant, pointing at the corner of the man’s mouth where a frothy drip of saliva was leaking across his cheek. “Fortune’s Curse, he must have poisoned himself when you caught him.”

      Tilly stood, looking down at his bloody hand, wishing he had something to wipe it off with. Poison. Would it have seeped into the other man’s blood? Probably not. Cringing, he knelt and wiped his hand on the dead assassin’s clothing. Poisons made him nervous. Best to be safe in case whatever toxin the man used could be absorbed through the skin.

      The sergeant glanced between the half-dressed Tilly and the undressed landgravine. He swallowed, then began barking instructions to his men to begin searching the palace for clues or other attackers and to put two squads of men outside the door. He gestured for a pair of soldiers who’d come with him to go out into the garden.

      “Landgravine, Captain, we’ll ah, search the garden for several minutes. Tell us when you’re ready for us to come back and examine this man.”

      The sergeant led the other two outside, and there was the familiar clank and rustle of armored men stationing themselves in the hallway. Already, someone had found a gong and started banging it, sounding an alarm, but there would be no others. Tilly knew that, and the guards likely did as well, but they had to do something. If someone sent more than one assassin, the other killer would have been in the room already. No, this man had come alone, and if Tilly hadn’t been there, the assassin would have accomplished his mission.

      Tilly looked to Fintra. She let go of the sheets and blankets, letting them fall to her waist. She licked her lips and told him, “We must get dressed. There is too much for us both to do in whatever remains of the night. You are an impressive man, Captain Tilly. If you hadn’t been so quick, so decisive… I am glad you joined me tonight, for several reasons.” She stepped out of the bed, standing naked before him, and gave him a predatory smile. “I’ll look forward to our next dinner.”

      Captain Tilly swallowed uncomfortably. Without word, he found his clothes and began to dress.
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      There was a skill to walking silently across fresh-fallen snow. The heavy flakes, drifting down gently and landing without a whisper, tricked the mind into thinking heaps of the stuff would be as silent as its beginning. Sometimes, it was. Sometimes, it wasn’t. In the bitter cold night, this snow crunched like breaking glass at every step if you weren’t careful.

      Dmitri Meyer placed each step with care, slow but not so slow he drew attention. It was a silent night, or early morning he supposed, and in the cold, few people were out. Stalking around like a burglar with a sack full of loot drew the eye. Tiptoeing about was worse than the heavy trod of boots the watchmen made as they hurried along their rounds.

      For the people inside of the houses and the shops, the steady crunch of footsteps would bring comfort. They knew the watchmen were out there, doing their job, keeping the monsters away.

      Grinning, Dmitri kept walking. He’d been called a monster many times in his life, but each time, he was amazed at how little his accusers saw. He was doing the Creator’s work. It was messy sometimes. Of course it was. The world was a messy place because it had to be. Nothing could be fixed if it was not broken. The Creator had given humanity a gift. They’d been given the chance to fix what was broken. They could earn grace. How could they prove themselves without challenges, without difficulties and complexity? It was only through navigating the most torturous circumstances that true grace was due. Without this chance, they were no more than animals, but with it, they had a chance to be something special.

      He came to a stop and listened. The falling snow was the only motion in the street. His head tilted up, and he inhaled deeply. Idore’s keep, the seat of House Brandt, was above him, but the sense he’d been following was not there. He frowned. That was strange.

      It was not a smell he followed, not like others would experience a powerful odor, but it had to do with inhaling air through the nose and sensing the telltale presence of the magic of the fae. That was why Dmitri and his kind were called sniffers. It looked like they were smelling something, and it was much the same but not the same.

      In a city the size of Idore, the capital of Aufield, the trail was confused and crisscrossed with other, less potent presences. It took experience and practice to tease apart the different strands and to follow the one you sought. The fae avoided being seen, but that didn’t mean they completely avoided crowds. There would be elves in a city like this, interfering with the tradespeople. On a night like tonight, there could be scores of them skulking into workshops, mangling the goods crafted there. Sprites were not as common, but they were not rare in the quiet parts of cities, flitting about in the darkest shadows and alleys. Even dwarves could be found in cities, drawn to the power and the populations, doing their evil deeds and destroying lives. Finally, dragons would periodically visit the provincial capitals, as the dragon knights shared communications or paused during their patrols over the kingdom.

      It wasn’t just the scent of the fae themselves Dmitri could detect but the aura that followed those who dealt with them. Curses clung to people like guilt. Powerful enchanted artifacts were sometimes easier to detect than the fae that had crafted them. Even people who had no idea they’d been touched by fae magic might be affected by it. They would go about their days with that axe of fate above their heads, none the wiser, but he knew. The taint of fae magic was like rotting meat, impossible for a man like him to ignore. It was impossible not to want to do something about those awful layers that befouled the city like offal stuck to the bottom of your boot.

      It was confusing for sniffers when they were in a city for the first time, and that was rarely by choice. It was distracting, and even painful, to be inundated with so many stimuli, but Dmitri had acclimated over the years. He’d trained himself to differentiate between the various stenches of fae magic and to follow the ones he needed to follow. There was no point trying to track the fae themselves. They could flee before he would ever have a chance to confront them. Elves, sprites, they could vanish in a blink. How many times had he thrown open a door, knowing from the vibrancy of his senses that an elf was inside, but then seen nothing except discarded tools and half-finished work.

      Dwarves were tied closest to the realms of men and escaped less easily, but those creatures surrounded themselves with layers of protections and wards. He’d sensed them before, and he’d hunted them, but he’d never cut through the net of subterfuge they constantly wove about themselves. Dwarves were as deceitful as any of the fae, but Dmitri had to admit they weren’t as flighty. They planned and strategized their evil acts.

      Enchanted artifacts were the most common presence in a large wealthy city like Idore, but those were a waste of time as well. Frequently, they would be carried by those who did not understand what they had or by those who were deemed untouchable by his superiors—dragon knights, ministry of intelligence agents, representatives of the landgraves. The church acknowledged that sometimes to achieve a greater goal, lesser sins had to be overlooked. Besides, even if artifacts were found and recovered from the person who wielded them, enchantments were beyond Dmitri to break, and the objects themselves were unnaturally strong. They had ways of corrupting those who held them, and he was not trained to resist that temptation. It was foolish to carry a tainted item for long if you couldn’t rid yourself of it. That was how the disease spread.

      But people, those touched by the fae or those who bargained with them, were fair game. He had open orders to find Grimms, though they’d gotten better at hiding themselves in recent years. He also sought the ignorant who negotiated with the fae after somehow forgetting all of the childhood stories that warned of the dangers. There were always those, like moths drawn to flame. Most often, they solved the problem they created when the magic turned against them, but if not, he solved it himself. Best to quickly kill them, so they did not hurt anyone else. Finally, he found the innocents who, by means not their fault, had still been corrupted beyond salvation. Those were the only targets he felt sorry for. They were victims of an awful world, but creating a better one meant they had to die, so Dmitri killed them.

      Tonight, he had specific instructions. Despite sensing the swirl of magic on the streets, in the buildings around him, and on those he passed, he ignored it all and followed the trail he’d been set upon. His quarry had been touched by the magic of the sprites but enthralled by that of the dwarves. It was a unique combination. Rarely had he found people who’d survived brushes with two distinct breeds of fae, but he wondered if the dwarves had cast some protective magic on her. Some protection against the touch of the sprites. Or had it gone the other direction? Either way, the sense was powerful, overwhelming and pungent.

      What had this girl been doing? He hadn’t had time to find out. The mission was urgent, and when he’d first caught her scent, he’d understood why. Such a powerful spell had to be ended immediately. What did it do? He’d spent a day finding out about the girl, and all claimed she’d been gone from public life for two years or more. Everyone assumed she was pregnant, but that situation did not take two years to resolve. On the other hand, a landgrave’s daughter working directly in concert with the fae? The high houses were usually smarter than that. Not that they checked their greed and avoided the fae, but that they dealt through intermediaries. When the price of the bargain came due, it was not the high houses who paid.

      But they would pay this time. Following that stomach-churning presence, he knew what he was in Idore to do. He didn’t always understand why. That was part of the job. There were times the machinations of the Creator and his highest agents were hidden even from Dmitri’s eyes. People did not always wear their wickedness on their sleeves, but a future landgravine making bargains with both the sprites and the dwarves? It had to be stopped.

      He moved down the street, following the malodorous blight that had been dragged through Idore. He’d been confused at first, surprised she was not in the palace, but perhaps she had to perform her dark rites elsewhere. Maybe even her own father detested what the girl had become and had banished her from his court. That would explain her absence for so many years and why it had been kept quiet. It did not matter. Dmitri had her trail now, and once on the scent, a skilled sniffer could follow the reek of the fae nearly anywhere.

      He inhaled and exhaled, deep and slow. Sprite and dwarf mingled together like some horrific soup. What had the girl gotten herself into? The magic was powerful, cloying and rotten, like sweet milk left out for weeks. When he’d been younger and less accustomed to these senses, it would have made Dmitri ill. How had the girl gotten into the thrall of two different species of the fae? It could be an accident but not an innocent one. There was no innocent interaction with the fae. Half the children’s stories spoke of the danger, yet people still hungered for power. Even in House Brandt, they always hungered for more.

      He followed the twisted, snow-covered streets through the city. She’d been active, staying there for several days, he imagined. Odd, there was no word of her in the city. He’d listened in the usual places, hoping to hear something of Aileen Brandt’s sudden return, but there was nothing. He might have thought his intelligence report was mistaken, except his nose could not be fooled. She hid from her father still, but why, he did not know. Manfred Brandt was not a pious man, but perhaps his daughter had gone too far even for him.

      Pausing, Dmitri looked up and down the street. Several layers of the scent converged and led toward a broad, three-story building set back on a quiet dead-end alley. A comfortable but not luxurious inn. The area was prosperous but not one trafficked by the nobility. Home to lesser merchants and skilled tradesmen, it appeared. Not the high halls or the low sinks. He wasn’t used to finding nobility in places like this, but the scent did not lie. The latest passage through the street was fresh. She’d walked this way just hours before. Coming or going? It was impossible to tell direction when tracking the magic of the fae without context.

      Dmitri glanced up at the thick, falling snowflakes. Coming, certainly. He’d seen no more than a handful of people out on the streets all night. Aileen Brandt would be abed.

      He moved onto the street, his eyes restless. A landgrave’s daughter in the city would have soldiers around her, at least half a dozen so late at night and so far from her kind, but no one was visible. The tracks in the snow from the door of the inn were hours old, though the snow was packed there, and it was impossible to tell one footprint from another. The timing made sense. She could have been one of the last to return to the inn after whatever she’d been doing. The tradespeople and others staying in a place like this would be asleep early. They had work to do the next day.

      He studied the building for a long moment. It was quiet inside. This place was no noisy, all-hours tavern or gambling hall. Or did the closed shutters hide an even darker depravity? What foul bargains were struck in this quiet, innocent-looking structure? There was a reason she was here, but not a good one. Why wasn’t she in the palace just several blocks away? Aileen Brandt was the rot Dmitri Meyer was tasked with cutting away.

      He walked past the inn, listening, smelling. This was definitely the place. He could sense the waft of the fae magic seeping from the windows and the doorway. It was strong enough to be sure she was inside. The magic they’d placed on her was like a banner hoisted on high. He had no fae-sight, but even to him, the air seemed to thrum with the curse of the sprites. This was no lingering trace. Their magic was alive on the night air. He had smelled the dwarven taint thicker earlier, but again, it was mixed and intertwined, like the two species were using each other’s spells.

      He peeked inside the drawn slats of the shutters. There was a girl sleeping in a chair before the fire, a wench tasked with greeting late-night arrivals. None of their patrons appeared to be awake to demand beer or food, so she had her feet on a stool before the dying flames. Her head was flopped back, mouth wide open like she was a child tasting snowflakes.

      He peered around the sides of the building. Still no soldiers. Had Aileen slipped the protection her father would have put around her? His stomach soured, thinking what the girl must be doing outside of her father’s eye, without his approval. A lover? She could have found an empty room in that big palace if that was the case. It would be easier to sneak a man in than sneak a girl out.

      The area around the inn was dead quiet, so Dmitri Meyer slipped in through the door, a chill gust of air accompanying him. The girl at the fire stirred, and he crossed the room to her. Fifteen, sixteen winters. She was pretty.

      From beneath his jacket, he pulled a pace-long length of wire capped at each end by wooden handles. He stepped behind the girl and wrapped the cord around her neck, pulling it tight and twisting. Leaning over, he held the wire against the back of the chair, ensuring she could not bolt upright. She struggled, kicking over the stool with a clatter, but no sound came from her throat, and the drum of her bare feet on the stone floor of the inn’s common room wasn’t enough to be heard upstairs.

      Blood leaked from her neck where the wire cut her flesh, and the pitter patter of drops joined the sounds of her frantic attempts to kick herself free. Then, the sounds of her feet stopped, and it was only the droplets of blood staining the floor that could be heard.

      He unwound the wire from her neck and used her blouse to clean her blood from it before coiling the garrote back up and placing it in his jacket. He would clean it better when he was done, but the scent of the fae magic poured like a waterfall from above. He’d learned that when dealing with fae magic, hesitation could kill you. He eyed the body, thinking to pull her shawl over her bloody neck, but he couldn’t hide the growing pool of blood on the floor, so he left her.

      Dmitri climbed the stairway to the second floor of the inn. He did not need to guess which doorway he sought. It was like a beacon before him. He’d sensed sprites before, those little floating specks of evil. He’d even killed a few. This was more. It was unmistakably them. The unique flavor was distinct, but he’d never experienced so much of it concentrated in one place. On the other side of that door, would he find hundreds of the fae or some grand spell they’d worked upon the girl?

      Standing in the hallway, he wished he did not feel a snaking tingle of fear.

      There was a thump from downstairs, and he sensed motion from the opposite end of the hallway. Someone was coming in the back door of the inn. They were quiet but walking closer toward a second set of stairs he could see at the far end of the hall. Dmitri slipped his dagger free, worked it into the doorframe, and lifted the latch that was closed on the other side. The door was not locked. She had no guards either. What was this girl doing? Did she believe whatever curse they had cast upon her made her invincible? If so, she would learn that while the fae were almost impossible to kill, their human puppets died just like anyone did.

      He opened the door and moved inside before the new arrival made it up the stairs. There was a bed, a table, and a simple chair. He reached forward and tore the sheets back from the bed.

      A boy sprang at him, eyes wide and teeth bared like a feral cat. A knife swung at Dmitri’s face, and instinctively, the assassin blocked with his forearm, smacking into the boy’s wrist. He stabbed his own dagger into the boy’s gut and yanked to the side, disemboweling the boy and spilling his guts onto their feet.

      He stared, confused, into the boy’s dying eyes. Fae magic, sprite and dwarf, was soaked into this child’s very being, but his plain clothing, his shaggy hair, and scrawny frame made him look like one of the urchins the church gave alms to. Like one of the urchins that were brought to Charhald.

      He cursed. This urchin was not a landgrave’s daughter. For a moment, the incredible wash of the fae magic had twisted his thoughts, and he’d wondered if she’d disguised herself, but no. This was a boy who had none of the look of House Brandt on him. It was not her.

      But his informant had been clear about the traces of magic. The woman was a sniffer, though early in her training. She’d seen Aileen Brandt and had clearly described the signature that Dmitri found. It was a curious combination he’d never sniffed before. There could be no mistaking it. The one he’d been sent to find was in this inn. He sensed it. Even now, as the boy died in his arms, he could feel the flow of sprite magic leaking free. He could smell the reek of dwarf. How was this possible? Two? Could there be two people who’d made the same bargain with the same combination of fae?

      The boy’s jaw worked. His eyes blinked like he wasn’t understanding what he was seeing, and then, he managed one last pained, guttural cry. Dmitri let the boy’s body thump to the floor.

      Behind him, the door smashed open. A small, spry-looking man was standing there holding a rapier which immediately Dmitri sensed was enchanted. Another enchantment, something hidden, blazed forth from inside of the man’s jacket pocket. There were other, lesser enchantments secreted about his body. The man himself crackled with a dazzling cloud of magic. Even without the fae-sight, Dmitri could see the magic swirling around this man like the snow had drifted outside. It was a magic unlike anything Dmitri had sensed. The man snarled and lunged at him, the tip of the rapier aimed with expert precision.

      The assassin swept his dagger up to parry, but before he could counter, his opponent reacted smoothly, stepping back, then lunging again. Dmitri retreated, reaching for one of his throwing knives.

      His assailant kicked the lone chair in the room, sending it spinning into Dmitri’s feet. The man darted forward, the thrusts from the rapier like pricks from a needle in the hands of a skilled seamstress. This man was fast, striking like a snake but never overcommitting. The assassin parried and retreated again. The rapier caught Dmitri’s arm, opening a deep gash just below his shoulder.

      Burning magic filled his nostrils, choking him, distracting him, and the man’s blade found his thigh. He flipped a knife underhanded, but the other man twisted out of the way. He’d expected it. Dmitri’s eyes watered from the overwhelming geyser of magic.

      The man jumped, put a foot on the bed, and launched himself at Dmitri. The assassin diverted the rapier, but his attacker continued his momentum and slammed his shoulder into Dmitri’s chest. Dmitri staggered backward, surprised and annoyed at the intrusion. He was frustrated this man was forcing him backward. His mind reeled from the heady aura filling his senses, and Dmitri was having trouble putting the pieces together. Where was the girl? Who had he killed? And most important, who was this man that was trying to kill him?

      His opponent spun, and his foot flashed up, pounding into the center of Dmitri’s chest. The assassin flew backward, his shoulders crashing through the thick glass window and into the shutters that blocked the cold from seeping into the room. Dmitri righted himself, raising his dagger. Both of the other man’s boots thudded into his chest, and he was flung back again, cracking through the shutters and falling out of the window.

      He tumbled, losing his dagger, and then colliding hard with the snow-covered street below. He lost his breath for a long moment. His head was swimming, but the cold, fresh air began cleansing his mind of the powerful stink of the fae. He was confused. He didn’t know who the man or the boy had been. Neither one had been in his briefing. None were known associates of Aileen Brandt, and none were amongst the courtiers in Idore’s palace. The magic that clung to them would have been detected long before now, but his informant would not have been wrong. She was new but talented. The information was clear. There was no ambiguity. They’d had confirmation Aileen Brandt was here. She had been seen!

      Cold snow clouded his nostrils as he breathed in, and Dmitri coughed. He scrubbed the snow from his face with a hand. The image of the room was frozen in his mind. The boy dead on the floor. The man with the rapier. The comb on the table. The trousers that’d been thrown over the chair. The underclothes. It was a woman’s room. It had to be hers! But who were the others? What had they been doing there?

      A bell was pealing loud and clear, echoing over the rooftops of Idore. The assassin blinked, looking up at the night sky. The snow fell thick and heavy still, but the klaxon cut through the night like a razor. A door banged open, and a large man in stockinged feet, a thick robe, and a nightcap came barreling into the street.

      “Are we under attack?”

      Dmitri rolled onto his side, then propped himself up on an elbow. “Yes. We are.”

      The big man squealed and charged back into his home, slamming and barring the door. Others were coming out into the street now. A trumpet called, signaling the city watch or the landgrave’s soldiers. In the middle of this quiet, snowy night, the city was jerking violently awake.

      Dmitri stood. Aileen Brandt had not been there, but it was her room. It had to be. A woman’s comb, her clothing, they were not the urchin’s or that man’s. Who had he killed? Some boy, some child? Was the taint of the fae on the boy or just in the room? Even now, in the street, he could sense it. It was her. He’d been set on the trail by his handler and put on the scent by a trustworthy informant. Why…

      He started to shuffle away. The street was full of people. The bells rang throughout the city but not because of him. Somewhere else, someone had been attacked. Someone important. Had another assassin been sent after the girl? Had she been in the palace hidden from his senses and somehow been killed? He did not know.

      He slumped against a wall at the end of the street, his cut arm painting a bloody streak on the stone. Was the girl a victim tonight, or had she been involved in a plot? What had she been able to do because of Dmitri’s failure?

      A door slammed shut, and Dmitri glanced over his shoulder. The man with the rapier was standing at the entrance to the inn, watching him. At the same time as Dmitri, the man seemed to notice blood was on his blade, and smoothly, he slid it into the sheath. He jerked his cloak over the weapon, but he did not come after the assassin.

      There were a dozen people in the dark street now, and with the bells and the trumpets calling, there would be soldiers soon. They would been drawn to the debris and the shattered window. The dead girl in the common room would be found in moments. Best not to be seen with a bloody sword in hand when they started to investigate. Best not to be engaged in a fight to the death either. Dmitri could see it in the other man’s eyes. They understood the situation and each other. Two professionals.

      But the other man looked as confused and worried as Dmitri. The two professionals did not know each other. Neither had expected interference. Their meeting was a chance encounter. The man blazed with magic still. An agent of the ministry of intelligence? He had to be, didn’t he?

      Bells rang in the night. People shouted, and several began to point to the bloody pool in the snow where Dmitri had fallen. Neither man moved toward the other. It seemed neither of them fancied explaining things to the city watch. Dmitri, begging under his breath for the Creator’s strength, stood off the wall and limped into the night.
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      Entrails lay like pale, white ropes. The urchin’s eyes were wide open, as was his mouth, as was his stomach. A blow designed to kill, delivered by a professional. The urchin’s knife, a small but sharp thing, lay on the floor beside him. The blankets of the bed were rumpled, and Gerhard didn’t need to look for clues to know the boy had been sleeping there.

      It was Aileen’s room. The urchin had taken to her like a child to a mother. Their arrival in Idore, the discussions about her noble birth, and the sight of the palace and her house crest had only intensified his feelings. The urchin wanted someone to take care of him, and in his narrow view of the world, she seemed a likely candidate. Often he’d slept in her room. It had seemed efficient. Gerhard wasn’t going to pay for another room, and he hadn’t wanted to share with the boy. When Aileen had offered no complaints about her nocturnal visitor, Gerhard gave it no thought. He figured she planned to join Vinlow, one of these nights.

      But where was Aileen? Both she and Vinlow were missing. It wasn’t the urchin the assassin had come to kill. Fortune’s Curse, how had the assassin even known where they were, which room to enter? He couldn’t have come into the building more than a moment or two before Gerhard. There’d been no time for him to check each door on this floor of the inn. He’d walked directly to the one where Aileen slept.

      Like the slowly turning pages of a book, the scene replayed in Gerhard’s memory. The assassin had been surprised, stunned, when Gerhard had barged in and found him. The incredible pool of blood now on the floor hadn’t been there yet when Gerhard had burst inside. The urchin must have heard his assailant enter and attacked like the small, frightened creature that he was. The assassin had reacted instinctively and gutted him.

      There were shouts from below. The spy listened, and his worry grew. When he’d chased the man outside, he’d seen the dead girl in the common room. He’d touched her on the way back inside, and she’d been warm still. The man had entered quietly, killed ruthlessly, and known exactly where to go.

      A stool had been overturned, but there was no other sign of struggle. Gerhard guessed the assassin had found her sleeping and murdered her so she couldn’t wake and see him escape. Or was the man a psychotic who killed for pleasure? No, not a psychotic. The assassin was a professional, and he’d acted with deadly efficiency. He’d killed the girl before she could become a witness. How he’d learned they were in the city when they’d spoken to no one, Gerhard didn’t know. How he’d known the exact room, Gerhard wasn’t sure about that either. Who’d sent him was a mystery as well, but there was no doubt that man had come to kill Aileen Brandt and that he didn’t care how many bodies he’d have to stack up to do it.

      Fortune’s Curse, where was she?
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        * * *

      

      Lady Aileen Brandt, heir to the province of Aufield, was seated at a dirty, splinter-studded table, slumped forward with her forehead resting on the beer- and grease-stained surface. On opposite sides of her, Vinlow and Gerhard Fischer presided over platters of runny eggs, stale bread, cheese, and rashers of burned bacon. A pot of coffee sat between them. Their second. Neither one of them had slept the night before. Gerhard had just spent the last quarter hour telling Vinlow about the events back at their inn. She didn’t seem interested other than nodding sourly when he’d explained he’d quickly packed her bags and fled.

      “You can’t go back there,” he told her.

      She yawned, not bothering to cover her mouth, and asked him, “You’re sure you got everything?”

      “You don’t have much.”

      She bit off a piece of bacon, chewed, and responded, “I think it’s best if I leave before the girl wakes.”

      “You’ll hurt her.”

      Vinlow shrugged. “She’s going to get hurt no matter what I do. I’m not interested in her like that. Best for her, best for everyone, if she moves on.”

      “That’s not going to be easy.”

      Vinlow shrugged again.

      They finished breaking their fast in silence, and then, Vinlow stood, offered Gerhard a curt nod, collected her bag, and left. She claimed she was going to her family home in some village several hours outside of Idore. Gerhard suspected she would make it outside the city, then find a warm place to sleep. She’d been up the entire night drinking heavily. It seemed she’d been waiting for a sign to leave them and give up the coin Gerhard spent on housing and feeding her. She was taking the dead boy as a clear indication it was time to go.

      Or maybe it had been Aileen. Vinlow told him the girl made a proposition, and she’d turned her down. They had both drank themselves into a stupor when Gerhard found them an hour before dawn. Aileen was already unconscious, and Vinlow had been sitting there staring at the snoring younger woman with the same dull-eyed disinterest with which she regarded everything.

      Even now, as she walked out of the door of the tavern, the woman looked as if she didn’t care whether the sun shined or the rain poured, whether she would find a safe place to sleep off a drunk, or whether robbers would leave her bleeding to death on the side of the road. Gerhard grimaced. She might prefer the second. He was not sure. He did not know this woman well enough to guess. The first time he’d met her, her husband had been sacrificed by the dwarf Drophain, and that sort of thing could change a person.

      Gerhard sighed, then sipped his coffee and waited with Aileen. This girl was going to be the next landgravine, one of the most powerful rulers in Wahrheit, but she would not thank him for it. She would be upset when she learned her sister was dead, and she would have no trouble connecting the pieces and understanding he was responsible. She’d probably blame him for Vinlow’s departure as well, and the death of the urchin. It’d be easier than blaming herself for running the other woman off and not being in her room when the assassin struck.

      The worst would come when she realized what all of that meant for her own future. She didn’t want to rule Aufield, but whatever else she was, she was a noble of House Brandt. Her family had ruled Aufield for hundreds of years, but one sister was dead, and one was pledged to the church. Aileen had too much pride to let her line end this way. Gerhard was counting on it.

      He sipped his coffee again, wishing it was wine, trying to force away the thoughts of what he’d left at the inn. The urchin deserved better, a proper burial and friends to attend it, but that was out of reach for now. Manfred Brandt was dead. Abigail Brandt was dead. There was an assassin in the city hunting for Aileen. Her days of hiding were over. She would either end up with her throat slit in an alley, or she would take the throne. Gerhard meant for her to take the throne, but any misstep would lead to the other.

      He kept sipping his coffee, hoping the dark brew would eventually clear his head. For hours, the raw energy of the fight with the assassin had kept him wide awake, but that excitement was fading. He nibbled on cold bacon as she slept, and he plotted his second coup in as many months. Glancing at the girl, he wondered if it counted as a coup. She was the rightful heir after all, even if he’d had to kill her sister to clear the path.

      When Aileen finally sat up, it was with a startled jerk. Her hair was a tangled mess. Her eyes were bloodshot and frightening. A mark marred the center of her forehead where it’d been pressed against the table for hours now. Her skin looked a little pallid and green in the midmorning light streaming through the tavern window. He worried she was going to be sick on the table, but with his assistance, she managed to stand and stumble outside before she emptied the remains of the night’s debauchery on the fresh snow that had fallen in the hours before. She finished retching, and he brought her back inside. He pushed a steaming mug of coffee her direction, but she would not take it.

      “I’ve never felt this bad in my life,” she moaned.

      Gerhard nodded, a tight smile on his lips. “I’ve been there.”

      “Can you crack my skull open? Make this stop?”

      He stood, scattering a few silver marks onto the table. “I have a solution. It’s less extreme and unfortunately less effective, but it’s the start of a journey back toward the world of the living.”

      “I think I’d rather sleep.”

      He shook his head. “No time for that.”

      “Why?”

      “I’ll tell you later. For now, come with me. We need to get you cleaned up.”

      She looked around. “This isn’t our inn, is it? Fortune’s Curse, what happened last night? Where am I? Where are the others?”

      “All will be answered in time. Hurry now. Our good friend Viktor Bonafrit has been waiting all morning for us. It won’t be the first time he’s helped someone recover from your condition, but the stakes have never been so high. That scoundrel refused payment, which means we’re in his debt, but we’ll deal with that later. Whatever favor he seeks will be worth it if we can present you properly and make it through this day.”

      “The stakes? What are you talking about? What do you mean present me?” She gagged, turned decidedly green, and put a hand over her mouth.

      “Nothing, Aileen. Nothing at all. Come with me. Let’s get you outside.”
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        * * *

      

      The carriage bounced and jostled, pulled by a team of eight horses. Gerhard sat across from Lady Aileen Brandt, hoping that her sickly pallor did not portend another round of illness. It had happened several times the day before while he and Viktor were guiding her through the intricate art of recovery in a bathhouse and then again later that night. In the interim, she’d become quite hale when the disgraced costumer had introduced an astringent white powder which she’d taken with aplomb.

      Gerhard had recognized the substance and had been quite irate with Viktor, but the man simply shrugged and argued that if she needed to be alert and if it was truly important, then it had to be done.

      That night, she’d crashed harder than she would have without the powder, but she’d held out long enough to be made presentable, and she stumbled through the surprise appearance at her family’s ancestral palace. Her sister was dead, her father unaccounted for. If any of the servants or advisors in the palace knew he’d gone to Ehrstadt as Gerhard suspected, they did not voice it publicly. In fact, several of them seemed to have disappeared in the night. Most of them, truly. A few, whom Aileen identified as her father’s closest confederates, had been spotted fleeing across the lawns at an outright run.

      They deserved royal justice for their treason, but Gerhard and Aileen had larger issues to contend with. On his instruction, Aileen had made a grand show of grief and had demanded that her sister’s body be taken to Ehrstadt for a funeral befitting a landgravine in the church’s high cathedral.

      It was ridiculous. Abigail Brandt hadn’t been a landgravine, for one. And two, the body would be in no sort of condition for public display by the time they reached Ehrstadt. Three, those sorts of ceremonies were reserved for the most senior leaders of the church itself and only granted to secular rulers when they were royalty or when the king pleaded for the honor to salve wounded nerves or buy some political favor.

      It was a rare honor and one only granted every decade or so to the provincial families, but there was no one in Idore with enough sway in the court to argue with Aileen Brandt after her sudden return only to find her sister dead in bed. She’d been distraught and brittle—mostly due to the epic hangover temporarily on hold due to Viktor’s noxious powders—but her waspish snapping and shouting had convinced the staff to acquiesce to her demands as quickly as they could.

      For those paying attention, the scenario couldn’t be more suspicious, but there was no proof of wrongdoing, and in such elevated company, the law only applied when the crown in Ehrstadt said it applied. Anyone in Idore challenging House Brandt without royal authority would end up hanging from a rope.

      So Gerhard, Aileen, a cohort of her father’s least trusted advisors, several members of a diplomatic mission from Darford, and three hundred of her cuirassiers had departed Idore, racing across the roads for Ehrstadt, purportedly trying to get to the capital before Abigail’s body began to decompose. It was cold, which would help, but they hadn’t taken time to remove the dead girl’s organs, which would not help.

      If any of these details had occurred to Aileen, she did not yet show it. If the impossible odds of her sister perishing in the hours before she reappeared had occurred to her, she did not comment on that, either. Gerhard sat with her, tittering between naughty glee the plan was working and dread when the obvious occurred to her and she asked where he’d been that night while she and Vinlow were getting outrageously drunk and the urchin was getting disemboweled. He would tell her the truth. There was no lie she would believe, but he wasn’t quite sure how that would be received. Aileen Brandt sitting the throne in Aufield was his goal, not hers.

      While it hadn’t gone perfectly, it’d all gone as well as it could, given the circumstances. Aileen had been too ill to protest as he’d steered her through the formalities, and she’d been terrifically upset about Vinlow after the dust had settled and she’d found time to assess who was left standing. Many of her father’s administrators had fled, but plenty of others had stayed behind, perhaps noticing a sudden rash of vacancies opening in the senior ranks. It was one way to earn a quick promotion. They had to trust those men and women would vie honestly for Aileen’s favor, and that when she returned to Idore, the province would be in good order.

      Miraculously, no one seemed to notice the sawed bolt in Abigail’s door. It said something about the quality of the men in Aufield’s service, felt Gerhard, but he was glad he’d gotten a chance to sneak into the girl’s room after Aileen returned to try to hide the evidence he’d left behind. He’d removed the sawed bolt and had blown the metal filings outside onto the balcony. It was sloppy, and any professional would recognize instantly what he was trying to hide, but it was better than nothing.

      There’d been no signs suggesting a cause of death on the girl’s body, and with control of House Brandt, it wouldn’t be difficult to spread a story of an unfortunate accident. Perhaps a childhood ailment she’d never fully recovered from? These things happened.

      But other than slipping away a moment to cleanse Abigail’s bedchamber, Gerhard had been as close to Aileen as her shadow. A day before, a man had tried to kill her, and the assassin was still out there, somewhere.

      The courtiers and the soldiers must have thought Gerhard was Aileen’s lover and the explanation for why she’d been away, but no one said anything. Scandal was titillating, but they all must have figured that as soon as Manfred Brandt heard about it, Gerhard would be floating face-down in a sewer somewhere. As scandals went, they would have imagined this one was likely to be short-lived, so to speak.

      Gerhard hoped they believed that. He was putting a lot of faith in the assumption Manfred Brandt had made a move against Ursula Marchand, and given no news the queen was dead, the landgrave was dead instead. If it turned out the landgrave was living, Gerhard had killed his middle daughter for nothing, and things were going to get awkward.

      The spy looked across the carriage, then shuffled to the side just in case Aileen got sick again. It’d been a full day since she’d woken, but the ride in the carriage across Aufield’s winter-hard roads was not a smooth one. He glanced out the carriage window. Five more days to Ehrstadt. And then… He wasn’t sure. He put a hand on his jacket pocket. The cards were showing him possibilities, and he was selecting his path. Or was he?
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      Gerhard Fischer sat before her, casually flicking cards onto the table, then scooping them up, shuffling the deck, and then drawing the same six cards off the top of the pile. Time and time again, he did it, his hands steady, his eyes on her. It was a nervous tik he’d acquired since she’d last seen him, and she was fairly certain he didn’t even realize he was doing it.

      The same six cards. Every time he shuffled. The same six cards. Ilse Brinke rubbed her face with both hands, then told the spy, “Good to see you’re alive.”

      “Good to be alive,” he replied, still flicking the cards down between them. “Well?”

      “The wine is good. My chicken was undercooked.”

      “Your chicken was fine,” he told her, still playing with his cards.

      “How long are you going to keep staring at me like that?”

      “Until you tell me about these cards.”

      “They’re your cards,” she muttered, pushing the leftover food around her plate. Not a nervous tik, then. He wanted answers. She’d been worried about that.

      “The cards came direct from the realm of the sprites,” he told her. “Brought by a boy who’d been there. A Grimm told me I could see the future with them, or at least, see some possibilities. So far, it has worked.”

      “A spy who can read the future. Seems like you ought to be happy about that. Is that how you discovered Aileen Brandt? Yes, I heard you arrived in Ehrstadt with her and that you’re staying with her still. Setting her up to inherit?”

      “Inherit? Her father would have to be dead for that to occur. What do you know, Ilse? Why are you keeping secrets from me?”

      She grimaced.

      He laid down a card and paused. “The keeper of secrets.”

      She nodded.

      He moved his hand to a second card. “The steel fist?”

      Grumbling to herself, she muttered, “Captain Otto Tilly.”

      “The queen,” mused Gerhard. “That one is obvious enough. What of the fae-killer? Who might that be?”

      “The boy, Ulrik.”

      Gerhard blinked. “What fae did he kill?”

      “A dwarf named Drophin. Stuck a spear in him against that big table in the privy council’s chamber. The dwarf was working with Manfred Brandt, though we haven’t been able to figure what bargain the two of them might have made. Somehow, the dwarf disguised Brandt as Sigismund, they and Captain Ergould set a trap with a dozen of his men, and we barely got out alive. The boy killed the dwarf. The queen killed Brandt. I wasn’t paying much attention to who killed the rest of them.”

      The spy let out a low whistle. “Well done.”

      Ilse looked away. She’d told him what he needed to know. The rest of it, her father… Gerhard was a friend, her oldest friend, but she would not tell him that. Her own thoughts were too muddled, too uncertain. Best to stick with the facts. As few of them as he’d let her share.

      Gerhard was drumming his fingers on the table. “You said Ulrik used a spear. Was it the one I found in the king’s forest? You gave it to him?”

      Ilse nodded. “Should I not have?”

      Shaking his head, Gerhard allowed, “No, I suppose it’s in as good of hands as any, and if he’s already used it… Fortune’s Curse, even then they were a step ahead of us! How could they have known? Or maybe they didn’t. The possibilities, the turns they would have had to navigate…”

      The spy was fiddling with his cards again, like he wanted to deal another set, but he did not. He was afraid of what he might see, she decided. She thought that he should be. They should all be afraid.

      She prodded him. “They?”

      “I don’t know. The Ten? The mage, he is called. The one whom Tilly fought, who rescued the woman from the Roost, who—“

      “Stole your pants?”

      “You heard about that? They weren’t stolen. My trousers just… caught fire,” said Gerhard, sounding honestly offended for once. “The mage collected the bodies of those Tilly killed and left the spear behind. Then, in Darford, an urchin appears through a gateway to what I am certain was the realm of the sprites. The urchin had these cards with him and said they were for me. The searing eye, he called me, but he wasn’t the first to name me. A dwarf called me that as well, a dwarf named Drophain. You said there was a Drophin killed in the council chamber? I think they were brother and sister.”

      “You killed her?”

      Gerhard fished a pendant from beneath his shirt. It was made of coiled bands of silver, and in the center, an iridescent gem sparkled a startling azure. It swayed slightly, hanging from his fingers on a thin chain.

      Ilse frowned. “How did you…”

      “You recognize it?”

      “It’s a trap for the fae. I had one just like it. You caught her in it?”

      Nodding, Gerhard put the pendant on the table. “Perhaps you should hold onto that, but I warn you, when she comes out, she’s not going to be happy.”

      “They never are,” agreed Ilse, snatching up the pendant. “Tell me more about the dwarf and how you got those cards.”

      “She called me the searing eye. I tricked and captured her. She’d mentioned a gateway nearby, and we found it. The boy appeared with cards he said were for the searing eye, so I took them. The dwarf claimed the gateway led to her own realm, that it’d been conquered by the skiengvaal, but the boy seems to have emerged from the realm of the sprites. He saw the mage there, Ilse. How is that possible?”

      “The pathways the skiengvaal are able to follow are limited. Maybe someone, this mage, is the reason why. How he could inhabit that place… I do not know. Nothing in my records mentions him. Curious, don’t you think? How could children’s tales and nursery rhymes have more knowledge of this figure than the scholars who study these things?”

      Gerhard raised an eyebrow, but she did not elaborate. She had suspicions but no confirmation. She’d hoped to confront the mage herself, to learn what secrets that man kept. She’d hoped her comment would jar something loose from Gerhard, but it had not.

      “I found a Grimm to instruct me on using these cards,” continued Gerhard, “which, let me tell you, has been a frustrating experience. The woman is more fae than human, I’ve come to believe. She’s here, in Ehrstadt, though we’ve kept her presence a secret. She’s a true Grimm, Ilse, over a hundred years old, but she looks younger than you and I.”

      “She sounds interesting,” remarked Ilse.

      The spy shook his head. “She’s a powder keg ready to explode. I will introduce you, if you wish, but be prepared for frustration.”

      “What else did the urchin tell you of the mage?”

      “Nothing useful,” said Gerhard, sitting back, gently thumping his cards on the table. “The man’s description matches what Tilly told us, but the place he was living… I’ll write down all I can recall of it and have Aileen do the same. It deserves a place in your records, but I’m not sure we have much actionable intelligence to work with. My biggest worry? For the last months, I’ve been dancing to a tune the mage is playing. He’s not just a step ahead of us but a dozen steps. You were looking into the archives when I left. What is there of this mage, what of the skiengvaal? Am I being used, Ilse?”

      “Yes and no,” replied the quartermaster.

      “Yes, you can tell me something of him, and no, I’m not being used?”

      Ilse scratched her head. “No, I cannot tell you anything about the man, but yes, he is using you.”

      “Not the answer I was hoping for.”

      “The mage can play the tune,” explained Ilse, “but you dance the way you want to dance. You’re only his puppet if you let him tie the strings to your arms.”

      Gerhard winced. “Someone else told me something much like that recently.” The spy shuffled his deck of cards again and flipped another off the top of the deck. “The bloody hand. Do you know who that is?”

      “I believe so, but I am not sure.” Ilse sat back. “I am sorry, Gerhard. Just as you struggle to understand your role in this, so do I. I am the keeper of secrets. What does that mean? If I know the truth, should I tell others? But if I don’t, what is even the point of knowing? I can only speculate, and it’s very possible I am wrong… Do I know secrets, or do I know lies? For what it’s worth, I believe this is true. We are the six paladins, a final hope for mankind, but there were others who came before us, and so far, they have failed.”

      “The paladins of the fae? The mage was one of them.”

      Ilse grimaced. Was that a secret she was meant to keep? How to know? She told him, “Yes, I think so.”

      “But the Ten are infamous for hunting the fae. At least, that’s what all the lore in Darford speaks of. If they are of the fae, why kill their own? In that vein, why did they kill Tilly’s dragon if they are allied with us?”

      “I think it’s too generous to call any fae our ally,” warned Ilse. “We are not allies with Cojita or Clermont, and we’re anxious neighbors at best with Kilsenay and Darford. Why do we assume the fae enjoy any closer relationships with their kin? Maybe, like us, they have enemies amongst their own. Worse, I have begun to wonder what happens when the skiengvaal take over a realm. What happens to whoever lives there? The way you’ve described the dwarf in Darford, from what I learned from my pa—from a man—is that there are fates worse than death. I think the skiengvaal do not seek to destroy the realms but to enslave them.”

      The spy looked disconcerted enough he hadn’t heard her slip. He licked his lips. “The realm of the dragons has fallen… The urchin claimed he saw a battle between two factions, the dragons and the sprites, perhaps.”

      “Exactly.” Ilse leaned forward. “Are Wahrheit’s dragons compromised? Maybe that’s why the mage killed one, why throughout the years all the stories and rhymes have called him a fae hunter. Maybe that’s why the Ten were coming to Ehrstadt in the first place because they somehow knew the skiengvaal would appear. They sought to prevent the meeting between that thing and Ursula.”

      “Fortune’s Curse. If the skiengvaal are using the dragons as soldiers, what do we do! Does Tilly know?”

      “I’m not sure,” admitted Ilse. “The dragon knights keep their own secrets close, even from me. There is much about the relationship between man and fae that no one knows outside of their ranks. When it comes to this, I don’t think we should tell Tilly. Think about it. If he understands the dragons could be in the thrall of our enemy, what would he do? Stop flying them? Kill them? Nothing at all? Wahrheit needs her dragons. Without them, Cojita, Clermont… they’ll overrun us. Particularly now. You’ve been in the city long enough to know Cojita has dragons of their own? It’s on every tongue.”

      Nodding, Gerhard stared down at his deck of cards.

      “The Ten, and the mage, have hunted and killed some fae but not all. There are many of the creatures left in our realm and it sounds like the Ten have allies in the realm of the sprites. It’s my guess, only a guess, that there are some fae which have somehow come under the thrall of the skiengvaal and others who have not. There are those who chose to bargain with them and those who chose to fight and die. The fae are picking sides.”

      Gerhard grunted, then asked her, “So what do we do with that information?”

      “What do your cards tell you to do?”

      Glaring at her, he shrugged. “I’m still learning how to read them.”

      “Then you should learn faster,” advised Ilse. “In time, you will see what they have to show you, and in time, when there is a fae who’s come under the thrall of the skiengvaal, we have a paladin designated to slay them.”

      “The boy?”

      Ilse nodded, then whispered, “In time, I hope to learn the secret to how we might win this war.”

      They sat quietly for a long time, both mulling over what was said, thinking of the unknown. Gerhard kept fiddling with his deck of cards, but he no longer turned them over, as if he didn’t want to know what they showed him.

      Ilse asked him, “Have you spoken to the minister since you returned?”

      “We’ve exchanged messages,” replied Gerhard curtly. “I told him… some. You—“

      “I am the keeper of secrets, Gerhard. I’ve told him as little as possible, though what he’s surmised on his own, I cannot say. He’s been quiet of late, which always concerns me. What did he say of your relationship with Aileen Brandt? You acted without his permission, but I can only imagine he’s happy with the outcome.”

      “I honestly cannot tell if he’s pleased or upset,” continued the spy. “We have a connection to a province unlike we’ve ever enjoyed before, but it is I who hold the reins. My relationship with him has become strained, but if there is intrigue, the minister cannot keep himself away for long. Eventually, I hope he understands what I did and why, and we can use these levers to benefit Wahrheit.”

      “You must protect her,” warned the quartermaster. “The minister of intelligence is feeling… left out, you could say. He’s always maintained an aura of omniscience, but recent months have proven he’s not as aware of what’s happening in the world as he pretends. The queen has soured on him, and I don’t think he knows what to do about it. When he sees the chance, he’s going to interject himself back into matters. Violently, if necessary. The turmoil in Aufield is ripe grounds for his brand of intrigue.”

      “I’d gathered as much,” remarked Gerhard. “It’s his own fault the game has turned against him. How can he expect the queen to trust him when assassins keep appearing everywhere she turns? Or when Clermont and Cojita cross her borders? Fortune’s Curse, when Cojita has dragons and we had no idea? The man would be better served looking out than within.”

      “You and I know that, but he’s set in his ways.”

      Gerhard grunted. They sat, and Ilse waited. He would ask her when he was ready. Finally, the spy cleared his throat, shuffled in his seat, and put down his cards. “How is he?”

      “Fine, I think. He’s still in Bricklsang,” she told him. “He opened a restaurant.”

      Gerhard smiled, looking down at the table.

      “It’s quite popular from what I understand. In the right circles, people are already discussing reservations for the summer season.”

      “The right circles?”

      “Your circles,” said Ilse, “not mine, but it won’t be long before the nobility hears of it and flocks after the taste makers. It seems Noah is doing the best he can, given the circumstances. You should visit him, Gerhard.”

      Retrieving the cards off the table absentmindedly, Gerhard told her, “I don’t think I can.”

      “It will not be easy facing the skiengvaal,” said Ilse. “Dangerous, certainly. Not very good odds. We’ll probably all end up dead. Of course, if we end up dead, everyone else is going to be dead, too, sooner or later. If I’m going to meet the Creator, I’d rather go holding onto those I love.”

      “You don’t believe in the Creator,” Gerhard retorted, but he didn’t put any weight into it.

      She shook her head but did not correct him. She could see the yearning in his eyes. How many years had it been since he’d been away from Noah for so long? Since before university, she figured. That was ages ago, but maybe he was right. The deck, the skiengvaal… It wasn’t just death they risked but servitude. The fae did not seek their blood. They sought their souls. Lifetimes of enslavement, hundreds of years trapped in a foreign realm. The archives were mute on the specifics of the services required, but all sources agreed, it was miserable and interminable.

      Maybe it was foolish to bring Noah into all of this, to risk that. Of course, Gerhard did not know. Only she did. Would the others be able to fight if they understood what they really wagered? All men died, though none wanted to die early. It was a fate you knew you were going to face sooner or later. The thrall of the fae was different. It was much worse than death. Without hope, what was there?

      “Gerhard…”

      He glanced at her.

      “I do believe in the Creator.”

      He blinked.

      “Not the version Cardinal Borromeo and his ilk tell us of but in a greater power. Something bigger than us all. A benevolent presence, Gerhard, that means well for this world. There is too much evil, too much darkness in this world, for it to have not consumed us unless another force is holding it at bay. We are not alone, but the Creator cannot be alone either. Without the Creator, we are lost. But without us…”

      “The Creator is lost?”

      She nodded.

      “I see.”

      He didn’t see. His thoughts were still inward, and tortured, but perhaps someday, he would understand. A seed had been planted, she hoped. It’d taken decades for that seed to bloom within her, and there were still days she had doubt, but it was a start, and everything must start somewhere. When you could not see the first green shoots of spring, it required faith. Faith that in time, whether or not you could see the beginning, the plants would grow.

      “I should get back to Aileen,” mumbled Gerhard.

      “Stay in touch,” requested Ilse.

      He stood without responding.

      “Gerhard, practice with the cards. With each casting, your sight will grow stronger. Your foretelling will become more… vivid. That’s not to say accurate, you understand? They will show you possibility and truth until it is convenient to lie. Know the moment is coming when the sprites will benefit from leading you astray, but until they do, those cards are too valuable a gift to ignore.”

      The spy left, and she sat alone but not for long. A short man with a long beard and a ridiculous pointed hat slid into the seat Gerhard had vacated.

      “Why am I not surprised,” grumbled the quartermaster.

      “Ilse Brinke, I’ve missed you!” claimed the wizard.

      “I haven’t gone anywhere. Have you?”

      “Busy serving the realm, my lady, and I say, on the way in, I could swear I saw the back of Gerhard Fischer. Tell me, is the spy in Ehrstadt again?”

      She rolled her eyes.

      “Does he have what I think he has?”

      “How could I possibly know what you think he has?”

      The wizard tsked at her. “Does he have the cards?”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she told the strange old man.

      “It’s imperative that the searing eye is able to see what is coming!” he claimed, slapping a gnarled hand on the table and then tapping his staff twice on the floor. “It’s his role. The bloody hand must force you all together. The steel fist must protect the kingdom from that awful grip. The queen must rule what rubble remains. The fae-killer will, well, that is self-explanatory, isn’t it?”

      “And what must I do?”

      “Ah,” said the wizard, holding a finger in the air, “so he does have the cards. Well done, keeper of secrets, well done, but you need not worry about me. It is not I whom you should leave in the dark. You and I, we must plan together, strategize and plot.”

      “You know I think you’re a charlatan, right?”

      “A master of deception! A cunning operator who’s pulled the wool over the eyes of our most dangerous foes and even some of our allies. A singular intelligence balancing the thin line between truth and lies, dribbling out my wisdom with carefully calculated judgement. You are not the only one with secrets, haha! I am a lone soul with the bravery to stand against the greatest foes this world has ever known. A—”

      “No,” she responded, shaking her head at the man. How had he twisted that into a compliment? “That’s not what I meant.”

      He winked at her.

      She rubbed her face with both hands. “What do you want?”

      “Any word from the fae-killer?”

      “No,” she said, “and I worry we’ve sent him on a fruitless chase. How do you find one missing boy in an entire kingdom of—Fortune’s Curse, you monster! The urchin didn’t take the box south, did he? He used it, disappearing into the realm of the sprites, and then reappearing right in front of Gerhard Fischer all the way in Darford. You knew he hadn’t gone to Andorra. Why did you—Bah. Here is one secret I will share. The urchin is dead. That’s the price of your machinations, wizard. You got a child killed.”

      “Not I,” protested the wizard.

      “You led him to the box, did you not? Then sent Ulrik and the thief takers on a wild chase to the south?”

      “The mage was the one who called the boy through the gateway,” protested the wizard. “I imagine it was you he meant to face. Believe me, that was not my work.”

      “But you knew.”

      “I knew too late to do anything about it,” claimed the wizard. “I am wise and powerful, but there are other powers amongst the realms. The mage has been at this game a long time. He’s as cunning a player as I’ve ever seen. It would have been interesting if you’d met him, Ilse. Perhaps someday he will return here, and you will have the chance.”

      “Why did you send Ulrik south?” she demanded. “You knew the urchin had not fled that way, so what are you sending them into?”

      “Ulrik won’t find what he set out to find,” said the wizard, “but he will find what he needs to… find.”

      “What is that supposed to mean?” snapped Ilse, rubbing her temple with a finger. “Do you mean for every word you say to sound like nonsense, or does it just come out like that? What is Ulrik going to run into out there?”

      “Ask Gerhard Fischer. He has the cards.”

      “You used me to betray an ally,” whispered Ilse. She reached down and tugged a snub-nosed pistol from her belt, then placed it on the table, the barrel pointed toward the wizard, her finger on the trigger. “Convince me not to use this, if you can.”

      “We wizards are a rare breed, and without my help—“

      With a crisp click, she cocked the hammer.

      “T-The fae-killer must learn his art,” stammered the wizard, “but the only one who can teach him is the mage, who is quite a dangerous presence to try to lure into our realm. Not even I would cross that man, if I could avoid it.”

      “That’s why you sent Ulrik to the thief takers. They are training him in the guildhall. What is waiting in the south?”

      “The thief takers can impart some skill to our young friend, but the skill of a man facing a man in combat is not the only skill the fae-killer needs. He must learn from those who hunt the fae. The mage is the most talented at that nasty art, but he is not the only one. There are other hunters the boy may learn from. With their guidance and with a little learned experience—”

      “Learned experience?”

      “To learn how to kill the fae, he must kill the fae.”

      “You set him a course to run into a fae, and he’s supposed to just attack and kill it?”

      “I set him on a course to bump into a sniffer who is notoriously good at his job. Together, I think in short order, they will meet the fae, and then Ulrik will have his hands full. They are foul little beasts, and all six realms will be a better place without them.”

      “Them?”

      “Elves.”

      Ilse felt the cool steel of the trigger against her finger. This man… Would it be easier if he was dead, or did he still have some purpose yet to serve? So far, in recent months, it seemed all he did was cause trouble, trouble they could not afford to be tangled with.

      “It’s already done,” remarked the wizard breezily. “The boy is gone, too far out of reach for anyone to catch up to him, and by the time you hear from him again, it will be over. Gerhard could confirm that, if he’s figured out how to read the stories the cards will tell him. Do not feel guilty, Ilse. It’s not—“

      “I know it’s not my fault,” she barked, interrupting him. “It’s your fault. I’m not feeling sorry for myself. I’m sitting here trying to decide if it’s worth the hassle with the city watch to kill you right now or if I should do it later.”

      “Why, later, of course,” he assured her.

      “All that I hear from your mouth is lies.”

      “Not all lies,” complained the wizard, shaking his head vigorously. “My deceptions are small, innocent things, not meant to—“

      “You got the urchin killed,” cried Ilse.

      The wizard tapped his staff twice again, then responded, “Aye, but what life would he have if I didn’t interfere? You know better than anyone what that boy was going through.”

      She sat back, at a loss for words. This odd little man had murdered a child as surely as if he’d held the knife, but he wasn’t wrong either. She did know what sort of life the urchin had and how desperate the fight could be to leave it all behind. She drew a deep breath, then let it out slowly. “Nothing changes the fact you’ve been lying to me.”

      The wizard snapped his fingers, and in them, he held a gleaming gold mark. “I propose a bargain. You let me live, and this coin will tell you who has deceived you.”

      “I know who deceived me,” she remarked pointedly.

      He winked at her. “Perhaps. Perhaps not.”

      “How do I know that coin will work?”

      “You are the quartermaster, are you not? Is your specialty not the enchantments of the fae? This coin is such an artifact. Kind of. It was touched by the fae.”

      “I don’t have the fae-sight,” she muttered. “My methods take effort and study. I don’t have time for this today, wizard.”

      “Then you will have to trust me, which you should do, because I tell you the truth. This coin will work as I say.”

      Kill him or let him leave. She should probably kill him, she decided. The man was a nuisance, and in times like these, he might very well get them all killed. All—meaning everyone everywhere. It was irresponsible to leave a madman like him loose with the secrets he knew, but as she sat there watching him, she removed her finger from the trigger. She should kill him, but she was no assassin. That was not how she was meant to perform her task.

      “Go,” she told him, “and leave the coin.”

      The wizard spun it, the gold flashing in the sunlight streaming through the windows, and when she looked up from the spinning disc, he was gone. She grunted. Magic or no, the man had a certain flair for coming and going unnoticed.

      She reached forward and picked up the coin. It wasn’t embossed with the old king’s face. Instead, it was the visage of Ursula Marchand. Across the bottom, it read Peltier & Son. The chocolatiers? Was he saying the queen somehow deceived… No. Fortune’s Curse, that damned wizard had left her a candy coin. It wasn’t the queen who had hoodwinked her and it wasn’t the chocolatiers. It was him. It was the wizard who’d deceived her, and his trick gold mark was his admission.

      She sat back, peeling the foil off the chocolate underneath. She popped it into her mouth and fumed at that infuriating man. She should have killed him. He was a bother and too dangerous to leave unattended, but she had to admit the chocolate was pretty good.
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      “Took me four years to get to journeyman,” remarked Journeyman Evansol. “Been working toward guild member for the last six years. You’ve been with us, what, six weeks?”

      Ulrik did not comment. It’d been less than six weeks, but it didn’t seem like the right moment to mention that.

      “They only promoted you because you’ve met the queen, you know. Guildmaster Jerdan thinks you’ll bring in more business. Royal business.”

      “The contract with the palace is a lucrative one,” agreed Ulrik, knowing the bald fact stated so plainly would irritate the other man like salt in a wound.

      Evansol muttered to himself, then declared, “There’s more to being a thief taker than collecting gold for contracts that are more likely to be wild, pointless chases than they are not. Bah, we barely even know what we’re doing out here. Walking all the way to Klafen to find some tiny box? Locating some urchin who’s probably already managed to get his throat slit and body dumped in a roadside ditch? Waste of time, if you ask me. He’s a street rat, ain’t he? How far could he have gotten on his own out on the road. We’re hunting a ghost.”

      “Fortune’s Blessing if all we have to do is walk a few leagues and find a body in a ditch,” retorted Ulrik. “The gold we were promised is the same whether we walk another hour or another month, but my guess? They didn’t give us the contract because they thought it was going to be easy. We ought to gird ourselves for the idea this might take us some time.”

      The other journeyman raised a finger in the air. “Aye, and that’s my point. What happens when we can’t find this urchin? It’ll be the last royal contract the guild will see. What then, eh?”

      “We’ll lose something we never had.”

      “But something we could have had,” rejoined Evansol. “When we get back, I’ll be elevated to a full member of the guild. Jerdan didn’t put me in charge of this mission, but the implication was pretty clear to me. I’ve got the experience, Ulrik. Just follow along. We’ll find this boy, and we’ll bring him and the box back and collect our gold and my guild medallion. I don’t want you causing trouble, you understand?”

      “Of course not,” agreed Ulrik, and he meant it, but he would wager all the gold in their contract they were going to find trouble sooner or later. The trouble wouldn’t come from him, but trouble followed Ulrik like a stray puppy.

      They kept walking along the highway leading south from Ehrstadt, boots thumping on the hard-packed dirt road. Ulrik glanced down at Evansol’s boots. They were new ones that gleamed with polish above the ankle. Below, they were already coated with mud from the road. Fortune’s Curse, had the man bought new boots for a journey where they might be traveling hundreds of leagues on foot? His feet were going to be covered in blisters by the end of the day, and there would be blood leaking from that leather before the end of the week.

      Ulrik sighed and looked away as Evansol glanced at him suspiciously. When the guild had been granted the first royal contract in over a generation and Ulrik had been requested to lead the expedition, he’d been immediately promoted to journeyman. There’d been little choice for Guildmaster Jerdan. He couldn’t send an apprentice on one of their most important contracts, but he’d found other ways to let Ulrik know who was in charge.

      Instead of Carter, Miles, and Henri, Ulrik had been assigned Journeyman Evansol, who was still lost in his sulk over almost losing his life. That Ulrik had been the one to save the longtime journeyman’s skin appeared to be lost on Evansol. He also didn’t seem to comprehend the lengthy journey would get him out of Jerdan’s hair for a bit and keep his complaining from reaching the ears of other guild members.

      Ulrik worried it was also a signal the guildmaster was aware of Carter’s machinations, but when he warned his friend, Carter merely winked and replied, “Naturally he’s aware. He’s a greedy, manipulative tyrant, but he’s not a fool.”

      The contract had stipulated Ulrik be involved, but it wasn’t specific about who should lead the mission. Evidently, Jerdan wasn’t so comfortable defying the crown that he’d assign someone to oversee Ulrik, but he hadn’t wanted to upset other guild members who might take offense a recent apprentice was in charge of such an important quest. The guildmaster had settled for assigning the two journeymen, leaving the matter unsettled.

      With no guidance from the guildmaster, Evansol had elected himself leader of their pair due to his long tenure with the guild, he said, and in between unbecoming complaints, he issued decrees on how they would work together, how the journey would progress, and what was expected of Ulrik.

      It wasn’t until midday on their first day outside of the final fringe of shanties and hovels that marked Ehrstadt’s boundaries that Ulrik figured out the other journeyman had never been this far from the capital. He’d been born in Ehrstadt and grew up on those streets, and the guild had never trusted him with a job outside of the city’s boundaries. The man had no idea what it took to travel long distances.

      The three thief takers, when they’d heard the guildmaster swapped them for Evansol, laughed uproariously. Ulrik had thought they would be outraged at missing the opportunity to fulfill a royal bounty, but they hadn’t acted that way. They hadn’t acted afraid of the guildmaster’s evident reprimand by not including them, either.

      Miles had taken Ulrik aside and explained that Carter believed Evansol’s involvement would lead to a catastrophic failure, and failing to complete a job for the queen was the sort of misstep that would embarrass even a man like Guildmaster Jerdan into resignation, and if not, it was a solid argument why the guild should vote to remove him.

      That Ulrik was expected to be inextricably tied to that catastrophic failure only seemed to add to the three older men’s mirth. Carter had assured Ulrik that when he was made guildmaster, it would all be smoothed over. His eyes gleaming, he’d explained, “The royal contract wouldn’t have existed without you in the first place, lad. How can we put the blame squarely on you when it fails?”

      “When?”

      “If, of course if,” Carter had replied, unable to hide the grin on his face. He shrugged apologetically. “I’ve been trying for years to find a way to loosen Jerdan’s grip on the guild. A failure on a contract with the queen is Fortune’s Blessing. He thought to warn me by excluding me from this quest, but instead, he’s insulated me from failure.”

      Ulrik had crossed his arms and tried not to obviously pout.

      “I’m sure it will go well,” Henri had said, slapping a meaty paw on Ulrik’s back. “Where did you say this boy ran to?”

      “South.”

      “South?”

      “Klafen, I think.”

      “It’s the smallest of the five provinces,” Henri had responded gravely. “There can’t be more than ten cities of decent size in Klafen, maybe a few hundred villages, but he’ll avoid those, probably. I’m sure you’ll find him in no time.”

      Ulrik grimaced.

      “Go down to Klafen,” Miles had suggested. “Find a tavern with good beer, soft beds, and friendly wenches. Spend a week or two enjoying all of that then come back. We’ll sort out Jerdan, and you’ll be back on the path of becoming our youngest full member. Truth, I’d swap places with you if I could. A pouch of gold and weeks away with nothing to do but enjoy myself. It’d be a nice change.”

      “Nothing to do?” Ulrik had complained. “I’m supposed to be finding this boy and the item he stole.”

      “If it’s enchanted, it will turn up sooner or later on its own,” Carter had advised. “The magic of the fae doesn’t stay hidden for long. The queen has an entire department of people who do nothing but find these artifacts. There’s a giant room in the palace full of them.”

      “Yes, I know there’s a room in the palace full of enchanted artifacts,” Ulrik had retorted. “I’ve been inside of it, and there’s not an entire department of people who—ah, never mind. It’s not like you think it is.”

      Carter had shrugged and then proceeded to order copious amounts of beer, which Henri had drunk most of, but Ulrik had plenty, and the sour belly and throbbing head hadn’t made the beginning of his journey with Evansol any more pleasant.

      Ulrik had spent most of the day trying to ignore his companion. His headache was bad enough without the man’s nattering, so he’d turned inward until Evansol’s voice was no more than an annoying drone and the leagues they traveled were nothing more than a shifting motley of winter browns, small villages, and agriculture as far as he could see. They’d had their midday meal on a wide bridge that arced over a brisk-moving stream. Sitting with legs dangling over the sides of the stone walls that lined the bridge, they’d eaten salted beef, bread, and butter. The water rushing below them was clean enough, so they’d walked several score paces off the road, refilled their waterskins, and carried on. Evansol had exhausted himself of advice in the hours prior, and with no decisions to make, they had nothing to discuss for several more hours.

      But by evening, as the sun was dropping toward the horizon and the chill of the day was edging toward bitter cold, they needed to come up with a plan. It was dry, at least, so they weren’t stomping through mud or dealing with damp clothes in the middle of winter. They came upon a small village straddling the road, and it looked to have several taverns catering toward those traveling to and from the capital.

      “What say we inquire about the price of a meal and space on the floor near the fire?” asked Ulrik, nodding toward one merry-looking place.

      The floor would be filthy, and the tavern would smell, but man did not live on salted beef alone. Traveling on foot along a major thoroughfare, they’d only brought a few days of provisions. It was foolish to carry too much when grocers and taverns were readily accessible. The prices along the road would be double what his ma and pa used to pay in Hof, but so were the prices in Ehrstadt. He and Evansol had been given pouches filled with enough gold and silver to keep them on the road for months. Taking a royal contract had a few perks. The way Ulrik saw it, it wasn’t their money, so why not sleep under a roof? Ursula Marchand and Ilse Brinke weren’t going to complain about how he spent their coin.

      Evansol shook his head. “No, we keep on.”

      “Keep on?” complained Ulrik. “There won’t be another village before dark.”

      The journeyman kept his eyes ahead, resolutely marching down the road and past the tavern Ulrik had suggested.

      “A hot meal, a crackling fire… beer.”

      “We can make our own fire,” advised Evansol, calling over his shoulder, “and forage for something to cook.”

      “Forage by the highway?” asked Ulrik, hurrying after the other journeyman.

      “We have food,” declared Evansol, hefting his rucksack. “It certainly feels like I am carrying plenty. The more we eat tonight, the less we have to lug around tomorrow.”

      Ulrik scratched his head, then kept walking. It didn’t seem a good bargain to him to spend a night out in the cold to pay for an extra hour of hiking, but the smell of spilled beer was wafting out of the tavern door, and he was still queasy from the night before.

      One day, he promised himself, he would learn not to drink with Henri. The big man’s jolly attitude and constant ribbing made one want to join his glee, and you were always at half or a third of his pace, so it never seemed like you were drinking as much as you were until it was too late. But Ulrik knew that now, and he was sure the next time, he wouldn’t succumb to Henri’s nettling. He grinned to himself at the thought of telling the giant thief taker that he no longer drank beer. Henri would be flabbergasted.

      Ulrik hefted his pack and decided that tonight, in fact, he would show how abstentious he could be, and he hurried after Evansol as the man marched along like the magistrates were on his heels. Where Evansol was going, Ulrik wasn’t sure. The only solid clue they had was to head south. The urchin had purportedly fled on a caravan of books, and paper, and posters, and other materials manufactured in Ehrstadt, headed for Bergan, but he had not paid for passage with the merchants and was expected to be found and left somewhere along the way. A boy with few resources would have no choice but to begin walking, and the idea was that by walking a little bit faster, they’d eventually catch up to him.

      Evansol had decided the urchin wouldn’t get far and that he wouldn’t be spending coin in taverns either. Ulrik wasn’t sure. Thieves stole coins to spend them, not hoard them. On the other hand, if Ulrik had stolen an enchanted artifact that belonged to the crown, he wouldn’t stop running until his legs fell off. It was an odd turn that only he and Evansol were tasked with this mission, the unlikely combination of the sensitive nature of what they sought and the tangled mess of guild politics. When weighing the possible outcomes, Ulrik decided they would either find the urchin within two days of Ehrstadt, or they wouldn’t find him at all.

      But what could they do except take the wizard’s advice and walk south? Ilse Brinke, the quartermaster, had acted dubious about the wizard’s information, but she couldn’t say for certain it was wrong. She was sending Ulrik on this quest at the strange little man’s behest after all. The wizard had assisted with crowning Ursula Marchand, and since he was the one who’d discovered which way the boy had gone in the first place, shouldn’t they continue to follow his lead? Ulrik wondered if the wizard had some ability to track enchantments. He’d asked Ilse, and she’d just glared.

      Ulrik’s mother had known a bit of fae-lore, and she’d taught him a little, but none of it had anything to do with wizards. Did they set out sustenance for the fae like the peasants did and win them over through kindness and bribes, or did they cut sharp bargains with them like the lords and ladies?

      Ilse warned Ulrik this might be a trick the wizard was pulling over on them, but they both agreed they couldn’t fathom why the man might have motivation to do such a thing. Ilse had darkly mentioned the wizard never seemed to have motivation for any of the things he did.

      Perhaps. Ulrik acknowledged it wasn’t wise to trust anyone who treated with the fae, but he didn’t believe the wizard felt any animosity toward him. He’d suggested Ulrik join the guild through the tavern owner Christine. Was that an act of assistance, or had he been planning this for months? Ulrik had decided that until the wizard showed himself as an enemy, the only thing to do was treat him as an ally, so they marched south, hoping for Fortune’s Favor or some signal from the fae the wizard had anticipated.

      “Evansol,” called Ulrik. “Shall we stop here?”

      The sun was setting. It was another half hour until dusk bled into dark, and Ulrik didn’t fancy trying to burrow out a place to sleep in pitch black.

      The journeyman paused, shifting from foot to foot. He had blisters, just as Ulrik imagined. The fool.

      “Do you think we should continue?” inquired Evansol. “I was hoping to find another pool like the one we saw beneath that bridge at midday. A brisk dunk to wash away this grit from the road wouldn’t be amiss. I sleep better when I’m clean.”

      “A pool… to wash away the grit? We’re going to be walking again tomorrow at daybreak.”

      “If you let the little things like hygiene slip, then big things will slip as well, Journeyman.”

      Ulrik stared at the other man for a moment, then shrugged. “If you say so. That water’ll be near freezing, though, and outside at night, I’d rather be dirty than cold, but regardless of that, I don’t see any rivers, and I can’t think we’re about to run into one. Look, see the land behind us? It’s not a steep slope, but we’ve been walking uphill. You want to be sure to find water? You’ve got to go down to where it’s all flowing and collecting. I’d guess the river we passed hours ago is the only one of size here and carries all the water from this region to the Ehrstadt River west of the city.”

      Evansol turned, looking back behind them, like he didn’t understand what Ulrik was talking about.

      Sighing, Ulrik kept explaining, “Then there’s the idea that engineers are more likely to avoid building roads by water. Bridges are more expensive than long tracts of dirt, and you don’t have to worry about flooding. Down in Brenay, there was a nice, wide stream we walked beside for days, but they had these dikes, and—“

      “Brenay… What are you talking about?” grumbled Evansol, looking around as if he would suddenly discover a clean body of water he had not yet noticed. He kicked the road in frustration. “What about a glade, then?”

      “A… glade?”

      Evansol nodded. “Soft grass, trees around it to shelter us from the wind. There could be wildlife there. Deer, rabbits. If we catch one, we could roast it over the fire.”

      “Soft… Deer? There won’t be any deer within a league of this highway. It’s too busy. They’d avoid the noise, and if they didn’t, someone else would have taken them long ago. No, there’ll be no wildlife within sight of the road.”

      Frowning, the journeyman tapped his finger on the hilt of a pistol he’d gotten somewhere. Had he been planning to shoot a deer with it, then butcher the thing, and cook it for supper? All in the half hour before darkness fell?

      “Well, of course they won’t be in sight of the road. That’s why I was wondering if there’d be a glade, a clearing in the forest, where the animals gather and where we could spend the night.”

      Ulrik shook his head, unsure what to say.

      “B-But…” stammered Evansol, looking at the hillock Ulrik had suggested, “there is no wood here. How will we start our campfire?”

      Ulrik gestured up and down the highway. “It’s all plowed fields within two days walking of Ehrstadt. Everything has been cleared for farms and growing food for the capital. There’s little forest aside from the king’s forest two or three days to the north.”

      “How do you know?”

      Pulling his cloak tighter around him and feeling the dropping temperature, Ulrik told him, “Because I’ve flown over these lands on dragon back.”

      Evansol snorted in disbelief.

      “Look,” said Ulrik, “if you see some forest, I’d be happy to walk to it, but I don’t see any rivers, trees, or glades. We’re losing daylight, Evansol. Unless you want to hike through the night, we’re going to have to stop soon, and that hill seems as good as any other to me.”

      “Without a fire, it’s going to be cold,”

      “Yes, it will be,” agreed Ulrik. He stalked off the side of the road into the knee-high grass, circling the hill to the leeward side.

      “We should camp up top,” called Evansol.

      “It’s cold and windy,” replied Ulrik. “Sleep up there if you want, but I’m going to stay out of the weather as much as I can.”

      He found a gentle part of the slope and began stomping down the grass. Soft or not, he’d learned long ago if you laid down in grass for long enough, you were going to itch. When the grass was suitably trampled, he sat down and began rummaging through his pack for his waterskin, a fistful of the salted beef, and the rest of the bread loaf he’d eaten at midday. He’d brought some hard biscuits, which he hoped he wouldn’t need, and a few apples. He figured he would break his fast with an apple. Maybe the thought of that sweet juice to wake up to would give him pleasant dreams.

      “What if it rains or snows?” demanded Evansol, still standing there, looking down at Ulrik.

      “Then I’m going to be even more annoyed you refused to stop back at the tavern,” Ulrik replied.

      He gnawed off a hunk of the beef with his teeth, then pulled his blanket from his pack while he chewed, laying the blanket so he could wrap himself in the thick wool, avoiding the chill of the ground and the cold air. He left his cloak on, but kicked his boots off, and laid them on top of each other so he could use them as a pillow.

      Evansol stood for a long time, but moments before it was too dark to do so, he copied Ulrik’s actions and began digging through his own pack for something to eat.

      Sleep did not come easily. For hours, Ulrik lay awake and shivering, his cloak and blanket wrapped tight but unable to hold his warmth. He could hear Evansol beside him, struggling to sleep as well. Ulrik tried to be understanding. It was the man’s first night on the road, and he hadn’t known any better, but if the obnoxious fool had listened, they could have stopped back at that tavern.
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        * * *

      

      When morning came, it was accompanied by the drumming of an unsteady rhythm. Ulrik cracked an eye open. The sun was behind the hill they slept against, and its first rays showed little more than twilight had the night before. The hill they were against was part of a thick, grassy verge between the road and fields beyond. The field they had slept beside was bare except the weeds lying low to the soil, as if hiding from the farmer’s till. Ulrik could see where the land had been furrowed, but it hadn’t been recent, and the smell he recalled from Hof when that earth was freshly turned had long since faded.

      Potatoes? He wasn’t sure. His experience was with small family gardens, barley, and hops. He lay there for a while thinking about what they might grow here or whether the field was dormant in the winter before that strange drumming sound that had woken him caught his interest again. Feet marching? If so, they weren’t doing it well, which was one of the few things he’d become an expert on after leaving Hof. Being a captain in the royal army involved little else. Whatever was causing the sound, it wasn’t happening in the fields in front of him.

      Sighing, Ulrik threw his blanket off, gathered his boots from under his head, and tugged them onto his feet. Evansol hadn’t yet stirred, though Ulrik saw the rise and fall of his breathing, so he wasn’t dead.

      Ulrik stood and climbed to the top of the hill, his legs stiff from marching the day before and sleeping in the cold. He stood there, blinking in confusion. What looked to be two companies of men marched in uneven ranks south, heading away from the capital.

      They held spears at odd angles and seemed to be trying to walk in time, but there was no drummer keeping the beat, so their steps were out of sync. It was harder than it looked, he knew. Short men, tall men, they all had to time their strides. These fellows should have had a drummer to keep them on pace.

      The marching column wore white tunics over leather coats. It wasn’t the colors of any military force in Ehrstadt or from the provinces either, he didn’t think. Could be another kingdom, he supposed, or some nobleman who had more gold than sense. The counties were restless, everyone was talking about it, but this many men wasn’t a harmless skirmish. If they fought someone, it’d be open war. Surely they wouldn’t start a battle so close to Ehrstadt? Within a day’s walk of the capital, these lands fell under Ursula’s direct domain, didn’t they?

      Ulrik yawned, still watching the men. How far did the crown’s landholdings extend? They included a huge swathe of forest in the north, and he was pretty sure no king would have given up all of the fertile lands that supplied the capital without a fight. He snorted and turned away. What fool decided white uniforms were practical? They would be covered in blood and dirt in no time. Clermont was green. What colors did the other kingdoms wear? He scratched his stomach beneath his tunic, then shrugged.

      Ulrik took a step down the hill, lowered his trousers, and relieved himself. Another long, wide yawn cracked his jaws halfway through. After a terrible night of sleep on the side of a grassy hill, he could use a mug of coffee. How would Evansol feel about that after refusing the tavern the night before? Within an hour or two they would reach another village, and there might be a stand serving the dark brew to travelers or a tavern if they wanted to take their time and break their fast. Ulrik shook himself, tugged his trousers back up, and turned to go wake the other journeyman.

      Down below, a man in a white tunic that matched the marching column on the highway was kicking the journeyman’s feet.

      Evansol woke with spluttering annoyance. “Ulrik, I swear I will—Who are you?”

      The man laughed and told the journeyman, “Just the question I was going to ask you.”

      Evansol stood, half stumbling, and when he straightened himself, he took an awkward step up the hill so he wasn’t quite so close to the stranger.

      The newcomer had two intertwined circles emblazoned on his white tunic. He wasn’t a new recruit to whatever company he belonged. His uniform was dingy from use. The marching men hadn’t had the symbol, so was this man a sergeant, a captain? Ulrik had seen the intertwined circles before, but he couldn’t recall where. He’d seen so many sigils at the coronation ball. Had it been there? He started down the hill. No telling what sort of trouble Evansol would find without him.

      “Well,” spluttered Evansol, “you are the one who accosted me, so I expect you’ll be identifying yourself first.”

      “Shining Legion,” said the soldier. “First regiment, seventh company. You can call me captain.”

      “Shining… what? Never heard of it,” growled Evansol, brushing the grass from his clothing.

      “Sleeping out in the open on a night like last night,” said the soldier. “Are you a runaway? A vagabond?”

      “No, of course not.”

      Ulrik paused above them. The soldier had seen him but did not act frightened. His attention was squarely on Evansol.

      “You’ve no goods, so you’re no peddler, and you’re not local, or you’d have a place to sleep,” mused the captain. “You’re not wearing the colors of any army I know of. You look like a runaway to me. Royal army not what you thought it’d be?”

      “I’m a thief taker in the guild,” protested Evansol. “I’m not a runaway. Fortune’s Curse, man, who are you? I’ve never heard of the… you said Shining Legion? What is that, some sort of mummer’s farce? A theatre company playing at being soldiers?”

      The soldier came a step closer, and Evansol took another awkward, bare-footed step up the hill. The soldier told him, “The Shining Legion is the Creator’s own army. I’ll ask you to apologize for calling it a farce. You are a man who recognizes the Creator, aren’t you?”

      “Of course, I… The Creator’s own army?”

      The captain nodded, finally glancing up at Ulrik. He eyed him silently for a long moment, then glanced at the hauberk and spear Ulrik had left next to his bedroll.

      Ulrik watched and waited. He was ten paces up the hill from the man, perfect positioning if it came to a fight. He hoped it wouldn’t. Obviously, this man was affiliated with all the others on the opposite side of the hill. The captain looked as if he knew the use of the sword at his side as well, but that scarcely mattered. No, it was definitely the two hundred other men who would give them problems.

      “You in the thief taker’s guild as well?”

      Ulrik nodded.

      “Can I see your medallion, then?”

      “We’re journeymen,” explained Ulrik “They don’t hand out the medallions until you’re named a full member, but we are on guild business, and we’ll thank you to leave us be so we can continue that business.”

      The captain rubbed his chin. “Don’t think I’ve ever seen a journeyman left on their own, out doing guild business. Thief takers or any other guild for that matter. How about this? I can see you are good folk, and I don’t want to bother you, but why don’t you come with me and my men just a few hours south of here to where we’ve got a camp set up. You come on down, explain to my lieutenant who you are, and we’ll send you on your way.”

      “Explain?” barked Evansol. “Explain to you? We’re on guild business, man! We won’t be going with you or anyone. We have no time for this. Besides, you’re with the church, eh? Well, this is queen’s land, and you have no authority to detain men for any reason. Not that there is a reason. I just mean… you have no authority over us.”

      “Hmm,” murmured the captain.

      He snapped his fingers, and from around the edge of the hill, another dozen soldiers walked into view. They did not act aggressive, but they were alert and serious-faced men who carried themselves well. Ulrik imagined it wouldn’t be the first time they’d dragged someone in who didn’t want to go. He began to guess where all those new recruits marching down the highway had come from, not devotees of the Creator, but men who figured it would be better to carry a spear and walk than face a beating or worse from these thugs.

      “I’m afraid we may have a problem,” said the captain. “You see, my lieutenant requested I bring in anyone who acted suspiciously, and here you are, no guild medallion, yet you claim to be doing its business. Even worse, you’re reluctant to come along and have a friendly conversation. Which way are you traveling? South? Come with us, and you’ll hardly know there’s a delay. A good, hot meal is at the end of it. I can promise that. It looks like you could use one.”

      “We are not going with you,” snapped Evansol, patting at his hip where he would have worn his pistol had he not taken it off before bedding down the night before.

      Ulrik shook his head. The journeyman’s pistol was almost under the feet of the captain, and the captain had not missed Evansol’s motion.

      “We are not going with you,” reiterated the journeyman.

      The captain lowered his own hands, one resting pointedly on the hilt of his sword. The men behind him, who’d been watching casually, began moving forward with the terrible certainty of gamblers at the tables when one of their own was accused of cheating. It wasn’t that they wanted a fight, but they knew one was coming, and they wouldn’t bother trying to avoid it.

      Ulrik cleared his throat and asked, “You said you’re bringing in anyone suspicious you find along this highway? Let me guess, you give them a choice. Three meals, new clothes, a tent to sleep in, and a little bit of pay, all if they join your cause? Or if they don’t join, you sit on ’em for a few days asking them to prove they are innocent of a crime they didn’t commit? Can I ask you, have you taken in a boy recently? A small, scrawny thing. He’d look desperate. A few years my junior. He would have—“

      The captain held up a hand. “I’ve brought in a hundred boys who meet that description, and I’ll be honest and tell you each one looks like all the others to me. You’re seeking a bounty on this boy?”

      Ulrik nodded.

      The captain smirked. “Well, if we’ve seen ’em along this highway, they’re back at the camp. Come along with us, and we’ll see if we can find this bounty of yours. That’d make both our days easier, wouldn’t it.”

      Evansol turned to look at Ulrik, and Ulrik shrugged. Would these men let them go when they reached the encampment? Maybe not, but if the boy they sought had been thrown off the caravan he’d stowed away on the first night, he would have been in this region just as they were, and he wouldn’t have been any more careful to avoid the church’s soldiers than they had been. If the urchin had been there, then most likely, he was already in the church’s clutches.

      “We’ll go with you,” said Ulrik, “but we’re not joining your regiment.”

      The captain smiled, then glanced down at their meager supplies. “We’ll see. Now pack up. You have two minutes. Then we’ll go catch the rest of my men on the road.”
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      Queen Ursula Marchand spun, and her skirts flared wide, the layers of delicate, razor-thin spider silk floating like dandelion fluff on a stiff breeze. The shimmering fabric, which seemed to change colors whether in the light of day or lantern, formed a perfect circle of which she was the center.

      Christine, the proprietor of the Roaring Wench tavern, clapped gleefully. She wore her thick woolen skirts and the heavy cotton blouse that was a sort of uniform for the tavern owner, though she’d discarded her apron to meet with the queen.

      A master tailor, the only female in the profession to earn that designation of the highest caliber of skill, smiled on indulgently. Of course she was indulgent. Most of her clientele would be dour-faced old women who could afford the excessive fees but never do justice to the artful gowns the woman crafted. A young, beautiful woman with access to the royal treasury was like a gift from the Creator.

      That the young woman had recently been seen attending the opera and several dinners with a well-made young man had left the tailor breathless. The world was full of social engagements when two young people wanted to be together, and a woman of the queen’s stature required new outfits at many of them. The tailor’s eyes seemed to sparkle with gold, no doubt reflecting the bounty she anticipated from Ursula’s order.

      The queen smiled. The spider silk was merely pinned around her, not yet sewn into a dress, but even so, it looked ethereal. She felt like one of the fae, dancing through the twilight, coasting on a cloud of magic. She twitched again and told herself no matter how fine the dress, it would not change your Fortune. A dress was not magic. Or was it?

      The fabric, so light it felt like nothing more than warm breath on her hand, seemed to change colors as if truly enchanted. The shifting colors drew the eye like a lodestone. The tailor, with her unique understanding of both the female mind and body, had perfected the art of drawing that eye to where it ought to be. Unlike the men in the profession, who dreamed up new fashions to suit their mad imaginations, then imposed their will upon hesitant clients, this tailor crafted her dresses around each woman who wore them.

      If plunging necklines were in that season, she would only follow the trend if her client had the assets to pull it off. If a woman’s waist was her best feature, or her neck, or her hair, or her face, the dress would show it off in the colors that suited her client’s complexion and demeanor. Oh, there would be a nod to the popular fashion—it wouldn’t do to seem unaware of current styles—but there was something to be said about acknowledging what the crowd was doing but then going your own way. In Ursula’s case, the tailor had decided it was her legs that should be shown off.

      The queen was not sure if that was true or not, but Christine agreed her legs were shapely and insisted that men enjoyed seeing a pair of shapely legs, so Ursula had gone along with this selection of fabric and unusual style of dress. It wasn’t often men got to see a woman’s legs while they were dressed for a formal occasion, which was all occasions when you were the queen.

      It was also possible the tailor believed a unique design necessitated a uniquely high payment, so she’d been led by both avarice and art, but the result was pleasing, so Ursula did not complain. She risked her life walking down the hallways of her palace, so why not risk embarrassment with a bold dress?

      There would be no embarrassment, she decided, turning yet again to admire the spider silk in the mirror. The tailor may become a wealthy woman due to the queen’s business, but she was earning it. Besides, Ursula was the queen, and the sort of worry over how much gold a dress cost was not the sort of worry she had. If the tailor agreed that this dress, and her legs, would catch a man’s interest, then so it would. Ursula hoped.

      Did Count Trabean enjoy looking at a woman’s legs? Christine had boldly promised that he would, but Ursula herself had no experience with this sort of thing. The boys in Mertz would look at her no matter what she wore. She could feel their gazes, but they kept their distance and knew better than to approach her. The daughter of the count might as well have been the daughter of the moon for the burghers and lesser nobility that flocked around her father’s court, and when she’d met boys of her age and station, it had always been during arranged encounters that had been as stiff as the corsets they had bound her in. Some of those boys very well might have been interested in her, but the decorum and formality of the presentations had drained the fun from the meetings. How did one flirt with both sets of parents and a score of others listening to your every word?

      Christine raised a small, berry-filled tart. “Another?”

      Ursula shook her head, still looking into the mirror. “I won’t be able to fit into this dress if I do.”

      Popping it into her mouth and speaking around the bite, Christine declared, “You’re the queen. They’ll let the dress out for you.”

      Ursula turned and grinned at her friend. She offered the tavern owner a shallow curtsey. “Aye, I am the queen, and I must look the part, so no more tarts, no matter how much they remind you of home.”

      Christine lifted her other hand, which held a narrow flute of wine. “You look splendid!”

      “Are you just saying that because you’ve drunk too much?” asked Ursula.

      “Of course not,” scoffed Christine, “though I have drunk too much. I’ve never had wine like this. It’s effervescent. It feels like I’m drinking joy.”

      With a laugh, Ursula accused, “You have indeed had too much of it.”

      “Where does this come from?” questioned Christine, peering down at the bubbles rising to the surface of her wine.

      “Much of the varietal is grown in Clermont,” acknowledged Ursula. “I grew up drinking it on special occasions. I would never drink their wine now, but evidently, Leland Laurent has a vineyard planted with vines that were gifted to some ancestor of his by the eastern kingdom. He has bottles put down and shipped me several cases as a sort of peace offering, I presume.”

      “A peace offering?”

      Ursula glanced at the tailor and her assistants who were standing to the side, studying how their work hung on the queen’s frame. The queen looked back to Christine and changed the subject. “I am a woman who needs gifts the least but receives them the most. It is a strange world, but I must say I appreciate the wine.”

      “Your favor is worth more than gifts and gold,” claimed the tailor, stepping forward to pick and pull at the dress. “It has been long since we’ve had a queen, and to have one who is so vibrant and alive, it makes the rest of us feel alive as well. Change is in the air, and opportunity surrounds us. I will not lie, before your coronation, there was no one in this kingdom I could craft this dress for. The women of the high houses were too settled in their ways, or worse, too married. Oh, a few of the girls would have fought for a dress like this, but at the balls and debuts they attend, the fashion is rigid and changes with the generations, not the seasons. In that pack of wolves, it’s sometimes best not to stand out.” The tailor’s lips twisted. “Outside of the high houses and you, no one else can afford my work in this material.”

      Ursula grinned, then spun again, feeling the light silk flare out, leaving her with the impression she was dancing upon air.

      “You’ll have Count Trabean on his knees, Your Majesty,” said Christine, raising her glass.

      Laughing, Ursula told her, “It is not a man on his knees I want but a man who can stand beside me, one who is proud enough to walk with the queen, even knowing it will be in my shadow. No, I have enough people who kneel whenever they see me. That is the last thing I want from a man.”

      Cackling, Christine shook her head and told the queen, “Not what I meant, Your Majesty. Believe me. First time a man does it, you’ll know what I mean, and you’ll think of me.”

      The tailor covered her mouth with a hand, giggling uncontrollably. Finally, she gasped out, “Oh my. She has had too much to drink.”

      “I don’t understand,” admitted Ursula.

      The tailor leaned closer and whispered into her ear, “She’s right. A man on his knees is exactly what you need, but it won’t be her that you are thinking about when he does it.”
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      “You are in a chipper mood,” said Ursula, watching the tiny old man scamper about like a monkey in the royal zoo.

      She had a half-smile on her own lips. It’d been a good day. While she’d been anxious when the librarian had called her to his library, it seemed the matter wasn’t as urgent as they’d become accustomed to, meaning those who wanted to murder her were not currently in the palace, stalking the hallways. Small victories were still worth celebrating.

      “Your Majesty,” said the librarian, “I have big news.”

      She frowned. Perhaps she’d been wrong. The sorts of big news that excited this fellow usually meant someone was dead.

      “Captain Tilly was attacked.”

      She blinked. “Is he… He is all right, isn’t he?”

      The librarian waved his hand dismissively. “What could harm the captain? No, it’s interesting because he was lured into what appears to be a rather intricate trap, but he smashed it as he’s wont to do, and I have my best people following the rats that scurried away. We’ll know more in days, but even better, the circumstances following the attack upon him and his knights led to a delightful scenario. Late at night following the ambush, the captain was in the room when an assassin slipped into Landgravine Fintra Bohm’s bedchamber with a dagger raised and, we can assume, plans to use it. Tilly intervened and foiled the plot.”

      “An assassin… Wait, her bedchamber?”

      The librarian nodded, his eyes sparkling a blazing azure.

      “He… They didn’t…”

      “Oh, they did,” confirmed the librarian. “Not that Otto Tilly would kiss and tell, but my sources in Chemenberg have as good as confirmed it. We have a man with ties to the landgravine!”

      Ursula folded her arms. “Or she has ties to the captain of our dragon knights. I do not suppose your sources can tell us who initiated the affair? Bah, they don’t need to. It wasn’t Captain Tilly.”

      The librarian capered about, arranging papers on a table, his gleaming eyes darting excitedly. “A game is no fun if there is only one player. Landgravine Bohm must feel she has a hold on us now, but we’ve got one on her as well! We wrestle, you see, and time will tell who ends up with the upper hand.”

      Ursula shook her head at the man’s enthusiasm, unconvinced.

      “Now listen to this,” the little maniac continued. “There is more. I just had a report that Landgravine Helga Muller’s guards interrupted a group of men fixing explosives beneath her carriage. There was a brief tussle. The charges ignited, and everyone in the courtyard died. There’s no chance to learn anything from the bodies of the assassins, but it’s the timing which I find interesting!”

      “The timing,” murmured Ursula, trying to follow his fast-paced rambling. “Because your spies said an assassin attempted to kill Aileen Brandt a week past, and now Fintra Bohm, and Helga Muller?”

      “You are learning!” cried the librarian, jabbing a finger at her. “And no. I can see what you are thinking. It was not us. Someone else is moving against the provincial rulers, but who? The attackers in Untal and Aufield were from the northern continent. We can confirm that, but perhaps Cojita bought their services? Perhaps Clermont has sent her blades? If so, why no attack here in the capital? Is this an attempt to undermine you, or were the provinces themselves the targets? Did they expect we would be blamed, somehow turning the kingdom against us? It would have been a great disruption, whoever planned it. How better to upset the kingdom than to kill the landgraves and landgravines?”

      “Outside of killing me, you mean,” replied Ursula. She tapped her lips with a finger. “The provincial rulers or the landgravines? It was all women who’ve been attacked, yes. You have no reports of threats against the men?”

      The librarian froze, and she rolled her eyes. He had not considered the fact that each of the three victims was a woman. Fortune’s Curse. Men. She promised herself, the next minister of intelligence would be a woman. It ought to be a requisite for the position.

      “Each of those three provinces has living heirs, don’t they?” said Ursula, trying to tug on the knot. “I’m not aware of any legitimate rivals to the thrones after Gerhard Fischer settled the matter in Aufield. If it’s a succession play, then someone must have moved against the others as a distraction. An expensive proposition if that’s the case. The high council is not in session, and who knows when it will be with Cojita continuing to advance, so it isn’t tied to any pending political action. Why then? Why these women, and why now?”

      “We have several puzzle pieces,” said the librarian, scurrying down to the other end of the table. It was the fastest she’d ever seen the old man move, and it was disconcerting to see him so animated. “But we need more pieces to come. If three of the high houses have been assaulted, will the other two face the same? Bah, not if it’s just the women who are targets, but we cannot be sure that is intent or coincidence. It’s rather obvious, if one of the five is moving against the others. Leland Laurent is too clever to attack his rivals and… Hmm, one of the attacks could have been false. None of them were successful, though, so which would it be? Not Aileen, she was with Fischer, and Tilly believes the assassin would have been successful if he didn’t happen to be in the room in Untal. Fintra Bohm is clever. Did she draw the captain into her bed so he’d be there to thwart her killer? That’s a delicious possibility. Or Helga Muller. She has more experience than the others, and it’s time she entered the game in full. Up until your coronation, she was the most powerful woman in the kingdom, you know. How might she feel about you and the other landgravines becoming her rivals?”

      “That makes no sense,” retorted Ursula. “She’s killing the other women just because they are women? You think it’s… jealousy? I’ll stop you there. I don’t know who did this or why, but it wasn’t that.”

      The librarian shrugged, a grin still on his lips. “Maybe we’re on the wrong track entirely. Someone could have thrown limp punches at the provinces to draw our attention from their real plot. I don’t know. It could be anyone! Isn’t that fun?”

      Ursula looked at his papers, trying to read them upside down. “So in summary, your big news is that we do not know anything?”

      “We know this,” said the librarian, holding up a finger. “One, my protégé, Gerhard Fischer, has placed himself in Aileen Brandt’s inner circle, and she is the undisputed heir to Aufield’s throne. Following this rash of attacks, I believe it’s time to acknowledge Manfred Brandt is dead and for you to recognize her as landgravine. These assassination attempts are the perfect cover. No one will suspect you killed Brandt here in Ehrstadt!”

      “Unless they think we are responsible for the other attacks…”

      “Two!” cried the librarian, jabbing upward with a second finger. “Captain Otto Tilly is firmly in the good graces of Landgravine Fintra Bohm. He is not an agent, and I would have called him a steel-fisted buffoon when it comes to the conspiratorial arts, but he’s done well here. Whether for his queen or for personal reasons, he’s attached himself to the most powerful woman in the kingdom. Aside from yourself, of course.”

      “Of course,” mumbled Ursula. “We have ties to two of the provinces, no matter how tenuous, and it’s all likely to explode in our faces, and—

      “Three,” he purred, raising a third finger and interrupting her, “you are becoming close to Count Trabean. He’s fifth in the line of succession for Klafen. Why, given the assassination attempts in the other provinces and the looming invasion from Cojita, it’s not inconceivable that rule of Klafen would fall to—”

      “I don’t like that talk.”

      The librarian shrugged. “I have no plots against Landgrave Lehmann. He voted for you in the council, after all, and I acknowledge it could be unwise to destabilize the province when we’re counting on them to be the front line against Cojita. I am merely reporting that an opportunity exists.”

      “You shall not move against Jan Lehmann, or any members of his house, without my explicit authority.”

      The librarian nodded, his wry smile still fixed on his lips.

      “You think someone else will do the dirty work for you,” she accused.

      “I don’t know,” admitted the old man. “It depends on who the enemy is. There have been no reported attacks against Leland Laurent, though I have it on good authority he’s treated with diplomats from Clermont no less than three times. A trusted agent was in the room when he met with Marquis Gustav Klimanq. You know the marquis runs Clermont’s spy network, yes? Perhaps Leland Laurent is a target as well, but they did not want to strike on foreign soil, or perhaps it is Clermont holding the knife. But how would Leland Laurent benefit from the death of his peers? As you said, there is clear succession in the provinces, but even if there wasn’t, the landgrave cannot think you’d gift him their lands. Frankly, what would any of the provincial leaders gain from the deaths of the others? The high houses are notorious backstabbers, but at the moment, this sort of thing helps us more than them.”

      “If they’re going to stab someone in the back, it will be me,” remarked Ursula darkly.

      The librarian nodded his head. “Indeed.”

      “Foreign agents?”

      The librarian pursed his lips, then shrugged. “It’s possible. Maybe even likely. Cojita is an obvious culprit, but it does not seem to be the emperor’s, ah, style. Perhaps Darford or Kilsenay believe there is an opportunity with Cojita on our doorstep and rival dragons in the air. That’d explain why the attacks were in the north. Or maybe Clermont has decided you are too difficult a target, so they’re moving down the line. It’d be madness, but if they have a friend in Wahrheit, it is Leland Laurent. If they remove enough members from the other high houses, I suppose Brenay and Clermont combined would make an incredible threat to the rest of us.”

      “What does it change for Clermont if Helga Muller is dead?” asked the queen. “How does Kilsenay benefit from killing Aileen Brandt? Honestly, if they’ve open eyes, surely any of our neighbors can see a strong Wahrheit is the only thing that will protect them from Cojita’s advances. Even Clermont, as much as they fear my retaliation, must see that.”

      The librarian nodded, a grin stretching his lips. She had the uncomfortable thought the man was enjoying the mystery and the challenge of this puzzle.

      She shuddered, then speculated, “Commercial enterprises? The guilds have been restless. The Honorable Guild of Artillery Masters has been demanding more death pay, haven’t they? Maybe the landgraves balked, and they took matters into their own hands. Bah. There’s an endless list of guilds that Georg Ludwig has on my desk with a stunning variety of demands they are making and concessions they are seeking. During political instability, commercial opportunities abound. The guilds have the resources to fund a plan like this. If they manage to set the provinces at war with each other, then the goods and services they sell could become just as important as soldiers and steel. They could play the landgraves against each other, offering exclusive access to markets for the highest bidder. If they operate in collusion… Fortune’s Curse, but if they were found out, they’d be crushed. Even with a prize so large, would they gamble and take such a risk?”

      “I don’t know,” admitted the librarian. “We play for life and death, they play for gold marks. It’d be rash to risk their entire industry for a pile of glittering metal, but it wouldn’t be the first time greed trumped reason. The ideas you cite… They sound familiar?”

      “It’s in a book I am reading,” she admitted. “It’s a treatise on commercial philosophy but is thought to have applications in warfare. The battle for lives and gold marks isn’t so different as you make it. Perhaps you’ve read the same book?”

      “I have. I’ve read all of the important books. It is my job.”

      He looked at her strangely, and she swallowed but tried to hide the nervous motion. He was the librarian, and they were in his library. Since she’d been crowned, he’d been bringing her books. She hadn’t read most of them, but she’d wondered what sort of message he was sending with each. Access to information—to truth—was access to power. The minister of intelligence guarded his access fiercely.

      She asked him, “So what do you advise we do about these assassination attempts?”

      He cleared his throat, still watching her suspiciously.

      Before he could speak, she added, “I’d prefer to hear plans that don’t involve us killing anyone unless we can be certain they were responsible.”

      His wry grin came back, and he said, “We wait. Whoever took such pains to attack the provincial rulers did so for a purpose. When we see them take advantage of the disruption, we’ll know who to blame.”

      “But surely they didn’t believe they could assassinate several landgravines without catching your interest. They know you’ll be watching.”

      His head bobbing, he allowed, “No one said the spy trade was easy.”

      She turned, looking over their surroundings. He’d been standing at a quiet table near the back of the library. Books surrounded them, thick, leather-bound tomes and others with cloth spines. Some sat open upon desks, as if the scholars perusing them had been run off on short notice. She glanced back at the librarian and the sheets of paper scattered across his table. The scholars had been run off. He wouldn’t have spread all of this out where others could see. Did he not have a private salon? She’d only seen him in the library or the blue salon. Strange that for a man who kept eyes on the kingdom, he rarely saw any of it.

      Near him was a globe, one of the large ones, almost as tall as she was. If she was not mistaken, it was usually on the opposite side of the room. It showed the world, including parts of it she’d never heard of. Was the librarian using it as a reference? The sphere was tilted to show Linche.

      She pointed at it. “You wonder if the attacks could be coming from the west, across the sea?”

      The librarian blinked, then followed where she was pointing. “Ah, unlikely. No, this has nothing to do with… the attacks. It’s for a research project. One of my aides is studying how celestial bodies… Never mind. It is not important now. Getting to the bottom of these attacks, finding which of our foes has been emboldened enough to move, is what matters!”

      She sighed and turned from the man. Did he think to win his way back into her favor by posing this puzzle? Showing his value wasn’t in the answers but in the questions? Who but he could follow all the strands in the complicated web he was weaving? It was a strange way to think, but the librarian was a strange man. Behind her, he mumbled under his breath, in weird little grunts and wheezes that sounded nothing like normal language. She began to walk around the room. If he had kicked out all of the scholars, where had they gone? Was a knot of them waiting to get back into the room? Did he tell them why they had to leave? How many suspected his true role within the kingdom?

      She walked farther away, so she didn’t have to listen to his odd muttering. Empty and in daylight, this room was beautiful. She ought to come here more often. Maybe if she looked around herself, she could find books on these shelves worth reading instead of the subtle and unsubtle hints the librarian tried to feed her with his own selections. It would keep him off balance, her showing up in his domain unannounced.

      Someone ought to use this room in addition to that bizarre little creature. The royal library was gorgeous. Beyond the polished mahogany shelves, the long gleaming tables, and the weight of the tomes, there were painted frescoes above them made with skill that rivaled any she’d ever seen. People would have lined up outside to get a peek at the ceiling of the place had they been allowed in the royal palace. Tapestries hung on the walls which weren’t covered by shelves, and they were crafted with utmost skill, the most impressive examples of the art she’d ever seen. Above them, filtering in the sunlight, were stained windows, allowing colored shafts of light that, at certain times of day, made it feel like you were a gem in a jeweler’s cabinet. The floors were marble, laid down ages ago, protected by sturdy, artless rugs so the chairs and the tables did not scrape their surface.

      She frowned. One corner of a rug had been pulled up, revealing brass inlay on the marble floor. There were other places in the library she’d seen similar work. Right inside of the door, there was a compass with grand arms pointing north, south, east, and west. It’d been worn to a dull gleam by years and years of foot traffic, and there were places it was obvious it’d been repaired. Other inlays were the conjoined circles of the church, likely laid down by some particularly penitent king of ages past. An entire wall of the library contained copies of the Creator’s teachings, so she supposed it made sense someone had been reading them, at some time.

      The inlay that was revealed by the pulled back rug was ancient, untouched by foot or by broom. She asked the librarian, “What is that?”

      “Nothing.”

      She walked over to it, peering down. “A compass but with six points?”

      The little man came to join her. “Not all directions can be found on a map.”

      “North, south, east, and west but also up and down.”

      “Who told you that?”

      “Is that what this compass implies, directions beyond the planes of our maps?”

      “It is a compass for the realms of the fae,” he told her reluctantly.

      “This is hidden, but now it’s uncovered. Someone was studying it. You?”

      He bowed his head. “Yes, it was I.”

      “Why?”

      “I told you. A research project.”

      She glanced at the globe. “What does this have to do with Linche?”

      “Where are the realms of the fae?”

      She frowned at the man.

      “I heard you visited with Astrologer Nathan, and I suppose you saw a similar design in his chambers,” said the librarian. He pointed toward the ceiling. “Nathan claims the realms of the fae should be visible in the night sky. He is right and wrong. They are visible but not all from one point. Like our own world, different points of view reveal different secrets. The realms of the fae are the same. What your astrologer needs is not new equations or better telescopes, but simply a different point of view. Learned men are like that. They think that if they look hard enough, if they watch the sky long enough, the answers will move into their view. Fools. It is not the answers which need to move but those asking the questions!”

      “What questions are you asking with your research project?”

      “The skiengvaal killed Sergeant Speckle,” the librarian told her. “The good man perished after six painful days. That number, sometimes, is portentous. It made me wonder, what would the fae have given for Sergeant Speckle? Another life? Speckle was close to you, as close as anyone, I daresay. It wasn’t long until Manfred Brandt died at your very own hands. He was your enemy. Would that have been a fair trade, do you think?”

      “I told you I made no deal with that creature.”

      “That is what you told me.”

      She glared at him.

      The librarian watched her calmly, then explained, “Helga Muller voted against you just like Brandt did. Fintra Bohm did not, though her husband would have, and neither of us is naive enough to think she does not have her own irons in the fire. Is she your enemy? I think she is. The paths the fae walk are not always straight. They relish detours and distractions. They toy with their prey, Your Majesty.”

      Ursula glanced down at the six-pointed compass. “And this tells us…”

      “This device is not a compass as you think of it,” explained the librarian. “In the realms of the fae, it is not always so simple. Up is relative to where you are. What was up could suddenly become down. Does that make sense?”

      “No.”

      “See the globe. To reach Linche, one could travel west, but one could also travel east. Opposite journeys lead to the exact same place! In the realm of the fae, it is even more complicated. Forward and backward are often the same thing. Either one may take you to a destination or neither. This confusion is why bargaining with the fae is so fraught with danger. They do not think as we do. Their paths are convoluted and contradictory. Their logic is not like our own. The wheels set in motion to slay an enemy may in fact kill a friend. The one you believe is a target may be the perpetrator, but every path—in our realm or theirs—has a beginning and an end. That truth is what makes bargains possible. However the journey takes you, there is always an origination and a destination. Two points are required. Those are the rules the fae play by when they enter our realm. A bargain must always have two sides. Their power is derived from twisting the space in between.”

      “What are you saying?”

      The librarian knelt beside one of the arms of the compass. “There are two sides to every bargain. There is an origin and a destination in every journey. Sergeant Speckle was one of the points, an origination, you could say. Manfred Brandt was another, the destination. You and the skiengvaal wielded the blades. You are connected here in the center. You are the path those events took.”

      “I don’t…”

      “Six is a portentous number, Your Majesty,” he said. “Was it just Manfred Brandt’s life you bargained for?”

      “Are you telling me a riddle, or are you merely shoving names into a framework because some artisan installed this symbol on your floor?”

      The librarian stood, smiling benevolently. “No, what I share is the truth. Here is a piece of it. It has come to my attention that Count Trabean may sit along one of these arms. He has been touched by the magic of the fae, drawn into their game, but the question I have, is he the beginning or the end? A victim or a killer?”

      Her lips twisted, and she stared at the floor. She did not want to hear what he was saying, but in her heart, she knew. The skiengvaal had told her… She was close to Trabean. She knew. She’d known since she met him but had been unwilling to face what her relationship with him might mean. She glanced at the librarian. “You do not know which he might be?”

      The librarian shook his head then asked her, “Did you make a bargain with the skiengvaal? The lives of six of your enemies in exchange for six of those close to you? I cannot solve this puzzle, Your Majesty, if I must work blindfolded. I can tell you Trabean is a piece of this picture, but I do not know where he fits.”

      She asked him, “If we believe someone may become a target of the skiengvaal, what can be done? Can we stop it?”

      “We can try.”

      “How?”

      “We set a trap, and then we see what happens.”
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      The Shining Legion was startlingly large. Ulrik had been a captain in the royal army. He’d seen ranks of spearmen camped together, barracked together, marching together, and fighting together. By his estimate, there must be close to ten thousand men gathered in the church’s camp two hours off the main highway, sprawled across several hectares of fields that had fallen fallow.

      The encampment was not hidden, exactly. It was impossible to hide so many men, but the well-trod dirt tract that led to it was guarded by temporary barricades and dozens of men on duty. A spy like Gerhard Fischer would have slipped around effortlessly, but it was clear they were discouraging casual observation. No travelers would have reason to venture so far from the main roads, and if they did, they would be promptly turned back.

      The captain and the men who’d been on the road were well-provisioned and had spent at least a week or two training. Other units Ulrik saw on the way into the camp could have been together for years, but most of the men clustered in the tents and the narrow aisles between them could have arrived that morning for all the awareness they showed of where they were and what they were supposed to be doing.

      Someone was outfitting them, and someone was directing them to sections of the camp, but beyond that, it looked as if they were on their own. The men were sitting around fires, poking at armor and weapons as if trying to figure out their purpose. They had no cookfires, and the supplies he could see stacked within the open tent flaps were even less than he and Evansol carried. There was no beer tent, which was a stark difference compared to the royal army. Most of these men hadn’t been there long enough to become disaffected and surly. So far from anything to do, if they didn’t get the men drunk or get them busy, the commanders would be facing problems soon. He glanced at the captain and wondered if the marching was meant to address that most serious ailment of soldiers—boredom.

      They moved deeper into the camp with no challenge. Evidently, the only men tasked with security were those on the path there. Aside from the captain who accompanied them, there were few officers wearing sigils or giving orders.

      Instinctively when Ulrik saw a man with a spear resting on his shoulder, he barked at him, “Hold it vertical. Straight up and down while you’re in camp. Carry it like you were and whenever you turn, you’ve got a piece of sharp steel swinging around behind you. You could kill someone, but even if you don’t, men won’t take kindly to getting clouted in the head because you’re not paying attention to what you’re doing. There you go. Nice and high.”

      The captain who’d found and escorted them to the camp glanced at Ulrik. “You were in the royal army? An officer?”

      “I was,” said Ulrik, grimacing and hoping the man didn’t take that as a sign he’d run away. “A captain. An opportunity came to move to the thief taker’s guild, so I took it.”

      “Both a captain and a journeyman at such a tender age. I’m surprised the royal army let a man with such promise go. What is the normal term, twenty years? You cannot be more than twenty-two or twenty-three?”

      “Something like that,” said Ulrik, not wanting to admit he hadn’t yet lived enough days to fulfill a contract with the royal army. He paused as he realized he’d forgotten his birthday. It’d always been a special day, with his ma, Jess, taking pains to make sure he had his favorite supper and a pudding. In the last few years, his pa would let him dip a tall beer when the work was done, and there would be work. Franklin wasn’t one to let a birthday stop him from getting done what he thought he ought to get done, but even then, there was something special about sitting with his pa, having that beer and hearing the old man tell him how proud he was, and how far Ulrik had come from the year before.

      He missed those days, and it was an uncomfortable reminder that he would never have one of them again. Maybe all of his birthdays would be like the last one, now. Just another day. No one left to recognize it, including himself.

      “If he’s a journeyman, what are you?” asked the captain, glancing at Evansol.

      “A journeyman,” he replied, more crisply than was necessary. “I’ll be made a full guild member when we return to Ehrstadt. We told you that already.”

      “Checking your stories, that’s all,” said the captain.

      “Take us to your lieutenant,” complained Evansol exhaustedly. “Let’s get this cleared up, and we’ll look for the boy we’re searching for. Fortune’s Curse, how many men did you say you have here? It’s going to take us… days, I guess, to check them all.”

      “Didn’t say how many we’ve got,” replied the captain. “Over there, that tent down at the end of the row.”

      “That’s not a lieutenant’s tent,” observed Ulrik.

      “No, it’s not,” admitted the captain. “The lieutenant is busy processing new recruits. For you two, I think something else is in order.”

      Evansol grumbled in protest, but Ulrik remained silent. What use arguing with this man? Whether he’d tricked them or not, they were there, in the center of an encampment of ten thousand of his fellows. There was no fighting their way out of this one, and acting outraged or protesting was only going to raise suspicion. No, they were in the maw of the trap, and the only thing to do was to see if they could walk through to the other side.

      They reached the tent which, unlike most of the others they passed, had only a few distinctive footprints in the dirt in front of it. Others had clear signs, like it’d rained several days before and people had trooped in and out, but this one didn’t. A new arrival or someone who had few visitors?

      The captain coughed loudly outside, and a soft voice called for them to enter. They did and found a sallow man with close-cropped brown hair seated behind a table. He had an ink pot, a quill, and a few pieces of parchment. It looked like he’d been giving reports the desultory sort of inspection a man did when he had very little else to do. He wasn’t wearing armor, but it might be because he had a fresh bandage tied around his upper arm. He didn’t have a spear or even a sword. He didn’t look to have a weapon handy at all, which Ulrik assumed meant he had several hidden blades close at hand. The man seemed like the type. At first glance, he’d looked sickly, but Ulrik saw the corded muscle on his forearms and guessed that slender frame hid surprising strength. He wasn’t thin because of malnutrition, he was lean like a predator. The man’s hawkish stare reminded Ulrik of Gerhard Fischer.

      Ulrik stood at loose attention in front of him, and the man’s gaze bore into him. He paid Journeyman Evansol no attention at all. He studied Ulrik’s black leather hauberk, then the spear, then Ulrik himself. The man’s head was tilted back curiously, but he never let his eyes off Ulrik.

      The captain made a show of shifting around at the mouth of the tent until the man behind the desk told him, “You may leave, but station a score of your better men in a circle around this tent. If these two come out before I do, kill them.”

      Ulrik blinked, but the captain nodded vigorously and stepped outside. He looked relieved. Relieved because the pair he’d brought this man were worthy of attention or because he’d been afraid to stay near the man?

      “My precautions surprise you?”

      “We’re with the thief takers guild,” stated Evansol. “We have a contract for a boy—“

      “Never mind,” said the man behind the desk, raising a hand to stall the journeyman’s explanation. He called loudly, catching the captain before he got out of earshot. “Take this one with you and drop him off with the lieutenant. Leave the other with me. Same instructions about the men outside.”

      “But we’re traveling together,” argued Evansol. “We have a contract—“

      The captain returned and put a firm hand on Evansol’s shoulder. He turned him toward the exit.

      “It’s all right,” Ulrik told Evansol. “I’ll come collect you when we’re done here.”

      The captain and the journeyman left.

      The man behind the desk reclined in his camp chair, his hand moving up to touch the bandage on his arm “You know why I want to speak to you?”

      Ulrik shook his head. “I do not.”

      “I believe you,” said the man. “I have a knack for uncovering the truth, and you tell no lies. At least none that you mean to be lies.”

      “I haven’t told you anything,” retorted Ulrik, “but what my partner said is true. We are journeymen in the Esteemed Guild of Bounty Hunters and Thief Takers, and we have a contract to recover a boy and some property which was taken from an important person in Ehrstadt. Why are you holding us? We’ve done nothing wrong, and while you enjoy a powerful patron with the church, it’s unwise to defy the thief taker’s guild without cause.”

      “We’re not holding you,” claimed the man. “We are here to recruit wayward souls into the Creator’s embrace. There are many young men such as yourself who’ve lost the way, and the church can give them purpose. I assume the captain explained much of this on your walk here?”

      “It looks like you’re making those wayward souls into soldiers. You have an army gathered here.”

      “Yes, soldiers but poor ones. Of course, the church has always had room for the poor,” replied the man. “I have been away on my own missions—contracts, as you thief takers would describe them—and it seems I have returned at an opportune moment. I’ve been here two days, and your arrival is the second most interesting thing that has occurred. The Creator provides for those who are patient.”

      “I have spoken plainly,” said Ulrik. “I ask that you do as well. Why, exactly, is my arrival interesting to you?”

      The man stood stiffly, favoring one leg over the other, and said, “My name is Dmitri Meyer. I work for the church on special assignments. I am a sniffer, and the stench of the fae is all over you. It is my job to find out why.”

      Ulrik laughed and shrugged. “Fair enough. This spear, this armor, are both enchanted artifacts. I do not know how your ability works, but they are likely what you’re smelling. These weapons were given to me because the contract we have is a royal commission, and the crown saw that I was well provisioned. I’m still confused what this has to do with the church.”

      “It is not just your kit which carries the odor of those awful beasts. The stench of the fae is on you as well. It’s quite powerful. Unlike anything I’ve sensed up until the last several weeks. We live in dangerous times, and I hope a man with your experience can appreciate our caution. Our duty is not one decreed by your queen but by the Creator himself. You are a man who recognizes the Creator, are you not?”

      Ulrik frowned, chewed the inside of his cheek for a breath, and then told the man, “I killed a dwarf with this spear.”

      “An unusual claim. Most men would hear that as a lie.”

      Ulrik stared at the churchman. “You claim you have a knack for knowing the truth.”

      “Well, that explains the dwarf, but there is elf magic about you as well.”

      Grimacing, Ulrik explained why. Most of it, at least. He stopped short of describing how the elf had transported him into Count Fashan’s water closet and how Ulrik had slashed the count’s throat open while the count made his toilet, but Ulrik left no doubt what he thought about that monstrous little beast who had fooled him. If this man was a sniffer, he was no fan of the fae and no fan of those who bargained with them. Ulrik’s ma had the fae-sight and had taught him much of the lore. She’d also taught him the church detested the fae, and for some of the holy men, there was no limit to how far they would go to stamp them out. She’d kept her knowledge secret from the village priest, and that was guidance enough for Ulrik.

      “You’re lucky,” said Dmitri Meyer following Ulrik’s explanation. “An encounter with the fae where you suffer nothing worse than a trick like that is a good one. I have heard of much worse.”

      “In hindsight, I think you’re probably right,” allowed Ulrik, “but at the time, it was rather distressing. I still have nightmares where I wake up spitting and retching.”

      “Foul creatures, the elves.”

      Ulrik nodded. He was inclined to dislike and distrust the man, but on this subject, they were in agreement.

      “You have the fae-sight?”

      Uncomfortable again, Ulrik nodded. He had a feeling the sniffer really did have a knack for discovering the truth. There was a reason Ulrik had been brought here, and the man had sniffed out the enchantments and lingering fae magic on Ulrik within moments. Best to stick to the truth for now, or at least an approximation of it.

      “There’s a reason you are here,” said Dmitri, echoing Ulrik’s own thoughts. “Come with me.”

      “To where?”

      “To see an elf,” replied Dmitri. At Ulrik’s surprise, he added, “It’s a scout, we think, but that begs a question, doesn’t it. What is it scouting for? My superiors are gravely concerned that there are more elves coming. This is the realm of men, but the church has grown worried the fae plan to make it their own. That is why we’re assembling an army here—to stop them.”
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        * * *

      

      Near the edge of the camp was a wooden fort. It was crudely built and, to the son of a woodworker, obviously done in haste with no professional tradesmen involved. There were thick logs propped upright and buried in place. Their tops had been hacked into points, and they were bound with ropes and mortared with glopped mud.

      They must have used all the trees they could find within half a league of the camp, but even so, it would not withstand a barrage of cannon fire for more than half an hour, and the sharpened points of the wall would make it easy to toss up ropes and pull the structure down or simply climb up the side if you didn’t have enough men or beasts of burden to pull. If it came to it and you didn’t much care what happened to whatever was inside, the walls were untreated and would burn easily.

      Ulrik had stormed a truly fortified city. This structure would hardly give the royal army pause, but the church had placed several companies of men on those walls and on the gates and inside of the crude fort. They looked to have been trained, and their equipment had a lived quality that suggested these men had been in service for years rather than weeks or days.

      “I didn’t know the church employed so many soldiers,” remarked Ulrik.

      The man who had called himself Dmitri Meyer shrugged. “The church didn’t until recent months. Some of these men used to be on duty in Ehrstadt or at the abbeys scattered around the kingdom. The holy mother brought them in because she felt the Shining Legion needed a stiffer backbone. Her generals, who aren’t any more experienced than household guards, protested and claimed the grace of the Creator would lead them to victory, but she insisted. A good thing too. The Creator gives us opportunities, not victories. We find grace through struggle.”

      Ulrik didn’t comment.

      “What is your assessment of our capabilities?”

      “I’m no general.” Ulrik paused, then told the man, “But I do wonder who it is you are planning to fight. It sounded like these men were already here when you found the elf.”

      “It’s not that we planned to fight,” protested the man. “It’s that the church was prepared to fight. Times are fraught, and our message is too important to leave unsaid. The Shining Legion was already gathering thanks to the holy mother’s foresight, and it was not I who found the elf but one with the fae-sight. I was in the north. They called for me as soon as they realized what they had. The Creator’s Blessing, because the elf twisted the other man’s mind and left him raving mad. You know the dangers of dealing with the fae?”

      “I told you what happened when I’ve met them.”

      They stopped at the gate to the makeshift fortress, and men immediately began opening the cumbersome gate.

      “No passwords? No inspections?”

      “They know who I am.”

      “I don’t,” reminded Ulrik. “You told me your name, but not who you are.”

      “If the name Dmitri Meyer ever means anything to you, it won’t be long before you are dead.”

      “Right,” said Ulrik, leaning to look past the gate into the wooden fort.

      He didn’t see much, an open bailey and what could have been a protected keep, but it was too small. It was barely as large as his father’s workshop and their apartment above it back in Hof. Like the outer barrier, it was formed of whole tree trunks, and in the inside, they were pressed together tight, leaving little room for whatever the fort contained. Ulrik could see disturbed earth where they’d buried the trunks, and up close, he could smell the scent of fresh wood.

      He questioned, “All of this to guard the elf?”

      “They are dangerous,” said Dmitri. “It has already driven a score of men mad with its lies.”

      They walked inside, and Dmitri produced a key which evidently was for the heavy lock hanging on a chain barring the door. Before he could slide the key into the lock, a man with wide eyes and a grin stretched across his lips came barreling around the corner and charged at them, sword raised above his head.

      Calmly, Dmitri reached inside his jacket, then flung a knife at the charging man. It thunked into his throat, but his momentum carried him on until Dmitri stopped him with an outstretched arm and a palm smacked against the man’s chest. The man fell over, and Dmitri winced, rubbing his upper arm where the bandage covered it.

      “Make that a score plus one the elf has corrupted. The damned fae keeps whispering promises into their ears, but I cannot be here all day every day. Someone has to watch over the thing! Bah. A kettle of gold if they free it, the love of a dozen beautiful women, make them king, I don’t know. Wild, impossible things, but even men in the service of the Creator can be led astray by powerful enough lies.”

      “They might not be lies,” mentioned Ulrik.

      Dmitri gave him a hard look.

      Ulrik held up his hands. “Tell your men they are lies if that keeps them from listening, but if you are a sniffer assigned to this elf, you must know its magic is real. I don’t know if an elf could make one person love another, but a pot of gold they could produce easy enough. If the elf is bargaining for its own life, there is little limit to what it could grant them. The danger you face isn’t these fools being driven insane by the creature, but by someone with enough fortitude to manage negotiations. Once free, the elf won’t treat its captors kindly.”

      “The Creator abhors the deals of the fae,” retorted Dmitri. “Our men know that. After the man with the fae-sight was found in a pool of his own blood, I ordered that none others known to have the sight be allowed in here. It is not our best men guarding the little beast. What did you call it? Fortitude? It’s a quality these men lack. I warn you, do not get any ideas of dealing with it yourself. I will be with you the entire time, and I will not hesitate to kill you.”

      “I’m not going to bargain with it!” barked Ulrik. He shifted, then glanced at the man next to them who was lying down, a throwing knife stuck in his throat, hands picking at the hilt impotently. “Is anyone going to…”

      “Instructions are for no one to come within a dozen paces of this door on pain of death,” said Dmitri. “Until I tell them differently, no one will risk approaching. Discipline is the first lesson one learns in service to the church.”

      Inadvertently, Ulrik took a step back.

      Dmitri laughed, then stuck the key in the lock and unclasped the heavy bolt. The chain rattled as it fell. The man opened the door, and they stepped inside.

      The entire building was one single room, and in that room, a tiny figure was hanging suspended from four glittering strands. Delicate manacles encircled its wrists and ankles, but it wasn’t the strength of the binding that held it. It was magic. The creature wore short, adorable trousers and was barefoot and bare chested. It had a sharply pointed hat on its head covering its tightly curled hair. Its eyes gleamed like a feral rat caught in a trap.

      “You again,” it hissed.

      “Ready to talk yet?” questioned Dmitri.

      Big eyes seemed to get bigger, and it smiled wickedly.

      Dmitri nodded to Ulrik. “I brought someone else to see you.”

      “Good. I’ve been enjoying the playthings you’ve been leaving me, but it saddens me you killed another of my toys,” pouted the elf. “Ah, no matter. You must have ten thousand of them out there now. I will find another.”

      “I’m sure you will,” said Dmitri. He glanced at Ulrik, but the elf did not.

      Ulrik watched. He had nothing to add and no desire to deal with another elf. They were troublesome vermin, and he spared them no love, but this man and his soldiers had captured Ulrik against his will. He was fairly sure Wahrheit had laws against that sort of thing. That these men did it for the church made no difference. It was impossible not to see Ulrik and the elf had much in common.

      The strange churchman stepped forward and rattled the elf’s chain. It hissed at him again, evidently in pain from how it was held.

      “So far, the creature hasn’t cracked under torture,” Dmitri told Ulrik. “It can be hurt, but we don’t have the craft to kill it, and I think it knows. It’s planning to outlast us. That is why I believe more of them are coming. If it had no hope of rescue, it’d stop toying with us and try to bargain its way free. So far, its entreaties have not been serious ones.”

      Ulrik grunted. So this churchman had been listening to the elf’s offers.

      “I will eat your eyeballs,” the elf told Dmitri matter-of-factly. “Do you have a preference as to which I eat first? I am open to suggestions if you want to make a deal.”

      “See?” Dmitri asked Ulrik, “What do you see when you look at it?”

      “An elf…” Ulrik adjusted his grip on his spear and added, “It’s young and weak. Angry it was captured and, ah, afraid. But not of you. It’s afraid of what the others will do to it when they come and find it in your custody. Yes, that is it. This beast does not seek rescue. It seeks to hide. Maybe those chains will keep it from being discovered by the other elves?”

      The elf still did not look at him.

      “I met one of your kind,” he told it. “I don’t suppose it will be part of this group coming here? Or are they coming here? Somewhere else… Is that why you think you can hide in this place?”

      It continued to ignore him, and Ulrik’s annoyance grew. This was not the little monster who’d tricked him, but it was one of the same, and there was something strange about how it refused to meet his gaze. It had no problem looking at Dmitri and taunting him, and evidently, it got no greater thrill than speaking to the soldiers and corrupting their minds, so why not Ulrik?

      The other elf had claimed there was a curse on Ulrik, that the magic of the elves clung to him. Dmitri could smell it. This elf would not just sense it but would taste the flavor of the magic. It would know which of its kind cast the spell and what that magic did.

      Ulrik stepped closer to the little terror. “Why won’t you look at me?”

      Its eyes flared with hard cerulean sparks, but it still did not look at him. Ulrik reached out with the tip of his spear and gently placed it on the elf’s cheek. He turned its head until it faced him.

      “Perhaps they do not have the craft to kill you, but I do.”

      The elf thrashed and struggled, but it couldn’t break the glowing strands that held it suspended, and it couldn’t dislodge the spear. The quartermaster had told him the spear was the work of the sprites, and like the dwarf Drophin, this elf couldn’t budge the competing magic of a different species of fae.

      “A bargain,” said Ulrik. “I’ll remove this spear from touching you if you tell us what we want to know.”

      “What you want to know,” cried the elf. “There is nothing I can tell you that you want to know! Haha. You fools, thinking you’re prepared for what comes. You have no idea. No idea!”

      “Why won’t you look at me?”

      The elf snarled.

      Ulrik twisted the spear and slid the edge along the elf’s cheek. It howled at him and struggled to pull its head away, but it couldn’t move far because of the shackles on its limbs. Blood leaked down its face and over its delicate features in a single thin rivulet.

      Dmitri watched silently.

      Ulrik removed his spear from the elf’s face. He placed it butt down on the dirt floor but stayed close enough to the elf they both knew it would take him only a moment to skewer it.

      “A show of good faith,” said Ulrik. “I have met your kind, elf. Your kin tormented me with tricks and hints of truth about my past. That elf said your kind had put a spell upon me. Why do you not tease me with knowledge as it did? Why will you not talk?”

      “A truth for a truth.”

      “No echoes and no twists,” said Ulrik.

      Out of sight, Ulrik heard Dmitri shift, but he did not look at the other man to see if he was cocking back a dagger to put into Ulrik’s back. If there was truth, Ulrik had to hear it.

      “How can one share a truth with no twist?” demanded the elf. “If I tell you a thing, you will react. That is out of my control, man-child, but my offer stands. A truth for a truth.”

      “If I see the elf that fooled me before, I plan to drown it.”

      The elf grinned, its tiny teeth, big eyes, and the blood dripping from its face making the expression horrific. “You may see him again, but you will not kill him. That is not to be his fate. Haha. Two truths, man-child, because I am feeling generous. He will fool you again, and there is nothing you can do to stop it. This I foretell. All possible outcomes are the same!”

      “You really are annoying little buggers,” complained Ulrik. “Where shall I meet this elf again?”

      “I’ve already told you your truths.”

      “You owed me two.”

      “You will meet him, and he will trick you.”

      “You have not told me a truth,” said Dmitri.

      The elf’s head swung toward him, and it said, “Your truth first. Make it good, man-child, because my own will be equivalent.”

      Dmitri tilted his head to the side, studying the elf. He told it, “I enjoy it. Not because it is the Creator’s work but because of some darkness deep within me. My grace is not forgiveness—there is no forgiveness for what I am—but instead, the comfort I have been shown is acceptance. The Creator knows me and does not try to change me, so I know there is no reason to change. The church has a place for a man like me, and that gives me incredible relief. I no longer struggle because I no longer try to change who I am. I no longer want to change.”

      “You have never told anyone this,” crowed the elf. “A pleasurable truth indeed. This man-child does not understand, but he will. That also I foretell. No, no, do not worry. That is not the truth I shall share. Hmm. That was a great joy, so I must return in kind. This you will know. My people will come through the gateway this one has opened.”

      “Gateway?” questioned Dmitri.

      “It’s a passageway between the realms of the fae and the realms of men,” explained Ulrik.

      “And you opened one?”

      “Not that I know of.” He stared at the elf. “Is the gateway in Indroff?”

      “Go there and see!” exclaimed the little villain, laughter in its voice.

      “Not Indroff,” mumbled Ulrik “Another round, elf? Tell us where this gateway is, and I shall offer you an equivalent truth.”

      “No,” said the elf. “I tire of this game.”

      Dmitri said some words which Ulrik did not think any priest of the church would have appreciated. He turned to Ulrik. “Any ideas?”

      “One, but you won’t like it.”

      The churchman grimaced.

      “You could offer to let it go.”

      “Release the prisoner?” protested Dmitri. “You do not know my superiors. It will be difficult to explain to them why I let a captive fae loose.”

      “Indroff is the only place I’ve spoken to an elf. I don’t know where else I could have opened a…“ He turned to the elf. “The royal palace?”

      The elf shook its head.

      “But I did speak to a fae there as well.” Ulrik grinned at an awful realization. He leaned forward and whispered, “I can see your fear, but it is not of us or of your own kind. It is the skiengvaal you fear. That is what you hide from.”

      The elf gasped and spit. “Do not speak that name.”

      “I will do more than speak its name,” threatened Ulrik. “I will speak its true name and summon it here. Then you will answer our questions.”

      “You will summon… Man-child, you have no idea of what you speak of. You cannot summon one of the six, and if you tried, it is you who would suffer. Those abominations do not deal fairly! You do not know—”

      Ulrik stared into the elf’s eyes. “I know its true name.”

      The elf blinked, then looked away.

      “You need not convince me it is dangerous,” said Ulrik. “I have seen it, touched it, and I saw how awful it could be, but I came away unharmed. I will risk it again because the truth I seek is important.”

      “Unharmed? It infected you with its rage,” retorted the elf. It watched his eyes. “Yes, you know of what I speak. You felt it. You understood, didn’t you? Haha, you hide your lies in truth. You have powerful fae-sight, man-child. Only your mother had better, but that will not help you with… those things. They are not like us. They only hate, abominations who only destroy. If you and the other paladins seek to bargain with them, you will all be destroyed. Your fate will be sealed. There is no branch that leads to survival if you deal with them. That is a truth I offer for free. There is no possibility of victory.”

      “My mother?”

      The elf snapped its mouth shut.

      Ulrik stared at it for a long time. Then, he nodded. “I see.”

      “You see nothing,” declared the elf.

      Ulrik turned toward the door, but before he left, he told Dmitri Meyer, “The gateway is in the ruins of Hof, a village that was in County Royo before Count Fashan’s men burned it to the ground. There was a house there, in the center of a row, on the eastern side of the village green. Those ruins are where they plan to emerge.”

      He reached for the doorknob.

      Behind him, quietly, the elf told him, “You wanted to be tormented by truth? Then hear this. You cannot get her back, man-child. Some bindings are built upon the same foundation as the realms, and they cannot be broken. Six lifetimes she will serve us. Our lifetimes, not yours, haha! When she is released, you will be long dead. You children, and their children, and their children fifty times over will all be dead. No one will remember her. She’ll be naked and alone. It is a bad thing that my kin did, but they were desperate, as was she. I take no joy in that harm, just in your knowing about it. But they, she, all of them are far too little. My people do not come to this realm to fight. They come to flee. All must flee or die, but she cannot, and they cannot. The binding seals all of their fates to the realm of the elves, and they will be in the thrall of the abominations soon. For that, I am sorry for my kin and yours. I wish something could be done, but it’s too late for our realm. The war is ended, even if the dying is not yet done. This is truth, and I hope it pains you, man-child.”

      Ulrik turned, his knuckles white, gripping the haft of his spear. “Nothing can be done?”

      “The dragons fell. The elves will be next. The sprites are pressed. The dwarves are pressed. Any day, they could fall or they could join. You, man-child, have no idea of what comes. If the fae cannot stand, then you and the other five paladins will fail as well. All that you have built will crumble. All that you love will burn. It will burn soon once we are gone.”

      “Nothing can be done to save my mother?”

      “She is bound into the service of the elves. That cannot change, but when we are no more, it is the skiengvaal who will pick up her binding, and then she will know sorrow. What can be done? Have you not been listening! We have fought for over six hundred years. Done? Done! There is nothing to be done.”

      “I offer you a bargain,” said Ulrik. “If I defeat the skiengvaal, you will release the elves’ hold upon my mother.”

      “You cannot defeat them!”

      “Then you risk nothing. Free my mother. That is what I ask.”

      “I told you,” snapped the elf. “The binding is built upon the same foundation as that of the realms. No elf can break that bond and survive.”

      “How much do you care about your people, elf?”

      The creature blinked at him.

      “If I fail, you lose nothing. If I succeed, your people are saved. You will die, but you’re going to die anyway. Wouldn’t you rather it be in pursuit of something worthy? Wouldn’t you rather it be outside the thrall of the skiengvaal?”

      “I alone do not have strength. To break the bond, one must hold the bond. To do so… You do not know what you ask.”

      “I did not think it would be easy. Lose it all or save your people, elf.”

      “We cannot manage the magic if I am locked here in chains,” muttered the elf.

      Ulrik shifted his spear to the other hand. “No, you cannot. Those chains, they are dwarven make?”

      He and the elf studied each other for a long time. Dmitri stood aside, poised on the balls of his feet but not interfering.

      “I accept your deal, man-child. Defeat the abominations, and I will try my best to break the bonds on your mother’s soul. I cannot promise we will be successful, but I can promise I will give my last breath on the attempt.”

      Ulrik leapt forward, slashing with his spear, and the sprite-forged steel clove through the chain holding the elf in place. When the first link broke, sparks flew, and the magic shattered in an enormous blast of sound and heat. Ulrik was flung backward, landing on his rear, blinking his eyes to clear them of the afterimage. He coughed out a lungful of acrid smoke, waving his hand ineffectively to disperse it, then gave up, and wiped his eyes of the tears that were building there.

      For a long time, he sat still until he noticed Dmitri standing before him. The man was clutching his arm, the one Ulrik had noticed wounded earlier, but now blood was staining his sleeve.

      “Poorly sutured,” muttered the man. “Had to do it myself on the road. No time to find a proper physician. Had to deal with this creature as soon as I got here. I suppose there still isn’t time.”

      Ulrik grunted, then struggled to his feet. The man seemed surprisingly calm about his captive being freed without his permission.

      “I don’t know much fae-lore,” continued the churchman, “but I know this. When the fae take you, there is no coming back. Your soul is gone, lost to this realm and this cycle. There is no grace even from the Creator. That is the damage, you see? Not pain. Not death. Not even servitude. When you fall into the thrall of the fae, you are torn from the Creator and thrown outside the circles of life and death. Maybe—I don’t know, but maybe—when she is released, she will find that shelter again, but she’s not coming back here no matter what you do. The best you can hope for is death beneath the Creator’s eye.”

      “It’s better than the alternative,” whispered Ulrik. “If that is all we can hope for, then I hope your god’s embrace is a warm one.”

      Dmitri put a hand on Ulrik’s shoulder. “It is. Grace comes from struggle, lad. If you are successful, if you free your mother from that foul hold they have on her, you will have earned it. I do not envy your pain, but I envy your hope. You have a chance to be more than you are, and that is rare.”

      Ulrik shifted, the man’s hand still on his arm. He was unsure how to respond to the churchman’s comments.

      Dmitri asked him, “Hof, you said?”

      Ulrik nodded. “County Royo in Untal. The eastern edge of the village green.”

      “How long do you think we have?”

      He shrugged. “Less time now that little bastard is free. He fears a fae greater than himself. He won’t stay in the realm of the elves for long.”

      Dmitri stepped away, putting his hand back on his own injured shoulder, and glanced at the still-closed door. “I have much to do, then. A hard road ahead for both of us, eh? But the burden is easier when you have someone to share it. The church could use a man like you.”

      Ulrik shook his head. “I’m on a royal commission.”

      “There’s a higher calling for those who can hear it.”

      “I’d like Journeyman Evansol back.”

      “Come on then,” said Dmitri. “I’m going to see the lieutenant.”

      They exited the building and found the soldiers who’d been on guard around the fort lying flat on their backs, dead. Ulrik blinked, wishing he did not see the glowing links of a chain stamped across their bodies.

      “How did…” muttered Dmitri, tilting his head back, inhaling a long breath.

      “There’s always a price,” whispered Ulrik. “I am sorry. I didn’t realize that—“

      Dmitri waved a hand. “These were common men. Their sacrifice bought us the information we needed. You did not know the bargain you made, but it was worth the price. Take it as a lesson, lad. When dealing with the fae, it matters not what good you think you will do because they’ll always turn it and bury a knife in you.”

      Ulrik grunted. The churchman wasn’t wrong.

      Dmitri strode to the gate and, with effort, forced it open and pushed it wide enough they could slip out. In the camp all around them, hundreds of men stood armed and ready. They’d seen their fellows die, and miraculously, they had not turned to run. Devotion to their cause or terror at the consequences of failure? Either way, the church was a stern mistress.

      The churchman raised his voice and called out, “Tell your captains to break camp and prepare to march. Orders are coming soon.”

      “B-But, sir,” stammered one of the men. “What of the prisoner?”

      “He’s gone.”

      “What of…”

      “Leave the dead where they are. They are the Creator’s now.”

      Starting forward, the churchman led Ulrik through the crowd of the soldiers, into the maze of tents, and deep into the camp toward where a number of stark white pennants were flapping high above the rest.

      “You’re a sniffer, you said?” asked Ulrik. “You can smell the fae, their enchantments, and even the taint of their magic upon a person? It is your role within the church to hunt the fae to kill them, isn’t it?”

      Dmitri kept walking briskly. It took him a moment, but he answered, “It’s not exactly a smell, but yes, I can sense magic, and yes, when I do, I try to destroy it if I’m able. It’s a difficult task, which you know as well as any man can. You saw what that creature did. You know what the fae are capable of. They are the enemy, and we have to stop them.”

      “Have you ever heard of a wizard?”

      “A wizard?” asked Dmitri, slowing his walk.

      Ulrik nodded. “Not in stories. I mean the real thing. A person who could cast spells without negotiating with the fae.”

      “I’ve heard of a mage, yes. They existed in Wahrheit but before the kingdom was founded. Some say they still exist in Darford or other far off reaches. Like me, they were, sniffers that hunted the fae, but they are no more. Grimms, I’m sure you’ve heard of them. They’re everywhere, though burrowed so deep it’s almost impossible to find them. I’ve killed two myself, but I am certain there are dozens more we have not found. They have priests down in Cojita, claiming the fae they worship are gods. Speakers in Linche, though I’ve never met a man who’s claimed to have met one. Aye, there are men and women who manage to take a bit of fae magic and use it themselves. It’s an awful, twisted thing, and the church will stamp it out when we can, but a wizard? Can’t say I’ve ever heard of one of those outside of children’s tales. Why?”

      “Because I know one. He sent me on his quest, but I’ve realized it was not for the reason he told me. I’ve realized a few other things as well. Puzzle pieces, finally fitting together. It is time this wizard and I had a very serious conversation.”

      Dmitri grinned. “Not a pleasant conversation, I hope. I told you, lad, we can use a man like you. Find me in County Royo when you’re done with your wizard, and there will always be a place in the church for someone with your talent.”

      “Even when I’ve been touched by the fae?”

      “None of us are perfect. That’s why we do what we must do. Grace is earned. Join us, and you will find yours.”

      Ulrik hefted his spear and told the other man, “I appreciate the offer, but first, I’m going to go find that wizard.”
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      The plan was not without risk. They did not know who was attempting to kill the landgraves. They didn’t know if Count Trabean might be in league with them, or if, as an heir to Klafen’s throne, he would be a target. Any time blades were drawn or the hammer of a pistol cocked, something could go wrong.

      The librarian warned her she would be in some danger, but she could not let the matter drop. If Trabean was a traitor, she had to know. She’d trusted the man. She trusted him more so than the librarian or any of them. The count was intelligent, handsome, and kind, but most of all, what he wanted from her was straightforward and expected.

      In a house filled with guile and deceit, Count Trabean stated his intentions plainly and boldly. He wanted the assistance of the royal army and the dragon knights. He worried about the fate of Klafen. Of course he did. What noble of that province would not? And he wanted her. Not because she was the queen but because she was herself. When she was alone, she admitted, she felt the same. She did not care that he was a count and close to Jan Lehmann. Whether his county was rich or poor, whether he was a warrior or a scholar, whether he foolishly kept wearing that awful shade of green that reminded her of Clermont or not, he was genuine. How many men and women that she knew could claim the same?

      Only one that she spoke to regularly. Christine, the proprietor of the Roaring Wench, had listened avidly as Ursula had described Count Trabean. She’d inquired about his height, his hair, and his smile. The woman had inquired about how big his hands were for some reason. She’d asked what subjects he studied at the royal university and if he excelled in them. She’d wondered about his calves, and seemed offended Ursula had nothing to say about that. The woman had a thing for peoples’ legs, the queen had realized.

      But Christine never asked about Trabean’s family wealth and what a union with him might mean for the balance of power in the diet of lords or worried whether or not his lands would be ruined when Cojita fought through Andorra. Instead, when she was done soaking in the details about his appearance, she asked what the pair had spoken of, what the man had said was important to him. Christine had queried his opinions and his goals. The tavern owner’s curiosity seemed to have no end.

      To Christine, it was about a man and a woman, and that meant the world to Ursula. They called her a queen, and she was becoming one, but more than anything, she wanted to just be. With Christine, with Trabean, she could be. Mere weeks ago, the idea a girlfriend could be interrogating her about a suitor was ludicrous. She’d thought those sorts of relationships were lost to her, but they were not.

      She could pretend that, for a time. The truth was, either Trabean was a danger to her, or the relationship posed an incredible danger to him. She had to know which.

      When the librarian began to hatch his plot, the Roaring Wench was the natural location to set the trap. It was a place of great meaning to Ursula. She’d snuck away there before she’d been crowned. The skiengvaal had known it felt a refuge and sent her there, and she’d been attacked there and nearly died before Gerhard Fischer could run her to the physicians in the palace. Several times now, she’d snuck away to the tavern with the assistance of Captain Allgood and his men for a discreet evening outside of the stuffy prison of her chambers. As queen, she was no longer a woman of the world, no longer a woman with freedom, but her moments with Christine let her pretend. Too often, she admitted, she had been pretending. Trabean, Christine, they were a deception she allowed herself to believe.

      Count Trabean knew of the queen’s common friend, and he was curious about her, though he frequently remarked he did not understand. She promised him that he would understand if he dined with her in the Roaring Wench, away from the eyes and gossip of her court, away from the fussy rules of how one must dine in the presence of royalty, away from her minders. At least some of them.

      The minster of intelligence had put a score of men and women inside of the tavern, and Captain Allgood had brought what looked like a regiment to lurk out of sight in the surrounding buildings. If something were to go amiss, they had more men at hand than could actually fit inside of the tavern.

      It gave her protectors comfort, to have more men than was necessary. She did not begrudge them that. Too many times, assassins had come close. If they overcompensated now, well, that was just what men did.

      Christine was there. She had to be for the deception to work, but her staff had been replaced by the minster of intelligence’s agents. Ursula wondered if they knew the jobs they’d taken and had been a little disconcerted that the librarian so readily had a team of people who could easily play these roles, but she didn’t pay enough attention to common servers in taverns to decide if they were doing it well. She knew Trabean would have no clue. It was part of the charm of a place like the Roaring Wench, that they didn’t work with the same intricate precision the staff in the royal palace did.

      The lack of formality meant she did not have to respond with the stiff demeanor that was expected of a queen. She could relax in the tavern and put her guard down. For this plan to work, she needed to appear vulnerable and Count Trabean needed to feel comfortable. If he was going to move against her, they were going to give him the opportunity.
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      Count Trabean was escorted into the tavern by one of Captain Allgood’s soldiers who was posing as a footman. The count glanced around curiously then, catching himself, offered the queen a deep bow from the waist.

      Ursula laughed. “No need for that, Count Trabean. I wanted to meet here to dispense with all of the pomp and ceremony. There are times I find the royal palace stifling. If we were meeting in the small dining room, they would have us sitting fifteen paces apart on opposite ends of the table and having to shout across the room at each other. I am told we do not own a smaller table that is suitable for a queen to sit and have supper. Can you believe that?”

      He smiled at her tepid jest, then walked over to join her at the table. He eyed her mug of wine and accused, “Began without me?”

      “When in a tavern…”

      He sat, then turned in his chair, hooking an arm over the back and raising a finger toward the bar where Christine stood waiting. She grinned and dipped the count a large beer.

      “No wine?” asked Ursula.

      Sheepishly, Trabean admitted, “I prefer beer. I know wine is the drink of kings—and queens—but I’m a simple man with simple pleasures.”

      “Not so simple, I don’t think,” she said. She flushed. What was that even supposed to mean?

      Luckily, if Trabean thought the comment strange, he didn’t show it as he took a big gulp of his beer. When he set it down, a thin white line of foam clung to his upper lip.

      Giggling, Ursula mimicked wiping her mouth, then laughed harder when the count went fumbling in his lap for a napkin that was not there before eventually scrubbing his mouth with the back of his hand.

      “Old habits.” He looked to Christine, who’d retreated back behind the bar. “Your friend?”

      “Friend? Yes, I suppose she is.”

      “The owner of this place?”

      The queen nodded.

      “I bet she sees all types in a place like this,” said Trabean. “It’s not as raucous as the taverns by the university, but late at night, I’ll wager it gets pretty lively. You… come here often?”

      “Not often,” demurred the queen. “Just a few times, to be honest. It’s quite the procedure to extract me from the palace.”

      “It’s nice being in a simple tavern,” remarked Trabean. “There’s something about being amongst the people when none of them know who you are. You’d think in our positions, we’d have all the freedom in the world, but it’s here, in places like this, you can be yourself. No decorum to follow, no complicated etiquette, bowing and scraping… I apologize, Your Majesty. I did not mean—“

      She held up a hand. “I understand what you mean. It can be as onerous to have everyone bowing to you as it is to be the one bowing. Those rules you find so burdensome cut both ways. It’s a rare moment when I can let my hair down. Metaphorically and literally.”

      Grinning, Trabean told her, “Well, you can relax tonight.”

      Christine brought them a platter with sausages, dark bread, cheeses, a pile of pickled cabbage, and thick globs of mustard. She plied them with drinks—beer for Trabean and wine, cut with water, for the queen. The conversation was pleasant and engaging, and another time, it would have been Ursula’s biggest thrill since she’d been crowned. Even now, suspicious of this man’s intent, she was having fun.

      Trabean had been raised in a noble family. He was familiar with the court of a high house. He’d been tutored and trained in conversation since he was a child. He had stories about peers at the university and his life in Klafen, which were odd and delightful to her. His experience stretched from the throne room of House Lehmann, to the gambling dens and taverns frequented by students of the university, to the capital of Andorra. She could not help but think this man had lived a fuller life than she had, but instead of being jealous, she was eager to hear every detail.

      Christine ducked out of sight. The servers had vanished. It was just the two of them in the room alone together—or so it seemed. The minister of intelligence had placed his men carefully. There were assassins lurking in hiding with crossbows trained on the count. If he were to leap across the table with that sword on his side, or try to sprinkle poison in her drink, or to throttle her, or to… The trap was baited. They waited for him to act.

      But he didn’t. The count kept chatting amicably, seemingly blind to the fact he was alone with the queen. He shouldn’t have been. It would be a scandal if anyone knew. Aside from Premier Sigismund, the librarian, and Captain Tilly, this was the first time since Sergeant Speckle’s death that she’d been alone with a man. This was Trabean’s opportunity, whether his intentions were to woo her or to kill her.

      She blinked heavily. Her wine was meant to be cut with water, but she felt the buoyant recklessness that had been her constant companion in the weeks following the coronation. She’d drank too much. Too much for this moment and too much to be alone with this man. The potential danger, to her life or to her reputation, gave her a sharp thrill that cut through the caution she ought to be feeling.

      Queen Ursula Marchand leaned forward and asked the count, “My lord, what are your intentions with me?”

      Count Trabean stopped talking, his mouth half open. He closed it, swallowed, and then asked her, “Ah… What do you mean?”

      “You know what I mean.”

      He set his beer down and drew himself up. “I… I am sorry. This is not the proper way to proceed. My family should ask yours, but to our sorrow, both sets of our parents have passed. I have done my research, and on your side, there are only distant cousins who I understand you have never even met. What sort of blessing could they grant? It digs at me like the point of a knife, Ursula, and I am sorry if my hesitation has led to any frustration. I have written to my uncle and my aunt to ask for their guidance.”

      “Their guidance? You mean the landgrave and landgravine? What sort of guidance can they give you?”

      “I wish to court you, but I do not know who to ask for permission.”

      Queen Ursula Marchand gaped at the foolish man. All evening, she’d been waiting to see if he yanked his sword from its sheath to slay her, and he’d been waiting for instructions on proper etiquette to court her?

      The count shifted and raised his chin. “A woman with your status, I cannot simply barge in. There are delicacies to the situation, but I’m flummoxed and at a loss,” he kept on, and she could only stare back at him in stunned silence, “for what to do. We’ve never had a queen rule us before. And certainly not one as young, and witty, and beautiful as you. I-I shouldn’t have said that. It is not proper. I am sorry, Your—“

      She stood up, walked around the table, and caught the front of his doublet with her fists. He looked up at her, his eyes wide and trembling. She leaned down and kissed the man.
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      She sat, feeling like a lantern, lit from within by a warm, suffusing glow. He wanted to court her! He’d written his uncle and his aunt for advice on how to go about doing it. It was such a ridiculous, roundabout way of handling things that she ought to be annoyed and kicking the man, but instead, she thought it was sweet. His innocent insistence on formality, compared to the constant barrage of intrigue and danger, was breathtaking.

      He was across from her, grinning like a boy who’d gotten an extra slice of pie. Men. They did not change, did they? Her maids always said something like that, and it must be true, but why anyone would be irritated over the fact was beyond her. She would let him have his boyish glee if he kept kissing her back like that.

      She glanced at Christine, who was humming to herself and fussing around behind the bar. The woman had come crashing back through the door with bowls of frozen cream in her hands, and Ursula had dashed around the table before the tavern owner had seen what they’d been doing. Ha, if Trabean had courted her as he’d planned, they would have had a chaperone present, and he would have missed out. Would he learn? Would he be the one to set the stage of their next liaison?

      Trabean looked back at her like he was wondering what her smile meant. Let him wonder. It was another thing her maids always proclaimed to each other—let the man wonder.

      “That frozen cream won’t stay frozen forever,” warned Christine from across the room.

      Ursula jumped. She’d forgotten Christine was still there.

      “It’s seasoned with vanilla. Peltier & Son’s work and quite delicious. I hope you don’t mind I tried a bit as I was spooning it into the bowls. Not often I get a chance at a treat like that.”

      “Do I know you?” asked Count Trabean, looking toward the tavern owner.

      “What?”

      “You seem familiar. Like we’ve met before.”

      Christine blinked. “I don’t believe so, but perhaps you’ve been a patron here. I am behind the bar most nights. I try, but I cannot recall every face.”

      The count shook his head. “No, no, when in Ehrstadt, I frequent the taverns and restaurants near the university. Ah, that’s it. Not Ehrstadt but from Bergan! Did you serve in my uncle’s palace?”

      “No,” said Christine with a short laugh. “I’ve always lived in Ehrstadt. Your uncle, who is that?”

      “Landgrave Lehmann,” supplied Trabean. “You always lived in Ehrstadt with that accent? I swear it’s Western Klafen I hear on your tongue.”

      “You know who his uncle is,” said the queen, grinning at her friend. Christine was as flustered as Ursula was by the handsome count. Had she been admiring his legs?

      “Yes, of course,” murmured Christine. “I’m just out of sorts, is all. We don’t always have company in here like the two of you.”

      “The tarts, right?” continued Trabean as if Christine had not spoken. “You worked in the kitchen and made those tarts with the berries. I used to love those whenever I visited the capital, but my apologies. It was not my uncle you worked for but that restaurant, the one by the amphitheater. What was the place called?”

      “That must have been someone else. I-I don’t… I don’t know what you’re talking about,” stammered Christine.

      Picking up her spoon and dipping it into the now slushy frozen cream, Ursula said, “You brought me tarts, didn’t you, Christine? With berries. You said… You said they reminded you of home.”

      “Did I?” The proprietor stepped back, gesturing for them to eat. “Hurry now, before it melts.”

      “Wait,” said Trabean. He stood up from the table, standing tall and steady. “I might very well be mistaken about a face I haven’t seen since my childhood, but could I be mistaken about the tarts if you’ve also made them for the queen?”

      “Fortune casts a tangled web,” claimed Christine, “and our memories lie as often as they tell the truth. Go on. Eat your dessert before it’s ruined.”

      “Why are you so anxious for us to eat this cream?” pressed Trabean.

      “Because it is frozen!” cried Christine. She gesticulated toward the table. “It will melt.”

      “If that is all, you won’t mind sampling it, will you? Here. Try mine.”

      “What are you suggesting,” demanded Christine, half-offended, half-frightened by the count’s shifting tone. “Are you implying that I did something to this cream? That I poisoned it?”

      “I don’t know,” said the count, glancing between Ursula and the other woman. He looked worried, as if suddenly realizing what he was accusing the queen’s friend of and wondering if he’d gone too far.

      “Please, Trabean,” said Ursula. “If the woman meant to poison me, she’s had plenty of opportunity. She and I have been alone more than you and I. She could have poisoned those tarts you were so fond of.”

      “Of course,” said the count, moving to sit but pausing, suspended above his chair. “If there is nothing wrong with the dish, why will she not sample it?”

      “Oh, this is ridiculous,” claimed Christine, coming around the bar and stomping toward the table. “We shan’t ruin your evening. Here, I will take a bite and prove that… This is not the bowl I gave you.”

      “What?” demanded the count, glancing back and forth between the tavern owner and the queen. “Of course that is the bowl you gave me. How could it not be? We both saw you place it on the table with your own hand.”

      “No, no, I… This is the one I gave the queen. See, the other has two scoops. There are spirits infused in the flavoring, and she did not want to…”

      “Spirits?” asked Trabean. “I thought it was just cream, vanilla, and sugar?”

      “I asked her to make sure I did not become drunk,” murmured Ursula, looking between the bowls in confusion.

      “Someone switched them,” said Trabean, a frown on his face. “Perhaps an innocent mistake or perhaps not. I believe we should call for your guards, Your Majesty, and a magistrate. Someone, ah, a prisoner in your jails perhaps, could try these creams and see if—”

      “There is nothing wrong with either of these dishes!” snapped Christine. “I spooned them both myself. Watch.”

      She reached across the table and scooped a heaping spoon from Trabean’s bowl. She stuck it in her mouth, staring at the man with flaring anger. Then, she blanched and spit out the spoon. “You… you…”

      “I think she just poisoned herself,” worried Trabean. He raised his voice and called, “Guards!”

      “Murderer!” bellowed Christine, and she lunged at the count.

      He fell back, nearly tripping over his chair. She came after him, fingers spread like claws. Trabean shoved the chair at her, and Christine caught it. With a brutal kick, she smashed the seat from the chair and tore apart the back of it with a strength born of constantly lugging sides of beef and barrels of beer. She threw half of the shattered chair to the side and stalked forward, holding a sturdy wooden cudgel. Trabean drew his sword.

      “Stop!” shouted Ursula. “Stop this at once!”

      Christine glanced at her, spit onto the floor of her tavern, and then murmured, “I have to protect you. It all depends on you, Your Majesty. You are the queen. The paladin. This man—”

      She lunged at Trabean, slashing at his head with her makeshift club. The count ducked easily, then stepped forward, sliding his rapier into Christine’s chest. She grabbed him, reaching for his neck and digging her nails into his skin, but the count pushed her hands away, then shoved her to the floor, his sword still stuck in her body.

      Ursula watched him, her heart hammering. Would he come for her next? Was he… No, he’d defended her, hadn’t he? “Trabean…”

      He looked to the queen, then down at himself, patting his body with his hands. “I… I’m all right. Are you, Your Majesty? Fortune’s Curse, where are the guards? Guards! The queen is under attack!”

      The door smashed open, and Captain Allgood barged in, sword in hand. He was cursing, hard eyes on Count Trabean. “It was locked. How was the door locked? Your Majesty, Fortune’s Curse, are you all right? Back away from her, now!”

      Ursula stood, confused. “Yes, I am fine, I think.”

      Trabean backed away, holding his open hands out to the side as if to proclaim his innocence.

      “Where are those damned crossbowmen?” snarled Allgood, storming into the room, a squad of his men coming on his heels. He pushed past Trabean. “They should have stopped this. They should have warned us. Come, Your Majesty, we will go to the palace immediately. You’re all right. You are sure you were not harmed?” He began barking orders to his men.

      Ursula glanced at Trabean. “What… What happened?”

      The count shook his head, then stepped away from the body of Christine with his hands still up. “I don’t know. Go with them. Go with your guards. We will talk again, but first, they must get you to safety. Nothing else matters.”

      Captain Allgood put an arm around the queen and turned her from the count. He hurried her outside to where a wall of steel formed a corridor to her carriage. The captain rushed in front of her, peering into the empty compartment, and then hustled her inside. Men wearing her royal burgundy were climbing onto the sides of the vehicle, grim-faced and unsure what had happened in the tavern, but knowing that again, the queen had faced death. Right under their watch, in a building they’d secured, surrounded by those purported to be her friends, she’d almost been killed again.

      The carriage started jostling toward the palace, and she sat back, unsure of what she’d just seen. Christine had died. Her friend had died.
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      Gerhard Fischer let the curtain fall, hiding the body of the dead man behind it. The unfortunate sat slumped on a chair, a crossbow resting in his lap, held by stiff hands. Speckled foam leaked from the corner of his mouth. “Poisoned.”

      Captain Allgood nodded. “I assumed so.”

      Gerhard walked to the body of Christine and crouched. He studied the basket hilt of the sword stuck through her torso. It was the obvious cause of her death, and there was no foam near her mouth. He peeled back an eyelid, then reached and grasped her hands, checking the beds of her fingernails. He moved one of her fingers back and forth, like he was breaking in new leather. The spy pulled a handkerchief from his pocket and pried open her jaw. He smelled her open mouth, then used the cloth to move her tongue aside.

      Dropping the handkerchief on the body, Gerhard stood. “She ingested poison as well. Not a full dose. I’m not sure if it would have killed her, but it would have done her pretty awful if she’d lived another minute or two. Paralysis and pain. It looks a quiet death, but it’s not a pleasant one.”

      Grunting, Captain Allgood pointed at the table. “The queen was there, Trabean opposite. Ursula, I mean the queen, told me Christine ate from his bowl then went mad and attacked the count. She accused him of being a murderer, but it was his bowl she ate from.”

      Gerhard moved to the bowls and sniffed them as well. Grimacing, he dipped a finger into the queen’s dish, scooped up some of the melted liquid, and sucked it off his finger.

      Captain Allgood looked on in horror. He cleared his throat and added, “Queen Marchand said the tavern owner claimed the bowls were switched, but that she and the count were sitting here the entire time, and that no one else was in the room but the three of them.”

      “Someone killed all of the minister of intelligence’s crossbowmen,” muttered Gerhard, glancing around the room to where the hidden lurkers had been positioned. “Then locked the door to the building, poisoned this cream, and may have switched the bowls, all while the queen was sitting right here in the middle of the room.”

      “Impossible,” declared Allgood.

      Gerhard shook his head. “Not impossible. It happened, after all. It’s not even that difficult. These men could have been offered a taste of the dessert, or it could have been in a drink, or someone could have delivered it with a kiss. Any assassin worth their contract could figure that out. No, the impressive element is how carefully the doses were measured. The men had to ingest the poison, then get into position before it killed them. The dose the tavern owner took with one spoonful would have been obvious in less than a minute. There’s enough in that bowl to stop a heart in less than ten beats. Far more than those crossbowmen could have consumed and still gotten into hiding before dropping dead on the floor. And the selection of this particular compound? There might be half a dozen people in Wahrheit with knowledge to blend and safely handle it. Not even I would trust my measurements without extensive practice, which has the unfortunate side effect of leaving dozens of victims lying dead around the city. I’ve not heard of a rash of unexplained deaths, but I’ve been out of Ehrstadt. You have to account for the different body weights, you understand? Poison is an art as much as it’s a science.” The spy looked at the captain, a question in his eyes.

      Allgood grunted and unconsciously took a step farther away from Gerhard. “No, ah, there have not been any reports of an unexplained surge in paralyzed dead people.” He cleared his throat again, then said, “I had three hundred men in the vicinity, and we had a dozen eyes on every entrance to this building. No one came or went. Only Queen Marchand and Count Trabean were left alive inside. How is that possible? Does that mean… Trabean is the poisoner? He has to be, doesn’t he? It wasn’t the queen.”

      “Maybe. Maybe not,” mused the spy, circling the room, peering into dark corners, absentmindedly tapping the hilt of his sword. “It’s possible he could have used sleight of hand and switched the bowls, sprinkling a few drops of the toxin on his own as he did it. He may have locked the door after he entered, but could he have poisoned the crossbowmen? Your own men picked him up from his townhome in the city, didn’t they?”

      “They did. We can confirm for at least half an hour before he arrived, he was under our care.”

      “I think it unlikely he could have poisoned these men right before they went into hiding and returned to his home in time for you to gather him.”

      “Unless he was not working alone.”

      Gerhard nodded. “Whoever is responsible, it’s a fair assessment they could not have done this alone. We must discover who they were, of course, but what really sticks in my craw—who was the intended victim? The queen or the count? If Trabean is responsible and had the skill to manage the rest of it, how is it possible Ursula Marchand still lives?”

      “If the queen was not the target, then Christine, the tavern owner, was the victim?”

      Gerhard shrugged. “Why would he use this circumstance to kill a burgher? A man like Count Trabean has resources to see to her demise whenever he felt like it and under far less suspicious circumstances. If it was him, he had to know he’d draw the eye of the queen’s intelligence services. What good would that do him?”

      “Christine, then,” surmised Trabean, glancing at her dead body. “She is the assassin, and through Fortune’s Favor, Trabean foiled the plot? But you are right. Was it the queen or the count she intended to kill?”

      “Having both the skill to apply this toxin and the misfortune to eat it yourself seems unlikely, and besides, like Trabean, she had better opportunities if Ursula was the target. You know better than I, they’ve been visiting together often.” Gerhard slammed a fist on a table. “But it has to be one of them! Maybe some confederate was able to slip away beneath your watch—no, that is not an accusation, Captain. Maybe there was an accomplice, but it was only the three of them in this room. One of them poisoned the bowl of cream. One of them locked the door!”

      “Whichever one of them did it, the failure is mine,” said Captain Allgood morosely. “I left them alone with the queen. She trusted me, everyone did, and I let her down.”

      “Queen Marchand still lives,” corrected Gerhard. “You did not let her down, but learn from this evening. Trust no one.”

      The captain crossed his arms over his chest.

      “Whoever the killer was, they had help,” said the spy. “We can be sure of that, and chances are, it was someone from within our inner circle. The skill required to administer these toxins without anyone seeing you… But did it turn out as the killer planned, or was the plot foiled? What did Ursula say happened right before the last moments?”

      “The queen was speaking fast, babbling to be honest, but she said something about Christine. She said the count recognized her from Bergan. She said Christine baked her tarts, and the count remembered them from when he was a boy. I think it was beginning to occur to Ursula this woman was not who she thought. Fortune’s Curse, the woman fooled us all.”

      “Not all of us,” replied Gerhard. “Can I trust you, Captain?”

      Captain Allgood nodded.

      “Christine was not who Ursula believed. She was an agent of the ministry of intelligence.”

      Captain Allgood raised an eyebrow.

      “She’s been feeding the minister information for years and occasionally playing a more active role. Her appearance at the gates the night Ursula spoke to the crowd, the way Ursula was drawn to this place, their blooming friendship, it was no accident.”

      “But the queen…”

      “Keep it to yourself,” warned the spy. “It will do the queen no good to hear her friend was spying on her, and for both our sakes, it’s better the minister not know one of his secrets was shared.”

      The spy kept circling the room, tapping his lip with a finger. Then, he stopped. He pulled a deck of cards from inside of his jacket and shuffled them twice. He’d known Christine for years. She had a good heart and would never hurt the queen, but how could Trabean have done all of this with several ministry agents in the room and half a regiment of soldiers outside? Why would he do it? Ursula Marchand still lived despite being alone with the man while he was armed, and there were easier ways to kill Christine. There was a missing piece. Gerhard shuffled the cards again.

      “What is that?” questioned the captain.

      Without answering, Gerhard flipped a card and let it fall to the floor. Then another and another. He found he could barely breathe. The spy bent and picked up the cards one by one, feeling the worn paint with his fingers before tucking them back into the deck. It made no sense, and it made too much sense.

      “Well?” pressed Allgood.

      “We have a fox in the house,” declared Gerhard, holding up the last card.

      “Who is it?” demanded the captain of the queen’s guards.

      The spy looked at him, then hissed, “The minister of intelligence.”
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      Ulrik jumped out and grabbed the man by the back of his robes. He turned him and shoved, pushing him over an outstretched leg and tripping his prey, spilling the squat little man on the dusty stones. The man squawked, thrashing about with his staff, trying to kick but tangling his feet in his long robes. His odd pointed hat tumbled onto the floor, and he grabbed it with a squawk, shoving it back down on his head. He kicked again.

      “Stop,” warned Ulrik.

      The wizard rolled over and looked up at his captor. “You are not the one I was supposed to meet.”

      “No, I am not,” agreed Ulrik, “but you wouldn’t have come if you’d known I would be here.”

      “What? Why do you say that?” huffed the old man. “We are allies. Friends, even. Why, I just assisted you in finding gainful employment in the Esteemed Guild of Bounty Hunters and Thief Takers. Without my good word, you—“

      “You spoke to no one and did nothing,” growled Ulrik. “No one at the guild has ever heard of you. All you did was have your agent put the idea in my head. Bah, that’s all you’ve ever done—hide in the shadows and have others do your dirty work. I’ve finally understood why.”

      “My agent? Who do you mean, Christine? No, no, we are just acquaintances. I am a patron at her establishment. It’s no more! She has another master, one I dare not cross.”

      “She told me she was working on your behalf,” retorted Ulrik.

      The wizard frowned at him.

      “You thought she’d hide your involvement? Seems she was more loyal to me than to you. She left no doubt it was your idea. It was all your idea, wasn’t it? Joining the guild, chasing after the urchin. Yes, I know all about that now.”

      “Well, that is good,” mumbled the wizard. “Amongst allies, there should be no secrets or hidden agendas—“

      Ulrik picked at his shirt. “I’m not wearing the armor the quartermaster gave me at your behest, and I’m not carrying the spear you suggested she give me either. That’s why you couldn’t sense me waiting for you. Hidden agendas? Bah. The rest of us talk to each other, you know. It is you who has been hiding.”

      “Of course I could sense you!” protested the wizard. “I am a powerful wizard, but I have no reason to avoid you. You are lucky young man, in fact, that we are friends, and I have not taken offense to your surprise attack. I could have blasted you with… with lightning, or something worse! Why would you even think—“

      “You’re avoiding me because I have the fae-sight,” interrupted Ulrik. “I know what you are, dwarf.”

      The wizard lay still, his big bushy beard hiding his expression, but his eyes burned brightly. This time, Ulrik understood what they showed.

      “You won’t deny it?”

      “You have the fae-sight,” replied the wizard, “and you’ve learned to understand what you see, but I tell you, you have not learned enough. This game runs too deep for you. If you kill me, you will fail, fae-killer, paladin. It is your destiny, but it was the destiny of another before you. Your fate does not guarantee your survival. You need my help, or you will die just like he did.”

      “Paladin? What are you talking about? Die like who?”

      The wizard shifted, sitting up. “Ilse Brinke kept some secrets from you, I see.”

      Ulrik closed his eyes, then opened them. “Dwarf, I will make you a deal. Tell me what bargain my mother made with the elves that bound her to them, and I will not kill you. For now, at least.”

      “Kill me? You cannot kill me! You don’t even have your spear. Threaten me like that again, and why, I might just cast a spell upon—”

      “You were the one who called me fae-killer,” interrupted Ulrik, flexing his fingers. “How sure are you that it’s the spear I need?”

      The dwarf looked to be chewing on his tongue. He asked, “May I stand?”

      Ulrik took a step back. The wizard made a show of climbing painfully to his feet, clutching his hip and moaning dramatically.

      Ulrik asked him, “What did you mean by paladin? Who before me was supposed to play this role? Tell me the truth, dwarf. I’m fed up with your lies.”

      “Lies, lies?”

      Ulrik stared at the little man, and the wizard trailed off, spluttering.

      “Tell me.”

      “You were fated to perish in the attack upon Hof,” claimed the wizard. “Everyone in the village was destined to die there. All of you are on stolen time. It’s why your friends died, those two boys, you know whom I speak of. It’s why the girl and the innkeeper in Stafford will die soon enough, but you were blessed by the elves. Their most potent protective spells wrapped around you. Why were you not killed in the attack upon Mertz? Or by the dragon when you rescued the future queen? By Count Fashan’s soldiers when they killed your friends? The fight with Fashan’s men when they took Count Royo, or when you took him back? That was all elven work. You have enough fae-lore to know magic like that comes at a great cost. Your mother paid a heavy price. She called to the elves. She bargained with them. She saved your life.”

      Ulrik stared at the little old man. No, not a man, but a dwarf. He believed the dwarf’s story. It made sense, but he did not know what to say. Paul and Jaime were fated to die because of his involvement in their lives, or would they have died anyway and his mother’s bargain prolonged their span in this realm? It was too much to think about.

      “Jack McIlroy was foretold to be the fae-killer,” continued the wizard. “He had the fae-sight and knew the lore. He earned his place when he put that dagger into Eendahl’s back. The touch of the fae is in his and Ilse’s blood, but it is in your blood as well. The future can be seen, but Fortune can twist and spin it.”

      “The elven magic protected me that night in the privy council chamber?”

      The wizard shook his head. “Their spell is broken. The skiengvaal Rykaal touched you, and in the weeks since, the elven magic has withered and died. I can no longer sense their protective spell upon you. Fae-killer, if the skiengvaal touch the bonds that hold your mother in the elves’ thrall, that magic will wither and die as well, but that does not mean she is free. The magic of the skiengvaal is not the same as the fae. It is an abomination, twisted and corrupt. When the elven magic retreats, it will be replaced by something insidious. What will happen, I cannot say for sure, but you have faced the skiengvaal. You do not need me to tell you the risk they pose. Do you believe they will free your mother and all of the other souls the elves hold in their thrall?”

      “What would you have me do?”

      “You are the fae-killer. I think that should be obvious enough.”

      Ulrik stared at the wizard. At the dwarf. Fortune’s Curse, kill the fae? What was he talking about? He wanted Ulrik to kill the skiengvaal or…

      The wizard coughed, then clarified, “Do not kill me, obviously. I am here to help my friends, but there are others, other dwarves who’ve infiltrated your kingdom. They’ve tricked people into serving them, and like a rot within a sturdy house, eventually they will bring you all down. You cannot battle the skiengvaal while my kin sap the earth beneath your feet. They are the fae you must kill first.”

      “Who are these other dwarves?” pressed Ulrik. “Bah, I thought you were going to tell me to kill the skiengvaal. Aren’t they the grand enemy?”

      “In time you must face them, but you are not ready, fae-killer. That is why we need each other. I will help you become ready, and when it is time…”

      “Who are the other dwarves?”

      “You are not ready to face them, either. You just learn, train, and prepare. You are a boy of nineteen winters. They’ve been alive for centuries. But there will be a time when you face them and prove yourself, and eventually, you must face the skiengvaal too. But the way is clouded! It was meant to be the pirate, you see? The prophesies are broken, so no one knows the way. That is your opportunity. Those who seek to use you are grasping in the dark just as much as you are, but you cannot be rash. You must be considered and strategic. You must partner with one who is wise and has learned the value of caution. An ally unlike any other who will guide you and—”

      “You sent me after that elf, didn’t you? What was that meant to be? Practice?”

      “How else do you learn a skill?”

      “I don’t know where these other dwarves are or who they are, but there is one dwarf I know. Maybe I should start practicing right now.”

      The wizard winced. “I wish you would not speak like that.”

      “If you want to convince me we are allies, then tell me who the other dwarves are. If they are my enemy, then I must know them.”

      “You are not ready.”

      “I do not plan to go fight them tonight.”

      Shaking his head, the wizard tapped his staff twice on the stone floor. Finally, he said, “The minister of intelligence. The holy mother. These are the dwarves who feast upon your kingdom. These are the foes you must face before you turn your sight to the skiengvaal.”

      “Are you serious?” snapped Ulrik. “The minister of intelligence! The holy mother?”

      “They are a rot within the Kingdom of Wahrheit’s core. Mankind will fall before the skiengvaal if you do not address the ropes already around your necks.”

      “Is that the truth or another of your deceptions?”

      “You have the fae-sight, Ulrik. What is truth? What is lie? Only you can see and decide, but you already know. They are who I say they are.”

      Ulrik clenched his fists. The minister of intelligence and the holy mother? If that was true… It was true. He could feel it. He’d seen enough, heard enough from the other conspirators. Just like the wizard, there was a reason those two operated from the shadows. They stayed out of sight and pulled the strings of their minions. The wizard was not lying. They were a rot in the kingdom. How many plots, how many deaths, lay at the dwarves’ feet?

      But the wizard had used him as well. He was a dwarf, and that was his nature. The attack on Hof, the coronation, the death of Jack McIlroy, how much had been the wizard’s own doing? This tiny old man, this dwarf, had blood on his hands just like the others. Fortune’s Curse, another thing the wizard had told the truth about, Ulrik wasn’t ready. The minister of intelligence and the holy mother could have been fortifying their positions for decades, centuries even! Who knew how long they had been playing those roles. They were steeped in intrigue and deception. They would have prepared for opposition. They would be ready for him. He absolutely hated it, but if he were to face the minister of intelligence and the holy mother, he was going to need help.

      “Haha, I see it in your eyes. You will not kill me!” crowed the wizard. He winked. “I knew you’d come around.”

      “No,” replied Ulrik. “I will not kill you. Not yet. First, I’m going to use you like you’ve been using us. Yes, dwarf, I have an idea, and you are going to play a central role in it.”

      “Using you! Why, I don’t know if I’ve ever heard such vile accusations from a trusted ally. I demand an apology at once, you ma—”

      Ulrik stepped forward and punched the smug bastard in the face.
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      My biggest thanks goes to the readers. I mean that. I wouldn’t tell my stories if no one was listening.

      And of course it’s not just me putting this all together. I have talented group of people around me, and I’m deeply grateful for their professionalism and the quality of their work. Daniel Kamarudin did the cover artwork. Shawn King designed the cover and handled interior formatting for print. Felix Ortiz did interior illustrations for print and Kickstarter editions. Soraya Corcoran drew the map. James and Robin Sullivan managed the Kickstarter that got us going. Nicole Zoltack and Taya Latham provided invaluable editorial assistance. And last but not least, I’m thrilled to have Travis Baldree narrating the audiobook. It’s a blessing to work with each and every one of them, and I hope they stay with me as long as I stay writing.

      My wife didn’t sign up for this when we met, but she’s supported me every step of the way. When I spent years chipping away at the first book with no plans for anyone to read it, when I broached going full-time, when I named my first big bad after her… Okay, that last one was rough, but I’m still writing and now that I don’t name baddies after her, she’s still cheering me on. Let me put it this way, I WOULDN’T write without readers, but I COULDN’T write without the wife and kids being a part of the team.

      And Terrible 10… Always stay Terrible.

      To learn more about what comes next, or about my previous books, go to accobble.com. I also have (really good) series artwork, color maps, writing news, and you can sign up for my newsletter to receive dozens of free short stories. Unsubscribe at any time, but I send less than an e-mail a month, and it’s the best way to stay updated.
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