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      “He died in his sleep,” mentioned the little old man. He was looking down, speaking into the back of his hand, trying to whisper. His voice sounded like old stone or old ideas.

      Beside him, a woman, tiny and wrinkled like a raisin, smiled at the scene below. She replied, “How quaint.”

      The two of them, high in a third-level gallery overlooking the expansive floor of the throne room, stood several steps back from the intricately carved balustrade so they stayed hidden within the deep shadows. They observed the proceedings below patiently. They’d seen this procession before. It was always the same. The procedure had been refined and reinforced over the centuries until it was a dance with known steps, as if to drain both the joy and the sorrow from the moment.

      Atop a dais at the opposite end of the room, a man was stretched along a cold, marble bier. It’d been brought there with some effort, temporarily replacing the hulking throne which normally occupied the position. The throne was set back behind the bier on a raised platform, which had been constructed for the occasion then covered in heavy, burgundy-colored velvet. The throne was massive, made of dragon bone, carved and assembled by the magic of the fae.

      It must have been a chore to move all of it, but people had always done a lot of work for this man and his ancestors.

      He was clothed in the finest silk, velvet, and ermine, though everyone knew he’d spent much of his life eschewing such luxuries. It had been rare to catch him wearing something other than a cotton tunic with the sleeves rolled up, a wool vest covering it, sensible trousers, and boots. Though he wore steel when the occasion called for it.

      His beard was neatly trimmed, also unusual. A gleaming, golden crown had been set atop his head, but it’d fallen due to his supine position. Gemstones were set within the burnished metal, and even tilted as they were, they sparkled like stars in the light of the torches hanging from the columns that bounded the dais. More of the precious gemstones were strung around the man’s neck and somehow forced onto his swollen fingers. A scepter lay across his chest, fashioned of pure gold, worked into the shape of a flowering stem, and capped with the largest ruby that was known to exist.

      Behind the body, against the back wall near the throne so the endless procession of mourners could witness it as they circled the bier, was the man’s coffin. It was a large, imposing bronze box adorned with fanciful ornamentation. It was meant to depict the dead king’s interests, though if he’d known what it looked like in life, he would have hated the thing. Skeletal figures, the skulls capped with crowns, held the corners with arms of bare bone. His family crest commanded one side, along with a motto about the power of truth. The words were inscribed over a crossed spear and a sword. The king might have appreciated that bit. He had been a believer in the power of the truth and of spears and swords. Atop the casket was the statue of a dragon, shrunk down to the size of a pony. It seemed to crouch there, protecting its charge within as its kind had protected his kingdom.

      Branching candelabras sprouting thousands of candles were the only other light, set in alcoves behind the columns and their torches, so that the candles’ warm glow suffused the rest of the room without being bright. The tall, arched windows had been draped with black cloth, strangling the daylight that normally would have filled the huge space. The proceedings were bathed in the yellow and orange of fire. The low light was meant to evoke a somber ambiance, or perhaps hide the sickly pallor of the man’s skin.

      He’d died in his sleep. That was the truth. The pair standing in the shadows on the third-tier gallery knew it for fact, though they could hardly believe it. They had a sense for these things and could tell the manner of a man’s death. They might not have accepted the truth otherwise. Others in the kingdom had not believed, despite no evidence it should be any other way. People were like that, reluctant to accept truth if it came without a story.

      There should have been a story.

      The king had lived sixty-five healthy winters. His end should have been grand, exciting. His death ought to have been the result of an epic battle or a daring assassination, a terrific accident, a rare disease. Those were the sorts of stories men wanted to tell. Reading late into the evening, going to bed, and never getting up was boring. The king had never been boring. Why was his death?

      The little old man in the gallery tapped a tall wooden staff on the floor and said, “I didn’t see it coming. Did you?”

      The woman beside him didn’t answer.

      When most men of sixty-five winters died, a wife if he had one who lived, children, siblings, lovers, and friends might all trickle in, standing in a silent queue, paying their respects. They would express regret and surprise. Perhaps many would mean it, and most would leave and live their own lives, forgetting about the dead man except when slightly drunk, then raising a toast if he frequented the tavern they sat within or if it was a holiday. His closest family would miss his income, if he had any, or even his company, in a few rare and fortunate cases.

      But the king was not most men.

      The passing of most men was an unremarkable thing. Everyone died, after all. It meant something to one or two people, a handful of people if you were lucky, but to the world, it meant nothing at all.

      But the king’s passing would change the world.

      He’d been the ruler of the Kingdom of Wahrheit, named after his ancestor who had brought five disparate lands together through fire and blood and a bargain, over six hundred years prior. Since then, the House of Wahrheit had ruled as peacefully as a kingdom built on the strength of arms, steel, and magic could be ruled.

      Long ago, the subjects of Wahrheit had forgotten they were once different peoples. They were of the kingdom now, and few of them thought ill of it. Wahrheit was powerful and prosperous. The kings had protected the borders and tamped down on internal conflicts quickly. Trade flourished, wealthy men grew wealthier, and even poor men had a chance at a decent life for their families. The kingdom was safe. Life within it was good.

      Forty-three kings of the dead man’s family had ruled in a continuous line. The eldest son had inherited the throne, though more than one younger brother had taken it after unexpectedly becoming the eldest. Those small complications had meant little, outside of the small groups on the high council and privy council. The rulers of Wahrheit had been vigorous, virile, always siring a whelp of children, with a multitude of heirs for when Fortune’s Curse frowned upon them—which was often, it should be noted. In recent centuries, they had ruled with the confidence of a royal lineage that had never faced a challenge they could not overcome.

      Until now. Until this king.

      His first wife had died in childbirth some thirty-five years before. She’d been young, far too young, but he’d loved her. Loved her more than was good for her, as she’d passed shortly after her sixteenth winter, and now it seemed, he had loved her more than was good for the kingdom as well. Several other wives had been foisted upon the king, but none of them had produced an heir.

      Forty-three kings. Six hundred years. And now the line had ended.

      “Well, they ruled longer than most royal families, didn’t they?” The old man, standing three floors above the proceedings, was whispering. The forms and protocols dictated it wasn’t polite to talk during someone’s funeral. He was a prisoner of those traditions. More so than he liked to admit.

      Being shackled by such strictures would grate on him other times, but now, they had more important concerns. The king was dead. The landgraves, the rulers of the five provinces that had been brought together by Wahrheit’s kings, were eyeing each other like a pack of dogs circling one thick, juicy cut of meat.

      To the east, the King of Clermont had already sent his regards along with a thin, narrow-nosed diplomat, who was part of the proceedings below. How the sly fox in Clermont had heard so quickly and managed to dispatch his dour-faced representative was beyond anyone’s guess, even that of the man and the woman high up in the dark gallery. There’d been rumors that Clermont had been the cause of the king’s death, but they knew that wasn’t the case. No, Clermont’s presence was a more opportunistic sort of politics.

      What the old man with the staff wanted to know was what Clermont’s representative had been saying to the landgraves. The diplomat from Clermont had won a personal audience with Landgrave Leland Laurent the day prior. What had the two of them to speak of? Nothing good. Certainly nothing good at all.

      Diplomats from the other kingdoms that shared the northern continent would be on the way. There would be weeks of mourning, conferences, and parties, but evidently, the other rulers did not have as close information as Clermont. They didn’t have Clermont’s ambitions, either.

      In a long, silent line, the procession below continued. They would all agree over feasting tables and sparkling goblets of wine the death of the king was unfortunate, an accident that occasionally befalls those in later years who partake in rich food and too much drink, with too little exercise to counterbalance it. A terrible tragedy, a reminder of nature’s inevitable call home.

      They would say those things and, for the most part, would mean them. The king had been fair. Not even the highest and most ambitious lords in his realm would argue that. They might have hated the taxes his government charged or the expectations he had for them, but none of them hated the man himself.

      What they wouldn’t speak aloud—not yet—was that the man had no son. Always, leadership of Wahrheit had passed from father to son. Never, in six hundred years, had the succession been in doubt. Some must understand. They would see it was not so simple as the high council simply swapping the crown to another head. Some would already be maneuvering behind closed doors to take advantage of the situation, but the little man in the gallery believed that for most, the interest in the occasion was the salacious drama of the king’s passing rather than consideration of what it all meant for the future.

      The future was all he and the woman beside him cared about.

      There’d been rumors about the king. Perhaps he was impotent. Perhaps he did not enjoy the company of a woman, despite his obvious love of his first wife. There had been rumors about his latest wife as well. Perhaps she’d exhausted the old man in a valiant attempt to secure his family’s legacy. That story was everyone’s favorite. Equally as scandalous was the insinuation the queen had been part of some dark plot to bring her husband low. What anyone thought the poor girl would gain from such a scheme was a mystery. In the span it took to miss a score of breaths, for a heartbeat to fail, she’d gone from being one of the most powerful women in the kingdom to a terrific threat to whoever managed to take the throne.

      For those who truly understood the ways of politics and power, her fate at least, was known. Unless… The old man had determined she was not with child. Like the nature of a man’s death, he had a knack for sensing these things. Her maids would know she still bled. Would anyone else? What if she managed to become pregnant quickly? People understood the length of these things, but on the other hand, who would doubt the word of the queen if she claimed it happened the night of the king’s death?

      That was a story people would love. Whether or not they believed it, they would tell it, and eventually it’d be their truth.

      The old man in the gallery had voiced his concerns to the old woman beside him, but she’d casually dismissed them. She had a way of doing that and a sense of things much like he did. The holy mother was not one to worry.

      Still speaking low so there was no chance the participants in the funeral below would hear him, the old man continued, “Cojita will take advantage of this, you know. Emperor Honxul has a voracious appetite, and Wahrheit is the fattest prize on the continent. He’ll march north. Within a few short years, he’ll be at the gates of this city. Can we trust the landgraves to remain strong, to fight as allies?”

      The holy mother’s expression did not change, and she did not reply. Her eyes, reflecting the torchlight below, stayed fixed on the body of the king.

      The old man gripped his staff tightly, the familiar wood smooth against his palms. He ran his hands up and down the ancient shaft, confident after so many years with the artifact that there were no splinters left to skewer him. If only the rest of the world came with such assurance. He cleared his throat and declared, “Andorra will not hold. Merteuil, something must be done.”

      “Do not use that name.”

      He snorted, the blast of breath threatening to echo down below. He glanced at her from the corner of his eye and let the question hang.

      The woman beside him remained quiet. Below, they heard the shuffle of slippered feet dragging over marble, the swish of expensive fabric, and the crackle of starched linen as each mourner made their way through the throne room to pay respects to the dead king.

      Finally, long after the high council, the privy council, and the diet of lords had passed, the burgher council was filing through. Some pretentious church official appeared to be encouraging them to hurry, but there were a lot of the commoners, and few would ever have had the chance to process through these august halls before. They were going to take their time and remember the moment. Amongst the burghers, the guild masters, the merchants, and the others who were still stretched out the throne room, down the hall, and onto the lawn before the palace, there were few who would recognize the man and the woman in the gallery.

      But still, it was safer to remain hidden. Observers might not know who they were, but a few down there could tell what they were.

      The old woman finally spoke again. “The church feels the threat to the kingdom is a serious one and that you are correct; the Empire of Cojita will not be satisfied with their present borders. Andorra is not likely to resist for long, and Honxul’s eyes will remain north. We know as do you what is behind his hunger. His appetite will not be sated until Wahrheit is fallen, and he roosts in this land like a vulture. A god, he believes, protects him. Bah. Can you imagine, believing one of those things is a god?”

      The old man tapped his staff on the floor again and said, “Yes, I can.”

      The old woman scowled at him.

      “The church feels,” growled the old man in exasperation. That one was loud enough it threatened to draw the attention of those below. “The church feels, but what will the church do?”

      “You and I know why Honxul wants these lands and who’s blood he’s been told to slurp, but few others know. Let us keep it that way. For now, he’s an emperor and a young man, and everyone knows young emperors are forever grasping. I will arrange for an appointment with Premier Sigismund. It is time the two of you met. I’ll inform him you have the church’s blessing and impress on him the need to locate and name a successor to the throne. Wahrheit requires stability for the challenges ahead.”

      “The premier does not need our encouragement to name a successor.”

      “He needs our encouragement to name one amendable to our will,” retorted the holy mother. She waved her hand at the silent throng down below. “Without our guidance, Sigismund will sell the crown to the highest bidder. One of the five High Houses will ascend the throne, and the kingdom will be thrown into war with the four losing houses until Cojita comes and swallows us all.” She turned from the scene below for the first time and met the old man’s eyes. “Us all.”

      “You are wrong.”

      She blinked at him. He wondered how long it had been since someone had told her that.

      “The high council will not vote for one of their own. They will not vote for anyone. You’ve been secluded for too long, too concerned with your own… appetites and hunger. If there is no king, then there is no kingdom. If there is no kingdom, then the landgraves rule their provinces with no liege. They will become kings of their own domains.”

      The holy mother turned her head away from him. “You’ve always understood people better than I. Perhaps you are right, but regardless, if there are five kingdoms or war within the one…”

      “We are agreed there. It makes no difference. Honxul will crawl north, gnawing at Wahrheit’s southern borders like a ravenous rat. What remains of Wahrheit will fall and us with it.”

      “Stability. We must have it. Meet with Sigismund. Find us a king.”

      He scowled at her. That was what he’d been saying, of course. She had a way of doing that, he remembered now, presenting your own ideas back to you as if they were hers. Maybe she believed they were her ideas. The way she saw the world, everything was hers.

      “How, Revered One, do you expect me to convince a man as stubborn as Philip Sigismund to select a king of my choosing and not his own? And if he does, how do you expect me to get the high council to vote on this person, thereby killing their own chances to be a sovereign?”

      “I am a simple priestess. You are a wizard. You figure it out.”

      He turned to go, fed up with her games, but like a striking snake, the holy mother caught the sleeve of his robes. Despite her advanced age—far more advanced than it appeared—her grip was like iron.

      “Merrick,” she hissed, “I am used to acting mysterious, sneering down my nose at supplicants and pretending a knowledge beyond this mortal realm. It’s been my habit for so many years I’m afraid it’s the only way I know how to act. You are right. The threat of Cojita is as dangerous as anything we’ve faced since this kingdom was founded. Worse, I believe you are right. The dogs below will turn on each other the moment they’re free of this building, if they haven’t already. You saw Clermont’s representative?”

      He nodded.

      She continued, “They’ll tear the kingdom apart, ignorant of the wolf that stalks the forest outside. By sunset, the premier will know you’re coming, and he’ll know your role. You’ll have what legitimacy my word grants you, but it must be you. You must be the one to shepherd this flock. I’m already too visible, the role of the church already too suspect. The commoners love me, but the lords believe I seek the same power they do, and they watch me. If they feel I am behind any suggestion of a ruler, they will have that person killed. Go now. There is no time to waste. Find us a king, Merrick, so that we may hold fast during the coming storm.”

      “Do you care who?”

      She released his arm and scowled at him. “Will you choose poorly? I care not who is king, only that they keep Wahrheit strong. Find someone who can demand the allegiance of the landgraves, and do it quickly. If your candidate has an empty head, we’ll fill it with our instructions. We have done so before, Merrick, but to do so, we need a warm body on the throne.”

      He turned, and tapping his staff slowly on the carpeted risers that rose in ranks around the upper gallery, he left.

      He’d told her she was wrong, and she had offered something very close to an apology. He couldn’t recall the last time that had occurred, if ever. She was right. She’d grown so used to the holy mother’s vestments that she’d forgotten she once wore other clothing. She was remembering now. He could feel it, though she gave no sign. The holy mother did not apologize. She did not trust any judgement but her own. That she’d tasked him with this… That was as concerning as anything else since the death of the man on the bier below. Did the holy mother know more than she was sharing? Or did she know less than he?

      He sighed. Either way was terrifying.

      It would be easier if they could pool their knowledge, but that was not their way, hers or his. But they both understood enough, and there was little time to act. Without a king, Wahrheit would collapse. Perhaps one of the landgraves could outwit their peers and restore order in time, but they did not have time. Emperor Honxul had consolidated Cojita. He’d always hungered for the north, and the whispers in his ear would make him ravenous. They had to be ready.

      Merrick shuffled through the hallways of the royal palace, and tapping his staff gently, he left. Admiring his own intelligence and leaning on the confidence of his foresight usually gave the wizard great pleasure. He enjoyed being wiser than the men and women around him. But not today. Today, predicting the coming tidal wave of blood only brought fear.

      Fear for Wahrheit and its people, but mostly fear for himself.
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      Ulrik bounced a rock on his palm, feeling the uneven weight. It wouldn’t fly true, but the stone was smooth, and it was the one he had. He spit on it and worked the moisture over the surface, rubbing away some of the dust that drifted constantly from the grain bins behind him. Gripping the stone tight, he waited.

      Back in the trees, twenty paces away, he saw a flicker of motion, and he whipped his arm, sending the stone spinning into the brush where it cracked against a tree trunk.

      There was a flurry of light, like he’d tossed a log on the embers of a fire. Sprites swarmed furiously, zipping around in stilted, erratic patterns. He’d irritated them, but after several moments of frantic activity, they drifted back into the cover of the bushes, and all motion stopped. He sighed.

      “You hit one?” asked his friend, Jaime.

      “Nah, that was a tree.”

      Jaime grunted. He scratched his head, his fingers getting lost in his thick curls of auburn hair. His nose was tilted up, like he was trying to smell the sprites. He narrowed his eyes, looking suspiciously at the wall of vegetation.

      “You see ’em?” asked Ulrik.

      “I think so, maybe.”

      Ulrik glanced back behind them at the ranks of grain bins and the hulking brewery on the other side of the bins.

      “My pa will strap our hides if he thinks we called those things here,” worried Jaime. “It’s not good, Ulrik. They’re already playing their little tricks. Johann’s pants fell down yesterday when he was stirring the mash. My pa thought it hilarious. He was laughing so hard when he told my ma that he had tears in his eyes. How long ’til he realizes what did that? How long ’til he starts wondering how they got there?”

      Ulrik reached over and shoved the other boy’s shoulder. “You did call them here, Jaime. What if you just told your pa? You were trying to do the right thing, weren’t you? He’d understand, if you told him the truth.”

      Jaime flushed, his cheeks matching his hair, his freckles disappearing in the rosy glow. His lips pressed into a pout that would have been cute on a girl but earned him grief from the other boys in Hof. It didn’t help that Jaime seemed to do an unusual amount of pouting for a boy his age.

      “My pa’ll strap me if I tell him.”

      Ulrik shrugged. “Aye, you might take a beating, but then it’d be over, and you wouldn’t have to worry about it anymore.”

      Jaime stared morosely out at the forest, like he wondered if the sprites were still flitting about, mocking him.

      Aside from the occasional strapping—which in truth he deserved more often than he didn’t—Jaime had it good. Most of them in Hof did. Roofs over their heads, food in the larder, enough friends and rivals in the village to keep them occupied. Girls. That was a new one, the last couple of years. Not that there hadn’t been girls before, just none of the boys wanted much to do with them. Now, that was all the boys wanted.

      Ulrik had kissed one of them a couple of times. Gisela, the milkmaid’s daughter. Her family didn’t have much, so Ulrik hadn’t told his pa, though he suspected the old man had heard. The other boys in the village weren’t quiet when they were teasing. It was jealousy, mostly. Gisela’s family might not have much, but she had skin as pale as the milk her ma sold and hair the color of butter and soft as flax. She had breasts, too, which some of the younger girls didn’t have yet.

      But most of all, she had an intelligent twinkle in her eyes that Ulrik couldn’t stay away from. He’d liked talking to her even before she’d gotten breasts, and he believed that was the only reason he was the one she let kiss her.

      Half the girls in Hof were as dull as the cows that waddled about the fields south of the village. Almost all the boys were. Ulrik sighed and glanced at Jaime out of the corner of his eye. Jaime still had the pout on his lips. He wasn’t as dull as a cow exactly, but he managed to get his head stuck in the fence often enough.

      “You can see ’em, Ulrik. You have the fae-sight,” said the boy, gesturing toward the trees where the sprites were hiding. “Think you can talk to ’em, get ’em to go somewhere else? I can’t take another strapping from my pa. I’m getting too old for that.”

      “Trying to talk to them is what got you here in the first place,” reminded Ulrik. He shook his head. Jaime had gotten too old for a strapping years ago, but he didn’t seem to learn otherwise.

      “What are the sprites doing now?”

      “Nothing,” replied Ulrik, watching the edge of the wood.

      The sprites weren’t doing nothing, but they weren’t doing much. Every now and then, he could see one of their little lights flicker back in the shadows. They were buzzing around in the cover, like midges, waiting for some fool to come walking by. If you got close enough, they would all come out swarming and pester whatever victim they could find, but they wouldn’t venture far from cover while you had your eyes on them.

      How they could tell he was watching them, he didn’t know. Most in Hof couldn’t see the tiny fae, but Ulrik could. It was the fae-sight. He supposed some other folk might have it, too, the way they would look toward the shinning lights in the evening, but it wasn’t the sort of thing you talked about in the open. Dealing with the fae wasn’t the sort of thing you wanted to be known for.

      Hof’s priest considered the fae to be evil creatures, even the mostly harmless little sprites. He’d spend weeks at his narrow pulpit, condemning the things and, from time to time, anyone he suspected might have interacted with them. Dealing with the fae wasn’t illegal, not the sort of thing you would get dragged in front of a magistrate for, but the way the priest stirred up the villagers in Hof was even worse trouble than dealing with the king’s law.

      Jaime hadn’t let that stop him from concocting his mad plan, and worse, because he couldn’t see or communicate with the fae, he’d drawn Ulrik into it now. Ulrik had known it was a terrible idea as soon as Jaime explained the situation, but Jaime was his friend, and you helped your friends.

      Jaime’s father was a foreman at the brewery, a good job in the village of Hof, and he was good at it. Hof’s beer was prized all across the province of Untal. Some said it was famous throughout all of Wahrheit, though Ulrik did not believe that. Surely elsewhere they made their own beer, and they probably thought it the best in the kingdom too.

      Maybe they all had some part of the truth. By the time Hof’s barrels would reach the far side of Wahrheit, they would have turned. Maybe the local stuff would be better, then, but whether because of pride in his pa or because he dreamed of taking a wagonful of Hof’s beer to the capital or even the other provinces beyond it, Jaime insisted it was the truth.

      Either way, they had more immediate problems. Three of the brewery’s tabbies had fallen pregnant at the same time, and they weren’t doing their job keeping the rats from the grain. Jaime’s pa had tasked Jaime with it, which meant Ulrik was going to get involved one way or another.

      He would have told Jaime it was foolish, but the boy had gotten in his head that sprites were the answer. Another cat might mean another pregnant cat, Jaime had deduced. The fae could perform small wonders, everyone knew that, but most sensible folk also knew getting them to perform the wonder you wanted was nigh impossible. Fickle creatures, the fae. Worse than cats.

      But chasing the rats himself and guarding the bins was work. Jaime would rather spend his days mooning about the girls in town, asking Ulrik what it was like to kiss Gisela, or hounding the wagon drivers for stories of the world beyond Hof. He’d insisted the sprites would do the work of scaring off the rats for him.

      It was rare an idea got into Jaime’s head, but when it did, it was a chore getting him to let go of it. Paul, the blacksmith’s son, had told Jaime that sprites would be in your thrall if you laid out bread, milk, honey, and cinnamon for seven nights plus one.

      Jaimie had done it, and Paul’s recipe had attracted a storm of the fickle little bothers. In the last few days, it seemed all the sprites in Hof had taken up residence in the trees back behind the brewery.

      Too late, Jaime had told Ulrik what he’d done. Apparently, he hadn’t believed Paul and didn’t want to embarrass himself saying he’d tried it. After seven days plus one, he’d brought Ulrik around, hoping he could confirm if the sprites were there then talk them into chasing off the rats. Ulrik had the fae-sight, but he had no clue how to speak to the flighty little monsters.

      For a day, Jaime had been excited. He was convinced the fae were in their thrall, but if so, they weren’t listening to any instructions Ulrik was giving them.

      Instead, they were getting up to their little tricks. It was only a matter of time until Jaime’s pa realized the source of the strange things that had begun to happen all around the brewery. Wouldn’t be long after that until he guessed who had called the sprites. He’d strap Jaime and maybe Ulrik as well. Odds were, when Jaime found trouble, Ulrik was somewhere nearby.

      Ulrik could take the heat from Jaime’s pa. It would be worse if the priest got word of it.

      Seeing the sprites clustered in the area and not able to command them, they’d ran to Paul and asked him how to get rid of the things. The older boy had hardly stopped laughing long enough to claim that they couldn’t, that the sprites lived there now, and everyone was going to know who’d called them. The blacksmith’s son was a good lad, for the most part. He hadn’t told the priest or Jaime’s pa what had happened, but he seemed pretty eager to watch for when they all found out.

      Ulrik had quickly laid our bread, milk, honey, and cinnamon on the other side of town, but something had eaten the bread and the honey. It’d been another day until he rigged up a box to keep it safe, but then they had to wait seven nights plus one. The sprites were already tormenting the men in the brewery. They had to find a quicker way to get rid of them.

      “Suppose we ask the priest how to run them off?” questioned Jaime.

      Ulrik turned to his friend, blinking slowly. “Ask the priest?”

      Jaime nodded eagerly. “He must have some spell, right? A way to, I don’t know, banish the things back to hell?”

      “Priests don’t cast spells,” mumbled Ulrik. “You’re thinking of witches, and the fae didn’t come from hell, so they don’t go back there.”

      “Maybe we can find a witch, then.”

      “Witches aren’t real. And even if they were… Bah. The priest is the last person we want hearing about this, trust me. There are a few around Hof who know fae-lore. One of ’em ought to be willing to help us. I’ll think on it, Jaime, but promise me you won’t go running off to the priest. I’d rather face your pa, my pa, and anyone else who can lift a switch than that pinch-faced grouch.”

      Grinning at his friend, Jaime nodded eagerly. “I won’t talk to the priest. That’s a promise. Help me out of this, Ulrik, and I’ll owe you.”

      Ulrik couldn’t help a smile from curling his lips. If he bothered to keep track, he didn’t think he had the numbers to count how much Jaime already owed him, but one thing about Jaime, his smile spread like butter, and when he was in a good mood, it wouldn’t be long ’til you were in a good mood too.

      Half a league away, back in the center of Hof, the chapel bell rang, and Ulrik brushed his hands off on his trousers. “I got to go. Pa was doing a bit of work in the village this morning, but he wanted me home at midday to help him cart a load of lumber out to Gunter’s farm. Pa’s framing Gunter’s new barn tomorrow.”

      Jaime nodded, his eyes on the shadows of the woods, as if he could see the sprites flying around in there. Those eyes widened, and he turned to Ulrik. “You helpin’ your pa tomorrow with the barn?”

      Ulrik nodded.

      “Tell Gunter’s daughter I said hello. She’s been doing a lot of growing up recently, you know. I wouldn’t mind spinning her around the square next month at the autumn festival.”

      “Dancing, eh, that’s what you’d want to do?”

      “At first.”

      “Which daughter?”

      Jaime frowned and pushed his thick curls back from his face again. He chewed on his lip a moment then offered, “Both of ’em?”

      Rolling his eyes, Ulrik turned to go.

      “Ulrik, you’ll think about the lore, right? Another day or two, and my pa…”

      “Aye, Jaime, I’ll think about it.”

      Ulrik started trotting toward Hof, bouncing lightly along the worn road, jumping from the shoulder to the center carved out from the heavy wagon wheels, then to the other shoulder. He let Jaime’s problems with the sprites and, more than likely, the coming problem with Gunter’s two daughters slip from his mind.

      Gisela lived on the west side of the village, on the path toward Gunter’s farm. Had to be a way he could convince his pa to stop by on the way out or maybe on the way back. Ma would like some fresh milk in the evening, wouldn’t she?
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        * * *

      

      The next evening, Ulrik reclined in a deep, wooden chair in front of a crackling fire. The chair was a luxury in Hof. Most folk had benches and stools, and if they did have a chair, they would have it around their table. They couldn’t afford the wide, angled monster placed in front of the fire that Ulrik lounged in. It wasn’t good for much other than sitting back and relaxing, really. That was impractical, and the people of Hof were nothing if not practical, but for Ulrik, there were advantages of your pa being the most skilled woodworker in the village. Ulrik sipped his small beer, laid back his head, and stretched his legs toward the fire.

      Beside him, his father, Franklin, rubbed a polishing cloth over a delicate viola. It wasn’t likely anyone in Hof could play the stringed instrument, but Ulrik’s pa would display it in his shop as a testament of his skill, and you never knew, the count or his people might pass through one day and buy it. Franklin claimed a peddler could purchase the instrument in Hof and sell it for twice the price in Stafford, the seat of Count Royo, or even more in Chemenberg, the capital of Untal and the seat of Landgrave Bohm.

      It sounded too incredible to be true to Ulrik. He had insisted he and his pa travel to Stafford and sell the instruments the woodworker fashioned, but Franklin declined.

      “Men in those cities would take advantage of a man like me, Ulrik. Besides, you’re not thinking of the cost of it all. Travel to Stafford’ll take two days there and two days back. Inns on the road are expensive, Son.”

      “We could sleep outside.”

      “Inns in the city are even more expensive, and if you sleep on the streets there, you’re going to be robbed, but even if we weren’t robbed, there’s also a week of lost work. If we weren’t careful or ran into a bit of ill Fortune, we’d lose money instead of making it. There’s much to be said for a simple life filled with simple pleasures. We have what we need here in Hof, and there’s as much pain as there is pleasure for those who seek more.”

      Ulrik had frowned but conceded the argument for the moment, though he’d never forgotten it. One day, he would go to Stafford and even Chemenberg to sell his pa’s instruments or just to see the cities, but he wouldn’t go now. Franklin was stubborn like that, and a small part of Ulrik admitted, his pa might be right.

      The older man sat down his cloth and the viola and picked up his own beer. He sipped mightily, then let out a sigh, stretching his socked feet toward the fire in a motion identical to Ulrik’s. A tankard in hand, a comfortable chair beneath your bottom, and the fire warming your toes. A simple life filled with simple pleasures. You couldn’t argue with Franklin about the value of that.

      Behind them, Ulrik’s ma, Jess, worked in the corner of the space they called the kitchen, though most of the cooking was done on the fire, and Ulrik had already helped put away the dishes from their supper.

      Neither his ma nor his pa liked being idle. He’d only earned the quiet moment in front of the fire with the small beer because of the progress they’d made that day at Gunter’s farm. With Ulrik’s help, his pa figured they would finish tomorrow, a day quicker than he had expected, making it a day the woodworker could devote to his special projects. The old man glowed with the thought of it.

      Franklin sipped his beer again, then sat down the mug and took up the viola, peering at it closely, looking for any tiny imperfections in the wood before he lacquered it. He would do the work tonight, if Ulrik had to guess, and would let the lacquer dry overnight so he could paint on another layer soon after he woke and before he stared the day’s paid work. They weren’t idle in that house. Never idle.

      “Ulrik,” asked Jess, “are you going to work on your letters this evening?”

      He coughed, twisted around, and raised his small beer to show her. “After I finish this, Ma.”

      She snorted. “You’ve been nursing that beer like you mean to raise it and give it a name. What’s on your mind, Son?”

      “Ah, nothing.”

      She came to stand over his shoulder. “Not Gisela?”

      He spit half a mouthful of beer back into his mug. “Who?”

      “Fresh milk for supper, and we didn’t have to pay?”

      “The milk isn’t the only thing that was given away freely,” drawled Franklin, his eyes fixed seriously on the viola but a hint of a smile on his lips that he couldn’t quite hide.

      Ulrik flushed furiously and busied himself tipping up his beer. Better his letters than the inquisition.

      “If you mean to court the girl, I need to tell her mother,” said Jess. “After her father… It’d be good for that family, I think, to have her courted, but I won’t have my son playing with the lass. If you like the girl, show her your respect. There’s a way of doing things, Ulrik, and they ought to be done right.”

      “Be easy on the boy, Jess,” chided Franklin. “He’s young. She’s young. They’re just having a bit of fun.”

      Ulrik stayed resolutely silent.

      “He’s young, aye, and he can have a bit of fun, but after Gisela’s pa… It’s been a hard time for the family. I won’t have us making it worse.”

      “I won’t—I wouldn’t, Ma.”

      “Have a think, Ulrik, and tell me if I ought to be talking to Gisela’s ma.”

      “I don’t think he’s been doing much except think about it.” Franklin guffawed.

      “It doesn’t help, you encouraging him,” declared Jess. “You ought to be showing him how to treat a woman. How to speak polite and give her respect.”

      “Not sure it’s respect that Gisela is looking to be treated with,” said Franklin with a grin. “We’re not so old, are we Jess, that you’ve forgotten—“

      Jess took a threatening step closer, and Ulrik’s pa held up his hands in mock defense. She rolled her eyes at her husband and instructed, “Now, out of the way, Ulrik. You’ve been sitting long enough. Work on your letters. Maybe a note for Gisela.”

      Ulrik cleared his throat and replied, “I don’t believe she can read, Ma.”

      “You can read it to her—after I talk to her ma about the pair of you spending time together.”

      He flushed again but stood so his ma could take his place in front of the fire.

      “Letters are good but perhaps a bit of lore tonight,” said Franklin, his attention still seemingly on the viola.

      “Lore?” queried Jess. “Fae-lore?”

      Franklin did not respond, so she turned to Ulrik.

      He stared at his pa, wondering what Franklin had heard and how he’d heard it. The woodworker made a show of being a simple man who just wanted to work with his hands, but his mind moved as constantly as his fingers. He hadn’t heard anything, Ulrik decided, but he’d seen enough clues to put it together himself. Were any of Ulrik’s secrets safe in this house?

      “Well?” demanded Jess.

      Fiddling with his empty tankard, Ulrik admitted, “Well, Jaime, ah, he called a few sprites over behind the brewery. He didn’t mean to, you understand. Well, no, he did mean to. He thought they’d help scare off the rats. The cats are—“

      Jess held up a hand. “Jaime thought, did he?”

      Ulrik didn’t respond. Sometimes you had to grit your teeth and hope for Fortune’s Favor.

      His ma pressed him, turning around in her chair to stare at him. “What did you think, Ulrik?”

      “Thought it was foolish,” he admitted, staring at the foam at the bottom of his empty mug.

      He considered explaining how by the time he found out, the snare had been set, and all he’d done was try to fix the mess, but even in his head, it sounded like a weak excuse. His ma and pa believed if something was to be done, it was to be done right, and when you were in something, you were in it all of the way. It wasn’t Fortune that had gotten him into this, it was Jaime, and he couldn’t talk himself out of trouble without talking his friend into it.

      “Let me guess, Jaime figured out how to call the sprites on his own, and when he called you in for help, you actually tried to help him rather than doing any reasonable sort of thing?”

      Ulrik nodded.

      “Like your pa, you are.”

      “Hey now,” protested Franklin.

      Sighing, Jess stood back up. She rubbed her back and said, “Maybe I’ll dip one of those beers as well. Sprites was it? And they aren’t leaving? Tell me how he called them.”
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        * * *

      

      “Wine?” queried the innkeeper.

      She was a big woman, almost as wide as she was tall. Her dark hair, streaked liberally with silver, was pulled behind her head in a tight braid. She wore dark woolen skirts and a plain cotton blouse with the sleeves rolled up. Her arms were thick from hefting stewpots and foaming tankards and maybe a little bit from tossing drunks out of her door.

      Ulrik was becoming concerned he would be flung out that door at any moment. He fished a quarter-silver mark from his pocket and held the clipped coin up to show her.

      “Your ma have company coming? Her aunt down from Stafford?”

      Shrugging, Ulrik held the silver mark toward the innkeeper. His ma’s aunt had passed two years before, but better the innkeeper think it was her than what he was actually doing. Eyeing him suspiciously, the innkeeper retreated back behind her bar, ducked down, and then came up holding a glass bottle filled with dark, crimson liquid. Ulrik scurried closer to the bar and took the bottle.

      “I don’t think Gisela has much of a head for wine, lad, which I mean as caution, not encouragement. That was her ma’s favorite, though, back before… when she could afford it.”

      “No… it’s not, I, ah…”

      “Go on, lad, but if I hear you gave her that entire bottle, I’ll strap you ’til you can’t sit for a week, and you’ll be lucky if your ma don’t whip you down to the bone.”

      Babbling an apology though he hadn’t done anything and didn’t even have plans to do anything like what she was suggesting, Ulrik backed out of the inn then turned and started trotting toward the brewery, the bottle of wine clutched carefully in both hands. How had the innkeeper heard about him and Gisela? Someone around Hof had a big mouth, but that was a worry for another day.

      In a pack on his back, he had a small pouch of salt, a hunk of ham, and two bowls. One, he would fill with the wine. The other, he’d been instructed by his ma to urinate in. Why sprites would be driven off by wine, salt, and ham, he couldn’t figure, but he supposed the urine made enough sense. He was confident it would work. His ma wasn’t a Mother Grimm, a learned woman in the ways of the fae-lore, but her grandmother had been, and Jess had heard enough lore she could prescribe a remedy for driving off a handful of sprites.

      Fae-lore wasn’t something she talked about and certainly wasn’t something Ulrik talked about either, even to Jaime. His ma had told him it would make the others in Hof uncomfortable, knowing what she knew, but more than that, Ulrik was a bright boy, and he knew you didn’t throw out meat in front of starving dogs unless you wanted them to eat it. The other boys would torment him day and night, calling his ma a Grimm. Wouldn’t be long until the priest heard it as well, and then, they’d never have peace.

      He would have to tell Jaime he’d heard the remedy somewhere else. That wouldn’t be hard. Jaime was a great friend, but he wasn’t a great wit.

      Ulrik paused and slipped the bottle of wine into his pack, as he didn’t fancy explaining why he had it to anyone who might see him walking through the center of the village, and he didn’t want to consider that if the innkeeper figured it was for Gisela, who else would think the same thing?

      He scratched his chin. Would Gisela like to share a bottle of wine with him? That would be courting, if they did, but not the sort of courting you told your ma and pa about. He shifted his pack, feeling the glass bottle against his back. Maybe… He shook himself and started trotting across the green again. He had other matters to spend his thoughts on today. He angled toward the brewery, but he didn’t make it past the edge of the village.

      Standing on the backside of the cooper’s workshop, where the long, windowless wall hid them from eyes in the rest of the village, were a dozen boys. Most were close to Ulrik’s age, though a few were younger. His heart fell. That time of day, there were only so many reasons the boys would gather—

      “Ulrik!” cried Jaime.

      Ulrik sighed and trotted over to see what sort of trouble his friend had found this time. At the center of the circle were Jaime and Paul, the blacksmith’s boy. Paul was shirtless, though Jaime was still wearing his sleeves and a woolen vest. A dark smudge marred one cheek. A bruise or dirt?

      Paul nodded at Ulrik and gestured for the other boys to let him into the circle. The blacksmith’s son explained, “Gunter’s daughter was in town this morning, picking up some hinges from my pa for that new barn of theirs. I caught Jaime talking to her. He was leaning in for a kiss it looked like. I been courting her almost a week now. Everyone knows it.”

      Ulrik took off his pack and placed it carefully at the edge of the circle. “Which daughter?”

      “The elder.”

      Ulrik glanced at Jaime, and the other boy shrugged. “He didn’t know.”

      “He did know, Ulrik,” declared a thin, dark-haired boy from the opposite side of the circle. The baker’s son. It figured he would be in the middle of this. “Told Jaime myself when I saw him at the granary three days ago.”

      Ulrik looked at Jaime again. This time, his friend had the decency to look ashamed, and he mouthed, “I forgot.”

      “I been courting her almost a week,” repeated Paul, drawing everyone’s attention back to him. He balled his fists. “He knew about it, Ulrik, and was still talking to her this morning and hoping for a kiss right outside my pa’s forge. It ain’t the way things are done in Hof.”

      Ulrik slipped off his vest, laying it atop his pack, then tugged his shirt over his head and tossed it down as well. “My pa and I’ve been out working on Gunter’s barn. I told his daughters that Jaime said hello. Both of ’em. It’s my mistake, Paul. I shoulda just told the younger.”

      “Aye, Jaime said hello to both, did he? I can believe you didn’t know I was courting her, Ulrik, but Jaime did.”

      “It was my fault, Paul.”

      Shaking his head, the big blacksmith’s son replied, “I don’t know why you let him drag you into these things, Ulrik. I won’t go easy on you. Step aside while you can.”

      “It was my fault,” repeated Ulrik.

      It wasn’t. He knew it. Paul knew it. All the boys knew it, but when you were in something, you were in it all of the way, and he wouldn’t step aside now.

      Because the boys also knew Paul would pound Jaime into the ground like a fence post. The smaller boy had been talking to the girl he was courting. Paul had to stand up for his intentions. He’d done it three months back, when Jaime had tried to fetch a kiss from the miller’s daughter. She’d laid a slap across his cheek that had burned red for three days, but Paul had kissed her two days before Jaime, so he’d met Jaime out in the fields and laid some bruises on the brewer’s son that had lasted weeks.

      With split lips and a swollen nose, Jaime had tried to spin a tale for his pa about what had happened, but halfway through a fantastical account of a donkey and a small child walking behind it, Jaime’s pa had lost his temper and whipped the boy so hard his ma had taken him to see the healer.

      He’d complained bitterly to Ulrik that he was too old for that, for getting a whipping from his pa like that. It was the truth. Not that it mattered.

      Jaime’d been told if he couldn’t stay out of trouble, his pa was going to put him to work in the brewery, and dawn till dusk, he would be hauling carts of grain and tending fires. It was why he’d been so desperate to call the sprites to scare off the rats. It was why Ulrik had been talked into helping his hapless friend.

      Paul knew all that, and he might be a little sympathetic in different circumstances, but Jaime had been talking to a girl he’d been pursuing, and it was the second time. The blacksmith’s son was a fair lad, but unfortunately for Jaime, fair in this case meant he was going to get it worse than he had before.

      And Jaime, despite Fortune’s own knack for finding trouble, was Ulrik’s best friend, and Ulrik always stood up for his friends. His ma and pa told him that if you do something, do it well. He was doing the best he could.

      “Last chance. You sure about this, Ulrik?” asked Paul. “He’s not worth it.”

      Ulrik stepped farther into the circle and raised his fists. His ma and pa would listen when he told them why he was scrapping. They would roll their eyes when he mentioned Jaime and give him that resigned look, and with a little luck, they would think the beating Paul was about to hand out was punishment enough. Ulrik’s parents had taught him to stand by his friends. They couldn’t be too upset when he did it.

      Paul began to walk sideways, his feet crossing back and forth, his fists rising in front of his face. He was a big lad, bigger than anyone had a right to be at their age. Nature had given him a sturdy frame, and work in his pa’s forge had layered on a heavy slab of muscle over it. He was the peacemaker amongst the village’s boys, which meant there wasn’t a nose in Hof within a few winters of his age that hadn’t been bloodied by those heavy fists. He had the size and the experience. It’d been two or three years since any of them had gotten the best of him.

      But Ulrik had been taught if you’re in it, you’re in it all of the way.

      He charged.

      Paul was caught off guard.

      Ulrik smashed into the other boy’s gut, leading with a shoulder, hoping to take the bigger boy down so he could gain some leverage and get a few punches in before the blows started landing on his own face.

      Paul grunted, wrapped his arms around Ulrik, and flung him away.

      Ulrik planted a hand on the dirt, scrambled, and miraculously kept his feet. Paul was coming after him, fists raised back up. Ulrik retreated, skirting the edges of the circle, but he didn’t try to slip past the line of shouting and cheering boys. These things required a certain amount of honor, and fleeing from a fight only meant you would get it worse when they all finally caught you.

      Pursuing him relentlessly, Paul tried a jab, which Ulrik ducked away from. The bigger boy’s face was serious, his steps confident. Ulrik grimaced. At Paul’s next jab, he ducked under, slammed his fist into Paul’s stomach, and then brought his left hand over in a cross that connected solidly with the other boy’s cheek.

      He got rocked by an uppercut that sent him flailing back to be caught by the boys at the edge of the circle. He blinked, breathing deep, until the two Pauls resolved themselves into one. Then, he attacked again.

      Paul absorbed a strike on his forearms, returned a jab to Ulrik’s nose, bloodying it but not breaking it, then kicked, smacking Ulrik’s feet from under him and dumping him in the dirt.

      Ulrik scrambled up, knowing getting trapped on the ground beneath the blacksmith’s son was the worst position one could find, but the bigger boy wasn’t advancing. Instead, he was looking curiously over Ulrik’s shoulder.

      Keeping his shoulders squared, his fists up, Ulrik waited. The boys weren’t above cheap tricks, but why Paul thought he needed to pull one was a mystery. Had that cross hurt him more than it seemed?

      One by one, the rest of the circle turned, looking down the deep-rutted dirt road toward the brewery.

      “Fortune’s Curse,” bellowed Jaime, and he started running.

      Paul lowered his fists, his brow creased, his jaw set.

      Ulrik turned and blurted his own curse. Down the road, around the bend that took it out of sight, and where it dipped down toward the river, was a thick column of smoke. It had to be the brewery.

      “Some fool dropped their lantern,” barked the baker’s son. “Lit the whole place up. Come on. We ought to get down there, help with the buckets, if there’s anything left to put out.”

      Paul was tugging his shirt on. Calmly, he instructed, “Ulrik, chase down Jaime. Meet us at my pa’s workshop.”

      “What?” questioned Ulrik.

      “We’ve got to get to the river,” protested the baker’s boy. “The buckets…”

      It dawned on Ulrik that Paul understood something the rest of them did not, and with that knowledge, it hit Ulrik like one of the big lad’s fists. It was bright daylight. There would be no lanterns lit in the brewery. There would be fires beneath the kettles boiling the mash, but two dozen men worked in the building. They were good at their craft and careful. They wouldn’t let a fire get out of the designated areas, but if it did, the whole building was filled with vats of water, barrels of ale, and kettles of wort. This time of day, a fire breaking out accidentally and growing out of control wasn’t just unlikely but impossible.

      Ulrik took off running after Jaime.

      Behind him, he heard Paul growling at the others, telling them to get to the forge to find weapons.
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      Countess Ursula Marchand stood on the scarred walls of the city of Mertz, and she scowled. Thirty paces below her and four hundred paces back from the base of the wall was an army from the Kingdom of Clermont.

      From her perch, they looked more like an artist’s fanciful depiction of an army rather than an actual military presence. Tents were arrayed in orderly rows, the plain canvass of their roofs graced by the green-and-white-chequed pennants of the eastern power. There were places left open for meetings and what appeared to be boisterous feasting upon the spoils they’d already looted from County Marchand. Clermont’s men were thick in the aisles between the tents and pavilions, heading to fight or enjoying their leisure. In just a week’s time, the army had turned the lush turf into sticky, muddy streets or more permanent ones along the main thoroughfares.

      Days ago, her father and mother, the Count and Countess of County Marchand, had been livid the invaders had the gall to pave the streets of their war camp. They had fumed, they’d gestured, they’d shouted at their captains. The music drifting up from below, the wagons filled with beer barrels, the sight of the whole hogs turning slowly on spits over the fires had driven them mad.

      Was it a war or a festival?

      Ursula’s parents had spent hours on those walls, raving at the foreign army encamped on their soil, until either through exceptional skill or pure luck, one of Clermont’s artillery men lit his cannon and blasted a heavy lead ball up toward the battlement, crashing through a crenellation and impacting Count Marchand directly in the chest.

      He’d been blown back off the wall, his ruined cuirass spinning in the air above him like a leaf falling off a tree. His half-pulped body dropped thirty paces to the courtyard below, where he was further wrecked by the brisk impact with the cobblestones.

      Countess Marchand fared better—or worse, depending on how you looked at it. A piece of the shattered stone from the battlement lodged in her neck. She’d survived the initial blast, which left the shard of rock sticking at a gruesome angle from her throat. Her soldiers had reacted quickly and professionally, a testament to their training rather than any practical experience with combat or giving urgent medical aid.

      They’d put pressure around the wound, and two of them had scooped the countess between their arms and ran her down the stairs, past the demolished body of her dead husband, and ten blocks into the center of Mertz to the palace grounds, where they hoped to find the personal physician of their liege.

      Instead, Countess Marchand recovered enough from her shock that as they were entering the gates of the keep which surrounded the palace, she grasped the piece of stone and tore it from her neck. No one knew her intent, if she had one, but the action left a gaping hole in her throat that spurted an enormous quantity of blood in a very short time.

      By the time the soldiers had set her down, held her hands by her side, and managed to find more fabric to stuff around her wound, it was too late. The countess had bled out, and she was dead.

      Ursula Marchand had come rushing out of her family’s home, alerted by the panicked shouts, and had witnessed her mother’s final, spluttering moments as the blood of her body stained the soft grass of the palace lawn. It wasn’t until half an hour later, when more soldiers arrived with the count’s body, that Ursula understood her father had been killed in the attack as well.

      That evening, Mertz’s bishop had recognized her as the only surviving heir and had named her Countess Marchand. She was anointed in oil, and what notaries who could be assembled as witnesses were.

      The anointment and crowning ought to have come from the landgrave, County Marchand’s liege, but no one in Mertz complained about the hasty arrangements. No one else in the city had any legitimate claim to the title, for one, but also, no one figured her appointment was likely to last long.

      Clermont had crossed the border of Wahrheit unopposed. They’d marched for two days across the lush, verdant green turf and then, for the last week, had conducted a siege on the city with little opposition.

      No help had arrived from the landgrave’s capital of Anvoy, which was just four days away for a man and a wagon. The fastest riders had been sent as soon as it was known Clermont had crossed the border, but no one had come then or now. Not even the neighboring County Villebrand had rallied to their defense. It’d been long enough that the city lost hope any help was coming at all. Mertz was on its own.

      In their service, the Marchands had half a dozen men of the Honorable Guild of Artillery Masters. These men tended to two mortars, four falconets, and the arms of the arquebusiers. There were forty of those soldiers with the long-barreled personal firearms. In addition to the guns, there were two hundred and fifty spearmen, and for what good they would do, there were several dozen minor lords and wealthy merchants who rode well and could be pressed into service as cavalry, though their experience was at hunting and fencing, and none of them trained regularly or were willing to report to the captain of Mertz’s army.

      All in all, it was a well-trained and well-equipped force for a community the size of Mertz, but even with the advantage of the city walls, they were no match for the six thousand men Clermont had brought to the field.

      Clermont had rolled ten heavy cannons across the border as well, which had arrived several days after the rest of the army. Fortunately, it appeared they were short of gunpowder or shot, so they used the weapons sparingly. The former count and countess were among just a score of people who’d been killed by the big guns. Twice as many had been wounded, but now the explosive blasts were only released every few hours, as if to let the city know they were still out there.

      Clermont had several companies of cuirassiers, lightly armored cavalry armed with pistols and sabres, five hundred arquebusiers, and four regiments of spearmen. The encampment outside of the wall held almost as many souls as the city inside of it. There was nothing Mertz could do but close their gates and wait for Landgrave Laurent to arrive with reinforcements from Anvoy.

      Word would have reached Anvoy days ago. Time for Landgrave Laurent’s cuirassiers to be in the field. They wouldn’t have strength to dislodge the army from Clermont, but they could harry them and give sign and encouragement to those on the walls that if they could hold out, help was on the way. But the fields around the city were empty except for rustling grass and the green-and-white cheque of Clermont’s banners.

      Looking down at the forces of Clermont, Ursula wondered, was Landgrave Laurent trying diplomacy? Could such a thing be considered after noble blood had been spilled on Wahrheit’s soil? Perhaps the landgrave did not know. Could the riders sent to Anvoy have been apprehended? Was the landgrave awaiting word or support from Wahrheit’s capital, Ehrstadt?

      Ursula pulled her fur-trimmed, blue velvet cloak tighter about her shoulders, covering the silk dress she was wearing. The dress looked fine but did very little to keep the autumn chill from her body. Her hair was pinned up in what she believed was the current fashion in Ehrstadt, but it’d been months since she’d visited Anvoy, and she’d never made it to Wahrheit’s capital city. The style left her neck cold, but it made her look older. She needed that, now. The city needed that.

      She kept telling herself someone would have made it to Anvoy. If not their messengers, then peasants, peddlers, or any of the other travelers who filled the roads this time of year. Laurent had to know. He had to.

      She didn’t recall her history tutors ever mentioning a breach of Wahrheit’s borders in her lifetime or that of her parents. It would be newsworthy—shocking. The truth of what was happening must be flying like a pigeon from one end of the kingdom to the other. They had to know the city needed help.

      But no one had come.

      “Sergeant Speckle,” she said to the man beside her, “your mortars cannot hit the site of their encampment or the construction?”

      The short man rubbed a powder burn-scarred hand over his ginger beard, his lips pursed. He’d been the sergeant of Mertz’s Honorable Guild of Artillery Masters since she recalled such things. He had the look of a man who knew his craft, from the burns on his hands to the corded muscles of his arms. He wore the scars of his trade, but his uniform was neat enough, and he spoke with confidence. It occurred to her that despite his appearance, because he’d never seen real combat, she did not know if this man was any good at his job.

      It would be rude, she thought, to inquire with his squad if they felt confident in his leadership. Surely that would undermine his command, but on the other hand, what if he was a charlatan and he knew no more about artillery work than she did? But if not him, then who?

      Interrupting her thoughts, Speckle answered. “M’lady, we can loft a shell three hundred paces from these walls. They are encamped four hundred paces back, and they are building the towers eight hundred paces beyond. Either Fortune favors them, or they know our capabilities and have come prepared for what resistance we’re prepared to offer.”

      “A spy, you think?”

      Sergeant Speckle shrugged.

      He was right. What did it matter if there’d been a spy in the city? Months ago, they could have done something about it. It was too late now. She swallowed, forcing down the lump that was growing in her throat. Months ago, her parents had been the count and countess. She’d been a young woman, focused on her studies, her riding, her falconry, and gossiping with the minor ladies who gathered around the court. They spoke of the young men in the region, about teasing them and making them give chase and, every now and then, wondering what might happen if they allowed themselves to be caught. Her greatest concerns had been performing poorly on her tutors’ examinations and disappointing her parents.

      A week ago, she’d had a different life.

      Every night for the last three nights, Ursula Marchand had cried, mourning the loss of her parents and experiencing a blooming fear about what the sieging army intended. Nothing good for her, she could be sure of that. During the day, she stayed stoic, as her parents had taught her. No expression on her face, no bend to her steel spine.

      She wasn’t prepared for this.

      It was so hard.

      But it was her burden to carry.

      “When they come, we’ll bleed them,” offered Sergeant Speckle. “The mortars are difficult to adjust, but I’ll lay some shells on the towers. I believe we’ll have a chance to stop two or three of them before they reach the wall. The others, I’ll position my four falconets so that when the doors open, Clermont’ll chew on a mouthful of shot before they can cross to the battlement. If you mean to fight, that is. I’m sorry, m’lady, but it’s the best we can do with the resources we have. Our defenses were always meant to hold out a few days until Anvoy could come to our aid. Perhaps Landgrave Laurent is waiting for help. Perhaps the dragon knights are flying here now.”

      “Perhaps.”

      “With your leave, I’ll see to my men, m’lady.”

      She nodded, and the sergeant scurried off.

      Clermont was constructing at least a dozen wooden towers that, once completed, they would roll up against Mertz’s walls. The towers would be filled with arquebusiers or spearmen, ready to rush out as soon as they bumped against the battlement. There would be stairs inside where more men could ascend. If Speckle destroyed two of the things, there would be ten left. His falconets would get one clean shot at four of the towers, and six of them would open uncontested. Her arquebusiers and spearmen would give better than they got, but they were outnumbered twenty to one. The outcome of the conflict was inevitable.

      That was why the sergeant had left the question hanging. Would they fight?

      At night, she was tormented about what surrender might mean for her. During the day, she considered what it would mean for her city and the kingdom. Clermont would either take her prisoner and offer her for ransom, or they would put her head on a pike atop the gate. That her parents had already been killed, and that Landgrave Laurent had not yet arrived with aid, was deeply concerning for her personal well-being.

      If the landgrave didn’t come running to defend the city, would he be willing to pay her ransom? She thought not. What that meant for her people, she did not know.

      Clermont had always desired Mertz. The city had been a part of the eastern kingdom some hundreds of years before. It was east of the river that she was told Clermont’s king considered the natural border. Sixty years prior, Ursula’s grandmother had wed a trade baron from Clermont, and the seat of her family had been secure since. The Kingdom of Wahrheit and the Province of Brenay were pleased the lords of Mertz knelt and paid tribute, Clermont was pleased with the lucrative trade opportunities the marriage had opened, and according to Ursula’s father, it was Clermont that had gotten the better end of the deal.

      What did it mean they were attacking now? A bold foray across the border, open warfare between the nations. Wahrheit was the military power on the continent. It was the home of the Honorable Society of Artillery Masters and was the only kingdom that had domesticated the dragon. Wahrheit fielded the dragon knights. Always, that had been enough to keep the kingdom’s borders safe.

      She sighed. The truth was, she’d been told these things her entire life, but she didn’t know any of them. She’d only seen a dragon from a distance. She had just six members of the Guild of Artillery Masters under her command, and evidently, their munitions couldn’t reach Clermont’s army.

      What did she know?

      She let go of her cloak, allowing the garment to fall back, and she gripped the hilt of a jeweled dagger she’d taken to wearing on her belt. It was a small thing, useless against an armored man, but it was sharp. Clermont had killed her parents. She didn’t know what that meant, what would happen because of it, but she knew that before they took her, she would use the dagger on one of them, or she would use it on herself.

      Clermont was her enemy, and she would die before she saw them occupy her family’s throne. That was her truth.
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        * * *

      

      Bishop Jurgen moved with the placid grace of an aging dancer. His robes ruffled and flapped as he flung his arms wide over her head, tendrils of fragrant incense spilling from the brass censer he clutched and settling down around her. He was chanting softly in the language of the church, which she’d been told had been the language of the land before Wahrheit was consolidated into one kingdom.

      That had been six hundred years prior. Now, it was only the men and women of the church who understood the archaic speech. Some two hundred years ago, they’d conceded to conduct weekly services in the common tongue, but by then, her tutors said it was too late. The burghers in the cities accepted the church’s message in exchange for the community it brought, the laborers in the villages and fields had experienced the truth of the fae with their natural magic, and the rich decided they had no need of either.

      Still, the church clung to the nobility like ticks on a dog. Half the members were sons and daughters of the noble class, after all. The sons who did not stand to inherit and didn’t have the fortitude for a military career joined with hopes of ascending to bishop or even cardinal, where they could live a life of luxury. The third daughter of every family in the kingdom was sent to the church as well. One less mouth to feed or dowry to pay for the families, one more servant for the church. It worked well for everyone except the third daughters.

      All of those girls, from common to noble, were brought to the church’s bosom to perform her great works. Few of them were ever seen again by their families. Sheltered in the embrace of the Creator, it was said. For some, that might have been a good thing.

      Service in the church involved a great deal of labor unless one was a cardinal or a bishop. Those priests were exalted above the others and assigned to shepherd the rulers of Wahrheit, the landgraves and the counts, and of course, they would tend to what they believed was theirs and the nobility’s mutual flock. In Ursula’s limited experience, much of that tending involved drinking wine, feasting, and the occasional lecture.

      But the people believed in what Bishop Jurgen promised them. A bright future in which all of their woes were washed away. Placate the church, her father had told her, attend the sporadic grand services, suffer the regalia and the rituals that were expected, and use the sway of the church with the deftness he’d taught her to use all of the levers of power. The church would use her, but she could use them as well.

      The people expected a service for her father and mother, so she allowed Bishop Jurgen to conduct one. She did not believe that because of the man’s arm-waving, the pungent smoke he wafted around her, and his strange intonations in a language she and few others understood, that her parents would be brought into a paradise at the side of the Creator, but it was worth a few hours of pain, kneeling in a stiff mourning dress, listening to the man babble.

      The people in Mertz respected the church’s pageantry, and they loved their rulers’ participation. Who knew? Maybe the bishop and the people understood the truth. Maybe the rituals and declarations would afford her parents swift passage to some utopia beyond life, and if it didn’t work, she would use the time to pray.

      As she knelt, she prayed to the Creator, to the King of Wahrheit, the King of Clermont, Landgrave Laurent, the fae, Fortune, the dragon knights, anything she could call to mind that might grant her people a reprieve. Because without intervention, divine or mundane, they could not hold the walls.

      When the ceremony was over, she stood.

      Behind her, filling the pews of the decadent chapel the bishop oversaw, were an assortment of minor lords and ladies—landless hopefuls who’d attached themselves to her father’s court and were now trapped within the city along with everyone else—a number of military men who looked as desperate as she felt, and a cohort of true believers. They eyed the bishop reverently, and their eyes shone with faith in the magic of the Creator that his servant preached about.

      If such an entity existed, where had it been when her father and mother had been killed? Where had the king been, or the landgrave for that matter?

      It was best, she’d always been told, to put faith in one’s own abilities. Her mother had told her that, night after night, when Ursula had been younger. She had thought her mother had been talking about what sort of man she would marry one day and their future relationship, but maybe that had been wrong. Maybe her mother had meant for her to expect nothing from a higher power, only from herself. Ursula had never understood the truth of that idea until now.

      She exited the chapel, striding out into the courtyard before the palace. She looked across the lawn, turning yellow in autumn, past the rust-brown stain where her mother had perished, and out the open gates of the keep to where the main boulevard ran through Mertz in a straight line from the palace to the city gates. She couldn’t see that far portal from where she stood. Couldn’t see what was beyond it. But she knew.

      Expect nothing. She felt the truth of it in her bones. But what of hope? Could one hope if one did not believe?
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      Jaime, in addition to not being much of a fighter, was not much of a runner. Ulrik caught him halfway to the bend in the road and tackled him. The column of smoke was growing fatter, and closer to the brewery, they could hear panicked shouts, clashes, and the crack of firearms discharging. Had there been any doubt that the fire was accidental, it was gone now.

      “Let me go!” wailed Jaime, thrashing about as Ulrik pulled him back to his feet.

      “What?” snapped Ulrik. “You wouldn’t fight Paul, but you’ll run and take a stand against cuirassiers with your bare hands?”

      “Cuirassiers?”

      “Listen!”

      The boys did. The sharp retorts of pistols were unmistakable. Beneath the blasts, they heard the heavy thump of horse hooves. Not the slow trod of the beasts that hauled the wagons filled with beer barrels, but the rapid beat of cavalry. Neither boy had heard the sounds of war before that moment. County Royo extended a day or more in every direction, and surrounding it was the province of Untal. Count Royo and Landgrave Bohm both kept their lands at peace, and there wasn’t a force in the northern continent that would challenge the might of Wahrheit. There’d been skirmishes between counts throughout the years, but never nearby, and it’d been centuries since the kingdom was at war.

      But there was no mistaking the sounds they heard. The brewery was burning. Men were fighting. People were dying.

      They turned, as if chased by the awful noise, and ran back to the village, Ulrik stooping to snatch his clothes and his pack on the run.

      The village was chaos and confusion. Men and women were darting about, most denying there could be a problem. Others were arming themselves, but even then, they looked lost.

      Ulrik bumped into one man who was carrying a heavy bundle on his shoulder. The man ignored Ulrik and flung his goods into the back of his cart where his wife and children crouched. Then, he went and switched his donkey, moving the cart at a lurching trot.

      They were fleeing. They couldn’t have had time to throw anything more than their valuables in the back of the cart. No time to pack food or clothing even. They were fleeing… The shock, the realness of the sight, was like a punch to the gut.

      A street over, Ulrik saw his pa. Franklin had a hammer in one hand and his largest chisel in the other. He gasped in relief when he saw Ulrik dragging Jaime behind him.

      “You didn’t make it to the brewery?”

      Ulrik shook his head.

      “Good. Ulrik, I—“

      “Someone attacked! They’re… We could hear fighting. What does it mean?”

      Franklin shook his head and told him, “Your ma is in the shop. Go there and help her bar the—“

      “Paul and the other boys are gathering at the forge,” interrupted Ulrik. “They’re getting weapons.”

      Watching him for a moment, Franklin looked as if he would argue. Then, slowly, he nodded. “Go, but Ulrik, you and the other boys stay out of it. No matter what happens, you stay out of it.”

      “Stay out of what?”

      “Get something sharp, but don’t use it. Stay together, and stay out of it.”

      Franklin turned back to his workshop, their home. It was a two-story building, set near the village green. Franklin worked below. They lived above. Ulrik looked at the windows, hoping for a glimpse of his ma, but she wasn’t there.

      Wordlessly, Ulrik and Jaime ran toward the forge where they saw Paul darting in and out of the side of the building, handing out implements they could use as weapons. His pa, the blacksmith, strode out the door with a giant mace resting on his shoulder. It was the sort of tool that couldn’t be used for anything other than killing a man. Ulrik had never seen anything like it. It had to weigh as much as Jaime, but the giant blacksmith carried it like it was no more than a switch.

      Over his shoulder, he bellowed to his son, “Look fierce, lad, but stay out of it.”

      Shaking his head, Paul hefted an armful of boar spears he was carrying out. “We’ll protect the forge, Pa.”

      “Don’t,” rumbled the giant man. He looked over all of the boys and repeated, “Don’t. Look dangerous enough they leave you alone, but don’t… don’t protect anything.”

      The blacksmith shifted his mace, and Ulrik was stunned to see he wore a chainmail shirt. Some old piece of soldiering equipment he had in his shop? But it fit him. Couldn’t be another man in the village with shoulders that broad. It was his. The blacksmith owned armor and a war mace?

      “Here,” said Paul, his voice resolute, his eyes anything but. He handed Jaime and Ulrik a spear each. “We’ll form a line, like soldiers. Each of us with a spear, all pointed the same direction. They won’t charge us if we hold a line.”

      “Hold a line… Who won’t charge us?” demanded Jaime.

      Ulrik pushed his friend into position with the other boys, a dozen of them, all with hunting spears. Their weapons didn’t have the length of soldiers’ polearms, but the broad steel heads were razor-sharp, and if you could take down a boar with one, Ulrik supposed you could take down a man as well.

      “I don’t understand,” grumbled Jaime, lining up with the other boys.

      “Kilsenay,” claimed the baker’s boy. “They’ve come to make war, but they’ll find tough meat here, ey, lads!”

      “Kilsenay?” questioned Jaime.

      He, Paul, and most of the other boys turned to Ulrik.

      Looking across the village green, toward the street that led past the cooper’s and toward the brewery, he shook his head. “Not Kilsenay. This is from closer to home.”

      “Count Fashan,” hissed Paul.

      Ulrik nodded.

      “I don’t… C-Count Fashan?” stammered Jaime.

      The baker’s boy retorted, “I think it’s Kilsenay. They’re all pirates, there. We’ll show ’em what we do with pirates.”

      There was another crack of exploding powder, nearer this time, just outside of town.

      “We’ll see soon enough,” warned Ulrik.

      The boys watched as another column of smoke joined the distant one. The cooper’s workshop was on fire.
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        * * *

      

      The boys took a position on the edge of the village green in front of the blacksmith’s shop. Why they chose that spot to defend, they couldn’t have said, but it was close, and it gave them a good view of most of Hof.

      Across the green was Ulrik’s home, standing close to half a dozen others much like it. Franklin stood out front, still holding his hammer and his chisel. The doors and windows of his workshop were shut tight, and Ulrik guessed his ma was inside fortifying them as best she was able. The baker was talking to Franklin, and more than once, Ulrik saw both men glancing across the green, looking at their boys.

      Ulrik gestured to his father when he could catch his eye. Did Franklin want them to join him or to join the line of men who were forming on the opposite side of the green, blocking the road that came into the village from the brewery? Franklin shook his head and pointed. He wanted the boys to stay where they were.

      “We hold the line,” growled Paul. “You hear me, lads? We hold the line no matter what. You turn tail, you run, and you’re gonna regret it when I find you later. No matter what, we stick together.”

      “Ulrik?” rasped Jaime.

      “He’s right,” declared Ulrik. “We stay together. Soldiers fight in squads so they can watch each other’s backs. That’s what we do. Side by side, no one breaks.”

      Paul met his gaze and nodded.

      More smoke was rising into the air. The cooper’s home was on the west side of the village. Several more homes were beside it. They could not see what was happening, but they could hear screams. The occasional clash of steel punctuated the voices of men like violent exclamations. The crack of firearms had stopped. The fight, whatever it was, seemed as slow as ice melting. If it wasn’t for the rising smoke and the tension on everyone’s faces, there were periods the boys might have convinced themselves it was over.

      A horse snorted, and the heads of all twelve boys turned as one.

      Behind them, at the corner of the forge, was a man on a horse. The animal was a trim breed but tall and well-muscled. It looked fast. The man wore a steel cuirass and a gleaming helm with a crisp red feather sticking from it. He was Count Fashan’s man. They’d seen the likes of him throughout the years passing through the village on the way to Stafford to visit Count Royo. Occasionally, in bad weather, the men would spend the night in Hof’s inn. Ulrik had spoken to one of Fashan’s soldiers, once. The man had been polite, complimenting the beer, harmlessly flirting with the girls, and listening to one of the villagers play flute. He’d been like any man that Ulrik had ever spoken to.

      But this man’s face was hard. Virulent disdain bled from his eyes. In the man’s right hand, he held a sabre, the curved blade dark with red liquid. In his left hand, he held a long-barreled pistol. The cuirassier leveled the pistol and pulled the trigger.

      The crack of the discharge was louder than Ulrik expected, and a blue cloud of acrid smoke billowed from the barrel. So close, Ulrik could smell the burnt gunpowder. The man stuck the pistol in a holster hanging from his saddle and watched the boys.

      One of them fell forward on his knees. The back of his cotton tunic was damp with blood. The spot, the size of a walnut, was quickly the size of an apple. The boy coughed into his hand and then put it forward to support himself. It was speckled with his blood.

      Someone was shouting. Ulrik turned and saw his father and the baker running across the village green, but then behind them, a thunderous column of cuirassiers crashed down the street, pistols retorting, sabres flashing.

      The line of villagers who’d assembled to meet them, clutching the tools of their trades, did not stand a chance. They fell to the lead balls flying from the pistols. Some turned to run, but at their center, the blacksmith wheeled the giant mace he’d had on his shoulder, and he stepped into the charge. Ulrik lost sight of him, but a horse went down screaming, its rider thrown violently into the dirt street. There was confusion, commotion. Several of the charging cuirassiers turned, coming back toward where the blacksmith disappeared amongst the chaos.

      Franklin and the baker stood stunned in the middle of the village green, glancing between their boys and the wave of oncoming cavalry. Ulrik, a moment of panic gripping him, spun back to the man who’d shot his friend. The horse was still there, but the man was not.

      “What—“

      Light blazed within the forge, and the cuirassier stepped back out into the street. He’d set the place on fire.

      “No!” screamed Paul. Gripping the haft of his boar spear tightly, he charged.

      The cuirassier snickered and raised his blade.

      Screams, violence, and death rang out through the village. Ulrik couldn’t see his pa anymore. Horsemen were galloping across the square, pistols and sabres raised, but several of them carried torches. They were flinging them at the largest buildings in the village. They were burning the place down.

      The soldier who’d set the forge on fire cried out. Paul yanked his boar spear from the cuirassier’s gut, and the soldier slumped over.

      Paul told the rest of them, “Find the gaps beneath their breastplates, lads. There’s soft meat underneath.”

      He spit on the body of the man he’d just killed.

      Two horses came pounding closer, and one man twirled a torch and then flung onto the thatch roof of the forge. The second rider swooped close and slashed down with his sabre, taking the baker’s boy in the neck. A fountain of blood spurted, but the cuirassiers kept riding, both of them gone before the baker’s boy hit the dirt.

      Ulrik turned, following them with his eyes, but he couldn’t move after them. It was like he was rooted in the spot, only able to look back and forth, to see the violence and flame fanning across the village, the only place he’d ever known. Across the green, his home was on fire.

      Finally, he ran, ignoring the cuirassiers circling the village, ignoring his friends, ignoring everything except his panic. He was confused, overwhelmed, and didn’t know what to do.

      Red and orange flames licked at the doorway of his father’s workshop. The place was filled with wood shavings and lacquers. It would burn like a tinderbox. Once the fire started inside of there, there was nothing that could be done. Ulrik knew that. He had to act fast. Even in his panic, he understood that much.

      Through the heaving bodies of the horses and their riders, he saw his ma, kneeling in the doorway of his pa’s workshop. Flames were growing around her and behind her. She was bent over. Injured?

      His pa stumbled into view, wrestling with a soldier. The man slashed his sabre into Franklin’s wrist, chopping to the bone, sending the woodworker’s chisel spinning away, but Franklin clouted the man on the side of the head with his hammer.

      The soldier staggered back, his helmet half off. Franklin raised the hammer and brought it down again, catching the soldier beneath that dome of steel this time, and even from a distance, Ulrik could see the hammer had cracked the other man’s skull.

      Ulrik skidded to a stop beside his father. Franklin’s hand was covered in blood. His arm hung useless at his side. He growled at Ulrik, “Run. Hide in the forest. Stay out of sight.”

      Shaking his head, Ulrik stepped toward his ma. She was still kneeling in the doorway of the workshop. The flames were tasting her, now. He could see the scorching on her blouse. He tried to go closer, but Franklin blocked his way.

      “Pa…”

      “She’s calling the elves, lad. Let her be.”

      “The elves? But—“

      “But it’s too late,” said Franklin. He was looking past his son, ignoring his wife. “It’s too late. You should run, Son, if you can. Jaime, you too. Run out of here. Keep running, and don’t look back. You’ve nothing of value, so they won’t chase you far. Don’t stop for long, though. Stafford may not be safe. Go to Chemenberg. The landgrave will keep peace in the capital. He has to.”

      “I don’t… What are you talking about? I don’t understand!”

      Franklin didn’t reply, and Ulrik shoved past his pa, then stopped. His ma was in the doorway, the sleeves of her blouse burned away, her skin black and crackling like a sausage left too long over the fire. Her hair was aflame, and heat blazed from the workshop. The fire burst and roared as the jars of lacquer caught and exploded.

      Holding a hand before his face to ward off the heat, Ulrik shuffled another pace closer. He called to her, “Ma!”

      “A bargain made,” she cried, hot tears running down her cheeks, her voice barely audible over the crackling fire and whoosh of growing flame. She didn’t look up at him. He heard her again. “The price is paid.”

      “Ulrik!” screamed Jaime.

      Too late, Ulrik saw a cuirassier charging toward him, the man’s mustachioed face impassive, his horse frothing, its muscled chest pounding nearer. The man wasn’t going to bother to cut Ulrik down. He was going to ride him over.

      Franklin smashed into Ulrik, sending the boy sprawling out of the way. The woodworker swung his hammer, aiming for the horse’s head. Whether or not he made contact, the horse slammed into him, sending him flying back, and then the hooves pounded down onto Franklin, trampling the man into the dirt of the green. The hammer went skidding across the autumn grass, and blood burst from the woodworker’s body like a ripe melon beneath a wagon wheel.

      The rider kept on going. The horse looked uninjured. Franklin had tried.

      The fire in the workshop was blistering hot. The entire place was kindling and fuel. Jess was gone from the doorway. Ulrik crawled toward the open door, the heat of the fire scalding his face. In the doorway, there was a spilled jar of ash, his ma’s belt knife, two wooden bowls still untouched by the flame, and crude scratching in the dirt before their home. She had tried.

      Ulrik hauled himself to his feet, intending to rush into the workshop, to find her, but it was too hot, and he was too late. If she was inside, she was dead.

      “U-Ulrik…” stammered Jaime.

      Ulrik stumbled beside his friend. He had no words. Neither of them did. His pa was dead. He didn’t need to look closer to know. His ma… There were no words. If Jaime’s pa had been at the brewery, it would be the same there. He wasn’t the type of man to run away. He would have fought as Franklin had, and he would have suffered the same fate. They knew it, but they couldn’t say it.

      All of them tried, though it’d done them no good.

      “Ulrik,” blurted Jaime. He grabbed Ulrik’s arm. “Gisela.”

      Ulrik followed where his friend was looking and saw the girl trapped between two cuirassiers. Each had a grip on her. Blood leaked from a cut on her brow, but she was on her feet and fighting, kicking at the men, trying to tug her arms free, but the soldiers ignored her struggles. Neither boy had seen war, but they both had heard enough stories to know what came next.

      “We have to stop this,” growled Ulrik. He hefted the boar spear he was still holding. “You with me?”

      “We stay together.”

      They started across the village green. The cuirassiers were dragging Gisela toward an alley between two buildings that hadn’t yet caught fire. She thrashed, fighting to escape, but they were big, hard men. Ulrik began to run.

      An enormous wall of air exploded in his face, and Ulrik was blown off his feet. He tumbled, crashing into Jaime, both of them falling over their spears. There was a roar. Bestial. Primal.

      It shook Ulrik to his bones, and for a moment, he would have sworn his heart stopped beating. The very earth itself shook, and dust billowed over him. He blinked, trying to clear his eyes, coughing from the smoke in his lungs and the dirt in his mouth. He sat up and wiped a hand over his eyes.

      Standing twenty paces in front of him was a massive dragon. Its wings spread from its powerful back, like the sails of the great ships in the stories. Its tail swished, ten paces above their heads, a sharp tip of horn hovering like it was poised to strike. Feet with claws as long as Ulrik’s leg splayed on the grass of the green. The head turned, surveying the chaos in the village, and it opened its mouth. Teeth bristled, gleaming ivory, and then it struck.

      Like a snake biting, its head snapped down and closed around a horse and its rider. The dragon’s neck twisted, and it flicked its head. The horse was flung forty paces away and smashed into the side of a burning building. The rider was still locked in the dragon’s jaws.

      Mercifully, the cuirassier didn’t survive the bite for long. The dragon worked its jaw, and the man passed deeper into its mouth. His screams ended abruptly.

      A pistol discharged and then another one. Ulrik could hear nothing except the roar of the flames engulfing the buildings around them, the sharp barks of the guns, and the dragon’s angry snorts. He saw a man standing atop the back of the dragon.

      The man jumped, and Ulrik’s jaw dropped. The man was wearing so much platemail that he looked to be a giant. Dark steel covered him from his toes to his shoulders, except for a flapping burgundy cape on his back. He plummeted like a rock, falling two stories from the dragon’s shoulders and landing with a crash. He knelt, one fist on the ground. Then, he stood. A man shouldn’t be able to move with so much steel on his body, but the man twisted and removed a giant battle axe off his back with ease.

      The haft of his weapon was half-again as tall as the man, who was a head taller than Ulrik. The blade of the incredible axe gleamed like a razor, the head of it almost two paces long, and a jagged spike thrust from the back side of it. Intricate scrollwork glimmered in ice-cold blue, tracing fanciful whorls and patterns on the black metal and even along the dark wood haft.

      The man’s black hair was accented by two streaks of silver at the temples, and he scowled at Ulrik like the boy was something a dog had squatted and left in the middle of his path.

      Gisela screamed, and both the man and Ulrik turned to look.

      A dragon knight. He had to be one. Ulrik had never seen one. No one in Hof had, but what else would you call a man covered in plate armor, holding an axe almost as long as two men, and who’d arrived on a dragon?

      The man made a curious clicking sound, and the dragon quieted. His voice boomed, a man used to being heard over the noise of his mount. “Who commands here?”

      One of the men holding Gisela stepped forward. He raised a hand and said, “Captain—“

      “Has war been authorized by the crown? Has Landgrave Bohm condoned this action?”

      The soldier cut off, seemed to gather himself, then said, “The king is dead, m’lord.”

      Ulrik blinked. The king? Did he mean the King of Wahrheit? He was dead?

      “And you thought to take advantage,” thundered the knight.

      “Only a raid, m’lord. It’s only a village, no more than—”

      “Who is your liege?”

      “Count Fashan.”

      “Cease all hostilities immediately,” the armored man demanded, but it seemed everyone already had. A dragon landing in your midst tended to draw attention from everything else. “Return to Count Fashan and tell him to expect the judgement of the crown’s magistrates. But if blades are crossed again or another pistol is fired, I will resolve this situation personally.”

      “M’lord, it’s only a raid,” protested the captain. “It’s nothing, nothing at all. We were on our way back already.”

      “Head back now.”

      “We don’t need a dragon knight telling us what to do,” snapped the soldier still holding Gisela. “We’re Count Fashan’s men. It ain’t the crown we’re subject to but Landgrave Bohm. We’ve done our work; now it’s time to enjoy the spoils. We’re not—“

      Count Fashan’s captain held up his hand to silence the other soldier.

      The dragon knight eyed the man who’d spoken, then said, “The words you speak are sedition against the crown. You’re going to come with me.”

      The captain’s mouth opened and closed. Then, he blurted, “M’lord, he meant no harm contradicting you. We’ll go back to County Fashan, as you requested. The king… the king is dead, m’lord. It’s a matter for the landgrave now.”

      “My name is Captain Otto Tilly,” bellowed the armored knight, “and as long as I still live, you should consider yourselves subjects of Wahrheit. You may be the landgrave’s problem, but you are mine as well.”

      A pistol cracked, and a lead ball pinged off the dragon knight’s heavy armor. The man who’d been holding Gisela had let her go, and he was looking down the smoking barrel of a gun.

      “We don’t want any trouble,” muttered the captain of Count Fashan’s soldiers, stepping quickly away from the man who’d fired the pistol.

      “Then you shouldn’t have shot at me,” declared Captain Tilly.

      His dragon’s head had turned at the sound of the pistol, and now it was staring directly at the man holding the weapon. The captain hefted his giant axe and advanced on the pair of men, evidently deciding it was no longer a matter for the magistrates.
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      Countess Theresa Villebrand sipped her wine and pursed her lips. “What is this? I prefer something sweeter.”

      “Chablis,” drawled Gerhard Fischer, twirling his own crystal goblet in his hand then tilting it up and taking a mouthful of the liquid. When he had swallowed, he told her, “Sweet wine is for sour company.”

      “You’re not what I expected,” declared the woman, taking another drink. “Your kind are always patronizing, telling me I’m beautiful, ordering me the delights I am fond of, seeing to my every need, and giving me pleasure with nothing expected in return. You’re… like my husband. I don’t like that. I wouldn’t be here with you if I did. Can you change?”

      Gerhard winked at the countess and gave her a coy smile. The trick to enthralling a powerful woman, he’d found, was that you could not give her what she expected. A hundred other men could do that. No, to make her want you, and you alone, you had to surprise her. You had to challenge her, and once she was off balance, you gave her what she wanted but on your terms instead of hers. It wasn’t enough for her to simply enjoy their time together. She had to crave it, which meant you had to leave her hungry.

      Other women would respond well to flattery, but that was all a woman like the countess would hear. A small army of men like Gerhard were floating about Anvoy, willing to mold themselves to her desires, to tell her anything she wanted to hear. Surely scores of them had already whispered those things into her ear, but there were scores of them because she took her pleasure, and then she discarded the men like cheap trinkets that had lost their sparkle. The men she entertained would be sent on their way, effecting fake pouts, jingling the purses of gold or silver marks she would gift them. She got what she wanted. They got what they wanted. Everyone was content with the transaction.

      Gerhard Fischer needed something more valuable than gold, though. He needed information, and he wasn’t going to get it playing the pretty fop, dressed in the latest fashions, splashed with fragrant lotions, laughing at her jests, killing time until they both got drunk enough he would crawl between her legs and perform the services she was expecting.

      He would do that if he had to, but he’d dealt with as many women like her as she’d dealt with men that she thought were like him. When a woman had experience, you had to give her a different one. Anything else was a waste of your time and hers.

      He let his smile grow, and he showed her his teeth.

      A woman like her, constantly in the shadow of an old, fat, overbearing husband, enjoyed slipping away and getting pleasure, but she would crave respect, and true respect had to be earned. She wouldn’t tolerate a serious challenge, but he had to push her enough he could act impressed when she shoved back.

      “I can change,” he purred to her.

      She snorted and didn’t look like she believed him, but she did take another sip of her chablis. She was right. It didn’t have the overpowering sweetness of the popular wines in the capitals, but it was better. His knowledge of wine was even more extensive than his knowledge of women, and he was confident if she allowed herself, she would enjoy the drink and his company.

      He remained silent a moment, allowing the mood to settle. Around them, there was a low murmur of conversation. The room was full. The reservation had been difficult to come by, but they could only see a few other couples ensconced deep within plush couches. The lights were low. Candelabras placed at clever intervals cast as much shadow as they did illumination. It lit the red silk pineapple damask that covered the walls like delicate kisses on a lover’s skin. The candlelight gave the patterns in the silk a golden shimmer, and Gerhard had to admit he was quite impressed by it. He made a note to himself. He would have to learn who decorated the place because they were a maestro, and such pieces of information always came in handy sooner or later. It wouldn’t be long before such decoration was covering the walls of the finest establishments in Ehrstadt.

      He leaned back and inhaled, letting the countess see him relaxing. The air was thick with the smoke of incense but not overpowering. He glanced toward the stage, where the brightest light in the room shone. A dozen musicians played delicately. The sound was muted by thick curtains hung behind and beside them. They would make three times the rate playing here as they would anywhere else in Anvoy, but no one came to listen to them. They were merely noise to fill the quiet spaces between the clinking of silver utensils and the low conversation, but everyone knew they cost a fortune.

      Everything in the room cost a fortune, the food and drink, of course, but the people most of all. That was the point. The food wasn’t any better than the other fine restaurants in Anvoy and the wine only marginally so, but it cost far more and drove away the riffraff. If one secured a table at the Diamond Goose, it was known one had gold marks to spend freely or, at least, that you wanted everyone to think so. The two weren’t so different.

      Merely walking into the room and having a table would impress a younger woman, but Countess Villebrand must have frequented the place. The staff knew her name, though they didn’t say it. Discretion was part of the service they provided. She was a master of this game, so Gerhard had to play a different one.

      Leaning forward, he asked her, “Tell me—may I call you, Theresa?—what wine do you prefer? I’ll make a note of it for when I see you again.”

      “That’s not the way this works, boy,” she retorted.

      He held her gaze, still smiling.

      Sighing, she told him, “When drinking a white, I’ll have a riesling from up north.”

      “Gerfundland,” he said, nodding sagely. “Is that region in favor this year? It was my understanding there was unseasonal warmth in the valley, all across Darford actually, and the bottles laid down after the last harvest didn’t have the life they’d become famous for.”

      “I care not what is in favor,” growled the countess. “I only care for—“

      Gerhard Fischer drank his wine deeply and then interrupted her, “I drink red normally. It has more depth, I find.”

      The countess narrowed her eyes and toyed with her wine glass.

      “How long will you be in Anvoy?” he asked her.

      “We won’t be seeing each other again. I told you. That’s not how this works.”

      “Perhaps, but the night is not yet over, my lady.”

      “There is confidence, and there is foolishness,” she told him.

      He spread his hands in protest. “You see my hope as arrogance. A wise man once told me the truth is what we make it. What we believe is what comes to be. Hence, if I do not believe that I shall see you again, then my hope is gone.”

      “The truth is the truth.”

      “It depends on how you look at it. Is it true you are a good wife to your husband?”

      She arched an eyebrow and warned him, “You venture too far.”

      He kept smiling. He was pushing her, but she had not stood or demanded he leave. There was more to this woman than face paint and fine wine. Of course, she’d never met the like of him. In his younger years, he would have found such a woman a thrilling challenge. Now, if he’d paused to think about it, he would have found it sad. But long ago, he’d learned not to think about it.

      He told her, “My apologies. I will go back to ordering you riesling, telling you that you are the most beautiful woman in the city, and simpering like a little puppy that’s only desire in life is to be in your lap.”

      Her frown turned into a scowl. “You said you could change. If so, it’s not happening quickly enough. Amuse me before I finish this wine, or that will be the end of our evening together.”

      “I could change,” he replied, “but everyone who sees you tells you that you are beautiful, you can order your own wine better than I can, and I don’t doubt you’ve learned the secrets of giving yourself pleasure without the help of a man. You do not need me for those things. You have others for that. Your husband even, from time to time.”

      “So you insult me instead? I dine with men like you to forget my husband, not to speak about him. But make no mistake, he is still my husband and always will be. He’s as dense as a rock, but gets rather jealous when he finds I’ve been spending my time with someone. Do not seek to irritate me, or you’ll experience his wrath.”

      “A question is not an insult, and I’m horrified at the idea I could have offended with my question—“

      “I’m the wife my husband needs me to be,” she told him, “if not always the wife he wants, but he has lovers for that, and we’re equally content with the arrangement. I help him achieve his grand goals, if not his small ones. Does that make me a good wife? I do not know, but it’s who I am. Only a simpleton wastes time questioning what plainly is.”

      “Both you and your husband seek simple people for simple pleasures.”

      “But you are not simple?” she asked crisply. “I’ve seen all manner of simpering, boy, and I know my own truth. I don’t need a dandy pretending he knows me, pretending he will unlock some door in my heart and love will burst forth and shower him with Fortune’s Favor.”

      Gerhard smirked. “Fortune’s Favor in the form of gold marks? The difference between me and your other lovers is that I do not desire your wealth.”

      She arched a painted eyebrow. “I’ve heard that before as well. If you think to tell me you’ve been struck mad by my beauty, I’ll ask you to leave right now.”

      “Have you ever been to Darford, in the valley of Gerfundland, where your rieslings are grown? I have. It was of interest to me some years ago. I spent months there. It’s a bit of a forgotten land now. Times change so quickly, don’t they? Perhaps you can change as well. Maybe you’ll like the chablis. There’s a story in every bottle of wine, and I find its story far more interesting these days.”

      Countess Villebrand held up her wine, looking at its pale yellow color in the flickering light from the candelabras. “Chablis is from Clermont, no?”

      “Why, yes, I believe it is.”

      “You wanted to steer conversation to that kingdom.”

      “Have you been there? I have been to Clermont as well as Darford. It is a fascinating place, is it not? The second most powerful kingdom in the northern continent some say.”

      “I have not visited, and I would be surprised if you actually have.”

      He grinned at her and finished his wine.

      “You’re a spy.”

      “A bold accusation, my lady. I don’t quite know how to respond.”

      “But you don’t deny it.”

      “Would you like me to lie?”

      “All men lie,” she told him. “You’ve been lying to me since I met you.”

      “I have not,” he retorted. He lowered his voice and leaned in. “I like red wines. I do hope to see you again, and when the situation calls for it, I can change who I am faster than you can blink.”

      “You’re not a very good spy if you admit your profession,” she huffed. “Are you dangerous?”

      He shrugged. “I don’t like to be.”

      She laughed at that and said, “So you are dangerous?”

      “Not tonight.”

      “There are many types of danger.”

      “I haven’t poisoned your wine, if that is what worries you, and piercing your tender flesh with my dagger is the last thing I’d want to do.”

      “What would you pierce my tender parts with?”

      He cackled, drawing curious looks from the few tables nearby who could see them. Oh, this woman was experienced, and had he been another man, he would be damp clay in her hands. She’d invited a retort, a sly and lascivious response. Most of the men she dined with would take the opportunity as it was presented. It was what they were there for, after all. Instead, he just smiled and raised his glass as if to toast her wit.

      She glanced at the half-empty bottle of chablis sitting in an iced-bucket beside their table, and she asked, “Shall we finish it, then? You pour.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Countess Villebrand lay in the bed behind him. She’d let her hair down and removed her shoes, but she still wore her extravagant dress and silk hose. She slept with her mouth half-open, and she snored softly.

      Gerhard grinned at that. It was adorable, and he wouldn’t have guessed it. She would have loathed the knowledge, and he imagined none of her lovers had ever informed her. People built themselves identities—he knew that better than anyone—and the countess would think herself a delicate, peaceful sleeper.

      She would think herself wary as well, intelligent and sly. She’d enjoyed playing his game, trying to guess his motivations, trying to turn the tables on him. It was what kept her interested, kept her talking. He’d allowed her to learn some things about him. Some of them were true, some were not, and he’d learned a great deal from her in exchange.

      Her husband was in Anvoy meeting with Landgrave Leland Laurent and a delegation from Clermont who had been snuck into the city beneath everyone’s noses just the week before.

      Gerhard hadn’t been able to identify who was a part of the delegation, but he could guess, and it was more important to know they were there at all. Clermont’s army had crossed the borders and had the city of Mertz in County Marchand under siege. Those people were subjects to the landgrave, and if Clermont was threatening the city to force Laurent to negotiate, they weren’t playing their hand well.

      Riders had seen extensive damage to the city’s gates and battlement. It’d been under serious assault. Siege towers were almost completed, and from what Gerhard understood, too much effort had been put into constructing them for it all to be a show. No, Clermont meant to take Mertz and either raze it or occupy it. Such intentions made it awfully strange that their delegation was in Anvoy, evidently meeting peacefully with the province’s liege.

      Laurent was assembling his army outside of Anvoy, but if they meant to aid Mertz, they would have been marching by now. Even a small force could harry the invaders and slow them while giving hope to the defenders that someone was coming.

      And if it’d been asked, help would already be there. The dragon knights could have been overhead days ago. Against an army in open terrain, they could devastate Clermont’s forces. The dragons and their riders would shatter the attack from the eastern kingdom, and it would be a simple task for Landgrave Laurent, or even forces from within Mertz, to sally forth and clean up the rest.

      But succor had not been requested, and Landgrave Laurent was meeting with the enemy rather than marching on them. The king was dead, but no one on the privy council, no one on the high council either, would object to a military response for the first time in memory that Wahrheit’s borders had been violated.

      The lack of excitement in Anvoy made Gerhard Fischer’s boss, the minister of intelligence, very curious. He’d been told the crown’s fastest horse was in the stables waiting for him. He’d paused long enough for a change of clothes and his sword, and he’d been away.

      Now, he knew Count Villebrand was anticipating a wagonful of Clermont silver, a new border to his domain along the river, and County Marchand would be divested to Clermont in exchange.

      It sickened Gerhard that the landgrave would be so willing to part with a piece of his province, but the king was dead, and it wasn’t completely clear that Wahrheit would continue as a thriving kingdom without a royal on the throne.

      Countess Villebrand thought Gerhard had been curious as to the silver, and she’d coyly teased him with the knowledge. Far into the night, she’d inadvertently mentioned that Landgrave Laurent was expecting several wagons loaded with heavy cannon and an assortment of mobile ballistae.

      Gerhard’s stomach had lurched. The value of cannon was known, and sometimes the huge guns were traded more efficiently than gold and silver marks. The massive barrels were easier to count, for one. The ballistae, though… The giant crossbows were useful in maritime conflicts, of which Landgrave Laurent never had, and they were useful against threats from above. Was the landgrave planning to face the dragon knights? Was Laurent involved in a serious plot, or was he simply being cautious, unsure what would happen to the majestic beasts if the kingdom collapsed?

      In times of uncertainty, a wise landgrave would plan for all possibilities, but procuring the weapons from Clermont in exchange for an entire county? It stank of desperation or of conspiracy. Neither one carried a pleasant odor.

      Sighing and looking away from the sleeping countess, Gerhard pulled a slender piece of parchment from his purse and a short quill and a tiny jar of ink. The ink was specially prepared, crafted by elves, and opening it without spoiling the enchantment took some practice, but Gerhard was used to the task and managed to open the jar and dip his quill without incident.

      He spelled out what he’d learned and added what he suspected. It wasn’t the way he’d been taught. A spy was meant to acquire facts, and evaluation was to be done by his superiors, but over time, he’d learned that the minister of intelligence appreciated analysis when it held up. It’d taken a decade of service, but Gerhard had that trust now.

      When he was done writing his note in the tiny, cramped scribble the little sliver of parchment required, he strode to the fire and tossed in the ink, then the quill, then the parchment itself. The feathers on the quill curled and blackened. The dry parchment caught quick and was the first to turn to ash. The ink was last, but eventually when it caught, it ignited with a whoosh and a burst of purple-hued flame.

      Watching another moment, Gerhard ensured all traces of the implements were destroyed by the flame. Then, he set about cleansing the room of the rest of his presence. He tucked the countess in, leaving her clothed. He emptied an extra bottle of wine, so that there were three of them on the table in the room, making it more plausible that she’d fallen unconscious from drink. He tidied garments, making sure her cloak was hung well to avoid wrinkles and that her shoes were placed neatly beneath it. He put a mug of water beside the bed. He built the fire back up and lit a fresh wick in a lantern beside the countess, and then, he left.

      His words would have flown back to Wahrheit’s capital, Ehrstadt, thanks to the enchantment upon the ink, and would already be scrolling across a special tome in the minister’s quarters that had been set aside to receive any news.

      Gerhard Fischer would stay another few days in Anvoy just in case anything else came up, but he believed his work was well done.

      And behind him, sleeping in a room in the most expensive inn in the city, was a new source of information. Countess Villebrand would awake shocked, at first, terrified she’d been taken advantage of by the mysterious spy. When she found her stockings in place, she would be confused. Her recollections of what they spoke of would be muddied. The powder he’d used to put her to sleep would obscure nearly all of what occurred after they had left the Diamond Goose.

      She would remember him, though, and she would be angry and curious about what had happened. Curious about what she’d told him and why they hadn’t slept together. The countess was a woman who got what she wanted, and until she got it from him, she would be ready for another dance.

      He allowed himself a smile then disappeared into the city of Anvoy, looking for a tavern but not of the decent sort. The taste of chablis, her perfume, and the powder she dusted on her neck was heavy on his tongue, like spent soap floating on water.

      He wasn’t a man who regularly drank beer, but then, he was rarely as he seemed. For the rest of tonight, he would been anything but what he truly was.
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      The wind cut across Captain Otto Tilly’s face like a knife, the rush bringing tears to his eyes that leaked down his cheeks in cold rivulets. His thick mane of hair was pushed back from the stiff blow of air, and his beard ruffled as his mount turned, and he looked down a thousand paces below them.

      The dragon flapped its wings, propelling them through the sky in a powerful, soaring flight. Dragons did not fly with the grace of birds or the dainty loops of a butterfly. They flew with strength, and when one was beneath you, pushing its enormous wings against the chill air, launching itself forward with each beat, you felt that power. It was exhilarating and terrifying, and after a quarter century on the backs of the incredible creatures, Captain Tilly still wasn’t used to it.

      But the dragon’s mechanics weren’t what kept his attention now. Far below them, stretched out in clear patterns, were tents belonging to the army of Clermont. The people were indistinct from so far above, but he had a practiced eye, and he knew what he was observing.

      Mertz was shut as tight as a fresh beer barrel. Clermont’s forces had been camped for some time, which matched the reports he’d overheard. Several hectares of forest had been cut down, and even from so far away, he could see the rising towers they were constructing.

      He could swoop lower, confirm the numbers that had been shared, get an estimate of how long the city had until it fell, but he wasn’t sure if it mattered. Mertz would fall. He didn’t need to fly closer to see that. Clermont had brought an army, the first foreign force of any size conducting hostilities in Wahrheit he’d ever seen. His legs tensed, and his mount turned its head, questioning whether he was communicating something or perhaps rebuking him for interrupting its flight.

      It was a relatively young dragon, though it’d been alive as long as he. The creatures could live for centuries. He’d taken it on this journey to the edge of the kingdom to give it an extended time with a rider upon its back and because the young ones always acted like they had something to prove. It had done so. It’d made the trip in less than two days instead of the two and a half he’d estimated.

      They’d been aloft that entire time, and he’d only caught uncomfortable naps in the saddle, leaning his head forward to rest on the leather pommel in front of him when they found a nice stretch of calm air. He had skins of water stored behind him, saddlebags of food as well, enough to last several more days without resupply. The dragon could fly that long if asked, and he’d long ago learned to survive on the little sleep he could snatch on its back, but eventually, he would need to relieve himself.

      There was only so long you could fly, eating minimal food, taking small sips of water, before a man was liable to burst. In battle, you did what you had to do, but he didn’t relish returning and making a report to General Walhausen with sodden underclothes.

      He glanced down again and decided not to land in the city. He would not fly any lower than he was. He would gather information if he did, but he didn’t want to give the city false hope. In Ehrstadt, to General Walhausen, Captain Tilly would argue to return to Mertz with a flight of his men and their dragons at his back. Maybe the general would relent, but if not, Clermont was here, Landgrave Laurent was not, and the implication was clear enough.

      Tilly had undertaken the scouting mission on his own authority. As captain of the dragon knights, there were few who could tell him what to do, but not even he would conduct war without proper authority. He couldn’t promise the people below that he would get that authority or that help was going to come.

      The king was dead. The political situation was difficult. The captain understood that, but foreign soldiers on Wahrheit’s soil? That he could not understand. These were the kingdom’s people, and from the look of things, they were in a bad way that was only going to get worse.

      He sighed, then clucked his tongue softly. The dragon spread its wings, and they began a wide, circular flight, looping out farther and farther from Mertz. He wanted to see what else was in the surrounding lands. Did Clermont have more men near the border? Had Landgrave Laurent truly held his own army close to Anvoy? Was anyone going to hold this kingdom together?
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      Days later, Tilly saw the unmistakable rise of dark smoke drifting into the sky far ahead of him. It stood out like a flag when viewed from a thousand paces above the earth. In the spring, it might be farmers clear cutting new fields. In the north, it could be the forges belching spent fuel, fashioning the cannons and guns that made up the king’s new army, but here, after what he’d seen at Mertz, there was only one explanation.

      It couldn’t be Clermont. They were two weeks on the ground from the city now. He was flying over the province of Untal instead of the province of Brenay. This was the land of Landgrave Niklas Bohm. When he’d made his report to Walhausen, he’d heard there was fighting here as well as at Mertz. It couldn’t be the Kingdom of Kilsenay, he didn’t think. Those seafarers didn’t have the reckless courage of Clermont, and besides, they were more pirates than soldiers. If anything, they would raid and run instead of committing to an incursion deep within Wahrheit.

      No, this was internal, and while Captain Otto Tilly could not under his own authority make war upon Clermont, he had dispensation to deal with the subjects of Wahrheit.

      They were near Stafford, if his bearings were right, but he wasn’t familiar with all of the villages in this region. This was a peaceful agrarian land, not the sort of place his dragon knights were needed. He flew closer and saw smoke from scattered buildings half a league from the village, but the bulk of the activity was in the heart of the settlement. It wasn’t a large village, but it wasn’t small, either. Tilly could see cuirassiers rampaging through the streets. Half the buildings were on fire.

      Who would hold the kingdom together if not him?

      He clucked his tongue, and his dragon dropped from the sky.
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      He’d meant to stop the conflict, send the attackers home, and then request the minister of law, Hans Caspar, have his magistrates address the matter. With luck, they would require the aggressors to pay for rebuilding the village and weregild for the dead, but at worst, he could stop the fighting for a day and give the peasants time to flee.

      Tilly hadn’t expected resistance. Assaulting the captain of the dragon knights was inconceivable, but the shot had pinged off his armor. He’d heard it. His mount had as well. The face of the man holding the smoking pistol implied he knew exactly what he’d done, if not how futile his attack had been and what consequences were coming his way.

      Tilly had faced buccaneers from Kilsenay who thought to ply their trade along Wahrheit’s coast. He’d stamped down guild rebellions, hunted bandits who thought the deep forest would keep them safe, and chased warlords who fled beyond Wahrheit’s borders. He’d fought the fae, both small and large. Several times, he’d participated in battles in foreign lands to stem the violence before it disrupted Wahrheit’s interests. None of those foes survived to describe what it was like to fight a dragon knight.

      The man who’d fired his pistol clearly didn’t suspect. In a way, the soldier was lucky he hadn’t killed Captain Tilly. If he had, he would have to deal with the dragon. Instead, Tilly advanced on him, hoisting the giant battle axe off of his shoulder, preparing to fight.

      The axe flared, cerulean crystals flashing alight. It was dwarven craft. Enchanted. A weapon built for combat in the air. It was made for battle with wild dragons. It worked well enough on men too.

      The pair of cuirassiers drew their sabres and settled their feet in wide stances several paces apart from each other, likely thinking that meant one could attack Tilly’s side while the other occupied him.

      A part of him noted these men were well trained and prepared for bloodshed. They thought they knew what they were doing. He was briefly impressed with their bravery. Two men with sabres squaring off against a dragon knight in full armor? Even if they thought their skill and equipment were a match for his own, couldn’t they see the giant dragon standing right behind him?

      Then, he saw the growing wet patches at their crotches. Ah, that made sense. They weren’t brave. They were frozen in fear.

      He swung his axe, and the cuirassiers didn’t have time to react. The giant blade of the weapon sheared through their swords and cleaved through their bodies. Blood splattered across a young girl, who was standing behind them, screaming.

      A third man lurched into sight, a torch in one hand, a pistol in the other. Tilly thrust with the head of his axe, and the upper point of the crescent moon blade punched into the man’s chest, puncturing his flesh, shattering his ribs, and then bursting out the back of him.

      A drumbeat of hooves announced a fourth cuirassier racing down the street. He saw Tilly, saw the dragon, and yanked on his reins, turning the animal and galloping in the opposite direction.

      The dragon snorted.

      Tilly clucked his tongue.

      The giant creature flapped its wings and hopped a hundred paces into the air, taking a short flight over the burning structures of the village to land outside, where from the sound of things, the cuirassier’s flight was abruptly stopped.

      There must have been others in the vicinity. A pistol fired, to at least one’s man’s credit, but a cacophony of terrified screams and the wrenching wails of the horses spoke of terrible carnage. One did not fight a dragon with pistols and sabres.

      The largest of the fae had been domesticated before the formation of Wahrheit, but even after six hundred years, calling them tame was a stretch. They still recalled their wild origins, and when they got the chance, they preferred fresh meat, hot with pumping blood, killed in battle. When a young dragon tasted their first combat, they had a tendency to be overeager and were dangerous to anyone around them, including allies.

      It was best to temper them in combat when you could. Sometimes, the knights could find conflicts where their participation furthered Wahrheit’s interests, but those situations were few. People had learned to not stand against a dragon and its rider. The dragon knights allowed the dragons to hunt sheep and aurochs in the lands north of the Roost, and that helped, but it wasn’t the same.

      Tilly didn’t think this dragon had faced true battle yet. Woe to the forces of whatever lord had attacked this village. The giant beast wasn’t going to stop until they were all dead or until Tilly forced it back.

      He glanced around and saw most of the cuirassiers had fled. Likely they’d started the moment they’d seen the dragon. The smart ones had, at least. He saw a few others, though, that had been killed but not by him. Most of the dead were villagers, as he’d expected. Men with tools rarely fared well against armed soldiers on horseback.

      The girl, who’d seemingly been in the clutches of the men Tilly had killed, was still screaming. He fastened his axe to the hooks on the back of his armor and held up his gauntleted hands to placate her, but it did not help.

      He turned, ignoring the girl as it didn’t seem he could do anything with her, and saw two boys who’d been close when he’d leapt off the back of his mount. They were lying prone on the grass, mouths open, staring at him in awe. He’d seen that look before.

      Across the village green, more boys emerged. They were holding short, fat-bladed spears. One of those weapons had been bloodied.

      Captain Tilly called out, asking them, “Who is the mayor of this village?” There was no answer. “The headman, a council, who is in charge?”

      No one answered him.

      Fortune’s Curse, had all the men in the village been killed? Had the fools tried to defend themselves instead of running? Unarmed peasants had as little chance against a company of cuirassiers as the cuirassiers had against Tilly.

      A woman strode across the trampled grass of the green to meet him. She was half-covered in soot, which barely hid the blood staining her side. There was more of it on her hands. Wasn’t just the men who’d fought. Good for her, though he still thought the entire village should have fled the moment it was clear they were under attack.

      “I am the innkeeper, m’lord. The mayor was… He was killed.”

      Tilly nodded. Figured.

      “We owe you our lives.”

      The captain glanced around the green. The fire was spreading, and no one was doing a lick to fight it. In a few more minutes, the entire place would be ablaze. He could feel the heat from a hundred paces away where they stood. Unless there were more structures on the outskirts that he hadn’t noticed on the way in, the village was entirely destroyed.

      He shook his head. “You don’t owe me. I am sorry for what happened here. Sorry I did not arrive sooner.”

      “Were… you sent?”

      He shook his head.

      The innkeeper nodded and murmured, “Fortune’s Favor, then.”

      Exhaustion, fear, and pain crossed her face in equal measure. She wasn’t afraid of Tilly, though. Good stock. Perhaps she had a chance. Perhaps she was strong enough the others would have a chance as well.

      A boy approached, several more trailing behind him. “Ah, m’lord, do you think… Will they come back? Are we in danger?”

      Tilly glanced toward where his dragon had disappeared. He could still hear the creature hunting. “No, lad, they won’t come back.”

      “What… what should we do?”

      Tilly didn’t answer. He had no idea what they ought to do. Their lord should have protected them, but it was too late for that now. Had the cuirassiers been seeking whatever wealth the village had, or had they intended to destroy a rival? Those men wouldn’t come back, not after the dragon was done with them, but whoever had sent the soldiers wouldn’t want witnesses running to the landgrave. They’d lie and claim they’d been attacked first, if they could get away with it. No, even with Tilly’s involvement, these people were still in danger.

      One of the boys who’d been knocked down when the dragon landed stood back up. He cleared his throat and said, “Stafford is two days away.”

      Tilly nodded. That was some sense. Stafford was the seat of a count. He couldn’t remember which, but the man ought to be able to protect his own city, if not the rest of his lands.

      Tilly told them, “Gather what supplies you can. Use a wagon if one remains. Food, water, weapons. Coin if you have it. Tools, though…” The fire was rampant. There wouldn’t be any tools worth saving. Not much in the way of food, either. “Take what you can, and go to Stafford. You’ll be safe there.”

      “But what do we do in Stafford?” questioned the first boy, the one still holding the bloody spear. “Our families, our homes, it’s all… It’s all gone.”

      “You stick one of them with that spear, lad?”

      The boy flushed and admitted, “I killed two of them.”

      “How’d that make you feel?”

      Shifting on his feet like he was on trial, the boy answered, “Bad, m’lord, but… I had to. I had to protect… I tried to, anyway.”

      “The Sheriff in Stafford used to be a man named Noxun. If he’s still there, tell him Captain Tilly sent you. Tell him there’s a place for you in the royal army if you want it. He’ll arrange transportation for you to Ehrstadt, and you can join the regiments stationed around the capital. I won’t lie to you, it’s a hard life, but it is a life. The king—the crown—pays her debts, and she’ll take care of you in exchange for twenty years of service. I wish I could offer you more, lad, but that’s what I can do. Remember to tell him Captain Tilly.”

      “What about the rest of us?” questioned the second boy.

      “Join him, if you like.”

      “I meant… all of us. We can’t all join the army.”

      Tilly looked from the boys to the innkeeper. Her face was resolute. She understood. He nodded back behind, where the younger girl had finally stopped screaming. “You’ll see to her? And any others that were… attacked. The boys can join the army, but the girls will need minding.”

      “If her ma… Yes, I will. I’ll look after them.”

      Tilly nodded again then clucked his tongue. From outside of the village, there was a frustrated snarl. Then, the dragon burst into the sky. He warned the villagers, “Stand back.”

      They scrambled away, and his mount came crashing down in front of him, close, as if to show its frustration he’d cut short its hunt. Its cold blue eyes turned to him, and he held his ground. No matter what you felt in your guts, you couldn’t show the creatures fear. It was the first rule. You gave respect, and you earned respect. Otherwise, you’d never fly a dragon.

      Tilly gestured, and the huge fae lay down, its belly flat on the earth. He grasped the harness and hauled himself up its side but didn’t mount. He opened a saddlebag and dug through to find his coin purse. He pulled out a few gold marks, then a few more and half a handful of silver as well. It was too much and yet not enough. It was more coin than a score of these peasants would earn in a season, but not enough to open a new inn. Far short of what they’d need to rebuild the village.

      He tossed the marks on the ground in front of the woman who’d said she was the innkeeper. “See to the girls.”

      The captain climbed the rest of the way into his seat and began strapping the harnesses and buckles around his waist and legs that kept him secure a thousand paces above the ground, even through rough weather and acrobatics if need be. Strap tight. Double check. Triple check. That was the second rule the dragon knights taught you.

      He clucked his tongue, and his mount threw them into the air. Below him, the burning village was already forgotten as he considered what he had to report, who he should see first, and how loud he was going to have to shout to get them to act.

      Someone had to save this kingdom.
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      Premier Philip Sigismund stood, stabbing a finger down onto the documents in front of him. “Wahrheit under attack! Clermont has violated our borders and, no doubt in doing so, they have killed our subjects. This cannot stand!”

      Around the circular table from him, the rest of the privy council nodded sagely. They were calm, rational men, used to dealing with big problems with aplomb and certainty, but none of them had faced an invasion before. In the premier’s knowledge, an invasion hadn’t happened before, not since the earliest days of the kingdom, when Wahrheit’s power had been untested. Their neighbors knew better, now. They had known better, at least.

      “Well?” demanded the premier, shifting to eye each man around the table in turn.

      The rest of them turned to General Walhausen. The general was a gruff man, once big like a bear, but in recent years, he’d gone to fat. How he’d gotten fat, the premier couldn’t fathom. The general eschewed drink, smoke, and all of the pleasures that made life worth living. His hands were still hard, though, tough with callouses earned on minor campaigns pacifying regional flare ups, chasing bandits, and occasionally getting involved in conflicts outside of their borders. Since joining the privy council, the general had stopped wearing a sword, but Sigismund imagined that beneath that soft layer of dough, the big man would still be fearsome with a blade in his hands.

      Walhausen grumbled as the rest of them studied him. His face remained stern, his lips pressed tightly together. Leaning forward, the general rested his elbows on the table, his shirt straining to contain his bulk, the cravat at his neck hardly hiding the waddle that bunched there like that of a bullfrog. The general cleared his throat and, like a bullfrog, croaked, “The army is prepared to defend us from this foreign invasion. We have the men, we have the munitions, and as you all know, we have the dragon knights. Captain Tilly would defend our borders by himself if I allowed him. It is not fear of the opposition which stays our hands. It is a question of legal authority. Does the crown have the legal right to march into Brenay and conduct war against Clermont?”

      “Well, of course we do,” huffed Georg Ludwig, the minister of finance. “Brenay is a part of the realm, is it not? Citizens of Wahrheit are under attack! It’s rank cowardice, nothing more, which stays your hand!”

      The general stood, nearly knocking his chair over in the process. “Sir, I demand you retract those words this instant!”

      Georg Ludwig looked taken aback. He was a thin man, his skin dark as chocolate, with a bushy head of pale gray hair that gave him the unfortunate aspect of one of the quills his scribes tallied so furiously with. He was sharp, but not in the conventional sense of a warrior. No one would compare Georg Ludwig to the rapier that he occasionally sported on his hip. He was the sort of sharp that would break the moment a larger man like General Walhausen applied pressure.

      But he was also the sort of sharp that could tally numbers faster than a score of scribes, and more so than any man in the kingdom, he understood the science of economics. He was a good man for the minister of finance position, though not always good at reading the moods of those around him.

      Premier Sigismund cleared his throat loudly.

      Producing a silk handkerchief, Ludwig dabbed at his forehead, though the window was open and autumn’s chill filled the room. “Ah, yes. I did not mean that you, as an individual, were—“

      “My men, then, you think are cowards?”

      “Well, no, of course not…”

      “He misspoke,” interjected Philip Sigismund, waving his hand distractedly. He glanced at Hans Caspar, the minster of law. “Is there a legal question, Hans? Which of the two of them have it right?”

      The former magistrate cleared his own throat and adjusted the gold-rimmed monocle he wore on one eye for some reason. It wasn’t as if the fool was reading anything at the moment. Sigismund occasionally wondered if the monocle worked at all or if it was just glass. He wouldn’t be surprised either way. Hans Caspar had honed his skills as a practicing magistrate before leading the ministry of law. He’d acquired a flare for performance during that time and he still fell back into it instinctively. They waited patiently, while their legal advisor gathered his thoughts. That took some time, more often than not.

      “You see,” began Caspar, in the same tone Sigismund imagined he’d lectured penitents from his bench, “they are both right. Mertz, unquestionably, is a part of Wahrheit, and the crown has the authority to defend what is hers. Landgrave Laurent may squawk, but the sovereign is always supreme in matters of war. The problem, gentlemen, is that there is no sovereign. We, as impressive of a body as we are, are legally an advisory council. We do not hold authority over the landgraves or their provinces. In a pure question of law, if they were to challenge us, we’d lose.”

      “Surely Walhausen has authority over the royal army,” complained Ludwig. “It’s the royal treasury they’re paid from, anyway. It’s hard to swallow we can’t use them.”

      “Walhausen has authority over the men, of course, but he doesn’t have authority over Brenay.”

      “How has this not come up before?” complained the minister of finance.

      Holding out his hands palms up, Caspar explained, “We’ve always had a king before. A man who ruled over both the army and the provinces. It’s a rare law that covers a situation which has never occurred, but for the first time in six hundred years...”

      Philip Sigismund reached up and tugged on one of the glorious, white wings of his mustache. It laid across his lips like a royal mantle then dripped down beside his mouth, hanging past his chin in thick bands of silver. He was quite proud of the mustache, and his wife thought it made him look regal. His grandchildren thought it made him look fun, and whenever he saw them, they wanted to give those mustaches a tug.

      He forced his hands back down and splayed them on the table, on either side of the reports he’d been referring to. He suspected that tugging the mustaches did not enhance his majestic air, but it’d been a habit ever since he’d grown them. In times of stress, he’d found it was best to hold something else to keep his hands occupied, a wine glass, for example.

      He voiced the obvious. “We need a king.”

      Hans Caspar nodded. “We need a king.”

      “But there’s no heir,” protested General Walhausen. “How can there be a king when there is no heir? Fortune’s Curse, I’d hoped his latest wife could become pregnant. If not from him, then from someone!”

      “You can’t say that,” protested Hans Caspar.

      “Why not? He’s dead, and look at the mess it’s left us in! The girl was loyal to a fault. We all—her included—know his heart never left his first wife. Bah. Don’t look at me like that. The king wasn’t touching her, not like he should have been. A little dalliance, and that girl could have saved our kingdom.”

      “You can’t say that because what if she does become pregnant?” barked Caspar. “I don’t care who’s bed she was warming, yesterday or tomorrow, but it’s Fortune’s Curse if she’s suddenly with child now. We all know it’s not the king’s seed in her belly, and the landgraves know it as well. Can you imagine the ruckus?”

      General Walhausen snapped his jaw shut.

      “The church—” began Cardinal Borromeo, the privy council’s link to the divine.

      “She’s not with child,” interjected Premier Sigismund, waving his hands to silence the churchman. “The king was faithful to her, and she was faithful to him. As much heartache it causes me, their union didn’t produce an heir. There’s no need to start preparing any sermons about sin within a marriage.”

      “If she does find a new suitor…” murmured Georg Ludwig. He blinked. “The timing wouldn’t make any sense, would it? We all know it wouldn’t be his. Everyone would know, wouldn’t they? Or…”

      “If she’s fast enough, there could be some confusion,” remarked Hans Caspar. He adjusted his monocle again. “Who’s testimony would hold up in front of a magistrate, the word of a midwife or the word of the queen? Our law allows for a certain amount of royal privilege…”

      “Can she not simply continue as queen?” pressed Ludwig. “It’d make things easier.”

      Shaking his head, Caspar replied, “Inheritance is through the blood. She has no royal blood.”

      “If she were to become pregnant, one of us could rule as steward—“

      Sigismund waved them to silence. “You know the landgraves would not tolerate that. It wouldn’t be war with Clermont we’d have to worry about then. Its best the girl retires quietly in the manse set aside for her. But if not, she is being watched. If she begins any dalliances, we will know, and the matter will be addressed. You’re right to worry, but I’ve been assured the situation is in hand.”

      He nodded slightly to the empty chair at the table. The chair was reserved for the minster of intelligence, though the man never joined them in council. The rest of the minsters took it for granted the man was always lurking in the shadows, dealing with situations they couldn’t fathom dirtying their own hands with. They weren’t wrong.

      Hans Caspar tapped on the table and drew everyone’s attention back to him. “My aides drew up a note on this matter of succession and distributed it… None of you read it, did you? I wish I was surprised. Very well. In the six hundred years since our kingdom was founded, there is no precedent for the king dying with no heir. We’ve been blessed with prolific lieges who found themselves fertile wives, but while there is no precedent, in a rare instance of foresight, the old kings did understand the possibility of untimely deaths or natural childlessness. Without a male heir, there are provisions in our laws to name a new king who will reign over all of Wahrheit.”

      “And?” questioned Premier Sigismund.

      “And it’s the high council who will elect the new king. Ignoring some administrative details, it requires a nomination, a second, and a straight vote.”

      General Walhausen smashed a fist down on the table, and Georg Ludwig threw himself back in his chair. Premier Sigismund sighed and sat, slapping away the papers he’d stacked in front of him. He gestured for one of the attendants standing quietly on the side of the hexagonal chamber to bring him a glass of wine. It was early, but Fortune, he needed it.

      He said what they were all thinking. “The landgraves on the high council are kings in their own right if there is no king of Wahrheit to rule them. No one has the authority to conduct war. No one has the authority to impose taxes. They, and their subjects in the diet of lords, can pass laws with no arbiter to veto their actions. Bah, outside of the capital, who would even want to? Gentlemen, without a king, this kingdom will fall apart, and the only ones who can save us are the ones who will benefit the most from our demise.”

      It was a sobering thought, and one by one, the members of the privy council gestured for wine. It didn’t feel like a moment one should be sober.

      Cardinal Borromeo shifted in his chair and then spoke. “Gentlemen, the stability of the Kingdom of Wahrheit is of central importance to the church. It is our strongest desire that a new king be named, that peace be brought to these lands, and—“

      “And we prepare for an invasion from Cojita, as those savages will rip your heart out even before they take mine?” interrupted Sigismund.

      “The threat from Cojita is on the holy mother’s mind,” admitted Cardinal Borromeo.

      The cardinal looked more like a merchant than a priest, but he drank more like a sailor. Admittedly, he was in good company on the council. The attendants knew, and one of them thoughtfully left a decanter of dark red wine in the center of the table. Perhaps they were showing the courteous skill they’d been hired for, or perhaps they understood the nature of the conversation and what it meant.

      The attendants had been hired for their attention to the needs of the council and occasionally their looks but never for their intelligence. Diligent service and silence both in the chamber and outside it. That was what they were paid for.

      The premier leaned forward and refilled his goblet from the decanter before Borromeo drank it all. The attendants brought over another. Sigismund supposed it didn’t take a brilliant mind to see they were in a pickle.

      He gestured at the cardinal with his goblet. “What does the holy mother recommend? Will she use her ecclesiastical authority to bring the landgraves to heel?”

      The cardinal smiled tightly and responded, “The landgraves feel as strongly about our doctrine as you do, Premier.”

      It was a subtle jab but a jab just the same. Outside of his official duties, Sigismund hadn’t attended a church service in decades. He considered a sharp-tongued retort for the priest, but he didn’t give it. He was tired. The petty squabbling of the council sometimes amused him and sometimes irritated him, but today, he couldn’t be bothered with it at all. A privy council without a king wasn’t like to last long, and a premier without a privy council was just another man looking for a job.

      The church could rally the burghers, and it had a place amongst the peasants, but the holy mother’s relationship with the lords and ladies of Wahrheit was strained, where it wasn’t outright broken. The church had a gluttonous need of funds and people, and its hunger was never sated. The landgraves—all the lords, ladies, and men of power, to be fair—were jealous of any influence that was not their own. Strange bedfellows, but as much as they distrusted each other, they needed each other.

      That was the crux of their problem. Wahrheit was a kingdom formed of disparate interests, stronger together, but they had to be held together by a fist that was harder than them all. They needed a hand holding them by the neck.

      “I don’t mean to make this situation darker than it is,” murmured Hans Caspar, the minister of law, “but Cardinal Borromeo is right. The church cannot be seen advocating for any individual to take the crown. The landgraves are constantly suspicious of the holy mother’s intent, and if they feel the church has allied too closely with any candidate, they’d cut off their own hand before they voted for that person, and I’m afraid anyone the privy council recommends will fare even worse. Can you imagine those arrogant bastards listening to us and voting to be ruled by a liege we named? A candidate supported by either of us will be assumed to be nothing more than a puppet dancing on our strings. Anyone we put forward is more likely to find a knife in their back than they are to face a vote.”

      Sigismund looked around the table, but he didn’t respond. Caspar was right. He felt it. The landgraves resented the privy council’s influence in the best of times, but now, if any of these council members appeared to step out of line, it wasn’t just a candidate for king who need fear a knife in the back.

      Borromeo nodded appreciation for Caspar’s insight. Then, the churchman spoke again. “The holy mother has an… acquaintance, who has some experience with achieving difficult objectives. We believe this man could be of service in this situation. He works discreetly, and he gets results.”

      “An assassin?” barked Sigismund.

      It wasn’t the worst idea, but suggesting such a thing in front of the attendants, no matter how sluggish their thoughts… Even saying it in front of the rest of the privy council was, in fact, the worst idea.

      Borromeo laughed awkwardly and shook his head. “No, he’s more like an adventurer.” The cardinal suddenly blinked, then quickly added, “Obviously, the church would never suggest… We would never think an assassin is a solution to any problem. The landgraves… they are not our enemies, they are just… of a different opinion. The solution to this problem, gentlemen, is finding a king that will satisfy all parties. We agree we need a ruler, and with the right candidate, the landgraves will agree as well.”

      “And who would that candidate be?” growled General Walhausen.

      “I do not know. Not any of us or anyone closely associated with us. People we do not, ah, know is a good place to start.”

      “The holy mother has… an acquaintance?” questioned Sigismund.

      “A man who solves problems.”

      “The wizard,” gasped Georg Ludwig. He shoved a hand back through his thick mane of steel-gray hair. “The wizard? I thought he was dead. No one has seen him for…  forty years? Has it been so long?”

      Borromeo shrugged uncomfortably. “That was before my time. Before everyone’s time on the council but yours, Minister. And may I suggest, perhaps it’s best the term is not associated with a man working with the church, but… yes, the wizard. And no, he’s not dead. He’s just been… elsewhere.”

      “A wizard?” snapped Sigismund. “You’re suggesting we tie our fate to… a wizard? Is that even a thing? Let us get this straight. Are you telling me there is an actual man who can cast actual magical spells, and the church is in league with him?”

      “I’m not suggesting magic or anything… unnatural,” replied the cardinal. “You know the church’s stance toward the fae. I did not call this man a wizard, but… he possesses an unusual insight and has assisted in challenging circumstances before. I do not mean for us to put all of our faith in such a man, but I believe it is worth listening to what he proposes. Unless you have a better idea, that is?”

      The premier drank his wine then raised his goblet toward the attendants. “We’re going to need more of this.”
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      Her workshop was a cavernous room the size of a small village. The ceilings were arched, carved from the living stone, and reinforced with brick that had been laid by some long-forgotten mason. Both stone and brick rose high out of sight, but in better light, it was clear they were darkened from centuries of soot. It was difficult to tell if the cavern was a natural pocket in the rock far below the palace, expanded for habitation, or if it’d been gouged from solid bedrock. Thinking about how much work that would have involved was exhausting.

      The chamber was filled with artifacts, half-constructed contraptions, weapons, and shelves stocked with potions. Cubbies lined portions of the walls, stuffed with crumbling scrolls, or stacked with tomes as fat as a hog or thin as a switch. Lanterns filled with glowing liquid could be brightened or dimmed simply by tapping on the sides of them. It would be decades before the chemical mixtures within them had to be replaced. A recent innovation, judging by the soot stains elsewhere. It left the air clear, and the chemicals wouldn’t ignite the sheafs of brittle paper scattered in loose piles across the tables.

      The lanterns would be worth a fortune if the crown ever sold them. Merchants and the guilds would pay boxes filled with gold marks for something so unique. Lights like those would be hung in entry halls in the great manors, and the hosts would demonstrate their properties in front of guests, earning oohs, aahs, and maddening jealousy. One thing a noble or a merchant couldn’t stand was someone else owning something they could not possess.

      But the lanterns were the least of the wonders the quartermaster oversaw. The other artifacts in the room had no price. They were not goods to be sold but instead cherished or, in desperate cases, used.

      The knowledge stored within the room was of greater value still. The knowledge was worth a kingdom. When one spent enough time in the cavernous chamber, that went from sounding a clever quip to sounding like the truth.

      There were several reasons Wahrheit had risen to power and many ways to explain how it had maintained its prime position, but at the heart of all of those reasons was this room.

      Isle Brinke had been astonished fifteen years prior, when she’d become an assistant to the former quartermaster. Objects, the product of the most innovative science on the continent or enchantments coerced from the fae, were scattered around the giant room like a wealthy child’s toys in a nursery.

      There’d been little organization back then, which, slowly over the years, she’d corrected. Now, each artifact had its place, and within moments, she could find whatever she needed within the expansive room. No one else could, but that wasn’t a concern. Very few others were allowed inside, and no one else was allowed to touch the hoard of fantastic objects. In a sense, the more difficult her system was to decipher, the better.

      But while the items in the room held enormous power, they also carried incredible risk. A casual selection of weapons, for example, could quite easily do more harm to the wielder than to an opponent. The magic of the fae was like that. It took care and decades of study to know what should be used and when.

      That was where Ilse came in.

      She supplied Wahrheit’s elite soldiers and operatives with the equipment they needed to do their jobs. When a new man or woman was selected as a dragon knight, one of their first stops was with Ilse Brinke.

      She would meet them at the Roost, as only Captain Tilly was allowed admittance to her chamber, along with the minister of intelligence, a handful of his minions, two of Ilse’s assistants, and the king. That was it. No one else had the privilege of seeing the trove of artifacts the kingdom controlled.

      Until today, evidently.

      She’d received a message from the minster of intelligence suggesting she accept an audience with a visitor. Suggestions from the minister were not really suggestions, so she hadn’t bothered with a reply. Instead, she waited. She didn’t recall a stranger ever entering this chamber, but the minister had asked her, and she did what the minister said.

      She was trying to distract herself at the moment because she was not good at waiting. Word had spread all over Ehrstadt that Clermont had invaded and surrounded the city of Mertz. She didn’t know Mertz, but she knew maps, and she’d easily found the eastern city on a tattered old relic of a map hanging on her wall. An established city, then, though on the map it was drawn to be part of Clermont. On more recent maps, the city was drawn on the edge of Landgrave Laurent’s province of Brenay, several days overland from his capital. By the time word reached her ears, surely it was the only thing spoken of in Anvoy.

      An incursion from Clermont meant war. It should mean war, at least. She hadn’t heard about any serious fighting yet, and that was strange. She would hear about that sooner than most. She kitted the dragon knights, and they would be the ones on the front line defending against an invading force. They should be, that was.

      Otto Tilly had come to see her after he’d returned from scouting above the city, and she’d heard direct from his lips he was prepared to fight. He’d had some small requests for her to attend to—minor repairs on his company’s equipment, an inventory of their munitions, some additional thoughts about armaments and the tradeoffs the enchanted weapons required. It was the sort of things she worked on diligently but could fall from notice during times of peace. Her assistants were seeing to the repairs now.

      She was working on the munitions. They didn’t keep the bombs and powder that the dragon knights used in her chambers. Only a fool would do that. They were stored in a massive cave adjacent to the Roost. The knights could arm themselves in a hurry from there, strapping the heavy sacks of powder and lead to the sides of their mounts, sticking smoldering boxes of embers and sharp-bladed knives close at hand so they could light tapers and then the wicks on the sacks before cutting them free to fall down below and land in the midst of their foes.

      It was horrific business, watching a bombing run by the dragon knights. She’d never seen a real one, where people died, but she’d seen plenty of practice. It was uncomfortable to imagine what those bombs would do to unarmored ranks of spearmen.

      But that was her job, and she was good at it. She’d checked over the supply of munitions. They had plenty. They hadn’t needed to use them in recent years outside of training. Then, she’d returned to her chambers and begun work on a new formula she’d been discussing with Tilly for years now. It exploded with twice the force of the powder, but it wasn’t as stable. So far, Tilly had been loath to arm his knights with her compound, which she understood.

      The dragon knights were terrifically brave or insane. You had to be one of the two to strap yourself to a dragon and fly thousands of paces above the ground, but it was a different kind of madness to do so with highly volatile explosives beside you. She wouldn’t do it, but she was interested in the science of the new compound, and Tilly was interested in a new weapon.

      His eagerness to get an update, so shortly after witnessing Clermont’s forces, made her nervous. That Tilly and his men hadn’t flown to respond to the attacks made it worse. What was the point of having a company of highly specialized soldiers flying domesticated dragons if you weren’t going to use them when a foreign army invaded your lands?

      But Tilly had told her there was no king. He, at the moment, had no one he reported to. General Walhausen on the privy council might disagree, but it was the truth. Traditionally, the dragon knights answered only to the king. They were the steel gauntlet on his fist.

      No king, so they would just… sit up there in the Roost? After Tilly had left, she’d wondered what would happen if he gathered his men and their mounts and flew to Mertz. Would they really be in trouble for stopping an invasion?

      Ilse was so lost in her thoughts that she didn’t hear someone enter until there was a sharp rap from a wooden staff on the stone floor. She spun and frowned.

      A short man with a long beard had somehow found the hidden entrance to the quartermaster’s chambers and then entered through the locked door and then the second locked door. He wore robes that, while nondescript, stood out because nothing like that had ever been in fashion anywhere in Wahrheit, at least while Ilse Brinke had been alive, which it appeared, had been a fraction of the time the little man had been alive. His beard cascaded down his chest like an aggressive weed taking over a garden, and what was visible of his face was crinkled like crumpled parchment. His eyes were a bright, cold blue, and they matched the glittering gem inset in the top of his staff.

      A weapon? She knew enough about enchantment to tell it had none of the signs. No runes carved into it, no ominous clues as to its purpose. Perhaps the squat figure bashed his foes in the knees with it?

      “Your master informed you I would come?” he asked her.

      She nodded, then asked, “How did you get in?”

      He winked at her.

      She cursed the minster of intelligence and his penchant for odd companions. “The minister told you how to get through our doors?”

      The old man continued smiling at her.

      “He didn’t. You’ve never met him?” she guessed.

      “We share an acquaintance,” replied the little man, stepping deeper into the room. “Few have met your minister of intelligence, have they? You, though, report directly to him.”

      She didn’t answer.

      Nodding as if she had, the strange man turned his head, and she was surprised to see he wore a pointed hat atop it. Now that wasn’t just unfashionable in Wahrheit but anywhere on the continent. She was sure of it.

      “You have a lot of special things in here,” the man told her.

      She let her arm dangle by her side and subtly tapped the top of her tall, leather boot. There was a dagger there, weighted for throwing. She kept a dozen of them on her body when she went out, but it felt silly when in her own chambers, which no one was allowed to enter and were barred by two locked doors. Still, old habits die hard, and she always had at least one blade on her. She regretted that, at the moment, it was just one. If this man had been sent by the minster, he would be a lot tougher than he looked.

      “No need for that.”

      She scowled at the old man.

      “If I were an enemy, the minister would not have sent me,” he continued. “And… while I find these artifacts fascinating, I’ve been tasked with an urgent quest which must take precedence. I’d like your help with this important mission.”

      “The minister sent you to talk to me, but he didn’t order me to help you.”

      Leaning his staff against a table and then blinking in surprise at the array of heavy plate armor there, the old man asked her, “The dragon knights wear this? It’s not… This set of plate is not enchanted. It was crafted by the hands of men, not dwarves. How do they…”

      “Big strong men, they are.”

      “Fair enough,” said the stranger. He looked her up and down, as if assessing her own physical capabilities and wondering how one so slender had managed to carry all of that steel to place it on the table. “You don’t have to assist me, but I think you will. You see, the king is dead, and we need a new one.”

      “I already have a job.”

      He blinked at her, then opened his mouth, “No, you misunderstand. I didn’t mean you—ah, I see, you were jesting with me.”

      “You’re right. It was a jest, unless you’re serious about the offer. Then, like I told you, I have a job.”

      The old man chuckled at that and replied, “No, I don’t think we’d get the support of the landgraves for your candidacy, but with luck, perhaps we can get the support of the landgraves for someone else. The thing is, without a king, Wahrheit is going to fall apart. There will be fire, blood, the usual sort of chaos that happens when a kingdom collapses. I’m working to prevent that fate.”

      “What’s your name?”

      “Merrick.”

      “Never heard of you, Merrick, which is going to make it a bit of a challenge for you to name a new king, don’t you think? I don’t travel in those circles, but I know some that do. I’ve learned a few things about how the world works. As you said, it’s the landgraves that’ll decide the next king, if they can bother themselves to do it. You aren’t a landgrave, are you? A sixth one no one has heard about?”

      “About your friends…”

      She touched the top of her knife again. She shouldn’t have said that.

      “Captain Otto Tilly? He is one of those friends.”

      “It’s no secret I work with the dragon knights. Well, not a big secret, I suppose.”

      “There are others, though, are there not? Other agents of the minister of intelligence? You’re sort of a… secretary for him, I suppose, his face to the world, at least the small sliver of it who understands his role in this kingdom.”

      “Don’t know what you’re talking about, Merrick.”

      “You do.”

      “What is it you want? If the minister didn’t show his face to you, I can’t think you believe I’ll make the introduction. I’m his… secretary, is that what you called me? Some folks might take that the wrong way.”

      “I meant no offense. More like his messenger… Bah, this is not going well. It’s been long since I’ve spent so much time talking to your kind.”

      “My kind. You mean a woman?”

      “Let me say it plain,” he continued, ignoring the comment. “The landgraves will vote on a new king when it pleases them. You are right. That might be never. They won’t vote for each other, obviously. They won’t vote for their own subjects due to jealousy. They won’t vote for a rival’s subject because they’d worry that might give one of the other landgraves an advantage over them. A king can’t come from the church. The landgraves hate the administrators on the privy council who worked for the old king. There are those with the king’s blood scattered around the continent, but the ones who are theoretically legally eligible to inherit are married off to foreign powers, which makes them ineligible in the minds of those that matter. The king of Clermont is a great, great grandchild of one of Wahrheit’s kings. Can you imagine that? Bah. You see where I’m going?”

      “Nowhere.”

      The old man laughed raucously now and admitted, “Indeed. It’s an intractable problem with no obvious solution. That’s where I hope you and your friends can come in. We need to identify a candidate the landgraves will support. No, no, I can see the objection on your face. Perhaps identify was the wrong word. We need to create a candidate they cannot say no to, someone with few ties to any of them, someone with enough noble blood they can legally inherit the crown, but not so much the landgraves resent their power. We need someone who appears weak enough that they are not a threat to those powerful men and women who will choose them. In short, we need a king who they believe will serve as their puppet.”

      “Or a queen.”

      “Just so!” cried the man. “Already, you’re opening doors, expanding our horizons. I need your help, Ilse Brinke, your help, and the help of your connections, to find us a suitable match. Then, we’ll need to bring them to Ehrstadt, and we’ll need to get them settled on the throne before someone poisons their wine or does something even more immediate. We need a small group who can move fast and keep their mouths shut. We need people with the requisite skills and the courage.”

      “You need the privy council,” she retorted. “They’ve the resources for this sort of operation.”

      “The resources, maybe, but do they have the wit and the bravery? Be honest. Do you think Philip Sigismund and his band of fools is going to find a new king, or do you think they’re going to be victims of the landgraves plotting? The old king didn’t put them on the privy council because he felt they could outsmart him. It won’t be long before the privy council gets themselves killed. The rumors have assassins flocking to Ehrstadt like it’s a festival with free beer.”

      She grimaced.

      “Ah, your friends have already foiled an assassination attempt? More than one?”

      “I’m not the person you think I am,” she told him. “You should talk to someone else.”

      “I felt the same way when I was tasked with this assignment.”

      “Then whoever spoke to you ought to have chosen better,” she muttered.

      “If no one acts, Wahrheit will fall. If you can look me in the eyes and tell me truthfully you believe the privy council, or the diet of lords, or the council of burghers, will put forth a candidate that will pass the high council, then I shall leave you alone. If you cannot tell me that, then tell me you care nothing if Wahrheit were to collapse in on itself. Bah. Civil war, Clermont, those wouldn’t even be our biggest problems. You know of Cojita?”

      She nodded, her expression curdling like she’d drank sour milk. Honxul. Aye, she knew of Cojita. More than she would tell this old man about. Much more. Too much.

      “Tell me you think one of the councils has the problem in hand or tell me you don’t care if this kingdom collapses, and I shall leave you alone. But if you cannot tell me either of those things, then who but us will try to save the kingdom?”

      “Who do you work for?” she asked him.

      “I work for Wahrheit, Ilse. I work for us all.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Ilse Brinke,” drawled a voice, smooth as fresh-churned cream.

      “Gerhard Fischer. Glad I found you in town. Just arrived?”

      He nodded but didn’t elaborate.

      “It’s been a bit, hasn’t it?”

      “Too long,” he agreed. He unfastened a basket-hilted rapier from his belt and slid into a booth across from her. “What are we drinking?”

      She studied the man and decided he hadn’t changed a bit. Not in the months since she’d last seen him. Not in the years since they first met. His hair was longer than was strictly fashionable, but he wore it with the confidence of a man who expects to set a trend rather than to follow one. He wore a white silk shirt that she imagined had been tailored at one of the city’s finest haberdashers, and he covered the shirt with a luxurious doublet, mustard yellow and coal gray, close to dozens of noble houses’ colors but not matching any of them exactly.

      The steel basket around the hilt of his rapier gleamed, and an unpracticed eye might think it was merely decoration. A close inspection would show that hilt was forged to be sturdy and not beautiful, and the steel had the impossible perfection of dwarven craft. Perhaps he figured observers would assume the blade was only for duels with wronged husbands of all of the women he wooed. It’d been years since she’d given him the weapon, and she was glad to see it was still serving him well.

      Gerhard smelled nice, part of his act, but it was a pleasant change from the company she normally kept. His easy smile looked genuine and was spiced with just enough mischief to promise a good time, or more. How long had he worn that smile? Could he drop it now, even if he wanted to?

      She raised a hand, and a server scurried closer. “I thought we’d share a bottle of wine and figured it was best that you ordered it. Oenophile. Is that what you called yourself?”

      His eyes sparkled, as if they shared a secret jest, and he ordered for both of them.

      “How often do you sit in a dark room like this, across from a woman, pretending she’s the only thing vibrant in the world?”

      “Quite often,” he conceded. He didn’t lose his smile, but he apologized, “It’s a hard habit to break. I’m sorry if—”

      “It’s not an unpleasant habit.”

      He nodded, and when the wine arrived, he took his time swirling it about a glass goblet, smelling it, and tasting it. He gave the server a curt nod, and the man expertly filled their glasses the rest of the way full.

      “I don’t come to places like this often. Is that show necessary? Surely in a tavern this expensive, the wine is all right.”

      “The show is not necessary at all,” replied Gerhard, “if all the pleasure you take from fine wine is drinking it. If you want to impress your friends or enemies, though, then it’s all part of the act, and of course, if you want to blend in, in certain establishments, a bit of snootiness is expected. You’ve got to dance the steps to the song they are playing, Ilse.”

      She grunted and sipped the wine. It did taste good, though she was partial to beer. He’d been partial to beer as well once. Or had he? He’d been acting then as he did now, though the stakes had been different. Now, she didn’t know what he enjoyed and suspected he might not know either. One could only wear a mask for so long before your forgot what you looked like underneath.

      “I can’t recall the last time you contacted me outside of the official channel,” said Gerhard, his tone still light but a bit of reproach seeping into his voice.

      He played the raconteur with unconscious grace, but he was a consummate professional. It was easy to forget that, when watching him work. The last time she’d seen him, it’d been the middle of the night. He’d been bleeding from several wounds and had requested a cup from her which, when drank from, would make one forget the previous day. She wasn’t sure if he intended the cup for a target, or for himself. Sometimes with Gerhard, it was more comfortable not to know. That hadn’t been a visit through the official channels, though she supposed he may have forgotten about it.

      She shook her head and explained, “It’d take too long going through the minister, and he already knows what I’m about.”

      “Which is?”

      “Finding a new king.”

      “I see.”

      “Do you?”

      “The landgraves have no impetus to select someone. If they don’t, Wahrheit will dissolve into five separate kingdoms. Ehrstadt, the crown’s wealth, your own collection artifacts, and the Roost of course will all be up for grabs. There’s no way to equally split the trove in your chambers or the command of the dragons. The city cannot be chopped into equal pieces. There’s no way to resolve any of that without terrific bloodshed. They’ll tear us apart, and then, Cojita will storm through these lands by next summer, butchering whoever is left like hogs, tossing our hearts into fires, and pausing just long enough to enjoy the spoils a season before engulfing the rest of the continent. We’ll all be dead by then, of course, so that last bit is rather less concerning to me personally.”

      “You do see.”

      “I see the problem, but Ilse, I don’t see how you’re involved. If the minister is putting you at risk, I’m going to have a word with him.”

      “You’ve never had a word with him.”

      Gerhard grunted and drank.

      She wasn’t sure if that was a sore subject. She had access to the minster when she needed him, but Gerhard did not. She didn’t know why. The spy was one of Wahrheit’s most trusted operatives, but he was not trusted with the minster’s identity. Was he at risk too often? Was he too well known? Or was there another intrigue afoot she couldn’t comprehend?

      Watching him finish his wine and pour another, she decided it was a sore subject. The minister relied on Gerhard. He gave the spy free rein to conduct their business. The minister gave him everything except the truth. Truth was rare coin in their business. It cost nothing until it cost you all. Gerhard had earned it scores of times over by now, but still, the minister remained in the shadows. That must hurt, but the spy had suffered worse.

      “I’m safe,” she assured him, leaning forward and putting a hand on his wrist. “Don’t worry about that. But I do have a… problem, I was hoping you could help with. You know this kingdom’s secrets better than anyone, and it seems you also know we need a king. Is there a person the landgraves would not object to? Or someone we could pressure them to accept? There has to be something, some way we can crown a king.”

      “Every problem has a solution,” responded Gerhard. “That doesn’t mean it’s easy. Another factor, if we were able to identify the right person, getting them here and keeping them safe is an entire other matter. Already, the landgraves have knives in the streets. We’ve stopped two assassination attempts on privy council members. A candidate for king will have all five of the High Houses sharpening their knives and plucking the strings of their crossbows. The road to Ehrstadt would be beyond perilous, but staying in the city will be even worse. I’m arranging some safe houses, but…”

      “We have to find a person first.”

      “I have a few ideas. None of them are perfect,” Gerhard shrugged. “There’s a boy in the Province of Hurmhaven from a port city called Faulagen. His parents died before he came of age, and he inherited the county south of the city. The count and countess of Faulagen are ancient and childless. They adopted the boy, combined the counties, and before long, will have secured him a seat in the diet of lords. Landgravine Muller hates both families and would love to install one of her sycophants in their place. I’d guess she could secure another five thousand gold marks a year by rewriting the old tariff agreements through the port. People have been bought for less. But odd as it sounds, the boy may be less a thorn in her side as liege than as count. She’d petition him instead of him petitioning her. I also suspect she’s involved herself in a number of illicit trade arrangements and needs her own people on hand to ensure secrecy. Sorry. I’m rambling. I don’t have very many people to discuss these things with.”

      “All of that sounds promising.”

      “The rumor is there’s a contract on the boy’s head already. One of the other landgraves, presumably. Helga Muller didn’t seem too worried when we informed her. She’s a hatchet, that woman, and truthfully, she stands to benefit however the boy is removed from his role.”

      Ilse brushed back her hair. “We’ll have to move quickly…”

      “I’d need an army to get the boy to Ehrstadt safely.”

      “Otto Tilly will help us get him here. It’d take a remarkable assassin to bring down the boy while he’s on the back of a dragon.”

      “You’ve asked Tilly?”

      “No.”

      “The captain was a king’s man, but his back is stiffer than any man’s has a right to be. He follows the law in all things. Finding a candidate for king, slipping them past the landgraves, and forcing the high council to vote on them is… Well, from what I’ve heard, treachery and deceit is more my field than the good captain’s. Even for the right reasons, not everyone is comfortable with some of the methods I employ. Some of the methods you’ll have to adopt, if you want to succeed in this. Fortune’s Curse, Ilse, you’re talking about handpicking a king of the most powerful nation on this continent! You’ll make an enemy of every single lord and lady who isn’t selected. Bah, and not just the nobles from our lands. Clermont, Kilsenay, Darford, they’ll all benefit from a weaker Wahrheit. You can’t fight them all. Are you sure you want to be involved in this?”

      She sipped her wine and held his gaze. “Scared, are you? Maybe I came to the wrong person.”

      “Bah,” growled Gerhard. “There is no other person. I’ve been working on it, but… You said the minster knows about your involvement?”

      “He does.”

      “Then why is he going through you?” complained the spy. “It’s been top of both our minds, and we’ve exchanged a dozen notes about possibilities. If he has information he’s keeping from me…”

      “There’s a new, ah, an agent, I suppose, who is now in play.”

      Gerhard raised his eyebrows.

      “A small man with a long beard. Wears robes and a pointy hat like he’s mumming as a wizard. The minister sent him to me. He said his name was Merrick.”

      “Never heard of him.”

      Ilse shrugged.

      “Is he a wizard?”

      “How can you tell?” she asked, but without waiting for a response, added, “Like I said, the minster sent him. He showed up in my chambers. He couldn’t have done that without assistance, I don’t think. This… wizard, if you want to call him that, is recruiting a team of sorts, or he recruited me to recruit a team, I guess. He wasn’t really clear on that. Point being, everyone from the privy council to you is understanding the situation the same way. They just aren’t doing anything about it. That’s where we come in.”

      “I see.”

      “You’ll help, then?”

      “I will, but you should understand something. There is no candidate for king the high council will accept. Anyone—and I mean anyone you can think of—would reduce the power of the landgraves from what it is today, and the longer they go without a king, the more they’ll enjoy the taste of that freedom. We’re talking about coercing the landgraves, the most dangerous people within a thousand leagues of here, into doing something they’ll be loath to do. They won’t like it, and they’ll hate us for it if they ever find out who we are. We’re going to have to get our hands dirty, Ilse. This is my business, not yours.”

      She shifted. She knew what he meant by that. Her fingers toying unconsciously with the throwing dagger in her boot, she muttered, “Not my business, but you need help, don’t you? I know you like to work alone or whatever, but where has that gotten you so far?”

      He grunted and asked her, “All these people who see the situation the same as us, I don’t suppose they’ve seen a proper candidate? Or is that all on me?”

      “I’ve been thinking,” she replied. “What about a puppet? Or… someone they think will serve as a puppet? Balance the threat of a ruler with a bit of opportunity if they think they can manipulate them.”

      Gerhard fiddled with his wine then nodded curtly. “A good angle. Yours or this wizard’s?”

      “The wizard. You’ve truly never heard of him? I got the impression he’d been involved in this sort of thing before. How many of your sort can there be?”

      “Not many,” responded Gerhard. He sipped his wine, thinking, and then told her, “I heard a story that the holy mother tasked Cardinal Borromeo with introducing a person to the privy council who may help. It seems the church is just as worried about this matter as anyone, but they’re in even worse position to do anything about it. The landgraves will go to the headsman’s block before they vote for a stooge of the church.”

      “The holy mother sent a man to the privy council?”

      “Aye,” said Gerhard, grinning painfully. “It seems the old girl has more involvement in politics than either I or the minster imagined. This man… he’s said to be a friend of hers, if you can believe the old crone has friends. A wizard, meeting the privy council, and meeting you. That’s interesting.”

      “If he is one and the same man.”

      “I’d like to meet this wizard if I can.”

      She shrugged. “I’ll see what I can do, and you’ll look into this boy in, where was it, Faulagen? I’m not sure I can be any help with selecting a candidate or extracting them, but if you get them here, I’ve spent the last fifteen years protecting the kingdom’s most precious treasure, and I can add one more to the ledger.”

      Gerhard nodded then sat back, cradling his wine and looking at her curiously. “You’ve come a long way since university.”

      “We both have.”

      “Aye, but you’ve changed,” he told her. “You’ve grown confident, dangerous if you wanted to be. The wilting little flower I recall never would have been behind a conspiracy that will rock the kingdom—the entire continent. If we’re successful, we’ll change the course of history.”

      “You forget how often I helped you cheat on your exams. Changed the course of you graduating, didn’t I?”

      Gerhard waved a hand and grinned. “You have to admit cheating turned out to be as good an education for me as anything our language instructors were trying to pound into our heads.”

      “Fair enough. Fortune, it’s been years since we’ve talked about anything other than work, hasn’t it? We were different, then.”

      He nodded, then asked, “How is Michael?”

      “Long gone. Noah?”

      “He’s still around.”

      She blinked. “You’re still seeing Noah? After… twenty years? No offense, but I’m surprised. You have a reputation, you know.”

      “Nothing is as it seems, Ilse. The truth? That’s malleable. My look, my beliefs, my loyalties, they can all change with the wind. Noah keeps me grounded when everything else is a lie.”

      “Much has changed, but not your loyalties,” murmured Ilse.

      He grinned at her. “I’m always loyal to my old friends, those who’ve proven they are loyal to me. Like I said, it’s what keeps me grounded. My anchor. You, Noah, the king… Bah. Wahrheit will miss that man no matter what we do. But have no fear. If I’m false with you, it’s only out of habit. These days, even with Noah… In a hard world, it’s hard to stay oneself.”

      “That’s the truth,” she responded. She pursed her lips. “And while we’re telling the truth, did you really only pass that final accounting examination because you and Professor Turndove…”
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      She yawned, a small fist covering her mouth, and then pinched herself on the wrist. She was wrapped in half a dozen layers of fabric of varying thickness, purpose, and comfort. Her lips and eyes were painted with just enough shade to give her a bit of color. Her skin was already naturally clear and pale, so she eschewed the powder that was popular amongst some of the women in the city. She wanted to look young and vulnerable. A certain type of man was attracted to that.

      Thadeous Voclow owned several of the largest iron ore mines in the kingdom. Or was it copper? She frowned. He’d said something about steel. Copper was not made into steel. She knew that. Was iron made into… Was there a difference between them at all? Iron was black. Steel was shiny but not always, she didn’t think. Truth, it’d been some time since she’d paid attention to any metal that wasn’t silver or gold. No matter. Thadeous Voclow had both of those in ample supply as well.

      The carriage bumped and rumbled across the portal to his estate, and she peered out the window at the flickering torches that lit the drive. On the grounds of the estate, the way was paved in small bits of raked gravel, and the ride grew quite smooth. Scores of torches, hundreds of them, bracketed the sides of the path like there was some grand ball being thrown with half the kingdom invited.

      The man’s estate was an hour outside of Ehrstadt. New wealth, and he was untitled. He’d compensated by building an expansive, opulent palace that was two or three times the size of the largest manors in the city. She wondered if he’d thought that would buy him entrance to noble society. She could have told him it wouldn’t work, but the man was nothing if not persistent, and he’d found a way eventually. He’d found her.

      There was nothing but farms within leagues of his estate. This show was all for her. She thought. Surely the man wasn’t so rich he lit his drive like this every evening when no company was due, or did he? All her sources—her friends, that was—claimed the man was one of the wealthiest in the kingdom. He spent like he was.

      She’d known about that habit before she’d ever met him. As soon as his first note had arrived, she’d learned that. Dozens of other notes had come from dozens of other men. Thadeous was the richest.

      Not as rich as her last husband, the king. No one was that rich. Not even a king. She tittered a high-pitched giggle. Not even a king. There wasn’t a king. Not anymore. There should have been. She had thought there would have been. Six years ago, when they’d been betrothed, she’d been sure of it. She was to become queen, and the next king was to be the fruit of her loins. Her son, on the throne.

      The king had been too drunk to perform his duty on their wedding night. Once or twice a year since, she’d managed to coax him into her bedchamber, and he’d proven himself to be a man, but his seed had never taken purchase, and now there was no king.

      In those first months, she’d believed he had a mistress or even several of them, but her sources—her friends—had never discovered one. There were no serious rumors around the palace about one either. The man was quite chaste, it seemed. Oh, there had been other wives, other women pushed toward him by those seeking a hook in the man’s flesh or those who perhaps saw the inevitable, that the king was a mortal man, and that he’d never sired an heir.

      It was the truth. He hadn’t. When he’d died, she worried some harlot would come forth, raising a bastard on high, declaring he was fit for the throne, but that hadn’t happened. There were no bastards, no mistresses, no previous wives with any tales other than her own.

      Except for the first, the dead girl who’d passed during childbirth thirty-five years earlier, dying before Lucanda had even drawn her first breath.

      That was the strongest rumor about the palace, that the king had never gotten over his first wife. Lucanda hadn’t wanted to believe it. She’d thought she was young and beautiful, and any man would come around eventually. The king never had. A mistress would have been better. You could compete with another living, breathing woman, no matter how gorgeous her presentation and adventurous her bedroom manner, but a ghost? Over the last several years, Lucanda had found you could not claw a man’s heart away from a ghost.

      She sat back in the carriage, letting the curtain fall, hiding the dancing torches that beckoned her toward Thadeous Voclow.

      He wasn’t the king, not short just in wealth but also his looks and his disposition. Voclow was a petty tyrant, ruling his servants like he must have imagined the lords and ladies ruled their subjects, spending his coin like it was grown every season upon the land, rather than dug from finite veins deep within the mountains. He was a small man in so many ways, but what choice did she have?

      Voclow was rich. He had produced sons, one just three months ago, in fact. He could give her one too. Give her a son, and give her the financial support she would need to wage a campaign to get the boy named as heir to the throne of Wahrheit. It would be a boy. It had to be. Otherwise…

      The carriage rolled to a stop, and she steadied herself. She was a queen. The queen. And she would remain queen as long as there was a king to sit upon the throne.
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        * * *

      

      When her carriage stopped, none of Voclow’s servants came rushing out of the impressive, brass-studded mahogany doors that barred the entrance to his home. Her footman jumped down, opened her door, and stood waiting, glancing curiously at the well-lit building.

      It looked just as it did the night before and the night before that. For a week now, she’d been visiting and entertaining the iron—copper?—baron. Each night, his home had been well-lit and welcoming. When she arrived, his servants had rushed to whisk her inside, toward his salon where the man awaited. He’d served her sweets and cheese and fine wine. The room had been filled with fragrant flowers. They’d feasted on an endless array of cunning dishes, and while she appreciated the effort, the chefs in the palace had been far better. And while the wine was expensive, the man didn’t have the tongue for it, and it was paired poorly with their meals. She was allergic to some of the flowers, but that could all be fixed, if their union was successful.

      He would put aside his current wife and children and take Lucanda in, hoping that in nine months, she would take him with her back to the royal palace. She smoothed a pout from her lips, then thinking again, let it come back. She was a queen, and queens were to be waited upon, not the other way around.

      Tsking, she exited the carriage with the help of her footman, her long gown trailing behind her. She gestured for the confused man to take it up, to carry the train as she ascended the stairs toward the door. Whoever was meant to be looking for her, to offer her cold water, a hot towel, and a warm smile, was going to be whipped, she imagined. But what was there to do but walk up to the door herself? She wasn’t going to turn around and go back to Ehrstadt without completing the liaison.

      Wobbling on tall-heeled shoes, she made it to the top of the wide, marble stairs and found the door was left slightly ajar. No one came out of it. A game?

      She waved her footman off and slipped inside of the door, the train of her gown sliding across the smooth marble soundlessly. Candles flickered in matching sets of candelabra on opposite sides of the foyer. It cast the space in a warm, welcoming glow, but no one was there. The house was silent.

      This was not her type of game.

      Striding down the hall toward where she’d met Voclow previously, she peered curiously into open, mostly dark rooms and listened for any sounds that gave away a surprise. She heard nothing. Saw nothing. What sort of treat must Voclow be preparing to make up for the impolite welcome?

      She walked deeper into his massive, silent abode, and it occurred to her that since marrying the king several years ago, this was the most alone she’d been in a very long time. In the palace, there was always an attendant waiting at the edge of her vision. There were always guards lurking nearby. Sounds, even muffled by the thick stone, heavy doors, and lush fabrics, were always present. When she bathed, slept, someone had been there. Even in what she considered her exile, she’d been granted a house full of servants to attend to her. The noise of the busy streets of Ehrstadt had been just outside.

      Here, there was no one. Just silence.

      Thadeous Voclow employed hundreds of household staff. Even if their master was absent, which she cringed at the thought of, then some of them should be present. It must be a surprise planned for her, but as she progressed deeper into the building, she was deciding it was not one she would be fond of. A secret party on her behalf? A meeting of a cabal of supporters hoping to help her back into the royal palace? It didn’t make sense. Why not have the butler escort her inside to where everyone was waiting?

      She found Voclow’s small salon, the room he’d received her in each night for the last week. A merry fire burned on the hearth, highlighting the gold threaded tapestries which adorned the walls, giving the furnishings a healthy aura that seemed to beg one to sit, to take your leisure, but Thadeous was not there, sitting upon the broad couch where he’d patted for her to take his side, where they would—

      A thump caused her to spin, and she saw a diminutive, familiar-looking man standing up beside Voclow’s desk. He held a book, a thick tome. It must have been the sound of it closing which had drawn her attention. He placed it on the desk and stared at it, shaking his head. He told her, “I never trust a man with only one book in his salon.”

      “What?”

      “It’s a history of his own life,” continued the stranger. “He must have had it commissioned and rushed. It’s not well written. I suppose he does not realize that. Can you imagine the vanity, to commission a work on yourself? To have that as the only reading material available to visitors?”

      “Who are you?”

      “Do you not recognize me, girl?”

      She frowned at the interloper. She did recognize him. It took her a moment, and suddenly she spit, “The librarian.”

      “Indeed.”

      “What are you doing here? I’m to meet Voclow. I’m… Where is everyone else? Where are his servants, his butler, his—“

      The librarian held up a hand. “They are not here. And now that I’ve answered your question, answer mine. Who’s idea was it to begin a liaison, to become pregnant by that man?”

      She blinked at the librarian. How did he know?

      He waited patiently for her response.

      “That is none of your business,” she told him, then winced. She should have lied, denying the accusation. But what matter? Who cared what a librarian thought?

      “Ah, but it is my business. I need to know, girl, if you are in league with others or if you and Voclow concocted this plan between the two of you. It wasn’t solely on his impetus, I know that. You sought an arrangement. Did you draw him in, or were you both pushed?”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about!”

      “A child has quickened within your womb. I have a sense of these things. It wasn’t you who was barren. It was the king, or perhaps it was his disinterest which left your marriage empty. That doesn’t really matter now, but for what it is worth, it was not your failing but his. Ours as well, I suppose. We thought… We were too comfortable. All of us.”

      She crossed her arms over her chest and looked over her shoulder to the entrance of the salon. The house was still quiet. Dead quiet.

      “What have you done with Voclow, with his people?”

      “What have I done? Girl, I am a librarian. What would I do?”

      “I am not a girl. I am the queen.”

      Sadly, he shook his head. “Not anymore. Never again, I’m afraid. That is not your fault, but nonetheless, it is your price to pay.”

      “If I am with child, then queen I shall stay. But how do you—”

      “It was your plan, then. Yours alone?”

      She didn’t answer.

      “Has the holy mother visited you? I have been worried she may try to… conscript you and the child. Her promises have the veneer of gold, but there is nothing but rotting wood beneath them.”

      “The holy mother?” asked Lucanda. “I don’t… What does that old bat have to do with anything?”

      “You have not spoken to her. That is good.”

      Lucanda turned toward the door, ready to walk out and find someone. Walk, not run. She wouldn’t run, though her body was quivering and her skin was crawling. She didn’t know what was happening. What was this man doing in Voclow’s manor? She didn’t understand anything the librarian was asking her, but she knew, felt down deep, that she should return to her carriage. She should return to the house in the city that had been set aside as her domicile, as her prison. She would be safe there. This had been a mistake, a terrible mistake, but she would be—

      The librarian’s thin arm wrapped around her neck and squeezed. The old man looked frail, as brittle as the parchment he oversaw, but he felt like an ancient oak. She clawed at his arm, kicked back at him, threw her weight hoping to pull him off balance, and then, she died.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            

          

          
            The Boy III

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      They stepped forward and thrust, stepped forward and thrust, and then kept repeating the action until they’d crossed the entire field. They turned and heard the drill master’s bellow, “Again.”

      Step forward and thrust.

      Stiff new boots kicked up dust, coating them and anyone standing within ten paces of the field in a thin layer of red-brown grit. Blisters chaffed within those boots and on their hands. For days, they’d been stabbing with blunted shafts of wood. The peasants, as they were generally called, along with a string of more vulgar names, hardly suffered. They were used to backbreaking work, and they were used to holding the wooden handle of a tool.

      The burghers, the boys drawn from the cities around Wahrheit, fared worse. Some of them had done plenty of hard work before joining the royal army, but none of them spent day after day handling what was little more than a sawed-off haft of a hoe.

      Ulrik gritted his teeth and blinked his eyes against the cloud of dust. Sweat beaded his brow but no more than when he was working for his pa. It was Fortune’s Favor they’d joined in the autumn, when the air was cooler. In summer, the constant drills across the empty field would have been torturous.

      To a man, the drill masters were either lazy or sadistic and occasionally both. Whether to keep the recruits busy and not asking questions or to enact some decades’ old proxy of revenge on their own long-dead drill masters, both sorts had the new recruits working all day on their forms and their formations.

      Ulrik and the other recruits were to become spearmen in the royal army. The motions weren’t hard, and the formations could be learned in a day or two, so most of it was just staying busy until they were assigned to a regiment. They were told it could take a month, or less in times of war.

      War seemed a distant concept for all of those outside of Hof who hadn’t experienced it, but for all of the new recruits, as they’d trickled into Ehrstadt, they’d learned the king was dead, and it was no wonder the army was conscripting fresh bodies. There was much speculation about whether they would be needed nearby or if they’d be deployed to some far-flung locale, but the assumption was whatever happened would happen quickly.

      That suited Ulrik well. He’d learned what he needed to know about carrying a spear already. One end of the spear was sharp. The other wasn’t. You stabbed someone with the sharp part. Pretty simple. The excitement and chaos of marching across Wahrheit would be welcome. A distraction from… everything else.

      It’d been two weeks since he’d watched his parents killed in Hof, a week and a half since they’d left Stafford, leaving Gisela and the other girls behind. There hadn’t been many of them. There’d been goodbyes but no tears for the departing. It all hurt so much. What was one more sorrow?

      The girls would fight to survive in their way, or not in the case of one of Gisela’s friends. Gisela had found her one morning in the yard behind the little hostel they’d begged for rooms. There’d been few tears for the dead girl. What was one more body to put in the dirt?

      When Ulrik had left the inn, he hadn’t said he was coming back. He hadn’t said he wasn’t going to come back either. Gisela had known. He hoped she’d known. He thought about it sometimes, now that they were in Ehrstadt. He couldn’t have brought her. His pay as a recruit wasn’t enough to support her in this place. He couldn’t have stayed. He told himself that more than anything else. Every night, he told himself. One night, he hoped he would lay his head down on his cot and believe that it was true.

      Just two days after arriving in Stafford, the boys had gotten an appointment with Sheriff Noxun, who’d hustled them toward a recruitment center and onto wagons headed for Ehrstadt that afternoon. They were in luck. The army was building its ranks. What they sought in the army, in Ehrstadt, they didn’t know. Revenge, some of them claimed. A purpose, maybe. Ulrik sought change. He couldn’t be who he had been. It hurt too much. He had to be something else. Anything else. If he’d stayed, he would have been Ulrik of Hof. He wasn’t sure what the future held, but it couldn’t hold that.

      The others acted much the same. Paul threw himself into their training, insisting the formations they were taught were critical. The blacksmith’s son spent long hours even after they’d completed training for the day and had their supper discussing the different tactics and when they might be useful. He was obsessed with the idea of commanding a squad and eventually a company.

      Ulrik had lost interest as soon as he’d understood their position in the army. A captain of a company of spearmen was still a spearman. They were the lowest form of filth in the king’s ranks, the least respected units, the most likely to be sent against a wall through a hail of artillery fire, arquebus shot, and arrows with only their boiled leather jerkins and leather skullcaps as protection. The spearmen were meant to absorb the blows of the enemy, so the elite soldiers could survive and fight.

      The veterans who were barracked near the trainees, if they could be called veterans, did not spend their evenings discussing tactics. When they had the choice, they spent their nights—and most of their days as well—drinking, gambling, and whoring, but they didn’t always have a choice. While the king paid his soldiers better than a common laborer in Hof could earn in twice the span of time, the marks didn’t spend far in Ehrstadt. Most of the days and the nights, the veterans had already spent the weeks’ pay, so instead of carousing in the city, they lay around in the barracks complaining.

      It was a soldier’s lot, it seemed, to complain.

      Except for their own company of recruits, there wasn’t a man or woman in the army they’d yet encountered who had a cheery comment or a smile. It appeared everyone was relegated to misery and bitterness. Even in their short time in the military complex, Ulrik could see it was the boredom that got them. A man could take a lot of things, but he couldn’t stand being bored, not for years on end.

      The veterans said getting a posting was worse. Then, you had hard weeks walking to get there. There was a risk of dying while chasing some bandit down or venturing into a foreign land to insert yourself into a conflict you didn’t understand. Ulrik had argued at least it was something to do, but they’d told him the best case with a posting was that you would still be bored, but somewhere else, and it might not have drink and whores.

      He’d dropped the argument after that.

      All the rumors said change was coming. It sent an uncomfortable shudder down the spines of the veterans. Maybe they understood there were things worse than boredom, but it brought excitement and gossip to the fledgling company of recruits. It wasn’t just Count Fashan violating his neighbors’ borders and bringing fire and blood. It was the Kingdom of Clermont. They’d had the gall to cross into Wahrheit and evidently had settled into a siege against a city.

      The recruits weren’t sure what the city was called or where it was, but the possibility of war with Clermont was worth discussing. Some thought they would be pitched into battle and quickly killed. Others thought they would enjoy a front row seat to the dragon knights decimating Clermont’s soldiers, their fathers, their mothers, and anyone who happened to know them. A tiny handful thought they would lead the charge and earn acclaim and accolades through valor on the battlefield.

      Ulrik had stared in fascination as one of their fellows declared that during a battle, a spearman could earn themselves a noble title with a little luck and a lot of courage. Neither of them had actually seen a noble, though, and in Ulrik’s mind that spoke to the likelihood of either of them ever becoming one.

      But Ulrik, Paul, and the others from Hof had seen a dragon knight and his mount. It made them a little bit famous amongst the other recruits, and daily, they were asked to tell their tale, to relive the worst moment of all of their lives to a crowd of wide-eyed, eager listeners.

      Eventually, the recruits decided that Ulrik and his friends were making up most of their story. The axe had glowed? The dragon had responded to commands with a click of the tongue? And surely no man could move like they described in full platemail. It was a relief to Ulrik when the others stopped asking him about that day, though Jaime seemed pained that no one believed him.

      For Ulrik, war meant mud and blood. For Paul and some of the others, it meant glory and a chance at a better life. For Jaime, it changed by the day. Hope and fear drives everyone. Jaime was just a little more obvious about it.

      Depending on which set of expectations you had, it cast their training in different light. Ulrik did his duty because they were paying him, he had nowhere else to go, and once a recruit signed the paper, desertion meant death. Paul did it because he thought they were on the cusp of great opportunity.

      “A captain of a company of spearmen isn’t a peasant any longer. A captain is a burgher,” said Paul.

      There was a pension upon retirement, if you survived your twenty years of service. Captains made enough to live on comfortably with never another care, even in Ehrstadt, it was said. That didn’t sound like much of an opportunity to Ulrik, but Paul latched onto it, and every waking moment was spent trying to get there.

      It was something, supposed Ulrik, reaching the end of the practice field and turning to do it again. They’d all had to make a sort of peace with what had happened, what they’d seen. His pa and ma had been killed. Same with all of them from Hof. There was nothing behind them but pain. Throwing yourself into training? There were worse ways to deal with that trauma.

      Some of the lads from Hof hated Count Fashan and anyone who wore his colors. They swore revenge, and a few seemed serious about getting it one day. It was a dark path they trod. Ulrik understood that path and had been walking there with them for a while but found he couldn’t muster the hatred that fired the others for long. Count Fashan deserved whatever happened to him if one of those boys ever got to him, but the more they heard in Ehrstadt, the more Ulrik realized it was happening all over.

      The king was dead. He was dead, and it seemed the nobles all saw it like a feast hall with the doors thrown open. They were going to wander in and get a bite of whatever they could.

      The recruits made another sweating, cursing lap, and the drill master called for a pause. They were told to get their midday meal. Then, they’d be back on the field for sparring all afternoon.

      The sparring was silly, thought Ulrik. Spearmen fought in formation. Not that they’d bothered teaching them tactics, but it was plain enough for anyone who thought about it. A lightly armored man alone was no threat to anyone with a pistol, a horse, or a suit of armor, but scores of steel-tipped points could cause some damage when used in coordination. Even arquebusiers and cuirassiers were in danger if the spearmen got close enough.

      If they survived the initial volley of shot, they could get close. They were lightly armed, just a long spear, a dagger, and leather armor that might serve to deflect some scratches from a thorn bush but wasn’t going to do a bit of good against a lead ball or sharp sword. The game was to spread a little, hunch down so you were a small target, and then to charge pell-mell—but to do it together. Their spears had to strike at once because once they were really close, the long weapons were next to useless, and the daggers they were equipped with wouldn’t fare well against the heavy steel barrel of an arquebus or a sword.

      But the drill masters liked to gamble as much as the next man, and so they had the recruits spar and wagered quarter and half copper marks on the outcome. It was drinking money, no more, but there was a great deal of satisfaction in sipping a beer you’d won in a wager.

      Paul had taken to the matches with zest. Jaime cowered in terror when it was his turn, and Ulrik tried not to consider what it meant about the royal army that recruits were pitted against each other for the entertainment of the drill masters.

      “Stew again?” asked Jaime as they trooped toward the mess hall. “I hope it’s stew.”

      Ulrik snorted. Of course it would be stew. It’d been stew every day since they’d arrived, and Jaime’s jest was only slightly fresher than the murky assembly of water, vegetables, and a few scraps of meat that floated in the giant pots. The first few days, Ulrik had made his own jest about how they likely didn’t clean the pots and just added handfuls of new ingredients each day. After a few days, he’d grown concerned it wasn’t a jest at all, and since then, he tried not to think about it.

      He picked up a loaf of dark, dense bread and bounced it on his hand as he followed Paul to one of the long tables and benches where they ate all of their meals. The bread was fresh from the oven. It was the only thing fresher than what they’d been used to in Hof. There were tens of thousands of soldiers in Ehrstadt, and they ate bread with every meal. There was no time for it to go stale.

      “Enjoy it, lads,” drawled a pock-faced boy from the table behind them. “Out on campaign, there’s no bread. No ovens, eh. You have ovens in that little village of yours? On campaign, it’ll be hard sausages and whatever you can take from the local peasants.”

      Ulrik tried to ignore the lad. Kurt was an ass. He was the sort of boy who made himself feel better by tearing everyone else down. He’d attracted a sizable group of followers because it was better to be on his side of things, most of them figured. There’d been boys who acted like that back in Hof until they got settled.

      Ulrik glanced at Paul across the table. The blacksmith’s son was dipping his bread into his stew, ignoring Kurt as well. He met Ulrik’s look and shrugged. They couldn’t settle every smart mouth in the royal army. They couldn’t fight the world.

      “Were the peasant girls good looking back in your village, or did you spend time with the pigs?” crowed Kurt. “Looking at y’all, maybe the girls were the ones spending time with the pigs. Ha. Maybe I’ll share a bit of that hard sausage with ’em. Get a taste, and they’ll be begging—”

      “Where do you think all of your food comes from, you imbecile?” growled Jaime, rising to the bait. “Everything you eat comes from the farms and the villages, all the wheat for your bread, all the vegetables in the stew, all of the meat, all of the beer. It’s not the farmers that are scrambling for scraps. You eat what we grow. Only difference, we kept the best stuff for ourselves. Even a burgher ought to know that, but I suppose this is the farthest from home you’ve ever been, eh? You have no idea what it’s like out there, out in the real world. You ever been outside the walls of Ehrstadt, Kurt? Play the lord all you want, but you don’t know nothing about anything.”

      During Jaime’s tirade, Kurt’s face had grown beet red. “I ain’t been far from home cause there’s nothing to see far from home.”

      Jaime snorted. That wasn’t much of a comeback and not worth a response. All the burghers talked about was what was outside of the city. Sure, Ehrstadt had grand palaces and beautiful halls, but none of the boys in the barracks had been inside of those places. They’d spent their time in narrow, filthy streets, sometimes not traveling more than five or six blocks away from home except on auspicious days like the coming eclipse. The city sounded an exciting place until you’d been there awhile and saw it for what it was.

      Jaime turned from Kurt, pushed his curly hair back, and then dug into his soup with relish. The small lad didn’t seem to mind that the same pot had been on boil since they’d gotten there. It was sustenance and welcome after a hard morning of practice.

      “Least I still have a home,” muttered Kurt, his voice pitched low but loud enough several tables around them heard.

      Paul, Jaime, and Ulrik stopped eating.

      Kurt’s instincts were honed from years of nasty comments and scores of scars he left on his victims. He sensed he’d drawn blood, and he wasn’t the sort of boy to let something go. He raised his voice and to his table announced, “I reckon I ought to visit me ma and pa our next free day. They’re missing me something awful, you know. Hey, Jaime, you gonna visit your ma and pa—oh, right, they all dead, ain’t they?”

      Jaime’s pale skin turned even whiter, then bright red.

      Paul and Ulrik shared another look. Ulrik stood.

      Kurt laughed, drawing the attention of more tables. “Oh no! I think I hurt the peasants’ feelings. Sorry, lads. Didn’t think you’d have all that much care for your ma and pa, seeing as how they rutted like pigs in mud and whelped you in a barn or some such. Bet they raised you like pigs, wallowing in filth, eating—”

      Ulrik stepped over the bench he’d been sitting on and crossed to the table where Kurt sat. Before the other boy could react, he reached across the table, grabbed a fistful of Kurt’s hair, and jerked his head down, slamming the other boy’s face into the table. Kurt’s nose impacted the battered wooden surface with a crunch. Bowls of stew and cups jumped and spilled from the impact.

      Kurt had a score of sycophants, and whatever shame they felt at the boy’s comments, they were still burghers, and Ulrik was a peasant. They couldn’t let one of their own be treated like that, whether or not he deserved it.

      A boy at Ulrik’s side let out a wild scream and erupted from the table, tackling Ulrik as he went. Jaime slung his stew bowl, pitching a mess of the food into a second burgher boy’s face. Paul jumped from his chair, vaulted the table, and with arms outstretched, plowed into two other burghers, crashing down to the dirt floor of the mess hall with them.

      Ulrik was on his back, his wiry opponent on top of him. Before the other boy could rise up, Ulrik caught him around the neck with an arm and squeezed, holding him tight then hammering his fist into the boy’s ribcage with short, quick punches.

      Paul smashed his fist down into one boy’s face then whipped a backhand to crack against the other’s cheek. A third came at him, and Paul lurched up, swinging his fist as he did, and struck his attacker under the chin. The boy was flung backward from the force of the blow. Paul set about kicking and stomping at the other two near his feet.

      Jaime smashed his boot into the side of the boy on top of Ulrik, in between Ulrik’s own punches, and they heard the crack of breaking ribs. Ulrik gave him one last blow from his fist then threw him off, not bothering to finish his choke. The boy’d had enough, figured Ulrik.

      He scrambled to his feet. A dozen burghers were closing around them. Ulrik grabbed the end of a bench and flung it in their way. Then, he scrambled atop the table.

      Kurt was on his feet, staggering backward. Blood streamed down his face from his nose, and he was spluttering more of the bright liquid between busted lips.

      Ulrik jumped after him, catching the boy’s tunic before he could slip away, and started pounding Kurt’s face with a balled fist. All his anger, all his sorrow, was dished out on that stupid, vapid face. Blood flew, long streamers trailing his knuckles as they rose and fell, but he remembered Kurt’s look. He remembered what he’d said.

      Someone clocked Ulrik aside the head, but he kept punching. Then, an arm wrapped around his neck, but he didn’t let go of Kurt’s tunic. It began to rip in his grip, but he kept punching. Ulrik was thrown down, the weight of three or four of them pressing on him. He kicked, catching Kurt in the knee. Then, he curled up, arms over his head, weathering the storm of fists and boots that rained down on him.
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      Captain Delegard did not run a tight ship, so to speak. He understood the training facility he ran was more about collecting bodies and organizing them into units he could ship into the field rather than providing actual military education. The drills they conducted were to ensure a minimal amount of fitness so they could keep up on the march, and when they reached their destination, they all knew to point their spears in the same direction.

      Each regiment had slightly different practices, slightly different formations. The regiments would train their own when they got them. The captain of the recruits was simply responsible for making sure they knew one end of the spear from the other.

      Because of that low bar, he allowed more trouble than perhaps he should have. There was a lot of drinking, plenty of gambling, and the occasional fight. Most of the time during a fight, the drill masters looked the other way or looked on and placed wagers, depending on how much of that drinking had already been accomplished. There was rarely discipline involved when a recruit’s lip was split or his eye blackened. They all figured the loser had learned their lesson—or would learn it soon enough. The recruits were there to learn to fight after all.

      But when half the mess hall had erupted into a giant, chaotic brawl, and they’d broken several benches, a table, and a few bones, then knocked over a couple of the stew pots at the exact moment the captain was there to collect his own midday rations, he apparently felt the need to intervene.

      The instigators of the fight had not been difficult to identify. Ulrik, Paul, Jaime, and Kurt sat slumped over across a desk from Captain Delegard. Kurt was slumped over a bit more than the others. The burgher’s nose was a misshapen, ugly purple mass. One eye was swollen shut. His lips were split with ugly, red crevasses. There were lacerations on his cheek and his brow. The bruising was already spreading from his eyes and nose, turning his face the same shade as a plum. When he’d opened his mouth to speak, Ulrik winced. Kurt was missing at least three teeth.

      Ulrik hadn’t meant to beat the other boy so badly. Well, he had in the moment. Kurt had gone too far, and he’d needed settling. It was the way those things worked, but looking at him now, Ulrik only felt remorse. What was the point of teaching some uppity city-dweller that he shouldn’t talk about someone’s dead parents? They couldn’t fight the world, and Ulrik wasn’t sure this one had been worth it.

      In addition to his glum thoughts, Ulrik was also felling a terrific ache in his side, where scores of kicks had been landed. He didn’t think he’d suffered permanent damage, probably not, but he would have a bruise from his knee to his shoulder. It hurt something fierce, and he was already regretting drills the next morning. Sparring would be a good deal worse. With that in mind, it had definitely not been worth it.

      Unless maybe the captain was fixing to kick them out of the army.

      Ulrik didn’t feel much regret at the idea. They’d joined the army because their village had been destroyed and their families killed. They’d marched to Stafford. The pouch of coin the innkeeper had from the dragon knight was spent to take care of the women. The boys had been left on their own, and at the time, the only thing they felt was the white-hot need for revenge. Learning to use a spear seemed a good step toward achieving that.

      Now, he understood that wasn’t the case. There would be no revenge, not for them. Perhaps Landgrave Bohm would punish Count Fashan. Perhaps he wouldn’t. It was out of the hands of anyone who’d been from Hof. It always had been.

      Ulrik would go back to Stafford if he could. See to Gisela. Find an apprenticeship woodworking or laboring. He would go back and make one thing right if he could, but that was out of his hands now too.

      Captain Delegard eyed them, as he’d been doing several minutes now, chewing ferociously at a wad of tobacco he’d stuffed in his cheek.

      Paul shifted in his chair then asked the older man, “Are you going to kick us out, Captain?”

      Paul, it seemed, was having some regrets as well.

      Delegard blinked at them then spit into a copper cup at his elbow. He growled, “Kick you out of the army for fighting? No, it ain’t that easy. You signed for twenty years, and it’s my job to make sure you start serving them. Nah, if you’re having second thoughts, you’re not going to slip away with just a few punches thrown.”

      Paul coughed then stammered, “N-No, Captain, I, ah, I don’t want to leave. I want to do my time.”

      “Good.” The captain looked doubtful of that fact, but he didn’t argue.

      “They attacked me, Captain Delegard,” complained Kurt, his voice a painful rasp. He dabbed at his lips with a crimson-stained rag the captain had tossed him when they’d arrived. Kurt’s mouth hadn’t stopped bleeding yet.

      The captain raised an eyebrow, and Ulrik nodded confirmation. The captain asked him, “Why?”

      Wincing at the pain in his side, Ulrik told the man, “Our… When we joined the army, Sir, it was because our village was destroyed. Our parents were all killed. Most of our friends. It… Kurt made a comment about that, Sir. I—It was me. I was the one who started it. I thought we ought to settle things, and it went too far. Whatever punishment you’re considering, it should be on me.”

      Delegard glanced at Kurt. “You say what he says you said?”

      Kurt looked ready to lie, but then he nodded sharply.

      “It all settled, then?”

      Ulrik mumbled, “I hope so, Captain.”

      “Good.” The captain sat back, still chewing on his tobacco.

      The boys sat there in silence.

      After another long moment, Paul ventured, “Captain Delegard, if we’re not to be kicked out… ah, what is to be done with us?”

      Ulrik could tell he’d wanted to ask if they could leave. If no punishment was—

      “You’re going to be flogged.”

      All four of the boys gasped.

      “It’s the official punishment for fighting. I look away from these scuffles when I can, let you all figure it out amongst yourselves. This time…” The captain spit again into his cup. “I’m trying to decide how many lashes you’re due. Broke some benches and a table. A whole bunch of you are in the infirmary right now. One of the cooks got burned on the foot when the stew pot was knocked over. Wasted a whole pot of stew.”

      Ulrik swallowed. Lashes. Plural.

      “I looked at the notes on you bunch. Sheriff Noxun sent you here, eh? Wonder what he’d think about this. He send you to me ’cause you were scrappers or ’cause you had a little discipline? Was the old man right or wrong about you boys?”

      Frowning, Ulrik told him, “It wasn’t the sheriff that… Captain Tilly, Otto Tilly, he was the one who referred us. Told us to talk to the sheriff to do up the paperwork.”

      Captain Delegard swallowed inadvertently and then started a hacking coughing fit, brown spittle flying all over his desk. He looked as if he might vomit, but he managed to hawk his tobacco into his cup and stood, stumbling over to a cabinet and yanking the door open to find a bottle of cheap-looking wine. He coughed again, ripped the stopper from the wine, and took a hearty slug.

      The boys glanced at each other, even Kurt sharing the look.

      The captain wiped his mouth with the back of a hand, scowled at the mess on his desk, and then asked hesitantly, “Otto Tilly?”

      Ulrik nodded.

      “How… I don’t mean to be rude, but how do a bunch of peasants know Captain Otto Tilly?”

      “He… landed when our village was under attack. He stopped the fighting and spoke to us. He thought… Because we’d lost everything, he thought the army would be a good place for us. I’m sorry, Captain Delegard. I didn’t mean to imply we have the favor of a lord. I just… He’s the one who arranged for us to join.”

      Slowly, the captain nodded. “Favor of a lord, eh? Ain’t no one have Otto Tilly’s favor ’cept the king, Creator’s Blessing on his soul, and Tilly is not a lord. Not like you’re thinking, at least. He was born as common as you and I.”

      “But he’s…”

      “The captain of the dragon knights.” Delegard laughed. “He and I, both from the same village, both captains. Pretty fine, eh? But I command a bunch green recruits who spend their days tripping over their spears and brawling in the mess hall, and he commands the dragon knights.”

      Ulrik wasn’t sure how to respond.

      “Tilly has more respect for the royal army, and the men who serve in it, than I do,” continued Delegard. “Maybe I shouldn’t say that, but it’s true. If he told you to join… he must have seen something in you, something worth saving.”

      “I killed two cuirassiers,” said Paul suddenly. He drew a ragged breath. “They were attacking us, burning the village…”

      Delegard’s head jerked to look at the boy. “Sneak up behind them?”

      Paul shook his head no.

      “I’ll make you a sergeant, then.”

      All four of the boy’s jaws dropped to their chests.

      “These are the first three members of your squad. As sergeant, I expect you to be the one to issue discipline. Make it fair, or you lose the trust of your men, but make it effective as well. Can’t go soft on ’em. I won’t allow fights like that in the mess hall. I hear about you four getting into trouble again…”

      The captain stood and opened the other door in the cabinet he’d retrieved the wine from. There were bottles on one side arranged haphazardly on a shelf. On the other side, a stout leather lash hung over a peg. Its handle was wrapped and worn. A dozen strips of leather hung down, pooled on the bottom of the cabinet, stained dark from use.

      “First lesson about being in a squad—about being spearmen—you all march together. You come in here again, you’re all getting the lash and all getting the same number of strokes. I don’t care who did what. You march together. You survive or die as a unit. Now, get out of here.”
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      Captain Otto Tilly bent and swept legions of tiny wooden cuirassier and arquebusier figurines into a wicker basket. There were scores of them, and they’d all been arranged into complex formations, staging an assault on the ottoman in his sparsely decorated salon. The piece of furniture had been defended by a stuffed dragon toy the size of a small dog. He smirked. The scale was about right.

      Fishing beneath the ottoman, he found another figurine and held it up. It was exquisitely carved, for such a small item, and delicately painted. It wore the ruddy red of blood, long after it’d left the body. The king’s burgundy.

      The tiny men had cost Tilly a fortune, but his boys clamored to play with them every time they visited, and that made it worth each gold mark that he’d spent. He would spend it again to hear those excited voices, those high-pitched demands and threats as the twins mimicked what they thought a battle might be like.

      The dragon staying within the castle was his former wife’s involvement. Before things had soured, before she’d left him for a rich merchant, she’d convinced the boys that was what the dragon knights did. They stayed back, protecting the king and more or less hiding behind the walls. She claimed knowing their father rode into danger would make the boys scared, but he would rather have them know the truth, even if it was frightening.

      The world was a dangerous place. Someone had to face it. The world was never going to get better if all you did was hide behind the walls.

      He dropped the basket in the corner of the room and surveyed the rest of the damage his children had caused. Just seven winters old, the twins were like a horde of Cojitan savages. Pillows, blankets, everything that wasn’t hammered into the floor had been rearranged to be part of the terrain, part of the epic battle they’d staged over the last two days.

      Sighing, he turned from the salon, figuring he would leave it a little longer, let the mess serve as a reminder of the last few days. They’d been good ones, but they were too few. He didn’t mind the mess, and no one else was going to come by and see the disarray.

      He strode through the dark house to the kitchen and unstopped a bottle of wine he’d opened the day before. He poured himself a goblet and peered out the window at the small garden behind his townhouse. It was evening. A flush of light trickled in the leaded glass, the faintest gasp of the sunset moments before. Out the back, he couldn’t see any of the light from the streetlamps, just looming shadows of ornamental trees, their colorful leaves hidden by dusk. In the kitchen, the only illumination was what spilled in the window and the dying glow of the embers in his hearth.

      He’d cooked for the twins earlier that afternoon. Not well, but he’d tried. He’d told them it was military rations, the stuff men would eat on campaign. He couldn’t remember if the cooking had been that awful the last time he’d eaten camped out in the forest, surrounded by his fellow soldiers, but he thought it’d been better. Of course, surviving a battle did add a certain spice. Eating with the boys added a certain spice as well, and they’d been so excited to eat real soldiers’ food they hadn’t minded the bread was a little bit charred and the boiled meat tasted as if it’d been overcooked then overcooked once again for good measure.

      Kneeling in front of the hearth, Tilly prodded at the embers with a poker and added another thin branch. It didn’t catch. The fire had died too low.

      He stood and retrieved his goblet. He ought to go out and find a meal at one of the restaurants in the city. There were scores of them near his home. Good ones. Great ones. He preferred the good. He was more comfortable in the company who frequented those places, but instead, he sat at the big wooden table in his kitchen, and he drank.

      The boys would have been home over an hour ago. They would have been bathed by the servants then eaten before his former wife and her new husband did. Tilly grinned. They’d finished heaping plates of food with him, but he wasn’t offended they would enjoy a finer meal after. You couldn’t fill those two, but by now, one of the nannies would be putting them to bed. Would his wife have even seen them? Former wife, he amended. She hadn’t come to pick them up. She’d stopped doing that six months ago. Now, it was just the footman with a carriage and one of the nannies inside to collect the children and their things.

      Once a month, when he was home during the scheduled window, he would get to see them. He refilled his wine and kept drinking. If he wanted, he could gain an audience with a magistrate and force a ruling to allow more days with the twins. They did those things when a marriage ended, if the parties had enough coin to pay for someone to review the matter.

      Merchants, mostly, paid for the service. They could afford it, and those men and women had an unhealthy passion for contracts. Everything they did, they wanted enshrined on parchment. Nobles typically had the offending spouse assassinated. It was cleaner that way.

      The thought drew a bitter chuckle. He’d wondered at one point if his wife intended to end things the noble way. She’d threatened it. Maybe she couldn’t find an assassin willing to challenge a dragon knight. He, on the other hand, threatened to take the matter before Hans Caspar. The minister of law wasn’t a friend, but Tilly had access to him, and the minster would bend beneath a little bit of pressure. What was Tilly’s wife to Caspar? When you had the right magistrate, the law was a flexible thing.

      But the marriage had ended without a knife in his back and without Hans Caspar’s signature on a stack of documentation. It was the best for the boys, Tilly told himself. He wondered if his wife thought so too.

      She’d moved in with Trader Reginald the next week. A few weeks after that, he’d wondered if she really had hired assassins. But he’d decided it had to be the trader instead. His wife knew better. Twice, strange men had attempted to sneak into Tilly’s home and kill him. He didn’t figure he had many other enemies who would attempt something like that.

      Both of the assassins had died in the attempts, and unfortunately, they’d done so before he could squeeze answers from them. There was more to a dragon knight than a dragon and a suit of armor. He wished there’d been more to the assassins, and maybe they would have survived a little longer. He’d visited Reginald after the second incident, keeping his former wife out of it, and the assassination attempts ended. Another clue the man was behind it.

      Tilly shook out the last drops of the wine into his goblet and stood to fetch another bottle from the cellar in his basement. It was cooler down there than in the rest of the house. Good for storing wine, he’d been told by people who knew those things.

      He had a nice townhouse, nicer than he’d ever been inside of until a decade in the army and a promotion into the ranks of the dragon knights. He’d seen a lot of nice places since then. His home was a shadow of Trader Reginald’s manse. The man had evidently cornered a piece of the market in cabbage for two seasons, and he’d made an incredible fortune off it. Tilly’s wife had crowed about how intelligent and savvy the man was when she’d announced she was moving in with him.

      Reginald had bought a bunch of cabbage, and through Fortune’s Favor, the weather had ruined the cabbage in four of Wahrheit’s five provinces. The trader was blind lucky. The produce in his warehouses had quadrupled in value overnight. He’d reinvested the proceeds into buying more, and now, he was a rich man. He was lucky, nothing more.

      That knowledge did little to salve the hurt of losing one’s wife to a cabbage trader.

      But the twins were happy there. They were safe. They had a veritable army of tutors and would attend Ehrstadt’s finest schools and then the university. Reginald could give them opportunities that Tilly simply could not. At seven, they admired their father and wanted to follow his path into the army. Everyone, Tilly included, hoped they grew out of that fancy. Better cabbage than war. Better anything.

      All of his own connections were in the military and political realms. He would keep his children as far from that as he could, even if it meant allowing Trader Reginald to live after he’d sent men with knives.

      Tilly strode through the bare corridor toward his cellar door, smiling again at the sight of the disaster in his salon, then stomped down the steps and found another bottle. He was working on feel, not bothering to light a wick, but he’d made the trip enough before that he knew those stairs as well as he knew anything.

      Coming back up, he shut the door and peered at the bottle of wine in his hands. There was dust on the shoulder. That was a good sign. It’d been saved for something or overlooked. Either way, it would serve his purposes.

      There was a knock on the front door of his townhouse.

      He frowned. Had the children forgotten a pair of trousers their nannies thought was absolutely critical for them to wear on the morrow? Was his manservant coming around early to see if he needed anything, or the cook? He’d given them both the last few days off so he could focus on the boys and not the preening and squawking his staff did whenever he stayed home and awake for more than a few hours.

      It wasn’t work, he didn’t think. When he’d made captain, the quartermaster had installed a delicate silver bell in his house. It was enchanted and rang when the king or General Walhausen called him. It was meant to save the time it would take a messenger to find him if he ever had to rush to the defense of the kingdom and get aloft. Of course, for the first time in his career, the kingdom was under attack, and he was still in Ehrstadt, spending time with his children, while the privy council wrung their hands.

      The knock came again, and he considered ignoring it, but his curiosity was piqued, and he was already standing in his foyer, so he went and opened the door.

      The short man on the other side wore a voluminous doublet, dark crimson slashed with black. He had dark trousers and a basket-hilted rapier on his hip. Black leather boots came high on his legs, and his long, black hair was shoved back from a clean-shaven chin. A giant grin split his face, and he raised a bottle of wine in his hands.

      “As they say, great minds think alike!”

      Tilly blinked at him then looked down at the bottle in his own hands.

      “An excellent vintage,” declared the man, standing on his doorstep, tilting his head to peer at Tilly’s bottle.

      “Is it?”

      “It is, but one could argue the only date that matters for wine is the date you open it.”

      “Who are you? What do you want?”

      “My name is Gerhard Fischer, and I’d like to talk.”

      Tilly stared at the man.

      Fischer cleared his throat and added, “We have a mutual friend, the quartermaster.”

      “I’m off duty.”

      “So I see, so I see. She told me you’d recently visited Mertz—well, flew above it, that is to say—and I’d like to hear your opinion on the situation there. An assessment, so to speak, of whether or not Mertz may still stand.”

      Tilly grunted. “It’s been a week. My information is old.”

      “If you can point me to someone who’s seen the place more recently, I’ll happily seek their opinion.”

      “How do you know the quartermaster?”

      “School chums from university.”

      Tilly made to close the door, and the little man outside suddenly started speaking very quickly. “Hold on, hold on. I work for the king as well. We’re on the same side. I’m… more involved in clandestine affairs, you could say.”

      “A spy.”

      The man shrugged.

      “I’ve no use for poisons, sabotage, and trickery,” growled Tilly. “When you’ve a problem with a man, you meet him on the field, and you settle it. We may share an allegiance to the king—the crown, that is—but we have very different ideas, I suspect, on how to conduct our business. General Walhausen has my report. I imagine a man with your skills will have little trouble finding a copy. Bah. The minister of intelligence ought to have one already, if you are who you say you are. I want nothing further to do with your intrigues.”

      “The minister does have a copy, and I’ve seen it, but I’d prefer a more comprehensive review from the source, not edited for the privy council’s consumption.”

      Tilly tried to close the door again, but the little man was faster than he looked. He got one of his gleaming black boots in the frame before the door shut all the way.

      “Do you know what the privy council is doing right now?”

      “Probably the same thing I was trying to do before you interrupted,” snapped Tilly, hefting the bottle of wine. “Now, get your foot out of my door so I can drink in peace!”

      “I won’t stop your drinking if you let me in. In fact, I’ll help you do it. We have a place to start from now. We both agree the privy council isn’t in the midst of planning a campaign against Clermont. They’re not protecting the realm. The question, though, does that concern you?”

      Tilly bellowed an incredulous laugh. “You think I’m going to join a plot against Walhausen or the others? Yes, little man, we do need to talk, but not here. You’re coming with me to Ministry House.“

      “No!” cried Fischer. “I want nothing so sinister. Bah, you knights are so stubborn. Open the damned door. Then, let’s open one of these bottles of wine, and I’ll tell you exactly what I’m plotting. If afterward you want to drag me off to see the general, or the magistrates, or whoever, you’re a big man, and you can do it then.”

      Eying the stranger, Tilly decided there wasn’t much fault in that logic.
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      “Fortune’s Curse,” growled Sergeant Speckle, “did they bring those oxen all the way from Clermont?”

      She shared the man’s sentiment but did not reply. Her chaperones had been very strict on foul language, and it was a habit she was having trouble breaking. She had tried many times over the last several days as, moment by moment, their outlook grew darker.

      Clermont never called for a parlay and never responded to the flapping white flags she’d ordered hung over her city’s gates. She’d hoped to ask to let the non-combatants leave, at least the women and children. More than once, she’d considered complete surrender. Some moments, she’d wondered if she could offer herself and the city in exchange for Clermont sparing her people.

      Countess Ursula Marchand saw her people, common and soldier alike, looking to her for guidance. She felt the need to be heroic and thought she would have been, but Clermont never gave her the chance. These men from the east weren’t there to talk. They were there to fight, but there wasn’t much of that she could do either. Clermont’s captains weren’t throwing their men at the walls. They immediately settled into a suffocating siege, and using timber from the forests of her lands, they built their towers. The army was camped out of reach of her mortars. She couldn’t engage them unless she ordered a sally through the gates.

      Even she, with no tactical knowledge whatsoever, knew that was a fool’s errand. Still, she’d considered it and wondered whether a surprise attack before dawn might bloody Clermont’s nose. If they were unexpected, if they were quick, it was possible her men could get back within the safety of the walls before Clermont woke up and responded.

      But it would be a waste of life. She simply did not have the men to give Clermont a serious challenge, and any extra risk she took would just cost her own people their lives. The satisfaction of killing a few of the enemy wasn’t worth it. She’d hoped that by preserving her soldiers’ lives another day, another two, they might have time for help to arrive, but it hadn’t worked that way. It was too late now. Clermont had finished their siege towers. The squat, lumbering constructions had begun to roll toward the walls.

      “How many men, Sergeant Speckle, could be within those structures?”

      “One hundred,” replied the sergeant. He was just making up a number, they both knew, but the truth was, it didn’t really matter.

      Sergeant Speckle’s artillery men might land a few mortars and destroy a tower or two, but so what? If a thousand men came pouring out of the surviving ones, the defense of Mertz was finished.

      She looked up, scanning the bright blue sky. It was crisp, cloudless, a perfect day, if they weren’t all going to be killed in a few hours. There was nothing above them but the sun. Twice now, reliable men had reported seeing dragons flying far overhead. She’d never seen one up close. Hadn’t seen them those times, either. Were they dragons, or were they false hope? Birds, high aloft, that had the shape of the creatures of myth which Wahrheit’s kings had somehow made real?

      Whatever her people had seen, there wasn’t a company of dragon knights descending to join the battle right now. If dragon riders had seen the siege, if they’d reported it back to Ehrstadt, it was too late for help to arrive. Clermont was coming, and they would be at the walls in less than two hours. Then, it was going to end.

      Ursula checked her belt for the hundredth time. It was a thick, leather strap fastened by a black, iron buckle. It was a horrid match for the white and gold of her silk dress and the heavy fur lining her cloak, but her father’s hunting pistols hung from that belt. She’d cleaned them as best she’d been able. Shot had been loaded. She’d had one of the men prime both of the weapons for her.

      She intended to stand in front of one of the towers when it bumped against the wall, to be there when the door fell down, making a bridge from the wood to the stone. She would fire both of her pistols into the faces of Clermont’s soldiers. She would get two shots, and that was all. She hoped to kill two men or at least wound them. She wasn’t a good shot and had only a few hunting trips with her father as practice. She’d spent more time on those trips jumping her horse over short fences and fallen logs or playing the lute while her father and his men drank around the fire in the evenings than she had learning the use of weapons. Still, at such close range, it couldn’t be too difficult to hit someone.

      She would fire the pistols, and then, she would draw the dagger sheathed at her back. Some moments, she thought she would charge onto the wooden bridge, slashing and stabbing at Clermont’s men before they reached her city. Other times, she wondered if she would turn her wrists and use the blade to ensure Clermont could not ransom Mertz’s ruler. She wanted to spend her last moments with heroic courage, but she didn’t know how to do it. No one was there to tell her.

      “Five hundred paces, m’lady,” said Sergeant Speckle.

      Down the walls from them, his squad was split into two units manning the pair of mortars they had in their complement. There were a dozen shells beside each of the fat cannons, but Speckle didn’t figure they would have time to loft all of them. His men would try. They would do their damnedest. He’d tasked spearmen with managing the falconets. Those were slender cannons, long and narrow, designed to be transported to a field of battle. Here, they were positioned on the walls and would be moved to stand in front of the towers. Like her pistols, they were loaded and primed. Like her pistols, they would get one good shot.

      Everyone in Mertz knew what it meant that Clermont hadn’t responded to the flag of parlay. Each of the soldiers would fight until they died. It was better to die on your feet, a spear in hand, than it would be to starve to death in some Clermont prison camp or to be traded off to Cojita as a slave.

      She didn’t know if Clermont would do that, if they truly conducted business with the savages or if Cojita even kept slaves. No one she knew had ever been there, but it was the sort of harrowing story that’d been shared enough everyone believed it was true. Surely the men of Clermont had some honor. Surely they wouldn’t stoop to that. Her captains didn’t believe they would do such a thing to civilized people, but no one could be certain. They had told the common soldiers it would happen, that they’d be killed and their families sold. Her captains, Sergeant Speckle, all of them figured a little terror would be good for the men. Help stiffen their spines until Clermont broke them.

      “Three hundred paces,” cried Speckle.

      His voice was like a trumpet call, reaching the far ends of the battlement, blaring above the rattling drums coming from the field behind the siege towers. Everyone else on the wall was silent. They were waiting for the mortars, hoping Fortune brought them some impossible Favor.

      Ursula looked up again, scanning the empty sky, until Speckle bellowed, “Fire!”
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      The first two shells exploded within a blink of each other, and even well back on the battlement, it was like getting punched in the chest. She’d thought the mortar shells would be like the fireworks displays that her father put on every few years to celebrate some seminal event in the city’s or their family’s history, but this was more. A lot more.

      One of the twelve siege towers was rocked, and she gasped as the blast knocked it onto one side of the score of wooden wheels it was rolling on. For a brief moment, she dared to hope it would topple over, but then, it crashed back to its wheels, and Clermont’s men began whipping the oxen, getting the tall structure moving again.

      The other shell exploded directly above the roof of one of the other towers, denting the wood and the beams like a giant hammer had pounded on the top of it, but that barely slowed the contraption. They were both good shots, but she’d been told it would take more. Clermont had armored the things as best they could against shell fire. Huge beams supported layers of rough boards. They’d seen the construction from the walls. They knew it would take a lot to get through.

      “Adjust!” screamed Speckle unnecessarily. His men were already working on it.

      He’d warned her the first shots would be the best ones, and after that, they would have to trust a little to luck. The Honorable Guild of Artillery Masters knew their craft, but it was hard to aim a mortar at a moving target. Speckle had lamented not having any heavy cannon on the walls to reach the attackers when they were farther away, which might have been helpful advice a year ago, though he admitted heavy cannon would be just as difficult to adjust as the mortars. He was reaching, like they all were, wishing it could have been different. Cannon would have made a mess of the regiments coming behind the towers, she thought. But to bust through the towers, they needed the concussive strength of an exploding shell.

      The second volley went off, and there was no damage. It still felt like she was getting punched, and she had a fierce moment of pleasure at how awful it would be for the men in the tower, but it wouldn’t stop them. The hulking structures kept rolling closer.

      The third volley fell short, but one of the shells blasted directly overhead of the oxen pulling the tower. Fifteen of the big animals were killed or severely wounded. The others went wild with terror, and their minders—those who had survived the blast—frantically cut them loose before the panicking animals rocked the tower and risked pulling it over.

      Two companies of spearmen broke off from the main force and dashed forward. She leaned against the battlement, watching the men scramble closer. They were going to take up the oxen’s harness and tug the tower forward with the strength of their arms.

      Speckle called out, “Arquebusiers, if we train fire on those men…”

      The captain of her gunners was already on it, calling his men together, forming them into a line along the battlement. The arquebus was a loud, cumbersome weapon. It was far less accurate than a bow, but when used by a concentrated group of trained soldiers, the lead balls they flung would be devastating. Not against the thick wood of the towers, but against the lightly armored spearmen. Even from a distance, enough of the weapons used at once would be brutal. With leisure to reload, aim, and fire again, she had hope that one tower was out of the fight.

      Evidently feeling the same, the artillery men who’d been aiming at that tower adjusted, and the fourth shell exploded a score of paces behind a third target. The tower with the damaged roof took another blast to the top, and the structure began to crumple. A little more…

      “We’ll get two of them, Countess, a third if Fortune Favors us with a smile today.”

      She nodded.

      Two or three of the towers. The six artillery men would account for fifty times their number of enemy out of the fight, but it wouldn’t be enough. Nine of the towers would still reach the walls.

      She checked her pistols again and looked to the empty sky.
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        * * *

      

      The door of the siege tower fell forward like a storybook drawbridge, smashing with a thunderous crash on top of the battlement. The engineers of the siege tower had slightly underestimated the height of the structure, and the opening was a pace below the top of the wall.

      Holding a pistol in each hand, Ursula Marchand looked down that slope at the faces of a score of howling soldiers. They wore the white and green cheque of Clermont. They looked much like her people. Some of them could have hailed from just a few dozen leagues away, on the opposite side of the border. Her people and Clermont had ancestors in common. Her own grandfather, for one, but the look they gave her was filled with hate. They were going to kill her—her and everyone else in Mertz.

      She squeezed the steel triggers of her pistols, and both weapons cracked at the same instant, flinging her arms back. She was surprised at the recoil and lost her grip on the guns. They spun away behind her.

      A man had climbed onto the bridge, and he jerked, falling back into his fellows. She’d struck him on the shoulder or the arm, she thought. Behind him, another man’s face crumpled, her shot perfect, square between the eyes. Blood, bits of bone, and hair spattered the men around him.

      Clermont had filled the tower with arquebusiers, and they raised their guns to return fire. Someone caught her cloak and yanked on her. The air in front of her erupted in bright spots of flashing light, clouds of awful smoke, and whistling lead. She felt a brush against her sleeve. A ball from an arquebus painfully grazing her arm. Around her, men screamed and fell.

      The mouth of the tower was filled with acrid smoke. Men were coughing, breathing in the harsh discharge, blinded by it. Some shouted, unable to hear themselves with ruptured eardrums from the force of their weapons sounding within the tight space.

      “Fools!” snickered Speckle.

      The sturdy sergeant climbed onto the bridge, a giant war hammer in his hands that was nearly as tall as he was. When the first of Clermont’s arquebusiers stumbled out of the haze of the smoke inside the siege tower, his shot already spent, Speckle swept the hammer into him, striking the man on the arm and sending him spinning into a graceful cartwheel off the side of the makeshift bridge and plunging thirty paces below.

      Speckle clipped another man aside the head, and his fate was the same. A third blinked at the sergeant in surprise, his eyes teary from the smoke, and then, the hammer landed on his skull, and he melted backward and out of sight.

      Two of Speckle’s artillerymen climbed up after their sergeant and hollered, “Clear the way!”

      Ursula, drawing her dagger, gasped. The two men were holding a wooden bucket filled with mortar shells. They were lit.

      Speckle bolted back up the bridge, and his eyes popped open when he saw her still standing there. He jumped off the bridge, smacked into her, and sent them both crashing into the wooden railing on the back of the battlement. The bulk of the sergeant broke the thin wood, and they fell through.

      Her breath left her. They smashed into a thatch roof. Tumbling over one another, they rolled down the slope and then were in the air again before thumping hard onto the cobblestones.

      “Fortune’s Curse,” muttered the sergeant.

      The world shook, and the battlement above them crumbled. The artillerymen had ran the lit shells into the mouth of the tower, and it and Mertz’s walls had been blasted away.

      Speckle rolled on top of her, shielding her from the falling masonry with his body. She could feel the heavy stones pelting him, some smacking into her where she was exposed. Dust and grit kept falling like rain, and she couldn’t hear.

      Then, Speckle was bellowing into her ear, repeating himself several times before she could make it out. “Countess, are you all right?”

      She didn’t reply. She didn’t know what to say to such a question.

      He got off her and dragged her to her feet.

      “They’ll be through that breach soon, Countess. We have to go.”

      Half the city’s wall above them was gone. Whatever rubble was left on the other side of the tower might make a suitable ladder for desperate, angry men. On this side, it had made for a deadly rain, and she could see half a dozen people lying bloody in the street. Through the gap, the top of the tower was missing. How many men had been in there? Had it been one hundred? A heroic deed, taking the shells inside of there, but it wasn’t enough.

      She had the little, sharp dagger in her fist. She didn’t know when she’d drawn it. She sheathed the blade and told Speckle, “To the keep. We’ll make our stand there.”
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      The wizard—at least he claimed to be a wizard, she hadn’t seen him perform any magic yet—tapped his staff on the broad flagstones and asked, “We’re all here, then?”

      She glanced around the empty room. They were in an old warehouse, built for the royal army, when there had been more soldiers. The place hadn’t been used for years. It was just the two of them. She scuffed a boot on the broad, dusty flagstone and told him, “I didn’t invite anyone else.”

      “Good.”

      “Merrick, I’m having second thoughts about all of this…”

      “Second thoughts! Fortune’s Curse, lass, how can there be second thoughts? The fate of the kingdom rests in our hands. If we do not fight to protect Wahrheit, then who will?”

      “Gerhard Fischer, for one.”

      “He is one of our co-conspirators, is he not?”

      “Then why isn’t he here?” she snapped. “Why is it just you and me? Fischer is experienced at this sort of thing. It’s what he does. You should be meeting with him, not me. He wants to see you, you know. He asks me about it every time we speak.”

      “In time. In time.”

      “Why? Why in time if our quest is so critical? Why not tonight?”

      “You believe all of the players should be in the room together?”

      She nodded.

      “You’ll take me to see the minister of intelligence, then?”

      She stopped nodding.

      “You see, lass, in these matters of… conspiracy, it is best to compartmentalize. Even when playing as a team, you can’t show your hand to everyone. Not all need be known to all, you understand? I work in the shadows, and the fewer who know I exist—“

      “I’ve told Fischer everything I know about you, which to be fair, is not much, but he knows well that you exist, Merrick. You’re tying our hands when—“

      Shaking his head, the wizard insisted, “I will not meet with Gerhard Fischer. That is final. We’re wasting time. Tell me what our spy has learned. The prospect in the west, Count… what was his name?”

      She frowned a sour grimace. “The boy in Faulagen? Don’t worry about his name. He’s dead. Knife across the throat, evidently. And before you ask, that old man in the north had a mouthful of poison and vomited half the blood in his body across a feast table at his granddaughter’s betrothal ceremony. The charming chap in Ehrstadt was run over by a carriage. That one is on us a little bit, but to be honest, we’re not sure he was actually assassinated. The carriage driver has no discernible connections to anyone and no sudden wealth. Not sure why our man thought a night at the theater and four bottles of wine was wise at this moment, and according to witnesses, he did walk right in front of a moving carriage, so…”

      Merrick tapped his staff on the ground again and pursed his lips. “If he’s getting himself run over by carriages, it is possible he would not have made a good king anyway. Who is next?”

      “I’m not sure. Gerhard believes the landgraves have followed the same lines of logic we have, and they’ve identified potential candidates, and they’re killing the unfortunate bastards left and right. They’re not being subtle about it, either. None of these assassinations were meant to look like accidents. They want it known—if you dream of the throne, they’ll put you to sleep.”

      Merrick winced.

      “Gerhard’s words, not mine. I know it’s dramatic, and if you’re dreaming, you already would have been asleep, but…”

      “The times call for drama,” allowed the wizard.

      His eyes closed to slits, and he stood still and silent. She wondered if he was about to cast some magical spell. She’d never seen one before, just the results of an enchantment, but she figured she would recognize it when it happened. If it happened. People who said they were wizards—in her experience and, to be sure, everyone’s experience—were terrible charlatans that howled mumbo jumbo at the fringes of market squares selling cures to baldness, love potions, and all manner of other nonsense. If wizards existed at all, it seemed like the sort of thing she would know about or that one of the prior quartermasters would have noted in their logs. She wouldn’t have believed the stubby little man in front of her at all, in fact, if it wasn’t that the minister of intelligence had sent him.

      The minster knew things no one else did. That was a fact. She frowned at the wizard, but he stood still. Was the fool pretending to be seeing into the future or something? If he started proclaiming dire portends, she was going to take that staff of his, knock his ridiculous pointy hat off, and then bludgeon the man unconscious.

      She thought it possible that once there’d been true wizards in the world. It seemed the sort of thing that might have been around when the kingdom had been founded. But now, she’d never heard of one, and everyone knew the only real magic was cast by the fae. Sprites, elves, dwarves, and the other species that were so rarely seen they were considered myth by most. The fae were untrustworthy souls, but for those who knew their secrets, it was proven their magic could be harnessed.

      Fae magic had a way of turning on you, though. Even for those with fae-sight who knew the art of negotiating with the creatures, it frequently ended tragically. Fae-lore was full of those sorts of tales, and the taverns as well. Offer to buy a beer to hear the telling, and a dozen men would pop up at any drinking establishment of decent size. They would tell how they’d been granted a wish, been on the cusp of greatness, and had then been brought low by the fae’s treachery. The truth was, most of them brought themselves low, but not always.

      Like magic, she’d never seen a fae, but Gerhard Fischer was known to communicate with them. He didn’t admit to having fae-sight, but she guessed he must. The ministry of intelligence was rife with innuendo about various interactions, and her work was the fruit of that labor. Much of the dragon knights’ kit was enchanted—armor, weapons, the sorts of equipment you’d want with you when facing a wild dragon. It granted them immense power, but it always carried a cost.

      Her job was understanding those costs and deploying the gear in the most sensible fashion possible. Which man would benefit from a suit of armor that was light as a feather, but he’d lose a day of his life for every day he wore it? Who would use a sword that cut through steel as easily as butter, but it gashed a corresponding cut on the wielder’s hand whenever it found blood? The gear was exceptional, but even if you were willing to accept the cost, it was prone to failure at the most awkward moments.

      Gerhard, years before when they were at university and would drunkenly discuss these things, had told her some of the fae had supernatural senses. They could see the future—truly. When they granted an enchantment for twenty years, they might use their foresight to see ahead and know that in exactly twenty years, you would be in the midst of the fight of your life. That was the price one paid, and that was why the fae did it. They feasted on the torment of mankind. She figured the higher a man rose, the more fun they had in his fall.

      Not all of them were so… intentional, and it wasn’t always so grim. She’d been told sprites were tricksters. They didn’t mean to harm you, just annoy you most of the time. Elves helped as often as not. They were queer little things. They’d appear in a workshop overnight and finish the work of the craftsman, but when they were found out and interrupted, they would make a deal which might involve revenge for spoiling their fun. Dwarves were the most powerful of the common fae which mankind negotiated with, but also the most difficult. Their idea of fun could well be your idea of misery.

      Dwarves were the closest to humans, Gerhard had told her, and that was what made them so dangerous. They wanted the same things men did—wealth, power, control. Most of the equipment she assigned to the dragon knights was dwarven made, but Gerhard had warned her to never negotiate with one herself. They were cunning monsters, and the price could far outweigh the prize. Without the knowledge the lore taught you, the fae held the advantage.

      And without the fae-sight, you couldn’t see their true forms, just what they wanted to show you, and that was a perfect recipe for a trick. Dwarves you could see the best. They might look more human than their fae forms, but not by much. Elves you could spot when they were distracted, but they could hide themselves from most people when they were paying attention. Sprites you couldn’t see at all unless you had the sight.

      There were other fae, but few that people managed to negotiate with. Dragons, for one, before they’d been domesticated, but whether or not they’d been trained by men, who was going to walk up to one of those giant beasts and request a blessing on your sword? When she asked Gerhard about others, he didn’t tell her much. He had insisted they were to be avoided. She had told him everyone knew that. Magic in general was best left alone. He’d agreed.

      When she’d asked the librarian about the other fae, he’d told her even less than Gerhard. He’d made a good point about why, but she didn’t get into the business of enchanted artifacts because she was incurious. She’d studied the notes and tomes in her chamber, learned some, poked her nose in holes she wasn’t supposed to know about, but look where that had gotten her. Now, she was involved when she didn’t want to be.

      She crossed her arms over her chest, glaring at the wizard. He was still standing there, eyes almost closed, and he appeared to be mumbling something. Bah. Avoid magic? She would eat her boot if it turned out the odd little man could cast any of it. Didn’t hurt to ask, though.

      “Hey, can you do magic?”

      The wizard’s eyes snapped open. “Of course.”

      “Well, can you do a bit of it now, help us with our cause?”

      Merrick shook his head. “Not now. When the time is right, I will assist.”

      “When the time is right?” she protested. “Everyone we find is dropping dead. Ha, even if we find a live one, they’re going to be the most hunted man in the kingdom. Don’t you get it? Everyone is dead! Fortune save me from fools, when is the time going to be more right than right now?”

      “When one of them lives.”

      She scowled at him.

      Merrick tapped his staff on the flagstones again and told her, “Go back to Gerhard tonight and instruct him to find someone else. Mention that it may help if they’re close by. If they’re in the capital, we can ensure their safety. Well, aside from that one who got flattened by the carriage. That was an oversight, but honestly, if you think about it, maybe it was for the best. If he can’t avoid a carriage, how is he going to avoid the landgraves’ plotting? Yes, I think that was the best thing that could have happened for the fellow. Maybe not the best for him, I mean, but for us. I’m sorry he’s dead.”

      She stared at the wizard, her arms still crossed tight.

      “What, it’s not like you were mates,” complained the wizard. He tapped his staff again and continued, “The point is, not even I can move quick enough to protect someone on the coast. That boy in Faulagen never had a chance.”

      “And what would you do to protect a person should we happen to find one?”

      “You’ll see when it’s time,” he insisted. “Just find one that is close.”

      She shook her head. “Finding a candidate in Ehrstadt is hopeless. Even I know that. None of the lords lurking around the capital have any land. Gerhard thinks that makes them a bad choice. If they have no land, they have no revenue, and how could they support themselves as king? The crown costs more than it earns. Whoever we select needs wealth, even more than they need brains. Well, they need more brains than the one who went under the carriage, but…”

      “That makes no sense!” protested Merrick. “Wahrheit had a king for six hundred years. Someone was paying the bills.”

      “Debt,” responded Ilse. “Evidently, the crown borrowed from the landgraves, the merchants, and even the guilds. It owes two and a half million gold marks, give or take. Whoever sits the throne has got to have a little gold of their own to spend and grease the wheels, so to speak, so that everyone opens their coffers and starts lending again.”

      “Gerhard said that?”

      She nodded.

      “Fortune’s Curse,” growled the wizard. He tapped his staff on the ground again. Evidently, it was a bit of a nervous habit. He looked up at the dark, heavy beams supporting the ceiling above them. “Four weeks from now is an auspicious day. It’s a solar eclipse. That’s when the moon blocks the light of the—“

      “I know what an eclipse is,” she snapped at him. “I plan to get as drunk as everyone else celebrating it. What does that have to do with anything?”

      “It’s not the eclipse you celebrate but the return of the light. This year, there will be terrible news that arrives on that day. It’s been foreseen. Don’t ask how I know. It’s the truth. Terrible news, and we must have a king on the throne to respond. The kingdom will fall apart if we do not. Do you understand, lass? We have to crown a king in the next four weeks, or it’s all for naught.”

      Glaring at the wizard, she considered some choice words for him but held her tongue. He was as mysterious and opaque as any market charlatan, but she believed he thought they were doing heroic work, trying to save the kingdom. She believed in the work, too, though she wished she did not.

      She wished Gerhard was there. He had the sort of mind to untangle these knots. If they found someone too far away, the landgraves would kill them before they could be brought in and protected. No one in the capital was suitable. They had to find someone out of the reach of the landgraves. Someone with wealth and land, a county, at least. Someone who had no other choices. A person who would be willing to sit on the throne, knowing the kingdom’s five High Houses would be sharpening knives in the shadows. Someone who quite literally had nothing to lose. A man who—

      “What about a queen?”

      “What?” asked the wizard, peering at her like she was drunk.

      She was, a little. She’d visited Gerhard before coming here, and the little man never missed an opportunity to order some wine. Her head was buzzing, but if the landgraves were looking for a man, then there was one easy way to fool them.

      “Do we need a king, or would a queen do?”

      “I… hadn’t thought about that. I don’t know. Is there… is there a woman you think is suitable? Commanding a kingdom is difficult work, you know.”

      She rolled her eyes. Men.

      She told him, “I’ll have to ask Gerhard if he thinks he can coerce the landgraves into voting for a woman, but maybe. We’ll have to get the church involved as well. Anyone the landgraves vote for has to be crowned. We’ll need to earn the support of the people, unless we’re willing to stomach the protests and the riots. The church could help quell any discontent, but the churchmen at the pulpits always seem to be men, don’t they? Is that a requirement, I wonder? From what I’ve seen, they don’t act too kindly toward women, but they do have the holy mother. She might like another woman in power somewhere. I can ask Gerhard—“

      “I’ll handle the holy mother. If Gerhard finds a woman he thinks is suitable, you’ll have the church’s support.”

      “You’ll handle the holy mother, the living head of the church? The most powerful woman alive, including Landgravine Muller? The Voice of the Creator? You’re just going to… handle her?”

      The wizard wiggled his fingers and tapped his staff. “Time for a little magic, eh?”

      “Fortune’s Curse,” she muttered.

      She was tempted to grab the wizard by the scruff of his neck, drag him and his pointy hat to the Roost, and throw them on the floor for the dragons to eat. It would serve him right, but first, she had to go find Gerhard. A queen. Couldn’t be the worst idea, could it?
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      “Jaime!” shouted Paul. “Get your narrow arse into formation before I have to break the haft of my spear across it!”

      Jaime got into formation, and Ulrik shot the smaller boy a grin when Paul’s back was turned. The big blacksmith’s son had always held duty above friendship, but now that he’d been named sergeant of a squadron, he’d started taking that duty very, very seriously.

      Their little group had been filled out with several other boys whom Ulrik knew only by sight. He wasn’t sure if that was intentional by Captain Delegard or random. It didn’t seem like the sort of thing the captain would waste his time on, but Paul was convinced there was either a message or a test hidden within the assignments.

      Other squads had been formed, and now, there were twenty of them, ten men each. The recruits ranged from sixteen winters of age to thirty, and Paul was the youngest squad leader at eighteen. The other sergeants did not treat him well because of it.

      That only made Paul more intense about his preparation. He kept them practicing for hours after the others had retired to the barracks. They’d worn down the new boots they’d gotten and were working on wearing away any warm feelings they’d had toward Paul.

      Not that he cared. He was intent on making captain, and for some reason, he thought a crack squad of spearmen was going to get him there. Paul didn’t seem to notice the other squad leaders drinking and gambling with Captain Delegard and the drill masters while Paul’s squad was out fighting a war against the dusk. Ulrik had a sinking suspicion it wasn’t skill with a spear that got a man a promotion within the ranks of the royal army.

      But they didn’t have anything else to do, so Ulrik kept his mouth shut. It was strange, coming from Hof, where daylight had been filled with endless chores, to being in the army, where once they’d learned to march as a group and hold their spears steady, they’d been more or less left on their own. Captain Delegard didn’t hide the fact that they were just staying in his barracks until his superiors got around to assigning them to the regiments.

      It’d been that way until today. Today, Captain Delegard had been absent all morning, and the drill masters had gotten a wild idea. They paired all of the squads, and they were sparring unit against unit. Paul saw it as his moment.

      Several other groups had already gone at it, lining up on opposite sides of the field until one of the drill masters shouted to begin, and they charged across the worn grass, battering each other with their spears, the sharp ends heavily wrapped with linen rags. Those spears weren’t going to kill you, but already, there had been plenty of spilled blood. How wounding each other was supposed to help the army was a mystery to Ulrik, but the world was full of those, and if it came down to it, he’d rather give it than take it.

      “Set spears!” cried Paul.

      As a unit, they lowered their spears, aiming the blunted tips toward their opponents who were charging in a disorganized jumble of enthusiasm and trepidation. Their opponents took three more steps.

      Paul called, “Drop.”

      The squad fell to a knee and set their spears into the dirt, propped against their feet.

      Eyes widened in the approaching unit, but at a full sprint, they couldn’t adjust. They tried to aim their spears down, toward the lower, smaller targets, but on the run, it was hard to quickly maneuver the ungainly weapons. The week before, Ulrik had suggested to Paul that it was easier as a spearman to take a charge than to conduct one. The idea had stuck.

      A boy stabbed his spear toward Ulrik, and Ulrik ducked his head. The linen-wrapped tip thrust over him. The other boy smashed into Ulrik’s spear. He let out a pained grunt as the blunted-tip thudded into his chest. There was a gruesome creaking sound, and the boy fell, whimpering.

      Half of the other squad was in similar circumstances, dropping, clutching their injured bodies or lying silent.

      One of them had somehow avoided Jaime’s spear and had charged right into the smaller boy. They were tussling now, Jaime getting the worst of it. Ulrik stood and swung his spear, catching Jaime’s opponent across the back of his head with the butt of the weapon. The other boy’s skullcap went spinning away, and his limp body slumped to the dirt.

      One of their opponents had survived and took off running around the training field, two of their squad chasing after him. Only one of their own had fallen. He was writhing on the ground, clutching his face, trying in vain to keep the blood from leaking out around his fingers. A couple of them knelt beside him, prying his hands back and get a look at the damage.

      The boy from the other squad who’d escaped appeared quite spry, and the pair chasing him was having an awful time trying to corner him on the opposite side of the field. Ulrik grunted as their opponent feinted, slipped away, and swung a wild blow behind him that didn’t hit anyone but gave him room to run off again. Carrying the long spear, the boy was impressively fast.

      “I guess we’ve got to chase him down…” muttered Paul, whistling in appreciation as their foe juked one way then took off again in the other, gaining a dozen steps of room between himself and the pursuit. “Ah, maybe we should spread out and corner him.”

      But before they did, Captain Delegard came bustling out onto the field. “Enough, enough. I need—Hold on. Fortune, what just happened here?”

      “Drilling, Sir,” called Paul. “We were instructed to spar squad against squad.”

      Several drill masters were scrambling onto the field, explaining to the captain what they’d been at, trying to stuff handfuls of copper marks into their purses to cover their gambling, but Delegard just stared, confused, at the pile of spearmen who’d been knocked to the ground. Finally, he shook his head, and said, “Get those lads to the infirmary, and you, come with me.”

      “Who…”

      “You, all of you that are still standing,” repeated Delegard, gesturing to include Paul, Ulrik, the rest of the squad, and the three boys who were still running after each other on the opposite end of the field.

      Glancing at each other with questions in their eyes, they followed the captain.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The training ground for new recruits into the royal army was part of a massive, sprawling military complex. Almost the entire standing army was housed within several square leagues of space. It was nearly as dense a population as the city itself, and along several of the avenues, it was impossible to tell which one you might be in.

      There were twenty thousand men housed there and at least twice as many people involved in various support functions. There were blacksmiths, cooks, tailors, gunsmiths, tanners, cobblers, armorers, wagon men, cartographers, bakers, inns and taverns, craftsmen, and more. Everything a soldier might need right at hand, though the older soldiers, once they’d put in a little time, were allowed out of the complex into Ehrstadt itself. It was thought that with maturity, they wouldn’t find as much trouble. That wasn’t always the case.

      The recruits had hardly been let outside of the training grounds since they’d arrived, and they’d never been given enough time to truly explore the complex.

      “Such a large place,” murmured Ulrik. “Are there more complexes like this elsewhere in the kingdom? I never imagined so many men would be in the king’s army.”

      Ahead of him, Captain Delegard shook his head. “This is the only one this large. There are a few outposts, old forts, and some staging facilities scattered around the kingdom, but only a quarter of the army is deployed at any time. The rest are here.”

      “How can they cover the entire kingdom from Ehrstadt?” wondered Paul.

      “Not well,” responded Delegard with a grunt, “but the landgraves can only stand so many of the king’s soldiers occupying their lands. They’ve their own armies, their own militias. Not that they make any use of ’em. They’d rather squabble amongst each other than guard the kingdom’s borders, but that’s the way of things. We do what we can.”

      “The dragon knights could be anywhere in just a few days,” claimed Jaime. “They’re the real backbone of the king’s forces.”

      Delegard snorted. “The spearmen are the backbone, lad. Dragon knights are the fist, maybe, but someone’s got to hold it all together. I know, I know. Everyone wants to be a knight, but it’s not like the stories. They… give up things. It’s a hard life. A short one, usually. And we’re not even at war. Take my warning, they may look grand, but the less involvement you have with the dragon knights, the better. Being up so high all the time, they look down on the rest of us. They don’t view themselves as normal men anymore. You’ll see.”

      They walked along, dodging past carts filled with goods and passing a long, three-story building Ulrik recalled from when they’d gone inside to get their new uniforms. There were several boys near their age being ushered in the door. More recruits.

      He blinked. “Wait, what do you mean we’ll see?”

      “Aye,” responded the captain. They walked on. Then, he muttered, “Forgot to tell you. We’re going to the Roost.”

      “What?” cried several of the boys at once.

      Holding up his hand, the captain stalled the incoming flood of questions. “I don’t know why, but when they call, you answer. I figured you lot had some interaction with Tilly before, didn’t you? I don’t know what they want, but better you than me.”

      With that, Delegard clamped his jaws shut, and the boys were too stunned to speak. They were going to the Roost? The legendary quarters of the dragon knights?

      They’d seen the place, of course. It was hard to miss it. From nearly anywhere within Ehrstadt, you could see the place. It was an old keep, from back before Wahrheit was founded, and it perched menacingly up the slope of a sharp-peaked mountain. A volcano, some called it, though Ulrik did not know what that meant. The keep was black from age, and while it was impressive and spooky enough on its own, it was really what it guarded that everyone spoke of. Beneath the keep were tunnels and caverns, and within those sanctuaries was where the dragon eggs were laid and hatched.

      Unlike most of the stories the recruits told each other, you knew this one was true because every day, dragons would come flying around the keep or land and stay there for a bit. Some disappeared down inside. Others merely perched on the walls or slopes around it and watched the people in the city. Once they were hatched and reached a certain size, Ulrik supposed, the dragons would spend their days at the hunting grounds twenty leagues north of Ehrstadt. Herds of sheep and aurochs grazed on the lush grasses there, and the dragons had the freedom to fly free and eat. Ulrik had seen the one in Hof up close. He imagined they did a lot of eating.

      But whether they were there for training with the riders, or for the eggs, or just loitering out of curiosity, you could see several of them around the Roost most days.

      While the dragons were frequent visitors, and it was told the eggs were down below, it was mostly the dragon knights themselves who occupied the place. The dragons roamed around, but the Roost was the home of the knights. They ate there, slept there, and trained there. No one had any idea what that training was like, but there must have been a lot of it. You couldn’t just hop on the back of a dragon and fly it, could you?

      There were other stories as well, and those were the ones Ulrik was thinking of when they reached the edge of the military complex and began the climb out the back of Ehrstadt toward the Roost. The dragon knights were rumored to sit on a wealth of enchanted artifacts. He knew, more than most, how dangerous that could be. His ma had always warned him to never trust the fae, never take anything of value from them. Never take anything at all.

      The gifts of the fae carried a cost, and the price was usually more than the prize. He’d seen the axe Otto Tilly carried, and Ulrik knew the cost must have been tremendous. What sort of men rode dragons and carried weapons like that?

      Ulrik hugged himself, looking at the black walls of the keep as they walked toward the open portcullis that guarded the entrance. As Delegard said, they were going to find out.
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        * * *

      

      A giant, gravel-strewn courtyard took up more of the space within the keep than Ulrik would have guessed from outside. It was as if the walls of the place had been erected to guard an empty span, though when he looked closer, there were doors in the walls that surrounded the open area, and at the back, it appeared there were several low-slung buildings which could have been a barracks, offices, or kitchens. Then, he saw the walls of the mountain above those buildings were dotted with small openings. Some looked like balconies, others appeared to have gleaming windows that shone like dark facets in a gem. The hall of the dragon knights? The dragons themselves couldn’t fit in those spaces.

      But while he was curious about what lay beyond those gem-like windows, what drew the eyes was between the mundane buildings and the small openings in the mountain. Opposite the entrance to the keep was a giant, yawning mouth that led deeper into the mountain. There were huge, iron gates beside it, but they were thrown open. To keep the dragons out or in? He wasn’t sure those gates would be enough either way. When he considered it further, it occurred to him the open space was so dragons could land and congregate. Unlike the buildings, the tunnel was wide enough to accommodate them. Ulrik swallowed. The Roost was as much the dragon’s as it was man’s.

      Another time, Ulrik could have spent an hour looking around, guessing at what was hidden from sight, but today, they shared the courtyard with fifty other men and ten women. It was an assortment of the king’s finest. There were cuirassiers, which unfairly drew a scowl from Ulrik, arquebusiers, a pair of men with longbows slung on their backs with the look of huntsmen, a handful of spearmen he did not recognize, and half a dozen people dressed in a stunning variety of clothing and armor with an armory’s worth of weapons attached to their bodies. They were the king’s champions, men and women who spent their lives learning the science and the art of the blade. There were almost as many stories about them as there were about the dragon knights.

      Unlike the rest of the king’s army, the champions did not fight as a unit. They were trained to fight alone, as heroes, leading the way into the heaviest conflicts, the deadliest parts of the battle. The names of past champions were legend, and it was said they’d learned to fight at a level beyond mortal men. Even in Hof, they were known.

      Ulrik studied them, along with most of the rest of the squad, wondering who was who. None appeared to be immortal gods of the blade, but on the other hand, it took no more than a glance to be awed with their confidence and the way they held themselves. They were like wolves, if the rest of them were dogs. They knew their place in the world, but more so, they knew yours.

      Which ones did he know?

      There was Jacqueline, he thought, a fierce woman with long, blond hair tied into a tail that fell down her back. She wore tight-fitting trousers that would have been stylish for a man, but it was jarring to see them on a woman. Even stranger were the twin scimitars she wore across her back. There was no armor that he could see, but she stood with a buoyant confidence that implied maybe she didn’t need armor.

      Beside her was Rodger, another champion whose fame had spread across the kingdom. Unlike her, he wore fine, glimmering armor. Covering his head was a narrow helm with a high, sharp peak, and a scale brigandine flowed from his shoulders to below his waist like a silver waterfall. He had a longsword, thin and bright, that was as tall as his shoulder. If his arms and armor were not enchanted, they were works of singular beauty by a human craftsman.

      Ulrik did not recognize the others, but standing together, they were terrifying. They would have drawn the eye of anyone nearby wherever they went, if it wasn’t for the huge dragon lounging atop the back wall of the Roost.

      It was dark, its scales dull, which made it blend into the old stone behind it, but once you saw it, you couldn’t look away. Its eyes burned bright blue, and they watched the new arrivals with disturbing intelligence. The dragon shifted, and Ulrik saw there was a harness on it, just like Captain Tilly had used when he’d landed in Hof. Was someone about to take flight? He would like to see that again if he could. When Tilly had arrived and then departed moments later, the village had been burning, his ma and pa…

      Shaking himself, Ulrik turned from the dragon to take in the rest of the courtyard. The sight of the beast brought painful memories, things he’d spent the last several weeks trying to forget. He wasn’t the same person he’d been in Hof. He couldn’t be. He wanted to find comfort in that, but it was hard. Instead, he tried to distract himself by guessing about the others sharing the courtyard.

      Most of them were looking around in awe, either up at the looming dragon or at the surroundings. The keep wasn’t as grand as a palace might be, and it had none of the ornamentation, but those walls bore the weight of history. Wahrheit had been founded and had survived on the shoulders of the men and women who called this place home.

      Because he avoided the gaze of the dragon, Ulrik was the first to notice a man who was not looking at their surroundings but at them. He looked like a noble. He had the sharp, angular face Ulrik associated with nobility, though he’d never actually seen a nobleman up close before, so maybe that was just the way the stories described them. The man’s clothing was certainly fine enough. It could have cost a year’s wages for a peasant in Hof, though again, Ulrik was just guessing. No one in Hof had owned garments like those.

      The man moved with a grace that belied his luxurious attire. This was not a man who spent his days carousing and watching others do all of the work, but his movement was like a stalking cat rather than a dancer. He was a warrior. There was a rapier at his waist. Not a common weapon for a soldier, but it rested comfortably as if the man was used to the weight of it on his side. He wasn’t smiling, but his eyes twinkled with wry amusement. He knew why they were there, even if no one else did.

      For some reason, Ulrik thought the man was just about the most dangerous person he’d ever seen. Rodger, the king’s champion, saw the little man, and Ulrik noticed the champion jerk, as if burned. The nobleman circled them, not speaking, and no one spoke to him.

      Captain Delegard watched the little man from the corner of his eye as well, but he didn’t speak to the noble, or to anyone else for that matter. It was obvious the captain of the recruits was very uncomfortable in such esteemed company.

      Jacqueline turned and whispered something to Rodger, and he nodded. They looked bored, but they did not leave. Had they been called to the Roost for the same reason Ulrik had?

      It was a long moment before a door banged open near the back of the courtyard, and two men emerged. They wore impressive, heavy plate that covered them from neck to toe. Huge weapons, dwarfing even those of the champions, hung from harnesses or hooks on their armor. One had a massive axe, the other a wicked bastard sword. Unlike the rest of the people in the courtyard, it looked like they belonged.

      One was Captain Otto Tilly, the commander of the dragon knights. He was giving strict instructions to his companion, who did not appear to like what he was hearing. As they drew closer, every other person in the courtyard seemed to lean toward them, trying to overhear what the pair were saying.

      “This is madness, Otto, complete foolishness. What would Walhausen think?”

      “I’ve said it before, Reventrant, I don’t care what Walhausen thinks.”

      General Walhausen? The highest-ranking military commander in Wahrheit? Tilly didn’t care what he thought? Ulrik turned and caught Paul’s stunned expression. Jaime beamed with excitement.

      “You should,” snapped the other man, his voice carrying in the silent courtyard. “You should care what he thinks and what the high council thinks as well. They all act like wet cats stuffed in a bag, but if Landgrave Laurent accuses us of violating his territorial rights, they’ll be at each other’s sides tighter than a square of spearmen. You don’t know what it’s like right now in the high council or in the diet.”

      “I do know.”

      “You can’t do this alone. At least let me come with you, share some of the blame if it goes wrong. My family—”

      Tilly turned toward the other man. “If any of the rest of you go and it goes badly, the high council will strip your titles, your lands, and strike your names from the roles of nobility. Your brother will lose his seat in the diet. Your father will lose your county. I can’t ask that of you when there’s another way.”

      “You’re not asking me to go. I’m insisting on it.”

      Tilly put a hand on Reventrant’s armored shoulder. “If something goes wrong, if Landgrave Laurent complains, you’re of more use to me here than you are out there. Someone has to keep an eye on the general and the rest of them.”

      “So you are afraid of Walhausen!”

      “Not of him,” replied Tilly, his voice dropping. “Walhausen won’t touch me. We’ve known each other for decades, but beyond that, he knows… Don’t worry. I have no fear of the general. It’s knives in the dark I worry about. Stop. Don’t say it. Whether or not you go or stay won’t change a damned thing about that. It’s not a threat in the air that concerns me. It’s one here. You want to protect me? Stay here, and make sure that when I return, no one slips up behind me.”

      The other man grunted then glanced at the nobleman. “You have any idea how stupid this is?”

      The nobleman nodded.

      “If you get him killed…”

      “If I get him killed, we’re all going to have much larger problems to worry about than poor Captain Tilly. Yes, I know exactly how mad this is, but I don’t know any other way. Trust me. I’m not eager to be doing this.”

      “I’m not going to watch a friend throw himself down on the rocks,” growled the second knight. He turned and began walking away. He called over his shoulder, “If you need me, I’ll be staying here.”

      “Prepare the men, Sergeant Reventrant. That’s what I need you to do,” ordered Captain Tilly.

      “Prepare the men for what?”

      “War.”

      Reventrant paused and turned back around. “And who is going to authorize war?”

      Tilly held the other man’s eyes, and the second dragon knight blanched.

      The little nobleman tilted his head to the side and said, “Flying a dragon doesn’t seem so dangerous now, does it? Sergeant Reventrant, we know exactly how stupid this is, but we also know it’s our only chance.”

      The sergeant of the dragon knights backed away. Then, he rapped his chest with a steel gauntlet. “Fortune’s Favor.”

      Tilly nodded. Then, he looked to the rest of them in the courtyard. “Sorry for that, but perhaps it’s good you heard. We have a pressing need for a very brave person.”
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        * * *

      

      Tilly clucked his tongue, and the dragon leapt off the walls behind the keep. Most everyone scattered. Some of them were screaming. Tilly watched impassively. The dragon landed with a crash in the center of the courtyard. Bits of gravel and dust sprayed from the impact, clinking off Tilly’s armor, pelting the rest of them.

      The nobleman was waving his hand in front of his face to clear the dust. “Was that necessary?”

      The dragon turned its sinuous neck, and its cold blue eyes locked on the small man. He smiled at it, but the smile looked forced. Since Ulrik had been watching him, the little man had shed a bit of his natural confidence. Dragons did that to a person.

      “It was necessary,” responded Tilly. “It takes a certain kind of attitude to ride a dragon, and we don’t have time to go through the normal tests. They’re going to be flying your dragon, Fischer, so I suggest you step aside and let me make the best choice that I can.”

      The nobleman coughed, then gestured magnanimously toward the waiting group of people.

      “Fortune’s Favor!” cried Jaime, “They want us to fly a dragon!”

      Tilly glanced at Jaime and confirmed, “Yes, I need someone to fly a dragon.” He frowned. “Do I know you, boy?”

      Jaime nodded, but it seemed he’d lost the ability to speak.

      “We’re from Hof, m’lord,” blurted Ulrik, coming once again to his friend’s aid. “That was the village that… You landed and helped us. You told us to see Sheriff Noxun. Told us there’d be a place for us in the royal army.”

      “Ah, yes. I see you found your place. I hope it works out for you.”

      Tilly glanced at Delegard.

      Delegard swallowed, his breath coming short and fast, “I’m sorry, m’lord. I didn’t know why we were being called, just that you needed to see some brave men. They’re good lads, they are. I didn’t know…”

      Turning from the spluttering captain, Tilly let his gaze slide over the rest of them. Half the group had fled toward the gate when the dragon had come crashing down.

      Raising a gauntleted hand, Tilly gestured and told them, “You may leave. What you heard here, what you saw, should remain behind your lips. If I find a man’s been talking, I’ll come for them personally. You might think you’ll find protection under some lord’s wing, but I’ll ask you to think hard before you do. Does that lord have dragons? Because I do, and I have friends who know more of what is happening within this city than any man ought to know.”

      Whether any of those he was talking to understood what exactly they were supposed to keep quiet about was unclear, but they looked terrified, which apparently was good enough for the captain. He waved at them again, and they scrambled back out the gates of the Roost.

      Captain Delegard motioned to the recruits, trying to corral them to follow the others, but Tilly suddenly instructed, “No, let them stay.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            

          

          
            The Emperor I

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Emperor Honxul of Cojita inhaled on a thin tube, drawing a mouthful of heavy, cloying smoke. He inflated his chest but did not draw in deeper. He sat back on a low couch and blew the fragrant smoke into the air, where it joined a growing cloud of the blue-gray haze in the arched, roughly-hewn limestone eaves of the room.

      Beside him, one of his lieutenants picked up another tube from the smoking device and inhaled as well. Water bubbled, and the glowing embers in the bowl atop the device flared. The chamber of the glass apparatus filled with a murky cloud of smoke that was drawn through the water and into Varchuk’s lungs.

      Honxul nodded and lifted a ceramic bowl of beer. He tipped it and drank the bitter draught. It was foul stuff, but popular amongst the peasants and nobles alike. It came from a sharp-spined bush found in the deep desert. The plants were harvested after rare rains and fermented into beer which was stored in cool rooms beneath the temples. The longer it was stored, the more bitter the taste. Some said that made it better. Honxul hated the taste, but if you didn’t wash down the smoke from the pipes, the intoxicating cloud would stay in your mouth, seeping into you blood, making you useless within hours.

      It was worse when inhaled into your lungs, but long ago, he’d learned the trick of pretending to draw a breath but keeping it in his mouth. He would still feel woozy later, and he would still be subjected to the vivid dreams the dried venom of the toad brought on when smoked, but he would be able to function.

      Around the circle, twenty other men partook of the smoke and drank the beer. Some found the dreams of the toad pleasant and had been eager at the opportunity to lose themselves for days in that false ecstasy. Others had come for politics. They didn’t believe the emperor should continue his rule. They hadn’t said that, of course, but Honxul had heard it from men he trusted.

      The people of Cojita respected strength, and Honxul was strong. Too strong, perhaps. It had been years since he’d faced a challenger. Memories were short. These men had forgotten how he had risen to claim the title of emperor.

      He raised his bowl to a man across the circle from him, and the man raised his bowl back. Lupe. He was a northern warlord and controlled Cojita’s trade with Andorra. It made Lupe wealthy, and it made him soft. The northerners used their wealth to lavish butter-soft linens, fine wines, and rich foods upon themselves, and Lupe followed their lead. They were all soft.

      It was not the way in Cojita. There, wealth meant power, and power meant you had to be hard. You could not purchase the loyalty of Cojita. You had to earn it through strength and blood. Lupe had forgotten that. He’d spent too long with the northerners. They were fattened by the wonders the magic of the fae brought, so blind now they no longer saw what the vile creatures intended. Honxul would change that. To change that, one had to be hard.

      Lupe pursed his lips and exhaled a thin streamer of smoke. Had he inhaled fully? The ways of the emperor were secret, but they were not unique. Lupe had been hard, once, when he’d won his lands, when he’d fought back the threat of Andorra and made her people afraid of Cojita. He’d been hard in the fight against Honxul when the emperor had conquered the northern fringe of the southern continent.

      Lupe had earned the rites of a warrior. He would receive an extravagant burial in a hulking mausoleum, because once earned, burial rites were given. But the right of rule was not the same. To rule, you must be hard and stay hard. It did not matter what one did before. It mattered what one would do next. So many things had been forgotten in Cojita, but Honxul would remind his people of the way it must be.

      Beside Lupe, his son, a gargantuan man with long hair in the Andorran style, pulled back into a tight tail behind his head, sat down his bowl of beer. His first, by Honxul’s count. Ah, Lupe was soft, soft enough he would let his son issue the challenge to protect the father. Lupe did not deserve to rule. It was good this day had come.

      The men in the circle rarely spoke. Not yet. Words led to conflict; conflict led to blood. The circle, the toad venom, was meant to build bonds, not strain them. In time, when the venom flowed through their brains and limbs, when their tongues had been loosened by the beer, they would speak. They would share their visions. Servants would write those words down, and later, priests would try to make sense of it all.

      But now, they smoked and drank. They sat on low couches in an open room at the top of Honxul’s palace. They were naked, all, and the cool wind coming through the open walls chilled some of them. Honxul grinned but hid his amusement with another sip from the bowl of beer. In the cold, some of these men were barely men.

      In the next days, in the fervor of the toad’s dream, they would show they were hard. They would scatter their seed for the servants to take up, to bring to the women. It was a rite, to prove they were fit to rule. An ancient tradition, like the venom itself. Honxul thought that particular rite foolish. He pictured the women completely ignoring the men’s offerings and their bellows about their manliness, but traditions were important, and he could not demand respect for some if he did not respect them all.

      He raised a hand, calling a servant for a fresh bowl of the bitter beer. He had to balance the draught with the pull of the toad’s venom. He was sure a challenge was coming. He would answer it with a clear head. Glancing up at the smoke above them, he grunted. As clear a head as could be found.

      Beside him, Varchuk scratched a pink scar on his leg. It was a jagged, wide wound. He’d gotten it fighting for his fourth wife. Blood had stained the platform, and Honxul had thought the woman would be left a widow, but Varchuk had lived, and in time, he’d recovered enough to claim the woman.

      Honxul frowned then laughed. On the inside of Varchuk’s thigh was another new scar. Red still, in the curved shape of a mouth. Varchuk’s fourth wife had not come to bed easily. A good woman, then. No wonder her husband had fought so hard. No wonder he’d died trying to keep her. He couldn’t have thought he would defeat Varchuk on the platform. They should honor the fallen warrior, splash oil above the stone of his tomb, place jade before the sealed entrance. But not now.

      Others in the circle were smiling at him, and Honxul realized he’d laughed. They thought the toad’s dream had arrived. It wouldn’t be long, then, before the challenge would come.
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        * * *

      

      The men were laughing, giggling even. It would be unmanly if it hadn’t been brought on by the toad. The servants were cracking small smiles. It was improper for the peasants to share in the jests of the elite, but the lords’ heads were lost in the cloud of the smoke they’d been breathing for half a day. They were seeing things that had been, were not, and could be. The servants were not supposed to experience that dream, but standing in the room filled with the smoke, how could they not? While the men were in the circle, lapses in decorum could be forgiven.

      Anjul, a portly old man who’d been subjugated by Honxul a decade before, rose unsteadily and stumbled to the open west wall of the room, and he sighed as he released a sporadic stream of piss. He was leaving his urine as a gift to the departing sun, or maybe it was just the west wall was the closest to where he’d been sitting. It was tradition to urinate west to banish the past and old memories and east to wish for the future. But traditions were often forgotten while in the toad’s dream.

      Xonsei, Lupe’s son, barked, “Ready so early to spill your seed, old man?”

      Anjul spun to see who spoke, his flaccid member flapping against his leg, droplets of liquid dribbling down his thigh. “What?”

      “I’ve been told that old men took time to spill their seed, but I see you are still strong.” Xonsei raised his beer bowl and offered a deep-throated cheer.

      “N-No…” stammered Anjul, half-confused about what the younger man was saying. “I just got up to—“

      “Can you no longer perform as a man?” cackled Xonsei, pretending to be surprised.

      Honxul sipped his bowl of beer, hoping the liquid cleared his head or at least banished the swirling madness of the venom with a more familiar flavor. He understood what Xonsei was doing, though Anjul did not appear to. The old man was softer than Lupe. His time should have been over. Someone from his own clan should have challenged him by now, taken his heart and ruled his people, but they hadn’t. Honxul’s rule had brought peace. That was good for the peasants, but it was too comfortable for the warriors and those who used to be warriors.

      Anjul was soft like the bit dangling between his legs, an easy target for Xonsei. Lupe knew that slaying one of Honxul’s lieutenants would bring great disgrace on the emperor because he should have removed the man already, and they could safely provoke the older man without it being a slight to the emperor. But Honxul would have to atone for Anjul’s failure. His ambitions to the north would be curtailed for a season, maybe longer. Another year of trade for Lupe to grow fat upon. Honxul saw the plan unspooling, even if Anjul did not.

      Honxul frowned and waited. Around the circle, they all must be wondering the same thing. Could old Anjul perform as a man still? Honxul had let Anjul rule his clan for too long. Whether it was a vision from the toad or the plain truth in front of his face, he wasn’t sure. A challenge was overdue, but not today. Not by Xonsei.

      “Of course I can…” mumbled the older man, stumbling back toward the circle, looking for his bowl of beer.

      “Let us see, then.”

      The circle had been quiet before, but no one spoke at all now.

      If Anjul could perform, doing so at the command of Xonsei would shame him. If he could not perform, he would be shamed for no longer being a man. There was no way to save face without chert. Only spilling blood would prove he was still fit to rule.

      His posture stiffened, and his nostrils flared. He was finally understanding.

      But Anjul was old and fat—fatter than Lupe, even. Xonsei was young and strong. A giant. He was the biggest man in the circle. It didn’t matter. If Anjul did not challenge the younger man, his relatives would be forced to kill him that night, and Honxul would be shamed his trusted lieutenant lost face. Anjul had no choice but to take up the blade.

      “You insult me,” rasped the older man.

      “It is merely a question,” responded Xonsei, a twinkle in his eye.

      “I challenge you, on the platform.”

      Xonsei spread his hands, as if in innocence. “I do not wish to break the circle, but I am shamed if I do not respond to your challenge. I must accept.”

      Both men stared at each other. One of them would die. Anjul had gone soft, but there was still stone in him. He was still a man.

      Lupe was not watching his son or Anjul. He was watching Honxul. He was smiling.

      Honxul winked at him and then declared, “Anjul is an old man, but he’s proven he is a warrior still by making this challenge. It’s not right for an old warrior to have to break the circle to face an untested challenger after so many years of valor. Let Anjul sit, and I will take his place on the platform. Come, Xonsei. Let us find out if your words were foolish in the eyes of the gods.”

      If it had been quiet before, now it was a silence beyond this world. No one spoke. The servants did not move. Even the fire in the pipe seemed to still. Xonsei had pushed Anjul to the challenge, but he’d done so in the traditions of Cojita. Honxul was breaking that tradition, but who could speak against the emperor? If Lupe or Xonsei did, they would be admitting they were not man enough to face Honxul.

      Tradition was important, but so was the future. The two must be balanced on the edge of a knife.

      The emperor smiled at Lupe and his son through the haze of the toad venom. Its smoke clung like a burial shroud around the top floor of the palace. Honxul told them, “The sun will set in an hour. We should begin soon while the gods still smile.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      A dozen drums thundered, calling a deep, primal beat. For half an hour, twelve men representing the twelve cycles of the moon had been playing the call. They were inviting the people of Tulan to come, to witness. The avenue in front of the palace was filling with them. The citizens of the city came to watch the contest on the platform.

      Duels were common in Cojita, a necessary tactic to ensure a functioning society. You did not cheat a man if you were unwilling to face his knife. You did not eye his wife unless you were willing to fight for her. When conflict arose, blood was spilled, and decisions were made.

      But on the platform, the duels happened beneath the eye of the sun. The outcome was blessed by the gods. At least, that was what the priests claimed. Whether the gods cared what man lived or what man died, Honxul did not know, but all believed that when the gods spoke, it was final. The spilling of blood could settle a duel elsewhere, but when two men faced each other on the platform under the eyes of the gods, one of them had to die.

      The emperor had pulled on a loincloth, and he’d piled his hair atop his head and tied it there. It allowed free movement, and it would let the spectators see his blood.

      On the opposite side of the platform, Xonsei stood with his father by his side. Lupe was no longer smiling. He’d underestimated the emperor. Lupe was soft. It hadn’t occurred to him Honxul would be willing to stand on the platform. It should have if he had not forgotten how Honxul rose to power. The emperor’s body was crisscrossed with a score of scars. He hadn’t given those wounds to himself.

      Honxul did not know if he truly was blessed by the gods—or if the gods spoken of by the priests even existed. He didn’t know if the sun shone down on him in particular and smiled and frowned at his enemies, but the priests said it was true, and the people believed. Honxul was the gods’ chosen to lead the people of Cojita. That was their truth. His truth was that he was favored by at least one god, though not one known by the priests. It made him strong. That was his truth. Today he would prove it.

      Xonsei was a big man. He was strong as well, and his body carried the scars of chert as proudly as Honxul’s. Xonsei had three prominent scars, old wounds from when he was younger and acquiring his first wives. He’d been a boy then, much smaller but much faster. Like his father, Xonsei was soft from the trappings they’d bought with Andorra’s wealth, though it would be dangerous to assume no muscle remained under his bulk.

      Xonsei was a trader, paying as much respect to Cojita’s traditions as his people and the priests required. Honxul was a killer. He respected nothing but his own power.

      The drums stopped, and the high priest raised his arms. He spoke the words, blessing the contest, calling for the gods’ judgement in granting their champion strength.

      Honxul ignored it. He’d heard it all before. If the gods granted him strength, he would prevail. If they did not, he would die, or he would still prevail. Across from him, Xonsei looked nervous. His father, Lupe, looked sick. Had Xonsei ever killed a man? For all his size, for all the confidence he’d challenged Anjul with, had he ever punched his chert knife into another person and felt a man’s dying breaths as he slumped against his body?

      Xonsei’s wives had been unmarried. Their fathers would not have fought hard against letting a great lord take their daughters. Xonsei would not have needed to kill them. He could have left them with smaller wounds than his own, and they would still acknowledge his victory. A man knew one day another man would take his daughter. Why not let it be a powerful one?

      His head swimming from the toad venom and the beer, Honxul couldn’t remember if Xonsei had killed the fathers anyway. Some men did, though many considered it shameful. Honxul would have known that about Xonsei had the venom and the beer not been churning his thoughts.

      Looking across the platform, he decided that Xonsei never had killed a man, and now he never would because Honxul had killed hundreds. He wasn’t emperor because of his birth but because of the blood he’d spilled.

      Below, on the avenue beneath his palace, the people of Tulan were calling for more. Honxul smiled and raised his chert blade above his head. The people screamed. The priest dropped his arms, and the contest began.
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        * * *

      

      The leather-wrapped hilt of the chert knife was comfortable in Honxul’s hand. He’d gone through half a dozen of the pale stone blades, but they all felt comfortable. The stone was as sharp as northern steel, though not malleable and far more brittle. It was a poor choice against the northerners and their coats of metal. Hundreds of years ago, the Cojitans had stopped using chert weapons in warfare even amongst themselves, but duels were tradition, and tradition demanded chert.

      Dangling from the pommel of the weapon, tied with leather thongs, were a dozen teeth, one for every man Honxul had killed with the blade. There’d been dozens more with this knife alone, but eventually, so many teeth were a distraction so he’d stopped adding them. None of his victims had complained.

      He shook the knife, sending the teeth clicking and waving, a distraction for Xonsei. The other man couldn’t help looking at the little white and yellow trophies. He couldn’t help but think his own knife was unadorned.

      Xonsei took a step forward, and Honxul sprang at him. His free hand slapped at Xonsei’s knife hand. He kicked with his foot, smacking it against Xonsei’s bare knee. The bigger man stumbled, his leg threatening to go out from under him, the hand he’d raised to deflect Honxul’s knife dipping as he steadied himself.

      Honxul punched his knife into Xonsei’s chest, the pale gray stone vanishing then returning covered in crimson blood. The emperor stepped back, watching with an expert’s eye as blood pumped from the wound. Xonsei tried to put a hand over the gaping hole, and quickly, his fingers were slick with the liquid spilling from his chest.

      The wound would kill him, eventually. Xonsei was distracted and in pain. Honxul could strike again and kill him quicker. Xonsei had been strong, but he hadn’t been ready. Killing a man was not something to do at your leisure. When it was decided, you acted. If you thought about things, the fight would turn against you. The only things that mattered when dueling with the chert knives were: were you quicker, was your aim true?

      Xonsei stumbled closer, his face falling as he started to feel his strength ebb. He might or might not realize he’d already suffered a mortal wound, but he was starting to understand the urgency of combat. You struck; you killed.

      But tradition demanded that a duel upon the platform meant the judgement of the gods, and the gods needed the blood of both men to determine their fates.

      Honxul stepped closer, and when Xonsei lunged at him, he let the attack through, just grabbing Xonsei’s wrist enough to slow the blow. The sharp point of the chert knife gouged into Honxul’s cheek, tugging his head to the side, tearing his flesh.

      Honxul struck. He stabbed his knife into Xonsei’s neck once, twice, and the third time he ripped it to the side. A fountain of blood gushed from Xonsei, and his eyes widened as he died.

      Honxul licked his lips, tasting the other man’s lifeblood. He shoved Xonsei onto his back then straddled him. He raised his chert knife and slammed it down into the top of Xonsei’s chest. Working the blade methodically, he cut through the other man’s sternum, sawing with the sharp, irregular edge of the stone blade.

      When he severed the connective tissue between the two halves on Xonsei’s ribcage, he put his knife between his teeth and wedged his fingers inside to tear the other man’s chest apart. Using an elbow to keep the chest cavity open, he dropped the knife into his free hand and proceeded to cut out Xonsei’s heart. It trembled still, as if futilely trying to pump the blood that had gushed from Xonsei’s ruined neck and now his open chest.

      The entire operation took several minutes. The first time he’d done it, killed a man during a challenge, it’d taken half an hour to retrieve the heart. He’d thought he might die himself, bleeding heavily while he butchered his fallen opponent. It would not have been the first time that had happened after a duel, but now, Honxul performed the act easily. The knowing and the doing were different things. Experience mattered.

      Honxul stood, raised Xonsei’s heart so that all below could see, and then he tossed it onto a stone pedestal beside the platform, where the priests were tending to a small, hot fire.

      The priests added the heart to the fire, and the meat of the heart singed and crisped, an aroma like roasting pork filling the air. Honxul smirked. The Andorrans were fond of their pork—famous for it. Would it make their mouths water when they smelled the burning hearts of their friends?
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        * * *

      

      His mother stuck the bone needle into his cheek, and Honxul winced. She slapped him on the shoulder, then continued threading the thick string along the cut, knitting the wound back together with twine so that it would leave a vivid scar.

      “You risk too much,” she told him.

      He grunted.

      “Two finger-widths higher, and I’d be stitching your eye shut. Scars are beautiful, Honxul, but people want an emperor who can see.”

      “People want an emperor who is powerful. When they see my wounds, they see what I have survived. They know my strength.”

      She tugged tight on the twine again, pulling at his injured skin. He reached for a bottle of northern wine. They were a savage, godless people, but he had to admit they’d done a few things right. He’d gotten a taste for their rich wines years before, before he’d spoken to the god and begun his true journey, long before he’d started the quest to become emperor. It’d been so long now even he forgot. The priests would know.

      He tilted up the wine and drank from the bottle. That would have offended the few friends he had made in the north, before the visions. He grinned at the thought now. Those soft fools. They would share the same scorn for drinking from a vintage bottle of wine as they would butchering a man and removing his heart.

      Soft. Was that soft?

      Perhaps not all of them. Some of them were hard. He hated to admit it, but only a fool walked with his eyes closed. Not all men of the north were weaklings, and some from Cojita were like Anjul and Lupe. Honxul had strode both lands, and he was hard, as hard as he could be.

      He’d just killed a man in front of all of Tulan. He’d butchered him like a hog. Some people spoke of tradition when it served them. They said the truth of a man was in his adherence to the old ways. Honxul said the same when it served him, but real respect, the real test of a man, was in combat. Tradition was just the words that the priests said to give it structure. Words described the rules, but the one with the knife made them. No one, not even Lupe, would speak of Xonsei again.

      Xonsei hadn’t lost a simple duel and been forced to swallow his shame. He’d been killed on the platform. The gods had judged him. The boy had been big, strong. Killing him under the eyes of the gods would quiet any discontent for a long time now. Honxul’s mother chided him for risking so much, but greatness was not easily achieved. Great change required great men, and great men performed great acts.

      A chime rang outside of the room. Honxul’s mother took the wine bottle from him and stashed it in a cabinet.

      Honxul called, “Come.”

      Varchuk walked in. His eyes were glassy from the toad venom. Honxul wondered what he was seeing, beyond the mortal trappings of this world. The venom brought visions. Some were true. Most were not. Some you could make true.

      The other man raised a fist covered in blood. “Lupe is dead.”

      “Good,” replied Honxul. “Was the circle disrupted?”

      “A little.”

      “There are northern weapons I have taken… arquebus, they call them. Give one to each of the lords who sit in the circle. Give them some shot and some powder as well. I have men who will show them how to load and fire the guns when their heads clear.”

      “Is that wise? What if they turn the guns on you?”

      Honxul shook his head. “Individually, the arquebus is weak. An atlatl is far better. The northerners cannot aim their weapons. They fire and hope. It is why they are soft, but together, with enough of them… that is how they have power. The nobles will show off these gifts to their people. They will try to impress by using them, and they will miss their targets, but it will earn them great respect to hold such a device. Great respect, but our warriors will fear the arquebus less when they see it is all noise and smoke but cannot hit a target more than twenty or thirty paces away. When we go to war with Andorra, our warriors’ fear will be a small thing.”

      Varchuk nodded, a foolish smile on his lips, the toad’s dreams clouding his vision.

      Honxul waved the man away, and Varchuk left to get the arquebuses, to give them to the lords in the circle.

      Honxul’s mother returned with his wine. She squatted down in front of him and said, “It is not the guns of the north that our warriors need fear, Son.”

      He looked at her. “You are a woman and soft. Besides, what would you have me do? The fae must be destroyed. Our empire, our family’s honor, is at stake. War is the only way.”

      “I may be a woman, but I am not soft,” retorted his mother. “I do not fear war. I fear dragons—as should you. As should anyone. When the northerners fly above our warriors with their giant beasts, when they drop their bombs, when those creatures land amongst us, we will be destroyed.”

      “Those dragons are domesticated weaklings,” scoffed Honxul. “I have seen them. The wild dragons shall feast on their bones.”

      “And our bones as well,” retorted his mother. She began pacing the room. “Once you call upon those ancient creatures, there is no stopping them. Your chert knife won’t pierce their hides. They may feast upon the bones of their fallen cousins, but they will not be sated. They’ll turn on us after they’ve had their fill of the north. You risk all of Cojita with this plan.”

      “Perhaps.”

      “You do not care?”

      “I care about destroying the fae. Nothing else matters.”

      “Nothing else? Our empire, our people?”

      “My empire, my people, Mother. If I have to sacrifice it all, I will. It must be done, for our honor, but our destruction is not foreseen. The dragons were driven away before. They can be driven away again.”

      “Your confidence will get you killed and the rest of us with you.”

      “No, Mother, you are wrong.” He tapped the still throbbing wound she’d been stitching. “I have seen it in the toad’s dreams. A god made me emperor and smiles upon me still. There is a way to control even the oldest of the dragons, an ancient magic, a magic I alone know. When the dragons have vanquished their lesser cousins, I will send them away, and Cojita will rule from the south to the north, from the east to the west.”

      His mother snorted and left.

      Emperor Honxul leaned back on the couch and drank wine until his pain and his memories were forgotten.
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      Four of them stood before the dragon. Captain Otto Tilly, who was so close his hair stirred when the creature snorted. Rodger, one of the king’s champions, and a cuirassier who had the unshakable arrogance of a lord’s son. The fourth person was Ulrik. He shifted his feet, nervous about being in such company and about all of the people who were watching them. Many of the people who’d come to the Roost had left already, but others had stuck around to see what was going to happen.

      “Dragons can sense your fear,” said Tilly, looking directly at Ulrik as he said it. “If you’re frightened, it can be dangerous to approach one. Food feels fear, you understand? To ride a dragon, you must be confident but not arrogant. You are not the dragon’s master, and it will not accept you if you act like you are, but you are not its prey either. In time, a dragon will listen to your commands but not in the beginning. In the beginning, you’re lucky to survive your first flight. You have to build trust, a partnership. It is confidence in one’s own self that you must display. Know yourself. Wear that knowledge. Let the dragon see it. If it likes you, it will accept you. Now, are we ready for the next test?”

      So far, Tilly had been eliminating people based on quickly barked questions and whatever hidden meaning he took from their answers. Paul had been too eager, thought Ulrik. Jaime had nearly wet himself, so that had been easy enough to understand. Others, Ulrik wasn’t sure about. One of the huntsmen had been given the nod by Captain Tilly but had excused himself. He didn’t want to ride a dragon? But somehow, after the questioning, Ulrik was among the remaining three. Somehow, Tilly thought it possible a woodcrafter’s son from Hof could ride a dragon.

      It was insane. Ulrik knew it, and most of those standing behind him watching had known it by the looks they gave him. But Ulrik was still there, and Tilly hadn’t yet pointed him toward the others who’d been removed from consideration. No matter how insane his decisions, you didn’t argue with a captain of the dragon knights.

      The captain eyed them and asked, “Who is first?”

      Rodger, the king’s champion, stepped forward. His back was straight, his face confident. He had the poise of a man who’d met hundreds of challenges and defeated them all. He strode with purpose, power—

      The dragon swished its head, and the side of one of its horns impacted Rodger. The king’s champion was flung like a child’s toy, spinning head over heels to crash ten paces from where he’d been standing. It happened so fast Ulrik wasn’t even sure what he’d seen, but there was Rodger, lying motionless on the ground.

      Tilly groaned, glared at the dragon, and muttered, “If he’s dead…”

      Everyone let out a sigh of relief when Rodger suddenly twitched then slowly and painfully maneuvered himself into a sitting position. He coughed, placing a hand on his ribs when he did. His gleaming brigandine was marred by a terrible scrape, and several rivets had popped loose. Finally, he clambered back to his feet. “Should I…”

      “No,” responded Tilly. “I believe that’s enough. You may join the others.”

      Rodger winced, half in disappointment and half in relief, then nodded. There wasn’t much to say. Still, Rodger stood stiff as a board as he walked to stand beside Jacqueline. He eyed the others who’d been eliminated, as if daring someone to speak ill. Others had been waved off by Tilly, but Rodger was the only one who’d been attacked by the dragon. The dragon had seen something in him it didn’t like.

      Beneath his breath, Ulrik whispered, “Arrogance.”

      “No,” responded Captain Tilly, somehow having heard him. “Fear. It takes a brave man to face it with such aplomb. There’s a reason the man has risen to a king’s champion, but unfortunately, that’s not the sort of courage we need today. You.”

      Tilly pointed to the cuirassier. The man was a lord, a second son, who’d evidently joined the army to find fame and fortune while his older brother was set to inherit. At least, that was what Ulrik had overheard while standing around, waiting for Tilly to send him home. Ulrik hadn’t been around nobility before, and he couldn’t have told you what a second son of a lord would look like, but now, he knew they looked exactly like that guy. The man had a way of holding himself that made it seem he was looking down on everyone, like they smelled rancid or were all covered in mud. Even Tilly and Rodger got nothing more than reluctant acknowledgement.

      But perhaps the man had a reason for his haughty confidence. Apparently, all of the dragon knights were nobles of one stripe or another. They were an odd bunch, avoided by most of the common soldiers, so most of what Ulrik knew, he’d learned in the last hour. But while they were avoided, no one thought ill of a dragon knight. The attitude was more like jealousy.

      Evidently, each summer when the dragon eggs hatched, hundreds of wealthy applicants showed up, though only two or three were accepted. Ulrik had heard the others whispering as they waited in the courtyard that only Tilly had been taken into the ranks without a title to buy him attention and ease his passage. He was a noble now, but he hadn’t always been.

      Ulrik did not believe that would help him earn Tilly’s favor. No one else did, either. They all assumed one of the king’s champions might show sufficient mettle and, if not them, definitely the cuirassier.

      But when the cuirassier stepped forward, Tilly immediately shook his head and told the man to go. Then, he told him to move back quickly. The cuirassier paused, as if he wanted to argue, but you couldn’t argue with the captain of the dragon knights, even when he didn’t have a dragon standing over his shoulder. Even if you hadn’t just watched that dragon send one of the king’s champions flying. Even when that dragon’s head wasn’t turning your way, its huge nostrils flaring, discharging a blast of warm air into your face.

      Arrogance. Ulrik understood now how Tilly had known Rodger was afraid. The dragon had intended to dismiss the king’s champion without serious harm, but it looked like it was preparing to eat the cuirassier. The man took a step back, then began stumbling backward quickly as the dragon’s long neck craned toward him.

      Shrugging, his heavy armor clanking, Tilly clucked his tongue to bring the dragon’s attention back and glanced at Ulrik.

      “What was your name again, boy?”

      “Ulrik.”

      “Let’s have a go, then, and see if you can save me from calling up another batch of candidates.”

      Tentatively, Ulrik stepped forward. Behind him, he could hear Paul calling encouragement. He could practically feel Jaime’s excited wheezing breath. The dragon turned, one pale blue eye focused on Ulrik as he stepped closer. He could see himself reflected in that eye, but he was distorted, hardly recognizable. Shining in the magnificent beast’s slitted pupil, he looked taller and prouder than he felt.

      He held up a hand. Did one do that with dragons? You did with dogs and horses so they could get your scent, he thought. He was having trouble remembering much of anything at the moment.

      He stood still, a few paces from the dragon. The most obvious feature of the creature was its size. It was larger than the biggest hay wagons Ulrik had seen in Hof, bigger than two of them together if it were to extend its wings. The second feature was its eyes. They glimmered like gemstones beneath a bright light, but more so, they were alive. Those eyes did not reflect. They shone back at you and sparkled like choppy water beneath moonlight. The eyes drew you in, trying to see more than was there, or maybe not. At a glance, he saw this creature was not just intelligent and cunning but wise.

      But as captivating as the eyes were, it wasn’t long before you noticed the huge, muscled limbs and the massive black talons at the end of them. The forelegs were wider than Ulrik, and the talons capped claws as long as he was tall. The talons themselves had the length of his leg. They didn’t look sharp exactly. They were too big for that. Instead, they looked sturdy. Those claws could crumple steel, tear apart stone. They were powerful.

      The skin of the dragon was rough, covered in thick, dark scales. They weren’t as glossy as he would have expected, more like a lizard’s, though a thousand times larger. On the side of the dragon, those scales were worn beneath the straps of its saddle. There, they shone with a midnight glow. Had the one in Hof had that look? Its scales hadn’t been as rough, he didn’t think. He thought they’d shone, but so much of that day was confusing, and he couldn’t be sure.

      He asked Tilly, “This is not the same beast you rode to Hof?”

      “No.”

      “Is it older?”

      Tilly nodded, his expression serious, his lips pursed in thought. Ulrik didn’t take his eyes from the dragon, but he sensed the motion. Heard it because of the man’s heavy armor.

      He took another step closer to the dragon. “She seems bored.”

      “He is. He’s ready to fly.”

      “He… Oh. I, ah—“

      “It’s all right, lad. I don’t expect you to know everything about dragon husbandry. Their genders are… not as distinct as our own, but this one is a male. Don’t worry about that. It won’t be offended whatever you think. I just need someone who can sit in the saddle without their head getting bit off. Can you do that?”

      “I wouldn’t need to direct it with that clucking you did with your tongue?”

      “It takes years to learn to really fly a dragon. The commands are just a part of it. Doesn’t matter who we select today. I cannot teach anyone control that quickly.”

      “This one is old,” said Ulrik. He shuffled a little closer. “Old and calm, is it? He’ll follow you and your dragon, and that’s why his rider doesn’t need to command him?”

      “Aye.”

      Another step closer.

      “Come on,” drawled the small nobleman who’d been with Tilly at the beginning. “Go ahead and touch him. If you’ve got your hand after, that’s good enough for me.”

      “Best it be better than good,” growled Tilly. “No one will ask me about a recruit for the spearmen that goes missing. There’ll be paperwork if I get you killed, Fischer.”

      “Less paperwork than you think,” replied the nobleman smoothly.

      “Quartermaster’ll be right upset, and she’s the one person in this kingdom I truly fear. Little cut to the harness, and a thousand paces later, I’m as flat as a cobblestone. Come on, lad, let’s hurry this up. We have somewhere to be.”

      Ulrik drew a deep breath then stepped forward and put a hand on the dragon’s snout.

      It didn’t bite him.

      The dragon did watch him with disdain, though. He swallowed, looking into that giant, ice-blue eye. He asked it, “Will you let me ride you?”

      “Fortune, lad, they don’t talk,” muttered Tilly. “He can’t understand a word you’re saying, but he can see the way you’re standing, feel that tremor in your hand.”

      Ulrik dropped his hand from the dragon’s snout. “He seems… I don’t think he respects me, but he’s willing to let me ride. I think… he’s eager to go. He’ll accept me, mostly because he wants to get up in the air. Is that… How do I know that?”

      “He doesn’t get out much these days,” admitted Tilly. “He’s not as fast as the younger dragons and wouldn’t be much in combat, but he’s perfect for this mission because he’ll accept a rider that the others would not. I… I’m surprised you can sense that. That’s good. We’ve got a rider, and we’ve got a dragon. I don’t plan on stopping every time you need to take a piss, so go ahead and do it, say bye to your friends, and we’ll be off.”

      “Off? Wait, w-what?” stammered Ulrik. “You mean… right now?”

      “Told you, lad. We’ve got somewhere to be.”

      Tilly clucked his tongue, and moments later, another dragon came swooping around the top of the keep. He raised his voice and called across the courtyard. “Time to leave if you don’t belong here. This one is not as friendly.”
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        * * *

      

      “Gerhard Fischer, at your service,” declared the nobleman, shaking and then tucking himself back inside of his trousers.

      They were standing at the edge of the courtyard, relieving themselves, but all Ulrik could think of was the dragon behind them.

      It had crashed down onto the scattered pebbles with thunderous impact, then lashed its massive head, turning to study the men in the courtyard and those who were hurrying out through the gates. Its scales were glossy black, a shimmer of iridescent green sparkling in the surface when it moved in the sunlight, though when you looked hard, you could no longer see it. The dragon moved with serpentine grace, deadly grace. It looked like a predator on the hunt, and they were the only living things nearby.

      Where the first dragon had been disdainful but placid, Ulrik felt this one simmering with violent energy. They were both eager for flight, for action, but the younger beast seemed held by a thread like a horse not yet fully tamed. Ulrik wouldn’t have put his hand on the snout of that proud creature.

      “Your name was?” prodded the little nobleman, waiting for Ulrik to walk with him back toward Tilly and the dragons.

      “M’lord, I—“

      “I’m not a lord, young man. Ulrik, was it?”

      Ulrik nodded.

      Gerhard put his hands behind his back and led them beneath the shadows of the dragons. The creatures were waiting impatiently while Captain Tilly circled them, checking the harness, climbing up the sides to tug open heavy leather bags and peer into them. The dragons were ignoring the knight and staring at Ulrik and the nobleman. The first, the older one, looked impassive. The second, the younger, looked hungry.

      “Ah, do we need to…”

      “It won’t eat you,” assured Gerhard. “Not with the captain here. Without him… well, then you’ve got to worry.”

      If it was meant to be, the comment was not very reassuring.

      “You ready?” asked the nobleman.

      “I’m not sure what we’re supposed to be doing,” admitted Ulrik.

      “Secret mission,” Gerhard told him. “We’re going to pick up a passenger. I’m serving as our intelligence asset. Boots and the brains on the ground, so to speak. Tilly will fly our charge and I suppose look intimidating to anyone who stands in our way. He’ll come in handy if we find trouble.”

      “And what am I doing?”

      “Flying me, of course.”

      “But why don’t you… Ah, I don’t mean to be rude, but why are you not flying the dragon?”

      The nobleman laughed. “I’m too arrogant. Neither of these dragons will put up with me holding the reins. With any dragon other than this old man, they may not accept me in the back seat, either. Knowing yourself can be a curse, it seems.”

      Tilly dropped down in front of them, his massive armor clanking with the impact. Pale blue flared along the edges of the steel plates, an echo of the cold fire in the dragons’ eyes, but the light vanished as quickly as it had appeared.

      Ulrik swallowed. The armor must be enchanted. He’d never seen an enchanted artifact before, but his mother had told him of them. The fae could grant incredible boons, but they always carried a cost. What cost had the captain paid for armor like that?

      “Right,” said Tilly. “All secure. Everyone piss?”

      “Should I go get… some clothes or food?”

      “No time, lad. There’s a heavy leather coat in that bottom pack. Put it on. It’s cold when we get up high. Then, saddle up. I’ll strap you down the first time so you don’t go sliding off at an inconvenient time, but follow the rules, and you’ll be fine.”

      “What are the rules?”

      “Only one you need to know right now. Don’t do anything stupid.”

      Gerhard Fischer slapped Ulrik on the back. “We wouldn’t do that, would we?”
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        * * *

      

      For two days, Ulrik didn’t think he’d slept. Gerhard had. Most of the time, in fact. The little nobleman, who claimed that he was not one, comfortably rested his head against Ulrik’s back. Often over the last two days, he snored.

      But there was no comfortable position for Ulrik. He was at the front of their saddle, his hands gripped relentlessly on the leather pommel in front of him. There’d been gloves tucked in beside his harness, sturdy leather lined with thick wool. The gloves were keeping his hands warm, but his fingers ached from holding on so tightly. Tilly had told them they could let go, that they could trust the harness to keep them on the dragon’s back, but a thousand paces above the ground, it wasn’t the sort of thing one was comfortable testing out.

      Sometime the night before, Ulrik had lost the feeling in his face. Tilly’s thick beard made sense now. The gloves and coat were sturdy and warm, but the neck of the coat only reached his chin. High in the air and traveling at speed, the wind was blistering cold in early autumn. It was relentless as well, as for two days, the dragon had not stopped flying. It kept methodically pumping its wings, propelling them ever forward in a straight line across the kingdom. They were headed east, to the border, to a city called Mertz. Gerhard Fischer had told him their destination, shouting into his ear.

      Mertz. Ulrik had heard the name in the barracks. It’d been attacked by Clermont, he thought. He wasn’t entirely certain why they were going there or who this person was they were supposed to be rescuing. He didn’t even know why the person needed rescuing. All he’d been told was that their mission was urgent. Only time for a piss, and then they’d immediately taken flight. He’d wanted to pause, to eat, to sleep, to talk to Paul and Jaime about what was happening, but Gerhard and Tilly had said there was no time.

      Within moments of the others leaving the Roost, Ulrik was in the saddle, and Tilly had cinched the harness tight. With an explosive blast of flapping wings, they’d taken flight, following after Tilly and his mount. For two days, they’d been in the wake of the younger dragon, always moving. Occasionally, Ulrik would see the dragon knight turn, making sure they were still behind him. Sometimes, he would pull farther ahead. Sometimes, he would slow so they could catch up.

      Their own mount seemed to be maintaining a steady pace, while Tilly’s was striving to fly faster. It was difficult to tell, though. They were a thousand paces above the ground, flying flat and straight. From the wind against his face, Ulrik knew they were moving at terrific speed, but the countryside rolled by with the same sedate pace it’d have from the bed of a wagon, except cities, villages, forests, rivers, and mountains vanished behind them in minutes rather than hours.

      They were going faster than the fastest horse. Much faster.

      It was all so strange, looking down past the dragon’s neck at the sprawl of the land below. Ulrik had no idea where they were, what the settlements were called that they flew above. In truth, he didn’t know where anything was except Hof’s proximity to Stafford and the road they’d taken from Stafford to Ehrstadt. On the back of the dragon, they could have passed Stafford, and he wouldn’t know it. He’d never seen the place from above. Even Hof, had it not been destroyed, would look strange from their point of view.

      He’d spent half a day wondering if he would recognize his village, his old house. He wanted to believe that he would, but he wasn’t sure. It’d taken him an embarrassingly long time to realize he wasn’t going to get the chance. They were flying the opposite direction of his home, headed southeast. The land below was all new to him.

      The villages were tiny from so high, but when he counted the buildings, some of them were of a size with Hof. The cities were more impressive, but even they were like children’s toys rather than important seats of power. From so far above, at such speed, only the mountains could rival the dragons’ height, and only the largest forests took them more than moments to pass above.

      For a day and a half, Ulrik had stared below, blinking cold tears from his eyes, watching the Kingdom of Wahrheit spread out beneath him like the most detailed map. It’d been fascinating, trying to guess where they were, wondering what the places and people were like down there. He’d been captivated, but then, the fruits of his imagination dried, and he grew bored.

      There was only so long you could imagine something without investigating to learn more, and there were only so many scenes he could consider when he’d lived in Hof his entire life. Since then, he’d visited Stafford for two days. He’d been in Ehrstadt as many weeks. Both experiences were so strange, so foreign, it was difficult to extrapolate what they implied about any of the settlements below. Surely the cities they passed were not identical to Stafford, but he couldn’t imagine what they were like, how they were different.

      He was left with his thoughts, and after the first day and the thrilling excitement of being on the back of a dragon, those thoughts had turned black. He didn’t know what it meant that he’d been selected for this quest. He didn’t know what opportunities might arise or what dangers, but he knew it wouldn’t bring back his ma and his pa. When he saw the villages below, the small people living their small lives, he wanted nothing more than to go back to his own. His pa’s words echoed: there was as much pain as pleasure, for those who sought more. He understood that finally. He would have stayed in Hof and never strayed more than a few leagues away if he could have his ma and pa back.

      “There,” called Gerhard into his ear. “We’re close now.”

      Ulrik craned his neck, looking past the dragon’s head. He’d thought Gerhard was asleep. He hadn’t considered the little man might actually know where they were.

      “Mertz,” explained Gerhard. After a long moment, he added, “What’s left of it.”

      Set in a bucolic river valley amongst rolling green hills, near the sparkling blue stretch of water that gave the place life, were the pale stone walls of Mertz. It must have been a beautiful city once.

      Now, wooden contraptions rested against its walls. A giant encampment was spread out across those lush hills like a cancer. Even from afar, they could see men churning toward the city, spilling out of the towers, and surging down the streets and avenues. A haze of smoke clung low around the walls, but now that they were close, they could see plumes of darker smoke rising. Buildings within the city were burning.

      They were arriving in the midst of a battle, and even to Ulrik, it was obvious the city was falling. His throat tightened. He wanted to cry. He wanted to shout. Those columns of smoke, the rushing figures in the streets, it was all too familiar. Just a month ago, he’d been there, in Hof, when it had fallen. People’s parents, their children, their friends, would be dying. Just like home.

      They flew closer, and details started to emerge. The attackers wore green and white, he could see. He didn’t know what that meant.

      “Who is fighting?” he called back to Gerhard. “Mertz is in Wahrheit, isn’t it? Is this… Clermont’s men? They’re taking the city?”

      He figured they had to be in Wahrheit still. They couldn’t have passed out of the country, could they? He realized belatedly there’d be no visible border if they had. Would another land look just like their own?

      “Mertz is in Wahrheit. Part of Brenay. Landgrave Laurent’s province, and you’re right, Clermont crossed our borders and is attacking.”

      Ulrik grunted. Clermont. It was a nation to the east, he was pretty sure. That made sense given the direction of their travel. His friends had believed it was a foreign kingdom attacking their village before they’d been proven wrong, but this, if Gerhard was right, meant war. A true foreign army storming over the walls of what appeared to be a large city. It was a big army. Thousands of men. He’d never seen so many people gathered together until recently.

      But he had been living in Ehrstadt’s military complex for weeks now. Wahrheit had tens of thousands of men, and in Ulrik’s experience, they spent most of their days loitering around the barracks until their pay arrived. Then, they’d go get drunk and find a whore. They certainly weren’t preparing to deploy to Mertz’s defense.

      Back in Ehrstadt, there’d been rumors, but nothing that captured the truth of what was actually happening here. None of them believed that Wahrheit had been invaded. No one expected a major city to fall. Why weren’t they marching? Why was Tilly not flying with the rest of his knights?

      Ulrik called back to Gerhard, “How come no one is doing anything?”

      “We are, lad. We are.”

      “The royal army should be marching. The dragon knights could be here—we are here. The entire company could have come. The soldiers around Ehrstadt could face this army. I know we could!”

      “There is no king,” reminded Gerhard, his voice close in Ulrik’s ear, the wind threatening to tear his words away. “There is no king, so no one can give orders to the royal army. That’s the problem we’re here to solve, lad, though how we’re going to find him in this mess, I don’t know.”

      The city had fallen. The closer they got, the more obvious it was. Hundreds of men wearing the green and white of Clermont were in the streets. Thousands were pressing outside the walls, storming in over small pockets of resistance. Ulrik could see clouds of smoke where guns might be going off. Clumps of spearmen looked to be holding some portions of the wall and a few avenues, though as they neared the outskirts of the city, Ulrik could see those men getting overrun as well.

      He expected their dragon to turn, to sweep over the city, and then to leave. Whatever they’d been coming to do, it was clearly too late. Clermont had the city in hand. There wasn’t enough opposition down below to change the tide of the battle. Even he could see that. And while they were sitting on two dragons, those proud beasts could not defeat an entire army, not alone.

      But Captain Tilly did not turn. He did not steer his dragon around the city, collecting information on the conditions below and then flying home with haste. He didn’t deviate at all. He kept on an arrow-straight path, right toward the keep.

      Already, they could see Clermont’s men outside of it, menacing the palace. They swooped over the walls, buildings flashing below. The gate of the keep had been breached, but there was a fierce fight protecting the opening. Men in green and white filled the streets outside, but they were not inside of the keep. Not yet. Someone still held.

      Tilly’s dragon screeched, its brutal call shearing across the top of Mertz. The dragon swept back its wings, and for a moment, it seemed to hover over Mertz. Then, it plummeted, flying down directly in front of the gates, landing amidst Clermont’s attacking soldiers.

      “Tilly will buy us time,” shouted Gerhard. “We have to find him.”

      “Find who?” demanded Ulrik.

      Gerhard didn’t answer. He didn’t have time to. They soared over the walls of the keep then slammed down into the courtyard behind the gate. They landed with explosive impact, men scattering away like they’d been blasted by gunpowder.

      Ulrik’s body felt like he’d been struck by a giant’s mallet, and his jaw clacked, teeth biting into his tongue. Gerhard lurched up and leapt off the back of the dragon. Ulrik tried to follow, but his harness was still cinched tight. He fumbled at the buckles, watching as Gerhard rose to his feet and drew his sword.

      “The count!” cried the nobleman. “Where is Count Marchand?”

      Ulrik got a buckle loose. Then, the harness was free. He kicked a leg over and fell, half-catching himself on the dragon’s harness, falling to land on the grass of the lawn. He winced and pushed himself up. He heard a man replying to Gerhard.

      “The count is dead. You’re too late.”
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      She stood before the tall wooden gates of the keep, a pistol in one hand, a thin sword in the other. She believed the captain of the arquebusiers had worn the blade. If the man still lived, she didn’t know where he was. That she was holding what she took for his sword was not a good sign.

      Beside her, Sergeant Speckle clutched his war hammer. The end was coated in sticky blood. The butt of it was singed, burned by some flame she did not recall. She had thought he’d lost the weapon completely, but at some point on their harried flight to the keep, she’d seen he was still holding it.

      Around them, they had ten arquebusiers and over twenty spearmen. It was a small, pathetic force, but it was all that was left. They’d retreated to the keep, her family’s home, and those who’d been left outside were presumed dead.

      The gates of the keep were big. It took two men to close them. The heavy planks of oak, bound and decorated with brass, had only been closed in her recollection for maintenance. The people of Mertz had been happy. The count and countess had no reason to hide from them. The metal had been worked into intricate whorls meant to evoke the countryside around the city. Everyone commented that the gates were beautiful. It only occurred to her now it would have been better had they been strong.

      She’d ordered them closed when she and Speckle returned to the keep, and the few men they could see had come inside as well, but the gates wouldn’t remain closed for long. It seemed Clermont’s men had recovered the falconets her forces had used against them on the walls, and now, the little cannons were discharging fist-sized balls of lead against the wooden gates. Already, cracks had appeared in half a dozen places. There was a bar, as thick as her wrist, which held the two barriers shut. It was holding up so far, but some of the bolts that held the brackets were starting to rattle. Eventually, the falconets would crack through. If Clermont bothered to pull up their heavy cannon, it’d take no time at all.

      Speckle was busy cursing the men of his squad, all who seemed to have been killed at the wall. They’d been trained to sabotage the falconets, and all of their other artillery, before fleeing. Speckle himself, after knocking them both from the wall, had set alight a pile of mortar shells.

      He had laid a long trail of powder, and they’d made it halfway to the keep before it had exploded. The sound and impact were terrific, and it brought a momentary trill of joy imagining the enemy who’d been caught in the blast, but when she thought about it, she realized it must have opened a gaping hole in the wall that a circus could proceed comfortably through. Whether Speckle destroying the wall or Clermont using the shells on the gate was preferable was an irrelevant concern. The course of the battle was clear before Speckle had ignited the munitions. There was no hope.

      They waited impatiently for the end, she with her pistol and slender sword, Speckle with his war hammer. The other soldiers stood silently. None tried to run or to hide. There was nowhere to go. The palace was filled with women, children, and the wounded who could no longer stand. Anyone injured who could still hold a weapon was with her, prepared to die on their feet. It would be better than being caught lying down. Clermont wasn’t there to take prisoners.

      Some of the women had joined them and had armed themselves as well. Those without children. Those whose men had already died. They might have guessed that if they were caught lying down, they weren’t going to be killed, and that might be worse. Women suffered in war. They needn’t have seen it to understand it. At least for those at the gate, the end would be quick. Was it bravery or cowardice that made Ursula yearn for her own violent end?

      Suddenly, there were calls on the other side of the gate. It was the mellifluous speech of Clermont. A man beside her snarled, asking what they were saying. She spoke some of the tongue, but through the remains of the gate, she couldn’t—

      “Munitions!” she cried.

      Whether Clermont had brought their own or had salvaged some portion of Mertz’s shells, she never knew. She turned and started running. A terrible roar shook her. She was thrown from her feet by a hail of debris and a wave of force. Her sword clattered to the cobbles, but she held onto the pistol.

      Knowing if she stayed down she was dead or worse, she struggled to her feet. She would be dead anyway, but it was too soon to give up. Before she fell for the last time, she was going to take some of the bastards with her.

      Where the gate had been was only smoke and fire now. A man emerged. His tabard was the green and white cheque of Clermont, and in his hands, he held a huge, gleaming blade. The scattered flames in the courtyard lit it like a demon’s tongue, and the man’s eyes were wild with the madness of war. He saw her and grinned.

      A champion of the King of Clermont. He’d come through first, seeking the glory of battle.

      Ursula Marchand raised her pistol and fired. The man staggered back. There was a tiny hole in his tabard. Had the bullet pierced his armor? Chainmail glittered beneath his green and white cheque. Getting shot would hurt, she hoped, whether or not the bullet broke through his armor.

      “Hold your ground!” she bellowed.

      More soldiers of Clermont were appearing through the gloom. These were more cautious than the champion but in much greater number. Several arquebuses discharged, and a few of her men went down. Two weapons barked from her side, returning fire. She turned, wondering where her other soldiers—

      The man who’d been to her left was lying on his back, an arm-length splinter sticking upright from his chest. His eyes stared blankly at the sky. His arquebus and the wooden pole he used to support it lay beside him. Could she get the thing up and turned around in time to use it?

      “Countess Marchand,” growled Sergeant Speckle. “Fall back to the palace. I’ll hold—”

      There was a terrible shriek, nearly splitting her ears, then an incredible boom. Smoke blasted past her from a concussive impact just outside of the gates. Another shell exploded? From above the lawn of the courtyard came another wall of crushing air. She fell to her knees, the tattered silk of her dress scrapping the hard ground.

      There was a horrific roar outside of the keep. A man of Clermont came flying through the gloom shrouding the gate, missing a leg, blood following him like a comet’s tail as he hurtled through the air another thirty paces.

      A huge, reptilian head snapped out from above her and caught the man. His bones and armor crunched, and the ground shook as the dragon stepped closer, dropping the dead man, then darting at another, clamping down and flinging the soldier out of sight. The dragon’s tail lashed, and another green and white clad man was decapitated, his body still somehow standing after his head disappeared. Blood pumped like a fountain from the stump of his neck before he toppled backward.

      A score of men came pelting through the smoke around the gate, terror twisting their faces. They were running from something outside but came to a skidding halt when they saw what waited within.

      A man, dressed as fine as her father ever had been, strode past her and Sergeant Speckle. He met a soldier from Clermont, diverted the other man’s spear with casual grace, and then stabbed the soldier in the neck with a thin rapier. He pivoted on his heel and lunged, thrusting his blade into the side of another man who’d been standing before Ursula.

      The nobleman raised his bloodied blade and looked for more opponents, but the soldiers of Clermont were running to the sides, scattering like children at the yells of a school master. They weren’t going to go back outside, but they weren’t going to stay in that courtyard either.

      “You’ve come to save us!” cried Sergeant Speckle, approaching the nobleman. “The help is appreciated, don’t get me wrong, but a day earlier, half a day… The city has fallen. You are too late.”

      “I can see that,” quipped the nobleman, one eye on the shattered gate, one eye on the sergeant. “You’re in charge?”

      “Not much left to be in charge of. The knights, you came with the dragon knights? That is one outside? Why did it take so long? Why did—“

      “You are not saved, I am afraid,” murmured the nobleman, looking suddenly ashamed. “We have only two dragons. It’s not enough to win this battle. When Clermont sees there are no more, they’ll come harder than ever. Taking one of our dragons will earn their commander a title and a prime stretch of land. I’m afraid we must leave and leave quickly.”

      Speckle fell silent.

      “Why?” demanded Ursula, rising and striding toward the little man. “Why did you come at all?”

      “I came for Count Marchand. He’s needed. Is he… They said he is dead. Is that true?”

      “Needed?” she screamed. “Needed?”

      She took a step toward the nobleman, raising her empty pistol.

      He blinked, taking her in. After the fight on the walls and the flight to the keep, she must look a mess, but her hair was done up atop her head. Her dress was of fine silk, though torn and filthy, and the pistol she held was traced with silver etching. It was no common woman’s weapon, and a man dressed like this one would recognize that.

      He asked her, “Who are you?”

      She was furious, enraged at the callous disregard the man was showing toward the city. Two dragons? That was all that had been sent? Maybe the man was right. It wasn’t enough to win the battle, but she’d just seen what the beasts could do. If the entire company had come, Mertz would still stand. If they’d come when the call had been first raised, her parents would have been saved. Her hand trembled, and the swordsman’s gaze fell on the pistol. She raised it, pointing it toward his chest.

      He told her gently, “It’s not loaded or cocked, lass. You’ve spent your shot. I hope it was a good one.”

      A hot tear ran down her cheek.

      “Your parents, the count and the countess, do they live?”

      “This is Countess Ursula Marchand,” said Speckle, trying to put himself between the two of them. “The count, the former countess, they were her parents. They are dead.”

      “Fischer!” bellowed a voice through the gate. “Get the count saddled and get him out of here. We’re pressed.” There was a clash and a pause, broken by the hideous crash of the dragon attacking someone. “I can see a thousand of these bastards marching up the avenue. I found a pair of them with a falconet. If there are more of them… We need to go!”

      The man who had been called Fischer reached for Sergeant Speckle and grabbed the man’s shoulder. “The count is dead, but this is his daughter? Was she anointed by the priest? Can anyone attest to it? Come on, man. There is no time!”

      “How many of us can you get out of here?” muttered the sergeant.

      The man Fischer glanced at the dragon he’d arrived on and admitted, “We have room for one passenger. No one else, unless you can fly one of these.”

      Speckle drew a deep breath and declared, “She is Countess Ursula Marchand, anointed by Bishop Jurgen of Mertz. I am Sergeant Speckle of the Honorable Guild of Artillery Masters. I served as a witness, and I vouch for the truth of this.”

      “That will have to do.”

      “Fischer!” screamed the voice from outside of the gate. “I’m mounting now. Got him or not, we’re leaving!”

      “Ulrik, get the girl and strap her down hard. You and me, Sergeant, we need to hold the gate until she’s gone.”

      A boy appeared as if from nowhere, a peasant from the looks of him. He told her, “Come on… ah, Countess. I’ll help you get… Bah. That dress isn’t going to work.”

      Speckle and the nobleman were charging toward the gate. The boy was staring at her dumbly.

      She raised her pistol at him and said, “I do not know you, and I am not going anywhere with you.”

      “Then you should have put some more powder in that pistol,” he responded.

      Quick as lightning, the boy reached out and ripped the pistol from her grip. He whipped it back just as fast, clouting her on the side of the head.
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      Her stomach lurched, and her eyes fluttered open. One eyelid was sluggish, sticky, and her vision was cloudy. Below her, falling away like she’d dropped it, was the palace. Sergeant Speckle was standing in front of the gate to the keep. Three or four of her spearmen were beside him. Fire and black smoke swirled around them, as if stirred by a giant spoon, joining a cloud that hung over the city. Mertz was on fire. Here and there, sporadic bursts of orange and red flame gnawed at the buildings, spreading through the city.

      From the gate of the keep to the gate of the city was a broad avenue. It was filled, shoulder to shoulder, wall to wall, with marching soldiers from Clermont. They were getting smaller as she passed over them. She couldn’t see Speckle. He was lost in the shadow of the gate and the cloud of smoke. The soldiers of Clermont were looking up, pointing at her. She could not see any of her own men. The city wall was in ruins. The Mertz she’d known, the city she’d looked upon every day from her window, was unrecognizable.

      She blinked, and it was gone. She saw low, rolling hills. Trees, leaves the reds and oranges and yellows of autumn. The river. And the forest beyond. Struggling, she tried to push herself up, to understand what was happening. Her stomach hurt, and her head.

      “Stay still!” commanded a voice.

      A hand was on her back, holding a fistful of her cloak. It was shoving her down, holding her flat. The peasant boy. It had to be.

      She pushed again with her arms and elbows, but her head swam, black spots dancing in her vision. She was dizzy and realized drops of crimson were forming a splattered pattern on the cold leather her face had been against. She was bleeding. That fool boy had struck her in the head! Assaulted with her own pistol!

      Was he from Clermont? Had he—But no. The boy had arrived on a dragon. Only Wahrheit had domesticated the creatures. He had to be… She struggled again, the flashing landscape below slowly beginning to make horrible sense.

      The boy snarled at her, “Stay still! You’re not strapped down. With that dress I couldn’t… If I lose hold of you, you’re falling all the way.”

      Down, far down, was the forest. Her mind reeled, dizzy from the height and from the blow the peasant had given her. She tried to draw a breath, but he was pushing down on her hard. Her lungs couldn’t draw air. Each breath was thin. Her vision clouded, haze creeping from the sides. The sounds of the boy’s muttering faded, and she passed again into unconsciousness.
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      “She bit me!” accused Ulrik.

      The girl growled at him and declared, “I’ll do it again if I get the chance.”

      Gerhard held a hand up to calm her down. He told her, “Sit still. I need to see to this.”

      He was dabbing at the girl’s head with a handkerchief. Silk. One of his better ones, and it cost more than a few silver marks, but he didn’t think she was in the mood to hear complaints about that. She seemed to be in the mood to fight and nothing else.

      She certainly had the demeanor of a count’s daughter, but that was easy enough to fake.

      He asked her, “You are… Countess Marchand?”

      She was dressed the part, and the sergeant back in Mertz seemed to have been taking her orders, but Gerhard had never heard of a countess biting someone. Not while sober, at least. In his experience, after a few glasses of wine… He grimaced. If he was having doubts, then what would the landgraves say? They needed to find the bishop or even the sergeant. It wouldn’t do, showing up in the high council’s chambers, claiming the girl was a countess when no one could vouch for it.

      But they weren’t going back to Mertz right now. Not with just the two dragons and him and Tilly to fight their way through. The keep would be entirely in Clermont’s control now. If Clermont had taken prisoners, a big if, it would take an army to free them. If he slipped off and returned to the city on his own… But then he would be cut off from communications with the ministry of intelligence for weeks, and worse, even if he managed to sneak inside the fallen city, locate the bishop, and smuggle him back out, they would still be at the far fringe of the kingdom with no easy ways back to the capital. He wasn’t prepared for that sort of operation, and the political situation was too volatile. They needed the priest, but Gerhard needed to be in the game.

      He prodded again, “Countess?”

      The girl’s head twisted around to stare at him, perhaps wondering why he’d stopped tending to her. Her jaw was trembling, and she confirmed, “I am Countess Ursula Marchand.”

      Sighing, Gerhard sat back and glanced at Tilly. “I don’t suppose you have any thread?”

      “Dragon knights travel light,” responded the big man.

      He was leaning against a tree trunk, working a rag over his battle axe, picking off bits of blood and gore. It was a rather gruesome sight and unnecessarily intimidating when the children were clearly in a state of shock. Gerhard had asked the man to wait, but Tilly had declared it was important to take care of your weapons. Between weapons and people, he chose weapons… Typical dragon knight.

      “Aye, don’t want to overburden one of those giant brutes,” said Gerhard, gesturing toward the two dragons that were lying out in the sun several hundred paces downhill from them. “I’m just saying, a few bandages or a spool of thread could come in handy every now and then.”

      “They can hear you.”

      “You said they couldn’t understand our speech.”

      “They can understand your tone.”

      Muttering to himself, Gerhard turned back to the girl. The countess? She had a cut on her scalp that could do for some stitches and had a nasty bit of swelling he hoped was evidence of a bruise and not an infection. Gerhard wasn’t going to be much help, as the captain evidently didn’t want to strain his dragons with some sensible first aid supplies. Maybe at their next stop, they could find the girl a physician or even a common healer.

      They were currently debating where that stop might be.

      Tilly had seen the girl slung over the saddle of Ulrik’s dragon, so he’d known they couldn’t go far. Gerhard was fairly certain the huge dragon knight had seen him scramble beneath his own dragon before it’d taken off and might have noticed Gerhard was no longer on the ground when they had flown away. Fairly certain. Tilly had flown ten leagues before he’d set down.

      Had he known Gerhard was dangling beneath the dragon that entire time, hanging with both hands off the bottom band of its harness? The dragon had noticed. It’d taken a few casual swipes at his dangling body with its claws, but he’d tucked in tight, and Fortune’s Blessing, it hadn’t been very serious about snatching him away.

      They had to get far enough away they weren’t under threat from Clermont’s soldiers finding them when they landed. Gerhard had told himself that, with nothing but hundreds of paces of open air below him, wondering how long Tilly would fly before he set down.

      Standing and muttering, Gerhard wadded up the handkerchief and eyed the girl’s wound. It was only leaking a little blood now. She seemed spry and wasn’t showing any signs of internal head injuries. He assumed she would live long enough to reach their destination, where a proper physician could take over.

      Ulrik had claimed a little skill tending to wounds, but the countess wouldn’t let him anywhere near her. There were wild accusations of biting, of assaults with a pistol, and more. It grated on Gerhard, and Tilly as well he was sure, but there was no quieting the two of them. Like two cats in a bag when it ought to have been obvious they had bigger concerns on their hands than a little bit of wounded pride.

      Gerhard placed his hands on his hips, not noticing the bloody rag was resting against one of his better doublets. “I’m sorry to dig into this, lass, but it’s important we settle some things before we make our next move. Is it true your father and your mother are dead and the bishop anointed you with oil and named you countess?”

      She nodded, her expression sour.

      “That sergeant we left behind claimed he could attest to it. Is there anyone else?”

      “Two score of witnesses were present, but you left them in Mertz.”

      He winced. That was true, but she could see their circumstances. What did she expect them to do? Go back on foot, fight through an entire army, and pull out forty more people? He shook himself. It didn’t matter. He needed to have confidence in her credentials if he expected anyone else to believe it. He declared to her, “You are Countess Marchand.”

      “Do you see any other countesses around here?” barked the girl. “Of course I am. The question is, so what? Why did you come for me?”

      Gerhard glanced at Tilly, and Tilly shrugged. They’d meant to collect Count Marchand. He’d been the one they’d selected to nominate to the high council. He’d been the one they hoped to have crowned King of Wahrheit, but he was dead, and they had his daughter instead. Tilly’s look seemed to suggest the captain had done his part, and this was now the realm of Gerhard Fischer.

      Fair enough. Ilse had suggested a queen, Gerhard had dismissed the idea, but it could work. He would make it work. It would work even better, perhaps. The high council would clack their teeth at the thought of a puppet ruler, and what better puppet than a girl with just eighteen winters? A girl who’d been a countess for less than a week? She was pretty enough. The burghers would like that. After what he’d seen at Mertz, it was safe to say she had no financial resources of her own. The merchants would appreciate that, though Georg Ludwig would throw an epic fit. The military would follow anyone, fools that they were.

      He grimaced and admitted perhaps they were not fools. They knew what was coming, Fortune’s Curse, what was already here. It was everyone else playing the fool, snapping at each other when the neighboring kingdoms were licking their chops, seeing that for the first time in six hundred years, they could get a bite of Wahrheit.

      Gerhard began to pace, his hands clasped behind his back, his lips pursed in thought. Yes, this could work. The privy council would take anyone he offered them. The quartermaster claimed the wizard had the holy mother in hand. With her blessing, who could object to a woman? That sounded thin in his head, but this whole thing was constructed of brittle sticks and wet pitch. The diet of lords would support whoever the high council told them to. Bah. All of them would.

      It all came back to the high council. They wouldn’t want anyone to rule them. They would be enjoying the taste of their freedom by now, but if they were going to have a ruler, they might see the appeal in a weak one. Wouldn’t they?

      Leland Laurent would vote against her. Gerhard knew that. Laurent had sold her family and her city to Clermont for gold marks and ballistae. The landgrave would be rightfully worried about reprisal. Helga Muller, the only landgravine, might appreciate another woman in power or perhaps not. She played her cards more carefully than the rest of them. As he paced, he surmised that whether or not she wanted another woman to have power in the kingdom, that concern wouldn’t sway her vote either way. Whatever Landgravine Muller voted, it would be for her own benefit and not that of Wahrheit. He frowned. She hated Clermont, and the Marchand name had roots in the eastern kingdom. That was a flimsy excuse to vote against someone, but the landgraves would be looking for excuses. If he had to place the wager, Muller would vote nay.

      That was two against.

      Premier Sigismund would vote for a woman. He had no choice. And Cardinal Borromeo, if the wizard’s claims about the holy mother were true.

      Two for.

      Landgrave Jan Lehmann’s province of Klafen in the south bordered Andorra. Cojita threatened Andorra next. Lehmann would know that better than anyone, and he would understand the power of a unified Wahrheit. He would be desperate for help from the dragon knights. Lehmann could be swayed. Manfred Brandt of Aufield would want a bribe—gold marks, land, preferable trade. He would want more than they could afford. Fortune’s Curse, how many million marks was the crown already in debt? No banker would loan that sort of wealth to a girl of eighteen winters they’d never heard of. Not even the other landgraves would consider it, not while the vote was so close. They would let it slip away, and with no king, they would become kings in their own right.

      One more for, one more against. A tie.

      That left Niklas Bohm, landgrave of Untal. Gerhard allowed a sour grin on his lips. Yes, Niklas Bohm. It would take some doing, but he could turn Niklas Bohm. They shared a secret. The thought of using it against the man made him sick, but for Wahrheit… Gerhard Fischer did what he had to do.

      “Where to?” called Captain Tilly, interrupting Gerhard’s thoughts. The captain was evidently satisfied with the cleanliness of his axe now, and he apparently needed less sleep than any normal man ought to need.

      “No rest?” asked Gerhard, gesturing toward the boy and the girl.

      Tilly hooked a thumb toward the dragons. “They get tired after a fight. If we let them fall asleep, it’ll be days before we can wake them. Unless you want to do the work of prodding them up. They wake up grumpy and hungry.”

      “Right. Onward it is, then. We’ll go to…”

      He frowned. That was the problem. The girl might be the solution. She could be queen. She didn’t know that yet. She didn’t know what danger she was in. Until she was crowned, every assassin in the kingdom would come for her. Andorra might shelter them, but where did that get them? Lehmann was the only landgrave they could trust and only him because they had the dragons. In another province, the landgraves would act the moment they understood who the girl was, and they would understand sooner or later. It was difficult to arrive in polite society without causing a stir when you came on the back of a dragon.

      No, there was one place they could go, only one place that had additional resources to grant the girl a measure of protection. Of course, it was the same place where all of the landgraves were.

      He told Tilly, “Ehrstadt. Can you keep her in the Roost until I’ve spoken to the minister?”

      “For a day, maybe two, but no more. My men are loyal, Fischer. They’d die for me or for Wahrheit, but they all have families with land in the provinces. I’m not their only loyalty, you understand? They won’t hold the knife, but information is dangerous. I’d stake my company against any army in the continent, but a dragon isn’t much use against poisoned wine, knives in the dark…”

      “Understood. A day, no more. Shall we call our steeds, then?”

      “Poison? Knives? Why did you take me?” demanded the girl, struggling to her feet. “What is this all about?”

      All three men turned to look at the girl. She stood resolute, swaying slightly then leaning against the peeling, white bark of a beech tree. Her gold and white dress was torn, smeared with blood, stained with soot. Her hair had half-fallen during their flight, but the other half was still pinned up. Blood smeared the right side of her face where Gerhard had tried to clean it, but his silk handkerchief had mostly smeared it around. She’d only had one shoe when they had landed and one small but very sharp dagger.

      Solemnly, Gerhard told her, “Wahrheit needs you.”

      She laughed, hard and bitter. “My family is dead, my city fallen, and by now, most of my people are dead as well—if they’re lucky. Hours ago, I’d thought to open my wrists with this dagger. Now, I think perhaps I should have acted sooner. Need? It was Wahrheit that Mertz needed. Wahrheit that my parents needed. We needed these dragons, but no one came. Do not tell me of need.”

      Tilly looked on grimly. Gerhard knew the captain had fought with Walhausen, that he’d begged to unleash the knights, but the girl wouldn’t understand. There was no use trying to explain the politics of the privy council and the high council to her, not now.

      Gerhard drew a deep breath then told the girl. “You are right. Let us not speak of our need, but of yours. What is it you need, Countess Marchand?”

      “My mother and father back to life.”

      Holding his face blank, Gerhard told her, “I cannot give you that. Not even the most powerful magics of the fae can give you that. It is a hard truth, but it is the truth. Your parents are dead. We were not there when we should have been, and I understand your anger at that. But recall, Countess, it was not us who swung that blade. We did not kill your parents. We did not raze your city. Someone else did. I cannot make it right, but what I can do is offer you revenge.”

      “Revenge against who?”

      “Clermont. Leland Laurent. The high council. General Walhausen.” He tilted his head, studying her, holding her gaze. “Anyone you like.”

      Shaking her head, she asked him, “And how would you do that?”

      Gerhard rested a hand on his rapier. Plots, tricks, and lies raced through his mind, but he decided in that moment to tell the truth. “The king is dead, lass, and we have need of a new one. I cannot give you revenge myself, not against them all, but if you come with us, I can give you a crown. You may do with it as you wish.”

      The girl’s mouth fell open. He kept looking at her, letting her see the truth in his eyes. She glanced at Tilly, and the huge dragon knight nodded in confirmation. The big man told her, “The king is dead. That is why we could not come earlier.”

      Ulrik cleared his throat and asked, “What was that you said? She’s… A crown? You mean to make her queen?”

      Gerhard glanced at the boy over his shoulder. “Suddenly regretting giving her that blow to the head?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            

          

          
            The Pirate I

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      “Jack McIlroy,” hissed a harsh voice from behind, “the pirate?”

      Jack grunted and didn’t turn. The voice was thick with the brogue of Kilsenay. No one in Faulagen with that accent would be in a position of any authority, which meant it wasn’t the authorities making the accusation. Who it was, he didn’t want to know. That wasn’t the sort of thing you accused a man of being because if it was true, he would hang. If it wasn’t true, he would put a knife into you for trying to get him hanged.

      The only sorts of men who brought that claim were the sorts of men looking for a fight, and Jack hadn’t had enough to drink that morning to want to fight. Not yet, anyway.

      After a moment, a man slipped around from behind him and took a seat across from him without asking. Jack eyed the newcomer balefully. After a week in Faulagen, surrounded by the dark-skinned people of Hurmhaven, this man’s pale flesh stood out like a lantern in the night. He was from Kilsenay, and Jack knew him. Not a lantern in the night, then. More like a terrible ghost.

      The man eyed the bottle in between them. “Share a tip with an old friend?”

      “Don’t recall us being friends, Seamus.”

      “We’re friends, Jack. Good friends. We know too much about each other to be enemies.”

      Jack grunted again. They knew too much about each other, that was true, but that sword had two edges.

      “Better fishing over by the bar, Jack. Heard a merchant over there with a cargo of vinegar is moving it down the coast to try a new port. May as well be us visiting with the new customer, eh?”

      Jack sipped his whiskey and didn’t respond.

      Seamus sat back, his belly thrusting up from his salt-stained coat like a whale’s back breaching the surface of the sea. His tunic was unlaced halfway down his chest, either because of the man’s slovenly personal grooming habits or because he wanted to show off the glittering golden coin hanging from a chain around his neck. It nestled in a bed of red and gray chest hairs that were nearly as wild as the thatch on his head. The shirt itself could have used a good scrubbing, and the coat could have been fed into a fire and been none the worse, but a seaman didn’t get rid of a good coat, even if most of them changed their shirts from time to time.

      The man’s face was weathered and ruddy, but most of his skin was pale where it hadn’t been burnished by the constant spray of salt water blown on the wind. He wore a broad-brimmed hat, most of the time, but now, his hair stuck out like an unruly bird’s nest. On his head, it still retained enough of the auburn hue to see the color had once been there, but his bristly beard was more silver than anything.

      His beard. From what Jack recalled, the old pirate had liked a good shave when he was in port. Showed off his scars better, he’d said. It made him look intimidating. Made him look younger, too, though it was rare anyone who knew him brought that up.

      Sourly, Jack took another swig of his whiskey. Seamus wasn’t shaved, so he must have just arrived in Faulagen, and he’d come straight to the table Jack was sitting at? It was a nice tavern. Not the type Seamus was fond of. They hadn’t seen each other in years. Had no business, but more importantly, no feud. There was no reason Seamus ought to be seeking him out.

      Seamus held up a scarred hand, covered like a bear’s paw in red and gray hair. He jabbed a gnarled finger in the air and grinned when a serving woman called to him, “Cup or a bottle?”

      “Both!” cracked Seamus with a grin.

      His teeth, the ones he had left, were the yellow of spoiled cream. His pink tongue licked chapped lips, watching the serving woman. Jack wasn’t sure if the man was thirsty for the whiskey or the companionship. She would sell him either for about the same price.

      The women of Hurmhaven were dark and fierce, but they were savvy as well. You had to be on the west coast of Wahrheit. The harsh climate and the history of pirate activity meant you had to keep an eye behind you and get yours when the opportunity arose. A captain fresh off his vessel meant a man with gold to spend. Give him a taste and keep him in your clutches until the gold was gone. Jack had been there a time or two himself.

      Knocking his cup on the table to draw the man’s attention back, Jack asked, “What are you doing in Hurmhaven, Seamus? Didn’t think I’d be seeing you this far south.”

      He left unsaid that had the harbormaster or any of the veteran guards at the wharf seen Seamus, the old pirate would be hanging from a yardarm before he set foot on the hard cobbles of Faulagen’s streets. Seamus was a known pirate, and a price was out for his head, but it’d been years since he’d plied his trade in these waters, and the harbormaster in Faulagen was a young man. The guards were half blind, or willing to pretend so at least, when they saw the right shade of metal glittering in an open palm. Easy enough to slip past them, and perhaps Seamus had splashed a little coin on his way off the wharf, but what made it worth the risk now when it hadn’t been for the last five years?

      Seamus shrugged. “Where else would I go?”

      “Last I heard, you was whaling up north. Figured you’d be raising funds to sail west to Linche. It’s dangerous, if you don’t know the currents, but so is showing your face around here.”

      The serving woman arrived and deposited an open bottle and an empty cup.

      Seamus asked her, “Be seeing you later, lass?”

      “My shift is over at midday,” she said, putting her hands on her hips, thrusting her chest out so it strained against the blouse. “If you’re looking for company, three silver marks.”

      “Marks?”

      “Wahrheit marks. That thin Kilsenay silver don’t spend around here, Captain. None of the milled stuff, either. I’ll be checking.”

      “You’re a fine-looking lass, but three marks is mighty rich, don’t you think?”

      “You won’t think so afterward.”

      Raising the bottle, Seamus winked and declared, “At midday, then.”

      The woman sauntered off.

      The pirate glared at her back. “Three silver? Not sure it’s ever worth that. No respect in these waters, Jack. There was a time when—“

      “Tell me you weren’t going to try and pass her a trio of milled Kilsenay coins, and you’ve my sympathy, and I’ll raise a glass in outrage on your behalf, but she knows the look of you as well as I do. I’m surprised you made it off the docks, looking like that.”

      “Faulagen isn’t what it used to be,” grumbled Seamus. “A decade ago, it was as good as a free port. Now, it’s all bribes and regulations and more bribes.”

      “Landgrave Muller died seven, eight years back. His widow runs a tighter ship. The port may not be as… accommodating as it once was, but business here is good.”

      “Good for you or good for them of Wahrheit? Never pegged you as an honest trader, Jack.”

      Jack shrugged.

      “Shifting a little beneath the harbormaster’s nose, eh? What ya smuggling, Jack? Tell an old friend who’s trying to sail the straight and narrow. A little bit, that is. Can’t ever sail too straight. What are people buying these days, and where ya getting it?”

      “Can’t make much on a trade route if everyone knows it, Seamus.”

      “Everyone! Surely ya don’t mean me, your old friend Seamus?”

      Jack snorted.

      Seamus quaffed a hearty slug of whiskey and poured himself another.

      “What are you doing down here, Seamus? They may have forgotten you in the vicinity of Faulagen, but Hurmhaven patrols her waters. If you take a vessel flying Wahrheit’s colors, they’ll have a Fortune Cursed navy in your wake. Worse, Seamus, seven years back when they first regained control of this coast was the dragons. You’re a good sailor, that’s the truth, but they haven’t built a vessel yet that can sail faster than a dragon can fly. Disrupt the trade, and you’ll see their shadow passing over you. It’s the last thing you’ll see.”

      Seamus threw back his whiskey again and poured another. “My friend Jack McIlroy, scared of the fae. Never thought I’d see it.”

      “We’re not friends, Seamus, but we’ve enough history that I’ll tell you true. There’s no profit anymore in privateering in these waters. It’s just a one-way voyage to the bottom of the sea.”

      “No profit in privateering. What are ya running, then, Jack? Ya’ve clothes as fine as I’ve seen on any seaman. Staying at the Stag & Lion, I heard.”

      “You heard?”

      Seamus nodded. “I saw my friend’s boat floating against the dock when we tied up, and I asked around. The Stag & Lion costs gold, Captain. You’re not earning that bringing good Kilsenay wool into Hurmhaven. Not with the tariffs I heard ’em talkin’ down at the wharf.”

      Jack grimaced. He’d hoped to frighten off the other man with a bit of the truth. A pirate wouldn’t survive long in these waters taking Wahrheit’s ships, and Seamus wasn’t one to sail in honest trade. He liked a bit of adventure. Problem was, Jack liked a bit of adventure as well, and Seamus knew it. The man was like a bulldog when he thought he had his teeth in something, and the more you lied, the harder he’d bite down.

      If a little truth wouldn’t turn him to another port, then maybe a lot of it would. Jack leaned forward and said, “I’m not slipping the tariffs at all in Faulagen. The risk is too high anywhere along Hurmhaven’s coast. Anywhere in Wahrheit, for that matter. The Landgravine didn’t crack down to put us out of business. She cracked down to fatten her cut. If you’re smuggling in these waters, you best be doing it with her chit, or she’ll chase you on past the horizon. I’ve avoided the king’s tariffs as often as anyone, but I don’t avoid hers, not anymore. That’s my advice, Seamus. Go back north to whale, or find a merchant to charter you on a voyage to Linche. Give up privateering. It’s not worth it these days.”

      Pouring himself another slug of whiskey, Seamus’ eyes were sparkling. “You’re a good pirate but a bad liar, Jack.”

      Jack sighed and sat back, toying with his whiskey, hardly touched since Seamus arrived. “I’m not lying. I’m… Fortune’s Curse, Seamus, it’s not Wahrheit’s tariffs I’m cheating. No one’s, really. I’m running south to Cojita.”

      Seamus blinked at him. “Trading with the savages?”

      “They’ve a new emperor down there,” explained Jack. “Consolidated the entire continent, so it’s said. They’re seeking new trade, paying in golden ingots, but Andorra’s blockaded them. They’ve ships patrolling a hundred leagues off the coast. Try and slip them, and you risk the autumn storms in the deep water, and if you skirt the storms with too much leeway, you’ll find a current and be a thousand leagues into the Western Sea before you know it.”

      “Gold ingots.”

      “Rumor is,” continued Jack, “it’ll be war between Cojita and Andorra by summer. I figure Wahrheit would rather have Andorra as a neighbor than the emperor, so they’re not interfering. Don’t know if it’s the truth, but I heard Landgravine Muller had a few ships seized by Andorra, and the king didn’t say a word to back her, but whatever the truth of what happened to ’em, I know the captains that sailed south, and they never made it to Cojita.”

      “You find a way around, then? Got a good reading on the western current?”

      Shaking his head, Jack leaned closer still and said, “Sea sprites. I wait until a dark night, when the clouds are over the moon and stars, and I call upon the sea sprites. They take us right through the line. The danger is that in Cojita, calling upon the fae will get your heart cut from your chest quicker than privateering will get you hung in Wahrheit. They don’t fool with it, not at all. Makes the other captains who can call the fae nervous. Means opportunity for me. Trade with Cojita is not illegal here. Cojita is desperate for guns and powder so they don’t ask how I got through, and Andorra never knows we’ve slipped their line.”

      Seamus scratched his chin. “Calling upon the sea sprites. Been a smuggler’s trick since they invented harbormasters, ain’t it? Not as common, these days. Hard to find a man who’s got the knack of it. I had a navigator a few years back who had the fae-sight. Poor bastard thought he could swing a sword, though, and found out the hard way he couldn’t. You got a man, then?”

      Jack tapped his chest.

      “You? You got the fae-sight? What ya carrying? Guns. Fortune’s Curse, it’s guns, isn’t it?”

      Finally, Jack reached for his whiskey again and took a slug, then gave the older pirate a wink. He’d rather Seamus had swum on by, but when a man hooks himself, nothing to do but reel in the line.

      Seamus twisted his lips then took a drink of his own. “No worries, mate. I won’t be sharing your route. Can’t risk the western current, and I’m not as bold as I used to be. Not for me, facing Andorra’s navy. Maybe I’ll find another with the fae-sight in port, eh?”

      “There are some that claim the sight,” remarked Jack, “but they’re not as common as they used to be. Half of ’em these days are charlatans, and the other half are thieves.”

      “Thieves I can live with,” declared Seamus. He raised his cup. “To thieves.”

      Jack knocked his own cup against the pirate’s and repeated, “To thieves.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “You think he’ll come?” asked the diminutive woman beside him.

      “Aye, it’s what he does. If he thinks I’ve got guns and powder aboard, he’ll pass that coastal hugger with the vinegar in a heartbeat. Our cargo’d be ten times the return, and easier to find a buyer.”

      “He believed you about the sea sprites?”

      Jack shrugged. “Told him I had the fae-sight. It’s the truth, and the truth has power.”

      “The truth has power when you give it power. If he figures out that’s not the whole truth, that I’m sailing with you and he tells someone, we’ll be dead if we dock in Cojita and dead if we dock in Wahrheit.”

      “I still don’t understand why,” murmured Jack, peering at the small woman from the corner of his eye. “The fae ain’t illegal in Wahrheit. Who’d have us killed?”

      “It’s not the laws of man—not the laws written on paper—that I worry about.”

      Jack turned to her. The dwarven woman was thin, and the chin which was barely visible beneath her cowl was smooth, unlike the stories his ma had always told him. But she was short, and she carried a similarly short but brutal-looking axe, which was somehow both terrifying and comforting. She had powers he could not understand and needs which were impossible to fathom. Half of him believed she would make him fabulously wealthy. The other half feared she would put him in a watery grave long before he could enjoy that wealth.

      But he had the fae-sight, he’d told that part true, and he hadn’t seen deceit in this woman’s face. Didn’t mean it wasn’t there, but… Jack McIlroy had been called bold most of his life. Wasn’t too often he’d been called smart. He wondered now, was he? They said never get involved with the fae, but he was neck deep.

      He looked back out at the sea. More frightening than her axe, or her magic, was that he didn’t have the foggiest as to why she was doing it. Why attach herself to a washed-up pirate, who was barely doing enough trade to feed his bedraggled crew? Why risk travel to Cojita when, as she’d just said, her kind would be destroyed the moment someone recognized her? None of it made any sense.

      Jack’s ma had been a Grimm. She had powerful fae-sight, and what she knew of fae-lore could fill a library. She’d told him much of it. He knew the dwarves and how to negotiate with them. Problem was, this woman didn’t seem to be up to any of the known tricks. She hired them by the month, and she paid on time. She asked a lot, that was true, but she paid a fair rate for it, and her demands were straightforward. She helped them with her magic and asked nothing in return.

      What did that mean?

      The only thing he was certain of was that she would have her own motivations, and they would be as different from his as oil and water. He would feel better if he’d seen her snare, even if he’d been caught in it. Fortune’s Curse, if you were going to sell your soul, you wanted to know why they bought it.

      He’d asked her, one evening when he was well into his cups. She’d told him to never question her again, and after seeing the look in her eyes when she’d said it, he never had questioned her again. Take the coin, Jack. Save it. Another season or two, and he would have funds to buy a parcel of land and set himself up as a nobleman or be one of those merchants who sat in the coffee shops all morning, paying others to take the risk while he reaped all the reward. Or, if the sedate life wasn’t for him, he could afford one of those giant cogs that sailed west to Linche and finance his own expedition off beyond the horizon. The loot from a few journeys west could finance a county.

      Just another couple seasons. That was all he needed. Would he survive that long?

      “They’re two leagues back,” declared the dwarven woman. “Coming fast. When they’re a quarter league away, we’ll be visible. I raised enough fog to keep us hidden until they’re close, but when they are, you need to sink them.”

      Jack nodded and began moving along the gunwale, talking to his crew. They’d been a jolly lot six moons prior. Now, they were as somber as a spinster aunt, but they listened to orders, and they’d seen their way through a dozen scraps if they’d faced one.

      They primed the guns and lit the tapers. There was no joy in sending their fellows from Kilsenay to the bottom, but they didn’t get into this business because they were prone to shed a tear and sob about hard things. Captain asked them to sink someone, and so they would. Besides, Jack wasn’t the only one making a year of pay for every month they were in the dwarven woman’s service.

      A quarter league, and their prey was moving fast. They would get two volleys in before Seamus and his crew were able to respond. Jack meant to make sure that was all they needed.

      The dwarven woman watched silently, hidden beneath her cowl and the shroud of fog she’d called up from the sea. Three times now, men had inquired about his business. Three times, they’d paid for their curiosity with their lives. The first time, Jack had stabbed a man to death in an alleyway. The second time, he’d snuck into a man’s bedchamber and found him while he was sleeping. He bashed the poor sot over the head until he stopped squawking about it. The last time, he’d put his hands around a woman’s throat and left her floating in the harbor.

      It would be different this time. This time, they would be sinking Seamus’s entire crew. The old pirate had known something. He’d come to find Jack. He wasn’t the type to share his thoughts with his men, but they had to be sure he hadn’t talked. The dwarven woman insisted. Forty souls, drowned in the deep. Jack was a hard man, a pirate as Seamus had claimed. Jack had killed scores of men in his day. He hadn’t been too kind to women, either. More men had died at the hands of his crew working on his orders. They’d done it for nothing more than gold.

      In moments like these, he wondered about that, about why. He’d had a woman who wasn’t his wife but played the part when he was in port. He’d had a daughter with her, though the girl hadn’t been there when the woman had been killed. He remembered the girl sometimes and wondered where she’d gone, if she still lived, and if so, where. It hadn’t been his hands that had killed her mother, but it was on him just the same. They’d been looking for him. Jack had settled them two weeks later. He’d gone looking for the girl after dealing with the murderers, but there’d been nowhere to look. She was gone, like a raindrop on the sea.

      For a time, he’d wanted to tell his girl what had happened, explain that he’d gotten revenge on them that’d done her mother. Now, he didn’t know if he would tell her or not. She would be a woman grown now. Would vengeance bring her comfort, or would knowing what sort of father she had just make it worse?

      He leaned against the gunwale, peering at the wall of fog. He always thought like this before a fight, of what could have been.

      It was worse now that the dwarven woman was with them. What could have been if he’d stayed ashore was a fantasy he would never live. He didn’t know what that life would have been like, if he’d have raised his daughter proper, but he’d decided he didn’t like the life he had now. Killing, whether at the command of the dwarven woman or for gold, was empty. He was tired of being empty.

      “Half a league,” came a cold, clear voice.

      He glanced down the rail at his men, at the cannon they’d placed on the deck, at the burning tapers held in steady hands. They were tired and empty, too, but like him, they didn’t know how to get out of this life. They lived at sea, and one day, they would die at sea. That was the life they all had, but they wouldn’t die today.

      Through the unnatural fog, the prow of a dark ship pushed into view. Thin specks of light darted around the forecastle leading the way. Seamus had lied. He did have a navigator who could call upon the sea sprites, but it wasn’t going to help him today because Jack had lied too.

      Jack had the fae-sight, sure enough, but he also had a dwarf. Those sea sprites would be blind against her magic.

      “Hold,” whispered Jack, his voice carrying across the quiet deck of his ship but, in the thick fog, no farther.

      He glanced around. The dwarven woman was gone, ducked into his cabin or hiding down below. Seamus had a proper navigator, one with the old ways, the fae-sight. The dwarven woman wouldn’t risk being seen. Even with plans to sink Seamus, she wouldn’t risk being recognized by those who would know her for what she was. Fortune’s Curse. Who was she hiding from?

      Not a crew of salt-addled pirates and sea sprites, was she?

      A startled call rang out across the water. Their pursuers had seen them but too late.

      “Hold,” repeated Jack.

      He waited patiently, watching as Seamus’s crew tried to adjust their sails, tried to lean against the tiller and bring them around broadside.

      “Now,” instructed Jack.

      Six big guns thundered, and cannon balls as wide across as his hand was long whistled out over the still sea. It was flat as glass. The dwarven woman’s doing or Fortune? Jack didn’t want to know. The calm water made aiming as easy as pulling on your boots, and his men had been doing it for decades.

      Five of the six cannon balls smashed into the other ship, while the sixth tore through her sail. Already, his men were plunging another volley down the barrels. Wood cracked and splintered. Men screamed, their voices small over the fog-shrouded water.

      There was frantic motion on the other vessel, but they were unable to respond before the next volley. The six guns thundered again, and this time, one of the cannon balls splashed at the waterline, cracking the hull of the ship.

      That was the end of the fight, but Jack’s men began loading the cannon again. With the dwarven woman’s resources, cannon shot and powder were cheap. It was worth being sure.

      Seamus’s vessel finally replied, though already their deck was beginning to tilt, and aiming in the gloom after being surprised was pressing them. A cannon ball sang overhead, snapping the ropes, and a man shrieked and fell from the lines above. The other shots vanished into the fog or splashed harmlessly into the sea.

      The sailor who’d fallen stood, cursing and patting at his body. The man hadn’t even been hurt.

      Glancing over the water at their foes, Jack felt a twinge of guilt. He’d thought Seamus had more fight in him than this. The old pirate was going to sink today. That’d been decided the moment he set sail to follow them, but he deserved a more valiant ending than this.

      Jack’s men fired a third volley, and their own aim was starting to falter, but they still landed four shots. One crashed into a cannon mount, and the heavy brass barrel rolled free, turning down the tilting deck, taking out anyone in its path.

      Some industrious soul on the dying vessel managed to fire off a second shot with one of their big guns, but Jack couldn’t see where it went.

      His own men took their time aiming the fourth volley. It felt like kicking a man while he was down, but when you meant to kill someone, you killed them. They would keep shooting until Seamus and his crew were all beneath the surface and drowned.

      When it was done, the dwarven woman reappeared, surveying the flotsam and bodies that bobbed back up to the surface. “Shoot them,” she instructed.

      Jack raised an eyebrow but didn’t force her to repeat the command. They put out oars and rowed into the midst of the wreckage. Sailors, standing on the gunwales, hanging over the water, discharged pistols down at the floating bodies.

      It was grim, awful work, and that was why they were empty. It was safer that way, to not try and hold onto anything, onto who you’d been, who you could have been. This was what they were now, and there was no going back.

      A quarter hour into it, the dwarven woman finally nodded satisfaction and instructed, “Set sail. We’re running behind, and we’re running out of time.”

      Jack began calling out to the crew, and mechanically, they began getting to work. Already, the fog was beginning to thin, and a limp breeze stirred their sales.

      Running out of time. For what?
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      “Fortune’s Curse, Gerhard, I’m not a nursemaid.”

      “Countess Marchand could be the future queen of Wahrheit,” reminded the spy. “She will be if we keep her safe. You told me you were willing to do anything to be a part of this.”

      “I didn’t mean… I meant things like…”

      He crossed his arms over his chest and gave her his best nursemaid impression.

      Ilse Brinke swallowed uncomfortably and glanced at the girl. Surely she could hear them, but she didn’t seem like she cared what they had to say. Queen? Aye, she wasn’t a baby, but watching over a queen was worse.

      She glared at Gerhard and asked him, “And why is such an esteemed personage being left in my care if she’s meant to be queen? Didn’t you say you just came from the Roost? What better place to offer her sanctuary?”

      “The Roost is too dangerous for her. There are too many nobles in Tilly’s company. We don’t expect resistance from them—nothing intentional—but their families… And I, of course, am too busy. I need to make sure she actually does become queen. The only other one who knows who she is and why she is here is a spearman recruit.”

      “A recruit?”

      Gerhard shrugged. “Someone had to fly the second dragon. Point being, you’re the only one within our circle we can trust. It has to be you.”

      “What of the wizard? Where’s he run off to?”

      Throwing up his hands, Gerhard reminded her, “You mean the wizard who refuses to see me? That one? You want me, the one who’s been on the back of a dragon the last four days, to tell you where this person is that I’ve never met?”

      “Ah, right.”

      Gerhard was a tad dramatic at times, but she conceded he had a point about the wizard. The squat old man still refused to meet with the spy and instead seemed to meander about, dropping in unannounced, making dire statements of what would happen if they failed, and then vanishing again. She still hadn’t seen the man do any magic and was becoming rather convinced it was because he couldn’t. More than once, that line of thought had led her to question the wizard’s motives.

      So maybe he wasn’t the right choice to watch over the girl.

      Raising an eyebrow, Gerhard glanced at the girl, then back to Ilse.

      Grumbling, she told him, “Well, I’ll see about feeding her, and finding a—“

      “Wizard? Did you say wizard?” questioned the girl, turning to face them.

      They both jumped at her sudden attentiveness.

      “Are they common here in the capital? I was told they were stories, told by nannies to their charges to warn them of bad behavior. Truly, there are wizards here in Ehrstadt?”

      “No… there’s just the one,” said Gerhard. He shifted. “Assuming he is a wizard, of course.”

      “He says he is a wizard,” added Ilse. She tugged on the lapels of her long, seafarer’s coat. “He doesn’t seem to do a lot of magic, but the minister… People we trust go along with it. I’d give it a one of two chance he is who he says he is.”

      The girl stood, still in her bloodstained, tattered dress, and asked them, “Tell me if I have it right. The king is dead, and you need a new one? Seems straightforward enough. But he has no heir. A problem, I agree. And for some reason, you’ve decided that his heir should be… me? That’s insanity, obviously, but for the sake of argument, I’ll leave it for now. The conspirators involved in this plot are the two of you, a single dragon knight, a peasant, and a possible wizard who does not do magic? These are the people who will put a new bloodline on the throne of Wahrheit for the first time in its six-hundred-year span, thus erratically changing the course of history for both this kingdom and the entire northern continent?”

      “That’s the plan,” murmured Gerhard, tucking his thumbs behind his belt.

      “Yes,” responded the girl, speaking slowly, “I can see how this is very likely to get me killed.”

      Ilse and Gerhard looked at each other then back to the girl.

      “Well, I’d best be off,” declared the spy.

      He spun on a heel, and while he didn’t look to be running, he moved very fast to the door and then out of it. The heavy oak and iron barrier slammed shut, and Ilse winced.

      “You are going to get me killed,” complained the girl, glaring after the departed spy. “You know that, right?”

      “I hope not.”

      “Why? It’s not as if any of you care about me or about Mertz. There are scores of dragons here. I saw them when we arrived. Tens of thousands of soldiers. There’s an entire city filled with them. There are more of them here than I had citizens back home. More by a factor of three or four, I’d guess!”

      Ilse kept tugging on the lapels of her coat. The girl was wrong. It was more like a factor of seven or eight.

      “Wahrheit’s vaunted army. All of them are here in their barracks,” continued the girl, throwing her hands up in the air. “No one came to our aide when we needed it, and you hope you won’t get me killed? I don’t believe a word of it. My head is going to decorate the walls of this city before the week is out.”

      Ilse drew a deep breath, leaned toward the girl, and said, “Countess Marchand, if you are killed due to the failure of this plot, then my head is going to be sitting right next to yours. Think whatever you want of me, and you’re not wrong to question all of this, but know one thing: I am very attached to my head. We are a small group, those of us involved in this conspiracy, and Wahrheit has earned nothing but suspicion from you. I don’t fault you for believing that, but there’s not a better group of people in this kingdom at what they do. If anyone can whisper in the ears to get you on the throne, it’s Gerhard. If anyone can face the threats that will come our way, it’s Captain Tilly. That’s the truth.”

      “Gerhard is the spy, and Captain Tilly’s role is obvious enough. The boy just happened to be standing around, woe to him and to me, but what is your place in all of this?”

      Ilse smiled. “My name is Ilse Brinke. You can call me the quartermaster. Come, let me show you what I do.”
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      No one was supposed to see what was housed within the quartermaster’s chambers. Her predecessor had insisted, and she’d continued the practice. It was only sensible. The stuff in there was dangerous.

      She shouldn’t be showing the girl, based on the rules that had been handed down from quartermaster to quartermaster for hundreds of years. Of course, none of them had to deal with the king dying with no heir. None of them had been tasked with minding a girl who was supposed to take his place. If the girl did become queen, then Ilse figured there was no harm in her learning about the artifacts the Kingdom of Wahrheit controlled.

      It would all be hers, after all. And if she didn’t become queen, she was going to be dead, and dead people tell no tales.

      Walking slowly, silently, Countess Marchand studied the array of objects displayed along a row of sturdy wooden tables. She crossed her arms over her chest, sticking her hands beneath them. Was she cold or properly cautious? It wasn’t a cold room, exactly, but it wasn’t warm either.

      Some of the artifacts reacted to temperature changes. Some of them caused temperature changes. Until the nature of each object was fully understood, both Ilse and her predecessors had left the items in the cool, underground chamber where they could be studied safely. The ambient temperature fifty paces below the surface of the royal palace seemed to work well for most of their hoard, and if anything ever exploded, there was enough stone and rock around them that no one else should get hurt.

      Most of the time, at least. There’d been incidents in the past.

      Countess Marchand stopped. “What is this?”

      She was looking at a huge, gleaming sword. The blade was half the width of Countess Marchand’s waist, and it was almost as tall as the women standing next to it. It was displayed carefully on a wooden stand, its length stretching out along the length of the table. The steel gleamed like a mirror. The hilt was silver, chased with gold designs. A diamond the size of two thumbnails was set in the hilt, and delicate golden chain wrapped the pommel. It was a magnificent weapon.

      “That’s the King’s Sword,” explained the quartermaster.

      “The king’s sword? Then why is it down here? Wait! The King’s Sword? The one from the stories? The one that can kill a man just by pointing it at his chest?”

      “Aye, that King’s Sword, and that’s why it’s down here.”

      Ursula turned to Ilse. “It’s a myth.”

      Ilse shook her head and pushed her bangs back from her face. She leaned closer to the blade and pointed at the diamond, being careful not to touch it. “See here, these facets? Seven of them are black. The rest reflect a light that isn’t in this room.”

      “And?”

      “When the ruler of Wahrheit wields this blade, they may point it at any person, from any distance, and if they wish that person dead, the person will die. Believe that or not, but if you become queen, be damned careful with this weapon. No one has wielded it in… oh, three hundred years or so, but believe me, it will still work.”

      “With this, the kings of Wahrheit would be invincible. They could just stride out on a battlefield and start pointing the blade—“

      “All enchantment carries a cost. Any dealing with the fae does. When this blade is used, it takes ten years of life from the person holding it. That’d be you, Your Majesty, and worse, when all of the facets of this diamond turn black, the kingdom will fall. About thirty more of them, by my count. Of course, that’d be three hundred years of your life. The kingdom won’t collapse during your rule. Not because of this enchantment, anyway.”

      Ursula stared at the blade, mouth slightly open, eyes wide. “Is everything down here…”

      “It’s not all kingdom-ending, fortunately, but aye, everything in this room is dangerous.”

      “And it’s your job to oversee it all?”

      Ilse nodded. “The dragon knights, and a few others like our mutual friend Gerhard Fischer, make use of these artifacts, but it takes someone with knowledge of them to make sure that… well, they don’t destroy the kingdom or end the world, that sort of thing. That’s where I come in. They tell me their needs, and I help them with equipment if I can.”

      “How do you remember it all?”

      Ilse laughed. “Some artifacts like the sword make a lasting impression, but I don’t recall most of their properties off the top of my head. Over here. See that book?”

      She took the countess to the end of the room where there was an ancient tome. Its paper was stiff and filled with rows of small, cramped writing. The handwriting was varied, and some of the ink was older than others. Beside it was another book of equal size. Most of its pages were blank.

      “This is the catalogue,” explained Ilse. “It lists every artifact we’ve gotten our hands on and includes notes of the properties we’ve found and the dangers. You can see sometimes we learn something new, and it’s the quartermaster’s duty to faithfully account it.”

      “What’s this? This one is scratched out.”

      “Enchantments are not always permanent. Sometimes, they run out after ten years, or at the end of someone’s life, or when whatever curse the fae placed on it happens. Sometimes, the device… well, I said these things were dangerous, didn’t I? Let’s see… Yes, one of my predecessors was investigating this cup, and they and the cup vanished. It seems the next quartermaster waited twenty years, and when neither reappeared, they scratched out the entry.”

      “They… vanished?”

      Ilse nodded.

      “This other book, what is it?”

      Smiling, Ilse told her, “That’s my own special project. The catalogue is old, some of the pages little more than dust. I’ve started copying it over to a new book, recording each line, preserving the knowledge for another two or three hundred years if this parchment is as good as is claimed.”

      “There are only three pages done.”

      Shrugging, Ilse responded, “Said I started. Didn’t say I finished. The truth? Writing it all down isn’t my favorite part of scholarship. I’d rather be doing, experimenting with new artifacts or studying the ones that have been in our possession but are still mysteries.”

      “A clerk, perhaps? You’re right. This catalogue is rather… old. Recording this information in a new tome is the most sensible thing I’ve heard of anyone doing since… since I left home.”

      “No one comes in here,” responded Ilse. “Not clerks. Not anyone ’cept a handful of people who need this stuff to protect the kingdom. And you, I guess. The old king would call me to see him when he wanted to know something. I think he was afraid of what is down there. He was a wise man, the king was, but if they make you queen, all that is within this chamber will be yours.”

      Ursula shifted uncomfortably, glancing over her shoulder toward the huge sword that contained the power to kill any man and to bring down the kingdom.

      “You don’t want to be queen?” questioned Ilse. “Seems rather exciting to me. Having all those folk bow and scrape, rushing to fulfill your every wish. You should see the servants around this place when they’re all kicked up about something. It’s like the magic of the fae.”

      “Did Gerhard tell you… He and Captain Tilly came to Mertz to rescue my father. Not me.”

      Frowning, Ilse asked, “You father, is he…”

      “He’s dead. So is my mother. Sergeant Speckle… Everyone in Mertz is dead. Six thousand people. My people. They’re all dead or worse, but I’m to be queen. I don’t know the word to describe what I’m feeling about all of this, but exciting is not it.”

      “Ah, I see. Gerhard didn’t… I didn’t know. I’m sorry.” Ilse shifted, raising a hand toward the other woman then dropping it. Fortune’s Curse. Everyone the girl knew was dead, and she was to be queen… No wonder the poor thing was walking around as if in dream. Maybe she was hoping it was one.

      “No one tells anyone anything in this kingdom, do they?”

      “They don’t,” agreed Ilse, “and that’s the truth.”

      They stood together for a long moment, looking down the length of the quartermaster’s chambers at the hundreds of enchanted artifacts carefully stored on tables and shelves. They were wonderful and deadly. Neither woman spoke until Ilse, studying Ursula from the corner of her eye, realized the girl was still wearing the same clothing she must have been rescued in. She was covered in soot and blood.

      It wasn’t all that unusual in this room. Most visitors to the quartermaster’s chambers only came when they needed something, and more often than not, that was when something had already started to go sideways. But the girl wouldn’t be used to that, a daughter of a count on the edge of the kingdom. It was nice, in the east, Ilse had been told, nice and peaceful until recently.

      She told the other woman, “I am sorry, but I’m not good with words. Even if I was, I don’t think there’s much I could say to take that hurt from you. It’s with you, and it’ll stay with you. I do know that. I lost my own parents when I was young. It leaves a hole which no one can fill, but what I can do for you is offer a hot bath, a change of clothes, and a strong drink.”
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      Hours later, the countess had been washed, plied with enough wine to send her into a deep slumber, and tucked into a comfortable bed for the first time in days. Ilse had waited, making sure she wasn’t going to stir, and then left, heading down the deserted corridors of the royal palace.

      Her rooms were several floors below the public spaces, near where the senior servants were housed, but in another hallway, where few had reason to bumble about and mark what she was doing. That the future queen was hidden in the royal palace must have had Gerhard rolling on the floor in laughter. It made Ilse nervous. She rarely had company overnight, and if anyone noticed, it could be remarked upon.

      Of course, she was always doing something strange, so maybe not.

      Now, she’d walked up several flights of stairs and was strolling through the king’s domain. The throne room was several hundred paces back. Offices for his advisors, the privy council, and lesser personages, were along this hall. At the end of it was the king’s private quarters. Not even she was allowed in there without an invitation, but right before those doors was the library.

      It wasn’t a public space despite its location. There was too much knowledge there of things that were not meant to be shared. About Wahrheit’s technology. About the fae. About the kingdom’s history. The truth, according to whoever had taken the time to write the books about it.

      However history had happened, some of those books didn’t have the same truth that was shared in the public addresses or told in the taverns in the city below. She’d always wondered, were those histories, inscribed in fine, leather-bound books with gold lettering on their spines, meant to be what actually happened or what Wahrheit’s rulers wanted to have happened? Who was the audience for those works? The peasants and the burghers? Some future scholar, or the powerful who wanted to be part of a righteous cause?

      Ilse had asked the librarian years before, but he’d only smiled back at her. She supposed that was answer enough. Truth was a weak thing. The only power it had was the power your granted it, and in this place, the librarian held all of the power.

      She nodded at the two stern guards beside the entrance to the library and opened the heavy, polished mahogany door. It swept open soundlessly. The room beyond was just as quiet. So late at night, there wasn’t any pretense of scholarship in the place. The aides and the attendants would be abed. No one came in there so late, except for a very few.

      Those who sought the librarian.

      Slipping inside, she shut the door carefully then began to pad across the plush rugs that lined all of the walkways inside of the giant chamber. Every time she visited, she hoped to surprise the librarian, to see what he did so late at night, alone in the dimly lit room, but she never had, and she didn’t surprise him this time, either.

      He was standing before a stack of books beside a giant, hand-painted globe that showed much of the known world, and much of the unknown world as well. Empty tables spread before him where, during the day, young lords and ladies would petition admittance, then peruse the king’s public volumes under supervision from the librarian’s minions, or at least pretend to, while they waited to be noticed by the king or someone on the high council. There were other libraries easier to access throughout the city with many of the same books, but where else could an ambitious soul hope to rub elbows in such proximity to the true power in the kingdom?

      Scholars, or those claiming to be so, frequented the room during daylight hours. She wondered how many realized that the volumes they saw were a curated selection of a much larger catalogue and it was a single man determining what passed for knowledge in the kingdom? Few of them, she guessed. They wouldn’t be invited back if they did.

      She wondered if those young lords and ladies, most of them in Ehrstadt to attend the university for their educations or their marriages, would still be loitering around now that there was no king. They would be soon, if the conspiracy succeeded in crowning the girl. At least the young men. Countess Ursula Marchand was quite pretty, and a queen needed a king.

      Ilse snorted. A queen needed a king like she needed an eleventh toe.

      Though to be fair, a queen needed an heir. That wasn’t Ilse’s cup of tea, but a royal with no suitable heir was what had gotten them into this mess. She supposed when it came to getting a girl pregnant, a king could do the job as well as any man, and it would raise a lot fewer embarrassing questions.

      “What’s so funny?” asked the librarian.

      How long had he been standing there? The globe had sat in that place since she’d been named quartermaster. She’d spun it herself dozens of times, looking at the intricately painted depiction of the northern and southern continents, Linche across the Western Sea, at other fanciful names she’d never heard of and had never heard spoken. If the librarian knew whether they were real or imagined, he only smiled his little smile when she asked him.

      Was there some piece of information painted onto that globe he’d suddenly needed to study in the middle of the night? Something related to Clermont’s invasion—or to nothing at all? Or had he quickly moved into place, pretending to be wrestling with some deep question? He seemed to have a way of knowing when someone was coming to visit, and he never seemed to sleep. But he was old. How fast could he move? Not fast enough to hide another project and rush to stand so sedately by the globe, she didn’t think. But looks were deceiving with the librarian.

      Tonight, he breathed slow and even, as he always did. His robes were finely cut and tailored but of plain gray linen. They hung still about him. He was clean shaven, with close-cropped hair that was a touch whiter than his clothing. His face was tan, one of the first oddities about the man when one paused to think about it. She’d never seen him outside.

      Another oddity was that he was quite small. The shortest man she thought she’d ever seen, and thin, like a child who didn’t eat well. His cold blue eyes sparkled with vigor, though, and he evidently found enough energy to stay up late into the night. Those eyes held mischief, like he was always thinking of a jest or involved in a plot.

      It was the plotting thing. She knew that much about him, if very little else. The librarian had much in common with Gerhard, when it came to that look and the trouble they were liable to cause.

      Most of what she knew about this man were rumors from her predecessor. The few others who knew of the librarian rarely spoke about him in direct terms. Gerhard knew something of this strange character, she suspected, though the spy had never met the master. Gerhard must know something. He’d been recruited into the librarian’s service, and they regularly exchanged messages, but speaking of those secrets was not the sort of recklessness Gerhard engaged in. It was even less often the librarian shared information that wasn’t directly related to a quest he was assigning.

      Maybe Gerhard was just afraid of his boss. The more you knew of the librarian, the more terrifying he was. The librarian was the minister of intelligence, but there couldn’t have been more than two dozen people in the kingdom who knew it. Herself, Gerhard, the other spies, and Philip Sigismund were the only ones she knew of. The rest of the privy council might know, but they didn’t speak to her. She thought it likely they had no clue. The high council certainly did not. If they knew, the librarian would be dead, or a whole pile of assassins would have perished in the attempt.

      Working in the shadows was easier if no one knew who you were. Safer as well. Any of the five landgraves would have this man killed if they suspected who he was. He knew too much about them. He knew too much about everyone.

      The privy council was different, though. The librarian was as dangerous to Philip Sigismund as he was to anyone, but the premier needed him. Sigismund had to hold the knife in the dark to counterbalance the high council and the deadly politics they and the rest of the kingdom’s nobility played. Power meant danger in Wahrheit, and none of the players were afraid of spilling blood, but you had to be careful about whose blood you spilled when the minister of intelligence and the people in his network were lurking out of sight.

      Any overt move against Sigismund was a move against the crown, and you couldn’t guard against a blade you could not see. Without a king on the throne, the minister of intelligence was perhaps the only thing keeping the landgraves in check. Without the threat of his knowledge, his spies, and his assassins, the landgraves might have already torn Wahrheit apart and retreated to their separate provinces to declare themselves kings and queens.

      Philip Sigismund could not have stopped them. General Walhausen and Captain Tilly might have the strength to do so, but the royal army followed orders, and they had no one to give them. No, without a king, there was only one power with enough heft to keep the landgraves from open revolt. But if the tiny old man felt the weight of that burden, he didn’t show it. He stood quietly, watching her, grinning his little smile.

      “And how is our future queen?” he asked her.

      “Safe in my bed. Sleeping off a little too much wine when I left her.”

      “Drinking together is a good way to bond with someone,” he replied, his head bobbing in that curious way old people have. “It loosens the tongue and lets the truth spill forth. Has the countess shared any truths with you?”

      “Did you know her parents were killed days before Gerhard and Tilly picked her up? She’s not happy about that.”

      “Would you say she is more sad or angry?”

      “Shocked.”

      “Understandable,” conceded the librarian. “Watch her, will you? We can use her anger, direct it, but sorrow is a trap we must avoid. We cannot afford a queen who spends her days sulking in bed. She’ll need a friend, Ilse, someone who can pull her along, or push her, when the time comes.”

      “You want me to be friends with the queen?” She laughed. “As if I don’t have enough to do.”

      “Everyone she knows is dead. Everyone. Has that sunk in yet? When it does, she’ll need a friend, and there is no one else.”

      “Aye, there is no one else. Everyone keeps saying that. Did you all read that on a script somewhere?”

      The librarian shrugged. There was no one else. It was the truth.

      “I’ll watch her,” agreed Ilse with a sigh. “Not much else I can do. She’s sleeping in my bed.”

      “If you like, I can use my connections within the palace and on the privy council to arrange for another bed to be brought into your room.”

      She snorted. The librarian had a strange sense of humor. She asked him, “How long until we can crown this girl and get her on her way? I’ve got work to do.”

      “Three weeks from now is the eclipse. It must be then or before.”

      “That’s what the wizard told me.” She paused. “Is he a real wizard?”

      The librarian shrugged. “He has unusual talents, if that’s what you mean.”

      “Fortune’s Curse, a real wizard? Not even I thought there were wizards, and I’ve seen more of this world than nearly anyone has. Bah, he can do magic, then? Real magic?”

      “He can.”

      “Can he do some magic to make it quicker than three weeks?”

      “Gerhard is working on it. It’s all that he’s working on at the moment. I have faith in his abilities.”

      “How many are ready to vote for her?”

      “Philip Sigismund will, of course. He’d vote for anyone that can be a bulwark between himself and the landgraves. Cardinal Borromeo will vote for her as well. He’s… The holy mother is eager to see a king—or queen—upon the throne. We believe Landgrave Lehmann will accept a queen as well. Another time, he’d be as greedy as any of them and fight for the chance to rule his own kingdom, but he’s seen too much of what Cojita is capable of. You know his aunt is married to the King of Andorra? Jan Lehmann knows that within the year, Klafen could be under attack from the south.”

      “A year, truly?”

      “Emperor Honxul is a passionate man,” replied the librarian. “He’ll rip through Andorra with little resistance, but Wahrheit is his goal. All of it—consolidating power in Cojita, the coming war with Andorra—is a means to get to us.”

      “Why?”

      The librarian didn’t answer, and she scowled at the man. He knew everyone else’s secrets, but he would never tell you his own. She flushed. In fairness, he wasn’t the only one who had secrets involving Honxul.

      The librarian eyed her curiously, then continued as if she hadn’t asked her question, “As I was saying, Lehmann, more than any other noble, understands the threat from the southern continent. He’ll vote for a king so that he can shelter beneath the protection of the dragon knights.”

      “That’s three votes… We need four, yes?”

      “I told you. Gerhard is working on it.”

      “He’ll take it down to the last day, the last hour, just to make it dramatic,” she said with a sigh. “He can’t help himself. I’ll need to figure out something to do with our Countess Ursula Marchand for the next three weeks, then. Any suggestions?”

      “The zoo.”

      She blinked back at him.

      “Anyone else in this building would be foaming at the mouth for the chance to spend three weeks, one on one, with the future ruler of the most powerful kingdom in the world. You have a chance to ingratiate yourself with her, to earn influence over her decisions for decades to come. You could position yourself as one of the most powerful women in this kingdom—the most powerful, if Ursula becomes the puppet ruler Sigismund envisions. Ah, such opportunity!”

      “I don’t want to be the most powerful woman in this kingdom,” complained Ilse. “I just want to do my job and be left alone.”

      “That is why you are such a good quartermaster, and that is why we need more of you.” He smiled at her, as if anticipating her response. “Speaking of your work, how comes the transcription of the new catalogue?”

      She stuffed her hands into the pockets of her long jacket and did not respond.

      “Maybe I can find someone else to help the countess transition to becoming our queen, and you can go back to scribbling notes. Let me guess, just another seven, eight hundred pages to go?”

      Glaring at him, she forced her hands out and down by her side. “If you’ve nothing else then, I’ll be going back to my room.”

      “Very well, but keep me updated. A note a day to my staff should be sufficient, but if you need me, you know where to find me. And Ilse, make sure she’s not… obvious. She’s never been in Ehrstadt. She won’t know how to move about this city. If she says the wrong thing to the wrong person and they find she is in your care, it won’t be a great leap to guess why. The landgraves have people watching. They know Sigismund and the others will nominate a candidate for the throne, and they’re killing potential candidates as quickly as they can. Not even I can protect her long if they understand our plans. You heard what they did to the former queen?”

      Ilse grunted. She had heard. The poor girl’s body had been found on the side of the road. Dogs had been at her face, so it was only her clothing and the presence of a dead footman in her livery which gave away her identity. “Ursula is wearing my clothes, as well as taking my bed. She doesn’t look like a queen or even a countess. She understands the danger, but I’ll remind her again. She’ll stay hidden.”

      “Very good,” said the librarian, “and do think about the zoo, will you? The crown spends a fortune on the place, and it’s so rarely enjoyed. The animals will be active this time of year. They enjoy the cooler weather, you know?”

      She didn’t know and didn’t know how he would know, either. The idea of the librarian strolling a league outside of the royal palace and taking in the air at the king’s zoo was laughable, but while the man was a jester, he often hide his true intent within his jibes. It was late. She didn’t have time to sort through his innuendo and hints.

      “Why do you want me to take our future queen to the zoo?”

      “A caged tiger is still a tiger,” he told her. “A good lesson for Ursula, don’t you think? She’s powerful in her own right and perhaps just needs a little help opening to the door to her cage.”
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      Philip Sigismund slammed the door shut. He stood for a moment, chest heaving, his breath coming in wheezing snorts. He wasn’t as active as he used to be, and stomping from the privy council’s chamber to his private quarters in a rage took more out of him than when he’d been a young man. Of course, then, he hadn’t had so many reasons to fly into a rage.

      His rise had been spectacular, culminating in his appointment as premier by a long-serving and popular king. Even the landgraves had capitulated in those early days and stopped all—well, most—of their plotting. None dared threaten the royal might. A long career, extensive experience, and it was now, in the twilight of his service, that he was at a loss of what to do.

      He held up his fist and scowled at the crumpled parchment there. Then, deliberately, he smoothed it out, looking at Georg Ludwig’s small, jagged script. The minister of finance was demanding coin, a quarter million gold marks, in three weeks. Fortune’s Curse, Ludwig was the minister of finance. He was supposed to be providing the coin, not asking for it. Where a quarter million gold marks were supposed to come from was beyond anyone’s guess. Did Ludwig think the premier was going to skip off into some forest glade somewhere and sell his granddaughters to a dwarf to magic up a score of kettles filled with the gleaming metal?

      The paper crumpled again, and he flung it into his hearth. There was no fire there at the moment. He’d been in the privy council’s chambers all day, but once the fire was lit, he would get some small satisfaction watching the parchment burn.

      He snarled and strode to a an ornately carved liquor cabinet he kept stocked for these moments. That paper had been nearly as thick as a slice of ham steak. If Ludwig wanted to scrounge up extra marks to pay the crown’s debts, he ought to stop buying the most expensive stationary he could find. Sigismund had no doubt whatsoever the paper had been bought with the royal treasury’s wealth. Ludwig wasn’t the type to spend his own funds if he didn’t have to. Sigismund would have laughed about it a month ago, when there’d been a king, when Wahrheit could borrow at will.

      Pulling the stopper from a crystal decanter, he filled a tumbler with brown liquor. He sat the decanter down, leaving it open, and took a swig. Peat, smoke, and enough heat to burn going down. The finest thing to ever come out of Kilsenay. He took another, smaller sip this time, and tried to think, tried to puzzle out some way that—

      “Who are you?” he snapped.

      “Apologies, Premier!” said a short, heavily bearded man. The man leapt up from the chair behind Sigismund’s desk. Had he been sitting there the entire time? The little man offered a shallow bow then continued, “Just perusing your library and catching up on a little reading. I’d never seen this volume before.”

      The man held up a black, leather-bound book. It was Sigismund’s personal diary. It’d been locked in a drawer in his desk. He opened his mouth to call for the guards, then closed it as he studied the intruder. What was it Cardinal Borromeo had said? They’d recruited an ally…

      “You’re the wizard?”

      The man, still holding the diary, doffed his ridiculous, pointed hat with one hand and gave a little wink with his sparkling azure eyes. He looked the part of a wizard. There was that. Looked too much the part of a wizard, Sigismund began to think. In the corridors of power in Ehrstadt, nothing was as it seemed, and this man could have just strolled off the stage of a theatrical production.

      Tapping the premier’s diary against his chest, the wizard declared, “Seems you’ve been struggling to untangle some knots recently, Philip. May I call you Philip? I’ve come with good news that your minister of intelligence may have neglected to mention. A suitable candidate has been found to take the throne.”

      “He’s found a king? Someone the high council will vote for? Who is it? Shall I call the council together and force a vote today?”

      “Ah, perhaps not today,” murmured the wizard. “We’re still having some… discussions, you might say, with some of the council members, but have no fear. We have our best man on it. Oh, and it’s not a king but a queen.”

      “A queen?”

      “The fairer gender can rule as ably as a man, I’ve been told,” said the wizard with a grin. “We’ll find out, won’t we?”

      Sigismund shrugged. He didn’t care if it was a man, a woman, or a horse, as long as the high council would vote for them. Someone warming the throne wouldn’t solve all of his problems, but it would be the start of it. He drank his whiskey again and studied the wizard. The wizard looked back, smiling contentedly.

      “I’m told you don’t do magic. How are you a wizard if you don’t do magic?”

      “Maybe I am doing magic, and no one is noticing,” offered the wizard, his smile growing even wider. He held out the diary toward Sigismund. “A good premier oversees the council with confidence. You shouldn’t let anyone read this.”

      “I didn’t think I was letting anyone read it.” Sigismund glared at the other man. “Did you break into my chambers and then into my desk?”

      “I have an inquiring mind,” responded the wizard, “but forget that for now. In addition to sharing my good news, I came to ask you for something.”

      “You want to ask me for something?”

      “Leland Laurent needs to request military assistance from General Walhausen.”

      The premier blinked at the wizard. “If Laurent wants to defend his province, he can do it himself. Bah, weeks ago, I begged him to allow assistance from the crown, but he did not, and Mertz has fallen. It’s too late. Even if it wasn’t, he’d laugh in my face if I suggested it. You’ve worked with the minster of intelligence, yes? Then you must know better than I that Laurent could have defended his territory but did not. He had his reasons, I am sure, and I doubt they have changed.”

      “Landgrave Laurent’s third daughter is due to join the church within a few months, isn’t that right?” asked the wizard.

      Sigismund shrugged. “I suppose so.”

      “I wonder if the landgrave has any preferences on where the young girl is to be stationed?”

      “I’m sure he does, and I’m sure he’s been lining Cardinal Borromeo’s purse with gold for years now to ensure it happens. What does that have to do with him requesting military assistance?”

      “You can inform him that the holy mother herself is interested in the girl.”

      Sigismund blinked at the wizard. “I’d be shocked to learn the old woman realizes the girl even exists.”

      “Oh, she does, and she’s prepared to use that knowledge to influence Landgrave Laurent toward the right course of action. This is beyond Cardinal Borromeo. It is a holy matter now.”

      “Then shouldn’t you be speaking to the cardinal? Or the holy mother if she’s the one asking. Why are you involved in this at all? Fortune’s Curse, why involve me at all?”

      “Because the holy mother prefers to use the cardinal for other matters. It’s better if he is not involved in this. The cardinal is a known quantity, you see. The landgraves, you, half of Ehrstadt know his appetites and what he wants. It’s easier that way when he makes his own demands. The nobility is dealing with a man they can understand, not a higher power, but unfortunately, now is the time for an intervention.”

      The wizard held up a letter, sealed in an envelope, pressed with a thick dollop of golden wax. “The holy mother has written a letter inquiring about the girl, saying she’s impressed with her potential.”

      “Potential? The girl is five.”

      “The letter goes on to explain that the holy mother will ask you for your advice on a suitable posting. She says she trusts your judgement implicitly.”

      “The holy mother trusts my judgement when it comes to the placement of a young girl within the church? I don’t believe that, and neither will Landgrave Laurent.”

      The wizard flapped the envelope.

      “Is it a forgery?”

      The wizard laughed and shook his head. “No, the holy mother wrote this.”

      “Why does she care so much about Mertz? She wasn’t interested before, when it would have mattered.”

      “Not so much Mertz but the bishop stationed there. We need him, and the minister of intelligence does not seem to have the capabilities to retrieve the man. Clermont must be thrown back across their borders with enough force that it’s a generation before they think of returning. The bishop must be returned to the church. And, ah, there are some other considerations. Investments in the future, you could say. Do this for us, and you will have the holy mother’s favor. There’s no telling when that will come in handy.”

      The premier grunted and reached for the letter. “I’ll see what I can do.”

      “Soon, Philip. The holy mother expects Mertz to be returned to Wahrheit’s control before the eclipse.”
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      “M’lord,” drawled a voice, slow and syrupy, like too much honey in tea.

      Ulrik glanced over his shoulder. Paul was there with Kurt, Jaime, and a few of the other squad members at his side. Ulrik rolled his eyes and turned back to his sausage and pickled cabbage.

      “Sorry if we bothered you, squad leader,” prodded Paul.

      Ulrik sipped his dark brown beer, washing down the sour taste of the cabbage and the juicy fattiness of the sausage. It was plain fare. Simple stuff. Hardly better than the stew he could get in the barracks for free, but he’d hoped to get away for a bit. To take his mind off things. But they’d found him. They’d been following him around constantly, pestering him.

      At first, it’d been good natured. They were curious as to where he’d gone, what it had been like to fly a dragon. They had the sorts of questions anyone would ask, but when he couldn’t tell them where he’d gone and what he’d done, the mood had changed. When the little nobleman, Gerhard Fischer, who claimed not to be a noble at all, visited the recruits’ barracks, the tone grew cold.

      No recruit in the spearmen in anyone’s recollection had gotten a personal visit from a nobleman, not to mention the chance to ride a dragon. Ulrik had told the others, nearly the entire company of them as they’d clustered around after Fischer left, that the little nobleman had just visited to ensure he was keeping his mouth shut, and he’d added, he intended to do just that or he would be hanging from a rope.

      The others hadn’t taken it well. It seemed they thought their weeks together had earned some sort of company loyalty. He almost told them the story, despite Gerhard Fischer’s dire warnings, but after a day, he understood that would only make it worse. If they thought he was walking above his class for knowing a nobleman, what would they think about him flying the future queen in his lap on the back of a dragon?

      Whether they believed him or thought he was lying about it all, there was no upside to talking. He’d clamped his lips shut and suffered the consequences.

      His friends had been the worst, and it was them who kept prodding after it was apparent to the others Ulrik wasn’t going to talk. Maybe the rest of the company assumed he wasn’t telling because there wasn’t anything to tell, and he was trying to milk his celebrity by staying silent. Paul and Jaime knew him better than that. They knew he was keeping something from them.

      Paul was harsh and loud with his disdain for Ulrik. That, Ulrik could understand. Captain Delegard, a political operator if a clumsy one, had named Ulrik a sergeant as soon as he’d returned. It was clear to most he was considering Ulrik for captain, and visits from nobles made it seem certain. Paul wanted that job, and in fairness, he’d been working hard to earn it. Jealousy was a familiar bitterness that Ulrik had tasted before. He didn’t appreciate Paul’s needling, but he wasn’t surprised by it.

      The change in Jaime hurt more. The boy had been Ulrik’s closest friend in Hof. Ulrik had been Jaime’s only friend. He’d told the other boy earnestly that he would talk when he could, that Jaime would understand one day, but it might be too late for that. Jaime, perhaps rightfully, expected to be Ulrik’s confidant. He would have been, if it’d been just a ride atop a dragon, a distressing view of the destruction of a city, and the horrible reminder of what the two of them had lost. If that had been all, Ulrik would have spent hours sharing his thoughts and his feelings, but that wasn’t all. Fortune’s Curse, they’d collected a young woman who could become queen of Wahrheit.

      Gerhard had insisted that if Ulrik spoke, if anyone heard, she wouldn’t be queen. She would be dead. He’d reeled off a list of nobles who’d already been assassinated. Ulrik hadn’t heard of any of those people before, but he could see in the spy’s eyes he was telling the truth. Ursula’s life was in Ulrik’s hands. Her survival depended on his silence.

      How to explain that to Jaime? He was wounded by Ulrik’s refusal to talk about what happened, and the break of their friendship was a jagged one that cut them both.

      “Here to meet that nobleman or perhaps Captain Tilly?” continued Paul, speaking to Ulrik’s back. He snickered. “What’s this place called? The Roaring Wench? Maybe you’re meeting a woman, then. That nobleman introduce you to one? Bah. Licking the boots of those nobles like you’ve never tasted anything finer. It’s disgusting.”

      “I’m not meeting anyone. You can see that. I’m just sitting at a table by myself.”

      “Too good for us in the barracks, is it?”

      “No, that’s not… I can’t tell you anything, Paul. It’s not the way I want it, but it’s the way it is. I came here to get out of everyone’s way, so that I don’t make it any worse. When we’re assigned, I’ll ask Delegard to move me—Don’t look at me like that. It’s not… I’m not trying to—“

      “You’ll be assigned tonight,” boomed a gruff voice.

      All of the boys turned to see a short, bearded man. He looked like Ulrik would have looked if he’d been playacting with the other boys pretending to be a wizard when they were eight winters of age. If Ulrik could grow a beard when he was eight, that was. This man had a prodigious beard and sharp, glittering eyes.

      He continued, “I should say you have been assigned but will be informed of your units tonight. You’ll march tomorrow. Perhaps an early night of it, lads, or a late one… It’s your last night in the city for a time, so do as you’re wont. See a girl, maybe. If you’ve never been with a girl, now’s the time. Some of you may not get another chance.”

      He stared at Kurt after saying that, and the boy squirmed beneath the piercing gaze. Everyone stared at the strange man in confusion.

      “Do as you’re wont,” he repeated, “but do it somewhere else. I have business with this fellow.”

      “Eating alone,” said Paul with a snort. He turned, leaning forward as he did to brush hard against Ulrik’s shoulder. He gave the strange man a look but walked around him as he led the others from the tavern.

      Ulrik took a bite of sausage and cabbage together then washed it down with another gulp of the brown beer. He hoped the man would go away, but instead, the squat little figure sat across from him.

      “Is the beer good here?”

      “Not really.”

      “Another round, then?”

      The odd man did not seem to gesture to anyone or voice an order, but a moment later, a short woman arrived with two towering mugs of beer. Ulrik had been sipping a small beer. These were large. Very large.

      “Name is Christine, if you need anything else, and that’s a half copper mark for the two of ’em,” drawled the woman. She glanced between the two of them when neither reached for their coin purses, then brushed her blond hair behind her ears like she was preparing to throw them out.

      “I-I didn’t…” stammered Ulrik.

      Across the table from him, without looking, the odd, bearded man dug a gold mark out from his belt and flicked it toward the woman. “Keep the change, as long as you ensure our privacy. We’re having an important discussion.”

      The woman’s eyes widened at the coin, then she vanished in a flash.

      Ulrik shook his head and said, “You paid a gold mark for two beers? Seems a lot, no matter how big they are. I’m not savvy around these sorts of places, but my guess is that you might have gotten more privacy if you hadn’t tipped at all. She and everyone else working here is going to be following you all day for more of that gold.”

      “Gold…” said the man with a frown at his fingertips. “Thought it felt like silver.”

      “Good luck getting it back from her.”

      Shaking his head, the man picked up his beer with two, age-wrinkled hands and drank deeply. When he sat it down, his whiskers were wet with beer. Ulrik stared at the foam on the man’s whiskers then at his eyes. They sparkled, cold and blue. There was a mystical aura about the man that was only slightly ruined by the dripping beer and the ridiculous garments he was wearing. He had the look of… Ulrik wasn’t sure. Something odd. It went beyond his attire or his quirky demeanor. He was different, somehow.

      He didn’t fit. Not just because of his clothing or his presence in the slightly bedraggled tavern. He didn’t belong in Ehrstadt. That should have made him feel like kin to a peasant from Hof, but instead… Ulrik couldn’t put his finger on it. There was something decidedly strange about the man. Something familiar as well. He found himself staring into the man’s eyes, trying to see what lay behind them.

      The man winked at him jovially. “You can see it, eh? Interesting. Very interesting.”

      Ulrik shook his head slightly. “See what?”

      The man grinned at him, then changed the subject. “Congratulations are in order. You’re to be a captain of a company of spearmen. A rapid promotion for one so young, a large step up in the world for a peasant.”

      Ulrik blinked at the man. “A peasant.”

      “Sorry. I don’t mean to offend. What do you call yourselves?”

      “Call ourselves…”

      “You were a farmer, right? Unlanded, with few prospects beyond grubbing in the dirt. Lived in a village, not a city. No organization, no councils, no guilds to look after your interests. They still call you peasants, don’t they? Or did you always fancy yourself a spearman?”

      “I was a woodworker, an apprentice that is, to my father.”

      “A good man, I am sure. Is he proud of your military career?”

      “He’s dead.”

      “Of course. I believe I was told that before I came here. My apologies again for any offense. I’ve been dreadfully busy, you see, and I’m woefully out of practice speaking to your kind.”

      “Peasants?”

      “Indeed.”

      Unsure what to think, Ulrik looked the man up and down. “You’re an actor, I suppose?”

      “A wizard.”

      Ulrik reached for his beer. This man was strange, and he didn’t know what to make of him, but he was beginning to suspect he’d found himself in the company of a madman, one that had gold, true, but one who paid that gold for a pair of beers. Didn’t seem like he’d be holding onto his wealth for long with that frivolous spending.

      Seemingly unperturbed at Ulrik’s dismissive reaction to his presence, the man continued, “As I said earlier, you’ll be a captain, and your unit will be amongst the first into the city. I can frame it as a request, but I came here in person so that you understand it’s an urgent one. It has to do with that… business you were involved in a few days ago. You understand?”

      “I understand very little these days.”

      The man who claimed to be a wizard put a finger beside his nose and nodded sagely. “Wiser words never spoken.”

      They both sat drinking quietly until curiosity took Ulrik’s tongue. The man was odd, but he couldn’t be entirely dismissed. He knew about what had happened a few days ago and seemed to know a lot of details about Ulrik besides. And if Ulrik wasn’t a captain as this man claimed, that would be obvious within a few hours, so he asked him, “What city are you expecting me to be the first into?”

      “Mertz, of course. You and the bulk of the royal army will start marching there at dawn tomorrow.”

      Ulrik held onto his beer because he figured he was going to need it. Mertz. The city they’d collected the girl from. Whoever this man was, he knew things that Gerhard Fischer insisted should not be spoken of. Was the man prodding to get information? Was he a spy of some sort? But for who?

      “There’s a priest there,” continued the old man. “A bishop, actually. Exactly like a priest but doesn’t do any of the work. We need him.”

      “We?”

      “All of us.”

      Hefting his drink, Ulrik didn’t ask. His ma had always told him curiosity was dangerous. He wished he’d listened to more of her wisdom before it was too late.

      “He’s the only bishop in the city, if he still lives, so he ought to be easy to find. As long as Clermont identified him, I think he will live. They’ve as much deference to the church as we do in Wahrheit and have no reason to think... well, no reason to think we have a particular interest in the man. Doesn’t do, killing the church’s clergy unless you’ve got good reason. Anyway, when the city falls, scuttle on in and collect the fellow for us. You’ve already been made a captain, so imagine the rewards of continued service to our cause.”

      “I don’t want any more rewards, and I don’t even know who ‘our’ is. All of this has brought me nothing but trouble.”

      “Ah, yes, trouble. I’m afraid, my lad, that is something you are not going to avoid. I have a knack for knowing a bit of what’s to come, and I can see it clearly. You’ve an adventure ahead of you.”

      “I don’t want an adventure.”

      “That’s too bad. A bargain was made. A price was paid.”

      “A bargain…”

      “Not by me and not by you, so by who?” chirped the man in an exasperating lilt. His voice lowered again, but his eyes did not hide his mirth. “It doesn’t matter who. A deal that’s made is made, what must be paid will be—“

      “Paid? Paid by me, are you saying? I didn’t agree to any sort of bargain. I don’t even know what you’re talking about.”

      The wizard tilted up his beer and drank the rest of the huge tankard in three powerful gulps. He belched, stood, and leaned toward Ulrik, the smell of beer heavy on his breath. “I think it best we do not see each other again, but you should know this is what she would have wanted. Maybe. I don’t know. I wasn’t there. But this is what she got.”

      Then, without further word, the little old man doffed his pointed cap and left.
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      After the old man left, Christine had reappeared with another large tankard of beer. She’d insisted he looked as if he needed it and didn’t ask for his copper in exchange. It seemed gold bought a lot of kindness in Ehrstadt.

      Feeling a little light-headed, Ulrik eventually returned to the military complex and the section designated for the recruits. There was a great deal of commotion, and excited voices rang as loudly as the shouts did when they were training.

      Captain Delegard was standing in the middle of the practice field, wringing his hands like a washwoman at the laundry, looking like he would rather be anywhere else than where he was, but when he saw Ulrik, his face brightened. “Finally! Where have you been? You’ve been made captain, boy. Your company is in the southern barracks. There’s a list of names there—you can read, right? Introduce yourself, and make sure they’ve got proper kit. We march at dawn, so you’d best hurry. The other captain has been getting his men in shape for hours already. Do your drinking when the work is done, lad! That’s one of the first things we tell our officers. Bah, I worried we were going to have a discipline issue before I even told you about the assignment.”

      “I didn’t, but… No one told me anything. How did… When did you name me a captain?”

      “Congratulations, Captain,” said Paul. He strode up beside Delegard, giving Ulrik a sour look.

      Ulrik blinked. How long ago was it, just an hour, two, that Paul had seen him at the Roaring Wench. He would know that—

      Captain Delegard shook himself, then told Ulrik, “If you need anything, Paul is the regiment’s new supply sergeant. He’s responsible for making sure your men have the equipment and food they need. Ask him, if you require help.”

      Paul offered a sharp, ugly smile.

      Sighing, Ulrik nodded then said, “Right. I’d best go see to my men, then.”

      He turned and trudged toward the southern barracks, already loathing the look he knew he was going to get when he announced himself.

      Jaime fell in at his side. He mumbled, “Sorry about earlier. Paul and Kurt heard you were down there…”

      “It’s all right.”

      “There’s just so much we don’t know. It’s got me on edge, Ulrik.”

      Ulrik nodded.

      “Captain Delegard doesn’t even know where we’re going, just that we’re marching at dawn. Same all over. They’re sending three full regiments, fifteen thousand spearmen, and none of ’em know where they’re going. We’ve got to stick together, Ulrik. Like we did back in… Like we did.”

      “We’re going east,” said Ulrik. “We’re going to the province of Brenay, to the city of Mertz. Clermont invaded and razed the city. We’ll push ’em back, I suppose, then pick through the rubble and collect whatever’s left over.”

      “Mertz. Razed. Are you… You are sure, aren’t you?”

      Ulrik nodded again.

      “That’s where you went on the dragon, to Mertz? Did you see the battle? Did you… You won’t tell me, will you?”

      “I can’t, Jaime. It’s… You’ll understand one day.”

      Jaime grunted.

      They walked half the way to the southern barracks. Ulrik told his friend, “Best get some rest. We’ve got a lot of walking to do tomorrow.”
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      Ursula Marchand sat on the rooftop deck of a tavern named the Roaring Wench. There were a handful of tables up there, and a score of chairs scattered around the flat space. Moldy tarps had been strung over it, fixed to the walls of taller buildings which shouldered up on either side of the space. In the summer, the tarps would block the sun, and it might be pleasant, but in autumn, it made the area uncomfortably cool.

      The wine they were serving was utter plonk. She’d ordered a loire blanc, and the cow-like man slinging drinks in the place had looked at her like she’d spoken Andorran. She’d tried pinot gris then chablis. When she’d settled on ‘white,’ the man’s dull face lit like a sunrise. He looked like it had been she who was confused.

      A short blonde woman had observed from the other end of the bar, smiling encouragingly at the barman’s antics. The owner? For the last half hour, Ursula had been trying to decide if the swill was sour because it’d been open too long or if it had been bottled sour. Everyone else in the building had been drinking beer. She had only herself to blame for not noticing that.

      The Roaring Wench. What sort of name was that anyway?

      She sighed. Ehrstadt was a strange place. There were subtle customs which she was not used to, clues which she could not understand. Her intention had been to slip through the city unnoticed, like hundreds of thousands of others, but then, she ordered a drink that couldn’t have been served more than once every week or two in the humble establishment. In moments, she’d proven she was a stranger. If they’d understood what she was asking for, it wasn’t a great leap to imagine she was a noble and far from where she should be. Had she gotten one of the clear, crisp wines from home, maybe it would have been be worth it. This swill was not.

      Every eye in the tavern had seemed to watch her. The woman she thought was the owner noticed and mentioned the rooftop deck. Nodding her thanks, Ursula had retreated up there. The stairs were narrow and had no railing. She wondered how often the patrons of the place walked down late at night versus how often they tumbled down.

      But in the cold shade, with her awful wine, she was alone. Ehrstadt was packed full of people. She’d asked if there was a special occasion, if there was some reason so many had flocked to the sprawling warrens of buildings, squares, and towers, but evidently, it was always like this. The palace wasn’t much better.

      Oh, there were open courtyards there, gardens for strolling, broad hallways uncrowded by the handful of servants scurrying through them. There were studies, lounges, solars, taking rooms, salons, and a honeycomb of other rooms that all had confusing names and the same purpose. They were similarly empty.

      She could have sat in any of them and found a book to read. It would have kept her busy for a day or two, she supposed, if her mind was still enough to read. But her mind was not still, and neither were her feet. She needed to move, to pace, to jump, to scream.

      Ilse Brinke had asked whether she wanted to visit the capital’s zoo. She’d stared back at the other woman in confusion. It’d been a solace, though, meandering through the near empty park, only the caged animals watching them. Ilse had commented on letting one of the more exotic cats free from its cage. Ursula wasn’t sure if she’d meant it. The orange-and-black-stripped beast looked as if it could have supped on the pair of them. The quartermaster was an animal lover? It was one of the least strange things Ursula had come across in the capital.

      She’d visited the zoo alone twice more. It gave her the freedom to move her legs, and when the animals stared at her, she didn’t feel uncomfortable, but how many times can you visit the same zoo in a week? She needed something else.

      A little over a week ago, a lifetime ago, she had watched her mother yank a sliver of stone from her neck and bleed out on the lawn in front of their home. The pain felt fresh, raw, but her memories of that day and the days and years prior were already cloudy, like she’d dreamed them—a childhood in Mertz, exploring the palace, out in the hills and the river beside the city, her parents doting on their only child.

      There hadn’t been many friends. She was the daughter of the count and countess. There’d been no one of her station within a day of the city, but there had been companionship. Her parents had made sure there were lords and ladies in their court who had children their daughter’s age. They took her twice a year to Anvoy to socialize with peers, and even when there was not true friendship, there was always kindness. They’d had peace in County Marchand. Mertz was prosperous due to trade with Clermont. The people had been happy, her parents popular rulers. Everyone had competed to earn her smile.

      Now she was supposed to be queen?

      Of this place? Of all of Wahrheit?

      Ehrstadt was foreign to her, and the provinces even more so. She had studied geography. She’d always had fine tutors, but no one had expected she would actually need to know the information they had taught. The lessons she’d learned had been more about identifying the noble houses which ruled each realm on the map rather than any sort of practical knowledge about how one would manage those lands. She didn’t know which regions produced wheat, or iron, or who manufactured gun powder, or even where Wahrheit’s famed dragons lived.

      Near the capital, evidently.

      They had landed in the grim, old keep called the Roost. But even from the city, the magnificent creatures could be seen coming and going from that ancient structure. Where were they going to? There was room in the Roost for many men but not many dragons. They had to live elsewhere. That was the sort of approachable question she could wrestle with.

      The noise she’d heard of outside kingdoms was more difficult. Everyone seemed to expect war between Andorra and Cojita, but no one explained why. Andorra made fine ham and dry red wines. She recalled that much of her lessons, but Cojita wasn’t any more than a name on the old maps her tutors showed her.

      If she were to be crowned queen in the next several weeks, would she be expected to… do something about that conflict? Should she question whether the army would march south or… She scowled. If the army was marching anywhere, it should be to County Marchand. Why hadn’t they?

      She’d asked Ilse Brinke, and the woman had answered, but Ursula understood no more than she had prior to the conversation. She did understand the conspirators meant for her to be queen, but they hadn’t secured the votes yet. How they planned to do it, what it meant if they couldn’t, more questions without clear answers.

      Her parents had intended for her to wed, and her husband would come live with her in Mertz. A second son of a prominent family, the product of a count and countess, or a fabulously wealthy merchant, if a suitable noble couldn’t be found. They would produce babies. She would raise them, see that they were loved and educated, that her husband treated her people fairly, and that the Marchand line continued in good Fortune. In that future, why did she care that Chemenberg was the capital of Untal? But evidently, in her new future, the entire fate of Wahrheit to hear tell of it, hinged on what Landgrave Bohm of Untal decided to do. She did not know him, just what the odd woman, the quartermaster, had told her. Before Clermont had attacked, Ursula had barely heard Bohm’s name, and he certainly did not know of her.

      The other nobles she’d spent time with as a young woman were suitors, and a landgrave was above the reach of a girl with a small county on the eastern fringe of the kingdom. But Niklas Bohm would know her soon. They all would. Unless someone assassinated her. She coughed out a short laugh. Assassinate her? Here she was, in a humble tavern, in the middle of the city, and not a single person had any clue who she was. The only danger was the danger Fischer and the others were putting her in.

      Forgetting herself, she took a mouthful of the sour wine. Her lips twisted, but she swallowed it. That was her life now. Gulp down the sour, and hope… Hope for what? To become queen? To not become queen? Her wants, whatever they might have been, seemed to have nothing to do with her present circumstances.

      She was told if Niklas Bohm decided so, she would be queen of this city and this land, but now, she was just a face in the crowd. The looks she got were blank, or lecherous, or annoyed when she did not move out of the way fast enough. There’d been a lot of the latter two.

      Mertz had had six thousand citizens. She’d thought it grand. Ehrstadt had four hundred thousand. Four hundred thousand people, and every one of them acted like they had somewhere urgent to be, and her body was the one thing standing in their way of getting there. She’d been pushed and knocked, her feet stepped on scores of times, before she found the quiet, mostly empty tavern.

      Other establishments had music, better food and wine, likely, but the Roaring Wench was almost empty, and she needed that. It was the perfect place to hunker down for a bit to think. For days, she’d been in the constant company of Ilse Brinke.

      She ought to be grateful to the woman. Ilse had looked after her needs, had tried to talk to her, taken her to the zoo, but a stranger’s shoulder to cry on wasn’t what Ursula had missed. She needed time alone, time to think, to absorb what had happened and process what was going to happen next. She and Ilse had been like two legs in a pair of trousers the last several days. When she’d argued that morning that she should be allowed to walk through the city, she’d suspected Ilse was as glad as she was when Ursula had won the debate.

      The city could be a dangerous place, she’d been told. It was likely true, but no one in Ehrstadt would know who she was. Even if their foes knew a girl from County Marchand was a candidate for queen, her face was just another in the crowd.

      The spy, Gerhard Fischer, had poked his head in to check on her the day before. He appeared worried about assassins, plots against her, but no one knew who she was! She’d told him, and he’d tsked and claimed that they would have ways of knowing.

      Fortune’s Curse. Not even Fischer had known who she was when he’d come to Mertz. He’d been looking for her father. She’d told both of them that. They’d stammered and argued, said she was going to be queen, that she had to be protected. She told them that if she was queen, she could do whatever she Fortune Cursed pleased, and that they were her subjects, not her masters.

      They hadn’t managed to summon a response to that, so she’d left in the morning to see the city, to try and find a place of quiet in a sea of people and madness.

      She’d been on the Roaring Wenches’ roof half an hour watching the crowds below and contemplating that if the wine was this bad, how terrible would the food be? Her stomach was rumbling. She wanted to eat, but couldn’t decide if she wanted to eat here. There’d been a strong odor of sauerkraut down below, and she’d always been suspicious of that stuff.

      A rumbling beat of drums, almost playing in time with each other, drew her attention. Down in the street, a floor below her, the throng was parting, people pressing up against walls, getting shoved into alleys and doorways.

      Several men, boys really, were pounding on drums in a joyous, martial rhythm. It reminded her of the parade days when her father’s men would march about Mertz, showing off new uniforms or just reminding people they existed.

      Sure enough, the drummers were leading ranks of spearmen. They looked just like her father’s, though their uniforms were marked with armbands in Wahrheit’s burgundy. The men carried long spears with gleaming, steel tips and pale, fresh wooden shafts. They wore simple leather skullcaps and boiled leather cuirasses thrown over woolen coats. They had no tabards, but spearmen rarely did. On their backs, they had cotton rucksacks that did not appear very full. Either they weren’t going more than a day or two outside the city, or they must have supply wagons waiting for them elsewhere.

      They marched in loose companies, like they’d been told what to do but weren’t very practiced at it. Some of them were older and fatter, but most were close to her own age and thin from activity or a lack of rich food. These were fresh recruits, she imagined, though maybe men just didn’t last long in military service? Wahrheit hadn’t been at open war in years, and serving in an idle army must be terribly boring.

      As more of the units passed and several more squads of drummers kept the marching beat going, she saw there were thousands of them. They were marching to war. They were going to Mertz, to face Clermont. They had to be. If there’d been another attack on the kingdom, she would have heard from Ilse or Fischer. Both of them were remarkably well-informed about such things.

      Her breath caught, excited at the idea Wahrheit was finally rising to the call, but then anger flooded her. These men were marching toward her home. They would fight the murderers of her parents, the killers of everyone she’d ever been close to.

      Where had they been two weeks ago, when Clermont first breached the borders! Had they been sitting in their barracks, drinking and loafing?

      But as the young men marched below in an unending stream, she conceded they were not the targets of her ire. It was the landgraves on the high council. The privy council. The generals. The colonels and the captains. These spearmen did not choose where they marched, but there were others who did.

      Wine spilled on her wrist, and she realized her hand was clamped on the mug, threatening to crush the cheap tin. She let go. Someone had made the decision to wait to confront Clermont. A man, a woman, maybe several of them, had stood in the way of Wahrheit defending itself, defending her home. Those people had her parents’ blood on their hands.

      She hadn’t understood when he’d told her, but Gerhard Fischer had promised her revenge. He knew who’d stayed the hand of the kingdom, and she would know as well. She threw her mug of wine down on the deck of the tavern roof behind her. She had a direction now, a purpose. Her family—Mertz—had been betrayed, and she was going to make them pay.
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        * * *

      

      She was standing there fuming, waiting for the endless parade of spearmen to finally pass so she could go back down on the streets and leave the tavern, when she saw a familiar face. It was shocking, as the number of people in Ehrstadt she knew could be counted on one hand. It seemed it would be one less.

      Walking at the head of one of the companies near the rear of the procession was the peasant boy who’d smashed her on the head with her own pistol. The cut was still there, a nasty scab that she had to force herself not to pick at. She’d almost forgotten him amidst the crashing wave of everything else, but there he was, walking down the street in front of her.

      He’d struck a noble. The punishment for such a crime was a flogging or a hanging depending on the circumstances and the vehemence the noble used when describing the incident to a magistrate. She imagined the punishment for hitting a future queen was far bloodier.

      But the boy hadn’t known who she was or what had been intended for her, had he? He’d been as surprised as her when they’d claimed she would become queen. Did he regret hitting her after learning that? It was no credit to him if he did. Men shouldn’t hit women, no matter their class.

      Watching him, she wondered how he had gotten involved in her rescue. Captain Tilly was the captain of the dragon knights. A man like him was required to get her out of Mertz during the battle. Gerhard Fischer was obviously a spy at the heart of the matter. Ilse Brinke held more secrets than any one person ought to know, and she had the trust of both of the men.

      But the boy, he’d just been available, evidently. They’d put him on the back of a dragon because, for some reason, Gerhard couldn’t fly one. This boy was even more over his head than Ursula was, if that was possible.

      She had asked Ilse about the boy, briefly, wondering if he was in jail after the event, or maybe dead. The quartermaster had laughed at that. She’d told Ursula that she and the boy had much in common. Ursula had doubted that and even asked if it was a jest, but she had been told the boy’s village had been razed, Tilly had flown in on his dragon, and the boy was now in a role he never would have expected, just trying to do his best.

      Ilse had leaned in and held Ursula’s gaze when she’d said it, as if there was meant to be a lesson in the comment. Perhaps there had been, but looking at the peasant boy now, Ursula did not feel as she had much in common with him. Still, the boy was no villain. She admitted that after a few days in the city, and she hadn’t demanded his arrest.

      But he was no hero, either.

      He stumbled, and she realized he was looking up at her. Had he felt her glare? He raised a hand, as if to wave to her, then dropped it. He eyed the sign of the tavern then gave her an odd look, before ducking his head and scurrying on. She watched, blank-faced, wondering what she would do if she saw him again, if she was on the throne and he was on his knees in front of her.

      Later that night, hours after she’d retired, she was still awake, wondering at the boy’s curious half-wave and his ducked head. He was showing deference but not much. She’d thought it another insult, but maybe it wasn’t. Maybe he hadn’t wanted to draw attention to her. Maybe he saw her alone and…

      She rolled over, punching at Ilse’s lumpy pillow, and tried to turn her thoughts to something else, something relaxing, something… But nothing came. She forgot about the boy again, but she couldn’t forget about what was coming in the next weeks. She pondered what it would mean for her, what opportunities it would bring.
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        * * *

      

      “Apologies, Your Maj—Countess Marchand,” mumbled the man.

      He squirmed on the ornate couch. It was a dark burgundy, the royal color of Wahrheit, and corded with thick, golden embroidery. The legs were gold as well, along with intricate wooden scrollwork that some artisan must have spent months carving along the back and the armrests before someone else slathered the thick, dull yellow paint across it. The cushions were stiff, like no one had sat on them. Perhaps no one had. The couch was a work of extravagance, and it was a little dusty.

      They were in a room tucked under the eaves at the very top of the royal palace, as far from the stairwells as one could get. With so many other vacant rooms scattered about, there was no reason anyone would come here, unless they were holding a clandestine meeting.

      The man sitting on the couch was just as thoroughly stuffed as the furniture, but moist instead of dusty, and wearing nearly as flamboyant attire. He was garbed in a rich royal burgundy, but his garments were adorned in thick, silver piping. That was fortunate, as otherwise, he would seem to blend into the couch he sat upon. Instead, he just clashed with it. His tight trousers were strained to the point of bursting. A giant, golden key hung from his neck, presumably the sign of the premier’s office. There was so much in this city, in this palace, that she did not understand.

      The man’s face was red as an overripe tomato, and long, bushy white whiskers sprouted from his face and hung like a sad cat’s down from his chin. If she didn’t know better, she would think he’d been drinking, but his speech was clear, and he hadn’t stumbled when he’d come to sit before her.

      Premier Philip Sigismund didn’t have the look of one of the most powerful lords in Wahrheit. It was the sweat, she thought. It beaded on his brow, and he kept raising his hands like he had a handkerchief to dab at the moisture, but he did not. It was autumn. Gentlemen normally had little need for such affections in the cooler temperatures.

      A window had been opened, but still, he sweated. She was the one making him nervous, which would have sent her into peals of laughter in any other circumstances. It almost did even now. Whether her glee was mirth or madness, she did not know.

      “I’m glad you were able to join us here in Ehrstadt,” the premier continued, his words strained, nonsensical.

      She didn’t reply. She hadn’t been given a choice about whether or not to join this farce of a conspiracy. She’d been spirited away unconscious, without any knowledge of where they’d been taking her or why. Had the encounter with the premier been less awkward, she might have admitted the abduction had saved her life, but the man in front of her was doing nothing to earn her grace. He was the one behind it. The premier of the privy council! He had the ear of the king—or at least he had until the man had died.

      As she sat there silently, watching this man fumble his words and fiddle nervously with his hands, it dawned on her she was to be queen. She supposed she would decide who was on the privy council and who was not. What would this man be if he was not a minister? His career hinged on her patience, but what sort of queen could she be if she had no minsters she could trust? She wasn’t going to name Captain Tilly, the spy, or Ilse Brinke as premier, and she didn’t know anyone else.

      “Premier Sigismund,” she said, interrupting the man, which he looked rather grateful for, “I will tell you a truth. All of this is overwhelming for me. Of course, I did not expect for it to happen. Now that it is happening… I hardly know what I should do, how I should react. There’s so much… Can you imagine how confusing it has all been?”

      He gave her a wistful smile. It looked genuine. “No one expected things to go like this. Countess—apologies, Your Majesty, this is something that has not happened in six hundred years. I’m afraid we’ve all been a bit flustered, but you are here now, and we’re working toward a vote in the high council. We have a direction, Your Majesty, and that is the most important element when starting any journey.”

      “How long have you been premier?”

      “Fifteen years.”

      “You must know much about the workings of the council and the crown. The landgraves, the city…”

      “I believe so.”

      “I need a man with experience, who I can trust. I do not know you, and you do not know me. You must have considered whether placing me on the throne would mean you will lose your position on the privy council. You earned it because of the trust the former king had in you, yes? We haven’t had a chance to develop that relationship, but I want to assure you, Premier, I will give you time to earn my trust. Serve me well, and you will continue as premier—if you want to.”

      The man exhaled, and his whiskers fluttered from the steady breath.

      She laughed.

      He blanched.

      “No, no, I am sorry, Premier Sigismund. It’s just that… Your whiskers…”

      He raised a hand to cover them. “Sometimes I think they’re foolish, but my wife likes them, and they make my grandchildren laugh. I am sorry, Countess. Your Majesty. I will cut them if—“

      “If they are for your grandchildren, then keep them,” she said. She smiled, her first true one in a long time. “I appreciate a man who is willing to sacrifice his vanity for his grandchildren. A man who thinks of his family, and not just gold marks and power, is a man I can rely upon.”

      Nodding in relief, Sigismund dropped his hand. “Did you know your own grandfather? I am sorry. I’m afraid I know less of your family, of County Marchand at all, really, than I should. I’ve been studying…”

      “My grandparents passed away when I was very young. I recall little of them, except my grandfather was big and jolly. He was from Clermont, you know. That sounds wrong now, given what has happened, but he never thought ill of the place. Neither did I until they attacked. I think if he’d been alive, it would have broken his heart. Or maybe not. We never spoke of politics. He died when I was young. It’s his laugh and his jiggling belly that I recall.”

      Sigismund snorted. “I believe my own grandchildren may think the exact same of me.” He paused. “Family is important. To me, to Wahrheit. I… I am sorry, Countess. Sorry about your parents.”

      She grimaced, and he winced at her expression.

      “If we could have—“

      “Why didn’t you?” she asked. “I saw the soldiers marching yesterday. I saw what the dragon knights could do when Captain Tilly came for me. Why wait until Mertz had fallen? Why are the soldiers marching now?”

      Sighing, Sigismund tugged on his whiskers. “Because it takes a royal decree to authorize war. Myself, General Walhausen on the privy council, we do not have the authority to send Wahrheit’s soldiers into Brenay without Landgrave Laurent’s permission. He did not ask us, so we could not march. We discussed it with him, of course, but… Just days ago under considerable pressure, he finally agreed, but you know better than anyone it’s too late.”

      “I’ve met Leland Laurent. Why would he wait to assist us? Why would he not accept the help that was offered?”

      Premier Sigismund shifted uncomfortably on the couch. “It’s complicated, Your Majesty, and… in truth, we are not sure, though some have their suspicions.”

      “I have nowhere to be, it seems, so tell me, Premier. I need to understand why a landgrave would sacrifice a part of his realm. I need to know why my parents were killed.”

      “I’ll… I’ll do my best.”

      And he did. It was a long, convoluted discussion, and they both knew it could not be completed in a day or even a week, but there in that high, empty room, Ursula Marchand began to learn what she needed to rule as queen.

      She paid attention to the premier’s words. She asked probing questions, but all the while, she thought about Landgrave Laurent and how he’d sat back in Anvoy while her city burned. She thought about her mother, the countess, and how she had died, her blood spilling from her neck onto the lawn in front of the palace, in front of her only daughter.
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      Gerhard Fischer rolled out of bed, throwing aside the tousled sheets and heavy blankets. He stretched, raising his arms toward the wood-beamed ceiling, then bent at the waist, touching his toes. Standing back up, he pushed his arms across his chest, first one then the other, and then clasped his hands and thrust them out in front of himself. He windmilled his arms, wincing at the cracks and pops in his shoulders. Bending again, he tried to force a similar crack in his lower back.

      “I’ll never tire of seeing that,” drawled a low, deep voice.

      Standing, Gerhard looked at Noah. “Not even when I’m old and gray?”

      “Maybe then.” The other man laughed. “You’ve got a year or two left.”

      Rolling his eyes, Gerhard strode to the low couch in their room. It sat in front of the fireplace, atop a rug made from the pelt of a particularly large bear. The couch was short but otherwise massive, leather, softened by deep piles of blankets. It was too big for the room, but he and Noah liked to relax by the fire in the rare evenings they were both home.

      Beside the couch was a table, and on it were several open wine bottles, a pipe, and a tray with the ash of a mixture of herbs that were not legal in Ehrstadt. Gerhard found a bottle with wine still in the bottom of it and lifted it to sniff the neck. A touch of vinegar, but just a touch. It’d been a good pour the night before. He turned it up and swigged, gulping it down quickly to avoid noticing the vibrant flavors had begun to turn.

      “A little early?” Noah called from the bed.

      “I’ve work to do,” muttered Gerhard, “and my head feels like a large man’s been beating on it with a length of lumber.”

      “Beating on it or beating it into the lumber?”

      Noah rapped on the headboard of their bed with his knuckles. Gerhard grunted and shook his head, turning the wine back up. They’d overindulged the night before, and there was a throbbing in the back of his skull that he needed to get rid of before it was a dangerous distraction. In his experience, the best cure for a hangover was to take up where you had left off.

      Fortune’s Curse, though, they hadn’t put the cork back in, and the wine had turned. He set it down, hoping it didn’t make him even more sick. Coffee. That was what he needed now.

      Noah drummed his fingers on the bed where Gerhard had just left. Hailing from Hurmhaven, Noah was dark, hairless above the waist except for his eyebrows. He had a sly, knowing grin on his lips. Noah wouldn’t have to be anywhere until dusk, when evening service began at the Rote Bar. Most of the time, Gerhard’s work was conducted at night as well. It worked out for them, but there were other days when his duties called for effort during the light of day, and on those days, he resented Noah’s unsubtle invitations.

      “None of that,” chided Gerhard. “There’s serious business I need to tend to.”

      Stretching languidly, his long fingers still resting on the down-stuffed mattress, Noah retorted, “There’s always serious business according to you.”

      Shaking his head, Gerhard insisted, “I mean it.”

      “War with Clermont?”

      “That and more.”

      “More?”

      Sorting through the other bottles of wine, Gerhard grunted. The rest of them were empty. Coffee it was, and he ruefully admitted the plethora of empty glassware explained the tightness in his head.

      “Does this involve that little old man who gave me the note last night?”

      “The wizard,” replied Gerhard. “Yes, he’s involved.”

      “Is he really a wizard? I thought they were a myth.”

      Gerhard shrugged.

      “Why did he come see me and not you? Surely if he’s done enough work to know you’d be coming to my apartment last night, he’d know where to find you. Or… he could have just come straight here. It’s all very theatrical, Gerhard, which you know I adore, but you’ve always said that involving people who don’t need to be involved is dangerous. The man approached me right on the street as I was locking the door to the restaurant. Anyone could have seen. This man is not careful. Have you seen the way he dresses? That hat? It makes me worried for you.”

      Scratching his stomach, Gerhard gave up looking for more wine. He would stop at a cafe on the way out. He admitted to Noah, “I don’t know why the man didn’t come to me. I have my suspicions, but… I don’t know. He could be a wizard. It could be an act. I’ve never seen him, so I cannot be sure. It’s suspicious, obviously, but he must know that. What should I infer from that?”

      “What do you suspect?”

      “I suspect he’s not a wizard, and that’s why he won’t show himself, but the minister is well aware of him. If the minister trusts him, then how can I not? Besides, whoever he is, we work toward the same purpose, for now.”

      “I won’t ask you what that purpose is.”

      Gerhard went rummaging through a wardrobe, ignoring the comment. It was a sore point between them. Noah thought they should share everything, but Noah did not know what secrets Gerhard held.

      He found trousers that, when he sniffed them, smelled clean enough, a silk shirt that looked unstained, and a doublet that was pleated and had sufficient ruffles to make the wrinkles look part of the style rather than a sign he wasn’t caring for his garments. He glanced at Noah.

      “I’ll do your laundry before my shift tonight,” said the other man, his head already lying back on his pillow.

      Gerhard nodded, though Noah could not see him.

      He walked to the fire and prodded at the embers. He put a few more logs on it and knelt to blow the glowing coals into flame. Noah liked the bedroom as warm as an oven. It was the least Gerhard could do to thank him for tending to his wardrobe. Without Noah’s guidance, Gerhard would be wearing the same plain tunic and trousers he had grown up in. He would never make it past the door to the sorts of places he frequented now.

      He retrieved his sword from a hook beside the door and pulled the steel from the sheath, checking the blade. It was dwarven steel. It’d take more than a little action to nick this blade. But after the tussle collecting the girl from Mertz, he wondered if he ought to ask the quartermaster for something more substantial. Or maybe not. Substantial was obvious, and that was rarely a benefit in his profession. He sighed then sheathed the sword. He wrapped the belt around his waist and knelt to tug on his tall black boots.

      “Be careful.” Noah was sitting up, looking at him, concerned.

      “I always am.”

      “No, you’re not.”

      “That’s the truth,” retorted Gerhard with a grin. “But I’m still alive, aren’t I?”

      “This feels different.” Noah waited a long moment. Then, he asked, “You always say it is… but is it this time?”

      Gerhard didn’t respond. He just gave a sharp nod in the affirmative then slipped out the door, taking care to lock it behind him. If the wizard could find Noah, then there was no telling who else might show up at the apartment. They would need to move again. Noah wouldn’t like it, but Noah didn’t know all five of the landgraves might come hunting for Gerhard’s head.

      After today… Yes, they would need to move right away. Noah was going to protest, but this was all getting too close to them.
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        * * *

      

      Niklas Bohm, the landgrave of Untal, liked to drink, gamble, and whore. He did most of that noble work in Ehrstadt while his wife and children were left behind in Chemenberg. When he was in town and alone, he guzzled expensive wines and exotic spirits. He threw his coin about on wild wagers and racked up enormous debts. He hired whores by the wagonload, and if any man found use for even a third of them, Gerhard would have been impressed, but through the years, Gerhard had heard rumors, and he had his doubts that Bohm had use for any of those women.

      The spy began to look into the man and considered a plan to accumulate the landgrave’s debts from the variety of moneylenders and gambling dens around Ehrstadt that Bohm frequented. It wasn’t the first time Gerhard had gained leverage over someone by pressing them for coin. They could be dragged in front of a magistrate and forced to pay, which many of them could not. It was embarrassing to have debts called so publicly, and they might lose face with their peers. No wife would be happy to hear about such a thing, particularly considering where those debts had originated, but Gerhard had never tried the strategy on a landgrave before.

      He’d done some checking around with a few of his contacts, and through intermediaries when appropriate, and had quickly determined that Bohm had at least seventy thousand gold marks of outstanding debt. It was a terrific amount. It was enough to buy some of the more successful trading enterprises in the city outright. There were only a handful of guilds that commanded more income. It was enough to beggar a count, but Bohm was a landgrave.

      Bohm might or might not have enough gold in his treasury to cover the figure, but he could raise it easily enough if forced to, and if he didn’t bother, who was going to do anything about it? He was a landgrave. There was no king to appeal to. Not that a gambling den or whore house would bother petitioning their liege if there had been one.

      The more he thought about it, the more Gerhard realized he couldn’t be seen doing such a thing in public. He would be floating downriver with his back in the air by the end of the day if he did, and challenging a landgrave in front of a magistrate wasn’t the sort of thing he could ask anyone else to do either. He’d killed people in his career—a lot of them—but there’d always been a purpose.

      With no king on the throne, would Hans Caspar’s magistrates even have the authority to settle a landgrave’s debts? The high council could theoretically call Bohm to heel, but what landgrave would side with a gambling den over one of their peers?

      Not to mention, Bohm’s position in society was secure. While a lesser lord might be pitched out of an establishment for not paying, who would turn away one of the five most powerful lords in Wahrheit? Niklas Bohm, regardless of his debts, would still be invited to every party of note in Ehrstadt. He would still be given choice seats at every performance for free, just so the promoters could mention he was there. When it came to the pain of a peer’s disapproval, the man was simply untouchable, at least by the sums Gerhard could lever against him.

      But there were other sorts of leverage.

      The spy had lurked in Bohm’s shadows for the last several evenings, following him from polite society to the dens of depravity, to the bedchambers where he entertained half a dozen women at once. Gerhard had a feeling about Niklas Bohm. There’d been rumors, and watching the man, he sensed they had something in common, but to make that sort of accusation, one had to be sure.

      By following Bohm, he would confirm his suspicions or, if not, maybe find a mistress or at least a couple of favorites, but it seemed the landgrave was working his way through the entire population of ladies of the night. In Ehrstadt, that was quite the achievement. Either the landgrave was uniquely virile, or he was covering something up.

      Out of morbid curiosity the night before, Gerhard had scaled the sides of an inn the landgrave had ensconced himself within. Outside and on the first floor, a dozen men in his livery stood guard. Niklas Bohm was aware of the danger stalking the streets in the present circumstances, but fortunately, his guards were incompetent fools.

      Only one of them had been posted in the alley outside of the inn, and he spent most of his night peeking in a window at the drinking and dancing and disrobing and decadence happening inside the main parlor. It’d been the simplest thing to slip by the man and quietly climb up in the dark, outside his notice.

      The window was shuttered, of course. It wouldn’t do having anyone peering inside from across the way from another building, but up close, Gerhard could look through the narrow slats. He couldn’t see all, but he could see enough. Indeed, the whores swarmed the room like bees from a busted open hive. Niklas Bohm was in the middle of it, drinking wine from the bottle, his shirt half undone. He was getting massages. The girls were dancing for his pleasure, and after an hour, he fell asleep on the couch.

      The girls, acting unsurprised, drank the rest of the wine, cuddled beside him, or piled up on the huge bed that hadn’t been made for sleeping. Gerhard grinned. The man hired half a dozen whores and didn’t sleep with any of them?

      He had waited until dawn, when the women were paid and sent on their way. He followed one to a ramshackle tenement then confronted her in a narrow stairwell on the way to a third-floor apartment. Rats scurried about at the bottom of the stairs. The walls were thin, and they could hear people bustling about, starting their day.

      She wasn’t an attractive woman. She was missing a tooth, for one, and there was a sore on her lip that surely would have driven off even the drunkest landgrave. Some illnesses could be cured by herbs and rest, but not all of them, and while it was one thing to have rumors about dalliances with paid company, it was another to show up at a gala with you wife on your arm and a sore on your face.

      The woman must have thought she was being robbed until Gerhard held up a gold mark to show her. Then, she began to get really nervous.

      “I can’t—I ain’t talkin’ about whatever you’re asking. Not that I know anything to talk about. You’re wasting your time, stranger.”

      He smiled at her, not the honeyed, coy grin he gave to noblewomen when trying to seduce secrets from their lips, but the friendly sort of smile that said, ‘I know the position I’m putting you in, and we both know there’s a price, so let’s get to it.’ He worked the gold mark back and forth over his knuckles, letting dim morning light that filtered into the stairwell show off its color.

      “I have one question,” he told her. “You ever see Niklas Bohm bed a woman?”

      The woman jerked backward and turned to go up the stairs, one hand dropping toward her skirts where he guessed she had a knife hidden away somewhere. For a woman like her, that sort of knowledge was worth getting paid for, not fighting over. Bohm wasn’t making efforts to hide where he went, and it wasn’t particularly unusual behavior for those who could afford it… unless the woman hadn’t seen him complete the transaction, and she knew what that meant.

      “I only had the one question to ask. Didn’t say you had to answer. Take the coin, lass, and enjoy your day. You won’t hear from me again.”

      He flipped the mark so it landed on the stairwell in front of her. Then, he turned and walked out of the tenement, whistling a bouncy little tune.
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        * * *

      

      The next day, after leaving Noah’s apartment, he meandered through the streets, taking his time, checking for tails. When he was certain no one had followed, he entered a marble-clad building. It was white, lined with fluted columns, and topped with stone busts depicting a legion of singing women, stylized waves, and fish appearing to jump out of a marble ocean. The stone itself looked to have been carefully chosen. The women were stark white marble, the waves veined with blue. Expensive work. It must have cost a king’s ransom to build and a small fortune to maintain it, which was the point.

      He nodded to one of the two stern-faced attendants outside, on guard to assure only members made it inside. There was another pair along with a beaming receptionist stationed within the doors. Gerhard had made the necessary bribes the day before, and he had to stop himself from smacking the pleased grin off the woman’s face. Thought highly of herself, that one did. Of course, this wasn’t the sort of place you could normally bribe yourself into. He was sure the employees enjoyed gold as much as anyone, but places like this took their security seriously. If someone broke the rules, they didn’t tell you to go home and not come back tomorrow. They put a knife in your back and left you floating in the river for your family to hear about days later.

      He forced himself to return the woman’s smile, then granted her a short bow. Soon, she would start to wonder why he needed inside so badly, and then, her smile would fade. Then, perhaps, she would decide that bribe hadn’t been as rich as she’d imagined.

      Gerhard entered another set of doors, disrobed and stored his clothes, and then moved deeper into the building. A sultry cloud of steam enveloped him when he found the main chamber. His skin tingled, opening up, and he sighed. The foyer changing rooms had enough of autumn’s kiss that the steam-filled interior felt like a lover’s embrace.

      It was early still, and the room was only sparsely populated. Men of business who had work to do would be busy doing that work. Landed nobility, students from the university, and other men of leisure might still be abed. Most of the other men in the room at this hour were older, men who’d learned the habit of waking at dawn but no longer had anything to do once they did.

      That was good. A few more coins flicked liberally had confirmed that Landgrave Bohm frequented the High Street Bathhouse. Gerhard had figured the landgrave had to go somewhere to wash off the stench of his carousing, and these were the most expensive baths in the city. A landgrave would go nowhere else, until they did, and another establishment came into favor. Even with confirmation Bohm visited the place, Gerhard needed to arrive early to scout the area and make a plan.

      He’d been inside these baths, but it’d been years before, and after frequenting enough of them, they all sort of ran together in one’s memory. There was a steam room, hot pools, cold rooms, and colder pools. There were dry places that once the hangovers were cured, men could smoke their cigars and play a hand of cards to start the day’s gambling. There were attendants loitering in every corner of all of the rooms, holding fresh towels, pitchers of beer, and probably even a few of water.

      There were nooks in which one could get a massage to soothe aching muscles from a day of pretending to be a soldier, stomping on the backs of peasants, hefting sacks of gold, or whatever the wealthy men did who could afford to be members of this bathhouse.

      High Street’s membership fees ran five hundred gold marks a year, Gerhard had learned, as much as a burgher might earn in a decade, more than a peasant would ever earn. It was a pittance compared to Niklas Bohm’s other debts, though. It was likely the man was behind on his fees, but what was the bathhouse going to do? Kick out one of the four male landgraves? If Bohm began patronizing another bathhouse, how many of the members of High Street would go flocking behind, hoping for a chance encounter and a little influence with one of the only men on the high council you might catch in public?

      Leland Laurent certainly wasn’t going to frequent public baths. The rumor was, the man had constructed his own facilities that were as extravagant as any in the capital. He could afford it because other rumors suggested he didn’t have Bohm’s debts to contend with.

      Some men who owned land grew fat and lazy on the fruits of their peasants’ labor. Niklas Bohm wasn’t fat, but he was rather lazy. Other men took that wealth and multiplied it. Leland Laurent had high aspirations, and people who ought to know pegged his treasury as second only to the royal one, likely more if you factored in the crown’s incredible obligations.

      It made the whole business with Mertz doubly dangerous. Landgrave Laurent had gold. There was something else he was seeking by dealing with Clermont, but that was a problem for another day. Fortune, there were too many of those, piling up into a tower that could collapse and crush them all, but all the same, this morning, Gerhard had other work to be about.

      He ran a hand over his slick chest. Helga Muller was on the high council, and she must bathe. He decided to check where she went in case it ever came in handy. Not that he was likely to get a chance to seduce her in a bathhouse, but one never knew. In his illustrious career, he’d seduced women in stranger places.

      He found a cold pool, discarded his towel, and plunged in, earning a startled glance from a dazed-looking attendant. Gerhard swam several brisk laps back and forth, shocking himself awake with the chill and physical activity.

      The attendant looked on, though it was hard to say whether that expression and the little smile was sympathy or mirth. At this hour in the baths, men who leapt straight into the cold pools had a desperate need. The man must have rightfully guessed Gerhard had a night the day before and was taking extreme measures to jar himself back to… himself. Well enough. When sneaking in places you didn’t belong, Gerhard had learned to stay as close to the truth as you could. When you’re hungover in a bathhouse, act like you’re hungover in a bathhouse, and no one would look at you twice.

      Heart beating a little faster, his head clearing, Gerhard climbed out and circled the rooms again, memorizing the layout and who was there. The attendants might have noticed him pacing, but he hoped the rest of them took it as him trying to sweat out some poor decisions from hours earlier. Anyone who wasn’t a regular could be noteworthy of course, but in High Street, they were paid to ignore what they saw until someone paid them to do the opposite. Fortunately, no one had any reason to care about his presence so far.

      Unless someone specifically asked about him, Gerhard wouldn’t be remarked upon. The only person he figured might have a reason to ask about him was Niklas Bohm, and if it came to that, things will have already gone terribly sideways.

      It was another hour before the steam room began to fill up. Men, mostly middle aged or older, began to troop in to sweat out the sins of the night before. A fleet of attendants hurried to ply them with beer, coffee, and juices. Gerhard sat in a far corner, enshrouded in steam, watching the proceedings.

      Niklas Bohm finally staggered in, looking pale and damp even before the mist clung to his skin. He was fit for a landgrave, fit for the crowd in the room. These men’s lifestyle led to a certain body type, but Gerhard had learned the landgrave participated in sport back in Chemenberg—hunting, riding, fencing, and swimming. It was only in Ehrstadt, away from the hard eyes of his wife, he let himself have some fun.

      Without having to order it, an attendant appeared with a pewter mug of beer, and Bohm slumped back on one of the hard, marble benches. He closed his eyes, sipping the beer by feel.

      The landgrave’s arrival had drawn some looks, but the men in the steam room were older and patient. They’d either gotten there because of their own achievements and were savvy navigating the ways of the wealthy, or they’d been born into it and been trained since birth how to act in polite society.

      The students and hungry young lords wouldn’t come for another hour. They were eager still and might violate the unspoken rules of these sorts of places, though they might not see that as problematic. When your parents paid for everything, what were rules?

      The men who paid their own bills understood. They conducted themselves a certain way toward their superiors, hoping that others would do the same to them.

      They would all eventually make themselves known to the landgrave. A casual greeting, elbowing each other out of the way to sit at the table with him if he played cards. A light jest when they were entering or exiting the pools at the same time. It was impolite to directly ask for favors while in the baths, but the men would want to be known, so later at the supper clubs, the gambling dens, and whorehouses, they could remark they’d seen him, say that he was looking well or hope that he recalled their clever comment and shared a laugh over it.

      While it was impolite to openly beg for favors, it was considered dastardly to bother a man at all before he’d had a chance to rejuvenate himself. Not even the young lords with no cares beyond the next night’s revelry would violate that custom. It was a sure way to earn a man’s ire, or worse.

      That gave Gerhard half an hour before the landgrave finished his beer and threw himself into one of the scalding pools. He knew that was where Bohm would go. He’d seen the attendants catering to the bathhouse’s most important client—preparing towels and a setting a perspiring pitcher of beer onto a bed of ice for when he needed it.

      Half an hour to work his magic, but the first moments would be the most critical. A bathhouse seduction was like any application of the softer art. Men or women, it was much the same when you were in a hurry. You had to do the unexpected to earn their attention. You had to put them just enough off guard they didn’t realize where you were headed, but most of all, you couldn’t outright piss them off.

      In the right circumstances, there were techniques for turning anger into lust, but they were the sort of things that would get you thrown down on a bed, not the sort to get you critical votes within the high council. The situation called for delicacy and speed, which wasn’t going to be easy.

      Gerhard moved quickly, slipping by the attendants and plopping down beside Bohm on the marble bench before anyone could deter him. The landgrave opened one eye, frowned at Gerhard’s proximity, and then closed the eye and leaned his head back. Gerhard sipped his beer to hide a grin. He waited several minutes, watching as Bohm drank down his beer, then blurted, “Do I know you from somewhere?”

      That lone eye opened again, and the landgrave told him, “No, I don’t think so.”

      Another minute, then Gerhard said, “Ah, I know. You’re an actor, right? Are you playing in the Three Virtues?”

      Bohm sat up, blinked, rested his head and closed his eyes again. “No. I’m not an actor, and I haven’t heard of that play.”

      “It’s showing in a theatre on the Street of Silks. Not a street you frequent, right?” He nudged the landgrave’s arm with his elbow.

      Bohm was glaring at him now. Gerhard shifted his leg subtly, drawing attention to his thigh where it stuck from his towel. He had good thighs, even after all of these years.

      “No, I am not familiar with that street. Perhaps you are meaning to speak to someone else.”

      “No, I don’t think so. Hrm, well, if I happen to see you around the street, I’d be happy for you to buy me a drink.”

      “It’s not a place I go.”

      “No? Really?”

      “We don’t know each other, and I am busy. Leave off, man.”

      “Busy. Aren’t we all, aren’t we all. Why, I am so busy, I had to cancel an appointment for a massage. Last room in the back corridor. Quiet back there. Private. The room will be open the next hour if you’re interested in joining me.”

      “I’m not interested.”

      “Not interested in a dalliance, or not interested in how I know you owe seventy thousand gold marks to various gambling dens and sinks of nefarious depravity around this city. Not to mention that, for a man who hires so many whores, you really don’t make much use of them. Maybe you don’t go to the Street of Silks now, but you did. We all find our way there at some point. Everyone has secrets, Landgrave Bohm. I know many of yours. Would you like to learn a few of mine?”

      Bohm sipped his beer, and Gerhard realized this was not the first time someone had tried to use his lifestyle against him. Not even close to the first time, but it was a secret still. Even Gerhard had only heard whispered rumors, which spoke of the efforts the man made to keep it secret. Bohm was experienced at this. Gerhard grimaced. The approach had been a mistake. There’d been no chance of such a rapid seduction. The landgrave was too careful for that. He wouldn’t let lust blind him, particularly now, in such dangerous times.

      “What do you want?” asked the landgrave.

      “Meet me in the room, and I’ll tell you.”

      “You go first. I’ll be back in a few minutes.”

      Gerhard reached across and clinked his mug against Bohm’s, and then stood and strolled back to the room he’d indicated. He was only in there a moment before the curtain parted, and two giant men entered. They had short swords on their hips and heavy truncheons in their hands. They weren’t going to kill him in the bathhouse. That was good, sort of, but it looked like they had intent to use the clubs. That wasn’t as good.

      They started to advance, and Niklas Bohm did not appear. Gerhard sighed. Why did it always have to be so difficult?

      He flung his beer into one man’s face, then threw the mug at the other. Ripping the towel from his waist, he spun it into a rope, then darted at the second man, the one who’d gotten the pewter mug cracked against his chin.

      Flicking the towel, Gerhard snapped it at the hulking man’s face. It cracked, leaving a welt. The man lashed with his club at Gerhard’s head, and the spy ducked it easily. Then, the first man, still blinking beer from his eyes, wrapped his hands around Gerhard and lifted him, squeezing the smaller man like he was gathering the juice from an orange.

      Gerhard flung his head back, catching his assailant on the nose. The man squawked, and Gerhard, naked and slick from the steam bath, slid out of his clutches.

      The second attacker couldn’t swing his club without hitting his fellow, so he charged. Leaning into him, Gerhard put his shoulder into the big man’s gut, but it was like crashing into the side of a tree. The man pounded a fist on Gerhard’s back.

      Grunting, the spy reached between his attacker’s legs and grabbed his fruits, yanking and squeezing with all his might. The man yelped and dropped his club. Gerhard caught it, spun, and bashed it across the knee of the first man who was coming at his back. He turned again and walloped the second man on the skull, feeling a little guilty as the thug was still clutching his groin, emitting high-pitched wheezes and a cascade of tears.

      The first man, blood spilling from his broken nose where Gerhard had head-butted him, limping from the strike from the club, raised his own weapon.

      Gerhard gasped and said, “Landgrave!”

      His attacker glanced for just a blink toward the curtain of the room, but it was enough. Both hands on the truncheon, Gerhard smashed the heavy wooden weapon against the side of the other man’s head, and with a sickening crack, he went down.

      Gerhard tossed the club onto his body, hoping he hadn’t killed the poor bastard. He hadn’t wanted to, but it was a dangerous game they played, and mistakes were easy. He recovered his towel, but his mug seemed to have gone missing in the confusion of the fight. Whistling to himself, he exited the room, pulling the curtain closed behind him. He dipped into a pool for a moment to wash any blood off, got another beer from an attendant, and then went and sat again beside Niklas Bohm.

      “Landgrave, so good to see you again.”

      Four men took steps toward them, and Gerhard grinned. “I’d like to think we’ve established that we are both serious men, but if further demonstration is required, I plan to do it right here. I’m confident I can handle four more of your goons, but if not, what a time you’ll have explaining this. Can you imagine the ruckus I’ll make when I start shouting everything I know of your personal life?”

      “What do you want?” asked Bohm tiredly.

      Pursing his lips, Gerhard gave the landgrave a sad look and told him, “Something you won’t want to give me, but let us take a moment to discuss another matter first, and I believe I’ll convince you to give me whatever I want.”

      “I have more than four men, and everyone in this room wants my favor. Keeping them quiet is a small effort. Whatever you ask had better be small.”

      “You’ve had many more than four men, I am sure. I’ve even heard told you’re plotting to leave your wife for a man.”

      “What? That is nonsense.”

      “I have thirty whores willing to testify in front of a church inquisition that you hired them and never touched them. I haven’t spoken to your wife, but I wonder if she’ll tell the truth when confronted with the other facts we have at hand. Of course, in your absence, she’ll have the difficult task of carrying on as landgravine and ruling Untal without you. I’m sure she loves you, but how much?”

      “Every day for twenty-five years, someone has tried to take down our family. You’ll have to do better than this.”

      “I’m not trying to take down your family. Niklas, I am threatening to take down you. Your family will continue on without you. In a certain light, your wife, your children, your friends, the church, the other landgraves, every one of them will benefit from your fall.”

      Bohm scowled at him but raised a finger to stall his men, who’d continued their slow approach.

      “You’re planning to hold an inquisition with nothing but the testimony of whores? And yes, I am including my wife in that comment. Chemenberg’s cardinal knows her well. Everyone in the city does, except, it seems, you. Her word—the word of whores—is meaningless.”

      “What of your lover you met two nights ago at the Rote Bar?”

      Bohm laughed. “That’s a lie.”

      Grinning, Gerhard nodded. “I know, Landgrave. Two nights ago, you met at Rote Bar with Helga Muller and Cardinal Borromeo. You all arrived separately. Took different hallways through the building to come to a private room in the back corner. You ordered lamb chops with rosemary and mint. You paired it with a burgundy wine from Clermont. Shall I continue?”

      Bohm’s smile turned to a frown.

      “You’re wrong, you know. They will believe the whores, and they will believe your wife. They’ll believe you are a homosexual because it’s true.”

      Niklas Bohm snorted. “The truth is what I say it is.”

      Gerhard winked. “I’ve heard that phrase. Probably said it a time or two myself. I can’t argue. The truth is what we make it, but you should know, Landgrave Bohm, it’s easier to make people believe a story they want to tell. The truth I tell about you is going to be told from Untal to Klafen. It’s salacious enough to be interesting, and when people start poking into the rumors, what sort of evidence do you think they’ll find? I’m a professional. This is what I do. Please don’t make it uglier than it needs to be.”

      “I am going to kill you.”

      “They always make it ugly,” replied Gerhard, sighing dramatically and staring at the ceiling. He then leaned toward the landgrave, ignoring the reaction that caused amongst the man’s thugs. “You can try to kill me. You won’t be the first. It’s kind of expected, actually, but here’s the thing. The truth doesn’t matter. We can agree on that much, right? The only thing that matters is what we can convince people is the truth. Hold your men back, Landgrave. This won’t take much longer.”

      Bohm glared at him, then raised a finger again. Others in the room were starting to notice something was amiss.

      “There’s an important vote on the high council coming up in the next week. Helga Muller, Leland Laurent, and Manfred Brandt will vote against it. Premier Sigismund, Jan Lehmann, and Cardinal Borromeo will vote for it. You, Bohm, will vote however the cardinal does.”

      “What’s the vote?”

      Ignoring the question, Gerhard continued, “You’ll vote with the cardinal because you know that I’ve already gotten to him. I’ve found his skeletons, and he’ll do anything to keep them from being exposed. He’ll vote for our little proposal because I told him to. He’ll run an inquisition into your sexual habits if I tell him to. When you claim that two nights ago you were with him, what do you think he’ll say? The truth has the power we give it. Which truth, Bohm, do you think will have power?”

      The landgrave shook his head. “I’m not going to agree to vote for some proposal when I don’t even know what it is. You’re barking up the wrong tree.”

      “We have a lot in common, Niklas. I would have shown you how much if you’d come to that back room instead of sending your thugs. It would have been a more pleasant way of conducting our business, don’t you think? But such is life. We are serious men, and we understand risk and reward better than most. You can enjoy your life as it is with no additional risk, or you can risk it all to be king of your own, unimportant little fiefdom.”

      “You’ve found a king,” said Bohm, his body suddenly tensing.

      “Something like that,” allowed Gerhard. “I can see in your eyes, Niklas, you’re wondering what other favors you can extract from us. None. The only thing we offer is our help telling the world a truth. Which truth we tell depends on you.”

      Bohm snorted. “Do you work for the minister of intelligence or Premier Sigismund? Either way, the privy council is piling their plate with more than they can eat.”

      “Premier Sigismund is exactly what you believe him to be. That’s the reason no one has bothered assassinating the man, I suppose, but there are players behind the curtain, Niklas, players who are not who they seem to be. Those are the ones that should worry you. And, Niklas, you’re already aware the dragon knights are flying to war. It’ll be the first time in our lives they’re fully unleashed. Pay attention to the reports from Mertz. The truth is but one weapon we command. Don’t make us use the other.”

      Shaking his head, Bohm asked, “Why? Why do all of this? So this king may serve as your puppet?”

      Gerhard stood. “No, not my puppet. Yours and the other landgraves if you’re smart about it. It’s bigger than your province, bigger than the throne. There is more at work in this world than you’ll ever care to understand, but we need the provinces united. We need Wahrheit strong. That is why I am doing this.”

      “I don’t believe that.”

      “A gift because I like you. Our candidate hates Leland Laurent. It’s a hate that will stick with this person for the rest of their life, I believe. You’ll understand why when you learn who they are. You have a week to figure out a way to use that hate to your own advantage. You’re a smart man. I trust you’ll find a way so that Leland Laurent is no longer the most powerful landgrave. After next week, he won’t be a bully to the rest of you. You know this before the rest of them. That is my gift for your cooperation. Vote wisely, Niklas.”

      Offering a small bow to Bohm’s guard, Gerhard slipped away. He dressed quickly, not bothering to wipe the beaded sweat from his body. He thought he’d said enough, both threats and promises, that Bohm would vote for Countess Marchand to take the throne, but that didn’t mean Bohm’s thugs would leave him alone. They would continue the conversation with Gerhard tied to a chair and bleeding if they got the chance.

      He darted out the doors of the High Street Bathhouse, noting several large, grumpy-looking men following him. He spent the next half hour losing them and then another hour making sure the tail was truly slipped before finding a second bathhouse to wash away the filth of what he’d just done.

      The church cast a dark eye on homosexuality. They said it violated the Creator’s plan. Twenty years ago, it was an easier concession for the diet of lords to make it illegal, punishable by death, than it had been to pay the church when they’d demanded a higher tithe. The king had objected, but his first wife was long dead, and the man had no heir. Rumors, when there was fuel for them to burn, had a way of spreading and destroying even the most powerful of men.

      The king had done what he could in private, but in public, he could not stop the law without risking his crown. Men like Niklas Bohm had already been in hiding. The law cost them little. Men like Gerhard Fischer had not been hiding. He had access to the king’s protection, but not all of those he loved enjoyed the same comfort. The law had cost Gerhard deeply.

      He sank into a deep, hot bath and thought of Noah. He thought of the friends they’d had when they were in the open, and how many of those men were gone. Niklas Bohm shared their proclivity, but he wasn’t like them. Not like them at all.
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      With a thunderous crash, Sergeant Reventrant’s dragon impacted the ground. Dust, dry stalks, and seeds billowed from autumn wheat still unharvested in the field. It would never be harvested now. Forty dragons had landed on the field and trampled it all into the dirt.

      Maybe it wouldn’t have been harvested anyway. They were five leagues from Mertz.

      Even from where the dragon knights stood huddled together in conference, they could see the lazy drifts of smoke and ash that still rose above the city. It must have been burning for days, but someone had put the blazes out. Clermont intended to occupy the husk of the city, it seemed.

      “They’re still camped outside,” informed Sergeant Reventrant, slinging off the broad bastard sword he wore on his back and joining the huddle. They’d cleared space and had set rocks and sticks in a crude approximation of Mertz. Reventrant knelt, his armor creaking, and began adjusting the guesses they’d already laid down. “They’re still outside but not all of them. There’s a sizable component in the city. Clermont’s spearmen are working to clear the streets and buildings, likely heading out to the camp to sleep at night. The cuirassiers and even some of the arquebusiers have bedded down around the palace. That will make things a little tricky for us.”

      “They can run, but they can’t hide,” declared one of the other men.

      “Maybe,” warned Reventrant. “The buildings around the palace are all nobles’ estates or guildhalls. Big, sturdy-looking structures built from heavy chunks of stone. It’ll be a bit of work rooting them out.”

      “They chose those structures intentionally?” wondered Captain Tilly.

      Facing a company of dragon knights in an open field was absolute suicide. They could fly above their opponents and drop munitions on them until they ran out. The dragons could take advantage of the open land and conduct swooping raids, giving the enemy almost no chance to score a serious blow against the giant, fast-moving creatures. The knights themselves fought better with space as well. They had large, powerfully enchanted weapons that were meant for battling dragons in the sky. They couldn’t make use of them in close formation, but given room to swing, there were no common soldiers who could face them.

      Sergeant Reventrant shrugged. “There are still a significant number of men outside of the walls in what appears to be a relatively established encampment. I’d estimate four thousand in the tents. Surely they wouldn’t leave so many uncovered if they anticipated our arrival? If our intelligence is accurate, that’s over half of them.”

      “What else?”

      “Like I said, the largest concentration of men within the walls is around the keep and in and out of the palace itself,” answered Reventrant. “There are regular guards on patrol there, which implies prisoners. Everything will have been looted days ago, so why else would they guard it?”

      Tilly pulled on his beard, looking at the changes to the diagram Reventrant had made. If there were prisoners inside of the keep, they couldn’t simply rain bombs on it and kill everyone there. He wouldn’t kill his own people if he could help it. There were other ways to get to the enemy.

      “There’s more,” warned Reventrant.

      “Ballistae?”

      Reventrant nodded, and the other dragon knights shuffled closer, leaning in to listen and to look.

      “Four that I saw. Placed on the walls like so. Standard emplacements, including sloped roofs overhead to deflect our munitions. Poor field of fire to cover the camp, but they have all angles of approach to the city covered. My gut? They don’t expect a reprisal for this attack, and they believe they’ve won the fight, but their commander isn’t stupid, and their soldiers aren’t lazy. They’ve done what they can to fortify against us in such short time.”

      “Anything else?”

      Reventrant shook his head.

      “Four pairs will assault the ballistae. I’ll lead one pair. Reventrant, you take another. Six men will stay behind to patrol at night in shifts. I don’t want any survivors sneaking out and trying to find us in our bedrolls. The rest of you will load all the munitions we have and flatten that encampment outside the walls until there’s nothing left of it.”

      “You won’t save anything for the city itself?”

      Shaking his head, Tilly continued, “After the main action, we’ll see how things stand, but I don’t want to risk the lives of anyone on our side who still lives. We’ll keep them penned inside the walls, and we’ll work to pick them off when they show themselves. With our air support, our lads on the ground ought to be able to clean it up in short order. We’ll have the remaining forces outnumbered ten to one.” He looked around. “Any questions?”

      “Should you lead the attack on the ballistae, Captain?” questioned one of the knights.

      “I should,” he answered simply.

      Against many opponents, dragons were nearly invincible. Their scales were thick enough to turn a lead ball or an arrow, and hitting somewhere the scales didn’t cover was more luck than skill when it happened. Even then, their skin was thicker than animal hide and twice as hard to pierce. It was possible to get a spear or a sword into a dragon and harm them, but you had to be standing close enough that they could harm you. In Tilly’s experience, it was rare someone even tried. Even if a brave or foolish enough man made the attempt, sinking steel deep enough to cause a serious wound rather than an annoyance was nigh impossible. You had to bury a sword to the hilt to reach a dragon’s heart.

      The knights weren’t much easier to kill. They all wore full plate, and most of it carried a variety of enchantments. Their weapons had been blessed with fae magic as well. Even without a unique assortment of weapons and armor, the dragon knights were amongst the most talented soldiers in the king’s employ. They might not have the grace of the champions, but they had strength, and they had power. They didn’t accept a man into their ranks until he proved he could hold his own.

      But difficult to kill didn’t mean impossible, and dragon knights and their mounts drew the eye of every soldier they faced. On the field of battle, they were the biggest threat, and any general would put a target on them. It would be backed up with rewards that were beyond a soldier any other way. A man would earn a title for killing a dragon knight.

      And while they didn’t have dragon knights, Clermont would have their own enchanted weapons and their own champions. It would be dangerous if the knights got on the ground, but they’d dealt with similar before.

      The ballistae were different. Those were designed for the dragons. They were loaded with giant, steel-tipped, ruthlessly barbed bolts and generally placed on a platform that could easily swivel with a stand to adjust for height. With a proper device, the spears had enough velocity to punch through a dragon’s scales. It was still a spectacular shot to kill one of the creatures, but a bolt in their body or enough damage to their wings could end a dragon’s flight. With the dragon grounded, the odds were a little more even.

      Through the years, Wahrheit’s neighbors had developed better and more powerful ballistae, and they had units that practiced with them extensively. It was one of the only defenses they had against the giant, domesticated fae. Clermont and the other nations had gotten good at protecting the ballistae from attack as well, building heavy roofs overhead so it would take more than a few bombs to blast the machines or their operators. When they had enough of the massive crossbows, they staged them with overlapping fields of fire, so each weapon could defend against attacks on another.

      It wasn’t impossible to confront one, but the entire opposition would be focused on the dragons and riders that did so. Going after the ballistae was one of the most dangerous elements of battling human opponents with a dragon.

      That was why Tilly had assigned pairs. Ballistae, for all their effectiveness against dragons, still took time to reload. When charged by two of the creatures, they would have to pick one to fire at, giving the other time to try to destroy the machine.

      Wordlessly, the knights began moving toward their dragons. The impressive beasts were spread across the field, soaking in the mid-autumn sun. The men were checking their armor, securing the munitions to the sides of the dragons, and tending to any other last-minute details before they flew to battle.

      Tilly walked in front of his own mount and put his hand beneath its jaw. It was a young dragon. Its sides heaved with excitement, its eyes sparkling cold blue with anticipation. It snorted, bathing him in its warm breath. He leaned his forehead against its snout, then walked to the side where the leather straps were hanging so he could climb up to his saddle. His helmet was attached to the pommel beside his battle axe.

      The dragon shifted beneath him, eager to take flight, to face battle. It was a huge specimen, one of the largest ever hatched in the Roost. Its black scales were traced with an unusual tint of red. The fiery color fit its temperament. It was fast and strong but didn’t have the respect for its human rider that a more experienced mount would have. Tilly wouldn’t have sent it into a battle of this scale, except all of his knights would be aloft. They didn’t have any more experienced, battle-hardened dragons in the herd. He’d chosen to take this dragon himself because sometimes the experience of the man made the difference. That was what he told the trainees at least.

      Clucking gently, he tried to calm the beast, to assure it that soon enough, it would taste blood. Then, he pulled on the steel helm, turning his head, peering through the visor to adjust to its unfamiliar weight and the reduction in his visibility.

      It’d been his grandfather’s time when the entire company of dragon knights had last flown to war. He regretted that they had to do so now, but he would be lying if he didn’t admit to a thrill of excitement pumping through his body, ready to see what his men and their beasts could do when truly unleashed. This was what they all had joined for, the chance to be at the front, to throw back Wahrheit’s foes, to rule the skies and the fields with unsurpassed might.

      He’d hunted pirates in his years and raided bandit camps. Tilly had even conducted a few forays into foreign lands when Wahrheit’s might was needed to keep a situation from bubbling over and involving the kingdom. He’d faced small, wild dragons that had strayed into the kingdom’s borders. Scores of times, he’d fought atop the back of a dragon, but this time felt different. This time, they faced an entire army. This time, they faced ballistae by men he suspected knew how to use them.

      Slinging his battle axe over his back, he shoved it into the hooks on his armor to hold it securely during flight, then began to strap down the harnesses on his saddle. The soldiers on the ground would have it worse, he knew. They would face spears and guns with just a steel cuirass, maybe a chain coat, or simply leather in the case of the peasants. Their losses would be horrific, and he felt bad about that, but Tilly knew each of the forty men in his company well. They were his friends. He knew their families. They knew his. Half these men had bounced his children on their knees, and he’d been to supper in each of their homes.

      The dragon knights were family.

      Would the peasants in the companies of spearmen feel the same about each other? He figured they must spend a lot of time together. They were young, though, most of them at least. Did they even have families? The wages of a spearman wouldn’t support much, not a proper house, not a safe place to shelter or to pay for an apprenticeship. He hoped they weren’t married. Life in the army wasn’t any kind of a life for a wife and children. Constant boredom, then occasional deployments to the far reaches of the kingdom. No, that would be hard on a young family. Tilly knew that better than anyone.

      The spearmen would have mothers and fathers, though, sisters and brothers, friends. They would be missed by someone.

      He settled into his seat, glanced across at Sergeant Reventrant and then at his other two sergeants. One was on the ground still. He would stay behind and manage the patrols through the night. Reventrant would join Tilly over the city, and the third sergeant would lead the attack on Clermont’s encampment.

      Clermont’s soldiers would have mothers and fathers as well. They would be missed after today, but they shouldn’t have marched on Wahrheit.
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      The siege towers had been deconstructed. Their timber would be used to build new structures within the walls. Mertz would be rebuilt. The scars of the battle were obvious still—jagged tears in the turf where shells had exploded, black streaks marring the walls around the city, pieces of battlement chipped and broken from cannon, and several places where tremendous explosions must have occurred. In one place in particular, the wall had been crushed as if by a giant’s fist.

      The art of man was a horrible sight to behold.

      Tilly had seen the like just once before, in the province of Klafen, near the border with Andorra. A wild dragon had attacked a city, and while the devastation wasn’t as complete—the dragon had left after eating its fill—the damage had been ruinous. The breath of the wild fae had the force of man’s most potent weapons, but where the dragon had torched and consumed, man had simply killed. There was no point in this attack, no reason, just some men deciding they would slaughter others to take their land. It wasn’t about protection or defense. It was about grasping for more than they had, taking from another. They were going to learn it hadn’t been worth it.

      Reventrant had been right. There were four emplacements with ballistae, set on the corners of the city walls. The encampment was spread out across the fields outside, the same positions they’d been in when they’d attacked the city. They must have seen Reventrant when he was scouting overhead because a stream of soldiers wearing Clermont’s green-and-white cheque were rushing toward the city. They would know what being caught in the open by the dragons meant. Unfortunately for them, they couldn’t run as fast as a dragon could fly.

      Tilly unslung his axe from his back and raised the huge weapon above his head. It emitted a pale blue pulse, and seven others joined him as he peeled off, coming to the western edge of the city. The rest of the unit curved east, headed toward the camp. Already, Tilly could see his men holding their own weapons aloft, directing some knights to intercept the soldiers fleeing from the camp and the others to the camp itself. They hadn’t faced much combat, but they’d trained extensively, and the dragon knights knew what they were doing.

      Tilly let the others fall from his mind, and he focused on his own task. He and another man would be flying west to east over the span of the city, headed for the ballistae in the far corner. If all went well, they wouldn’t attract more attention than the others, but they would be the most exposed on their run. Any of the four emplacements could fire upon them.

      He clucked encouragement to his dragon, and the creature beat its wings and then dove. The wind roared around his helm, and he held on tight with his free hand, though he trusted his harness would keep him in place. The dragon tucked its wings, and his breath caught at their speed. They were plummeting like a rock, flying with almost no resistance toward the city.

      The wind tore any sound from his ears, but he could see they’d been spotted. People were running. One of the ballistae began to turn.

      He glanced to the side. His partner was keeping pace with them, though his dragon was older. It pumped its wings, flying downward. Tilly’s own mount was too eager, moving too fast for the other creature to safely shadow them, but Tilly did not command it to slow. They were making their approach now. Speed was critical for victory.

      A bolt flew into the air from below. A ballista had fired too soon. They should have waited until the dragons were closer. From such a distance, the dragons had time to evade the incoming bolts, and they would be on the emplacements before the soldiers had time to reload.

      From the corner of his eye, Tilly saw one of the knights curve away, easily avoiding the missile that streaked toward them.

      A second bolt was fired from the southern corner of the city. Tilly didn’t look to see if it hit anyone. He was already over the first emplacement, flying past an embellished spire that must be the church and then over the rest of the Mertz. The ballista at the western corner of the city hadn’t discharged. A misfire, or would they fire at his back?

      He clucked again, and his mount dropped another score of paces to nearly scrape across the rooftops they soared over. The dragon veered, flying around a clock tower that loomed over an open square, and Tilly cursed. The easternmost ballista was pointed directly at him, and when he was ten blocks away from it, it fired.

      He clucked his tongue, but his dragon was already moving. It spun in the air, and he let out a startled curse. That wasn’t the command he’d given, and for a brief, disorienting moment, he was upside down, looking at the rooftops of Mertz below him. If he reached with his axe, he wondered if he could touch them.

      His body, heavy in his steel plate, strained against the leather harness as they spun. Then, the wood and iron of the ballistae bolt flashed by half a dozen paces from him before he could comprehend what it was.

      They righted, and within a breath, his dragon crashed into the roof of the emplacement. Timber cracked, and shingles flew from beneath the dragon’s claws to clatter below like hail. Wood was wrenched from stone as the dragon tried to tear the roof away, to expose the men and the machine below, but whatever else Clermont had done since they’d taken the city, they’d fortified the towers around the ballistae well. Shattered tile and broken spars of wood revealed iron beams that had been pounded into place and then mortared securely beneath the roof.

      Tilly reached for a strap on his harness.

      There was an explosion beside them. A section of city wall burst outward, giant chunks of masonry pelting the trampled ground beyond. Black scales, nearly obscured by dust and debris, rolled out from the hole a dragon had smashed through the city wall. Through the haze, Tilly saw the shaft of a bolt stuck deep in the hindquarters of the creature.

      Fortune’s Curse. The western ballista had fired on them from behind, and they’d brought down the other dragon. He flung the strap off his waist and stood. They had fired at the backs of the dragons once they’d flown over. Whatever ballista crew had made the shot, they had sacrificed their own defense to do it. They were dead now, but that was no consolation to Tilly.

      Jumping from the back of his mount, Tilly vowed to make Clermont pay.

      He landed on the sloped roof of the tower and slid over the shingles, his steel boots knocking the slate away in a shower, and then he fell off the roof onto the battlement beside the ballista emplacement. He landed with a crunch on the stone walkway, and all around him, men came running down the walls, rushing toward the tower, toward him.

      They’d taken a dragon down. It might be they thought they’d take another. Behind his steel visor, he grinned fiercely, his blood pumping, the thrill and terror of battle overtaking him.

      The dragon leaned over from the roof of the tower and snatched a man off the wall with its jaws, catching the poor, startled bastard from behind. It flung the body in a graceful arc traveling two hundred paces before the man thumped back down to the ground.

      It seemed Tilly wasn’t the only one upset about a fallen peer.

      Arquebuses cracked, their lead balls pinging impotently off the dragon’s scales. The huge creature roared, then snatched another man from the walls.

      Tilly charged into the open-air tower. The ballista was there, a big machine of wood and iron. A dozen men stood by to work it. Half were too stunned to move. The other half attacked.

      The captain smashed the haft of his battle axe into the chest of the closest man, crushing his ribcage with the blow. Then, he swept the weapon back, taking another man with the spike on the back of the weapon. He twirled the axe above his head and lashed a broad, sweeping stroke that carved through three more men. Their bodies were chopped into grisly pieces.

      Already, some of the men were running.

      Tilly ignored those who were fleeing and circled the ballista, finding a pair of dedicated souls attempting to reload the contraption. He slammed his weapon broadside into them, knocking them both over the battlement where they fell thirty paces outside of the city’s wall.

      A man leapt at him, wrapping both of his arms around the haft of the battle axe. Tilly twisted, slamming an armored elbow into the man’s face. Teeth and bone broke in a spray of blood, and the man fell back. Tilly swung around with the butt of his axe, and the man jumped away, stumbling out of the tower then disappearing from sight.

      Tilly turned and raised his axe again. He called power to it, feeling the pulse of the fae magic vibrate within the weapon, and then he struck down, bringing the axe against the ballista and chopping the weapon in two. Iron froze and shattered. Wood split, smoking from the frozen fire of Tilly’s enchanted axe. He kicked the remains of the ballista with a steel-shod boot, and half of it collapsed, pieces of iron and rope scattering across the floor.

      He surveyed his work and decided it would be easier to craft a new one than to repair the damage he’d wrought. He turned and laid one last blow with the axe against a stack of ballista bolts, the huge weapon crashing through them like they were twigs.

      Hooking the axe over his back, he trotted toward the battlement, finding a man cowering in fear behind the remains of the ballista. Tilly kicked a sharp-toed steel boot into the man’s head and kept moving. Another man sprang up from outside of the tower, but Tilly caught him with one gauntleted hand around his neck, then grabbed the man’s belt with his other hand. He flung the other man over the wall and exited into the pale sunlight.

      Behind him, the roof of the tower collapsed, his mount’s foreleg punching through the destruction. Young dragons. He shook his helmeted head, clucked at the dragon to step closer, and then clambered over the pieces of the roof to grasp the side of his harness. He clucked again, and the dragon launched itself into the air, the captain hanging off the side unsecured.

      They slammed down beside the fallen dragon outside of the walls.

      It was still moving weakly. The bolt from the ballistae had wounded it, but the impact with the stone wall had done worse. Dragons were as sturdy a creature as could be found, but at full speed, even they weren’t built for smashing through a dozen paces of solid stone and mortar. Cold, blue blood leaked from the dragon’s mouth. One eye was shut. Half of its face was pulverized from the collision. A wing was torn, the bone supporting it jutting at an odd angle. Gapping rents were torn across the opposite wing.

      Tilly glanced down its body and decided the damage was beyond repair. He jumped off the side of his mount and approached the wounded dragon. He looked over his shoulder at his own dragon, and the creature met his gaze. It bobbed its head in understanding.

      The wounded dragon noticed his approach and hissed. He kept walking toward it. Painfully, it raised its head and lurched toward him. He threw up his left hand, shoving against the bottom of the dragon’s jaw, his boots sliding across the turf from the power of the injured fae. Without pause, he hooked the bottom wing of his axe against its neck, and he hauled on it with all his might, tearing a gaping hole in the dying dragon’s throat.

      Blood poured like from a burst dam, and Tilly hurried backward. Dragon blood in sufficient quantity could do strange things to a man. The dragon shifted, but one of its legs collapsed beneath it. It tried to roar, but it ended with an agonized whimper, and its head fell. Tilly counted his breaths until he was certain the magnificent creature had perished.

      Its injuries were beyond repair, but it took a lot to kill a dragon, and they had no way of moving it. He was confident his men would win the day in the field, but with Clermont still holding the city, he couldn’t allow the dragon to lie outside. Domesticated dragons had given Wahrheit the edge in every war for six hundred years. The creatures could not be allowed to fall into enemy hands. If they were bred, if they were studied and the secrets of their magic understood… No, when a dragon was unable to continue the fight, there was only one ending.

      Twenty paces farther was the dragon knight. Tilly walked to him.

      The dragons were not the only keepers of secret knowledge.

      In the distance, a quarter league away, the rest of the company had begun their bombardment. One by one, the dragons swooped down from the sky, and the knights lit wicks then sawed through rope, dropping sacks of explosive powder and lead balls. The munitions fell like rain, exploding when they hit the ground or, if it was a short wick, somewhere above it. Against lightly armored men hiding in tents, above was generally more deadly, but either way, wave after wave of the bags were dropped, and lead balls flew through the camp like a thousand arquebusiers were attacking from all sides.

      Anyone who wasn’t killed by the initial explosion was subject to being torn to shreds by the lead balls pelting through the camp. For a moment, Tilly watched the action and nodded. His men were well-trained. They were working methodically to destroy the camp. Then, they would land, and their dragons would clean up the souls who survived the bombardment. How many were out there? Sergeant Reventrant had estimated four thousand. They were all going to die today.

      “Tilly,” rasped the knight at his feet.

      He looked down.

      The man’s hand fumbled at his side, trying to pull his sword.

      Tilly asked him, “Can you stand?”

      The man drew a hand’s-span of blade, and Tilly stepped on the fallen knight’s gauntlet with the toe of his steel boot.

      “My back…” mumbled the man. “I… I can’t feel my legs.”

      Tilly reached up and removed his helm.

      The fallen knight continued, “Bah, can’t even get my blade out to defend myself.”

      The captain nodded silently. Unlike the fallen dragon, he could get this man out of there with the assistance of his own mount, but if the man’s back was broken, he was finished as a dragon knight.

      There was magic in what they did, and magic always carried a cost. It was better to end it this way, rather than… They were family. If family could no longer bear the burden, you carried it for them, no matter how badly it hurt.

      “Will you tell them I died fighting? Say we landed, and the bastards swarmed us. Even wounded… Will you tell them we put up a fight?”

      “You fought with honor. You made the run. You held your line of attack knowing what was behind us. Bad luck, that’s all. Could have just as easily been me lying here. I couldn’t have asked more from you. You understand, right?”

      “I joined the knights because I wanted to be a hero,” said the man, his voice tight. “Tell them I died a hero, Tilly, and see that a good man gets this sword.”

      With the rolling sound of thunder from the bombs in the background, Tilly raised his axe and brought it down.
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      Ulrik stood atop a hill. Behind him were one hundred men. His company. They didn’t feel like they were his. He’d been assigned them after dusk, mere hours before they began a punishing, almost two week-long march across half of Wahrheit. They’d passed through northern Klafen, then into Brenay for most of the journey. Just within the last two days, they’d met up with Landgrave Laurent’s forces.

      The soldiers of Brenay looked pristine. It was obvious they had yet to see combat, despite their province being under attack from Clermont. For men who had not risen to the defense of their homeland, they had a proud air about them, as if they were superior to the royal army.

      Perhaps they were. Ulrik’s own company was little more than a random assortment of peasants who’d failed at everything else, so they’d found a spear in their hands. The royal army had the dragon knights, of course, but those men did not fly anywhere near the bulk of the troops. The dragons terrified the horses. And the men.

      Amongst the standard units, Landgrave Laurent had more cuirassiers than the royal army, but Ulrik supposed the landgrave had… land. That vast landholding offered attractive rewards for the minor nobles who were not landed or those second and third sons who wouldn’t receive the bulk of the inheritance. But while they were short on cuirassiers, the royal army had far more arquebusiers. The king controlled the foundries which produced the guns, and the men who fired the weapons would sign up with any unit that paid in coin.

      It was hard to tell which army claimed more spearmen. Units from both divisions spread like the grasslands they marched over. It was rare they were all in sight and organized in clean enough blocks to count them.

      Ulrik, along with nearly every man in the royal contingent, had cursed the men from Brenay. However many of each unit they had, it was obvious Brenay had enough. By now, it was well known where they were marching and what had happened there. Mertz was Landgrave Laurent’s city, and he’d let it fall without a fight. It seemed an injustice, particularly to the peasants at the bottom rung of the military hierarchy, that they had to march and die while the men of Brenay had sat on their rumps.

      When they finally arrived outside Mertz, even Ulrik had to admit he understood why Landgrave Laurent might have waited. The dragon knights had gone to work days before the bulk of the men arrived. Ulrik vaguely recalled a large encampment from when he’d flown into Mertz. Now, it was simply gone. Here and there was a scrap of white or green cloth stuck still to some shattered piece of wood. That was all that was identifiable from a distance.

      Most of the terrain was black, scalded like toast left on the fire too long. That made it easier. They couldn’t see the details of the men who’d been in that camp. Even before they arrived, word had spread, and there were rumors all through the spearmen about how many had been killed. No one knew for sure, but when they got solid intelligence from the mouth of their regiment’s colonel that there were estimated to be two thousand left in the city, Ulrik did the math and knew the knights had slaughtered four thousand before anyone else arrived.

      Forty men—forty dragons—had killed four thousand? He shuddered. He’d been on the back of one of those great beasts, and he’d seen it at work in Hof, but four thousand?

      He’d never even been within ten leagues of so many people before departing home and arriving in Stafford. Fortune’s Curse. Stafford couldn’t have had more than two or three thousand residents, could it?

      Slowly, an excited titter spread through the men, and after a moment, Ulrik saw what was drawing everyone’s attention. At the eastern corner of the city wall, a section of it had been shattered. Beside the debris was a large, black hump. A wing jutted awkwardly from its back, resolving the doubt of anyone as to what they were seeing. Clermont had killed a dragon? It was even possible to kill a dragon?

      “Look sharp!” came a call, shouted down the line of men.

      Ulrik glanced back at his company. They were whispering and pointing toward the dragon, but they were all standing upright and still holding their spears. They looked sharp enough for spearmen, he figured.

      From the broken gates of Mertz, a contingent was sallying forth. They carried a large, white banner, akin to the ones flapping from every pole and high point still standing within the city. Bedsheets? Where else would they have gotten so many white flags on short notice? But Ulrik guessed if he’d witnessed two-thirds of his army demolished by the dragon knights, he would be stripping every bed as well.

      There were just twenty men in the group riding toward them—the commander of Clermont’s forces, his lieutenants and trusted advisors, and maybe his champions, if he had any.

      Halfway toward Wahrheit’s forces, a pair of dragons began to drop from the sky, flying low and slow toward Clermont’s men. It seemed slow, at least, but as they drew closer, it was clear they were flying exceptionally fast. A horn began to blare from the city, and Clermont’s contingent turned and attempted to ride back toward the marginal safety of the walls.

      They were too late. The dragons flew overhead, and something dropped from their sides. The horses were racing. Even from a distance, it was easy to see they were being whipped to run as hard as they could. Turf flew from their hooves, the men leaned forward against their necks, and the bombs exploded amongst them.

      Just two munitions, but they’d been well timed. One went off in front of the horsemen and the other right above them. Two terrific blasts. Bright balls of red and orange flame then twisting black smoke obscured the damage. The smoke hung over the field, and no one rode clear of it.

      Finally, the wind blew the cloud away, and flapping listlessly, stained black and red, was the white flag. The men of Clermont lay ravaged and torn beside it.

      “They were under the flag of parlay…” mumbled a man near Ulrik.

      “They’re getting the same chance they gave Mertz,” responded Ulrik. He gripped his spear, feeling sickened and righteous. He turned and raised his voice. “Don’t waste your breath on Clermont’s dead. Look beyond them. Look at what was once a beautiful city, filled with people just like you and me. Women and children lived here. Look at it. See what they did. You do not attack Wahrheit. You do not do this to our people and walk away. Prepare to fight, lads. Prepare to fight!”
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        * * *

      

      Ulrik had been tasked with searching for the bishop and then escorting him from the city to safety. He wanted to discount what the odd little man had told him, to ignore the instructions, but that man had known they were going to march. He’d known Ulrik would be named captain. To hear him tell it, he was the one who’d arranged the assignment.

      Ulrik had seen deceit in the man’s cold, blue eyes, but the squat figure carried a smile on his lips, and evidently, the other members of the conspiracy were aware of him. The other conspirators’ motivations, Ulrik believed. If they thought the man was one of their own, who was Ulrik to question it, no matter what he saw when he looked at the wizard?

      Still, there’d been days Ulrik had been close to deciding to ignore the instructions or to say he’d tried but failed. Mertz was a big city. Most of it was ruined now. No one even knew if this bishop was alive, and if he was, he could be anywhere within those shattered walls. Fortune’s Curse, what if he’d been kept within the camp outside of the walls? They would never be able to identify what remained of him if that was the case.

      But several days before, Captain Tilly had found Ulrik one evening after they’d stopped marching a score of leagues inside the border to Brenay. The army was spread out on both sides of a well-trod highway, clustered around campfires and stew pots. The men were complaining about the food, though it was the exact same meal they had nearly every day in the military compound, and were sitting around rubbing sore feet, wrapping torn strips of linen around bruised and blistered heels.

      Ulrik was making the rounds amongst his company. Most of them had been recruits with him, meaning they had just a few weeks in the military. Why anyone thought he could give advice to these men, he didn’t know, but he tried his best. That was what his ma and pa would have wanted. You had to try.

      There were some veterans who’d been added to the mix by the regiment to allegedly stiffen his unit, but after speaking with them and trying to enlist their help, he wondered if they’d been added to get them away from somewhere else. Someone else. All they’d done was march, but so far, the veterans weren’t doing any better at it than the recruits, and on average, the older men complained a great deal more.

      There’d been a murmur of excitement that evening as a dragon had flown overhead, sweeping low above their camp. That in itself wasn’t unusual. They’d seen several a day soaring high above, going back and forth between Ehrstadt and Mertz, but this dragon apparently landed somewhere on the edge of their camp. A scout or messenger, figured Ulrik. Dragons were terrors in combat, but they could be useful messengers as well. Knowledge would be important on a field of battle, and who had a better view of the lay of things than the dragon knights?

      He hadn’t been trained as a captain, but that was common sense. He’d told the men around him to expect to see more dragons as they drew closer to Mertz, but none of them looked like they believed him.

      He’d kept on his rounds, trying to make sure everyone tended to their weapons, took care of their feet, and that no one was being too rough on the youngest, smallest members of the unit. It had been a problem in the first days. Older, larger men had been taking whatever supplies they desired from the weakest. Ulrik had done what he could, but there was only so much you could stop. Some of the other captains, meaning to give friendly advice, had suggested you needed those older, larger men once the fighting started. Perhaps, but unless you counted some skirmishes with bandits or lining up and looking intimidating to scare off greedy nobles from each other’s lands, none of the other captains had seen real war.

      A bit of advice that seemed more practical had been to make the bullies into sergeants. You could direct their energy that way, and with their own squad to terrorize, they caused fewer disruptions in the unit. It seemed like good advice, but Ulrik hadn’t brought himself to try it yet. He could do better. He would try to do better, but there was only so much you could do to right the ills of the world.

      After the dragon had landed, the excitement had died quickly until an aide de camp to the colonel showed up and asked, “Captain Ulrik?”

      Ulrik nodded.

      The aide continued, “The colonel needs to see you. Right now.”

      Falling in behind the man, Ulrik had wondered if he was being demoted or punished for some wrong he was too fresh in his military career to understand. He was almost ambivalent until he considered the difference between a demotion and a lashing. Did they lash captains? He hoped not. But if they wanted to kick him out, he would leave without quibble. The allure of the military had quickly lost its shine. Perhaps he could make it to Stafford. He wondered if Gisela was still there and what might have happened to her. It’d been a little over a month. Not much could have changed, could it, in just a month?

      That was stupid.

      For him, everything had changed. It had changed for Jaime and Paul. It would have changed for her. He tormented himself wondering how.

      With luck, she could find a master to apprentice to. That was a pleasant dream, and in dark moments, he admitted it was a lie he told himself. She had no coin to buy an apprenticeship. Her ma had been a milkmaid. Gisela didn’t have any skills that would be valuable in the city. A more likely thought, but far less pleasant, was that she might find a man. Ulrik winced at that. He hadn’t been courting her, so he had no claim, but it stung all the same. Still, young and pretty, intelligent and kind, there would be men who would fall over themselves to share a life with her. Fortune Favored them if they won her hand.

      But without luck, she would find herself in a tavern. The coin they paid would be twice what her ma had earned in Hof, but the city was expensive. The people there would take advantage of you if they could, and he’d seen in Ehrstadt that the journey from slinging ales to lying on your back could be a short one. She wouldn’t do that. He couldn’t imagine it, but would she imagine he’d flown a dragon and was leading a company of men into war?

      Everything had changed. Maybe it’d been Fortune’s Curse that caused it, but he’d done his part to bring about that change as well.

      Clenching his fists, he kept walking. In Stafford, the hurt from his parents’ death—everyone’s death—had boiled, and he hadn’t been thinking. It hadn’t seemed there was a choice but to learn to fight and to seek revenge. For some reason, all the boys had gotten into their heads that taking Captain Tilly’s offer and joining the army was the way to do it. It might have felt like that was the only way, but there was always a choice.

      He’d left Gisela on her own. That’d been his choice, and he would have to live with that burden, whatever she ended up doing. If he ever saw her again, that was.

      His guide must have heard him sigh because the man glanced over his shoulder. He looked… jealous. Ulrik frowned at the man’s back when he turned away. He wasn’t due a lashing then, but he couldn’t fathom what the colonel would want with him that this man would care about.

      When they approached the colonel’s tent, Ulrik suddenly understood. A dragon was there, looming several hundred paces away, eating one of the oxen that they used for their supply wagons. It was a large dragon, a young one, thought Ulrik, though he didn’t know why he believed that. Its scales shimmered purple or maybe pink. The dragon eyed him, and he gave it a nod. It turned back to its meal, and the aide beside Ulrik released an explosive breath, and his jealous look turned to something like… awe.

      Whatever message was being relayed wasn’t for the colonel. It was for Ulrik.

      They ducked through the flap of the tent. Inside was Captain Tilly and a man Ulrik thought was the colonel. He wasn’t sure. He’d never been within two hundred paces of the man. His instructions were relayed by the colonel’s aides or the lieutenants. The colonel had near five thousand spearmen under his command. He didn’t have time to address each captain, but as important as the colonel seemed within the royal army, it appeared Captain Tilly commanded even greater respect. When the aide deposited Ulrik at the entrance to the tent, it was Tilly who gestured Ulrik inside.

      “I’ll go make my rounds,” muttered the colonel gruffly.

      The colonel was a middle-aged man, with most of the hair on his head gone and a paunch slouching over his belt. He wore a doublet and a thin-bladed sword which might have been a good dueling weapon, but even Ulrik knew would be a terrible choice in battle. The colonel’s uniform was tailored, his boots gleaming black in the light of the lantern sitting on his desk. Had he changed into them, or had those boots been polished since the army paused for the night?

      The colonel wore a scowl, but he barely looked at Ulrik. It seemed Tilly was the source of his ire, but you couldn’t say that to the captain of the dragon knights. The colonel stomped out of his tent and snapped for his aide to come with him. The aide looked at Ulrik the way a gambler would eye an opponent’s growing stack of coin.

      Tilly’s face was impassive as always, and he didn’t waste time. “Boy, I’m told you command a company now?”

      Ulrik nodded.

      “And the wizard spoke to you about something we need to retrieve from Mertz?”

      Nodding again, Ulrik wondered if he was meant to speak at all.

      “We’re out of time, it seems,” said Tilly. “In three days, you’ll be outside Mertz. The assault will commence on the fourth. The man we require is within the keep, we think. Unfortunately, all we have is the view from the sky. We have no intelligence on the ground. Fischer was going to… It doesn’t matter. All we can see is that the keep is full of people, and there are guards on patrol there. What other reason if not prisoners? Your company will make for the keep, get inside, and survey the prisoners. The wizard gave you a description of the bishop?”

      Ulrik nodded a third time.

      “The assault begins in four days. I need to be back in Ehrstadt with the bishop within seven. You understand? When the attack commences, you need to find the man that day.”

      Blinking, Ulrik ventured, “Ah…”

      “When you have the bishop, inform the colonel. He’ll get word to me, and I’ll fly the priest to the capital.”

      Swallowing, Ulrik nodded a fourth time.

      Tilly picked up his steel gauntlets from the colonel’s table and began tugging them on. It was strange, thought Ulrik, that he’d never seen the captain wearing anything other than full platemail. The stuff appeared to be as heavy as the man himself. Ulrik frowned, seeing a sparkling blue glimmer along the edges of the gray metal. It was enchanted, as he’d suspected earlier. What cost did the captain pay to wear a suit like this?

      Pausing, Captain Tilly asked Ulrik, “Do you have a question?”

      “No, I… No.”

      “You’re wondering how a colonel can boss you around like he’s a Fortune Cursed landgrave, but I, a fellow captain, can commandeer his tent at need?”

      Ulrik shrugged. That wasn’t what he’d been wondering, but now it was.

      “I answer to the king,” said Tilly. “The colonel answers to an undergeneral, who answers to General Walhausen, who reports to Premier Sigismund in times of peace, which legally this is since no one has declared a war, who then answers to the king.”

      “Oh.”

      “Power, for good or ill, has an awful lot to do with proximity to the king. When we had one, I mean. We’re going to miss that man for more reasons than you know.”

      “Yes, I can see that.”

      “Do you regret joining the army, lad?”

      Ulrik moved to shrug again but stopped himself and instead offered, “I’m not sure, m’lord. I… Sometimes, yes, I regret it. I, all of us from Hof, figured it was a path to revenge. I don’t think I want that anymore. It’s… it makes me feel empty. I will do as you ask me. I know—“

      Tilly held up a steel-covered hand. “Do as we ask. It’s hard to understand, but the fate of our kingdom may hang on this. If he lives, we need that bishop. I would do this myself if I could. I’d lead my knights into the keep, and we’d pull the man out of there no matter what they tried to do to stop me, but all of Wahrheit—Clermont even—would know what I’d done. For some, it wouldn’t be difficult to guess why. Assassins would be waiting for the bishop before we made it back to Ehrstadt, and it’s a small leap from the Bishop of Mertz to the Countess of Mertz. We need you to rescue him without the wrong people hearing about it. None of them will think twice about a man saved by the spearmen.”

      Ulrik nodded. That made sense.

      “If you regret joining the army, tell me afterward. You signed for a twenty-year term, but with the right voice in the right ear, a posting can be changed or the arrangement terminated. If you don’t want this lifestyle, do not live it.”

      “Thank you, m’lord.”

      Tilly smirked. “I was a spearman, once. A peasant, just like you. I’m the only dragon knight without a noble birth. None of the generals, none of the colonels even, have such a low birth as you and I. It’s difficult, lad, to go far in this world without the right blood in your veins, but it can be done. You are smart and brave. Perhaps you can go far, achieve what I have, but it takes sacrifice. I don’t mean that to be motivational. I mean that to be a hard truth. Like revenge, success can be empty. Don’t wait and find that out too late.”

      Ulrik stared back at Tilly, stunned the giant dragon knight was sharing so much.

      “If you are willing to work and to take great risks,” continued Tilly, “anything can happen. But if you’re not willing to do this, then you should take my offer and leave. Twenty years as a spearman is not a fitting reward for what we ask of you. You deserve more, lad. Decide what it is you want from this life and then tell me. I cannot do it for you, but I can help set you on a path.”

      Ulrik thanked the captain of the dragon knights, and he meant it. It was an incredible offer. Unthinkable. But what of his new life could he have imagined two months ago? None of it.

      “Get the bishop, tell the colonel, and then decide your future. We’ll talk when you’ve decided.”

      Without further word, Tilly disappeared out of the tent, and Ulrik was standing there alone. He left quickly, deciding that while the colonel seemed to blame Tilly for being kicked out of his own tent, it wouldn’t be wise to wait around for him to come back and see Ulrik still there.
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        * * *

      

      Four days later, as Tilly had claimed, Ulrik marched his company toward the ruins of Mertz to retake the city. They could see Clermont’s army had been working to restore the defenses and the buildings within. Rubble was piled in giant mounds, the timber and rock that could be recovered and reused was sorted and stacked outside of the walls. Makeshift work camps studded the areas where reconstruction was already underway, but the critical work had not yet started. There were two gaping holes in the city’s walls, and instead of a gate, there was a pile of debris.

      It would slow the assault down, but it wouldn’t stop it. The gaps in the walls could be held for a time, but Wahrheit had brought overwhelming force. Her army was ten times the size of what remained of Clermont’s. The walls would help even the odds for those inside but not by much due to the condition they were in and the fact that Wahrheit had dragons. Ulrik could see devastation atop the battlement. Much of it had occurred when Clermont had attacked, but not all of it.

      As they drew closer, they could see more of the fallen dragon, and the speculation was the giant beast’s body had crushed one of those holes through the wall. There’d been a tower nearby, but it’d been smashed like a child’s fort. The dragons had brought destruction, but Clermont had fought back. It was hard to think anything but ill of those men, but they’d slain a dragon, and that deserved some respect.

      As they walked, Ulrik could hear the company behind him talking about the fallen dragon. It was terrifying that Clermont had brought one down, but they all knew there were thirty-nine other dragon knights, and they were still alive. It was tempting to guess what damage they had caused. Not the pitted scaring on the outside of the wall, that would be from cannon shot. Not the black streaks that scored the stone. But there, at the ruined stubs of watch towers, where it looked as if something had taken a hold of the place, torn it apart, and flung it across the surrounding land, that would be the work of dragons.

      The pebbled terrain outside of the city was from their bombs. The top half of a man lying a quarter league from the city wall, his green-and-white-chequed tabard incongruously clean while the bottom half of him was missing, was likely also the work of a dragon. Four thousand of Clermont’s men dead. No, Clermont had done heroic work felling one of the magnificent creatures, but the songs written about Mertz wouldn’t be about that. Not after today.

      The lack of guns atop the battlement, the lack of defenders at all, really, was the dragons’ work as well. Everyone knew that without ballistae or enchanted weaponry, it was suicide to confront a dragon. No man would be willing to stand atop those battlements where a dragon could pluck them away as easily as it fetched its supper.

      Clermont’s men would be under cover now, where they would be invisible from above. Arrows and guns would only draw the dragon’s attention to you. They wouldn’t risk that. They would be saving their strength for the men who would come pouring in the walls.

      Ulrik’s company had been assigned with four others to be the first in the gate. A crude barrier had been erected there, but they would be able to climb over it. It would be easy, except he knew there could be arquebusiers and spearmen waiting for them on the other side, and when they crested the barrier, they would be silhouetted on top of it, making perfect targets.

      Behind his unit and the four others, Wahrheit’s arquebusiers would follow. The intent was obvious. The spearmen would draw the powder and lead from Clermont, and then, Wahrheit’s men would have an uncontested field of fire. Uncontested unless you considered the backs of their own spearmen to be a problem. The closer they got to the walls, the more apparent it was to Ulrik that his men were going to get caught between the two groups of soldiers indiscriminately firing weapons that were near impossible to aim even in the best of circumstances.

      It was purposeful, he realized. The colonel, the lieutenants, they knew exactly what would happen. It was, in fact, why they’d brought the spearmen. The peasants would absorb the first, most potent waves of Clermont’s defense. Then, Wahrheit’s elite soldiers would have free rein. If any spearmen caught friendly fire, that would be too bad. It wasn’t malice, exactly, but no one believed many of the first spearmen into the city would survive the day.

      It sickened him, and as they walked into the shadow of Mertz’s walls, he wondered what Paul and the others would think of that. Would they even understand? They weren’t embarking on a grand military career. Their regiment was bait, meant to draw fire then bleed out on the shattered cobblestones of a fallen city.

      Did Captain Tilly and the wizard know the danger they’d sent Ulrik into? They must. Was it necessity or callous disregard for him and his men that spurred the request? Necessity, he hoped. Tilly had been genuine when he’d offered his help. He must think it at least possible Ulrik would survive this.

      But there was no future in the career of a spearman. The spearmen had signed up for twenty years of being on the front line, the first through the gate. Perhaps Paul might think that sounded grand. With outright war brewing, Ulrik knew it was a death sentence. How many of the men behind him would survive the day? How many would survive the coming weeks? No wonder the only training they’d gotten was how to point their spears in the same direction and march. It didn’t take much training to get shot by an arquebus.

      But Tilly had offered him a choice, a chance at a different life. Unfortunately, the time of choosing wasn’t now. Ulrik felt it in his gut what they were walking into, but he couldn’t turn. There were a hundred men behind him and, behind them, hundreds more arquebusiers. The colonel and his aides didn’t need to say it. Everyone knew the penalty for desertion, and in the midst of a battle, there would be no trial. If anyone tried to run, they would be shot without remorse.

      Death ahead, death behind. Ahead was a little less certain, and that would be enough for most of the men to keep marching forward, but beyond that, past his own fear, was the knowledge that through Fortune, cursed or favored, he did not know, the company’s lives had been put into Ulrik’s hands. He didn’t know if he could save some of these men. Didn’t even know if he should. They’d all ended up there for a reason. But he had to try.

      It’s what his ma and his pa would have wanted. No, expected.

      One hundred paces from the piled rubble blocking the gate, Ulrik raised his spear and let out a shout. He didn’t know who heard him, but he could hear the call being repeated. The spearmen were not all fools. They knew what would happen the moment they crested the barrier, but they knew what was behind them as well. The only way now was forward. That was the truth.
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        * * *

      

      Whether because he simply wanted to get it over with or if he unconsciously understood some secret the others did not, Ulrik led the charge and was the first man up the pile of rubble and over the barrier. His company, though they had no reason to be loyal to their captain, were caught up in the fervor of battle and came charging after him.

      Banging his knees and skinning his knuckles against the broken stone that had been piled between the gates, Ulrik climbed up relatively unscathed. No one was climbing beside him. He didn’t have to worry about inadvertent spears poking him in the side, men falling down in front of him, or being pushed from behind.

      When he reached the top, he was looking down into an open courtyard and a wide boulevard that led from the city gate to the keep around the palace. The space by the gate was cleared, as if all of the debris had been thrown onto the barrier he was standing upon. The way to the keep was barred with several blockades and barriers. At the base of rubble pile, there were several handcarts and wagons. They looked like they’d been left there as Clermont’s men had frantically tried to pile more material in the way, then panicked and fled.

      Ulrik assessed the situation and then began bellowing orders to his men.

      Back amongst the buildings and the alleyways, he could see arquebusiers and spearmen clustered under cover. It was Fortune’s Favor. They were hiding from the dragons. If they’d been out in that courtyard, Ulrik’s company would have no chance, but if Clermont’s men had been in the open, Captain Tilly and his company could land and tear them to shreds in moments.

      Clermont’s only hope was to stay out of view of the dragons. Ulrik’s only hope was to get something between him and the hail of screaming lead that would be fired their way.

      From where Clermont’s men were hiding to the top of the pile blocking the gate was several hundred paces. An arquebus might not even fire so far and certainly not with any accuracy, but the courtyard at the bottom was wide open.

      Everything had been cleared. It was a perfect killing field. Clermont’s men might have gotten in over their heads, but they were professionals. They would bleed Wahrheit on the way to their graves.

      “Down, down,” cried Ulrik. He began stabbing fingers at his sergeants and their squads as they appeared at the top of the wall of rubble. “You, take that wagon then move right. Keep behind it. Keep low. You, the cart. Split the squad. They’re not all fitting behind it. Line up deep, not wide, and watch the angles. To the right, you fools! All of you stay together and skirt right! And hurry. If the other companies get down there before us…”

      He bounded down the scree, only half a mind on stepping from stone to stone. He could see squads of arquebusiers, guns primed, rising to aim, but they were still far enough away their shots would be scattered and wild. His men were already moving at the base of the rock pile, though they were finding the axles of most of the carts and wagons had been sabotaged. It’d been too good an opportunity, but some still rolled, and a few of the carts were small enough the men could lift them.

      Poor shields for one hundred men, but better than none.

      He stood amidst the crowd, tapping men with the butt of his spear, moving them into the best cover they could make. Shuffling awkwardly beneath the flimsy protection, they moved right. A building there had collapsed, sealing an alleyway, crushing the doorways and windows men could have been hiding within. There was still a sturdy-looking, marble-clad structure to the left of the ruin, and Ulrik could see the dark spots of gun barrels clustered there, but not as many of them as he’d worried about.

      He frowned. Why not? Tilly estimated there were two thousand soldiers still within the city. How many were lurking near the gate? Four hundred?

      Ulrik grimaced. They had put enough men to offer stiff resistance getting into the city, but the fight would be conducted building to building. The main boulevard would be a bloodbath for anyone rushing down it, but the narrow alleys and side streets would be thick with smaller ambushes. Clermont’s strategy was obvious. Force Wahrheit into small pockets where they could make it a fair fight.

      The group that had ridden out to parlay was dead. The intentions of Wahrheit were clear. Clermont would fight to the last man. It was going to a bloody, thankless day, and Ulrik’s men were the tip of the spear.
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        * * *

      

      Guns erupted, and the wagons and carts rattled like the buildings beside the royal army’s drumming practice. Splinters and chips of wood flew from where the lead impacted their makeshift shields, and one man went spinning backward, a bright crimson bloom on his arm. Around him, spearmen crouched, shuffling forward, trying to stay behind their wagon.

      “Put him in the thing!” shouted Ulrik. “Fortune Curse you, he’s not dead yet!”

      Yet. If it was a deep wound or if the ball of lead was stuck in the man, he would be dead soon enough. At the onset of battle, there was no turning back. No one was going to haul the injured man over the rubble pile, across the field, and to the tents where the surgeons were prepared to operate.

      Shame-faced, some members of the new squad grappled with the injured man and slung him over the side of the wagon moments before another volley of fire erupted.

      Another spearman was struck, but he’d seen what happened and jumped into the wagon on his own, a glistening patch of crimson showing where he’d slumped over the side.

      Ulrik squeezed close and called to him, “Put pressure on the wound. Help him do the same.”

      He thought that would help. It was the sort of thing his ma did when his father managed to slice himself in his workshop. Ulrik had seen Jess tend to Franklin a dozen times or more. Was it superstition, or would that slow the blood? The spearmen’s training hadn’t included giving medical aid, but Ulrik figured trying to keep the blood inside of you instead of out was common sense.

      Behind him, there was a rolling burst of gunfire, like a summer thunderstorm crashing over the house and his pa’s workshop. It rattled his teeth and filled the courtyard with the acrid stench of spent powder, but those guns weren’t aimed at his unit. A quick look told him the other four companies of spearmen had cleared the rubble pile and were milling about in the courtyard, afraid to charge into the alleyways where their long weapons would be difficult to maneuver. Behind them, Wahrheit’s arquebusiers were scrambling down the uneven scree, tripping, falling over each other, and dropping their heavy guns. When they reached the bottom, they crowded against the backs of the spearmen, and together, presented an irresistible target.

      Clermont’s guns were too far to aim accurately, but it was like trying to shoot the side of a building. The spearmen crouched and cowered before the onslaught. Wahrheit’s arquebusiers had no clear shots, though some attempted to fire over the heads of their fellows. Captains and sergeants yelled orders, but Ulrik couldn’t hear what they were saying. If their men could, they didn’t act on it. The arquebusiers from Clermont began to reload.

      Ulrik dodged around behind his men, touching sergeants on the shoulder, calling into their ears, “There, shove up to the right side of that alleyway. You, take the left. Form a corridor behind the carts. Spears ready, lads, spears ready!”

      The first squad of Clermont’s arquebusiers had managed to reload as they were shoving their wagons and carts into position beside the alleyway, but the angle of their fire was limited through the windows they were hiding inside. It burst like a thunderbolt, pelting the rear of Ulrik’s unit. One man went down. Others crouched for a moment to throw him in the wagon with the other wounded, but he wasn’t getting back up. They left his body on the cobblestones.

      Spearmen were emerging from the marble building beside the alley Ulrik was directing his men into. They were adorned in Clermont’s green-and white cheque, but Ulrik’s men were already flipping over the wagons and jamming the carts into place, forming a rough wall.

      He pushed his way into the crowded alley, calling to the sergeants he could remember the names of. He instructed forty men to hold the mouth of the alley, and they spread out behind the wagons, spears angled out over the tops of the carts like spines of a porcupine. Clermont’s spearmen paused, as it must have occurred to them they were suddenly assaulting a crudely fortified position instead of defending one.

      The rest of the men, Ulrik took with him down the alley. He led the way, his spear ready. When they reached the back end of the building, it was only on instinct that he stabbed forward at a squad of Clermont’s men who came rushing around the corner.

      A man caught the steel tip of Ulrik’s weapon square in the chest, and he screamed in surprise and then pain. Ulrik’s men charged, filling the gaps beside him, their spears skewering their opponents and then shoving them back into the narrow street that ran behind the marble building and the collapsed one.

      Ulrik rammed his victim into the wall across the way and wrenched the spear from the other man’s body. He turned. A score of Clermont’s soldiers had come around the building looking for them. Ulrik thrust again, taking a man in the thigh, then leapt back, releasing his spear as one of Clermont’s spearmen stabbed at him.

      Fumbling at his waist, Ulrik tried to draw his long knife, but one of his company intercepted his assailant. More of Wahrheit’s spearmen flooded into the street, the weight of them bearing Clermont’s forces backward.

      Clermont’s soldiers had been surprised and were outnumbered three to one, but both sides of them were using long spears suited to contests waged on an open field where reach was invaluable. In these narrow confines, the weapons were unwieldy, but pushing past them was difficult as well. Ulrik’s men were having trouble using their numbers to their advantage.

      Howling, Ulrik pulled his knife and leapt into a gap between the spears. Rushing forward, he was on the first Clermont soldier before the man could react. Ulrik punched at him with the long knife. His opponent let go of his spear and got an arm up. The blade of the knife sank into the man’s forearm. The next strike went into his shoulder, and then a third blow jabbed into the Clermont man’s neck, finishing him.

      Beside him, a bearded soldier of Clermont dropped his spear and grappled with Ulrik, but the young captain ignored the other man’s arms wrapping around him and struck low, gouging the man’s hip then catching him in the gut below his leather cuirass. Ulrik tore his blade free, a geyser of blood covering his hand, and the man slumped down, clutching his stomach and crying in pain.

      Ulrik’s men pushed by him, spears thrusting. Clermont melted before the attack, and some of their spearmen turned to run. Putting their backs to Ulrik’s company was the worst and final decision any of them ever made. Ulrik stood, panting and wide-eyed, watching the carnage. One of his sergeants clapped him on the shoulder. He was one of the older men. Ulrik couldn’t remember his name.

      “You all right, Captain?”

      Ulrik glanced down and saw his right forearm was covered in splattered blood, his trousers as well, and it was splashed liberally across his boots. “It’s all theirs, I think.”

      “Well done, Sir.”

      Shaking himself, Ulrik tried to take in the scene. All of Clermont’s men were dead. Several of his were dead or wounded.

      “Captain got three of ’em!” cried one of the spearmen. “One with the spear, two with his knife.”

      “Four of ’em, then!” said another man, breathless and excited. “He caught two with the spear. Almost had the second one meself, but Captain’s a step quicker, ey!”

      The men were laughing, mad with glee. They’d survived the first push into the city. No one spoke of it. Everyone believed they would be the ones who lived, but locked away in their thoughts, somewhere safe, were the odds. Those odds hadn’t been good. Many of them would have noticed what had happened with the other units. What was still happening, if the rumble of guns was any indication. By all rights, most of them should be dead by now.

      The older sergeant shook Ulrik gently. “Four of ’em, Cap. That’s well done, real well done. But it ain’t all done, is it?”

      “No, it’s not,” said Ulrik, finally recovering his bearings. He told the man next to him, “Get the wounded back down the alley and with the others behind cover. The dead… We’re going to have to leave them here for now.”

      He looked around. The building they’d circled was built of heavy marble. He had no idea what it had been before the battle, but it was full of men from Clermont now. Scores of them had been firing from there, and there was no running down the boulevard to the keep with that at their backs. The side streets would be in view as well. There was a door in the rear, like he’d hoped when he’d led the men this way, but he realized now, their long spears against the guns of arquebusiers would be a terrible disadvantage inside a building. Even after Clermont fired the guns, they would be effective clubs, while the spears would be getting stuck at every turn and doorway.

      Spinning around, Ulrik looked at the other buildings nearby. A tailor. The sign depicted fancy clothing and a man with a sword on his hip. The light little swords the nobles favored would be no good against men in armor, and none of his company would know how to use one. There, a wagon yard.

      “You all,” he said, gesturing to include about thirty of his men. “Hold this street. The rest of you, come with me toward that wagon yard. We’ve gotta find something better for close work than these spears, but we’re going to be pin cushions if we try to fight our way to the keep with knives.”

      He led the men off, hearing behind him, “He can’t be any older than my daughter, but Fortune’s Favor, four of ’em? He’s quiet, but he fights like a cat in water, don’t he.”

      And another man asked, “Did he say fight to the keep?”
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      “That does not make any sense, General!” snapped Georg Ludwig. “Your men are paid by the crown every month. Their stipends have been deposited, and all is in good order. I personally prioritized the allocation of funds, and you have the marks that are due.”

      “Barracking a group of men here in the city and supplying them on campaign are wildly different things!” retorted General Walhausen. “Surely you can understand that. We are at war, and the previous budget was meant for peace. The cost of moving food and water over the road, the outrageous markups the counties charge us as we try to bargain for fresh supplies—“

      “Sounds like a problem with your supply officers—“

      “Supply, yes, that’s the problem. You’re a student of finance. When supply is limited and demand is high, costs rise, or didn’t they teach you that at the university? Thirty thousand extra men to feed means scarcity in the counties we are marching through, Georg. We are taking the food from their tables. These are our people. The least we can do is compensate them, or next season, you’ll have every nobleman from here to Mertz begging the crown for compensation for depleting their peasant class.”

      Premier Sigismund found his gaze bouncing between the men. He’d considered interrupting them, calming them down, but then he’d be in the middle of it, so instead he was letting them exhaust themselves. The truth was, they were both right. The kingdom’s treasury was empty. That was the intractable sort of problem you couldn’t talk your way out of, the sort of problem they’d been having more often, recently. But whether or not there was coin in the coffers, the soldiers needed to eat.

      “It’s those dragons of yours,” complained the finance minister. “They eat a hundred times what a man would consume.”

      “And they’re a thousand times more effective in the field. I’d have forty more dragon knights if I could. Victory is earned with superior numbers, superior training, and superior supplies. All of that is expensive. I wish it wasn’t, Georg, I do, but what would you have me do?”

      “Don’t send all of those men or all of the dragon knights. Just send what you need. How many dragons can it take to face one small force from Clermont? We’ve raised an entire herd of aurochs for those monsters to feed upon, and every year, you request more. The livestock could breed if your dragons stopped eating them! It pains me, but I pay the cost of more every year for Wahrheit because I know it’s cheaper than trying to buy animals off every scoundrel in the kingdom. I agree with you on that difficulty, but the solution is smarter use of what you have rather than always demanding more.”

      “Send half the dragon knights? We’re trying to win a war, Georg. Fortune’s Curse. If I didn’t have the support of the knights, we’d be losing lives. You’d probably be pestering me about paying the death penalties then.”

      Georg shifted uncomfortably, and his eyes dropped to a sheaf of parchment in front of him. Fortune’s Curse, had the man truly been intending to complain about the death penalty Wahrheit’s soldiers earned when they fell in battle? Without it, they would have riots in the streets and war widows leading a march to ransack Ministry House.

      Premier Sigismund cleared his throat to stifle that line of discussion before it began. He would rather stay out of it, but if Ludwig didn’t watch his mouth, General Walhausen would be over the table after him, and then Sigismund would have real problems within the council.

      Minister Ludwig was right to be concerned about the shortage of gold marks in the treasury, but General Walhausen had the right of it as well. If you were going to fight a war, you fought to win, and what was the value of gold compared to that of their soldiers? Or the value of the dragons?

      “How much longer,” asked Sigismund, “do you think before the fighting ends?”

      “We’ll have Mertz in two days,” declared the general. “I’m still awaiting word from the high council on whether they agree we should proceed across the border. If we do… it depends how deep you want me to cut the bastards. There are several cities of decent size close to our borders. The dragon knights could cause enormous destruction quickly if that’s what we want. My preference would be to do less damage to the cities and instead occupy them with our ground forces. It doesn’t take a military man to know that will take longer. We have clear superiority, so I believe we can garner substantial gains within weeks. Perhaps the income from those lands, or their ransom, will satisfy Georg for a time.”

      “Depends how much you spend taking them,” snapped the minister of finance. “Clermont has always desired County Marchand because it’s on the river plain and the soil is fertile. Their own holdings are worth significantly less. It will take some sharp negotiations to—“

      The general leaned toward the finance minister and grinned. “If you don’t negotiate a good price, that’s your problem.”

      “My lords,” murmured Sigismund, rubbing the bridge of his nose with two fingers. He’d found, since the king had died, he was doing that more and more often. Between the subtle grins when he was caught tugging on his mustaches and his own fear that rubbing his eyes was a sign of weakness, he was going mad trying to keep his hands by his sides.

      Georg Ludwig threw up his hands and declared, “Well, we’re out of money. I’m not sure what you want me to do about it. The crown can’t borrow more because there is no crown. That means we have to spend less. It’s the only way to balance our affairs, unless you mean to sell the royal silver. Perhaps a landgrave will be interested in purchasing our old royal vestments for their new kingdom when we all collapse beneath a mountain of debt?”

      “That’s unfair.”

      “Is it, Philip? You all keep asking me for funds, but no one has any idea where they’re supposed to come from. We have no leadership. There are simply no avenues to grow our revenue when we’re rudderless. I mean no offense to you, I know you’ve the same constraints I do, but we have to ask ourselves when does it end?”

      “It ends when we get a new queen.”

      The room fell silent.

      General Walhausen cleared his throat and asked, “What was that?”

      Sigismund leaned back in his chair, gripping his head with both hands. His skull was pounding, and it made it difficult to think.

      “A queen?” questioned Hans Caspar. The little legal scholar pushed his monocle deeper into his eye. “Interesting.”

      “Is that even legal?” asked Walhausen, glancing at Caspar.

      “Well, I don’t see why not.”

      “It’s always been a man who was king. Have we… Has there ever been a woman on Wahrheit’s throne?”

      “A few.”

      “Truly?”

      “Their husbands died, and their children weren’t old enough to rule,” murmured Hans Caspar. He shifted uncomfortably. “To be specific, a male has always worn the crown, but often in our history, it’s been a woman who’s made the decisions.”

      “Well, then, it’s illegal, isn’t it?”

      “Not illegal,” explained Caspar. He blinked with one eye, the other scrunching around his monocle. “It’s unusual, but that’s to be expected. The high council votes on each new king, but since the founding of Wahrheit, there’s always been a male heir prepared to take the throne. The council may view it as a formality, simple tradition, but there’s a legal requirement they vote on the next ruler, and the law allows great leeway on who they choose.”

      “Well, they won’t choose a woman,” snapped Walhausen.

      Hans Caspar turned to Sigismund. “Perhaps the premier ought to tell us what he knows. Is it true? Is the high council considering a woman to take the throne? Ah, which woman would that be? Not Landgravine Helga Muller, certainly. She is formidable, but would they really rather her than… no one?”

      Placing his hands flat on the council table to make sure he could stay still, Sigismund ached for a goblet of wine. Two or three of them. It was too early, though. They’d met shortly after dawn. He had still been drunk when his servants had woken him, but now, he just felt sick. Maybe it wasn’t too early. Maybe a goblet would settle his nerves and his stomach.

      “Well?” asked Caspar. He glanced at Cardinal Borromeo. “Your thoughts? It is not solely a matter of law.”

      The portly priest looked to be shrinking down into his chair. He was the only man in the room not shocked by Sigismund’s slip.

      Caspar removed his monocle, polished it on a woolen waistcoat, and said, “Interesting.”

      General Walhausen looked around, confused.

      “Does this queen come with a great deal of wealth?” wondered Ludwig.

      Sigismund scowled at the man. Ludwig was the minister of finance, but surely he realized other concerns existed.

      Sigismund muttered, “I shouldn’t have said that. The situation is… tricky.”

      “Dangerous to whoever you plan to put that crown on,” surmised Ludwig. He pursed his lips. “There has been talk of some sort of breakout of assassinations amongst the nobility recently. Several counts and countesses, I am told. That is related, I presume?”

      Sigismund nodded. “We’re keeping things quiet. The landgraves don’t want anyone on the throne. They’d rather the kingdom splinter into five pieces, and then the lot of them can go to war over who gets what, I guess. We cannot allow that to happen. The… This woman must be protected at all costs. I am sorry, I trust you all, but I hope you understand the danger…”

      “It seems to me,” continued Ludwig, “this would be a good time for our absent friend, the minister of intelligence, to join us. This is his sort of work, isn’t it?”

      “You know he won’t join us.”

      “I know hardly a thing about him—or her—except that he doesn’t grace us with his presence. If I didn’t know better, I might suspect the minister of intelligence was you.”

      “But you do know better,” retorted Sigismund.

      He forced himself to avoid looking at Cardinal Borromeo. Sigismund and Borromeo were the only two privy council members who also held a seat on the high council. He’d been told the way the cardinal would vote when Ursula Marchand was nominated, which implied the churchman knew something of what was afoot, but the premier hadn’t spoken to the man, and he didn’t trust Borromeo with the little bit he knew. It had occurred to him that mistrust might flow both ways, but such was the privy council.

      He rubbed the bridge of his nose again and said, “Keep it quiet, or we may not have a king or a queen. If the landgraves have time to respond before we force a vote… It won’t go well for us, my lords. If Wahrheit falls, we fall.”

      General Walhausen grunted loudly. The others were more circumspect, but trust or not, they knew that truth. If Wahrheit fell, so would they.

      “We’ll have to follow your lead, then,” remarked Ludwig crisply. He sighed. “I know you think I’m prying, but… can you tell us when? Truly, I’m at my wits end putting off creditors, searching for new revenue, trying to keep this kingdom afloat. The plunder from Clermont that the general promises would be welcome, but we’ll be brawling with Landgrave Laurent over every mark of it. Already, I’ve heard rumblings he wants compensation from Clermont for the incursion. If they sue for peace, he’ll have his own demands, and frankly, with no one on the throne, I have no leverage to keep him quiet. Arguably, he was the one wronged... If the high council gets involved, will they vote for us to take the funds or one of their own? You all know the answer to that.”

      “There will be a vote on the… on the queen within the week,” promised Sigismund. “Success or failure, we’ll know within the week.”

      Cardinal Borromeo sat straighter and offered, “The… ah, queen, will have the church’s vote and her blessing. The holy mother herself will grant it.”

      “Aye, it’s the holy mother’s wizard behind all of this, if I had to guess. This queen will have yours and the premier’s vote, which means you’d still need two of the five landgraves. I’m guessing you’ll get none of them,” asserted Ludwig. The finance minister was suddenly looking doubtful. Visions of a wealthy claimant to the throne, the ability to draw income for a liege’s personal holdings, the chance to borrow again were quickly fading in the dark-skinned man’s glittering eyes.

      “Jan Lehmann will vote for a king. Sorry, queen,” rumbled General Walhausen. He rubbed at his big chin thoughtfully and glanced at the empty chair that they always left open for the minster of intelligence. Not that the chair had ever been used in their time on the council. It was symbolic because, while only the premier knew the identity of their absent minster, they all understood his value. Time and time again, that had been proven.

      “Lehmann, truly?” wondered Ludwig.

      “He’s scared of Cojita,” remarked the general offhandedly. “He needs the dragon knights and the bulk of the rest of the army as well. No crown, no knights. Lehmann’s no coward, but he’s heard as clearly as I what this self-proclaimed Emperor Honxul is doing down south. The King of Andorra has been in Lehmann’s ear for years now, carping about it. Now that Honxul has consolidated the empire, it’s pretty clear where his eyes will turn next. Andorra won’t hold out more than a year. Lehmann knows without the support of the crown, he’ll be next.”

      “Interesting,” murmured Hans Caspar.

      Sigismund sat forward. “Our friends are at work. They’ve told me they are confident they’ll get the fourth vote, but it’s only going to happen if the candidate lives to see the day.”

      The other councilors looked back at him. They understood. They would try to keep their mouths shut, but they were fallible men, just like him. He cursed himself. A queen. Such an obvious slip. How many women in the kingdom could be considered suitable candidates? His loose tongue was going to get more than one of them killed, he worried.

      But worse, it could put the hounds onto Countess Marchand’s scent. The army would retake Mertz in days. Stories of the young countess flying away on the back of a dragon would be in Ehrstadt shortly after. The landgraves and their advisors were intelligent, cunning men and women. They would figure it out the moment they heard.

      Sigismund finished the rest of the day’s business quickly, then rushed to his room. He had to get a message off, to tell the librarian to expect trouble.
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      Countess Ursula Marchand strolled across the broad square, the heels of the tall boots she’d borrowed from Ilse Brinke’s closet thumping across the tightly fit cobbles. She was wearing snug leather trousers, a linen blouse, and a long wool coat that hung halfway down her thighs. It was strange attire, unlike anything she’d ever worn before. In it, she would have stood out like a talking dog on the streets of Mertz, but in Ehrstadt, everyone seemed strange to her, and no one remarked upon what she was wearing.

      Ilse had been generous with her clothing and her company, though after Ursula had met with the premier, the woman had become stubbornly insistent that the countess stay within their rooms. At most, Ilse conceded to a chaperoned stroll through the empty corridors of the palace late at night. They’d argued about it, and while Ursula had found Premier Sigismund could be cowed with a look, the quartermaster had become as stubborn as rusted nails. Possibly a good thing in her position, but it was frustrating to a young woman who wanted to explore the city she was supposed to rule.

      No one had said so, but she could look around the palace and guess that if she ever wanted to walk the streets incognito, now was the time to do it. There were hundreds of guards stationed at the doorways to most corridors, and there must be thousands of them in all. Their only task would be to protect her. They were serious-faced, grave men and women, who had the look of those who would die to protect the royal line, and those were the sort you couldn’t order about.

      After several days in the palace, she realized they reminded her of Sergeant Speckle. He’d been a good man, competent and loyal. He would listen to you, but then he would make his own assessment and act upon it. She hadn’t been close to Speckle until she’d become countess, so it was surprising to find she missed him nearly as much as her parents.

      The loyalty of those men went beyond following orders. They truly cared. They were the sort you couldn’t command to stay behind while you slipped away because it hurt too much to disappoint them. They expected a king to… be a king. From the stern faces of the men in the palace, she couldn’t guess what they would think about a queen, but she could imagine that no King of Wahrheit had ever had the opportunity to stroll down the crowded avenues, find a tavern, and watch the world stroll by over a tankard of wine.

      She’d never done that either in Mertz. Her minders had the same disposition as the guards. The weeks hiding in Ilse Brinke’s care were strangely the most free Ursula had ever been. She meant to take advantage of it, so early that morning, still an hour before dawn and several hours before the quartermaster usually stirred herself awake, Ursula slipped outside.

      It was easier that way, versus trying to talk the other woman into allowing an outing. Sometimes, when there was an argument you couldn’t win, it was best to just avoid it entirely.

      When Ursula left, the quartermaster was sleeping in a giant, wing-backed chair in front of the embers in her hearth. She was covered to the neck in a thick blanket with a pillow stuffed on one side of her head. It didn’t cover her feet, though, and Ursula grinned when she saw one of the woman’s toes poking from a hole in her sock. The quartermaster spent countless hours poring over the enchanted artifacts down below the palace in her chambers, but she spent significantly less time on her presentation.

      That was the reason for the state of Ursula’s current garb. She’d taken Ilse’s second-best outfit, which didn’t mean as much as she’d thought it would. But on the bright side, at least no one seeing her would expect she was nominated to become queen.

      Sleeping in the chair looked uncomfortable, but Ilse refused to take another room or allow Ursula to sleep on the floor so the quartermaster could have the bed. It was foolish. There had to be scores of available rooms in the palace and hundreds of spare mattresses, but Ilse insisted they stay together for as long as Gerhard Fischer had tasked her with protecting the countess.

      Stubborn. That was what she was. What Gerhard Fischer was to her, or to anyone, Ursula had not yet figured out. It wasn’t just secrets stored down in her chambers below the palace that Ilse Brinke kept behind closed lips.

      Because Gerhard was one of the only other people she’d met in Ehrstadt, Ursula spent an inordinate amount of time speculating about his role in the conspiracy. It seemed the premier treated him with a confusing combination of deference and defiance. And perhaps a bit of fear? It was as if he knew something of the man and did not want to know more. On the other hand, Sigismund was barely aware of Ilse and had been quite surprised at the boldly dressed woman’s unconcerned reaction to his instructions. In general, the premier had appeared flabbergasted with the pair of conspirators’ attitudes toward his authority.

      It would have been quite funny if Ursula didn’t share the man’s frustration.

      So instead of discussing the pair of rogues, Ursula and the premier spoke more often of Captain Tilly. The premier seemed far more comfortable with the giant dragon knight’s traditional acceptance of orders. It seemed everyone knew the captain and held him in the highest regard. Ursula regretted she could not visit with him, but understandably, he was involved in retaking Mertz. She hoped there would be a time when she could get to know the captain better.

      No one seemed to really know the wizard or what to think of the squat man. Ilse had muttered beneath her breath that she didn’t think he was a wizard at all. Gerhard Fischer just listened with half-closed eyes when the topic of the wizard arose. Apparently, the spy had never met him but had formed some opinions about who and what he might be. Ursula had seen the little man several times now, lurking in places it did not seem he should have been able to enter. What he’d been doing there, she had no idea.

      It was bizarre. The conspirators were largely operating independently from the privy council, who was working outside the knowledge of the high council, who didn’t seem to care what the diet of lords thought, who pretended the council of burghers did not exist. And the burghers eyed the merchants and the guilds, whether or not the members were in any of the other councils, like thieves stalking a jeweler’s shop. Each layer of Wahrheit’s government was like a jealous handmaid snapping at her peer because the captain had made eyes at her.

      Ursula had told Premier Sigismund as much, and the old man had simply laughed and nodded. The thing she was missing, he said, was the crown. The crown was the fist that held everyone else by the scruff of the neck and forced them to work together. They benefitted as a whole when the kingdom operated as one, but each group constantly bickered, hoping to gain some advantage for themselves.

      The merchants and the guilds were honest enough as far as Ursula could tell. They wanted coin. Greedy bastards they might be, but at least they didn’t hide it. The burghers wanted coin as well, but they claimed it was in service of their rights. Whatever those were supposed to be. Evidently, it was something they felt they deserved and that the peasants in the countryside did not because the burghers insisted there was a difference between the two of them. In Mertz, there’d been none. Neither group was titled, and they weren’t in the guilds. What other designations were needed?

      Another thing she struggled to understand was that the diet of lords made the laws. Her father had been a member of the diet for some years but before she’d been old enough to understand his role. The diet made the laws, but they also were the subjects of the landgraves. It was a rather precarious position to defy your lord and vote for a law he or she hadn’t blessed. The entire exercise seemed rather pointless.

      The high council—made up of the five landgraves, Premier Sigismund, and Cardinal Borromeo—was a boot on the neck of the others and a thorn in the side of the privy council and the king. They thought of their own fiefdoms and little else. Evidently, the landgraves tended to work as a block, and with five of the seven members in the council, that meant they did whatever they wanted.

      Only the king had the authority to veto their decisions. She was coming to understand why some factions were desperate to put her—to put anyone—on the throne.

      Sigismund claimed the privy council just wanted to do what was best for Wahrheit at the direction of their liege. She did not believe that, but after speaking to him for several hours, she began to wonder if he, in fact, did believe. He acted loyal enough. Perhaps that meant danger, but he was the only one she’d spoken to who actually understood all of the political maneuvering. So danger or not, if she was to be queen, then he was the only boat she had to cross a rushing river.

      It wasn’t until after her discussions with him, lying in Ilse’s bed, her mind churning, that she wondered what the church’s place was in all of this. Cardinal Borromeo had a seat on both the high council and the privy council. He was undoubtedly one of the most powerful men in Wahrheit. But he was subservient to the holy mother. Sigismund had never mentioned her during his lectures about the political powers in Wahrheit. Why was that?

      Sighing, Ursula stopped in the center of the Lords Square and turned slowly. She’d stolen from Ilse Brinke’s rooms early, an hour before dawn. Now, dawn was breaking over the tops of the buildings, and the streets were coming alive.

      The square was a massive open space, as large as the keep in Mertz. Low hedges curved in rigid formations around trimmed lawns and beds of freshly churned dirt. Ornamental trees grew in some corners, but for the most part, the gardens were low, allowing a view of the hulking bronze statues of former kings that dotted the square and the grand buildings that surrounded it. It would have been pretty in the spring, when the flowers bloomed, but in autumn, shortly after the gardeners turned the soil and after the leaves had dropped from the trees, it had a bleak aspect.

      The Hall of Lords took up one side of the square and explained the name of the place. With no king in the city making demands and no reason for the diet to meet, the Hall of Lords was quiet. Beside it was Ministry House, primarily the Ministry of Law, judging by the flow of magistrates in and out the door. On the third side was the Consortium, which seemed to be a loose confederation of mercantile offices, counting rooms, and guildhalls. It was by far the busiest building, the one where people strode with purpose. The fourth side of the square was open to the rest of Ehrstadt. There were half a dozen streets that snaked out into the city and twice as many expensive-looking restaurants, inns, and taverns there to serve the monied visitors to Wahrheit’s seat of government.

      The governmental and mercantile halls loomed like cliff faces, only the mountain and the top of the Roost visible beyond them. The other way toward the city, the occasional spire of one of the churches struck skyward, and some roofs and domes shouldered higher here and there, but when looked at from afar, it was a chaotic tapestry of tile and slate, stone walls, and thick timber.

      Even early in the morning, the streets teemed with people like trout in a river swimming to spawn. For days, she’d been marveling at them, but it was in the Lords Square that the vastness of Ehrstadt, and the kingdom it controlled, was truly apparent. In the square alone, there had to be a thousand people. They’d come from every corner of the kingdom, and several of them she suspected had come from somewhere beyond.

      The colors of Clermont were noticeably absent, but she thought she caught the accent of Darford, and one large, unhappy looking party had the narrow-eyed, ophidian look of those from Andorra.

      Most of the people out at that hour were entering or exiting the official buildings, but also in the square were vendors selling skewers of sausage and pockets of grilled vegetables, and there were performers juggling, playing music, or teasing the audiences with simple tricks and sleight of hand. People, locals or visitors to the capital, thronged the pathways, turning slowly and taking in all of the sights.

      She’d been in the square a quarter hour, watching these varied people, before she wondered what they thought when they saw her. Did they think she was a seafarer from the far west, a displaced noble, the future queen? She laughed, drawing a startled look from a passing child, and kept walking. They saw her as a stranger, but she was strolling through the one place that was not strange.

      The vendors and the performers looked at her like they did everyone, hopeful at first then annoyed when she passed by without dropping any marks into the caps or boxes they had in front of them. Few people were tipping them anything, but she supposed if some small percentage of visitors to the square threw down a handful of quarter and half copper marks, the performers’ efforts would be worth it.

      In time, she ignored the performers and their looks and tried to walk like those well-dressed men and women who appeared to belong there. At first, the entirety of the scene in the square was awe-inspiring, then incredible that she was meant to rule it all, and then terrifying because she was meant to rule it all.

      It was too much, so early in the morning. She decided a quieter street would be better, so she took off down the narrowest path leading from the Lords Square. The walls of buildings closed around her, but the press of people wasn’t any greater. Earlier, she’d asked a friendly looking passerby which street led where. This one led to Ehrstadt’s printing presses and booksellers. The man had shared that, some details about the other streets, and then had attempted to weasel her into having a drink with him at a nearby tavern. He’d claimed it had the best wine in the city, but she noticed the establishment had rooms above and decided it wasn’t the wine and information he really wanted to share. She was young and inexperienced, but she wasn’t stupid. She’d declined politely and then more firmly when he’d proved difficult to dissuade.

      It was an unfortunate reminder that while Ilse Brinke acted like an over-cautious nursemaid, she wasn’t entirely in the wrong. There were areas in the city which would not be appropriate for a young woman of good family to visit, whether or not she would become the queen. But the Street of Tomes, Ursula figured, ought to be as safe as anywhere.

      The buildings and their storefronts were narrower here. Instead of grand boulevards and tumbling palaces, the Street of Tomes had buildings crushed together like books on a shelf. She smirked, thinking she likely wasn’t the first one to make that observation.

      The street itself wasn’t crowded, though. Even in Ehrstadt, books were expensive, and the wealthiest citizens would have the booksellers come to them. But to earn business with a noble or a merchant prince, one must have a shop, and so they did. While the shoulders of the shops were narrow, their windows were wide and well-lit.

      Books rose in graceful tiers, displayed carefully to show off expensive, rare volumes, or lined in ranks like the soldiers she’d seen marching the other day, to make the most efficient use of space. Some shops had them piled haphazardly, seeming to impress with quantity rather than artful positioning. A few of the windows held stacks of the same books, lined up showing off their spines. When she looked closer, she saw those were books off the printing presses.

      They were cheaper than the others. A tenth the cost of the hand-inked versions of popular titles and far less than the beautiful, leather-bound illustrated editions, but the price did not always reflect the quality she’d seen.

      Her father had maintained a reasonable-sized library in Mertz. Her tutors taught her from his volumes. The church had a section on some of the shelves, and a handful of the merchants and lords floating around the court would come in from time to time to borrow a book or two. Several would lurk, hoping to meet her father or her, but others seemed earnestly interested in perusing the shelves. A few spent nearly all of their time there.

      There were rarely new books in her father’s library. He’d claimed that once a thing was known and written, there was no point in buying a second book about it. Her father also had a strong dislike of popular fiction. He believed the daughter of a count had better things to do with her time than wallow in tawdry tales. Her mother hadn’t seemed to mind those stories, though. Despite the lack of new volumes, people still came to read. Perhaps they were just reading the same books all over again? She’d never understood the purpose of that.

      Too much of her father in her, her mother would say, but as Ursula walked along the Street of Tomes, she was awed by the stunning variety of books on display. It’d never occurred to her there could be so many of them in the world. Despite imagining her father’s tight-lipped grimace at so many words, she found herself curious. She struggled to even understand what she was looking at. There had to be scores of booksellers, and each one had hundreds of books, if not thousands. Many of those books would be replicas, of course, but not all of them. Plenty of the shops seemed to be showing off unique titles, and certainly not all of the shops could be carrying the exact same inventory.

      She blinked. So many books. Who was writing all of these things? No one could read all of this, could they? Who would even try? The knowledge contained on that street, available for nothing more than coin, was more than anyone could reasonably absorb. She shuddered, thinking about the sort of person who had so much to say.

      She had no interest in browsing through the dry volumes her tutors had forced onto her, but her mother and her ladies had found some joy in books. At least, they were occasionally seen with one in hand, all looking over each other’s shoulders, giggling behind their wrists at what they read. Maybe she should find one of those books. Would Ilse Brinke read one with her and giggle?

      Ursula considered entering one of the shops, looking at the books of fiction, but saw that particular shop seemed to be selling illustrated titles for children. The only illustrated books her father kept had been for her as a child, when she’d been learning to read. Those books hadn’t been what her mother had read. Ursula paused. Had her mother been reading books that were… inappropriate?

      Swallowing, she started walking again. She would never know now. Her mother and all of her ladies were dead, and the idea that the shops on this street filled with well-dressed ladies might be stocked with books that were risqué kept her walking. There was no time for that sort of thing, even if the thought hadn’t been bringing a blush to her cheeks.

      Another block down the street, she passed a shop that was filled with volumes about the church. It wasn’t nearly as crowded as the one that had the ladies browsing the shelves, but these books would be at home in her father’s library. One Truth, the priests said. Maybe, but they’d certainly used a lot of pages to tell it.

      At the end of the Street of Tomes, down an avenue that cut across it, she heard a terrific clanking of industry, and the air smelled of spilt ink. She thought she might sneeze and decided it must be paper she was smelling, the stale odor of paper and, beneath it, the acrid stink of glue.

      A printing press? Cautiously, she ventured closer. She’d never seen one herself, but she’d handled books produced by them. Years ago, the new presses had been the talk of her father’s court. Even if he hadn’t respected the knowledge shared by books, he had understood the commercial potential of running off hundreds of volumes a day. There’d even been speculation about peasants taking up reading, which the count had scoffed at and her tutors had thought a wonderful vision of the future.

      Following the sounds, she located the building they were coming from. Heavy oak doors, hung on iron railings, stood flung wide open. Dust, speckles of ink, and noise spilled out into the street. There was a rope blocking the open door, as if they’d opened it to circulate the air but were not welcoming customers.

      She stopped, peering inside.

      A series of machines, each the size of a wagon, were groaning and rhythmically thumping up and down. It reminded her of animals making babies. Workers, shirtsleeves rolled up in the autumn chill, leather smocks hanging around their necks, fed paper into one in of the contraptions. Another set of men turned cranks, and more retrieved completed pages from the end of the giant device. They clipped the sheets to cables that were hung from pulleys, and page by page, they were sent deeper into the building. Somewhere beyond, other workers must be assembling the pages and gluing them to bindings.

      Her father had owned a few books created by these printing presses. He’d bought them off a trader as a curiosity. The count had declared that art had fled the practice of literature and that the beauty had been leeched out of books. Her tutors had been disappointed, but without the count’s funds to make more purchases, the majority of books within his library had remained hand-inked.

      Watching the swarm of printers feeding their mad contraption, she agreed this was no art. “The end of art, but the beginning of the rule of science,” one of her tutors had declared. She hadn’t seen the man often after that. Had her father let him go? The tutor had been emphatic that the invention of the printing press meant the dawn of a new age.

      Maybe it did. Maybe they were in the beginning throes of that age now. What her tutor did not understand, and what her father had explained to her late one evening, was that progress wasn’t always a good thing. Her tutor had envisioned peasants performing mathematics. Her father saw men crafting deadlier weapons utilizing the knowledge they’d learned from books. If peasants were adding sums beside their pigsties, she’d never witnessed it, but she’d experienced the horror the science of war had sown.

      Truth and knowledge were two edges of a sword. They could cut you.
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        * * *

      

      The sun was directly overhead when she’d finished her exploration of the environs around the Street of Tomes. Ilse would be tearing the palace apart looking for her by now, screeching that troops of assassins were but steps away, but Ursula couldn’t bring herself to return to that comfortable captivity. Not yet.

      She was anonymous on these streets, but she was Countess Marchand. She was meant to be the future queen, at least by some. The weight of it all was too heavy. She hadn’t been ready for this. She knew she wasn’t prepared. It wasn’t self-pity or hand-wringing. It was a simple fact. Sigismund had assured her he would help. Maybe he would. He would also try to use her as a puppet, and she didn’t blame him for that. Anyone would do the same. Everyone would do the same. It was the nature of men and women in power to grasp for more. The nature of those out of power as well, she supposed. Sigismund wouldn’t try to harm her—she did grant him that—but he would try to use her. The truth? She would use him as well.

      That future was too much. She wouldn’t bear it. Not today.

      The sun cut down between the tall buildings and reflected off the cobbles, worn and polished from ages of boots sliding across them. She was hungry and thirsty. She stuffed her hands in her coat and flapped it, letting some cool air in under the heavy wool. Her fingers felt a hard bit of metal, and she pulled out half a gold mark.

      Not enough to buy a book, but plenty for a bit of stew and a mug of wine. She would sate her hunger, dull her racing thoughts, and then return to the palace. She would apologize to Ilse and make it up to the woman somehow. She would help the quartermaster with her work if she was allowed or perhaps just take a nap within the woman’s chambers, not risking death or discovery or some worse fate only the quartermaster could imagine.

      Grinning, Ursula strolled until she found familiar streets and the ramshackle open-topped tavern that she’d visited before. It was just two blocks off the Street of Tomes, and now that she was paying attention, she recognized the clientele. The Roaring Wench was filled with gray-haired, bespectacled men, mostly wearing shirtsleeves and embroidered vests. The style amongst booksellers, it seemed. They must all close their shops at the same time and come for their midday meal. What she’d assumed to be dirt during her last visit was actually ink, and she smiled, pleased to be in better company than she’d expected. It couldn’t be the worst tavern in the city if it was frequented by men of letters.

      At midday, the Roaring Wench was busy. Several pairs of eyes followed her when she entered, but no one accosted her, so instead of going up top in the cool air, she found a small table near a large, leaded glass window she could peer out of at the people in the streets.

      In Mertz, she’d never had a chance to just sit and watch. She was the daughter of the count and countess. Everyone knew her. She could look down from the battlements all she wanted, but that was the closest she could get to life in her city without disrupting it. If she came down from the walls, everyone she saw would bow or curtsey. They would hold doors and leap to her aid. Nice enough when you wanted it, but it was nice to be a stranger as well.

      A practical-looking woman came by and eyed her up and down curiously. “Back again?”

      Ursula blinked.

      “We don’t get your type in here often,” explained the woman. She leaned on a chair across from Ursula, displaying surprisingly strong forearms. She wore a deep purple dress, half-covered by a well-worn apron, and had piercing gray-blue eyes that felt like they were seeing beyond what was obvious. “You in trouble, girl?”

      “Not the sort you’re thinking.”

      The woman grunted. “Long time ago, when I was near your age, my ma passed away and it felt like I was lost. Came to Ehrstadt, thinking… I don’t know what I was thinking, to be honest. I wandered a bit until help found me. I can see the trouble weighing on you, girl. You need help to find you, it’s here. The name is Christine. Remember it next time, eh?”

      Smiling at the woman, Ursula removed the half-gold mark from Ilse’s coat pocket and put it on the table. This woman could not help her, but kindness deserved reward. “Thank you, Christine, but my problems are… complicated. What I need is a bit of wine and a place to think.”

      “Bah, complicated. Ain’t they all. Well, we got wine, both red and white. I’d have better if I’d known everyone would come in suddenly paying with gold. Which ya prefer, red or white?”

      The woman took her order for wine, informed her the schnitzel and potatoes was better than the stew, and promised fresh bread would be arriving from the baker in moments. Ursula sat back, content to feel her hunger and sip her wine as she watched the world. The food was taking longer than the tavern owner promised, but she was in no rush. And the wine wasn’t any better of a vintage than the last time—in fact, she wouldn’t be surprised if it was the same bottle as the last time—but today, she didn’t care.

      She was halfway finished with the wine when a man stopped in front of her table. Giving him a small smile she hoped was taken as polite and uninviting, she nodded and turned back to the window, but the man did not leave. He just stood and grinned at her.

      Glancing back at him, she asked, “May I help you?”

      “That accent. Musical. Tell me, are you from County Marchand?”

      Her lips pressed together, and she didn’t answer.

      The man’s grin grew into a beaming smile, and he flipped back his cloak, exposing two gloved hands holding two gleaming, curved blades.

      “Pleased to meet you, Countess.”

      The man lunged at her, and she kicked. Had she been wearing the delicate heeled shoes, the corset and skirts that her mother would have demanded for a day in Ehrstadt, she never would have connected, but in Ilse Brinke’s snug trousers and boots, both of her feet slammed into the man’s stomach.

      He pitched backward, coughing and cursing.

      A man, one of the booksellers, grasped at her attacker’s arm, and her assailant slashed one of his curved blades across the bookseller’s throat. The blade cut clean, and blood gushed from the poor man’s neck.

      Ursula stood, grabbed her chair, and swung it at her assailant like a club when he came back at her, but he was ready for resistance this time and threw up an elbow. The chair shattered on his arm, and he staggered to the side, but he whipped his knife at her as he did, and the smooth steel sliced through her heavy coat, her blouse, and her flesh.

      A burning line of pain bloomed across her stomach, and she fell backward, hitting the wall and slumping down. The shirt was soaked in the space of a breath, and blood pooled in her lap. Her attacker shook off the splinters from the chair and stepped toward her again. Her hands clutched at the burning cut across her stomach, and her feet kicked and slid in puddles of her own blood.

      The main raised his knife. Behind him, the booksellers were standing and shouting. The tavern owner was calling out the door for help. It was all too late.

      Then, above her head, the window exploded inward in a tinkling crash. Thick chunks of glass burst into the assassin’s face, and a body slammed into him. Two figures went flying through the sharp cloud of glittering glass, crashing into tables, knocking over chairs, and sending booksellers scrambling out of their way or sprawling onto the floor.

      She heard screams, grunts, and shouts, but she couldn’t move. The pain froze her. The sight of her blood, so much of it, leaking between her fingers put her into shock. Her thoughts were like hands frozen from cold, unable to clutch at the growing truth in her lap. Eventually, she grasped that all of that blood meant she was going to die. She could feel it, her life dripping out in a steady flow. Such an odd end, but she found she was ready. At least she wouldn’t have to be queen.

      The men wrestled until finally, one sprang up and drew a narrow sword from his belt.

      Her attacker, a larger man, rose as well, his cloak thrown back and his paired knives held confidently. He paused. “Do I know you?”

      The smaller man did not answer, but when Ursula’s attacker slashed his blade toward him, the newcomer lunged forward in a neat riposte.

      Her attacker deflected the thrust, pushing the slender sword wide, and swung one of his daggers at the head of the new man. He ducked, the curved steel whistling over his head. Then he surged forward, and he smashed the crown of his head into the assassin’s chest. Staggering back, the assassin didn’t have time to react when the tip of the sword darted and pierced his thigh.

      Swinging his knife, he attempted a counterstrike, but the sword found his arm and then his shoulder. Next, the narrow blade carved a trench beneath the assassin’s eye.

      The man growled and lunged, which was the end of him. The smaller man’s rapier slid easily into the assassin’s chest, burying halfway to the basket hilt before he stopped, choking painfully on the steel that was impaled through his torso. The assassin’s knives fell, clattering loudly on the floor of the silent room.

      Ursula looked on, amused at the shock on the assassin’s face. She must have looked the same, moments before when her stomach had been cut open, but surprising them both, she’d outlived her attacker.

      Spinning on a heel, the little swordsman turned. He produced a handkerchief from his pocket and slid it along his blade, cleaning the blood. Without looking down, he dropped it on the body of the man he’d killed. He efficiently sheathed the weapon and knelt in front of her, frowning.

      “I know you,” she told him.

      “Aye, lass, you do, but no names please. May I see the wound?”

      She moved her hands. The hurt was still awful, but she’d begun to feel numb. Cold. Weeks ago, those facts would have terrified her, but now, they were comforting. The weight of worry was lighter than a feather when you knew you were going to die.

      The swordsman winced then ripped a cravat from his neck. He pulled her forward and wrapped the cloth around her back. He wadded her ruined shirt over the cut across her stomach, then tied it in place with the cravat, cinching it hard.

      “That hurts,” she complained.

      “Forgive me, my lady,” he said, his voice barely a whisper, “but this is going to hurt a lot more.”

      He put one hand behind her shoulders and another beneath her legs. With a grunt, he lifted her. He’d been right. That hurt a lot more.

      Her thoughts were sluggish, and black was creeping around her vision. She knew the feeling. She’d been struck in the head before, but this time, she didn’t fade to unconsciousness. It would have been better if she had, she decided as the swordsman plowed through the swarm of anxious, yelling booksellers and burst out the doorway.

      Her head was lolling on a limp neck, and she saw the worried faces in the doorway and the broken window watching as they plunged into the crowd.

      She saw the sign above the tavern. A book with a quill stabbed through it. An odd sign for a place called the Roaring Wench. She would have to remember it. Before the attack, it’d been a friendly place. She laughed. How long would she remember anything? She was dying. She knew that. She let her head roll back on Gerhard Fischer’s arm and saw that he knew it as well.

      He was muttering beneath his breath. Cursing her, she believed, and complaining about secrecy. He had strong opinions on how things should be done, it seemed, and she had not done them his way. It was a long tirade, and she could only understand some of it, but as she felt the pain in her stomach and the drip of her blood as it leaked down her side and off her back, she had to admit the man had a point. She’d put herself in danger and had made a rather large mess of things.

      Gerhard Fischer and Ilse Brinke had been right, and her foray into the city had gotten her killed. The difference between them was, as she felt herself fading toward death, she didn’t care.
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      Ilse Brinke stood in the doorway of her room. She didn’t know if she was guarding the entrance, or waiting for help, or both, though there had been nothing to guard from, and help didn’t seem to be on the way.

      There were a score of physicians in attendance around the palace, some old, some young. Some were assigned permanently. Some spent time in the university as well. They were all capable, and a few were more than capable. They were the best medical assistance one could ask for. Most of them specialized in treatment of wounds or poisons, as those had been the king’s greatest fears.

      But while the physicians had the necessary skill and experience to help, they evidently also spent autumn afternoons down by the palace’s pond, meandering about the grounds, looking for birds.

      Birding?

      The future queen of Wahrheit was going to die before she could even sit the throne because a bunch of old men, overpaid with nothing to do, had gone to look at some strange birds? Not to mention that those birds were only strange elsewhere. The Fortune Cursed things were kept and bred in the royal zoo. You could go see them any time you wanted. Ilse herself had seen them with Ursula just days before. That the physicians chose today to make their own visit, instead of days ago, or literally any other day—

      She was ranting in her own head, she knew, but earlier, she’d been ranting aloud, and Gerhard had shouted at her to be quiet. Future queen. She shouldn’t have said that where the guards could hear. And, while it helped to have someone to blame, blaming the royal physicians when there was no royal person in the palace was somewhat unfair. But birding?

      After she’d said too much about who the wounded girl was, the palace guards were arrayed five deep in her hallway. Gleaming halberds, swords, chainmail, all of it, a wall of steel. It looked like someone had cracked open a blacksmith’s workshop and spilled the contents outside of her door.

      Behind her in the room, Countess Marchand was lying on Ilse’s rug. The wing-backed chair had been flung aside by Gerhard when he’d laid the girl down. He’d torn her blouse wide open, leaving her immodest, displaying her pale skin and the horrific gash across her stomach. Even before he’d ripped the shirt, it’d been ruined. The coat as well. The boots and trousers. Ilse had checked. Her second-best outfit was trash. All of it was stained with a thick spray of tacky blood. The girl looked to have gone swimming in the stuff. That she breathed at all was miraculous.

      If Ilse hadn’t gone to Gerhard when Ursula was missing. If the spy hadn’t followed her previously, hadn’t thought to check the places he’d seen her stop…

      The fire was roaring in the hearth. There were towels piled on the rug beside the countess. Bandages and ointments. Knives, scissors, and other tools of the physician’s trade. Three servants were there as well. They’d managed to find the supplies and bring them rapidly. They stood by, ready to help, but how? No one in the room knew how to care for such a severe wound.

      Gerhard was holding a needle and thread in his hands, but he hadn’t begun to use them. Ilse had asked him if he would, and he shook his head.

      “The cut is too deep. It’s slashed her insides, and I don’t have the skill to repair that. Even if I could stitch her up and stop the bleeding inside and out, I think she lost too much blood. Her heartbeat is faint, fluttering. She needs the best care the kingdom has to offer, and that’s not me. I worry if I start poking around in there I might make it worse.”

      “You might,” agreed Ilse, “but, Gerhard, she’s going to die if we do nothing.”

      “Is anyone coming?”

      Ilse glanced back into the hall and shrugged. “No one I can see.”

      Gerhard bolted to his feet. He tore off his belt and his sword, throwing them onto her flipped over chair. “I need bread, milk, honey, and cinnamon.”

      Ilse stared at him, confused.

      He turned to the three chambermaids. “I need you to run to the kitchens like this girl’s life depends on it.”

      “Down the hall, m’lord,” quaked one of the servants. “There’s a kitchen closer to the king’s chamber—“

      “Go. Get it now! Bread, milk, honey, and cinnamon. Run!”

      The three girls darted out, scrambling down the hallway at a sprint. They’d heard what Ilse had said. She’d called Ursula the future queen. Whether the serving girls believed it or not or understood the implication, anyone could see Ursula had moments left.

      Ilse watched impatiently. Countess Marchand was going to die. Should Ilse go try to find the physicians herself? The premier? Someone had to do something. She’d wracked her memories, trying to think if there was something in her chambers down below the palace that they could use, but the fae cast enchantments which could harm, not help. They mixed poisons, not healing potions. A sound drew her attention, and she saw the chambermaids running back, clutching the items Gerhard requested.

      One of them hefted a jug of milk. “It’s no longer cool.”

      Gerhard grabbed it and sat it down beside Ursula’s bleeding body. He opened each of the items, peering into the containers, muttering to himself, as if trying to recall a recipe with no notes. Still working, he asked, “Are any of you virgins?”

      No one replied.

      His head jerked up. “Are any of you virgins? This is important, and I don’t have time to check.”

      “I-I’m not…” stammered Ilse.

      “I know you’re not,” snapped Gerhard. He glanced at the three chambermaids. Two of them raised their hands. Gerhard’s gaze darted between them. He snarled, “You have a liar’s eyes.”

      One of the women dropped her hand, mumbling, “It was quick. I didn’t know if…”

      Gerhard turned to the girl with her hand still raised. “You are sure? No confusion?”

      The remaining girl shook her head, then nodded and babbled, “I am sure.”

      “Fortune’s Favor, a virgin in these halls. Who would have thought? Ilse, arm yourself. Take the other girls somewhere, then guard this door. If they didn’t guess where I went from the guards in the hall, these girls racing around the corridors and returning here will be enough of a clue. Make sure no one enters no matter what you hear inside of the room.”

      “What?”

      “No one—“

      “I got that part. What do you mean arm myself?”

      “There’s no hiding now. They’re going to come. We’ve got a fight on our hands.”

      “Forty palace guards are out in the hall, Gerhard.”

      “Arm yourself. Get more soldiers if you can, but forty isn’t enough. Do you understand? Forty won’t be enough. I hope you’ve squirreled away something in these rooms that’ll help. You have, haven’t you?”

      Swallowing, the quartermaster gestured for the two servants to leave, telling them, “Fetch more guards. Now!”

      She knelt by her bed and slid a long, wooden box from beneath it. Gerhard was whispering furiously to the remaining chambermaid. Ilse tried not to hear what he was saying. She knew she would regret it if she did. If she heard, there was no pretending ignorance about what he was going to do. Knowledge was a boon. Knowledge was a curse.

      Picking up the wooden case, she walked out into the hallway and set it down ten paces behind the line of guards. She told them, “Prepare for an attack.”

      “Attack?” questioned a sergeant. “Who would…”

      He paused when she flipped open the lid of the case and he saw what was inside. It looked like a strange arquebus. It had a stock, a trigger, and a long barrel, though the end of the barrel was flared out like the neck of a vase, and the body of the weapon was fatter than that of a normal firearm. Beside the weapon, tucked carefully in beds of velvet, were three glass vials, roughly the size of a fist.

      Ilse picked one up, opened a chamber on the weapon, and inserted the vial. She lifted the weapon, grunting. She’d forgotten how heavy it was. Heavier outside of the case than within. The magic of the fae was like that, sometimes. Thinking about it would drive you mad. The butt of the weapon and much of the body looked to be made of a charcoal-gray wood. The barrel and the mechanisms appeared to be dark iron or steel. The materials were none of those things. She didn’t know what they were.

      “What is that?” questioned the sergeant.

      In the room behind them, there was a brutal shriek. It was high-pitched, warbling, and it did not stop. The sergeant’s face blanched. His men shifted uncomfortably, some glancing toward her door, most looking the other direction. For several minutes, they stood in the hallway, listening to the awful, heart-rending wails.

      More guards arrived and looked as if they wished they had not. She thought they would question the need to protect the hallway, except something so obviously wrong was happening within her room that no one wanted to know. Then there was her, standing before her door, guarding it with a weapon unlike anything they’d ever seen before.

      The guards might not know what her role was within the palace, but they knew she had the free run of the place. Some of them might have seen her meeting with Captain Tilly or even the old king from time to time. She had no formal authority over these men, but she had a reputation. There were some days that mattered more than any command structure.

      There was a clash of steel and a shout somewhere else in the palace. It came echoing to them strangely down the marble hall. The men all turned their backs to her room and readied themselves.

      Soldiers on the front rank knelt, and others stood at their backs, forming a bristling wall of sharp halberds. They could have used arquebusiers or even crossbowmen or archers, but those weapons were not fashionable indoors. They had probably never been needed. She couldn’t think of any time the palace had been openly assaulted.

      The sergeant of the guards cursed. At the end of the hall, a rough group of men was spilling into view. They looked to be buccaneers or common street thugs. They carried a motley assortment of weaponry and had the look of men who wouldn’t avoid a foul deed if there was pay at the end of it.

      “There!” one of them shouted, pointing down the hall with a rusty cutlass.

      The guards in front of her steeled themselves.

      “A thousand gold marks split amongst whoever lives,” continued the man, the leader of the gang, it seemed. “Have at ’em, lads.”

      Ilse grimaced. The palace guards were well-armed and well-trained, as good men as you could find, but a thousand gold marks? There were nobles worth less than that. It was the sort of money men would die for.

      “Hold fast!” she called.

      More of the buccaneers poured down the hall, and several of them raced forward. They carried short swords, clubs, and axes, weapons designed for close, nasty brawls. Several of them had pistols. She cursed. The royal guard really could have used some arquebusiers.

      Showing more wisdom than she would have credited them for, the first handful of buccaneers skidded to a stop fifteen paces from the line of soldiers and raised their firearms.

      “Charge!” she called. “Fortune Curse you! Charge them!”

      But the soldiers stayed in formation, like they’d been trained to do, and the pistols cracked, spilling smoke and lead balls from the barrels. They kept shooting, the hallway filling with smoke, making it impossible to see how many of them were coming down the corridor. The soldiers held despite her demands they charge, despite the bullets smacking into them.

      At this range, a shot from a pistol was going to hurt something awful even if you were wearing heavy chainmail. Several of the guards went down squealing.

      Then, a buccaneer came flying out of the haze and was impaled on the end of a halberd. He looked surprised, as if he’d been expecting to breeze through the wall of armored men all on his own. Another came behind him, and he was skewered as well.

      The soldiers shook their polearms, trying to knock the bodies off the ends of them, but the weight of each man pulled the weapons down. Other halberds had wavered and then dropped when their wielders had been struck by the pistol fire. Half a dozen men were lying on the floor, dead or wounded. Other guards moved forward, taking the positions of those unable to hold the line, but the pistol shots continued, and more bandits leapt out of the smoke.

      Ilse’s eyes watered from the acrid burn of spent powder, and her ears rang from the concussive blasts echoing in the stone hallways.

      A man, long hair bound behind his head in a tail, a tattered coat on his shoulders, and a feral gleam in his eye, shoved past the ends of the halberds and smacked a hatchet into the unprotected face of a palace guard. Blood splattered. Men shoved and screamed, and the thick of the fight was lost to her as the guards shoved close, the gray of their armor and the burgundy of their tabards filling the hallway.

      The fight was fully engaged, but still, the violent crack of the pistols continued. They had to be hitting some of their own fellows, but each man dead meant one less they had to share the treasure with. They fought with fury, like men who’d long ago sold their souls for far less gold than was being promised today.

      She saw a soldier in the back retreat, his halberd held in trembling hands, still pointing up, but the men in front of him were being pushed, or they were slowly falling back as well.

      “Hold the hallway!” she bellowed. “Do not let them get near the doorway.”

      The soldiers did not hear her or did not care. They continued shuffling backward. She couldn’t see how many buccaneers were on the other side of the soldiers, but she could tell the guards were losing the fight.

      Snarling, Ilse yanked a lever on her weapon, and inside the chamber, the glass canister burst. She waited as long as she could, until the soldiers were ten paces in front of her, and she could see the buccaneers hard amongst them. Wahrheit’s men had bloody weapons, and they didn’t break completely, but the bandits came in an endless tide. It seemed a thousand gold marks bought you an awful lot of thugs from the streets of Ehrstadt.

      When there were only half a dozen soldiers left between her and the enemy, she raised her weapon, set it against her shoulder, and pulled the trigger.

      A terrific gout of orange and red flame billowed from the mouth of the firearm, blasting down the hallway like wild dragon fire. The men in front of her ignited like pitch-soaked torches, flesh crisping and then vanishing in a cloud of ash. Their chainmail glowed orange and began to melt. Tapestries burst into flame in an instant, wooden doorways caught fire, and the marble on the floor and walls cracked from the sudden heat.

      Warmth bathed her face, uncomfortably hot, but she kept her finger tight, depressing the trigger, unleashing a torrent of searing flame. The weapon in her hands remained cool, but everything else burned.

      Flame rolled down the hallway, unceasing, and then, a strand of her hair caught fire. She kept her finger on the trigger, kept the weapon pointed at the enemy, shaking her head to get the burning lock from her eyes. After another moment, the fire spluttered, only a few more writhing tongues drifting from the mouth of her gun.

      The only sounds were the crack of shattering stone and the distant popping of melted metal cooling. Within twenty-five paces, there was nothing but char. Beyond that, there were lumps where men or decorations might have stood, but it was all unrecognizable now. The corridor was black, like a long-used chimney, but there was little smoke. The haze from the gunpowder had been blown away. The fire she’d unleashed had incinerated all that was before it.

      Behind her in the hallway, the two serving women were crying. They’d done their part—getting supplies for Gerhard, fetching more guards—and now, they had to witness this.

      A piece of masonry fell, crashing and crumbling on the blackened floor. Tongues of flame still danced on distant door frames. At the end of the hall, one hundred paces away, she could see black marks where the cross hall had been scorched.

      A man emerged from that hall, slapping at a coat that had been singed by her flame. He had a sword in one hand, and once he’d put the fire out on his jacket, he drew a pistol with his other hand, holding it up to rest on his shoulder. He whistled appreciatively, then called to her, “Impressive. That weapon may be worth more than our prize for the girl, eh? How about you put it down, we’ll do what we’re here to do, and you can walk away from this alive?”

      “No.”

      The man shrugged, as if he hadn’t expected her to agree. “You heard her, lads.”

      Several more men joined the man at the end of the hall.

      He told them, “She’s spent whatever powers that thing, or she’d be using it against us right now, but you’d better run. No telling what other tricks she has.”

      Half a dozen men, looking like the dregs of Ehrstadt’s seediest dens, started racing down the hallway.

      Ilse grunted and turned, cracking open the chamber of her weapon and shaking out the shattered glass from inside. The men were halfway to her. She knelt and collected another of the glass vials. The second of three. She slid it into the open chamber, snapped it shut, and pulled the lever.

      The men were ten paces away. She spun on her knee and pulled the trigger.

      A man jumped at her, like that was going to help, and disappeared instantly in the roar of the flame. She held the trigger, pouring dragon fire down the hall, and didn’t let go until the vial was expended again. When it sputtered out, there was nothing left in the hall. Even the metal of the men’s armor and weapons had spread in molten puddles on the marble. The stone was cracked and falling, and for a moment, she worried the hallway was going to collapse on her.

      Dragon’s breath wasn’t advisable to use indoors, the notes in her catalogue had said. She studied the damage, wondering if she should update that. No, it was not advisable at all. In a less substantial building, she would have created as many problems as she’d solved. Even here, she worried about it, but the ceiling held. That was good.

      There was no one alive in front of her. If the leader of the bandits had jumped out of danger again before she’d pressed the trigger, evidently he’d had enough and did not return. A thousand gold marks was as good as none if you weren’t going to live to spend it.

      She cracked the chamber of the gun, shook out the rest of the broken glass, and waited. The pair of chambermaids behind her were sobbing, blubbering messes, but she ignored them. If the buccaneer came back, he wasn’t going to waste time speaking again, he was going to use that pistol.

      But the next person came with a clanking racket, and she was not surprised to see Captain Tilly appear at the cross hall. He was panting. “I came as soon as I heard physicians were being called to your chamber. I… What happened here, Ilse?”

      “An attack.”

      He grunted, his eyes darting past her to the crying chambermaids. “Is she… Ah, is everyone…”

      “I’m not sure,” she said. “Gerh—I need to look. Can you hold the hallway?”

      “Against anything but you,” he said, his voice gruff. Was he concerned or impressed?

      She nodded and, still holding her weapon, went back to her chamber.

      Gerhard was there, sitting propped against her flipped-over chair. The fire in the hearth had gone out somehow. Countess Marchand was lying on Ilse’s rug, her shirt still torn open, blood soaking her clothing, spattered over her trousers, her bare breasts, and even her face. But her stomach was clean. Whole. Her chest was rising, and the girl didn’t seem as pale as she’d been when Gerhard had arrived with her. It took a moment, but Ilse realized the chambermaid was gone. She looked at Gerhard.

      His head was back, and he met her gaze. “The things we do for this kingdom, Ilse. It’s worth it, isn’t it? A few threads pulled from the Creator’s tapestry? A few lives spent to keep Wahrheit whole. We have to hold it together, don’t we?”

      She recalled the backs of the palace guards, still fighting to defend her a blink before she’d pulled the trigger. “We have to hold it together. No one else can.”

      Gerhard closed his eyes. “The price is more than I can bear some days.”

      “You are strong, Gerhard. You’ll bear it so that others do not have to.”

      “I’m not as strong as you, Ilse.”

      She laughed, short and bitter. He opened his mouth, as if to say more, but then closed it. They both had scars. What matter which had been cut deeper?

      She asked him, “What should we do now?”

      “Get a messenger to the minister or to that fool wizard if anyone can find him. They’ll be able to get the girl to a safe place. They’ll be able to hide the stench of what I’ve done. If the assassins know what they’re looking for, if they have a fae-sniffer… I need to leave, to move away from the girl. If I’m right about the wizard, he can protect the girl better than I. At least for now, though we can’t trust him with her for long.”

      “Where will you go?” she asked.

      “To hide. And then to drink.”

      She walked to him and offered a hand to help him to his feet. “You did more than save her life, Gerhard. You gave us a chance to save the kingdom.”

      Staggering upright, he stepped to look down at the unconscious countess. “I hope she is worth it.”

      Ilse grunted but did not respond. She wasn’t sure if he was talking about Ursula Marchand or Wahrheit.

      Gerhard shook himself like a dog flinging off water, then said, “I need new clothes. She does, too. We can’t carry her through the palace in such a state. You’ll get her cleaned up and changed before anyone comes? They shouldn’t see the future queen like this.”

      “Is she… going to live?”

      He nodded. “She’s fine now. No physical wounds, I mean. She… We’ll have to see about the rest when she wakes. I don’t think she’ll remember much. That’s good.”

      “Tilly is outside.”

      “That’s good too.”

      “We bear this burden, Gerhard, so that others do not have to.”

      The spy grunted, collected his belt and sword, and slowly began to buckle it on. Ilse started to strip Countess Marchand, thinking if things continued at this rate, she was going to need to purchase some new clothing herself. The spy left, and as Ilse was rubbing a wet towel on the countess, trying to clean as much blood off the girl as she could before she redressed her, Ursula’s eyes flicked open.

      “Ah, Your Maj—Ursula, it’s not what it seems.”

      The girl raised her head with some difficulty, looking down at her half-naked body and at Ilse crouched above her with a wet, blood-stained cloth in her hands.

      “I’m not dead?”

      Ilse shook her head.

      Ursula’s head thumped back to the floor. “That’s too bad.”

      “I… Should I, ah, clean you up a bit more? There was a great deal of blood. I’ve got most of it, but…”

      The future queen closed her eyes and said, “I don’t care what you do.”
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      The sound of Wahrheit’s guns rumbled through the ruins of Mertz like the beat of a mad drummer. Their mission was to free the city from Clermont’s clutches, and they’d been instructed not to take prisoners. Clermont evidently understood the scenario, and her men were fighting until the end. They’d spread out, found defensible positions, and were slowly being rooted out as more soldiers from Wahrheit fought their way into the city.

      Overhead, dragon knights circled, and they swooped down to attack whenever they saw their prey out in the open. It meant there were no pitched battles in the wide streets and open squares. The fighting was taking place inside buildings or through narrow alleys. Several times now, Ulrik’s men had gotten into tussles, and for the most part, they were winning them.

      The first had been the ugliest.

      After the clash behind the building at the entrance to the city, they’d broken into a wagon master’s yard and stolen the hammers, hatchets, and other short tools they’d found there. Ulrik had armed half his company with the tools, and the other half had kept their spears and long knives. The half with the shorter weapons had broken into the back of the marble building that fronted the gate to the city, and room by room, they’d fought a vicious, bloody battle.

      Ulrik, an iron mallet in one hand, a knife in the other, had smashed the handle of the door, and several of his men had forced it open. He’d charged inside, dodging as a trio of arquebusiers discharged their guns.

      One had clipped him on the hip. The other two missed, though he’d heard a man scream behind him. Ignoring the painful tug and warmth of his blood on his leg, he’d rushed forward, laying his mallet down on one man’s skull and slamming his knife into the neck of a second man. The third smashed his arquebus crosswise into Ulrik, shoving the boy against the wall, then battering him again. Ulrik absorbed the blows with his forearms, the steel of the arquebus bruising him, but it was better than taking the strikes on his head or face.

      One of his men stormed down the hall, and the third arquebusier fell to a flurry of blows from a hatchet. Blood sprayed, and Ulrik spit drops of it from his mouth.

      Some of his men claimed to be familiar with how to operate an arquebus, so Ulrik assigned them to priming the weapons they took from their foes. Then, he led the rest of them deeper into the building.

      It was an odd sort of place. Tables, now covered in a layer of dust, still retained their polish beneath the grime. There were rooms full of them, all arranged in neat rows. Inkwells and paper stood on most. There were other spaces with plush furnishings, and across one wall, a huge chalkboard had been filled with scribble that Ulrik could not decipher. The rugs, before they’d been stained with blood, had been nice ones.

      What the purpose of the place was, Ulrik had no idea. One of his men, a failed miller’s apprentice from Klafen, had eyed the inkwells and paper and had loudly declared that his village priest described hell a lot like that.

      It’d brought a laugh, but as they moved on, stepping over the bodies of men and peering around corners, terrified they would find themselves eye to barrel with an arquebus, Ulrik figured maybe the man spoke more accurately than he’d intended.

      On the first floor of the marble building, there were a score of bodies that could have fallen when Clermont had taken the place. They found half a dozen men of Clermont in one room, pointing their guns out the windows, firing furiously at Wahrheit’s soldiers who were coming in over the rubble blocking the gate. Ulrik and his company fell on their backs and made short work of them. The arquebusiers evidently hadn’t heard the commotion in the back of the building over the sounds of their own weapons discharging.

      Summarily, Ulrik’s men spread through the first floor of the building, slaughtering men who didn’t realize they were there, but someone up the stairs must have understood what was going on, and when the company tried to move up a level, they met stiff resistance.

      A score of Clermont’s arquebusiers left their positions at the windows and fired down the broad, marble stairs in rotating volleys, giving their fellows time to reload, sending a spray of rock chips spinning in the air with each crack of an arquebus. Ulrik lost two men before he called them back. They could charge up in force, but they would lose ten more before they got a chance to fight back.

      Two of his sergeants squatted by him, looking nervous but determined. “What do you think, Sir? Take ’em quick, or call more men from outside and force them out? A thousand of us are in the city, now. With the first floor cleared, we can open the door and have another company or two with us.”

      Ulrik shook his head. “Whoever goes up those stairs first isn’t walking out of here today, no matter how fast the rest of us are, and if we call for support from our own arquebusiers, you know they’ll force us up the stairs anyway. Their captains outrank me, and they won’t hesitate to put us in danger to protect their own hides. Even if we convinced them to shoot it out, Clermont’s got cover behind the balustrades. It’d be a bloody mess trading lead with them.”

      The sergeants both grunted and waited.

      Ulrik scowled, then said, “We burn them out.”

      The building was constructed of sturdy stone, but it was filled with tables, chairs, and reams of paper. There was spare lumber in the wagon loading yard behind the building, and shortly, they’d filled several rooms with material. If Ulrik guessed right, the stairwell would serve as a chimney and draw all the smoke up and into the floors above. With so much stuff to burn, he thought they might make enough smoke to smother anyone lurking above them.

      They smashed all of the lanterns they could find, spilling oil over the piles of debris. Then they laid a trail of it to the back door. One of the men pulled the trigger of his arquebus, casting a spark that ignited the oil. In moments, the flame disappeared inside following the trail they’d poured, and soon everything else in the place was burning merrily. Whether or not the smoke drove the men out the windows or choked them, they weren’t coming down the stairwell anytime soon, and they were distracted now and less likely to be firing at his men’s backs as they fought deeper into the city.

      Ulrik glanced around the men standing behind the building. Still over ninety of them, with a score of arquebuses in their hands or slung over backs and a number of other weapons they’d scrounged nearby or taken from Clermont’s soldiers.

      Speaking loudly over the worried shouts in a strange tongue coming from the building they’d just left, he told his men, “We lost too much time in there. We’ve got to hurry on to the keep.”

      From the sounds of fighting, he could hear the battle was progressing. He wanted to be at the keep when it was breached.
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      Someone must have cleared the rubble blocking the gate, or maybe the breaches in the wall were open because Wahrheit’s cuirassiers were loose in the city. On the backs of well-trained horses, they moved much faster than the spearmen and arquebusiers on foot. Like partygoers late to the room, trying to rush the bar before the drinks were gone, they charged down the main boulevards.

      Ulrik and his men followed. He wouldn’t say he was hoping the cuirassiers would rush ahead and trigger any ambushes set by Clermont, but if that was going to happen, he would take advantage of it.

      It didn’t take long.

      The cuirassiers, with their expensive horses and their gleaming steel breastplates and feathered helmets, thought quite highly of themselves. When the company Ulrik’s men were following reached a major intersection, braced by dozens of shops surrounding a massive, bubbling fountain, and they saw several of the streets had been barricaded, they did not pause. Two score of the cuirassiers rode into the open space, circling around the fountain, pistols raised, looking for the enemy.

      The enemy had twice as many arquebusiers, and all at the same time, they unloaded their guns on the prancing horsemen. The horses, trained but inexperienced, panicked. The men were even worse. Some sat their saddles still, but they discharged their own weapons at the sides of buildings and into the air. Others fell and were trampled or injured. A few spry men jumped into the fountain, crouching in the cold water, using the stone sides of the thing as cover.

      Ulrik thought they were the smart ones until he considered what a dunking in the pool would do to their powder. Once Clermont’s arquebusiers had fired, the men hefted their guns and, along with several squads of spearmen, rushed out of hiding to finish it with the cuirassiers hand to hand.

      Ulrik’s shouted his orders, and his men attacked.

      The men still holding spears lead the way, their weapons lowered, and with the extended reach of the polearms, they were devastating when they crashed into the sides of the charging company from Clermont. But the spearmen stopped as soon as they’d made impact, then stepped back, and around them stormed a howling group of men with hand tools and other weapons suited for close combat.

      The ten men with arquebuses held back, and when others from Clermont poked their heads out from one of the blocked streets, Ulrik’s force unloaded their guns as a unit at them. Their aim was poor. Half the guns didn’t discharge, and it didn’t appear they hit anyone, but they frightened the opposition into thinking they were an organized mixed unit. Whoever had been lurking out of sight didn’t show themselves again.

      Ulrik stayed back this time, trying to direct the engagement with shouts and commands. It didn’t work all as he ordered, but his men were well-armed for the fight, and they had numbers on their side. The surviving cuirassiers joined the fray, their sabres flashing as they took revenge on the men who’d ambushed them.

      When the engagement was over, the captain of the cuirassiers approached Ulrik. He boomed confidently, “Well done, Captain. When the day is done, I’ll see you are commended for your men’s actions here, but first, we require an escort back outside of the city. It seems too many of my men are unhorsed to continue the battle.”

      “All of my men are unhorsed,” remarked Ulrik.

      The cuirassier blinked at him. Ulrik wondered if the man was some minor lord’s son or if a merchant father had bought him a position as an officer, hoping he’d prove his valor and receive some boon from the crown. It appeared to be wasted coin either way.

      “We have business at the keep,” continued Ulrik. “You can join us.”

      The cuirassier drew up like a rooster and demanded, “I outrank you, Spearman. Return us to camp.”

      Shaking his head, Ulrik, began directing his men to scavenge from the fallen bodies and prepare to move on. He told the cuirassier, “My orders come from up high.”

      “Your colonel? The man’s a noble but unlanded. He may outrank me on an organizational chart, but you should know my father—”

      Ulrik pointed skyward and smirked. He didn’t know if the cuirassier believed he was referring to the dragon knights, an undergeneral, or the holy mother herself, and he didn’t care. The man could complain to his pa all he wanted, but Ulrik had seen the colonel almost grovel before Captain Tilly. There wasn’t a man in the royal army who would stand up directly to the captain of the dragon knights.
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        * * *

      

      Moving through alleys when they could, running across streets when they had to be in the open, and avoiding anywhere that looked like it could be a clear field of fire for arquebusiers or that was big enough to house a hundred spearmen or more, they slowly crept toward the keep.

      The rest of the battle was coming along behind them. They could hear the firearms and the clashes of steel. Like a ravenous cloud of locusts, Wahrheit’s men were swallowing Mertz back into the kingdom. The men of the royal army might not have known anyone who’d lived in Mertz, but they knew these people were of Wahrheit. Mertz’s pride was Wahrheit’s pride, and its sacking required revenge.

      Occasionally, they would see men wearing Landgrave Leland Laurent’s colors, and many of those men looked enraged. A portion of them would have been recruited into the landgrave’s forces from Mertz or the surrounding county. They could have had friends and family amongst the dead. Were they mad at Clermont or their own landgrave for the atrocities that had been committed?

      Ulrik’s company pressed onward, avoiding the main boulevard that was filled with the cacophony of battle and dying men. Instead, they slipped through alleyways and tangled backstreets, always angling closer toward the keep and the palace at its heart.

      They’d paused, and Ulrik was studying a large warehouse from around the corner of a building. A man he’d sent to scout had reported movement inside of the warehouse, which was positioned perfectly for an ambush. It was quiet now, but there could be hundreds of men in a structure of that size. Too many for his company to face. They were down to seventy-five. Good men, battle-tested now, but against hundreds?

      They needed to find an easier fight than this.

      He was about to tell the men to find him another way forward when a giant dragon, dark green, almost black scales glittering in the pale sun, kissed with golden highlights, smashed down on the roof of the warehouse. The dragon’s claws raked the roof, and shingles and wooden spars went flying. It tore at the structure like a dog clawing after a buried bone. Wood cracked and shattered from the weight of the beast and the force of its claws.

      Men burst from the doors of the warehouse like ants from a kicked-over hill. Hundreds of them. Ulrik’s scout had been right.

      A shadow flickered past him. Then, three more dragons dropped from the sky. They roared, and Ulrik felt the power of the cry in his chest. Claws slashing, jaws clapping, the dragons laid about. A few of Clermont’s spearmen tried to fight back, but their weapons were useless against the scales of the dragons.

      Even when the huge creatures weren’t paying attention to you, being around them could be deadly. A tail swiped low across the ground and inadvertently caught four men trying to run behind the dragon, sending them spinning and flying twenty paces to smash into a brick wall. Ulrik winced. If any of the four men survived that, they would likely regret it.

      He worked his jaw, getting moisture back into his mouth, then called out, “Let’s go!”

      “It’s not safe,” complained the captain of the cuirassiers.

      The man had introduced himself, but Ulrik hadn’t bothered listening to the pompous brat’s name. He hadn’t bothered to tell the man his own name either, but evidently too cowardly to even run away on their own, the cuirassiers were coming along with Ulrik’s company. The captain had followed Ulrik like his shadow.

      “The dragons are not going to hurt us,” assured Ulrik, and to prove his point, he stepped into the open and began jogging past where the four dragons were almost done with the three hundred spearmen. His company, slowly at first, came after.

      The ones who’d been recruits with him would have heard the stories about Ulrik. They would at least have some sense he knew what he was talking about. Others gaped, astonished anyone would volunteer to walk near a dragon while it was in the midst of combat.

      As they moved down the street, staying far clear of the fight, one of the dragons paused, and the armored knight on its back called, “Captain Ulrik?”

      Ulrik raised the bloody iron mallet he’d been carrying since the fight at the first building.

      “Sergeant Reventrant sent me to watch over your progress. It’s six more blocks to the keep. We opened the door for you, but there was a swarm of them around it huddling beneath the stone. Be careful on entry. Two blocks from here, there’s a nest of ’em as well, but I couldn’t get a good count. Not as many as you. You can run them over or turn after this block and go two east before cutting back. The rest of the way looks clear from above.”

      “Thank you!” shouted Ulrik.

      Opened the door… He hadn’t considered what they would have done if they’d showed up outside of the keep and the gates were locked. He didn’t have the men or the knowledge to conduct a one-company siege on the place, and he didn’t fancy trying to climb the wall holding a spear. He eyed the dragon and grinned. Opened the door. The creature’s head bobbed, as if acknowledging his amusement.

      “Daylight is fading, lad. Best get on with it.”

      Ulrik dropped his arm forward, and his men began to move again, looking for the building the dragon knight had warned them of.

      The captain of the cuirassiers gasped. “Who are you?”

      “Just another peasant, m’lord.”
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        * * *

      

      The gates of the keep hadn’t so much been opened as completely obliterated. Any trace of wood was gone, and even the stone towers around the structure had been toppled and scattered. There were bodies peeking out beneath the rubble wearing the green-and-white cheque of Clermont. There were a few atop it in the royal burgundy of Wahrheit. Somehow, someone had dashed ahead of them, but they’d only gotten inside after the dragons did their work.

      Ulrik saw a man emerge from beyond the ruined gate. He wore Wahrheit’s burgundy and a boiled leather cuirass, but instead of an arquebus, he carried a sack over his shoulder. He kept near the wall and then suddenly broke out in a full sprint, his bag bouncing awkwardly on his back.

      A few shots cracked, and lead balls impacted the wall and ground near the man, but he wasn’t hit, and he raced out the gate, saw them, and careened toward Ulrik’s company. He stopped short of joining them.

      “Still plenty left, lads. I don’t want trouble.”

      “Plenty left?” questioned Ulrik.

      “He’s looting,” murmured one of his sergeants. “Left his company and ran ahead for the first pick.”

      “Looting,” responded Ulrik, “but this is Wahrheit. We’re reclaiming this city for… for the people who own it. The city, the land around it, everything inside.”

      “Ain’t no one left who owns any of this, unless you mean Landgrave Laurent, and if he asks for it, I’ll be happy to stick this big golden bowl right up his rear end. You’re here, but where are his men? Last I saw any of ’em, they was ambling in through the gates behind several thousand of our own boys. I ain’t seen any of his men fighting, but I’ve seen plenty of his subjects lying in the streets dead and rotting. If the landgrave wants what is here, he can come take it like the rest of us.”

      “Where is your company, man?” demanded the cuirassier captain. “Have you deserted?”

      “I don’t like talk like that,” warned the man, though what he would do about it, Ulrik didn’t know. He was one man with a knife and a bag of treasure. Even the cuirassier captain could handle that fight.

      Ulrik frowned at the looter. There was at least one person still alive who that treasure within the palace belonged to, but he got the impression she wasn’t going to get a chance to claim it unless he could locate the bishop.

      He asked the looter, “Did you see any prisoners from Wahrheit within the keep?”

      “No one who—“

      “I don’t care what’s in the bag,” interrupted Ulrik, ignoring the cuirassier captain’s angry guffaw. “I need to know if anyone from Wahrheit is still alive.“

      “Some, but they must wish they wasn’t. Women, in the great hall. They’re… not in good shape. Saw ’em through a busted window. I woulda done something, if I could, but I’m just one man.”

      “We have an army,” reminded Ulrik. The man did not reply. “See any priests? Men of the church?”

      Shrugging, the looter started to shuffle his feet, edging around Ulrik’s company.

      “That man should be hung,” declared the cuirassier captain.

      Ulrik scowled and then raised his voice to address his company. “I am looking for a man, a priest. He was the bishop of this place. Help me get him, then take whatever you like from the keep, and I’ll see you don’t hang for it. You saw the dragon knight speak to me. You know I tell the truth and can protect you, but if you think to take something before I have that priest, then you’d better start running and don’t stop until you’re in Clermont because after this is over, I’m going to come find you and hang you myself for deserting the company.”

      A sergeant laughed and declared loud enough for the company to hear, “Thought you were ten years too young when they named you captain, but you’ve got some fire in your trousers, lad. That’s a fair deal. You heard the man. We get this priest; then we get ours. I’ll even help you carry the loot, or if not, I’ll help the captain carry the rope when we come looking for you.”
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        * * *

      

      The gate and the resistance were missing when they started their way into Mertz’s keep. Ulrik had been there before, but everything he’d seen was gone. They’d collected the girl just inside the gate, but that gate, the gatehouse, and the walls around it were smashed and scattered in a broad fan of debris across the grass lawn. Other than the recent destruction, it looked as if Clermont had been trying to restore order at the palace. Maybe their commander had been staying there. If so, he must have known what else was occurring in the giant heap of stone.

      There was movement in the windows where the looter had indicated, but no shots rang out. Only a few had chased after the man when he’d been running out of the gate. Perhaps they’d felt comfortable firing at a single, mostly unarmed man who was running away. A company with spears, hammers, arquebuses, and a few cuirassiers moving on foot was a different story.

      Once inside, Ulrik saw evidence people had fled, though who knew where to. He glanced back at the ruined gate and decided it didn’t matter where. If you saw four dragons doing that to a heap of stone, you would run any direction that you could.

      “Why aren’t they fighting?” asked the cuirassier captain.

      “Because they’ve lost,” replied Ulrik. He studied the open lawn and the palace beyond, taking a moment before leading his men all of the way inside. It was an open space, only the remains of the gatehouse marring the lawn and the paved pathways that led to various buildings inside.

      There was a chapel, which was easy enough to identify. Looked just like the one in Hof except ten times the size and sparkling stained glass windows lined the facade. Another building had huge wooden doors worked with intricate metalwork. A gravel path cut straight through the lawn to those doors. It had to be the way to the throne room. That would be the most easily accessible building. The largest open space too, which would be convenient to watch over prisoners.

      “They’ve lost, but they could still die with honor,” complained the cuirassier, as if he would have preferred to fight his way inside or as if he hadn’t recently whined about needing an escort from the battle because he didn’t have his fancy horse to ride.

      Ulrik turned and smiled at him. “Or they could hide, hoping to waylay one of our men, pull on his tunic, and live to tell the tale. I wonder what sort of life they might make for themselves garbed in our colors? Would they choose the life of a spearman—a peasant—or someone else?”

      The cuirassier paled but didn’t respond.

      “Those doors have to be locked,” mused Ulrik, “and this place looks like a maze. What do you think, lads? Can we boost each other up and go through the windows?”

      “Shorter walk,” drawled one of his sergeants. “I like that. Best let a few of us go in first, Captain.”

      Shaking his head, Ulrik told them, “That’s not my way.”

      “Pull enough wick from the lantern, and it burns bright, but it burns quick. Don’t burn out on us, Captain.”

      Ulrik snorted. “That’s good advice. You hear it from a priest or your ma?”

      The sergeant winked. “Made it up myself.”

      “Sure you did, but today, I go first.”

      The sergeant shrugged, then turned and pointed to several of his biggest men. “You’re tossing the rest of us up. Captain has that window on the right. I’ll take the left. You Fortune Cursed bastards better be in right behind us, you hear me!”

      “If anyone starts shooting at us,” added Ulrik, “shout something like you’re calling more companies from outside the walls. Make ’em think we’ve got another thousand men out here. I’m sure the others really will get here eventually.”

      The sergeants made a few more assignments. Then, Ulrik stretched his arms. They were getting tired from carrying the iron-headed mallet, but he was going to need it a bit longer. Every step brought pain in his hip where the lead ball had grazed him, but he’d poked at the wound enough to know it wasn’t going to kill him. Not for some time yet, anyway. He would walk and run as long as he could and worry about an infection when he couldn’t.

      When everyone seemed ready, he raised his arm and chopped it down. They began a pell-mell sprint across the courtyard. He’d claimed the shooters would have run and hid, but he had no idea if that was true. This was his first battle. First time he’d been shot at. First time he’d used a weapon on another person. First time he’d killed a man.

      It would also be the first time he led an assault on a keep to rescue a bishop who could profess to the birthright of the future queen of the Fortune Cursed kingdom—if he ran across that courtyard fast enough.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Scattered shots burst from windows and doors, but from a distance, aiming an arquebus was a matter of luck rather than skill. To be effective, the guns were used in formation where scores of men could all fire at once. In that case, someone was going to hit something, but an individual firing at people on the run was almost worthless.

      Almost. Ulrik heard a few cries of pain behind him as they ran, and at least one man and his weapons clattered loudly on the gravel pathway.

      Ulrik hefted a stone then heaved it through the giant window beside the massive doors. It crashed through, and glass cascaded downward like a waterfall. One of his soldiers, after the glass had fallen, knelt. Ulrik climbed up the man’s shoulders, tossed a coat they’d taken from a body outside over the broken glass on the windowsill, and pulled himself up, not pausing to look inside. He rolled across the sill, then collapsed onto a hard stone floor. Bolting up, he readied his iron-headed mallet.

      Hundreds of people were in the room.

      Most of them were women in various states of disarray and distress. Bile rose in Ulrik’s throat when he understood what that meant. Lifetimes ago, Gisela had been meant for the same treatment. The spoils of war, men said in crude terms. It was bad, seeing it. In front of the women were two score of Clermont’s men—spearmen, cuirassiers, and, in front of them, a champion.

      The man held a long, curved sword. It gleamed in the daylight spilling into the great hall from the broken windows. A sparkling chainmail coat hung from his shoulders to his knees. It was covered by a green-and-white-chequed tabard and belted at the waist with a thick, black leather belt. The man’s cheeks were clean-shaven, and a neat, blond goatee stabbed from his chin. From a distance, Ulrik could see the man had oiled the patch of hair, and his coifed locks flowed back from his high brow like waves of wheat in the wind. The man had taken time that morning to shave?

      Behind the champion, hundreds of women huddled in torn, filthy clothing. That was what they’d meant to do to Gisela. That they’d kept them here, guarded them, even as they city fell back into Wahrheit’s hands—

      “Captain!” snapped a voice.

      Ulrik realized he was striding forward, toward the champion. His sergeant was warning him.

      There were hundreds of women. This was what they’d meant for Gisela, for his mother had she survived the fire. Gisela’s ma, Jaime’s, Paul’s, all of them. Ulrik didn’t stop walking.

      The champion eyed him. A grin stretching his face, in the tongue of Wahrheit, he laughed, “A captain of… the spearmen? Ha. Very well.”

      “He’s a fellow nobleman. Allow me to—“

      It was the captain of the cuirassiers calling now, but Ulrik paid him no more mind than he had when the man introduced himself. He only had eyes for the champion. He raised his mallet, then flung it at the man’s face.

      The champion twisted and brought up his sword to block the heavy iron projectile. His blade rang, and the mallet was deflected, but Ulrik came right after it. He smashed into the other man, shoving his sword arm away with one hand, grabbing at the back of the man’s leg with his other.

      The champion went down, and Ulrik went down on top of him. The man kicked, trying to get some leverage, but Ulrik kept his hand on the man’s wrist, forcing his sword away, and then raised a fist and smashed it across the champion’s nose.

      Ulrik fought with the grit he’d earned during a score of scraps behind the buildings in Hof. He flung his fists with the same precision he’d learned throwing them at Paul, the son of the blacksmith, a boy his size and half again. He fought without defense, like he wasn’t going to get worse than a bloody lip or squashed nose.

      But he also fought like the man beneath him had been responsible for the assault of hundreds of women, like he’d assaulted Gisela and Ulrik’s ma. For all of them, Ulrik fought this man.

      Raising his free arm, the champion tried to cover his face, but Ulrik kept punching. He kept pummeling the man, lost to the action taking place around him. All he saw was this man’s face. The women behind him. That was what they’d meant to do to Gisela. He’d left her in Stafford. He shouldn’t have. He should have stayed and protected her from the ills of the world, but he didn’t. He’d come here instead. A mistake. His mistake. He couldn’t protect Gisela, not from Mertz, not from Ehrstadt, but he could protect these women. He could do something. So he did.

      That it was Wahrheit’s people who’d attacked Hof didn’t seem to matter. They were all the same—men taking what they wanted through violence and terror, men forcing themselves on anyone weaker, anyone unarmed. They were all the same.

      For the women in the room, for the women elsewhere, for his pa, for the others who’d died in Hof, for Mertz, for himself, Ulrik kept battering the champion until the skin split over his knuckles, until his hand throbbed, until each blow felt like he was beating his own broken fist to pulp. But it wasn’t his fist that broke. It was the other man’s face.

      Stopping, Ulrik looked down at the champion. The man’s arm had fallen away, his sword arm as well, the blade untouched beside him. He was limp. Bubbles of blood escaped from his nose as he struggled to breathe. The rest of his face was covered in vivid red lacerations. It was misshapen, swollen, set on a framework of cracked bone. He’d lost consciousness or was simply unable to move any longer. His eyes were sealed shut from blood beneath his skin and above it. His hair fell in elegant waves from his scalp, but already, it was lying beneath his head in an expanding pool of blood.

      Ulrik looked up.

      His men, perhaps taking their cue from their commander, had killed everyone wearing the green and white of Clermont. It didn’t look like the fight had taken long. Ulrik stood. Blood dripped from his fist. His blood and the champion’s.

      “I think we got ’em, Captain,” said his sergeant. The man came to stand beside him, looking down at the fallen champion. “Chap doesn’t seem so dangerous on his back, looking like that.”

      “He wasn’t at the gates, not in the city, either” said Ulrik, his voice heavy. “He was here, guarding the women. Women they’d taken and… This room is where he chose to make his stand.”

      “Got what he deserved, then,” declared the sergeant.

      The men close enough to hear them nodded as well, and already, Ulrik could see them whispering to each other, sharing what he’d said.

      Ulrik stepped toward the huddled women. Two hundred of them? Three? He raised his voice and called, “We’re from Wahrheit. There’s an army coming. You’re safe now.”

      They barely moved. They’d heard him, but they did not respond, and few looked up to meet his gaze.

      Grimacing, he asked them loudly, “Is there a priest here? The bishop of this place?”

      None of the women responded, but from the side of the room, he heard a weak voice. He walked and saw half a dozen men were chained against the wall.

      One of them raised his head and claimed, “I know you, lad.”

      “I doubt that,” responded Ulrik. “You’re… from Mertz?”

      “If anything is left of it,” mumbled the man.

      “They tortured you?”

      The man nodded. He was shirtless, and countless black scars marred his skin. They’d burned him. In other places, open lacerations still bled. Cuts or whip marks? Ulrik was no expert, but it was a wonder the man survived at all.

      “You’re safe now,” assured Ulrik. He reached over and shook the chains. “I’ll get a hammer and knock these off you. Why… Why you? Another sick game for them?”

      “I have information they wanted.”

      Ulrik knelt before the man.

      The chained man continued, “They wanted to know who you flew off with.”

      Ulrik’s jaw fell open.

      “Does she live?”

      He nodded slowly.

      The man spit a globule of pale, pink spit and laid his head back against the wall. “I’d like to know, one day, what this is all about.”

      “You will soon. Ah, a priest, the bishop of Mertz, is he…“

      The injured man nodded to his side. Another man was chained there, but he had no head.

      Ulrik winced. “That’s too bad.”

      “What is this about?”

      Ulrik leaned toward him and whispered, “I seek a witness to the countess inheriting her title.”

      His voice a pained echo to Ulrik’s, the man replied, “I saw her anointed. I can vouch for the truth.”

      Ulrik stood, frowning. He didn’t know how these things worked. He’d never even seen a noble before coming to Ehrstadt. Was any man’s testimony sufficient? The conspirators had wanted the bishop, but he had no head, so another would have to do.

      He asked, “Who are you?”

      “Sergeant Speckle of the Honorable Guild of Artillery Masters. I served her father since before the lass was born. I’ve known Ursula her entire life. I was there. I can vouch.”

      “Aye, but people would believe a priest.”

      “They’ll believe me, too, and if they don’t, they’ll have the full weight of the Artillery Masters against them. I’ll be the most decorated man in the guild after this, the only one who’s seen foreign combat and survived. No one less than a landgrave would have the guts to challenge the guild.”

      Ulrik grunted. Despite the man’s confidence, that might be a problem.

      “Why do you need a witness? She’s… she’s safe?”

      “Safe isn’t the word I’d use, but she’s fine. It’s a long story and not mine to tell, but first, we’ve got to get you to the camp to see a physician. Then, I’m sorry about this, but you’ve got somewhere to be.”
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      Emperor Honxul sat on the edge of the pool, looking at the light that danced across its surface. While the sun was overhead, he’d been swimming, which was unusual for his people. There were many things that he did which were unusual, though branching away from the traditions of Cojita made him uncomfortable. Still, some pleasures learned elsewhere were hard to give up.

      Earlier, the sun had speared down into the cavern, warming the water and making it glow, revealing the detritus on the bottom of the pool—carvings of jade, gold bangles, bones.

      The pool had nourished his people’s crops a decade ago and much longer before. In those years, it had risen halfway up the walls of the cavern. Now, he was one hundred paces below the top, and the openings to the tunnels and underground rivers that had once fed this pool dotted the walls like the mouth of a toothless crone. Those underground passages were dry now. Everything was dry.

      No one lived within the valley that contained the pool anymore, though it had once been his home. Years ago, when the water had fallen, his people had moved. He’d moved them. To stay had meant death, slow and then sudden. They’d taken to drawing the water up with buckets, but every year, it fell lower. They had to leave, so they did, but sometimes, he came back alone to remind himself of what was, what could be.

      The sun was falling now, but the lights upon the water only grew brighter. They were white-blue, pale, and they danced like people at the tail end of a feast. The lights ignored him, but they hadn’t always. Thirty years before, he was the one who had ignored them. His parents as well, the wise people, everyone.

      The lights had called for Honxul to be sacrificed, thrown into the sacred pool, to provide the water his people thrived on for another year. They’d all ignored the call. His parents, the wise people, they had selected another. A peasant. A worthless life. They’d thrown that child into the pool instead of Honxul, and the waters had begun to drop.

      Not all could see the lights. Most of their people did not know what had happened, why their water was gone. He knew. He’d been a child, ignorant of the importance of tradition, of honoring the gods, but his parents should have known. Maybe they did, but they were soft and could not bring themselves to give up their only child no matter the cost. Fifteen years ago, Honxul had challenged his father. He’d killed the old man and thrown his body into the pool. He’d hoped his blood, the blood they had once sought, would sate the fae that lived within the cenote.

      But the lights had ignored the corpse of the old man.

      Honxul had torn his chert blade across his palm, shaking his blood across the surface of the pool, but the lights of the fae did not swarm toward the crimson liquid. Instead, it spread, mingling with the water. The fae did not care. Before, when he was a child, they had wanted him, but they no longer did. They came for no one. There had been no sign after the year Honxul was meant to be sacrificed. No other children were selected. The wise people had declared the gods had left the pool, gone elsewhere. Honxul knew it was not true. He could see the sprites flitting within the depths of the water that remained. It was the water that had gone elsewhere. There must be some way to appease the fae, but he did not know the lore. The wise people did not know the lore either.

      He’d killed his father and thrown him down hoping it would be enough, but it was not. In the process, he’d won control of his people and then done what his father had been too soft to do. He’d left their valley, looking for life elsewhere.

      They’d found water three days away and people who claimed it. Those people had not shared, so Honxul led his warriors against them and thus began his empire. Back then, he hadn’t meant to take control of all Cojita. Even now, the power gave him no pleasure. It was but a step on a long path—one marked by blood and the lights of the fae.

      The fae had taken their magic from Cojita and granted it to the north: Andorra, Clermont, Kilsenay, and most hated of all, Wahrheit. As a child, Honxul believed it had been rumor, an excuse, he’d thought, the wise ones claiming the magic was gone, stolen even, by those of the north, but then, he had gone there. He’d attended the university in Ehrstadt. He, and his attendants, had been the only ones of his people in that cold land. He had traveled, and he had seen.

      The magic was taken, not just from the people of Cojita, but from all. The peasants of Wahrheit knew no more of the fae than his people, superstitions mixed with just enough truth, but there were others, powerful lords, who knew more. They did not bargain with the fae as was proscribed since the dawn of man. They took. They controlled. Their dragons and their machines were abhorrent. He’d nearly vomited when he’d seen the majestic creatures with riders upon their backs.

      Dragons domesticated like dogs. That was why the fae no longer blessed the northern lands or the southern. That was why the fae kept their magic close. Honxul had seen wild dragons, ones far to the south. They used to live above the valley of his ancestors, but they were rare now. Now, they lived in the barren lands, those high mountains where no man could survive. They still had their magic, their fire, and their hatred.

      He and the dragons had that in common.

      All of the fae, all people, should have hatred for the betrayal of trust that Wahrheit perpetrated. Honxul had pledged his life to righting that wrong. The fae had never returned the water to his people, but they had given him and his followers strength to move on. With that strength, he spilled blood from one coast of Cojita to the other. He’d consolidated all of the civilized powers on the continent under his rule.

      The fae had not completely turned their backs on Cojita, though. They had given him and his people one last opportunity. They had one chance to return the world to the old ways, the way it should be. He had to make Wahrheit bleed.

      The year before, he’d finished uniting Cojita. The entire continent was under his rule. After slaying Lupe’s son, Xonsei, Honxul had returned to the valley and the pool of his ancestors to remind himself of where it had all begun. When he was swimming, he had seen the bones of his father littering the bottom of the pool. Hundreds of others lay beneath those bones, some so decayed they were nothing more than sludge, but his father still wore his golden torc. Honxul had left it on him, so that he would always know which body was that of his blood.

      Water moved in circles. The wise people said so.

      It seeped from the ground into the sacred pools, passing in rivers between the hidden cenotes. It was drawn up by men and splashed upon dry land, back into the ground. Its passage brought life, ever moving in that cycle. In the north, water rose into the air in clouds and then rained down again. Cycles, moving in balance, the two circles joined where the continents met.

      Life moved in circles as well—life, death, rebirth, life, and death again. There was a connection, a metaphor there, that he understood but could not articulate. He’d come to the valley and the pool that once hungered for him, searching for the words, hoping he would find them by swimming in this well of memory. The northern continent was the sky, the southern the land. They were different circles but bound to each other. It was the northerners’ haughty disdain for the old ways, for honoring the fae, that had broken the cycle in both lands.

      Honxul knew that to restore the magic for his people, he must break the circle in the north as they had broken the one below. Nothing could be remade until all was broken. It had been spoken to him, the night before he’d killed his father. A figure taking the form of the snake god of the grasses had come to him. It had told him what to do. Was that not proof enough of its holiness?

      The northerners called the gods skiengvaal. He’d studied the skiengvaal when he was at the university. He’d perused the shelves even in the royal palace’s library, taking what they knew and tried to keep hidden. Wahrheit’s scholars claimed the gods were another race of the fae. Perhaps, but unlike all of those who had told him of these creatures and those who had written books about the skiengvaal, he’d actually seen one. What matter what they called a thing? It only mattered what it was. That was truth.

      His visitor had been a god, and that god had demanded blood.

      He’d granted what it required, and he’d been rewarded.

      He stood, shrugging off the blanket he’d been sitting under, revealing the scars on his body. They were his reward. Pain. He’d lost count how many times his flesh had been cut. Knives. Swords. Spears. Clubs. Even a lead ball from one of the northerner’s pistols once. A hundred times he had been wounded, but he lived, stronger than ever. His pain was his strength. The god had told him so.

      He needed the pain—the strength it brought—to save his people. He had hoped, here in the valley of his ancestors, deep in the well that once brought them life, the god would visit him again. He hoped for another vision, more instruction. He’d hoped… But this god was not a god of life. It was a god of death and blood. Honxul understood the message without having to be told. He had what he needed already, and the god had no more to say.

      He would go north. The cycle would be reestablished when the blood of the northerners filled the sacred cenotes as full as the water once had. The water would come again then. The lands of his people, all of Cojita, would be nourished.
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      Heavy clouds rose like an impossible mountain to the east. It was just past midmorning, but the storm rose so high it was already blocking the light of the sun, which was a feat. Otto Tilly was soaring over a thousand paces above the ground. To block the sun at that height, it was an epic storm front.

      Black, slashed by lightning, boiled ominously on his tail. It felt like that bank of wind and rain was chasing him across Wahrheit. For most of the day, he’d been trying to skirt around the formation. His mount flew on doggedly, but he was beginning to wonder if they wouldn’t have been better off to land and let the front blow over before resuming their journey. Now, he was a day off course, and it would take him days more to get back to Mertz. He wondered if there was a point in even going.

      He’d left the battle with Sergeant Speckle strapped to the dragon behind him and rushed the man to Ehrstadt and into the care of the wizard. That the sergeant hadn’t died in the custody of Clermont or on the back of the dragon was no less than amazing. The surgeons in the war camp outside Mertz had insisted the sergeant not be moved for weeks, but Speckle had heard enough from the boy that he wouldn’t rest until he saw Countess Marchand.

      That the girl had earned the loyalty of such a stubborn man was a good sign, thought Captain Tilly. She’d been satisfyingly grateful when she’d seen the sergeant, though that’d quickly turned to concern at the extent of his wounds. Not all nobles cared for those who supported them. She did. They could work with that, help steer her toward a benevolent rule and strengthen Wahrheit for the next generation. It’d been on his mind when he’d left Ehrstadt, returning to Mertz to collect his knights. There’d been an attempt on the girl’s life. They needed all of their strength around her.

      She cared for others, and that mattered.

      Other men would fight for any sort of reason, but not him. He’d only ever had two causes—the kingdom and his children—and there was much he would do for those. He would do more if he could. He’d been in Ehrstadt for hours before he heard of the attack. He’d hoped for permission to push the fight deeper into Clermont.

      The neighboring kingdom had destroyed one of Wahrheit’s cities and killed thousands of her people. That demanded retaliation. It meant more than simply destroying the army that occupied Wahrheit’s lands. It meant taking the fight to Clermont, wounding them deep enough they didn’t forget for another several generations. A message, to Clermont, and all of the northern continent about the price you paid for attacking Wahrheit. It was the sort of thing the dragon knights were good at. It was the sort of horror that could bring about a peace.

      But General Walhausen had demurred. He claimed he had no authority to grant Tilly leave to continue the campaign. Hans Caspar had concurred, though Georg Ludwig, the minister of finance, had strongly implied he wouldn’t mind having a piece of Clermont’s lands to help negotiate an equitable end to hostilities.

      Premier Sigismund had thrown up his hands and told Tilly to wait. The two of them had shared a look, and Tilly understood. When Countess Marchand took the throne, they both assumed her first order of business would be vengeance against those who’d wronged her. If anything, they might have trouble holding the girl back, directing her toward Clermont and not Landgrave Laurent. Though, there was risk there as well.

      How many bodies would it take to even the scale for the death of her parents and all of her friends? Her city—the only home she’d known—was now a smoking ruin. Two pitched battles had occurred on the walls and within the streets. There was little left of it that would be recognizable to the girl.

      The boy had told Tilly about the state of the palace, but the captain hadn’t relayed that to Countess Marchand when he had seen her. She already had too much on her mind. She needed… He didn’t know.

      The captain couldn’t begin to guess how the full report on the damage to Mertz would make her feel. He didn’t know her at all. The old king wouldn’t have rested until Clermont had suffered tenfold for what they’d done to Wahrheit. The old king would make a point and leave little else behind, but the king, as stern as he might have been, was a practical man as well. Clermont was a significant commercial partner. An example would be made, but Clermont had to be healthy enough to continue their trade, though at more favorable terms to Wahrheit.

      The truth was, while the king had been wise, it did not take a brilliant mind to understand that was the sensible course. Slap Clermont hard enough the echoes were heard on the other side of the continent, and force them into generations of burdensome agreements. Any novice political actor could see that sating the citizens’ thirst for vengeance while reaping the economic rewards was the right course.

      But the privy council and General Walhausen insisted they could not act, and they’d nearly fainted when Tilly requested an audience with the high council. They would wait until the girl was on the throne, and who knew the mind of a royal? This Sergeant Speckle, evidently. They hadn’t spoken much on the journey from Mertz to Ehrstadt, partly because on the back of a dragon that was difficult, and partly because the man was on the verge of death.

      Tilly had gotten out of the sergeant that he’d served in the Honorable Guild of Artillery Masters for a quarter century. Speckle seemed the sort. Tough as a worn boot but serious, and slightly insane. A man had to be insane to work with the artillery those men did.

      Glancing back again at the looming storm front chasing him across the sky, Tilly grimaced. There’d been a storm coming for months, it seemed, ever since the old king had drawn his last breath, but in a few days, there would be an end to it. All storms passed. Countess Marchand would be a good ruler. She would hear from her councilors. She would make the right decisions. She had to.

      They would push into Clermont. They would make their anguish known. The King of Clermont, the landgraves, they would all see the folly of standing against the crown. The storm would break, and for a generation, his children would have peace. He hoped so, at least. He would do what he could to build that future. She would have her part to play as well.

      But before any of that, they still had work to do. Fischer had a high council to wrangle. The wizard had a pair of charges to oversee. Ilse Brinke—Fortune’s Curse, that woman—she’d nearly taken down the royal palace in the hours he’d been there. The privy council had little idea of her role before, but now they understood, and she was being dragged along behind Premier Sigismund like a club he brandished in front of the others. They were all doing their parts more or less. After the incident in the palace, there was no hiding. They would either be successful and the girl would sit the throne, or their heads would be collected in a basket and set on pikes by the landgraves.

      So few of them, standing at such a pivotal moment. If it worked, that was. Fischer insisted he would have the landgraves in hand. They had Sergeant Speckle now to vouch that the girl was who she said she was. The premier and the rest of the privy council were managing the legal aspects and the timing of everything. The wizard was keeping their charge safe. If it didn’t work, it wouldn’t be for lack of effort on anyone’s part.

      Tilly sat upright, stretching his back as best he was able in his heavy plate armor while buckled down tight by the harness. It felt like he’d been sitting in the saddle for weeks now. He frowned. He, more or less, had been in the saddle for at least one week, with only a few brief hours on his feet, but there was so much to do. So much to do, and so little time, but however it went, it would be over soon.

      Looking again at the storm, he decided perhaps it was best to land and ride it out under cover. His men were capable enough to conduct the campaign at the border. Sergeant Reventrant would keep them on task. The hard work had already been done, and if they had a little extra time without their captain there, and a few of them strayed across the border for a little personal vendetta, at least he could deny knowledge of it. Why have dragon knights if you weren’t going to use them in a situation like this?

      Maybe he would head back to Ehrstadt instead of Mertz. Give the men a little more time to frolic. He wanted to be in Ehrstadt for the coronation. With the delays from the storm, he would be cutting it close, and what use gathering his men if they didn’t arrive until after the event was over? At least he could be there. At least he could watch over the girl until the crown was upon her head. That was what he would do. Wait for the storm to pass, then go home and spend a few nights in his bed. Be there for the girl during her moment, but first, he would land. Find somewhere near a stream so he could take off his armor, get a proper wash in a creek or river or the rain if he didn’t find either of those. He’d been—

      Below him, strung out along a sinuous, dirt highway, was a column of men. Instinctively, he began counting. By the time he reached the end of the column, he figured nine thousand of them, give or take. Nine thousand men. They weren’t displaying any obvious banners or wearing any distinct colors he could see from so far above.

      He was over Klafen, having been pushed west by the storm. Who would be marching through Klafen?

      Landgrave Lehmann’s men marching northeast? It made no sense. The landgrave was committed on his southern border with Andorra. Tilly had recent intelligence about Lehmann’s deployment there. It occupied almost as much of Walhausen’s thoughts as Clermont. This made no sense unless… These were not Landgrave Lehmann’s men. Helga Muller coming from Hurmhaven? That wasn’t right either. She could take this road to Ehrstadt, but she didn’t have this many men unless she’d been raising militias for months. Her province bordered Wahrheit and the sea. Most of her soldiers were sailors. They would have heard about it if she was raising an army, wouldn’t they?

      Tilly muttered a curse. Niklas Bohm had an army. He was the one vote they had to secure to win the high council for Countess Marchand. The landgrave knew they would be watching the roads from Untal. He knew that Klafen would be getting the least attention, as all knew Lehmann’s focus was south. Was it true? Niklas Bohm marching to Ehrstadt? But why?

      It had to be a betrayal.

      Tilly had just left Ehrstadt. Landgrave Bohm was in the capital because the high council was in session. If he’d had some reason to move his men, Tilly would have known. If any of the landgraves were marching, Tilly would know. He and General Walhausen had spent an hour together when Tilly had petitioned for action in Clermont. He’d spoken to the wizard and Ilse Brinke as well. They were in constant communication with the minister of intelligence. If anyone knew about this, Tilly would have heard.

      There was only one explanation. These men were marching to take the capital. They had to be Bohm’s. Fortune’s Curse! Bohm’s intelligence was as fresh as Tilly’s. He knew the royal army was in Brenay. These men must have started marching the moment the royals departed the capital. The landgrave knew this was his chance to evade whatever pressure Fischer had put on him. Instead of taking their offer to help him out of the box the spy had put him in, he was smashing down the wall.

      Their plan was blowing up in their faces like an overloaded arquebus.

      Tilly clucked his tongue, and his dragon turned and drifted, flying leisurely above the men. They were high enough up, and the weather dark enough, he might not have been spotted. Working it out, he decided these men were three days from Ehrstadt. Two if they marched through the night.

      Did he race to Mertz, battling his way through the storm to reconnect with the other dragon knights, or return to Ehrstadt to alert General Walhausen?

      Three quarters of the general’s men had been sent to Mertz. Walhausen had just ten thousand regular soldiers remaining in the city. Enough to hold the walls against these below, but Bohm was no fool. If he was marching soldiers toward the capital, it was because he had a strategy. The man was ensconced within the high council right now. He would know Walhausen’s complement better than the general himself. Fortune’s Curse, they were probably still meeting for the day. Did Bohm have a plan to get rid of the rest of Walhausen’s troops? Would he move against the general himself or others in the privy council?

      Fischer had spoken to Bohm. He’d cajoled and threatened him to follow Cardinal Borromeo’s vote on Countess Marchand. It seemed Bohm had decided not to vote at all. Of course, he would have plans beyond this. Fools did not remain landgrave for long, and gamblers didn’t push in all their coins on a wager like this one unless they had the cards.

      If Tilly could get to Mertz and assemble his knights, they would be enough to swing the odds back into Walhausen’s favor, but it would be a day to Mertz, maybe two in the storm, then two back to Ehrstadt. But they knew about the girl, now…

      He glanced back at the storm one last time, then clucked his tongue, and his dragon beat its wings, flying home, flying fast.
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      Premier Sigismund clung to both wings of his mustaches like a man drowning at sea, grasping for a rope before the stormy night swept him away, never to be seen again. His face was red, but it was always red. For once, maybe from stress instead of drink. Ilse Brinke thought she was detecting a hint of purple beginning to creep into his cheeks and neck, which likely was not a healthy sign.

      Maybe he was more like a whale than a drowning man, a harpoon hooked into him, being drawn toward the slaughter. She fought to keep a smile from her face at the image. It wasn’t that she disliked the man, as premier. She would hate him for a friend, but there was a certain pleasure in those high being brought low, even when those high were supposed to be on your side of things.

      “Do you know what they’re saying in the streets?” he whispered. “Ehrstadt is a boiling cauldron, fit to spill over at any moment. They’re—they’re blaming us!”

      “Who should they blame?”

      “What?”

      She looked back at the man calmly.

      “You haven’t helped matters,” he complained. “Tilly, of course, is circumspect, and wouldn’t share what he saw with outsiders, but those chambermaids vanished before we could… The point is, they are talking. People are terrified this kingdom is on the verge of collapse.”

      “Isn’t it?”

      Continuing as if she hadn’t spoken, he howled, “Not to mention, we’ve had hundreds of workmen filling the hallways like bees in a hive. They’re all talking too. Every tavern in the city seems to be full of stories. They’re… Fortune’s Curse, woman, did you not stop to think what… I don’t even know. I don’t know what you did in that hallway, and I don’t want to know. You understand? I don’t even want to know!”

      “Next time, I’ll let the assassins take her.”

      If anything, the premier tugged harder on his mustaches.

      “She’s safe,” said Ilse. “All is well.”

      Finally, the man released his whiskers and rubbed his face with his hands. “All is not well. It is not well at all.”

      She blinked. Had he meant to be poetic? She watched him, struggling with his mustaches, his face growing darker and hotter as his mind churned. No. No, he had not meant to be poetic at all. This man was not well.

      She felt a grin before forcing a frown back onto her lips. She asked him, “The high council will vote, yes? I was told the matter was on the agenda. It’s to be forced, isn’t it?”

      “Oh, they’ll vote. They’ll have no choice when I bring it up.”

      She pushed back her hair, a bit of it still charred from the dragon’s breath. She’d forgotten to trim it. Too much going on. Voting sounded good, but he was acting like it wasn’t.

      “It’s too easy,” he told her. “We know the landgraves do not want a queen ruling over them. Most of them, at least. Why haven’t they broken session, fled the capital? Why aren’t they fighting harder? They’re up to something. That is why. I just cannot figure what.”

      “Maybe they do want to vote for her? It’s the best choice for Wahrheit, isn’t it?”

      He stared at her as if she’d just suggested that perhaps, despite all evidence to the contrary, the sky might actually be red.

      Shaking himself, Sigismund said, “We’re expecting at least three of them to vote against her. If that’s their plan… why not protest the vote? They could have the diet of lords pass some law to prevent it, or petition to throw me out as premier. We were prepared for the worst, but… Why would they risk something going wrong and the woman being crowned?”

      “You suspect a deeper plot.”

      “There’s always a deeper plot, and it’s the one we cannot see which terrifies me.”

      She grunted. He was right enough about that.

      “What do you make of the wizard?” he asked her. “Is he capable of keeping the girl safe until the coronation? I’d task the royal guard with it, but she’s no more royal than I am until after the vote, and even if their commander would do it based on the upcoming vote, every assassin in Wahrheit would know exactly where she was. No, secrecy is our only option now. Can he… you know…”

      Crossing her arms over her chest, she replied, “Can he what?”

      “I’ve never met a wizard before this one. Have you?”

      “He’s the first.”

      “He is a wizard then? He can do magic?”

      She shrugged. “How would I know? He hasn’t done any magic that I’ve seen.”

      “Who would know better than you? You are the kingdom’s expert on magical artifacts, are you not?”

      “Artifacts, of course, but I know a league less about magical people.”

      The premier tilted his head, looking confused. “Ah, is that an oversight? If you’re the expert—“

      “Not an oversight. Intentional,” she replied. She shifted, then pointed at a seat in front of his desk. “May I?”

      He nodded, then gestured at a decanter of potent spirits he had on his desk.

      She told him, “Of course.” He poured, and after she accepted the crystal tumbler, she explained, “Many of the kingdom’s magical artifacts are under my purview. Whatever’s been found and seized by the crown, others that have been… negotiated for. What is not under my purview are those negotiations themselves. It’s a built-in separation, you see. It’s thought that if the quartermaster was at the bargaining table, there’s too much at risk.”

      He frowned.

      “The fae are a bunch of greedy, blood-loving bastards,” she told him. “There are items in my care which we do not want them to have. It’s thought that there is nothing worth trading these items back to the fae for, but quartermasters are individuals, and we’re as fallible as anyone. The fae are full of trickery. What if they promised personal rewards? Great wealth for a loved one, a parent back from the dead? You can see how I might be tempted, so my predecessors have always selected their successors from people who do not have fae-sight. Removes the chance I’d trade all our stores for vapor and lies.”

      “But the fae make those items in your care, don’t they?”

      She sipped her drink then coughed. She eyed the liquid appreciatively. “I need to find myself some of this.”

      “Take the bottle,” he told her.

      She took another, smaller sip then continued, “Fae are… on a spectrum, you could say. You know sprites, right? Flighty creatures, no doubt. We think of them as weak, but they are not. They’ve the strongest magic of all because they’ve the strongest connections to the magical realms. They’re less in this world. Elves, they’re second closest of the major varieties. Still what we think of as pretty temperamental, but they are more likely to affect our own world in serious ways because they’re aware of their presence here. Dwarves, they’re another notch down. Their magic isn’t as powerful as the other two, but it’s dwarves that begin to take a serious interest in us. We’re not a passing curiosity to them. Sometimes, we’re a goal. Most of the artifacts in my chambers are dwarven made. They get us, you could say. Their craft is useful to mankind. Elves sometimes make things more powerful, but artifacts from them can be dangerously inconsistent. Sprites, if you can ever convince them to focus, can make extraordinary creations, but more often than not, they are tricks. My predecessors advise to simply store and forget anything a sprite made.”

      “So because dwarves…”

      She shook her head. “Dwarves insert themselves into our politics, into our lives. What they could do with some of the artifacts in my care… I shudder to think. You have no idea how dangerous some of that stuff is. It’s thought it’s best that no quartermaster has fae-sight, and our knowledge of the lore is restricted as well. My specialty is the enchantments themselves. I can’t see sprites at all. I would be unable to communicate with an elf, and I wouldn’t recognize a dwarf if one was sitting across from me right now.”

      “The wizard must be able to…”

      “If the wizard were to do magic, I believe I would recognize it, but he hasn’t done much of anything in my presence. No magic that Ursula or anyone else has seen either. I’ve been asking. It’s possible, Premier, that he’s not actually a wizard.”

      The premier frowned. “He has a knack with locks.”

      She blinked. That he did. Fortune’s Curse, had the little man used magic to break into her chamber? Had he broken into here as well?

      Eyeing her sudden confusion, the premier allowed, “I won’t question the judgement of you and your predecessors when it comes to the fae-sight and the items in your care, and I’ll keep an eye out for any dwarves inserting themselves into my business.”

      “It’s not for the dwarves we made the rules,” she informed him. He tilted his head. Wincing, she added, “There’s another family of fae known as skiengvaal. Those are the ones we protect ourselves from.”

      “And they are dangerous?”

      “Very,” she responded. “Premier, they are like us.”

      He frowned.

      “You’ve risen far in this kingdom. Why do you think that is?”

      He fiddled with his drink then answered, “Well, I have a love of Wahrheit and its people. I’ve been loyal and excelled—“

      “You love power. You’ve sought it, wouldn’t you say? Don’t look at me like that. I mean no offense, no judgement, but between you and me, could you become premier without feeling a certain… hunger? I’m not saying you do a poor job, or that you’re greedy, or anything like that, but you enjoy the power your position brings, do you not? You sought it before you became premier.”

      “I suppose that’s true,” he allowed.

      “Skiengvaal seek power. Power over our realm. Power over the magical ones. They want to be kings—gods, even. If that were to happen, well, it wouldn’t go well for us. The fae feed on our pain, after all. Imagine what it would require to sate the thirst of a god.”

      “The fae… What?”

      “Skiengvaals are tough bastards, but they are mortal creatures. Can’t do much against a company of dragons, for example. Can’t face an army, at least not all alone. Can’t get past the enchantments that have been drawn around my chamber. You see? They can’t get at my wares, and I can’t negotiate with them because I don’t have the fae-sight, so they can’t tempt me. You know a fae cannot simply pick up an enchanted item, right? Anything created by their kind must be traded for, but even then, it’s not zero risk. Accumulating what we’ve done and storing it in one place, it’s dangerous, but it’s a little safer in my care than some others, eh? That is why the quartermasters are who we are.”

      “Skiengvaal…” murmured the Premier. “Never heard of them before.”

      “Don’t think there’s been one in Wahrheit before,” she replied. “Least, not in the last six hundred years. Least, not that anyone wrote about. The other fae loathe them. Skiengvaal seek power over us and over the lesser fae. It’s not just our pain they want to sup on. Dwarves, elves, even dragons, I suppose, would join us to do anything they could to stop one of those.”

      “I see.”

      She finished her drink and smacked her lips.

      “I think I’d rather go back to Georg Ludwig and listen to his incessant questions about how to pay for, well, anything at this point. The damage you did to the palace made it into his most recent litany of demands, by the way. How did… Bah. I wouldn’t have thought such a thing is possible. Was it… How did…”

      “It’s possible,” she said. “My job is to make sure it’s only possible for the right people.”

      “You’re the right person?”

      She winked at him. “We protected the queen, didn’t we? Aye, there are rumors, but no one knows the truth. No one but me lived to see what happened. That’s a big difference, Philip. There are always rumors. Everyone knows there’s more fantasy than truth when it comes to those. So as long as it’s just rumors, they’ll fade soon enough. In the next couple of days, I suspect when Ursula Marchand takes a seat upon the throne, I’ll go back down to my chambers, and Ehrstadt will carry on like I don’t exist.”

      He raised his glass to her. “Fair enough. If we do our jobs properly, then no one knows who we are.”

      “You’re an all right chap, Premier. I was told you weren’t.”

      He stared back at her, apparently unsure how to respond.

      “Another drink?” she asked.

      He nodded.

      They hadn’t made it halfway through the next one when there was a knock on the door.

      “No one is supposed to be—“

      The door popped open, and one of the premier’s secretaries was standing there, his eyes wide, his mouth working soundlessly.

      “Well?”

      “There was a message, my lord. It wasn’t sealed. It’s from General Walhausen, meeting with Captain Tilly. I didn’t think… I read it. I am sorry. I didn’t—“

      “Tilly? He ought to be in Mertz, or almost there, I suppose. Well, what is it?” snapped Sigismund.

      “Nine thousand soldiers from Untal marching up the main highway in Klafen. They’re… This message says they’re coming to overthrow the capital.”

      “Nine thousand… from Untal, but they’re in Klafen? That doesn’t make any sense. Send for Landgrave Lehmann and Landgrave Bohm. We’ll sort this out.”

      Ilse shook her head, then blurted, “No!”

      The premier and his secretary turned toward her.

      “Premier, we need to get you into hiding. Right now.”

      He stared at her dumbly.

      She sat down her drink and stood. “Right. Now.”
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      The door slammed open with a terrible crash, and Gerhard sat up in shock. He’d been half asleep, in and out of a lazy doze, enjoying the warmth of the blankets and the body beside him. For a breath, he was young again, torn from the warmth in the bed, confronted with cold disappointment and shame. And then hate.

      It had not taken long for his mother’s disgust to burn into something hotter, something unquenchable, but that had been long ago, when she had… had left him. It still hurt. It still tightened his throat and made his heart hammer. It was the knowledge that some things are broken, and they cannot be fixed.

      But the man in the doorway had far more hair on his chin than Gerhard’s mother ever had.

      “You’re still abed?” growled a deep voice.

      “We had a late night,” mumbled Gerhard, rubbing his head. Late night? Maybe it’d been an early morning. Was it still morning?

      “It’s not what you think!” screeched a voice.

      Gerhard glanced at Noah.

      So did Captain Tilly.

      The dark-skinned man was trembling and had gathered the blankets in front of him, as if that would somehow prevent Tilly from understanding what had been going on in the room the night before. It wasn’t like Noah to be shy. Ah. Tilly was a high-ranking soldier in the royal army. What Gerhard and Noah were had been made illegal by the diet of lords. If they were found by the wrong person, they would be stripped and then hanged.

      They performed the hangings every Newday. For years, Gerhard had attended them. All around him, people had shouted, had encouraged the grisly killings. No one shouted objections. It was an ugly, painful scene to be a part of for someone like him, but it’d been his way of memorializing those who were gone, his promise that it wouldn’t always be like that. He’d stopped going, though. It got to be too much, and he’d decided that instead of promises, the world needed action.

      Gerhard smirked at Noah. “This is Captain Tilly. He’s not going to—“

      “We don’t have time for this,” growled Tilly. “I have something to tell you. Important. Private. Fortune’s Curse, man. Put some pants on.”

      “What I know, he knows,” declared Gerhard, nodding at Noah, putting a little more force behind the comment to chastise Tilly for walking in on them in such an alarming fashion. “He’s one of us.”

      “I doubt this man knows half of what you know,” retorted Tilly, putting his fists on his armored hips with a clank of steel.

      Then, he thought better of it, turned, and shoved the door closed, perhaps realizing that while he might not run to the magistrates, if anyone outside in the hallway of the apartment tenement did, they would have an entirely new headache on their hands. Tilly stomped into the room, his armor clanking like a peddler’s wagon, his gauntleted fists swinging like he meant to break something.

      “Is this necessary?” questioned Gerhard, eying the man’s steel boots clomping across the wooden floor. He scratched himself, earning an offended splutter from Tilly.

      The captain drew himself up, then reported, “Nine thousand of Untal’s soldiers are marching toward us. They’re three days out. Fortune’s Curse, Fischer, what did you tell Bohm? The man isn’t waiting for the vote. He’s trying to take Ehrstadt by force!”

      “I didn’t tell him enough, evidently.” Gerhard eyed the dragon knight, standing in full plate armor incongruously in the middle of the sumptuously decorated apartment. The man was all gleaming steel and even harder glares. “Did you come straight here?”

      “Don’t flatter yourself. I went to Walhausen. He’s organizing the dregs of the royal army that were not sent to Mertz. They can hold against nine thousand, but all of my knights are at the border with Clermont. Worse, would Landgrave Bohm march on Ehrstadt if he didn’t have another card up his sleeve? Walhausen has seen as much war as your cat, Fischer. If I were going to wager on it, I’d guess Bohm has us outmaneuvered already.”

      “How so?”

      “That’s the problem. I don’t know. I’ve been retaking Mertz from Clermont. What have you been doing?”

      Gerhard grunted. The captain had a bit of a point, there. He should have known Niklas wasn’t going to roll over and give up so easily. The man was a landgrave. He hadn’t survived with his proclivities in such a public position without accepting a certain amount of risk in everything he did. His wife probably knew. Maybe even the other landgraves. Maybe Cardinal Borromeo. The priest wasn’t one to complain about a little depravity every now and then. But Fortune’s Curse, nine thousand men. That was an entire army!

      “Well…” rumbled Tilly.

      “What do you want from me?” bristled Gerhard. “I fancy myself a swordsman, but I can’t square off against nine thousand men. Isn’t that your sort of thing?”

      “I can’t fight nine thousand men either, Fischer. Get that thick skull of yours working. Bohm’s people are three days away. My knights are two days away at the border, but it’d take two days to reach them. The bulk of the royal army is over a week away on foot. The eclipse is four days away. We do not have time for this to be a military matter. You fouled this up, and now you need to fix it.”

      Gerhard blinked.

      “What’s he talking about, Gerhard?” whispered Noah.

      Gerhard flipped the covers back, exposing the rest of his naked body. “Noah, I need you to run down to the cafe and get one pot of coffee and one flagon of wine. Tilly, I need you to find that Fortune Cursed wizard. We can’t… If Bohm is marching here, he’s more serious than I anticipated. You’re right, my mistake, I fouled that up. It doesn’t matter. Bohm’s making a wager, and he’s betting it all. I don’t know the wizard’s capabilities, if he has any, but… I know you didn’t want to involve the Roost, but I don’t trust the wizard to watch over her. I’ll deal with Bohm, but you’ve got to make sure nothing gets to that girl. If your men are gone, at least we don’t have to worry about them opening the door for any relatives. Tilly, can you hold there alone? If not… Maybe we can fly her… Bah. That’s no good either. The girl can’t start her reign running at the first sign of conflict.”

      “I can keep her at the Roost,” said Tilly. “I have a handful of trainees and the dragons. It’s dangerous to try and command too many at once, but… She’ll be safe. Don’t worry about that. But Gerhard, when I close those doors, everyone in the city will know it. The Roost is visible anywhere in Ehrstadt, and no one alive has seen us prepare for attack. Bohm and the others won’t have trouble guessing what is happening. It’s a final declaration. We either succeed, or we die.”

      “You ever play cards with no money on the table, Tilly? Life is no fun if you’re not playing for stakes.”

      The captain gestured at Noah. “It’s not just us that’s going to die, Fischer. You, me, Ilse Brinke, the privy council, this man whoever he is, my children… I give you my word I will protect the girl until you deal with Niklas Bohm, but if he survives and the girl’s candidacy fails the vote, you’d better hope they catch you before I do. You want stakes? Everything we know and love depends on this vote.”

      “Right,” declared Gerhard. “I’m awake now. Noah, forget the coffee. Make it two bottles of wine.”
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      Assassinating a man was a practice best conducted with discretion. When done right, they didn’t know you’d done it, and no one else did either.

      Poison was Gerhard Fischer’s preferred methodology. Over the years, he’d become quite adept at mixing up a batch of odorless, colorless, mostly tasteless toxins which could be hidden in wine or beer and a variety of meals. In recent years, he’d even begun modifying the ingredients to compliment the delivery. If you were going to kill a man, at least let him enjoy his last sips of a prime vintage, or if you were going to drip something onto a roast, why not something to perk it up?

      But a proper poisoning required a way to make the application without inadvertently killing a bunch of innocent people in the attempt. It wasn’t guilt at the deaths of those around his targets. A dozen people dropping dead at the dinner table with their faces in their soup bowls was hard to miss; not the sort of discretion he was going for.

      Even the worst chefs rarely killed an entire dinner party.

      Gerhard didn’t have access to anyone within Niklas Bohm’s household. The landgrave staffed his home in Ehrstadt with loyal families from Untal. Those people weren’t a dead end exactly, but it wouldn’t have been easy to turn them, so Gerhard had stopped researching the man when he’d found out about the whores and the bathhouse. An error, and he was kicking himself for it, but there’d been too much going on for proper work.

      Clandestine enterprises required time, and the rush they were under was unprofessional, but as the minster of intelligence penned crisply in his last missive, it was necessary. Spies didn’t have the luxury of dictating the circumstances under which they worked. They had forgotten that and had gotten lazy due to the strength of Wahrheit. Now, it was time to earn their bread.

      Gerhard thought it was a safe wager he wasn’t going to catch the landgrave out on the streets, in the brothels, or even the bathhouses in the next two days. The man had an army marching on the city, and he was too smart to put himself at risk. That meant Gerhard was going to have to go to him. It meant he needed a plan. But what?

      Asphyxiation during an affair was another favorite tactic he’d used in the past, and in this case, it would have carried a certain ironic pleasure. The women who Bohm had paid to help hide his true proclivities would have been willing to assist for enough coin—an awful lot of coin, to smother a landgrave—but coin could be had. Unfortunately, that method left witnesses, and when it came to landgraves, if you killed one, you couldn’t leave witnesses. Loose lips telling the story afterward could be more dangerous to you than the person you just killed. Besides, he’d already guessed that Bohm would be staying home and only traveling between his manse and the House of Lords with heavy protection. There wouldn’t be a chance for anyone but his most trusted associates to get to him, and convincing a trusted associate to smother someone took more time than Gerhard had available.

      An accident would have been suitable in this case with proper planning—collapsed buildings, carriages rolling back into a person, carriages rolling over a person on the street, carriages crashing and flipping over, carriages catching fire while the doors were locked… that sort of thing. Falls from horses were good, too.

      Several years ago, in certain circles of the nobility who were sticking their noses into other people’s business too often, hunting accidents were quite the rage. They got so popular it was a bit of a jest. ‘Don’t cheat him on that trade deal, or you’ll have a hunting accident.’ It’d left a sour taste in Gerhard’s mouth, along with many of the other men and women in his profession. Discretion was paramount, and if your methods were so anticipated people laughed about them, it was time to move on.

      There were other ways. A knife in the back was brutal but effective. In some cases, you could take their coin purse to make it look like a mugging. Niklas Bohm had guards around him at all times, so that wasn’t going to work. Flinging someone down a stairwell did wonders killing the elderly, but with a younger man, you ran a risk they would survive. Also, you needed stairs.

      Defenestration had a certain nostalgia. It was even less subtle than the hunting accident or the stairs, as no one accidentally fell from a window, but the last well-known attempt at defenestration had led to a thirty year war, and no one had used the method much since.

      Still, Gerhard would shove Niklas Bohm out a window if he found the landgrave standing next to one, but Fortune rarely smiled with that much benevolence.

      All in all, there were plenty of options in an accomplished assassin’s toolkit, but as Gerhard strode out of his apartments and onto the street, he felt like he was fumbling for something that wasn’t there. The most important part of any assassination attempt, particularly when it involved a man as powerful as the landgrave, was information. Ideally, he would spend weeks stalking the man, learning about his habits and the habits of those around him.

      For an assignment against a landgrave, Gerhard would know more about the household staff than their own spouses did. Who was in debt, who was unfaithful, who hated the target? Enemies, allies, they would all be carefully assessed. He would look for opportunities to recruit help or chances to lay a false trail to cover his own tracks.

      He would set the stage like a production manager at the finest theaters. He would have backup plans. He would have an outlet for himself to lay low or escape the city in case suspicion was cast his way. He would wait for the right moment. Weather, a party, an illicit liaison… whatever he needed to conduct the operation with utmost care and craft so that no one ever suspected a thing. But today, he had a couple of hours. Discretion took time. This situation called for something drastic.

      Explosives?

      He had access to wagonloads of powder. There was the compound Ilse was working on, though he didn’t believe she’d field tested it yet. Where were the landgrave’s rooms in his estate? A wagon full of powder and nails could be devastating, though it would be awful difficult to convince anyone it was an accident. Bohm’s rooms were in the back of the estate, which was ringed by a tall wall. A lot of powder, then. Scores of innocents, maybe hundreds of them depending on how busy the manse was at the time of attack, would be killed as collateral damage. An attack on the street would work better, but then, the unintended consequences would involve completely innocent bystanders.

      He grimaced. Gerhard considered himself an artist, and such a display was the work of a simple buffoon. He couldn’t even be sure it would work. He knew the location of the man’s bedchamber, but how could he be sure the landgrave would be in it? An attack on the street required knowledge of the target’s route, and any decent guards would be taking the man on a varied route to and from the high council sessions with so much going on. He could send an urgent message requesting help, and then he could spring the ambush in a safer location?

      Gerhard could forge the premier’s signature. That had come in handy more than once, but in these circumstances, implicating Sigismund would do more harm than it was worth. The other landgraves were the only other people Bohm might stir himself to respond to in person. Or the holy mother. Did she even send letters?

      Shaking his head, Gerhard admitted he was getting desperate.

      With soldiers marching toward the city, Bohm might not stir himself for anyone. He’d already been approached. He knew Gerhard and the ministry of intelligence were monitoring him. If anything smelled of bait, he wouldn’t go near it. Not to mention, the man traveled in a giant carriage that Gerhard would bet gold marks to copper was lined with steel plating beneath its lacquered wood. It would take cataclysmic force to crumple those walls.

      Not an ambush, then.

      He could storm the front gate. Kill a few guards before they swarmed him and chopped him down like a pig at the butcher or punched dozens of holes in his body with lead balls. He wouldn’t get near Niklas Bohm that way, but he wouldn’t have to worry about the conspiracy any longer.

      For a breath, he thought he should turn back and demand Tilly be the one to storm the gate. The dragon knight could be the equal to Landgrave Bohm’s entire household guard, and if not, it would be an impressive show, which would allow Gerhard to slip in the back unnoticed.

      But turning a dragon knight loose on the landgraves would force all of them to rise up against the crown. Voting wouldn’t be the issue then. Every landholder in Wahrheit would be against them. No, there had to be plausible deniability for Tilly, the privy council, all of them. Fortune Cursed discretion. There had to be a way to get close without a suicidal charge. There had to be—

      Landgravine Bohm had arrived in the city the night before. Gerhard was fairly certain Noah had mentioned something about that. It made sense. All of the notables of Wahrheit would be in town for the eclipse and the ensuring celebration. If she wasn’t there, it would draw suspicion, and that was something the landgrave would want to avoid at the moment. The eclipse was three days away. She couldn’t wait much longer unless she claimed to be delayed on the road.

      If she was in Ehrstadt… The landgravine wouldn’t see him, but he knew someone close to her who might. It was a roll of the dice, but he didn’t get into the profession because it was safe.
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      The landgravine would be almost as difficult to gain access to as her husband, and worse, Gerhard knew nothing of her schedule. She was in the city, but Ehrstadt was a big place, and many of the most fashionable venues for a lady of means were beyond even his ability to gain admittance to on short notice. There was no amount of frilly lace that would earn a man a ticket to the more exclusive tea rooms.

      He could wait outside, but while he could make an educated guess where she might be, it was entirely possible he would waste the entire day lurking outside of a place she never intended to visit. Her husband was on the verge of committing open rebellion against Wahrheit. That was the sort of thing that might disrupt the schedule of even the most dedicated socialite.

      Only halfway to the Bohms’ estate, Gerhard decided that randomly selecting the nicest establishments in the city and loitering around them wasn’t going to work. If he had a week, he was confident he could arrange a chance meeting, but in two days, it would be too late to vote on the queen, and Bohm’s soldiers would be outside of the city. He had to get to the landgravine today.

      There was only one way he was certain he could do that.

      Turning down a side street, he hurried across the city until he arrived at a narrow, stately building that sat comfortably on a quiet, cobblestoned avenue in the Old Stadt quarter of Ehrstadt. The building showed its age with the grace of a royal matron. Lanterns burned brightly beside gleaming mahogany doors set with glass that sparkled like crystal. The lanterns were entirely unnecessary in daylight, and keeping the shine on the doors must have required daily polish, but it was all part of the ambiance of Peltier & Son.

      They claimed to be Ehrstadt’s oldest chocolatier. Gerhard had no idea if that was true, but they were without a doubt the city’s most expensive. For generations, they’d been handcrafting delicacies for those who wanted everyone to know they’d spent a month’s laborer’s wages on a momentary pleasure.

      Chocolates, peeking from within stark white paper packaging, pulled from a box sealed with a distinct turquoise wax, was a statement that one had arrived in society. The chocolates were quite good, even Gerhard had to admit that, but he wasn’t there for dessert.

      A uniformed attendant standing watch inside the entrance of the shop nodded politely, opened the stately door, and gestured with a white-gloved hand. Gerhard padded inside, his boots falling on the luxurious carpet with barely a whisper. There was a delicate tinkle from a small silver bell, and a young man looked up from behind a counter, met his gaze, and held up a finger to signify he would be with Gerhard soon.

      The spy stood aside, waiting as the chocolatier finished with his customer. It was a young woman, her waist cinched within a finger-width of crushing her ribs, skirts flaring so wide they risked preventing her from exiting the double doors of the shop. Her hair was piled atop her head and pinned with pearl-studded silver pins. She must have spent the entire morning wrapping herself in that getup.

      Outside, Gerhard had seen a newly lacquered carriage and a footman, but the woman was buying the chocolates herself instead of sending one of her servants. A newly married lady then, likely from the provinces, matched with a landless noble who clung to the royal court, stuck in some grossly overpaid, pointless position. His wife would be spending his fortune to host an endless succession of tea parties and entertainments, hoping to somehow impress the wife of another official with an even more grossly overpaid position, who could provide them a path to promotion and then a townhome two or three streets closer to the palace than their current one, where they believed it was somehow nicer.

      Gerhard sized up the situation in a moment, then dismissed the woman. That class of nobility employed scores of men in his profession, but most often, they were beneath the interest of the ministry of intelligence. In other times, he would at least make a note of her name, give her a smile and a bow, just in case he needed her later, but he didn’t have time for that today.

      He began to tap his foot on the thick rug. The man behind the counter saw him in the sparkling reflection of the mirrors that were hung liberally around the room. They reflected the light and gave the space a warm feeling. A fire, and actual warmth, would melt the chocolate.

      Gerhard shifted slightly, so he was square in one of the mirrors, and proceeded to express his exasperation with a show of quiet mummery. The attendant behind him grinned at his antics. The man behind the counter scowled until the woman looked up from her selections. Then, he beamed a smile brighter than the sun.

      When the woman was done with her purchase, the attendant let her out of the door. The man behind the counter pointed, and the attendant stepped outside to help the woman into her carriage, waving her own man up to the front to take the reins.

      The young man behind the counter wore stark white shirtsleeves, a heavily embroidered vest, a stiff cravat the same turquoise as their sealing wax, and an expression warring between annoyance and nervous anticipation. He was the son mentioned on the sign outside. There had been dozens of the bright young lads through the generations. They were taken in, taught the craft amongst other things, and occasionally one of exceptional talent would take over and start the process again.

      The boy had learned to put on an ingratiating smile for the customers and to direct them to the most expensive offerings, but he was just now beginning to learn the other side of his family’s business, hence his nervous anticipation. He hadn’t yet become comfortable with men like Gerhard. Few were when they truly understood the spy’s business.

      “Can I help you, sir?”

      “Countess Agatha Pechould arrived yesterday in the city. I’ve come to inquire about her order?”

      “She, ah…” The young man adjusted his vest. “I am afraid we are a discreet enterprise, and, ah…”

      The door opened behind Gerhard, and the attendant returned. The spy grimaced. Walking into the shop in the middle of the day wasn’t how it was done, but the boy knew who he was. He ought to know there was a reason Gerhard was ignoring the protocol. He shouldn’t force the spy to say it in front of the attendant.

      “I need to speak to your father.”

      The boy frowned, shifted, and brushed back his neatly coifed hair. “He’s busy in the workshop.”

      “Then, take me to him.”

      “I’m afraid—“

      “You keep saying that.”

      The boy blinked at Gerhard, opening and closing his mouth like a fish out of water. The door attendant shifted. He would have a heavy truncheon or a set of brass knuckles secreted somewhere beneath his uniform, which would be plenty for the usual sorts of miscreants who made trouble in chocolate shops. Gerhard wasn’t worried the overfed attendant was going to be a problem, but causing a ruckus in the place would be. He occasionally needed these people, just as they occasionally needed him.

      He growled, “I don’t have time for the decorum and posturing, my boy. I need to see your father right away. This is an urgent matter and best discussed in private.”

      The young man glanced at the door attendant as if looking for support. Finally, he nodded as crisp as his cravat and gestured for Gerhard to follow.

      The spy stepped behind the gleaming, jewel-box countertop that was filled with row after row of delicacies and passed several well-appointed rooms that could be used for storage, private tastings, or special occasions, though the chocolatiers did not make such engagements their business. They preferred to hand over their goods and be done with the customer, but for a price, anything was available, and they had the sort of clients who could afford any price.

      At the back of the building was a workshop filled with racks of chocolates, paper and packing materials, tubes for decorating the chocolates and the little cakes they served beside them, jars of teas, heaps of coffee beans, and all of the other necessaries to run an exclusive chocolate shop.

      Peltier the elder was hunched over a table, a tube of frosting in his hand, putting the final touches on an extravagant cake. They didn’t bake the cakes, but when you bought the cake from them, it came in their packaging, and everyone knew that it was expensive. Gerhard was sure it was a perfectly serviceable cake, and they may have thrown in an extra ingredient or dollop of butter, but that was not why anyone purchased it from Peltier & Son. Of course, they had to make it look the part, hence the bright whorls of frosting and the personal touch.

      Without looking up, Peltier barked, “Boy, I’m busy. You’re to be minding the front.”

      “Leave him be,” said Gerhard. “I needed to see you immediately.”

      Sighing and putting down the tube of frosting, Peltier glanced at the spy. “It’s not the way it’s done.”

      “I said immediately.”

      Peltier waved off his son and waited until the boy disappeared back toward the front. “Dangerous times in Ehrstadt these days.”

      “Indeed.”

      “Who is killing all of these nobles? Heard four counts were killed out in the open just these last two weeks. That’s not even including the fiasco in Mertz and those out in the provinces. Clermont breaching our borders? When is the last time that’s happened?”

      “We have no king, Peltier.”

      “I suppose you’re doing something about that?”

      Gerhard offered a shallow bow.

      “It’s bad for business, all of these killings. Who wants to throw a lavish party when you’re waiting for a knife in your back? We’ve had a welcome surge in orders for the eclipse celebrations, but after that, I anticipate the toughest business climate we’ve faced in all my years. Tried to explain it to the boy, but he believes it’s all going to pass. Bah. Even the dumbest noble is going to stop buying chocolates after several of their peers drop dead from poison.” Peltier’s eyes narrowed. “This better not be…”

      Holding up his hands, Gerhard assured the man, “Of course not. I wouldn’t risk your reputation on something like that. No, I merely came to inquire if Agatha Pechould placed an order.”

      “She always does when she arrives in Ehrstadt,” responded Peltier, “which you must know since you are here asking about it. Her order is supposed to be filled this afternoon. She and her sister are hosting a tea, I’m told.”

      “Ah, Landgravine Bohm is in the city?”

      Peltier snorted. “Use the countess to get to her sister? Always an angle, isn’t there?”

      “Indeed there is. The countess and I have a bit of history. In fact, I was considering swinging by to pay my respects. If you can finish up that order, I’d be happy to deliver it for you. No charge.”

      “I thought you were considerate of our reputation? If you show up holding one of my boxes filled with my chocolates, it’s going to be pretty obvious where you got it from.”

      “I would not ask if it wasn’t urgent.”

      “I was loyal to the king and to his father. My predecessor was as well. It was a personal loyalty, though. I couldn’t care less for the king’s tax man, his soldiers, or his spies.”

      Gerhard winced. “That stings.”

      “Sorry,” replied Peltier. He shook his head. “Life would have been very different had a different line of kings ruled Wahrheit. It would have been worse for most of us, certainly, but the king’s line is gone, and it’s not the institutions we’ve pledged ourselves to. Those institutions betrayed us, Gerhard.”

      Bowing his head, Gerhard implored, “You know my circumstances. If a different king… Another man might have hung me from a rope, but the king took me into his service. Me, friends of mine, he was good for us all, in both small and large ways. He didn’t have to be, and there were times his own reputation came into doubt because of it. The king, dead or alive, has my loyalty still. His legacy—his family’s legacy—is this kingdom. You respect the man, you say. Then respect what he was trying to do. We’re on the verge of watching it all tumble down around us. I have two days, Peltier. If you were loyal to the king, then don’t let blood and fire be the only thing people recall of the last King of Wahrheit.”

      Peltier grunted.

      Gerhard tucked his thumbs into his belt and waited.

      “Depending on what happens when you deliver these chocolates, you could ruin the business we’ve spent one hundred and fifty years building.”

      “We have no king, but we still have a kingdom. I need Agatha to take me to her sister. I need to get in front of her before she hears my name. I will talk to her, nothing more. There are soldiers marching on the city, Peltier. I don’t know how else I can get to the landgravine without causing a scene that her husband will hear of. You hear me? Soldiers prepared to attack Ehrstadt.”

      “That bad, eh?”

      “I wouldn’t ask unless I had to.”

      Peltier laughed. “Maybe, or maybe you would. You can’t just knock on the door, I suppose? Ah, you said history. I know the sort of history you have with people.”

      Gerhard winked.

      “Soldiers marching toward us, truly?”

      “Nine thousand of them.”

      “What of the dragon knights?”

      “All but the captain is engaged in Mertz, warding off Clermont. It’s difficult for me to believe that timing is a coincidence. I’ve speculated whether they were sent to Mertz now to leave Ehrstadt exposed.”

      “Creator’s Grace, if that’s the case—“

      “We have a chance to salvage this mess, but to pull it off, I need to speak to the landgravine today. To get to her, I need a way inside. Fortune’s Curse, man, I cannot think of another way.”

      “Very well,” said Peltier. He twisted the tube of frosting closed and began rummaging around his boxes. “I won’t tell you how to do your job, but there are some new flavors since the countess was last in the city. I’ll include some samples with her order. Perhaps an offer to explain our new selections will suffice?”

      “Now you’re thinking,” murmured Gerhard.

      Peltier began industriously packing several boxes filled with a broad array of chocolates and cakes. Gerhard began subtly lifting the delicacies from the shelves and popping them into his mouth. He had missed breaking his fast, after all, and a good spy did not operate on an empty stomach.
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      Two hundred and twenty-four women. Eleven men. Sergeant Speckle, though he hadn’t been included in the official rolls of the survivors of Mertz. Ulrik was credited with saving them. It was his company that was first in the gates, his company that had made it to the keep, and his company that had fought in front of the survivors and then protected them on the slow, painful evacuation from the keep out into the military camp.

      Evidently, moments before Ulrik and his men arrived, there’d been a discussion about what to do with the survivors and whether Clermont’s champion would begin to slaughter them as examples in some mad hope to negotiate safe passage from the city. There’d been a disagreement if starting with the oldest women or the youngest girls was a more effective tactic to get Wahrheit’s attention.

      When that news spread, Ulrik’s name was on the tongue of every soldier in the army. The spearmen took particular pride in one of their own being lauded as the Hero of Mertz. Tens of thousands of tankards of beer had been lifted, toasting the thought of putting their own fists into the face of a noble champion. For some of them, that the man had been of Clermont wasn’t the important part of his identity.

      The entire army seemed to be celebrating. Most of them, that was. In the midst of being slapped on the back, told there were great things in his future, and having the men in the camp hoist an endless progression of beers in his honor, Ulrik had gone looking for Paul and Jaime. Months before, they’d been in Hof, worried about the sprites clustering behind the brewery, worried about which of the village girls was going to give which of them a kiss. Months. A handful of weeks. Less than a planting season.

      It felt like a dozen lifetimes. Already, Ulrik was having trouble recalling those days, but walking out of Mertz had been a sour reminder—broken stone, scorched timber, bloody bodies lying uncovered in the street. Mertz was a horrible echo of leaving his home, of the work they’d left undone. He needed someone to talk to, someone who would understand.

      After much jostling and congratulations, he’d found Paul and Jaime sitting on the back of one of the supply wagons. Paul was there as the supply sergeant for his company. He’d roped Jaime into being his assistant. Neither one of them had seem combat that day, and Paul’s voice dripped venom when he reminded Ulrik of it.

      “We’ve just been tending to the wagons all day,” he said when Ulrik asked how the day had gone. “Don’t even need to touch a spear back here. We’ll be busy soon enough, though. Captain told me to prepare an extra beer barrel for tonight. Our company is celebrating your victory. Your victory, Ulrik. The Hero of Mertz, they’re calling you. Heard you killed a dozen men to earn it. Half with your bare hands.”

      “N-No…” stammered Ulrik, disappointed at his old friend’s vitriol. He unconsciously grasped his wounded hand, bound in thick bandages, throbbing still like a wagon wheel had rolled over it. “No, I didn’t…”

      “Didn’t kill no one? They all lying then?”

      “I… No, I fought. Men died. Yes, I killed them. It’s not—“

      “We’ve heard the tales, Hero. Hah. Look at that. Even with those bandages, I can still see the blood under your nails. I bet the rest of them love seeing that. A lord’s blood, I was told. You showing them that, Ulrik? Showing them the blood of the man you killed?”

      “They? Paul, who are you talking about? Why are you doing this? We’re at war. I fought because I had to. That’s what we do. It’s what you did—“

      “You calling me a murderer, Hero?”

      “Of course not. It’s war. Fortune’s Curse, Paul. It’s not… It wasn’t pleasant. It’s not something I wanted to do. I’m not trying to show it off.”

      “Not something you wanted to do, you sure about that?” accused the other boy. “Back in Hof, you raised your fists against me when you didn’t have to, didn’t you? I suppose you’ve always had a taste for it. I see you now, clenching your fists, gritting your teeth. I’ve seen that look. Wanting to give me another try? Take a swing if you want to. I can’t hit you back. Wouldn’t be a pleasant march back to Ehrstadt for anyone who laid out the Hero of Mertz.”

      Ulrik glanced Jaime. The smaller boy was dangling his legs off the back of the wagon, kicking his feet listlessly, watching as they disappeared and reappeared beneath the tailgate.

      “Jaime…”

      “I’m just a spearman, Ulrik. Hardly even that, really. Only thing I’ve done with it was carry it here from Ehrstadt. Bah. I don’t even know where it is right now. Back at my tent, hopefully. I ain’t a hero. Don’t want to be.”

      “I’m just a spearman, too, Jaime. No, you have it right. I’m a woodworker’s son. You’re a brewer’s son. None of us are soldiers. That’s why… We have to stay together, Jaime. Watch each other’s backs like we used to. I didn’t want this. Didn’t want any of it. Fortune’s Curse, Jaime, I’d give anything—I’d give my own life—if it brought Hof back the way it was. Our parents… I’d do anything, but I can’t. All we can do now is walk forward. We can do it together as friends still, can’t we?”

      “It’d be a lot easier to walk with you, Ulrik, if you’d brought me into your company,” said Jaime, finally looking up at Ulrik. “Paul asked for me to be here. Did you think about that, asking for me to join you? What sort of friends go to battle without each other, Ulrik?”

      Ulrik’s mouth snapped shut. He shook his head. “Jaime, I didn’t have a choice. They just assigned the company to me. I didn’t… I had no say. I don’t even know who assigned the companies or how I would have asked for a change.”

      “You knew where we were marching before anyone else,” challenged Paul. “You knew where we were headed even before Captain Delegard. How’s that if you had no say in anything? That dragon knight, Captain Tilly, he the one guiding you? I know you met with him in the colonel’s tent a few nights back. What’d you do for him, Ulrik? Where did he take you? Why’d you leave us behind?”

      “I didn’t… No, I… I couldn’t say what I did with him. He made me promise. The others—the little nobleman you saw—they made me promise. They’re not the sort you break your word with. I couldn’t tell you before, but I’ll tell you now. We came here. That’s how I knew what to expect. We came here, and we saw what was happening, but it wasn’t them. It was another man, a man I didn’t know, who told me we’d march. That man in the tavern, the Roaring Wench, you remember him? Short with a pointy hat? I don’t know why he told me. I still don’t know who he is. He just… It’s all sideways. It’s all changed now. The only thing we have to hold onto is each other.”

      Paul snorted in disbelief.

      “What were you doing in Mertz when you… flew, here?” asked Jaime. “Surely the dragon knights didn’t need you to fly a dragon. I’ve seen ’em here. There’s plenty of ’em. What’d they have you do, Ulrik?”

      Ulrik closed his eyes and swallowed. “I can’t say.”

      Paul let out a sharp, incredulous laugh.

      Jaime was silent, and that stung worse.

      The smaller boy asked him, “What are you doing here, Ulrik? Why’d you come see us?”

      Before he could answer, Paul interjected, “He’s coming to make sure all is well for his celebration tonight. What do you need, m’lord? Need us to build you a stage—or a throne? Need us to open a special keg of wine for you, m’lord? The colonel has some fancy stuff. Is that what you’re after?”

      “Paul,” snapped Ulrik. “No, I came to… What celebration?”

      “Oh, so now you don’t know about anything? Come on, Ulrik. There’s a feast tonight in your honor. The entire camp is braying about it, so don’t pretend you haven’t heard. What are they going to do? Bring you up so the colonel can bounce you on his knee? Hang a medal around your neck? You’ll be at his table, I’d wager, drinking his fancy wine, looking down at the rest of us.”

      “No,” muttered Ulrik. “I did hear something… but it’s not like that. That’s for the entire army to celebrate the victory, not for me. It has nothing to do with me. I won’t even be here!”

      “You won’t be… Oh. Let me guess. They’re flying you back to the capital on the back of a dragon again?”

      Ulrik stood and stared at the other two boys. They were, in fact, flying Ulrik to the capital that night on the back of a dragon. There was some special celebration for the annual eclipse in Ehrstadt. The colonel wanted a face to put on the kingdom’s victory over Clermont. He’d chosen Ulrik, and Tilly’s second, Sergeant Reventrant, had agreed to fly Ulrik there. Ulrik hadn’t wanted it. He’d protested, but what was he going to do? Both the colonel and the sergeant were in agreement. What could Ulrik say?

      Jaime crossed his arms over his chest and whispered, “I’m just a spearman, Ulrik.”

      What could he say?
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      Gerhard Fischer stood proud like a peacock, beaming at a liveried guard.

      The guard was wearing a long-tailed, velvet coat. A floppy black hat was on his head, and already on an autumn morning, his face was turning red, and he was beginning to sweat. He had a long halberd resting in his grip, and his fellow had one just like it. They had no armor and no weapons other than the halberds.

      A stupid conceit, treating guards like they were tapestries. With no armor, the man was susceptible to ranged weapons. Any attacker with a pistol would fell him with the squeeze of a finger. If an attacker came close, as Gerhard was now, it wouldn’t be much more difficult. The tip of the man’s halberd would be well past the spy’s back if the guard lowered the polearm. The weapon was useless in such close quarters.

      Was it possible Countess Pechould did not know her brother-in-law’s plans, or was she truly so foolish as to disregard her own safety while they were attempting to overthrow the kingdom? Briefly, Gerhard considered adjusting his strategy and taking out one of the poignards he had secreted about his body and killing these two men. They certainly weren’t going to be able to stop him, but how many others were inside? Getting to the countess was one thing. Making it to her sister, the landgravine, would require a little more finesse.

      “The delivery was expected this afternoon,” complained the guard.

      Keeping his grin so wide his cheeks hurt, Gerhard nodded. “Of course. Master Peltier has invented some new flavor combinations, and he’s included them as samples for Countess Pechould. He wanted her to have an opportunity to taste them and decide whether they should be served to the guests.”

      “No one told me.”

      Gerhard kept smiling at the guard.

      “I’ll bring them inside,” offered the man.

      “Naturally,” said Gerhard. “Allow me to explain the flavor profiles, so you can relay the information to the countess. The first row of the top box is chocolate infused with orange zest and clove. It’s more appropriate for winter tea, but as it is a cool day, my master believes it will suit. Not to mention, the citrus is bright enough a lesser palette may enjoy it without distraction from the spice. It pairs best with a tea from eastern Andorra, but between you and me, I prefer it with a cup from Clermont. I suppose that isn’t fashionable these days. If the countess will be serving wine this afternoon, then I recommend—“

      “How many of these chocolates are there?”

      “Eleven new ones. But of course, it’s been some months since the countess last visited and ordered from our shop. I daresay she may have questions about our standard chocolates as well. It’s part of our service, you know, to ensure ideal pairings are served at any function. Why waste good chocolate with the wrong wine?”

      The guard turned slowly and met the gaze of his fellow. He cleared his throat, then suggested, “Perhaps it’s best you explain all of this yourself. I’ll escort you inside.”

      Nodding, Gerhard kept his idiot grin stretching his lips.

      The guard led him inside the tall, thin walls that bounded the perimeter of the estate, and Gerhard immediately saw the unarmored men outside were for show. In the gardens, lurking in shadowed places, were a dozen armed men, and through open windows on the upper floors of the manor, he saw guards with crossbows sitting back and watching. They were out of sight from the street, but if anyone breeched the walls, a hail of heavy bolts would rain down on them.

      Interesting choice. Arquebuses were favored amongst the nobility because of the prestige of owning something new and expensive, but an arrow or crossbow bolt was more likely to hit the target. In battle, Gerhard would take a company of arquebusiers, but when guarding for assassins, accuracy mattered. The men outside had been for show. These were not. Whether or not the countess knew of Landgrave Bohm’s plans, she’d protected herself well.

      The other guards eyed Gerhard suspiciously, but he had an escort, and he was carrying bags that were obviously marked with Peltier & Son’s famous logo. The countess was a regular customer, so the bags would be familiar.

      At the door to the manse, the guard paused awkwardly. The door was a tall one, but his halberd was taller. Gerhard’s smile became genuine for a moment, watching the man fumble with his overly long polearm.

      A uniformed servant opened the door and watched the guard blank-faced as the soldier tried to prop his halberd up against the wall rather than taking it inside.

      After a moment, the servant turned to Gerhard. “The delivery was expected this afternoon.”

      “Yes, I understand and apologize for the inconvenience. Master Peltier has included samples of his newest flavors. No one in the city has tried them all yet, so he thought it best for the countess to taste them and decide whether she wanted to—“

      The servant held up his hand and glanced back at the guard.

      “Orange and clove and a lot more,” muttered the soldier. “He was talking about pairing it with drinks, and…”

      Sighing the servant opened the door more and declared, “I shall take it from here, then.”

      Gerhard was whisked inside and taken down a long corridor. All around them, men and women were removing cloth that had covered the furniture, dusting tapestries and paintings, and generally tidying up. Countess Pechould spent most of her time in Chemenberg, housed within her sister’s palace, so her house in Ehrstadt saw little use. When she did visit, a message should have been sent ahead of her to prepare the arrival, but it seemed the servants had not been expecting her. What to make of that?

      Gerhard was deposited in a small but well-furnished room that had already suffered the attentions of the maids and the butlers. It had some paintings of lower quality and a window that let in light but did not look out over anything spectacular. It was the sort of room he could wait in comfortably for a long period while out of sight.

      His disguise had held up so far.

      He began to remove the boxes of chocolates from the bags and arrange them in the sort of display he thought perhaps chocolatiers might use to show off their wares. He also ate a few of the delicacies while he was at it. He’d only manage to steal a few handfuls in Peltier’s shop and was still missing a proper meal. The chocolates were good, though as good as half a dozen other chocolatiers throughout the city. Each chocolatier claimed some exclusive ingredient, but most often, that ingredient was presentation. The bag with Peltier’s logo was more valuable than the goods inside of it.

      He ate another and studied his work. The countess wouldn’t notice the top row of one of the boxes was missing, he didn’t think, and if she did, it could be a distraction from… There was a quick clip of heels on tiles, which was enough warning for him to turn and stand behind the table, his hands splayed as if a circus master revealing his greatest trick.

      Countess Agatha Pechould entered the room and stopped.

      For a long while, they just looked at each other.

      He asked her, “You remember me, then?”

      She nodded, her lips tight, her eyes burning, but her face otherwise blank.

      “Fancy a chocolate?”

      “Perhaps later. For now, let us sit. Let us talk.”

      He began to get nervous. She gestured to a stuffed chair, and he took it.

      “What did you call yourself? Lord Fockleroy?”

      He coughed discreetly. “Yes, I am Lord, ah, Fockleroy.”

      She began pacing around the room, her heels clicking rhythmically. “I must have been rather drunk to believe a name like that, or did you drug me?”

      “Just with fine wine and finer company. We, ah, we saw each other several times if you recall…”

      “Fine wine and your kisses. Yes, several times. Several weeks, nearly every evening, wasn’t it? I do recall, Lord Fockleroy, quite clearly.”

      He flushed. Perhaps this was not such a good idea.

      “Count Dastion hung himself, did he not, just a few short months after our… encounter. I wonder why such a distinguished man would choose to end it all and to disinherit his two eldest sons in the process? I can tell you most of society here in Ehrstadt was shocked. It seemed an odd coincidence, I thought, those silly little discussions we had about Dastion, his death…”

      Her heels stopped clicking directly behind him. Then, she reached around, and Gerhard felt the point of a dagger against the side of his neck.

      “I couldn’t care less about what you did to Dastion. I hadn’t cared a twig for him in years, but oh, Lord Fockleroy, I do care about what you did to me.”

      His lips twisted. He could feel her breath on his ear. The dagger was a sharp one, and she’d pricked his skin with it. A tiny trickle of blood dripped down his neck. Her hand was steady. She was wrapped in passion, but she’d thought about this. She was ready.

      “Nothing to say for yourself? No apology?”

      “I brought you chocolates.”

      She laughed. High-pitched. Bitter, and he thought—he hoped—actually amused.

      “For months, I dreamt of you up until Count Dastion’s untimely end. After that, I understood what had happened, and I had you painted. A likeness of you still hangs in my bedchamber. Just your face.”

      “I’m… flattered.”

      “I showed it to some serious men, the type of men a woman like me should not be around. I paid them two hundred gold marks each with promises of three times more to return with your head. Just the head. I’d had enough of the rest of you.”

      “I wondered where those men came from.”

      “You wondered, did you? You were not sure? Why, because there were others? How many, Fockleroy? How many women have you ruined with your sweet tongue and your lies?”

      “Several. No, I should say many. The truth? I’ve lost count over the years.”

      He thought he felt the pressure lessen on the dagger, but he didn’t turn his head to look. She held it tight. He could feel that. Her grip was firm, but there were tremors in her hand now. How long would she hold the steel, wrestling between pulling it away and sliding it in? The countess was prepared to use it, but she wasn’t practiced, and while she might have dreamt of killing him, she would also want to know why he’d seduced her.

      He had a chance if he moved quick. Flip the chair back into her? It could work. It probably would against an inexperienced opponent, but he didn’t attempt it. Not yet.

      She asked the obvious. “Why did you do it?”

      “For the crown. For Wahrheit.”

      She snorted.

      “It’s the truth.”

      “Oh, I know it’s the truth. I found out who you were eventually. No, not who you were, but who you claimed to be. I doubt that’s any more truthful than what you told me.”

      “The truth is a slippery fish, Countess.”

      “I learned you worked for the ministry of intelligence. My brother-in-law wrote the minister about you, but the minster did not respond. Did you know that? He thought to bring it to Sigismund or even the king, but I asked him not to. I thought it better—more satisfying—if we handled matters ourselves. That’s when we sent those rough men, but you moved, and for years, we could not find you. You’re a difficult man to locate.”

      Gerhard began to shake his head, then stopped. She still had a very sharp piece of steel against his neck. “I did not know the landgrave contacted the minister. Ah, do you think perhaps we can speak without the dagger?”

      “No.”

      “I’ve worn many faces,” he said. “I’m not sure even I know which is true anymore. None have felt like me, not for decades, but this is true. I do work for the crown, and I do need your help.”

      “Need? You must be desperate to come see me. Don’t contact the victim again. It seems like they ought to teach you fellows that.”

      “They do.”

      “I pictured you begging for your life in the moments before I ended it. This is better. I’m not interested in any more of your lies.”

      That was his invitation.

      If she wanted no more lies, as she said, she would have put that dagger through his neck already. No, she wanted him to lie to her again, to convince her it’d all been true. That she’d met the love of her life. That she’d been right to dismiss the proposal her sister’s husband had arranged for her. She’d given up everything for Gerhard. She needed that to mean something.

      “Agatha…”

      He put a hand on her wrist, and gripping it, he stood and turned. Then, he let go, letting her keep the dagger. Tears welled in her eyes. Her whole body was trembling now.

      “What I did, I did for the crown, but I didn’t have to… I didn’t have to love you. It wasn’t supposed to be… to be real. I could have found another way. Dastion was a fool and left openings everywhere I looked, but when I saw you, I couldn’t stay away. I was a bee. You were a flower. I couldn’t help myself. I’ve lived with that ever since. I’ve regretted it every moment since… since I left.” He looked into her eyes. He held her gaze for a long moment, but before she could speak, he continued, “No, I don’t regret it. Not meeting you. It’s the leaving that… You’re right. I do work for the ministry of intelligence. What future could we have had? If… The minster, you do not leave the service, you understand? If I’d tried, I would have been killed. Not even Landgrave Bohm could have sheltered me, but worse, they would have killed you, too. If we’d fled… He has ways of knowing things. I wouldn’t do that to you. I couldn’t let you into that life no matter how much I wanted to. It wasn’t disregard that caused me to leave. It was… love.”

      He swallowed, put his hands behind his back, and then pinched his wrist as hard as he could, bringing a little gasp to his lips and tears to his eyes.

      “I don’t know if I was right or wrong. We could have left Wahrheit. They’d have found us anywhere we hid, but perhaps Clermont… We could have taken enough coin to have a good life there, maybe. I don’t know. I still don’t. In the end, I couldn’t ask you to leave everything. I thought you’d say no, and then, I would be crushed… Maybe I was selfish, but at the time, meeting you was the best thing I’d done. Leaving was the kindest, the bravest… and most cowardly.”

      She still held the dagger. He didn’t take it, so that she felt the power of that steel in her fist. They were in her home, surrounded by scores of her guards. She had all the power. That was important.

      “Those are all lies,” she said, her voice low and harsh.

      “I don’t know what to say,” he told her. “It’s true the words I whispered into your ear so many years ago were lies. How can I expect you to trust me now? Of course you cannot.”

      She adjusted her grip on the dagger, thinking. Finally, she told him, “Had you asked me to leave with you, I would have refused.”

      He gave her a wan smile but did not respond.

      “I am going to kill you today, Fockleroy, but the longer we speak, the more curious I become. Why are you here? You could not have expected a warm reunion. This dagger cannot be that much of a surprise. Why take such a risk?”

      “Good questions,” he told her. “This is going about as I thought it would. I came to you because I must see your sister. For the life of me, I could not think of any other way to get to her on short notice. I have very little time.”

      “That seems like another item the ministry ought to teach her agents. Don’t tell a woman you’re there to see her sister.”

      “I’m not seeing your sister for the same reason I saw you. It’s… it’s only business. Important business.”

      “What do you want from her? Or is it a grand ministry secret? I suppose you cannot tell me, or at least that’s what you’ll claim. Bah. I don’t know if that’s a lie or not. I don’t know if I care.” She raised her dagger.

      “I will tell you exactly what I want from her.”

      She raised an eyebrow.

      “I need Landgravine Bohm to kill her husband. Tonight, if possible.”

      Countess Pechould’s jaw dropped.
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      The landgravine studied him. She tapped a painted nail against a painted lip, then said, “He’s quite a bit older that I imagined, but I suppose it’s been a long time, and we are all older now. Still an attractive man. More attractive than he was in the likeness. Fit, too. I imagine it’s all taut skin and muscle under those clothes?”

      Gerhard plucked at his doublet. “Would you like to see?” He gave Countess Pechould an apologetic grin and said, “Sorry… Habit.”

      She snorted and pressed her dagger back into his side.

      “I see why you fell for his rakish charm all of those years ago, Sister. Count Dastion was a dreadful bore, and his face looked like a horse’s rear, but I’m shocked you’re falling for this man’s lies again. You and I shared many tears over him leaving you. Every word he tells you is a lie. You know that.”

      The countess drew a deep breath to steady herself and said, “Yes, all he told me was lies. And perhaps I am falling for it again, but I believe that this time, he’s telling the truth.” She pulled a small vial from her skirts and showed her sister.

      “What is that?”

      “Poison.”

      “For who?”

      The countess smiled at the landgravine and asked, “Who do you think? Who would this man want dead so badly he would appear in my presence, at the tip of my dagger? Why would he ask to see you?”

      “Oh. I see.”

      Gerhard felt a surge of relief.

      But then, the landgravine continued, “Do you have any idea how much coin my husband is offering for your head? He’d make a man a count just to see your corpse. My sister, my husband, their kingdoms for a chance to bathe in your blood. You are the singularly least popular man this household has ever experienced, and yet, here you are, suggesting we kill… my husband? You fooled my sister. Now, let us see if you can fool us both. Tell us your pretty lies. Why do you want my husband dead?”

      “Are you aware of what your husband does when he visits Ehrstadt without you?”

      “Of course. I am an ambitious woman, not a stupid one. He told me why he dreams of your death. I didn’t realize both my sister’s and husband’s tormentor was the same until I saw your face, but now that I do… how can we not kill you? The only question… let my sister strike the blow fast and certain or let my husband torture you for days?”

      “Bedroom dalliances are not the only things the landgrave is up to.”

      “Be more specific.”

      “Untal’s soldiers are marching toward the capital.”

      “What?” scoffed Countess Pechould. She glanced at her sister, then frowned.

      Landgravine Bohm hadn’t objected. She saw her sister’s look, though, and offered, “If an opportunity presents itself, one must take advantage.”

      “My thought exactly,” replied Gerhard. “I am presenting you with an opportunity.”

      “I’m already landgravine,” she retorted. “If I were to kill my husband, I’d still be landgravine, and I’d be the one having to travel to Ehrstadt several times a year to sit through those dreary high council meetings. Spend weeks each year listening to Manfred Brandt blather on? No, thank you. I’m content with my husband managing those affairs on behalf of us both.”

      “Ah, yes, he does indeed manage affairs, doesn’t he?”

      “I already said I’m aware and do not care,” snapped the landgravine. “Try harder.”

      “You have every luxury gold can purchase, a sister you love, a husband you tolerate, children who will grow up and rule your province, but you’ll never have more than that.”

      “No one has more than that.”

      “Men have more than that.”

      The landgravine shook her head. “What are you getting at?”

      “Men rule the high council. They rule the diet of lords. They’ve always ruled Wahrheit. Clermont. Andorra. Cojita. They rule Untal. They rule you. Men, my ladies, have more than you do. They always will unless someone changes things.” He spread his hands, mimicking the motion he’d made when the countess first found him behind the table of chocolates. “You said you were an ambitious woman. I am offering you the opportunity to be the ones who make a change.”

      Laughing, the landgravine asked, “We’re going to kill all of the men?”

      “Just the one.”

      “I’d be on the high council, but so would five men,” reminded Landgravine Bohm. “It’d hardly be enough to enact the change you suggest. Helga Muller is on the high council already, though I’ll admit she’s more man than half those other fools. I suppose you want me on the high council to vote for a king? Yes, I see, the one goal worth a ministry agent putting himself in our hands. But a king, Lord Fockleroy, is no change at all.”

      “What if it wasn’t a king but a queen?”

      Both women’s eyes widened in surprise.

      “What if it was a queen whose entire family is dead, who has no friends in Ehrstadt, who is young and malleable, and one who has good reasons to distrust men? That, my ladies, is change.”

      “All women have reason to distrust men,” muttered Countess Pechould.

      Gerhard shrugged. She was right.

      Landgravine Bohm leaned toward him. “You want me to vote for a queen? Who?”

      “I cannot tell you that, not right now. You must know it’s a rather dangerous time to be put forth for the high council to vote upon. Most of our candidates are dead already.”

      “Or I can let my husband continue his plans, and there will be no Wahrheit, and I will be queen of Untal,” replied the landgravine with a smirk. “Maybe then I can enact this movement for women’s power that you, the seducer, are suddenly and suspiciously in favor of.”

      “There’s a reason I do what I do,” said Gerhard, “and, despite what you may believe, it’s not because I enjoy it. Wahrheit has kept these lands at peace for six hundred years. The House of Bohm has survived because of that peace, or perhaps you think your armies could defend your lands? Perhaps they could hold off the other provinces and even the other kingdoms. Maybe they could, even for a long time. But I disagree. I believe that if you bring down this kingdom, your enemy will not be the other landgraves, or Clermont, or any of it. Your enemy will be Cojita, and within five years, Emperor Honxul will be holding your heart in his bare hand and raising it high to show his warriors before tossing the bloody piece of meat onto the fire.”

      “Cojita? Emperor? They are savages in Cojita.”

      “Emperor Honxul has consolidated those lands. He rules from coast to coast, and he’s far more sophisticated than you give him credit for.”

      “Is he?”

      “He studied at the University of Ehrstadt,” replied Gerhard. “He knows our people and our capabilities. He understands how to defeat us. You call him savage because they have no guns and no dragons, but Landgravine, neither will you if Wahrheit collapses. The Roost and the foundries will be hotly contested. None of them are located within your lands. The best you could hope for would be to destroy them so they’re not used against you, and when that happens, we’ll all be as vulnerable to Cojita’s advances as Andorra. If we had time, I’d allow you to see the southern continent’s advance, and you’d witness the truth of what I say, but we have no time. Honxul’s people are brutal, warlike, and they’ll fight a war against us unlike anything we’ve seen in six hundred years. If we fall apart as a kingdom, it’s my assessment we shall lose.”

      “How can you be so sure of what the emperor will do?”

      “I know him.”

      The landgravine pursed her lips.

      “He hates us. You, Landgravine, Countess, can understand hate. Think of what you wanted to do to me. Now imagine you had an entire kingdom that felt your wrath, and you had an empire with which to express your rage. Honxul has no heirs, no desire for his empire to continue past him. He just wants our death. I know him. This is the truth.”

      “I expected you to appeal to my greed,” murmured the landgravine. “Promises of preferential trade, access to the treasury. That would have worked better.”

      “The ministry of intelligence is supporting a queen,” asked Countess Pechould. “Truly?”

      Gerhard nodded. “Yes, but we need one more vote than we have. I’d thought to blackmail Landgrave Bohm, to threaten to expose his secrets… but it seems he was a step ahead of me and the knives I had could not cut deep enough.”

      “Who are the other three votes that you’ve secured? Sigismund, of course.”

      Gerhard smiled and suggested, “Go on.”

      She gave him a predatory grin. “You think Helga Muller will vote for a queen because she’s a soft-hearted woman?”

      Shaking his head, Gerhard responded, “I’m confident she will vote against us.”

      “Jan Lehmann, then. If what you say about Cojita is true, he’ll be the first to face them. Certainly not Laurent or Brandt. They… Ah, secrets. We all have some, but it is not them. Hmm. Cardinal Borromeo? That lecher would give up his salvation before he’d vote for a queen. The throne is not where he wants young—malleable, is that the word you used?—girls to sit.”

      “The cardinal will do as the holy mother demands.”

      “The holy mother hasn’t taken an interest in politics in our lifetimes. You know the rumor, right? That she’s dead? Been dead several decades to hear some tell it, and I can’t call that a lie. I haven’t seen the woman since I married Niklas.”

      “She’s alive,” insisted Gerhard.

      “Why does the holy mother want a queen? Why does she even want Wahrheit to stand? The church has a way of putting its talons in weak meat. If we splinter, she could be more powerful than ever. The king—a friend of the fae, the tamer of dragons—was a bigger thorn in her side than he ever was for the landgraves. No, I think the church would benefit from the collapse of this kingdom, but you disagree?”

      “A world where the women rule will be a different one, won’t it?” responded Gerhard. He saw the landgravine’s doubtful look, so he added, “How do you think the church will fare under Emperor Honxul’s rule? He’ll personally cut out the hearts of any priest he finds with a chert knife. You’ve studied history. What do they tell you about holy wars? They say the holy mother takes succor from the hand of the Creator, but I will tell you a truth. She fears Cojita because she knows. Their rise is her fall. Do not believe me? You can ask Cardinal Borromeo himself. He may lie, but you can see through a man’s lies, can you not? Am I lying now, Landgravine?”

      The landgravine grunted. Her sister was eying her, but she did not return the look.

      “It’s just one vote we need.”

      “Unfortunately,” Landgravine Bohm replied, eying him steadily, “I cannot trust anything you say. Saying I can spot a lie is just more of your flattery. You tell a pretty story, but it’s not enough.”

      Gerhard nodded. “Fair. Don’t trust me, but consider this. You have all you need from your husband—his lands and seed and his children. He has nothing left to give you. Yours is not a marriage of love but of convenience, and now is a convenient time to end it. When you do, take your seat on the high council and vote as you see fit. I have no hold over you once you are there. If you want to allow Wahrheit to descend into half a dozen warring kingdoms, you’ll have the power to do so. If you want to keep the kingdom together with a queen upon the throne—a young woman who will owe you her crown once your vote is placed and who already has ample reason to hate one of your peers—then you will have that power as well. Everyone believes this young woman will rule as a puppet, but there is no one manipulating her today.”

      “So you say.”

      “No one expected she would inherit the crown. Not I, not the premier, not anyone. You’ll see the truth of that when you hear her name. Do not trust me. Trust your own instincts. Do you actually want to spend the rest of your life stuck in Chemenberg as nothing more than a breeding mare for a husband who thinks of men while he lies with you? If there’s no Wahrheit, no Ehrstadt, he’ll be doing it right in front of your face. You claim to be comfortable with his proclivities, but how comfortable are you? Wouldn’t it be easier if he… wasn’t there?”

      Landgravine Bohm snorted. “You’re putting a lot of faith in how cold-hearted I am.”

      “You’ve lived in his shadow since the moment you were betrothed,” said Gerhard. “From the council chamber to your bedchamber, you are his. Niklas Bohm lives in a man’s world. It always will be a man’s world while he lives. There are other men like him—like me. You could kill either one of us for revenge, for spite, or just for fun, but ask yourself which of our deaths accomplishes something?”

      She studied him, thinking. She was close. So close. But her husband had been as well.

      Gerhard cleared his throat, closed his eyes, and said, “Our candidate for queen is Countess Ursula Marchand. She’s a girl of eighteen winters. Her parents were killed when Clermont invaded and sacked Mertz, while Landgrave Laurent sat on his rear in Anvoy. We’d meant to nominate her father, the count, but we got her instead. Everyone she knows is dead. She has no friends, no loyalties to any organization in the capital. No notion of the politics in this place. No allies. All she has is hatred for Leland Laurent. She’ll owe her crown to whoever brings her the fourth vote. I risked my life coming here, gambling that you were indeed an ambitious woman. What will it be, Landgravine? Return to Chemenberg and spend the rest of your life watching your husband entertain other men until Cojita comes and butchers you all, or put a hand on the tiller and steer the future of Wahrheit?”

      Landgravine Bohm and Countess Pechould exchanged a glance, then the landgravine knitted her fingers together and held them before her. “Tell us, Fockleroy, how does this poison work?”
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      “My husband died in the night,” explained Landgravine Bohm with the same weight of disappointment as if the star of the opera had fallen ill with a cold, and the understudy had to perform the evening she had tickets.

      “He just… died?” spluttered Premier Sigismund.

      The landgravine looked at him coldly, her eyes indistinct behind a thin, black veil. She wore a black dress as well that covered her from neck to ankles to wrists. She wore no face paint beneath the veil, and her hair was unbound. Fortune’s Curse, she meant it. Landgrave Bohm had died.

      The landgrave’s men had been marching to Ehrstadt. Nine thousand of them. The quartermaster had forced the premier into hiding. He’d been cut off, everyone rushing around, no one telling him anything, and now… They’d killed a landgrave. It was the ministry of intelligence. It had to be, but they should have—someone should have—told him. You couldn’t just… kill people.

      He winced and realized his hand was clenched around one wing of his prodigious white mustache. He let go, swallowed, and tried to say something, but it came out as a garbled mess of vowels. They hadn’t told him, he realized, because of this. The minister of intelligence wanted him to be stumbling, off balance, and confused. They wanted surprise on his face when the landgravine shared the news. Why? To provide him with some cover, some deniability when the landgraves looked at him? Or something else?

      “Landgravine Bohm,” purred Leland Laurent. “What I think the premier is trying to say is that we are all sorry for your loss. On behalf of the high council, and in regards to the incredible esteem I held for your husband and the decades we have worked closely together on this council and in other matters, you have my deepest condolences. Have you a need, say it, and I promise you we will all act quickly to see that you are taken care of.”

      “Was it an accident?” questioned Manfred Brandt.

      The landgravine turned to him, and the man had the decency to look slightly embarrassed, but only slightly.

      He mumbled, “I hadn’t heard any uproar from the city’s guards… If a landgrave is a target for assassination, it’s a matter for this entire council. I am sorry, Landgravine, but—“

      “It appears it was an accident,” interjected the landgravine. “He was being… entertained, and the physicians tell me his heart gave out. I would appreciate if that’s the last word anyone says of it. As you can imagine, this is a deep sorrow and a potentially embarrassing situation for myself and our children. The little ones are at the top of my mind.”

      “Of course,” said Leland Laurent, giving Brandt a murderous look. “Your trauma is fresh, Landgravine, and we cannot expect you to confront it just yet. In fact, I propose we pause this session of the high council until you’ve had time to grieve and to prepare the rites for your husband. We’ll all attend, of course, and if necessary, we can settle any lingering business afterward. A customary week? Shortly after the celebrations around the eclipse? If I may risk speaking out of turn, I do believe that is the way the landgrave would want it.”

      “Yes, we’ll perform the rites after the customary week,” replied Landgravine Bohm, “but I’d be doing my husband a disservice if I left his work unfinished. You know how he always put Wahrheit above his personal concerns. He informed me there was a critical matter before the council and that it must be settled before the eclipse. Do not let one widow’s grief be the broken wheel that stops this entire kingdom. Please, continue the session, and I will mourn when we’ve finished my husband’s work.”

      Laurent kept a smile on his face, but he was seething.

      Sigismund was sweating. The landgravine knew what was afoot, but what would she do? Niklas Bohm was a snake. Sigismund had known that since obtaining a seat in the high council. But that didn’t mean the wife was an innocent. There’d been rumors, years before, that she was the one… But if the ministry orchestrated the assassination, what could he do but proceed?

      “Premier, I was told the matter required some urgency,” said the landgravine, prodding him. “A special vote, I believe Niklas said. Please, illuminate those of us new to the council what was so important.”

      “Yes,” drawled Laurent, steepling his fingers and glaring at Sigismund above them. “Tell us what is so important.”

      Sigismund stood up, and declared, “It’s been two months since the king died, a tragedy, but as the landgravine has shown us, sometimes matters of government are more important than our own personal sorrow. It’s time to vote for a replacement to the royal house.”

      Landgrave Laurent was struggling to keep a smile on his face. He looked like a man whose daughter baked him a cake, but it was spiced with salt rather than sugar. “I wasn’t aware we were considering anyone.”

      “This is a farce,” growled Manfred Brandt. “Whatever crony you’ve dragged out of obscurity to put on the throne isn’t going to get our votes. Bah, if you had someone you wanted us to give real consideration, why now? Why two days before the eclipse festival? I’m offended to the point I suggest we don’t even vote. If I’m wrong, share the name, and we’ll evaluate them in due time after we’ve had a chance at interviews, research into their family, ensuring there are no excessive debts or other complications which would compromise—”

      “Foreign kingdoms are breaching our borders, my lords and my ladies,” declared Sigismund. “The matter couldn’t be more urgent. You have heard the latest from County Mertz, have you not? Nearly every man, woman, and child was slaughtered.”

      “We threw Clermont back,” said Laurent with a wave of a hand. “Mertz is again under our command, and we’ll begin rebuilding and resettlement immediately.”

      “Threw Clermont back with the help of the dragon knights,” mentioned Sigismund. “They serve the crown, as you know. It is time someone wore that crown again.”

      “Seems we’re doing well enough without a king so far,” retorted Brandt.

      “As a matter of law,” said Sigismund, gesturing toward Hans Caspar, the minster of law, who was standing at the side of the room waiting for this moment, “while the high council is in session, any matter may be put to a vote if raised by the nobility or the administration and seconded by a member of the opposite cohort. I propose we vote on a candidate to fill the royal house. Do I have a second?”

      “You haven’t even told us who!” bellowed Brandt. He stood and jabbed a finger at Sigismund. “You’re not going to shove it down our throats like this, and none of us are going to fall for your—“

      “I second the vote,” declared Landgravine Bohm. “It is what my husband would have wanted.”

      “That’s as far from the truth as you can get to,” growled Brandt.

      “If I were a man, we’d be meeting on the yard with swords once this council finished,” declared the landgravine. “Call me a liar once more, Manfred Brandt, and skirts or no, I’ll satisfy my honor.”

      Brandt threw himself back into his chair and slammed a fist on the table. “That’s not what I meant.”

      “It’s what you said.”

      “Very well. Let’s get on with it. Who is this candidate, Sigismund?”

      The premier stood, holding his hands carefully by his sides. He told himself Brandt wasn’t going to vote for his candidate no matter what transpired. They were in the position they expected to be. The landgravine would support them. She had to. She—

      “Premier,” muttered Landgravine Muller, her voice like melted chocolate. She placed a hand on the table, her fingers glittering with gold and silver, a stark contrast to her dark skin. Dramatically, she began to tap her fingers, the rings and her long fingernails clicking incessantly. “Between your dithering and the shouting and the banging, we’re going to be here all day. Can we hurry this along? I have somewhere to be.”

      Clearing his throat, Sigismund declared, “I propose Countess Ursula Marchand of County Marchand to be voted upon as the next Queen of Wahrheit.”

      “What?” screeched Brandt.

      Leland Laurent was shaking his head. “Premier, there was a count in Mertz, and it’s my understanding he is dead. County Marchand is of course a part of Brenay, and—”

      “Ursula Marchand is the former count’s daughter. You are right. He was killed in battle when defending his land—your land—but fortunately, the bishop of Mertz was able to anoint Ursula as the count’s successor. Fortune’s Favor, she survived the fall of Mertz, despite no help from her landgrave.”

      “I don’t like the way you’re talking,” warned Laurent. He sat back, crossing his arms over his chest. “The county is under my purview, and it’s my understanding none of the Marchands survived. If you claim otherwise, I suppose you have proof? It had better be good, Sigismund, because I can tell you that as the liege of County Marchand, this is the first I’ve heard of a new—you said countess?”

      Nodding, Premier Sigismund continued, his hands opening and closing, as if wanting to grip a wine cup. “Of course. May I present Sergeant Speckle? He is a member of the Honorable Guild of Artillery Masters and was stationed in Mertz when the count died, and he stood by when the bishop anointed the new countess. Standing with Sergeant Speckle is Guildmaster Pfluger, who I believe you all know. He is here to vouch for the sergeant and has assured me the entire weight of the Artillery Masters stands behind their member.”

      Laurent snorted.

      “And of course you all know Captain Otto Tilly of the dragon knights. Captain Tilly was involved in the extraction and transportation of Countess Marchand. He was a witness to her defense of the city and her actions leading both the army of Mertz and the citizenry, further proving she was acting in the capacity of countess of the city. His word is, of course, unimpeachable.”

      “You flew into my province without my blessing?” asked Laurent, his voice quiet.

      “As we always have for the last six hundred years,” drawled Captain Tilly, shifting his shoulders so the clank of his armor rang through the room. “The dragon knights patrol the skies above the entire realm. When I saw the attack upon Mertz, I responded. I would beg your forgiveness, but my belief was that you would want us to assist County Marchand against Clermont’s invasion. It’s a tricky relationship between the crown and the provinces, I understand, my lords, but the law supports the crown acting with urgency in critical military matters. It’s always been that way. Each province is a part of a whole, and the dragon knights protect the whole.”

      “He is correct,” supplied Hans Caspar.

      “When was this girl… extracted?” demanded Landgrave Laurent. “I saw your reports that the city was under attack. We were gathering our forces, readying to march, when—“

      “She was removed from the city after I made my report, moments before Mertz fell.”

      “Ah, so it was not a decision made in the field, then! There was no crown at the moment,” challenged Leland Laurent. “So who authorized your action?”

      “I did,” replied Tilly. He flexed a steel-covered fist. “As there is no king, I am the highest-ranking commander of the dragon knights. You must know it is the crown I report to, not any of the generals. Then, as today, I am the single highest authority when it comes to Wahrheit’s dragons and how they should be deployed.”

      The landgrave blinked and eyed the heavily armored man as if he wanted to protest but wasn’t sure how.

      “He is correct,” squeaked Hans Caspar, his eyes scrunched so hard Sigismund wondered if the man would crack his monocle. The members of the high council turned to him, and the minster of law appeared to be receding into the wood paneling behind him.

      “Thank you for the insight,” murmured Sigismund, grateful for the man’s assistance but wondering if he was buying himself trouble down the road.

      “I hear your concern, Landgrave Laurent,” said Captain Tilly, drawing everyone’s attention back to him, “and if it is your wish, the dragon knights will no longer perform regular patrols of your territory, and we will no longer respond to threats against your cities, no matter our concerns for the welfare of your subjects. I can assure you, the dragon knights will no longer fight on your behalf.”

      “Is that a threat?” bellowed Laurent. He stood and yanked his thin dueling sword from the sheath. “You’ll fly on behalf of the others but not me? You and your dragons think to stand against me! I’ll have you—“

      Captain Tilly laughed.

      The landgrave’s eyes grew wide, and he spluttered, speechless.

      “You don’t need that, Landgrave. My knights and I are happy to provide Brenay our customary support. I only mentioned it because of your harsh words. The dragon knights are loyal to Wahrheit and to all lands that are a part of this kingdom. Please, you are here to vote to keep the kingdom intact, and I am only here to offer my testimony that Ursula Marchand was, in fact, acting as countess. There is no need to draw steel, but if you attack me, I will defend myself.”

      The landgrave’s stare was as sharp as broken glass, but he did not advance or sheathe his blade. For a brief, mad moment, Premier Sigismund hoped Laurent would be reckless enough to attack Captain Tilly. It would bring a short end to the landgrave if he did, and a stark example of what would happen to any province that broke from Wahrheit to forge their own kingdom.

      “Men!” snapped Landgravine Muller. She shared an apologetic look with Landgravine Bohm and said, “We are here to vote, so let us get to it. Do we need the girl here?”

      “I was told we don’t,” responded Sigismund, nodding to Hans Caspar, “but if you would like to see her, that can be arranged, or if there are any other questions of a legal nature, Minster Caspar is present to answer them.”

      “She’s in the palace?” questioned Brandt.

      “She is.”

      “What of this bishop? Where is he?”

      “Dead, I’m afraid.”

      “Then how can we…” began Brandt, but then he shot a glance at Captain Tilly and Guildmaster Pfluger and paused. He turned to Cardinal Borromeo. “This bishop, what can you say of him? Is he of the good sort?”

      “All of us in the church’s service are of the good sort,” replied Borromeo. The plump cardinal dabbed at a sweat-beaded forehead with his sleeves. “As to Bishop Jurgen, the holy mother had utmost faith in his judgement. She asked me to assure you if Sergeant Speckle saw the bishop anoint the girl and Captain Tilly saw her acting in the capacity of countess, then the church has faith all was handled according to both the laws of man and of the heavens. The holy mother instructed me to tell you that, as the Voice of the Creator in this world, she adds her humble opinion that Countess Marchand did rightfully inherit her parents’ title and is therefore eligible for consideration.”

      “The holy mother,” mumbled Brandt. “She said all of that? In those words?”

      Swallowing, his jowls wobbling with the motion, the cardinal murmured, “She did.”

      “This reeks of a conspiracy,” declared Laurent.

      “Does it?” questioned Sigismund, feeling his blood rise. “Is that a thing you are familiar with?”

      “That’s too far, Sigismund,” snapped Laurent.

      “I’m not the one accusing the holy mother herself of… of anything nefarious.”

      “Boys,” interrupted Helga Muller. She let her cold gaze fall over them, turning to study each in turn. The set of her jaw was like a knife, and her full lips were pressed into a tight line. Her look lingered on Laurent and then on Brandt. She ignored Landgravine Bohm. “We have a vote before us. Let us finish the day’s business. Then, you can show each other your swords after. It’s certainly convenient this girl is already within the palace, but I for one, do not need to see her. I already know all that I need to know. I’m afraid that a young girl with no practical experience ruling a kingdom, or even a small county, and due to the tragic circumstances in Mertz no real wealth to her name, is simply unfit to rule Wahrheit. If you find a suitable candidate, I shall grant them consideration, but this girl is not what the kingdom needs. I vote nay.”

      “I vote yay,” said Sigismund. “Wahrheit needs a ruler. The girl may be young, but she is bright and motivated. The people will love her story. It’s true she will require guidance, but you on the high council—“

      “The privy council, you mean,” cried Brandt. “You mean to play her like a puppet, eh? I see it now, Sigismund. I vote nay.”

      “We’ll all fight and scramble for influence, as we always do, as we always have,” muttered Jan Lehmann. “I don’t like the way this has come about, Sigismund, and while I won’t outright accuse anyone of a conspiracy, this matter does smell of something foul. I will not forget that, but I also cannot forget the threats to our kingdom and that we stand at a critical moment in Wahrheit’s history. We need a royal on the throne, and if this is the only one up for consideration, I vote yay.”

      “He wants us to stand by his side against Cojita,” grumbled Brandt to Laurent. He spoke behind his hand as if to do so discreetly, but he spoke loud enough to fill the room with his voice. “Bit of a coward, don’t you think?”

      “Yes,” snapped Lehmann, “I do want the kingdom to stand together, just as the kingdom rallied to the defense of Brenay. It’s why we’ve lasted as long as we have—why we’ve been the power on the continent for six hundred years. It feels like we spend more time biting each other’s backs than anything else, but the truth is, we’re stronger together. You must see that, Laurent. Vote yay.”

      Leland Laurent shook his head. “Stronger together we may be, but the girl—sorry, this newly anointed countess—is one of my subjects. I know her family better than anyone in this room, except perhaps the dedicated sergeant over there. The Marchands are not fit for this role. You’re aware this girl’s grandfather is from Clermont? That history is a complication Wahrheit cannot afford when we’re on the verge of open warfare with the eastern kingdom. Landgravine Muller was right. The girl is not the person we need at this moment. I vote nay.”

      “I vote yay,” said Landgravine Bohm. “I must, to honor my departed husband.”

      Manfred Brandt choked in disbelief. Leland Laurent glared as if he would cross the table and throttle the woman. Helga Muller looked thoughtful. Premier Sigismund barely caught himself from letting out an explosive breath. She’d voted yay. The minister of intelligence had yet again pulled off a miracle.

      Slowly, six pairs of hopeful eyes turned to Cardinal Borromeo.

      Landgravine Muller, her fingers still rapping on the table, said, “Cardinal, it’s up to you to end this farce.”

      “Quickly,” said Leland Laurent. A cat-like smile was on his lips.

      Sigismund’s breath caught. The way Laurent was talking… He thought the cardinal was in his pocket. Was Borromeo aligned with Laurent, Brandt, and Bohm? Had the minister of intelligence not—

      “The church votes yay.”

      “The church?” shouted Brandt. “What is your vote? It’s not the church on this council but a man.”

      “I say yay.”

      The room was silent until Has Caspar cleared his throat and, in an unusually high-pitched warble, declared, “I have tallied the votes, and the yays have it. Countess Ursula Marchand will be crowned Queen of Wahrheit.”

      “Fortune’s Curse!” cried Brandt. “This is a travesty. This is—“

      Landgrave Laurent put his hand on his peer’s arm and squeezed. “The votes have been cast, the tally recorded. A queen it is. The people will expect a spectacle, of course. It’s always that way, and it will be doubly important to show the world who our ruler is since, if I’m not mistaken, this is the first time we’ve selected someone from outside of the original bloodline. Is there a person in the administration who plans these sorts of things? I suspect they’ll need months to arrange—“

      “Yes, the administration does handle these matters,” replied Sigismund, “and I was thinking two days is sufficient. We don’t want to keep you in the capital longer than necessary, Landgrave.”

      “Two days, but… but what of Landgrave Bohm’s funeral? What of the eclipse festival?”

      “The festival will be even more joyous this year,” assured Sigismund. “We’ll perform the coronation that morning and give the people something to celebrate when the moon drifts in front of the sun. We raise our tankards then, but you’ll recall from your history that the festival originated as a celebration of the sun’s return. Fitting, don’t you think?”

      “Remarkably so,” responded Leland Laurent, his voice as dry as dust. He stood and bowed crisply to his fellow members of the high council. “If all we have is two days before the momentous event, we should prepare.”

      There was a general murmuring, a question about making the announcement, and the landgraves and landgravines quickly filed out. They were more subdued than the premier had ever seen them. That wasn’t necessarily a good sign. When the room had emptied of the nobility, the privy council and other observers clustered close together.

      Captain Tilly rumbled, “They’re going to dash off messages to their armies. They’ll tell them to hurry, to be here tomorrow. You might have won it in the council chamber, Sigismund, but we may have to have to win it on the battlefield as well.”

      Sigismund sighed. “I hoped it wouldn’t come to that. Do you think Landgravine Bohm will instruct her men to turn around?”

      Tilly shrugged, his armor scratching with the motion. “She voted with us. We can ask her.”

      General Walhausen cleared his throat, then croaked in his bull-frog voice, “We’re preparing as best we’re able without… being obvious. The men’s kit is being seen to, shifts have been increased, we’ve got a proper tally of who is available, and the colonels and lieutenants have been alerted to be ready to move. I won’t start boiling the oil or scattering the caltrops until you tell me. If there’s any way to avoid bloodshed…”

      “I think your instincts are correct,” said Sigismund, followed by a heavy sigh. “Tilly can figure what we’re up against, and I trust the two of you to manage our defenses in the most sensible manner possible. We don’t know for sure they’ll attack, but…”

      “But we’ll be ready if they do,” stated Walhausen.

      Sigismund turned to the others. “Caspar, you’ll draw up the documentation naming the queen? Ludwig, I know we can’t afford this, so don’t look at me like that, we’re doing it anyway. Borromeo, will the holy mother be prepared to anoint the girl? I think it best if done by her hand.”

      “It seems like it’s all been done by her hand,” complained the cardinal. Then, he flushed and stammered, “I-I didn’t mean…”

      Sigismund waved him off. “We should get to it, gentlemen. Route communication through me, and if all goes well, I’ll see you in two days standing before our new queen.”

      They began to head toward the door but stopped when they saw Landgravine Bohm standing in the entrance. Clad in the black of mourning, back within the shadows, she’d been nearly invisible. She eyed them with cold disdain.

      “Landgravine…”

      “I think, Premier Sigismund, that perhaps your first order of business ought to be to tell the girl she is going to be queen.”
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      He circled five hundred paces above the snaking column of men below. Nine thousand of them. Ranks of cuirassiers in the front, followed by plodding wagons laden with artillery, then the arquebusiers, and finally ranks of spearmen that stretched out of sight. The column was coming to a staggering halt. Captain Tilly had been following a party of messengers, sent by Landgravine Bohm at his request, that had been rushing toward the approaching men like dragon fire was lighting their backsides.

      The landgravine said she would instruct her soldiers to turn around, to return to Untal. But before, she’d offered to use them to help protect the capital, at least until Countess Marchand ascended the throne and through the eclipse festival. They’d told her that provincial soldiers protecting the royal coronation was not the message Premier Sigismund wanted to send. Left unsaid, it wasn’t militarily sound, as they’d suspected these men had been on the way to attack.

      General Walhausen had assured the privy council that he had sufficient men within the city to guard against any threat, but Captain Tilly was not certain. Walhausen had the elite soldiers who were charged with protecting the palace. They were usually huge men who had long tenures in the army, but few of them had been tested in combat. No one had been mad enough for hundreds of years to attack the palace in force. Other than those men, there were fresh batches of recruits and problematic soldiers who’d been kept from venturing out on the campaign because they couldn’t be trusted. The complement around the capital was stiffened with a regiment of good men who’d recently been deployed and needed a rest, but in such trying times, it wasn’t much to put your trust in.

      Tilly’s own dragon knights had been at Mertz. He’d sent a trainee on a young dragon with frantic instructions for his men to make haste back, but there simply was not time. His messenger couldn’t reach Mertz and return with help before the coronation and the eclipse, and if they were really needed, Tilly suspected it would be too late.

      If necessary, there were other dragons near the capital, but the thought of trying to command more than two or three at once was terrifying. Even as captain, his hold on the ferocious beasts was tentative if he wasn’t right next to them. In the frenzy of battle, it wasn’t inconceivable the giant fae could turn on the city instead of fighting their enemies.

      Walhausen had gruffly assured Tilly he was worrying like a woman, but the captain of the dragon knights refused to believe that the only card Bohm had was his army. Even with surprise, nine thousand men would have a difficult time taking Ehrstadt. No, the landgrave had another blade hidden out of sight, and whatever it made the general say about him, Tilly was going to worry about it until they figured out what Bohm’s plan had been.

      But until they learned more, there was little to do, so Tilly had spent the day flying, looping routes around the capital, searching for threats, as well as following the progress of Landgravine Bohm’s messengers. If her message was heard, maybe they wouldn’t need protection. The messengers the landgravine sent were good men, well known within her household and by her general and captains. From their lips, the instructions would be accepted and followed.

      Everyone hoped.

      Tilly’s heart had been aflutter when the messengers met the marching army, but it seemed after a great deal of confusion and discussion, the column agreed to stop, and as Captain Tilly watched from far above, he saw them begin to spread out and make camp. He would have rather seen them turn the column around and begin marching home, but it was just three more hours until dusk, and he supposed it would take at least an hour or two for nine thousand men to turn, make their way around the supply wagons, and begin to walk home.

      If they were camped, at least they weren’t advancing on the capital. If they wanted additional confirmation from the landgravine or if they were just taking their time after days of marching, he could live with that. Once settled in tents and around cookfires, it would take them half a day to get reorganized and on the move again. With that delay, there was a chance his dragon knights could arrive back in the capital, and with the full force of the company on hand, Tilly would have a lot fewer worries about any army mustering outside of the walls.

      He’d seen what he’d come to see, so he clucked his tongue, and his mount banked. They began another swooping circle of the capital, tracing a loop a day or two walk away. For two hours, Tilly flew, letting his dragon coast with minimal effort, taking his time to study the terrain below, looking for anything out of the ordinary.

      South of the capital were expansive farmlands. They were open and empty, and no force of any size could hide there. North was the spear of mountain which the Roost clung to. Again, it would be impossible for a large group of men to approach from that direction and maintain cover, and if they tried, they would find out the hard way where many of the dragons spent their days when they weren’t hunting. West was the wide river where Ehrstadt drew its water. The stream had been busy with commerce, fishing boats, merchant barges, and other small vessels traveling in a flow as steady as the water itself, but Tilly had passed above that river hundreds of times, and there was nothing unusual there now. The traffic patterns were normal, and there was no evidence of a bulk of men passing from one bank to the other.

      East of Ehrstadt, four leagues from the boundary of the city, was an ancient forest. Good timber, there, but it’d never been logged. For centuries, the Kings of Wahrheit had considered the forest their private domain. Entry by their subjects wasn’t illegal, but it was discouraged. Some ventured beneath those soaring boughs but not many. The place had a queer reputation, deserved from what Tilly understood. It was a place of the fae and dangerous even for those with the fae-sight. Long ago, good roads had been laid that avoided the heart of the forest, and few travelers deviated from the established path.

      Tonight, Tilly steered his mount above those seemingly endless ranks of trees, swooping low, just one hundred paces above the tips of the tallest pines. If he were secretly marching an army of men toward the capital, he wouldn’t do it across the open farmland, and he wouldn’t have them climbing the mountain. No matter the reputation of the forest, it was the best choice for stealth.

      So far, though, he hadn’t seen anything. The thick canopy obscured the ground, so people could be down there, but in the clearings and along the waterways that wound between the trees, he saw nothing. There were hillocks that rose above the rest of the forest, and the occasional low spine of a ridge that gave the treetops the look of a rumpled blanket, but on those crests that were clear of foliage, there was no one.

      The sky was shimmering gold and orange, and he clucked his tongue again and turned his mount back toward the Roost. If he couldn’t see anyone during the day, he was definitely not going to spy them at night. If they’d made it this far, they wouldn’t be foolish enough to light fires. Probably. He stretched his back and decided to send one of the trainees out when he returned to make a couple of passes over the forest looking for campfires. A waste of time, almost certainly, but with the coronation coming and hostile armies within days of them, they couldn’t be too cautious.

      He was traveling west, and the falling sun beamed shards of light directly at him. He held up a hand above his brow and kept his gaze roving over the rolling landscape and growing shadows below. It was a beautiful evening, and he hoped the next one would be as well. Sigismund was arranging a formal gala at midday to celebrate Countess Marchand’s morning coronation. It would directly follow the public event, and everyone who was anyone would receive an invitation. Afterward, the astrologers predicted the eclipse to happen an hour before sunset, and all of Ehrstadt would celebrate from then until dawn.

      It would be a good day, and the girl deserved it.

      After Mertz, what had happened there… But Untal’s army had stopped their approach to the city. There was no sign of any other approaching forces. The kingdom was peaceful, settling into a last few dazzling autumn evenings before the chill of winter chased the leaves off the trees and the people inside. If Fortune Favored them, the most difficult times were at an end. Perhaps the kingdom could begin to recover.

      Georg Ludwig had apparently been apoplectic at the cost of the coronation and following celebrations, but it’d been six hundred years since a new family had ruled in Ehrstadt. They couldn’t simply breech a beer barrel and share some leftover schnitzels. Tilly grinned at the image. He felt bad for the minister of finance. No doubt the man had a challenging position, but the way he capered about complaining of coin amongst a kingdom’s worth of wealth was ludicrous. Wealth could be had when it was needed.

      The splash of coin on making the event special would be worth it. It would do the Marchand girl good to see Ehrstadt at its finest. Between the attacks on her life and being secreted by the quartermaster and the wizard, the city had not shown itself well to her. Not yet. Maybe it never would, considered Tilly. The young queen would face many more challenges during her rule. That was the truth.

      But for one night, at least, it could be special. Wine flowing, a beautiful evening like this, the kingdom secure, it was the right way to start her reign.

      Purple sky striated with the last fading rays of sunlight seemed to glow like a bed filled with jewels and golden chains. It would be the perfect setting for Countess Marchand to sweep out of her quarters, long gown trailing behind her, the royal jewelry sparkling in the firelight of the braziers placed around the steps to shine on her when she made her entrance. Most of those jewels hadn’t been seen in public since the death of the late king’s first wife. It wasn’t just in the bedchamber he withheld his affection. But he was gone now, and it would be important to demonstrate a new era, a new—

      Tilly stood up in his stirrups, straining his harness as far as the tight straps would let him. His mount’s head tilted as well, seeing the same thing he was. Lights. Campfires? No, these were smaller. Dozens of them, scores of them. Hundreds of them. And they were moving.

      Fortune’s Curse. Could they be sprites? He didn’t have the fae-sight. He shouldn’t be able to see them. Unless… Hundreds of sprites were billowing up from the forest canopy like they’d been blasted from a cannon. It had to be sprites, didn’t it? They were heading right toward him. He could see them. What did that mean?

      The tiny fae began to flash by him, their wings whistling like the feathers of an arrow. One came close, and Tilly dodged his head to the side. A bright line of pain scored his cheek, and he felt blood welling. How had the—

      Another of the sprites pinged off his armor and then another. His mount cried in rage, suddenly pumping its wings and rising higher into the air. Tilly watched in horror as one of the sprites smacked into the beast’s shoulder, tore through the dragon’s scale, and embedded in its flesh.

      He called for his mount to fly higher still and unhooked his helm from the pommel in front of him. The sprites were attacking his dragon. They were attacking him. Sprites?

      Another glittering body zinged past, and a thin line of blood bloomed on the dragon’s neck. The creature was frantically flying higher, almost directly vertical. Tilly felt the harness take his weight, the thick leather straps wrapped around his steel-covered body pulling taut, the only thing holding him to the dragon’s back.

      He heard a tear, like ripping paper, and then another. He looked down at the harness in alarm, but it wasn’t the leather. The sprites were zipping into the dragon’s wings, punching holes in them. Between shouted curses, Tilly clucked his tongue, instructing his mount to stop, to dive. The Fortune Cursed sprites were going to shred the dragon’s wings. There were hundreds of them.

      He pulled his axe, but the sprites were surrounding them in a cloud. The dragon’s teeth snapped, and he could feel it twisting beneath him, as if clawing at the air, but even if it killed half the tiny fae, there were too many of them. Already, there were a dozen holes in the dragon’s wings that he could see.

      Tilly started to summon power to his axe, but he knew it was too late. One way or the other, they were going down.
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        * * *

      

      They landed with a thunderous crash. Tree trunks shattered around them as the giant body of the dragon smashed into the forest at speed. Branches whipped by, striking Tilly on the arms and head. He leaned forward, clutching the pommel of his saddle with both hands and letting his armor take the blows, but he could feel the battering like he was beneath a blacksmith’s hammer.

      His mount got it worse. The beast had been peppered by hundreds of the sprites, the tiny fae somehow cutting through the thick scales of the dragon. They were small wounds, but so many of them were painful, making flying difficult. Then, the wings had given out, and their flight downward accelerated.

      The trees had softened the blow, their thick boughs bending and then cracking. Splintered trunks slammed into the underbelly of the dragon like lances. The thick hide was protection against mundane weapons, but the collapse of the dragon carried such force that Captain Tilly could feel his mount jerk as trunks of broken trees tore into its flesh.

      The impact with the ground was even more severe.

      The dragon’s forelegs, as thick as a man’s waist, snapped. Its head and neck plowed into the earth a moment later. It dug a furrow in soil and stone, clods of dirt and shattered rock exploding around them, showering the forest with a hail of debris. The rest of the dragon’s body crumpled, skidding farther, digging a trench through the forest and uprooting trees as it went. Snapped trunks of ancient wood fell like trampled grass beneath a boot.

      Nothing seemed it could stop the dragon, but then, it did. They lay still. The forest was quiet around them, except the slow whoosh of pine nettles falling and the thump of branches collapsing in their wake.

      Captain Tilly tore his helm off and spit blood. His jaw ached, and his tongue pulsed with pain where he’d bit it. He felt like he’d rolled down a rocky mountainside for half a league, and his body rang with the crash of the final landing. As he looked down at his forearms and the top of his helm, he saw his armor had held. It was dwarven made. It could withstand almost anything. Even this.

      The dragon was still beneath him. He couldn’t feel the rise and fall of its breath. The shine of its scales was fading. Fortune’s Curse. A bunch of sprites had killed a dragon?

      He kicked his feet free of the stirrups and drew his dagger. He sliced through the tough leather of his harness then, struggling in his heavy armor, stood atop his saddle. For a thousand paces behind him, the path of their landing was clear. Like a farmer tilling a field, the dragon’s fall had torn a wound in the forest.

      Tilly spit another mouthful of blood and looked around. There was nothing to see but tree trunks, pine nettles, and disturbed ground. At least he would be easy to find if his trainees came out looking for him.

      Captain Tilly grunted. They weren’t going to come looking. The trainees were afraid of the dragons still and terrified of him and the rest of the knights. They wouldn’t saddle one of the massive fae unless instructed. Sergeant Reventrant and the others would know to search for him, but they were days away. On the ground, the area around him was difficult travel for those on foot. No one came through this part of the forest without reason, not even the king’s huntsmen. Even if they came looking, how would they know where to start? He’d been flying for hours circling the land around Ehrstadt. He’d covered hundreds of leagues in all directions of the compass. If someone had seen him pass over the vast tract of unpopulated forest, it would still take a regiment to spread out and stumble across this one small section of it.

      But he was just a few leagues from the edge of the forest, he thought, then a few more to Ehrstadt. It would be a brutal trek in the woods with his armor, but he wasn’t going to leave the plate behind, no matter what he faced. He could make it. A day of travel. Perhaps two.

      He’d walked longer than that in armor. Of course, he’d been a decade younger, then, and he’d done it around the practice grounds or occasionally in open terrain during training assignments. Dragon knights didn’t train on the ground in thick woods like these.

      Spitting blood again, he began freeing his saddle bags and tossing them down onto the ground beside the dragon. No one was coming, so whether or not it would be painful, he’d better start walking.

      Two days. He would need to eat, and he had to admit he was no woodsman. Two days might be a generous assessment. Atop the dragon, he salvaged what he could from his kit and glanced around one last time. He paused, crouched to begin climbing down.

      At the far edge of the damage the dragon had caused, there were lights amongst the trees. Flickering, dancing lights. The sprites had come to see what they’d done?

      This forest had a queer reputation, and there was much in the world that was strange to him, but the fae attacking a dragon? Sprites with the fortitude to bring down the most powerful creature Tilly had ever seen? Lesser fae were afraid of dragons, as they should be. And if not the dragons, they ought to have sensed the enchantments on Tilly’s equipment and been afraid of him. He’d never seen sprites before, but he’d heard them described. These were sprites, but how—why?

      He grabbed his helm and set it back on his head. Sprites were pranksters, not killers. Something else was behind this.
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        * * *

      

      Captain Otto Tilly stood in the clearing, shattered tree trunks, roots torn from the ground, and gaping wounds in the earth all around him. The moon had not yet risen high enough to spill light past the trees of the forest, but the stars were out, and the fluttering lights of the sprites were enough for him to observe the approaching party.

      Ten figures had emerged from within the trees. They’d seen him standing there and paused. Their features were indistinct, but he could spy some details. All of them were cowled, hoods pulled low, so in the low light he could not see any of their faces. They were attired in cloaks and dark, leather armor. One had a sword, an elegant curved falchion, that even from afar was gleaming with a light of its own. Fortune’s Curse, that meant it could be enchanted. Others had spears, sheathed swords, or a crossbow, and one hulking monster in the back had an axe that was as large as Tilly’s.

      Their leader, or at least the one with the falchion who had been walking in front of the rest, started to move again toward Tilly. This one wore gloves that extended up to his elbows. His chest was crisscrossed with leather straps, which at first Tilly thought held knives, but as the party came closer, he realized were glass vials glowing like steel, reflecting the light of the stars or a light of their own. Silver embroidery lined the edge of the man’s cloak, and as the first bit of moonlight bathed the clearing, the threads glowed brighter in response.

      The sprites flitted about the party, but they made no move toward Tilly. He gripped his axe, feeling the heft of the giant weapon. These people were decked out in as much enchanted equipment as he was. Where had they gotten it, and who were they?

      A better question—given the cloud of sprites flitting about them, how had they gotten the tiny fae to take down a dragon?

      The party stopped twenty paces from him, and Tilly ventured a guess, “Mercenaries from Darford?”

      The leader nodded his cowled head. “What gave us away?”

      “How much are they paying you to take on a dragon?”

      “Enough,” responded the man. He gave a cold smile, his lips just barely visible beneath the rim of his hood. “So far it hasn’t been too much trouble.”

      Tilly grunted.

      The leader was a tall man but trim. He carried himself lightly, as if he would be able to move quickly when he decided to. Long strands of blond hair were visible beneath his hood, and his chin was clean shaven. Up close, Tilly could see the hilt of the man’s falchion. It was fashioned as if from living vines and branching leaves. That wasn’t good. Dwarven armor like Tilly’s was exceptionally sturdy, but it was fashioned for a purpose and was designed with brutal efficiency. The sword the man wore looked to be the craft of the elves. It would be sharp and sturdy as well, but beyond that, the elves could imbue some of their magic into the weapons they forged. There would be no telling the capabilities of this sword until it crossed with Tilly’s axe.

      Ten of the mercenaries, all with some assortment of enchanted gear. He might be lucky if he saw what that sword could do.

      “Start walking, dragon knight,” instructed the leader, “and we shall have no quarrel.”

      Behind the man, a face turned up, and Tilly thought he saw a woman’s jawline and sensual lips. She was smiling at him like she already knew his answer.

      “You killed my dragon, mate. I’m afraid we have a quarrel.”

      “You were close to the beast?” wondered the man, sounding honestly curious. “I’ve been told the relationship is more like… a rider and a horse. Not worth dying for.”

      “This is my kingdom, and it’s time for you to leave. Turn around and walk faster than I can in this armor. Keep walking until you get to the border, and tonight doesn’t have to end in bloodshed. Hurry on now. I have somewhere to be.”

      “Overseeing the fall of your kingdom?” asked the man with a grin. He continued, “I commend your bravery, knight, but when I said they were paying us enough… Well, men do foolish things for gold, don’t they? We have somewhere to be just as you do. Unfortunately, our path lies right through the spot you’re standing. How about you sit yourself down beside that dragon, and we’ll send help when we arrive in the capital?”

      “Bloodshed it is, then,” growled Tilly. He crashed his armored fist against his chest, then gripped his battle axe with both hands. “For Wahrheit.”
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      She stood in front of the mirror. Four of them, actually. They were as tall as her and half again. Each was framed in exotic woods, carved into extravagant patterns and whorls, and polished to bring out the textures in the wood. The top of each mirror was graced with a detailed depiction of a dragon, the sigil of the previous king. The eyes of the creatures were inset with fingernail-sized sapphires.

      The mirrors reflected a shock of gold and burgundy that adorned the rest of the room and seemed so thick it clung to you. Curtains of velvet so heavy she’d struggled to open them earlier braced the windows. Every chair, couch, and cushion was in the burgundy. Most were tipped with golden tassels that matched the gilding on countless edges and curlicues carved into the woodwork. The parts that weren’t gilded were polished to the point she might as well have used them instead of the mirrors. The walls were covered in an aggressive golden damask. In the evening, it shimmered with a pleasant glow from the candlelight, but in bright sunlight, it was painful to look at.

      For better or worse, the royal palace had its own style.

      She was on a low platform, wearing shoes that had spiked heels that rose so high she felt like she was on tiptoe. They were bound to her ankles with bright burgundy ribbons, though no one would be able to see that beneath the layered silk skirts she was being fitted for.

      Behind her and across the room was a table laden with two red wines, three sparkling varietals, and at least six types of white wine because she’d told someone that was her favorite. There was food on the table as well—fresh fruit, which she couldn’t imagine where they’d found this time of year, dried fruit, two platters of cheeses, bread, cold slices of meats, nuts, and an entire suckling pig. Its crisp flesh glistened with its own juice and a crust of browned sugar. The pig alone would have fed a family for a week.

      No mark from a knife had marred the pig’s flesh. No one had touched any of the meats or the cheeses. She wasn’t hungry, and if she did not eat, then no one else would. How anyone expected her to finish an entire suckling pig on her own, she couldn’t understand, much less the rest of the enormous spread. She’d drunk some of the wine, though. She’d been glad to see that and that it wasn’t the slightly sour juice they served at the Roaring Wench where she’d snuck away to several times before the announcement. This wine was from top-quality grapes. That had meant from Clermont, when she’d lived in Mertz. She was afraid to ask if that was the case in Ehrstadt.

      “Head high, Your Majesty.”

      She tilted her chin up, and a thorn-tongued tailor continued making his measurements, sticking pins into the dress she wore and offering a running commentary on how her body differed from his other clients. According to him, they were mostly royalty or landgravines. By her count, that was a maximum of just six adult women, including her, but when he reeled off the occasions which required a dress, she began to believe him.

      As he blathered on, he delved into detail on how the dresses would fit her. He thought she was too thin, but that in time, she would fill out. She’d nearly slapped the man when he’d touched her while musing what she might look like in several more years. He’d complimented her face and her coloring and was enamored with her lips and her eyes. He wasn’t as kind about his other clients and mentioned some by name. She wondered how the man had survived so long in such proud, dangerous company.

      After a time and another barrage of crude commentary, she’d asked him. He’d told her the wounds of the tongue didn’t scar like the wounds of a knife. Besides, if the powerful ladies of Wahrheit ceased his employment, then how would they hear the juiciest gossip about their peers? She wasn’t sure of his claim about the scars, and she hadn’t meant to comment about how long he’d survived in employment. She’d wondered how he’d survived so long at all.

      She thought it might ruin his concentration if she clarified her question, so she’d sipped her wine and stayed quiet after that.

      He was the best, she’d been told, and he did seem to know his craft, but if not, he had four assistants with him flitting about, jotting down measurements, confirming his broad pronouncements, and rapidly discussing colors and materials like chipping birds greeting the dawn. She’d never needed more than one dressmaker at a time. Surely the five of them could put together a decent-looking gown.

      They said they would be up the entire night crafting two exquisite dresses for her—one for the coronation and the gala, then one for the evening celebrations of the eclipse. The coronation dress would be white and gold, her family’s colors, and suitably regal when paired with a burgundy cloak and ermine stole. The color of the evening gown was the subject of much debate, yet none of them had asked her opinion.

      She suffered in silence because no one had asked her opinion on anything so far. Anything at all. She worried that was what it meant to be queen, to be nothing more than a convenient head to rest a crown upon while everyone else scurried about doing the business of running the place.

      That would be a relief in some ways. Let the tailor do his business. Let others do the business of running the kingdom. But when one of the assistants had mentioned how fetching she would look in green, Ursula had blanched. The shade of the sample they’d held up was uncomfortably close to Clermont green. Whether the tailor noticed that or merely didn’t like it, Ursula wasn’t sure, but either way, the green had quickly been put away, and she’d been saved from making the color of her dress her first official proclamation. If she were to put her foot down and make a demand, she hoped it could be more substantive. But until she died, she had no intention of that green touching her skin unless it was because the King of Clermont knelt beneath her high-heeled shoe.

      “Hold still, Your Majesty,” chided the tailor.

      She sighed, and then she held still.

      Half an hour later, when she was fervently praying they were almost finished, Ilse Brinke strolled into the room without a knock. The quartermaster twisted her lips at the sight of the production around Ursula and asked, “You’re going to wear that to the coronation?”

      “It’s a form, I’m told,” replied Ursula, “for measurement. They’ll make the dress tonight. It will be made of silk and have color.”

      “Oh, right,” said Ilse, taking a moment to peruse the food and drink that had been laid out. She paused a moment at the pig, then moved on.

      “Are you going to wear that?” questioned Ursula, looking at the other woman from one of the mirrors. “If what everyone tells me is true, you’ll get more looks on the dance floor than I will. Do you even own a dress?”

      Winking at her in the reflection, Ilse asked, “Did you see one hanging in my wardrobe?”

      “Well, your boots will be more comfortable to dance in than these shoes.”

      Ilse snorted. “You won’t catch me dancing or at the coronation.”

      “What?”

      The quartermaster put her hands on her hips, her head turning toward the laden tables, and asked, “No beer?”

      “I’m sure they… Someone will fetch some if you need it.”

      Shaking her head, Ilse picked up a decanter of red wine and stared disconcerted at the silver goblets on a tray. They were studded with a jeweler’s warehouse worth of gemstones. One was ruby, one was emerald, one was onyx, and one was a blue stone Ursula did not recognize, which in this case, likely meant it was the most valuable of them all. Finally, Ilse shrugged and slopped the wine into the silver and onyx cup.

      “Cheapest one, I guess,” she said, raising her cup in a toast. “To Your Majesty’s health and what not.”

      “You won’t be at the coronation?”

      “You almost done?” Ilse asked the tailor.

      “You don’t rush this work,” muttered the man. “We just need to make the final—”

      “You’re done. Get out.”

      “Why? I don’t know who you think—“

      “Get out.”

      The tailor, it turned out, was as stiff as a starched shirt, and when pressure was applied, he folded just as easily. He began plucking pins while his assistants packed the rest of their equipment. Then, he held out his hand for the dress form she was wearing. Ursula glanced at Ilse.

      “I’ve seen it before,” declared the quartermaster, seeming to put more attention to her wine than the dressing.

      Sighing, Ursula shrugged out of the gown and then quickly began dressing in the simpler garments she’d worn to start the day. She called out, “You’re not going to the coronation?”

      “No.”

      When Ursula poked her head from the top of her dress, Ilse was standing with her glass of wine in one hand and a stack of bread, cheese, and meat in another.

      She took a bite, chewed, swallowed, and said, “Sorry. It’s not my kind of thing.”

      “But…”

      “I’m more of a behind the scenes sort of person,” she added. At Ursula’s expression, she added, “The minster sent me. Said you were… lonely.”

      “I’m not… Wait, who is the minister?”

      “The minister of intelligence. He’s my boss, sort of. When you’re not around, that is. Actually, I’m not sure which of you I’m supposed to work for. Maybe both? Wasn’t really an issue before. Guess no one thought to write these things down, or I didn’t think to read them.”

      “The minister of intelligence? He’s on the privy council? I don’t recall meeting him.”

      “You won’t. At least, not for a while.”

      Ursula frowned. She wouldn’t meet her own minister of intelligence?

      “He handles the clandestine and magical affairs of the kingdom. It’s better—safer—the fewer people who know who he is.”

      “He seems to know a lot about me.”

      Ilse shrugged. “That’s what he does.”

      “I’d hoped…”

      “I can’t be there, not in the open. Like the minster, the fewer people who know my role, the better. After the, ah, ruckus in the hallway outside of my room, both the minister and the premier thought it best I lie low for a bit. I’ll be watching, though. We’re keeping you safe, Your Majesty. We just can’t be seen.”

      “I’ll be crowned queen, and the only people present that I know will be Sergeant Speckle and Captain Tilly, who, quite frankly, I hardly know at all. It… Bah. I am lonely, Ilse. No use hiding it. I know no one. I know nothing. All I do is stand here and let people poke me with needles and pins. I mean that metaphorically, and today, literally.”

      “I got that.” Ilse frowned. “You haven’t heard? Ah, Captain Tilly has not yet returned from scouting. He was due back hours ago. He’s independent and as stubborn as a rock, but… it seems odd to me that he would be delayed today of all days. No one told you?”

      “No.”

      Ilse winced. “Right. Your Maj—Ursula, I can’t claim to know what you’re going through. You’re the only one who knows that, who’s felt what… all of this is like, but if you need someone to talk to, I’m your girl. Bring a bottle down when you’re ready, and get it all off your chest. You know where my rooms are and where I work. I’m always at one or the other. I’ll be your friend when you need someone to talk to, but I can’t be beside you on that dais. Maybe the minister can find someone to stand beside you.” Isle finished another bite of sandwich then said, “Not Speckle. His face is a bit… He’s still recovering from Mertz. Someone else. The minister’ll find ’em. That’s what he does.”

      Ursula stared at the array or mirrors. Someone else she knew? Who could that be?

      She thanked Ilse, and the quartermaster left. It was only then Ursula began to wonder where Captain Tilly was. Her own worries were like an ocean, and it was hard to imagine the dragon knight facing any difficulty he wasn’t prepared for, but Ilse wasn’t the type to mention things idly. If she said it, it was because she was worried as well.

      Ursula crossed the room and opened a door that led out to a patio that overlooked the city. Could one see a dragon flying at night? She wasn’t sure. She’d flown on one at night when they’d rescued her from Mertz, but the visibility of the creature’s scales had been the last thing on her mind. She saw nothing, so she stepped out farther to get a better look.

      A guard poked his head in from the hallway. “Your Majesty.”

      “Yes?”

      “Ah, General Walhausen has requested you, ah, stay inside.”

      She blinked.

      “Security protocol, Your Majesty.”

      “Does he fear assassins?”

      “No, I don’t think… Not exactly. It’s… Ah, you see the thing is… Maybe I should get my captain? I think he could explain better than I.”

      “Just tell me.”

      The guard’s eyes flicked past her at the city beyond.

      She frowned and turned back to the view. Down below, half a league away, outside the walls of the royal palace, the city was alight. Several of the streets were alive, like burning snakes crawled through them. People carrying torches? An early start to the eclipse celebration? But no, there, several blocks away, a building burned.

      She spun back to the guard. “What is happening?”

      “Riots, Your Majesty. There’ve been, ah, rumors, you see. The people are upset. Not about you. It’s not… Maybe the premier could explain it best. I’m just a solider.”

      “A sergeant,” she said, noting the piping on his uniform. “Soldier, if the people are not upset about me, why are they rioting?”

      “I’ll get the premier.”
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      Ulrik stood with a line of his brethren, spears held diagonally across their bodies, pushing back against the press of angry faces and flung fists in front of them. A man screamed, though whether it was one of the soldiers or a citizen, Ulrik couldn’t say. It was dark and chaotic, and he hadn’t slept more than an hour at a time in days.

      He’d arrived on the back of Sergeant Reventrant’s dragon and been left standing alone in the Roost when the sergeant had learned Captain Tilly was missing. Ulrik had stood around a moment, kicking gravel, until a dragon had flown low overhead, and he rapidly decided to leave. He’d been on his way to the barracks when he’d seen other spearmen running. They had said there was an uprising, that the palace was being stormed.

      It turned out it wasn’t that bad. Yet.

      Hundreds of people had been at the gates, shaking them, trying to climb up them. The gates to the royal palace were ornate constructions of steel and air. They were as much for decoration as protection. There was a heavy portcullis above them, which could keep out anyone who didn’t bring siege equipment, but for it to come down, it was going to come down on top of the massed throng of citizens pressed against the gate. Scores of them would be crushed.

      Evidently, the guards at the gate hadn’t felt comfortable making the call, so they did what all military men did in similar situations and called for more men and someone of higher rank.

      A captain of the palace guard had arrived, but instead of calling for the portcullis to be lowered or for his arquebusiers to fire, he’d commanded all available spearmen to form a line. They’d been ready when the decorative gates were finally torn down by the enraged crowd beyond and they’d been immediately tested.

      In the panicked moments the spearmen were pushing the people back from the palace courtyard into the opening of the gate, Ulrik had arrived with no idea what was happening, so he’d found a spear lying on the ground, picked it up, and shouldered his way into the line.

      It was all dark, torches, smoke, and shouting. He stood with his fellows, his spear held across his body, pushing against a frothing knot of people. He thought the people were upset about a new royal. Then, he decided they were upset about a woman on the throne. One man seemed to think the old king still lived but was imprisoned somewhere inside. Eventually, through the throaty yells and curses, Ulrik realized the crowd believed the new queen was from Clermont. Somehow, a rumor had been started that she was foreign, that their land and business and trade would all be subject to Clermont’s rule, and that Mertz was just the start of the destruction.

      Word of the clash at Mertz had already been on everyone’s tongue for days. Seeming capitulation to the eastern power was too much for these proud people to stomach.

      The whole idea was ludicrous, but no one seemed to be listening to Ulrik’s shouted explanations. The burghers only grew angrier the longer they were denied access to the palace. At any moment, someone could drop the portcullis, or an arquebusier might panic and squeeze his trigger. A spearman, injured or frustrated, could lower the tip of his spear.

      The start of Ursula Marchand’s rule teetered on the edge of a blade. One wrong step, and the spilled blood of her own people would mark her rule. One did not need to know much fae-lore to understand that was a terrible omen.

      The leaders behind the spearmen seemed to understand something of the risk. As often as they were shouting denials of the people’s claims, they were telling their own soldiers to hold, to not attack. They cautioned restraint. They warned that these were their own citizens.

      A few butts of spears had been lashed at particularly aggressive faces, and shoves and kicks were being traded liberally by both sides, but so far, no one had been killed. It was possible the situation could be diffused still, possible for a little while longer.

      A man pressed against Ulrik, and using the haft of his spear, Ulrik shoved him back. He shouted into the man’s face, “She’s not from Clermont, you Fortune Cursed fool! She’s from Mertz. She’s one of ours!”

      The man didn’t hear or didn’t care.

      A volley of gunfire erupted, and for a moment, Ulrik expected to be caught in a hail of lead balls fired from behind. Instead, the burnt stench of powder wafted over him, and the teeming mob fell back a dozen steps, giving the spearmen a much-needed break. Another volley rumbled off, the sound ricocheting off the stone of the walls, and the mob scrambled back another score of paces until they were massed just on the other side of the tunnel through the walls.

      Ulrik glanced over his shoulder and saw several hundred arquebusiers arrayed in neat ranks. They’d fired into the air and were methodically reloading their guns. The implication was clear. Several hundred weapons discharged into the narrow walls bracing the gate, into the faces of the unarmed mob, and the slaughter would be sickening.

      The mob, acting instinctively like beasts, pulled back farther, and Ulrik saw a man standing on the bed of a cart exposed due to the retreat. He held a curved sabre and was shouting directions down to the people around him. It was dark, but torches from below lit the man’s face. Ulrik recognized him. It was one of the cuirassiers who had attacked Hof. It was one of Count Fashan’s men.

      Ulrik stepped forward, hefting his spear, wondering if he could throw the ungainly weapon far enough, but a man beside him caught his sleeve. “We’re pulling back, Captain.”

      He tried to step forward again, but another man grabbed him. “Hey, are you the Hero of Mertz? They have a likeness of you up on some posters for the coronation tomorrow. What are you doing out here? Thought they’d have you in the palace, your feet kicked up, a mug of spiced wine in hand, maybe a woman on your knee. Wait ’til the wife hears I was at your side. Come on, lad. Won’t do either of us any good you charging out there and getting yourself hurt. Hey, boys, look who is here!”

      The spearmen walked back, and the arquebusiers took their place barring the gate. Men crowded around Ulrik, asking him questions and congratulating him. Then, a small nobleman wove effortlessly through the crowd and stood in front of Ulrik, hands on hips.

      Gerhard Fischer.

      The soldiers didn’t know who he was, but they knew what he was, or at least they thought they did. Spearmen, be they peasants or burghers, didn’t interfere with the business of a noble.

      The crowd stepped away, and Gerhard frowned at Ulrik. “What are you doing here?”

      He shrugged. “I just… It seemed everyone was running this way.”

      “You should be up in the palace, lad, spiced wine in your hands, girl on your lap, all of that. You’re to be on the dais tomorrow during the coronation. We can’t have you getting an eye blackened or some other silly thing.”

      “Told ya!” cried one of the spearmen, shaking his weapon and laughing. “I told ya it was him!”

      “Aye, it’s him, the Hero of Mertz,” said Gerhard, his voice rising above the tumult in the courtyard. “He can’t help but run to the aid of his fellow spearmen. A hero even when he ought not to be, eh? Hope you lads don’t mind if I borrow him? Pitchers of wine and nubile noblemen’s daughters await this brave soul.”

      The spearmen let out a raucous cheer, slapping each other’s backs, slapping Ulrik’s back, but avoiding touching Gerhard Fischer. They were high from the action at the gate and the glee of one of their own being treated like a lord by no less than a lord, but some things you just didn’t do. Peasants didn’t touch a lord.

      Ulrik stepped close to Gerhard as the spy was pulling him away and told him, “I recognized a man out there. He’s a cuirassier in Count Fashan’s service.”

      Gerhard stumbled a step before catching his balance and continuing on. “You’re sure? Count Fashan of Untal?”

      “He killed my parents. I am sure.”

      Gerhard smacked a fist into an open palm. “Fortune’s Curse. Niklas Bohm’s man. Either she didn’t know about all of the plans, or… Bah. Come on.”

      “I thought… The palace?”

      “I lied. There aren’t any nubile noblemen’s daughters waiting for you.”

      “Oh. But… the coronation tomorrow, do I need to…”

      “Are you more worried about standing in front of a crowd in a pretty doublet or more worried about getting revenge on the man who killed your parents?”
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      Distant gunfire erupted, and the premier winced. “I’m sure, ah, I’m sure that all is well… I’m told Walhausen is ordering that no one, ah, no one gets killed. He’ll do his best. Of course he will. Just a misunderstanding, probably.”

      Ursula stood within the doorway of the patio, as far as she could walk out without fear the premier’s heart might fail him. The old man’s face was redder than usual, and his neck was craned like a turkey, trying to see over the balustrade that bounded her patio. Together, they looked out across the neatly set flagstones, over the expansive grounds, past the splashing fountains, the hibernating landscape, the neatly trimmed lawns, to the main gate of her new palace, where her citizens had risen up and were trying to storm inside.

      A thousand soldiers were milling about the manicured grounds on the palace side of the gate. It looked to be about as many people outside, but more could be seen within the city coming closer. It was impossible to estimate how many, but she guessed a thousand, maybe more. The tide had grown since they’d been watching.

      Torches weaved like a river of flame through several streets, and already, they could see where fires had broken out due to accident or arson. Soldiers had been dispatched, the premier told her, to assist with putting out the fires, but anyone could see it was a dangerous mission, and there was far too much which could go wrong. Would those people marching closer believe the soldiers were there to help or to hurt?

      Another city burned while she watched. Fitting.

      She asked the premier, “Will my reign end before it begins?”

      “Of course not.”

      “Perhaps I should… What is the word? Abdicate. Should I—“

      “No!” barked Premier Sigismund. He was sweating in the cool night air, his face flushed, his luxurious mustaches quivering. “Your Majesty, this is the sort of thing we avoid by crowning you queen. Without a king or queen, this kingdom will crumble. We’ll have civil war and then worse once we’ve torn our own guts out and the jackals come to feast. You… I am sorry, Your Majesty, but you’ve seen the danger closer than anyone. What happened in Mertz will happen everywhere. We are too late to save your home, but we can still save this kingdom. It’s why we chose you.”

      “You could have saved Mertz if anyone had acted, and you chose me because everyone else had been killed. A score of assassinations? I’m inexperienced, not stupid, or maybe I am. How many others turned down your offer?”

      “It wasn’t an offer.”

      She glared at him.

      “As queen, you can ensure that no one else faces what you faced in Mertz.”

      She clasped her hands in front of her and looked back out over the city. “Wahrheit needs a queen. You say it, everyone says it, but why does it need me?”

      He did not immediately respond, so she looked at him.

      Swallowing, he said, “The former king always asked me to tell him the truth, no matter how it sounded. Some rulers—”

      “Tell me the truth.”

      “You are right. There were ten or eleven others that we considered. They were all killed. Assassinated by the same people who stirred up the citizens out there if I had to guess. Assassinated by the same people who betrayed your family and your city. We didn’t need you, no, not because of your individual accomplishments or talents, not even because of your blood. We didn’t need you at all until the others were killed. You’re the only one left, Your Majesty. If not you, there is no one. We’ve racked our minds, and… and it is you. You must be our queen. It was a close thing in the high council. There’s no time to—”

      “I heard Niklas Bohm died.”

      “He did.”

      “You killed him?”

      “Not I.” He looked at her, swallowed, and then allowed, “Not I, but yes, the conspiracy was behind his death. He was marching an army toward Ehrstadt. That is what we face. Open civil war. Tonight will be nothing compared to what the landgraves will do to this kingdom if there is no royal to stay their hands. What they will do is nothing compared to what Cojita will do when they cut through Andorra.”

      “So much work, so much blood, all to put me on a throne I never expected to be on. A throne I don’t want to be on.”

      “So much blood to save this kingdom,” he replied quietly.

      “What if I refused?”

      They stood quietly, looking out at the madness beyond the gates.

      After a long moment, Premier Sigismund told her, “If you refuse, there will be war from one end of this kingdom to the other. The people who killed your parents and slaughtered the citizens of Mertz will do it again and again until Cojita marches north and finishes the job they started. If you refuse, most of the people you see out there will die. You and I will be amongst the first, if that matters to you. All of those confused burghers will be killed by those who wronged you. You’ll never have revenge. Neither will the ignorant citizens out there tonight. I don’t know you well enough to play on your heartstrings, but I am telling you the truth as I see it. You’re the only one standing between Wahrheit and blood and ashes.”

      She didn’t respond. She didn’t know how to.

      Quietly, he continued, “If you refuse, my family will flee. My wife, my children, my grandchildren. I’ll try to get them on a wagon to… I don’t know. Darford. Kilsenay? It’s farthest away from Cojita. Maybe they could secure passage to Linche, away from this madness. Wherever they go, when they’re safely out of Ehrstadt, I’ll jump out of the window in my rooms. A quicker death will be better than what the landgraves will do to me, and I won’t risk them finding my family by words drawn from my lips. I won’t run. I owe the kingdom more than that, but I won’t subject myself to the misery of torture if I can avoid it.”

      She looked at him and saw the truth in his eyes. Tears were welling there. The premier was crying. He meant it. If she was not crowned, his family would flee, and he would fling himself from these walls. He was loyal, truly loyal. He loved this kingdom and this city.

      She did not. It was wrong to become queen of a city, a kingdom which you did not love, but the premier was serious when he told her there was no other. She could see it in his eyes. If she refused, thousands, millions maybe, would die. For weeks, she’d felt a bitter husk of the girl she’d been. But she was not that broken. Not yet so scarred she’d put herself above… above everything. She told the premier, “If I am the one to rule these people, then let them see me. Let them decide.”

      “Your Majesty…”

      “Is there a place I can stand where they can see me? See that I am not some monster, see that I am not a tyrant here to take what is theirs?”

      “The gate house, but from there, Ursula—Your Majesty—you’ll be exposed. A soldier with an arquebus, a man with a bow, a boy with a sling… You’ll be vulnerable, and we don’t have time to place a cordon of protection around you. Your Majesty, it’s not safe!”

      “I’ve spent the last several weeks moving amongst these people quietly, unnoticed. They do not want revolution, Premier. They want to continue their lives as they always have, just like you do. They want stability more than anything else we can give them. That is what you want as well, no? I will show them who I am. Show them they have nothing to fear.”

      “This isn’t a good idea…” mumbled Sigismund.

      She turned to him. “If I am to be your queen, then I shall be your queen. I am not asking you, Premier. Will you escort me down to the gatehouse, or shall I walk on my own?”

      Swallowing, he nodded curtly, and then, he led her out of the palace, across the grounds, and to the gatehouse. The soldiers all turned and watched, many of them with their jaws on their chests. When she ascended to the platform atop the gatehouse, she told the men there to light more fires, to illuminate her. She found a step and stood, so that the battlement only came to her waist.

      Slowly, the people out in the streets began to notice her. She imagined what they were seeing. A young woman, a pretty one—she was self-aware enough to acknowledge that—unarmored, vulnerable. They would guess who she was.

      And they did. Soon, the voices began to fall, and instead of shouting and pushing, the people were staring up at her. A thousand of them? More were coming down the streets, joining the throng. Her soldiers still outnumbered the burghers, but they wouldn’t for long.

      She held up her hands, and the premier shouted for everyone to be quiet. He had a surprisingly loud voice when he wanted to.

      She called loudly as well, “I am Countess Ursula Marchand. I am from Mertz. My father and my mother were killed there when the city was razed by foreign invaders from Clermont. Tomorrow, I’m to be crowned Queen of Wahrheit. Do not fear me, people of Ehrstadt, for we are the same. We are Wahrheit. It is us—you and I together—who should be feared.”

      It wasn’t much of a speech.

      She hadn’t thought of what to say, and she hadn’t practiced. She wasn’t sure what she should say actually. What does a new ruler say to the discontent people of her kingdom? Were they upset about taxes, the way they were treated by her military, the guilds squeezing the businesses they supplied? She didn’t know. She hadn’t caused any of those troubles. Wasn’t aware of them, even. All she knew was that these people were upset, and if they did not disperse, her rule would always be tainted by the blood of her subjects.

      If by blood it begins, then by blood shall it end.

      She didn’t know much fae-lore, but she knew that part.

      A short, blonde woman stepped forward from the crowd, walking across the fifty paces of open cobblestones between the mob of citizens and the line of soldiers spanning the gate. The woman put her fists on her hips and called up to Ursula so that everyone nearby could hear, “You visited my tavern several times these last few weeks. But after the last time, I thought you were dead.”

      “I have been in this city since my own fell. I’ve… explored and learned what I could of how the burghers live here,” responded Ursula, her voice loud, straining to reach the crowd behind this woman. “I… I remember you. Christine? I am not dead, though it was a close thing.”

      “Aye, the name is Christine, proprietor of the Roaring Wench,” bellowed the woman. She turned her back on Ursula and spoke to the crowd. “A young woman began coming to my tavern, and my custom has doubled since then. Every man in the place was staring at her, and they keep coming back, hoping that she does too. Didn’t know who she was, but Fortune’s Curse, now I do. She’s not much of a drinker, but she paid gold for her wine and told me to keep her change. She was polite and kind to me and my staff, even when they didn’t deserve it. A few days ago, a man—an assassin—tried to kill her. He gutted the lass like a fish. I thought she was dead. You would have, too. Her blood still stains the floor of my tavern. You can come see it if you like. If the woman can survive that, can survive what I heard they did in Mertz, then by the Creator’s Grace, she’s got my respect and more.”

      People shifted in the crowd. A man’s voice near the back was raised, then quickly silenced. Near the front, where they could clearly hear the woman, no one moved.

      “This woman isn’t who they’re saying she is,” called the tavern owner. “I know what rumors are out there—it’s told as often in my tavern as anywhere—but I’ve spoken to her, and I know the truth. What you’ve heard is lies! I don’t know much about running a kingdom, but I can tell you she’ll do her best, and I know she’s the toughest Fortune Cursed woman I’ve ever met. That’s good enough for me. So unless you plan on going through me to get to her, you all head home, let the queen get some sleep.”
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      The ten Darfordian mercenaries spread out, and Tilly’s heart sank. All of them carried enchanted artifacts of some type. They all had different weapons, and wordlessly, they operated as a coordinated team. He would have no chance to isolate them and face them one to one. He was going to have to worry about each and every attack from all directions all at once, and he had no idea what their weapons were capable of. His dragon was dead, his body hurt already from the crash, and he was vastly outnumbered.

      If he’d ever been taught a strategy for such a situation, it was evading him now.

      But he didn’t have long to think about it. The leader of the band drew his falchion, the blade glowing with an eerie silver light, shining like the edge of a razor. Instead of rushing forward and attacking with his sword, the man pointed at Tilly, and a cloud of sprites flew toward him.

      Hundreds of the tiny fae swarmed, winking and flickering like candles in a drafty sanctuary, flooding his vision. They tinked off his armor like hail on a slate roof, and Tilly whipped his battle axe through the mass of them, swinging like he was chopping through air.

      Which he was.

      The sprites were faster than his blade, and they floated away like dandelion fluff when the huge axe swept through them. They kept coming, pelting against his armor, and he stepped back. They weren’t hurting him yet. Evidently whatever magic allowed them to cut through dragon scale had a tougher time with dwarven steel, but there were gaps in the armor. There was an opening in his visor, for one, and he didn’t fancy the idea of what might happen if they went for his eyes. Not to mention the ten mercenaries standing around him. While he was caught up in a cloud of sprites, they could easily slip behind him and put a length of steel beneath his backplate and into his spine.

      He gripped his battle axe, closed his eyes, and whispered a command. A sonorous boom exploded in a circle around him, pulsing out of his axe like an explosion of gun powder. The cloud of sprites was flung away, most of them winking out as the expanding wave of crackling blue energy destroyed their frail bodies. Others were smashed into the mercenaries who were encircling him. The mercenaries themselves were rocked by the blow, and a man who’d been closest was thrown onto his back, rasping and struggling to breathe.

      Tilly had seen the reaction before. Done it before. The man’s lungs had been flattened from the shockwave. Whether it was temporary or permanent remained to be seen, but for now, that man was out of the fight.

      The woman mercenary was the next closest to Tilly. She staggered away and did not fall, but her smile was gone. She wiped a leather gauntlet across her face, smearing the blood dripping from her nose. She’d been holding long knives and had dropped them from numb hands. Tilly lunged toward her and kicked her with a steel-shod boot before she could recover, and she went flying away.

      A spearman thrust at him, the sharp tip of the man’s weapon angling for Tilly’s visor. The dragon knight twisted and took the blow on one of his shoulder pauldrons. The spear skipped away, and Tilly kept twisting, bringing around the battle axe to smash the butt of it into the spearman’s head. Bone crunched, and with a startled groan, the man collapsed

      A swordsman was leaping toward him. Tilly twirled his axe, and the huge blade of the weapon caught the swordsman on his shoulder, then cleaved the man in twain. Blood and gore were flung in a grisly arc as the mercenary’s upper body was split like a banana peel, splattering against another approaching attacker.

      A heavy blow landed on Tilly’s back, and he fell forward onto one knee. He spun, swinging his axe around in a terrific sweep, and the mercenary axeman jumped away, narrowly avoiding Tilly’s weapon shearing through his knees.

      The man swung down at Tilly, but the dragon knight got a vambrace up in time to absorb the blow on his forearm. Protected by the dwarven steel, he still felt the strike reverberate through him, and a lesser man in lesser armor would have been dead. Even encased in his enchanted plate, Tilly worried. After a few blows like that, he wouldn’t be standing for long. Dwarven steel was sturdy, but it covered the frame of a mortal man.

      And sturdy didn’t mean impervious. Eventually, with enough strength and determination, the hardest shells could be cracked.

      The captain brought back his own axe and thudded the haft into the ribs of the mercenary axeman, but it was a weak blow. The man stumbled away with a grunt, and Tilly rose to his feet. The axeman was huge, like an ox. Strong and fast. Faster than he looked. Tilly should not have made the mistake of underestimating him. Others made it about Tilly often enough.

      The man who’d been painted with his fellow’s blood lurched toward Tilly, but the captain didn’t turn from the mercenary axeman. Instead, he let go of the haft of his battle axe with one hand and grasped the charging, bloodstained mercenary by the neck. The choking man battered Tilly with his sword, but he didn’t have space to turn it and slide it through a gap in Tilly’s plate. If there was any enchantment on the blade, it wasn’t enough to carve through the captain’s armor.

      Tilly squeezed his gauntleted fist and crushed the man’s throat.

      The bolt of a crossbow smashed into Tilly’s chest, and he fell back, stunned at the force of the impact. The bolt had rung his armor like a gong.

      He pointed the head of his axe toward a man who was hastily cranking his crossbow to load another bolt, and Tilly released a tight wave of coruscating blue energy at the mercenary. White sparks sizzled as the azure scythe of power sliced into the man, cutting a gaping wound in his side. He dropped his crossbow, grabbing at his ribs, which had been exposed when his flesh had been seared away by Tilly’s attack. He was done.

      Two others were caught in the blaze of energy—a portly man who’d been holding a wooden staff and a slender figure who Tilly worried was another woman. Both of them staggered about, then flopped down dead.

      The axeman swung, and Tilly jumped away, barely dodging the blow.

      The first woman bent and retrieved her long knives. The leader of the band closed behind the axeman. Seven dead, but three left. At a look, it was obvious. These three were the most dangerous.

      Tilly was panting. Beneath his armor, he was drenched in sweat. His head was throbbing, and his muscles and joints ached from the crash atop his dragon and the battering the axeman had given him. The last burst of energy from his axe had sent his head spinning and bright specks dancing across his vision. He’d nearly passed out releasing the power, but he couldn’t have allowed the man with the crossbow to get another shot off. The weapon was powerfully enchanted or fashioned of some technology they didn’t have in the kingdom. Either way, the crossbow was a menace, and taking a shot at the wrong moment would have gotten him killed.

      The leader, the axeman, and the woman spread out, stalking toward Tilly.

      The leader of the mercenaries drawled, “I’ll be honest, I thought the potency of the dragon knights was exaggerated. I assumed once we took down your mount, it’d be like cracking open an oyster. Bah, they are not paying us enough for this, but I suppose each of our shares just grew in size. Always a bright side of things, don’t you think?”

      The woman laughed. Then the axeman charged.

      The leader had been speaking as a distraction. Fortune’s Curse. They were good.

      But Tilly was a dragon knight.

      He held up the haft of his axe, and the mercenary’s axe crashed against it. Haft to haft, they shoved on each other. The other man was big and tremendously strong. Tilly let himself be pushed back a step. Then, he stomped on the other man’s toes with his steel-shod boot.

      Bone cracked, and the mercenary cried out in pain. He slid his axe down, trying to catch Tilly’s fingers, but the dragon knight allowed his weapon to be pushed lower. Then, he leaned forward and twisted, forcing the hafts of both of their axes to waist-height.

      The mercenary stumbled, hobbled by his broken foot, and Tilly swept up with his battle axe, catching the man under the chin with the upper wing of the axe blade, the enchanted steel piercing the man’s neck, catching him under the jawbone, then tearing the bone from the man’s face. Blood spilled in a fountain as the giant axeman stumbled away, grasping at his ruined face.

      The mercenary captain was right behind the falling axeman. He held his gleaming falchion in one hand and a pistol in the other.

      Tilly snapped up his forearm to cover his visor just in time. The pistol barked, and the lead ball pinged off Tilly’s vambrace. He lowered his arm, and the mercenary threw his pistol aside. He laughed. “It was worth a try.”

      A sharp blade punctured Tilly’s lower back. Pain froze him for an instant, and blood poured down his side. He spun, lashing around with his axe, but the woman mercenary danced lightly out of reach. Blood stained her lips and chin from his initial attack, but she was hale enough to fight. She held up one of her long knives, wiggling it suggestively.

      “Even dragon knights have a weak spot,” she purred. Then, she rubbed at her chest. “You should have killed me instead of kicking me. That was a mistake, knight. Mercy is unusual from your kind.”

      Tilly tried to summon another surge of power from his battle axe, but his vision swam, and he stopped. He’d drawn too much of his energy already. Another attempt, and he’d be unconscious for hours. There was always a cost to magic. He couldn’t be sure he would kill the both of them with a surge of power, which meant he would only ensure his own death.

      The mercenary leader darted forward, but Tilly turned, his battle axe raised. The man scampered away. The two mercenaries began to circle Tilly, keeping on opposite sides of him. The captain of the dragon knights turned slowly, his weapon up, but he could feel the blood leaking from the deep puncture in his lower back. It was already puddling in his boot.

      Fortune’s Curse, the woman had timed her attack perfectly. She was right. He shouldn’t have kicked her. He should have put his axe on the crown of her head and crushed it like a melon. He wouldn’t make that mistake again.

      “This must be what siege warfare feels like,” said the mercenary leader with a grin. Suddenly, he feinted toward Tilly with his gleaming falchion.

      The dragon knight reacted, and the woman lunged at his back. He twirled the huge battle axe, but the mercenary leader was out of reach, and the woman fell back as well. Tilly’s leg was on fire. She’d found another gap in his plate, and those long knives of hers evidently had sufficient enchantment to pierce his chainmail. This wound wasn’t as bad, but he was limping now. Fortune’s Curse. He hadn’t felt her knife go in, but he felt it now.

      In full armor, with an injured leg, the two of them were too fast. He was never going to chase them down or even maneuver within range of them. They had to come to him. He had to draw them close, then catch them before they could dart away.

      Easier said than done with two of them standing on opposite sides of him, but nothing to do but try. He pretended to sag down, like his injured knee was buckling beneath him. The woman attacked. Thrusting with the butt of his battle axe, he clipped her hand before she threw herself into an acrobatic cartwheel, narrowly avoiding his strike, but sending her long knife spinning away.

      The leader approached, but he was facing the head of the battle axe, and when Tilly recovered his feet, the man retreated, but he’d given the woman time to back out of Tilly’s reach.

      The woman was shaking her hand and then sucking on her wounded thumb. “Bastard is faster than he looks in all that plate.”

      “Wait him out?” asked the leader.

      “Maybe. I pricked him twice. The first one was deep.”

      Tilly grunted. Wait him out? Without medical attention, the wound in his back would bleed out, and he would be done, but if they gave him enough time and he stayed on his feet, if he could maneuver them close enough together, maybe another blast of energy from the axe…

      They must have had the same thought because the leader struck like lightning. Tilly was ready, and his axe rang against the man’s falchion. The mercenary ducked and weaved, his weapon clanging against Tilly’s thigh, the axe whistling a hand above his head.

      Pain jabbed the back of Tilly’s left arm, but instead of defending against the woman, he let go of his axe and clouted the mercenary leader in the shoulder as the man moved in behind Tilly’s guard.

      The man cursed and stepped back again. Tilly had aimed for the man’s head, and the mercenary had dodged with lightning speed to absorb the blow on his shoulder. Not crippling, but the captain imagined it was hurting something fierce. The woman circled at Tilly’s back warily. Tilly stood ready, bleeding heavily now from three wounds. Facing the two of them was worse than facing all ten of them.

      “Who hired you?” he asked.

      They didn’t answer. Twinkling lights began to swirl around the leader, hovering behind him. One by one, more sprites drifted closer, emerging from the shadows of the forest and joining the cloud. The leader was favoring his good shoulder, but somehow, he was calling more sprites. A wizard? Or was it the enchantment upon his sword?

      The woman stayed back, only with one long knife now, but holding it comfortably and waiting for her moment. She would come behind the sprites when they swarmed him. If he couldn’t blast away the tiny fae with the power from the axe and couldn’t see where the woman or the swordsmen were, Tilly would be done. Already, she’d proven adept at finding the chinks in his armor. If he was blind…

      A tremendous blast of downwind crashed over them, and the fae were sent spinning away.

      “Run!” shouted the mercenary leader, and he and the woman scattered even faster than their sprites.

      “Take the man!” bellowed Tilly.

      The light of the moon was blocked by shadow, and then, a dragon lunged toward the fleeing mercenary leader. The magnificent beast was a dozen paces from him, giant wings flapping, propelling its huge body, claws outstretched to snatch—

      The mercenary leader vanished.

      The dragon’s claw snapped on empty air. It shook its head, surprised. Then, its sinuous neck snaked around, but there was nothing there. The man was… gone. On the dragon’s back, Sergeant Reventrant stood in his stirrups, giant bastard sword in hand, looking around, confused.

      Growling, pain erupting from his back, leg, and arm at the motion, Tilly flung his battle axe toward the fleeing woman.

      The huge weapon flew, turning slowly in the air. Then, the heavy wooden haft struck her from behind. She went flying forward, tumbling head over heels from the unexpected blow. Tilly chased after her, half-limping, half-jumping on one foot.

      She was on her stomach, pushing against the torn earth with both hands. He couldn’t catch her if she was on her feet. He jumped, splaying his arms and legs. Rolling over, the woman thrust at him with her long knife. She hadn’t meant to run, she was trying to finish it, but the weapon clanged into his breastplate. He landed on her with a thud. The woman shoved on him, but her arm with the knife was trapped between them. With his plate on, Tilly weighed as much as three normal men.

      He lay there, looking at her enraged face. She spit at him and cursed him in a language he did not know, but she couldn’t move him. He waited until Reventrant’s steel-clad legs came into view, and he told the sergeant, “They poked me pretty bad. Back, leg, and an arm, too. You think you can handle this?”

      “Aye, I think I can,” replied the sergeant, kneeling in his armor to study the prisoner trapped beneath Tilly’s heavy form. “You got a live one.”

      “Let’s keep her that way. I’ve got some questions for her.”

      “I’ll do what I can.”

      “Good,” mumbled Tilly. His vision was swimming again, and the woman’s face was growing indistinct. “I think I’m going to pass out now.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            

          

          
            The Boy XI

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Ulrik and the spy ran across the expansive lawn in front of the royal palace, ducked into a side door, and began taking a confusing series of turns, trotting up and down stairwells, entering a small empty room, pulling open a section of moveable bookcase, and then disappearing behind it.

      All the while, when others were not close to them, Gerhard Fischer explained to Ulrik that Countess Marchand had been voted queen. It had been a close thing. Landgrave Niklas Bohm had been removed so the vote could pass. His soldiers had been marching on the city, and while word had been sent for them to stop and turn around, evidently not everyone got the message that the insurrection was off.

      As they ran, Ulrik gasped and panted. The days of marching across the training field hadn’t prepared him for a harried flight through what had to be half the public corridors in the palace and then through several secret passageways that had steep stairwells and narrow confines. As they ran, and as Gerhard spoke, the creeping realization took hold that this man in front of him had murdered a landgrave. How else had Bohm been removed, and how would Gerhard know about it if he wasn’t involved?

      Ulrik had only spoken to the man briefly, and each time, they were involved in a frenzied rush to prevent the kingdom from utter collapse. This spy had commandeered a dragon from Captain Tilly. He’d led the rescue of the new queen. He’d apparently assassinated a landgrave, and now, he was dragging Ulrik along in his wake. To do what, Ulrik wasn’t entirely sure.

      They were running down a straight, stone hallway that was lit only by an open lamp that had been sitting on a tiny table just inside the door. Its light flickered and swayed as the spy ran, and more than once, Ulrik worried it would go out. They were several hundred paces down the hallway, and while it was straight and would be easy to navigate, the thought of doing so in the pitch black was discomfiting.

      “Why me?” demanded Ulrik.

      Gerhard slowed and asked, “What?”

      “Why are we doing this? Why did you pick me?”

      “Pick you?”

      “You came to the gate to find me, didn’t you?”

      Gerhard kept walking and didn’t respond.

      Ulrik reached out and grabbed his sleeve. “You said I was to be at the palace tomorrow, on the dais. Why me?”

      “Because we’ve a new queen, lad, and she wants someone familiar at her side when they put the crown on her head. Captain Tilly is missing, and it can’t be me or the quartermaster. The wizard isn’t going to do it. The sergeant you found in Mertz might work, but the man is terrifically injured. It’s a wonder he even lives. He’s a reminder of the terrible tragedy of Mertz, and that’s not the message the premier or anyone else wants to communicate to the watching crowd. You see where this is going? You represent hope. You returned Mertz to Wahrheit, and you should be the one to stand beside the queen. Don’t look at me like that. You’re the only one she knows who is available and can be seen in public.”

      “I don’t think she believes I saved the city or even her,” muttered Ulrik, letting go of Gerhard.

      The spy shrugged. “The truth is, none of us have any choices.”

      They started walking again. Then, Ulrik blurted. “Captain Tilly is still missing?”

      “No choices, lad. That’s why I’m bringing you along for this little rendezvous. Try not to get hit in the face, will you? We do need you on stage tomorrow.”

      “Try not to get hit… Rendezvous? Where are we going?”

      “No time. We need to keep moving.” They reached the end of the tunnel, and Gerhard stood, breathing heavy. “Get your breath before we go up. We’ve got to hurry, but it’s no good if we get ourselves killed.”

      Ulrik glanced up the dark stairs. They led to a trap door, and he decided they must have just passed beneath the walls around the royal palace. They were in the city, somewhere. He asked, “Go up where?”

      “Revenge, lad. We’re going to get revenge.”

      “How do I keep getting dragged into these things?”

      “That Fortune Cursed wizard,” mumbled Gerhard. He was leaning against the wall, his chest rising and falling with deep draws of air. “Found a note from him. He told me we needed help at the gate. Who do I find there? You. What do you have? Information that I am uniquely suited to act upon. He’s moving us like pieces on a game board.”

      “Why?”

      Gerhard shrugged.

      “But…”

      “Look, lad, everyone has their own agenda. It’s the first thing you ought to know. When you get deep in this sort of thing, it’s the one truth you must always remember. Whether you wanted it or not, you’re involved now. You’re supposed to be on stage beside the queen! The wizard may treat you like you’re a piece to move, but you are your own player now. He can position you, but you’re the one who acts. Don’t forget that.”

      “The wizard? That little old man? Is he really a… wizard? My ma told me there were no wizards, just the fae.”

      “I don’t know what he is, but I know not to trust him.”

      “But you just said—”

      Standing, putting the lamp down and shaking out his arms, then starting to do a series of stretches, the spy interrupted, “His goals align with mine at the moment. No matter what else he has planned, I believe he wants a safe and secure Wahrheit. The question I’ve been asking myself is the same one you’ve had for me. Why?”

      “Why do you want a secure Wahrheit?” asked Ulrik. “Sorry. I—“

      “It’s a fair question, but don’t expect a fair answer,” responded Gerhard with a laugh. “Particularly from a man like me, but I’ll give you one all the same. It’s my job to keep Wahrheit safe, but I owe the old king my life and more beyond that. Continuing his legacy may save a lot of people like me. That’s something that, a long time ago, I decided was worth fighting for.” The spy drew his sword and retrieved the lamp. “Besides, it’s fun. You ready?”

      “Yes, but I left my spear when we started running and…”

      “Always bring a sword, lad. That’s the second bit you ought to learn once you’ve figured out to stop trusting everyone. Let’s go.”

      Weaponless, Ulrik followed the little man up the stairs and, at his direction, unlocked a complicated device on the bottom of the trap door and lifted it. It led into a small room, empty except heaps of dust in the corners and a path worn through the mess that was visible even by the light of the lamp.

      “This leads out the back of a brothel,” explained Gerhard. “If anyone sees us, they’ll make assumptions about what we were doing in there. We don’t want to dissuade them, so try to look… satisfied.”

      There was another complex mechanism on the door, and once Gerhard got tired of Ulrik fiddling with it, he handed him the lamp and opened it himself in the space of a breath. The spy pushed open the door, then glanced at Ulrik who was still holding the lamp.

      “Not going to need that out here, but we might want it if we have to beat a hasty retreat. Blow it out and set it on the floor.”

      They exited into a dingy alleyway, closed the door, and relocked it. Once he saw the alley was clear, Gerhard sheathed his sword and hurried out into the streets. It was dark, no city lights burning in this quarter of Ehrstadt, but enough glow spilled from the brothels and the taverns and gambling halls that they could see where they were going.

      Two blocks later, Ulrik was amazed that every doorway was lit. “This entire street is filled with sinks of depravity. I’m surprised the soldiers haven’t found this place.”

      “Too far to walk from the barracks,” explained Gerhard. “For people who spend most of their day walking for no purpose, soldiers are lazy when it comes to going and finding their jollies. Not to mention, if the soldiers came here, then the burghers would not. They see themselves above peasants, though search me as to why. They’re mighty touchy about it, though. The citizens of Ehrstadt are not going to frequent anywhere you and your spearmen visit.”

      Ulrik grunted. He hadn’t known he was a peasant until he got to Ehrstadt and met the burghers. He still wasn’t sure what the difference was supposed to be.

      “Trust me, lad. I know what it’s like to be shunned.”

      Gerhard strode confidently forward without explaining himself. Soon, they were finding wider boulevards, keeping to the sides while carriages rumbled down the center. The brothels had been replaced by shops, then by townhouses, and then by what Ulrik could only describe as palaces, though Gerhard referred to them as manses. He explained they were in the Old Stadt now. Old buildings. Old money.

      Ulrik had seen the royal palace. It was beyond grand and larger than any of these places, but the king or queen lived there, the ruler of an entire nation, and the bulk of managing that kingdom took place within the walls or the halls off the Lords Square nearby. These places were the home to no king, but whoever they were home to could afford properties that dwarfed even the brewery in Hof. A few of them seemed to stretch an entire city block, only the holes in exquisite wrought iron gates giving a peek as to what lay beyond.

      The wide, tree-lined streets were not crowded, but they were not empty. Many of the manses seemed to be hosting parties, and gay laughter and music spilled from open windows and over walls. There were carriages rumbling regularly down the cobbled streets, and down various alleys, dozens of them were parked, drivers lounging on the benches or clustered in small groups talking while they waited for their masters to be done inside.

      “Is this all for the coronation?” wondered Ulrik.

      “Most of it is in preparation for the eclipse celebration. The entire city gets involved in that. The nobles like to throw their little fetes in advance, where they can garner all of the attention. The high council is in session, too. Always more activity then, as the lords from the provinces come in to make petitions or vote in the diet if the high council dribbles any business their way. There will be parties like this for a week or two this time of year. Frankly, aside from getting ready for the parties, there is little else that nobles do.”

      “They don’t have to work to earn coin to pay for it all?”

      “Merchants work, but nobles own land. They have people like you to do all of the work”

      “Oh.”

      They passed another sparkling gem of a manse. A trio of musicians was visible on a patio overlooking what appeared to be a garden. They were playing a joyous sonata for a murmuring crowd of voices that was out of sight behind the wall. A table filled with goblets and bottles of wine sat beside the musicians, and a man wearing a white jacket was relentlessly filling one with the other. The partygoers were hidden by the wall, but the serving staff was dressed in all the finery Ulrik could imagine. He couldn’t fathom what the people attending the party must be wearing.

      “Don’t let it distract you, lad.”

      Gerhard took them another two blocks and paused. They were at the backside of a prominent manse that sprawled larger than any of the others. A party was taking place there as well, a big one. Gerhard had his hands on his hips, looking up at the smooth, white-washed stone wall. It was as tall as Ulrik and half again. The spy walked down a hundred paces, though that only took them a quarter of the length of the wall. The ground the manse occupied was huge.

      “Who lives here?” whispered Ulrik.

      “This is Landgravine Bohm’s estate.”

      Ulrik swallowed. “They’re having a party tonight? Didn’t you… did, ah… The landgrave just died, didn’t he?”

      “Are you asking if I assassinated him?”

      “No, of course… No, I just thought…”

      “The landgravine killed her husband, but I gave her the poison. Let me see your jacket.”

      Struggling to think of a response to that statement, Ulrik removed his jacket without thought and handed it over. Gerhard took it and jumped at the wall, flipping the jacket to lay across the top of it.

      “Studded bits of glass or iron up there, I suspect. Hopefully if it can keep you warm on the march, that fabric is thick enough to protect us from the worst of the spikes. I apologize, lad. This isn’t the way I like to handle my business, but it seems no one has time for proper work anymore. Let me boost you up. We’re going in.”

      The spy knelt and cupped his hands.

      Ulrik looked both ways up and down the street. It wasn’t empty. They would be seen. Fortune’s Curse. There was a party taking place in the garden on the opposite side of the wall. This was ludicrous, breaking into a landgravine’s manse a day after her husband was killed! They would be hung. They would be—

      “You waiting until they finish overthrowing Countess Marchand, or are you taking too long for some other reason?”

      Flushing, Ulrik put a boot in the spy’s hands, and with surprising strength for someone his size, Gerhard boosted Ulrik up. Gingerly, he felt his jacket and the iron shards beneath it that stuck up irregularly all along the wall. Drawing a deep breath, he put his weight on his palms and pushed himself up. The iron stuck hard into his hands but did not cut through his jacket or break his skin. It must have been mortared in place decades ago. If it’d been sharp then, it wasn’t now. Still, the jagged pieces of metal had enough edge they would cut bare skin. He slung a leg over, straddling the wall. He immediately regretted doing so.

      The jagged iron pressing through his jacket was uncomfortable on his hands, but it was downright terrifying as his crotch scraped across the rusty metal. He hurried and then fell into the garden.

      Fortunately, or unfortunately, a bush was directly beneath him, and he landed painfully on the branches. They jabbed him like a pin cushion then cracked beneath his weight. Several broken twigs scratched and stabbed him, and he felt warmth beading on his skin as the bush did what the iron on the wall couldn’t. The sounds of the party covered his fall, and Gerhard had picked his entry point well. There were dozens of bushes, several manicured fruit trees the spy must have looked for, and a fountain blocking Ulrik from the revealers, though he could see them well enough. They were lit by scores of steel braziers, curiously backed with mirrors to direct the light and heat. It left Ulrik’s section of the garden relatively dark.

      “Lad, hold the sleeve of your jacket. I’m going to climb up.”

      Ulrik stood, brushing twigs and leaves off his body, wincing as he found holes in his shirt and his skin beneath. He gripped his jacket and called softly, “Got it.”

      It pulled taut, and adroitly, Gerhard came flipping over the wall. He landed like a cat, dexterously avoiding the bush Ulrik had fallen on.

      When Ulrik tried to pull his jacket free, it caught on the iron shards. “I—“

      “Come on. We don’t have time for that.”

      They emerged from the bushes. Ulrik was still brushing debris from his torn clothing. He was dressed in the same shirt and trousers he’d been wearing outside Mertz days earlier. Since then, they’d put him on the back of a dragon. He’d been engaged at the gates, gone running across half the city, including through dusty, abandoned passageways, and thrashed through half a dozen unusually prickly plants. He did not belong at the immaculate affair they walked into, and as the light spilled over them, he gave up straightening his clothing. He’d been raised to always try, but not even his ma would try with this mess. Instead, he stiffened his back, attempting to mimic the confidence of Gerhard Fischer.

      Scattered throughout the lit section of garden, men wore dark doublets with blazing white shirtsleeves puffing like rising bread from their shoulders. Their hair was coiffed and oiled. Their leather shoes shone like moonlight on water. Most of them had on tiny capes, trimmed in furs that Ulrik did not recognize, clasped with precious metal that he did know but had never seen in such quantity before. Jewels shone in the firelight on fingers and at their necks. Their tights were uniformly black, and he realized this was a party in honor of the dead landgrave, sort of.

      The women made even less pretense of wearing funeral cloth than the men. They would have a black sash or perhaps a belt around an extravagant silk gown that was of dark color. One woman wore a striking red dress but had adorned herself in onyx gemstones in her hair and on her neck and fingers.

      The gaiety of the nobles was in stark contrast to the handful of funerals Ulrik had attended, but Gerhard did not seem surprised.

      A woman was surprised when they nearly stumbled into her. Her eyes widened at their plain, dirty attire.

      She opened her mouth, but Gerhard told her, “You were a friend of Niklas Bohm’s? I was as well. Figured I’d honor the old boy with a tussle in the bushes, eh. Good man, Nik. Have you seen Countess Pechould? She owes me fifteen gold marks from cards the other night. No? Well, enjoy yourself.”

      He gave the woman a slow, lascivious wink then strode toward the manse like he owned it.

      Ulrik stared at the woman. He suddenly blurted out, “Good morning,” then scurried after Gerhard.

      The spy moved through the funeral party like a shark in water. His head was turning, taking in the guests but evidently not finding what he needed to see. Between clenched teeth and a forced grin, he whispered to Ulrik, “She’s not here.”

      “She’s not attending a party at her own house in honor of her dead husband?”

      “I meant she’s not out here,” responded Gerhard, chopping his hand to indicate the garden. “She’s probably inside. She alone controls Untal now, and these sorts of gatherings are as much about corralling influence as they are entertainment. It’s not unusual to take a few private meetings at a fete like this. Makes the others who don’t get included jealous.”

      “Oh.”

      The doors to the manse were guarded by stout men who had the sturdy look of soldiers. They were wearing the same tailored outfits and livery as the other servants, but it was obvious what their presence was for. All guests were to stay outside. There were two score of them to make sure it happened.

      “We won’t easily talk our way past them, and there are too many to fight,” murmured Gerhard. “Come this way.”

      The spy strolled unhurried through the manicured grounds of the Bohm manse. There were gravel paths that twisted and wound around mounded heaps of soil and vegetation. Small trees stuck from the tops, and thick bushes decked in spills of fragrant blooms encroached on the path, giving one the sense of moving through a beautiful, dream forest.

      At night, just twenty paces from the main gathering, it felt like they’d entered another realm, like it was a place of the fae. Periodically, they would pass a little fountain or a contrived waterfall. There were half a dozen thin rivulets of water tinkling through the property from those sources, braced with carefully placed stone and crossed by fanciful bridges. There were dark pools, which Ulrik guessed were home to colorful fish or some other expensive, pointless ornamentation.

      The occasional torch had been planted at strategic locations to give some light but not much. There were bench seats hidden behind screens of vegetation or beneath spindly pergolas. Laughter or grunting emanated from some of those hidden pockets, and Ulrik flushed. The garden seemed to have been built for clandestine dalliances, and as they passed several more of the secluded spaces, he realized why no guards were patrolling this section of the property.

      The guards were stationed near the walls and at the doors to the manse. It was the landgravine they meant to protect, and if she wasn’t out there, then the guests had free rein of the dark nooks and grottos. Ulrik wondered how many guests arrived at the party with one companion but shortly disappeared into the garden for a discreet liaison with another.

      Gerhard guided them with suspicious confidence until they reached what looked like a mausoleum, but it could have been a gardener’s shed based on how opulent everything else about the manse was. The spy tried the door, but it was locked. He sighed, looked around, and then reared back and kicked it has hard as he could. The door shattered open, a thick iron bolt tearing from the wall with the force of his blow.

      Ulrik peered in and said, “That lamp would have come in handy.”

      The spy snorted, then disappeared into the dark cavern behind the door. Grumbling under his breath, Ulrik followed, tugging the broken door shut behind them. It was pitch black, and he nearly went rolling down a set of steep stairs.

      “Put your hand on the right wall and use it as a guide,” advised Gerhard. “We’re just going a hundred paces or so to another set of stairs going up. When we get close, stay quiet.”

      “How do you know about this tunnel?” questioned Ulrik, venturing slowly after the spy, testing each step with a hesitant foot until they reached the bottom.

      “What do you mean? I’m just guessing.”

      “Guessing?”

      “A man like Niklas Bohm was bound to have a secret way in and out. Hurry, we don’t have all night.”

      Ulrik could hear the soft scuff of the spy’s boots as he moved ahead. As Gerhard had claimed, they reached more stairs and began moving cautiously higher. Had he really just guessed there would be a secret entrance?

      At the top, Gerhard paused, listening. Then, he began fumbling with a latch and opened the door.

      Ulrik stepped out after the spy and saw they were in a lavishly decorated chamber that was lit from the glow of the party coming in three giant, arched windows. The door was actually a painting, which Gerhard pushed closed.

      There was a giant bed covered in rumpled, silk sheets. A rack of wine bottles was on one wall, and there was a riding crop hanging from the bed post. Silk scarfs were tied to the posts beside the headboard. On a table was the head of a donkey. Ulrik peered close and frowned. It was a mask. Undergarments, which in the dark looked to be fashioned of black leather, were hanging in an open wardrobe. There were silk robes there as well but nothing else. A sort of pre-dressing chamber? Ulrik had never been in a building like the Bohm’s manse, but he figured they had to have some purpose for all of the rooms in the place. The nobility were a strange bunch from what he could tell.

      Gerhard ignored the bizarre items in the room and made sure the painting was pushed flush with the wall. He led them across to a normal door, though it was a solid slab of oak polished to a reflective gleam. The thing would have fit in perfectly at a fortified castle. The spy held a finger to his lips and then cracked the door open with some effort. He waited to see if there was any response from outside.

      Light sliced into the dark room through the gap, illuminating a plush, fur rug in front of a cold fireplace and a contraption hanging from the ceiling. It was all ropes and pulleys, but Ulrik didn’t have time to figure out its purpose before Gerhard led them out into the hallway. He was glad. He didn’t know what it was about the strange room—maybe he was just uncomfortable around the nobility and their possessions—but the place gave him the creeps.

      The hallway outside was well-lit and more in line with what Ulrik would have guessed the inside of a landgrave’s home might look like. Sconces were spaced evenly on richly wood-paneled walls. Tapestries hung floor to ceiling, depicting various mountains and streams and other improbably gorgeous settings. Precious metals and crystal glittered in the light of fires flickering in the sconces. Paintings, crafted with exquisite care, were placed anywhere on the walls there was open space. At a glance, it was obvious the things must have cost a lifetime wage for a peasant. Ulrik frowned. Maybe it was even more than that. Some of the figures painted were so lifelike they could have stepped out of the portraits, and he would only be half-surprised.

      They moved forward, and he felt like his boots were going to sink into the rug, but the plush runner that stretched down the hall made sneaking easy. He couldn’t have made the sound of a footfall if he’d wanted to.

      In a half-crouch, Gerhard stalked ahead, pausing before each doorway, listening. Most were shut, though a few open ones led to darkened rooms. The household staff must all be out attending to party guests, supposed Ulrik. There had to be a veritable army of them to polish all of the sparkly stuff in that corridor, but they’d seen dozens of people outside serving food and drink.

      They walked along a darkened gallery, and Ulrik realized they’d managed to climb the secret passage to the second floor of the manse. Down below, he heard the bustle of work. Keeping near the wall in the shadows, Ulrik peered between white, marble railings and saw liveried staff hurrying to and fro with heaping trays of food or returning with empty ones. Others hauled bottles of wine from some out-of-sight cellar.

      They passed unnoticed above, and Gerhard took them to a wide, marble staircase. Down the stairs, at the bottom, there were two guards. Unlike the innocuous ones outside, these men were heavily armored in chainmail and cuirass. They had arquebuses slung across their backs and swords at their sides. They had the presence of men who were eagerly awaiting a chance to use those weapons.

      Stepping carefully, Gerhard took them the opposite direction of the men at the bottom and headed up a flight of broad stairs. Ulrik felt his back tingling as they moved higher, certain one of those guards would hear something and turn to see them, but evidently, the sounds of the party outside covered any noise they made, and safely, they reached the next landing.

      Gerhard dropped and crawled on hands and feet up to the top of it. Ulrik stopped beside him. The spy pointed to a mirror hanging on the wall. They saw a guard reflected in it, leaning against a column, staring down below. He was armored and armed like the ones at the base of the stairs but was picking at something in his teeth, all of his attention on the staff two floors below instead of the stairs or corridor he was supposed to be guarding.

      Pulling a slender poignard from a hidden pocket in his sleeve, Gerhard took several slow, steadying breaths.

      Ulrik’s eyes widened. The man was going to kill the guard? It was insane. There were scores of them downstairs. If the guard managed to yell, to—

      Gerhard sprang up the rest of the stairs, planted a foot on the rug, and spun, his dagger flashing.

      Ulrik, still on the stairs, only heard a hissing wheeze. Then, Gerhard gently lowered the guard to the floor. Ulrik stood and joined the spy on the landing. The guard’s hands were moving weakly, his jaw working as he tried to speak, but a neat puncture in the center of his throat prevented anything other than a wet expulsion of air.

      Gerhard held the man down until he died, stopping him from making a racket and giving them away. He gestured for help, and they grabbed the edge of a long runner. They rolled it, wrapping the man inside of the rug like a sausage in a roll. Then, they moved his body and the carpet beneath a polished table. It looked out of place, and the missing rug would be obvious, but they were exposed on the landing and had no time to find a better location. Gerhard glanced at the gleaming marble floor, as if looking for blood, but it was clean, just gray lines of dirt outlining where the rug had lain. The spy’s lips twisted at that, but they weren’t going to scrub the floor, so they moved on.

      On one end of the gallery was a pair of polished doors. Bracing the doors were life-sized paintings of a man and a woman. The landgrave and landgravine, presumably. The depictions did not show happy people, though maybe they were meant to be regal. The other end was an equally impressive doorway, but this one had glass panels in the barrier, and they could see it was dark beyond. The couple’s private chambers and the landgrave’s office, guessed Ulrik.

      They walked toward what Ulrik took for the bedchamber, drifting along the wall so that no one could look up and see them from the floors below. The doors were made of solid wood, and while they could hear muffled voices, they couldn’t understand a word of it. Ulrik saw Gerhard’s frustrated look, but there were people on the opposite side of those doors, and if they opened them, they had to assume it would be noticed.

      One of the voices was raised, a man’s. Had he said he was leaving?

      They looked at each other. Then, Ulrik frantically gestured to Gerhard for them to hide. Standing upright, they looked around, but there was nowhere to go. They might not have time to reach the doors of the study, and those could be locked if they did, but either way, they were filled with clear, glass panels. The rest of the gallery was a flat wall, a railing open to the floors below, and the stairs they’d come up. The only furniture along the open gallery was the long side table they’d hidden the body of the guard under.

      The handle of the door turned, and both of them jumped to the side a breath before the door swung outward. Their backs were to the painting of Landgravine Bohm, and the door bounced against the toes of their boots when it was flung wide.

      Gerhard caught the handle so it didn’t swing back, exposing them.

      “I want your men out of the city by midday tomorrow,” instructed the cold voice of a woman. “Join the rest of my men a day’s journey down the highway, and wait there for further instruction.”

      “We were promised—”

      “The burghers aren’t going to take the royal palace tonight,” declared the woman. “You didn’t move quick enough. The girl, believe it or not, spoke to them, and they’ve all gone home. Every soldier in the palace is on duty now and will be through the coronation. Walhausen knows there are saboteurs in Ehrstadt. He’ll be watching for us, and without the army, we simply do not have men to overwhelm him. Captain Tilly is in the air, and another of the dragon knights was spotted arriving hours ago. If there are more on the way, not even our army could take this city, no matter the help we have inside. It’s time for subtlety. We have to wait.”

      “Wait? Wait for what?” snarled the man. “I was promised—“

      “First of all,” snapped the woman, “any promises were made by my husband, not me. He is dead. You should consider that a reminder of the stakes we play for. And second, no matter what your arrangement was with him, acting now will end with both our heads chopped off and displayed above the city gates until the ravens peck our skulls clean. I voted for the girl to become queen. She’ll see me as one of her few allies. Let Laurent, that fool Brandt, and the wretch Muller fill her mind with worry. We’ll have a chance again when things settle, and you’ll have your reward—but not tonight.”

      The man grunted, and they heard him stomp away.

      “There’s a queen on the throne,” called the woman after him. “A queen. Now that there’s been one, it won’t be long before there’s another. Don’t cross either of us. There’s a bigger game afoot than your petty territorial concerns.”

      The door was yanked shut with a crash, and they were standing exposed in the hallway. A man, dressed like the fops outside in black and white, was clomping down the stairwell. They could see him clearly through the marble railing, but he did not look back, and the woman had retreated inside of her room.

      The man disappeared, not noticing that the rug was missing.

      Gerhard whispered, “Did you see his face? Remember it.”

      “Who was that?”

      “Count Fashan. He’s the man you want to kill.”
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      She’d been told that three thousand people were in the room. The high council occupied the front row. They stood in a tight rank, just steps from the bottom of the dais. The privy council was almost as close but on the opposite side of the room, across a row down the center that was held open by General Walhausen’s men. The diet of lords, the burgher council, representatives for the various trade guilds, all stood somewhere behind. A sea of lords and ladies who did not rate a seat within the diet but could leverage their lesser titles for admission spread past that.

      The generals and colonels of the various branches of her armies were present, some captains who, through merit or more likely birth, were given special consideration. Other soldiers were there to work. Hundreds of them, brandishing firearms and halberds. The champions, with their dazzling assortment of weaponry, stood out like the jewels in her crown. One of them, a woman, seemed particularly proud to be representing a queen and had assumed a position before the dais, guarding against anyone who might try to cause trouble. A small knot of peasants and other commoners were clustered at the far back, there to witness the crowning of a new queen and presumably share the joyous news with the millions of their fellows who were the vast majority of her subjects.

      And then there were the priests, dressed in long, heavy robes of white and red, wedged awkwardly in the space that had been meant for the diet. They wore rosaries of iron and wood on their necks and gemstones on many of their fingers. They stood in ranks as serious as those of her champions. The priests in robes and jewels were all men. Behind them were women, young, nubile creatures who were several winters younger than Ursula, the third daughters of the kingdom gathered in the church’s bosom and rarely allowed back into view of those who had given them up. All of them were packed tight and wary, lest anyone come within a dozen paces of the holy mother.

      Not that anyone could see the ancient woman, though no one could miss where she was supposed to be.

      The holy mother, it was alleged, sat within a covered palanquin that had been born by eight young priests. They’d sat it down in the middle of the open aisle, where the high council and privy council had to push to get around it. The guards were clearing the rest of the aisle, but none of them had suggested the holy mother move. The palanquin contained the Voice of the Creator.

      While some priests below the rank of cardinal made a pretense at poverty and supplication, the holy mother’s palanquin had enough gold to shame Ursula’s crown and scepter. The vehicle looked to be solid gold, where it wasn’t studded with a blinding collection of precious gemstones. A veneer, she’d thought, until she’d seen the red, sweating faces of the priests tasked with carrying the monstrosity. They were big, strong men, but for a moment, she’d been worried they wouldn’t make it to the front of her throne room. She hoped they had others to swap and make the journey back out.

      There were curtains hanging around the open sides of the palanquin, but they had not been pulled back. When the light was behind it, one could see a small figure, hunched over in a chair, but no details. The holy mother had not made a public appearance in sixty years, it was said. That she was there, even behind her veils and her priests, was a powerful statement of support.

      The nobles eyed the knot of churchmen with suspicion and occasionally a bit of jealousy. In the back, the burghers and the peasants craned their necks with curiosity and awe. It looked as if they were as interested in the holy mother as they were the queen. Well enough. Queen Ursula Marchand felt like anything but a queen of the world’s most powerful kingdom, and she welcomed anything that drew the eyes of the crowd off of her, even if only for a moment.

      Still, she held her head high and let her gaze drift across the room like she imagined a queen might do. She looked across the upturned faces of her subjects. She saw Premier Sigismund standing beside General Walhausen. The rest of the privy council was behind them. She’d met them briefly, but which was the minister of law and which the minister of finance, she couldn’t recall. One had been wearing a monocle, and one was a slender, dark-skinned man who reminded her of an ink-stained quill. Both men looked as if they’d sat on a bee.

      But that was better than the premier, who was sweltering in a heavy doublet, a long fur-lined cape, and a stole of his office draped around his shoulders. He wore a golden key on his neck as well and carried an ornately carved staff in one hand and a furled scroll in the other, all evidently necessary equipment for the day. When she’d seen him up close, she’d been worried the man was going to faint. His mustaches quivered like a string after giving flight to an arrow.

      Opposite, both in position and demeanor, was Leland Laurent and the other landgraves and landgravines. She had met Laurent many years ago when she had been a child but hadn’t remembered what he looked like. Now, his face was burned into her memory. She avoided glancing his way, as she knew she couldn’t maintain her composure for long with that man in front of her. The other landgraves were strangers, though she could guess who each was. Premier Sigismund had spent hours lecturing her on them, their demeanors, the levels of support or treachery they would offer, and their provinces. It’d been an overwhelming crash of information, but she thought she could guess who was who.

      Past the high council and the privy council, it was all strangers. Three thousand of them. Half the population of Mertz. Or what had been the population.

      For safety, she hadn’t been presented in front of any of the lesser councils yet, and she’d never heard petitioners or witnessed the operation of the royal court. Sigismund had told her she would need to hold court soon and that she had staff to arrange such things, but she’d never met any of those staff members either. If there were lords or ladies she might know from the counties that neighbored County Marchand in the room, Count Villebrand for one, she did not see them.

      They were all strangers out there, really. The premier was the only one she’d spoken to at length. The other introductions had been brief, more curtesy than anything. Three thousand of her subjects, and she knew one of them.

      Cardinal Borromeo stepped back from her, his beringed hands falling to his side. He turned, and in a powerful and deep voice that seemed incongruous with his corpulent, slothful appearance, he called, “Queen Ursula Marchand, first of her line!”

      The room erupted in scattered, polite applause. No one spoke, and then, almost reluctantly, the esteemed leaders of Wahrheit, one by one and then as a rapid wave, knelt before their queen.

      “Please, rise,” she said, as the premier had instructed. Her voice, compared to the cardinal’s, seemed a small thing.

      But enough people heard. With a groan and swish of expensive fabric, they stood. It was a momentous occasion, for her of course, but also for Wahrheit. For the first time in six hundred years, new blood on the throne. Sigismund had asked her what she wanted to say. She hadn’t known. They’d discussed options. They’d practiced a short speech, but standing there in front of those people, her mind was blank.

      So all she said was, “A feast has been prepared. Let us celebrate!”
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        * * *

      

      The crowd streamed out of the throne room in an endless progression, everyone at the back having to wait for the luminaries at the front, except for her, who had to wait for everyone. Even Cardinal Borromeo had waddled down the steps of the dais to join his fellow churchmen, and they’d oozed out in the throng behind the high council, the hulking palanquin of the holy mother ensuring their position in line.

      The procession was on the diet of lords now, she believed, when beside her a man said, “My jaw is hurting like someone punched it. How do you smile for so long?”

      Not a man, a boy. The boy who’d smashed her in the head with her own pistol.

      “I don’t smile this long,” she told him, her lips curled up, her cheeks aching. “I don’t feel like smiling at all, if you must know, but I was told it was important to give a good impression. They say I’m the queen, and they tell me to smile.”

      “You’ve healed well,” he told her.

      “What?”

      “The, ah, the cut on your scalp. I can’t even see a scar now.”

      “That’s because I’ve got enough powder on my face to choke an ox. It’s still there.”

      “You look good all the same.”

      She glanced at him from the corner of her eye, her face still turned toward the crowd, still smiling. “Are you attempting to flatter me?”

      “No, I, ah… No. You’re the queen. I just mean to… Well, it’s the truth. You look good. They’ll all probably tell you that. I’m sure you’re sick of hearing it, but for what it’s worth, it is the truth. I’ve never seen a girl—a woman, I mean—a woman dressed like that. It’s… Bah, I’m sorry. I meant it as a compliment, no more. My head is swimming today.”

      “The more often someone tells me they are telling the truth, the less often it’s true.”

      He swallowed, and his smile faltered. His head was swimming? Fortune’s Curse. She’d become queen. His head must be thick as a castle wall if he thought she was a picture of calm. But, he said he meant well, and she believed him.

      “I shouldn’t have said that,” she allowed. “I am sure you meant what you said, but they… all of them out there, lie as easily as they breathe. You’re right. Every one of them will tell me I’m beautiful, radiant, or scintillating, but none of them will tell me that I am wise, or intelligent, or kind. They expect me to stand here and smile, and for many of them, I worry that is the end of their expectations.”

      “They haven’t gotten to know you.”

      She stopped herself from snorting. “You know me better than nearly all of them. Do you think that I am those things? Wise, intelligent, and kind?”

      “I do.”

      She turned her head and looked at him before gazing back out at the crowd, her lips locked into a painful grin, her speech forced through her teeth. “I feel like you’re about to claim you’re telling the truth again. I’ll believe it less than before.”

      “I struck you the first time we met. I suppose you could have me hanged for such an offense, but instead, I’m on the stage with you. I’m to escort you to the ball and dance the first dance. I’m no dancer, and I’ve been nervous about doing so in front of all of these people since they told me that was the plan, but it’s better than my legs dancing with a rope around my neck, so yes, I do think you’ve some kindness in you. More than most of them, I’d wager.”

      “I wasn’t the one who asked you to be here.”

      “And I didn’t volunteer,” he told her. After a long moment, he added, “I was told to smile, too. To smile, and that’s it. They do not have high expectations of us, do they?”

      They were quiet, watching the last of the lords make their way toward the doors, a horde of burghers and peasants waiting behind them.

      “Why are you here? Premier Sigismund, I suppose, thinking because I’m one of the few survivors of Mertz and you are the Hero of Mertz, that we have some connection? There is some symbolism to us standing together?”

      “I don’t know,” replied the boy. “I’ve never met the premier.”

      “Who told you to come today?”

      “Gerhard, the little man who helped to, ah, rescue you. I believe he works for your minister of intelligence.”

      “The minister of intelligence. I’ve never met him. He is not here, is he?”

      “I’ve never met him either. Works behind the scenes, I guess.”

      “Everyone I know works behind the scenes it seems. That or they don’t want to be seen standing beside me. Bah, I don’t even know if they are here.”

      “They might be here,” said the boy.

      She glanced at him then back to the crowd again.

      “The gallery, the third floor, there above that flag, red striped with blue.”

      “It’s dark there.”

      “I think… I think someone is there. You minister of intelligence, maybe.”

      “I don’t see anything. How could you know that if you’ve never met the man?”

      “A feeling.” The boy cleared his throat then said, “I’m a simple man who lived in a simple village. I wanted to be a spearman, so that… It seemed the best choice at the time. Simple. It has not turned out that way. Nothing has been simple, but sometimes… I get a feeling, and I’ve learned to trust those instincts. I think they’re all here, watching over you, but it’s you who has to be at the front, the one sitting upon the throne.”

      “Nothing will ever be simple again,” she warned him. “You’re on stage with the queen. You are the Hero of Mertz. Ha, they called you that before they learned you flew to my rescue on the back of a dragon. What will they say after that story spreads? They’ll believe you have my favor. Maybe they’ll think you have even more. A rescue and a dance. I wonder if the premier thought that all of the way through? You did not ask for this, but you’re involved neck deep now. From the high council to the burgher council, they’ll all want something from you. I’m just beginning to understand what that means, but I don’t think you’ll find the idea any more pleasant than I do.”

      “Something from me?”

      “Secrets, access to the queen.”

      “I don’t know any secrets,” he claimed. “None that I’ll be talking about, at least, and… it didn’t occur to me we’d see each other again. Do I… have your favor?”

      She laughed, short and bright. “You hit me in the head with my own pistol and left a scar on my face. Do you think you have my favor?”

      He shrugged uncomfortably. “I didn’t know who you were at the time. Besides, I apologized for that. I’m not sure what else I can do.”

      “You did apologize,” she allowed. “I don’t know if we’ll see each other again. There’s no reason we should, but… maybe I have a feeling as well. We keep running into each other, and that means something. No, don’t ask me what. I can’t explain it, but there’s a sense of things that may happen. My gut tells me that this is not over. Why? You must have asked yourself that question. Do you have an answer? Why us?”

      “We have more in common than we realize. I don’t know if that explains anything, but there are patterns… Whether or not we want to be, I think we’re together in this.”

      “What do we have in common, boy?”

      “My parents were killed before I came to Ehrstadt. That’s why I’m here. Our village… It was destroyed, just like your home was. I didn’t know what else to do, where to go, so I joined the army. I don’t know if it was right or wrong. I still don’t know. But… I’ve been swept up in this. It feels like nothing is in my control. Even if it was, I’m not sure what I’d do.”

      “You must decide what you want,” she told him. “When you know that, you’ll know where to go, and you’ll have the control you seek. Enjoy that freedom because we do not all share the chance to pursue our own desires.”

      “Maybe I do know what I want, but I don’t want to admit it.”

      “What do you want?” she asked, then warned him, “Don’t say me.”

      He drew a breath and released it. He looked at her and said quietly, “I want revenge.”

      She blinked at him.

      He shifted, then told her, “I thought learning the use of the spear would be a good start. Then, I thought I was wasting my time. For weeks… I felt empty. The thought of revenge felt empty. That’s not how I was raised, not who my ma and pa would want me to be. Not who I want to be. But last night, I saw the man who was behind the attack on our village. My parents’ blood is on his hands. He was right in front of me. He killed hundreds of people. My friends, my… I think… I think you know what that feels like.”

      She tensed and asked, “Who is this man?”

      “Count Fashan of Untal.”

      “Landgravine Bohm’s man?”

      The boy nodded. He lowered his voice, though no one was near them. “The landgravine is your enemy, Your Majesty. I heard… She means to replace you upon the throne.”

      “So I was told this morning. It seems you do know some secrets, and it seems you were right. We have more in common than I ever would have expected. I am sorry your parents were killed. I know what that feels like.”

      “Your Majesty, now that you are queen, what is it that you want?”

      “I don’t have the freedom to—“

      “We all dream,” he told her. “There is something you want, even if it feels unattainable.”

      She turned to him, ignoring the rest of the room. “You know me better than anyone else here. What do you think I want?”

      “Revenge.”

      “There are many in this kingdom who want to tear it down. They don’t care who is in their way. Our parents. Our friends. Our cities. They mean to destroy Wahrheit for nothing more than to wallow in their own, incremental rise in power. They want the chance to answer to no one at all. They’ve earned severe justice, but it will be no simple thing. Nothing is. I may be queen, but I’m hanging by a thread. I cannot simply call for their heads, not without provoking a civil war which will tear this kingdom apart. I want their blood but not like that. I will be better than them. I will not bring down this kingdom simply because I can—” She stammered, gathered herself, then finished, “I will be better than them, but you are right, I want revenge on those who wronged me.”

      “It makes me feel sick, sometimes, thinking about it,” he told her. “I’ve killed men now. I did not enjoy it, but it had to be done. Your Majesty, sometimes you must do what needs to be done.”

      “When Mertz fell, I killed men too. They were the enemy. It… didn’t make me feel better. It left me empty, like you said. They weren’t the ones I wanted. Maybe it would have been different if they were. As you say, sometimes it must be done, and perhaps our feelings are a small matter when that is the case. What must be done, must be done.”

      “I can understand that.”

      She asked him. “What is your name, boy?”

      “Ulrik.”

      “We will see each other again. I am certain of it. Let us make a pact. We will always tell each other the truth. When the rest of the world lies, we can fall back on the power of each other’s truth.”

      “If you say so,” he rasped, looking uncertain.

      She held out her arm. “Come, Ulrik. Escort me to the ball. I’m tired of waiting.”

      He took her arm, and together, they descended the stair in front of her throne. They passed through the sea of her subjects, who scrambled to clear the way, surprised to see the queen striding toward them. They entered the giant ballroom and were surrounded by the lords and ladies of Wahrheit. Some were her enemies already. Some could be allies if played correctly. Many of them were going to die.

      She turned to Ulrik, held up her hands, and asked, “Shall we dance?”
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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. See you soon!
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