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The Queen I
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It was a cold, beautiful afternoon. The sky was a vivid blue, like the feathers of a jay. The sun shone down an iridescent yellow, casting enough warmth to hold the chill at bay for those it bathed with its aura but not enough to warm the shadows. Dense, puffy white clouds drifted placidly to the north, as if to serve as a frame for the rest of the day’s glory. The afternoon felt like a parent’s encouraging hand on the shoulder of a child. A first kiss. A promise that spring was on the way.

A promise, maybe, but brighter days were not there yet, if they were ever going to come. The sun’s rays couldn’t pierce the darkness that stalked these lands. The cemetery, a lonely plot on the backside of a hill two hours’ hike east of Ehrstadt, was covered in grass still yellow from winter and dotted with weathered and splitting boards that had been crudely carved with names and dates.

Christine, the former owner of the Roaring Wench tavern, was buried in a plot marked with the sole marble headstone in sight. If she’d had a surname, no one knew it, so the stone was carved only with her first name and a crude depiction of a tart and a mug of beer. The date of her birth was missing as well, but Queen Ursula Marchand knew the exact moment of the woman’s death, and that number had been chiseled into the stone with care.

The cemetery, far enough from Ehrstadt that the land was worth little, and clinging to a slope that would be impossible to plow, was a resting place for commoners. It was a place for those who had no family mausoleum and no coin to pay the priests in the capital to perform the final rites. It was a place for those who could hire a wagon and a shovel and little else. Like Christine’s, most of the markers were missing surnames and birth days.

There were fistfuls of flowers ringing the span of disturbed earth before the marble headstone. Blooms of brilliant purple with vibrant orange stigma. Ursula had been surprised, at first, thinking some wealthy admirer had purchased the flowers from a hothouse, until Premier Sigismund explained, “Crocus, the first flower of spring. They must have picked them off every hill from the city to here.”

“Were there many people?”

The premier nodded.

She frowned at him.

His eyes stayed fixed upon Christine’s grave.

Not many people had attended, then. Had anyone come? Christine had staff at the Roaring Wench. She had regular customers. Friends, some of them appeared to be, though the tavern owner had shared little about them with the queen.

But it was a two-hour hike to this hill, if one could not afford a carriage. Had the premier himself been the one to collect these flowers? If so, he had not done it for Christine. He’d done it for his queen. He would have wanted to show her that someone, some stranger, cared. But that wasn’t the truth, was it?

She cleared her throat and said, “I wish I could have…”

“It is better this way, Your Majesty. You have time to visit and to mourn, and you were not a distraction to… the others. I know you believed it’d hearten those who were close to her, but the queen at a commoner’s funeral? It would have been a terrible distraction. It would have drawn attention to matters better left ignored. No, this way we keep it about Christine.”

Captain Allgood, the head of Ursula’s palace guard, had explained the day before that he’d been afraid of her safety and what would come of any scrutiny of that terrible night. They’d told a story of what happened, one the minister of intelligence and her other advisors thought plausible, but there’d been rumors. There were always rumors. They couldn’t hide the fact Ursula had been in the Roaring Wench. People had seen several companies of her soldiers on the street before the tavern. They’d witnessed the queen’s carriage arrive. Her movements within Ehrstadt were known, and her presence visiting the tavern would have been the talk of the entire quarter. They couldn’t hide the fact that the proprietor of the tavern was dead, either. The place was popular and had begun attracting the curious even before the tragedy with Count Trabean and Christine.

The attention and curiosity were not unnatural. The people wondered why the queen frequented such a low tavern. They wanted to see what special magic was happening inside to attract a woman who could have gone anywhere. There were already questions on the streets, so if the Roaring Wench had simply closed its doors forever, the rumors would have grown worse.

But because of the frantic lies spread by the ministry of intelligence, the rumors were still wild, inaccurate things. Some were unflattering and some downright cruel, but the librarian had not been concerned. He told her the stories were repeated amongst the common people because they were salacious, not because anyone believed them. She hoped he was correct, but whether or not he was, she’d agreed to play along.

How would it have looked, Allgood had pressed, had she been there at the funeral? Some of the rumors dripped with accusation, and the magistrates always claimed the guilty party couldn’t help but return to the scene of the crime. Her appearance at a commoner’s funeral would have hinted at a truth they were unwilling to tell.

There’d been a risk as well that if anyone close to the woman had seen the queen there, they might have taken it personally and, in their grief, acted irrationally. No one was blaming the queen for Christine’s death, but there was a bubbling suspicion that somehow, someway, she’d been involved. The timing of her visit and Christine’s death was too close for it to be completely unrelated.

Blood filled the footsteps of those who ruled Wahrheit. It had been that way with the kings, and it was no different with a queen.

Ursula did not believe that Christine’s mourners would have looked askance at the queen’s presence. Many would have known the women’s friendship was a true one, but the queen had let the captain of her guards guide her. She was still shaken by the awful events that had occurred within the familiar walls of the Roaring Wench. Accusations, shouts of anger, poison, and then Count Trabean’s blade had pierced Christine’s heart, and it had all ended.

She hadn’t been allowed to see the count, but her advisors had shared the letters he’d written to her. Trabean wallowed in guilt, crying it was not his intent to kill Christine, but there was no denying it’d been his hand that had thrust the sword.

The matter had been put into the hands of the minister of intelligence. Not even Hans Caspar, her minister of law, had wanted to intervene in the spymaster’s investigation. This was no normal case. The stakes were too high, and Caspar was a man of politics as much as he was of the law.

The librarian had turned all his resources toward finding the responsible party, and within a day and a half, he kicked up a nest of easterners. Four men and three women, all from Clermont. When they’d been discovered, four had died on the blade, three by poison—self-administered.

She seethed at the lost opportunity to question the assassins, but they’d poisoned themselves, and there was little anyone could have done to stop it. The librarian acted contrite, aware he’d failed her yet again, but this time she couldn’t bring herself to blame the man. It was obvious the assassins were willing to kill themselves before being held accountable and being forced to reveal their masters. Maybe the librarian could have staged the assault with more care, but there’d been such a rush, such a reckless hurry at her own insistence.

The ministry of intelligence agents had found a wagon behind the small house the assassins had been hiding in, packed for a journey. A day or two, an hour or two, how long would it have taken them to flee? There had not been much time.

The only clue they’d recovered had been a name. Marquis Gustav Klimanq. He was the King of Clermont’s spymaster. Days before, one of the librarian’s agents had reported a meeting between him and Leland Laurent, the landgrave of the province of Brenay. According to the agent’s report, the landgrave had dealt with Clermont but regretted it. Reportedly, Leland Laurent said he did not intend for her home, Mertz, and her family, to burn. She did not know if she believed that or not, but she did believe that after the southern empire of Cojita sent a dragon flying above Brenay, Leland Laurent was terrified and wanted protection from the crown and her dragon knights.

Did that matter? High houses did not retain their place in the world by cowering in fear. Did Leland Laurent have blood on his hands again? Was the landgrave involved in this latest plot, perhaps trying to destabilize her throne enough he could take the crown himself? The minister of intelligence claimed the meeting between Gustav Klimanq and Laurent had been staged. It’d been meant as a gift, allegedly. Gustav Klimanq—or at least his head—was meant for her, according to the ministry of intelligence agent who’d observed the occasion, but if the words said in the meeting were a lie, then how could she trust any of it?

Her minister of intelligence was doubtful Clermont had the resources to conduct this operation alone. Her meeting with Trabean in the Roaring Wench had been secret. Hardly anyone outside of the household guard knew of it. Did the King of Clermont have people close to her, or had they been the landgraves’ agents? The librarian offered accusations, but they were all light of proof and suffered from the simple fact that whoever was behind it, there were easier ways to kill her if that had been the goal.

She sighed, wrapping her arms tight around herself. The question remained—who poisoned Christine and the ministry of intelligence agents responsible for her protection? In her heart, she knew it was no simple attempt to kill her. The nature of the plot was too complex. There had to have been another goal. Who would benefit from the death of her friend? Why would they do it? She wasn’t sure. None of them were sure.

Except she did know one creature whose fault in the matter was certain. Six lives for six lives. She hadn’t understood what she’d been agreeing to when she’d spoken to the skiengvaal on the night of her coronation. The foul monster had whispered to her, filling her mind with tortures and agony. She’d known there would be a cost. Deep down, she’d understood that. For the agreement to be made, a price must be paid. She would have done anything for revenge. Sergeant Speckle, a soldier in her father’s service? Yes, she would have offered his life in exchange for that of a landgrave. It was a good deal.

But it hurt. It hurt worse than she could have imagined. Speckle had been a good man. Christine had been a good woman. Ursula was learning, a good bargain or not, nothing was worth the sorrow she felt now. Once she had tasted revenge, she finally understood that the satisfaction of blood was empty. What mattered were the bonds of friendship, and she could never replace the ones she had lost. She would gladly give Manfred Brandt his head back if it bought her another conversation with Sergeant Speckle or another evening laughing over too much wine with Christine.

Christine… What had that woman’s death earned her? Whose blood would she spill in exchange for her friend’s murder? Manfred Brandt was dead. The skiengvaal owed her five others.

“Count Trabean wrote you another note,” Premier Sigismund remarked.

Ursula glanced at him but did not comment.

“You worry he is your enemy?” the premier questioned.

She turned to Christine’s tombstone and told the premier, “I worry that he is not.”

The premier tugged on his generous white mustaches but did not comment. He did not understand what she meant, and she hoped that he never would. The bargain with the skiengvaal had not been worth it, but it was done. Four more of those closest to her were going to die. The premier? Ilse Brinke? There were not many to choose from.

Count Trabean did not know what danger he put himself in by continuing to pursue her. Trabean did not know what danger she put him in by continuing to read his notes and continuing to dream of what could be. She would be the death of him. One way or the other, she would be the death of him.

“Shall we return to the palace, Your Majesty?”

Nodding, she replied, “Yes, Philip, I think that we should. We have much to do.”
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“Marquis Gustav Klimanq, Your Majesty,” the librarian murmured.

The tiny little man was in a somber mood. He stood, his hands tucked into his opposite sleeves, his head bowed just slightly, and his wicked smile hidden for the moment, making him look like an aged priest rather than the mastermind behind the Kingdom of Wahrheit’s ministry of intelligence.

It wasn’t just his minions who could play a role. When he wanted to, the librarian could pretend he was out to save lives instead of end them.

But she knew better. She’d seen his work. She’d felt the chaos that he sowed. She would be done with him, if she could be, but for now, she needed him. No matter how much his presence turned her stomach, when surrounded by enemies, it paid to have a knife in your hand.

He’d brought her a sketch on thick parchment that had been drafted by one of his agents who’d managed to infiltrate Landgrave Leland Laurent’s palace and overhear a meeting between the landgrave and the marquis. Evidently, Leland Laurent sought forgiveness. She was not in a place to grant it, and the librarian, despite looking like a priest, wasn’t the sort to push for a reconciliation.

The landgrave was a powerful man, though, and important to the stability of Wahrheit. With Cojita marching toward their border, neither she nor the librarian wanted to weaken the provinces. Marquis Gustav Klimanq, on the other hand, was not important for the stability of Wahrheit.

She leaned over the table, staring at the face of the man on the paper. It was a poor drawing, but she was confident it captured the essence of the marquis. Haughty grandeur, cold disdain, high cheekbones, a sharp chin, thin lips pursed in distaste. The eyes looked like those of the librarian—soulless.

“So this is the man behind Clermont’s attack on my home?”

The minister of intelligence nodded.

“He looks the part,” she mused. She pushed the sketch to the side and saw a crisply written note below. It was not in the librarian’s hand.

“I thought it best you see the words direct from the source, Your Majesty,” the librarian explained. “Sometimes, context is missing in these missives, but the historian has a clear grasp of what information is pertinent.”

“The historian? One of your top agents?”

The librarian grinned. “No, not exactly. He’s not well-suited for this sort of work. If you think of an agent as Gerhard Fischer, this man is not him, but his mind makes intuitive leaps, and because of his caution and care, he finds himself in unusual places, overhearing silent things. The historian has the ability to tackle delicate assignments and unravel the tightest knots, which is why I sent him to Brenay instead of one of my more, ah, aggressive agents.”

“Delicate?”

“Leland Laurent is your enemy and has earned bloody revenge, but we need him.”

“Everyone keeps saying that.”

“I had hoped that Klimanq was sufficient to curb your bloodlust for a time.”

She snorted, then moved her fingers back to the drawing of the marquis. “Tell me of him.”

“A minor lord from an eastern house on the outskirts of Clermont. About as far from Ehrstadt as you can be on the northern continent,” the librarian began. “Several years ago, he showed up in the king’s court but drew little scrutiny from us. There was no reason to believe he was different than any of the other scores of young men from prominent families who sought advancement through proximity to the throne rather than any particular skill of their own. In that regard, Clermont isn’t much different from Wahrheit, or any kingdom, I imagine.”

“I suppose it turned out he was different than the others?”

The small old man joined her, looking down at the haughty face. “Yes. Evidently, Klimanq does have a particular skill. He began collecting rumors about his compatriots, then of the king’s advisors, and then of the powerful economic interests that support Vonpellier like the columns of a cathedral. He began to tie those rumors to events, and he began to use the information to his advantage.”

“How so?”

“At first, it was small, petty revenge. Spurned lovers’ abhorrent secrets were exposed. Rivals in the court found their embarrassments on every tongue. To be honest, there’s a score of men and women attempting the same machinations in your own court. No palace is free from whispers and those who spread them. Klimanq just happened to be better at it than anyone else.”

She glanced at the librarian from the corner of her eye. He was one to speak of spreading whispers.

The librarian grinned, a tacit admission that he knew what she was thinking and that he did not disagree. He winked and continued, “Klimanq was uniquely suited to the task of ferreting out the juiciest, most dangerous gossip, and he was particularly ruthless in utilizing it. There came a time he built a trove of stories about his predecessor and the former spymaster’s close allies. I’m told the court was starting to turn against the insidious young upstart from the east, but by then, it was too late. The sorry old man who’d held the position of spymaster prior to Klimanq never saw it coming. From the reports we gathered, up until the moment the falling axe separated his head from his shoulders, the old man was proclaiming his innocence.”

“Innocence of what?”

The librarian giggled. “It doesn’t matter. We’ve all had our indiscretions, those private stumbles that would look quite awful in the wrong sort of light. Klimanq found one that irritated Clermont’s king, a small betrayal that I’ve forgotten, but it was enough. Now, Klimanq holds a position in the eastern kingdom similar to my own here, overseeing Clermont’s spies and assassins.”

“Indiscretions,” Ursula remarked, glancing at the little old man by her side. “Surely something you’ve never engaged in.”

He giggled again. “It is a dangerous game we play, Your Majesty.”

“So according to the agent, you called him the historian? According to this historian, Leland Laurent was aware of the plan for Clermont to breach his borders and take Mertz?”

“He was,” the librarian concluded. “It is as we believed, though now we have proof. For what it’s worth, I honestly don’t think Laurent wanted your city razed or your family killed. He stuck his foot in, and now, he’s struggling to free himself from the trap Clermont laid him. Laurent and Klimanq went too far, and that has bound them together. The events in Mertz were no minor indiscretion, and even without you on the throne, Leland Laurent could not have expected forgiveness from any ruler of Wahrheit. Whatever he gained in the scheme wasn’t worth the damage it caused him. Clermont has forced the alliance to continue because if the truth comes out, nothing will stop all of Wahrheit from turning on Laurent.”

She stepped back, then shook her head, “What did he think was going to happen to my family if Clermont took Mertz? The eastern kingdom could not leave the rightful liege in place if they occupied our lands. My father would have fought to the death before he let Clermont occupy our home. No, the landgrave must have known what would occur. It is fear that eats at him, not guilt. I am sure he regrets his alliance with Clermont now because, if for no other reason, it was I who ended up on Wahrheit’s throne. He is trying to revise history.”

“Cojita’s march into Andorra and the revelation that they also command dragons may have changed many the man’s thinking as well,” the librarian offered. “You, Cojita, it’s a different game board than what Laurent sat down to when he and Klimanq first concocted this plan. Think whatever you want of him, but he is not a complete fool. He sees what is coming now and understands the crown is his only hope.”

“I believe you are correct.”

“It is not the time to move against Leland Laurent,” the librarian advised.

“You, of all people, preaching restraint?”

“Revenge can be quick and brutal, or it can be slow and strategic. The landgrave should pay for his crimes, but for now, it’s more important to tailor a message to the rulers of the northern continent, those in your lands and those who are neighbors. You must show strength and compassion. Gustav Klimanq undoubtedly deserves your justice, and while Laurent does not deserve forgiveness, I suggest you give him time. Let him beg and grovel. Make it a show for the other provincial leaders who have open ears, and in time, there will be an opportune moment for him to feel the pain that you did when his plot went awry.”

She nodded curtly. “Very well. Do you have a plan to deal with Klimanq?”

“Not yet, Your Majesty, but if you authorize action, it will be my top priority.”

“Not top,” she told him, then quietly added, “Though I would wish it.”

“You worry about Cojita.”

“Of course I do.”

“The horde has continued to advance through southern Andorra and are on the verge of breaking free of the difficult, rocky terrain that our scrappy southern neighbors have used so effectively to bleed them. Ten, fifteen leagues, at last report, before they move into the tamer lands of central Andorra. Hills planted with olive groves, vineyards, all connected by good roads. Once the Cojitans pour into those open fields, Andorra will have no chance to stop them.”

“They never did,” Ursula claimed. “Emperor Honxul is as cold-blooded as a lizard. His only concern about the lives he was losing on the fight north was whether he’d have enough men left over to face us. You have said this, yes?”

“That is my assessment of the emperor.”

“My champions, Jacqueline and Rodger, they have joined the Falcon of Andorra?”

“They have,” the librarian confirmed, “and they have already seen action. You understand, it’s nearly impossible to keep updated information on their movements, even with enchanted elven ink which allows my spies to transmit reports instantly. I have a man, Flabius Ponte, who is embedded with the Falcon’s unit, but the circumstances rarely allow the time and privacy to pen missives. The Falcon is mobile, moving camp every day or two, which has kept her from Honxul’s clutches but leaves us in the dark. The dragon knights, of course, share the results of her campaign, but that information is days old at best. Based on our evaluation, I feel she will use Jacqueline and Rodger to good effect, but, Your Majesty…”

“They will not be enough.”

“They will not be enough,” he agreed.

“Count Trabean, in his latest letters, is begging for our help.”

“Unfortunately—”

“If we were to give it,” she said, talking over the little man, “what would that look like?”

“General Walhausen has plans drawn⁠—”

She held up a hand. “The general is a student of history. He knows more about the wars our ancestors fought than anyone outside of the royal university. Time and time again, he tries to use that knowledge to our advantage, but nothing like this has ever happened. Wahrheit has never been faced with threats like these. It is not careful study we need but bold responses. I want to hear your opinion, Minister.”

The minster of intelligence was silent for a long moment, then told her, “The dragon knights. They are the only force fast enough to move effectively in between Klafen and Andorra. All of Walhausen’s regiments are clustered on the border between our kingdoms, digging in and fortifying, which is a sound strategy. It will preserve their lives when Cojita reaches us, but it will not preserve Andorra. All of that being said, while the dragon knights could easily fly several hours south of the border and find the enemy…”

“There’s a reason why they haven’t already,” she grumbled. “You all worry Cojita is waiting for them, preparing an ambush.”

“It is what I would do, if I were Emperor Honxul,” he said with a shrug. She sighed, and he continued, “You cannot let your feelings for Count Trabean steer you from a sensible course agreed upon by your advisors. The Falcon of Andorra is his aunt. Of course he cares for her safety, and of course you care for the well-being of his family, but too many other lives are at stake. An incursion across the border could be done by Tilly and his men, but you risk their lives. You’d risk the most potent weapon we have—the knights and the dragons. One man’s pleas are not enough to sway the scales of that gamble. You say you do not heed Walhausen’s council, but I urge you to listen to the man. He has Wahrheit’s interests at heart.”

“Of course I will listen to him, it’s just… Bah. You all think… I do not have feelings for the count. Not like that. It is simple practical concern that if we do not help slow Cojita before they reach us, they will be that much stronger when they cross our border.”

The librarian’s head bobbed, and he didn’t need to say it. It was foolish. Count Trabean had killed her friend. Was he her enemy, involved in an intricate plot against her, an innocent used as a foil by Gustav Klimanq, or something else entirely? They did not know, but she knew how she felt about the man, and clearly the librarian did as well. She ached to see Trabean. She wept over the pain he would feel when his aunt fell in battle, when that war spread from Andorra to Wahrheit and his county was the first to face the savages. Her hurt on his behalf was clouding her vision, but what sort of queen would she be if she felt no compassion? Not the kind of queen or woman that she wanted to be.

She cleared her throat and asked, “Have you heard if Count Trabean plans to depart south to Klafen?”

“We’ve, ah… read some of his correspondence with his uncle, Landgrave Jan Lehmann. I would judge Trabean’s tone as torn between wanting to be with you and wanting to be there to face the savages. The landgrave has been quite firm in his response. He ordered Trabean to stay in Ehrstadt and to continue his studies at the university. I believe, Your Majesty, that Lehmann thinks if Trabean were to face battle, he would not survive it. The Falcon’s blood runs in his veins, but the count does not have the training or experience to mimic his aunt’s heroics. Jan Lehmann is protecting his nephew by keeping him in Ehrstadt. The boy himself… He is anguished over what happened, for Christine’s sake and the damage it did to your relationship. He’s impulsive, and I’m sure his sorrow will fade, but it’s my belief he thinks if he cannot be with you, then he may as well suffer the horror of war against Cojita.”

She walked away, her footsteps silent on the thick rugs in the blue salon. Was that so? Was their severing such a deep wound that Trabean would rather face death than continue to live in the capital, to study in the safety of the university? Would his hurt fade, as the librarian suggested, or were his scars permanent? She swallowed. The skiengvaal owed her five enemies still and would take four more of her friends. Which was the count?

“What would you like me to do?” the librarian asked.

She looked over her shoulder at the librarian. “Do nothing.”

He bowed to her, then turned to go.

“Wait,” she called. “Send for Captain Tilly.”

“Your Majesty…”

“Send for him.”


The Captain I
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“Do you think I’m a cliché, Captain Tilly?”

He shifted and told her, “I said you can call me Otto.”

“I prefer to call you Captain.” Landgravine Fintra Bohm’s finger, light as the brush of a feather, traced across his chest, finding each raised ridge of flesh and outlining his scars with her touch. “I’m like a silly girl, enamored with a man because he’s big and strong and dangerous. I want to be held tight in your hard arms, protected from the world. I know better, more than anyone, but that is the way I feel. We never really grow up and lose the dreams of our youth, do we. Will you be my guardian, Captain Tilly?”

He grunted.

She leaned her head closer and kissed his bare shoulder. “There is one you protect already. Another woman, younger and more beautiful than I.”

Growling, he replied, “It’s not like that, Fintra. I told you when we began this, I am loyal to the queen. Not because of who she is, but because of what she represents. I have seen what comes. The horde of Cojita stretches out like the sea. They have dragons! The coming war is bigger than you or I. Do not ask me to turn my back on this kingdom, on who I am. What we have is—Wahrheit is more than any of us. We—I—have to protect that. I do not care how old Ursula Marchand is or how beautiful. All I care about is that she is the queen, and she wears Wahrheit’s crown. Do not ask me to turn from my duty.”

“I will not ask you that,” the landgravine claimed, and he did not believe her.

Landgravine Fintra Bohm, widow of Niklas Bohm, who she’d murdered to take the throne of Untal, had pulled Captain Tilly in like a fish on the line. He knew the hook was in his mouth. He could feel the barb digging deeper into him every time he saw her, and he knew the danger of what they did, but he was helpless to stop it. The landgravine had caught him and held him in the palm of her hand as easily as she could hold a baby chick. Whenever she wanted, she could crush him in her grip. He felt powerless to tell her no, to turn away from where he was certain this path led. He’d resigned himself to the belief that he would never be free again until she tossed him aside. He hoped, one day, that she would.

The captain of the dragon knights and a landgravine? If it had happened in the kingdom’s history, it hadn’t been recorded in the annals of his predecessors. Though, more and more often, he’d begun to realize that men and women recorded what they wanted known. They told the truths they hoped those who came after would believe. Could he blame them? He hadn’t recorded his participation in this affair, and each time he told himself he would get to it once things settled, it sounded more and more a lie.

He closed his eyes, feeling Fintra’s light touch and trying not to think about what would happen when she closed her fist.

“Are you tired, Captain Tilly? Have I worn you out?”

“No… I’m not tired. Not like that. I am tired of thinking of the future.”

Her hand slipped beneath the blankets that covered them. “Let me help you forget.”

He grunted, and when her grip closed this time, he did not mind.
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Landgravine Fintra Bohm sat before a crackling fire. A woman behind her worked a comb through the landgravine’s long hair. Another woman carefully painted the landgravine’s fingernails. A third kept daubing creams and oils from a case full of jars and pots beside her, rubbing the substances into the landgravine’s skin—some below her eyes, some on her hands, and some on her breasts and elsewhere.

Captain Tilly did not know what any of it was for, but he’d decided not to ask. He didn’t consider himself a worldly man when it came to women, but everyone knew you never asked a woman about her age, and it followed it was just as uncouth to question the rituals that kept her looking years younger than that age. Fintra Bohm was strong, determined, and vain. Tilly was no fool, so he would leave her to her arcane beauty arts and let her wrestle with the inevitable march of time in her own way. Fortune knew, he had his own quirks when it came to fending off that relentless foe.

Sighing, he flipped back the blankets, stood out of the bed, and scurried to a chaise where he and Fintra had flung his clothing hours before. His face flushed, and his movements were awkward and rushed as he pulled on his small clothes and then his trousers. He slowed after that, for his shirt and his doublet. The women tending to the landgravine weren’t staring at him, but they weren’t making any efforts to look away, either. He’d served beside women in both the dragon knights and the royal army. Often, there’d been little privacy, but this was different. So different.

“Shall I hire you a manservant, Captain Tilly?” Fintra asked.

“I have one.”

“One for here,” she replied, turning to look at him over her shoulder. “If you are to spend more time in my bedchamber, we should see to your needs. A manservant, a tailor, an… armorer? I know what a lord of a high house needs, but what does a dragon knight require?”

“Nothing,” he mumbled, glancing at the women around the landgravine.

Look away? They hadn’t even tried. Their eyes were downcast, not meeting his stare now, but their smiles were lascivious. Oh, yes, they’d been looking, they’d been thinking.

“There are enough servants here as it is,” he muttered. “Too many, one might say.”

Fintra laughed. “Do not blame them, Captain Tilly. Such is the price of the life I live. Someone must be there to attend to me. They see us, all of us, but they are discreet. No one holds employment in a high house if they speak of it outside of these walls. Your secrets, whatever they might be, are safe here.”

“Secrets,” he muttered. “Indeed, you have plenty.”

She smiled at him, clearly taking no offense at his jibe. “The quartermaster, that is who tends to your armor, isn’t it? Fae-blessed artifacts could not be trusted with any common armorer, of course. The crown wouldn’t let just anyone near the trove of riches you and your knights garb yourselves with. Secrets? I have mine, but I am not alone.”

He sat, tugging on one of his boots. “It’s not our secrets these women were listening to earlier and looking at just now.”

One of the handmaids flushed, but the other two kept to their work, grinning impishly. Fortune’s Curse, he’d been right. They’d heard everything he and Fintra had… He felt strange about that and didn’t know what to say.

“Would you prefer it was men who attend to me?” asked Fintra. “I’m not sure there are any men in the city who know the art of these balms and salves, but there must be a man who can manage a brush. If the presence of a woman in the room makes you nervous, Captain, then I won’t hesitate to send them away. We can’t have you worrying about who is here, letting it affect your performance.”

“No,” Tilly said hurried, unsure if the landgravine truly meant to discharge these women and hire men in their place. From the looks on the women’s faces, it appeared they thought their mistress was just having a bit of fun at his expense. He cleared his throat. “Did your husband not…”

“Not have a manservant? No, women attended to him as well as I. Unusual, true, but my husband was an unusual man.”

“He was jealous? He thought you and the servants…”

Again, Fintra laughed. “No, Captain Tilly, I was jealous. I was the one who ran off all of the men and replaced them with women. My husband had peculiar tastes, and we had an agreement. He was meant to slake his thirsts outside of this house, but Niklas Bohm wasn’t a man who worried over following rules—mine or the kingdom’s. I could not stop him from doing what he did, but I could make it a little more difficult.”

“I see.”

“And don’t look at me like that. I do not intend to replace my women, though I do think I should hire you a manservant. Look at you, Captain. Your hair is a mess.”

“And who’s fault is that?”

Smiling, she turned back to the fire, the women still working uninterrupted on their mistress. “Is that a jest, Captain? Does your hard heart begin to thaw?”

“Fintra…”

“How is my son progressing, Captain Tilly?”

He blinked, put off guard at the sudden change of direction. He cleared his throat again and told her, “Ainsley is a capable young man, seemingly years older than his seventeen winters. Months ago, I would have told anyone who asked that he could accomplish anything he set his mind to. Of course, that was before he set his mind to flying on the back of a dragon.”

“He tells me he does very well in his training.”

“He does,” Captain Tilly allowed.

“How long until he can fly?”

Shifting on his feet like a new recruit being reprimanded for digging a too-shallow pit for the latrines, Tilly told her, “Months or longer. Maybe never. Half of our apprentices do not become full knights.”

“That is too long, and I do not worry my son will fail. Ainsley is clever like his father, and he has my tenacity. He is following his blood.”

“Typically, it takes years,” Tilly explained. “Ainsley learns fast. The dragons accept him, but it takes time to become their master. Even for one who carries a familiar… presence, as he does. There is still much to learn, and if we rush it…”

“The dragons will kill him, I know,” Fintra replied, her voice growing tight. “I would do anything to protect my son. I would beg you keep him off the backs of those massive creatures, but I cannot. War comes, and woe to us if we’re unprepared. You say months, but do we have months, Captain? My advisors read the reports General Walhausen shares with the high council. He does not seem to think it will take Emperor Honxul months to reach Wahrheit’s border. What do your dragon knights say? Flying far above, do you have some insight the general hasn’t shared?”

Captain Tilly frowned. “I believe the high council is privy to all that we know. I have not read the reports myself, but months… Yes, it may not be so long before the war is on our doorstep.”

“The general told us everything that the minister of intelligence tells him. How much of that is the truth? How much was left out? The general is an honest man, and his loyalty to Wahrheit is unimpeachable, but he’s more a politician than a warrior. Walhausen moves the pieces on that giant board he had fashioned. He talks and he struts, but he’s never fought. He’s never seen men kill and die. Master General of Wahrheit. It has always been something of a ceremonial title, hasn’t it. When was the last time the royal army marched to war, a real war, and dealt with more than a futile rebellion or a count who couldn’t pay his taxes and decided to die on the sword and let his county burn rather than see his house crumble under debts to the crown or the guilds? It is not Walhausen who’s bloodied his sword defending this kingdom. It is you. You and your men.” Tilly opened his mouth to object, but she waved for him to be quiet. “You need not defend the general. We both know who he is, the good and the bad. He’s an excellent politician and a capable administrator. He does not know how ruthless the Cojitan savages are. He has not looked into their eyes as you have. He issues reports, Captain Tilly. Reports will not win this war for our kingdom.”

“What is wrong, Fintra?”

She sighed and admitted, “I worry about Ainsley. You and he, the other knights, you are the ones the balance of our future rests upon. I want to see him upon dragon back, flying to our defense, but I also want to hear you say he’s not ready and that he will not fly. I want him to forge his own way, and I want him to come scurrying back, wanting nothing more than to shelter beneath my wing. I don’t know what I want, Captain Tilly. I want for things to be different.”

“The general told you we must prepare for war, and that is the truth,” the captain said. “What will happen when Cojita finishes with Andorra, I do not know. I don’t know if Ainsley will fly by my side or stay behind to continue his training, but we will need all the help we can muster. If he’s ready, we will need him.”

She was quiet a moment, and Tilly busied himself finding his socks and his shoes. When she spoke again, she said, “Jan Lehmann is distraught.”

“He should be.”

“Not about Cojita,” the landgravine replied. “His son, Franz, is missing.”

“I’ve heard.”

“His daughter, Lina, has recovered, has she not?”

Tilly nodded brusquely.

“She’s the heir to Klafen now, the only living one. Had things gone differently that day you brought her to my palace in Untal, Lehmann’s line would have ended. The last of a high house. It’s been centuries since one of the high houses fell. Now, Lehmann, Brandt, they’re in danger. You should know some of my peers worry more for their house name and their crest than they do themselves or the kingdom. Not all the dangers we face come from the south.”

Tilly grunted. He would speak to her of the war effort. The kingdom had no secrets when it came to that, but the internal strife… Landgravine Bohm was his lover, but that did not mean she was the kingdom’s friend. What she said was true. The high houses thought of their legacy, the power they would accumulate and pass to an heir. They worried over the dangers and salivated over the opportunities. What they thought best for their line wasn’t always best for the kingdom.

Landgravine Fintra Bohm turned in her chair again, and the woman brushing her hair stepped aside. “The attack on me, an attempt on Helga Muller, Manfred Brandt disappeared, and now Franz Lehmann? War is something we’ve learned to expect as Cojita marched north, but these attacks on the high houses are not by Cojita’s hand, are they? Is the queen trying to consolidate her rule? Does she seek an end to the provinces?”

“No!” Captain Tilly barked, bewildered she would even say such a thing. He glanced at Fintra’s servants, then back to her. “I swear on my life, the queen does not know who was behind the attack on you. Neither do I. If I did…”

“You are my protector,” the landgravine whispered. “I believe you, Captain, but if not the queen, then whom? Clermont? Some other player within the palace?”

She did not say it, but he understood. She spoke of the minister of intelligence. Tilly didn’t know how a weakened Wahrheit would do the conniving little man any good, but swear on his life the minister was uninvolved? No, he could not do that.

“Cojita is the obvious beneficiary of fractures within our kingdom, but it does not seem to be Emperor Honxul’s style,” the captain remarked. “Is he more cunning than we imagine, or does a hidden player seek to take advantage of the confusion? Honestly, I do not know, but my instinct tells me Honxul has nothing to do with the assassination attempts. I’ve faced his men in battle. This is not how they think.”

“The high houses agree.” Fintra let out a short, harsh laugh. “We agree we’re all confused and spinning, feeling for the next knife seeking our backs.”

He paused. “I truly don’t know who directed the assassin I killed in your bedchamber, Fintra. If I had any inkling, nothing would stop me from seeking out their employer. This intrigue, I want no part of it, and neither does the queen. By watching each other, we lose sight of those who want to destroy us all.”

“Yes, if you knew who attempted to kill me, I believe you would travel to the end of the world and face any enemy that you found,” she said, giving him a tight smile. “Did you know, Captain Tilly, that an army marches across my lands?”

He frowned. “An army?”

“The Shining Legion. The Creator’s own soldiers. They’ve crossed my borders and tell me they are headed toward a village called Hof, in County Royo. Do you know it?”

He blinked. “I do.”

“Why?”

He stood frozen, his boot hanging forgotten in his hand. “I landed there some months ago. Count Fashan’s cuirassiers were attacking the village. They burned most of the buildings and killed most of your peasants who lived in them. I stopped the conflict and sent the soldiers home, though I was too late to prevent the destruction and death. I have not been back there since, but little would have survived. If there is something the church seeks there, I’m afraid I have no idea what it is. I can’t think anything of value remained. I know a boy from that place who came to join the royal army. According to him, everyone who lived in Hof left.”

“They did, but we have begun rebuilding the village,” she explained. “Months ago, we cleared away the ruins and brought in new tradesmen from across my province. It cost me a fortune with the guilds, but they agreed to supply the people we needed. The fields of barley, the beer we brew with it, are too important for Untal to let it all go fallow. We will lose much in the coming conflicts, I worry, but I will build what I can and hope that it remains. I spent weeks in Chemenberg arranging this. I visited Hof myself, you know? I’ve seen what was there, Captain Tilly, and what we are building back. What I cannot see is why the church has an interest. Why are ten thousand men in the Shining Legion marching toward a small, half-built village that’s days away from anywhere else?”

“Cardinal Borromeo may know—Did you say ten thousand?”

“The cardinal won’t tell us anything, if he even knows. I asked for an audience with the holy mother, and she refused me. I’m told she’s in poor health. Poor health? What hasn’t that woman lived through? If there’s proof of the Creator’s work in this world, it’s that the old bat is still with us.”

“I did not know the Shining Legion marched north,” Captain Tilly admitted. He swallowed. “Or the strength of their number.”

“It seems like something the crown ought to know.”

“Our eyes have been south,” he said.

But he wondered. How could an army of ten thousand exist within the kingdom and the minister of intelligence not know about it?

“Your eyes, your knights, have been south,” she remonstrated. “It seems some are looking north toward my home. The church won’t talk. The minster of intelligence is a stranger to the high houses, and assassins are in my bedchamber and armies in my province. Tell the queen, Captain Tilly, that I speak for the other high houses. We will bolster Ursula Marchand’s ranks when Cojita enters Wahrheit. We will fight for her and for Wahrheit, but I expect her to fight for us in exchange. There are those in this kingdom who will use Cojita’s advancement as an opportunity to carve out a place for themselves from our carcass. She cannot allow that to happen. Destruction from negligent leaders is just as final as destruction from a hostile army.”

There was a knock on the door, and Landgravine Bohm stood. One of her women collected a dressing gown and helped the landgravine into it.

She raised her voice and called, “Come.”

A man cracked open the door slowly, then peeked his head inside. “A message from the queen, Landgravine. She requests a moment of Captain Tilly’s time when he’s completed his duties here.”

Fintra cackled. “When he’s completed his duties? She said that? It seems the girl has a sense of humor. Well, Captain, it has been pleasant, but evidently, your true duty calls.”

He smirked at her.

“Bah, hold on,” Fintra mumbled. She gestured to the woman with the comb. “He’s going to see the queen. See if you can do something about his hair.”


The Apprentice I
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Ulrik stood at the mouth of an alleyway, listlessly twirling a charcoal stylus in his fingers. The stubby pen was wrapped, but even so, the black of the charcoal stained his skin. He ought to stop fiddling with it and wash his hand, but he hadn’t yet. It felt right somehow, that filth clinging to him.

Beside Ulrik was a young man of his age but who seemed five years younger. Even in Hof, had Ulrik been so little and so lost? He didn’t think so. There was something about living within the capital that made its residents the way they were. They were little in this place, inconsequential amongst the boil of the city. The burghers’ lives, their deaths, might impact their families and friends, but nothing this boy did would ever effect anything else. He was a mote of dust in a sunbeam, occasionally seen, and then gone and forgotten.

Ulrik sighed and turned from looking at the other young man. It was unfair to think of him like that. There was nothing wrong with him, really, except this was what he sought, this thing that Ulrik was quickly learning to hate.

Weeks earlier, Ulrik had returned to Ehrstadt without the urchin they’d been sent to find. It was a failed quest, but the crown had considered the contract fulfilled and paid the bounty. It made no sense, though nothing about the situation had. A dwarf known only as the wizard had sent him on a pointless quest? It was such a ridiculous claim that Ulrik hadn’t bothered to make it. No one would believe it, no matter that it was the truth.

That other dwarves ran the ministry of intelligence and the church? He wasn’t sure even he believed that, though the evidence was plain enough. How did one grapple with the truth when it was obviously insane?

He had kept that knowledge to himself as well because without proof to support the allegation, he would be thrown into Ehrstadt’s darkest jail by those he sought to help, and no doubt, far worse would be done to him by those he accused.

After his confrontation with the wizard, his world had changed, but nothing had changed. With nothing else to do, he’d returned to the guild. He would accept the spot that was waiting for him there. Guildmaster Jerdan’s lieutenants clearly didn’t want Ulrik in their ranks, but the guild had been paid good gold by the crown.

It’d left the guild in a strange position in regards to Ulrik. He hadn’t brought in his quarry, so they would not grant him a guild medallion, but he’d fulfilled the first contract from the crown that the guild had held in decades. They couldn’t release him from the guild or return him to apprenticeship when he’d done what none of them could do. In the end, the guildmaster had decided to ignore all the oddities of Ulrik’s circumstance and had sent him out again as a journeyman. It was a middle ground that pleased no one but didn’t rock the boat either.

Ulrik had been given a beat and assigned an apprentice. The apprentice was the son of a prosperous shop owner. The month before, his place in the guild had been bought with gold. He clearly hadn’t been happy to be under the wing of the guild’s newest journeyman, who hardly had more experience as an apprentice than he did, but apprentices didn’t ask questions. They accepted their lot and hoped for the day it would change. It was what made that boy and those like him so small. They knew they were motes of dust, floating through the air, observable but inconsequential.

Ulrik shook his head, cursing himself. How had he been different when he’d been in Hof? Worse, how was it different from what he was doing now?

He and Journeyman Eversol had gone south, searching for an urchin and an enchanted box the boy had stolen. They’d found neither and had returned after just a few short days on the road. If the crown hadn’t claimed the contract fulfilled and paid the enormous fee, Ulrik would have been tossed unceremoniously from the guild’s halls with instructions to never return. He’d thought, in fact, that was exactly what was going to happen.

But Guildmaster Jerdan was no fool, he knew royal gold spent as well as any other, and he was hungry for more of it. Eversol was promoted and granted his medallion, and Ulrik was back on the streets with a notebook full of debts to collect. It was Eversol’s old beat, which Ulrik had become familiar with during his short weeks shadowing the former journeyman. He fought back another sigh and waited. He’d taken the task without complaint and without question. Why? After what he’d seen, why was he here doing this? The wizard had shared kingdom-shattering truths with him, but nothing had changed.

It was because he was small too, inconsequential. He also was nothing more than a mote of dust floating by until it was forgotten. That thought gave him some comfort. There was safety in forgetting and being forgotten. It was easier than considering what he’d learned about the wizard, the minister, and the holy mother.

He kept twirling the stylus. Fortune’s Curse, the holy mother. He might as well march to war against the Creator himself.

Across the street from him and his new apprentice was the bakery he’d been approaching when Eversol had seen a debtor who’d taken off running. Ulrik had killed a man that day, and nothing had changed. He’d stabbed a sword into the man’s side and watched as the man bled out, lying limp in a stairwell. A life had ended, but Ulrik’s kept on just the same. A mote of dust, dancing in the light, unaffected by anything.

He remembered the feel of the sword sinking into the man’s side. He could hear the squelch when he pulled it free, but nothing had changed because of it. He’d been sent on a quest. He’d learned a terrible truth, and here he was, back across the street from the same bakery, tasked with collecting the same handful of silver marks from someone who wasn’t going to have them.

Something should have changed.

His pa, Franklin, would be appalled that Ulrik was standing here, about to go hustle some poor shop owner for silver marks. It wasn’t Franklin’s way, but if Ulrik wasn’t here, doing this, he would have to face a world that was too big and too terrifying. There was comfort in forgetting and being forgotten.

His ma wouldn’t understand either, but for different reasons than his pa. She’d traded her life—no, her soul—for Ulrik to live. She understood consequences and things that were too big and terrifying to contemplate. She knew how to face them. Did she know what the touch of the fae’s magic would bring into her son’s life? He couldn’t guess what she’d known, but he’d decided that even if she did know, she would have made her bargain anyway. A mother would do anything to keep her child alive, even if that meant cursing him.

Ulrik tucked the stylus away and wiped his hands on his trousers. He told his apprentice, “Let’s get on with it, then.”

Walking across the street, he half expected to be crashed into again, like Eversol had been weeks ago, but no one ran into him. Neither Fate nor Fortune forced him off of the path he was taking.

They entered the open door of the bakery. The baker, a man as round and doughy as the rolls he baked, stood with his hands on his hips glaring at them. “You’re the new head basher?”

“I’m not here to bash your head,” Ulrik replied coolly, “but you do have a debt. Twelve and a half silver marks.”

The baker chewed the inside of his cheek then claimed, “I don’t have it, ya bloodthirsty bastard. Every week, you stomp in here, shaking your fist at me, but there ain’t no blood you can squeeze from a corpse. Ain’t no gold, neither.”

“You borrowed the coin. You signed the contract,” Ulrik reminded. “The guild didn’t force you into this, and we’ll leave you be as soon as you pay what is owed.”

“Aye, three years ago, I borrowed ten silver. Been paying you ever since, and somehow, I owe more than when I started!” the baker cried, his calm demeanor shattering with the force of his words. “Every week, I told the other one I needed time. That’s all I need! Time to buy flour, to bake it, and to sell it. A week, two weeks without paying, and I could afford enough to fill my oven and my coinbox, but you never give me time! I bake half what I could so I can pay you a tenth of what’s due, and it’s never enough to cover the interest, much less what I borrowed. You know what you do, thief. I’ve paid what I owed. I’ve paid it five, six times over by now.”

“Not according to the contract,” Ulrik remarked, tapping the notebook inside his coat.

“One week… two,” grumbled the man. “That’s all I need.”

“In two weeks, you could bake enough bread to cover the twelve silver marks?”

The baker put his hands back on his hips and insisted, “I could.”

“We’ll be back in two weeks, then,” Ulrik said. “For both our sakes, have the coin.”

The man’s eyes narrowed. “What is this, a trick? Some way to raise my interest or threaten me with the magistrates, saying I haven’t paid you?”

Ulrik shook his head. “No trick. I have more important things to do than hound men like you for silver. Take your two weeks. Have the coin, and you never need see a face from the guild again.”

“Might take three weeks,” the baker grumbled.

Rolling his eyes, Ulrik told the man, “Three weeks. We’ll be back then, and I know you have no reason to trust me, but believe this, I’m giving you the best chance you’ll ever get from the guild. Try not to waste it.”

Ulrik turned and left the bakery, his apprentice at his heels.

The apprentice worried, “Three weeks? Guildmaster Jerdan says to never let them go a week without collecting. Even if it’s not the full debt, you take something. You always take something to keep ’em hungry. Let ’em know we’re watching, always watching. Give the man time like that, and he might start to think he can have time whenever he asks. He might start thinking he never has to pay us what he owes.”

“Maybe,” Ulrik said, turning down the street, “but I meant what I said. I have more important things to do than wrestle bakers for loaves of bread and silver marks.”

“More important things?”

Nodding, Ulrik glanced at the young man. “Aye. If you want, I’ll show you. But I warn you, it’s a dangerous road if you decide to walk beside me. You have to weigh that—risk your life for something greater or keep stalking these streets grubbing for copper and silver. I realized today, there is comfort in being forgotten, but I’m never going to forget.”

“Guildmaster Jerdan said that⁠—”

“I don’t care what Jerdan said,” Ulrik interrupted.

“But he’s the guildmaster!”

“Why’d you apprentice to the guild?”

The apprentice frowned.

“Because you didn’t want to run your father’s shop, aye?”

“I didn’t⁠—”

“You don’t have the same look in your eye as Jerdan and the others,” Ulrik said. “The baker, you felt for the man, didn’t you? It’s why you said nothing back there, why you waited until we left. It’s why the guild isn’t for you. You are here for the same reason I am—because doing something else scares you. It’s the way of things. You start a trade. You learn it, and you know nothing else. That’s safe, keeping your blinders on and your world narrow, but I know there are things happening in this kingdom, things bigger than bread and silver. I am wondering—is being small who I am or a choice I have made?”

“Small? What are you talking about?”

Ulrik pulled his notebook from his jacket and handed it to the other boy. “I want to be a part of what is coming.”

“A part of what?”

Ignoring the comment, Ulrik began to take long strides down the street, walking away from the bakery, away from the guild.

“Wait, wait!” his apprentice cried, hurrying after him. “Where are you going?”

“To church.” Ulrik drew a deep breath and released it slowly. He untied the coin pouch at his waist and jingled it. “There’s enough here to keep the guild thinking our beat is paying their debts slowly and incompletely, just like Jerdan likes. If you want to do right by someone, spread the coin out over the next few weeks and let those like the baker try to earn their way out. If your debtors can’t pay what’s owed after that, have your way with them, but at least give them a chance.”

“Why…”

“I have more important things to do,” Ulrik said.

“What should I tell the guild? They’ll come looking for you, you know.”

Ulrik shrugged. “I don’t think so. They’ll forget about me if they can.”


The Spy I
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Long, plaintive tones drifted up from the floor of the hall to the gallery above. It was a mournful sound, one of sorrow and regret, played for a couple score of men and women who paid the melancholy song no mind. They might have preferred a jauntier tune, but no composer wrote those songs for the armonica, and those who hired the musicians who played the complicated instruments rarely had an ear for music. It wasn’t about the music. The instruments and their players cost a fortune. Sometimes, the joy in a thing wasn’t in itself. It was in knowing that no one else could have it.

Gerhard sipped his wine and stared down at the half-empty floor of the brothel. It was midday, and the Lavender Orchid wouldn’t be at full swing until hours after the sun set. The people below, those who patronized a place like this in the middle of the day, reeked of coin and desperation. Even for a man who’d spent half his life exploiting the depravity of others, observing the patrons of the brothel at midday was depressing.

Across from him, Mother Tressel sipped her wine and eyed him like a cat watching a mouse. “I’ve never been in a place like this before.”

He raised an eyebrow. “Never, not in all of your years?”

“It’s impolite to comment on a woman’s age, Gerhard.”

He snorted. “It’s impolite to constantly fill a man’s head with dire warnings of death and destruction, but we’ve yet to have a conversation where you talk about anything else.”

She shrugged. “You want me to lie?”

He sat down his wine and leaned forward, tapping the deck of cards on the table between them. “I want you to teach me how to use these.”

“I am.”

“Slowly.”

“Patience is a virtue. At least, everyone says so. If everyone says it, it must be true, don’t you think?”

“Patience would be easier,” he told her dryly, “if you didn’t keep reminding me how little time we have.”

“Time flows differently when you are my age.”

He grunted and leaned back on the couch, the cards and the wine left on the table. Mother Tressel was as coy as any of the paid company on the floor below about the details of her life, but he knew she must be midway through her second century, despite looking no more than twenty-five winters. She’d been in the company of the fae for too long. Their magic had blessed her with a youthful appearance, but what had it cursed her with? Gerhard didn’t know. He was nervous for the day he found out.

A woman, her hair bound high on her head to show off the smooth skin of her neck, wearing a long diaphanous gown trailing behind her that softened more than hid the curves underneath, approached their table. “You look like you could use some company. May I join you?”

Gerhard Fischer nodded to the couch opposite where Mother Tressel sat.

“You want to watch?” the woman asked, giving him a wicked wink, then sitting beside and leaning languorously toward the Grimm.

Mother Tressel jumped, caught off guard by the courtesan’s bold assumption. “No, I…”

“Your first time?” the whore asked. “Do not worry. I’ll be gentle. Unless he wants us to⁠—”

“What he wants has nothing to do with it,” the northern woman barked, the kin of Darford’s ambassador to Wahrheit, Illian Tressel. She was a Grimm, a keeper of knowledge that Gerhard needed to understand the cards he’d been given by a man he sought to kill. Knowledge to decipher the strange visions and trails the cards showed him. Knowledge to tell the future. The Grimm had such wisdom, but the spy delightfully observed, in this place, she was as young, inexperienced, and flustered as her false appearance suggested.

The whore sat back, as if burned by the curt response to her offer.

Mother Tressel shook herself, then stammered, “I-I am sorry. It’s just… In all of my years, in all that I have seen and done, I have never…”

“Never kissed another woman?” Gerhard laughed. “It snows in Yafo half the year. I thought you’d at least give it a try. What else do you have to do in that dreary place all winter?”

The whore licked her lips, then hesitantly asked, “Yafo… I thought that was in the south? It snows there?”

“The north, girl. Yafo is in the north,” Mother Tressel instructed, regaining some of her lofty tone. “And while you are a lovely young thing, it’s not your love we’ve come to enjoy.”

“I don’t understand,” the courtesan murmured, looking between them, confused. “If you’re not here to… Do you not want company? The Lavender Orchid also offers drinks, tinctures, and smokes. I can fetch them for you, or there are others who⁠—”

“The drinks in this place cost a fortune.” Gerhard laughed. “No one comes just for that, do they? Alas, neither did we, but it is not companionship we need. It is knowledge.”

“Information is the one thing we do not sell,” the whore replied crisply. She tried to stand.

Mother Tressel caught her wrist, and the Grimm chastised the girl, “You would sleep with me for nothing more than silver, but opening your lips to tell us a truth is beyond you? You have a curious way of things, girl.”

“I do not sell my body. I rent it,” the girl scoffed. “When I go home today, I will act and do as I please, but truth, once shared, cannot be untold. We do not sell knowledge because when knowledge is shared, it is never again our own.”

“She makes a fair point,” Gerhard admitted. “I’m surprised. That was concise and logical. Do they teach you that response?”

The courtesan pursed her lips and then shook her head. “Not in so many words. Our masters here are blunt and prone to threats, but they get the point across just as well as I. Knowledge is not for sale.”

“More depth to you than it appears on the surface,” Gerhard murmured. “That is good. We’ve found who we need.”

“You’ve had too much wine,” Mother Tressel complained to Gerhard. She released the girl but asked her, “Sit with us, please. People pay for your time, yes? This man will pay you silver just to sit with us. It may be the easiest coin you’ll ever earn.”

The whore settled back down, though it did not look as if she believed Mother Tressel’s assurance. Regardless, she took a glass of wine that Mother Tressel held up and scooted toward her.

Smiling at the nervous girl, the Grimm offered, “Perhaps I’ll return later and learn what it was you expected us to do together. After so many years, I find there is much in this world I never knew. Maybe I did myself a disservice, hiding as I did, or maybe I wouldn’t be here if I hadn’t. Fortune has a curious way of going about her business, don’t you agree? I can feel she’s almost done with me but not just yet. Perhaps there is time, girl, for you to earn your silver as you please.”

“I-I don’t understand,” the whore stammered.

“Really?” Gerhard questioned, reaching for his wine and shaking his head at Mother Tressel. “It’s all terrible portends of imminent doom when you talk to me, but now you have time to sleep with this girl?”

“Perhaps,” Mother Tressel replied with a grin. “If we’re all doomed as some say, why not enjoy our last moments?”

“Some say? You mean yourself, right? You are the one who keeps declaring our fate.” Gerhard took a sip of wine and told the girl, “The information we seek is not about your clients or about your masters in the Orchid. It is about a boy, an urchin.”

The girl clutched her wine but did not drink. “A boy?”

Gerhard set aside his wine and picked up the cards. He shuffled the deck, then brought them to his lips and whispered between the lacquered edges. He flipped a single card onto the table. “That boy.”

“He looks sad.”

“He was.”

“I don’t understand,” the girl admitted.

“He worked here, sometimes,” Gerhard explained, “but there was another place that he worked and lived. They were not kind to him there. You recognize him?”

“They never are kind,” the girl murmured, glancing between the spy and the Grimm. She did not look at the card again.

“You know him. I can see that. His name was Jacques. He worked here, and I believe once he was a patron.” Gerhard grinned at the change in the girl’s expression. “What happened? Did he vanish into the air?”

She didn’t answer, and that was confirmation enough.

“Tell us where he lived.”

“He is dead?”

The spy nodded. “Tell us where he lived, and I will tell you what happened to him.”

“I cannot tell you anything,” the whore said, her voice trembling. “They’d do worse than kill me.”

“No, they won’t,” Gerhard responded. “I can promise you that.”

“You will ask them questions, or… You are the one he stole from? It is you he was afraid of? But you said he’s dead… ”

Gerhard shook his head. “The urchin did not steal from me, though I suppose if we’d met other than we did, he might have tried. Instead, he gave me a gift. It is not answers I seek from his old masters. It is justice for what they did to him. I owe him that.”

“It is not his masters alone I worry about,” the courtesan muttered. “You don’t understand. If they even think I’m speaking to you of⁠—”

Gerhard stood off the couch abruptly and leaned forward, his knuckles on the low table. “Your masters here will not interfere.”

“But—”

“Where are they?”

The girl swallowed and did not answer, but she looked down to the open floor below the gallery, where at the bar a large woman sat listening to the armonica.

Gerhard strode to the banister and rapped his knuckles on it sharply, cutting above the eerie tones of the spinning instrument below. He called loudly, “You. Madam.”

Languorously, the woman at the bar turned her head upward, and around the floor, men emerged from the shadows by the walls, glaring at Gerhard in consternation. Muscle, acting on some animal instinct those men achieved after years of working in a place like this, knew immediately something was amiss. One did not call loudly to the woman of the house, not in this place. In this place, her attention could mean death or worse.

Gerhard pointed to the girl he’d been talking to and raised his voice so those below could hear. “Her debts are settled. She is free to go. If she stays, it is as an employee and not as an indentured, at a rate of pay she agrees to. You will not pressure her to stay, and you will not pursue her if she decides to leave. If she stays, you may ask her what I discussed with her, but if she leaves, you will never speak to her again. Are we agreed?”

The thugs below turned toward the woman, their hands dropping to the short clubs they wore on their belts. A demand like that in the Lavender Orchid was going to end with you face down in an alleyway if you were lucky and face down in the river if you weren’t.

The madam of the house did not move for a long time. Then, she nodded once and turned back to the music. The men glanced between her and Gerhard before melting away into the shadows where they would stand unnoticed by the revelers partaking of the drink, drug, and women that the madam served. The men might not understand what had transpired, but they would follow the madam’s lead in all things, just like the madam would follow Gerhard’s instructions. Predators recognized their own, and whatever she guessed about Gerhard’s employment, she understood the girl wasn’t worth crossing him for. She could find another dozen pretty young things by nightfall, if she needed to.

Several of the patrons looked around curiously following the disruption, but if no blood was to be shed, they had more interesting diversions and soon turned back to their companions or the intoxicants they’d been plied with.

Gerhard sat back down. “See?”

The girl gaped at him.

Mother Tressel cleared her throat and said, “He doesn’t look like much, but it’s exciting following him around, isn’t it? Now, can you help us find where the urchin lived? There’s gold for you if you take us there. Enough that you can buy yourself another life.”
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The girl banged on the door with her small fist, the sound soft on the heavy wooden surface. She’d been hammering on the door for some time now. “I swear this is the place. They sleep during the day.”

“Of course,” Gerhard murmured, glancing up and down the street.

They’d been noticed, as he’d expected. It wasn’t this girl’s knock that would gain their entry but the watchers, who would wonder what this strange company was doing outside of their door, in daylight of all times. They would tell those inside. To head off any more attention being drawn to the place, someone would come speak to them, at least to warn them to go away.

Gerhard looked back to the girl and asked, “You used to live here as well?”

“I did.”

“Where did they find you?”

She paused, her fist halfway to the door. “I don’t remember.”

“What will you do now that you are free?” Mother Tressel queried.

“I don’t know that, either.”

“I have a job for you, if you want it after what happens here,” Gerhard offered. “It’s dangerous, and you’ll probably get killed eventually, but I can teach you things to protect yourself from men like these. If you spread your legs again, it will be because you want to. It will be for a cause.”

“A cause?”

“A good one, I like to think.” He glanced at the door of the brothel. “Sometimes, at least.”

A small peephole slid open in the door, and a man’s bloodshot eye peered through. “What do you want?” he growled.

“These people have questions about Jacques,” the girl told him.

“Jacques?”

“He stole from the cardinal.”

“Don’t know him,” the man snapped, quick and harsh, proving that he did, in fact, know him.

Gerhard dug into his pocket and produced a golden ring inset with a ruby the size of a quarter copper mark. “That’s unfortunate because I am very interested in talking to someone who knew Jacques.”

“Told you I’ve never heard of him” the man snarled behind the door, but he didn’t close the peephole.

“I already know that he lived here,” Gerhard replied, wiggling the ring. “And I know he stole from Cardinal Borromeo’s own rooms in the church’s compound. The cardinal and I are old friends of a sort. Do not worry. It’s not the churchman who sent us. Jacques is dead. Borromeo’s interest, I am certain, has moved on to other young boys in your employ. I’m just here to tie up a few loose ends.”

He shifted the ring again, letting the light catch the ruby.

“Ain’t real,” the man behind the door muttered.

The spy offered the ring to the girl. “Give it to him.”

The girl’s eyes glittered with confusion and excitement, but she did as instructed. She held the ring up to the peephole, and the man pulled it through with a pair of dirty fingers. The peephole stayed open.

A moment later, they heard the man gasp. “Fortune’s Favor, this is real.”

“Gold and jewels are easy to come by,” Gerhard said, speaking to the door. “Information—truth—is invaluable. You knew Jacques?”

“Better than most,” the man said, his eye reappearing in the peephole. “What do you want to know? For this ring, I’ll talk, a little.”

“Open the door so we can see each other face to face,” Gerhard said.

When the man complied and swung it wide, he revealed a disheveled body covered in a filthy tunic and trousers. He was clutching a rusty hammer with a wicked spike on the back.

Gerhard told him, “I can be a generous friend to those who help me. The ring is just to get us started.”

The man gripped the hammer tight in one hand and the ring in the other. “I tell you anything, it’ll cost me my job and maybe more. You have enough loot there to pay for me to leave Ehrstadt? If so, I’ll talk.”

“Unfortunately, there’s been a bit of confusion,” Gerhard admitted. “It is not your help I want. I did not come here just to talk.”

The pimp didn’t have time to raise his hammer past his waist before Gerhard’s rapier slid into his chest, skewering the man like a kabob at a market kiosk. The man wailed, long and pained, like a dog being beaten.

“You missed his heart,” Mother Tressel chided.

“I wasn’t trying to kill him quickly,” Gerhard quipped. He wiggled his blade inside of the man’s body.

“The others will hear and come running,” the Grimm warned.

“I know,” Gerhard said, finally pulling his sword free of the dying man’s chest. The pimp collapsed to the filthy floor of the hallway, and Gerhard stepped over him like he was avoiding offal befouling an alleyway. “That will save us the trouble of hunting them all down.”

Another man came smashing out a flimsy door into the hall, bellowing, “What is the meaning of⁠—”

Gerhard lunged forward, thrusting with his rapier to strike the man in one of his watery eyes, then, just as quick, stabbing the other, though not deep enough to pierce the man’s brain. The wounds were to blind him. The pimp howled, clutching his face with his hands, blood spurting between his fingers.

Gerhard caught him by the nape of the neck and slammed him face first into the wall opposite the door he’d emerged from. Holding the man there, the spy pricked him on the inside of his leg, thought about it for a moment, then pushed the tip of the rapier another finger-width into the man’s flesh. The pimp cried and thrashed, blood flying from his ruined eyes and pouring down his leg.

“Run,” the spy instructed. “Tell all that I’d like to have a word with anyone who knew Jacques Fleetfoot. Tell them death is coming for anyone who ever harmed the boy.” He let go, and the man started to stumble away. Gerhard caught him and spun him around toward the open door to the street. “This is the way out. I’m going to kill the rest of the pimps in this place, imbecile. If you want to live, you ought not to be one of them. Now go, hurry. You might have half an hour before you bleed to death from that wound in your leg. If you have friends, that may be enough time for them to find you treatment and keep you alive, but you don’t seem like the type of man who has many friends.”

The man was frozen.

“Run, or I’ll kill you now and find another messenger.”

The pimp, blind and limping, charged toward the exterior door, crashing into the frame with his shoulder, stumbling, and falling onto the slimy cobblestones outside. He was sobbing, calling out about Jacques and vengeance, warning all to flee.

“Did you have to blind him?” Mother Tressel complained. “I didn’t figure you for an unnecessarily cruel man.”

Gerhard shrugged. “Did you want him to see your face? I am not cruel, m’lady. In this business, if you leave a man alive, you’ve got to make sure he cannot identify you. He will probably die in the next several minutes, but always hedge your bets.”

“What… what business?” quaked the courtesan, who stood against the wall where she’d leapt out of the way of the fleeing pimp. She was trembling, but she had not escaped after the man.

“Believe it or not, my job is to make this world a better place,” Gerhard claimed. “If you’d like to join me, your training can start now. Follow behind and watch what I do. Hurry now, lass. We have some more pimps to kill. Oh, and pick up that ring, will you? I need to return it before the guardians of the royal treasury realize it’s missing.”
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Gerhard Fisher leaned back, content for the first time in months. His body half floated, half sat, in an almost-scalding bath. A beer in a chilled copper mug rested on the tile beside him. The light was low, seductive. The water lapped peacefully as he shifted in the bath.

He hadn’t been able to save the urchin while the boy lived, but he’d done Jacques justice, and that was something. If not for the boy himself, it would be something for those like him. Scores of urchins had been rescued from that awful den of depravity, and that had been almost as satisfying as killing the dozen pimps who’d overseen the place.

Some of the older boys had been sent to the royal army’s barracks. The youngest sent to the warm embrace of the church. Those in the middle who showed some promise had been recruited by the ministry of intelligence. None of them were destined for an easy life, but Gerhard hoped they could find a better one than they’d had.

Word had gotten out about what happened, and already there were rumblings of other brothels closing, the owners and the employees vanishing into the night. Let the rats scramble and hide. Gerhard had threatened he was coming for them all, but he couldn’t. There weren’t enough years in a lifetime to hunt down all the scum in the city, and he had other work to do.

“Sir,” a soft voice murmured, and Gerhard opened his eyes to see a bath attendant holding a towel. “You wanted be notified when the sun set.”

Sighing, Gerhard took a pull on his beer, finishing it in one long draught, then stood. Water dripped down his body, the blood from earlier long since washed away, and he felt like a new man. No, not a new man. He felt like himself again. The journey north had been arduous physically and emotionally. It’d left him reeling, worried he was not the man for this task. A confidence earned from years of action had vanished, but back in Ehrstadt, bathed and a little buzzed from the beer, justice recently served on the point of his blade, he felt at home.

He dried himself off, then changed into a doublet, stiff with brocade, and tight black trousers that showed off his thighs. He buckled on his rapier and settled a colorful, floppy hat upon his head. Dramatically, he twirled a short cape over his shoulder and slipped his feet into buttery soft, ankle-high boots. If anyone had seen his travel- and blood-stained attire when he’d arrived at the bathhouse, they would not recognize the spy now.

Leaving the bathhouse, he bounded into a waiting carriage, and without instruction, they rolled across the city to the grand manse of House Brandt. It was a palatial, hulking affair, all heavy stone, with little of the art that graced some of the other provincial rulers’ homes in the city.

Manfred Brandt and his ancestors had been blunt, stoic people. They cared for power, not the trappings that came with it. Their way was not the subtle art of diplomacy but the brutal economics of warfare.

The province of Aufield contained the best iron mines, thick veins of coal, and the largest abundance of saltpeter. The province had developed the industries that turned those resources into cannon, swords, firearms, spears, and gunpowder. House Brandt’s treasury soared when the kingdom was at war. Through the centuries, it had given the rulers of the place some rather nasty incentives.

Would Aileen Brandt follow in her father’s footsteps? Would she be a threat to Ursula and the kingdom? With his guidance, Gerhard hoped not.

The carriage came to a crunching stop. A footman opened the door, and Gerhard stepped out. He waited by the open door, along with the footman and a score of soldiers.

Aileen appeared at the giant entrance to her family’s manse. She wore a long, shimmering blue dress and had a thick fur stole draped over her shoulders. Her neck and wrists sparkled with diamonds that reflected the lantern light outside of her home like a hundred tiny fires. Her hair was done up in an intricate tower, her red curls tamed for the first time since Gerhard had known her. Diamonds the size of his thumb hung from her ears.

“Y-You…” he stammered.

“I know,” she said as a fleet of women followed her out the door, holding the train of her dress like their lives depended on it not touching the cold stone of the stairs.

Viktor Bonafrit, the disgraced costumer they’d collected in Idore, stood back in the shadows of the entrance hall. Gerhard offered the man a quick nod. It seemed Bonafrit had called in his favor and had wormed his way back into Ehrstadt’s society.

The carriage footman scurried forward and offered Aileen his arm. She did not look at the man but leaned on him as she walked carefully down toward the carriage. “It’s going to take some practice to remember how to walk in these shoes. When I was a child, I begged to wear my mother’s heels. Later, I despised them. Now, I suppose I must live with them.”

Gerhard smiled at her. “Growing up isn’t easy.”

She snorted at him.

The footman assisted Aileen into the waiting carriage, and Gerhard followed. A gaggle of old men appeared on the steps of her manse, but the spy firmly shut the door to the carriage, making clear he would ride alone with the heir to Aufield.

Aileen shifted on the bench, the stiff fabric of her dress rustling loudly with the movement. She glared at him. “I didn’t want to do this, you know. I didn’t want to take my father’s throne. I didn’t want to rule our family’s province. I didn’t want to grow up at all. You did this for your own reasons, Gerhard Fischer. I do not thank you for it.”

He leaned forward and patted her hand. “You’re right. I did it for me and not for you.”

Sitting back, the girl tugged on her dress, pulling the bodice higher. “This will be the first time the high council has been in session since my father was on it?”

“The first time since they voted to name Ursula Marchand as Queen of Wahrheit,” Gerhard replied. “The queen’s entire reign, she’s been alone in Ehrstadt. Truth, the provincial rulers have been terrified to return here. I’ll venture the separation has been best for everyone.”

“But they are back all because of me.”

“Not all because of.”

She frowned at him.

“Landgravine Bohm spoke to the premier and those in Ehrstadt who sit on the high council, and she encouraged her fellow provincial rulers to join her in the capital. I believe she means to clear the air between the provinces and the crown. At least, that’s what she says. With House Bohm, you never really know.”

Aileen’s lips pursed. “What kind of woman is the queen?”

Gerhard scratched his chin. “I’m not sure. She was a girl when we found her but more than that as well. The first time I saw her, she stood within the ruined gates of Mertz, the city burning around her. I think, at that moment, who she had been was gone. She was annealed in that crucible and became something new. What that is… I have not yet seen. I was forced to flee Ehrstadt the day after her coronation. I’d been indiscreet, made myself known in front of her court and half the notables in the city. It’s difficult to conduct my business when everyone knows your face.”

“You’re not hiding your face now.”

Gerhard nodded. “Much has happened. A man who put hands upon the queen? Polite society has long forgotten that little incident. Bah. By now, they’ve become used to attacks upon her person. What’s one more forgettable face amongst such a long list? No, I think by now, it is safe for me to resume my role or at least some version of who I used to be.”

“You are a lackey to the minister of intelligence,” Aileen stated. “My father never would have let a royal spy in the carriage with him like this. He’d probably have had you quietly executed on the outskirts of the city and left for the ravens.”

Gerhard winked. “I am glad you are your father’s daughter, not him.”

“My father’s daughter,” she repeated, frowning. “Perhaps.”

Sitting back, Gerhard wondered just how true any of it was. A lackey to the minister of intelligence? He had defied the minister and acted on his own. The man had scarcely commented on it in his missives, but the minister was not one to easily forget, and he never forgave. Where did Gerhard stand in his eyes? Evidently for now, the minister thought Gerhard useful enough to let him live. That could always change. But the minister’s lackey? No, neither he nor his master would have said that. Not anymore.

Aileen glanced out the window of the carriage. They were passing through a market square, most of the kiosks closing as night fell, the others glowing with lantern light or cheap tapers. The side streets and open spaces were cluttered with men wearing the livery of the royal army, mixed amongst the heavy wool clothing the burghers wore. Twenty thousand soldiers were in the city, and almost all of those men would be active tonight. Like the girl had said, it was the first meeting of the high council in months. Like the spy had said, much had happened since that last meeting.

“Is she so afraid of her own people?” Aileen wondered. “There are enough soldiers in these streets to defeat any force on the continent. Does she not realize how the provinces will see this? Clermont is not marching upon Ehrstadt. Cojita is still months from these streets. All can see, it is us she guards against. Her fear will be her downfall. Men and women like my father respect strength, yes, but this has all the appearance of bluster. She’s a terrified girl who’s never seen anything but the inside of⁠—”

“She saw her mother bleed to death in front of her,” Gerhard interrupted quietly. “After that, Ursula Marchand still found strength to be on the wall when the gates of Mertz were breached. A sergeant, one of the few survivors left when the royal army took the city, said she stood her ground and fired into the faces of their attackers. The sergeant pulled Ursula Marchand off the wall himself to save her from an exploding munition. She fell back to the keep by the man’s side, and he told us she meant to die fighting. I think she would have, if we hadn’t arrived when we had. A girl, yes, but she did not flee, Aileen. A boy who’d come with us had to strike her over the head and knock her senseless to drag her from the city. Ursula Marchand has seen death—and she has seen worse—but she does not tremble. She is standing tall to face what is coming. You and the other nobles are making a terrible error if you mistake preparation for fear.”

Aileen Brandt frowned but did not comment.

Shaking his head, Gerhard leaned forward and caught her hands in his. “Do you know what I fear? It is not the provincial rulers. It is not Clermont and not even Cojita, though if we splinter, I am certain they will be the death of the kingdom. What I truly fear is the fae. I can feel their filthy paws on all of this like grease on my skin. What they’re doing, what they’re planning, I do not know, but men and women alone have not brought us to this precipice. You, more than anyone, know the risk the fae pose to us. I will not share your secrets, even to the minister of intelligence or the queen, but I ask that you stand with me. Help me stop the fae from causing even worse chaos, worse hurt. You owe it to those who died in Darford. Do not let the fae do the same here.”

Before Aileen could reply, calls rang out from the top of the carriage, and they entered the Lords’ Square. It was ringed with armed men and bright, burning fires. The place had been cleared of burghers and the lesser administrators. The square was now like a fortified camp, with arquebusiers and spearmen staged in rows around the sinuous walkways and the landscaped beds, the decorative trees, and the statuary that honored Wahrheit’s leaders of yore.

When Gerhard had heard of the planned show of force, he’d worried it would frighten off the landgraves and landgravines. He thought they may assume it was a bold maneuver to take them into custody, as Aileen implied. The provincial rulers had as much reason to fear the queen as she had to fear them, yet according to ministry reports, some of the rulers took comfort in the presence of the royal army. Several of them had been targets of assassination attempts in recent months, and it seemed whatever else they thought of Queen Marchand, they did not believe it was the queen or her minister of intelligence who’d wielded the knives.

Gerhard allowed himself a self-satisfied smirk. He liked to think if the ministry had been tasked with wiping out the landgraves, they would have been successful. He himself had directed the death of Niklas Bohm after all, and the queen herself had swung the sword which had taken off Manfred Brandt’s head. The provincial rulers didn’t know those details, but they understood when the minister of intelligence called your name, you were as good as dead already.

The carriage stopped, and a corridor of steel formed between their door and the grand entrance to the House of Lords. The council meeting would be on the landgraves’ and landgravine’s territory, in the halls of their own offices, except Ursula had surrounded it with her forces. A clever play, though Gerhard did not know if it was hers or Premier Philip Sigismund’s. It was a savvy choice. The landgraves and landgravines were meeting in their own hall, but those men and women couldn’t ignore the fact they were encircled by the queen’s army. Whatever protocol and decorum dictated didn’t matter when twenty thousand soldiers were present. The meeting might be in the provinces’ house, but it was the queen who would lead the dance tonight.

He thought—he hoped—that this time at least, it wasn’t because of the pressure the crown was exerting on those beneath it. The provincial rulers knew the kingdom needed strength. They needed someone on the throne of Aufield. They needed the queen to show her power and for Lady Aileen Brandt to take her rightful place within their ranks.

The door to the carriage was opened by the captain of the royal guard. A man called Captain Tom Allgood, Gerhard had learned. A spearman, raised above his station. Another smart move. This man had no loyalties except to his queen.

“Hurry now,” the captain chided Gerhard. “Another carriage comes behind you.”

The spy gestured for Aileen to disembark before him.

The captain jumped. “I am sorry, m’lady⁠—”

“Landgravine,” Gerhard corrected, though technically she wasn’t yet.

“Landgravine,” Captain Allgood mumbled. “I did not see you there, and there’s no sigil on the carriage.”

Aileen offered her hand, and Allgood took it and helped her down the stairs. Gerhard joined her, hopping down easily. Their carriage was moving as soon as his boots touched the worn cobblestones before the House of Lords. The spy glanced back to see what luminary would cause them to hurry the heir to House Brandt, and his throat constricted.

The gleaming carriage rolling into place behind them was embossed with the sigil of House Bohm, and through the clear glass window, he saw Landgravine Fintra Bohm staring directly at him.

“Fortune’s Curse,” he muttered.

“What is it, Gerhard?” Aileen asked, evidently in no hurry to rush inside and face the queen and the other provincial leaders.

Captain Allgood opened the carriage door.

Fintra Bohm snorted. “Thought we’d all forgotten your face, did you Gerhard Fischer?”

The spy offered the landgravine a stately bow. “I’d hoped enough time has passed and the threat has grown clear enough that we’d all realize we are working toward the same goal. Wahrheit has no future if we insist on living in the past.”

“If my sister were here,” the landgravine warned, “I’d have to order my men to kill you, you know.”

“You’d order me killed here?” he asked, gesturing toward the House of Lords. “Surely you’d wait until later and find me in my bed.”

“A consummate professional, but in a bed is the last place I’d want to see you,” Landgravine Bohm cackled. “Keep crossing my path, Fischer, and it won’t much matter what is best for Wahrheit. House Bohm has ruled Untal for four hundred years because we hold true to our honor. That will not change while I am on the throne.”

His lips twisted, but he had no response to that. He’d been terrible to this woman’s sister, but at the time, it had seemed worth it. It still did. He was the man to do awful things for the greater good. Besides, the consequences of your actions could only catch up to you once before it was all over. Men in his profession understood the end was always going to be the same, but if you lived your life right, that end could mean something.

Landgravine Bohm scowled at him. “Keep your enemies close, is that what they say? I am not the only one who may remember your face, Fischer. Watch your back. When your time comes, I want it to be House Bohm who is responsible.”

Gerhard offered her a mocking bow. “And how is your sister, the Lady Pechould?”

Landgravine Bohm rolled her eyes. “She has a man in her life.”

“Ah, winter in Untal. Love is in the air. Shall I congratulate you on your own… conquest? It seems there’s been a season of passion only the poets could have dreamed of.”

Landgravine Bohm shook her head at him but did not rise to the bait. She turned to Aileen. “The lady of the hour.”

Aileen shifted and caught herself from curtseying before mumbling, “Pleased to meet you, Landgravine Bohm.”

“You’ll be named one of us tonight,” the landgravine chided. “Call me Fintra.”

“Shall we?” Gerhard asked.

He hooked his arms, and Aileen quickly slipped her wrist through his crooked elbow.

After a long pause, Landgravine Bohm took his opposite side. She whispered into his ear, “If my sister sees us like this, it’s not just you who’s head she’ll be calling for.”

Gerhard pulled the landgravine closer and grinned at her annoyed tsk.

“I didn’t know you were such a popular man, Gerhard,” Aileen whispered from his other side.

“Gerhard Fischer and I have history,” Landgravine Bohm offered. “He slept with my sister, then helped me kill my husband. He is not a good man, you know.”

Aileen peeked past the spy at the other woman but evidently could think of no response to that statement.

“It’s not good men the kingdom needs right now,” Gerhard declared as they began to ascend the steps toward the House of Lords. “I make no excuses for what I am, but ladies, if not for men like me, this kingdom is going to come crumbling down around your heads. You do not have to like me, you do not have to like the queen, but our enemies force us to become allies. I will tell you this, and believe it or not, I have foretold—we come together and fight, or we’ll all die alone.”

Landgravine Bohm leaned back toward his ear and whispered, “I’ve heard rumors about your strange companion, Fischer. A woman from Darford, is she? And now a foretelling? So mysterious.”

From the shadows beside the door, a large man cleared his throat and stepped forward with a clanking rustle. “I hope you are all behaving yourselves.”

“Captain Tilly,” Gerhard said, offering a shallow bow, still holding the women’s arms.

“Captain Tilly,” Landgravine Bohm repeated, though she said it quite differently than the spy had. She released Gerhard and stepped toward the captain. “Care to escort us inside?”

“I’m here to, bah, to be a bit of a show,” the captain grumbled before letting a spark of crackling blue energy dance along the head of his battle axe. “It wasn’t my idea.”

“Landgrave Laurent?” Gerhard asked.

The captain nodded. “The queen wants him to remember what it means to wear the crown of Wahrheit. He may plot and strategize all he wants, but she has the dragons.”

“Who can fault a woman for making use of such an impressive man?” Landgravine Bohm giggled, grinning lasciviously at him, then turning to wink at Aileen. She stepped toward Tilly and suggested, “Later then, Captain?”

The captain grunted, and if Gerhard didn’t know better, he would say the giant dragon knight was flushing from embarrassment.

The spy motioned toward Aileen. “Tilly, this is Aileen Brandt.”

Captain Tilly turned toward Aileen, and he warned her, “You swim with sharks now, girl. Once you enter this building, be careful who you trust. Everyone you meet will try to use you. Not all for bad, you understand. The queen needs you. The kingdom needs you. Others think that they do as well but not all have honorable intentions. Trust no one, but I hope you remember this—as long as you stay loyal to Wahrheit, Wahrheit will be loyal to you.” The captain crashed his mailed fist against his chest. “Fortune’s Favor on House Brandt.”

“Thank you, Captain,” Aileen replied, her voice firm and clear, but Gerhard could feel the trembling in her arm. “Now, I believe we’d best hurry. I don’t want to keep the queen waiting.”


The Queen II
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The grand hall of the House of Lords was identical to the throne room in the royal palace, except a pace shorter in each dimension. The harmless pettiness it had taken for the architects and their patrons to spend so much effort to send such a subtle signal was awe-inspiring.

It was the sort of thing that could have made the previous Kings of Wahrheit seem weak and vindictive despite their reputations as stoic men who never doubted their power. They’d forced their rivals on the high council to conduct their business in a barely smaller room? Who spent time worrying about such a thing?

But Queen Ursula Marchand understood. The design of the space was small, petty, and pointless. It did nothing to limit the power of those who gathered in this place, and the room was still large enough the difference would be impossible to detect if you didn’t know the history. But when seated upon the throne with purportedly limitless power and stubborn opposition that you unfortunately needed, sometimes small, insignificant revenge was all that you could grasp.

The high council—the landgraves and landgravines, Premier Philip Sigismund, and Cardinal Borromeo—had gathered to confirm a new entrant to their lofty ranks. Landgravine Aileen Brandt, the eldest daughter of the man Ursula had beheaded, had inherited her father’s title and his lands. His wife was dead long ago, the middle child assassinated recently. The youngest had been confined to the church’s care when she had been but six winters, adhering to one of Wahrheit’s oldest traditions. The third daughter always served the church, so Aileen was the only eligible heir. Mercifully, the line of succession was clear and inarguable, and they did not have to waste resources or lives on the small wars that occasionally broke out to settle such matters.

Aileen’s confirmation had been quick, and her coronation conducted as soon as the voting batons had been lowered. Premier Sigismund had known none wanted to linger, and for once, the stuffy fools didn’t seem to mind they were being rushed. Standing in the presence of the queen gave them visible discomfort. Months before, several had voted against Ursula Marchand’s own ascension, after all.

She made a fist and released it. Voting against her, she could forgive. They hadn’t known her. It hadn’t been personal—except for Landgrave Leland Laurent. He was the ruler of the Province of Brenay. He’d been the liege of her parents. He’d conspired with the eastern kingdom of Clermont to betray her family. The easterners had razed Mertz, her home, and they’d murdered her father and her mother and slaughtered her people. Leland Laurent had known her father. He had known her.

She no longer seethed with an irrational burning need for revenge, but the cold logic of order within the kingdom called for the landgrave’s execution. A landgrave could not be allowed to conduct such treachery against the crown and survive. It was justice, plain and simple, yet she was rapidly learning nothing was plain and simple, even for the queen. Especially for the queen.

The armies of Cojita had breached the borders of Wahrheit. They’d ransacked several villages in Laurent’s province. They’d shown that Wahrheit was no longer alone commanding the dragons. The emperor in the south was coming, and the only defense was unity. She knew it was the argument the conspirators used to put her on the throne, and it was the same argument now for not serving the landgrave his due.

That frustration, knowing an enemy was before you and they had earned your wrath, knowing you alone had the power to enact revenge, yet not doing so because one brick in the wall might bring the entire building crumbling down around you… She wanted Leland Laurent dead, but Wahrheit needed him alive. At least for now. That was the reason that powerful, intelligent men had made the effort and purposefully built a room a pace smaller than it could have been.

Leland Laurent glanced at her, swallowed uncomfortably, and looked away. She’d been staring at him. It was impolite, she supposed, but she didn’t care. Petty revenge was still revenge, and if she could ruin the man’s supper and watch him squirm, she would do so.

Around the table sat eight of the most powerful figures in the kingdom—the five rulers of the provinces, her premier, the representative from the church, and her. They were joined by the council’s spouses and a handful of their advisors, but it was the eight of them who truly ruled this kingdom.

The privy council chamber in the palace, and the ancient table that sat at its center, was octagonal. She’d always thought it strange, but maybe in centuries past, the high council met there instead of in this place. Maybe the privy council’s lair was built by design some time before someone had built these men and women a giant hall of their own with its slightly smaller dimensions.

At other tables crammed into the giant room, the highest echelon of Wahrheit’s society was dining in celebration of Aileen Brandt’s entry to their ranks or in sorrow at her father’s passing. The girl herself didn’t seem upset at his unexpected demise. No one did, really, except for some of the trade barons whose businesses were built on the flow of goods to and from Aufield. In other times, it would have been funny watching those men hint at the concessions they’d wrung from Manfred while his daughter stared back at them blankly.

Beyond the tension at the high council’s table and the occasional crestfallen expression on a merchant, the occasion was rather joyous. Even at the high council’s table, the simmering boil was covered by a layer of revelry. Premier Sigismund was in perfect form, drinking too much and filling the silence with his booming voice. Cardinal Borromeo drank with the steady resolve of the most dedicated holy man, casting no judgement on others for whatever sins they had committed or would go on to commit later that evening. No judgement, wasn’t that what the six volumes of the Creator’s word spoke of? The churchman, after several decanters of wine, became a bright echo to the premier, laughing garishly at the man’s jests, raising his glass in toast when it was appropriate and often when it wasn’t, and following the other man’s lead like an overstuffed carriage behind a frothing team of horses. The pair had been on the councils together for years, and more than anyone, they were practiced at dancing gayly around the feuds and unspoken hatreds the others stoked.

The spouses and other advisors joined the merriment when Sigismund unleashed a particularly sharp jibe, but the rulers themselves sat in stoic silence until beside her, Landgrave Jan Lehmann cleared his throat, folded his linen napkin neatly, and turned toward her.

“Your Majesty,” he said, “I wanted to thank you for sending your champions, as well as several companies of mercenaries, south of our border. As you know, the grinding march of Cojita has the entire Province of Klafen on edge. We have two, maybe three months before the savages are in our lands. It is my hope your champions can blunt their approach and then join our own efforts to slow Cojita when they reach our border.”

“My champions found your sister, then?”

The landgrave nodded. “Yes. Just before we left, I received word that the champions, Jacqueline and Rodger, joined her and had already faced combat. It went well, I was told. I suspect your ministry of intelligence has shared similar news?”

Ursula nodded. “The Falcon of Andorra, they call her? From all that I have heard, your sister is a remarkable woman.”

“She is,” the landgrave replied. “If that we had more like her.”

“I am happy we could help,” Ursula responded. “The crown is as concerned as you are about Cojita’s deadly advance. I hope you feel comfortable, Landgrave, receiving our assistance. It’s my wish that the crown and the provinces work together when facing this looming threat.”

Lehmann shifted in his seat, glancing around the table before settling his attention back on the queen. “I have something to ask you.”

She nodded encouragingly.

“Prior to, ah, Landgrave Brandt’s passing, I made inquiries into obtaining some of the cannon and powder he’s rumored to have stockpiled in Aufield. Arquebuses, pistols, mortars, and shells. The landgrave was reluctant to share his hoard, but I believe the artillery will be critical in defending Wahrheit’s borders.”

“Reluctant to admit he even had a stockpile,” Landgravine Helga Muller said from Ursula’s other side. She arched an eyebrow. “Or maybe in truth he had no armaments to share. The Creator knows, if he did, he could sell it on the open market for the price of a kingdom. Apologies, Your Majesty.”

Frowning at the older woman, Ursula murmured, “Of course.” She looked across the table. “Landgravine Brandt, are you aware of a stockpile of arms held somewhere within your province?”

The girl looked like mouse caught in a trap. “I, ah, no, I am not aware.”

“The girl hasn’t been in her father’s court in two years,” Helga Muller remarked crisply. She smiled at the reaction from the others. “What, we’re to pretend none of us knew? She’s on this council now. It’s a time of war. We have no place for anything but the truth. The girl has no more experience running Aufield than the woman who poured my last goblet of wine.”

“That is unfair,” Sigismund protested.

“I agree,” Ursula said, glowering at the landgravine. Helga Muller had voted against her coronation. Why, the queen did not know, but it left a sour taste in her mouth. “Landgravine Brandt has little experience, but she was raised to rule one day, and she has my full confidence. What she lacks in experience I’ve learned she makes up for with courage and loyalty.”

Meeting Ursula’s gaze, Landgravine Muller simply nodded. “I meant no offense, merely that we should acknowledge the truths of our situation if we’re to face what is coming.”

“What truths would you like to share with us, Landgravine?”

The landgravine grinned a wicked, predatory smile, and Ursula swallowed. The older woman had been waiting for the opening.

Helga Muller tapped her long, dark fingers on the table then glanced at each of the council members in turn. “Aileen Brandt was missing for two years, but the moment her father disappeared, she reappears out of nowhere? In the company of an agent of the crown, I am told. It is a startling coincidence, is it not?”

Ursula seethed, but before she could comment, Premier Sigismund leaned forward, for once his hands splayed on the table instead of gripping his long white mustaches. “What are you suggesting, Landgravine?”

“What do you think I am suggesting?” Landgravine Muller drawled, sitting back, her face blank, her hands on the table like the premier’s, as if to assure them she was not reaching for a weapon.

Ursula scowled. The woman’s weapon was her tongue.

“If you want to accuse me of assassinating Manfred Brandt to raise his daughter to his throne, come out and say it,” Ursula demanded.

The landgravine held up her hands. “I did not suggest⁠—”

“You did,” Ursula snapped, glowering at the woman in frustration. Did this woman think she would tear down the queen with baseless insinuations? Ursula had survived too much to allow the barb to go unnoticed. “I did not⁠—”

“I fled my father’s palace two years ago,” Aileen Brandt interjected, her voice soft but clear.

Ursula snapped her jaw shut. The table fell silent at Aileen’s gentle interruption.

“I fled but not for the reasons you think,” the girl continued, “not exactly. My father intended a marriage for me to a man I found objectionable. I believed I would be better off on my own, where I could make my own decisions. I… found that wasn’t the case. My father was a stern man, and life was difficult for a daughter in his court, but I’ve come to realize there are much greater sorrows in the world than that of a spoiled girl upset at her father’s choice of a suitor.”

Aileen gripped her wine glass and drank a deep draught, then kept speaking, the table hanging on her every word.

“I was naive and foolish. I can admit that now, though I know what it will make you think of me. For two years, I lived apart from my family, apart from the company of… society.” She gestured at those seated around her. “And then I was seen by one of my father’s magistrates, who meant to capture me and return me to my father. One of the queen’s agents was there. He followed me as I fled. He did not know who I was, but he’d seen… It doesn’t matter what he saw. I understood the man meant to leave me behind to pursue his own agenda, so I told him the truth about who I was so that he would have to stay with me.”

Ursula sat, captivated. She’d been briefed on how Gerhard Fischer had become the companion of the girl, and there was enough truth to Aileen’s story that it rang with honesty, but there was more left unsaid.

Aileen cleared her throat. “Soon after, I realized that I could no longer run. There was nowhere I could go to live the sort of life I wanted to live. It was the empty dream of a spoiled girl. The queen’s agent returned me to Idore, and we learned my father was not in the city. He hadn’t been seen for weeks, and I became nervous. We took rooms at an inn rather than returning to the palace, hoping within days we could communicate with my father’s advisors, and I could return to Idore’s court without too much… excitement.” Swallowing, tears building in her eyes, she said, “Two nights later, my sister was assassinated in her bed.”

“Assassinated?” Landgravine Muller questioned, shooting a glance at the queen.

Rasping, Aileen replied, “She must have been. The attacks on you, Landgravine Bohm, the queen herself, my father… My sister was young, healthy. To die in her own bed in these circumstances? It is not credible, Landgravine. I am certain that she was murdered.”

Helga Muller kept her eyes on the queen.

Ursula snorted. “What would I gain? I seek stability, not disruption, and besides, Abigail Brandt was not the heir to Aufield. I had nothing to do with her death.”

Aileen drew herself up and touched her wineglass but did not drink. “For two years, I ignored the truth about who I am and what I must do, but after my father’s disappearance and my sister’s death, there can be no question now. I know my place, and inexperienced or not, I am here to do what I can for Aufield and for Wahrheit. I will look into this potential cache of weapons, and if they exist, Aufield will sell them to Klafen, and to whoever else needs them to defend themselves.”

Cardinal Borromeo began a slow clap that rang loudly at the silent table. When no one joined him, he stopped and quaffed his wine.

Ursula blinked. She could not tell if the girl was a consummate actor or if she truly did not know her companion for all of those months was the one who had murdered her sister. Aileen had to know Gerhard was the one who’d smothered Abigail in her bed, did she not?

“My apologies, Landgravine,” Helga Muller said to Aileen. “I did not mean to reopen a wound.”

Aileen turned to her. “I do not know Queen Marchand. I had never met her before my arrival in Ehrstadt a week ago. I’d never heard of her until… until recently. All of you know me better than I know her. If it’s as you say, a time for truth, Landgravine Muller, please tell me this one—why do you believe the queen would have my father or my sister killed, allowing an unknown woman to take his place? What purpose could killing my sister serve when I, the heir, still lived? An heir who, at your insinuation, was in the custody of the crown when all of this happened? My sister’s death bought Queen Marchand nothing.”

“Yes, Landgravine Muller,” Ursula murmured. “Please tell us where this suspicion comes from.”

Helga Muller pursed her lips. She glanced at Aileen. “You have hinted at truth, but you have not told us the entire truth. Where did you go for two years? Who hid you?”

“Darford,” Aileen responded. “I stayed in a camp in the western reaches just north of the border. It was… a hard place, but I found a home there. That home is gone now, nothing more than bones and ash. No, it had nothing to do with the queen, nothing to do with Wahrheit at all, except for the danger we share. I’ve told you as much of the truth as I’m willing to tell because there are some things that pain me still. If you truly did not mean to reopen a wound, then you will respect that.”

“I understand,” Helga Muller replied. She shifted in her chair, then glanced at Ursula. “Your Majesty, I…”

“You what?” Ursula asked, her voice like ice.

“I am not making the point I mean to make, so I shall change tactics,” the landgravine said. “Someone is trying to kill us. All of us.”

The queen nodded. “Yes, I think we are all aware of that.”

Helga Muller gestured around the table with a finger. “You may have thought one of us was behind the attempts at your own life. I am certain it crossed the mind of some of my peers that you were behind the attempts on us, but why? Why would any of us at this table benefit from the death of another council member? We are surrounded by enemies. Every one of us can see that! Cojita’s dragons proved it, if anyone was in doubt. We are stronger together. That much is certain.”

“Yet you sow discord and suspicion amongst us,” Landgravine Bohm interjected. “Or are we to ignore the statements you just made, the questions you put into our minds?”

Shaking her head, Helga Muller responded, “No, you are right to challenge me. We are all right to challenge each other, to ask difficult questions, to accuse and see face to face those who accuse us. That is what I attempted, not to open rifts between us but to bring us together. Let us dispense with the lies and suspicion and let us speak frankly.”

“If what you’ve been doing is not speaking frankly,” Cardinal Borromeo muttered, “I’m not sure I want to hear what is coming next.”

Landgravine Muller barked a harsh laugh. “We are all right to question each other, yes? This council is known for plotting and conniving behind each other’s backs, but at least in this day, it is not each other we should fear. Outside forces lash at us, those obvious and those subtle. Cojita and Clermont, to be certain, but I believe there are others who would turn us against each other. That is why I think it is time to bare our faces and to be truthful within this council.”

“If that was your point, you made it badly,” Landgravine Bohm remonstrated. “Myself, House Brandt, House Lehmann, the queen, we have lost family members, but House Muller has survived unharmed, yes? Stronger even, for our weakness. If anyone has benefitted from all of this plotting and scheming, it is you.”

Helga Muller’s dark lips pressed together, and she pleaded, “We have known each other for years, Fintra. I did not mean to offend you.”

“We have known each other, but I have to call it like I see it,” Landgravine Bohm declared. “I think you’re casting doubt on the girl and the queen to hide your own machinations.”

“A point made badly indeed, Helga,” Premier Sigismund huffed. He was tugging on his mustaches now. “Your comments skirt the line of accusations, and if you mean to build trust amongst this council, accusing our queen or your fellow landgravines of wrongdoing is certainly not the right tact, and you, Fintra, you have no more evidence than she does of wrongdoing, unless you care to share something the rest of us do not know?”

“This is what I mean!” Landgravine Muller snapped. “If you want to accuse me of something, say it straight, Fintra!”

Glaring at the other woman, Landgravine Bohm snarled, “Only a kicked dog yelps, and it was not I who began the accusations.”

Ursula held up a hand to stall the squabbling. “One thing I believe Landgravine Muller and I would agree upon, we must not hang on propriety but on the intent behind the words, so let us speak plainly. I do not know who attacked you in Hurmhaven, Landgravine. I do not know who is behind many of the attacks upon my own person, but believe me, I would like to know. If you have some thought on who this hidden actor is, tell us! And if, like me, you do not know, what would you have us do?”

Smiling, her full lips splitting to show her white teeth, the landgravine answered, “You must hold us within the city, Your Majesty. Anyone of the rank of landgrave and our immediate families must not be allowed to leave. Keep us here. Watch us as we will watch you. A basket of snakes, perhaps, but we must not be scattered across this kingdom. Proximity forces trust.”

“What?” Landgrave Laurent scoffed. “You’re… suggesting we are jailed?”

“Not jailed, Landgrave,” Landgravine Muller retorted. “You would have the run of your manse and the rest of the city. I’m sure you will find plenty of amusements to spend your time on, but we shall not venture beyond the walls of Ehrstadt. Here, we will be together, physically if not always in spirit. We will be under the protection of the queen, and she will be under the protection of the provinces. Scattered hundreds of leagues around, what use are we to each other? That distance breeds distrust. Here, in this city, we can speak face to face. We can reassure each other and plan together. Here, together, we can keep Wahrheit strong.”

“There is a parable about a bundle of reeds,” Cardinal Borromeo began, but he stalled when all eyes turned toward him. Quickly, he finished, “It’s in the Creator’s teachings.”

“Of course it is, Cardinal. Thank you for your wisdom,” Landgravine Muller drawled. She sat back, a nasty smile on her face. “What do you think, Your Majesty? Shall we remain here and face our enemies together?”

Ursula had a great deal of thoughts about the woman’s proposal, but she couldn’t quite bring them to her tongue.

“An army threatens my province, Landgravine Muller,” Landgrave Jan Lehmann asserted coolly. “I suppose the approaching horde from Cojita holds no fear for you in the west, but anytime now, Andorra will fall, and the savages will be in my lands. Their march is inevitable, and I need to be with my people to face them. What sort of leadership can I give to my soldiers here in the capital? I must return to Klafen!”

“Must you?” Helga Muller asked. “Tell me, Jan, are you a warrior? Are you like your sister, skilled with a scimitar and buckler? Do you plan to face the savages over the edge of your blade? I mean no disrespect when I suggest, instead, you are a politician. That is no shame. It is what we all are. We are not the ones to hold the lines. We are the ones to gather resources and provide our men with the tools they need to fight a war. What is best for Klafen? You firing a pistol across a battlefield, or you calling for our soldiers to march to your aid?”

Jan Lehmann croaked a disbelieving laugh. “You would march beside us?”

“You won’t know until you ask me.”

The landgrave was stunned, evidently as confused as Ursula.

The queen sat forward and pinned Helga Muller with her gaze. “Will you send the soldiers of Hurmhaven to defend Klafen?”

Nodding crisply, Landgravine Muller declared, “I will. If Jan submits himself to your authority and remains within the walls of Ehrstadt, then four thousand soldiers of Hurmhaven are prepared to march to Klafen and defend his province and our kingdom. I request my own commanders remain the leaders of our regiments, but those regiments will report to General Walhausen. I am confident the general will utilize my men to best serve Wahrheit.”

“Well, I-I…” Landgrave Lehmann stammered. “But the others?”

The queen glanced around the table and rested her eyes on the newly crowned Landgravine Aileen Brandt.

“I know little of this war,” the girl squeaked, “and I don’t know the disposition of our soldiers, but Aufield will rise to the call as we are able.”

“That is greatly appreciated,” Philip Sigismund said, speaking into a void left by the shocked silence of the others. His hand gripped tight on a mustache, he looked to the other provincial rulers.

Fintra Bohm sighed. “I suppose you all know that my husband, before his unfortunate departure from this mortal coil, raised an army of nine thousand strong. I’ve maintained their ranks at great expense, worried, as I am sure you all are, about what was to come. I cannot think of a better use for these men than sending them south to join the rest of your armies and defend the borders of our shared kingdom.”

Jan Lehmann stood, trembling. He bowed. “This is… this is what hope feels like, I suppose.”

“Of course you shall have the crown’s support as well,” Ursula declared.

She left unsaid, already her soldiers were in Klafen, already her dragon knights flew above the province. More of her men would have been there already if she did not have to watch her back for betrayal from the men and women at this table, but what use counting swords and where they were when the landgraves and landgravines were pledging their arms to defend Klafen? It was shocking, unexpected, and exactly what Wahrheit needed.

All eyes turned to Leland Laurent.

“Well, naturally, I shall send my soldiers,” the landgrave snapped, looking uncomfortable under the gaze of the others. “We’ve only been holding back because… Clermont, yes. They breached my borders, as did Cojita. We alone have faced both enemies, I would like to remind you. In fact, only my province has been⁠—”

“If you consent to General Walhausen’s authority,” Ursula interrupted, “I am certain he will not leave your borders bare and undefended. I know better than anyone the pain Clermont caused when they invaded, and I have not forgotten any of it.”

Landgrave Laurent swallowed nervously, as if unsure whether it was Clermont she had not forgotten or his failure to defend her home. He cleared his throat. “I’d like to… discuss the nature of our, ah, presence here in the city.”

“As Landgravine Muller suggests, stay within the walls,” Ursula declared. “I do not wish to restrict your movements beyond that or to interfere with your business except in regards to the protection of this kingdom, which Landgravine Muller so eloquently made clear, is of the benefit to us all. If no one objects…”

“I have no objection,” Landgravine Bohm stated.

“Of course you don’t,” Leland Laurent muttered, glancing toward a dark corner where Captain Otto Tilly loomed in the shadows.

“It was my idea,” Landgravine Muller mentioned. “I had hoped we would come to this conclusion, so much of my house has already moved from Hurmhaven to Ehrstadt.”

“I also have no objection,” Aileen Brandt chimed in.

“If remaining here wins Klafen your support, it is no question. I shall stay as well,” Jan Lehmann declared.

Crossing his arms over his chest, Leland Laurent looked at all of them except Ursula. “Very well, if this is the wish of the council.”

“I shall draw up… an invitation,” Premier Sigismund suggested, “a reason for you all to remain in council. I believe Landgravine Muller has made some very good arguments this evening, but it is best if the populace does not feel anything has been… forced.”

Leland Laurent muttered beneath his breath, but none of the other provincial rulers appeared to object. Helga Muller looked like a cat with a fresh bowl of cream. Aileen Brandt appeared as confused and out of her depth as she had the moment they’d crowned her earlier that evening. Jan Lehmann seemed bewildered, though how much of that was his unexpected confinement or the even more unexpected support of his peers was unclear. Ursula wondered just how much convincing had it taken Fintra Bohm to stay in the capital. The minister of intelligence worried she would use her wiles to corrupt Captain Tilly, but if anything, the landgravine looked like a lovesick girl, thinking of nothing other than the next moment she could be alone in her paramour’s arms.

Ursula stood, nodded curtly, and said, “I’m glad that is settled. Premier Sigismund, give us a pretense for the council to remain in session. I will inform General Walhausen of the extra soldiers under his command, and I am sure his lieutenants will be in touch with your own commanders shortly to work out the numbers and logistics. The sooner we can move men to the border, the better for us all. If there is nothing else for this evening, we all have much to do.”

Smiling, Fintra Bohm stood and adjusted her dress. “The dreary business of issuing orders, but the sooner we begin, the sooner we will be finished.”

Ursula held back a laugh. Orders? If the woman anticipated giving orders this night, it would not be to her own soldiers. It would be to one of Ursula’s.

The landgravine did not look toward Captain Tilly, but the man stood silently in the corner, and several of the other members of the high council glanced in his direction. No secrets, they’d said. Evidently, it was already commonly known that the landgravine and the captain of the dragon knights occasionally shared a bed.

The others used Landgravine Bohm’s departure as an excuse to make their own, and soon, it was just Ursula, Cardinal Borromeo, and Premier Sigismund who remained at the high table.

“That went rather well,” the cardinal declared, hefting a glass of wine.

“Suspiciously so,” the premier murmured, looking toward the door the provincial rulers had just exited. “I thought Helga was staging a challenge to draw the others to her side, but she melted under your eye, Your Majesty.”

“She is not the type of woman to follow along meekly,” Ursula replied.

“Exactly,” the premier agreed. “There’s a reason she wants everyone here. There’s a reason she wants the armies marching, and I don’t think it’s love of Jan Lehmann.”

“Perhaps,” the cardinal allowed, “but take what victories the Creator has provided. Does Helga Muller have plans she hopes to further by this strange concession? Of course she does! But if those plans can be conducted while under the queen’s thumb, then maybe, just maybe, they could help us?”

Sigismund looked askance at the churchman. “I’m afraid I do not share your optimism, Cardinal. I will contact the minister of intelligence and warn him of our suspicions. If she makes a move, he should have people in place to see it coming.”

Ursula told them, “Whatever she plans, I think this does work in our favor. Outside of the city, in their own provinces, there is no end to the mischief the landgraves can cause. Here, under our eye, we can keep them under control. She plans something, I am certain, but she would have been plotting back in Hurmhaven anyway. Like the cardinal says, at least here, we can attempt to keep an eye on them.”

With a grunt, Sigismund retorted, “Perhaps, but I worry we’ve brought serpents into the house. They’re under our eye, but the mischief they can cause when they’re close is far greater than what they can do outside of our walls. Remember that, Your Majesty. They may work together for a brief period, but they all have their own agendas. None of them can be trusted.”

“They may be snakes, Premier, but they are our snakes. With Fortune’s Favor, let it be the Emperor of Cojita they spend their venom on. If they do, there’s a chance for Wahrheit. I think, my lords, it may be our only chance.”


The Quartermaster I
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Ilse Brinke sat perched on a simple wooden bench, leaning against the interior wall of the Roost. It was cold, halfway up the slope of the mountain. The wind poured easily over the ancient, black walls of the dragon knights’ fortress. The yawning maw of the gate was open, as it’d always been in Ilse’s experience, though she wondered how long it would remain so.

The Kingdom of Wahrheit was at war openly with the teeming horde from the southern continent and more subtly with their treacherous neighbors to the east. They fought against a plague of buccaneers and pirates from the north and against themselves. She’d heard the phrase, “enemies on all sides,” but she didn’t think it’d ever been truer than it was now.

In council the night before, evidently the provincial rulers had all agreed to stay within the capital until the threat from Cojita was dealt with. Sensible, had the landgraves and landgravines been anything other than vicious, back-stabbing fiends. Ilse knew they hadn’t agreed to their loose confinement because they wanted to support the queen. They had their own reasons, and it would not be long before they put their plots into motion.

But the collapse of the kingdom was the distant sort of worry that you merely hoped someone, somewhere, could deal with better than you could. They were trying, she knew. Whether they had the capabilities to save the kingdom, she did not know.

The quartermaster stretched, the treated canvas fabric of her seacoat scrapping against the stone wall behind her. They’d been sitting there for almost two hours now.

“They’re coming along well, all things considered,” Sergeant Ramshorn rumbled.

Ilse grunted. She had other things on her mind than equipping the new apprentices, but monitoring the newcomers to the Roost and assigning them a kit of enchanted artifacts was her job, and there was no one else capable of doing it. At the end of the day, she wasn’t doing anyone any good keeping secrets if there weren’t knights capable of mounting a dragon and protecting the kingdom.

She wondered if Ursula and Tilly felt the same way. Staring down looming, certain doom, all while filling out paperwork and tending to the menial administrative tasks that came with the mantle of leadership.

“Ainsley Bohm seems a natural for the sword staff,” the sergeant remarked, glancing at Ilse from the corner of his eye. “He’s lightning fast and a quick study of the extended reach it provides. Ainsley is naturally a defensive fighter and could be the staff makes that tendency worse, but⁠—”

“When the lad gets a taste of combat, he’ll no longer think of defense,” Ilse observed. “More so than any of the full knights, he’ll relish the clash of steel and the spill of blood. Do not worry about Ainsley Bohm being overcautious. He won’t be when it matters. The opposite, in fact. Whether that helps him or hurts him, we’ll find out. You knew his grandsire, Renalt, did you not?”

“Aye, toward the end,” Ramshorn replied. “The stories about that man… If Ainsley is his grandsire’s heir, you’re right. He will not hesitate. House Bohm fills the heads of their young with foolish notions.”

She bobbed her head. “House Bohm has a bold streak. One might call it ruthless. Whether it be Renalt or Niklas, there is something in their blood. I thought we might have seen the last of House Bohm in this keep, to be honest. The last generation didn’t fare so well during the selection.”

“It was a time of peace,” Ramshorn rumbled. “The fae know. Ruthlessness is what we need, now.”

“As long as it’s directed at our enemies and as long as it’s ruthless and not reckless.” She sighed. “Let’s give him Eberhard’s spear.”

Ramshorn nodded brusquely. He glanced at another apprentice, a big man thick with heavy muscle. “Who do you like for bastard sword that Reventrant carried? The big oaf is one of the only ones who can lift the thing, after Tilly… ah, after we sent Franz Lehmann packing. We could give it to one of the older dragon knights, though. They’d make better use of it than an apprentice.”

“Do any of them want to carry the blade?”

“No.”

“Then I suppose the big oaf is our man.”

“We’re six months too early for all of this,” Ramshorn remarked.

Ilse nodded. “Aye, but in six months, it could be Emperor Honxul sitting in this yard thinking about training dragon riders.”

They watched the giant apprentice lumber around the practice yard, swinging a massive practice blade at a scarred wooden dummy. Shortly, either the dummy or the weapon was going to snap in two, and they were both fascinated trying to guess which. The apprentice’s eyes were dull like a cow’s, but he made up for it with sheer strength and determination. Not all of the knights needed to be master strategists, Ilse supposed.

“Putting armor on that man is going to be a problem,” the quartermaster mused, watching as the apprentice finally cracked the practice dummy in two then stared at it guiltily like someone was going to run out and scold him for hitting the thing too hard. “He must have ten, twenty stone on Captain Tilly himself. Fae-crafted armor adjusts to the wearer, but…”

Grunting, Ramshorn replied, “On the plus side, he’s so big it’ll take an awfully long blade to reach any of his organs.”

Ilse laughed, reached over, and shoved Ramshorn’s shoulder.

Grinning at her, the sergeant continued, “In my time, we’ve seen all sorts come through the gate here—philosophers, warriors, physicians, assassins, craftsmen, and more. The dragons, or perhaps Fortune’s Favor, always seemed to find us a well-rounded cohort. We had the men and women we needed. This class… they’re killers, Ilse. Big dumb ones or dangerous and subtle, but there’s not a one of them who won’t relish blood on their blade. If I didn’t know better, I’d say the dragons are afraid of what’s to come. They want men and women atop them who won’t hesitate to give the order.”

“Aye,” she responded and left it at that.

They watched the apprentices several more minutes, noting which men and women were progressing quickly and which were not. In years prior, Ramshorn was right. It would be several months of training before Ilse would bother observing the exercises. It took time for the apprentices to refine their skills, and often, they didn’t make it through the first months of brutal conditioning and practice, so it was a waste of effort evaluating them. But Wahrheit did not have a year. The word in the palace was that within weeks, one or two months at the most, Cojita would roll over Andorra, and the southerners would be at the border with Klafen.

If the apprentices were to be any use, they needed to be assigned their weapons. Then, they needed to learn the quirks that came with using fae-blessed—and cursed—gear. The weapons were potent advantages, but they carried a cost. They would make you bleed. There were times that suffering was worth it, times it was necessary, and the sooner this class of apprentice dragon knights learned that, the better their chances of surviving to the end of the next year.

Ilse turned from the largest of the apprentices, who was clumsily trying to put the two pieces of the practice dummy back together. All around the courtyard, there was a blur of motion as the apprentices feverishly attacked their targets. Word would have spread about who Ilse was and why she was there.

Drawing her eye, a slender figure darted rapidly, long knives clacking sharply against another of the practice dummies.

“She’s preferred those since she recovered,” Ramshorn murmured.

Lina Lehmann moved with a stiff grace. There was talent there, but the girl had taken terrible wounds when the dragon knights had been lured into an ambush, and those scars still marred her body and her movement. Sergeant Ramshorn had saved her life by flying her to Chemenberg. The girl was like a puppy now, following in his footsteps and hanging on his every word. With each step and each glance, it couldn’t be more obvious she wanted nothing more than to please the gruff sergeant.

Lina had learned some truths during the brief fight. She’d come out of it a different woman than who had first stood in the courtyard of the Roost. How much of that had the dragon seen at the time she was selected? How much had the dragon known?

Elves, dwarves, even sprites all had talent at foretelling. Were they fools to believe the dragons did not, that the giant creatures had no agency of their own? Why, for six hundred years, had Wahrheit thought the dragons docile beasts of burden, tied to the kingdom through some ancient bargain none of them understood?

The realm of the dragons had fallen. The vile fae known as the skiengvaal had defeated them. Were Wahrheit’s dragons in the thrall of the skiengvaal still? Were they refugees or something else?

She worried what terrible knowledge those questions would bring, but someone had to ask them. It was her. Ilse Brinke had to ask them.

Ramshorn glanced down at her.

Ilse tugged her salt-stained seacoat tighter. “It’s colder up here than down at the palace.”

“You should try it on dragon back,” he muttered, still looking at her. He glanced at her leg.

She moved a hand to the top of her high boot, where the silver hilt and ruby-tipped pommel of a dagger stuck up. “This is for me.”

Ramshorn scratched his head. “Previous quartermasters haven’t⁠—”

“Previous quartermasters didn’t have to deal with the fae appearing in the privy council chamber, trying to kill them and the queen.”

“Right. The, ah, the other two knives that Tilly recovered from that woman. You still have those?

“They aren’t right for the girl,” she said, nodding at Lina Lehmann. “She’s pushing herself closer because that is what she fears. The man who stabbed her overpowered her, and she could do nothing. She thinks that by facing that fear, confronting it head on and taking up the closest weapons she can, she will overcome her nightmares. She won’t. At the worst possible time, if she’s close, she will freeze, and people will die.”

“How can you know that?”

“I’m not sure,” Ilse admitted, shaking her head. “Maybe I’m wrong, but there is one thing I know. Those daggers are going to be useless against a dragon. She needs the flail.”

“She’s worthless with a flail. Look at the girl move with those knives, and short blades or not, fae-crafted weapons will damage a dragon.”

“They’re not for Lina Lehmann.”

“But…”

“She needs the flail.”

“The flail?” Ramshorn questioned, turning toward Ilse. “The one recovered from the dwarf? Does it not exact a price for its use?”

“A steep one,” Ilse acknowledged. She pulled back the heavy canvass sleeve of her coat. The bandages had come off weeks before, but still, the gnarled white scar remained from when she’d first discovered how deep the flail would cut its user. “Lina Lehmann understands more than anyone else in this cohort what the price is for failure. She alone will not hesitate to use the flail when she needs to. If you wanted to keep her from blood and death, you shouldn’t have let her return to the dragon knights, Sergeant.”

“Allowing her to stay wasn’t my choice,” the man mumbled.

“Tilly overruled you?”

Sergeant Ramshorn laughed. “No, the girl did. You know her father is in the city now, right? Of course you do. You live in the palace. He came up here to see her when he first arrived in Ehrstadt. He hadn’t given his permission for her to join us. The man raved at Tilly for half an hour, demanding the release of his daughter, but in the end, the girl chose to stay, and you know how Tilly is.”

“Landgrave Lehmann lost his son. I imagine losing his daughter to your ranks was difficult for the man. Who is his heir if Lina stays in your company?”

“If Jan’s sister stays in Andorra, above the ground or buried in it, and Lina swears our oaths, then after the landgrave and landgravine pass, I suppose Count Trabean would be the heir to Klafen.”

“The queen’s…”

“As an apprentice, Lina may still claim Klafen’s throne. It is only when she swears our oaths that she’ll completely renounce her title.”

“Will she?”

“She’s pretty stubborn. It runs in her blood. Her aunt is the Falcon of Andorra, after all. I suppose Lina Lehmann got some notion she could be a champion as well. I think she would renounce if the decision was put to her today. After Cojita is dealt with, who is to say?”

“Maybe she can be like the Falcon,” Ilse said, standing smoothly, then brushing off her coat and subtly checking that the rest of her daggers were secure where she’d placed them. “The sword staff for Ainsley Bohm, the bastard sword for that big fellow—since no one else can lift it—and the flail for Lina Lehmann. I’ll come back in a week to talk about the rest of them. They aren’t ready yet, Sergeant.”

“I know,” Ramshorn replied, taking her seat and leaning back against the dark wall of the fortress. “I know.”
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Mother Tressel shuddered, pulling her ever-present shawl closer about her shoulders. She was a strange woman, the Grimm. At a glance, she looked to be a young woman, a maiden perhaps or a young wife, unburdened by the weight of motherhood or an occupation. She looked like so many of the other flighty young things that attended the balls in the royal palace and lingered in the manses around the city, their greatest concerns whether their staff truly dressed them in the latest fashion and whether their fathers were busy looking for their love or looking for loot to pile in the family’s treasure rooms. Those women spent years worrying about a moment’s decision that would be made by someone else.

But when examined closer, Mother Tressel’s mannerisms began to give up the charade. The confident way she draped her shawls around her shoulders even though they were terribly out of fashion or the way she wasn’t afraid to let her emotions show on her face. Those were the characteristics of an older woman, one who’d proven herself to the world and had given up the flighty fussing of the young. Mother Tressel moved with the vigor of youth, but there was a sense of time about her, like the gears of a clock that had ticked more hours than a woman could know.

Her eyes told an even deeper tale. They were a brilliant blue, not of the sky or the sea or some other foolishness poets always described a woman’s gaze with, but the same crackling energy Ilse Brinke had seen dancing along the edge of Otto Tilly’s battle axe. That pulsating, sharp heat. That danger.

Mother Tressel had seen death. She’d tasted blood. She’d stomped on the necks of those who opposed her family figuratively, though it wouldn’t surprise Ilse if she’d done so literally as well. There was a cold regard for the world in those eyes. The Grimm had seen a glimpse of the future, and she’d seen much of the past. She knew they were all going to die in a way that few others could comprehend. She truly understood that death was the welcome they all waited for, but it was something she alone had somehow avoided long past when death should have found her.

“It unnerves me when you stare,” the Grimm muttered.

Ilse Brinke shrugged. “I’ve never met someone like you before.”

“No apology?”

“For staring?” Ilse laughed. She shook her head. “If you didn’t want people to stare, you shouldn’t have traded to keep your beauty, but that’s not why I am looking. I’m curious. The magic of the fae comes at a terrible cost. I can’t imagine what price they set for eternal youth. Was it all so you could protect your vanity, so you could be beautiful and ravishing for years and years to come? Did you want us to stare, but now that admiration has gone stale after so long?”

Offering a wan smile, the Grimm admitted, “I was a vain creature in my youth, that is true. Part of the price is that I must live with it, seeing this face in the mirror every day, as a constant reminder of what I gave up. No, I will not tell you. Allow an old woman some secrets.” She sat up straight, dispensing with the huddled posture of an ancient crone. “You are the first to ever challenge me on that. My great grandson must wonder when he looks at me, but not even he has asked.”

Ilse scratched her arm. “Sorry. I’ve been told my social skills leave something to be desired.”

Smiling at the quartermaster, Mother Tressel replied, “Never apologize for telling the truth, girl, and I am certain it is not your social skills your minister of intelligence prizes. There’s more to you than can be seen on the surface, a trait that we share. You have your father’s boldness and your mother’s generosity. A miracle, after what you’ve been through. It would have broken lesser stock, but it’s forged you into something strong. There is little you fear now. I don’t know if that is good or bad because what is coming should terrify us all. Will you be bold in the face of danger or reckless and risk the fate of our world?”

Ilse leaned forward. “My father… He was to be a paladin, wasn’t he? The fae-killer. The signs pointed to him. He killed a dwarf.”

The bangles on her arm jingling, Mother Tressel held up her hands and juggled them like they were the pans on a scale. “Perhaps.”

“Tell me what you know of the skiengvaal and the paladins.”

“In exchange for what?”

“Are you one of the fae now, here to bargain with me? I need your fae-lore, woman. We’re all in this fight together.”

“What, and who, we fight isn’t so clear, girl, but you are right. I’ve been alone for too long, concerned with matters that affected me, my family, our kingdom, and little else. It is hard to shake that habit, but I will tell you what I know.”

Ilse waited patiently while Mother Tressel apparently gathered her thoughts.

“First, of the skiengvaal, the lore of the fae is clear. Of the paladins, it is not fae-lore that we speak of but the lore of man.”

Ilse frowned. “The lore of man?”

Mother Tressel nodded. “I have heard of your workshop. It is infamous amongst my circle of friends. Enchanted artifacts, treasures that would boggle the mind. In our hands… Bah, probably it’s best it is in your hands and not ours, eh? The Grimm have been persecuted but not always without cause. What bargains would we not make to access the treasure you keep? But it’s not the trinkets in the room that would interest a woman like me. It is the wisdom of ages. Scrolls and books, you have many, do you not?”

“I do.”

“They are the lore of man, and that is where the knowledge of the paladins may be found. There is nothing in our grimoires of these beings. Nothing passed down from the fae.”

“But… the fae have their own paladins, I was led to believe. The mage, he is one, is he not?”

“No, girl. He is something else.”

“What?”

Mother Tressel shook her head. “Dangerous, useful, our greatest ally or our greatest foe, I know not. The mage’s craft is beyond my own. His existence is beyond my knowledge. He is something else, something that has been lost to this world for centuries, if not longer. Perhaps if you allowed me into your workshop and granted access to your library, with my knowledge, I may find something you can use?”

Ilse brushed back her hair. “Gerhard told you of the mage?”

“Everything he knew,” Mother Tressel said, twisting her lips as if she’d hoped for a different reply, “which I imagine is more than any other living man knows. In Darford, we have stories of the Ten and the mage who leads them, but that is all they are—stories told to children most often by other children. What is truth and fiction after generations of misremembering and embellishment, no one can say. The Ten, whatever they are, have not been seen in Darford in my lifetime. I can tell you the rhymes our young sing, but why bother. They are the blissful ignorance of those who think they sing of dreams instead of stories that are all too real. I hear my grandchildren chanting and singing, adding their words as they go. Whatever truth there was is lost in the jumble of what is new and catchy.”

“I see,” Ilse murmured.

“The skiengvaal, I know more of. They are a part of fae-lore, though a dark part indeed. Twisted abominations, they are often referred to as, and we can all agree that seems accurate. They had not been seen in the northern continent since the founding of your kingdom, so much of their origin is lost to time, but their nature is clear. They were known as evil, so they became evil. That is their truth. Evil may be large and horrible, or it can be small and spiteful. They encompass it all.”

“They want to cause suffering then?”

“Certainly,” Mother Tressel agreed. “To be honest, most of the fae do. You see, this was their land once, until the race of man cast them out. We flung them to the other realms where they found a home, or they did not. Always, the fae try to return here, to retake what was once theirs. The old magic was strong, but the imagination of men stronger. There were bonds put on the fae, so even though they’ve found ways to return, they are tied to rules placed by those far greater than us. It is why they bargain. They cannot unleash their magic on their own. It is only through us that they may bring about the greatest harm.”

Ilse grunted. “The skiengvaal are old, then?”

Mother Tressel laughed. “Old, yes, but not for fae. They are the youngest of the races. Strong and fast, brash and careless. They tried to break the bonds placed upon their magic, the ligaments and tendons that hold the planes of existence together. What would have happened had they freed themselves from those shackles placed upon us all? I have no idea, but they were treated as outcasts and isolated and hated. As I said, that has become their truth, and some say that is all they are now. We made them what they are, and they do not have the power to change that.”

Ilse scratched her ear. “They are stronger than the other fae?”

“Evidently,” Mother Tressel said. “You asked the cost of my youth, and I will not tell you, but you’re correct to assume it was high. Terribly high. What price did the skiengvaal pay for their unfathomable power? A horrific one, I am sure. They became what we said they were. How much of that was their choice, and how much ours? It does not matter, really. What’s done is done. They were named evil, and there is power in names. They are evil in truth, and their goals are obvious enough. They want to destroy us all.”

“All of us,” Ilse murmured. “Us and the fae. Realm by realm.”

“The dragons have fallen,” Mother Tressel declared. “The elves, the dwarves, they fight on. The sprites have fought the hardest and have retained as much of their world as anyone beside ourselves. We’ve been… removed from the conflict, somehow. For six hundred years, the skiengvaal and their minions could not reach us. Someone bought us a reprieve from the conflict. I worry we squandered our time.”

“Six hundred years…”

“Yes.”

“The Kingdom of Wahrheit was founded six hundred years ago. Was it related?”

Mother Tressel shrugged. “Tumultuous times, six hundred years ago. The fall of the dragons, the rise of your kingdom, the disappearance of the skiengvaal, and the beginning of the rule of the kings. Perhaps it was related. It is an awful coincidence if not, but again we dip into the lore of man. The rise of this kingdom is shrouded in secrecy, and certainly no one in Darford knows those secrets.”

Ilse sat back, thinking. “Could Gerhard, his cards…”

“The cards foretell the future. It is you who must dig up the past.”

She grunted then sat forward. “I need to speak to the mage.”

The Grimm stared at her blankly.

“He resides within a castle in the realm of the sprites. I need to go there.”

“You can’t… That’d take…”

“A portal.”

Nodding, Mother Tressel sat back. “Yes, a portal. They exist, but I know not where. There are rumors that the crown holds one.”

“It’s gone,” Ilse muttered.

“The urchin, of course.”

“But there must be others?”

“Yes, there must be,” the Grimm agreed, “but I don’t know where, and none of my associates would know either. It’s been many, many years since a Grimm has traveled to a plane beyond our own. We’ve become cautious in our knowledge and power. Jealous of what we know, holding our secrets close, refusing to risk our skins to learn more. The Grimm who kept reaching for further power found more than they bargained for, and they were killed. The church takes the salvation of this world seriously, and we were deemed a grave threat.”

“I know of the church’s misdeeds.”

“Indeed you do.”

Ilse pushed back her hair, frowning at the Grimm. “There must be records, journals or notes on how it was done, what was seen…”

“Great effort has been taken to destroy such documentation by those with true power,” Mother Tressel advised. “Jealous, I told you. Even in Darford, their reach is long and grasping.”

“They? The church destroyed the records?”

“When it comes to unburying the past, look for those who threw the most dirt on the grave, and when wondering what came before, it is sound advice to start with the oldest person you know. I am not old enough, and there is only one I know who is older than I.”

Crossing her arms over her chest, Ilse finished the thought. “The holy mother.”

“I do not think she will help you,” Mother Tressel warned. “There is a reason the church destroyed what knowledge they could. I do not imagine it was for your benefit, or that of mankind, for that matter. But if any living person knows the secrets of the portals, then it is the holy mother.”

“Great,” Ilse grumbled.

“She’s not an easy woman to meet,” the Grimm added. “There may not be more than a dozen people outside of the church who have met her and lived to speak of it.”

Shrugging, Ilse stood. “I’ve met her before, and I’m still around.”

She saw Mother Tressel’s eyes pop wide and her jaw drop, but Ilse ignored that. She didn’t need the woman’s expression to understand how rare, and risky, it was to try and meet with the holy mother. Bah. Ilse Brinke knew that better than anyone.


The Apprentice II
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The road from Ehrstadt to Hof was a long one, but Ulrik was becoming accustomed to long journeys. One foot in front of the other, over and over. Perhaps it was a secret of life that one must just keep on walking? He had weeks to ponder such philosophical thoughts, following in the wake of an army, walking alone.

He’d caught up to the trail of the church’s army a week west of Ehrstadt, and according to the people in the villages there, he’d been four or five days behind them. The Shining Legion, ten thousand men, who last he’d seen could barely walk in step. He’d hoped to catch up to them on the road, to be there when they approached Hof, to see what the rubble of his home had grown into. He wanted to see it first, before the legion encircled the place and made it their own.

They would. He knew that. He’d marched with the royal army to Mertz. He’d seen the church’s men encamped around the fort that had held the elf. Armies were built to claim territory. It was all they knew. It was their nature to take.

How true that was. As he walked, he saw the devastation the church’s men had wrought. Roadside taverns with nothing to serve but watery soups speckled with vegetables it was better not to know the province of, or roasted meats where not even the heartiest dash of spices could cover the smell of rot. Cellars and barns had been raided. Fields had been plundered, livestock slaughtered and crudely butchered.

There wasn’t a drop of beer within leagues of the highway.

At first, Ulrik had smiled wryly, recalling how he’d believed they needed to get the Shining Legion moving or drunk before they turned on themselves. It seemed the church had done both. But after several days following their path, his smile slipped, and the devastation of war was hammered home.

This was not the bloody battlefield he’d witnessed at Mertz, but it might as well have been. Old men huddled defensively, watching with suspicious eyes as Ulrik strode past. Children, seen on previous journeys running out after travelers, calling questions, or admiring his weapons and armor, peered from open doorways or from far out in the fields, hidden amongst copses of trees where they could vanish if he turned toward them. He did not see any young men or women at all.

The men and boys stout enough to hold a spear would have been pressed into service, marching toward a battle they would never understand. The women recruited as cooks or washwomen, Ulrik wanted to believe, but the lie sounded desperate and false even in his own head.

Ulrik had never been a devout member of the church. His mother’s suspicions had tainted anything a priest might say, but the way the army had rolled over the road and the surrounding lands could not be what the Creator envisioned, could it? The Shining Legion was a brutal means to an end, the priests might say. Victory was bought with sacrifice. The cost of something proved its value, they claimed.

What had Dmitri Meyer said? Grace was earned through struggle? The peasants who lived along the highway a week west of Ehrstadt had gone through struggle, but any grace bestowed upon them was difficult to recognize.

After two days on the Shining Legion’s trail, Ulrik paused in a small village, no more than a dozen structures crouched near the base of a stone bridge, anchored by a creaking mill on one end and a roadside tavern on the other. The wheel of the mill rotated, pushed by the sluggish current of the stream it loomed over. An empty wagon sat outside of it. A young man, the first Ulrik had seen in two days, sat on the tailgate of the wagon, peering listlessly into the open doors of the mill. There was no grain there, nothing for the mill to grind, but the water pushed the wheel and the gears creaked and cranked regardless.

Ulrik paused, watching the motionless young man. A farmer who’d brought grain to the mill from some land too far for the church’s provisioners to have scoured it? A wagoneer tasked with buying flour that did not exist?

A sharp whistle split the afternoon quiet, and the boy leapt off the tailgate and dashed behind the mill. Blinking, Ulrik turned to the source of the whistle and saw a red-faced man glaring at him from the roof of the inn. It was half-open, and as Ulrik’s attention settled on the place, he saw a heaping pile of blackened thatch stacked behind it. The stone wall near the back of the inn shared the color, as did a jumble of timber from what looked to have been part of the roof and a good portion of the tables and benches that could have filled the common room.

Ulrik approached slowly, noting the man on the roof held a hammer as if he meant to do more with it than nail bundles of thatch into place. Calling to the man, Ulrik asked, “A fire?”

The man gestured down at the singed materials behind him.

“I don’t suppose enough of the roof remains to provide shelter for a night, and maybe a bit of supper?”

“I’ve had enough of soldiers in this place. If I can make it the rest of my life without providing succor to your kind, I will.”

Shaking his head, Ulrik told the man, “I’m no soldier. I’m a thief taker.”

“The only thieves that’ve been here left two days past.”

“The Shining Legion, the church’s own?”

“That’s what they called themselves.”

“I can pay silver,” Ulrik said, dipping two fingers into his coin purse then removing a gleaming disc to show the man. “Twice this, if there’s more to the supper than boiled water and moldy bread, and another if there’s a bit of information to go with the meal.”

The man on the roof stared back at him, his eyes rimmed in red, flicking to study Ulrik’s armor, the sword at his hip, and his spear.

“I wasn’t part of what happened here,” Ulrik said. “If you mean to finish rebuilding, you’re going to have to accept custom again at some point. Why wait?”

The man began climbing down. “Four silver for shelter and a poor meal. I’ll tell you anything you want to know about those bastards for free.”
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That evening, a great clattering clop of hooves heralded the arrival of more men to the tiny, nameless village. Ulrik joined the innkeeper at the door to the inn, watching as a score of men on horseback came trotting up before the place.

“Royal army cuirassiers,” Ulrik remarked quietly.

The innkeeper grunted.

A man, dressed in neat kit, the pips of a sergeant on his shoulder, dismounted smoothly and approached the inn. “Shining Legion?” he asked, his voice assured and crisp, ringing with the confidence of a rich man and the education his family’s gold had bought him.

“Aye,” the innkeeper said, shaking his head. “I’m afraid they didn’t leave me enough for all of your men. I could feed three, maybe four of you at best. The rest I must keep for myself, hoping some enterprising merchant got it into his head to follow close behind the army, restocking the larders they’ve stripped bare.”

“A tithe, they’re calling it north of here,” the sergeant muttered. He adjusted his belt, shifting so his saber and pistol rested more comfortably now that he was dismounted. “My men have food, but what of shelter and oats for the horses?”

The innkeeper stepped out. “The Shining Legion has no horses, so we’ve a bit of good hay, and the fire spared the barn, Fortune’s Favor. Here in the inn, I’ve plenty of room for your men to bed down if you don’t mind a bit of open air on the far end.”

“Ha,” the cuirassier barked. “They will mind, but we don’t have much choice now, do we? I suppose we’ll have another day or two before we split off this desolate trail and head back to the capital. Can’t think this Shining Legion would have gone anywhere near Ehrstadt.”

“They passed west of Ehrstadt,” Ulrik offered. “A week’s journey, for one on foot. Do you return to the capital to report what you’ve seen?”

The sergeant eyed Ulrik askance for a moment but replied, “Indeed. My men were tasked with patrolling from Chemenberg to Stafford. We got word of an invading army and found ourselves a sea of churchmen. First I’d ever heard of this Shining Legion. First any of us had. They left us alone, but I decided to leave off our business and return to Ehrstadt as fast as our horses could carry us. Perhaps the crown and Landgravine Bohm know what transpires here, but I do not!”

“They seek elves.” Ulrik smiled wryly at the sergeant’s surprised expression. “They’re going to a village called Hof. At least, that’s part of what they do. Why the church has so many soldiers in the first place, I do not know, but I am certain Hof is their destination, and the fae are their target.”

“You are familiar to me, boy.”

“I spent some time in the royal army,” Ulrik responded.

“A cuirassier?”

“Spearman.”

The sergeant frowned at him, noting the fine armor and weaponry Ulrik carried. “I suppose if you’d stolen all of that and run away, you wouldn’t be standing here calmly talking to me.”

“I’m splitting my time between the crown and the thief taker’s guild. I… It’s complicated.”

“Ah, I know. Yes, the Hero of Mertz? My cousin is Count Ragool. I attended the queen’s coronation with him. Do you know him, the count?”

“I’m afraid not. The queen has been kind to me, but my place is in the barracks and the guild hall.”

“I’d buy you a beer, lad, but I’m afraid there’s not a wet tap within five leagues of here,” the cuirassier drawled. “Care for a bit of brandy? I still have a couple of shakes I’ve been holding onto. I’d like to know more of these… elves, you said? The church hates the fae, don’t they?”

“They do,” Ulrik confirmed. “They mean to kill or capture any that they find. I’ll tell you all I know, but in turn, I ask you share what I might face north of here.”

The sergeant, the cousin of a count, weighed the reply for a moment, as if trying to gauge how a relation to nobility stacked up against heroism during war. Eventually, he must have recalled he’d seen Ulrik on stage with the queen. He turned on this heel, striding toward his horse and calling over his shoulder, “I’ll get the brandy and my rations. Better fare than you’ll find anywhere north of here, I wager.”

His men eyed the half-burned inn skeptically, but it was getting dark, and they’d been on this road long enough to know there would be no better lodging close by. The innkeeper bustled toward them, directing them to the barn, and they followed him dutifully.

“I’ll be inside,” Ulrik said to the sergeant, and he stepped back into the half-burned inn.
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For another week, it was much the same. Ulrik crossed half of Untal, passing through villages inhabited by the old and infirm. He was living on light rations, briefly appearing and disappearing in the lives of those who had nothing to do but get back to work.

Life was not an easy thing to relinquish, no matter your setbacks. A moment, a breath, a reflection. Those who would survive righted their wagons and picked up their tools, and those who wouldn’t, didn’t.

Ulrik was surprised when he finally made it to the hills and the forests that surrounded Hof. He’d lived there eighteen winters. It’d been the only place he had lived. He, Jamie, and the others had spent countless hours exploring beneath the trees, roaming these hills as wild boys and then later as only barely tamed youths helping their pas, avoiding their pas, and slowly learning their trades.

It wasn’t until he crested the rise of a low hill that he stopped, staring agape at a sturdily constructed barn. It wasn’t large, but it was well made. His pa, Franklin, had made it. Ulrik had helped.

Who… Gunter. Farmer Gunter. The farmer’d had daughters, who Jamie had become entangled with, to the dismay of Paul, the blacksmith’s son, and then Ulrik when he had to stand up for his friend. He and Paul had fought over those girls. Nothing like… just a thrown fist, some scrabbling in the dirt. Not like when Jamie and Paul had…

Ulrik sat, his bottom thumping hard onto the dirt road. He’d helped build that barn. Had Gunter and his daughters survived the attack by Count Fashan’s men? Ulrik did not know. He had no idea. The day the attack had happened, he and Paul had been squared off, surrounded by the other boys. They’d been fighting over the girls, but Ulrik couldn’t recall if Gunter and his kin had left with the rest of the village to Stafford after Tilly had swooped in and stopped the attack. How could that be?

How could Ulrik not know?

The faces of the other villagers as they’d walked to Hof were like shadows now. Memories of a dream. He couldn’t recall any details. There had been crying. They’d been moving slow. How many of them? Who? He didn’t remember. The fight with Paul ran through his mind like a play he’d seen the night before, but the aftermath of Count Fashan’s attack was like his earliest memory, as much recollection as imagination and confusion.

He sat motionless in the dirt road, looking at the barn and the little house Gunter and his family had lived within. It was intact. Just as sound as the day Franklin and Ulrik had laid that last beam across the top and hammered down the final shingle. The barn hadn’t been destroyed when the cuirassiers had descended upon them. They would have come from the north, Ulrik realized. No one would have built the place in the exact same design that Franklin had. No one could.

Ulrik should go down there and see if Gunter and his family had survived. He could… What? What would he say? What would he do? Hold their hands and cry together over what they’d all lost?

It was Ulrik who’d lost his ma and his pa, his friends… It was he who brought death with him everywhere he turned. Since the attack, since his ma had called to the elves, death followed him like his own shadow. No, he would not go to that barn. He would not seek Gunter and his daughters. If they lived, Ulrik would not bring the fae’s curse down upon them.

He understood that now. Jamie’s and Paul’s deaths, those were the ones who hurt, but there were others, so many others who’d died merely because they were too close to Ulrik. He’d led men into Mertz, knowing that some of them—most of them—would die. He knew it wasn’t over. That cloud clung to him still. Fae blessed, fae cursed, he was beginning to wonder if there was a difference, but on he walked.

There was no traffic on the road. If people still traveled this way, they had stopped and fled before the Shining Legion. Whatever had survived, whatever had been rebuilt, would be destroyed again.

Ulrik stood and brushed the red dirt from his black, leather hauberk. It felt smooth under his fingers, like it’d just been conditioned in the tannery, like it’d never been worn. Like it’d never been in battle. He knew different. It’d been given to him by Ilse Brinke, on behalf of the queen, he supposed.

This armor, the spear he carried, they could be hundreds of years old. They could have been through a score of battles, but they showed no signs of it. The quartermaster did not oversee equipment that never saw use. Who had worn this armor? A dragon knight, a king’s champion?

There were no scars of battle upon his armament, but there would be on the people who’d borne the equipment before him. Things they’d seen, things they’d done. Yes, they would have carried scars. They were dead now. He had no doubt. He should have asked Ilse. She would tell him, he believed, but what did it matter? Everyone carried scars. Everyone died. Even heroes.

Even his pa. Even his ma.

Jess had knelt in the doorway of their burning home, casting her instruments down and calling to the elves. They’d taken her and cursed Ulrik for the pleasure. They bound her in their realm to service. Lifetimes, centuries, however those foul monsters measured time.

His death would be a violent one, Ulrik had grown certain, but he wasn’t dead yet. His ma was still in the clutches of those tiny little beasts. She was bound to them, forced to serve, until the skiengvaal overran that evil realm, and then she would be resigned to an even worse fate. Ulrik had bargained with an elf—stop the skiengvaal, and they would free his ma’s soul.

Could he? Could they? Probably not.

But they’d named him fae-killer. Fortune, the Creator, the fae themselves, it didn’t matter because he felt the truth of the name. It was no honorific like the Hero of Mertz. Fae-killer felt right. It felt like his own.

He looked past Gunter’s barn, down the familiar road to Hof, to where his home had been. Where his ma had burned. It was where the elves would come through. Ulrik propped his spear on his shoulder and started to walk again.

It was time to get to work.
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Ulrik leaned on his spear, gazing down upon Hof, or what had been Hof. It was unrecognizable to his eye. The village green was there and the woods around it. He could see the track that had led toward the brewery, and through the winter-bare trees, he could see a new structure had risen in the place of the old one.

Count Royo—or perhaps the young count’s mother—was rebuilding the village. The beer produced from Hof was an important part of the county’s revenues, Ulrik imagined. Not invaluable. They hadn’t protected the village when it’d been razed. Instead, they would rebuild atop the graves of the fallen peasants and begin anew. Good gold would be spent on the new brewery and the rest of the village. None had been spent on those who had died there.

With the crown involved now and Count Fashan dead at Ulrik’s hand, Count Royo and his mother could move on like nothing had happened. How much would it take? One hundred gold marks, two hundred? After three weeks on the road, Ulrik was too tired to consider the arithmetic the count’s advisors must have gone through, but whatever the bill, it seemed they had paid it. Hof was alive again. At least, it had been until the Shining Legion had descended upon the place.

Unfamiliar buildings were scattered about, occupying some of the foundations of those that had burned down before them, or in brand new places that, without the weight of existing infrastructure, could have been chosen at random or for good reason. It was disorienting, as if some fae had come in the night and rearranged a room. From the hill, Ulrik could see a blacksmith, an inn, homes, and workshops, but none of them were where they had been. None were where they were supposed to be.

Except for where his own home had stood. There’d been half a dozen two-story buildings—shops below, apartments above—where tradesmen and their families lived and worked. They’d been small compared to the grand townhomes he’d seen in Ehrstadt, but just how much influence did the architecture of the city have on this far-flung village? There was land for leagues all around them, but his pa and his ma had lived right off the village green, shouldered between buildings on either side of them.

Convenient for anyone wanting to peruse Franklin’s woodwork or wanting to ask Jess about the simple remedies and tinctures she mixed, but there was the noise and the hustle of being in the middle of things to contend with.

Ulrik stood up, leaning his spear against his shoulder. Why had his parents chosen that home? It’d been built before he had been born, before they had lived there. He knew that much. It was such a simple, stupid question. It didn’t matter to him back then or even now. It was his home, and it’d always been his home, and that was just the way it was. But stupid or not, he would never get to ask the question. He would never know why he had been raised in that home.

He hadn’t known, couldn’t have known, their time would be cut short. No one knew that until it was too late. It was always too late when you knew.

Ulrik started walking toward this version of Hof and the sprawl of the Shining Legion that had flooded the place. A chaotic jumble of tents stretched before him like a filthy sea of dirty canvas and grimy men. It reminded him of the rats and the refuse that bubbled up in the capital when it rained hard. The legion was camped in the open fields and in between buildings. It appeared they had no respect for what those buildings were or the people who had lived in them.

He saw men in the white tunics of the church entering and exiting some of those buildings and guarding others. Where had the people gone, the new settlers of Hof?

This army took, and it devoured, and from the looks of things, it was devouring Hof as he watched. It was the church’s village, now.

Except for the village green. Except for the foundation of those buildings where Ulrik had been raised. For one hundred and fifty paces around his home, there were no tents, no buildings, nothing at all. Had they rebuilt there? If so, the church had torn down the structures and they’d set up a field of fire.

Two hundred arquebusiers stood behind their firearms, the heavy weapons resting on thin poles, all pointed toward the place Ulrik had once lived. It was funny in a twisted sort of way.

An entire army, twelve, maybe fifteen thousand of them were camped around a village that had never housed more than a couple of hundred. That many alone were on constant guard, from the look of things, watching for a portal to be torn open, for elves to spill forth from the same place they had taken his ma.

It really was funny in a way, but in another way, he felt his blood rushing and the hymn of battle drumming in his ears. The Shining Legion was a plague on the lands they crossed, and it hurt seeing them crouched within the ruins of his childhood, but it was not they who made his heart pound. It was not they who made the breath burst through his nostrils as he walked closer.

The portal was closed. He didn’t know how he could tell, but he could feel it. It was like a shuttered window in the middle of the night. No light bled through the cracks, but you could sense the motion of the cold air. You could feel that, unlike the walls around it, this was a barrier that could be opened. More so, he could feel what was coming. The elves were coming, and Ulrik would be ready.
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Dmitri Meyer was not the sort of man to laugh. If his lips could even form a smile, Ulrik imagined they had not done so for years. The churchman looked like an artist had taken cold clay and formed it on the skeleton of a man, getting the form correct but losing the life that suffused the living. When you looked into Dmitri Meyer’s eyes, it was easy to believe the man had no soul. Those eyes, the only thing about him that seemed alive, glinted with blank regard, giving you the same attention he might the tools on a workbench, callously assessing whether you would be of any use to him or not.

Ulrik had not imagined a gleeful reunion with the churchman, but even so, he felt uncomfortable as Dmitri Meyer observed him.

Beside Dmitri was a man identified only as commander. His uniform was a brighter white than that of his men, and it was trimmed with gold piping which was finery enough amongst his ragtag army to understand he was their leader. Where he’d come from, how he’d risen in the ranks of an army cobbled together from press-ganged peasants and mercenaries, was not explained to Ulrik.

The pair of them had been standing behind the line of arquebusiers, staring across the empty village green, the once lush grass trampled and dead, as if they expected elves to pop up out of the ruins of Ulrik’s old home like a quail flushed from a bush.

They were watching Ulrik now, along with the rest of the Shining Legion. In fairness, there didn’t seem to be anything else to watch, and like he’d seen before, the army had not been given anything to do. Ulrik did not think of himself as some veteran, but one thing he’d learned and swore by from his time in the royal army, keep the men busy.

The spearmen would march in drills. They’d dig latrines that would last them for months. They’d build walls. They’d walk on patrol. They’d move stuff for no apparent reason but a captain’s mad whimsy.

They might curse their captains, but it kept them occupied, and busy men didn’t have time to gripe and complain and sharpen their boredom into something more dangerous. These men, this Shining Legion, teetered on the cusp of a revolt. With many of them forced into service, that was no surprise. Few of these men would have any belief in the church’s cause. Peasants put their faith in Fortune, not the Creator. Ulrik wondered if Meyer and the commander considered the fact, or if like most churchmen, they assumed their own view of the truth was the only one that existed.

Or maybe they saw the same things that Ulrik did but did not know what to do about it. If the church had an army before now, it was news to Ulrik, so perhaps this commander’s experience was overseeing the over-dressed fools that guarded the church’s compound in Ehrstadt, or maybe he was a mercenary paid to take a job he didn’t know how to do. Either way, Ulrik was content to get his work done here and then turn his back to the Shining Legion and everyone within it.

Dmitri Meyer was no common soldier, Ulrik could see that now, and he cursed himself thinking the man had invited Ulrik along for any other purpose than to use him. He’d seen Ulrik talk to the elf. He’d seen Ulrik use his spear. Ulrik’s hand gripped the shaft of his weapon as a disturbing thought crossed his mind. Had this man been interested in him and his experience with the fae, or had he been interested in the enchanted artifacts Ulrik carried?

The armor he wore and the spear he held were priceless, and amongst this army of churchmen, would anyone go running to Ehrstadt to tell the crown if someone took them? Dmitri’s eyes flashed, and Ulrik swallowed. The churchman looked as if he could read Ulrik’s thoughts.

“You’re the one who sent us here?” the commander demanded.

Ulrik glanced away from Meyer and nodded.

“There’s nothing here,” the soldier barked, gesturing toward the ruins of Ulrik’s home. “Nothing but rubble.”

“We’re here because of what was here,” Dmitri remarked in his calm, dry voice, “and what will be here. It doesn’t much matter what is here now.”

“You keep saying that because some fae told you? Those Creator Cursed beasts fooled you, Meyer. Mark my words, the portal is hundreds of leagues from here!”

The churchman regarded the soldier, and the commander quieted, then turned back to the empty scar that had been Ulrik’s home. Who was Dmitri Meyer to quiet a man with a look? A man who commanded fifteen thousand strong?

Softly, Dmitri Meyer added, “They will come. I can feel them.”

Ulrik cleared his throat.

“You have something to add?” the commander asked.

“I should not have come here.”

“You’re here now,” the man barked, “and you’re not going to desert us. If I have to clap you in irons, I will. I don’t care if you’re a queen’s man. If you helped those vile monsters send us off on some⁠—”

“No,” Ulrik interrupted. “I mean I shouldn’t have… They did trick us, but not in the way you think.”

“In what way did they trick us?” Dmitri inquired.

“It took you weeks to get here,” Ulrik said. “Why have the elves not come already?”

“Because they’re not coming,” the commander snapped, crossing thick arms over his white tunic.

Shaking his head, Ulrik replied, “What if they needed something, some way to open the portal?”

“You,” Dmitri guessed, his dark eyes opening wide before glancing back toward the ruins of Ulrik’s home. “They needed the connection to you, the magic that they’d bound around you. You’re the key to opening this gateway. Can you… How long do we have?”

“Not long,” Ulrik warned.

He reached up to touch his forehead. He could feel pressure there, like a hangover coming on suddenly in the midst of the day, but he hadn’t drunk since he’d spent an evening in the company of the cuirassier captain. It felt… it felt like the pressure was growing. Quickly.

“Now!” he shouted. “They’re coming now!”

The air before them shimmered, coruscating lights reflecting like sunrise on a wind-chopped lake. Then, the very air in front of them ripped open, and billows of flame and smoke boiled forth.

Tiny figures, garbed in short pants, suspenders, all manner of knit hats, and shoed with narrow clogs that had long, impractical curls at the toe, issued forth in a flood. It was not one elf, or two, or even a dozen. There were scores of the minuscule creatures, and with smoke trailing behind them from some calamity on the other side of the portal, they rushed into the bright sunlight bathing Hof.

The Shining Legion stood, stunned and confused by the outpouring of fae.

The legion’s commander mumbled, “I thought there’d be… a few of them.”

Dmitri Meyer shook himself. “We need to fire on them, to rally and to⁠—”

A single shot erupted.

The elves turned like a school of fish and raced at the line of arquebusiers. One elf, the height of Ulrik’s knee, sped forward and leapt, brushing aside a man’s arquebus and clamping down on his throat with its tiny mouth. It tore its head to the side, and the man’s throat was ripped wide open. Blood sprayed, but the man did not make a sound. He couldn’t.

Another shot broke the sudden silence, followed less than a breath later by a third. The arquebusiers began firing, the barrels of their firearms flashing with explosions. The guns spit whistling lead and thick clouds of smoke.

Amidst the blasts from the firearms began the screams. The elves, armed with miniature knives, hammers, and the tools of their crafts, attacked with a viciousness that Ulrik would not have believed had he not seen it.

The elves were fast and had an uncanny ability to dodge the hail of shot flying their way. A few were struck, their little bodies torn asunder, but the vast majority of them found their way into the ranks of the soldiers. It was impossible to keep an eye on them through the chaos, but slick trails of gore showed well enough where they’d been.

Men spilled from the tents in the encampment, but they did not rush to the aid of their fellows. They’d been forced here on a mission they did not understand. They had no love for the men on the front line and no loyalty to those who led them. Without an officer bellowing threats in their ear, none of the Shining Legion was eager to engage with their tiny, horrific foes.

“Fortune’s Curse,” Dmitri Meyer bellowed, drawing a pair of curved blades from within his clothing and evidently forgetting it was the Creator he was supposed to believe in. “Fortune’s Curse. There’s too many of them.”

The commander’s lips were moving in silent prayer. No calls to rally, no instructions parted those lips. Just prayer. Not that any orders he gave would have done them any good.

Men, their shot spent, swung their arquebuses like clubs, but the elves darted between the stocks of the heavy weapons, using their smaller tools with terrible effectiveness, or when they did not have weapons, they used their hands and their teeth. Immense strength was hidden in those little bodies, and they tore men apart as they ran through them.

“Draw your weapon!” Dmitri shouted, grasping the commander by the shoulder and shaking him. “Call to the men. Sound the alarm. Have them form up. Stand in ranks. Have them all firing at once so the elves cannot possibly avoid the barrage. It is the only way! Call to arms, man. Call to arms!”

The commander was frozen.

An elf sprang at him, its itty-bitty hands spread wide, its small mouth revealing narrow, sharp teeth. It flew through the air in a shallow arc, like a ball that a child had kicked.

Ulrik lunged forward, thrusting with his spear, and he stabbed the little monster directly in the chest. The elf’s body spasmed as the sprite-forged steel pierced its torso, but the strike had been a good one, and the crackling blue magic instantly began to fade from the elf’s large, round eyes. Ulrik flicked the end of his spear, and the elf’s limp body flew to the side.

“You need to retreat,” Ulrik advised, watching an approaching pack of vicious elves.

There had to be fifty of them that had come through the gateway, though in the chaos of their appearance, it was impossible to count. They were amongst the Shining Legion now, slashing their way through the tightly packed ranks of the men in front and then spilling into the encampment beyond. On the other side of the portal, flames licked the edge of the magical gateway, and thick, black smoke spilled into the realm of men. Figures, small and dark, seemed to be struggling against an unseen foe. From the distance, Ulrik couldn’t see what they fought beneath the layer of floating ash and the flickering light of the flames. Was it their backs he was seeing? Unlike the monsters that had come through, those on the other side seemed to be…

“They’re not coming through,” Ulrik called.

Dmitri lunged at the back of an elf, slashing with his knife and carving a long gash across its thin back. The elf, if it felt pain from the blow, did not show it. It charged forward, rushing between a surprised man’s legs, clawing the back of his heel, and crippling the poor legionnaire. Then, the elf was lost in the thick of the battle, never having looked back at Dmitri.

“It didn’t even try to fight,” the churchman complained.

“The rest of them are not coming through,” Ulrik repeated, pointing with his spear toward the portal. “Why are they not coming through?”

“I’m more worried about how we close the thing,” Dmitri snapped, staring at the open portal with the only emotion Ulrik had ever seen on his face—despair.

Ulrik recognized it because he felt it too. He grabbed the churchman and shouted in his face, “These elves are not fighting. They’re fleeing!”

A slowing trickle of elves darted around them, staying well-clear of Ulrik and his spear which had taken one of their lives. They must have sensed the magic of the sprites on him.

He called again, “They are not attacking you. The Shining Legion is merely in their way.”

Dmitri shook himself and turned toward the portal. “Fleeing from… what?”

Through the opening, a massive shape drew closer, smoke roiling around its body, then parting like a curtain. Ulrik’s mouth fell open. A giant head came through the opening in the air. Teeth, nostrils, hot breath with the tang of iron.

“W-What is…” Dmitri stammered.

“It’s… Run!” Ulrik screamed, letting go of the man and turning to flee. Over his shoulder, he called back to the churchman, “It’s going to incinerate you where you stand, fool! Run. Run! It’s a Fortune Cursed dragon!”


The Captain II
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“Fortune’s Curse, that’s a dragon,” a large, burly man whimpered.

Captain Otto Tilly glanced over his shoulder at the patriarch, a large, golden-hued dragon. “Yes, that is a dragon.”

The man, a soldier of Andorra, traced the dual circles of the church over his chest and mumbled a hurried prayer beneath his breath.

“I was told the Falcon of Andorra is within this camp,” Captain Tilly said. “I would like to speak to her, to offer the assistance of Wahrheit’s dragon knights.”

Shaking his head, the man took a step back toward the tent he’d emerged from, then stopped himself. “It’s bigger than I imagined.”

Scratching his beard, Tilly forced himself to be patient. “This is the patriarch. It is the oldest and the largest of Wahrheit’s dragons. Some of the younger creatures are half the size of this one.”

“That’s still pretty big,” the soldier murmured, raising his hands as if trying to hide half the patriarch and imagine what the remainder would look like.

“Still pretty big,” Captain Tilly agreed. “The Falcon of Andorra, can I see her?”

“She left,” the Andorran replied. “Yesterday.”

Tilly muttered a curse. He’d heard the same thing twice before. He’d flown over half of central Andorra, looking for the Falcon and the company of hard-riding women that she led. The queen’s champions, Jacqueline and Rodger, were with her as well, along with a handful of mercenaries and other assorted adventurers who’d been drawn into her orbit, evidently addicted to the frantic hack and slash tactics the woman employed.

Every night, they stayed in a different encampment up and down the lines of battle, moving dozens of leagues a day, weaving in and out of the front to join their fellows in one engagement pushing back the Cojitans and then the next day reappearing on the other side of the fleeing army, staging an ambush.

Hundreds of scouts were dispersed all over the countryside, gathering intelligence, sharing it, and feeding the Falcon the latest on their enemies’ positions and possible opportunities to exploit their confusion.

Tilly has spoken to a score of the scouts, and they all reported recently seeing the Falcon or hearing of her whereabouts, but at the speed the woman moved, day-old information might as well be a year old.

He’d thought to spy her from above. As fast as the Falcon moved, a dragon was faster, but the Falcon was well aware that Cojita had dragons, and she took precautions to avoid detection from above.

The rumor was, Emperor Honxul had instructed every man of his army to hunt the Falcon above all other prizes. They’d met, so it was said, and the grudge went beyond being bested on the battlefield. It was personal.

How anyone knew that to be true, Captain Tilly had no idea, but rumors spread through armies faster than diseases in the whores’ tents. And true or not, the tale had taken on a life of its own. He supposed for the Andorrans, it was a story of courage in the face of what otherwise looked to be inevitable loss and death because, despite the Falcon’s success on the battlefield, Andorra was losing this war.

For months, Cojita had marched north, day by day consuming the lands of their neighbors. The savages had taken terrific losses, but it did not matter. They fielded an army with nearly a quarter million men, and they kept coming.

There were more people in the north than the south, Tilly had been told, but it seemed every man who could draw breath on the southern continent had been handed an axe or an atlatl and sent into battle. There were more warriors in the horde than there were breathing souls of Andorra, and that math was impossible to avoid.

Who remained to tend the fields, cure hides, or hammer iron back in the southern continent? How many people could the desolate continent provide for? It was as if the emperor was willing to destroy his empire all in a manic quest to subdue Wahrheit. Some whispered that was the case, that the man was a lunatic in truth. Whatever gains he made, whatever he could conquer, surely would not be worth the price.

Had they wanted to, Wahrheit’s soldiers could have circled around Andorra and rampaged through Cojita. The reports were that it was unguarded and vulnerable. Walhausen and his lieutenants had considered it before learning of the Cojitan dragons, but the idea had left the entire war council deeply disturbed. They worried they could slaughter the emperor’s people, he would not care, and their men would be left surrounded by a pile of bones on the wrong continent. It seemed Honxul had built his empire for a singular purpose—to destroy Wahrheit.

They assumed Honxul was a madman in the literal sense. Soldiers from Wahrheit laughed about it. They assigned foolish nicknames to Emperor Honxul. They made up rhymes and songs mocking him, his manhood, or his sanity, but when they faced him in battle, the war council was becoming worried that they would die.

That was why Tilly had flown south.

Wahrheit’s provinces were sending their men to the southern border. They would assemble at the mouth of a valley that marked the imaginary barrier between the Kingdom of Wahrheit and that of Andorra. They’d realized, perhaps too late, that when Andorra fell, it was their own flesh the Cojitans would be devouring. Andorra was a means to an end. Everyone agreed on that much. It was clear Emperor Honxul wanted Wahrheit. Why, they could only guess, but whatever the reason, he was willing to sacrifice everything. When the Cojitan horde finally made it through Andorra, they would face the full might of Wahrheit, and they would not hesitate. How that contest could end was uncertain. Cojita had more men. Wahrheit had better arms.

If truly pressed, Wahrheit’s populace would rise. They would not sit idle and be butchered by the Cojitans, but in six hundred years, that sort of uprising had never been necessary. Peasants with hoes and scythes would be slaughtered by the Cojitan horde. Those peasants had never had to fight anyone except their fellows when a count or guild thought to take what they couldn’t earn. The men of Cojita were battle-hardened killers. Not even the royal army had faced a foe like the fierce warriors from the south. Tilly could feel in his bones, they had waited too long and trusted a power that had never been really tested.

But why wait to find out? That’d been Captain Tilly’s argument. Battle was inevitable. Why let their allies face destruction when they were going to fight anyway? Walhausen, many of the others, still preached caution. They would fortify the border. Build walls and emplacements. Already, Klafen maintained two fortresses in the valley that marked the border. They could use that. Prepare defensive bulwarks. Set the field so that for Cojita, it would be like marching across the mandible of a lion down into its maw. Spearmen could hold the line. Firearms could be discharged in waves over their shoulders. Cuirassiers could rake the flanks of the Cojitans, and the Klafen fortresses would rain down cannon shot and mortar shells.

But whether he understood the wager or not, Walhausen was gambling that Cojita would come to the right place, at the right time, and fight the battle on Wahrheit’s terms. Captain Tilly was convinced that Honxul would do the opposite. He would not simply stroll into Walhausen’s trap and let the general dictate how the fight would go. Honxul would do something unexpected. He would surprise them. Walhausen had demanded how, but Tilly could not answer because he did not know.

The captain was not the sort of man to sit in council, robustly debating the merits of each course of action for weeks on end. He was a man of action, and so he had acted. The captain had claimed he was coming to survey the terrain along the border, to find locations Wahrheit could make her stand according to General Walhausen’s plans, but the captain meant to do more. Andorra was doomed to fall. They would die on the edge of Cojita’s chert blades, but that did not mean their last gasp had to be a futile one. They could not save their own kingdom, but what good could they do for Wahrheit? With the right support, at the right time, their fight could still accomplish something.

The Falcon of Andorra was the key. She was the one captain who’d shown the creativity and the courage to stand before the relentless attack from the south. She had the secrets of how to face the Cojitans and live to do it again and, with more resources, perhaps to win. Captain Tilly needed to learn what she knew, and with Fortune’s Favor, they could use that when it came their turn before the horde.

He asked the Andorran soldier, “I don’t suppose you know which way she went?”

“Aye,” the man responded, still looking past Tilly to the dragon. “Eleven, twelve leagues south of here. There’s a grove of olive trees that is flat and open beneath the branches. It’s easy travel but hemmed on one side by a narrow but deep river, and that river spills out into a wetlands which encircles two other sides. The only way the grove is connected to solid ground is to enter from the south, and the only way out to the north is a bridge that the Falcon will have charges in place to destroy, if she needs to. There’s a regiment of Cojitans coming north, and she plans to trap them in the olive grove and kill them all.”

Tilly leaned forward. It was the first time he’d heard a credible update about where the Falcon would be. “How can she be sure they will walk into the trap?”

“One of the scouts told them it was a sure route to circle back behind the main bulk of our army. Honxul has been frothing at the mouth, so they say, trying to steal some of the Falcon’s tactics. He’ll bite. I am sure of it. We all are. Bah, I wish I could be there, but we must put up the front, mustn’t we. Cojita has dragons just like you do. If they fly overhead, they have to see us here looking unprepared. It is a small thing we do to aid the Falcon, but I am proud nonetheless. We must all fight together for us to win this war.”

“The scout…”

The soldier traced the dual circles of the church over his chest again. “A brave woman.”

“She sacrificed herself?”

Nodding, the soldier answered, “A regiment of Cojita, a thousand of them. Her words will bring them into the trap like a horse on a lead. Will this battle turn the tide of the war? Not alone, but if one life can put a thousand of theirs at risk, it’s worth the price. Every day, we bleed them. Every day, we offer some of our lives for scores of theirs. Eventually, there must be an end. Eventually, they will realize the price is too high, and they will return to the south.”

Tilly grunted. He respected the man’s faith, but he was not sure it was well placed.

“What did you need from her, sir?” the soldier asked, looking again at the giant dragon resting behind the captain.

“Alone, you are right. You cannot blunt the march of Cojita and turn the tide of this war, but I’ve got a dragon. I will ask the Falcon if she can use my help in her endeavors. It is time Wahrheit joined this fight.”
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The problem with joining the fight, Tilly realized as soon as the massive patriarch had taken flight, was that dragons were rather difficult to hide. The huge, golden-scaled beast had the strength and ferocity to turn the tide of any war, but if it flew overhead, the Cojitans were sure to see it, and he could easily spoil the ambush the Falcon had set for them.

Coming in low and trying to join the Andorrans that way wouldn’t be any better. The thought of the patriarch crouching down behind an olive tree was ludicrous. If he meant to help the Falcon, the patriarch had to stay out of sight.

Captain Tilly leaned forward into the dry wind whipping around his face. He clucked his tongue at his mount. The patriarch flew on, seemingly ignoring his command. He did it again, and its head twisted. It didn’t like what he’d told it, but in moments, when the powerful creature had flown three-quarters of the way to where the Andorran soldier had described the olive grove, the patriarch turned and swept low, coming in behind a swell of the earth.

If the dragon lay flat, it would be a score of paces below the crest of the hill. Not much but enough, hoped Captain Tilly. He undid his harness and slid off the back of the huge fae. The dragon turned to regard him, and he stood silently, meeting its gaze. It snorted, the warm breath bathing him. Then, it settled its head on the soil, still watching him, waiting.

Captain Otto Tilly hung his helmet on his hip, opposite of the sword he wore, then settled his giant battle axe over his shoulder. The axe, the sword, a dagger tucked behind his belt, and his dwarven-forged platemail weighed as much as a large adult man. There were men who could not even lift such a burden, and hardly any who could walk beneath the immense weight. To walk the two leagues to where Tilly estimated the olive grove was and then be in condition to fight? There were only a handful of men in the world with such stamina.

The captain of the dragon knights turned from his mount, feeling the patriarch’s heavy breath on the back of his neck, and started to walk. The axe on his shoulders and the armor encasing his body were heavy, a noticeable weight that he’d become accustomed to, but upon his inclusion to the dragon knights, he’d been granted an attunement with the magic of the fae.

It was not communication or a conscious sharing, but something of the fae had seeped into him, and something of him had transferred back into those creatures he was close to. It was the secret of how the dragon knights were able to tame their mounts. They shared a common bond.

He was stronger and more durable than any man ought to be, and the dragons in his care were more empathetic toward the men and women they flew over. Captain Tilly could travel far before dropping beneath the weight of his armor, and the patriarch would not simply devour anyone or anything it came across—most of the time. Despite the bond, the laws of nature still applied to the enormous weight on his shoulders and the enormous appetites of a creature several times larger than his house.

As he traipsed across the rolling hills of central Andorra, Tilly pondered that bond. It’d been fashioned six hundred years ago, upon the founding of Wahrheit or shortly before, depending on which lore you listened to. It was a secret, of course, but even if it wasn’t, no one in Wahrheit’s history had believed it was an act which could be repeated. The king—the first king—had been the one to form the bond, and no one had done so ever again.

The first king of Wahrheit had been unique, it was believed, but nothing was really unique, was it? Rare, very rare, that was the truth, but unique? Had Cojita replicated the bargain the king had made six hundred years prior, or had they found another way to tame the wild dragons that occasionally appeared at the fringes of the kingdom, coming from the unexplored places of the world?

A Cojitan warrior had been on the back of a dragon, that was certain, but no other of the creatures had been seen. It would take a fool to believe that was the only beast the Cojitans commanded, but how many more could they have? If they were capturing the wild dragons, it was occasionally years between sightings. Only a handful of dragons would cross Wahrheit’s borders in a lifetime, unless there was some rookery down in the southern continent that Emperor Honxul and his minions had stumbled across.

Could they have found some place the eggs were hatched and bonded with the dragons upon birth? It did not work that way for Wahrheit’s dragons, but with some animals, it did.

Tilly sighed. It was all speculation. Dragons were not animals. They were fae. Thinking of them in a context that made sense in the world of men was a waste of time. However they did it, the Cojitans had dragons, and whether it was one or one hundred, it did not matter until he had to face them. Until he saw the blue, blazing eyes of the creatures and raised his axe to confront them.

He kept walking. The air smelled crisp and dry, the last vestiges of winter fading but spring not yet taking hold in these lands. The hills were dotted with cultivated olive trees that still retained their leaves and the tiny green orbs that would be harvested in the coming months. Other trees had lost their leaves, and the grass alongside the dirt track he took was still limp, though it was beginning to fill with new life.

It was a tranquil scene, only spoiled by the lack of farm hands or anyone else tending to the trees or traveling along the slender trails he could see in the distance. There was little woodsmoke and few sounds of pastoral life. In fact, he heard nothing at all, other than the heavy stomp of his own feet.

Whoever lived and worked here had either been warned to evacuate or they’d decided to do so for themselves. Had they seen the Falcon’s soldiers arriving for the ambush, or was it some deeper instinct, like animals fleeing before a storm? He wondered if he was noticing because he was aware what was ahead or because he was by himself with nothing else to think about.

The Cojitans must be used to seeing Andorra like this—empty. The entire nation was fleeing before their approach. Anything of value that could be taken had already been removed. Any people who cared for their own lives had already left. There was nothing behind except the quiet and a handful of fools too stubborn to save themselves. What did those savages think of the place?

Tilly paused, looking down at an expanse of dense green trees arranged in scores of neat rows split down the middle by a wide road. There were a handful of large wagons scattered along the road, where the missing workers would have filled the beds with picked olives, but no one was there. This had to be the place.

At the end of the road was a simple but sturdy-looking bridge. Tilly began walking toward it. There was no sound or sign the olive grove was occupied until he crossed the bridge and a low voice hissed, “What are you doing here?”

He turned and saw the Queen’s Champion, Jacqueline, peering at him from behind the trunk of a tree. He began to see a score of other heads looking at him from deeper beneath the canopy.

He smiled and stepped toward Jacqueline. “I’ve come to help.”

“Come to give us away,” Jacqueline’s oft companion, Rodger, muttered. “Where’s your dragon?”

“Several leagues back. Hidden out of sight,” Tilly said. The champion eyed Tilly dubiously, and the big dragon knight shrugged. “I knew flying too close may give you away. I seek the Falcon of Andorra. Is she here?”

“Of course,” Jacqueline replied. “Come with me, and stay under cover!”

Tilly bobbed his head, then followed the woman as she wove through the olive grove. The branches were not low, but Tilly was a big man, so occasionally he had to duck and veer around some of the lower limbs. Jacqueline continued without looking back. He wondered if she was still sour about being rejected as a dragon knight. After a quarter mile, it became evident she was purposefully striding beneath branches that were below his height, and he decided that she was.

It felt like they were taking a circuitous path, but eventually, he started seeing more women amongst the trees, garbed in an assortment of light, flowing garments designed for Andorra’s warm climate with pieces of armor peeking from beneath. None wore full plate like Tilly, but breastplates, bracers, greaves, and helms were common. Had there been some consistency of armament within the Falcon’s company at the beginning of the war, it was gone now. They wore whatever armor they could find.

Most of the women appeared to be from Andorra, but he saw several he was sure hailed from Wahrheit, and a couple had the pale complexion of those from Kilsenay or Darford. An international confederation of women. If the entire continent had shown the ability to rally to the defense of a neighbor as these women did, would they be in this predicament? Amongst the women hidden in the trees, there were a few men but only a few.

Finally, they found the back of a thick crowd of heavily armed women, and the woman Tilly took to be the Falcon herself turned at the sound of their approach. She glanced at his armor, then his face. “A dragon knight?”

“Their captain,” Jacqueline explained. “Otto Tilly.”

“You’ve brought us dragons, then?” the Falcon asked.

“Close, but not here. I worried the presence of our dragons would spoil your surprise.”

“Maybe it would have, Captain, but I’d welcome the help of you and your men. Should we expect a change in Wahrheit’s attitude toward this conflict? Is your new queen finally convinced that when Andorra falls, she will be next? My brother has long pleaded for the assistance of the crown, yet help has been sparse.”

“Her champions are here.”

“I am grateful,” the Falcon replied, “but they volunteered on their own. I suppose you did as well?”

Shrugging, the heavy plate clinking with the motion, Tilly told her, “I have no official instructions to help you, but help is coming.”

“Is it, now?” the Falcon asked, glancing south, where they were waiting for the Cojitans to appear.

“The royal army, men from all five provinces, march south. The might of Wahrheit is mobilized, coming to face the Cojitans.”

“How far south will they come?”

“To the border.” He winced at the frustration in her eyes. “They will protect your family’s province but not this foreign land.”

“Andorra is no longer foreign to me,” she claimed. “Since I was sixteen winters, I have lived in Andorra. I’ve only returned for a few state functions that I could not avoid. The death of my mother and then my father. The coronation of my brother. A cousin’s wedding here and there, but little else. In recent years, I have not done even that. Since my husband died, our lands here have been my responsibility. This is my place. Klafen is my family’s home, not mine.”

“So I have heard.”

“You think me mad?”

“I think you sensible, at least in terms of your fight against Cojita. It is not Andorra they seek but the entire northern continent. We ignored them for too long. Only you have shown Cojita any true challenge.”

“What is it you want from me?”

“Information. Lessons on how we can face the savages, how we can stop what happened here from happening to Klafen. The province may no longer be your home, but Jan Lehmann is still your brother. His children, your nieces and nephews…”

“My nephew is dead.”

Captain Tilly bobbed his head. “He is missing, but your niece is not. She joined our ranks, did you hear? Lina is an apprentice to the dragon knights.”

“I heard. I wasn’t sure if I believed it. My brother must have changed in recent years to allow that.”

“She was inspired by you,” Tilly responded, “because she did not ask your brother before joining us. It does not matter. On behalf of any love you still hold for Wahrheit or for your niece, help me understand this enemy. Teach me how to face them.”

The woman glared at him but did not respond.

“Perhaps we cannot save your people here, but you and I are not opposed. You and I are the same. We are loyal to our people, and we would do anything to protect them. Help me do that.”

“You want to learn how to fight the savages?” the Falcon questioned. “Then fight beside us. Watch what we do, and you will learn from it. That is what I offer. You may listen in our councils as long as you stand by our side when it comes time to draw blood.”

Nodding, Tilly let his battle axe slide off his shoulder and rested the butt in the verdant soil beneath the olive trees. “Very well. Instruct me.”

“We fight here. Then, we move,” she said. “Pick a hiding spot. When they get here, let me see you use that axe. If you fight well, I’ll tell you where we’re going and what we plan to do there and why. You want my wisdom? Prove to me you are the sort of man who can make use of it. I want to see blood on the edge of that axe, Captain Otto Tilly.”

Tilly bobbed his head. “Respectfully, Annalise Lehmann, you’ve been gone from Wahrheit too long if you’ve forgotten what I am. It is not the dragon alone that makes a dragon knight. I am pleased to stand by your side, and by the end of today, you will see what I can do.”

The Falcon of Andorra grunted, then turned away.

Captain Tilly glanced around, looking for the rare olive tree that had a chance of hiding a man of his size.
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The Cojitan warriors began filtering through the grove in silence. They’d learned from their experience so far in the northern continent, and they were half expecting an ambush. It was a daily occurrence to someone somewhere in the horde.

Clad in leather trousers and vests, or even less, carrying atlatls, axes, short swords, and a variety of weapons Tilly guessed had been scavenged from the Andorrans they’d killed, they moved without the distinctive tromp of soldiers that the captain was used to. These men were silent killers, and they would fight like no one he had ever faced before.

From deep within the trees, he watched as, like shadows, they drifted beneath the olive boughs, taking their time, searching.

But the Andorrans had learned from the war as well, and none of them were within five hundred paces of the edge of the grove. They’d hidden themselves far back beneath the cover, behind the largest trees and beneath tarps that had been laid by the roots. In the gloom under the canopy, those were indistinguishable from the ground. Some of the women had climbed tree branches and were invisible high up in the thick foliage. Tilly himself was back farther, hidden behind the biggest tree he had found and the protection his fae-crafted armor could provide. Like the fae themselves, the armor discouraged notice, though not enough it would hide him if he was standing before someone.

It would only take one sighting, one Andorran who hadn’t hidden as well as they’d imagined, to give up the game. A shout from the Cojitans warning their fellows would send the entire regiment scrambling backward and out of the jaws of the trap.

Half the time, Tilly had been told, that was what happened. Gleefully, the Andorrans wondered how often it happened when they were nowhere near. The Cojitans had been well-trained to avoid the snares the Andorrans set for them, but not well enough.

Today, they advanced uncontested into the grove, probing slowly. Then, far back behind the first handful, Tilly saw more shadows in motion. More warriors. The bulk of the regiment was following behind the early scouts, trusting the scouts would warn of any danger before it was too late. The Andorrans waited. They had to let the Cojitans put their entire foot in the trap before it was sprung and the jaws closed shut.

Near him, Jacqueline and Rodger crouched behind a fallen trunk. A tree had come down, marking one of the few places that the light of day speared down to illuminate what was under the canopy.

The queen’s champions were well hidden from the Cojitans, but Tilly could see them there, looking hungry and eager. For their entire lives, they’d been heroes without a purpose. Wahrheit’s battles were small things. Little rebellions involving power-drunk counts or pirate kings who believed years of evading notice meant that they would always stay free from justice. Guilds sometimes took arms when they felt the nobility was squeezing them too tightly, and while they could cause plenty of trouble, they were not skilled warriors who could stand against the queen’s champions. Defeating those sorts of foes didn’t make a man or woman a legend, but now, the champions had a glimpse of the glory they’d always dreamed of.

Rodger, in his gleaming hauberk, and Jacqueline, with her wide scimitars, looked courageous, but Tilly knew why they’d been rejected by the dragons. They were afraid. This was all a front. Their entire lives were built to deny a truth the fae had seen plainly. They did not run to glory. Rather, they ran from fear. Their careers were meant to prove they were not afraid. To themselves, the world at large, some person from their past, he did not know, but he could see them there, quivering, sick and frantic because now was their time. After today, they would be heroes, or they would be dead, but it would be done.

How many in their esteemed company shared that fear, that gnawing urgency that forced them into ever more dangerous situations? It took a certain type to become a champion, but it also took a certain type to become a dragon knight. Tilly, himself, felt strangely unafraid. He was calm. Ready.

His complacency was as foolish as the champions’ mad desire to prove themselves. People would die today. Lots of them. In battle, anything could happen. No matter his skill, one day, Captain Otto Tilly would fall. He would die on a blade. He believed that whole-heartedly. Not just knew it but truly believed it. That was part of what made him who he was, and there was no reason to think his death would not be today, but as he watched the Cojitans from afar, he felt that wasn’t the case. His day was not today.

Rodger leaned forward, still below the tree trunk he hid behind, and Tilly raised a hand and held it so the man could see. The grove was silent. Rodger shifted, betraying his nerves, his gleaming longsword laid across his shimmering scale-covered thighs. Jacqueline unsheathed her scimitars, the whisper of metal against leather felt more than heard. Yes, they were afraid. The Andorrans, veterans of this sort of action, were dead still.

Tilly caught the champion’s eye, and lifted his hand higher, prepared to chop it down in a signal to attack. Then, moments later, a sharp, piercing cry broke the silence of the olive grove.

A woman had dropped from the branches. The captain could see a rush of motion. He did not know if she’d attacked early or if this was the planned start of the battle. Regardless, the veil was ripped away. The Cojitans knew that the Andorrans shared this grove with them.

Gunfire erupted, and amongst the upwelling of screams, Tilly heard the whizzing of lead flying through the air and the crack as it impacted trees or bone. There were no good lines of sight in the olive grove, no clear field of fire, but the shock of rolling gunfire set an army on its heels. When he’d seen the Falcon’s handful of arquebusiers, he’d surmised it was about shock and awe rather than hoping they would find many marks between the tightly planted rows of trees. The Cojitans wouldn’t know how many firearms they faced or even which direction the shots came from. It would make them pause, and hesitation in a fight could get you killed.

Andorrans burst out of hiding, launching themselves into the thick of the Cojitans. This was not a battle between two rigid lines of arquebusiers, firing, loading, firing again at each other. This was a brutal melee, and the faster and harder they hit, the better the chances for the Andorrans. Their entire strategy involved taking advantage of the Cojitans before they realized what was happening.

Tilly was running, his heavy dwarven-forged plate mail making him sound like one of those mechanical carriages the university occasionally tried to convince the crown was a useful replacement to horsepower.

Jacqueline and Rodger sprinted out before him, the man lithe and strong, his long legs propelling his brigandine-covered body with surprising agility. For a man his size, in that armor, he was fast but not as fast as Jacqueline. The queen’s champion gained ground on the armored men, her quilted and padded tunic doing nothing to slow her.

In half a dozen breaths, she’d covered hundreds of paces and fell upon the Cojitans like a rabid dog. She wheeled her twin scimitars, scything through the first handful of Cojitans like winter wheat.

They’d heard the gunfire. They’d prepared for ranks of Andorrans to march out of hiding and confront them. Warriors they might be, they weren’t ready for the terror the queen’s champion brought.

Rodger, a score of paces in front of Tilly, flowed into his companion’s wake like a pestilence. What she left wounded, he killed. The few Cojitans that had evaded the edges of her blades found the point of his. The man’s longsword, nearly as long as he was tall, whipped and thrust like he was using a short sword.

The Cojitans, to their credit, rallied toward the pair, axes raised toward Jacqueline, but each time they swung, a broad-bladed scimitar blocked while its partner lashed out, carving deep, ugly wounds into Jacqueline’s opponents.

Rodger caught up to her, and when he took her side, there was no stopping them. Like partners on a dance floor, they moved effortlessly forward. They were a pair, Tilly saw, not just individuals who’d achieved a skill beyond the keen of most men and women but two warriors who had married their styles into a cohesive blend that carried them beyond anything these Cojitans could have expected.

Rodger began to lead, the point of his longsword flicking like a lizard’s tongue, striking with surgical accuracy. Jacqueline followed, swiping as gracefully as the hem of a lady’s skirt when she was spun. A dozen then a score of Cojitans perished beneath their attack. In moments, those fearless warriors from the south no longer charged the champions. They stood as if frozen, and the slaughter continued.

Otto Tilly, captain of the dragon knights, found himself coming behind them without much to do. He’d promised his axe would be bloodied, but behind this pair working in tandem, he was beginning to worry no Cojitans would be left alive for him. He glanced to the side and saw a couple of score of Andorrans advancing methodically. Women wielding pistols and sabres, working in pairs, were chewing through ranks of the enemy. They would fire their pistols then pause to reload while their partner protected them with the blade. Then, they would call out and switch. Lead and steel perfectly coordinated.

Tilly smirked. He missed his dragon. He started moving off to the left, trusting Jacqueline and Rodger weren’t going to leave anyone breathing and therefore had no need of a man to watch their backs. There was a knot of Cojitans who looked to be forming themselves into an organized unit. It wasn’t like the savages to do so, but whether or not that was the case, he figured he would go break them up.

Until a terrific roar thundered through the trees, the reverberation rattling his chest, shaking olives from the branches in an emerald rain. Tilly’s heart fell, and the sound of gunfire stilled.

Ahead of Captain Tilly, Jacqueline and Rodger paused, as did their opponents. Over the sudden quiet following the cry, Rodger gasped. “Fortune’s Curse, they’ve brought a dragon.”


The Emperor I
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Emperor Honxul smirked.

“An ambush,” his second, Aldroc, remarked. “As you predicted.”

“As you predicted as well,” the emperor replied.

Aldroc bowed his head, acknowledging the honor. It was a rare thing to share credit for an idea with the emperor.

Honxul glanced behind them at the two dragons they’d landed beneath the rise of a hill, where the Andorrans could not see them from within the olive grove they’d laid their ambush.

“Lead our response,” Honxul instructed.

Aldroc fought to hide a smile, but his chest swelled with breath.

“Two of us have flown a dragon into battle,” the emperor said, turning to his second. “Myself and Varchuk.”

“He was a good man, and his sacrifice was a great thing.”

“He was a good man,” Honxul allowed, “but this war, this quest into the north, is about more than a single good man. It is about more than me. It is about all of Cojita and all of her warriors. It is not I who fights this battle, Aldroc, but our entire nation. Today, you shall lead us. You will lead the dragon, these men on the ground, and even myself. Take flight and show these Andorrans the horror that we bring.”

“Will you not join me?”

Honxul shook his head. “There is one I must meet face-to-face.”

“The Falcon.”

“Yes, the Falcon,” the emperor replied. “She is out there. I can feel it. Lead our men well, Aldroc, and if all goes as planned, this could be the end of Andorra.”

Men did not bow in Cojita, but Honxul half expected Aldroc to do so. Instead, he stood still, his eyes welling with emotion. Before he shamed himself, the warrior turned and strode toward the massive fae that, in the last two weeks, he had begun to ride.

He did not approach the dragon confidently. Confidence was the wrong word for how Aldroc sat atop the dragon. Even Honxul, who had the blessing of the gods, approached these giant fae cautiously. He had killed hundreds of men in duels and in battle, but he knew without a doubt, he would stand no chance against a dragon. The fae were of a realm apart from that of men. They did not belong here. They were a scourge on these lands, and Honxul would be glad the day he saw them all dead, but first, he would use them. He would fly north. He would face Wahrheit, and on the backs of his own dragons, he would meet Wahrheit’s dragon knights and defeat them.

It was a compromise with the ideals of his people, but he’d always known it would be. This war, no matter what he told Aldroc, was not about Cojita. It was about Honxul and Wahrheit. He would sacrifice anything to destroy the kingdom in the north—his people, his values, anything.

Aldroc shimmied up the side of the dragon, tightly clutching his spears and even tighter the cord that was wrapped around the dragon’s neck. His bare thighs were tense, pressed against the rough scales of the dragon. Honxul watched closely as the man settled himself, drew a deep breath, and then clucked his tongue.

The dragon reared back on its hind legs and launched itself skyward. They only had two commands to communicate with the giant fae, but one was all they needed today.

Kill.


The Captain III
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Blistering heat roared down from above, and the green canopy of the olive grove was scoured with the raging fire of dragon breath. Tilly held his arm before his visor, trying to block the heat from his eyes.

Cojitans, swarming in a mad frenzy, came at the shocked Andorrans with insane violence. Warriors who must have understood their commanders had sent them to their deaths did not care. They had a fanaticism driven by belief in their cause or a madness brought by their anger at the Falcon of Andorra and the way that, for months, she had shamed them.

With the light of an inferno raging behind them, the warriors darted through the trees like shot launched from a cannon. Uncaring, mindless, they raced toward their targets. Flame silhouetted them in the darkness beneath the trees, and Tilly understood. It was not faith in their commanders these men had or even the madness of rage. It was their gods that spurred them on, the curse of the fae, though they would not have called it that.

Rodger lurched in front of Jacqueline, the sharp point of a Cojitan javelin bouncing off the metal of his hauberk. He raised his longsword, parrying the swing from an axe, then pounding his elbow into the face of a warrior who’d come crashing into him. The champion twisted, dragging his sword across the Cojitan’s face and sending the man flying back, a spray of crimson arcing to trace his collapse.

Jacqueline leapt to her companion’s side, her twin scimitars flashing as she brought both down atop a spear. Then, both carved parallel wounds in the man who’d been attacking her. The Cojitan fell back, replaced by another whose wild thrust was parried. The blade of her scimitar opened the man’s belly, spilling a horrific mess of gore in a revolting shower across the floor of the olive grove. Captain Tilly took Rodger’s other side, and the three of them faced a wave of screaming warriors.

Cinders danced through the hot air, and just fifty paces from them, the olive trees burned like candles. A Cojitan, crying bitterly, rolled on the ground at the edge of the fire, trying to extinguish the pain from where half his body had been burned. Near him, two Andorrans lay still, mercifully dead from their own encounter with the dragon’s breath.

Tilly swung his axe and sheared through two unarmored warriors. A third pounced on his back, and his helm rang with the crash of a hatchet on top of his head. The captain of the dragon knights spun, but the man held on. Tilly lurched backward and slammed into the trunk of a tree, crushing his assailant between his platemail and the bark. The Cojitan coughed pitifully, his broken ribs creaking from the motion, and Tilly felt the man’s weight slide away.

The captain pointed his axe and released a tight burst of dense blue light at a trio of Cojitans who’d circled behind Jacqueline and Rodger. The energy knifed through their unprotected skin, and they all fell down screaming.

Captain Tilly rushed forward, putting his back to the queen’s champions and clouting a Cojitan on the side of the head with the butt of his axe. Warriors streamed past them, some veering close enough to die on the edges of the champions’ swords or Tilly’s axe, but most of them avoided the trio, looking for easier prey.

“We have to get back across the—” Tilly bellowed before abruptly stopping as he heard the tell-tale beat of a dragon’s wings above the screams and shouts of the fighting.

Two hundred yards behind them, a geyser of flame plowed through the trees and the battling men and women, burning a swath of flame and char.

“Fortune’s Curse,” Jacqueline screamed, “I can feel the heat from here.”

“We have to get to the Falcon,” Rodger called, lunging forward and skewering a Cojitan in the side as the man tried to run past them. “She was three hundred paces south of us.”

Tilly glanced over his shoulder to the south, where the first burst of dragon fire had seared a fifty-pace-wide scar that still smoked with the heat of the incinerating flame.

“The ground will be hotter than you think,” he warned. “When you get into the burn area, run. Do not stop for anything.”

Wordlessly, the champions turned and began sprinting toward the charred boulevard braced by flickering flame. They tried to cover their heads, and their boots skipped lightly across the blackened soil, but even in his dwarven-forged plate, Tilly felt the baking heat. Jacqueline’s hair began to smolder, and Rodger’s skin began to redden. Then, they were out of it, into still-green woods. The fire was spreading naturally now. The ancient olive trees were hissing and popping as the incredible heat ignited them.

The wind was blowing south, and smoke and ash surrounded them as they pushed forward. There were more Cojitans on the south side of the burn but more Andorrans as well, and the fighting was intense. There were no battle lines, no plan or strategy anymore. Whatever machinations the commanders had dreamed up had burned along with the trees and flesh of those in the vicinity of the dragon’s breath.

Dancing through the chaotic battle, Jacqueline and Rodger killed ruthlessly, moving with preternatural grace, their weapons gleaming in the flame-lit smoke, coated from tip to cross-guard with dripping blood.

Tilly stormed after them, slowed by his armor, but whenever anyone tried to slide behind the champions’ backs, he brutally ripped his axe through them. He felt like his legs and arms were afire, driven by the rage of battle and perhaps a bit of fear.

He’d fought one of the Cojitan dragons before, and he’d lost four of his men. He’d been on the back of the patriarch then, and he’d had several more of his knights around him. Here, on the ground, with no dragon…

A man came flying out from behind a tree and wrapped his arms around Tilly’s axe. The dragon knight grunted, trying to shake him off. Then, another of the Cojitans latched on like a leech, both men trying to pull the axe away.

Tilly released a quick pulse of energy along the haft of the weapon, and the men fell away screaming, surprised and confused, but one of them clutched at Tilly’s wrist and yanked one of his hands free from the axe. The captain of the dragon knights swung and pounded his gauntleted fist into the side of the head of a third man who was jumping toward him. Bone cracked, and blood gushed from the man’s nose. Stepping over the two men who’d tried to tear away his axe, Tilly landed the butt of the weapon on the skull of one of them and kicked his armored boot into the neck of the other. He glanced around, swearing. He’d lost the queen’s champions.

“Tilly!”

Running toward the sound of the cry, he found a dozen Andorrans, Jacqueline and Rodger, and two score of Cojitans surrounding them. The Cojitans were shouting in their language, and Tilly swore again. They’d found the Falcon of Andorra. The southerners were calling loudly to their peers, calling the entire regiment to them. He crashed into the backs of the Cojitans, swinging his axe in one giant, swooping strike, taking out four of them with the single blow.

The Andorrans rallied, rushing into the fight, the Falcon herself leading the charge, slashing at one man with her scimitar and pushing another with a sharp spike that stuck from the center of her buckler.

“We have to get you out of here!” Jacqueline cried, joining the other woman.

“We have to get everyone out of here,” the Falcon barked. “Did you not see they brought a dragon? We need to rally, to⁠—”

“If you rally your women together,” Captain Tilly interrupted, “that dragon is going to make short work of you. You have to disperse. You need to run and to hide. The Cojitans turned the ambush on you. The only thing you can do now is try to survive. Meet at a rallying point if you have one, but not for days. You cannot congregate when the fae are overhead.”

Another blistering roar cut through the noise of the battle, and they watched as a new furrow of flame was laid across the grove several hundred paces away.

“Run. Hide,” Tilly demanded.

“Where are we going to hide?” the Falcon hissed. “That thing will pick us apart one by one, and there’s nothing we can do. This fight is lost. All that is left is to take as many of them with us to the grave as we can.”

“We have to try to survive,” Jacqueline snapped. “The emperor himself is focused on you. He is coming to you! Without you, we may never find and confront him. We have to face him, do you not understand? Do you not know who he is!”

“I suspected… Yes, I know who he is, and that’s why I know Andorra is destined to fall, no matter what you or I do,” the Falcon retorted bitterly, her eyes turning to where the dragon swooped overhead.

“Wait here,” Captain Tilly instructed.

“Your dragon is leagues away,” Rodger called. “If you cannot call to it, there’s⁠—”

“Wait here.”

The captain of the dragon knights marched back the way they’d come, hacking through any Cojitans who came across his path, but most of the warriors avoided the huge, heavily armored man. There were plenty of easier-looking targets running through the smoke and the ash. Tilly strode out into the scar the dragon’s breath had left and looked skyward.

The Cojitans’ dragon was flying in wide circles, building its flame, then dipping low and releasing jets of solid fire from its gullet. There seemed to be no pattern of attack, just random killing.

Cojitan warriors began to cluster at the edge of the burn, some of them launching missiles at the captain, a few javelins and flung knives clanging off his armor. He ignored them. It wouldn’t be an errant spear that would kill him.

Captain Tilly clucked his tongue.

The dragon, five hundred paces away, heard the command and banked sharply. The dragon knight could see the rider clinging precariously on its back as the unexpected maneuver nearly tossed him off the back of the huge fae. Was that Emperor Honxul? If so, the control he had over his mount was marginal at best. Tilly imaged the dragon would listen to him as much as the man atop it. The Cojitans had figured a way to ride the magnificent beasts, but they hadn’t bonded with them. Of course, whatever Tilly told the rampaging fae, it was not the domesticated variety he was used to in Wahrheit. This dragon, he could see at a glance, had been born wild. This dragon wanted to kill. He could communicate with the creature, but it would not obey him as Wahrheit’s dragons did.

Unless he gave it a command the dragon wanted to hear.

Tilly clucked his tongue again and waited.

The dragon flew over him, its maw glowing as it built another mouthful of dragon breath. The huge fae turned and began its descent, flying straight toward the dragon knight. The world seemed to slow. Nothing mattered but that growing flame and the look of the man on the dragon’s back. The Cojitan was standing up now, staring down at Tilly. Did he realize who he faced?

The dragon released its breath, tracing the burn it’d already left through the olive grove. Raging fire, like water from a burst dam, rushed toward Tilly. The heat bathed him. He could no longer see the dragon or its rider. All that he could see was the approaching wall of flame.

He raised his axe, pointing it toward the center of the tremendous onslaught, and he released the coruscating power from the head of his weapon. His vision doubled. He was suddenly dizzy, and he stumbled, but a fist of raw power flew into the fire, and the jet of flame turned.

The blast of heat arced to the side, raking along the olive trees to Tilly’s left as the dragon flew over him, a dozen paces above his head. It strafed the men who’d been throwing spears at him, and to his dismay, Tilly saw the gleaming hauberk of Rodger sparkle red before the approaching fire. Then, the queen’s champion disappeared in the swell of flame.

It was like a stab to the gut, watching the queen’s champion die. Rodger must have followed, trying to help, trying to keep the Cojitans off Tilly’s back, but the queen’s champion could not withstand the brunt of dragon’s fire. No one could, not even Captain Tilly, had that flame washed over him.

The captain swayed on his feet, weakened from his use of the axe, and cried in anguish when he saw two wide, paired blades glowing orange and lying amidst the black near where Rodger had fallen. Jacqueline’s scimitars. There was nothing left of the woman or the warriors she’d been fighting. Anything less substantial than the highest quality steel the kingdom of Wahrheit could produce would have been vaporized by the strength of the dragon’s breath.

Tilly glanced up and saw the dragon banking for another pass. The sunlight caught it, and blue shimmered along its head and neck like stars in the sky. It was blood. Dragon blood. Tilly had wounded it.

The dragon dropped again, but this time, no fire glowed from its gathering breath to incinerate him. Whether it couldn’t or didn’t, he wasn’t sure. He raised his axe and rested the huge weapon on his shoulder. Heat warmed his skin, emanating from the baked ground where the dragon had unleashed its breath. Not even the protection of the dwarven-forged platemail could keep it out. Smoke swirled around him, clouding from where olive trees burned a score of paces away. Tilly coughed, hacking the heavy, fouled air from his lungs and watching the dragon as it sped toward him.

“For Wahrheit,” Captain Tilly whispered.

When the dragon was one hundred paces from him, moving three times as fast as a running horse, he ran toward it. The dragon’s feet and claws were spread, and blood streamed from its mouth. It meant to catch him with those talons, to tear him apart or crush him, but as he ran forward, he came between those claws faster than the dragon could react, faster than the huge creature could adjust its flight. A dragon did not expect a man to charge it, and at the speed it was moving, the slight hesitation was all Tilly needed.

Tilly jumped, swinging his axe off his shoulder up into the air, cleaving into the underside of the dragon and cutting a long slash down its belly, opening it wide.

He landed hard, falling to a knee, and behind him, he heard the enormous crash as the dragon fell to the ground, tumbling and rolling, smashing olive trees and men, dirt and ash exploding into the air in a giant cloud from the huge body impacting the earth.

Tilly stood and spun, hoping to see the corpse of the thing flopping to a stop, but instead, all he could see was the debris its landing had blown into the air.

The dragon roared and then emerged from that cloud, the power of its voice blowing smoke and ash before it. Blood painted its chest and belly. It was a nightmare come to life. It lunged forward, jaws snapping. Tilly leapt back and swiped his axe at it, cutting the monster across the snout.

The dragon jerked its head away, then swept forward, using the horns atop its head like a war hammer, crashing into Captain Tilly, launching him like a ball kicked by a child.

Everything went black, his brain unable to comprehend what just happened. Then, he snapped to as his body slammed into the ground, rolling like a rag doll, boneless and helpless.

The dragon reared up. Blood poured from its underbelly. That might kill the thing, eventually, but it wasn’t dead yet. Tilly scrambled, unsure where his axe was, but he saw the glowing metal of Jacqueline’s scimitars. Of her body and her armor, there was no sign.

He grabbed the swords, ignoring the searing heat that radiated through his metal gauntlets, and spun. He threw the weapons at the dragon, the blistering hot steel flying toward the dragon’s injured stomach. The beast flinched, but the damaged blades bounced off its hide harmlessly.

Tilly saw his axe and ran for it, rushing a dozen steps, then jumping and reaching for his weapon as the dragon came down. He grasped the haft of the axe and threw himself flat. The dragon’s jaws snapped shut a hand’s span above him.

He rolled to his knees, trying to stay beneath its body and away from its mouth. A shadow from above was all the warning he had as the dragon stepped down, trying to crush him beneath its clawed foot.

Tilly raised his axe, the head of the weapon hitting the bottom of the dragon’s foot, the butt of the axe sinking into the charred soil like a nail hit squarely by a hammer.

The dragon’s foot pounded on Tilly’s shoulder, knocking him down again, but it cried and pulled back before crushing him beneath its enormous weight. The dragon roared, and the shadow disappeared. It was limping, hopping on three legs, holding up the one that had been deeply gouged by the head of Tilly’s axe.

Tilly grabbed the weapon and tried to pull it free, but the haft had been driven deep into the ground. It was stuck.

“Fortune’s Curse,” the dragon knight muttered.

He drew his sword and turned to face the wounded dragon.

To his amazement, instead of charging him, the dragon leaned back and jumped into the sky, thick ropes of shimmering blue blood splattering down as it soared higher. It darted, twisting acrobatically, and the golden form of the patriarch flashed through the space the wild dragon had occupied. The giant, wild fae flew higher, looping in spiraling patterns of flight, the patriarch close behind, chasing the smaller creature.

Tilly watched in amazement, certain the larger dragon would catch its wounded cousin. Then, a third dragon came speeding into sight, a lance of flame blasting before it.

The patriarch turned seconds before taking that scalding blast across its flank. The wounded dragon raced south, the newcomer following, flying a serpentine pattern, its neck craning to watch its back.

Tilly clucked his tongue.

The patriarch slowed, its massive wings beating hard, making it seem to hover in the sky, but it stopped its chase. Against two of them, even with one wounded, Tilly would not risk his mount without him on its back. The pair of wild dragons could breathe fire.

Captain Tilly flopped back, sitting beside his buried axe, watching as the Cojitan dragons flew out of sight. The patriarch circled slowly above the olive grove, its eyes on the other dragons, but it did not pursue them.

“Well…” Captain Tilly muttered, struggling to his feet.

He grabbed the head of his axe again, trying to wiggle it free from the earth. He pulled on it and worked it back and forth, loosening the soil around it until finally, it slid clear, and he stumbled backward.

He clucked his tongue, and the patriarch called out a terrifying cry. There were still Cojitans in the olive grove. They still had work to do.


The Emperor II
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Thick, heavy smoke from burning green wood filled the olive grove like beer in a bowl, swishing and stirring as men and women ran through the murk, coughing and hacking, crying and screaming. They fought each other in small, vicious, pointless contests to the death.

The battle was over. Cojita’s dragon was burning trenches of destruction through the trees, killing the women who’d plotted to ambush his men and, inadvertently, no small number of Cojitan warriors in the process.

Honxul’s control over the wild fae was tenuous at best, and in the midst of a fight, the creatures went mad with blood lust. The dragons killed indiscriminately, only reluctantly training their violence against the enemy, seemingly unconcerned when their allies were caught as collateral damage.

Emperor Honxul grinned. He knew the feeling.

He drifted silently on bare feet, clad in loose linen trousers that came down to his mid-calf with a belt around his waist to hold his hatchets on his hips and his dueling knife tucked at the small of his back. He carried a single javelin. One had been flung into the back of a woman who’d stumbled away into the smoke and vanished. Another had been snapped in half when Honxul had thrust it into a woman’s neck. She’d tried to twist away, fueled by a surprising strength in her final moment before the open wound in her throat spilled half her blood onto the roots of an olive tree, warm liquid splashing liberally on him as well. He was shirtless, and he relished the feel of his enemy’s blood dripping down his chest.

Crouching, the emperor listened to the frenzied calls and clashes of warfare. The dragon had disrupted the Andorrans’ plans, blasting through their lines with its terrible breath. The Cojitan horde had been lost in a battle rage, hungry for revenge after spending weeks being humiliated by these women. Time and time again, the Andorrans had been a step ahead, embarrassing the warriors from the south with tricks and speed, keeping them stumbling and—while Honxul’s men would never admit it—afraid. Now was their time of revenge. Damn the women’s ambush and damn the fire raining down from above. If they died in this clash, it would be a warrior’s death on the edge of the enemy’s blade. For his people, there were worse fates.

Emperor Honxul kept moving, soft grass often sticky with blood masking his presence. Dead women from Andorra and dead warriors from Cojita lay scattered through the grove like empty husks of maize, but there was one he knew would still be alive.

The Falcon of Andorra had been promised to him, and he burned with need. The god had touched him, infused him with strength and pain and desire. He would give anything to kill this woman, and he knew the gods would grant his wish. What would they take from him in payment, he did not care, because he and those exalted ones wanted the same thing. He would be their tool. He would cut until he was dull and broken. He would see victory over Wahrheit, for the gods, for his people, and for himself.

There was a grunt and a hiss. He paused. Shapes moved, hidden by the smoke. Then, parting that gray shroud, a back stumbled toward him. An Andorran woman, a big one, wearing a thin coat of chainmail. One of his warriors was before her, and both of them had their hands wrapped around each other’s necks. They were strangling each other. His man’s face was bright red, even through the haze of the smoke. The woman’s forearms bulged as she clamped her hands tight on the warrior’s windpipe.

Emperor Honxul waited. He would not take this victory from whichever one of them earned it.

The pair staggered, both of their arms bowed out, trembling with the strain of squeezing the air from their opponent. The Cojitan shoved the woman, forcing her back into the trunk of a tree, but she did not relinquish her grip. The man’s eyes were sticking from his purpling face. He pulled her forward and slammed her back. She pushed with her thumbs, digging them into the soft skin of his neck.

From five paces away, Emperor Honxul watched, fascinated by the silent struggle. All around them, men and women shouted and fought, fire crackled, and great gouts of flame blew down onto the grove, but these two were locked into their embrace, and for them, there was nothing else.

The Cojitan tried to pull her forward to smash her back against the tree again, but his hand slipped on her neck. His knees wobbled. The woman shoved him down, still throttling the man. He lost his hold on her, and she drew a gasping breath, the air wheezing through her bruised throat.

The warrior’s arms dropped, as if seeing the woman draw air sapped what remained of his will. From the man’s eyes, Honxul could see his spirit die, even if the man’s body had not yet accepted its fate. His arms slapped ineffectively against the Andorran’s wrists, and then they fell, and he deflated, finally finished.

“Well done,” the emperor remarked.

The woman spun, clearly still struggling to draw breath through her crushed windpipe. Honxul plunged the tip of his javelin into her eye, shoving her back against the tree and forcing the spear deep. He studied her, wondering who she’d been before Cojita had come to these lands. She had the thick arms of a laborer, but she’d died a warrior. Did that matter to the gods of these people? He hoped so. She had earned glory, and it was too bad he was the only witness.

He yanked the javelin free and stepped over her body as she fell to the earth. He heard the fall of feet and flung the javelin into the smoke, catching a running woman mid-stride and sending her down with a pained hiss. Honxul watched to see if she moved again, and when she didn’t, he freed his hatchets from his belt and stalked deeper into the olive grove.

Two of his men emerged from the gloom, saw him, and jumped in surprise. The emperor smiled at them, then thumped the back of a hatchet against his chest. The men grinned back, their white teeth shining through blood and soot, giving them a horrifying look, like ghouls crawling up from a grave.

There was a clang of steel and the cry of a man muffled by the thick smoke. Honxul turned and strode toward the sound. Through the haze, like shadow puppets dancing across the walls of a tent, half a dozen of his warriors surrounded a figure that moved with the speed and grace of the flickering flames of a campfire.

His men were quick, like striking adders, but she seemed to anticipate their every move, adjusting with languid reactions that kept her just out of range of the warrior’s strikes but close enough she could unleash vicious counterattacks. The woman fought with the confidence born of a hundred successful battles. She understood the dance of war. She exerted just enough energy to avoid each blow and to deliver a deadly one of her own. She was conserving her energy, knowing that each clash would not be the last one. She meant to live and to fight all day.

One of his men charged her, leading with the tip of a javelin, and the Falcon of Andorra casually caught the spear on her buckler, turning it away then slamming the edge of her scimitar into the man’s chest. Twirling to face a second man coming from behind her, she opened a brutal slash through the first man as she spun, and he went down wailing in agony.

The second man hadn’t expected her to be facing him but was even more surprised when she stepped into his attack, leading with the spike that protruded from the center of her buckler. The Falcon smashed the steel into the man’s face, the point of the spike bursting through teeth and then out the back of the warrior’s skull.

The Falcon pivoted, keeping the body of the Cojitan between her and two more attackers as she raised a muscled arm and deflected a blow before whipping her blade back and felling another of the warriors.

Emperor Honxul barked out, “Leave us.”

His men, those who still stood, turned and glared at him. They wanted the glory of this battle. These warriors were young, recently conquered. They had the bitter look of men who’d only known defeat yet thought they had earned victory. They were fools. These men could not see he was saving their lives.

The Falcon would have no trouble slaying men like this, but that was not why he’d interceded. The woman was his, and he would no longer wait.

The emperor slid his axes into the loops on his belt and, from behind his back, drew his chert knife. He raised it and asked the Falcon, “Do you recognize this blade?”

She stood cautiously, as if unsure he’d really instructed his warriors to stop trying to kill her. She suspected a trap, but it was not one. That was how the northerners fought but not how he did.

He grinned at her. “I’ve been promised your blood.”

“We’ll see about that,” she said, a burning light coming into her eyes. She recognized him and the weapon now. She raised her buckler, the bloody point stuck toward him, and drew back her scimitar.

Honxul waved his knife, and his men faded away into the smoke. Whether they sought fresh battle or meant to watch this confrontation, he did not know and did not care. The Falcon was before him, and he yearned to sate the rage that burned through his body.

Behind her, a violent geyser of flame roared down from above, tearing through the grove hundreds of paces away from them. The emperor could feel the heat on his face, a compliment to his hammering heart and the torrent of blood rushing through his body. He’d killed thousands of men and women, hundreds of them in duels, but he’d never felt like this. He’d never felt the excitement, the need to see this woman dead. It was the god’s blessing and its curse. The god had given him strength, given him pain, and given him need.

He stepped toward the Falcon, and she moved to the side, circling him slowly, watching his footsteps and the way he held his knife and eyeing the axes at his belt. Against his men, she’d moved like a striking viper, but she was cautious now. What did she see in his eyes? What slowed her down and caused her to take time to observe him? Like him, she had faced battle. She had the confidence of a hundred victories. Was it the god’s aura that made her hesitate or his own?

“I didn’t believe you when you said that’s all you’d carry to face me,” she murmured, gesturing with her buckler toward his chert dagger.

He shrugged. “It is all that I need.”

The cry of a dragon thundered through the trunks of the olive trees, but Honxul and the Falcon ignored it.

“Your steps. Who trained you to move like that?” she asked, speaking loudly over the crackle of burning trees and the sounds of men and women dying.

Honxul did not reply. He knew what she’d seen. What no one else had seen. His secret.

“Elan Zaccada,” the Falcon hissed. “You trained with the king’s champions in Ehrstadt. How is that possible?”

He raised his knife, pointing the tip toward her. “Much is possible when you remove your blinders. You of all people must know the world is a larger place than Wahrheit alone. You, who also trained beneath Zaccada and left Ehrstadt never to return. You should see as I did, the danger the kingdom brings to us all, the damage Wahrheit has done. What did Zaccada teach you if not that?”

She shook her head.

“The cycle is broken,” he told her, “the link between the north and south. The connection was severed by Wahrheit, and no longer does the bounty of this world flow between us. Wahrheit has consigned the southern continent to a dry, choking death, but the fools… it is their own death as well. They’ve irked the gods, and the gods are coming for them.”

“Fae-blessed,” the Falcon growled. “You’re fae-blessed.”

“That is a deadly insult in Cojita,” he warned her.

“I thought you were here to fight,” she snapped, feinting toward him.

He did not react. She was trying to provoke him, to anger him, to make him emotional, but he knew her tactics. They’d both trained beneath the same master. There was nothing this woman knew that he did not, but he had been touched by the gods. He knew the power of another realm.

She sneered at him. “Jacqueline and Rodger, you are of an age with them. You studied together. That is why they came. They know who you are, and they came to kill you. What do they know of you, Emperor of Cojita? They will tell me. Your secrets are not safe.”

He shrugged. “I have no secrets. Not from you, not from them. You betrayed your master, not I. The only thing I have for you is death.”

She stared at him, hard and angry.

“If the champions are here,” he said, “ask them who I am. I will wait while they tell you, and then I will kill the three of you. Go ahead. Call to them. It will save me the trouble of hunting them down after I’m done with you.”

She did not call out. Instead, she feinted again, shuffling forward and stabbing her buckler toward him.

“You studied at the University of Ehrstadt,” the Falcon guessed, beginning to circle again. “You wormed your way into the order of champions and learned from them. Why? What caused you to turn against us? It was not your plan, surely not your plan the entire time, not when you started, was it? What happened to you to create… this monster?”

He laughed at her. She thought she knew who he was, but she had no idea.

“Your parents,” she guessed. “Did they send you to betray us, or is it them whom you betray? That is the way of it, isn’t it. You are rebelling against your parents, angry they don’t, what, love you enough? They made you hurt, so you will make everyone hurt?”

Honxul laughed again. She had no idea. Those in Wahrheit, enemies and allies, had all done his work for him. None of them wanted the truth to be told.

“Bah,” she continued, “you do not even realize you are but a tool in all of this, a tool of the fae. You have no more control over your life, Emperor, than the stone that forms your knife. You are a tool, nothing more. They’ve corrupted you beyond redemption. You are the fae’s plaything.”

She meant to anger him, and perhaps she would have some other time, but he already burned with the need to kill her. The gods had touched him, blessed and cursed, and rage was all that he knew.

Yes, he had been there in Ehrstadt, in the palace, training with the champions of the king. He’d understood the awful bargain the king had made. For six hundred years, he knew what they’d been doing. Honxul, perhaps only Honxul, knew the horrific price that bought the rise of the kingdom. He knew why the gods had chosen him and why they’d sent him north before he had been allowed to return home. Honxul had not formed an empire in Cojita for himself to rule. He had forged a weapon to use against Wahrheit. His only purpose was to bring down the kingdom, to lay waste to all that had been built there, so that the world might begin anew in the ash and the ruin without the shackles the northern kingdom had clapped around them all.

The Falcon of Andorra swooped closer with no warning, leading with the point of her buckler, thrusting in a staggered series of quick jabs.

Honxul melted backward, then ducked as she swept her scimitar close behind the buckler. The blade whistled overhead, but she kept coming. She was skilled with the use of both weapons, and Honxul found himself retreating rapidly. He hadn’t faced an opponent with a shield since he’d left Wahrheit, and his dagger was at a disadvantage even to the spike on the woman’s buckler.

She thrust again, and again, the scimitar swinging unexpectedly fast behind the buckler. He ducked, trying to dart in low, but she launched herself forward, leading with her knee, and smashed the bone of her leg into his face.

The emperor stumbled back, blinking flashes of light from his eyes, blood dripping from his face. She’d split his lips and broken his nose. Warmth leaked down off his chin.

The Falcon landed lightly and dropped to a crouch, then spun, lashing out with a leg to sweep Honxul’s feet from beneath him. He lurched sideways, cartwheeling over her leg, then leaping backward from the scimitar that followed her foot. She jumped at him again, slamming her forearm down at him, the spike in the center of her buckler aimed at his head.

Honxul kicked and planted the heel of his bare foot in her stomach, stopping the woman and her buckler. Breath burst from her, and Honxul came at her, backhanding his chert blade over her buckler and cutting a thin gash across her forehead.

She thrust with her buckler, backing him up, then followed again with her scimitar. Blinking blood from her eyes, she thrust and slashed, thrust and slashed, pursuing him relentlessly, but she fell into a pattern. She had a plan for a man like him with a dagger, and she followed her plan.

The emperor danced away from the longer reach of her scimitar and the wicked spike of her buckler. Blood covered half her face, and he could tell it was affecting her vision in one eye, but she kept coming. He spit blood from his own crushed lips, avoiding the edge of her blade, waiting for his moment, watching her repeat her motions. Her strategy was deadly, and she would have caught and killed him already if he was half a breath slower.

He knew she would not tire, and she would not make an obvious mistake. She had been trained by the best swordsman on the continent, then battle-hardened over the last several months. Repetitive or not, her strategy of attack was purpose-built for a man like him. She understood their fight and the stakes of their combat like only one who had killed could know. She was willing to risk her life. She had to be to conduct the campaigns that she did, but that didn’t mean she would throw it away.

Flames raged around them. The cries of battle hung in the smoky air. His men had triggered her ambush. They’d known she was waiting and had brought a dragon. Even if he didn’t kill her, the longer she waited, the fewer chances she would have to get away. If he learned her pattern and simply avoided it, she was going to die today. It must be occurring to her she had to finish this quickly.

The buckler swung at him again, and Honxul was waiting. He grabbed the rim of the small shield, slowing her long enough he could reach over the buckler and jab the point of his knife into her bicep. Grunting, the Falcon punched at him with the hilt of her scimitar, but he skipped out of the way.

“Fast little bugger…” she muttered.

He darted at her, and she stepped forward as he knew she would, slashing with her sword. He spun out of the way, kicking backward and striking her knee with his heel.

She cursed and swung at him again, but she limped when she came forward now. She unleashed a blistering swarm of strikes, and he evaded them, but then she launched herself forward with another flying knee, catching him by surprise. That move had not been taught by Zaccada.

The woman’s knee smashed into Honxul’s chest, but the emperor absorbed the blow, feeling his sternum creak to the cusp of breaking. He caught the back of her leg and slammed his chert knife into the Falcon’s side.

She landed heavily, and he released her and backed away, rubbing his chest with his free hand. She glowered at him. Against another man, one not touched by the gods, such a strike would have put him on his back. The Falcon thrust at him with her scimitar, trying to catch him off guard and on the end of the point of a sword made for slashing.

He slapped it to the side and drew his knife across the back of her wrist. Crying in startled pain, she cursed at him again, blinking one eye rapidly, trying to clear it of blood but afraid to use her hands and leave herself unprotected. She lunged again, and he dropped, reversing his grip on his knife and burying it into the top of her foot, the sharp stone piercing the leather easily and cleanly skewering her flesh.

The Falcon axed her buckler down, catching Honxul on the shoulder with a vicious strike, but it hit muscle. When he stood, he shook his arm, trying to keep the limb from going numb from the force of her blow.

She shuffled after him, coming slower now. He danced to the side, and she pivoted, barely keeping up with him. He feinted, withdrew, and then barreled at her. She stumbled backward, and he reached behind her buckler, this time with his dagger, and he opened a cut on the inside of her forearm.

“Why won’t you finish me, you bastard?” she growled, blood dripping from her hand, but there was nothing she could do. The buckler was strapped to her arm.

“Why don’t you give up?”

She attacked again, slower this time, hampered by her wounded foot and knee. He let the blade pass, then jumped at her, grabbing her wrist and stabbing his knife into her sword arm, the stone blade slipping between the bones near her wrist. Her hand spasmed, and her scimitar fell from her grip. She smacked him in the arm with her buckler, but he was too close for her to turn the spike against him. She struck him again and again with the edge of her shield. He grasped it and twisted around to put his shoulder beneath her elbow, and with a sharp jerk, he broke her arm.

The Falcon screamed in pain, and he chopped his knife down into her thigh, stabbing to the bone. He stepped away, holding his dagger before him.

“Why don’t you finish it!” the woman shrieked.

She threw herself at him, trying to headbutt him, but he caught her neck with his off hand, digging into her skin with his fingers. She kneed him, her heavy leg pounding his hip. The emperor thrust his knife into her stomach and tore it to the side.

The Falcon of Andorra staggered backward, her broken and bloody arms scrabbling helplessly at her open stomach, trying to keep her guts inside of her body. She fell onto her back, writhing in pain, moaning pitifully.

Honxul came to stand beside her, wiping blood from his chin, wiggling his chert knife above her, and smiling down at the woman.

“Why!” she cried at him, pain and rage twisting her face into something unrecognizable. This woman, so used to command, to having the upper hand, no longer did.

“I am going to carve your heart from your body and burn it in dragon fire,” he told her calmly. “I want you to know that is what is happening because once I begin, you will die very quickly.”

She wiggled on her back, trying to escape or to kick him, he was not sure. He knelt beside her, spit blood into her face, and then punched his knife into her chest, working the sharp edge between the cartilage of her sternum, preparing to open her chest and slice her heart free from her body. It would still be beating, he hoped, when he raised it in his hand. Sometimes, he was fast enough. Sometimes, he was not. This woman had fought well, and she’d bought herself a suitably gory death. He wanted to feel her heart die in his fist.

He cut quickly now, his bloody hands slipping as he dug them into her chest and pried her ribcage apart.


The Apprentice III
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Explosions thundered, and hot metal whistled through the air. Acrid smoke hung like a burial shroud over everything. Blood slicked the grass, and men’s cries filled his ears.

The elves had cut through the Shining Legion like saws through logs at a timber mill. They might still be back there, carving their way free of the churchmen, but it was no longer them the church’s arquebusiers fired upon.

Emerging from the gateway that had first spilled forth the elves was a dragon. It was a huge creature, its scales gleaming a dark, shimmering green. It was more vibrant than the other dragons Ulrik had seen. More alive. Wilder. Angrier.

The last time Ulrik had seen a dragon in this place, it’d been ridden by Captain Tilly, and it had feasted upon some of Count Fashan’s men. The dragon had been terrifying at the time, but now, Ulrik understood the difference. That dragon had been set upon enemies who’d attacked Tilly. The captain had maintained a level of control over it. When he’d told it to stop, it had stopped. This dragon bowed to no master. It wasn’t going to stop.

It came from a realm of the fae, a land that Ulrik couldn’t fathom. Couldn’t even imagine. What he could see around the giant fae looked awful. It was because of Ulrik the elves had been able to rip open the way and that the dragon could follow. The gateway the dragon emerged from was opened in the very place his ma had died, sacrificing herself so that he might live. Where he stood, Ulrik realized with a sudden flash like a knife to the gut, was where his pa had shoved Ulrik out of the way, then been trampled to death by a horse.

Both parents had died to save him in their own way. From the looks of the approaching dragon, both of their deaths had been wasted because this dragon was coming to kill people. It was mad, like a rabid dog. He could feel the energy emanating from it. It was not hatred, not evil, but purpose. The creature was something beyond Ulrik, and its only intent was to destroy all before it. It was wild.

No… Not wild, though it must have been so before. He recognized that utter disdain, that cold purpose, because he had seen it before. This creature had a master. The dragon was a thing of the skiengvaal.

It wouldn’t stop until it hunted down the elves who’d fled. Until it destroyed all that had been rebuilt in Hof. Until the entire world burned. It would never stop unless someone stopped it.

Wordlessly, Ulrik shouted and charged. The dragon, halfway into the realm of men, halfway still in that of the elves, drew back its head, then thrust forward, unleashing a torrent of fire.

Ulrik threw himself forward, landing hard on his stomach. The river of fire roared in a stream above his head. He could feel his back baking. He could feel his hair beginning to curl and smolder. Glancing back under his arm, where the dragon was training its breath, he saw scores of churchmen consumed in the inferno, vanishing in a swirling sea of scalding orange and red. The flame whooshed over him before finally disappearing, leaving a shimmering haze of heat hanging like a banner where it’d been.

Ulrik leapt to his feet, clutching his spear in both hands before him. He started running again before the dragon could draw more breath and unleash it. Miraculously, he hadn’t been its target. The Shining Legion had borne the brunt of its terrible attack. The dragon had ignored Ulrik, even though he’d been the one charging. It’d killed indiscriminately, not bothering to target any individuals because individuals were beneath its notice. It didn’t see him as a threat. He was small, insignificant, nothing before this enormous beast.

His shout harsh and unheard amongst the cries of the Shining Legion, Ulrik ran to the dragon and thrust with his spear, the sprite-forged steel flashing orange and reflecting the light of the flickering fires that had been ignited behind him. The tip of his spear plunged into the dragon, piercing its hide and finding the flesh below. He shoved until the spear was buried to the guard. Then, he yanked it free.

The dragon roared and reared, half its body caught in the portal still. Ulrik started falling back, afraid the huge creature was going to step on him. He eyed the hand-wide puncture he’d put into its chin and cursed in dismay. The dragon had felt it, but the little wound was the equivalent of him slicing his jaw shaving. It hurt a little, but it would take more than that to kill a dragon.

He really should have thought about that before attacking the thing. The tip of his spear couldn’t pierce the dragon’s heart. It was like a mouse stabbing him with a pin. What harm could he really cause? How did one kill a dragon?

The massive fae’s claws slammed into the ground, and Ulrik felt the tremor from where he stood. He adjusted his grip on his spear as the dragon’s sinuous neck twisted, and its huge, burning blue eyes came to regard him.

It snapped forward, and Ulrik ran. Maybe it was cowardly, but the Fortune Cursed thing was the size of a royal army barracks.

The dragon came farther through the portal, the rest of its body dragging through the opening slowly. The portal was too small, made for elves and not dragons, but that didn’t seem to stop it. It forced the portal wider, its massive flanks and legs pushing the boundaries slowly but inexorably. The passage slowed it, but it didn’t need to emerge fully to deal with him. Ulrik had fallen back several dozen steps, and he felt it building heat to unleash its breath again.

Behind Ulrik, churchmen scattered. Arquebuses and spears and swords were thrown to the side as men left everything to flee. They tripped over bodies of their comrades who’d been felled by the elves and avoided the gaping black scar the first breath of the dragon had burned into this world.

Bursts of gunfire continued as captains or sergeants were able to corral small groups of their men to try to fight, but everyone near Ulrik was running. He didn’t think the shot from the firearms was harming the dragon at all. These men should run. There was nothing any of the churchmen could do here.

Men in the church’s filthy white tunics were diving behind buildings and wagons, taking cover anywhere they could find. Others were in full-out flight, trying to put as much distance between themselves and the huge fae as they could before it passed completely into their realm, but Ulrik turned, running hard to his right.

The dragon unleashed its breath, a liquid jet of fire that blasted a score of paces behind him, then followed his path, incinerating everything it touched.

Ulrik ran harder. He could feel the heat at his heels, feel the incredible flame chasing him, but then, it broke off, and the dragon unleashed a frustrated roar. Ulrik was circling the gateway, coming behind the portal with the dragon still only halfway out of it. It could twist its neck to the side but not to where it could look directly behind itself while the bulk of its body was caught, squeezed in the portal.

Ulrik kept running, forcing himself to ignore the image of half a dragon emerging from nothing. He could see its back, like he was looking through rapidly moving water. Its belly was passing through the portal, and its hindquarters would soon come behind.

He was struck by an idea, brilliant or mad he wasn’t sure. He ran behind the portal, at the back of the dragon that was still slowly forcing the gateway wide and dragging itself through.

Ulrik reached it, grabbed his spear with both hands, and stabbed down into the back of the portal and the dragon. The spear was almost tugged free of his hands as the dragon shrieked and lurched forward, but he held the weapon and watched in amazement as the dragon’s own movement pulled his weapon through its flesh. He was opening a long, gaping gash along its flank for ten, twenty paces, and then, its legs were coming through, rapidly followed by its tail.

The dragon turned, completely clear of the gateway.

Ulrik cursed and started to run again.

It’d been a really good idea, he figured, but he hadn’t killed the thing. He’d just made it mad, and while he wasn’t going to take the time to slow and look back to be sure, it sounded like the dragon was very specifically mad at Ulrik.

He passed a building, some new home that hadn’t been there when he’d lived in Hof, and then another. He thought about running inside, trying to hide, but the dragon didn’t need to find him. It could unleash that breath over every building in the village in the span of a few minutes, and anyone inside the daub and timber buildings would be cooked like they were in an oven.

Dmitri Meyer appeared beside him, the cadaverous man keeping pace with surprising agility. “You should have taken it in the center, cut through its organs, and opened it up from the inside out,” he chided. “Cutting along its side won’t kill it for days, if it can’t somehow heal itself, which I have heard the fae are capable of doing. That was a wasted effort, lad.”

“I can see that,” Ulrik gasped, pounding down the road toward what used to be Hof’s brewery and the river that ran beside it. Did dragons swim? Not that it mattered. Dragons could fly, and there was only so long Ulrik could dive into the river and remain underwater.

“What other ideas do you have?” Dmitri asked, chancing a glance behind them. “Creator’s Curse, it’s coming after us. You angered it.”

Ulrik wasn’t sure how to respond. One hundred paces to the left were the thick woods he and Jaime had explored as children. He knew the terrain like the back of his hand, but he was sure the trees would do nothing to keep the dragon from him. The land around Hof was a tame one, dotted with open fields dedicated to barley and hops, the woods well-foraged and clear beneath the tall trunks of the trees. There was no protection from a rain of fire beneath those boughs. The woods would be no better than hiding in the village.

“We’re going to die,” Dmitri surmised, his voice clipped and short of air as they ran.

“Right,” Ulrik said. Then, he slowed. Then, he stopped.

The churchman continued another dozen paces, then stopped as well. The dragon was five hundred paces behind them, ambling closer, blue blood streaming from its side, but its eyes were fixed on Ulrik, and it was ignoring the injuries he’d given it. Dmitri had been right. The wound wouldn’t kill this giant beast for days, if it did at all.

“If we’re going to die, we may as well die fighting,” Ulrik stated loudly, calling back toward Dmitri without taking his eyes from the approaching dragon.

“I hope you’ve earned Grace, lad, and that I see you in the Creator’s embrace,” the churchman responded.

Ulrik heard the churchman begin to run again. He ignored the other man. Dmitri had the right of it. The dragon was after Ulrik. No reason for them both to die, and even if he convinced the man to stand and fight by his side, the churchman had no fae-crafted weapons. He would be helpless before the dragon. No, Ulrik was going to die, but at least… at least he could die fighting. That had to count for something.

The dragon came closer, not bothering to build its breath for another blast of fire. Its eyes sparked, and Ulrik somehow understood. It wanted to taste his flesh. The giant creature was going to eat him.

He shifted his grip on his spear, wondering if he could stab it somehow as he went down its gullet, or maybe he should aim for its eye or… Or nothing. He could hurt and annoy the thing, but it was simply too big for him to kill.

The dragon came within one hundred paces then stopped, looking to his side. Ulrik glanced over and blinked. There was a man who had not been there before. He was wearing fitted leather armor and a long, heavy cloak. The hood was pulled forward, the cowl hiding most of his face. He held a gleaming falchion that seemed to bleed a silver light that did not come from the sun above. It was fae-crafted, and compared to Ulrik’s spear, it was dazzling.

“What was the plan here, lad?” the man asked him.

“I… thought I’d die fighting.”

“Fair enough,” the newcomer allowed, “but I can’t allow that. I need you. You’re one of the six. My paladins. It can’t be me. That was the bargain. It has to be you and the others.”

“Paladin? The fae-killer.”

“Indeed, but not this fae. Not yet. You’ve got to work yourself up to dragons.”

“I’ll remember that.”

“Watch,” the man instructed, and he stepped forward, his cloak billowing behind him. A hundred flickering lights clouded out from him like they’d been hidden in the folds of his garments. Sprites? The twinkling lights looked just like sprites swarming in the evening through the early shadows.

The dragon had stopped, and it no longer looked at Ulrik at all. It knew this man. The man held his falchion wide to the side, and the sprites flew forward, darting like arrows. The dragon flinched before the cloud of sprites slammed into it, the tiny lights disappearing into bursts of iridescent blue blood. They were thumping into the dragon like they were darts launched from a sling. The dragon snapped, and a dozen of the sprites disappeared into its mouth, but there were hundreds.

It snapped again, and more of the sprites vanished, but like swatting mosquitos on a balmy summer evening, you couldn’t get them all.

His cloak streaming behind him, the man charged.

The dragon lunged at him, ignoring the attacking sprites, directing all of its attention on the man. Its mouth stretched open wide, teeth the size of Ulrik’s leg glittering in the flashing lights of the sprites. A deep glow built down in the dragon’s gullet, but it was clear the huge fae meant to end the fight quickly.

Like a striking snake, it burst forward, clapping its jaws, but the man shifted out of the way like a feather floating on the wind. He swept his falchion to the side, slicing through the dragon’s thick hide, unleashing a spray of shimmering azure blood. The dragon jerked its head back, aiming the massive horns atop its skull at the cowled man’s back.

He turned, put a hand against the horn, and then was tossed into the air, the force of the dragon’s shove sending him twenty paces high. He twirled there like a spinning top and slowed, drifting like a leaf falling from a tree until he landed lightly, three score paces from where he’d gone airborne.

Ulrik approached, trying to stay out of the dragon’s periphery, raising his spear to plunge it into the side of the beast while it was distracted by the cowled man. He figured that as long as he was ready to retreat and stayed clear of those teeth and those horns, he would be⁠—

“Stay back, you fool,” the man snapped.

“Its attention is on you,” Ulrik argued, his eyes fixed on the dragon’s head, wary of it remembering the damage his spear had already done to it and acknowledging he was a threat as well. If it came at him, he wasn’t going to avoid the beast with the same effortless grace as this man.

“Fortune Curse the arrogance of youth,” the man growled.

The dragon jumped into the sky, its wings blasting air, nearly knocking Ulrik from his feet. It climbed rapidly, blood sprinkling down like rain.

“Now look what you’ve done!” the swordsman cried. “It was disoriented by the entry to this realm, confused and not thinking straight. Bah. A dragon on the ground is a much easier foe than one aloft, which anyone ought to understand. Inexperience is no excuse for stupidity.”

“What’s it doing?” Ulrik asked, watching the giant fae shrink as it rose far above them. “Is it fleeing?”

“Of course not,” the swordsman huffed. “It’s drawing breath, and when it returns, it’s going to burn everything within half a league of here into char.”

“Oh.”

The man raised a fist skyward, and a cloud of sprites flew up, darting after the dragon.

“How did you…”

The man glanced at Ulrik, or at least it appeared that he did. His cowl was still pulled low, hiding all but his lips and his jaw.

The enormity of what was happening was starting to sink in, and overwhelmed, Ulrik found himself babbling. “How can you see beneath that hood?”

“Not well,” the man drawled, “but also you cannot see me, and such are the tradeoffs we make in this life. There’s always a price to anything that you do. Now attend. Learn from what I do because this will be your job one day.”

The man’s head turned back to the sky.

Ulrik held a hand over his eyes. The dragon had turned and was coming back. “Should we…”

“Either the sprites will shred its wings and bring it back to earth, or you are going to die,” the swordsman remarked. “You must comprehend the difference between courage and recklessness, fae-killer. You’re not ready for the dragon, and you are not ready for the dwarves. You must not face these foes, not yet. When the time comes, when the true battle arrives, I need you alive.”

“How did you know… the time, what time?”

“You know the true enemy. You’ve felt it’s touch.”

“The skiengvaal.”

The man nodded curtly, still facing up where the dragon was halfway back to them. Were the sprites attacking it? Ulrik could not tell at the distance.

“We have little time,” the man said. “You are not ready for the dwarves, but the evil they perpetrate is merely a precursor to the sorrow the fae will bring to this realm when they come in full. When you know what they’re capable of, you’ll know there is no choice but to fight. There are worse fates than death, eh. Yes, I am speaking of your mother. Hope is not lost, but you are not ready yet. Patience, fae-killer. I have been patient for longer than you could possibly imagine. The time I ask of you is nothing.”

“I know I need to learn,” Ulrik said. “That’s why I came here, to work with the sniffer⁠—”

“The churchman and those he represents are more dangerous than you can fathom,” the man interrupted. “The thief takers, lad. You were sent to them for a reason. You were to learn from them. Their leader, Carter, he is a sniffer as well. You know that, right?”

“I… do,” Ulrik admitted, but he stopped speaking after that. One, because he realized how much a fool he had been, and two, because a dragon the size of an army barracks was swooping lower, coming in fast.

“The elves,” the man advised. “You’ve strayed from the path I prepared for you, so now you must walk on your own. I can provide guidance, but it is you and the others who must do the work. Follow the elves. They will kill mindlessly, but you can stop them.”

“Right…” Ulrik murmured, his eyes fixed on the approaching dragon. Its feet clipped the top of a building, tearing thatch and wood free in a terrific collision.

“You should run,” the man suggested.

This time, Ulrik listened. He tore off, racing toward the site of the brewery, putting the village of Hof to his back.

When the dragon landed, it did so gracelessly and with an incredible impact. Dirt and rocks pelted into Ulrik’s back, blasting him off his feet and sending him tumbling forward, which saved his life as the storm of projectiles continued, half burying him in dust and debris.

He lay still, wondering if he lived, if the rain of scrap would ever cease, but eventually, he realized all was quiet except the pounding of blood in his head and the panicked breath ripping in and out of his lungs.

Spitting dirt from his mouth, he moved, testing his body, seeing if it was broken. He could feel a score of terrible bruises, deep hurts from his head to his heels, but no bones were broken. Shifting an arm, dust and small rocks falling from his leather armor, he touched the back of his head, finding a growing lump there. He moved again and hauled himself forward, unable to stand upright. There was too much on his back. Bit by bit, he dragged himself forward, unburying himself from the spill of dirt and rock. Finally, he was able to sit. He looked at the pile of debris that had landed on him. There was a rock the size of his head and a beam that must have come from one of the buildings in the village.

To have flown so far, to have landed on him… Any of these objects striking him with force should have shattered bones or crushed his skull. He ought to be dead.

He saw the tip of his spear, pulled it from the rubble, and then stood, brushing at his black leather hauberk. The sprite-crafted armor had saved his life. He had no doubt about that. Beneath the dirt and the dust, the leather and the steel rivets appeared brand new. He spit grit. He owed Ilse Brinke a beer or two for lending him this kit.

Looking up, he blinked. Two hundred paces away, the dragon lay motionless. Its eyes were open, but they no longer burned with the sparkle of life. The thing was dead.

Wincing at the knots of pain in his back and the backs of his legs, Ulrik limped forward. The swordsman had been behind him somewhere. The cowled man was gone now. Had the dragon landed on him? He would be dead if it had, no matter what skills and trickery he had at his command. No cloud of sprites was going to save you from something like a whole dragon lying on top of you.

But as Ulrik reached the dragon, he understood the man was not trapped beneath its bulk. The cowled man wasn’t there at all, but evidence of his work was plain enough. The dragon’s neck, as wide as Ulrik was tall, had been severed. It looked as if one blow had cut through the mass of muscle and bone cleanly. The man had beheaded a Fortune Cursed dragon. It was a larger cut than the man’s sword was capable of, but if the man could command the fae, why not?

Dumbfounded, Ulrik stood staring at the wound for a long time. The dragon’s thick blood was pouring out, and slowly, it tapered to a trickle. It puddled around Ulrik’s feet, warm at first but growing cold before he decided to move on, to go back to Hof.

Or what had been Hof. His village, again, was a ruin. Half the buildings had been burned or destroyed by the dragon, others damaged in the fight between the Shining Legion and the elves.

White tabarded soldiers stood, staring aimlessly at the wreckage and the bodies of their peers. Others sat, their heads clutched in their hands as if trying for forget what they’d seen. It appeared many had fled. If anyone remained who was in command, they were just as shocked and silent as the others. Ulrik ignored them, and they ignored him. After the horror of the elves and the dragon, no one was looking for more trouble.

The elves. The cowled swordsman had told him to go to the elves. Or to follow the elves? How did one⁠—

Ulrik grunted.

There were hundreds of dead churchmen scattered about like crumbs after a feast. Many had been scorched by the dragon’s breath, but many more had been torn through by the elves. Ulrik wasn’t a tracker in any real sense, but it didn’t take a lot of skill to follow this trail.

He walked to the edge of the village, past the Shining Legion’s encampment, and found a dead churchman a score of paces beyond. The man had been trying to flee, but it looked as if an elf had torn through the back of his leg, ripping his tendon in two and bringing him down. Then it, or another elf perhaps, had torn the man’s head free of his body.

“Vicious little things,” Ulrik muttered to himself.

A hundred paces beyond the headless man, he spied a tell-tale dirty white lump in the grass. Another dead churchman. Stretching his legs, trying to work out the soreness from the bruises he’d gotten when the dragon’s landing had showered him with rocks and dirt, Ulrik started to walk.


The Spy II
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Gerhard Fischer swayed slowly in time with the music. A woman stood on a low stage, her bow sawing across the strings of her fiddle like it was a man’s throat. It was a dark tune that wasn’t soured by the off-key scrapping of the woman’s playing. There were some songs that improved with imperfection because they reflected both the truth of those who played them and those who listened.

The room was filled with men and women who’d drunk themselves to near insensibility and quite a few scattered across the floor who’d successfully achieved the feat. Those who remained conscious were singing, more or less in time with the fiddle player’s butchery. The majority of the crowd had looped their arms over each other’s shoulders and belted the mournful dirge like it was a prayer to the Creator. Their boisterous accompaniment did not improve the melody. In fact, their singing was nearly enough to ruin the experience. There was imperfect, and then, there was just awful.

The song was from Darford, thought Gerhard, though given the rambunctious singing, he wasn’t very confident of that. He was fairly sure the song hadn’t been originally written in the king’s tongue, or maybe it was that the crowd had lost their mastery of the language.

But the men and women who crowded the floor of the tavern were united in this one thing, this one grand sorrowful performance, sharing this one night that few of them would be able to recall, though none understood that in this befuddled moment.

The tavern was not a cheap place to find a drink, but it was not a refined place, either. It was the sort of superficially rough atmosphere those of means found to convince themselves they could do without the trappings of their station. They wanted to prove that when they finally stumbled into whatever abyss kept them at the tavern late into the night, they could survive it. It was the perfect place for Gerhard’s sort of work.

When the song came to a loud, chaotic crescendo, the room burst into applause, and the woman on the stage offered a deep bow and then gave a pointed glance at the bowl in front of her on the stage. From halfway across the room, Gerhard could see the glint of copper in the bowl, but he was sure silver would join it soon. The woman had chosen her songs well, and those terrified they were losing it all would spend like there would never be an end.

Perhaps they could not convince their spouses—or their creditors or their lovers, whoever it was they hid from—but they could still lie to themselves. As long as they could do that, they would.

Gerhard felt an arm slide off his shoulder, and he caught the other man and directed him to a chair which he collapsed into, nearly toppling it over.

“As fine as the royal opera,” Count Trabean bellowed.

“You would know, m’lord,” Gerhard declared.

“Don’t call me that, Henriq,” the count snapped. He put his face in his hands, scrubbing as if he could rub away who he had been and emerge as something new. Finally, when he looked up, he said, “I have been to the royal opera, you know. Unlike these other fools, I do not spit lies to make you think well of me. There was a time that I… with someone… a woman like no other, Henriq. I was on the cusp of everything I’ve ever dreamed of. Bah, more than I’ve ever dreamed. I was so close. So close! And it’s all a ruin.”

Gerhard sat next to the man, letting his knee bump the count’s. Contact was important to build trust. It was a lesson learned through the art of seduction, but that was not the path he took tonight. Count Trabean only wanted that sort of company from one person, so it seemed. No, it was not a lover the count needed. It was a friend.

“What did you do?” Gerhard asked.

“Do?” the count snapped, looking askance at the spy. “I did nothing, Henriq.”

Gerhard caught up a mug of beer, and a moment before he raised it to his lips, he accused, “You’re probably not the only one in here telling that story.”

Snorting and banging a fist on Gerhard’s knee, Count Trabean declared, “’Twas Fortune, Henriq, that laid me low, a turn of events that no one could have predicted, me least of all. A trust was broken that night, and once broken, trust can never be rebuilt.”

“It can never be rebuilt unless you try,” Gerhard retorted, leaning forward and poking a finger into the count’s shoulder. “Rebuilding trust is hard work, no doubt about that, but what that is worthwhile is ever easy?”

Slumping back into the chair, Count Trabean shook his head. “I’ve tried, my friend. I have tried.”

“This person, I wish you’d tell me who they were, this woman, yes? It’s always a woman. Does she hate you?”

“No,” Trabean responded. “I don’t think… No, she does not hate me. Not that. It’d be easier if she did, Henriq. Then I could move on. I could forget it all.” The count raised his beer. “Now, the only way I can forget is to drink until I’m senseless and the pain goes away.”

“You may bury the pain, but a hurt like that is never gone, my friend,” Gerhard said, leaning close and shouting into the count’s ear. “I have been there before, and let me tell you one thing that I have learned, maybe the only thing I’ve learned, eh. This I know—she will not trust you when you make it all about yourself. Ah, do not give me that look. You are doing it! I can see it in your eyes, hear it in your words. You tell me of your hurt, but what of hers? To win your lady back, friend, forget what you feel and think about what she feels. Make it about her.”

“About her? How?”

“What did you do? Write some letters and send some man to deliver them to some other man who then handed them to her?”

The count blinked. “How did you know?”

“Because you’re a lord, and that’s what lords do,” Gerhard said with authority. “You told her you missed her, that you thought of her? Maybe even that you loved her?”

Count Trabean shifted in his seat. “Have you been reading my correspondence?”

Gerhard had, in fact, read the letters, but he hadn’t needed to. The count might as well have been following a manual sold on the Street of Tomes written for lovesick lords to never win their lady love back.

Winking and grinning at the man, Gerhard gestured with his beer tankard. “Now, how would I do that? No, m’lord, I am merely a student of the human race. I know our foibles as well as I know the streets of Ehrstadt. Your letters spoke of your need. Hah, they did, didn’t they! But what of her needs?”

“I don’t understand.”

“This person, the woman whose trust you broke, she must be of importance.”

Count Trabean eyed Gerhard suspiciously.

“You’re a count,” Gerhard scoffed, rolling his eyes at the man. “There’s little a man of your position could do to turn away a common lover. Even if they did not have your trust, they’d still want a bit of your money. No, it’s a fellow noble that you betrayed. It must be. Someone who isn’t impressed by a well-tailored doublet and a fistful of gold marks. Besides, nobles are always involving themselves in complicated and dangerous affairs. You can’t help yourselves. Don’t look at me like that. It’s the forbidden fruit you cannot taste that you desire. It’s the same with the commoners, but there’s a lot more fruit out of our reach!”

Trabean was shaking his head, not following Gerhard’s rambling speech.

Clinking their tankards together, Gerhard brought them back around, saying, “Ask yourself this—aside from the love of a good man, what does this past paramour of yours need?”

The count worked his jaw like he was chewing on the inside of his cheek. Finally, he mumbled, “She has everything. Everything she desires is at her fingertips. I tell you, my friend, I am ruined. There is nothing she could want that I can give her.”

“You’re wrong. She needs a friend,” Gerhard replied, nodding confidently.

Count Trabean sighed. “Perhaps you are right. A student of men, you are, but answer this riddle, Henriq. How can I be her friend when she does not trust me?”

“Bring her something of value.”

The count blinked drunkenly. “She has…”

“Has no need of gold,” Gerhard agreed, holding up a finger pointed skyward. “A woman like yours would care nothing for shining metal, gemstones, even land. It’s not your wealth she needs but you! She needs loyalty from a man. To prove it, you must bring her something unique, something no one else can provide her.”

Trabean was bobbing his head but clearly did not understand.

Gerhard cleared his throat and dragged the man the rest of the way to comprehension. “Bring her information. You’re from a high house. You’re close to your uncle and aunt, other nobles. The queen must wonder what they think of her, of her policies, and what they’re plotting. Tell her, and she is yours.”

“The queen…” the count mumbled.

Gerhard winced. He’d had to drink copious quantities of beer to make his character for the night real, and he’d been surprised at how long Trabean had been able to match him tankard for tankard. Gerhard wasn’t as sharp as he should be.

The spy bolted up to his feet and called into the other man’s ear. “Another round, shall we?”

“I-I think I’ve had enough…” the count stammered, his words mixing like cream in coffee.

Gerhard poured half his tankard into the count’s, then cried, “Finish that for me, will you, while I go fetch us another pair. We must toast. To sharing information and to regaining trust!”
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Landgrave Leland Laurent, the ruler of the Province of Brenay, was a difficult man to shadow. Since the high houses’ confinement to Ehrstadt, the landgrave rarely left his palatial manse in the city. It was a long, sprawling affair that was rumored to contain a kingdom’s worth of amenities and luxurious accommodations. All that a man could need was said to be inside. Gerhard had never breached those walls himself, a rare situation he was recently forced to consider the implications of. Laurent played the game as well as any of the kingdom’s spies. He knew what to protect against. How long had he been guarding the secrets that Gerhard was looking for?

But what a man needed and what a man wanted were not always the same. There had to be times that the landgrave left those grounds, though if he didn’t, Gerhard couldn’t blame him. It was an impressive place. The architecture was more delicate than some of the other estates in Ehrstadt, but that was deceptive. The manse spread across twice the land that the other landgraves’ homes occupied in the capital, and those fluted columns, arching buttresses, and fanciful embellishments clinging beneath the variegated copper roof all served to hide the thick walls and easily protected doors. Most of the windows of the place were on the second floor, and when they were not, they opened to long galleries that could be easily watched by the armored men garbed in Brenay’s livery.

Surrounding the manse was a wide belt of artful landscaping that was just now beginning to show signs of life. Dainty trees, planted for their colorful foliage and the fact they wouldn’t ruin the sight of the white limestone building soaring behind them, dotted the grounds in small clusters. Mounds of earth, which in the coming weeks would sprout hundreds of varieties of tulips, were fertilized and turned. Rose bushes, vibrant green hedges, and stone fountains were intermingled, creating long, wending paths that the lords and ladies could meander through during warmer weather.

Unlike many of the other estates, there was little concern for privacy when it came to House Laurent. They hailed from the wealthiest province in the kingdom, and what was the point of wealth if you didn’t flaunt it? Their parties were legendary, both in scope and visibility. The first and second floors were for staff and entertainment. The landgrave and his family lived on the third and fourth floors with their expansive views of Ehrstadt.

All of that visibility granted a peek at the lives of the nobles to the commoners passing by, and it gave Leland Laurent’s men unobstructed views to spot anyone expressing more than a casual interest in what happened inside.

During events, arquebusiers would be stationed by the company outside the spiked, wrought iron fence that surrounded the grounds, keeping onlookers on the opposite side of the cobblestone street. It likely wasn’t legal, that the landgrave staked claim to street adjacent to his property, but who was going to tell him differently? Certainly none of the vendors or street criers who conducted their business on other city streets.

House Laurent wanted the city to look upon their glory but only from afar. It was very frustrating to Gerhard Fischer because for a man with his talents, slipping over the fence and into the manse ought to have been easy. He’d scaled castle walls, talked his way past jailors, and around no small number of husbands and paramours who’d have him on the point of their swords if they even suspected what he’d been doing near their and their lady’s private quarters just moments before.

But Leland Laurent’s estate was different. For one, as Gerhard had watched, he’d seen no fewer than two assassination attempts on the landgrave. It was an unusually high number of attempts, even for a man so odious as Laurent. It made the guards rather jumpy, and there were an awful lot of them.

Second, the landgrave crouched in that long limestone enclave like a spider at the center of its web, or perhaps a fox hiding from the hunters in its hole. The spy knew which the landgrave would prefer to be associated with, but the outcome was the same either way. The man simply did not leave the protection of his home.

With all of the provincial leaders in town, Ehrstadt was a bustle of social activity. This season, the royal opera took a bribe or a murder to get through the heavily engraved and polished doors into a seat. The best tea rooms were open to private engagements only, and the horse track might as well have been paved in gold, given all the marks that were wagered and lost there.

Every night, one or more of the other landgraves and landgravines could be found holding court at any number of establishments. Some were grand. Some were quaint. All were well guarded, by ranks of liveried soldiers and the less obvious thief takers and spies lurking in the shadows. It smelled of opportunity to a man like Gerhard. No matter how they protected themselves, if they were in public, there was a way to get to them. But Leland Laurent had drawn his closest confidants around him and reportedly saw no one that he did not recognize and who had not served him for years prior to the attack on Mertz.

To keep it that way, a garrison had moved into his manse and the buildings around it. At any time, hundreds of soldiers were stationed within visual distance of the grounds. It was a veritable wall of steel and gunpowder. Not even Gerhard would risk climbing the wrought iron fence and crossing the winter-bare grounds with that level of armament arrayed against him. Twice, he’d witnessed what happened when lesser men made the attempt.

So instead, he wandered aimlessly, letting the exercise chase away the last of a hangover from the night before when he’d been working Count Trabean. He rubbed his upper lip, where the astringent solution he’d used to rub away the glue holding his fake mustache in place still stung. The count had been a surprisingly easy target for one of his station. The high houses usually provided better counter-intelligence training to their members than that, but Gerhard felt confident the job had been done. It had helped that the spy was only encouraging the man to do what he wanted to do anyway.

But this assignment was proving a greater challenge. Get close to Landgrave Laurent, the message had said. It had been written in the minister of intelligence’s spidery scrawl. It was not a command that had been trusted to an underling. No explanation for why Gerhard was to approach the landgrave, but that was typical. The spymaster’s plots were as twisted and confusing as the alleys in Old Ehrstadt.

Gerhard found an open patio outside of a cafe and took one of the few chairs that had been left out in the cold. A spiteful fire flickered in a wide stone bowl several paces away, but it did little to warm him. The chill was brisk and refreshing after bitter winter in the north but was still too cold for the sociable set in Ehrstadt to brave the outdoors.

They would be ensconced in the parlors and salons that dotted the second stories of many of the buildings in this district. You could see them peering out gaily lit windows, looking down on those below them.

Gerhard had memberships at several such places nearby, under his own name and others, but for now, he preferred the silence and loneliness of the empty patio.

In time, a man came bustling out the door of the cafe, attracted to the fine cut of Gerhard’s coat, his brushed hair, and his washed face. The proprietor of the cafe tugged on his woolen vest, as if to make a point about the weather, but politely asked, “How can I help you, sir?”

“Mulled wine,” Gerhard requested, “and is there any soup in the pot today?”

“Onion,” the man offered.

Gerhard winced but nodded. “A thick slab of bread to accompany it.”

The man offered a quick bow, then hurried back inside.

Onion soup, of course. It was the sort of thing they ate in Clermont. The proprietor of the cafe had the sense of a spy. If those from the eastern kingdom had been seen in this quarter, he would serve them food from their homeland. The question on Gerhard’s mind, what were they doing here? The story was that Leland Laurent had broken with the King of Clermont, though perhaps he had not. The minister of intelligence played his hand close, but Gerhard could guess why he’d been sent to infiltrate the landgrave’s company.

The mug, bowl, and bread arrived quickly, and all three were hot. Gerhard nodded appreciation and dunked the bread into the murky liquid of the soup. He chewed thoughtfully, looking down the street toward the slice of white limestone that he could see of the landgrave’s manse two blocks away.

He finished his meal and asked for a second mug of mulled wine when the proprietor of the cafe came to take the dishes. The spy could see the entrance to House Laurent from his perch, but he was far enough away he wouldn’t arouse suspicion from those tasked with guarding it. Surely the landgrave had more subtle entrances and exits from the property, but Gerhard hoped he could learn something from observing the official visitors to the manse. Inhaling the warmth and the spices, Gerhard cradled the hot mug in his cold fingers, then frowned, and looked down in surprise.

In his hands, he wasn’t holding the mug of mulled wine. He was absentmindedly shuffling the deck of cards that had been gifted him by the mage through the unfortunate mitts of the urchin. He thought less of the cards as time had passed but often found himself touching them without thought. Was it some nature of the magic imbued in them?

He shuddered, not wanting to know. The Grimm, Ambassador Illian Tressel’s great grandmother, had been teaching him the use of the cards, but it was slow progress. Much of it relied upon intuition, and she claimed his was new and unformed. He was a man, she frequently reminded him, and he was far younger than her and was of Wahrheit instead of Darford. He wasn’t sure why any of that should matter, but she parroted it like she could make it true through forceful repetition.

Once, he’d offered to let her deal a hand, to see how the cards lay before her. She’d refused. When he’d insisted, she’d left abruptly, and for the first time, he’d seen fear in her eyes. It hadn’t slowed his experimentation, he told himself, but he had taken it as a clear sign these cards were not just useful but terribly dangerous. So dangerous that a Grimm with a century and a half of life refused to touch them.

There was always a price to pay when one bargained with the fae. Did it matter he’d made no arrangement with those creatures? He was trying to make use of their gift, and he suspected that was all it took. It wasn’t like one signed contracts with the fae in front of a magistrate and walked away with a stamped wax seal to make them enforceable.

He flicked half a dozen cards onto the cafe table beside the mulled wine, studying them curiously. Between the cards, curling like smoke, were vivid lines of connection, branching and twisting. Slowly, he was beginning to make sense of the patterns formed, visible only to him, the one who dealt the deck.

Danger.

He snorted and scooped the cards back up. That particular foretelling came up often and was starting to feel rather pointless. He shuffled and spread another reading.

Danger.

Rolling his eyes, Gerhard collected the cards again. He was unworried, at least in the moment. He’d begun to see deeper layers to his foretellings. Some of the signs were immediate, and some were looming worries that could be years or even decades into the future. He shuffled and dealt.

Danger.

Sighing, Gerhard picked up the cards and tucked them away in his coat pocket. Danger was coming in the next months. Great. What a blessing by Fortune. How would he have ever known otherwise?

He drank his wine and sat down the mug. It was his most common telling—danger. How often had he drawn it three times in a row? Several, maybe a dozen. What where the odds of such a⁠—

Gerhard pulled the cards back out and studied them. What were the odds?

He looked down the street to where he could barely peek at Leland Laurent’s manse. Hadn’t he heard, years before, before all of this began, that the landgrave was a man who enjoyed a gamble? Not just enjoyed but craved. For some men, gambling was as much an addiction as any of the tinctures sold in the brothels. That was the sort of information a man in the spy’s trade listened for constantly, tucking each new bit away because you never knew when you would need it.

There were the horse tracks, of course, where most of the gold and silver changed hands. Laurent wouldn’t be going there, not hidden away as he was. Even the private boxes at the tracks were open, and if you knew where to stand, you could tell easily enough who was inside. Ehrstadt had a score of gambling dens that hosted rich enough tables a landgrave wouldn’t be amiss sitting in one of the chairs. Private games as well—cards and more dangerous sport. Serious wealth was traded in those salons when the merchant princes and the high houses sat down across from each other, but the currency in those rooms was information even more so than gold and silver marks. Would Leland Laurent join one of those games and risk an opponent selling news of his presence?

Tapping the deck of cards against his chin, Gerhard decided he did not know where the landgrave would play, if he played at all. But if he did, it would be in those private salons. Those games were so tightly guarded you could not be admitted except by invitation from those who were already inside, and the door only opened when your identity was confirmed on sight. Gerhard knew of several locations private games were hosted, but there was no schedule and no roll of attendees. It was difficult to concoct a cover story solid enough to hold if you didn’t know who you were going to tell it to.

But while he did not know which of those tables the landgrave would join, he realized that he did know a woman who might. He tossed a few coins on the table, then hurried down the street, half his mug of mulled wine forgotten behind him.
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“Casius Barclew?” a uniformed attendant questioned with a sharp eyebrow raised.

Gerhard flicked his flat cap with a finger and winked. “The same.”

“No weapons in the room,” the man responded.

Nodding affably, Gerhard unbuckled his belt and handed it over to the man, two long-barreled pistols clinking together as he did. The man waited. Smiling, Gerhard dipped a hand into his coat and pulled a snub-nosed, double-barreled pistol from his left breast pocket, then another from his right.

The man gestured with his hand, making a small circle signaling Gerhard to hurry. Grunting, the spy reached down and retrieved a serrated knife from his trouser leg and handed that over.

“If I pat you down and find something, you won’t be allowed inside,” the attendant warned, his voice thick with suspicion.

“Ah, I almost forgot!” Gerhard cried, reaching behind his back and retrieving a bone-handled folding razor. He flicked it open, then tucked it back closed. “I keep it for personal grooming, but sometimes people think…”

“Hands to the side,” the man instructed. He proceeded to give Gerhard a thorough pat down.

The spy winked at the man, thinking it was the most intimate he’d been with a person since he’d left Noah in Bricklsang. “Do you treat all of your players this way?”

“Just the ones who appear on short notice.”

Shrugging, Gerhard straightened his coat. “If I’d known when Lady Pechould invited me to take her place at the table it was such a hassle to get in the door, I think I’d have rather found a different game in town. Bah, in Untal, we don’t⁠—”

“Do you want to sit, or do you want to talk?”

“Sit, I suppose.”

“You were informed the table stakes are twenty-five gold marks?” the attendant questioned. “A bit of friendly advice—it’ll pay to have at least twenty-five more ready to lay out. There are wolves at this table, and they’ll push around the smaller stacks.”

Trying to hold his smile, Gerhard fished a paper from his jacket pocket. “A letter of credit from the Exceptional Guild of Stone Masons. I assume this will do?”

“Coin is better.”

“I’m a simple man who has a knack with cards,” Gerhard replied. “I can’t afford all those soldiers and carriages I saw parked outside. It’s not wise for a man to be traveling these streets alone with that much gold on him now, is it? I make my living taking risks but not stupid ones. Gold is easy to take from a man you’ve stabbed in the back, but everyone knows if you cross the stone masons, they’ll have a thief taker waiting outside the tavern before you’ve finished enjoying your first round.”

“Lady Pechould will be on the hook if you fail to pay, not the stone masons,” the attendant advised, putting away Gerhard’s letter of credit. “Don’t let her smiles fool you. There is a reason the woman sits amongst such dangerous company.”

“And I thought this was a friendly game.”

The attendant stepped away from his pedestal and pulled back a curtain leading into another room.

Gerhard stepped inside and spotted Landgrave Leland Laurent immediately. To his right sat a man who Gerhard believed was a timber baron whose wife Gerhard had slept with a decade or so ago. He saw a woman who ran most of the cotton looms outside the city and another player who, from his swarthy look and fine clothing, appeared to be a rich merchant who would have fled Andorra ahead of the troubles. There was a prominent singer whose face was plastered on bills outside of the royal opera. The woman looked flabbergasted at the amount of gold sitting in front of her. It couldn’t have been hers.

“Don’t worry,” the owner of the cotton looms purred, leaning toward the singer so that her chair squeaked under her weight. “I won’t ask for it back if you lose, and who knows, maybe you’ll play well and get to keep your winnings.”

“He’s here. Let’s play,” Leland Laurent muttered, shaking his head at the woman’s predatory posture.

“Lady Pechould’s stand in?” the factory owner asked, pouting at the sight of Gerhard. “It’s a pity you’re a man, even if you are a pretty one.”

“Casius Barclew,” Gerhard announced, doffing his cap and giving a jaunty bow. “At your service. Now, may I⁠—”

Waving a hand, Leland Laurent gestured for Gerhard to sit. “I don’t care what your name is or whose service you may be at. We’re here to play. You brought coin?”

“A letter of credit,” the attendant remarked, surprising Gerhard and coming from behind with two thick rolls of gleaming yellow metal. He stacked the coin before an empty chair.

“Coin is better,” Laurent growled, “but Pechould recommended you, so it’s fine by me unless anyone else objects.”

“Have a bit of fun, Leland,” the factory owner tsked, her hand drifting casually to cover that of the opera singer’s. “You’re as stretched as the cotton on my looms. Enjoy a drink. Take a breath.”

“She’s right, Leland,” the last man said, whose back was to Gerhard. Gerhard took the open seat, then nearly choked when the man offered his hand. “Gustav Klimanq, a merchant from the east.”

“The east?”

“Brenay,” the man said. “The city of Anvoy, you know it?”

Gerhard forced a smile on his lips. Marquis Gustav Klimanq, Clermont’s spymaster. They were in a private salon, but the man had introduced himself using his real name, if not his real home. This wasn’t that private of a place, and some merchants maintained intelligence services that rivaled those of the nobility. It would be no surprise if at least one of the players at the table recognized the spy from the east. Why would he identify himself?

Gerhard cleared his throat. “Of course I know Anvoy. The finest city in the kingdom, eh?” he asked, peering at Leland Laurent as he said it.

“I have the privilege of accompanying my liege this eve,” Klimanq added.

“Buying your way into his graces?” Gerhard questioned, absentmindedly unstacking and restacking the coins before him, his mind spinning, trying to understand the subtext of the conversation. Was the eastern spy so confident he felt no need to hide, or was he sending a message? He claimed Laurent as his liege. Did that mean… No, it would take more than that for Gerhard to believe this man had turned against Clermont’s king.

“I have no need of coin,” Leland Laurent snarled. “It’s the thrill of a good game that I seek.”

“Happy to take that coin from you, m’lord,” Klimanq responded wryly.

“A thrill, isn’t that what we all want?” Gerhard asked, the words slipping fast and loose from his lips. A good game. No, neither the landgrave nor the marquis needed the coin, so what game was it they played? “Nothing gets the blood pumping like a hand of cards.”

“We’ll see,” barked the landgrave as the attendant sat and began to shuffle and deal. “What did you say your name was? Barclew? Let’s find out what gets your blood pumping.”


The Quartermaster II
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“The holy mother has retired to the country for the season,” the obsequious man remarked. “I hardly understand how that is any business of the crown. The church has always been trusted to tend to her own affairs. The previous rulers of the kingdom understood the role we must play together. A steward of the land and a steward of the souls of her people. It takes two hands to craft the finest works. I hope dearly the queen does not mean to discard that understanding?”

“Of course not,” Ilse Brinke replied, swallowing quickly and hoping the churchman did not see.

He was one of the legion of priest administrators the church employed. To her, he was of uncertain responsibility and rank. She’d learned many years ago to never give men like that an opening. While they might not all have power, all of them sought it. If they found someone who bowed to them, a tyrant they would be. Besides, the queen did not know Ilse was here, so on the off chance this man actually was important, Ilse didn’t want word getting back to the palace that she’d ruffled the church’s feathers.

“It is that understanding of the two hands, sir, which brings me here. We’ve received important tidings, and the crown seeks the holy mother’s input urgently.”

“The mundane matters of the kingdom are rarely urgent, the church has found.”

“Indeed,” Ilse murmured, changing tactics. She’d decided the man had even less authority to have this conversation than she did. “Of course for one such as yourself, eyes turned toward the salvation of our race, these concerns must seem beneath you. Nonetheless, great political upheaval is on the horizon, and the queen desires the holy mother’s guidance. If the church would like us to proceed without guidance, then I suppose I can relay⁠—”

“Well, I did not say⁠—”

“You time must be valuable, sir,” Ilse said, raising her hands and taking a step back. “I should not have bothered you and the church with the business of royals and landgraves. I’ve been foolish to think⁠—”

“Royals and landgraves?” the priest rasped.

“I wouldn’t have come unless the crown thought it important.”

The man’s lips pursed, and his eyes burned with avarice. “Perhaps I can get a message to the holy mother, if you care to share your quandary? Naturally, in certain scenarios, the church has a long history of providing guidance to secular leaders.”

“Unfortunately, my question is for the holy mother’s ears only.”

“But all are equal beneath the gaze of the Creator,” the priest pleaded. “You may trust me as you would our earthly leader.”

“Ah, but not all are equal beneath the gaze of the queen,” Ilse countered. “You, sir, are surely a wise man, but the queen does not always see me as wise. The question she wishes to pose to the holy mother relates to a prior discussion the two of them had. I was not privy to it, but I’m told it is of vital importance. I was told the last they spoke, the holy mother herself emphasized how critical it was the two of them stay in communication on the matter. What the matter is, I’m afraid I do not know.”

“The holy mother said that?”

“Indeed,” Ilse insisted, “in her garden, the one which is in the center of this complex down a long, sloped path. They sat at a stone table, surrounded by dense foliage. They sat, and the queen drank wine, and they conferred on the fate of this kingdom.”

“But that garden is the holy mother’s sanctum. None other than cardinals gain admittance to… How… how do you know of this place?”

Ilse stuck her hands in the pockets of her seacoat. “If the discussion took place in such a hallowed location, then it should remain between the pair of them, don’t you think?”

“Perhaps…” the man whispered, the light fading from his eyes as he realized he was not going to be able to insert himself into some important bit of business.

“Where in the country did you say the holy mother has retired to?”

Uninterested now, the priest shared, “The holy mother takes her rest in the Abbey of Charhald.”

Ilse closed her eyes for a long moment, and when she reopened them, she found the man staring at her curiously.

“The Abbey of⁠—”

“I’m familiar with it,” Ilse interrupted.

“You are?” the man queried, honestly surprised.

Ilse nodded. “I work directly for the queen. She and the holy mother share information they find important. The crown is aware of your holiest of abbeys.”

“I shall arrange for a guide to take you to⁠—”

“I need none.”

The quartermaster turned on her heel, her chest hollow, her mind raging. The Abbey of Charhald. She did know this place. Ilse was one of the few outside the church who could find it. The queen and her privy council certainly weren’t aware of the abbey. Its location and its purpose was not spoken of, even amongst those who no longer had any love of the church. Ilse grimaced. She’d hoped she could pass the rest of her life never hearing of the place again.
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“Ilse,” a voice, clear and strong, demanded.

The quartermaster turned and found the queen standing in her doorway. “Your Majesty.”

Ursula snorted.

Ilse shrugged. “Everyone else calls you that. I figure I may as well.”

The queen stepped into the quartermaster’s arched chamber, glancing around the giant, crowded room. “The minister of intelligence reported that a messenger from the queen sought the holy mother. Urgent business or something along those lines. Reportedly, this messenger carried a personal missive from myself. The minister was rather upset I hadn’t informed him of the communication.”

“Strange,” Ilse muttered. “I suppose you did not send a messenger to the holy mother?”

“Indeed I did not.”

The quartermaster glanced down at the array of artifacts and devices on the worktable in front of her.

“I can think of only one woman bold enough to lie to the church saying she came on my behalf but unsubtle enough to stay dressed in a salt-stained seacoat that I’d bet all the gold in my treasury is unique in the city of Ehrstadt. You’re lucky it was the church who relayed that bit. The minister has not yet heard any details about the messenger, but I’ll wager he does before the end of the day.”

“You always say I need to update my wardrobe,” Ilse whispered, looking away.

Rolling her eyes, Ursula came to stand before her. “Why did you lie to this churchman? Is it truly the holy mother you seek, and if so, why?”

“Because there is something wrong,” Ilse said. “Wrong with the story, wrong with all of this.”

“Wrong?”

“The paladins, the skiengvaal, it’s all wrong.”

Folding her arms over her chest, the queen tilted her head and replied, “But, Ilse, it was you who told us of these things. It was you who learned of the paladins and you who named them. You named me one of the six. You told me of the skiengvaal, and, Ilse, what you said was true.” The queen gestured toward the ranks of scrolls and tomes that lined one side of the quartermaster’s chamber. “History tells us a story, but it’s our experience which confirms it is a real one. Everything you’ve said has been proven to be accurate. It is the truth.”

“True or the truth?”

The queen frowned.

“Something is not right, and I am the one who must discover what.”

“And the holy mother will tell you?” Ursula pressed.

Shaking her head, the quartermaster cleared her throat. “Not exactly.”

Ursula waited, and Ilse tugged on the rough lapels of her coat.

Stepping toward her, the queen asked, “What are you not telling me?”

“It’s better you do not know, at least for now.”

“So you’ve said.”

Ilse stared at the other woman for a moment. “I seek the holy mother in the Abbey of Charhald. It’s a place that can only be located by those of the church, people who have been there. It is their holiest location on this earth and where they house their darkest secrets. I do not wish to go there, but I must. I plan to meet with the holy mother and learn where I can find a gateway to the realms of the fae. I must travel into the realm of the sprites to find the mage. I have a question for him.”

Ursula laughed, then stopped abruptly. “The mage. The man who Captain Tilly fought and who vanished into thin air?”

“Not thin air, I don’t believe. I think the mage fled into the realm of the sprites. That is why I seek him there, but to get there… I need the church to share the location of a gateway. The crown only knew of one portal to the realms of the fae, and it is lost to us.”

“Lost?”

Ilse shifted uncomfortably.

The queen pressed her, “How will you find the mage in the realm of the sprites?”

“I don’t know.”

Scowling at her, Ursula said, “This is both shocking and frustrating, Ilse. I trust you have the best wishes of the kingdom at heart, but this… We should talk to someone about this. Maybe the wizard?”

“I’d rather talk to one of the palace cats than that fool.”

“If not the wizard, then⁠—”

“The minister of intelligence cannot know what I plan,” Ilse said quietly. “If he learns of what I do, I’ll be dead by the end of the day and likely everyone in this kingdom will follow me to the Creator’s embrace within the next couple of years. I beg you, do not speak of what I plan outside of this room. Here in my chambers, we are protected. Not even the minister of intelligence can breach that defense. Anywhere else in the palace, anywhere in Ehrstadt, he may hear what you say.”

“He claims to have ears everywhere,” the queen scoffed, “but the man is prone to gross exaggeration…”

“He hears more than you know,” Ilse warned. “My life is in your hands. I mean that. If you speak of what I do, he will kill me, no matter what orders you give him.”

The queen looked flummoxed. “Can you at least tell me… something?”

“I worry we’ve been set on a course,” Ilse allowed. “The paladins, this war with Cojita, the attacks on your home by Clermont, it’s all wrong. Was it the skiengvaal who set this board, working against us and each other? Maybe. Or was it another player? I have to find out. I am the keeper of secrets, yes, but also a seeker of those secrets. It is my duty to discover the truth of what we face and how we got here.”

“You worry about something in our past?”

Ilse nodded.

“We all do, Ilse. For six hundred years, we have been the only kingdom in these lands to command dragons. My predecessors ruled easily on the backs of those mighty beasts, but that has changed. How? Why? I think you’re right, only history knows, but this plan is mad. The realm of the sprites? Not even the stories tell of such a thing. Are you sure this is even possible?”

“You will let me go?”

“Can I stop you?”

“You could,” Ilse mentioned. “You are the queen.”

Shaking her head, Ursula argued, “You would not listen to my commands.”

“No, I wouldn’t, but your guards would.”

“The journey will take a long time?”

Ilse shrugged.

“I shall miss you, then.” Ursula glanced around the room, sighing. “What can I do to help you? Aside from keeping your secret, that is.”

“I will set the door so that only you, Captain Tilly, Gerhard Fisher, and I have access to this chamber,” Ilse said. “If we all die, the room will be sealed for decades, maybe centuries. I am not sure how long the magic will last. If he asks, tell Gerhard he may enter but not the Grimm who accompanies him. He trusts her more than he should. If he or Tilly need artifacts from this hoard, let them take them. For yourself, I have three items I want you to carry until I return.”

Ursula glanced down at the table beside Ilse and jumped back, startled. There was a skull there, carved with arcane patterns.

“Not this.” Ilse tapped the skull, and a soft white-blue glow built in its mouth. “It provides good light,” explained the quartermaster. She gestured toward the corner of the room, where a headless skeleton stood guard with halberd resting in its bony grip. “Protection, too. The man was cursed by the fae to stand guard against horse thieves for all eternity. If one comes in here, the skeleton will attack.”

“Horse thieves…”

The quartermaster nodded. “I suppose the glowing fog from its mouth was meant to scare them away. With no horses in the room, I’m at low risk for that sort of banditry, so I use the skull’s light to read by.”

The queen did not have a response to that.

Ilse stepped across the room and pointed to a bracelet, a rolled piece of parchment tied neatly with a ribbon, and a ruby-pommeled dagger. “If you’re wearing the bracelet, I can find you wherever you are. The parchment contains instructions for my successor, should there be one appointed. The dagger has tasted the blood of the fae, and it will cause them greater damage than any normal steel. The fae will sense and fear it. The blade is capable of killing one of them if you strike true, though I wouldn’t trust it against a skiengvaal.”

“Your successor?”

“I hope you need none of these things, but they are what I have to share.”

“Of all the artifacts in this room…”

“You have the king’s sword already.” Ilse laughed. “What else could you need? Ah, very well, one other thing.”

She bent beneath a table and hauled out a heavy case. She sat it gently on the table, flipped the latches, and opened it to reveal an intricately carved firearm.

“An arquebus?”

“See this glass globe?” Ilse asked, picking up the firearm and cracking it open. “You put it into this slot here. Close it so, click the hammer, aim at what you want to hit, and then pull the trigger. Just be careful, Your Majesty, because when you pull that trigger, it’s going to spit dragon’s breath.”

“Dragon’s…”

“You could melt several hundred men into vapor and ash if they’re standing close enough together. It’ll give you fifteen, twenty seconds of flame. Then, it’s out. Sorry, this globe is the only one I have left. Who thought we’d need more of it? Oh, and don’t drop it when you’re loading it. The arquebus is built to control the explosion. If it’s unleashed at your feet…”

“Right,” Ursula said, not coming anywhere near the firearm. “Right.” The queen shifted, watching as Ilse stowed the weapon back in its case. “Ah, Ilse, if I do need something from this room… how am I supposed to know what it does?”

The quartermaster glanced at the catalogue at the far end of the room and shrugged. “Sorry. If we live through this, I promise I’ll update our log. Until then, Fortune smiles upon the royal line of Wahrheit. I’m sure you’ll be fine.”

“Of course.”

“Don’t drink from those goblets, though,” Ilse said, pointing to a hutch at the opposite side of the room, next to a decanter of wine and a pair of wooden mugs. “Use the wooden cups. A single sip from the crystal and it will set your hair afire.”

“R-Really?” Ursula stammered.

“Well, I haven’t tried it myself.” Ilse shrugged. “Better safe than sorry, eh?”

“But why… why next to the wine?” the queen mumbled as Ilse placed the bracelet on her wrist, then pressed the envelope and dagger into the queen’s hands.

The quartermaster gripped the queen’s shoulder. “The chamber pot cleans itself, but every time you use it, you’ll get a paper cut on a finger on your left hand. Which finger seems random. I’ve tested it for years and can’t determine any pattern. Sometimes the magic of the fae is like that.”
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The queen left, and Ilse tapped the skull on the desk for more light and returned to her preparations. She’d spoken the truth. When the minister of intelligence learned she had treated with the church, he was going to have her killed, his designated quartermaster or not. There were some boundaries the man did not stomach anyone crossing, and the church was a sensitive subject for him. While he and his assassins couldn’t breach the door to her chamber, there was only one way out of the place, and she didn’t relish spending the rest of her life trapped inside.

The arquebus was too cumbersome for the journey she was undertaking, but it would have been nice to have that sort of firepower on her back. It would have been nice as well to keep the dagger. Her father had used it to slay a dwarf. There was power in that, but if she was going to leave the queen unprotected, she had to… she had to give the girl a chance, even if a small one.

Ilse picked up a leather belt as thick as her hand and strapped it around her waist, looping the tail through the buckle twice before cinching it tight. She picked up a weather-beaten pistol, the wood pale and splintered but the steel dark and obviously cared for. Her father’s gun. She holstered it along with its twin, then took up his cutlass. The blade was wickedly sharp and of surprising quality for a pirate, but no amount of polish and sharpening could worry all the nicks and scratches from the battered steel. This blade had seen battle a score of times. More? How many men and women had her father skilled with this blade?

Sheathing it, she forced the thought from her mind. Her pa had not always been a good man. No, he’d never been a good man, but his blood was her blood, and those things mattered.

Gunpowder and shot joined the pistol on her belt, where she could reach it easily even on the move, and a pair of additional shot was tucked away safely inside a hidden pouch at the front of the belt. Those balls were made of silver, and they could not miss. Two knives were tucked into the tops of her tall boots. Longer weapons than she was used to, and against the inside of her thigh, they were not comfortable. The woman who accompanied the mage had carried them. They could help Ilse locate the pair—or the other way around—and on a journey like she planned, another weapon would never be amiss.

She slung a pack over her back. It was light, containing only the gear she would need for rough camping along the roads. She’d made hard journeys before. Odds were, this would be easier, at least until she reached her destination.

There was no food in the battered leather pack, but when opened it with the right words, the interior would provide an unending supply of fruits, vegetables, and even steaming hot slabs of meat. There was a trick to selecting what you desired, which she didn’t have the hang of, but producing something edible and in endless quantities wouldn’t be a problem. Water, wine, though not beer for some reason, were also available with a thought and a dip of a mug. The pack didn’t work in her chambers, something to do with the enchantments built into the walls that guarded against magic. A barrier not even roasted chicken could pass, but it worked well enough anywhere else.

Over the years, she and the quartermasters who’d come before her had toyed with the idea of sharing this bounty with the poor, the humble denizens of Ehrstadt and beyond who struggled day to day to find enough to eat. Often, they lost that battle. Children lost that battle every day, but the quartermaster served a greater purpose. The items in the cache were not for the masses, no matter how much they would help, because all gifts from the fae carried a cost. Ilse, and her predecessors, bore that cost so the rest of the kingdom did not have to. She would not curse a generation of Ehrstadt’s urchins with fae trickery bought with tainted food.

She shrugged into her seacoat, checked her weapons again, and then slung on her pack, adjusting the straps for her shoulders. Her predecessor had been a larger man. In the years before she had apprenticed to him, where had he gone? What use had he for the kit she carried with her now? The man had died years ago, and she would never know. She turned toward the door to leave this place, wondering if she would ever return.

A small, bearded man, wearing a sharply pointed hat and holding a gnarled staff with a gleaming cerulean gemstone inset in the tip, was standing in her doorway. He thumped the staff twice on the floor, his feet still on the steps of the stairwell.

“Only two friends came to see you off on this journey,” the little man boomed.

“I’d rather it was one.”

“You flatter me, Ilse⁠—”

“I meant the queen.”

He smiled at her benevolently, then thumped his staff again. “I brought you a gift. May it speed your steps and bring you great Fortune.”

“I want nothing from you, charlatan.”

“You refuse my gift without even know what it is?”

“Of course I do,” she growled. “You’re lucky I don’t kill you here and now. When Ulrik finds you⁠—”

“Yes, yes, he and I discussed it. All is well now.”

“Is it?”

The wizard gave her a pained smile. “The boy did not kill me. That is something, no?”

She rolled her eyes at him, wishing the lunatic would get out of the way so she could climb the steps out of here and make her escape from the palace.

“Perhaps it is best you have not accepted my gift, but nonetheless, I will leave an object on the floor when I depart. You may pick it up or leave it, no obligations or expectations attached.”

“What are you doing here?”

“I came to warn you,” he responded gravely.

“I won’t ask you how you learned I seek the holy mother, but I’m well aware she’s dangerous.”

“Not her.” The wizard blinked and tapped his staff again. “Well, she is dangerous. Very dangerous. You should… Bah. No, that is not what I mean. I came to tell you that this path is one which will take you into the past. The kingdom’s, as you wish, but also your own. The two are intertwined, and learning either will not bring you peace.”

“Peace isn’t why I’m doing this.”

“Every time you open the door to the past, it will grow harder to leave it. What is forgotten is never really gone, you see. When you reopen that door, you may be what you were and not what you’ve become.”

“Nonsense, as usual,” Ilse barked. Then without meaning to, she blurted, “Do you know him?”

“Him?”

She grimaced at giving the pest an opening. Of course he didn’t know him, but she’d already started, so she went ahead and finished, “The mage.”

“Why would I… Ah, yes. I am a powerful wizard, and he is a mage,” the wizard answered, a disgusting amount of glee bubbling in his voice. “But no, we are two shooting stars following our separate arcs, and while you may think a man such as he would come begging for my⁠—"

“Does she?”

“She?”

“The holy mother. Does she know the mage?”

The wizard studied her for a long moment, his fat lips working beneath his generous, stark white beard. Finally, he answered, “They have met. If you tell her that, she will know it came from me, which would be rather unpleasant, but if my words help you… Yes, they have met. Ilse, the holy mother is likely to guess the reason you are there. She will use that information against you. If she offers you a deal, do not accept it. You must force her hand.”

“Force the holy mother’s hand?” Ilse laughed. Shaking her head, she said, “I will do what I can. So you think⁠—”

“That she knows how to reach the realm of the sprites?” he finished, interrupting her in his excitement to be helpful. “Yes, she does. As I mentioned, I have a boon that will help you. In exchange, all I ask⁠—”

“I want nothing from you,” Ilse snapped.

He grunted, obviously disappointed she wouldn’t treat with him. He tapped his staff twice again. “Despite everything, she is a true believer. Remember that. No matter what you think of the Creator’s six volumes, the holy mother accepts them wholly. That is your opening. She is what she is.”

“Well, of course the holy mother accepts the Creator’s word,” Ilse muttered, thinking the man was being as helpful as always.

“It is the truth, do you understand?” the wizard pressed. “She is not like the priests who took you after your mother died. She is not like Cardinal Borromeo and his ilk. She is the Creator’s mortal representative, and she is bound by that duty. No matter what she wants, she must follow the rules. It’s the price she pays for her position. If you are clever, you can us that against her.”

Ilse frowned at him, not understanding what the man was getting at.

The wizard smiled at her. “Do you have a plan?”

“No.”

“Good,” the wizard declared, his voice an obnoxious bellow in the stone confines of her chamber. “Then you can borrow mine! Recall that she is the voice and the hands of the Creator. He has great love of this world, and He has shared His wisdom to save us. Invoke her name, speak her truth, and she will tell you what you need to know, what this world needs to know to fight the great evil coming for us. If her words can be our salvation, she must speak them.”

The wizard waved his hands in front of himself mysteriously, fumbled his staff, almost dropped it, but caught it before it clattered on the floor. A small twist of paper fell free from his hand, and when it landed, it ignited like a firework, sparks and smoke blasting skyward.

Ilse stumbled back, coughing and cursing the ridiculous man, but when the acrid haze cleared enough for her to see the doorway again, he was gone. The small scrap of paper was still there, sitting on the first step. Despite her misgivings, she knelt and opened it. She found one word written there.

Merteuil.


The Spy III
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Cards were shuffled with a crisp burr, then dealt, lacquered paper whisking across lacquered paper. The cards fell to the thick velvet tabletop quick and silent, were gathered slowly, and folded into order as the three men arranged their hands. The timber baron, the factory owner, the man from Andorra, and the opera singer had all lost their coin or at least as much of it as they’d wanted to wager that evening. Landgrave Leland Laurent, Marquis Gustav Klimanq, and Gerhard Fisher were the only three players left.

The landgrave played recklessly, taking risks where the odds were against him but with large enough gambles he would scare the other two men out of the hands. He was amassing a towering pile of gold in front of him, and every time Gerhard or Klimanq found a hand that could win, they would carve a chunk back from that pile, but then the landgrave kept grinding at them.

It wasn’t skill the landgrave employed but a willingness to lose his coin. Fifty gold marks was nothing to a man of his means, so he could afford to see more hands than the others. Laurent was an undisciplined player, and over time, Gerhard was certain he could take all fifty of those gold coins, but when you were playing for something important beyond the hands and the other man didn’t care about losing, you were at a disadvantage.

Gerhard was forced to fold hands even when the odds were with him because he needed to stay at the table. He would not allow Fortune to determine the outcome of his mission. Leland Laurent did not need the gold. He needed a challenge. He relished competition, facing off against a person who could stand up to his towering ego. There were few of those men or women, so he tested those across the table from him by forcing bold decisions—bet it all or cut their losses and wait for another hand.

Gerhard had won early, amassing a small fortune in front of his seat, but that had brought the attention of Laurent, who had bet relentlessly against him. It was particularly frustrating because it did no good for Gerhard if he beat the landgrave and sent him home. The entire point was he needed time to get into the other man’s good graces. If either of them left the table, the opportunity could be lost for good.

His mission was to keep the landgrave interested enough that Casius Barclew became a regular at Laurent’s table. Gerhard had to be enough of a challenge it kept the other man engaged, but he couldn’t beat him so soundly it bruised the noble’s ego. It was a delicate balance that he was struggling to maintain even against the landgrave’s sloppy play.

On the other hand, Gustav Klimanq didn’t even seem to be trying to win. He played conservatively, biding his time until he had a winning hand and taking what coin he could get when he did. He was sharp to sense weakness and had a preternatural ability to avoid traps, but his play was obvious and straightforward. He would lose his stack over time, but slowly because he would never risk it all. It was the opposite of everything Gerhard had heard about Clermont’s spymaster, but like Gerhard, it was clear Klimanq wasn’t there for the gold marks or the thrill of the game.

There was a layer of tension in the room. All three men must have known there were hidden motives and unspoken goals amongst the competitors, but they played on as if the card game was the only reason they were all there in the room. It was getting to the point in the evening those reasons were going to have to surface, one way or the other.

The spy sighed, tapping the corner of his cards against the table. He reached for a gold mark, paused, and then gathered two and tossed them toward the center of the table.

Klimanq folded his hand, winking at Gerhard as if to acknowledge he’d known he was being drawn in.

Leland Laurent studied Gerhard for a long moment, folded his hand as well, and muttered, “The longer we play, the more obvious your tells, Casius Barclew. If we invite you back to be a regular at this table, you are going to become a very poor man.”

“Is that so?” Gerhard asked, grinning at the landgrave.

The dealer shuffled again while Gerhard collected his marks.

When the next hand was dealt, Gerhard asked the landgrave, “What signs am I giving away now?” The spy pushed five gold marks toward the center of the table.

Gustav Klimanq pursed his lips, then called the wager.

“No raise?” Leland Laurent questioned, glancing at the man from Clermont. “You ought to come over the top or fold. Anything else is weak play.”

The marquis shrugged noncommittally.

The landgrave doubled the bet to ten gold marks. Gerhard called the wager, putting an irritated frown on the landgrave’s lips.

Gustav Klimanq folded again instead of calling and sat back. “The game isn’t always the one played on the table, m’lord.”

Discarding two cards, Gerhard drew two more. He spent a moment organizing his hand, then pushed ten more gold into the pot.

“That’s not enough to frighten me off,” Laurent mumbled, peering at his own hand, “but not so low you’re merely trying to keep a finger in the pot for free. What is it you’re playing at? There’s too much gold for me to simply bow out.”

“He’s trying to draw you to bet more,” Klimanq offered.

Gerhard snorted at the marquis’ comment. “Table etiquette, m’lord.”

“My apologies,” Klimanq said, scooping up a crystal goblet of wine and raising it to the other two. “I’ll keep my mouth shut and observe this battle of giants.”

Laurent was staring over the top of his hand. “How many coins do you have over there, Barclew?”

“Thirty… thirty-one, I think.”

“I’ll raise you all of them.”

Gerhard shrugged, then pushed his entire pile toward the middle.

Leland Laurent laughed, then flipped his cards down onto the table, one by one. “You were overconfident, thinking that because I was born into wealth, I don’t know how to take a risk. Unfortunately for you, I have a matched suit.”

“A very good hand,” Gerhard said, nodding appreciatively, “but I have a king’s court.”

Leland Laurent’s mouth fell open, and Gustav Klimanq laughed uproariously. The attendant who’d dealt the cards appeared flabbergasted. The odds of such a hand were less than one in a million.

“I don’t think I’ve ever seen that hand,” the landgrave remarked coolly, “at least not in this variation of the game. Well played. I suspected nothing, and you drew me in perfectly, playing my own confidence against me. May I ask how long have you been setting that trap, feeding me false tells, until the moment you drew an unbeatable hand? I suppose that’s your game—stay in the seat long enough you can wager it all?”

Gerhard only winked in response.

“He cheated, obviously,” Klimanq interjected.

Gerhard turned toward the man. “That is a serious accusation, fellow. It’s not one I take lightly. They might have taken our weapons before we entered this room, but I know your face, and I will not have it said around Ehrstadt that Casius Barclew is a man who cheats at the card table. Retract your statement, m’lord, or I’ll be forced to ask under less gentlemanly circumstances.”

Klimanq gestured with his goblet of wine. “I take it back. I take it back, though you did cheat. Bah, don’t look at me like that. You’re not going to live long enough to spend your coin or to meet me outside, Gerhard Fischer.”

Gerhard frowned.

“Lady Pechould has a unique hatred of you,” Leland Laurent mentioned, still fingering the cards he’d laid on the table as if wondering whether Gerhard really had cheated or simply bested him. “You must have been in desperate straits to have contacted her. You had to know there was a risk she’d betray you. Does your minister want me dead so badly he’d risk one of his best agents on this wild attempt?”

“If he wanted you dead, you’d be dead,” retorted Gerhard. “I wouldn’t have bothered laying out a trail of false tells and exciting moments in the game if that’s all I was here for.”

“Hmm, you’re trying to get close to me then. You kept the game interesting so I’d invite you back for another, you gain my confidence, and eventually, we’re… what, friends?”

“Something like that.”

Landgrave Leland Laurent circled his finger on the velvet table. “That brings up an interesting question, though, doesn’t it? What good is my confidence if I don’t have the confidence of the queen? The skills of the ministry of intelligence are legendary, but so is its loyalty to the crown. The queen’s enemies are your enemies, isn’t that so?”

“Wahrheit hasn’t survived six hundred years with the crown’s advisors trying to undermine her interests. We all understand each of us benefits from a strong kingdom, and the queen is the one who sits upon the throne. That goes for you as well as it goes for us. We are better together, landgrave.”

“An interesting point of view,” Laurent remarked.

“Kill the man and be done with it, Leland,” Klimanq suggested, stifling a false yawn with his fist. “We have business to attend to, and you know I don’t like lingering in Ehrstadt.”

Gerhard began picking up the gold marks he’d won at the table.

Klimanq chuckled. “Where do you think you’re taking those gold marks, Fischer? You can’t spend them in the grave.” He waved toward the attendant. “Fetch him a glass of the finest spirits they serve here. We’ll raise a toast to one of the greats before we bury him tonight. Go on. He can cover it with his winnings.”

The attendant stood hesitantly, and Gerhard grimaced. The man must work for Clermont. That would make it a little more complicated, as the disarming procedure was unlikely to have been applied equally to everyone in this room.

Gerhard raised his hand, holding a stack of fifteen gold marks, and asked, “Is this enough?”

“I’m sure it’s adequate,” Klimanq purred with a grin.

Gerhard lunged around the table, cocking back his fist and then hammering it into the marquis’ face. Blood squirted and teeth splintered as the spy’s hand, clutching the heavy roll of metal, smashed into Klimanq.

The attendant, instead of proffering a glass of wine, yanked a pistol from the cupboard and spun, leveling the weapon at Gerhard. The spy flung his fistful of gold marks at the attendant’s face, hoping to throw off his aim, but the attendant merely ducked, taking the pelting coins on the top of his head, then raising the pistol again.

Fortune’s Curse, a professional. Gerhard put his shoulder against the card table. With a grunt, he flipped the table toward the attendant, then ducked behind it. The man fired this time, and wood splintered a hand’s width away from Gerhard’s face. Looking toward the damage saved the spy’s life. From the corner of his eye, he saw a flash of light and threw himself to the side.

Gustav Klimanq lunged, thrusting a rapier into the space Gerhard had occupied. The tip of the sword flexed, then broke against the underside of the card table.

Gerhard shuffled away and crouched in the corner of the small room. The attendant was reaching into the cupboard, where Gerhard guessed he had another pistol stashed. Leland Laurent had stood and backed himself into the opposite corner of the room, where he was dispassionately pouring himself another glass of wine. Klimanq was angrily wiping blood from his face with the back of his hand, the jagged point of his rapier held toward Gerhard with the other hand. The spymaster from Clermont moved confidently but not rashly. He would skewer Gerhard if he got the chance, but he was patient enough to let his man with the pistol finish it for them. The spymaster, consistent with his play at the table, waited for the sure thing, blocking Gerhard from the cover of the card table and the door that led out of the room.

“Well, this is certainly more entertaining than the card game,” Leland Laurent declared, hoisting his goblet.

Spitting blood and a tooth, Klimanq muttered, “I’m glad you think so.”

Gerhard rushed the attendant as he finished priming his pistol. The attendant raised the weapon, and Gerhard rammed a thumb beneath the hammer and took ahold of the man’s wrist with this other hand. The man swung his offhand at the spy’s face, and Gerhard took the blow on the side of his head, then turned to put his back to the man, his grip still on the man’s pistol hand.

The attendant wrapped his arm around Gerhard’s neck, and Gerhard shoved him back, crashing the man into the wall. Gustav Klimanq stalked closer, and Gerhard wrenched the attendant’s arm up, pointing the pistol toward the marquis. He pulled his thumb from beneath the pistol’s hammer, and when it dropped, the pistol barked a sharp retort.

Gustav Klimanq blinked in surprise as crimson bloomed on his stark white shirt. He stumbled, then fell back to land against the thrown-over card table, still trying feebly to raise his broken sword toward Gerhard.

The spy flung himself backward again, smashing the attendant against the wall and rocking back with his head to catch the man on the nose with the back of his skull. The attendant’s nose shattered from the blow with a satisfying crunch, and his arm loosened around Gerhard’s neck.

Gerhard shoved upward on the man’s arm with both hands and dropped his body, sliding out of the attendant’s grip. Then, he yanked the man forward, tripping him as he sailed by. The attendant squawked in surprise before landing on the upturned point of Gustav Klimanq’s broken rapier.

In the corner, Leland Laurent clapped politely, two fingers padding on the palm of his hand that held the wine. Gerhard glared at him, rubbing his neck where the attendant had been choking him.

The landgrave declared, “Well done. I thought they had you for a moment, but very well done.”

Gerhard touched a finger to his ear, checking for blood where it felt like someone had clouted him, though he couldn’t remember when. “I suppose a company of your soldiers is about to come storming in the door?”

Shaking his head, Laurent sipped his wine. “If my men were going to come, they would have come when the shots were first fired. No, Fischer, it’s just you and me.”

“Why?”

“The queen does not trust me. I understand that. If our roles were reversed, I would have already taken my revenge. I appreciate she hasn’t been in this game as long as the rest of us, and she’s not yet as bloodthirsty as I am, though I’ve heard some rumblings…”

Gerhard stared back at the man, not speaking.

“Well, the point is, what happened in Mertz was a regrettable mistake,” the landgrave admitted. “I thought to make a play, and it spiraled out of hand. You know how that goes. She and her family suffered. The entire city suffered⁠—”

“Mertz was razed and six thousand people died,” Gerhard interjected.

“That’s not what I meant to happen,” the landgrave replied with a nonchalant shrug, “but I cannot change that it did happen. I won’t ask her forgiveness. I have no right to it, and I am certain she will never forget what I’ve done. Noble houses, high or low, hold grudges. I’ve earned her enmity a hundred times over. That’s the game we play, and I lost the hand, but you and I both can agree, and I hope she can see as well, the rules of our game have changed. The Cojitan savages are a threat unlike anything this kingdom has ever seen before, and I thought that before I knew they had the Fortune Cursed dragons. With enemies like this, Wahrheit’s future cannot be about settling grudges, even if they are justified. We must work together if the kingdom is to survive.”

“And that’s why you tasked Gustav Klimanq with killing me?”

“No, that’s why I brought you Gustav Klimanq on a silver platter. Fortune’s Curse, Fischer, you’re rumored to be the most effective killer in the ministry of intelligence. Klimanq was a vapid noble who’s never faced another man in real combat. Oh, he’s killed often enough, but only when his foe was restrained by half a dozen of his men. I imagined you would make short work of him.”

Gerhard gestured toward the attendant, who was still twitching impotently and moaning softly, the snapped tip of the sword sticking a hand’s length from his body. “That one has been in a fight or two before.”

“Clermont’s spymaster with just one guard to protect him?” Laurent scoffed dismissively. “Your minister couldn’t have dreamed up an easier assignment for you. Though I will admit, I thought you’d smuggle a weapon in. A compact dagger up your sleeve, some hidden vial of poison, a garrote built into your belt… Always be prepared, isn’t that the motto in your trade?”

“You set this up from the beginning?”

Laughing, Laurent shook his head. “For weeks, I’ve been wracking my brain thinking of a way I could prove my loyalty to the queen. Gustav Klimanq seemed an obvious choice, but he has men inside my walls, and I worried any attempt to contact your ministry would be discovered immediately. Trying to give him to you and failing would be worse than not mentioning him at all. I knew I had to set a trap where he thought he was the one getting a gift.”

Gerhard grunted.

“Tonight, Fortune favored us,” the landgrave continued. “Lady Pechould truly does hate you, you know. She informed me you’d be here immediately after you visited her. She thought I would react violently to one of the ministry’s spies breaching my inner circle. You might want to fake your own death after tonight because she will not stop coming for you. That woman has a ruthlessness even I find disturbing.”

“Thanks for your advice,” Gerhard grumbled.

“Of course, I know you and your master have been trying to get to me,” the landgrave continued. “I wouldn’t expect anything less. Like I said, it’s all a part of our game, but tonight wasn’t a trap for you. It was an invitation. Instead of you lurking about, performing all of this mummery to find out what I’m up to, I will give you the chance to simply ask me.”

Gerhard raised an eyebrow.

“My table stakes are Gustav Klimanq. He’s the man responsible for the escalation against Mertz. If it wasn’t for him, that city would still stand, and Ursula Marchand would still be a girl waiting to inherit County Marchand from her parents. Klimanq’s death is my gift to the queen—and to you. Whoever brings her the marquis’ head will surely earn a rich reward.”

“It doesn’t work that way,” Gerhard said.

Did the man think he could lay the entire blame for Mertz on Gustav Klimanq? Certainly, he hadn’t expected Ursula to sit on the throne, and he might not have anticipated Clermont razing the city, but what had he thought was going to happen when Clermont crossed the border? A picnic and a game of lawn bowling? It wasn’t just with his cards and his coin that the man gambled blindly. But he was right about one thing, and maybe that’s all that mattered. Cojita was a bigger threat than any of them were prepared for.

Gerhard sighed, stalked over to the sideboard, and poured himself a glass of wine. “Top you off?”

“Why not.”

Gerhard filled up the landgrave’s glass, kicked Klimanq’s limp arm out of the way, and righted the card table. The two men sat across from each other and began to drink wine and tell lies.


The Queen III
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Queen Ursula Marchand stood next to Count Trabean, wanting to hold him and to hit him. He shifted nervously, not for the first time since he’d appeared to offer her a pair of pistols as a gift.

The detailing of his present was exquisite. The wooden handles of the pistols were stained a rich brown and polished so that they shone like a mirror. The steel barrels were chased with brass, the gleaming metal evoking golden vines crawling along the length. The locks were engraved with her family’s motto, twisting around the edge of the metal plates, scratched with a fine and delicate hand. The dogheads were cleverly fashioned into the shapes of tigers, and she wondered how the man had known the animal fascinated her. The butts, instead of being festooned with a gemstone or some other finery, were capped with a steel spike. Not sharp enough to inadvertently cut oneself, but if you’d spent your shot and gripped the barrel, it was enough to crack a man’s skull. The pistols weren’t built to be displayed in the case. They were built for combat.

“The wood is walnut,” Count Trabean murmured. “Common in County Marchand, I was told.”

“It is,” she confirmed. “The nuts are a staple in our peasants’ diet, and the wood of the tree is a valuable export.”

“I’d like to see that one day.” He swallowed and shifted his feet yet again. “The, ah, county, not the tree, though I am sure the tree is… lovely.”

She reached up to close the decorative box the paired pistols and powder horn had been delivered in but paused and left it open.

They stood in her throne room, at a table set to the side which was used by her clerks when court was in session and would be removed for functions and presentations. It was quiet because she’d ordered the room cleared of everyone but her personal guards. She would have sent them away as well, but Captain Allgood had the look in his eye that spoke of refusal to accept her command.

Count Trabean had interjected, insisting it was all right that the captain stay. The count effortlessly blunted the friction between queen and captain by putting himself at both of their mercy. He was offering himself as a sacrifice, which was not lost on her, though Allgood still looked at the count askance.

“Pistols this exquisite could not have been made quickly,” she mentioned.

“I had them started… b-before things went awry,” he stammered. “I thought you should have them regardless of everything else. They’re from Aufield’s most prominent gunsmith, a man working in the same workshop where the legendary Leopald produced his weapons. Perhaps that will earn you political favor if you display these and let the court know their provenance. Not from me, I mean. From Aufield.”

She ran her finger over the delicate tracing of the vines, then her family motto, and finally to the steel point at the butt of one of the weapons. The firearm was a beautiful piece of art that never forgot its purpose. She found it was easier to look at the weapon than at the man standing beside her.

Count Trabean cleared his throat. “I bring something else, as well.”

Not looking at him, she asked, “And it is?”

“My family does not have an apparatus such as your ministry of intelligence, but it’s no secret House Lehmann tries to keep abreast of what is happening in the world. While much of our attention has been on Cojita and Andorra, we’ve become aware that there was a singular man responsible for the attack upon your home.”

“A singular man?” she asked, glancing at him from the corner of her eye.

“Not singular,” he said, shoving a hand back through his hair. “You are right. There were many responsible, but there was a man who gave the order for Mertz to be razed, and we’ve identified him. Clermont’s spymaster, Marquis Gustav Klimanq, is the one who signed the document authorizing the attack. Did the King of Clermont know? Did any, ah, other parties? We cannot say for certain, but there is no doubt this man Klimanq has earned your wrath. The extent of the destruction was by his hand, Your Majesty.”

“I see.”

“You know this information already,” Count Trabean guessed, sounding disappointed.

The guns were a pretext to get in the door. She guessed his real gift had been the marquis.

Trabean drew a deep breath, then let it out slowly. “What about this? Marquis Klimanq is in Ehrstadt as we speak. He was observed by one of our agents just yesterday morning. I know it has been difficult navigating the need for justice and for Wahrheit to remain whole. War with Clermont while Cojita nips at our feet would be catastrophic. You’re a better woman than many of us would be for staying your hand, but this man in your city… As our agents phrased it, he is fair game. Give us permission, and House Lehmann will bring him to you. Question him, hang him, it is your decision. Please, let me… let us do this. I hurt for you, Your Majesty, and while nothing can make right what happened to you, there can be a modicum of justice left in this hard world.”

“You are right,” Ursula allowed, “but you are too late.”

Count Trabean frowned. “Too late?”

“Klimanq was killed last night.”

“Oh.”

She watched him in her periphery and saw his face fall. He was honestly disappointed. He hadn’t known. She hadn’t known either until this morning when the minister of intelligence had reported the matter. The minister had been upset about it as well. Evidently, it’d been a quick thing, with no time to question the marquis or to torture him. She wasn’t sure if the librarian was more disappointed at losing the opportunity to get some answers or the opportunity to cause the man incredible pain. She wasn’t sure how she felt about it herself for that matter.

She asked Trabean, “You received word of the marquis’ involvement yesterday?”

Count Trabean flushed. “I wanted to bring you the pistols as well the news and needed to pick them up. I am sorry, Your Majesty. We believed he would be in town for days yet and thought⁠—”

She held up a hand. “I wish his death had come from my command, but justice is justice. The man is dead, and I’ll sleep better knowing it. You did what you could, and I appreciate your—House Lehmann’s—offer.”

He nodded his thanks.

“What have you been… You are studying at the university, still?”

“I am,” he said, his lips twisting. “I begged my uncle to give me leave to join our soldiers at the border, but he said no. Now that all of the provincial rulers are, ah, here as guests in the capital, I am certain there is no chance he will change his mind.”

“An education is important.”

“Yes.”

As important as fighting a war for his province and her kingdom? The answer went without saying.

She turned toward him and asked, “Do you have lectures to attend today?”

“None that I will regret missing.”

“Would you care for a glass of wine, then? It is finally warm enough I can enjoy the gardens. With tensions as they are in the city, my guards aren’t letting me out of their sight, and I’ve been feeling like a trapped animal in these walls. It’s almost as bad as when I was first seated upon that throne.”

From across the room, near the throne in question, Captain Allgood grunted loudly.

She warned the soldier, “If you have an accusation beyond what’s already been leveled, Captain…”

Count Trabean turned to the captain and offered a curt bow. “The captain is doing his best to protect you, Your Majesty, and you could not ask for a better man to hold his position. Regardless of everything else, a tragedy occurred at the Roaring Wench, and I was there, and I had a part in it. Captain Allgood has your best interests at heart, and I will defer to his⁠—”

“No,” Queen Ursula Marchand said. “You will join me for a glass of wine in the garden, and Captain Allgood shall shadow us, whether we want him to or not. He will do his job, and we shall do ours. The enemies of this kingdom do not rest, so neither shall we. Tell me, Count Trabean, what else have your agents in the city become aware of?”
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“You disapprove?” the queen asked the men seated around the council chamber. Her privy council fluttered in their seats, looking like a flock of nervous pigeons. “Up until this morning, none of us even knew Gustav Klimanq was in the city. House Lehmann brought us what could have been valuable intelligence. You cannot fault that, can you?”

“Could Trabean have heard of the marquis’ death and then tried to claim credit for sharing news of his presence?” her minister of finance, Georg Ludwig, queried.

“A leak within the ministry of intelligence?” Premier Philip Sigismund rejoined. “Unlikely. The minister himself reported the news directly to the queen and I. One of his most trusted agents was the man involved, and we can be confident he did not talk. The only other⁠—”

“Leland Laurent,” Ursula huffed. “I want to believe Trabean, but even I have to admit the landgrave could have told anyone by now.”

Hans Caspar, the minister of law, shuffled the stack of papers he seemed to constantly carry about as a sort of comfort item. He adjusted his monocle, then wondered, “But what purpose would the landgrave have for feeding this information to Count Trabean? Or to anyone, for that matter? His game was bringing us the marquis in the first place, no? If he wants to build trust with the crown, it’s to his benefit to keep this knowledge as close to the vest as possible. He’d want us to think it’s only through his involvement we were able to, ah, confront the marquis.”

“Hans has a point,” Ludwig allowed. “I don’t think any of us would recommend trusting Laurent at his word, but it’s indisputable the crown is the audience for this plan of his. Involving another high house wouldn’t make any sense.”

The queen rubbed at her temple. “Layers upon layers, which may not even be there. No doubt, the landgrave is playing some game to benefit himself. The simplest explanation is that he truly hopes providing the marquis will sate my need for revenge and he can keep his own head a little bit longer. It is a sensible proposition, particularly from his point of view, but could he have another motive? I do not trust that man at all. Are there ties between House Laurent and House Lehmann that we’re unaware of? Trabean did not come upon this intelligence independently but through the network of his uncle, assuming he was telling the truth. Bah, even if they have no ties, Laurent could have fed the information to Lehmann’s agents.”

“Jan Lehmann only cares about one thing these days, and that is Cojita,” Premier Sigismund declared. “He, of all people, we can trust to not engage in any of the usual sort of politics. If Trabean reports their agents stumbled upon this information, we can be sure that’s what they believe happened. I don’t think Laurent would have planted it. Trabean claimed to learn of Klimanq’s presence before the ministry killed the man, correct? If so, Laurent wouldn’t have risked the information leaking before it was acted upon by us. As far as I’m concerned, House Lehmann is clean in this affair. Their attention is on the border.”

“Jan Lehmann’s thoughts are on the border, yes,” Ludwig agreed, his head bobbing, his iron-gray hair waving with the motion, “but he is a landgrave, and it’s their nature to plot and to scheme.”

“This is all speculation,” General Walhausen rumbled, “and it’s as much a waste of our time as it would be the landgraves’. What did the minister of intelligence say, Your Majesty? It is his job to ferret out this nonsense, not ours.”

“He’s uncertain,” the queen answered. “If Count Trabean was involved in the plot at the Roaring Wench, then this could be a continuation of that plot. If he was not involved, then it’s a young man trying to make amends with a young woman. Not my words. That is what the minister said. He doesn’t know which case it is but advised that in doubt, to always take the safest road. He thinks I should send Count Trabean to the front lines over the objections of his uncle, the landgrave, and be rid of him.”

Walhausen blinked, and she half expected him to croak angrily like a bullfrog. Instead, he asked, “Does the boy have any military experience?”

“He practices fencing like most nobles his age, but no, he has nothing you’d consider real military experience.”

“The minister of intelligence expects the boy will be killed in battle,” Georg Ludwig surmised.

“Most likely,” Walhausen stated. “There’d be no blood on our hands if—” He cut off sharply when the queen turned toward him.

“The truth is,” Premier Sigismund said, drawing her attention from the general, “every time we gather, we have more questions than answers. That goes for us and the ministry of intelligence. We were not prepared for any of this, and it’s come around to bite us on the tail. No, no, don’t argue because you all know it’s true. We ought to have seen this coming, and we did not, but here we are. So what do we do about it?” One hand tugged on a wide, white mustache, the other jabbed a finger into the table. “We trust our instincts. That is what we do.” He turned to the queen. “You spoke to Trabean. You looked into his eyes. Do you trust the man?”

She was quiet for a long moment, and her advisors around the table watched her patiently. It dawned on her it could very well be the first moment they would put their faith in her unequivocally. Would she pass their test?

Finally, she replied, “I do trust him.”

Premier Sigismund nodded. “Then we will take the intelligence he brings us on face value, though we’d be fools not to evaluate each piece on its own merit. Trust but verify! That is what we will do.”

Sagely, her advisors nodded and prepared for the next topic of discussion.

Ursula studied the premier, wondering how much of his comment had been about the sparse intelligence Trabean had shared with her and how much had been about her relationship with the count in general. The premier, more than anyone now that Christine was dead, knew of her feelings for Trabean. He was too astute a politician to not understand the message she’d taken from his words. He had given her tacit approval to resume courting the count if she desired.

She would not lie, not even to herself. Her heart had fluttered to be with him again, to be sipping wine and talking, even when the conversation had been somber. Trabean offered her something none of these old men could, something that no one else could after Christine’s passing. He was a person who understood her. It was invaluable, though there was a price. There would be a cost for their relationship, and she knew it as well as she knew anything.

Six lives for six lives.

Enemy or lover, the end might very well be the same for Count Trabean. She was cursed by the fae, and so far, she wasn’t strong enough to break her way out of their trap.
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Queen Ursula Marchand walked slowly, her hand up, trailing two finger widths from the long wall of ancient tomes and scrolls. The paper on some appeared so old and brittle she was terrified to touch them and destroy a hidden secret. Others were written in hands too obscure for her to read or perhaps in tongues she did not know. Occasionally, it was hard to tell which, but she’d found some that looked sturdy enough and were written legibly enough that she pulled them down and perused the contents of the quartermaster’s library. Ursula had grown uncomfortable in the royal library, in the constant presence of the librarian and his relentless pushing of volumes that unsubtly made the same arguments he was trying to convince her of.

Even the lighter books, the romances and the fantasies, had lost her interest. They felt hollow in the context of all else that was happening. She had not taken Count Trabean as a lover, but she had seen him again. Inexperienced as she was, she knew where this road led, where she wanted it to lead. The rustle of turning pages couldn’t stand against the hammering of her heart, and tales of the fae, whether they be delightful or cautionary, left a sour taste in her mouth now.

The quartermaster’s volumes were a new trove of texts that it seemed few had ever explored. They covered topics ranging from the mundane to the extraordinary. It seemed Ilse’s predecessors had been apt to record everything and to throw away nothing. Records of purchases for supplies and a work order to expand the chamber were stored beside unbelievable descriptions of the items contained in the room. A potion that made one invisible?

Ursula had spent half an hour searching for the vial that was described in the text, but she could not find it, and she was hesitant to touch anything after Ilse’s warnings, though she did try the chamber pot. She sucked on a paper cut on her finger and figured such an amazing treasure as the invisibility potion would have been discovered and used by someone generations past. Ruefully, she moved on, discarding her wild dreams about how moving around invisibly was going to solve many of her present problems.

She tested some of the safer-seeming artifacts in the room that were discussed in the pages of the text she’d found. There was a music box that played the most delightful tune she thought she had ever heard, but after several minutes, she began to feel distinctly ill in her stomach. It was only after returning from the chamber pot, nursing another small cut on her finger, that she read the next page in the tome that described the artifact, and her stomach soured yet again. By her calculations, she was going to be sick a second time, right in the middle of the night. Had she listened to the music box again, she would have spent a week visiting the water closet at all hours of the day and night. If she listened three times, she might not survive. She moved on, vowing to read the entire passage about an item before touching anything else.

There were many weapons described but few on display in the chamber. She assumed the dragon knights or the agents of the minister of intelligence were using those. If Ilse kept any records of who had what, Ursula couldn’t find them. The quartermaster, despite whatever qualities she had, was horribly disorganized. Did her master, the minister of intelligence, not care, or did he not know? It seemed a rather important prerequisite for the position. What use was there for a quartermaster who couldn’t keep track of the items in her care?

Eventually, after several trips to the room, Ursula began to notice certain scrolls and volumes that had the distinct appearance of being used. Others were covered in dust or artfully tied shut with twine. Ilse’s knots, while not pretty, were tight and efficient. Her father had been a pirate, after all. It was easy to identify which ones she’d secured.

The queen followed the quartermaster’s path, selecting tomes it appeared Ilse had read recently. If anyone knew what was interesting in this room, it was her, so book by book, scroll by scroll, the queen began to read.

The books provided tantalizing clues about the six paladins and Ursula’s own role in the coming conflict, but it was always a scattering of clues, never a complete story. Bits and pieces, sprinkled like crumbs on a rug, but with enough of them, a picture began to emerge. There was no doubt in her mind that she was the queen named in the foretellings. She was meant to rule a fractured realm, it seemed. Or was she to fracture it? The notes and portends did not always agree on the subject. Sometimes, they seemed quite contradictory.

She held up two pages which might as well have been written explicitly to tell a conflicting message. They shared the title of queen and a grim foreboding about the state of the kingdom but little else. She frowned. The script was thin, full of loops and flourishes. It was done in a confident hand, with spellings that had faded from use centuries ago. As a daughter of a count who detested the modern printing press, Ursula was familiar with the written hand and had learned to recognize some scribes who’d penned works in her father’s library.

A hand that was practiced at writing entire volumes was remarkably consistent. These two pages had been written by the same hand. She moved to one of Ilse’s worktables and sat the pages down, side by side. She placed her hand on the skull sitting there and watched as a glow of light spilled forth from its mouth. This room was very strange.

She turned her attention back to the documents. The queen was meant to bring together the factions of the northern continent and hold them in her hand like a bundle of reeds, unbreakable when forced together. That sounded agreeable. Or the queen was meant to sweep up the inevitable scattered ash and ruin and fashion a new kingdom built on the shattered bones of what came before. That, less so.

But despite differing messages, both passages were in the same hand. A scholar faithfully recording a foretelling? A scribe who’d merely noted what their betters intoned, carelessly not comparing the pronouncements?

Unbreakable reeds. Scattered ash and shattered bone. They were completely contradictory outcomes. In one, the kingdom stood strong. In another, Wahrheit’s destruction was inevitable. If these were the result of a foretelling, then one had to be false, and only one could be true.

She turned, glancing over the wall of cubbies and shelves where the accumulated wisdom of the quartermasters was stored. Thousands of individual volumes, some short and some enormous, but there, on the table behind her, was a paradox. Two passages, reported to be the truth, but that could not be.

The hand that wrote each was the same. The foretellings had occurred near the same time, or at least at some later date, they’d fallen to the same scribe to record. Neither mentioned the other, and neither was presented as a possibility rather than a certainty.

Ursula went to the wall and began thumbing through documents near the last one she’d found. It would take months or even years to look through it all, but after an hour, she found another in the same hand and removed it. Hundreds of years, hundreds of scribes, how many documents had this one man or woman been responsible for?

In the next cubby, she found three slim volumes all in the same hand. She pulled them free and returned to the worktable. It was the same to be sure, but the lettering was even more archaic than the previous documents she’d been looking at, as if the craft of writing had evolved into a different era.

She paged to the beginning of one volume. It was a treatise on diplomacy with Kilsenay. Written after the founding of the kingdom, clearly, though there was no date. She went back to the other two, turning to the beginning of each book. One of them foretold the founding of the kingdom—foretold, not documented—and the first page alone appeared to have been recorded a hundred years before the event.

Ursula pushed back her hair. It was the same hand that had written all five of these documents, it had to be, but how could one be written before the founding of the kingdom and one so far after that diplomacy with Kilsenay was a worthy topic? For a century after Wahrheit’s rise, maybe more, Kilsenay was nothing more than a bandit kingdom. It had no formal ruler, no one engage a diplomat. At a rough guess, the two books must have been written at least two hundred years apart. Probably three or four hundred.

Had these texts been copied from earlier versions by some later scribe? With volumes so ancient, it seemed a possibility, but why these? Portends and foretelling, sure, but musings about dealing with intractable neighbors wasn’t the sort of thing quartermasters dealt with. Had the later volume been an original by the scribe and the others were merely copies to preserve the knowledge?

She turned again and cursed Ilse and her predecessors’ abysmal organization. It was a trove unheard of, but to find anything you were looking for… Ursula sighed. Ilse understood it, and perhaps that was the point. The quartermasters themselves could navigate this mess, but for anyone else, it was an impossible task.

Ursula considered returning to her chambers and retrieving the envelope Ilse had left for a predecessor. Perhaps it contained a clue as to how to peruse these documents, or perhaps it contained some magic that would ensnare Ursula into wearing seacoats and never doing her hair. She smirked at the thought but decided she would not open the envelope. She of all people knew the risks of playing with magic you did not understand.

She drummed her fingers on the worktable. Ilse had browsed the two scrolls about the paladins, and the same hand had written the books about Kilsenay and the founding of the kingdom. Whether the topics were connected or not, Ursula would start there. When digging in an empty field, you trusted more to instinct than any signs, but the mystery of the same scribe inking the different books intrigued her. She gathered the volumes and left the room, closing the thick door behind her and listening of the clack of the lock.

If there was any truth to the nature of the paladins, then it was plain enough that Ilse was the keeper of secrets and Ursula was the queen. It was time she better understood what that meant.


The Captain IV
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Captain Otto Tilly sat in his salon, bare feet resting on the thick carpet, a heavy goblet in hand, and a turquoise box of chocolates open on the divan in front of him. Presiding over the chocolates was Landgravine Fintra Bohm.

“You know, Captain Tilly,” she said, hoisting another chocolate, “I do believe that since that first evening in my palace, this is the longest we’ve been in each other’s presence without tripping into bed together.”

He flushed, sitting up. “I, ah, I’m a bit tired, but I’m willing if⁠—”

She giggled and shook her head. “I have my needs, Captain Tilly, but it’s nice for a change, isn’t it, to just sit and talk and enjoy each other’s company?”

Settling back down, Tilly nodded. “It is.”

Fintra winked at him. “Maybe later, though…” She popped the chocolate into her mouth and smiled wickedly.

Shaking his head, Tilly told her, “You can call me Otto, you know.”

“And you can call me mistress,” she teased, “or anything else you want to call me. A part of me, Captain, is yours. A part of you is mine. How we name each other is how we claim that part, so I shall continue to call you captain.”

“If you say so,” he mumbled, flexing his bare toes on the rug and rubbing one of his knees.

“Are your injuries still bothering you?”

“A little stiff, that is all,” he said, then laughed. “I’m always a little stiff in the last year or so. Injuries new or old, it’s hard to tell the difference these days. Old age is catching up to me, I suppose.”

Fintra raised a glass to him in a mock toast. “Catching us but not killing us. It’s not pillow talk to say I find I am more content now than I was in my youth. Perhaps that is a fair tradeoff. Aches and pains of the body without all the drama and fretting that plagues the mind.”

Tilly raised an eyebrow.

“Outside of the pressures of the world,” Fintra clarified. She sighed. “If I only had the worries of my youth to contest with. If only we’d known how simple things were back then. I am sorry. I did not mean to bring up politics or war.”

“It’s hard to have a discussion these days without straying into those topics,” Captain Tilly acknowledged, “but let’s try. What else is on your mind, Landgravine?”

Fintra rolled her eyes at the honorific. “This is quite possibly the least sumptuous salon I’ve ever relaxed within, but I find I rather like it. Your home is cozy, Captain. It’s strange to me. I don’t think I ever would have appreciated that. There’s something to be said for walls close enough they can hold the heat of your fire and a house empty enough we can speak without a dozen servants listening to our conversation.”

He smirked at her. Listening to their conversation? When they were at her place, it wasn’t just the salons the servants lurked around or just the conversation they listened to. When they went to bed, there would still be a gaggle of them outside the bedchamber, ears pressed to the door no doubt, in case their mistress needed something mid— He shook his head. Different lives, they led. He would never get used to hers, but he was glad to see she could appreciate a bit of his.

Still studying the furniture and walls of the little room, she asked, “If I can be forgiven for straying into a sensitive subject, how long have you been a bachelor?”

Tilly scratched his beard. “Three years? No, four now, I think, though looking back on it, I’m not sure there was a single day or moment that it happened. Oh, there was a time a magistrate signed the documents of course, but long before that, I may as well have been a single man. It couldn’t have been more than a year or two after the twins were born that I could feel things falling apart. I wonder if she knew earlier. Bah, sometimes I wonder if she was the one orchestrating it. There were pleasant moments, but for the most part, our marriage was not a happy one.”

“I know the feeling,” Fintra said, crossing her legs and plucking another chocolate from the box. The sound of her silk dress on the rug filled the salon. “Did you ever consider murdering her?”

Tilly coughed, holding a fist to his mouth to prevent wine spittle from flecking all over his couch and rug. When he recovered, he told her, “No, I did not, and should you think to do it for me…”

Grinning at him, Fintra assured him, “Of course not. We own a part of each other, yes, but not all. She is the mother of your children, and that is territory I will not claim. How you deal with the woman is your affair.”

Tilly scratched his beard, then admitted, “Maybe I thought about it once or twice, but never seriously.”

The landgravine laughed. “You wanted what was best for your children. I understand. We all do. My son Ainsley… how is he doing?”

Tilly sipped his wine, then leaned forward to take a chocolate. “He is doing very well, and I’m not just saying that because of our, ah, relationship. We rush him—rush them all—but it’s a risk we must take. We have to, given what we face. Ainsley is responding well to the challenge. Better than the others, in truth. He could make a fine dragon knight when his time comes.”

“But?”

“Ainsley still thinks very highly of himself. He wants to be a hero.”

“That doesn’t sound so bad.”

Smiling at her, Tilly explained, “Becoming a hero means fighting through terrible adversity. It means pain, suffering, and loss. Being a hero hurts, Fintra.”

Landgravine Bohm shrugged, as if that was expected of her son.

“There will be a time, Fintra, when he must choose a path. As an apprentice, he may leave our ranks if he chooses. When he is a dragon knight, he cannot. That is a law beyond myself or the crown. It’s a law that binds us to the dragons, that binds us to the knights and the dragons to us. Not even I can break that binding once it’s tied. It is a difficult thing for people to understand, particularly those of the high houses. You are used to getting your way, but there are natural bonds in this world that not even a landgravine may shatter. If he joins us, there will be no turning back.”

The landgravine pursed her lips and nodded. “I know. Ainsley knows as well. He thinks he has already made his choice to join you. I am not so certain. When the time comes…”

“I will be sure he considers the implications—all of them. I think, whatever he chooses, it will be the right decision. He’s bold and haughty, but he is not a fool. Ainsley is an intelligent and unselfish lad, and he will assess every angle and do what he believes is right for his house.”

She nodded. “That is all that I can ask. It is a mother’s price for raising a strong-willed boy with a mind of his own, I suppose.”

Tilly finished his glass of wine. “Another bottle, or…”

Fintra rose off the floor and settled on the other end of the couch. “Another bottle. At the very least, let us start one until lust overtakes me.”

Tilly snorted.

“I am enjoying this, Captain, having a conversation in your home with no one but the two of us here, though if you’d kept your staff around, they could be fetching that wine for us without interrupting our conversation…”

He stood and grinned at her. “I am capable of many things, and fetching a bottle of wine from my own cellar is one of them.”

“Find us a good one, then, will you?”

Bare feet crossing from rug to polished wood, Captain Tilly descended into his cellar, flicking alight rope taper to illuminate the way. Half his cellar was storage of sundry household goods: dry foods, furniture, and other objects he paid no attention to. The other half of the cellar was wine. It felt excessive, but as he perused the stock, looking for a bottle worthy of a landgravine, he felt slightly less foolish for having made the investment.

Fintra Bohm was used to the finest things in life. He had no bottles that could surpass what she served every day at her tables, but perhaps he could surprise her with something unusual. The provinces were loyal to their own productions, except in cases like Aufield where all they produced was plonk. He had a couple of Andorran reds which were rich and dry. He thought that might pair well with the chocolate. He shuffled about, dangling the rope taper down to see the labels. Then, finally, he found the bottles he was looking for. It was a good wine to his palette, rich cherry and subtle tobacco, but light enough in body it could be enjoyed without a meal to back it. He picked one up and examined the cork. Satisfied, he returned to the stairs. As he climbed, he became alarmed as he heard voices in the foyer. Captain Tilly hurried out of the cellar, a bottle of wine in one hand, the burning taper in the other.

“Pa!” cried his twins, rushing to wrap their arms around his waist.

“B-Boys…” Tilly stammered, confused at the intrusion.

“Otto,” his former wife said, her voice as icy and sharp as the day they’d broken their marriage.

“Is it my day?” Tilly asked, raising the taper to blow it out before igniting one of the twins’ hair.

“You always claim you want more time with the boys,” his former wife snapped. “I don’t want to hear you complain about it when it happens.”

“Two of the nannies came ill,” Trader Reginald babbled, peering around his wife at Tilly. “Apologies, Otto. We have tickets to the royal opera, and they’ve become dastardly difficult to get a hold of, but being seen in the venue is the most reliable way to—I hope we’re not interrupting anything?”

The man was peering curiously at Fintra, while Tilly’s former love was glaring at everything but the other woman.

“You are interrupting,” Fintra said, not looking toward Reginald but watching the children avidly, “but perhaps a pleasant interruption. How have you kept these adorable little creatures from me, Captain?”

“Your soldiers know me, Otto,” his former wife interjected, “but they gave us an awful time getting inside. My household staff never interrogates you when you show yourself at my door, do they? If you want to see these children more often, then you should not make it such a hassle to bring them here.”

“Those are not my men,” Tilly explained, extracting himself from the twins. “Go on into the salon, boys. Get out your toy soldiers and set the field while I speak to your mother.”

“I suppose you let the staff go tonight so you could spend time with your woman?” his former wife asked, finally glancing in Fintra’s direction. “The boys’ things are in the carriage. I trust she knows how to deal with children?”

“Yes, I have three of my own,” Fintra replied with a wicked smile. “Older than yours, now, but they weren’t always like that. I’ll have my men fetch their belongings. Have no worry, if the captain doesn’t stop me, I’ll see these boys spoiled beyond their wildest imaginations. What hour is it? Is Peltier & Son still open this evening? Their frozen cream is delightful. Captain Tilly, let us have my driver bring some for the boys. We’ll ring Peltier’s townhouse if the shop is closed. Oh, have you tried it with caramel? It’ll give the boys a thrill.”

“You’ll… Y-Your men?” Tilly’s former wife stammered. “Who…”

“Landgravine Bohm,” Trader Reginald whispered, dropping to a knee and bowing his head.

“Landgravine…” Tilly’s former wife hissed, her eyes widening as slowly she recognized the woman before her. She dropped to a knee beside her husband. “My apologies. I did not expect…”

“Do stand up,” the landgravine chided. “You are not my subjects, are you? I am not the queen, thank Fortune. For minor nobility, a bow at the waist is proper etiquette to greet a woman of my station, but even that is a bother amongst close friends.”

Slowly, the pair rose, their eyes darting nervously toward Tilly, then back to the landgravine. There was a crash from within Tilly’s salon and the sound of little boys giggling. Tilly’s former wife swallowed uncomfortably.

“Enjoy the opera, then,” Landgravine Bohm encouraged. “And don’t forget to tell one of my men to collect those belongs you mentioned and for my driver to go fetch us some frozen cream.”

Walking backward as if they’d just encountered a dangerous animal, Captain Tilly’s former wife and her new husband eased down the hall and then quickly out the door.

“That was fun,” Fintra remarked. There was another crash and bubble of giggles in the salon. “I suppose we should see what they’re up to?”

“We should,” Captain Tilly agreed. He caught the landgravine’s arm. “I am sorry. I didn’t know⁠—”

“Captain, will you please introduce me to your children?”

Tilly scratched his beard, then led the landgravine into the room where the twins had already scattered scores of their wooden soldiers across the floor and couch. They were overseeing a battlefield that included a suspiciously empty box of chocolates.

“I think we’re going to get along just fine,” the landgravine murmured, settling down next to the divan. “Tell me, boys, who are we fighting?”
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Ainsley Bohm leaned forward, crouching on the back of the dragon as it dipped, soaring with incredible speed over the bare branches of the king’s forest. Wind whipped the boy’s long, black hair behind him, and he held on with both hands to the pommel of his saddle.

It was his first solo ride, and he had the same frozen posture that all the apprentices had on their first rides. Tilly flew behind him on the back of the patriarch, observing the boy’s control of the slender green dragon that was his mount. It was fast and agile, but Tilly’s dragon was larger than it by three times, and the patriarch had no trouble keeping pace with its nimble cousin.

The green banked and darted right, and Ainsley sat stiff and upright in his saddle. He ought to be leaning into the turn, letting the force of the change in direction hold him in place against the dragon’s back rather than clamping his legs and hanging on for dear life. You couldn’t hold a weapon if you were afraid to let go of the saddle’s pommel.

But Tilly still remembered his first flight, both the awe and the terror. They were moving faster than Ainsley would have ever traveled in his life. No horse, no ship, no carriage or contrivance, could move with anything close to the speed of a dragon, and they were doing it hundreds of paces in the air. And while they were strapped into harnesses designed to hold them even if their dragon flipped upside down, buckles and straps were fallible, and falls happened. Each apprentice had heard those stories, and none of them would trust the leather and brass of their harness until they had to. That was for the best, but it made the first couple of flights both physically and mentally taxing.

They would do none of those acrobatics today. This morning, it was a test of connection with the giant fae they sat upon. Could Ainsley command the creature beneath him? A dragon accepting you as a rider was one thing, but gaining control as its master required a higher level of respect.

They flew for half an hour, the green darting and swooping wildly. The young dragon seemed to be enjoying taking Ainsley on a stomach-churning ride, though evidently, it’d listened to Tilly’s commands earlier and kept itself upright.

Eventually, Tilly had seen enough. He clucked his tongue, and the patriarch let out a roar. The green turned and followed the giant golden dragon toward a hill and a clearing where they landed.

Captain Tilly, wearing a thick leather gambeson, unbuckled himself and climbed off his dragon, taking a pack from behind his saddle with him as he dismounted.

Ainsley climbed down as well, then nearly stumbled and fell when his feet reached the ground.

Tilly caught him. “Takes a bit to get your legs back under you. In time, you won’t grip so tight with your thighs, and that will help, but after a long flight, there’s always a bit of a wobble.”

The boy nodded and stood straight, a hand on the dragon’s flank to keep himself steady. Tilly noticed the comfort the boy had with the beast, and that it didn’t move away from him.

The captain led them to a rock that protruded from the thick turf that crowned the hill. He sat, flipping open the satchel he’d brought with him. Tilly pulled out a bottle of wine, a wedge of pungent cheese, and a loaf of bread.

“Nothing but simple fare when you’re traveling on the back of a dragon.”

Ainsley settled beside him and broke the bread in half while Tilly unstoppered the wine. “How did I do?”

“Well.” Tilly grinned at the apprentice, “That is to say, you flew poorly, but you didn’t fall off, and the dragon was responsive to your commands.”

“There’s more to it than I realized,” the young man admitted, tearing off a bit of cheese and folding it into a piece of the bread. “The commands are simple enough, at least the most common of them, but it’s not just about making the sounds, is it? When I do it, I feel a thrum, like the dragon isn’t listening to me but feeling me. It’s not the sound they care for but our intent.”

Tilly nodded, taking a pull from the wine bottle, then passing it to Ainsley. “There’s magic in what we do. The dragons, they are not simple beasts like a horse or a cow. They are fae. They are intelligent. They have a choice in the matter, whether we can bond with them and command them or whether they’ll throw us off and occasionally eat us. The dragons have accepted men, which is not the same as accepting an individual man or woman, you understand? If they don’t like you, they’ll let you know, and there’s little I or anyone can do about it.”

Ainsley grunted, chewing and not looking back toward the pair of dragons resting atop the hill behind them, but Tilly could see in the boy’s eyes he was casting his thoughts, trying to understand the connections he’d felt while they had been in flight. That was good.

“Someone has already told you all of this.”

Ainsley glanced at the captain, his cheeks red from the rush of air during the flight and perhaps a bit of embarrassment.

“You’re a quick study, lad, but no one learns as quickly as you have without some help. Your house archives speak of the relationship between dragon rider and dragon, don’t they? House Bohm ought to know that information is not meant to be shared outside of our company.”

Shrugging noncommittally, Ainsley took another sip from the wine bottle.

“There’s a reason,” Tilly told him, “even for one like you. It is dangerous to think you know something when really you do not.”

Frowning, Ainsley asked him, “What is it I don’t know?”

“You’ve begun trying to form a bond with the dragons. You’ve opened yourself to them, and they’ve been receptive. Do you know why?”

“My blood.”

Tilly nodded. “The dragons you’ve been exposed to knew your granduncle. They smell his blood within you. A younger dragon, one who did not know him, would not respond as well to your commands. It could take offense, and that could be a problem. Or worse, the patriarch. He never let your granduncle ride him, you know. Several of the older, more powerful dragons did not. Push your familial connection on them, and you may find you’ve limited yourself before you’ve even begun. The dragon knights are not the House of Lords, lad. Trade on your own name in the knights, not on the name of your ancestors.”

“My blood is my blood,” Ainsley argued. “I cannot help that, and if it gives me an advantage, then I will take it. If it causes a disadvantage, then it is one I must live with. I know you think me a spoiled boy, rushing into this to earn a feather in my cap or to have impressive stories to tell the ladies of Ehrstadt, but that isn’t the case.”

“Then why do you do this?”

“The same reason you do, I suspect,” the boy answered, scuffing his boot on the rock they sat upon, gazing down below. “Cojita marches against Wahrheit. Andorra will not hold them long. The royal army will be helpless beneath Cojita’s dragons. Only we can fight this war.” He paused for a long time. “Ramshorn told us about the battle in the grove, when the Falcon of Andorra was killed. Two of Cojita’s dragons appeared, but both fled, one with potentially fatal wounds. That was because of you, Captain Tilly. Only because of you. If you hadn’t been there, all the Falcon’s women would have been butchered. Those dragons would have had a clear path to feast on the rest of Andorra’s army.”

“Most of the Falcon’s women were still killed,” Tilly retorted darkly.

“Most but not all is an important distinction,” Ainsley protested. He looked down at the bottle of wine in his hands, as if it contained the answers to all his questions. “I have a responsibility.”

“Son of a landgrave?”

The boy nodded. “My father wasn’t much of a swordsman, but he should have known what was coming and done something about it. Annalise Lehmann could have returned to Klafen at any time and lived the rest of her life in luxury in her brother’s court, but she stayed on the front line, and she fought because she knew who she faced. If I’m choosing a path, there’s no question in my mind as to which is the right one. The only question, how? How can one man make a difference?”

“It’s a hard life, being that one man,” Tilly responded.

“I know,” the boy said, and Tilly understood he didn’t know, but the young never knew the weight of the burdens they were lifting. “My father was part of the problem, and I want to be part of the answer. We’re responsible for what is happening now. What the lords and ladies of this kingdom began, I will help finish.”

“Responsible? Finish it?” Tilly questioned, glancing at the boy curiously. “What do you mean?”

“Emperor Honxul studied under Elan Zaccada. Everything Honxul knows, we taught him. The poison he drank came from our cup. We can’t sit idle and let that poison destroy this kingdom.”

Tilly stood off the rock. “Elan Zaccada? You’re saying…”

“The king’s swordmaster,” Ainsley confirmed. “He taught the Emperor of Cojita how to fight. Taught him other things as well, some say. How soon did Zaccada’s betrayal begin? How many poisoned trees grew from the seeds he planted? My father did not see the swordmaster for what he was. Neither did the king. No one did, but there must have been signs! They were complacent, willing to sit in their palaces and ignore what was happening all around them. How much pain and suffering will we all endure because of it? I will not sit on a throne and let the world burn. If I can do something about it, I will, and if not, I will die trying.”

“Zaccada…”

“You didn’t know?” Ainsley asked, sounding surprised. “The high houses, the king’s champions, they all had to know. They studied alongside the man. My father barely passed through Zaccada’s doorway before it became apparent he had neither the natural skill nor interest to master the blade, but even he met Honxul. There were only so many of them ever there at a time, and a boy from Cojita must have been a curiosity. They had to know. I thought it was common knowledge, though left unspoken.”

“It was not knowledge held by me,” Captain Tilly hissed.

“Oh.” Ainsley fell silent.

“We have to go back,” Tilly said. “Now.”

The boy, acting confused, as if unsure he’d shared something he should not have, hurried after. Tilly roused the dragons, and in moments, they were on wing back to the Roost.

Elan Zaccada. The man who trained the king’s champions and the sons and daughters of the high houses. He’d run a school of sword in Ehrstadt, the most elite one in the kingdom. In all the world, many said. Zaccada had ties to all of the important families in the kingdom. He had ties within the palace, and he’d betrayed them all.

That man, that traitor, had trained Emperor Honxul!

Fortune’s Curse. Ainsley was right. It was Wahrheit that had created the emperor. They’d educated his mind and his body, and their greatest hero had ignited a hatred that brought two continents to war. Worse, what other seeds had Zaccada planted? Did that explain Franz Lehmann’s attack? Did that mean there were others waiting for their moment? Fortune’s Curse, they had to get back.


The Apprentice IV
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The elves had torn through the church’s Shining Legion and scattered like seeds blown on the wind. How many had come through? Two score? The delicate little creatures left no tracks that Ulrik had the skill to follow, so he couldn’t determine how many he was chasing. All he could do was find the bodies, then keep walking until he found more.

There was no discernible destination to which the elves were headed and no pattern to their travel. Either there were a lot of them, or they meandered in a serpentine or zigzag path.

Whenever they came across a living thing, they killed it. People, mostly, but in little time, Ulrik found the carcass of a deer, rabbits, and scores of birds. The mad little buggers were true terrors, gnawing with their tiny teeth after using their hands or small weapons to bring down their prey. They had fled the site of the gateway and the dragon that came behind them, but they took time to kill.

Grimly, Ulrik realized that when they killed, they were consuming the blood of their victims. He wasn’t sure if it was in hunger or wanton bloodlust. They did not drink it all, but they drank some.

He walked for hours, amazed the small fae could stay ahead of him. His stride had to be six or seven times longer than each of theirs, but they’d been moving fast when he’d seen them in Hof. Not a run, really. More of a scamper. Like squirrels, quick and thoughtless.

After he’d left the body of the dragon, he’d found the portal had closed. By some magic on the other side or because nothing was keeping it open, he wasn’t sure. There was nothing there for the elves to run from, and the remainder of the Shining Legion wasn’t giving chase, but it didn’t look like they’d slowed for leagues. He’d kept after them, following as best he was able.

Eventually, he found himself coming close to the village of Arnsuth, and a sick feeling grew in his stomach. Elves, at least according to fae-lore, avoided being seen. They snuck out at night to pull their mischievous tricks and vanished if stumbled upon. He had hoped that meant they would avoid any people, but fae-lore also spoke of a madness that could come over them. When excited past a certain point, they lost all reasoning and lashed out in terrific violence. Despite the incredible bounty an elf could bring to a tradesperson, there was a reason that peasants had learned to fear the small fae.

When Ulrik finally came around a bend in the road, he was not surprised by what he found. There was a wagon bridge crossing a stream, and past it, the village had been turned into a charnel house. People lay dead in the streets and on the outskirts where it appeared they’d been trying to run away. As Ulrik drew closer, he could see where there’d been attempts to barricade the doors of some buildings, but those efforts had been for naught.

The elves were stronger than their little bodies suggested, but it wasn’t strength that had won them entrance. It was tenacity. The same feverish effort that could cobble a hundred shoes while a family slept soundly above a workshop made short work of a wooden door.

Ulrik passed one doorway that was covered in thousands of grooves, like little claws had scrabbled at it and scrabbled at it until they’d dug through the wood and the elves had gotten inside. He did not look through that hole to see what they’d done. There was plenty of evidence of it outside in the streets.

It was worse than the razing of Hof. That had been awful, barbaric, but this… There must have been close to two hundred people living in Arnsuth, and they were all dead now. Brutally killed for no purpose, not even an awful one.

Ulrik carried on, his determination growing with each step. Fae-killer. This was why he’d been named such. There was a reason Fortune had put him on this path. It wasn’t the tricks and the dirty bargains that made the fae mankind’s enemy. It was this. They had an unquenchable lust for violence and blood. These elves could not be allowed to survive in the world of men. They were too dangerous, too terrible. If it was his role to stop them, then he would.

He was halfway through the village when he heard a sound and stopped walking. Not a survivor, he was sure. It could have been the wind blowing a shutter or a⁠—

He heard it again. It sounded like a cat. Maybe it could have hidden when the elves had come, alerted by some sense that man did not possess, or it could have been outside of the village and had returned to find nothing but the dead.

Angling toward the western edge of the village, Ulrik walked slowly, taking time to gently put each booted foot down quietly. He was no tracker and no assassin, but he was patient, and the hard-packed dirt streets of Arnsuth did much to cover the sound of his footfalls.

There was a barn at the edge of the village, and its doors were open. There was a… slurping sound? The cat drinking from a pail?

Slower now, Ulrik stepped in front of the door. There was a horrible odor, blood and stool. He paused, letting his eyes adjust to the gloom inside.

There’d been mules stabled here. Half a dozen of them. The elves had done them as badly as they had the people. Meat and fur were flung about like a baby had been eating porridge. Limbs had been torn off, long ropes of pale entrails dragged halfway across the open space in the middle of the barn and left there. He cringed. It wasn’t just mules the elves had found inside.

And then, Ulrik saw an elf sitting on a pile of hay at the back of the barn. It was perched daintily, licking blood from one of its arms. It looked up at him, its eyes gleaming a luminous blue in the darkness.

“Had yourself a feast, did you?” Ulrik asked.

“I was hungry,” it chirped back.

“You fled your realm to escape the skiengvaal and their dragons,” Ulrik replied. “I understand that, I do, but why this? Why kill?”

The elf shrugged. “Why not?”

Ulrik frowned at the little creature. It seemed to have lost its bloodlust, but after what he’d seen, he did not trust it at all. “Where are the others?”

The elf, its face a mask of drying blood, waved a hand in the air. “They have gone to wherever they want to be.”

“Will they continue to kill?”

“Some will for a time, but eventually, they will stop.

“When they’re full?”

The elf sighed dramatically but did not explain itself.

“Do you see the magic of your people on me?” Ulrik asked.

The elf tsked at him. “You ask a lot of questions, man-child.”

“I think you have answers that I seek.”

“A bargain, then?

“I’d like to know how to save my mother.”

The elf shook its head. “You cannot.”

“I was told when the skiengvaal take your realm, they will take the bindings that hold her. I was told if I defeat them, then one of your kind would help me.”

The elf giggled, holding a little fist over its mouth to hide the mirth. “Those things are all true, man-child, but you still cannot save her. You cannot defeat the skiengvaal. You cannot even stand against one of us, and our proud armies have failed to stop those abominations. The skiengvaal, their dragons, it is impossible to face them.”

“Difficult, yes,” Ulrik agreed. “Impossible, no.”

“You do not know of what you speak.”

Ulrik studied the creature. He was not sure what to say to that because the elf was right. He had no idea how to face the skiengvaal, how if the fae themselves could not defeat those monsters, he could even attempt it, but he had to. For his ma, for himself, for the world, if what people were telling him was correct.

“Tell me, then, where your brothers and sisters went.”

The elf licked at its arm some more then shook its head. “No. You bore me.”

Muttering under his breath, Ulrik tried a different tactic. “Look, I need⁠—”

The elf launched itself off the pile of hay like an arrow off the bow. Ulrik cursed and threw himself to the side, barely dodging the little monster as it flew through the air where he’d been standing. It smacked into the opposite building and stuck there, hanging on the side of the timber wall with claws on the ends of its hands and toes digging into the rough wood.

“Fortune’s Curse,” Ulrik muttered, readying his spear. “I thought you couldn’t attack a person unless you were attacked first.”

“Indeed. Those men fired at us,” the elf said.

It flung itself at him again, delicate mouth open displaying its wicked little teeth, its arms stretched forth like a child grasping for sweets.

Ulrik thrust with his spear, trying to skewer the little beast in the air, but he missed, and it lashed at him with a claw as it breezed past, catching him on the shoulder and spinning him around.

His hauberk held, and the elf hissed. “Sprite-crafted.”

Nodding, Ulrik stepped toward where it huddled against the barn.

Suddenly, the elf turned and climbed the wall, going Ulrik’s height up and his height again. Then, it jumped a third time, arcing over him, heading toward the opposite building.

Ulrik threw his spear.

The elf hit the wall and shoved off, launching itself toward him, but his spear was already there, and a pace from the wall, it struck the elf in the chest and carried it back to the wall. The spear slammed into the wood, sticking there and pinning the elf. It kicked its little feet, shouted at Ulrik, and spit blood from its thin lips. It was cursing him, he assumed, in its strange language.

He walked up to it and put a hand on the shaft of the spear. “Ready to bargain now, elf?”

It snarled at him, but when he shook the spear, it squeaked, “What is it you want?”

“Nothing,” he said. “You bore me.”

Ulrik yanked the spear free of the wall, but before the elf could pull itself clear of the blade it was impaled upon, Ulrik stabbed it back down into the dirt. He stepped on the elf and twisted the spear, opening a wide wound in the elf’s torso. It screamed at him, all vile hatred.

Holding it still with his foot, he raised the spear and stabbed the elf’s head. Its angry cries cut off abruptly, but to be sure, Ulrik withdrew the spear and then stabbed it several more times for good measure. It had survived the first two wounds. The little things were tougher than they looked, and he wanted to be sure he killed it.

When he was certain it was dead, he cleaned his spear and began walking again, looping around the fringe of Arnsuth and looking for signs that he might follow. One down. How many more to go? He sighed, but after seeing both Hof and Arnsuth, he knew what he had to do.
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Ulrik had spent almost his entire life in the province of Untal, but in the last days, he’d seen more of it than he had in the previous eighteen winters. Just months ago, the idea of leaving Hof and traveling to Stafford or beyond to the capital city of Chemenberg was both exciting and terrifying. Back then, he couldn’t fathom what the world beyond the barley and forest surrounding Hof might look like. He’d dreamed, all boys his age did, but he’d never acted on it because like most boys his age, he’d been more bluster than bravery. How often had he and Jaime and Paul and the others made bold assertions of what they’d do and where they’d go?

Not often, truthfully. Oh, there were a few boys here and there who fancied themselves future world travelers, but most of them kept their minds on what they could be. Paul would take over for his pa and run the smithy. Jaime would run the brewery or at least work there. If Ulrik had thought at all about doing something other than taking over his pa’s woodworking, it was learning a bit of the fae-lore that his ma knew.

But travel?

To Stafford, certainly. Maybe to Chemenberg one day just to see it, and that was it. If things had gone differently, he would make the two-day journey to the county capital once or twice a year to help sell his pa’s specialty projects. Then maybe, when he was old enough to have a trade but not old enough to have a wife, he would venture to Chemenberg. Chances were, like many of the men who’d come of age before him in Hof, he would come running right back with stories to tell and the want for adventure burned from his soul. Things were simple in Hof. Easy. His pa had told him that was a good thing. Franklin had been right.

Ulrik sighed, peering down into a mossy glen and at a little stream fifty paces below the ridge he was crouched upon. For weeks now, he’d been stalking County Royo and beyond, looking for signs of the elves and hunting them down one by one. The first days, many of them had been caught up in a bloodlust. It hadn’t been difficult to see where they’d been, but fortunately for the people living in this region, it soon became more difficult because the elves stopped killing indiscriminately. He still stumbled across signs of their work—they were not benign invaders—but they were careful about what they did and the signs they left behind.

Or perhaps the natural laws had asserted themselves, and the little buggers could no longer claim they’d been attacked giving them justification to kill these people. Either way, he was having trouble following them now.

Ulrik wasn’t sure if these weeks had been wasted or not. He’d killed six of the elves, but scores more had escaped his reach. They could be anywhere from Kilsenay to Ehrstadt now, so he had veered southeast, heading back toward the capital, but he was taking a long route, traveling over rough terrain, looking for hints of where the elves might have gone.

Torn apart carcasses were easy enough to follow, but he’d started noticing other subtle differences in their wakes, and the last elf he’d found had been because of those changes. Now, as he looked down into the glen, he nodded. It was a lush, verdant little valley, dotted with white-barked aspen trees, their small leaves only letting in a dappled scatter of sunlight to the ground below. When the wind blew, those leaves rustled like chimes, filling the area with their music. Tall grass covered most of the ground, interspaced with stones the size of large dogs huddled by the creek. The stones were topped with thick green moss. He could smell it, even from atop the ridge. The water of the stream spilled clear and clean, bubbling over rocks, rushing over a short waterfall at the top of the valley.

It was, in short, one of the most beautiful and peaceful places Ulrik had ever seen. As best as he could tell, they were a day away from any civilization. It was an ideal haunt for sprites. Dusk was approaching, and already, it was shadowed down there in the glen. The place ought to be filled with the twinkling lights of the flying fae. Back in Hof, he was used to seeing scores of them, darting out of sight the moment he focused on them, but at the edge of your vision, they rose in clouds from the dark, wild places of the forest.

He drummed his fingers on the dark shaft of his spear. There were no people about to scare them off, and the little fae seemed to be attracted to Ulrik when all else was quiet. In the evenings, their twinkling lights would surround the shaft of his spear, and they would cluster on the leather of his hauberk. Those dancing lights sensed something of the magic imbued by their own kind.

The gear was sprite-crafted, Ilse had told him. How those little creatures could fashion a spear, he had no idea. Perhaps in their own realm, things were different, but in the realm of man, they seemed harmless enough, and he wasn’t sure he could shoo them away even if he tried, so he ignored them as he always had.

But down below in this lush, narrow valley, there were none of the sprites floating through the shadows. Maybe the sprites just didn’t live around here, or maybe another fae had taken residence in the glen and had frightened them off.

The elves he’d found did not disappear like the fae-lore said they would. Perhaps their own realm was closed to them now, and they were stuck in the world of man and couldn’t vanish like others were able to. Either way, the little beasts running was not the problem. Quite the opposite. When they saw him, they attacked. They were tiny but vicious, like angry little dogs, except the elves would do more than nip at you. He’d found hundreds of their victims. It was why he had to do this.

Ulrik circled the valley, coming off the ridge and entering from the downstream end. His boots fell on thick turf, and the bubbling stream covered any noise from his breath or inadvertent scuffs from his steps.

He held his spear loose and ready, trying to recall the advice the thief takers had given him on approaching a target, trying to keep his eyes open like Gerhard Fischer would have instructed. What would Captain Tilly do? Rush in and start chopping off heads, trusting his armor to protect him? Each of the men had given Ulrik coaching, and he imagined it’d been the finest instruction a man could ask for, but every time an elf came charging at him, all thought fled, and instinct and panic took over. Mostly panic. Did one become used to this sort of thing?

The glen smelled of spring. Despite the cold wind that still raked the hills around the valley, wildflowers were sprouting. Thin paths through the high grass showed where animals came to drink from the stream, but there were no signs of elves or any other fae.

Ulrik paused halfway up the small valley. A hundred paces before him was the waterfall, just waist high, but keeping back a wide, flat pool of water. It would be cold and refreshing. He scratched his neck with his left hand. It’d been some time since he’d bathed. Too cold? Maybe not if he built a fire and had it crackling and burning hot to welcome him when he finished the plunge. Walking again, he came to the base of the rock ledge where the water spilled over and peeked into the clear pool. He frowned.

Colorful orange and black fish, the size of his arm, swam languidly in the crystal-clear water. Light from somewhere reflected off their scales, making the orange shimmer and the black sparkle like a night sky. Beneath them, the bottom of the pool was scattered liberally with a veritable carpet of gold marks. The fish drifted over that gleaming metal, and the gold reflected on the underside of their scales. It was an invitation.

Ulrik snorted.

“They are real, man-child,” a voice purred. “Pressed in the king’s own treasury. Gold beyond your means, more than you’d earn in a hundred lifetimes. I’ve seen your future, man-child. I know you. You will die poor unless you bargain with me.”

Turning, Ulrik found a small figure standing in the middle of the valley where he’d just walked. “If you know me, then you know it’s not gold I desire.”

“You thirst for the blood of my kin.”

Ulrik held his spear ready, wondering what the monster’s game was. If it told the truth, then it must know how this encounter was going to end. Could the fae lie? The bargains they made were like iron shackles, but did that mean they spoke truth before the agreement was made?

“I can smell their demise on you,” the elf murmured, putting its thumbs beneath the narrow suspenders that held up its trousers.

The elf wore no shirt or jacket. It had curled wooden shoes and a pointed hat. It looked older than the other elves he’d faced, though with its smooth skin and delicate features, he wasn’t sure how he had decided that.

“I can smell much of the hate and rage that they brought with them, as well,” the elf continued, its tone somber. “Evil has occurred within our realm since I last visited. It has made my brothers and sisters mad creatures. I do not like what you did, man-child, but I understand it. They’re enraged at the loss of their own, as you’re enraged at the loss of yours.”

“They commit murder while I seek justice.”

“This is true,” the elf admitted, “though justice dispensed by the judge is not always just. Ha. Do you like my words?”

Ulrik took a cautious step closer. The elf was twenty paces from him, and he was not confident he could strike it with his spear if he threw the weapon. Letting go of the sprite-crafted spear was a risk he would avoid unless he was certain he could find his target.

“Why do you wish to harm me?” the elf asked him.

Laughing, Ulrik shook his head. “I do not wish to harm you, but I must. It is my task.”

“Must? Pfah. There is no must, fae-killer. Yes, I know who you are. It is a task but not the task. It is what you do, not who you are, unless you make it so.”

Ulrik kept approaching.

“What did my cousins do to earn your justice, fae-killer?”

“They killed hundreds,” Ulrik told the elf.

“Ah, but I did not,” the little creature claimed. “I have been here, in this place, for many years now. I have sought peace and isolation. I have committed no crimes. If you, in a rage at the death of your people, come and slaughter me who has done nothing, how are you any better than my kin that you hunt? There are bad elves, but that is not our nature, just like there are bad men. Doing right or wrong is a choice each of us makes.”

Pausing, Ulrik frowned at the elf.

It smiled at him. “It is good you can still think.”

“We can agree about the elves that came through the gateway,” Ulrik muttered, “but you should’ve met the first elf I ever spoke to. Maybe it’s not your nature, but so far every elf I’ve met has made the same choice.”

“The elves you’ve encountered were nasty things, I am sure,” the elf replied, doffing its little pointed cap, then replacing it. “I did not come to your realm to isolate from your people but from my own. They are often unkind, but could you not say the same about men? There is a great swell of sorrow many leagues to the south. It is not us causing it, I don’t think. Your armies and your wars. Firearms and swords. Castles and artillery. These are not things we brought to you. They are no work of the fae. Those weapons of destruction are the work of man alone. I have been here a long time, man-child. What happens to the south? Is it… fae of another sort?”

“It is not,” Ulrik allowed, grimacing at the little creature before him. “To the south, men are killing men, though some say it is because of the fae. Bah, you are right. We kill each other often enough, and it has nothing to do with you, but if what people say is true, then it is the fae that brings the worst terror we have ever faced.”

“Which fae?”

“The skiengvaal.”

The elf winced and gripped its suspenders tighter. “They are here already?”

“They have been,” Ulrik said, shifting his grip on the spear. “I don’t know where they are now.”

“They’ll be back,” the elf muttered, glancing down at its little wooden shoes. It looked up to Ulrik. “The line of the kings is over, then?”

Ulrik blinked.

“The mage’s bargain was temporary at best, a death sentence at worst. Bah, I warned him…”

“The mage?”

The elf nodded, its pointed hat whipping back and forth. “Six hundred years ago, the abominations first visited your realm. They had already caused chaos in many of the others. The mage, he thought himself wise, but I worry he was not. He bargained with them and sent them away, but the truce could not hold. The gifts of the skiengvaal contain hidden barbs, you see. They are traps. He knew that, but he thought himself clever. He was, true, but the skiengvaal are cruel. Could he account for what he and his people would turn them into? Your truth made their truth.”

“What?”

The elf waved a hand. “I forget how short lived your kind are. I suppose much of that has been forgotten.”

“Speak plainly, elf. I have no time for your tricks and your lies.”

The elf bobbed its head in acknowledgement. “We think ourselves amusing, but I can understand how your kind does not comprehend our jests. I was speaking plainly, man-child. I have been here long. This danger has been growing from a time before you could know, but even in the face of death, what is life without fun?”

“My mother is bound to your realm, fae,” Ulrik growled, heat flashing through his face. “Her soul imprisoned in your service. That is a jest? Is that fun?”

The elf scratched its head underneath its hat. “Not my jest, man-child, but look at it this way. What would have happened to her had she not made the bargain?”

Ulrik frowned, listening to the creature’s words but forcing himself to discount them, to ignore the false honey on its tongue. Never bargain with the fae unless you knew what you were doing. He did not. He could readily admit that to himself, and he was comfortable with it. Talking to these little beasts wasn’t his role in this world. Slowly, trying not to startle the creature, he took a step forward.

“What would have happened to her and to you?” the elf pressed. “Nothing good is my guess, but if she is in our care, then there could be a time she is not in our care, and if she made such a bargain… It was to save you, yes? And look at you now, standing tall and proud, clad in fae-crafted armor, holding fae-crafted weaponry, the death of my kin clinging to you. Prison cells have locks, and you are the key. That is the joke, don’t you see? You think you and your mother were cursed, with her destined for an eternity of service, but you were blessed. You have a chance to free her. Better than death for you both, eh?”

Grunting, Ulrik raised his spear, contemplating rushing the elf and stabbing the sharp tip right through that bare chest.

It leaned toward him. “What would have happened to her if she hadn’t made the bargain? What would have happened to you?”

“I don’t know.”

“Hmm. Yes you do,” the elf accused.

Ulrik frowned. “Maybe I do.

“Very well. In that case, we shall work together.”

“We shall… what?”

The elf clapped its hands. “This will be fun.”

Ulrik leveled his spear at the elf. “I am the fae-killer.”

“Yes, yes,” the elf said, scampering to the side and ducking down by the trunk of a tree.

There was a hole there Ulrik had not seen. The elf poked its head inside, its little bare legs and wooden shoes still sticking out, wiggling adorably. He strongly considered walking up behind the thing and stabbing it in the back, but its words, meant to enchant him or not, had worked their magic. This elf’s kin had done great crime, but as far as he knew, this individual was innocent.

Annoying, but innocent.

Could he judge the elves as a race without acknowledging members of his own race were equally as evil? He could not stomach the idea of Count Fashan or the Emperor Honxul representing him as a person, so how could he hang that on the elf?

The elf popped back out, carrying a petite sack it slung over one shoulder. “Where to?”

“I don’t…”

The elf waved a hand at him. “Ehrstadt, of course! It was a rhetorical question. Where else would we go?”

“I-I…” Ulrik stammered, staring down at the little fae, still not sure this was a good idea or even what the idea was, for that matter. Work together, it had said? Work together at what?

The elf stared at him placidly. “It’s been hundreds of years since I visited Ehrstadt. Do they still have tigers at the zoo?”


The Queen IV
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“I don’t think the captain trusts me yet,” Count Trabean murmured, glancing over his shoulder at Captain Allgood, who stalked behind the count and the queen, giving them a polite fifteen paces of distance but no more.

“The captain doesn’t trust anyone,” Queen Ursula Marchand responded. She grinned at the head of her royal guard. “He has reason.”

“He has reason to distrust me more than others,” Trabean worried with a sigh.

“There are those he worries about more,” she assured him. Then, she frowned. “I didn’t mean…”

The count grinned at her. “It’s the truth. There are a small handful of less trustworthy people in your kingdom than I. It can be my claim to fame, and I suppose there are worse mottos—he’s not the most awful.”

Ursula snaked her arm under the count’s, pulling him close and ignoring his jibe. “It’s cold out still, isn’t it.”

“That’s why all of the animals are hiding?” he asked, peering into a cage as they strolled through the grounds of the zoo. “Can’t say I blame them. Like me, they’re ready for spring’s warmth. After years in the capital, I’ve come to accept I am not built for this climate and Ehrstadt’s cold, windy streets.”

“Sorry. I thought that⁠—”

He hugged her arm. “Not a complaint about you, Your Majesty. The day is cold but refreshing. Your maids try so hard to make you comfortable, but I’m afraid they’ve kept your salon baking like an oven through the winter. It is just as bad as the frosty air! It’s a nice change to be outside, and whatever chill seeps into us will be pleasantly banished once we’re indoors.”

“If you think the salon is warm, you should feel how hot they keep it in my bedchamber,” she muttered, and a flush immediately heated her face. “I, ah…”

Trabean stumbled, pulling her close to him, then righted himself. “Feeling the heat of your bedchamber would be…”

“Inappropriate,” she concluded hastily. “That would be inappropriate.”

“Inappropriate but not unpleasant,” he said quietly. Her face burned brighter, and he coughed. “And now I’m the one speaking out of turn. I am sorry, Your Majesty. It’s just that… I am glad you accepted my gift of the pistols, and I was able to see you again. I’m glad we’re spending time together, whether it be in the cold at an empty zoo, at a crowded opera, in your salon, or anywhere else you’re willing to share your time with me. I enjoy being by your side wherever you are. None of it matters to me except that we are together.”

“You sound like you’re courting me,” she told him.

“Perhaps I am.”

They walked together another couple of hundred paces.

“Before, I wanted to follow proper etiquette,” he said. “I asked my aunt and my uncle how I should proceed. They were discussing it with their advisors, and everything was taking a very long time. I spoke to Premier Sigismund, hoping for his insight. I followed protocol to the best of my ability, but I realize now how little any of that mattered. The only thing that mattered—the only person’s opinion I should have cared about—was yours. If you are willing, then yes, Your Majesty, I would like to court you formally.”

She laughed, leaning against him, and said, “You have Her Majesty’s permission to court Her Majesty, be it at the zoo, the opera, or in her bedchamber, but if you do so, please stop calling her Your Majesty.”

“Ursula…” he whispered.

“In another time,” she told him, “the games and the intricate dance of courtship might be enjoyable. Who does not like a good party or the thrill of secretive glances, a fleeting caress? But we are in a time of war. Your county and my kingdom are on the cusp of violation. Heavy decisions rest on our shoulders. Lives hang on the balance of what we command. Let us not waste our hours circling each other, sending and interpreting words and gestures. Let us speak plainly with each other. Count Trabean, I like you, and I believe you like me. We are important people with much to do, but with each other, we can be comfortable and relaxed. When we are together, it is one of the only times I feel safe enough to let my guard down. I do not have to wear the face of the queen when I am with you. I will not waste that precious time winking at you over a fan, sending coy notes or directing my secretaries to arrange chance encounters where we purportedly accidentally cross each other’s paths. When we have the time, let us be bold and spend it with each other as we see fit. However we see fit.”

“I appreciate your directness, Your Majesty.” He cleared his throat. “I mean, Ursula. Bah, calling a queen by her name will take some getting used to.”

They walked on, strolling arm in arm through the empty zoo, Captain Allgood behind them, a score of his men meandering about the stone pathways, staying far enough away they could not hear the conversation but close enough they could come to her defense should it be necessary. Had she been direct enough? Why was this man still escorting her about an empty zoo?

Finally, his voice tight like a petitioner before her throne, he suggested, “Would you care for a glass of wine, Ursula? Perhaps in your salon where it is warm. Then, perhaps after that wine or another, you can show me just how warm the rest of the rooms are in your chambers?”

She smiled at him. It was all rather formal and silly, but she was the queen, and how else could she expect everyone to act around her? She must give him credit that even if he was dancing about it like a nervous boy attending his first society presentation, the man was finally getting to the point.
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Captain Allgood grumpily positioned himself outside of the doors of her chambers, his men assuming their regular posts covering all of the entries and exits to the room. Brunhilda, the queen’s head of house, was not quite so willing to dispense with protocol with a young man in the queen’s chambers. The sour-faced woman insisted on a pair of girls remaining in the room to pour wine and fetch refreshments at the queen’s beck and call.

Ursula had smirked at the older woman but did not object. Not yet, anyway. She had never been with a man, not like she was intending, and a little bit of wine beforehand sounded like the perfect way to steady her nerves.

Count Trabean, whether he felt the same tension she did or simply because he was thirsty, did not object either. He must have been with a woman before. It was expected of men of his age with his means. There was a reason they all congregated in certain taverns on certain streets near the university. It was only women of genteel birth who were required to remain chaste. Ursula had behaved herself, though more by circumstance than intent. In Mertz, there’d been no one of her station who could have been an acceptable paramour. In Ehrstadt, that had not changed. Should she tell him? How did one breach that subject with a man she was hoping would be her first? Or did one breach the subject? Maybe she should just… figure it out.

She gulped her wine, and her maid poured her more, eyes downcast, a smile curling her lips. Ursula grinned nervously. Whatever Brunhilda’s intent with these girls in the room, the pair looked more excited about the prospect of the queen taking a man to bed than offended.

“You kept them?” Count Trabean asked from the other side of her salon. He was looking at her desk, where the brace of pistols he’d gifted her was displayed. He rose and moved to stand over them. “They’ve been polished. I figured they’d be stashed in some storeroom in the basement, if not thrown out on the lawn. It had been so tense between us…”

“Of course I kept them, and of course they’ve been polished,” she said, coming to join him. She grinned at him. “Everything in this room gets dusted and polished every day. I left the pistols here because it’s a dangerous world, and a lady needs protection. When anyone visits me, they see these firearms and understand I am prepared to defend myself. I hope the warning is enough and that I never have to use these, as handsome as they are. I also… they were from you.”

Not meeting her gaze, Trabean traced a finger along the steel of one of the pistols. “Cuirassier’s guns. The long barrels make them heavy, but they hold their aim for up to thirty paces, and the shot is big enough to stop an armored man in his tracks. A lighter pistol, one used for hunting small game, is what would typically be gifted to a noblewoman. The gunsmith argued for that, but I insisted. I thought this would be more practical. If you ever need to use them, you won’t have to hold them for long. Fired in a room this size, one shot will do it for anyone you hit.”

“I hope there’s a day we can laugh about you gifting me weapons of war instead of guns for hunting and play.”

He put his hand on hers and left it there.

“I worry if I do need to use them, I won’t know how.”

Trabean glanced at her. “I thought…”

“I shot a man once. Maybe two. It was so… At Mertz, atop the battlement when Clermont attacked. There was a soldier rushing from a siege tower. I stood there and pulled the trigger when the door dropped. It was the bravest thing I had ever done. I fired two pistols at the men who emerged from that smoke and ash. I held them steady, and my aim was true, but my soldiers had loaded and primed the weapons beforehand. I can cock a hammer and squeeze a trigger, but I don’t know the first thing about loading a pistol. My father thought hunting was a sport for men and women, not for girls.”

“Then my gift is only half-given,” Trabean said. “What use is a firearm if you don’t know how to load it? Here, let me show you.”

He moved his hand from hers, which she was sad about. He took up one of the guns.

“It’s a flintlock, the latest technology and the finest craftsmanship I could afford. All you need to load it is powder and shot. See the horn here and this canister? Often, cuirassiers will pre-load their shot in balls of paper. It’s faster, they claim, and I’m sure easier on the back of a running horse.”

“Show me,” she said, putting her hand on his arm.

The count dutifully loaded the weapon with powder and shot then half-cocked it. “It won’t fire like this. You must pull it back all of the way, but it’s primed.”

“If any man enters this room with ill intent, I should shoot them, you think?”

He turned toward her and grinned. “What sort of things might you consider ill intent? Some men may have intentions that your guards or advisors would object to but which I think you may… welcome.”

“That sounds dangerous,” she said, taking a step toward him. “Tell me more.”

One of the maids cleared her throat. “Another bottle of wine, and some refreshments, Your Majesty?”

“Yes,” Ursula breathed. “Both of you go, please. Take your time.”

“Of course,” the maid said, offering a curtsey and a wink for Count Trabean. “We’ll be back in an hour. Or two?”

Evidently realizing there’d be no response, the women scurried out, and Ursula could hear Allgood’s rumbling voice in the hall. She ignored it, and the women closed the door firmly behind themselves.

“Your bedchamber,” Count Trabean croaked. “You said it’s rather… warm?”

“It is,” she replied, then reached behind his head and pulled him close to her.

His lips met hers, his arm wrapped around her back, and she felt his hand on her hip. He tasted of wine, and as he pulled her tight against him, she was surprised to feel how strong he was. His arms and chest were as heavily muscled as any of her champions or the dragon knights. He held her easily, and she knew he could have overpowered her in moments, but he did not need to. This was where she was meant to be. His arms cradling her were gentle, but his kiss was not. He was hungry and insistent, and she found herself responding, putting both hands on his face, holding him tight.

“Should we… The bedchamber?” he asked, his words spilling into her open mouth.

“Yes…”

He held her hand and drew her after him, passing through her dressing room and into the bedchamber. It was warm, as she’d promised, the only light from the baking glow of the embers left after the morning’s fire. Count Trabean put his hand on her shoulder and tugged at her dress, fumbling like a nervous boy.

She informed him, “You have to untie it.”

He spun her, and she felt him pulling on the laces and the bows and the buttons that bound into her into the mess of lace and silk.

“Fortune’s Curse,” he mumbled. “Who could design such a thing?”

“Here,” she said with a laugh, and from her belt, she pulled the dagger Ilse Brinke had given to her. “I only wear most of my dresses once anyway.”

“You’re sure?” he asked, leaning close to her and kissing the side of the neck. “If Captain Allgood walks in here and finds me with a dagger in my hand…”

“Then you’d better hurry so that it’s not a dagger you’re holding onto.”

Trabean reached for the knife, then yelped. The blade fell from her hand as she tried to pass it to him.

“I am sorry. Did…”

“That is sharp,” he hissed. “Don’t worry. I’m not injured. It just surprised me.”

“If you want something done right…” she muttered.

She reached back to untie the cords that held her dress tight. It was difficult to manage on her own, she normally had two or three women working those loops and ties, but the count was going to be at it all day, and she was done waiting.

“Ursula!” Count Trabean cried, grabbing her shoulders and throwing her aside.

She collapsed to the floor, confused and frightened. Why had— There was a twang and a loud impact. A grunt and a curse. Furniture crashed, and she heard the heavy thump of flesh striking flesh.

“Run!” a pained Trabean shouted. “Assassin.”

In the low glow of the fire, she could see dark forms struggling, but which was the count and which was their assailant, she couldn’t determine.

“Run!” the count bellowed before cutting off in a choking wheeze. He gasped out between strained grunts, “Allgood. Get the captain.”

The queen lurched off the floor and ran toward the door of her dressing room, shouting at the tops of her lungs for the captain of her guard. She flew through the room and burst into the blue salon at the same time the hallway door was flung open. Captain Allgood barreled inside, sword raised.

She called to him, “Assassin!”

“Ursula,” Trabean yelled, following her into the salon.

Blood streaked half his face, and his left arm hung limp at his side. She covered her mouth with her hand. Blood matted his entire sleeve. He was limping.

Captain Allgood plowed into the count, shoving him off his feet in a flying tackle that sent them both smashing into the wall, the captain’s armored shoulder hammering into Trabean’s gut, blasting the wind from the count’s lungs.

In the doorway behind Trabean, a dark figure pulled something back, and she heard the click of a crossbow cocking. As the assassin raised its weapon, she reached to the side. Fumbling, she found the handle of the pistol Trabean had loaded moments before. She raised it, and the figure snarled, hastily setting a bolt in the groove of the crossbow.

Ursula clicked back the hammer and squeezed the trigger. The pistol jerked in her hand, feeling like it was ripping her arm from her shoulder. She didn’t recall that recoil from the last time she’d shot a man, but she remembered the way a body froze when a whistling ball of lead tore through it. The assassin stood stock still. Then, the crossbow fell from its hands, and the figure toppled forward.

“Fortune’s Curse,” Captain Allgood growled, standing above the prone form of Count Trabean, glancing between him and the man Ursula had just shot. “It wasn’t Trabean this time? I really thought…”

“No,” she said, staring at the doorway to her dressing room. “If he hadn’t been there…”

Guards were rushing into the blue salon, weapons drawn, that same confused and terrified look on their faces that she was becoming accustomed to. Already, the alarm bells were clanging their familiar cadence. Again, yet again, assassins had breached the queen’s inner sanctum. Again, Count Trabean had saved her life.

The count was looking up at her, still lying on the floor at Captain Allgood’s feet. A wry grin curled his lips, but his eyes told of a sharp pain.

She pushed Allgood aside and knelt by Trabean, her finger probing the wound on his shoulder. It was deep but far from any organs. The wound on his scalp was the same, a bloody laceration from his forehead to his ear, tracing the edge of his hairline. His leg had no obvious wound that would have caused his limp, but she recalled the violence of him grappling with the assassin. A twisted ankle, a kicked knee, but he’d been walking. It wouldn’t be anything he couldn’t recover from.

“You’re going to be fine,” she said, a laugh escaping her lips. “Sorry. I know it hurts, but… Your stomach?”

His hands were clutched protectively over his gut. Trabean moaned theatrically. “I think the good captain smashed my belly button through my spine.” He saw her anxious look and assured her, “No permanent damage, I don’t think. It hurts something awful, but once I can get my breath, I’ll be fine. My face, is it…”

“You may scar,” she told him, tracing the laceration with a gentle finger, smearing the blood on his forehead. “I hope you wear it as a banner of your loyalty and love for your queen.”

She bent forward and kissed him.


The Spy IV
[image: ]


“You could have left me in the north, you know,” Landgravine Aileen Brandt complained. “It was a rough life, full of manual labor, constant hardship, little protection from the weather, and none of the entertainments to be found in a place such as this, but not once in the entire time I was in Darford did someone ask me to do paperwork.”

Gerhard Fisher grinned at the girl over the table and a teetering stack of documents.

“Your queen has not made it any easier,” the newly crowned landgravine continued. “Administering a province from afar is no simple task. If I had advisors I could trust, men who I knew… Bah. That fault is as much mine as yours. I was the one who left. I was the one who paid so little attention to my father’s court, but the rest of it, that was you.”

Bobbing his head in acknowledgement, the spy decided not to mention that everyone the girl knew north of the border was dead now, as was her father and her sister, and she’d gained her throne through his machinations. They both knew these facts and accepted them, but it was more pleasant for both to treat the matter lightly, to jest about it rather than face the circumstances as they were.

Aileen held up a piece of paper. “Ambassador Illian Tressel is being rather generous with us, I think, and not taking advantage of the situation as he could. He knows secrets that are dangerous to me if they were spoken in Ehrstadt, and he knows the men and women of my father’s court better than I. He could be squeezing gold from my coffers like water from a cloth if he chose to do so. Why, Gerhard, does he not?”

The spy sat back in the chair, kicking a foot restlessly. “Because the ambassador plays for greater stakes than gold and silver. You’re new to your rule and young. If this kingdom manages to survive the coming war with Cojita, you will be one of the most powerful people in the northern continent. The world, I suppose. He could squeeze you now and regret it later, but if he is a friend when you need one…”

“The long game.”

Nodding, Gerhard said, “Illian Tressel is cunning, but he’s also aware of his place in the world. Wahrheit does not invade our northern neighbor because it’s not worth the bother. They’re peaceful, good allies who rule over a much poorer land than our own. If Wahrheit wanted to—if you wanted to, m’lady—it’d be short work to unseat the king and command his lands. No, Darford learned long ago, better to be our ally than our enemy. Tressel will call his favors when it’s time, but he does not seek to make war with you.”

“That’s good to know.” She grimaced. “I worry others in my court will not be so courteous.”

Gerhard nodded. “You should rotate them, bringing some here, sending others home. Make proximity to yourself attractive to them. Throw parties, provide introductions. Promote some of them with generous stipends and grant your favorites land. Demonstrate a willingness to reward those who please you and do so in ways that bind them to your side and are visible to those you haven’t shown your favor. If they were your father’s confidants, they’ll still be snakes, and they’ll still stab you in the back if they get the chance, but an edge is an edge. If you can make some of them your people and cause the others to hesitate, then maybe you have won.”

“I don’t know the first thing about throwing a party,” Aileen complained.

Gerhard leaned forward and winked. “Then it’s a good thing you have me.”
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Liquid chocolate spilled in a series of successive waterfalls to land in a wide pool where partygoers dipped skewers of seasonal fruits, sugar-dusted kaiserschmarren, and hunks of fresh-baked pretzels to coat them with the dark brown liquid. The chocolate swirled, constantly in motion, draining down through some hidden hole in the base of the pool to flow back behind the impressive display. It was heated there so it stayed melted, and a boy hidden within the contraption methodically worked a pedal, operating the pump that forced the warm treat back up to the top of the fountain where it spilled back down to the delight of those at the fete. It was an extravagant display and, from the murmur of excitement, quite unexpected.

Peltier & Son had outdone themselves with the clever innovation, and Landgravine Aileen Brandt would take credit for introducing a new novelty to the capital. People would be clamoring for another invitation from the recently crowned landgravine, just to see what she had in store for her next celebration.

Gerhard Fischer stood at the side of the room and smiled. Any man could recruit soldiers and arm them with fine steel and the latest arquebuses, but it took an artist to wield the soft power of desire. Whether in a bedchamber or on a ballroom floor, when someone craved your attention, it gave you a measure of control over them.

The high houses pretended they were above the fracas, too important to play the petty games of power that the lower houses did, but it was not true. More so than anyone, the rulers of the provinces nurtured the needs of their lessers, tying invisible strings to those below them in social standing, so that when time came to call in their favors, the harvest they reaped would be a bountiful one.

Jan Lehmann, whose attention rarely turned from frantic updates from the south, appeared captivated by the chocolate fountain. Bolder than the lower nobility, he’d attempted to peek behind the gargantuan setup, but one of Peltier’s assistants had seen the landgrave’s spy attempt and had hurried forward to distract the lord with a tray of new foodstuffs to dip into the chocolate and a suggestion about which bubbly wine to pair with the dripping delicacy.

Gerhard, guided by Noah’s recommendations throughout the years, had selected the wines himself. Most of the attendees quaffed indifferently, but others paused, pursing their lips and peering at the glasses after a sip. Those few opinions were the only ones that would matter. They would declare the wines excellent, and it would be one more accolade heaped upon the party in the days to come.

Aileen Brandt’s people would see the attention she was earning from the other high houses, and it would strengthen her hold on them. Other lower nobility would notice and perhaps wonder should they curry her favor as well? Even when it was not the ruler of your own province, having a landgravine as a patron was a powerful victory amongst the nobility.

“Your doing, I presume?” a soft voice asked, hardly louder than a whisper.

Gerhard turned and saw Landgravine Helga Muller standing beside him.

“Did I surprise you?” she asked.

He bowed to her. “Apologies, Landgravine, I’ve been so enamored with this newfangled⁠—”

“I know who you are, Gerhard Fischer,” the landgravine interrupted. “I know you’ve been shepherding the newest member of the high council. I am curious as to why, though. What does the queen seek that this girl is able to provide? Aileen is the weakest of us, and her province is in disarray. If Aufield wasn’t our greatest source for the tools of war, the province would be teetering on the edge of catastrophe. We’d be counting the days until a high house finally fell from power. Some of us already had been, to be frank.”

“The queen seeks nothing,” Gerhard quipped, “but she appreciates loyalty.”

Landgravine Muller laughed. “Sharp words, spy. It seems your reputation for boldness is well-deserved.”

The landgravine bobbed her head in acknowledgement as Landgravine Fintra Bohm glided by, attended by a gaggle of young ladies, presumably presenting themselves as available should the landgravine’s son, the scion of House Bohm, descend from the Roost looking for a companion.

“I thought House Bohm wanted to kill you,” Helga Muller remarked, watching as Fintra strolled away.

Gerhard shrugged. “Fintra and I have agreed to a truce of sorts. There are bigger concerns than settling a personal vendetta. Also, I don’t think she wants to deal with the questions that would arise from murdering me in public.”

Landgravine Muller shook her head. “You know better than that. Don’t get yourself killed, spy. It’ll make things awkward for more of us than just Fintra.”

Gerhard held up his hands and nodded behind them to the wall he’d been standing against. “I’m a trusting soul, Landgravine, but I still take precautions.”

“I didn’t sneak up on you, did I?” the landgravine accused. “You were watching me approach?”

“I am always watching you, Landgravine Muller.”

She rolled her eyes. “It makes me nervous when agents of the ministry show their faces in public. Your work is best done in the shadows, I’ve always believed.”

“As have I,” Gerhard responded. “Unfortunately, I think it will be quite difficult for me to return to anonymity and the comfort of darkness. My face has become known amongst those who used to be my prey. It’s very annoying.”

“Woe to the married women of this kingdom for being deprived of a little bit of entertainment on the side,” Helga Muller commiserated. “An entire generation of noble women was able to feel alive again, sharing a bed with you, all in exchange for their husbands’ deepest, darkest secrets. In truth, most of them would have considered that a fair trade, but what is this world coming to when a spy does their work standing in the middle of a party!”

Gerhard granted the woman a tight smile. She was probing for something, but he did not know what, and that terrified him. Helga Muller had been alive longer than any of the other rulers of the high houses, and in her span of years, reports were that she’d doubled the treasury of Hurmhaven. She’d positioned herself as the senior statesman on the high council, the voice of reason amidst the bluster and betrayal that was common in that group. She’d survived assassination attempts, bouts of piracy off her shores, and four husbands. She had the honest respect of her peers, which was a rare thing in the high council. Even the minister of intelligence moved cautiously when it came to Hurmhaven. With Klafen under threat from Cojita, Brenay weakened by Leland Laurent’s reckless attempt to ally with Clermont, Aufield’s landgrave beheaded by the queen, and Untal’s landgrave poisoned to death by his wife, Helga Muller’s Hurmhaven was stronger than ever.

Frowning, Gerhard wondered. Was Hurmhaven now the most powerful of all of the provinces? It was difficult to say. The ministry knew much of what occurred in the provinces, but they could not know all. Like himself, Helga Muller preferred to work in the shadows.

He cleared his throat. “What can I help you with, Landgravine?”

“Who attacked Captain Tilly in Untal? I heard the foolishness about my dresses or some nonsense and the ballistae your agents believed they were going to find. It was all clearly a setup, but a setup by whom and why?”

Gerhard crossed his arms over his chest and raised an eyebrow.

“Bah, you spies! We are in this together, can’t you see? I need the dragon knights to keep the waters off Hurmhaven clear of those pirates from Kilsenay. An attack upon Captain Tilly and his men and women is an attack upon me, not to mention a distraction from the savages approaching from the south. I do not stand to benefit from an ambush on the dragon knights. Lina Lehmann was there as well. No, don’t deny it. I know. My grandson means to court her when he comes of age. It’s a logical match for both House Muller and House Lehmann. Why would I disrupt that?”

“The girl is an apprentice to the dragon knights,” Gerhard mentioned.

“Aye, so even if I didn’t fancy the girl, I wouldn’t need to kill her to force my grandson to choose another. Surely, with a mind like yours, you can see there’s no benefit to me conducting such an attack on the dragon knights.”

Dropping his arms, Gerhard admitted, “Aye.”

“But who does benefit?” Helga Muller pressed. “Not Fintra Bohm, unless she could have somehow foreseen the captain falling into her bed as a result of all of this. Bah, the woman is a scorpion, but not even she could have orchestrated such a complicated and dangerous plan. House Lehmann does not benefit, either. They need the dragon knights hale and aloft more than anyone, and the heir to House Brandt is under the royal thumb now, thanks to you. Why would you attack your own?”

“I am following,” Gerhard allowed.

“There’s only one landgrave left,” the landgravine hissed. “Leland Laurent. Does he still try to align himself with Clermont after everything? I will tell you a secret, Gerhard Fischer. Marquis Gustav Klimanq is in Ehrstadt. He was spotted two weeks past, but we’ve lost him since. If he’s here still, you can guess what he’s doing, and you can guess who he is doing it with. I can’t say for certain Laurent has gotten completely into bed with Clermont, but why else would he still be dealing with the marquis? You and the rest of the ministry need to watch the queen’s back.”

“I have a gift for you in return for your secret, Landgravine,” Gerhard replied. “Marquis Gustav Klimanq is dead because we are, in fact, watching the queen’s back.”

Helga Muller nodded, then glanced at him sharply. “Did Laurent give him to you?”

“In a sense.”

“Did he earn your trust that way?”

Smiling affably, Gerhard answered, “I trust Leland Laurent as much as I trust any member of the high houses. Do not worry, Landgravine. We will keep a close eye on him.”

Landgravine Muller cackled but then leaned toward him. “Trust me or not, I do not care, but you must learn who was responsible for the attack upon Captain Tilly. I have been at this game longer than you’ve been alive, spy, and one thing I have learned is that when something feels out of place, that is the thread you must pull. The threat of Cojita is obvious, as is Clermont’s influence. Those dangers are known, and we can account for them. It is the unknown that is going to get us all killed. There’s another player out there with a bigger appetite than I’ve seen. This isn’t about winning a county from a rival or convincing a guild to favor your trade. It’s about the entire kingdom.”

“The danger of the unknown is not lost on either the minister of intelligence or me,” he assured her. He tried to stand casually but then dispensed with the charade and turned toward the landgravine. “We understand the danger, but the truth is we do not know who this other player is. Could it be Laurent? I wonder even more after he gave us Klimanq. Could it be you, or Clermont playing bolder than we understand? Even Darford? We have not eliminated anything or anyone from consideration, but so far, they’ve hidden their hands well. If you know anything, I will work with you, Landgravine. The crown wishes no ill toward Hurmhaven or yourself. We are stronger together, and in the years ahead, we will need that strength.”

“Fair enough,” Helga Muller allowed. “I wish you knew more than you do, but all I can ask is the truth. You are right, spy. We must work together because none of our networks are sufficient to face what is coming. My people have missed much, but so have yours.”

He frowned at her.

“It’s not just the queen’s back you should watch tonight. Knives are coming for your pet landgravine. Watch her closely, or she shall not see the dawn.”

“Who is sending them?”

“Not you or I, and she certainly didn’t pay to have herself killed, so that narrows it down to three who could be bold enough to strike at the provinces. I believe you can figure it out from there.”

Gerhard grunted, and the landgravine nodded to him and drifted away. The spy looked across the room, where Aileen Brandt was surrounded by a throng of admirers. He swallowed. Would they be so bold to strike here, in the midst of a party at her own manse?
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The carriage rumbled to a halt, and Gerhard’s heart sank. Across from him, perched nervously on a padded bench seat, huddled beneath a mound of furs, sat Landgravine Aileen Brandt.

She whispered, “Is this it?”

Grimacing, Gerhard moved to one window, then the other. He clutched the grip of his rapier and cracked open the door of the carriage, straining to hear anything out of place outside. There was nothing, just the stamp of cold and restless horses and the grumbling of the squad of soldiers around the vehicle.

Gerhard stepped out of the carriage. The men were alert, performing their duties to the best of their abilities. They had ten of them, along with a footman and the driver. Several of Aileen’s soldiers were staring back at the street behind them, but most were looking ahead where the boulevard was blocked by a wall of men wearing Wahrheit’s burgundy.

“Queen’s men?” Gerhard asked.

The sergeant in charge of the squad turned to him. “Aye, they’ve been blocking the roads whenever Her Majesty travels in the city. She’s been all over the place of late. It’s been chaos, mate, but this isn’t unusual.”

Gerhard kept his eyes ahead, looking at the queen’s guard. Then, he turned and scanned the buildings around them, searching for any sign this wasn’t as it seemed.

“It isn’t unusual, is it?” the sergeant questioned. “You said not to stop, but we’re not rolling over the queen’s guard.”

“Of course not. Just stay alert,” Gerhard warned.

He’d told the men to expect an attack. He’d been terrified it would be at the party and had instructed Aileen to stop eating or drinking anything. It would be far too easy for a talented assassin to introduce poison in such a crowded environment. But nothing had happened, and the guests had begun to depart.

How many people had been inside House Brandt’s manse? How many could have hidden there, undetected? There were hundreds of places he could find to hide in that giant sprawl of a home, and her guards would never have found him. He’d decided to relocate the girl for the night, taking her to one of the nicest inns in the capital where no one could have expected them and where they could easily station a heavy guard in the hallways while ministry agents made a thorough search of her manse and cleared it of any unwanted visitors.

Was it possible he’d been seen or overheard telling the driver where to take them or while sharing instructions for Aileen’s household guard and sending messages to the minister of intelligence?

An agile group of killers might have had the chance to adjust and could have decided taking them in the streets was easier than assaulting a fortified inn. It also allowed the easiest chance of escape, which some men prized.

But no attack came. They and dozens of others blocked by the queen’s guard stood impatiently, watching the burgundy-clad soldiers. Gerhard studied those around them, but no one approached within two dozen paces of the carriage. House Brandt wasn’t the crown, but no commoner would stand between a landgravine and where she was going.

“Where was the queen going tonight?” Gerhard asked, but none of the soldiers answered him. Of course they did not know; Ursula Marchand’s movements were kept secret and only shared with those who needed to know.

The excited clatter of horse hooves on cobbles heralded the coming of the queen, and at a brisk trot, her cuirassiers lead the way, followed by four carriages, one of which she would be riding in. Gerhard had no doubt Count Trabean would be accompanying her, and the other vehicles would be filled with her guard, acting as decoys so that any attackers would have to spend their efforts on all four of the carriages instead of just one. Captain Tom Allgood was learning his role quickly.

“Fortune’s Favor,” the sergeant murmured. “Nothing to worry about, eh? Keep looking sharp, boys. We’re not done until the girl’s tucked in nice and safe with a company of steel around her.”

Gerhard nodded appreciation and swung back up into the carriage. He told Aileen, “Even you must stop for the queen, it seems.”

“Where was she?”

He shrugged, sitting down across from the young landgravine.

“It would have been a boon had she attended my party,” Aileen murmured. “I did not expect her to, but everyone else of importance in the city was there. I can’t think there was any society left in Ehrstadt, outside of the palace.”

Gerhard blinked, then cursed. He lurched toward the door, calling to the sergeant, “Turn us. Turn us now!”

[image: ]



He was a breath late, which saved his life. As Gerhard punched open the carriage door, the street erupted in a terrible, thunderous roar. The carriage rocked backward as a hail of metal hammered into it. Outside, Aileen’s guards cried in terror and pain, but the incessant blast from the arquebusiers cut them off quickly. Through the open door, Gerhard watched the sergeant stagger back, a dozen lead balls smacking into him, smashing through his armor and tearing through his flesh. The man fell to the street, a mess of meat and blood.

A splinter flew off the frame of the door, nicking the spy’s cheek, and he ducked back from the opening. Aileen sat across from him, her hand raised to cover her mouth. She looked as if she was screaming, but no sound came from her. She was frozen. Another sharp thump, and the wood behind Gerhard’s head cracked.

“Fortune’s Curse,” he muttered, reaching to grab Aileen. “Get on the floor.”

He pulled her down, and she did not resist, but it was like pulling along a human-sized doll.

The wall of the carriage buckled, and Gerhard cursed again. “They brought big guns,” he muttered.

A moment later, they were hit in the same spot, and a fist-sized hole was blown through the side of the vehicle.

Gerhard edged toward the doorway, peering out at the sergeant’s dead body and several others beyond it. “We have to move!”

Aileen said nothing.

“Stay down,” he scolded her, putting his hand on her back and shoving her closer to the floor.

The rain of shot had slowed, which Gerhard took as a sign that very soon, someone was going to come looking inside the carriage to see who had survived. How many men had been out there in the street ahead of them? A hundred?

He let go of the hilt of his rapier. The sword would do him no good against so many opponents. The horses would be as dead as the men. Their attackers wouldn’t have left the animals breathing and risk them running on their own. They were stuck.

He reached over the sprawled landgravine and shoved open the seat of the bench, peering into the storage compartment beneath it. Pillows and a fur blanket.

Twisting, he opened the other bench and grunted. There was a large tin, a box of matches, and oil for the lanterns that hung outside on the corners of the carriage. He hauled the oil canister out, wincing as he heard shouts outside. Someone was ordering men to investigate, and they were calling back for all to hold their fire. He was running out of time.

Unscrewing the top of the canister, Gerhard peeked out the door again, then drew his dagger and unceremoniously sliced a long strip off the bottom of Aileen’s dress.

“There’s a butcher shop twenty paces away. When this explodes, we run. Perhaps with the distraction, the smoke⁠—”

“A butcher shop?” Aileen mumbled, not understanding.

“They’ll have an exit out the back where they toss the scraps,” Gerhard explained, dunking the bit of fabric into the oil and cursing at the slick liquid that clung to his fingers. “Light a match.”

“A what?”

“She’s alive!” a man bellowed from outside of the carriage.

Gerhard looked up to see a soldier half a dozen paces out the doorway. He was wearing Wahrheit’s burgundy livery, but this man was no member of the queen’s guard. At a distance in the dark, it had passed, but up close, Gerhard could see they’d gotten the details of the uniform wrong. He swore at himself for not paying more attention earlier.

With a grunt, the spy tossed the man the canister of oil. Oil spilled from the tin jug, and the soldier caught it awkwardly, bobbling it and spilling more oil down his chest before he dropped it at his feet and reached for his sword. The spy struck a match and flicked it after the canister. It struck the soldier in the chest, and he ignited like a pitch-soaked torch.

Screaming in pain and confusion, the man staggered backward, but the flames were racing down his torso and legs, then across the cobbles toward the canister. Gerhard threw himself over Aileen a breath before the oil canister exploded.

“Go!” Gerhard cried, grasping Aileen’s hand, hauling her out the door, and dragging her through the flames.

Black smoke rose like a curtain, and Gerhard held his breath as they plunged through. Aileen hacked and choked behind him.

The butcher shop was dark, and the door would be locked, but it had a large window for display. As they raced across the cobblestones, another cacophony of blistering gunfire filled the street.

A man wearing Wahrheit’s burgundy appeared out of the smoke in front of the spy but was spun away as his own men peppered him with poorly aimed shot.

Gerhard wrapped his arm around Aileen as they both kept running. He half jumped, half tackled her through the window. The glass exploded inward, and they landed on a table, knocking it over and crashing to the floor. Broken bits of glass and heavy cuts of meat cascaded all around them.

Glass crunched and cut. Gerhard kicked his feet, pushing himself along with his hand. He winced as broken glass sliced his palm, but he caught Aileen’s dress with his other hand and started dragging her from the window.

A rope of sausages tangled around his leg, and he snarled, kicking it free and scrabbling over the blood and glass. Aileen started moving as well, crawling on hands and knees. They rolled behind a counter and kept crawling.

“They’re gone!” a man called from in front of the building.

“Go after them!” another voice answered. “You, to the alley. To the alley!”

They found a door behind the counter and slithered into the butcher’s storeroom. It smelled of blood and offal. Gerhard kicked the door shut, then sprang to his feet.

“Here.” Aileen knelt and stuffed a raw tenderloin of beef into the gap at the bottom of the door. She shoved it as tight as she could.

“That’s not going to—” Gerhard hissed at her.

A body slammed into the door, and it shuddered in the frame but did not open. A man cried out, “They locked it!”

“Huh,” Gerhard mumbled, shaking his head at the tenderloin and then darting toward the back door.

“They’ll be out there,” Aileen warned.

“If we stay in here, we’re dead,” Gerhard retorted, unbolting the door and flinging it open.

“Let’s go then,” Aileen said, pushing past him.

He grabbed her arm. “No, you’re right. Let’s go back out the front. Wait until we hear them.”

The landgravine knelt by the interior door, ready to pull out her makeshift doorstopper. Gerhard ran into the alley, smearing blood from his hand along the wall. He saw an empty crate and kicked it over, hoping their pursuers would think it evidence they’d passed this way.

He drew his rapier and retreated inside. In seconds, they heard calls and running in the back alley.

Aileen pulled free the meat stuffed beneath the door and swung it open. Gerhard lunged through the portal, leading with the point of his rapier. A man, presumably the one who’d declared the door locked, caught the blade straight through his neck. Gerhard pushed the man back, and Aileen followed, shutting the door behind her. Gerhard darted to the front of the butcher shop and peeked out the open door and broken window.

The street was filled with dead men wearing the livery of House Brandt, a score of innocent bystanders who’d been at the wrong place and time, and half a dozen false soldiers in the queen’s colors who’d been caught in the fire from their own men. The carriage was burning now, slow and fitfully, and the greasy scent of burning oil hung in the air like fog.

The spy spun, looking at the man he’d killed, thinking to take his tunic, but there was no hiding the landgravine and her dress. It was three times as wide as she was, but taking it off and parading a half-naked girl through the streets wasn’t going to be any more subtle.

“What do we do?” she asked.

“We hope,” he said. “Trust to Fortune.”

She frowned at him but didn’t offer a better suggestion. “They’ll be waiting for us to return to my manse and the rest of my men there,” Aileen worried. “We have to get word to them to get ready⁠—”

“We’re not going to your manse,” Gerhard told her. “We’re going to the palace. Pray we’re quick enough.”

“The palace?”

“Helga Muller is making her move. She’s not going to stop with an attack on you.”


The Quartermaster III
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The provinces of Klafen and Brenay were separated by a low mountain range in the northern half and a wide, dense forest in the southern half. The mountains were old things, worn by wind and rain, and the forest, while wild and untouched, was not a gloomy sort of place like the king’s forest outside of Ehrstadt.

The thick growth at the fringe made it difficult for men to settle beneath the branches, but there were places roads and settlements had been carved from the swath of trees. Away from those pockets of settlement, the forest teemed with life. The days were filled with the skittering of small creatures that had little fear of man. Birds sang and swooped soundlessly through the branches above. Deer pranced easily between the thick tree trunks, darting out of sight at the slightest sound. Feral pigs and even wild cows meandered slower but in larger groups to defend against predators. Wolves could be heard after the sun fell, calling from the ridges and high points in the forest, their cries drifting over the canopy to be heard and returned by some pack leagues away.

In many places in the world, wolves were dangerous animals who would take a woman as gladly as they would other prey, but not here. The forest was filled with bounty, and long ago, their kind had learned man was not the easiest of prey. One still must be careful, but Ilse did not worry about the natural creatures that shared the wood with her.

She sat cross-legged before a small fire. A picked-over carcass of a roasted chicken sat beside it, and an empty bowl that’d been filled with roasted potatoes, turnips, and carrots. She cradled a half-empty mug of wine, enjoying it before disposing of the remaining food. Her enchanted pack produced more than she could eat, and while she had no fear of the wolves, there was no sense leaving the chicken carcass out where it may draw them to its scent.

The wolves cried, and the light of the moon and the stars filtered down to kiss the forest floor with a silvery glow. It was cold, but the forest blocked the wind, so she was comfortable. She found it lonely, and that was pleasant.

The last time she’d been in this forest, it had been in the dark. She’d been a child then, and that time, she had been afraid. Afraid of what lay ahead, but terrified of what she had left. Fear, and only fear, had moved her steps then. She’d grown since, but had anything changed? She was afraid of what was ahead still, but she moved forward because the horror coming behind was worse.

Compared to where she was going and the fae that drove her there, the wolves and the darkness was a comfort. At the edge of this forest, nestled on the slopes of the mountains, in the Abbey of Charhald, she would have to leave behind those illusions of comfort and face the truth of her past and then what she worried was the past of this kingdom.

She rose and glanced north. Three, four leagues from here was the abbey. She could be there before midnight if she took the roads, but she would not take the roads because they were watched—watched for those coming but more for those trying to escape. It was rare a woman entered the abbey and was able to leave. The church kept its secrets and its treasures close.

After a moment, she sat back down and tore the remaining leg off the chicken. She wasn’t hungry, but she knew she needed to eat.

For decades, she’d forced herself to forget this place, forget what she knew occurred within those walls, how she’d managed to escape, and how she’d gotten there in the first place. She’d been a child with a dead mother and a pirate father who, even if he lived still in some far-flung sea, might never return. She’d had nowhere to go, no life ahead of her. Then, the church had found her. Even in the beginning, she’d known something terrible was coming, but she’d had no idea just how awful it was.

When Ilse had finally managed to escape the abbey, she’d tried to warn others about what was happening in the place she’d left. She’d tried to tell them how to get there and what they would find, but there was a spell cast over the abbey. You could not find it unless you’d already been there. For years, she had not understood, but her frustration at her failure to warn those who could help had led her on a quest to learn. She’d found a home in Ehrstadt. She’d earned her way into the royal university. She’d studied divinity. She’d studied the fae, and eventually, she’d been hired by the minister of intelligence.

The dark turns in her life had led her somewhere. Those in the abbey would call that Grace. They’d claim the Creator worked in mysterious ways. Perhaps He did, but it wasn’t the Creator that had set Ilse’s path for her.

Ilse sighed and set down the empty pot, the metal spoon clanging as she tossed it in. The quartermaster crouched by her kit, drew out her pistols, and began to clean them. She swept the barrels to make sure no debris would interfere with a shot, then brushed the hammer and the pan so they were dry and clean. She checked her shot and her powder. Ilse drew her cutlass and ran a finger along the blade, feeling for nicks or other damage that would hinder the integrity of the weapon. Ilse opened her pack and sorted through the fae-crafted items she’d brought, wondering if it was enough and thinking it wasn’t.

She’d done this before leaving Ehrstadt. She’d done it several times on the road, but you could never be too certain of your weapons. Not when you knew you would need them.

When she was done with the weapons, she buried what was left of the chicken and readied herself to hike. The abbey was just three or four leagues away through the forest, but off the roads, the travel would be slow. She would walk all night and still not reach it, but it was better to arrive at the Abbey of Charhald at dawn rather than dusk. Ilse Brinke was not afraid of the dark, but she knew that she should be.
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The abbey rose like a peak of the mountain range it sat on the foot of, with tall, sturdy walls surrounding the base and jutting towers and long dormitories rising like slabs of stone, stacked higher and higher, climbing like steps until the top of the complex was lost in the low clouds that hung motionless in the cool morning. In other places, it could have been a beautiful sunrise, but here, the clouds had a way of clinging to the mountains like a burial shroud.

From below, the abbey looked like ranks of tombstones climbing up a forlorn cemetery hill. It wasn’t until you got close that you realized it was larger than any settlement Ilse had ever seen outside of Ehrstadt itself. It had to be. Every third daughter in the kingdom was sent to this place, whether she was the daughter of a landgrave or the meanest pauper. It’d been the law of the kingdom for hundreds of years, long enough that no one questioned it. What did the church do with so many young women? How come, once they were sent to serve, the families never saw them again except in rare cases? Whether it was fae magic that clouded people’s minds or the practice was so ingrained no one ever wondered about it, the answer to those questions was the reason Ilse had spent so much of her life pretending this place did not exist.

The quartermaster had not been a third daughter, but the church didn’t discriminate. She’d been sent to live with all those other little girls, taken from their homes at six winters to this place. It was the last place they would ever go. Ilse had been a slight, scrawny thing who looked several years her junior. That had saved her life. She hadn’t been deemed ready for service. She had been kept in a prison meant for those half her age.

When she’d seen those girls, she’d thought she understood what was going to occur. Her mother had taken copper and sometimes silver to entertain men in their little one room apartment. Ilse Brinke had known even as a girl what happened between men and women. She’d seen all that could be seen. She’d also learned to recognize that glint some men had in their eye. She could read them like a book and knew when she should disappear. Her mother had taught her that, if little else.

But she’d been wrong about the abbey. The look in the eyes of those who ruled Charhald was something different entirely. Lust was not their sin, it was gluttony.

Ilse hitched her pack and began to stride forward.

The Abbey of Charhald was accessible by just one road. It was well-guarded by strong backs and by clever concealment. There was a spell, she understood now, but when she’d fled, she did not have the skills and experience to recognize it. Anyone walking up that road fell under a pall of confusion. They would turn off into the forest, getting lost beneath the branches, or they would be met by the church’s men, turned around, and sent the other way. It was only luck that had allowed Ilse to wander free of the spell’s effect before the hunters could catch her.

She avoided the road through the forest, but she would have to walk that unforgiving stone path to reach the gate. All around the feet of Charhald was a quarter mile of broken rock and loose scree. Debris from when the fortress was built, she imaged. A dexterous man or woman might be able to ascend the slope, but it would be nearly impossible to do it unseen. The church had watchers who never slept. Who never blinked. The third daughters.

If those blank, unblinking stares could be avoided, Ilse Brinke didn’t have the craft to do so. Instead, she found the bottom of the rock slope and traversed just within the edge of the forest. They might spy her as she moved beneath the boughs, but they would see her soon enough anyway. It was the spells cast upon the road she meant to avoid. The people inside the abbey, well, she would just have to deal with them.

For hours, she walked through the forest until she reached the wide stone road that had been carved as if with a cleaver through the rest of the rock. It was smooth, worn from age or built that way, and it rose to the massive gates of the abbey in jagged switchbacks.

She walked the climbing path, seeing no one but feeling the eyes watching her both from the fortress and from the forest behind. They would not stop her approach. They wanted her there. When she reached the gates, she found them opened wide enough for her to easily pass through.

A cassocked priest stood waiting in the gap. “We have missed you.”

She snorted.

“I knew you, twenty years ago,” the man responded admonishingly. “I see little has changed.”

“I don’t know if that’s a compliment or an insult,” she told him.

The man frowned at her. “It’s rare anything changes. Things, the world, people. It is not a compliment or an insult. It simply is.”

She stared at the man, wondering if he was intended to block her entrance or to escort her.

“There are those within these walls who would kill you because you escaped,” he continued. “There are those who would kill you because in Ehrstadt, you gained an audience with the holy mother. They do not understand why she saw you or what she sees in you. Jealousy is not becoming of members of the church, but who are we but mortal men and women? Others would slay you because you’re allied with the crown and the minister of intelligence. He has known us long but is no friend of the church. And finally, there are those residing in Charhald who would kill you because that is their nature, and they need no more reason to cause hurt, but you know all these things, Ilse Brinke. Why have you returned to us?”

“I need to see the holy mother.”

The priest smiled at her benevolently.

“I am on a mission to save us all, the church included.”

“The church is already saved. That’s… the entire point.”

Ilse shook her head. “Then you do not understand what the world faces. The holy mother does. Take me to her.”

“It is not so easy.”

“She knows I am here?”

“I am certain she does, but entry to these hallowed grounds requires great sacrifice. One does not merely walk through this barrier and up our streets.”

It was Ilse’s turn to smile at him. “I know.”

She reached beneath her seacoat and drew one of her battered pistols. She pointed it at the priest’s chest.

“No threat of violence will convince me or anyone here to betray the Creator.”

Ilse pulled the trigger, and the pistol recoiled from the shot. A heavy lead ball smacked into the priest’s chest, and at such close range, it tore through him. The man flew backward, his heart blasted out the back of his chest.

“Thank you for your sacrifice,” Ilse said, stepping over the man and proceeding through the gates to the Abbey of Charhald.

She felt no guilt at killing the priest, no sorrow at what she’d done. He’d been in this place for twenty years? He deserved everything that could be done to him on this mortal plane. If anything the priests of the church said was true, she hoped it was that men like him would burn in hell.

But if it wasn’t, his death had still been a value. Entrance to the Church required one of two things; blood, or your soul in service to the Creator. Better the priest than her.

As she walked, she pulled out her powder horn and tugged the stopper free with her teeth. Climbing up steps, she poured gunpowder, loaded the pistol, half-cocked it, and then went looking for another priest. The bargain to enter the Church was not very specific about just how much blood was required, and she needed to reach the inner sanctum.
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Ilse fired a shot, and the portly bald man spun, crashing into the door, blocking his partner who tried to shove by and confront the quartermaster. She stepped close, raised her pistol, and then brought it down sharply on the crown of the second man’s skull. It was easy enough. He had a thick fringe of hair just over his ears that wrapped around his head, making the top of his bald pate a target for her. Blood leaked freely from the split in his skull, and he fell on top of his partner.

She wasn’t sure if he was unconscious or dead, and she did not care. He wouldn’t be bothering her or anyone else again either way.

Stepping over the motionless pair, she kept moving. The streets of Charhald were emptier than she’d expected, making her task both easier and more difficult. There were fewer men to kill but also fewer of them she could corner and force to take her to the holy mother.

It left her uncomfortable. There should be people here. The church disgorging the filth and the bile from this place into the world could not be a good thing. After she’d ascended several tiers of the stair-stepped abbey, she realized it must be the Shining Legion. The church had turned many of the able-bodied men who occupied the abbey into soldiers. Soulless killers, they would be. Why? What purpose did the church have for an army? That was speculation beyond even her. And where the other residents had gone, she refused to even consider.

The priests who were left in the abbey were heavyset, old, or simply weak of body and spirit. They tried to stop her approach, but one by one or occasionally in pairs, she felled them.

These men were warned by the watchers and came to defend the church, but they were not men of war. Those would be in the forest or in the army. The Abbey of Charhald was not protected by strength of arms but by the magic that surrounded it and the certain knowledge if anyone escaped from here, they would never want to return.

Ilse smirked glumly. She hadn’t wanted to return, but now that she was back, she supposed she should thank the church for at least one thing. They were not the only remorseless killers who stalked the streets and stairwells of the abbey.

She shook her powder horn and then loaded her two pistols one last time with the enchanted, silver shot she had brought with her. It’d been blessed by the fae and could not miss. She’d saved enough of her powder for these, but she was out now and still hadn’t reached the holy mother.

Drawing her cutlass, Ilse climbed a steep cobblestone street in the direction the last priest had come from. He’d been somewhere, and maybe there, she could find what she was looking for.

She turned a bend in the road and jumped. A girl, seven or eight winters, stared at her from an alcove set in the side of a building. Her eyes gleamed in the shadow, cold and unblinking. A watcher. Ilse knew the girl would not interfere.

“Be comforted,” she told the child. “Though he does not dwell here, there is a Creator, and one day you will find comfort in his embrace. That at least, they cannot take from you.”

“What in the Creator’s⁠—”

Ilse swung her cutlass at a shuffling form before she saw the details of the man. The old blade hacked through rough homespun cotton, and the man cried in pain and surprise. He fell back against the wall beside the watcher, clutching his face. Fortune’s Curse, he was a short man. She’d thought to take him in the neck.

“Where is the holy mother?” she barked.

“Why? Why?” the man cried, grabbing at his face helplessly.

“Where is the holy mother?”

“You were one of us. Why do you do this?”

“If you know I was one of you, then you know why I do this,” Ilse replied.

She struck again, taking care this time to carve the man up properly. When it was done, she nodded to the motionless girl who watched her and moved on.

[image: ]



She’d progressed halfway up the stacked levels of Charhald, and her legs ached with the effort. Between the strain of the climb and the effort of killing a score of churchmen, she was exhausted. A score? She’d started the day with a full powder horn. Maybe it’d been more like two score?

The abbey twisted your thoughts like that, the same way it drew the clouds in the sky. It hid what happened here from the outside world and from those within the walls, but that was no excuse. These priests might be muddled, but they knew what they did. She had understood what she would do before she had seen this place, and she would carry that burden with her. As the man said at the gate, traversing these streets required sacrifice.

It helped that these men had earned her wrath. Priests, they called themselves, but the Creator they claimed to follow had nothing to do with what happened within this place. It was the holy mother’s doing, Ilse was sure now, though when she’d first fled these walls, she had not known. Even to the victims of the church’s worst malice, the holy mother had been… holy.

Ilse had believed. Everyone believed it. What had the wizard said? It was their belief that made the woman what she was? The quartermaster didn’t know what to make of the strange man’s claim, but she couldn’t escape the fact that for years, despite knowing exactly what happened here, she’d never blamed the holy mother. None of them did.

Perhaps the holy mother didn’t know, they told themselves. Maybe she was a victim as well, forced like the young girls into service against her will. Perhaps the sins of this place were necessary, and the holy mother wept each night at the crimes her church committed.

Ilse laughed with sharp, cruel mirth. The lies were easier to swallow than the truth.

Her cutlass dripped blood. Her paired pistols were primed and loaded with fae-blessed shot. Whatever she aimed at, they would not miss, but she was tired, achingly tired, of the climb and of what she did. These men deserved it, but the righteous blade still dulled from use.

She turned a corner of an interminable stair. It followed a stone road cut into the side of the mountain. Step after step led her higher and higher. The holy mother would be up there in some palace in the sky, she hoped. None of the priests had lived long enough to tell her. When Ilse had resided in the abbey, she’d never actually seen the woman. If girls made it to the holy mother’s sanctum, they never departed.

At the turn, a pair of young girls stood bracing the sides of the road. A new quarter of the abbey, then. They stationed them in pairs at critical thresholds. The children never slept and never blinked, but they could not stand their posts for long. Weeks, a month for the strongest of them before they collapsed when not even the church’s magic could sustain their bodies. While on their watch, they would waste to nothing from lack of food and drink. When they fell, the bodies would be nothing but bone and desiccated skin.

These girls wore undyed linen shifts. The fabric covered them from neck to ankle, but the linen would do nothing to protect their flesh from the whistling winter winds that cut like knives so high on the slope of the mountain. They were barefoot, and their hair was plaited neatly behind their heads. The other girls would have done that, knowing these two went to take their watch. It was an honor, of sorts. There were worse ends for those in the abbey.

“Would you like me to kill you?” Ilse asked.

Thirty, forty of the girls had already heard her question and ignored it. They simply stared, unmoving, as whatever they saw or heard was transmitted back to some nexus elsewhere in the abbey and the priests who peered through the eyes of these children.

One of the girls turned, her eyes locked on Ilse. The second girl, the younger, nodded and opened her mouth as if to speak. Ilse’s heart sank.

The girl worked her throat. She wouldn’t have spoken or drank water in weeks. Her mouth was as dry as the stone road beneath their feet. Finally, she eeked out, “Please.”

Ilse’s throat constricted, and her vision swam, but she could not ignore the request. She’d known girls like these long ago. Sweet release and a quicker death was all that they could hope for.

Slowly, she stepped toward the girl. Eight, nine winters? Ilse’s hands were sweating in the cold air. The other girl, just a few winters older, watched as Ilse approached her companion.

The young girl spoke no more, but she held herself with steady resolve, or at least Ilse hoped she did. Was it the fire in whatever scrap remained of the girl’s soul that kept her back straight and head high, or was it the church’s magic grasping her firm, turning her eyes to study the approaching quartermaster?

“Sleep now,” Ilse said.

She swung her cutlass and opened the young girl’s throat just below her chin. The girl never blinked, never flinched. She stood straight for a moment as bright crimson blood spilled down her plain linen shift, and then wordlessly, she collapsed to the side.

Ilse whispered, “Sleep now.”

“A heart of stone,” a voice murmured.

Ilse spun and found a wiry man standing behind her. He wore loose clothing, simple and plain but not like the cassocks the priests wore. His attire was not for sitting and praying. It was for movement. He was no common guard, either. This man radiated danger. His skin was sallow and looked stretched, like the flesh had been pulled over another man’s skeleton, but the way he held himself was confident, and she could see it wasn’t just skin and bone beneath his clothing. The man was built for action.

She raised her pistol toward him and put a thumb on the hammer.

“If I meant to harm you, I wouldn’t have let you turn,” the man mentioned.

Ilse snorted. “What does a man like you do except harm people?”

The man shrugged. “Save them?”

“The priests say they’re on a quest to save our souls, but even that lie is too much for your lips.”

“You know who I am?”

“Not who but what,” she responded, “though you are not like the others I’ve seen. You are from here, born in these walls?”

He nodded.

She did not lower her pistol. Instead, she told him, “Your mother must have been strong to last long enough to birth you.”

The man grimaced, his eyes flicking toward the body behind Ilse.

“Yes,” she said. “Death can be a mercy.”

The man bowed his head. “On that much, you and I are agreed.”

“Will you take me to the holy mother?”

The man wrinkled his nose. “I will if you lower your weapon. I can smell the fae-curse on your shot. It will not harm her, you know, but you are welcome to try. She might find it amusing, but I suspect I would not enjoy the experience if that trigger is pulled accidentally. Mistakes happen, so if you want to see her, lower the pistol so that I may take you to her.”

Ilse lowered her weapon. She did not know if the man would take her to the holy mother or not, but he’d spoken true. If he was going to kill her, he wouldn’t have let her turn around.

“What is your name?” she asked.

“Dimitri Meyer,” he answered. “It is nice to meet you, Ilse Brinke.”

She frowned. “I did not know I was famous in these parts.”

“Did you think the holy mother simply let one of her own fall into the clutches of the minister of intelligence? No, Ilse, she has been watching you for a long time. She has been your patron all of these years, even if you never realized it. But you must have wondered how does the daughter of a pirate and a whore find her way into the royal university? Hard work? Ha, you are not a fool. You know that is not the way this world works.”

“Why?”

“I don’t know,” the man admitted, offering an apologetic smile. “Only that it’s a very rare person who leaves this place and lives as long as you have. The holy mother put her mark on you, and we were not allowed to touch you. The minister’s quartermasters rarely last longer than two or three years before we find them. Those who leave this abbey rarely make it more than two or three days. The holy mother is jealous of her possessions. But you, you have lasted decades.”

“They rarely last. That’s why the church has men like you, I suppose.”

He nodded. “That is why the church has men like me.”


The Queen V
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Queen Ursula Marchand swung her arm forward and released the weighted wooden ball. It rolled and bounced across the grassy lawn, the early shoots of green grass doing little to slow its progress. The ball clacked delightfully into a set of gaily painted wooden pins, sending half of them spinning and toppling wildly to the sides.

“Well thrown!” Count Trabean cried, clapping.

A dozen courtiers followed his lead, clapping and calling preposterous claims about how accurate her bowl was. She glanced at Trabean and subtly rolled her eyes at the man. He winked in response, then loudly declared it was one of the best bowls he’d seen that day.

Shaking her head at her paramour’s antics, the queen turned back to the game. Half the pins remained standing, split, with four to one side and one to the other. Not her worst bowl by any means, but several times already, some of the courtiers had managed to knock all the pins over in one strike. She hoped at least once today to do the same.

But she was the queen, and following Trabean’s lead, the gathering of young lords and ladies praised her for what was merely a decent attempt. Even when it was obvious she had no great skill at this game of lawn bowling, she was the queen, so everyone acted as if she was a master of the pastime.

It grated on her, but Count Trabean found it hilarious. He encouraged the behavior, heaping glory on her whenever he could and egging on the others to do so as well. Later, in the privacy of her chambers, she would admonish the man for it, and he would meekly submit himself to whatever punishment she deemed necessary.

They both enjoyed that part.

The gregarious count was calling for the servants to open another bottle of sparkling wine as Ursula wound up for her next bowl. She pushed the babbling of the others from her mind and studied the placement of the pins. If she managed to hit the formation of four of them right on the edge, would it knock that lead pin far enough to…

She swung forward and released, putting a bit of a twist on the ball which, earlier that morning, she’d learned could send it on a curved track.

The ball flew before her, bouncing long leaps down the lawn, arcing in a graceful path until it barely kissed the lead pin, sending it cartwheeling to the side. The ball plowed through the other three pins of the formation. The lead pin dinked off the lone one on the side. It teetered and, as if falling underwater, slowly flopped over.

“Fortune’s Favor!” Trabean bellowed, and she heard the astonishment ring true in his voice.

The other courtiers cried wildly, congratulating her and, in a few cases, expressing disbelief she’d managed to knock the five pins down.

The count strode toward her and spun her around, catching her up in his arms and lifting her. She gasped, and then he planted a kiss on her open lips. Her legs kicked between his, and her ribs were pressed by his strong arms. His lips were firm, and he tasted of wine and tobacco. For a long, perfect moment, she hung there.

When the kiss broke, she told him sternly, “You are not supposed to do that. It’s improper.”

Gently, he placed her on the lawn and squeezed her arm. He turned to the gaggle of courtiers and slyly said, “Not supposed to do what, Your Majesty? With a group like this in attendance, certainly nothing improper could occur!”

The courtiers laughed, as did she. The count was in his element, commanding the attention of the group, jesting, boasting, and spreading his cheer. The attention he drew to them made her uncomfortable, but months ago, she’d accepted that this was her lot in life. Beyond her chambers, there was no hiding.

Servants scrambled to reset the pins. A glittering flute of sparkling wine was pressed into her hand, and the courtiers crowded around, toasting to her, toasting to the day, and raising a glass to their own place in it all. Like bubbles in the wine, the group rose effervescent, certain they were the seeds of a dawning new era for Wahrheit.

Trabean put his arm around her waist and clinked his glass against hers. “I don’t think I could have made that throw any more than one out of twenty tries. Well done, Ursula. Truly remarkable.”

She let him keep his arm around her but replied, “We should not be seen making gay in these times, m’lord, and we definitely should not be kissing in public. How would the city—the kingdom—react if they believed their queen was pursuing romance instead of war? We have enemies, Trabean, all around us. We cannot let ourselves be distracted⁠—”

“It is only friends here, my queen.”

“Friends, friends of friends, footmen, servants… a sommelier, Trabean. They may all be trustworthy, or they may not. This day has been a delight, but we must be careful. More careful than this.”

“I shall have them all strangled in their beds, Your Majesty,” he informed her gravely. “Our secret will be safe.”

After punching him on the arm, she finally stepped away from him. “You are indeed a terrible man, Count Trabean.”

He winked and bowed to her. “That I am, Ursula, but I am your terrible man, through and through. If you want an end to these entertainments, then so it shall be.”

“Perhaps not an end,” she told him. “Everyone is already here, but in the future, quieter and more intimate!”

“Intimate? Now it is you who is being terrible!”

“Hmm,” she murmured. She sipped her wine. “I believe it is your turn to bowl, m’lord.”
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The man paused, a hunk of cold sausage pinched between two fingers. Ursula smiled at him, her knife and fork held daintily above the platter of food before them. Clearing his throat, Captain Tom Allgood placed the sausage back on the platter and collected a knife and fork.

“Am I… supposed to cut it?” he wondered aloud.

She nodded. “That is proper etiquette.”

“But it’s already been cut,” he complained, gesturing at the hunk of sausage with his knife.

“That is a big bite,” she told him.

“I’m a big man,” he muttered under his breath, reaching forward to cut the meat in two. Quietly, he continued, “Seems as if the kitchen is going to cut it anyway, they ought to cut it into the right size…”

She grinned, unable to argue with the man’s take on court etiquette. Then she glanced back at the game they’d been playing before a pair of servants had brought in the food. Chunky gold figurines made up her side, while Tom was represented by identical silver ones. Frustratingly, he was getting the better of her. She’d come to think of herself as quite a skilled player. Both Trabean and Sigismund offered her a challenge but always succumbed to some clever gambit of hers two thirds of the way through the game. Hans Casper and Georg Ludwig rarely made it a third of the way before stumbling into some fatal error. Walhausen and Cardinal Borromeo always found an excuse to avoid sitting down opposite of her at all, claiming they’d been warned of her prowess.

Peeking at the captain, she asked him, “Do you play kings often?”

Talking around a bite of sausage, he told her, “It’s popular within the barracks. The royal guard barracks, I mean. Never heard of the game until I joined, Your Majesty. The spearman… ah, they’ve their own entertainments.”

“Like getting drunk and fighting?”

The captain winked at her, stabbing another hunk of sausage that he’d forgotten to cut into a smaller bite.

“You’re supposed to be letting me win this game,” she muttered to him.

Around his bite of food, he asked, “What was that?”

“Nothing,” she said. Gracefully, she put a finger on the side of her king piece and knocked it over. “I don’t think I can salvage this game, Captain, but I’d like to play you again. Tomorrow?”

Allgood shrugged. “I’m at your service.”

“Do you enjoy playing?”

He bobbed his head, reaching for a tankard of beer the servants had brought him. “A far sight better than standing out in the hall looking at those same tapestries day in day out.”

“Right.” She sat back. “It’s been a pleasant evening, Captain, but I wish you had let me attend Landgravine Brandt’s party. Gerhard Fischer planned it, you know. I suspect he’s throwing the event of the season. No offense to your company, but you playing the armonica and dancing for me won’t be the same.”

Allgood put down his beer. “It was too dangerous, Your Majesty. You saw the reports the minister shared just as I did. There are whispers in the street, men moving where men ought not to be moving. Something is afoot, and after we sent the regiments to Klafen, there’s not enough men in the royal army to watch your back at a party like that. Bah, each one of those lords and ladies will have their own guards at hand. Half the room will be armed! It’s a kettle fit to boil, so if it takes me dancing about the room to keep you entertained and safe, I will.”

“It would have been nice, though,” she said wistfully. “You have to admit that.”

“Would have been,” he agreed, then picked up his tankard. “Are you tired, Your Majesty, or shall we play another game now?”

“Why not? Let’s play another game.”
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“Do you hear that, Your Majesty?”

She looked up from the game board, scowling at the captain. Three times he’d beaten her soundly. For half of this game, she thought she’d figured him out up until his last move, which exposed a threat to her entire right flank. Had he been tricking her with his advances on the other side of the board, or had he simply recognized an opportunity she’d left open? It was maddening to lose a game she’d so handily been winning against other opponents. Worse was the grating realization of how often those other opponents had been letting her win.

The captain stood and walked to the double doors that led to her balcony. Without asking, he opened them, letting in a chilly gust of wind that sent the fire dancing and Ursula reaching for a stole that was draped across the back of her chair. There was a crackling sound, like kernels of corn popping over a fire. She stood and stepped gingerly into the cold night beside the captain, looking out over the grounds of the palace and past her walls to Ehrstadt beyond.

The capital looked much like it always did, veins of light carving through the darkness where the main thoroughfares were lit with lanterns and tavern windows. There were yawning patches of dark in the poor quarters where the residents couldn’t afford to light the streets or industrial areas where the business was done for the day. The Street of Silks glowed out of sight, as did several other entertainment districts. The manses and the townhomes of the landgraves and other nobility burned brightest, with some set on low rises to buy them what fresh air could be found in the midst of the continent’s most crowded city. Despite the noise, nothing looked obviously amiss.

“Firearms?” Captain Allgood speculated.

“Where?” she asked, but as she did, the sound died off, with just a few pops like stray corn kernels left in the hot pan.

There was motion down by the gates of the palace but no panic. The guards there must have heard what she and Allgood had, but they couldn’t see any threat either.

“Fireworks?” the queen wondered. “Aileen Brandt may have hired the Prestigious Guild of Illumination and Entertainment. Bah, I’m missing the party of the season. I know it.”

The captain of her guard drummed his fingers on the hilt of his sword but did not respond. Ruefully, she decided, if the illuminators were performing their craft, they ought to see something from the palace. It wasn’t fireworks they were hearing.

“It’s stopped,” Allgood remarked. “Maybe it was nothing, but we can never be too cautious. I will send a squad to confer with the city watch and check if they’re aware of any problems in the city tonight.”

The queen retreated into the warmth of the blue salon and shot a glance at the game board. “Yes, we can never be too cautious. We’ll just have to end this game here, unfinished.”

The captain followed her inside and moved to close the doors, but he paused. He reopened them and stepped back out.

“What is it?”

Allgood glanced back at her. “A troop of your guard are returning.”

“Returning? But I didn’t go anywhere.”

“Your Majesty, I believe we’re about to be under attack.”
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Queen Ursula Marchand strode briskly down the hall, following in the wake of a heavily armed squad of guards. Captain Allgood led the way, his sword in his hand, a dozen men clutching halberds following behind. Their armor glittered in the light of flickering candelabras and lanterns that were spaced down the hallways. Servants scattered before the men, hands held before their mouths, eyes wide as they watched their queen hurry past them.

In each of her hands was one of the long cuirassier’s pistols that Count Trabean had given her. She wore the same dress she’d been wearing for the audience with Allgood but had donned a thick leather vest that was meant for hunting. It wouldn’t protect her against shot from a pistol or a swung blade, but it was better than nothing, and the captain had given her no time except to yank the garment from her wardrobe and gather the pistols and the dagger Ilse had left her. Then, they were moving.

Somewhere deep in the bowels of the palace, she had a steel breastplate and a helm that had been fashioned for her. The armor was meant to be worn when she wielded the king’s sword, but aside from ensuring the fit, she’d never used it. The kings before her had an entire armory. Had they ever needed those items, or was it a costume?

Frustratingly, they had no time for her armor, her sword, or any of the esoteric items in Ilse’s chamber that could be of use. Whoever was dressed like her personal guard had come through the palace gates already. The enemy was within the walls. They had to rally her soldiers.

They crossed a broad landing that overlooked the floor of her expansive throne room. Wide stairs, gleaming white marble covered by a burgundy runner, led down to the floor of the room. Sconces were fixed to the walls, banners of the various counties that made up her kingdom hung between them. Giant braziers set with fuel stood unlit, scattered in regular intervals across the floor. It was night, and she was not hosting. There was no need for the illumination or the warmth. A pair of soldiers were down there, looking up curiously at Allgood.

“We’re under attack!” the captain called, evidently recognizing his men. “Raise the alarm. Run! Hurry!”

“What’s that, Captain?” one of the men shouted in response.

“Raise the alarm!” Allgood bellowed.

One of the men shuffled toward a hallway, and the second stared up at them dumbly, but neither soldier had long to consider the captain’s instructions. From the hall, a group of armed men burst into the throne room, wearing her colors but wielding flashing sabres.

“Run,” Allgood hissed to the queen.

She stood, watching at the men swarmed over the pair of guards. The attackers wore her colors. They were killing her people in her own throne room.

“No, Captain, we fight.”

“Your Majesty!”

“I will not run in my own palace,” she declared. She raised one of her pistols and aimed it toward the ceiling. “Ulrik told me your spearmen would be stout and loyal. It’s time we test that.”

She pulled the trigger and fired a shot into the air. The echo of the discharge rang in the throne room and down the halls. The sharp retort should be audible through half the palace, and it would draw any of her guard on duty to them. She raised the second pistol and aimed it down at the men filling the floor of her throne room. Two dozen of them, with more coming.

“It’ll bring our men and theirs!” snapped Allgood, catching her arm. To his squad, he instructed, “Defend the stairs.”

They hurried in front of her, shoulder to shoulder, pointing their halberds down the carpeted steps. As one, they stepped down, their weapons held steady, the heavy blades at the tips of the polearms aimed toward the advancing soldiers below.

“Steady, boys,” the captain said, following his men down, his sword held ready. “Keep rank. If they get by the halberds, split and let me handle them.”

They were outnumbered two to one, but her guard did not waver.

“Never a long life for a spearman, eh, Captain?” one of the men cackled.

“I don’t plan to die tonight, Sergeant,” Allgood barked. “Tight ranks now, boys. Tight ranks.”

The swordsmen below came at them in a disorganized wave. They’d seen her, and their eyes gleamed with battle madness. What had they been promised to capture her head? Gold, jewels, land? Whoever had sent them must have offered a literal fortune to the men who found and took her.

The first of the swordsman charged up the stairwell, and one of Allgood’s soldiers thrust, stopping the man on the point of a halberd, and then another stabbed a second polearm into him. Like the gears of a clock or a printing press, the spearmen went to work.

She watched from behind, astonished at their coordination. One would move first, pinning their attacker. A second would strike a killing blow. Together, they thrust and withdrew, thrust and withdrew. They no longer advanced but did not retreat either, forcing their attackers to scramble over the bodies of their peers and clamber up the stairs toward them. They were patient and disciplined. These were professional soldiers, not nobles play acting as cuirassiers or wealthy burghers who’d bought their way into a plum position.

The captain waited until a spry man dodged between two halberds and raced up toward the men holding them. Wordlessly, the pair of her guard parted, and Allgood jumped down, his sword clashing against the blade of their assailant. The captain put a boot on the man’s chest and kicked him down the stairs to crash into the others coming behind him.

Without pause, a halberd pinned the man before he could regain his footing, and another punched into his chest, chainmail crunching and splitting from the force of the blow.

Allgood stepped back up the steps, ready again to defend any gaps.

Ursula raised her pistol.

The captain warned her. “Hold your fire in case they get past me.”

She grimaced but did as he instructed. Her men were fighting clean and efficient, but more soldiers were appearing below.

“Captain!” a man from behind called.

Ursula spun. Several men were backing toward their position, halberds held down in front of them. Another party of swordsmen wearing her colors were advancing, possibly having followed from her rooms.

“Down!” Captain Allgood ordered. “Down to the bottom, shift right, get our backs against the corner behind the throne.”

“The corner…” the sergeant of the squad worried.

“They’re already behind us,” Allgood replied, “and I’d rather be cornered than surrounded. If they start pressing from above, Sergeant, this is going to be a quick fight.”

The spearmen began descending the stairs, calling a cadence and walking together in time. The others reached the top of the stairs and started stepping carefully down, moving backward. Even Ursula could see they were vulnerable. She took aim at the closest attacker past them and fired her pistol.

The group of men jumped in surprise, and the spearmen took advantage to scurry closer toward her, buying themselves some room.

“Charge them,” a snarling call came from above.

“Quicker,” Allgood ordered.

Ursula flipped her grip on her pistols, holding the long weapons by their heavy, steel barrels. She stepped on a slick pool of blood and felt the warm liquid soak her slipper. Men were crying in pain, and she knew instinctively it was no longer just the enemy who suffered.

They reached the base of the stairwell, and Captain Allgood gripped her arm, his fingers squeezing tight, bruising her. He dragged her roughly with one hand, his other swinging his bloody sword wildly, trying to scare off the men who were attempting to flank his spearmen.

A man came plummeting down toward them, apparently having jumped over the railing above. He landed hard and with a sharp crack. The man screamed, clutching a broken leg as they hurried past him.

A soldier charged them from the left, slapping Allgood’s sword away with his own, and headed straight for her. She swung one of her pistols up and clipped the man beneath the chin. Allgood pulled her past their assailant who spit blood, but he did not go down.

Men in Wahrheit’s burgundy poured into the throne room, and she couldn’t tell who was who, but they seemed to know and fell upon each other like rival packs of feral dogs.

“To me!” Allgood cried, his voice cutting above the cacophony of violence. He was snapping out curt commands, none of which made sense to her, but his men moved like a flock of birds, responding instinctually to the captain’s orders.

Men from both sides of the battle heard his call and pressed closer. Cursing, Allgood pushed her behind him, toward the corner of the room beside her throne.

A man was grasping the captain’s tunic, and Ursula smashed a pistol down on his forearm, freeing the captain. Allgood put his sword into the man’s side and kept moving backward.

There were men in front of him fighting, but whether they were friend or foe, Ursula had no idea. Everyone was wearing the royal colors.

Two men fell back into them, and Allgood growled at them, then bashed one of them on the back of the head with the pommel of his sword. He shouted at the other, “Get back out there!”

“How do you know which are the enemy?” she asked, one of her pistols raised above her shoulder to swing at anyone who came close to them.

“A spearman knows a spearman,” he told her then spit. “The others are from Hurmhaven.”

“Helga Muller,” she growled. The dark complexion common for those from the western province wasn’t unusual amongst the royal army and her personal guard, but now that the captain had mentioned it, she could see he was right. The attackers were from Hurmhaven.

They continued to fall back, and Allgood told her to reload her pistols. Without protest, she did, trembling fingers spilling as much gunpowder as she got into the barrel, but with luck, it was good enough.

When he saw she was finished, the captain warned her, “There could be a time you have to decide, will you let them take you alive?”

“What do you…”

Around them, the men wielding halberds were falling. One by one, she could see the fight pressing closer and closer. She didn’t know which side each man was on, but she knew what it meant that she and the captain were running out of space to retreat.

“I won’t kill myself, Captain, but I will not be taken alive, either.”

Allgood grunted but merely positioned himself in front of her, his sword raised.

Twice, men emerged from the fighting to attack, and twice, Captain Allgood faced them boldly. He claimed he was no swordsman, but the man knew combat, and he fought fiercely. The third time someone came at him, he wasn’t fast enough, and a man slid a blade into him, the tip punching wetly from the captain’s back.

Ursula clubbed the captain’s attacker on the head, then reached for the sword.

“Leave it,” demanded the captain through gritted teeth. He wavered but still stood. “It missed anything vital. Pull it out now without a physician beside me, and I’ll bleed to death in minutes.”

“You can’t fight like this,” she told him, but he did.

Another man leapt at them, a bloody axe held high in both hands. Allgood pushed her, sending her stumbling and falling to the floor as the axe whistled through the space she’d been occupying.

The captain wheeled his sword and cleaved the blade into the man’s head, spraying a sheet of blood across the floor. One hand gripping the hilt of the blade stuck through him, the captain fell back, dragging the tip of his sword on the ground as he retreated.

She called to his back, “I’m at the wall, Captain.”

“It’s time to decide, then,” he informed her.

“I told you we fight.”

The ranks of swordsmen advanced, those in burgundy with their backs to the queen dwindling rapidly. She cocked her pistols but waited. She would only get two more shots, and she would make them count.

Then, strangely, the tide of the battle paused, and she saw men turning to look over their shoulders. A roar, barely audible over the chaos of the rest of it, caught her attention. Shouts. Someone was playing a bugle.

“Fortune’s Favor, it’s Trabean,” Captain Allgood whispered through gritted teeth. “He’s brought his household guard.”

The count burst through a wall of burgundy, his face a riot of anger and determination. He wore a vibrant green cape, the colors of Clermont and his own house, and behind him came a score of men garbed in the same color, fighting their way to her. The count slashed and stabbed with his rapier, seeming to dance effortlessly through the slow and clumsy press of her guard and the attacking soldiers.

The battle lines began to reform as men carrying halberds fell into a defensive line, stretching from the base of the stairwell to one wall, and opposite them were swordsmen, slowly being pushed toward the main entrance of the throne room. Trabean’s soldiers joined her guard, their numbers not great but enough to bolster the spearmen.

The count came rushing toward her, eying Allgood’s wound as he passed. “Ursula, are you…”

“I’m fine,” she told him, fighting back a shiver as the count wrapped his arm around her. “I have not been harmed.”

“Those are not the same thing,” Trabean responded, letting her go and turning toward the captain. “Captain, you are gravely injured. You must sit.”

“Not until we chase these bastards from our halls,” Allgood growled, his hand still holding the sword in his body steady.

“Stay with the queen. Her life is in your hands.” Trabean drew himself up, bowed to Ursula, and declared, “I shall command the men.”

Captain Allgood stepped forward as if to object, but she saw him freeze as the sword shifted from his motion. He hissed, “My command is yours.”

Trabean leaned toward Ursula, kissed her, and then spun and raced back into the battle.

Allgood stumbled, and Ursula helped him toward the wall and leaned him against it.

“I appreciate you’d die for me,” she told the captain, “but don’t do it unless you have to. You still owe me a game of kings, Captain.”

He offered her a pained grin, his eyes fixed over her shoulder on the struggling soldiers twenty paces away. “They don’t have enough bodies to defeat the guard if reinforcements arrive in time. The plan was a quick strike. Then, I imagine they’d flee. If we can hold with Trabean’s help for long enough…”

“Helga Muller!” Ursula snapped, suddenly stepping away from the captain.

The landgravine had appeared on the stairwell, her tall, slender figure draped in ermine, her dark skin in contrast to the stark white fur. She looked calm, regal. Men spilled down past her, rushing to join the fight. Too many men. More than her guard and Trabean’s force could handle.

Ursula raised her pistol and pulled the trigger.

The firearm exploded a sharp retort, and the railing beside the landgravine cracked, bits of marble flying from where Ursula’s shot struck it. Helga Muller smiled and casually brushed a bit of dust from her ermine stole. The landgravine met the eyes of the queen, then turned and assessed the course of the battle.

One of her soldiers, a man wearing Hurmhaven’s bold purple over a suit of half-plate, hurried up the stairs to her side.

“There’s more of them,” Allgood hissed, eyeing a surge of men at the far side of the room wearing Hurmhaven’s purple. “They must have taken the gates and are letting them through.”

Ursula raised her second pistol and fired again. She missed. The soldier glanced at her, shook his head, and turned back to the landgravine.

Cursing, Ursula scrambled to reload the firearms, but the pouch of shot fell from her hands and spilled across the marble floor. She knelt, a constant litany of foul utterances issuing from her lips as she tried to collect the lead balls and balance the powder horn in her hand.

Bells pealed. Men screamed, and someone else was shooting now. Kneeling on the floor, she could barely see between the legs of the fighting men. There were more of them, as Allgood had said. Helga Muller’s, her own, it was impossible to say. Hundreds of men were locked in battle. Locked and unmoving. The entire room was still. The lead shot fell from her fingers again.

A bell tinkled, and slippered feet, curled at the end, danced into her view.

“My, what a shame, all this blood spilled for my game,” a high-pitched voice sang. The queen stood, and the skiengvaal cartwheeled away from her, its acrobatics taking it around men fighting. Then, it skipped and twirled back before her. “A deal we’ve made. A price must be paid.”

“Begone from my palace, you foul beast.”

“That’s not the way it works.” The skiengvaal stopped, motionless and half crouched. “The man who saved your life or the man who wants you for a wife?”

Ursula blinked at the awful creature, ignoring the frozen tableau of battle behind it, thinking furiously about what it’d said. She’d been drawn in by this thing before, and she would not make the same mistake. She told it, “You offered me six lives of my enemies for six of those I loved.”

The skiengvaal bowed and winked.

“Who… who were those lives?”

“You know,” it said, skittering closer. “You know.”

“Sergeant Speckle for Manfred Brandt,” she surmised. “Christine for Gustav Klimanq.”

The skiengvaal came closer. “Yes, yes, and for Helga Muller’s end, which friend’s life will you spend?”

“Anyone?” she asked, hesitating. How could she choose such a thing?

The skiengvaal offered her an apologetic shrug, then twirled and pointed. “What is this I see, your lover with whom you’re so enraptured, has unfortunately just been captured!”

Ursula gasped. Above the heads of the battling men, she saw Count Trabean on the stairwell. Landgravine Muller’s man, the one clad in half-plate, had ahold of him. Still like a painting, the armored man was dragging Trabean up the stairs toward the landgravine. Helga Muller looked down on the count, her lips curled in a wicked smile. If they failed to get the queen, they had the man she loved…

The man she loved.

She stammered, “B-But…”

“One of these men must die. I need not remind you why,” the skiengvaal chirped, dancing over to where Captain Allgood stood against the wall, frozen like part of the stone. “Do not think me without a heart. I shall let you play your part. Send this man to free your lover, or the relationship is over.”

Swallowing, Ursula shook her head. “I cannot… I will not choose.”

The skiengvaal pirouetted away from the captain and spun to stand in front of her. It placed one of its six, cold fingers beneath her chin. “Our bargain was six lives for me to take, but we never said it was your decision to make. You choose, or I choose.”

It smiled at her, its narrow teeth filling an overwide mouth like the teeth of a saw. The creature was tormenting her. It wanted her to choose because she would have to carry that guilt. But it hadn’t been her choice before, had it? The skiengvaal had selected which of her friends and which of her enemies would die. If she could choose herself… Trabean. The count loved her. She loved him. He would be on this foul creature’s list until the end. She knew that without doubt. But what if… could they thwart the monster’s plans? Offer other lives?

The skiengvaal dropped its finger, but it stayed in front of her face. Its eyes bored into hers, as if it was reading her mind. Could she save the count? She did not know, but her thoughts would be no mystery to this thing. It had set the stage. It knew how this act of the play ended. For now, she was trapped. She knew what she had to do.

“Captain Allgood,” she said quietly, “they have captured Count Trabean. He is my consort. Treat his life as you would a member of the royal family.”

The scene burst into life. The roar of sound startled her, and she staggered until her back hit the wall of the throne room.

Captain Allgood rushed into the melee.

“Tom!”

But he if heard her, he did not turn. Like a man possessed, he swept his sword before him, cleaving through men who could have been enemy or friend. Ruthlessly, he hacked his way clear, churning a bloody path to the stairwell then up it.

The man wearing half-plate threw Count Trabean aside and spun to face Allgood. The captain powered forward relentlessly, battering his sword against the other man’s like a blacksmith above an anvil.

His opponent fell, tripping on a stair, his gleaming armor bright against the burgundy carpet cascading down. Landgravine Muller, just several steps above them, watched in fascination as Allgood brought his sword down again and again. The armored man held up his sword, one hand on the hilt, the naked blade pressed against the vambrace of his other arm. Thoughtlessly, Allgood smashed his weapon down upon it.

A sharp snap, audible even above the sounds of the fighting below, rang in Ursula’s ears as Captain Allgood’s sword broke in two. The man beneath him laughed, his eyes wide in astonished surprise. He pushed himself up, turning his blade to stab it into the captain.

From behind, Ursula saw the point of the sword sticking through Allgood’s body disappear through the bloody hole it’d torn in him. The captain raised the blade and brought it down overhand against the soldier, stabbing into his face, the point sliding through the man’s open mouth.

The captain stood straight and turned slowly, looking toward Ursula. His eyes were vacant. He was confused. Blood leaked from his wound like water pouring from a jug. He touched a hand to the wound and held it up, as if surprised at how much blood was coming from him.

Tears fell down Ursula’s cheeks as Captain Tom Allgood collapsed, his body rolling heavily down the stairs.

Landgravine Helga Muller turned to run.

Count Trabean sprang at her back, catching the landgravine and wrapping an arm around her neck. He brandished a dagger and held it against her, pressing the point into her ribs. He snarled into her ear, but the landgravine stood calm, looking down at Ursula with a hard stare.

Trabean was telling her to order her men to stop, realized the queen. He was demanding she end it, but Helga Muller was a proud woman, and she did not give the order. She and her men would fight until they died.

Ursula, clutching her pistols by the barrels, advanced toward the fighting. If the landgravine would not stop it, she would. Ursula would⁠—

A dark, cold voice whispered in her ear, “I will be back soon, to collect my next boon. Let us decide who next will it be, you and me. Three more lives for three more lives.”


The Spy V
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Gerhard sat on the grand stairwell, half a dozen steps above where the blood began. It spilled like a waterfall down the expansive marble structure, ending in a lake of carnage.

Several of the bodies had been removed already—Captain Tom Allgood, a few of his sergeants, and others in the guard who had family working in the palace. A couple of courtiers who’d been caught in the wrong place at the wrong time had been taken as well, and Landgravine Helga Muller’s general.

Gerhard had met the man years ago on the Street of Silks. They shared some of the same proclivities. The spy wasn’t sure what to think of that, now.

Count Trabean had been escorted to the queen’s chambers where half the palace’s physicians were in attendance. Who was caring for the wounded palace guards, no one seemed to consider. The queen herself was ensconced several floors above, in the privy council chamber with her most trusted advisors. A landgravine had openly betrayed her and attacked the palace in force. Cojita still marched northward. She’d never resolved the business with Clermont.

But those things were not what haunted her. Gerhard had seen it in her eyes when he’d come upon the grisly scene of the battle. Trabean had been by her side, hurt but not badly despite the man’s moaning and even more strident declarations he would not seek aid until the queen was taken to safety.

Ursula Marchand had been cradling Captain Allgood’s head in her lap. She felt responsible for the man’s death, not just because she was the queen and he was in her guard. There were scores of dead men in the same circumstance, and she did not shed a tear for them. No, those tears were not for the men but for herself. Gerhard was certain the girl had made a bargain with the skiengvaal, and it’d cost the good captain his life.

The seering eye, Gerhard was supposed to be. He didn’t know if it was some mystical sense that had cut through the queen’s lies or if it was a sixth sense developed after decades in the intelligence business, but the queen had made a choice tonight.

What did it mean? What could they do about it? Gerhard had penned a terse note to the minister of intelligence but had gotten no response in the hours since. He figured that meant the minister already knew. What else had he known?

Helga Muller had set a trap for Aileen Brandt in the city that involved nearly two hundred men. Then, they and hundreds more had marched right through the palace gates. Could it be no one on the city watch noticed any differences in how the queen was traveling this night? No one at the gates thought it strange she returned but had never left? That none of the men supposed to be in her retinue were recognized by anyone on duty hadn’t raised suspicion? One explanation—Hurmhaven had spies working in the city and at the palace. If Gerhard had been running the operation, that was how he would do it.

There must be spies within the ranks of the palace guard. He wanted to ransack their barracks and turn them out, but he’d been assured other ministry agents were already on it.

He hoped so, but he’d realized that he could trust no one, including his own intelligence agency. They were meant to be watching the provincial rulers. How could House Muller assemble so many soldiers in false colors and no ministry agents noticed? Gerhard needed to speak to Ilse. Tilly. Anyone. Anyone who could help make sense of all of this. But they were gone, and he didn’t know who else to turn to.

Gerhard looked up as Aileen Brandt moved down the steps and sat beside him. She’d changed from her extravagant gown into trousers and a loose tunic covered with a woolen vest and a simple jacket. Plain men’s clothes. He wasn’t confident yet her manse was safe to return to. Her closest guard had been killed, and they couldn’t have her traipsing about the palace in a ball gown hours after insurgents had attacked. The royal army had rallied and killed hundreds of the false soldiers from Hurmhaven, which was obvious from their perch above the blood-soaked floor of the throne room, but how many had escaped and were stalking the halls even now?

“For two years, I dressed much like this,” Aileen told him. “It was comfortable, and it helped me to hide.”

He nodded.

“There is no hiding now,” she continued. “I’ve accepted that. And while I don’t believe I will ever enjoy wearing gowns and makeup and spending half the day letting a gang of women worry over my hair, I can do it. I will do it. But I’ve come to a realization.”

“And that is?”

“You’re an asshole.”

Gerhard grunted. She had a point.

Aileen leaned back against the stairs, propping her elbows on the one behind her after checking that it was free of drying blood. “There’s something that’s been stuck in my craw ever since I sobered up after you killed my sister.”

Studiously looking down at the sea of dead men below them, Gerhard asked her, “Oh?”

Aileen sat up and waved at the grim vista. “How come your minister of intelligence never stops any of this? How can these plots continue without him ever aware? You are a good spy, Gerhard. I’ve seen you work. If there are others of your caliber, why are they never uncovering the threats against the kingdom? What are these men and women in the ministry doing? Suspicion between the crown and the provinces is spoken of openly in the councils. Why didn’t the ministry see this coming? Bah, I know of a dozen ministry agents in my own court, not even counting you. Do you believe they don’t have two or three times that many watching Helga Muller?”

“I have been wondering about that myself, recently,” the spy admitted.

“How often does the minister of intelligence tell you something?” the young landgravine pressed. “Or is it that you only feed intelligence to him? I can’t help but think the man is terrible at his job, Gerhard.”

“I see where you are going with this, and it’s worse than you think,” he said, leaning back beside her but then sitting up again when he realized he’d put his elbow onto a fresh bloodstain. “I do not believe it’s incompetence that causes the ministry to miss these attacks.”

“Then it’s betrayal.”

Nodding, Gerhard told her. “Something like that.”

“What do we do about it?”

“We?” he asked, turning and raising an eyebrow at her.

She rolled her eyes. “Whatever you have up your sleeve, it must be better than signing more papers. You do have something up your sleeve, do you not?”

“I do,” Gerhard allowed. He pulled a deck of cards from his doublet and absentmindedly shuffled them. He’d been laying hands and reading them for most of the last hour. He didn’t like what he saw, and while it was a narrow one, he thought he’d found a path forward. A path that no one was going to like. “There’s a boy we need to go see.”

“A boy? That’s all? Where do we find him?”

The spy stood. “Aye, that is all, and I don’t know where to find him, but I know where he’ll be. You don’t have to come, Aileen. It could be a long wait, and when that’s done, things are going to get rather dangerous around here.”

“All my friends are dead. My father and sister are dead, and now they’re starting to kill landgravines. I don’t think there’s much I can do these days which isn’t dangerous, Gerhard.”

“You make a good point,” the spy responded. “Come on, then. We go to keep a vigil.”
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The spy sat on a hard stone bench, resting his chin on the pommel of his rapier, the point down on the stone-tiled floor. Behind him, huddled in the alcove, was Landgravine Aileen Brandt. She’d taken off the woolen vest she’d been wearing and had rolled it into a pillow, then fallen asleep, her feet nearly touching Gerhard.

Candles, melted two thirds of the way down their length, cast a warm glow in the tight confines of the funeral room. On a long pedestal before Gerhard lay the body of Captain Tom Allgood. He was being given the due of a long serving captain of the queen’s guard or even a minor noble. His body would be on display throughout the night and the next day to receive visitors. For hours, men wearing the colors and the kit of the royal army had trudged through the room, paying respects to one of their own who’d been born in dirt and poverty and had died defending the queen in the throne room.

Already, a bonus in gold had been promised to all who’d served with the man and triple for the families of those who had fallen by his side. It was well-deserved. These men had proven their mettle tonight, and that loyalty earned a reward.

But after the midnight bell tolled, the parade of visitors slowed. There were a lot of men within the royal army, but only so many had actually known Tom, and with gold jingling in their pockets, there were other distractions to attend to.

That a landgravine had fallen asleep at the man’s vigil had gone unnoticed. Did they think she was a daughter he’d never mentioned? A cousin awed by his funeral in the palace? A young lover chasing his position in the queen’s guard? No one said anything, but they must have wondered.

No one spoke to Gerhard, either. He was still dressed for the party at House Brandt, though his doublet was going to need more than brushing and a splash of perfume. The bare sword he held in front of him didn’t rate comment either. A nobleman waiting in vigil. When they had time to consider it days from now, it would only add to the mystery of Tom Allgood. Gerhard thought the salt of the earth captain might have appreciated that. He’d had a strange sense of humor.

The candles were nearly burned to their base when another visitor arrived. Taller than Gerhard remembered and darker of complexion and spirit, the boy Ulrik filled the narrow door that led to the funeral chamber. He was wearing a black leather hauberk that hung to his knees, the gleaming rivets that dotted it shining like stars in the sky reflecting the candlelight in the room. His hair had gotten longer, almost as long as Gerhard’s, and he still carried the spear. It was an odd weapon to bring through the palace, but it was an odd night.

To Gerhard’s eye, the magic of the fae glittered on the spear and the armor, but that wasn’t what caught his attention. The spy cleared his throat, then remarked, “You have an elf on your shoulder.”

“You can see it?”

Gerhard nodded.

“Who is the girl?”

“Landgravine Aileen Brandt. She rules Aufield now.”

“Did she know Tom?”

“No. Not really.”

“Did many people come?”

“Hundreds of them,” Gerhard replied. “Maybe a thousand. He was a popular man. A good one, from my experience with him. You chose well.”

“They said he died defending the queen.”

“He did,” Gerhard confirmed. “With a blade stuck in him, he fought through an entire company of men, charged the stairwell, and slayed Hurmhaven’s general in one on one combat. I knew the general, he was a formidable man. For what it’s worth, Tom died a hero.”

“I don’t know how to feel about that,” Ulrik admitted.

“Sad.”

The pair of them were silent for a long moment, on opposite sides of the funeral bier and the captain’s body.

Eventually, Gerhard had to ask, “The elf?”

Ulrik closed his eyes and sighed. “We are working together. Sort of.”

“To do what?”

The boy opened his eyes. “Dangerous things. You were waiting for me?”

“I was. I have need of a man willing to do dangerous things.”

“You know who your boss is, then?”

Gerhard sat back and grimaced. “I suspected…”

“I’m not ready to face him,” Ulrik admitted. He shifted his grip on his spear. “I’ve been… practicing, but the minister is a foe unlike anything I’ve faced. Well, except for the dragon, but that⁠—”

“You fought a dragon?”

Ulrik shrugged. “I tried. This will be different. I’ve been thinking on it for a week, all the way back from Untal. The minister must be hundreds of years old. He may be wary we’ll come for him, and he’s got an army of spies around him.”

“Not as many as you might think,” Gerhard replied. “He can’t show his face in public, lest someone recognize what he is, so he’s only lightly guarded. It’s secrecy he surrounds himself with, not swords and pistols, but you are right. This will not be easy.”

“I am the fae-killer, but I’m not ready to confront him directly.”

“None of us are ready for what is to come,” Gerhard chided, standing and wincing. For hours, he’d sat upon that cold stone. His body was as stiff as new leather. “It doesn’t matter if we are ready. It only matters what we do.”

“Do you have a plan?”

“Not really.”

“The cards,” the elf chirped. “Fortune’s Curse, you men are stubborn. Lay a pattern, seering eye. Foretell the future.”

Gerhard stared at the little creature, then asked Ulrik, “Seriously, what’s with the elf?”

The elf hopped off Ulrik’s shoulder, landing neatly between Captain Allgood’s feet.

Ulrik warned it, “This man was my friend.”

The elf glanced back over its shoulder, looking sheepish and already guilty. “I wasn’t going to do anything.”

The boy shook his head menacingly, then turned to Gerhard. “This elf claims to have been around for a very long time. It claims to know the minister… and others. They have history, you could say. I’d hoped when the time comes, if the minister will not see me, then perhaps this creature…”

“Ah, bait,” the spy said with a smile. “In that case, I have a plan.”
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A small figure scurried down the moonlit path. On its back, it carried a sack that was three times its size. Trees, just beginning to bud for spring, were the only thing that separated the earth from the sky. Sturdy metal cages lined the path, and past those steel bars lay sleeping animals, except for a few with open eyes that looked on curiously.

The nocturnal denizens of the royal zoo were like most of their ilk, silent about their business. Gerhard smiled, watching those gleaming eyes. Nocturnal denizens indeed.

A hooded figure emerged to meet the smaller one, and in the center of a crossing of paths, they stopped and studied each other. The little one shifted the pack, a faint jingle the only sound in the silent zoo.

The other figure threw back her hood, revealing tumbled wavy hair that even in the moonlight seemed to glow a coppery red. Bangles on her arms joined the tinkling from the items in the pack, but all else was quiet.

“What do you have for me?”

“Many wonderful and unique items. Powerful magic, subtle sorcery. With this, Darford⁠—”

“I do not act on behalf of my kingdom,” Mother Tressel replied. “I do this for myself.”

“Even better,” the elf quipped.

“What of knowledge? What knowledge do you bring me?”

“A sample,” the elf claimed. “Scrolls that relate to the founding of the kingdom but do not tell the entire story. Consider it a taste of what may come, a little tease, should our partnership become a profitable one for us both.”

“I have not yet agreed to your bargain.”

The elf shook its pack. “You will when you see what I have inside.”

“How did you gain entry?” Mother Tressel questioned. “Long have the secrets of Wahrheit been prized by those of us who study the lore. Every Grimm I know would give up their legs for a chance to be placed inside that room, to learn the secrets of the quartermasters. How did you make your way through the barrier?”

The elf giggled. “A secret is no longer a secret if I tell you.”

“Perhaps it could be a part of our deal?”

The elf shook its head. “You cannot afford that price, I’m afraid.”

“Let’s see what you have then.”

Unceremoniously, the elf slung the pack off its back and dumped the contents onto the ground.

Mother Tressel approached the trove, looking down in honest curiosity.

Gerhard knew she spoke the truth. She would have given anything to be allowed into the room, but he had balked. Mother Tressel had shown no signs of disloyalty, but she was still a Grimm. They could not be trusted in a room like the quartermaster’s chambers. Instead, to purchase her assistance, he had decided to let her keep the items he’d lifted to make the ruse feel real. Ilse might be furious, but she would understand. They were facing desperate times.

The gamble they took was a great one. The quartermaster’s chambers held the single greatest repository of magical artifacts in the known world. There were wonders there, but the chamber was guarded. No Grimm could cross that threshold, and no fae could come within unless invited by one who’d been given access. Ilse, the queen, Gerhard, and Captain Tilly were, as far as they knew, the only living souls who could enter the room.

Not even the minister of intelligence could come into the quartermaster’s domain. It must drive him mad. Ilse didn’t trust the man and didn’t bother to hide it. She would keep secrets from him, or at least he would suspect that she did. It must burn him up, knowing there was knowledge and resources just outside of his grasp, right beneath his own lair. They hoped it was enough to tempt him into the open. If he believed this elf had somehow broken into the chamber, what wouldn’t he do to gain that knowledge? It was the only reward the spy could think of tempting enough to draw the man out.

Gerhard tried to remain still so that he did not give up his position. They’d laid clues that something was to occur. They’d hinted that an elf had found a way into the quartermaster’s chamber, and they’d set up the meeting. If Gerhard had been at the card table, he would have been shoving in his entire stack of marks, and now, there was nothing left to do but wait and see if the wager paid off.

If the minister thought anything was amiss, he would not come, and it would all be for naught. He might not come anyway. Neither Ulrik nor Gerhard had actually seen the man. Gerhard had worked for him for two decades, but their only communication had been through notes or word passed by other agents. The spy thought he knew the minister’s mind, but months ago, he’d also thought the minister was a man, not a dwarf. What could they really know?

The librarian rarely left his lair. They worried he couldn’t. Gerhard had encountered other dwarves trapped in place by their own kind. Was it common?

They’d asked around, trying to be as circumspect as possible, and the royal zoo was the only place anyone could recall the librarian mentioning that was outside of the royal library and Ursula’s own chambers.

Gerhard and Ulrik had decided against simply confronting the dwarf in the library. For one, they hadn’t told Ursula their suspicions about her minister. And two, who knew what layers of defense a dwarf could lay about their own lair. If this was to work, it would take trickery.

“What is this?” Mother Tressel asked, toeing a gleaming silver horn.

The elf squatted next to it. “It calls to the world’s fastest horse, who you may then ride for one full day.”

“And?”

“And?”

She crossed her arms over her chest. “And what happens at the end of the day, elf?”

The creature laughed. “You die.”

“That hardly seems a fair trade.”

“I do not suggest you ride the horse yourself, m’lady,” the elf purred, “but if you need to send a message to your great, great grandson in Yafo and need it to arrive before sunset, then perhaps there is a man in your household staff you’d be willing to send. If it was an important message, the price could be worth it.”

“Of course,” she allowed. “And this scroll?”

“It speaks of the early years of the kingdom, when⁠—”

“The horn is of dwarven make,” a calm, dry voice declared.

A small man stepped from the shadows, and to Gerhard’s eyes, he emanated a chilling white-blue aura. He was a dwarf. He was the minister of intelligence. He looked like someone’s doddering old grandpa. Gerhard didn’t know what he thought the man on the other side of the missives would look like, but not like this.

The minister’s dry voice carried on the quiet night. “How did you touch it, elf?”

The elf stood.

“Esteemed company,” Mother Tressel remarked, glancing between the two fae. “My sisters in the Grimm would be jealous.”

“How did you handle the horn?” the minister asked again, stalking slowly closer.

The elf wiggled its fingers at the spymaster.

“I know you,” the librarian claimed.

The elf giggled. “You do.”

“You’ve come to betray me, then, after all these years? Sensed a vulnerability, did you? Ha, I know. The fae-killer found you. You figured he was your chance to settle our score. Where is he? Is he here?”

The elf shook its head. “I don’t know what you speak of.”

The minister grinned at the elf. “He’s not here then. It is no matter. He’ll be mine soon enough.”

Mother Tressel adjusted her shawl, the bangles on her arm jingling softly. “I know where he is, and Darford is prepared to negotiate.”

“He’s just a boy, worth little to me,” the minister claimed.

“He’s one of the six paladins, the fae-killer.”

The elf looked nervously between the two of them. Gerhard was beginning to sweat. Surely, she wasn’t serious. Did she… Would she really negotiate with the dwarf? Had she agreed to this for the chance to meet the minister? Had she betrayed them? Clearly, the elf thought so.

The spy’s hand clutched the deck of cards through his doublet. He’d gambled everything on this. He’d seen an opportunity, but the cards were just cards. He did not know what was going to happen. If this was wrong…

“What do you want for the boy?” the minister of intelligence inquired.

“Aufield.”

The librarian giggled. “No, of course not.”

Mother Tressel raised an eyebrow at the dwarf. “The fae-killer hunts you.”

“He’s a boy. He is not ready to face me.”

She tilted her head and waited.

“I can make Aileen Brandt available,” the dwarf offered. “With her in your clutches, the rest of the province⁠—”

“The queen will gift the province to another if House Brandt’s line ends. Count Trabean, we can assume. No, that is no deal. We want the province, dwarf. A clean bargain, no echoes or twists.”

“That is not within my power.”

“I think it is.”

“You ask me to spend too much, woman. Do you not know what is coming? Do you have any idea what we prepare for?”

“That is the deal.”

“Perhaps I should just ask Gerhard Fischer,” the librarian snapped.

The minister, Mother Tressel, and the elf all turned to look at the shadow where Gerhard was hiding. The spy grunted. Evidently, he was hiding from literally no one.

“Did you think I could not sense your sword, Fischer?” the minister of intelligence called. “It’s dwarven-make. We can sense our own magic. Bah. I thought we’d trained you better than that.”

Gerhard stood and slunk out of the shadows. He glared at Mother Tressel. “A betrayal, is it?”

She shrugged. “I am of Darford, not Wahrheit. You were a fool if you thought I cared anything about you or your kingdom.”

“Cojita will swallow us all,” Gerhard replied.

“Emperor Honxul cares nothing for Darford,” she retorted. “It’s Wahrheit he wants to burn. Maybe your dragon knights will stop him, maybe they will not, but his quest will end south of our borders either way.”

“The skiengvaal…”

“Will negotiate, as all the fae do. They are compelled. With both Darford and Aufield beneath my heel, I will be in a position of power. They will grant me what I need.”

“You’ll gamble the entire world on that?” demanded Gerhard.

“To become the most powerful Grimm the world has seen in six hundred years? Yes, I will. I am sorry, Gerhard. I have lived a long life, and I want to live longer. You asked me once what the price was for my youth, and I will tell you now. It was betrayal. You, my family, everything.”

“I thought it might be like that,” Gerhard responded. The spy reached behind his back and pulled out a glass orb the size of a plum.

“Dragon’s breath,” the librarian hissed.

Gerhard nodded slowly. “Aye, that it is. You know what I see most often when I deal a hand from the deck? Danger. Danger and betrayal. I’ve come to expect it.”

“Ulrik isn’t at the Roost then?” Mother Tressel questioned.

“It seems you have nothing to bargain for, Grimm,” the librarian snapped, his eyes fixed on Gerhard. “Put that away, Fischer. Tell me what you want.”

“It’s time to resign your position, minister.”

The librarian smirked. “What is the first lesson we teach new recruits?”

“How to please a man or a woman in bed.”

“Don’t form attachments,” the librarian corrected. “Don’t let yourself be vulnerable. Don’t give your enemies a handle on you.” The minister smiled wickedly. “If I leave here, where do you think I will go? To retire in Bricklsang, perhaps?”

“You cannot harm him if he doesn’t bargain with you.”

“What do you think Noah would do if he thought he was going to save your life? We both know he’ll deal. Put that away, Fischer, and your lover may live a long and happy life.”

“That’s one way to do it,” Gerhard said, bouncing the glass orb on his palm, “but the thing about the fae is you can never trust them, no matter what they say. There’s no promise you can make that I will believe. You’ll never release your hold on Noah if I let you walk away from here.”

“Oh no,” the elf mumbled.

The spy flung the glass orb of dragon’s breath toward the center of the three figures in the middle of the zoo. Mother Tressel screamed. The elf stared, its little mouth hanging open. The librarian held Gerhard’s gaze until the orb shattered on the cobblestones and an incredible explosion ignited in their center.

Gerhard, twenty paces away, was flung backward like a rag doll kicked by a child. He flew past the rock wall he’d been hiding behind earlier and landed hard on the bare soil past it. A torrent of flame rushed overhead that he could hear and feel but not see as he kept his eyes shut tight. For a long moment, there was nothing but the raging flame, and then it receded and disappeared.

He lay on his back, drawing ragged gasps of hot air before finally sitting up. This section of the zoo looked like the inside of a fireplace. Everything that could burn had, and the rest was covered in black soot. He patted himself, and when he held up his hand, it was coated in the fine black powder as well. He touched his face and winced. It was raw, burned from the initial blast but not badly. He touched his face again and scowled. His eyebrows were gone. Sighing heavily, Gerhard Fischer climbed to his feet.

The place where the dragon’s breath had exploded was a glowing expanse of slowly cooling, melted rock. He clutched his hands, thinking how lucky he’d been the force of the explosion had thrown him back and he’d landed behind a wall of solid rock. Nothing could survive proximity to such incredible heat. Even thrown thirty paces back, he wouldn’t have lived if it not for the wall.

Gerhard climbed on top of the wall, feeling the warmth of the stones through the soles of his boots. He could not go any closer to the site of the blast, so he looked around from his perch. There, thirty paces to his right, was a tiny, pointed hat. It looked to be singed on one side and must have been blown off the elf’s head by the same force that had flung Gerhard backward. There was no sign of the elf, and he assumed it’d been consumed in the flame.

He circled, staying well back from the melted rock in the middle of the pathway. Pausing, he leaned forward and saw streaks of gold and silver mixed into the darker ash. Mother Tressel’s bangles. The Grimm had been caught in the fire as well.

The spy finally made it to the other side of the conflagration and crossed his arms over his chest. If the librarian had been destroyed in the blaze, there was no sign of it. Gerhard had tried to throw the orb closest to the dwarf. Could he have simply been vaporized? The minister would have gotten it worse than the other two, but somehow, Gerhard couldn’t make himself believe it.

From his coat pocket, he drew the deck of cards, and with one practiced hand, he shuffled them. He whispered into the deck, drew one card, and cursed. He’d hoped to kill the dwarf, but he’d known it was unlikely.

Gerhard Fischer was the seering eye. Finishing the librarian was the job of the fae-killer.


The Apprentice V
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The royal library was a huge room made larger by the massive, soaring ceilings. Tall arches of carved stone held up the intricately frescoed surface. At night, with only the light of candles on the floor of the room, it was impossible to see any details at such height, but Ulrik could sense the grandeur, like the heroes of a prior age were staring down upon him.

The floor was layered with thick rugs, so his footsteps fell soundless as he snuck through the impressive double doors. The doors closed with a booming thud, and Ulrik winced. In the marble halls of the royal palace, sound carried, but after he waited a long moment and heard no rushing feet coming to investigate, he walked deeper into the library.

Intricate bronze inlay crawled across the floor where it wasn’t covered by the rugs. Long wooden tables, marred by ink and the scratching of bored students, filled much of the front third of the room. Beyond those tables rose ranks of bookshelves filled with tomes. The familiar, printed ones were similar to what Ulrik had seen in Hof as a child. Thicker, leather-bound volumes looked to have been hand-inked and hand-bound. Most of those were off to one side or the other, lining the walls, while the books for the use of students or casual visitors were on the shelves in the center.

Candelabras were sparsely lit, standing several paces from the walls and any of the shelves or tables. Sensible. A fire in this place would be a tragedy.

There were desks bracing the reading tables, set with ink pots and notebooks. Aides to the librarian would work there, Ulrik assumed. Were they scholars devoted to a life of research and learning or something else? The librarian, the minister of intelligence, was certainly not only interested in the books on these shelves.

Ulrik walked to the closest desk and saw the giant open volume there contained lists of book titles, names, and dates. People who’d borrowed books, he assumed. There were no drawers in the desk and nothing else of interest. An adjacent desk had a rack of books behind it. Returned copies waiting to be reshelved? A third desk looked to have notes on orders for books. There were prices, listed in silver and copper marks, and names of printers, most of which were located on the Street of Tomes in Ehrstadt. Ulrik grunted. The royal library was funding an entire industry from the look of things.

Amongst the papers and notebooks and ledgers, there was no hint of anything nefarious, no clues as to the nature of the master of this place. It looked to be the home of scholars, mostly wealthy, unserious ones, but scholars nonetheless.

Ulrik continued deeper into the library, passing the tables before pausing at the edge of the bookshelves. The curling bronze patterns writhed and twisted deeper into the room, and his breath caught. They were not simply inset in the floor. They were a part of it, and they crawled and moved with an energy of their own, twisting through the stone like fronds of seaweed, drifting on a slow current.

He stared at those moving veins of metal, confused and a bit frightened. The longer he looked, the more clearly he could see a subtle glow, like sunlight shining through water. A pale blue aura, what he was learning to understand was the mark of fae magic.

Stepping slowly, he began to tiptoe between the bronze inlays, placing his feet carefully to avoid touching the moving bands within the stone. They crept languidly, and after several paces, he was reassured to see they were not speeding their motion or actively moving toward him. He had no idea what would happen if he touched those shifting patterns, but he wasn’t going to find out.

At the far end of the room, past the rows of shelves, was a tall wall covered in bookshelves and only broken by half a dozen doorways. Frowning, Ulrik counted again and winced. Six. It was always six.

The doors could lead to hallways that accessed other areas of the palace. They could be closets for ink and paper or whatever other supplies the scholars working in the library required. They could be the librarian’s sleeping quarters or hidden chambers utilized by the ministry to plot the secret machinations that were the librarian’s stock and trade, or they could be something else.

After peeking down at the floor to make sure none of the bronze tendrils crawling through the stone floor were near him, Ulrik took a moment to study the doors. He did not have long. How long would it take a dwarf to move between the royal zoo, the Roost, and then back to these rooms? How long could Gerhard and the elf possibly delay the man, assuming their ruse even worked? It wouldn’t be long before the librarian realized it was a distraction, and shortly after, he would guess the one place they were trying to draw him from.

Ulrik had to spring any traps the dwarf had laid about his den and then wait for the creature to return. It would be no ambush. The librarian would know Ulrik was there, but the fae could not harm a man on their own unless attacked. It was one of the rules they must abide by to enter the realm of men, though as Ulrik had seen with the elves, nothing was ever certain.

Most of the damage the fae caused was through bargains with men and women. That was more than enough, usually, but Ulrik had no intention of bartering with the librarian. He was going to kill it. He’d killed a dwarf before, and he’d killed half a dozen elves now. He’d faced a dragon.

Somehow, that did not seem enough experience for what he stepped into tonight. Their plan, such as it was, relied on the librarian’s overconfidence. The dwarf had lived for centuries, unknown and untouched. He wouldn’t be ready for a young peasant to stab a sprite-crafted spear through his gullet.

Mother Tressel had made the point that one could argue it was them who were being overconfident. There could be a good reason the librarian did not fear Ulrik. But she hadn’t discouraged them, and Gerhard had remarked that she always said things like that.

Ulrik was armed with a little of the fae-lore his mother had earned over the years and the bit Mother Tressel had shared in the short hours they’d had in each other’s company, but also, Ulrik had been traveling with an elf for weeks on the return journey to Ehrstadt. The frustrating creature had nearly driven him mad, but it’d shared knowledge with him he thought would be of use.

A sniffer could have discovered the entrance to the librarian’s lair in heartbeats, but Ulrik did not have that preternatural sense. Instead, he had to trust his eyes. He looked for the glow, some residue of old magic clinging to the door frames or the heavy iron knobs, but in the end, it was a much more mundane observation that guided his path.

One of the center doors to the right showed signs of repair. The palace was over five hundred years old. The other doors could have been the same, but someone tended to this one, which implied someone used it. The craft of the repair would have drawn a scoff from his pa. There were tool marks around the handle. It’d been loose and had been refastened. As Franklin said, once broken, a thing could never be made the same again. Better, sometimes, but when people tried to execute a repair to replicate the original craft, it never lived up to what it had been. The scars life left in wood or in man couldn’t be erased with paint and polish. Always start anew, Franklin had taught.

Ulrik glanced at the bronze tendrils and saw they were creeping closer. He knelt, pulling a packet of paper from his belt pouch. Gerhard had given it to him. The spy said it was the last bit of the dust the ministry had in its possession. It could unlock any door.

Offering a prayer for Fortune’s Favor that he’d chosen the right portal, Ulrik opened the packet and blew the dark blue dust toward the lock of the door. It drifted unnaturally, heavy crystals dancing on the air. Then, they clustered around the keyhole and wormed their way inside.

There was a click, and Ulrik reached for the handle, pulling the door open before the magic wore off. He didn’t know if it would lock the door back, but he wouldn’t risk it.

The door led to a dark hallway. It was narrow and straight, and it continued out of sight. Muttering under his breath, Ulrik hurried back into the library, picked up a half-lit candelabra, and returned to the door, holding his spear in one hand, the two-pace-long stand in the other. The glow from the lights did little to illuminate the hallway. All he could see was a flat stone floor and the mortared brick that made the walls and a barreled ceiling. Holding the candelabra before him, he realized the corridor continued farther than it had any right to do. He had chosen correctly.

Ulrik entered the hall cautiously, wary of traps.

Glistening strands, shimmering white and blue to his eyes, hung diagonally across his path. Like a spider’s web, they crisscrossed the way forward. He had no doubt that if he broke those strands, they would somehow alert the librarian to his approach or trigger some deadly reaction. Ducking and weaving carefully, he maneuvered his way through the matrix of strands. Without the fae-sight, it would have been impossible to navigate the entanglement.

A spear and a tall candelabra were not the best tools for this mission, and several times, the long implements nearly lead to his undoing. With limited time, he wouldn’t go back to find something easier to carry that could still light his path, and no matter what, he wasn’t going to lose his spear. When facing the fae, it could be the only thing that gave him a chance.

Beyond the spiderweb tripwires, he stood and then froze. The floor in front of him was no longer the flat, smooth stone of the library. There were pavers here, large and black, glittering in the candlelight. He bent forward and again detected the faintest hint of fae magic. Letters were worked into the pavers. Hesitantly, he reached forward with the base of the candelabra and rapped the brass stand against a paver. With a rustle like sand dropping from a cupped hand, the paver disintegrated and vanished.

Ulrik swallowed. What lay beneath that paver, his light would not reveal, but the dust had fallen to somewhere.

He let the light play over the pavers, reading the script. It was like it was written centuries ago, in a style that had fallen from common usage, but he had seen it before. In his ma’s books, there were some passages written like this. He’d never learned to read the script, and he understood now it was because they were his ma’s grimoires he’d seen. She had been a Grimm, a student of the fae. She would have known what to do here, but he had no idea.

Sighing, he started tapping the candelabra against the nearest pavers, and two more disintegrated before he found one that held firm. A “T,” he thought. Some magical name? The librarian’s own name? He would have no chance of guessing that, that was the tru…

He tapped the base of the candelabra against a “R” he saw just beyond the “T” and grunted when it held firm.

His leg trembling, he risked putting his weight on the “T” and then the “R.” His breath caught in his throat as he scrambled across the rest of the word “TRUTH” and found smooth stone beyond the series of pavers.

Ahead of him, he saw nothing but darkness and the straight passageway he’d been following. Behind, he could still see the glow of the doorway to the library, a dim light outlining the rectangle that seemed far too distant already.

There were no other traps that he could see, but sweat still beaded on his forehead and dripped down his back in the cool, stale air of the tunnel. How certain was he that he could see what the librarian had laid around his innermost sanctum? Who knew what the dwarf was capable of or if he would stick to snares that shone in the darkness to Ulrik’s fae-sight? What if there was some mundane wire that triggered a boulder rolling from the ceiling or some chasm he would have to pass over with a puzzle that he couldn’t figure out? It occurred to him, if the pavers had spelled “TRUST” instead of “TRUTH,” he would be dead.

But he was here, and turning around could be just as dangerous as moving forward. However it went with the librarian and Gerhard, the dwarf would surmise his cover was blown. They were in it now, for better or worse.

Ulrik kept walking, but he found no more traps, just the same corridor with the same stone floor and the same brick walls and ceiling. At some point, he understood it was nearly impossible such a passage could exist within the walls of the royal palace. The palace was huge, but behind him, the doorway out had shrunk to a light like a star. He’d passed no cross-corridors, taken no turns, no stairs. He would be halfway over the courtyard outside, he figured, if this hallway was true.

He kept moving, knowing that soon if not already, the librarian would be rushing back to his lair. The idea Ulrik would have time to find the place, disarm any dangers, and then find a spot for ambush was ever more ludicrous. Of course, they hadn’t anticipated a half hour hike after he’d gained access to the library.

It didn’t matter. They hadn’t been able to come up with a better plan. This one was as good as could be concocted on short notice, and they didn’t have time for anything else. There was power you could hold over a fae when you discovered their nature, their true names, and secrets they kept about themselves. They didn’t know what he might find, but Ulrik and Gerhard had both agreed there had to be a key to defeating the dwarf if they could breach his inner sanctum. Ulrik could only hope now that was what he was doing.

After another half hour, he could no longer see the way he’d come and was nervously eying the wax of his candles. How tall had they been when he’d taken them? Did they have wick for an hour-long journey back into the palace? There were no turns and nothing to trip on, but he didn’t fancy stepping over those pavers without a bit of light.

Another hour, and Ulrik was convinced they’d made a terrible mistake. There was no way the librarian trekked down this unending tunnel every day. It couldn’t exist. It was impossible. No other magic teased his vision, but there had to be something. He could have exited Ehrstadt by now at the pace he was walking.

Pausing, Ulrik glanced back and then forward. Both ways looked identical. Was this the trap? He would walk forever until the lights went out, and then he would die of thirst? He would get lost, not sure which way was the one to take him out?

He had stepped over “TRUTH” to get here. Was that a clue or a jest?

He kept walking.
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Hours. Half a day. He was no longer sure how long he’d been in the hallway. The narrow, straight passageway continued, unchanged, pitch black beyond the light of his dying candles. A third of them had burned down to nothing. He’d put out another third, planning to relight them to buy himself more time. Ulrik cursed himself for not thinking of that earlier. He could barely see with just a handful of the candles burning, but there was nothing to see.

Stumbling, he kept walking. His legs and hips were hardened to long journeys on foot, but something about this was different. It was oppressive, seeing nothing but stone and brick, walking as if he was within night itself. He almost tripped and kept walking but frowned. It was as if… he was walking down hill? His feet were falling farther than he expected. He had no point of reference, though. Was it his imagination, or was he on a slope?

Stopping, Ulrik knelt. He pulled one of the unlit candles from the candelabra and placed it on the stone floor. It began to roll.

He watched, astonished. Then, cursing, he scrambled forward, chasing the candle, legs and arms windmilling as the candle sped up, and he suddenly seemed to be plunging downhill, faster and faster. The slope was getting steeper.

He fell, dropping the candelabra and his spear. His arms flailed, feeling panicked before a hand closed on the shaft of the weapon. Holding it close, he tumbled over it, trying to keep the sharp steel from digging into his face. The candles, and their light, were gone. He didn’t know which way was forward or back, right or left. All he knew was that he kept falling, but knowing which direction was down was giving him very little comfort.

Ulrik flung out an arm and spread his legs, trying to stop his descent. He stopped rolling and started slipping, sliding like he was on a greased chute. He struggled, pointing his feet down and trying to dig in his heels, but he kept going, kept picking up speed.

His teeth were clenched, and a scream bubbled in his throat. It felt like the floor was close to vertical now, and soon, he would be in free fall at incredible velocity. Would he fall forever, or was there something below he would eventually land on? He wasn’t sure which was better, but he could find no purchase on the smooth stone floor, and he wouldn’t let go of his spear to try to grab something with his hands. There was nothing to catch, nothing to hold onto. Down and down he fell.

And then brilliant, blinding light. Reds and oranges stabbed violently into his eye sockets. He snapped his eyes shut, but even with closed eyes, it was still brighter than the black hallway he’d been in for hours.

His legs impacted hard ground. His body followed, crumpling into a painful ball before he flopped sideways. It hurt but not as bad as it should have. He’d fallen a dozen paces, not a thousand. The air was hot and dry and tasted of ash. The ground was hotter still, uncomfortable against the skin of his cheek.

He blinked and rolled onto his back. Black snow drifted above him, carried on searing winds. Shadows surrounded him. He coughed, then scrubbed his eyes with the back of his hand. He could feel grit rubbing into his face, stinging his eyes. He blinked, hoping tears could wash away the dirt.

When his eyes were clear again, he could focus, and the shadows resolved into jagged fragments of wall. Heavy stone, half a pace thick, had been sheared away. He was in a building or what had been one. The walls stood at irregular intervals, as if they’d been clawed away. It was like looking out of a retired boxer’s shattered mouth. Smoke drifted across a red sky. It was hard to breathe.

Ulrik sat up, feeling around until his hand found the comfortable smooth shaft of his spear. He levered himself up and stood.

He was in a ruined land. It’d been torn asunder by fire and terrible destruction. In the distance, ragged mountain peaks looked as if they’d been ripped down, showers of enormous rock and debris scattered for leagues.

The building he was in, for he was certain now it had been a building, was huge. It wasn’t as large as the royal palace, but before leaving Hof, he wouldn’t have believed anyone would have bothered to create a place of this size. Whatever it had been, it wasn’t now. Stone stairwells ended in air. Gaping holes yawned where walls must have stood. Someone, or something, had done terrible damage to this place.

“Oye,” a voice called. “Who are you, and what are you doing here?”

Ulrik spun to find three squat men standing in an opening that could have been an entrance to the palace at some point in the past. One carried a massive warhammer. Another had a heavy greatsword across its back, and a brace of pistols hung from the harness at its side. The third clutched a trident that it was pointing toward Ulrik. They were not squat, he saw as the scale of the walls around them registered. They were tall, like giants, and impossibly broad. He felt like a child before them.

“I said,” the one with the trident barked, “who are you, and what are you doing here?”

“I’m… Dwarves.” Ulrik gasped. “You are dwarves. But big.”

The largest of the dwarves, the one with the warhammer, muttered, “Fortune’s Curse, I think it’s a man.”

“A child from the realm of men,” the dwarf with the trident corrected.

Ulrik shook his head, not understanding what he was seeing. These were dwarves. Magic shimmered around them. He’d learned to recognize it. They… They were too big. His size and half again. Double the size of the dwarf he’d slain in the privy council chamber. No, triple.

“Where am I?”

“The little creature has a lot of questions, don’t it,” the dwarf with the warhammer remarked. It settled gnarled fists on its hips. “You’re the one who came here, man-child. You answer our questions. Not the other way around.”

“Thought to kill one of us, did you?” the one with the trident accused. “Not for the first time, either. Oye, I can see the blood on your spear, man-child. Who was—Ah, Drophain, it was. This little monster killed Drophain. Poor bastard shouldn’t have gotten himself involved in all of that, eh.”

“Ha,” the one with the warhammer cackled. “Oye, he should’ve stayed out of it. He should have. Wouldn’t’ve found himself—Wait. You talkin’ about Drophain or this one here?”

The dwarf with the trident shrugged. “Staying out of it woulda been good advice for either one of them, now, wouldn’t it? Hrm. Came from Ehrstadt. Ah, it’s coming together. You fell into a trap, didn’t you? He reopened the gateway and deposited you here.”

Ulrik couldn’t follow what the dwarves were speaking of. The ruined land, the giant dwarves, none of it made sense to him. “He? Here?”

“This is our realm, man-child. You’re in the realm of the dwarves.”

Speechless, Ulrik could only stare back at the huge dwarves. The realm of the… But that couldn’t be possible. None of this could be possible.

“Pardon the mess,” the dwarf with the greatsword and the pistols interjected. “We’ve been conducting a bit of war here and there and haven’t found time to properly tidy up. Consider it a look into your own future.”

“The future?”

“Are all men this thick?” the dwarf with the warhammer wondered.

The one with the trident took several long steps forward, then shook its head. “It’s confused. Thought it was going to sneak up on our brother, I suspect, and found itself here. It’s got the fae-sight. It can see the truth or at least something like it. It can see your ugly mug, Herry.”

“Herry. Y-You remind me of the thief takers,” Ulrik stammered. “The three of you…”

“What’s that mean? I ain’t no thief!” Herry bellowed, lifting his warhammer like he meant to use it. “As far as you know, I mean.”

Still shaking his head, the dwarf with the trident raised a hand to calm his partner. “We can’t kill this man-child. It’s a paladin, I suspect.”

“That’s not what I heard,” the second dwarf warned. It reached up to grip the hilt of its greatsword. “And what do I care if it’s a paladin? Didn’t do us a dog’s squat worth of good, did they? I say we be done with this thing and keep traveling.”

“Remember the mage, Mieos.”

“Remember him is all I can do,” the second dwarf growled. “Haven’t seen him in a century.”

The dwarf with the trident raised a long, thick finger and swirled it in the air. “See all of this, man-child? The war we fought, the war we still fight, though it has been over for many, many years, was against the skiengvaal. Abominations, twisted refuse. They subjugated the dragons and turned ’em loose on us. First us. Then the sprites. Then the elves. The sprites have held. The rest of us… Bah, you are next. Your people, man-child. The mage made a deal, you see. You were the weakest, the easiest, but he made a deal. Bought you time. I hope your people have used it well.”

“I don’t know what… what any of this means,” Ulrik mumbled, too afraid to run, too afraid to do anything.

These dwarves… they were huge, and there were three of them, and they were well-armed. They were like the thief takers, though. What did that mean? Why did they remind him of those men?

“If you don’t know what it means, it means your people have wasted your time, and your world is about to look something like this one,” the second dwarf, the one called Mieos, snapped.

“Steady now,” the leader cautioned. “Look at that spear. Look at that hauberk. Ha! You recognize the spear, don’t you? I do. A sprite was carrying it last I saw. The mage has intervened directly with this child. It’s time.”

“Time for what?” Herry wondered.

He was just like Henri, thought Ulrik.

“For us to leave.”

“If we could leave so easily, why have we been wandering around all these centuries?” Mieos growled.

“When it’s time, Fortune provides a way. Tell us, man-child, how do you plan to return to your realm? Is there a hidden gateway you know of? A way back?”

“No,” Ulrik said, feeling like his mind was on fire.

The realm of the dwarves? He’d been transported out of the world to… to this forlorn place of fire and ash. That these dwarves might decide to kill him crossed his mind, but it did not bother him. A quick death might be a mercy. Here, with nothing to see but broken rock, fire, and ash… For centuries, they’d said. This world had burned. There was nothing left here. Nothing to sustain him. No way back.

“Tell me how you got here,” the dwarven leader insisted.

“I…”

He wondered briefly if there was any lie he could tell to help himself, but he didn’t know what these dwarves wanted, so he told them the truth.

“An elf?” Mieos interrupted. “You partnered with an elf? They are foul, untrustworthy creatures. You should never listen to those monsters! Bah. What is wrong with men that you put your faith in an elf?”

“Dwarves haven’t treated us any better,” Ulrik snapped.

“The elf, what did it advise you?” the leader questioned.

Gathering himself, Ulrik continued his tale, “Bartholomew suggested that if we could lure the librarian from⁠—”

“Bartholomew!” Mieos cried. “Fortune’s Curse, of course it was him. Cartho, you remember that tricky little bugger?”

“Bartholomew,” the leader mumbled, the one Mieos had called Cartho. “He’s had it out for his own kind for years. Bit like Drophain, he was. He forgot who he was supposed to be. But if you ended up here, then there’s only one thing that coulda happened. Someone betrayed you.”

Ulrik slumped to his knees. He had no reason to doubt the dwarf’s word. Betrayed? Not Gerhard. Ulrik couldn’t question the spy’s loyalty, and while he wanted to blame it on the elf… Mother Tressel. She was a Grimm. She was from Darford. It had to be her.

Suddenly, Cartho snapped his fingers. “That’s it.”

“What’s it?” Herry wondered.

“You said the other elves poured through a gateway, one you opened, yes? That’s our way out.”

“The gateways to the realm of men are sealed here, but we can enter through the realm of the elves,” Mieos hissed. “There is a way!”

“We’ll need the child to do it,” Cartho mentioned. “He has to live.”

Mieos shrugged angrily.

Cartho looked toward Ulrik. “Let’s get you home, child. You have much work to do if you want to save your people.”


The Captain V
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Elan Zaccada had been given a trust that was rare in the Kingdom of Wahrheit. He was a champion of the old king but not just that. He was a mentor to most of the queen’s current champions and a tutor to all five of the high houses. When money was no object, one attended Elan Zaccada’s school of sword.

Most of the men at the heights of Wahrheit society had studied under him, even if only briefly. Zaccada had assessed all who could pay his exorbitant fee, but he only let stay those who had the potential to grow into true swordsmen.

Captain Tilly grimaced, clucking at the patriarch, urging the dragon to more speed. Fortune’s Curse, he himself had spent time under the swordmaster’s scrutinizing gaze. Tilly had only been an apprentice then, but Zaccada had shared several tips that helped make the captain into the warrior he was today.

It wasn’t just the high houses that had missed Zaccada’s treachery. Tilly himself had looked the man in the eye, sparred with him, and never suspected a thing. Neither had the king. Neither had anyone until it was too late.

The swordmaster’s betrayal had sown great discord amongst the nobility. When he had turned against the crown, it wasn’t known who was on his side and who was against him. For a decade, tensions had been high. Every death in a high house had been attributed to that suspicion. It wasn’t until the king’s wife, his only love, passed that the kingdom was able to move on. When she had died, the high houses found a new game, trying to put one of their own in the king’s bed hoping the union would bear fruit they could put upon the throne.

But the scars Zaccada left were still there, if unspoken. Klafen and House Lehmann, as the traitor’s original sponsor in the capital, his first patron, and the family that had lent money to open the school, had paid the crown ten thousand gold marks. Not enough to break the province but enough that even a landgrave felt the pain. They never admitted involvement in Zaccada’s machinations, but the king had never forgiven them, either.

Clenching the reins tightly in a mailed first, Tilly growled low in his throat. It hadn’t been Jan Lehmann on the throne of Klafen then. It’d been his father, but Jan Lehmann had studied beneath Zaccada. So had his sister, the Falcon of Andorra. Did the traitor’s influence explain why she fled Wahrheit? Why she would not return?

Did the poison flow through House Lehmann all the way to Franz? Tilly knew, deep in his gut, that it did. The boy had somehow still been in Zaccada’s thrall, though the swordsman hadn’t been seen in the kingdom for over twenty years. That confidence Franz had, Tilly realized now where he recognized it from. Overbearing confidence was the downfall of Elan Zaccada. He believed he was the best, but there was always someone better than you.

Captain Tilly knew that one day, he would meet his better. One day, he would die on the field of battle. That knowledge kept him sharp. Every time he crossed blades, he wondered if it would be the last time, if this opponent was the one. So far, that fear had kept him alive. It was when you decided you could not be beaten that you were most likely to fall.

The wind whipped through his hair and beard. On the ground, winter’s kiss had faded, but a quarter league into the air, the temperature was still bitterly cold. Captain Tilly had been flying for two days. He’d only slept a few hours here and there, when the exhaustion carried more weight than the cold.

If Franz Lehmann had gotten caught up in Elan Zaccada’s hatred, then was it possible his father had as well? If Jan Lehmann and Emperor Honxul were on the same side, then… Tilly had to get to the border and assess the situation. He couldn’t allow the battle to proceed on plan if there was a chance they could be betrayed.
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“Tilly,” General Walhausen scoffed. “Surely you cannot believe that Jan Lehmann is a… not a friend of the crown? I’ve known the man my entire life. Fortune’s Curse, so have you! He’s as loyal as any landgrave can be expected to be.”

“He studied under Zaccada.”

“As did I. As did you! Bah, I was there when Jan Lehmann resigned himself to confinement in Ehrstadt. They didn’t call it that, but we all knew what was being proposed. If the man was going to betray us, then why would he allow himself to be held so close to the palace? Surely you cannot believe he’d put himself in our custody if he meant to turn on us?”

Tilly rapped a mailed fist on the folding camp table they’d spread a hastily sketched map on. “I don’t believe anything except what I’ve seen with my own eyes. Is Jan Lehmann a traitor? I have no idea, but his son was. Where did that poison come from, General, if not the father?”

Looking uncomfortable, Walhausen puffed out his red cheeks and exhaled slowly. He glanced at Tilly’s second, Sergeant Ramshorn. “You and your knights have been overhead for a week. Have you seen anything that worries you?”

“A lot worries me,” the sergeant huffed. “Honxul is here, less than a day’s march from our line, and believe me, when the savages want to move, they can move fast. Andorra bled the bastards, but there’s still plenty of them. Two hundred thousand, we’ve estimated, though when they’re on the move, an accurate count is impossible. It’s enough, eh.”

“And Klafen’s men?”

“Here and here,” Ramshorn said, pointing to where two fortifications were noted. “This valley between is the natural entry to Klafen from Andorra. The rest of the border is dotted with thick forest and rivers. Not terrible terrain for tradesmen passing back and forth, and it’d be easy crossing for a company of men on foot, but they can’t move the entire horde through anywhere but here unless they want to travel a week east or west.”

Tilly grunted.

“The idea,” Ramshorn continued, “was to fly our men in a knot right down their middle. They’ll either have to meet us in the sky with those wounded dragons you faced, or we’ll force ‘em out to the sides and closer to the Klafen fortresses. As tightly as the Cojitans will be packed, the artillery from the fortresses will be devastating.”

“If they overrun the fortresses?” Tilly questioned.

“They haven’t shown any aptitude for it,” Walhausen replied. “Coming through Andorra, they either ignored fortifications or opened them with rank brutality instead of siege technology. It’s a risk, but they have no engineers capable of building devices that can breach these walls.”

“So we split them,” surmised Tilly. “The Honorable Guild of Artillery Masters rains hell on them, and…”

“…the royal army and the men from Untal swoop in and clean up what’s left,” Walhausen finished. “It’s a simple plan, but those are the best. Less that can go wrong.”

Tilly grimaced. There was still plenty that could go wrong. “The men from the other provinces?”

“The bulk of Aufield’s forces are in the fortresses with Klafen,” Ramshorn said. “They built most of the heavy equipment and provided most of the shot and powder. Half the province was born into the Honorable Guild of Artillery Masters, so they say. We’ve all agreed their expertise with the artillery is worth more than their boots on the ground.”

General Walhausen growled. “They say that half of ’em are guild members, but Guildmaster Pfluger didn’t have so many available bodies last time I called for them. The guild is overcharging us something awful.”

Shrugging, Sergeant Ramshorn said, “Not my problem, but if the guild is claiming those men’s pay, then we’ll make ’em work for it. I don’t much care if they share dues with Pfluger or not. If they can work a cannon, we’ll be glad of them.”

Tilly pointed to the north of the valley. “How many men in the royal army are here?”

“Fifteen thousand strong,” the general replied. “Plus six thousand from Untal.”

“Fintra had eight thousand under her banner two months ago,” Tilly murmured. “Where did the rest go?”

“Back in Untal is my guess,” Walhausen responded. “Your lady seems honest in her desire to help, but she’s still a landgravine, and she still thinks of Untal above Wahrheit. But if she has treachery on her mind, it won’t do her any good. We’ve been recruiting heavily. I’ve got another fifteen thousand men back in the vicinity of Ehrstadt.”

“Why not here?”

“Don’t put all your marks in on one bet, no matter how good you think it’ll be.”

Tilly frowned at the general. The man was projecting confidence, even when Tilly had brought up his concerns about House Lehmann, but he’d kept half the royal army at home? What did Walhausen suspect? “What of Hurmhaven, Brenay?”

“Marching toward us, they tell me,” replied the general. “Aufield managed to get here dragging a train of cannon behind them from farther than those two armies need march, but all reports say they are on the move.”

Tilly glanced at Ramshorn, and the sergeant nodded understanding. Trust but verify, isn’t that what Premier Sigismund always said?

The general circled the table and drummed his thick fingers across it. “If Klafen were to turn on us, it’s not them that’d do the damage. Their cannon and mortars can’t reach our positions here. All they could do would be to let the Cojitans through without molesting them. With your knights overhead, it doesn’t seem enough to me. If a province were going to turn on the kingdom, they’d aim for a knockout punch.”

“It’s a fair point,” Tilly allowed.

He had no proof House Lehmann was planning anything. It was just a suspicion based on the relationship between a swordsman who was twenty years gone and Franz Lehmann’s attack. Had the boy been turned, or had it been simple revenge after Tilly had smashed his face up and booted him from the dragon knights? Franz Lehmann hadn’t been alive when Elan Zaccada held court in Ehrstadt.

Tilly gripped his fist in frustration. Without House Lehmann, their plan was unworkable. They needed those men, but how to trust them? How to trust himself? He hadn’t suspected a thing about Zaccada or Franz Lehmann when he’d seen them face to face. He had to admit, more often than not, his instincts in these matters were false. He wished he’d taken time to fly back to Ehrstadt to confer with the ministry of intelligence. They were the ones who should be sorting out this mess.

“What do we do?” Walhausen questioned.

Tilly frowned. “Does the ministry of intelligence have agents in the army?”

“Of course.”

“And you know them?” Tilly queried.

“I know enough of them that they can go and tell the others. You want us to sic them on the fortresses?”

“We have two days,” Tilly replied. “If the ministry agents cannot find a deception in that time, we trust Klafen is on our side. We can’t throw away this plan for my gut feeling about something that happened twenty years ago, but if they find something… Ramshorn, it’ll be up to us to cover the retreat of Walhausen and his men. General, find some defensive terrain you can hold north of here. Klafen’s castles, if you need to borrow them, anything that’ll help you cover your retreat. The dragon knights will slow them, but we’ve just fourteen of us here and will have to keep an eye on the skies for Cojita’s dragons.”

“If we have space to maneuver, we can hold our own for a time,” the general assured. “Hit ’em with the arquebusiers. The spearmen hold the line for those men to fall back and reload. The cuirassiers slash the flanks and keep the savages guessing. The Falcon slaughtered thousands of them using similar tactics. I’ve been paying attention, Captain. Give us time to find space, and we’ll take care of the rest.”

Tilly nodded, scratching his beard. “Who leads the men from Untal?”

“General Graffin.”

“A good man,” Tilly murmured. “Let’s meet with him today.”

“Ainsley is still here,” Sergeant Ramshorn mentioned.

Tilly looked to his sergeant, surprised. “He was supposed to fly back after we arrived.”

The other man shrugged. “He’s the son of a high house, Captain. He’s got an army in the field, and without him, we’re at thirteen instead of fourteen men on the backs of our dragons. We could be facing two hundred thousand warriors tomorrow and who knows how many wild dragons. If we’ve got a man who can fly, we’re going to need him.”

“He hasn’t taken the oaths,” Tilly argued. “And there’s a difference between being able to fly a dragon and being able to fight on the back of one. You should have told me he was still here.”

“We fight for the kingdom,” Ramshorn replied. “Another man on a dragon is worth hundreds on the ground, even if he can barely control the thing, not to mention what his men might think if they saw him running home. Don’t worry. I’ll keep him in tight formation right behind me. All he has to do is hold on and let his dragon do the work. There’s too much at stake to let him sit twiddling his thumbs back at the Roost.”

“You should have told me.”

Snorting, Ramshorn put a hand on the captain’s shoulder. “Maybe, but when it comes to House Bohm, you’re not unbiased, are you? The boy is the scion of a high house. He’s a talented apprentice. He knows what he’s doing, Captain.”

Sighing, Tilly instructed, “Send word to General Graffin and Lord Bohm. I’ll see them in an hour.”
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“How does it work?” Captain Tilly questioned.

“Elven ink, m’lord.”

“Captain.”

“Right you are, Captain,” the little man responded.

He bore an uncomfortable resemblance to Gerhard Fischer. Two of them? But everyone said he was the ministry’s best man in Klafen. They’d been lucky to find him and be able to pull him from his cover without raising suspicion.

“What we write here appears in a notebook all the way in Ehrstadt. If the minister deigns to respond, which most of the time he doesn’t, his message will come back to us.”

Tilly shifted uncomfortably. After all they’d been through, the thought of using fae magic left him nervous, but they had to know.

Flabius Ponte, the ministry agent, assured the captain and the rest of the war council that Klafen planned no betrayal. He was embedded with their men, and they’d let the soldiers of Aufield behind their walls. How was a betrayal possible, he’d questioned? Evidently, he could sense Tilly’s skepticism, so he’d offered to put them in contact with the minister himself.

“The minister has a man as close to Lehmann as you and I are, m’lord. If the landgrave has even breathed treachery, we’d know it,” Ponte claimed before licking the tip of his quill, dipping it gently into a jar of enchanted elven ink, and then scrawling a neat message to the minister. As he wrote, he asked, “Could one of the other high houses be planting misinformation, trying to turn our eyes away from what’s really going on?”

Tilly read over Ponte’s shoulder but did not respond to the man. Could that be the case? Ainsley Bohm was the one who’d told Tilly that Honxul was a prodigy of Elan Zaccada. The apprentice was the only one who’d said it, in fact. Tilly glanced at Ainsley, and the boy showed no reaction at Ponte’s statement. Ainsley didn’t realize he was being accused. Tilly trusted the apprentice, but could he trust Ainsley had good information? Like Franz, he hadn’t been alive when Zaccada had been in the capital. What could he know, really?

The truth was it was all too tangled for Captain Tilly to unravel. He didn’t trust his instincts on these matters, and he didn’t have access to the entire suite of information that the professionals did.

Tilly frowned. Flabius Ponte had a fine hand, but in other circumstances, Tilly would have thought his use of the language quite crude, and the spy didn’t use punctuation. He wrote like that to his superior?

“Limited supply of the ink, m’lord,” the spy explained.

They waited.

“How long until he replies?”

“Could be never, could be days,” Ponte answered, “but since I told him you were here… I expect it’ll be soon. The minister gives you knights more due than us agents.”

Another long moment passed. Then, like blood spilling from a wound, words crawled alive.

“Fortune,” whispered Tilly, watching as a line appeared across the page.

Trust Lehmann and Klafen They are completely loyal After the battle Truth will be apparent

Tilly scratched his beard. “Truth? What does he mean?”

“That’s the minister.” Ponte laughed. “He keeps secrets as automatically as you and I breathe or blink our eyes.”

General Walhausen cleared his throat, then remarked, “Trust Lehmann and Klafen.”

“Doesn’t get any clearer than that,” Tilly admitted. He turned to Sergeant Ramshorn. “Make another pass over those fortresses. I want to be absolutely certain the cannon is pointed the way it ought to be. Ponte, keep me appraised of what you’re seeing in the forts. If you get even a hint that something is amiss…”

“Of course,” the agent agreed.

“Does the ministry of intelligence have agents this close to all of the high houses?” Lord Ainsley Bohm inquired.

Tilly glanced at the boy. “What do you think, lad?”

Ponte grinned at the young man but did not answer.

The captain gestured to the spy and the apprentice dragon knight and pointed them toward the map where the battle plan was drawn up. “Are you seeing anything that we’re missing? If all goes to plan, we’ll deal a devastating blow to the emperor and his horde. If it doesn’t go to plan, we’re putting the royal army and House Bohm’s forces right into the mouth of the savages.”

“I don’t love that it’s my men standing before the tide,” Ainsley admitted, “but with the queen’s army at our side, Untal will stand strong.” He leaned over the plans. “The greatest question in my mind is about Cojita’s dragons. Where are they, and what will they do?”

Tilly nodded. “They have at least two remaining, though I wounded one. Are there more? I can’t think they have more because why hold them in reserve?”

“To catch us all together?”

“If they had enough to overwhelm us, they should have come straight at the Roost and crisped us while we were in our beds,” the captain replied. “No, my guess, they just have the two, and they’re trying to figure out when they’re going to hurt us the most. They didn’t use both until they had the Falcon of Andorra in their grasp, remember? Maybe we’ll see them tomorrow, or maybe they’re waiting until they can fly over Ehrstadt. That breath rained down on the capital…”

“If they just have two,” Ainsley responded, “we’ll make quick work of them. Even breathing fire, two dragons cannot stand against fourteen with trained knights on their backs.”

“Thirteen,” Tilly corrected.

“I will fly in this battle,” Ainsley argued.

“Not against Cojita’s dragons, you will not,” the captain retorted. “I’ll give you leave to face the horde, but you’ll do so under Ramshorn’s guidance. You will do exactly as he instructs and only as he instructs. You want to face combat? Then, you’ll do it as a soldier, and soldiers listen to their superior officers.”

The scion of House Bohm stood still for a moment, then nodded curtly. “That is fair.”

“Tilly,” Ramshorn muttered, “if you think to fly against two dragons alone…”

“Not alone,” the captain assured. “I’ll have five experienced knights flying with me topside on watch for the Cojitan dragons. You’ll have the rest flying low against the horde. I need you down there, Sergeant. It’s not going to be an easy stroll. They know you’ll be here, and spears are going to fly like midges in a wet summer. Thrown from their atlatls, those missiles can be deadly. I need you directing the knights and unleashing the brunt of our offense while keeping the men and their mounts as safe as you can.”

Ramshorn rubbed his chin, looking at the map as if the Cojitans were there marching over it.

The captain turned to Flabius Ponte. “What do you see?”

“Like Lord Bohm said, it’s the dragons,” the spy agreed. “If the field is yours, your knights ought not to have too much trouble forcing the Cojitans up against the fortresses, and Lehmann’s men are well-prepared to rain fire on ’em. They’ve been waiting for this day for two years. If we don’t get to chew ’em up a bit before they get through the valley, though… The royal army and Untal are going to have their hands full.”

“We’ll be ready for them,” General Walhausen declared. “We’re over twenty thousand strong together. We’re well-provisioned, well-armored, and well-trained. The Cojitans are fierce, I will give them that, but they’ve never seen something like the sustained fire the royal army is capable of. We’re outnumbered ten to one, I know, but to face us blade to blade, they’re going to have to march through fire and brimstone. The Creator’s Grace will be turned from that field tomorrow. I promise you that.”

Tilly put a finger on the spy Ponte’s notebook and reread what the minister of intelligence had sent. Trust, truth, it was all there in ink.

He cleared this throat and told the others, “Very well, m’lords. We’ve done what we can do and prepared what we can prepare. Gird yourselves, for tomorrow we fly to war.”


The Queen VI
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The members of the high council were silent, except for the clink of glass as Cardinal Borromeo drank thirstily and refilled his goblet.

Finally, it was Landgravine Laurent who noisily cleared his throat and asked, “Are we to assume from his presence that Count Trabean has joined us formally? As your consort, I presume, or…”

Ursula glanced at the count, then back to the landgrave. “Not formally, no, but Count Trabean is my consort. He will be around the palace more often and in these council chambers. Do you have a problem with that, Leland?”

Shaking his head, the landgrave sat back. “No, I just wondered…”

“Wondered what?”

“He’s wondering if you mean to assign the province of Hurmhaven to House Trabean,” the count advised, moving his hand to cover hers. “Helga Muller’s betrayal stained her house beyond repair. It’s unthinkable that anyone of her line or anyone associated with her retains power within the kingdom of Wahrheit. The province must be assigned to a new family. Presumably, Landgrave Laurent has some thoughts on who should receive such an honor?”

“It’s the queen’s decision to name another high house,” Laurent responded. “I do not think she’s interested in hearing my opinion on who would be a good choice, but I do not believe I am speaking out of turn to say that in times like these, we need leaders upon the thrones. Whoever the queen selects, I will act swiftly to second the nomination in the high council and make the crown’s choice official. I am curious, though. Have you given it much thought, Your Majesty?”

Shaking her head, Ursula admitted, “I have not. Helga Muller’s betrayal came as a surprise, and frankly, it had not occurred to me I’d ever need to name a new family to rule a province.” She frowned. “It is my sole choice, then? Minister Caspar?”

Her portly minister of law shuffled forward from the side of the room where he and the rest of the privy council had been observing the proceedings. “The laws on succession within the provinces are vague because the issue so rarely arises. The last time there was a changing of the houses was over two hundred years ago, and Landgrave Laurent has the procedure more or less correct. The crown nominates a noble family, and the high council votes to ratify the choice. From my interpretation, there’s never been a case that the crown’s nominee did not get the full vote of the council. If such were the case, we’d need to call a special tribunal of magistrates to settle the law. In my opinion, we should attempt to resolve the matter before it comes to that. It goes without saying there is no greater prize the crown can bestow upon a family, so disagreements could be expected, but Landgrave Laurent is correct. We need someone on that throne.”

“Who controls Hurmhaven until a new house is named ruler?”

“The crown,” Minister Caspar replied, pushing his monocle deeper into his eye and looking down at his papers as if there was some wisdom there.

“Which explains why the rest of the high council is quick to ratify any nomination,” Landgravine Bohm remarked sourly. “Better a rival landgrave than the crown retaining that power. No offense, Your Majesty. I don’t mean that personally.”

“I understand what you mean,” Ursula assured, “and we are all agreed a new house should ascend the throne in Hurmhaven, and it should happen sooner rather than later.”

“Your Majesty,” Trabean offered. “Perhaps I can solicit input from the rest of the council, and in some days, I can present a proposal to you?”

She looked around the table and saw only blank faces staring back at her. They were worried the count’s influence was too great, but time and time again, he’d proven it was only he she could trust. Who else had been by her side? None of these men and women had fought for her life and spilled blood on the floor of the throne room. It was Trabean who’d taken Helga Muller captive. Whether or not he was her consort, the reward for such a feat should be incredible. They would not be happy if she chose Trabean to rule Hurmhaven, but they could not object, either. She was queen, and it was her choice, but she needed the provinces and had to consider her relationship with them. She needed the men and women on the council to support her, not just because they had to due to the circumstances, but because she’d earned their trust.

In the first months when they’d put her on the throne, she’d been drunk and foolish. It had taken too long to understand the kingdom was not her alone. It was a summation of all. She’d catered to the burghers and the peasants, and she’d won their loyalty. That fierce devotion was, perhaps, the only thing that had saved her. If she hadn’t brought Captain Allgood and his men into the palace and granted them responsibilities despite the aghast reaction from the palace courtiers, then she had no doubt she would be dead.

Loyalty of the commons was only one part, though. She needed all of Wahrheit behind her if they were going to survive the coming weeks and months. She could not do this without the lords and ladies who commanded the armies.

While it was unfair to him and dastardly, as they spoke of it here in the room, she was also forced to ponder the idea of Count Trabean spending half his year in Hurmhaven. She did not think she could stomach that after so recently rekindling what they had together. She wanted him by her side more than she wanted anything. What good was there having a consort if the man wasn’t in her bed? She’d give up any reward to keep him there.

But would he see things the same way she did? For a count, turning down a province was unthinkable. Then again, perhaps he had his sights set higher. She had no husband, after all. But Trabean leaving her side, a marriage… It was too much to think about.

She turned to Landgrave Laurent. “Leland, how do you propose I go about finding a replacement for House Muller?”

The landgrave shifted uncomfortably in his chair.

“Speak freely,” she instructed. “I would hear your advice.”

Looking as if he’d just licked a lemon, the landgrave said, “The count has proposed, ah, an equitable solution to⁠—”

“I can see on your face you do not like Trabean’s idea. Tell me, what do you suggest?”

He opened and closed his mouth several times, and she thought it was the most uncomfortable she’d ever seen the man. He’d lost all of the haughty confidence she once associated with him.

She told him, “That is an order, not a trap.”

“The landgrave does not want to upset your consort by offering a different opinion, Your Majesty,” Landgravine Aileen Brandt said. “At the risk of overstepping, I will share what I believe is his idea, which I found to be rather sensible.”

Ursula turned to the girl and gave her a tight smile. “Very well.”

“Landgrave Laurent thought a silent ballot, perhaps three names each written on paper by every member of the high council, should be submitted to Premier Sigismund. The premier, and whatever other advisors you deem, can sort through the list and select the best choice based on the needs of the kingdom.”

“That’s not a bad idea,” Ursula admitted, giving Landgrave Laurent a short nod.

“Unless they collude to only submit names that would benefit the provinces,” Trabean drawled. “Look, I am not accusing anyone of anything, but history teaches us…”

“We’re in a time of war, man!” Landgrave Laurent barked. “Bah, as if the queen and her advisors wouldn’t immediately see through any attempt we made to stack the nominations against her. Have faith in your lass, Trabean. She’s not a fool, and neither are her advisors. She has proven she has the right to sit the throne.”

“Thank you, Leland,” she said before Trabean could respond.

She had proven herself. Did he believe that? Was that why he’d gone from plotting against her family to genuflecting before her? Proven herself…

“This is what we shall do,” she declared. “The future high house to take the throne in Hurmhaven will be the family that earns it during the coming conflict. Whoever shows utmost loyalty to Wahrheit and proves they have the ability to protect us shall be rewarded amply. I assume, when the time comes, the high council will also deign to reward our heroes?”

Leland Laurent was the only one to respond. “Of course we will, Your Majesty. And… I like what you have said. A high house is an incredible reward, and it’s fitting it goes to those who earn it on the field of battle rather than in the rooms of the council chambers.”

“That is nice to hear,” she said, her smile turning bitter as she looked at the man.

He was falling over himself trying to make amends, but there was no rebuilding the bridge he had burned. He might begin to see her as the rightful queen, but she would never see him any different than she did now. Just as she would never see Mertz again, no matter what they built in its place. Ursula Marchand would never be an ally to Leland Laurent. The scars he’d cut were too deep, but she needed him for now, so she smiled, and she waited.

There was a heavy knock on the door, and one of the attendants called softly, “An urgent message, Your Majesty.”

“From whom?”

“A ministry agent, he says.”

“The minister has regular couriers who carry messages for—” Ursula began, but then she heard the bark of a dog and stood.

“What is that?” Trabean laughed incredulously.

“Send him in,” Ursula instructed.

The dog came first, a lean, brown and black thing with a look that knew too much. Aileen smiled and held out her hand. Jan Lehmann appeared confused and scooted his chair away to be clear of the beast. Cardinal Borromeo was well on his way to an epic drunk and didn’t even seem to notice that an animal had joined them. Premier Sigismund was tsking at the servants to fetch a towel, as if the dog had already marked its territory.

Count Trabean demanded to the guards, “Why are you letting a dog into the queen’s presence? This is an outrage.”

“The dog’s master works for the ministry,” Leland Laurent murmured. When Ursula shot him a hard look, the landgrave winced. “He’s known to me.”

While they were distracted by the dog, a slender man of middle years entered the room. He had short hair, simple clothes, and a satchel hanging across his body. He carried a gnarled staff inset with a glittering orange gem. She would have thought of the wizard, looking at the man, except it was difficult to think of anything at all. He had a face and demeanor that seemed to demand your eyes and your thoughts slide right off him.

“The historian,” Leland Laurent remarked before glancing at the dog. “And Smoke, is it?”

The newcomer nodded briskly and cleared his throat. “Your Majesty, Landgrave… I have news.”

Ursula raised an eyebrow. “Of?”

“Anvoy has fallen.”

“What?” Landgrave Laurent spluttered.

“I don’t understand,” Ursula said, noting the landgrave’s reaction. He was surprised, flabbergasted. “Who…”

“Clermont and…”

“Out with it, man!” Premier Sigismund cried, bounding to his feet as the importance of the news seemed to sink in.

“The church,” the newcomer whispered. He glanced at Cardinal Borromeo. “The Shining Legion gained entry to Brenay’s border forts and betrayed them. They razed the defenses for forty, fifty leagues, and Clermont’s army marched through unopposed. I am sorry, Your Majesty, Landgrave, but half of Brenay will already be in Clermont’s hands. I came as fast as I could.”

“B-But…” Ursula stammered, struggling to comprehend what the man was saying. “Anvoy? The capital has fallen?”

“Two thirds of Brenay’s forces are marching through Klafen to the border or are here in the capital,” the man called the historian continued. “The other third never could have suspected the church would turn against them. Truth, many of them may not mind it. There’s a priest who’s been going village to village, city to city, whipping the peasants into a froth. I sent reports, but… It doesn’t matter. It’s too late now. Clermont marched from the border on the heels of the riders who escaped. There was no time to stop it once it began.”

Sigismund, a mustache clutched firmly in one hand, questioned, “You were in Anvoy?”

The historian nodded.

“Why didn’t you send word? The ministry has its ways! I know there are enchantments, methods that you can share urgent news⁠—”

“I did send word, Premier.”

“That makes no sense,” Ursula said. “How can this be the first we’ve heard? How can—” She spun to look at Cardinal Borromeo. “What have you to say, Cardinal?”

The cardinal, a nearly empty goblet of wine in his hand, stood slowly, using one hand on the table to lever himself upward. “Your Majesty, it is with sorrow that I must inform you the holy mother has consulted with the Creator and has decided it is the King of Clermont who is best suited to lead the Creator’s children against the evil which threatens us from the south. You no longer have the support of the church.”

“What are you talking about?” Ursula shouted. “What you say is treason.”

“I serve a higher power,” he told her.

Count Trabean, his rapier in hand, rounded the council table and held the blade menacingly before the cardinal’s breast. “If the church has turned her back on Wahrheit, what are you still doing here, old man?”

“I am merely a messenger between the divine and the mundane, as I always have been.”

“Watch your words,” the count snarled.

“There is one more thing I have been instructed to share,” the cardinal said before quaffing the rest of his wine. “Your minister of intelligence⁠—”

Trabean raised his sword.

“Trabean!” the queen snapped. “Let him speak.”

The count’s arm trembled, but her guards stepped closer, either to hold back the count or to apprehend the cardinal, they did not seem sure.

“One last gift from the holy mother,” Borromeo continued, “the minister of intelligence is not what he seems. He works against you. You cannot trust anything that he says or anyone who works for him. Your Majesty, you have been betrayed by those closest to you.”

“How can we believe you?” Trabean demanded. “It is the church that has betrayed us.”

“After all that has happened, all of the times the minister has failed the queen, how can you not believe me?” the cardinal retorted. “The minister has been a splinter in the kingdom’s thumb for centuries. He is no man, Your Majesty, but a⁠—”

Landgrave Jan Lehmann leapt at the man’s back and grasped at a thick chain around his neck. An emblem, a ruby and diamond pair of circles, was pulled taut against the cardinal’s throat, choking off his words.

“Do not kill him,” Ursula ordered, but already, Trabean was moving.

The count lunged at the cardinal, stabbing his rapier into the man’s broad chest, plunging the blade to the hilt. Steel slid wetly into the churchman and then through the landgrave behind him.

The three men fell, Landgrave Lehmann falling backward, Borromeo on top of him, and then Trabean driving his sword through the other two.

Guards were on the pile of men in a breath, pulling Trabean off the other two, trying to separate the thrashing mess of arms and legs. When they finally wrestled Trabean back, the other two were grotesquely pinned together by the count’s sword.

Ursula stood by, unsure what to do, her hand over her mouth. Philip Sigismund had moved around the table faster than she could have imagined, but he just stood there helpless as well. At the side of the room, Hans Caspar appeared to have fainted, and Georg Ludwig was fluttering his thin hands in the other man’s face to try and wake him. Aileen Brandt looked on fascinated. Leland Laurent was crestfallen, mouthing words silently, his hands clenched on the table. Only Fintra Bohm appeared able to react.

She shoved past the guards and knelt by the dying men. She grabbed Cardinal Borromeo’s cassock. “The minister, what did you mean he is no man? What did you mean?”

Borromeo coughed, blood leaking from the corner of his mouth.

“What did you mean he is no man?” the landgravine shouted.

“Leave them be, Fintra,” the premier encouraged. “They’re both dead.”

The landgravine stood and jabbed a finger at Count Trabean. “Why did you do that?”

He held up his hands. “The cardinal betrayed the queen. We all heard it from his own lips. He deserved death. My uncle, I did not mean to…”

Shaking her head, Fintra strode to the table and slammed her first down. “Borromeo deserved death after weeks of torture and spilling his secrets. What was he going to say? What was he going to tell us about the minister of intelligence?”

“Lies,” Trabean replied with a nonchalant shrug, turning from where he’d killed the two men. “He’s been lying to us for years.”

“The truth,” Ursula said, drawing everyone’s attention.

“But Borromeo and the holy mother turned against you,” Trabean insisted. “Everything he’s ever said was a lie. Fortune’s Curse, Ursula, did you not hear this man, the historian? The capital of Brenay has fallen! Borromeo and his master are responsible. We must send guards to the church’s compound, lock it down, search for the holy mother. If her soldiers attacked Brenay, we can be certain that is not the end.”

“Exactly,” the queen responded. “Borromeo has been lying for years, but the minister of intelligence had no idea? We’ve moved past gross incompetence. Whatever else Borromeo has said, whatever else he has done, one thing he spoke which I am certain is the truth—we have been betrayed. The minister of intelligence is not our ally.”

“The library,” Sigismund murmured.

The queen nodded, then told her guards, “Proceed to the royal library. Arrest everyone you find there. Bring two, no, at least three companies of guards. Everyone you can summon, you understand? No one leaves that room except in chains.”

A harsh, bitter laugh broke the silence. Landgrave Laurent stood from his chair, shoving both hands back through his hair. “I cannot believe it. The minister of intelligence is that Fortune Cursed librarian?”

Ursula nodded.

“Hiding in plain sight,” the landgrave said. Then, he fell back into his seat, as if boneless. “Your Majesty, if Anvoy is fallen, then Brenay asks for the dragon knights. We will not be able to retake the city without them.”

“The reports say Cojita is supposed to cross the border tomorrow. Bah, what time is it? Today. They’re expected to come later today,” Landgravine Bohm said, her eyes fixed on the dead churchman and landgrave at her feet. The dog Smoke had circled the room and was sniffing curiously at the two dead men. “The dragon knights—my son—will be flying to war at sunrise.”

“But Clermont is in Brenay right now!” Landgrave Laurent snapped.

“How many men?” Ursula asked.

Leland Laurent stared back at her, confused.

“Twelve thousand, Your Majesty,” the historian answered. “Twelve thousand men of Clermont crossed the border. The church has six, seven thousand more. They seem to have suffered a grave defeat before coming in force. Combined, based on my assessment of House Laurent’s forces, it is too many for Brenay to face alone by a substantial margin.”

“What else can you tell us?” Landgrave Laurent demanded, climbing back to his feet.

“Some,” the historian replied. “I was there when the attack occurred and only slipped out after… after it was over. I can tell you the disposition of their forces, who leads them, and⁠—”

“Your Majesty,” another voice gasped. All eyes turned toward the doorway, where Gerhard Fischer stood, one arm braced dramatically on the frame. His face was reddened, and curiously, his eyebrows were missing. “The guards are on the way to the library? They won’t find him there.”

“How do you know?” Ursula demanded.

“I… fought him, tonight, in the zoo. I came as fast as I could. Your Majesty, I have something terrible to tell you.”

“The librarian is dead?”

The spy shook his head. “No, it’d be Fortune’s Favor if he was. Your Majesty, the minister is a dwarf. So is the holy mother. They’ve been manipulating us for decades. No, centuries. I don’t know… The information is too new. We haven’t had time to⁠—”

“This is insane!” Premier Sigismund bellowed. His arms windmilled wildly, and he staggered about as if he’d just downed an entire barrel of beer. “This cannot be!”

“I think it can be,” Ursula whispered. “I think this makes more sense than anything else I have heard tonight.”

“You said he’s not dead,” Landgravine Bohm interjected.

Gerhard shook his head. “I set off a conflagration of dragon’s breath to try to catch him in it. It destroyed an elf and… a woman. I found no sign of the minister. It’s possible he is dead, but I do not believe that is the case. We should assume he escaped and is still out there working against us.”

“Gerhard Fisher,” Ursula began, “I need a new minister of intelligence.”

The spy shook his head. He pointed at the historian. “Anders is your man, Your Majesty.”

The historian held up his hands. “I don’t… I don’t have the experience for…”

“The last minister was a dwarf who spent centuries undermining the crown,” Gerhard snapped. “You can’t do much worse.”

“Council members,” Ursula said, “Cojita is at our borders today. Clermont has taken one of our capitals. Dwarves somehow infiltrated our highest echelons. Wahrheit has never faced graver danger than we do right now. We must come together. We must stand at each other’s backs, or we shall all fail. This was foretold. I am the queen. I am a paladin. I will lead you to war.”

Gruff nods. Clenched fists. Resolute eyes. They responded silently to her proclamation. They would follow. They would fight.

“Ah, what was that about Clermont again?” Gerhard Fischer questioned. The spy was looking curiously at the bodies on the floor. “Wait, is that…”

She glanced between him and the historian. “Compare notes, you two. By noon, I want a list of threats organized by immediacy and scale. Sigismund, gather whatever lieutenants and captains Walhausen left us. We need to know how many men we have here and their capabilities. Send word to the Roost as well. We stopped Helga Muller, but many of her men escaped into the city, and I don’t think any of us believe Clermont will be satisfied with Anvoy. Ludwig, wake Caspar, and the pair of you assemble the Council of Lords. We require… Have them raise their militias. All military forces are hereby under the authority of the crown. Both the nobility’s and the guilds’.”

“They won’t⁠—”

“Deal with it,” she barked.

“We will manage any complaints from our bannermen,” Landgravine Bohm said. “Between myself and Leland, and, ah, Aileen… I suppose we should locate Lina Lehman… Bah. It will be done, Your Majesty.”

“Thank you,” Ursula whispered.

Count Trabean wrapped his arms around her from behind and hugged her tightly. He told her, loud enough for the others to hear, “I will gather some men and see to the church.”

“Your uncle…”

“We don’t have time to grieve,” whispered the count. “I did not see he thought the same as I and was choking the cardinal before I stabbed through them both. What’s done is done.”

The dog, Smoke, slipped before the queen and nuzzled his head into her hand. Without thinking, she scratched at his ears.

“Your Majesty,” the historian murmured, “with permission, I would leave Smoke with you for the night.”

She raised an eyebrow.

“It seems we are short of men and women whom we can trust,” the historian remarked, “but you can trust him. He will alert if you anyone approaches you with ill intent.”

“Right,” Ursula said. “We all know what to do, then? Do not hesitate to call upon me with news or requests. I am afraid this has only just begun.”

Quietly, her council filed out of the room, and Ursula sat down in a chair at the empty table, looking down at the bodies of the cardinal and the landgrave. The dog Smoke laid his head in her lap, and the queen began to cry.


The Captain VI
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Wind roared around him as Captain Otto Tilly flew a thousand paces above the earth. He could feel the constant push against his chest and head. He could reduce that pressure by riding low, keeping his body tight against the back of the massive golden patriarch, but he did not. He sat high, looking down at the terrain below.

It was like watching a colony of ants marching toward a spilled bit of sweet cream. Tens of thousands of them. Hundreds of thousands. The Cojitan horde was on the move.

They were a league south of the Klafen fortresses now, and already, their scouts were rushing back and forth with news to their commanders of what lay ahead. Some of those men could have come within range, but so early in the day, the walls of the fortresses remained quiet. They were conserving their powder and shot until the bulk of the horde was before them.

It was a wide gap between the two fortresses, too wide for them to truly serve their purpose of guarding the border between Wahrheit and Andorra, but for centuries, the kingdoms had been at peace. Andorra could only lose by bothering her neighbor to the north, and the rulers of Wahrheit had long ago decided it was better to have Andorra dealing with Cojita than themselves.

There’d been talk of fortifying the gap, building bulwarks of earth, studding them with stakes and cannon emplacements, and making it a true guarded border, but they were far from the council in Ehrstadt. Whether the order had never been given or if it’d been declared but not executed, Tilly could not be sure, but someone had failed, and the valley remained open.

They’d relied on Andorra for too long, and they’d gotten lazy. No leader had unified that land of savages like Emperor Honxul had, but groups and tribes often conducted raids. It was a headache not worth having. Andorra had served as a safe buffer throughout the kingdom’s history, and even those in Klafen had grown comfortable ignoring the wild people in the far south, but now… this was different. This was…

Tilly circled again, coming around behind the rear of the horde, trying to guess just how many of them there were. More than there should be, he thought. More than they’d started with, maybe.

They could have swelled their ranks with Andorrans pressed into joining. He could not blame those men. They would be dead otherwise. Every man and most of the women in the kingdom had been forced to choose—fight the Cojitans and die or fight for the Cojitans and live, at least for a while. At least until today, they had lived.

Perhaps Wahrheit should have encouraged more of the Andorrans to flee north, to join them at the border? The thought had been to let the southern kingdom bleed the savages. Reduce their numbers and wear them out, so that it would be that much easier for Wahrheit to face them. Why keep a kingdom as a buffer against attack if they didn’t fight when that invasion finally came? Whether that was right or wrong would be the decision of historians someday. If that day came, if Wahrheit could hold.

Over two hundred thousand of the enemy were marching toward them. Tilly’s band of fourteen dragon knights seemed pitiful before such a number. They could kill a hundred each, and the Cojitans wouldn’t even notice. A thousand each, and Cojita would still have an army greater than the entire sum of armed men in the royal army, the provinces, and likely even under the banners of the trade guilds.

There were so many of them.

As he flew back over the mass of warriors, Tilly scanned the sky ahead of him. Several of his knights were flying high, sharing the overwatch with their captain. The rest were on the ground, allowing their dragons to eat and to rest.

In a long formation at the northern end of the shallow valley, the royal army was arrayed in wobbly lines of arquebusiers and spearmen. They’d just recently been organized by their commanders, and he could see mounted men still riding before them, adjusting the ranks to present a solid front when the Cojitans arrived.

The men looked good, standing tall and brave. The royal burgundy was like a slash of paint across the green shoots of grass that were starting to crop up amongst the winter brown.

There were cannon lanes as well, so the heavy brass weapons could discharge blasts of hundreds of lead balls that would scatter in the air and cause horrific damage amongst the Cojitans. The Klafen fortresses would fire as well, though their shot would be heavier balls that would travel scores of paces through the ranks of warriors, smashing through some and breaking the legs of dozens of others. They were also armed with mortars that would explode on impact, killing easily and causing chaos and confusion within the horde even when they did not.

Behind the royal army were the cuirassiers—noblemen and sons of wealthy families. They were the one group not set to fight a defensive battle. Not all had come. Their parents had angled to keep their progeny away from this war, but those who were here would be of incredible use. Those that came sought glory, and in war, desire to fight could be worth more than any skill. And skilled or not, the cuirassiers would be at an advantage. The Cojitans had nothing like cavalry, so when these men and women rode at their flanks, they should be able to cause incredible devastation. Those nobles who thirsted for blood would have their fill today.

All looked in order and according to their plans, but Tilly wished that Walhausen and House Lehmann had done more to erect temporary fortifications across the valley. For weeks now, it’d been assumed this would be the site of the battle. For months, it’d been a possibility. There were few other crossings over the border that would make sense for so many men to attempt, and besides, Emperor Honxul seemed in no hurry to avoid conflict. He sought this battle. This was what the man wanted.

That made Tilly worry—it made everyone worry—but what could they do but meet the man with powder and steel? This was it. The board was set.
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In every battle, there was always a first man to die.

He might have raced ahead of his fellows in a vain attempt to win immortal glory, or he might have merely been standing in the wrong place when the first shot from a cannon landed. Tilly always wondered, how often did those men know they’d seen their last sunrise? Was it confidence or desperation that fueled their fire? Or were those men just simply mad?

The truth was, whoever you were, if you were amongst the first to cross blades or the first to stand in the breach, you were almost certainly going to die. It was a law of warfare. It was the reason the spearmen were the first at the walls and the cuirassiers the last. It was the reason that successful armies traveled with wagons filled with beer barrels to dull the thoughts of those on the front lines. Instinctively, all men knew the chances of that first wave coming home when the battle concluded were close to nil, but still, there was always a man who rushed to claim the honor. The dream of glory was as powerful as any tincture sold in the brothels and gambling dens.

If men had any sense at all, these things would never happen. Opposing sides would bring all their friends, pose and strut, puff their chests out, but no one would make the first move. War, as men fought it, should not exist if all those on the field really took the time to consider it, yet here they were.

An unarmored man, carrying a set of spears, was running with incredible speed and impressive endurance before his fellows. A prime athlete who would have taken medals at any of Wahrheit’s sporting tourneys, from what Tilly could see from far above. Even if the man had gotten a jump on the others, he was holding the lead with impressive tenacity.

It did the man very little good, though. The Cojitan warrior was a good hundred paces in front of his fellows when Sergeant Ramshorn and his long and lithe blue dragon swooped low. The dragon’s feet spread and neatly caught the lone man in mid-stride, lifting him off the ground and then pitching him like a skipping stone toward the pack of warriors behind him.

The man’s body crashed through like a lawn bowling ball, and Cojitans scattered like pins, trying to avoid the flying man before he made his final impact with the ground. It probably didn’t kill anyone, but the velocity of the man’s body when it impacted the others would put a few men out of the fight.

Two dragons followed in Ramshorn’s wake and set into the group with ferocious vigor. They trailed their talons like fingers running through hair, plowing a furrow amongst the Cojitans.

A swarm of javelins rose into the sky to meet the dragons, many of them pelting into the magnificent creature’s bodies but most missing and falling amongst the horde. They were killing as many of their own men as the dragons were, but it would make little difference. The dragons were flying fast, and with a veritable rain of missiles rising to meet them, their undersides would be like pin cushions. Every one of those spears stuck into the fae would be worth a dozen that landed amongst the Cojitans and injured their own.

It took a great deal to kill a dragon, and it was unlikely any individual spear would be fatal to one of the huge fae, but they were mortal beasts, and a thousand cuts could kill just about anything.

Ramshorn and his squad would alternate, pairs of knights and dragons swooping low and forcing the Cojitans toward the Klafen fortresses. Apprentices were flying backup and would substitute if one of the dragons became too wounded to fly. Teams of hostlers were stationed two leagues behind the front, and periodically, the dragons would return there for the men and women to pull spears and javelins from them, to tend to wounds when they could with heat and melted pitch, and to pull them from the fight if necessary to save their resources for another day.

Treating the wounds with melted pitch was crude, but the heat would speed the healing of injuries for the giant fae, and the tacky substance could stop the bleeding for a time.

Tilly turned on the back of his mount, looking for the Cojitan dragons. Wild creatures, they could breathe fire, so it would pay to see them coming from afar, but the skies were clear except for his own knights and their mounts.

The Cojitans were marching forward, approaching the space between the fortresses. They’d clearly anticipated that, for the first time, they would face the dragon knights in full. Men broke into quick trots, the entire horde moving forward at a fast clip. They knew that a slow march would give the dragons more time to tear through their ranks, so they were at a near run racing toward the engagement with the royal army.

They’d known the dragons would be overhead. The knights had known they would face a swarm of missiles being flung up from below, but it was the unexpected that would win the day. What had each side held in reserve for this very moment?

Tilly banked the patriarch and flew in three tight circles.

Ramshorn flew between two of their knights, and they began another run, flying swiftly into the teeth of the Cojitan horde.

The domesticated dragons of Wahrheit could not summon the fiery breath of their wild kin, but the knights had something almost as good—munitions.

They flew low, aiming toward a veritable wall of spears flung from atlatls. The Cojitans had adjusted the position of their spearmen. They must have thought they understood Wahrheit’s tactics now and would put up a wall of spear tips to keep the dragons from sweeping through the horde. Let them. Eventually those spears were coming back down onto the men marching below.

At the last moment, Ramshorn and the pair of knights ascended, flying just above where the highest spears were flung. They sliced orbs off the sides of their harnesses, and clay bombs fell free, slow burning wicks sizzling in the air as they dropped.

When the first munition exploded, it was like a punch had been thrown into the face of the horde. Men leapt to the sides, falling away from the fire that had exploded in their midst. Then, more bombs erupted, and the horde shifted again, men stampeding like thoughtless animals.

Another pair of dragon knights was flying in, and this time, few spears rose to meet them. They did not follow the exact path of Ramshorn and those before them but on the edges of where the Cojitans had split, and when they dropped the next round of explosives, the gap widened.

The bombs they were using were packed full of powder and lead shot was baked into the clay sides. When they exploded, the force of the blow was like a terrible slap even from fifteen paces away, and the lead balls could still be lethal at thirty paces. They only had so many of them and would have to resort to direct engagement again soon, but the Cojitans didn’t know that. If Ramshorn had timed the bombing runs correctly, they were going to force the horde right into the range of the Klafen artillery.

Blast after blast, the dragon knights under Ramshorn’s guidance kept flying in loops, each pair dropping their bombs, scattering the Cojitans wider and wider.

Tilly and the knights on overwatch had to force their eyes away from the slaughter below to look for attack from above. It was a cloudy day. If the Cojitans were skilled with their mounts, they could fly in high, hidden in that mist, and then drop like stones on top of the dragon knights.

Even if there were only two of them, with the dragon breath they commanded, a surprise attack would be devastating. Tilly had done the calculations and estimated if they came plummeting out of those clouds, he and his men would have ten breaths to react. Not much, but enough if they were vigilant.

Or the Cojitans could come swooping in low over the mountains. They would have farther to fly at a slower speed, but if they did not have the talent to guide their mounts through the cloud banks, it could still be an effective surprise if they caught the dragon knights napping.

But to Tilly and the five other men who flew high above the battle, no attack appeared imminent. There was no sign of the Cojitan dragons at all.

One of the dragons below in Ramshorn’s squad peeled off, flying fast toward the royal army. Specks of cerulean blood dropped away from it, but it flew steady and straight. An apprentice, Ainsley Bohm, Tilly thought, joined the formation, speeding past Ramshorn and flying beside another knight for a bombing run. The scion of House Bohm hadn’t been trusted with munitions, he wasn’t trained for them yet, but a dragon overhead would do some good as the Cojitans were learning to run from the passing shadows.

A single dragon too injured to continue was as good as Tilly could have hoped at this point. They had the advantage in the skies, but two hundred thousand men could throw a lot of spears, and their atlatls would send those missiles soaring. It was inevitable they were going to take some damage.

The plan was working. The Cojitans were no longer close to running. They were running in a full out sprint, spreading away from the center where flames still flickered on the ruined bodies and torn-up soil Tilly’s knights had cleared with their bombs.

The Cojitans must have known to avoid the fortresses, but with bombs and dragons on one side, the artillery of men might seem the safer choice. And if not, those closest to the center were shoving to get away, and the mass movement of men was senseless. Those on the edges were being forced into the teeth of Klafen whether they wanted to be or not.

But as of yet, the cannon had not begun to roar. Were they waiting for more of the warriors to be within range? Trying to maximize the effectiveness of the initial salvo?

Tilly flew a short route near the easternmost fortress. Men were atop the walls. Tarps had been erected to obscure the preparations in case Cojita’s dragons flew overhead, but Tilly could see enough to tell the artillery was there. Cannon would be sitting below the cover, but outside of it, he could see mortars angled up where they’d lob their shells far out from the fortress. Men were tending to smoking boxes, where coals were kept to light the charges. All appeared ready.

The Cojitans were within the shadows of the walls now. He could see men with arquebuses standing along the battlement. Was that the plan, to draw them close enough the small arms could get to work as well? With so many targets below, they could not miss, but arquebuses were not effective weapons at long range, even against unarmored men. They simply didn’t have enough velocity at long distance, and standing atop the battlement already put them at the edge of their range.

Men wearing the plumed helms of Klafen’s captains were striding along the walls. Whatever they were waiting for, the leadership was in place. Tilly had to hope that soon, they would fire.

The captain grunted and clucked his tongue. The patriarch rose on the warm spring winds, rapidly climbing from three hundred paces to six hundred above the battle and then to a thousand.

The plan was working, but the horde beneath them seemed inexhaustible. A bomb dropped into a packed crowd like that could kill twenty of them. If they’d all been kind enough to stay packed close together, it would take ten thousand munitions to destroy the army. The dragon knights didn’t have ten thousand bombs. They barely had two hundred of them when they’d started the day.

He flew south, his head turning constantly. The Cojitans were here in force. There was no doubt about that. Where were the dragons? Were they being saved for an assault later, perhaps on Ehrstadt itself? Or did they fly around the line of his knights and were heading directly for the capital already? If so, they could cause incredible destruction on the way, but Ehrstadt and the Roost were not left unguarded. There were knights there protecting the city and dragons that, even without a rider, would fly against their wild kin. The royal army had thousands of men still in the city, with ballistae and other weapons that could be used against the giant fae. A surprise attack on Ehrstadt might have been ordered, but if so, Wahrheit would survive it.

Or had Tilly wounded the dragons worse than he’d realized? Killed one and maybe the other had turned feral and the savages lost control? The captain refused to accept they’d gotten so lucky. The wild dragons would be here. They had to be.

He passed the end of the Cojitan horde, seeing stragglers stumbling along far behind the main group. Camp followers. The wounded. Others. Different equipment, but the strung-out train behind this army was not so different than what followed the royal army when it was on the march. Those who couldn’t keep up but had nowhere else to go.

The patriarch veered west, taking a path along the ridge of the valley so that they could look to all sides and see if danger lurked outside of view from the battle, but there was nothing. Aside from the advance of the Cojitans, everything looked the same it had all morning.

Tilly clenched a mailed fist and turned back to the battle. The cannon had not yet begun to fire. Cojitans were passing the line of the fortresses, moving north out of range. They knew some would get through, tens of thousands of them eventually, but they’d wanted to bloody them before they reached the royal army. Walhausen and his men would be ready, but what was Klafen waiting for?

Ramshorn must have thought the same. Tilly could see his sergeant on his long blue mount flying slow toward the walls. Several of the dragons on overwatch were close by as well, trying to figure out what was going on while the bombing runs continued. Ramshorn was tiny from far away, but the man’s platemail-covered body was visible, standing from his harness, looking down toward the fortress.

Two other knights swooped near him, and Tilly guessed they were shouting to each other, talking about landing and moving in on foot to investigate. Whatever commander was holding back the artillery was going to face the sergeant’s wrath.

A thick jet of liquid flame burst from within the fortress. It was like a lance of solid fire, and it pierced Ramshorn’s dragon directly in the breast. The fae had no time to call out, no time to bellow an angry response. The fire stabbed through it like a blade and enveloped the mailed body of Sergeant Ramshorn as it burned through his dragon.

Tilly flew toward the fortress, watching speechless as a wild dragon tore up from the center of the structure. Sand spilled from its body, and it spit another lash of flame skyward at the dragons who’d been beside Ramshorn. All Tilly could think, was how had Flabius Ponte missed this? How could a spy not learn of a giant fae buried in the center of the fortress? Then tarps were torn away on the battlement, revealing a score of ballistae. As one, they fired.

The heavy bolts leapt off the engines, whistling toward the dragon knights. The two who’d accompanied Ramshorn were too close to even try to avoid the missiles. The bolts, a dozen paces long, hammered into the side of one dragon and the gut of another.

Three dragons who’d been farther away twisted wildly in the air, two avoiding the missiles completely but another taking a grazing cut along its flank and suffering a puncture through one of its wings.

Tilly screamed in rage, helpless as Ramshorn’s lifeless mount soared over the fortress, then collapsed in a tumbling, smoking and rolling heap beyond. The two dragons that had taken the worst damage from the ballistae fell, landing into the midst of the Cojitan horde. If they had survived the ballistae, they did not survive what came after. Hundreds of men swarmed them, axes and spears and swords falling feverishly. Bodies were scattered, either from the dying flailing of the dragons or from the men who’d ridden them who’d somehow lived through the landing, but not for long. The Cojitans were innumerable. The dragons and their knights were grounded. They were wounded and vulnerable.

Mortars boomed, and fire spit from the throats of the artillery. They were pointed directly up, and for a moment, Tilly did not understand. Then shells began exploding midair. They were timed. He’d heard of… The Honorable Guild of Artillery Masters. They were rumored to have devised such weapons, but the royal army hadn’t…

Tilly flew closer, the popping of shells filling the space between him and the fortress.

One of the remaining dragons cried as a shell burst directly in front of its face. Its head was wrenched around, but it flew on. Tilly could see streaks of vibrant blood streaming down its neck as it did. It would be blinded. It had to be flying blind.

The patriarch, not waiting for Tilly’s command, turned hard away from the field of fire and smoke, but as they veered, Tilly saw the wild dragon rising into the air, the huge fae’s body lit by the rolling explosions of the mortars.

The patriarch kept turning, and Tilly shouted another curse. Already, from the other fortress, a second dragon was flying at his men, great billows of flame blowing forth before it. How many on the western flank had been killed in the initial ambush?

The Cojitans, no longer contending with the bombing runs, broke into a furious charge toward the ranks of the royal army a half league in the distance.

Everywhere Tilly looked, the battle was turning against them. There were too many Cojitans. Their dragons had risen straight from the Klafen fortresses. House Lehmann had betrayed them!

Tilly clucked his tongue, and the patriarch turned. He was a dragon knight, and whatever else happened today, there was one job he was uniquely suited to do.

The wild dragon seemed to hang above the fortress, its wings beating a steady pattern. Below it, the ballistae crews were scrambling, adjusting the heavy engines to aim toward Tilly. There were a score of them. They were designed for this, to pivot on heavy stands and rapidly spin toward a threat in the sky. Not even the patriarch could fly into range of such weapons and fly out unscathed. Not when there were so many of them. The wild dragon seemed to be waiting for them to try, though. Tilly wondered, if he flew high, and dropped directly below the walls of exploding mortar shells, could they…

The Cojitan dragon leapt forward but not toward Tilly. The giant fae was flying toward the royal army. Tilly cursed and commanded his dragon to follow.

The royal army was arrayed in tight, neat ranks. If the dragon flew along that line, showering them with its fire, it would kill hundreds, maybe thousands, before the Cojitan horde even got there. Walhausen’s men were well-trained, but they would melt beneath that assault. They had few weapons that could harm the dragons, only a handful of mobile ballistae, but those would be easy enough to avoid for the wild dragons. The spears of Wahrheit were long, cumbersome things that weren’t made for flinging into the air like the Cojitans javelins from their atlatls. Only Tilly and his men could face this threat, and half his men were already dead.

The patriarch was twice the size of the other dragon, and it flew fast. Tilly could see the wounds left on the creature from the first time he’d encountered it. It was the one he’d faced in the grove, where the Falcon had died.

Despite the terrible carnage it’d caused when it surprised Ramshorn, it was still recovering from its injuries, and they were rapidly catching up to it.

He heard a cry from behind and spared a glance back to the see the second wild dragon taking an angle on them and closing rapidly. Tilly cursed again. Two of the creatures with dragon’s breath? He could not fight them both at once, but he couldn’t let them feast on the royal army, either.

Growling, he leaned forward and pointed his axe at the back of the dragon they were chasing. He released a violent pulse of cerulean energy in a narrow spear that flew ahead of them. It caught the dragon in the joint of its wing, and the huge beast suddenly spun off course. At the distance, his axe could not cause the huge fae permanent damage, but the dragon might not realize that immediately. They were sensitive about their wings, and the shock was enough for it to freeze up momentarily.

The patriarch dropped, its golden body falling like a rock, and the second wild dragon sped over them, too far for Tilly to reach with his axe.

Churning its wings, the patriarch attempted pursuit, but the second dragon took them directly toward the first, which had awkwardly turned with one wing working and the other beating at half speed. As they drew close, it unleashed a massive cloud of flame toward them.

Twisting to the side, the patriarch took a wrenching turn out of the way, and Tilly felt his harness snap taut as gravity clawed at his body.

The flames licked along the underside of the patriarch, but if the giant golden dragon felt the heat, it did not slow. Instead, it spun, and Tilly was hanging upside down when it came up beneath the wounded dragon and clawed at it, snagging a leg with a talon and ripping open a terrible wound.

Tilly placed his tongue to cluck instructions to finish it, but the second dragon was racing toward Walhausen’s forces.

He shouted a command, and the patriarch was in pursuit. Wings tore at the air, and his heart sank. The massive fae had taken the brunt of the dragon’s flame, and he could smell the stink of its charred flesh. How severely it’d been burned, he had no idea, but its flight was slower than it should be. Dragons could withstand incredible heat, but dragon’s breath was different. There was nothing that could withstand that. The patriarch was injured badly.

Before them, he could see the men of the royal army start to draw back from the dragon’s approach. They could not fight this creature. They could only die beneath it.

Tilly glanced back. Two of his knights were encountering the wounded dragon. It breathed its flame, and one of his knights went down, the other pulling up in a dangerous attempt to avoid the fire. In their panic, the men and the beasts seemed to have forgotten everything they knew about air-to-air combat. And worse, the first to fall in the initial ambush had been the overwatch, men armed with long lances designed for wild dragons. The others were still on the backs of dragons, and they had their normal arms, but this was not how they’d been trained to fight the wild fae.

More men were coming in the distance. The rest of the overwatch. They’d flown too far, looking for the Cojitan dragons, but the creatures had been there the entire time!

Tilly bellowed encouragement to his mount, and the golden dragon flew faster. He rose in his harness, raising his battle axe. They were five hundred paces from the line of the royal army and fifty paces behind the wild dragon. They would catch it right as it unleashed flame on the men below.

Its rider turned, then screamed at them. The man was well-muscled but slender. He wore only trousers and seemed to carry no weapons except a knife tucked behind his back. The wild dragon suddenly beat its wings and rose, banking savagely, giving the patriarch an angle on it.

The dragon and its rider didn’t want the men below. They wanted the glory of a fight with the dragon knights. Tilly grunted. So be it.

The wild dragon spun in midair, and the two fae collided with terrific impact. The larger and heavier patriarch smashed into the wild dragon and sent its rider flying from its back. The man cartwheeled in the air, falling to the ground far below.

The dragons’ necks intertwined, wings beat feverishly, and they clawed at each other’s limbs and flanks.

Tilly held on tight as the patriarch flew vertical, both dragons climbing skyward as they tore savagely at each other. He tried to aim his axe at the wild dragon’s head, but it was too close to the patriarch. If he unleashed the axe’s magic, he risked striking them both.

They began to descend, and he felt the patriarch’s muscles clenching and spasming beneath him. It was twice the size of the wild dragon, and Tilly realized with dismay its hind legs couldn’t reach the other beast. The smaller dragon, though, was churning its powerful back legs viciously, ripping out the guts of the patriarch. It was only its incredible size and the magic imbued in its body that kept the patriarch alive.

Tilly clucked his tongue, ordering it down. On the ground, it might be able to use its size to advantage, and he could get involved as well, but his mount was locked in the battle with its foe, and it did not respond.

A roar caused him to turn. He hoped one of his knights was there to assist, but the wounded wild dragon was flying up toward them, flame building in its throat. He saw no sign of the dragon knights that had been battling it. On the back of the wild dragon, its rider raised an arm and looked to be screaming maniacally. He would burn them both. This man wouldn’t hesitate to unleash his dragon’s fire to consume the patriarch and the other Cojitan dragon.

Tilly grabbed his harness with a mailed fist and ripped the thick leather bands apart. He hung from one hand, his feet placed against the patriarch’s scaled back.

The wild dragon was flying up to them from below, smoke and fire streaming from the sides of its jaws.

Tilly pointed his axe toward the oncoming dragon and unleashed a terrific burst of magical energy. It was like a fist to the dragon’s face, knocking its head to the side. It slowed its flight as the dragon suffered from the blow.

Tilly drew a deep breath, then jumped.

The captain of the dragon knights fell, the wind whipping around him, making him feel weightless five hundred paces above the ground. He raised his axe above his head and swung.

The wild dragon was turning back toward him but not fast enough. Tilly’s axe cleaved through its neck, decapitating the giant fae.

He fell past the stub of its neck, sliding down its scaled body. His boots smashed into the chest of the Cojitan dragon rider, and the man went flying away. Tilly dug the hook of his axe into the back of the dragon. He slowed until a scale tore free. Again, he was sliding, and the dragon was falling.

After another dozen paces almost at the fae’s hindquarters, the hook of his axe caught again, nearly ripping from his hands, but he held on, turning to glance over the side of the dragon’s back at the rapidly approaching ground below them.

He whispered a prayer to Fortune. Then, at the last second, he jumped, pushing himself up off the beast, trying to slow the rate of his descent.

The dragon hit first. Tilly slammed into the back of it. His legs folded beneath him, his dwarven-plate creaking alarmingly with the impact. He rolled, falling off the side of the dragon and then into the air.

His body thumped to the ground, and Captain Tilly lay still. He was covered in dragon’s blood. He spit the bitter substance from his lips. It did strange things to you if ingested or even if absorbed through the skin. He couldn’t wash it off himself, but he wasn’t going to swallow the stuff if he could help it. Otherwise, he remained motionless. He ought to be dead.

Above him, sunlight flashed on the golden scales of the patriarch, and the dragon spiraled, wings outspread but unable to stop its fall from the sky. Blood covered half of the creature, and giant rents from its underbelly spilled more blood as it fell, like shimmering streamers flapping behind a bride on a wedding day. When the patriarch landed, the earth shook.

Tilly lay on his back, staring at the Cojitan dragon above him. It had won the fight with the patriarch but flew awkwardly, bearing its own grievous wounds from the struggle. The dragon was looking down, at the corpse of the patriarch and its wild brethren. Then, it looked north, toward the lines of the royal army.

Cursing, Tilly struggled to stand.

The dragon was halfway to the royal army. His knights, wherever they were, were not in between the wild dragon and the vulnerable men on the ground.

Captain Tilly roared, screaming primal and raw. The dragon slowed and then turned. The captain could see its hesitation. It must have been commanded to kill the men of the royal army, but its rider was dead, and Tilly had issued a challenge. Dragon blood did strange things to a man, and what marginal control the Cojitans had over this creature was vanishing without a rider on its back.

Captain Tilly roared again, and the dragon flew at him. He stood before it, axe in one hand, the other arm spread wide. The dragon’s breath was building in the maw of the huge beast. It came straight at him and blew its flame, a great geyser of viscous heat shooting toward him in a solid jet that would melt rock and turn flesh and bone to vapor and ash.

The captain slapped his hands together and spun his axe before him, releasing its magic as he did, forming a bright, glowing blue disk of pure energy. When it was solid and a good six paces across, he shoved it toward the dragon, willing it to expand as it flew forward.

The dragon’s flame exploded against the disc, blasting back and to the sides, right into the dragon’s flight path. The dragon roared as it flew through its own fire, surprised and confused at how the man had turned the heat back on it.

It soared directly over Tilly, shaking its head and flapping its wings. A direct blast of dragon’s breath would cut through the flesh of the fae as easily as that of a man, but the shield Tilly had erected had diverted and lessened that potency. If the dragon had been wounded by its own flame, it did not show it. Tilly cursed. He’d really been counting on that to work.

The dragon circled and came back toward Tilly. He spun his axe again, but he could feel in his bones he did not have the strength to form the shield again. It took something from him deeper than the physical power of his body or the toughness of his mind. It wore down the vitality of his soul. He could recover in time, but he had no time.

A dragon knight was destined to die on the field, and it seemed today he would meet his fate.

A shadow passed overhead, and a dragon flew toward the wild one. Tilly could not see the rider, but he could see a long lance sticking above. One of the men bombing the horde must have returned to camp to get a lance. A knight? An apprentice?

Tilly watched, helpless from the ground, as two more dragons flew past. The remaining men from the overwatch, he thought.

The lead knight did not turn, did not veer in his course. He flew straight at the dragon, lowering his lance as he approached. The wild dragon breathed its fire, a wide, searing inferno that enveloped the dragon knight and his mount.

The pair who’d followed darted in from the sides, lances lowered, skewering the wild dragon while its attention was on the first. The man had sacrificed himself so his peers could finish the fight. The lances plunged deep, powered by the speed of the dragon’s flight, stabbing into the beast from both sides.

The wild dragon spun in a barrel, the lances sticking from its dying body. It was trying to escape, to flee the field, but a third and then a fourth dragon knight flew past Tilly. They chased after the wild dragon and caught it from behind, ramming their spears into its unprotected back. Distraction and then attack. Hold the foe’s attention while your partner struck from the side. It was a classic tactic they used against wild dragons. It was what the experienced knights holding the overwatch would have done, had they survived the ambush by the wild dragons and the ballistae.

Tilly groaned. Who had… An apprentice? They’d flown right into the path of the dragon’s breath. They hadn’t even tried to avoid it. They must have known how that would end.

The wild dragon fell, collapsing toward the earth and landing in the midst of the Cojitan horde. Tilly could only watch, thinking that heavy body must have killed a hundred of the warriors from the south. It was nothing compared to how many remained.

A series of deep booms rolled from the fortresses in the distance. Mortars exploded in the sky, and the dragon knights scattered, flying back toward Tilly and the lines of the royal army. With the ballistae and the mortars providing protection, most of the horde was out of their reach.

One of the knights landed before the captain and dismounted. “Captain, it’s good to see you. When I saw the patriarch fall, I thought the worst. Ramshorn, is he…?”

“He fell in the initial ambush,” Tilly said, looking down the length of the valley at the swell of the Cojitan horde. It felt like he was standing on a sandy beach, staring out at the inexorable tide as it rose toward him.

There were still two hundred thousand Cojitans in the valley, and now, they were backed by the artillery on the walls of the Klafen fortresses. There’d been a score of ballistae between the two battlements. Enough that any dragon attempting to fly close would be in terrible danger. It would be suicide to try to fly over the Cojitans until they completely cleared the range of the forts.

“Fortune’s Curse,” the knight muttered, following Tilly’s gaze.

“Who made the sacrifice?”

The knight glanced at his captain. “Apprentice Ainsley Bohm. He was supposed to wait, to come behind us while we held the dragon’s attention, but…”

Captain Tilly sighed. “He wanted to be a hero.”

“What do we do, sir?”

“We get aloft. We fly rearguard as Walhausen and the royal army retreats. The men need to find a defensible position, but the province has turned against us. I’m afraid Walhausen and his forces have a long march ahead of them. We have to give them what help we can. And send the junior knight to the capital. Tell them Klafen has fallen. We can only hope the rest of Wahrheit has the strength to stand.”


The Quartermaster IV
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“The prodigal daughter,” the holy mother declared, a sly grin on her wrinkled lips. “We’ve laid a banquet befitting the return of one of my most promising acolytes.”

“I left the church years ago,” Ilse retorted. “I am not your acolyte.”

Shaking her head, the holy mother argued, “Ah, you left this place, but you are of this place. Look at what you did to get to me. You are a believer, Ilse Brinke. You know the Creator’s Grace. The church is not a couple of walls and a roof. It is you, the truth you carry in your breast. Oh, our priests babble on about attendance, tithes, buildings, and all the mundane necessities to share our message, but do you think the Creator gives a fig about any of that? Do you think a supreme being, one with the power to build our world from nothing more than the flickers of imagination, cares if you are sitting in a pew when that bell tolls every Newday? The Creator has grand designs for this world and those in it. You are a part of that.”

Ilse crossed her arms over her chest, feeling the hard handles of her pistols tucked under her seacoat. They hadn’t disarmed her. It made her nervous, but she had the fae-blessed shot loaded. If she drew her weapons and fired, she could not miss. Dmitri Meyer had told her the shot would not harm the holy mother, but what if that was a lie? It was worth a try, wasn’t it?

But first, she needed information.

“Why have you returned to me, Ilse Brinke?”

The quartermaster offered a grim smile. “I seek a gateway to the realm of the sprites.”

“Right to the matter at hand,” the holy mother murmured. She stood, a skeletal hand pushing her up from the deep chair they’d found her sitting in. “Come, let us dine and discuss this over supper.”

“Early, isn’t it?”

The holy mother winked at her over a thin shoulder. “I am old, girl. I eat early.”

Ilse followed the holy mother, and Dmitri Meyer came behind her. In the next room, just like the woman had promised, there was an extravagant banquet laid down a long table.

“How many could you feed with this spread?” the quartermaster asked.

“At least three,” the holy mother replied, taking a place at the head of the table.

There were two chairs on opposite sides, and Ilse hurried around the table to take the one so her back would not be to the door. Dmitri Meyer smiled at her, as if he knew what she was thinking.

“Eat,” the holy mother instructed.

The man Ilse took to be an assassin of the church leaned forward and began piling food upon his plate. Neither Ilse nor the holy mother followed his example.

“Are you not hungry?” the holy mother asked.

“Not for the meat you serve here,” Ilse said, looking down the long table. “Are you not hungry?”

“I’ve eaten my fill over these last months.”

Ilse’s stomach churned as terrible recollection of what happened here threatened to swallow her whole. She knew what they did with those girls. She’d had friends who⁠—

“No one believed you when you told them, did they?” the holy mother asked her.

Ilse glared at the holy mother.

Dmitri sliced off a bite of meat and ate it.

“Why do you think I know where there’s a gateway to the realm of the sprites?” the holy mother queried.

“The church knows many things that have been forgotten by the rest of us,” Ilse said. “If anyone knows of a gateway, it is you.”

Her head bobbing, the holy mother responded, “You’ve risked much on a gamble.”

Ilse shrugged. “If I am unsuccessful, then we’re all dead anyway.” She winced, recalling the wizard’s advice. “If you truly care for the souls of this kingdom, you will help me in my quest.”

“Will I?”

“It is why the Creator selected you for this role, isn’t it, Merteuil?”

The holy mother blinked, and Dmitri Meyer sat back, chewing slowly, his eyes flicking back and forth, watching the two women.

“You are tasked with saving us,” Ilse continued. “It is your holy mission. All of the people here, most of the people in Wahrheit, believe that is what you do. It is the truth, isn’t it? You will tell me where the gateway is, Merteuil, because that is what it will take to bring salvation to the people of this kingdom.”

The holy mother sat still for a long moment, then she smiled. “The wizard Merrick got to you, did he? He thinks himself far more clever than he is.”

“We can agree on that,” Ilse grumbled, silently cursing the wizard and the foolish notion he’d planted in her head. She switched tactics. “Why did you let me leave this place?”

“Because you were so tempting to use. I knew one of the others would snatch you up, and then I’d have one of mine within their organization. We play games with each other, Ilse.”

“Yes, you do, Merteuil.”

The old woman chuckled. “You know it is more complicated than simply stating my name, don’t you? With enough fae-lore, you could make use of the name, but you have none. I am certain the librarian made sure of that.”

Ilse shrugged. “It was worth a try.”

She tried to lean back casually, putting her hands near the opening of her coat where she could easily reach her pistols. It was coming to a time she was going to have to use them. There’d always been a risk that this would not work. She’d known that. She’d also known, even if she never found the gateway, she would try to kill this woman. It might not save the world, but it was something.

Dmitri Meyer sliced another bite of meat and chomped down on it, letting the pink juice run down from his mouth to drop off his chin.

She winced, then turned back to the holy mother. “I can see how an asset within the ministry was worth breaking your rules for, but why did you let me find you when I came back? Why did you let me kill so many of your people?”

“Because, Ilse,” the holy mother said, “we are not as opposed as you think. I care nothing for your kingdom or the people in it, but this realm is no use to me if the skiengvaal burn it to cinder and ash. I cannot stop them. I don’t think you can, either, but I lose nothing by letting you try.”

The quartermaster blinked, surprised the holy mother admitted such. “You will help me?”

“Nothing is given for free. What can you offer me in return?”

“A chance for the Creator’s world to continue.”

Old eyes crinkled with mirth. “I am not sure you can offer that, girl.”

“What does the Creator say? It is not the result, but the effort?” she asked. “It’s not spelled out so clearly in the volumes of his teaching, but that’s the message I took away. We must try, mustn’t we, Merteuil?”

“Hmm.”

“You do think there’s a chance I could succeed, or else you wouldn’t waste your time speaking to me. I promise this, I will do my best, and that will have to be enough.”

“Eat your fill here at my table,” the holy mother offered, “and I will tell you the location of a gateway that will lead you to the realm of the sprites. Better yet, it will take you directly to the one you look for.”

“How do you know who I look for?”

“You seek the mage. Why else would you want to visit the realm of the sprites?”

“You’ve met the mage?”

The holy mother gave the same grandmotherly smile. “Many years ago.”

“In the…”

“Here. Well, not here. In Ehrstadt.”

Ilse grunted and looked at the food on the table, then back to the holy mother. “No. I will not dine with you.”

“You will not partake of my table to save the kingdom?”

“I know what you serve.”

Dmitri Meyer took another bite.

“What else did Merrick tell you to try?” the holy mother asked. “That is his true name, which I offer at no cost. Use it against him if you ever get the chance.”

Ilse grunted.

“What did he tell you to say to me?”

“He told me you were a true believer and that I could use that.”

“I am a true believer,” the holy mother acknowledged, “but that will not help you. You see, I know there is a Creator, but I know he cares nothing for what happens here. We all know that when we stop to think about it. Why allow suffering, starvation, war, famine? There’s only one possible answer, so it is not the Creator’s work I seek to do in this realm but my own. That is all of our truth.”

“Get me into the realm of the sprites, and I will give you the mage,” Ilse said.

“Interesting,” the holy mother allowed. “How will you do that?”

“I know his secret. I know who he is. He created me for a purpose, and I will use that against him.”

“I do not know if you can pull this off,” the holy mother murmured, “but it’s worth a try, isn’t it? Very well, we have a bargain.”

Ilse grunted. “A bargain?”

The holy mother grinned at her, long, stained teeth sticking from her wrinkled lips. “Dmitri, show her to my personal garden, will you?”

The man stood quickly, eager to please the holy mother. He led Ilse to a different door than the one they’d entered through, back outside, then up a series of shallow stairs, down tunnels that rose through the abbey, through buildings, and across a veritable maze of stone and brick.

“When I lived here, this place was crowded,” Ilse remarked. “You grew up here, yes? It must have been the same when you were a child.”

Dmitri did not respond.

“Do you wonder where the people went?”

“To do the Creator’s good work.”

“Is that what you think?” she asked him. “How did your meat taste?”

The man grinned at her but did not respond to that either.

“You’re one of the church’s killers, aren’t you? It takes an observant man to survive long in that profession. You must see what is happening here. You must wonder what she really is.”

“I know what she is,” he replied. “I wonder, though, do you? The stink of the fae is all over you. You rush into their realm with no idea what you will find there and no idea why you’re even being allowed to try. It’s pathetic.”

“You are a sniffer.”

The man ducked through a narrow door and started them up another long set of shallow stairs.

“What do you smell when you’re in the presence of the holy mother?” she asked him.

The man kept walking silently.

“You’d never seen her before the last few days, have you? There’s a reason she would not allow men like you into her presence. I suspected, but today, I know. You must as well. You cannot be so blind, can you?”

The man spun and slammed Ilse against the wall, putting his forearm against her neck. “You, who seeks an audience with the sprites, has no place telling me⁠—”

“Not the sprites. A man,” Ilse interrupted, shoving Dmitri off of her. “I seek a man.”

The assassin turned and kept walking, and she followed after him because there was nothing else she could do. They climbed nearly to the very top of the abbey, seeing only a handful of priests and the silent girls who watched the empty streets and stairwells. They got to an arched opening. Through it, Ilse could see verdant plants, too full for this early in spring and this high up the mountain.

“I will not go in there,” Dmitri said, “but you should find what you are looking for.”

“The scent is too powerful?”

He nodded in acknowledgement.

Ilse turned and gestured down at the abbey they’d just climbed through. “When you think of the Creator’s vision, is this what you imagine? Emptiness, despair? There is no joy here, no love or light that falls within these walls. This place, the true church, is hidden from the flock. It is all a lie, Dmitri Meyer! You do not have to continue telling it.”

The man gave her a wan smile, his lips barely curling in his lean, sallow face. “The church found you, so you assume that is always the way it happens, but sometimes it is the lost lamb that finds its way home. I was born here, in Charhald, but like you, I escaped. I saw what was out in the world, and I made my choice. I’m not here because I have to be here. I am a part of the church, doing what I do, because I want to do it.”

Ilse swallowed.

“Perhaps we will meet again when you are not under the protection of the holy mother.”

The quartermaster turned toward the archway.

“You asked if I knew what meat the holy mother serves,” he called to her back. “Did you see servants in her rooms? Do you think the holy mother herself butchers her meat? Who do you think kills the little girls, Ilse Brinke? Go now into the realm of the sprites, and remember, I am a sniffer. That foul magic will cling to you for the rest of your life, and until then, I will be hunting you.”

Without another word, Ilse entered the holy mother’s garden, and she walked the sinuous paths that curled through the foliage until she reached another, smaller stone arch that stood near the center of the space.

The quartermaster paused, then drew one of her pistols. They hadn’t disarmed her. The assassin had known of her weapons. He’d claimed even the fae-blessed shot would not harm the holy mother, and Ilse believed him. The magic of the fae had strange effects against their own kind. It could magnify the result or reduce it to nothing. The holy mother hadn’t lived as long as she had by taking foolish risks. The dwarves were experts in weaponry, and she would know better than Ilse what the blessing could achieve.

Ilse cocked back the hammer of her pistol.

She raised it toward the archway she’d entered and fired.

The blast of the firearm echoed strangely in the tight confines of the garden.

She stood still for a long moment, then walked back to the entrance. A hundred paces down a set of steep stairs, she saw the crumpled body of the assassin. The back of his head was a bloody smear, and as she watched, that blood spilled down the steps, covering one, then two, and then three.

“How’d you like the taste of that?” Ilse muttered.

She put away her pistol, returned to the garden and the small stone archway at the end of the path, and walked through.
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Brilliant light assailed her, like a morning fog had evaporated before a stunning sunrise in the space of an instant. Colors, vivid and some unfamiliar, shimmered like a tapestry caught by the wind. The air was warm but neither dry nor wet. It felt like silk, sliding over her skin as something akin to wind brushed by her.

She was on a path, made up of interlocking hexagonal pieces of gold and silver. They gleamed strangely in the profusion of color and light that spilled from… somewhere. She did not know where. The light was sourceless but pervasive. Before her was a giant structure made of glass or crystal, and it reflected the light in strange, illogical directions.

“Fortune’s Curse,” she muttered.

The quartermaster drew her remaining pistol and half-cocked it. She started toward the structure. It rose high above her, higher than anything she’d seen before or could fathom. She was not entirely sure there was a top to the thing, though there were sides. They spread out beyond her sight, she realized. At first glance, the place had appeared the size of the royal palace, but as she got closer, it grew. Her perception of it was changing, so it was changing. Things here were as she imagined them, some echo of what Gerhard had told her the urchin saw, mixed with a dose of what she had expected to find. Was it just her view of this building, or would all in this realm go as she expected? Was it only her perspective, or did the building in fact change?

The rules in the realms of the fae were different than the rules of her own land. One thing did not always follow another. Truth was malleable.

She was inside the crystal palace, walking down an empty hallway. It had no decoration or ornamentation. No turns or doors or windows, either. At the end of this hall, she knew she would find a throne room and that the mage would be sitting within.

But at the door at the end of the hall, there was a woman, the one Captain Tilly had captured and had slipped through Gerhard’s fingers, no doubt.

“Keeper of secrets,” the woman said in greeting.

“I prefer Ilse.”

“There are many things I would prefer,” the woman responded, “but it seems they are never in reach. Like it or not, you are the keeper of secrets.”

“Like it or not, I am also Ilse Brinke. I may not be able to choose who I am, but you can choose what you call me. That is a preference of mine that is well within your reach, so don’t be rude.”

“We’ve started out on bad footing, but that was inevitable, wasn’t it.” The woman laughed. She crossed her arms and nodded toward Ilse. “You have my knives, you know. Some would say that is rather rude.”

“I’m here for the mage. Show him to me, and maybe I’ll give the knives back.”

The woman bowed her head. “I’m here to take you to him.”

“Through there?” Ilse asked, pointing her pistol toward the door. “I think I could have found it myself. Not exactly a lot of other doors to try here, you know.”

“Our home looks different to everyone who visits,” the woman replied, “but you are right. You did not need my help to arrive here. You were always going to arrive here. We wanted you here. Recall we called to you with the bronze box that you so carelessly lost.”

Ilse winced.

“I meet you here because I wanted to see the woman who would carry my knives and who would kill me.”

Ilse blinked. “Ah, I don’t even know you…”

“Now we know each other,” the woman replied before turning and opening the massive glass doors.

They shimmered with pink and orange light, like the sunset reflected on the sea, but Ilse hadn’t noticed she could see through them until now. They walked into the throne room and saw a man at the end of a thick burgundy runner sitting atop a throne atop a dais. He had a falchion beside him, propped against the throne, and he wore a long cloak with the hood pulled down over his eyes. The falchion was fae-crafted, by the sprites she thought, which wasn’t a surprise given where they were. The blade seemed to glow with a light of its own. It was, she guessed, the most powerful artifact she’d seen except for maybe the king’s sword. Who was this man to wield such a blade?

A cowled man. A stranger. But the mage wasn’t a stranger, was he? She could guess who he was. She asked him, “Who are you hiding from?”

The man chuckled. “Everyone.”

“Can’t be many who visit you in this place.”

“No, you are the first man or woman who has made the journey in centuries.”

“Centuries?”

With mirth still in his voice, he explained, “Centuries in your realm. Time passes differently here.”

“You are a man.”

“I hope I still am.”

The quartermaster looked around. The woman who’d met her at the door was standing to the side. The mage sat upon his throne. The glass walls of the palace shimmered, and she thought they must be transparent, but she could see nothing through them.

“It won’t be long now until the dragons break through our lines and assault these very walls,” the mage remarked. “I will not die easily, but even after all this time, I do not have strength to face the entire pack. Nothing does. They are the strongest of the fae and hence the easiest to trick. For so long, I thought I’d done a grand job of it. In the end, it would have been better if I’d never tried at all.”

“Maybe,” the woman interjected. “No one knows the future. If you hadn’t done what you did, who knows what could have happened? Wahrheit would not have survived for six hundred years without your protection.”

“Is that such a bad thing?”

The woman crossed her arms over her chest.

The mage continued, “Six hundred years ago, we thought we had it all figured out. We’d built a kingdom, what could have been an empire, but in our grandiose vision, we stopped. We drew the borders. We told ourselves that by allowing the other kingdoms their freedom, we were not the conquerors all knew us to be. We established institutions, made laws. We set the course for generations of men who’d enact my vision. They carried through impressively, tied to an idea that was not their own. Oh, some were scoundrels, but just as many were heroes. Most were just men. All of them were ignorant, taught a history that blinded them. So many men and women dedicated their lives to a single truth, but they never stopped to ask whose truth it was. What would the world have been if I’d done nothing, if I hadn’t bound a kingdom to my truth?”

“It would have been worse,” the woman insisted. “It would have been worse off if you’d done nothing. You tried, m’lord. You tried and succeeded beyond anyone’s wildest dreams. For six hundred years, what you built stood.”

“What we—No, you are right. What I built. We… I always wondered why they sat alone on their thrones but still said we. Now I know. When you say we, it sounds like you are not the only one who is guilty.”

“I don’t understand,” Ilse said. “I came seeking…”

“Truth?”

She nodded.

“It’s not a pleasant thing, the truth,” the mage said. “It’s why we lie, why we repeat the lies enough that they become a new truth. It’s the most powerful magic we men and women command. We can twist reality with a word. The fae, they are bound by the rules of the ancient agreements and the immutable laws of nature, but us humans? We live in a realm of our own making.”

“The fae, rules or not, are poised to take over our realm,” Ilse hissed. “Mankind is at each other’s throats. The skiengvaal have returned. What they seek, I do not know, but from my research, I’ll venture that subjugation and terror is just the beginning.”

The mage nodded, his cowled head moving oddly beneath his heavy cloak. “You’re right about that. I do not think anyone will enjoy the next regime if it comes to pass.”

“How do we stop it?”

“If he knew how to stop it, he would do it,” the woman snapped.

“She’s right. I do not know how to stop the skiengvaal,” the mage admitted. “I foretold the way ahead. I set this in motion even knowing the ending. I am the one who is behind it all, and that is why I cannot be the solution.”

“What?” Ilse scoffed. “You’re avoiding… But if you set it in motion, you must be the one to stop it!”

The mage stood from his throne. “That is why I cannot stop it. I know the ending, do you see? I have foretold the fall of man. I know it’s going to happen. That is my truth.”

Ilse fell back.

“You know as well,” he said. “The keeper of secrets. You’ve already discovered what that means. You alone amongst your contemporaries know that failure is inevitable. You, your fellow paladins, you have no chance. You’re all doomed.”

“That can’t⁠—”

The mage raised a finger. “The magic of man, keeper of secrets. Men forge your own truth. You tell a story, and you repeat it, and then you believe it. And when you believe, the objective facts of the situation don’t really matter anymore, do they? Tell them a story. Make them believe it as truth. Then, maybe, the others can make your truth into reality.”

“That doesn’t make any⁠—”

The man threw back his cowl, and Ilse’s jaw dropped open. She knew this man… or she knew she’d seen him before. She recognized those eyes, that… It was the king. The King of Wahrheit. But he’d been old. He’d been dead. She’d seen his dead body, and it was that of an old man. This man…

“My blood runs strong in the veins of my progeny,” he told her. “Selective breeding is part of that. After the first few centuries, after I understood what I’d done, it had to be. We couldn’t have too many heirs out there, could we? Branches from my loins would have spread to all corners of the kingdom, and when the time came, succession would be hopelessly confused. My line had to come to a distinct end for this to work. Our knowledge and the power in our blood had to disappear. There could be only one of us remaining, when the time came, for someone else to take the crown, the scepter, our throne, and our sword.”

“You’re the King of Wahrheit.”

The man smiled at her. “I was.”

“The first.”

He nodded.

“But how is that possible? You should have died… six hundred years ago.”

The man raised his hands, gesturing at the shimmering crystal palace around them. “I came here.”

“You… you gained control of the dragons!”

“I did, but there is always a cost. I gained control of those incredible beasts, but so did the skiengvaal. A bad bargain, everyone can agree now. That’s what happens when you strive for power. You go blind. You make sacrifices and tradeoffs that you shouldn’t, that you will come to regret. It’s better to accept your fate, to live as you are, but we men are not very good at that, are we? I wasn’t. And unfortunately, the skiengvaal have been more effective using those weapons I bought than I was. But that is the rub, isn’t it, keeper of secrets? I gained immense power, and I realized that I shouldn’t have. How do you break a bargain? How do you walk it back? How do you stop a certain future from happening? I hope you know better than I.”

Her body trembled, and her eyes felt like they would pop from her head. Her heart hammered and she could hardly breathe. Ilse could only stare at this man. The king. The mage. Nothing he said could be true, but she knew that it was true. She’d come here knowing who he was and what he’d done, if not how. She’d come to confirm… Fortune’s Curse. This man had sold the kingdom to build it. He’d signed their fates to create his own legacy. His declaration tied them to his truth, and it robbed them of their own. Wahrheit’s beginning was going to be Wahrheit’s end.

“I betrayed you, Ilse Brinke,” the man said, his smile turning sad. “I betrayed you all. Everything that is happening now is because of what I did.”

Ilse could hardly stand. It was all she could do to remain on her feet.

“You have to kill him now,” the woman said.

“What?”

“He betrayed you,” she continued. “He doomed you and everyone you know to eternal servitude beneath the cruel hands of the skiengvaal. Justice is due. You have to kill him. How else can you break the shackles that bind you? The rules he set forth kept the kingdom whole for centuries, but now, they doom it. The world changes, so Wahrheit must change. If it doesn’t, you all die. You cannot change if you’re blindly following the mistakes that came before. Kill the founder so you’re free to see what the world could be without his hand on the back of your necks.”

“I’m not going to kill him,” Ilse said, glancing at the woman, then back to the king. “I need him. He is going to come face what he created.”

The king reached back and grasped the hilt of his falchion. “I think not.”

Ilse raised her pistol. “You’re a six-hundred-year-old mage who’s managed survive within the realm of the sprites. You made the bargain to domesticate the dragons. You’re behind this all. We need you to fix what you caused, so you are coming with me whether you want to or not.”

Casually, the king spun his falchion before him and walked down the steps of the dais. “If I am all of those things, then how exactly do you plan to make me come with you?”

“The shot in this pistol cannot miss.”

“You’re certain of that?”

She nodded. “I’ve seen it with my own eyes. An impossible shot. Another man who was too confident. He died rather surprised. If I fire, I will not miss.”

The king smirked at her. “You saw it. That is good evidence, then. Often, our own experience is the foundation of our beliefs. Our own eyes would not lie to us, would they?”

“Come with me. Make right what you made wrong.”

“Your entire lives, I’ve been building the path for you. Each step you’ve taken was on a cobblestone laid by me. Do you understand what that means, Ilse?”

“It means you have a lot of work to do fixing things.”

“It means I was there when your mother died. It was I who led the churchmen to you. All of the pain you’ve felt in your life was caused by me. Ilse, I was the one who instructed the dwarf Drophain to kill your father.”

Without thought, Ilse pulled the trigger. The pistol barked a thunderous retort, and the walls of the palace shimmered and cracked. Time slowed. She saw the gleaming silver bullet fly from the barrel of her pistol, flame and spark scattering behind it. The mage winked at her. The woman flung herself in the way, and the bullet slammed into her chest, blood exploding from her, her body twisting as she was struck, crimson liquid spilling in a graceful arc as she spun to the floor.

Ilse cried in shock and surprise. She hadn’t meant to fire. She hadn’t… The mage. The king. He was behind it all. Everything.

“That bullet cannot miss,” the king said. He pointed toward the body of his companion. “But it did. The truth is what you say it is. Speak the truth. If you want a different world than the one I have crafted, then tell the others what can be. Make them believe, and then, they will make it happen. You own your truth, Ilse. Not I.”

She fumbled at her belt, reaching for the hilt of her cutlass, but the man merely held up a hand. Heavy chunks of crystal were falling, shattering on the floor of the palace. Explosions of broken stone and glass boomed all around them.

“Give your truth power.”

She was torn off her feet, yanked backward, and flung into some space between time and place. Lights blazed by her. She was cold and scalding hot. She was screaming, but her words were lost, already gone to her ears. How long she flew, she had no idea.

She slammed into something solid. A wall. A hard wall covered in silk. Her shoulders crashed against it, and her head bounced painfully. Candles lit the room. It was overly warm. It smelled of flowers and something primal.

“Ilse?”

Queen Ursula Marchand was staring at her from a bed. Her shoulders were bare. She held a heavy blanket up to cover the rest of her. Count Trabean lay beside her, looking at Ilse in absolute shock.

Ilse licked her lips, working moisture into her mouth, and she said, “Your Majesty, I have something to tell you.”

“Where’d you come… What?” the queen babbled. She shook her head, like she was trying to figure if this was dream or real. “Ilse, what do you have to tell me?”

“The truth.”
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