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Part I



1.
The gate guards at the town of Weilburg stood two watches each night, one from four in the afternoon to midnight, and the other from midnight to eight in the morning. The guards who stood the midwatch were supposed to remain awake until dawn, but the captain of the guard was a drunkard and had long since stopped checking to see if his subordinates were doing their duty. As a result, the town had no watch to speak of from about one in the morning until the guards on the daywatch woke their brethren when the sun rose, lest the captain catch them all sleeping.
Since the guards each took their turns sleeping through the midwatch, it was an arrangement that had worked well for all, save those few unfortunate souls who arrived at the town gate before the guards awoke, expecting entry. However, since nearly all of those folk were farmers bringing their goods to market—farmers who knew better than to cause trouble for the guards by complaining to the captain—they had learned to arrive after dawn to avoid a tedious wait at the gate.
The man who arrived that morning as the sun rose was not a farmer, but fortunately for the guards he was also not a bandit who might have unlocked the gate for his compatriots to raid the town. Such a thing had not happened in many years in any case, or the town fathers would have been more careful in their choice of men to lead the town guard.
Two farmers hoping to reach the market before their competition had arrived a few minutes earlier and sat patiently in their wagons on the bridge over the river outside the wall. They regarded the man with a trace of wariness, for he was armed and had the hard look of one used to fighting for a living. He wore a rapier on one hip and a shorter blade on the other. The hilts of both sparkled with jewels, but there the man’s fortune appeared to end. His tall leather boots were badly worn and muddy, his clothes were soiled and trail-worn, and his cloak was tattered about the hem and caught with thorns and dead leaves. He carried a pack over his shoulder, but it seemed to have little inside it beyond the bedroll that poked out the top.
The man ignored the farmers and approached the gate. Finding it shut up despite the apparent late hour, he scowled and rapped on it several times.
“You’re wasting your time,” one of the farmers said. “Won’t be opening that ‘til the guards wake.”
The man lifted an eyebrow. “They’re asleep?”
“Aye,” the other farmer said. “They like their rest, unlike those who must bring food for their table.”
The man looked back at the gate, then cast his gaze up and around the gatehouse.
“How long?”
“Might be a few minutes,” the first farmer said. “Might be another hour. Won’t open for certain until the clock rings eight. That’s when the captain has to get up from his ale-sleep.”
The man stepped back and walked around the gatehouse. As the farmers watched curiously, he inspected one corner of the wall, then reached for a gap where two stones came together. He dug his fingers in and pulled himself up. Working his feet and hands around the corner of the guardhouse, he scaled the wall in a few moments.
“What are you doing?” the first farmer called out.
“I don’t like waiting,” he replied as went over the edge. Then he was gone.
♦ ♦
When Erich von Jülich-Berg landed in the alley on the other side of the wall, he found himself in the midst of a pile of offal he had missed seeing in the morning shadows. He shook off what he could, but the error completed the befouling of his clothes; his mood, though, was already as foul as it could get.
Not for the first time in the past few days, he felt for his purse, knowing what little was there but wanting to reassure himself that the few remaining pieces of silver within had not slipped through his fingers like the rest of his money. It was enough for a few days of food and rest at most; between now and then, he needed to find some employment or be reduced to pawning his weapons. And should that happen, the prospects of restoring his fortunes would recede even further.
To his left, a dog was urinating on the wall. Erich would have paid it no mind, except that he noticed it appeared to be passing two streams, not one, as if it had some strange deformity. But before he could make out what it was, the dog stopped and ran off down the alley.
Out in the street, Erich glanced carefully around to determine if he had been seen coming over the wall, but the farmers appeared to be correct and the guards were nowhere to be found. Straightening his cloak around himself, he headed off in search of an inn.
He had to balance his need for rest—not to mention a bath—against his limited funds. He would not be hired in his current state, but he would also likely need at least a few days to find employment.
He reached the town square in a few minutes, passing a few townspeople out on their morning business. One woman wrinkled her nose at him, and he shook his feet again in an attempt to get the rest of the horse droppings he’d landed in off his boots.
In one corner of the square, he saw a modest two-story inn. A fat woman with enormous breasts was sweeping night soil and other debris away from the door. She looked up as he approached.
“Do you have rooms?”
“Five coppers a night,” she replied. “Three if you just want space in the common room.”
“What about a bath?”
She snorted. “Baths are four coppers. Eight if you want hot water. I’ll make it seven for you. You need one worse than a stable-hand in high summer, and I don’t want you stinking the place up.”
♦ ♦
The woman showed him to a small room on the ground floor, then returned ten minutes later to tell him the bath was prepared.
“Already? Heated?”
“Aye. Come.”
Erich followed in mild confusion. She led him to a large wooden bathtub in the kitchen, steam rising from it. He was distracted from the prospect of taking a bath in the kitchen by the brass contraption hanging on the rim of the tub. It was about the size of a cookpot, but sealed on top. A tube on the bottom led into the water, and hot steaming water flowed out of a nozzle on the front.
“What is this?”
“It heats the water. Mage down the street sold it to me. Impressive, eh? Fastest hot baths in town.”
She twisted a knob and the water stopped flowing, then lifted the thing off the tub and put it away. Erich felt the water, which was nearly scalding.
As his surprise subsided, he looked up at the woman.
“Must I bathe here?”
She shrugged. “Best I can do. This isn’t the emperor’s palace. Take it or not, but it’s paid for and I have work to do.”
Resigning himself to the indignity of it, Erich undressed and climbed into the bath, groaning as the heat from the water spread through him. He soaked for a while just to ease his aching muscles, then began scrubbing the stink and road filth from his body. He washed his hair and then his clothes and bedroll as best he could. The woman came through the kitchen a few times, but paid him no mind.
By the time the bath had cooled, Erich was clean and the water was filthy. He tied his hair back, then hung his clothes by the fire and waited for them to dry. With no other choice, he stood there naked.
“Done?” The woman had returned.
“Aye.”
“Well, that’s a mighty improvement.” She looked him over, paying more attention to the scars on his arms and chest than anything else. “Swordsman, eh?”
“Yes.”
“That’s a hard life you look to have lived.”
“You might say that.”
She tossed him a rag to cover himself. Erich wrapped it around his waist as the woman began throwing his bathwater bucket-by-bucket out the back of the kitchen into the alley.
“I am in need of work,” he said. “I don't suppose you know of anyone hiring sellswords?”
“I do not. You might ask at the smith’s up the street. Or hang around the common room tonight. Bound to be something.”
♦ ♦
The washing had not restored Erich’s clothes to their original state, but if they were still stained and frayed, they were no longer caked with trail dirt and smelling of old sweat and his jail cell. Still, he felt considerably better, at least until he went to buckle on his sword. The old leather belt, already frayed, parted as he tightened it, sending both blades clattering to the floor.
Erich cursed and bent to inspect the belt. This had happened before and he had mended it before, but the leather was so worn now it had come apart at the spot of one of his previous mendings. It would need to be replaced, or he was risking another breakage at a time when it might be considerably less convenient.
The woman had directed him to the smith’s. Well, as if he needed it, he had another reason to go now.



2.
The little automaton lay mostly in pieces on the table. The shell was comprised of two brass hemispheres about six inches in diameter, one empty, the other half-filled with small brass rods, gears, and springs attached to eyehooks around the inside. The half-shell had a hexagonal socket in its center and was pierced six times around its circumference with slots about an inch long. Through the slots the man at the table meticulously slid the automaton’s legs, each eight inches long when perfectly straight but jointed twice along their length. One end of each leg was a brass spike; the other end was a thin plate with five holes drilled through. One hole—the largest—slid over a gear inside the hemisphere while others were attached to various rods and springs in the interior: three springs and two rods per leg.
The man moved very slowly. Long practice had taught him patience was the most important element of the assembly process. Rushing the assembly risked getting things out of alignment or bending some key component or overstretching a spring. Bit by bit the automaton came together until it rested on its six legs like a large brass spider.
With (nearly) all the pieces in place, the man carefully inspected the interior, checking to see if everything was where it was supposed to be. He found one spring and one rod attached to the wrong holes on their respective leg; each was supposed to be in the hole the other occupied. For a moment he fretted, worrying that he would have to take it all apart and start over, for things had to be done in a specific order to fit it all together properly inside the shell. Risking disaster—for if the mainspring were to come loose and the thing were to fly apart, he might as well throw it all back into his parts bin and make something else—he caught the end of the offending spring with a small hook and pulled it out of the hole, holding it in place while he repositioned the rod.
His hands had become sweaty, and the hook began to slip in his fingers, but just before it came loose, he pushed the spring back toward the hole, and the end slipped off the hook—right into the hole it was intended for.
The man let out a long breath and relaxed. He bounced the thing a bit on the table, watching the legs flex and contract as they had been designed to. Only one step remained.
Reaching into a small chest on the table, he pulled out the automaton’s brain. It was a prismatic quartz crystal about an inch long and half that wide. It was polished on the base end, into which were etched several sigils: fywyd for life, ufudd-dod for obedience, chwilio for searching. It was designed to seek out vermin and pierce them with its long spiky legs.
He set the brain into the socket in the center of all the gears and springs. When he was satisfied with the placement, he carefully put the thumb and two fingers of each hand on each of the six faces of the crystal’s termination. Then he closed his eyes.
After a moment, a dim golden light grew inside the crystal until it was about the brightness of a candle flame. The man withdrew his fingers, but the light remained. And now the gears inside the automaton began spinning of their own accord, winding the mainspring. The thing crouched for a moment, then rose and took a step forward.
The man caught it and fitted the last piece, the empty hemisphere, over the top and twisted it round to lock it into place. Then he set the automaton back on the table and watched in satisfaction as it began stepping hesitantly back and forth as if unsure of what to do.
This was normal. It would take a few moments before the life he had set into the brain found its bearings and realized its purpose.
“Father?”
Walther looked up. A pale blonde-haired girl of about nineteen was leaning into his workshop.
“Yes, Ariel?”
“There’s another man at the door. I think it’s Hans, again. We didn’t answer it, but he won’t go away.”
Walther rose, realizing he had been hearing someone rap on the front door while he worked, but blocking it out in his concentration on the automaton.
He took his new creation and set it on the floor. It immediately walked over under a workbench and began searching for its quarry. It came upon another automaton of about the same size but shapely roughly like a rat—he had forgotten what that one was for, which was a common occurrence—and tapped it twice with a sharp leg. The other automaton chittered at the new arrival. Apparently satisfied that it was meant to kill something else, the first automaton went off in search of other prey.
Walther went out into the main hall and walked to the door. Temperance, their butler, should have dealt with this, but he saw the large automaton standing motionless in one corner. Its mainspring had run down. Walther needed to replace its brain, but had been putting off what would be a tedious, days-long job. The butler was a more than decade old now—he had built it after his wife died—and over time, the energies in the crystals spawned defects in their structure. Eventually, the accumulation of defects would interfere with an automaton’s operation until it would get stuck on a task, stop, and stand still until its mainspring ran down as Temperance’s had.
Someone rapped on the door again. Walther angrily threw open the viewport. On the other side was a young man dressed in a green velvet doublet. Walther recognized him and was not pleased.
“Sir—“
Walther cut him off. “Did I not make myself clear when you came here the previous two times? My daughters are not for the likes of you.”
“Sir, if I might explain myself,” the boy went on. “I am not sure I did so adequately before. I have good prospects in my father’s business, and we own substantial land outside the town and three—.”
“Are you a mage? Do you have any talent at all for directing the Flow?”
“No, but—“
“Then why are you here? Are you so dim as to not understand whom my daughters can marry and whom they cannot?”
“I understand, sir, but I believe love will find way. My intentions toward your daughters are honorable. I have been unable to free my mind from thoughts of them. They are so beautiful.”
Walther grunted.
“And which one do you wish to marry?”
The boy fidgeted. “Er—either. Ariel. Or Astrid. Whichever will have me.”
“If I brought them out here, would you be able to tell them apart?”
The young man’s jaw vibrated.
“I would try.”
“Good day! Do not darken my doorstep again!” Walther slapped the viewport shut.
He turned to see his daughters looking down from the balcony overlooking the entryway.
“Which one was that?” Astrid asked.
“It was indeed that young Berdahl whelp.”
“He’s too short,” Ariel said. “And too desperate.”
Astrid sighed. “When are we to go to the city, father? There are no mages here to court us.”
“Soon, daughters. There are things I must do first, preparations I must make.”
“You said that a month ago,” Ariel replied.
“A month in which I have made plans. Patience, child. What have I taught you about patience?”
The girls said nothing, and Walther frowned at the idle butler. Best get this over with, he thought. There would surely be others calling on his daughters, and he had better things to do than chase lovesick dandies away from his door.



3.

Ariel sat in a chair with her back to her dressing table, listening to the clicks and whirs of the automaton behind her as it brushed her hair. She found the sounds it made soothing, but Astrid did not trust the thing and refused to let it touch her. Ariel was happy with that arrangement, since it meant she did not have to share it. The two girls had to share nearly everything—for a variety of reasons both of them knew and accepted—so anything either of them got for themselves was to be treasured while it lasted.
Astrid, meanwhile, lay on her bed staring at the ceiling.
“Father will never let us out of here. We are doomed to die alone in this house.”
“I suppose he’s right that we cannot simply move to the city for several months,” Ariel replied. “He must make arrangements for the house while we’re gone.”
“And with Temperance broken, that’s more delays.”
“Father said he just needed to replace the brain.”
“I don’t think that’s it. It was making horrible noises before it stopped. I think something is broken inside it.”
“Did you tell Father?”
“No. He would be happy. Another month in his workshop fixing it while we wither away.”
Ariel knew her sister was right, though she understood her father’s passion for the things he built. She had always loved the little animated toys he made for her, though she had no talent for it herself. Her and Astrid’s talents with the Flow lay elsewhere.
“I can’t believe Hans Bergdahl came back again,” she said.
“I don’t think he’ll be back after this.”
Ariel mused for a moment.
“What do you think about Stefan, the baker’s son?”
The merits and shortcomings of the town boys who came to court them were a common topic of conversation between Ariel and Astrid, though they knew full well none of them were appropriate matches. But there was little else to talk about.
“He’s handsome, but I don’t like him. He’s always staring at your bottom.”
“Yes. Yours as well.”
“I suppose he likes bottoms,” Astrid said.
“I think I would prefer a husband who liked my front.”
“What does the book say? About men who like bottoms?”
Ariel got up from the chair and dug into the lower drawer of her dressing table. Under various smallclothes, which she knew her father would never bother with, was a slim book she had found hidden high up in her father’s library years ago. She had meant to return it at first, but when time passed and he appeared never to notice its absence, she had let herself keep it.
It was part spellbook and part instruction manual. It was clearly not meant for the eyes of unmarried girls, but as their mother was gone, she and Astrid had to learn about these things somehow.
Ariel flipped through the pages, most of which were covered in rough drawings of a naked man and woman in various positions. With the drawings were spells that were supposed to enhance the experience depicted, make it possible, or both.
She found several pages showing the man doing various things to the woman’s bottom.
“Many men enjoy entering a woman from behind and find the view of her bare bottom pleasurable,” she read.
“It says that about everything.”
“Many women enjoy having their bottoms lightly spanked,” Ariel went on.
“I don’t want to be spanked. Certainly not by a baker’s son.”
“There’s a spell that goes with it.”
“What is it?”
“Poen yn Bleser.”
“‘Pain into Pleasure,’” Astrid replied. “What does it do?”
“It seems to make spanking . . . pleasurable.” She grinned, and Astrid smirked at her.
She and Astrid had tried to cast only a few of these spells. They were not easy to convert to deuolhud, since they had no experience with such things.
They had tried to cast one of the first spells in the book—Corn y Ddraig, or Horn of the Dragon—on the watch captain’s stallion as he rode past their house, but it had not gone well. The horse’s male organ had immediately expanded to enormous proportions, and it was all Ariel could do to keep from bursting into laughter. But the animal had then become extremely agitated and thrown the captain to the ground. It had taken five watchmen to finally get it under control, during which the two of them had hidden in their courtyard trying not to laugh and hoping desperately that no one had seen what they had done.
Another spell was supposed to prevent conception. Thinking it would do nothing in particular—since they were unmarried—they had cast it on each other just to see what effects there might be. It had indeed appeared to do nothing at first, but they later discovered it also stopped their monthly bleeding. Happy to be free of that annoyance, they had left it in place.
Ariel found Horn of the Dragon toward the front and read through the section again. It sounded interesting, nonetheless. Perhaps it wasn’t meant for horses. She was sure she could convince Astrid cast it on their husband when the time came.



4.
Erich found the blacksmith’s shop a few blocks from the inn, following the sounds of hammer on metal. The smith was inside at his forge while two apprentices worked the bellows. He looked up from hammering some metal implement and saw Erich standing in the wide doorway.
“Come back in an hour. I am in the midst of something.”
Erich nodded. He was unlikely to get any information out of the man by interrupting him. But a glance around the shop also told him he would not find a sword belt here. There were a few basic weapons on the walls—a few axes and a dirk—but no scabbards or other gear to be seen.
He looked up and down the street, not seeing any immediate possibilities. A pair of town guards walked past, and he considered asking them, but given his manner of entry to the town, he felt avoiding their notice might be best.
Past the square in the other direction, toward the town gate, he found a leatherworker’s shop. Wrinkling his nose at the residual tannery stink—the tannery itself was of course located well outside of town, but the noxious smell of it typically came back with its owner to some extent—he lowered his head and entered the building.
A tall, thin, man was working behind a counter, but stood up and brushed off his clothes as Erich entered.
“Good day. What can I help you with?”
“I need a sword belt.”
“What size?”
“Not heavy.” Erich showed him his blades, and the man nodded. “I gather from your dress this is for the road, not a parade?”
“You gather correctly.”
The man went to the back and returned with a few options. One, which looked the most solid, was dyed black and tooled with geometric designs. Erich liked it.
“How much?”
The leatherworker named a price that was nearly everything he had left. Erich winced, and the man noticed.
“I stand behind my work, friend. That belt will last you far longer than the one you had.”
“How can you tell?”
The man picked up the broken belt and twisted it between his fingers. “Not all tanning is created equal. This was leather meant for breeches, not for a belt to support the weight of those blades. Whoever sold you this cheated you.”
That would explain the numerous times it broke, Erich thought. “I paid little for it.”
“There you have it.”
Erich manage to talk him down a few coppers, but finally gave in and paid him. When he handed over his money, the leatherworker took the coins and placed them in a small brass chest behind the counter. The chest whirred and clicked curiously as he dropped the money in.
Erich strapped on the belt and attached his sword and dagger, and immediately felt more his usual self.
“Those are fine blades,” the man said. “Worthy of a fine belt.”
“Aye.” He adjusted the belt until the fit was to his liking. “But fine belt or not, my purse is lighter than I would like. I don’t suppose you know of anyone in this town hiring swords?”
The leatherworker nodded. “I do, though you may find the job a hard one to win.”
“What is it?”
“Have you noticed the stone house off the square? The one with the iron bars over the windows and the green pennant at the top?”
Erich had, though he had given it no thought.
“That is the house of Walther, the artificer. I have heard he is looking to hire a guard for a trip he has planned.”
“A mage?”
“Aye. He sold me this,” he said, indicating the chest.
“What is it?”
“Try to take it and see.”
Erich reached warily over the counter toward the chest. When his hand got with a foot or so, the chest suddenly jumped up on hitherto unseen legs and recoiled from his reach. To Erich, it almost seemed to be growling at him like a dog, and appropriately enough, a plate opened on the top that was ridged with sharp tooth-like projections.
The leatherworker grinned. “Try to grab it, and you might lose a finger. Convenient.”
“Clever.”
“Yes. Walther is a gruff sort, but a fair one. If you want the job, best approach it honestly.”
“I appreciate the help. Thank you for the belt.”
“Thank you for the business.” As Erich turned to go, he spoke up again. “Just one other piece of advice. If Walther lets you into his house, which is no certain thing, mind you keep your eyes off his daughters.”
“Oh?”
“Indeed. You may find that difficult, but trust me on this.”



5.
As soon as Walther lifted Temperance up to carry it to the workshop, he knew something was wrong. Several parts rattled around the inside, and what sounded like a gear went clattering down one leg.
When he laid it on a workbench and pried open the back, he saw the truth of the matter. The worn-out brain was the least of his problems. The mainspring—the mainspring itself!—had broken, and in unspooling it had shredded most of the automaton’s internal workings. What should have been an elegant array of components was instead a tangled mess of wires, rods, and secondary springs.
Looking more closely, he could see what had happened. A small gear near the mainspring, a trivial thing that was there merely to balance the tension in some tertiary cables, had somehow worked its way out of alignment and begun rubbing against one of the mainspring mounts. Over time, it had gradually sawed through the mount until the mainspring came loose. It had no doubt been the source of the squeaking he had been hearing, but Temperance was old and old automata usually squeaked incessantly without self destructing like this.
Walther cursed his procrastination in replacing the brain, because he would surely have noticed the problem and been able to fix it. But now repair was out of the question; the automaton was good for nothing but spare parts.
As he sifted through the shattered fragments of brass, he saw that he had been right about the brain. Getting it out before would have been an extremely delicate process requiring days of work, but after this disaster it was simply a matter of lifting the mess of the mainspring remains out of the way. The once-clear stub of quartz, about the size of his fist, was now a deep purple, the Flow energies having wreaked havoc throughout its crystal structure over the past decade.
The one saving grace was that it would now make a fine amethyst if cut and polished. He could likely sell it for a tidy sum when they finally went to Köln.
Köln. Yes, the girls were right. It was high time he put his affairs in order and took them to the city. He had been building another automaton he meant to watch the house in their absence, for he did not trust Temperance to be able to do it properly, even with a new brain. That project had dragged on for months, largely because he needed to fabricate a number of delicate parts and building things like the rat-catcher was simpler and more enjoyable.
In that, perhaps Temperance’s unfortunate end was a blessing in disguise, because he could salvage much of what he needed from its wreckage. Most of what was broken was the main drive system, and he had already built one for the new automaton. Temperance’s was not powerful enough for it anyway.
All he needed was some time and freedom from interrupt—
“Father!” Ariel called.
Walther groaned. “What is it?” he replied.
“There’s someone at the door.”
He had forbade them from answering the door, for reasons that were obvious to all of them, which was why they went through this routine several times a day.
“Another one?”
“Yes, but I don’t recognize him.”
Walther left Temperance’s carcass behind and went out to the front hall. When he opened the viewport, he saw a tall man with long brown hair on the doorstep. He was older than the boys who had been pestering Ariel and Astrid, and from his dress—little better than rags—he was no town dandy. But he carried a fine set of blades on his hip, which made him no beggar either.
Curiosity piqued, Walther opened the door, though he left the wrought-iron gate on the outside closed.
“Yes?”
“I am seeking Walther the artificer.”
“You have found him. What business have you?”
“I am told you are seeking a man to serve as a guide and caravan guard.”
“There is no caravan but myself and my daughters. We are going to Köln. Do you know the way?”
This was not what Erich wanted to hear, but he needed the work. Köln was a large city, and it was unlikely he would be recognized now. He hoped.
“I do and have been there. I know the city well.”
“What do you know of the route?” Walther asked.
Erich suspected—accurately—that he was being tested.
“It is not a difficult trip, but it will take a week or two, providing the weather favors us. There are a few rivers to cross, and one we may need to ford. That river in particular may be risky, as I have heard there are ogres in the area. Beyond that, though, the trip is not overly dangerous, but you are wise not to attempt it unaccompanied, especially if we are bringing children.”
Walther nodded.
“My daughters are not children and can handle themselves well enough, but indeed I do not wish to take them on that road without some assistance.”
He paused and looked Erich over slowly.
“By the look of those blades, you are an experienced swordsman, though by the look of your dress, you seem one a bit down on his luck.”
“You are correct on both counts, sir.”
“May I see your sword?”
Erich did not like giving up his sword, but the leatherworker’s description of Walther appeared accurate. He withdrew his rapier and passed it through the iron gate. Walther turned it over in his hands, then looked down the blade, rotating it to feel the balance.
“I’ve always believed you can judge a craftsman by his tools, and yours, sir, are in fine shape.” He looked more closely at the hilt. “These gems are not paste.”
“No.”
Then, squinting at the base of the pommel: “And this is an emerald.” He looked up at Erich with growing respect. “It never occurred to you to pry one of these loose and sell it? Your situation would be much improved from even one.”
“It did. But, as you said . . . I would prefer not to vandalize my tools.”
He passed the sword back to Erich.
“Well. I’m convinced your skills are in order, but what about your character? You arrive here with no references. Am I correct in assuming you have arrived in this town only recently?”
“This very morning.”
“You have no one who can vouch for you?”
Erich shrugged.
“I am afraid not.”
Walther nodded. “Fortunately for you, I have other means of assessing your suitability. Hand me your blades, and we can get started.”
Erich frowned but said nothing. Walther regarded him evenly.
“You can, I assume, understand my reluctance to allow an armed man I do not know into my house,” he said. “And a man such as you surely took the time to assess my reputation before showing up at my door. I do not need to steal your sword.”
Walther had read him correctly again. He had spoken to the smith, who had independently told him that Walther was seeking a guide, as well as to the fat woman at the inn, both of whom had confirmed what the leatherworker had told him.
He unbuckled his new swordbelt and passed everything through the gate to Walther, who disappeared for a few moments before returning and unlocking the gate.
“Follow me.”



6.
Walther led him into the house. The front hall led off in three directions on the ground floor, as well as up a curving staircase to the second floor. As he entered the room, Erich thought he heard footsteps scampering away somewhere, but saw nothing. Walther motioned him to follow down the passageway to the right, and Erich soon found himself in a large workshop. Three long workbenches were set against each wall, and a broad table sat in the middle of the room. Most of the benchtops were covered in gears, pulleys, wires, and parts beyond his understanding. What appeared to be a large brass man—in a state that even Erich could tell was badly broken—lay across the table, while another, larger iron one, partially built with its innards hanging out, stood in a corner. More than one smaller brass assemblage was walking around of its own accord.
“My workshop. Pray do not touch anything.”
Erich did not need this warning. Walther directed him to sit at the table and cleared some space amongst broken springs and gears. He was a large, heavyset man, balding but with a close-cropped black beard gone mostly gray—not quite Erich’s idea of a mage.
When Erich sat down, something like a large brass spider came over and inspected his foot. He was about to pull it away when the thing turned and left the room. Meanwhile, Walther dug around in the corner of one workbench and returned with an ornate brass cube that had an array of cables dangling from it.
“This is what it means to be an artificer?” Erich asked.
“My father was a watchmaker, and his before him. I was expected to follow in their footsteps, but I found my talents lay elsewhere.”
“These are far more than watches.”
Walther reached across the table for a large purple crystal and held it out. “This, when tuned to the Flow, is what gives them life. This one is burned out, but the principle is the same. You need a watchmaker’s craft and a mage’s sensitivity to make these things work. It is not a common profession.”
“So I have seen.”
“My daughters have no interest in these things, though their talent to direct the Flow is strong.”
“Your daughters are mages?”
“Yes, but their interest is in the natural world. Artificing is not really a craft for women in any case. Few of them care to look like this.” He held up his hands, which were heavily calloused, cut, and blackened with tarnish.
Walther set the brass cube between them. It had about a dozen cables protruding from it, each with a ring on the end.
“Give me your hand.”
With more than a little trepidation, Erich extended his hand. Walther slid one ring halfway up each finger. As soon as the last ring was in place, the cube began humming softly.
“This will give us an independent assessment of your character.”
“How so?”
“You may have no talent for directing the Flow, but you are part of it nonetheless. That means I can measure how it affects you, and vice versa.”
Walther tweaked a few things on the cube, then turned to Erich.
“Tell me a falsehood.”
“What?”
“Anything. You’re the emperor’s son. Your grandfather was a dwarf. Whatever you like.”
Erich left the first one alone. “My grandfather was a dwarf.”
The humming within the cube suddenly peaked, and it let out a shrill whine. Walther nodded in approval and tweaked a couple of knobs on one side.
“What is your name?”
“We are speaking the truth now?”
“Yes.”
“Erich.”
“You have no surname?”
“No.” Not any longer, at any rate, as far as he was concerned. The cube appeared to agree.
“Where did you get those blades?”
An easy question. “I won them in a game of cards a few years back. Their former owner was not wise enough to stop playing when his money was gone.”
Walther glanced at the cube and frowned, then twisted the knobs again.
“What was your last dishonest act?”
Erich snorted. “I climbed over the town walls this morning because the guards were asleep and could not let me in.”
Walther roared with laughter. “Their captain is a notorious drunkard, but the town fathers appear blind to the fact. You are a man of some resource. I like that.”
Another tweak to the knobs. Then he grew serious again.
“I have two daughters of marriageable age and so far unimpeachable virtue. I need a man who, I can trust, will respect that. I want no seductions.”
“I can control myself.” But he glanced at the cube anyway. It was silent. Well, that was true—it was simply that he sometimes chose not to.
“Well, you say that now. Let us see what you say when you understand what you will be dealing with.” He turned to the door. “Daughters! Come here.”
Erich heard footsteps coming down the stairs. In a few moments, a young girl came through the door. She was pale-skinned, long silver-gold hair falling in cascades around her shoulders. She wore a long green dress trimmed with gold brocade, one that did little to hide her full bosom. Then the other girl stepped into the room, and Erich blinked in surprise.
They were identical: dresses, shoes, thin gold necklaces around their necks, even the way they wore their hair.
“My daughters Ariel and Astrid. Daughters, this is Erich. He may be the man we seek for your trip to Köln.”
“Hello,” they said in unison.
“So, I will ask you again, are you the man I need and can trust?”
Erich swallowed hard. The beauty before him was considerable, but it did not quite outweigh his fear of angering an experienced mage. The thought of his incipient poverty—after the belt, he had enough money left for one night at the inn, no more—was enough to tip the scales.
“Yes.”
The cube was silent. Walther nodded.
“Girls, you may go.”
Walther’s daughters left, though one (Ariel?) gave him a lingering glance as she departed.
“One last question: I need you to guide us and protect us from here to Köln. If I pay you a fair wage, can I trust that you will complete the job to the best of your abilities?”
“Yes.”
“Very well. You are hired. I can pay you one crown per week. Is that acceptable?”
One crown was about ten times more money than Erich had arrived with that morning. “Fair enough.”
Walther pulled the rings from his fingers and returned the cube to its spot on the workbench, then sat down again.
“We are not due to leave for another week or two, but I would like to begin your employment today. You see here before you my footman, who expired from an unfortunate lack of maintenance a few hours ago. I need to concentrate on completing his replacement over there, who will guard this house in our absence. That means I need you to answer the door and prevent interruptions, as well as preventing the girls’ annoyingly numerous suitors from molesting them. Will that work?”
“I can manage it.”
“Do you have lodgings?”
“The inn on the square. But I have no money after tonight.”
“Well, I would prefer to put you up here. There are several spare rooms on the ground floor where you can sleep. That will keep you near the door.”
Walther rose, and Erich followed him out to front hall. Walther left him there for a moment and went toward the rear of the house. He returned with Erich’s sword belt.
“One last thing. As you will be in my employ, I need you fully equipped for the job.” He handed Erich ten crowns. “Get whatever you need for the trip, save for horses, which I will arrange, and provisions, which we can worry about later. But armor, suitable clothes, whatever other gear you need, go buy it now. I will trust you to return with the remains of my money, but if you need more than this, let me know.”
Erich let out a small sigh as he regarded the gold coins in his palm. It seemed his luck had turned. This would not completely restore his fortunes, but it was a start. At least until they reached Köln, but he would deal with those matters when the time came.
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Ariel watched around the corner of the upstairs hallway as Erich left the house. When he was gone, she emerged and looked down at her father.
“You hired him?”
“Yes. He seems trustworthy. The resonance cube found no fault in him. I can tell he is a skilled swordsman, and he’s clearly familiar with the road to Köln.”
Ariel beamed. “So we can leave soon?”
“A week or two. However long it takes me to complete Fortitude and assure myself that he can protect this house. That means no interruptions, do you understand?”
“Yes, Father.”
Ariel returned to her room, where Astrid was sitting on her bed with a pensive expression on her face.
“What’s wrong?”
“We are finally going to go.”
“Yes.”
Astrid looked up at her. “What do you think of that man?”
“Father trusts him. I don’t know.”
“Erich,” Astrid mused. “I don’t know anyone by that name.”
“I don’t think he’s from anywhere around here. Father said he knew the way to Köln. Perhaps he’s from there.”
“We should ask him. I would like to know more about Köln. What we should wear. What to expect.”
“Yes,” Ariel said. Then, “Do you think he’s handsome?”
“He frightens me a little. His eyes. He seems dangerous.”
“His eyes are pretty. Blue.”
“We don’t like blue.”
“I like his eyes. He seems to know things.”
Astrid’s eyebrows creased. “Father made him promise to protect us. You heard what he told him. Don’t cause trouble.”
“I’m not. But I want to talk to him.”
♦ ♦
Flush with his newfound wealth—relative though it might be—Erich set about restoring himself to fighting trim. First was a visit to the town tailor, where he purchased two pairs of leather breeches, two shirts, and a new cloak and threw his old clothes into the fire.
The smith had no throwing knives to sell, but had little trouble understanding what Erich wanted and promised him he could make a set of eight in a day or two.
Next, he returned to the leatherworker, who—after congratulating him on his good fortune and employment—fitted him for a riveted leather corselet. The leatherworker likewise did not have anything like the scabbards he wanted for the knives, but after some discussion, they agreed on a price to make them when the knives were ready. Erich asked him to recommend a cobbler, and the man sent him down the street where he was fitted for a pair of new boots.
A few other random items for the road—most importantly a new, larger pack that would not deposit critical items he needed on the ground without his knowledge—finished off the afternoon and most of the money. Feeling that Walther could not possibly begrudge him this, Erich stopped at a tavern for a mug of ale as the sun fell toward the horizon.
When the barkeep brought his ale, he quaffed a third of it in one go, then sat back to feel the warmth of the brew spreading through him. Things were indeed looking up.
His momentary calm was interrupted by several young men laughing loudly at a table behind him.
“You couldn’t even tell him which one it was you would marry?” a voice said.
“I cannot tell them apart,” another replied. “Can you?”
“No. I don’t think anyone can, save Walther,” the first one said.
Erich turned around at the name. There were four of them, all expensively dressed. The two who were speaking wore matching velvet doublets, one green, one blue, and sported thin rapiers. They appeared to be brothers from their similar features.
“You’re wasting your time, Hans. Ariel likes Stefan here.” This one was heavyset with shaggy hair. He indicated the fourth boy, a tall, muscular youth. “At least I think it’s Ariel.”
“I’m sure it’s Ariel,” Stefan replied. “She talks to me when they buy bread. Astrid will not.”
“How do you know which is which?” Hans asked.
“Only from her manner. She mentioned Astrid a few times, so it must have been Ariel. The other one glares at me.”
“They always dress alike,” Hans’ brother said. “It’s as if they don’t want anyone to tell them apart.”
Stefan straightened himself in his chair. “I’m going to call on her tomorrow. She wouldn’t talk to me unless she liked me.”
Erich finally spoke up. “As your friend said, boy, you’re wasting your time.”
The four of them turned toward him.
“Who are you?” Stefan asked.
“I am the man telling you to leave Walther’s daughters be.”
“Why?”
“Because I have been paid to tell you that. If you should chose to appear tomorrow, we will have to continue this conversation in a more direct manner.”
Stefan’s eyes dropped to Erich’s sword. Erich returned the gaze, then threw down the rest of his ale.
“Good evening, gentlemen.”
♦ ♦
When Erich returned to Walther’s house, the artificer met him at the door.
“Well, I had begun to wonder if you had absconded with my money. Your wardrobe is much improved, though I hope you have commissioned some new boots.”
“I have, along with armor and some additional weapons.”
“Good.” Walther led him inside. “You’re just in time for dinner. Put your swords up and join us.”
Erich left his blades and other purchases in his room at the back of the house and found the kitchen.
Ariel and Astrid were preparing dinner, what appeared to be roast chicken. Erich’s stomach growled at the smell of it. He had not eaten so well in quite a while.
But his attention was immediately pulled from the scent of the bird by the numerous automata working the room. One was standing on the stove, apparently unaffected by the heat, stirring a pot. Another was chopping carrots, though inexpertly, on the table in the center of the room.
“Why not build a automaton cook?” he asked.
“We tried with Temperance,” one of the girls replied. “It was horrible.”
Erich looked questioningly at Walther.
“The broken one you saw in my workshop. It could cook, after a fashion, but the food was inedible. Automata can handle simple tasks, but anything requiring judgment, like cooking, is beyond them. I thought I would try, but I more or less knew what the outcome would be.”
Erich walked over to the stove. The little thing stirring the pot looked a bit like a deer with its antlers down, head toward the soup.
He looked back at Walther. “The woman at the inn, she had something she used for baths, to heat the water. Did you make it?”
“Yes.”
“It does not work for cooking either?”
“It can boil water,” Walther replied, “but it leaves a sour taste. Fine for bathing and washing, but not soup.”
Erich looked around the kitchen a bit more, then approached one of the girls.
“Do you need help?”
She cocked an eyebrow at him. “Can you cook?”
“I’ve had little choice for most of the past few months.”
“Game by the roadside? Well, look at the chicken and see if it’s done.”
There was a stone oven in one corner, where the chicken appeared to be. Erich opened the cast-iron door and looked inside. The chicken was roasting in a pan. He had not had chicken in some time, but chicken and rabbit were not so far apart. He found a pair of tongs and poked at it.
“I think it needs a bit longer.”
The girl—was it Astrid? She seemed more standoffish than the other—came over to the oven and checked the chicken herself. Then she gave him a wary glance.
“Hmph.”
Walther approached with a mug of ale. Erich took it. This was his second of the night, so he took this one more slowly.
“We do not usually eat like this, but we will not eat like this at all on the trip to Köln.”
“No,” Erich replied. “We will not.”
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When the food was ready, Walther led him to the dining room, which had already been set. Ariel and Astrid brought in the food. Walther directed him to sit on one end while he sat at the other.
As Walther prepared to slice up the chicken and the girls arranged the other dishes, Erich looked down at his place setting. It had been quite some time since he had sat at a table like this, but . . . he could see the utensils were out of place. Fighting the impulse for only a moment, he repositioned the forks and moved one spoon up above his plate.
When straightened himself in his chair and leaned back, he realized Walther had seen what he had just done, and was regarding him curiously. Erich remained still, returning the gaze. Walther looked him a moment longer, then turned to one of his daughters.
“Ariel, would you pass the vegetables around?”
As she reached for one platter, Erich made a mental note: Ariel left, Astrid right. He was going to need to find a way to tell the two of them apart somehow, so he had best start now.
While the platters of food circled the table, Erich studied the girls discreetly. He kept his eyes above their bosoms as best he could, thought it was not easy. Unfortunately, as best he could tell, they were truly identical. He could see no features that distinguished them.
Perhaps another tack was in order. He took a bite of chicken. “I think it did indeed need a few more minutes in the oven.”
Both girls looked over to him, but it was Astrid who spoke. “How many chickens have you roasted?” It had been Astrid in the kitchen, then, as he had thought.
“None. But more than my share of rabbits.”
“I like rabbit better than chicken,” Ariel said. She smiled at him, just a bit.
“I am curious,” Walther began. “For a man of your skills, I am wondering how you came to be in such a wretched state.”
“Bad luck. Bad decisions. That is more or less the sum of it.”
“Are you from Köln?” Astrid asked.
Erich was silent a moment. “I have been there.”
“Do you know the city well?” Ariel asked.
“Yes.”
“What is it like?”
“It is a Free City of the Empire, as I assume you know. That means we will be paying a tax on our possessions when we arrive.”
“Yes,” Walther grumbled.
“It is mostly safe. The city guard is well-trained and professional. The cathedral is known for its collection of relics. There is a university there, but I suppose you would know more of that than I.”
“Father taught there,” Ariel said.
Walther nodded. “And it is where I met their mother. But I have not been there in some years.”
“Well, that is about it,” Erich said. “I am not sure what else to tell you.”
“Did you go to any balls?” Ariel asked. But before Erich could form an answer, Astrid sniffed at her sister.
“He is a swordsman, not a dandy.”
Ariel glanced at Erich. “He might have gone to a ball, to guard it.”
“I guarded no balls, I am afraid.”
Ariel pouted for a moment. “Can you tell us anything at all?”
“Of Köln society? Nothing of use now, I am afraid.”
“He is not a mage, Ariel.” Astrid said. “What could he tell us?”
Now Ariel scowled at her sister. “You’re the one who wanted to ask him all this.” But as Astrid prepared a retort, Walther held up his hands.
“Daughters, enough. I hired Erich to escort you to the city. Not escort you to dances.”
That snuffed out the conversation for a few moments. Erich waited until it seemed appropriate to speak, and turned to Ariel.
“So what is it you have planned for Köln?”
She glanced at Walther, then back to him. “We are seeking a husband.”
“I suppose none of these village boys are worthy of the likes of you and Astrid.”
Ariel smiled for a moment, and even Astrid seemed a bit flattered, but it was Walther who responded.
“That is certainly true, but it is not why they cannot marry here. What do you know of the lives of mages?”
“I know you tend to keep to yourselves.”
“Yes. But there is a reason for that, and it is not a matter of placing ourselves above the rest of the world. It is because a talent for directing the Flow places certain demands on us in return.”
He took a bite of potato.
“Except in extremely rare cases, mages can only marry other mages, because to do otherwise would erect blockages.”
“I am not sure I understand.”
“The Flow is called the Flow for a reason. It is literally a flow of energy moving through the world, though all of us. A person with the right talent can sense that, and with practice can learn to redirect it and control it. But each mage has his own means of directing the Flow. Some mages can work together because the Flow moves through them in ways that enhance each other. But with others, it essentially causes a collision.”
He caught his breath and sat back in his chair.
“Think of a mage’s flow as a river. My river flows in a certain direction. If it is flowing in the same direction as another mage, our joined flows are stronger. But in most cases, our directions are not perfectly aligned, and that that causes turbulence. Do you see what I am getting at?”
Erich had learned bits and pieces of this over the years, but had never had it explained so directly.
“I think so.”
“If I were to marry a woman whose flow was coming directly at mine, what do you think would happen?”
“A flood? An overflow?”
“Essentially. Neither of us would be able to do much of anything, especially because marriage between mages is essentially a conjoining of flows.”
“You cannot redirect it? Bring them into alignment?”
“No. The river analogy is not entirely apt here. That is something we cannot control. But a husband and wife whose flows are in harmony can do far more than either them alone. The trick is finding that mage whose flow matches yours.”
“And if you married a non-mage?”
“A dam, basically. Think about it.”
“I see.”
“So we must go to Köln,” Astrid said. “Where there are other mages.”
“How do you know you will find your match?”
“We do not,” Ariel said. “But there is no one here at all. So we go.”
That cast a pall over the table, and for the first time, Erich felt a bit sorry for them.
“Well, I wish you luck, ladies.”
They nodded, but did not respond.
♦ ♦
As Ariel and Astrid cleared the table, Walther rose from his chair and motioned Erich to follow. He led them to a sitting room opposite the door to the kitchen. There were several chairs around a low table before a fireplace, a sideboard along the back wall, and above the mantle was mounted a long two-handed sword, covered in dust. Beyond that, Erich could see the hallway to Walther’s workshop.
Walther stoked up the fire, then poured some brandy for the two of them.
“Here is to a successful partnership. I am more sure I made the right decision than I was this afternoon.”
Erich raised his glass in return.
“Though for an itinerant swordsman, you have rather refined table manners.”
Erich swore internally. This sort of thing had given him away before, but shaking such habits was difficult.
“Yes.”
“You are not of common birth.” It was a statement, not a question.
“No.”
“Your manner of speaking, the way you carry yourself. You are no out-of-work cutthroat. Did you really win those blades in a game of cards?”
“You distrust your box of truth?”
“The resonance cube. No, I do not. But I also am old enough to know there are ways to deceive by telling the truth.”
“I won them in a game of cards, as I said.”
“All right. I will not pry further, for now. But I ask because I noticed some reticence on your part on the subject of Köln. Will traveling there place you or us in danger?”
“Not you.”
“But perhaps you?”
“There are some there who may not be pleased to see me return. It is nothing you need concern yourself with. I will do the job I have contracted to do.”
Walther grumbled for a moment.
“Very well. I suppose we shall see.”
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Astrid lay in bed, unable to sleep.
The long hoped-for trip to Köln was a reality. Father had hired a guide. They would presumably leave as soon as the new automaton, Fortitude, was done, and she knew that would not take as long as Father had warned. She had seen him before in the grip of a new project and knew how it went. He had disappeared into his workshop after dinner and not emerged. She thought she could still hear him down there working. He would likely be there past midnight, perhaps all night. In all likelihood, Fortitude would be finished within a week.
Then a week or so to reach Köln, and the search could begin. It might fail, but they would likely know within a few days if there were a match.
Mage courtships did not last long, since the match was the only thing that mattered. If it was there, that was that. Which also meant she could easily be married within a month. Married to someone who at this moment was not aware she even existed.
She knew mages did not marry for love—“Love will come in time,” Father had told her, and she knew he and mother had loved one another—but she was not sure how she felt about this.
It was not precisely the prospect of being wedded to someone old and gray, or boorish and smelly. If the match was ideal and their flows conjoined so that her talents were enhanced, she thought she could live with being married to someone like that. It was worth the tradeoff.
No, it was thought of doing all those things in Ariel’s book with someone she was not attracted to that made her deeply uneasy. She could do it; she would do it—did she have a choice?—but it would be torment.
It would not have been such torment with the boys in the village. She could see herself doing such things with Hans Bergdahl, or Stefan. Hans did not impress her much, but she felt he would treat her kindly. Stefan she was less sure about, but he made her heart flutter nonetheless. This frightened her a bit, which was why she was cruel to him. She needed to keep him at a distance.
Even if he liked her bottom.
Astrid knew she and Ariel were pretty. The boys—and men—of the town had made that very clear. She was less sure why this was so. Every woman had a bottom; what made hers special?
Erich had not looked at her bottom, but she had caught him looking at her bosom during dinner.
She reached up under her nightdress and felt her breasts. If she was unsure about why her bottom attracted Stefan, she had never understood at all why these lumps of flesh drew such male attention. They were meant for nursing babes, not men.
Still, they did. Larger seemed to be better, from the male perspective, and hers and Ariel’s were not small. But she had seen far larger. The fat innkeeper’s wife had breasts so large each seemed to be the size of a cow’s udder. She had heard the stableboys joking about them more than once. But their great size made them floppy and shapeless, and Astrid did not think that was attractive. Hers were much smaller, relatively speaking, but they were firm and springy and did not droop.
She wished her nipples did not stick out so prominently. Even with a shift, it was quite obvious under a light dress. She was sure that was what Erich had been looking at.
She could imagine doing those things with Erich. She was not sure what it would be like, but he was a grown man and presumably knew what to do.
Ariel found him quite dashing. Astrid could see why. He had an odd quality about him, and it was not simply the things she had overheard him and Father talking about in the study. It was something deeper.
She was not sure it was something she wanted to get to the bottom of.
Not that it mattered. She of course could never marry Erich. She would be marrying some mage off in Köln.
They would, she corrected herself. Not her alone.
She and Ariel would be marrying the same man.
♦ ♦
They had realized the problem years ago.
As children, Astrid and Ariel had had such difficulty controlling the Flow that their parents wondered if they were even meant to be mages. They could do it effectively only when they helped one another, but Father repeatedly and angrily forbade them to do so, saying they had to learn on their own or not at all.
They struggled with it when he made them, but the moment his back was turned, they would go back to casting spells together. It seemed to be the only way.
After their mother died and Father was forced to take a more active hand in their studies, he gradually came to recognize why this was so: Their flows were simply too intertwined. If they drew too far apart—twenty or thirty yards appeared to be the limit—their talent for the Flow evaporated. It was there, she could still sense it, but without Ariel at her side, she could do nothing with it.
And that meant, Father would gravely explain some time later, that when the time came for them to marry, their match would likely be the same man. It was more or less inevitable.
Enough experimentation had driven home the reality of it. No matter what they tried, they could not control the Flow separately. So instead, they had accepted their fate and gone in a different direction.
Deuolhud, they had named it. Twin-magic. Two mages controlling the same flow.
Over time, they had learned to adapt the spells they studied for this new approach. Casting a spell was part gathering the Flow, part shaping it, and part directing it. Rather than doing all this on their own, they broke down the tasks between them. Father had worked with them to perfect it, and they found that they could cast spells faster and more effectively than a single mage could do acting alone.
Deuolhud had its quirks, though. They discovered it came with some unexpected limitations, handicaps that at first baffled them, yet later made sense. As they explored these impediments, they found ways to live with them.
But there was still the issue of their marriage.
Last year, with their having reached what was thought marriageable age for female mages, Father had again tried to determine if they were fated to share the same husband. It was for this task that he had invented the resonance cube (only later discovering that it also made a fine truth detector). Testing with it made it clear the problem was even worse than they imagined.
As they sat there, each with one hand adorned with the rings, Father had explained the results.
“Your flows are indistinguishable. If there were any differences at all, the cube would register them.”
“You're sure?” Ariel had asked.
“I am positive. The cube is merging them, comparing them. Any differences in resonance would be causing it to make some sort of sound. The larger the difference, the more unpleasant the noise.”
“Are you sure it works?” Astrid had asked. Rather than answering, Father had pulled rings from Ariel’s fingers and begun slipping them on his. The first ring had caused the cube to immediately let out an annoying whine, the second to raise that whine to a piercing screech. Ariel and Astrid had slapped their hands over their ears.
“All right!” Astrid had cried. “I believe you!”
Father had removed the rings, and just to be sure, Ariel had put them back on again. The cube was silent. Astrid had then rested her hand on it to feel if there was any reaction at all, but it was completely still.
“So,” she had said.
“Yes,” Father had replied. “It means you will make the same match. There is no possibility that it could be otherwise.”
♦ ♦
In the ensuing year, Astrid had made her peace with it, almost. She and Ariel were used to sharing so much else that sharing a husband ought not to be too unpleasant. And she in truth did not want to be parted from Ariel as they would have been had they married different men, even without the effects on their talents.
It was Ariel—of course—who had pointed out the one true challenge. They would be doing those things in the book with the same man, presumably at the same time.
Because the book did more than discuss the sort of pleasurable—again that word!—activities that a husband and wife could engage in, and explained as well how this worked for mages. These things enhanced the Flow-bond between married mages, made each of their powers stronger. Not to do so would cause the bond to wither, and as it withered, so would their talents. Let it wither long enough, and they would die.
There were deeper, more technical explanations for why this was so that Ariel had studied and Astrid had skimmed over, and it was these elements that had caused Ariel to suggest an idea that still appalled Astrid to her core, even though she could see Ariel was likely correct.
It would require a spell, one they soon developed despite Astrid’s reluctance. It was not an overly complicated one.
But what man would allow them do such a thing?
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Erich rose early and, wanting a better feel for what he was dealing with, walked around the house inspecting the windows and doors. Though he thought it unlikely that one of the village boys would try to sneak into the house before they left, it would be a different story after their departure for Köln. So he wanted to find any possible problems in time to correct them.
Walther’s house was solidly built from heavy gray stone, and iron bars were mortared into all the windows. Erich had—not that he was necessarily proud of this fact—some experience with burglary, and he could clearly see no one was getting in this way unless they somehow tore the walls apart. He scaled the side of the house and climbed onto the slate roof. Again, nothing was amiss. The chimney was in good shape, and he could see no way in.
Behind the house was a small garden with half a dozen brass cages, five of which held a chicken—presumably they had eaten the sixth the previous night. A spindly automaton with four legs was busy cleaning the bird dropping from one cage while the hen inside protested. The other side of the garden was planted with short rows of vegetables.
As he watched, one of the girls emerged from the house and began puttering about the garden. Erich called down to her.
“Good morning.”
She looked up in surprise. “Good morning. How did you get up there?”
“I climbed.”
“What are you doing?”
“Just inspecting the house. I want to be sure no one can get in here while you’re gone.”
“Oh. Well, that is what Father is building Fortitude for. Should anyone break in . . .”
Erich climbed down the side of the house and dropped to the ground, then brushed himself off.
“Well, better that no one can get in at all.”
“You are a man of many talents, it seems.”
“Aye. And forgive me, but you are . . . ?”
She smiled. “Ariel.”
“It is difficult, you must admit.”
Instead of answering, Ariel tapped the side of her nose.
“What?” he asked after a moment.
“This freckle here. Astrid does not have it.”
Erich leaned in, seeing the pale gray spot she was pointing at. He doubted he would ever have noticed. It was not obvious even now.
“Thank you.”
“It is a secret. Don’t tell Astrid I told you.”
“All right. I will not.”
Erich looked around the garden as Ariel returned to pinching dead leaves from her vegetables.
“Are you really a nobleman?” she asked a minute later.
He gritted his teeth for a moment.
“I am no more what than you see before you.”
“I heard you and Father last night. He said you were not of common birth, and you said, ‘No.’”
Erich was silent, and Ariel frowned at him. “I told you a secret. You must tell me one of yours.”
“I am not a nobleman.”
“But you were once?”
“I am a third son, and a dishonored one at that. That means I inherited nothing, neither title nor lands nor money. I am, again, no more than what you see here.”
“How are you dishonored?”
“That is another secret altogether.”
A small smile creased her face.
“I will tell you another of mine.”
“This is neither necessary nor wise. Sometimes it is best to leave the past be.”
“Astrid and I must marry the same man.”
Erich’s jaw dropped. “What?”
Ariel looked down and pursed her lips. “It is true. We have no choice.”
“But your father said last night you had not even met anyone to marry yet.”
“We have not, but it does not matter.” She looked up now. “You recall what Father said, about the Flow? How mages must marry?”
“Yes.”
“Our flows are the same. They are as identical as we are. We cannot even cast spells separately. That means the mage who matches me will match Astrid as well.”
“And there could not be another who might match you?”
“No. It does not work that way. When there is a match, there is a match, and that is the end of it.”
Erich stood there, stunned. He knew that among the Moors, pagans, barbarians, taking more than one wife was not unheard of, but in civilized society . . .
“Are you sure there is a mage who would do this?” Part of Erich wondered if this was a stupid question. One of them alone for wife would make a prize for most men; surely two would seem a bounty.
“The match is the match.” She forced a smile. “Now you must tell me something equally grave. What is your dishonor?”
Erich sighed and looked past her into the sky. “You must not repeat this. Not even to Astrid, let alone your father.”
“I promise.”
“I crippled my oldest brother in a duel.”
Her hand went over her mouth. “How?”
Erich walked away from her and leaned against the wall around the garden, putting his hand on his forehead. Ariel followed.
“You must understand I make no complaints about my upbringing. My family is wealthy. We had servants. I had no cares. Being a third son for most of my life was a relief. I had no real responsibilities. My eldest brother was the heir to the title, and my other brother would inherit things as well. That meant they needed to be trained in politics, law, court functions. All my father cared about my learning was the sword.”
♦ ♦
Duke Gerhard of Jülich-Berg spent much of his tenure as the head of the house squabbling and occasionally fighting with other petty nobles in the empire over rights to one patch of territory or another. He won some battles and lost others, and consequently wanted all three of his sons—Wilhelm, Adolf, and Erich—trained for war.
As the heir, however, Wilhelm was too important to risk in battle. Dying without an heir could have shifted the entire dukedom to another branch of the family, or possibly an entirely different family, and was thus to be avoided at all costs. Such events were an all-too-frequent cause of disputes in the empire.
With three sons, Gerhard felt it prudent to keep one in reserve, and thus it fell to Erich to be trained to lead the house troops, not because Gerhard felt him more capable or important, but simply that being a third son, he was expendable.
Not that Erich cared. Like most young boys, he found warfare exciting. He enjoyed swordplay immensely, far more so than his brothers. He also soon found that he was better at it than they were, even though they were older and larger.
Gerhard retained a respected swordmaster to teach his sons the arts of war, and Erich soon became his favorite—which meant he drove Erich twice as hard as his brothers and expected four times as much. This, not surprisingly, made Erich’s brothers very jealous.
In the early years of his childhood, they would regularly beat him bloody, using their greater size to overcome his skill. Lothar, the swordmaster, allowed them do it, because he knew it served as motivation. So—in a fury at his impotence—Erich would work even harder.
While his brothers studied with their other tutors, Lothar and Erich would spar until Erich’s hands bled. Lothar would tie lead weights to his wrists and make him swing bags of sand through the air to strengthen his arms until it felt like they would fall off. He would alternate tying one arm or the other behind Erich’s back until it no longer mattered which one he used.
Lothar made Erich fight with weapons he hated, with two blades of equal length or different, with swords that were too large and heavy for him, or poorly balanced, or otherwise unsuitable, all in the pursuit of teaching him to fight with his head instead of his blade. He taught Erich to do far more than swing a sword—he taught him how to win a fight by throwing blades, large and small, by tripping his opponent, by spitting, or throwing punches in the midst of duel or grabbing his opponent’s clothes. Lothar would do grossly unfair things like make Erich fight with a dagger while he used a longsword, or fight with his legs hobbled, or fight tethered to a post while Lothar danced freely around him.
In time, the long and ruthless training paid dividends.
One day, when Erich was fourteen, his brothers’ size was no longer enough, even when they fought him together. Erich thrashed them both, chasing them about the salon until they cried for mercy. They would make him pay for beating them in other ways, and Lothar promptly thrashed him in turn when they left so that the victory would not go to his head. But his brothers never again defeated him with the sword.
From that day forward, Lothar held nothing back when sparring with Erich. For months afterward, Erich went to his bed every night gritting his teeth against the pain of his bruises. His progress, paradoxically, seemed to enrage Lothar, who shouted at him over and over that he would die in moments should he ever need to defend himself in a real fight.
Lothar taught him the most dangerous moves, the means to cripple his opponents, to blind them, to kill with a single cut. And he did it by slapping his blunted blade across Erich’s legs, his throat, his face.
Erich could have succumbed to this abuse. But instead he redoubled his efforts, determined to win his master’s approval.
The moment came years later, long after his brothers had refused to continue sparring with him. He and Lothar were dueling with blunted rapiers and off-hand daggers. For weeks leading up to this, Erich had begun feeling he was at last approaching his master’s skill, though Lothar continued to defeat him in the end.
They fought for long minutes. Lothar threw one attack, then another at Erich, but he had seen all of these so many times and turned them aside easily. For once, Lothar could not penetrate his defenses. Back and forth they went, the sweat beginning to pour down. Erich could hear Lothar’s breath coming more heavily. He thrust, he charged. Lothar turned him aside. Then Lothar came at him—but too slowly, wearied. Erich put his foot out and tripped him, and as Lothar went down, Erich felt a surge of triumph. He thrust his rapier forward and Lothar spun, trying to regain his balance. He fell. Erich pinned him.
His master dropped his weapons, gasping, trying to catch his breath. All of a sudden, Erich saw him for who he was: an old, gray-haired man trying to keep up with a boy a quarter his age.
Lothar met his gaze. “I think we are done here. I have nothing left to teach you.”
♦ ♦
But as much as that victory meant to him, it meant nothing to his family. By the time Erich was eighteen, the reality of his situation had become clear. His brothers mattered, he did not, and they made sure he knew this. Erich would essentially be his eldest brother’s hireling when Wilhelm inherited the title. It was for his glory Erich would fight, not his own, and Wilhelm took great pleasure in reminding him of this fact constantly.
The matter came to a head one night at dinner when Gerhard was gone.
Both of them had been drinking, though Wilhelm much more than Erich. Erich had been talking about riding with the house troops, how the village girls had watched them in their fine uniforms.
“You will ride for me one day,” Wilhelm interrupted. “You will do my bidding. Those sluts will give you no mind when I ride past.”
Erich fumed. “As if you will ever bother to leave this castle and lift a finger to defend our lands.”
“Dog!” Wilhelm shouted. “You are a worm. An errand boy. You will do what I say when I hold the title. You will lick my boots when I tell you to.”
“I will bow to no one,” Erich muttered.
“What was that?” Wilhelm shot back.
Erich sat back. “I said I will bow to no one. Least of all a coward who sends me out to defend his lands because he cannot wield a sword to do it himself!”
Wilhelm erupted out of his chair, sending it flying backwards.
“You will defer to me! You will take that back and abase yourself or I will have your head mounted over the gate!”
“As if you could take it yourself! You have not defeated me since I had hair between my legs!”
Wilhelm lunged for one of the guards and tore the man’s sword from his scabbard. Then he came straight at Erich. Erich drew his rapier, deflecting the first blow, but the magnitude of what was unfolding at that moment exploded in his mind.
Until that night, Erich and Wilhelm had fought each other only with blunted weapons under Lothar’s tutelage. Now Wilhelm was coming after him with a real sword. Erich had only his rapier and no armor. If Wilhelm landed a single blow, he could easily have killed him.
Erich parried his drunken brother’s thrusts, but no one was stepping forward to stop this duel. When the point of Wilhelm’s sword laid a thin cut across Erich’s arm, he panicked.
He did not want to kill his brother, but he had to stop this. He drove forward, slashing at Wilhelm’s legs. One cut across Wilhelm’s thigh threw his brother off balance and left him exposed. Erich stabbed forward the way Lothar had taught him, cutting through Wilhelm’s hamstring. His brother howled in pain but somehow kept to his feet. He slashed his sword at Erich’s head, stumbling forward.
In a blind rage, Erich did not see that he had won the fight. He lunged again, and with a lighting-quick stab and slash, cut apart Wilhelm’s other leg. His brother fell to the floor, grabbing at his thighs as the blood flowed out.
At the last possible moment, Erich stopped himself just as he was about to thrust his rapier through Wilhelm’s throat.
Everyone in the room was staring at them in horror. All at once, it dawned on Erich what he had just done. This was not a battlefield. It was their dining hall, and the man bleeding on the floor before him was his brother.
“Kill him!” Wilhelm howled. “In the name of God, I order you to kill him!”
Erich flew from the hall, running for his quarters and barring the door behind him, knowing what disasters awaited when his father returned.
♦ ♦
Ariel’s pale face, if it were possible, had grown even paler.
“My father’s rage when he saw what I had done,” Erich said, “was unfathomable. He did not care what had caused the fight, only the result. I had, after all, threatened the line of succession by wounding Wilhelm so gravely. He disowned me that night and drove me from the house with barely more than the clothes on my back.”
“And you have never returned?”
“I dare not, even though my father is seven years in his grave. My brother, who is the Duke now, would have me killed. He has twice sent hired swords after me.”
“What you said to Father, about the dangers of your returning to Köln, it is related to this?”
“Our lands are close to those of Köln, and my family counts the city as an ally. There may be some there who will recognize me, and who might let my brother know of my presence. I must be very careful when we arrive in the city.”
Ariel nodded. “I will keep your secret. I do not think we should share any more of them, for now.”
She went to check on the hens briefly, gathering a few eggs, and went into the house.



11.
Erich’s warning to Hans, Stefan, and their friends appeared to have the effect he intended, and they no longer troubled Walther’s house or his daughters. One of the blacksmith’s apprentices arrived on the third day to tell Erich his throwing knives were finished, and he followed the boy back to the smith’s shop to collect them.
The knives were thin, unadorned strips of steel as he had requested. The smith had done a fine job. One by one, he tossed them across the shop into a post. All flew true but one. He tried that one a second time, and again it missed the target. After collecting it and examining it closely, he handed it back to the smith.
“The balance on this one is a bit off.”
The smith looked it over for a few moments, tossing it in his hand, and frowned. “I can fix it. Give me an hour or so.”
Erich took the other knives over to the leatherworker’s shop. He found that the man had already begun the scabbards he had requested, and only needed the knives for a final fitting. That took no more than the hour the smith had requested. The leatherworker had made six scabbards for him: one for each forearm, a double scabbard for the back of his swordbelt, and another double for the upper back of his corselet, which was not quite finished but that the man assured him would be done in another day or so. The last two knives were for his new boots, which he then went to check on. The cobbler promised them the next morning and was true to his word.
By midweek, Erich was finally back to where he preferred to be when it came to armaments. If his brother sent another band of killers after him when they got to Köln, he would at least be able to defend himself properly.
♦ ♦
On the fifth morning after being hired by Walther, Erich was sitting on his doorstep sharpening the throwing knives. The knives were well forged, but it appeared the smith had left the sharpening to his apprentices, and Erich was particular enough about these things to want to finish the job himself.
He had honed six of the eight knives into near invisibility when he noticed Hans Bergdahl lingering in the shadows of the house across the street, watching him. Hans started when he saw Erich meet his gaze, then froze.
Erich waved him over. After a few moments, Hans stepped forward.
“What do you want, boy?”
“Sir, I do not mean to intrude . . .”
“Yet you are doing so after I warned you and your friends not to.”
Hans was a thin, reedy youth with a high voice, but he did not strike Erich as a bad sort. Flow aside, he might have made a decent husband for one of the girls. Probably Astrid, who would have been able to manage him. He was not sure what Hans would have done with Ariel.
“I cannot help it. I love them so much.”
“Yet you cannot tell them apart, by your own admission.”
“I would take either of them.”
Erich shook his head.
“Boy, let me ask you something. Would you rather have a pretty wife or an ugly one?”
“Sir, a pretty one, most certainly.”
“Of course. But would you rather have an ugly wife who loved you or a pretty one who did not?”
“I . . . I . . . I would rather have a pretty wife who loved me.”
“Yes, wouldn’t we all? Let’s try something else. Suppose you had a pot of gold and it were sitting in the middle of the street. How you would defend it?”
“With my sword. I am well trained.”
Erich doubted that very much, but went on. “In your sleep? What would you do then?”
“I would take the pot of gold and shut it up in my house.”
“What if the pot of gold wanted to go out? What if it wanted to throw parties and be gay?”
“I—I do not understand.”
“What if every man in the town envied you that pot of gold, and schemed to take it away from you? Would you rather it was smaller, or perhaps filled with silver, or copper?”
A light dawned in Hans’ eyes.
“Perhaps silver.”
“From what I have seen, Ariel and Astrid are the prettiest girls in this town. Would you agree?”
“Yes, sir, most certainly.”
“Do you think you have more to offer them than any other man here?”
“I . . .” His face fell. “No.”
“A pretty wife is like that pot of gold. The prettier she is, the larger the pot. The larger the pot, the more you have to defend. Beautiful women know they are valued. If you want to keep them, you need to be able to protect them, defend them, make them feel valued and special, more valued and special than they would be with any other man. That is not an easy task.”
“No. I see that.”
“Women are different from men. It is not that they do not care if their husbands are handsome, but they need a great deal more than that. I would advise you to either lower your eye to a more reasonable match, or raise your worth.”
“Do you think I could one day be worthy of Ariel or Astrid?”
Erich rolled his eyes.
“A girl as pretty as they are? Perhaps. But these two are meant for other things. No amount of money or love will change that.”
Hans looked down sadly.
“I will take your advice. Thank you, sir.”



12.
Walther had disappeared into his workshop for the last five days to work on Fortitude, stopping only to doze briefly in the corner of the room or to consume something one or the other of his daughters brought in and insisted he eat before he expired.
They had all been through this routine many times before, and Ariel and Astrid had learned to check on him periodically, otherwise he would work until he fainted from exhaustion or lack of food. More than once after their mother (who had long since resigned herself to her husband’s obsessions and learned to accommodate them) passed away, they had come into the workshop to find him out cold on the floor. Since then, they knew not to leave him alone for more than half a day or so. Assuming he had eaten recently, when they found him asleep, they would place a blanket over him and leave him alone.
He had begun the project by completely disassembling Temperance, making his already cluttered workshop an absolute riot of brass. The parts he did not need or did not care to repair immediately went into a heap on the back workbench, a heap that rapidly spilled onto the floor. The parts he thought he could use went into another pile, while those he knew he needed were carefully (by his standards, at least) arranged on the center table.
Fortitude was a vastly different design from Temperance, which he had built to assist him around the house. This one was built to defend it. Temperance had been encased in a thin shell of brass; Fortitude was armored in steel. That was the main reason the automaton had taken so long to finish. Walther could work brass, but he needed the smith to create many of Fortitude’s key components. Not just its exterior but also its internal frame. Not all of the parts came back the way he wanted, and the smith had to redo them. (Walther paid him well, so he did not complain.)
The most difficult tasks had been complete for a while, but the project had taken so long and required so much effort that Walther had found it difficult to return to it and finish, at least until Temperance had self-destructed and Erich had shown up. Most of what remained was the internal wiring and controls, and finishing that really only required a few days of uninterrupted, albeit round-the-clock, work.
When Ariel came in with his dinner that night, Walther was staring at the maze of cables, gears, and pulleys in Fortitude’s torso, wondering if this thing was really going to work the way he wanted and feeling for the first time in nearly a week how tired he was.
“Father?”
Walther looked back at her, meeting her eyes for the first time in several days.
“Yes?”
“How are things going? Are you almost done?”
Walther sighed.
“Yes, I think so. I am tired. I am getting old.”
“You should sleep. You have not slept in days. Come over here and eat.”
Walther rose, and Ariel set his dinner down on the side table next to the chair in the corner, where he sat to think when he was working. He followed her over and sat down.
“How have things been? I’m sorry I have been so busy. What have you been doing?”
“Erich has been a good husband. Astrid’s baby is due any day now.”
Walther was so tired it took Ariel’s words several long moments to sink in.
“What did you say?”
Ariel smiled. “I am teasing, Father. Everything is fine. Please rest.”
Walther took a few bites of his dinner and stretched out in his chair. All right, he would rest for a bit. But not long; there was more to do, and he was almost done.
When Ariel left, he was snoring loudly, dinner forgotten.
♦ ♦
Ariel hated herself for it, but her promise to Erich survived only a few days. After getting her father to rest and getting the house in order that night, she finally spilled the news to her sister. It was just too interesting a secret to keep to herself.
“He really is a nobleman?” Astrid asked when she was done.
“Well, not anymore. He was disowned, like I said.”
“Do you really believe his story?”
“Yes. It did not seem like he was inventing any of it. He did not even want to tell me.”
Astrid was quiet a moment. “So why did he?”
“We were trading secrets. I told him about the freckle.”
Astrid’s eyes widened. “Not even Father knows about the freckle. At least I think he doesn't. Why would you tell him that?”
“I don’t know. He’s interesting. And I told him about how we must marry.”
Her sister was pensive. “I don’t suppose that matters. All the mages in Köln will know that soon.”
Ariel sighed. “I should so dearly like to marry someone like Erich. What if we must marry someone like Father, who only wants to sit in his workshop until he faints? I shall die of boredom if we do.”
“I don’t think there are mages like Erich.”
Ariel had a sudden thought. “What if he’s a mage and doesn’t know it?”
“How could he not know?”
“He said his father only let him learn about swordplay. He could have a talent that he’s never had a chance to develop.”
“That doesn’t happen.”
“It could.”
“It doesn’t,” Astrid shot back. “When you have a talent, you know. Father always said that. Even when we couldn’t do anything, before deuolhud, we still knew. No one becomes a mage at his age.”
♦ ♦
But Ariel could not get the idea out of her head. She lay awake long after they turned out the little automaton-lights on their nightstands, wondering.
Was there a way to know? Astrid had said several times there was something odd about Erich, and Ariel knew what she meant. Even after she had learned the truth about his past, she had felt there was something else there, maybe something Erich wasn’t even aware of himself.
It could be a talent. Erich could be their match, after all. She was surprised to realize how much the possibility thrilled her. He was handsome. He was interesting. He knew things and had done things, exciting things. She was sure that being his wife—while it might be unpredictable and occasionally frightening—would never, ever, be boring. He was old enough that she could feel she would respect him, but not so much older that she would feel like his child.
She had to know. But she could think of no way of telling. She did not dare breathe a word of this to Father, who probably did know a way, or would be able to invent a way of knowing, the same way he had invented the resonance cube.
There was a shot down her back like a bolt of lightning.
The resonance cube. Of course!
Just as it had shown how she and Astrid shared the same flow, could it show her Erich was their match? Surely? If her flow, and Erich’s, were compatible, wouldn’t the cube be able to show her?
Whatever chance of sleep she had that night had now fled.
She hoped Erich was still awake, because she was going to have to wake him for this.
Rising as quietly as she could, so as not to wake Astrid, she left her bed and slipped out of their room. As she descended the stairs to the first floor, she could hear Father snoring away. That was good. She needed to get in there and find the resonance cube.
Tip-toeing down the hallway, she approached Father’s workshop. He had not moved since she left. If she knew him—and she had been through this too many times—he would sleep until tomorrow afternoon, if not later. She just needed to avoid waking him.
Where was it? The workshop looked as if Temperance had exploded in here rather than the entry hall. Father kept the resonance cube in the far corner, but that was now buried under brass bits of this and that. As carefully as she could, she moved things aside, looking for the familiar outlines of the cube. After several tense moments during which the whole pile threatened to collapse in a crescendo of brass, she decided it was no longer here.
Ariel stepped back, looking around. She was not certain now she would be able to spot the thing under the current mess if it was somewhere else. Fuming in frustration, she wondered if perhaps if was no longer even in the workshop. Father valued the resonance cube, unlike some of his other inventions. Would he risk ruining it by letting it get tangled up with Temperance’s broken innards?
In a flash of insight, she left the workshop and went across the hall to his sitting room. Along one wall there was a sideboard where he often stored things he was done building, but no longer needed.
Behind the third door, she found the resonance cube.
Fighting the thrill of success, she lifted it out and set it on the table between the two upholstered chairs. Now she was lacking only one thing: Erich.
As she approached his room beyond the kitchen, it suddenly occurred to her that she wore nothing but a thin nightdress. No man, other than Father—who paid it no mind—had ever seen her in such a state of undress. Her breasts were quite apparent, and the rest of her was only a little more concealed.
She paused, gathering her courage. No matter, she thought—he would be her husband soon, and she could let him see everything then.
There was a light in his room. She stepped up to it and tapped softly.
There was no response, and she tapped again, more firmly.
“Yes?”
She pushed the door open. He was lying on his bed, dressed only in his smallclothes, reading a book. His eyes widened when he saw her, and even more so when he got a better look at her.
Seeing in him wearing so little made her body suddenly hot all over. He was not quite as large as Stefan, but he had none of Stefan’s baker’s-boy softness. She could see nearly every muscle in his body.
“Ariel?”
“Yes.” She knew he would know it was her, somehow.
“What do you need?”
“Can you come with me?”
“Where?”
“Just come. I’ll explain.”
He rose from his bed, though warily, pausing to pull on his breeches. He followed her, and she led him back to the study. His face wrinkled in confusion when he saw the resonance cube.
“What are you doing?”
“I need to test you.”
“What do you mean?”
“Please, just let me. It’s important.”
He sighed.
“You don’t need this. What do you want to know? I have told you what I can tell you, and what I cannot will not be drawn out of me by this thing.”
“I don’t need to test you that way. Just sit down.”
He glared at her a moment, but sat down.
Ariel was not completely sure how the resonance cube worked. She had seen Father playing with the knobs, but did not quite understand what they did. She suspected they had something to do with how the cube sensed the flows it monitored, much as Father’s other automata could be sped up or slowed down by twisting their controls.
One thing she had learned, though, was that the knobs and controls Father created always seemed to reduce things when turned counterclockwise, and to increase them when turned the other way.
There were four knobs on the front of the cube. Not knowing what else to do, she turned all of them counterclockwise until they stopped.
“Put on the rings.”
“Why?”
“Please.”
He slid five of the rings onto his fingers. Hands shaking, Ariel did likewise. When she slipped the first one on, she waited for the shriek she had heard when Father did the same thing with Astrid. Heart leaping, she heard nothing.
A second, then a third, then the other two. Nothing happened. She was about to throw herself into Erich’s arms when it suddenly occurred to her that she might simply have turned the thing off before they started.
Erich was staring at the cube in confusion, having missed the torrent of emotions racing through her. “What are you doing?”
“Wait.”
Trying to get control of herself, Ariel reached over and twisted the first knob a bit to the right. Nothing happened. She turned the second knob about the same distance, then the third and the fourth.
She could not hear anything precisely, but something was going on in the cube. She put her free hand on it. It wasn’t vibrating. Rather, she could somehow sense something odd inside.
Intrigued, she twisted the knobs a bit more. There was still no sound, but the strange resonance—for lack of a better term—increased.
“Ariel?”
“Wait. This is important.”
She turned the knobs again, now about halfway round. The resonance surged, but still the cube was silent. Ariel was thrilled, yet baffled. She had never seen the cube do this before. As she studied it, she suddenly realized there was something going on inside—there was a strange blue luminescence leaking out through the seams and holes for the cables.
She twisted the knobs further. The blue glow doubled, and she did not even need to touch the cube to sense the resonance now.
“Ariel, what are you doing?”
She paused. What was she doing? As fascinating as all this was, what did it mean? Father would presumably know, but she had no clue. The cube was not shrieking like it had when Father and Astrid had been connected. Did that mean she and Erich were a match? Or did it mean he had no flow at all and that she was just activating it herself, somehow? And what did the blue light mean? She had never seen any of Father’s automata give off such radiance.
Filled with a sudden desire to see what it would do—to find the answer, whatever it was—Ariel twisted the knobs all the way to the right.
For a moment, the cube became a miniature blue sun. Then all at once, it let out a piercing screech and exploded with a bang that echoed through the entire house.
Ariel screamed and threw up her arm to shield herself from the flying bits of brass. She heard Erich cursing and stumbling backward, knocking over his chair. She had only begun to regain her bearings when she heard a bellow behind her.
“By God! By all that is holy, what is going on here?”
She looked up to see her father in the door to hallway. He looked around the room in confusion, at the dangling chains on her fingers, at the lingering smoke in the air, at the fragments of brass that were not only all over the room but embedded in much of the furniture, at her state of undress, and, finally, at Erich sprawled bare-chested on the floor behind her.
“Sir,” he said angrily. “You have something to answer for here.”
“Father, no!” she exclaimed. “It was me! I wanted to test him. With the resonance cube. But it exploded.”
Her father struggled with his reaction for a few moments.
“The resonance cube?”
“I wanted to test him,” she said weakly.
He looked up at Erich, who had backed away but was still on the floor half-stunned. “Walther, you have my word,” he said. “I have no idea better idea what just happened here than do you.”
Her father looked back down at her.
“You connected him to the cube? The two of you at once?”
She felt so embarrassed and humiliated that she wanted to melt into the floor. “Yes.”
He scowled at her, wrinkling his forehead and eyebrows in a way that made her feel like a child. “Why?” he growled.
“I wanted to see,” she said softly.
Some understanding dawned in his eyes. But at that moment, Astrid appeared in the door to the front hallway looking at the three of them in complete bewilderment.
“What is going on? What was that noise?”
Father turned to her. “Go back to bed. I will explain tomorrow.”
Astrid did not move, and Walther repeated himself. “Go!” Astrid left.
Now he looked back at Erich. “You may return to bed. I need to speak to my daughter privately.”



13.
The explosion that had woken Walther from his much-needed rest was still ringing in his ears. Ariel stood by the central table in her nightdress, holding her hands tensely before her. Walther was not sure what upset him more, what Ariel had been up to or that she had destroyed an invention he was quite fond of.
“Tell me the truth. All of it. What in God’s name were you trying to do?”
Ariel fidgeted for a few moments, then said something he did not catch.
“Speak up. After that explosion you caused, I am not sure my hearing is not permanently damaged.”
“I thought he might be a mage.”
This was not what Walther had expected.
“A mage? Him?”
“Yes.”
Suddenly, he saw it. “You thought he might be a mage. So you thought you would use the resonance cube to see if he was your match. And of course, when you were both connected, the cube immediately exploded because he is not a mage and has no talent at all.”
Ariel looked up. “No. That’s not what happened.”
Walther scowled at her again. “What do you mean?”
“It didn’t explode. Not at first. At first, it did nothing at all.”
“When you put on the rings, and he did, nothing happened?”
“No. I had the knobs turned all the way down. And when I started to turn them up, it still did nothing.”
Confusion spun through Walther’s head. The lingering exhaustion she had woken him from was still clouding his brain, but what Ariel was saying made no sense.
“You put on the rings. He put on the rings. You turned the knobs how far?”
“About a quarter of the way.”
“All four?”
“Yes.”
“And it did nothing at all?”
“Not at first. But then, I could sense something. Not a sound, but a feeling. A resonance. Then, when I turned up the knobs more, the cube began to give off a blue light.”
Walther snorted.
“A blue
light? That’s impossible. The resonance cube contained no illumination circuits. There was nothing in there that could have created any light.”
“But it did. And when I turned it all the way up, it was so bright. Like the sun.” Her excited mood then deflated. “At least right before it exploded.”
“That was when it blew up?”
“Yes.”
Walther sat down in his chair. This meant something, something important, but he had no clue what it might be. He looked around his workshop, at the nearly completed automaton, then back as his daughter.
“Know something, and know it well. Erich is not a mage, and not your match. I know that because I tested him with the cube when he first arrived, to test his character. The cube must be adjusted differently for mages and non-mages to determine truth accurately. Erich is not a mage. The flow seems to move through him oddly, I will concede, but a mage he is not.”
Ariel looked down at the floor sadly but said nothing.
“Go to bed. We will discuss this further in the morning. I cannot think anymore until I have gotten some sleep.”
♦ ♦
But Walther could not get back to sleep.
The mystery of the exploding resonance cube gnawed at him until he could stand it no longer. He went back to the study and began picking through the shattered pieces. The shell of the cube, which remained on the table, had been peeled back like a flower by the explosion. A few melted wires and brackets remained, along with a few charred pieces of . . . something.
As he examined it, he thought he could see what had happened.
The resonance cube had a sort of brain, but the crystal functioned differently from his self-directed automata like Temperance and the rat-catcher. Rather than controlling anything, the crystal merged the flows that came in through the rings and cables. The knobs were used to adjust the crystal’s position within the flow. Turned all the way to the left, the crystal was completely out of the flow, and the cube was essentially off, as Ariel had believed.
It was the crystal that had exploded. The melted bracket in the center was where it had been mounted, and from the shape of it now, the explosion had clearly begun at that point within the cube.
Looking more closely, Walther realized that the charred bits scattered about the wreckage of the cube, indeed all over the table and much of the room, were the remains of the crystal. It had been blasted into sand. But it had taken him a few moments to realize this because the sand was not clear as he would have expected. Picking up one of the larger chunks, maybe half the size of a pea, the mystery of the blue light became more clear.
The small piece of crystal, along with the rest of it, had turned deep blue.
Not purple as with Temperance’s worn-out brain, nor smoky, as was more common with smaller automata that ran down, nor yellow or even green as sometimes occurred. Deep, sapphire blue. It was nothing he had ever seen before. And from what Walther knew of how quartz behaved in response to the Flow, it should have been impossible. Corundum could turn blue from the Flow, but quartz did not.
Even more strangely, the resonance cube was less than a year old, and he had not used it that many times. Perhaps a dozen. No more than twenty. The crystal should still have been clear with so little use.
Whatever Ariel had done had turned it blue. Somehow.
Walther understood well—or thought he did, until now—what made the cube do what it did. The shape of a person’s flow was determined by many things: their personality, their character, their intelligence. For mages, their talent for controlling it as well. That shape would evolve somewhat through life, but for the most part, it was set at birth.
The cube measured disturbances in the flows it detected through the cables. Deliberate falsehoods caused a disturbance in one’s flow, and that was why it also worked as a truth detector. But he had designed it to measure the shape of Ariel’s and Astrid’s flows and how close they were. With flows detected through both sets of cables, a resonance would be created inside the crystal, and that resonance would generate a reaction—a sound.
It should not have created light. He could see no way that could have happened, even though it clearly had.
The answer had to lie in why the crystal had turned blue. Somehow or another, there must have been an absolute torrent of energy moving through it. The crystal had exploded when Ariel had turned the knobs all the way right, putting the crystal directly between their flows with nothing to limit the resonance.
But Ariel was not that powerful a mage. She was greatly talented, to be sure, but her skills were still limited. And Erich had no talent at all. They could not have created such energy together.
At least, not intentionally. Could there, after all, been some sort of match between them? No, that was simply impossible. A talent for controlling the Flow shaped one’s personal flow in ways no non-mage could ever match. It would, as the saying went, have been a square peg in a round hole.
And if they had somehow truly matched, the cube should have done nothing, much as it had done nothing when testing Ariel and Astrid. Instead, it had exploded. So a match, no.
He returned to his chair and tried to get some rest. Whatever had happened, keeping Ariel and Erich apart from now on was likely a good idea.
For a number of reasons.
♦ ♦
Walther was not the only one lying awake that night.
Ariel had returned to her bed in tears, though they were tears of embarrassment rather than sorrow. She had humiliated herself in front of Father and Erich, and destroyed Father’s favorite invention.
How could she have been so stupid? Of course Erich could not have been her match. What had she been thinking?
She was not sure she could face Erich again, not after the things she had been imagining about him, not after coming to his room nearly naked in the middle of the night the way she had.
Erich was not a child. She was sure he had done those things in the book with other women. For her to appear at his room like that would have no doubt given him thoughts about her she desperately wished now she had not spawned.
They were thoughts she could not help thinking herself, now.
Erich’s arms and shoulders were so hard they seemed to be carved of wood. She thought about his story about his swordmaster, about the things he had made Erich do to strengthen them. Erich wore long shirts, and Ariel had not seen him bare-chested before tonight. It was a sight she had not prepared herself for.
Her body ached thinking of him, and she wanted it to stop.
♦ ♦
Erich’s thoughts were not far from Ariel’s. He was more concerned at first that the night’s events had ended his employment with Walther, but he kept returning to the memory of Ariel entering his room.
For the smallest of moments when he realized who it was—he did not look for the freckle but he knew instinctively that it could only be Ariel—he thought she had come to visit his bed.
Then she had beckoned him out. He was still completely baffled as to what had happened, why the cube had exploded, what on earth Ariel had been trying to do, but clearly she had had something on her mind that concerned him.
What had she been trying to test? She had not asked him a single question.
That nightdress had been so translucent.
Well.
He had been wondering since he arrived in their household what the girls’ bosoms looked like under those matching dresses they wore, and he now had his answer. The man who married them would receive a bounty indeed. Were it him, he thought he would likely spend a substantial portion of each day in bed playing with their breasts, pushing them this way and that to watch them spring back into place.
Thinking this way made him realize how long it had been since he had been with a woman. Months. That barmaid in Limburg, before all the unpleasantness there. Since then, his purse had been too light for whoring.
He groaned and rolled over, trying to sleep.
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The incident with the resonance cube cast a pall over the household for several days. Ariel told Astrid as little as she could about what they had done, but it was enough for Astrid to suspect where Ariel’s thoughts had been going.
Walther visited briefly with Erich after waking the following afternoon.
“Ariel can be impulsive, and I do not blame you for that, but should she approach you with a similar idea in the future, I would request that you do nothing until speaking with me.”
Erich, meanwhile, did what he could to avoid the girls, which was not difficult because they seemed to be avoiding him as well, Ariel especially. Walther finished Fortitude late the following night, slept again until noon and, after ascertaining that everything with the automaton was in order, found Erich out on the doorstep.
“I need your assistance with the final task to activate Fortitude.”
Erich did not try to conceal his surprise.
“Mine?”
“Yes. I need to enchant its brain. That involves placing instructions and skills into the crystal that controls it. I have no skill with weapons.”
“I see. But what can I do?’
“I need to draw on your expertise. In essence, we will be enchanting it together. You will be linked to me with a device similar to the resonance cube.”
The mention of that device put Erich immediately on guard.
“I do not want another explosion.”
Walther shook his head.
“The principles of operation are different. I have done this before, and it is perfectly safe. It will in effect be creating a copy of your skill with the blade inside the crystal.”
“You will understand my reluctance, nonetheless.”
“I do. But I did this with the girls when I tried to teach Temperance to cook. I did it with Karl the leatherworker when I created his cash box, so that it would be attuned to him alone. There is no risk.”
Erich stood slowly. “I will place my trust in you, then.”
“I cannot finish Fortitude otherwise. Right now it has the physical ability to fight, but it does not know how.”
Walther led him back to the workshop. In the center of the table was something that resembled a brass chalice. In the cup was a large quartz crystal, and attached to its base were several cables, two of which had brass circlets at their ends. He motioned to a chair, and Erich sat.
“Why do you name your automata after virtues?” he asked.
“You would prefer vices?” Walther replied.
Erich laughed. Walther placed one of the circlets on Erich’s head, and the other on his.
“Just remain still. There is nothing for you to do.”
Walther closed his eyes and placed his hands on the crystal. As Erich watched, the crystal began to glow. He felt an odd tickling in his head, but nothing else.
Walther withdrew his hands, but the crystal still glowed. He removed his circlet and Erich did likewise.
“Well. That was considerably easier than I thought it would be.”
“That’s it?”
“So it seems. Normally it takes longer. You seem uncommonly attuned to the Flow for a non-mage.”
“What do you mean? You think I have a talent?”
“No. I do not mean it in that fashion. A talent to control the Flow is distinct from the characteristics of your personal flow. Think again of my analogy of the river. Some rivers are wide and slow, some narrow and fast. Some rivers flow smoothly while others are choked with rocks and weeds. Do you follow me?”
“I think so.”
“Your flow is both wide and fast, which is rare. Were you a mage, it would serve you well.”
“Could that be what destroyed the cube?”
“Alone, no. It may have been related to it, somehow. But to be honest, I am still not sure what happened.”
He took the crystal out of the cup of the chalice and placed it into the receptacle inside Fortitude. Mindful of the problem that had stemmed from the difficulty of replacing Temperance’s brain, he had made Fortitude’s much easier to reach.
When the crystal was in place, Fortitude came to life, straightening up and taking a step forward. Unlike the brass automata, which moved with clinking and squeaked, Fortitude clanked loudly as it moved.
“Now what?” Erich asked. With the enchantment process complete, he found he was curious to see what it would do with his skills.
“It has two modes of operation: practice and combat. I have set it to practice.”
Digging around on one of the workbenches, he came up with a battered rapier.
“Would you mind sparring with it?”
“Certainly.”
Walther led Fortitude into the front hallway, and Erich followed.
“Just extend your sword, and it should activate.”
Erich drew his rapier and pointed it at Fortitude. The automaton immediately lifted its rapier in turn and stood at the ready. He thrust forward, and the automaton parried as he expected, but slower than it should have, and Erich followed with a riposte to the thing’s chest. It began the parry that should have come, but too late.
Walther grumbled. “Hmm.”
Erich tried again. He realized rather quickly that he could predict what the thing would do, because it was fighting exactly as he would have done. Had he been fighting a twin of himself, it would have been a draw, but he was not. He was fighting a heavy iron-clad automaton, and it mattered.
“Something must be wrong,” Walther said after a minute or two of this.
“It is,” Erich said, “but it is not the thing’s fighting. It is moving as it should be. It is that you did not build it to fence. It is simply too slow.”
“I built it for strength, not speed.”
“So it needs to be able to fight from its strength. Give it a heavier blade. It is not as if anyone with a rapier is going to damage it anyway.”
Erich lunged at Fortitude and slashed the tip of his rapier across its neck. Had it been human, it would now be dead, but all the blow did to Fortitude was lay a scratch across the steel plating. He turned to Walther.
“It does not need to worry about rapiers. It needs the biggest, heaviest blade you can give it.”
Walther nodded and went to his study. He emerged a few moments later with the two-handed sword that had been mounted over the mantle.
“This was presented to my grandfather by the Council of Köln for his work repairing the city clock. I do not believe it has ever been used.”
Erich examined it. It was well forged and still sharp despite decades above the fireplace.
“Are you skilled with such a blade?” Walther asked.
“I have trained with them, though I prefer lighter, faster weapons.”
“Good, so Fortitude should be able to use it.”
He took the automaton’s rapier and gave it the sword.
“There is no point in attempting to spar like this,” Erich said. “I do not want my head taken off.”
“There is no need. We have established that Fortitude can fight now. Thank you.”
Erich nodded. He noticed now that Ariel and Astrid had been watching from the upper balcony.
“Is it done, Father?” Astrid asked.
“It would appear so.”
“So we can go now?”
“We can begin preparations. Erich and I will assemble the provisions and such. You two should begin packing your things. I have faith in Fortitude, but I suppose it would be best not to leave behind anything you wish to see again.”
Then he lowered his eyebrows at them.
“Oh, and Ariel, pray do not forget that book you took from my library. It belonged to your mother, and I had planned to hand it down to you at your wedding.”
Both girls’ faces turned red, and they ducked away from the balcony. Erich looked at Walther, but no explanation was forthcoming. Up above, he could hear peals of laughter coming from the girls’ room.
♦ ♦
While Walther went looking for a wagon and three horses (two to pull the wagon, in which he and his daughters would ride, and one for their guide), Erich went about the town seeking anyone who had recently made the journey.
In the third tavern he visited, he met a fat merchant who had just arrived in Weilburg with his two sons. After Erich bought them a round of ale, the man described his trip, and what he said made Erich’s heart sink.
“There are ogres raiding the road,” the man said. “In the hills, where it crosses that river, the lands are no longer patrolled. The lord there has abandoned the forest to the beasts. You had best cross through as fast as you can. Worse, the bridge there is washed out. It can be forded, but they are preying on the crossing.”
“The ogres?”
“Aye, a pair of them.”
“We lost an ass,” the man’s son said. “They came upon us as we began fording the river. We fled as fast as we could, but they caught the hindmost beast.”
“And no doubt had it on a spit that night,” the man said. “We were fortunate to have only pack animals. Had we been on a wagon, we could not have escaped.”
♦ ♦
Erich relayed the news to Walther.
“We could forget the wagon and travel on horseback.”
“The girls are not strong riders. If their horses were to panic, I am certain one or both would be thrown. And I have too many things to bring in any case. We need a wagon.”
“Could we travel lighter?”
“They need their finery. They are looking for a husband. And I have inventions to share, work to discuss with my colleagues. We would need a dozen mules, at least.”
Walther fumed for a moment.
“Is the risk so great? Can you face down a pair of ogres on your own?”
“I have faced ogres before. They are very strong, but slow and stupid. But I would not want to face two ogres armed only with a rapier. I will need a larger sword for such creatures.”
“See if you can find one.”
Erich went to the smith, but the news grew worse.
“I cannot sell you such a blade,” the smith told him. “It is forbidden in these lands. I have none to sell even if I could. Only the watch is permitted to carry them.”
Erich looked behind him to see if they might be overheard. “Can you not make one? It is for Walther and his daughters. I need it to protect them on this trip.”
The smith stepped back into his workshop. “Even if I were to make you one, it would take at least a week, and that is only if I put all my other work aside, which I cannot do.”
“You made the knives in a few days.”
“A knife such as those is an hour’s work. I could fit a set of them in and around my other jobs. A large sword is a different matter. Even assuming, again, that I were willing to do this, I could at best deliver it in two weeks, and that is only because I owe Walther a favor for all his past business. But I have other customers I cannot ignore.”
“What would you suggest, then?”
The smith fumed for a few moments.
“Go to the gatehouse tonight and ask for Ilian. He is the town master at arms, but he loves gold more than he cares for his responsibilities. It is possible they may have an extra blade or two that he is willing to sell you. But he will ask a dear price.”
Ilian proved to be an irascible sort who flatly refused to sell Erich a regular blade, even when Erich tried to leverage his connection to Walther.
“I will be happy to see him go,” Ilian said. “When those girls are gone, there will be fewer fights between lovesick pups in the taverns for my men to deal with.”
But after ten minutes of entreaties, Ilian agreed to sell Erich one of their practice blades. It was a battered, blunted weapon with poor balance, but it appeared he had no other options. Ilian demanded twice what it was worth. Erich wearily paid him and took the blade to the smith to be sharpened.
♦ ♦
Shortly after dawn two days later, the four of them rode out the gate and across the river toward Köln.
“So we go to meet our husband at last,” Astrid said as they left.
“I only hope he’s handsome,” Ariel said.
“I only hope he knows what he’s getting into,” Walther muttered.
None of them saw him or spared a glance in his direction, but Hans Bergdahl watched them from the roof of a house near the town wall. He sat there until they rounded a bend and disappeared from view, tears streaming down his face, cursing to his dying day the men—whomever they might be—who would marry the women he loved.
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The Legless Duke, they called him.
Oh, not to his face. No one would dare. The first one who had made that mistake had lost his tongue within the hour, and the last one—just to be sure the message was clear—had had his feet and legs removed by the torturer, joint by joint, to be fed to the dogs as he was made to watch.
But he knew it continued. He could see it in their eyes. The whispers, the glances. And while he could torture his own subjects, he could do little or nothing about the names his fellow nobles called him behind his back, out of earshot.
Duke Wilhelm von Jülich-Berg was a powerful man, and one more willing to use that power than his feckless father, who had let that thrice-damned dog of a son live in exile rather than putting him to death for what he had done.
And the slur was not even accurate. Wilhelm had legs. He could not use them, true, but he still had them.
The mages had tried to heal him, oh, how they had tried. The pain he had endured from the probing, their poultices. They healed the wounds, but they simply could not repair the damage to his knees, could not reattach the tendons Erich had severed.
How that name still burned in his mind. There was a thousand-crown bounty on Erich’s head in Wilhelm’s lands. He had sent sellswords after him repeatedly. Two sets had died on Erich’s sword, but the last three bands he had sent had returned empty-handed, unable to find him. He had either gone to ground somewhere or traveled too far beyond Wilhelm’s reach.
Someday, if there were any justice in this world, Wilhelm would find his brother and have his revenge.
Wilhelm could walk, after a fashion. The court artificers had made him a set of automaton legs that fitted around his real ones, but they were either slow and heavy, or light but balky and prone to breakdowns. All of them made so much noise it was impossible to conceal his disability.
So he walked as little as possible, except around his servants and lackeys. Which was a problem, because Wilhelm’s wife Sibylle enjoyed entertaining.
Wilhelm watched her dancing with one of his vassals, watched very carefully. He allowed her this, since dancing was impossible with his automaton legs, but he was vigilant for any sign the man took pleasure in the dance, felt even an ounce of satisfaction in giving Wilhelm’s wife something Wilhelm himself could not.
He saw nothing. They had been through this routine enough that his guests knew where the lines were and did not cross them. The men who danced with Sibylle did so stiffly and properly, knowing Wilhelm’s rage when he felt slighted.
The dance ended. Sibylle curtseyed to her partner and return to Wilhelm’s side, patting her forehead with a handkerchief.
“Are you enjoying the dance, my dear?”
“The music is soothing.”
“Do you need more wine? It is so hot in here tonight.”
“I am fine.”
She fanned herself, and waved over one of the footmen, who refilled her glass. She took a long draft, then patted her forehead again.
“Can I get you anything at all?”
“I am fine. I enjoy watching you dance.”
“Then I shall get back out here.” She leaned in and pecked him on the cheek, then went in search of a new partner.
Sibylle was kind to him, and he hated her for it.
His greatest humiliation came in their bed. The damage to his legs was such that he could not mount her as a man, though they had tried. He could only let her ride him. He had fathered a daughter that way, and he hated the very sight of her, knowing how she had been conceived. He was certain Sibylle’s failure to bear him a son was the fault of his brother.
In her eyes, Wilhelm could see the power she knew she had over him. It was the power of allowing him his dignity.
She never mentioned his legs, never seemed to mind the burdens they placed on their marriage. She never remarked on his shortcomings, never said or did anything to make him feel less of a man in their bed.
And yet.
A few times early in their marriage, he had tried to refuse her something she wanted. Rather than arguing with him, she had merely replied, “Are you sure, husband?” and glanced down at his legs.
The message was clear, though she had said nothing. I could make this happen if I wanted to, because you cannot stop me. And he had given in.
So he let her throw her parties, let her dance to her heart’s content, let her go off to visit her mother in Brandenburg frequently and did not ask what she did while she was gone. And she had kept his dignity intact, had done nothing, whether in public or private, to threaten it. She had taken no lovers he was aware of, though she likely could have had she wanted to.
Wilhelm watched bitterly as a new dance began, and Sibylle spun across the floor with her cousin.
When the day finally came that Erich was in Wilhelm’s power, he would spend years torturing him to death.
♦ ♦
Johannes von Brauersdorf was working in the study of his tower when he heard a clicking, whirring noise in his window. The sound was familiar to him, so he did not look up immediately. When he had finished the thought he was in the midst of and got it down, he looked over. Something akin to a brass crow was tapping on the glass.
Johannes reached over and let it in. The thing hopped twice, once onto the windowsill and thence onto his desk. Then it was still.
He picked it up and opened the compartment in its chest. Inside was a small scroll of parchment, which Johannes unrolled and began to read.
As he knew when the thing arrived, it was a letter from his friend Walther. He read it slowly, nodding in approval at a few things, raising his eyebrows at others. When he was done, he pulled a new sheet of parchment from his desk and drafted a quick reply. Then he rolled it up and placed it inside the brass crow.
As soon as he set it down, the metal bird began clicking and whirring again. It hopped up onto the windowsill, spread its wings, and took off.
Johannes sat back in his chair, the paper he had been working on for his symposium forgotten. This was a development of some import, one he had known was coming for some time, but that still required some reflection.
Walther had of course reached out to him for a reason. As a vice-chancellor of the University, he knew nearly all of the mages in the city, and more importantly, knew which ones were unmarried. That latter group comprised a fairly large number, the difficulties of magical marriage being what they were. Johannes would do what Walther had asked, not that it was truly necessary. When word of the eligibility of two such beautiful girls of such unique bloodline got around, every unmarried mage within fifty leagues would be setting out for Köln in hopes of being their match. It was precisely why Walther had settled in such a small town so far from magical society.
That being the case, Johannes had some preparations to make.
He drew another piece of parchment, and drafted a short note to one of his assistants, who was responsible for the university social schedule. Then he whistled sharply.
Across the room on a padded bed was a white weasel. When Johannes whistled, the weasel left the bed and hopped across the room, springing off a low table then onto Johannes’s desk. He rolled up the letter tightly, then slipped it into a silver tube hanging from the weasel’s collar.
“Take this to Sigrid.”
The weasel obediently turned around and hopped out the door.
Following his familiar, Johannes walked out of his room and down the staircase in the center of the tower. When he reached the ground floor, the weasel went to the left, but Johannes went to the right. He walked across the quadrangle to the staircase on the far corner. After climbing to the third floor, he went left, down three doors, and stopped at the fourth, which had a large stuffed badger mounted above it. He rapped twice.
“Come in.”
Johannes entered. The room beyond was considerably less spacious than his tower, since his son had been an instructor at the University only a few years. Sitting at the desk inside was a young man of about twenty-five with thick black hair.
“Father.”
“How are your classes, Franz?”
“They are going well enough.”
Johannes sat down in the chair in front of his son’s desk.
“Gerard is coming to Köln. And he is bringing his daughters.”
Franz drew in a long breath and sat back in his seat.
“They are to be married?”
“Yes. And you will recall what I told you about their flows.”
“They truly must marry the same man?”
“Yes.”
Franz looked past his father at a painting on the wall behind him. “They could match with any man. We have no way of knowing if they would match with me.”
“That is true, but that does not mean you should not try. Flows are malleable to some extent. You know that. I have seen youthful infatuation create matches where none should have existed.”
“Are they really as pretty as you say?”
Johannes leaned back and put his hands together in a steeple under his nose.
“That should not be your first concern, but yes. I have not seen Ariel and Astrid in several years, but unless things have gone seriously astray, I am certain they have grown into rare beauties. Certainly the tone of Walther’s letter to me today suggests he knows what a stir will be created when they arrive.”
Franz’s eyes had glazed over, so Johannes continued.
“You remember that they are part undine?”
“Yes. But I am sorry, Father, what does that mean? You know I do not specialize in magical creatures.”
“An undine is a river spirit who has no soul until she marries a human man and bears him a child.”
“I know that much. But what does that mean for Walther’s daughters?”
“An undine’s child is always female, and nearly every time, it is another undine, who must leave her parents at puberty and find her own river. But every now and then, the child favors her human father, and can remain in human society. Such it was with Walther’s wife. How on earth they came to match with each other I will never know, but from everything I saw, they loved each other and were happy. She bore him twin girls, but when Ariel and Astrid were eight or nine, she caught fever and died. The girls have the pale skin and silver hair of their maternal lineage, but are otherwise human in appearance.”
Johannes leaned forward in his chair.
“More importantly for you, however, that lineage also gives them enormous potential for natural magic, more so I think than Walther realizes. Having two such mages for wife would create an extremely strong union, given your own talents. You must do your best to make it happen.”
Franz looked back at Johannes.
“I will try, Father.”
“Do so. Just do not become distracted by their pretty faces. You will have a lifetime to obsess over them after your marriage. Focus now on making it happen.”
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Wilhelm sat on the large chair at the head of his main hall and scowled down at the sellsword approaching him. He was tall and thin, with long black hair tied behind his head, and wore a black felt cap with a long red feather. Wilhelm noted with disgust that Erich was quite obviously not in chains behind him.
“Failure again, is it?”
The man removed his cap and bowed when he reached the edge of the dais. His name was Giancarlo, and he was a hard, vicious man who was supposed to have served several of the more disreputable lordlings in Italy. He had come to Wilhelm well recommended, but so far had produced nothing.
“We have not found him, no, but I believe we have found his trail.”
Wilhelm grumbled.
“Go on.”
“Two months ago, he appears to have spent some time in Limburg. A man fitting his description was arrested for dueling with the son of one of the town councilmembers. There was some dispute over a game of cards, and apparently he seriously injured the boy. He was fined, flogged, and driven out of town. A whore we questioned confirmed the identification.”
“That sounds like my brother.”
“The whore saw his jeweled blades. She described them precisely. I am certain it was him.”
“So why are you here instead of pursuing him?”
Giancarlo straightened himself and took a deep breath.
“We need more money, Your Grace. The agreement was for six months. It has been nearly a year. I must pay my men, or they will desert.”
Wilhelm frowned. “The bounty is insufficient?”
“The bounty is a different matter, Your Grace. That was our agreement. We were to be paid for our efforts in finding your brother. The bounty has been in place for seven years, now, correct? If you would prefer to return to that approach, we can consider the agreement at an end.”
“Perhaps we should.”
“But then I would be unable to share the information I have on where your brother has gone.”
That brought Wilhelm upright. “You know?”
“I have reliable information to that effect.” The edges of Giancarlo’s mouth curled up ever so slightly. “Certainly more than you have had in some time.”
Giancarlo’s services had come dearly, and Wilhelm did not relish the prospect of repeating that initial payment. But if he wanted Erich, it seemed he had little choice.
He waved to his chamberlain. “Pay him.”
The man nodded, and returned a minute or two later with a small wooden chest, which he handed to Giancarlo. “Five hundred crowns, per the agreement.”
Giancarlo took the chest without opening it. He bowed to Wilhelm. “Until we meet again, Your Grace. With luck, the next time you see me, I will have your brother at last.”
The chamberlain fidgeted. “You’re not going to count it?”
Giancarlo smiled. “The Duke has placed his trust in me. I can do no less for him. Good day.”
After Giancarlo was gone, Wilhelm gave his chamberlain a dismissive wave.
“Clear the court,” the man called out. He and the guards and servants in attendance left the room.
When he was alone, Wilhelm reached under the blanket with his ducal crest that he kept over his legs when receiving visitors, and pushed a switch on his right thigh. Creaking and whirring, his automaton legs brought him to a standing position. He did not like anyone seeing him do this, which was the chamberlain always cleared the court before Wilhelm got up and left himself.
He stepped carefully down the dais, but as he reached the bottom, some random gear or cable in his left leg suddenly jammed, and he lost his balance, pitching forward onto his face. He caught his fall easily with his hands—he was unfortunately practiced at this—then rolled over on his back and tried to sit up.
Gripping his right leg and keeping it extended, he got to a sitting position. Then he let out a silent oath, cursing his brother and the artificers he was so dependent on.
He had been using his lighter legs, as he did when holding court, because they looked far more natural under the blanket. The heavy legs were much more reliable, but also quite bulky and obvious. Too many downward glances at them when receiving visitors had banished them from his hall.
But the light ones often jammed like this. The chief artificer swore up and down that he and his apprentices had done all they could, that their poor reliability was an inevitable consequence of making them so light and slim. So Wilhelm had forced himself to deal with it.
Normally he could clear a jam by gently shaking and flexing the leg. According to the chief artificer, the problem was most often a cable that got stuck against one of the knee gears. There was just too little space for everything. Wilhelm tapped the knee with his fist, first gently, then more firmly. But the knee remained frozen.
He tried flexing it, but it would not move at all. A few minutes of twisting and shaking it convinced Wilhelm that something more serious was wrong. Frustrated, he tried to force the knee to bend. Though his legs had gone thin and weak from disuse, his upper body was still powerful—he worked hard to keep this so—and with a hard push, he finally got the knee to bend. But when it gave way, there was the unmistakable sound of something breaking inside it.
Now the knee bent freely—too freely. It had lost all tension, and did not respond to Wilhelm’s motions. He heard clicking and grinding noises from inside the leg, but it did not move. He had broken it.
Wilhelm cursed aloud, telling himself that with Erich unavailable, he would have the artificers all flogged for this. (Though it was an idle threat; he needed them too much.)
He dragged himself over to the dais and tried to stand on his right leg. But the weight of the broken left was too great, and the automaton circuits did not have finely enough tuned balance for it. He went over again with a crash.
He knew he could have called for help. But the humiliation of it would be too great.
Wilhelm unbuckled the left leg and cast it aside, then tried to stand again. Now he was able to get to his feet. But how to move? He could not hop on his one mechanical leg, but he might be able to limp forward if he could find something to support himself with. This was not the first time something like this had happened to him, and he had taken to keeping walking sticks in certain rooms in case he needed them. But again, his concern for appearances in this room had kept him from doing it here.
He dropped down to his knees again, and half-crawled, half-dragged himself to the nearest chair. Once he pulled himself up, he found he was able to move forward by leaning heavily on the chair and pushing back with his one good leg. Bit by bit, he made it to the side door of the audience room. He had to sit down to push the door open, but that done, he made it out into the hall.
One of his private sitting rooms was a few doors down at the point where the hall turned to the right. If he could make it there, he could sit and wait until a servant passed, and have them fetch the chief artificer without undue embarrassment.
Filling with triumphant satisfaction at his impending victory over this annoyance, Wilhelm maneuvered down the hallway to the sitting room. But just as he reached it—disaster.
A chambermaid hurrying down the hall with a bucket of dirty wash-water came around the corner and crashed into him, tripping over the chair. Both of them fell to the floor, with the bucket of filthy water unending all over Wilhelm’s court robes.
“Damn you!” he bellowed as the startled girl realized what she had done and tried to clean up. “Get out of here, or I’ll have you flogged and given the guards!”
Crying in terror, she jumped to her feet and fled down the hall.
“And get the chief artificer at once!”
Wilhelm tore off his sodden robes and crawled through the door into the sitting room.
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Johannes sat at his desk going over the University’s fall social events with Sigrid. Walther had asked that the girls’ coming out be integrated into it somehow if possible, since he had no residence in the city and insufficient funds to rent a large enough home for such an event. Walther had taught at the University with Johannes years ago when they were younger, and still contributed research to the School of Artificers, so it was not an unreasonable request.
For a mage, the process of seeking a mate was both social and magical. Strictly speaking, the characteristics of one’s flow determined the match, but in practice it was not quite so simple. Most mages were not willing to leave such an important decision to pure chance.
Whether or not it was possible to influence a potential match was a hotly debated point in magely academia. It was mostly accepted that there could not possibly be only one match for each mage in all the world, or mages would marry at far lower rates than they actually did. So that had to mean there must be a range of possible options somehow. The dispute was whether this range was fixed or could be affected by deliberate actions or desires. The problems inherent in studying something so sensitive and private made research in this area all the more difficult. Thus, as with most such gaps in scientific knowledge, rumor and guesswork filled in the rest.
One generally accepted feeling was that, given a potential range of matches, it was incumbent on mages who wanted to find tolerable mates to carefully control the process of finding them, lest they randomly match with the first compatible mage they came across. Conversely, those mages who felt their prospects of marrying well were low (for whatever reasons) sought to throw open the process as widely as possible. Thus, there was a natural tension between mages who wanted to be selective and those who felt they could not be.
Ariel and Astrid would be some of the most eligible female mages to arrive in Köln in quite some time. And that meant they could not simply be thrown to the wolves.
So Johannes and Sigrid were trying to decide how best to handle it. Walther had hoped he would arrive in two weeks, as they were coming by wagon and some of the terrain they needed to cross was a bit rugged. They would need some time to get situated (and Johannes needed some time to get Franz alone with the girls before anyone else got a chance with them) so the soonest that he thought they might be able to present Walther’s daughters to magely society would be about a month from now. Unfortunately, that was proving difficult.
“The most auspicious time would be around St. Martin’s Day,” Sigrid said. “There are a number of events planned.”
“That is too far off, I am afraid.” So long a delay ran the risk that the bored girls would take the process into their own hands.
“Yes, I thought it would be. There is the Equinox Ball. Would that be too soon?”
“When is that, again?”
“The 21st of September.”
Johannes groaned. It was an ideal event, except for being barely two weeks away. But there would not be another suitable occasion for at least a month. A month in which word of Ariel and Astrid’s presence would spread around the city and eager mages would come calling on Walther.
“I suppose that will have to do. Hopefully they will get here in time.” Franz would simply need to work quickly.
Sigrid nodded. “I will let the staff know. It should not be a problem. We will just need to make room in the evening’s schedule and add some verbiage to the announcement.”
“Thank you.”
Their discussion then shifted to matters of spending and staffing, and Sigrid left about half an hour later.
When she was gone, Johannes whistled and called the weasel over to him. The creature jumped into his lap and poked its head under his hand, seeking attention. Johannes idly scratched behind its ears as he thought. The animal’s proximity would help clear his thoughts.
Not all mages took familiars, as there were some tradeoffs in doing so, but Johannes on the whole found it beneficial. The right familiar helped a mage better channel the Flow, in addition to being able to perform simple tasks like delivering messages. The process of acquiring one was not unlike getting married, except that animal flows—unlike human flows—were mostly malleable, so a mage who wanted a familiar could essentially force the animal he wanted to match him.
It was even possible, in extremely rare circumstances, to take a human as a familiar. The problem, of course, was that a human familiar could not be made to match the mage; he or she had to be a match as is. As a result, this sort of thing almost always happened accidentally. It was also not viewed positively; most mages regarded a human familiar as something little better than a slave.
The only drawback of having a familiar was that the relationship went in both directions: though the animal’s intelligence was increased, the mage’s personality was often affected. Johannes had felt himself becoming more short-tempered since acquiring his weasel, but it was a trade he was willing to make.
Johannes finally lifted the weasel off his lap. “Fetch Franz.”
The weasel bounded out of his office and down the stairs. A few minutes later, it returned with his son.
“Father?”
Johannes explained what he had worked out with Sigrid.
“This means you will have only a few days to get to know the girls before the ball. You must be on your best behavior. Get yourself some new robes and a haircut. You will also need formal clothes for the dance. From what Walther has told me, the girls’ talents lean toward elemental magic, which is hardly surprising given their lineage. Between now and then, I want you to do some reading on the latest work on the subject. Be prepared to impress them.”
“Yes, Father.”
“And for God’s sake, bathe before you meet them the first time. They have been living in that town their entire lives and are surely ready for some civilized society.”
♦ ♦
Giancarlo Attendolo sat in the corner of the tavern outside Wilhelm’s castle watching his men in revelry amongst the barmaids. They were drunkenly singing an old Italian mercenary song and butchering it badly, but he did not mind. Those who remained had earned the diversion by staying with him despite the lack of pay; others had deserted him. His band was down to eight, and he had decided to divide the absent ones’ back pay amongst the ones who were left when he returned from his meeting with Wilhelm. This had been an unexpected boon, thus his men were uncommonly jolly.
Giancarlo fully expected that every whore in the tavern would be walking bow-legged by dawn, but that too was to be expected. There were only so many of them to go around, and his men had been denied for too long.
He himself did not indulge in such things. He had a wife at home in Firenze (though they had not seen each other in nearly two years) and was faithful to her. He was a pious man and took the Sixth Commandment seriously. (Though the Fifth was a different matter—business was business.)
The thought of his wife made Giancarlo homesick. He had been gone much too long. This job for Wilhelm had taken far longer than he had planned, but at least the end appeared in sight. Giancarlo had been a condottiere long enough not to give much thought to his employers’ motivations—only their coin—but he had felt for quite some time that Wilhelm’s obsession was not healthy. The man’s brother had been gone for a decade, and for all Giancarlo knew, no longer gave much thought to his past. This Erich struck him as the sort of freesword he knew well: a landless noble moving from job to job, earning his living on the martial training his background had given him.
When they finally caught up with him, Giancarlo would do his best to take him unharmed, not just because Wilhelm had requested it but because he understood the life Erich lived. When you made your living by the sword, sooner or later your luck would turn sour. Giancarlo would respect that, because he knew one day his turn would come as well.
Giancarlo had been a bit coy with Wilhelm. He was in fact nearly certain he knew where Erich had ended up, because the whore in Limburg had told him as much. Erich was about to flee the place in hopes of hiding out in another town further to the northeast. Though he had instead spent a month in the town jail awaiting trial, Giancarlo was sure he had gone forward with his plan. The whore had at least seen him heading in that direction.
So it was there his band was heading. They would need to pass through Köln on the way, but the route from there was fairly straight. From what he knew it passed through some difficult areas, but his band was well armed and armored, and could surely handle a few highwaymen or random ogres. They had swift horses, and with luck could reach the town in perhaps a week.
A crescendo of shouting and laughter drew Giancarlo out of his reverie. Across the tavern, two of his men had pulled down the bodices of the whores on their laps to expose their breasts, and were making a show of drinking ale from between their teats. The women were laughing and screaming as well, no thought whatsoever of their modesty.
Giancarlo closed his eyes and thought of his wife.
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The trip to Köln had not begun well. The evening they left, just as they reached the next town and found an inn to stay at, the skies opened up with a barrage of thunder and lighting. They ducked into the inn just as the rain began to fall. Walther secured two rooms, one for the girls and one for himself and Erich.
When they rose the next morning, the rain was still coming down, often in torrents. Ariel and Astrid remained in their room reading, while Walther and Erich sat in the ground floor tavern nursing tankards of ale and waiting for the weather to let up.
But the storm did not break, and Erich was reduced to querying others in the inn about the road to Köln. Most had not been that direction recently, some never. But two men he talked to repeated the story he had heard about the ogres. One was a caravan guard and reported they had driven the beasts off with crossbows. The other was a hunter who claimed to have spoken to another merchant in a town further up the road who had lost most of his goods when the ogres attacked his wagons.
The next day was much the same. The girls had grown bored and quarrelsome, and Erich did his best to stay out of their way. He and Walther discussed setting out despite the weather, but the artificer refused.
“I have lost one woman I loved to fever,” he said. “I will not risk any more.” So they remained.
Just before noon on the third day at the inn, the rain finally let up. Erich walked out the town gate to assess things, concluding that the storm had passed.
“But the road is a morass,” he told Walther. “The wagon will have difficulty. We will do well just to reach the next town by nightfall.”
In fact, they did not reach it until well after dark, when the wagon and nearly everything else was splattered with mud. As they stabled the horses that night, Walther paid extra to have everything washed down. But he was feeling tired and irritable, and took his dinner to their room, leaving Erich and the girls in the tavern.
The innkeeper had brought them a plate of boiled beef and vegetables. Ariel and Astrid picked over theirs, while Erich dug in.
“Is this what adventuring is like?” Astrid asked.
“More often than I would prefer,” he replied.
“What do you do when there is no inn to shelter in?”
“Put up an oilskin or find a large tree. Sometimes there is nothing, and one must simply sit there in the rain.”
Astrid shuddered.
“I cannot imagine it.”
Ariel had been avoiding talking to him since the night of the resonance cube explosion, and she showed no interest in joining this conversation either.
“It is not a life for those who have other options, unless you are the sort of person for whom civilized society holds little attraction.”
“And which are you?”
“A bit of both.”
Astrid looked down at her plate, pushed her beef around a bit more, then looked at her sister.
“Ariel told me your story.”
Ariel’s eyes shot up in surprise. She glanced back and forth between the two of them, unable to settle between embarrassment at breaking her promise to Erich or anger at Astrid’s betrayal.
“I expected as much,” he said. “It is no great matter.”
“I’m sorry,” Ariel said. “I couldn’t help it.”
“You told me secrets of Astrid’s. I suppose she has a right to know.”
Ariel looked down again.
“So you wander because you have no other options?” Astrid asked.
“I wander because I prefer no others, not that I have many to chose from. I must earn a living. I have little other ways of doing so besides my sword, and employment such as that is rarely long term.”
“What will you do when Father no longer needs you?”
Ariel looked up at this. But Erich shrugged.
“I do not know.”
None of them said anything more for a few minutes. Erich found himself full and shoved his plate aside, but in doing so, his aim was slightly off, and he hit the lamp on the table, extinguishing the flame.
“Blast.” He righted the thing and moved to get the innkeeper to relight it. But Astrid stopped him.
“We can do it.”
She and Ariel touched index fingers, whispering something under their breath. When they withdrew their hands, a flame sparked into life in the air between them. They pointed at the lamp, and the flame moved toward it, settling on the wick. The lamp was relit.
“A neat trick,” Erich said.
“Father is an artificer,” Astrid said. “Our talents lie with the natural world, healing, the elements. Fire, water, air, and earth. That sort of thing.”
“Can you do more than light candles?”
“It depends. Ariel and I must cast spells together. It is related to why we must marry the same man.”
“She explained that.” Ariel glanced up at him, then back down to the table.
“But for some reason, our magic works best with odd numbers. It is strong against one thing, or three, or five. But with even numbers, it often fails.”
“I don’t understand.”
“Watch.” She put her hands together with Ariel again, and they summoned another flame, this time letting it float in the air. “One flame is easy.” She tapped two fingers against two of Ariel’s and another two appeared. “And three.” She did it again. “And five.”
Five little flames were dancing in the air over the table, floating around and beginning to circle one other. A few of the other townspeople in the tavern looked over at them.
“Even seven is not difficult.” Two more joined the rest. “But if we take one away . . .”
With a flick of her finger, she banished one of the flames. Almost immediately, the others begun flickering and losing strength, finally guttering out like a candle whose wick had sunk too far into the wax.
“That is interesting.”
“Yes. We think it has something to do with the way our flows are joined. Dealing with even numbers of targets seems to separate them. With odd numbers, the flow is smooth.”
Erich thought for a moment.
“And you cannot marry different men because it would separate your flows in the same manner.”
Astrid nodded. “More or less, yes.”
Erich took a swig of ale. “If this is impertinent, feel free to tell me to go to hell. But is this something you are comfortable with?”
Astrid shrugged. “We have no choice.”
Ariel finally spoke up. “If it were the right man, I could be happy with it.” She glanced at her sister. “I do not want to live apart from Astrid. I am hoping and praying this is meant to be and there is a mage out there whom we can match with happily.”
“But if not,” Astrid said, “there is little we can do. It is share a husband, or abandon our talents.”
♦ ♦
The next morning, the mud had begun to dry, and the going was easier. But the weather warmed up as well, and soon the air was humid and muggy. Erich had to remove his corselet, then his shirt. The girls eyed him discreetly, but he pretended not to notice.
The road had been winding through a long valley along a narrow river, but toward afternoon, they crossed a bridge and began climbing into the hills.
“Is this where the ogres are?” Astrid asked.
“No. Not for at least another twenty miles. These are still settled lands. There is a village over the next hill where we should stop for the night. We will lose some traveling time, but it is that or sleep beside the road.”
“We should take our beds where we find them,” Walther said.
“Aye. Because before long, we will have none.”
The weather held for the next few days, and they made better time. The trees had begun to color with the approaching fall, and Erich allowed himself to begin enjoying the trip. Fall in this region was the most pleasant time of the year—absent the occasional thunderstorm—and it was certainly better than the summer heat or winter snowstorms. He only hoped their business in Köln was done soon enough for him to escape they city before he was trapped by the snows.
The hills grew more rugged, and before long the road was winding through one dale to the next before climbing through a pass between two steep cliffs. Beyond that, they reached the largest town on their route, and the last one before they entered the forest they had been warned of.
That night, Erich again asked around the tavern where they secured their rooms about the ogres at the river. A grizzled town guard confirmed the story.
“There are at least two of them. I’ve heard stories saying there are four of five, but I’m not sure I believe it. They’ve been preying on the road where it crosses the river about ten miles north. The lord here won’t do nothing. Says that crossing is the responsibility of the count over the hill.”
“No one has tried to kill them?”
“Some have. There’s a bounty on them, but those that have gone to collect it have either found nothing or not returned at all. They’re cunning, those bastards. Smarter than you’d think ogres would be. You’d best be on your guard the entire way. Be prepared to bolt the moment you see them. From what I’ve heard, sometimes they watch the crossing, sometimes they hit you when you’re past it and think you’re free.”
“Ogres are not usually that crafty.”
“No. Which makes me think they may not be working alone. May be there are others directing them.”
“Not all ogres are stupid. Most, but not all.”
“No.”
The guard finished his ale and looked pointedly at his tankard. Erich waved for a barmaid to refill it.
“Thank you, sir.”
“I appreciate the news, though it is not good.”
“You watch yourselves. Plenty have made it over that hill safely. They don’t seem to go after every group going through.”
“Perhaps we will be lucky.”
“You’ll have my blessing, for what little that’s worth.” He cackled. “Good luck to you.”
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Before they set out the next morning, Erich relayed what he had learned the evening before.
“We will likely have two nights, maybe three, sleeping beside the road. I need you all to keep your wits about you and stay together. Keep the rest of us in sight at all times, even when conducting your personal business. Better a little embarrassment than to risk getting separated. Even without the ogres, there are wolves and other beasts in this forest. And there are worse things than ogres if you venture too far from the road.”
“Like what?” Ariel asked.
“I have not seen much beyond ogres, but I have heard stories. Things that have been here much longer than men. Things that should have died long ago, but did not. Things that have died, but have not gone to their graves. Things that may mean you no harm but that can lure you places you will never find your way out of, and things that can do far worse than just kill you.”
But despite Erich’s warning, the first day out of the town was uneventful. They saw nothing more exotic than jays and pine martens, and nothing more bewitching than the ever-deepening fall color.
Near nightfall, they pulled off the road and found a level spot to camp. Erich built a fire, which the girls lit with a few flicks of their fingers, and set about preparing dinner.
“Won’t the fire attract attention?” Astrid asked.
“It may, but it will also keep at bay things we need to deter. On the whole, better to have one than not.”
♦ ♦
Ariel sat down next to Erich while he watched their dinner cooking over the fire.
“Tell me something,” he asked. “What is the distinction between artificing and natural magic? Is it like fighting with different weapons? A sword versus a spear? Something of that nature?”
She turned toward him and then drew a circle in the dirt between them.
“There are four main schools of magic.” She divided the circle into quarters. “There is natural magic on one side, physical magic on the other.” She drew runes in two quarters she had indicated. “Between them are mysticism and divination.” Two more runes went into those quarters.
“Each school has different disciplines.” She pointed to the physical quarter. “Physical magic includes artificing, war wizardry, and alchemy. Natural magic includes healing, elementalism, and animalism.”
“Animalism?”
“Being able to speak to and influence animals. Powerful animalists can even take animal form.”
“And you and Astrid specialize in elementalism? Like the fire?”
She shook her head. “We have not yet settled on a discipline. We know a bit of everything right now. Not all mages even take a discipline, especially among naturalists. In naturalism, the disciplines are complementary, and there are benefits to being skilled in each.”
“All right. What of the others?”
“Divination is not divided as neatly as the other three schools. There are different means of divining secrets and the future, but they all do more or less the same thing.”
She took a deep breath and pointed to the last quarter. “Mysticism is the rarest school, in part because much of what mystics do can taint a mage’s soul. Powerful mystics can influence thoughts, bewitch people, or summon spirits. But summoning the wrong spirits can be very dangerous. That is partly why mysticism has a bad reputation. The university in Köln, they teach naturalism, physical magic, and divination, but not mysticism. The Church would never allow it. Most evil mages in the world are mystics, and many of those were once good mages who were overcome by evil spirits they summoned.”
“Why would one even do such a thing?” he asked.
“Powerful spirits can do great things, if they can be controlled. The most evil of them can animate the dead. But the more powerful they are, the more difficult it is to bend them to your will.”
“I am glad you two have not chosen to be mystics, then.”
She shook her head again. “We have not the skill for it, even if we wished to. One does not chose a school, it chooses you.”
♦ ♦
Walther squatted by the fire as Erich finished up the dinner. “Had I thought of doing so, I could have contrived some small automata that might have been able to guard our camp, or at least alert us to danger. I am afraid I have been too long in town.”
“Pity.”
“Yes.”
The girls came up with something clearly on their minds.
“What?” Erich asked.
“Father may have no automata, but there is a spell we could cast,” Astrid said. “We have not tried it before, but it should work. It won’t do very much, but it will at least let us know if anything enters the camp.”
“How so?” Walther asked.
“We found it in a book in the library,” Ariel said. “It gives life to the moonlight to watch over us until the sun rises.”
“That must have been one of your mother’s. Give it a try, then.”
The two of them stood away from the fire, chanting a low incantation as they held their arms in the air. The straight beams of moonlight coming through the trees began to bend, to swirl into a form at the edge of the camp. But before it could coalesce fully, they seemed to lose control of it, and it dissipated.
“It’s so slippery,” Ariel said. “Like trying to hold water in your fingers.”
“Let’s try again,” Astrid said.
They began the spell a second time. Erich rose from beside the fire, walking up behind them—though not too close—to get a better look. As he approached, he could somehow feel the energies flowing between the two girls, energies that almost seemed to flow through him as well.
This time, the form did not dissipate. Instead, it settled into a near-human shape standing a few yards off.
“It’s done,” Ariel said.
“It worked?” Walther asked.
“Yes,” Astrid said. “That’s what it should look like. I can feel it. It’s watching the woods for us now.”
Oddly, Erich could feel it as well, feel its watchfulness. But, not sure what that meant—if anything—he said nothing.
As they ate, the dim figure drifted slowly around the perimeter of their camp. Erich could still feel how it watched the darkness for them, but it made him strangely uneasy.
Ariel and Astrid slept in the wagon, while Walther slept on the ground beside the fire. Magical watchdog or not, Erich insisted on setting a watch. Walther agreed to take the midwatch—“I will likely be up anyway to empty my bladder; it is the curse of old age,” he muttered—while the girls would take the morning watch.
As the others slept, Erich sat in the darkness listening to the forest sounds. There was little to see beyond an occasional owl or the bats that swooped in to eat the moths drawn to the lingering fire.
The dim blue form the girls had conjured kept up its watch, and Erich found that if he relaxed and opened his mind, he could sense things through it beyond the light of the fire. Being made of moonlight, it seemed it could sense anything the moonlight fell on. He could not quite see any of this, but he could still feel it somehow.
Nothing of import happened, and Erich woke Walther when the moon reached the middle of the night sky. He nodded at their silent sentry.
“Clever trick they managed there.”
“Yes. Can’t for the life of me see what it’s doing, but if it works, I’ll take it.”
Erich woke as the sun rose. The girls were stoking up the fire and preparing a breakfast of bacon and roasted potatoes. The glowing form was gone, not that he expected to see it.
“It lasted all night?” he asked.
“Until the moon set before dawn,” Astrid said. “But by then it was starting to get light anyway.”
He stood and cracked a few joints.
“Wouldn’t have minded one of those all these years. Could have saved me quite a bit of sleep.”
♦ ♦
The morning was equally uneventful, though Erich made them go slowly so he could keep a keen eye on the forest around them. Near noon, they crested a hill, and looking down, he could see a shallow valley with a narrow river running though the bottom.
“That’s the ford I was warned about,” Erich said. “If the ogres are going to come after us, it will likely be here.”
“What do you suggest we do if it happens?” Walther asked.
“Watch ahead and behind you. I don’t know which direction they may come from, but be prepared to head the other way in a hurry. Keep going forward if you can, but be ready to turn around if you have to. I’ll try to ride between the wagon and the ogres to block them and give you a chance to put some distance between us. Get far enough ahead and they won’t be able to chase you down.”
“What about us?” Astrid asked.
“Just hold on tightly. With luck, this will be over before it starts.”
Moving carefully, Erich led them down the hill toward the river. He thought he could see a few spots where there might have been combat—a heap of wood that could have been a smashed wagon and a moldering skeleton of something—but did not dare stop long enough to check them out.
They reached the river in about an hour. The wooden bridge, as he had been told, appeared to have collapsed from rot and lack of upkeep, but tracks from the road led along the river about twenty yards down to a spot that was being used as a ford. Erich rode up and back quickly, watching for anything, but the forest around them was empty.
“Let’s go. Quickly.”
Walther steered the wagon off the road and down to the ford. With Erich riding beside them, they entered the river. The water came up to the edge of the wagon, but was not swift enough to move it. Erich charged ahead and up to the far bank, spinning around to see if anything was coming. But he saw nothing.
Splashing and rocking, the wagon lumbered through the river for long moments before the horses pulled it out up onto the bank. Walther turned them back to the road, with Erich leading the way.
Erich paused to look back down the road, then up ahead of them. The woods were silent.
“Perhaps we are in luck. The ogres may be sleeping off some drink or bothering someone else.”
They left the river behind and began climbing out of the valley.
♦ ♦
The attack, when it came, was a complete surprise.
They were rounding a bend on the far side of the hill, where the road narrowed. The hill fell off to the left; on the right, someone had built a stone wall to hold back the hillside above them. The trees here had gone largely yellow and scarlet, and with the afternoon sun streaming in, the scene was so pretty that Erich let down his guard, feeling as if the danger had finally passed.
At the last possible moment, he noticed something large and heavy flying at him through the air. He ducked just enough to keep the club from hitting his head but not enough to stop it from knocking him from his horse. He fell roughly but immediately scrambled to his feet.
Behind them, he saw an ogre charging out of the forest with a huge club in its hands.
“Go!” he shouted at Walther. “Down the road like we planned!”
Walther whipped the horses, and they leapt forward. Erich spun around looking for the second ogre, seeing it right where he expected—blocking the way ahead. Reaching behind his neck, he drew two of his throwing knives, firing them at the ogre with both hands. The ogre ducked back, avoiding one, but the other cut a deep slash across its face. The beast roared in pain, stumbling backward far enough to open a way for the wagon. Walther charged past.
Yet no sooner had Erich spun around to check on the first ogre—which was bearing down on him—he heard a confused clattering of hooves and skidding of wagon wheels.
“Erich!” Walther shouted. “The road is blocked! We cannot get past!”
But Erich was stuck between the two ogres, which for now ignored the wagon, recognizing him as the main threat. Both of them wore roughly stitched hides that had been hammered with iron studs and plates on their chest and shoulders. Both carried large wooden clubs, while one—the one he had hit with his knife—also carried a heavy sword.
Erich drew his longsword and lunged at the first ogre, trying to draw them away from the others.
The ogre swung its club in a broad arc, but Erich ducked under it and landed a blow across the beast’s armored thigh—whereupon the former practice sword he had bought dearly from Ilian, the town master at arms, promptly snapped in two.
“Bloody hell!” he screamed. He threw the useless hilt away and reached for his rapier—just in time to realize it was still on his horse, which had bolted back down the road.
Aghast at the realization that he was facing two angry ogres armed only with a dagger and some throwing knives, Erich could do nothing but curse and try to lure the ogres further away from Walther and the girls.
But the ogres—as the guard at the last town had warned him—were wise enough to assess the situation as well. The one with the face wound turned away from Erich and headed for the wagon as the other closed in with its club. He had to stop it, and there was only one way.
Falling backwards away from the swinging club, Erich drew the pair of knives from his forearms. He fired one, then the other at the second ogre’s knees. One missed, but the other flew true, burying itself in the ogre’s leg. Bellowing in pain, it stumbled and fell to the road.
But the first ogre was too close for throwing knives. Erich had only his dagger, which meant he had to get inside the ogre’s swing. He said a silent prayer of thanks for all the times Lothar had made him fight like this as a child, for he at least knew what to do, whether or not he would be able survive this.
Three times he ducked the ogre’s club but was unable to get in a riposte. But the fourth time, the ogre swung too far, and Erich slipped in under its arm and drove his dagger up under its armor, into the beast’s gut. It sank in up to the hilt, and Erich jerked against it with all his might, cutting open the ogre’s stomach. Gurgling and gasping, the beast dropped its club and fell to the ground.
Back up the road, the other ogre had regained its feet and was still lumbering toward the wagon. Erich charged forward, but just as he closed with it, the beast’s head was sudden wreathed in flames. Beyond it, leaning out of the back of the wagon, Ariel and Astrid were trying to hold it off.
The ogre roared in pain and confusion, staggering backward and dropping its club. But then the flames dissipated.
“We can’t maintain the fire for long,” Astrid cried. “Kill it!”
He ran at the thing with his dagger, but as the fire died, the ogre saw him coming and drew its sword.
Erich skidded to a stop. A club was one thing, but the ogre was wielding a blade that would have served as a heavy two-handed sword for a man. For the ogre, though, it was a simple longsword.
The blade came at Erich in an arc that would have taken his head off had he come even a step closer. He stumbled backward, and here he saw his only advantage. The beast’s leg wound greatly slowed it down so that it could not close with him. He drew two more throwing knives, but twice wounded, the ogre was not about to let Erich do it a third time. As soon as it saw the knives, injured knee or not, it charged at him with a roar.
Erich had no time to prepare his knives for a throw and could do nothing but duck under the swinging blade. At the last second, he stuck out a foot and tripped the ogre as it went past. As the ogre was far larger than he, the maneuver would not have worked save for the previous knife wound. The beast lost its balance, and crashed to the ground.
Erich spun around, a knife in each hand, and leapt onto the ogre’s back before it could rise. He drove a blade into each side of its head below the ears. The ogre jerked twice, then was still.
He sat back, trying to catch his breath. He looked down the road to see if the other ogre was truly dead. It had not moved.
At that moment, he felt two bodies crash into him from behind as a cloud of silver-gold hair swirled around them.
“Are you hurt?” “Did it hit you?” Both of them were hugging him.
Erich let himself enjoy the girls’ proximity for a few moments before disentangling himself and getting to his feet.
“I am fine. I think.”
Walther arrived next to them.
“That was as impressive a display of arms as I have ever seen. You took down two ogres with nothing but a collection of knives.”
Erich accepted the compliment. “Not something I wish to repeat.”
Ariel and Astrid picked at him for a few moments, looking for injuries. It was at that moment that his shoulder began to throb where the first ogre had it him with the throwing club. He sat down again, groaning.
“On second thought, give me a moment.”
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His shoulder did not appear to be seriously injured, and Erich walked around for a few minutes stretching it out and collecting his throwing knives. Up ahead, he could see now what had happened. The ogres had laid a fallen tree across the road, wedging it between several rocks. They should be able to get it out, but it would take some time. Certainly not something they could have managed in the midst of the fight. And the ogres had cleverly chosen a spot where the road was too narrow to turn the wagon around.
Not wanting to leave the dead ogres in the middle of the road, he retrieved his horse and used it to drag one, then the other to the edge. Before rolling them down the hill, he used his dagger to cut off their ears. With a shove, both went crashing down into the underbrush.
Walther approached, eyeing the bloody mess in his hand.
“The guard I spoke to mentioned a bounty,” Erich said. “Could be we can collect it now.”
The artificer nodded. “We’re running out of daylight.”
“I can see that. But I have an idea, if you’re interested.”
“Go on.”
“These ogres have been raiding travelers for months. Yet they were carrying nothing beyond their weapons. That suggests to me they may have a lair nearby. It might benefit us to find it. We do not have time to clear the road and make camp before nightfall anyway.”
“Do you think you can locate it?”
Erich walked back up the road to where he had seen the first ogre emerge. The ground here was still soft and muddy from the rains a few days earlier, and the ogres’ tracks were clear. As he followed them into the woods, he suddenly realized there was an old, disused trail between the trees here. It was just wide enough for the wagon. The ogres had clearly come from this direction.
He returned to the road and helped Walther back the wagon up. He tethered his horse to the rear of it, and followed the tracks for about ten minutes as Walther and his daughters followed. The trail climbed the hill gently, and around another bend, the trees suddenly opened up, giving them a view of the area they had been traveling through. Back the way they had come, he could see the road and the ford at the river. In the other direction, the road to Köln was also clear.
“Look at this.”
Walther looked one way, then the other.
“You think they saw us coming?”
“I’m certain of it. That ambush was laid for us specifically. That tree would have done little to slow men on horseback, or on foot, but it would stop a wagon cold. This is why not everyone coming through here has been attacked, and why the bounty hunters seeking them haven’t found them. They can sit up here and pick and choose their targets. Anything too tough they leave alone.”
The trail wound around the hill and back into the tree for another hundred yards or so before opening into a small clearing. Here the tracks led off the trail, which continued into the woods. But to one side of the clearing, there was a large heap of dead trees. He would have ignored it absent the tracks, for it looked little different from a typical forest deadfall; indeed, as he approached it appeared to have been built around one.
A growling noise drew his attention. Around the hovel came a wolf on a tether, teeth bared. It was guarding what appeared to be the entrance.
Walther, Ariel, and Astrid had stopped the wagon and followed him over.
“I think we have our lair. As well as fine place to camp. If we can deal with this beast.”
Erich drew a throwing knife, but Ariel grabbed his wrist.
“No. Wait.”
“Why?”
“Let us try to calm it down.”
He cocked an eyebrow at her. “Can you talk to wolves?”
“We are not animalists, no. But natural magic is fundamentally about listening to the natural world. We may be able to let it know we mean no harm.”
Holding hands, the girls approached the wolf, their free hands held out. It stopped growling but remained wary.
“She’s just frightened,” Astrid said. “The ogres were very cruel to her.”
“It’s a female?”
“Yes.”
“We’re telling her we want to release her, that the ogres will not hurt her anymore.”
The wolf backed up to the end of its tether, but did nothing further as Astrid bent down and untied it. As soon as it was free, it darted away, running across the clearing . . . but then stopped at the edge of the woods and turned to watch them.
Erich turned to entrance to the lair, then froze. It was clear now these had been no ordinary ogres, whose plotting rarely extended much further than their next meal. That ambush had been perfectly laid. Had he been looking a different direction and not seen the club coming at him, he would be dead now and the girls bundled off to the ogre’s stewpot. This hideout was well hidden; absent the mud holding their tracks, there was no reason to pick this trail over any of the others they’d seen off the road. They had trained a wolf to guard their home, yet there were no piles of offal or gnawed bones around to give the place away.
That suggested to him that the danger might not yet be past.
Walther saw him thinking. “What’s wrong?”
“Don’t do anything. Let me look around a bit.”
A bit of exploring vindicated his suspicions. There was a door of sorts over the entrance—a woven array of tree branches—but looking closely he could see the trigger of a trap. A rope tied to one corner led upward into the heap of trees. The other end was attached to a precariously laid tree trunk, its roots fire-blackened and sharp. Had he simply opened the door, the trunk would have come swinging down and impaled him.
Still, it was a crude trap and easily disarmed. He untied the rope carefully, keeping himself out of the way of the trunk above. Nothing happened. He looked around further just in case this fairly obvious trap concealed a more cunning one, but saw nothing.
Very slowly, he opened the door. Nothing further happened, but he could see now just how successful the ogres had been with their raiding.
Inside, it was if someone had picked up a town marketplace, shaken it a few times, then upended it. There were bundles of cloth piled in one corner, several barrels of what appeared to be ale, a pile of cookpots in a sack, four or five traveling chests filled with clothes, and jumbles of rusty weapons, armor and traveling gear apparently taken from their victims, all of it tossed haphazardly on the ground or over a few crude pieces of furniture. A fresh leg of venison hung from the ceiling near the fire, which was built under a crude stone chimney. A huge iron pot sat in the fire, and on either side of the chimney were two piles of blankets that appeared to be their beds.
“Oh, my God,” Ariel said. “Look at all this.”
“Have a look around, but be careful. We can’t take all of it, but some of it may be useful.”
Erich first inspected the venison, which looked edible. “Here’s dinner,” he said.
The girls were soon poking through the traveling chests and rooting through the clothes, as Walther sifted through the pots and other loot.
It took Erich a few minutes to realize something was missing, or at least not visible. Ogres liked to collect shiny things, and they had surely taken some money from their victims. Those traveling chests had likewise belonged to the sort of woman who would possess jewelry. Yet he could find nothing.
Erich thought. If he were an ogre, where would he hide his money? That question answered itself after a moment. He would hide it somewhere only an ogre could get at it.
Looking around again, he noticed that the bedrock under one of the boulders that comprised the chimney was deeply etched. The scratch marks pointed directly at the boulder as if it had been dragged over them repeatedly. Efforts appeared to have been made to conceal this, but the etch marks were too deep. Crouching down, it was clear: The boulder had been laid over something.
But of course it was far too heavy for him to move, as was the intent. He pulled at it a few times, but accomplished nothing but sending a twinge of pain through his injured shoulder.
“I think the ogre’s treasure hoard is under this rock,” he announced. “But I cannot see a way to move it.”
The other three came over. Walther examined it and nodded. “Perhaps we could find a lever somewhere in here.”
“There might be another way,” Astrid said. “There is a spell we could use. It would make you stronger.”
“Cryfder Arth?” Walther asked.
“Yes.”
“What does that mean?” Erich asked.
“Strength of a Bear,” Astrid replied. “Another one from Mother’s books. It’s only temporary, but it might work.”
“I don’t know if it will be enough,” Ariel said. “There are more powerful spells of that nature, but we have not the talent for them yet.”
“Try it, then.”
Astrid and Ariel joined hands and recited a low incantation. Erich could again somehow feel the energies they were collecting. When they laid their hands on his shoulders, all of it burst into him at once. He was briefly blinded by an intense blue flash behind his eyes, as if someone had hit him over the head. But he now felt strong enough to rip a tree from the ground.
He tried the boulder again, and this time lifted it up and cast it aside with crash as if it weighed no more than a bale of hay.
Walther, Ariel, and Astrid jumped back in surprise. Walther looked the most shocked.
“Daughters . . . I was not aware your skills had progressed so far.”
The girls looked at each other. “Neither were we,” Ariel said after a moment.
The strength was already ebbing from Erich’s arms—and along with it, the pain from where the club had struck him—but he could see now he was correct. Under the boulder was a large hollow in the rock, and inside it was a wooden chest about a foot deep and half again as long. He lifted it out and set it on top of the crude table where the ogres apparently ate.
He examined it carefully but could see no traps. It was not locked, so he opened it slowly.
It was not the Rhine-gold, but it was impressive. The chest was about half full with a jumble of copper, silver, and gold coins of various mintings. Mixed through it were a collection of copper and silver baubles, and one gold bracelet. The other three looked on as he sifted through it all.
Erich turned to Walther.
“As you are financing this expedition, I would say this belongs to you.”
Walther shook his head. “As we would all be simmering in that pot without you, and would never have found this in any case, I would say that makes it yours.”
Erich looked down at the hoard. “Let me at least reimburse you for my new armor and equipment.”
Walther nodded. “Fair enough.” Erich counted out the twenty or so gold crowns he had spent, and the artificer slipped them into his purse.
Then Erich noticed a small leather pouch under the coins. He drew it out. The pouch was tied with a drawstring, but he opened it and emptied the contents into his hand. Two clear blue stones, each about the size of an acorn, tumbled out. Both were polished smooth with a flat base.
“Well, will you look at this?”
“Sapphires, by the looks of them,” Walther said. He held one up to his right eye and peered through it. “Yes. They’re not glass or quartz. The light moves through them the wrong way.”
“You can tell?”
He nodded and returned the stone to Erich’s hand.
“Crystals are central to artificing, and different gems refract the light differently. These are worth a fair bit of coin.”
There were two, and Erich had a thought. He held his hand toward Ariel and Astrid. “Two such beautiful gems should have equally pretty settings. One for each of you, I think.”
But the girls did not move to take them.
“Thank you,” Astrid said, “but we cannot.”
“Consider it a gift in honor of your impending marriage.”
“It’s not that,” Ariel said. “They’re beautiful. But they’re blue.”
Erich’s forehead wrinkled. “You do not like blue?”
“It’s more that blue does not like us.”
“Blue things interfere with our flows,” Astrid said. “We don’t know why, but they do. Something as simple as a blue scarf can disrupt our casting. A blue dress will disrupt it entirely.”
Walther’s eyes widened. “You never told me this.”
“You never noticed how we never wore blue?” Ariel asked.
“I suppose I did, but . . . that is very odd.”
“Yes,” Astrid said. “We think it may have something to do with Grandmother.”
Erich thought for a moment. “When you cast that spell on me, the strength. I saw a blue flash in my head.”
Both girls stared at him in surprise. “You did?” Ariel asked.
“Yes. What does that mean?”
They looked at each, then at Walther, who shrugged. “I don’t know,” Ariel said. “Neither do I,” Astrid said.
Erich put the stones back in the pouch. “It’s getting dark. We should get dinner going.”
♦ ♦
As they explored the ogres’ house, nine men on horseback passed them on the road going the other direction. The man in the lead wore a black felt cap with a red feather.
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Erich cut the venison into a more manageable size for roasting and tapped one of the kegs of ale, which proved to be quite good. The girls collected a few things they wanted to take and carried them out to the wagon.
“The wolf is still out there,” Ariel said when she returned.
“I think the ogres must have raised her from a cub,” Astrid said. “This is her home. She has nowhere else to go. She may not even know how to hunt.”
Erich hacked the leg bone from the venison and held it out. “Plenty to go around.” Ariel took it and left the hut.
“She’s eating,” she said on her return.
Astrid had joined the dinner preparations, having brought in some potatoes and carrots. She took one of the pots from the heap in the corner, filled it with water from a skin by the chimney, and set it by the fire.
Then she bent over behind the eating table and came up with a long, curved sword in a leather scabbard.
“Erich, what is this? Is this something you can use?”
He sighed. “Oh, what a beauty. Let me see that.”
The blade of the sword was about three feet long, singled-edged and slightly curved towards the end, with a wooden-handled hand-and-half grip and a simple straight cross-guard. On one side of the cross-guard was a short protrusion about an inch wide that curved down over the grip.
“What kind of sword is that?” she asked.
“They go by different names. My swordmaster called it a war knife. It’s a battle-blade, not for dueling.”
He drew it from its scabbard and swung it slowly around his head, testing the balance. It was excellent.
“I’m not sure I’ve seen one like that before,” Walther said. “Not of such a size.”
“They’re not common, in part because they’re not so easy to forge. The length and curvature means you need substantial skill to get the balance just right. It takes a master swordsmith to manage it. They also require strength and training to use effectively. Whoever lost this was a professional swordsman . . . or perhaps just fancied himself one. I suspect it may have been the latter. A man worthy of this blade would have made short work of those ogres.”
He swung it around again. “Odd. It’s lighter than it should be.”
“Is that bad?” Ariel asked.
“No, it’s good. A lighter blade is a faster blade. Whoever made this was a master indeed.”
From what Erich could tell, the ogres had been using it as a kitchen knife, but an hour so with his sharpening stone would have it back to serviceable condition.
“It’s a good find. Thank you.”
♦ ♦
As they were eating dinner, Erich noticed the wolf lurking in the doorway.
“Your pet is back,” he said. He tossed the animal another chunk of venison. It picked it up in its teeth, but rather than leaving again, padded warily into the house, walking over to a corner and sitting down to eat.
Ariel and Astrid watched it. Erich noticed them joining hands.
“She doesn’t know what to make of us,” Ariel said. “She’s glad the ogres are not here, but she’s not sure she can trust us.”
Ariel rose and walked slowly over to it.
“I wouldn’t approach a wolf when it’s eating if I were you,” Erich said.
But Ariel did not stop. The wolf looked up at her. She knelt down and began scratching it behind the ears. Erich tensed up, waiting for disaster. But nothing happened.
“She’s not afraid of me.”
Astrid came over and joined her. The wolf began to relax and then, as Erich watched in amazement, rolled over on her stomach, which the girls began rubbing.
“She’s so lonely,” Astrid said. “She’s never had a pack. The ogres beat her to make her vicious so she would be a good guard.”
Erich looked at Walther.
“They can tell all this?”
“They’ve always been good with animals. It’s part of their talent. They’ll spend half an hour apologizing to our chickens before they go in the pot.”
“Yet Ariel told me they were not animalists.”
Walther shook his head. “A true animalist could talk to that wolf as clearly as I’m talking to you. But a skilled naturalist can at least make herself understood.”
By the end of the dinner, the wolf was sitting calmly under the table at their feet. Erich fed her bits of venison until she was full.
With the fire going, the house was much warmer than the clearing or the wagon, so they cleared some space in the center and lay down to sleep. Ariel and Astrid summoned their moon-guard, which began circling the house. The wolf eyed it curiously, but smelling nothing suspicious, thereafter ignored it.
Erich sat closest to the door, taking the first watch as he had been doing, with Ariel and Astrid between him and Walther. The wolf curled up between the girls.
A little while later, with Walther snoring away, he felt a hand come over his. He looked over to see Ariel looking up at him.
“What will you do when we reach Köln?” she whispered.
“I don’t know. With this money, I have considerably more options now. But I should not remain there long.”
“Can you stay at least until we are married?”
“I will try.”
“Perhaps we will need to travel again. You could come with us.”
“Perhaps.”
Her hand tightened.
“Are you fond of me at all?”
“Yes. You and Astrid both.”
She was silent for a few moments. “I wish you were a mage.”
He could think of nothing to say to that. She squeezed his hand again and rolled over.
♦ ♦
In the morning, Erich sharpened his new sword as Ariel and Astrid made breakfast and Walther loaded the wagon with the things they were taking from the ogres’ hoard. Beside him, the wolf gnawed on a bone from the previous night’s dinner.
When they were packed up and prepared to leave, Erich realized the wolf had followed them out. When Walther set the wagon moving, she loped along behind them.
Walther noticed this as well and stopped.
“Daughters, we cannot take a wolf to Köln. We will have trouble just bringing it into the next town.”
The girls immediately protested. “We cannot send her away,” Astrid said. “She will starve on her own.”
“We can control her,” Ariel said.
Walther looked at Erich, who shrugged. “I suppose we can try,” he said.
It took all three horses working together to move the tree out of the way, but soon they were heading briskly down the hill. The wolf continued to follow them, keeping up easily. Oddly enough, their horses did not seem to mind her presence.
“Like a shadow,” he remarked a bit later.
“Yes,” Astrid said. Then, “I like that. We should call her Shadow,” she said to her sister.
“It appears we’re stuck with you,” he said to the wolf.
♦ ♦
By now the land had flattened out, and they were into the settled farmlands around the Rhine. A few more days would have them in Köln.
They reached the next town by mid-afternoon. As they approached, Ariel and Astrid assured Erich and their father that Shadow understood she needed to stay close to them and not be afraid. When they reached the gate, Ariel whistled to her, and the wolf jumped into the wagon and lay down. The gate guards gave them a cautious look, but said nothing as Walther paid the toll.
“There is a bounty on those ogres over the hill, is there not?” Erich asked one guard.
“There is. Did you kill them?”
Erich held up his string of ears, each easily twice the size of a man’s with a sharp point at the top. The guard’s eyes widened. “Where do I go to collect it?”
“The gate of Count Werner’s castle. In the center of town.”
He left the others at an inn—the innkeeper demanded extra to admit the wolf—and found the Count’s modest castle. The guards there were surly with Erich until he showed them the ears. Then one went to get their captain.
He proved to be an older man, stout, with a trim white beard. He examined the ears closely.
“Ogre, to be sure. Where did you find them?”
Erich described the spot of the ambush but did not mention their lair, in case he should want to visit the place again on his trip out from Köln.
“We’ve sent men to that ford and back many times and found nothing.”
“I am convinced they were watching the road. They were ready for us. They no doubt would have seen your men coming.”
The captain nodded, and went to his office. He returned a bit later with a leather sack. “Fifty crowns,” he said.
“Thank you.”
“You have our thanks as well. Those ogres have been a profound nuisance for months. There was another group of bounty hunters that came through here a couple of days ago, but it appears you beat them to it.”
“We met no one on the road.”
“Surely? There were nine of them, on horseback. Their leader was an Italian. Wore a black cap with a red feather. Be hard to miss.”
“No.”
“Well, they weren’t hunting the ogres in any case. They were looking for someone, a tall man with a jeweled rapier, the leader said.”
Erich felt a chill. He was carrying the war knife, and his rapier was back at the inn.
“Did they give this man’s name?” he asked evenly.
“Erich von Jülich-Berg,” he said. “No one I’ve heard of.”
“Nor I. We did not see them.”
“I suppose they took a different route, then.”
♦ ♦
Erich’s satisfaction at having collected the bounty evaporated. There was no mystery what this meant. His brother had not forgotten him. It had been years since the last group of sellswords had tracked him down, and he had begun wondering if Wilhelm had given up. Clearly, he had not.
What chilled him even more was realizing how close they had come to finding him. Somehow or other his group had missed them on the road, but he felt a sinking feeling they were heading for Weilburg in search of him. He had given his name there, and many had seen his rapier.
How many knew he had left with Walther? He was not certain, but there were surely a few who did.
He could not tarry in Köln.



 
Part III



22.
Johannes was putting the finishing touches on his paper when one of the university pages knocked on his door.
“Come.”
A young boy leaned into his office.
“Sir? There is a man at the gate asking for you.”
Johannes looked up in annoyance.
“And? What is his name, boy?”
“Sir, he said his name was Walther.”
Johannes sat up straight. They were early, which was a good thing.
“Let him in at once. And on your way back down to the gate, find my son and send him up here immediately.”
“Yes, sir.”
“Immediately, do you hear me? Do not leave his office until he is on his way up here.”
“Absolutely, sir.”
The boy ducked out. Johannes got up and went around his office straightening things up. He knew the girls would likely not care about his housekeeping, but it was important that they all have places to sit. They needed to sit together with his son for a good long while.
Franz appeared in a few minutes, face flushed from running up the stairs. He stopped to catch his breath, and Johannes scowled at him.
“I did not mean for you meet your future wives dripping in sweat, fool. Have some sense.”
“I am sorry, Father.”
Johannes found a handkerchief and threw it him. “Clean yourself up. They will be here in moments.”
In fact, Johannes did not hear them climbing the stairs for another five minutes, most of which he spent fussing over Franz, adjusting his clothes and then mopping his face again.
“This is an extremely important occasion. Please treat it as one.”
“Yes, Father.”
Walther appeared first, and Johannes went to embrace him. “Welcome, old friend.”
“It has been too long,” Walther boomed. “And this must be Franz. You have grown, boy.”
“It is good to see you again, sir.”
Walther’s daughters came up behind him, and Johannes’ breath caught in his throat. They had been very pretty the last he saw them, in the first bloom of their youth, but now—dear God, he thought, please let Franz keep control of himself.
Behind them came a man Johannes did not recognize, who was armored and carrying a long curved sword at his side.
“This is Erich,” Walther said, “our guard and guide on the trip here.”
Johannes nodded briefly at him, turning around just in time to see Franz gaping at the girls. He lurched back into his office, trying to gain control of the situation before Franz made a fool of himself.
“Ariel, Astrid, it is good to see you. This is my son Franz.”
“Hello,” they both said.
“Um,” Franz gulped. “Hello.”
“Franz is an instructor at the university here,” Johannes went on. “His field is natural magic, which is yours as well, I believe.”
“Yes,” one of them said. “Though we have had no formal training, except with Father.”
“We have been studying our mother’s books,” the other said. Johannes had no idea which one was which, and he could see that was going to be a problem.
“I teach—” But Franz was cut off by the sound of Johannes’ weasel hissing and squealing. Johannes spun around to see a wolf—in the name of all that was holy, a wolf?—in his office.
“Shadow, no!” one of the girls called out. She went to the wolf and pushed it to the far corner of his office, away from the weasel, which then darted over under Johannes’ desk.
Walther’s other daughter joined her sister, and the two of them got the wolf to sit on the floor. Johannes struggled to regain his equilibrium.
“I am sorry,” Walther said. “They picked this beast up on the road here, and will not give it up.”
“Is it their familiar?”
“No. A pet, at best.”
“They rescued it from a pair of ogres we killed,” the other man—what was his name?—said, “and it has followed us ever since.”
Ariel and Astrid stood and returned to the group. Johannes took a deep breath.
“Franz, you were saying?”
“Um.”
“About your field of study.”
“Oh, yes. I teach animal magic. Not magical creatures, I mean, normal animals. Like your wolf.”
“Hud anifeiliaid?” one of the girls asked.
“Yes.”
“We know a little of it. We are able to talk to Shadow, after a fashion, though that is all.”
“We are better at elemental magic. Fire and that sort of thing. And healing,” said the other.
Franz was regaining some confidence.
“I can speak to animals such as your wolf. Would you mind if I introduced myself?”
The girls looked at each other, smiling nervously, then back at Franz. Johannes’ heart leapt. Yes, he thought.
“If you can,” one of them said.
Franz walked over toward the wolf. Johannes watched as he focused himself, kneeling down.
At first the wolf eyed him warily. Then it cocked its head at him, confused. Johannes wondered what Franz was telling the thing. Animal magic was a tricky process. One could communicate with such beasts through it, but the process went in both ways, like a familiar bond. One had to keep control of one’s thoughts.
And there Franz appeared to fail. All at once, the wolf leapt toward him, snarling loudly. Franz fell backwards, and the girls jumped between him and the wolf, trying to calm it. They caught the thing before it bit Franz, but it glared at him murderously.
Johannes sighed, suspecting what had happened. If the girls had bonded with this wolf, it was no doubt able to sense any salacious thoughts Franz had toward its mistresses.
He stepped forward. This meeting was going nowhere, so he needed to bring it to an end and set the next step in motion.
“I am sure you are tired from the road,” Johannes said. “I have arranged lodgings for you, as you requested. Can you meet us for dinner tonight?”
“Of course,” Walther said. “We have a great deal to get caught up on.”
“I will have one of the pages take you to your quarters. They are across the quad, behind the library. Do you remember the old Chancellor’s apartments?”
“Of course.”
“I moved myself over here, but those rooms are still vacant. Get unpacked and get some rest, and I will have a page fetch you at six. Does that sound suitable?”
“More than suitable. Thank you.”
Johannes led them out, pausing to give his son a withering glare.



23.
Erich lay on his bed, listening to the girls bathing in their room. He tried not to think too hard about what they might look like in there, and largely failed, instead seeing Ariel in her nightdress that night in his room back in Weilburg.
He had not been invited to dinner, which was fine with him. The fewer people who saw him in Köln, the better.
It had been two days since he learned of the sellswords on his trail. They would need perhaps two more days to get to Weilburg, at least a day to realize he was in Köln, and then no less than five days to return here, if they raced back, as he was sure they would. That meant he needed to be gone from Köln in a week’s time, at most—and do his best to leave no trail here.
He thought about the young mage they had met that afternoon. Erich was not naïve enough to miss what the man’s father had intended by the meeting. That had been clear. There was little other reason for his son to have been there when they arrived.
Well enough, though, he thought. That was the sort of match they were looking for. Not a talentless, landless, mostly penniless sellsword with a price on his head.
The look in Ariel’s face that night in the ogres’ hovel had said volumes. Are you fond of me at all? He was. He had known them perhaps a month, but he had grown quite fond of both of them. Not enough to marry them, maybe, but enough not to want to leave them just yet.
Still, what choice did he have?
His brother had sent a pair of killers after him not long after Erich had left their father’s house. Wilhelm had underestimated his skills, and Erich had dispatched them both fairly easily. The second group had come two years later, when Wilhelm assumed the Duchy. That bunch had been more difficult, but three years on the road had also made Erich far more dangerous.
But he was not so arrogant as to believe he had much chance against nine men, men who—at this point—were likely the most deadly Wilhelm could find.
If he was going to leave Ariel and Astrid, as he knew he had to, he should at least leave them something to remember him by.
The sapphires nagged at his brain for some reason. They could not wear them, true, at least not when they wanted to have their magic, but perhaps they might still want to keep them, to think of him.
He was not sure what else to do. The symmetry of the two stones, for two girls, seemed too appropriate. And the blue flash he had seen in his head with the strength spell, the more he thought about it, seemed to be the same shade.
He rose from the bed and found the pouch with the two stones. When he came out of his room, Walther was dressed and reading something in the front sitting room.
“I have some things to do. Enjoy the dinner.”
“Are you sure? I do not think Johannes was expecting you to attend, but I am sure he would not mind.”
“No, it’s all right. I can leave you to your magely conversation. I need to take care of a few things.”
♦ ♦
Erich very deliberately did not wear his rapier, though it was more appropriate for carrying in the city than the war knife. He also wore his cloak up over his head to conceal his face as best he could. The sun was sinking, but there was perhaps an hour of daylight left.
A few coppers distributed to the neighborhood urchins directed Erich to a jeweler’s shop near the cathedral. The door was barred, and he saw a pair of stout, well-armed men inside.
He rapped on the window, and one of the men came to the door and opened the viewport.
“Yes?”
“I have a commission for your master.”
The man looked him over, then went to the back. He returned a minute later with an old dwarf.
“What is it you need?” the dwarf asked.
“I need a pair of gold rings fashioned. I have stones I need you to set.”
“Show me.”
Erich held up the sapphires. The dwarf peered out the viewport, then nodded to his guards. They stepped back and opened the door.
Erich entered the shop and followed the dwarf to his workbench. There was a chair in front, and he sat as the dwarf did, pushing the stones toward him.
The dwarf picked up one, then the other, peering through them much as he had seen Walther do.
“These are fine stones.”
“Yes.”
“What is it you need?”
“One ring for each.”
He turned the sapphires over in his fingers. “These should be easy to set, unless you want other stones mounted with them.”
“No.”
“I will create a base and bezel around them. That’s the best for cabochons such as these. But I need to know what size to make them.”
This brought Erich up short. He had no idea what to tell the dwarf. He thought of Ariel’s hand on his that night. The girls were not slim . . . but their hands were long and small-boned.
“I think about the size of my little finger.”
The dwarf examined his hand, then drew some copper rings out of a drawer. After a few tries, he found one that fit.
“So how much?” Erich asked.
“Twenty crowns for the two.”
Erich withdrew the gold bracelet he had found in the ogres’ chest.
“What will you give me for this?”
The dwarf picked it up and tossed it in his hand. “Perhaps an even trade.”
“That makes it worth more than twenty crowns, I assume. There is quite a bit more gold in that bracelet than you will need for the rings.”
The dwarf laughed. “There is a saying in my trade. The gold is free; you pay for the labor. What I pay you for this, I must recoup by selling it, plus some profit, or there is little point.”
“A profit on the rings, a profit on the bracelet.”
“And you make a profit on that sword, I will assume.”
Erich could see he was getting no further with this dwarf.
“All right. An even trade. How long? I need these quickly.”
“We will make it three days.” The dwarf cackled. “What I earn on that bracelet, we will apply toward rushing the job.”
♦ ♦
Giancarlo and his band had arrived in Weilburg the previous afternoon, and had immediately regained Erich’s trail. Several people—a woman at an inn and a smith—confirmed seeing the man with the jeweled rapier no less than a week earlier, and one confirmed his name.
But frustratingly, he was no longer there, and no one seemed quite sure where he had gone.
As his men silently drank their ale in a tavern near the town square, Giancarlo fumed. Erich had not seemed to be hiding his identity, which suggested to Giancarlo that he had no idea he was being pursued. That meant they could be on the verge of catching him—just as long as he could learn where he went.
The one lead Giancarlo had was a man named Walther the artificer. The smith had told him Erich had taken service with him. But Walther had left as well.
Giancarlo was sure Erich had left with Walther, wherever he was going. That much seemed clear. But while quite a few people he asked knew Walther had left, none of them knew his destination.
He was about to order another round of ale—they were going nowhere that day, it seemed—when he saw a young man in a green velvet doublet approaching nervously.
“What you need, young sir?”
“I am told you have been asking about Walther the artificer.”
Giancarlo perked up.
“I have. Do you know of him? Join me here.” He motioned to the chair beside him. The boy sat down.
“What is your name?”
“Hans, sir.”
“What do you know of Walther?”
“I wish to marry his daughters,” he said sadly.
Giancarlo smiled.
“And they have left, have they? With their father?”
“Yes.”
“Are they pretty? Do they like you?”
“They are so beautiful. But I am not sure they care about me.”
Giancarlo patted him on the shoulder.
“Love is a game, my young friend. You must not concede so easily. Now tell me, do you know where they have gone?”
“Yes. They have gone off to Köln to seek husbands. Walther is a mage, and his daughters can only marry other mages.”
Giancarlo’s affected mood wilted.
“Köln? Did you say Köln?”
“Yes.”
“And how did they go?”
“I don’t know. I assume the west road, along the river.”
Giancarlo’s head swam. That was exactly how they had come. How on earth had they missed him? They had seen no man traveling with two beautiful girls.
“Was there a man with them? A man carrying a jeweled rapier?”
Hans looked up. “Oh, yes. He went with them, as their guide, I assume.”
Giancarlo cursed internally. However they had managed it, the two groups had passed each other on the road. It had been that close.
He stood, calling to his men.
“To your feet! We are leaving at once!”
Hans watched in confusion as the men stormed out of the tavern, wondering what it was he had said to provoke such a reaction.



24.
Astrid picked at her dinner, listening to her father and Johannes going on about university gossip and reminiscing about things that had happened before she was born.
“Do you remember Albert Vogel, the one with the red hair?” Johannes asked.
“The one who taught animal summoning? Whatever happened to him?”
“Louis, the Count of Isenburg-Büdingen, hired him as his court mage about three or four years after you left. From what I heard, it did not go well. The count’s daughter, Anna, was to be married, and the count wanted him to conjure a flock of peacocks at the wedding feast. Somehow or another, he got the conjuration wrong, and summoned a huge flock of ravens, which proceeded to attack the guests and tear apart the dinner.”
Walther roared in laughter. “Lovely! I am sure that went over well. Albert liked his drink, as I recall. I suppose he was drunk when he attempted it.”
“I heard the same,” Johannes said. “He spent a while in the count’s dungeon after that, I believe.”
Franz laughed, perhaps a bit too earnestly to Astrid’s ears.
“That reminds me of the automaton cat you built once, Father,” Ariel said.
Walther snorted. “We will not speak of that one.”
“What happened?” Franz asked.
“It had difficulty distinguishing between mice and mere shadows under the furniture,” Ariel replied. “It smashed itself to bits crashing into the walls over and over.”
“I have refined my technique since then,” Walther replied. “The most recent rat-catcher has worked out quite well. I have learned to focus on functions and not attempt to mimic the natural world.”
Astrid was not prepared to agree with that. The spider-thing Father had built recently had an annoying tendency to attack her feet. Still, it did catch the rats and mice much better than his earlier inventions.
Franz turned to her. “Ariel, there is a museum of automata here at the university. Perhaps you and Astrid would like to go see it?”
She smiled thinly at him. “I’m Astrid.”
“Oh. Sorry.” He looked over at her sister. “Would you like to see it?”
“Things might explode,” Astrid said. “Ariel is good at that.”
Ariel smirked at her, while Franz looked lost.
“Only Erich seems to make automata explode,” Ariel said.
Johannes spoke up. “Are you referring to the man you arrived with?”
“Yes,” Walther said. “A fine swordsman. We would not have made it here otherwise.”
“He killed two ogres singlehandedly,” Ariel said.
“But he’s not a mage?” Johannes asked.
“No,” Walther replied. “The girls are referring to an unfortunate incident that occurred before we left. I am still not sure what happened.”
Astrid went back to poking at the remains of her dinner. She wished Erich had come with them, but he had disappeared before they were dressed. Father said he had things to do and Johannes had not exactly invited him anyway.
She knew what Johannes was up to. It was painfully obvious he hoped Franz would match with them. Franz seemed intelligent enough, but after less than an hour, she was already bored with him. She was sure she did not want to marry him.
Erich did not gape at her and Ariel the way Franz kept doing. Even poor Hans Bergdahl was not this bad. How could she respect a husband who looked at her like that?
Or thought the things he did. She had seen it in Shadow’s mind after she had lunged at Franz. He had been envisioning them naked, and worse.
She prayed they would not match. Going to his bed was sure to be the torment she had imagined.
After dinner, Astrid and Ariel stood apart from the others as Johannes showed Walther around his library and Franz stood around looking unsure of himself.
‘What do you think of Franz?” Astrid asked softly.
“I think Johannes means for us to match with him.”
“Yes, it would appear so. What do you think of that?”
“I think I should be terribly bored. I don't want a life here in the university.”
Astrid nodded. “Neither do I.”
“Maybe there will be interesting mages at the equinox ball.”
“Perhaps. I hope so.”
♦ ♦
Erich returned to the apartments to find Walther and the girls still at dinner. He had eaten a simple meal at a tavern outside the university gate, keeping his face hidden as best he could.
There was a bottle of wine in the front room of the apartments. He poured himself a glass and sat down. Shadow came out of the girls’ bedroom and sat on the floor at his feet. He scratched her head, and she gazed up at him with her yellow eyes for a moment before laying down to doze.
He wasn't certain when the others would return. Across the room, he noticed a bookcase with about a dozen books and got up to see what might be there. Most were on scholarly subjects he neither understood nor cared to, but one was entitled An Introduction to Magery. He pulled it from the bookcase and went to his bed to read it. Shadow followed him, and jumped up on the bed with him.
The title was accurate enough. Much of the book was a tedious introduction to spellcasting, the first few chapters of which essentially repeated what Ariel had explained to him by the fire that night. He was about to cast it aside when he flipped past a chapter entitled “On Marriage and Family.”
He stopped, found the beginning of the chapter, and began to read.
As Walther and the girls had explained to him, the characteristics of one’s flow determined much in life. But this book laid out the actual mechanics of it.
Mages married mages for a specific reason, and it wasn’t anything Erich had really considered.
It was about lovemaking.
“The act of love,” the book explained, “is a conjoining of both body and flow. In non-mages, this matters little because disruptions of the flow have few obvious effects. In mages, however, conjoining with an incompatible flow can be disastrous.”
Such close proximity to a flow opposed to one’s own, it went on, damaged a mage’s ability to control the larger Flow. One such episode might mean only temporary damage, but repeated conjoinings would rapidly render both mages incapable of controlling the Flow.
Essentially, you married one compatible person, and lay with him or her—and no one else, ever—or you lost your talent.
Erich was stunned. All along he had been thinking in the back of his mind that this was some quaint custom mages used to keep themselves separate from the rest of the world, notwithstanding what Walther had told him. He had never imagined that for mages, the Sixth Commandment had real teeth.
And it meant the little fantasy he had been nurturing in the back of his mind—just to amuse himself, really—about somehow, some way, being the girls’ match and marrying them both, had truly been in vain. He could see now there was no way it could happen, not unless they were willing to give up their talents for him. And he knew that was impossible, not that he even wanted them to.
Still, a tiny little bit of something died inside him at that moment.
There was more. Marriage for mages was more than reciting some vows before a priest, and many of them did not even bother with that part. There was a spell involved, one that formally bound their respective flows. But it would only work if they were compatible, and to get to that point, compatibility had to be tested.
There were a number of ways to see if two mages had compatible flows, but it came with a steep risk. Testing compatibility was a one-way trip: If two mages’ flows were proved to be compatible, there was no going back. They then had to marry, because the testing seemed to bring the flows into alignment such that no other mage would ever be compatible with either of them. No one had yet found a way to check compatibility of flows without creating this permanent match. The theory was that testing brought compatible flows into close enough proximity that a sort of marriage bond was created, before the marriage spell.
Such a match could also occur spontaneously, but only if two mages who were compatible—perhaps unknowingly—were to cast a spell together. Thus, the book warned sternly against this between unmarried mages. Once marriage had occurred, the marriage bond seemed to prevent such things, and mages could collaborate without risk.
Erich put the book down and reached over to scratch Shadow’s head.
He was sick to death of magery. It was time to move on.



25.
Walther rose the next morning to find Erich packing his things.
“Are you going somewhere?” he asked.
“I must leave Köln. It is not safe for me.”
He grumbled loudly. “You were at some point going to tell me what it is you are concerned about here. I think that time has come.”
Erich explained briefly about his brother and the sellswords coming for him. Walther shook his head.
“That is unfortunate. I had hoped for your assistance in returning to Weilburg, and that is assuming the girls do not need you as well.”
“You engaged my services to bring you to Köln. I have done so.”
Walther fumed. “Is there nothing I can do to change your mind? You are safe inside the university. Köln is an imperial city; your brother has no authority here.”
“That will not deter the men he has hired. I can assure you they will not be stopped by niceties of jurisdiction, having performed such work myself in the past.”
“They would not dare attack you on the university grounds. There are mages here who could boil their blood in their veins should they try.”
“Who is attacking him?”
He turned to see Ariel emerging from their bedchamber in her robe.
“Erich has come into some trouble, it seems,” he replied.
Ariel turned to him. “Is it your brother?”
Walther felt his eyes bulging in their sockets. “You knew of this?”
“He told me about his family.”
Astrid emerged as well. “What about his family? Is Wilhelm here?”
Walther threw up his hands in exasperation. “Am I the only one who knew nothing of this matter?”
“There are men coming to kill me,” Erich said sternly, “or at least take me back to Wilhelm in chains. They will be here in a matter of days. I cannot remain.”
Ariel rushed over to him, grabbing his arm. “You promised. You promised to stay until we were married.”
“I did not know. Would you have me attend your wedding as a corpse?”
“I think you overestimate the risk here,” Walther said. “Within the university, you should be safe.”
“And outside? When I must leave?”
“Couldn't you sneak out somehow?” Astrid asked.
“In all likelihood, they know I am with you. From what the guard captain who paid me the bounty for the ogres said, they were headed to Weilburg. And when they get there, there are those who can tell them where we have gone. They are likely on their way back here as we speak.”
Walther stepped between them, and put his hands on Erich’s shoulders. “And I will say again, you are safe in here. I will let Johannes know of the threat.”
Ariel took his hand again. “Please?”
Contact with his daughter seemed to melt Erich’s resolve. He sagged. “All right. I will remain for now. But you must all help me stay out of sight.”
“We will,” Astrid said. “I promise.”
“You can at least come to the equinox ball,” Ariel asked, “can you not?”
Erich laughed in disbelief. “Must I?”
“It will be held on the university grounds,” Walther said. “It is a custom of sorts here to wear masks or costumes. We can disguise you easily.”
Erich relaxed a bit.
“All right. A disguise it is.”
♦ ♦
The next few days were occupied with preparations for the ball. Ariel and Astrid tried on a succession of dresses and masks, insisting on Erich’s opinion. Since he did not dare leave the apartments unless necessary, he was stuck helping them. They settled on a matched pair in deep green, with bodices he wished were a bit higher to keep his thoughts in check.
A tailor came the second day to assist with adjustments to the dresses, which they had brought from home and now decided needed some embellishment. On the morning of the third day, he sent a page to the jeweler’s shop to check on the rings. He returned to tell Erich they would be ready that evening.
Wrapping himself deeply in his cloak, he slipped out the gate near dusk, watching carefully around himself at all times. He saw nothing. He likely had at least another day before the sellswords arrived.
The dwarf had done a fine job. The two rings were identical, with the sapphire cabochons set in ornately tooled bases of gold. He decided these were fair trade for the bracelet after all.
“Might I ask who these are for?” the dwarf asked.
“Two women who can never wear them,” Erich replied. The dwarf did not ask for further explanation.
On the fourth day, the day of the ball and the day Erich expected the sellswords to reach Köln, he remained in the apartments, refusing to leave or even look out the door. He did not like hiding in this way, but prudence dictated he not risk confronting nine dangerous men, men who were seeking at the very least to return his head to his brother, and at worst take all of him back for a long stint in Wilhelm’s torture chambers. Walther reported mid-day that he had discussed the matter with Johannes, and the university guards were on watch for the men he described.
In the afternoon, the girls returned with a new pair of pants and a black shirt for him to wear, along with a full-face mask. Then they went to get dressed.
Walther emerged from his room a bit later in a new robe.
“So they will match tonight?” Erich asked.
“With luck.”
“I take it they were not impressed with Franz.”
Walther chuckled. “No. To the disappointment of my friend, I am afraid.”
Erich took the book he had been reading from the bookcase. “I found this the other day. Is it accurate?”
Walther flipped through it briefly. “This is a book for novices. There is quite a bit more to matching and such, particularly the theory behind it all, but as far as it goes, it is accurate.”
“How do you know when to begin testing?”
“Mages who are experienced with natural magic, as Johannes is, can often sense when a match is possible. It is then up to the parties involved if they wish to risk a test. Many times they will not.”
“I suppose it will be good to finally bring all this to an end.”
Walther took a deep breath and exhaled slowly.
“The house will not be the same without the girls, but so it goes. All I can do is help them make a good match.”
♦ ♦
Erich dressed, then pondered how to arm himself, if at all. He did not relish going unarmed, but the war knife was far too martial a weapon for a ball, and wearing the rapier was too much of a risk. He settled for his throwing knives, which were easily concealed under his shirt, and his jeweled dagger, which should not attract much attention.
The ball was being held in the main hall of the university, back in the quad opposite the main gate. When they emerged from their apartments, the faculty and guests—all lavishly dressed—were already streaming in.
The girls walked in front of Erich and Walther, and all eyes were upon them as they entered. One after another, faculty members came up to greet Walther and introduce themselves. Erich hung back behind them. As they had discussed beforehand, Walther did not introduce him to anyone, not that it mattered. It would have taken much to draw attention away from Ariel and Astrid in their luminous green gowns.
The introductions seemed to drag on forever, and the number of mages who appeared intent on matching with the girls was considerable. Most did not draw their interest.
Erich watched, unsure of how he felt. He had become close to Ariel and Astrid in the weeks they had been together, and he wished them well. Still, he wished they could have married in a more conventional fashion. This struck him suddenly as much the same as a village marketplace.
When the introductions finally ended, the four of them moved across the room to where the musicians were playing. Erich realized with a start that all of them were automata. He nudged Walther.
“They play well.”
“Yes. The head of the school of artificers here is a true master. What I know, I learned largely from him.”
Erich watched as the trim brass figures, all dressed in formal clothes, deftly worked their instruments.
“And it is all I can do to make one of those clean my house and swing a sword,” Walther remarked.
Erich felt a hand on his arm. It was Ariel.
“Will you dance with me?”
Erich inclined his head toward her. “I cannot have the last dance, so the first will have to do.” She smiled.
They joined the other couples on the floor. “I am out of practice at this,” Erich said.
“I doubt I will be able to tell. I am sure I am a terrible dancer.”
“Just follow my lead.”
They moved with the others around the floor. One or twice, Ariel stepped on his feet, but he pretended not to notice.
“Is there anyone here who caught your eye?” he asked.
“A few. It is difficult to know for sure.”
“Do you need to decide tonight?”
“No. But we might. There is little point in dragging it out for days.” She smiled. “And I want you to be there.”
“I will do my best.”
They danced for a few more minutes before Erich returned her to Walther. Astrid was waiting, and he extended his arm. She took it.
“You dance well for a swordsman,” she said.
“I have had practice, though it has been years.”
She was pensive and did not talk to him much as Ariel had. But as the music paused, she spoke up. “What if you returned and sought your brother’s forgiveness? Would it matter?”
“He has spent a great deal of money trying to have me killed, or at least captured. I suspect it is far too late for apologies.”
“I keep trying to think of a way out of this. There must be a way to resolve this vendetta of his somehow. You cannot run from him your entire life.”
“I seem to have no choice.”
When they returned to Walther, Ariel was already dancing with another mage, a blonde man of about thirty. Another came up and took Astrid back out to the dance floor.
So it went for an hour or more. Footmen were circulating with cups of wine, and Erich drunk more than he should have. He needed to keep his wits about him, but there was too much he did not want to think about.
As the university clock struck ten, Erich noticed Walther and Johannes in conversation at the edge of the dance floor. Johannes seemed to be pressing Walther about something, and there was surely no mystery what it was. He looked for Franz, and soon saw him standing off to one side.
Erich was not about to insert himself into their negotiations, but he felt like talking to Franz.
The young man saw him approaching, and seemed to realize who he was after a few moments, despite the mask.
“Are you enjoying the ball?” Erich asked.
“Yes. You are Walther’s man, are you not? I am afraid I have forgotten your name.”
“I am no one. My name is of no consequence.”
Franz fidgeted. “I saw you dancing with Ariel and Astrid.”
“I am here to help them make a good match. It might even be you.”
Franz frowned. “I do not think they like me.”
“You are trying far too hard to make that happen.”
“It is Father. He is pressing me most unreasonably on the matter.”
Erich glanced over at the two men. “You are not the only one.”
Franz followed his gaze, then looked back at him. “What do you recommend I do?”
“Dance with them. Just dance. Don’t worry about the rest of this. They are quite pleasant to be around if you let yourself relax a bit.”
“Yes. Thank you. I think I shall.”
Franz gathered himself up and went over to where Ariel and Astrid were talking to some other guests. He asked Ariel to dance, and the two of them went out on the floor.
Johannes noticed almost immediately and stopped talking to Walther. The two of them watched closely as Erich sighed to himself.
♦ ♦
Franz danced with both girls several times. Walther grew more grave, while Johannes’ face gradually filled with satisfaction. Other suitors came and went, but Franz seemed to have crossed a hurdle with Ariel and Astrid, and they stayed with him.
Near midnight, Johannes pulled Franz aside and took him off to a corner of the room to talk. Erich drifted over to the girls.
“Do I detect some progress?”
Ariel patted her face with a handkerchief. “He seems more tolerable than he did the other night.”
“He may have more potential than I thought,” Astrid said. “But we are still back to the issue of being stuck here in the university with him.”
“Could you not devote yourself to your studies for a few years?” he asked. “You are young; there is plenty of time to see the world.”
Astrid sighed. “I suppose you are right.”
“I think he would make an acceptable husband,” Ariel said. “At least more than anyone else we have met tonight.”
“Yes,” her sister replied. “Not that I count that as a compliment.”
“He seems kind. And intelligent.”
“And dull.”
Ariel’s face dropped a bit. “There is that. Yes.”
Walther approached. Erich could still see Johannes across the room with Franz.
“Johannes would like to test you with Franz. Are you amenable to this?”
The girls looked at each other, but said nothing immediately.
“Remember there is no guarantee he is compatible. There may be no one here who is.”
Ariel sighed. “All right. If Astrid is ready.” Astrid nodded.
“Come, then.”
Erich was unsure if his presence was necessary or appropriate, at least until Astrid briefly took his hand and pulled him along.
When they approached Johannes and Franz, Johannes immediately looked at Erich as if he wanted to say something, but seeing that the others did not appear to object to his involvement, was silent.
He and Walther led Franz and the girls, with Erich following, to a side room off the hall.
“This won’t take long,” Johannes said. “I just need you to focus inward.”
He had Ariel stand on one side of Franz and Astrid on the other. Erich watched as Johannes closed his eyes, though he seemed to be reaching out mentally. Oddly, Erich could feel something going on. With a sudden shock, he realized he could feel Johannes probing at him, somehow. Which made no sense.
“Something is wrong,” Johannes said. “I can sense compatibility here, and yet there is something blocking it.”
“Have you cast the spell?” Walther asked.
“No. I am simply trying to get a feel for the three of them first.”
“And?”
“There is a strange texture here.” He took a breath and exhaled slowly. “But let us begin.”
He muttered a few words under his breath and extended his hands.
A strange blue luminescence grew around them. Then there was a sudden flash of light—a flash that was identical to the one Erich had seen in his head when the girls had cast the strength spell on him.
Johannes staggered backwards.
“What the devil was that?” Walther asked. Franz, Ariel, and Astrid looked equally surprised.
Johannes looked around in a daze. “This . . . what on earth?” He seemed to focus himself again. “There is already a match here. Your daughters. They have matched with someone already.”
“How?” Walther asked. “That’s impossible. They have had no chance to.”
“But who?” Ariel asked, eyes the size of dinner plates. “Who are we matched to?”
Johannes’ gaze swung slowly around to Erich.
“Him.”
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For a few moments, no one could speak. It was Erich who found his voice first.
“I am not a mage,” he said blankly.
“You are not,” Johannes said. “Yet the match is there.”
Walther, thunderstruck, looked back and forth between Erich and his daughters.
“Is there something the three of you should tell me? Something I should have been aware of?”
“Father, no,” Astrid gasped. “We have done nothing.” Ariel simply stared at Erich, jaw agape.
Johannes stepped closer to Erich and extended a hand, palm forward.
“I have seen nothing like this. It is like a familiar bond . . . yet it is not.”
“A what?” Erich asked.
“You saw my weasel? Like that. Mages can bond to animals. But it is not the same as a marriage bond.”
He looked at the girls, revolted. “I am bonded to them like your weasel?”
“It can happen with non-mages, in very rare circumstances. But this is more than that.”
Johannes looked back at the girls. “Have you ever cast a spell on him, or through him?”
Astrid gulped. “Yes. On the trip here. We cast Cryfder Arth on him, to help him move a stone.”
“And what happened?”
“It was much stronger than it should have been. It gave him the strength of a giant, not a bear.”
“There was a blue flash in my head,” Erich said. “Like the one just now.”
Johannes’ face paled. “This should be impossible. And yet, I think I see what happened here.” He looked at Ariel and Astrid. “This deuolhud, this twin-magic you told me about. That may have supplied the two magely flows that are necessary for a match. All it was waiting for was a compatible flow, of any sort, to match with.”
“That makes little sense,” Walther said. “Their flows are conjoined. They would still need a mage to match with, would they not?”
“Two into one, but still two,” Johannes said. “I wonder now if they could even have matched with another mage. It might have been one magely flow too many. So when they cast that spell through him, the three of them were conjoined. That would explain the surge of energy that made the spell so much stronger. Of course, it could not have happened had the three of them not been perfectly compatible, but clearly that is the case.”
Ariel finally found her voice.
“Erich is our match?” she said softly.
Erich held up his hands. “Wait. I do not understand any of this, but I understand one thing. I will not be anyone’s pet, not even theirs.”
Walther turned to him.
“You misunderstand, indeed. You are not matched as their pet. You are matched as their husband. They can marry you, or no one at all.”
Finally it dawned on him. But all he could do was return their shocked gazes.
Johannes put his hand on Franz’s shoulder. “Well, it seems this entire undertaking tonight was a waste of time. But this is at least of some scholarly interest. I hope, when the dust has settled here, that you will allow me to conduct an examination. Perhaps tomorrow or the next day?”
Walther nodded, then turned to Erich and his daughters.
“I am sure the three of you have much to discuss. I will be in the hall.”
He followed Johannes and Franz out of the room.
♦ ♦
Erich sat on a bench, Ariel on one side, Astrid on the other. Both had taken one of his hands.
None of them said anything for a few minutes.
“I wished for this so desperately,” Ariel finally said. “Yet now I am not sure of what has happened.”
He swallowed roughly. “Well.”
“Does this seem so terrible?” Astrid asked.
That made him start. “It is not terrible, not at all.”
“Do you not wish to marry us?”
“Is what your father said true? It is me, or no one?”
“Yes. But please do not let that make your decision. You did not ask for this.”
“I will not deny part of me wanted it.”
Ariel kissed his hand. “Then what is it? Do you not think we would be happy together?”
He took his hand and brushed back her hair. “I think we could be happy. But the life I live, it is not all parties and dresses and gaiety.”
“And what made you think that is what we want?” Astrid said. “Have we given you that impression? At all?”
“We want what you want,” Ariel said. “We want to go places, and see things. Have adventures.”
“Be that as it may, these ‘adventures’ are dangerous.”
“We can take care of ourselves,” Astrid said. “Did you not see that on the journey here? Did you not see what we did to hold the ogre off?”
“I did. That was brave. Many a girl your age would have gone into fits of terror.”
“Because you were there,” Ariel said. “You made us brave.”
“That is good to hear.” He sighed.
Ariel kissed his hand again. “We will try our best to make you happy. And—and—we know what appetites a man such as you must possess,” she said in rush. “We are quite prepared to satisfy them.”
Hearing this put so boldly made Erich laugh, despite his continuing shock.
“Are you, now?”
“Do you remember the book Father asked Ariel about, of Mothers’, before we left?” Astrid asked. “When you were working with Fortitude?”
He thought for a moment, remembering. “Yes.”
“It is a book about such things.”
“We know what to do,” Ariel said. “We have studied it. There are spells. Caruhud, it is called. Love-magic. It is a small discipline of naturalism, related to healing.”
“Children result from that, I assume you know.”
Astrid shook her head. “No. There is a spell for that. We will not bear children until we wish to.”
He laughed again, though weakly. He took their hands and kissed them together.
“All right. I am not saying no. I am just asking for a little time to think all this through.”
“Of course,” Ariel said.
“That is fair,” Astrid added.
“Should we go back to the apartments?” Ariel asked.
“Yes. I am tired, and I expect you are as well.”
♦ ♦
Erich lay awake. The four of them had returned to their rooms in silence, the girls going to bed without a word. He and Walther mumbled a few things to each other, then retired themselves. Since then, Erich had lain trying to think, but his mind was spinning in circles.
There was a light tap on his door. “Are you awake?” It was Walther.
“Yes.”
He entered and found a chair. “I see this has kept you up the same as me.”
“Indeed.”
“I assume no decisions have been made.”
“No.”
“Good. Because I have one thing I wish to say, and several things I must tell you.”
Erich sat up, leaning against the headboard.
“Go on, then.”
“First, I want you to know I have no objection to your marrying my daughters. You have proven your worth and character these past few weeks, and the girls are clearly very fond of you. So you have my blessing, if you wish it.”
“Thank you.”
“The other matters are more grave.” Walther leaned back in his chair and looked up at the ceiling, pausing a moment. “Do you know what an undine is?”
“A river spirit? The Rhine-maidens?”
“Yes. What do you know of them?”
“Only the legends. I have certainly never seen one. They seek to marry human men, do they not?”
“Correct. They have no souls until they marry a human man and bear him a child.”
Walther was silent a moment.
“I am sure there is a point here, though it is lost on me,” Erich said.
Walther looked back to him. “Did it never occur to you to wonder how a fat, ruddy, dark-haired bastard like myself managed to father two such sylphlike creatures? You never wondered about that silver hair, those blue eyes like a mountain stream? Where those came from?”
Erich gasped softly. “Are you telling me that your wife—”
“No. Her mother. The girls’ grandmother. She was an undine who bore my wife for the man who married her. Normally, the child is another undine, but now and then, they are human enough to be born with their own souls.”
“So Ariel and Astrid . . .”
“Are one-quarter undine, more or less. But the blood runs strong in their veins. It is why they look the way they do, why they have such talent for naturalism. My wife was a master naturalist, and I am sure they will be as well.”
“Amazing. I would never have thought.”
“But you need to understand that there are drawbacks. An undine’s soul is a fragile thing. Should her husband ever betray her, lie with another woman, it will dissipate and she will die.” His eyes bored into Erich. “Do you understand? If you marry Ariel and Astrid, you must be faithful to them. It is a matter of life and death.”
“But they are not undine. I mean—not that I plan to betray them—but you really think it will kill them?”
“It will.”
“You are certain of this?”
“Yes. And that is the next matter. If I tell you this, you must never repeat a word of it to anyone. On your honor, if you care about the girls’ happiness, they can never know of this. I am only telling you so you can understand the seriousness of it.”
Erich swallowed hard. “All right. I swear.”
Walther sighed. “We mages make so much of these matches and their bonds, how important it is to respect them. ‘One mage for every mage.’ But we are human. We make mistakes.”
It was a few moments before Erich could say anything.
“And you made such a mistake?” he asked softly.
“Yes. I had come here to see Johannes. Ariane and I had quarreled before I left. I was feeling angry at her. I had too much ale. There was a girl, in a tavern. She made much of my magely talents. I was weak.” He leaned forward onto his hands. “The next morning, of course, I realized what I had done. I raced home. But by the time I returned to Weilburg, Ariane had already taken sick. She died within a day.”
He looked over at Erich.
“You cannot allow such a thing to happen to you.”
“I will not. I swear it.”
“There is more, however. The matter is even graver for you.”
“What do you mean?”
“Do you recall what Johannes said, about the familiar bond? That is what you have with the girls. It is not all of it, but it is the core of it.”
“And that is dangerous?”
“The bond gives a familiar greater intelligence and vitality, and longer life, much as it strengthened that spell they cast on you. But there is a cost. Familiars do not outlive their masters. When a mage with a familiar dies, the familiar will die within a day. That means that should anything ever happen to the girls, should you betray them as I did their mother, you will likely die with them. ”
Erich stared across the room at the wall.
“You mages ask much of the world.”
“I merely want you to know the truth. So you can enter this marriage, should you do so, with full understanding.”
“All right. Thank you.”
“I will leave you to your thoughts. Good night.”
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Ariel’s sleep was unsettled, and she woke early. She lay there for a few minutes before nudging her sister awake.
Astrid groaned and stretched beside her. “What?”
“What do you think Erich will do?”
“If I knew that, I would have slept better.” She buried her face in her pillow. “And not be as annoyed that you have woken me.”
“Do you think he loves us?” Ariel asked.
“He seems quite fond of us.”
“Do you love him?”
“I do not know. I think I would, though, if we were married.”
Ariel rolled on her back. “I think I do.”
“Yes. You have made that clear,” Astrid mumbled into her pillow. Then she rolled over and looked at her sister. “Are you truly ready to share a husband? In all things?”
“I could share Erich. There seems enough of him for both of us.”
“That was my concern with Franz. And the other boys.” Astrid said. “He would be a good husband.”
“I think so. I cannot imagine ever becoming bored with him.” She rolled over to face Astrid. “There is only the one thing to resolve.”
“Yes,” Astrid said. “The one thing. The one thing that must become two. I wonder what he will say.”
♦ ♦
Erich had risen just after dawn and gone out into the quad. He did not dare leave the university, but he needed some air to think. Past the grand hall was a long colonnade, students and faculty walking up and down. As he followed it, he found himself on the edge of a manicured garden planted with hedges turning this way and that. There was a bench. He sat.
His parents’ marriage had been arranged, as was the case with most noble matches. His mother and father had not seemed happy together, which was perhaps why his father had been so stern with his sons. He rarely saw them argue, but neither could he recall any signs of affection.
That was not necessarily bad. Marriage for a duke like his father was a serious matter, too serious to let emotions dictate anything.
It was much less so for him, of course. It hardly mattered to anyone whom he married.
Erich tried to weigh the consequences of marrying Ariel and Astrid. His whoring days would be over, though that might be an improvement in his circumstances. It was expensive, for one thing. His recent fortune could well be short-lived were he to start spending it on tavern girls. Such things had impoverished him in the past.
He was not ready to stop his wandering, but he had begun to think recently that wandering alone was growing tiresome. It would be good to have someone riding beside him, perhaps two someones. The girls had spirit. He felt sure they could adapt; they had done well on the trip from Weilburg, keeping their wits about them and remaining cautious.
And they had talents, very useful ones. They were young and would grow in power. He could think of many times in the past when their magic could have helped him.
So.
There was more. He realized as he sat there how much he had repressed his desire for them. Now he let it flow, allowing himself thoughts he had avoided for weeks. They could be his. They wanted to be, he could tell that. Virgins they might be, but they had passion. And that book, whatever it was.
He could not let this be the deciding factor, but such thoughts of them greatly weakened his reluctance. There were worse things to base a marriage on.
Especially since they would be all he would ever have after this, not without killing them and himself as well. Which, admittedly, was how things were supposed to work. How did the vows go? Until we are parted by death. He would merely have some external assurances of that.
He dug into his pocket, finding the sapphire rings. He already had his wedding gifts, at least.
♦ ♦
Walther sat at the table in the outer room going through his papers. However the girls’ match worked itself out, there were a variety of things he had planned while they were here. Some work he wanted to show to Johannes, people he wanted to discuss matters with, new inventions to share.
Ariel and Astrid had emerged from their room a little while earlier, their disappointment at finding Erich absent quite plain.
“I heard him go out at dawn,” Walther said. “But fear not, his things are still here. He has not fled with the night sky. I suspect he has simply gone to collect his thoughts.”
So with little else to do, they had sat on the bench in the corner reading, Shadow resting at their feet, as Walther puttered around with his papers.
The door opened. All of them looked up. It was Erich. The girls put down their books and stood.
Erich stopped in the middle of the room and looked around at all of them.
“I have come to a decision. I am sorry for being unable to give you an answer immediately.”
He took a deep breath.
“Ariel, Astrid, as your father has already given me his blessing, I think I should be honored to become your husband.”
Ariel gave a little cry and put her hands over her mouth. Astrid clasped her hands and smiled. They came to him, embracing him quickly. Ariel laughed. “I am so happy.”
Walther stood. “I think you would have been hard pressed to do better,” he said. “All of you.”
Erich smiled. “I will agree with you.” Ariel hugged his arm to her chest. Astrid simply held his hand between hers. “So what now?” he asked.
Walther cocked an eyebrow at him. “Well, now you get married. Were you expecting something else?
“Just like that?”
“Magely marriages are not complicated affairs. It is a matter of a simple spell. Should you wish to marry in the church later, we can do that when we return to Weilburg. Assuming we can convince the priest to bless this unusual union, I suppose. Then perhaps we can have the wedding feast. If we have it here, I will be expected to invite half the university, and I have not the funds for that. The three of you know none of these people, in any case.”
♦ ♦
Walther explained that they needed to determine the most auspicious time and place to conduct the bonding spell, which for naturalists such as Ariel and Astrid, was typically at night under the moon, and in a natural environment such as a forest. Given the risk, Erich was not prepared to leave the city for this, after which Walther suggested the university garden. As that was where Erich had made his decision, they agreed it was appropriate.
When the moon rose that night, they walked out to the garden. Shadow insisted on coming with them, whining and growling when Walther tried to keep her in the apartments. So they let her come along.
The garden was in a smaller quad behind the main one, planted with manicured hedges and low trees. There were several flower gardens within, but as it was mid-autumn, they had lost their blooms. In the center of the garden was a round lawn, and that was where they assembled.
“Normally the husband and wife cast this spell together,” Walther said. “But as you are not a mage, I am not sure what we can do besides have Ariel and Astrid cast it.”
“He can still recite the incantation with us,” Astrid said.
Erich nodded. “I can do that. I suppose I should. What is going to happen?”
“If the bond is successful, you will see a light between you,” Walther said. “Most of the time it is yellow, but sometimes other colors like red or green appear. The colors are supposed to signify things, though exactly what is a matter of debate.”
They joined hands, Ariel on his left, Astrid on his right. They smiled at him, and he squeezed their hands. Just as they prepared to start the spell, Shadow ran into the circle they had made, sitting on the ground in the very center. When Walther went to retrieve her, she again growled at him.
“Does it matter?” Erich asked.
“I don’t know, frankly,” he replied. “There isn’t normally room for animals to insert themselves into this.”
“I think it’s all right,” Astrid said.
“Let’s begin,” Ariel said. “Repeat after us as best you can.” They had practiced this a few times, and Erich knew what it meant.
“Ydych yn fy mhriod,” they said. Erich repeated it. You are my spouse.
“Fi yn addo fy ffyddlondeb.” I promise my faithfulness.
He began to feel the energy flowing through them, seeming to go in a circle from him to Ariel to Astrid and back.
“Gadewch i Ni Ymuno â'r hud.” Let us join our flows.
The energy surged. Erich noticed that Shadow had sat up, head back.
“Nes i ni yn gwahanu gan angau.” Until we are parted by death.
With the last phrase, an intense blue light blossomed in the center of the circle. Erich’s hands were singing with the energy flowing through him. Shadow let out a howl.
But the girls, and Walther, only gaped at the light in amazement.
“It’s blue, Father,” Astrid gasped.
“I can see that,” Walther said.
“It’s so blue,” Ariel whispered.
Slowly the light faded, as the energy in the circle faded with it. Just as the light winked out, it seemed to fall down onto Shadow.
“You are married,” Walther said.
The knowledge of that fact was at war with what Erich had just seen. “What did that mean, the blue light?”
The girls—his wives, he corrected himself—were still stunned and silent.
“Blue is the rarest of colors for a marriage bond,” Walther replied softly. “I have seen it only once in my life, and it was much paler. It signifies the strongest of unions, but it is also a strong omen, though for good or ill I cannot say.”
“I thought blue disrupted your talents,” Erich said to Ariel and Astrid.
“It did,” Astrid said. She put her hand together with Ariel, and they summoned a small flame. Unlike all the others he had seen them conjure before, it was tinged with blue. “But that may have changed.”
“It may be that something I did was more prophetic than I realized,” Erich said. He reached in his pocket and withdrew the sapphire rings. “I had these made from the stones we took from the ogres. I meant them as a wedding gift when we parted. Though I knew you could not wear them, I hoped they would at least serve as some remembrance.”
“Put them on us,” Ariel said.
Erich did, slipping one on her hand and the other on Astrid’s. As he did so, they were lit by an internal light, which flared briefly, then faded, though not entirely.
His wives turned to each other and summoned another flame. This one was again blue, though stronger.
“They are not interfering, at all,” Astrid said.
“No,” Ariel said.
Erich embraced them, kissing one, then the other.
“Let us go back, husband,” Ariel whispered. “I am eager for the wedding night.”
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They returned to the apartments in silence. As they walked through the darkness, Erich stopped to rub his eyes. Something was . . . different about his eyesight. It was dark, too dark to see clearly, yet he could see. Yet that wasn’t right, either. He couldn’t precisely see, at least not the way he had before, but rather he saw gray forms in the darkness that should have been invisible.
He noticed Ariel and Astrid blinking in confusion. “You as well?”
They looked at him. It was dark, yet he could see the details of their gray faces.
“I can see in the dark,” Astrid said in amazement.
“What has happened?” Ariel said.
Erich had a sudden thought, and looked down at Shadow, who was watching this exchange with an unfamiliar spark in her eyes. Ariel and Astrid followed his gaze.
“She bonded us as a familiar,” Astrid said. “That was why she ran into the circle.”
“That would do this?” Erich asked.
“It can happen. A familiar and a mage exchange things.”
“But how could she be bonded to all three of us?”
Walther had been listening to this silently. “There is something important going on here. I know not what, but we will not unravel this tonight. You have more to concern yourselves with at the moment.”
“But how, Father?” Ariel asked.
“Johannes would know, perhaps. Ask him tomorrow.”
♦ ♦
When they reached the apartment, Walther paused briefly, kissing both his daughters. “I am sure you will be up for quite a while, but these old bones need rest.” He embraced Erich as well. “Good night.”
Smiling nervously, Ariel and Astrid drifted into their bedroom. Erich followed, shutting the door behind them just as Shadow slipped into the room. She trotted over to a corner and curled up.
First Ariel, then Astrid untied their robes and let them fall off. They wore only thin shifts underneath. Erich pulled off his shirt and approached them.
“Husband, wait,” Ariel said. “There is something we need to do first.”
“What?”
“This may be hard to understand, but please listen.”
Erich paused in front of them, puzzled.
“Can you remove your breeches?” Astrid asked. He did so, slipping them to the floor.
“The problem,” she continued, “is that there are two of us . . .”—her eyes and Ariel’s dropped to his groin—“. . . and only one of those.”
Of all things, he had not expected this. It took him a few moments to respond.
“I am afraid, ladies, that that is something I can do nothing about.”
“We know,” Ariel said. “But we can.”
His jaw dropped. “What?”
“There is a spell we devised,” Astrid said. “It will give you another.”
He looked down at himself in shock. “But why?”
“Father said you read the book about magely marriage,” she went on. “So you understand how lovemaking works for mages, what it does and what it means. It is a joining of bodies and flows together.”
“I understand that. But this . . .”
“Husband, do you remember the resonance cube?” Ariel asked.
“Yes.”
“I know now why it exploded. It was because I tried to match with you without Astrid. Somehow, that caused a blockage, or some confusion in our flows that caused the crystal to explode. All because Astrid was not part of the connection as she was meant to be.”
He thought about that a moment. After what he had seen that night at their wedding, it made sense.
“Erich, the resonance cube exploded. What do you think would happen if you and I joined physically, without Astrid, without anything between us like the cube or the crystal?”
“It is a risk,” Astrid said. “We had begun discussing this long ago, when we found the book. Back then, Ariel just thought it would be the only way to fully join with our husband. Now, I am convinced anything else could be very dangerous. Especially after tonight. Our bond is so strong. We must respect it.”
“And . . . even without that issue,” Ariel said, “wouldn’t it be better, all of us together, instead of”—she shuddered—“taking turns with you?”
Erich gulped, unable to lift his eyes from his organ.
“Are you sure it will work?”
“We tested it on a stray dog months ago,” Ariel said. “It worked. It seemed to do it no harm.”
Erich had a sudden flash of remembrance, of a dog urinating in an alley. He finally forced himself to lift his eyes. Everything they said made sense. But what they were asking!
“Please?” Astrid said. “It is the only way.”
Erich sighed. “I put myself in your hands, my loves.”
They glanced at each other, smiling. “This should only take a moment,” Ariel said.
They linked hands and began an incantation. With their free hands, they pointed at him. As Erich watched, his organ began to lengthen, then, starting at the head, parted slowly down the middle. The sensation was exactly the same as peeling his hand off a tabletop made sticky from spilt ale.
And his organ had now become two.
He reached down and felt himself. It felt perfectly normal, other than being duplicated.
Erich looked up at them. “It appears to have worked.”
Astrid reached up and pulled out the shoulders of her shift, letting it fall to the floor, Ariel doing likewise a moment later. He gazed on his wives, naked before him.
It was everything he had imagined, and more. Their undine bloodlines were clear now. Their bodies were so pale, so nearly hairless—only a few silver wisps under their arms and between their legs. Their breasts were high and firm with pink nipples that pointed right at him. He reached out, cupping one on each side of him. Perfection.
They closed with him, pressing their bodies against his. Ariel’s breath was coming in short gasps. She was shaking gently. Astrid pressed her face against his neck. He stood there holding them for long moments.
He kissed one, then the other, deeply, back and forth, as their hands roamed over each other’s bodies. He felt Ariel, then Astrid, take his hardness in their hands, one for each of them.
“It is so hot,” Astrid said.
“Will it hurt? When you are in us?” Ariel asked.
“It may.”
“Poen yn bleser,” Astrid said suddenly.
“What?” he asked.
“It is a spell,” Ariel said. “From Mother’s book. It turns pain into pleasure. We have not tried it. Perhaps we should.”
“I leave that to you,” he replied.
Ariel found the book, and they cast the spell. Nothing appeared to happen, though things felt subtly different between them.
Erich led them to the bed. He spent long minutes stoking their arousal, feeling and kissing the secret places in their bodies, becoming familiar with them, their smells, their tastes.
He was concerned that making his new anatomy work with both of them at once might be difficult, but they found that if Ariel and Astrid lay very close, it was possible.
He took their innocence together with a single thrust. As he did so, the spell Ariel and Astrid had cast surged through their conjoined bodies, and both of them climaxed at the same moment.
♦ ♦
The first time was quick and intense, and over sooner than Erich would have liked. But the sensations of being inside both of his wives at the same time had been too much to keep control of himself.
They lay together, two heads on his shoulders. Ariel had reached down, and was feeling his softened organs.
“So we must stop for a while, after each time?”
“Yes. But not for long.”
“Now I understand that spell,” Astrid said.
“Corn y Ddraig,” Ariel replied. “Yes.”
“Another one?” Erich asked, somewhat wearily. “What is this one?”
“It’s called Horn of the Dragon,” Ariel said.
He did not need it explained. “I see.”
“The incantation is very amusing. Would you like to hear what it means, translated?”
“Go ahead.”
“Stiff as a horn, strong as a dragon, all through the night, you will fill the flagon.”
Both of them giggled. “I would like you to fill my flagon again, husband,” Ariel said. Astrid laughed.
She reached over toward Ariel, who put her hand up, touching fingertips. They began the incantation, and a blue luminesce sparkled where their fingers touched. Then they reached down and touched his organs.
Almost at once, he was ready again. And not just ready—as ready as if they had done nothing that night.
He swallowed roughly. “I think I can see the potential in this one.”
♦ ♦
The spell lasted the night as it promised, and they slept very late the next morning. He gradually came awake to the feel of Ariel and Astrid on either side of him, limbs entangled, a cloud of silver-gold hair over his face.
He reached out, caressing a firm breast on each side. Ariel was awake, and Astrid began to wake as well.
The feel of them was so, so lovely. Better than he had imagined, that night Ariel had come to his room.
“Do they please you, husband?” Ariel asked.
“Aye,” he said, not opening his eyes. “For years, I have travelled the world seeking the most perfect breasts in creation. My quest is at an end.”
She laughed, rolling onto him. Astrid joined her.
“Make love to us again,” Astrid said. “I don’t ever want to get out of this bed.”
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When they finally emerged past noon, Erich found Walther working at the table, surrounded by papers and little automata. He looked up and chuckled.
“I was about to send the watch in there after you.”
“’Twas a long night, I am afraid.”
As Ariel and Astrid came out from the bedroom, Walther smiled. “Well, daughters. How does married life suit you so far?”
“Very well, Father,” Ariel said.
“I see your husband has put some color in those pale cheeks.”
The flush they had emerged with intensified, and both girls put their hands up on their faces in embarrassment. Erich laughed, but Astrid scowled at them.
“Father!”
They ate, saying little, though both of his wives repeatedly tickled his legs with their naked feet. When Shadow came up looking for scraps, Erich realized something was different about her. A moment later, he saw it.
“Look at her eyes.”
Both of them looked over. Shadow’s eyes, once yellow, were now blue. The same blue as Ariel and Astrid’s.
“This is increasingly curious,” Astrid said. “Why would that happen?”
“Why would she run into our marriage spell at all?” Ariel asked.
Erich had a sudden thought.
“I think she has found her pack.”
♦ ♦
When Walther left for his meeting with Johannes, his daughters had disappeared back into the bedroom with their husband. The way the first night had gone, he did not expect to see them again for a while. Which was fine with him, as he had other things to worry about.
Johannes was at his desk. Walther had decided to get any lingering unpleasantness out of the way up front.
“Pity about the girls and Franz, but one never knows how these things will go.”
Johannes straightened the papers on his desk for a moment before answering.
“No, one does not.”
“I honestly have no clue what happened with Erich. You would think one spell would not wreak such havoc.”
Johannes waved off the implied apologies. “The fact that such an unlikely match happened at all suggests to me that was going to find a way to happen somehow. Given all the components involved, Ariel and Astrid’s strangely conjoined flows, his lack of a talent, it could not have happened unless they were perfectly matched. In such situations, it takes only the smallest of nudges to create the bond. I have seen it happen before, though only between mages.”
“Still, I know you had hopes for Franz. I think he would have been a good mentor for them.”
“I have many hopes for Franz, but at some point, he is going to have to make those happen himself.” He paused. “I assume they have completed the bond?”
“Last night. In the garden.”
“I wish them well. Now, tell me what you have been working on.”
Walther sketched out the paper on automata crystals and their lifespans he had been working on. The teachers at the university had a long custom of presenting their research to their colleagues—the reason Walther came to Köln every year or two—but Johannes had had an idea for something grander. Rather than having a single mage speaking to a few people for an hour, then having everyone go back to their business, he wanted to bring together as many mages as possible for an entire day—or more, if they had enough interest—to listen to a selected group of papers and then socialize afterward. His theory was this would encourage more interest and discussion than presenting one paper at a time, and would thereby advance scholarly magery in ways that were not possible otherwise.
Johannes’ model was the ancient Greek symposium, where learned men, poets, and rhetoricians would meet to drink and debate matters of interest. He had been working on the idea for over a year, and had convinced Walther to come and present his research.
“It is good work,” Johannes said when Walther finished. “You know this is not my strength, but it is enough to pique my interest, and that is what I am hoping to accomplish with our symposium.”
“Have you decided on a date yet?”
“Not yet. Most likely next spring. The winter is too close to expect people to travel here.”
“How many mages have committed to present their work?” Walther asked.
“Counting you and me, we have twelve. That is unfortunately too many for one day but not enough for two.”
“Have you convinced Emmerich?” Emmerich von Weyler was the head of the school of artificers, who had built the musicians at the ball.
“He persists in telling me he has nothing left to learn and has no interest in, as he put it, ‘prostituting my skills for a group of drunken mages.’”
“Unfortunate.”
“We have you, and another artificer. That may be enough. I want a good balance of disciplines.”
“Who?”
“Manfred Treckermann. I am not sure if you know him. He is in Leipzig.”
“I know the name, no more.”
“His field is flying automata, so there should be no overlap with yours.”
Walther collected his papers and automata and returned them to his bag.
“Well, I wish you luck with the planning. We must return home soon.”
“The planning itself is not that challenging. I am sure we will find enough mages to present their work. What is becoming a challenge is the Church.”
Walther stopped packing up his things. “Oh?”
“Yes. The Archbishop of Köln is again attempting to exert his influence over the city, and has apparently seized on my idea as a pretext to accuse the council of heresy.”
“But he is in Bonn, is he not?”
“Yes. As I assume you know, he is barred from Köln and would like to change that fact.”
“But what threat can we possibly present?”
“It is that Augustinian friar in Wittenberg, Luther, who has them all in an uproar. Because of him, they are terrified of anything they perceive to be potentially subversive, and the pope is supposedly ready to excommunicate him. That has nothing to do with us, of course, but the Archbishop would be happy to use us as an excuse to return to Köln. He reportedly does not like the idea of a congress of mages coming together to discuss new ideas.”
Walther frowned.
“There are far worse things a congress of mages could be doing.”
“Yes. I have pondered making him aware of this fact. Still, if we want this symposium to happen, I need to keep people like the archbishop happy.”
“I do not envy you that.”
“Nor should you. But such burdens come with a chancellor’s regalia.”
♦ ♦
Astrid lay across her husband’s chest, feeling him running his fingers through her hair. Ariel was lying on her stomach, head down by the end of the bed, reading their mother’s book.
She could not recall ever feeling this content.
Astrid had not entered her marriage with the same depth of feeling for Erich that Ariel had. I think I would love him, she had said to Ariel, once we were married. She had become quite fond of him, to be sure, and had no reluctance about marrying him, but she had expected it to take weeks, perhaps months, before she felt she truly loved him.
Instead, her love had blossomed like a flower on their wedding night.
So much about it had taken her by surprise. She had studied the book as Ariel had, if perhaps not with the same obsessiveness. She was curious, that was all. The book had talked repeatedly about something it called a paroxysm, without ever explaining what it actually was. She had imagined it as some burst of magical energy. Well, the magic had been there, but the reality was so much more physical than she had expected. The first one had almost frightened her, but she had since come to understand that was the point of it all, in addition to making children. Feeling such things with another person was almost overwhelming.
Erich was idly caressing Ariel’s bare bottom as she read. This made Astrid think of Stefan.
Stefan had liked her bottom, but Erich loved every bit of her. He liked to explore her entire body, caressing and kissing every little spot. Astrid especially liked it when he kissed her between her legs. The book talked about this: what to do and how to enhance it with a particular—if somewhat odd—spell. She hadn’t understood it at all before, but she did now. He had caused quite a few paroxysms in her, by doing it.
She wanted him to do it again.
“I don’t understand this at all,” Ariel said.
“Let me see,” Erich replied. Ariel turned round and handed him the book. He looked at the drawings on the page for a few moments, then turned it sideways, wrinkling his forehead.
“I am not sure we could manage this. I do not think a man is meant to be bent in such a fashion.”
“Let’s try it and see,” Ariel said.
Astrid reached for the book. “I think this might hurt,” she said.
“Pain into pleasure,” Ariel replied.
“I’m sick of that spell. I want to do Tafod y Sarff again.”
Tafod y Sarff—Tongue of the Serpent—was the spell in Astrid’s new favorite section of the book. They had found that it temporarily made Erich’s tongue a great deal larger.
Ariel smirked. “We could do both.”
Astrid rolled over and grinned at her husband. “Can we do both?”
Erich smiled.
“As long as you two can restrain your reactions. It is late, and I do not wish to wake your father.”
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It took four days with his new wives before Erich began to remember his predicament.
“We need to leave Köln,” he said one morning. “One way or another. I cannot hide out in here forever, however pleasant the imprisonment may be.”
“I am ready to return home when you are,” Walther said.
“We should get as far from here as we can,” Astrid said. “Let it be our wedding trip. Wherever we go.”
“Those sellswords are surely here by now,” Erich said. “And I suspect they are watching the university. If they found their way back here, it was surely because they knew where you and Walther were going. We will need to slip out as carefully as we can.”
“Johannes told me the guards have seen nothing suspicious.”
“That may mean they are not here. It may also mean these men are too subtle to betray their presence. If they have tracked us here, they know we cannot remain in here forever.”
“What should we do?” Ariel asked.
“Could we sneak out, late at night?” Astrid asked.
“We could. But that is likely the very thing they expect us to do. And with the streets deserted in the dark of night, there would be little to prevent them from attacking us.”
“But if we left during the day, they would be sure to see us.”
Erich thought for a few moments. “They are waiting for me. Not you. If you were to leave without me, it might throw them off my trail.”
Ariel and Astrid immediately objected. “We will not leave you behind,” Astrid said.
“Bear with me. We would regroup. But if you departed on your own, it would make it easier for me to slip out.”
“I do not like this idea,” Ariel said.
“At best, these men know I came here with you as your hireling. Only Johannes and Franz know the full truth of what has happened. If you leave without me, they have no reason to bother you. They will simply assume I have found other work here, or taken service with someone else.”
“I think Erich is right,” Walther said after a few moments. “They should have no concern with us, if Erich is not with us. News that you have matched has gotten out, but no one here knows Erich, and it is difficult for me to see how anyone could make that connection. Almost no one would believe it in any case.”
“Once you leave, they should stop watching the university so closely,” Erich said.
No one said anything.
“I can see no alternative,” Erich said. “They are surely watching for the obvious tactics such as trying to disguise me or hide me in the wagon somehow. I am open to other suggestions if you can offer them.”
Walther looked back and forth between Ariel and Astrid.
“I would prefer it if you left the university very soon after we do,” Astrid said. “Perhaps our departure will distract them enough.”
Erich nodded. “I think that should work.”
♦ ♦
Walther, Ariel, and Astrid rode out the university gate the next morning. As Erich had suggested, they had packed the wagon such that it would present no suggestions anyone was hiding in it. The cover was down and their one large chest was left open.
To further allay suspicion, all of them did their best not to look around for anyone watching them, though it was difficult. Astrid sat in the back, facing behind, with Shadow next to her. She saw no one following them through the city that she could tell.
In a few minutes, they reached the south gate and passed through the city walls. The road led along the Rhine. They had debated whether to cross the river at the city or further south, with Erich finally deciding he preferred to remain in open country until they were well away from Köln, rather than risk a potential trap.
“I don’t see anyone,” Astrid finally said.
Gehard turned around. “Let’s hope this is working. With luck, we should see your husband again shortly.”
♦ ♦
Erich had actually left well before the others, just before dawn. He took up a position in one of the university towers so he could watch them leave. When they rolled out the gate, he slipped around to the rear of the university walls, where he had scouted out a window that did not drop very far to the ground outside. He had no intention of riding out the front gate if he could help it.
He saw no one watching the street below and climbed out onto the sill, then reversed himself to hang from it before he let go. The fall was about twelve feet, and he had to tuck and roll when he hit the ground, but he had made larger jumps and completed this one safely.
A few blocks down, he reached the inn where Astrid had stabled his horse the night before. He hadn’t liked sending her out alone, but she had insisted, and nothing unusual happened.
He paid the stableboy and took his horse, keeping his cloak around him. He had to be careful about this, hiding his identity without looking as if he were trying to hide it. Fortunately, the morning was a bit chill, so it would not be overly suspicious to be so clothed.
He would leave by a different gate, as they had discussed, on the hopes that Walther would have drawn most of the attention.
They caught him just outside.
There were two watching the gate, and they clearly were not expecting to see him there. As Erich passed, he made the mistake of looking in their direction, again trying not to appear to be skulking out the gate. Somehow or another they recognized him or least something on him that caught their attention. Erich spurred his horse forward out the gate.
As he looked around, he could see them coming after him on their own horses. He had a good lead on them, but he realized that while he might be able to outrun them, he could not rejoin the others with these two in chase.
A hundred yards outside the gate, he drew up his horse and spun around. They were charging toward him, one holding a club, the other carrying what appeared to be a net, the sight of which chilled him. They intended to capture him alive for Wilhelm.
Erich drew the war knife and charged in, then turned his horse at the last moment just as the man with the net made to throw it. He tried to adjust his throw and lost his balance, causing the net to wrap itself around him instead. As Erich rode past, he swung his sword.
The war knife was a fine weapon for horseback because of its length, and Erich’s aim was true. He opened the man’s throat to his spine. The head lolled backwards, blood fountaining into the air as the dead man fell from his horse.
The second man had been following the first, presumably to knock Erich out once he was in the net. Instead, Erich’s counterstroke as he rode past deflected the club away from him.
He spun around again, as did the second man. The man charged in again, but this time, Erich drew a throwing knife with his free hand and fired it at him. The man saw it coming and instinctively raised his arm to block it; instead it buried itself into his upraised wrist, causing him to drop the club.
That was all the opening Erich needed, and the second man was dead in less time than the telling of it took.
He spun around, looking for any others, seeing nothing. Then he charged off, knowing that if there were two men watching this gate so closely, there would be other men at the gate Walther and his wives had used.
He circled the city, heading south to where the Rhine began to bend. When the road entered the woods, he saw a small gray form coming rapidly up toward him. After a few moments, he realized what it was: Shadow.
The wolf had left in the wagon, but he could see nothing ahead. Shadow stopped as he approached, then turned and ran back down the road. Erich spurred his horse faster.
He heard them just before he saw them. Around the bend was the wagon, and there were four men on horseback around it, including the man with the black cap the guard captain had mentioned. Walther was on the ground on his hands and knees, and man in the black cap was trying to pull Astrid from the wagon.
There was a fifth horse with no apparent rider. On the ground beside the road was a motionless man whose clothes were on fire.
Erich drew the war knife, riding in at full gallop. The two men at the rear of the wagon heard him coming and spun around, drawing their swords.
He rode to the side to keep them from surrounding him, and as they closed, the nearest man swung at him. Erich parried the stroke, and returned it, slashing across his stomach as he went past the wagon. Ariel called something to him, but he was riding too hard to hear it.
The fourth man was up ahead, turning around with sword out. Erich swung at him but was parried. He blocked the counterstroke, then slashed again, but was parried again. He saw the first man, who had ridden past him on the way in, having turned around and come back. The leader was still struggling with Astrid, and Ariel was trying to pull her free while Shadow was biting at his leg.
The man’s next stroke was off-balance, and Erich parried it high, then slashed down across his throat.
But then he saw three more men thundering down the road toward them, apparently the remainder of the band. And just as Erich prepared to engage the first man, their leader got Astrid out of the wagon and put a dagger to her throat.
“Stop!” he shouted.
Erich drew up, sidestepping his horse to keep the first man on the other side of the wagon.
“I have already killed four of your men,” he snarled. “If you do not wish to join them, let her go. You are not the first mercenaries of my brother’s who have died under my blade.”
“That is quite so, sir, but we will be the last. Drop that blade, or I will kill her.”
“You will die.”
“Perhaps, but only after she does. Then I will kill the other. I can reach her before you do. My contract concerns only you; they mean nothing.”
Astrid struggled against his grip, but the man was far too strong. “Erich, no!”
The man dug his blade into Astrid’s neck, and she cried out. Even from this distance, Erich could see the blood blossoming on her throat.
“Now, good sir.”
Erich raged impotently. He could try to kill him with a throwing knife, but the range was far and if he missed, the man would certainly kill Astrid.
He threw down his sword. “Damn you.”
Ariel cried out in despair, and Astrid sagged against the man holding her, sobbing loudly.
“Dismount, please, and step away from that horse and your blade.”
He did as instructed. The remaining sellswords moved in and bound him, removing his throwing knives, even the ones concealed in his boots.
They bound Ariel, Astrid, and Walther as well, gagging the other three to deter spellcasting. As they did so, the men groped at the girls, laughing at their cries of protest.
“Leave them alone!” Erich shouted.
“And what are they to you?” the leader asked. “They are but your master’s daughters?”
“They are my wives.”
The man’s face changed in an instant. He had clearly not expected this answer. He spun around to his men.
“Let them be!”
They back up at him in confusion. “Sir?”
“These are married women,” the leader said, “and you will respect that.”
Erich forced himself to thank the man.
“I have a wife at home in Firenze, sir. You are not a Moor. You have two wives?”
“Twin mages must marry the same man.” He did not feel like giving him a more involved explanation.
“I see. I do not know what your brother will do with them, but we will not be responsible for any affronts to their honor.”
“You could let them go.”
“Believe me, I would like to, but they are dangerous mages”—here he paused to look down at the man they had apparently killed by fire—“and you are their husband. You will excuse me if I do not believe they will simply proceed on their way while I take you to Count Wilhelm, whatever assurances I might try to extract. Trust me, sir, I know how the mind of a woman works when it comes to her husband’s welfare. I have lost half my men today as it stands.”
They threw Erich over his horse and the others in the back of the wagon. As they rode off, Erich could see Shadow loping along in the woods, following them.
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Wilhelm was eating dinner in his private chambers when his chamberlain burst in. He was about to erupt in annoyance when the man shouted, “Your grace, Giancarlo Attendolo has returned, and he has your brother!”
The thrill of satisfaction that surged through him was so intense he could not answer the man for several moments.
“Where are they?”
“The outer bailey, your grace.”
“Bring them into the main hall.”
The chamberlain left, and Wilhelm walked to the audience chamber. Guards and servitors were trickling into the room as word of the news spread. Wilhelm climbed up the dais and took his seat.
Giancarlo entered the room first. Behind him, his men and Wilhelm’s guards led in a small group: two women, identical twins, and an older man—all gagged—and Erich.
Wilhelm did not immediately recognize his brother. The resemblance was there, but this was not the callow youth his father had driven from the house, who had occupied his thoughts for a decade. He was larger: broader shoulders and tightly muscled arms like the knotted roots of an oak tree. Even bound, he moved with an unsettlingly lupine grace, and carried a murderous look in his eyes that Wilhelm did his best to return.
He no longer wondered why so many men he had sent after Erich had died.
But Wilhelm was in control here.
“Who are these others?” he asked Giancarlo.
“The women are mages, and his wives. The man is their father, also a mage. We captured them together.” Giancarlo paused to gather himself. “Your brother killed four of my men, and the women killed another by fire.”
Oh, this was delightful. Not just Erich, but also two women he presumably cared about. And the pompous Giancarlo taken down a few notches as well.
“I warned you he was dangerous.” Wilhelm laughed. “You have outdone yourself, Giancarlo.”
The man nodded. “Our final payment, your grace, if you will.”
“Of course!” He motioned to the chamberlain, who fetched Giancarlo’s money. “I assume you will wish to stay for the entertainment?”
Giancarlo bowed slightly. “I must tender my regrets, your grace. My business here is done.”
Wilhelm frowned slightly. “Well, good luck to you, then.”
Giancarlo and his men marched out, and Wilhelm saw him favor Erich with a respectful nod of his head as he left. A spark of displeasure shot through him, but then Giancarlo was gone and it was too late to say anything.
Finally he turned to his brother and delivered the speech he had been preparing for years, ever since he had assumed his father’s title.
“For a decade, I have suffered as a result of your treachery,” he began slowly. “For ten years, I have struggled on these mechanical legs and endured the disparaging glances of those who think themselves my betters. Your despicable existence has gnawed at my soul since Father drove you out instead of killing you on the spot as he should have. The pain I have endured is beyond your imagination.”
“You were going to kill me, Wilhelm,” Erich said evenly. “Should I have killed you instead?”
“Silence!” he roared. “Gag him, so I do not need to listen to his disgusting retorts!”
The guards holding him found a strip of cloth and wrapped it around Erich’s jaw.
For ten minutes, Wilhelm raged at him, recounting a decade of slights real and imagined. He could see many of the servants and guards who watched this scene filling with dread as Wilhelm’s anger poured out, clearly fearing what horrors would accompany the end of this tirade. Finally, Wilhelm’s fury began to ebb. He brought the diatribe to an end and caught his breath.
“I am not going to kill you, my brother,” Wilhelm said. “Oh, no. I am going to teach you the meaning of suffering. As it took a decade for me to receive my satisfaction, you will wait a decade for yours.” He turned to the guards. “To the dungeon with all of them!”
♦ ♦
Erich was stripped to his smallclothes, chained, and thrown into a cell. He could hear the guards laughing as Ariel and Astrid were likewise jailed. He prayed the men would leave the girls alone, and for now—at least from the sound of it—they did so.
But he knew in his gut this fortunate state would not last. Wilhelm would vent his fury on them because of what it would do to Erich. He could only imagine the horrors he would certainly be made to watch.
He wondered if he should have let Giancarlo kill them, and then die himself, because they were clearly going to die anyway—except Wilhelm would make certain they did not die easily.
Erich wriggled around, trying to see if there was any weakness in his chains, but there was none. They were new and solid. This cell had likely been waiting for him a long time.
But wriggling around succeeded in slipping off his gag. He slid as close to the door as he could.
“Ariel? Astrid?” he said softly. “Can you hear me?”
There was a quiet whimper.
He knew the answer to this, but asked anyway. “Is there any way you can cast some sort of spell, despite your restraints?”
The whimper that came back more or less confirmed it.
“Try to see if you can get your gags off.”
But whatever Wilhelm’s guards had done, it seemed they were unable to do anything.
Erich sat by the door for a long time, talking softly to them, apologizing for having failed them.
“Just be brave,” he said finally. “Just know that whatever they do to your bodies, or mine, Wilhelm cannot destroy what we have.”
Quiet sobbing came down the hall for a long time.
♦ ♦
Time ran together in the dark. He heard low conversation, and the sounds of things being moved around. After some indeterminate period, Erich heard the door to the dungeon open. There was a clanking noise that he assumed was Wilhelm’s automaton legs, then some talking he could not make out.
The door to his cell opened. Two guards came in, unchained him from the wall, and dragged him to his feet. He was led out of the cell and down the hall into what was clearly a large torture chamber. The light was low, but he could see a table laid out with a large collection of blades, clamps, screws, and other implements. Wilhelm was sitting in a chair, watching. Two more guards appeared with clubs, and watched as the first two chained Erich to the wall at one end.
Then they brought out Ariel and Astrid, both still gagged. They had clearly been crying before, but were now stone-faced. They were chained together to a frame in the middle of the room. They glanced back and forth between him and Wilhelm.
“Well,” Wilhelm said. “So nice to have the family all together again.”
“What can I offer you to let them go?”
Wilhelm laughed. “You have nothing to offer me but your suffering, which will be made all the sweeter by beginning with them.”
“They are powerful mages. You take a risk by torturing them.”
Another laugh. “I have had mages who failed me tortured before, in this very room. They died like any other man. Do not try to bluff me. There is nothing you can say that will save them.”
Erich closed his eyes, trying to retain control of himself.
“Wilhelm, they have done nothing to offend you. Your quarrel is with me.”
“They have offended me by giving you pleasure!” Wilhelm thundered. “They have offended me by every moment they have been in your presence with your legs intact! And for that they will pay!”
He rose and stormed over to Ariel, tearing her dress apart, leaving her in only her shift. He tore Astrid’s dress off a moment later. He could see the girls fighting to avoid crying, though Astrid also seemed to be fighting to say something.
“You will watch every moment of this,” Wilhelm said to Erich. “Every time you close your eyes, I will cut a finger from one of them.”
“Remember what I said,” Erich called out to them. “None of this changes anything.”
Wilhelm laughed. “No more gags. I want you to hear them crying.” He jerked down Astrid’s gag, then prepared to tear off her shift.
“Wait!” she cried out.
Wilhelm laughed again. “What? You wish to beg for your honor? For mercy? To stay my hand against your husband? Well, then, go ahead and beg. I will listen.”
“No,” Astrid gasped. “It is not that. It’s that I think we can heal your legs.”
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There was silence in the torture chamber for long moments. Of all the things Wilhelm had expected to hear, it was not this.
“What?” he asked softly.
“We can heal you,” Astrid said again. “We are skilled at natural magic.”
Wilhelm scowled.
“Do you think I have done nothing these past ten years? Do you think it has not occurred to me to retain your ilk to repair my infirmity? The best mages I have found have not been able to do it. Why should I believe you could?”
“Who was it? Who tried to heal you?”
“Our court mage, and all of his underlings. He has served our family for forty years, and has skills far beyond yours. He was unable to do it.”
“What kind of mage is he?”
A measure of doubt crept into Wilhelm’s mind.
“A mage. I do not know. He built these legs. He is a master. Many have marveled over the workmanship.”
But the girl only gasped. “You mean he’s an artificer? No wonder he failed!”
“What are you talking about?”
“Artificing is only concerned with giving life to dead things, crystals and metal, not flesh. The disciplines are as opposed as they could be. My father is a master artificer, but he could not heal a broken wing on a sparrow!”
Wilhelm stood there, aghast. Could it be? He spun around toward the guards.
“Fetch the chief artificer at once!” he roared. Then he turned to the girl. “If you are deceiving me, you will pay in ways you cannot imagine.”
“I am telling the truth. I swear it.”
They waited in silence as two guards ran out to get his court mage. They returned in a few minutes.
“Your grace?” the man said. “What is the matter?”
Wilhelm regarded him with a steely glare.
“Is it true that your arts with automata are opposed to those of healing?”
The man quailed. “Your grace . . . I do not understand the question.”
“This girl here tells me she is skilled at, what was it?”
“Naturalism.”
“She tells me her discipline is opposed to yours, and that is why you were unable to heal my legs. Is this true?”
The old man shrunk before him, quivering. “Your grace . . . your wounds were grave. We did what we could . . . magic is unpredictable.”
“It is true?” Wilhelm thundered.
“Your father was not a man to brook refusal,” the man whimpered. “Nor are you, your grace. He ordered me to heal you. What was I to do?”
Wilhelm stood there, reeling in shock, as the full truth of what had happened sank in. Then he exploded at the guards.
“Throw him in a cell! I will deal with him later!”
The guards dragged the quivering man of the room. Then Wilhelm turned back to the girl.
“You can heal my legs? You can repair the damage your husband inflicted on me so I can walk on my own?”
She stared back at him.
“I believe so. My sister and I. But I will only do it if you swear to let us go and give up this vendetta against your brother.”
Wilhelm was in an absolute torrent of emotion. He desperately wanted his revenge against Erich. It had consumed his thoughts for a decade. But to walk again!
“I could cut your husband into pieces if you refuse me.”
“You were going to torture us anyway.” She straightened herself, glaring at him. “That is my offer. We will do nothing unless you agree to release us.”
The others in the room, the guards, the torturers, Erich, Ariel, and Astrid watched in silence as he warred with himself.
Finally he looked down at his ruined legs, and the metal abominations that encased them.
“If you can heal me . . . if I can walk again . . . I will let you go.”
“And you swear to leave my husband be?” she replied.
“I swear.”
“Swear it before God, on your soul.”
“I swear before Almighty God I want to walk again. If you can give that to me, I will give you what you want.”
“Let us go. We must be free to do this.”
Wilhelm turned to a guard. “If they do anything to harm me, kill him at once.”
The guard drew his sword and stood by his brother, who was watching all this in stunned disbelief. He directed the torturers to release the girls.
“Lie on this table,” one of them said. “You must remove your metal legs. They will interfere.”
Wilhelm swept the table clear of torture implements and sat down. He unbuckled his legs, praying he would never don them again. Then he lay down.
One girl stood on either side of him. They first joined hands, then rested them on his legs.
“Can you see?” one of them said after a few moments.
“The sinews and tendons. All cut.”
Wilhelm felt a painful tugging in his legs and gritted his teeth. Sparks of pain shot up and down his thighs. But at the same time, he could feel things moving, growing.
“The muscles are so weak,” one of them said.
“He has not used them.”
Quiet a moment.
“That one there. I am reattaching it.”
“And the one next to it.”
Another bolt of pain. His leg jerked with it. Then he gasped. His leg had moved.
“Now the other.”
More twinges down his thigh.
“There are several there.”
“Yes. All in a row.”
His left leg twitched. He realized in shock he could control his knee again, however weakly.
“Don’t move. We’re not done.”
“That last one.”
“I have it.”
A few more moments, a bit more pain.
“The muscles now.”
“I don’t know how much we can do.”
Wilhelm felt a wave of weakness wash over him, as if all the energy in his body was flowing downwards.
“A bit more?”
“Yes.”
Another wave. He felt faint.
“That’s all we can do, I think.”
They stepped back.
“We've repaired the damage,” the first one said. “But I am not sure you will be able to stand. Your muscles are so weak. We’ve done what we could, but it will take time to restore them to what they were.”
“You will be hungry,” her sister said. “You must eat as much as you can. Do not hold back, or the healing may unravel.”
Wilhelm sat up unevenly. His head swam. He realized he was ravenous. But first he needed to test his legs.
They answered him for the first time in a decade.
They were weak, so weak, and it hurt to move them. But he could move them. He sat there, stunned and disbelieving.
The girls were watching him, silent. He carefully swung one leg off the table, then the other. Gripping the table tightly, he tried putting some weight on them. They wobbled. But they held.
He could stand.
He could see he would not walk reliably yet, but he could feel in his bones he would be able to, in time. His legs worked again.
The guards and torturers gaped at him. Wilhelm looked over at the girls, dazed.
“You did it.”
“You must take care,” the first one said. “The healing will be fragile at first. Go slowly.”
He nodded. “I will.”
She looked at her sister, then Erich. “Now will you keep your promise and let us go?”
For a moment, Wilhelm reconsidered. His old anger with Erich was still hot. It flared anew at the thought of letting him go again after all this time.
But he had sworn an oath, before God and his men, and one did not break such things lightly. Unless he killed everyone present here, something he could not physically do, word would get out.
Hirelings worth having did not long serve an oathbreaker. And he still had the mage to vent his displeasure on. A mage he no longer much needed.
He took a deep breath and faced them.
“Your husband is not welcome in my lands. He has no rights or business here. But if you leave and never return, my quarrel with you is over.”
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Erich checked his horse one last time. The jeweled rapier hung from the saddlebags, no longer needing to be hidden. The war knife hung by his side.
He had packed food, bedrolls, traveling gear. In the very bottom of one saddlebag was the money from the ogres and the bounty; in the bottom of the other was a sack of gold crowns Walther had given him. (“The girls’ dowry. Nothing to set you up in a life of leisure, to be sure, but enough to give you a good start together.”)
Ariel and Astrid stood by their horses. Their bags were packed with their things, in addition to most of their mother’s books from Walther’s library. He had gone through it, picking out one after another until Erich prevailed upon him to narrow the selection down to the ones that would be most useful.
Both wore leather breeches and shirts much like his, each with her hair back in a long braid. He had banished the dresses to their bags. On the road, he wanted them free to move. They had objected at first, not wanting to dress like men, but when he reminded them of the fight with Giancarlo’s sellswords, they relented. They were still not strong riders, but that was changing.
His wives wore new daggers at their hips, long and slim, that the smith had made for them at his direction. This was another thing he had insisted on, wanting them to be able to defend themselves if they were engaged physically as Giancarlo had done. They were only novices with their blades as yet, but they were learning quickly.
Shadow sat on her haunches beside the horses. Erich reached down to scratch behind her ears. She had waited in the forest while they were imprisoned in Jülich, emerging from trees when they left and joining them as if nothing had happened.
“I cannot convince you to stay a bit longer?” Walther asked. “The wedding feast is not vital, but it would be nice to have it at some point.”
“We can have it when we return, Father,” Astrid said.
“Which may be a long time.”
“We will be back,” Ariel said.
“Well, not too soon.” Walther laughed. “I need my sleep, and you three have been keeping me up at night.”
Ariel sighed. “Father, please stop.”
“I am happy you are so happy together. Allow me some satisfaction with that.”
The three of them climbed onto their horses.
“So you are truly going to Wittenburg?” he asked. “That is a journey of some weeks.”
“Yes,” Erich replied. “I do not trust Wilhelm to keep his oath forever, and I would prefer to put as much distance between us and Jülich as I can. Frederick of Saxony is reportedly seeking freeswords and free mages of skill. There is work to had, and things to be done.”
“They call him Frederick the Wise. I hope that appellation is accurate.”
Ariel leaned down and kissed Walther. Astrid did likewise. “Goodbye, Father,” she said. “Please take care.”
“I will be fine. I am going to see if I can teach Fortitude to keep house for me. I am sure that will keep me busy.”
Ariel rolled her eyes. “Please do not forget to eat as you usually do when you are tinkering.”
Walther laughed again and slapped his stomach. “I can stand to lose some girth.”
He and Erich shook hands roughly. “Take care of my girls. It is getting late in the year, so ride swiftly that you may avoid the winter snows.”
“We will.”
They turned and rode off down the street, toward the gate by the river, Shadow trotting along behind them. Hans Bergdahl watched them go, but no one saw him.
 
^-^-^
The End
^-^-^
 
Erich, Ariel, Astrid, and Shadow will return in The Witches’ Covenant: Twin Magic Book 2, coming in early 2015.



Historical Notes

This novel is set around 1520 at the very start of the Reformation. Duke Wilhelm von Jülich-Berg was a real person, but he actually died in 1511 at the age of 56. Wilhelm had two younger brothers, but the youngest, whose name was actually Gerhard, died in infancy. Wilhelm did indeed have great difficulty fathering children, and his marriage to Sibylle—which was his second—produced only a single daughter, Maria. This meant that under Salic law at the time, his house died out upon his death and the duchy passed to Maria’s husband, John of Cleves, becoming the united duchies of Jülich-Cleves-Berg. (Wilhelm’s granddaughter Anne was the unfortunate Anne of Cleves, whom Henry VIII married and cast aside in 1540.) The precise difficulties of Wilhelm’s marriage bed as I have described them here are, of course, fictional.
Giancarlo Attendolo is a fictional character, but he is patterned after the many Italian mercenaries (condottieri originally meant contractor in Italian) who earned their fortunes fighting for the squabbling princes of the Holy Roman Empire in the 15th and 16th centuries.
The Universität zu Köln, founded in 1388, is one of the oldest in Europe and one of the first modern universities to be established. As it was chartered by the church and retained close ties to it until the 18th century (when it was temporarily closed by the invading French), it has certainly never counted magic amongst its scholarly disciplines.
Erich’s war knife, or Kriegsmesser (also known as a langes Messer, or long knife), was a weapon carried by professional soldiers in 15th and 16th century Germany. It was a large sword requiring substantial skill to use effectively, but it was a deadly weapon in the right hands.
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