
        
            [image: cover]
        

    
    Author’s Notes

THIS BOOK, though based on real people, places, and events, is best viewed as a work of alternate history. As such, certain liberties have been taken with elements of geography and the historical record.

A conscious effort has been made not to Anglicize place names. For example, the German state of Hesse is referred to here under its German name, Hessen, and references to the town of Giessen use the German sharp-s, ß, instead of the Anglicized “ss.” A similar approach has been used with cities, towns, and other elements in the region.

As used herein, the medieval German mile (miele) was equivalent to around 7,500 to 9,000 meters depending on the area, roughly five modern miles.
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    Prologue

SABINE WOKE with a jolt when the child was conceived.

So long had it been that she had nearly forgotten the feeling of it. But it was the same as it had been, the same as it was every time.

And it would be time again soon.

Ten months, perhaps a year.

She could not take another newborn. She had tried before, and there were risks. The child needed to be older, more robust. Too early, and the margin for error was too thin. She had learned that the hard way.

She could not risk another death. The cost had been too high. For her, and for others.

There would be another bereaved mother, another family thinking it had lost a child. A child that was never rightfully theirs in the first place.

It pained her to think of it. The horror of it all, the unavoidable horror.

But she needed the children to sustain herself. Either they died, or she died.

It was the same as it ever was.

She steeled herself, and set about the preparations.
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    Part I

    The Spring


    Chapter 1

    THE LANDGRAVE’S CASTLE in Marburg overlooked the town from a high hill just west of the municipality proper. Built largely of native red sandstone, it was a brooding edifice constructed in stages over the centuries by the rulers of the state of Hessen. The most recent work, completed only a few decades earlier, had added a new wing to the east of the original building and a separate tower just to the northwest to bolster the castle’s northern fortifications.

It was neither the largest nor strongest nor most impressive, nor even the most beautiful castle in the Empire, but it made Marburg the seat of the state, and it was where the Landgraves of Hessen had resided since the 13th century, thus the residents took a certain amount of civic pride in it.

That was well enough. There had been little else in Hessen to take much pride in for the past decade. After the death of William II in 1509, it had been unclear who exactly ruled the landgraviate. William’s final will had appointed his widow Anna as guardian and regent, but her claim was not recognized by the minor nobles of Hessen, who asserted their own authority over their lands while a council attempted to run the landgraviate’s affairs.

It took five years of petty intrigue before Anna rallied enough support for her regency, but she had hardly settled into the castle before Emperor Maximilian I declared her son Philip of age and placed him in control.

Philip I was a handsome, intelligent youth of much potential, but the years after his father’s death had not served him well. He had been separated from his mother and sister under the guardianship of another minor noble, and while the adults of Hessen schemed, Philip’s education was sadly neglected. He took control of the landgraviate with little beyond his birthright to qualify him for the task.

Philip knew this, and did not like it.

He had seen the chaos that resulted from his mother’s ineffective regency, and set about putting an end to it. One by one, he reached out to the Hessian nobles and other nearby allies he felt he could trust—ineffective though it might have been, his mother’s regency had fallen short through political factors beyond her control, not due to the astuteness of her counselors—and before long, the confused administration of his state began coming to an end.

But Philip was still young, and the passions of youth burned through his veins. When his counselors had departed and Philip had retired to his quarters, he spent much time thinking about what other things he might do as a ruler beyond plotting against his fellow nobles.

One night, he did more than just think.

The object of his thoughts was a chambermaid named Julia. She was about his age, perhaps a bit older, but small and slight of frame. She wore her blonde hair in a long braid, and though she never lifted her eyes to meet his gaze, her pretty face soon occupied Philip’s mind night and day.

Philip was not ignorant of what men and women might do together—he had heard enough bawdy tales and ribald stories from the soldiers who served his guardian during his mother’s regency—but he had never had the opportunity to partake himself.

That night, when Julia came to collect his chamberpot and inquire if he needed anything else for the evening, it occurred to him that, as his subject, she was subject to his whims.

Rather than answering, he caught her wrist and pulled her to him. Her eyes widened in confusion, then in fright. She cringed. But she did not resist him.

He pulled her to his bed and undressed her. Her eyes closed, and she seemed to be fighting tears. But she said nothing as he lay her naked form down beside him.

His manhood was painfully stiff and rampant, but in his inexperience he thrust at her inexpertly several times before finding his target. She was as virginal as he was, and she cried out in pain when he broke into her. But she did nothing to hinder what happened next.

He spent himself in mere moments, but did not stop. Not until he reached his peak twice more did he feel sated.

Thereafter, he took her to his bed nearly every night. He would grope at her small, hard breasts and then ride between her thighs until he spent himself within her narrow loins.

If she did not appear to enjoy his attentions, she no longer wept from them as she did the first night. A few times, he thought he saw timid anticipation in her eyes when she came to his room.

So it went for several months. Then one night, he noticed that her small, hard breasts were no longer so small, and her narrow loins were no longer so narrow. He had paid no attention to this up to now, but as he regarded her body beside him, he saw that her stomach, once so smooth and flat, now curved gently outward.

In his youth and naiveté, he was confused for several moments before the truth surfaced in his mind.

“Are you with child?” he asked.

She would not meet his eyes.

“Yes, your Grace.”

He was stunned. Of course this was the result of what he had been doing. But he had never stopped long enough to think of it. Yet he was not so young that he did not appreciate what this meant.

“You must speak of this to no one.”

“Yes, your Grace.”

Far from chilling his ardor, the realization that Julia was carrying his child—illegitimate though it might be—inflamed his desire for her. He took her every night as he had been doing, even when she grew round and heavy, and she did nothing to deter him.

He did his best to conceal his thoughts about her, but occasionally he would catch sidelong glances at him from his retainers when Julia was near, and whispered words when others thought his attention diverted. But no one ever said a thing about it to him directly.

Then came the night a new chambermaid appeared, and quietly informed him that Julia was feeling ill. Subtle inquiries revealed the truth that she had given birth to a baby girl.

The news of the child’s sex struck something fundamental within Philip. He had been envisioning a boy as his first child—how could it be otherwise?—and the knowledge that Julia had given him a useless female disgusted him to his core.

All at once his lust for her evaporated. What good was she if she could give him nothing but daughters to be married off? Unless he fathered a male child, his throne would pass to his cousins. Under Salic law, he could not pass anything of substance down to a girl, even if he chose to clear the taint of the child’s bastardy.

He gave word that Julia was henceforth to work in the kitchens and never enter his quarters again. There were other pretty girls working in the castle, after all, and he soon found one to take Julia’s place.

    

    JULIA HAD NOT yet risen from her birthing bed when the head housekeeper unexpectedly appeared in the room she shared with a dozen other servants. With her slight frame and slim hips, it was a hard delivery, made harder still by the disapproving stares and whispered imprecations sent in her direction during her labor. She was still struggling to nurse the little child when she was brusquely informed that she was being transferred to the kitchen and was to never enter the Landgrave’s presence again.

On receiving this news, her heart broke—not for herself, for she held no illusions about what little she meant to Philip, but for the child. She had hoped and prayed for a boy during her pregnancy, and learning she had delivered a girl had crushed her. Even so, she had held out hope that Philip might still hold some parental interest in the child and her welfare, perhaps one day even marrying her to one of his retainers.

But clearly he cared nothing for her, first child or not.

So—knowing her child had no one else—Julia hardened her heart and did what she had to. She was an orphan, having been abandoned at the church in the village as a newborn, and she had nothing at all in the world beyond her employment in the castle and a pretty face. And the latter had been more trouble than boon. If she must work in the kitchen, then the kitchen it would be. It was that or whoring.

The old woman who ran the kitchen took pity on her, allowing her time to nurse the babe when she needed to and giving her simpler tasks like monitoring the kitchen automata. But Julia brought the whispers and looks with her, and none of the other servants in the kitchen cared to befriend her.

Sometimes in her room, she would fall to weeping at her lot in life, but then the child would cry about one thing or another, and she would put her cares aside and tend to it.

It was weeks before she even thought to give the baby girl a name.

    

    THE MAN SAT alone in the corner of the tavern, nursing a mug of ale. Though he was handsome, and had a dangerous air about him that intrigued the barmaids, his dour mood kept them at bay.

Every now and then he would glance at a folded sheet of paper on the table beside him, shake his head, and sigh. Then he would take a sip of ale and stare vacantly across the room.

It was that look in his eyes—a look that suggested he had seen both stirring triumphs and imaginable horrors—that kept the barmaids glancing over at him. More than once that night, one or another of them wondered to herself whether she might forgo the few pieces of silver she normally wanted to take a man to bed just to see what lay behind that look. But then the darkness behind it would surface, and every one of them lost her nerve.

It would have been pointless in any case. Had any one of them offered herself to him, she might not have lived to see her next breath.

Giancarlo Attendolo was a man who had lost his purpose in life, or so it seemed tonight.

He had misgivings about working for Duke Wilhelm from the beginning. It was not so much that the man was a vicious bastard; working for vicious bastards was generally the lot of a mercenary captain.

No, it was the nature of the job he contracted for.

Fighting for some sliver of land or disputed settlement because of a disagreement over the legitimacy of some third cousin’s issue was one thing. Very often such disputes were carried out between mercenary bands, and the “victory” could be decided over wine and bribes the evening before a sham battle in which the troops would ride up and down sparring with each other without anyone actually getting hurt.

But Wilhelm asked him to do something very different, to settle a blood feud between brothers that—from Giancarlo’s perspective, at least—had already been more or less settled by Erich fleeing his birthright and living as a common soldier.

Instead, Giancarlo delivered Erich and his wives to be tortured, likely for years.

It had left a sour taste in his mouth even before the letter on the table had reached him.

Giancarlo was not a man who countenanced violence against women, and this long set him apart from other mercenary captains. Most of his ilk would have handed the two girls over to his men to be raped and thought nothing of it. But Giancarlo did not allow such things. His men could whore to their heart’s content, but he did not allow rape. More than one recruit had turned up his nose and withdrawn from prospective employment in Giancarlo’s band when informed of this stricture.

Giancarlo’s motivation in this respect was in some sense selfish. He had left his wife behind in Firenze, and he wished to feel that he was not putting her at risk any more than he needed to. He was a pious man, and had long taken to heart the scriptural commandment about doing as one would be done to. He did not want his wife raped in his absence, so he would not allow other women to be raped in his presence.

He had not raped Erich’s wives, this was true, nor had he allowed his men to rape them. But he had turned them all over to Wilhelm, and Giancarlo had no illusions about what Wilhelm would do to them in order to exact his revenge on his brother.

Giancarlo expected Erich’s capture to be difficult, but it had gone even worse than his greatest worries. He had nine men; Erich was but one, how difficult could it have been?

Hans and Ilian were his two best men, which was why he left the two of them alone to guard the west gate. Yet Erich cut them down like grass.

Paulo and Stefan were no tyros either, but they died like levy troops under Erich’s sword. The engagement had scarcely begun before half of Giancarlo’s men were dead. He simply intended to question Walther and the girls about Erich’s whereabouts when the girls attacked Francisco, who attempted to pull them out of the wagon. Then all at once, the man was on fire.

When Erich appeared, Giancarlo grabbed the girl and put his dagger to her throat for the simple reason that he was certain he was about to die.

It had worked, yes. But Giancarlo was then stuck with what to do with the women. Releasing them was pointless; they would have come after his band to free Erich, and after what they had done to Francisco, Giancarlo had no illusions that they would not do the same to him if given the chance.

It occurred to Giancarlo now that he might have held on to the girls and only turned Erich over to Wilhelm. He was not sure how he might have managed this, but at least doing so would not have violated his long-held principles.

It might then not have brought the judgment of Heaven down on Giancarlo’s head, and Giancarlo’s wife might still be alive.

He looked back down at the letter on the table and shook his head.

His wife had been dead for nearly a year, having succumbed to fever. It was nearly a year ago that he had taken service with Duke Wilhelm.

Of course his wife was dead long before Giancarlo had even met Erich and his wives. But he could not shake the feeling that his conduct in that matter brought this tragedy down upon him.

It took that long for the letter from Firenze to find him. Giancarlo sent word that letters to him should be sent to a certain merchant company in Köln. But that instruction had taken some time to reach home, then the letter took its time to ride north with a caravan to the Empire. And Giancarlo was gone from Köln for months chasing Erich.

Still.

Erich’s wives were likely still alive, but surely now suffering horrors no woman should ever face. And Giancarlo’s wife was dead. Who was he to suggest this was not justice?

Giancarlo ordered another mug of ale, and the barmaid kept her distance as best she could.

Chapter 2

    ERICH VON JÜLICH-BERG was in fact at that moment making love to his wives, and if they were suffering, it was a sufferance of perhaps one too many spells intended to enhance an experience that was normally enjoyed on its own merits.

Their passion spent for the moment, Erich disentangled himself from behind Ariel and Astrid and fell onto the bed beside them. Ariel crawled across him to lay on his other side. As was usually the case, she had begun things that afternoon, pulling Erich to the bed when they had returned from eating lunch.

Astrid rose and got dressed. He watched as she pulled on the leather breeches and long shirt he had convinced them to wear in place of their dresses now that they were on the road with him.

“We really need to get moving tomorrow,” he finally said. “We are risking the winter snows before we reach Wittenberg.”

Ariel lay there nuzzling him. “I like it here.”

“As do I,” Erich replied. “But if the snows begin, it will be a hard trip.”

“I’m ready to go,” Astrid said. “We’ve wasted enough time here.”

“I don’t think it’s been a waste,” Ariel replied, grinning.

But Astrid rolled her eyes. “Yes, you have made your priorities on this trip quite clear. I suppose we need go no further. There is a bed here just as there must be in Wittenberg. What difference could it make?”

Ariel’s face darkened, but Erich interrupted the nascent quarrel. “Enough, please. There is time for love and time for travel. But we need to balance the two, and it is time to move on.”

Ariel glared at Astrid briefly, but said nothing.

After leaving Weilburg and Walther behind, the three of them made it no further up the Lahn River than the Imperial town of Wetzlar before another fall thunderstorm arrested their journey. But the rains ended several days before, and they remained at the pleasant inn along the river where they had taken refuge the first day. Most of the time they had spent in their room doing much the same things as they had just been doing.

The spell his wives had cast to modify Erich’s anatomy on their wedding night, which allowed him to make love to both Ariel and Astrid at once, also made for some interesting complications. The experience had not yet lost its novelty for him—and he hoped it never would—but making it work required some positions he had never quite envisioned. The girls, though, knowing nothing else before this, seemed to have taken things as they were and enjoyed it.

But they also discovered that Ariel’s suspicions about why they had to do things this way—as a result of the complications of their conjoined, tripartite flows—were correct. One evening Ariel had taken the initiative with him, and Astrid, a bit tired and not paying attention, had not joined them immediately.

The moment they began, all three of them sensed a strange turbulence of energy, an uncomfortable resonance that Erich and Ariel later realized was exactly what they felt that night the two of them had destroyed Walther’s resonance cube. It rapidly became uncomfortable, and Ariel threw herself to the side.

The moment she and Erich separated, the resonance disappeared. Thereafter, they were very careful never to do anything except together.

    

    ERICH, ARIEL AND ASTRID packed up the following morning and prepared to resume their trip. They returned briefly to the main room of the inn for breakfast. The innkeeper sold Erich a loaf of black bread, a chunk of hard cheese, and a round of small ale, and they sat down to eat.

“How long do you think it will take from here?” Astrid asked.

“If the weather does not interfere, perhaps two weeks,” Erich replied. “If it does, well... we will see.”

“Have you ever been to Wittenberg?” Ariel asked.

“Once. It was some time ago.”

“What is it like?”

“Not terribly different from Weilburg, if a bit larger,” he said. “There is a university there, but nothing like in Köln. It has grown in importance since Frederick made it his seat. But I have not been there since this business with Friar Luther began.”

“Are you sure we should be serving Frederick under such circumstances?” Astrid asked.

Erich shrugged. “Work is work. There will be plenty. You wanted to see the world. Trust me, you will see a great deal of it this way.”

“People are saying Friar Luther is a heretic,” Ariel said.

“That is for the Church to decide, not me. My skills begin and end with the sword.”

Ariel giggled. “They do not.”

Astrid smirked, and Erich laughed at the two of them. Then he grew serious again.

“On that point. I’ve been meaning to ask the two of you...”

“What?” Astrid asked.

“That night we matched, in Köln, you mentioned a spell that would prevent you from conceiving a child. Are you certain it works?”

Ariel and Astrid glanced at each other.

“It stopped our monthly bleeding,” Astrid replied. “We have not bled for two years, almost.”

“When women conceive, their bleeding stops,” Ariel said.

“I am aware of that,” Erich said. “But the rest of it?”

“I asked Father about it, after we returned home,” Astrid said. “He told me Mother used the spell. She had no children after us. They did not want any more. She gave birth to us within a year of their marriage, and nothing after that. I can only assume it worked.”

“All right. Because a child would bring a swift end to this trip. At the very least, it would greatly complicate things.”

“We know,” Ariel said.

“I am not saying I do not want children. But that is a thing for when we are settled and no longer wandering.”

The girls nodded, but said nothing. Erich stood.

“Let’s go.”

    

    THEY FOLLOWED the river east before it turned north at the town of Gießen. There were small farms here and there close to the water, but toward either side, densely wooded hills rose around them.

Shadow the wolf loped along beside their horses, pausing occasionally to sniff something or cock her ears at the sound of a rabbit or squirrel. But she knew they were headed somewhere and so kept her attention mostly on the road.

Her memories before the wedding night were nothing but a fog of instincts and smells, but since then, she found that she remembered things in ways she never could before. She knew that whatever had happened that night had opened up her mind in some way, that it was related to the bond she felt with the man and the two women, this strange compulsion that pulled her along with humans she had once avoided.

She did not mind this, though. The feeling of being one with a pack was comforting and reassuring, even if her packmates were not wolves. Though she could not remember why precisely, this felt new to her. Before this was only vague loneliness and pain.

The day or so when they had been separated, when the other men had attacked her pack and taken the man and women away, had been a time of great stress, but Shadow somehow sensed that they were unharmed even after the men took them into the castle. She waited outside, not knowing what else to do. The next day they emerged, and her pack had reassembled.

Shadow knew the man and the women were mates, as befitted the alpha members of a pack. Indeed, they seemed to mate with great frequency. The smells of it were alien to her at first, but she had grown used to them.

But Shadow also knew that, being human, they were nearly as blind to their environment as newborn pups, unable to smell and hear things that fairly shouted to her. She soon sensed that this would be her role, keeping watch in ways her human packmates could not. They in turn could fight off danger in ways Shadow could not, but she would need to make sure such dangers did not surprise them.

So when she caught the smell of troll as the woods drew close to the river as it went around a bend, she immediately stopped and cocked her ears toward the trees. She could hear nothing, but the smell was there.

“What is it?” Ariel called to her a moment later.

Though the words meant nothing to her, Shadow could understand her meaning through the magic of the familiar bond. But she had no way of answering directly. Instead she tried to think of what she smelled.

“She smells something,” Astrid said.

“What?” Erich asked.

“I can’t tell. It’s not human.”

No, it is not, Shadow thought wryly to herself. At least they understood that much.

But overlaid with the smell of troll was something else. The smell of an open wound. This troll was injured.

Shadow’s primal wolf instincts tugged at her. Injured prey was easy prey. She had never eaten troll, but meat was meat, and after several hours on the road, she was hungry.

But she stood still. She would not hunt without her pack.

“There’s something in there she wants us to see,” Ariel said.

“Dangerous?” Erich asked.

“I’m not getting that sense,” Astrid replied.

“Neither am I,” her sister said.

Erich turned his horse into the field. “It can’t be far. Let’s have a look, then.”

With Shadow leading, the pack moved into the trees. Erich loosened his war knife in its scabbard.

The smell was stronger here. Shadow loped up the hill between the trees, and the others followed her. The trees had started to drop their leaves as the fall progressed, but the group was soon out of sight of the road.

They found the troll a few minutes later where a stream cut through the hill. He was tall and fat like an ogre, but unlike the ogres they had killed on the road to Köln, he was dressed in fancy clothes, with leather breeches held up by suspenders and a green velvet waistcoat. His nose was the size and shape of a summer squash and his red hair stuck out of the sides of his head like a bristle brush.

But his face was pale and sickly, and Shadow could see why. It was what she had smelled. The creature had apparently stumbled coming down the hill to the stream, slipped on something, and broken his leg between a pair of large rocks. The sharp edges of the bone protruded through the leather of his breeches.

The troll appeared to have tried to bind his wound with shreds of cloth, but in his weakened state could no longer move. He saw the group approach and rumbled weakly.

“Come to finish me off, humans?”

Shadow paused, waiting to see the man and women would do.

“You are injured,” Ariel said.

“You have a masterful command of the obvious, little one,” he replied.

“How did you come to be here?” Erich asked.

“These woods are my home. I have no business with your kind as long as they stay out of here. I slipped and fell coming down to fish this morning.”

He indicated a pole and basket by his side.

“We could heal him,” Astrid said.

Shadow watched the man considering this suggestion. She was still hungry, but she could see now this was not prey, whatever they did here.

The troll’s mood improved slightly. “You are healers?” he asked.

“We are,” Ariel said. “Though I am not sure our skills extend to trolls.”

“Bones are bones,” he replied, “and I have little choice in the matter.”

The women looked at Erich.

“If we help you,” he asked, “can we trust you will pose no threat to us?”

He rumbled again. “I am a forest troll, not a mountain troll. I have no desire to see human soldiers flooding these woods to drive me from my hill.”

Erich nodded, and the women dismounted. They had the troll lay on his back and attempted to straighten his leg.

“The break is clean, at least,” Ariel said. “But the wound is serious.”

She and Astrid took his foot in their hands. “This will hurt,” Astrid said. “I am sorry.”

The troll grunted in pain and pounded the earth with his fist as they repositioned the broken bone. Then they rested their hands over him and closed their eyes.

As she always did when the women cast spells, Shadow could sense the energies of the Flow swirling around them, could sense it as they gathered the currents and focused them, sending the magic into the wound.

The troll grunted again, growling through his clenched teeth. But then he let out a long breath.

“The bone is set,” Astrid said to it. “But we must heal the flesh now.”

Shadow watched as the torn skin over the now-mended bone knitted itself back together. In a few moments it was done.

Ariel and Astrid leaned back, exhaling. Even Shadow could see what the healing had taken out of them. Their normally pale skin had gone a shade whiter.

“How do you feel?” Erich asked the troll. Shadow noticed his hand was resting discreetly near his war knife.

The troll sat up slowly. He looked down at his leg and flexed it gingerly, feeling the vanished wound. Then he turned to the women.

“I am in your debt, humans. Thank you.”

Ariel and Astrid stood uneasily. Erich came down from his horse. “Are you all right?”

Ariel braced herself on his arm. “The wound was grave, and we are not used to healing trolls.”

“We need to eat,” Astrid said. “And rest for a bit.”

“How far is it to the next town?” Erich asked.

“I have not left these woods in many years,” the troll replied. “But there is a human town to the north, along the river. Is that where you are headed?”

“If that is Marburg, yes.”

“It is. You may have difficulty reaching it before dark now. I am sorry to have delayed you like this.” He regarded Erich for a moment. “I can offer you dinner and lodging for the night, if you wish. I have no fish, I regret, but I could make a fine squirrel pie. I owe you something for healing my leg.”

Erich glanced at his wives, then down at Shadow.

“What do you think?” he asked.

Erich did not often speak directly to Shadow, but she could understand him as easily as the women and knew what he wanted of her now. She sniffed at the troll.

She smelled nothing but normal forest scents on the creature. Roots and berries, squirrels and pine martens, the lingering odor of fish in his basket. No human blood. There was no threat here.

She looked back at Erich and twitched her ears. He nodded.

“Dinner it is,” he said.

Chapter 3

    THE TROLL lived near the top of the hill. His house was so cleverly constructed inside a copse of trees that they were almost on top of it before they saw it. Inside, it was a comfortable woodland cottage, though sized for a troll rather than humans, which meant the furniture was several sizes too large.

“I regret that I do not get many visitors,” the troll said, “and humans almost never. But let me see what I can set up for you.”

He rustled around in the storeroom at the back of the house before emerging with three sacks and several boards. He set up set up the boards into a makeshift table and stuffed the sacks with random furs until he had three soft chairs for the humans to sit in.

“Thank you,” Erich said. “Can I ask your name?”

“My name in your language is Bertrand. In Trollish, it would likely injure your ears.”

“I am Erich,” he said. “These are my wives Ariel and Astrid. And this is Shadow.”

The troll rumbled. “Two wives, eh? That is a trollish thing to do, though I have not seen humans doing it much.”

“There is a story there.”

“Well, let us save the stories for dinner,” Bertrand said. “Will you take some ale? I brew it myself from acorns I gather from the hillsides. It is a bit of an acquired taste, but you may find it to your liking.”

“How do you brew ale from acorns?” Ariel asked.

“Boil them ’til the water turns black to leach the bitterness, roast them well, press them to remove the oils, then grind what is left into a flour. The flour can be used for brewing or baking, and the leftover water from the boiling has other uses. The ale must be aged for a time, but that done, it is quite tasty.”

“That would be fine, then,” Erich said. “I wish to try this.”

Bertrand returned with three enormous steins of foaming black ale. Erich took a sip. As the troll had warned, it was strong, with a distinctly nutty—almost sweet—flavor, but the three of them found that they enjoyed it.

With his guests thus served, Bertrand stoked up his fire and set about preparing dinner.

“Where are the three of you headed?” he asked. “You do not strike me as merchants.”

“We are not,” Erich said. “I am a freesword. We are heading to Wittenberg, where I believe there should be reliable work.”

“I do not know that town. Where is it?”

“A week or two to the northeast.”

“Surely there is work for such as you nearer than that?”

“There likely is, but that is part of our story.”

“All right, then. Let me get this pie prepared, and you can tell me more.”

As Erich and the girls watched and drank their ale, Bertrand mixed up a batch of acorn flour and rolled out the dough, which he laid into a pie tin as broad as a beer barrel. Then he skinned and boned at least a dozen squirrels and tossed them in along with an assortment of roots and vegetables. Finally, he sprinkled everything with more flour, topped it off with a measure of ale, and laid a sheet of dough over the top. Thus assembled, the pie went into the stone oven over the fire.

He left one squirrel out of the pie, which he now threw to Shadow, who snapped it up.

Bertrand laughed. “Yon wolf has a hungry look in her eye, and I suspect she led you to me expecting dinner.”

He drew himself a mug of ale and pulled up a chair next to the humans.

“Now, let us have that story, and perhaps I can tell you one of my own.”

Erich explained how he had come to Weilburg seeking work, and met Walther and his daughters. Ariel and Astrid explained about the peculiarities of their spellcasting, and how they were fated to marry the same man, since magely marriages were determined by the Flow. But quirks of the Flow had matched them instead with Erich. That led to another long discussion of Erich’s family and his feud with his older brother Wilhelm, a feud that had nearly ended with the three of them tortured to death.

“You humans live such short lives, by trollish measure,” Bertrand observed. “It never ceases to amaze me how you spend so much of them fighting with one another.”

“It was a fight I did not seek,” Erich replied. “But nonetheless, I wish to put some distance between us and my brother.”

“That seems wise. I see now why you wish to travel further away. But the snows are coming, and by my nose, this will be a rough winter. You had best not tarry overlong.”

“That is my intent.”

Bertrand rose to check on the pie. “A bit longer, I think. The squirrels in these woods are tough and require slow cooking.”

“How do you catch them?” Ariel asked.

“Snares. You might think one of my girth would have eaten them all by now, but I have tended my oak trees on this hill for long enough that they give forth an abundance of acorns, far more so than wild oaks. That is enough to bring the squirrels from miles around.”

Bertrand returned to the table. “Now, since you mentioned traveling to Marburg, let me tell you a tale of that town that may be of some use.”

He took a sip of ale.

“Some of this I know, some I have only heard from other trolls passing through. But the people of Marburg, as I hear it, have long had trouble with witches. There is a group of them living in the woods outside the town, though where I do not know. I assume to the north where the river heads into the mountains.”

“Witches?” Erich asked, glancing at his wives.

“That is a term I dislike,” Astrid said. “It is not one you will hear a mage use.”

“It is a name non-mages give to things they do not understand,” Ariel said. “Oftentimes the women they refer to are not even mages, just ones skilled in herbalism and such things. Or they are women pretending to be mages to scare people.”

“But there is some basis to the superstition,” Astrid said. “Many of the things witches are said to do are similar to mysticism. That is an art even many mages mistrust.”

“Quite so,” Bertrand said. “And if what I have heard is true, these witches are no imposters.”

“Refresh my memory,” Erich said. “What is wrong with mystics?”

“Nothing as such,” Astrid said. “It is just that mysticism can be dangerous. It involves dealing with the spirit world. Some spirits are good-natured, but many are not. And mysticism also allows a mage to do things that non-mages especially distrust, such as charming and enchanting people.”

“Remember what I told you about the disciplines in each school of magic?” Ariel said.

“Yes,” Erich replied.

“The disciplines within mysticism are enchanting, conjuration, and necromancy. Each one of those has great potential for evil if misused.”

“Enchantment being what, exactly?” Erich asked. “Your father spoke of enchanting his crystals, but he is an artificer.”

Ariel shook her head. “Mages often use that term loosely, for imburing something with the Flow. But the discipline of enchantment involves using the Flow to bend someone’s mind, whether to force them do things, or to think something or forget something.”

“Yes,” Bertrand said, “and all of that is the sort of thing these witches are supposed to have done. But in Marburg it took on an especially threatening character.”

“What do you mean?” Erich asked.

He rose again. “Let me check on dinner, and then I will tell you.”

Bertrand decided the pie was done and drew it from the oven. He then scooped out bowls for each of them and returned to the table. Erich tasted a spoonful as best he could with Bertrand’s oversized wooden utensils. The taste was wild and gamey, but satisfying.

“Many years ago,” Bertrand continued, “the people of Marburg suffered a plague of changelings. Human babies would disappear from their beds only to be replaced with misshapen, foul-tempered creatures that resembled human children but were clearly not. The changelings would eat as much as ten human babes, but fail to thrive. Very often they would live only a few months and never more than a few years.

“The people were in an uproar and demanded help from the Landgrave. So he sent his soldiers into the woods to find the parties responsible, be they human or demon. For weeks, they found nothing, and the children continued to disappear. Then one troop stumbled across the witches’ den, and a fierce battle ensued between the soldiers and the monsters the witches had enchanted. But in the end, the soldiers prevailed and drove the witches off.”

Bertrand took a draught of ale.

“Or so it seemed. In time, children started to disappear again, and the Landgrave sent his soldiers into the woods once more. This time, the witches were ready for them, and many of the soldiers died. But the Landgrave had suspected as well that the witches’ defenses might have improved, and his men brought along several war mages to assist them. The battle tore apart the forest, and again the witches were forced to retire.

“Yet before the year was out, the disappearances resumed. Now, the Landgrave’s rage was a thing to behold. He instructed one of his mages to send a message to the witches that unless they let the children of Marburg alone, he would burn the entire forest to destroy them.

“The next day, the queen of the witches appeared at the Landgrave’s castle. Far from being the hideous old crone they had expected, she was a beautiful woman with raven hair and piercing green eyes. Though she came alone, she had a power about her that kept the soldiers at bay.

“She asked to speak to the Landgrave, saying she had a proposal to settle this war between her people and Marburg. So the Landgrave agreed to meet with her.

“The witch explained that her people needed the children because they could not bear human babes on their own. The spirits they lay with could only beget the misshapen changelings who had no talent for the Flow. Without the children of Marburg, her people would die out.

“The Landgrave’s heart was at first hardened at this news. But the queen of the witches explained that her people were doing many things to help the folk of Marburg without their being aware of it. ‘We bring rains when the weather fails and your crops would die,’ she said. ‘We husband the game so your hunters have quarry for their tables and the wolves do not starve and threaten your livestock. We temper the winters so your people do not suffer. Without us, your life would be far worse than you realize.’”

Bertrand finished off his serving of pie with a gulp.

“Now the Landgrave was filled with doubts, for what the queen of the witches had said made sense. Marburg often prospered when hard times hit the lands around them. But he still demanded proof. So she went to the window of his castle and summoned a storm. In minutes, the rain was pouring down from what had been a clear blue sky.

“The Landgrave was at last convinced. ‘What is it you want?’ he asked of her. ‘I cannot allow you to take so many babes from my people. They are on the verge of revolt.’

‘‘‘Our numbers are safe for now,’ she replied. ‘But the time will come when we need them again.’

“The two of them negotiated to settle on a time and a number. The queen of the witches explained that they took so many babes because they needed to find ones with talent. She claimed that many of the supposed changelings were in fact talentless human babes they were returning, and if their behavior had changed, it was because they could not always know the right families to return them to.

“In the end, the queen and the Landgrave agreed that the witches would take only one child every ten years, but they would be allowed to choose one with talent for witchcraft, and that babe would be surrendered to live amongst them. The wholesale kidnapping of the babes of Marburg would end, but that single child each decade would join the witches forever.

“Thus did the witches’ covenant end the war, and thus do the Landgraves of Hessen still deliver to the witches a babe of their choosing every ten years.”

Chapter 4

    WHEN GIANCARLO awoke the morning after learning of his wife’s death, he suddenly realized how much the news changed his circumstances. He had been in the midst of preparing to return home at last. He had signed on with what remained of his band to guard a caravan heading south, and the merchant train would be leaving in a matter of days. He was deep in preparations for the trip when the messenger approached him, asking if he was Giancarlo Attendolo, the mercenary captain from Firenze.

Now there seemed no point whatsoever to the trip.

Giancarlo had no property in Firenze to speak of. He and his wife had no children. She had borne him three girls, but none lived past two years. His wife had been staying with her brother and his wife in his absence, and he sent what money he could to her while he was gone. But with her dead, what did he have to return to? In truth, nothing at all.

He had no business in Firenze. But perhaps he still had some here.

The more he thought about it, the more he felt he needed to make amends for what he had done for Count Wilhelm. But how?

He realized at that moment that he had not been to mass in some time. His faith was important to him, but his martial life interfered with regular attendance. It was perhaps time to correct that.

Mass was said each day at the cathedral in Köln, though the Archbishop himself was banned from the city by the council. Giancarlo could go, make confession, and perhaps find some answers.

When he arrived at the cathedral, he found his way to the confessional and waited his turn behind the others who had come that morning. Eventually the last person in front of him exited the small box.

Giancarlo made confession, as he usually did, in Latin.

“Bless me, Father, for I have sinned. It has been several months since my last confession.”

“What sins have you to confess?” the priest asked.

“I am a professional soldier, Father. There is much I do in the service of my employers that violates God’s commandments.”

“St. Paul says that we must obey the laws handed down by those God has placed in rulership over His people. Have you violated such laws?”

“No, Father, not as such. I took a commission from a duke in these lands, and by my actions, a man and—” Giancarlo caught himself, not being prepared to explain Erich’s strange relationship with those two mages. “—and two women, and another man, may be suffering greatly as a result. I was commissioned to deliver the man to the duke, though I am not certain his crimes merited what he is certainly facing now.”

“I am not sure I understand. These men and women were criminals?”

“I cannot say, exactly. Only that the duke had certain grievances against them.”

“Again, my son, the scriptures say we must trust those whom God has placed over us. They rule by His permission.”

“Even if they command us to do things that violate God’s commandments?”

“Were you commanded to do such things?”

Giancarlo gritted his teeth. This was not going the way he intended.

“No, Father.”

“Do you believe the man to be innocent?”

Giancarlo sighed.

“No, Father. I know he was guilty of the act the duke sought him for.”

“Then you must trust that God will guide this duke’s hand justly and righteously.”

Giancarlo did not trust Duke Wilhelm to listen to anything God might tell him—if he was such a man to listen to God at all, which he doubted very much. But what could he tell this priest?

“I still feel the sting of sin over this matter,” he said finally.

“Then pray one rosary, and God will show you the way forward.”

That was clearly all Giancarlo was getting here. So be it.

    

    GIANCARLO HAD only been introduced to the rosary since his time in the Empire, but he found the devotion calming and fulfilling. A monk he met in Trier gave him a set of prayer beads, and he had carried it with him since.

As he sat on the bench saying Ave Marias over and over, his mind cleared. There was nothing he could do to help Erich and his wives now. They were in the hands of God and Duke Wilhelm. He must trust that God had a plan for them all.

But what was Giancarlo to do, himself? The words from Matthew floated up in his mind. Do to others what you would have them do to you. This is the sum of the Law and the Prophets. Giancarlo had treated Erich and his wives, and their father, as honorably as he had been able to under difficult circumstances. Perhaps that would guide Wilhelm’s hand.

Giancarlo had no affairs to wind up at home in Firenze. But these four perhaps did here.

When the mass started, Giancarlo’s mind was elsewhere, though he recited the liturgy from long memory with little thought. He had tracked them as far as Weilburg, and he knew that Walther had left a home and business there. He was not sure what he could do about it now. But the more he thought and prayed on the matter, Giancarlo knew his path was clear: He would return to Weilburg and do what he could.

    

    THE MERCHANT was greatly displeased to hear the news that Giancarlo was not, in fact, joining them on the trip south, and his mood was more sour still when two of Giancarlo’s men, Tomas and Heinrich, elected to remain with their captain rather than the caravan. But Giancarlo did what he could—expending some of his own funds in the process—to find replacements.

Tomas had been with him since he came north, and Giancarlo knew he would likely follow him anywhere. Heinrich he had recruited within the last year, but he was a good man and one Giancarlo would have been sad to see go. The three of them could manage the trip to Weilburg with little trouble.

The weather held through the trip, though it grew cold when they climbed into the hills above the Rhine. In a few days, they reached the point above the small river where Giancarlo recalled the road had been blocked by a fallen tree when they passed through some weeks earlier. The tree had since been moved to the side by someone, which would have taken some effort.

When Giancarlo looked briefly around the spot, his nose caught the whiff of lingering decay. Down the hill to one side, he spotted the remains of two large bodies, though it was impossible now to tell what they had once been since birds and forest beasts had come to feed on the carrion.

“Capo?” Tomas asked. “What do you see?”

Giancarlo shook his head. Something about this seemed important, but he could not tell what.

“Nothing. Let’s keep moving.”

    

    THE THREE OF THEM reached Weilburg a week after leaving Köln. Not knowing what else to do, Giancarlo took a room at the inn where they had stopped the first time. The proprietress was a fat woman with enormous breasts who brought them their ale and their dinner but otherwise let them alone.

As Giancarlo ate, he pondered his next course. He had only the name of the mage to go on, and knew nothing else about him. Even once he identified the man, what was he to do then?

Chewing slowly, he closed his eyes. Give me a sign, Lord, he thought. Just one sign.

When Giancarlo finally looked up, nothing seemed to have changed. But a moment later, he noticed a young man in a green velvet doublet across the room. He was sitting with two other men about the same age, drinking ale and conversing quietly. There was nothing remarkable about him—except Giancarlo realized with a start that he recognized him.

It was the same boy who told him how Walther had left Weilburg with Erich when his band arrived here those weeks ago.

Feeling a chill across his back, Giancarlo rose from his chair. Tomas and Heinrich looked up at him questioningly, but he held up his hand: Wait.

As he crossed the room and approached the three young men, they stopped their conversation and looked up at him. The boy in the green velvet doublet was sitting with two others about his age, one in a blue waistcoat and the other a large young man in working clothes.

“Good evening, my friends. Might I join you?” He looked at the boy in the green velvet doublet. “You may not remember me, but you did me a service a month or so past.”

The boy sat up, lines of concern creasing his face.

“I do. What do you want?”

Giancarlo sat down in the last chair at the table, motioning to the innkeeper’s wife to bring another round of ale.

“You need have no concern. The business you helped me with is done. I have merely returned here in hopes of cleaning up behind myself.”

The three young men looked at each other in confusion nonetheless. They said nothing as the fat woman brought another four mugs of ale. Giancarlo flipped her a few coins to pay for the drinks.

“What is your name, might I ask?” Giancarlo asked the boy.

“Hans Bergdahl,” he replied.

“I am Giancarlo Attendolo. I am, or was, a mercenary captain from Firenze. Do you recall that I asked about Walther the artificer when I was here before?”

“I do.”

“My business concerns him. I regret that my actions may have done him a disservice, though this was not my intent. I do not expect that you will see him again. I have returned here in hopes of concluding what business he might have had.”

The three of them sat up in concern.

“Something has happened to Walther?” the large boy asked.

“Yes. I am sorry to be the one to tell you this.”

“When? He came to buy bread from our shop just this morning.”

Now it was Giancarlo’s turn to sit upright in confusion.

“What did you say?”

“He came to my father’s bakery this morning. I sold him two loaves. What has happened to him?”

Giancarlo could only gape at the boy for a few moments.

“Walther is here?” he asked softly.

Again the three boys exchanged glances.

“Yes,” Hans replied.

“Since when?”

“He returned from Köln weeks ago.”

Giancarlo’s head swam.

“What of his daughters? The man with them? Erich von Jülich-Berg?”

Hans’s face sank. “He married the both of them. They left Weilburg perhaps a week ago.”

“They are well?”

“As far as I could tell.”

The room seemed to spin about him. Giancarlo suddenly recalled what the priest in Köln had told him. You must trust that God will guide this duke’s hand justly and righteously.

Somehow, some way, Wilhelm had released the four of them unharmed.

It made no sense whatsoever. None. Yet here it was.

Giancarlo had always thought himself a pious man, but for perhaps the first time in his life, he felt the Hand of God around his heart. He did not regain his equilibrium until Hans put his hand on his arm.

“Sir? Are you ill?”

His eyes came to rest on the boy. He took a deep breath.

“I am well. Better than I have been in some days.” He took a long draught of his ale. God had brought him here for a reason, but he could feel in his bones that this was not yet over. “Erich and his wives—do you know where they have gone?”

“Only north. But I heard them discussing Wittenberg.”

“That is something of a journey.”

“Yes.”

“But you say they left only a week ago?”

“If that. I saw them go.” Then Hans’ face darkened, and his hand dropped to his waist. Giancarlo noticed with some bemusement that the boy carried a rapier at his belt.

“Do you mean them ill?” Hans asked.

Giancarlo laughed. “I do not, young sir. If anything, I owe them an apology. Indeed, I think that is where I am destined now.”

Hans sat up.

“Take me with you. I know where they must be headed. I have been on the east road with my father.”

Giancarlo shook his head and slapped Hans on the shoulder.

“This is no concern of yours, my young friend.” He stood. “Enjoy your ale. Good night.”

    

    BUT HANS could not so easily put the matter out of his head. When he and Jacob left the tavern with Stefan, and the two of them saw Stefan home on the way back to their house, he could not shake the feeling that meeting Giancarlo again was no accident. Ariel and Astrid were out of his reach now, that was true, but he had never truly felt in the depths of his heart that he was meant to marry either of them. He had wanted to, surely, but that felt much the same as wanting to leave his boring future as a merchant behind and take to the road in search of adventure.

Much like Erich. Who had, after all, married the women he wanted.

Hans knew he had no great skill with the sword. He had trained with his rapier and was capable of sparring without injuring himself in the process, but he had never used it in an actual fight, nor did he ever expect to. He was not sure what he would do were such a thing to actually happen.

But, still. There was a first time for all things, was there not? Erich had once swung his sword in anger without having done it before. And he was still alive.

There was a choice to be made here. He could be a merchant, and grow fat and lazy like his father. Or he could convince Giancarlo to let him join his band. And perhaps then one day he would be worthy of a wife like Ariel or Astrid. One who would respect him for who he was, not for what he was worth.

Hans had seen how Ariel and Astrid looked at Erich. He wanted a wife who looked at him the same way. And he was quite certain that would never happen if he chose the life of a merchant.

He woke early the next morning, when the dawn was just beginning to color the sky. Moving quietly so as not to wake Jacob, he dressed for the road, leaving his doublet behind in place of more practical clothes. He found a bag and packed what little he thought he might need. Finally, he buckled on his rapier.

Just before leaving, he woke his younger brother. Jacob blinked at him in confusion.

“Hans? What are you doing?”

“I am leaving with Giancarlo. Do not tell Father until I am gone.”

Jacob sat up. “Leaving? Where?”

“Wherever the road takes me.”

“But why?”

“Because I must. I will be back one day. Do not think ill of me.”

He embraced his brother quickly and left before Jacob could think of anything else to say.

When he reached the street, which was still frosty from the night mist, Hans fought to calm the nervous turmoil in his stomach. If Giancarlo refused him, returning home would be... embarrassing. He would have to pretend he had played a joke on Jacob and try to laugh it off. Maybe Jacob would believe it.

He reached the inn to find he had risen none too soon. Giancarlo and his men were already up and preparing to leave with the first morning light. The mercenary captain saw him walking up and cocked an eyebrow at him.

“You are up quite early, my friend.”

“Take me with you. Wherever you are going.”

Giancarlo looked at Heinrich and Tomas, who both laughed.

“What is it you think we are doing, boy?” he replied. “This is not a game for the amusement of foolish children.”

“I can ride with you. I have a sword and know how to use it.”

Giancarlo straightened himself and looked Hans up and down more seriously. His jovial mood dissipated.

“Do you, now? And when have you had to draw that blade when it mattered?”

“Never. But surely there was such a time for you as well.”

Giancarlo’s eyes narrowed. He dropped his hand to his rapier and drew it slowly. Hans felt his testicles climbing into his gut.

All traces of humor had vanished from Giancarlo’s face, and Hans saw something far more deadly take its place. But somehow Hans stood his ground.

“Indeed there was, my friend. But I was lucky to live past that moment. Are you prepared to see if you will do likewise?”

How he did it, Hans would never know. But instead of bolting with the fear that knotted his stomach, he drew his rapier and held it forth. Giancarlo cocked his head and swatted the blade away.

For a few moments, they sparred as Heinrich and Tomas watched in a mix of amusement and curiosity. Hans was experienced enough to see that Giancarlo was merely toying with him. Yet Hans was still able to defend himself, though he was unable to launch an attack of any sort.

Finally Giancarlo stopped, smiling again.

“Well, I see there is some truth to your claims, young sir. Do you truly wish to join my band? This is a harder life than I suspect you realize.”

“I do. I can help you. I know the road ahead. And I think I know where Erich, Ariel, and Astrid are going.”

“All right, then. Do you have a horse? I cannot supply you with one.”

“I do.”

“Then meet us at the gate, and we will be off.”

Chapter 5

    WHEN BERTRAND finished his tale, the four of them were silent for some time. Astrid finally spoke up.

“There is so much about that story that makes no sense to me,” she said. “Mystics are usually solitary. I have never heard of an entire band of them living together, in the woods, or elsewhere. I have never heard of a band of mages of any sort living in seclusion in the woods.”

“It is, as I said, merely a story,” Bertrand replied. “Who knows how much of it, if any, is true?”

“And kidnapping so many children?” her sister said. “How could they have managed such a thing, for so long? And why?”

“Yet you do hear of babes being switched for changelings,” Erich said. “I have heard that story since I was a child.”

Astrid grew irritated. “And that is all it is, stories ignorant people tell to frighten their children. There are human babes who are born with deformities, or illnesses, and such stories make stupid peasants believe these innocent children are the spawn of the devil when they have done nothing to deserve it. And instead they blame mages like me and Ariel for their children’s misfortune.”

Erich put his hand on Astrid’s shoulder. “Peace. I am not suggesting you or anyone else is responsible for this. I only meant that these tales exist.”

She was not calmed. “Mages like us have been burned at the stake on suspicion of such things.”

Ariel reached across the table and took her hand. “Astrid...”

Astrid’s distress softened, and she leaned her head against Erich. “I am sorry. But to know people think such things of you... it is difficult. I could never hurt a child like that.”

Ariel sighed. “But perhaps there is a kernel of truth in that story. Mysticism is the rarest of schools. If there were a mystic who wished to raise a child to her art... it might be the only way. Even if she bore a child with talent, there is no telling what talent it might born with.”

“But mating with evil spirits?” Astrid asked. “That is impossible. Such things do not happen.”

Erich was confused. “But your grandmother... a river spirit?”

She shook her head. “Nature spirits and the ones mystics commune with are very different. Nature spirits like undines can take human form on their own. They need no enchantment or assistance. But the spirits mystics can summon and control exist beyond the physical realm. They can only take physical form by possessing a living body for short periods, or by filling dead ones. But in neither case can they mate with living beings.”

“You are sure?” he asked.

Her forehead creased. “I am not a mystic. But from what I have read, that is how it works.”

Bertrand had been listening to this conversation with interest.

“You are part undine. You and your sister.”

Astrid glanced at Ariel, who answered for her. “Yes.”

“I sensed something about you two. Human, yes, but you have an attunement to the natural world I have not seen in humans before. I suppose that would explain it.”

“It is the source of our talent for naturalism,” Astrid replied.

Bertrand nodded. “Well, for that, I am grateful, or I suppose I would still be lying by that stream with a broken leg.” He stood. “It is late, and we have talked long enough. Let me set you up for the night, and we can retire.”

When Bertrand had gone to bed himself in his room at the back of the house, the three of them lay down in a heap of soft furs and bags of acorns—which was a bit like sleeping on loose gravel. Astrid curled up amongst the furs trying to get warm. It had been a long, eventful day, and she was still drained from healing Bertrand.

But she felt Erich and Ariel moving around beside her, and when they did not become still after a minute or two, she realized in annoyance what was going on. But she lay there pretending to be asleep until she felt Ariel rubbing her arm.

She rolled on her back but refused to open her eyes.

“No. I am tired, we are in a troll’s house, and we just spent three days doing little else. Go to sleep.”

She heard Ariel sigh. Erich whispered something to her that Astrid could not quite catch, then they were still.

    

    ASTRID WOKE just as the gray dawn began lightening the sky. It was cold, and she pressed herself against Erich to remain warm. Her husband and sister were still asleep.

Bertrand’s story had gnawed at her, and she had lain awake for some time the previous night. She felt a bit guilty for snapping at Erich over it, but the tale had stirred up memories she did not like to recall.

Her father was a respected citizen of the town of Weilburg, but that did not mean that everyone there welcomed him and his family. When Astrid was seven, she asked her father why they did not attend mass at the local church the way most of the others in town did. “We mages do things differently,” he replied, and she did not press the matter further.

But some time later, she wandered over to the church to see for herself. The place was empty when she arrived, but as she timidly explored the nave, one of the priests emerged from a side door. She tried to duck behind a pillar to avoid being seen, but he spotted her.

“What do you need, my child? Where are your parents?”

She slowly emerged from behind the pillar. “I just wanted to see.”

Then his face darkened. “You’re that mage’s brat. Begone, witch! Leave this hallowed ground! Get out!”

He waved his arms at her, trying to shoo her away, and she fled the church in terror.

She told no one of this encounter, not even Ariel, worried that she had brought some doom down on her family. But after that, she noticed how some of the citizens of Weilburg would make the Sign of the Cross as they passed her house, or look at her suspiciously when she was out with her mother.

A few months after that, a fever swept through the town. Her mother went around offering her healing skills, but not everyone was willing to accept her help. Predictably, those who did, got well, while many of those who did not, died. This caused lingering bad feeling among many of the citizens even after the fever lifted, with some suggesting her mother had caused the deaths to trick the rest of the town into believing her good intentions. Others rose to their defense, but for a while, they found it difficult to move through the town without constant stares and whispers.

When her mother passed away from a sudden fever herself not long afterward, these same people claimed it was a judgment on her head from God. The priest at the church initially refused to allow her to be buried in the cemetery, and only relented after the town fathers, who had long backed Walther, pressured him to change his mind.

In the midst of this, Astrid was in her father’s library trying to bury her grief in his books when she heard a group of children chanting something out in the street. When she went to the window and looked out, she realized they were chanting, “Burn the witch! Burn the witch!”

One of them held a straw effigy of a woman in a black cloak, which Astrid realized in horror was intended to resemble her mother. They had mounted the thing on the end of a long stick. Another of the boys held a burning torch. The first boy shoved the stick into the ground in front of their house, and the boy with the torch lit the effigy on fire as the rest of them continued chanting.

Astrid was frozen before the window in shock. The boys saw her after a few moments and pointed at her. The chanting grew in volume.

All of a sudden, she heard a roaring noise that she only realized was her father when she saw him burst into the street and knock down the burning effigy as the boys scattered. She ducked out of sight, too horrified to even cry.

She never said a word about the incident to Ariel, and it seemed her father did not realize she had witnessed the scene either.

Not long afterward, a new priest had come to the church, and she never saw the first one again. The mood in the town improved substantially, her family returned to attending mass, and the memories of feeling like an outcast faded into the mists of childhood.

Until Bertrand’s story, Astrid had not thought about that awful day in years.

Astrid had not just loved her mother but nearly worshipped her. She wanted nothing more than to become a master naturalist just as her mother was. Yet though she felt her talents with the Flow would be equal to the task, she had never felt she possessed her mother’s other qualities. Her mother was strong and outgoing, fearless in the face of those who doubted her or questioned her good nature.

Astrid did not have those qualities. But Ariel did.

It was Ariel who could always find the right words to say, who could speak to adults as equals in ways that often shocked Astrid. And in the years after their mother passed away, Astrid felt there was more of their mother in Ariel than in her. It was Ariel who more fully stepped into her mother’s role in the house, who had the fortitude to go rooting through their mother’s things after she died despite their father’s prohibitions, who had found the love-magic book in the process.

Astrid tried not to resent Ariel over all this, but it was hard.

She snuggled closer to Erich, wriggling under his arm. He was still asleep, but his arm tightened around her. She lay there feeling the warmth of his body against hers, and a different sort of heat grew in her.

She enjoyed making love with her husband, deeply, but she was discovering she liked the restrictions that their conjoined flows placed on her marriage considerably less. It was not sharing Erich with her sister that annoyed her. She made her peace with that reality long before even meeting Erich. No, it was that their lovemaking was the three of them and nothing else. That meant that if either she or Ariel wanted to make love and the other did not, the one who did not either went along with it or nothing could happen.

Astrid would have been less annoyed with this situation if it were not for Ariel’s seemingly constant needs. Astrid’s refusal the night before had not been the first, yet whenever Astrid wanted it, Ariel was always eager as well. That left Astrid as always being the one who had to deny her husband, or deny herself.

She was long used to quarreling with her sister over similar issues that were inherent in being twins, and she felt nothing much about it. But she disliked making Erich pay for their quarrels.

She might not have Ariel’s energies in bed, but Astrid was certain she loved Erich just as much. And part of her felt she loved him for better reasons.

She realized, after their experiences with Erich’s brother, that one of the things she loved about him was that he made her feel safe. It was one thing to believe the man you loved would do anything to protect you. Astrid knew what Erich would do because she had seen it with her own eyes.

He had killed four men for her, then turned around and surrendered himself to what should have been certain death to save her from Wilhelm’s mercenary.

She reached up and felt the small scar on her neck where the man had cut her. She herself had been ready to die that day rather than surrender. But Erich could not bear to see her harmed.

That was their weakness, she realized. She must never let herself get into such a situation again, because she knew Erich would give himself up again if it happened, and the next time they might not be so lucky.

    

    BERTRAND SERVED them a rough breakfast of acorn bread and wild honey—tossing Shadow some scraps from the remains of the squirrel pie—before they got on their way.

“I have brought you some ways from the main road, which curves to the east going north from where you must have left it,” he said when they were mounted up. “You might save some time by descending the hill on this side. There is a forest trail at the bottom which rejoins the road a half-mile or so north of here.”

“Is it safe?” Erich asked.

“It is, as far as I have taken it recently, which I will confess is not as far as the road. But if there are dangers hereabouts, I would have heard news of them. I would say it should be no more dangerous than the main road to the likes of you three.”

“We thank you for the lodging and company,” Ariel said.

“And I thank you for the healing of my leg,” Bertrand replied. He glanced at Astrid. “Though you have my apologies if you found any of my storytelling upsetting.”

Astrid straightened herself in her saddle. “I would prefer to know what lies ahead than remain content in my ignorance.”

Bertrand nodded. “Just so. However much or little of that story is true, I would advise you to take care in Marburg, for there are many there who believe it is true, and are consequently distrustful of mages.”

“My intent is to spend the night there and move on,” Erich replied.

The troll nodded. “That is wise. I do not, as I said, comport much with your kind, but should you pass this way again, I would welcome another visit.”

“I expect we will be back this way eventually,” Erich replied. “I hope your fishing is less eventful in the future.”

Bertrand laughed. “As do I.”

The three of them rode down the hill, navigating their way between Bertrand’s oak trees. A few squirrels appeared to chitter at them, upset at being driven from their acorn feast, but otherwise they saw nothing. In a few minutes, they reached the bottom of the hill and found the trail he had told them about.

Erich turned left, taking the lead. The trail was too narrow for three horses abreast, so Ariel and Astrid followed behind him, with Shadow loping alongside. The woods here were dense even with most of the leaves—all in red, brown, and gold—coloring the forest floor. The skeletal trees on either side reached over the trail above them, blocking out most of the overcast sky. The tree trunks were damp and thick with lichens.

It was cold, and the breeze through the woods chilled them. Ariel and Astrid tugged their cloaks tighter around them, though Erich seemed not to notice it. Instead he looked up. One by one, tiny sparkling crystals of snow drifted down through the branches above them.

“Look,” he said.

Ariel held out her hand, and caught a snowflake on her gloved finger.

“Snow, and we have barely begun our journey,” Astrid said.

“We may not make it to Wittenberg soon if this continues,” Erich said.

The three of them rode in silence as the snow fell quietly around them. The ground was not yet cold enough for the snow to accumulate, and for a time the snowflakes melted as soon as they came to rest.

Bit by bit, they accumulated on the bare branches of the trees, frosting them like sugar on pastries. Just when the snow threatened to cover the ground, the cloud of flakes thinned, then dissipated. But the sky remained slate gray and oppressive, and the air remained still and cold as they rode slowly down the trail.

Chapter 6

    FOR THE FIRST few months of motherhood, Julia’s days ran into one another, lost as she was in a dreary fog of kitchen drudgery, sleepless nights, and caring for the baby. She had no choice but to carry the child with her wherever she went, often nursing the babe in its sling as she chopped vegetables or made bread in the baking automaton. Her own cares fell by the wayside as she moved numbly from one task to the next, her hours punctuated only by the baby’s cries, the kitchen mistress’s orders, and what little sleep she could steal.

She had often pondered as a young girl what motherhood would be like, but having had it thrust upon her unexpectedly and unwillingly, she now wondered how anyone managed it at all. Many days, it was all she could do just to put one foot in front of the other without collapsing in exhaustion.

Still, there were a few all-too-brief moments of fulfillment in the midst of this, when the baby’s needs, her kitchen duties, and her need for sleep did not interfere with each other, and she could lie with the child in peace in her bed. Having no other ideas and no energy to think of anything else, she had named the girl Maria, hoping that little homage would compensate for her sins and failings and give the baby a happy life Julia knew she was fated never to see herself.

It was not as if it mattered what she named the baby anyway. Julia did not see how she could take Maria to be baptized when she could not explain how she had borne her. For she knew that, though Philip might have cast the two of them aside, word would reach his ears were she to break her promise not to speak of what he had done to her.

It was a one-sided promise, she knew. She gave up much by adhering to it, and Philip had given her nothing for his sake, but breaking it would have consequences. Even if so many people in the castle already knew the truth, she could not speak it aloud.

Despite all this, she found that she loved Maria. For all her presence meant and did to her, Julia loved her.

She would lie beside her at night, stroking Maria’s pale blonde hair and playing with her tiny fingers. Now and then, the babe would giggle and smile at her. Julia would hold her tight, praying that somehow she would be able to get through the next few years and that Maria would grow strong and healthy. The thought that she might somehow grow sick and die as so many children did chilled Julia to her core.

Julia had nothing. Nothing but Maria. To lose her as well would kill her.

    

    ONE BLESSED afternoon, Julia found herself off duty in the kitchen at the same time as Maria—full and happy—decided to take a long nap, on a day after the babe had slept well enough to give Julia a full night’s sleep.

The state of having little to do yet possessed of the energy to do it was so strange and long forgotten that Julia was for a while frozen into inaction, just staring blankly across her room. But after a while, she got up and walked through the castle.

In her days as a chambermaid, Julia had spent most of her time in the upper reaches of the castle or down in her room with the other servants. She had little or no time or cause to wander elsewhere.

So, as it was a pleasant fall day, she went to the rear grounds where the castle looked north past the church and over the woods. Here there was a short path that led to the round tower in the northwest corner of the compound. Julia sat on the wall and looked out on the fiery expanse of red, orange, and gold trees.

Maria stirred briefly in her sling. Julia looked down at her, but the babe was just squirming in her sleep, not waking. Maria had developed a birthmark on her head, a red spot that looked a bit like one of the leaves on the trees below the wall. Julia fussed with Maria’s hair, hoping it would hide the mark soon, knowing how some people found such things suspicious. The other women in the kitchen had noticed it, and Julia knew they saw it as some divine retribution for Julia’s sins.

For a while Julia simply enjoyed the feeling of having nothing to really think about. Yet after some minutes, she looked over at the tower, wondering what went on there. She had never been inside, though she knew part of it served as the castle’s dungeon. She could see the iron bars on the lower windows. But the upper levels seemed to serve a different purpose. She was not brave enough to enter herself and see, but looking at it made her realize how little she knew about so much of this huge dwelling where she had spent most of her life.

Then one of the windows in the tower’s pointed roof opened, and a man looked out. He seemed to be seeking nothing but a bit of fresh air, but then he caught her gaze before she could look away. He waved. Embarrassed—but happy at the small gesture of friendship—she returned the wave shyly.

The man withdrew from the window, and Julia returned to her reverie over the woods. Then she realized the man was emerging from the door at the base of the tower and walking up the stone path toward her. His gaze in her direction made his purpose clear.

Julia was torn between concern at having caught another man’s eye and her loneliness at being shunned for so long in the kitchen. The loneliness won out, and she remained where she was.

“Hello,” the man said amiably. He was perhaps forty or so, balding and clean-shaven, dressed in long wool robes.

“Hello, sir,” she replied.

“What are you doing here?”

“Just enjoying the afternoon.”

He noticed the babe around her neck but said nothing. “What is your name? What do you do here?”

“Julia. I work in the kitchens.”

“My name is Constantine. I am one of the court mages, an artificer. Do you know what that is?”

“I am not sure. You make magic things out of metal?”

“Yes. The automata. You have seen them?”

“We have several in the kitchen. They are useful, though I confess I do not understand how they work.”

Julia had said the right thing. The man’s face lit up.

“Would you like to see? My workshop is in the tower.”

Again Julia wavered between caution and a desire for some companionship, brief though it must be. But this man seemed harmless. Surely he meant no ill to her with a babe about her neck? As well, she realized she was curious about the automata.

She managed a small smile. “Yes.”

He motioned for her to follow. “Come, then. It’s just up those stairs.”

Julia rose from the wall and followed him down the path to the tower, where a stone staircase led up the side to a stout wooden door. Past the door there was another set of stairs leading to the top level.

The artificer’s workshop was cramped, for the ceiling sloped inward on all sides with the roof above. A dormer opened to the left through the roof, forming a small open room, and a large fireplace sat in the center of the main room. But Julia’s attention was immediately seized by the bits and pieces of automata all about, strewn over tables and workbenches. There were curved plates of brass, brass shells in many shapes, gears, rods, wires, and other unidentifiable parts of all sorts. Many of the completed automata appeared to be in the form of birds. There was a brass owl on a perch, with a brass falcon beside it. Three crows in various states of completion sat on a shelf, with a fourth, completed version on yet another perch beside them. She saw many other things in a half-finished state, cables and parts hanging out.

The mage stood beside her, clearly pleased at her amazed reaction. “It is a mess, I am sorry, but there is no helping it.” He waved to her again. “Come, look closer.”

She followed him to one workbench, where a small brass man, about the size of a child, lay on its back. Its chest was open, and she could see what looked like a large clock spring inside. But its face was far from childlike, instead being fitted with a large nose and a sheet of brass mail, apparently its beard.

“This is a project for the Landgrave. He asked me to make him a fool. It is meant to resemble a dwarf.”

The mention of Philip chilled Julia’s mood, but she buried the feelings as best she could.

“What will it do?”

“It will be able to dance and tumble and such things, but it will also be able to speak, and hopefully sing.”

Julia had never heard of a singing automaton. “It will speak?”

“With luck. If I can overcome certain problems I have not yet solved. Here, look.” He indicated a brass cylinder on the bench beside the fool. “This is the voice box. I can make sounds with it, but so far not speech. The enchantments are complicated.”

“I cannot imagine.”

Constantine showed her several other things he was working on. Julia’s attention wavered—too much of it was beyond her comprehension, such that things began looking all the same—until he pulled out a small automaton bird about the size of a sparrow.

“A simple thing, just a toy, really, but look.”

He set it on a table, and it hopped about bobbing its head. Julia suddenly felt Maria moving and realized the baby was awake. Constantine held up the little bird, and Maria let out a giggle, reaching for it clumsily. But Julia tucked her back into the sling.

“Your husband,” Constantine asked slowly, “does he work in the castle?”

Julia took a short breath. “I have no husband. Her father...” Her voice trailed off. What could she tell him?

“He is dead,” she said finally.

What else was she to say? He might as well be, for all the difference it made to Maria.

“I am sorry,” Constantine replied.

She did not like the look that came into his eyes, though it was far from unexpected. She looked down and fussed briefly with Maria. When she looked up again, Constantine was holding out the bird toward her.

“For the baby. If it amuses her.”

Julia shook her head. “I cannot.”

“Please. It is nothing. Just a toy. I specialize in birds. I have so many.”

Again, she wavered. But it had been so long since anyone had shown her such a kindness that Julia finally relented and took it.

“Thank you. But I must go. I have work to do soon.”

Constantine nodded. “Will you visit me again? So few people ever come up here.”

Julia managed a smile. “If I can.”

    

    THAT NIGHT when her duties were done, Julia sat in her room holding the little bird for Maria to watch and giggle over. Each time it would flap its wings, Maria would squeal and jerk her arms and legs in excitement. They played with it together for a long time.

Julia was not ignorant of why Constantine had invited her into his workshop and given her the bird. A mage working alone in a tower like that no doubt yearned for some companionship. Perhaps a wife.

She felt no attraction to him, though he seemed pleasant enough. Still, her life might be easier with a husband. It would certainly be less precarious. Of course, as a wife, she would likely bear more children, and she could not imagine trying to raise another, at least not for a few years.

Deep in her heart, the innocent little girl she had once been ached for a man she could love, but she knew this was a foolish dream. She had never known love in her life, not once, neither parents nor siblings nor friends. Why should that ever change?

Chapter 7

    PERHAPS AN HOUR after leaving Bertrand’s house, with the sky still gray and threatening more snow, the three of them came to a fork in the path. The right fork seemed to continue the main route, while the left was narrower and darker—there, the trees bent in more steeply and they could not see more than a few tens of yards beyond the fork.

Erich stopped his horse and considered the situation.

“The left path would seem to take us toward the main road,” he said, “assuming it goes that far at all.”

“How far could it be?” Ariel asked.

“A quarter-mile, maybe a bit more, unless my sense of direction has gone awry.”

Astrid looked down at Shadow, who was looking back and forth between the paths uncertainly.

“Can you smell anything?”

Shadow sniffed at one path, then the other. Then she walked over next to Erich as if she was waiting for his decision.

“Husband?” Ariel asked.

Erich fumed. He wanted to get back to the main road, but the left path troubled him. On the other hand, the right seemed to veer well away from the direction they needed to go, at least as far ahead as he could see.

He spurred his horse forward, to the left.

“This way. Wherever it goes, it cannot go far out of our way.”

The path narrowed almost immediately, forcing them into single file. Astrid took up the rear while Shadow stayed close to Erich, moving in and out of the trees. But it seemed to continue in the direction they wished to go, so Erich tried to still his doubts.

The trees here seemed older and broader, and the branches above grew together into a dense thicket. The breeze had stopped, or could no longer penetrate the dense forest to reach them. The smell of damp rotting leaves grew stronger. Though the forest had been quiet before now, the oppressive weight of the woods around them stilled the air even more.

The going was increasingly slow. Soon they had to duck under one branch after another, though the path below remained clear. Erich finally dismounted and walked beside his horse. Ariel and Astrid did likewise.

About ten or fifteen minutes later, almost without warning, the forest opened into a small clearing—though it was more chamber than meadow, as the dense branches nearly blocked out the sky above. But this bare circular patch was empty of trees for about twenty yards.

In the center of the clearing was a ring of moss-covered stones. The stones were uneven, some about three feet high while others were six feet or more. In the middle of the ring of stones was a small spring. The water in the hollow was clear, though there was no effluent they could see.

Shadow clung close to Erich, tail down, as they entered.

“What do you think?” Erich asked.

Ariel and Astrid walked slowly around the clearing. Here and there, though they were difficult to pick out from more than a few feet away, were rotten, moss- and lichen-covered logs set around the stones, forming a sort of amphitheater.

“I am thinking of Bertrand’s story,” Astrid said finally.

“The witches,” Ariel added.

“What do you think this place is?” Erich asked.

“I don’t know,” Ariel replied. “But it does seem like the sort of place they might have gathered, if his story was accurate. Though it looks like years since anyone has been here.”

Erich walked up to the spring and knelt down. But when he reached for the water, Astrid spoke up.

“Don’t,” she said.

“Why?”

“Places like this... I have never seen such a thing before, though I have read about them... such springs are often said to be enchanted.”

“Can you tell?”

The girls looked at each other.

“Sensing enchantments is more divination than naturalism,” Ariel said.

“But the spring? The two of you have undine blood in your veins.”

“This not a river,” Astrid said.

“Water is water, is it not?”

“For the most part,” she replied. “That is, if this is a natural spring.”

“Then see what you can tell. I do not want to go further if we are heading into a witches’ den.”

“I suppose we can try.”

Ariel and Astrid joined hands and closed their eyes. Erich watched for a moment, then glanced around them into the woods. Though it was mid-morning, the forest beyond the clearing was tenebrous and gloomy.

Finally the girls looked up at him.

“There is a power here,” Astrid said.

“What do you mean?”

“There are places in the world where the Flow moves more strongly than elsewhere, where it is concentrated.”

“Much like a spring,” Ariel said. “Just as water can flow freely from the ground like this, there are spots the Flow emerges into the world in a pure stream.”

Erich looked around the clearing, then back down at the spring.

“And this is such a spot?”

“Again, we have only read about these things,” Astrid said. “I have never seen one in person.”

“Is it dangerous?”

Ariel shook her head. “It is simply the Flow. It could be used for good or evil. But whatever a mage might do here would be enhanced, perhaps significantly.”

“But you can sense no evil?”

“No.”

“Though that may mean nothing,” Astrid said.

“There are ways of concealing ill omens,” Ariel continued. “A skilled diviner could peer through them, but we cannot.”

Erich looked around again.

“Just the sort of place a group of witches would meet, it would seem.”

Astrid cringed. “Or any sort of mages. I told you I do not like that word.”

Erich rubbed her shoulder. “I am sorry. I am just thinking of the story.”

Ariel knelt down beside the ring of stones and looked into the water. The pool was clear and no more than two or three feet across, yet somehow she could not quite make out the bottom of it.

“Ariel...” Astrid said.

“I’m just looking.”

But she could sense something more here, something that seemed to call to her from the water. Before she even thought to do it, her hand was reaching out. Her fingers touched the surface—

     

—and the heat was sweltering. The trees, heavy with summer foliage, seemed to press down upon her. The damp smell of the humus and detritus of the forest was thick in her nostrils.

Around her were half a dozen spindly legged creatures, none more than three feet tall. Arms like the twigs of the branches overhead, eyes as dull and dead as the stones around the pool.

Killcrops all, soulless things of walking flesh. Her spirit children.

One held forth a squirming human babe, wrapped in a fine embroidered blanket. She realized with a shock that it was a girl with pale blonde hair.

For a moment, she stood there wondering if something had changed in the long enchantment. She extended her hands, drawing the Flow from the pool. Unlike all other mages, unlike any who were not mystics, she could see the Flow around her, see the bright swirling violet and indigo streams as they rose from the water.

She wove them together around the baby, hoping. But the weave failed to take shape. This was the wrong child.

“Fools,” she spat. “Vermin. This is not the one I sent you for.”

The killcrops staggered away from her in fear, each trying to hide behind the one beside it. The lone creature holding the babe struggled to hold its ground, unsure what to do.

“Return it! It is of no use to me.”

She spun away from them, her raven hair swirling around her face. The killcrops continued to murmur and chitter to each other. She realized the one with the babe was still standing behind her. Her green eyes flashed venomously at it.

“Return it! Get it out of my sight!”

“But where, Mother? Where shall we take it?”

Killcrops, being soulless, were fundamentally stupid, unable to follow any but the most simple of commands or remember anything they had been told more than a few hours before. This was why they could not find the child she sent them for.

“Back to its family. Anywhere! Leave it at the church if you cannot find your way!”

The killcrops scattered, disappearing into the forest. She sat on one of the stones beside the pool, rubbing her forehead in frustration.

The heat was overpowering her. She reached down, seeking water to cool her face—

     

—and she was being pulled backwards away from the pool, the sudden chill in the air shocking her. A tall man and a blonde woman were grappling with her, and she reached out for the Flow in the pool, preparing a deadly enchantment to drive them away.

Only to realize all at once it was Erich and her sister kneeling beside her.

“Ariel! Ariel!” Astrid cried. “What were you doing?”

She opened her mouth to answer them—and could not.

“I don’t know.”

“Are you all right?” Erich asked.

Ariel shook her head to clear the lingering effects of the vision.

“I think so.” She looked up at him. “What was I doing?”

“You were about to plunge your head under the water,” he said. “Only the look on your face... it was as if you were somewhere else.”

“This place is enchanted,” Astrid said. “I want to get out of here.”

Ariel struggled to her feet, managing a wary glance at the pool.

“So do I.”

“Are you sure you’re all right?” Erich asked again.


“Yes,” she lied. Ariel nodded, trying to convince herself. It almost worked.


Erich fetched the horses. He looked forward, where the path continued narrowly into the woods, then back the way they had come.

“I am wary of going on this direction. But if we turn back, we will have lost hours. Making it to Marburg before dark may be difficult, and I do not want to spent the night in these woods.”

Ariel stepped forward, looking down the path. Her head was still foggy, but there was something else here she wanted to see.

“We should go on,” she said.

Erich’s forehead creased. “Are you sure?”

“Yes.”

Then Astrid gasped. “Ariel, your ring.”

She glanced down at her wedding ring. The sapphire Erich had given her, the mate to the one on Astrid’s hand—both of which had glowed weakly blue since their wedding—now displayed a distinct violet luminescence.

Ariel looked over at Astrid’s ring. Her stone had not changed. Astrid took her sister’s hand, looking back and forth between her ring and Ariel’s. Then she looked up.

“What happened to you in that spring?”

The memory of the vision was already fading, and it fought Ariel’s efforts to keep hold of it. There were—things. And a baby. And—

“I can’t remember now,” she said finally.

“That’s it,” Erich said. “We’re getting out of here. Forward or backward, but we’re getting out.”

“But which way?” Astrid asked.

Erich cursed under his breath, glancing back and forth between the two exits. Then he stepped across the clearing.

“Forward. Surely the main road cannot be much farther.”

Chapter 8

    GIANCARLO AND HIS BAND—now increased by one—rode hard the first two days out from Weilburg, stopping in the town of Wetzlar the first night, where inquiries revealed that Erich and his wives had indeed passed through only two days before. At Hans’ suggestion, they had turned north along the trade road at Gießen; Hans had insisted this was the best route toward Wittenberg. Knowing Erich to be an experienced traveler and mercenary who would likely stick to the main roads, Giancarlo had agreed this seemed the most probable route.

But though a farmer they talked to north of Gießen recalled seeing a man riding with two beautiful, identical women two days before, the trail went cold soon afterward. The next person they spoke to, an innkeeper in a little village along the river a mile or so further on, claimed he had seen no riders matching that description, only a finely dressed older woman travelling in a carriage with three guards, who had passed through without stopping. Several others in the inn confirmed the innkeeper’s story. No one, it seemed, had seen Erich and the women.

“Could we have ridden past them somehow?” Hans asked when the four of them sat down to a round of ale.

Giancarlo shook his head, though more in frustration than disagreement. He wanted to say no, but this was becoming a pattern in chasing after Erich von Jülich-Berg.

“If they had reached this village,” Tomas said, “someone would have seen them. A group like that would draw eyes.”

Hans nodded. As new as all this was to him, he knew it would be difficult for Ariel and Astrid to travel anywhere without being noticed.

Giancarlo saw a toothless old man approaching their table nervously, mug in hand. A moment later, the others looked up, following his gaze.

“What do you need, friend?” Giancarlo asked.

The man looked down at his mug—it was empty—and shook it gently.

Hans (who would go to bed that night wondering where this remark had come from) spoke up. “Why should we refill your mug, old man?”

The other three glanced at him, then back at the other man, awaiting the answer.

“This man you seek,” he said, “was he a bold one? A man in a hurry, who might take shortcuts?”

Giancarlo’s eyes narrowed. “Perhaps.”

The old man again extended his mug, and this time, Giancarlo motioned to the barmaid to refill it. When she had, the old man sat down.

“There is a forest trail,” he began, “which cuts across the bend in the river to the south of here. It is a shorter route than the main road, though a more dangerous one, I have heard. But perhaps your man took it.”

“Where does it rejoin the road?” Giancarlo asked.

“No more than a quarter of a mile north,” the man replied. “Look for where the river bends, you will see the path emerge in the dale between two hills to your right.”

“You said it was dangerous,” Hans said.

The old man grinned as best he could with no teeth. “Indeed, my impertinent young pup. Perhaps a bit too dangerous for one as smooth cheeked as you. I have heard many stories of those woods over the years, though I have been down that trail only once and only a short way. There are enchantments and darker things to be found there, so it is said.”

“A place mages might go?” Giancarlo asked.

“Mages?” the man asked. “Witches, you mean?”

“Mages. Of any sort.”

The old man regarded Giancarlo warily. “There are said to be witches in the woods hereabouts, yes.”

Giancarlo looked to his men.

Heinrich shrugged. “It’s worth a look.”

“Whatever you think, capo,” Tomas said.

Hans realized when the other three looked at him that his opinion was desired as well. He drew himself up in his chair.

“Someone would have seen them had they stayed to the road. Perhaps Ariel and Astrid wanted to explore the woods, if they are indeed enchanted as he says.”

Giancarlo nodded. “Let’s go.”

    

    THEY FOUND the trail right where the old man told them to look, emerging from amongst the trees in a small valley where the Lahn went around a bend. There was another farm along the road here, and the farmer insisted he had seen no one emerge from the trail in a long time—and in fact seemed disturbed by the very question.

Bracing themselves, the four of them entered the trail. It soon turned south around a hill, and the forest rapidly became dense enough to blot out the sky above. Giancarlo rode in the lead, with Hans behind him and Tomas and Heinrich bringing up the rear.

After crossing a small stream, the trail climbed a hill, switching back and forth as it rose. Halfway up, they were forced to dismount and lead their horses, for the branches above had become too dense.

Hans felt his stomach knotting up in fear as they crested the hill and descended into a narrow valley. The dim light from overhead grew dimmer, and the normal forest sounds seemed to have vanished. The air here was cold and damp, and he tugged his fine coat—which was rapidly losing its fine appearance to snags against branches and thorns—tighter around his shoulders.

The trail turned down the valley, descending slowly along the ridge instead of switching back. Several times, Giancarlo stopped and looked around, frowning, then went on again.

In a few minutes, they reached the bottom of the valley where another narrow stream ran through a rocky defile. When Giancarlo stopped at the stream, Hans moved around him to get a better look. He stepped on a branch buried in the leaves, feeling it crack as he did so. He glanced down—and realized it was not a branch he had stepped on.

It was a bone.

A long bone, green with moss and decay.

Giancarlo heard his gasp and looked over. He stepped next to Hans and kicked at the macabre discovery.

“Is it an animal’s?” Hans asked.

Giancarlo shoved the leaves aside with the tip of his boot.

“That is a man’s leg bone, if ever I have seen one.”

He poked around further in the detritus. There were more bones hidden underneath. After a few moments, he uncovered the skull.

The other three circled around him. Hans did his best not to cringe.

“That has been here a while,” Tomas finally said.

“Yes,” Giancarlo answered. “But it could be anything. A farmer falling down that hill. Someone who became lost on this trail.”

Tomas rolled the skull over with his foot. Angled across the back was long, sharply defined split, one that the blade of an axe or sword would have fit neatly into.

“Or not,” Giancarlo said. He looked up, searching the woods around them.

“Be on your guard. Let’s keep moving.”

    

    IN THE END, it was not they who found Erich and his wives, but Erich and the women who found them. And that was a good thing.

The creatures that attacked them were entirely silent. One moment Hans was walking behind Heinrich, and the next there was a thin-legged thing—almost like a fleshy spider with a child’s head—on the man’s back, cutting his throat with a slender knife.

As Heinrich fell, blood spurting from the gaping wound in his neck, Hans stood there frozen as if he were watching the scene on a stage. Up ahead of him, Giancarlo had drawn his sword and was slashing at two of the creatures that had dropped from the trees above.

As the horses scattered in alarm, Hans watched as the thing that had killed Heinrich rose from the body and turned in his direction. Still he could not seem to move.

Hans realized he was about to die.

At the last possible moment, his arm became unfrozen, and he drew his rapier just in time to impale the creature as it leapt at him. Snarling and clawing at him despite the blade through its chest, the thing tore a long gash on Hans’ arm. But then Hans thrust forward, pushing it away, and it was dead.

He spun around just in time to see three of the things finishing off Tomas, stabbing him repeatedly with their knives.

Hans froze again. He might have killed one, but he could not see how he could possibly take on three of them. Then one of the things rose and sprang at him, and he somehow caught this one as well, running his rapier through its neck.

With that, Hans could take no more. He turned and ran toward Giancarlo, who had killed the two small creatures before him but now faced something much larger. Hans was at first taken aback, thinking it was a tall, almost skeletal man, dressed in fine clothes more suited for court. Then he realized the thing’s skin was rough bark, and its fine breeches and waistcoat were leaves and moss woven to resemble human clothes. It was nearly seven feet tall, towering over Giancarlo, whose rapier was doing it no appreciable damage. It was all the mercenary captain could do to keep the thing at bay and avoid its slashing claws.

That was when a dark form appeared behind the wood-thing, and Giancarlo cried out in alarm.

    

    PAST THE CLEARING, the trail climbed gently, though the forest grew even darker and denser, to the point that Ariel wondered if they had lost track of time and the sun was setting.

The ground was damp and thick with moss, mushrooms, and other fungi, the stones slick with moisture. More than once, she slipped briefly on the ground and had to grab at Erich or her horse for balance.

Erich’s face became grim, and he loosened his war knife in its scabbard as she had seen him do before when he expected trouble. She reached for her dagger at her belt, doing the same, though she was still not sure she would be able to use it if the time for that ever came.

The woods were silent. She saw nothing moving around them, neither birds nor animals. She reached behind her and took Astrid’s hand briefly.

“Can you sense anything?”

“Just the same power as in the clearing. It has spread through here as well.”

She felt the same thing. “Yes.”

Then Erich froze, stopping so suddenly that Ariel walked into his back.

“Listen.”

Ariel heard someone cry out ahead, then sounds of movement, metal striking wood.

Erich drew his war knife and charged forward. Ariel let go of her horse’s reins and followed, as did Astrid.

Just around the next bend, Ariel saw two things she briefly thought were children blocking their way. But they were emaciated beyond the poorest and most miserable orphan she had ever seen, and their skin was as wrinkled and gray as that of a corpse. And each bore a long thin knife in its hand.

They sprang forward, but they were no match for Erich, who nearly cut them both in two with one sweep of the heavy war knife. Their bodies fell to the forest floor, twitching and gurgling. Their blood was black, and it steamed in the cold air.

Ariel was momentarily frozen by the sight of it, until Astrid ran into her. Then she realized Erich had jumped over the not-quite-dead things on the ground and continued down the trail, where she could hear sounds of more combat.

She followed, holding Astrid’s hand and trying to think of what spell might work, though she had no idea what they would find.

When she rounded another huge tree, she skittered to a stop. Erich was facing something that resembled a tall wooden man, dressed in moss and leaves. It swung its limbs at him, branches scratching across his armor. Erich largely deflected the blow with his sword, then ducked under the counter strike when it came. There was someone on the other side of the wooden man, but Ariel could not get a clear look at him through its leaves and branches.

“Fire?” she said to Astrid. Her sister nearly crushed her hand.

“Wait. Not with Erich so close.”

Then Erich drew back, trying to regain the initiative against this thing that, being so much larger, was also much slower and less agile. Ariel tried to begin the spell, to call forth the fire they had commanded so many times before, but something stuttered. She lost her grip on the Flow, and Astrid gasped beside her as the spell failed.

“What . . . Ariel what are you doing? Cast the spell!”


But Ariel could not. Her bond with Astrid was clouded, uncertain. She could not see what Astrid was doing, what she needed to do.

The battle before them continued in ignorance of Ariel’s confusion. As the wood-thing lunged forward, Erich took his war knife in both hands and chopped down across it. The blow cut deeply into the wooden flesh of its neck and shoulder, causing it to stagger backward. Erich pressed his advantage, bringing his sword around again, and this time taking the thing’s head off. It fell backward with a crash, seeming to trap the other person, whoever it was, underneath it.

Again, Erich leapt forward, seeing something Ariel could not. She followed, and when at last she saw what was going on, she froze in shock.

There were indeed more people here, some live, some dead. And one of the live ones she recognized.

“Hans?” she cried. “What in God’s name?”

But before Hans could say anything, Erich charged past him, swinging his sword at two more of the withered little creatures behind him. Erich sliced one of them neatly in two, and then sent the last one’s head flying into the woods with his return strike.

Ariel’s shock at the battle with the strange creatures was compounded by the sight before her. She might have been less surprised to find the Emperor himself out in these woods than Hans Bergdahl.

But it was him, holding a bloody rapier as if he had just killed something, which clearly he had. The gash on his arm made clear he had not been a mere spectator.

Erich turned from the corpses of the withered gray things with an equally surprised look on his face.

“Yes,” Hans replied. “Hello, Ariel. Astrid.” He nodded at them.

Then the other man rose from underneath the wood-thing, and Ariel’s shock intensified. She let out a cry of alarm and leapt back against her sister.

Erich looked over, and as recognition dawned in a black rage, he raised his war knife in the man’s direction.

But Giancarlo left his rapier on the ground and instead raised his hands.

“You are no doubt somewhat surprised to see me. Please let me offer some explanation before you run me through.” He looked at Ariel and Astrid. “Or immolate me, as your preference may be. I mean you no harm.”

Erich kept his blade where it was.

“First, you have my thanks for your assistance here. Though I regret it came too late for some of us.” He looked at Hans. “Are they both dead?”

Hans nodded. “Yes. I’m sorry.”

“Pity. Tomas has been with me for years.” Giancarlo sighed and looked back to Erich. “I did you a great wrong some weeks ago. That wrong was not excused by my contract with your brother. How it came out such that the three of you are unharmed, I do not know, but I can only see the hand of God in the outcome. I have acknowledged my actions in the confessional, and God has made my penance clear.”

He took a step toward Erich and dropped to his knees.

“I submit myself to whatever retribution you see fit to deliver. I have learned that my wife has been dead this past year, and if it is my fate to join her, I am ready.”

Erich lowered his sword slowly, but his face remained hard.

“My brother hired you to perform a service. You did so, and were paid.”

“Yes.”

Erich stared at him for a few moments.

“I am not clear why you feel this is necessary. I have been a freesword long enough to have left any sentiments over it behind.”

“I placed your wives in great peril, and I injured one of them. I should not have turned them over to your brother.”

“Yes. That is true.”

“Erich, had he not done so, we could not have healed Wilhelm and thereby ended his vendetta against you,” Astrid said. “You would still be in his dungeon being tortured. Perhaps it was meant to be.”

Giancarlo twisted around. “You healed Wilhelm?”

“Yes,” Ariel replied. “We healed the wounds Erich gave him all those years ago. That was why he released us. And he promised to let us be now.”

The color drained from Giancarlo’s face. He looked back at Erich, who stared at him for long moments before sheathing his war knife.

“I have no quarrel with you.” He looked up at Hans. “But how did you come to be here?”

“He came to Weilburg with his men,” Hans replied. “After he explained himself, I told him you were well. He wanted to find you, and I offered to help.”

Erich cocked an eyebrow at him. “You found him that trustworthy?”

Hans glanced at Ariel and Astrid, then back at Erich. “Yes. If thought he meant to do you harm, I would not have helped him.”

Erich nodded. Then he stepped around Giancarlo and looked down at the wooden creature that had been attacking him. Shadow was inspecting it, sniffing here and there at the pieces that remained.

“What is this thing?” he asked Ariel and Astrid. “Do you know?”

Astrid knelt down. “Yes. But this makes no sense. This is an erlking. They are faerie creatures. They mostly tend the forest, though you do hear stories of them luring children away from their parents. But I have never heard of one attacking people like this.”

Ariel’s head swam for a moment. “It was enchanted.”

The others looked at her. Astrid’s jaw dropped. “How do you know?”

“I... I don’t know.” The vision from the clearing flashed through her mind, too fast for her to retain any details other than the purple light emerging from the spring. Then she saw a lingering purple luminescence in the erlking’s dead eyes.

“There! Do you see that? In its eyes.”

Astrid looked down. “No. See what?”

“The purple.” But then it was gone.

“I see nothing. It’s dead.”

Ariel shook her head. For some reason, she looked at her wedding ring. The color shifted briefly to blue, then back to the weird purple it turned to after she’d dipped her hand in the spring.

“And these others?” Erich asked.

Ariel looked down at the little dead things around them. There was another flash in her head, a strange sort of grief, but she could not get a grasp on it.

“I don’t know.”

“They look human, almost,” Astrid said. “Like human children that did not grow properly. Like they were starved and neglected.”

“They’re not human,” Ariel said.

“Are they elves?” Hans asked.

“No. If we had encountered elves, you would know it. They would not have died so easily.”

“These things attacked us without warning,” Giancarlo said. “They dropped from the trees above.”

“Where were you coming from?” Erich asked. “What is ahead on this path?”

“The main road. A man we spoke to suggested you might have taken this route after we seemed to have lost your trail. Where are you headed?”

“Marburg, for tonight at least. If you two wish to ride with us that far, I have no objections.”

Chapter 9

    JULIA RETURNED to Constantine’s tower a few days later. She had spent the intervening hours weighing the consequences of continuing their nascent friendship. As much as she was wary of allowing another man into her life, the pleasure in knowing that there was at least one person who enjoyed her company eventually won out. She might have preferred a friend amongst the other women closer to her age in the kitchen, but as they persisted in their united front against her, she had little choice.

When she knocked on the door to the tower, she heard a succession of strange noises, then Constantine’s voice.

“Blast it all! Who is it?”

He sounded so annoyed that she almost turned and left. But instead she made herself answer.

“It’s Julia. Am I bothering you?”

The door flew open a moment later. He was dressed in the same robe, which was covered in brass shavings. His hands were black with tarnish.

“Oh, my dear. My apologies. I thought you were one of the Landgrave’s men come to nag me about his fool. Please, come in, come in.”

He stepped back, waving her in. She managed a smile and followed him to his workshop.

“Please, forgive me. You have no idea how they are vexing me about this. I try to explain that these things cannot be rushed, that there are such delicate procedures involved in building such an automaton, not to mention that I must invent something entirely new to make it sing, but they will not listen.”

As he spoke, he went about moving things around the workbenches and tables in some semblance of straightening up his workshop, but the effect to Julia was little more than moving the various areas of chaos from one place to another. He finally uncovered a chair and motioned her to sit.

“Will you have some wine? I am afraid I have nothing else. I get no social calls here, I am afraid.”

Julia nodded. She had only rarely had wine in her life and was not sure it was the best idea now, but did not want to offend him by refusing. He filled a small cup from a jug and handed it to her.

Finally Constantine stopped and caught his breath. He looked down at Maria in her sling.

“The baby. Did she like the bird?”

Julia smiled. “She loves it. It makes her laugh. Thank you for it.”

He smiled. “I never asked her name.”

“Maria.”

He nodded and went back to digging through one of the tables. “I made something else for her, in case you ever returned. Here it is.” He came up with another small toy, which Julia realized was a little tin rabbit.

Constantine set it on the table next to Julia, and she sat Maria up in her lap so she could see. He twisted its tail, and it hopped across the table. Then it stopped and wiggled its ears. Maria shook, waving her arms. When the rabbit began hopping again, she squealed loudly. When she squealed, the rabbit turned around and hopped back, then wiggled its ears. Maria laughed.

Julia smiled at him.

“Thank you. She loves it.”

“I am glad.” He nodded. “How have you been?”

“Good. Do you think you will be able to finish the fool?”

He rubbed his hands over his bald head. “The body is not challenging. I can make it dance and tumble without much difficultly. But singing, that is not something I have managed before. It is in truth not part of artificing, making such finely tuned sounds. But there are other ways. I have had to reach out to another mage for help.”

“One of the others at court?”

He shook his head. “No, no, she... she does not come to court. She does not bother with petty trivialities. And mages such as her are not—”

Constantine stopped midsentence and he glanced at Julia in concern, which he seemed to quickly suppress.

“But you do not need to worry about such things, my dear. I will manage as I always do. This will be a fine thing when it is done.”

He forced a smile onto his face and sat down. “Now, you must tell me. How did you come to be here at the castle? Was it recently? I am sure I would have noticed you before.”

    

    JULIA AND CONSTANTINE talked for a while, and if she found his eagerness for her attention and approval amusing, she still enjoyed the conversation. Maria sat in her lap gnawing on her fingers or watching the little rabbit hop around.

Just as Julia felt it was time to go, Constantine looked up, past her out one of the windows.

“Someone is coming.” He stood and looked out. “Oh dear, it is the Landgrave himself, no doubt come to ask about the fool.”

Julia gasped. The last thing she wanted was to encounter Philip again, yet there was no way she could escape the tower. Constantine sensed her distress, though of course he misunderstood the reason.

“Yes, you had best hide for the moment. No point in trying to explain your presence here.”

He waved her toward the dormer room, and she rushed inside. Constantine shut the door behind her.

A few moments later, she heard the door to the tower open.

“Your grace,” Constantine said, “what a pleasure.”

“Where is my fool?” Philip asked. “You have had a month to finish it. Surely it cannot be so difficult a task compared to the other things you have built for me.”

“Your grace, as I have explained to the men you have sent inquiring after it, it is not the thing itself, but the singing. That is not something automata can normally do. I have had to research the means to make it work. This takes time.”

Julia heard him rummaging around. “Here—this is the part that will let it speak. I have nearly gotten it to intelligibility. But singing is another matter.”

“How long?” Philip snapped.

“Perhaps a week or two longer, I hope. I have sought out another mage for assistance. I am hoping she can help me overcome a few final challenges.”

“I am hosting a ball in ten days. It must be finished by then. No more excuses. I want it to perform for my guests.”

“Your grace, I will do my utmost but—”

Then Philip cut him off. “What is this? What is this thing?”

“Your grace, that—that is nothing. A toy, a mere diversion. It—”

“You are wasting time with toys instead of finishing my fool? Idiot!” There was the sound of something hitting the floor, then a soft crunch. “Mark my words, mage: That fool will be ready in time for the ball, or it will be you who are entertaining my guests in motley.”

Julia heard footsteps, then the door slamming. She dared to peek out the dormer window and saw Philip and two of his retainers stalking back toward the castle.

When she emerged from the room, Constantine was standing in the center of the room, eyes downcast. In his hands were the remains of the little rabbit, crushed and ruined by Philip’s boot.

    

    THE GROUP reached Marburg just before nightfall, finally stopping in the main square before the town hall. The sun was setting in the hills behind the Landgrave’s castle.

“What are your plans now?” Giancarlo asked.

“We must keep moving,” Erich said. “Winter is coming fast, and we have a long road ahead of us.”

“You mean to make it to Wittenberg?”

“If we can.”

“What of you?” Astrid asked.

Giancarlo shrugged.

“My proud band has shrunk to myself and this young gentleman. And I must arrange a Christian burial for Tomas and Heinrich.” He indicated the two bodies laid across their former mounts. “But that taken care of, perhaps the Landgrave has work that needs to be done. A man I fought alongside before I was hired by your brother serves him now, unless he has already sought employment elsewhere. I intend to inquire at the castle tomorrow.”

Ariel looked to Hans.

“You are going to stay with him?”

“Yes.” He said nothing more.

Giancarlo nodded at them.

“Good luck to you all,” he said.

“You as well,” Erich replied. “I don’t expect we will see you again. I mean to be out of here with the morning light.”
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    SHE WAS A TALL WOMAN because she had grown up the daughter of a minor noble, one who could afford to feed his family well, but she remained a tall woman because of some inner strength that kept her upright despite the cares and burdens that had fallen on her shoulders since then.

Erika von Treysa’s grandfather was the last Count of Cigenhagen, who upon his death in 1450 with no male heir lost his family’s lands to the Landgrave of Hessen. Erika’s mother married one of the Landgrave’s retainers to solidify the union and moved to Marburg shortly before Erika’s birth. But Erika’s mother suffered from the same curse as her grandmother, bearing her husband none but girls, and their title had again passed away to someone else.

Erika broke the pattern, bearing mostly boys until her most recent child, an unexpected pregnancy in her early forties. She had borne another daughter nearly two decades earlier—her first child in 1502—but did not like to think of her, and none who knew Erika’s temper dared speak of the girl in her presence. Most believed the child to have died in infancy.

In fact, Erika would have been happier had that been the case. The truth was far more painful. For all she knew, the girl might still be alive. And if she were alive, she was surely oblivious of Erika’s very existence.

Erika’s husband was the commander of the Landgrave’s soldiers, both the mercenaries that made up the core of the Landgraviate’s small army, and the levy troops that filled things out when they were needed. Erika’s three sons served as officers under their father, though the youngest was merely fourteen. She had borne two other boys who had not lived.

Those two she had mourned properly, and if she remained sad about them, at least she knew where they were.

Her youngest daughter, her newest child, was a vigorous babe who was born with black hair, unlike her siblings, who were all blonde like their mother and father. Then there were her eyes, which appeared, even soon after birth, destined to be a bright green.

But though the girl’s presence was a comfort to Erika’s soul, easing the memory of her first, long-lost child, this newest one, whom they had named Ulrike, was... strange.

There was no other way to put it.

It was nothing Erika, even with her motherly intuition, could precisely put her finger on. And no one else seemed to notice it, or at least never remarked on it. But strange things seemed to happen in the child’s presence.

Erika, being of noble birth, did not nurse her own children. That job fell to a wet nurse. She nursed none of her older children and gave no thought whatsoever to nursing Ulrike. It simply never entered her mind.

But one afternoon a week after the girl’s birth, when Erika came into the nursery to check on Ulrike, the babe started crying. Erika knew this cry well after seven children; the babe was hungry. But instead of summoning the wet nurse, Erika looked into Ulrike’s green eyes and did something else entirely.

She sat down in a chair, opened the bodice in her dress, and presented her breast to the baby, who promptly began nursing.

Erika sat there blankly watching the child feed until the wet nurse entered the room a few minutes later. Not until she heard the woman’s shocked gasp did Erika look up.

“M’lady... ?”

Looking up from Ulrike’s face seemed to break some kind of spell. Erika looked back down and gasped herself. She lurched to her feet and pulled the child from her breast, shoving it toward the wet nurse. Ulrike cried briefly until the nurse got her breast out and gave it to her.

Heart pounding, Erika rapidly put her clothes back together and rushed from the nursery, not stopping until she reached her bedroom. It was several long minutes before her state of shock ebbed.

Erika could think of no reason whatsoever for what she had done. She could not even remember deciding to nurse Ulrike. She had simply sat down and done it.

It happened again a few days later, after Erika decided the first episode was some form of postpartum insanity. She had given birth enough times to know her instincts immediately afterward were not always sound.

But once again, she walked into the nursery for something else, picked up Ulrike, looked down at the girl, and began nursing her. This time, however, they were not interrupted. Erika did not come out of the fog until Ulrike released her breast, temporarily sated.

Aghast, Erika set the babe down in her cradle and wandered through the castle in a daze. She had no recollection of her thoughts after looking at Ulrike. There was nothing but the act of nursing.

It was not long before Erika realized she was powerless to stop it short of abandoning the child altogether. Whenever she was alone with Ulrike, as often as not, she would nurse her.

Gradually, Erika sensed that Ulrike wanted her, not the wet nurse. How she knew this, she could not tell, but it was there. And, somehow or another, Ulrike’s desires made Erika powerless.

Other odd things happened as well.

When Ulrike was about a month old, Erika entered the nursery to find the wet nurse sitting blankly in a chair. One of the windows was open, and perched on Ulrike’s cradle were six sparrows in a neat row. The birds were so still even after she entered the room that Erika momentarily thought they were toys.

Then, one by one, the birds hopped in a circle around the rim of the cradle as if they were performing a dance.

Erika shrieked at the top of her lungs and charged at Ulrike’s bed, waving her arms to chase the birds away. All at once, they exploded into the air and flew around, with Erika still screaming, until all of the birds had escaped out the window.

Ulrike immediately screeched in distress. Only then did the wet nurse look up from her trance.

“M’lady. I think the child is crying.”

Erika nearly dismissed the woman on the spot. Yet she knew in her bones this was not the wet nurse’s fault. It was Ulrike’s.

The next time it was not sparrows but rats. She found three of them standing on the end of the cradle, alternately bobbing up and down like puppets as Ulrike squawked in glee and waved her arms. Erika was about to attack the rats in horror when Ulrike caught her eye. The shock dissipated, and Erika sat down to watch.

The rats had a strange purple glint in their eyes that Erika had never seen before.

How long she sat there watching the rats entertain her daughter, Erika could not say. But eventually Ulrike seemed to lose interest, and the rats, freed from whatever compulsion had kept them there, scattered.

    

    ERIKA TOLD no one of her child’s strangeness, however much it troubled her.

A more superstitious woman than Erika might have thought her daughter possessed of the devil, or perhaps the devil’s child herself. But in her calmer moments, Erika could sense no evil in the girl.

The babe wished to nurse from her mother rather than a wet nurse. She was entertained by animals. Neither was anything at all remarkable. It was simply that Ulrike seemed to possess some ability to make these things happen.

After a few more weeks of similar events, Erika finally forced herself to make peace with what she had come to think of as Ulrike’s “differences.” She had little choice in the matter, since she could think of nothing she might do to put an end to them.

Yet no one but her seemed to have noticed anything unusual. Even the wet nurse, who regularly fell under Ulrike’s spell, appeared to be too dim to appreciate what was happening.

Ulrike was different in ways beyond her ability to make Erika nurse her and animals perform for her. After bringing seven children into the world and raising three of them to near adulthood—not to mention seeing the children of her relatives and friends grow up—Erika thought she had a good sense of how they developed intellectually. But Ulrike ignored all the patterns Erika was familiar with.

Every babe under three months Erika had ever seen was all but oblivious to the world around it beyond eating, shitting, and pissing. As long as those needs were met, holding one’s attention for any length of time was nearly impossible.

Ulrike, on the other hand, seemed aware of her surroundings in ways Erika associated with much older infants. She watched things for unusually long periods. She appeared to know her name and would turn her head when Erika spoke it. Erika found herself talking to Ulrike as if she were a child of four or five, and she would have sworn from the look in Ulrike’s eyes that the babe understood her.

Then something happened that terrified Erika to her core.

However much Erika had forced herself to grow used to her child’s uniqueness, she was still far from being willing to risk exposing it to anyone else. She had not taken Ulrike out of the castle once, and resisted even showing the babe to anyone but her immediate family. But one day, Ulrike took matters into her own hands.

Erika came to the nursery intending to check on Ulrike and take her to one of the sitting rooms if the babe was awake. She was. But instead of merely picking her up and carrying her downstairs, Erika changed the child and bundled her up against the cold, since it was time to take her outside and show her the world.

Not until she reached the main square of the town and stopped at the fountain did Erika fully realize she had left the castle and come all the way down the hill with Ulrike in her arms.

She looked down at Ulrike’s bright green eyes—which were now avidly watching the people around them—and realized what had happened.

Erika froze. It was midday, and there were dozens of people walking through the square.

She wanted nothing more than to race back to the castle and hide. But she was quite certain Ulrike would not allow her to do it, at least not until she lost interest in the outing. Forcing herself to remain calm, Erika walked slowly out of the square down a narrow side street—

—and a few moments later found herself back in the square.

She tried again, this time seeking desperately not to look at Ulrike or even think of the child. But she got no more than a few steps away from the fountain before her mind fogged over, and she found herself back in the same spot.

What was she to do? Every moment they spent in the square was a risk Ulrike would do something Erika could not explain away. There were mages who practiced their arts openly in both the castle and Marburg proper, but the people of the town were not so sophisticated as to tolerate a baby who could make adults and beasts move to her whims. If the full truth came out, they might both be burned at the stake as witches.

Erika sat on the edge of the fountain, her nerves as taut as bowstrings. She prayed Ulrike would be content to merely watch. And for a time, it seemed she was.

Then Erika heard the clip-clop of approaching hooves, and a few moments later a carriage entered the square, drawn by a pair of horses. Ulrike stirred in Erika’s arms, jerking in excitement as she watched the horses approach. The driver turned the carriage toward them, beginning a circle around the fountain, and Erika watched in horror as a familiar purple glint grew in the horses’ eyes.

The horses abruptly stopped before them. The driver cracked the reins in confusion, but the beasts refused to move. As one, they turned toward Erika and Ulrike and bowed their heads. The driver looked up at Erika, scowling, and cracked the reins again. Still the horses ignored him.

All at once, the horses reared back in unison, standing on their hind legs, waving their front hooves in the air. They bobbed their heads and swayed their bodies exactly as Erika had seen the rats doing on Ulrike’s bed when they danced for her amusement.

In Erika’s arms, Ulrike shook and giggled aloud.

The driver cried out in fear, yelling at the beasts, and others in the square turned to watch this strange scene. The horses continued prancing and dancing for Ulrike.

Finally, the driver drew out a long crop and lashed repeatedly at the horses’ necks.

That was enough to break the spell, and the horses dropped back to all fours, looks of terror in their eyes. They lurched backward, away from Erika and Ulrike, neighing and smacking their hooves on the cobblestones in agitation.

The sudden change in the scene before them seemed to startle Ulrike, who began to cry. Seizing the moment, Erika leapt up from the fountain and rushed out of the square, leaving chaos in her wake as the driver struggled to regain control over his frightened animals.

Heart pounding, Erika went straight back toward the castle, glancing repeatedly behind her to see if they were being followed.

She saw no one, no sign that anyone had connected the incident to her and Ulrike.

But back in a corner of the square, a cloaked figure watched them go. When Erika disappeared from sight, the figure turned and left in the opposite direction, toward the south road out of town.

A gust of wind caught the hood of the figure’s cloak, and for a moment, there was a flash of green, had anyone been watching.

Chapter 11

    JOHANNES VON BRAUERSDORF, his weasel familiar notwithstanding, had long thought himself a reasonable and patient man. But the cleric before him was vexing his patience in a fashion he had not been forced to deal with since his early days at the university, when most of his time and energy was leached away in teaching novices that controlling the Flow and using it responsibly were two very different things, a fact they should have known long before arriving in Köln.

“Father Hirsch, as I have endeavored to explain repeatedly, the Church has nothing to fear from this symposium we are planning. There will be no plotting against papal hegemony or reexaminations of established dogma. There will be no theological discussions at all. We are planning nothing more than a discussion of magely theories that the Church has never concerned itself with before. It is a purely academic exercise, nothing more.”

The rotund priest before him shifted in his seat and grumbled.

“Be that as it may, Chancellor von Brauersdorf, academic exercises have a tendency to turn to more practical matters. Especially in days such as these.”

“I am not aware that anyone at the university has had any contact with Friar Luther. I can assure you that were anything of the sort to take place, the administration would put a stop to it immediately.”

“Yet I have been told that copies of the One Hundred and Ten Theses have been circulating here recently.”

Johannes shook his head firmly.

“I am unaware of any such thing. And even if there were, I have difficulty understanding why the Church should be opposed to the idea of a closer relationship between mages and priests.”

Hirsch frowned.

“But you are aware, I hope, that Pope Leo has denounced Luther’s theses in their entirety and threatened anyone in possession of a copy of them with excommunication?”

“I am. Dr. von Eck has already been in contact with us about this matter, and the university has condemned Luther’s theories as he requested. But again, the university does not concern itself with matters of theology and never has.”

“Yet those attempting to post and pronounce the bull have been assaulted and defamed.”

Johannes sighed. “Not on our account. Nothing of the sort has occurred here. We mages leave those issues to the Church. That has been the understanding for more than millennium.”

“Indeed. But it is an understanding that Friar Luther has challenged fundamentally. What do you say to his suggestion that magery has its roots in Scripture, and that the Church therefore cannot condemn a mage for heresy on its own authority?”

Johannes spent a few moments pressing his hands against his forehead.

“The university does not challenge the Church’s authority in such matters. And, for the third or fourth time, none of this will be the subject of our symposium or addressed in any way whatsoever.”

Hirsh fingered the cross around his neck for a moment. “In that case, you should have no objection to allowing the Church to review the papers for heresy beforehand, nor to allowing a papal representative to monitor the proceedings.”

Johannes sat back in surprise.

“That is a request well beyond anything the Church has sought to involve itself in at the university before.”

Hirsch raised an eyebrow.

“You object?”

“I object for practical concerns. What you ask may not be possible. Much of the work may not be complete in time for such a review. And I object because the Church would be overstepping its bounds with such oversight. We leave the theology to the Church, and the Church leaves the magery to us.”

The priest’s face darkened.

“I came here because I believed the university hierarchy stood with the Church in these difficult times. If that is not the case, I will have to report your objections to my superiors. You may find that path rather uncomfortable, Chancellor.”

Johannes bent forward again and rubbed his temples.

“I will do what I can, Father. But you are chasing things that do not exist. Your enemies are in Sachsen, not Köln, and certainly not at the university.”

Grunting against his girth, Father Hirsch rose from his chair. “Pray that it remains so, Chancellor. Pray that it remains so.”

When Hirsh was gone, Johannes had to draw out the bottle of wine he kept in the bottom of his desk and pour himself a cup. He sat for several minutes trying to calm his nerves. This symposium had been an ongoing trial for months—simply convincing enough mages to present their work had been an exercise in frustration—and the Church’s interest in it of late complicated matters even further.

If the mages he had convinced to take part were to hear the Church suspected him of fomenting heresy, it would be over before it had begun. The review Hirsch had demanded was impossible—even asking such a thing of his colleagues would cause most of them to withdraw from the symposium immediately.

But Johannes was not willing to give up yet. The Church’s power in Köln was circumscribed. The Archbishop of Köln in fact sat in Bonn, as he was banned from the city by the council, which jealously guarded its status as an independent city of the Empire. There were things he could do to blunt the Church’s involvement, or at least stall them long enough to let the symposium take place in peace.

Finally Johannes whistled to his weasel, which had been curled up in the corner of his office during the meeting with Father Hirsch. It sprang onto his desk, and Johannes scratched its head for a moment.

“Fetch Dieter. I can see him now.”

The weasel turned and bounced out the door. Dieter Krauss was a mostly retired war mage who had spent much of his youth as a mercenary, but since coming to the university had turned his attentions to more general and theoretical matters. Of all the mages Johannes had reached out to, except perhaps his old friend Walther, Dieter had been the easiest to convince of the merits of the symposium. Indeed, upon hearing the news he had launched himself into an entirely new research project, about which he had requested this meeting to discuss his progress with Johannes. But Father Hirsch’s unannounced and unpleasant visit had delayed things.

Dieter, who was a rangy, weathered man with a shaven head and looked at least a decade younger than his sixty-plus years, appeared a few minutes later, following Johannes’s weasel.

“Dieter, my apologies. I had an unexpected visitor I needed to see.”

“That fat priest I saw leaving the tower?”

Johannes nodded. “Yes.”

Dieter scowled. “You do not often entertain priests.”

“And I did not do so today. He requested a meeting. But let me worry about that for now. Come, I am eager to hear about this work of yours.”

Dieter seemed to ponder Johannes’s quick dismissal of his concerns for a moment, but said nothing. Instead, he drew several papers from a leather pouch he had brought and set them before Johannes on his desk. But rather than the war magery Johannes had expected, the papers depicted a series of colored circles, all of them connected by a variety of lines.

“For years,” Dieter began, “I have been pondering what would seem to be a fairly simple question. We speak of the schools of magic having various colors: Red for physical magic, green for naturalism, yellow for divination, and purple for mysticism. But why is this so?”

Johannes’s eyebrows went up. This was about the last thing he had expected Dieter to want to present.

“I don’t know.”

Dieter smiled. “No one seems to. And that intrigued me. The assignments can be traced back very far—trust me, I have looked—but there are no explanations. It seemed to be nothing but an empty tradition.”

“Yet you believe it to be otherwise.”

“I know it to be, now. Were you aware that mystics can see the Flow?”

Johannes sat back in mild surprise. “Dieter, have you been dabbling in mysticism? You know how the administration feels about that.”

Dieter shook his head. “I have merely done some work on the matter with a mystic I tracked down near Essen. There are mentions of this fact in various treatises on magic in the library, and this mystic confirmed it, though it took some doing to convince him of my good intentions. Mystics can indeed see the Flow as they direct it. And can you guess what color it appears to them?”

“Purple?”

“Indeed. Which made me think there must also be a reason for the other colors.”

“This mystic could not see how others use the Flow?”

“Apparently not. He told me mystics can only see the Flow they weave themselves.”

“So that would appear to be a dead end.”

“At first, yes. But after I returned to Köln, I had a sudden revelation. How much do you know about the science and magic of gemstones?”

Johannes blinked. Where Dieter was going with this, he had no clue.

“Very little. That is physical magic, as you know.”

“Yes. Gemology is an art other mages do not concern themselves with. It is a matter for physical magic only.”

Dieter pulled a small leather sack out of his pouch. He untied it and dumped its contents on Johannes’ desk. Five gems tumbled out.

“We have here the five cardinal gemstones. Some of them have uses in war magery, but they are primarily used in artificing and alchemy. I am no artificer or alchemist, but I have at least studied the theory behind them.”

Dieter lined them up in a row: yellow, red, green, blue, and purple. Then he pointed at them.

“Observe: These are topaz, ruby, emerald, sapphire, and amethyst.”

“What of crystal? Diamond?”

“Clear crystal, of which diamond is the supreme variety, is an immature stone. It can become any one of the five upon sufficient exposure to the Flow, though amethyst and sapphire are the most common. There are of course many other types of gems, but these five are the most important and by far the most powerful. Now, watch how I arrange them.”

Dieter set four of the stones in a diamond pattern, emerald at the top, topaz and amethyst at the corners, and ruby at the bottom.

“Do you see the pattern?”

Johannes nodded. “Yes. The schools of magic. This is mildly interesting. But it could also be purely coincidental.”

Dieter grinned. “Yes, it could. So of course I did not stop there. After a great deal of effort, I conceived of an experiment to test my theories. I kept thinking to myself, why can mystics see the Flow yet no other mages can? My friend did not know either. He could only confirm that all other mystics he knew had the ability.

“For months I studied and racked my brains for the answer. Finally, it occurred to me: What sets mysticism apart from other schools? It is in their ability to use the Flow to control the thoughts, perceptions, and even spirits of others. And I thought to myself, could my mystic friend give me the ability to see through his eyes, and see the Flow as I controlled it?”

Johannes’s sense of disappointment vanished. Dieter had indeed set out in an entirely new—not to mention dangerous—direction with this research.

“And?” he managed.

“It took some experimentation before he was able to make the connection. But when we finally managed it, and I cast a simple spell, what do you think I saw?”

“Red?”

Dieter clapped his hands. “Yes! The Flow was as red as a blazing fire. I’ve never seen anything like it.”

“But you said he could not see your casting. If you were seeing through his eyes...”

“Yes. I am not certain how to explain it. I can only surmise that though I was seeing through his eyes, I was still using my own, and the two together allowed me to see the Flow as I gathered it just as he did.”

Johannes stared his friend in a daze. This was a fascinating discovery, but if the Church got wind of it—something that was certain if he submitted the symposium for the review Father Hirsch had demanded—Dieter could well be seeing blazing fires of a very different sort.

“What of the other schools?”

“In that, I am fortunate that my sons were meant for other things than war magic. Alfred, as you know, is a naturalist—”

“And Christoph has taken to divination?”

“Yes.”

Johannes’s sense of shock grew by another leap. “You involved your own sons in this experiment?”

Dieter nodded rapidly. “I know, I know, but when I explained what I had discovered so far, they were eager to assist me.”

“And the colors?”

“Alfred saw green, and Christoph saw yellow, just as I predicted!”

Johannes looked down at the gemstones on his desk. This was a great deal more than the incremental advances he had hoped to share at the symposium. Dieter had stumbled upon something unprecedented—a true discovery.

But as he examined Dieter’s gems, something occurred to him. And when he looked up, the other mage was smiling.

“You see it, don’t you?” he asked.

“The sapphire?” Johannes responded.

Dieter smiled. “Yes. How does it fit into this? Consider for a moment where these gems come from. There is some dispute about this, but the generally accepted theory is that, while their physical form may be created by purely natural phenomena, they are perfected by patterns of the Flow within the earth. This is precisely why clear crystal will turn to amethyst, or topaz, or another stone, when used in enchantments for a long enough period. The same process happens in nature, only over a much longer time. Any of these colors can result, yet we can assign only four of them to schools of magic.

“Before I conducted my experiments, we could dismiss this as coincidence, yet I know now it is not. The colors have significance. They are clearly tied to their respective schools. That means sapphire—blue—must have some significance as well. Now look at this.”

He set the sapphire into the center of the diamond.

“We have long spoken of naturalism and physical magic, and divination and mysticism, as being opposed schools, which is of course a fact of much of what each school does, but look closely at the colors. What do you see?”

Johannes stared for a few moments, then shrugged.

“I don’t know. What?”

Dieter drew another small sack from his pouch. In this one were three plates of glass.

“This will be easier to see with a small experiment. I have here samples of the three primary colors. Hold them up in front of the window.” Johannes did so. “Take away red for physical magic, and what do you get from the remaining colors?”

Johannes nodded, understanding. “Green. I know how this works.”

“Yes. Take out one and you get the color for the opposed school. Now take away yellow for divination.”

He did. “And we get purple for mysticism. Which means what?”

“In both cases, the colors interact in this fashion across the tradition division of schools. It is not just the schools that are opposed, but the colors as well.”

Then Dieter pointed to the sapphire.

“But how does blue fit into this? Why does it appear to sit at the center of the circle, controlling what other colors are seen, but not representing anything itself? That is the great mystery.”

Something about this tickled the back of Johannes’s mind, but he could not quite get a grip on it.

“Is that as far as you have gotten?” he finally asked.

“For now, yes,” Dieter responded. “But I am convinced there is more. Something tells me there must be mages out there for whom blue is the color of the Flow or at least figures into their casting in some key fashion. I can do no more than speculate about what it might mean, but I am convinced such mages would possess enormous potential, likely more than they understand themselves.”

It was then that Johannes remembered, and the realization nearly made his jaw drop to his desk.

Chapter 12

    ANNA OF MECKLENBURG-SCHWERIN was a daughter of one of the oldest noble families in the Empire. The House of Mecklenburg had ruled lands along the Baltic Sea since the twelfth century, continually if not with distinction, and if they were far from the richest noble house, their territories had been mostly stable and secure during their reign.

At the age of fifteen, Anna was given in marriage by her father, Duke Magnus II of Mecklenburg, to William II of Hessen, a man twice her age. Anna was William’s second wife, his first having been in her grave only five months at their wedding.

Anna bore William three children in quick succession: Elisabeth, Magdalena—who died in infancy—and Philip. But by 1504, William began to go mad from the French disease, and the young woman was forced to take an ever-greater hand in managing the Landgraviate.

Sensing the impending doom if William were to die soon or completely lose his grip on his faculties, Anna prevailed upon him in his more lucid moments to prepare a clear will. Unwilling to bestow an unrestricted regency on his young wife, William named a council of guardians for her and his children. Yet two more years as the de facto ruler convinced Anna she was risking irrelevancy under such an arrangement, and she pushed William to revise his will to name her regent of the landgraviate. This—convinced of her abilities by this point—he finally did, despite some objections from his councilors and vassals.

William’s health began to fail not long afterward.

    

    ONE DAY in the spring of 1509, with her impending widowhood bearing down on her, Anna was working in her chambers when one of the castle pages knocked on her door.

“Come in.”

The boy entered holding what appeared to be a letter.

“This was just delivered for the Landgrave, your grace.”

She waved him over, and he handed it to her. On the outside of the envelope was written simply Wm. II Landgv Hessen. Anna sighed. It was well known to anyone who mattered who truly ran than the Landgraviate now, yet slights like this continued. The prejudice against women running anything of substance in the Empire ran deep, and she knew it was soon to get a great deal worse for her.

When the boy was gone, she opened the letter. And then sat back in her chair in surprise.

There was nothing on the page but a single character in heavy black ink.

    


Anna stared at the sheet of paper for several moments, turning it over and back again to see if she had missed anything. But there was nothing but the direction to her husband and the single letter.

She could make no sense of it, but the feeling that she was looking at something important grew in her mind. Finally, as reluctant as she was to do so, she rose from her desk and sought out the Landgrave.

William seemed to enjoy looking out over his lands, however little he controlled them these days, and his attendants often sat him in a room along the south wing of the castle overlooking the town and the open forests beyond. It was there that Anna found him.

She had learned not to surprise William in his dementia, and so instead sat down beside him and waited for him to notice her. In a few minutes, he broke from his stare across the valley below and looked at her.

“Mmm, mmm,” he nodded at her. “Boy? How is the boy?”

“Philip is well.”

He nodded again.

“Yes. Must rule. Important that he live. Must rule.” He nodded again, and seemed to lose his focus on her. “William died.”

She nodded. She wasn’t sure if he meant his first son, by his first wife Yolande, or his older brother, or his cousin, all of whom had predeceased him. But it didn’t matter.

“Yes, William died.”

Now he looked at her again, face wracked with confusion. Rather than wait out more rambling, she held forth the letter.

“William, do you know what this is?”

He stared at it blankly for a few moments. Then some realization struck him like a thunderbolt and he sat back in shock.

“No—no. It has not been—what year is it? What year? It has not been long enough.”

“It is 1509.”

“It—it is? It has been—oh, dear, it has. Who do they want? Who do they want now?”

“Who? Who are you talking about?”

“The—” Then he stopped abruptly. “No, this is not a matter for idle ears. Where is the boy? I must pass this on to him. I must explain this to him while I still can.”

“Philip? Do you mean Philip?”

“Yes. Bring me Philip. He must know. I must explain. He must handle this.”

“William, Philip is but four years old. What can he do?”

William agitation grew even further. “Oh, no. He must be older. He is the one. He must know.” Then he looked at Anna as if just noticing her.

“You are his mother.”

“Yes. William, tell me. What is this about?”

William lurched to his feet, arms shaking unsteadily, and Anna leapt up to keep him from falling.

“My chambers. My desk. Take me there.”

Struggling to keep William upright as he staggered forward, Anna, led him across the castle to his rooms, ignoring the glances of the servants as they passed. When they reached William’s rooms, he stumbled to his desk in one corner, now long untouched in his madness. He rooted around in it for several minutes, muttering and cursing, before finally shouting in triumph and pulling out an old sheet of paper.

“Here! Here it is!”

Anna took the letter, seeing that it was nearly identical to the one she still held beyond being at least a decade older, with same single character in the center of the page.

“But William, what does this mean?”

He seemed to lose his focus again, and took both letters from her. He looked back and forth between them in confusion.

“Another? They have sent another? But they—they just sent this one. Do they want two this time? That is not the covenant.”

Anna gently took the letters from him.

“William, this is the new one. This other is the last one. Who are they? What do they want?”

He sat down in his chair and stared across the room. He said nothing for a long while.

“Children. They want our children.”

William then told her a story.

    

    WHEN THE NEXT LETTER arrived years later, it was addressed to Anna personally at her wittum in Gießen, rather than to her son, the Landgrave. But this small consideration did not improve her mood, for this time she knew full well what the letter meant. And somehow she was not surprised the sender of the letter knew she had never explained the covenant to Philip, just as she knew the last time that William had never explained it to Anna.

This time there was no need for drama. Anna knew where she was to go, and so she went.

The path diverged from the main road a half-mile or so north of Lollar, just where she remembered it. When she and the three retainers accompanying her reached the spot when the smaller path turned left from the main one into the dense woods, she stopped her carriage and got out.

She had explained to her men what would be happening, and thus none of them said a word as she disappeared into the trees.

In about ten minutes, she reached the ring of stones. The memory of the last meeting a decade ago, after William had dredged the memories out of his dementia to tell her what must happen, flared back into life. The clearing was exactly as she remembered it.

On the other side of the spring stood a figure in a dark cloak.

“Hello, Sabine.”

The figure pushed back the hood of her cloak enough to expose her raven hair and bright green eyes.

“You came quickly.”

Anna’s eyes widened. Sabine did not appear to have aged a single day since Anna last saw her more than a decade before. But perhaps it was merely the dim light in the clearing, which left things more shadow than form.

“This is no longer my affair,” she finally responded. “I must bring this to Philip, as I am sure you know.”

“Yes.”

“What is the babe you seek?”

“Ulrike, the daughter of Erika von Treysa. She is the wife of Philip’s commander of the guard.”

The news chilled Anna to her core. The last had been the child of a peasant, an easy one to take from her parents. She knew Philip well enough to know that he would resist asking such a thing from an important retainer, let alone one who had stood by him from the first day of his reign.

“There is no other?”

Sabine’s eyes darkened.

“That is not for you to question. That is not the covenant.”

Anna’s gaze sank to the ground. William had regained his lucidity long enough to explain that much to her. This would go badly. But at least it was no longer her decision.

“I will take the news to my son.”

“The child must be delivered here in three days. Here, not left in the open. You recall what happened the time before last.”

“Yes,” Anna replied. “There will be no repeat of that confusion. Which, I will remind you, was as much your fault as ours.”

“I will be here to receive the child.”

There was something in Sabine’s green eyes that Anna did not like, but the witch did not elaborate.

“Very well. I will tell Philip what must be done.”

There was nothing else to discuss. Anna turned back down the trail and left.

Chapter 13

    PURPLE.

Ariel’s world, it seemed, had turned purple. She had never thought much about it before, yet now the color seemed to occupy her thoughts to the exclusion of nearly everything else. She noticed it everywhere: reddish-purple leaves on the ground where they had fallen from the trees, bits of purple trim on a woman’s cloak as they rode into Marburg, purple letters on the sign above the door of the inn where Erich chose to spend the night. Now she picked at her dinner and somehow saw purple bits here and there in her stew.

It was worse when she closed her eyes. She saw swirling streams of violet, glowing blobs of aubergine, lilac, and lavender, all throbbing and merging together.

Where was it coming from? It began when she touched the water in the spring, but she did not know why. There was a memory connected to it that she could not keep a grip on, that kept dancing on the edge of her mind despite all her attempts to draw it forth.

It was important. She somehow knew this in her bones. She opened her eyes and stared down her wedding ring, the once-blue sapphire that now twinkled with purple.

Someone was nudging her. Ariel looked up with a start to see Astrid and Erich staring at her.

“What?”

Astrid looked annoyed. “Hans?”

“What about him?”

Astrid glanced at Erich, then back at her sister.

“I said I would never have believed Hans Bergdahl would become a sellsword.”

“Oh.” Ariel nodded at her sister. “Yes. Of all things.”

Astrid scowled at her. “What’s the matter with you?”

“What do you mean?”

“You’ve been lost in some daydream all afternoon, ever since we met up with Hans and Wilhelm’s mercenary.”

“I’m fine.”

“But your ring. Look at it.”

She tried to hide it, but Erich caught her hand before she could pull it away.

“First blue, now purple,” he said. “Why would it do this?”

“I don’t know.”

“Is there some significance to the color? For mages?”

Astrid glanced at him. “Purple is associated with mysticism,” she said.

“But you two are not mystics. What is the color of naturalism?”

“Green.”

Erich nodded.

“I suppose that makes sense.”

“Yes. But it’s just the tradition. It doesn’t really mean anything.”

Ariel freed her fingers from Erich’s grasp and hid her ring in her lap. He looked back at her.

“You’re sure you’re well?”

“I feel fine.” And she did.

Other than seeing purple things everywhere.

    

    WHEN THEY retired to their room, Ariel stripped to her shift and lay down in the bed, trying to keep her thoughts focused. Physically, she indeed did not feel ill, but this strange chromatic obsession worried her.

It did not feel wrong so much as it simply felt... different. Yet neither did it feel alien. It fit, somehow, with the rest of her—as if she had awoken some previously unknown corner of her mind. It was unfamiliar, yet not unnatural. Not something that had been added, rather something that had been unseen and now uncovered.

It frightened her, yet it also intrigued her. Whatever it was, she wanted to understand it.

The same impulsiveness that had led her to attempt that slightly disastrous test of Erich with her father’s resonance cube now nagged at her. What was she to do with this problem unless she knew what it was?

Stifling her nervousness, she closed her eyes and stopped fighting the purple energies in her head. She let the colors flow across her mind. They quickly settled into the corners of her thoughts, coating everything with a thin sheen of violet.

She felt no different. Yet now she could sense something beyond the colors.

Something in her flow.

She could touch it, whatever it was. But when she tried to grasp it, it simply fell away. It was there, but she could not take hold of it. Something still was missing. It felt exactly like trying to lift a heavy stone with only one hand—it simply spun away from her.

Ariel realized Erich and Astrid had joined her in the bed. She rolled over and laid her head on Erich’s shoulder. This mystery was upsetting her, and she wanted it to go away.

She pressed herself against her husband. If her problems were in the metaphysical, maybe something physical would chase them away for a while.

Except—she knew somehow, after the day they had, that Astrid would refuse her again. And right now Ariel could not bear the thought of the disappointment that would result, hers and Erich’s.

She loved her sister, but this was becoming an annoyance.

Ariel sighed and tried to get to sleep.

    

    SHE FOUND the babe eventually. But it was too late.

She had followed the killcrops back out of the forest, up the path to the river. Her instructions to William had, she thought, been clear enough. Where the path left the main road, there was a copse of three trees, and beyond that a haystack. The babe was to be left in the haystack, in a basket, swaddled against the night air.

But now she saw there was a second haystack, apparently piled up by the farmer since she had been here last. Her killcrops had looked in only one of them, and then—stupidly fearing her wrath—had gone on to Marburg and stolen some random child from the castle instead of continuing the search.

The babe was in the other haystack. But having been left here for nearly the entire night, it had succumbed to the cold. Its green eyes were still and rimed with frost.

She cursed William, God, the devil, the killcrops, and anyone else she could think of. Who knew when there would be another? It had been nearly twenty years since the last one had been born, and she needed this one.

She looked up. A few of the killcrops hung around her, fearful but unsure of what else to do. An idea grew in her mind. It was not much, but there might still be some hope of correcting this disaster before it got any worse.

“Where is the other child?”

They quivered, shuffling around. One finally answered.

“We took it to the church as you told us to, Mother.”

She cursed again. Did she dare? The killcrops had already breached the covenant by taking this child, and if word reached William, things would go ill. But she could see little choice.

She stalked rapidly up the road, reaching the outskirts of Marburg in half an hour or so. She needed to move quickly, as the sky was lightening.

A few of the townspeople were already on the street when she arrived, but she cloaked herself in a violet sheath of Flow, and none gave her a moment’s glance. She passed a tavern near the town square, having to avoid the tavernkeeper—who could not see her—as he tossed a bucket of night soil into the gutter. But the church was on the far side of the town, north of the castle, and the sun had started to rise by the time she reached it.

She stood between the shadows of the Gothic spires that the dawn drew across the road. The babe was still there, but as she spotted it, someone opened doors from within. A priest emerged, his white tunic adorned with a black cross, and he saw the babe on the ground.

She contemplated rushing forward, trying to enchant him, and taking the child back.

But a priest, on hallowed ground? Even if the spell worked—which was no certain thing—she could well be seen, and the covenant would then be at an end. Such a blasphemy would upset something that had begun with William’s grandfather Louis. In her weakened state, she did not dare take such a risk.

She turned back toward the forest, resigning herself to her fate. She would husband her resources and wait for the next child.

She had little choice.

    

    WHEN ARIEL awoke, she was momentarily disoriented. The strands of the dream still clouded her head, and this time she fought to keep hold of them, to fix them in her mind. Bit by bit, she clawed back a few pieces.

She had dreamt of Marburg. She had come up the very same street in her dream the night before. Yet the memories—the dream and their arrival yesterday—soon ran together.

She sat up in bed, seeing that Erich and Astrid were still asleep. Only Shadow was awake, watching her. She slipped out of bed, dressing quickly and quietly. Shadow tried to follow her, but Ariel softly told her to stay. Yet the wolf held her ground, pushing forward against her, and Ariel finally relented.

Ariel descended to the street, Shadow loping along behind her. She remembered the square from the night before, but more vividly from the dream she had just had. She looked around, desperately seeking some clue to what the dream meant.

For a moment or two, there was nothing. Then she saw it.

The tavern she had dreamt of was still there, and she remembered it from the dream, remembered looking up as the tavernkeeper tossed the bucket of offal toward her. There had been a wooden sign hanging from a post over the door, a sign with a large tankard on it. But now the sign was gone.

Ariel walked over to the tavern, which appeared to be still shut up for the night. She rapped on the door several times. In a minute or so, door opened, and the tavernkeeper appeared. But it was not the stout man with a black beard from her dream; instead, it was a younger man with black hair.

“It is barely dawn—what the devil?”

“Please,” she began, “I am sorry to bother you. Was there once a sign over this door? A sign with a tankard on it?”

The tavernkeeper drew back, eyeing her strangely.

“Why?”

“Please, just tell me.”

“Yes. Years ago, when my father ran this tavern. But it was blown off the side of the building in a storm when I was still a child. How did you know that? You are younger than I am.”

Ariel ignored the question. “Your father, did he have a beard?”

“Yes. Who are you? What do you mean by this?”

Ariel stumbled backwards, dizzy, looking up at the wall above the door where the sign had hung. She could see now where it had been mounted, a few rotten holes in the wood, likely empty for decades.

“I am sorry. Forgive me for bothering you.”

She turned and ran down the street, wanting more than anything to get away from this madness. Shadow followed her, keeping pace.

Chapter 14

    GIANCARLO ROSE early, rousting Hans from his bed.

“Come, my friend. We are unemployed. It is time to look for work.”

Hans awoke slowly but pulled himself together as best he could. The two of them descended to the main room of the inn, where they shared a quick breakfast of bread and cheese. There were three merchants at one table eating quietly, but otherwise the room was empty. Hans looked around, wondering for neither the first time nor the last whether he had made a wise decision in following Giancarlo. He had been on the road with him only a few days and already he had watched two men die, and nearly died himself.

“What are we doing today?” he asked.

“I mean to find the man I mentioned. His name is Lorenz. His band and mine fought together for the Prince-Bishop of Münster for one season. Then most of his men deserted, and he decided to seek work in Hessen. A man I met later told me he had taken service with the Landgrave as one of his captains of the guard. If he is still here, he can vouch for us.”

Hans’s stomach dropped.

“You want to work as a palace guard?”

Giancarlo shrugged. “For now. Winter is coming. I would prefer to have a roof over my head until spring. It is that or freeze along the roadside while guarding a caravan.” The older man smiled. “This is the life you chose, boy. The road back home is still manageable if you prefer it instead.”

Hans looked down at the table, but said nothing. Giancarlo was right. He had only just started. He would not give up so soon.

“How did you become a sellsword?” he asked a few moments later.

Giancarlo took a bite of bread and sat back in his chair.

“Ah, now that is a long story. A long story, indeed. I am not sure now is the best time for it. Suffice to say, you and I are not so different, which perhaps is why I allowed you to join me instead of chasing you away. My father intended a path for me I did not want to follow. A path perhaps God would have preferred as well, but my heart was not in it. More than that, we will save for another day.”

    

    HANS FOLLOWED Giancarlo out of the town center and up the road toward the Landgrave’s castle. When they reached the top of the hill, there was a gatehouse built into the curtain wall around the hill above the road. Two guards stopped them at the gate.

“State your business,” one of them said.

“I am seeking a man named Lorenz,” Giancarlo said. “I am told he is one of your guard captains.”

The guards glanced at each other. “What is your business with him?” the first one asked again.

“He is indeed here?”

“Yes.”

“Tell him Giancarlo Attendolo wishes to speak with him.”

The guard called over one of his brethren, and after speaking a few moments, the third man walked back through the guardhouse and disappeared. Hans waited nervously wondering how this would go.

Lorenz appeared in a few minutes. He proved to be a man about Giancarlo’s age, shorter than both of them but far broader and more thickly muscled. When he saw Giancarlo, he laughed, and the two men embraced roughly. Lorenz gave Hans a brief glance.

“What brings you here, my friend?” Lorenz asked.

“A variety of misfortunes and other events. My band has shrunk to what you see before you.”

Lorenz’s eyes widened a bit in surprise. “So many? That is misfortune indeed. A poor turn in battle, or bad luck of another sort?”

“Some of both. I thus find myself in need of more regular employment, at least for the winter.”

Lorenz nodded, understanding now.

“Well, your luck may have turned, then. We are short-handed here, especially with men as experienced as you. I would hire twenty of you if I could.” Then he looked at Hans and laughed softly. “What of this pup?”

Giancarlo laughed in turn.

“He is young, but he can handle himself in a fight. He survived one that took the lives of two much more seasoned men. I will vouch for him.”

Lorenz slapped Hans on the shoulder, hard enough to nearly knock him over.

“Fair enough. Come.”

    

    IN A FEW HOURS, Hans—who only a few days earlier had been little more than an apprentice merchant, with few cares beyond who amongst him and his friends would pay for the next round of ale—found himself dressed and equipped as a guard. Lorenz took him out to stand along the rear wall of the castle, where a large round tower looked out over the local church and the forest beyond.

Lorenz introduced him to the other guards on duty. After some brief conversation, they had ignored him. Lorenz and Giancarlo then disappeared back into the castle.

Hans wore a simple red-and-white tunic over his other clothes and had been given a longsword—now at his waist—a halberd, and a steel helmet. He felt quite silly in his uniform, even if he looked the same as the other guards. With only the brief fight with the creatures in the forest under his belt, he was quite sure he would have no idea what to do if the castle actually came under some sort of attack.

Not that that was at all likely. Hans was more or less certain his winter would involve standing out here in the cold trying not to die of boredom.

By mid-afternoon, he was beginning to seriously doubt his decision to come along with Giancarlo and wonder at his prospects for deserting and returning home. Surely no one in the castle would care, as long he left his new gear behind. Looking over the wall, he tried to calculate if he could simply jump to the ground and run away.

It was at that point that he saw a pretty blond-haired girl emerge from the castle and walk toward the tower. The other guards had told Hans the tower was divided between the castle dungeon in the lower levels—he could see the iron bars—and the chambers of the Landgrave’s artificer in the upper level.

It seemed the girl had some business with the mage. She spared Hans a brief glance as she passed his post, then walked up the stairs to the tower door.

Hans watched, his impending desertion forgotten. The girl was more than pretty—her face had struck something fundamental inside him when he saw her. Unlike Ariel and Astrid, who had occupied his thoughts for years, she seemed much more approachable. Walther’s daughters had an exotic, otherworldly character to their beauty that Hans had somehow known all along was beyond his reach. But this girl, who was short and slim, hair in a long braid, seemed different, more vulnerable.

But the mage, apparently, was not in. The girl finally descended the tower stairs and returned up the path toward Hans, who was frozen into inaction even more firmly than when he had faced the strange creatures that had killed Tomas and Heinrich.

The girl noticed him staring and looked away... then back again.

“Hello,” Hans somehow managed.

“Hello.” She stopped. “Did you see Constantine leave?”

“Who?”

“The mage who lives in the tower.”

“Oh. No. I’m sorry, I’m new.”

It was then that Hans noticed the baby around her neck, a little blonde-haired babe with a birthmark on its forehead. His heart fell. Pretty or not, she was taken.

“I didn’t think I’d seen you before,” she said.

“Is he your husband?” Hans blurted out. He then fought the urge to throw himself over the wall in embarrassment.

But the girl looked down. “No.”

Hans struggled with something else to say before she left.

“Do you work in the castle?”

“Yes. The kitchens.”

“I’m Hans.”

She looked up. “I’m Julia.” Then she looked away. “I must go. Good-bye, Hans.”

“Good-bye.”

He watched her walk off, heart breaking already.

Chapter 15

    ANNA HAD arrived at the castle two days earlier, and still Philip had not agreed to see her. Over and over his retainers gave her excuses no matter how strenuously she explained that the matter was urgent. He had put her up in the old wing along the back, well away from his chambers, then apparently instructed his guards to prevent her from wandering the castle. They stopped her when she attempted to leave the wing, telling her it was the Landgrave’s orders that she remain here.

The messages she sent to Philip were ignored. She had little to do but sit her room and look down on the grounds, watching the castle guards flirt with the scullery maids.

At noon of the third day, Anna penned Philip her most direct message yet, telling him the fate of the Landgraviate hung in the balance and that doom awaited if he refused to meet with her.

Finally, one of Philip’s chamberlains appeared at her room.

“The Landgrave has directed me to bring him your news. What is this matter that is so urgent he must be pulled away from his affairs?”

Anna glared at him.

“As I have told you people repeatedly, this is a matter for his ears, and his ears alone. It is a matter that has been passed down through this family for several generations, one that was given into my hands by his father. It is not for the likes of you.”

The man sniffed. “The Landgrave orders you to tell me.”

“I will not.”

“Very well. Then you must wait until he has time for you. That may be a few days more. He is preparing for a very important ball, which will be tonight.”

“I will wait, but this matter will not. After tonight, it may no longer matter. I had hoped the Landgrave had grown in wisdom since assuming his birthright, but apparently he is still more interested in venting childhood piques.”

The man’s eyes darkened. Then he left.

    

    AN HOUR PASSED. The sun sank in the sky, Anna’s heart sinking with it. What Sabine would do when the child was not brought to her, Anna did not know, but it would not be good.

Anna had not been involved in the surrender Sabine had warned her about; it had taken place a year into Anna’s marriage, and William told her nothing about it at the time. But he explained later, when the next letter arrived, how the child had somehow been missed, whether mislaid by William’s men or never found by Sabine. William was adamant they had followed Sabine’s instructions to the letter, but somehow there was confusion and the child died before she found it.

There had been consequences. That winter had been the harshest in memory, then the rains the following spring were so heavy that much of the planting was ruined. William was never sure if Sabine had taken revenge, or simply declined to temper the weather as she was said to do. But many suffered as a result.

Another man abruptly appeared at her door.

“The Landgrave will see you now.”

Sighing in exasperation, Anna rose and followed him. They reached Philip’s receiving room in a few minutes.

She had not seen him in over a year. He cut off communications with her when she had chosen to remarry the same year he assumed control of the Landgraviate. He was a little older, a little heavier, but wore more of an aura of command. He looked at her disdainfully as she approached.

“Hello, Mother. So nice to see you.”

“Your Grace.”

“What is this silly matter you must speak with me about, that you pretend is so important? Do you need money? Has your new husband taken a lover, and you wish me to have him drawn and quartered?”

The other members of the court laughed. Anna bristled but did not respond to the jibe about her much younger husband.

“This is for your ears alone. Clear the court, and I will tell you everything, but not until then.”

Philip rolled his eyes, but languidly waved his hand to dismiss his underlings. In a few moments they were alone.

“All right. You have your wish at last. What is it?”

Anna took a deep breath and began.

“It is the witches’ covenant.”

Philip’s eyes widened in surprise. He scoffed. “That old bedtime tale to frighten naughty children? Are you serious?”

“It is no bedtime tale. It is an agreement this family has kept with the witches of the forest since the time of your great-grandfather Louis.”

Philip laughed again, but the laugh died in his throat from the steely look on her face. After a few moments he swallowed roughly.

“The covenant is real?”

“It is real.”

“How do you know?”

“Because I have met the queen of the witches twice. Because I handled the surrender of the babe they demanded the last time. And now they want another.”

“Why—why you? Why not Father?”

“Your father had gone mad by then. But he regained his wits long enough to explain things to me. Once a decade, more or less, we give them a child. And then they leave the children of Marburg be.”

Philip sat up, eyes wide.

“No! I will have nothing to do with witches. If Father was too weak of mind to destroy them, then I will do it.”

“Philip—”

“You met with them? Then you know where they are. I will attack them there.”

Anna shook her head.

“Philip, Louis tried. He lost hundreds of soldiers and accomplished nothing. As your father explained it to me, from what he was told by your grandfather, the witches turned his own men against each other. The very trees and rocks attacked them. It was only the threat to burn them out of the forest that finally forced them to strike a bargain. And they have now had a century to bide their strength.”

“We could ask the Church for help.”

“And what do you think the Church would do to this family if they found out we had been dealing with witches all this time? Do you want me burned at the stake? Especially when you might very well join me?”

Philip’s face went pale. After a few moments, he rose from his chair. He went to the window, staring out across the valley below.

“Why do we do this?”

“Because it has worked for a hundred years. We give them what little they need, and they leave us alone. Would you prefer to go back to how it was before? Do you want the changelings to return? Because they will.”

Anna waited while Philip seemed to war with himself. He said nothing for a while.

“What do they want now?”

Anna sighed. “That is the other matter.”

Philip turned.

“What?”

“They want Matthias and Erika’s daughter. She was with child when I saw her last. That is the one they want.”

Philip gasped, eyes filling with horror. Anna knew as well as he did what this meant. Matthias had been one of her most loyal retainers, who had stood by her when the lesser nobles of Hessen had fought her attempts to assume regency of the Landgraviate. He had helped her consolidate her position against the estates of Hessen, then become one of Philip’s key counselors when he was named of age by the Emperor a year ago.

Philip would have to repay that loyalty by taking the man’s only daughter and turning her over to the witches. This, when he and his wife had already lost another baby girl in the early years of their marriage.

“I cannot,” Philip finally whispered.

“She is the one they requested. By name.”

“Can we not give them another? How would they know?”

“I do not know. I only know that you cross them at your peril.”

Philip stalked back and forth across the room, running his hands through his hair.

“What do I do, Mother? Tell me what to do.”

Anna sighed again. Now, he wanted her advice.

“I cannot make that decision for you, my son. You are the Landgrave. I have passed the covenant down into your hands. I can do nothing more.”

    

    WHEN HIS MOTHER left, Philip remained in his chair with his head in his hands. He felt suffocated. He cursed his parents for bequeathing this horror to him, his great-grandfather for entering the covenant in the first place, the witches for their very existence.

What were his options?

If he took Matthias’s daughter, there was no telling what might happen. Matthias commanded the castle guard, and his men were loyal to him. If he resisted the command, Philip could well have trouble enforcing it.

Matthias was a stern, stiff-necked man, which was why he had remained so steadfastly loyal to Philip and his mother despite all the confusion when his father died. But was he loyal enough to turn against his own family for Philip’s sake? Philip had seen Matthias with his sons, who were members of the guard, and knew they meant much to him. A baby girl, though?

Had Matthias and Erika not already lost a daughter, Philip thought they might grudgingly agree. But Erika seemed obsessed with the girl. Philip had scarcely seen Erika since the birth and the baby not at all.

And the more he thought about it, the less Philip even wanted to do this. To side with the witches against one of his most loyal men? Such a decision would have repercussions. He knew that much already. He was being watched by the lesser nobles, watched by those who were waiting for weakness, incompetence. His strength was not yet consolidated.

The other option was giving them a different child.

Philip himself had not even seen Matthias and Erika’s daughter. How could the witches know what she looked like? They could barely have known she even existed. That made him think it might not even be the girl herself they wanted, but what she represented.

Which could mean they might actually be testing Philip.

They might not want the child for anything. They might be trying to see where his loyalties lay, if he could be manipulated into betraying his allies. And if he did as they wanted, what might come next?

If he gave them a different child, several things might happen. They would know what he had done, and then they would know that they did not control him. Or they would not know, and they might then simply think the covenant intact and leave him alone. In the event they made another move, he would take steps to be ready.

All he needed was a babe to send in place of Matthias’s daughter. Which presented a problem.

He needed one no one would miss. Preferably one that would raise no suspicions by disappearing.

Ideally, perhaps, one that needed to go away.

In a little while, he had an idea.

Chapter 16

    WHEN ERICH woke, it took him a few moments to realize something was wrong. He had rolled over against Astrid, who lay sleeping in his arms. Her breasts were pressed against him and her shift had fallen open at the top. If the warmth of her body was not enough to awaken his need for her, the sight before him completed it.

But as he groped at her, waking her slowly, the chill behind him nagged at his brain. He reached back—

—and found nothing.

Erich rolled away from Astrid. The bed on the other side was empty. When he looked around the room he saw nothing as well.

No Ariel. Nor Shadow.

He sat up even as Astrid was reaching for him, pushing her leg over his. But as she came fully awake, she stopped and sat up a little as well.

“Where is Ariel?” she asked.

“I don’t know. She and Shadow are gone.”

Astrid sat up beside him. “Did she go down to eat?”

“Perhaps. Let us go see.”

But down in the main room, they found nothing but a few other residents of the inn. The innkeeper claimed not to have seen her, and had certainly not seen their wolf.

“What the devil?” Erich muttered.

“Where could she have gone?” Astrid said.

Inquiries around the main square produced no clues until Erich asked at a tavern back the way they had come into town. The tavernkeeper had looked warily at Astrid until Erich explained they were looking for her twin sister.

“Yes. I saw her. She came rapping on my door barely past dawn.” Then he glared at Astrid again. “Who are you people?”

Erich tried his best to keep his composure.

“Just travelers. We meant to be out of this place this morning. But we need to find her first. What did she want?”

The man glanced back and forth between him and Astrid.

“She asked about a sign on the front of this tavern that has been gone since I was a child. And about my father, who has been in his grave ten years and more.”

Erich felt the hairs on his back standing out.

“Is that all she said?”

“Yes. Then she ran off down the street as if the devil were after her. Which I suspect he may have been. I saw a wolf chasing her.”

Erich ignored the slur.

“Which way did she go?”

He waved his hand toward the north end of the square. “That way. I am not sure. I did not watch her.” Then his face darkened. “I want you to leave now. Both of you, before I call the watch.”

Erich nodded. “Thank you.” He and Astrid returned to the street, and the tavernkeeper shut up the door behind them.

When they were back in the street, Astrid put her hands on her head, glancing around the square.

“Where could she be? What is going on?”

“Can you feel anything? Anything at all?”

Astrid closed her eyes, then opened them a few moments later.

“Only that she is not near. You know we cannot control the Flow when we are separated.”

Erich growled in frustration. Ariel clearly had some purpose in mind, but he had no clue what it could be.

“What about Shadow?”

“The same. She is not nearby.”

Erich looked back at the tavern.

“Have the two of you been here before? Ever?”

“No.”

“You’re certain of it?”

“As best I can remember. Father did not take us traveling much. We went to Köln and back a few times, but that’s all I know.”

“But from what he said, you would have been children. Could he have brought you here, yet you remember it as Köln?”

Astrid’s face creased in concern. “Maybe.”

“But why would Ariel care about a tavern?”

“I don’t know.” Then her face lit up. “Could she have gone to see Hans? Before we left? She was friendlier with him than I was.”

Erich’s suspicions slipped a few notches. It did not explain her actions at the tavern, but perhaps something else had happened after meeting Hans.

“Let us see if we can find them.”

    

    BUT THEY discovered that Hans and Giancarlo had already left the inn when they returned. Having no other ideas and growing increasingly worried, Erich and Astrid climbed the hill to the castle. At the gate, they asked after the two of them.

Giancarlo appeared in a few minutes with an intrigued look on his face. Erich noted he was already wearing the uniform of the castle guards.

“I did not get the impression that the castle was on your itinerary, nor repeating our farewells.”

“It was not,” Erich replied. “Ariel has disappeared. I don’t suppose she came to see you or Hans this morning.”

Giancarlo shook his head. “No. Disappeared, how?”

“She was gone when we awoke. She apparently had some kind of confused discussion with a tavernkeeper on the square, but we can find no other trace of her.”

“I see.” Giancarlo looked to Astrid. “You cannot use your magely skills to help find her?”

“No,” she replied.

Giancarlo shrugged. “I am sorry. I wish there was more I could do. I can send word if I hear anything. Can I reach you at the inn?”

“Yes,” Erich said. “Thank you.”

    

    WHEN ERICH AND ASTRID stopped at the bottom of the hill below the castle, Astrid’s face was dark with worry.

“Where could she have gone? And why?”

“The tavernkeeper said she went further up that street. Let’s see if anyone else saw her.”

They turned up the road toward the church. Here, the road sloped down the hill toward the river. The town here was not as dense, the buildings more spaced out.

The church was an imposing Gothic affair with ornate twin spires several hundred feet high and a nave laid out in cruciform. As they approached, Erich could see some sort of commotion up ahead. About a dozen townspeople were arguing with a priest. In the center of it was a woman—holding a young girl of about four in her arms—who was yelling loudly about something.

Erich was still wondering what to do when the woman suddenly noticed them standing some yards away. Her eyes fixed on Astrid, and her arm shot out toward them.

“That’s her! That’s her! That’s the witch who tried to steal my child!”

The townspeople all turned to look at them as Astrid staggered backwards.

“I have done nothing!” she cried. “I have never seen her before!”

Erich moved between Astrid and the woman, placing his hand on his sword.

“I know not what this is about, but my wife is innocent.”

But the woman was not deterred.

“It’s her! I know it! She was the one I saw with my Nadja!”

Then the priest stepped forward, and Erich’s stomach tightened. The man was wearing a white tunic with a black cross, a different uniform from what he had just seen Giancarlo wearing—and Erich knew what it meant. The man was not just a priest but a knight of the Teutonic Order. From his belt hung a heavy mace, which he was now fingering.

“Why does she accuse your wife so strenuously if she is indeed innocent?” the cleric asked.

Erich kept his hand on his sword.

“I believe she is speaking of my wife’s twin sister, whom we are seeking. What happened here?”

“He lies!” the woman shouted. “It was her! She was dressed exactly the same!”

“They dress identically, as twins often do,” Erich said to her. “The three of us arrived in Marburg only last night, and she and I have never set foot in this part of your town before. I have witnesses who can vouch for this. We came just a few minutes ago from the castle.”

The woman shook her head.

“But I saw her running that direction, after I took back my daughter.”

“Did she have a wolf with her?”

“Yes! Her witch’s familiar!”

“Do you see a wolf with us?”

The woman’s agitation weakened as she glanced around. Then she turned to the cleric. “They could have hidden it.”

“Who are you?” the cleric asked. “What is your purpose in this town?”

“I am Erich von Jülich-Berg, brother of Wilhelm, the Duke of Jülich-Berg, and we are merely passing through here on our way to Wittenberg.”

The name had the impact Erich intended. He knew the cleric, being a Teutonic knight and not merely a village priest, would likely be familiar with the prominent nobles of the Empire. Never mind that Wilhelm might imprison them again the next time they saw him.

The cleric was pensive for a moment.

“You believe your wife’s sister did this thing?”

“I know nothing. We lost her this morning and have been trying to locate her since. I will ask you again, what happened here?”

The cleric turned to the woman, who drew herself up.

“I lost my Nadja this morning. She disappeared. I was looking for her all over. When I came to the church, I saw her with... with your wife’s sister. She was leading her away from town. When I ran after them, she let go of her. But when I called for the priest to arrest her, she ran away.”

Erich’s eyebrows creased in annoyance.

“And how do you know she meant your child ill? Perhaps she was simply trying to help her find her way home.”

“I saw her familiar! She is a witch.”

The cleric looked at Erich questioningly. Erich had avoided this issue, but he realized he had to explain Shadow’s presence.

“My wife and her sister are mages. Naturalists and healers, not witches. The wolf is their familiar, yes, but I am sure she was merely trying to help the girl.”

Some of the townspeople gasped, but the cleric looked around at them, who held up a hand.

“Peace. As I have explained to some of you more than once, there is a difference between mages and witches. The Landgrave himself has mages in his employ, good and godly men whom I know and trust.”

Several of the villagers muttered, still glaring at Astrid, but no one said anything. Then the cleric looked back at Erich.

“I would recommend finding your sister. And then continuing on your way, as you said.”

Chapter 17

    WALTHER WAS puttering away in his workshop when Johannes arrived.

Since he, Erich, and his daughters had returned from Köln, he had been trying to build a new, improved version of his resonance cube—Ariel having destroyed the first one as a result of her infatuation with Erich. He wanted one that would do more than simply compare flows. Walther thought it would be useful to also be able to analyze them somehow, but as that was a skill more tied to naturalism and mysticism, he had run into some problems. He thought it would be possible to duplicate the naturalist approach with the right crystal enchantment, but doing that required some consultation with a mage who knew how to do it in the first place, which Walther did not.

He had asked Ariel and Astrid for help before the three of them had left, but not wanting to intrude too much on the first weeks of their marriage, he had not pressed the matter a great deal. Instead, he had been exchanging missives with Johannes, who had offered some suggestions.

The day after Erich and the girls left, Walther was eating lunch (or dinner, depending on how you wanted to look at it; he tended to lose track of time when he was tinkering) when another letter from Johannes arrived in Johannes’s brass crow. Walther had one just like it, save that it had a W engraved on the chest plate instead of a J. The automaton birds had been gifts from their friend Constantine, whom they had met during their studies at the university. Constantine had since taken a position with the House of Hessen in Marburg, but they used the crows to keep in touch. Constantine’s crow, naturally, had a C on its front.

Johannes had answered Walther’s most recent inquiry on his project, but most of the letter was taken up by something else entirely.

Walther read the letter with growing interest. He had been pondering the meaning of his daughters’ strangely blue marriage bond since that night, but had come up with no ideas. He had mentioned it to Johannes, who was intrigued but could not tell him much Walther did not know already.

Now, it seemed, that had changed.

Johannes—or rather, one of his colleagues—had discovered something important, and Johannes was convinced Ariel and Astrid were connected to it somehow. Walther did not know Dieter, but he had met his son Alfred, who worked with Johannes at the university. What Johannes told him was fascinating but baffling, and more than a little worrying. Walther had chosen life in a small town like Weilburg precisely to stay out of the political and ecclesiastical entanglements that often caught up prominent mages, and he wanted to keep it that way. That went double for his daughters.

But if Johannes was right, this was important enough to take the risk. Except, there was a slight problem.

Walther wrote back, explaining regretfully that Erich, Ariel, and Astrid had left, and that he did not expect to seem them again for some months.

Late that night, there had been another tapping at his window. Walther was about to summon Fortitude, his armored guard automaton, when he realized it was Johannes’s crow again.

Walther’s curiosity was aroused. This was most unlike Johannes, who had enough other concerns to deal with as vice-chancellor and Dean of the School of Naturalism that, even with the crows, correspondence with his colleagues was almost always a matter of days—if not weeks—rather than hours. Yet here was his reply already.

The note was very short.

     

Am coming to Weilburg, should be there in a few days. Have sent word to C. asking him to intercept your daughters if possible. Pls be ready to come with me. V. impt. —J.

     

With nothing else to do, Walter had prepared for another trip and awaited his friend.

Johannes arrived on an exhausted horse a few days later. Walther showed him into his workshop.

“I am hoping you have a bit more to tell me about what is going here than you have shared thus far,” he said.

Johannes nodded, “Yes, but we need to do this quickly. Are you ready to leave?”

Walther’s eyebrows rose. “Now?”

“After we eat, yes.”

“I am packed, yes, but is it really necessary to leave this late in the day?”

“We can reach Wetzlar by nightfall if we move quickly. We need to catch them before they get too far. I am not sure which route they may be taking after Marburg, and if we lose their trail, it may be months before we find them again.”

“This is truly so vital?”

“I am not certain, but if my suspicious are correct, it is a matter of critical scholarly importance.”

“All right, then. Let us eat, and you can explain.”

    

    WHEN LUNCH was on the table, Walther listened while Johannes explained Dieter’s research in more detail.

“So this is not mere parlor tricks?” he said finally.

“No. Dieter’s experiments clearly show there is something important here, something none of us has suspected before this. I would not normally interrupt my schedule to go chasing after a pair of girls, but I know of no other way to continue this research.”

“So Ariel and Astrid are in the middle of it?”

“Not in the middle, necessarily,” Johannes went on. “But you yourself witnessed how there is some blue character to their talents. I saw it myself that night I was trying to test a possible match with Franz.”

“They told me blue things interfered with their casting, until they married Erich. Then, all of a sudden, it seemed to enhance them. Erich found a pair of sapphires when we fought those ogres on the trip to Köln, and he had them set as rings. They have been glowing blue since the moment he put them on their fingers.”

Johannes nodded.

“And there was that spell they mentioned, that caused a blue flash?”

“Not visibly. Erich merely said he saw a blue flash in his head when they cast the spell.”

“I am convinced this was no coincidence, having this happen right under my nose right before Dieter came to me with what he found.”

“But what does it mean? So there is something blue about their talents. How that does explain what Dieter found?”

“That I do not know, nor does Dieter. But he is convinced blue plays some key role in this, just as it controls the colors of the schools. It may prove to be nothing. It may also be a monumental discovery.”

Walther pondered this for a few moments.

“All right. Let us assume Dieter is correct and that blue is the controlling color. That would mean a blue talent has some ability over and above merely being able to cast spells of a particular school.”

“Yes,” Johannes said. “What that might be, I do not know.”

“Well, think about it. If the blue glass sits in the middle of the schools as Dieter suggests, then a mage with a blue talent would do likewise. But Ariel and Astrid have never been anything but naturalists. Now and then when they were young, the girls would want me to show them how I made things. They were never able to manage even the simplest crystal enchantment.”

Johannes shrugged. “That may mean we are on a fool’s errand. It may mean nothing. We are in our infancy with this research. Knowing blue is the central color tells us nothing about what we do with that fact. But until we can find them and work with them on this, we will never know.”

    

    LUNCH DISPENSED with, the house locked up, and Fortitude set in place to guard things, Walther struggled to mount the single draft horse he had remaining from the trip to Köln. Erich and his daughters had left with the others.

“Marburg is not the place I would have chosen for anything involving mysticism, if half the things Constantine has told me are true,” Walther said.


“I would not be overly concerned,” Johannes said. “The common people are suspicious of magery, to be sure, but we should be conducting our business in the castle, assuming we do not return to Köln immediately.”

Walther nodded. “You have higher ambitions for this trip than may be warranted by the means we have at our disposal.”

“I mean to change horses in Wetzlar, if we can,” his friend replied.

“Let us get there first,” Walther muttered.

Chapter 18

    JULIA STOOD in front of one of the kitchen automata, feeding turnips and carrots into the top, and collecting the sliced pieces from the bottom for the soup the chief cook was preparing. The kitchen was in absolute chaos in preparation for the ball that night. She had been working since dawn with only a brief break that afternoon.

When the bowl was full, she took it to the cook, who snatched it from her and tossed the vegetables into the soup, then dashed over to one of the stoves to shout at the women preparing another one of the banquet dishes. Julia had long since lost track of all the things they were making.

Fortunately the heat and noise of the kitchen, as it often did, had lulled Maria to sleep. Julia could focus on her tasks without needing to fuss with her daughter at the same time.

Which was fortunate, because her mind was elsewhere.

She had meant to spend her break with Constantine. Julia’s heart had still not warmed to the mage, as kind as he was to her and Maria, but her head could see where things were meant to be. Constantine’s intentions were clear enough.

He touched her timidly, sometimes laying his hand on hers, or on her shoulder when she came to see him. His eyes would linger on her, more than once flitting across her bust.

She knew what her reality was. The likelihood she would ever find a husband in her situation was slim. If she were to spurn Constantine, she might never have another chance to marry. She would have to raise Maria alone, always knowing that if she were ever to be cast out of the castle for some reason, she would have little choice but to become a prostitute.

Julia would lie in bed at night wondering if she could do the things Philip had done to her with Constantine. The year, or nearly so, that Philip had used her had often been difficult, but there were times she found she could take some pleasure in it. Philip did not care for her, but he was still young and handsome.

And he was the Landgrave. She could at least feel some pride in the fact that she, of all the girls in the castle, had caught his eye.

With Constantine it would be different. He would care for her. But she would get little from him. She could see nothing she might get from the act, except perhaps the knowledge that Constantine wanted to be with her.

She tried to make herself think that would be enough. And it had begun to work.

At least, until she had met the new guard at the wall that afternoon.

Hans.

The name kept ringing through her mind. Where had he come from? Julia had spent more than half her life working in the castle, and knew nearly all of the guards, at least by sight. Plenty of them had flirted with her, and more often than not Julia could tell the things they were thinking. She had been careful to keep her distance from them, at least emotionally. It had not been terribly difficult.

But Hans had been different. He had not stared at her like a piece of meat roasting on the fire. His eyes had been locked to hers. The look on his face...

She knew nothing at all about him. He seemed to be her age, perhaps a little older. His face was so smooth and clear.

She laughed to herself. A few moments after they had met, he was already wanting to know about Maria, if she was married.

Julia had a sudden image of herself in bed with Hans, feeling him inside her as Philip had been. A flush shot across her body, and she looked up in embarrassment. But of course no one was paying any attention to her.

She tried to suppress the thought. Surely she would be far better off marrying an important mage, a valued retainer of the Landgrave, than some insignificant young guard. Hans was no one, no doubt a penniless youth who had taken service as a guard in desperation.

Julia closed her eyes and swallowed hard. She knew she needed to shut down this line of thought before it went any further. She was being silly, and with a daughter to care for, she could not afford to be silly.

But she could love someone like Hans. She realized suddenly that she was never going to love Constantine.

A voice shot across the kitchen.

“Julia! Which one of you is Julia?”

She looked up. Four castle guards were at the entrance to the kitchen.

Too surprised to think of what they wanted, she answered. “I’m Julia.”

They stalked over to her. “Come,” one of them said.

She brushed off her hands and followed them out into the hallway. All at once two of them grabbed her arms, and the other two pulled Maria’s sling from her neck. She cried out in alarm.

“What are you doing? No!”

Julia struggled uselessly against their grip as they took the baby from her.

“No! Give me my baby! Give her back to me!”

But the guards said nothing. The two holding her gripped her arms tightly no matter how hard she kicked and fought them. The other two walked quickly down the hallway away from her.

“No! Stop! What are you doing? Bring her back! Where are you taking her?”

Not until they had disappeared through the door at the far end did the two guards holding her turn and shove her back into the kitchen.

“Forget the child,” one of them said. “Forget her and be done with it.”

Julia’s cries of despair rang through the lower levels of the castle for some time, but the noise of the kitchen was such that most could ignore them.

    

    PHILIP SAT in his chambers pondering the best way to handle this. He did not want someone who would talk about it. Nor did he want anyone who would be missed if he did not return from delivering the babe to the witches. Philip was still not certain this plan would work, and he knew there was a risk that whoever delivered the child—the wrong child—would face the full brunt of the witches’ wrath.

And he needed this over now, so he could focus on the ball.

Not knowing how Matthias, who had lost a daughter himself, would react to this idea, Philip had engaged one of Matthias’ subordinate captains, Lorenz, to take Julia’s child.

Lorenz now stood in front of him.

“The babe has been taken and is down in my chambers, your Grace.”

Philip had told him as little as possible about the matter, only that the child needed to be delivered somewhere in secret.

“I need a man you can trust, someone who can handle a difficult job on his own. But it needs to be one whose absence will not be noticed if he goes off on his own tonight.”

Lorenz wrinkled his forehead.

“That is a challenging request, your Grace.”

“Do your best, but do it now.”

Lorenz returned about ten minutes later with a man Philip did not recognize. Though he did not know all the guards by sight, he was certain he would have remembered this one, a dark-featured man with a dangerous look in his eye.

“Your Grace, this man is new, but I know him well. We fought together before I entered your service.”

The man bowed.

“What is your name?” Philip asked.

“Giancarlo Attendolo, your Grace.”

“You are not Hessian.”

“No, your Grace. I am from Firenze.”

“You are a mercenary?”

“Yes, your Grace.”

All the better, Philip thought. A man such as this would be equal to the task but raise no questions if he disappeared. He dismissed Lorenz.

“How well do you know this area?” he asked the other man.

“Not very well, I regret. I came up the road from the south only recently.”

“Good. Because it is to the south I need you to go.”

    

    GIANCARLO LEFT the castle as the sun sank below the horizon. He carried a lamp with him to light the way, for what good it would do. The sky was overcast, and it would soon be very dark. He rode quickly to make what use he could of the last light of day.

More challenging than the dark was what the Landgrave had asked him to do.

The babe, thankfully, remained asleep. Giancarlo had no experience with children, and was not all sure what he would do if the child awoke and started to cry.

The task seemed sheer insanity. To leave this child in the midst of the woods, back down the very path that had nearly taken Giancarlo’s life? He was so stunned by the request that he was out of the castle and on his way before the reality of it sank in.

Yet the Landgrave was adamant that the future of his lands lay in the balance. All for a baby girl. And it had to be done that night, immediately.

Giancarlo managed to ask if the child would be harmed. The Landgrave waved the question off, assuring him she was being given to others who would care for her.

Other... what, he now wanted to ask. But it was too late.

By the time he reached the path, it was growing dark, too dark to ride through such woods. Giancarlo tethered his horse to a tree and continued down the trail, holding his lamp out before him.

The climb up the hill was less challenging than the first time, since at least now he knew what lay beyond. But in the darkness he went more slowly, slipping here and there on rocks grown damp with the night mist. Somehow he reached the top of the ridge and descended to the bottom without falling.

He stopped when he reached the point where they had fought the strange creatures, where Erich had arrived to save them. He looked around in the dark for their bodies, but they were gone. Something had dragged them off.

The child stirred against his chest. He rocked her as he had seen women do, hoping it was enough. It occurred to him that she was likely cold, so he wrapped his cloak more tightly around them.

Beyond the spot of the battle, the path turned to the left, deeper into the woods. Everything around him not lit by the lamp was now pitch dark. He said a brief prayer, hoping God would not condemn him for what he was about to do, and continued.

The only thing that kept him going was the knowledge that Erich and his wives had come this way safely. Whoever... whatever was down this path had not molested them.

A cold breeze blew through the woods. He could see nothing but the pale ghosts of the trees around him. A voice called through the night, and Giancarlo started in alarm before realizing it was merely an owl. There were more sounds, something in the woods to his left. He thought he saw a flash of gray, moving back the other direction—but then it was gone.

He fought the fear in his gut and walked more quickly. Giancarlo feared little in the world of men. He had seen horrors that would reduce others to shivering wrecks. But what he had seen had been things men had wrought, and he felt a growing certainty that he left that world behind. What waited for this child might not be entirely human... or human at all.

Something grabbed at his ankle, and he stumbled, falling to his knees and nearly dropping the lamp. Fighting the terror that shot through him, he somehow maintained his balance enough to avoid both crushing the child and extinguishing the lamp. He scrambled forward in alarm, reaching for his dagger... only to see when he looked back that he had simply tripped on the protruding root of an oak tree.

Giancarlo lay there for a few moments trying to collect himself. He was being stupid. It was dark, yes, but as his heart slowed, he realized the risks were mostly in his head. He was feeding the fear instead of controlling it. He was far too old to behave like this. He was not a child to be in such terror of the dark.

He rose to his feet. His destination could not be much further.

    

    AND INDEED, it was not.

In a few more minutes, the path leveled out, and after another hundred yards or so, he saw dim light ahead. Bit by bit, the woods emerged in a pale glow coming from somewhere further up. Then the path turned around a bend, and he realized he had reached the place where he was to leave the child.

It was a small clearing. A ring of ancient stones surrounded a little pool. The light seemed to come from everywhere and nowhere.

Now Giancarlo’s agitation returned. This was a place of magic. That was clear enough. And then, at last, he understood.

He had heard such tales before. Faerie creatures of the woods, who stole human children to make them their own. No doubt they were connected to the creatures they had fought.

But if there was anything here, Giancarlo could not see it. If they were waiting for this child, they were either invisible or waiting elsewhere.

He looked down at the babe, wondering where she had come from, who her family was. A family who would never see her again.

Giancarlo said a prayer for her soul, remembering again what the priest in Köln had told him. He must trust the Landgrave’s judgment.

One of the stones was lower than the others, with a broad flat top. This seemed as good a place as any.

He set the little girl on the stone, kissed her forehead, and then left her to her fate.

Chapter 19

    ERICH AND ASTRID had spent the day fruitlessly searching the town for Ariel, finding only a few confusing clues.

A man near the church confirmed seeing Ariel and Shadow running back into town. Another man in the square thought he had seen a woman who looked like Astrid wandering aimlessly. A woman who sold dresses near the castle reported that Ariel had stood silently staring at a bolt of purple cloth until, unnerved, the woman had finally chased her out.

By late afternoon, they returned to the inn to think. Erich could see that something was going on, apparently at the castle. One fine carriage after another rode into town, through the square, and up the castle road.

“The Landgrave is having a party, it seems.”

Astrid sat next to him, holding his hand tightly.

“I keep thinking about that woman in the dress shop.”

“Yes. It makes no sense. Did she want a dress?”

“I don’t think it was the dress. I think it was the color.”

“Purple?”

“Yes. Have you noticed Ariel suddenly seems obsessed with purple?”

“No.”

“I have. I keep seeing her looking at things like that. And then there is her ring.”

Erich nodded.

“It’s that spring. I am convinced now it did something to her. Whatever it was, it’s responsible for this.”

“If we could only find her... we could figure out what is wrong.”

Erich stared across the room.

“I wonder if perhaps the answer is at the spring. But we need to find her first.”

    

    SHADOW SPENT the day following after Ariel as best she could, though it was difficult being amongst so many unfamiliar humans. She could sense the hostility, the fear, the confusion. She did not belong here, in this human town. She knew that and so, clearly, did the humans she passed as Ariel went to and fro.

The young human child they found had not been afraid of Shadow. She was too young to know the difference between a dog and a wolf. Shadow understood the need to return the young one to her pack, even if the child’s dam reacted with such hostility.

Time and again, Shadow tried to get her mistress’s attention, thinking questioning thoughts, or ones of concern, even nipping at her heels several times. If Ariel even noticed Shadow’s behavior, she did nothing but briefly try to comfort her.

But as the day wore on, Shadow grew weary. Ariel was in the grip of something she did not understand. Her sense of concern grew. She wanted to find the man, and the other woman, but she could not do it without leaving Ariel, and this she could not bring herself to do.

Then, all at once, as the sun was sinking in the sky, Ariel called to her, and they left the town, returning back the way they had come. Shadow was alarmed. Were they abandoning the pack? What of the others? But Ariel did not slow her stride even as they left the town behind.

It grew dark, and still Ariel did not stop. Shadow realized where they were going, back down the path where the foul things had fought them, where the man had spilled blood, both part-human and faerie. Shadow could smell the signs of death as they passed the spot of the battle, though the remains were gone.

Again she nipped at Ariel’s heels. What were they doing? Where was she leading them? But Ariel ignored her.

At last they reached the ring of stones, the place, Shadow realized now, where her mistress’s thoughts had become clouded and confused.

Some time passed. Ariel sat on one of the stones, and Shadow, weary and hungry, sat down as well. Eventually—for Ariel thereafter did nothing but sit motionless—Shadow curled up and went to sleep.

When she awoke, it was dark. Something was wrong. Ariel had left the stone she had been sitting on. Shadow sniffed the air, but smelled nothing. A breeze had come up, clouding her ability to pick smells from the air. But wherever she was, Ariel was gone.

This was enough for Shadow. It was time to find the others. She dashed back up the trail as quickly as she could. As she ran through the woods, she smelled a man coming toward her. She recognized his scent. This was a human she knew and did not trust, and so gave him a wide berth by darting through the woods as she passed.

When she reached the town, night had fallen and Shadow was momentarily unsure what to do. Though she was able to slip in underneath one last wagon that was entering town before the gates were shut, she realized she was not sure where the rest of her pack would be. Having no other ideas, she returned to the town square, carefully slinking along the edge of the road and doing her best to avoid any humans she saw.

She raised her nose again. There it was—the faintest scent, back toward the place they had spent the previous night. Was it simply the lingering smell of their presence? Perhaps. But she would check as best she could.

Moving carefully, she slipped around the corner of the inn and poked her head through the doorway.

    

    ASTRID HAD never felt this helpless before, not even when they were imprisoned in Wilhelm’s dungeon. Then, at least, she knew what her problems were and what she might do to resolve them.

But this nightmarish day had frustrated her from the moment she woke up. She was not only powerless in Ariel’s absence, she had no idea even what was going on.

She had already cried as much as she could bear to. The tears had run out on Erich’s shoulder. She had wanted to continue the search, but Erich had insisted they eat something, since they had had nothing at all the entire day as they looked for Ariel. The food was bitter in her mouth, but at least she felt her energy returning.

“What can we do?” she finally asked.

Erich shook his head. “I do not know. Her behavior makes no sense. We can keep searching in the dark, but I—”

It was at that moment that Astrid saw a familiar gray form in the doorway.

“Shadow!”

Erich shot out of his chair, knocking it to the floor. The other guests in the main room all looked in their direction, but Astrid ignored them as she and Erich dashed outside.

But Shadow was alone.

Astrid knelt down, hugging the wolf. Shadow returned the affection, nuzzling her.

“Where have you been? Where is Ariel?”

Erich knelt down beside her. Astrid bent toward the wolf, trying to sense her thoughts. The images came almost instantly.

“The spring,” Astrid gasped. “She came from the spring. Ariel was there.”

“I see it as well. Let me get the horses.”

Erich had to bribe the guards to open the gate for them, but moments later they were galloping through the darkness, back down the road.

    

    IT WAS DARK, but with the wolf-sight they had gained through the familiar bond with Shadow, they could see well enough to ride. They raced past one of the castle guards on horseback going the other direction, but—intent on reaching Ariel—Erich paid him no mind. They reached the entrance to the path in no more than ten minutes, where they left the winded horses to recuperate.

Erich moved down the trail as quickly as he could without stumbling. Astrid kept up behind him, and Shadow darted through the woods around them. He was concerned about finding another band of those strange creatures—or worse, Ariel’s body, ravaged by them—but there was nothing.

The night was cold, but the sweat had bloomed under his clothes by the time they reached the spring. He was only mildly surprised to find the place lit by some eldritch light that bathed the clearing in a dim blue luminescence—a glow that seemed to increase as they entered.

“Ariel!” he called out.

“Ariel? Where are you?” Astrid called.

But there was nothing. The clearing was as empty as it had been when they first entered it.

Shadow loped around, sniffing here and there, but seemed to have no better idea where Ariel was than they did.

As Erich caught his breath, he noticed Astrid’s gaze settle on the spring.

“What?”

She did not answer him, instead taking a step or two toward the water.

“What do you see?” he asked again.

“She was here.”

“How can you tell?”

“I—I don’t know. But she was.”

Astrid stepped closer to the spring, and Erich’s concern grew.

“What are you doing?”

“I... I need to—”

Before he could stop her, she bent down, reaching toward the water.

“No!” he shouted. Erich dove toward her, but it was too late.

The moment her hand touched the water, the blue glow filling the clearing shifted to an intense purple.
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Chapter 20

    SABINE WAS perhaps five years old when she first realized that other children could not do the things she could.

She was born in 1401, the only daughter of Henry VII, the Count of Waldeck, a minor territory that bordered Hessen. Her parents had other children, but she was the only daughter to survive past infancy. Her mother was sickly and died when Sabine was four.

Sabine grew up under the care of a series of nursemaids, none of whom lasted very long, but all of whom allowed Sabine to do as she wished. They would initially tell her to do this or that, then Sabine would stare at them, a strange purple light would grow in their eyes, and then they would seem to forget whatever it was they had said.

Yet Sabine did not become a spoiled or willful child. So natural did it seem to bend others to her will that it was some time before it dawned on her that the entire world did not exist to do her bidding.

One day about a year after her mother had died, she was in her room playing with two other girls who lived in the castle, arranging their dolls in a little family and pretending that one was the Emperor and the others were all princesses. They were having a good time and completely engrossed in their fantasy when one of the girls’ nursemaids appeared in the doorway and told the girl it was time to leave.

Annoyed, Sabine waited for the girl to send the nursemaid away as she would have done. Instead, her friend gathered her dolls and prepared to leave.

Sabine was confused for only a moment before deciding to take matters into her own hands.

“No. I want her to stay.”

The nursemaid opened her mouth to correct this insolence... then instead sat down in one of the chairs in the nursery and stared blankly at the opposite wall.

Sabine went back to playing with the dolls, and it was a few moments more before she noticed the looks of confusion on her friends’ faces.

“I don’t want to stop playing,” she said. But the words did nothing to calm her friends, who continued to stare at the nursemaid in mounting alarm.

Now it was Sabine’s turn to grow confused. She did this sort of thing every day. Why were her friends upset? Did they not command their nursemaids the same way?

As she stared at her friends, it suddenly occurred to her that perhaps they did not. She was about to ask them about it, when some inner instinct stopped her. If they were this concerned about the nursemaid’s behavior, they would likely react even more negatively to the news that Sabine was responsible.

Wanting the unpleasant situation to end, she released the nursemaid from her grip. The woman blinked her eyes a few times, glanced around the nursery for a moment, then looked down at the three girls.

“Gisela, it’s time to go.”

The girl stood up immediately, and the two of them left.

This incident, trivial though it might have been, had a profound effect on Sabine. Up to that point, she never thought her abilities anything unusual. Now, her eyes opened, she realized that no one else was doing what she could do. Had she been a less pleasant and good-natured child, she might well have gotten herself into a very bad situation long before this. But she enjoyed being around adults and enjoyed watching the things they did. She had only used her abilities on her nursemaids when they told her to do things she did not care to do. It had never occurred to her to command her father or the stern and imposing men who surrounded him.

Thereafter, she was much more careful about enchanting adults. She would do it only when no one else was present, and only when it seemed important enough, such as when her nursemaids interfered with her playing.

But she found, bit by bit, that she could command nearly anyone she cared to. She realized that the swirling streams of purple she saw flowing into their eyes were in fact some energy of the world around her that she herself was controlling. When she was alone, she would experiment with it, pulling the energies toward her and shaping them.

She learned to summon the rats that infested the castle and make them march around her room on their hind legs. She learned to call the birds she saw in the sky to her window. As she grew older and more skilled, she found she could control the dogs and horses around the castle, though she was careful never to do anything that would attract attention.

But she was nine years old before she realized she was a mage, and what that truly meant.

    

    THE MINOR NOBLES of the Empire fought with each other over matters trivial and grave in the same manner that most of them breathed, but Sabine’s father Henry was even more belligerent than most. He fought with Hessen, with Mainz, with his brother Adolph—who ruled the other half of Waldeck, which had been partitioned at their father’s death—as well as various other princes and alliances large and small.

Maintaining such a constant state of squabbling required not only a great deal of money but also a large number and variety of hirelings. Sabine, as a girl child, was excluded from such war planning, but she often snuck into her father’s chambers to eavesdrop on it anyway. She found that she could fit inside a cupboard in her father’s council room and listen in as long as she liked. In the rare event anyone opened the cupboard and saw her, it was a simple matter to enchant them to ignore her.

Until one day, it was not.

She was listening in during such a meeting, in which her father was apparently planning to attack Hessen yet again. John II, Archbishop of Mainz, had named Henry bailiff of the territories of Mainz that lay within Upper and Lower Hessen. This technically made him the Imperial magistrate over those small pieces of land, though as a practical matter it was largely meaningless since the Landgraviate was still ruled by the House of Hessen. Still, Henry intended to enforce it.

He and his men were planning an attack on the town of Kirchhain, which though Sabine knew nothing about sounded exciting nonetheless. The meeting dragged on for at least an hour, before Sabine, starting to doze off, suddenly realized her father had sent one of his men to fetch something from the very cupboard where she was hiding. She had been through this before and prepared an enchantment for whoever appeared.

When the door opened, Sabine saw a man in a gray cloak, with a thin pointed beard on his chin. She sent the purple energies swirling toward him, expecting his eyes to glaze over and look past her as every one before him had done—but instead, he reared back in surprise.

And then, quite unenchanted, he reached into the cupboard and dragged her out.

“Well, what have we here? It seems there are dormice eavesdropping on our plans.”

Too shocked at the failure of her spell to be afraid—she could not remember such a thing ever happening before—she stood there as the other men laughed gently. But her father was scowling at her.

“Sabine, what are you doing?”

Sabine stood in awe of her gruff, warlike father. She had never attempted to charm him and certainly did not consider doing so now.

When she did not answer him immediately, he spoke up again.

“Have you done this before?”

“Yes, Father,” she managed.

Then Henry laughed. “Well, if she has such interest in the affairs of state, let her stay.”

Sabine sat in a chair for the rest of the meeting, her embarrassment ebbing but the confusion at the failure of her spell growing in turn—especially since the man in the gray cloak kept staring at her strangely.

When the meeting broke up, Sabine tried to leave, scurrying back toward her rooms. But before she got far down the hallway, she felt a hand grab her arm.

It was the man in the cloak.

“Come, girl. This way.”

He pulled her back down the hallway, around a couple of bends, and into another room. Inside was what appeared to be a workshop of some sort, with several tables set with a variety of glass jars, stone bowls, small wood and metal chests, and metal utensils. Books lay open around these things, and there were more books on shelves around the room. A low bed in one corner was the only sign anyone lived here.

He pointed her toward a chair.

“Sit.” She did so.

The man stared down at her.

“Do you know who I am?”

Sabine thought she might have seen the man around the castle a few times, but that was all.

“No.”

“My name is Andreas. I am your father’s war mage. Do you know what a mage is?”

She had heard the term before but had only a vague idea what it meant. Sabine knew how to read, though she had only been allowed to read the Bible. The only other books she knew of were in her father’s private chambers, and it had not occurred to her to root through them.

“No.”

Andreas stared at her for a moment or two.

“Where did you learn to do what you tried to do when I found you?”

“I don’t know.”

He nodded. “It is something you always knew how to do, then?”

“Yes.”

“What else can you do? Tell me the truth. You cannot charm another mage until you have grown much further in skill.”

Sabine gulped. “I can call animals to me. Rats. Birds.”

“And make them do what you like?”

“Yes.”

He nodded again. “And you do this by drawing on energies you feel in the world around you, correct? You pull them to you, shape them, and make them do your will?”

Sabine nodded. It suddenly occurred to her what he had just said. She could not charm another mage.

“Sir? What is a mage?”

“A mage is a person who can control the Flow, use it to do things, whether that is to create or destroy, to heal or to harm. It is what I am. And it is what you are, though you do not even realize it.”

“You can charm people too?”

“No. There are different branches of magery. Different mages have different abilities with the Flow, which is the energy you have been using. I am a war mage, which is a discipline within physical magic. The other three schools are naturalism, divination, and mysticism.”

“What can you do?”

“Have you seen the cannons your father possesses? Do you know what they do?”

Someone had explained them to her once, but Sabine had never seen them used.

“I am in charge of them. They use a material called gunpowder, which creates explosions, but it does not work until it has been imbued with the Flow.”

Sabine’s head was spinning. She had no idea she was part of something so fascinating. As a girl in a world where only men could do anything of substance, she had grown up thinking she was bound for nothing but a life of court functions and bearing children.

“What about me?” she asked.

Andreas smiled.

“You, Sabine, appear to be a mystic. And that presents a problem.”

“What do you mean?”

“Mysticism is a distrusted school. Do you think people enjoy having their minds addled? It is frowned upon by the Church, and is banned in some states. It is also the rarest of schools, which means few people have any direct experience with it. That leaves plenty of room for rumor and superstition.”

He lowered his head and stared at her.

“It also means that you must be much, much more careful about the things you can do than I assume you have been doing. Had you been discovered by someone other than another mage, you might have been burned at the stake as a witch.”

Sabine gasped. “I am a witch?”

Andreas shook his head. “That is a meaningless term used only by the ignorant for things they fear and do not understand. But it is nevertheless a risk for you.”

“Are you going to tell anyone? You cannot tell Father.”

Andreas laughed. “Ah, there is where you are mistaken. Your father is a practical man who has no superstitions about magery. And I think he will be very pleased to hear what his daughter can do.”

    

    IN FACT, Henry—once Andreas had Sabine demonstrate her abilities on a chambermaid—was a great deal more than pleased. Overnight, Sabine went from being an afterthought to Henry’s most valued child.

Sabine’s other tutors and nursemaids were dismissed, and she was thereafter placed under Andreas’s care and teaching. Andreas was not a mystic, but he was a mercenary as were most war mages, and that meant he was well connected with other mages around the Empire. He discreetly collected a variety of reference materials for her, and arranged for one of the few openly practicing mystics he knew of to visit her occasionally. And while he had no talent for mysticism, he was an experienced enough mage to at least be able to explain things to her when she became frustrated with one point or another.

She learned that what she had been doing to her nursemaids and others in the castle was only the crudest, clumsiest form of enchantment, comparable to fighting with a mace instead of a rapier. There were other, more subtle means of influencing thoughts and actions that did not turn her targets into human automata.

Her skills at calling animals to her grew as well, until she could reach out well beyond her line of sight and bring nearly anything she could sense into her presence. She had to take care with this lest she alarm other residents of Waldeck Castle, so Andreas would often take her into the woods to practice.

Henry, meanwhile, had Sabine continue attending his meetings to learn about the politics and subtleties of ruling lands in the Empire. She rarely spoke, but she listened intently.

One day her father told her the Prince-Bishop of Paderborn was coming to see him to discuss certain negotiations over Henry’s attack on Kirchhain. Hermann, the Landgrave of Hessen, was pressuring the Archbishop to remove Henry from his office as bailiff, and Henry needed to convince the Prince-Bishop to remain on his side.

“Do what you can to convince him, but be subtle about it,” he told her.

Sabine was briefly frightened at the thought of using her talents on someone as important as a bishop, but she was also thrilled at the chance to impress her father.

When the Prince-Bishop arrived, he looked momentarily confused to see a young girl in the room with them, but Sabine had long since learned to turn this sort of attention aside. Enchanting people to ignore things they wished to be away from in the first place was nearly child’s play. And thereafter the Prince-Bishop seemed unaware of her presence.

For a while they discussed generalities, and Sabine’s excitement ebbed. What was she supposed to do?

Finally the Bishop sat back in his chair. “I suppose it is time to discuss the matter with Mainz. I am not sure what it is you wish me to do.”

“If the Archbishop should remove me from office, it will create a dangerous imbalance between Waldeck and Hessen.”

“I do not see why that is my problem.”

“War between Hessen and Waldeck could spill elsewhere.”

Sabine probed at the Bishop’s mind, sending tendrils of purple energy to feel out where she might bend his will. She saw clear resistance on this point. The Bishop did not want to stand up directly to Archbishop John, even though his immediate superior was Dietrich, the Archbishop of Köln.

“Paderborn will not be drawn into such a conflict.”

Sabine could force the issue, but against such resistance the enchantment might fade when he left. A lighter touch would be far more permanent, as long as there was something to shore it up.

“Give him something,” she said softly. The Prince-Bishop blinked at her voice, having forgotten her presence, but wiping the matter from his startled mind was easily done. Her father nodded.

“Waldeck would be most grateful for any support you might give us, Bishop. Perhaps there is some way we might return the favor?”

The resistance was still there, but Sabine sensed a crack opening and pushed at it.

“Perhaps,” the Prince-Bishop finally said.

“Name it,” her father said.

Sabine pushed the crack open a bit more. The Prince-Bishop was concerned about making this request, but she pulled it out.

“The Lord of Padberg wishes to occupy the castle in Upper-Ense. It is his, but he fears you will resist.”

Henry grumbled. Sabine did not know what this meant, but he did not appear to like this request.

“If we can be assured of your favorable influence...” he finally said.

The Prince-Bishop wavered, and Sabine saw her chance. She quickly spun a web of enchantment over this line of thought, tying it down firmly. She could see this should hold for some time, as long as her father kept his end of the bargain.

“Done,” the Prince-Bishop said.

When he left, Sabine’s father turned to her. “How much of that was your doing?”

Sabine explained, and he nodded. “A hard bargain, but worth it if I can retain my bailiwick.”

Chapter 21

    WHEN SABINE was fourteen, her life took a sudden shift into a new and unfamiliar realm.

She had kept up her studies with Andreas, rapidly mastering the materials he obtained for her. Her skills at enchantment grew to the point that the most difficult element was resisting the impulse to control everyone around her. But she had gained enough wisdom by then to know she had to be very circumspect in how she did things.

Conjuring animals and forest creatures eventually lost its allure, yet she could sense there was more she could do with this skill, if only she could think of what. Many times she felt there were other... things... out there waiting for her call, but just beyond her ability to entice them. Not just magical creatures like trolls and ogres, but things beyond the physical realm. Time and again, she thought she could almost sense them there, and then the feeling would vanish.

The breakthrough, such as it was, came not long after her monthly bleeding began.

Sabine was lying in bed one night, thinking about how this physical change carried with it so many others. She was no longer a child. She now had the ability to bear a child on her own. She did not yet quite know how this worked, but there it was.

Her mind wandering, she reached out for something to conjure as she had been doing, wondering not for the first time if she was simply imagining these beings she thought she could sense in her mind.

It occurred to her at that moment that maybe she was doing things wrong.

If these things lay beyond the physical world, then maybe the problem was not physical distance but something else. Rather than reaching out, perhaps she needed to reach in.

So she pulled herself back, focusing inward, concentrating on the core of energy flowing through her, the thing Andreas had told her was her personal flow, the vital element of herself that gave her the ability to control the larger Flow.

For a while nothing seemed to happen. But gradually, she felt the same things she had sensed before, only now they were much closer. She reached for one—then it was gone.

She pulled back, and in a while the things returned. But each time she reached for one, it vanished.

What was she doing wrong? This was nothing at all like conjuring animals. For that, she simply reached out and grabbed one, just as if she were grabbing something from her dinner plate.

Frustrated, she lurched out as hard and fast as she could, but again, the things scattered before she could take hold of one.

There was something important here she was missing.

These things were clearly not animals. They had no physical form. So maybe they could not be commanded in the same way.

Again, she lay back passively waiting for the things to return. And return they did.

This time, though, she did nothing. They came closer, almost hovering around her, and now at last Sabine realized what they were. These were spirits, incorporeal beings of pure energy.

The realization both thrilled and frightened her. What did they want? What could they do? Could she control them? Did she even want to?

Mindful of what had been happening, she did nothing to disturb them. Finally, she felt one of them close the final gap, pushing forward. It was pushing at the precise point where her flow moved through her.

But it could get no further, and Sabine suddenly understood that it could do nothing unless she let it in.

She faced an existential question. Should she allow this thing to enter her? What would happen if she did?

Had this happened by accident, she would never have done what she did. But the months of struggling with this mystery made her reckless. She wanted an answer.

Sabine lowered her defenses, at once feeling the thing enter her—

     

—love love love need need want love need eat want need love need love love want want love need need—

     

—and Sabine was immediately grappling with something that wanted desperately to seize control of her body, her mind, her soul. She jerked and thrashed in her bed as the thing fought to overwhelm her. But deep inside herself, on her home ground, Sabine realized she was far more powerful than it was. She seized the thing instead, and this time—unlike the other abortive attempts outside herself—she was able to grab hold and control it.

It fought her. But it was hers. And all at once, she saw. The feeling of holding this thing, though it was inside her, was identical to what she felt probing and meddling in the minds of other humans.

She turned the full force of her skills upon the spirit, and almost instantly it was tamed. It lay quiescent in her grip, as tractable as any rat or sparrow.

Sabine laughed out loud at what she had discovered. To think she had once reveled in controlling forest animals. This was so far, far beyond it. Now that she could hold and see this thing, she realized there was an entire world of them around her.

As the beating of her heart slowed, it then occurred to her that she could command the spirit. What should she do with it?

She examined the thing. Entirely within her being, it had no secrets from her. Its entire existence was as open as a book.

Her excitement then slipped a few notches. This seemed to be a minor thing. It was weak. It had possessed goats and sheep, but knew little or nothing about the rest of the world.

What could it do? Not a great deal, it seemed.

Not knowing what else to do, she sent it away with a single command to haunt the Lord of Padberg. When Archbishop John had stripped her father of his bailiwick despite what he had done for the Prince-Bishop of Paderborn, her father had in turn declared war on the Padbergs. They were a minor noble family, but they were allied with the Archbishop of Köln, and Henry felt he could not allow such a seat of power so close to his lands. Sabine, having thought she had scored a coup with the Prince-Bishop, was equally annoyed, so perhaps the spirit could exact some revenge.

In a moment, it was gone.

    

    SABINE THEREAFTER spent each night consorting with the spirits that came to her bed. Most of them were the same minor, powerless things she had met the first time. But soon she encountered stronger ones. She was careful with how she allowed them inside her, and learned to gauge their strength so as not to risk losing control of herself. But her talents were such that she never came close to losing the battle that ensued when a spirit entered her. There was sometimes a struggle in subjugating the spirit, but if it went on too long, she could expel it from her easily.

She said nothing to Andreas about this, fearing that he would not take it well. She knew she was taking a risk, and Andreas regularly cautioned her about the unique problems she faced as a mystic. She was old enough now to know that dealing with spirits was precisely the sort of thing that got people burned at the stake as witches, so she would take his advice to heart and tell no one of it, not even him.

As time went on, Sabine recognized certain spirits. The small ones, the weak ones, were as alike as flies on her windowsill. But the stronger ones were different. Each had a different texture, a different personality. Some fought her intensely, and resisted her commands, and though they all submitted in the end, these ones would do as little as possible to fulfill her instructions.

Others, on the other hand, seemed to seek her out. They wanted to be with her, to serve her. They eagerly competed for her favor and to do her bidding. She had to be careful with these because they would go well beyond her commands if she were not precise and specific with what she wanted them to do. More than once, she sent such spirits to harass someone who had annoyed her, only to find that they had driven the poor person nearly mad in their haunting.

Eventually, one spirit above all seemed determined to distinguish itself. It had no name, but Sabine soon thought of it as Flame, for it made her warm when she held it inside her. It served her instantly and obediently, yet at the same time she felt that it did not want to leave her. It wanted to remain within, not to possess her but to be one with her. To love her.

One night she held Flame closely, doing nothing. She gave it no instructions. She just lay there enjoying the warmth it gave her.

Bit by bit, the heat seemed to settle into her body, seeking out different parts of her. It spun through her limbs, then back into her gut. A tingling sensation grew in her stomach. What was Flame doing? She could not tell, but she did not want it to stop. The tingling grew into a fizzling power in her torso. She relaxed herself further, letting it spread. It moved downward, settling just between her legs. She lay still, doing nothing but let it intensify.

All at once, an explosion of pleasure burst through her body. Wave after wave of sensation rolled over her. She gasped aloud as her limbs thrashed in response and she groped helplessly at herself.

Had Flame done this to her? Whatever it was, she refused to allow it to stop. The heat built again, and exploded again. It went on, over and over, until she could take no more and expelled the spirit from her body.

    

    THE EXPERIENCE that night became an addiction. She spurned all other spirits, calling to Flame each night and drawing it into her. She would ride the warmth and pleasure it gave until she was near to fainting.

For a time, Flame occupied her thoughts to exclusion of everything else. She neglected her studies with Andreas until he scolded her. She daydreamed during her father’s meetings unless he called her by name.

Then one day, something new happened that again changed her understanding of the world.

She was sitting in on a her father’s council meeting but paying little attention. A man entered, seeking an audience. “What is this?” he asked, and only gradually did Sabine realize he meant her.

She was about to charm away his knowledge of her as she usually did, when her father answered.

“This is my daughter, Sabine. She is here to learn, and to listen.”

The man scoffed.

“Such a beauty should be married and squeezing out heirs, not meddling in the affairs of men.”

This remark, offhand though it was, startled Sabine. A beauty? Her?

When the meeting was over, she went back to her chambers and stared into her mirror. Was she beautiful? She had spent the last five years thinking of nothing but her talents and the Flow, forgetting the girlish obsessions of her youth, but what the man had said cast her back into the days when she played princes and princesses with the other girls in the castle, dreaming of the day she would be someone’s wife.

Now, though—did it matter? She looked at her bright green eyes, and pulled at her long black hair. She had spent so little time around other girls her age that she had no conception of what was pretty and not.

Finally she went to find her father. As gruff as he was, the one thing she could trust to get out him was directness and truth.

Henry was alone in his chambers, reading.

“What is it?”

“Father? Why did that man call me a beauty?”

He laughed softly. “Because you are. You have your mother’s looks. Be thankful you also have my constitution.”

“Am I to marry?”

Henry regarded her with a neutral look on his face.

“Do you wish to?”

Sabine was old enough to understand how married women so often faded into irrelevance in this society. She wanted none of that.

“No.”

Henry nodded.

“Then you shall not. You are far more valuable to me here, in any case.”

That was enough for the moment. But awakened to this reality, Sabine saw it everywhere. The glances and stares she had been getting from the men and boys in the castle, which had long made her cautious—thinking they suspected her talents—now took on a different character.

She was pretty. More than pretty. She was desirable, and men wanted her. She saw that now. It made her feel important.

She soon grew haughty about it. None would have her. What could they give her that Flame could not, that she could not take from them at her whim?

Others noticed this change in her personality. She grew short and impatient with Andreas until he began avoiding her. The maids and servants in the castle, who had never completely trusted her, now lived in abject fear of her. Even her father could not fully bring her to heel.

And each night, she continued allowing Flame to make love to her, to drive her nearly mad with ecstasy. On it went for weeks, until one night something occurred to her.

Her monthly bleeding had stopped.

It had come regularly for six months or more, then stopped as neatly as it had begun. But something seemed wrong. She felt her stomach. There was a strange fullness there, the knowledge of which had been lingering in the back of her mind for several days, yet never coming to the fore until now.

Sabine realized that somehow she was with child.

It made no sense. No man had touched her. Yet the more she looked into herself, the more certain she was.

Growing up without a mother for most of her life, Sabine had never quite been able to connect with other women. She loved her father, but he was a man, and there were certain things she could not discuss with him. Her nursemaids had been little more than toys to her, and she had never been close to any of them. Her behavior as a young girl had alienated the few friends she might have made.

So she had no one to discuss this with, no one she trusted enough.

Still, she had been around enough women and children to know how pregnancy worked. A woman would grow round and fat over some months before the baby arrived. And it took only a few weeks for Sabine to realize that what she had was no normal pregnancy.

Less than a month after she discovered her predicament, she began cramping repeatedly during the day, much as she did when she bled, only worse. Finally one day, it grew so painful that she retreated to her chambers and barred the door.

For several hours, she lay on the floor of her room shivering and shaking as whatever was inside her fought to get out. The pain shot through her gut. All at once, a gush of blood burst from between her legs. Something was crawling out of her. She sat up, groping at herself. A tiny claw between her thighs caught her hand and would not let go.

She grabbed at it, pulling. The pain redoubled, and she struggled not to cry out. The thing was wriggling and clawing at her. Another hand emerged. She took both between her hands and pulled. In one great spasm of pain, she yanked the thing from her body and collapsed onto the floor wondering if she was dying.

She was not. The bleeding was not as bad as she feared and slackened quickly. Sabine sat up, regarding the thing she had given birth to.

Sabine had seen newborn babies before. And this was no baby.

It was superficially human, but far thinner and grayer. Its arms and legs were like twigs, its body like the wrinkled limb of a dead tree. Its eyes were empty. It hardly looked vital enough to even be alive.

But alive it was. It twitched and mewled between her legs, reaching for her.

Revolted, she scooted away from the thing. She found some rags and water to clean herself up. Still the thing lay on the floor squirming and squeaking.

Steeling herself at last, she went back to it, wondering what it was and what to do with it.

She had not been with a man. But she realized suddenly what she had been doing. The sensations of the birth had not been so terribly different from the sensations she had felt with Flame. Pain instead of pleasure, yet still nearly identical.

And it was then that she realized this child was Flame’s. She had lain with a spirit, and it had begotten a spirit child.

Sabine drowned the thing immediately in her washbasin and threw the body into the fire.

Chapter 22

    THE LAST, and most important phase of Sabine’s life began the day she met Louis I, Landgrave of Hessen.

At twenty-two, Sabine was such a renowned beauty that nobles came from as far away as Friesland to seek her hand in marriage, this despite her father’s minor standing in the Empire. It had by then become common knowledge that she was her father’s most trusted advisor—though none suspected the true scope of her skills—and his successes in imperial intrigue were more often than not attributed to her counsel. This combination of beauty and wisdom made her as sought-after a bride as any who knew of her could remember.

Yet she spurned all who came to court her, more than once charming her most annoying suitors into celibacy, or worse. And no offer, no matter how grand, seemed capable of swaying Henry from his indifference to the issue.

Sabine knew full well—for Andreas had explained this one day, and why it was so—that mages only married other mages. But even without that restriction, she had no interest in becoming another noble’s broodmare and bed warmer.

That year, Henry’s long-running campaign to play Hessen and Mainz against one another for his advantage finally exploded into outright war. Henry had pledged the same territory in Waldeck to both the Archbishop of Mainz and Louis, collecting 20,000 gold crowns from each of them. The inability to settle the ensuing dispute caused Louis to attack Mainz and its allies around Hessen.

Henry, at the last moment, allied himself with Louis. But Louis, not trusting Henry after being betrayed once, demanded some sort of surety. Henry, seeing a way to both assure Louis of his goodwill and assure himself that Louis would not change his own mind, had what seemed to be a capital idea.

Sabine, who knew quite well what was coming, was summoned to her father’s chambers just as the war broke out and Louis’s troops were marching on the fortified town of Fritzlar, one of the nearby Mainz territories that Henry had once supervised as bailiff.

“Daughter, you have served me well all these years. But I need you now to serve me elsewhere.”

“With Louis?”

“Yes. You must go to his court in Marburg. The survival of our house depends on your ensuring his continued goodwill toward Waldeck. You cannot manage that from here.”

Henry did not say it, but Sabine knew as well she was meant to be a hostage. But that held no concern for her, as she had no doubts she could bend her erstwhile captors to her will. Besides which, she had spent nearly her entire life in Waldeck Castle. It was time to see the world.

So in August of 1427, Sabine and her small entourage of servants rode the ten or so miles from Waldeck to Marburg.

Sabine knew little about Louis other than that he was young, only a bit older than she was, and had ruled the Landgraviate since he was 11. Louis—not that she cared—had not been among her suitors. She had heard he was looking for a wife who could significantly increase his territories, and a daughter of Waldeck did not meet such a requirement.

Then she walked into Louis’s court, and all of Sabine’s reservations about marriage flew out the window.

    

    LOUIS WAS very handsome, but Sabine had met her share of handsome men. Quite a few had come to court her, but they were either too old, too unsure of themselves, too insignificant, or simply too boring to budge her from her refusal to marry.

No, it was Louis’s manner that made her go weak.

When she and her group arrived, they were shown to a set of rooms in Louis’s castle, which sat on an impressive hill above Marburg. Sabine liked it immediately—it was larger, more attractive inside, and more comfortable than Waldeck Castle. Spending a few years here would not be a burden.

She was summoned to Louis’s presence a few hours after arriving. She followed the chamberlain up the stairs from her rooms to the great hall on the fourth floor.

The moment she laid eyes on Louis, she lost a little bit of breath. He was a tall, well-built man, and he seemed to occupy the room simply by sitting there. He sat indolently in his throne, ignoring the servants and attendants who moved about him. He looked up when the chamberlain announced her, but Sabine saw no sign he was the least bit impressed with her.

Instead, he laughed.

“So this is the famous Sabine of Waldeck, who spurns so many men who come to court her. Perhaps you are simply waiting for the man who can tame you.”

Flustered, she could only bow slightly toward him, something she had told herself she was not going to do. But she found herself doing it almost by instinct.

“It is wonderful to meet you, your Grace.”

Louis laughed again. “You are here because your father attempted to swindle me out of 20,000 crowns. Let us have no illusions on that point.”

Sabine stood straight. “Very well, then. I would indeed be home in Waldeck otherwise.”

“You find my presence distasteful?”

She was regaining her equilibrium now. If he wanted to banter with her, fine, she would banter.

“Do you find mine the same?”

Louis laughed.

“Do not fish for compliments, Sabine. You will draw no paeans to your beauty out of me.”

She smiled, seeing a point to score.

“You find me beautiful, then?”

But Louis turned the riposte aside.

“No more so than you find me handsome.”

Sabine’s heart fluttered. This was something new, a man she could respect. Beyond her father, there was no one residing in that category. Her father commanded a room the same way Louis did.

“Then I think you the handsomest man in the world, save one.”

Louis’s eyebrow went up.

“Save one?”

“The man I shall marry.”

Her jibe took a moment to find its home, and then Louis leaned back in his throne, laughing loudly.

“Oh, this is a feisty one.” He caught his breath and continued. “You will dine with me tonight, Sabine, and we shall continue this discussion.”

Sabine smiled, wanting nothing else but trying not to let it show.

“Very well, your Grace. I will see you at dinner.”

    

    SABINE AND LOUIS dined together that night, and next, and the night after that, continuing to jibe and flirt with each other. More than once Sabine caught herself trying to enchant Louis to be sure of his emotions, but she knew instinctively she did not want a man who was charmed into loving her. She might well use her talents on him once they were married, but she was determined to enter marriage only on its own merits.

And marriage now resided foremost in her thoughts, having been abruptly yanked from her emotional dustbin by Louis. The Landgrave was no mage, to be sure, but Sabine was certain she could find a way to deal with that problem somehow. She was not even certain she believed what Andreas had told her. More than once she had wondered if his story was simply a plot to keep her for himself if she finally decided to marry.

Flame had followed Sabine from Waldeck, but when he—as she thought of the spirit now—came to her the first night in Marburg, she drove him away. She had been more careful about accepting his attentions, but the pleasures of it had been too intense to give up entirely, and as a result she had borne two more of the withered spirit things, each of which she had drowned at birth as she had done with the first one.

But now, she had thoughts only for Louis.

Yet however infatuated Sabine was with him, she had not completely lost her head. Various things she had heard and seen since arriving in Marburg made it clear that the rumors about Louis’s marital ambitions were correct. Louis—he was so like her father—kept the fortunes of his state foremost in his mind. He was indeed seeking a match with one of the major houses of the Empire, and no matter how fully she might capture his heart, the House of Waldeck did not qualify.

That meant a marriage between them was not happening unless she could somehow sway him from that goal.

Faced with few other options, Sabine reconsidered her aversion to charming him. Not into loving her—that was clearly happening already—but away from his territorial ambitions. But gentle probing of his mind on that point encountered intense resistance.

Could she seduce him into marrying her? Sabine no longer saw herself as virgin—after three births, she was certainly no longer virgo intacta—never mind that she had never been with a man. Years of Flame’s attentions, as well as the things she had seen in its mind and in those of other spirits, meant she knew full well what men and women did together. She had experienced them in spirit if not flesh. She was convinced she could take Louis to bed and make him forget all other women.

But a willingness to bed her was not a willingness to marry her. His attachment to his lands and the future of his state was too strong. She needed a way to bind his ambitions and his attraction to her together.

It was then that Flame, who had continued to pester her, arrived with a possible solution.

One night about two months after she arrived in Marburg, Flame was more persistent than usual. She was about to drive him away as she had been doing when she noticed a different character in his attentions. He did not want to make love to her—at least, not to the same degree he usually did—as much as he wanted to tell her something.

Sabine opened herself, allowing him in. For a moment he struggled to pleasure her, but she held him tightly, looking into his being for what he seemed to have brought.

She saw something she had not expected. It was not about Louis, or anything in the castle, or even her father. It was something else entirely.

Flame had found a small clearing in the forest about a mile south of Marburg. The woods here were dense, untouched by loggers or farmers. The reason for this was clear—they teemed with faerie creatures: erlkings, hill trolls, boggarts, will-o-the-wisps, and other fell things.

Then she looked closer at the clearing, the thing Flame wanted her to see, and understood. The faerie were drawn by something in the clearing, a spring from which the Flow emerged in a veritable torrent. She had read about such things, though some scholars believed them to be a myth. Yet here one was almost on her doorstep.

Around the spring was a ring of ancient stones. No doubt other mages had found the place in the past, but she could see no signs of recent activity.

This spring, a wellspring of the Flow, flowed from the land.

From Hessen. Louis’s land. And this gave Sabine an idea.

    

    IT WAS A FEW DAYS before Sabine could come up with an excuse to seek out the spring in person. Louis by then trusted her not to flee back to her father, but he was concerned about letting her wander unaccompanied. He agreed only if she would take a few of his soldiers. Knowing how easily she could dispense with them, Sabine consented to the request.

Down the river, through a vale where the river went into a bend, Sabine came upon a narrow, disused trail she would never have found had Flame not shown her the way. As her guards objected, Sabine spun a web of purple around them, and they promptly sat down at the edge of the woods, saying nothing. They would be there until she returned and released them.

The path wound up and down several ridges, the woods growing ever darker and denser. She could sense the faerie creatures around her and kept them easily at bay. Most posed her no threat in any case, but she preferred to remain unseen for now.

She reached the clearing in about a quarter of an hour.

Her first sight of the place underwhelmed her. There were six or seven moss-covered stones around a little pool. The spring was clear but had no outlet she could see. There was no sign anyone had set foot here in decades, if not centuries.

But as Sabine stood there, she sensed the power of the place. When she opened her mind, reaching out, the energies pouring from the spring staggered her.

She stepped forward, plunging her hands into the water.

For a moment, she forgot her purpose and reason for being here. The strength! The things she could do with this! She reached into the spring, drawing out the intense purple and indigo streams of Flow and spinning them around her, pulling and pulling until the energies formed into a vortex, so blazingly bright she could see nothing else.

Then she threw her arms out in ecstasy, reaching out into the forest. She saw every creature, faerie and mundane. The simple forest animals she ignored, but every faerie creature within reach she struck with a spear of Flow, seizing them, binding them, making them hers. Burning away their resistance until there was nothing left but her will.

As the paroxysm spent itself, Sabine lost her balance, falling to her knees. She fell forward onto her hands, gasping for breath. But she could still sense the creatures out there, sense their obedience. So intense had the charm been, with so much energy behind it, she knew she had bound them to her permanently. She owned them. Forever.

Then, gradually, she remembered why she had come here.

Louis.

She needed to bind him as well. But she did not want to do the same thing to him, burning away the things that were Louis and replacing them with Sabine. Even as much as she realized she now had the power to do it. She needed to complete the plan. To use the land against his resistance to marrying her.

Drawing from the spring again, though more carefully this time, Sabine reached out for Louis, and reached into the land. She saw him in an instant, saw his every secret.

A wave of dizziness washed over Sabine when she saw the truth.

He loved her. He desired her above all else. His mind was filled with fantasies of ravishing her, taking her in all the ways she had planned to take him. Of making her his wife and fathering a dozen sons and more.

Yet over it all was the same deep reluctance she had seen before, a loyalty to Hessen, a knowledge that, despite his own feelings, he had a duty to reach higher for a wife.

The two impulses were at war with one another.

It was a war Sabine meant to end. But the two sides were so evenly balanced, the concerns so knotted and convoluted and intertwined, that only the most paramount of impulses could cut the Gordian knot of his reluctance.

There was a way, only one way.

Sabine had to lie with him. And bear him a child.

But she saw as well that there was more to it than that. It could not be anything so tawdry as spreading her legs and accepting his seed. She had to bind her body and his to the land before the child could take root in her womb.

This was a discipline beyond what she had learned under Andreas. It was the third branch of mysticism, the one he barely spoke of. Not enchantment, nor conjuration, but necromancy. The infusion of the human body with the Flow, and the use of it to twist flesh far beyond the things intended by God.

Sabine wavered for a few long moments. She could see the path before her, could see what she must do and how it would work, but the risks and implications of what she meant to do chilled her to her very core. It was a step she could not take back. She would be trading a piece of her soul for the chance to marry the man she loved.

Yet there was no other way. She could see that now.

Steeling herself, she reached into the spring once again, drawing out a precise measure of Flow, sending it out into the land, burrowing deep into the roots of the trees, the roots of the mountains, feeling all the things that made it Hessen. Then she drew it back, pulling it into her womb, compressing it into a single ball of energy, a single tiny thing.

A thing that waited for Louis.

A thing that knew him, and waited for his seed.

Chapter 23

    WHEN SABINE emerged from the path, Louis’s guards were exactly where she had left them. After smoothing their memories so they would not notice the passage of time nor their stiff muscles from sitting for so long, she released them from her charm.

“Yes,” she said as if no time had passed, “this path is too dark and dangerous to risk. Let us return to the castle.”

The men stood, briefly confused, but returned to their horses. Sabine mounted hers and followed them back to the road.

When they reached the castle, Sabine went to her room to prepare herself for the night to come. On the way there, one of Louis’s chamberlains intercepted her, telling her Louis wished her to dine with him again. That was good. She would have gone to him in any case, but now at least she would not have to burst in on him. She would have him to herself.

She dressed in her finest gown, a thing of green silk and lace that brought out her eyes. When she arrived at dinner, she could see the effect it had on Louis. She could sense his desire, held in check. He wanted her, yet he did not want what the having would entail.

Tonight, she would wipe all that away.

Louis was in a fine mood. The war with Mainz had ended decisively when Louis’s troops had crushed those of Archbishop Conrad near Fulda. This meant her father had picked the winning side, but it also meant that Louis was in a position to correct Henry’s malfeasance.

“Your father will find this an expensive alliance,” Louis laughed. “I mean to collect the 20,000 crowns he owes me now.”

Sabine smiled.

“Has he not given you a more valuable gift, your Grace? Am I not worth far more than that?”

Louis returned the smile.

“That you are, but I am afraid he has merely lent you to me for safekeeping.”

She looked at him slyly.

“I think he could be convinced to let you keep me, your Grace.”

Louis looked away, but said nothing. Sabine placed her hand on his.

“I know your thoughts, my love,” she said. “They are the same as mine.”

Louis sighed.

“If only it could be...”

“It can.”

Now he looked at her.

“You are not naïve, Sabine. You know what my responsibilities are. You know what your father’s standing in the Empire is. You know I must make a better marriage for the sake of Hessen.”

“I know all this. But such things are nothing in the face of love.”

He reached out and placed his hand on her cheek. She leaned against it.

“I cannot make such decisions on the basis of love,” he said.

“Then you do love me.”

He sighed again, and his eyes bored into hers.

“I do. But that matters not.”

She closed her eyes. “Before I met you, I thought I would never marry. Now I know I never will.”

“You will marry, Sabine. No woman like you can remain unmarried for so long.”

“There is no other man I want for husband. And my father will not force the issue. If you will not have me, you condemn me to die alone.”

Louis groaned. He said nothing for a long while.

“Please go, Sabine,” he said finally. “I cannot dwell on this any longer.”

    

    SHE LEFT. But only for a time.

When the castle grew dark and quiet, she changed into a thin robe, wearing nothing underneath, and set out for Louis’s chambers. She met a few guards and chambermaids, but waved their notice of her away with a thought.

When she reached his rooms, she pushed through, locking the doors behind her. There was a single candle burning in his bedchamber.

She heard his voice.

“What... who is there?”

She found him in bed, bare chested. His eyes widened in surprise, then in shock as she let the robe fall off. He stared at her with a look of desire mixed with horror.

“I will not leave this castle without being yours, if only this once.”

Louis sat up, jaw agape.

“Sabine... I cannot. Your virtue...”

“I am never to marry. I told you that. What matters then if I am virgin or not?”

Sabine climbed into bed with him. Louis said nothing, still frozen in shock.

“Do you find my nudity so frightening?” she finally said.

Louis came out of his state of paralysis eventually. And then he took her.

    

    WHEN THEIR PASSION was finally spent hours later, Sabine lay awake beside her lover and—assuming her plan worked—her future husband as he slept. She felt his seed moving inside her, joining with the thing she had created, and knew she was already with child. She could see it; the life within her womb was distinct from hers.

But as she watched it growing, settling into her, some concern grew as well. Sabine could see this was no ordinary child. It was human—part Sabine, part Louis—but also something else.

And it was growing too quickly. Much, much too quickly. It seemed to be drawing the Flow into it, drawing it in through Sabine’s personal flow.

What had she done?

Pain shot through her gut, and a wave of dizziness and weakness washed over her. She suddenly realized the child was sucking the life from her, drawing down her reserves of energy.

Sabine reached out, drawing on the Flow to replenish herself, but the child sucked up the energy as soon as she gathered it. It needed more. And if she could not supply it, the child in her womb was going to kill her.

She could see only one way to save herself.

Sabine staggered from the bed, grabbing her robe, and rushed from Louis’s rooms. Somehow she made it down to the stables, firing charms left and right to hide her passage. She leapt onto a horse, riding it out bareback. The guards opened the gate as she wove a fog of purple around herself.

She raced down the road as quickly as the horse would go, leaping off as soon as it reached the path. She could see nothing in the dark, but she could sense the spring ahead. The closer she got, the more she was able to draw on it to sustain herself. Somehow she lurched and stumbled her way through the woods and finally collapsed into the clearing.

The child was still sucking up her personal flow, but now Sabine reached into the spring, drawing everything she could and pouring it into her womb.

There was an explosion of pain in her stomach as the child reacted. It was growing too fast for her womb to accommodate it. The tissues were being stretched too quickly, before they had time to adjust. Sabine drew off a small measure of Flow and used it to expand her womb as the child grew. She gave no thought to what this might do to her body, only to getting through this experience without dying.

On and on the child sucked up the Flow she poured into it. Her belly swelled. Soon she was as gravid as any woman on the verge of birth. The child began to move, pushing outward at the confining flesh. She felt it find the exit, reaching through it. There was a burst of fluid between her legs.

Sabine pushed against it, trying to force it out. She felt the child’s fingers on her thighs. Again she had to spin the Flow through her flesh to avoid being torn apart. Its head emerged, then its torso.

Then it was out. Sabine heard it gurgling and gasping for breath between her legs. She lay there trying to recover, trying to repair her body as best she could. The child no longer needed her flow, and she used the spring to replenish her energy.

At last, realizing she was not going to die, Sabine sat up.

There was a baby girl on the ground before her. Not a withered stick thing, but what appeared to be a perfectly normal baby.

Sabine picked her up, wrapping her as best she could in the fabric of her robe. The baby squirmed. It had black hair like hers, and when its eyes opened a few minutes later, she could see green. It looked up at her with self-awareness quite unusual for a newborn.

Her daughter. A daughter she had conceived and borne in a matter of hours. What was she to do with her?

Sabine could not present this child to Louis as if it were his, though of course it was. She would have trouble even claiming the child as hers—anyone who knew her would know she had not been with child.

She reached into the babe, examining her flow and her mind. With a shock, Sabine realized this girl was not just a mage but also a mystic like her. She would grow up with much the same talents.

Then, as she delved deeper into the child’s soul, she saw something else, and saw the true horror of what she had done. The ties to the land, to Hessen, and this spring she had created.

And as the implications spread out before her, Sabine finally saw the entire, shocking truth.

She would not be marrying Louis.

She would not live out the night.

For she had married herself to something altogether different.

Part IV

    The Flow

Chapter 24

    ARIEL RAN until her chest was burning. She slowed, staggering, and fell down beside the road. Where was she was? She had run into a different part of Marburg, one she did not recognize. She could see the church off to her left, the twin spires reaching into the morning light. Behind her was the castle on its hill. She was not sure where she had ended up, but the castle had been in front of her when she had come out of the inn.

Shadow came up beside her, nuzzling her. Ariel could sense the concern in her, the confusion. She had run behind her while Ariel was in the grip of this panic.

As Ariel caught her breath, she tried to calm her mind, but it was difficult. She kept seeing the dream she had that morning. Bits and pieces of it flowed back into her mind—coming out of the forest, sneaking in the town. Her, but not her. She had been someone else.

Someone who had done these things decades ago.

Her agitation ebbed. She had run into another small square. One street led to the church, one up the hill she had run down, another off the opposite direction.

It was then that she noticed a small child standing on the other side of the street, a young girl looking upset and confused.

“Mama? Mama?” the girl called.

Ariel was suddenly filled with memories she knew were not her own. A child. A missing child. A child that needed to be returned.

She stood and went across the street. The girl was perhaps four or five. She watched Ariel approaching warily.

“Are you lost?” she asked.

“I want my mama.”

“Where is she?”

The girl’s face creased in worry.

“I don’t know.”

“Is this your house? Do you live here?”

“No.”

“Where is your house?”

“I don’t know.”

Ariel stood and looked around.

“Do you know this street at all?”

“No.”

The wave of memories washed over her, even as Ariel’s instincts—a girl who had lost her mother, though permanently—came to the fore.

‘What is your name?”

“Nadja.”

“I’m Ariel. Can I help you find your mother?”

Some sparks of hope flared in the girl’s eyes. “Do you know where she is?”

“No. But perhaps together we can find her.”

It was then that Shadow approached. The girl smiled.

“Is this your doggy?”

“Yes. Her name is Shadow.”

“She’s pretty.”

“Thank you. Let’s find your mama.”

The girl took her hand, and they walked around for a few minutes. When they approached the church, the girl spoke up.

“This is the church. We go to Mass here.”

“Do you know the way home from here?”

The girl looked around. Then she pointed toward a street on the other side.

“I think that way.”

They walked past the church, across the open square. When the shadows of the spires fell behind them, Ariel suddenly heard someone screaming behind them.

“Nadja! Nadja!”

They spun around. There was a woman running toward them from the other side of the church.

“Mama!”

The girl dropped Ariel’s hand and ran toward her mother. Ariel followed, more slowly.

The woman swept up her daughter. At first she seemed consumed with relief, but then she looked at Ariel.

“Where were you taking her? Who are you?”

“She was lost, I—” Then the woman noticed Shadow, and her eyes swelled.

“What is that? Why do you have a wolf with you?”

Too agitated to think clearly and consider what she was saying under the circumstances, Ariel answered her truthfully.

“She is my familiar.”

The woman gasped. “You’re a witch! A witch stealing my child!”

“No! I was helping her, I swear.”

But the woman would not be deterred.

“A witch! Help me! She is witch! She was stealing my daughter!”

Ariel staggered backwards, the shrill accusation suddenly awakening another memory, another memory that was not hers. She saw other townspeople taking notice now, and the panic rose anew.

She turned and ran back up the road, away from this horror.

    

    ARIEL SPENT the rest of the day in a fog, struggling to separate the memories that were hers from the ones she had absorbed from the spring. She wandered through the town continually remembering things that were no longer there, seeing places she had never seen before, yet remembering them all the same. Shadow hung close to her, occasionally nipping at her feet to get her attention, but Ariel ignored her.

The river seemed the same, so she spent several hours sitting on one of the town bridges watching as the water flowed past, hoping the web of sameness—between her memories and what she saw—would calm her head.

It did not.

Finally she rose and climbed up toward the castle. It was not the same. The large wing along the east side of the hill had not been there before. It was new, even if it looked decades old.

The sight of it disturbed her. She knew the things that were inside. If the guards were to let her in, she knew she could find her way around easily. Some part of her had lived here for months. She knew the people who lived here, though the Ariel in her head knew these people were surely all dead.

She turned back down the road toward the town square. On the way, something in a window she passed caught her eye.

Purple.

There was a bolt of purple cloth. Ariel stopped, staring at it. The sight of it calmed her. For a long while, she contented herself with standing in the street looking at it, even as the townspeople walked around her, some staring at her curiously. But after a while, she needed to be closer.

She entered the shop, walking right up to the bolt of fabric.

It took a few moments before it occurred to her that someone was speaking. She came out of her daze and looked across the shop. A woman was standing there.

“I said, do you like it?”

Ariel tried to clear her head, shaking it.

“Yes.”

The intense purple of the cloth drew her gaze back.

But again the woman was trying to get her attention.

“What?”

Traces of concern crept into the woman’s eyes.

“I said, were you thinking of a dress made from that? It is such a pretty color.”

“Oh. Yes, it is.”

This time the woman had to lay her hand on Ariel’s shoulder before she could get her attention.

“Dear, is something wrong? You seem ill.”

“Oh. No. I am fine.” She looked back at the cloth. “The purple.”

The fog returned until Ariel realized the woman was shaking her.

“Do you wish to buy it? What is it that you want?”

Ariel looked back. “No.”

This time the woman pushed her, toward the door.

“I want you to leave. Go. Get out.”

Knocked out of her reverie, Ariel stumbled out the door. She looked toward the window, but the woman, eyeing her suspiciously, took the bolt of cloth away.

With the purple gone from her sight, Ariel’s wits returned, at least partially. The sun had fallen noticeably in the sky. She had been staring at the cloth for at least an hour, if not more.

She looked back up at the castle. The answer was there, perhaps, whatever it might be. Back up the hill she went. Yet halfway up, she caught the sight of a window on the top floor, just past the tower that anchored the southern corner of the castle.

She knew that room. She had never been there, yet she had. She had been there that night, the night she made her decision, the night everything changed.

All at once, the memories flooded back in a chaotic jumble. She was nude. She was making love to a man she did not know, someone important. There was a child. And the spring.

The spring.

It was all about the spring. She had to return there.

“Shadow!” she called. “We’re going. Come.”

Ariel strode rapidly down the hill, out of town, back down the road. The sun set as they reached the forest, but she could see well enough with her wolf-sight. Shadow loped along behind her, though she could sense the wolf’s concern and confusion. They followed the path up the ridge, down past the site of the battle where they met Hans and the mercenary, then back up, down again, then down the path where it straightened and led to the spring.

It was dark by the time they arrived, yet the spring lit the clearing in a dim blue light. The memories roared through Ariel’s head, more things than she could have experienced in four lifetimes. Whatever this was, whatever she was remembering, it could not possibly have involved only one person.

But the proximity to the spring did not calm her mind, nor did any solutions present themselves. Ariel finally sat down on one of the stones and stared down into the water. She could see dim swirling tendrils of purple energy. She reached for them almost absentmindedly, but nothing happened. Without Astrid, she was powerless.

She sat there so long that Shadow curled up and went to sleep. She sat there so long that her back started to ache.

She sat there so long staring at the unchanging sameness of the spring that she almost didn’t notice when the cloaked figure appeared from the forest, across the clearing.

Chapter 25

    SABINE CLIMBED the road to the castle with the babe in her arms. Her mind was a maelstrom of competing concerns: Philip’s breach of the covenant. The young mage-yet-strangely-not-a-mage she had found in the clearing, and charmed in order to deal with when she was done with Philip. The strange visions she had been having of a twin sister and a husband with a—no, she still could barely conceive of that.

The death of half a dozen of her killcrops as a result of some battle she had missed was another matter, if a less important one. She had given birth to so many of them over the years—most she simply turned away into the forest—that she cared little for them, but finding them hacked to pieces like that had been a jolt. Something was clearly going on here, though she could not tell what.

Yet above it all was a profound weariness, both a sense of having done this too many times in the past and the prospect of having to do it many times again. When would it end? Was she to be trapped in this horror forever?

Of course she had known Philip had sent a different baby. Did he truly think she would not? Or had Anna not explained the covenant clearly enough to him? Philip was young, not yet twenty, and perhaps he had simply not taken the matter seriously enough. She did not know how the covenant might have become misunderstood within the House of Hessen through the decades since Louis’s death. Perhaps it had become as perverted as the bedtime story that had grown up around it, the things the villagers told their children to make them beware the things in the night.

But further thought put that matter to rest. Anna knew. Of this Sabine was certain. That meant she had either chosen not to tell Philip everything, or Philip had ignored her warnings. Sabine knew the story of the covenant had caused distrust of mages to fester in Marburg for many years, and that might have colored Philip’s thinking.

In either case, though, she had no choice. She needed Ulrike, and if Philip would not deliver her, Sabine would come and take the babe herself.

So many times had Sabine entered the town and the castle over the years that she barely needed to do anything to get past the guards—their minds were permanently warped by her charms.

She saw that Philip was entertaining tonight. There was clearly some sort of major event underway. More than a dozen carriages waited on the castle grounds inside the wall, and she had seen more coming up the road behind her. Philip’s guests in their finery were filing into the great Prince’s Hall in the north wing.

In such an environment, she had little trouble passing unmolested. The guards and attendants merely saw her as another guest, though she wore only a simple gray cloak. Simply to amuse herself, she followed the line of elaborately dressed men and women into the castle and up the flights of stairs into the Prince’s Hall on the top floor. They ignored her as the guards did, and she moved slowly through the hall, remembering the days she had cared about such things.

Then she noticed Anna standing along one wall, talking to another guest. Sabine was still shrouded in her purple web of charms, and Anna did not notice her, nor would she. Sabine moved closer, reaching into Anna’s mind, wanting to see what she had told her son.

The truth emerged quickly. So Anna had indeed told Philip all she knew. That meant it had been Philip who chose to break the covenant.

This annoyed Sabine. Philip was young, and she would likely be dealing with him again when the next babe came. Perhaps several times. What happened now would be a precedent. Either he faced some consequences this time, or she would face them the next.

What to do?

Then she noticed someone else she recognized. He was not a guest but Philip’s artificer, Constantine. He was struggling with a short automata about the size of a child, but when she looked closer, Sabine could see it was meant to be a dwarf. Suddenly she realized what he was doing, a thing she had known about, but forgotten in her other concerns.

Constantine was cursing to himself. He had the chest of the thing open and was tinkering rapidly with its innards.

She walked over until she was standing next to him.

“Hello, Constantine.”

He looked up.

“Who—” He was at first confused, then his eyes cleared. “Ah. Brigitte. You are here at last.”

“I said I would come. I apologize for my lateness.”

The charm she had laid over him years ago held. It held in large part because the artificer was a foolish man when it came to pretty women, and he charmed himself halfway before any spells were necessary. He did not appear to notice the babe in her arms.

“I am still struggling with this thing. I think I can make it sing, but I cannot put words into it.”

The last time Sabine had come here to see Constantine, whom she had charmed to have reliable eyes amongst Philip’s closest retainers, he had explained about the singing fool. Seeing a way to solve his problem, she had offered to help, but had forgotten about it after Ulrike was born.

“When must it be ready?”

“Not for an hour or so, thankfully. It is meant to perform at dinner. But I am at an impasse.”

Sabine smiled, seeing a way to solve both her problem and Constantine’s at once. Philip would get his performance. But it would not be what he expected.

“Worry not. I know what to do.”

Constantine was an artificer, which meant he could make mechanical things move. But he could not fill them with intelligence. That required skills only a mystic could master.

Sabine closed her eyes. She needed a loyal spirit for this, for spirits normally detested possessing physical objects for more than a few moments. She knew they found them cold and painful, and the ones that did it at all did it only because of the pleasure it gave them to annoy the living.

But there was a spirit who would do her bidding no matter the pain and trials of it. One who would serve her ably as he always did.

The father of her children.

She called to Flame, feeling him answer at once. She allowed him into her flow. So long had she mastered him that he lay still at once, struggling not at all, awaiting her command.

Sabine explained what she wanted. And Flame promised his obedience.

Now she pushed him out. Constantine had prepared the vessel, the automaton’s crystal brain, and Flame quickly flowed into it. The crystal took on a purple glow.

Constantine’s eyes lit up. “What did you do?”

“Try it now.”

He closed up the back panel. The automaton stood up, and danced a little jig. Then it leaned back its head and sang:

     

“Now I am as old

As Bohemian gold,

But this is the first

I’ve ever heard tell,

Of beer being brewed

In an eggshell!”

     

Then it did another jig , and was still.

Several guests had looked over to watch, and Constantine clapped his hands in joy.

“Wonderful! At last!”

“It will perform for Philip as you asked.”

The artificer beamed. “Thank you! Thank you, my dear.”

Sabine nodded. “I must go.”

Constantine’s face fell. “Can you not stay for the dance?”

“I cannot. I have other obligations tonight.”

A tendril of purple swirled between them, and Constantine instantly forgot about her.

    

    SABINE KNEW her way to Erika’s rooms and found Ulrike where she expected. The girl’s nursemaid was no hindrance, and Sabine walked into the nursery unopposed.

Ulrike woke as she entered, green eyes looking up her in recognition.

“Yes,” Sabine said. “I have come. It is time.”

She laid the blonde-haired girl down in the crib, and lifted Ulrike into her arms. Sabine looked down at the familiar face. This child would soon be gone, but she had given Erika a more appropriate replacement than she might realize.

Sabine had examined the blonde child after she found it at the spring, wondering where it came from, and the answer seemed oddly appropriate. The Flow might move in very strange ways at times, but it always balanced itself in the end. Always.

She slipped back out the castle the way she had come. No one saw her.

But when she reached the town square, Sabine felt a sudden enervating spear of energy flowing out of her. She fell to her knees. She cradled the child as best she could and caught her fall with her free hand.

It was some moments before she could get her bearings. What had happened? She felt... nothing.

Sabine got to her feet and sat by the fountain to collect her thoughts. There had been things clouding her mind that were now gone. She could remember nothing but Philip and this baby. There had been more there, but now those concerns had vanished.

For a long time, she sat there, mind nearly blank. People came and went through the square, but she ignored them.

Some part of her felt this was critically important, but with nothing to ground themselves in, the worries finally faded. In any case, they were surely less important than the babe.

Finally—she was unsure how long she had sat there—she stood. She had things to do, tonight. It was time to get to them.

    

    PHILIP WAS in a fine mood, made finer still by a head full of wine. The guests were enjoying themselves, the musicians were tolerable, and his cooks had done an excellent job with the food—other than a vegetable soup that he had found strangely distasteful.

His mother was here, true—he could hardly exclude her after she had shown up that week—but she kept her distance. The matter she had brought to him was already fading from his mind. He was still quite proud of himself for how he had resolved it. The stupidity of women amazed him sometimes. Here his mother had thought the dilemma so perilous, and he had found a way to address it and solve a problem of his own. Now the witches were sated for another decade, his inconvenient bastard was no more, and no one would doubt his resolve going forward.

Philip danced with a few of the wives of his retainers and vassals, at least the pretty ones. More than one of them seemed to hint they might be amenable to more private conversation. Philip laughed to himself. So what if he cuckolded a few of his own men? He was the Landgrave, and if they were not man enough to keep their own wives faithful, that was not his problem.

When he returned to his table, he drained another cup of wine and had one of the servants fetch Constantine. The artificer came simpering up a few moments later.

“Well, mage, will you be dancing tonight or is my fool finally working?”

Constantine nodded. “Oh yes, your Grace, it is working wonderfully. I believe you will be quite pleased.”

Philip had actually been hoping he could force the mage to dance, but if the fool worked, it would have more of an impression on his guests.

Well enough. He waved the man away.

“Have it ready at the top of the hour.”

“Yes, your Grace. Of course.”

Philip went back to drinking and dancing, until a servant came up a while later asking if he wanted the fool to perform now. He nodded and went back to his table.

One of the servants rang a bell until the room quieted and everyone looked his way.

“Yes. I have prepared some entertainment for you.” He motioned toward the rear of the room. “Something my artificer created. Make way for it.”

The dancers spread out toward the sides of the hall. Constantine was at the opposite end with the fool. The guests murmured when they saw it, and Philip had to concede Constantine had done a good job with its appearance. It indeed looked like a brass dwarf, complete with a pointed hat and long curly beard. The toes of its shoes were curled up in little spirals of brass. Whether it could perform adequately, well, he was about to see.

The dwarf pranced forward, dancing about in circles, tapping its feet and moving its arms around its body. The guests laughed and clapped their hands. It circled forward, spinning a few times, then turned a somersault on the floor before jumping to its feet again.

It danced about like that for a minute or two before Philip wondered if it was going to sing as he had requested.

He did not need to wait much longer. The dwarf completed its dance with a pirouette in the center of the room, then stood straight with its hands on its hips. As the guests applauded, the dwarf went to a nearby table and grabbed a mug of ale. Then it started to sing in a rollicking voice, waving the mug back and forth.

 
“A shepherd ’neath a tree one day 

As shadows grew more long 

Drew out his pipe and made to play 

How merry was his song. 
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    Part V

    Complications

Chapter 32

    WALTHER PEERED out of the inn window at the snow outside. It had been snowing when they arrived, and it was still coming down now. They had arrived in Marburg very late the previous night, having to argue with the gate guards for some time before being allowed in, despite the storm. Only the mention of Constantine and the threat to bring down the Landgrave on the guards’ heads had moved them. They had taken a room in the nearest inn, along the river, and retired for the night.

“If they have not left Marburg, we should be able to find them,” he said to Johannes. “I do not think they will be going anywhere in this weather. But if they have left, I worry for them. This is not weather to be sleeping along the road.”

“Well, we should know soon enough,” his friend replied. “I mean to find Constantine as soon as possible this morning. Dress warmly, and let us go eat.”

It was still snowing when they finished eating breakfast. Bundled up as best they could against the cold, Walther and Johannes trudged up the hill to the castle.

The guards there were stiff and surly, and did not welcome being drawn away from their fire in the gatehouse. But again, the mention of Constantine’s name drew their attention.

“I cannot remember when the mage drew this many visitors,” one of the guards muttered. “All of a sudden, he is the most popular person in the castle.”

“There have been others?” Johannes asked.

The guard nodded.

“There was some incident at the Landgrave’s ball the other night. They are saying his automata are possessed of the devil now.”

Walther grumbled. “Rubbish and superstition. Automata are tools, no more.”

The guard shrugged.

“I was not there. But they said one of them danced and sang, then exploded in a burst of fire.”

Walther scowled at Johannes as they entered the castle grounds. “What the devil is Constantine up to now? A singing automaton?”

They found Constantine in his workshop. The mage laughed when he saw them.

“My friends! Come in!” He led them inside and sat them down by his fire. “And Walther, your daughters were indeed here. There was some unpleasantness, all dispensed with. They are fine. I met Ariel’s husband. Or Astrid’s, I am not sure. Excellent fellow, most impressive. ”

“Where are they now?” Johannes asked.

“Well. I do not know exactly,” Constantine said. “They were here last night. They cannot have left in this weather, can they? They must still be in town.”

“Good,” Johannes replied. “Because I must speak to them. It is of the utmost importance.”

    

    HANS WAS on guard duty in the snow, standing along the back wall trying not to freeze to death. He was new and thus drew the worst assignments. He hoped things would improve soon, but he was not optimistic.

Still, it could be worse. As cold as he was, he realized he would rather be here than back home in Weilburg, keeping the books for his father’s business. He felt more alive since he left than he ever had at home.

He had fought for his life, and lived. He had killed, and seen men die. He had faced monsters and survived. They had not been anything especially monstrous, to be sure, but still. They had killed Tomas and Heinrich. He was not the same boy he had been.

Then there was Julia.

He was not sure what might be going on with her. He had known her only a few days. But he kept thinking of how she had smiled at him the day before, when he had said what he said.

He realized it was how he had seen Ariel and Astrid look at Erich. Perhaps not with the same depth of feeling, but it was there. The same look in her eyes.

Hans no longer felt so cold.

And it was at that moment, when he looked up from the snow, that he saw Julia coming toward him. Smiling.

But she was no longer dressed as a scullery maid. She wore a fine dress and a long warm coat. For a moment, he wondered if it was even her. But yes, it was.

“Hello, Hans,” she said.

“Hello.”

“They told me you were out here.”

“I’m on duty.” He wasn’t sure what else to say. “Where did you get that dress?” he asked, then immediately felt like kicking himself.

But Julia smiled.

“Some things have changed. Many things. I still can’t believe half of it myself. But Erich told me what happened yesterday, when he came to the castle. What you did for Maria. I don’t think any of this would have happened without you.”

Now Hans was no longer cold. He felt positively warm. A bit too warm, perhaps.

“I just recognized her. I didn’t know what else to do.”

“You took a risk for me. And for Maria. I wanted to thank you.”

She leaned in before he could say anything else and kissed him on the cheek.

“Are you staying here at the castle through the winter, at least?” she asked.

Somehow Hans, in a daze, answered her. “I think so.”

Julia smiled, and Hans saw that look again.

“Good. Good-bye, Hans.”

“Good-bye.”

It was a simple thing, a harmless peck on the cheek. But a pair of eyes in the tower behind them saw it, and did not like it.

    

    ERICH WOKE to the feel of his wives pressed against him. It was cold, and the three of them were balled up together for the warmth. He lay there for a while enjoying it, marveling not for the first time at the bounty he had been blessed with in Astrid and Ariel. A bounty that kept revealing new aspects of itself.

He wondered if they might attempt to charm him now, if there were things they wanted that he was reluctant about. Perhaps the marriage bond would prevent that, perhaps not.

He supposed he would have to trust them. But in a sense they had charmed him already.

Finally he rose. Their limbs were intertwined enough that he woke both of them in doing so. Both girls grumbled in protest, pulling the bedclothes over themselves.

When his bladder was empty, Erich went to the window. He had to scrape the frost from the glass to see out.

“Well,” he finally said.

Ariel was looking over at him.

“Do you think we can continue our trip now?”

Erich looked out at the snow, inches deep on the ground and still falling heavily.

“I don’t think we’re going anywhere.”

“Is it still snowing?” Ariel asked.

“Yes. Quite a bit.”

Astrid pushed back the covers, revealing their nudity.

“Then come back to bed, husband,” she said grinning.

Erich gave the snow one final look, then went.

     

    THE END

     

Erich, Ariel, Astrid, and Shadow will return in The Knights’ Folly, Twin Magic Book 3, due mid-2015.
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    PHILIP I, LANDGRAVE of Hessen, was one of the most important figures in the Protestant Reformation, especially in Germany. He was one of the first princes in the Holy Roman Empire to embrace Martin Luther, and he took an active hand in protecting the new faith, despite the very real risks he took in doing so. He is rightfully remembered as one of the key supporters of early Protestantism.

As was the case with many notable rulers throughout history, however, Philip had his share of demons. In his case, it was pleasures of the flesh. No less an authority than Luther tells us that Philip lived “constantly in a state of adultery and fornication.” His bigamous marriage in 1540 has been for nearly five centuries a point of dispute between Lutherans and Catholics (Philip sought dispensation from Luther for the marriage, though there was little Luther could have done to stop it). Philip’s abilities in this respect can be assessed from the fact that, between his two wives alone, he fathered no less than 19 children, all but two of whom survived to adulthood.

Though Philip is one of Marburg’s most famous residents, the most well known today are surely Jacob and Wilhelm Grimm. The brothers Grimm attended the University of Marburg—which Philip established in 1527—and are thought to have begun collecting the stories for Children’s and Household Tales (better known to Anglophones as Grimm’s Fairy Tales) during their days there. The Grimms’ works report several variations of the changeling legends that I have adapted for this book.

Henry VII ruled the County of Waldeck from 1397 to about 1442, and apparently never met another noble he could not pick some sort of dispute with. The targets of his squabbles included his older brother Adolph, who ruled the other half the county (partitioned after their father’s death), two different Archbishops, several other minor nobles, and Philip’s great-grandfather Louis.

As for Louis, whether or not there was another woman he might have married, he would indeed go on to make a highly advantageous match. In 1433, he married Anna, daughter of the Elector of Saxony. The treaty between the two houses that accompanied their marriage allowed Louis to increase his lands considerably as well as resolving a Saxon claim on the Hessian town of Wanfried. He reigned for nearly 50 years and was the first of a long line of Hessian rulers by that name (there would ultimately be more than a dozen of them before the German monarchies came to an end after World War I).

The first song the automaton dwarf sings at the ball is not German; it is instead adapted from an old English song that is thought to date to the 1600s. The second one it sings is unfortunately mine.

Constantine’s tower at the Landgrave’s castle, known today as the Hexenturm, or Witches’ Tower, was built in stages during the 14th and 15th centuries. It gained that name because more than a few accused witc