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AUTHOR’S NOTES



Pronunciation


True story: for my entire childhood and more embarrassingly, into my PhD days, I’d always pronounced the name for the double-walled vacuum vessels used for storing cryogenic liquids–dewar–as dee-warr, because I’d only ever encountered the word in books. Of course, Mr Dewar who invented the receptacle, being Scottish, pronounced his name dew-er. Not as bad as believing that antelope and Penelope rhyme, but close.


So in order to avoid any confusion–and honestly, you can pronounce these names however you like–here’s a very rough guide to names and places in the book.


Pretty much everything is spoken like it’s written, which is one of the glories of German as opposed to, say, French. There are a couple of extra bits that’ll have you speaking like a native. Firstly, there’s no “th” sound, with that letter combination becoming a hard “t”. Which is odd, when you consider the Nordic languages (and Old English) had two different letters and sounds for “th” depending on whether it was “th” in “than” or the “th” in “though”. So Thaler’s name is pronounced tar-ler. The letter “w” is pronounced “v”. Wien (the German name for Vienna) becomes veen.


The other bit is the umlaut, the double-dots above certain vowels which show that they’ve changed in sound. The most important one as far as this book is concerned is the “ü”–it changes “u” (uh) to “ü” (oo). So Büber is pronounced boo-ber, and München (the German name for Munich) is pronounced moon-chen.


There are also bits in Old Norse, Icelandic, Greek, Italian and Yiddish. Don’t worry about those.


Units of distance and currency


The Germans mix their units up, taking what’s useful from both Greek and Roman systems as they see fit. A foot is pretty much a foot whether it’s a Greek foot, a Roman foot or a modern Imperial one; a stadia (Greek) is 600 feet, and a mile (Roman) is 5000 feet–shorter than a statute mile.


The use of cash can be fantastically complicated, especially when crossing borders, but a coin’s worth is nominally equivalent to the weight of the metal it contains rather than its face value. In Carinthia, the smallest coin is the “red” penny, made from copper. Six of those make a shilling, and twenty shillings make a florin. Florins are silver coins. No one but kings and merchants deal in gold coins.


The maps


While it’s traditional for fantasy books to have a map, and have the principal characters go to every damn place mentioned on it, this is not a traditional fantasy book. So while the book refers to various places on the map, you don’t have to traipse around central Europe visiting them all. I’ve taken one or two liberties with distances, but mostly I’ve left them alone. The lines on the map, I’ve taken lots of liberties with, but then again, you can’t expect to end up with the same result after unwinding and replaying a thousand years of history. Borders are fluid.


The history


I’m not giving anything away by telling you from the outset that the book you’re holding is set in a world that plays by some very different rules while still having the same geography. The most significant–apart from the fact that magic is real, and it works–is that there was no new religion spilling out of Jerusalem around what we think of as the first century AD. There was no subsequent conversion of the Roman Empire, which remained polytheistic. And to keep things even, nothing happened on the Arabian peninsular in 622 AD either. There are Jews, though.


The other chief event sort of happened. Alaric the Goth did indeed sack Rome in 410 AD, but he didn’t use wild, untamed sorcerers in lieu of siege engines to bring the walls of the Eternal City down. And while this didn’t mark the end of the Roman Empire in the real world, in this one it did. The Eastern Empire, centred on Byzantium, carried on, but in the west, the tribes north of the Alps carved out a patchwork of kingdoms roughly based on the old Roman provinces, remained true to the old gods and fought fractiously for the next thousand years.


Which is where we come in.
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As Peter Büber climbed, he left spring behind him. The mountain peaks, stark and blinding, immense and razor-edged, made him feel the most insignificant creature that ever dragged itself across the land.


The valley behind him, narrow, deep and shadowed, was nevertheless showing the first flush of green. Ahead of him was nothing but white snow that stretched from summit to summit and covered everything between.


Büber stopped and planted his walking-stick in the ground. He pulled on a pair of fur-lined mittens, sat a furry hat hard over his shaved scalp, and took up his stick again. The wind was tearing loose snow from the exposed upper slopes and trailing it like cloud in the blue sky. The higher he went, the colder and more open the terrain became.


He aimed for the first cairn of rocks, a couple of stadia uphill–snow stuck to its top like a crown, but its flanks were dark and clear. His boots crunched through the crust of ice with every footstep, leaving a trail of holes through which poked the first moss and tough alpine grasses of the year.


He reached the cairn breathing hard. He needed to slow down; it had been months since he’d been up this high. His rough stubble was already coated in moisture, and it was threatening to freeze. So he wiped at his scarred face with his sleeve and leant back against the cairn, letting the weak sun do its best.


Recovered, he set off towards the second cairn, using a more measured pace. He planted the end of the stick, listened to the soft crush as it landed, then moved his feet, left and right. Repeat. There was a natural rhythm to his stride now, one that let him walk and breathe easily.


Past the second cairn, and on to the third–simple to find as only black rock against white snow can be, but he knew from bitter experience how hard it was trying to keep on course when the clouds descended and the precipices shrouded themselves in fog. Not today though. Today was glorious, bright and clean, and it was a pleasure to walk to the top of the pass and check the snow depth. It didn’t even need to be clear, just shallow enough for the carts and wagons to wade through, and the short route to the Mittelmeer would be open again.


Büber, thinking contentedly of olive-skinned women, missed the first rumble of sound. He caught the echo, though. He stopped mid-stride, as frozen as the air.


Avalanches were common this time of year. He’d seen trees, buildings and people swept away and entombed in suddenly rock-hard snow that fell from mountaintops like a flood. They started with a crack and a whisper, then built like an oncoming storm to be the loudest thing he’d ever heard.


The last of it faded away, and he couldn’t see the tell-tale sign of a plume of snowy air rising from the slopes. Everything was quiet again, the sound of even the wind muffled and distant.


It was said that there were foolish hunters and old hunters, but never foolish old hunters. Büber wasn’t old, not yet, but he had every intention of living long enough to prove both his friends and his enemies wrong.


He stayed still for a while, scanning the east and west slopes with a practised, hand-shadowed gaze, but there was nothing he could spot. Perhaps it had been something in the next valley along, then, reverberating from peak to peak.


More cautiously, pausing at every cairn to listen, he walked higher and higher. The gradient wasn’t that bad–the Romans who’d used it a thousand years earlier had picked out the route and built one of their wide roads south to north. Büber’s ancestors had made the reverse journey, on their way to crack Rome’s walls and set its temples ablaze. But up near the head of the pass, there were no smoothed stones or compacted gravel left. The via had worn away to soil and rock, just as it once was, and probably always would be.


He looked behind him. The line of cairns stretched away into the distance. Looking ahead, he could see three more before the slope took them out of sight. Almost there.


He trudged on. The snow rose over the turn-downs on his boots, and almost up to his knees. Not much, considering how high it would have been piled at Yuletide; warm air from the south helped clear the pass sooner. Difficult to walk in, all the same.


Difficult to run in, too.


The ground started to dip away to the south: he was there.


He plunged his walking-stick down, pulled out his knife and bent low to notch the wood. His breath condensed about him as he marked the snow level, not as proof–any idiot could stand at the bottom of the valley and guess–but for tradition. He’d been shown how to do it by a man now five years dead, and at some point he’d have to show some other rough kid from the mountains that this is what happens when you want to declare the pass open.


The flake of wood he’d cut fell to the snow. By the time he reported to the prince and the first ceremonial wagon was rolled up the via, even this covering would be little more than slush.


When he straightened up, he saw them.


They were in the far distance, coming down from the very top of the Aineck and almost invisible against the background: three large–and one of them was really very big–figures. They cast long black shadows that rippled against the contours of the snow, moving purposefully towards him.


There wasn’t much meat on him, but giants weren’t particularly picky about their choice of game. If they caught him, they’d eat him: quite how they’d spotted him at such a distance was a mystery left for later.


Time to go. If he turned around now, he’d just about beat them to the lower slopes, and at this time of year they wouldn’t venture much below the snow line. While one man out on his own was prey, a crowd of them with spears was a predator. Giants were just smart enough to care about the difference.


Büber jerked out his walking-stick and took a last look around, just in case he’d missed something obvious. He was about to turn and follow his footsteps back when he saw a pack slowly sway into view. Then the ass it was strapped to. Then the man driving the ass on with a switch.


It wasn’t him who’d attracted the giants’ attention. It was this idiot.


And it wasn’t just one idiot, because as Büber ran forward, his boots sinking deep into the snow, he could see a whole line of men and beasts snaking up the pass from the south.


He stopped again and stared. Maybe twenty donkeys, each with a pack tied high on their backs and roped together, and a dozen men at intervals down the chain, encouraging their charges to climb.


“Hey!” Büber waved his arms. “Hey, you!”


The lead driver raised his clean-shaven chin from his chest and looked uncertainly at Büber. He kept on coming though, switching the ass’s hindquarters as it struggled upwards with its load.


“Giants,” called the huntmaster. “Over there.” He pointed.


The driver looked behind him and shouted something in a language that sounded like Italian. Büber didn’t understand a word of it.


“Ah, fuck it.” Büber squinted at the flanks of the mountain, but the snowy slopes were clear. “Fuck!”


He knew he should have kept the giants in sight. They could be anywhere now: together, split up, ahead, or coming over the ridge behind them.


“Giants,” he said again. He mimed their size by lifting his hands as far over his head as he could and stamped the ground. What was the word? Stupid foreigners: why couldn’t they speak German like civilised people? “Gigante. Si. Gigante.”


Now he had their attention. The driver relayed the message down the line, and he definitely said “gigante” at some point. One man in particular took notice and slogged his way up the rise to Büber.


His clothes showed he was rich in a way Büber would never be. But then again, Büber wasn’t about to see a substantial portion of his wealth eaten by giants, which was exactly what was going to happen if this man wasn’t careful.


“Greetings in the name of the Doge, signore.”


“Yes, that. Prince Gerhard, Carinthia, welcome. Giants, you Venetian cretin. Three of them, over to the east, though gods only know where they are now.” Büber looked very carefully at all the places a creature twice his height might hide. “You have to get off this mountain now. And what are you doing here anyway? Didn’t anyone tell you the pass is closed?”


“Pah. You Carinthians. You do not own this pass.”


“Yes. Yes, we do. We open it and we close it and between times we make sure that people like you don’t get butchered up here.” Büber’s head snapped around at something he thought he might have heard. “Save what you can and get ready to run.”


“There are no giants,” said the Venetian, warm beneath his furs. “Are you sure it was not dwarves you saw?”


“Oh, I’m sure.” The donkeys plodded on. The first one was past him, the second one going by now. Their breath made little clouds and frost sparkled on their brown coats. They were making too much noise, and even he could smell them. Their scent must be driving the giants into a frenzy.


“You are a prince’s man?”


“Yes.” Büber’s hand dropped to the pommel of his sword. It would be mostly useless against a foe whose reach was far longer–he carried a Norse-style blade, short and broad–but he felt better knowing it was there. “I’m the master of the hunt, and you need to listen to me.”


“You wish for me to turn back because you think I should have waited for your permission.”


“You should have waited until it was safe.” Where were they? Giants usually just waded in, fists swinging. One blow was enough. What were they waiting for?


“Your ploy will not work. Besides, we have a little insurance of our own.” The Venetian nodded at a man walking by. Dressed head to toe in a long red hooded cloak, it was only the tip of a nose and a sly, confident smile that Büber saw. “You Carinthians do not have a monopoly on magic.”


“No. We just have the best.” Büber had had enough. He’d seen the giants, he’d warned the merchant. He couldn’t force them to turn back, or to abandon their cargo, or to sacrifice half the donkeys in order to try and save the other half, and themselves into the bargain. And besides, magicians gave him the fear in a way even a fully grown dragon didn’t. “I’ve got my duty to do, and it’s not to you. Good luck.”


With all that donkey flesh available, the giants weren’t going to bother with him, just as long as he got clear. When it was all over, when he’d got back down into the valley and made his report, he could come back with a squad of spear-armed soldiers and a hexmaster or two. And there might be something of the merchant’s cargo worth salvaging.


The line of the train occupied the lowest point of the valley, so Büber turned perpendicular to it, and scaled the lower slopes of the mountain on the west side. He could keep them in sight, and put them between himself and the giants. Who were still nowhere to be seen. It concerned him that something that big could hide in plain sight. He had a commanding view over the whole of the upper pass.


He hadn’t imagined them. He’d swear any number of oaths, to the gods, on his honour, on his parents’ graves, that he’d seen those three long shadows shambling down towards him.


The lead driver tapped his jenny onwards towards the next cairn, and suddenly, from over the brow of the hill, came an immense rushing. When they wanted to, giants could move fast, using their long, tree-trunk-sized legs to devour the ground. Snow, knee-deep for a man, was simply kicked out of the way. They came in an arrowhead, the biggest one in the lead, the smaller two flanking.


The driver was rooted to the spot for far too long, and started running far too late. He was enveloped in a blizzard-like wall of white, along with his charge. He re-emerged, flying, limbs tangled, propelled like he’d been shot from a catapult. The donkey went straight up: giants did that, throwing their victims high in the air so that they would land, broken, behind them.


The animals were still tied together. The second one in line was jerked over and dragged before the rope snapped. The giants didn’t stop. They thundered down the now-static formation, smashing their hands down like hammers and stamping on anything fallen.


And there was nothing Büber could do to help. The men at the back of the line ran more or less in the same direction, back to the south. The merchant, screaming uselessly at the wanton destruction of his property, and equally pointlessly for his guards to stand and fight, was knocked casually aside with enough force to shatter his ribcage, even with the cushioning effect of all his fine furs and padded coats.


The only one who looked like he was going to take the giants on was the Venetian sorcerer. He’d dodged to one side to avoid the initial onslaught: now he planted his feet and lifted his arms.


Three donkeys remained, still tied on to at least four or five of their dead or dying stablemates. They panicked and brayed and pulled, they rolled and twisted. The first giant slowed to a walk and reached down with its horny fingers splayed wide, catching a donkey’s head and crushing it by making a fist.


With the animal still in its grasp, it turned to look at the magician.


The man had crossed to Büber’s side of the valley, so the hunter had a good view, and despite both the urge to run and a clear path to take now the giants had gone past, he hesitated.


If this red-cloaked magician was any good, Büber might not have to run after all.


The giant dropped the donkey in a wet heap, and bared its long yellow peg teeth. It opened its mouth wide, wider than it had any reason to go, and roared out a geyser of white breath, spit and green mucus. The other giants–a female with pendulous dugs, and a juvenile already her height–stopped tearing chunks of bloody flesh and slippery entrails to view the scene.


The man in red rocked back on his heels and steadied himself. Büber had never seen such confidence, and he waited for the fireworks to begin.


The big giant was ugly even for its kind. Its face was more battered and scarred than even Büber’s, and its hair was matted and growing in tufts. Old and angry, it glared down with its coal-black eyes at this weakling stick-thin figure that had the temerity to defy it.


The magician raised his hands, and the ink of his tattoos started to flow.


Nothing happened, and the giant charged.


It took a mere four steps to close the space between them and a perfectly timed duck-and-lift to scoop the man into the air. The cloak billowed as he flew: arms and legs flapped hopelessly against his useless scarlet wings.


He landed at the giant’s feet, spread-eagled and on his back. He looked more surprised than hurt, but only because his surprise was very great.


The giant raised its foot, and a vast pale slab with curling toenails the colour of bone broke free of the snow. It brought it down hard on the magician, and then leant forward to apply extra pressure.


Büber heard the crack, and suddenly realised he was alone, up a mountain, miles from home, with only three pissed-off giants for company.


“Shit.”


Now he started running.


There was a moment when he thought one of them would chase him: actually several moments, because every time he glanced fearfully over his shoulder, the baby of the group was looking at him even while it gathered up another handful of donkey–or man, he couldn’t tell and didn’t want to tell–and crammed it into its already red-stained maw.


When he thought he was far enough away, he slithered down the icy slope to the line of cairns, and kept his pace up until his lungs burnt, his vision swam and he could taste blood.


He leant his back against a cairn, hauling thin alpine air, and coughing like he had the plague. The sweat started to freeze on him, chilling his body and making him shiver. He knew what that would mean: he had to keep moving, but he still gave himself a few more moments to rest his hands on his knees as he tried to get his breathing under control.


There was a sound, stone on stone. Not right behind him, but too close all the same. He crouched down in the lee of the cairn and slowly, slowly, drew his sword. He stayed as still as he could, trying to trust his abilities to keep him hidden, but after a while, the waiting became unbearable.


He leant out ever so slightly. The giants’ child was at the next cairn along, dragging some bloody morsel behind it, but searching for him. Büber ducked back, and prayed to the gods he hadn’t been seen.


When he looked again, the giant had gone, and just a circle of red-spattered snow marked where it had been standing.


Büber hurried away, down the slope, to where spring was waiting for him.
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Frederik Thaler was already sitting down in a quiet corner, his stoneware mug placed squarely on the table in front of him, when Büber arrived outside.


He only had to turn his head to see the light flicker at the windows, the image of boots and legs and torso warping as they moved behind the imperfect glass, a man in green and brown tripping down the steps from street level to the beer cellar’s door. Then Thaler lost sight of him behind the heavy wood. The moment stretched out, beyond what could be expected of someone in need of a drink to turn the latch and push.


Thaler was almost resigned to getting up and seeing if the door was stuck when it finally opened. He sagged back down and waved.


“Peter, over here.”


Not that there were many other drinkers in the cellar at that time in the morning; just a couple of old sots in opposite corners. Thaler knew them both, and their stories. They were harmless enough, and even at their drunken worst neither was fool enough to mess with one of the prince’s men.


Büber didn’t seem to agree with Thaler’s judgement. He ducked his head under the black oak beams and looked hard at the cellar’s patrons. It was a far from casual glance: he had a hunter’s eye and he was looking for predators.


Thaler frowned and unnecessarily moved his drink a fraction to the left. Then back to the right.


With a grunt that might have signalled either grim satisfaction or unsettling compromise, Büber turned to Thaler’s table and dragged a chair aside. As he sat down, he unhooked his satchel and placed it in front of him.


“Peter?”


“We’re supposed to be alone.” Büber twisted around and scowled at the host, idly wiping out washed mugs with a piece of stained linen. “Hey. Liquor. Now.”


Thaler leant forward slightly and raised an eyebrow. “Are you trying to get me barred?”


“We have bigger problems than you finding a new drinking hole that meets your exacting standards.” Büber scraped his stubbled chin with a hand that still had three fingers. He nodded at his satchel, and took another careful look around.


The host brought a platter with two short pewter cups, and a stone bottle of spirit. He was bandy-legged and rolled as he walked. But give credit to the man, he never spilt a drop, even when he was juggling half a dozen beers.


He put the cups down and unerringly filled them from the unstoppered bottle.


“Thank you, Mr Lodel,” said Thaler, and he smiled weakly. His efforts were returned with blank-faced disdain. When the host had gone again, he thumbed the lid of his mug open and took a pull of the short beer inside.


“Look in the damn bag,” said Büber. “But carefully.”


Thaler put his mug back down in the exact position it had previously occupied, and put his hand out for the leather strap.


Büber’s other hand–the one with only two fingers and a thumb, which made it look like a claw–shot out and gripped his forearm hard enough to bruise. “Don’t let anyone else see.”


“Peter, you’re hurting me.” Thaler tried to shake free, but he was far too weak and the hunter far too strong.


Then, like he was breaking a hex, Büber shook his head violently and let go. “Sorry. I’m… just look in the bag.”


Thaler started to undo the buckles, and noticed that whatever was inside was too long to be contained properly. Its cloth-wrapped end was poking out. He frowned again and continued pulling the straps through the metal rings.


The top of the bag flopped open, and he held the sides apart. The only thing inside was the wrapped object, just a little longer than his forearm.


“It’s not going to bite me, is it?”


“Oh, it’s dead. Very dead.” Büber had taken hold of his liquor but hadn’t raised it to his lips yet. He looked down at the trembling surface. “You’ll be wanting something a sight stronger than beer once you’ve seen it.”


Keeping most of it in the bag, Thaler teased aside the cloth with his fingers. They came into contact with fine, white ivory, still with a dusting of leaf-mould fragments. He stopped. He put both his hands down by his side to push his plump body more upright. His palms were moist. No, more than that: actually wet, and they weren’t going to dry out in the smoky heat of last night’s fire.


Unlike his mouth, which was suddenly parched, such that he had to force his tongue away from his palate.


He wiped his hands on his breeches and went back into the bag for a second go. He grasped one corner of the cloth and tugged it so that it unwound just a little.


The ivory was straight, conical, with a slight spiral at the point. The groove wound around the shaft, deepening with each turn.


He stared at the unicorn’s horn for a while, then carefully rewrapped it and pushed the bag closed.


As soon as his hands were free, he snatched at his liquor and tossed it back in one throat-searing gulp. Nothing was quite in focus. Then everything slipped back into place, and he was able to speak again.


“What have you done?” he said.


Büber took a measured sip, the cup looking tiny in his fist. “Done? I’ve done nothing.”


“If they catch you with that.” Thaler looked down, and realised the bag was closer to him than it was to Büber. He pushed it pointedly back across the table. “If they catch you with that, they’ll press you for sure.”


The hunter checked he had enough digits for what he needed, and held up the two fingers of his two-fingered hand. “This isn’t the first I’ve found.”


“You’re joking.”


“Does this look like the face of a man who’s joking?”


“Your face never looks like you’re joking. Even though I know otherwise.” Thaler remembered his beer and flipped the lid again. “Peter. It’s a…”


Büber held a finger to his lips, then beckoned Thaler closer.


“With the first one, I did what anyone in my position would do. Mark where it was, tell the Order and lead them to it. I didn’t even touch it.”


“What did they do?”


“They turned out mob-handed and spirited it away. I got…”–he shrugged–“… not exactly a sack of cash, but enough for some decent whoring down Gentlemen’s Alley.”


Thaler chewed the tip of his tongue between his teeth, then said: “Is it real?”


“What? The money, the whores or the… that?”


Thaler scowled and nodded at the satchel. “That. Is that one real? I didn’t feel anything when I touched it. Oh gods, I touched it.” He hurriedly checked his hands for any spreading stain or erupting pustules.


They were already marked with ink, dark lines in the creases and folds of his flesh that only served to make the paleness that surrounded them stand out more. His nails were neat and whole, fingertips soft and sensitive. No creeping black rot or green decay. For now.


“You’re a virgin, Frederik, and a good man. You’re not going to die.” Büber saw off the rest of his liquor. “And, despite not being either, neither will I.”


“What happened to the… body?”


Büber shrugged again, like it was a thing of no consequence. “Wasn’t there. No blood, or hair. No signs of butchery. Or even a hunt. A bit of trampled undergrowth, a day old. And that, sitting in the middle. Like it was thrown away with the rubbish.”


Thaler leant back and looked over his shoulder out of the window. Everything seemed normal out there. Townsfolk were walking past, both ways. A small cart, over-enthusiastically guided by a boy and his steering pole, propelled itself the other way. Voices were raised between him and the owner of a foot he’d run over.


No, the Old Town seemed much as he’d left it. It was only in the beer cellar that things had changed.


“Do you know how much that’s worth?” asked Thaler.


“To the right sort of buyer? I’ve a fair idea.” Büber took control of the satchel and fastened it tight. He placed it on the floor against the leg of the table closest to Thaler.


“It’s worth more than either of our lives, that’s for certain.” Thaler knew that as contraband, a whole horn could empty a treasury. “Take it back to where you found it. Tell the Order and let them deal with it like before.”


“There might be a problem there.” Büber scraped his fingers at his cheeks, where the stubble was starting to show white. “Once. Yes, I can accept that. I’ve seen all sorts in the forest, some really strange shit that you only get to read about in your books. Twice? That’s starting to be a pattern. I might not be able to write, and can barely read my own name, but I know signs. I know the sun and the wind. I know the rocks and I know the rivers. I know the peaks and the plains and, above all, I know the forest. And the hexmasters know that much about me. Though they look down on me and pity me, if I tell them about this second one they will come and kill me to keep me quiet.”


Thaler had to concede that the huntmaster had a point, but still felt a duty to argue. “They wouldn’t. You’re a prince’s man.”


“The prince rules because it’s beneath the Order to rule. Come on, Frederik. Don’t pretend otherwise.”


He was right, and Thaler gave in with a slump of his shoulders. “So what–or who–is taking them?”


“I don’t know. I’ll tell you what it looked like: as if the animal had curled up to go to sleep, and then simply melted away like snow.”


“Leaving the most valuable part of it behind.” A whole beast, blood and skin, valuable of course, but dwarfed by the riches the horn commanded. It didn’t make sense.


“I’m scared, Frederik.” Büber looked across the table at Thaler. His eyes were big and bright and blue. “I’ve been scared before. By bigger beasts than this. But this is the Order.”


Thaler shivered, then steadied himself. “There has to be an explanation for this. Someone, somewhere will know. They’ll have written about it.”


“So you think the answer is in that vast pile of books you call work?”


“Yes.” It was as close to a creed as Thaler would go. “It will be.”


“What,” said Büber, “if it’s not? I’ve never heard of anything like this before. And neither have you, admit it.”


“No, but that’s the point of books, Peter. People write things down so they don’t have to remember it all in their heads and it isn’t lost when they die.” Thaler realised he was banging the table with his fist, and he self-consciously wrapped his fingers around his mug to stop himself doing it again. “You should talk to a scribe: get him to write down everything you know. Or at least take an apprentice.”


“I work better alone.”


“And when you die, everything you know will have gone.” Thaler opened the lid of his mug and swigged emphatically. “All that lore. All that craft. What a waste.”


Büber chewed at the stump of one of his missing fingers and said nothing.


“Leave it with me,” said Thaler. “I can hide it somewhere in the library–where no one will find it, obviously. As to what it means, I’ll see what I can do. I’ll be as discreet as I can.”


“I never said I wanted your help,” said Büber, raising his head.


“Of course you didn’t. Proud man like you? Even your scars all face forwards.” Thaler’s beer had almost gone. He finished it off and flipped the lid closed. “Why would you need the help from some inky-fingered book-lover who’s never done a real day’s labour in his soft, comfortable life?”


“You want me to apologise?”


“No. I want to know why I had a messenger hammering on my door at an hour when a gentleman like myself was bound to be either in bed or at breakfast.” Thaler waited. He was good at waiting. So was Büber, but it was the hunter who cracked first.


“Because…” he started, and pulled a face.


“Because?”


“There’s no one else I can trust. That I know I can trust absolutely and won’t sell me to the hexmasters for big bag of shiny coins. There? Better?”


“They could offer me books.”


“Please don’t make me beg, Frederik.”


Thaler held up his hand. “I swear by all the gods—”


Büber interrupted. “Your word is enough. It’s always been enough. No vows. How long have we known each other?”


“Twenty years. I can’t even remember how we met.”


“I do,” said Büber, with a curious passion. “You were a wetbehind-the-ears junior librarian and my old huntmaster wanted my profession on the town’s register. You put a line through the word ‘apprentice’ so that it just read ‘huntsman’. We didn’t even speak.”


“But…” A memory flared bright in Thaler’s mind.


“You reached out and shook my hand.”


“So I did. And after that there was the faerie-lore.”


“And I told you I couldn’t read.”


“So I read the whole damn book to you.” Thaler sat back and stared out of the window again. “Was that really twenty years ago?”


“Twenty summers, twenty winters. I lost fingers, toes, my hair and my good looks.” Büber ran his hand over his shaved scalp. “And you got fat.”


Thaler poked his own belly with a rigid forefinger. It was true. It was the beer. And the pastries. And the books. His stomach had grown large and round, not exactly like a dumpling, but close.


“I’ll find you some answers, Peter.” He held out his hand, just like he had before. “You have my word.”


Büber’s claw came across to grasp it. There. Done.
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Prince Gerhard stared down over the battlements at the procession coming up the road to the Chastity Gate. Two columns of spearmen barely seemed to contain the one shaggy-coated barbarian they were escorting. The Teuton was big, with a long-handled axe strapped across his back, and his horse, led behind, was a massive, ill-tempered brute that needed two men just to keep its head down. The prince jutted his chin. The same damnable farce every year: a different face to be sure, but their sheer stiff-necked belligerence was a race trait.


“Felix. I want you to attend this audience.”


The prince’s son had to lean further over the bastion wall to get a good look at the Teuton commander, and Gerhard felt a moment of weakness, a cold wash in the blood that made him reach out to grip the back of the boy’s tunic.


Oblivious to the drop and his father’s reaction, Felix wriggled forward more, and lay on his stomach on the rough stone. “You think he’ll fight you? That doesn’t seem very wise.”


“What have you learnt about the Teutons?” As the guard disappeared under the gatehouse, he increased his hold and pulled the boy backwards. He couldn’t lift him like he used to, but the child was still small for his age.


“The Teutons are a barbarian people from the north where the land is poor and marshy. They lack all honour and hire themselves out as mercenaries to whoever has the coin to afford them. They fight mainly as heavy cavalry, and are brutal and ill-disciplined in battle. They call their hexmasters shamans, but their battle-magic is very limited.”


“A little short on detail,” grunted Gerhard, “but good enough for now. Do we give them leave of passage to join the armies of the south?”


“No, Father.”


“Why not, boy?”


“Because,” and Felix’s voice became uncertain, “they are untrustworthy? And no one deserves having the Teutons set on them?”


“Maybe you should address this barbarian horseman: you’ve a decent enough appraisal of the situation.” He placed his hand on the boy’s head and buried his fingers in the dark hair. So like his mother. “We need to get ready. What do the Teutons fear most?”


Felix took his cue and glanced back down at the gatehouse. The man was back in sight, now without his horse and his axe. The way he leant forward, attacking the slope, showed his intent.


“They fear looking weak.”


“So we must strip him of everything, while reminding him of our strength. I’d rather not have that bunch of savages within a hundred miles of a Carinthian boundary stone, but that’s not in my gift. I can keep them out of my lands though–that’s something that the Protector of Wien can’t take for granted.”


Gerhard removed his hand from his son’s head, and they walked along the battlements to the next tower. The town–his town–sat happy and warm in the spring sun, and outside the walls, so did the farms and the forests and the mines. All at peace, all prosperous, all content.


“Father?”


“Yes, Felix?”


“Do we fear looking weak, too?”


“Carinthia is never weak. This is the thing, boy: I could raise an army if the need arises, but that’s not where our strength lies.” Gerhard waited while the turret door was opened for him. The servant following him around was all but invisible until he was required. The pause was long enough for the prince to look across the river, to the steep wooded hill that squatted opposite both the crag the fortress sat on and the town that clung to its skirts.


On top of the hill was a tower, tall, black, glistening.


Felix followed his gaze. “Then why are we…?”


“Because our Teutonic friends need reminding. Every year, those that can head south for the fighting season, and none of them return. If they live, they invariably stay, given the choice between going home to a frozen swamp that’ll be in perpetual twilight for the next six months, and warming their toes in the Mittelmeer while Italian girls peel them grapes. So every year I have to re-educate the sons-of-bitches that they should leave my palatinate free of their stench.”


Even if Felix didn’t yet understand the attractions of the girls, he could see the point. “So they don’t love their home?”


“Gods, no. Why would they? It’s a miserable shit-hole fit only for little bitey flies and eels.” Gerhard waited again, and the door opened out into the courtyard. “And for some inexplicable reason, your stepmother doesn’t like me swearing in front of you.” He tapped the side of his nose.


A man, talking with men, needed to be free with his language. They needed to know their leader was someone who knew a good two dozen names for his manhood, and who wouldn’t faint if he heard the gods being cursed.


Perhaps it was time to take more of an interest in the education of his heir. Not his only heir any more: thanks to his new wife, he had spares, but all the same… Felix was thirteen this year. It was about time he was weaned off the milk his tutors gave him. More riding, more hunting, more of the martial disciplines–that Genoese fop Allegretti could stay because of his ability to make an edge sing–and more of the civil arts too. Starting now.


“Dress plainly, boy. But put some steel on your belt. Something you know how to use. No point in turning up with some great pig-sticker you plainly can’t lift.”


“Signore Allegretti has been teaching me to use two swords at once. He says the style is very popular in the south,” ventured Felix.


“Has he indeed?” Gerhard thought it sounded like a dangerous affectation. “Can you beat him yet?”


Felix scowled. “Not yet.”


“And does the signore hit you with the flat of his blade when he wins?”


“Yes. Sometimes twice if I’ve been stupid.”


“Good.” It had been years since Gerhard had been thrashed by his old sword-master, but the lessons had stuck, both in his body and in his mind. Nothing fancy for him: just a longsword, light and strong, one-handed, two-handed, hews and blocks. If he had to, he could take that fat, greasy barbarian in single combat. Using a magical sword, naturally. “Go and get ready. Hurry.”


Felix ran into the fortress ahead of his father, and Gerhard walked at a more measured pace through the doors and corridors and into the Great Hall at its centre. It was a big space, lit by both daylight and bright globes of enchanted crystal. Look up and, after the dimness of the entrance, a visitor would be blind.


At the far end of the hall was a raised platform. On feast days, the high table would be set out there: his lady on his right, his favoured men with him. Today, there was nothing but a single high-backed chair.


And Trommler. There was always Trommler.


“My lord.”


“You know what we should do?” Gerhard stepped up onto the dais and slumped into the throne.


“What, my lord?”


“Send the hexmasters up to the Baltic coast and get them to turn it into glass. That’d solve a few problems. And”–the prince wagged his finger–“half of Europe would thank me.”


Trommler stroked his white beard with his fingers. “The Order wouldn’t trouble themselves with a matter so trifling as the Teutons.”


“Hah! Trifling or not, we’ve one at our gates, and another three hundred on our borders.”


“They’re camped near Simbach. The Bavarians have moved them quickly through.”


“Who paid who this year? These calculations can be so difficult.”


“Not that my lord would ever have to worry about that, but I understand not a single penny changed hands. The Teutons were granted forage, and a thousand spearmen ensured they went at such speed they could barely graze their horses.” Trommler clearly agreed with the Bavarians’ tactics, judging by his thin grin.


“I don’t know whether to be impressed or just a little bit angry. Are those spears still poking at them?”


“The last I heard, they are, my lord.”


“Send word to the captain of the Bavarian spears, and impress on them that the Teutons are to march through Austria and Styria. If he lets them cross the river before Passau, I’ll have his bones mixed with those of the Teutons and dumped on the north bank. You might want to send that message to Mad Leopold too, just in case he feels led to countermand me.”


“As you wish, my lord. I’ll let the Order know.”


There came the sound of running footsteps and the jingling of metal rings. Felix skidded to a halt in front of the dais and presented himself for inspection. As he’d promised, he wore two swords: a longer one on his left hip, a short one on his right. It would have looked better if the child had actually grown. Something he could always talk to the hexmasters about, for certain. A leader needed to be at least as tall as the men he commanded.


“Good enough, boy. Come up here and stand at my left. Listen to what I say, and watch the Teuton carefully. Don’t speak, even if he tries to goad us. Remember that we’re better than he is: stronger, richer, more educated and more civilised. We have every advantage that he doesn’t.”


“Yes, Father.” Felix jumped up and took his place.


“We’re doing this not because we enjoy it, but because we rule. Our subjects need to be protected from these creatures.”


The doors at the far end of the hall clattered open. The light from outside darkened as the doorway was filled with figures. The Teuton strode in, and behind him, the guards, spears lowered for the threshold and then raised upright again.


The man was even more impressive close up. Tall, strong, pale, bear fur slung over his shoulder and mail on his chest. A man of note in his homeland, then.


Gerhard remained seated. He would have risen for an equal or a friend.


The Teuton’s bow was poorly executed–nowhere near enough bend on that front leg–and his insolent eyes stared at Gerhard, not the ground. When he rose again, he crossed his arms in front of him and stood with his legs a shoulder-width apart.


Gerhard leant forward a little. The chair creaked behind him.


“What’s his name?”


Reinhardt, the captain of the guard, started to approach the dais, but the Teuton shouldered him aside and announced himself.


“Walter of Danzig,” said the Teuton. If he’d hoped his fame had spread beyond the fly-bitten north, it hadn’t made it quite as far as Juvavum. Unlike his stench, which was primal.


“So, Walter of Danzig. What do you think Prince Gerhard of the Palatinate of Carinthia can do for you?”


“I have a hundred horse to take over the mountains. I’ve come ahead to see there are no delays on the road.”


Gerhard considered having the man executed on the spot and his body sent back to his companions in quarters. He looked to his right, where Trommler was as stony-faced as he always was at meetings like this, giving no sign of any emotion above bored detachment–perhaps having seen it all before, he was genuinely bored. To his left, Felix’s tense fidgeting showed he knew the Teuton had shown total disregard for any form of civilised behaviour, but also that his father’s warning was still uppermost in his mind.


There was no reason why Gerhard should let this Danzig off quite that lightly. A bit of play first, then.


“Let me consider this suggestion for a moment.” He steepled his fingers and rested his chin on them, seemingly deep in thought. Then he straightened up. “No.”


The Teuton stiffened. “What do you mean, no?”


“I would have thought the meaning to be self-evident, Walter of Danzig.” Gerhard smiled warmly. “We appear to be able to talk to each other with some measure of understanding, so a simple ‘no’ ought to be easily comprehended by such an exalted person as yourself.”


“I have a hundred—”


“Three hundred, my lord,” said Trommler to Gerhard, his interruption perfectly timed.


Walter scowled and grimaced.


“And I believe both the road and the pass belong to you, my lord.”


“And the land beyond the pass, Chamberlain?”


“Yours also, my lord.”


“Ah.” Gerhard stroked his lips and looked back to the Teuton. “You seem to want to give me reasons to refuse you: reasons I don’t really need because my word is law in this land. You bring your brawling, thieving bunch of mercenaries halfway across Europe, and everywhere you go, you cause trouble. You arrive at my borders having been chased at spear-point through Bavaria, you lie about your numbers, you insult my ears with your accent, and then you have the gall to act surprised when I refuse you and your men passage.”


The Teuton ground his jaw in silence, and eyed his guards. He was currently weaponless, but his snatching a spear was always possible. Then he grew very still. He’d noticed a figure all in white standing half obscured behind a pillar. All in white, even to the extent of having a veiled face.


Gerhard nodded in satisfaction. “Your act is poor, Master Walter. You came here expecting the answer you received, so you decided to be just plain rude instead. Perhaps you thought the Prince of Carinthia had grown weak, or stupid, since last year when a different ugly, sweaty brute stood in your place and mangled good, honest German with his stinking barbarian tongue.”


“Wolfgang of Ludsen, my lord.”


“And what did we do with him, Chamberlain?”


“Cursed his manhood, my lord.”


“Pardon? I’m not sure I heard right.”


“His cock rotted off, my lord, over the course of a few weeks.”


“Yes. That was it.” Gerhard rubbed his palms together, gratified that, at last, Walter of Danzig had gone even paler under the veneer of dirt. “Clearly not deterrent enough. What shall we do this time?”


“I want to return to my men,” said the Teuton, mustering as much of his dignity as remained. He glanced again at the white-shrouded hexmaster in the shadows, and Gerhard knew that although they’d brought their own shaman along with them, it was so much hedge-magic against the high arts of the Order.


“I have not finished with you,” roared the prince. The spearmen flinched, and the order wasn’t even directed at them. “This is my decision: I’m going to have you pressed, and when you’re dead, I’m going to strap your shattered bones to your horse and send it back to your pox-ridden army.”


The Teuton turned to find a score of broad-bladed spears pointing at his guts. He spun back, and reached up for his axe. His hand found nothing.


“This is what happens when you pick a fight with Carinthia,” said the prince mildly. “You can’t win. You just get to choose how you lose.”


The Teuton straightened up. “You have done me wrong, prince, and you will pay for this.”


Gerhard did no more than raise an eyebrow. Trommler hadn’t moved, except to rest himself against the side of the throne, and Felix was stock-still.


“I see no reason to be provoked by you. A civilised man keeps his speech honest, and his temper checked. Take him away, and send word when the stones have been prepared. I’ll want to watch.”


Walter of Danzig spat on the floor and deliberately turned his back on the dais. He looked down at the spear-heads and, growling deep in his throat, knocked one aside with his hand.


The guards marched the Teuton away. Once the Great Hall’s door banged shut again, the white-robed man–or woman, it was impossible to tell–drifted across the floor towards the dais.


“Father,” said Felix, “won’t the rest of them cause trouble for us?”


“Barbarians that they are, I don’t think even they’re quite as stupid as to ignore just how flat pressing makes a man.” Gerhard rose from his throne and bowed. The white-swathed head dipped briefly. “Your presence honours us, as always.”


Again, the slight movement of the head to acknowledge the prince’s will, then the figure walked off, stage right, back into the shadows. A door clicked and creaked, then shut with an echo.


Gerhard couldn’t tell if there had been a real person underneath the concealment, or whether the clothes were merely animated. No concern of his really. He gave them the peace to pursue their studies, and half the palatinate’s taxes. In return, their power shielded the land more certainly than any standing army. Like the tree and the mistletoe, they sheltered within his branches and made his rule sacred.


Or was it the other way around?


“Trommler?”


“Yes, my lord?”


“We could do with keeping an eye on the Teutons, just to make sure.”


“Master Büber is in town. I’ll have him fetched to the castle.” Trommler trotted off, leaving the prince and his son alone.


“So,” said the prince. “What did you think of that, boy?”


“You’re really going to press him?” Felix looked at his hands.


“Yes. He deserves nothing less, and it’ll keep his stinking brothers away from Carinthia at no extra effort to us. They can do what they like to Bavaria or Wien. My people are my concern.”


“And you’re going to watch?”


“Gods, have you really never been to a pressing before? That’s a gap in your education, one which we can happily fill by the end of the day.” Gerhard saw the boy grow white-lipped. “This is what princes do, Felix. They hold the power of life and death in their hands, and the sooner you realise that, the sooner you’ll be ready to take my place, on this throne.”


Felix glanced sharply around.


“Oh, I’ve a few years left in me yet. You won’t be expected to assume these duties until you’re ready. Now get down there”–Gerhard nodded at the space in front of the dais–“and show me your hews.”


The boy reluctantly hopped down off the platform, and pulled out his longsword. The blade rang as he freed it from its scabbard, and as he moved into his roof guard position the edge of the steel glowed with a subtle blue light.


Felix held his stance, concentrated on his breathing, and, when he was ready, swung the point of the sword down and away, dancing lightly on his feet to execute a squinting hew, then again into a part hew. He pressed forward strongly, the tip always in motion as he slipped from one attack to the next, ending each move with the appropriate guard before bringing the blade around again.


When he reached the end of the dais, he retreated as if facing a stronger opponent, switching from guard to guard as the imaginary blows rained down on his slight form.


He was pink with effort by the time he reached his starting point.


“Not bad, boy. Not bad at all.” Gerhard pushed his sleeves up. “Let me show you how to do that in battle.”
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Still completely covered by her Order’s white robe, Nikoleta Agana left the fortress by the little-used Snake’s Passage, and took the steep steps down to the riverside. Her soft shoes and billowing skirts made it look like she was floating. She could do that: her superiors hadn’t even had to ink her and teach her levitation, as she’d arrived at the novices’ house already able to fly. For her, it was as natural as breathing.


But she liked to walk. She enjoyed the feeling of stone under her heels, of grit against the soles of her feet, the meaningful stretch and ache of muscles as she moved. Some of her fellow adepts took it as a weakness, but after a bout of spell and counter-spell, it was they who were left dizzy and breathless, while she was alert and ready.


It was warm under the cloth. The days had turned from thrilling cold to showing a hint of summer. The townspeople, the merely mundane, had thrown off their winter clothes, but, whatever the weather, the Order wore the same white robes, and that was all anyone ever saw.


They saw it now as she approached the Witches’ Bridge. Nikoleta didn’t have to break stride, despite the road being busy. It was a centuries’-old concession, letting mundanes use the bridge, but the arrangement stood firm. Everyone had to get out of the way of a hexmaster or suffer the consequences.


They parted before her, and made Loki’s horns at her behind her back. Even though the bridge was narrow, the mundanes pressed themselves against the parapets and tried not to pitch either themselves or their loads into the swiftly flowing river below.


They weren’t to know that she wasn’t a hexmaster. They weren’t to know that they never saw a hexmaster, and that it was anonym ous novices and adepts that passed among them. The hexmasters stayed in their tower–plotting, researching, writing–unless there was dire need for them. And that was what she wanted for herself. A woman master: there wasn’t even a word for what she wanted to become.


Her life–her adult life, at least–had been one of control and concentration. She could blank her mind of external stimulus, recall information instantly and perfectly, even slow her own heartbeat by an act of will. Freeing herself from the internal storm was more difficult: that was the difference between being adept at the secret arts and true mastery.


She used her learning song to calm herself; she sang it under her breath as she went, using the points of the simple, repetitive melody to inform her pace and fill her lungs. It was a song from Byzantium: that and her raw talent were the only two things she’d brought with her from the East.


“Hoson zês, phainou,” she whispered, “mêden holôs su lupou.”


It started to work. Not magic, exactly, but close.


The mundanes continued to move out of her way. Of course they did. Even a bare-faced novice would find their path clear. How much more would they scatter for one fully robed, muttering unintelligible words from under her hood?


“Pros oligon esti to zên, to telos ho chronos apaitei.” Over and over again. She was so deep in a trance, she was almost blind and deaf. Her feet carried her like tiny automata into the townbeyond-the-wall, and up the shaded trail to the summit of the Goat Mountain.


Not a real mountain, more of a hill–steep, shrouded in trees–and no goats, either. The high peaks of the Alps that lay to the south dwarfed it, but it was more feared than any razor-sharp pinnacle. The slim tower balanced on its broad back was instantly recognisable by anyone who considered themselves wise.


She climbed under tall trees all the way to the top. She didn’t know the route, had never before been permitted to approach the White Tower, let alone enter it. Yet it was easy: the slick black shine of the tower’s walls peeked at her through the canopy during her ascent. It was only when she neared the summit, and the trees grew gnarled and wrong, that its size became apparent.


Her home city had inured her to architecture on a massive scale, but that was in the context of a city, the capital of an empire. The hexmasters had–not built, because that would imply the work of human hands–had raised themselves a spire that scratched at the heavens like a thorn.


Or so it looked from its base. Smooth black rock, half melted, windows like teardrops. One way in, a doorway, but no door.


An intruder would have to be completely insane to enter. There were things a sorcerer could do to a thief that were simply indescribable, and despite the fact she’d been summoned there and had express permission to go through the opening in the base of the tower, it was all she could do to prevent herself from turning around and fleeing as far and as fast as she could.


There were carved wards set into the stone either side of the doorway, faintly glowing in the shadow. She could see them for what they were because she wore the ink to do so, although their designs were arcane and their functions obscure. Those shallow engravings were responsible for part of her terror. The rest came from inside herself.


She took a step closer, and felt their full impact. If they’d gone for her, she’d have been a mewling, vomiting heap on the ground, unable to escape, utterly defenceless. Perhaps someone would have been along later to drag her away and trust she’d learnt her lesson. Or drag her inside, depending on their mood.


She’d seen it for herself, once, down at the novices’ house. It had been instructive, but if she’d been asked to say what had actually happened, she’d have shrugged and said that the man had died, eventually.


It was still the effect of the wards. She swallowed hard and pushed through. As soon as she crossed the threshold, their influence faded, and she was left in the wide corridor that led to the main hall. Behind her, the outside had gone. There was nothing but a black wall. Ahead of her was a mess of hazy light, where blurred shadows walked.


She reached up and pulled her veil aside, folding it back over her head to expose her face. There was no point in hiding anything here, not from them. She served the hexmasters without question, obeying reflexively to avoid the pain of punishment. She went to find the master who had called her.


The space she was in was luminous, so bright that the hexmasters’ white robes were grey in comparison. She couldn’t tell how far the hall extended–even whether or not it was too large to fit inside the circumference of the tower.


There was no time to explore though, nor to wonder at the space. The moment she entered, she was surrounded. Figures coalesced out of the white mist, drawn towards her by the flame of her youth. Every one of them was old. All of them were shorter than her. They leant on their staffs and their hands were as white as parchment, as thin and brittle as twigs.


Mundanes could never attain that age. These men should all be dead. And yet… and yet, here they were, eking out their threadbare lives.


The air around her seemed to seethe with magic. She shuttered her usually impregnable defences down further to prevent her coming to inadvertent harm.


Her mouth was dry, though, and there was nothing she could do about that. “Master Eckhardt?” She didn’t know which of them was Eckhardt. He had come down to the adepts’ house, fully veiled.


“Adept Agana.” A man taller and straighter than the others moved through the crowd. He was still old: the skin on his round head was heading towards his feet, and his owlish eyebrows were pure white. “What did the prince say?”


She closed her eyes to remember, and was suddenly aware of the pawing, the dry brushing of withered fingers against her robes, tracing the outline of her breasts, her belly, the hollow of her back.


Block it out, block it out. “Hoson zês, phainou, mêden holôs su lupou.”


“The prince, Adept?” The mood of the master was plain. Eckhardt was quick to anger, slow to forgive.


“Gerhard is going to press the Teuton leader and send the body back to his men. He believes this will be sufficient warning to stop the Teutons crossing into Carinthia.”


The touching didn’t stop. If anything, it grew more intimate.


“Where are they now?”


“They are camped by the river at Simbach. If they cross, Gerhard means to call on you to kill them.” Nikoleta shivered. The butterfly caresses fluttered away for a brief moment.


“This Teuton: what was he like?”


“Coarse. Rude. Tall. Strong. Smelt of horse.” She wanted to leave, and knew she mustn’t. “Brave. Unschooled. Cunning. Proud. Mortal.”


Eckhardt grunted at her description. The light was blinding her, and it hurt to look at him. What little hair remained on his head shone like a halo.


“And Gerhard: what about him?”


He was their prince. Surely they’d know everything there was to know, even things that Gerhard himself had forgotten?


“I…” She found herself completely disorientated. It was the glowing, dream-like air, the inconstant, intrusive touching, the vibrations in her skull from being surrounded by so much magic.


“It matters not. All such men are the same, whether they rule few or many.” Eckhardt reached out and took hold of her chin. He turned her head to the left, then to the right, not gently either. His fingers dug into her flesh. “Go. We might need you again. Wait at the adepts’ house.”


That was her dismissal; she knew better than to argue at her treatment or linger for an answer, and she didn’t want to do either; she needed to obey. She turned, and the frail figures, hunched over their sticks, slowly, reluctantly, stood aside for her.


She took a step away from the masters, and another to get completely out of range of their hands. A smudge of darkness presented itself ahead and to her right. She walked towards it with the same steady gait that had brought her there.


The darkness expanded, swallowed her whole, and vomited her outside. She was shaking, retching, scrubbing her body through her clothes with her nails. She needed to lean against something to stop herself from falling. Not the glassy wall of the tower though, and not one of the nearby trees, which were tainted and untrustworthy. Nothing for it then but to stumble down the path towards the base of the hill, which led to the adepts’ house and the novices’ house beyond it.


The sun, clean and warm, filtered through the leaves. Its light was nothing like the syrupy, cloying incandescence of the White Tower. It was the same sun that had beaten down on her uncovered head as a child. She’d been barefooted then, her clothes nothing more than holes stitched together with remnants of weave; a wild, feral child, tormented and shunned.


She’d gone far enough from Byzantium to be safe then, and she’d gone far enough from the tower now. She slumped forward against the trunk of a chestnut and hugged its rough bark like it was her…


No, not that. Her mother feared her and hated her. If she was still alive.


The tree beat with rising sap, a slow, steady pulse. She could feel it if she concentrated on it, and it was so much easier to do that than consider her first, and only, meeting with the leaders of her Order.


After a while, when she thought she could stand again unaided, she let go and put her back to the tree, sliding down the trunk in a way that made her robes rise up and expose her legs, and the black ink under her olive skin. The palms of her hands were marked with ridges where she’d pressed them into the bark. But they soon faded. Her knuckles were smooth, her fingers straight. She was young.


In a hundred years’ time, she would be like them, patting and stroking firm flesh when she could, because it was the one thing she’d never have again.


Or she might be dead. Broken, mad, immolated, disintegrated. Nothing was certain. And certainly not now.


“Is that what I really want?” she said out loud.


It always used to be. It wasn’t just her goal, but every adept’s, to be called to the White Tower and meet with the Master of the Order of the White Robe, to undergo whatever ritual was required of them, to be marked with the tattoos that would confer on them the power they craved.


In the three years since she’d been moved to the adepts’ house, she’d known of two men who’d received that call. There had surely been others before then, and it was her turn next.


So where were the younger masters? They’d been conspicuously missing from the meeting she’d just had. Eckhardt had been the youngest one there, and no one would ever call him young again.


There was something else, too, undefinable and possibly unknowable: a niggling feeling that she was being built up, not for greatness, but for destruction. Eckhardt wasn’t the Master of the Order, and yet he seemed to have assumed that position. The others, on paper just as powerful as him, appeared to take a subordinate role.


Nikoleta remembered their pawing hands, and swallowed bile. She picked up a shrivelled brown chestnut case from the ground by her side. The spines were brittle with age, sharp but easily broken. She shifted the ink on her exposed forearms, threw the seed pod lazily into the air and set it alight with a tiny fireball before it hit the ground.


It sizzled and crisped, a thread of black smoke lifted into the branches above her.


For the first time since she’d turned up at the novices’ house–cold, all but naked, hammering on the door because, of all the places in the world, that place was the one where they understood people like her–she felt ambivalent.


The Order had recognised her abilities, taught her how to use them, scraped symbols on her skin and shown her power beyond reckoning. None of that came for free. She had paid, and paid dearly.


She dragged herself up and carried on down the path. Back in Byzantium, she knew she hadn’t belonged. Here in Carinthia, she’d never felt that old unease until now.
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Thaler sat at his desk in the library, the satchel burning a hole in the floor between his feet. He couldn’t concentrate, couldn’t even string one thought after the other. He fidgeted and moved scraps of paper around, and stared off into the distance across the cold, empty space between the balconies to the far side of the reading room.


He was surrounded on three sides by shelves, giving him a little alcove to work in, and a view of the rest of the library. Such were the privileges granted to an under-librarian. He had his own room in the dormitory, an allowance of a few shillings a week, and all the books he could want.


Lights–burnished globes of brass, glowing like suns–hung from the distant ceiling on great chains. He could read all day and all night under their perpetual light if he wanted, and he sometimes did. He was, he considered, the most fortunate of men.


To risk throwing such a life away was not a trifling matter. He hoped one day to contend for the position of master librarian, when the old master died. There would be fierce, but coolly polite, competition for that honour. And if he was caught abusing his position to secretly help a friend–against the hexmasters, no less–he could kiss that hope goodbye. Probably along with his flabby arse.


Even now they were preparing the pressing pit in the main square: not for him, nor Büber, but for some barbarian lord who’d stupidly threatened the prince. He’d rather avoid that fate.


He looked out to the opposite balcony, where one of the other under-librarians had their desk. Thomm wasn’t there. In fact, Thomm was rarely there, and that merely added to the general malaise that had descended over the library of late. The last decade at least.


As far as he knew, the master librarian was in his eyrie, on the balcony one floor up that sat directly beneath the library’s dome, while the apprentice master was one floor down with his half-dozen inky-fingered pupils. He’d counted seven other librarians moving listlessly between the shelves in the reading room. He pursed his lips, bent down to collect the satchel, and tucked it inside his black librarian’s gown.


He listened. Nothing but the slight moan of a draught and the creak of a chain. He pushed his chair back, deliberately making its legs rasp against the dark oak planks. He listened again. No footsteps, no coughs, no squeak of a trolley.


Thaler moved into the next bay, and bent on aching knees to the very bottom shelf where the folio- and larger-sized books were kept. He dragged three of them out, piling them on the floor beside him, then eased a fourth a little way from the back of the shelf. He looked around again, making absolutely sure he couldn’t be spotted by anyone, anyone except the master librarian, and he was always asleep until lunch.


He pressed the satchel into the gap, pinned it close with the book, then reshelved the heavy folios. He shuffled back to inspect his handiwork, and was satisfied. Those particular titles probably hadn’t been moved for the better part of a century, and it was unlikely they’d be disturbed for another hundred years. All he had to do was remember where he’d put it.


He went back to his desk, but still clarity eluded him. He’d hidden the unicorn’s horn. Now he had to discover why Büber had found two of them, without their attendant unicorns.


He needed fresh air. The library was windowless, and, with only the one main door that stayed mostly closed, was still and quiet and musty. Even the walls of the building were powdery with age: the Romans had worshipped their gods here, in their pantheon. That hadn’t suited German ways; they instead raised great pillars of wood in forest clearings and on rock outcrops under the open sky. The statues of Jupiter and Mercury had been turned out and cast into the river, but the space had remained, unused and unloved until one of Gerhard’s ancestors decided on a whim that he wanted a library.


Gods bless him for doing so.


Thaler got up from his desk again, and carried his outdoor shoes down the creaking staircase to the ground floor. From there, he made his way to the entrance hall, passing the huge desk that blocked the way to visitors–not that there were ever many, or even a few–and the dozing form of Glockner, the head usher, as crumpled and dusty as the books he supposedly guarded.


He kicked off his library slippers, nudging them back to a pair against the stonework of the hall, and eased on his shoes. As he fumbled his fat fingers into the heels, he looked up at the vast dome, the encircling galleries, the heavy lights on their solid chains, the stadia of shelves beneath. His lip trembled for a moment, before he stiffened it.


It could be brilliant, with a little more care, a few more librarians, a touch more of the prince’s money. They could do only so much with the meagre resources they had, and that grieved him. When he was the Master, he’d go to Gerhard and tell him so.


The front doors were heavy, studded with iron, dark with pitch. It took genuine effort to lift the latch and pull the ring. The outside poured in through the crack, and Thaler had to keep the door moving until it was wide enough to get his bulk across the threshold. He turned, and strained again until the door banged shut.


There, that should wake Glockner.


He was under the colonnaded portico of the pantheon, in shadow and cold. Out in Library Square, a fountain played with the spring breezes, and over in the corner, a sausage seller was setting out his stall. In comparison to the inside, the square was teeming with activity. Carts, more or less steered by their drivers, rumbled across the cobbles, and busy people with baskets and sacks crossed from one street to another, disappearing up narrow alleys and emerging from doors.


Distraction and familiarity, that was what he needed.


He turned left, down the hill. The cobbles were still glistening with melting frost, and it was chilly enough in between the tall town houses to make him wrap himself tightly in his black librarian’s gown.


Sunlight was striking the eaves of the east-facing roofs, so he chose to walk down to the quay. There was little heat in the spring sun, but it would be something, and the river didn’t trap the air like the narrow alleyways of the Old Town.


He threaded his way by the most direct route, which is to say not direct at all, and suddenly popped out between two high walls onto the quayside. Two long barges were being loaded, bundles and crates passed up from carts and onto the flat-bottomed boats by a chain of shirt-sleeved men. A third was undergoing the reverse process, and when a cart was full, it was pushed off its chocks so that it wheeled itself across the wide quay, mostly in the direction of the waiting warehouses.


Across the river, beside the new town, were another two barges. One was casting off, orders shouted in the river-workers’ cant ringing clear across the fast-flowing water. Its pointed bow aimed upstream, and for a moment the barge drifted backwards, its front threatening to turn across the current.


Then the heavily tattooed bargemaster put his hand to the tiller, his inked arms flashing darkly. The boat steadied and held its position. With seemingly no effort, and with the barge-hands busy with securing the ropes on deck, the vessel started to make headway. Little waves broke against its wooden sides as it pushed forward against the mountain meltwater.


Thaler walked upstream too, but the barge crept ahead of his pace. It threaded through the central arch of the bridge and he lost sight of it. His eyes were drawn instead to the forested flanks of the ridge that ran east to west across the valley, neatly bisected by the river.


On top of the western ridge was the White Fortress, bright and shining against the green of the wood and the blue of the sky. On the eastern side, the White Tower, as dark as the other was bright. Everyone passing through–south to the mountain passes or north to the cities on the plains–was aware of those two authorities.


He looked from one monumental edifice to the other. It wasn’t by chance or accident of geography that the town had grown up under the walls of the fortress, rather than huddling close to the flanks of Goat Mountain. As much as the prince’s subjects feared their lord’s temporal power, the laws that they were made to live by were at least comprehensible by mortals.


Magical things–like unicorns–were wild, quixotic, barely understood. That was the hexmasters’ world, and poor Büber, who had always lived on the line between, had finally crossed over into it.


There were books about magic in the library, but no books of magic. Those were all carefully sequestered away and kept under lock, key, and far more arcane guards somewhere inside the ill-named White Tower.


An uninitiated man, even of Thaler’s standing, would never get to see what was written in those books: it gave him an odd feeling in his stomach, to know that they were denied to him, even though the thought of opening even the most elementary primer in magic made him sweat.


There might be a way around that prohibition, though. It was risky, and he wouldn’t take it yet. There were other avenues to be exhausted first.


This was better. He had started to plan, tentatively yes, but a solid course of action nevertheless. He breathed deeply, and caught the scent of pine on the wind. So: when he got back to the library, he would still have his duties to perform. His main work was overseeing the cataloguing and indexing of every book in the library, a task that had been barely started when he first entered the cool marble dome as a thin, pale youth, and that would still be incomplete when they carried him out feet first, however many years in the future that might be.


No one would be checking on him, though. He could, if he wanted, spend each and every day trawling the shelves for books of lore, the bestiaries and the philosophies, until he found his answer. He’d have to dig through the layers of manuscripts, and start with the very oldest. He would have to keep notes of his search–in code, perhaps. Yes, a code: a complex cipher, not one that could be solved with a moment’s glance.


Thaler took one last deep breath of the morning riverside air, and turned to go back the way he’d come: the alleys of the Old Town were such that the shortest way to the library was to take the long way around.


Walking back along the quay, he paused to let a carter nudge the wheels of his barrow towards the waiting warehouse. As his gaze followed the man’s broad back, he caught sight of a woman collecting an oilskin-wrapped bundle from a merchant.


He knew her, and guessed what she was now carrying, a heavy load caught up in both her arms and clutched to her chest. She was intending to go towards the Town Hall, away from where Thaler was, but she sensed she was being watched.


She turned quickly, curls of long dark hair escaping from her loose plait.


“Mr Thaler? Can you now smell books?”


She smiled and stopped. The weight she was carrying made it seem boorish to expect her to walk a single extra step towards him, so he went to her instead.


“Miss Morgenstern.” There was something else he should be saying. “Happy…”


“Purim, Mr Thaler. It starts on Friday.” She smiled at him. “Happy Purim indeed.”


“And this Purim? You build tents, yes?”


“That’s the Feast of Tabernacles, Mr Thaler. At Purim we get wildly, incoherently drunk and burn an effigy of the wicked Haman.” She smiled again, and hugged the bundle of books a little tighter. “The men do, at least.”


Thaler nodded with satisfaction. “Just like all our festivals, then. We’ll make good Wotan-worshippers of you Jews yet.”


“I think Father would have something to say about that.” She hefted the books again. They were clearly heavy. She looked down at them, then up at Thaler. “I’m sure he’d welcome you to our house later, if you wanted to pay a visit. He’s busy now organising the wood for the bonfire, and a hundred other things I’m sure.”


“Do you know…?”


She looked up at the sky with a little flick and shake of her head. “A copy of the works of Josephus, which I’m sure you already have, a part of Maimonides–I’m not sure which part, and I don’t think Father does either–and a Berber translation of a discourse on Greek geometry. Euclid? Or did he say of the school of Euclid? I’m sorry I can’t be of more help, Mr Thaler.”


That a Jewess knew of Euclid, let alone carried one of his books in her arms, was odd enough. “Tell your father I may well drop by. I’d like to check his Maimonides against ours.”


“He’ll be delighted as always, if a little distracted. I have to go, or I’ll drop them on the way. Tell me, Mr Thaler, why do they have to make books so big?” She adjusted her load one last time and, before he had a chance to answer, started to stride up the quayside, her skirts flapping and snapping like a sail.


“The words, Miss Morgenstern,” Thaler replied. “It’s because of all the words.”


She didn’t wave to show that she’d heard, just carried on towards the bridge and the road that led off it, up the hill to the Old Market and Jews’ Alley where most of her kind lived. There was even room for a man as unorthodox–that was their word, not his–as Aaron Morgenstern.


So: no more delay. To work–the first books to find would be whatever the library carried of the Rabbi Maimonides, and then he’d see about Büber’s unicorn. The confusion he’d felt had gone like a mist burnt away by the rising sun. He set out, his footsteps over the cobbles almost energetic.


He hated winter, hated the cold and the dark and the damp. Even the library, bathed in perpetual light, seemed smaller and more joyless under a thick blanket of iron-hard snow. Everything was just more difficult.


And now it was spring. The Ostara festival had been earlier that week, an excuse for eating and drinking and being as merry as the Jews were planning to get for their Purim celebrations. Not that librarians were supposed to get drunk, though they sometimes did. Neither were they supposed to engage in the more earthy offerings of the goddess, though that, too, was sometimes honoured more in the breach. And they weren’t supposed to marry: their books were to be their wives, their fellow librarians their family.


It was mostly enough for Thaler. Only sometimes–as with the mention of Büber’s casual whoring–did it suddenly bite him hard. He kept himself insulated against the world for the most part, with an armour of leather binding, glued spines and black lettering.


Up Coin Street: windows were open, and the tap-tap of hammers and hiss of scalding steam drifted out from the workshops, bringing the smell of hot metal with it. Everyone seemed hard at work, except him. He felt ashamed, and started to hurry.
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When it was done, and the guards had escorted Gerhard and a white-faced Felix back to the fortress, Büber stood in silent contemplation in front of the pressing pit, his teeth grazing at the scar-tissue of one of his finger stumps.


The crowd, which had gathered to hear Walter of Danzig’s bones crack, started to leave, and Reinhardt, who’d been in charge of the execution, waited for Büber to give the nod and start the business of raising the massive stone slab.


The sacred grove of ash trees was in the main square of the town, surrounded by tall houses in the same way that the grove surrounded the bleached, smoothed pole of the irminsul. Büber looked up at the pale, ancient trunk, crowned with thick iron nails that bled rust.


The pit was at the base of the irminsul itself. Long ago, their priest-princes had sacrificed captives to Wotan One-Eye by hanging them from the trees. More civilised times had decided that the gods didn’t need blood to keep the crops growing and the summer returning, and the pressing pit had been devised to execute criminals out of sight, if not out of hearing.


Quite how crushing a man’s breath from his body until his ribs snapped and his skull shattered counted as civilised escaped Büber. There were quicker, cleaner deaths to be had.


“Come on then, Captain.” He was weary of this already. “Let’s get it done.”


Reinhardt ordered his men to haul on the rope that passed through the block-and-tackle, and together they watched the stone winched, inch by inch, from the socket in the ground.


The Teuton had been spread-eagled and each limb tied to an inset iron ring. He’d been struggling and screaming and cursing, and it had taken strong men to hold him down. It would take only one to cut him free and remove him from the pit.


Büber pulled out the knife from his belt and went round each corner to saw through the cords, even as the stone carried on rising. As he stepped back, there was a sucking sound and a wet thud. That would be the Teuton’s head.


There was a drain, but that didn’t stop the flags that formed the floor of the pit from being stained almost black. It smelt of everything that had been in the man before the stone came down.


“It’ll need sluicing out,” said Büber, and when Reinhardt grimaced, he added plainly: “You want my job?”


“Thank you kindly, but no, Master Büber. The men’ll see to it.”


Büber unfolded the waxed canvas sheet next to the pit, and took hold of the Teuton’s arms. He gave a tug, and decided that the rest would probably follow. He stepped backwards, easing the body onto the sheet. It was so disarticulated as to appear boneless.


The face was the worst. Danzig looked almost, but not quite, unrecognisable. The chest was a forest of white bone splinters, and his stomach had burst. In contrast, the hands and feet were pristine. Büber used the toe of his boot to arrange the body, then folded the edges of the heavy cloth together. He knelt down and started to sew the shroud up with a bodkin and thick thread.


Reinhardt and his crew chocked the pressing stone up on blocks of timber, and started pouring buckets of water collected from a fountain into the pit. They had stiff-bristled brooms to attack the gore.


Büber looked up from his task occasionally, catching Reinhardt’s gaze. They wore the same expressions of grim-faced resignation. They had their orders, and they knew better than to disobey, even if some of the things they were told to do didn’t make sense, or were foul.


At some point, someone from the stables brought a horse for him, and the Teuton’s own. He wasn’t much of a rider. He could do it, but preferred his own two feet.


The smell made his own horse shy away, but the shaggy Teuton mount seemed less affected: perhaps where it came from had inured it to the stink of blood and shit.


“Give me a hand here,” said Büber, and he and Reinhardt lifted the sewn shroud across the Teuton’s saddle. Some leakage was inevitable, as his needlework wasn’t perfect. Reinhardt looked down at his surcoat. They both shrugged, and Büber tied the shroud on to the shuffling horse.


“Go carefully, huntmaster.”


“I’ve no intention of getting within a mile of the Teutons,” he said. “I’ll leave that to the Bavarians.”


“All the same, these things can come back and bite us little people on the arse.” Reinhardt gave up and wiped his hands clean of sticky liquid, of the whole business. “The prince knows best, I suppose.”


“Whether he does or doesn’t is no concern of mine,” said Büber. He fixed a lead to the Teuton horse’s bridle and fastened it to his saddle, then mounted up. He had a way to go: he’d be lucky to make the thirty old Roman miles from Juvavum to Simbach before it grew dark. “He’s the prince, and that’s the end of it.”


He rode down to the quayside and across the bridge, picking up the via that ran north. The river was on his left, the hill country to his right, and he hadn’t gone far before he met two men.


The first was on one side of the road, the second on the other, walking almost in the ditches of the via, but both were shouting out the same name. Through cupped hands, they called for Georg.


Büber’s horse drew level, passing between them. The man on the left turned to glance at Büber. Both of them were expecting just another traveller, and were surprised by the flare of mutual recognition.


“Peter?”


Büber looked again. It was Kelner. “Martin. What in the gods’ names are you doing?”


Kelner put his hand to his forehead and tightened his fingers across his temples. “My brother’s boy’s gone missing.” He looked around at the woods and the hills, and further away at the snow-covered mountaintops. “Can’t find him anywhere.”


The other man crossed the via and passed Kelner a water bottle. “The kid was looking after the pigs. The pigs were all there, but…” and he shrugged, “no Georg.”


It wasn’t his business, but Kelner was, if not a friend, certainly an acquaintance. Büber patted his horse’s neck and swung himself out of the saddle and onto the stone road.


“No reason for the lad to run off, I suppose?” Life could be rough-and-ready in the wilds. Children had to be taught to attend to their duties, sometimes with the back of a hand. Even Felix was beaten by the signore.


“My brother’s a good father,” said Kelner, “and Georg has never given him any real trouble. He’s no paragon, but you know, he’s a boy. It’s not like him to just disappear.”


“And the other kids?” Büber worried at one of his finger stumps.


“All accounted for. Peter, he’s only nine. He hasn’t run off with one of the other children, and he’s not out chasing girls: his balls haven’t dropped yet.” Kelner turned slowly again, aware that he should still be searching for his nephew. His gaze took in the Teuton horse and its load. “What in Midgard have you got there?”


“I’m a prince’s man, and I’m about my duties,” he said.


“That’s a body,” said Kelner’s kinsman. “Whose is it?”


“Some Teuton mercenary who pissed off Gerhard. He got pressed for his troubles.”


“But why have you got it?”


“Martin, I don’t have to explain myself to you, and I need to be on my way.” Büber put his hand on his saddle pommel, ready to remount. Kelner snagged the reins in his fist.


“Has this got anything to do with Georg?”


“No.” Perhaps he said that too quickly, or too slowly, because Kelner grew suspicious.


“Peter?”


“I don’t know anything about where the boy is. Really I don’t.”


“And we’re looking for my nine-year-old nephew.” Kelner ground his heel in the dust. “Peter, remember when we had that bother up at the lake? The nixie?”


He did. The drowned man had come from Kelner’s wife’s family. But water spirits didn’t make people–or unicorns–vanish.


“Nothing like that’s going on, as far as I know.”


“But you know something, right?”


“Look, Martin. I can’t help you with the lad. I’m under orders, and it’ll be my head if I screw up.” His mouth had gone dry. “I want you to do something for me.”


“We’re out here until we find him. I’m not your errand boy.”


“Martin. Calm down. This is the best I can do, okay?”


“What, then?”


“Keep looking. He could have wandered off. If… if you don’t find him by evening, I want you to go to Juvavum and tell someone–one of the librarians.”


Kelner was insulted. “A librarian? What the fuck for?”


“Because I want you to tell him about this, and him alone. A man called Frederik Thaler. It’s really important you do. Don’t pass a message on, don’t be put off by their black-gowned ways. Him and him alone. Got that?”


“And what’s this Thaler going to do? Organise a search? He’s a cocking librarian!”


Büber put his hand onto Kelner’s shoulder. “Listen, Martin. I’m really sorry about your nephew.”


His hand was thrown abruptly off.


“What aren’t you telling me?” Kelner moved up close, so that Büber could smell wood smoke and sap. “This has happened before, hasn’t it?”


“I don’t know. It’s…” Büber turned his head away. “It’s complicated, all right?”


“I don’t care how complicated it is, Peter.” Kelner reached out and turned Büber back to face him. “This is about a kid. Nine years old.”


Büber took a deep breath. Kelner was right. Of course he was right. But the boy had gone, and none of the others had come back.


Tell him enough, then. But not the whole truth.


He pushed Kelner’s arm down, firmly but slowly. “There’s something out there. I don’t know what. I know that the masters know, but they haven’t told me anything. I have to assume the prince knows too, but he hasn’t told me either.”


“And this something is taking children?”


“Maybe four over the last year. No one sees them go. Kids run away all the time, for all sorts of reasons. But probably four like this. Unexplained.” Büber kicked at the stone road. “That’s why you need to tell Thaler. Someone else other than the masters needs to know about this.”


The urge to fight slipped away from Kelner, and he let go of the horse. “This Thaler? Can he help?”


“He’s got all those books. That must mean something, right?”


“The masters, though. They can just cast a spell and find him, can’t they?” Kelner didn’t want to give up hope.


“That’s been tried.” Büber shook his head. As far as he knew, it had: the Order could have lied and there’d be no way of telling. Whichever it was, that particular child, a girl, was still missing.


“Crap. Peter, I can’t go back to my brother and tell him some… thing has taken his boy. What’s the prince doing about this?”


“I’m his servant. He tells me what to do, and I go and do it. When I’ve done it, I come back and tell him I’ve done it. That’s the way it works. And at the moment, I’m not doing what he told me to do.” Büber reached up for the pommel again. “Tell Thaler. He’ll take this seriously, and you won’t get your arse kicked by one of the chamberlain’s men. Which you will if you go directly to the prince.”


He swung himself up, and his horse stepped right, forcing Kelner’s kinsman away. Büber took the opportunity to jab his heels and get the animal moving.


“Good luck,” he called, and Kelner half-heartedly raised his hand.


Büber felt wretched as he rode away north. Arguing over whether or not to look for missing children wasn’t what he’d signed up to do–of course he should–but there’d be chaos if the Teutons chanced their arm and decided to head straight for the passes under the prince’s control. There weren’t just the horsemen to consider, either; it was their baggage train too. Carts of stuff, pots and pans and tents and blankets and weapons and armour and spare tack and clothes, piled onto low-bedded wains and pulled by cart horses. Packed in among the effects, almost as an afterthought, were women and children. Whether or not the women belonged to the men, and the children to the women, was a matter of conjecture. They were there, and they all needed feeding.


Three hundred horse. Pasture alone for that many would make sufficient fields bald to starve the local cows into stopping giving milk. That’s if the Teutons didn’t just eat the cows, kill the farmer and enslave his family for good measure.


What he was doing was important. He was saving many other Georgs, and their mothers, from going missing. Only if he did it right, though: he had to make sure the Teutons got the prince’s message.


The Roman via was a broad road with a dressed stone surface that managed to stay usable in most weathers–but he could cut the corner off to get to where he needed to go more quickly.


So he headed up into the wooded hills and lake country where Kelner and his like lived, on tracks wide enough for a wagon and no more. This was Büber’s country, too, more so than the high alpine pastures and the naked mountain slopes. He was never happier… no, not happier, for he was rarely happy, but content. He was at ease, at one with the landscape.


Except for today. When the trees closed overhead, he brooded over what had happened to Georg. He didn’t know exactly, but something that could take a unicorn without a single sign of struggle could spirit a child away. Unicorns were tough bastards; he didn’t let all the romantic talk about virgins and purity cloud his judgement, because he’d never forgotten the look in one stallion’s eye as it levelled its horn at Büber’s heart across the width of a forest clearing.


They were killers. And something had contemptuously left nothing but the most valuable part of it behind. Twice.


He hoped he’d done the right thing, sending Kelner to find Thaler. This knowledge was a dangerous commodity. He’d told the librarian about the unicorns, but not about the children, because, until now, he hadn’t made the connection. Thaler would chew him out for that, since it was obvious.


What else had he missed?


He didn’t know, because he wasn’t used to thinking like that. His world was–it used to be–simple. Everything that happened had happened before. It was, if not explicable, predictable.


He kept on going, following the map in his head, through the villages that were no more than a strung-out ribbon of wooden houses by the track. Smoke and cooking smells reminded him he was hungry. He stopped occasionally, ostensibly to feed and water the horse, but really for his own sake. Wherever he dismounted, someone would come out and greet him, ask his business, and, satisfied that he was one of them, either go back in and leave him alone, or return with some bread, or cheese, or sausage, or beer.


Peter Büber, in the company of the dead, was craving the company of the living. He wasn’t used to that feeling.


When he finally crested the last rise and saw the Enn in front of him, he was grateful to have something to do. His head hurt.


Simbach was across the wide river, a little Bavarian town with its own market and minor earl in charge. On the Carinthian side, nothing but five houses close to the bridge, and then widely spaced farm buildings dotted along the road.


The bridge, though. It wouldn’t have looked out of place in a great city like Rome or Byzantium. A low, single span arched over the water, high enough at the midpoint for barges, but its slope sufficiently shallow for the rise to be barely perceptible. Wide, too: traffic could cross north and south and still have room to stop along the way and admire the view.


It was, of course, physically impossible. No stone arch could support its weight shaped like that. But the bridge didn’t depend on architecture for its existence, even if it was cast as a single block of black rock. There were engravings on each buttress bearing testament to that.


The bridge had been there a long time. The Romans had thrown a pontoon across on their way to conquer the known world, replacing it afterwards, during the time of peace they established, with a concrete and brick construction similar to their viaducts. That, despite the empire’s engineering skills, had been swept away again and again. The hexmasters had come once and conjured a marvel, then left it for mortals to use.


Büber used his elevation to scout out the land. Simbach wasn’t walled, and the compact centre gave way to farms and gardens. Everything seemed normal there: hazy air over the town, the sense of people moving in the streets, pack animals crossing the bridge.


Over to the west, however, was another, more concentrated source of smoke. That would be the Teutons, then, waiting for their leader to return.


The sun was setting, and had already started to slip behind the ragged mountain peaks to the south. Büber leant forward and patted his horse on the neck.


“Good boy,” he said. The horse, sensing the day was almost over, looked around, sniffing at the saddlebags.
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Thaler made his way through the town, his gown flapping around him. Nothing had happened in quite the right order that day, from Büber’s early message to Kelner’s late arrival.


The woodsman’s story had left him confused and concerned. Missing unicorns, missing children, and Büber’s almost child-like trust in the power of books which he himself couldn’t read. Some force–an arcane force for sure–was at work, and it was becoming clear that the hexmasters couldn’t or wouldn’t confront it.


Which was deeply disturbing in itself. There was nothing that was collectively beyond them.


And now it was dark, and he was late.


He hurried up the side of the library to Franks’ Alley, and then into the open space at the heart of the town, with its carefully kept ring of ash trees. They were in leaf again after a bare winter, their branches meshing with their neighbours’ and providing a continuous circle of protection for the central pillar, whose top was lost at night in shadow and sky.


Tall, high-roofed houses, rich with money and servants, lined the square, and it was their uncovered lights that shone down and illuminated his way. Gold Alley on the far side was just as bright, even though the assayers and coiners had long since closed for the night.


Thaler trailed down the narrow passage, and came to another crossway in the labyrinth of streets. This alley was in shadow. No magical lights here: just a line of seven flickering candles in a window. It was a sign that a Jew lived there, and that he was at the entrance of Jews’ Alley.


He found the right door and knocked on it. Old Aaron was getting a little deaf, so Thaler gave the small brass knocker some extra taps, loudly enough for faces to appear at other windows in the surrounding buildings. Maybe they recognised the shape of Thaler, or were just satisfied that there was only one man out in the street. Their faces receded, and eventually there was a shuffling behind the door.


“I’m coming, I’m coming,” came the voice raised in complaint. “Who is it?”


“It’s Under-librarian Thaler, Mr Morgenstern.”


The door had bolts top and bottom, and they thwacked back like axe-blows. A chink of light appeared and, halfway up, a glistening-wet eye. “Sophia said you might call. I suppose this is about the Maimonides?”


“Partly,” said Thaler.


“Partly?” Morgenstern shuffled aside and Thaler stepped into the hallway. “There’s something else?”


Thaler dragged his fingers through his thinning hair. “It’s been a strange day, Mr Morgenstern.”


“You and me both, Mr Thaler.” Morgenstern reclosed the bolts on the door. “I’ll go and get the book,” he said. “Go through to the kitchen.”


Morgenstern headed up the narrow stairs on unsteady legs, and Thaler was left to creak along the corridor to the back room.


“Miss Morgenstern,” said Thaler. He pulled back a chair from the long table and sat heavily.


“Mr Thaler,” said Sophia, without turning around. She had her hair tied back and uncovered, with floury splashes down her apron. “Do sit down.”


“I…” He’d done so already. “Thank you.”


Wielding a long-handled wooden paddle, she delved deep into an alcove next to the fire. Then she pulled the paddle back out and deposited a round loaf on the table in front of Thaler.


“Eaten, Mr Thaler?” She knocked the oven door closed with her elbow and stowed the paddle.


“Actually, no. I haven’t found the time.” He hadn’t, either. What with one thing and another.


Sophia tutted. “That’s not like you, Mr Thaler. You have to look after yourself. So, some cheese with your bread?” She wiped her hands on her apron. She had a small smudge of flour on her nose.


Disarmed, Thaler acquiesced. “That will be…”


“Acceptable?” She laid three platters on the table and slipped a board under the cooling loaf. Its crust, previously smooth and brown, had just started to shrink and crack. “I’m sure Father will join us shortly.”


The ceiling sounded with slow footsteps, and Sophia went into the larder to find the cheese and the butter.


Thaler looked at the low-burning fire, at the sparks rising up the chimney and out into the night.


Why did they do that? he wondered. Everything solid fell to the ground, but fire rose. Like the hexmasters and their levitation spells. Perhaps it was magic. Perhaps some types of wood were more magical than others.


Aaron Morgenstern shuffled into the room, and carefully laid the leather-bound book next to Thaler’s place-setting. “The Maimonides.”


The boards were rigid, unwarped and well cut, covered with a dark brown calfskin, tanned and stretched and nailed and tooled. He nodded with appreciation, then opened the book and ran a finger down the binding. Nice tight stitching. No loose leaves there. The frontispiece was clear and uncluttered, a Latin script with tightly controlled serifs.


“Good copy,” said Thaler. “Berber Spain?”


“I believe so. It’s no more than twenty years old, with very few corrections and marginalia.”


Thaler turned the first page of stiff, fibrous paper. “Ah ha.”


The text was interlinear Latin and Hebrew: he’d not seen that before. The Latin, Thaler could read, and his lips twitched as he muttered the opening syllables. Over the top, Morgenstern spoke the Hebrew, because he could understand both.


When they next looked up, Sophia was sitting opposite Thaler, a wedge of bread on her plate and a chunk of yellow cheese in her mouth. “What?”


“The blessing, child?” said Morgenstern. “Serving our guest first?”


“I swear I’d have starved to death before you two stopped.” She wiped her mouth with the back of her hand and poured some watered wine from the pitcher into her cup. “Anyway, a reading from Rabbi Maimonides is blessing enough for a feast, let alone a simple supper.”


To prove the point, she dipped her bread and chewed the end of it off.


“My daughter behaves more like a goy every day.” Morgenstern threw his hands in the air. “Marriage. It’s the only thing that’ll be the saving of her.”


Sophia smiled and dunked her bread in her wine again. “Can I get you anything, Mr Thaler?”


Thaler looked to her father for a lead, but he just shrugged and muttered in Yiddish as he took his seat at the head of the table, where he could warm his bones with the heat from the grate.


“Well, some of everything, I suppose.”


Sophia dutifully cut a wedge of bread and leant across to place it on Thaler’s plate, then returned with the jug of wine.


“So, will you be relieving me of the Maimonides?” Morgenstern held out his own platter for Sophia to load.


“We have translations, but not a Hebrew text next to the Latin one. Copying should only take a couple of months. It’s not a huge book.”


“And you have someone who can write Hebrew?”


“Even if they don’t understand it, they can copy it.”


“These words. Are words.” Morgenstern trembled, and Sophia had to steady his hand. “Get one stroke wrong and you change the whole meaning. The text. Worthless.”


Thaler’s mouth sneaked a smile. “We have someone who can not only write Hebrew, they can read it.”


The old man snorted. “You shouldn’t joke about these things. It’s important to us, and it should be important to you.”


“I’m sorry.” Perhaps he should be slightly abashed. Certainly Sophia was frowning at him.


“Sorry enough to return the sefer you have?”


Thaler raised his hands. “I can’t do anything about that.”


“But when you’re the master librarian?” pressed Morgenstern.


“Not even then. They’re part of the collection, and the collection is less without them. Let’s not go round the square with this again.”


Morgenstern shook his head and adjusted his little black skull cap. He was wearing the one with the gold-thread edging. “Each one a lifetime’s work. Just sitting there. Not even being read,” he muttered. Thaler’s conscience was tweaked: he was sitting at the man’s table, eating his food and drinking his wine, and insulting his religion all at the same time. “We don’t have sacred texts,” he said.


“Would it kill you to respect those who did?”


“Father,” said Sophia, in a tone that brooked no argument.


“Yes, daughter mine.” He bit into his cheese and chewed thoughtfully.


“You’re our guest, Mr Thaler.” She refilled his cup. “Guests are always welcome in this house.”


“I…” said Thaler. “Look, I may never get to be master librarian. I’m not the oldest under-librarian. I’m not even the most senior, though that doesn’t mean everything–the librarians usually choose their own master. And there are precedents.”


“Don’t worry yourself about it, Mr Thaler. What’s done is done. More bread?”


“No, thank you. I’m fine.” He drank the wine though, and stared at its glassy surface, stained slightly with the oils from the cheese transferred to the liquid via his upper lip. “If you would just come into the library…”


“Jews don’t,” said Morgenstern. “Even this Jew won’t.”


“Now who’s being intransigent?”


“Gentlemen,” said Sophia, “neither of you are behaving well. I insist on harmony at my table.”


Old Morgenstern harrumphed. “Your table?”


“My bread, my cheese, my cooking, my going to market, my visiting the wine seller, my setting out, and undoubtedly, my cleaning up. So yes.” She leant back and stared defiantly at her father. “My table as much as it is yours.”


“Marriage.”


“No one will have me.” She looked quite pleased with herself.


“Is that any surprise? You make yourself unmarriable!”


“And who would look after you, you old fool? You’d spend all day wandering the house in your nightgown, wondering what time it was.” She reached out and patted his hand, which Morgenstern rightly interpreted as being entirely patronising. “When you’ve gone, then I shall marry.”


“If I thought you would marry, I’d go tomorrow.”


“Perhaps I should leave,” offered Thaler.


“He’s just in a bad mood, Mr Thaler. Do stay.” She smiled at him, but was looking at her father. “It’s so rare I get intelligent conversation.”


“And this from the mouth of my own flesh and blood? Oy.”


“Tell Mr Thaler what’s put you in a bad mood, Father.”


“Apart from him taking my books and holding three perfectly good sefer captive?”


“He’s only borrowing the Maimonides, and he’s made certain that every other book the library has borrowed has come back, in the same condition, and quickly. He even had one of them rebound for you. Mr Thaler is your friend, Father, though I don’t know why.” She folded her arms. “You’re an irascible old devil.”


Sophia was right: Morgenstern was upset, and not at him. He’d tried hiding it, and with someone less familiar he might have succeeded. But, while Thaler wouldn’t exactly describe the Jew as a friend, he was certainly an acquaintance of long standing.


“Come, Mr Morgenstern. If I’m not the object of your ire, what is? Is it something to do with your festival preparation?”


“What? Purim? No, no.” Morgenstern pushed his plate away. “Sophia told you about the Euclid, yes?”


“Yes. You received three books. Josephus–we have both War and Antiquities already, the Maimonides, and the Euclid.”


“I paid good money for the Euclid. On the Balance.”


Thaler slowly sat more upright. “Balance? But that’s…”


“Lost, yes.” Morgenstern tugged at his thin white beard. “Which might give you some idea just how much I paid for it.”


“Can I see it?” The librarian’s palms were suddenly sweaty.


“I don’t have it. They cheated me. Me, Aaron Morgenstern.” He threw his hands up in disgust. “I’ve dealt with these people for thirty years and they’ve never let me down. I send them this king’s ransom and I get some obscure Babylonian work no one’s ever heard of.”


“Who did you pay?” asked Thaler. Euclid. On the Balance. Gods, it was legendary! And no one had seen so much as a page from it for centuries. He wiped his hands on his gown and gripped the edge of the table.


“I can’t tell you. It’s a professional confidence.” He sighed. “I can’t even tell you if it was them who swindled me, or whether they genuinely sent it and it got switched in transit. All I know is I don’t have On the Balance.”


“Have you questioned the bargemaster?”


“Gone. Quickly, too. Downstream. If I find it was them, I’ll…” His anger slipped away, and Morgenstern seemed smaller and frailer than before. “I don’t know what I can do. I can complain, but who’s going to believe an old Jewish bookseller over a German bargemaster. I have receipts, a bill of sale, but no book.”


“Do you even know who the bargemaster was?”


“I don’t know his name,” said Sophia, “but if you give me a moment, I’ll remember the name of the boat.”


“Wien is the obvious place to sell a stolen book,” said Thaler. “I can get a message to the Protector’s officials. You still might get your Euclid.”


“And how will you get your message to them? Magic?”


“That’s the way we normally do things. I know you don’t like it, but…”


“Send a horse. Better still, send a man on a horse.”


“All the way to Wien? Your bargemaster will have been, gone, and your book, if it ever existed, will have vanished into thin air.” Thaler, having offered help, was irritated. And also: a previously lost Euclid? It was far too valuable to let it slip from his grasp–Morgenstern’s grasp–without a fight. “You use the barges to move your goods. I mean, even if you think those tattoos are for show, how do you explain how the boats move upstream?”


“How other people send their books to me is their business. How they want me to send them is also their business.” At least Morgenstern had the grace to look embarrassed.


“Then how I send a message to Wien is my business.” Thaler knew he’d won that particular bout, and he swigged the last of his wine. “I’ll go and do it now. An apprentice will call in the morning for the Maimonides, and I’ll let you know if the Euclid is found. He pushed his chair back. “Good night to you, Miss Morgenstern, and you, Mr Morgenstern.”
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That Nikoleta could sense magic was a given: her first tattoo, since embellished and extended, allowed her to differentiate clearly between the enchanted and the mundane. That ability had nearly sent her mad. She was, after all, surrounded by sorcerers. She’d learnt painfully–there was no other way–to block out the roar in her head, so thoroughly that the only time in the last few years that it had proved inadequate was that very morning in the White Tower.


Now that she had cause to look at it again, in the quietness of her austere cell, it told her another story. She could still feel the magic around her, in her, and yet there was cause for real fear. She could now sense its absence elsewhere.


The knot in her chest tightened. The other adepts were confined to their cells by the master in charge, and she could tell from the auras around her where they were. But they were faint where they should have been vivid. They should have found her probing offensive and threatening. They should have retaliated.


That she was not under immediate assault from half a dozen furious adepts told her more than she wanted to know.


She waited. Waited for what, she didn’t know, but it was all she could do. She had neither permission nor reason to leave the adepts’ house: to do so without either would have been cause for severe punishment.


She heard footsteps. They were coming closer, and she shut down her magical senses completely. The adept master was stalking the cloisters. The pacing stopped outside her unlocked, unwarded door. Adepts were not permitted such luxuries as privacy and secrets.


She stood by the foot of her bed, as she’d been told to do countless times before. The door didn’t open, but a parchment note slid under it with a crisp hiss. The footsteps receded. She didn’t move for a few moments, making sure that the master wasn’t going to return, then walked to the door and scooped up the letter.


It was novices who were used to pass messages on from mundanes, not masters. Which meant that the novices were confined to their quarters, too. She closed her fist on the stiff paper.


Then she opened her hand and smoothed the parchment flat. She looked at the letter. The wax seal was a library mark, with the Latin letters B and I prominent on opposite pages of an open book. That was how mundanes sealed their writing against tampering. It was little more than pathetic.


She almost destroyed the note. Instead, she opened it and read:




Felicitous greetings from Under-librarian Frederik Thaler in the name of Prince Gerhard V of Juvavum in the Palatinate of Carinthia, by the authority of the Master Librarian, to the Masters of Goat Mountain. By royal agreement and past custom, I require the following information to be transmitted with all due haste to the Protector of Wien. A Juvavum bookseller recently had the opportunity to acquire a previously unobtainable work, On the Balance by Euclid, but has been cheated. The library is determined to regain this invaluable book if at all possible–suspicion has fallen on the bargemaster and crew of the Donau Bride, which left Juvavum this morning, believed heading to Wien.


The Protector’s men are requested to seize the barge and search it, before there is an opportunity to dispose of the book within Wien. I am authorised to offer a reward of one hundred shillings for information leading to the return of the book, and our prince’s brother Protector Waldemar is assured of his goodwill and favour.


Written and signed this day, the fourteenth day of March in the fifteenth year of the reign of Gerhard V of Juvavum, Under-librarian Frederik Thaler.





It was perfectly reasonable. This Thaler was expecting nothing more than his due–invoking the name of the prince–to have a message sent to Wien. It would take no more effort than Thaler had taken to write his absurdly wordy letter for her to go to the projection room and transmit their contents near or far. It was a common transaction.


Except there now seemed to be a problem, and no one was telling her what it was. She would have to find out for herself.


Nikoleta took her courage and the letter in her hands, and stepped out into the cloister.


There was no rule requiring her to cover herself, but she felt the overwhelming need to do so, so she did. She felt safer, which was stupid because it was only a bit of cloth: she had a full repertoire of defensive and offensive spells, but she distrusted them to protect her from whatever was wrong.


She didn’t run though, or walk quickly, to the projector. Decorum and order were nothing more than theatre, but she’d grown up in a city where the show of power was more impressive than the power itself. She understood such things and how effective they could be.


She walked along two sides of the cloister square. It was late, and the air spilling down from the mountains was cold. A fog was rising off the river and the lights of the adepts’ house were haloed with mist. Because of the curfew, there was no one else about. It felt odd. There was always activity of some sort, even if it was just the sound of distant, rhythmic screaming.


Nikoleta stopped before she left the cloister and looked behind her. There, in the far corner, was the adept master. Almost, but not quite, impossible to detect, hidden in shadow and shrouded in white. He was watching her, to see what she’d do, to see whether she’d be obedient. Perhaps he hadn’t thought she’d spot him, but he made no further effort to hide. Why should he?


She gripped Thaler’s letter more tightly, and hurried down the vaulted corridor to the projector room.


When she’d first seen it, she’d been struck by its simplicity. For most novices, the discovery that spellcasting was a matter of will, disfigurement and rote learning that left little room for either aptitude or aesthetics was a surprise soon overcome. The same with the projector, which was nothing more than a glass sphere on a stand in the middle of an empty room. And even then, the stand was superfluous, and the sphere only there to be a focus. Masters, she was told, didn’t even need that.


She was alone, which was good, because she wasn’t used to queuing, and she didn’t need an audience, either, even though she’d projected dozens of times, never failing to connect after that first time, which had been humiliating and excruciating in equal measure. Not quite: the embarrassment had burnt long after the whip-marks had faded.


As she opened the door, she was struck by the smell, heavy and decaying, but on sight of the glass, she blotted it out. “Hoson zês, phainou. Mêden holôs su lupou.”


Hesitation wasn’t part of the spell. She walked straight up to the stand and rested the fingertips of her right hand on the top of the sphere, barely touching the cool, clear surface. The whole world was within, and Nikoleta had to search it all for a knot of existence that lay to the east of her. She closed her eyes and felt her concentration waver.


That shouldn’t have happened. She stepped back, wiped her hand on her robe, then extended her hand again.


She stared through the convoluted refractions of the glass to its very centre, the place where she wanted to be, suspended in the middle of a ball of nothing. Then she closed her eyes again.


The glass was black, a black hole she could pass any object through, like a letter, to anywhere she imagined, such as the Protector of Wien’s offices. Something was tapping at her hand. Slowly, rhythmically.


Nikoleta opened her eyes, and saw watery brown dribbles running down her wrist. She looked up.


She jerked back so fast she pushed the glass sphere away from her, the reflex too instinctive to overcome. She landed on her back, the stone floor jarring her all the way from her backside to her jaw. The sphere rolled up the indentation on top of the stand, and the whole thing rocked.


Her breath caught in her throat. The stand teetered for a moment, before the heavy glass ball rolled back, and the stand rocked again. This time towards her. The sphere launched itself into the air.


She unfroze and lunged for it, her hands spread wide like a net.


Nikoleta was entirely unprepared for just how heavy it was. It crushed her fingers against the worn flagstones and she gasped. The stand banged down next to her, narrowly missing both her and the projector.


Tears of relief welled up and trickled down the side of her nose. If she’d failed to catch it, if it had been chipped or broken, she’d… she didn’t know what they’d do to her. She was certain it wouldn’t have been pleasant, and it would have lasted a long time. Bruised fingers were a good exchange.


Thaler’s letter had flopped down on the floor by her side, lying like a wounded bird with half-open leaves for wings. She dragged it closer with her heel, and slid it so that she could roll the sphere onto it. The pressure left her hands, and her blood pulsed into them.


The pain was exquisite, and she tasted copper in her mouth. Her fingers were claws. It hurt to move them almost as much as it did not to move them. She gasped and gagged, but no one seemed to hear her.


She needed to right the stand, and somehow get the projector back on top. Instead, she lay back again, hooking a finger under her veil and drawing it back so she could breathe more easily. The cloth was stained with smears of whatever had landed on her hand.


With every beat of her heart, the ache in her fingers ebbed and flowed. It would pass. Her almost destroying the projector was far more serious. As was the pair of feet she could see, swinging slowly in the dark of the rafters.


It was that smell again, and the liquid was now pooling on the floor, splattering as it landed.


He–it looked like a he, it was difficult to tell, but there were few women adepts–couldn’t have been up there long or there would have been more mess on the stones beneath. Long enough for his clothes to become saturated, though. Half an hour to an hour. Certainly dead, and no spell was going to change that. Not in a good way, anyway.


She glanced at the door. It remained closed. She stared up. The body would stay up there until someone fetched it down, or it rotted.


The projector’s stand was still lying down, the sphere itself still on the sheet of paper. There was a man hanging from the ceiling, and foul discharge dripping off him. Her hands were starting to really hurt now, and one nail had begun to go purple. The message she should have already sent remained unreceived.


Yes, of course this could be worse, she thought. It could be a lot worse, and if I don’t do something about it now, it will be.


She levitated up into the darkness above, until she was face to face with a fellow adept.


Even with his skin a dark purple, his staring eyes veined red with broken blood vessels, his fat, black tongue lolling out of the corner of his mouth, she recognised him. She lit a flame in her bruised hand so that she could make certain: Richart.


He’d joined as a novice a year after her, and had progressed further than she had. He’d had fewer floggings and more mentoring from the senior adepts, while she’d had to struggle for every spell that marked her skin. She knew him. She didn’t like him, but there was so little fellow feeling among the adepts it was a wonder she didn’t actively hate him.


He’d hanged himself. Slowly, quickly, it was difficult to say. The knot he’d tied around the roof beam probably wouldn’t have withstood a long drop, so she imagined he’d slipped the noose over his neck and simply pulled himself up on the other end of the rope. Sorcerers didn’t lack will-power, quite the opposite. It was a surfeit of self-importance that led them to the art. So strangling himself while retaining the ability to save himself wasn’t surprising.


Neither was the fact of suicide. Novices tended to run away if they lacked sufficient steel to be degraded, beaten and humiliated day in, day out. Adepts either killed themselves or killed each other–duels were common, as were fatalities from the injuries sustained. There was no question of anyone else intervening. One less adept meant one less to compete for the prize of being received into the Order of the White Robe.


So she’d seen death, up close and intimate, for years, and for years before that, too.


It was that Richart had done it at all. She pulled back a little, and noticed the letter in his hand. It was similar to hers, but with a more impressive seal. Rigor mortis hadn’t set in, so it was just a matter of coaxing her fingers into movement. Hard, but not impossible.


No letter from the library for Richart. His was from Trommler, Gerhard’s chamberlain. There wasn’t enough light to read by, and she didn’t want to set the paper on fire, so she retreated to the ground and used the magical lights on the walls instead.


It was to Mad Leopold of Bavaria, warning him to keep the Teutons under close watch. Or else. Richart had plainly opened it and read it, tried to deliver it, and killed himself rather than explain why he couldn’t do it. It seemed at first sight a weak, stupid, pathetic, impulsive response.


But he could no longer use the projector.


What if no one could? What if everyone was as weak as Richart? What if she, due to her natural and untaught abilities, was the only one left among the adepts who could still shift their ink and cast a spell? She’d felt plenty of magic at the White Tower. Or had that all been what she’d expected, and had she fooled herself into believing it so?


Nikoleta decided it was time to go. Richart could swing for a little longer; she didn’t care. She briefly scanned again the contents of the second letter, and cast it to the floor. The projector could stay where it was, too. Both letters would remain unsent tonight, or any other night. She might need to fight the adept master as soon as she left the room, and she wanted to save her energy.


That was a decision quickly and easily made: if he confronted her, demanded to know why she’d failed in her task, then she’d duel with him. He must have known about Richart, because it must have been him who’d given Richart the letter. He’d wanted Nikoleta to join him.


She waited by the door to see if she could sense anyone outside. Nothing.


Using the latch was more difficult than it should have been, but it was only momentary pain. Closing the heavy door quietly behind her made her wince, but no more than that.


The corridor was crowded with shadows. Ghosts, real and imagined, swirled around her, but she pushed her way through. She covered her face again and strode out into the cloister. The adept master was not there.


Tomorrow, then. She would get her answers tomorrow.
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Büber watched the sun rise in the east, over the broad Donau plain. He’d already made a fire, boiled some water for a mash, and let it cool out of reach of his tethered horse. It was his turn now, bits of sausage and day-old bread.


As he chewed, he kept one eye on the Teuton’s camp. The fires that had burnt low during the night were restoked before dawn, and a great murmuring noise had risen from the site. They were packing up and getting ready to move on.


Büber had never seen a pitched battle between two armies before–skirmishes, yes, a few people on each side and none of them a hexmaster, but they weren’t planned like a proper war with regiments and steel and horses…


The mere idea of three hundred horsemen arrayed with their banners and armour and lances fascinated him. Part of him wanted the Teutons to throw caution to the wind and come riding across the Simbach bridge just so he could see them. The destruction that would follow in their wake would be terrible, though. Not good for those caught up in it: not good for Carinthia at all.


Then there came the sound of another horse coming along the forest road. He reached for his saddle pack, pulled his sword out of its scabbard and hid it under his legs.


The rider came at a trot, his barrel-chested mount forcing his legs wide.


“Peter?”


Büber shielded his eyes. “Torsten. Just in time for breakfast.”


Torsten Nadel slowed to a walk and gratefully sat back down into his saddle. “Fuck me, the things we have to do for His Majesty.”


“Where were you?” Büber sliced some more sausage with his knife and poked it onto a green twig. “I thought you’d finished checking the passes?”


“I was on my way down. Up near Ennsbruck. Fucking giants chased me from pillar to post.” Nadel slid out of the saddle and put his hands in the small of his back. His spine clicked.


“The same up at the Katschberg.” Büber put the meat on to roast. “Some idiot Venetian tried to get a donkey-train over the top and got ripped to pieces for his pains. I’ve never known giants come down that low this soon. Did you tell the prince?”


“Wegener came through last night when he told me about Walter of Danzig’s little show. Guessed that you could do with some help.” Nadel crouched down next to the fire, warming his face and inhaling the smells of cooking. “But yes, I dropped by the White Fortress on the way.”


Büber pointed to the far side of the bank. “That’s the Teutons. Nearby should be some Bavarian spearmen, but I didn’t see any last night. They’re probably keeping the Teutons against the river in case they get the urge to wander further afield for forage.”


Nadel watched for a moment, at the smoke and dust rising through the treetops. “How did they take it, getting the body of their leader back flatter than when they last saw him?”


“I didn’t wait for a reply. Sneaked through the town in the dead of night, and just got close enough so that when I whacked the horse on its arse, one of their pickets spotted it. After that I was too busy running away to see what they did.” Büber turned the sausages and reached for a chunk of bread. “They began striking camp from before first light, but they haven’t started off yet, in whichever direction they decide. Maybe they stopped to burn him, if Teutons burn their dead.”


“You’ve got your sword out, Peter.”


“I didn’t know it was you, did I?” He passed Nadel the bread and resheathed his blade. He chewed at a finger stump. “I’d rather have an honest-to-gods sword in my hand than make a mistake.”


“We’re prince’s men, Peter. We’re Carinthian. In Carinthia.”


“I used to think that was enough. I mean, look at the pair of us. We’ve enough fingers between us for one normal man and scars enough for ten. We’ve been attacked by every bastard animal, real or magical, within the borders, and that’s okay. It’s part of the job.”


“Sure, but…”


“You ever had to fight another man? When you hadn’t been drinking?”


“I was going to say yes, but no. Not if you put it like that.” Nadel reached out and snagged the stick holding the sausage slices. He ripped his bread open and slid the meat inside.


“Why’s that then?”


“Because no one’s fucking insane enough to try it? They don’t want their mind burnt out or the ground beneath them turned into molten rock.”


“I’ve done it. By accident. You come across some outlaws who’ve wandered too close to the boundary markers and forgotten whose land they’re on.” Büber stared into the fire. “Last time must have been ten years ago now.”


“So why fill your sword-hand now?” Nadel was making short work of his food, and his horse was slowly advancing on the bucket of cooling mash.


“Another kid went missing yesterday.”


“Fuck. Where?”


“Some village near the lakes. On the road you’ve just ridden down.”


“Well,” said Nadel, wiping his mouth with his sleeve, “I made it.”


“You’re not a kid. Whatever it is only takes kids. Kids and…”


“How many does that make? Five or six?”


“Torsten, this isn’t some counting thing like a banker would do. I know this boy’s uncle.” Irritated, Büber ripped a handful of grass out of the ground and threw it at Nadel’s horse. “Hey, you old nag. Wait your turn.”


“Any ideas?”


“Not a clue.” He wasn’t going to tell Nadel about the unicorns any more than he was going to tell Kelner. “Just hope they all turn up alive one day.”


Büber got to his feet and rescued the mash bucket, carrying it over to his own horse and setting it down in front of her.


Nadel looked off into the distance, and wisely changed the subject. “So these Teutons: how does His Majesty want it played?”


“They’re expected to stay north. Where they cross the Alps is up to them, but if they come into Carinthia, they’ll be slaughtered.”


“Harsh but fair.”


“Danzig was an arsehole. Remember what happened last year?”


Nadel cupped his balls. “I remember.”


“I’ll follow them on the Carinthian side until they’ve cleared our borders. If they turn south sooner, I’ll get a message back to the White Fortress so that Gerhard can do whatever it is he wants to do to them.” Büber wrestled the bucket away from his horse, and brought what was left over to Nadel’s. “That’s what I still plan to do, but what I could really do with is going to talk to the Bavarians and getting them to hurry the Teutons along. I’ve got better things to do than watch them crawl along for two weeks.”


“I can watch them for you. Doesn’t bother me how long they take.” Nadel got up and stretched again. “You go and talk to Leopold’s men.”


Büber weighed up the suggestion. He got on well enough with Nadel, who could be crass and coarse but was otherwise a decent enough man. Trustworthy, up to a point–but the prince had said that he, his huntmaster, should do it.


“I don’t know.” Then he came to a decision. “I’ll go and see the Bavarians once the Teutons have started east. You keep an eye on them, and I’ll catch you up. If they behave, good. If they don’t, one of us can take the message while the other shadows them.”


“Done. It’s been a long, hard winter, and it’s good to be outside.” Nadel caught his horse, who was busy kicking the last of the mash out of the bucket. He began to strip the tack away.


Büber nodded and thought about doing the reverse. “This side of the river only. Doesn’t bother me if they see you–it’s probably better that they do, but the water’s narrow in places. Easy enough to sling a quarrel into your chest.”


“I’ll stay out of bow-shot.” Nadel looked down into the valley. “Fires are going out. White smoke, being doused.”


“Better get going, then.” Büber picked up the saddle and blanket, and advanced on his horse, dressing it quickly and efficiently. It stood there and took it, occasionally turning its head to see what its rider was doing. Büber patted its neck and quietened the beast at the appropriate moments. He liked horses well enough, and they suffered him being on their back, but he wasn’t a natural. Not like the prince.


Horse ready, he packed his bags and hung them across the saddle. Sword, crossbow, seal of authority: the tools of his trade.


The steam from the quenched fires was dissipating, the thinning cloud stretched and fading over the town. Now that it was clearing, he looked beyond for the Bavarian army camp, and could see nothing.


“Maybe they struck earlier,” he said to himself, but Nadel heard and answered.


“That’s unlikely. Bavarians are lazy bastards at the best of times.”


Büber checked the tack one last time, then put his foot in the stirrup, heaving himself up and on. The horse shuffled its feet and champed on its bit as he took up the reins.


“Stay alert,” said Büber. “I’ll see you in a day or so.”


He nudged the horse into a walk and slowly made his way down the hill to the bridge. The first barges of the day were leaving the Simbach quays and heading east and west, and carts were heading to market.


The lower he got, the less he saw, and soon he was down among the houses on the Carinthian side. The bridge buttresses were ahead, their deep-set incantations shining faintly against the black rock.


Up in the mountains, where the border was less defined and held more in common than in law, he’d sometimes come across a group of soldiers or hunters from a neighbouring palatinate, and they’d share news and swap stories. Down here, in the lowlands where rivers and roads marked the beginning and end of territories, it was different. He was a prince’s man on the prince’s land. Outside it, he could only rely on Carinthia’s reputation and his own right arm, and he’d never liked issuing threats.


“Don’t be such a woman,” he growled, and tapped the horse’s flanks with his heel. “Get.”


The crossing was as long as the river was wide, across the arch of stone that carried him over the water.


“Hey,” said a voice, and Büber looked down to see four men, three of them holding spears, blocking his way.


“What?” He started paying attention. The unarmed man was better dressed than his companions, with a floppy hat perched on his head. The others were just townsmen, older, grey haired, but lean and competent enough. “What is this?”


“Toll.”


“Fuck off.” He said it more out of surprise than belligerence. “Since when did I have to pay to use a Carinthian bridge?”


“Everyone has to pay,” said the man, ostentatiously adjusting his clothing to show the painted wooden plaque hung around his neck. “Earl’s orders.”


“Does Leopold know about this? More to the point, does the prince know you’re taxing his subjects?” Not for the first time, Büber wished he could make a horse walk backwards. He was too close. Yes, of course he could afford a toll: he had money, but didn’t see why he should part with a single red penny.


“Are you refusing to pay?”


Büber looked down at the men. “What’re you going to do if I don’t?”


From the look of confusion on the spear-carriers’ faces, the question hadn’t arisen before. They looked at each other, then to the man with the hat.


“We… will…” he started, and finally an idea came to him, “… take you before the earl.”


“Good,” said Büber. “Lead on.”


“What?”


“Take me to this earl of yours.” He leant back in his saddle and felt for his own royal seal. “I can find out why he’s charging for something we provided for nothing.”


He held up the token long enough for the man to inspect it, but not for so long that it was still there when a hand came up to take it from him.


The man wearing the plaque shrugged. “Show him the way.”


“Why don’t you show me the way?” asked Büber pointedly. “That way you won’t tax anyone crossing our bridge.”


“You’re not in Carinthia, I’m not a Carinthian.” He jerked his head in the vague direction of the town. “You arrogant bastards need to be taken down a peg or two. Now go and have it out with Fuchs.”


One of the spearmen rolled his eyes and started walking up the street, and Büber followed slowly behind on the horse.


“I said it was a stupid idea,” said the man over his shoulder, and Büber stopped his mount, swung himself off and took hold of the reins.


“What do you mean?”


“That. Charging a toll. Stupid. Gerhard was going to find out sooner or later.”


“So why is your earl doing it? Did Leopold tell him to?”


The man spat on the ground and looked around for eavesdroppers. There were enough people around to suggest he shouldn’t be so free with his words, but he decided he didn’t care. “Leopold’s an inbred, web-toed, six-fingered mouth-breather, and Fuchs is just cruel and spiteful. But they’re both broke. Neither have a penny to their names.”


Bavaria should be rich. It had farms and pastures and forests–all of it lowlands, not like Carinthia that was half mountains.


“Why not?” Büber had a flask somewhere in his saddlebags, a little metal one that contained something a bit stronger than water.


“Fuchs paid off the Teutons. Cleaned him out completely. That’s why we’re at the bridge.”


“But you had a thousand spears at their back, hustling them through the land as fast as they could go.” They were in the town square, where there was nothing as grand as Juvavum could offer: no fountains, no high houses, no rich merchants, no wide-skirted ladies. “What happened to the soldiers?”


“Leopold’s cash ran out as well, didn’t it? He’s built too many stupid castles to be able to afford an army. So they all went home.” The man leant on his spear and pointed to a three-storey timber-framed house. “That’s the Town Hall. You’ll find Earl Fuchs inside. Doesn’t bother me if you go in or not.”


“Let’s just get this straight,” said Büber. “There’s no one guarding the Teutons?”


The man shook his head. “Thank the gods they took the bribe instead of sacking the town. They’re going away east now.”


“I know where they’re going. Or I thought I did.” Büber chewed at his fingers. He looked at the Town Hall, and back down the road they’d just come along. The man with the spear pursed his lips and started to wander away.


“Where are you going?” asked Büber.


“All Fuchs told me to do was stand by the bridge and get some money.” The man disappeared into the crowd of townsfolk, the top of his spear marking his progress towards a beer cellar at one of the corners of the square.


“Fuck,” said Büber under his breath. Earl Fuchs and his explanation would have to wait.


He spent a little time and money–Carinthian coin being good in most places–on some bread and sausage and cheese, and some beer.


Then he turned and rode back to the river.


The man with the hat was still there with his guards, still extracting tolls.


“Hey, Carinthian. I thought you were going to see the earl?”


“I changed my mind,” said Büber. He dug his heels in, and the horse trotted over the long span of the bridge. Once he had honestto-gods Carinthian soil underfoot again, he turned east.
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For anyone else, Nadel would have been hard to find. But Büber wasn’t anyone, and a man on a horse left tracks that a man on his own would not. Neither was Nadel trying to hide, not from him at least.


Büber followed the riverside at a distance, stopping every so often to listen, and after a while he got down and led his mount on foot. The southern bank was steep and wooded before it flattened out into the farmed plain between the water course and the hills behind. He was shielded from sight and could still move more or less freely.


Shod hooves stopped leaving marks in the soft dark earth, and the ferns at the side of the path were trampled. He bent down and peered into the shifting greens and browns. After a few moments, the outline of a horse resolved against the shadows, and Büber carefully led his own horse into the gap.


He tied it to a branch, and crept down the bank to where Nadel sat, motionless, behind a screen of milk parsley.


“That was quick,” murmured Nadel. He didn’t take his eyes off the opposite bank.


Büber lowered himself to the ground and looked through the green stems and broad leaves. On the north bank, where the slope was more gentle, and the soil had partially collapsed into the river, a chain of women were filling buckets.


He looked further inland and could make out the carts and horses of the Teutons, scattered through the thin woodland. Carinthian carts didn’t need draught animals, and it still surprised Büber that anyone else’s did.


“We’ve got a problem,” he said.


“What sort of problem?”


“Those Bavarian spearmen have gone home. No money to pay for them, so I’m told.”


“That’ll make things interesting. Have you seen some of these Teuton women? Faces like a robber’s dog chewing a wasp.”


“They’ll be more used to fighting than you.”


A Teuton mercenary rode slowly by the line of buckets and shouted something: encouragement or an insult, it sounded the same. The women took the opportunity to belittle his manhood, his bravery and his horse, in that order. That much Büber could make out from the gestures.


“And that,” said Nadel, “is why they’re barbarians, and we’re civilised men. Our women just don’t behave like that. Thank the gods they don’t look like that either.”


Büber gnawed at a finger. “They’ve got Simbach’s money. The earl there paid them off.”


“Really? Why would he do that?”


“Without the spearmen, maybe he thought he had to. The man I spoke to said it was either empty the purses or they’d tear up the town.” The horseman had ridden on, and the women resumed their bucket-chain. “I know they’ve got a shaman stashed somewhere, but I’m told just one of our hexmasters would be enough to take not only his skin off, but all the others too.”


“Where are they heading?”


“South, somewhere. I know the Doge is spoiling for a fight with Milano. Plenty of coin to pay for three hundred heavy horse on either side. And if Bavaria has given them enough money, they could get there without having to take one of the alpine passes.”


“All the way to the Adriatic,” said Nadel. “Horses hate travel by boat, but I can’t see that bothering this lot.”


“This… this should have been simple, right?”


“Nothing’s ever simple, Master Büber.” Nadel leant forward slightly, tilting his head. “Barge?”


Büber listened for himself, and could make out the rhythmic wash of water against the upstream-pointed bow of a river barge.


“At least the Teutons seem to be back on the road.” Nadel nodded at the direction of the women, who struggled up the bank with the last of their loads and disappeared back into the trees.


“We’d better get going ourselves.” Büber stared across the river. “I’m wondering if one of us shouldn’t go and tell the prince about the Bavarians being broke. I mean, apart from castles, what the Hel have they been spending it on?”


“Frankish wine? They’ve got this stuff called brandy. Very moreish.”


The Teutons seemed to have vanished completely. The cart Büber had made out earlier wasn’t there, but neither had he seen it move. Perhaps he’d been distracted.


The barge came into view, tracking the centre of the river. The painted prow and the decorated panels on the sides were a contrast to the natural browns and greens: eyes on the front, as tradition demanded, and a series of scenes of dwarves mining and forging metals down to the rudder, all flame and spark.


Büber was just wondering when he’d last seen a dwarf when the first arrow hit the bargemaster. It transfixed his tattooed arm, the broad head sticking out one side, the flights the other.


The man barely had time to look down and register the pain. He was struck half a dozen times in the torso, and one pierced his neck. More arrows had been loosed, and they looped across the water, their trajectories flat.


“Shit.” Büber flattened himself against the damp earth and motioned for Nadel to do the same. The barge had almost drawn level with them, and with its master slumped on the deck, it was starting to slow and turn.


Feeling the change of pace, and hearing the odd banging noises on the hull, a bargee half-emerged through the little doors and stopped. He saw that his employer, colleague, friend even, was dead.


Another swarm of arrows flashed out of the undergrowth on the far bank. One hit the thin wooden door right by the bargee’s head. The point scratched him and he fell backwards.


“Torsten, we have to do something.” Büber raised his head enough to see that the barge was almost sideways across the river. Three men, dressed in Teuton-style chain shirts and half-helmets, stepped out into plain sight and judged the distance. Too far to jump, and the current was starting to carry the boat to the Carinthian side. They shouted instructions behind them.


“Hooks. They’re calling for rope and hooks.” Nadel knelt up. “If they get hold of it, they’ll butcher what’s left of the crew.”


“It’s coming our way first.” Büber made up his mind. “Crossbow?”


“On my saddle.”


Büber made a crouching run, only straightening up when he was almost at the horses. His heart was banging in his chest so hard it felt like it might knock its way through his ribs. Fear and anger both. He found Nadel’s crossbow, and a bag of short bolts in the saddlebags, then he found his own.


Rattling, he ran back. Nadel held out his hands, and Büber threw him his weapon, then skidded to a halt beside him.


“Spread out. Two different angles,” said Nadel. He heaved at the bow’s steel lever, cocking it, and shook out a pile of bolts by his side.


“And keep moving. If they spot us…” said Büber, then he shut up. Nadel knew as well as he did. Keeping low, he moved a dozen paces downstream, slinging his bag of bolts over his shoulder. He put his back to a tree and looked for a target.


The Teutons had got their rope and hooks, and were fishing for barges. One threw too short. The iron hook at the end fell into the water, and he quickly reeled it in.


A stupid time to be having such thoughts, but perhaps Thaler was right: he should take an apprentice. If he lived through this, he’d consider it more carefully.


He worried a bolt out and laid it in the groove. He glanced to his left and saw Nadel watching him, impatiently waiting for him to be ready.


Of the three men on the opposite bank he could see, he had an uninterrupted view of just one, who was trotting down the riverbank to get ahead of the drifting barge. Büber raised the stock to his shoulder and sighted down it. The Teutons didn’t know he was there, but they were about to find out–now was his last chance to change his mind and stay hidden.


His fingers curled around the trigger and squeezed. The bolt spiralled away, a flash of bright feathers making a rainbow blur. It buried itself in the man’s chest, waving aside the metal links as if they were a matter of no consequence. The Teuton managed one last cry before his lungs filled up with blood.


Nadel caught one of the others in the leg. It broke against his bone, and he went down screaming.


Time for both of them to move. Büber ducked around a tree to reload, and the wood was suddenly alive with sharp black blurs. He felt a double concussion as two arrows smacked into the bark he’d put at his back. They were firing wild, though, with no idea where he was. And no Teuton hedge wizard would find him either; he was indistinguishable from the forest that hid him.


He ducked down again and scrabbled for the next tree-trunk. The leaves above him rattled and flicked. It was going to be blind chance whether they hit him or not, and he had to accept that or run away.


The stern of the barge was encroaching on the overhanging branches on his side of the bank, the bow drifting just beyond midstream. More of the Teutons had risked coming into view, with two of them scooping up the ropes of the fallen and another acting as spotter for the archers who stayed behind the tree line.


Büber needed to take him down. He uncoiled and straightened, aiming carefully.


His target shaded his eyes to see better. Perhaps he caught sight of a man-shaped figure, or a glimpse of coloured flights. He pointed, shouted and Büber fired all at the same time. Knowing he’d been seen, the hunter leapt away and found a fat sycamore to cringe behind as the ground around him sprouted a harvest of quarrels.


“Peter?”


“Keep away. They’ve got my range.”


“They’ve also got the barge.”


It was still too risky to even glance around. The barrage remained just as intense, and he was pinned down. Nothing for it, then.


“Hey, you on the barge. Now is the only chance you have. Tables, door, anything. You’re on the Carinthian side but not for long.”


He had no idea if they’d heard him, but he heard one of the Teutons get caught by Nadel’s next bolt. The storm of arrows switched its focus: Nadel had deliberately shown himself to give Büber respite.


The stern of the barge hovered close to the bank. It was the only opportunity he was going to get before the Teutons reeled it in. He knew it would be impossible to move silently; there was almost nowhere to put his feet where there wasn’t an arrow sticking out of the soft soil.


He turned and ran and jumped, landing next to the body of the bargemaster. The bulk of the barge protected him if he crouched down, which was a good thing as he’d attracted attention. All the arrows were coming in shallow, glancing off the hull, splashing in the water, but their noise made him cower.


“Wotan’s one eye, this is stupid.” He forced himself to bang on the hold doors. “If you’re coming, this is it.”


The door opened a crack and there was a faint reflection from a wide, white eye. Satisfied that Büber wasn’t a Teuton, the occupant opened the door a little further.


The boat jerked backwards. The gap between the last board and dry land widened visibly.


“Now. Out.”


There were two of them, one young, one old, both equally terrified. They’d heard the arrows striking the boat, now they saw the reality.


“We can’t do that,” the older man stuttered.


“Then you’re going to die here.” Büber recocked his crossbow, and slotted another bolt. “Torsten?” he called out. “Now would be good.”


Nadel appeared upstream and killed one of the men pulling on the grappling hook. More willing hands took the dead man’s place, and as before, the Teuton bowmen switched targets.


“Run,” shouted Büber to the bargees. “Run and jump.”


The boy crawled out onto the deck and crouched down, uncertain whether to go or stay.


“I’ll leave you behind if you don’t go now.”


The boy nodded feverishly and managed to find his feet. It wasn’t far, but he almost didn’t make it. His first footing landed on the very edge of the undercut bank. It sank under his weight, but gave way completely only after he’d spilt face-first into the leaf litter and tree roots.


“You next.” Büber grabbed the man’s arm and hauled him into the open. The boy was just about starting to move, and was far too slow for the Carinthian’s liking. “Don’t just lie there, you arsehole!”


The rope connecting the boat to the far side of the river went taut with a crack, and the barge started to swing out into open water, away from the branches with their concealing leaves.


Büber stood up, put his hand to the bargee’s back and pushed hard. Even as the man flew through the air, Büber braced his foot against the cargo hold and took the short run-up as fast as he could.


He landed awkwardly on the bank. The bolt he’d carefully laid on the stock of his crossbow bounced off, and he felt suddenly naked in a way he hadn’t before. The bargee he’d pushed was struggling up the bank, and, almost without thinking, Büber reached down and grabbed a handful of the man’s clothing between his shoulders.


Like a mother cat, he picked him up and ran a few steps before he overbalanced and crashed down again. An arrow whistled past his face, stroking his cheek before it puffed up the debris on the ground next to his wide-staring eye.


He rolled away, and put some trees between him and the Teutons.


“Torsten? Pull back. I’ve got them!”


The arrow fire dropped away, but only when Büber reached the edge of the trees and the track that followed it did he stop.


The boy emerged, his shoulder under the older bargee’s arm, dragging him forward. The man cried out as the boy sank to his knees to drop his load to the ground. There was a thick black arrow in his buttocks. Then Nadel showed himself, face slick with sweat but pale as a ghost. His fingers were bleeding with the constant effort of cocking and recocking his bow.


“Peter? You crazy bastard.”


Büber felt like he was on fire. Every nerve, every sinew was tight and ready. He was so alive, he hadn’t noticed the blood dribbling in a fat stream down his face and neck.


He started to laugh with joy, with exhilaration and relief, and the others looked at him as if he were mad.
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Gerhard was undecided. He customarily met his enemies in the throne room and his friends in his private chambers. He rarely met the men who worked for him anywhere, leaving the passing of orders to Trommler.


But here was Büber, master of the hunt, having ridden all night from Simbach. He had news of the Teutons, and the breathless messenger had said that half the man’s face was obscured with blood.


The sergeants’ quarters, then. Get him cleaned up and fed. Gerhard wrapped a cloak around himself and a servant opened the door for him. Trommler was already awake, up, and dressed.


“Good morning, my lord,” he said, and gave a short bow.


“Am I allowed to suggest it’s hardly morning?” Gerhard frowned at the greying sky outside.


“You are, my lord, but the gods decree that it is morning all the same.”


The prince didn’t often blaspheme against the Aesir, but he had to bite his tongue. Something told him that a day that started like this wasn’t going to get better by nightfall.


In the sergeants’ mess, Büber was cursing at a woman who was trying to mop his wound with diluted wine. He was sitting on a stool, his hands clamped on his thighs; she was standing next to him with a bowl and a bloodied cloth.


“Don’t be such a baby,” she scolded.


“Then stop scrubbing at it like it’s a stewpot, you old witch.” Büber turned and tried to grab the rag away from her. Then he saw the prince regarding him like a turd in the chamber pot. He batted the woman aside and stood unsteadily. “My lord.”


Gerhard walked slowly over and reached out for Büber’s chin. He moved it left, then right.


“Will you live?”


“Yes… yes, my lord.”


“Then sit down and let the goodwife get on with her duties, while you tell me what’s so important that my royal person is hauled from his bedchamber like a common labourer.” Gerhard kicked one of the bench seats out and sat opposite him.


“Yes, my lord.” Büber blushed under his dried blood crust. “The Bavarians have lost control of the Teuton horsemen. One of the Earl of Simbach’s men told me that Leopold is broke, and since there was no coin to pay the soldiers, they went back to their homes. The Earl of Simbach has imposed a toll on the bridge to raise some cash locally, because everything he had went to paying the Teutons not to raze the town.”


Gerhard’s face grew increasingly immobile until he looked like one of the old Roman statues. After a while, he motioned with his finger to Büber’s face.


“What happened there?”


“Me and Torsten Nadel were tracking the Teutons from the south bank of the Enn–they stopped to water the horses–when a barge came upstream. They attacked it, killed the bargemaster, and grappled the boat.” He chewed at his lip. “We got the crew off.”


“At some personal risk, I see.” Gerhard was furious, but he’d show that later and in private.


“It was… they didn’t care, my lord. Between us, me and Torsten put about six of them in the ground, and they just didn’t care. Like they were animals.”


“Perhaps, Master Chamberlain, we should have dealt with them all while we had the opportunity.” Gerhard looked at his own pink-stained fingers. “And perhaps our brother Leopold has some questions to answer, too.”


“Quite, my lord.” Trommler made a rumbling noise in his throat. “Shall I request the hexmasters’ pleasure?”


“Among other things, yes. But that’s where we’ll start. I want every one of those barbarian Teutons dead by dusk tomorrow.” The prince’s hand strayed unconsciously to where his sword-hilt normally was, but not even princes wore swords in bed. “Now, huntmaster.”


“My lord?”


“Two things. You did well saving the crew of the barge. I have no doubt they’re grateful for their lives and that you were exceptionally brave. Well done.”


“Thank you, my lord.”


“And if you’d died, and Nadel also, I’d have absolutely none of the information you’ve just told me. Which makes you an exceptionally brave idiot. If you think I need to know something urgently enough to ride from one side of Carinthia to the other without stopping, you do that first. Then, and only then, do you risk your neck on some stupid and most likely suicidal rescue. Have I made myself quite clear, huntmaster?”


Büber swallowed. His Idun’s apple bobbed conspicuously. “Yes, my lord.”


“Good. Now get your face sewn up, eat something and get some sleep. I’ll be needing you sooner than you’d like.” Gerhard pulled a sour face and stood, with Büber struggling to follow suit.


The prince waved him down again. “Come, Trommler. We have work to do.”


“My lord,” said Trommler. “By your leave, huntmaster.”


They left the sergeants’ quarters and headed back to the prince’s rooms.


“What appointments do I have today?” Gerhard was striding purposefully, and Trommler, with his much shorter steps, struggled to keep up.


“You were to meet with the council this morning to officially open the summer passes, and this afternoon you had promised my lady some hawking.”


“Don’t we have giants?”


“Yes, my lord. In both the Katschberg pass and the Enn valley.”


“So doesn’t that stop me from officially opening the passes?”


“No, my lord. Although it would be prudent to get rid of the giants before the first wagons attempt the journey.”


“Events are running away from us, Trommler. I don’t like that. It smacks of complacency. Bavaria treats us like we’re a milk-cow, and the Teutons pretend they can act with impunity. Summon the hexmasters and have them meet me in the throne room in, say, two hours. Apprise them of the situation and have them make ready their battle-magic, however it is they do that. Tell the council, pressing affairs of state and so on, and I will see them another time. Apologise to my good lady wife, but the hawking will have to wait. Tell Reinhardt to assemble the guard, and send out messengers for the earls who live close enough to bring themselves and their squires. And baggage and attendants. And…” Gerhard tapped his lips and hesitated at his antechamber door, “… have my armour polished and sent to the throne room.”


“The ceremonial armour, my lord?”


“No, the genuine article. If Leopold is incapable of keeping order in his lands, it’s up to me to remind him how it’s done.” He leant against the door frame. “How long is it since a prince of Carinthia rode out to war?”


“One hundred and fifty-six years, my lord.”


“Long enough for memories to grow short. It’s time for a demonstration of power that should keep us at peace for the next century and a half. Even if we have to raze Simbach ourselves in the process.” Gerhard punched the dark wood carefully with his fist. “That would be a legacy to leave Felix.”


Trommler bowed low. “My lord has spoken.”


“I’m going to enjoy this, Trommler. I think the boy should come along, too. The Fop as well. It’s about time he saw how honest Germans fight.”


“I shall inform them accordingly of my lord’s wishes.” The chamberlain spoke the same phrase that he’d used to Büber. “By your leave, my lord.”


“Yes, yes, of course. A busy morning.” Gerhard waved his hand, and Trommler bowed again before shuffling away.


The prince closed the door behind him and stalked around his room, poking at this and that, unable to keep still for a moment. By contrast, the servant beside the door stood motionless, all but invisible. Finally, the prince noticed both his own blood-stained fingers and the servant standing there.


“I need to wash. Then I need something to wear under armour.”
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