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THE PAPERS HERE PRESENTED, which have been lodged in a bank vault for many years under the simple but unhelpful instruction, “Wait until everyone is dead,” purport to be the memoirs of Mr. Jasper Detchard and are, in the author’s words, “a response” to the account of the Ruritanian succession crisis written by Mr. Rudolf Rassendyll, and later published as The Prisoner of Zenda.

The Publisher is aware that the present history casts the gravest doubt on both the veracity of Mr. Rassendyll and the honour of the present Ruritanian royal family, and makes no assertion whatsoever as to the truth of Mr. Detchard’s tale. We present it solely as a fictional artefact, and any complaints about the contents, requests for withdrawal, or legal threats should be made directly to our solicitors.











The Royal Family







Rudolf Elphberg, Crown Prince of Ruritania

Michael Elphberg, Duke of Strelsau, half brother to Rudolf

Flavia Elphberg, Princess of the Blood, cousin to Michael and Rudolf







Team Rudolf







Colonel Sapt, a military man

Fritz von Tarlenheim, gentleman-in-waiting

Rudolf Rassendyll, a passing Englishman







Team Michael







Jasper Detchard, a henchman

Rupert von Hentzau, a cad

Bersonin, a poisoner

Lauengram, a minor noble

De Gautet, a swordsman

Krafstein, a pimp

Antoinette de Mauban, Michael’s mistress
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CHAPTER ONE
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When I read a story, I skip the explanations; yet the moment I begin to write one, I find that I must have an explanation.

This is Rudolf Rassendyll’s introduction to his swashbuckling tale of intrigue, love, treachery, cold-blooded murder, and hot-blooded men. His account, privately circulated, has become the accepted truth amongst the few privileged to read it. It is a story of courage in the dark, honour in the teeth of love, nobility above all. It gives us a beautiful, passionate princess, a man who renounces love and crown for the sake of a greater and purer cause, and a villain—such a villain. Rupert of Hentzau: reckless and wary, graceful and graceless, handsome, debonair, vile, and unconquered. Rupert flees the pages of Rassendyll’s story a thwarted monster, never to be seen again; Rassendyll retires from the field with honour unstained; and the true King of Ruritania reigns in Strelsau.

What a pile of shit.

My name is Jasper Detchard, and according to Rassendyll’s narrative I am dead. This should give you some idea of his accuracy, since I do not dictate these words to some cabbage-scented medium from beyond the veil. There is no doubt that I will be dead by the time anyone reads these pages—in fact, it is absolutely necessary that should be the case, as my words would earn me the inconvenience of a very long prison sentence or a very short drop, and moreover the fate of a kingdom could be swayed by my words. But I am, as I write, alive, well, and irritated. There is a long railway journey ahead of me, a glass of brandy to my hand, and a heavily and obscenely annotated copy of the Rassendyll manuscript by my side. I intend to use them all to tell the truth.

My name is Jasper Detchard. I was born to a well-off family in the outskirts of—oh dear God, must I? It is customary in these accounts to rehearse one’s family history in vast detail over three generations, but I am quite sure my reader is, if possible, even less interested in my paternal grandmother than I am. To hell with it.

My name is not Jasper Detchard. Obviously it is not. I had another name once, but I stained it at school with various crimes, culminating in a sufficiently serious indiscretion that my parents declined to give me the opportunity of being thrown out of a university too, and disposed of me via the Army and a posting to India. This suited me well, since England is too small for my fancy and too moralistic for my tastes. Unfortunately, the Army brought Englishness with it, and to cut a long and doubtless shocking story short, I was cashiered. I left the Army with numerous prizes for swordplay, a dishonourable discharge, a reputation for cheating at cards (fairly earned), another for indulgence in the fuck that dare not speak its name (ditto), and a request from my family that I no longer claim kinship with them, since they wanted none with me. I did them that service and named myself Detchard, after the first town where I sucked a man off, and Jasper, because if one’s lot in life is to be a Victorian villain, one might as well play the game properly.

So there I was, rootless, wandering, rebaptised into a new life without family or history. I worked my way back from India using my cards, wits, and blade, but did not trouble England’s shores. The Continent is a more welcoming place for my sort of people: adventurers, wanderers, gentleman thieves and gentleman thugs, ladies of the day and night, gamblers and fences and information brokers, aristocrats brought low, masquerading commoners reaching dangerously high. We of that tribe drift in and out of lives and languages and countries, a loose fraternity of rogues with a looser tangle of loyalties and rivalries, and one may see the same face over the course of years in a Berlin nightspot, a Prague palace, and a Roman gaol.

To give a single example: I was in Vienna when I first met a very pretty Frenchwoman of seventeen flaunted as mistress by a dishonest stockbroker three times her age. I next encountered her when I was hired as bravo at an extremely elegant and accommodating brothel in Dresden where she presided over the festivities. She recognised me at once—unsurprisingly, as I had killed her first protector in front of her—but she was utterly charming about the whole business, assuring me that she had found him as tiresome as the people who had hired me to do it. We worked together for a highly entertaining eighteen months, until she accepted an ambassador’s carte blanche, and I decided to sell my blade to a more generous bidder. Three years later, when I lay in a Paris gaol cell awaiting the inevitable discovery of a single, deadly proof of my guilt and the equally inevitable trip to Madame Guillotine, it was my pretty Frenchwoman to whom I wrote in desperation, and she who bailed and bribed me out, at eye-watering cost. Such is the demimonde life, where risks and passions run high, true friendships are as precious and as rare as diamonds, and morals are an inconvenience.

That is Mr. Jasper Detchard for you, take him or leave him, and that was the man sought out by Michael Elphberg that chilly autumn. Michael, Duke of Strelsau, second son to Rudolf IV of Ruritania. Michael, who would be king.

I really am going to have to do the explanations now.

Ruritania is a small kingdom nestled in the heart of Europe, to the south-east of Germany, a mountainous, forested, picturesque little place of some strategic importance thanks to its location and defensible mountainous borders. For the last two centuries it has been ruled by the Elphberg dynasty, a family noted for their blue eyes and striking dark red hair. You may wander through the picture galleries of the palace at Strelsau and see blue-eyed, red-haired Elphbergs going back to their humble beginnings as mere dukes. Red is the hue of royalty in Ruritania: as the old saying has it, “If he’s red, he’s right!”

I invite you to consider what this means. For a family to remain red-headed and blue-eyed down two centuries, in a land not filled with redheads or aristocrats, requires either careful breeding or a failure to grasp simple principles of stock management. Given the nearby example of the Hapsburg royal family, whose twisted family tree ended in a wretched lunatic whose grandmother was also his aunt, one might think the Elphbergs would have considered their habit of cousin-marriage more carefully, but as these pages will show, you can’t tell a Ruritanian aristocrat anything.

Some thirty years before our story starts, Ruritania’s King Rudolf IV married his first cousin, who made up in red hair and blue eyes what she lacked in stamina, brains, or chin. She gave him a sickly brat of a son, also Rudolf (every second person in this damned tale is called Rudolf, for which I can only apologise), and promptly expired, her duty done. The King, evidently not racked by grief, married again with what sticklers regarded as indecent haste, this time to a woman of no significant birth from near the southern border. She had dark hair and a hell of a temper, and I expect she had a great deal to be angry about, in part because her marriage was morganatic. (That is to say, the difference in rank between husband and wife was such that any offspring would not be automatically heir to the father’s titles.) If one had to be married to an Elphberg, one really would want to get the benefits.

This would not have been a great problem if the new wife had had daughters. Fate being what it is, she produced a son, a child who inherited her looks and was just two years younger than the royal heir. The boys quickly became known as Red Rudolf and Black Michael, very much in keeping with the Brothers Grimm landscape that is Ruritania. I will tell you this: none of us there was snow white.

The boys learned to hate one another before they learned to speak. Michael was sturdy and daring and beloved by their father where Rudolf was pallid and fearful, so Rudolf hated Michael. But Rudolf was a prince where Michael was nothing, so Michael hated Rudolf, with a passion that smouldered in him the more strongly as Rudolf’s failings became more apparent. He was a puling, indulged, nasty, malicious brat, but he was the older, and the pure-blood red Elphberg, and so he would be king.

The brothers grew to manhood on no better terms. Michael had the title of Duke of Strelsau bestowed upon him at his fifteenth year—Strelsau, the capital itself. The old king could scarcely have made his preference clearer, yet Rudolf was still heir to the crown. The bad blood between the brothers did not lessen over this partiality.

They fought. They fought over servants, and allies, and women, always women. If one wanted a woman, the other must needs have her—ideally by seduction (since to steal a heart was a greater triumph than to issue a command or to take by force), but they were the prince and the duke, and Rudolf in particular could do precisely as he chose.

Except in the case of Her Royal Highness Princess Flavia, the future queen.

Flavia was cousin (of course) to the brothers, next heir of the Blood after Prince Rudolf. Her father, having somewhat more sense than the majority of his family, had scoured Europe for the best-born unrelated redhead he could discover, and produced a healthy girl of appropriate colouring and admirable vigour. She had as much beauty as a wealthy princess requires, and significantly more brain, and her destiny, never doubted, was to wed the future king, whoever he might be.

I don’t know if Red Rudolf wanted her for herself. I doubt it; I am not aware he ever saw a woman as more than a place to put his prick, or a way to confound his brother. I know that Michael wanted her hand to make himself royal, and her heart to prove that he could win something Rudolf never would. For Flavia aged eleven had come upon Rudolf aged fifteen, carefully practising his knifework on a cat that he had pinned to the ground for greater convenience, and Flavia did not wish to marry her prince at all.

Imagine Ruritania at the time of which I write. Rudolf, in his early thirties now, is dissipated, self-indulgent, drinking and wenching, with an erratic temper that even loyal courtiers struggle to laugh away as simply due to his red hair. He has spent a great deal of his last years outside the country on his father’s command, indulging his appetites and oddities where his people cannot see him, but even so his reputation is known, and the lower orders hide their daughters away when the prince rides. Michael, by contrast, rules as duke in Strelsau with care and wisdom. He has a temper, but he controls it. He no longer competes with his brother over conquests; he is punctilious in his respect to the future king; he plays the man while his brother plays the fool. The old king is sick, a slow decline that will not stop. And the whispers spread across Ruritania: Might he choose Michael? Could he debar Rudolf from the succession? Suppose he wed Michael to Flavia now? What if? Could he? Will they?

If he’s red, he’s right! insists the countryside, especially the parts where Rudolf doesn’t ride, but there is shifting and murmuring in the narrow, turbulent streets of the Old Town of Strelsau, where Michael is felt to be one of them, and the people dream of change.

That, then, is your explanation, and I could have saved a deal of words if I had written simply, Two brothers, one crown.







***
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IT WAS A WEEK OR SO after my thirty-sixth birthday, a chilly autumn night. I was staying in the sole inn of a small and unimportant village some way south of Dresden, recovering from a trifling wound I had incurred in my rapid departure from the city (the word flight is so undignified), and I had a fire blazing, my feet up, a glass of good red wine in one hand and an unexpurgated volume of Catullus in the other. I heard noise on the old wooden stairs, but it was not of the kind to cause a watchful man alarm: neither the firm tread of police nor, worse, the surreptitious sounds of stealth. He came openly up the stairs, chatting with his companions like any guest, and I will admit I was quite startled when the door opened and a man came in.

“I beg your pardon, sir,” I said. “The room is reserved.”

He did not leave; rather, he shut the door behind him. I put my feet down, intending to stand in case I had to fight. He waved a hand at me to retain my seat, for all the world as though he were bidding me to spare a courtesy. “Please, don’t get up, Mr. Detchard,” he said. “Or should I address you as Mr. —?” And he used the name that I had stained and abandoned like a rag.

I started up from my chair at that. He shook his head with sublime confidence. “I have two men outside, Mr. Detchard—if you prefer that name—and no intention of doing you injury. Perhaps I should introduce myself. I am Michael, Duke of Strelsau.” He smiled at whatever he saw in my face. “Do sit.”

How to describe Michael? He was thirty or so years of age with dark curly hair, not much above the medium height but well built, bearing himself with command. His dress lacked all ostentation: it was that of a gentleman who could afford plainness. He was not armed. He had no guards. He was a predator.

I think I have conveyed something of what I am. I had other men’s money in my pocket and other men’s blood on my hands; I made a living outside the law and did not let that fact disturb my sleep. I know danger as an intimate friend, and when I looked at Michael, I saw it. Not physical danger—I was the taller and stronger, and would learn that he was no more than adequate with a blade or pistol. But I am a killer by trade, and I know the look of a man who commands death—more than that, of one who enjoys doing it.

I obeyed orders, and sat. His Grace of Strelsau took a chair opposite. We regarded one another.

I have told you what I saw. What he saw . . . Well, let me once again quote Rassendyll, who speaks of the Englishman, Detchard, a narrow-faced fellow, with close-cut fair hair and a bronzed complexion. He was a finely made man, broad in the shoulder and slender in the hips. A good fighter, but a crooked customer. That is how Rassendyll saw me, and I will only say, it takes one to know one, you red-haired prick.

Michael steepled his fingers and began to speak. His subject was the Life and Works of Jasper Detchard, and he covered it in detail. One may do almost anything with a man by making him the centre of attention, but generally the aim is to flatter, and Michael did not flatter me. He spoke of my expulsion from Rugby, my chequered career in the Army (including certain events that would have got me worse than cashiering had they been public knowledge), and some of my more recent history, in vast and incriminating detail, even down to that unfortunate recent contretemps in Dresden. He told me in so many words that he had the knowledge to hang me, the will to use it, and the forces at his command to overpower me no matter how I might resist. Even now I can feel the smart of that one-sided conversation as he made his mastery over me humiliatingly clear.

With another man, I might have put his claims to the test: dealt with the swine and gone for the window over his body. I did not think of doing so now. I merely sat, mute and trapped, as he concluded his recital. “All told, yours has been an adventurous career.”

“And are you here to put it to an end?” I replied somewhat sullenly.

Michael smiled. “That would be a waste. You seem to me a man of firmness. You are decisive. You act. Unlawfully, criminally, even, but a man of action is better than a waverer or a wastrel. There are two things I wish to know of you, Mr. Detchard. Can you take orders? And can you give loyalty?”

“I have never tried to do either.”

“No, I don’t suppose you have.” His eyes held mine, gaze boring into me. I had no doubt he could order my death with a snap of his fingers and feel no more remorse than for swatting a fly, and something deep and dark within me responded intensely to that awareness.

“What do you want?” I asked him.

“I want your service. Your obedience without question, your loyalty without reserve, your right arm as though it were my own. You will be my man, Mr. Detchard, and as my man you will be everyone else’s master. There will be no impertinent questions from the Munich police, no spying servants to threaten you with tiresome laws. If you are the duke’s man in public, you may do as you please in private. I suspect you will find that as attractive as the salary.”

“Which is?”

He mentioned a sum.

I whistled. “You pay generously.”

“I pay for absolute loyalty. I would say also for the risks you will undoubtedly run in my service, but I imagine danger will be a draw rather than a disadvantage to you.”

“You seem to know me well, considering this is our first meeting.”

“I have had my eye on you for some time. I have a list of seven. Your name is third upon it.”

“Really,” I said, somewhat stung. “May I know whose are first and second?”

Michael smiled. He felt confident then that he had me, I suppose. “First is Bersonin.”

“The Belgian?” I had not met him, but he was known in my circles for his tricks with strange powders and medicines that did little good to their takers.

“Indeed. Second, Albert von Lauengram—you will not know of him, a countryman of mine, well connected. Then yourself, of course, and the Frenchman de Gautet.”

I lifted a brow. “I see I am keeping good company.”

“I had a Boer hunter in mind, a marvellous shot, but he proved too provincial in his outlook.” Michael gave a dismissive wave. “There is also Krafstein, another Ruritanian, and I have approached a countryman of yours, a man of interesting talents. He is a cricketer. I know you English enjoy that.”

Freedom from cricket was one of the many reasons I was glad to be an exile. I prayed it would not be inflicted on me, as I would be forced to respond with violence. “So your attendance will consist of six gentlemen-in-waiting?” I asked.

“That is my intention. I have a final candidate if the Englishman does not serve. Is your shoulder sufficiently recovered to ride?”

“I dare say.”

“Good. Papers will be delivered to you by the morning. You will come to me in Strelsau in two days’ time. You will not fail me. Failure in my service is harshly punished, just as success is rewarded. And do not forget this one thing . . .” He leaned forwards and beckoned me to do the same. I obeyed, and found my chin taken in a grasp so firm that the fingers dug into my flesh. “I can have you hanged at a snap of my fingers, whenever I choose, or I can reward you far beyond your imaginings. Your life is mine to do with as I please, and you will use it for me.” He released me as abruptly and smiled at me, or at my lack of violent response, with curling satisfaction. “You are welcome to my household, Detchard.”

No courtesy for me in the duke’s service, I saw. I inclined my head. “I am Your Grace’s humble servant.”

“Yes,” Michael said. “You are.”
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CHAPTER TWO
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Michael was as good as his word. He usually was when it was to his benefit. Within a week, I was comfortably installed in his household at Zenda and finding out the true nature of the man I was obliged to call master.

I must pause for explanation once more, since the geography of the country is relevant to my tale. Ruritania is not a large land, and boasts only one city: Strelsau, the capital and Michael’s ducal seat. Strelsau is a divided city, not unlike Edinburgh, with a New Town and an Old. The shining, stately New Town, dominated by the palace, was the king’s domain, where the upper classes strolled. The Old Town was picturesque but poor, a place of dark alleys and low, winding byways, and it belonged in heart to Michael, the placeless and resentful.

Although Michael was Duke of Strelsau, he had only a large and luxurious townhouse there. His great palace, held in his father’s gift, was at Zenda, a small town fifty miles from the capital and about ten from the German frontier. Zenda is in the foothills of the greater mountains, the castle set on high ground overlooking the town at a little distance, and surrounded by large tracts of forest.

The castle of Zenda will play a large part in my tale, and it is necessary to understand the layout, so I hope the reader has a greater patience for description than I usually do.

The castle had begun life as a fortress in the sixteenth century, and still retained an imposing stone tower, surrounded by a deep and wide moat. In front of that now stood a handsome modern chateau, and this was Michael’s country residence. A broad and welcoming avenue led up to the front of the modern chateau; the only means of entry to the old Tower at its back was to cross the moat by means of a drawbridge. This had been rebuilt in recent years so that it was raised and lowered from the chateau’s side of the moat, not from the Tower. Thus, when the drawbridge was up, the old building became an unassailable and inescapable prison, since even if the people inside it jumped into the water, it was not possible for a man to climb out of the steep-sided moat unaided. The Elphbergs had turned a secure defensive retreat for themselves into a prison for others; this says a certain amount about both their confidence and their attitude to rule.

Schloss Zenda is a magnificent blend of ancient and modern, and if the reader, unlike your humble narrator, is able to cross the Ruritanian border without risking execution, I should highly recommend a sightseeing trip. The chateau when I lived there was a fine house in the French style, with modern conveniences and costly furnishings. Gilt and mirrors, windows and broad hallways, painting and sculpture, grace and dignity. It reflected Michael’s public face, which smiled upon the world like a noble gentleman. Here Michael received guests, entertained visitors, and managed his household and his estates in a way that advertised how he would manage a kingdom. The staff were respectful but content, the maids pretty but untouched, the house magnificent but welcoming. One could not visit the chateau of Zenda without admiring its master.

No casual guests visited the old moated building, and if the name of the Tower makes you think of the grim ancient prison that stands in London, it should. The Tower was medieval, not modern; dark and dank, not light and airy. It was a place of shadows and secrets, of ancient doors with heavy bars, of stone walls left bare because it was not a place of display, but one of truth—truth pulled out at the end of pliers or hot pokers, if need be. To dwell in the Tower was to understand Michael Elphberg, our duke of dark corners, and to fear him.

The few servants admitted to the Tower were hand-picked for their loyalty and their silence. The run of the place was given only to Michael’s henchmen—his Five, as we were at the time of my arrival. We had rooms in the chateau but generally spent our leisure time in the Tower, where Michael liked to keep us. It was not unlike being a hound in a kennel.

I should introduce my four colleagues. First and most obtrusive was Bersonin the poisoner, bald as an egg, with soft fingers and an ingratiating manner of speech. I do not have high standards, but Bersonin disgusted me at a deep and visceral level. He took a kind of cold, clinical pleasure in killing; he liked to watch pain and to inflict it; he thought about little else than what he could do to unwilling bodies. De Gautet, a Frenchman whom I already knew slightly, was a far better companion. He was an excellent swordsman, sported a waxed moustache that was in my opinion a greater crime than any he committed with the blade, and had no sense of humour, but he was tolerable. Lauengram, of a minor Ruritanian noble family, was a decent fighter and gave us a thin veneer of respectability thanks to his good birth; his countryman Krafstein was our quartermaster and pimp. His role was to keep the Tower comfortable and as such he procured girls (from over the frontier, well paid, and warned to accommodate Bersonin’s unpleasant tastes). He told me as much when I had been in the Tower just a few days, hailing my attention as I stood by the fire in the stone-walled room in which we dined or played cards.

“Cold, Detchard?”

Of course I was bloody cold; we were in a stone room in the shadow of the mountain in winter. “Not at all.”

Krafstein smiled. “Perhaps I could assist you in keeping warm?”

“I regret you’re not my type,” I told him, mostly out of ill temper, though it had the merit of being true.

The smile didn’t falter. “Nor you mine, I assure you. If you would care to advise me of your preferences, I will ensure you have companionship to your liking.”

“You might find my tastes difficult to satisfy.”

“I doubt that. Michael’s man is everyone’s master. Or, if you prefer not to be master in the bedroom, that can be arranged too.” I raised a brow. He smiled more widely. “Let us be frank. Boys, girls, both. Any age or type, experience or none. One who will give you all the attention you desire, or ones who are . . . disposable. His Grace is keen that your leisure time should be satisfactory, and that there should be no unpleasantness outside the walls of the Tower. That, we leave to Red Rudolf.”

I had already heard of the prince’s unsavoury habits, and been warned that Michael tolerated no such thing in his own household. No Zenda innkeeper complained of a violated daughter, still less son, at the hands of Michael’s men; the punctilious chivalry he demanded of us all down to the stable boys was part of his quiet campaign for Ruritania’s love. I wondered how long it would last if he were crowned.

“No unpleasantness outside the Tower,” I said. “And what about inside?”

“Here, dear fellow, you may be as beastly as you choose, so long as it is with partners of my provision. Discretion is all. What may I do for you?”

“I’m not that desperate yet,” I told him. “Thank you for your offer. There is no need to repeat it.”

He cocked his head. “Permit me to be clear. The law in Ruritania does not forbid your pleasures, so long as the boy is over thirteen and can be persuaded not to cry rape—”

“I don’t fuck children.”

“—but good society expects discretion. Michael’s man may not prowl Zenda for boys, or even grown men. That is not a habit with which His Grace of Strelsau should be associated. And—kindly let me finish—Michael does not tolerate divided loyalty. Learn that, Detchard, and don’t imagine yourself striking up some romance with a townsman; it will not end well. If Michael asks you to cut your brother’s throat or your lover’s, you will do it. His Grace is a jealous god, and you are his.”

“What an extraordinary speech,” I said. “Allow me to make one in return. I manage my own affairs; I shall never be sufficiently desperate to seek satisfaction from your hands; I am not here for romance. I dare say you are a very excellent procurer, as these things go, but I have no need for your services or your advice, and if you offer them again you will feel the toe of my boot. I trust I make myself clear.”

Krafstein had gone rather pale. “Admirably.”

“Then I bid you good day.”

I have always had a knack for making friends.

Possibly the foregoing may lead you to believe I have at least the virtue of abstemiousness. I do not. It is simply that I am not in the habit of doing what is good for me, and I had no interest whatsoever in the tepid satisfaction of Krafstein’s hand-picked whores. I prefer my excitements to be exciting, and if I inclined to women I should probably have pursued duchesses, or nuns, or the wives and daughters of the nation’s most skilled duellists. The prospect of sticking my prick in some whimpering guttersnipe whose only ambition is to be paid . . . faugh. That is no improvement on my own two hands.

(I am requested to observe here that I don’t actually need both hands at once. That was not my implication, and you will kindly stop looking over my blasted shoulder.)

As the reader will gather, I had not taken a liking to Krafstein, let alone Bersonin. De Gautet was not entertaining but he could give me a decent match on the practice field, and Lauengram was a reasonable fellow with whom one could drink. We never got the other Englishman, so I was spared the boredom of cricket.

I had not expected my companions to be particularly congenial: men of our stamp rarely are. We were not permitted to fight one another except on the practice ground, so casual insults became a matter of routine instead of vengeance and quickly ceased to matter. We rubbed along with one another because Michael would have it so. We rode out with him, a proud retinue in the winding streets of the Old Town of Strelsau, a bodyguard in the New Town, since there was no more trust between the royal brothers than there was love. We talked to certain people on his behalf—those who might have spoken slightingly of his parentage, say, or those who were loud in their belief that the country should become a republic. We slouched in the shadows when he had delicate conversations with certain semi-official men whose German was of Berlin rather than Strelsau, and we discouraged the hangers-on and listeners with whom Rudolf plagued his brother, just as Michael did him.

That was the most important article of Michael’s service: that we should loathe Prince Rudolf as much as Michael did. I found no difficulty in that, and raised my glass to his early demise with as much enthusiasm as any, because Rudolf was loathsome. One should never expect much of princes, but Rudolf was dissipated, self-indulgent, and what was worst, stupid. He treated his people with negligence bordering on contempt, and sometimes with those bright, sharp flashes of cruelty about which courtiers muttered behind closed doors. The old king knew of it, I dare say, but since his own right to rule came from his Elphberg blood, he could or would not declare his son’s to be unfit. The nobles did not wish to know, because the only alternative was the commoner Michael, and they did not have to know because Rudolf had not yet been sufficiently uncontrolled to hurt a girl of importance, or take a whip to a senator’s face instead of a shopkeeper’s. They told each other that marriage and kingship would settle him down, as though he were eighteen rather than thirty-two, and as if the combination of privilege, indulgence, freedom from retaliation, and drink would not have corrupted a far wiser man. I rode in attendance a few times when Michael met his brother, and saw quite enough of Rudolf to make me conclude that the world would be a better place without him.

Michael didn’t order a murder. I had assumed that would be my purpose, but he was not so straightforward.

“We can’t kill the fool,” he said one night—I think Bersonin had suggested some poison that would mimic the symptoms of liver failure. It was the depths of winter, and we dined in the Tower, for private speech. The wind whipped the ancient stone walls and rattled in the deep, narrow window slits. A fire roared in the great blackened hearth, and the five of us sat around the oak dining table with our master at its head. “If he dies, a portion of the country will blame me, however it is achieved. A fall from a horse, a sickness, or a duel—it will be put to my account, and the Red faction will rise against me.”

Lauengram coughed delicately. “Not if you wed the Princess Flavia. She is dearly loved by the people, and the Senate.”

“But I am not dearly loved by her,” Michael said. “My father could command her to marry me, but he is a sentimental fool and he has listened to her pleas. He would name me heir if Rudolf died, but he is too frightened to force the issue or even strengthen my hand by making Flavia marry me. The damned decrepit weak old man.”

“Yet if Red Rudolf does not die,” Bersonin said, “he lives.”

I refrained from throwing a piece of apple at him only because of the seriousness of the topic. De Gautet drawled, “Yes, that is evident.”

“It is the heart of the matter. If Rudolf does not die he will be king, and if he becomes king, he will wife and father, and his child will be heir. So die he must. No?” (Bersonin was a Belgian, so I see no reason he should not have spoken better German than he did. Lauengram insisted that he simply liked to appear odd, and I can only say that if that was true, he must have been a singularly happy man.)
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