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This one’s for my closeted aunt who brought hrudka to every family Easter gathering, but died before gay marriage was legalized in the United States.


Chapter One

Košmar slammed the lager to the back of his throat and sighed. The pub was alive with Shrovetide festivities. Music and playful shrieks echoed from one end of the tavern to the other while mead and vodka flowed from bottles to cups to mouths faster than hands could pour it. He glanced at the dancers, thinking maybe he had drunk enough to give dancing a try. The music changed and a cheer rang from the crowds. Everyone clapped in unison as they formed a circle on the dance floor. They wore linen garments dyed green and purple. Crowns of corn poppies, baby’s breath, and sweet basil topped the heads of both the women and the men. Košmar himself wore faded riding leathers and a felted wool cloak which had once been deep sable but now was the gray of watered-down ink.

Before he could stand and sneak closer to the crowd, a lad in an ugly woolen slouch cap sat across from him. Košmar blinked, examining his cornflower-blue eyes. The lad set a key on the table between them, stood, and vanished into the crowd. Košmar picked up the key, noticing the flash of a gold coin below it. Košmar’s jaw dropped. A flaming falcon was stamped into the coin and on the other side a crown.

He slipped the gold into his vest pocket and rushed to the third room in the back. The man in the woolen cap sat cross-legged in a chair near the hearth of the room. His eyes flicked upward as he gazed at Košmar.

“Sit.”

“Remove your cap.” Košmar dropped to the edge of the bed, crossing his arms over his chest.

“The coin wasn’t enough?”

“Most nobles have gold coins.” Košmar shrugged.

“Very well.” The stranger stood.

He tugged the cap away from his scalp and shook his head. Long strands of pure citrine glittered as they fell to his waist. The princes of Zetva were rumored to have magical hair the color of citrines or yellow sapphires. The man in front of Košmar could only be one of those two princes.

“Satisfied?”

“To what do I owe the pleasure, my liege?” Košmar bowed forward from his position on the bed.

The prince dropped into his chair. “They say you’ll do any task for the right price.”

“Most any.” Košmar chose his words. “I’m not an assassin. I’m more of an adventurer.”

“I do not need an assassin. I need a husband.”

“Don’t we all, but I’m sure your father, the king, would be more qualified at arranging a marriage than me.” Košmar laughed.

“Everyone in the royal court is a weasel, and the neighboring kingdoms are full of ambitious vipers looking to strengthen their own positions of power. No, Košmar Marelock, I do not want you to find a husband for me—I want you to wed me.”

Košmar laughed until he choked. He fell onto the mattress, coughing into his fist. The prince peered over him, long, jeweled hair hanging from his face and flashing in the hearthlight.

“Not forever. I need a farce wedding and a sham spouse, and after a year or so, we’ll divorce in private, I’ll pay you for your troubles, and you can run back to your adventures.”

“Farce wedding?” Košmar sucked in a breath, recovering from his outburst. “Gotta admit, I’m fascinated. Why would a prince need to fake his own wedding?”

“Will you take the job or not?”

“You haven’t given me enough information to decide.”

“I’m the oldest.” The prince shrugged.

“So you’re…” Košmar wracked his memory for what he’d heard of politics. “Prince…Dobrina?”

“My little brother is Dobrina. I’m Prince Sreka.”

“Pleasure to meet you.” Košmar held out his hand.

Sreka hesitated before extending his hand. Košmar took it and used Sreka’s grip to pull himself to his feet before shaking their clasped hands. After the friendly greeting, he brought Sreka’s hand to his lips and kissed the prince’s knuckles.

“My liege, my name is Košmar.”

“I know. I sought you out, remember?”

“Need to have a proper introduction if we’re going to be business partners. So you’re the oldest, but your father is in good health. Surely you have more time to find a spouse?”

“Dobrina is in love. The law demands I marry first, but I have no interest in the suitors who plague me night and day. So, to rid myself of their presence and give my brother the happiness he deserves, I need a surrogate to play the role of my affectionate husband.”

“Lemme get this straight. You bring me home to Dad; we hold hands and take lingering walks in the gardens at night to convince everyone we’re in love, and after we’re married, all I have to do is stick around stuffing my face and sleeping on top of a goose-down mattress? And after a year of this you’re going to pay me for the trouble?”

“You’ll be sleeping on the couch within my private chambers. I have no intention of sharing my bed with a man I do not love.”

“Here. Do you see this? Do you feel this?” Košmar pounded the old, sagging mattress beneath him with his closed fist. “And don’t even get close enough to smell it. I spend most my nights in a tent in the woods or on rented beds.”

“My…condolences.” Sreka wrinkled his face.

“Is your couch more comfortable than this?”

“By far. The fibers are woven from silk imported from—”

“Say no more. I’m your man.” Košmar jumped to his feet. “Let’s see, we’ll need a public introduction. How do we want to play this?”

“The simpler the better,” Sreka said.

“No, no. We need a story to tell. Something for the scullery maids to whisper about as they scrub pots. You should rescue me—from a dragon.”

“Why? It sounds like the plot to a romance novel.” Sreka rubbed the bridge of his nose. “And shouldn’t you save me from the dragon? I’m the one you should be wooing.”

“I rescue people from dragons all the time, but when do I ever get to sit back and swoon for a hero? Never. If we’re going to play the lovers, let’s have fun with it.”

“But—”

“Or is palace life too exciting for you already?”

Sreka paused midcomplaint. He stared at Košmar for a long time. Košmar smirked.

“I’m right, aren't I? You’re bored out of your skull in that castle. You’d love to play the hero for a day and scoop a handsome, swarthy stranger into your arms before carrying him off to your palace.”

“You shouldn’t assume I find you handsome.”

“Doesn’t matter, everyone else will. You can pretend if you don’t fancy my looks.” Košmar winked.

“There’s one problem with your plan. We don’t have a dragon who will play along with our scam.”

“Watch this.” Košmar walked to the fire, holding his hands to it.

He gestured with his fingers and pulled a section of the flames toward him. The fire resembled freshly pulled sugar in the candy-maker’s shop. It flowered and twirled with color, and Košmar molded it into the shape of a dragon the size of a hunting hound. The flames cooled, hardening to bright, poisonous green scales. The creature roared and lunged for Sreka’s shins. When Košmar snapped his fingers, the dragon dissolved into smoke that spread between them in a gray haze.

“Magic?”

“Yes, an illusion. Are you familiar with the northern road leading through the Czerwony Woods and into the mountains?”

“No one goes there because of bandits.”

“But there is a royal hunting ground near there, yes?”

“There is.” Sreka nodded.

“Plan a hunting trip one week from today. Arrive at dawn, and make sure you’re near where the northern road enters the forest an hour into your hunt.”

“How will I find you?”

“The roars and screams should be a good indication.” Košmar grinned.

Sreka mirrored him. “I confess, I’m looking forward to our official meeting.”

“Until fate brings us together, my love.” Košmar dropped to one knee, kissing Sreka’s hand.

“No need for theatrics when we’re alone.” Sreka averted his eyes.

“Best to get into character now.” Košmar plopped onto the worn mattress beside him. “You already paid for the room?”

“Yes?” Sreka twisted his jeweled hair into a rope and tucked it back into his woolen cap.

“No use letting a bed go to waste. I’ll see you in a week.” Košmar rolled up in the threadbare woolen blanket and shut his eyes.

“Sweet dreams, Košmar.”

Košmar snorted after he heard the door shut.

“Pretty funny for a prince to tell a nightmare to have sweet dreams.” Košmar kept the fire burning in the hearth but blew out the lantern on each side of the bed. The darkness hugged him close as he slept.

*

Carnival came and went, and the celebrations were replaced by fasting and long Sunday masses. A week after his meeting with Košmar, Sreka sat at his vanity. A servant braided his hair so it wouldn’t tangle or blow into his face as he hunted. Sreka sipped from the ceramic mug he held, enjoying the warmth of his coffee. His eyes burned from waking before sunrise, and he yawned into his hand. A knock interrupted the early morning quiet.

“Enter!”

“Aren’t you ready yet? You were the one who suggested we hunt.” Dobrina’s reflection appeared in the mirror.

He was younger, but taller, and more orange highlighted his citrine hair which he always kept twisted into a knot. The servant stepped away. Sreka slung the braid over his shoulder.

“I’m ready now, but I’m surprised you’re coming along instead of sneaking off to meet Ubavina in secret.”

“She’s visiting her cousins near the riverlands.” Dobrina shrugged.

“So you’re only spending time with me because you’re out of other options?” Sreka punched Dobrina’s shoulder.

“Yes. You’re my last resort.” He laughed and shoved Sreka in return.

“Asshole.” Sreka gave his little brother another shove. “Race you to the stables.”

He dashed out the door and through the hallway with Dobrina cursing and chasing after him. Sreka flew past the head maid, who shouted they were too old to be running in the halls, but both brothers ignored her. They’d chased through the same corridors as children and as growing youths, and now they were grown, but they were no less brothers, so they raced through the palace, crashing against the stable door—Dobrina before Sreka.

“Dammit.” Sreka panted against the door. “Taller and faster. I’m the cursed brother.”

“Not cursed,” Dobrina said. “Because at least you’ll never have to hide in a hayloft to hold your lover at night.”

“Don’t worry. I’m meeting every suitor who visits. I’ll find one who doesn’t bore me to tears.” Sreka burst into laughter. “Eventually.”

“Don’t rush.” Dobrina bumped their shoulders together. “I lament, but I’d never want you to settle for my sake.”

“I won’t.” Sreka elbowed his brother. “Come on. We’re going to be late to our own hunt.”

“You’re going to be late to your hunt,” Dobrina teased.

Servants handed them their horses, already saddled and prepared for hunting. Other attendants equipped them with long hunting knives and bows. They mounted and rode along the path to where the rest of their party waited for them.

“There are my sons.” The king beamed when he saw them arrive. “First one who shoots a boar this morning earns a gift.”

Sreka and Dobrina exchanged competitive glances at each other. They and the other five members of the party trotted to the denser areas of the hunting grounds. Dobrina shot three rabbits, but Sreka ignored the hares and squirrels, wanting boar—or a dragon when the time was right. His breath puffed from his mouth in bursts as he searched the forest for game.

The gray of dawn gradually warmed to pale yellows. The last clusters of snow glittered in the light. In the coming weeks, the stubborn patches of snow clinging to the shadowed areas of the forest would melt, and irises and buttercups would smother the landscape. Poppies already crowded near the trees and along the paths.

“It’s a bad omen,” Grizi, one of the three advisors to the throne, whispered at the king.

“If poppies were a bad omen, every spring would be a disaster.” Dobrina laughed. “And yesterday you swore you saw an evil wizard in your tea leaves. I swear, Grizi, constantly living on the verge of panic can’t be healthy for you.”

“I know what I saw in my tea cup yesterday. Poppies on their own are not enough to be an omen, but poppies in the tree shadow scattered in the snow like a spray of blood the day after seeing a wizard in my leaves—”

“Hush.” Sreka held up his hand as he peered through the woods.

The scrape of fur against twigs drew his attention to his left. He raised his bow, but lowered it when he saw the doe searching for grass among the snow banks.

“You have a clean shot, my lord,” Sir Nikola said.

“Let her go,” Dobrina said. “She’s more useful if she breeds a strong buck to hunt next spring.”

“I have my heart set on boar,” Sreka agreed. Dobrina hated when anyone shot a doe.

The horses reared as a roar shook the oak branches. Sreka calmed his horse, turning her in the direction of the noise.

“See? The omens were correct,” Grizi hissed.

“Sounds bigger than a doe. Let’s take a look.” Sreka nudged his horse forward.

“Sreka, are you crazy?” Dobrina rode after him.

Another roar. A flock of larks scattered through the forest as they flew in the opposite direction. Sreka leaned forward, nudging his mare to ride faster.

“Definitely a dragon,” Dobrina finished his sentence, keeping up with Sreka as the others lagged behind.

“Perfect! A good deal more exciting than a boar, don’t you agree?”

“Well, if you’re going to be a fool, I might as well keep you company.” Dobrina followed as Sreka veered to the right.

They rode ahead of the others. Grizi shouted for them to wait, but neither of them listened. The oak, spruce, and birch trees thinned as they neared the northern road. Another roar shook the trees, and curses echoed after the noise. A wide clearing separated the patrolled royal hunting grounds from the public road and wild forest. On the far side of the road, in a glen of budding apple trees, Košmar fought an emerald-green dragon.

Despite having seen the illusion in the inn beforehand, Sreka’s breath hitched as he saw the beast looming above the tree line. Košmar stabbed it with his sword, but the blade stuck into the scaly hide, and he had to roll aside without his weapon to avoid the fire bursting from one of the dragon’s three heads. Sreka raised his bow, aiming and nocking an arrow before loosing it onto the beast. When his arrow plunged into one of the creature’s eyes, it screeched, flailing its heads.

“Nice shot!” Dobrina cheered.

Dobrina loosed an arrow as well, but the shot flew low and stuck into the dragon’s flank. Košmar used the distraction to lunge back for his weapon, working it from the tough hide before darting away again. Sreka shot another arrow. The dragon moved his head and the arrow flew over it. Growling, Sreka jumped off his horse. She retreated into the hunting grounds, and Sreka charged toward the creature. He sank three more shots into the dragon, but couldn’t blind any of the heads because the dragon was wary of his attacks and dodged when it could. The serpent-like monster edged closer to Sreka, but Košmar did his best to slow the creature’s progress. His sword skills were impressive. Not a stroke wasted on flourish or bravado. Every slash, every thrust cut into the dragon’s flesh.

“Stay away!” Košmar shouted over the roars.

Sreka ignored him, aiming for one of the dragon’s eyes and cursing when he missed. Dobrina focused on body shots, waiting for when the dragon quartered in an attempt to hit his lungs, but a dragon was not a boar and his hide was too thick for their arrowheads to puncture anything important.

“You idiot! Arrows won’t hurt him! Run!” Košmar gritted his teeth.

Sreka nocked his bow and loosed an arrow. One of the dragon’s heads spewed fire at Sreka. The prince leapt backward as steam rose from where the fire struck the wet earth. The dragon inhaled for another fire attack. With a savage yell, Košmar plunged his blade into the left side of the creature’s chest. The leftmost head tossed backward, releasing a death wail before dropping to the ground. The creature snapped with his other jaws. One of the two remaining mouths caught Košmar in the thigh and the other his arm. The dragon lifted him into the air. The sword dropped from Košmar’s grip. The beast shook Košmar the same way a dog shakes an old ragdoll.

Illusion or not, Sreka reacted on instinct. He charged forward, dropping the bow and pulling his hunting knife. It was longer than a regular dagger, made for piercing through a boar in case of an emergency. The right head released Košmar, blowing fire at Sreka. He dodged, rolled, and sprang to his feet with the knife in hand. Supporting the base with his palm, he sank it to the hilt of the dragon’s rightmost side. The blade pierced through the dragon’s lung. The right head coughed a spray of blood. The last head dropped Košmar. Sreka caught him, but his weight knocked them both to the ground. Košmar’s abandoned sword winked in the sunlight. Sreka lunged for it, swinging and cutting halfway into the rightmost neck. He wrenched it free, dodging fire, teeth, and claws before darting close again, then plunging and twisting the sword into the dragon’s center heart.

Sreka jerked the sword with all his weight, but couldn’t dislodge it from the dragon. He jumped back as the dragon’s tail lashed at him. Sreka tripped over Košmar’s body, crashing into the damp earth. Blood stained the snow as the dragon coughed. He no longer breathed fire; instead, the dragon stumbled, fighting to live but already two-thirds dead. Sreka scrambled to his feet, dragging Košmar to the road. Dobrina remained on his horse, loosing arrow after arrow as the dragon stumbled after them.

“Out of arrows!” he shouted.

“Here!” Sreka tossed his quiver to his brother.

Sreka lay Košmar into a cluster of poppies. Košmar clutched the lapel of Sreka’s vest, dragging Sreka to the ground until his ear was pressed against Košmar’s lips. Sreka shivered at how searing hot Košmar’s blood felt against his palms, and he pressed his hands against Košmar’s wounds.

“Real,” Košmar muttered in a weak voice. “No magic.”

Sreka’s eyes widened. He jerked his head and stared at the monster which crashed into an apple tree before forcing itself up and charging again. The rest of their hunting party arrived, and with Sreka and Košmar out of the way, they had a clean shot at the dragon. The creature dropped to the ground midcharge, all three heads smacking against the road. Košmar went limp in Sreka’s arms.

“Yes!” Dobrina cheered. “Hope you’re happy, Sreka. You have your hunting trophy now.”

But Sreka was in shock as he stared at the dragon bleeding out and convulsing with his final breaths. What had happened? How had a real dragon appeared at the precise moment they were supposed to be fighting an imaginary one?

The blood.

Sreka jerked his head toward Košmar. If the dragon was real, so were the injuries. Sreka scooped Košmar into his arms. Whistling, he called his mare to him. She hesitated, lingering near the rest of the hunting party, turned off by the hot copper scent of the dragon’s blood.

“I’m proud to see how well my sons have done in their first true battle,” the king said. “We’ll celebrate your kill tonight with a feast.”

“Sir,” Grizi warned. “It’s the first Friday of Lent. Fish would make for a poor feast.”

“Of course, how could I forget Lent.” The king shot Grizi a perturbed glance. “We’ll start the feast one minute past midnight—technically, it will be Saturday.”

“As the king desires.” Grizi sighed, unsatisfied with the answer but unable to protest.

“I’m taking this man to the physician.” Sreka hoisted Košmar’s body over the horse, ignoring the conversation.

“My prince, he won’t survive the ride,” one of the knights said.

“I have to try.” Sreka pulled himself into the saddle and used the road to rush to the palace.


Chapter Two

Pain pulled Košmar from unconsciousness. He winced, groaned, and gripped his arm.

“Shhh, it’s okay. Don’t move. The surgeon had to sew your bite wounds.”

“Where…?” Košmar slit his eyes open.

Sreka’s hair flashed in the sunlight pouring through the window. The braid trailed over his shoulder. He wore riding leathers, stained with blood, and sweat trails cut through the dirt on his face.

“You’re in the castle. Safe. The dragon is dead.”

“He appeared from nowhere.” Košmar shut his eyes again. His right side throbbed. “Smacked me in the back of the head with his tail and ate my horse. Tried to warn you to get away when I saw you.”

“I assumed it was part of the act.”

“Figured. Guess I have the worst luck. You said he’s dead?” Košmar asked.

“Yes.” Sreka nodded. “We each took a heart, and the last one gave out from the stress of battle.”

“Heh, you saved me after all. Are we alone?” Košmar opened his eyes. He glanced around, but moving made his injuries flare, so he returned his gaze to Sreka.

“Yes. You may speak freely. Are you thirsty?”

Košmar grunted. Sreka braced the back of his head and tilted a goblet of wine to his lips. After Košmar drank his fill, Sreka lowered Košmar’s head to the pillow.

“Thank you.”

“Least I could do.” Sreka pursed his lips. “So, you’re here. I’ve given you the dramatic rescue you wanted. What’s the plan?”

“The plan was for me to sweep you off your feet in front of the entire court during the inevitable victory celebration, but—” Košmar clenched his jaw as he tried to push himself onto his elbows. He collapsed again. “As you can see, I’m in no shape to woo you.”

“I will speak highly of you at the feast tonight.”

“There you go. Get the crowd warmed up before the romance. Tell them about the mysterious wanderer who helped you slay the wicked dragon.” Košmar gestured with his left hand as he spoke, his right arm curled against his chest.

“You’re having a little too much fun for someone who’s been chewed on by a dragon. I was sure you’d bleed to death before I reached the castle.”

“I heal quickly, so don’t worry about me. I’ll be able to uphold my half of our contract.”

“We’re in no desperate rush.” Sreka glanced at the water clock trickling near the window. “I need to go. If I’m late for training, I’ll hear no end of it.”

“Daydream of me while you’re gone.” Košmar spoke in a sultry tone. “Sigh once or twice as you visualize the rugged cut of my jaw and the strength of my arms.”

“Can’t see your jaw; it’s covered in stubble.” Sreka brushed a knuckle along Košmar’s face before walking out of the room.

After he left, Košmar ground his teeth to prevent himself from whimpering in pain. Sharp stabs shot through his arm and leg. Sweat beaded around his temples as the beginning of a fever boiled beneath his skin. He fell asleep despite the pain, but fevered dreams plagued his rest: dragons setting him on fire, his body crumbling to ash. The worst dream was of him slipping through a keyhole late at night and slinking as a shadow toward Sreka’s bed. A woman’s voice mixed with his dreams. She poured yarrow tea into his mouth. He swallowed the tea, but his mind always sank into the depths of another dream.

When his eyes opened again, starlight greeted him from his view of the open window. Košmar exhaled in relief, glad he’d survived the day. His wounds would heal much quicker now that night had fallen.

“You’re awake.”

He turned his head and saw Sreka entering the room with a tray in his hand.

“Is that for me?” He gestured at the food.

“I stole a few dishes from the festival.” Sreka placed the tray on a table next to the bed. He touched Košmar’s forehead. “Your fever broke. Stefania, the surgeon, was sure you’d die.”

“I’m fine.” Košmar pushed himself into a sitting position. His limbs ached, but the pain was dull compared to earlier.

“Careful. Don’t push yourself too quickly.”

“You are a wonderful, doting, soon-to-be-husband, but I promise I can manage. I am hungry, though.”

Sreka situated the tray onto Košmar’s lap. The plates were heaped with cabbage rolls, cheese-filled dumplings, and spit-roasted dragon drenched in mushroom sauce. Košmar speared the pierogi with his knife and crammed three into his mouth.

“You eat like a stray dog.” Sreka pulled a chair beside the bed.

“Remember the bed at the inn? Well, food’s worse. It’s not often I taste a home-cooked meal, let alone one cooked for nobles.”

“You’ve earned it. The court is impressed with how you fought. Dobrina boasted so much of your sword skills I struggled to add my own praises, and both Dobrina and I have earned the respect of the knights, which will be important one day when I ascend to the throne.”

“So far so good.” Košmar crammed the last of the dragon meat into his mouth.

He wiped his face with the cloth napkin on the tray and drained the wine. Sreka poured him another glass, and poured one for himself as well. He sipped the deep-red drink and gazed at the stars through the window.

“It’s late. I should retire.”

“You’re a prince. Do you have any novels?” Košmar asked.

“Yes? Is there a specific topic you’re interested in?”

“Anything rare and exciting. I’ve read all the adventures and romances in the town library.”

“I should have guessed your taste in books. No wonder you have wild ideas of being rescued from a dragon by a prince.” The lines around Sreka’s eyes crinkled as he laughed.

“You laugh, but I doubt you read about fake marriages in your history books. Seems to me there might be a few racy novels in your private collection.”

“We’ll see what I can find. Do you need anything else?”

“Cards? Games? Anything I can do while trapped in bed.” Košmar ran his hand over the goose-down quilt. “Comfortable as it is, I’ll be bored of it by tomorrow.”

“Very well. I’ll return shortly.” Sreka moved the tray to the table and left. Ten minutes later, he handed Košmar a messenger bag. “There are three novels, a deck of cards, and a nine-men’s board.”

“Can’t play nine men’s morris by myself.” Košmar arched his eyebrows in a teasing, suggestive gesture.

“I’ll return tomorrow after all my duties, and we’ll play together.”

“Gotta admit, I did not expect a prince to be so…fun.”

“You thought I’d be a snob?”

“A bit, yeah.”

“A pretentious, spoiled brat unable to fasten his own buttons without the assistance of a groomer?”

“Kinda.” Košmar shrugged.

“Feel.” Sreka offered his hand palm up.

“Am I reading your palm? Okay, see, this is your love line.” Košmar glided his left thumb along Sreka’s palm. “I see a dark, handsome stranger. You’ll be charmed by his fake palm-reading abilities and fall into fake love with him, ending in a successful fake marriage.”

“Is the hand smooth?” Sreka asked.

Košmar circled his thumb, trailing to the tips of Sreka’s fingers and backtracking to the heel of his palm. Calluses decorated the surface of his hand, especially in the creases of the fingers where hours of sword training had hardened the skin to leather.

“No, my lord. Your nails are clean, but short, and there are rough patches along the skin. I can see you weren’t pampered, despite the luxury of your birthright.”

“I’m not offended.” Sreka shook his head. “In many cases, your assumptions would be correct. This is why only you can help me with my hoax. I don’t trust the rest of the court not to fumble the scheme.”

“They sound boring. No wonder you’d rather be here with me, playing board games.”

“I could never admit it, but they are a dull lot. Some of the knights are decent, but any who might otherwise catch my interest are so vain and proud of their status I’m bored to tears after five minutes of conversing with them.”

“You wouldn’t be talking about our dear Sir Fensi, would you?” Košmar grinned.

“You’ve met?

“He has a way of stumbling into my quests. He’s taken credit for more than one of my adventures.”

“I don’t doubt it. I’ve seen him fight, and there’s no way he’s killed some of the beasts he’s claimed to slay.” Sreka yawned.

“Suppose you’re bored of me as well.”

“The feast lasted until 3:00 a.m. and we’ve talked well over an hour. I need some sleep. Otherwise I won’t be a match for you in nine men’s.”

“G’ night, my love.” Košmar kissed Sreka’s knuckles.

“We are not lovers yet—not even pretend ones.”

“Sorry, jumping ahead to the fun stuff. I suppose I do need to court you first.”

“You’ll have your chance tomorrow afternoon. Sweet dreams.”

“You gotta stop saying that.” Košmar laughed. “It tickles.”

“Would you prefer a nightmare?” Sreka rested a hand on his hip.

“I am a nightmare.” Košmar tugged at the spindles of locked hair twisting from his own scalp.

“Oh? Will you sit on my chest tonight and torment me, then?”

“Give me some credit. I’m saving the torment for after the honeymoon.”

“I’ll be sure to cover my keyholes, say my prayers, and hang hagstones over my bed to ward against you.” Sreka gave Košmar’s uninjured shoulder a gentle push.

“Then I suppose you have nothing to fear.” Košmar reached into his bag and grabbed the first novel, opening it to the beginning. “Thanks for the books.”

“You’ll strain your eyes. Here.” Sreka moved the lantern closer to give Košmar reading light.

“Hmm, thanks.” Košmar forced a smile at the gesture, but as soon as Sreka left, Košmar blew out the lantern light. It was easier to read without it.

*

“Sreka.” Dobrina elbowed him to get his attention. “You’re sighing.”

“I am not.” He lifted his sword, prepared for another round of sparing.

“You were.”

“I’m a little bored with practice today.”

They moved through a few preset maneuvers. They’d been at it for two hours, and Sreka truly was sick of the repetitive parries and strikes.

“I understand. You’ve gotten a taste for a real battle, and now I can’t compare to the thrill of a three-headed dragon.”

“Don’t you think it odd for a dragon to lurk so close to the city?” Sreka asked. “Unless controlled by a wizard, dragons usually stay within their own hunting grounds.”

“We had a hard winter. Hunger probably drove him from the mountains in search of food.” Dobrina blocked Sreka’s blow.

“It makes me uneasy.”

“You don’t suspect the stranger we met was controlling him, do you?”

“No.” Sreka shook his head. “He almost died from his wounds. He clearly wasn’t in control.”

“Anyway.” Dobrina sheathed his blunted practice sword. “We’ve done enough drills to satisfy old Cuvar. Why don’t you go pay our mystery dragon slayer a visit?”

“He isn’t really worth the time.” Sreka sheathed his own sword.

“I saw you sneaking a plate to him last night.”

“What of it? You sneak scraps to the dogs all the time, but I’ve never mentioned it.”

“I like the dogs.” Dobrina walked away from the training ground. “Maybe I’ll go pay him a visit myself.”

“Let him rest.”

“Nonsense.” Dobrina waved Sreka’s statement away with his hand. “I’m sure he’d enjoy a little company.”

“At least give me time to change out of my practice clothes.”

“Why? Want to look good when you see him?” Dobrina grinned.

“It’s too cold for the sweat.”

“Go change. I’ll make sure to keep our visitor company while you’re freshening up.”

“No, I’ll go with you. I don’t trust you not to pester him.”

“If you insist. Let’s go.”

Sreka followed his brother into the castle and toward the surgeon’s chambers. They took turns shoving each other as they walked, but sobered when they reached the door to Stefania’s apartment. She sat in her library diagramming images of various herbs into a book and writing notes in the margins of each page.

“Yes, he’s awake. Yes, you may visit, but don’t bother him. If he looks tired, have the decency to excuse yourselves and allow him to rest,” she said without looking up from her notes.

“I have never pestered anyone a day in my life.” Dobrina placed a hand on his chest in mock offense.

“Child, please. You never gave me a moment’s rest. I used to pry you from my calf each night, because you didn’t want to sleep in your own bed.”

“I had nightmares when I slept alone in my room. I always felt safe in here.” Dobrina glanced around at the bundles of herbs drying from the rafters and the saint statues decorating the mantel of the hearth. “Don’t tell Grizi though, or he’ll use the information against me the next time I make fun of him for being superstitious.”

“Thank you, Stefania. I won’t let Dobrina bother him while he recovers.” Sreka bowed before veering to the recovery rooms.

Dobrina bowed and waved as he followed his brother. Sreka knocked to inform Košmar of their arrival. He was lying with his back propped with several pillows. He held one of the books Sreka had loaned him. As he read, he gnawed on his bottom lip, his cheeks flushed and his stare focused on the pages. When he heard the knock, he jerked, cramming the book beneath the pile of pillows behind him.

“My lords! To what do I owe the honor?”

“We wanted to see how you were faring after the attack,” Dobrina said.

“Your physician is a wonder. My fever’s gone, and when the nurse redressed my wounds this morning, there was no sign of pus or blood-sickness. Hurts like a bitch, but I’ll be walking before long.” Košmar folded his hands in his lap. “I’m amazed at the generosity I’ve received during my stay in the castle.”

“It’s what a dragon-slaying hero deserves.”

“Wouldn’t call myself a hero. If it weren’t for you two, I’d be in the dragon’s stomach right now.” He spoke to both of them, but his gaze locked on Sreka.

Sreka matched his gaze, reminding himself they were supposed to be falling in love. He sat in the closest chair, and Dobrina claimed the other chair for himself.

“I don’t think you’re giving yourself enough credit. Without you taking out the first heart, it would have been hard for us to kill a dragon with our bows and hunting knives,” Dobrina said. “Was your father a knight? You certainly didn’t learn your technique on the streets.”

“My father was…” Košmar paused as if the words stuck in his throat. “Bogdan Meru.”

“The folk hero who vanished twenty years ago?” Dobrina leaned forward, both hands on his knees.

“I was thirteen when my father told me he was going on an important quest. Never saw him nervous before, but he wouldn’t stop sharpening his sword while we spoke. Sometimes I traveled with him, but that day he refused to even tell me where he was going. Said he might not be back for quite some time though. I used our savings to survive for a couple of years, but he never came home…”

“I’m sorry,” Sreka said.

“It was a long time ago.” Košmar shook his head.

“This is unbelievable! You’re saying you’re the son of Bogdan Meru?” Dobrina jumped up from his chair, paced, and gestured with his hands as he spoke. “Our wet nurse used to tell us stories about him!”

“Yeah, he was pretty amazing.” Košmar's expression grew soft. He stared out the window.

“Do you have any stories?” Dobrina gave Košmar a hopeful look.

“I’m sure you’ve heard them all.” Košmar shrugged.

“You said he’d take you on quests?”

“Small ones. Nothing for the legends. We ventured into the northern woods a few times to find herbs for medicines, search for lost cattle, and once, we killed a gang of bandits. Another time, we escorted a noble woman from Rus to marry a knight here. I believe it was Sir Sveto. We didn’t stay for the wedding though.”

“You must have been bored out of your mind,” Sreka said. “To have a father famous for slaying vampires and tugarins but only escorting a single noble to a wedding.”

“Might have fought about me being ready for bigger quests once or twice. I’ve helped him battle wolves and bandits, but he always kept me far away from the magical creatures.”

“What a shame. I would have snuck out and followed him. Wow, I have to tell people we’ve had the son of Bogdan Meru under our roof without even knowing.” Dobrina ran out of the room.

“My brother.” Sreka sighed. “He’s more energetic than I am.”

“I’m sure marriage will cure him of any excess energy.”

“He doesn’t know our plan,” Sreka said.

Košmar nodded.

“If your father was Bogdan Meru, why do you go by Marelock?”

“I’m not a hero. If people see the son of Bogdan Meru, they’ll expect great things. When they see Košmar Marelock, they expect to get what they pay for, and I prefer the simplicity of being anonymous.”

“You? Anonymous?” Sreka laughed. “You realize I found you based on the stories people tell of you, right?”

“It’s not the same.”

“True. They only tell stories about you but legends of your father, but you’re more popular among the people than you realize.”

“Any roof in a blizzard, I suppose.” Košmar slumped against his pillows, holding his bandaged arm.

“Are you enjoying the book I loaned you?” Sreka said, deliberately changing the subject for Košmar’s sake.

“Halfway through.” The color returned to Košmar’s cheeks as he remembered the novel.

“I’ll leave you to your reading, then.” Sreka stood.

“I can read later—if you were still in the mood to play nine men’s morris.”

“I’m going to change, but I’ll return for a few games. You’d better be good, because I won’t go easy on you.”

“Save the rough talk for our wedding night.” Košmar winked.

Sreka rolled his eyes, but his grin ruined the effect. Once in his own room, he washed in a basin and changed into a tunic and robe, which hung open in front but kept the early spring chill from his limbs. Sreka unbound his hair, done with his duties for the day.

He returned, finding Košmar buried in the book once again. Sreka leaned against the doorframe, watching. Košmar licked his fingers and turned the page.

“You’re blushing.”

Košmar jerked, stashing the novel under his pillow for the second time. He twisted, scowling at Sreka.

“You could—” His words disappeared. His jaw slackened as he stared at Sreka.

“Yes?” Sreka grinned, amused by Košmar’s reaction.

“Knock,” Košmar muttered. “Your hair is down.”

“I only fix it if I’m in public or in the practice yard. Are you sure you wouldn’t rather read?”

“It’s been a long time since I’ve played a good game, and I have plenty of time for reading while stuck in this bed.”

“All right,” Sreka said.

They took turns placing their men on the board, blocking each other from lining up “mills” with their pieces. Sreka stared at the board, guessing what strategy Košmar would choose once all their men were placed.

“Well?” Košmar asked.

“Half a moment.”

“Does this mean I’m an adequate opponent?”

“You’re better than Dobrina. I’d have beaten him by now.” Sreka slid one of his men to a free corner.

“You two do everything together?” Košmar moved a piece and waited for Sreka to go.

“Mostly, yes. My first memory was pressing my hand against my mother’s belly and feeling him kick. I was excited to be a big brother from the beginning.” Sreka pressed a hand against his own stomach. “He was tangled. They were both dying, so my mother ordered her handmaid to lock the door so my father couldn’t interfere, and then she ordered Stefania to cut Dobrina out of her stomach. She sewed the incision afterward, but my mother developed a fever and died two weeks later. Stefania fusses over us to this day. I think she feels responsible for my mother’s death.”

“Your mother sounds strong.” Košmar rested his hand on top of Sreka’s. “I’m not sure I’d have the resolve to cut into myself, not even to save another life.”

“Dobrina reminds me of her. Always cheerful, laughing, joking, she would have enjoyed watching him grow up. What of your mother? Bogdan Meru had no wife in the stories.”

“He never married. I’ve only met my mother a handful of times, each at night. She’d check to see how I was growing and disappear again. My father says my magic comes from her side of the family.”

“Same with my mother.” Sreka combed through his jeweled hair. “But the court frowns on magic, so we were never allowed to study under a warlock.”

“Of course. Wouldn’t want young princes courting demons.” Košmar snorted.

“Grizi is a prudent advisor with economics and foreign affairs, but God bless, he’s superstitious.” Sreka moved a third piece into a line. “Mill.”

“Take your prize.” Košmar gave Sreka a lidded stare.

Sreka plucked one of Košmar’s pieces off the board. In the end, he only won by a single piece. They began a second game, their conversation veering toward exciting carnival stories and how dull meals were during Lent.

“Although they’re not half as bad in the castle as the town. Hard to find anything but fish stew or fried turnip cakes in the taverns this time of year.”

“I can’t imagine drunks caring if they eat a little bacon before Easter.”

“They care a lot. Perhaps because some of them are drunks and gamblers. They know they need some divine mercy after the life they’ve lived.”

“What of you? Do you say your prayers at night?”

“Only on the darkest nights. Those are the nights I feel the demons calling.” Košmar winked.

Sreka laughed. They played a few more games, each winning a fair share. Sreka left for evening meal and returned with another plate for Košmar. Košmar laughed when he uncovered fried turnip cakes with bread and cheese, but he ate it all. Somehow Sreka failed to notice the water clock pouring the hours in a dish near the window. By the time he crawled into his bed, he was exhausted.


Chapter Three

Servants woke Sreka the next morning and helped him dress for mass. He yawned as they fastened buttons carved from citrine to match his hair. He rubbed his eyes as they finished lacing the gold-embroidered, sable vest. Dressed, he broke fast with coffee and toast and braved the chilly morning air to reach the chapel in time.

Dobrina slid beside him. They knelt, hands folded in prayer. Sreka covered a quick yawn.

“Did you talk to him the entire night?” Dobrina whispered as they prayed.

“No.”

“You look awfully tired.”

“Unlike you, he provides a challenge when we play board games.”

“I’m sure you had fun moving your pieces around his board.” Dobrina snickered.

“We are in a church,” Sreka hissed.

“What? I was referring to the game pieces. If you interpreted my words as a euphemism, perhaps it’s because other things are on your mind.”

The king cleared his throat. They both quit speaking and returned to their prayers, but there were only so many times they could mutter the Our Father before Dobrina grew bored and leaned closer.

“But imagine…wouldn’t it be interesting to court the son of Bogdan Meru?”

“Why? Are you interested in wooing him?” Sreka asked.

“Sreka, you have never looked at any of your suitors the way you stare at him.”

“You’re imagining things.”

“I spoke with Sveto. He remembers Košmar as a child. Said he even had tangled hair when he was a lad. And the servants tell stories of Košmar’s adventures. One of the laundry women swears her cousin was ill after being possessed by a demon, and Marelock tricked the demon into possessing a dove instead—which they keep locked in a cage, and—”

“Dobrina.” The king spoke in a calm, quiet voice.

Dobrina bowed his head, muttering another prayer. Music filled the hall, and they stood as the priest entered. The next hour and thirty minutes was a mix of sitting, standing, and kneeling. They shared communion and sang a final song before the mass ended. Sreka and Dobrina rushed out of the chapel as soon as was polite.

“I swear the sermons are longer each week.” Dobrina pulled a small ball from his pocket and tossed it into the air.

“I don’t mind them,” Sreka said.

“I wouldn’t mind half as much if we spent the time actually doing something. Let’s go into the streets and feed orphans, or hold the hands of the elderly, or hand blankets to the poor.”

“Nothing’s stopping you from doing any of those things.”

“You’re right. Let’s go.” Dobrina clapped Sreka’s back.

“Go?”

“Let’s fill a cart with bread and hand it out to whoever’s hungry.”

“Are you Jesus? Can you take one loaf and feed the masses?”

“I was going to bring more than one loaf.”

“Dobrina, you realize bakers must bake the bread before people can eat it, don’t you?”

“Okay, so maybe we’ll go next week? That will give the kitchen staff all next Saturday to bake the loaves for us to pass out on Sunday.” Dobrina pouted.

“A much better plan.” Sreka yawned. “Excuse me. I think I’ll take a nap.”

“Sure. Sure. After you swing by to visit our guest.”

“I had no such plans.” Sreka stormed off toward Stefania’s rooms.

OEBPS/CoverDesign.jpg





OEBPS/image0.jpg





