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Chapter 1
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As with most fireside tales, this one begins with magic. It goes back to a time when a great modern nation was still a cluster of sovereign lands. When gods, demi-gods, and mortals wandered the earth in a tempestuous relationship marked by passion, madness, and arbitrary justice. When Nature and Fortune often proved to be more formidable powers than immortals, who resented and yet feared them. 

In a kingdom somewhere in Europe, a magnificent palace was built on soil rich enough to encourage ambitions of a man-made idyll. As the palace grew, rising up and expanding sideways, a massive garden suddenly appeared around it. It spread in all four directions till it nearly dwarfed the palace with acres of trees and flowering shrubs of every possible variety. 

The oddest thing about this was the fact that the palace as well as its protective gardens appeared and grew day by day without any indication that mortal hands were involved. Each day, the palace simply appeared larger than it was before, room by room, floor by floor, its private woodland denser than it was previously. No signs of a busy army of carpenters, architects, painters, or gardeners were ever noted. No one even heard a single sound throughout the construction process—hammers, axes, or even voices of busy workmen. All that could be heard were birds and the breeze whistling through branches.

Peasants all over the kingdom stared in wonder at the rapidly swelling “forest of enchantment.” They asked among themselves, “Why build a grand palace and hide it behind all this?”

“Mark my words, there’s black magic going on there.”

“The sorcerer-king, you mean? Yes, I’ve heard about him.”

“They say it’s black magic that’s forming this woodland garden of his. Have you seen people toiling away, hour after hour, planting and watering?”

The consensus was a “no,” which only fueled more speculation among the hungry and the ignorant, whose fear of the unknown overrode curiosity. For better or for worse, they kept their distance from the palace.

They were, of course, quite near to the truth, as they discovered in time. Übel was the king, though his ascension to the throne seemed rather quiet and suspicious, for no one had ever heard his name spoken before. The royal family who ruled this land lived in another region of the kingdom. They’d remained largely detached and phantom-like figureheads for generations, with no one beyond the usual courtiers and ministers clapping eyes on them. 

When word spread that they’d decided to move their home to this part of the land, eyebrows rose, but no one questioned such a curious decision. The old palace was destroyed—taken down one stone at a time—till nothing was left but the telltale outline of a great structure in the grass and weeds. 

No one outside the court had seen the household move. It seemed as though one day they were there, and the next, the palace stood empty, to be torn down by hired men who knew nothing about what was going on. All that had mattered were the coin-filled purses that had been dropped into their eager hands. 

Before long, Übel was declared king, the palace was built, and the woodland garden rose around it. The process was quiet, quick, and trouble-free, though people all over exchanged uneasy whispers. 

Those ministers who served as the link between the peasantry and the court refused to speak about anything remotely disparaging of their new king lest they be tried and executed for treason. Pale and drawn, their figures slouched and tense, their gazes darted here and there or stole anxious looks behind them. They were clearly frightened, as though their steps were shadowed by something that stalked them, but were forced into secrecy about what truly haunted them. 

Their silence devoured these pitiful old men, however. One by one, ministers died by their own hands, and those left behind were no wiser than they were before. And those who came after fared no better, everyone meeting the same end or simply being struck down by unexpected illnesses.

As time came and went, no one knew what took place in the palace because servants were never seen carrying out orders for the royal household’s day-to-day needs. In the open-air markets and the town squares, no one from the palace was spotted running around from shop to shop, buying meat from butchers, placing orders with the best tailors. 

“The royal family would have their own butchers, tailors, and bakers, wouldn’t they?” some folks noted, which didn’t settle the doubts that had always plagued everyone. 

“It’s too quiet,” others replied, stealing uneasy glances in the direction of the palace. 

* * * * 
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FIFTY YEARS PASSED. Fifty years of unchecked disease ravaging the countryside. Fifty years of hunger. Fifty years of unrest among the filthy populace, which often escalated into small riots here and there that could barely be contained by overworked and underpaid forces led by unhappy sheriffs. All those years, not a single word was heard from the palace—only indirect orders handed down through feeble and frightened authority figures who barely kept the kingdom intact. 

Then the stench of rotting flesh was carried by the winds to the nearby towns and alerted people of something desperately wrong in the royal palace. Long-held suspicions spilled out again among frightened subjects, mobilizing the sheriff of that county and his men. They braved the shadows of the woodland garden and broke down the tall, silent doors of a glittering palace. 

There, they said, they found their dead king. He lay on the floor of what appeared to be the library, stiff and contorted with eyes open, bulging, and milky. His lips were pulled back in a pained grimace. His fingers were curled like wrinkled claws as his hands scrabbled at the air. He must have been struck down by a seizure of some kind and quite likely died even before he hit the floor. 

Oddly, a looking-glass stood close enough as though Übel had been observing himself in the mirror in his final moment.

He—or perhaps something—had also scrawled one word on the mirror’s dark surface. The letters’ brownish color suggested dried blood: Virtue.

He apparently lived alone because he didn’t have any need for human help. His needs were satisfied by unnatural agents he’d most likely summoned from beyond. Books, scrolls, and all manner of artifacts used in the dark arts filled practically every space in the palace, while bones—human and animal alike—were discovered in an underground vault. More recent kills were found on the grounds. Those were scattered among the trees as though awaiting the appearance of scavenging beasts to clean out the bones. 

“Perhaps he was too old and frail to dispose of the bodies properly,” the sheriff observed, grimacing in disgust as he covered his nose with a handkerchief. 

Tattered and faded clothes from men and women, young and old, rich and poor, littered several of the airy, empty apartments. Many bore marks of a savage killing, with dried blood and bits of shriveled skin still clinging to the fabric. Clumps of bloodied hair—in various states of dryness—were also found tucked away in an ornate gold trunk. 

“I believe that we’ve just found the royal family and their servants,” one of the men said as he sifted through the clothes. “And perhaps a few travelers unlucky enough to wander in this direction.” As to how random strangers were lured to the palace, no one could say, given its excessive privacy. No one certainly doubted the role of black magic in that matter.

The uproar following the ghastly discovery was immense. It took the sheriff’s force all they had to keep the populace from storming the cursed palace and burning it to the ground. 

“Do what you will with the body,” the sheriff said before turning around and spitting on the floor of the palace’s great hall. 

The people knew how. They took Übel’s corpse and brought it to the town square, where it was hacked to pieces before an angry mob, the parts tossed into a sack. The sack and the remains of the sorcerer-king vanished in the night, however, and no one knew where it was hidden or buried. 

Those who likely knew of its whereabouts said nothing or claimed ignorance, but they fooled no one. It was a prudent move not to divulge the truth, for the grave, wherever it might be, could very well be vandalized within hours. Superstitious folk exchanged theories about Übel being buried in a forest near the southwestern borders of the kingdom.

“It’s a proper place for the old bastard.”

“No one goes to that old forest—too dangerous. If he’s buried there, it’ll be worse.”

“Let him lie there, unconsecrated.”

“Let him be damned!”

The royal bloodline was at first rumored to be broken. However, historians and genealogists quickly set to work to find their next king, no matter how remote. 

At length, they found their successor. This new king, drunk with ambition, adored the cursed palace enough to refuse to have it razed to the ground in a holy cleansing ritual. He instead turned to folk magic to rid it of all unnatural elements. Practitioners of white magic were summoned; offerings to the gods were made simultaneously. 

Before long, the palace was declared safe and livable. It was cleaned out, modified, and made accessible to ministers and visiting nobility. The surrounding woodland garden was also purged of its evil associations before being reshaped into a sprawling and enchanting retreat, which enjoyed further modifications and enhancements with every generation of the royal bloodline. 

The kingdom settled down into a relatively peaceful state, the legend of the sorcerer-king blurring as it was passed from storyteller to storyteller. 

In time, all that was known about Übel was how he’d murdered to keep his powers alive, but even black magic couldn’t protect him from death. That he was a condemned soul was a given, but the circumstances behind his death and his burial varied. The forest where he was rumored to be buried turned evil, it was said, where nothing but shadows and madness awaited foolish wanderers who set foot within its leafy borders. 

* * * * 
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HOURS TURNED INTO DAYS, weeks, months, years, decades, a century and then two...

Europe grew more and more restless. Immortals and men locked into battles of wills with each other, at times engaged in outright challenges and quarrels. Magic remained the weapon of choice for mortals who were determined to raise themselves above the mediocre majority. While they remained helpless in wielding it against the gods, they’d no compunction at all in using it against each other. 

Most practitioners of magic were prudent enough to understand and be fearful of their powers’ capacity for destruction if unchecked. They limited their services to healing, protecting, and purging unwanted forces from individuals, groups, households, and even livestock. 

There were, however, those few who feared nothing and whose boldness was fed even more by the enormity of the very fact they held so much power. A few chanted words, a finger pointed at a target, or a hand moving in a prescribed pattern—one or a combination of those could easily destroy a portion of Nature’s fabric if enough malice were poured into it. 

Two young princesses from a tiny and inconsequential kingdom by the restless seas understood that well enough. 

Fourteen-year-old Amara scowled at her older sister as she shivered in the dark. She held a candle aloft and waited for Ulrike to finish throwing on a heavy cloak and stepping into fur-lined slippers. Ulrike then fumbled around her wardrobe for her small leather and gold chest, which housed a very precious book. With a small exclamation of excitement, she carried the chest to her bed, unlocking it with a murmured chant and pulled out her book. 

It was a large tome of old leather with strange characters carved into the cover in discolored gold. Amara had caught a glimpse of the book but was completely forbidden from examining it. It was meant for Ulrike and Ulrike only, the older princess being its sole user. The chest couldn’t be opened by any means other than through that murmured chant, which Ulrike had long mastered and which Amara, for all her curiosity, refused to learn. 

“You’re playing a dangerous game, Sister,” Amara whispered, anxiety taking hold of her when she saw her breath fog. A significant drop in the room’s temperature, which was always marked by fogged breaths, alerted her to the arrival—or the awakening—of Ulrike’s “tutors.”

“Hush, be quiet! Idiot! Do you want Mama or Papa to hear us?” Ulrike shot back, her shadowy figure in the girls’ shared bedroom barely visible despite the bit of light coming from Amara’s candle. Along with the iciness came the thickening of the darkness around them—an unnatural deepness of the night that made Amara’s skin crawl. 

“You can’t control this even after you master everything! You know you can’t!”

“It’s all a matter of taking the trouble to practice till you get it perfectly. It’s just like any other lesson.”

“And how do you know that you’re doing it correctly?”

Ulrike had gathered her things by now and stood before Amara, who’d just moved to block her way to the door. “Get out of my way,” she hissed. 

“Any idiot knows that dark magic kills its wielder—drives him mad if he doesn’t die first.”

“Do I look mad to you?”

“You don’t have to look the part to be it.”

Ulrike giggled, her voice soft and sounding like a faint chorus of several whispering people. “You’re clever. I’ll give you that.”

“I don’t know you anymore. You—you’re cold and vicious—inhuman. Your powers have changed you, Ulrike, but I know there’s hope. You can still stop this, and I’ll help you. I can’t let you go on.” Amara set her mouth in a grim line as she pressed her back against the door, moving her feet apart in an additional show of defiance. 

Ulrike’s look of irritation gave way to one of amused contempt. “By the gods,” she whispered. She drew herself up as tall as she could, which wasn’t a difficult thing to do since she was a good head taller than her younger sister. “You’re a determined little imp, aren’t you?”

“Ulrike, listen to me—what you’re doing is dangerous! Why can’t you learn simple enchantment instead?”

“What you call dark magic is more powerful than ‘simple enchantment,’ and anyone who fears it is clearly not suited to learning its secrets and mastering its power. Unlike you, you vile little coward, I’ve made plans for my future, and I never compromise. Never.” Ulrike’s smile twisted into a sneer. “And no one stands in my way. Not even you.”

Amara watched her sister raise a hand, palm facing out and aimed at her. She swallowed but didn’t move an inch. “No,” she said, her low voice trembling. “I won’t let you destroy yourself. You’re stronger than this. I know that you’re capable of turning this around—maybe even using it for good.”

“And how did you suddenly become a mistress of the dark arts?”

“I’ve read up on it and—and asked Mistress Alda for—”

Ulrike let out a sound of annoyance and disgust. “Mistress Alda, the town witch? Well, I suppose I can’t accuse you of speaking without knowledge.” 

Amara shook her head. “She said that if your will’s strong enough, you can still subvert your powers and use them for good.”

“And if I don’t, hmm? I go mad. Is that it? I’m well aware of being able to turn my powers around, fool, but why would I do that? What reason can you give me for taking a gift and twisting its purpose? It sounds like the last resort of the desperate and the feeble.”

“The time will come, maybe, when you find yourself making that choice because you’ve got nothing else left.” Amara took a deep breath. “I won’t let you get that far.”

Ulrike shrugged, her hand still raised. “Oh, fine. Don’t blame me, then.”

With a gasp, Amara felt her breath wrung out of her lungs, as though an invisible, giant hand just took her in its grip and squeezed hard. She dropped her candle as she clawed frantically at her neck and, when she collapsed on the floor, writhing and gasping, the cold wood beneath her. 

“I warned you, didn’t I? Stupid bitch.”

Ulrike moved quickly, stepping over her choking sister and moving through the door without a second’s hesitation. 

Once the door shut behind her, the spell broke, and Amara wheezed and coughed as she struggled to fill her lungs with air. Tears squeezed out of her eyes at the horrific pain in her chest, and she could barely see the vague outlines of the bedroom furniture and the candle that lay on the floor beyond her reach. 

It took her several moments to breathe normally again. When she did, it was all she could do to crawl to her bed, use it to raise herself up on weak and trembling legs, and then burrow under the blankets. 

It was past midnight. Ulrike’s lessons would take another two hours, and then the chill would vanish, the night resuming its normal cloak of darkness. 

In the meantime, Ulrike sat in the family vault, specifically in an old and unoccupied chamber that had been marked for her parents’ future interment. She needed no light to guide her steps there. She could easily see in the dark with a few whispered words of magic. 

On the cold stone floor she sat, not at all feeling the bone-numbing iciness of the subterranean crypts. She was protected by her tutors, after all. And like a dedicated, immensely talented scholar, she sat with her back straight and her head bowed, the hood of her cloak covering everything save her mouth and chin. 

Like a dark ghost she sat still and read the black pages of the ancient book she’d spread on her lap. Murmuring in the dark, she read that night’s lessons as they appeared in fiery text across each page, glowing red and casting an eerie glow on her marble-like features. 

A low, hollow voice interrupted her reading every so often, and Ulrike glanced up to stare at the wall before her. She watched the shadowy forms of predecessors who’d also learned the same dark arts flitting across the weathered, slimy stone, encouraging her with voices from beyond the grave. 

They were her tutors, anyway, all bound together as one entity. They were there to guide anyone from a future generation who’d dare attempt those terrifying lessons. From what Ulrike had discovered, there were half a dozen of her ancestors who practiced black magic. While none suffered death by execution, she also knew they all succumbed to the soul and mind-eating power of the dark arts. 

She’d learned about them through dusty records kept in the royal family’s library. Old and abandoned tomes that were never destroyed, perhaps kept around as a means of remembering the past, or as Amara would likely refer to it, the sins of the past. Of course, there was also the possibility they were kept in case someone down the line decided to dabble in black magic. It was a ghastly legacy that seemed to be made specifically for the royal family’s bloodline. 

Inserted between the pages of one of those books were torn sheets of paper in an ancient tongue. Ulrike had rightly guessed them to be some kind of spell that began her lessons by making her black book appear on her lap after she spoke those old, old words several times over. From there on, the spirits of her ancestors took her on, instructing her where to go and at what time, and Ulrike gladly obeyed.

But Ulrike wasn’t like any of her ancestors, though. She’d decided to learn these forbidden lessons with a very pragmatic turn of mind. She had her ambitions, all of which coincided nicely with what the court had long been saying about her. She was destined for a successful marriage to a great king, a long and magnificent reign marked by prosperity and peace, and a beautiful and strong family. 

I need a bit of help to get there, she’d written in her journal. Unlike other princesses who prefer to sit around, look pretty, and wait for a champion to come along, I’d rather take matters in my own hands and see to it my ambitions bear fruit. Luck is a joke. Free will isn’t.

* * * * 
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SHE WAS SIXTEEN THEN, having begun her midnight lessons on her birthday, and she proved to be a quick learner. Just after she turned eighteen, she was married to the king of a land far, far greater than hers, and he whisked her off to his grand palace and its magnificent pleasure garden. 

Ulrike laughed. Her giddy, girlish voice reverberated through the trees as she ran past them, following one pretty lane after another. 

“I’m here!” she cried, throwing her head back as she lifted her skirts. She somehow managed to run in several layers of cloth over stiff hoops, her silk slippers not at all made for such activity. 

Perhaps it was magic that kept her from stumbling or twisting her ankles. Or perhaps it was triumphant joy at ensuring the path to her new life was as trouble-free as possible. Indeed, that path was littered with the bodies of her rivals, all struck down one after another in the most remarkable chain of coincidental and horrific accidents.

“I’m here!” she cried again and again. Her joy was all the more delicious as she imagined the ground beneath her soaked with the blood of those useless, pretentious sluts from kingdoms in France or England or Russia among several others. Princesses her age or older who thought themselves worthy of King Lambrecht’s attention. No. Absolutely not. 

Ulrike—now Queen Ulrike—would never be challenged by useless women who wouldn’t lift a dainty finger to help themselves. 

“This is what real power’s all about, Amara!” she added, laughing again. 

She’d taken a lovely tour of the glittering palace; she’d been introduced to the court. Now she was given time to herself as she’d demanded, for she needed to gather her wits, make further plans, and simply revel in her triumph. She slackened her pace and continued her rounds of the pleasure garden, delighting in the decadent mix of artificiality and rustic natural beauty. 

Yes, she’d have a cottage built in the garden somewhere. It would be a retreat of hers and perhaps her children as well. Farther out, as close to the north border of the garden as possible, she’d have a waterfall made, even a watering-hole of some kind for her private enjoyment. Cottage, waterfall, watering-hole, and any other additions she’d decide on would be strictly for the royal family. 

It meant that a good portion of the pleasure garden behind the palace would have to be set apart from the rest. No, she’d no need of her powers now she’d arrived at that first destination. Everything else would fall into place quite nicely, and she wouldn’t need to whisper a spell to see that through. 

“You see, sister, I did tell you I know what I’m doing,” she said, grinning. 

She ran a careless hand over a marble statue that rose from between thick clusters of bright pink flowers. She watched petals tear off and float down to the grass, enlivening the deep green with a shock of pink. Her eyes twinkled. 

“As long as you know when to stop, you’ll never be overcome by your powers. I’m not stupid—not like you. From this point on, my head will rule, not my magic, and I’ll show you just how baseless your claims have always been.”

She shrugged, looking up and enjoying the brilliant sun above as more plans for improving the garden crammed her brain. 

“I’ll worry about those things when the time comes,” she said, inhaling the fresh air deeply. Then, once again overcome by girlish excitement, Ulrike broke into a run, laughing and shrieking through the trees. 

Around her, birds flew off branches, startled by her noise. 

And hours turned into days, weeks, months, a year, then two, then five...
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Chapter 2
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Ulrike sat at her loom and wove. It wasn’t anything out of the ordinary as weaving had always been a part of her queenly distractions, along with standing by her king and smiling with a vacant brilliance at her subjects. 

“All hail the queen!” It was her job to draw those adoring words from her people, the poor, filthy, ignorant lot, despite the injuries they suffered from her brainless boor of a husband. 

“All hail the queen!” Be beautiful. Be virtuous. Be everyone’s goddess. Then half the people who’d been robbed through nightmarish tributes in exchange for the king’s protection would forget the scars, the empty, shrinking stomachs, and the scores of disease-ravaged children lying dead and buried in paupers’ graves.

And all hailed their queen. Ulrike was their savior, their emotional balm. As long as she stood there, smiling and beautiful and perfect, her subjects would love their iron-fisted king. How could a ghoul such as he be attached to someone so divine? 

“She sees something good in him. Yes, there’s hope there,” wizened crones hissed. Surely their king wasn’t beyond redemption. Some of the half-starved subjects agreed because tradition and absolute power blinded them, and the rest were simply too stupid to know any better.

Besides, as was the case where the nobility was concerned, the court remained an untouchable fortress. It stood set apart from the rest of the land by a twelve-foot high wrought-iron fence that seemed to be a handiwork of magic. It sported elaborate floral motifs all throughout, every inch painted in gold that never seemed to weather despite its daily exposure to the elements. A massive iron gate marked the entrance, its intricate patterns of writhing and interlocking rose vines and blooms shimmering in the sun. 

Even the pleasure garden with its exuberant flowering trees and shrubs seemed to speak of an unearthly hand being responsible for the explosions of color and fragrance that filled the air day and night. The palace sprawled east and west in the middle of the massive garden. It rose to meet the heavens with three storeys of sunlit apartments that stared out in ornate architectural playfulness, an emphatic turning up of its aristocratic nose at the ragged world beyond. 

The palace stood on an island of lush grass, a vivid carpeting separating the palace from the rest of the grounds. Beyond that lawn stretched the pleasure garden, which had undergone quite a number of aesthetic changes through the years. 

For this period in time, it was turned into a landscape of a strictly measured idyll. Unlike the elaborate flower gardens so popular elsewhere, this area was something akin to a small, magical woodland. 

Carefully chosen trees and plants hid the royal family’s favorite retreats at the extreme end of the garden: a rustic little cottage here, a pretty glade there, a small clearing through which a crystal clear brook cut its way, an elaborate mountain of rocks among which a steady fall of water poured in mimicry of a real waterfall. 

No one but those whom the royal family favored was allowed in that portion of the garden. It was to the court’s great credit that servants and nobles who visited the royal family respected those strict limits. They’d satisfied themselves instead with the rest of the expansive garden for their enjoyment.

The pleasure garden was divided into large square sections, each of which was bordered by romantic lanes along which were scattered marble benches and statuary. Here and there, torches were put up and lit to guide the royal family and their guests after the sun had set. During certain celebrations, small orchestras were hired to play music in selected areas among the trees so as to be hidden from view. Their nocturnes and minuets filled the day and evening air as lovers strolled, inspiring them to carry on later in the privacy of their bedrooms. 

Together, the pleasure garden and its nestled palace were known as Paradies to the rest of the kingdom. 

So in her chosen sanctuary in Paradies, Ulrike sat and lost herself in womanly work as she counted the minutes till the moment. Weaving used to bore her, but not anymore. Now she’d discovered she could “paint” stories with thread, not just senseless, pretty patterns. 

Her magic, so long suppressed in favor of “normal” queenly activities, had proven itself to be too powerful to silence completely. While music and needlework did nothing to help, weaving surprised her with its strange and inexplicable connection to the darker arts. Ever since Ulrike learned to use the loom, she’d been amazed at how masterfully her fingers were guided even without extensive training. 

All she needed to do, she’d discovered, was to think of a story. Then her hands would fly as though they’d just developed a life of their own, her thoughts slowly taking shape in brilliant color and elaborate patterns. 

It was an oddity, to be sure, to have a queen at that day and age to turn to something as primitive as weaving, but a queen could do whatever she damned well pleased. Besides, it was an activity that Ulrike had always kept secret—a prudent move, to be sure. 

Ulrike paused to run her gaze from left to right, a smile growing. Within the intricacies of an extravagant border, an event played itself out. 

First, on the far left of the tapestry was a wedding celebration. The bride looked quite angry, and her husband, drunk, cavorted with a handful of maids of honor. Then the scene flowed into a garden kiss between the sullen bride and—someone else. A nobleman. If one were to follow the trail of strewn blue rose petals, he’d find himself watching the couple in bed next, a sword leaning against the man’s side. 

The trail of rose petals continued from there—no, not rose petals, but drops of blood. The husband lay on the ground, his head cut off. His wife stood nearby, smiling and glowing, while her lover held a crown above his own head, looking as though he were about to crown himself. The final scene showed them both sitting on their thrones, majestic, all-powerful, and so, so content. 

The tapestry was Ulrike’s personal delight. Her fury, disappointment, and countless other poisonous feelings that had built up and festered over five years found release in that loom. Those same toxins had fed the dark magic that she’d been trying to keep in check. Bitterness, hate, and powers that she’d long mastered in an ambitious effort at rising up the ranks alternately fed and ate off each other—a never-ending nightmarish spiral. Her pale fingers moved quickly, the loom’s frame shook under her desperate speed, and several bobbins emptied themselves of their thread. 

“Never again. Never again,” she murmured, her eyes narrowed and fixed on every inch of the tapestry on which she’d be working. 

Five years of misery were five years too long. Five years of being bedded by the king. Five years of trying for an heir, the prospect of a son the only thing that kept her grounded in the moment, though she could never grow used to the disgust that roiled in her belly. 

Her husband would loom above her, pouchy and streaked with sweat. His face powder and rouge would smeared. His skin would reek from that day’s adventures through the countryside, that day’s executions of the hapless poor, that day’s drunken debauches within court and without. Lambrecht was thirty when he married her; at thirty-five, he might as well be sixty as far as his queen was concerned. 

Midway through her work, Ulrike decided to rest. She rubbed her fingers, flexing them as she sauntered to the window of her private cottage. She once again felt a nervous anticipation tickling her stomach. She glanced out the window and watched the snow collect on the uneven ground.

“I suppose I should talk to the gardeners again,” she said. “They’ve been too sloppy in keeping up the winter landscape.”

Yes, even with the plants mostly hiding till the spring, Ulrike refused to allow that respite to make complete sluggards of men under her employ. She’d always ordered them out into the snow to find something for them to do. Ragged men had died in past winters, digging out rocks from the snow just to break up the monotonous whiteness for the queen’s pleasure as well as clearing up patches of the little woodland sanctuary in defiance of Nature. 

“I want to see spring in winter,” Ulrike occasionally demanded. She could, of course, use magic to achieve what she desired in less than half the time, but it also meant giving her powers away. 

No, indeed—no magic. For something as ordinary as Paradies’s woodland sanctuary, it was far more prudent to make full use of hired help instead. Besides, those who were employed by the royal family should earn their wages, regardless. 

The minutes crawled, and Ulrike waited and wove her tapestry, idly turning her thoughts to the snow-white purity beyond.

“I would dearly love it if I were blessed with a child with such a skin. It’s absolute—perfection,” she said. Unblemished and superior—the kind of complexion that only the next monarch deserved. 

She caught herself and shook her head, waving a hand vaguely before her as though warding off a persistent insect. “I can’t have my child looking like him,” she murmured with greater firmness. “I’d sooner die than have two of him in my life.” She could barely stifle a contemptuous sneer at the mental image of a child looking like her husband. Oh, by the heavens, no.

Be the child a boy or a girl—white skin versus dark, red lips versus peach or flesh-hued—perfection was perfection. A pale-skinned, red-lipped creature carrying her blood in its veins without the faintest hint of paternal connection with the king was just the right kind of feather in her cap. 

“No,” she said, her skin crawling when a quiet voice in her head reminded her. “A girl. It has to be a girl. We’ve had enough of men around here.” 

Yes, a girl. A strong-willed, intelligent young woman who’d grow up crushing importunate beasts between her dainty fingers. She’d fare far better than her mother, Ulrike determined. She’d know what to do, and she’d get her way, not be a glittering, brainless toy for her husband to showcase and brag about here and there. 

Ulrike would have to pass on those midnight lessons to her daughter as well. It would be an added protection against the filthy wiles of men and the petty viciousness of women. Perhaps the hoped-for princess would find better use of the dark arts, and Ulrike had also taken care to bring her old chest and its black lesson book with her, much to her sister’s horror. 

At any rate, a girl instead of a boy would be a much-needed slap at Lambrecht’s filthy face for all the misery to which he’d subjected her since their wedding. 

Ulrike smiled as she resumed her seat and worked on. How could she have forgotten about the baby’s gender? She’d already had a number of tedious conversations with herself regarding that. How silly of her to forget. And those hoped-for physical attributes? Oh, yes, she’d also had tiresome conversations about those before...

* * * *
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“NOT ALL NOBLES HAVE white skin,” her younger sister, the pragmatic, ill-tempered chit (as Ulrike had always viewed her), used to always say. “And look at the gentry—a few shades darker than you, and all of them are handsome in their way.”

“Yes, but I want my children to be handsome in my way,” Ulrike retorted. “What are the gentry, after all, but mongrels with money?” She caught her reflection in a nearby mirror and smiled. She’d always been fond of mirrors. Drawing herself up, she pulled her shoulders back and lifted her chin, admiring the delicate, nearly translucent quality of her pale, pale complexion. “They’re no more than one step above the peasantry, Amara.”

“I see then that ninety-nine percent of the world will fall short of your standards,” the pragmatic Amara—yes, the princess with skin a shade darker than her sister’s—said with a baffled shake of her head. “Be careful with your ambitions, Ulrike. Things don’t always go according to plan.” Then she lowered her voice, anxiety edging her words. “Remember that you can’t undo what you’ve learned, and what you’ve learned is dangerous.”

Things don’t always go according to plan.

But Ulrike ruled this kingdom, defined by its own borders, and all her worldly concerns were fixed within. Why should the ninety-nine percent matter to her? So she’d ordered Amara arrested, tried for treason—for what were her words but a subtle threat?—and executed.

“You should have taken your advice about caution and ambition,” Ulrike said from her carriage window as she watched the bonfire in the town square situated some five miles from the palace, where executions, regardless of the status of the condemned, took place in full view of the public. The blackened hands were still bound to the burning pole, and the wild, dancing flames obscured the rest of what was left of her younger sister. “You’ve always been such a high-minded moralist.”

* * * *
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NOW UNHINDERED BY SCHEMING family, Ulrike continued to dream of her child, following her progress through different stages till the moment of her union with the member of the royal house of a distant—perhaps exotic but most certainly powerful—kingdom. 

Ah, how wonderful were these thoughts, how comforting, how given to bold resolutions. The queen vowed to herself that the child would have nothing less than the best of everything and most certainly all of her mother’s time and attention.

Fairy tales may have offered other women in her predicament a solution to this quandary by forcing an enchantress into their paths. Even if Ulrike weren’t skilled in dark magic, she’d still be much too proud to accept any condescending help from some tiresome, perpetually optimistic and smiling wand-waver. 

Despite—or because of—the daily humiliations of being married to Lambrecht and the bitter cynicism of court life, Ulrike had nurtured her hatred into an icy pragmatism. She’d grown relentless toward doubts that might hamper her progress, unforgiving toward those who dared to stand in her way.

Her thoughts continued to drift from past to present to future until the door to the room finally opened, and in stepped the very means by which her ambitions would all bear fruit.

“Darling.”

“My love.”

She rose from her chair, abandoning the bobbins and the bloody tapestry scene. She swept grandly toward the man who’d just entered, arms outstretched in eager welcome to him. She stopped midway, teasing him with a hand toying with the ribbons on her bodice. The gentleman smiled and bowed, everything about his manner nothing more than false shyness under his wig, his foppish love of overly embroidered satin and too much lace. 

Had he kept his wits about him, he’d have taken to a simpler set of clothes as befitting an aristocrat going about his business in the day. Unfortunately he’d always been keen on impressing his beloved with excesses. 

Bittan von Eisenberg, the youngest and most useless son of a Saxony count, stood with the air of an impudent peacock, smirking and smug in his velvet and satin finery of warm gold and deep red. 

Ulrike had always loved the way the fine gold embroidery of his red satin coat enhanced its bloody significance. That the nobleman enjoyed wearing it during their trysts only heightened Ulrike’s delight in the very idea that he liked wrapping himself in death. She’d had that “blood coat” made for him after their first meeting a year earlier, and he never disappointed her in its usage. 

People in court had raised their eyebrows at such a strange, vibrant color in a sea of softness and pastels, but Bittan apparently took an inordinate degree of pride in standing out starkly. 

“How long?” 

“An hour, no more,” he said, his gaze raking over her body without shame. 

After all he was the son of one of the royal family’s oldest and dearest friends and certainly not one with any legal claim on her. But he was twenty-five and bold—proud yet indescribably stupid—still given to youthful romantic flights, and by nature impetuous and fiery. 

And, yes, he believed himself to be in love with his queen to distraction. How else could he account for the thrill he felt whenever he wore her blood coat and saw her eyes light up with a mad flame?

“An hour’s enough,” Ulrike said, her smile broadening as she hurried forward again. 

They met in the center of the room and fell into each other’s arms, murmuring tender words even as they tore savagely away at each other’s clothing. 

“Too many clothes on,” Ulrike said after pulling away, her words halting and breathless. Already her skin sported a number of reddening marks. “This will be a challenge.”

“Hurry.”

Hands worked feverishly, and buttons, snaps, and laces were immediately undone. Silk, satin, and velvet soon found their way to the floor, and the fiery nobleman and his queen consummated their love in the warmth of the bed. 

Limbs entangled, hands and fingers explored, caressed, scratched. Lips and tongues roamed over bare skin, kissing, biting. Her nipples stiffened with his gentle sucking, her thighs widened when he nestled his tongue between them. Her eyes fluttered shut, lips parting to ragged sighs, misty thoughts pervading her lust-riddled mind. His desire was just as strong, and after initial preparations, he mounted her and thrust himself in, and the bed rocked with them.

She couldn’t help but think about her child—his child—and, yes, damn her husband and his idiot, barbaric propensities. What did he care, anyway? He’d made whores of half the maidens in the land (not counting those women in court), and he’d done it in exercise of his authority.

Her lover—their friend’s son—would help her. It would be triumph without the help of magic.

He thrust, and she smiled even as she grunted from the thorny mix of pleasure and pain. Her fogged eyes opened and filled their hazy world with the sight of her lover’s grimace and the countless beads of sweat that had formed on his skin. Thrust one. That would be the child’s sex. Female, perfect. Thrust two, the child’s figure. Slender, perfect. Thrust three, the child’s complexion, white as snow. Smooth, perfect. Superior. Thrust four, the child’s lips, red as blood. Seductive, perfect. Thrust five...

Ulrike lost count.

A long moment passed, an eternity, perhaps, and the world dissolved around them. She bit back her cries, refusing to give up her stifling hold on her lover.
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Chapter 3
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The child arrived—not soon enough, though. The kingdom celebrated, but not so the weary queen, who was now realizing how much of a sick joke her life had become, magic or no.

“It’s a boy, Your Majesty,” one of the attendants announced, and everyone cheered and applauded her apparent success. Their cries rippled outward quickly from room to room. The palace exploded in jubilation, to be echoed by the rest of the kingdom.

The servant appeared at her bedside. She cradled the boy in her arms, presenting him to his mother with a low, reverent curtsy and tear-filled eyes.

A boy. 

He was, if one were to follow Ulrike’s long-established standards, just short of perfection personified. Skin much darker than snow—indeed, the boy’s pale skin was no different from anyone’s, for all his mother’s desires for the superiority of a snow-white complexion. His lips didn’t boast a hue that made them look as though they were tainted with blood. Like his skin, his lips showed a mortal quality. 

There was nothing about him that was god-like and unblemished. In fact, his gender had already torn him down from the lofty pedestal on which his mother had placed him well before he was born. 

Yes, the future sovereign was there at last. On his tiny shoulders lay the weight of an entire kingdom. On his little heart lay the burden of endurance—for love, of course, as the bards had always said and would always say—in their verses.

What did the future hold for this boy?

He’d ride off on his best steed, proud and beautiful and brave. His ambition would goad him on. He’d rescue doomed princesses from their tower prisons, set to right ageless curses woven by vindictive witches or stepmothers—it was always the stepmothers! He’d wander through fantastic lands, endure the most amazing tests. And he’d succeed. He’d prevail. He was the prince, after all, and princes never failed. 

Whatever his shortcomings in physical appearance, nobility still meant perfection and a mere step down from the gods. And perfection was infallible; that was simply Nature’s law. 

Nobility, indeed...

That was one more niggling detail because the prince was prince only in name. He might be born to the queen but not both monarchs, his real father now a disgraced figure. Prince, indeed—more like bastard prince, to be sure. Mingling with the joyful cheers of courtiers and subjects alike were the quieter titters of gossips everywhere, mocking and pointing fingers at the helpless infant. 

“Will you hold him, Your Majesty?” the servant asked, leaning over the bed, and Ulrike shrank away.

“No. Don’t touch me,” she hissed, tearing at the air with her fingers curled and startling the old woman. “Keep that thing away!”
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