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Only a fool learns from his own mistakes. The wise man learns from the mistakes of others.




—Otto von Bismarck
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Our dead are never dead to us, until we have forgotten them.



—George Eliot, Adam Bede
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BOOK ONE
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Statecraft, put simply, is the means by which a realm is governed, administered, promoted, and protected. It is most often conducted not by the realm’s ruler, who invariably achieves eminence through accident of birth, but by his counsellors. It is clear, therefore, that to act as a statesman requires careful positioning to ensure that influence—overt and covert—can be brought to bear on those with the power to take decisions. The person who attempts to practise statecraft in the abstract, from his study, is no more a statesman than an acorn is an oak tree.
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The appearance of sober integrity, agreeable demeanour, and willingness to consider the views of others are important characteristics of the statesman. They ensure a ready audience for the statesman’s utterances, and generate goodwill to oblige the speaker. However, they should be recognised as tools, in the same way a naval captain will make use of his sails, ropes, and anchor. The qualities a statesman projects upon the world are necessarily assumed, and always subordinate to his goals, which in many cases will not be apparent to others.
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I have been asked many times whether a woman can competently undertake statecraft. In the same way that a dog may on occasion be taught to walk on its hind legs, such a thing is possible but both perverse and undesirable. It need not be elaborated that a woman has neither the mental nor the physical capacities of a man. While they may match—or indeed exceed—a man in duplicity, they lack the intellectual force and consistency to provide effective counsel. The example of history shows us that when a ruler is excessively influenced by the feminine principle, misgovernment and disaster invariably follow.
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Berendt Scavenius, A Treatise on Statecraft, Volume I
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CHAPTER 1
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Strömhall

Duchy of Haskilde

Magnus had never known his cousins, but he still felt a catch in his throat as their father set the torch to their funeral pyre. The flame instantly caught the oil-soaked kindling, and he took an involuntary step back as the heat buffeted him. He had not been certain what to expect; even at twenty-five, this was his first Fikingur funeral.

The pyre stood on the clifftop, the flames leaping up into the sky, only the sea behind them. Above, gulls wheeled and screamed their disapproval. The cold from the uneven granite flags leached through the thin soles of his boots. He was the only one who did not know how to dress for a Strömhall winter. It was only just gone midday, but the light was dank and gloomy. It was as if the sun had never risen, and the pyre’s flames cast no shadows.

Hildegard, wrapped in traditional funeral white next to him, was impassive as a ghost. He could not have told from her demeanour that the pyre was for her husband. The two of them stood a little apart from the rest, each in their own way a stranger to the others. For Magnus, this was understandable—his first time at Strömhall, among relatives to whom he was unknown. Hildegard was isolated not from unfamiliarity, but an unconquerable reserve. Perhaps it was grief, but Magnus thought that was not the whole explanation. And although he had only been in the city a day, he noted a constraint between her and the rest of the family which suggested she always, in some fashion, stood by herself.

Magnus looked around the inner ring of faces surrounding the pyre. They fluttered, distorted, in the heat haze. Despite the brief introductions on his arrival last night, he barely recognised them this morning. Lord Berendt stood closest to the pyre, oblivious to the searing heat, the torch still in his hand. Magnus’s uncle, the greatest man in the realm by some reckonings, but today just an old man mourning the deaths of his only sons.

The wind whipped at the dark hair of Berendt’s daughter Gisla, snatching a strand out of its bun, the only movement in what might otherwise be a portrait on a parlour wall. Her eyes, even at this distance, were red and swollen. Her husband Styrbjørn stood impassive in his naval uniform, half a step behind her, one hand on her shoulder. 

A slight youth, maybe sixteen with a light beard, made his way over to Lord Berendt. The darkness of his robes sucked the light from the scene, and he alone wore a sword at his side. They had not been introduced, for which Magnus was grateful. This was the duchy’s ruler, Duke Valdemar, already notorious for capricious and occasionally cruel behaviour. Valdemar looked into Lord Berendt’s face, uttered a few words and clapped him on the arm.

Magnus ran his eyes round the group, which must have stretched to twenty or thirty. He did not recognise any of them. He had still to meet his aunt, Lady Karin. She still had not come to terms with her loss, and according to Hildegard remained under heavy sedation in a sanatorium outside the city. 

The flames had now taken full hold of the pyre. It would burn yet for several hours, Magnus had been told. His front, facing the flames, was uncomfortably hot, his back too cold. Not for the first time, he wondered why he had accepted the invitation to the funeral, or why his mother had been so insistent he accept it. He could not sincerely grieve for the two cousins he had never met, and with a pang of guilt he realised he was bored. It was hardly the emotion he should bring to this ceremony, centuries old, to mark his valiant cousins’ accession to the Hall of Fallen Heroes.

He turned his head to Hildegard. “Are you—”

She inclined her head towards him fractionally. “Am I all right? At a funeral pyre for my husband when there is not even a body to burn?”

Magnus had not enquired too closely into the circumstances of her husband’s death. He had been lost in battle, as any true Fikingur would wish, and it would have been impolite to pursue the details any further.

Hildegard relaxed the set around her mouth. “They have told you nothing, have they, cousin Magnus? Torkild’s body is on the pyre, but Steinar’s is not. His body was never recovered. The currents will have carried it out to sea.”

“I am sorry,” said Magnus, conscious of the remark’s inadequacy.

Hildegard shook her head. “There is nothing he would have desired more.”

“I meant for you, cousin. It is no small thing to lose a husband.”

Her face returned to its frozen rest. “When one does not marry for love, it should not carry the same sting.”

“I would not insult you by pretending to understand your feelings.”

What might have been a smile twitched across her face. “You are shivering, as you must in such a coat. Come, let us say I am fatigued, and you may escort me back to the Hertugshalle. I have no wish to see Torkild’s body burn any longer, or to think about Steinar’s drifting still on the water.”

She held out her arm. Magnus took it, and without a backwards glance they set their course for the looming fastness of the Hertugshalle, which had overlooked such ceremonies for eight hundred years.

They walked in silence for a few minutes. At last Hildegard said: “Unless you are enthusiastic to see the Hertugshalle, might you take me to Klippesee instead? I cannot bear the Great Hall, or to hear any more ambassadors’ condolences.”

“Of course. You know I am staying at Klippesee myself?”

“Naturally. Lord Berendt wishes to have you where he can see you, and where better than his own house?”
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They made their way back into the Heights—the upper part of the city overlooking the bay below—in a silence that Magnus did not find uncomfortable. He preferred reflection to conversation at the best of times, and his peremptory summons to Strömhall, among relatives who were also strangers, was far short of that. Hildegard, whom he sensed the others disliked for her stiff reserve, was at this point his ideal companion, even if he doubted they would be friends for life.

Klippesee was a handsome granite town-house, tall and narrow in the traditional Haskilde style. The years Magnus had spent in Chorgues had given him a different taste in architecture, but he imagined the solidity would be reassuring in the winter as the gales crashed over Strömhall. Hildegard pressed on the buzzer—Magnus still found himself surprised that electricity had reached Haskilde—and a sober-faced maid opened the door. She curtsied to Hildegard, bobbing her head at Magnus after a brief scrutiny. After so many years away, Haskilders no longer knew how to place him.

Soon they were in Lord Berendt’s parlour, sipping tea from the Green Isles. Hildegard had changed from her traditional white funeral dress into sombre black mourning. A plate of crumpets with pats of butter sat by them, untouched. Magnus was becoming hungry, for it was now mid-afternoon and he had missed breakfast. But it would surely be impolite to eat in front of Hildegard.

She stood in front of the fire looking into the mirror above it. Not so much from vanity, Magnus thought, as to be near the warmth. She seemed to take no interest in her appearance. Her hair lay flat against her head where her scarf had pressed it down. Her face white against her black bombazine dress, she might have been a silvertype with her impassive stillness.

“It will be some time before Lord Berendt returns,” she said. “He is a father grieving his sons, but he is also the Grand Admiral, and he must be seen today. I doubt he would have it any different.”

His eyes flicked to a portrait of a younger Lord Berendt in his naval uniform, which took up much of one wall. The artist had captured the stern intelligence which Magnus had already noted, and he acknowledged the skill of a fellow professional. The Lord Berendt captured on the wall was a man not to be crossed, and Magnus suspected this too reflected life.

“I am not desirous for his return, if I may be frank,” said Magnus.

Hildegard laughed, which seemed to surprise her even more than Magnus. “You will find frankness the most precious commodity in Strömhall, for it is the most scarce. You will soon learn to ration it, if you are to remain for any period.”

Magnus thought to sense a question, but since it was not explicit, he let it lie.

“I merely meant,” said Hildegard, “that we might be here together for some hours. There is no impropriety, since we are cousins, but no doubt you will wish to regale me with the story of how a cousin we have never met, who it seems has been exiled in Avigny for many years, came to appear in Strömhall in such a time.”

Magnus’s eyes strayed longingly to the crumpets. “I had no such intention. My life is tedious enough to me, that I should not wish to inflict it on others.”

“I am used to men filling every silence available with their thoughts, with tedium no constraint.” She paused for a moment. “Or perhaps my husband was simply unfortunate in his associates.”

Magnus felt a pang of guilt, for he had begun to feel comfortable in her company. He was now reminded this was the day of her husband’s funeral. His glance skittered away into the blazing hearth.

“Please,” she said. “I did not mean to unsettle you. There is little enough to enjoy at Strömhall, and your aversion to prattle is reassuring.”

Magnus was relieved, for he could not now have thought of anything to say, even if the silence was now more pregnant than it had been previously.

“Surely you will take a crumpet, cousin,” he eventually said in desperation.

Again that flicker of a smile, a sense that she saw and understood him. “I am not hungry, but do not stint yourself on my account.”

He reached out for the crumpets, which were by now disappointingly cold.
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CHAPTER 2
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The next morning, Magnus took the funicular down to the lower town, the Undercliff, on Lord Berendt’s instructions. This was where most of the city’s population lived, close by the docks which were Strömhall’s lifeblood. No imposing granite houses here: the closely crammed terraces were wood and roughly-fashioned stone. He wondered why his uncle had chosen to meet here, when they might have done so with more comfort and convenience in the parlour at Klippesee.

Magnus had, with some misgivings, borrowed a thick winter pea-coat from Gisla’s husband. “You will freeze down there if you do not,” she had said. “I do not pretend to understand my father’s thoughts, but it is unlikely they include hyperthermia.” Now he was glad he had taken the advice. Strömhall was in a bay sheltered from the worst of the elements, but the wind that snapped in from the north-east battered against the heavy wool as it howled in frustration. Strömhall had little to commend itself to one who had lived in Chorgues, and he wondered again at Lord Berendt’s purposes.

The eastern end of the dockyard still showed signs of the bombardment it had taken from the Avignese navy only a few days ago. He picked his way through rubble and timber which had been shoved to the sides of the narrow winding streets. In this city, where life was clawed out in defiance of the elements, rubbish was not something to be discarded, but raw material to be recycled.

He walked past some uninviting taverns, a couple of marine supply shops, a pawnbroker and a building that had the indefinable air of a bordello—these, at least, having a similar aura regardless of their location. He noted with a chilly grin that it was close by the point Lord Berendt had specified for their rendezvous. Surely he could not—it was unlikely, but it was not as if he had even the scantiest understanding of his uncle’s character.

Magnus had once again missed breakfast, and he stopped at a booth to pick up a portion of fried fish. This whetted not just his appetite, but the gulls’ too, watching from above. As he made his way to the dockyard rail where Lord Berendt leaned, he was accompanied by an aerial escort.

The gulls’ cries attracted Lord Berendt's attention and he turned his head to see Magnus approaching. Magnus was early, but Lord Berendt, in his grave immobility, could have been here all night.

“You are best to throw that fish away,” he said, “unless you wish us to be buffeted by seagulls throughout our conversation.”

“I had all but finished anyway,” said Magnus, dropping the last of the fish onto the ground and scrunching the paper wrapping into a ball.

“You truly know nothing of the sea, of Strömhall, of your Fikingur heritage,” said Lord Berendt. His eyes reflected the dead grey of the winter sky.

Magnus leaned against the rail next to him, tucking his hands up into his sleeves. He would need not just a coat but gloves if he were to stay.

“And why should I, my lord? You know as a boy I lived at Elste, as far from the sea as one can be in Haskilde. And then my studies took me to Chorgues. Until the day before yesterday, I had never seen the seas of Haskilde.”

Lord Berendt set his jaw tight. Lines of strong character marked his face. Whatever grief he carried, he wore in his heart alone.

“Ingvild has been remiss indeed,” he said in a voice of quiet disappointment. “Does she not understand the history of our family, our proud Fikingur line stretching back through the centuries? She raises a son far from the seas which made us, a son who speaks of ‘studies’ and Chorgues. Do you know what I ‘studied’?”

Was this a rhetorical question?

“I learned of the wind, the sea. How to trim a sail, to climb a mast in a gale. How to work a gun on a pitching deck. All things every lad in Haskilde comes to know. But because my father was the Grand Admiral, I studied too the politics of our land, the duke’s court, the rivalry of the Empire and Avigny. I learned of that brabblesome republic Lauchenland on our border.”

He paused, although Magnus thought this was merely to regain his breath. “My sister, it seems, did not learn any of these lessons. She disported herself at fetes and balls, mired herself in every kind of frivolity.”

This sounded nothing like the mother he knew, but Lord Berendt was not inviting questions.

“All so that she might marry some worthless ship’s surgeon, against our father’s wishes and mine. When we settled an annuity on her, it was that she might live, and raise you, in the true Fikingur spirit.”

Magnus had heard the other side of that story, seen for himself the modest cottage the annuity had bought. Had Lord Berendt brought him all this way merely to vicariously harangue the sister he had not seen for twenty years? A viciously tight self-control warred with anger in the old man. Still, thought Magnus, if he too had lost his only sons, he would find it hard to avoid bitterness.

“Tell me, Magnus. What is it you study in Chorgues? Dressmaking perhaps, or are you a dancing master?”

Magnus refused to be nettled. “I am a painter, my lord. I learned under Léa Roche, the great mistress of portraiture.” And much else, but this was not the time to discuss it. “Many of the gentlefolk of the city wish to sit for their portraits, and I am accounted more than competent.”

“Do you know the blood that runs in your veins? Do you know the honours accorded the house of Scavenius? Ingvild has told you of that, at least?”

“My mother speaks often of the house of Scavenius.” Best not to elaborate on the nature of her conversation, or her opinion of her brother.

Lord Berendt sighed and pushed himself away from the rail. “Come, let us walk awhile.”

He strode off with a vigour belying his years, silver-tipped cane rapping the paving, and Magnus had to rush to keep up. “Things are much changed at Strömhall,” said Lord Berendt. “Duke Valdemar only a boy, and six months on his throne; the Lord High Steward dead; a new alliance with the Empire.”

He paused and looked sideways at Magnus, before he continued.

“And my sons dead. We are told to celebrate when they fall in battle, that they watch down us from their feasting at the Hall of Fallen Heroes. Do you believe such a thing?”

“Ah—”

“Of course not, with your polished shoes and your Avignese manners. In truth, I am not sure myself. Or if I do, it does not lessen my grief.”

He set his expression. “I fear I did not appreciate either Steinar or Torkild while they were alive. I thought one had ambition but no sense, the other sense but no ambition. Now I find I would give the world to have just one of them back.”

Magnus looked into his flinty face. “I am sorry—”

He stopped dead in the street, drawing a curse from a porter rolling a barrel of herring behind him.

“I did not bring you here for your pity, Magnus Scavenius. I brought you because you are now my heir, and however unsatisfactory that may be for both of us, I must train you in what you need to know when I am gone, if our heritage is not to be lost.”

This was not the time, Magnus decided, to tell his uncle he had never gone by the name Scavenius. His father’s name, Lodahl, had always been good enough for him.

He turned his back to the wind. “You intend me to remain here?”

Lord Berendt’s eyes flashed. “This is your home, however negligent Ingvild has been in preparing you for it. You have a destiny beyond what you had imagined.”

“It may be that I do not choose this destiny, my lord.”

“I am prepared to overlook the shame of my nephew working for pay, taking silver coins from drapers’ wives to immortalise their foolish bovine faces, for it seems we have no choice.”

“I wonder that the daughter of one Grand Admiral, and sister of another, finds it necessary to apprentice her son in a profession. Perhaps her annuity is less generous than it might be. Perhaps no one at Strömhall had any interest in us until I became the only surviving male.”

Lord Berendt raised his cane and Magnus took a step back. “I had hoped not to find you a contentious stripling. It seems I am disappointed. Ingvild has much to answer for.”

“And if she ever saw her only brother, perhaps she might have the opportunity. I sincerely regret your loss, sir, but dragging me away from life in a city where I was settled and productive, simply to play a part in your schemes, is not the way to earn my good opinion. I care nothing for the house of Scavenius, nothing for your intrigues in this granite wasteland. I have done my duty by attending my cousins’ funerals, and since I have commissions in Chorgues, I will now be returning home.”

“’Home’?” spat Lord Berendt. “You disgrace us all. When I triumph with a tool like you, it will be my greatest achievement.”

Clouds had blown in off the sea, and now a heavy sleet began to pelt them. The stinging drops crashed into Magnus’s cheeks. He wondered that he had not noticed the reek of fish from the docks before.

“I do not wish to add to your miseries, my lord, but I owe you nothing. It must be clear to you that even if I were inclined, I would be no more adept at court intrigue than a baboon.”

Lord Berendt pursed his lips. If he noticed the sleet plastering his grey hair against his scalp, he did not show it. “You have a great deal to learn. If you wish to return to Chorgues, I cannot stop you. There is, however, only one airship a week, and the railways are not yet rebuilt after the Lauchenlanders’ war. However heartily you wish to leave, you are here for the next four days.”

“Perhaps I can take rooms in a hostelry.”

“You will stay at Klippesee,” said Lord Berendt. “It would be unseemly otherwise.” His face relaxed a little. “Your cousin Gisla greatly loved her brothers. She should at least get to know her cousin. And you should know your nieces. Whatever you think, blood counts for something.”

Magnus would still have preferred to stay in a tavern, but it seemed as if Lord Berendt was making an attempt, however stiff, at conciliation. And although he disliked the old man, Gisla had seemed sad and lonely when they met, and he would like to help her if he could.

It was only as he and Lord Berendt wordlessly rode the funicular back up to the Heights that he realised his uncle had not once mentioned Steinar’s widow Hildegard.
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“My father tells me you will soon be leaving us.” Gisla smiled sadly.

Magnus was sitting with her and her husband Styrbjørn in the parlour at Klippesee.

“I have paid my respects,” said Magnus, “and I was honoured to do so. But my life in Chorgues awaits, and I have several commissions outstanding.”

Styrbjørn, the jacket of his lieutenant’s uniform hanging open, said: “You truly make a living from putting people’s likeness on canvas? I would never have imagined.”

Magnus indicated the picture of Lord Berendt on the wall. “Somebody painted that. Someone with talent, in fact, and the artist would have been well rewarded.”

“Fascinating.” Magnus listed for sarcasm in Styrbjørn’s tone, but did not find it.

“How long,” said Gisla, “does a portrait take? Do not think it idle curiosity, for I understand you do not leave for several days. Styrbjørn, what if cousin Magnus were kind enough to paint us and the girls? Much nicer than that gloomy old portrait of my father!”

“Regrettably,” said Magnus, “longer than we have. I would have to make detailed preliminary sketches, you would all have to sit for many hours, and I would need materials which I doubt are available in Strömhall.”

“Might you not at least make a few sketches?” said Gisla. “They would be a keepsake for you of your family in Strömhall, and if you wished, you might turn in them into portraits on your return to Chorgues.”

Magnus thought this showed utter incomprehension of the methods or motivations of the professional portraitist. But Gisla had been, along with Hildegard, the only person to show the slightest warmth during his visit.

“If it pleases you, cousin. I have some drawing materials in my chamber, so if you wish to sit, I might rough out a pose.”

There was, after all, little enough to occupy him while he awaited the next airship. It might even keep Lord Berendt at bay, for Magnus strongly doubted his uncle’s desire to sit for another portrait.
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Styrbjørn was not available the next morning to sit in the solarium on the top floor, and the two children Vanja and Hanne were required to take their lessons in the nursery. Immediately after breakfast, Gisla and Magnus made their way to the room at the back of the house where, Magnus had been told, the light was better than anywhere else in Strömhall.

Magnus, having arranged Gisla in a pose he thought she would be able to maintain for an hour, sitting in an armchair gazing down at a book, had no way of verifying this. But if this was the best light the city had to offer, it was a poor commentary on Strömhall. The solarium was mostly glass, but it was thick and heavy, and surrounded by dark wood frames. A house set on top of cliffs exposed to winter gales was not the ideal place for a glass structure, and clearly some compromises had been necessary.

“No, do not look up,” said Magnus, his sketchbook on his knee. “You must keep your head at the same angle.”

“I cannot talk to you if I cannot see you,” she said.

“You are not compelled to talk at all. Simply read the book for half an hour, and all will be well.”

Gisla’s head came up before she caught herself. “This is the first volume of my father’s Treatise on Statecraft. If I read this for thirty minutes, I will be asleep by the end.”

“It was the first book that came to hand,” said Magnus. “I might have sought out a romance if I had thought.”

“I wish you were here for longer,” she said. “There is the lightness of Chorgues about you, and it is pleasant not to think on Torkild and Steinar for a while. Styrbjørn is always understanding, but my father works him hard.”

Magnus wondered, not for the first time, why Lord Berendt had not made his son-in-law his heir, particularly given the contempt in which he so clearly held Magnus. Perhaps the answers were to be found in the Treatise on Statecraft.

There was a snick as the door to the solarium opened.

“Oh,” cried Hildegard softly, “I did not think to find anyone here.”

She looked closely at Magnus and Gisla. “I do not interrupt?”

“I am making a sketch of Gisla while the light is tolerable,” Magnus said. With a wild access of gallantry, he added: “I will sketch you afterwards, if you choose.”

Hildegard hovered in the doorway. “You need not trouble yourself. I have many flaws but vanity is not among them.”

“I am sure that Gisla is not—”

“Do not put a meaning on my words that I did not intend,” snapped Hildegard. “I liked you better yesterday, when you spoke of frankness and honesty.”

Not for the first time, Magnus wondered why he had allowed himself to be dragged into this pit of seething emotions he did not understand. Life was both simpler and more pleasurable in Chorgues.

“I am used,” said Hildegard more quietly, “to spending an hour alone here after breakfast while I compose myself for the day ahead.”

“We will soon be finished,” said Magnus. “These are only preliminary sketches, and the sun will soon have passed round. You will not disturb us if you remain here.”

“No, sister,” said Gisla in a voice of flat calm. “Please join us, and enjoy cousin Magnus’s artistry.”

Hildegard stood irresolutely in the doorway. She would clearly have preferred the room to herself, but did not wish to afford Gisla the satisfaction of seeing it. She eased herself over to a chaise-longue in the far corner and settled herself with quiet gravity.

Magnus, as so often in the past, soon lost himself in the soothing rasp of his charcoals on the heavy paper. Gisla’s form took shape in front of him, Magnus’s method so practised he was no longer aware of the individual strokes. Gisla’s pleasant heart-shaped face grew from the paper in three-quarter profile. This was not the kind of commission where he was required to flatter the sitter, but with her head tilted down Gisla showed the start of a double-chin, and Magnus without thinking smoothed it away. As a first sketch, it showed promise, and once she had settled down, Gisla was a good sitter. It would not, in fact, be a trial to paint her if he were staying longer.

He became so engrossed in his work that he did not notice Hildegard coming to stand at his shoulder.

“You do not mind me watching?” she murmured.

In Chorgues, few things irritated him more, especially when the spectator offered advice or criticism. But he found nothing vexing in Hildegard’s quiet presence.

“Every young lady is taught to draw and paint watercolours,” she said. “My drawing master said that I was accomplished, although it was no more than basic competence in reproducing an image.”

There was a faint flush on her cheeks. “I say that not to aggrandise my talents, which are minimal, but so that you understand it is not an empty compliment to say your work is extraordinary. I know enough to understand your ability. You have done all this in thirty minutes?”

“Years of long practice,” said Magnus, trying for nonchalance but conscious of a glow at drawing a compliment from such a tart personality.

“You are too modest,” she said. “I would have liked to see a finished portrait.”

“If you wish—”

“Sister, must you flirt with cousin Magnus?” said Gisla.

Hildegard stepped back as if she had been struck. “’Flirt’? You forget my husband—your brother—was on his funeral pyre only yesterday.”

She turned and before Magnus could say a word, she was at the door.

“I forget nothing,” said Gisla in a voice throbbing with quiet emotion.

Magnus closed his sketchbook. “I think I have all I need this morning, cousin,” he said. “We are already beginning to lose the best light.”

“Oh! May I see how you have captured me?”

Magnus shook his head. “It is bad luck, to show a sitter their unfinished likeness.”

He wondered why he had told her such an obvious untruth.
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Magnus spent the rest of the day in his room refining his sketch of Gisla. When that was complete, he drew Hildegard from memory. This was more difficult, not only because the sitter was not present, but because there was something about her personality he found it hard to capture on the page. He was sure he had caught the proportions of her face accurately, the long pointed chin, the sardonic, even sour, quirk of her mouth. But some aspect of her remained resistant to his charcoal strokes. If this had been the start of a paid commission, he would have returned the deposit with an apology and an explanation that he could not continue. But Hildegard had not asked him to draw her and would, he suspected, be irritated to find he had done so. It was lucky that Gisla’s simpler character had proved easier to represent. He knew she would be delighted with the result.

He was early at breakfast the next day, having brought his sketchbook down to the parlour with him. Hildegard took breakfast in her guest room, but this morning Lord Berendt had joined his daughter and son-in-law. He noticed that Berendt and Styrbjørn addressed no remarks to each other beyond requests to pass the various condiments. For whatever reason, Lord Berendt did not view his son-in-law in any favourable manner.

“I wished to speak to you, Magnus,” said Lord Berendt. “My daughter will attest that I rarely join her for breakfast.”

Magnus carefully spread some marmalade on his toast. Their last conversation could not be described as cordial. “I am listening, my lord.”

“Gisla tells me you are painting her portrait. Even Hildegard approached enthusiasm on the subject.”

“It was a favour, at Gisla’s request. Styrbjørn is aware, and there is no impropriety.”

Lord Berendt put down his butter knife. “You misunderstand me. You are aware that I regard your activities as no occupation for a gentleman, of course.”

“You made that clear previously, my lord.”

“Papa!” said Gisla. “Must you be so acerbic?”

“I have, to a certain extent, revised my opinion,” said Lord Berendt. “If you are set on the profession, it is encouraging that you at least have some talent. I despise a dilettante.”

His eyes to flicked to Styrbjørn, who remained impassive.

“The subject came up conversation with Duke Valdemar yesterday,” continued Lord Berendt. “He expressed more interest than I imagined. His youth makes him unpredictable.”

“What subject?” said Magnus. “Dilettantism, portraiture, or my debased status?”

“You need not be so prickly, since the conversation turned to your advantage. I merely noted that my nephew was an acclaimed portraitist in Chorgues, and he expressed an enthusiasm to know you. Not only is he fascinated by Chorgues, he has now conceived a desire to have his portrait painted.”

“You understand that I am on the airship back to Avigny the day after tomorrow?”

Lord Berendt waved the point away. “Your plans must necessarily change. If Duke Valdemar wishes you to paint his portrait, you are in no position to refuse.”

“Nonsense! I am not even resident in Haskilde.”

“I will arrange an audience for this evening.,” said Lord Berendt as if Magnus had not spoken. “Valdemar can be capricious, and if he takes to you, it will be to all our advantages. I guarantee he will pay more than the tradesmen who currently patronise you.”

Styrbjørn leaned forward. “It is an honour, cousin. What possible harm can occur?”

Not for the first time, Magnus wondered at Styrbjørn’s intelligence. Gisla looked at Magnus with an apologetic smile.

“Gisla, I will take your girls, for a pleasantly informal air. Valdemar enjoys seeing me play the doting grandfather.”

“My children are not—” cried Gisla.

“Enough,” said Lord Berendt. “It is decided.”

He reached across the table, his sleeve trailing through the butter. “This is your sketchbook?”

“Ah—”

“You must not look,” said Gisla. “It is bad luck.”

Lord Berendt’s face clouded. “You think we have not had our share already?”

He flipped open the leather cover. Magnus saw a look cross his face which, in its own way, was the profoundest compliment.

“I am no patron of the arts,” said Lord Berendt. “But these are most proficient. You have captured Gisla’s mild sweetness to perfection.” He turned another page and gave a little cackle of satisfaction. “And that is Hildegard’s prissiness to the life! I wonder that you got her to sit for you.”

Magnus chose not to correct him. “You might not want to view further pages, my lord,” he said, feeling a prickle of sweat on his forehead.

Lord Berendt took as much notice as Magnus had expected, which was none at all. He looked at the page in front of him expressionlessly.

“This is how you see me?” he barked.

“Ah—it is in the nature of a caricature.”

Magnus had exaggerated the length of Lord Berendt’s nose and chin, and incised deep lines into his cheeks. The eyes were set close together, the mouth a rat-trap, the prominent ears almost as long as the face. The effect was of strong character, craftiness and unvanquishable will. This was not the time to make the argument, but it was in its own way an excellent likeness.

“I am in no hurry to commission you to portray me,” said Lord Berendt. 

Gisla was trying not to laugh, Styrbjørn peering over her shoulder to get a better look.

“Portraiture and cartoon are separate disciplines, my lord. You can be assured I would approach a commission differently.”

Lord Berend sniffed. “We will never find out.”

“Since I will be in Chorgues, it is irrelevant.”

Lord Berendt gave a wintry chuckle and poured himself more coffee. “It must be said that Valdemar’s humour tends to the malicious—indeed, to excess at times. I would enjoy seeing his face if you were to caricature that lummox Amund Ostergard.”

“Caricature is far easier than portraiture.”

Lord Berendt refilled Magnus’s cup.

“Excellent. Be warned, however: Valdemar’s humour does not extend to himself. He is under no circumstances to be subject to lampoon.”

“I had no such—”

“Good. Jensen will find you an outfit for this evening,”

Magnus no longer had the energy to argue. He knew the exact hour of the airship’s departure, and in less than forty-eight hours he would be on it.
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Magnus was surprised by the luxuriousness of Duke Valdemar’s reception room. From the outside, the Hertugshalle was a forbidding slab of rain-darkened granite, more castle than palace. It was hard to imagine a fortress better placed to withstand a siege five hundred years ago, or less in keeping with the modern age.

The Great Hall had been little more inspiring, but two functionaries armed with swords escorted Magnus and Lord Berendt up a wide stone staircase towards the duke’s formal apartments. Magnus was surprised that, in the battle of wills that evening, Gisla had prevailed over her father, and the children had been left back at Klippesee.

“Remember,” said Lord Berendt, “take your cue from me at all times. His Grace is not always easy to predict, even for seasoned watchers.”

Magnus said nothing. He was not desperate to make a good impression, and it was not as if manners polished at Chorgues would earn a reproof in the primitive vigour of the Hertugshalle.

One of the guards indicated that Magnus and Lord Berendt should wait outside the door in front of them. He opened the door.

“Your Grace: the Grand Admiral, and his nephew Magnus Scavenius.”

Magnus imagined that correcting his name would fall under the heading of inappropriate conduct, and held his tongue.

The guard beckoned, and Lord Berendt led the way into the room.

A young man in a black tunic shot through with red lounged in an armchair. Lord Berendt approached and bowed, Magnus half a pace behind.

“You are welcome, my lord,” said the young man. He turned his gaze to Magnus. “And another of the proud sons of Scavenius. I am glad, Lord Berendt, that you have such a comfort at this time.”

“I am honoured to meet Your Grace,” said Magnus.

A man emerged from behind an arras at the back of the room. Tall and bulky, a with the mottled complexion of a toad crammed into evening wear, he brought a pewter goblet filled with red wine over to Valdemar, who took it wordlessly. He greeted Lord Berendt with a curt nod, and gave Magnus a look of frank inspection.

“Amund, Lord Ostergard,” murmured Lord Berendt. “The new Lord High Steward.”

“Sit, gentlemen,” said Duke Valdemar. “This is an informal reception.”

Magnus eased himself into an armchair which looked stiff and forbidding, but wrapped him in a supportive embrace that surprised him with its comfort.

“How are poor Gisla and Hildegard?” said Valdemar, gesturing to Amund to provide drinks for the new guests.

For a man characterised as cruel and capricious, Magnus was so far favourably impressed. The lad was only sixteen, and unexpectedly thrust into rule. It would unsettle the steadiest temperament.

Lord Berendt shook his head. “It is hard for them, of course. Gisla has Styrbjørn to call upon, of course, and the girls take up much of her attention. Hildegard—” he broke off “—Hildegard is left much more to her own resources. I confess after all these years, I know no more of her thoughts than when I met her. She will soon return to Tinglev, I think, and bide with her sister.”

Amund spoke for the first time. “You have the gratitude of all Haskilde, Berendt, for the heroic sacrifice of your sons,” he said in a low, oiled voice.

Magnus felt Lord Berendt stiffen next to him. “Only those who fight for the duchy can die for it.”

“Fortunate, then, that you have a nephew without the martial temperament of Steinar and Torkild.” 

Valdemar gave his hands a brief clap. “Enough of your wrangling, gentlemen. You have squabbled throughout my council today, and this is an evening of pleasant amity. Magnus—” Valdemar leaned forward in his seat “—your uncle tells me you are a painter of repute in Chorgues.”

Magnus crossed and recrossed his legs. “’Repute’ might be an exaggeration, Your Grace, but I have no shortage of commissions.”

“The boy is excessively modest, Your Grace,” said Lord Berendt. “It was ever the Scavenius failing—” Amund appeared to choke on his wine at this moment “—his work is exceptional. I have seen it with my own eyes.”

“You will have heard of Duke Claes, my great-grandfather,” said Valdemar. “He was a noted patron of the arts. You must see the Golden Chamber, where many of the works he sponsored are now hung. I have thought I too might follow a similar path.”

Magnus sensed from Lord Berendt’s careful adjustment of his posture that this was news to him.

“A splendid idea, Your Grace,” said Lord Amund.

Valdemar stood up with such abruptness that his half-empty goblet tumbled to the ground. “You weary me, Amund, with your bowing and fawning, ‘Your Grace’ and ‘my lord.”

“Ah—Your—ah...”

“You may leave us now. You too, Berendt. I have had enough of your foolish smirking faces for today.”

A darkness spread over his own face, and Magnus wondered that he had ever found him amiable. Lord Berendt smoothly rose and bowed, Lord Amund was already fleeing from the room. Magnus stood up more slowly—perhaps he could escape Valdemar's attention—and bowed himself.

“Not you, Magnus,” said Valdemar. “If it pleases you, I should like to continue our conversation on the arts. Berendt, Amund, are you still here?”

Berendt shut the door on the way out.

“Now,” said Valdemar when they were alone. “We might speak without all this tedious courtly foolishness. What do you say to that?”

“I would say ‘Yes, Your Grace’, if I did not suspect it would enrage you.”

Valdemar laughed, and Magnus saw the boy he had been.

“You understand, I think,” he said. “Courtiers are all very well, and I certainly would not wish to do all the work myself. But a great man—and I flatter myself that despite my youth, that is what I am—must be able to relax and speak freely. So few men in Haskilde are without their own interests, and women rarely repay the effort of conversation.”

“I would not trade our places,” said Magnus. “I am not wealthy—the opposite in fact—but my time is my own, and I may follow my inclinations.”

Valdemar refilled his goblet and looked at him shrewdly. “You are truly a painter of distinction?”

“How can I answer? My work is never less than competent, and sometimes I catch a spark that makes it more.”

“You may know that there is not a single portrait of me as duke in existence, for I have only been enthroned these past six months.” He indicated a silvertype on the wall behind him. “That was my coronation, but a silvertype does not capture the essence.”

The remark was oddly perceptive, thought Magnus, although he guessed he would not like where it was leading them.

“I should hope not,” he said, “or there would be no work for portraitists.”

Valdemar rubbed his chin. “And what are your rates, for a portrait?”

Magnus felt a weary resignation. It had always been going to end here.

“In Chorgues, normally seven hundred and fifty louis. More for a complex setting.”

Valdemar frowned. “Nearly six hundred florins? You set a high price on your talents.”

Magnus took a sip of his wine. “I am in any case unavailable for commission, for I am about to return to Avigny.”

Valdemar scowled. The low electric light caught a garnet ring on his little finger.

“Not even for your duke? You are my subject, are you not?”

“Technically, perhaps.”

“The airships operate at my pleasure, you understand? If your papers were not in order, you would be denied boarding.”

Magnus stiffened. “You threaten to detain me?”

Valdemar made a mild gesture. “Let us say, I wish you to paint my first official portrait, which is a great honour for an artist. I will pay you eight hundred florins. You may remain in Strömhall a little longer, get to know your cousins and your distinguished uncle a little better. I understand you have long been sundered.”

Magnus puffed out his cheeks. The arrangement was unwelcome, however much Lord Berendt might approve. But he could see no alternative, for Valdemar would react unfavourably if crossed.

“There,” said Valdemar with a smile. “We need speak no more of threats, a boorish word.”

Magnus knew he was trapped, and acceded with good grace. “You will need to sit for some hours, both for the sketches and the portrait.”

“Excellent!” beamed Valdemar. “Time away from meddlesome counsellors and the affairs of state. You might speak to me of Chorgues while we wait, a city of great fascination. You know, of course, that I dealt the Avignese a great blow, chased their navy from the face of the oceans.”

“Since my uncle is your Grand Admiral, I know the story well.”

“Forgive me,” said Valdemar. “I forget that your own cousins died in my service.”

Magnus judged it best to say nothing.
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“I could not have arranged matters better myself,” said Lord Berendt as they sat in his comfortable study later that night.

Since Magnus suspected his uncle had arranged it, that was little surprise.

“I know you wished to return home, to your friends and your life in Chorgues, but you must see this is for the best. A prestigious commission at a higher rate than you would have earned, the esteem of Duke Valdemar, and the chance to consolidate our position. You saw that oaf Ostergard—such a man should never be allowed the ear of the duke. Valdemar loves to talk, and in the relaxed atmosphere of the setting, he will soon trust and confide in you. Yes, everything is most satisfactory.”

“Except for me. I am not apt for intrigues.”

“I will school you well enough. We must all encounter circumstances we wished to avoid—” his eyes seemed for a moment to lose focus “—and respond to the world as we find it. Come now, you never thought to be the heir to the house of Scavenius. You have never seen our estate Drageleir: it is a noble prospect.”

“All these advantages would have meant more to me had my mother and I been shown any attention before it became a necessity.”

Lord Berendt set his mouth. “Ingvild made a foolish and imprudent match, against my instructions. She did not raise her son in a way calculated to excite my approval, and the result now sits in front of me. You are not responsible for those circumstances, but how you act now is the measure of your own character.”

Magnus stood and went to stand by the fire. He still was not used to the Haskilde chill. “May I ask you a question, my lord?”

“It is only right you now call me Uncle. You need not defer to a rank that will one day be yours.”

Magnus nodded absently. He could not picture himself the heir to a title. “Gisla’s husband was already to hand: a naval officer, his children running in the Scavenius line. Why is he not your heir, the man to one day replace you?”

Lord Berendt gave a frosty chuckle. For the first time, Magnus thought he looked an old man.

“You have met Styrbjørn. Even with my patronage, he is three and thirty and not yet a captain. He has a kind heart, and makes my daughter happy, but does not have the bones of a statesman. He has not even given me a grandson. His mediocrity was always apparent, and I permitted the match only to spite Gisla’s mother.”

His mouth turned down and he reached for the Avignese brandy at his side. “I did not think then Steinar and Torkild would die so soon, without heirs. I thought I could let Gisla follow her inclinations with no harm done. But Torkild became infatuated with an adventuress, with no prospect of marriage, and Steinar—well, you have seen the frigidity which emanates from her. A good political match, but no woman to be a wife. And now neither of them will have sons.

“You are the last male Scavenius,” he continued. “Styrbjørn—his name means ‘Star Bear’, did you know that?—will never have that distinction. I do not believe in fate, or destiny. But I will make you the Scavenius the family and the duchy need.”

His eyes gleamed black in the firelight, and Magnus did not know if he was more afraid of his uncle or Duke Valdemar.
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The solarium had, by common consent, been repurposed as Magnus’s studio. Here he might make early morning sketches of Gisla, Styrbjørn and the children Vanja and Hanne. Hildegard no longer appeared, her calm refuge taken away. Magnus could not help feeling sorry, even if he did not find her company easy. She was, after all, the only one widowed in the recent bereavements, and however much she might shrug off its effects, her feelings drew almost no consideration.

He was almost pleased, therefore, when she slipped in one morning. Vanja and Hanne had been fractious, pinching each other and refusing to sit still, and Gisla had smacked their behinds and dragged them off. Magnus was enjoying the good light alone, organising his sketches, reworking Styrbjørn’s jaw to give it a stronger cast. The work was soothing, and while he concentrated on it, the other pressures crowding on his mind could not take root. It reminded him of the days when he had studied in Chorgues for the simple pleasure of the art, before it became employment, where crisp scheduling and flattery were as important as talent.

“I am not disturbing you, I hope.” Hildegard’s voice was soft and unusually hesitant.

Magnus had not heard her approach. “Never, cousin. I have hardly seen you these past days.”

The solarium embodied a tall glass window stretching around the circumference of the room. She went to sit on a chair in the weak sunlight.

“I had not imagined anyone would value my company,” she said. “In any event, I preferred to be alone with my thoughts.”

“You wish me to quit the solarium? You will see my sittings have finished for the morning, and I can work as well in my chambers.”

She shook her head. Her face was pale against her deep bombazine dress. “I wanted to see you, before I left. When the next train east leaves, I shall be on it.”

“You are leaving Strömhall? Where will you go?”

Her fingers played with the lace on her cuffs. “My sister Eltzabet has an estate at Tinglev. I often stay there with her and her husband, when Steinar is—when Steinar was—at sea.”

“I am—”

She gave him a bleak smile. “Lord Berendt has said I may remain at Klippesee as long as I wish.” She blinked quickly. “I have taken him at his word, which is why I leave now. They did not love me when I was married to them, and they only pity me now.”

Magnus thought for a second he might have liked her under other circumstances. The reserve that others found so offensive might have been a calm gravity, and if she had been shown warmth, perhaps she would have reciprocated it. He knew for himself what it felt like to be one of Lord Berendt’s pawns. It could not have been any different for Hildegard.

“Lord Berendt and Gisla expressed regret at my departure. You do not, which I appreciate, for I have had all the hypocrisy I can stomach.”

Magnus stood up and went to stand next to her chair, looking out of the tall window over the bay. “You mistake me, cousin. I was thinking on our situations, our exposure to Lord Berendt’s schemes. I am not part of this, as you are not, and I am sorry that you must go, although I understand it.”

She looked up from her seat, the sun laying some warmth across her grey eyes.

“You are the only person at Strömhall who does not set my nerves on edge,” she said. “I worry for your future here. You do not understand the currents, the intrigues. In the past months many people have died at court, even before the battle. You should be careful.”

“Do not go, Hildegard.” Why had he said that?

She looked equally surprised, and Magnus thought to catch a flush on her cheek.

“You wish me to stay? We have hardly spoken.”

“I do not share your disdain for everyone at Strömhall, but I trust none of them. You do not wish to be part of the game; you are the only disinterested party.”

“You would have me stay at Strömhall, which you know I detest, to provide you with an imaginary comfort?”

Magnus sighed. This milk-curdling expression was why nobody liked her, but on this occasion he could see she was right. He had no right to prevent her leaving.

“I am sorry,” he said. “I should not have asked. Go to Tinglev, as any sensible person would.”

She stood up and stood next to him at the window. “Even now, I find it impossible to imagine that Steinar died down there. The bay looks so small, so calm.” Her voice was more bafflement than grief.

“Packed with Avignese warships, I imagine there was little enough calm. The battle was hardly mentioned in the Chorgues papers, you know.”

“Naturally, for the Avignese lost. I pretend I care for none of it, but even I feel a frisson of pride. Even if it cost—”

Magnus looked away. There were only so many times he could express his condolences.

“I will let you into a secret, which everybody knows,” she said, turning away from the window, her face in quarter profile to Magnus. “I did not love my husband, and he did not love me.”

“I am sure—”

“Let me speak, Magnus. We were married for Lord Berendt’s advantage, and that vile harridan Lady Karin. My own parents were as guilty, for they were desperate to be allied to the house of Scavenius. My preferences were not consulted, and neither, I think, were Steinar’s.”

Magnus found there was nothing he wanted to say anyway.

“Steinar was brave, noble, principled. An ideal husband, for a woman who loved him. How could that have been me, when I did not choose him? He was kind, attentive, and did not paw and pester me for that which I did not wish to give him. I commend him for that, all the more when Lord Berendt was avid for a grandson. Other men might not have been as accommodating. If he took his pleasures elsewhere, I had no reason to complain, and he did not flaunt it. He was, in all things, a most considerate husband, but one who never understood me, or even tried.”

“Why are you telling me this, cousin?”

“We spoke of trust, did we not? Other than Eltzabet, I have told this to no one else. You have trusted me, and I choose to trust you. It does me no harm, since we will never meet again, and perhaps I will feel lighter for it.”

“You have my attention.”

“When Steinar died, I could not feel the grief a wife should feel for her husband. I was saddened that he had died, that a good man would not live to grow old—although I know that he would have chosen such a death. But what I felt most of all was guilt—that I could not find the grief I should have had. Everyone gave me their condolences, said how I must be feeling. And I did not, Magnus. How cold must I be, how unfeeling, that my husband is dead and I do not grieve?”

She dabbed at her eyes with her lace sleeve. “You did not wish to hear that, and I am sorry to inflict it on you. I do not know what came over me.”

Magnus moved into her line of vision. “You cannot compel grief, cousin. You did not choose him in life, and you did not choose his death. I do not pretend to understand your emotions, but they are your own, and they should not shame you.”

She looked into his eyes. “I have said vanity is not one of my faults, and I should never wish to have my portrait taken, that I might look back on my youth from my dotage. But if I did, you might have the perception to see me as I am.”

“If you ever wished me to paint you, cousin, it would be my honour, and not one for which I charged a fee. Who knows, you may summon me to Tinglev one day.”

A film lay across her grey eyes. “You understand why I must leave, Magnus? Even if it were not for Berendt and Gisla, now I have said all this to you, I could never look at you again, for I would see the judgement in your eyes.”

“You think I will judge you? You have trusted me with something you need not have done, and I feel the honour of it.”

She gave him a bitter smile. “I have allowed myself a moment of weakness, for reasons I do not understand. So when I look on you, I see not only someone who knows my secrets, but a reminder of my own folly.”

She pushed past him, intent only on the door.

He put a hand on her arm, then let it drop. It was not for him to detain her.

“Hildegard,” he said softly.

She slowed, her steps irresolute, and looked back over her shoulder.

“You wanted to tell me, or you would not have done. You may not understand why, and you may now regret it—but it was not a mistake. I will tell no one—who would I tell?—and I do not think less of you.”

Shutters came down over her eyes. “Thank you, cousin. You are kinder than I deserve. I may see you before I take the railway to Tinglev, but if I do not—I am happy that we met.”

The words were sincere, but Magnus could hear that the emotion had been leached out of them. Their brief intimacy was over.

“Goodbye, cousin,” he said. “I will not forget you.”

And in this, he realised, good manners and his inclinations were not at variance. He looked up, but she was already gone.
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Duke Valdemar was quite the worst sitter Magnus had ever encountered. This included the middle-aged woman who had fully disrobed in the expectation of sitting for a nude portrait, and the gentleman who had insisted in posing in a darkened room with the curtains drawn shut to mitigate the effects of a hangover. Valdemar, by contrast, could not sit still for longer than ten minutes, which made the preliminary sketches problematic. Neither could he maintain silence, firing out a string of questions, observations and non sequiturs which required him to crane his head while Magnus answered.

Sometimes his remarks were merely idiotic—“what does a cow think of the moon?”—but at other times they strayed into realms on which Magnus hesitated to venture an opinion. “What do you think of the new Lauchenland ambassador Commissar Jeschke?”, “Should I make sedition punishable by death?”. Constructing emollient answers to these sallies took Magnus’s attention away from his work and made the process more irksome than necessary.

Leaving the Hertugshalle late the next afternoon, Magnus saw an airship overhead: the commercial flight which should have taken him back to Chorgues, everyday commissions, and normality. He sighed as he wrapped his coat around himself and steered himself towards Klippesee. He would not be on any airship for some time to come. He remained resolved that once Valdemar’s portrait was finished, he would leave. He would not be barred from travelling then, and if the price of being Lord Berendt’s heir was a lifelong involvement in Haskilde politics, he preferred to remain a struggling artist in Chorgues.

Snow clouds had blown in over the morning and now carpeted the streets in a crisp blanket. The sight took Magnus back to his childhood, the cottage overlooking the frozen Lake Lyngstrup, icicles hanging from the drainpipes, his mother banking the fire up for its blaze to fill the kitchen with a wall of heat. He had almost forgotten such days. The snows came rarely to Chorgues, and he rarely dwelled on the past. Those years after his father’s death until he had left to study abroad reminded him only of cold, and he chose to think about them as little as possible.

He stepped into the parlour at Klippesee to thaw himself with hot chocolate. To his surprise, not only Gisla but Hildegard were present. The maid brought in a steaming mug and Magnus settled into the fireside chair. Gisla was engaged in embroidery, while Hildegard applied herself to a book. Magnus did not get the impression he had interrupted a conversation.

Gisla addressed him with a series of questions about his day sketching the duke, to which he gave perfunctory answers. Whenever he looked up, Hildegard’s eyes seemed to rest on his before skittering away like a startled beetle.

“I thought you bound for Tinglev, cousin,” said Magnus at last, tiring of the game.

“The snow has halted the trains,” she said. “They cannot run when the tracks are frozen.”

“So,” said Gisla, “Cousin Hildegard must bide among us a little longer.”

“It is as if no one wants to be here,” said Hildegard. “As if some aspect of Strömhall were so unwholesome that those not accustomed to it soon depart. They say those who live over the privy soon cease to notice the stench.”

“You will be aware,” said Gisla, “that my father installed the latest plumbing at Klippesee, so that the highest standards of hygiene pertain.”

This seemed to Magnus an over-literal response. He regretted introducing conversation into the parlour.

“I am sure the weather will relent soon,” he said. “I hope your journey is not long delayed.”

Hildegard shifted in her seat, the bombazine of her dress rustling. “I am sorry that my company is so disagreeable to you.”

Gisla reapplied herself to her embroidery.

“You know I did not mean that,” said Magnus. “Only yesterday I said—”

“I remember what you said yesterday.”

Gisla hissed an indrawn breath. “I knew I should have used a thimble,” she said, looking up, putting a finger in her mouth.

Magnus was unsure how he had upset Hildegard, or how he might mend it. In the end, he concentrated on the cloying sweetness of the chocolate, and allowed silence to return to the room. Eventually, Hildegard rose without a word, shutting her book more firmly than necessary, and left the room.

“You must not blame yourself,” said Gisla. “Hildegard is always cross and disagreeable.”

“She burned her husband only a few days ago.”

“And I burned two brothers, and I hope you do not find me disagreeable. Besides, it was always her nature.”

“Perhaps I have not known her as long as you, but it is hard not to feel for her.”

“I doubt you require my advice, but do not spend your pity on her. She will feast on it and drain you dry.”

Magnus did not in the least agree. Hildegard wanted nothing from anyone; indeed she might be happier if she did. If Gisla, who knew her better, had so misread her character, that perhaps reflected more on her than Hildegard.

The clock above the mantelpiece struck a quarter to the hour. “I must rush to dress,” said Gisla. “Papa is bringing the new Lauchenland ambassador for dinner, and I do not wish to shame us with provincial clothing. I should wear mourning for my brothers, but our father does not wish it.”

Magnus brushed his jacket with hands. “The ambassador must take me as he finds me, since I have only one outfit.”

“She,” said Gisla. “The new ambassador is a woman, for that old fool Colonel Falk has been recalled to Eisenstadt. Commissar Maxine Jeschke she is called, and she must be frightfully intelligent.” She lowered her eyes. “Perhaps beautiful, as well. Papa will wish you to charm.”

Would this never end? “I will be happy to make Commissar Jeschke’s acquaintance, but I doubt we will become fast friends before I return to Chorgues. Is there no Avignese ambassador for me to meet?”

Gisla gave a harsh laugh. “Duke Valdemar expelled the Chevalier de Trémaux after their fleet attacked us, and that pert little sister of his, and can you blame him? For the Avignese to attack us in our own harbour.”

“Of course.”

“And when new ambassadors are appointed—will your father entertain them?”

Gisla gave a soft smile. “Naturally. He sees his duty to know everyone at the court. I may hold a grudge, but my father, who has the power to pay it off, may not. The good of Haskilde is all.”

The good of House Scavenius, thought Magnus, although he doubted his uncle would recognise the distinction.
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“You are most welcome to Klippesee.” Lord Berendt bowed and kissed Commissar Jeschke’s hand, oozing a trim and polished gallantry which would not have been out of place in Chorgues.

“You honour me with your hospitality,” she said, as Lord Berendt pulled out a chair for her.

Magnus inspected her with interest. For once, someone in the room knew less of Strömhall than he did. He had never visited Lauchenland, and was unsure what to expect.

Commissar Jeschke wore a tailored black uniform, a red armband with a cogwheel on one arm. A ceremonial dagger adorned a polished black leather belt. She was solid but not fat, her black hair pinned up in a bun. Her expression was one of bluff geniality but her blue eyes contained a shrewdness that Lord Berendt would do well to mind. Magnus knew that he would be required to give Lord Berendt his impressions after the meal. Commissar Jeschke, if she was the new ambassador, must sit well with the Lauchenland regime—although she did not appear an obvious fanatic.

The dining room contained three men—Magnus, Lord Berendt, and Styrbjørn—and three women—Commissar Jeschke, Gisla, and a clearly irritated Hildegard. No doubt she thought she had been invited to balance the numbers, and in this she was surely correct.

“You must call me Maxine,” said Commissar Jeschke, “at least when we are away from the Hertugshalle.”

“And you may call me Lord Berendt.” This was accompanied by a dry chuckle.

“I am told,” said Commissar Jeschke, “that we still await a new Avignese ambassador. Troublesome to find myself here without our old allies!”

“I am sure a new representative will arrive soon.”

Jeschke sipped from her soup spoon. “Count Sébastien Savatier will be here within a month, I understand.”

Lord Berendt placed his glass down. “You are well informed.”

“You had not heard?” Commissar Jeschke smiled to reveal even white teeth.

“No.”

Jeschke made a gesture of demurral. “Perhaps I am mistaken.”

Magnus knew she was not, and so did Lord Berendt.

“You know, of course, that the Imperial ambassador Doa Lora is to be recalled. I understand that he picked the wrong side in some court intrigue—bet against you, as I understand it. What a foolish man!”

“Take these plates away,” snapped Lord Berendt to the footman. “Not exactly. But he has earned Duke Valdemar’s dislike. I am not aware he is to be recalled, but his prospects are limited.”

Commissar Jeschke filled—indeed over-filled—her glass. “You are of course far better connected than I, Lord Berendt. But I think you will find his recall papers already in the diplomatic post. He is to be replaced by Baron Hasenhüttl.”

Magnus heard a female snigger. Since he was sitting between Gisla and Commissar Jeschke, it could only come from Hildegard.

“I must ensure I come to you for my diplomatic insights in future, Maxine.” Lord Berendt’s knuckles were white on his fish-knife.

“Oh, I am not such an oracle as all that, Lord Berendt! Naturally the Volksbund Military Intelligence is given early notice of a new appointment as Avignese ambassador, and naturally they have spies in the Imperial court. I am merely the fortunate recipient of tidbits gathered by the hard work of others. I can claim no personal credit. You should not reproach yourself, my lord!”

“I do not,” said Lord Berendt. “I find in the diplomatic game, which I have played for many years, what you do with your intelligence is far more important than what you acquire.”

“This is why I am so glad you have invited me, my lord. When I learned of my posting, I was almost giddy at the thought of learning from such a renowned statesman! And now to find myself here at your table.”

Magnus leaned forward to catch Hildegard’s eye. She was now openly smirking.

“I hope you will join us on many future occasions, Maxine, that we might share our impressions.”

“Nothing would delight me more, my lord.”

“Enough of politics,” he said. “This is no topic for the dinner table. And though you wear your fine Volksbund uniform to dinner, even you must enjoy other topics of conversation from time to time.”

Commissar Jeschke smiled and knocked back her wine—a red from Avigny drawn from Lord Berendt’s private cellar—in a single gulp and reached for the bottle. “Oh, I think I might surprise you with my conversational range, Lord Berendt.” She let out a discreet belch and covered her mouth with her hand, a grin peeking out from behind it. Gisla looked at her in horrified fascination.

“Allow me to draw my nephew, Magnus, to your attention. He has lived in Chorgues since his youth, and is a portraitist of international reputation.”

This was clearly hyperbole, and Magnus did not relish being the bait in some trap to ensnare Commissar Jeschke.

She favoured him with a smile, and poured the last of the wine into her goblet. “You too are new to Strömhall, Magnus? We must work out together how to get around. Perhaps I might call on you. I am told you are working on a portrait of Duke Valdemar? How fascinating.”

Magnus toyed with his glass. “Naturally the patronage of the duke is welcome, and I am glad to oblige my uncle by appearing to advantage.”

Commissar Jeschke leaned closer. “And after the recent tragedy in the bay, now the heir of Lord Berendt.”

Magnus inclined his head. “It was not a distinction I sought, least of all in these circumstances.”

“Nonetheless,” said Commissar Jeschke, “a relief to be able to afford a studio somewhere more salubrious than the Rue des Postes, surely?”

Magnus could feel his jaw clench. In the swirl of international politics, he was nobody. But Maxine Jeschke knew his address in Chorgues. Was anything outside her knowledge?

“I am in no hurry to move,” said Magnus. “The longer I remain a private citizen, the better. And the light is excellent in the Rue des Postes.”

Commissar Jeschke playfully batted his hand. “How modest you are, for a man of such expectations. You are a credit to your uncle!”

“You have not seen my paintings yet,” said Magnus with a sickly smile.

“Ah well,” said Commissar Jeschke. “If you do not wish to give up your enviably simple life in Chorgues, there is always Lieutenant Vinther.” She turned her electro-plated smile to Styrbjørn, who had not appeared to follow the conversation. “How fortunate, Lord Berendt, to have two such fine men to carry on the Scavenius line.”

Lord Berendt laid a fishbone on the side of his plate. “I assure you, madam, I am aware of every scintilla of my fortune.”

“You must consider me a friend, Lord Berendt: to you, to the house of Scavenius, and to Haskilde. Your wisdom, your insights into the currents of Duke Valdemar’s court, and the occasional dispatch from my military intelligence colleagues—we would make the most formidable partnership.”

“It is a churlish man who refuses an offer of friendship, especially from such a beautiful woman.”

“Ah, now you are being gallant, my lord! Regrettably I have cables to draft tonight, so I must leave you, but I am grateful for your hospitality, and so glad we have an understanding. And Magnus, no woman ever wanted her portrait painted less, but I wish you success in your endeavours!”

“Styrbjørn,” murmured Lord Berendt. “Perhaps you will escort Maxine out, and ensure she has a carriage back to her embassy.”

The audience was over. Magnus, diplomatic novice as he was, was all too clear who had been interviewing whom.
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“Colonel Falk was a man who could barely find his privy member in the night,” snapped Lord Berendt as he took brandy with Magnus in his study. “I did not even need to gull him, for he fooled himself on every occasion. Now they replace him with this Maxine Jeschke. She is an altogether fresher fish. Perhaps you would outline for me the implications of a competent ambassador from Lauchenland at court?”

Magnus was in no mood to be quizzed by his uncle. But neither did he want to enrage him further. A précis of the situation could do no harm.

“Every aspect of diplomacy on the continent is driven by the rivalry between the Empire and Avigny. The tomcats.” He felt the smoothness of the brandy in his throat.

Lord Berendt raised an eyebrow. “You have read my Treatise on Statecraft?”

“The introduction.” It would be folly to pretend more.

“A start. Continue.”

“Avigny has supported Lauchenland since they broke away from the Empire forty years ago, militarily in the First Air War, diplomatically in the Second. Lauchenland remains the destabilising force.”

“And the implications for Haskilde?”

“Our only land border is with Lauchenland, at Valküla Gap. The Haskilde navy can interdict their northern coast, and harass the east of Lauchenland. That makes us an ally of value to all sides.”

Magnus cared nothing for his uncle’s opinion, so why was he sweating under this catechism?

“And what is the wisest diplomatic course? With whom should we cast our lot?” Lord Berendt’s long jaw had the profile of a wolf in the firelight.

“Duke Valdemar chose to ally with the Empire.”

Lord Berendt’s eyes glittered. “That was not the question.”

“We should have chosen Avigny? It would have prevented their attack, and your sons would be—but I do not see—”

Magnus startled at the crack of Lord Berendt’s glass on his chair arm. “We should have chosen neither! My policy, my policy for over thirty years, was to tease both, and satisfy neither, like a reluctant virgin keeping two rapacious suitors at bay. Valdemar’s father understood this, and his grandfather too. But within weeks, the boy had spread his legs for the Empire. And where were they when Avigny attacked? Their nearest port is Altenräschen, three days away, and they cannot supply troops overland without violating Lauchenland or Khakassia. Muddle-headed, wrong, and he will lose our duchy.”

Magnus was unsure if Lord Berendt any longer realised he had an audience.

“Not only that,” he reached for the brandy decanter which he had helpfully placed at his elbow, “he did not realise the internal rivalries in the Imperial court. So although we are formally the Empire’s ally, he has no relationship with their ambassador Doa Lora. It could not have been handled worse. But he would not listen to me, and Lord Grynulf, the old Lord High Steward—let us just say he had other preoccupations.”

Magnus said nothing. Lord Berendt was surely now running over his own obsessions. Magnus wondered how old he was. Might he now, with events careering away from him and reeling at the loss of his sons, be entering his dotage?

Lord Berendt flicked his attention back to Magnus. “What then of Commissar Jeschke?”

Magnus suppressed a sigh and bought time by sipping at his brandy. “Colonel Falk, then, was a timid nonentity. Commissar Jeschke brings force and dynamism, backed by excellent intelligence reports. She will have her own programme and we do not know it.” He paused. “Hence why you attempt to build good relations with her at the outset.”

Lord Berendt grimaced. “A manoeuvre she has seen through immediately. We have invited an orca into the bay.”

Magnus felt the brandy making connections in his brain. “Furthermore, were the Avignese ambassador at court, her actions would be constrained by the presence of Lauchenland’s guarantor. Once Count Savatier appears, her freedoms will be compromised. In the meantime, Valdemar’s relations with Doa Lora are chilled, the pact with the Empire worthless. Commissar Jeschke has, for a period, a free hand to carry out her plans, which we do not comprehend.”

Lord Berendt sat back in his chair and ran a finger round the rim of his brandy glass. The study had electric lights but he had not turned them on. They sat in the firelight, animated by flickering shadows.

“That is an excellent analysis, and indeed one I should not expect you to have made yet. Commissar Jeschke has knowledge, perhaps better sources than any of us. But does she have the wisdom to deploy it? Or is she another governed by impulse like Valdemar?”

“I do not—”

Lord Berendt held up his hand. “Lauchenland is a bandit regime. So much is understood, and it matters little. But they are ever belligerent, their Aeronautical Corps is unparalleled, and they may act knowing Avigny cannot allow them to fall. This is a time of great danger for Haskilde.”

Old men were given to gloomy thoughts on the future, Magnus had noticed. Many a rich man had sat for him, deriding today’s youth and the inevitable fall of civilisation, while Magnus sketched them and smoothed the knowledge of impending mortality from their faces. Lord Berendt had forgotten far more about diplomacy than Magnus had ever known. That did not mean the pessimism seared into his soul was necessarily justified.

“We have done enough for tonight,” said Lord Berendt. “You have seen Commissar Jeschke for yourself. When Valdemar sits for you tomorrow, mention that we entertained her at Klippesee. It is a chance to ripen his understanding, do you see?”

Magnus did not imagine the conversation could be steered so easily, for Valdemar was a youth of sudden and shifting enthusiasms. Lord Berendt surely understood this. “Very well, uncle,” he said, draining the last of his brandy and setting the glass down on the mantelpiece. “Good night.”
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Klippesee comprised four storeys, and the guest quarters were on the top floor. Magnus’s own room abutted the solarium, and, too alert to sleep, he made for the glasshouse rather than his own chamber.

It was a full moon, and on another night the solarium would have been an eerie glow. Tonight, clouds blotted out most of the moonlight, only the occasional shaft lancing through the glass ceiling. Without sunlight, the room was freezing, the one small fireplace having been allowed to gutter out. The view, nonetheless, was extraordinary. Snow lay on the roofs of the houses in the Heights and the Undercliff alike. The dark stone of the Hertugshalle was barely visible in the gloom, and in the bay the occasional white wavelet caught the flimsy moonlight.

“Beautiful, is it not?”

Magnus turned from the window. He had thought he was alone.

Hildegard’s face was half hidden in the cavernous shadows, and her black dress was lost in the night.

“I am not disturbing you?” he said carefully.

“On the contrary.” She stepped into the centre of the room, unconsciously seeking the moonlight. “I had hoped to see you before you turned in. I had not imagined you would be quite so long.”

Even this attempt at conciliation—if that was her intent—was undercut by peevishness. Magnus found it hard not to smile.

“Lord Berendt chose the occasion to catechise me on Haskilde politics, and warn me of the menace of Commissar Jeschke.”

“One need not be a diplomatic sage to form that conclusion.” She smiled fleetingly. “I cannot pretend I was not satisfied to see the old man bested.”

“This was why you waited up for me?”

She seemed to gather herself, her bombazine rustling as she corrected her posture. “Naturally not. That was merely a moment of private enjoyment. No, I wished to apologise for my behaviour. I am at the best of times cross-grained, but today even I disliked my manners. You have done nothing to earn my disdain.”

“I thought the same.”

She looked away. “I am sorry to have raked you with my claws. When we spoke yesterday—I was freer in my expressions than I am accustomed to be, and I immediately regretted it. That fault was mine, not yours.”

“Perhaps,” said Magnus, watching his breath condense on the window, “it was not a fault at all. You have no reason to fear I will use your words against you. I gather no one imagined your marriage was a love-match, in any event.”

“I am accustomed to keeping my own counsel, since long before I was sent to Strömhall as a sacrificial offering. I find it suits me well enough.”

“Does it? I see little to rejoice in your life.”

The temperature had dropped rapidly and he could see her shivering.

She turned away. “Thank you for reminding me of my misery.”

“Hildegard—cousin—you must not take offence at every innocent remark. You choose to admit no intimates, and the result is that you are alone. I meant no more than that, although perhaps it is enough.”

She walked to the far side of the solarium, the hem of her dress dragging on the floor. “So I should make you my intimate, my confidant? I see little advantage in it for you, and none at all for me.”

Magnus rested his hand on the cold window pane. “Why do you force everyone away, cousin? What do you fear them seeing?”

“You think because in a moment of weakness I confided in you, that now you may anatomise my character to my face for ever more?”

Magnus could not suppress a laugh. Even across the room, he could see her face fold and pinch inwards. 

“I am now a source of amusement?”

“I merely reflected that, if you had waited deep into the night to apologise to me, you have chosen an extraordinary method of doing so. Let us pretend your confidences of yesterday never occurred, and we will return to the icy civility you seem to prefer.”

Magnus heard a catch in her throat. Was that a tear on her moonlit cheek?

“Do not hate me, cousin. I cannot help—”

The women he had known in Chorgues had easy manners and easier favours. But none of them touched him in the way of this awkward, quarrelsome cousin. He grimaced at the realisation that she had been a widow less than a week.

“I do not hate you,” he said. “Hildegard, I have never offered you anything but friendship.”

She gave him a bleak smile. “It may be that I do not want friends, for I have forgotten the sensation.”

“You will always find one in me,” he said, walking past her on soft feet. “If we meet again before your train is reinstated, try to remember we have parted on good terms.”

She said nothing, and he closed the door behind him before returning to his chamber.
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BOOK TWO
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ONE MONTH LATER
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For a country such as Haskilde, subject to uncontested rule, orderly traditions, and respect for the law, much of statecraft is directed outward, to the field of foreign affairs. It is here that the greatest threats to the realm arise. Haskilde, despite its formidable navy, is a small polity, with few land forces, no aeronautical corps, and a scanty population. Although it has only a single narrow land border at Valküla Gap, it is axiomatic that a determined enemy could overwhelm Haskilde on land in a single briskly-directed campaign.
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The aim of Haskilde foreign policy, therefore, is to prevent at all costs the arrival of enemy forces on our soil, while preserving our independence. This can be achieved in one of two ways: either choosing a powerful ally, such as the Empire or Avigny; or holding out to all powers the possibility of a future alliance, while never making a firm commitment. The second course, while requiring more delicate diplomacy, remains a more desirable long-term strategy, since it avoids entering into undertakings which may later prove inconvenient, or being at the mercy of reversals of policy by the chosen ally.

The argument has been advanced that Haskilde’s best course is to build up its land forces to deter aggression. This is the mark of a naïve and unreflective mind. It does not account for our size or traditions. Even brief consideration reveals that the nation’s force should be turned towards preservation and even expansion of the navy. Here our reputation and many centuries of expertise give Haskilde a power beyond its size, for there is no nation who can match the potency of our fleet.
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Magnus had imagined giving anything for the blizzards to end, but when they finally abated, they were replaced by oppressive morning fogs even more dispiriting. The solarium became useless for sketching, for there was no light to magnify. He could not even see the houses of the Undercliff or the boats lashed to their docks. Even the damage caused by the Avignese bombardment was concealed.

Duke Valdemar had furnished him with an artificially lit studio at the Hertugshalle so that he could continue work on the official portrait. The electric light had a wan yellowishness which was little better than useless. Valdemar was difficult enough to capture in any event, and the dyspeptic sheen the lights gave the canvas did not make the results any more satisfactory.

Magnus wrapped himself against the wind one morning after breakfast and made his way from Klippesee to the Hertugshalle. The snow on the pavement had become slushy and he enjoyed the yielding soft crunch underfoot. The fog swirled around him, occasionally parting to give a half-glimpse into the future. He was glad he knew the way; easy to become lost in the capricious revels of the mist. He gave a tart chuckle. The metaphor for his life at Strömhall was almost too exact.

The soldiers at the gate of the Hertugshalle waved him through, damp and miserable in their red uniforms. They knew him well by now, and the Haskilde army demonstrated neither martial vigour nor punctilio. No-one in the duchy pursued a career in the army when they might follow the Fikingur traditions of the navy.

Once inside, he skipped up the marble stairs to the third floor and unlocked the studio door. He looked at the portrait on the easel, which seemed to regard him with a malicious amusement appropriate to the sitter. In every way that counted, the portrait was now finished, and Valdemar was pressing him for its completion. Magnus was aware he could not stall it off for much longer, and did not understand why he was so reticent to hand it over. Valdemar might that at point permit Magnus to return to Chorgues.

Three other portraits sat in the corner. The one of Akaev, the Khakassian ambassador, would never be completed, since Magnus not been paid. Akaev had fallen to his death from a high window, having paid only the deposit. His death had occasioned little curiosity and less grief; indeed Valdemar had greeted the event with unseemly amusement. Magnus kept the deposit, since there was no one to return it to, but he was not in the business of working for free.

Next to it was a double study of Steinar and Torkild, commissioned by Lord Berendt. Magnus was dissatisfied with the results; it was not possible to create an acceptable likeness of figures he had never seen in life. This was illustration, not portraiture. Magnus had made his uncle aware of the deficiencies of the method, but Lord Berendt had insisted regardless. He was never a man to accept views contrary to his own.

The final portrait was of Valdemar’s mother, the Dowager Duchess Christina. She had been hard to represent, her personality so inert—under a heavy blanket of laudanum, if the rumours were to be believed—that what little showed itself could not be transferred to the canvas. Magnus felt his work was competent enough, for he had practice in Chorgues of painting empty personalities, but it was so lifeless it might as well have been a silvertype.

The primary difficulty in capturing Valdemar on canvas was the opposite. There was too much character, so many seething facets of his personality, to be represented coherently. Much of his character was disagreeable; tact as well as discretion required Magnus to eliminate or at least modify these aspects. A ducal portrait also should not represent the immaturity of the sitter, and here again Magnus had been forced to use his art to conceal rather than reveal. In the circumstances, he felt the results were beyond creditable, but none of the skill was visible, and he suspected that no one but himself would much like the picture. If this view were shared by Valdemar, it would be necessary not only to stand firm against his displeasure, but also to insist on the immediate payment of his fee.

He drew a cloth over the portrait in case he was disturbed, and turned to his sketchbook. This was now almost full, mostly with charcoal likenesses of Hildegard. It would not be straightforward to explain this artistic enthusiasm for his newly widowed cousin if the sketches fell into the wrong hands. Lord Berendt clearly disliked his daughter-in-law, but could be guaranteed to see impropriety in the sketches. Magnus could not explain it himself. There was a quality he saw in Hildegard that he could not capture on the page, and neither could he rest until he had done so. He could not even articulate the facet he was trying to polish: it was not simple reserve, because that was already on the page. Was it in fact the opposite, a yearning to know and be known that Hildegard concealed even from herself? One day he would find it on the end of his charcoal, and then he would need worry about it no more. Worry about her no more.

He reflexively snapped his sketchbook shut at a knock on the door.

“Come.”

Magnus saw with a sick dislike that his visitor was the Lord High Steward, Amund Ostergard. One of the few things on which Magnus was adamant was that he would never paint the magnate, since there was no fashion in which either his appearance or his character could be represented consistent with both accuracy and decency. Magnus wondered, not for the first time, why Valdemar put up with such an offensive mediocrity.

“Good morning, my lord.” Magnus strove for a tone of studied neutrality.

“Magnus.” Ostergard peered at him through bulbous blue eyes, chin sitting on his stiff collar with soft complacency, greying beard freshly trimmed. “His Grace wishes to know when the portrait will be complete. The ambassadorial ball is tomorrow evening, and he has a fancy to unveil it.”

Magnus disliked the idea for several reasons, the most important of which was that it would require his attention at a function he might otherwise have avoided. He cast around for an excuse, but Ostergard leapt into the gap.

“Last week you said you were all but finished. I assume you have no more pressing work—” he cast an eye over the half-finished paintings in the corner “—so I am sure that over the past days the finishing touches have been applied. I said as much to His Grace.”

Magnus had no doubt of this. Somehow Ostergard was manoeuvring to take the credit for the work that Magnus had produced. Such was the way of court. He sighed, for realistically he could not string this out any longer.

“You may tell Valdemar that he may have his painting at the ball.”

Ostergard sniffed at Magnus’s use of Valdemar’s first name. There were advantages to being an outsider.

“Since you are the steward, you may also arrange the payment of my fee,” continued Magnus. “It is considered ill-mannered and low-born to delay payment. Open-handed munificence, paying sums outstanding promptly, often with a considerable gratuity, is the sign of a noble temperament.”

A smile flickered across Ostergard’s froglike mouth. He brushed imaginary lint from his golden epaulettes. “You cannot imagine that the Lord High Steward engages in the business of transactions. I will mention it to my clerk.”

Magnus chuckled. He had not expected any more favourable response, and had made the remark primarily out of perversity. Ostergard had reached his eminence through financing and building railway networks inside and outside Haskilde, and now hated to be reminded of anything as base as money—at least, so Lord Berendt had told him.

“May I see the portrait?” said Ostergard. “It is my duty to pronounce its fitness.”

“Your taste is superior to a professional artist apprenticed in the highest levels of Chorgues society?”

“Naturally not, but I have a greater familiarity with His Grace’s own idiosyncrasies, and if problems arise tomorrow, it will reflect well on neither of us.”

Magnus saw the justice of the remark, and whisked the cloth away. Ostergard did him the courtesy of inspecting it for thirty seconds. At last he nodded.

“This is excellent work. Accurate, but not excessively so. Flattering, but not excessively so. His Grace appears a seasoned, wise but necessarily stern ruler. You understand your audience well.”

“That is my profession.” Magnus hoped Ostergard would now immediately depart.

“Those who describe you as a foolish stripling, the tool of Lord Berendt, with no more guile than a new-born kitten, have somewhat underestimated you.”

“I fear we move in different circles, my lord, for I have not heard those assessments of my character.”

Ostergard unconsciously pulled at an earlobe, and for a second saw the canny trader who by repute had started out stealing steel rails, tendering for the subsequent repairs and then utilising the stolen material to make good the original damage. Lord Berendt had no high opinion of him, but as another outsider, Magnus recognised the cunning and determination to rise so high.

“I flatter myself,” said Ostergard, “that His Grace will in due course marry my elder daughter Freydis.”

If his modesty was limited, his ambition was not. Magnus wondered at his presumption, but also of the countless others who must have bet against him over the years. Magnus would not, in the end, be surprised if Freydis Ostergard one day became Duchess of Haskilde.

“I mention this merely because I have a second daughter, Dorethe, as yet unbetrothed. A father has cares you cannot yet imagine, ensuring the best for his children and family.”

“No doubt.” This could not be going where he thought it was.

“I say no more at this stage. However, Lord Berendt will not be with us forever. He has laboured long and hard, and now finds despair on him in his dotage! The heir of House Scavenius will need to look for friends of his own.”

You crafty old rascal. If Ostergard neutralised the house of Scavenius by marriage, as well as allying his other daughter to Valdemar, he would be untouchable. The most powerful man in Haskilde after the duke.

And yet, to Magnus, he had no discernible talents. He had risen by flattery. No doubt a spot of bribery, and the simple expedient of never looking down. He would assess Dorethe Ostergard on her own merits, but the prospect of marrying into this family carried little appeal.

“I thank you for sharing your aspirations, my lord. For now, you will understand my concerns on the reception my portrait will receive. No parent could be more apprehensive!”

Ostergard ducked his head obsequiously. “I am sure you will remember this conversation in due course, Magnus Scavenius.”

Magnus wished nothing more than to forget it as quickly as possible. But here, as in so much else, it was likely that Ostergard saw more truly.

––––––––
[image: image]


Lord Berendt was tense and coiled before the next evening’s reception. He stood in the parlour at Klippesee, his dress uniform looking, to Magnus’s eye, as if it could do with being taken in a notch. The old man, always wiry, was now skin and bone.

“It is important to appear to advantage,” he said to Magnus, a decanter of whisky in one hand. “All kinds of folk will want to assess the colour of your liver.”

“What if there is no advantage to appear to? I am a humble painter, and not raised for eminence.”

Gisla laid a hand on his forearm. “Nonsense, Magnus. Your portraits have already won you a reputation at the Hertugshalle, and your calm good humour is a corrective to more histrionic temperaments.”

“Whoever can you mean?” chuckled Lord Berendt.

“Out of interest, will Dorethe Ostergard be present?”

Lord Berendt’s brows beetled. “Do not tell me you—”

Magnus raised a hand. “I have never met the girl. She was mentioned in a context that aroused my curiosity. I meant no more than that.”

“She is the daughter of Amund Ostergard,” said Lord Berendt. “Surely no more information is necessary.”

“The future sister-on-law of the duke,” said Magnus.

Gisla tittered, although it had not been, on the surface, a joke.

Lord Berendt drained his glass. “The only person who believes that is Ostergard himself. If these are the circles you now frequent, you should choose your associates more carefully.”

“My acquaintance is smaller than you believe.”

“Hmph. Someone has been filling your head with this nonsense. I will point out the Ostergard girls when we are at the Hertugshalle, that you may avoid them. You would not find their conversation elevated.”

“What of Hildegard, Papa?”

Lord Berendt frowned at her. “She does not have conversation, elevated or otherwise. She has taken a vow of mutism.”

“She has not!”

“I think,” said Magnus, “that Gisla wondered if she would be present.”

“How should I know?” growled Lord Berendt. “Other than eating from my pantry, she may as well not be one of our family.”

Magnus thought this a harsh judgement, but he knew his uncle would not be mollified by contradiction. “I hope she is there,” he said.

“Why? She would enjoy it even less than you.”

Magnus gave a wry smile at the accuracy of the assessment.
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Magnus’s mother Ingvild had attended balls at the Hertugshalle in the barely remembered days of her youth, so he had some idea what to expect. Every time he saw the Great Hall, it all but overwhelmed him nonetheless. Despite fires blazing on all four walls, the room had an unvanquishable chill that he suspected arose not just from the weather. The walls were stern granite, an unwelcoming grey, and even though there were perhaps two hundred people present, it was not enough to remove the sense of emptiness from the space.

The charcoal grey suit he was wearing probably cost more than the fee he would receive from Duke Valdemar’s portrait. Since he had not paid for it, that was not his concern. It had once belonged to Steinar, who judging from the tailoring required, had been considerably taller and broader than his cousin.

Magnus stood in a knot with Lord Berendt at the centre, Gisla on Styrbjørn’s arm. Like Magnus, he had been instructed to appear to his advantage, which in his case manifested as wearing an immaculate lieutenant’s uniform and remaining silent. He could at least give the appearance of a deep thinker, until he was required to open his mouth.

Amund Ostergard and his wife drifted past, two young women in tow. Presumably these were Freydis and Dorethe, although he could not tell which was which. Ostergard favoured Lord Berendt with a brisk nod, with a more cordial smile for Magnus.

“Look at the jewels on Birla Ostergard,” spat Lord Berendt, jerking his head towards Ostergard’s wife. “More than the Dowager Duchess, who knows how to comport herself with dignity.”

Magnus wondered at his uncle’s interest in matters of fashion. Many folk, regrettably including the Grand Admiral, became more spiteful with age. This was perhaps a Scavenius family trait, and he hoped to live long enough to prove at least part of his inheritance came from his father.

A cool voice came next to him. “The only true jewel is character.”

“Cousin!” cried Magnus. “I did not expect to see you.”

Hildegard’s face flushed with a pleasure she could not conceal. “I had not expected any effusive welcome,” she said, her eyes sliding to Lord Berendt. “But having been invited it would have been churlish to refuse.”

“I am glad you are here,” said Magnus.

“If nothing else, I am keen to see the portrait everyone is agog about.”

Magnus coughed. “No one has seen it yet. I am sure many will be disappointed.”

Hildegard gave him an unwavering look. “I am sure I shall not.”

“Hildegard,” said Lord Berendt, “if you have nothing better to do, you might fetch some more drinks, for the footmen are impossibly dilatory.”

“She is your son’s wife, not a servant,” snapped Magnus.

“As I thought,” murmured Lord Berendt, although his meaning was not immediately clear to Magnus.

“Allow me,” said Styrbjørn, sliding off into the press of bodies.

“You need not defend me,” said Hildegard quietly. “I have experienced worse slights.”

“Such a thing would never happen in Chorgues.”

She gave a tiny shrug. “Nor should it here.”

Commissar Jeschke walked past in her black uniform, with its uncomfortable-looking high collar. Magnus wondered if she had any other outfits. She was accompanied by a couple of men similarly dressed. He imagined that Lauchenland under the Volksbund was no place for frivolity.

There were, in fact, more uniforms than Magnus was accustomed to seeing. In Chorgues, such display would have been a little déclassé, but most of Valdemar’s court occupied some rank in the navy, even if ceremonial. The new Imperial ambassador, Baron Hasenhüttl, wore a cream and navy uniform with so much embroidered frogging it must constitute a fire hazard. Magnus felt at once underdressed and superior to those who had to project their salience through their clothing.

Valdemar too was in uniform, although here at least was there was some logic. The cream uniform with red trim—that of an honorary colonel in the 1st Imperial Horseguards—was the one he had worn for his sitting, and thus he resembled his portrait. The picture itself sat under cover on a dais. Magnus hoped it would soon be unveiled and attention could turn away from him. He felt an uncomfortable dampness in his armpits at the prospect of being the centre of attention.

One of the women from Ostergard’s party, holding a flute of sparkling Avignese wine, made her way over. Magnus assumed this was Dorethe, although she might have been Freydis. Dear God, she could be no more than fifteen! Magnus felt a shiver of revulsion, not at the girl herself, but at the father who would so manipulate her.

“Sieur Magnus,” she said shyly. “My father says His Grace is ready for the unveiling, if it pleases you.” She looked down at her feet. Magnus felt an unaccountable rush of sympathy for her. Amund Ostergard was not so subtle, surely, that he would expect Magnus to pity her and resolve to liberate her from her own father.

She was already walking away, not even looking back over her shoulder to see if Magnus was following. He set off to catch her up.

“Be careful,” Hildegard breathed in his ear as he moved past.

“You are Dorethe?” said Magnus as he drew level. “Your father has mentioned you.”

He cursed himself. He did not know how to talk to children—for that is what she was—and had reached for a remark at random, but he could hardly have found a less happy topic.

She flushed. “Yes,” she said. “I hope he said nothing to my discredit.”

Where do we start?

“He spoke as any loving father would,” Magnus replied. He was not a habitual or convincing liar, but there were times when the truth would not do. Perhaps he was his uncle’s nephew after all.

A smile flashed across her face before she could catch it. One day she would be, if not beautiful, then warm enough that you would feel honoured by her affection. Magnus hoped she would find a way to that destiny.

Duke Valdemar turned as they approached. “Magnus!” he cried, clapping him with both arms. “I cannot wait to see my likeness. And Dorethe.” He bowed and kissed her hand.

Not for the first time, Magnus wondered what kind of man he would grow into. Cruelty and capriciousness were not often shed, but they might be controlled. Much would depend on his choice of wife—little Dorethe’s sister, perhaps. He did not lack intelligence, although it was neither focused nor organised, but could one learn principle at sixteen?

He shook his head in frustration. This was not his problem, unless he chose to make his life here. The people who could afford to sit for him would soon be exhausted, and although the seething politics of the court interested him more than he had expected, he could not imagine what it would be like to live always under these leaden skies.

Amund Ostergard was also in a cream uniform, although Magnus could not imagine what military position he might hold. He strode over, without even glancing at his daughter who was two feet away. Magnus noticed that Lord Berendt had detached himself from his own party and now stood next to Duchess Christina. They stood in what was to Magnus’s eye a little too close proximity. Those rumours could not be true, surely?

Ostergard held up a hand for silence. “Ladies and gentlemen of the court,” he called out in a carrying yet unforced baritone, “honoured guests of Duke Valdemar! We are delighted and fortunate to be among you tonight! You will be aware that a connection of the Grand Admiral—” Magnus could see his jaw clenching under his beard “—has joined us for a short while. In Chorgues he is a painter of the highest acclaim, and he has been persuaded to undertake the first official portrait of His Grace Duke Valdemar!”

Valdemar gave an encouraging nod. “We are all gathered here this evening for the unveiling of this great work, which none—except I!—have seen.”

Valdemar scowled, and Magnus deduced this at least was news to him. There would be a price to pay for Ostergard later.

“Your Grace, would you now do us the honour of unveiling your noble likeness to us all?”

In Chorgues, Magnus reflected, exhibitions were usually held with adequate lighting. Although he had used the largest canvas available, unless you were standing close by there would be very little to see. But tonight was not about the painting. Unless Valdemar hated it, in which case it would be all about the painting.
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Valdemar stepped forward, a slick grin on his face, and whipped away the covering with a single brisk motion. The cloth slipped to the floor, and before the crowd stood two Valdemars. For a moment, silence lay over the Great Hall like a heavy Haskilde fog. A gasp from someone—Duchess Christina?—and then the beginnings of applause. Magnus turned hestitantly to face the crowd and bowed.

Valdemar, meanwhile, inspected the portrait from the closest distance. There was nothing Magnus could do now. He still thought it was a skilled and tactful piece of work: the beard a little thicker than a sixteen year-old could command, the sometimes demonic energy transmuted into dynamic self-possession. Flattering but still accurate, the portrait-painter’s watchword.

Valdemar turned to the crowd, still rippling with a polite applause that no one wanted to be the first to stop.

“What is this abomination!” he roared.

Magnus felt a looseness in his bowels that could contribute nothing to the situation. Ostergard’s face was as pale as the winter frosts. If Lord Berendt clenched his teeth any harder, they would break. Magnus’s eyes skittered round the room, taking in nothing but a sea of horrified faces. He felt a hand on his arm—to his astonishment, Dorethe Ostergard, whose presence he had completely forgotten.

“Your Grace—” Ostergard stammered at last.

“You approved this?” said Valdemar, his cheeks flushed with wine.

“Ah—I merely gave it a brief inspection—”

Valdemar turned to face Magnus. “And you, who paints dandies and courtesans in Chorgues? This is how you see me?”

Magnus had experienced dissatisfied customers before. However, none had been absolute rulers who had only the previous week discussed extending the scope and penalties of their country’s treason laws.

“I—I can only paint what I see, Your Grace. If it is not to your liking—”

Valdemar let out a great roar which Magnus realised was laughter. He clapped Magnus on the shoulder. “Your face, Lord Amund! All of your faces!”

Magnus sagged back against Dorethe and swiftly pulled himself upright.

“You fools!” shouted Valdemar. “You witless, clucking chickens! This is me to the life! Can you not see that? Here is the noble resolve of the man born to rule. Here is the intelligence and vigour which runs through the Fikingur line! Magnus Scavenius, your honour us all, and you honour Haskilde!”

Magnus wondered if he was going to faint. This love of cruel pranks was one element of Valdemar’s character the painting did not capture. He hoped Freydis Ostergard had a strong temperament. She would need it.

“Come, Baron Hasenhüttl, come and see closer! Commissar Jeschke, do not stand so far off. Everyone must see this great work.”

Soon Magnus’s shoulder was sore from the succession of hands clapping it. Lord Berendt whispered fiercely in his ear: “well done!”. Hildegard bestowed a rare smile. He was the hero of the hour; this was his triumph.

He could not wait to return to Klippesee.
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In this, Magnus’s happiness was to be deferred. After the unveiling came a period of dancing, an activity he preferred to avoid. He watched instead from the sidelines, but a line of well-wishers and flatterers occupied him as he concealed his aversion. The chill room soon began to warm with the heat of the bodies as they wheeled through the stately pavanes and decorous waltzes. He saw much to amuse him: Valdemar leering as he led skinny Freydis Ostergard onto the floor; straight-backed Lord Berendt escorting Duchess Christina—he would really need to discuss this with his uncle—Hildegard repulsing all those foolish enough to solicit their names on her card. Gisla and Styrbjørn danced with long practice and affection, and Magnus could not help smiling.

The new Imperial ambassador, Baron Hasenhüttl, hemmed and hawed his way to asking Magnus to prepare his portrait. The baron exhibited no great intelligence, but he was a solid figure, all Imperial dignity, his white hair styled into a leonine ruff. He would, in fact, make an excellent subject, and Magnus did not reject the idea outright.

“You have not asked me to dance,” purred a voice in his ear. 

He turned to see Commissar Jeschke. “It is almost as if no one wants to dance with a woman in uniform. Yet all the men in their navy finery never lack for partners.”

Magnus gulped. “If you would do me the honour, madam.”

Jeschke laughed, which made her look ten years younger and more innocent. “What a well-mannered young man you are. Dancing gives one less time to sample the duke’s excellent cellar, but I thank you nonetheless, to make me feel I am not some old crone.” She lifted her glass in toast.

Magnus was unsure what to say next, and decided to try companionable silence. 

Eventually Jeschke said: “Your portrait truly is excellent, you know. It occurred to me, the official artist to the royal court, especially one of such good birth, must have the most extraordinary connections.”

This was the Maxine Jeschke he was coming to know. 

“I am no such thing, as you realise.”

“Perhaps. But unless you intend to return to Chorgues, that is what you will become. A person of consequence, and one who should choose his friends with care.”

Magnus raised an eyebrow. “I thought I was doing so.”

Jeschke smiled. “More care, then. You will find the people of Lauchenland worth your attention in the coming months.” She paused and nodded. “But here comes old Ostergard with his little daughter to dance with you, so I will not detain you.”

She slipped back into the throng without a word. Magnus cast a look from the corner of his eye and saw that Ostergard was indeed bringing Dorethe over. This was not a connection he could encourage, and in desperation he wheeled and snatched at Hildegard’s arm.

“You cannot object to dancing with your cousin,” he whispered, as he pulled her out onto the floor.

“On the contrary,” she hissed. “I very much object.” She indicated her black dress. “I am in mourning.”

“Think of it as a favour to your cousin,” he said, resting a hand on the small of her back as he eased them into the rhythm of the waltz. He jerked his head towards the Ostergards.

Hildegard had the stiff, unyielding rigour of a warship’s mast. “I appear to have no choice.” She allowed him to lead her through the steps. “For future reference, I must note that your dancing is at best indifferent.”

Magnus wondered if this was humour so dry as to be caustic. But his unpractised dancing accomplishments did leave much to be desired.

“You should cultivate the Ostergards,” said Hildegard, her voice barely audible over the orchestra. “They grow in influence, and soon will eclipse Lord Berendt.”

Magnus could feel the warmth of her hand in his. “You imagine I wish to jockey for position here? Or marry his daughter who is still a child?”

“Many men would. The son of Lord Berendt’s heir and the Ostergard fortune would have Haskilde in his hand.” Her voice was expressionless.

“I thought you knew me better.” He steered them around Baron and Lady Hasenhüttl, who were careening around the floor like a ship with a cracked rudder.

“I had expected you to back in Chorgues by now, but here you are. Perhaps you have the Scavenius relish for intrigue after all. Perhaps I was wrong about you.”

“You too had expressed an intention to return to Tinglev, but you remain.”

“You are hurting my hand, cousin.” Magnus realised he had been squeezing her in his agitation. “The snow has prevented the railways running until this week. I shall soon depart.”

She paused, quickly looked into his face and looked away. “And I was concerned for you, if it must be said. I thought Valdemar and Berendt would eat you alive.”

Magnus slowed and she stumbled over his feet. “You stayed on my account?”

She gave a nervous laugh. “If the trains had run, I would be gone.”

For a woman who usually kept her emotions under such stern control, occasionally she let slip something more revealing. Perhaps she had always been that way, and no one had listened. Lord Berendt would not have been the most attentive audience, and what he had heard of Steinar was not a man distinguished by excessive sensitivity.

“Can you take me back now, cousin? I find myself fatigued, and the Ostergards have passed over.”

Magnus gently disengaged them from the crowd and led her back to their seats. The rest of the party were still either dancing or plotting; in some cases, both.

Hildegard sipped at her glass of watered red wine. “You are going to the railway opening tomorrow?”

“I had not even heard of it.”

Her eyes rested on his a second. “Lord Amund has financed the construction of the new line from Strömhall to Kopervinger. All the main cities of Haskilde will now be connected, and Valdemar is to open it. It is a great triumph for Amund. You have your paintings, he has his railways.”

“I am sure they are not directly comparable.”

“Amund Ostergard has brought Haskilde into the steam age. He made money building railways in the Empire, and invested much of it building them here.”

“He does not strike me as a philanthropist.”

Hildegard sipped her drink. “Look at him, laughing at Valdemar’s side, Freydis fattening like a calf for slaughter. That is what his benevolence has bought him. Of course he is no philanthropist. He bided his time while Valdemar’s father was duke, and now he collects his winnings. And I doubt he has neglected to charge interest on his loans.”

She drank off the last of her wine. “You are sure you do not wish to make them your allies?”

Magnus refilled her glass. “I find I am content with my existing friends.”

She gave her head a wry shake. “The undilutable blood of the Scavenius.”
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Magnus had only drunk in moderation—however good Valdemar’s wine cellar, he did not waste it on diplomats and hangers-on—but his head was spinning by the time he got back to his chambers. It was almost two a.m. even though Lord Berendt’s coach had conveyed them back to Klippesee.

He wished he had walked nonetheless. It might have cleared his head, and triumphant bonhomie was Lord Berendt’s least appealing humour. Hildegard had accepted the offer of a place in the carriage, but said nothing on the journey, while Gisla had snored on Styrbjørn’s shoulder.

Once back at Klippesee, Hildegard had contented herself with a polite goodnight. Magnus had noted previously that when she overcame her reserve to reveal anything of her feelings, she immediately regretted it and retreated behind her frosted walls. It might be days now before she offered anything beyond stilted pleasantry.

He kicked off his boots and lay back on his bed. This was the point where he at last had freedom of action. The portrait of Valdemar was finished, and acclaimed. The duke would no longer prevent him from returning to Chorgues. Indeed, he might prefer his court not to be flooded by other portraits which might dilute the renown of his own. Chorgues was his home, and he might not be rich, but he had an honourable profession which satisfied him.

Lord Berendt nonetheless wished him to remain at Strömhall, indeed to make his home permanently in Haskilde. Here, riches and consequence awaited him, at the price of endless intrigue and the whims of Duke Valdemar. The old man was his kin, and Haskilde his birthplace. He did not feel either of those things in his heart, and if Lord Berendt were to be disappointed—well, he had shown no interest in Magnus during his childhood, and his mother regarded him with a mixture of fear and scorn. No, he owed Lord Berendt nothing, and the ‘House of Scavenius’ meant nothing if there were no ties of affection.

The only person for whom he felt any real warmth was his cousin Hildegard. Even this was not an unalloyed blessing. He could admire the defences she had erected to protect herself—even if she had walled the unhappiness in, rather than keeping it out—but it did not make her an easy person to know. There were the odd unguarded flashes of candour, her confessions about her lack of feeling for her husband, tonight’s hint that she had remained in Strömhall on Magnus’s account, but they were rare and always paid for in full. Their relations were built on an odd mutual regard which neither could acknowledge. This was not attraction—or not exactly—but he had other cousins who evoked no remotely similar emotion.

He sighed and undressed for bed. None of this helped him make a decision. He did not relish becoming part of Amund Ostergard’s schemes—least of all the marital one—but he suspected his uncle would encourage it, if only to unsettle his rival.

He brushed his teeth and spat into the bowl. He did not have to return home immediately. Staying another few weeks, earning fees for more portraits before he went home, did not commit him to his uncle’s plan in the long term. He could still catch the airship to Chorgues whenever it suited him—or even climb aboard Amund Ostergard's railway!—and leave his Haskilde heritage in the past.

It was too late to think more on it now, and he was tired. It seemed he was expected at the railway opening after all, so an early start would be necessary.

Magnus’s alarm woke him at seven o’clock. He felt surprisingly refreshed on five hours’ sleep. Perhaps it was the feeling that he was now free to command his own destiny. He padded over to his small window and drew back the shutter to take in the view over Strömhall Bay. The scene was shrouded in a fog so thick he could see nothing. Even for spring in Haskilde, it was excessive, and he was sure the railway opening would need to be postponed. If only he had known, he need not have set his alarm. He could not even sketch, for the light in both the solarium and his studio at the Hertugshalle would be unusable.

Briefly he debated returning to bed, but he was hungry and so, even though the maid had not yet brough hot water, washed himself in the sink and selected a fresh outfit from the wardrobe.
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Lord Berendt, who apparently never slept, was already at the breakfast table.

“It will take more than fog to stop Valdemar,” he said as he buttered his toast. “This is not a young man who is used to being told ‘no’. His governess was a woman of sweet temperament, but neither judgement nor firmness. I guarantee the ceremony will proceed.”

“Even if nothing is visible?”

“Valdemar has no interest at all in the ceremony, which is all Ostergard’s doing. A cheap man always demands to paid in full, and he wishes to stand before us all and hear Valdemar praise him as the spirit of the modern age.” Lord Berendt snapped a crust in half. “As if the Fikingur of old would have had any truck with railways! This foolish modernity will be the end of us all. A strong navy, and the guile to play one power off against another. That is all that is needed. My father will be looking down from the Hall of Fallen Heroes, lamenting that a man whose only distinction is laying down strips of steel from one town to another, should be at the duke’s right hand.”

Magnus understood that Lord Berendt’s father had died between the legs of a mistress forty-five years his junior, and wondered how that qualified him for a place in the Hall of Fallen Heroes. He had no particular appetite to continue the conversation, and applied himself to his breakfast. The morning room was far too large for the pair of them.

Lord Berendt, who Magnus would not have characterised as a sensitive man, picked up his thought. “I remember when the dining room of Klippesee sang with laughter and conversation. So many of them gone. Steinar and Torkild, of course. Two of their friends, lovely young ladies both now gone from Haskilde. I even miss that young rogue von Schnusenberg.”

The name caught at familiarity in Magnus’s mind, but he could not pin it.

Lord Berendt made a dismissive gesture. “The Imperial ambassador before last. Or the one before that. I lose track, there have been so many. These rooms used to be the heart of Strömhall; an invitation to Klippesee was prized. Now? Now Maxine Jeschke eats at my table and thinks to patronise me.”

The harsh electric lights on the wall drew out hollows around his uncle’s eyes that Magnus had not seen before. Lord Berendt would despise pity, and was too ruthless to truly deserve it, but for a moment Magnus felt something of his sorrows.

Magnus reached for the coffee pot and made to refill Lord Berendt’s cup. 

“No thank you. We will be standing a long while at the station today, and at my age my bladder is not what it was.”

He stood up, gave Magnus a brief nod, and processed from the room. It would not be long, Magnus reflected, before Lord Berendt would need to retire from public life. It did not make the matters he had pondered last night any easier to resolve.
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Magnus had expected the railway facilities at Strömhall to resemble the glass and steel magnificence of the central station at Chorgues. The full scope of the station was hard to make out through the fog which had refused to abate, but it looked to be little more than a couple of wooden platforms a foot or so off the ground, the ticket office an unimposing wooden structure. There was not even a train in sight.

Duke Valdemar stood at the centre of the platform, this morning sporting the dark blue uniform of a naval admiral. At his side, Amund Ostergard beamed, deliberately understated in a grey frock coat. Through the fog Magnus saw various ambassadors milling around, exchanging pleasantries. He briefly caught Commissar Jeschke’s eye; she contented herself with a wry grin and turned her attention back to Baron Hasenhüttl.

The fog wrapped them all in its damp blanket. Magnus felt moisture beading on his beard and eyebrows. It was a thoroughly miserable occasion. Even the slackening of the winter chill brought no relief, for he had worn a coat appropriate to the colder weather, and his shirt felt uncomfortably sticky. The sooner this was over, the sooner he could—whatever else he might find to fill the day with.

Hildegard stood at his side. He no longer found her reserve offensive; indeed, he now enjoyed the cool silence and freedom from conversational banality. She had been open and confidential last night, and he now knew that invariably presaged a day of regret and taciturnity to follow. 

Instead, she surprised him by saying: “I am sorry I induced you to attend. This can only be a tedious occasion, even for one who has not enjoyed the splendour of Chorgues.”

Magnus chuckled. “This is exactly what Haskilde should be: foggy, damp, waiting on the whim of a boy descended from eight hundred years of Fikingur stock.”

She shook her head. “He is no boy. I saw your painting. You understand that.”

“The man is there, but it has not yet emerged.”

She stood closer to him. “One day you must tell me about Chorgues.”

Magnus turned a look on her. “I had never imagined you interested.”

She looked away. “Steinar always spoke warmly of the city, although I doubt I would have approved of his pursuits. I find now that I am glad of whatever pleasures he might have enjoyed there.”

Magnus rubbed his beard. “However base your tastes, you may indulge them in Chorgues, but the same is true of higher pursuits. There are no greater conservatories of the arts anywhere.”

Her eyes were on his face.

“I had hoped one day to exhibit at the Chambre Villeursier, although that will never happen from Strömhall.”

He had not meant to share this callow enthusiasm with her, and he understood why she so often retreated behind her walls after sharing her confidences.

“You are considering remaining in Haskilde?”

There was a catch in her low voice. The fog got everywhere.

He looked off into the mist. “Lord Berendt has made his wishes clear. I have no immediate business in Chorgues, and several requests for commissions here. In truth, I am undecided. I do not know if anyone other Lord Berendt would welcome my presence.”

He looked into her face, saw the light colour in her cheeks.

“You must do whatever suits you best, cousin.”

Magnus cursed himself for fishing for a compliment he did not need, from a person who could not give it. “Valdemar is about to speak,” he said.

The fog eased aside for a moment to reveal the ducal party on the other side of the tracks: Valdemar himself at the centre, Amund Ostergard, Lord Berendt the embodiment of trim naval vitality, and a scattering of ambassadors, not all of them familiar to Magnus. Dowager Duchess Christina stood a little to one side with her ladies in waiting. From his viewpoint, Magnus could not tell if her eyes were on her son or Lord Berendt.

In the distance, muffled by the fog, Magnus could hear the clanking of the steam train, perfectly on time to conclude its journey from Kopervinger.

“My friends!” called Valdemar, hopping up onto a dais so that everyone could see him, “I thank you for joining me on this most auspicious of days!”

He was neither tall nor broad, but his voice carried strongly through the fog, whether from natural resonance or coaching.

“Railways,” he continued, “are the blood vessels of the modern world, carrying people and cargo across all realms. It is many years since the steam train came to Avigny, to the Empire, to Lauchenland. Some of those mighty networks were built by my counsellor and Lord High Steward, Amund Ostergard. Over the past years, he has opened his purse to bring these fiery engines to Haskilde!

“Under my father, Lord Amund constructed a line from Strömhall to the Summer Palace at Grönland. Then another line to the Admiralty Headquarters at Vindstrup! From today, the folk of Kopervinger are part of this glorious network. To those who say the traditions of the Fikingur are on the sea and not the rail—I say to them, this is the future, and my duchy will be at its heart!”

The rhetoric was more florid than Magnus was accustomed to hearing, and he suspected Ostergard’s pen behind it.

“My father, my he feast in the Hall of Fallen Heroes, did not choose to use Lord Amund’s acumen and wisdom in his government. Perhaps I am more flexible, more supple, in my approach, for under my reign, any man, however humble his birth, may serve.”

Magnus could not see his uncle’s face through the fog, but he did not need to imagine his expression. The word ‘parvenu’ had been coined for such an occasion.

“When Lord Grynulf fell so far from his oath,” continued Valdemar, “I had no hesitation in appointing Lord Amund his successor.”

Hildegard hissed in Magnus’s ear. “No one is less of a partisan for Lord Berendt than I, but this is a travesty.”

Magnus regarded her from the corner of an eye. 

“A world that belongs to Amund Ostergard and his brood abandons all order and propriety,” she concluded.

Magnus could not suppress a smirk. “I never imagined you a snob, cousin.”

“My blood is as good as any in Haskilde—else I would not have been lumbered with the farce of my marriage—and so is yours. What has this upstart Ostergard achieved to displace such a proven heritage?”

“Your theories apply rather better to racehorses than mankind, I think.”

“I forget your years among the freethinkers of Chorgues, the low taverns and bordellos where both bottles and courtesans are shared.”

Was there no conversation Hildegard could not turn into contention?

“You will be disappointed when you hear of my engagement to Dorethe Ostergard, even though you advocated it yesterday.”

“You mean to provoke me, and I will not be provoked. You know that is not what I said. If you wish to betroth yourself to Dorethe Ostergard to cement your own advantage, I am the last person to stop you, or express my judgement.”

Magnus laughed aloud. “I think you may already have done so. I could swear you are jeal—” He came to his senses perhaps a quarter of a second too late.

“Please continue,” said Hildegard, her lips a pale slash against her skin. “I am interested to hear more of your thoughts on this topic.”

“Ah, I simply—it does not bear repeating.”

“On the contrary, I find myself fascinated by your insights, cousin.”

“Hildegard, can we not—”

“You were so liberal with your views only a moment ago. It is a shame to see them stopped up now.”

“May I not simply apologise, and consign the matter to the past?”

“I would need to know for what you were apologising, and since you will not repeat your remarks, that appears impossible.”

Magnus felt a flush of shame and anger creeping across his face. “Can you not learn when to hold your tongue, cousin? This has gone far enough.”

Hildegard clasped her hands together. She seemed visibly to fold into herself. “I have done nothing but hold my tongue in the ten years I have been married into this family. I thought—I thought in you I had found someone with whom I did not need to exercise such restraint.” She turned away and made for the rail-track. With a glance back over her shoulder, she said, “I was mistaken.”

A sick horror roiled in his stomach. How could he have been so unfeeling?

“Hildegard!” But he knew it was too late. There was no repairing this today, if at all.
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CHAPTER 3
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The sequence of events immediately following was never clear in his memory. Hildegard was walking towards the rails in the fog. The steam train clanked and hissed and hooted as it approached, a lamp on its front somehow making visibility worse. Hildegard was oblivious to the metal beast, even as it slowed before the platform. Someone called out—was it him?—he was on the rails. The train on top of them, a snarling bridled dragon. He was lying on the ground, on top of her. The train barely moving. Screaming, screaming, a maddened whistle from the cab.

He lay winded next to the rails. “We are unhurt, all is well,” he called, unable for now to rise. But still the screaming, more than one person. The driver leaped from the engine, ran to the front of the train.

In the fog it was impossible to tell what was happening. But the train was stationary. It could do them no harm. “Hildegard,” he whispered. “Are you hurt?” For a second he thought the train had caught her on its way past. She rolled herself out from under him.

“I am unharmed, and I must thank you for saving me from the predicament you precipitated.”

She still wished to argue. Magnus flopped onto his back. Would they not stop screaming? A moment of peace now would be welcome.

The voices started to take form through the fog.

“Look to the duke! Will no one look to the duke?”

He suppressed a smile that someone had taken him for Valdemar in the confusion. Then came a cry of terror and pain.

“The duke is slain! My son, my son!”

Magnus scrambled to his feet and took Hildegard’s hand.

“Find Doctor Tait,” called someone.

Magnus blundered to the front of the train. To the side of the track, one leg at a grotesque angle, lay Duke Valdemar.
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Duchess Christina knelt next to her son, Lord Berendt at her side. Duke Valdemar whimpered softly.

“Styrbjørn,” Lord Berendt snapped. “Apply pressure there, we must stop the bleeding.”

Styrbjørn leaned forward, all his weight on Valdemar’s thigh. Magnus could see the blood gouting between his fingers.

Lord Berendt laid a soft hand on Duchess Christina’s shoulder. He said something too quiet for Magnus to hear.

Magnus watched on in sick horror. Within seconds, Styrbjørn’s white cuffs were dyed imperishable red. The screaming had been replaced by a silence which somehow bit even deeper.

Commissar Jeschke, wrapped in a long black greatcoat, stepped out of the mist. “Everybody stand away. Let them do their work.”

Her air of cool command was immediately effective, but Magnus could not see any ‘work’ being done. Styrbjørn’s attempts to staunch the bleeding were clearly ineffective. Magnus stepped forward and whipped off his belt.

“Here, let us make a tourniquet.” He knelt next to Styrbjørn. 

“My hands are too slippery. You must do it.”

Magnus leaned forward, feeling a fine spray of blood on his face. He tried to move Valdemar’s shattered leg to slide the belt under it, but Valdemar howled in pain.

One part of his mind could hear Lord Berendt barking orders, but all he could see was the tiny patch of blood-stained frost in front of him, the reddening white trousers of Valdemar’s uniform. He became conscious of Hildegard next to him.

“Hold steady, Your Grace,” she whispered, holding Valdemar’s hand. “This may hurt but Magnus will stop the bleeding.”

Magnus eventually secured the belt around Magnus’s thigh and pulled it as tight he could. Styrbjørn, now coated in blood, continued to press. Still the blood came. Valdemar moaned wordlessly, his face frighteningly pale.

Lord Berendt eased his way into the group, while a group of uniformed sailors ushered the others away. He took in the scene, knelt and spoke quietly in Magnus’s ear.

“It is the artery in the groin, not the thigh. I have seen it at sea. There is nothing you can do, for you cannot compress it.” His face was grim.

“Surely—” 

Lord Berendt stood up. “Keep him calm, reassure him. It will soon be over.”

With desperate energy Magnus pulled the belt tighter. Hildegard caught his eye. He gave his head a brisk shake. Hildegard gently squeezed Valdemar’s hand.

“Be calm, Your Grace. All will soon be well.”

Valdemar was by now insensible. The blood began to pulse more slowly, but Magnus knew it was not the effect of his tourniquet. There was no more blood left, and the heart was beginning to still.

He looked up to speak to Lord Berendt, but his uncle was already striding off into the mist.

“My carriage! Fetch my carriage! I must go to the Hertugshalle immediately!”

Magnus did not know if this was callousness, decisiveness, or simply the actions of a man born and trained to command.

Valdemar did not appear to be breathing, although Hildegard still held his hand. Styrbjørn looked a thing of horror, his face a red mask of sprayed blood.

At last another face appeared out of the mist, a woman with red hair clutching a battered medical bag. Magnus assumed it was Doctor Tait, although it hardly mattered if it was not.

“Excuse me, madam,” the doctor said to Hildegard, taking Valdemar’s hand from hers and putting two fingers on the wrist. Her face was expressionless as she then loosened the high collar of Valdemar’s coat and tested the pulse on the neck.

She patted Magnus on the shoulder and stood up. “You can release that, now. There is no more you can do.”

Magnus heard a hacking sob next to him. Hildegard said: “He is—”

Doctor Tait gently shook her head. “His Grace is in the Hall of Fallen Heroes. Will you stay here and watch over him? I must find his mother.”

The three of them—Magnus, Hildegard, Styrbjørn—sat in silence until the shriek of woe told them that Doctor Tait had found Duchess Christina.
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Magnus had no memory of returning to the Hertugshalle. Hildegard left wordlessly for Klippesee, and he found himself standing next to Styrbjørn in the Great Hall, where all had gathered to learn the latest tidings. The bodies were tightly pressed into the space, ambassadors, courtiers, even some folk from the Undercliff. Magnus and Styrbjørn had as much space as they required, though: both were caked with dried blood. 

At last Lord Berendt appeared on the ducal dais, Duchess Christina falteringly at his side. The murmuring in the room which only last night had hosted the stateliest pavanes fell silent.

“My friends,” said Lord Berendt, the voice which had once commanded wardships effortlessly holding the room, “I have the gravest tidings. Duke Valdemar, the noblest Fikingur lord, is fallen. It is only weeks since his navy chased the ships of Avigny from our waters, and now he is taken at the height of his triumph.”

He paused for a moment.

“No Fikingur could ask more, but that does not say we should not grieve.”

Duchess Christina stood next to him, a picture of stunned immobility.

“The facts are short enough,” continued Lord Berendt. “At a ceremony to mark the opening of Lord Amund’s new railway this morning, His Grace was struck by a steam locomotive. My nephew, my son-in-law and my daughter-in-law made the most heroic efforts to save him, but Doctor Tait had confirmed that the wound was mortal as soon as inflicted.”

Gasps of horror ran around the hall, rats on skittering feet.

“In accordance with the Fikingur tradition, his spirit is already in the Hall of Fallen Heroes, and his remains will be consumed by fire. The driver of the locomotive is under arrest, and tomorrow he will be put to question.”

Magnus did not see how the driver could possibly have been at fault, but such was Lord Berendt’s statecraft.

“Duke Valdemar fell in the flower of his youth, before he could wed and extend his line.”

Was this a lucky escape for Freydis Ostergard, or the end of her hopes?

“There is, therefore, no obvious heir to lead us through this time of turmoil. Duchess Christina has decreed that a Council of Succession will be appointed to settle this matter in due course. In the meanwhile—“ Lord Berendt paused to look around the room—“she has agreed that, as Grand Admiral and the most seasoned of the duke’s councillors, I shall take on regency powers until a new duke is inaugurated. In normal circumstances these responsibilities would be shared with the Lord High Steward. However, he will be superintending the funeral arrangements and, as a man only recently elevated to high office, it would be unreasonable to burden him also with the cares of state. For the time being, therefore, I alone will take on these responsibilities. At this moment, the good of Haskilde is paramount.”

A new pall of silence lay over the hall as the implications sank in. No wonder he had been so keen to return to the Hertugshalle, to ensure that everything was in place for his accession to power. Magnus was at once impressed and horrified. Lord Berendt had seen an opportunity and grasped with unhesitating ruthlessness.

“Well.” Styrbjørn turned to him with his bloodied face.

There was little Magnus could add. “Perhaps we should go and wash off the blood.”
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Lord Berendt had taken over a suite of rooms in the private section of the Hertugshalle. Even he had drawn the line at occupying the ducal apartments. Magnus and Styrbjørn, in fresh outfits, sat in comfortable armchairs, the remains of a light dinner sitting beside them.

“Now is the time of greatest danger,” he said. “All is flux, all is turmoil, and there will be those with no love for the house of Scavenius. You will both find your duties considerably augmented, for only family can be trusted now. Styrbjørn, you will remain in Strömhall until further notice. Your ship must manage without you; Captain Mose may approach me if he objects. Magnus, as of now you are now my aide and confidential secretary. Your duties at this point are necessarily flexible.”

“’My duties’? My intention was to return home, and unlike Styrbjørn, I am not under naval command.”

“Now is not the time for your adolescent posturings, Magnus. Your artistic ambitions must take a back seat, perhaps permanently. There are plenty who wish to drag us down.”

He carefully dabbed his mouth with a napkin. Magnus marvelled at him; only at breakfast he had seemed decrepit, older than his years. Now his eyes shone with a cruel voracity.

“May I ask a question?” said Styrbjørn.

Lord Berendt gave him a reptilian glare. “Proceed.”

“What are we trying to achieve? Do you wish to be named duke? To consolidate our position? I have no head for politics.”

Lord Berendt jumped from his seat to stand before the fire. “On one level, the question is predictably witless; but there is something of sense in it too. The situation is necessarily fluid, and our responses must be equally flexible. There is no immediate candidate to succeed Valdemar—Magnus, you must speak to the Court Herald to delve deep into the ancestral records—and as the chairman of Council of Succession, I may elongate proceedings at my discretion. If the opportunity to succeed, arose—well, we would consider it then. But the danger of overreach is high. Better, perhaps, to choose a young man of birth but no great talent, who must rely on his counsellors. Time will tell.”

Magnus sipped the last of his tea, which had now grown cold. There was no other way to describe this than a coup. Lord Berendt’s calm assurance in taking command of the tragedy scarcely felt improvised. It was almost as if—in the fog, when no one could see—no, it was impossible, surely? His uncle’s deft handling was simply the result of many years of statecraft, an ingrained ability to see the moment. It was just coincidence that the last time he had seen Lord Berendt before the accident, he was standing next to Valdemar. Just coincidence. 

“Yes, Magnus?” rapped Lord Berendt. “I thought you about to say something.”

“Nothing, uncle. I was thinking of the driver now in custody. His culpability is—nominal, at most.”

“His locomotive killed our duke. So much is obvious.”

“Only because Valdemar stepped before it.”

Lord Berendt rubbed his beard. “The man must be interrogated, thoroughly and soon. You, Magnus, will supervise it.”

Magnus grimaced. “To what purpose, uncle?”

“Think!” Lord Berendt turned to face him, the tall fire burning behind him throwing out tendrils of heat. “He is Amund Ostergard’s employee. Anything that implicates him in this. Ensure the questioning goes in that direction. See to it now.”

“Uncle...”

“My instructions are unclear?”

Magnus shook his head.

Styrbjørn said: “What of me?”

“You may have my assignment,” said Magnus.

“On the contrary,” said Lord Berendt. “Styrbjørn, you must telegraph all quarters: the Admiralty at Vindstrup, the garrison at Valküla Gap, the mayors of Egerberg, Sandhamm, Molske. Make sure the situation is known, that I am regent until the succession is decided, and transmit the messages in Duchess Christina’s name.”

This was a tedious task, but one that Magnus would have preferred. His convenience was of no interest to Lord Berendt, though, and he would need to accommodate himself to it.
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Magnus had never thought deeply on the architecture of the Hertugshalle. The presence of a sizeable array of dungeons below ground came as a surprise. He stood in an ill-lit, ill-smelling chamber with only a small tallow candle for light. At his side stood Corporal Skousen, a slight man with a squint exaggerated by the dim light. Skousen radiated a serenity out of keeping with the environment, one not shared by the third man in the room, who was fastened to a rough bed with leather straps. This was Brander, who only a few hours earlier had been driving the locomotive which killed Duke Valdemar.

“How do you wish to proceed, sir?” said Skousen, in a voice more educated than Magnus had expected. He realised with a start that the remark was addressed to him, since it was certainly not intended for Brander.

“Hmmm... ask him about the accident, I suppose.”

Not only was he to attend an interrogation which could swiftly become distasteful, it seemed he was now expected to direct it.

Skousen casually picked up a pair of grippers, one of a number of implements lying on a table next to him. He opened and shut them in an affectation of absentmindedness.

“Perhaps, “ he said, “you wish to tell us how you killed Duke Valdemar.”

Brander’s eyes goggled and he squirmed against his bindings. A rank stench found Magnus’s nose. He could not tell if it was the miasma of the cell or Brander’s terror. 

“Duke Valdemar is dead. He was hit by the train you were driving. These tragic facts are uncontested.” Skousen spoke in a voice of calm reason.

“It was foggy! I could see nothing, and even at low speed the train takes time to stop. I did not even see anyone.”

Skousen put down the grippers and walked to stand above him. “You deny nothing, then? The man who killed Duke Valdemar cannot expect a happy fate.”

“It was an accident!” He jerked his head towards Magnus. “The gentleman said it was an accident.”

Skousen picked up the grippers again. Magnus walked across and put a restraining hand on his forearm. Brander thought he was a gentleman? Maybe he could use that.

“You may talk to me, Brander. Or Corporal Skousen. I know which I would prefer.”

Brander’s head thrashed from side to side. “Please! I meant no harm!”

“Why was the train running in the fog?”

“I said!” cried Brander. “I said it was not safe to run!”

Magnus scratched his beard. Skousen stepped past him and casually backhanded Brander across the face.

“Easy to say now,” said Magnus. “Yet the train did run, all the way from Kopervinger.”

“I stopped it outside the station at Strömhall! I did not want to drive it any further in the fog.”

Skousen reached out and twisted Brander’s ear. “Lies, evasions, self-justifications. This is not what we expect to hear.” He took one of Brander’s fingers in the gripper and applied a brisk squeeze.

“It is the truth!” shrieked Brander. “I was told to start up again, that the duke insisted!”

Skousen nodded crisply to Magnus. “By whom?” He tightened the grippers and Brander howled.

“Amund Ostergard! Lord Amund said the train must run.” Brander saw something in the other two men that encouraged him, dry tongue running across his lips. “Lord Amund owns the railway. He is my employer. He told me I would be discharged if I did not drive the train. I told him—I told him it was not safe, that even with the front lamp I could only see a few feet.”

Skousen grinned. “Amund Ostergard told you to drive the train to the platform where Duke Valdemar waited, even though you had said it was dangerous?”

“Yes!” howled Brander. “That’s how it was! It is on Lord Amund’s head.”

Magnus stepped between Skousen and Brander. Skousen released the grippers and took a step backwards. “Amund is the Lord High Steward, one of the mightiest men in the duchy. You are not, Brander. Were there any witnesses to the conversation?”

Brander shook his head madly from side to side. “It was just us in the engine cockpit. But I will swear it, on my oath.”

Skousen chuckled. “Your oath, a loco-man, against Lord Amund. Can you write, Brander?”

“A little.” Brander pushed his chin out. “I can sign my name. My wife taught me.”

“And when you stand in front of the Duke’s Court,” said Magnus, “and Lord Amund says you lie, will you stand by your word and your sworn statement?”

“Yes!” shouted Brander. “He is at fault more than I.”

Magnus leaned forward and spoke quietly into Brander’s ear. “Understand this. There will be a reckoning for today, and someone will pay the price. Your only hope is to hold to what you just told us. Do you see that?”

Brander nodded, his eyes filled with tears. Behind that, the hope that he might survive. A thin line of blood dripped from his fingers onto the cold stone floor.

Magnus stood up straight. “Write down his statement, Corporal, take his signature. I will tell the Regent what we have learned.”

“Yes, sir,” said Skousen after a pause.

“And Skousen.” Magnus tried to inject some sternness into his tone. “It is possible we may need Brander to testify in open court. Kindly see to it that he remains—presentable.”

“Yes, sir,” said Skousen in a cool uninflected voice.

Magnus let himself out of the chamber and followed his feet back to Lord Berendt’s chambers.
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CHAPTER 4
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Lord Berendt had arranged a chamber for Magnus at the Hertugshalle, larger and more luxurious than at Klippesee. Magnus had no appetite for occupying it, and after debriefing his uncle on Brander’s interview, he picked his way back to his old rooms.

Although spring was coming, the days were still short, and it was dark as he threaded his way through the streets. A chill breeze snapped off the bay, but he was now acclimatised—with the correct clothing—and it no longer vexed him. I live here now. I am a Fikingur after all.

Arriving at Klippesee, he waved away the maid’s offer of tea. The parlour was empty and he had no wish to brood in it alone. He took himself up the staircase. He did not know if he would sleep, but his bed was the best place to find out.

As he passed Hildegard’s chamber he noticed a flicker of light from under the door, and after a moment of irresolution he knocked gently.

“Who is it?”

“Cousin Magnus.”

“A moment.”

The door eased open, to reveal Hildegard’s face and her shoulders wrapped in a night-shawl.

“I thought to see if you were—” He tailed off, for he was not clear why in fact he was here.

“You expect me to entertain you in my chambers?”

“I do not expect to be entertained at all, and your chambers are the only place you may be found.”

“It is hardly proper for me to admit you.”

Magnus gave a fractional shrug. “We may talk in the solarium, but at this time of night the temperature will be unwelcoming. And my own chambers would be, if anything, even more improper.”

She opened the door to its full extent and disappeared back inside her room, which he took as an invitation to follow.

“Are you—all right—after today?”

He looked around her room, which was immaculately neat but devoid of any personal effects.

“I am not the one who was killed by a locomotive.” She paused for a moment. “Although I might have been if you had not saved me from my own foolishness. You have my gratitude.”

She could not have looked less grateful if he had stolen her fortune. Magnus nonetheless responded with a gracious nod.

“Lord Berendt is regent. He anticipates a lengthy tenure.”

A glimmer of a smile frosted her face. “I am sure he does. We had heard of his elevation, for he sent word.”

“He has appointed me his confidential secretary. It seems it is not an honour I can refuse.”

She indicated the only armchair. “We cannot remain standing all evening,” she said, perching on the edge of her bed.

“My duties are already—disagreeable.” He had not intended to, but he outlined the whole ugly business with Brander.

“Lord Berendt once told us at the dinner table of the shark, a predatory fish that haunts the southern waters,” said Hildegard. “It eats everything it finds, but it must swim on always, for if it stops, it dies. I do not know if such a fish exists, for when Steinar and Torkild were at home, many of their nautical tales were surely imaginary. But Lord Berendt is such a fish. He has made many enemies. Amund Ostergard is among them, of course, and one must eat the other. If Lord Berendt ceases to swim, he ceases to live.”

“He wishes to have his family around him, for he trusts no one else.”

She gave a sharp smile and fretted at the lacing on her counterpane. “I do not think that extends to me, and nor would I wish it to. I have no desire to stand in a torture chamber.”

“Neither did I.”

“That is my point, for you stood there anyway.”

Magnus ran a hand through his hair. The seat underneath his buttocks was lumpy and unworthy of Klippesee.

“May I speak to you confidentially?” he said.

The candle beside her bed offered little light, but he thought to see a flush on her cheeks. “If it is about our conversation immediately before—”

“It is not. I would not wish to revisit it, other than to apologise.”

She drew her shawl tighter around her shoulders. “I accept your apology.”

After a moment of silence, he said: “I am concerned by Lord Berendt’s motives and actions.”

Hildegard laughed, even her blue eyes catching the light. “That is your confidential observation? Everyone in Strömhall shares your opinion.”

The remark had not been intended as a joke, but Magnus enjoyed seeing her face throw off its usual constraint. He gave her a wry smile.

“It occurred to me that Lord Berendt acted with alacrity when Valdemar was struck. He made instantly for the Hertugshalle, put his preparations in place, and all by the time Duchess Christina returned with her son’s body. He instantly co-opted her into his scheme, set aside the normal requirements for a ruling council, and now he is the prime man in the realm.”

Hildegard drew her legs up under her onto the bed. “Indecision has never been among his faults.”

“When we were—before the accident—did you see anything? Valdemar and—I do not know.”

She shook her head. “I saw nothing. I was distrait.”

“Lord Berendt stood at Valdemar’s shoulder in the fog. A moment or two later, Valdemar was in front of the train, where no one would choose to be.”

Hildegard’s expression was blank. “You are accusing your uncle of murder?”

Magnus sucked in his lips. “Naturally not. But—events moved as if they themselves were on the rails.”

“It was foggy, no one could see anything properly. It was not even clear where the train track was. Valdemar could have—surely did—step into the wrong place by tragic mischance.”

“You do not think Lord Berendt capable of—?”

Her laugh this time was less agreeable. “I did not say that. I do not know what steps he would be prepared to take, if he thought them necessary. In this case, there are more plausible explanations. Others might have been equally close, if a shove were required.”

“Amund Ostergard?”

She yawned, holding a hand over her mouth. “Amund Ostergard owes his eminence solely to Valdemar; Duke Kjeld would never have raised him so high.” Her eyes took on a cruel glint. “And now Freydis must find a new beau. We may rule out only three people from this ludicrous fantasy: you, me, and Amund Ostergard.”

She reached across the gap from her bed to the armchair and laid a hand on Magnus’s forearm. “You have only known your uncle a few weeks. All his life he has stood ready to grasp eminence when it is before him. Do not be surprised to find him the first to react. Whether he was wise to do so, time will tell.

“You will forgive me,” she said, yawning again. “The day has been long, and I am fatigued.”

He stood up and made a small bow. “Good night, cousin.”

As he stood in the doorway, she called: “Magnus.”

He turned.

“Be careful. This is Lord Berendt’s game, not yours, and it is played by his rules.”

––––––––
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The next morning, Magnus and Styrbjørn gathered in Lord Berendt’s privy chamber at the Hertugshalle. At Lord Berendt’s request, Magnus again ran through the questioning of Brander, before Styrbjørn made his report.

“Every telegraph station has been briefed on yesterday’s events, including the present governance arrangements. All send their sympathies to Duchess Christina and support the new regency.”

Lord Berendt gave a flinty smile. “At such times, a uniform is always welcome.”

Styrbjørn flicked through a sheaf of telegrams. “Your regency is acknowledged by all states except Avigny and Khakassia, who of course do not have an ambassador at Strömhall. Avigny ‘acknowledges’ our communication and expects a new ambassador to be with us within the week.”

Lord Berendt nodded. “So much was to be expected. Further news?”

“The station at Valküla Gap notes a concentration of Lauchenland troops on our border, plus a flotilla of airships.”

Lord Berendt pursed his lips. “Already? They must have been in place before yesterday’s events. It will be necessary to speak to Commissar Jeschke.”

“What do you intend,” said Magnus, “to do about Lord Amund?”

“You are beginning to learn.” Lord Berendt’s chuckle turned into a cough. “For now, nothing. All can proceed as normal until Valdemar’s funeral. After that—well, the world may wish to hear of your friend Brander’s testimony.”

He rose and gave a grim smile. “None of us would have wished these events to occur, but at least we have taken a firm grip to ensure order is maintained. I will take the news to Duchess Christina. She is naturally prostrated.”

“In her chamber?” asked Magnus.

“Naturally in her chamber,” snapped Lord Berendt. “Where else would she rest?”

Magnus had meant to ask Hildegard more about the rumours of an attachment between his uncle and the duchess. It would be one more way for him to consolidate his power.
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Magnus was resolute in his intention not to put on a uniform. His disposition was not in the least martial, and he knew he would only appear ridiculous. Lord Berendt was the Grand Admiral of Haskilde; even Styrbjørn was a commissioned lieutenant; they might dress according to their rank without embarrassment. Magnus did not pursue the affectation so far as to wander the Hertugshalle’s corridors in his stained painting clothes, but he settled for a sober dark grey coat.

He had never considered how it would be feel to be part of a coup. There was rarely occasion for such speculations in a metropolitan portraitist. But if he had, he would not have imagined so much boredom. Lord Berendt had early arranged interviews with the various ambassadors, which Magnus as his secretary was obliged to attend. Ambassadors from the minor powers flitted in and out of the reception room like butterflies, gaily patterned and ephemeral.

Lord Berendt leaned back in his seat once the Terravecchian representative had departed, stretching the tension out of his shoulders. “You have comprehensive notes from these audiences?”

Magnus looked down sadly at the sketch pad he had been forced to repurpose. “To the extent that was possible.”

“You need not bother to transcribe fair copies. We have learned nothing of import. These countries are all far away, have no bearing on our policies, and the unfortunates who are sent here as ambassador are by definition out of favour at home, or they would be in more prestigious assignments. Only the Green Isles mattered, and Sir Isaac’s sole interest is in ensuring our navy is not larger than theirs.”

“We have other audiences to come,” said Magnus. As evening encroached, he was becoming cold, but Lord Berendt was averse to stoking the fireplace. “Even though there is no Avignese ambassador.”

“We can communicate with Chorgues by telegraph, until Count Savatier arrives.”

“That leave Baron Hasenhüttl and Commissar Jeschke.”

“Exactly so. These are the only interviews that carry any weight, which is why I have deferred them until after the funeral.”
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Magnus had never thought to attend a funeral pyre. Although his father was a Haskilder and a naval officer, his death at sea far from home had required a different ceremony. But now Magnus was at his second in a matter of weeks. At the first, for his cousins, he had blended into the background, sheltering under the umbrella of Hildegard’s reserve. On this occasion, though, Lord Berendt had insisted on Magnus taking his place in the official party.

Lord Amund, who had organised the event, took the lead in the ceremony, delivering a eulogy in a cracked voice. His wife Lady Birla and their two children stood with the stunned expressions of cattle about to be slaughtered. Valdemar’s prospects might have been irrevocably extinguished, but Freydis and Dorethe Ostergard were not far behind.

Lord Berendt did not push himself to the fore. He stood in silence next to Duchess Christina, whose face was invisible under a heavy veil. For all the expression he showed, Lord Berendt himself might have been veiled. His statement was nonetheless eloquent enough: here I am, the staff and support of the only remaining member of the ducal family. The duchess wielded no power of her own, but she was the custodian of the only currency which could not be coined—legitimacy.

Magnus looked around the crowd for Hildegard, who was not part of the official party. He did not doubt she had attended, but with all the crowd hidden under white funeral cloaks, she did not stand out as she did around Klippesee.

At last Lord Amund walked over to the pyre and collected a burning torch. He touched the torch to the oil-soaked kindling and the pyre, fully twenty feet high with Valdemar’s bier at the top, ignited greedily. Magnus caught a whiff of the burning oil, his eyes stinging. Valdemar’s pyre was twice the height of Steinar and Torkild’s, but he was just as dead. Eminence carried with it an unavoidable risk of death, and now Magnus himself found himself among the eminent. Despite the snarling of the fire in front of him, he shivered. He had asked for none of this.

Only a few days ago, Valdemar had sat in front of him as Magnus applied the final strokes to the portrait. Now, the painting was all that remained of him. He would be remembered, perhaps, as a youth of infinite promise, cruelly curtailed. Magnus had seen enough of his character to suspect that those hopes would have been disappointed. Valdemar had safeguarded his reputation in the only way possible: by dying before he could corrupt it.

The thought that had been nudging at his mind all day took light now with the pyre: Lord Berendt, a murderer? Hildegard had rejected the idea, although with less vehemence than he had expected. But the evidence was plain enough: he stood at Duchess Christina’s side, the regent of the realm. Magnus himself had filled in the papers petitioning for Lord Berendt’s divorce from Lady Karin, on the grounds of her permanent insanity. He was no chess player, but he could see the pieces now placed on the board moving into their final configuration. No one in Haskilde could challenge his ascendancy. He had the navy at his back, Duchess Christina at his side. Amund Ostergard would soon be neutralised. All it had taken was one tiny nudge.

And Magnus was the heir to all this. Dear God, to the duchy if Lord Berendt pushed his ambitions that far. A great queasiness came over him, and before he could stop himself, he vomited his breakfast on the ground at his feet.

Styrbjørn clapped him on the shoulder. “It is a heavy day, is it not, cousin?”

“Heavy indeed,” said Magnus.

Styrbjørn pulled a silk handkerchief from his pocket and handed it to Magnus. As Magnus nodded his thanks he took in again the captain’s insignia on Styrbjørn’s shoulder, the first fruits of Lord Berendt’s patronage. He dabbed his mouth. Where would it all end? Magnus could not tell, but he doubted it was a destination he wanted to reach.
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CHAPTER 5
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In hindsight, the wake for Steinar and Torkild at the Hertugshalle, while undeniably saturated with grief, had also reflected an undercurrent of triumph, for they had died in the moment of a victory they had done much to bring about. They had fallen before their time, but they were heroes.

For Duke Valdemar, there was no such consolation. His death in a senseless accident—if ‘accident’ was the word—conveyed no posthumous glory. His line, stretching back over the centuries, was extinct, unless the Court Herald could find some unlikely claimant. And since he worked under Lord Berendt’s direction, that could not be assigned a high probability.

“I could think you genuinely grief-stricken, cousin,” said Hildegard, approaching from some place of concealment in the Great Hall. “Truly, you have learned much from your uncle.”

Magnus gave her a wan smile. He could not tell if this was an attempt at humour, for he found her no easier to read than when he had arrived.

“If you are not saddened by this—” he made an expansive gesture to take in the mourning-clad throng in the hall ”—you do not have a heart.”

Hildegard said nothing for a moment, then took a glass of punch from a passing footman. “You would not be the first to claim as much. But let us avoid hypocrisy. Duke Valdemar was a repellent youth, who lacked all cultivation and whose instincts were base.”

This was hard to disagree with, although Magnus might not have said it on the day of Valdemar’s funeral. And he remembered how she had held the duke’s hand and wept as he died. “You cannot believe the duchy is happier for his death, unless you also believe chaos and my uncle’s augmented influence are desirable.”

“You should relish the situation. Already I hear your name whispered in the corridors.”

Magnus shook his head miserably. “All I want is to return to Chorgues. When now will I have the opportunity?”

Hildegard gave her head a brisk shake of irritation. “Self-pity is never becoming. The airships fly again, and you may book passage tomorrow. Lord Berendt cannot stop you. Yet you linger anyway.”

Magnus gave a huffing laugh. “You are the nearest I have to a friend here. I wonder how my life went so awry.”

A smile flickered on her lips before she extinguished it. “That again is your choice, for I did not set out to befriend you.”

He took a careful sip of his wine. “But we are friends?”

She tilted her head. “If you insist on it, or to use your words, ‘the nearest thing’. I hope it brings you more happiness than it does me.”

Magnus grinned. “Who now is basking in self-pity?”

She lifted her glass to conceal her mouth, but Magnus could see she too was smiling. 

They stood awhile in a silence which was forbidding enough to drive off anyone who might wish to talk to them. But Magnus, at least, found himself content.
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Without conscious effort, they had moved to stand against a side wall, where they might observe without being observed. Hildegard directed Magnus’s attention with the slightest pressure of her elbow.

“Look at the Ostergards.”

The four of them stood in a place of honour near the front of the hall: Amund, Birla, the two daughters Freydis and Dorethe. Birla’s hollow cheeks spoke of rigorous diet and exercise, and her hollow eyes of the little joy any of it brought her. This was a woman who laughed even less than Hildegard, he thought. The daughters’ gaze roamed the hall with the hopeless despair of caged animals.

As Magnus watched, two naval lieutenants approached the party. Styrbjørn strolled over to join them, whispered something in Amund’s ear. Amund jerked his head in disagreement. Styrbjørn made a mild gesture, indicated Lord Berendt standing a little way off talking to Commissar Jeschke. Amund’s shoulders slumped, and he looked around the hall once more. Styrbjørn patted him on the arm, and Amund was escorted away by the two lieutenants.

“Who would have thought the fall of Lord Amund to be so pedestrian?” said Hildegard.

“Fall?”

She turned a wondering glance on him. “You truly do not understand? My brother-in-law has just whisked him away. We will not see him for some time. Perhaps, indeed, not at all.”

“I believe Lord Berendt intends to try for him negligence in allowing the train to run.” The words were jerked out from deep inside him, for he had not intended to share this insight with Hildegard.

“Of course,” she said softly. “What better way of eclipse than to affix Valdemar’s death on him?” She reflected a moment. “He does not put a foot wrong, the old rogue.”

“Better order than chaos,” murmured Magnus.

She raised an eyebrow. “Truly? I remember you making a different claim about your uncle.”

He gripped her wrist. “I spoke without reflection. The notion is absurd, and you can never repeat it. You do not need me to tell you how dangerous that could be.”

She slipped out of his grasp. “So you truly believe it, then,” she said in a near whisper. It was not a question.

The three Ostergard women stood in a forlorn huddle on the other side of the room. Magnus supposed they were rivals, even enemies, but he had not yet accommodated himself to the ruthlessness of court life. He could not suppress a brief rush of sympathy. The coming weeks, and perhaps beyond, were unlikely to offer them much solace.

Before he knew it, he was standing by their side, making a respectful bow.

“You are come to gloat.” The black of mourning did not suit Lady Birla’s pale complexion.

“Mama,” said Freydis mechanically. “You are unkind.”

Lady Birla peered down her long nose. “Lieutenant Vinther has come to drag Amund away, and within seconds this fellow is here.” She laughed bitterly. “And he cannot be seeking our favour for advantage, for there is none to be gained.”

“Please, my lady,” said Magnus. “You misunderstand me. I thought only to pay my respects. If there is anything I may do to help you, or—” he bowed to Freydis and Dorethe “—you need only name it.”

Lady Birla’s laugh became a cackle. “In that case, you may restore my husband’s liberty.”

Magnus was beginning to realise his magnanimity had been a mistake. “I can assure you Styrbjørn is no monster. I am sure everything will be resolved smoothly soon.”

“Lieutenant Vinther may not be a monster, but the man he works for is. Now, do you bring scarlet words and arid platitudes, or can you indeed arrange Amund’s release?”

“Ah—there will be—processes, legalities. I cannot readily intervene, although you can be assured of my good wishes.”

Magnus saw her hand was shaking. Behind the snappish politesse, she was terrified.

“My daughters may be impressed by your Chorgues manners, sir, but I regret that I am not.”

He could not help admiring her courage. When her best course was to flatter, she chose to lash out like a cornered snake.

“I am sure Sieur Magnus does not mean us any harm, Mama.” Dorethe turned doe’s eyes on him.

“Indeed I do not, Mamselle Dorethe. I mean what I say. You may count upon me.”

Magnus was unsure quite why he was making such a commitment, which mostly lay beyond his powers, and where it did not, exposed him to inconvenience.

“Thank you,” she said softly. “I believe you to be a man of your word.”

Freydis stepped in front of her sister. The resemblance between the two sisters was at once startling and unsettling. “You need not honey up to Sieur Magnus now, Dorethe. That plan is no longer in play.”

Dorethe flushed, and Lady Birla looked as if she would slap Freydis. “Learn to hold your tongue, girl.”

Magnus bowed again. “You will excuse me, ladies. There are others I must attend to. But you may remain assured of my good will.”

He turned and stepped away briskly, not wanting to see Dorethe’s regard pursing him for a second longer. However sincere his intentions—for he bore the Ostergards no malice—wherever he went, he trailed the aura of Lord Berendt. He did not recall choosing a side, but a side had chosen him.

“You are most welcome, Your Excellency,” said Lord Berendt, ushering Baron Hasenhüttl towards a plush chair in his reception chamber. “You will take a good claret, I am sure.”

Baron Hasenhüttl eased himself into the chair, carefully adjusting the braid of his uniform to avoid it becoming entangled in the upholstery.

Magnus wordlessly filled two glasses—it was still too early for him—and passed the second to his uncle.

“His Imperial Highness sends his deepest condolences on Haskilde’s loss,” said Baron Hasenhüttl. “Duke Valdemar was a young man of infinite promise.”

Lord Berendt inclined his head in acknowledgement. “These words will mean much to his grieving mother. And to all of Haskilde. I myself take satisfaction in the sympathies of our newest allies, with its implied fidelity to the oaths of support we swore each other.”

“Just so,” said Baron Hasenhüttl, sipping at his claret appreciatively. “The Emperor’s compact was of course with Duke Valdemar, one ruler to another. His Highness is keen to learn who will succeed him, that these vows of friendship may be renewed.”

“I was not aware they had lapsed. It is crass to talk of such things, but during this interregnum, I embody the powers and responsibilities of a ruling duke, and naturally I affirm my commitment to our alliance.”

Baron Hasenhüttl huffed and set his glass down. “Let us speak openly, like two old soldiers and statesmen.” He glanced across at Magnus. “We may speak openly in front of the boy?”

Magnus had never previously held the baron in high regard, and he did not foresee this changing imminently.

“He is my confidential secretary, in addition to being my heir. He can hear anything you have to say.”

Baron Hasenhüttl nodded. “Very well. Events in the Empire and Haskilde have changed greatly since our compact was signed. The tragic death of Duke Valdemar, of course, but in Beruz, the Emperor’s chancellor the Archduke Leopold has passed on in the fullness of his years. On both sides, there may be reconsiderations of policy. You yourself, as Valdemar’s chancellor, opposed our alliance, if I understand correctly?”

Lord Berendt made an easy gesture. “It is no secret I advocated a programme I styled ‘dynamic flexibility’, maintaining cordial relations with both the Empire and Avigny. The subsequent behaviour of the Avignese has made such a policy unworkable, and I am happy to reiterate our commitment to the Imperial alliance, which the Emperor had long desired.”

Baron Hasenhüttl smiled with such vacuity that Magnus could only hope it was simulated. “We remain delighted to have a friend on the eastern border of Lauchenland, although whether this needs the formal sanction of a treaty remains a question to be answered. Leopold’s son Maximilian has succeeded him as chancellor, and the full scope of his policies is not yet clear.”

Lord Berendt returned a frosty smile. “Archduke Maximilian’s—limitations—are understood, but if Haskilde is prepared to accept them, I see no cause for concern.”

“There is much to consider in a potential alliance between a great power and—forgive me—a lesser one. You mentioned Haskilde’s dissatisfaction with the Avignese attack on your harbour, and who would not be vexed by such a bombardment?” Baron Hasenhüttl inclined his head. “And of course the tragic price paid by your own house.”

Magnus could see the tension in Lord Berendt’s jaw, perhaps less obvious to the ambassador.

“I am unclear as to your meaning, Your Excellency.”

“Merely this,” said Baron Hasenhüttl, reaching for his glass. “Relations between Haskilde and Avigny will not soon be repaired. In the circumstances, the Emperor may be assured of your goodwill without the troublesome obligations of a treaty.”

“You mean to dishonour our existing pact?”

“’Dishonour’ is a strong word, my lord. You yourself used the term ‘dynamic flexibility’, and perhaps that is what we shall settle on. After all, there is little immediate prospect of a mutual aid treaty being called upon, is there?”

Lord Berendt crossed his legs. “You make your meaning admirably clear, Your Excellency. I am gladdened at the thought of a man of sense at the Imperial Embassy. We have not been so lucky with your predecessors, as you will be more aware than I. Doa Lora, recalled in disgrace; von Schnusenberg, fled in terror; von Justus, murdered! Truly, the Imperial ambassador is rarely a lucky man.”

Baron Hasenhüttl raised an eyebrow.

“I am happy,” continued Lord Berendt, “that we may now embark on a period of stability.”

“Just so,” said Baron Hasenhüttl. “Excellent claret.”
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That evening, Lord Berendt took supper in his private chambers with Magnus and Styrbjørn. 

“Commissar Jeschke never appeared to me a sickly woman,” he said, helping himself to a poached bass from the silver tureen. “Naturally I view her indisposition with scepticism.”

“To what purpose?” said Magnus, who had less appetite.

“She wishes for some reason to forestall her audience with me. She is unwilling to account for the presence of two Lauchenland divisions on our border.”

Styrbjørn forked a slab of potato into his mouth with the long practice of a naval officer who was uncertain when the next meal might arise. “It may be relevant that the telegraph line to Valküla Gap has gone down. I have had not had an update from them since yesterday.”

Lord Berendt set down his fork. “Is this a usual event? I understand the technology is still largely unproven.”

Styrbjørn shook his head. “The line is no longer above ground, for it was often damaged by the winter gales. I am told that now it is underground, it is more durable, although landslips during the spring thaw occasionally break the line.”

Lord Berendt nodded. “Possible, I suppose. But the thaws have not yet begun in earnest.”

“The garrison at Valküla Gap will have noticed they can no longer communicate with Strömhall. They will investigate if the problems lie at that end.”

“In the meantime,” said Magnus, who felt obliged to contribute to these military conversations despite his almost complete ignorance, “we have no intelligence as to what is happening at Valküla Gap—our one point of vulnerability.”

Lord Berendt considered the remark. “There is a risk, undoubtedly. Styrbjørn, inform me immediately if a communication is received. It may be necessary to send a party from Strömhall.”

Styrbjørn nodded.

“What of Amund Ostergard?” Lord Berendt asked.

“He has agreed to remain in his manse Stålhus,” said Styrbjørn. “He is not under arrest, but he understands if he attempts to leave he will be prevented.”

“Good enough.” Lord Berendt chuckled and returned to his bass.

“What of his wife and daughters?” Magnus asked.

Lord Berendt looked up from his plate. “What of them?”

“When I saw them at the duke’s wake, they were apprehensive.”

“And rightly so. Lord Amund’s influence is over, and he will be compelled at the least to pay a fine that beggars him. Few will mourn to see him brought low.”

“The ladies are innocent of any wrongdoing—if indeed there is fault at all.”

Lord Berendt frowned. “Now is not the time to concern yourself with ladies who are neither useful nor beautiful—if indeed there is ever such a time.”

“I only thought—” Magnus fell silent. There was nothing he could say that Lord Berendt would accept as valid.

“He wishes to know the charges against him,” said Styrbjørn.

“What, so he might engage expensive lawyers to undercut the rule of law? I cannot believe he does not realise they are not germane to his situation.”

“He is becoming cantankerous.”

“Is he, by God!” Lord Berendt used his fish-knife to carefully fillet his bass. “We cannot have that. Magnus, since you have contracted a regrettable partiality for the family, perhaps you might call upon them, to assess their mood.”

“I fear I would be unwelcome,” said Magnus.

“Of course you will be,” said Lord Berendt. “Why else am I sending you?”
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CHAPTER 6
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Magnus was surprised, when he knocked at the door of Stålhus the next day, to find the door opened by Amund Ostergard himself. He had taken Hildegard with him, since he could not face the visit alone, although he had been surprised at her acquiescence. “Sometimes it is invigorating to meet those whose situations are worse than my own.”

Stålhus was a large house, set well back from the street, in the New Imperial style popular among the grandees of the Empire. There was not a granite slab in sight, the walls a pale ochre stone quarried elsewhere and surely freighted in by Lord Amund’s own railway.

He was dressed in a white shirt, unbuttoned at the neck, which was clearly not in its first day’s wear. “You will forgive the informality,” he said as he bowed to Hildegard. “My servants have been dismissed by Lord Berendt’s lackeys, lest I be succoured excessively by a coddled egg.”

“I am sorry for your privations,” said Hildegard with an admirably straight face. “Fortunately we require no coddled eggs. If your household contains someone who can brew tea, we shall be well satisfied.”

Lord Amund sniffed and retreated into his hallway. “Both Freydis and Dorethe are schooled in the domestic arts, that they might better please a husband.”

As long as they do not expect coddled eggs. 

Magnus and Hildegard followed him through the magnificently tiled hall. The walls were studded with pictures which Magnus judged to be poorly executed. He recognised the style of several artists who had been fashionable in Chorgues twenty years previously. The only one he thought had any merit was a recent double portrait of Freydis and Dorethe, executed in the style of the Berenbach school, where their doting father had thought to pay a competent and fashionable artist. 

“My wife reported that you addressed her and my daughters with insolent familiarity at His Grace’s wake,” said Lord Amund as they settled themselves in a parlour more opulent than Lord Berendt’s suite at the Hertugshalle.

“I meant no offence,” said Magnus. “I understand that the present circumstances are trying, but your situation will not be improved by bridling at imaginary slights.”

“’Trying’?” Lord Amund let out a bellow of frustrated laughter. “I may not leave my home, my wife and daughters are also sequestered, on the basis of a charge that no one will articulate.”

The heavy door eased open and Dorethe entered bearing a tea-tray. She started on seeing Magnus, and would have dropped the tray if Hildegard had not sprung from her seat to take it. 

“Thank you, child,” said Lord Amund. Magnus saw a dampness about his eyes. This was the man who would have betrothed her off for his own advantage before she turned sixteen, but surely the emotion he saw here was genuine. Now was not the time to put himself in any of the Ostergards’ shoes, but the man was perhaps not the outright villain Lord Berendt painted him. And Dorethe, by any measure, was entirely innocent.

“I assume,” said Lord Amund, his crisp manner at odds with his dishevelment, “that you are here as Berendt’s lapdog, either to revel in my misfortune or to add to it. If you are a man who relishes such things, there is nothing I can do while you drink my tea and mock me.”

“Lord Amund,” said Hildegard in a low voice. “Magnus’s character is not as you imagine. He is a stranger among us, and has no more idea of plots and factions than a child.”

Magnus might have preferred a defence of his character not based on his naivety and foolishness, but she need not have intervened at all.

“Hmph,” said Lord Amund. “If he dislikes it so much, he need only return to Chorgues. Not all of us have such liberty.”

“My I speak frankly, my lord?” If Magnus had to hear more of this self-pity, he might strangle him.

“Here in my own parlour, in front of my daughter?”

Dorethe, perched on the edge of a chaise-longue, looked down at her feet.

“I meant no more, my lord, than to suggest that you will not improve your situation by repining it. I know no more than you of the charges in question, although I am led to believe they involve some kind of vicarious criminal negligence, but you should not rage at what you cannot change.”

Magnus was conscious that this was the most hypocritical platitude—and judging from her expression, so did Hildegard—and it appeared to have little impact on Lord Amund. Dorethe, meanwhile, had raised her gaze to rest adoring eyes on Magnus.

Lord Amund made to rise, then sank down back into his chair. “You know these charges are a farrago, surely? A Vorkunstovo court, they used to call it when I was a boy. No doubt in future they will instead say a Strömhall court.”

Magnus had done what he could. The effect was negligible, perhaps actively provocative. Were there people who enjoyed this endless scheming? Other than his uncle, where the answer was obvious.

“You will understand,” said Hildegard, balancing her cup and saucer on her knee, “that in political life there are times of eclipse, whether merited or not. They cannot be avoided, so you must bear your confinement with fortitude. I have no interest in such matters, and Lord Berendt would not gratify my curiosity if I did. But there is no reason your daughters must bear the same restraints. With your permission, I will petition him to allow them to accompany me on a walk along the Esplanade or in the People’s Park from time to time, to alleviate their boredom.”

Magnus tried to take in her expression from the corner of one eye, for he was baffled by this sally. Lord Amund looked equally perplexed. “You are kind, madam. I do not—”

“Please, Papa!” burst in Dorethe. “Freydis and I are so bored and unhappy! Let us walk out with Madame Hildegard!”

Lord Amund’s eyes briefly met Magnus’s. What harm could it do? He gave a brief nod.

“Very well,” said Lord Amund. “Thank you.”

Magnus saw no value in probing this last remark for graciousness.

“May we go now? Freydis and I can be ready immediately.”

“We will need to secure Lord Berendt’s permission,” said Hildegard smoothly.

Magnus gave his head a brisk shake. “For today, it is on my responsibility. I will speak to Lord Berendt later, but for now, enjoy the fresh air.”

For a second the light returned to Dorethe’s eyes, then she scampered from the room. She had never looked more a child.

Lord Amund sighed. “I do not like being beholden to you, Sieur Magnus.”

“You are not,” said Magnus coldly. “I hope I can show your daughters some common compassion without it being a transaction.”

“Naturally,” Lord Amund said, rising from the chair. “You will excuse me. My daughters will be here in a moment.”

Magnus sighed as Lord Amund left the room. Somehow, by showing kindness to his daughters, he had made their father hate him more.
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The afternoon light was beginning to fade as Magnus walked with Hildegard and Lord Amund’s daughters along the high promenade that looked from the Heights out over the bay and down to the Undercliff. He strolled a little behind them as Freydis and Dorethe plied Hildegard with chatter. Hildegard herself was not exactly effusive, but said enough to keep the girls engaged.

He still did not understand why she had initiated this programme, unless it was to vex Lord Berendt. Still less did he understand why he had allowed it when he might as easily have remitted it to his uncle. He had no particular opinion of Freydis, and felt only a mixture of pity and guilt for Dorethe. Lord Berendt could not reasonably object to the arrangement—unless he had wanted Lord Amund’s nerves frayed further by being penned up at home with two restless young women. But Magnus could not reconcile himself to the casual cruelty that was the dark side of statesmanship. His uncle and Lord Amund might jostle for the perquisites of power, but it was others who paid the price: girls robbed of their youth and their choices, or the hapless Brander mouldering away in an underground cell. 

He was conscious nonetheless of an ease as he let the blanket of the others’ conversation enfold him. He had no desire to join in—indeed, he barely took in what they were saying—but something about this moment of normality soothed him. Hildegard showed a warmth—almost animation—that he had not seen before, and he realised that this too was part of his satisfaction. He had never met someone so deeply unhappy—a condition surely entrenched long before her husband’s death—and he wondered for a moment what she might be like if the clouds lifted. She probably did not know herself, for nothing she had told him of her past suggested she had ever experienced it.

He was pulled from his thoughts—probably for the best—by Dorethe pointing up into the sky. “Look, Hildegard. Are those not airships?”

And silhouetted against the setting sun, it was impossible to miss the four cigar-shapes hanging above Strömhall. It was surely illusion, but they seemed to blot out not just the sun’s light but its warmth. Magnus, in a light spring overcoat, shivered.

“Are they not beautiful?” said Freydis.

It was not Magnus’s first thought. One airship, crisscrossing the continent, bringing people together—there was a poetry in that. Four at once, though; they were not passenger airships.

And Haskilde did not have its own Aeronautical Corps. These were not visitors. They were invaders.

“Hildegard, get the girls back to Stålhus. I need to apprise Lord Berendt.”

Hildegard looked up at the airships. “Everyone in Strömhall will know they are there. I imagine that is the point of them.”

“Just get the girls home, Hildegard.”

She pulled her lips together. “Of course. Men’s business. We can go indoors and wait, as we always do.”

Magnus gripped her arm. “You are in danger out here. Get inside, and stay there.”

She shook it off. “I think not. If they meant us harm, they would already have inflicted it.”

“Let us do what Magnus says, Hildegard.” Dorethe looked at her with wide eyes.

“It is getting dark anyway,” muttered Hildegard. “Come, Freydis, Dorethe. It must be time for your dinner.”

She set off back in the direction of Stålhus, the others following her. Magnus ducked his head into the breeze and made for the Hertugshalle. 
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Magnus cut through the bodies drifting aimlessly around the Great Hall and made for Lord Berendt’s suite. The guards nodded him through. The only others admitted to his counsels were Styrbjørn and Duchess Christina.

“You have seen them, of course.” Lord Berendt was one of those who only became sharper and crisper with a crisis. Magnus nodded.

“Styrbjørn?” Lord Berendt looked across to his son-in-law, standing tense by the fireplace.

“I am no expert, but they are black ships, armed, two dorsal fins: Lauchenland Wolfsee class, beyond any doubt.”

Lord Berendt nodded. “My own assessment, also. What is less clear is what they are doing over our territory, without invitation. It is difficult to see it as a friendly act.”

“You must speak to Commissar Jeschke, Berendt.” Duchess Christina’s pupils bore the heaviness of laudanum.

“Just so, madam. She has been sent for. I understand now why she has been ‘indisposed’ for our audience.”

“Do we have any idea what is happening?” asked Magnus.

“A neutral power has placed its airships over the Hertugshalle. Is that not enough?”

“If they meant mischief, surely they would have acted by now.” The sentiment was Hildegard’s, but she was not here.

“Bluff, warning, who knows? Now is not the time for naval anecdotes, but the more obviously a ship displays guns, the less likely she is to have to fire them.”

“No one will shoot anyone, surely, Berendt?” Duchess Christina’s hand drifted to her throat.

“Of course not, madam. It was nothing more than a metaphor.”

There was a knock at the door. Since no one else was disposed to answer it, Magnus walked over. A footman stood there, flanked by Commissar Jeschke and two uniformed Volksbund guards.

“Magnus.” She nodded crisply. “Your Grace, Lord Berendt: may I enter?”

Lord Berendt arranged himself on the most comfortable chair. “I can truly say there is no one I would rather see at this moment. I rejoice to see your indisposition is passed.”

“The sea air is a most powerful curative,” said Commissar Jeschke without expression. “I find I am now fully restored.”

Lord Berendt indicated the seat next to him, where they could speak without facing each other directly. “I am afraid there is not room to seat us all in this informal chamber.”

Jeschke waved her guards away. “Ahler and Hönigsberg are not staying. After all, why should I fear for my reception at the Hertugshalle?”

“Why indeed, Excellency?” Lord Berendt murmured. “Magnus, perhaps you might attend to our refreshments. I recommend this fine kartoffelschnapps, even if it comes from the Empire.”

“You will not find me the slave of vulgar nationalisms, Lord Berendt.”

The two guards made their way out. If Commissar Jeschke felt herself outnumbered, she did not show it. Magnus filled her a glass with a decent measure of the spirits, offered one to Duchess Christina. She declined with a languid shake of the head. The Dowager Duchess was not a woman to drink spirits derived from potatoes, regardless of their origin.

Commissar Jeschke settled herself in her chair with a bland expression, savouring the kartoffelschnapps. It was clear she did not intend to be the first to speak.

“It is unfortunate,” said Lord Berendt eventually, “that we have not spoken recently, since the Haskilde of today is changed from when you were posted.”

“Haskilde has been fortunate in its time of trouble that so experienced a statesman has been at hand to guide the tiller, if I many use a nautical metaphor. As regent, your position is necessarily temporary, and I rejoice at the thought you may soon return to your ships and ropes and tackle.”

Lord Berendt raised an eyebrow. “No one will welcome that moment more than I, but alas I see no immediate end to my labours.”

Commissar Jeschke put down her glass and folded her hands in her lap. “You will have seen the airships which presently ride over Strömhall.”

“It would have been hard to miss them.”

Jeschke inclined her head as if Lord Berendt had paid her a compliment. “They are only the visible tip of Lauchenland forces which—there is no kind way to present this—now control the entirety of western Haskilde.”

Magnus felt his fists clench involuntarily. Styrbjørn was half out of his chair before he caught himself. “Infamous!”

Lord Berendt alone seemed in command of himself, Duchess Christina stunned into immobility.

“I see no such troops, madam. I see four airships and nothing else.”

“Believe me,” said Jeschke, “those four airships could do quite enough damage to Strömhall, since there is no Haskilde air corps to oppose them. But the forces which overwhelmed Valküla Gap—in a little over an hour, I might add—are even now proceeding to Strömhall on the railway so helpfully built by Amund Ostergard.”

She was not smiling now. Magnus saw two deep lines scored into her cheeks that had not been there before. This was the fanatical Volksbund commander he had always expected.

Magnus had once lost thirty florins to Lord Berendt at the whist table. His uncle displayed the same imperturbability now.

“If these troops are indeed on their way, I wonder that you put yourself in my hands now, a hostage in all but name, when you merely need await their arrival.”

Jeschke gave a laugh which chilled Magnus. “You think I am bluffing?” She indicated the Terravecchian clock sitting above the mantelpiece. “If the airships have not received my signal by seven o’clock, two of them will bomb the Hertugshalle, the others the docks. I have no doubts as to your manners, my lord, but I have taken precautions nonetheless. I am here in advance, to present my terms, that bloodshed might be avoided.”

“Terms!” cried Styrbjørn. “We are the Fikingur. Did you not see us repel the Avignese navy? We concede nothing while we breathe! You insolent—”

Lord Berendt raised a hand. “My son-in-law is intemperate, as the young sometimes are, but essentially he is correct. If you want Strömhall, you will have to fight for it.”

Jeschke shook her head. “Fight with what? You have no airships. I have two battalions of the Third Ettermunde Dragoons, against which you set, what, three hundred household guards? Your navy is unmatched, but we are not fighting at sea.”

She let Lord Berendt digest these observations.

“Haskilde is now a Lauchenland protectorate. You simply do not realise it yet.”

Magnus was no expert on military strategy—where would he have contracted such an interest?—but he would have been hard put to rebut Commissar Jeschke. Lord Berendt’s silence suggested he had reached the same conclusion.

“I understand,” said Jeschke, “that this is a difficult moment for you, my lord. And I apologise to Your Grace—” this with a brisk nod to Duchess Christina “—but it is best for us all if you come to see reality. I am now the Protector of Haskilde, but I would rather work with you than against you. Lord Berendt, you will of course remain Grand Admiral, and remain the operational figurehead of my new government.”

“I will do no such thing,” hissed Lord Berendt. “You may, over the corpses of your ‘dragoons’, eventually subdue Strömhall, but you will find no true Fikingur prepared to serve you. What you may take, you can never hold.”

Jeschke swirled her kartoffelschnapps round her glass. “I am sorry to find you so obstinate. You reputation, your probity, your competence: they make you the perfect Under-Protector. But I can find others willing to serve.”

“I think not,” snapped Lord Berendt.

“Commissar Jeschke,” said Magnus, surprised to find himself speaking, “why are you doing this? There is a balance between the Empire and Avigny, your allies. You cannot benefit from its disruption.”

Jeschke laughed again, and it might even have been genuine. “My dear Magnus! You have been reading your uncle’s Treatise on Statecraft! Let us just say, we are always grateful to our allies the Avignese, but sometimes they behave as an over-protective parent. You will note there is no Avignese ambassador here. And while the cat is away—well, the little Lauchenland mouse has played. Bruguière or Cailloux or whoever runs their foreign ministry today would never have approved this action, but they will not be sorry at the outcome. What do they say, better to ask for forgiveness than permission?”

“Our own allies, the Empire—” croaked Lord Berendt.

Jeschke laughingly shook her head. “You trust your safety to Baron Hasenhüttl? Even you must see the absurdity of that. Besides, I am given to understand your Imperial alliance is stronger on paper than reality.”

Magnus wondered, yet again, at the accuracy of her intelligence.

Styrbjørn rose from his chair to stand over her. “We have made it clear we will not capitulate, Commissar, so your airships will need to bomb us after all. In which case, it will not matter if you signal them or not.” He gripped her lapels. “You are now our prisoner.”

Jeschke pushed his hands away. “Lord Berendt, leash your dog before he fouls the carpets.”

Lord Berendt narrowed his eyes. Behind them he performed a brief calculation. “Let her go, Styrbjørn. God knows, I would thrash her and throw her in the dungeons, but it helps no one.”

He stood up and brushed imaginary lint from his uniform to indicate the audience was over. “I thank Her Excellency for early—indeed premature—peace terms. She may inform her masters in Eisenstadt that Strömhall will be yielded only over the body of the last Fikingur. You may bomb the Hertugshalle to your heart’s content.” He paused a moment. “When you telegraph Eisenstadt, tell them to start building coffins and hospitals. There will be many young men of Lauchenland who require them.”

Jeschke rose and bowed. “I am sorry, but not surprised, to find you so obdurate. I will give you twenty-four hours to form a more rational judgement. We will speak again.”

She paused to look at Magnus as she left. “It seems as if my portrait will have to wait.”

Silence sat on the room like a foul stench once she closed the door behind her.

“Berendt?” Duchess Christina turned heavy eyes to him.

“Do not fret, Your Grace. All will be well. The Lauchenlanders were ever poltroons.”

“But their airships! Bombs on the Hertugshalle! It is not to be borne.”

“They will not bomb us, without troops to back it up. By the time they arrive, the Empire and Avigny will have agreed that this foolishness serves no one, Maxine Jeschke will be recalled, and everything will be forgotten.”

“How wise you are, Berendt. I find myself fatigued, and will return to my chambers now,” said Duchess Christina.

She drifted from the room. When she had gone, Lord Berendt said: “That may prove an accurate assessment, but it may not. Styrbjørn, put the Palace Guard and the City Watch on alert. We may yet have to fight.”

Styrbjørn sprang away.

Magnus was alone with his uncle. “You are right, surely. Avigny will not want this fight, nor will the Empire.”

“Perhaps. You have read my treatise. But the foreign ministers of both are new, and spend most of their energy fighting their rivals. The clear and consistent policy which maintains peace on the continent is absent.” He gave Magnus a grim smile. “I fear we shall fight, nephew. We shall see that the Fikingur blood runs in your veins!”

Magnus gave him a dismal smile. He had his own suspicions as to exactly how much he resembled his Fikingur ancestors.
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The next afternoon, Magnus staggered into Lord Berendt’s chambers. His shoulder was sore, his ears rang, and the tang of gunpowder lay in his nostrils. Lord Berendt cast his eye down the paper Magnus had brought with him.

“Sergeant Tobiassen claims you are the least apt recruit he has ever trained.”

“He said as much to me,” said Magnus. “At five and twenty, with no prior martial experience, could you have expected any different?”

Lord Berendt sighed. “Not reasonably. Nonetheless I hoped that the Scavenius blood would out. Perhaps with a longer training period you might aspire to adequacy, but regrettably the Lauchenland troops may be here tomorrow. I cannot risk my heir in the front line.”

Magnus felt both relief and guilt. It was clear that in fighting against real soldiers, he would be killed instantly. This should not be any cause for satisfaction, especially with the deaths of his heroic cousins so recently in mind. But he could not deny he had no desire to fight and die for a country he barely knew.

Lord Berendt scratched his beard. “We shall not repine what cannot be. One does not use a fork to eat soup. There are other ways you can be of service.” He permitted himself a grim smile, and Magnus began to wonder if he would have been better off on the front line.

Magnus said nothing. He knew his uncle would come to the point in his own way.

“Maxine Jeschke has formed an opinion of your character: lacking force and dynamism, but generally agreeable alongside your artistic gifts.”

Magnus did not ask how Lord Berendt knew this. It was probably true.

“I am going to send you to her. You will be, officially, my liaison officer so that I do not need to treat with her directly.”

“If you think that will help, uncle.”

“Let me finish. There is more, considerably more. It will require guile I am not convinced you possess, but I must work with what I have. Are you ready to serve your country and your family?”

This was clearly a rhetorical question, for there was no opportunity to refuse.

“Of course, uncle.”
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“Poor Magnus!” said Gisla, pouring him a cup of tea in the parlour at Klippesee. “You did not expect this when you came here.”

“Indeed not.” It was clearly too late to take an airship out now, with the Lauchenland Aerostatic Corps controlling the skies.

“My father said you are not to fight. I am glad, for I could not endure another bereavement.”

Magnus wondered how much Lord Berendt had told his daughter. Nothing of consequence, for he did not consider women to have a role in the political sphere—although perhaps Maxine Jeschke was making him revise his opinion.

“Someone must carry messages between the two camps,” said Magnus. “It seems it must be me.”

“Will it truly come to fighting? The girls are terrified.”

And so are you.

Magnus shook his shoulders into a confident set, wincing at the bruise from the rifle’s recoil this morning. “Avigny did not wish Lauchenland to invade; the Empire will not want Avigny’s ally to hold territory here. They rarely agree on anything, and when they do, few oppose them.”

“So it will blow over?”

Magnus spread his hands. “Who am I to judge the politics of great powers? But I do not see why Lauchenland will fight for something they will be forced to return. Do not be afraid, cousin.”

“I might believe that if you did, Magnus. You are a most indifferent liar.”

Magnus miserably stirred a sugar lump into his tea. “If you want optimism, you must speak to your husband.”

Gisla’s brows contracted. “I have not seen Styrbjørn for two days. He must fight, of course.”

“He has been most useful to your father. I think he has revised his opinion of him.”

“Truly?” Gisla was once more alert. “He yearns only to prove his worth.”

“And I am sure he will do so,” said Magnus. For better or worse.
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“I must be in the safest place in Strömhall,” said Magnus, looking around the austerely-appointed reception room at the Lauchenland embassy on the Hovegarde.

Commissar Jeschke stood by the window looking down onto the street below. The sun sat barely above the Hertugshalle. “Our airships will not intentionally bomb us, of course. The paperwork from Eisenstadt necessary to authorise repairs would be irksome. Still, airships and high explosives are not as precise as you might hope. Once our bombs start to fall, I would not describe anywhere as entirely ‘safe’.”

“Safest of all,” said Magnus, taking in the red and black cogwheel banners affixed to the walls, “would be not to drop the bombs at all.”

Commissar Jeschke reached for her most charming smile. “Exactly so! And that is why I hope you are here to offer Lord Berendt’s submission. I understand why his pride prefers to send that through a third party. It is so much better to avoid unnecessary bloodshed!”

Magnus added milk to his coffee from a Volksbund-stamped stainless steel jug. “I cannot give you the assurance you require, Your Excellency.”

Jeschke smoothed the disappointment from her face. “We need not be so formal. We have eaten at the same table, and there is no impropriety if you call me Maxine.”

“You are the representative of a power invading our country, Your Excellency.”

Jeschke tutted. “All the more reason for negotiations to take place on a cordial footing, surely.”

She turned from the window and leaned back against a bare expanse of wall. “Lord Berendt truly means to fight? It is futile, and will only cost lives. It is but two years since we fought the Empire to a standstill, and they have the largest army on the continent. How do you think to stand against us?”

Magnus thought back to his briefings. How could he outmanoeuvre a woman like Maxine Jeschke?. “Your forces were on the brink of defeat,” he said. “It was only the intercession of Avigny which brought the war to a conclusion.”

Jeschke smiled and came to sit opposite Magnus at the heavy wood table. “How much do you know of the Volksbund, Magnus? Our revolution, when we threw off centuries of the Empire’s rule?”

Magnus made to shrug, realised it would make him look like a sulky teenager. “Only what I learned at school. The Defiance of Porrenkirch, Ilse Ledermann, ‘I do not give a whore’s fart’. Little enough, I suppose.”

Jeschke smiled.

“The Volksbund is of the people, and fights for the people,” she said. “We are not aristocrats, with their fetes, their balls, their extravagances. That is why our revolution endures.”

Her eyes gleamed in a way Magnus did not find reassuring.

“I do not pretend,” she said, “that there is not strategic advantage for us to occupy Haskilde.” She lowered her voice. “But more than that, we are bringing the Volksbund to the people of Haskilde! The future does not belong to Duchess Christina or—forgive me!—to Lord Berendt. It belongs to the people of Haskilde, and when we establish our own Volksbund here, this will not be seen as an invasion, but a liberation.”

Magnus sat back in his seat. An untouched plate of biscuits sat in his eyeline.

“You cannot expect me to believe that, surely.”

Jeschke leaned forward. “The line of dukes is extinguished. Young Valdemar left no heir. It is time to move on from such ancient ways.” Her face was uncomfortably close to Magnus’s. “The future in Haskilde belongs to the young, the flexible, the cosmopolitan. Those who have not lived their lives with courtiers and footmen and funeral pyres.”

She paused and reached for a biscuit. “It belongs to men and women like us, Magnus.”

Magnus wrapped his fingers around his cup to stop it shaking. “You are suggesting—I do not know what you are suggesting, in truth.”

“The Volksbund is coming to Haskilde, Magnus. It will sweep away Lord Berendt and his kind forever. But for you it is an opportunity.”

Magnus took a breath. “I thought you intended Lord Berendt to rule as your puppet.”

She scowled. “’Puppet’ is not quite the term. Lord Berendt, for now, brings stability. But the next generation of rulers will not come from his class.”

“I am his nephew, if you had forgotten.”

She leaned back and smiled. “You are not one of them, and you know it. You have always, I think, wondered where you belong. And that is a question the Volksbund can answer for you.”

Magnus felt a flash of guilt at how readily Jeschke had understood him. Not the Volksbund, of course, bullies in black uniforms. But the rootlessness he had always known, even in Chorgues where he had a place. All of that was down to Lord Berendt, of course, casting Ingvild out—until suddenly Magnus had become useful. If Maxine Jeschke truly understood this, she was an even more dangerous woman than he had imagined.

“You see,” she said softly. “We all want a home, Magnus, every one of us. Perhaps I can offer you your own.”

Was any of this real? The silky threats, the blandishments, the unexpected and penetrating moments of insight? Which of those was Maxine Jeschke? All of it? None of it? Or was even to ask the question immeasurably callow?

Magnus sighed. “I would be more inclined to regard you—and the Volksbund—favourably if your airships were not hanging over the Hertugshalle. I do not make Lord Berendt’s policy, and you cannot imagine he listens to my advice, but there is nothing in our conversation today that will make him yield.”

Jeschke commanded several different categories of smile. This one was engaging, confidential. “I expected no different. But the real conversation today was the one you will not report back to him. You know that, and so do I.”

There was a kind of snake in Calabadag that paralysed its prey not with poison, but through the stupefying power of its gaze. Once you looked into its eyes, you were lost. With an effort, Magnus broke his attention away.

“Your Excellency.” He bowed stiffly and made for the door.

“Magnus,” she said quietly as he stood in the doorway. He turned a half-glance back over his shoulder.

“When the bombs start to fall, tomorrow or the next day: come here, to the embassy. I have left instructions for you to be admitted.”
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“You owe them nothing, you know. Owe him nothing.”

Hildegard stood next to Magnus in the solarium at Klippesee, watching the sun set over the forests outside Strömhall.

“My uncle?”

Hildegard rested a hand on the cold glass. “Who else? He acts now as if you are his beloved heir, but a month ago you were nothing to him. No one would blame you if you cultivated Commissar Jeschke’s good opinion. I know that I would not.”

Magnus could see his breath condensing on the glass. “What you are advocating is treason.”

“You do not think your uncle plays all sides against each other? He has pursued his own advantage unstintingly for forty years. You need do nothing against the interests of Haskilde, but if Strömhall falls, you will be glad to sit well with Commissar Jeschke.”

Magnus sighed. “You will not thank me for saying you show the cold pragmatism of Lord Berendt himself.”

“I have not yet begun,” she said. “For we are friends, are we not? If you sit under Jeschke’s protection, you can ensure that I do too.”

“You are concerned for what—your safety? You cannot imagine the Lauchenlanders will rape and loot, cousin.”

She gave him a vinegar smile. “Do not be so naïve, cousin. You put together men trained to kill, guns, spirits, and women. It is not the women who have the advantage in that situation, believe me. And I do not flatter myself that anyone in Strömhall will lift a finger to help me. Except, perhaps—”

She jerked her gaze away and stared out over the sunset.

“You know any protection I can offer you is yours,” said Magnus. “Although my influence is much less than you imagine.”

She turned to face him again, her bombazine rustling as she moved. “One of the things I always liked about you, cousin, is that you do not hide behind the inflated boasts that men like to offer women. ‘I would lay down my life for you’; ‘fear nothing, I will protect you’. You are refreshingly modest in your assurances.”

“I imagine a man like your husband better placed to make good his boasts than I would be.”

She looked reflectively at the ground. “Perhaps. But that does not mean I value your commitments the less.” Her foot played with a loose tassel of carpet. “And my husband’s ability to protect me is nil, by virtue of his being dead.”

“So you must make do with what you can get.”

She looked up and impulsively put a hand on Magnus’s arm. “That is not what I meant. I hope you know that.”

Magnus felt his heart lurch. There were feelings here, on his side at least, that he could not possibly indulge. Surely she did not...

“Hildegard,” he croaked. “Whatever comes, you may rely on me. And I am assured, that when the worst happens, nowhere is safer than the Lauchenland embassy.”

She reached her hand up and laid it across Magnus’s on the windowsill. “I have many things for which to hate Lord Berendt. But perhaps none more than the way he has treated you.” She saw where her hand was and quickly withdrew it, as if he might not have noticed.

There was a squeak as the door opened. “Magnus! There you are!”

Gisla skittered across the carpet, drawing herself up short as she saw Hildegard step away. “I have not—interrupted—anything, I hope?”

She looked at Hildegard, her eyes small black currants of dislike in the dusk.

Hildegard brushed her hands on her dress. “Nothing, sister.”

She stared into Magnus’s face. “My father was looking for you. A train has disgorged troops at the railway station. The fighting has begun.”

Magnus felt a surge of horror, although he had known the moment was coming. He was aware too of a tingle of relief, for whatever Gisla wanted to say to him about Hildegard, he would not want to hear it.

Gisla stared at them slack-jawed. “Two weeks my brother has been on the pyre,” she said.

“Gisla, there is nothing amiss,” said Magnus.

“She will see what she wants to see,” said Hildegard.

“You must excuse me,” he said. “I will be needed at the Hertugshalle.”

A gleam of malice came into Gisla’s eyes. “If not the railway station.”

Hildegard stepped across to him and took his hand. She kissed him on the cheek and looked Gisla full in the face. “No one requires rashness or folly of you, cousin. Do not throw your life away.”

Magnus had no such intention, but the sentiment touched him. “Remember,” he said. “The Lauchenland embassy.”

Magnus did not have the time or inclination to be drawn into yet another war. Hildegard and Gisla must for now cede precedence to Haskilde and Lauchenland.
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Magnus stood in the courtyard of the Hertugshalle alongside Lord Berendt as night began to fall.

“You should go to the dungeons, uncle. You can do nothing here.”

Lord Berendt ground his jaw as the two airships eased into position above them. Sporadic rifle fire from the battlements did not even inconvenience them, bullets sparking off the granite walls.

“I commanded a warship for fifteen years. I do not run.”

“No one will benefit from your death except Maxine Jeschke. I can organise the water crews.”

Lord Berendt gave him a flinty smile. “You do not wish to take refuge underground?”

“I find when the time comes, I cannot bring myself to run.”

“The blood of the Fikingur.”

Magnus laughed, releasing the tension building in his chest. “Or perhaps I am just more afraid to be seen hiding. Or I wish to see Lauchenland given a bloody nose, although I am hardly a patriot.”

Lord Berendt gave him a grim look. “War makes patriots of us all.”

“For now, let us at least take cover.”

Lord Berendt sprang away for an overhanging wall. And not before time; in the last remnant of daylight, black specks began to fall from the belly of the airships, dark even against the backdrop of the falling night.
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The four airships split into two groups, the first drifting over towards the Undercliff where, according to Jeschke’s threat, they would bomb the docks. The remaining two drifted lower over the Hertugshalle, the drone of their engines ever more audible. The sound reminded Magnus of a swarm of angry wasps, although the slow careful movement and positioning more closely resembled a stalking cat. The black ships were barely visible against the dusk. Only the illuminated gondolas, the aircrew moving about their business inside, stood out, almost if they were kept aloft by invisible magics.

The first bombs hit the ground. So much for Jeschke’s vaunted accuracy: they fell outside the walls, a shower of earth rising into the sky as the explosions churned the ornamental gardens in which Magnus had promenaded with Hildegard and the Ostergard sisters. 

One of the airships repositioned itself, turning its nose towards the courtyard. Magnus saw sparks from the metal gondola frame as the guards on the wall fired. If they ignited the hydrogen balloon above, the airship would be destroyed, but so would everything on the ground below it. Lord Berendt had run from concealment, roaring at the gun batteries, demanding greater speed. If he was unworried by a fiery death, perhaps he believed in the Hall of Fallen Heroes more than he admitted.

Bombs continued to fall in twos and threes. Occasionally they ripped out a chunk of wall, but each individual impact was not enough to do real damage. The Hertugshalle was stone, not wood, and the conflagration he had feared—the real point of the raid—had not yet started.

He ran out from the wall where he sheltered, along the line of men with buckets. “Stand firm!” he shouted, although there was little alternative, nowhere to run. All they could do was wait for the bombardment to stop.

Lord Berendt had pulled the fire crews back, trying to stop the flames jumping across to the main building. The guard-house, already ablaze, was left to burn.

“What can I do, uncle?” Magnus shouted. It was hard to make himself heard over the roar of the flames, the pat-pat-pat of gunfire. Lord Berendt pointed to a wooden cart.

“Get up there and pump! Keep the water coming!”

The cart, with its elevated platform and wooden sides, was probably the most dangerous place in Strömhall. Lord Berendt was more concerned with preserving the Hertugshalle than his heir, after all. Magnus had no time to think. He jumped onto the cart, took a place on the pump handle that was being worked by three other men.

The rhythm was maddening in its simplicity: up, down, up, down. Magnus lost himself in the motion. On the upstroke he could see the giant hose the water cart was connected to, the gush of water and the steam where it met the advancing flames.

One of the airships began to rise aloft. Magnus did not know how many bombs they carried, but it looked as though they were exhausted. The other hovered close to the ground. It had stopped bombing as well, but made no move to soar away. Isolated rifle fire came from the gondola, to seemingly no effect. Rifles were inaccurate at the best of times—at least, Magnus had found them so during his abortive training—and from the gondola of a moving airship, they had little impact beyond discouragement.

To Magnus’s untrained eye, it looked as if the flames were at bay. The guard-hut was fully ablaze, the stables gone, but the hoses and buckets kept the wall of flame confined. Unless the other two airships returned, the Hertugshalle would not be destroyed today.

Lord Berendt sprang up onto the water cart with the nimbleness of a man of twenty. He pulled one of the soldiers off the pump handle and took his place next to Magnus, joining the crew with surprising vigour. Magnus’s back was screaming—how long had he been up here?—but he could not step back while Lord Berendt poured his strength into the fray.

The remaining airship dropped two more bombs into the centre of the courtyard. Gouts of earth and stone flew upwards, a sliver of granite skimming Magnus’s cheek. But they were the last bombs, surely, for the airship began now to rise. Still the gunners in the gondola fired away.

Next to Magnus on the pump handle, Magnus heard Lord Berendt gasp, let out a cry and topple from the cart. He lay motionless on the granite flagstones. Magnus jumped down from the cart. Had the old man’s heart given out?

“Uncle?”

Lord Berendt grimaced. “Shot,” he gasped. He put his right hand on his left shoulder and it came away bloody. Magnus swiftly unbuttoned Lord Berendt’s naval jacket and pulled it free. He was rapidly becoming an expert in traumatic injuries, and here the blood welled rather than the spurt he remembered from Valdemar’s mortal wound.

“You will live, uncle,” said Magnus, although here he was on less sure ground.

“Help me up,” gritted Lord Berendt. “This is not the first time I have been shot, and God willing it will not be the last.”

“We need to find you a doctor.”

“Later,” said Lord Berendt. In the torchlight which illuminated the yard, it was hard to be certain, but his face was the colour of parchment. “I will not let these dogs see me in the dirt.”

Magnus put an arm under the uninjured side and hoisted Lord Berendt to his feet. Lord Berendt staggered a moment, then stood tall. “It will take more than a bullet to end the house of Scavenius.”

Once Magnus would have laughed at such ludicrous bravado. Here, now, he saw it as heroism. Lord Berendt even summoned the energy to shake his fist at the two airships as they rose to their cruising height and turned their noses away from the Hertugshalle.

The pump crew, even without Magnus and Lord Berendt, continued their work. There was no doubt—the flames were dying down. The Lauchenland airships may have given the Hertugshalle a bloody nose, but like Lord Berendt they were still on their feet. Magnus felt a sudden stirring of pride, although his own contribution had been minimal. Perhaps Lord Berendt had been right, and this was all it took to make a patriot.

Maxine Jeschke had smiled and flattered and threatened, all in the certainty her airships could level Strömhall. And they had not. Diplomacy without the force to back it was nothing; Magnus recalled reading something similar in his uncle’s treatise.

From somewhere among the fire crew went up a cry: “Three cheers for Lord Berendt!” 

Magnus, who was not given to public rapture, found himself joining in regardless. His cheeks were damp. It could only be the smoke in his eyes.

He looked around the courtyard. It was now full night, but the dying flames and scattered torches gave an impression of twilight. The curtain wall was down in a couple of places; the Hertugshalle might not withstand a siege, but that had not happened for three hundred years. For now, battered and bloodied, the Hertugshalle stood.

“Come, uncle,” said Magnus. “Let us find you a surgeon.”

“Not now. The men will not want to see Lord Berendt staggered. Stand to this side.” He grimaced. “If I am unsteady, ensure I do not fall.”

Lord Berendt was by almost all standards an unlikable man. A murderer, possibly. But here, in the midst of disaster, was as he was meant to be.

“Keep going with the pump,” he called out to the crew on the cart. “Ten more minutes and the blaze will be out.”

He signalled to a dazed-looking soldier wandering the courtyard. “You! Down to the dungeons, fetch Duchess Christina. Her people will want to see her at this moment.”

“Tomorrow,” he said to Magnus, wincing as a shaft of pain lanced his shoulder, “we will meet Commissar Jeschke again, and see if she still has her smile.”

“We need not wait until tomorrow.” Magnus jerked his head towards the central gates of the courtyard, which had swung open. Commissar Jeschke strode at the head of a column of troops. At one side, Styrbjørn stood, his head bowed and his hands tied before him. On her other flank was a tall red-haired man in a burgundy Aeronautical Corps uniform. Jeschke gave Styrbjørn a shove and he stumbled forward.

Lord Berendt’s jaw tightened.

“I congratulate your troops on their courage,” called Jeschke across the space. “Your sailors and pot-boys fought bravely to deny us the railway station. They could never have succeeded, and now many are dead.”

She turned, put her fingers to her mouth and summoned a powerful whistle. The Lauchenland troops marched into the courtyard, stretching back beyond the gateway as far as Magnus could see.

She turned in a circle to take in the scene around her; the smouldering fires, the Haskilders’ attention fixed on her. A door opened, and Magnus saw Duchess Christina, flanked by several ladies in waiting as well as, to his surprise, Hildegard and Gisla. Lord Berendt had always known the Hertugshalle would be the last redoubt.

“Hear me, people of Haskilde!” called Commissar Jeschke in a ringing voice. “My troops, those of the Volksbund, control Strömhall utterly. The resistance of the Fikingur is crushed.”

If there was mockery in her tone, Magnus did not hear it.

“As of this moment,” she continued. “The duchy is abolished, as are all hereditary ranks and titles. You now live in the Protectorate of Haskilde. You need fear no further incursion either from Avigny or the Empire. I disdain the foolish titles of yesterday’s lords and ladies, but you should be in no doubt that I now rule this place. If you did not know me before, I am Protector Jeschke. My authority comes from the Volksbund in Eisenstadt, and I guarantee the rule of law. My troops will not despoil land that is now ours, and if you show compliance, you have nothing to fear from them.

“I will naturally take counsel from the magnates of the realm, for I rule by consent, not compulsion. I hope that Berendt Scavenius will chair my Advisory Council, and Amund Ostergard will sit at his side. This is a time for all the folk of Haskilde to stand together; there must be no more petty rivalries. What do you say, sir?”

Lord Berendt drew himself upright. Perhaps only Magnus could see him wince.

He walked across to the centre of the courtyard where the Protector stood.

“You speak of consent, Commissar. I do not understand a ‘consent’ which is enforced by airship and troops, and the deposition of Duchess Christina. You must understand that obedience obtained at gunpoint can only be maintained at gunpoint. Your Protectorate is illusory, and those who serve it are traitors. There can be no compromise, no middle ground.”

Jeschke looked at Lord Berendt for a moment, light from the dying fire glimmering off the brass buttons of her uniform. Magnus thought the sadness on her face was genuine. “I had hoped so renowned a statesman would show greater pragmatism. I am saddened to find myself disappointed in a man I once so much respected.”

There was much Lord Berendt could have said, but he preferred the eloquence of silence.

Jeschke realised he had nothing further to say. She signalled to the aeronaut standing next to her. “Major Einsiedel, take him to the dungeons, for now. Do not mistreat them, for they have shown valour.”

Einsiedel, his flying goggles pushed up onto his forehead, gave her a crisp nod. “Come, my lord.”

“Commissar Jeschke!” called Magnus, stepping towards her.

She turned to face him. “Protector Jeschke,” she said. “I will permit the oversight this once, Magnus.”

Magnus grimaced. “Lord Berendt is wounded. He has been shot; he needs medical attention.”

Jeschke gave him a cold stare. The confidential warmth of yesterday’s audience was a dusty memory.

“These ancient titles are abolished. There are no more lords. I assume you refer to Admiral Scavenius.”

Lord Berendt spat on the ground. “Grand Admiral Scavenius, if you please. Unless you mean to demote me.”

Jeschke rested her eyes on him. “Do not make me. I bear you no ill-will, Grand Admiral. Quite the contrary.”

She turned to another officer. “Find him a doctor. They may consult in the dungeons.”

Lord Berendt strode off towards the Hertugshalle, not so much as waiting for his escort. Who knew the way better, after all?

Jeschke returned her attention to Magnus. “I am glad to see you unharmed, although you would have been safer following my instructions. I hope you will wish to oblige me now?”

Magnus had an unaccountable urge to slap her. “And why should I, madam?”

She jerked her head towards Lord Berendt’s departing back. “We have had enough martyrs today. Let us have no more. I wish to see Amund Ostergard. As a courtesy, I hope you might escort Major Einsiedel to Ostergard’s house when he returns.” She pulled out the mocking smile Magnus remembered so well. “I am sure you would not wish the Ostergard ladies to be alarmed by the arrival of troops at their door. Your presence will reassure them all, especially little Dorethe.”

Magnus rubbed his beard. He did not want to truckle to Jeschke in anything, least of all in front of a courtyard of onlookers when Lord Berendt had borne himself so bravely. But he knew how terrified the Ostergards would be at the sight of Lauchen uniforms at their door. He cared nothing for Lord Amund, who had largely brought about his own fate, or for that matter his wife, although she warranted more sympathy. But Dorethe and Freydis had done nothing to deserve this, and he remembered their laughter as they had walked with Hildegard. They were young ladies, but also little more than children. He could do nothing to prevent whatever Jeschke intended for the future, but at least he could do this for them.

He nodded. “For the Ostergards. Not for you.”

Jeschke’s smile spread a little wider. “It is all one to me.”

He looked around for Hildegard to see if she would accompany him. After all, Dorethe and Freydis liked her. But she was nowhere to be seen.

He saw Lord Berendt duck his head under a lintel as he strode ahead of his captors. If he had indeed pushed Valdemar onto the tracks, he had brought about nothing but his own ruin.
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CHAPTER 9



[image: image]


Magnus surreptitiously inspected Major Einsiedel as they walked through the dark deserted streets of the Heights towards Stålhus. Behind them, a squad of twenty or so soldiers in field-grey uniforms, rifles slung over their shoulders.

“You will not need so many men, Major. We are going to collect four people, three of whom are women.”

Einsiedel, tall and languid, gave a half-shrug. An enamelled star at his throat spoke of some past valour rewarded.

“This is not my home, sir. I do not forget what we have just done here, and I cannot expect us to be loved. Our caution is understandable.”

Magnus pointed to his goggles. “You flew one of the airships. Did you bomb the Hertugshalle?”

Einsiedel did not obviously look a monster.

He paused before responding. “The docks.”

Magnus looked down to the Undercliff, where plumes of smoke drifted up through the night towards them. The damage below was more extensive there. There would be fatalities, and many of them. He considered challenging Einsiedel to account for his conduct, but it was not Einsiedel who had brought this about. Maybe not even Maxine Jeschke, although it was harder to see her as a tool of impersonal forces. What had Einsiedel done to earn his medal? How many lives lost?

They walked the rest of the road to Stålhus in silence, the moon looking down on them in reproach, or indifference.

Magnus led the way up the path to the house, gravel under his feet and the tended flower beds untouched by the bombs. Stålhus was too far from the centre of Strömhall to have been a target.

He sensed footsteps behind him, but he was not sure how many of Einsiedel’s troops accompanied them. He let the knocker fall against the door one, two, three times. There was no answer.

Einsiedel took a step forward. “I would not like to break down the door.”

“Lord Amund!” called Magnus. Now was not the time to insist on Jeschke’s absurd abolition of titles.

He heard a shuffling on the other side of the door. “Who is it?”

Amund Ostergard’s voice.

“Magnus. Magnus Scavenius.” Here too there was no advantage in scrupulous accuracy.

The door opened inwards, to show Lord Amund, incongruously, in formal court dress, hair brushed, beard waxed.

“You did not mention you had company.”

“Major Kurt Einsiedel, Lauchenland Aeronautical Corps, my lord. We have come to fetch you to the Hertugshalle.”

Lord Amund gave an acid chuckle. “It still stands, then?”

“We never intended to raze it, my lord. The Hertugshalle will be here long after us.”

Magnus gave Einsiedel a shrewd look. It was not a remark Jeschke would ever have made, and might even have shown some flexibility of mind.

“You are in no danger, sir,” said Magnus. “Bring along your family, since Stålhus is unguarded. Although—” he looked at Einsiedel “—perhaps a guard might be left.”

Einsiedel beckoned two soldiers, gave them a crisp order.

“You need not fear looters, my lord, for the city is under Lauchenland protection, but Kühn and Rogge will keep watch on the grounds.”

If Lord Amund wondered who the Lauchenlanders were protecting them from, he said nothing. He turned and called back into the house. A few moments later, Birla appeared with Freydis and Dorethe behind her.

“Magnus!” cried Dorethe. 

It was at once charming and unsettling how delighted she was to see him.

“Who are these people?” Freydis demanded. Behind her eyes sat a ghost of fear.

“They are from Lauchenland. They—now rule Haskilde.”

Birla smirked. “They have removed Lord Berendt?”

This was hardly the response Magnus had expected. “I am not clear on all events.”

Einsiedel bowed to the ladies. “Affairs are now administered by Protector Jeschke. There is no cause for alarm, but she is eager to meet you all.”

Lord Amund clapped his hands together. “Why then do we wait? To the Hertugshalle, immediately!”

They have bombed the city. They have deposed Duchess Christina. Can you not see that?
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Lord Amund strode out at the head of the column. Einsiedel had to step out to keep up. Magnus was content to walk more slowly with the ladies under the stars.

“They have bombed the city? Is anyone wounded?” Dorethe spoke quietly and looked around to ensure the soldiers could not hear.

“The Undercliff has it worse. There is a little enough damage to the Hertugshalle, and they say there was fighting at the railway station. I do not know much more.”

“You are hurt.” She indicated his cheek.

Magnus touched his face, felt the roughness of a fresh scab.

“It is nothing,” he said, although he did not want to give Dorethe the impression of modest heroism. “Just a cut.”

“Is Hildegard all right?”

“I saw her a few minutes ago. She is with Duchess Christina. They are both unharmed.”

Birla turned her attention to him. “Can you tell us what will happen next? I do not share my husband’s optimism.” She looked at him as if he were responsible both for Lord Amund’s eclipse and the Lauchen bombing.

Magnus shrugged. “Maxine Jeschke now runs the city. Their troops are in control, Duchess Christina is deposed.” He could not help a smirk. “She has abolished all noble titles. You are plain Birla Ostergard.”

Birla narrowed her eyes. “I was born without a title, and it will not kill me to live without one. But I am sorry for my daughters.”

No mention of her husband, Magnus noticed.

Dorethe said: “I read about the Ibalin revolution, when the Sinculottes rebelled and shot all the aristocrats. They cannot mean to—”

“I do not think Maxine Jeschke plans to shoot anyone.”

“It would be like my husband,” said Birla, “to don his finery and skip to his death like a lamb gambolling to the marketplace.”

Magnus would not have imagined Birla to be a woman for metaphor, especially in these circumstances.

“Do not worry, madam. I am sure it will not come to that.”

“I did not say it worried me.”

Magnus had never liked Amund Ostergard, but now he wondered if his wife was worse. It was a wonder that sweet little Dorethe had turned out as she had.
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By the time they returned to the courtyard, the fires had been extinguished. A few twists of smoke rose up into the night. One wall was down, but aside from that, it was as if the night’s events had never happened. At least, if you could look past the Lauchen guards on all the entrances.

An unsmiling officer escorted the group to what had once been the ducal quarters. Unlike Lord Berendt, Jeschke had shown no reticence in taking them over. She lounged on what a week earlier had been Duke Valdemar’s throne, her peaked cap hung on the back. She had loosened the neck of her tunic to reveal a black shirt underneath.

“Major, Magnus—well done. And the Ostergards. I am pleased to see you. I am sure this evening’s events are a shock to you all, and I do not wish you to be alarmed.”

Dorethe’s eyes widened. Freydis stuck out her chin. Birla regarded Jeschke with a cool appraisal Magnus could not help admiring.

Amund rubbed his beard. “I am unsure how to address you, madam. Are you still the Lauchenland ambassador?”

Jeschke signalled to one of the guards. “Bring us wine. I am sure we are all thirsty.” She turned back to Amund. “You may call me ‘Madam Protector’. The sooner you realise that Haskilde is now a province of Lauchenland, and the old structures of your realm are gone, the easier you will find it.” She indicated a bank of couches. “Be seated. There is no more bowing and scraping.”

As long as we do what you want.

“How is my uncle?” said Magnus.

“He is well, albeit—irascible, if my surgeon is to be believed. His language would not have been out of place on the poop deck, I am told.”

“He was a Fikingur captain long before he was a courtier. Madam Protector.”

“Magnus.” She sighed. “Now is not the time for insolence. You are far too intelligent for that.”

“I am glad to hear my uncle is recovering.”

She reached for a goblet of wine. “We will speak later. Your part in these events is not yet done.”

She sat up straighter and looked at Lord Amund. “You were, until this evening, Lord High Steward, even if Berendt Scavenius had excised you from the business of state. Regrettably, your old title no longer exists, but you may yet be of use to your people.”

Lord Amund said nothing.

“The Grand Admiral has unwisely chosen not to co-operate with my plans. He might have continued in government as if nothing had happened. I regret he has chosen otherwise. It has always been my intention that the day-to-day business of Haskilde should be regulated by Haskilders.” She gave one of her more sinister smiles. “I am not a dictator.”

“I am listening, Madam Protector.”

Jeschke’s smile widened. “As I say, the post of Lord High Steward no longer exists. The person who advises the ruler in this realm has often been known as ‘Chancellor’, and you would oblige your people greatly were you to assume it. I would be freed from the burdens of administration, and the people would be reassured by a familiar face at the head of affairs.”

“You are offering me—?”

“The subjects of Haskilde will not immediately welcome their change in allegiance,” said Jeschke briskly. “So much is obvious, and I do not delude myself. There will be less—dislocation—if the administration remains in the hands of the local elite, if I might use that term. In time, of course, all will come to see the merits of the Volksbund, but while that occurs, a respected local figurehead will be invaluable. Will you take that place, Lord Amund, at the head of your people?”

Lord Amund, Magnus noted.

“I think, after all, that Berendt Scavenius would never have been suited to the sensitivities of the role,” she concluded. “Come, sir, what do you say?”

Even Amund Ostergard could see through this, surely. Magnus waited for him to fling the words back at her.

“I am flattered beyond measure, Madam Protector. My aim always has been to serve the duchy—ah, the Protectorate.”

By lending it money at 4% to build a rail network we never needed. Magnus realised that at some point he had started to turn into his uncle.

“I regret tonight’s bloodshed, of course, but a true Fikingur must always be ready to subordinate his own interests. Your proposal interests me, and I must consider it seriously. Sometimes cooperation is the course of wisdom.”

“The word you are looking for,” shouted Magnus, “is ‘collaboration’!”

Jeschke stood up from the throne. “Do you wish to spend the night next to your uncle, Magnus? It can be arranged. I am disappointed to see you foolishly obstinate, when your potential is so apparent.”

Birla stepped forward. She pointed a clawed finger. “The house of Scavenius was ever jealous of the honours paid to my husband. The apple—”

“—never falls far from the tree, yes I have heard that before, madam.” And only ten minutes ago you were indifferent to your husband’s fate.

“Magnus, please!” cried Dorethe. “Do not fight them, they will only hurt you.”

Einsiedel put a hand on his shoulder. “You do no good here, sir, for yourself or anyone.”

Magnus raised his hands in placation. He would not apologise, but if Amund Ostergard wished to prostitute himself for his ambition, there was nothing he could do about it. And he was no use to Lord Berendt in the cell next to him.

Jeschke gave him a strong look. “Enough? Lord Amund, when a young man as intelligent as Magnus Scavenius responds so intemperately, you can see why I need a reliable man at my right hand. One who can govern with wisdom, judiciousness, foresight. That is you, is it not, Amund Ostergard?”

Lord Amund licked his lips and looked around the room. His wife’s eyes did not move from his face.

“It is, Madam Protector.”

Jeschke reached for her cap and placed it on her head. A step across the tiled floor and she shook his hand. “Welcome, Chancellor Ostergard! I know we shall do great things together.”

Magnus looked miserably around the room, hearing in her remarks the omens of terrible prophecy.
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BOOK THREE
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Two months later
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What, then, are the characteristics of the successful statesman? The reader will have his own examples of those who have earned a reputation in this field: my own father, Askil Scavenius; Archduke Leopold of the Empire, perhaps even Othon de Charnay of Avigny. The true statesman will naturally be intelligent, learned, determined, and resilient. Equally important are the qualities a statesman must lack, or suppress if he possesses them: sentimentality, pity, integrity, empathy. Cunning, moral flexibility and on occasion outright duplicity must be cultivated, even if these are characteristics no gentleman would boast of. The statesman’s sole goal must be the good of the realm, to which all else must be subordinated. This is often at the cost of personal relationships, for the statesman has allies but never friends. The man who is not prepared to pay this toll should not embark upon the ship.
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The statesman will necessarily adapt his approach to the qualities of the ruler he serves. The man standing at the shoulder of Gnut the Great will have needed little beyond the occasional judicious observation and a strong right arm; while the counsellors of the Emir Usmal will have been required to direct every element of Saardayan’s administration while the ruler disported himself in frivolity and dissipation. The first task of the statesman is to take the mettle of the man he serves.
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Berendt Scavenius, A Treatise on Statecraft, Volume I
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Salgarth Espersen, until recently the tailor to Duke Valdemar and Dowager Duchess Christina, stood back to survey his work.

“Hmmm. It could come in an inch at the waist, perhaps.”

Magnus looked in the full-length mirror from the corner of his eyes. The inch was neither here nor there, and he felt constricted enough by the black serge as it was. A further gathering-in would be intolerable.

Magnus steeled himself and turned to face the mirror. The sleek cut of the uniform was undeniably flattering—Espersen would not have been the ducal tailor without that skill—but he could not suppress his revulsion.

“I think it suitable as it is,” said Magnus without enthusiasm. “I would not wish to be back here in a month asking you to let it out again.”

Espersen’s face was expressionless. “More commonly, I am being asked to take clothes in. Few people are eating well.”

Magnus gave him a hard look. “That suggests criticism either of Protector Jeschke, or Chancellor Ostergard. I cannot believe that was your intent.”

Espersen’s eyes were glassy. “Naturally not, Meinherr Scavenius.”

How quickly Espersen had adjusted to the new ways, worked out who must now be fawned to. If he regretted his new clients, he was able largely to conceal it. He had now taken modest premises on Vestegarde, having been ejected from the Hertugshalle. To Magnus’s eye, he had the look of a survivor. Magnus himself should know, standing here being fitted for a Volksbund uniform.

Espersen held out a red armband with the cogwheel sigil. “The final touch,” he said. If there was irony, it was imperceptible.

Magnus took the armband wordlessly and put in his pocket.

Espersen put his head on one side, looked Magnus up and down. He nodded. “It is finished, if you are content. You may take it today.”

Magnus shuddered. Modelling it in Espersen’s fitting room was one thing, striding through Strömhall quite another. But it had always been implicit that in ordering the uniform, he also undertook to wear it.

“Perfect. You have my thanks.”

Espersen ducked his head as he must once have done for Duke Kjeld.

“Excellent. And where might I send my invoice, in due course?”

“Charge it to Chancellor Ostergard’s account. This is an official government expense.”

“Very good, Meinherr Scavenius.”

Espersen bowed again. He was practised at doing so without obsequiousness. As Magnus left the shop, he did not know if the tailor’s eyes were burning into his back, or if it was simply a grim fancy.
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He made his away along Vestegarde, onto Hovegarde and cut through the Duke’s Park—or People’s Park, as he must now call it—towards the Hertugshalle. How long before that, too, had a new name? But Jeschke was canny in knowing how far she could go, and how fast. The folk of Strömhall were not yet ready for their most revered building to take on a new identity.

In other circumstances he would have enjoyed the walk. There was a spring freshness he had forgotten ever came to Haskilde, and with the air so much cleaner than Chorgues, it was a bracing prospect to stride through the park. There were few others abroad—folk had still not become used to promenading through grounds once the duke’s sole preserve—but the eyes of those who did slid across him, as if his uniform made him invisible. If only it were true.

He stepped out of a trimmed copse to see the Hertugshalle in front of him. The damage to the outer walls from the airship bombardment was still not repaired, and the fortress had the air of an old prize-fighter, a battered exterior concealing inner defiance. The paths around the building were guarded by Lauchenland troops in their field grey, relaxed, the menace lying in the rifles over their shoulders. There were more Volksbund uniforms here too. For all Jeschke’s aspirations to make it a movement to inspire the Haskilders, away from the Hertugshalle there was hardly a black uniform to be seen. Magnus saw the red armbands and with a grimace pulled out his own and slipped it on. He had done well to stall the Protector’s requests for him to join over the past two months.

He walked through the side entrance, two guards saluting him, and cut his way through the Great Hall—now hung with floor to ceiling red, white, and black banners—and up the stairs to the former reception rooms now designated ‘the Chancery’.

A guard whisked Magnus through into the main office. Behind a desk of improbable size sat Amund Ostergard, seemingly at ease in his own black uniform. Mounted on the wall behind him was Djævelsklø, the ancestral sword of the Fikingur lord Gnut the Great. Magnus imagined it, in this tight space, giving off a suppressed vitality, seething with anger at what had befallen it. In the age of the Volksbund, the railway and the telegraph, it was a relic out of time.

Amund completed a ponderous signature on a document. He looked up: “Magnus!” he said with every appearance of cordiality. “And in uniform.”

“Yes.” There was nothing else he could say.

“It suits you.”

Magnus nodded. However uncomfortable it felt, he worried that this was true. People now would see Magnus Scavenius, tool of the Volksbund and servant of the invader. Magnus Lodahl, poor but honest painter, was long gone.

Amund reached for a leather folder on his desk and indicated for Magnus to sit down.

“This—” he tapped a finger on the front –“is your uncle’s file. You will see it has grown rapidly. He is becoming truculent, and demands to return to Klippesee.”

“It is his home,” said Magnus mildly.

Amund blinked slowly. “From where he could cause mischief. Even from his cell, he has attempted to smuggle letters out, to the Imperial ambassador, to Avigny, to Christina. He would wreak havoc from Klippesee.”

Magnus inspected his nails. He did not recognise them without paint under the ends. “He is not used to inactivity, or irrelevance. No wonder it gnaws at him.”

Amund sat back, placed the his palms on the desk before him. “Lord Berendt is your uncle, which I understand. Naturally you wish to take his part, and desire his good.”

Magnus called back a brief smile that Amund had inadvertently restored his title. People had been denounced for less, but Amund was not a man for humour, and Magnus kept the jocularity to himself.

“You must speak to him, Magnus. These constant demands, these letters, this plotting even from twenty feet below ground: they do not help him, they do not help the regime, and they do not help Haskilde.”

“There was never a time when I could influence his conduct,” said Magnus. “The thought is impossible now.”

Amund leaned forward. “The Protector is both vexed and concerned by his behaviour. You know that is always a problem.”

“For you?” Insolence could not help. He had chosen his course and now could only stick to it. But sometimes it was hard not to be provoked.

Amund’s lips twitched in displeasure. “Naturally. But for your uncle also. The Protector has a view that it is better to be feared than loved.”

Ironically, thought Magnus, he had never considered this until he had read it in Lord Berendt’s Treatise.

Amund leaned forward. “She does not, at this moment, consider she is sufficiently feared. If Lord Berendt persists in his foolishness, do not be surprised if she decides on an exemplary punishment.”

“This is Haskilde!” snapped Magnus in impatience. “Of course the people will not fear her. We are a race of warriors. You cannot have forgotten?”

Amund sighed. “You are a painter, Magnus. I—I am a courtier, an entrepreneur, a man who owes his station in life to the railway. Other than in Duke Valdemar’s fancies, I did not see warriors.”

Magnus thought of his two cousins, dead fighting off the Avignese navy. Amund sensed the thought.

“We can and do fight bravely when cornered, Magnus. But that is not our future in the modern age. We are a small country, poor, with no army and no aeronautical corps. We sit here in Volksbund uniforms because we understand that.”

He gave Magnus a shrewd look. “I said, we understand that. I was not wrong, was I?”

Magnus met Amund’s eyes. “No. You were not wrong.”

Amund gave a nod of satisfaction, another task for the day checked off. “Good. Go and see your uncle, help him see sense, and do not forget you are invited to dinner at Stålhus tonight. The girls will wish to admire your uniform.”

Magnus stood up and gave a crisp nod. “I will see you then, sir.”
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The flights of stairs from the Chancery down to the cells were not taxing, but coming back up always left him winded. If the Volksbund intended to make greater use of the cells, there was much to be said for a steam-lift.

The warder at the head of the corridor made to escort Magnus to the cells, but Magnus held up a hand. “Kindly give me the key. This is a private audience.”

The warder looked dubious. He was a Haskilder, and wore a stained uniform of the Palace Guard. “I have orders for your safety.”

“Lord Berendt—I mean Berendt Scavenius—is sixty years old, in poor health, and recovering from a bullet wound. He is my uncle. I have nothing to fear.”

The warder pondered a moment, and Magnus plucked the key from his hand. “You will not thank me if I must fetch the chancellor down here to clarify matters.”

The warder shrugged. “On your own head.”

Magnus made a note to report the man’s dilatoriness. It was to his advantage on this occasion, but Amund and particularly Jeschke hated slackness.

He made his way along the dimly lit corridor. A staleness of unwashed bodies and unemptied pails insinuated itself into his nostrils. Lord Berendt’s cell was at the farthest end of the corridor, where he was held in isolation. Magnus, who knew him better, thought his uncle would have found it far harder to share the space with others.

He rapped on the heavy wooden door with the butt of the key. “Uncle! It is Magnus.”

He turned the key in the lock, which gave with smooth oiled precision. The Volksbund always looked after their locks. The door swung into the cell and Magnus grimaced at the intensification of the fetor. A feeble electric lamp glimmered on the wall. He knew, because Jeschke had told him, that the Volksbund preferred prisoners to be able to see their surroundings, that they might despair the better.

Lord Berendt lay on the narrow bed, still in the uniform he had worn when imprisoned.

“How are you, uncle?”

Lord Berendt swung his legs off the bed and stood to inspect Magnus. “I am as you see me.”

His eyes took in Magnus’s uniform. For a moment he pursed his lips, then shook his head. “I need not ask how you are, nephew.”

Magnus felt his cheeks flushing, glad his beard concealed the worst of it.

“Is there anything you need?”

Lord Berendt gave a grim laugh. “Beyond daylight, adequate food, coffee, and a bath? I think I will manage. I did not expect to see you today, or I would have tidied the cell. Which of your masters has sent the dog—Ostergard or Jeschke?”

There was a bitter harshness to him that Magnus had not seen before. It was only to be expected. He had experienced every possible reverse in only a few months.

“I might simply be concerned for your welfare.”

Lord Berendt sat back on the bed. There was a weariness about him that was not simply the effect of his wound.

“Amund Ostergard tells me you have been sending letters from your cell, and demanding to return to Klippesee,” said Magnus.

Lord Berendt’s bark of laughter became a cough. “You wonder why I might prefer my home to these surroundings? I would invite you to sit on the bed, the only hospitality I can offer,” said Lord Berendt.  “But I would not want to see your—” he pursed his lips “—uniform sullied.”

Magnus did not rise to the bait.

“What is it that the chancellor said which you are so fervent to tell me?” The acid in Lord Berendt’s use of the title etched the air.

“You have been communicating with others outside the Hertugshalle again.”

Lord Berendt’s face was expressionless. “What of it? I am a man used to society, and I find myself bored in the cell.”

Magnus leaned back against the wall and folded his arms. “It is rather more than that, as we both know. I doubt you are corresponding with Baron Hasenhüttl for pleasure.”

“We are men of a certain age, and I was ambassador in Beruz for several years. We have much in common.”

Magnus shook his head in irritation. “We both know you are conspiring to overthrow the regime. I cannot answer for your safety if you continue.”

Lord Berendt sneered. “That, at least, I would never expect. And how can I can ‘conspire’ against a rabble who rule without legitimacy? You repeat their language like a Sardayaan parrot.”

“We agreed—”

“I know what we agreed, nephew.”

“Then I do not understand why you are so—”

“All true Haskilders agree that the Volksbund must fall. Yet now I find you wearing their uniform. Is it any wonder I attempt to rally support from my cell, when those outside show so little appetite?”

Magnus gripped the bars set into the cell door. “It is not just Amund who is aware of your activities. Jeschke knows too. She will take steps to ensure you do not continue.”

Lord Berendt rose from his bed, a flicker of his old animation returning. He took two strides to the door next to stand next to Magnus. “This is what you are reduced to? Carrying threats from Maxine Jeschke? I thought the blood of Scavenius ran thicker. Are you authorised to name these ‘steps’? Or must we hide between circumlocution evermore?”

“I do not know why you make this so difficult,” hissed Magnus. “If you continue, Jeschke will have you tried for sedition. And she will do so in public, so she cannot afford to lose.”

Lord Berendt’s eyes glittered. “Cease my correspondence, or she will put me to death? And she makes my own nephew carry the message. It is not so long since poisoning was the way of the Hertugshalle. I despised it then, but now—”

“In the Martyrs’ names, uncle!” cried Magnus. “Can you not just stop? You achieve nothing, and you will bring about your death.”

Lord Berendt returned to the bed, perching himself on the edge. “And what have I to live for, Magnus? My line is extinct, my years of work are undone. There are worse ends than Maxine Jeschke’s rope.”

Magnus crossed the room and put his hands on Lord Berendt’s shoulders. “Martyrdom is the path of selfishness. What of Gisla? Little Vanja and Hanne? Hildegard? They need you.”

“She is not even competent at intrigue.”

“Who, uncle?” It was if Lord Berendt had not even listened.

“Jeschke, of course. She knows I correspond, but rather than allowing me to continue, and intercepting the letters for her intelligence, she attempts to choke it off. She thinks she is clever, but she has not the guile to rule Haskilde. My only regret is that I will not live to see her fall.”

“Then do it, uncle! Stop your letters, wait for her fall.”

“Not while the men of Haskilde continue to wear the uniform of the Volksbund.”

Magnus could endure no more. He pulled open the door, stood in the pool of light from the corridor. “Good night, uncle. I will have fresh clothes sent down.”

He waited for a response, but there was none. He silently pulled the door behind him and turned the key in the lock.
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CHAPTER 2
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Amund Ostergard fancied himself a man of the people, a break from the aristocratic rule of previous centuries, and so he invariably took his dinner with his family at Stålhus, walking through the streets from the Hertugshalle in his Volksbund uniform. This commitment did not extend to any acknowledgement of others as he made his way along the Hovegarde, but surely being seen among the people made him one of them.

This, at least, was Magnus’s theory. The invitations to dine were often now extended to him, and although he could not courteously refuse, he always found a pretext to arrive separately so that he did not have to walk in the street with the chancellor.

Tonight no excuse was necessary. Amund had taken himself to Stålhus promptly, and by the time Magnus had completed his troublesome interview with Lord Berendt, the chancellor’s office was empty. He was still early for dinner, for Amund ate late, so he let himself into his studio at the Hertugshalle, unused now for several months. He picked up the glass before which his sitters used to arrange themselves and took in his own likeness in the Volksbund uniform. He ripped off the red armband and threw it into the corner. Maxine Jeschke had made clear to him the importance of being seen to support the Volksbund, and he had no real power to oppose it; neither did this outward show in any way reinforce the invaders’ position. Viewed from a standpoint of simple pragmatism—the perspective Lord Berendt had brought to affairs for forty years—there was every reason for him to sit well with Strömhall’s new rulers. Why, then, did he feel so soiled? Even Lord Berendt, at the last, had set aside pragmatism and resolved to be a martyr. Should he do the same? He doubted that his own life was in danger, that Jeschke would hang him, for he done nothing to warrant it. Or was that simply naïve? 

But there were those who relied on him. He had undertaken to protect Hildegard, and he could only do so from a position of influence. At a time when it was hard to believe in anything, or to know what mattered, that promise to Hildegard was the only grounding he had left. She would not thank him for thinking like that, he knew, and certainly would not want to feel responsible for his decisions. That was why he had not discussed them with her, not even seen her for a week or so. After dinner tonight, perhaps, he would go to Klippesee.

Gisla and her daughters would need him too. Styrbjørn was not held in close confinement like her father, but he had little freedom of action. Neither did he have the guile to navigate these new waters.

If wearing the uniform was what it took to keep them all safe, then he would wear the uniform.

He put the glass down and looked around the studio. Canvases lay propped against the wall, staring back at him reproachful and neglected. In the brief time he had been at Strömhall, two of his sitters had already died; in addition, he had his posthumous portrait of Steinar and Torkild. Of the unfinished pictures, he did not give a great deal for Styrbjørn’s chances, and no-one was allowed to see Duchess Christina. Were all those who sat for him cursed? He was glad he had never been tempted by a self-portrait.

He picked up his leather-bound sketchbook, sweeping a fine film of dust from the covers. It was nearly full; he would soon need a new one, if only to persuade him to return to the activity. He leafed through the one in his hand. The caricature of Lord Berendt had a vigour and solidity he no longer saw in the real man. The latter half of the book comprised sketches of Hildegard; he had continued to try and capture her likeness even after the fall of the Hertugshalle, but even that impetus was gone now. His skill was considerable, but his talent was finite. Even at his most focused, the essence of Hildegard was beyond him. Now, he would not sully his thoughts of her by even attempting it.

He put the book down carefully on his drawing board and put a dust-cloth over it. He looked sadly around the room once more—who knew when he would be here again?—and picked the Volksbund armband up from the corner where it had fallen.
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Magnus was the only one in uniform at Stålhus, for Amund had changed into a neutral charcoal coat and dove-grey trousers for dinner. Volksbund attire was de rigeur only when Protector Jeschke dined with them, which was mercifully infrequent. He was between the two daughters, with Birla seated opposite.

“What have you been doing today, Magnus?”

He had been dining at Stålhus long enough that Dorethe could now meet his eyes when she spoke to him, seemingly comfortable using his first name. Even sitting next to him, she was prepared to look at him directly.

The question was not one he could answer honestly. Of all the family, she was the only who retained any kind of innocence in his eyes. How could he tell her that less than two hours before he had been warning his own uncle that he faced death unless he complied with the new regime?

“Truly,” he said, “it would not interest you.” He carefully poured some gravy from a silver boat embossed with the Ostergard family crest. “There is little enough glamour in affairs of state.”

Birla narrowed her eyes. “Yet everybody is ardent to take part in them.”

Magnus remembered Hildegard’s remark about the fish that had to keep swimming to stay alive. Since that related to Lord Berendt, this was not the company in which to retail it.

“I would hardly describe myself as ardent, madam,” he said. “Events take on their own power.”

Freydis, who had once fancied herself the next Duchess of Haskilde, looked at him through narrowed eyes. “Papa says every opportunity must be seized, and it is only men of destiny who recognise them.”

Freydis and Dorethe looked uncannily similar, and at one point Magnus had barely been able to tell them apart. Now he knew them well enough, the difference was in the eyes. Freydis Ostergard was growing into a woman who would recognise every opportunity. Dorethe, he thought, never would. He felt a curious protectiveness wholly at odds with the family’s scheme of a marriage alliance—if this remained their plan, with the now complete eclipse of the house of Scavenius. 

Amund turned a benign eye on his elder daughter. “What these girls do not realise, Magnus, is where we come from. I do not blame them; I have brought them up to enjoy every luxury, and I do not wish them to dwell on my own childhood, which had far fewer advantages. To come from nothing, to one day thinking my grandson might be Duke of Haskilde. That is no more, of course, but what the house of Scavenius has been in the past, I fancy the house of Ostergard may be in the future.”

Magnus scratched his beard. He disliked this fondly reminiscent Amund most of all, particularly when yoked to his dynastic ambitions.

“Yet you have no son to carry on the line.” He knew the remark would have been better unsaid.

He felt Birla tense from three seats away. He had meant to goad Amund, but he could only imagine the reproaches Birla must have borne on the subject. And she was no longer of an age where she might remedy matters. Why this was her fault alone, Magnus did not know, but it had always been the way of things. The thought put him in mind of Hildegard, for reasons he did not understand.

“Every man wishes for sturdy sons, of course,” said Amund reflectively, helping himself to more rare beef. “But even then, tragedy can strike. When Freydis marries—” he paused into a smile “—and indeed Dorethe, I shall settle the most substantial fortunes on them. They will want for nothing, and neither shall their husbands. My only price will be that any children they bear will carry the Ostergard name.”

Magnus suppressed a chuckle at Lord Berendt’s likely response to that had his own match with Dorethe come about. But then Magnus himself did not choose the Scavenius name, despite everyone preferring to believe the contrary. Why were names so important?

“Many men would balk at such a stipulation.” 

Amund smilingly shook his head. “Then they would not enjoy the fruits of a union into the Ostergard family.”

“Surely,” said Dorethe, “a man who truly loved would change one mere word for another to secure his happiness, and the woman he loved.”

Magnus flashed her a glassy smile. She had not paid any attention to the lessons she needed to learn, if she imagined love had any part to play in this. That was unpromising enough for her future happiness, even before her affections had been encouraged to settle on Magnus. He hoped her father would soon fix on another object for her. One day, perhaps, her feelings might direct themselves towards someone she chose herself, but this was the least likely outcome of all.

“You forget, sister, that I am the elder, and I must be married first.” Freydis’ fork conveyed a tiny red slice of beef to her mouth.

“Well then, we shall both die old maids,” snapped Dorethe, her eyes brimming. “Now that horrid Valdemar is dead, there is no one who will take you.”

Birla reached across the table and slapped her hard across the face. “You will apologise to your sister, and to Magnus, immediately.”

“Truly,” said Magnus, “there is no offence.”

Dorethe screeched her chair back and ran sobbing from the room.

Freydis smiled sweetly. “Magnus, will you take a little more of this delightful wine?”
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A chill crackled over the parlour at Klippesee when Magnus looked in last thing that night, even though the remains of a fire glimmered in the grate. It was not the cold of sea winds and forgotten ice; it was the glacial blanket of neglect. Here he had sat only a few weeks ago, irritated at Lord Berendt’s arrogance, drawing his feet back as Vanya and Hanne rolled around on the carpet while Gisla failed to restrain them. Even Hildegard had smiled sometimes, when she thought no one was watching. Before that, Steinar and Torkild must have entertained their friends.

Now all of that was gone. Lord Berendt occupied new quarters where the cold was real. Gisla avoided him, and Hildegard had never been one to seek him out in the first place. The servants kept fires burning in the main rooms, but there was no one to enjoy the hospitality of Klippesee, or to dispense it.

Magnus realised it had been nearly a week since he had slept here. He had once preferred to avoid his quarters at the Hertugshalle, but slowly, steadily, that had become his life. Klippesee had never been his home, but now it felt more like hostile territory. How quickly had he become unmoored in Strömhall, as with everywhere else.

It was too late now to call on Hildegard, which had been his main reason for coming. Nonetheless he took himself up to the top floor to stand in the solarium. Although spring was coming, a room made almost entirely of glass did not hold the day’s heat, and he found himself shivering as he looked out over the bay. There had not been a fire in here for days. How often had he done this before, soothing himself in Strömhall’s rugged majesty? It looked no different now. Whatever human activity had done to the inhabitants, Strömhall itself would outlast them all.

“I heard footsteps.”

Magnus turned, to find Hildegard standing in the doorway, a night shawl wrapped around her.

“And you thought to investigate? You do not lack courage.”

“Whatever else, this is Klippesee. When our doom comes, it will not be in the solarium.”

“Perhaps not.” Magnus was conscious he stood in a deep pool of shadow, out of the moonlight frosting the floor. He realised why, and edged further back.

“I hardly know what to say to you, it is so long since you have been here.”

“I am doing what I must, to keep us all safe. Power is not revealing the best of Amund Ostergard, or Jeschke.”

She remained in the doorway, the light behind her casting her into gaunt silhouette.

“And what of you? Are you yet corrupted by power?”

Magnus gave an uneasy laugh. He felt his leather calf-boots creak as he shifted. “Me? I have no power. I cannot even induce my uncle to leave aside his schemes, and they will kill him.”

Their eyes met. “Lord Berendt is not your responsibility,” she said coolly. “His life is dispensing advice, not taking it. If he wants to destroy himself, you do not have to sink with his ship.”

He still did not know if this harsh pragmatism—something the old Berendt would certainly have approved—was real or simply a defence against the horror of occupation. Perhaps it was as simple as her dislike for her father-in-law, who had given her no reason to love him.

The distance between them, on the solarium floor and more deeply, suddenly pained him. He stepped out of the shadow and took a step towards her.

Her hand flew to her mouth and she drew back.

“Magnus,” she breathed. “You cannot—”

Her eyes were wide with horror, which he understood, and disgust, which he did not.

He ran a hand down his uniform. “It is only cloth, Hildegard.”

She drew her shawl round her. “It is more than that, and you know it.”

He took a step forward and she moved back.

“This is what we agreed,” he said. “Not to oppose them, to work with them, to know what they planned, do what good was possible.”

She looked away. “We did not agree it, Magnus. You decided it, as being for the best. You did not ask my advice. Perhaps it was the best course, perhaps not. But it was your choice, for your ends.”

He grabbed the tops of her arms before she could retreat any further. “That is not fair! I did this for us, for all of us—but most of all for you!”

“Let go of me,” she hissed. “I have not been pawed by a man since—”

Magnus took his hands back and showed her his open palms. “I am not ‘pawing’ you now. But you have to listen to me. I have not—”

“Why must I listen to you?” Her cheeks, even in the moonlight, were blazing. “When have you listened to me? When has anyone listened to me?”

“Hildegard, please—”

“You come here in your Volksbund uniform, reeking of wine, your hands all over me, expecting me to be grateful that you have prostituted yourself to Amund Ostergard and Maxine Jeschke? What do you want? Forgiveness?”

Magnus slumped back against a tall glass window. “That is what you think? That I am a collaborator like Ostergard, a hypocrite for pretending I care about you?” His voice was hushed with horror.

She folded her arms. “You tell me, Magnus. If I ever thought I understood you, those days are passed. The Magnus Lodahl I knew would never have presented himself here like this tonight.”

He felt a moment of sick yearning that even in a moment like this, she had used his correct name when no one else did.

“Hildegard—there is so much I want to say to you. There is no one else here that I—no one else, anywhere.”

She unfolded her arms, clasped her hands loosely in front of her. “I wish I did not know what you are trying to say.” Her voice cracked.

“You are not making it easy.”

“Because I do not want to hear it. You think I yearn for a—a declaration—from you like this? I do not owe you anything.”

“I never said you did.” Magnus could barely hear his own voice. “I thought you felt—tell me I am wrong, Hildegard.”

She stepped back into the doorway. “I do not know if there is ever a time for such a conversation with your widowed cousin. But I do know that if there is, it is not here, not now.”

He could not think of a response. But it did not matter, for she had already gone.
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CHAPTER 3
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“You are quiet this morning, Magnus,” said Jeschke as they sat with Amund in the former ducal reception chamber, each in a handsome armchair.

Magnus gave a quick bleak smile. “A late night, and the excellence of Chancellor Ostergard’s cellar.”

She peered into his face. “You have that sick dog hung-over look, for sure. A lad of your age, I expected more robustness. The chancellor does not look hungover.”

“Perhaps he drank with moderation.” Perhaps he does not have to drink two bottles of wine to sleep. Perhaps he has not been rejected by the woman he loves against hope.

Amund chuckled. “Wine is excellent slave, and a tyrannous master.”

Magnus was glad he did not have a glass in his hand at this moment, for he could not have stopped himself thrusting it into Amund’s foolish complacent face.

“You are fit to take notes?” said Jeschke. Despite the inflection, it was not a question.

Magnus nodded, regretting it the instant pain lanced through his head. “I am sure I will be able to capture the salient points on a page.”

Jeschke nodded. “Good,” she said. “The ambassador will be here shortly.”

She reached across and touched his sleeve. “Your armband was crooked. Much of the value of a uniform is wasted if it is not worn crisply.”

Magnus had attempted to hide the cog-wheel sigil, but after Jeschke’s correction it faced out proudly into the chamber. He looked around the room while he waited for the new Avignese ambassador to arrive. The walls which had once been hung with portraits—some of them decent enough—were now draped with Volksbund banners. The three of them sat in their black uniforms, sucking the light from the room. Magnus idly wondered what had happened to his portrait of Duke Valdemar, for which he had never been paid. Perhaps he could add it to the settlement Amund proposed to make on Dorethe, he thought sourly.

The doors opened inwards, and another black uniformed figure— Hönigsberg, was his name?—stepped in. Gone were the days of powdered footmen, or even the Palace Guard.

“His Excellency the Ambassador, Madam Protector.” Hönigsberg thumped his fist into his chest in the Volksbund salute.

“Send him in,” said Jeschke. They all rose from their seats, Jeschke smoothing her uniform as she did so.

Hönigsberg withdrew, and a few seconds later a trim figure in well-cut clothing reflecting the Avignese taste stepped in, inspected his audience and gave a crisp bow.

“Madam Protector, Chancellor Ostergard: Gaston de Trémaux, Chevalier de Villeursier.”

“We are pleased to meet you, Chevalier,” said Jeschke. “This is my confidential aide, Magnus Scavenius.”

A look Magnus could not read flashed across de Trémaux’s face before he could suppress it.

“I am happy to see you again, Chevalier,” said Ostergard.

“Rather sooner than you expected, I imagine,” said de Trémaux, with an approach to a smirk. “I congratulate you on your elevation. Were you not Minister for Provisions when I was here last?”

Amund stuck out his chin. “Minister for the Railways,” he said. “Matters change quickly.”

De Trémaux took in the room with a glance. The banners and drapes were clearly not to his taste. “So they do, and we must all change with them.”

Jeschke walked over to a table where a coffee pot waited, alongside a brandy decanter. “Coffee? Or something stronger?”

“My mood is stimulated enough,” said de Trémaux. “Coffee will be satisfactory.”

He walked over to the table where Magnus stood. “Another Scavenius? Lord Berendt is more fecund than I had imagined.”

Magnus caught his eye. There was a cruelty in it that reminded him of Valdemar. “A nephew only,” he said. “My mother is L—Berendt’s sister.”

De Trémaux smiled. “Of course. I had forgotten the titles were now abolished. My mistake.” He raised his coffee cup to his lips and took a sip. “I must hope the Volksbund never come to Avigny, or I shall be Chevalier no more, and never Duc de Villeursier.”

“Who can say what the future holds, Chevalier?” said Amund.

Magnus thought this a witless remark. He noticed Jeschke chose not to provoke de Trémaux. She was always a snake who preferred to strike only once.

“Shall we sit down?” she said. “We are fortunate that our ally King Louis has sent a man of such proven experience to Haskilde. We will all benefit from the knowledge of your previous embassy.”

De Trémaux sat and crossed one languid leg over another. “As Chancellor Ostergard said, all is changed. The men I knew: Duke Kjeld, poor Duke Valdemar, Grynulf the Fox, Doa Lora, von Schnusenberg, even Lord Berendt. All now dead, or in eclipse. The people I need to know are in this room, I fancy – even down to a young Scavenius.”

Jeschke gave a modest smile. “Since I am the Protector of Haskilde, that is necessarily true. I make the decisions, in concert with the chancellor—although of course I have the age and wisdom to recognise the importance of our allies of Avigny.”

De Trémaux carefully set down his cup. “And here we come to a matter that must be disagreeable. The Lauchenland invasion of Haskilde was prepared and executed with considerable precision: as a technical achievement, I can only applaud it.”

He straightened the spoon in the saucer next to him.

“That does not negate the fact that it was carried out without the support—or even the knowledge—of your greatest allies. Indeed, after the conclusion of the last war, we might even say, your guarantors. The king confesses himself bemused by Lauchenland thinking.”

Jeschke pursed her lips and stirred her coffee. “Magnus, you need not minute this part of the audience. Chevalier, I understand your perplexity, naturally. The simple truth is this: the tragic death of young Duke Valdemar brought an instability to Haskilde, a country on our borders. It was necessary to act decisively, before Berendt Scavenius consolidated his hold. Our assessment was that he was unlikely to be a friend to Lauchenland.”

Her smile now was one of benign reasonableness. “We would have wished the counsel of our friends and allies of Avigny, of course, but your unfortunate rustication by Duke Valdemar made this impossible, for there was no ambassador in Strömhall.”

De Trémaux’s head gave a tetchy twitch. “The decision would never have been taken in Strömhall to begin with. Your ambassador in Chorgues need only have strolled along to the Foreign Ministry, and this situation could have been avoided.”

“Regrettably,” said Jeschke, “there appeared to be—I do not like to use the term ‘instability’ of a power such as Avigny—some uncertainty as to which court faction was in the ascendant. It would have been impossible to gain clear advice in those circumstances.”

De Trémaux sniffed. “There was a brief period where foolish counsels held sway. Continuity was soon restored, as witnessed by my return to Strömhall.”

“So much is now obvious, of course. At the time...” Jeschke gave a delicate shrug.

De Trémaux rose languidly from his chair, walked to the table and refilled his coffee cup.

“Tell me, Protector. How many troops do you have in Lauchenland?”

“Two battalions, four airships.”

De Trémaux nodded. “And how much of the country east of Strömhall do you control?”

A flicker of annoyance passed across her face. “At present, none. But power is centred in Strömhall.”

“From the airship as I arrived, I noticed how few ships rested in Strömhall Bay. I imagine they now anchor at Admiralty headquarters in Vindstrup, which you do not control. Chancellor Ostergard, tell me, will the Fikingur ever surrender while their fleet remains at large?”

Amund jolted at being addressed. The duel had been between de Trémaux and Jeschke alone. “The Volksbund—impossible to say—times have changed—ah—” 

De Trémaux silenced him with a gesture. He had rapidly taken the chancellor’s measure. “Magnus Scavenius.” His eyes had a basilisk gleam.

Magnus said nothing. The longer he could preserve the strategy, the better.

“You know Berendt Scavenius better than us all. Let us leave aside Chancellor Ostergard’s warblings—you know the Volksbund have not yet won, not even begun to win. While Berendt Scavenius lives, that will remain the case.”

Magnus swallowed. The thrust was obvious.

“The Volksbund controls—we control—” Magnus grimaced “—Strömhall completely. Lord Berendt is in custody, and poses no threat. The danger lies, you are correct, at Vindstrup. My uncle is not involved.” He had a flash of inspiration. “Indeed, if he came to harm, he would become a martyr to those who resist us. Keep him locked up, by all means, but no worse.”

De Trémaux gave him a shrewd look. “Perhaps.”

He turned again to Jeschke, still standing by the table, coffee cup in hand as if he were discussing the weather. “I am interested in your plans to bring the rest of the country under control. As your ally, of course.”

A reptilian tongue flicked across her lips. “A further four divisions are mobilising at Mödbach. They should be ready for deployment in a week. There is nothing at Vindstrup which can detain them an hour, especially with Aeronautical Corps support.”

De Trémaux returned to his seat. “Regrettably, that will not be possible. You may demobilise those divisions.”

Two spots of colour stood out from Jeschke’s cheeks. “Why?” Her earlier smoothness had vanished.

“The Empire naturally views this piece of—opportunism—from Lauchenland with suspicion. They see you, with some justification, as our proxies. Additionally, the Empire has a treaty of alliance with Haskilde—” 

“—a dead letter—” snapped Jeschke.

“—and while they have not yet intervened, there will eventually come a level of provocation they cannot ignore.”

De Trémaux shook his head with a sad smile. “I am sorry to say that further troops are likely to constitute such a provocation. Our diplomats have spoken—Bruguière and Wedelstädt—and agreed that, provided no more troops are deployed, neither Avigny nor the Empire will intervene. A deterioration in Haskilde could so easily spread across the continent, and the last Air War is only three years in the past. Neither great power wishes to fight again so soon.”

“You did not fight last time,” rasped Jeschke. “You left that to us.”

De Trémaux smilingly shook his head. “Not all conflict involves troops.”

He rose and made for the door. “Now,” he said, “we all understand. You have a free hand here, with troops already on Haskilde soil. Do not bring more. If you feel you can hold Strömhall indefinitely, and win the people for your ‘revolution’, all is well.”

He made a light bow.

“All is not well!” Jeschke jumped to her feet. “What of the aspirations of Lauchenland? Can we not determine our own path? Must we always truckle to secret deals made over whist tables in the chanceries of Chorgues and Beruz?”

De Trémaux chuckled. “You are too intelligent a woman to need an answer to that, Madam Protector.” He bowed again. “A pleasure to meet you all, and to be back in Strömhall.”

––––––––
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Magnus could barely conceal his relief when Jeschke dismissed him after the meeting. Her self-control, her polished if menacing geniality, had already fled, and whatever she said next, he did not want to be the audience. Chancellor Ostergard had that distinction. Magnus had more than enough worries of his own. He walked across the cool dimness of the Great Hall and made his way back to his own, impersonal Hertugshalle quarters. He would have preferred the homeliness of Klippesee, however tattered, but he could not bring himself to face Gisla if she were there. Or, if he was honest with himself, Hildegard.

Back in his chamber, he shook off his Volksbund tunic and slung it on the bed, sprawling in an armchair in his shirtsleeves. It was close to lunchtime, but he was not hungry. There was a point he could have avoided this, found himself back in Chorgues reading about the ‘Haskilde Crisis’ in Chorgues-Matin. That opportunity was now gone. Now he found himself collaborating with the Volksbund—there was a time when he had done that with good intentions, although now he could barely remember them—only to learn that their ultimate victory was far from assured. Lord Berendt crouched in a cell, determined to die, and Magnus could not save him. And Hildegard—he squirmed at the thought of their conversation last night. He could no longer deny that his regard for her went beyond what was normal between cousins—even ones by marriage. She had made her views on that clearer than necessary, and they differed from his in every material aspect. Nothing had gone right since he had foolishly agreed to come here. Steinar and Torkild would not have noticed his presence at their pyre, for he doubted they had ever heard of him. And if he had been intended to be a pawn in Lord Berendt’s schemes, well, Lord Berendt now languished beyond the reach of scheming. And when did he any more even pick up a pencil, let alone a brush?

He reached out for the notepad next to him and the pencil lying next to it. Idly he began to sketch, not even sure what he was trying to capture. He felt the soothing scratch on the paper, lost himself in creation. Why had he ever allowed himself to be seduced away from this? And for what? Even if he had ‘won’, whatever that meant, the prize was not one he had sought. Was it too late to go to the Avignese embassy, plead to be on the next airship back to Chorgues?

He looked down at his notepad. The page was narrow, the image cramped. What was in front of him? He gave a wry smile—Hildegard, again, of course. But this time, he had captured something that had previously eluded him. It was her face from last night: scorn, anger, disappointment. But behind it there was a quality he could not define, had not even noticed yesterday. Not warmth, not compassion. Certainly not love. But some element of all three was present. If he had seen it then, maybe he would have conducted the conversation differently.

He tore the page from the notebook and made to screw it up. He would make a fair copy later. Before he could clench his fingers, he caught himself. No copy would recapture the lightning he had captured on the page. He could draw the same image, line for line, on a larger page, but it would not have the essence of Hildegard in the way this rushed, pinched sketch did. One day, perhaps, he would give it to her, although he could not imagine when.
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CHAPTER 4
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The carpenters had been working on the platform in the People’s Park even as twilight encroached. To Magnus’s eye, Amund’s fretful supervision had not speeded events—indeed, he could have made a case for the contrary. But finally the foreman wandered over to Magnus—relations with the chancellor by now having broken down.

“She’s done, sir, and we’ve put in overtime to do it.”

Magnus walked over to inspect the structure, although his knowledge of carpentry was negligible. It was long enough to seat a dozen dignitaries, the podium at the front looked sturdy enough, and the wall at the back was already being bedecked with Volksbund banners. Torches hung next to them, waiting only a touch of kindling to bring them to life. As far as he could tell, the stage for the first Strömhall Rally was truly set. All it needed now was some citizens to attend it.

“Well done,” said Magnus. “Thank you to you and your men for their efforts. We are all grateful.”

The foreman scratched his stubble. “And the overtime?”

Magnus jerked his head towards Amund. “The chancellor controls the purse.”

The foreman spat on the floor. “Then we will whistle for our money.”

“The gratitude of the Protector, and your part in promoting our revolution, is surely its own reward.” Magnus wondered if his irony was too obvious. “And if you wished Chancellor Ostergard to pay you extra, you should not have antagonised him. I am—I used to be—a painter. The first rule is always to keep your patron happy.”

The foreman sniffed. “All very well for you, in your Volksbund uniform. Not so easy for the rest of us.”

Magnus ran a hand through his hair. The wind from the bay was picking up, and he was beginning to feel the cold. “What is your name?”

“Matias Birch.”

“Well, Matias Birch—the Volksbund is for everyone. You will hear as much from Protector Jeschke if you attend the rally tonight.”

Birch looked at Magnus through narrowed eyes. “You believe all this, do you? Lauchenland coming in, taking over?”

Magnus winced. He’d seen people arrested in the street for less.

“You believe in the Fikingur? Longboats raiding the northern shores? Those days were eight hundred years ago, and still their descendants rule you. The Volksbund are sweeping all that away. You’re as good as the rest of them now.”

Birch shook his head. “You’re a Scavenius, aren’t you? Folk like you will always come out ahead. At least old Berendt stood true to his beliefs.”

Magnus kicked at a clod of dirt. “I can see why you are not overwhelmed with gratuities, Matis Birch.”

Birch scowled at him and stomped off.

“I will speak to Chancellor Ostergard,” Magnus called after him, “to see about your overtime.”

––––––––
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The rally was not set to start for another hour. Jeschke had wanted full darkness ‘to enhance the spectacle’. People were drifting into the park, an enclosure in front of the stage for those from the Heights, while folk from the Undercliff had to make do with standing on the grass. This did not seem to Magnus in line with the Volksbund’s egalitarian principles, but there would always be those who stood above others. Universal amity would not come to Haskilde overnight. He thought back to last week’s audience with the Chevalier de Trémaux; it was all too likely that universal amity would never arrive at all.

Magnus nonetheless would have been delighted to be in the enclosure reserved for the best families of Strömhall, for his fate was less enviable: on the platform, alongside Jeschke, Amund, and various other dignitaries of the new regime. To sit there in his Volksbund uniform, torchlight catching on his buckles, was a further illustration of how closely he was identified with the new regime. He lurked at the base of the platform for as long as possible, checking things that did not need to be checked, chatting with Dorethe and Freydis—although he would never remember what he said to either—and trying to catch the eye of Gisla, who remained resolute in snubbing him.

His eyes darted around the enclosure, trying to pick out Hildegard, but she was nowhere to be seen. Her fear of the Volksbund was not expressed in outward obedience, but in remaining out of sight and, with luck, outside of their attention.

He made his way over to the seats where Gisla was talking bluff Baron Hasenhüttl.

“Did you know, sir, that I was born in Beruz, when my father was ambassador to the Empire?” she said.

Hasenhüttl bowed and kissed her hand. “I did not, madam, and I can only say the Empire lost the most beautiful subject, for your birth would have entitled you to our nationality, had you chosen to take it. A regret to us all!”

Magnus snorted at this witless courtesy. He remembered the days when Archduke Leopold was the terror of the continent, his every utterance scrutinised for hidden significance. Even his recent death had been seen by some as a complex move by the old man in a game of unfathomable subtlety. Baron Egon Hasenhüttl was no Archduke Leopold.

Gisla had not seen him approach, and started when he appeared at the edge of her vision. She said nothing and returned her attention to Baron Hasenhüttl. Magnus deployed a crisp nod: “Madam, Your Excellency.”

Baron Hasenhüttl blandly returned his greeting. Gisla looked him over for a moment. “You will forgive me, Excellency. I am cold and must find a shawl.”

Before Magnus could say anything, she had slipped from the enclosure.

Baron Hasenhüttl shook his head ruefully. “The life of the diplomat is a hard one,” he said. “The girl will be disappointed that you have imprisoned her father.”

Such insight. Magnus reflected that the life of a diplomat must also be hard for a congenital idiot.

“Not personally,” he replied. “Although I understand that she will not view it that way.”

Baron Hasenhüttl indicated Magnus’s uniform, pointed to the Volksbund armband. “It can be reassuring to be a member of a club,” he said. “But you become bound by its rules.”

The remark was marginally more perceptive than Magnus was accustomed to.

“I hope it is not amiss,” continued the baron, “if I enquire after Lord Berendt’s health. I knew him long ago—indeed I could tell you of some nocturnal escapades—and I would be grieved if he came to harm. As Egon Hasenhüttl, of course; as Imperial ambassador, I must follow the rules of my own club.”

Magnus felt a flash of melancholy at the thought of a young Berendt Scavenius skirt-chasing in Beruz. How had he come to see out his days in a cell under the Hertugshalle?

“He is comfortable,” said Magnus, “if necessarily vexed at his circumstances. While he remains angry, there is still hope.”

Why could he not simply think of Berendt as a scheming old man who had used him, and whom he owed nothing? If his uncle had not brought him here in the first place, none of this would be happening.

Baron Hasenhüttl nodded to a point outside the enclosure. “You are needed, my boy.”

It was full dark, and from the back of the park a parade of torches processed towards them. Amund Ostergard was at their head, Maxine Jeschke a pace behind: a nod to the fiction that the chancellor ruled Haskilde. Behind them, twenty or so folk in Volksbund uniforms—Magnus did not recognise them, and took them for Lauchenlanders off duty for the night. Either side of the procession was a narrow column of soldiers, rifles over their shoulders, part protection and part honour guard.

The crowd parted to let them through. Magnus estimated it at several hundred. Most of those who lived in Strömhall had found other ways to spend the evening.

Magnus stepped out of the enclosure, ducked between two soldiers and joined the column. Jeschke had made it clear that his presence was essential. Why she was so fastidious about the attendance of a painter almost unknown in Strömhall continued to puzzle him, but she had left him in no doubt of her requirements.

He fell into step just behind Jeschke just as a band struck up a martial, if overly forbidding, tune. Amund, he noticed with bleak satisfaction, had difficulty marching in time with the music. Jeschke swung her rear into the rhythm with a concealed insouciance that Magnus would in other circumstances have found amusing.

Every third soldier in the outer column carried a blazing torch. Faces flickered in shadow and Magnus, who understood light, could not deny the overall effect was thrilling. It might take more than a light-show to win over the people of Strömhall, or promote universal amity across Haskilde, but these were early days.

The procession reached the platform and Amund grunted as he made his way up the short flight of steps. Jeschke sprang up behind him, seemingly oblivious to the courteous hand Amund had extended. Maxine Jeschke, Magnus reflected, would never be a woman who required help to climb the stairs.

Magnus followed at a more measured pace, scanning the scene from the corners of his eyes without turning his head. He could not remember ever feeling more uncomfortable, until his thoughts drifted back to that last interview with Hildegard. Where had that come from? There was enough to worry about tonight without pining over his cousin. His uniform felt heavy on his back, and the watching crowd had a heavy, sullen air. They far outnumbered the Volksbund and their soldiers. All they needed to do was surge forward, and Maxine Jeschke’s insurgency would be no more—as would Magnus.

He was disappointed to find himself seated at Jeschke’s right, only two places along from the chancellor. If he had hoped to skulk the evening away on the margins of the stage, he was disappointed. With the torches on the screens behind him blazing against the backdrop of flags, he was all too visible.

Amund rose to address the crowd. Magnus noticed to his other side another figure in a Volksbund uniform. The last time Magnus had seen him had been in a cell under the Hertugshalle, for it was Dirk Brander, the driver of the locomotive that had killed Duke Valdemar. His fortunes had changed as rapidly—albeit in the opposite direction—as Lord Berendt’s. It seemed Brander was now a hero of the regime, the man who had swept away the tyranny of ducal rule. In years to come, would he be Haskilde’s Ilse Lederer? I do not give a doxy’s fart for the Fikingur. Legends were made by those who survived to write them.

The chancellor had launched into a speech Magnus already had difficulty following. His heart had sunk when he heard “a few brief words”, and it soon became apparent that Amund was no orator. He tried not to smile at Jeschke’s obvious impatience.

Magnus soon gave up attempting to follow Amund’s flow. He picked up platitudes about the good of Haskilde seasoned with flattery for Protector Jeschke and the Volksbund. When he had been Valdemar’s Lord High Steward, only Lord Berendt rivalled him for influence in Strömhall. Now, although nominally chancellor, Matron Annicka who ran the Hertugshalle kitchens had more power. Did Amund realise it? Or was his lust for recognition so hot that he did not care?

Amund paused and turned over a card in his hand, crabbed with handwriting he could not read in the torchlight. Jeschke leapt into the gap, standing and turning to Amund with fulsome applause.

“Chancellor Ostergard! I thank you for your kind words! As do all true patriots of Haskilde.”

Amund opened and closed his mouth like a fish, before realising his moment was over. He gave Jeschke a crisp bow and sat down.

Jeschke had no need for note cards. Her voice was low for a woman, and carried across the space with a thrilling timbre.

“People of Haskilde! This is your revolution, and the Volksbund are your friends! Look to Lauchenland, where we have thrown off centuries of Imperial tyranny, and held them at bay for decades, even while they seek to regain our territory. How do we resist? Belief, my friends, belief! Men and women will fight and die for what they believe in, they will go far beyond what they ever thought possible. And in Lauchenland, everyone believes in the Volksbund! In our care for them, in our wisdom, in our courage.”

She dropped her voice. It seemed as if it would barely carry to the crowd, but there was not a breath of other noise, and if folk had to strain to hear her, then it showed they were on her hook.

“Now the Volksbund has come to Haskilde. We come not as invaders, but as liberators. For eight hundred years you were ruled by the Fikingur lords, who fed you tales of Gnut the Great and bled you dry as you listened. They grew fat on your labour, all the while denying you a voice in the shape of Haskilde. It is a travesty, an injustice, an abomination.

“Do not think of the Volksbund as invaders from Lauchenland. Our principles are for everyone. Today we spread them to Haskilde; tomorrow, perhaps, the Empire, or Avigny. Anyone may join the Volksbund: you are not merely tolerated, you are welcomed, fresh blood coursing through our body.

“Many in Haskilde already have the foresight to join us.” She made a sweeping gesture around the stage. “Amund Ostergard has cast aside the false titles bestowed by false dukes; Dirk Brander, the innocent working man persecuted for the death of Valdemar Krönholm; Magnus Scavenius, heir of one of Haskilde’s oldest families. They represent all the classes of Haskilde, and they have seen that the future lies with the Volksbund. I salute them, my friends, and I invite you to. The bravest person is the one who takes the first step, who lights the way. Amund, Dirk, Magnus: you have my respect and admiration!”

Magnus wished that the platform would collapse, swallowing forever everyone seated on it. Except for him, they were all traitors. The word could not apply to him, surely?

The torches barely illuminated the crowd in front of them, but Magnus did not think to see enthusiasm. The enclosure was better lit, and Magnus could not take his eyes from Gisla’s pinched face, locked on his as if she would never let it go.

Jeschke stood at the podium, taking in the scene. She was too canny to have expected applause or cheering, but she held herself tall in front of the silence, feeding off the concealed hostility. A smooth smile sat undisturbed on her face.

Magnus heard a crack in the crowd, and at the same time Jeschke staggered backwards and fell to the platform. Another crack, and a splinter of wood flew from the floorboard. Jeschke rolled behind the podium, holding her chest.

Amund rose and sagged back into his seat.

“Protector!” cried Brander, running towards where Jeschke lay. There was another report, his head jerked back and he fell to lie twitching on the ground.

Magnus was only a few feet from the podium, and he scrambled to where she lay.

“Let me look,” he said. It was only months since the last ruler of Haskilde had died before his eyes.

Jeschke ripped open her tunic, to reveal a steel corset underneath, gleaming in the torchlight. “Jackals,” she hissed.

Amund rose from his seat and wrapped his arms around his head to protect himself. Even in the midst of his panic, Magnus could not see how that would help. The chancellor lumbered along the stage like a cow escaped on market day, bellowing: “Guards, guards!”

On the ground below the platform, the crowd screamed with more animation than it had shown previously. To Magnus’s astonishment, Freydis and Dorethe burst from the enclosure and ran towards their father on the stage.

“Get back!” shouted Magnus. “It is not safe!”

He realised he was standing up, a plain target, and ducked back down behind the podium.

“Papa!” cried one of the girls.

“Lord Amund—look to your daughters!” If Jeschke, still grimacing on the ground, noticed the use of a forbidden title, she did not acknowledge it.

Amund reached Freydis and Dorethe, shepherded them towards the back of the stage and concealed them behind the hanging Volksbund banners. Wisely, he did not re-emerge.

Armed soldiers now thronged the stage. On the ground, more troops had blocked the exits. Whoever had fired the shots would not be escaping to try another day.

“Are you hurt?” Magnus was not sure why he was whispering to Jeschke.

She adjusted her tunic to cover the steel corset. “The plate is dented, and no doubt so am I. I shall have a bruise tomorrow, and I would benefit from some brandy now. Otherwise, no harm is done.” She reached for one of her darker smiles. “To me, at least.”

Her fingers trembled as she tried to refasten her tunic. Magnus realigned the buttons for her, a curiously intimate moment with a woman he had never imagined capable of it.

“Thank you,” she said, looking away.

“You always wear that?”

Jeschke gave a damp laugh. “What, you think a figure like mine is natural? Nothing ensures good posture like steel. I missed out on deportment lessons in my youth.”

With Jeschke one never knew. Her eyes moved to his face, holding something of their old spirit, although he could see she was on the verge of tears.

“I never go out in public without it in Strömhall,” she said. “Revolutionaries often meet death prematurely, and I wished to even the odds a little. Now I have reason to thank my foresight.”

“Brander is dead.” Magnus did not need to check the body sprawled a few feet away. Few men lived with half a head.

“The Haskilde revolution’s first martyr.”

From what Magnus had seen of him, he doubted this was a distinction Brander would have chosen. He was simply a man who had been paid to drive a locomotive, not one who had sought the notoriety he had attracted. Perhaps he could explain everything to Valdemar in the Hall of Fallen Heroes.

Jeschke wiped her cheeks. “I look—presentable?”

Close up, her eyes were large and liquid, but for a woman who should be dead, Magnus judged her to be in good order.

She rose, took down a torch from the back of the stage and walked a few steps away from the podium to stand directly before the crowd at the edge of the platform. Even if the shooting had long stopped, Magnus could not deny her courage. She raised the blazing torch above her head, a perfect target in the dark.

“Citizens of Strömhall!”

The crowd fell into a silence so profound a baby’s breathing could have punctured it.

“Tonight, before you all, a traitor attempted to kill me, and your revolution.”

She paused and let her gaze track round the crowd. The torchlight played on her face.

“They failed, citizens. I live, and so does the revolution. It takes more than a bullet to fell us.”

She was so calm now that Magnus wondered if the whole event had been staged. Jeschke was sly enough. Brander was equally dead either way, but the Protector was no sentimentalist, and she had instantly seen the value of his involuntary martyrdom.

“No revolution is made without blood,” Jeschke continued. “Liberation is not always understood at first, and those who oppressed you do not give up their spoils easily. These are the risks we take, and are proud to take. I stand before you as proof that ideas are stronger than bullets.”

And steel plate is stronger than either. Magnus noticed that she did not advertise her security precautions.

“The person who carried out this act—this outrage—which left good Dirk Brander dead will not escape. Perhaps he is already in custody. Do not shelter him, citizens. Justice will be done.”

She put a hand to her side. Magnus could not tell if she was in pain or simply drawing attention to her injury.

Amund emerged from behind the banners, a hand on each of his daughters’ shoulders. Jeschke beckoned them towards the front of the stage, an eye as ever for a poignant tableau. Magnus noticed that Birla had not joined her husband on the stage. No doubt there would be words later for the daughters who had so recklessly endangered themselves, but Magnus could not help admiring their useless bravery.

“Are you hurt, Magnus?” whispered Dorethe as they brushed past.

Magnus shook his head.

“You saved the Protector!” she said, and then she was gone.

That was not how he remembered it, but if Jeschke wanted to present it that way, then that it is how it would have happened.

The twenty or so in Volksbund uniform had lined up behind Jeschke at the front of the stage. She beckoned impatiently to Magnus, who had no option but to join them. The band struck up the Volksbund anthem, and the group all stood to silent attention, fists clasped in the party salute against their chests. Magnus clenched his fist so hard he felt the nails digging into his palm and his vision began to swim. At least Hildegard was not here to see it.

As the anthem played out, two soldiers dragged Brander’s body from the stage, leaving only a bloody pool flickering in the torchlight.
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CHAPTER 5
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Magnus had hardly slept when a knock on the door of his Hertugshalle quarters roused him from a fitful doze. He rolled off the bed: “Come in.”

It was Major Einsiedel, the Lauchenland aeronaut, who had become a kind of factotum since the fall of Lord Berendt. There was little enough for an airship to do now. Magnus rather liked him—unlike so many of the Lauchenlanders, there was nothing of the fanatic about him.

“Get dressed,” he said. “Protector Jeschke wants to see you.”

“What time is it?”

“Seven-thirty.” Aeronauts did not need to bother with timepieces; their training had made them too attuned to time to need it.

“Barely dawn.”

Einsiedel shrugged. “They have caught the murderer. The Protector wishes you to be on hand.”

His hand went to the medal at his neck, with him usually a sign of unease. Magnus did not know what he would find, but he was sure he did not want to know.

Einsiedel’s long loping stride led them through the corridors, servants making way as they passed. He did not respond to the questions Magnus volleyed at him.

Jeschke was seated in a reception room, manifesting a freshness so exalted that Magnus suspected a stimulant of some sort. He would have liked the option himself. Amund, in contrast, clearly had not slept. Pouches as grey as his hair hung under eyes. Whatever he had imagined eminence to comprise, this was not it.

“Magnus!” Jeschke’s eyes reflected a cold pleasure. She was still wearing yesterday’s uniform—he could see the bullet hole—which he recognised as the gesture it was, for surely she had more than one.

“Madam Protector.” Until he knew what Jeschke was planning, formality and punctilio laid the best course.

This was not a room Magnus had seen before. The lack of Volksbund paraphernalia suggested it was rarely used now. He recognised the Chorgues style of the furniture, although the paintings glowering down from the walls were pure Fikingur, all swords and ships and storms.

“You may stay, Major,” said Jeschke as Einsiedel made to leave. “Magnus, you will pleased to know that the coward who tried to kill me has been captured, fleeing down the Hovegarde with a rifle. His guilt will not detain us too long.”

There was a sparkle in her eye which boded nothing good.

“Major Einsiedel intimated as much.”

“Did he?” Jeschke smilingly shook her head. “And what punishment would you suggest, for the man who killed Brander and would have killed me?”

“Surely that is for a court to determine, Madam Protector.”

Magnus remembered her fragility last night. Understandable though that was, she was now minded to punish him for seeing it. In this, if nothing else, she resembled Hildegard.

“You have much to learn. Of course there will be a trial, but they will take their direction from Chancellor Ostergard. It would be inconvenient were he to be acquitted, and naturally he will not be. So come, what punishment for the traitor?”

Magnus sighed. “It must be set down in law, somewhere in the Chancery. I cannot imagine his penalty will be less than death, unless there is a mind for magnanimity or mercy.”

Jeschke chuckled. “Magnanimity.” She shook her head wonderingly at Amund. “You would suckle the milk from a ewe, Magnus.”

“You spoke of martyrs. Do you wish to make another?”

Jeschke nodded. “That has some merit. Nonetheless, to strike so near to the heart of our revolution, so soon after its birth. We can do nothing that smacks of weakness. You agree, Chancellor, for the trial will be your responsibility?”

Amund inclined his head. “Of course, Madam Protector. There is no other course.”

“So, Magnus?”

“I am a painter, madam. I know nothing of treasons and punishments. I leave them to those who are most suited to judge.”

Whoever had fired the shots, nothing would save them, unless it suited Jeschke to grant a theatrical reprieve. Nothing he could say would change anyone’s fate but his own.

“You do not object to the application of Haskilde law, I take it?”

“How could I?” He sensed he was being manoeuvred into endorsing something he did not understand, and would later regret. He swallowed, noticing Einsiedel's gaze resting on him.

“Kindly fetch the prisoner, Major,” said Jeschke.

Einsiedel stepped outside, returning almost immediately with two soldiers dragging a man between them, boots trailing on the carpet and a black hood over his head. He was hauled to a standing position in front of Jeschke. Magnus was unclear whether the man could support himself.

Jeschke raised an eyebrow, leaned forward in her seat and twitched off the hood. Magnus saw to his horror the face, bruised and battered, of Styrbjørn. He thought for a second of Gisla, alone in the enclosure last night. How much had she known of her husband’s plan?

One of Styrbjørn’s eyes was purple and closed. The other peered around the room with inflamed red balefulness. It rested for longer on Magnus than anyone else. At last he drew himself up straight before Jeschke.

“You are more durable than you look, madam.”

Magnus felt a soft choke of admiration. Styrbjørn had been dull, stolid—stupid, even. A man who even with Lord Berendt’s patronage had remained a lieutenant all his career until last month. And now, at last, he had found his voice. Berendt himself could not have spoken a better line.

“They call me the woman of steel. You are not the first to plot against me, and you will not be the last. I have discussed your fate with Chancellor Ostergard and your kinsman Magnus Scavenius. All agree that you should die. There will be a trial, but I do you the courtesy of telling you the verdict in advance, that you might settle your mind.”

Styrbjørn rotated his head with audible clicking to face Magnus. He drew back and spat on Magnus’s uniform. “You dog. You are the worst of them all. To think that we liked you. What can they pay you, that you condemn me?”

“Styrbjørn—”

“I prefer ‘Captain Winther’ from you.”

“I did not know it was you,” he said miserably.

“So someone else could die for the act, as long as you were not acquainted, or have to look them in the eye. I do not know how you will face Gisla, or Hildegard. Your uncle is much at fault for bringing you here.”

“Enough of this,” said Jeschke. “You may consult further while you await trial, although that will be soon enough.”

Magnus could feel his face flushing. “You chose this course, Styrbjørn. Do not blame me for it.”

Styrbjørn returned a scornful smile. “I chose my course, cousin, and you chose yours. I would change nothing, except that next time I would take a head shot. And shoot you rather than Brander with the second one.”

Jeschke clapped her hands. “I hope you retain this marvellous defiance in court, Captain! A wonderful theatre, a spirited and unrepentant defence and then, of course, summary and exemplary punishment. I am not displeased.”

She looked around the room. Amund had sunk back into his chair: extraordinary how so large a man could make himself invisible. Einsiedel looked on with a blank face. Magnus wondered how he appeared to the others. Could guilt, shame and misery be stamped unmistakeably on a face?

“Take him downstairs,” said Jeschke. “Put him in a cell far from his father-in-law.”

Magnus looked on in mute horror as Styrbjørn strode from the room, his captors scrambling in his wake.
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Magnus remained behind as the others left the room. Amund shuffled out in numbed horror, perhaps only now realising the consequences of his choices. Einsiedel threw Magnus a sympathetic look over his shoulder. Jeschke, meanwhile, strolled out without a glance.

He sat miserably in his armchair, looking at the Fikingur paintings on the wall. Was this how they ended, all that storm and fury ushered away by black uniforms and foreign voices? Jeschke’s putsch might not succeed—the Chevalier de Trémaux had been all too clear that Avigny’s support was lukewarm at best—but life in Haskilde could never be the same. The proud independence, the fighting against the odds, the belief that their navy would keep them safe—all that was gone. The world saw Haskilde for what it was: a tiny duchy that could be overwhelmed by two battalions. Lord Berendt, he saw now, truly had been a statesman of genius, keeping Avigny and the Empire at arm’s length. But Lord Berendt was eclipsed: still snarling defiance, but from a cell underground. His sons were dead, and his daughter soon to be a widow. Amund Ostergard, his great rival, had won, if where he stood now could be called victory.

All the house of Scavenius had left was Magnus. Lord Berendt, perhaps, had never truly believed in him. He had tried to mould him, and today he retained freedom of a sort, and to that extent Berendt’s plan had worked. But what kind of freedom required him to wear a black uniform? What kind of freedom left him unable to rescue his uncle or Styrbjørn? If he was all the line of Scavenius had left, they had nothing.

He badly wanted to see Hildegard, to talk to her, even if it was only for a few minutes. The impulse was hard to rationalise. She had made her feelings clear enough last time: disgust, repulsion, horror. A further interview would be unlikely to correct matters, especially now her brother-in-law faced death at the Volksbund’s hands. And he could not see her even if he wanted to, for she seemingly never quit Klippesee. There were no circumstances under which he could visit the house again, for Gisla would not admit him, and he could not face her.

Was it too late to strip off his black uniform—which now needed laundering since Styrbjørn had spat on it—send it back to Espersen with a note to tailor it for the next lackey? It would not save Styrbjørn, it would not release Lord Berendt, but his own hands would be clean, or at least no dirtier. He could take the airship back to Chorgues, and forget that these past months had ever happened. At the start of the winter, Lord Berendt had been nothing but a name his mother reviled from time to time; Haskilde itself a dimly remembered memory. He would not even have known how many sons his uncle had, and Hildegard was a name unknown to him.

He shook his head. He had not wanted to know them, and he had not wanted to know Haskilde. But now that he did, and he could not simply turn his back on them. Could not turn his back on Hildegard. There was almost nothing he could do to protect anyone, to take the edge from Jeschke’s ruthlessness. But the ‘almost’ was the fly in his throat. There might yet be one act, one remark in the right ear at the right time, that would soften the harshness of one punishment, release one prisoner from their cell. He had no power, but he had a single card, he realised. On the platform, just before the shooting, Jeschke had spoken of her satisfaction that the house of Scavenius was with her. That name—not even his own name—carried weight in Strömhall. Its endorsement of the revolution gave a sheen of legitimacy to Jeschke’s regime. Amund Ostergard might be chancellor; he might have wealth far beyond the Scavenius; but Magnus caught himself smiling with rueful snobbery at the thought that the Ostergard name would never ring among the people like the single word ‘Scavenius’. 

Jeschke would hang him—or shoot him, or whatever other penalty she might devise—without a second thought, if he became an inconvenience. It would be folly to imagine she valued his name enough to license any serious misdemeanour. But used with subtlety, the hint that his loyalty was not boundless and unconditional might yet carry a scruple’s weight. Did he have such subtlety, such fineness of control? On the sketchpad or the canvas, it was second nature. This, however, was life and death. He put his coffee cup down. He could not even bring that to his mouth without his hand shaking.

Maxine Jeschke was ruthless, brutal, and beneath her surface charm, utterly fanatical. But she was also deeply calculating and rational. She was not a woman who held a grudge if paying it off disadvantaged her. He could work with that, surely? One day, maybe, he could even explain it to Hildegard.
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Motivated by an impulse he could not have explained, he took himself down the flights of stairs to the cells. One corridor had a triple guard, most of them Lauchenlanders. This was clearly where Styrbjørn was being held. The guards did not worry Magnus, because it was not Styrbjørn he was here to see. As he walked past the corridor he saw a familiar figure skulking out: Corporal Skousen, last seen brandishing grippers at the unfortunate Brander. Whoever ruled Strömhall, a man who understood the darker side of interrogation would always be in demand.

He took the key from the single guard on the corridor diagonally opposite and walked through the bath of stench he now barely noticed. He rapped on the door, turned the key and entered.

Lord Berendt, sitting on his bed, leaned against the wall with more alertness than Magnus remembered from his previous visit. His eyes glittered.

“I wondered if I might see you,” he said.

“You may not know that—”

“—Styrbjørn has attempted to assassinate Maxine Jeschke. That he failed, in that as in everything else, and that he will now die even sooner than I. There is not much that eludes me. Despite...”

Magnus scratched his beard. “You are less sympathetic to Styrbjørn than I imagined.”

Lord Berendt waved a hand. “The boy was always useless. Courage is worthless without sense.”

“If Jeschke had not worn a steel corset, she would be dead.”

Lord Berendt shrugged. “Then he would be right, and a hero, and I would be acclaiming him the noblest son-in-law. Such are the margins. To shoot from the treeline, so that the bullet was all but spent by the time it reached Jeschke... another mark of an inferior mind.”

Magnus had forgotten that his uncle was the only person in Strömhall to match Jeschke for shameless cynicism.

“I cannot save him. You know that?”

Lord Berendt’s eyes lingered on his uniform for a fraction longer than necessary. “I know your character. I know Maxine Jeschke’s. I have no illusions about what is possible. A craftsman must always understand the design of his tools.”

Magnus had forgotten how grating this this omniscient puppetry could be, especially when he was one of the puppets.

“If you can think of a means by which we might prevent your daughter becoming a widow, I would be happy to hear it.”

Lord Berendt briskly shook his head. “Styrbjørn made her a widow the instant he picked up a rifle. It is one more example of his lack of foresight. I can no more save him than you can. All you can do now, with your uniform and your Chorgues manners and your tongue in Maxine Jeschke’s ear, is to ensure that Gisla is taken care of.”

“I can hardly imagine she will see me. We were not on good terms before last night.”

Lord Berendt’s lips thinned. “What, and you need gratitude before you will do your duty? One day, and soon, you will be the head of the Scavenius family. You will ensure my daughter is provided for if she curses your name every day. If she wishes to marry again, you will furnish a settlement appropriate to her lineage. Do you understand me?”

Lord Berendt was in no position to enforce any of these demands, since by definition he would be in the Hall of Fallen Heroes: watching on with disapproval, perhaps, but no longer able to influence Magnus’s conduct. But still his words had the force of law.

Lord Berendt looked at him shrewdly. “You have chosen to survive. Some folk—most, if I am candid—will describe it as the way of the coward. Your name will be linked with Amund Ostergard’s.”

“I do not need you to remind me of that, sir.”

Lord Berendt held up a hand. “There is courage in the course you have taken too. Do not think I am unaware that you could have found a way to flee entirely; in six months, you would have forgotten us all. I cannot say your methods have brought about any measurable success, but unlike Styrbjørn, you remain in play. It is the choice of a rational man.”

This was some way short of a compliment, but neither was it the icy condemnation he had expected—perhaps even hoped for when he made his way down the stairs. For Lord Berendt, he was not yet irredeemable. It was not the place he had expected to find himself.

The cell was a cold place, even in spring. But Lord Berendt was colder. The question that had bubbled in Magnus’s mind for so long spilled out of him before he could stop it.

“The day Duke Valdemar died...”

Lord Berendt turned his dark crows’ eyes to Magnus. “Yes?”

“You were nearby when he fell.”

“I could pretend not to understand what you are suggesting.”

“We both know it, now.”

A sharp smile rippled across Lord Berendt’s lips. “Truly, I have taught you well, to imagine such a thing. But it was not to my advantage. I could not have foreseen—“ his gesture encompassed the cell and everything implied beyond it “—this, but I never wanted to rule. Valdemar and that clod Ostergard, I could have played them in my sleep. I had no need for change, and as we have seen, only harm could come of it.”

Magnus noticed that his uncle had not advanced any moral arguments against arranging Valdemar’s death. This, more than anything, compelled his grudging belief. Valdemar had stumbled, and at the wrong time for himself and Haskilde. It was as simple as that. No matter how great the statesman, sometimes the random overturned everything.

“Tell me,” said Lord Berendt, a flicker of uncertainty in his eyes, “what of Duchess Christina?”

Magnus had long come to believe that the two of them were lovers. Surely his uncle did not entertain genuine affection for her?

“The Protector knows she has not the capacity to stir up resistance, or the popularity to rally others to her name. She is in a sanatorium for gentlewomen outside the town, under the lightest of supervision. She is in no danger, for the Protector wants no more blood on her hands than she can avoid.”

Lord Berendt broke into a chuckle, revealing uneven white teeth. Magnus did not get the joke.

“Tell me, is this sanatorium named Grålangekilde?”

Magnus nodded.

Lord Berendt threw back his head and laughed with an abandon Magnus had never previously seen. Even in his ascendancy, Berendt Scavenius was not an effusive man.

“My wife—my estranged wife, your aunt Lady Karin—is presently a guest at Grålangekilde. She allowed herself to be overcome by grief the loss of her sons. I fear her stay will be a prolonged one.” He chuckled again. “I am sure she and Christina will find much to talk about.”

Magnus saw little enough amusement, since their main common interests would be the deaths of all their sons and the perfidy of Lord Berendt. But if his uncle, who had after all experienced the same loss, did not view matters that way, it was not Magnus’s place to suggest it.

Lord Berendt stood up and shook hands. “I was grateful for the clean clothes,” he said, placing a finger inside his belt. “It is not your fault I have lost weight. Perhaps that rogue Espersen makes house calls.”

Magnus understood the interview to be overview. Not for the first time, his uncle’s reactions had been almost the opposite of what he expected. He said nothing, and carefully locked the door behind him.
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CHAPTER 6
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Jeschke had decided that Magnus’s existing modest chamber at the Hertugshalle did not reflect his new status. Instead she had moved him to the west wing, where rooms were larger and brighter, and he now had as well as a bedchamber a formal reception parlour.

Magnus thought this overdone—after all, who was he likely to be receiving?—but he was not sorry to leave his former cramped room. Indeed, he was only a short walk from his old studio now, if he had the time or inclination to resume his practice. He could not bring himself to visit the study: he knew he would find the preliminary sketches for his family portrait of Gisla, Styrbjørn and their daughters, and he would not be able to look on them without distress. The final portrait, at least, he would never have to see again. It had been hung in the parlour at Klippesee, now forever closed to him—although he suspected it was now at best in an attic, if not already destroyed. No one in the family would want to display a portrait by the cousin who had so disappointed them.

One afternoon, Jeschke decided on a meeting with the Chevalier de Trémaux so confidential that even Magnus was not required, so he found himself without occupation in his chambers. He was trying, for reasons he could not have articulated, to re-read Lord Berendt’s Treatise on Statecraft. His uncle’s prose had the lofty condescension, undercut with an occasional ironic aside, that Magnus recognised from life. But the volume spoke of a time which could never come again, the smooth balance of power between the Empire and Avigny, an assumption that good sense and cunning could preserve a small and vulnerable state indefinitely. He was not sorry to set down the book when a Lauchen corporal knocked on his door to tell him visitors waited in the parlour.

He checked his uniform in the glass and stepped out of his chamber. If there was anyone he wished to see less than Gisla, it was Gisla accompanied by her daughters.

“Cousin,” he said coolly. “You will take tea?”

He could not believe the words were coming out of his mouth. Maxine Jeschke would offer refreshment in such a situation.

“Thank you, cousin.” Gisla, too, wished to play the game.

“Uncle Magnus!” cried Hanne, the younger of her daughters, rushing across the room and throwing herself into Magnus’s arms. “Where have you been?”

Magnus felt a sick choke in his throat and tears in his eyes.

“Hanne!” called Gisla sharply. “Come back here! Uncle Magnus has been very busy. He does not have time to visit us every day.”

He tried to catch her eye, but her expression was a blank mask.

Magnus opened a cupboard and reached out a stoppered varnished pot. “Here, Hanne,” he said. “Would you like a biscuit? You must share with Vanja.”

Hanne reached up chubby hands for the pot. He felt the warmth of her fingers as the she took it. “If your mother says you can,” he said with another glance at Gisla.

“It is nearly dinner time,” she said. “But what does it matter? Hanne, say thank you to your uncle.”

Both girls chimed in as they fell on the biscuits.

Magnus eased himself into the armchair next to Gisla. The collar of his uniform bit into throat. “Why are you here, cousin?”

Gisla put down her teacup, her hand shaking. “I thought you might have found a way to help Styrbjørn. If you want to, of course.” Her eyes filled. “I do not believe you can be so wholly the creature of Maxine Jeschke.”

“Gisla, I—” He could not look at her. “I am not, I never was, what you say. But...”

“You sit before me in a Volksbund uniform. Forgive me for thinking you are now one of—them. But they say my husband will hang, and my father—who would even know if he was dead?”

“I was with him only yesterday,” said Magnus, relieved that he could at least give some good news. “You would be surprised at how little imprisonment has changed him.”

“They say that he too will hang, that he plots and conspires from his cell.”

“Your father will not take advice from me. His fate is in his own hands.”

“And Styrbjørn?” She sprang from her seat to kneel at Magnus’s feet.

“Get up, cousin,” he said, taking her hands and clumsily hauling her aloft.

“You can save him, can you not? Magnus?”

“Mama!” cried Vanja, her mouth crammed with biscuit. “Why are you crying?”

“It is nothing, little one,” sobbed Gisla. “Mama is tired, that is all.”

“Gisla,” muttered Magnus. “Must we discuss this in front of—”

Gisla drew herself up. In her straight back he saw something of her father. “I want you to see what he will leave behind, Magnus. Two little girls, friendless, in a city where the name of Scavenius means less than nothing.” She sneered. “Unless it is Magnus Scavenius, of course.”

“My name is Lodahl,” said Magnus quietly. “You, at least, should know that.”

“Maybe you should tell Maxine Jeschke.”

“Gisla, for pity’s sake!” He stood and turned away from her. “What do you expect me to do?”

She put a hand on his black lapel and wrenched him to face her. “I cannot imagine. Save my husband, perhaps? The father of these two little girls who love you to feed them biscuits.”

“Gisla! Be reasonable—”

“Reasonable! They are going to hang my husband! And you do nothing.”

Magnus slumped back into his chair. “Gisla, you have to understand, I have no power! Do you imagine for a moment that Jeschke listens to me? Styrbjørn carried out an act that was very brave, and very foolhardy. He will now face the consequences. Even your father says as much.”

Gisla drew her head back. “I would expect such an observation from my father. I would not from you.”

“He is to be tried the day after tomorrow. His best course is to confess, apologise, and plead for mercy. Jeschke may feel magnanimity becomes her, although I doubt it. But if he remains defiant, his death is certain.”

“Oh, Magnus!” she cried, flinging herself into his arms. “Why was he so foolish? He did not need to do this. Did he not think of me, of our daughters? He was never even a good shot!”

Magnus thought of the bullet from the treeline that would have taken Jeschke’s heart, if she had one, were it not for the steel corset. There was more to Styrbjørn than anyone had realised, even his wife. If that realisation was worth his life, only Styrbjørn himself could say. In the circumstances, Magnus would have preferred ignorance.

“Gisla, I will do what I can. I discussed it yesterday with your father, the tiny influence I might have with Jeschke. But do not raise your hopes. This is Strömhall today, and her wishes are the only ones that count.”

She looked around her, surprised to find herself in Magnus’s arms. She quietly released herself. “Why are you with them, Magnus?” she said quietly. “You cannot believe in their ludicrous programmes, and surely you were never rabid for power.”

Magnus shook his head. “I wish I could explain it to you, Gisla. But in truth I cannot explain it to myself. Perhaps your father sees deeper.”

“I am not allowed to see him.”

“Do you wish to? That at least I could arrange.”

This was not strictly true, but if Jeschke learned of it subsequently, it would be too late.

Gisla nodded. “Hildegard is very unhappy,” she said. “I should not say it, but she would like to see you.”

Magnus looked along his nose. “You dislike her. I did not think her happiness your concern, least of all where I am concerned.”

She took Vanja’s hand, sticky with biscuit crumbs. “Perhaps I think differently now. This is not a time for old grudges.”

“In any event,” said Magnus, rising to indicate the interview was over, “the last time we spoke, her feelings were anything but warm. I cannot imagine she views my absence with anything but relief.”

She picked up Hanne in one arm. “Then you know less you think. That too is something you should reflect on.”

Magnus watched them leave, surprised that an audience in such unpromising circumstances should have brought them closer. But she was still wrong about Hildegard.
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That evening, Jeschke sent a message summoning Magnus to her personal quarters. This was a new development, and hard to view as anything other than unwelcome. If she was displeased, he would prefer a more formal setting; and if she had more benign intentions, that too was not cause for rejoicing.

He chose not to wear his uniform. He had been in it all day, and for all its immaculate tailoring, by the evening it came to feel heavy. While it would have given the meeting a professional tone he was keen to promote, his visible disdain and discomfort was not a mood he wished to share with her.

Her quarters were in the same wing as Magnus’s, but on the upper floor and necessarily more impressive. He was unclear whether they had once been Valdemar’s chambers, but they had nothing of the teenage boy about them now. Neither, he noticed as he stepped into the overheated space, was there any trace of Volksbund paraphernalia. Did Jeschke too have to leave it aside when she closed the door behind her?

She had chosen to light the room with only two small candles, the better to appreciate the view from the picture window overlooking the bay. In the gloom of night, the walls might as well not have been there at all.

She turned at his entrance, stepping out of the deep pooled shadow. She still wore her tight-fitting black trousers and boots, but she had removed her tunic to reveal a white shirt, unbuttoned at the neck.

“Magnus.” She was smiling, of course, this one an amalgam of cordiality, superiority, and at least one other quality he could not name. The effect was not reassuring.

She had a pewter goblet in one hand and gestured to a drinks cabinet on one wall. “You would not let a lady drink alone.”

“If I found one, I certainly would not.”

She raised an eyebrow and laughed. “Touché, Chevalier Magnus. I am not a lady, and never have been.”

Magnus wordlessly filled a goblet hallmarked with Valdemar’s seal.. He would never have made the remark to Protector Jeschke, but in her quarters the latitude was permissible—necessary, even.

She rolled up her sleeves and leaned against the wall by the window, looking out over the sea. “This is an awful place,” she said. “You have lived in Chorgues. You must agree.”

Magnus carefully sipped his wine, standing a little back from the window. “It is my blood, it seems.”

She pushed her dark hair back from her eyes. In the candlelight, the strands of grey were less apparent. “You cannot believe that nonsense, surely. A man is his choices, not his blood. These people live perched on a rock, glorying a time eight centuries ago, creating nothing, loving nothing. That Amund Ostergard is my chancellor says everything.”

“There is more to them than you think.”

She went to sit on a long couch, patting a place next to her for Magnus to sit. He wondered idly how old she was. He could give her fifteen years, that much was certain, but tonight there was an odd girlishness about her tonight he found unsettling.

“Tell me,” she said. “What did you do in the last Air War?”

He shrugged. “I was starting out as a portraitist in Chorgues. Avigny was not in the war, nor Haskilde. It was nothing to me.”

She ran a finger round the rim of her goblet. “In Lauchenland, we are always at war, whether we are declared or not. It becomes—wearisome. I had the chance to end the last Air War, you know. On terms more advantageous than the ones we received. A secret enterprise that not even my superiors knew of. If it had been successful, we would have been unstoppable. My own ascent would been assured.”

Magnus wondered how drunk she was. This was barely intelligible, and where it was, it lacked credibility.

“Do you believe in demons?” she said, leaning forward. “I did not. I always thought there was enough wickedness in man without any need for them. But they exist, you know.”

“The blood of demons was said to run in the Emperor’s veins. But it was a fairy tale.”

She shook her head, her eyes gleaming in the dark. “It was not. There was a time when I might have brought a demon to serve the Volksbund. To serve me, in fact.”

“How long have you been drinking, madam?”

She put her goblet down on the rug by her feet. “Long enough. Not long enough. You think all this talk madness, I can tell.”

“Do you wish me to answer honestly, or to flatter you?”

She laughed, and the old Maxine Jeschke was back. “I tell you this only to underline that my destiny should not be here, in a place no one cares about, inviting the folk of Haskilde to a ball they do not wish to attend.”

“I understood universal amity was within reach.”

Her mouth quirked into what looked like a genuine smile. “I wonder what I might have made of you, if we had had longer.”

“I am not simply the tool of Lord Berendt or Maxine Jeschke.”

She laced her fingers behind her head. “Perhaps. Perhaps not.”

They sat in silence for a while. If Jeschke had a topic in mind, she would get there in her own time. He knew that now was not the time to plead for Styrbjørn, or Lord Berendt.

At last she rose from the couch to refill her goblet, bringing the bottle back with her.

“I entertained the Chevalier de Trémaux today.”

“I know,” said Magnus. “You gave me the afternoon off.”

“You would not have wanted to be there,” she said. “His conversation is polished but rarely stimulating.”

She took a long pull from her goblet. The fire was not laid in the room, and a chill was leaching out from the thick stone walls. “He made Avigny’s position clear, if he had not done so before. They will not support us diplomatically, and they will not allow us to bring in more troops. They would rather we lost Haskilde, even though we are their allies, than raise tensions with the Empire. I never thought Bruguière so timid.”

“So how many men are two battalions?”

“Enough,” she said, her gaze drifting out over the bay. “Enough to hold Strömhall indefinitely. But we cannot push east. If the resistance consolidates at Vindstrup, we cannot dislodge them. And the partisans in the forest—we lost another six men today. I have assumed—and chosen not to ask—that de Trémaux will not complain if I reinforce my existing battalions. But our position is not sustainable.”

“This is far from your public statements.”

She laughed, suddenly twenty years younger. “That is why you are here. even I find it helpful to be candid sometimes, and I would no more look to Ostergard for counsel than a jackal.”

Magnus carefully sipped from his own goblet. “And you expect me to advise you? Truly, matters are at a low ebb.”

“You have seen a world away from these rocks and winds and gulls. Perhaps that is all I need, to remind me that cafés and society exists.”

“I understood—” Magnus approached the subject delicately “—that the purpose of the Volksbund was to carry its way by conviction, not force.”

She drained her goblet and filled it to the brim with a heavy hand. “Without force, conviction will not have time to root. If I am still here in five years, the folk of Haskilde will love the revolution.”

Her accompanying laugh was at least half howl. “And if I am here in five years, I will be in that place, what do they call it, Grålangekilde, with Duchess Christina. I hope they are allowed wine; I had quite forgotten to check.”

Magnus had been unsure what to expect this evening. It was not this, Maxine Jeschke all but unspooled in front of him. She was wholly the cause of her own misfortune—after all, who had asked her to invade?—but he could not suppress a flicker of horrified sympathy. If a person as unyielding as her was this unmoored behind her doors, was anyone any stronger?

He knew too that tomorrow, when she woke up with the haze of wine gone, she would regret showing Magnus such vulnerability, and it would be his fault.

He drank off the last of his wine. “You will forgive me, madam. It is late, and I—”

There was nowhere else the evening could go that he wanted to visit.

For a moment she met his eyes, and he could not read their expression. “Of course,” she said softly. “We have an important day tomorrow.”

If there she wanted more, she did not say it. And Magnus wondered how he had forgotten that tomorrow was the start—and no doubt the end—of Styrbjørn’s trial.
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Magnus wished he had continued drinking. He would have slept more soundly, and this morning would be better faced behind the sheen of wine, or better yet, brandy.

Styrbjørn was being tried in the Great Hall, as befitted a man accused of treason. The charge was nonsensical, of course, but since a guilty verdict was guaranteed, the framing of the indictment was barely relevant.

Magnus had a seat in the front row of the packed hall. While this was far from ideal, the alternative—a place on the tribunal itself—was far worse. Instead, the charges were read out by the chancellor, flanked by two other black-uniformed Haskilders Magnus did not know. Were they zealous for advancement under the new regime, or had they simply been too slow to remove themselves from the discussion?

Jeschke herself was not on the tribunal, of course. What would be the point, when her verdict was already known? This was Haskilders giving justice to one of their own. She sat further along the same row as Magnus, and consequently he could not see her face. Earlier that morning, she had been trim, crisp, alert. The Haskilders admired those who could hold their drink. Perhaps she should advertise that more often.

Magnus had never known a moment’s happiness in the Great Hall, and that would hardly change today. He turned at a murmuring behind him—Gisla was here, although even she had stopped short of bringing the children. Magnus tried to catch her eye, to... he did not know. To his astonishment he saw Hildegard at her side. Were they truly friends now? He felt a sick longing and hoped she felt his gaze. But her attention was all on ensuring Gisla was comfortable, if such a thing were possible.

Amund rose from his seat with ponderous gravity. Magnus, still scanning the room, saw Birla and Freydis watching intently. Of Dorethe, there was no sign.

“Bring out the accused!” called Amund in a ringing voice, echoing round the chamber. On the granite wall behind him, the great sword Djævelsklø brooded.

Gasps ran through the hall as Styrbjørn was dragged in, his toes scraping on the flagstones. The warrior who had spat contempt at Jeschke so recently was gone. Skousen and his weasels had ensured he would not be able to. The crowd fell silent and then a single sob filled the hall. Magnus turned to see Gisla’s face buried in Hildegard’s dress. Styrbjørn gave her a dulled look, but with her face turned away she missed it.

The next hours—probably only minutes—passed in a daze for Magnus. One of the tribunal, a man named Markussen, outlined the charges against Styrbjørn. Magnus was no expert on jurisprudence, for there had been little enough call for it in the salons of Chorgues, but it could only be irregular that one of the judges was also a prosecutor. The facts were plain enough: Styrbjørn had shot at Jeschke, been captured running from the scene, and admitted his act under question. To ensure consistency, he had also been subjected to torture, and confirmed his account. He had not been afforded a defence, but in the circumstances it was hard to see what it might have achieved.

At last the chancellor rose again. “Captain Styrbjørn Winther, you have heard the case against you. Do you wish to add anything, or plead for mercy?”

Styrbjørn, seated away from the proceedings flanked by two Palace Guards, rose unsteadily from his seat. “I am not guilty of treason, for I owed the snake Jeschke no loyalty. But I shot her, on behalf of all true Haskilders, and I cannot regret my impulse.”

He turned to the hall on tottering legs, reaching out to his chair for support. “I regret only that I must leave behind my beloved wife Gisla and that I will never see my daughters grow.” He pushed away from the chair, straightened his back and pushed out his chin. “But such is the way of the Fikingur.”

Magnus kept his gaze on him to avoid having to look at Gisla.

Around the hall, rustling and fluttering. If one person cheered, they all would, and the Volksbund revolution would be over. It would be Jeschke ending the day on the gallows, and Magnus alongside her. He wondered if she knew the risk she was running.

Amund nodded and looked at his fellow judges. “Who then will speak for mercy?”

“I will not beg for my life,” croaked Styrbjørn.

“Lord Amund!” cried Gisla. The forbidden title fell into crackling air. She waved a paper. “My father will exchange his life for Styrbjørn’s! If you spare him, my father will mount the scaffold in his place!”

She was quick enough to give up her father, but who was Magnus to say he would have done differently?

This departure from the script overset Amund’s capacities. He looked at Jeschke, his mouth gaping like a fish. Jeschke rose from her seat and turned to face Gisla. “Berendt Scavenius offers that which is not his to give. His life is already forfeit, as he well knows. Captain Winther must answer for his own crimes, and face any penalty arising.” Her attention flicked to the chancellor. “This barely needs to be said. Chancellor Ostergard, my apologies for disturbing your court. Please proceed.”

The tribunal leaned their heads in together and whispered briskly for a minute or so. Amund stood up and reached behind him to take down the sword Djævelsklø from the wall. Even Magnus knew the legend that, once drawn, Djævelsklø could not be resheathed without drawing blood. Amund half-drew it from the scabbard, a gesture Magnus did not fully understand.

“Be it known, Captain Winther, that this tribunal finds you guilty of treason. By the authority of the Fikingur, you are sentenced to death.”

The old fool. The Fikingur no longer exist, and nor do their laws.

A single scream filled the hall. Magnus did not need to look. He was fighting not to vomit. He focused his gaze on a tiny patch of granite floor in front of him, the black flecks in the grey swimming before his eyes.

“For a high crime,” continued Amund, “high justice. Let the traitor Winther be stripped of his rank and hurled from the Heights onto the rocks.”

Styrbjørn staggered.

Gisla broke from the seats at the back of the hall and dashed down the aisle, Hildegard failing to hold her back. Together they scrabbled towards the front.

“No!” shouted Magnus, astonished to find himself on his feet. “Amund, show restraint!”

“This is intolerable, my authority to be so flouted in my own court!” cried Amund. “I have pronounced the sentence, and it must be made good.”

“Good?” roared Magnus. “Have you taken leave of your senses? You would throw him off a cliff!”

Jeschke was standing by his side, a soft hand on his uniform sleeve. A half-smile played on her face. “Styrbjørn Winther must die. So much is obvious. But Chancellor Ostergard, let us mitigate our harshness a little. The sword in your hand, the Devil’s Claw do they call it? There is no need for vindictiveness. Let him die by the blade, with his rank and uniform, with what honour he may retain.”

Amund’s face paled under his beard. “It will be as you say, Madam Protector.” He gave Magnus a side-glance to show him he had acquired a new enemy.

Jeschke put her mouth to Magnus’s ear. “Well done, Magnus,” she breathed. “Well done.”

He turned to face the hall, all eyes now on him, as he groped for his seat. He saw Freydis Ostergard fixing him with an expression of hate, and Hildegard with a gaze which was far harder to read. Gisla slumped to the floor and the moment was broken.

––––––––
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Magnus stood on a bombed section of the battlements of the Hertugshalle, looking down at the sea as night fell. At least tomorrow, Styrbjørn would not be hurtling down towards his death. In this, as so much else, he had been Maxine Jeschke’s tool. The man who had tried to kill her would still die, but now she enjoyed a reputation for seasoning justice with mercy. The price of that piece of theatre has been to break any alliance he might ever have had with Amund Ostergard. It was not as if he had esteemed the chancellor—quite the opposite—but he would have preferred any rupture to come through his own intention, rather than Jeschke’s schemes. And he hated to imagine the look on Dorethe’s face when Freydis exaggerated the tale for her benefit.

The wind ruffled his hair. For some reason, he could not hate Maxine Jeschke. She was a stranger to any kind of morality, and this shamelessness exempted her from judgement, when Amund Ostergard’s trimming to the needs of the moment excited only contempt. But if anyone could hold Strömhall, even without the Chevalier de Trémaux’s support, it was Jeschke. Her strength was not and never had been the two battalions. It was her unrivalled, instinctive ability to twist every situation to her advantage. Even Lord Berendt could not have achieved it.

“Magnus.” The voice was barely louder than the breeze.

He turned on the battlement, which he had thought deserted. Wrapped in a black shawl, only her eyes visible in the darkness, stood Hildegard.

He said nothing. There were a hundred things he wanted to say to her, but none of them came to his tongue when he reached for them. At last he found himself saying: “How is Gisla?” The concern was real, but not his current preoccupation.

Hildegard rested her eyes on him and leaned on the battlement next to him. “If you must know, she is insensible.” She looked away.

“I cannot imagine...”

The night breeze toyed with her hair and she shivered. “In truth, no more can I. She has a husband she loves, and she has been told the time and manner of his death. I love little enough that I can put myself in her place.”

Magnus ran his finger across a shard of jagged granite, testing how much his skin could absorb before it split. “I am sorry for Styrbjørn, of course, but at least he made his own choice. Gisla, Vanja, Hanne: they did not ask for this.”

“It is the lot of the naval wife,” she said coolly.

“Hildegard—last time we spoke, we—”

“I spoke harshly. It is not the worst of the year’s crimes at Strömhall, but I should have been more understanding.” She paused. “I admired your courage, in the Great Hall today.”

Magnus pressed harder on the shard and felt the skin on this thumb break.

“Courage? I sat there in a Volksbund uniform and argued that a man I have taken supper with should die more humanely. I can find no cause for satisfaction.”

She put a hand on Magnus’s and pulled it away from the sharp granite. “I do not pretend to understand why you thought it a good idea to join the Volksbund, but I am sure you now regret it. All I saw was that no one else in the hall spoke out when that cur Amund Ostergard said Styrbjørn should be thrown from a cliff.”

Magnus sucked the blood from his thumb and tasted the metallic warmth in his mouth.

“I thought I might have some influence over them,” he said. “The Scavenius name. And Jeschke seemed to like me; I thought she might listen to me.” He shook his head. “I see that now for the folly it is. Jeschke listens only to herself. My opinions are of interest only where they support her own.”

Shivering in the dark, she moved unconsciously closer. “It is a less direct course than Styrbjørn’s, for sure. I no longer see it as worse.”

“Lord Berendt said much the same.”

She gave her head a rueful shake.

“Are we—friends again?” asked Magnus.

“We always were,” she said softly. “Just estranged for a while. Maxine Jeschke I can hate, and Ostergard. Never you.”

He felt an overwhelming, if unwise, impulse to kiss her. She seemed almost to invite it. But she stepped away while he considered it.

“You should know,” he said, desperate to keep her out on the battlement with him, “the Avignese have forbidden Lauchenland to send more troops. The invasion stands or falls with what she already has here.”

She stepped back towards him. “I doubt you should have told me that.”

“A sign of trust, perhaps.”

“Styrbjørn need have done nothing. He could simply have waited.”

“Jeschke can do much damage. It might have been better if he succeeded.”

She fell silent, then looked up into his face. “I hope you are not thinking of—”

Magnus coughed. “Me? I do not have the temperament to kill a woman in cold blood, however much she may deserve it.”

There was an expression in her grey eyes, flecked like the granite, that he could not read. She leaned up and kissed him on the cheek. “I am glad of it. There has been too much killing. Whatever our troubles in Haskilde, they will not be solved by more of it.”

Magnus wished he could believe it. But before he could debate it with her further, Hildegard had slipped into the night.
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CHAPTER 8
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The next morning brought a vicious sleet, the winds off the bay thrashing the icy water into Magnus’s face. It would be ironic, he thought, if the Volksbund regime fell because everyone contracted fatal chills. But this morning, on the stone flags overlooking the bay, no excuses for absence would be accepted. It was the day of Styrbjørn’s execution, and for those who wore the Volksbund uniform, attendance was mandatory.

The last time Magnus had been here was for Valdemar’s funeral pyre; the time before that, Steinar and Torkild. The stones had absorbed a melancholy energy, and today’s events would not cleanse them.

For a moment when he woke, he had imagined Jeschke might see the value of a last-minute reprieve, Styrbjørn thrown into a dungeon and forgotten while she set about making herself loved.

One look at her had shown him the folly of that notion. Her face was set in a grim line, and she barely acknowledged him. If she imagined he was going to beg for Styrbjørn’s life, her resolve was clear.

Now she stood on the hastily constructed wooden platform, a little above the stones so that spectators might see the event in all its horror. No one had joined her. She stood alone, only the black iron block where Styrbjørn would lay his head for company. Magnus had left his uniform in his quarters today. Jeschke had wanted him to attend, and he would attend, but no more than that. If there were consequences later, he would deal with them at the time.

A sullen crowd had gathered, much smaller than the rally in the People’s Park. Magnus scanned the faces, hoping that Gisla would not be there. Perhaps she would see it as her duty, but Styrbjørn would surely take no comfort from knowing his wife was present to watch him die.

Magnus hunkered into his overcoat against the sleet. It had once belonged to Torkild, before Lord Berendt had given it to him. He could not allow himself to dwell on the ironies of wearing one dead man’s clothes to watch another die.

The crowd parted to allow Amund, flanked by bodyguards, to pass through towards the platform. Was the guard an affectation, a symbol of his authority? Or could he now no longer walk through the streets of Strömhall without fear? He shivered. If Amund Ostergard was the face of Haskilde’s collaboration, Magnus himself could not be far behind. Jeschke had not told him he needed a bodyguard; but she might be happy to see one member of Lord Berendt’s family become a martyr to offset the shame of another. She always had a keen eye for the dramatic.

Amund mounted the platform to stand next to Jeschke. He flinched visibly, whether at the murmurings of the crowd, or the sleet lashing into his face. Jeschke stood implacable.

The crowd fell silent, and Magnus knew without looking that Styrbjørn was being brought up. He could only stare ahead for so long, and he turned to look behind him. Styrbjørn was in his naval uniform, and if the white trousers were stained and creased, no one was going to hold him to inspection drill standards. A member of the Palace Guard stood on each side of him, but far enough away that it was clear the prisoner was moving of his own volition.

His courage was breathtaking as he strode towards the platform where his life would end in a few short minutes. Magnus knew he could have done nothing close to it. The Fikingur code was all very well, at once swaggering and austere, embracing violent death and dreaming of the Hall of Fallen Heroes. But when the time came to live it, only then did a man know if that code was in his soul. Magnus had been guilty of thinking Styrbjørn an unreflective clod, good-natured, amiable, but lacking intelligence—admirable qualities in a dog, less so in a naval officer. Lord Berendt had scorned his low birth, and deep down Styrbjørn must have felt he did not belong in the house of Scavenius, however much Gisla loved him. But now, at the last, he was proving them all wrong. Styrbjørn Winther was to die like a true Fikingur.

Close up, his eyes were glassy. They passed over Magnus for a second, but if there was a moment of recognition, he did not see it. It was not as if they had parted on good terms last time.

Styrbjørn vaulted up the steps to the platform, as if to say: what are we waiting for? Magnus was close enough to the stage to see his hands shaking. If anything, that made his courage and demeanour more impressive.

Amund opened his mouth. Words came out, and Magnus heard the sounds, but he could not make sense of them. The sleet had plastered the chancellor’s hair to his scalp, and the effect was not one of sober dignity. Jeschke, somehow untouched by the weather, watched on in silence, the brooding implacable god who must be placated by sacrifice.

From behind the stage—had he been in concealment all along?—a figure dressed in black, bearing a great sword half his own height: Djævelsklø. Magnus saw with a flash of what could have been amusement that it was Corporal Skousen. What could be more fitting, that the torturer should be there to see his work through to the end? 

Amund turned to face Styrbjørn, his words now carrying away from the platform.

“Styrbjørn Vinther, you are condemned to die. What are your last words in this life?”

Styrbjørn’s mouth gave a wry quirk that in other circumstances might have been a smile. “I ask forgiveness for all those I have wronged. I ask the people of Haskilde to care for Gisla, for Vanja and Hanne, who are innocent of everything.” His voice was stronger than Magnus had expected, louder than the crashing sleet. “And I ask that you all come to your senses and restore the lands of the Fikingur.”

Jeschke stepped forward, although Magnus thought Styrbjørn was finished anyway. There was nothing else he could say.

Amund placed a heavy hand on Styrbjørn’s shoulder, pressing him down towards the block. “Go now to the Hall of Fallen Heroes,” he said. “Make good report of us.”

It was the traditional funeral oration, but no one in the crowd could be in doubt of the report Styrbjørn would have given. He laid his head carefully on the block, as if composing himself for a night’s rest.

Skousen stepped forward and drew Djævelsklø from its scabbard. The sleet seemed to hiss off the naked steel. He took the hilt in both hands, raised the sword above his head. Magnus knew he would never forget the image, Skousen silhouetted against the raging sky. I will not look away. I owe him that.

The sword carved its path through the sodden air, heavy, graceless, deadly. Contact with Styrbjørn’s neck, and—

The weight of Djævelsklø knocked him sprawling sideways off the block, his head clearly not severed. A single gasp from the crowd, Amund’s mouth hanging open, the sword hanging from Skousen’s hand in disbelief. He grabbed Styrbjørn’s collar, hauled him back onto the block. The blood had not been visible before, but now it coated Skousen’s hands. Styrbjørn flapped feebly. Magnus felt his gorge rise. He hoped Styrbjørn was beyond understanding. Skousen put a foot on his back to hold him in position, raised Djævelsklø again and let it fall. The sword slipped in his damp bloody hands, twisted and the flat of the blade caught the back of Styrbjørn’s neck. The crowd howled its horror and disgust.

Skousen clenched his hands around the blade, hacked once, twice. The first missed altogether, burying the tip in the stage. The second caught Styrbjørn’s neck a glancing blow on the side, bringing a spray of blood. Styrbjørn flopped off the block, lying moaning on the platform. He rolled to lie half off the stage. Skousen took up the blade again and moved towards him. Amund babbled unintelligibly. Jeschke shouldered him aside, pulled her ceremonial dagger from its sheath and knelt beside him. Magnus could see her lips move, and she pulled the knife across Styrbjørn’s throat.

Magnus imagined the gurgle, for he was too far away, but he could not miss the spray of blood. Styrbjørn’s legs kicked once, twice before he lay still. 

Jeschke rose to her feet, wiped her blade on Skousen’s uniform and returned the knife to its sheath. She stood in silence before the crowd, daring them to make the first move. If one rushed forward, they would all be on the stage, and Jeschke would be torn to pieces. But she was met only by sullen muttering.

“Those who oppose our revolution will most surely die.” Only Magnus, who had heard her the most, sensed the tremor underlying her voice. “No one should forget that lesson.”

If her intention in holding a public execution had been to shock, to terrify, to appal, then she had succeeded beyond her imaginings, Magnus thought. Whether that had a been a wise course was a different question.
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Magnus did not remember the steps which took him to Klippesee, or the reasons he thought it advisable. But before he knew it, he was standing before the familiar black door. At least he was not wearing his Volksbund uniform, but nothing good could come from this. Somehow, though, he owed Gisla the chance to hear the news from him.

It was not too late to return to the Hertugshalle, but he could not face Jeschke either. Certainly he had no desire to hold any kind of conversation with Amund Ostergard. Instead he let the heavy iron knocker fall against the door.

A maid opened up almost immediately, looking at him with an expressionless face.

“Is Madam Gisla at home? Or Madam Hildegard?”

“They are not receiving today, sir.”

“They may wish to see me.”

“Your name, sir?”

She had seen him dozens of times before. He even knew her name, Maibritte. There were few enough ways the servants could indicate their disapproval.

“Magnus. Magnus Lodahl.”

Maibritte wordlessly disappeared inside, leaving the door ajar with him outside. The sleet had relaxed into rain, but already he could get no wetter. Eventually Maibritte reappeared. 

“If you will wait in the parlour, sir. I am sure you know the way.”

He took himself along the familiar corridor and into the room where Lord Berendt’s portrait still stared down. He made to sit, then realised he would dampen the furniture, and stood before the fire with his hands clasped behind him.

Gisla and Hildegard entered the room without disturbing the door. Gisla was pale and trembling; Hildegard merely pale. She led Gisla over to her favoured couch.

“It is—he is—” Gisla faltered.

“I am sorry,” said Magnus. “Styrbjørn is dead.”

Gisla stared glassily ahead. “How could it be otherwise?”

Maibritte eased into the room with a tray of steaming teas. Hildegard took them and shut the door behind her.

“Did he... was he a true Fikingur?”

Magnus thought back to the botched strokes, the blood spurting into Skousen’s face and hands. There were things he could never tell her. “He showed the greatest composure of anyone.  His courage was unmatched to the last.”

She wiped her cheeks with the base of her palms. Hildegard handed her a lace handkerchief. “I am sure one day I shall take comfort from that,” she said. “For now, though— he is still dead. And my little girls have no father.”

Hildegard fussed with the teas, brought Gisla a cup and sat next to her.

“You are soaked, cousin. You will catch a chill,” said Hildegard.

“I find I am drying out by the fire,” he said. In the circumstances, any complaint about his comfort was impossible.

“I am grateful you came to tell me yourself,” said Gisla, sinking back into brassy politeness. “You need not have done.”

“I did not know who would have told you otherwise, if anyone. I have been able to do nothing else. I—”

Hildegard, standing behind them, gave her head a brisk shake and Magnus fell silent. “Both your father and your husband asked me to ensure you were taken care of,” he said. “Whatever I can do, I am at your service.”

He knew this sounded at best cold, at worst hypocritical.

“Tell me,” said Gisla. “What do you hear of my father? When I saw him last night, he did not expect ever to leave the Hertugshalle.”

Magnus sighed. “I am less Jeschke’s confidant than you might imagine. She has been preoccupied with—your father has not been at the front of her attention.”

“She means to kill him too, does she not?” Gisla’s voice was level.

“Truly, if he kept his head down and lets events pass him by, he would be in no peril. But you know he will not cease to meddle.”

“’Meddle’?” Gisla’s voice was brittle. “He is the only true Fikingur left, and he will not rest until the Volksbund is expelled. What else would you expect of him?”

“Gisla.” Hildegard’s voice was soft.

“I meant only,” said Magnus, “that if he was content simply to bide his time, he might be the leader Haskilde needs when this is—over.” His eyes slid to Hildegard’s.

“Over? How can this ever be over? Styrbjørn is—” Gisla’s self-control collapsed. Her teacup fell to the floor and she sagged against the arm of the couch. Hildegard sat down next to her.

“We thank you for bringing us the news in person, cousin,” said Hildegard. “You need not have done, and it would have been easier to send another. It is a moment of kindness neither of us will forget.”

Magnus read the dismissal in her tone. He stood and bowed to them.

“I will take my leave. Whatever I can do—” He realised he did not know how to finish the sentence. The manners schooled in the salons of Chorgues were inadequate for the uses of Strömhall.

“I will see you out,” said Hildegard. “Gisla, I will not be a moment.”

She followed him out into the corridor.

“I am not asking out of curiosity,” she said once they were outside. “But was it as—poetic—as you suggested?”

Magnus could feel the weight of his eyes on her face. “Do you truly want to know?”

“I would not have asked otherwise.”

Magnus looked down at the carpet, the intricate pattern of the Calabadag weave. “Skousen did not know how to wield the sword. It took him three—three hacks, and in the end Jeschke had to finish it with a knife.”

Hildegard’s hand went to her mouth. 

“But he was as brave as I said, if not braver.”

“They are animals,” hissed Hildegard. “Dogs that rut and howl in the street.”

She clasped and unclasped hands she no longer knew how to carry.

“You must wait. Wait and do nothing. Wait for all this to collapse.”

She gave a damp caw of choked laughter. “Wait? We are women in Strömhall. What else was there ever for us to do?”

“Events cannot carry on as they are. Eventually Jeschke must withdraw, for she has no other choice.”

“She has said as much to you?” Magnus winced at the catch of hope in her voice.

“Not in those words. But she knows Avigny does not support her. She may enjoy making martyrs, but she has not the temperament to become one herself.”

Hildegard put a hand to hair, smoothed away non-existent disorder. “The crowd. How did they react?”

“They were never fervent to begin with. After—Skousen, and the sword—sullen, silent. Jeschke got up, blood smeared on her face—” he had not noticed the detail at the time “—and addressed the crowd. The emotion then; it was fear.”

Hildegard sagged. “She is a monster.”

Magnus shook his head. “Easier if she were. She is just a woman, however cruel, and in her own way, as frightened as the rest of us. She did not expect to hold a country with two thousand men.”

She took a careful step back, as if the generous corridor were suddenly too narrow for her. “You defend her? After today—”

He held up a placating hand. “I defend no one. It is just—if you dismiss her as a monster, you do not have to imagine her character, her uncertainties, her fears. It makes her more dangerous, that she is as flawed as the rest of us.”

She looked into his eyes. Her flecked grey irises were as cold as the bay. “You do not—admire—her?”

Magnus coughed. “I know what she is, better than anyone. You cannot think that makes me like her more.”

“When I see you in their uniform, I wonder.”

Maibritte bustled past them in the corridor, raking Magnus with a glance of metallic dislike. He opened the door to Lord Berendt’s study. The old man had no immediate use for it.

“There is something I should tell you.” He ushered her through the door, into a remembered air of tobacco, brandy, and cynicism. He thought to see an emotion in her eyes he would not expect from a woman who so obviously disliked her father-in-law.

“I am wearing the uniform for a reason,” he said, leaning against a tall bookcase. He could not bring himself to sit on Lord Berendt’s furniture.

Hildegard had no such qualms, and sank into a leather armchair. “You may have justified your reasons to yourself. I do not mean to insult you when I say they will be less compelling to me.”

Magnus wiped his damp palms on damper trousers. “It is at Lord Berendt’s request. He was insistent, after he was locked up, that I should stand in favour with the regime. He knew that he would not be, and he hoped that Styrbjørn would escape to Vindstrup.”

Hildegard sat upright in her chair. “You are a spy? An agent?”

Magnus laughed uneasily. “I would not go so far. I have neither the training nor the temperament. But I watch, and like you I wait. If I hear information my uncle will find useful, I tell him.”

“I understood him to be disgusted by your actions, like the rest of us.”

Magnus shrugged. It still hurt to hear her upbraid him. “He was always an actor and a deceiver, of course. But he too is angry and afraid. The scorn he feels at seeing me in a Volksbund uniform is real enough, even though it is his doing.”

He remembered who he was talking to. “I am sure he knows your husband and Torkild would never have done such a thing.”

She gave an astringent smile. “That is Lord Berendt to the life—he will bend you to his will, and then despise you for your weakness. Steinar—he was always his father’s son. If Lord Berendt had told him to join the Volksbund, he would have done. Torkild, perhaps not.”

“Do you miss him?” Magnus did not know where the question had come from.

She looked away. “The question is not fair. Not now we are—friends again. If he were here, he would only have blundered around like Styrbjørn. He might have ended the same way. It is for the best he never lived to see it.” She paused. “Everything I ever told you about our marriage was true. So no, I do not miss him, if that gives you satisfaction.”

“Hildegard,” he said softly. “My uncle instructed me to keep Gisla safe, to ensure she was provided for. He made no request about you.”

A quick smile flashed across her face. “I am not surprised, of course.”

“Nonetheless, I would take care of you, if I could.”

A chill settled over her eyes. “A kept woman.”

“That is not what I meant at all.”

“Then what did you mean?”

“My thoughts about you—my feelings—were unwelcome when I mentioned them before. I do not wish to be explicit now.”

Her eyes relaxed. “If you can find a woman who would thrill at a declaration from a man drunk and in a Volksbund uniform, you must show her to me.”

“I am neither drunk nor in uniform now, Hildegard. And I do not know what our futures hold, although little good, I suspect. But if we might share them—”

She stood up and made for the door, her hand brushing his as she passed. “I do not know what to say, Magnus. I do not know how to allow myself to feel, or if I should. Today least of all.”

Magnus wanted to hold her back, stop her from going through the door and into the world of executions and repressions and uncertainty. But he knew she would react to constraint like a cat, seeking only to escape. She was a grown woman, and she could form her own conclusions.

“Promise me you will remember that you are not friendless here.”

She stopped and looked once more into his eyes. “I will not forget.”

And then she was gone, leaving Magnus to wonder what more, or less, he might have said.
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Magnus remained in Lord Berendt’s study until dusk stole the light. He could not bring himself to return to the Hertugshalle, to face the emotions he would find, the grief and anger at Styrbjørn’s death. And if he did not find them there, that would be worse: if all the guards, all the retainers, the gardeners in the People’s Park, went about their day as if nothing had happened. Least of all could he face the Protector. Even with the blood washed off her face, he would always picture her drawing the knife across Styrbjørn’s throat. Maybe she had acted out of mercy, for even she could not have relished seeing him butchered like a pig on market day—no, worse than that, for a butcher would have known his trade and his tools. More likely she had seen Skousen’s dismal thrashings as a poor reflection on the revolution, the Volksbund, and Maxine Jeschke, and thought only to put an end to the embarrassment. He would never know, for he would never ask her.

Nonetheless if he returned to the Hertugshalle, the wider subject of the execution could not be avoided, and he was not ready for the conversation. How had people reacted? What did it mean for the Volksbund? Why had he shouted Amund down? That inquisition could wait until tomorrow.

He sat at Lord Berendt’s desk, the last lancings of sunlight falling on his face. To his guilt and shame, his mind returned to Hildegard, however much he tried to keep it on poor lost Styrbjørn. He should not have told her about his plan with Lord Berendt to wear the black uniform, for the knowledge could only endanger her. But he could not have endured another day of her contempt, least of all a day like today. They were reconciled, and more than reconciled. She had all but admitted she returned his feelings, but although she was the person least governed by concerns about the thoughts of others, even she might view her widowhood as too recent to allow any more intimate conversation with propriety.

Idly he picked up a pencil from Lord Berendt’s desk and began to sketch. He did not have to decide the subject; like the last time, she chose herself. Was her reticence simply because only a season ago she had still been married? Or was it the unconquerable reserve that motivated her every action? Even if she viewed herself as free, would she allow herself to return his affections?

There were better circumstances under which to begin a new amour. Ideally, in a city not under hostile occupation, with a woman whose husband had not been lost at sea, or whose brother-in-law had not been brutally executed by the woman he worked for. In a perfect world, the object of his affections might also show a little enthusiasm for his advances, and occasionally display a lightness of spirit. But all of those things had been available in Chorgues, and none of them had stirred his heart. He had learned that women found the portraitist’s profession romantic and alluring, and he had on occasion taken advantage of it—although never to the extent of painting them without a fee—but he saw now how sterile those liaisons had been. Thrilling in the moment, but no more enduring than a phantasm. Hildegard, for all her prickliness and reserve, offered some hint of real feeling. And now he had seen it, he could not look away.

His sketch of her was almost finished, taking shape without conscious thought. The only previous time he had captured her to his satisfaction had been a similar idle moment, tricking himself into sketching her without thought. Today, he had not drawn the eyes, always the part he shaded in last. He had captured the sweep of her jaw, the lightest dust of freckle on her cheek, but without eyes it was just an exercise for an art class, something a moderately talented student might produce. He knew he could not finish the eyes today, for he needed to be able to see them in his mind, and he could not. Eyes always were hard; other artists found more difficulty with hands, but hands were just draftsmanship. Eyes were what animated a likeness, imprisoned the soul. And today, he could not see Hildegard’s.

The light now was in any event gone. Although Klippesee had electric lights, Lord Berendt had chosen not to install them in his study. An oil lamp, the wick trimmed by hand, was enough for him, and Magnus could imagine him working deep into the night by the light he had made for himself. The notion was pleasant, romantic even, unless you considered that this nighttime toil would as often as not been scheming to outwit some rival, to destroy Amund Ostergard or his predecessors. When had he stared to think of Lord Berendt as an amiable uncle? This was the man who had insisted he wore the Volksbund black, played on Jeschke’s seeming partiality, put himself at the heart of the occupation. The old man was brave, far-sighted and determined; but he was without pity, and he had cared no more for the danger he exposed Magnus to that he would a horse sent to the knacker.

He rose and looked around the study in the gloom. He did not wish to leave anything out of place, even though Lord Berendt was unlikely ever to sit here again. Tomorrow he would have to leave this introspection aside, put on his uniform again, and play out his uncle’s scheme to the end. A card once placed down on the whist table could not be withdrawn simply because it was a losing trick.
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CHAPTER 10
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He returned to the Hertugshalle along sour night streets. Jeschke had considered imposing a curfew, but it was not necessary. In the Heights, at least, folk remained behind their doors once the sun set. In the Undercliff, perhaps, things went differently, but unless insurgents wished to queue for the funicular, they were no threat to the Hertugshalle. He had considered remaining at Klippesee for the night, for it barely mattered which he bed he chose for his sleeplessness. The proximity of Hildegard in the rooms near the solarium stirred him, and it was this that persuaded him to return to the Hertugshalle. Neither of them needed him longing and separated from her only by a few bricks.

The Hertugshalle was oddly quiet on his return, but it was gone midnight. He could not have accounted for how he had spent his time since the execution, for he must have been only a few minutes with Gisla and a little more with Hildegard. But he knew now, as he never had in Chorgues, how quickly brooding and dark fancies could eat the day.

He took off his clothes, still with a trace of damp, and looked in his wardrobe. The Volksbund uniform glowered back at him. It would be hard to avoid wearing it tomorrow. When Lord Berendt had suggested the idea—and his suggestions carried the force of law—he had been willing to think he might find some good in the Volksbund, that their search for universal amity was sincere. He wished he could blame his uncle for that naivety, but the foolish optimism was his own. How soon had he learned better.

He wished now he had kept some brandy in his room, while simultaneously being glad of his foresight in ensuring he did not. He would have to get through the long night without assistance.

No sooner had he changed into dry clothes—his old painting rags—than the door knocked softly. He looked at the clock—nearly one a.m. It was no time for social calls. He padded over to the door on stockinged feet. To his astonishment it was Maxine Jeschke. She wore her uniform with slovenly gracelessness, the top buttons of her tunic undone, the waist of her trousers canted at an angle.

“I left word for you.” Her voice had the artificial precision of a woman hiding a slur. “Where have you been?”

“Come in,” said Magnus in a tight voice. Whatever was coming next, better for it not to happen in the doorway.

She slouched into his chamber, looking around at the furnishings, and threw herself in an armchair. He had only a single lamp on, and her eyes brooded with the dark of ages. “I said, where were you?”

Magnus carefully sat on the hard wooden chair by his desk. “I was at Klippesee. I felt someone should bring Gisla the news about her husband.”

She ran a hand through her hair. “How faultless are your manners, Magnus. Tell me, is there an etiquette guide to how one informs a woman her husband has been executed for treason?”

Magnus judged the question both rhetorical and malicious, and said nothing.

“Do your wonderful manners extend to offering a visitor a drink?”

“I have found it wise not to keep it in my quarters. This way if I am tempted, at least I must leave the room.”

She pulled off one boot, cursed under her breath as the other became stuck. In other circumstances the display would have aroused his pity or amusement. He was certainly not going to help her disrobe in his bedroom. Eventually she gave up, sitting in the chair with one boot on and one off.

“How very measured you are, Magnus. Ferrying little messages around the town, your rooms a haven of sobriety.” She gave a wild giggle. “One might almost say you are better suited to this business than I.” She lowered her voice and said: “I have had a drink, you know.”

“I could not have told.”

Her eyes flickered. There was a limit to how far he could provoke her.

“Have you ever killed a man?” Her breath was a shallow pant.

“It does not fall in the painter’s line.”

“I have, twice. Can you see the blood on my hands?” She thrust them under his nose.

“No, madam.”

“It washes off. But it does not wash off. Do you understand me?”

Magnus remembered studying a play from his youth which had addressed much the same theme. It was almost a commonplace, but there was nothing of the everyday about the situation now.

“I do not envy you. As Styrbjørn’s kinsman of sorts, I am grateful you put an end to—to that travesty.”

Jeschke set her mouth. “Corporal Skousen ends the day in a cell he knows well, while I decide how to deal with him. He materially lessened my dignity.”

And Styrbjørn’s. But that is nothing to you.

She wiped a hand across one eye. She could not be crying?

“Do you know the first rule of statecraft?” The catch in her voice was unmistakeable now.

“I have read my uncle’s treatise. I imagine I know them all now.” He forced a shaft of light into his tone.

“You can trust nobody,” she hissed. “No other country, no other person. Does Lord Berendt’s wisdom stretch so far?”

“I do not imagine he ever made that mistake.”

“And does he tell you how—how lonely that is? That there is no one you can confide in, when you must decide who to kill and who spare? That it is only your hands that are coated in blood?”

“You have read the book, madam. I do not believe that Lord Berendt specifically addresses loneliness.”

She kicked off her remaining boot with a thrashing spasm. “Can you never loosen your corset, Magnus? You understand what I am saying, I know you do. Do not hide behind your manners.”

Magnus sprang from his chair, suddenly angry at her self-indulgence. “You think I do not understand loneliness? Do you know what it is like to wear a Volksbund uniform as a Haskilder? To watch your cousin die in front of you? All through choices you did not make? To see the coldness in your family’s eyes, to know you have forfeited their love and respect forever? Do not tell me about loneliness. Maxine.”

Her eyes flashed. “I knew it was in there. Perfect polished Magnus, but you have feelings too. Perhaps that is all I wanted to know. To feel that my hands are not the only bloody ones.”

“We have established that I have never killed anyone.”

She shook her head. “You wear our uniform. We are one. Maybe we are both still alone, but we are alone together.”

“We are not alike, however much you wish to pretend otherwise.”

“You called me Maxine.” Her voice was soft, reflective.

“It was not a—it was just a word.”

She stood up and went to sprawl on the bed. ”I am not returning to my chamber tonight. I shall stay here. You may remain if you wish.”

“In my own chamber?”

She shrugged, unbuttoning the rest of her tunic. Their eyes met for a moment. Magnus had never been more afraid of her, for what was in her eyes was vulnerability, a Maxine Jeschke long lost. He should despise it, after everything she had done. But he could only feel pity. And he knew that when Protector Jeschke returned, there would be a price.

“Come, Magnus,” she said. “Come and take my bloodied hands.” 
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He awoke after a night of uneasy dreams, to find the one he had most imagined to be illusory was the truth. Maxine Jeschke snored softly in his arms. Nothing had happened, or at least he thought not. She had laid in his arms and he had held her. The dampness on his shirt had suggested she had wept, but she had done so in silence. Had it soothed her loneliness? They had scarcely exchanged another word. But he wondered how long it was since she had slept through the night. A scent from her hair of soap and lavender brought overwhelmed him with tears he could not explain.

He also understood her well enough to know that her mood this morning would be unpredictable. She was not a woman who enjoyed displaying weakness. She would be remorseful, angry with herself—but that anger would surely be turned outward, and Magnus would be the recipient. And Maxine Jeschke’s anger was backed by great power.

Perhaps he would let her sleep a little longer.
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His chamber was not designed with two people in mind. In particular, he did not wish to use the morning pot in front of Jeschke, even while she slept, but the pressure from his bladder was becoming irksome. He gently tried to ease himself from her head lying across his chest; she murmured sleepily and held him tighter. “Ssshhh,” he whispered, stroking her hair aside. He pulled on his boots and slipped down the corridor to the public privy, catching sight of his haunted face in the windows overlooking the courtyard. No one paid him a second glance. Was invisibility really so simple, a matter of taking off the Volksbund uniform?

His immediate needs taken care of, he washed his hands and face from the jug and water bowl. Not for the first time, he wondered when modern plumbing was coming to the Hertugshalle. He had been in some of the lowest establishments in Chorgues, and their sanitary arrangements put the Hertugshalle to shame. He inspected his washed hands closely. Jeschke’s remarks about blood that would not wash off had unsettled him. But the only enduring residue he could find was the carmine under his nails, the legacy of Baron Hasenhüttl’s insistence on being painted in his red ceremonial uniform.

He walked back through the corridors as slowly as possible, composing possible remarks he might offer Jeschke—Maxine. There was no ready etiquette for finding the Protector of Haskilde in your bed. He was uncertain of his thoughts on opening the door to find the bedroom empty. 

He could not face breakfast, at least this early, and returned to the still-warm bed in the hope of a further hour’s sleep, his pillow still smelling of Maxine Jeschke.
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He slept another forty minutes, and woke up more tired than he had gone to bed. He pulled on his uniform, dimly aware of banging from the courtyard. His chamber did not overlook it, and once he was dressed, he walked down into the cool morning to investigate.

Carpenters were at work sawing lengths of wood, and neat piles of rope lay coiled in one corner of the yard. He had seen enough platforms erected for Jeschke’s speeches and rallies to recognise the components of another here, although the Hertugshalle was not the obvious place. The courtyard, although spacious enough, did not have the room for the crowds Jeschke normally envisaged.

As soon as he thought of her, he caught sight of her from the corner of his eye, trim and erect in a fresh uniform. She had lost weight since they had first met over Lord Berendt’s dining table. She walked towards him and Magnus instinctively smoothed his uniform. He did not know which expression in her eyes he least wanted to see: anger, contempt, shame? But coquetry would be the worst of all.

In this he need not have worried. She gave him a crisp nod and seemed content to leave the matter there.

“What are we building?” said Magnus.

“Gallows,” she said, her mouth a thin line.

“Ah—why? We have a public gallows. And I did not know you planned any more—”

“There has been too much latitude,” she said, folding her arms in front of her. “Too many people think they can mock and fleer at our revolution. The reaction to yesterday’s display was—instructive.”

“That is one word,” said Magnus carefully.

“We have discussed this before,” she snapped. “An occupying army must be loved or feared. The Volksbund is not loved.” She dropped her voice. “I am not loved.”

Magnus chose not to contradict this.

“Therefore we must have more fear. I was surprised so find so few prisons when I came here, and the cells are becoming full.” She allowed herself a chilly smile. “It is time to thin out the gaols a little. Habitual wrongdoers, partisans from the woods. They can be hanged with all due ceremony at the Hertugshalle.”

“And Lord Berendt?”

She ground her heel into the damp dust on top of the paving flags. “Always Lord Berendt. You prove my point. If he were out of sight, out of mind, I could leave him to be forgotten. But he is on everyone’s lips, and while he lives, while he plots away literally under my feet, he is a danger. Surely you see that.”

He reached out to put a hand on her arm, thought better of it.

“Can you wonder I worry for him? He is my uncle.”

She looked down at the ground. “I never forget it.”

“Do you have family, Maxine? Back in Lauchenland.” He tried out her first name with the caution one might use handling a double-sided blade.

“No.” If that one word were the blade, it would have taken his fingers.

“How many martyrs do you plan to create? You think Lord Berendt is less dangerous to you dead?”

A caustic smile played on her lips. “You think pragmatism a more effective argument than emotion?”

“Where you are concerned, of course.”

Was there a flash of regret skittering across her eyes? “You are right, of course. And Lord Berendt will not hang.”

This time he did touch her arm.

“Not in the first wave, at least.” She turned before he could reply and set off to supervise the carpenters more closely.
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Magnus watched her go. A thought that had nagged at his mind throughout the conversation burst through into his notice. She had spoken of the guilt of killing twice. He had seen her slit Styrbjørn’s throat, but before she had come to Haskilde, she had been a simple, if necessarily ruthless, bureaucrat. So who was the second? The instant he asked the question, the answer was obvious. It was not his uncle who had pushed Valdemar in front of the train, after all.

This time, he would not share the thought with Hildegard, or confront Jeschke. He had learned enough now to know when to keep his thoughts to himself.
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BOOK FOUR
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It would be hypocritical to deny that personal ambition does not form part of the statesman’s character. Those of the class born to command will naturally wish to display their abilities in the most distinguished circles. The house of Scavenius, for example, has stood at the right hand of the dukes of Haskilde for over four centuries. The natural home of such men is clearly not superintendence of the ducal stables, or management of the funicular railway. Birth provides blood, status, and sufficient material wealth that the temptation to peculation is much reduced. One should always beware of polities, such as the Republic of Lauchenland, where power is centred in the hands of those of low pedigree.

A statesman distinguished by birth and landholding has a stake in the future of the realm. He is not only, therefore, qualified by blood and education, but through personal interest, in securing the nation’s good. Even with the wisest counsel, any country may find itself disadvantaged by events; this is doubly true of smaller nations. The statesman must recognise, therefore, that affairs may expose him to the need for sacrifice, and be ready if necessary to put the realm’s good before his own.

––––––––
[image: image]


Berendt Scavenius, A Treatise on Statecraft, Volume II
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CHAPTER 1
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Jeschke’s visit to his chamber was the start of an unwelcome pattern. Most nights now she would be appear at his door, at midnight or even later, reeking of spirits and unshed tears. Sometimes they did not speak at all, and when they did it was never of the Volksbund or curfews or hangings. She could only sleep curled up against the warmth of his body. She would slip out before he awoke, or when he took a brief stroll along the corridors to spare her modesty.

These events were never referred to in the daylight hours. He attended to administrative tasks, accompanied Jeschke to meetings with foreign ambassadors, and ensured that the stage was properly set up for her speeches in the People’s Park. He was not entrusted with her security arrangements, and he did not know if that was because she distrusted his intentions or his competence.
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Perhaps to offset the unsettling nature of his nights, Magnus created a new routine for the day. Most afternoons he took tea at Klippesee, having taken care to change out of his Volksbund uniform. Usually this was with Gisla and Hildegard, the two widows together, although on occasion Gisla kept to her room. He could not describe the visits as pleasurable—Gisla’s grief in particular was prostrating for all—but it was also more than mere duty.

One afternoon, the three of them sat largely in silence, an emptiness that was not wholly companionable, but neither was it awkward. Gisla sobbed her way through a cup of rapidly cooling tea. Magnus’s conversation was sufficiently random that he remarked on both the unseasonable warmth and unseasonable coolness within three sentences. Polite conversation in Chorgues was not always genteel—indeed an undercurrent of flirtation and even discreet suggestiveness was always in play—but most of his conversational gambits were not appropriate for this context.

It was, perhaps surprisingly, Hildegard who animated the conversation. Her lack of sentimentality meant that she at least was prepared to touch on topics Magnus would have preferred to avoid.

“Have you visited your uncle today?”

“I saw him yesterday. He was sufficiently cantankerous that I thought not to repeat the experience today.”

Gisla looked up from her cup with damp eyes. “But he is well, Magnus?”

Magnus inspected his nails. “He is no worse. Doctor Tait visits him daily, he has medicines if he requires them, and better food than the other prisoners. The name of Berendt Scavenius still counts for much among the servants at the Hertugshalle.”

“He is still—forgive me, Gisla—” said Hildegard, “resolved to be a martyr?”

Magnus considered the question carefully.

“He is not eager to die. He does not fear it, but his preference is to work as much mischief as possible, and for that he must remain alive. If you were to say he lives solely on spite, you would not be far from the mark.”

“And is Jeschke—” Gisla spat the name “—still resolved to rob me of a father as well as a husband?”

“I am less in her counsels than you might imagine.”

Hildegard put down her cup. Magnus did not like her expression. “There are those who would find that hard to credit.”

Magnus sighed. “This may sound callous, for which I apologise. But she is aware she can only kill him once, and she is as aware as your father of the power of martyrdom.” He clicked his tongue. “If he were to leave off his scheming, he would be perfectly safe.”

Hildegard cracked a half-smile. “He also would not be Berendt Scavenius.”

Gisla rose from her chair. “You will forgive me. I find I am fatigued.” She dabbed her eyes and made unsteadily for the door.

“Let me take you back to your chambers,” said Hildegard.

Gisla shook her head. “I will call for Maibritte. It would be rude to leave Magnus alone.”

Magnus felt a prickle of tears at her pathetic insistence on good manners, a woman who had lost her husband, both her brothers and perhaps her father in one bleak season. Before he could say anything, she had gone.

He went to stand by the parlour window, where the light was beginning to fail, and a dismal twilight sat over damp spring blooms in the gardens. He turned to look at Hildegard, who had returned to her seat. He ran his fingers over the surface of a deeply polished bureau, an Avignese manufacture better than anything to be found at the Hertugshalle.

“I heard a disturbing rumour,” said Hildegard eventually.

“Is there any other kind?”

“Maxine Jeschke has been seen emerging from your chamber in the morning. More than once, in fact.”

Magnus leaned against the bureau and looked into her face. Her eyes were still, but her fingers played with the lace on her mourning dress.

“She is—uneasy. Sometimes she—”

“So she thinks to take night-time comfort in your chambers?”

He looked away. “You make it sound sordid.”

She laughed, an awful mocking caw. “You entertain the woman who invaded our country, who killed Styrbjørn, and you think to defend it?”

“Much less happens than you imagine. She visits me, and she sleeps.”

There were spots of colour in her cheeks as she rose, taking a step towards him. “You think a woman like that deserves to sleep? If her conscience keeps her awake, it is only justice.”

“I find it hard not to pity her.”

Her eyes flared. “I do not understand how you can at once show such sensitivity and insensitivity! What would Lord Berendt say?”

“In this case, I do not care. I am not his lackey, whatever he believes.”

She stood a foot away from him, trembling. He need only stretch out his arms and she would be in them.

“Do you—Magnus, do you like her?”

Magnus shook his head in frustration. “The question is so misconceived I do not even know how to address it.” He could feel his heart thudding.

“You once accused me of jealousy,” she said, her cheeks ablaze. “It was not true then, and it is not true now. But we are, I think, close enough that you must answer me.”

Magnus ran a hand through his hair. She had no right to insist on answer, but that she should even ask the question was in itself revealing.

“In any sense you mean, no, I do not like her. She is a scheming, ambitious woman who has done us all harm, and has more to do yet. She is capricious, subtle, infinitely dangerous. She terrifies me—but she is afraid herself. I would not turn a stray dog out at night, and if she appears at my door I cannot close it in her face.”

“Maxine Jeschke is not a stray dog.”

“Hildegard, if I must say it—I feel nothing for her, and nothing has happened that I could not answer for. I am not given to engaging my heart in two places at once.”

“I was not aware it was engaged at all.”

She pushed past him and walked to the window. He followed to stand behind her, fighting the impulse to put a hand on her shoulder.

“Hildegard.”

She turned her head further away.

“You know—I have implied, and more than implied, more than once—that I think about you as far more than a cousin.”

She shrank into the window bay, swept a hand down her black dress. “You see me here in mourning dress, and you think to pay court to me? That may be how it goes in Chorgues, but we still maintain propriety in Strömhall.”

He stepped back. “I do not mean to insult you. But you have told me many times how little you loved your husband. The thought that we might have an—understanding, just between ourselves—is that so impossible?”

She put her hands to her face. “What have I done to encourage this?”

Magnus sighed and walked back to the fire dying in the grate. “Let me ask you this, once. I will abide by whatever you say. But do you not feel something for me? I am sure you do.”

She rested her head against the window pane. “You should not ask,” she whispered.

“We will never be easy until you have answered.”

She wiped a tear Magnus had not seen from her cheek.

“Then you should not have asked.”

He went back and stood in the window bay next to her. He felt the clumsy coarseness of his body. “We cannot go back now. We are on the edge of a precipice.”

She moved her hand next to his on the windowsill. “Where you have brought us.”

“I do not deny it, or regret it.”

She looked into his eyes, the narrowness of the bay pushing them towards each other. “You are not sporting with me? This is not some Chorgues flirtation?” She paused. “I do not know why I ask, for you would not admit it. Am I like every other woman, avid for soft words and false comfort?”

He laid his hand on top of hers. “You are not like any other woman, Hildegard. And I am not sporting with you. In your heart, you know that.”

She turned up her mouth to be kissed. “Yes,” she said. Magnus was no longer sure which question she was answering.

––––––––
[image: image]


One morning, Jeschke summoned him to her reception chamber. He no longer marvelled at the oddity that only two hours earlier she had been asleep in his arms, and that neither of them could mention it. He tried not to think about it, for he knew Hildegard did not approve. This morning, in any event, they were not alone. The chancellor and Major Einsiedel were already waiting as Magnus entered, smoothing his uniform.

Jeschke greeted him with a cool smile as he helped himself to coffee from a pot bubbling away on a field stove. He sat in the only available armchair, directly opposite her.

“I am not late?”

“Neither are you early,” said Jeschke.

Magnus glanced at the tall dignified clock that had once belonged to Duchess Christina. “If you wish to begin a meeting at a quarter of nine, do not ask me to present myself at nine.”

Amund made a face suggesting that he was personally affronted by the remark. Einsiedel, out of Jeschke’s direct vision, allowed himself a sly smile.

“Enough,” said Jeschke. Magnus resolved that if she came to his chamber tonight he would send her away, and hang the consequences. “There was another partisan raid last night. Six of my men are dead.” She looked around the group. “That is not to leave this room. For official consumption, the partisans are the whipped dogs of the old Fikingur regime. Nuisances, no more, and barely worthy of our attention.”

“And is that not the case, Madam Protector?” Amund had crumbs down the front of his uniform, Magnus noticed.

“Six men here, eight men there, another five the day before, and so on. Individually they are all small losses, but cumulatively the cost is almost an entire company. We cannot sustain such a toll indefinitely, especially as the Chevalier de Trémaux has now made Avigny’s position on reinforcements brutally plain.”

“But Avigny are our allies,” said Amund, his face like an affronted sheep.

Jeschke pursed her lips. “I recommend you to read Lord Berendt’s Treatise on Statecraft, if you wish to understand international affairs better than a simpering schoolgirl.”

Einsiedel met Magnus’s eye. Both were trying not to laugh as Amund composed himself.

“Let us be clear, if only for the chancellor’s benefit,” said Jeschke. “Magnus, perhaps you might refill my coffee cup.”

This was not the moment to note that she was closer to the pot than he was. He stood up, watching her speak as he filled her cup. She leaned forward, tense energy oozing through her uniform. Einsiedel watched with languid attention, while Amund had the aspect of a partially deflated balloon.

“Further assistance will not be coming from Avigny. The Chevalier implies that our revolution is if anything an embarrassment to them at a time when they are attempting to improve relations with the Empire. The partisans, if unchecked, will eventually corrode our ability to hold Strömhall.”

She looked around the group as Magnus returned to his seat.

“It is necessary, while we still have sufficient troops, to root out these dogs. A punitive expedition into the woods will show them that no hiding place is safe for the Fikingur. Yes, Major?”

“The partisans know the woods far better than we do, madam. Do we not invite greater losses blundering through the trees?”

Jeschke nodded. If Amund had made the same point, she would have ripped the head from his shoulders, but for Einsiedel she had a measure of respect.

“The plan is not without risk, but sometimes to do nothing is the greater risk.” She smiled. “You, Major, will coordinate the airships to bomb the woods to the east where they nest. Captain Dausch will then lead our forces, to kill or better yet capture survivors. These can then be hanged in a show of exemplary justice.”

Magnus had never accustomed himself to the callousness with which death was dispensed, a man’s existence simply a tool to illustrate a lesson to others. This was hardly specific to Jeschke, for Lord Berendt was at least as calculating.

“Might I suggest something, within this room?” he said.

Jeschke gave him an appraising look. He could hear Amund huffing.

“No one should fear to speak to me,” she said, her eyes conveying the opposite impression.

“If the Volksbund—” ‘we’ was a step too far “—can barely hold Strömhall today, in the long term the prospects are surely worse. Should there not at least be consideration that the invasion—the revolution—cannot succeed, and thought be given to a withdrawal that preserves life and property.”

“Traitor!” cried Amund. “Defeatism is treason. Madam Protector, I apologise for the callowness of my countryman and colleague!”

Jeschke ran her eyes across the pair of them. “You are your uncle’s nephew, Magnus. It is for you to decide the extent to which that is a compliment. We should consider all possibilities, even the disagreeable ones.”

Amund glowered from behind his brows.

“I will take your suggestion seriously enough to rebut it,” she said. “Revolution is a plant that takes time to root. When it grows naturally from the soil, as in Lauchenland, it is tough and hardy. When it is transplanted, naturally the roots are not so sturdy. It takes time to bed in and flourish. The revolution will succeed not because of my troops, but through the force of our ideas.”

She held up a hand as Amund made to interrupt.

“But as a delicate plant may need canes and frames before it can become established, so too must the early days of the revolution be protected from frosts. Once it becomes established, we will no longer be needed.”

Magnus had seen no signs of the revolution becoming established. Jeschke could be here a year and the folk of Haskilde would not believe in it. He debated pushing the point further.

“My uncle articulated the view that, however promising the situation, preparations should be made for adverse circumstance.”

Amund shifted in his chair. “Where now is your uncle, Magnus? Where did Lord Berendt’s schemes and plots land him?”

“Berendt Scavenius is a man of principle,” snapped Jeschke. “It is to all our misfortunes that those principles do not align with ours.”

The implication of the rebuke—that Jeschke would rather be working with Lord Berendt than Amund—was at once inescapable and lacerating. If the blow landed, Amund did not show it, but Magnus could not avoid a nod of appreciation.

Jeschke reached behind her and reached out a rolled map. She unfurled it on the table before her.

“The main nest of partisans is here,” she said, her chewed fingernail indicating the woods to the southwest. “Interrogation of the captured insurgents suggests there are no more than fifty of them, a hundred at most. The plan is simple: Major Einsiedel will bomb that section of the woods extensively, killing many of the partisans and when the others flee, Captain Dausch’s men will move in. Magnus, you will accompany the ground troops.”

Where had this come from?

“I am not apt for combat, Madam Protector. When we prepared to defend Strömhall, I was adjudged inept.”

“Yet you showed bravery when you came to defend the compound. It is important that when the Lauchenlanders leave, the leaders of the Haskilde Volksbund are ones the people can respect. The artist who laid down his brush to fight for our revolution—you can see how we might make such a man appear.”

“Dead,” said Magnus.

“The revolution can always use another martyr,” said Amund with a bland smile.

“I am sure Maxine would not prevent you taking up arms.” Magnus smirked until he realised what he had said. He saw the chill in Jeschke’s eyes.

“Magnus, you will fight if the Protector of Haskilde says you fight.” No Maxine here. “Chancellor Ostergard’s talents serve the revolution in another way. I outlined my plans for your instruction, not debate. Major, can your flotilla be ready for tomorrow night?”

Einsiedel fingered the medal around his neck. “Fireduke is still not operational, but another week would not change that. Until we have a new baffle-gasket she will not fly. For an operation of this nature, three ships will be ample.”

“You will command the mission yourself?”

“Naturally. I will be in the cockpit of the Ilse Lederer.”

Magnus wondered at the casual way Einsiedel approached the thought of combat. Even though he was fifty feet above the fray, Magnus knew this insouciance was not feigned.

They began to file from the room. Jeschke put a hand on Magnus’s shoulder and pulled him back.

“If you ever use my first name in public again, you will not need to worry about death in combat; it will lie much closer to home.”

Magnus winced. “I am sorry. I did not think.”

She looked at him a moment. He had become much better at reading her eyes, and her anger now was not unmixed with something softer.

“I did not think to have to explain the rules of our—I thought your Chorgues manners equipped you for matters of the night.”

“You need not visit if you find it so irksome,” said Magnus. “You will remember I have never invited you.”

He turned and walked away before she could respond. It was the first time he could remember having any kind of advantage over her.
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The woods were on fire, the flames clawing their way into the moonlit sky. Above them, although only just, stood Einsiedel’s three airships, their cargo of incendiaries now discharged.

It would have been a beautiful sight, thought Magnus, from the Klippesee solarium or the battlements of the Hertugshalle, if it were not for the malign significance of the flames. And if he were not in the middle of it.

He had spent an uneasy night, without a late visit from Jeschke, worrying about how Einsiedel would know which part of the woods to bomb to inconvenience the partisans without obliterating his own troops. Einsiedel had laughed at the question, and Magnus had to admit that this part of the raid at least had been successful.

That did not mean he was enjoying crouching in the undergrowth in a field-grey uniform as the smoke drifted towards them. His rifle-stock dug into his back, and he considered discarding it altogether; he had no desire to shoot anyone, and if he did it was unlikely he could do so accurately.

Next to him, Captain Dausch directed the raiding party with hand signals that were meaningless to Magnus. Dausch was a tall, thin young man, his blond hair closely shaved at the sides and a narrow undistinguished face. If his orders included keeping Magnus out of danger, he was interpreting them liberally. Or perhaps, after yesterday, Jeschke had given the opposite instruction. This concern, too, had kept him awake.

They crawled forward on their stomachs towards the fire. If the partisans were quartered where they were meant to be, they had only one escape route, for a granite bluff blocked off their only other retreat.

Overhead the airships droned. Lantern signals from the cockpit illuminated the night, cryptic information for those who could decode it. Dausch redirected the men’s crawling advance, the signals showing the airships had picked up something invisible to the men on the ground.

The smoke shifted and Magnus saw the makeshift tents of the partisans, many of them on fire. The bodies he had expected to see lying on the ground were not visible in the play of the flames. The smell of the burning canvas caught in his throat and he fought down an impulse to retch.

“Where are they?” he whispered to Dausch, as if the captain knew any more than he did. Dausch made some more hand gestures, and the narrow defile between the burning camp and the widening of the woods was cut off. Wherever they were, the partisans would not be skulking off unobserved.

Magnus felt a prickling of unease. These men were not stupid; on their own terrain they were more than a match for the Lauchenlanders. So where were they?
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The gunfire came from behind them. Curses, cries, a couple of still forms in grey uniforms.

“Stand up! You are surrounded.” A cool educated Haskilde accent.

Magnus lay where he was. In the dark, his uniform was the best concealment. He watched as figures in scruffy clothing emerged from a crevice snaking deep into the granite bluff at the back of the clearing. They had been immune from the bombing inside the rock formation.

More gunfire. “Stand up. You cannot escape, and any man lying on the ground in thirty seconds will never stand again.”

Dausch dragged himself to his feet. His men followed, and Magnus judged the risk of hoping he would simply be overlooked too high.

The partisan leader, tall and sturdy, wore a soiled naval uniform. The airships hovered overhead and he gave them an ironic wave. They could not drop their bombs now, even if any remained, with their comrades and the partisans intermingled.

The other partisans, most of them also in naval uniforms, flicked obscene gestures towards the airships. Magnus thought to see Einsiedel, impassive, in the gondola of the nearest craft.

“Drop your weapons—slowly, now, easy there!—form up in a line by the tents. I want to look at you.”

Magnus slipped the rifle from his shoulder. It fell with an enthusiasm suggesting it had never wanted to be there. He followed Dausch over towards the blazing tents. Three men had not moved, he noticed, casualties of the gunfire.

He felt the warm crackle of the fires on his back, which only made his front feel colder. The last time he had the experience had been at Steinar and Torkild’s funeral pyre. His shivers deepened.

Two of the partisans walked along the line of soldiers—the man who had spoken and a slighter figure next to him.

“We should kill them,” said the second man. “We were not equipped for prisoners, even when we had tents.”

“I have no appetite for killing in cold blood—let alone thirty men.” He stopped and looked along the line. “Officers over there.”

Dausch, standing next to Magnus, swallowed and carefully followed the indicated path, twigs cracking under his feet. The other two officers, Brötzmann and Becker, picked their way over behind him.

“Why should we not kill you all?” said the leader. “You have invaded our country, despoiled our traditions and come into the woods to destroy our band. We are at war, where daintiness does not pay.”

Lieutenant Brötzmann, a phlegmatic officer in his fifties, surely within touching distance of his pension, looked back coolly. “I assume you lack the stomach for murder, for which I do not blame you. Your best course is to kill us outright, but you will join us soon enough. We have hanged every partisan we have caught.”

Magnus was unconvinced this was the best way to deal with their captors. Dausch, a party man and not a career officer, looked little more enamoured.

The leader stared into Brotzmann’s face. “I understand your defiance. To an extent I respect it. Nonetheless—”

The second man interjected: “Captain, you know what we must do.”

“Kill thirty unarmed men? We are the Fikingur, not foxes in a henhouse.”

“The officers, at least, then.”

The leader clapped his hands. “Enough, Fluske. They will fit in the cave, although it may be more intimate than they prefer. I prefer live hostages to dead martyrs. Send one of them back with a message that the prisoners die if any more soldiers come.”

Fluske shook his head. “Captain, do not be swayed by pity. These men are killers, and dangerous.”

“I have decided. Unless you wish to replace me, in which case you may make the decisions.”

Fluske looked away. Even in the dark, the flush on his cheeks was obvious.

The captain turned back to the soldiers. “Do any of you know this Jeschke? I would have her hear my message in person.”

All three officers’ heads turned instinctively to Magnus. The captain gave a small smile of satisfaction and crossed the clearing.

“You, sir. You know this Jeschke personally?”

Magnus swallowed. This was the most reasonable of the partisans, but one wrong word and he could yet be the next to die. He clenched clammy palms.

“I do.”

The captain nodded as if pleased with the taciturnity. “You wear a uniform as if you had never seen one before. No unit or rank badges. Who are you?”

“I am Protector Jeschke’s personal secretary.” The less he said, the less the partisans had to hang him for.

“I cannot place your accent—but mainly Haskilde, I think.”

“Collaborator,” hissed Fluske.

“What is Jeschke’s penman doing in all this?” The captain’s gesture encompassed the clearing, the flaming tents.

“She likes the idea of martyrs more than you. It suited her that I should become either a dead martyr or a live hero.”

The captain chuckled. “The heroism at least we can discount. You relish martyrdom, for your new masters?”

“I would prefer to avoid it,” said Magnus with a calm that surprised him.

“What is your name?”

“Lodahl. Magnus Lodahl.” He did not think the Scavenius name would help him.

The captain took a step back. “Is that so?”

Magnus felt the ratchet of tension tighter still further. Was he truly so notorious?

“Fluske, get the prisoners into the cave. I will talk to Magnus Lodahl here.”

Fluske wordlessly signalled another couple of the partisans and they hustled the prisoners towards the cave. The captain and Magnus stood alone on the clearing. Magnus stepped a little away from the flames, which were becoming uncomfortable. The captain stared at him with an intensity Magnus distrusted.

“Your accent—there is a little of Chorgues in it, is there not?”

“I lived there these past ten years.”

“Yet once a Fikingur, always a Fikingur. But somehow you stand on your own soil, in the uniform of the enemy. It does not dispose me towards mercy. If you can justify your behaviour, I would be interested to hear it.”

“I thought I needed only carry a message.”

The captain narrowed his eyes. “I find I need a little more before I trust you with it. I ask you again to account for what appears to me treasonous conduct.”

Magnus shook his head in frustration. “Whoever you are, I doubt you will understand. You choose to fight head-on. There are other ways.”

The captain’s lips thinned. “You think to convince me you are a true Haskilde patriot, who happens to be in Protector Jeschke’s employ?”

Magnus could feel him simmering. He might not kill prisoners in cold blood, but a righteous rage was altogether different.

“You may be familiar with Lord Berendt Scavenius—”

The captain laughed, with more bitterness than humour. “Just so.”

“A man never done scheming and plotting, even from a gaol cell. I am not sure I fully understand what he expects of me, but if you will, he sees a use for me in a Volksbund uniform.”

The captain sighed, his head tilted slightly to one side. “Another pawn in his games. He will never cease until the grave.”

“You know him?”

The captain walked a little way off and sat on a tree stump sawn off at an angle.

“Know him? He is my father.”
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“Lord Berendt has no living sons,” said Magnus. “Although he never seemed to me a man committed to marital fidelity, so who knows—my apologies, that was a crass remark.”

The captain shrugged. “It is nothing to me, for I am Lady Karin’s son too. I am Steinar Scavenius.”

Magnus felt the ground tilt under him. For a moment he thought he would fall. His first thought was for Hildegard, what they had become to each other, and now her husband stood in front of him.

“I was invited here for your funeral pyre.”

Steinar spread his arms. “It was premature, as you see. I was rescued from the water by the Avignese navy, and once they realised I was not my brother Torkild and knew nothing of steamships, it was too late to send me back. Until now, when they prefer me to fight the Volksbund.”

Magnus digested this. “Your brother Torkild—”

“Truly is dead. I learned as much when I returned.”

“Yet you fight for Avigny.”

He stood up from the tree-stump, taller and broader than Magnus. “I fight for Haskilde. The Chevalier de Trémaux may believe otherwise, but he is not as astute as he imagines.”

“We are—”

“—cousins, yes. I have placed you. You cannot imagine how it grieves me to see you in Lauchenland colours. Either you are a traitor, or my father’s dupe. Neither reflects credit on you.”

“Perhaps if you tried living in Strömhall instead of skulking in the woods, you would understand a little better. Easy to run around, playing Fikingur, but that is not the task your father set me.”

Magnus could feel the stiffening of Steinar’s muscles. “Every week, the invaders lose troops because of my men. We will bleed them dry.”

“Maxine Jeschke will not allow that to happen. She is cleverer and more determined than you think.”

“Maxine?” A smile of cool contempt lay on Steinar’s lips. “You are friends, then?”

Magnus licked his lips. “I would not go so far. But she is a more complex woman than you might imagine.”

“She trusts you?”

Magnus sighed. “She trusts no one. Perhaps I am the closest.”

Steinar clapped him on the shoulder. “Then, cousin Magnus, your way is clear. Return to Maxine Jeschke, tell her I have thirty of her men in a cave who will die if I see a single uniform in the woods.”

Magnus nodded.

“And then,” said Steinar in a cool voice, “when you are alone with her, in whatever grotesque intimacy you might enjoy together, you will kill her.”

“Easy for you to say, who only a moment ago balked at killing your prisoners.”

“There is no similarity,” snapped Steinar. “Those soldiers’ lives would not change the course of the invasion. The death of Protector Jeschke most certainly would. And of course, this has been my father’s plan all along.”

“He has never said so,” said Magnus, with dawning horror.

“Of course not. Allow me to know him better than you, cousin. Eventually he would have sent you the instruction, at first a mere suggestion, but soon enough more peremptory.”

Magnus knew it was true. And he knew also that he could not do it, even to end the invasion. But he owed Steinar Scavenius no loyalty, in this as much as in his feelings for Steinar’s wife.

“I may leave now?”

“You understand the message?”

“It is not complex.”

Steinar nodded and turned away. “I never thought on your existence from one year to the next. But you are not as I imagined my cousin to be.”

Magnus did not even look back over his shoulder as he left the clearing. “I neither seek nor desire your good opinion.”

He walked into the woods wondering how to introduce the return of this insufferable prig to Hildegard.
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By the time Magnus trailed, alone, back to the Hertugshalle, the first flickers of dawn teased the sky. His feet ached although the woods were not that far distant; his military boots were too narrow and had pinched his toes abominably. Jeschke would have to be apprised of the disaster immediately, and he could not long defer an interview with Hildegard. It was difficult in his bleary-eyed state to decide which conversation would be more unwelcome.

He returned first to his quarters to change out of his field uniform. He was tempted to cast it from the window. Even if Jeschke ordered it, he knew he would never wear it again. He flicked through the clothes hanging in his wardrobe; he would not wear the Volksbund uniform either for Jeschke or Hildegard. His painting clothes perhaps made a statement too much in the other direction, and in the end he settled for the neutral charcoal jacket and dove-grey trousers he had worn to exhibitions in happier times at Chorgues.

He checked the clock. A little early to call on anyone, but Jeschke would need to know of the fiasco in the woods. As he made to leave the room, he saw an envelope on his desk. He slit the heavy envelope with his letter-knife, and a single sheet slipped to the floor. The paper was a rich, deep cream—the stationery of a person who had money and taste, or wanted to give that impression.

There was no salutation at the top. Instead it leaped into action in a blocky untutored script.


You would oblige me by dining at Stålhus tonight. Recent affairs have not followed the way we had hoped, and all true Haskilders must consider their path.



The letter was not signed, although only a fool would put their name to such a communication left uncyphered at the Hertugshalle. Magnus scratched his beard. Only a fool would have written it in the first place. Jeschke would hang the man if she found him; more worryingly, she might extend the punishment to the recipient.

He was not familiar with Amund’s handwriting, so it was impossible to be certain he was the author. But a rough unpolished lad, rising by his wits to a position of eminence—he would not write in the fair hand learned by those of gentle birth. The chancellor’s hand would plausibly look like this. But any forger with access to even a single of his letters could simply have copied it.

He sat down heavily on his bed. Either the letter was what it purported to be—the great trimmer Ostergard had seen the long-term doom of the invasion and decided to change sides—or it was not, and someone was attempting to entrap him. Jeschke, to test his loyalty? Or simply to pay him off for seeing her at her most vulnerable and then rejecting her? She had after all sent him on tonight’s woodland excursion. He picked at a loose fingernail. Could the letter be from Amund, but still a trap, a chance to bolster his position with Jeschke? It was easy to forget, looking at today’s plump self-satisfied buffoon, the determination and cunning necessary to become what he was now.

This was not a problem to consider after a night without sleep. He rubbed his cheeks. He could trust no one, and the loneliness of it lanced him. Ironically, it had been Jeschke who had first introduced him to that idea. Should he confide in Hildegard? She was not lacking in shrewdness—although her composure would necessarily be overset once he revealed her husband’s return. But perhaps he need not mention it at all...

He put his hands on his thighs and stood up. Deal with Jeschke first and let matters resolve themselves from there.

“She is asleep.” The Lauchenland soldier stood in front of the door.

“She will want to see me.”

Whatever the guard saw in Magnus’s eyes was enough. He stood aside, and let Magnus knock on the door himself, to take responsibility himself for waking the Protector.

Eventually he heard: “Who is it?”

“Magnus.”

“Wait.”

He stood next to the guard, each pointedly not looking at the other. The marble flooring could do with a mop, he noticed. The servants cleaned with less punctilio than they had used for Duke Valdemar.

At last Jeschke pulled open the door. She had hastily thrown on a dressing gown over whatever she normally wore in bed, a subject Magnus did not wish to investigate further.

“I am back from the woods.” He let his tone do the work.

She opened the door wider and beckoned him in. He walked past the open door to the bedchamber with its rumpled sheets. In the parlour, her Volksbund uniform hung over the back of a chair.

“You do not have the look of a man bearing good news.” She put a hand over her mouth. She had probably fallen asleep only a couple of hours before.

Magnus sat down and gave a heavily summarised version of events, deliberately leaving out certain critical details.

“So most of the men are alive?” She cinched the cord around her waist tighter.

“I think three were killed, but they were surrounded and disarmed so quickly there was little fighting.”

“They?”

Magnus grimaced. “We.”

“And how many did you shoot?”

“I did not fire my weapon. If you wished for a cold-blooded killer, you should have gone yourself.”

She wrenched a hand through her mussed hair. “I am in no mood for your witticisms.”

“I would call it gallows humour, if I did not fear to end up on one.”

She poured herself a glass of water. Was that a hint of a tremor in her hand?

“They would have done better to shoot their prisoners outright. Now they must waste food and men. It is a weakness we may yet exploit.”

“That is your conclusion? They are hardly my friends, but even I should not be so—callous.”

She looked at him from under heavy lids. “Sentimentality is never a virtue. Least of all in wartime. Soldiers risk death in a variety of ways. If the partisans think this will deter my retribution, they have much to learn. I shall hang the next batch of prisoners tomorrow.”

“Does that not invite—”

“That is why I do it. I would not have them mistake the person they are dealing with.”

Not for the first time, Magnus tried to reconcile Protector Jeschke—a monster—with Maxine, the lonely and vulnerable woman. It was impossible.

Her eyes strayed towards the brandy decanter in the corner. For now, at least, she resisted.

“What can you tell me about their leader? This man is a dangerous adversary.”

“A naval captain, from the uniform. There is little enough I can say.” If I want to stay alive. He had deliberately held back mentioning Steinar’s name—after all, omission was not strictly lying. But the question was now direct enough that it was no longer about evasion: either he told the truth, or he lied.

“This is a man I would like to speak to,” she said. “Perhaps in somewhat robust terms.” She allowed herself a flicker of a smile. “You can tell me nothing more about him?”

Magnus licked his lips. He rarely took the trouble to lie, and now found himself out of practice.

“I have not lived in Haskilde for over ten years. It cannot surprise you that I have no acquaintance here.”

She drew a hand over her face. She looked desperately tired.

She shook her head. “We can only survive—our revolution can only survive—if we are faultless in the execution of our plans. I could ill afford to lose thirty men tonight. The only way to deal with a reverse is unyielding harshness.”

Magnus perched on the edge of the decanter table. “You will forgive me for saying that the Volksbund regime cannot long endure in this way. You must win them to your cause, or not at all.”

“Your uncle said the same thing, naturally in more economical language. What would you have me do, hold hands and sing songs?”

“I would not presume to advise you.”

This time her smile radiated bleakness. “You have already done so. You do not approve of my conduct, which since I neither seek nor require it, is of no consequence.”

Magnus realised with a jolt that by not unmasking Steinar, he was implicitly conniving in his schemes—ones that included Jeschke's assassination. However depraved she was, surely he could not do it.

“You are tired,” he said. “I know I said—if you want to come to my chamber again, I will not turn you away.”

She drew herself up. “You think I stayed away out of deference to your feelings?”

Magnus gently shook his head. Maxine Jeschke was an easy woman to hate, and he wondered that it did not come more readily.

“Now,” she said, “if this apology for a debrief is the best information you can give me about the partisans, kindly send Major Einsiedel to me. I am awake now, and if my day must begin prematurely, so can his.”

She turned her back, and Magnus was left to pick his way out of her parlour on soft feet.
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CHAPTER 4
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“He writes like a pig holding the pen in his trotters.”

Hildegard leaned against a low wall overlooking the Undercliff below, all the ships moored with sails furled. She held the letter in her hand, a breeze riffling the paper.

“I did not show it to you for an assessment of his hand. I thought to take your advice on how to proceed.”

She folded the letter and handed it back to Magnus. It was not as if the contents took much memorisation. Brave early spring sunshine ripened the corn of her hair.

“I am no more familiar with Amund Ostergard’s hand than you are. I cannot speak to its authenticity.”

Magnus found that he did not much care. Hildegard’s own hand rested on his on the dull metal railing. How, surrounded by catastrophe on every front, could he be happy at this moment? The feeling was rare enough, but he was not mistaking it. It might last for as long as five minutes, until he was forced to mention Steinar.

“If it is false and I appear spruce and smiling at Stålhus, I will end the day in the dungeon.”

“You think little enough of your bed-mate Maxine Jeschke.”

Magnus was not sure whether she was flirting. Her expression gave no clue.

“If it is genuine, and I denounce Amund, I condemn him to the gallows.”

“He would be a traitor twice over, and richly deserve it.”

Magnus squeezed her hand. “One Maxine Jeschke in my life is enough. I do not need a second.”

They leaned on the railing for a moment, fingers entwined. “I merely suggest that you owe Amund Ostergard nothing. He would destroy you, and your uncle, in a second if it suited his purposes.”

“What if he has something useful to propose?”

“We are speaking of Amund Ostergard.”

“I do not need riddles, Hildegard. Just tell me what to do.”

She raised an eyebrow. A seagull hovered, before swooping away on a gust of wind. “I am not accustomed to such power.”

Magnus looked into her grey eyes. Had he really once found them cold? “I am so far beyond my depth that I have no idea of my best course. I can feel the puppeteer’s strings on my shoulders, but are they Jeschke’s, Lord Berendt’s, Ostergard’s? I am not apt for intrigue.”

She laughed, put a delicate hand over her mouth. “I am sorry, dearest Magnus. But they say knowledge of the self is the greatest good. And truly, you are no intriguer.” She looked out into the bay. “Better that you had never come here.”

He reached out and put a hand on her cheek. “Never say that, Hildegard. Whatever is to come, I cannot regret meeting you.”

“No doubt you say as much to all the Chorgues courtesans,” she said in a choked voice.

“I have never said it to anyone. And I have never told a woman I loved her. Such things are not said in Chorgues; it would be déclassé, in the salons where I am invited. Here, I find more liberty, and more feelings to express.”

She put a finger on his lips. “And do not start now, unless you mean it.”

“Hildegard...” Whatever he said now, he could never take back. “I am only truly eloquent with a paintbrush or a pencil. One day I will show you my sketches. Words do not arrange themselves so easily. There are empty phrases we use in Chorgues, talk of ‘undying regard’, ‘ungovernable passions’, and I confess I have used them myself. The higher the language, the less feeling they express. Perhaps the opposite is true: there is nothing simpler than ‘I love you’, and nothing truer.”

She pressed his hand to her cheek. “You lied,” she whispered. Steinar’s tall figure loomed in his mind. “You said you had not the gift of words.”

Magnus shuddered in a mixture of relief and guilt. He turned her mouth towards him and kissed it. “I had only to listen to my heart.” And suppress my reason.

He made to kiss her again.

“Not here,” she said. “I am a widow, wearing mourning. I care little what people think, but to be—affectionate—in the street, is not seemly.”

Magnus rubbed his beard. “And if we were not in the street?”

She brushed the back of his hand. “Maibritte will have finished tidying my chamber by now. And the door has a lock.”

Magnus had already turned and set off for Klippesee. 

He lay on his back in Hildegard’s bed. She had slipped downstairs for some leftover bread and meats. This moment with her had long been coming, and for himself he could not regret it, and recent evidence suggested Hildegard did not either. At some point in the future she would learn of Steinar’s survival: this would be bad enough, and perhaps to end their new understanding; what would be infinitely worse would be the moment when she also learned that Magnus had known of it, and not spoken.

In Chorgues, the anecdote would reflect well on Magnus, chuckles and backslaps in the smoking room of Le Club Macabre. Such duplicity was how conquests were made, and the more shameless the better. He had never been at ease with such masculine bonhomie, and from Strömhall he saw it for what it was: cruel, cynical, exploitative. Yet he had used it on a woman he professed to love. No, did love. Perhaps he could claim love excused everything, but the thought of advancing that argument to Hildegard was inconceivable. His behaviour was atrocious, and there was no ready way to make amends.

He could confess, when she returned with their lunch. The result would surely be an immediate rupture, which he could not face. Or he could say nothing. Steinar swaggered through the forest, mounting daring raids against better fed and equipped troops. He supervised a dangerous cadre of prisoners. As Jeschke became more desperate in her attempts to hold power, the peril would only increase. The chances of Steinar surviving—for a second time, as it were—were not excessive. Allowing events to play themselves out might make Hildegard the widow in reality that she imagined herself to be. Maybe she would never even know he had returned.

If Steinar’s odds were not favourable, it might be possible to make them yet worse. If he fell into Jeschke’s hands, he would never be seen again. He sat up in bed, his head in his hands. How could he even have thought that? And anyway, Jeschke would either try him or co-opt him. She had no taste for secret justice, when terror served her purpose better.

“Magnus?”

He had not even noticed Hildegard return, a plate of sandwiches in her hand.

“Sorry,” he grinned. “I missed you, and had become fretful in your absence.” What had begun with lies could only continue that way.
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The sun was setting over Hovegarde as he approached Stålhus. The rational part of his mind which had told him simply to ignore the letter was long overridden; indeed it had taken a holiday for the entire day. He would hear what Amund Ostergard had to say, and use his wits from that point.

If nothing else, it took him away from Hildegard. The afternoon had been rapture undercut with guilt, and he could no longer bear to see her creamy form stretched out on the bed in front of him. One could get used to anything, and eventually the guilt would subside, but for now it was best to ration it to small doses.

After some deliberation, he had decided to wear the black Volksbund uniform this evening. If it was a trap, it would give him at least a veneer of innocence.

The servants at Stålhus all knew him by now, and the door swung open on noiseless hinges to admit him. He wondered at Amund’s indifference to security; Stålhus was on the edge of the town, and a partisan raid could burn it to the ground with little effort. He would have to mention it to Jeschke—although she might prefer, once again, to have a heroic martyr than a dolt of a chancellor.

He was shown into the library where, to his surprise, only Freydis awaited.

“My father apologises,” she said. “He is finishing some correspondence in his study.” She gave a dimpling smile. “You know yourself how demanding a mistress the Protector can be.”

You do not know the half of it.

She let a bold eye rest on him for half a second longer than propriety dictated. She was only a year older that Dorethe, but a generation more worldly. Her conversation, while they waited, was smooth and fluent, and Magnus knew he would remember none of it tomorrow, or even after dinner. She was not unattractive, although her features were a little pinched for his tastes, but this was hardly to the point. There was nothing between them and there never would be. For all Amund’s faults, he was not a cruel man, and the sharp fervour he saw in her eyes made her Birla’s daughter more than her father’s.

Amund sprung through the doorway more nimbly that his years or girth dictated and shook Magnus’s hand.

“I am so glad you could join us, Magnus.”

“Your invitation was—irregular. You needed only send a messenger. I am always delighted to wait on you.”

Amund narrowed his eyes. “A messenger is a witness. Sometimes affairs proceed best with discretion.”

Magnus allowed the remark to stand. Their recent relations had not been cordial, and he was suspicious of this new rapprochement. Amund was an indifferent politician, and it was unlikely whatever scheme he planned was to Magnus’s advantage; but time would tell.

Dinner turned out to be an informal family affair: the four Ostergards and Magnus. Even the servants were not required. Instead, Freydis and Dorethe served them, the former with poor grace. Amund was never a stimulating conversationalist, but tonight he ran a new gamut of banality: the weather, the promising early buds on his apple trees, the difficulty of promoting adequate standards among the servants. Of Maxine Jeschke, the invasion, prospects for the future, nothing was said. Birla looked on in frosty silence, only occasionally inquiring if Magnus required more wine.

Only Dorethe was flattered by the occasion; silence was her natural mode, and she was not uncomfortable with it. She had now reached the stage where she could look at Magnus without blushing, and he was even able to address a few remarks to her without a cringing response. Not for the first time, he wondered what would become of her in this family so voracious for its own advancement, and caring so little for the welfare of its members.

The meal over, Amund and Magnus made their farewells and withdrew to the study. Amund poured a couple of generous measures of firewater from a decanter concealed behind false bookshelves. He settled himself into a deep leather armchair and indicated one by the fire for Magnus.

Magnus sipped reflectively at the drink and waited for Amund to speak. Dinner had not been the purpose of the evening; the moment had now arrived.

“You may loosen your collar,” said Amund. “We are no longer on duty.”

Amund himself wore a claret waistcoat over a loose white shirt. There was nothing of the Volksbund about him at home. Magnus reflexively followed the invitation. The high collar of the Volksbund uniform was not among its primary attractions, even if it promoted good posture.

“We have not spoken confidentially as often as we should,” said Amund. “As chancellor, naturally I am the face of the new regime; your name, and your closeness to the Protector, make you a man of importance too. I fancy we are the two great men of the Haskilde state.”

Magnus looked into the swirling amber glass. “My ‘closeness’ to the Protector is overstated. She chooses me occasionally as a confidant, or more accurately a punching-bag. I exercise no influence at all over her.”

Amund gave him a shrewd glance. “Your uncle remains alive.”

Magnus shrugged. “I may have interceded, but her motives are her own.”

Amund grunted and leaned forward in his chair. “We have too often been at odds, to neither of our advantage. It is particularly important when we are in public. Dissension weakens the regime, and it weakens us.”

“May I speak frankly, sir?”

Amund gave a wry grin. “How often have I heard those words from your uncle.” He made an easy gesture which Magnus took for assent.

“Your policies and statements do not always appear to me well-chosen. In these cases I merely express my contrary opinion.”

“You think to know better than Amund Ostergard?”

“On occasion, yes.”

Amund chuckled. “You should be the last person to look down on me as a collaborator, a man who dines at my house in the black. Yet I sense you despise me.”

“In truth, I have too much to occupy me to spend time evaluating your character.”

Amund refilled their glasses, although Magnus had only sipped a finger off the top.

“How do you feel the invasion proceeds? Jeschke talks to you more than me.”

Could this be a trap? Whatever Magnus said, there were only the two of them present.

“Without Avignese military and diplomatic support, it is doomed. That is the Protector’s private view, and it is mine.”

Amund looked over the rim of his glass. The puppet buffoon who was Jeschke’s chancellor was nowhere to be seen.

“Then we are all in agreement. The question, is what comes next?”

“I do not follow you,” said Magnus with careful neutrality.

“Jeschke will withdraw, or she will be chased out. She is not a rat who will fight to the last corner. And we will be left, the faces of the old regime, when the Fikingur belatedly recover their courage.”

Magnus said nothing. The analysis was hard to rebut.

Amund continued. “It will go hard with us, when we are the last.”

“If you are concerned, you may flee with the Protector. You are right; she will not go down with the ship.”

“I have built my position here over decades. To abandon it and flee in Jeschke’s petticoats—unthinkable!”

Magnus blinked. “That is your problem rather than mine, sir. I had always intended to return to Chorgues, and will do so with relief.” Although that was before Hildegard.

Amund ran his tongue around his lips. “You gamble on an orderly transition.”

“I gamble on the Protector’s self-interest.”

“There will come a time when it may be necessary to move rapidly. It may not be possible or desirable to consult the Protector.” He gave the smile he might once have used selling stolen rails back to the state. “I am sure you understand.”

Magnus said nothing. Life was complicated enough without plotting a coup, even against the Protector Steinar had instructed him to kill.

“Now is not the time for detailed planning,” said Amund. “Indeed, it may not be possible. I wish only for us to have an understanding.”

“I understand very little, and what I do is not necessarily prudent.”

Amund stood up and walked to the shuttered window. Magnus did not know what he expected to see. “The houses of Ostergard and Scavenius were at the heart of Duke Valdemar’s regime. They should remain so after—whatever comes next.”

“Lord Berendt may not take the same view.”

Amund set his glass down. “Lord Berendt is yesterday’s man, and one you have little enough cause to thank. What if I were to say to you that the hand of Freydis is yours, the daughter I once purposed for Duke Valdemar?”

Magnus breathed in deeply to avoid spilling his drink. “I always found Dorethe more amiable.” He was conscious that the remark failed both as a witticism and an evasion.

Amund spread his hands. “You may have her if you prefer. I had once thought her a match for you, but now I offer you a—promotion.”

Magnus wondered if he could ever be so calculating about his own children. “Your offer is generous, sir. I have no immediate plans to marry.”

“You reject my offer?”

“I dislike haggling as if we were fishmongers. Let your daughters marry who they choose.”

“You need marry neither, so long as our compact holds.”

Magnus buttoned his collar. “There was no compact, sir. I wish you no harm, and I will not scheme against you; but neither will I bring down the Protector.”

Amund walked to the study door and opened it. “Good evening, Magnus. You disappoint me.”

Magnus stepped down the corridor and opened the front door before a servant could arrive. He did not see how he could have managed things differently, but the chancellor’s enmity, always latent, was now confirmed.

A light drizzle blurred the moon overhead as he set off back to the Hertugshalle.
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Magnus awoke early the next morning, if he could be said to have slept at all. He drew back the curtains and brooded out over the courtyard in the pale early morning sunlight. The gallows in the centre cast grotesque long shadows. He had not lied when he told Hildegard he had no head for intrigue, yet he found himself enmeshed regardless: the closest Jeschke had to a confidant; instructed by Steinar to assassinate her; the pawn in some loose scheme of his uncle; now party to Amund’s conspiracy; and all of it underpinned by understanding with Hildegard which was based on falsity. It was not, he thought as he watched two dogs scrap in the yard, a good basis on which to organise his life.

He had learned early, to his surprise, that most problems went away if they were ignored long enough, an insight that sat comfortably with his languid character. None of these situations seemed amenable to this established programme. One course only presented himself, and that revolted him. He could use his—friendship? intimacy?—with Jeschke to engineer a situation where he could kill her as she slept in his room. His uncle and Steinar would be delighted, he would be the hero of the restored Fikingur, and Amund’s schemes would be neutralised. All he needed to do was murder a woman as she slept. People had done worse than kill a tyrant and still lived out their lives.

One of the dogs in the courtyard had the other by the throat; the loser whined piteously. Magnus pulled the window shut to drown out its howls. He could not bring himself to kill Jeschke, and that was surely an end of it. And if he did, it would only bring the imbroglio between himself, Hildegard and Steinar into relief. There truly was no safe course; nor was there even a moral one. He was trapped, probably to his own destruction.

He turned from the window and stared into the looking glass on the wall. Could he see himself as a tragic hero? Embelyon at Tansis? Gnut the Great, even? But what looked back him was a painter of moderate talent, a dupe and a liar. A dismal ending was all but certain, but he had no tragic grandeur.

But the fewer problems he had, the fewer could later ambush him. One of them was amenable to immediate resolution. He shucked on his uniform, left his chamber and locked the door behind him.
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CHAPTER 5
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Jeschke this morning was trim and crisp. If she had not slept, it did not show. He waited outside her office while she finished her audience with the Chevalier de Trémaux, an event not calculated to improve her humour. After a few minutes she opened the door to see the ambassador out. They spoke in the doorway for a minute or so, a display of empty cordiality.

De Trémaux took his leave with a brisk bow, favouring Magnus with a curt nod on his way past. Magnus was not yet a man the Avignese must defer to.

Jeschke beckoned him in with a brusque nod. She sat behind her desk and nodded towards the coffee pot, and Magnus wordlessly filled two cups.

“I had said I had no need of your services today.” She stirred two spoons of sugar into her cup.

“Nonetheless,” said Magnus. “I have intelligence of a pressing nature.”

A smile flickered on her lips. He suspected she had no very high opinion of his abilities as an intriguer either.

“Chancellor Ostergard invited me to dinner, confidentially, last night.”

“The event is not so unusual, surely? Even I have dined at Stålhus.”

“He was insistent that the occasion was secret. He dismissed his servants for the night, and made a series of propositions.”

Jeschke set her spoon down in its saucer, a bland expression on her face.

“He offered me my choice of his daughters in marriage.”

Her smile was laced with cruelty. “I wish you joy of it. If only you had followed the Calabadag religion, you might have had both.”

“Naturally I declined. Amund Ostergard is not a father-in-law I would desire, and one of his daughters is too cynical, the other too innocent.”

“You are a hard man to please.”

“More importantly, he suggested we should be ready for your fall, and strongly implied a willingness to precipitate it.”

If he had expected a reaction, he was disappointed.

“This is your intelligence?” Her voice had the composure of Duchess Christina after a dose of laudanum.

“I imagined you would be angry, upset, perhaps even grateful that I had unmasked the perfidy of your chancellor.”

“Magnus.” Her tone was soft, almost regretful. It was a voice he had never heard outside his bedchamber. “You think I do not know that Amund Ostergard is the most perfidious snake alive?”

“You knew all along he was scheming against you?”

Her shoulders twitched. “The specifics, no. But the principle that he had resolved to be the last man standing regardless of the invasion’s outcome? Your uncle could have told you as much in a second.”

“You do not intend to—”

“Hang him from the courtyard gallows? Make a horrid example of his treachery?” She shook her head and smiled again. “That would not be to my advantage at all.”

“Surely you cannot suffer a traitor to live?”

“It seems I must explain statecraft to a Scavenius. If I had him hanged, who then would be chancellor? I doubt you would relish the opportunity.”

“Me?” Magnus could feel his cheeks blanch under his beard.

“Exactly.” She smiled. “Someone must in due course bear the wrath of the people. Amund Ostergard is the perfect man.”

Magnus blew on his coffee, which was still too hot to drink. “You already plan to leave? You think defeat inevitable?”

She shook her head. “If we are compelled to withdraw—if that oaf de Trémaux does not see reason—then you will be glad I erected a lightning conductor. But if our revolution holds—well, then Amund Ostergard is yesterday’s man.”

She paused and gave him an appraising look. “At that point a chancellor from a younger generation might be desirable. And they need not marry one of Ostergard’s pampered daughters to achieve it.”

Magnus laughed. Even he had enough statecraft to know this moment would never arrive. “That is your plan?”

She steepled her fingers. “It is one path. Probable? No. Possible? Of course.”

“It is less than a week since you sent me on a suicide mission.”

“You appear to be alive, which is hardly consistent with suicide.”

“My welfare was not your primary concern.”

She stood and tipped the dregs of her coffee into a torpid-looking plant. “Understand, Magnus, that however much I esteem you, I would spend your life in an instant if it suited me.”

The sentiment was hardly surprising, but the brutality of the expression staggered him for a moment.

“In that,” she continued, “I am no different to your uncle.”

Not for the first time, he wondered what she would do to him if she learned Lord Berendt’s heir was still alive.
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Magnus set off for his chambers to change out of his uniform. He thought to snatch a few hours with Hildegard if Gisla did not need her. Before he could reach his rooms, though, he saw the tall figure of Major Einsiedel loping towards him. Magnus had always found him the most agreeable of the Lauchenlanders, and shook his hand warmly

“It is rare to see you in the Hertugshalle,” he said.

He looked around. “I was looking for you, to tell the truth. Let us speak inside. I was never the man for corridor gossip.”

Magnus opened the door and ushered Einsiedel through. The major arranged his long legs in the larger of the armchairs. He refused an offer of wine and gave Magnus a rueful look.

“My ships are being recalled to Altenkirch Station, the day after tomorrow.”

“The Protector said nothing.”

Einsiedel adjusted his cuffs. “She does not know.”

“How is that possible? She is the Protector.”

“She does not command the airships. I am attached to the Altenkirch squadron, commanded by Colonel von Fähnrich. A prickly man, but there. He nurses a grudge against the Protector, and thinks now to pay it off. There will be no reinforcements.”

“The airships are critical to the occupation. At least so I am given to understand.”

Einsiedel ran a hand through his red hair. “So they are, up to a point. More accurately, the fear of them is critical. In reality, four airships can achieve little enough.”

“They would disagree in what is left of the Undercliff.”

Einsiedel’s lips twitched. “That is war, as I am sure you understand. But Colonel von Fähnrich is not a man of the greatest influence. He would not be permitted to withdraw us without sanction from Eisenstadt. It is the beginning of the end—which is why the Protector has not yet been informed.”

Magnus picked at a callus on his painting finger. “Yet you tell me.”

“You have always seemed to me a decent man, and the fate of the Haskilders who wore the uniform will be—unenviable. Additionally, I have a sister who would greatly love to sit for a portrait, and inherited the comeliness that passed me by.”

“You are suggesting...”

“When the Fireduke leaves tomorrow, you should be on it. Take the steam train from Altenkirch to Eisenstadt, and there are two passenger airships a week to Chorgues. You would be home in three days.”

Magnus felt a surge of fever in his blood. “The offer is serious?”

Einsiedel gave a wry shrug. “It costs me nothing, and I feel a glow of virtue.”

Magnus scratched his beard. “I am unfamiliar with the gondola of a combat airship. Might there be room for a companion?”

Einsiedel chuckled. “As long as it is not Amund Ostergard. My benevolence extends only so far.”

“You can be assured. I thought only of—a lady, whose position would be uncertain.”

“You need say no more. If she is prepared to rough the cockpit—my navigator Lieutenant Irle’s conversation is not always wholesome—you may of course bring your friend.”

Magnus wondered whether Hildegard would come at all. Indeed, he was unsure whether he would take the place himself. But if ignoring his problems was ineffective, running away was surely the next best option.
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“You expect me to leave Strömhall?” Hildegard’s tone was incredulous.

The feeble sun had begun to warm the solarium at Klippesee.

“Why not? You have little enough to keep you here.” Except a husband you think is dead.

“What of Gisla? She needs me.”

Magnus ran a finger down the condensation building on the solarium glass. “There is not infinite room. I have been advised I am in immediate danger if the Protectorate falls. I once swore to keep you safe, and now we are also—”

“I know what we are.”

“Well, then. Quit this miserable place, where you yourself know only despair, behind.”

“To live in the stinks and stenches of Chorgues? Even Strömhall is bad enough.”

“To live with me. The ‘stinks and stenches’ are less overpowering than you imagine.”

She turned away. “We have known each for three months. My good name is lost forever if I flee with you. I could never return to Haskilde.”

“The country air is overrated, and you think nothing of Strömhall.”

“Allow me to care for my reputation, if only a little.”

He took her in his arms. “You were the one who told me not to speak of love unless I meant it. I spoke it, and I meant it.”

“I know. And I—I –”

Magnus had never understood that words could literally stick in the throat. “You need not force yourself to say anything you no longer mean.”

She twisted out of his grip. “Do not be cruel, Magnus. It is easy for you. You do not know what it is like for a woman. If this does not—if we part—for you it can be a dalliance, something to laugh over in the smoking room. For me—for me it means ruin. Can you not understand that?”

“We will not part, Hildegard.” His voice thrummed with low intensity.

“How easily the assurance slips from your tongue.”

“It is easy because it is true! Can you not see—”

“I see all too clearly.”

“In the Martyrs’ names, trust me, Hildegard.” Even though you should not. Trust me this once, and all will be well.

“Go now,” she said, tears rolling from her cheeks. “I need to think.”

Magnus reached out and wiped her tear away with his thumb. “Do not take too long. Major Einsiedel will not wait for vapours.”

She brushed past him, and Magnus realised he might have chosen his words better.
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He returned to his chambers to assess what he would need to take with him on the airship. It was unlikely that Einsiedel would wish to carry extensive luggage; and when it came it, he found that there was nothing he could not leave behind except his sketchbooks. And Hildegard, but that was not a matter he could resolve. Either she would come with him, or she would not. He had not handled the conversation well, but that was hardly unprecedented. She was not a woman to be bounced into a decision. Who knew, perhaps by tomorrow she would have reflected on her options and made a different choice.

He put his sketchbooks and some drawing materials into a satchel. He did not even bother with a change of clothes. Eisenstadt was the home of Lauchenland’s cotton mills, and new garments would not be hard to find.

“What are you doing?”

Jeschke stood in his chamber, her head on one side as he stuffed his satchel.

“It is customary to knock, even if you are the Protector of Haskilde.”

There were dark smudges under her eyes counterpointing her black uniform.

“I needed to see you.”

“Here I am.” There was no longer a point in conciliating her, since after tomorrow he would never see her again—although he had to live that long first.

She pointed to his satchel.

Now was not the time to tell her about his plans. He put his hand on a sketchbook. “I thought to go sketching on the walls. The light is good this morning.”

She shook her head in impatience and went to sit on the bed.

“You are my confidential secretary, in case you had forgotten. There is much to be done today.” Her mouth turned down. None of her patented smiles was available. “Altogether too much.”

Evidently she had learned about the airships. Magnus thought it best to feign ignorance. She was in no mood to find him better informed.

“Everything has collapsed,” she said in a quiet voice. He must be imagining the catch of tears in her voice. “I was not, in the end, surprised, by Avigny’s perfidy, but I never expected my own superiors to have such little fibre. Their commitment to our revolution is shockingly tepid. Martyrs’ name, I am no ideologue, and yet here I am, the last bastion.”

“Universal amity remains out of reach.”

Her eyes hardened. “You think I am not too dangerous to mock? We may go out in a gilded carriage, or we may do so in flames.” She stood up. “I choose fire.”

“Maxine.” His voice was soft, and he knew the risk of presuming on her vulnerability. “I do not understand the politics of Avigny and Lauchenland. If you say we are lost, we are lost. Should we not think of how to extract ourselves? I surely do not wish to be consumed in flames, and I do not think you do.”

She sat back down. “There are those who have worked against me from the start. Before my troops withdraw, some of those accounts must be settled up. Lord Berendt meets his end immediately. Chancellor Ostergard I shall leave to the judgement of his own people, which will not be merciful. Which leaves you, Magnus.”

Despite the banked fire in the room, he felt a chill. She was one woman, defenceless in the room where she had laid in his arms. And yet she terrified him.

Her eyes were cold, as was the smile she had at last found. “Were you ever one of us, Magnus? You wore our uniform, you fought in the woods. You carried out my orders, and if you never showed great enthusiasm, perhaps that would have come. And yet you remain the nephew of Berendt Scavenius.”

“You knew that from that start,” said Magnus. “If you did not trust me then...or was I just another Amund Ostergard, a tool to draw hatred away from you?”

She shook her head, tucked a hair behind her ear. “I saw—still see—considerable potential in you. I did not lie when I imagined you a future leader of Haskilde, in a black uniform. Others lacked that vision, so that day will not come to pass. If you were your uncle’s tool, I will never now know, unless you wish to tell me.”

Magnus said nothing. Her eyes had the sinister mesmerism of a snake.

“What I wished to say,” she said, “is that our withdrawal is likely to be imminent, and probably at inconvenient notice. If you wish to leave with us, you could yet serve the Volksbund, either in Eisenstadt or even better as a confidential agent in Chorgues.” She pursed her lips. “Your prospects in Strömhall are unlikely to be promising.”

“When might this withdrawal occur?”

She shrugged, and Magnus thought how tired she looked. “A week, perhaps, no more.”

He was about to ask if he might bring Hildegard, but if she refused Einsiedel’s airship she would be even less likely to accompany Jeschke.

“You will permit me a while to consider? The decision is not straightforward.”

She raised an eyebrow. “You prefer to stay here, a place you have never loved, where horrid retribution waits? I am offering you a way home.”

“I am not sure I am willing to pay the price.”

“There is no price,” she said smoothly.

“There is always a price.”

She stood up and made for the door. “You have understood that, at least. The chancellor has yet to grasp it.”

“Maxine.”

She turned, her hand on the doorknob.

“If you know you are leaving, why the hangings? Why the destruction? It can do you no good. Vindictiveness does not become you.”

“Perhaps it is all I have left. Perhaps I want to show what happens to those who defy the Volksbund. Those who defy me.”

“This is not—not the Maxine Jeschke I came to know.” Magnus realised he had no idea if that was true. He had never really known her, and the glimpses of humanity had been fleeting, and never under daylight.

She gave her head a rueful shake. “There are days when I see your uncle in you. You might have been a great intriguer. You might yet.”

Jeschke was the only one to hold that opinion, and he was more inclined to believe Hildegard and Lord Berendt.

“I would waste my breath pleading with you,” he said. “But consider whether these reprisals, when your goals are already lost, achieve anything at all.”

He did not know if she had heard, for she was already shutting the door behind her.
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That had been his chance to kill her, he realised, and it had not even occurred to him.
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“Jeschke means to hang you at sunrise the day after tomorrow.”

Magnus stood in Lord Berendt’s cell in casual dress. His uncle sat up straighter on his bed. His once-neat beard was tangled and matted.

“And to what use do you expect me to put that intelligence?” Lord Berendt’s voice buzzed with waspish intensity.

Magnus pulled at his earlobe. “I thought you might appreciate an early indication. To—put your affairs in order, or whatever one does in these circumstances.”

The frosty chuckle was the old Lord Berendt. “And how extensive do you imagine my affairs to be in these circumstances? You are my heir, and that will fall to you. I do not wish to die, but I do not fear it. My place in the Hall of Fallen Heroes awaits, my name will go down as a great man and a patriot—now is not the time for false modesty—and I can look back on a life well lived.”

Magnus leaned against the door. “I did not think to find you so fatalistic.”

“Unless you bring a scheme for my escape, I have few other alternatives.” He looked Magnus up and down. “And since you no longer wear the Volksbund uniform, I wonder if your influence has waned; it was not extensive to begin with.”

Magnus shook his head. Lord Berendt was about to die, and was more concerned with berating him for his ineptitude.

“Einsiedel is taking his airships out tomorrow. Jeschke expects to withdraw her troops within a week. The invasion has failed.”

“I will be sorry not to see it, but it is hardly a surprise. For an intelligent woman—in most ways, a worthy adversary—I was surprised Maxine Jeschke ever thought otherwise.”

Magnus sat on the bed next to his uncle. “You are so—dispassionate. In the circumstances.”

Lord Berendt turned to look at him, a flicker of warmth in his eyes. “Passion is a young man’s game, and I am no longer that. And in my youth I was hardly intemperate, for the house of Scavenius was ever a responsibility that lay heavy. I am sorry that my sons are dead, although such is the way of the Fikingur, and I am not the first to taste that pain. I worry for poor Gisla and her girls, and I would have seen Christina again. But my life has been well-lived: I have captained a warship, I have bested many rivals, and advised three dukes. The future is no longer my concern.”

The words were out before Magnus could consider them.

“Your sons are not both dead. I have seen Steinar.”

Lord Berendt lurched sideways, scrambled to his feet. Magnus wished he had prepared the moment a little more. Or better still, not mentioned it at all. But he could hardly let his uncle go to his death thinking he had outlived both his sons.

“How can this be true?” Even in the dark of the cell Lord Berendt’s skin was all but translucent.

“He was rescued from the sea by the Avignese. For reasons I do not understand they detained him, and then when Lauchenland invaded, they reintroduced him to lead the partisans.”

Magnus saw tears in his uncle’s eyes. “It cannot be possible.”

“I have never met my cousin, but I had no reason to suspect falsehood. And now I think on it, he had your eyes.”

“He was ever a slave to conventionality. Perhaps these events are the making of him.” He let the thought tail off, the catch in his voice undercutting the unsentimentality. “Can you carry a message to him?”

“We did not part on the best of terms. He thinks me a Volksbund lackey.”

Lord Berendt waved the point away as he paced the cell, imbued with fresh vigour.

“That is easily enough smoothed over. Go to him now, tell him I die imminently. The rest will play out in its own way.”

“I thought you resolved to die,” said Magnus carefully.

“That was before. Now there are tools I can use, and a house to preserve.” He collected himself and looked at Magnus. “You never wished to be my heir. I am sure you will be happier returning to your daubings.”

Magnus felt an irrational pang at being so swiftly disinherited from a destiny he had never wanted, and an odd hurt that Steinar made the old man’s life worth living while he had not.

“Do you have any advice for me? I am still your nephew.”

“The Volksbund is falling, and you achieved nothing during their eminence. Once you have told Steinar I am alive, you may do as you choose, although I counsel you do it away from Strömhall. The immediate future will not be pleasant for collaborators, especially if I survive.”

Magnus silently shook his head. Now he was no longer useful, Lord Berendt had discarded him like a full chamber-pot. It was hard not to admire the brazenness.

Lord Berendt straightened his jacket. “You are still here? There is much to be done.”

“Goodbye, uncle.” One way or another, he was going to be on the Fireduke tomorrow, and he would never see him again. He was not minded for a sentimental farewell.
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Back in his chambers, Magnus stripped to the waist and washed in a bowl of hot water a servant had brought. He did not see how he could have acted any differently, but it did not make his situation any easier. Lord Berendt now knew Hildegard’s husband was alive, which made the secret that much less secure. If he was going to spirit Hildegard away, this was an extra complication. He dried himself and pulled on a fresh shirt. The right course was to tell her, of course, although this would occasion some awkwardness that he had not done so immediately—and indeed invited her to elope with him. But by concealing it, he was lying to her, and it was no basis to begin their new life in Chorgues. He could only trust to her feelings for him, and that they were stronger than the empty proprieties attaching her to a husband she had never loved.

One way or another, it would all be over tomorrow. But for now, it was time to find Steinar.
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CHAPTER 6
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Magnus picked his way through the woods that night, hoping he could remember the way to the partisans’ camp. When you were a city man, one tree looked much like another, and there were all too many here. Such was the nature of a forest.

It had rained in the afternoon, and water still dripped from the branches as he ducked under them. His light coat was soon damp, seeping through to his shirt. The twigs cracked underfoot as he walked. He had never learned the art of walking stealthily—another skill little prized in the carpeted Chorgues salons—but tonight it did not matter. Indeed, his best chance of finding the partisans probably lay in being captured by them.

The moon mocked him from its concealment behind the clouds. Perhaps it was taunting him with questions about why he had told Lord Berendt that Steinar was alive, precipitating this perilous mission and further endangering his future with Hildegard. Easy to avoid mistakes when you were the moon, seeing everything from the sky with no one to interfere—no Lord Berendt, no Maxine Jeschke.

“One more step and you die.”

Magnus could not see the speaker, but that hardly mattered. He drew to a halt, feeling his boots pinch against his heel.

“I have stopped.”

“Who are you? What do you want?”

“Magnus Lodahl. Take me to Captain Scavenius.”

He heard the bolt of a rifle slide back. “That is not a name we use around here.”

“Unless you are in the business of shooting unarmed guests, just take me there.” Magnus surprised himself with his own tetchiness.

He heard a rustling behind him, and before he knew it, rough brisk hands were patting him down. “That way.” A rifle muzzle poked in a direction where the trees became less dense. He stumbled ahead in silence, his escort not being disposed for conversation.

Finally he found himself in the clearing where they had previously fired the tents. He glanced guilty towards the granite cave where, presumably, Captain Dausch and the other prisoners were still held. New tents, he noticed, had rapidly been secured, and it was as if the raid had never taken place, apart from a few blunt burned-out trees.

“Wait here,” said the guard as they reached a grubby grey tent a little larger than the others. He ducked inside and Magnus heard a muttering of low voices. Eventually the guard emerged.

“In there.” Magnus could only regard the remark as superfluous.

He pulled the flap aside and stooped to enter. Steinar was sitting at a folding wooden chair in front of a crooked table, a camp bed at his back. Two small lanterns burned, and while the space could not be described as welcoming, it was larger than it looked from the outside.

“I did not think to see you again, cousin. Unless you have come to tell me the Protector is dead.”

Magnus remained standing, there being no second chair. “I doubt you would need me to tell you.”

“Surely we can have nothing to discuss, then, unless you have come to plead for my protection.”

“I would not waste my breath, and you are hardly a man I would be beholden to, cousin or no cousin.”

Steinar allowed himself a small smile. “You are braver than I remember, although that would not be difficult.”

“I am come from your father.” The smile fell from Steinar’s face. “He is to die the day after tomorrow, and wished you to know it.”

Magnus could not read his expression. “His message is that, if you wish to rescue him, ‘now’ is preferable to ‘later’.”

Steinar ran a hand through his hair. It was the first time Magnus had seen a flicker of uncertainty.

“And how does he suppose I spring him from the Hertugshalle, with seventy men?”

“He did not provide specifics. Perhaps he trusted to your own initiative.”

Steinar gave a tart smile. He rose from his seat and filled two battered pewter cups with red wine. Handing one to Magnus, he said: “How well do you know my father?”

“Well enough. Better than I would choose, in fact.”

“It would not surprise you to think of him mounting the scaffold peevish in his irritation that I had failed him, rather than fearing his own death.”

Magnus could not help laughing. “Not in the least. His dissatisfaction at my own efforts has been manifest throughout.”

For a moment their eyes met in the gloom. They would never have been friends—Magnus had never built rapport with bluff military types—but perhaps as cousins they might have rubbed along, in other circumstances.

“Tell me the circumstances at the Hertugshalle,” said Steinar, pinching the bridge of his nose.

“The airships have been recalled to Altenkirch, and leave tomorrow night. Jeschke is preparing to withdraw her troops, although she is clinging on for now.” He grimaced. “And Lord Berendt hangs at sunrise the next day, in accordance with the old tradition.”

Steinar nodded. This was now a problem of military tactics, Lord Berendt’s life forgotten, or at least sublimated.

“How many troops does Jeschke have? We have bled many off with our raids, but still—”

Magnus composed his reply carefully. “One battalion returned to Lauchenland last week; that is not common knowledge, for they went by train in the night. Of the other, perhaps eight hundred remain.”

Steinar sat down and took a thoughtful sip of his wine. “Still too many, of course. Even if they are bored and lonely and afraid, as all soldiers in hostile territory must be. More than enough to hold the Hertugshalle against seventy, though.”

Magnus said nothing. He was the last person to plan a military attack with inferior troop numbers.

“I had certain plans,” Steinar said at last. “I had hoped not to deploy them yet, for they are unripe. Now, though—now there is no alternative.”

“And those plans are?”

Steinar raised an eyebrow. “The details can be nothing to you.”

“I would prefer to avoid being killed during their execution.”

Steinar snorted. “At least you are honest, and why should I expect a Chorgues boy to fight and die for us? But you must show courage, if you command any. The folk of Strömhall require only a spark, and I shall provide it. The mob will string up Jeschke. No doubt they will drag Ostergard and his family from their homes and they will face summary justice. At that point, a few well-timed words will calm the situation. By the time they come to hang you, perhaps their lust for blood will be sated.”

Magnus could feel the mockery landing on his face. “Amund’s family? You mean his wife and daughters?”

“Such is the nature of a mob. He knew the risks when he donned Jeschke’s uniform.”

“Dorethe did not. She is a child. Or Freydis.” The same could not be said of their mother.

Steinar shook his head in frustration. “Such is the way of affairs of state. Regrettable incidents are unavoidable from time to time.”

“These are children! How can you show so little feeling?”

Steinar slammed his cup down on the table, which listed to one side. “You cannot think I would hang them, or worse? I will prevent it if I can, but I do not wish to promise what I may fail to deliver. I am less concerned with your prospects, for you are an adult, and made your own choices.” He grimaced. “Naval combat is in the main clean and honourable. On land, things may go differently.”

Magnus saw a pit yawning before him. His best course was to say nothing, but the words had a power of his own.

“And what of your wife, while this mob roams the streets? Are you so careless of her safety?”

Steinar rose, to look down from his face into Magnus’s. “What of Hildegard? She is in Strömhall?”

“She is at Klippesee.”

Steinar shook his head. “I had thought she would flee to her sister, where no harm would come to her. I cannot believe she is in Strömhall, which she hates.”

“You need not tell me of her preferences.”

A light flashed in Steinar’s eyes. “And what does that mean?”

For the first time, Magnus was truly afraid of his cousin. He licked his lips.

“I too stayed at Klippesee, when I first came here.” He gave a sharp smile. “For your funeral. Hildegard was not reticent in her dislike of the city, or her desire to quit it.”

Steinar lowered his tone. “She was more forthcoming with you than I would have expected.”

Magnus manufactured a shrug. “We were both—outsiders, if you will. And she found little enough comfort in your father, or your sister.”

“Comfort.” Steinar’s voice was expressionless.

Magnus wondered how quickly he could get out of the tent if he ran.

“This is hardly the point. You propose to unleash a tempest on the streets, and you do not care who will be washed away. You cannot guarantee Hildegard’s safety, or Gisla’s.”

“Women and cowards should remain in Klippesee. You may convey that message yourself, and no doubt you too will wish to stay there. No mob will outrage my father’s house.”

Magnus had more than once seen mobs on the streets of Chorgues, and doubted they were this discriminating. Still, a better man would ensure that Hildegard was behind its doors before the rampage, that she might be reunited with her husband when the time came. Magnus knew he was not such a man. And after all, Steinar had not even thought of Hildegard until Magnus mentioned her, and shown little enough affection even then.

Steinar turned to refill his cup. Magnus set his own, which he had not touched, down on the table.

“You have any further objections that I desire to save my father’s life?”

“Beyond noting that you prize it higher than little Dorethe Ostergard’s? I am content to keep my own counsel, and look to my own safety.”

Steinar chose to overlook his tone. “Then you may return to Strömhall, to tell my father to be of good cheer, and attend to the security of Klippesee, if that is within your capacity.”

A hundred rejoinders flitted across Magnus’s mind. The moment passed, and he pulled back the tent flap and left without a farewell.
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Magnus slept deeper and later than he had expected—three-quarters of a bottle of Vergoubaix red can only have helped—and by the time he awoke it was nearly nine o’clock. For a day which would encompass the airships’ departure and whatever mischief Steinar planned, this was an unsatisfactory start.

Breakfast could wait, so he quickly washed and pulled on a neutral outfit. He had been careful, in his own mind at least, to avoid any action he felt to be treasonous; he had joined the Volksbund only at Lord Berendt’s insistence, and used what influence he gained to offset the regime’s excesses. It was not his fault he had been largely unsuccessful.

Now, as he straightened his collar in the mirror, he knew that fiction had to be abandoned. If Steinar roused the people against the Volksbund, it was unlikely the airships would depart, and if he attempted to counteract that, he undercut Steinar’s plan and undoubtedly increased the chance of Lord Berendt hanging. It was primarily for Hildegard’s sake, and if Magnus himself benefited as well, who would not preserve their own life when they had the chance?

He made his way through the streets in a light morning mist that the sun was only now beginning to chastise. The troops he passed, patrols of five or six men, looked at him sullenly, although there could not be one among them who did not know him. It was the glowering of a thunderstorm ready to burst, but now pregnant with queasy foreboding.

Ahead of him, visible against the grey skies backdrop, the four black airships bobbed on their stand. There was no obvious preparation for their departure this evening, but ultimately all they needed was to untether and float away. He kicked some arrogance into his stride as he approached the guard post.

“Major Einsiedel,” he said.

“Not to be disturbed, comrade.”

“He will be disturbed for me.” Magnus forced a coolness he did not feel. The Volksbund never respected weakness. “It concerns the critical plans for this evening.”

He did not know how much the guards knew. This one at least was in an Aeronautical Corps uniform, so he would be part of the evacuation.

“Either take me to the Major, or bring him here.” Magnus did not give him time to think.

Abruptly the guard stood aside. “He is at Stand Four, supervising the coal lading.”

Magnus nodded crisply—thanks were not the Volksbund way—and stepped into the compound.

He had never shared the widespread fascination for airships. They were a convenient way to cross the continent, and a landscape painter would find much to admire in the views, but the noise, the smell, the nagging fear that the vast bag of hydrogen above them could explode at any moment—none of this aroused any romantic sympathy.

Einsiedel turned at his approach, even though he had his back to Magnus. Such understandings and intuitions must be woven into every airship pilot.

“Magnus.” Einsiedel clapped him on the shoulder and drew him aside. “I did not expect to see you until later. You are welcome to remain in the yard until we depart, unless you have your companion to collect.”

Magnus for now brushed off the question of Hildegard’s plans.

“That is not why I am here. You need to bring forward your departure—no later than dusk, and preferably somewhat earlier.”

For the first time in their acquaintance, Einsiedel’s easy geniality slipped. “You are giving me orders?” Einsiedel took them over to an empty coal shed, and they stepped inside. Magnus could see spiders scuttling in the gloom, and shivered at the sudden fall in temperature.

“I am giving you information. It is for you to decide how to act.”

Einsiedel’s pale face swam in the inky air. “Information?”

“You are aware the Protector means to hang Lord Berendt tomorrow.” He looked away from Einsiedel’s gaze. “I have reason to believe the partisans plan a—disturbance of some kind—to effect his rescue.”

Einsiedel walked towards the back of the coal shed, where a small grimy window gave only the barest illumination. “You are well-informed as to the partisans’ plans.”

“Call it strong hunch. But a sound one.”

Einsiedel nodded at the taciturnity. “You are certain of this intelligence?”

“Certainty is a strong word. Let us just say the sooner we are away from Strömhall, the better.”

“So you have chosen the Volksbund over your own countrymen?”

“I have chosen my own life—and someone dear to me—over dying for a place I barely know.”

Einsiedel stood cool and composed in the dark space. “You realise, of course, that if I take my airships away, there is no air cover if the partisans debouch from the woods. They might not stop simply at liberating Lord Berendt, however beloved he is.”

It had been unrealistic to think Einsiedel would not alight on that point. 

Magnus put his hand on the wall and felt a gritty residue on his fingers.

“This is not a ruse to remove the airships. You will be gone in a few hours anyway. You know yourself that the revolution has failed without Avigny’s support, and even if I wished to see that happen, I need do nothing. I simply wish to be off the scene.”

Einsiedel gave a soft smile, his teeth gleaming in the dark. “You are no hero or patriot.”

“I never claimed to be; I see no virtue in either position.”

Einsiedel chuckled. “Perhaps you have the right of it. I find it hard to summon the enthusiasm to die for others either, these days.” 

“So we leave early?”

Einsiedel stepped out of the coal shed back into the daylight, Magnus at his heel.

“I did not say that. I do not wish to attract a court-martial, a trial for cowardice, especially in a situation where there may be a desire for scapegoats. We may be sure Protector Jeschke will not accept responsibility.”

“You would rather sit and wait for the partisans to attack?” Magnus blinked in the weak light.

“I am grateful for your warning, and on balance I believe it; I will step up the alert level among my men, that we might take flight immediately if required. The boilers will be stoked ahead of time. But I will not run at noon, when my orders are to fly at sundown. You understand, though, that I am a serving officer; if there is conflict, we will not run. We fight.”

Magnus scratched his beard. It was unreasonable to expect Einsiedel to adopt any other position, regardless of the politicking among the Lauchenlanders.

“And our—agreement?”

“I said I would fly you out, and I will. But if it comes to fighting, you are aboard the Fireduke at your own risk.”

Could he truly expose Hildegard to that hazard?

Einsidel clapped him on the shoulder. “I will let you into a secret, although it undermines my own reputation for heroism. If there is a mob on the streets of Strömhall, there is no safer place than the gondola of an airship aloft. It would take the most freakish mischance to bring us down, when the Haskilders have no ships of their own.”

Magnus gave a dismal nod. It would have to be enough. “I will be here this afternoon, I and whoever else may come with me.”

Einsiedel gave a thin smile. “However complex your affairs—and I do not care to know them—one companion only. A war craft on service is no place for passengers.”

He held out a hand and Magnus shook it. Einsiedel may have been unhelpful in his unwillingness to fly early, but he need not have offered an escape at all.
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CHAPTER 7



[image: image]


Hildegard stood next to Magnus in the parlour at Klippesee, looking out over the gardens. Their arms were a careful inch apart. “What do you know that you are not saying?” she said. Gisla was away fussing over the children at Magnus’s suggestion that they might prefer to take refuge in the Avignese embassy for a few days.

This was the moment, perhaps the last, when he could mention Steinar and set that, at least, to rights.

“I do not pretend to know,” she continued, “to whom you have spoken or what they told you. But you are not telling me everything in your mind.”

“Consider it an excess of caution.” He looked into her eyes. “This close to the end is no time to be caught up in events we cannot control.”

Her own eyes were steady. “We have never controlled events. It was always your delusion to imagine a Volksbund uniform changed that.”

Magnus blinked, and took her hand. “I have spoken again to Major Einsiedel. He still flies tomorrow, but I no longer think it as safe as I did.” He wrenched the remark out of his heart: “You will be far safer at the embassy with Gisla. Come to Chorgues, when this is over, and I will find you.”

She kissed him. “No. Tonight, together, for good or ill.”

He pulled her towards him in his arms. “There is something else I should tell you.” He kissed the top of her head for what must be the last time. His palms were damp.

“Nothing else, Magnus. Do you know how hard it was to make the decision? And now it is done, and I do not wish to revisit it. I have chosen to be with you. What more can you want?”

Magnus sighed and leaned his cheek on her soft hair. It was the wrong question, but he was not strong enough to answer the right one.

“Meet me at the western edge of the People’s Park at four bells. Bring no more than you can carry, and wear something you can run in.”

She broke away from his arms and looked up into his face. “We are doing the right thing? Tell me we are doing the right thing, Magnus.” 

“The streets of Chorgues are beautiful at this time of year. The light is perfect. Still I dream that one day I will take your portrait there.” He touched her cheek. “If it is the wrong course, I would rather take that with you than a hundred right ones.”

She turned away. “Go now. I must make sure Gisla gets to the embassy, but I will see you at four.”

With that she was gone, and somehow once again he had failed to mention Steinar. He did not believe in fate, despite the extraordinary sequence of events that had plucked him here, but it was clear that Hildegard’s husband’s name was never meant to pass his lips.
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“Can you not sit still, Magnus?” Jeschke was peevish and fretful. “How can I dictate my correspondence to Eisenstadt with your legs juddering like a palsied goat?”

“My apologies, Protector. I am a little—unsettled. I lack your composure.”

Jeschke took her jaw in her hand and twisted her head from side to side to ease the tension in her neck. “You think I am composed? We are betrayed on every side, and all I can do is write letters that will be out of date by the time they arrive.”

“I once read in my uncle’s treatise that when hemmed in by superior forces, it was a licence to try the unexpected. I wonder if a gesture of magnanimity would become you now.”

She peered at him across her desk. “Magnanimity?” He wondered if it was the first time she had encountered the word. She found her way to a smile. “What you call magnanimous, no doubt I would regard as a request for a special favour.”

Magnus pursed his lips. Adversity had not dulled her wits. “I merely intended to suggest that, rather than hanging Lord Berendt, you might instead release him.”

Jeschke stowed away her smile. “You would have me release Berendt Scavenius, who has schemed and plotted against our revolution from his cell, to cause yet more mischief? Let him die on the gallows and enjoy his martyrdom. And let the people remember they fear me.”

“But you cannot win! It is sheer vindictiveness.”

She got up and walked round the table to stand over him. “’You’ is it, now? Need I bring you a looking glass, that you might see your uniform?”

“You gain nothing by hanging him, except a perverse satisfaction that I hoped you above.”

Had she ever laughed genuinely before? This time he could see all the way back into her throat. “You had expectations of my character? You thought I was—redeemable?” She looked away. “I wish I had known you when I was seventeen. Sadly it is rather too late now. And you in any event would have been a child.”

She leaned against the corner of her desk. “Let me explain why I am hanging Berendt Scavenius. At some point, and soon, we will need to withdraw from Strömhall. That withdrawal may be disorderly. At that moment, I do not wish to have your uncle directing operations against me. And I wish the people to see in their mind’s eye their old paladin swinging on a rope, and fear the consequences should they harass us.”

She pushed herself from the desk and strode to the window. Looking out over the courtyard she said: “Is that enough to acquit me of your charge of vindictiveness, Magnus? I kill your uncle not out of spite, but policy. If it is any consolation, no man would understand better than he.”

Magnus bit his lip. If Jeschke had agreed to spare Lord Berendt, perhaps Steinar’s raid could have been averted—or at least deferred long enough to allow the airships to get away safely. But Jeschke, of course, was not for softness or mercy: Lord Berendt would die, unless the partisans could rescue him, and Magnus would have to make his escape with Hildegard under less than promising conditions.

“Mercy might still become you.”

She rested her gunmetal grey eyes on him. “You know me better than that by now, Magnus.”
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Magnus had never imagined the moment would arrive. Amidst so much flux, some event had surely hung ready to thwart them. But now they stood, he and Hildegard, in the airship yard as the sun sank behind the handsome houses of the Heights. The four airships bobbed above the compound, tethered to their stands in the teasing breeze: the Ilse Lederer IV, Retribution, and Salient Virtue clumped together as if for comfort, the Fireduke a little way off.

“Can we not cast off now? We are here, and ready to depart?” Magnus said to Einsiedel.

The major laughed. “Naturally I appreciate your punctuality. But I am not running a passenger service. My orders from Colonel von Fähnrich are to leave at sunset, and if you had ever met the colonel, that would be enough to settle matters.” He gave an apologetic smile. “The military runs on hierarchy and precision, or it is nothing.”

Hildegard put a hand on Magnus’s sleeve. “It cannot be half an hour to sunset. We will be away soon enough.”

He had his ears attuned for the sounds of skirmish in the town; whatever Steinar had planned, it could not be quiet. A man of sober discretion surely would wait until after dark before deploying his outnumbered forces. He could not imagine the son of Berendt Scavenius given to recklessness.

“Magnus? I am talking to you.”

He wrenched his attention back to Hildegard. Somehow she maintained at least a veneer of calm inaccessible to him. But then he was privy to information that would shatter the calmest façade. 
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Einsiedel had wandered off to ensure the final details of fuelling and provisioning. Magnus and Hildegard stood leaning against each other. What move would Steinar make? He did not have enough men to take the Hertugshalle, surely? More likely he would try to raise the folk of the Undercliff; maybe he was there already, his men ensuring the beer flowed in the taverns as passions became inflamed. He squeezed Hildegard’s hand. Once they were airborne it would not matter. He no longer cared about the outcome, if he ever had. Let Lord Berendt bask in the statecraft, if he survived; it was no longer Magnus’s affair, if it ever had been.

He looked once more into Hildegard’s eyes. In half an hour, it would all be over.
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From each ship dangled a rope ladder. Magnus was glad it was not windy, but he was still not looking forward to the climb. Would it have been so hard to construct fixed ladders alongside the stands?

Hildegard clutched his sleeve. “Did you hear that?”

Crack-crack-crack. He had missed the first volley, but the second was unmistakeable. It was rifle fire.

“Man the perimeter!” He could not hear who had shouted, but within seconds the yard was full of aeronauts running. The rifle fire became louder and more frequent. He remembered Einsiedel saying long ago that bullets could not harm the airships. He ducked, for no reason he could identify, and grabbed Hildegard’s hand. “The Fireduke!” he shouted over the hubbub. They scuttled across the yard, aeronauts running in the other direction past them.

Surely Steinar could not be attacking the air yard himself? It was not heavily defended, but neither was it a target you would seek to take if you had only a handful of men.

They were almost at the Fireduke. Hildegard dashed for the ladder, but Magnus pulled her back. “We cannot, with the shooting.” The bullets might not damage the airships, but a person climbing the rope ladder was altogether more vulnerable.

“Back here!” called a voice behind them. Magnus turned to see Irle, Einsiedel’s blond bespectacled navigator. “We cannot take off until this is over.”

They hunched down behind a wheeled coal scuttle. “When the time is right, follow me,” said Irle. “We must await Major Einsiedel.”

Magnus did not ask what would happen if Einsiedel did not emerge from the fighting. He could smell the acrid gunpowder as the bullets fizzed overhead. None appeared to be doing any real damage. Irle, a veteran of the Second Air War, showed no signs of alarm.

The aeronauts were not regular soldiers—their job was to fight in the skies, not on the ground—but they looked to Magnus to be holding the perimeter comfortably enough. Then, arcing over the fence, a shaft of light, then another. The partisans were throwing flaming torches into the compound, but with the airships fifty feet off the ground this was inconvenient rather than dangerous.

Then he realised they were not torches. They were arrows.

––––––––
[image: image]


As more of them came over the fence, the archers began to settle into their range and trajectory. They were trying to hit the airships, and a horror settled on Magnus as he imagined the result if a flaming brand came in contact with hydrogen. Arrows! No one had fought with them for centuries. If it was Steinar’s idea, it was an insight of genius. And if the airships caught light, the troops defending the Hertugshalle would be drawn to the flames. Steinar had not chosen this target at random.

He squeezed Hildegard’s hand more tightly. On his other side, Irle's composure had slipped. His rapid monotone rattled out profanities to which Magnus would not ordinarily have exposed Hildegard.

“What can we do?” hissed Magnus.

Irle looked at him, light from a blazing arrow reflected in his spectacles. “Nothing, or prayer. Those are your options.”

Irle checked the pistol holstered at his waist. Magnus realised that he was not armed, although he would have been more danger to himself than others.

He looked on in sick fascination as the blazing arrows arced ever closer to the ships. Magnus heard a cry—it sounded like Einsiedel—“Open the gates! Stop those archers!”

The perimeter gates swung wide. Magnus flinched at the thought of the partisans flooding through, but none appeared. Of course, there were probably only twenty or so, and half of those were shooting at the airships. But Einsiedel was not to know that.

A roaring, a flash of light: suddenly the compound was lit up like a fairground. The back of Salient Virtue, near the rear fins, was on fire, flames leaping high with unnatural intensity. The door of the gondola swung open and the crew swarmed down the swaying rope ladder like ants fleeing an overturned hive.

Hildegard shrank against him. Irle leaped up, pistol in hand. “Run for the Fireduke now! Follow me.”

Before they had time to think, Irle had dashed off into the centre of the yard, his back illuminated by the blazing airship. The flames dashed along the length of the Salient Virtue, the wooden frame collapsing in on itself. The structure sagged to the ground, swallowing up the aeronauts on the rope ladder. There could be no survivors.

Einsiedel stood dangerously close to the flaming wreckage on the ground. “Cast off!” he shouted. “Get the other ships away!”

Magnus doubted the captains in their gondolas could hear him, although they would scarcely need to wait for instructions. But it was too late. The flames from Salient Virtue had already jumped across, and both Retribution and Ilse Lederer IV were ablaze, flames gouting up into the grasping dusk. Only the Fireduke, apart from the other ships, was safe.

All three stricken ships now lay in the yard, the flames spreading to the wooden barracks and the command hut. The entire facility was destroyed.

Einsiedel jogged up beside Magnus. “Both of you, aboard and quickly!”

“What if—” The remark did not need to be finished. The Fireduke was no safer than the other ships which now lay ruined on the ground.

“Go, or stay,” snapped Einsiedel. “But do it now.”

Irle was already on the rope ladder. Magnus looked into Hildegard’s eyes. She gave a quick nod, and he stepped onto the swaying ladder, gingerly climbed one rung, two, five. He looked down and held out a hand to Hildegard.

“Quickly,” muttered Einsiedel, at the back of the queue. From the flames burst a straggle of partisans, rifles unslung. At least these were not the archers.

“Hildegard!” cried one of them. “Cease fire! Cease fire!”

Hildegard looked round at the sound of her name. The yard was beginning to fill with smoke from the wrecked airships, but Magnus had no doubt who was calling.

“Don’t wait!” he shouted, reaching down with hand. “Now, while they are stopped.”

It was too late. From the acrid smoke, rifle pointed at the ground, Steinar stepped forward. The only sound was the crackling of the flames. Apart from them, the yard was empty; the aeronauts were either aboard the Fireduke, or dead. The fighting, for now, was over. It was not peace that lay across the yard, though; it was a sick foreboding.

Hildegard gasped and staggered back against the gently spinning ladder. “Steinar.” Her voice was a monotone.

He took a pace forward and put a hand on her forearm. “This is not quite how I imagined our reunion.”

“I did not imagine it at all, for there is no place for women in the Hall of Fallen Heroes.”

Steinar glanced up at Magnus, still swinging hopelessly on the rope ladder. “My cousin did not tell you?”

Magnus did not know if the nausea in his throat was the motion of the ladder, the prospect of what was to come, or simple guilt.

Hildegard raised her head to look at Magnus. “No. He did not tell me. How long?”

Steinar spat the smoke from his mouth. “We met several weeks ago, and again yesterday. Both he and my father knew I was alive. I had hoped for a more enthusiastic welcome.”

“Let us leave,” said Magnus. “Hildegard has chosen a life in Chorgues. There is nothing for her here.

Steinar slowly raised his rifle. “She is my wife, you cringing dog.”

“She does not love you.” It was hard to project righteous dignity clinging on to a swaying ladder.

Hildegard stepped away from them both. “I can think and speak for myself. Magnus, get off that ladder. You look ridiculous, and no one is going anywhere.”

Einsiedel spoke directly to Steinar. “Do you mean to bar our passage? My ship is ready to depart Haskilde forever. I am no threat to you, for my orders are to retreat.” The medal at his throat glimmered in the flickering flames.

A bleak smile crossed Steinar’s face. “Most of your comrades are dead.”

“I have enough to fly an airship. I can leave, with or without passengers, on my parole never to return.”

Steinar’s eyes were fixed on his wife’s face. “I fancy there will be no passengers. It is probably easier to kill you; you have dropped enough death from your airship.”

“Major Einsiedel has been a gentleman throughout,” said Hildegard. “The husband I remember would not shoot a man from peevishness.”

“And the wife I remember would not elope with a cousin long and deservedly forgotten.”

“I believed myself a widow,” she said with cool dignity.

“You mourning period does not flatter me.”

Magnus dropped the last couple of feet to the ground. “Perhaps there was little to mourn.”

Steinar tilted his chin upwards. “What have you told him? I was never a monster.”

Magnus could not tell if her tears were from the smoke or some concealed emotion. “And I never said you were. But I had to look to my own life, and Magnus—” she broke off, now openly sobbing “—Magnus offered me something I had not thought to experience.”

Steinar shook his head with a fierce smile. “Lies, you mean? He has deceived you about my survival, for reasons we all understand.”

Hildegard’s grey eyes were brimming as she looked at Magnus. “You can explain,” she said in a sick whisper.

Magnus pinched the bridge of his nose. “The situation was complicated enough as it was. Our feelings for each other were clear, and Chorgues the best place for us. Telling you a husband you did not love was still alive would have been—confusing. We are standing here in a burning air yard, which perhaps illustrates my point.”

She slapped him across the face with a movement so smooth he did not have time to duck. “You did not trust me with the truth? You preferred to control what I should know, in case I deserted you?”

“Hildegard—” Magnus grappled for the words which would restore order. “I am sorry. I should not have done it. I did not want you to feel you had stay here out of duty when we might have been—when we will be—happy in Chorgues.”

She ran the back of her hand across her cheek. “You expect me trust you after this?”

He reached out and touched her hair, and she flinched back. “Hildegard, you love me! And I love you. That is all that matters, surely.”

She composed herself and took his hand. “It is not. Love without trust is not love at all.”

Magnus looked around the smouldering yard. “Come with me, my love. All this—horror, it can be behind us tomorrow. I have been stupid, and I should have trusted our feelings enough to tell you.” He drew himself up. “But you do not love Steinar, and we both know it. Let us put this horrid night behind us.”

She shook her head. “It is over. There are vows I made to my husband, and I find I cannot break them.” She stepped over next to Steinar, who was as immobile as a statue.

“You do not love him!” cried Magnus.

“That was not one of the vows I made.”

Magnus stared into the flames as they destroyed not only the airships but his dreams.

––––––––
[image: image]


Steinar turned his rifle to Einsiedel. “Climb aboard your airship and go. There is nothing for you here.”

Einsiedel returned a look of cool inspection. “And the passengers?”

Steinar returned a bleak smile. “You need not be concerned with them. My wife will naturally be staying here. My cousin will wish to remain and account for his conduct, if he is a gentleman.”

Magnus caught Einsiedel’s eye. ‘Accounting for his conduct’ had grim overtones, and Hildegard now was lost to him. “I am not certain—”

Steinar carefully raised his rifle. “My cousin will be staying, major. You can cast off.”

Einsiedel looked around the three of them. Even if he wanted to help Magnus, there was nothing he could do. “Very well. It is no longer my affair, if it ever was.”

With careful dignity, he straightened his tunic and climbed the rope ladder as easily as if it were a marble staircase.
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Only the three of them remained in the yard: two men and one woman. Hildegard reached out and put a hand on Magnus’s cheek. Her expression was one of infinite tenderness. “If it is any consolation to you in the days ahead: I loved you, and I still do. But once I learned Steinar was alive, I could never have come with you. Nothing you could have said would have changed that, so do not reproach yourself that things might have gone differently.”

“You are more generous than I deserve,” said Magnus in a choked voice.

He stepped a little apart from the others, watching the Fireduke until she lifted away from the stand and into the night sky.

“Come, then,” said Steinar. “The Volksbund will be here soon enough, and we must see if my men have roused the mob to take the Hertugshalle. I am hardly enthusiastic to see my father, but it must be done.”

Magnus had almost forgotten there was a battle raging outside the air yard. His own concerns had been paramount—and no doubt soon would be again. But first the fate of the Hertugshalle must be decided.

Steinar took Hildegard’s arm and they picked their way between the flames and out onto the Grønnevej leading back towards the Hertugshalle. After a pause Magnus set off behind them.
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As they approached the Hertugshalle, the streets became more crammed. There was no sign of any Lauchenland soldiers; this was the mob from the Undercliff, many of whom were more interested in breaking windows than repelling invaders. If there was any leadership or consistent intention from the bellowing men and women, it was not apparent.

Steinar had gathered his partisans around him, for there was no more need to hold the air yard. Lauchenland troops were trying to put out the fires, and while they were at the yard, they were not defending the Hertugshalle, and so Steinar’s objective was achieved. The partisans shoved the mob aside, Steinar shouting “To the Hertugshalle!”

Magnus strode along in the middle of the partisans, between two tough-looking sailors. He was not armed, and was unsure whether he was a participant or a prisoner. Hildegard was behind him, but it was not as if he could any longer have anything to say to her.

They passed the entrance to the street on which Klippesee stood. To Magnus’s relief, the mob had left it alone. There was every chance it would be intact tomorrow, even if the same could not be said for him.

By the time the mob reached the Hertugshalle, it was several hundred strong. It would not be enough to take a defended fortress, but as they surged along through the People’s Park, he could see the gates yawning open. Steinar turned to face the crowd. “Wait here, Fikingur!”

He walked in through the hanging gates, Hildegard stepping forward to stand at his side. Magnus inched forward himself; he was not under restraint, and no one stopped him. At first it was hard to see what was occurring in the courtyard, the night both cloudy and moonless. As his eyes adjusted, he saw all three nooses on the gallows were full, bodies twisting on the end of their ropes.

“Where are those lanterns?” The voice, strong and crisp, rasped across the courtyard. Magnus would have recognised it anywhere: his uncle. Magnus’s eyes picked him out as he adjusted to the gloom, standing on the gallows platform with every appearance of satisfaction.

In one corner of the courtyard, penned in by a second group of Steinar’s partisans, were the bulk of the Lauchenland troops, their weapons piled up on the ground in front of them. Magnus hoped Lord Berendt did not intend to hang them all; with only three nooses, it would be a long night. He eyed the gallows again uneasily. It was not out of the question that he too would end the night on one of the ropes. Perhaps it was best if they began with the Lauchenland prisoners, and sated their bloodlust that way.

Palace attendants issued from the inside of the Hertugshalle, carrying torches and lanterns, and these were swiftly set up next to Lord Berendt. Magnus saw the mob from the Undercliff had forced its way in: dozens rather than hundreds, and few of them obviously soldiers. If there had been resistance, it could only have been half-hearted. Five hundred men with guns could surely have repelled a few chandlers and their wives.

Steinar ran towards the platform where his father stood, and scrambled up the steps. Father and son inspected each other for a moment. Lord Berendt nodded curtly and gave Steinar a brisk embrace. Magnus could not help chuckling to himself. If Steinar had expected anything more effusive, he would have been disappointed, although surely not surprised.

He found Hildegard standing at his side. Their intimacy had started with awkwardness and silence, at the funeral of a man now standing alive in front of them. It seemed it would end that way, for he could think of nothing to say to her. She had made her choice, and it was not one that would allow them to be friends any longer. He looked at her from the corner of his eye, unwilling to be seen staring at her. Her face was a mask, the same controlled impassivity she had shown when he first met her. She might have made the choice she needed to, but it was not one that would make her happy. He wished he no longer cared.

Lord Berendt stepped forward to the front of the platform to stand in the full illumination of the lanterns. He had aged in the cells, his posture still immaculate, but it was a fossilised rigidity. If he turned too quickly, he would snap like an old twig. Magnus had eased forward to the front of the crowd, and he saw the glitter in his uncle’s eyes. His mental vigour, at least, was undiminished.

He held up his hands for silence. Steinar stood a pace behind him on the stage.

“Fikingur!” called Lord Berendt in his naval voice. “The Lauchenland invasion is over. On behalf of Duchess Christina, I have taken Commissar Jeschke’s surrender.”

And where was Jeschke? She was not one of the bodies on the gallows, but he had not seen her among the prisoners either.

“In the interests of an orderly transition,” continued Lord Berendt, his lips thin, “I have agreed to allow the Lauchenland troops free passage from Haskilde. Their weapons will remain here, and they will be escorted to the railway station, where they may leave unmolested.” He paused. “I served for many years with fighting men; the choice of enemy was never theirs. I bear them no animosity.”

Magnus tried to remember if there was a chapter addressing magnanimity in Lord Berendt’s Treatise. He did not remember his uncle advocating such generous terms.

“Nonetheless, much evil has been done, and this is not a night for tearful reconciliation. I sent a party to Stålhus. Have they returned?”

A sailor leaped onto the stage and whispered in Lord Berendt’s ear.

“Not yet, it seems. We must turn our attention to Commissar Jeschke.” He nodded to Steinar, who opened the trapdoor on the platform. Jeschke emerged like a cork from a bottle, propelled from behind. She sprawled on the platform, unform awry. From the crowd came an ugly murmur.

Jeschke pulled herself erect and brushed the dust from her clothes. “This is how you use your victory?” She oozed a scorn Magnus knew was not feigned and could not help admiring.

Lord Berendt inclined his head. “You have wrought much wickedness, Commissar. You brought a revolution to Haskilde that was neither needed nor desired. How you conduct yourselves within your own borders is nothing to me; would that you had applied the same principles to us. Many of Duchess Christina’s subjects are dead through your actions. Property is destroyed, the walls of the Hertugshalle shattered.” He paused and looked around the courtyard. “Every face before me clamours for your deserved execution.”

Was that a flicker of fear in her eyes, or a trick of the guttering torches?

“You will do as you wish, Berendt Scavenius. If your word of safe conduct means nothing to you, I will not beg for my life. ‘The greater the power, the greater the peril’. You will recognise the quote, as its author.”

Magnus was among those who should hate her and yearn for a reckoning. But he could not bring himself to wish her dead. Perhaps the imminence of his own reckoning had made him soft. Or perhaps he remembered the Maxine Jeschke who had crept to his chamber to sleep.

Lord Berendt furrowed his face as he looked into Jeschke’s. “You are right, of course,” he said. “I accepted your conditional surrender to spare more bloodshed, and you may march out with your troops.” He shrugged. “You may wish to reflect on the past months’ lessons.”

Jeschke ran a hand through her disordered hair. “I am not sure I would draw the same conclusions as you, my lord.”

Nimbly she vaulted from the platform and made to walk towards her troops in the far corner. The crowd muttered and sullenly stepped aside. She caught sight of Magnus.

“I wondered what had happened to you,” she said. She looked around the crowd. “Mobs are never to be trusted. If you wish to leave with us, the train will be a little cramped, but you will have your life.”

Magnus doubted that the next few hours here would be comfortable, and they might yet be his last. But neither could he imagine life in Lauchenland, Maxine Jeschke’s tool forever. Without Hildegard, his life was no longer so precious he would preserve it all costs.

“Thank you, Commissar. But I am a man of Haskilde, and now I must live and die as one.”

Jeschke stopped walking and looked into his eyes. “Your choice is your own. I wish I could say my time in Haskilde had been a pleasure, but I prefer not to depart with a lie on my lips.” He could not help a wry smile at how little effort she had made to persuade him. Maxine Jeschke’s priority would always be Maxine Jeschke.

She set her shoulders back and marched off to organise her troops. He wondered if she would look back, but Magnus was now as much a part of her past as the rest of Haskilde.
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Magnus had previously visited the cells under the Hertugshalle many times. This was the first occasion the door had shut behind him. He noticed with wry amusement that he had been given the cell formerly occupied by Lord Berendt. His uncle was possessed of a sardonic humour, and the coincidence was unlikely to be accidental.

It was not yet dawn, and as the night unfolded he heard more cell doors opening and closing, punctuated by curses and bellowing. He was reasonably certain that Amund Ostergard’s voice was among them. The prospect of a series of show trials, with the gallows once again occupied, was all too pressing.

Magnus ran a hand through his hair. His own conduct had clearly not been beyond reproach, but his close public association with Jeschke had been prompted by Lord Berendt. Whether the old man would acknowledge that was a different question; he might prefer the reputation for unflinching probity that would come with hanging his own nephew. It was always a mistake to rely on his sentimentality.

It was impossible to tell the time in a windowless cell below ground. He was not hungry by the time a meagre breakfast of bread and thin coffee arrived, but the prospect of imminent hanging was never likely to improve his appetite. Nonetheless he mechanically worked through the provisions. He did not expect to be in the cells for long—one way or the other—but he had seen how rapidly Lord Berendt had deteriorated under confinement. And his uncle had inner resources that Magnus could not flatter himself he shared.

Shortly after he had set his plate aside, the door opened again and two palace attendants came in, beckoning him to follow. His attempts to learn where they were going were rebuffed by silence, but it was not as if he was likely to be surprised.
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It was only just gone dawn—he must only have been in the cell for two or three hours—when they emerged into the Hertugshalle courtyard. He had expected this to be the seat of justice, but he was marched out through the main gates, to the wooden clifftop platform overlooking the sea where Styrbjørn had met his end. This was also where the funeral pyres of Valdemar, Steinar and Torkild had blazed. If there was a shred of optimism in the knowledge that Steinar had cheated death on that occasion, it was too flimsy to sustain Magnus’s spirits. 

Lord Berendt was already in position in his Grand Admiral’s uniform. Steinar, next to him, had not changed from the tattered old captain’s attire he had worn in the woods. A surprisingly large number of the previous night’s mob remained. They imagined, or had been promised, a spectacle. The Hertugshalle courtyard would not have been large enough to contain them all.

Magnus looked around the bleak flat space, shivering in his thin jacket. Even though spring was turning to summer, early morning in Haskilde held a chill. The sun crawled over the clifftop, but did not yet condescend to share its warmth. 

Why had he not taken Jeschke’s offer and gone with the banished troops? ‘Better dead than Volksbund’ sounded no more than bravado in this morning’s bleak sunlight. He noticed with a start yet more gallows on the platform; the ropes stood unadorned, waiting to welcome a fresh set of guests. One pole stood set a little way from the others. It seemed to beckon to him with a mocking intimacy. He shivered again. There was nothing to be gained from such morbid thoughts.

Magnus was led to a small wooden enclosure at the foot of the platform, the gallows only a few feet away. He did not have the space to himself; Amund and Birla Ostergard slumped on a bench. He gave them a brisk nod; now was not the time for conversation. The sight of Birla was never inviting, a situation her character was enough to explain. The thought that today she was on trial, when her culpability was negligible, made her presence even less welcome. If she faced the rope, then surely Magnus’s fate was sealed.

Lord Berendt rose from his rough wooden chair to address the crowd. Magnus had not noticed previously that Duchess Christina sat next to him, recalled from the sanatorium Grålangekilde and seemingly still stupefied.

“Fikingur of Haskilde!” called Lord Berendt in a low carrying voice. “Strömhall is once again ours. The callow revolutionaries of Lauchenland are gone, far fewer than they arrived, and wiser for the knowledge of our martial heritage. They succeeded only by treachery, which can never long prosper. Her Grace Duchess Christina is once again the ruler of Haskilde.”

Magnus could not suppress a wry grin at the fiction. There was only one ruler here, and it was not Duchess Christina.

“It is time now to rebuild our castles, to recall the fleet from Vindstrup, and show the world we are not cowed. I give thanks to the Chevalier de Trémaux for the assistance—and armaments—he provided our partisans, led of course by my own dear son Steinar.”

If Steinar was overwhelmed by the compliment, he did not show it. Magnus saw the Avignese ambassador acknowledge Lord Berendt with a sharp nod.

“Buildings can be repaired with toil and stone; any damage is soon forgotten.” Lord Berendt paused as if to collect his thoughts. “The same cannot be said for trust, a balloon once punctured which cannot be reinflated. There are those who, rather than resisting the invader, as was their duty, chose instead to embrace the so-called ‘revolution’. They would no doubt speak of fine motives, a desire to improve the lives of all, perhaps, or to moderate the excesses of the savage Lauchenlanders.” His gaze drifted towards the prisoners’ compound, not pausing as it ran across Magnus. “Motives count for nothing. The Fikingur are judged only by their deeds. In the Empire, in Avigny, lawyers profit from such times. Testimonies are sought and weighed, and then disputed. This may be civilisation, I cannot say. All I know is that in Haskilde, justice has long been a swifter process. What it lacks in refinement, it gains in exemplary vigour. Those who served the Volksbund stand before us. Their fate will be decided, and administered, today.”

The crowd, which had muttered throughout Lord Berendt’s address, now gave a great cheer. “Hang them all!” cried one voice, and the cheers throated across the courtyard. Magnus grimaced. Was Lord Berendt leading the mob, or responding to it? The prospects were not encouraging either way.

Lord Berendt straightened his uniform and looked around the mob. “You have not assembled to hear my introductory remarks. You are here to see Duchess Christina’s justice prevail. Let us have Amund and Birla Ostergard.”

A howl of misery ripped the air. Magnus felt it run down his spine. He half-turned, to see Dorethe weeping next to her impassive sister. Amund rose mechanically to his feet. Birla, her face the colour of an ice-floe, stood up beside him. They stumbled unseeingly past Magnus, carefully up the five steps to the wooden platform. There were no guards to escort them, for where would they run?

At last—although it could only have been a few seconds—they stood in front of Lord Berendt. Duchess Christina and Steinar remained seated either side of him.

“Lord Amund. You were Commissar Jeschke’s—the so-called Protector of Haskilde—chancellor, were you not? You made her wishes your decrees, you enforced her stern desires, smoothed her illegal regime and acquiesced in the deaths of dozens of Haskilders.”

Birla stepped beside her husband. “Is that a question, my lord?”

Lord Berendt could not catch himself before a nod of respect at her defiance. “It is not a question, but an outline of the facts. If you or your husband wishes to dispute them, now is the time.” He flashed a bleak smile. “Soon it will be too late.”

Amund puffed out his cheeks. “You were there, Berendt. You saw how it was, how little choice.”

“You forget that the Commissar wished me to be her chancellor. I declined, to my disadvantage—in the short term, at least.”

The two men shared a glance. Both understood how easily their positions could have been reversed.

“You could never suffer a rival,” said Amund, a trickle of sweat running from his hairline. “You destroyed Lord Grynulf, and you have always resented my rise, a humble man whose talents were always at the service of the realm.”

Magnus did not consider this a wise defence, but if the outcome was already determined, perhaps it did not matter.

Lord Berendt curled his lip. “Your career is an illustration of why only blood can be trusted. A man who seeks only to glut his own pocket invariably comes to a bad end. And so it is with you, my lord Amund.”

Another voice from the crowd. “Hang him now!”

“Lord Amund, Lady Birla: do you have any further remarks?”

Amund drooped. “They would be futile. This is not justice; it is revenge.”

“Rather let us say it is statecraft.”

Birla stuck out her chin. “You will do as you wish. If you wish to hide it behind so-called principles, no one now can stop you.”

Lord Berendt sat down, whispered in Duchess Christina’s ear and then Steinar’s. The duchess was impassive; Steinar merely shrugged.

Lord Berendt rose again and gave a powerful whistle honed decades ago on the quarterdeck. Four guards made their way onto the platform.

“Your guilt was never in question. Nor now is your punishment.” He paused and locked eyes with Amund. “Hang them both, and there is no merit in delay.”

In the crowd, Dorethe screamed and slumped to the ground; Freydis buried her head in her hands.

Magnus watched on in sick horror; this would be his fate soon enough, although he doubted anyone would swoon at it. “Uncle!” he shouted. “Lord Berendt’s collaboration is clear enough—” he avoided looking at the former chancellor “—but Lady Birla is guilty of nothing beyond a haughty manner and ambition. If these were crimes, there would be few ladies left in the Hertugshalle!”

Lord Berendt turned him an irritated glance. “You might more rationally be concerned with your own fate, nephew. You need not think our kinship will save you.”

Magnus stood up from the bench. “Perhaps I no longer have anything left to lose, uncle. Perhaps I now have a keener sense of just punishment. But Birla Ostergard does not deserve to die. Dorethe and Freydis do not deserve to lose their mother.”

He could scarcely believe he was speaking. To waste his last minutes on Birla Ostergard, a woman he had disliked from the start, and who felt no more warmly towards him. But some tiny prickle of concern for Dorethe had lodged in him. If he was going to die anyway, he could at least offset a portion of the harm he had done.

Lord Berendt’s brow clouded. The crowd’s bloodlust, avid only a moment ago, was beginning to dissipate. He must either accede to his nephew’s request, with all the weakness that implied, or appear a tyrant.

Duchess Christina spoke in a low voice, barely audible. “She must not die, Berendt.”

Lord Berendt’s expression was a blank mask. “Hang Lord Amund immediately. Lady Birla, you are free to return to Stålhus—at least until your husband’s property is attainted.”

If Birla was grateful to Magnus for his intervention, she did not show it. But then her husband was about to die in front of her, and her future was far from certain. At least she had one.

––––––––
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The guards dragged Amund the few feet towards the gallows. A few cheers rang out, but also a shushing of those who exulted at the prospect. Magnus watched in grim fascination as the noose was laid around Amund’s neck and tightened. He did not have the stomach to watch further; any curiosity he had about the end of the process would be gratified soon enough. He turned away, but could not blot out the creak as the trapdoor opened, the crack as Amund Ostergard reached the end of the rope, and the gasping exhalation of the crowd. But what he would always remember—always? He could not have more than five minutes of his own eternity left—was the utter silence afterwards. It was more than just an absence of sound. It was nothingness given form, louder and more powerful than any cry.

Lord Amund Ostergard, the greatest of the collaborators, was dead, on the same platform where he had so recently condemned Styrbjørn.

“Bring up Magnus Lodahl.” Lord Berendt’s voice was almost conversational. Magnus noticed that he no longer merited the Scavenius name. He had longed to resume his own, but these were not the circumstances he would have chosen.

Magnus could not feel his feet as he walked across the rough planks of the stage. He saw Steinar’s eyes fixed on him; he could not expect much in the way of mercy from his cousin, and it was hard to argue he deserved it.

“Justice is blind,” said Lord Berendt, addressing the crowd as much as Magnus. “Our kinship should dispose me towards you, but today I act not as your uncle, but as Duchess Christina’s counsellor.”

“I thought you had set aside justice for statesmanship, uncle.”

Lord Berendt did not allow himself to be needled. “You were among the first of the Haskilders to take the Volksbund uniform. You were the confidential secretary of Maxine Jeschke, at her side throughout her illegal rule and her depredations. You might have done much to influence her, yet you did nothing. When it became clear the invasion would fail, you set aside your uniform, wheedled and flattered that you might stand well with the Fikingur. For one who shares my blood, it is a sorry life.”

“I thought you were disregarding our kinship. I should not be judged more harshly for it. My actions stand on their own merits.”

Lord Berendt turned to face the crowd. “You think your actions defensible?”

“Since I only joined the Volksbund at your insistence, yes, uncle, I do.”

Surely he could not be surprised at this line of defence? He could not have expected Magnus to capitulate simply to allow him to make an example.

Lord Berendt chuckled and shook his head. “I instructed you take their uniform, yes. It was not so you could take Maxine Jeschke to your bedchamber, to stand well with the invader until it was clear they would fall. My intention was that you would work against them, thwart them with stupidity—feigned or otherwise—and moderate the Volksbund influence until we could strike back. You did none of those things.”

He rapped the stage with his silver-tipped cane. “Instead, you flirted, and worse, with your cousin’s widow, even once it became clear she was not, in fact, a widow at all. Your behaviour disgraced your blood, which I must overlook, but it also disgraced the race of the Fikingur, which I cannot. For what reason—” he half-turned, and gestured at the swinging corpse of Amund Ostergard “—should you not share the fate of this other traitor?”

Magnus licked his dry lips, but his tongue was too parched to moisten them. “I did not understand what a statesman was when I lived in Chorgues,” he said. “There was no call for such things. Then I was brought here against my will, thrust into intrigues I had neither the desire nor the aptitude to master. I learned a little of statecraft: from your treatise, from your example, and that of Maxine Jeschke. In truth, I saw little enough difference between you. Today is another lesson in statecraft, and it seems it must be my last. And what you call statesmanship, I call hypocrisy. You condemned Amund Ostergard for ambition above his station, when you yourself drop poison in Duchess Christina’s ear; the justice you impose is to the advantage of no one else. And I, who saved you from the noose more than once, am simply another piece in your game. Today you see an advantage in sacrificing me, and you take it. Regrettably I cannot stop you, but do not pretend this is for the good of Haskilde, or Duchess Christina, or anyone but yourself. If statesmanship runs in the blood of the Scavenius, I am glad to be once more a Lodahl. My mother spoke of you as a dangerous snake, and I am grieved to learn she is correct.”

Lord Berendt’s eyes had the coldness of granite chips. “That constitutes your defence? You have used your last statement unwisely, demonstrating nothing beyond callowness and immaturity. If anyone wishes to speak for you, now is the time, and then we shall proceed to determining your punishment.”

Magnus had, for a second, felt a rising of the spirit at denouncing his uncle. It changed nothing, but the words had been said. Perhaps somewhere a seed had taken root.

“I speak for him.”

Hildegard mounted the platform with a quiet dignity otherwise absent from the morning.

“You do not have to—” said Magnus, his words faltering on his dry tongue.

“I do,” she said, stopping a couple of feet from him and resting her grey eyes on his face. She turned to Lord Berendt. “This is a travesty, and you know it. Magnus did not wish to be here, and did what he could to mend matters. He saved your life, for which you now show not the least gratitude. A little mercy would become you, but in this case there should be no need for it. An incapacity as an intriguer does not merit death. You speak, as you always have, of the good of Haskilde. It is no longer surprising how often the duchy’s interests and yours coincide. It seems you may hang Magnus if you wish, for your power is now unfettered; but you become a tyrant in doing so.”

Lord Berendt’s lips were white against his grey beard. “I should now take advice on the governance of the realm from a woman? Must I remind you that I myself should have died today at Commissar Jeschke’s insistence? I did not collaborate with her as others—including, regrettably, my nephew—chose to do. I had principles, and I stood by them. Yet now you think to lecture me.”

“Perhaps you always had a yearning for martyrdom. Or perhaps you imagined yourself indestructible; it is so often the way with the mighty, that they do not see their fall until it is upon them.”

Lord Berendt took a step towards her. The crowd was again as silent as when Amund Ostergard had reached the end of the rope.

“You think to anatomise my character, girl? The Scavenius family made you, gave you every privilege, and as gratitude you prostituted yourself with your cousin. Yet I must listen to you while you traduce me before the whole of Strömhall as you beg for your lover’s life?”

Hildegard slapped him smartly across the face. He staggered, his cane falling to the ground. “That is how you speak to your son’s wife? Truly, my lord, we see you as you are.”

Lord Berendt pulled himself erect, but his posture sagged. He opened his mouth, but Steinar stepped in front of him. “That is enough, father. Whatever you may think of Hildegard, she is my wife. We have had our differences, and now they are resolved. You help no one with your intemperance.”

Even now, with the rope dangling in front of him, Magnus could not suppress a pang of jealousy at the thought of Steinar and Hildegard being reconciled.

“You cannot,” hissed Lord Berendt to Steinar, “want to see Magnus spared after—”

“Speak of it no more,” said Steinar, his face flushed. “What is between man and wife is not your business. I once fought a duel with a scoundrel who dishonoured my sister. That offence was long ago. Perhaps I have mellowed.”

Lord Berendt sank back into his seat. “Since your opinions are so distinct,” he spat, “perhaps you wish to pronounce judgement on your cousin.” His smile showed shark’s teeth. “I recuse myself.”

Steinar stood up and walked across to Magnus, passing his wife without a glance. “It seems I too must learn statecraft, cousin. This, then, is my doom upon you. You will quit Haskilde immediately, never to return. You are no longer a member of House Scavenius; you will not communicate with us, nor we with you. I have less animosity towards you than I might expect, and in the abstract I even wish you well. But I do not wish to hear your name ever again, and neither does my wife. If you agree to these conditions, you may depart unmolested.”

Magnus looked back into Steinar’s face. For a moment he thought the rope preferable. But there was justice—more than he could have expected, and more than he would have got from his uncle—in Steinar’s ruling.

He nodded crisply. “There is no longer anything to keep me here. I will return to Chorgues as soon as it can be arranged.” He could not read the expression in Steinar’s eyes.

He allowed his gaze to drift over Hildegard for the last time. On impulse he lifted her hand to his lips. “Goodbye, madam. I wish nothing but health and happiness for you.”

He could not see her expression through the tears clouding his eyes, and if she allowed herself a final farewell it was lost to him.
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EPILOGUE
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Chorgues, Avigny

––––––––
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One year later

––––––––
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Bontemps rubbed his chin and pulled his gaze away from the pictures to look at Magnus. The late afternoon sun lanced through the skylight of Magnus’s studio, dust motes swirling in the close air.

“You must know I cannot sell these,” said Bontemps.

Magnus went to the decanter and filled two glasses with the thin-bodied red wine. He indicated one tatty chair, and sat down in the other.

“You must simply try harder. Why else do I retain an agent?”

Bontemps sipped at the wine without hiding the distaste of a man accustomed to better. “My expertise is knowing what will sell, and what will not. I only tarnish both our reputations hawking these around the salons. Your portrait of Madame Beauvilliers—”

“—was the most faithful likeness.”

Bontemps gave a bleak chuckle. “Sadly, all too true. You have been in this business long enough to know that is not your job.”

Magnus sighed and ran a hand through his hair. “I am three months behind on my rent. I will have to give up this studio, and I should be sorry to sacrifice the light.”

Bontemps put his glass down on the chipped veneer of the table with just enough emphasis to show his irritation. “Then paint me something I can sell. You do not lack the skill. It is only since you came back from Haskilde... you have lost something.”

Magnus choked down the visions of flames and ropes. “You do not need to tell me. But I have not lost anything; it is rather what I have gained. If you had seen what I have seen, done what I have done...”

Bontemps looked away into the fireplace. “I do not know, or wish to know. I only want the old Magnus Lodahl, who could bring out the beauty in every soul, to give me canvases I can sell.”

Magnus shook his head. “I no longer see the beauty. I cannot paint what I cannot find.”

Bontemps stood up and walked over to the rack where the finished paintings were stacked. He pulled a couple out. “This one, for example: every line, every stroke in the right place, exquisite light: but tell me I am wrong that all I can see is the cruelty and evil leaching out from the soul. It is no wonder the Abbé Beauchêne refused to pay. ”

Magnus shrugged. “You are not wrong. But I do not put it there deliberately. Perhaps I now see the hidden character more deeply. It is insight I would be happier without. For what it is worth, the Abbé is a man of dissolution and inner corruption, although I appreciate that is not what he wished to see in his portrait.”

Bontemps continued riffling through the paintings. “This one I could sell, although not for much, for no one commissioned it. But it has some life, and a soul that does not look as if it is contemplating the torments of the damned. Why can you not bring this sensibility to the rest of your work?”

Magnus refilled his glass, which somehow was already empty.

The woman’s face in Bontemps’s hands looked out at them both with a regard at once cool and tender. A blonde hair escaped over her forehead, and her grey eyes had a depth whose mysteries always remained just out of reach. 

“That one is not for sale,” said Magnus. “What would you get for it anyway? Fifty louis? Seventy?”

Bontemps slid his fingers across the surface. “A hundred on a good day. It would pay your rent for a while. Who is she?”

Magnus shook his head. “It no longer matters. But this one I will not part with. If I must economise and take a studio on the Rue de St. Louand, so be it. The company may be low, but the light all comes from the same sun.”

Bontemps nodded, more to himself than Magnus. “Then I think our association has come to an end. I wish you every success in the next phase of your career.”

––––––––
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Magnus did not notice Bontemps leave. He finished the bottle of wine in the glow of the fire, drinking in the portrait, until the gathering dusk made the features indistinguishable in front of him.
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