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      A MAN’S VOICE shouted at the bow of the ship. The sound echoed over the water in the still afternoon air.

      Johanna sat up, dazed. She’d been lazing on the sloping covers of the ship’s hold, warmed by whatever little winter sunshine made its way over the hill on the western side of the river, and she must have fallen asleep.

      She’d been exhausted.

      With her overnight trip to the farm of the Guentherite order, she had barely slept the previous night, and after their frantic escape from Florisheim, both the Lady Sara and the Prosperity had settled into a steady drift down the swollen river. There had been little for the refugees to do except rest.

      Until now, that was.

      Ko, at the bow, had pulled in the team of sea cows and was directing them to the riverbank. Johanna let herself slide down the sloping cover and went up the front to join him.

      They were in a bend in the river, and forest on the high bank had been cleared to make room for . . . yes, what exactly?

      Or rather, what had it been?

      Because clearly some disaster had happened recently, maybe as recently as last night, judging by the churned earth and the splintered stumps of wood that were still smouldering.

      The jumble of broken and shattered buildings stretched over most of the lower part of the sloping riverbank on the left hand side. A stately house surrounded by vineyards at the top of the hill remained untouched, but every other structure closer to the river was reduced to a pile of smoking rubble.

      A blue haze hung low over the ground.

      In between the wreckage lay mounds of dirt. There were a couple of carts, torn to shreds, and the body of a horse. Overnight wild animals had ripped part of its belly open, spilling blood and entrails on the blackened ground.

      “What is this place?” Johanna asked.

      “This is the Guentherite abbot’s summer residence,” Ko said, his face white. He stared at the scene, his mouth open.

      “The place where you were captured?”

      “The very place. When you sent us to check on Saardam, we came down the river and saw all this activity here. There were people with boats, and there was a jetty over there.”

      All that remained were shattered pylons.

      “We didn’t know what to do so we pulled the boat to the bank, but it was a poor hiding place.”

      Both riverbanks were too steep for reed beds and there wouldn’t have been anywhere for the men to hide.

      “I’m guessing it didn’t used to look like this.”

      “There used to be a couple of open sheds with carts.” He pointed. “That over there was the caretaker’s house, and over there was a large furnace.”

      Johanna remembered the furnace on the Guentherite brotherhood’s farm. “For what?”

      “Making iron.”

      “What do they want all this iron for?”

      He shrugged. “They were making it into big blocks and sheets that they stored in a shed over there.” But that shed no longer stood upright and Johanna could make out no iron in the rubble.

      “Did many people live here?”

      He nodded. “At least a hundred. Maybe more. I don’t know. We never spent that much time here.”

      Johanna saw no one, not even dead people.

      The two boats drifted towards the remains of the jetty. A couple of boys came with sticks and ropes to hold the boat off and tie it to the jetty.

      “Hello!” someone yelled at the deck of the Prosperity. “Hello! Is anyone there? Hello! Do you need help?”

      Something moved behind the dead horse. A man rose, leaning on a shovel. He probably climbed out of the grave that he had been digging. He stared wide-eyed at the two ships coming towards the shore. His hair was grey and dirty, his hands were black and he had smeared a black smudge over his face.

      “Is he a monk?” Johanna asked. The man wore a drab grey garment that didn’t look like a habit.

      “Prisoner,” Ko said, his voice dark.

      “By himself? Why doesn’t he run away?”

      Ko met her eyes. “Because there is nowhere to run to? The forests around here are not kind. There are bears and wolves. Looking at the horse, the wolves have already been here. There are ghosts, too.”

      Maybe, but Johanna thought that the worst thing one had to fear in the forest was other people. Sylvan and his bandits roamed these places. She still didn’t know for certain who had killed all those people and put them in the ice cellar.

      The stories of the two scouts Ko and Willem had been told and retold many times: they had been captured when they went downriver to check on Saardam. They’d been taken to the Guentherite brotherhood’s farm where they had been forced to dig black rock out of a deep hole in the mountainside. The hole was close to the river and constantly at risk of flooding, because water seeped through the rock. The monks used the water wheel to scoop it out, but still, the diggers stood in water all day. There had been many different people, mostly young men, mostly from downriver. Some were hapless farmers who had stumbled across one of the brotherhood’s projects while going to market or moving their animals. Some were peddlers or merchants travelling on horseback from town to town. They’d found their horses and stock confiscated, their travel clothes removed and replaced with a grey sack-like garment. Others were people whose families owed the brotherhood debts from as far away as Burovia. They all worked in the hole together, and learned to communicate across languages.

      It was always dangerous. When the water seeped through the black rock, it absorbed ghosts that had been disturbed by the digging activities. The ghosts would float between the workers, sometimes making them fall asleep on the spot, sometimes making them fight each other.

      Once the black rock had been brought to the surface, some of it would be used to light the furnace at the back of the chapel. In the furnace the monks would melt ore that came from upriver by boat, and turn it into iron. Both the bars of iron and the rest of the black rock would be shipped to the Abbot’s summer residence along the river, and no one knew what happened to those materials there.

      The lonely surviving man walked to the shore with a painful-looking gait and a distinct limp. He called something in a local dialect, waving his hands.

      Johanna asked, “Does he want help or does he want us to go away?”

      No one could answer that.

      Karl, aboard the Prosperity, yelled something back at him and the man replied.

      “He says we should move on as soon as possible,” Karl yelled across the water to Johanna. “He says this is a dangerous place.”

      “Is there anyone else here?” she yelled back.

      He asked the man and the man gave a longer reply, waving his hands and pointing. Karl looked up into the sky, frowning. He asked more questions and the man answered.

      Roald said next to her, “He says that a great fire serpent came and burnt the place down.”

      Yes, that was true, he had spent time at the order. He would be able to understand their dialect.

      “He says that the other people all ran into the forest and didn’t come back. He says that he can’t run because of his leg, so they left him behind.”

      “Did he say what sort of place this is, what they’re making here?”

      “No, but he keeps saying that we should leave because the fire serpent will be back.”

      The man kept looking at the sky.

      “What is this fire serpent?”

      “The fire serpent was mentioned in the books we read.” Roald sounded indignant. “I showed you the pictures.”

      “But they are mythological creatures.”

      He gave her a yes, and? look.

      Johanna remembered the dragons described in the book called On The Magickal Creatures of the High Lands, the Sea and the Orient that Roald had borrowed from the Jeromist monastery in Florisheim. There was no time to argue about what was real and what were folk tales. He was unlikely to understand the difference.

      Then again, he had also told her that there was a dragon at the Guentherite farm, and that it used to sit on a brother’s shoulder warning of bad air. She hadn’t seen it when she went there, not that she’d looked for it. People seemed confused about what type of creature was called a dragon.

      The conversation between Karl and the old man went on for a bit, and ended when the old man retreated up the riverbank. Short of rowing the dinghy to shore, the passengers couldn’t have a closer look, and no one on board showed any inclination of wanting to do that. The women stood holding scarves over their noses. The air smelled of charred meat. They might not see any dead, but evidently the fire dragon had burned a lot of people.

      Johanna beckoned for the old man to join the boats, but he seemed scared and not interested in coming on the boats, so they could do nothing except push off again.

      The boats slowly drifted downstream while the man stood on the riverbank, watching and leaning on his shovel.

      When there was a bend in the river and he vanished from view, Johanna went downstairs and leafed through the book of magical creatures, but it gave her no more information than she already remembered. The book contained a drawing of a dragon, a scaled, snake-like creature with wings that were far too small for it to get off the ground.

      While it was said that dragons breathed fire, this particular one looked like a lizard to her with some wings drawn on. She had seen lizards in Lurezia where people kept them as pets. A peddler at the markets had baskets full of them. Some were thin and lithe, others short and fat. He had picked one up and given it to her to hold. She remembered the heavy and smooth feel of the creature as it warmed itself on the palms of her hands. Lizards were harmless, and she was sure that the “dragon” Roald had referred to that was supposed to be at the Guentherite farm was really a lizard. A fire serpent, whatever that was, didn’t sound harmless.

      Johanna couldn’t help thinking that the Guentherite order’s digging activities in the ground had upset a lot of bad things.

      Necromancy, ghosts released from the ground in such numbers that the water became murky, fire creatures. Evil wizards taking over peaceful lands.

      And the boats were drifting on this sick and ghost-infested water, closer and closer to Saardam, where people had no magic, where a Guentherite wizard had taken up residence, and the only useful magic they had was Johanna’s ability to see things in wood. The fact that wood burned in fire seemed a cruel coincidence.
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      WINTER WAS COMING. It was in the crispness of the air, in the whiteness of the dew on the grass, almost but not quite frozen as rime. It was in the steam rising from the river and blowing out of the nostrils of the cows that stood on the riverbank and that raised their heads curiously as the two river boats drifted downstream.

      Johanna could feel the winter in her bones. Still, she counted herself lucky that she had a bed to sleep in, and that she didn’t have to lie on the floor, or even sit on the deck, covered only by a horse blanket. But even down in the ship’s hold in the little cosy room she shared with Roald, it was damp and cold. She’d given the warm blanket to a mother with two young girls—they were asleep in the corner of the room under the stairs, the mother leaning against the wall and the girls with their heads in her lap.

      Their cheeks were red, and Johanna hoped that the girls were warmer than she felt. She had mistakenly thought that Roald would keep her warm, but all he did at night was toss and snore and keep her awake, and now she was stiff and cold as well as tired.

      When she came up on the deck, the temperature dropped even further. Shivering, she pulled the cloak closer around her. Her breath steamed in the air.

      Loesie sat at the bow on the driver’s bench, her legs pulled up under her. The rope that held the harnesses of the sea cows hung slack, because the ship had moored at a rickety jetty and the animals were grazing nearer the shore.

      “How far do we still have to go?” Her voice sounded loud in that silence.

      Loesie let out a gasp. Had she been asleep? She let her feet down from inside the blanket and stuffed them in her old boots.

      “There,” she said and pointed over the riverbank, between a couple of willow trees.

      Squinting through the mist, Johanna tried to make out what Loesie was looking at. A concentration of trees. A few windmills. And on the horizon, the faint outline of a tower.

      Saardam. “Is that it?”

      “It is. I don’t think we should go any further with the boats.”

      They had discussed this when mooring here last night, that they were not going to take the ships all the way into Saardam because no one knew what they’d find there.

      The Nieland vessel lay in the next bay upriver, tied to a couple of trees. The Prosperity was both larger and had a larger deck, and it carried most of the refugees. Normally used for storing transport crates, they had planned to use the deck as seating area for Roald and Johanna’s official wedding. How trivial that planning now seemed, and why had they been so addled by magic to even consider having the ceremony in Florisheim?

      Magic.

      She shuddered.

      Everything in Florisheim had been steeped with magic. It had affected everyone’s decisions.

      Some people on the Prosperity were early risers, courtesy of the cooks and the former soldiers who had made it on board. Captain Arense, too, already stood on the deck. He was wearing his grey cape. Some children had taken the dinghy ashore and were coming back with a bucket of milk. They chattered with shrill and far too cheerful voices that made Johanna’s head hurt. Maybe they’d slept better on board that ship. Maybe they were used to discomfort. Maybe it was because they were children and didn’t feel the cold. Everyone had been exhausted. No doubt the coming days would be even more exhausting.

      Johanna went down the Lady Sara’s gangplank and picked her way across the rotting planks of the jetty. It would be a place where farmers loaded their milk and cheese to take to the markets in Saardam. But judging by the weeds that grew in the cracks of the wood and the grass that pushed through the gaps from underneath, it had been a long time since anyone had used the jetty.

      Johanna waded through the grass of the riverbank. It was cold and damp closer to the ground, and remnants of mist trailed over the grass. A couple of willow trees guarded the bank like silent sentinels. In passing, Johanna ran her hand over the weathered trunks, and saw peaceful grazing cows in a brilliant green paddock. At least nothing bad had happened here in recent months.

      The rope holding the ship in place had been tied around one of the tree trunks, and the wood did show her a man going out in the dinghy to tie it. He pulled the dinghy up onto a little beach a few steps across, climbed up the bank, dragging the rope through the reeds, and looped it around the trunk.

      When Johanna came to the little beach, Captain Arense himself came down the ladder. He pulled the dinghy close and rowed a few strokes to the shore.

      “It is getting cold these days, Your Majesty,” he said while helping her in.

      “It certainly is.” She longed to be in a warm room with a roaring fire. Her heart ached when she thought of her father, and that she would soon know whether he was still alive. In a way she feared to find out, because if the news was bad, she would be better off not knowing.

      The oars splashed in the calm water.

      The dinghy glided across and a moment later clonked into the side of the Prosperity’s hull. Captain Arense grabbed the rope ladder and held it down. Johanna clambered up, her hands stiff from the cold.

      On the deck, a number of women stood huddled around a camp stove on which stood a huge pot. The little boys that Johanna had seen carrying the milk sat on the railing, eying the spoon going around and around in the porridge.

      It smelled really good.

      The door of the cabin opened and Johan Delacoeur stepped onto the deck. He was a tall man and he had to bend to avoid hitting his head against the top of the doorframe. He, too, looked a little the worse for wear, with a giant mud stain on his shirt that he must have acquired in the scramble to get on board.

      He nodded when he saw Johanna, but his expression remained guarded. Did he remember how wrong he’d been about the Red Baron and the Baron’s son’s evil magic? Both his noble mates, Fleuris LaFontaine and Ignatius Hemeldinck had not made it onto either the Prosperity or the Lady Sara. There was no way of knowing whether they had survived, but Johanna guessed that they were probably with the Baron or staying with their cronies in Florisheim. Maybe they had seen the Baron’s evil ways, but she didn’t hold out too much hope. She didn’t even think that Johan Delacoeur saw the truth. He was just here because of his family and because he happened to be in the camp when the panic broke out and his mates happened to be . . . elsewhere.

      Johanna sat on the railing, waiting for the porridge to cook. Johan Delacoeur put his hands in his pockets and remained outside the door to the captain’s cabin, looking ruffled and tired.

      He yawned. “Pray, why have we stopped in this field?”

      “Saardam is just over there.” Johanna glanced at the western horizon, where pale sunlight touched the mist-covered meadows.

      “Isn’t that a reason to keep going?”

      Johanna resisted the temptation to roll her eyes.

      A woman handed Johanna porridge in a chipped bowl. “Be careful. It’s very hot.”

      Johanna ate as quickly as she could, letting the hot goo make its way to her stomach.

      The Shepherd Carolus had also come onto the deck, looking rumpled, unshaven and rubbing his face.

      “So, when are we going to continue?” Johan Delacoeur asked the Shepherd. He held his bowl, untouched, as if eating porridge was beneath him.

      “I thought you’d heard at the meeting last night that we’re leaving the ships here.” The Shepherd had been attending a sick child and had not heard all of the discussion last night.

      “Ridiculous.” Johan muttered under his breath.

      The Shepherd gave him a startled and too-innocent look. “Why ridiculous? When the scouts return, they’ll tell us how safe it is to go in. We’ll be splitting up and going into town dressed as farmers and peddlers so that we don’t attract attention.”

      Johan scoffed. “I’m not going to dress up in rags—”

      “Oh, yes, dear, you are.” This was his wife, Martine.

      One of the younger girls said, “You can always be a pauper for real, like the rest of us.”

      Johan went red in the face. “I’m going to stay with the ship.”

      Martine said, “The boys are already doing that. They’re much handier with sea cows than you are. We’ll do whatever is necessary to go home. Aren’t you keen to find out what has become of your sisters?”

      He snorted, took a spoon full of porridge, burned his mouth, but ate it anyway, glaring at his wife.

      Johanna was beginning to like Martine Delacoeur, who might be of noble birth, but didn’t put up with any nonsense. She nodded at Johanna as if she wanted to say Never mind him, we’ll do whatever we want.

      It was a pity they didn’t have children.
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      ONE BY ONE, the fellow travellers came onto the deck, either from the Prosperity’s hold or ferried in the dinghy from the Lady Sara. There were eighty-two people on both vessels, men and women of all ages, but they were mostly from the middle and upper classes and their households.

      The women at the stove doled out porridge, while their daughters climbed the rope ladder down to the water to rinse bowls and spoons because, between the inventories of the two ship kitchens, they didn’t have enough of either.

      Johanna remained out of the way and only moved to the ladder when Roald had decided to come up. His straw-blond hair was too long and messy and his beard had gotten quite long as well. He looked perfect for disguising himself as peasant.

      She thought he looked cute and with pain in her heart remembered how happy he was when gardening or catching frogs, and how much he was unsuited to meetings, speeches and politics. One of the women gave him a bowl, and he ate, quietly and neatly, with a spoon, without slurping and without spilling, while standing next to Johanna, leaning against the railing.

      On the deck, the word went around that Saardam was visible from the Lady Sara’s position and young Gijsbert and his little friends hoisted each other on top of the cabin to have a look. They reported that it was really misty. Some blue sky peeped through the mist directly overhead, heralding a sunny day. A flock of geese flew high up there, on their way south for winter. Roald was looking at them, too.

      “Winter is coming,” he said.

      Johanna nodded and touched his hand. He looked tense, unused to sharing his home with so many people. His need to be alone and on the riverbank, looking for birds and frogs, radiated off him.

      The young boy Gijsbert called out, “Look, they’re back!”

      He stood on the roof of the cabin, pointing at the riverbank, where the two scouts that had gone out that morning were wading through the grass back towards the boats.

      The captain sent out the dinghy and the two, Dirk and Jan, brothers and the sons of a merchant, were hauled up the ladder. Everyone crowded around them, wanting to know how things were in Saardam and whether their houses were still standing.

      “Give them some space and let them eat first,” Master Deim said, waving people aside.

      The two young men bowed to Johanna and Roald. “Your Majesties, we’re back to report what we’ve seen in Saardam.”

      “Be at ease, and have some porridge first, while it’s warm.”

      One of the women brought two bowls, which the men cradled in their hands. “It was cold out this morning,” Dirk said.

      This was followed by a tense silence while he and his brother ate. More and more people gathered on the deck, everyone keen to hear how their families or houses were.

      Then Jan, the oldest and tallest of the two began, “When we got to the city gates at first light, there were two guards stationed at the gates, but they allowed us to pass without a glance. We weren’t the only ones queued up to get into the city. People, like farmers and monks were all going in and out, most of them carrying things to sell.” He went on to say that a lot of houses had been touched by the fire, but there were also many that had not. The destruction was in the middle of town, around the palace, the harbour and the markets. “But even there, some houses have strangely survived. It was almost as if some of the houses were made from stone and couldn’t burn. You’d see two houses next to each other, and one would be burnt to cinders while the other was untouched.”

      “Witchcraft,” someone muttered, and people nodded.

      A lot of people then wanted to know about their houses in particular and did the brothers see anyone they knew? Master Deim had to call for people to calm down again.

      “The only thing we can say for sure is that Joris DeCamp will have to find a new house. There is a queue of people waiting outside the door. It looks like the occupier and his cronies have taken up residence there.”

      “Is there any sign that they know that we’re coming or that the heir to the throne is still alive?” Master Deim asked.

      The men shook their heads.

      “The guards at the gate are pretty easy,” Dirk said. “We spoke to some people on the streets. No one knows anything. And if Alexandre knew that we were coming, he would have put more men at the gates.”

      True.

      “What about the palace?” someone asked, and Johanna wanted to know about this as well.

      “Couldn’t see anyone there. The gates are shut. The building looks damaged, but no one was there and no one has fixed it yet. The church is completely gone. That area is a wasteland of mud and rubble.”

      There were gasps at this.

      A woman said, “But when we left, though it was badly damaged some of the walls were still standing. They could have put on a new roof.”

      “None of the occupiers would have been interested in restoring the church,” Martine Delacoeur said. Johanna wasn’t sure if she had ever gone to church, since most of the nobles were members of the Belaman Church, even if people in Saardam considered those two one and the same.

      The Shepherd Carolus was shaking his head, a pained look on his face. He had his parish at a different church, and already knew that his church had been destroyed, too. “It is a monstrous thing. We have never harmed anyone, never encouraged a war, or tried to drive out others. We have always helped people—” He spread his hands.
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