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Part I—The Sister

 



Chapter One

 


In all the stories he’d read during the
course of his lonely life, Wilhelm Dortmund had never come across
anything quite so ridiculous as his current reality. In what story
would a marquess pretending to be a prince be forced to play a
captain who, apparently, liked pretending he was a giant hedgehog?
Certainty was no longer a luxury afforded to the false heir of
Agrestis. But if Wilhelm was assured of one thing, it was that his
life had become far stranger than anything inked in the pages of
his cherished books.

Metal clunking echoed from
his feet and rang in his ears as Wilhelm strode across the black
deck of The Rooster. Three weeks ago—the night he was haphazardly rescued from
the palace in Dortmunia’s Peak—he claimed he wasn’t afraid of a
little pain. Now, he had a much better understanding of his
threshold for discomfort. Each lumbering step was torture, the
muscles in his calves straining with the effort of keeping upright,
his shoulders already bloodied where the armor cut into his skin.
It was one thing to pretend to be the captain of the catafal. It
was entirely another to keep himself trapped inside the captain’s
infamous iron suit.

“Weather is steady enough
this morning, Captain,” Elsie, the older woman who
should have been taking
up the captain’s role, said from where she leaned against the
railing of the officer’s deck.

Wilhelm crossed the deck and stood behind
the captain’s wheel, gripping tight to the wood as if he had always
been the ruler of Death’s ship. For almost a fortnight, he had been
playing this role. Yet as convincing as the Hedgehog may appear,
the marquess could not adapt to anything about this metallic
life.

Elsie pushed off the railing, the fine sheen
of mist glistening on her dark skin giving her features a youthful,
dewy glow in the morning’s weak light. She was a sea-hardened
surgeon, commanding and sharp. But Wilhelm was in awe of how she
remained ever smooth and graceful—even on the swaying seas.

“We may face a storm this
afternoon," she told him. "Best to see to the sails while the winds
are calm. There are tears that need mending.”

Wilhelm nodded, one of two answers he was
capable of making while wearing the suffocating suit. He wasn’t
sure how Jakob Grovel had ever decided this was appropriate attire
for his profession. He had to stand as straight as a pole to uphold
the heap of metal quills prying against his back, and even his
measly nod threatened to topple him over, unbalanced as the snouted
helm was.

Insanity. If he ever got the chance to speak
with Jakob again, he would be damned sure to tell the captain he
needed a new suit. Or a new animal. Something lithe and breathable.
Something not quite so achingly horrendous as the Hedgehog.

“Very good,” Elsie said
with a bow, responding as if he’d given her an actual command.
“I’ll see to it right away.”

She walked off, already shouting orders to
the crew, and Wilhelm watched her for a few beats before shifting
as best he could without losing his footing. The marquess was
accustomed to the weight of armor. But the suits he trained in were
light, meant for movement and shaped to follow the curve of a human
body. This suit did nothing of the sort. It was heavy, a clunking
monster out of proportion in every possible way. He wondered if he
would ever have command of its unsettling weight. Jakob had spent
years in this suit, with plenty of time to perfect his posture.
Could Wilhelm learn to abide the rigid, heavy constraints in time
as well?

He pushed the question away, refusing to
consider it. He would never willingly suffer through this
ridiculous charade long enough for the metal to become his second
skin. Besides, Jakob used this suit to disguise himself. Wilhelm
was already a pretender, a royal heir who didn’t have any true
claim as Agrestis’s prince. He didn’t need to add another act to
his repertoire. One set of life-altering lies was enough.

The marquess sighed, hating the Hedgehog’s
suit and everything it reminded him of. He’d never liked playing
the part of the prince, and he had no desire to rule Agrestis as a
false king. Which was, of course, why he was on this damned ship in
the first place.

“Stay up for a short
while,” a quiet voice said from beside him, "at least until Elsie’s
finished her inspection."

The gentle words washed over Wilhelm,
pushing away some of his despairing self-pity. Three weeks ago, the
marquess’s life took a bizarre and largely uncomfortable turn. But
he would be remiss if he didn’t acknowledge the rose blooming among
the many thorns of his current situation. Being on the catafal was
not what he had envisioned for his escape from Dortmunia’s Peak.
But there was one person aboard this ship that made him grateful
for his new life at sea.

Wilhelm inched his head to the right,
peering through the iron mesh of the Hedgehog’s eyes until Fitcher
Nightingale came into view.

“Soon you can return to
your quarters for a break,” the gunner continued, leaning against
his mop as he paused mid-swab. “I only hope this fog suggests the
weather will improve once we get past the curve."

Beneath the iron helm,
Wilhelm smiled. He hated standing in silence under the weight of
the Hedgehog. But Fitcher still had it worse. Since that night at
the palace, the gunner had not stepped foot off the catafal. The
ship had traveled for three weeks, past the town of Mutabille and
its neighboring village of Ruthen’s Bloom, with only short stops at
each port to collect the local dead. Now, The Rooster was a week into an
uninterrupted month on open water. For someone who suffered
seasickness as badly as Fitcher, it was a treacherous position to
be in. He didn’t need to appease Wilhelm with promises of future
relief from the suit. If anyone deserved a bit of comforting hope,
it was him.

Wilhelm yearned to offer such words now. But
he’d discovered that his voice could not match the depth of the
captain’s, which meant his stints as the Hedgehog were silent as
well as uncomfortable. Fitcher did not expect a reply, at least.
And Wilhelm would not have had much time to give one, anyway. As it
was, their one-sided conversation was brought to a halt by the
appearance of a girl, her wild orange hair flying behind her as she
skipped across the planks to meet them.

“Morning, Captain,” Leira
called, her steps so full of bounce anyone watching would assume
she was still floating from the indulgence of a night spent twisted
in the Hedgehog’s sheets. Fitcher made the iron suit a little
easier to bear. But while he was on deck, Wilhelm needed to uphold
the pretenses of the relationships the captain had forged before
his capture.

Luckily for him, his old friend had chosen a
resourceful girl for his lover. Leira understood the situation they
found themselves in, and she knew how to play her part. Now, she
leaned over the wheel, while Wilhelm trailed a gloved finger
gingerly against her cheek where the skin was a deep, bloodied red.
She gave him a dreamy smile—one that didn’t quite reach her
eyes—while inside the suit his own eyes traveled unbidden back to
Fitcher.

For a moment, Wilhelm was glad for the iron
suit which kept hidden the flushing of his skin as he considered
the man who—even in the throes of seasickness—was handsomer than
anyone the marquess had ever seen. His broad shoulders, cut jaw,
and hard, muscled arms were accented by eyes so blue they made the
sea seem like a vast sludge of lifeless gray. Yet, it was not the
beauty of the ship gunner’s form that added sweetness to this
otherwise sour endeavor. A gorgeous face and envious body were easy
to push aside when they were matched with arrogance or ignorance.
But that was where Fitcher’s true magnificence lay. His manner did
not have a hard edge to match the hardness of his body. He was
strong, yet immensely gentle. A man of contradictions, one
impossible to pin by favorable looks alone.

Wilhelm mused on those contradictions until
Leira seemed to sense his disinterest, or perhaps only felt the
disinterest herself. Her own eyes turned to Fitcher, and she spoke
where Wilhelm could not.

“How is your stomach? Elsie
says the weather might turn bad later,” she said.

Fitcher let out a heavy breath. “It’s about
as settled as it will ever be on board.”

There were three weeks
still remaining before Fitcher or anyone else would get the chance
to escape from the ship. Even Wilhelm had started dreaming of
Wildfye, a town of hard earth and fresh food where he would—at
least temporarily—leave this vessel and its terrible suit behind.
He had not ended up on the catafal by accident. He was brought
aboard because he had work to do. There was a prince, a
real prince, in need of
discovering. Now that The
Rooster’s captain had been stolen away,
Wilhelm was the only one left who could seek out Okerlo Dortmund,
his long-lost cousin and true heir to the Agrestis
throne.

Leira nodded. “I’m going to help mend the
sails while it’s still calm. I’m a terrible mender. But the only
one with any skill brave enough to make it to the uppermost
canvas.”

“Let me know if you need
any assistance,” Fitcher offered, though one hand remained on his
queasy stomach.

“You stay with the
captain,” Leira told him with a sympathetic smile. “He’ll return
below deck in a little while. I’ll join you both there when I’m
done.”

Wilhelm knew why she wanted
to meet them below. They had strategies to discuss, the same
strategies they had been rehashing since the night
The Rooster was attacked
by the Celestial Servants somewhere between Mutabille and Ruthen’s
Bloom. Unlike Wilhelm’s dreams of disembarking at Wildfye, Leira
Auberon’s goals were directed back the way they’d come. Past
Dortmunia’s Peak, to the fabled Heart of Ice beyond the borders of
the Kingdom of Agrestis. Back to where Zachiel, the leader of the
Celestial Servants, was keeping Jakob prisoner.

Leira turned, her steps
easier than her eyes as she made her way across the deck. She
bounded down the stairs on route to retrieve her mending supplies,
while Wilhelm pondered what the likelihood was that her fierce
determination would ruin all of his plans. She longed for rescue
and revenge, to save the catafal’s captain who had been
accidentally abducted in Wilhelm’s place. The Rooster’s slow progress south
was only fueling her impatience to attack, but he hoped she would
not grow so restless she lashed out before his own goal could be
achieved. Until he’d found the prince—or proved his cousin
dead—Wilhelm needed the fearless warrior to keep her murderous
tendencies to herself.

He waited until the girl was out of sight.
Then he looked beyond the ship’s railings to the open seas. First,
they needed to find the prince. Then the catafal would go in search
of its captain and, for the first time in nineteen years, Wilhelm
could shed all of his false identities and finally be himself.


Chapter Two

 


When he was finally able to return to the
captain’s quarters, Wilhelm savored the delightful moments of near
weightlessness that accompanied the suit’s removal. The first few
times he shed the Hedgehog’s iron skin, Leira aided in the
dismantling of each piece. But now, Fitcher had taken over the
duty, much to—he hoped—everyone’s satisfaction.

Much to his, certainly. The armor was heavy,
but Fitcher could carry off the quills with ease. And while Wilhelm
had disregarded Leira’s advice to wear the suit without any
breeches, shirts had proved too uncomfortable in the iron’s tight
constraints. The marquess didn’t enjoy being near others when he
wasn’t fully clothed. In his family, nakedness was meant only for
oneself—or for one’s spouse. Wilhelm did not have a spouse. Not
yet. But if he couldn’t totally abide by the scrupulous measures of
his family honor, he could at least restrict his semi-blasphemy to
the only person he thought worthy of it.

“I cannot fathom how Jakob
never threw this thing overboard in a fit of hateful rage,” he said
as soon as the helm was off.

“I’m sorry you have to go
through this, Your Grace,” Fitcher said as he unclasped the breast
plate.

“I’m not the prince,”
Wilhelm reminded him for at least the hundredth time.

Fitcher was a man of contradictions, for
certain. He couldn’t stomach the sea, but he never hesitated to
volunteer his assistance on deck. He could crush a man’s head in
with a brick, but he preferred shaping the most delicate of petals
out of chocolate. He was uncoordinated with a sword, but he had
sharp reflexes when it came to keeping someone out of danger’s way.
He had no trouble gloating his many triumphs in the card games they
played in the outer room of these quarters. Yet he was, weeks after
their introduction, still embarrassed not to address Wilhelm by a
formal title.

“You’re still the acting
prince,” he replied, undoing the buckle at Wilhelm’s
side.

“And as such, you are being
treasonous by disobeying the command to call me by my given
name.”

The hint of a smile twitched at the edges of
Fitcher’s lips, but he did not apologize for his regal
disobedience. Wilhelm gave him a pointed stare that soon melted
into a sigh.

“At least I only have to
wear this atrocity for a short while each day,” he muttered. He had
learned how to remove the lower portions of the suit himself, and
he did so now while Fitcher collected the discarded pieces and
stowed them in the storage cupboard. “I only wish I could talk.
Though I suppose Elsie is probably glad that I cannot.”

Fitcher laughed as he came to retrieve the
metal leg casings. “You are certainly a bit of a thorn in her
side,” he said.

“I don’t know why,” Wilhelm
pouted. “I’ve been nothing but accommodating this entire
trip.”

“You have,” Fitcher agreed.
He looked at Wilhelm, a casual glance that soon took on the air of
rigid formality. “But that does not change who you are.”

Wilhelm frowned. He hated when Fitcher
seemed so comfortable in his presence, until the instant he
remembered the marquess’s royal title.

“She wants to boss me
around and is aggravated she cannot,” he grumbled.

“Precisely,” Fitcher
replied.

Wilhelm raked a hand through his short hair
as he stepped over to the wash basin. He wanted a bath—he always
wanted a bath after taking off the suit—but he would have to put
the damned thing on again in the evening. A daily bath was his one
royal indulgence while on the ship, although it wasn’t much of an
indulgence to bathe in lukewarm, salty sea water. Still, it was far
more than the actual captain was used to doing. Perhaps Jakob
didn’t sweat. Or perhaps Wilhelm was too soft for the necessary
stench of life at sea.

He didn’t know. He didn’t care. He liked
being clean, and he didn’t give a damn if anyone criticized him for
it.

Fitcher retreated to the main room while
Wilhelm did what he could in the wash basin, scrubbing his face and
under his arms before giving the cuts on his shoulder a quick pat
with a clean rag. Then he stripped out of his stockings and
breeches in favor of new attire. Once he was dry, dressed, and as
clean as he could get with such limited supplies, he removed
himself to the outer room as well.

Leira had arrived while he was dressing, and
now she lounged on the velvet sofa near the large windows
overlooking the sea. Fitcher sat at the table, his head in his
hands to minimize the boat’s sway.

“Finished your mending
already?” Wilhelm asked as he took a seat at the head of the table,
careful not to press his sore skin against the chair’s
back.

“They only let me mend the
truly high tears,” Leira replied. “My stitching’s not decent enough
for anything the other menders can manage.”

“Be that as it may, I
appreciate your efforts,” Wilhelm said. He stretched the muscles of
his neck and massaged the most tender spots with his fingers. The
first time he wore the helm, he’d woken in the middle of the night
with terrible spasms up into the back of his skull. Now, he made
sure to stretch whenever he was able. “I’m sure the others do as
well.”

“I won’t let the ship
down,” Leira said. Her words were tight. “It needs to take us a
long distance. We have to keep it in good shape.”

“Then perhaps you should
learn to better your mending skills.” Elsie strode through the
door, shutting it behind her and coming to stand next to the table.
“We’re in for a rough three weeks ahead. We always are. The curve
around Agrestis’s east side is known for its volatile
conditions.”

Wilhelm’s eye stole to Fitcher, who had the
wary look of someone remembering horrible times past. If the gunner
wasn’t already dreaming of Wildfye as often as the marquess, he
would be soon.

“We’ll get through,” Leira
said. “We’ll arrive in Wildfye on schedule, if not ahead of
it.”

“We’ll be swift. But we
won’t be stupid, girl,” Elsie warned.

Leira sighed, swinging her legs to the
floor, and pulling herself to a stand. She strode to the table and
dropped next to Fitcher, her annoyance making her appear younger
than her eighteen years.

“We will do what we can to
get ahead of schedule in a safe manner,” Wilhelm offered, trying to
appease them both. “Which means when we reach Wildfye, we need to
know precisely what our course of action will be.”

“We already know,” Elsie
said. “We’ve gone over this a dozen times.”

“Then we’ll go over it a
dozen more,” he said. He allowed a slight snap to cut his voice, a
gentle reminder of who he was. He would not deem to run the ship
when someone with far more experience could do it instead. But he
also would not be talked down to by a surgeon with an impatient
streak.

“We might as well,” Fitcher
added. “We have nothing else to talk of. No news is going to reach
us out here. And it’s best to be prepared. As prepared as we can
possibly be.”

Wilhelm nodded and motioned for Elsie to
join them at the table. For a moment, she held back, refusing to so
easily accept his invitation. But at length, she crossed to the
farthest chair.

“When we arrive in Wildfye,
we will stay on board through the afternoon while Elsie collects
the corpses,” Leira recited once everyone was seated. “When night
falls, I will slip off the ship in search of Greencoat, the
mapmaker. That way, we can procure a map to the Heart of
Ice.”

“I’ve been thinking about
that,” Wilhelm said. He gave his shoulders a final squeeze and then
rested his arms on the table. “Would this man likely know the
Wildfye region? I don’t have any direction in how to find my
cousin. If he knew the inland areas beyond the town, it would
greatly increase our chances of success.”

“If anyone knows it, it’s
him.” Leira nodded. “You want him to make you a map,
too?”

“It would help,” Wilhelm
replied. “If you’re going to him anyway, perhaps we could tag
along. Then we could venture on in search of my cousin with some
form of instruction to guide us.”

Leira nodded again, while the surgeon
clucked her tongue against the roof of her mouth.

“And how long is all this
going to take?” Elsie asked. This was always the point she stuck
on, the blade she would dig into their wounds. “A mapmaker can be
found in a day. But to wait for him to draw the map—two maps,
apparently—and then go off to track down some long-lost cousin? You
say yourself that he is not even in the town. Do you know where
beyond the town he lives? Do you know how long it will take to
reach him? Do you know what he will say if you do show up at his
door?”

She already had the answers to these
questions. No, Wilhelm didn’t know where he lived. He didn’t have a
clue how long it would take to find him, if he found him at all.
And he couldn’t guess at what Okerlo would say to him if they were
to meet. The true prince would not likely know his real parentage.
He would probably not even believe Wilhelm’s claims.

“I suspect he’s near a
lake—Hamelin Lake. I’ve never been there. But from what I’ve read,
it takes two days to reach its shores," he said. "If we have a map
to keep us on track, that estimate should hold true. Two days
there, two days back, a day or two in between. Add in a few days
for a quick sketch if Greencoat doesn’t have an inlands map already
drafted, and he can work out the other map while we’re away.
The Rooster will stay
stationary in Wildfye for ten days, citing repair work after the
long, rough trek from Ruthen’s Bloom.”

“It’s unheard of to stop
for so long,” Elsie said with a shake of her head. “Especially when
we’ve already established the need for swift sailing. The rescue of
this ship’s captain is priority.”

She left off the words she could not
politely say, but Wilhelm heard them all the same. Jakob was
important. He was not. Elsie did not know that Okerlo was the true
prince. Indeed, she did not even think that Wilhelm’s cousin was a
part of the Dortmund family. He’d spun another web of lies,
claiming he’d discovered a third cousin on his mother’s side—the
son of a recluse who had absconded to the wilds because he was sick
of living a nobleman’s life. Wilhelm claimed the son had a title to
inherit as well as a position within the Agrestis court, and that
finding him now would help to strengthen the royal presence against
the Servants’ influence.

Elsie had not pried for more information,
and as such, she would not be able to guess at the true importance
of this quest. Lying was tedious. But Wilhelm was not yet willing
to give her the facts. He’d divulged the truth to Fitcher and Leira
because he deemed them trustworthy. He knew Elsie was a strong
surgeon. But Jakob had not insisted she be a part of the secret,
and Wilhelm was still undecided how much he trusted her to have
respect for his position and faith in what he could achieve.

“The ship will dock for ten
days,” Leira repeated. The girl was more anxious to get on with
Jakob’s rescue than anyone. But Wilhelm appreciated the effort she
was making to see beyond her own plight. It was the lesson he’d
been taught his whole life. Kingdom, above all else. It was why his
father had never revealed the truth after his brother’s death—had
never told the common folk that the duke and the king had switched
places while the king went in search of his abducted son and got
himself killed along the way. The kingdom was better without the
truth.

Leira did not believe in
kingdom above all else, and Wilhelm could not blame her for that.
His father was a good man, and once he had been a decent leader.
But the duke had never been perfect, even in the days before he’d
grown sickly and weak. One look at The
Rooster’s crew—misfits delegated to
shipping corpses as a means to escape ridicule or loneliness—told
Wilhelm all he needed to know about the state of their kingdom.
Leira did not have unyielding loyalty to the crown. Yet she knew
saving Jakob would be much easier if they had the prince on
hand.

So long as the royal heir proved equal to
the task of bettering the kingdom once the ill duke’s reign was at
its end.

“If we have not returned in
ten days’ time, you have my full permission to go ahead without
us,” he added, though he hoped Elsie would not need to make such a
dire choice.

“We’ll be back in time,”
Fitcher said.

Wilhelm smirked at his determined tone.
Fitcher would do his damnedest to ensure they weren’t stranded in
the wilds of Wildfye. If needed, he probably wouldn’t hesitate to
throw the marquess over his shoulder and carry him back in time to
meet the ship.

“And then we will have your
cousin—possibly,” Leira said. “And a complete map—hopefully. And
then…”

“And then we will continue
our route until we can head north to find Zachiel,” Elsie
said.

“To find Kob,” Leira
corrected.

The older woman and the younger stared at
each other for a long moment until at length Elsie stood.

“Of course, girl. Now, if
you’ll excuse me, I am going back up on deck to watch the skies.
I’d suggest you join me soon.” Her eyes stayed on Leira until her
command was complete. Then she left without another
word.

“Are we sure she won’t
mutiny?” Wilhelm asked, only half joking.

“She won’t,” Leira assured
him. She, too, stood. “She cares about this ship and its captain.
She just dislikes … romance.” A smile crossed her lips,
and the ghost of happy thoughts lingered until she’d bid them leave
and disappeared from the room.

When she was gone, Fitcher leaned back in
his chair with a sigh. “Shall I retrieve the cards?” he asked.

Wilhelm was sick of cards. But the catafal
had no books, and reading was a solitary comfort, anyway. He was
used to spending the hours alone, but he’d surprised himself with
how much he enjoyed having company—certain company, at least. The
cards they dealt had long lost whatever small interest they’d once
held. But Wilhelm found it easy to appease himself with the
wonderful glow that crossed Fitcher’s face every time the man won
another hand.

“Let’s play,” the marquess
said with a cheeky smile. “And I promise this time I won’t be too
hard on you.”


Chapter Three

 


The weather turned. And then it stuck.
Horrendous winds and storms raged between snow and ice, ravaging
the ship, and testing the nerve of every crew member on board. They
were far enough out from the coast they didn’t need to worry about
crashing into any rock faces. But neither could they dock, gaining
respite from the constant downpours in some shallow cove or
sheltered cave.

Wilhelm wanted to help out on deck. But
Leira and Fitcher both seemed convinced he would wind up overboard
if he did more than grip the steering wheel during the seas’
mildest tempers. As the ship had ventured between Mutabille and
Ruthen’s Bloom, he’d taken to overseeing the process of the shroud
tenders instead, enjoying the education he gained from watching the
women care for the kingdom’s corpses—even if he disliked the nature
of their duties. But the Hedgehog’s presence made the tenders
uneasy, and once the storms began in earnest, he couldn’t keep the
iron suit upright in the narrow room, anyway.

The situation was bad. The crew needed their
captain, but while they had the ongoing guidance of Elsie, the
Hedgehog was spending more and more time below deck out of harm’s
way.

Without any jobs to complete or operations
to oversee, the marquess paced his rooms, studying Jakob’s abundant
array of tapestries and watching the storms raging outside until he
was nearly drowning in his own frustration. He should have been
leading, not idling in safety while everyone else risked their
lives. But he had no real choice in the matter. The crew of the
catafal believed that the prince had been abducted on the night of
the Servants’ attack, and the Servants likely had no idea that the
hostage they’d acquired was actually the fabled Iron Hedgehog.
Wilhelm was needed for leverage in getting Jakob back, and the
catafal needed to maintain its appearance as a functioning ship
with a capable captain. Zachiel would be more vicious in his
attempts to overthrow the throne if he knew the false heir was
nowhere near it. Wilhelm had to stay alive in order to keep the
treasonous traitor in place—at least until the prince was
found.

The marquess knew all of this. But it didn’t
make him feel any better. He could see the looks passing between
the crew. They didn’t understand what had happened to their
tireless captain, and soon enough, Wilhelm feared they would demand
to know why his priorities had changed. He stewed, hating his
inactivity, and vowing to make up for it once they were back on
land—once he no longer had to pretend he was deep in the study of
the captain’s maps, uselessly trying to navigate the ship away from
the storms.

The only time he didn’t mind hiding were the
days when the winds raged so fiercely Fitcher was unable to do
anything but lie on his back with a bucket next to his head.
Wilhelm did not like seeing the gunner in so much displeasure. But
when the sickness was at its worse, Fitcher even acquiesced to
occasional bouts of rest on the captain’s sofa while the marquess
tended to the poor man with cool water and roots to chew to help
ease his stomach’s swell.

“How many days until we
land?” Fitcher asked one particularly horrendous afternoon, after
he’d thrown off his shame and staggered to Wilhelm’s quarters with
a groan.

“Somewhere around fifteen,
I believe,” Wilhelm said. He smiled, bringing a damp cloth to the
sofa and sitting next to where Fitcher lay. “If we haven’t blown
completely off course. Elsie seems confident we’re more or less on
track. But it wouldn’t surprise me in the slightest to discover
we’re actually sailing in the middle of the uncharted
sea.”

“If it’s a calm sea, I’ll
take it—charted or not,” Fitcher mumbled. He touched Wilhelm’s
hand, bringing the cloth down to cover his eyes. “An island would
be even better.”

“What if it were an island
full of beasts?” Wilhelm questioned.

“I’d fight them off for a
bit of dry land. No dilemma there,” Fitcher replied.

“Mmm.” Wilhelm laid the
cloth over the gunner’s eyes and allowed himself the pleasure of
brushing back a few strands of rich, oaken hair from Fitcher’s
forehead. “I think I’d enjoy watching you fight off
beasts.”

Fitcher swatted his hand away, a smile
gracing his lips. “You’re not meant to be looking after me,” he
mumbled.

Wilhelm smirked. “I quite
enjoy looking after you. Reminds me I have something to offer aboard this
ship.” He stood from the sofa and went to retrieve the bucket from
the inner room. When he returned, he took the opportunity to study
Fitcher while the other man’s eyes were covered. The contrast
between the sleek cut of his jaw and the smooth curve of his lips
was a marvel, one more contradiction added to Wilhelm’s growing
list. He swallowed, reveling in the moment of stolen admiration and
glad Fitcher couldn’t see how hard it was for him to pry his eyes
from the deep blush of the gunner’s handsome mouth.

Wilhelm had only ever seen
two couples kiss in his lifetime. The chaste, sweet kisses his
parents used to exchange between court meetings or just before they
tucked him into bed. And the rabid, lustful mouth-devouring he’d
witnessed between two members of the palace serving staff who had
an ongoing on-again, off-again relationship—in which
he generally assumed it
was ‘on’ and she generally assumed it was ‘off’, until they both mutually
agreed to attack one another’s faces. Two very different couples,
and neither one providing the most appropriate education. He’d
never given all that much thought to what kissing someone would be
like. But lately, he couldn’t keep from imagining how Fitcher’s
smooth lips might feel against his own.

The ship rocked with a gust of wind, and
Fitcher groaned while Wilhelm held onto the black table for support
as he shook away his bashful musings and focused on keeping
upright. Here he was in the middle of a stormy sea, and all he
could think about was kissing someone he’d had, to date, no actual
romantic involvement with. Perhaps the captain of the catafal
wasn’t the only one who suffered bouts of insanity. Now was
certainly not the time to disappear into a fantasy, no matter how
nice it might be.

“Fifteen days,” Fitcher
said from beneath his cloth. “A little more than a fortnight, and
we’ll be free of this blasted ship.”

“For a short while, at
least,” Wilhelm replied as he regained his balance. “You know, you
should really think about a different trade once all of this is
over. The seas are no place for either of us.”

Fitcher offered him a weak
shrug. “Leira and I were going to leave The Rooster in Dortmunia’s Peak.
Until we decided to rescue you.” He smiled, and then let out a
slow, sickened breath. “Though I don’t suppose she would have
really wanted to leave, in the end. That was her original plan. She
didn’t expect to be so … entwined. With the captain.”

“Entwined?” Wilhelm
teased.

Fitcher gave his head a small shake. “You
know what I mean. For a marquess, you have a rather wicked
mind.”

“It’s all thought, I assure
you,” Wilhelm said. He placed the bucket beside the sofa. “No
action. At least not yet.”

The boat pitched again, and Fitcher sat up
to reach for the bucket. Wilhelm offered him a pitying smile and
left him with the small comfort of privacy while he was sick.

Alone in the bedchamber, the marquess did
the only thing that made him feel slightly less of a pointless
nuisance. He took out his sword, the one Jakob had graciously
arranged to meet with him in Mutabille, and he practiced. The room
was not large, and he’d already put a few accidental knicks in the
captain’s black bedframe. But at least it kept his aim somewhat
accurate—and assured him that if he was suddenly faced with an
impromptu battle, he would still remember what to do.

The bedchamber was dim and unlit—the risk
too great for a ship in as volatile a state as theirs to allow for
any lanterns. But the dullness of the cabin made no difference to
the brilliance of the sword. Wilhelm pulled the weapon from its
casing and held it aloft. The limited light of the room’s small
porthole windows couldn’t diminish the polished steel of the blade
any more than it could take away from the glint of the jewels
encrusted in the sword’s hilt, the red petal gems surrounding the
white pearl drop center of the Dortmund rose.

Wilhelm loved this sword. He’d never been
able to use it in battle—there weren’t proper battles in
Agrestis—but he’d practiced with it for years. His father was sick
of roses and had never liked having the flower present on a weapon.
But Wilhelm didn’t mind. Roses were an integral part of his life.
They were in his family’s crest and were what inspired the
kingdom’s founder to name the places he discovered. They were
beautiful, too, whether on their own or in the abundant gardens
near the palace. Beautiful, and prickly. Abundant as they were,
roses didn’t succumb to being fondled and picked at easily. Wilhelm
appreciated their feistiness.

He practiced with his rose sword, the
Dortmund symbol sparkling like shoots of flame as it caught the
lightning strikes outside the dark windows. Using the bed and side
table as obstacles, he jumped and balanced, ducking low to avoid
smacking his head against the ceiling. He played at fighting until
the tight cabin grew humid and sweat covered his brow. Pausing for
breath, he pushed up the sleeves of his shirt and wiped his damp
forehead. Then he practiced for an hour longer, until he was
parched and wanted to see if Fitcher would share a drink with
him—even if the liquids would inevitably end up back in the bucket
later.

By evening, the storm had calmed to a steady
rainfall. When the upper decks were sorted for the night’s watch,
Leira joined him for supper while Fitcher continued to rest on the
sofa.

“It’s a shame you’re so
sick,” the girl commented as she shoved a pickled potato into her
mouth. The supper selection was all cold today, the ship too
unstable to chance cooking on the coals. The unsteady sway also
meant Wilhelm would have to forgo his nightly bath, unless he
decided to submerge himself in icy water direct from the sea. He
had, on one occasion, done just that—and immediately regretted it.
Tonight, he would do his best with the wash basin, and leave the
sweat of the day clinging to his skin until fairer weather
permitted at least a temperate bathing experience.

“Yes,” Wilhelm said. “You
are missing the finest day-old bread and pickled preserves the
catafal has to offer.”

Leira gave him a wry smile.

“I was referring to his
duties on deck,” she said, her words muffled around the potato.
“The crew are starting to talk. John is especially fond of
spreading rumors.”

Fitcher raised his head. “What sort of
rumors?”

“That you’ve become the
captain’s pet and have given up being part of the crew in favor of
doing his personal chores,” she said. “Mine, too, when it comes to
that. Of course, he also likes to claim I’m earning my wages
between the Hedgehog’s sheets.”

“He shouldn’t talk so,”
Fitcher mumbled. “It’s vulgar. And not true. For anyone. Even …
before.”

Leira beamed. “Thank you
for trying to defend my honor. But trust that I don’t care a lick
for what John dribbles while he thinks I can’t hear. What I do care
about, however, is making sure he doesn’t cause you any trouble.”

“He won’t,” Wilhelm
promised. “I may not be the captain in any true form. But I am
still acting the part of the Hedgehog. I can understand why the
crew would have questions of how our situations have changed. But
that doesn’t mean we have to abide cheap talk, if it starts to stir
unease between shipmates.”

“It’s the storms brewing
unease,” Leira replied before taking a long swig of her drink.
Manners were not one of this girl’s strong points—it was almost
fascinating to see how she dug into every meal as if she hadn’t
eaten in weeks.

Wilhelm rolled a piece of smoked meat
between his fingers before he brought it delicately to his
mouth.

“You are right about that,”
he said between bites. “I’ve done this stretch of sea a couple of
times … it’s always rough, but never like this. Despite Elsie’s
complaints, I don’t think anyone will mind the stopover at Wildfye.
We’ll say it’s a reward for such an arduous journey. A few days to
allow their heads to stop sloshing about.”

“I was thinking about
that,” Leira said. She settled back in her chair, cup still in
hand. “When we reach Wildfye, we may have a hard time getting
Greencoat to talk with us. Elsie doesn’t want a long stop. But as
much as I’m eager to keep moving toward Kob, we might need the
extra days to procure our map.”

“Isn’t the mapmaker
acquainted with your father?” Fitcher asked. Leira had filled them
in on her knowledge of Greencoat—a man she assured them could
provide an accurate account of the landscape beyond Agrestis’s
borders—on the night they’d first decided to follow this ridiculous
plan.

“He is,” Leira said. “And
he knows me as well. But I haven’t seen him in several years. The
mark on my face has grown more pronounced since I was a girl. If
he’s not as kind as I remember from my youth, it may take a bit of
convincing to have him aid our efforts.”

Wilhelm was tempted to ask if she really
believed the man would turn her away based solely on a
discoloration of her skin. But his shoulders were now forever sore
from bearing the weight of the Hedgehog suit his old friend wore to
hide his own face from the kingdom.

“If it proves necessary, I
can demand the map myself,” he said instead. He twisted the gold
ring on his right hand. “I have my ring—it would act as proof of my
identity.”

“It would,” Leira said. She
sighed. “But that is a dangerous risk. Besides, I have something
that might work just as well. I have The
Rooster’s mark.”

Wilhelm had known of
The Rooster’s mark for a
long time—it was one of the reasons he had suspected his old friend
of being captain of the catafal. People didn’t mark their skin in
Agrestis. The fact that this crew did…

Leira pulled back her shirt far enough to
uncover the black rooster on her pale, freckled skin. He wondered,
idly, if Jakob ever kissed it when they were alone together. He
would, if he were inclined to have someone like her for a bride.
His eyes flicked to Fitcher, and his neck crept with heat. Leira
wasn’t the only one with a mark. This very room was full of
them.

“I suspect showing the mark
would work,” the marquess replied. He forced his gaze back to the
supper table. “If you need it to. But I’ve always preferred
kindness to command when it can be helped.”

Fitcher made a quiet noise of approval, and
Wilhelm smiled. But Leira seemed less convinced.

“Kindness has never done me
a lot of good,” she said. She put down her cup and grabbed her
knife. “But then again, I’m not quite so handsome as the two of
you.”

She speared a piece of cold ham with the tip
of her blade. Wilhelm watched her shove it into her mouth and hoped
the mapmaker wouldn’t make his decision of her worth over a shared
meal.


Chapter Four

 


The morning they reached Wildfye, a knock on
the captain’s door brought Wilhelm out of a muddled dream of seas
and bedsheets and roses dripping with blood. He blinked,
bleary-eyed as he tried to make sense of the small room with its
black bed and curtains, feeling somehow that he was in a distorted
version of his own room in Dortmunia’s Peak.

“Come in,” he groaned,
half-expecting a courtier to enter with a message from his father.
He turned toward the door and was startled to instead see
Fitcher—though the man’s sudden appearance was not as unexpected as
his bright smile and eager attitude as he ambled in, not at all
embarrassed to have found the marquess still in bed.

“Morning, Your Grace,” the
gunner said as he strode to the cupboard where the Hedgehog’s suit
was stored.

“It’s Wilhelm,” the
marquess grumbled. “And why are you so cheery?” He struggled to sit
up, a hand ruffling through his hair. His bed shirt was loose, the
linen dropping down to uncover his shoulder and collarbone. He let
it stay out of place as Fitcher returned to the bed with the suit’s
metal legs.

“The sky is clear,” he
said. “The winds are calm. And we’re reaching land today.” He
dropped the metal legs on the bed, narrowly missing Wilhelm’s
actual legs in the process.

“Oh, sweet blossoms
indeed,” Wilhelm sighed. He sat back against the headboard, a smile
creeping onto his lips at the very thought of stepping off the
ship. “When do you suppose we’ll pull into port?”

“Before noon, if we’re
lucky,” Fitcher said. His eye fell to the bare skin on Wilhelm’s
shoulder, and Wilhelm leaned forward, doing his best to appear
attractively rumpled and not a blotchy mess who probably had pillow
marks on his cheek or a spot of dried drool at the corner of his
mouth.

“And then it will be just
you, me, and the wilderness,” he said in a husky voice.

Fitcher’s eye moved up to catch Wilhelm’s
own. The happy gleam did not diminish, though a familiar blush did
make its first appearance of the day in the seconds before Fitcher
turned back toward the closet.

“Leira as well. Don’t
forget her—as if she’d allow you to.” He retrieved the breastplate
and arm coverings and brought them to the bed, his smile dipping
into a sorry frown. “Elsie wants you on deck early. The captain is
always above during moorings. It means a long morning for you, I’m
afraid.”

“I can handle it,” Wilhelm
assured him. He pushed back the bedclothes. “I’ll have the horizon
to keep me going. And the promise of a week without this damned
suit.”

“Agreed,” Fitcher said.
“It’ll be nice to hear your voice in the open air again … though I
may regret saying so later.”

“Are you implying I talk
too much?” Wilhelm asked. He flexed his toes on the cool wooden
floor as he surveyed the metal contraption he would soon have to
fit himself into.

“Of course not,” Fitcher
said, his voice anything but convincing.

Wilhelm smirked as he looked back at the
gunner. “I should punish you for such a remark.”

“And what kind of
punishment would that be?” Fitcher asked. He stood a foot from the
marquess, his eyebrows raised in innocent curiosity.

“Something involving
ropes,” Wilhelm replied at once. He took a step forward. “Seems
only fitting to pay you back for binding me at the
palace.”

Fitcher’s eyes trailed back to the sliver of
skin exposed on the marquess’s shoulder as he stepped closer.
Hesitation flitted across his face, but at length he licked his
lips with a smile.

“Do you think you could tie
me tight enough?” he asked, his voice so low Wilhelm wouldn’t have
heard it if they weren’t standing so close. “To keep me
restrained?”

A shock of heat raced through every inch of
the marquess’s body. Fitcher was full of wondrous contradictions,
blushing at the merest flirtation one second and making far more
suggestive innuendos the next. Wilhelm swallowed, struck with the
intensity of his want. It was as if physical heat radiated between
them. With the muttering of a few simple words, he was suddenly on
fire.

“Which one of us is it with
the wicked mind?” he asked, his voice strangely hoarse as he tried
to control his wild inclinations to shuffle closer.

Fitcher grinned, his handsome face etched
with mischief as he studied the spot of Wilhelm’s skin. But when
his eyes finally raised to the marquess’s again, the grin slid away
as his expression turned meek.

“Picking up on your bad
habits, I suppose,” he mumbled. He bowed his head and stepped back,
looking flustered, pleased, and confused all at once. Looking
altogether too adorable for the provocative moment so recently
passed. “I’ll see to your morning meal, Your Grace,” he said. His
words were formal, but his voice retained a twinge of the same
strain affecting the marquess. Wilhelm wanted to remark on their
shared affliction. But Fitcher turned and left the room without any
further pause.

Alone in the room, Wilhelm closed his eyes
and forced back his desires. Kingdom came above all else. But next
to that was restraint. His family was strict in that regard.
Restraint always, until marriage vows had been exchanged.

A stupid rule. But in such times as these,
not one he cared to argue. There were reasons for the traditions,
and he would do his part to honor them. Until he burst. Or he
married. He wondered which would come first.

Still pondering the importance of family
values, Wilhelm crossed to the wash basin with a sigh. There was
water in the nearest bucket from yesterday, tepid, but clear enough
for cleaning any sticky remnants of drool from his lips. He emptied
the bucket into the basin and splashed his face, glad that the ship
was steady enough he could pull a razor across his neck and cheeks.
When he was smooth, clean, and as controlled as he could be, he
dressed and ventured out to break his fast.

By the time he made it above deck, the
distant shores of Wildfye were already in view against the bright
horizon. The sight was a joyous one that carried with it the
magical effect of bolstering everybody’s spirits. None of the crew
were weary or suspicious. They all happily engaged in their duties,
making sure the ship was in good shape to sail into port as soon as
the winds allowed.

“It’s beautiful,” Fitcher
said as the coast came into view. “The last time we pulled into
this port, I seriously thought about never getting back on a ship
again. I would have stayed if I’d been able to find steady work.
But the stopover had only been one day, and the town was so
preoccupied with a fever spread, no one was interested in hiring
help from someone they didn’t even know.”

Wilhelm was glad no one had thought to give
him a job, though he could not admit so while wearing the iron
suit.

Long term, they were going to have to come
up with a method of muddling his voice to make it sound deeper than
it truly was. He’d been thinking of giving the captain an


















tmp_dd969b9556cfe67449e24386d3cc2acc_0yWljI_html_m2f557912.png
)
(

BXX X

{
\

e





tmp_dd969b9556cfe67449e24386d3cc2acc_0yWljI_html_m3510d478.jpg
A
OF FEAR AND FLOV‘VE'RS' ’,
- LA 4





tmp_dd969b9556cfe67449e24386d3cc2acc_0yWljI_html_m7f84e198.jpg





cover.jpg
OF FEAR AND FLOWERS .

S

-

‘MERE JOYCE





