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  Prologue


The clop of boots echoed through the dungeon halls with the clink of mail and the jangling of keys. A heavy door creaked open. Iron bars gleamed and crude rock glistened in the light of rustling torches. Then the door slammed shut behind them as the lavender-clad men-at-arms led him deeper into the bowels of Castle Klomm. 
They held him in contempt, these men. They were doing their best to mask it, but he perceived the added tension in their posture and the quick aversion from his gaze, the hurry to finish their sentences in what little business required them to speak. He was used to this. Just as he was used to the dim light of subterranean prisons. The dank, musty air. The stink of stale sweat. Of dried blood. And fear.
Some said he deferred justice, allowing evil to roam freely. Perhaps these guardsmen felt this way.  He couldn’t blame them. However, as far as he was concerned, he was doing God’s work as much as any righteous knight or champion of holiness.   
The men-at-arms stopped in front of a cell door reinforced with strips of iron and one of them slid open the little barred window and looked inside. “Move to the back of the cell. Face away from the door and place both hands against the wall.”
More key jangling, and then he turned the lock and pulled the door open. Orange light spilled in from their torches, illuminating the dark, slender form of a woman at the far end of the cell. Her back was to them, thin white arms raised to shoulder height, fingers splayed out over the rough stone. She turned her head slightly, her lips and pale chin partially visible behind a wild mess of black hair.
“Kerstin of Klomm? Formerly of Sweetwater?”
She made no answer and looked back toward the wall as the men pulled down her arms and began to chain her wrists together behind her back.
“Ahem. My name is Gerian Croft. Your attorney.”
She shook her head slowly. “What good is a lawyer supposed to do me? If Her Majesty wants my head, I expect she’ll have it.”
“Feet shoulder length apart,” ordered one of the men-at-arms. She complied, and he squatted down and shackled her bare ankles.
“Her Majesty upholds the objective indifference befitting a monarch. As such, you have been appointed an attorney and shall be tried fairly in the Court of the Queen’s Bench. Regardless of whatever harm you allegedly did or intended to do to Her Royal Person.”
She sighed and turned around, chains clanking, eyes glimmering in the torchlight. “I take it this means the bishop is finally turning me over?”
He patted the portfolio under his arm. “I have his signature, yes.” He paused, knowing too well the effect of what he was about to say. “I’m afraid I’m here to transport you to the Tower of Amarell.”
“Well, I’m surprised it’s taken him this long.”
“Then it may surprise you too that it took so long because he was negotiating on your behalf.”
“For what, pray tell?”
“A restrictive covenant in your transfer of custody agreement preventing the use of torture in your examination. On the condition that you are forthcoming with information. Provided, of course, that your statements can be corroborated.”
She swallowed, then smiled sheepishly. “Twas kind of him.”
“Yes.  Now,” he said, addressing the two men-at-arms, “do we have Miss Kerstin’s belongings?”
He turned as a third man-at-arms arrived in the hall outside the cell with a small burlap sack.
“Very good. Shall we?”
The man in the hall cupped his hand to his mouth. “Prisoner moving!” 
The other two seized Kerstin by the arms, and he stepped aside as they led her out of the cell while she shuffled along as best she could with the heavy chain dragging noisily between her feet.
Shortly after, they emerged from the castle onto the grassy inner ward. There, the armoured coach was waiting along with a retinue of a dozen horsemen in blue and yellow stripes with black plumes on their helms and the ends of their spears. A knight in lavender was waiting with them near the coach, a balding man with spectacles.
“Sir Welbi, I presume?” He produced a document from his portfolio. “If you’ll just sign here, please, as a witness that Miss Kerstin has been transferred into the custody of the Tower Guard—Yes, right there … And the date … Very good. Thank you.”
At this point, the keys were handed over and his client was loaded into the coach and chained to an iron bar under the seat, then he and a guardswoman climbed in and pulled the door shut. 
“Miss Kerstin,” he said as he situated himself across from the two women, “this is Woman-at-arms Brigit, your female chaperone.”
“Try anything, and I’ll gut you,” said Brigit.
Kerstin eyed the guardswoman apathetically then slid her gaze back to him. He rapped his knuckles against the roof and the carriage rocked forward into motion.
The castle was soon behind them, and as they rumbled through the city streets, Kerstin peered wistfully through the barred window, her blue eyes glittering in the midday sun as it fell slanted across her white face. It was, he knew, likely the last time she would ever look upon this place, and he allowed her time to drink it in, patiently arranging his parchments, cutting a new point for his feather pen, and setting up his inkwell so it wouldn’t spill.
Finally, as they passed beneath the outer gates of the city, it seemed she’d had enough and sat back in her seat, her gaze flickering down to the quill in his hand and then up to him. “You’re really going to write down everything I say?”
“I am, yes.”
“Won’t you make yourself sick doing that while we're driving?”
“No. Are you ready?”
She sighed as though what he was asking of her was an exhausting chore that she could just barely muster the resolve to undertake. “I suppose as much as I’ll ever be.”
“Very good. I will remind you of the conditions of your restrictive covenant—The more forthcoming you are with information—”
“I trust you already have my account of the incident of Castle Wóz.” 
“Mmm. Yes.” He shifted his papers around. “I have the statement you gave whilst in the custody of Lord Magnis Igornell. That matter is, I think, quite well covered. What the court is more interested in, is what happened before. How this all came about.”
She turned to look out the window. “How I got to be involved.”
“Precisely. I’d like to hear your story from the beginning. With as much detail as you can. What we’re looking for is loose ends.” He looked at her from under his brow. “People we don’t know about. Who we can prosecute. New names. You understand?”
“And what if there are no new names?”
“Well, that’s what I hope to flush out by going over your story from the beginning. I’m on your side, remember?”
She sighed. “Very well, Master Croft.”
He arranged his blank parchment on his writing board on his lap and dipped his pen in the ink well. “Whenever you’re ready.”
“It all began,” she said, “with His Majesty …”






  
  ONE


The bodies of men and horses lay strewn along the beach for nearly a mile. Hundreds more bobbed in the green surf, pushed up onto the shore by foaming waves that did not seem to want the dead. Black swarms of jeering crows filled the sky, descending upon the gruesome wreckage with ravenous enthusiasm. 
With no less cruelty than the scavenger birds, the Samáran islanders stalked among the slain, their eager knives glinting in the setting sun—though it was not the dead they sought, but the living. After nearly a century of chaffing under the harsh rule of Kodzir, these ragged peasant-folk were at last, with the help of King Torgh and his Akossian warband, in the midst of a long-awaited revolution—and the long hours of violence and sweltering heat had done little to ease their hatred or slake their thirst for vengeance.
There was movement and painful grunting as a Koddish man-at-arms struggled to crawl out from under a heap of corpses. The Samárans fell on him at once, whooping savagely as their daggers flashed up and down.
Some distance away, a Koddish squire ducked behind the slain horse of his master and lay still as death, his heart pounding. Next to him, his master lay pinned beneath the great beast, his face showing no sign of pain, though both his legs had been crushed in the fall.
“My lord, they give no quarter,” whispered the squire, “they will murder us like common men.”
“The Samárans, yes,” hissed the knight through gritted teeth, “we must play dead until some knight or Akossian noble passes near. Their king will take us prisoner and put me for ransom to fund his campaign. He has already wrung his kingdom dry with heavy taxes, but they still say he’s running out of money. He looks to the spoils of victory to replenish his treasure houses.”
“And if he is defeated, how will he pay his armies?”
The knight grinned painfully. “He won’t. He’ll have an uprising on his hands. His nobles will depose him, and it will be the end of his dynasty. No, King Torgh cannot afford defeat—Ah, do you hear that?”
The muffled gallop of hooves in the sand grew louder as a mounted knight came trotting along the beach. The knight’s helm hid his face. He carried a lance upright in one hand, entwined with a dirty lavender ribbon. His lavender tunic, coated with grey dust and blotched with dark smears, bore the faded emblem of a black dragon spewing red flames.
He reined his steed among the bodies, glancing right and left. The squire held his breath as he watched him, hoping he would come nearer. But it seemed he would pass by at some distance. Now he was trotting up the bank into the tall grass—away from them. The Samárans however, were getting closer. His heart jumped into his throat and he ducked low behind the horse as a sharp cry rang out several feet away.
“Boy,” whispered his master, “what are you doing? Call him over.”
He shook his head. “The Samárans—”
“I know. Hurry up and call him before they get to us.”
“My lord, they’re right there—”
“Ho! Ho there!” called his master, weakly waving his arm, “Ho, Sir Knight!’
There was a hiss from the nearby Samárans and the squire clawed his sword from the sand and leapt to his feet. Four ragged islanders scampered over the corpse-heaps toward him, red knives gleaming, black hair fluttering in the sea wind.
“Over here!” he shouted as he parried the first blow, “Sir Knight!”
The islanders leapt back from his broad slash. His wide strokes would keep them at bay—but only for a few seconds more. They were already circling round him. 
“He’s turning around!” cried his master, “He’s coming over!” 
At the top of the bank, the knight pulled his steed around and spurred the great beast into a gallop. The squire crossed blades with one of the Samárans and shoved him back—then whipped his sword around to catch the next lunging knife. A quick flick of his wrist sent the man staggering away with a shout, one hand clutched over his face. The knight was cantering across the battlefield toward him. He fended the Samárans off once more with a final sweep of his blade, then threw down his sword.
“Sir Knight!” he huffed, my master and I surrender to the King of Akoss!”
He dropped to his knees with his hands on his head. A rough hand seized him by the hair. The knife went up. He squeezed his eyes shut, preparing for the worst. 
“Stop that.”
The squire opened his eyes as the Samárans around him lowered their knives, then winced as the man clutching his hair pressed his blade up to his throat. The knight reined his steed to a halt and passed his lance to one of the islanders as another steadied the great beast by the bridle. Then he took off his helm and greeted him in the Koddish tongue. He was a curly-haired man, middle-aged, with a scarred face and green eyes.
“Good morrow,” he said with a thick Akossian accent, “I am Sir León of Klomm, Knight of Verdál. In the name of King Torgh, I take you into my custody.”
The squire breathed out very slowly and his master tilted his head back against his dead horse with a deep sigh of relief.

      [image: image-placeholder]It had been four days since the Akossian warband had taken the ferry crossing at Valduor. The army had set up camp for the night, and Sir León sat on a chest outside his tent picking at a plate of peppered pork and vegetables while his men sat on the grass around him with beer and bread. From his spot at the top of a hill overlooking the vast field of white tents and glowing fires, he saw the regal party coming long before they arrived. 
After a battle, it was King Torgh’s custom to personally visit each knight he’d captured. It allowed him to better understand his foes and size his prisoners up for aggressive demands for ransom. It also gave his captives the first-hand experience of several moments in his presence—and King Torgh’s presence was intimidating indeed. 
He was tall, husky, and immensely strong. He was a man of cold courage, who led his army from the front. His mace had burst the helms and crushed the shoulder-guards of many Koddish knights. He was a man more at home on the battlefield among the jeering crows and roaring fires than at court among scribbling clerks and bickering councillors. More warlord than king. 
Sir León nodded at his coustillier. The man set down his plate and stood up. “The king’s coming. Stand-to. Lance, Atten-tion!”
King Torgh trotted up the hill on a black destrier. He was dressed plainly, for comfort, and wore only a dark tunic, hosen, and tall boots. If not for the crude circlet in his grey-shocked hair, his stately posture, or the majestic beast on which he rode, he could have been mistaken for a peasant. A very large, very mighty peasant. 
After him came a woman of striking beauty in a white cloak and surcoat, the flame-haired dame they called the Iron Countess, Dame Tanith Pöella, the most dangerous woman in Akoss. After her came her squire, young Gilkrist of Lothellae, also dressed in white. He’d met the lad several times passing on Dame Tanith’s orders. A very tense lad, very serious. Could use a sense of humour. It would help him through the war.
The young man halted some distance away with the escort of men-at-arms and remained in the saddle as the king and the countess dismounted.
“My king. My lady,” said Sir León, bowing as the two strode past him into the tent.
Inside, the Koddish knight lay on Sir León’s cot. Wincing, he propped himself up and his squire rose and bowed. King Torgh flicked his hand dismissively.
“I present Your Majesty’s prisoners of war,” said Sir León, lingering near the entrance.
King Torgh folded his hands behind his back as he looked the two men over, then gestured to the blanket covering the knight’s legs. “Crushed by your horse, were you?”
“Yes, Your Majesty.”
“Mm. It is truly unfortunate when a knight must spend much time out of the saddle. Did you compete in the tournaments?”
“I did, yes.”
“The joust?”
“Here and there. I was more fond of the melee, Your Majesty.”
The king chuckled with approval. All tournaments were centred around the melee, a mock battle that took place across miles of countryside and involved all of the competing knights. It was a glorious affair, and quite dangerous.
“Well, a few weeks in bed,” said the king, “and you’ll be galloping over the plain again like a young man.
The knight smiled faintly. “Your Majesty is kind to say so, but I fear I shall never ride again.”
The king’s face darkened. Sir León held his breath, suddenly wishing he had stayed outside.  
“That’s not very cavalier of you,” said King Torgh.
The Koddish knight looked down, fidgeting with the edge of the blanket. “I’m just being realistic. The surgeon says—”
“The surgeon? Who cares what a surgeon says! ‘Bah, you won’t live out the week. Bah, you’ll never ride again.’ What kind of knight are you? Bloody ‘surgeon says.’”
Sir León’s heart jumped into his throat as the squire spoke up for his master. “Your Majesty, please understand—”
“Oh, I understand perfectly. I’ve seen it over and over. Captured knights exaggerating their injuries. Downplaying their fame and ability to lower the ransom and get home sooner. You’re all a bunch of swindlers. Low-lives. You’d all be better off peddling junk in the marketplace.”
The squire opened his mouth to object, but Sir León silenced him with a vigorous shake of his head.
“I’m setting your ransom at one hundred twenty-five pounds,” said King Torgh.
The knight scoffed. “I’m a knight, not a duke.”
“I find such modesty unbecoming in a nobleman. One hundred and twenty-five pounds for you and your squire. You should be flattered.”
The knight shook his head in disbelief. “It’s true then, you are running out of money. You haven’t got as far as you’d hoped, and your funds are dwindling. You’re getting desperate. Anyone can see it. If you stop now, we’ll reclaim what you’ve taken by the end of the year. You haven’t even reached the city of Morua—”
King Torgh snatched him by the throat. The squire shouted in protest—but froze as Dame Tanith’s blade appeared beneath his chin. Sir León was too horrified to move. To treat a captured knight in such a manner was an afront to the laws of chivalry and everything he stood for.
“You think I’ll be defeated by money!” snarled the king, spittle flying from his lips as he squeezed the life out of the captive knight. “I can assure you, there is no defeat for me! My victory is ordained by forces beyond your knowing! There is no price too steep! No deed too foul! No cost too great!”
The man’s eyes bulged. The colour had drained from his face. Still, the king squeezed and squeezed until the knight’s flopping hands went still on the cot.
“My king!” Sir León came to his senses and rushed to restrain him, “My king, no! Think of the ransom!”
King Torgh seemed to awaken from a daze and released the man at once. The Koddish knight didn’t move, and for a moment Sir León was sure he was dead. Then suddenly he came wheezing back to life, coughing and sputtering, clutching his bruised windpipe as he stared in terror at the king. Dame Tanith coolly lowered her blade from the white-faced squire, and Sir León’s shoulders sagged with relief.
“No cost too great,” King Torgh muttered again, resituating the crooked circlet on his brow. He took a deep breath, then jabbed his finger into the squire’s chest. “I’m setting you free. You’ll deliver the letter of ransom to your king, and you’ll let him know that we are running out of money. We won’t be able to feed your master after, say, another week or so.”
Sir León’s jaw fell open, but a look from the flame-haired countess made him quickly shut it again.
The king looked down once more at the speechless knight, nodded, and then ducked out of the tent. 
“Well? Run along then,” said Dame Tanith, herding the squire out before her.
Without another word, the king and his entourage departed, and Sir León sat down on the chest and took up his cold supper. But he was too troubled to eat.
For a long moment he stared into the grass, his mind racing with many terrible thoughts. Finally, he handed his plate to one of his men and called for ink and parchment.
It was time to make his report.

      [image: image-placeholder]Lord Hammond Klommentas watched the herald arrive from the mullioned window of his study. Far below, in the bluish dusk, the shadow of a rider was galloping over the stone bridge between the outer and inner curtain walls, passing through the gatehouse and across the lawn of the upper bailey. Moments later, he heard the rapid footsteps of someone jogging up the spiral staircase and marching briskly down the hall. There was a pause, then a stiff knock on the heavy door.
“Come in.” 
His seneschal entered the room, a weathered, battle-hardened man. “A letter, Your Grace.”
Lord Hammond nodded at the stack of correspondence heaped on one side of his deck. “Just put it there, I’ll get to it.”
The seneschal approached the desk, but hesitated as he reached out to place the letter on the pile and looked up at him from under his brow. “It’s from Sir León, Your Grace. News from the front.”
Lord Hammond sighed. “Yes, fine then. Open it.”
The seneschal broke the wax seal and unfurled the brown parchment, squinting as he held it up to the candlelight, sharp grey eyes scanning each elegant line. “He writes of the ferry crossing at Valdour, which was taken from the enemy at great cost … The army is now preparing to cross the strait, at which point they will divide into two groups … The king will lead a force across the mainland, capturing towns and villages … while Dame Tanith lays siege to the city of Morua.”
“Hmph. That’ll take months. I trust Sir León will stay with the king, rather than rot away in the siege camp?”
“I should say so, Your Grace.” The seneschal looked back to the parchment. “And it seems there was an altercation between His Majesty and a captured enemy knight.”
“Lost his temper, did he?” That was nothing new. The queen herself had fallen out of a window during an argument with him. It was, of course, dismissed as an accident, but everybody knew what had really happened. The king did not like to be wrong. He did not like to lose. He did not like to be opposed.
“It seems he did, Your Grace. He apparently—squeezed the life out of him until he was blue in the face, and said—and Sir León has quoted his exact words, ‘My victory is ordained by forces beyond your knowing!’”
Lord Hammond’s face darkened. “The king said that? Out loud?”
“According to Sir León, he did.”
The duke shifted uncomfortably and looked out the window over the rooftops of the moonlit city. “It’s as I feared then.”
The seneschal lowered the letter. “You don’t really think—I mean, this is hardly evidence of—”
“Evidence?” Lord Hammond frowned. “The last thing I want is evidence! The last time we dealt with this, by the time we had evidence it was far, far too late. If the king is mucking around with that sort of thing again, I want to know before we start fishing children out of the canal.”
He learned over the desk and pressed his fingertips together. “If the king is involved, I think we know who he’s been dealing with.” He put on his gold-rimmed spectacles. “We’ll get in touch with him and find out what’s going on.” 
“He won’t tell us anything. And you’ll never get a hold of him directly.”
“Not directly, no. However, I have an idea.” He licked his finger and selected a fresh leaf of parchment from the pile, then reached for the elegant feather pen and dabbed it twice into the inkwell. “I’m writing a letter,” he said, his pen scrawling gracefully across the page, “to the Bishop of Urluah—”
The seneschal stood in silence while he wrote, his brow arched, awaiting an explanation. When he was finished, Lord Hammond looked the letter over, crossed out a misspelled word or two, signed his name, and rolled it up. Then, melting a blob of wax with a candle, he stamped the scroll with the seal of his signet ring and handed it to him. “—You’ll take it to him personally, on your way to the Sisters of Guarded Virtue Priory School.”






  
  TWO


Secluded deep in the pine-carpeted mountains of the Duchy of Urluah, the Sisters of Guarded Virtue Priory School did not get many visitors. Families of the girls who had taken the veil—voluntarily or otherwise—were permitted a brief visit no more than once a year. Sometimes the bishop stopped in and held a service while making his rounds, but it was a rugged journey and quite out of the way. The road that went to the abbey went  only to the abbey, and as such, was never a high priority when it came to spending money on repairs. 
Still, the convent was thriving. More than one hundred women lived within the abbey walls: virginal girls, chaste and demure, who wished to serve the god Ashaelli in celibate devotion; spinsters who had given up all hope of marriage; daughters who had shamed their fathers with promiscuity; girls who came from poor families that needed one less mouth feed—they received the most visitors; and one penitent knight who had famously given up the sword for a life of peace and contemplation. 
They were completely self-sufficient at the abbey They drew water from a mountain spring. They kept goats for meat, milk and wool. They grew their own wheat and vegetables. They cultivated herbs of every kind. And their bees gave them honey and wax.
Kerstin was cleaning the wax to make candles. She sat on a stool in the shade of an oak tree, melting raw beeswax in a pot over a fire and pouring it over cheesecloth to strain out the sediment. It was a dirty chore, and she had burned herself more than once that morning, but it was something she could do alone—and that was a valuable commodity indeed. 
Kerstin generally despised the other nuns. They were suffocating. Always monitoring her every movement. Always watching and listening for some opportunity to refine her into a pious sister of the cloth. If she walked too fast or too slow, it was a sin. If she did not eat her food with enough grace, it showed a lack of reverence and was sinful; if she ate with too much grace, it was pretentious and thus sinful. Even her thoughts did not feel like her own. The abbey walls were the walls of a prison. The veil was a noose, constantly strangling her but never letting her die. Kerstin had been suffocating for fifteen years, ever since the Church had pried her from her mother’s arms at the age of three and sentenced her to a life of perpetual asphyxiation.
The bell tolled, announcing it was time for midday prayers. Kerstin watched hatefully as the girls flocked back to the abbey from the fields and herb gardens, white veils and grey habits flowing in the mountain breeze. Nothing was more suffocating than being stuffed shoulder-to-shoulder in that hot, stuffy chapel, standing, kneeling all together, reciting the same, tired prayers. The thought of it made her skin crawl.
Kerstin hadn’t skipped prayer for several weeks. She’d been caught often enough and punished severely enough to learn not to skip too frequently. Once a month had allowed her to avoid notice for most of the year. She’d hold out as long as she could until it became too difficult to breathe. Then, finally, she’d give in, and she’d be able to get through one more day, one more week, one more month.
Drawing in her breath, Kerstin stood up and stamped out the fire, and followed after the other girls. She sauntered through the abbey gate and halfway across the courtyard—where she ducked aside and headed for the dormitory where she and all the other novices slept together in a large room.
“Sister Kerstin, where are you going?”
Kerstin froze mid-step, then whirled around, putting on her most pleasant smile. “Sister Andrea, I forgot my prayer book. I’ll be right there!”
The heavy-set nun folded her arms across her chest. “Will you?”
Kerstin gasped. “Are you insinuating that I’m about to skip midday prayer? Sister Andrea, what an impious accusation! And right after taking your vows, too! What would Mother Ignace think? A sister of guarded virtue indeed!”
“I—you’re right,” said Sister Andrea, “how judgemental of me. I shouldn’t be so proud.”
“No, you shouldn’t. Now you better hurry up. No need for us to both be late.”
“You’ll be right behind me?”
“Yes, Sister!”
Kerstin hissed as Sister Andrea turned back to the chapel, then continued to the dormitory. There were no other nuns in sight and her heart pulsed with the thrill of defiance. It was in these rare moments when she stepped outside the rules of the abbey and asserted her own will and independence, that she felt like her true self. Though it offered her little relief. Mother Ignace did not treat such trespasses lightly, and she did not relish the idea of getting caught. Last time, she’d been made to stand at the front of the meal hall while the nuns ate, and was allowed only water for three days. No food for three bloody days!
But the prayer book would take care of all of that. The prayer book would make everything better. It would calm her nerves, and let her breathe. She could stand, sit, and kneel with the others, and even delight in it. If Kerstin had her prayer book, Mother Ignace could brick her up in the cellar and she wouldn’t even care.
Hidden within the hollowed-out pages was a small leather pouch and slender black pipe. The pipe had been a gift from a band of Caragan gypsies for healing a sick child. Fortunately for them, the abbey library was filled with medicinal texts and herbal lore, which, along with books on history, philosophy, astrology, and demonology, Kerstin studied with keen fascination during her two hours of evening free-time when the other sisters played sports and did their embroidery. 
The contents of the leather pouch were also evidence of Kerstin’s affinity toward the herbalist art. She had grown the tobacco herself, secretly, in small quantities, within a half mile of the abbey walls. 
The poppies grew in the mountains naturally.
She had presented a convincing case to Mother Ignace of the flower’s anesthetic properties, and it was nothing for her to say, whenever anyone asked, that the poppies were for medicine. She had produced a concoction that had eased the passing of the abbey’s most elderly nun. But it was her own passing Kerstin cared to ease. The passing of time. And the mixture of tobacco and dried poppy latex was a potent remedy indeed.
Kerstin pulled off her veil as she sat down on the bed and shook out her black hair before packing a pinch of the mixture into her pipe. She struck a match on the side of her boot and lowered the flame to the bowl, drawing in three terse breaths, then filling her lungs with one long, deep inhale that seemed to lift her off the bed, through the rafters, and up to the clouds. She floated there for a moment in the heavens, far above the abbey, gently descending as she blew out a long stream of blue smoke.
A faint song reached her ears, all the more pleasurable in the gradually oncoming effects of the poppy extract. Kerstin rose slowly and pushed open the tall window above another sister’s bed. The choir of harmonious voices spilled into the dormitory, their sweet melody flooding her veins. Her skin prickled and a chill rushed up her spine, and she gasped and held onto the window ledge as she shuddered in ecstasy.
Say one thing about the Sisters of Guarded Virtue Priory School, the girls could sing. 
Other than her time in the library, the singing was one of the few things Kerstin enjoyed about the abbey. She sang along for a few lines, her voice ringing out in the empty dormitory. They were singing the Hymn of the Blessed Heroine and it meant they were just getting started. They’d be in the chapel another hour at least.
Kerstin dragged on the pipe and blew smoke out the window, then rested her head in her arm. The drowsiness was coming on. A few more puffs and all her concerns would melt away. Perhaps she’d take a nap. By the time she finished her pipe, she wouldn’t even care if she was discovered. But as it was, she had not yet smoked enough to prevent a surge of horror at the clack of footsteps echoing down the hall. 
Kerstin whirled around, pipe in hand glancing at the discarded veil on her bed, then at the two nuns appearing at the entrance of the dormitory.
“M—Mother Ignace!” 
The paper-faced mother superior held her in stern regard, the anger in her eyes as cold and bitter as sharpened steel. Behind her, Sister Andrea wore a smug look.
“I was—I was just—” 
Mother Ignace silenced her with a stiff tilt of her chin. “Put your veil on at once.”
“Yes, Reverend Mother. Right away, Reverend Mother.”
Kerstin adorned her veil with frantic haste. When she was finished, Mother Ignace held out her hand. Her head hung low, Kerstin brought her the pipe and prayer book. The reverend mother’s eyes flashed with rage as she saw the hollow-out space. She snapped it shut and handed it off to Sister Andrea. “Secure these things in my office.”
“Yes, Reverend Mother. And… shall I fetch the black habit?”
Kerstin winced, but Mother Ignace drew in a long breath. “No. Sister Kerstin has visitors.”
Really? The only visitor she had ever received was her mother, and she had only been permitted to come once, four years ago. Such a show of mercy would be quite unlike the bishop. 
“Reverend Mother,” Sister Andrea protested, “surely this warrants grounds for refusal.”
“I’m afraid, in this case, I do not have the authority.”
That ruled her mother out. 
“But then who are these visitors then?”
The reverend mother’s face turned very grave. “That, Sister Andrea, is none of your concern.”
“I—yes, Reverend Mother…” 
Mother Ignace watched Sister Andrea shuffle away down the hall, then turned back to Kerstin, her face still puckered with disapproval. “You realize how much trouble you’re in. Skipping prayer is one thing. But madak? In my abbey?”
Kerstin nodded glumly.
She sighed angrily. “Have you still got wits about you? Or has the poppy got to your head?”
“I—I can manage, Reverend Mother.”
“Very well. Come along then, Sister Kerstin.”
Visitors were received in Mother Ignace’s private garden. Tucked away in a quiet corner of the abbey, the reverend mother would often retreat to this place of tranquil solitude after one of her episodes. The most alarming instance in Kerstin’s memory had been when she dropped a plate in the meal hall and sent her diving under the table, screaming like the roof was crashing down around her head. Kerstin had never dropped a plate again.
The garden was the only luxury Mother Ignace afforded. The other girls were not normally allowed in there. But, because it was private and peaceful, Mother Ignace justified her indulgence by giving it up so the nuns could have a quiet place to visit.
The garden was enclosed by a lilac hedge and had many different flowers so that throughout the year it was always graced with a new array of colour. Currently, the rhododendrons were in bloom, splashing the garden with sharp hues of pink and purple. There was a pond in the garden, fed by a tiny brook diverted from the spring, and a little bridge over the water that led to a stone gazebo where Kerstin knew her visitor would be waiting. Whoever they were.
Mother Ignace became tense as they approached the gazebo and Kerstin noticed she was clutching a wooden Morag idol in her fist. Whoever was waiting in the garden made her uncomfortable. She’d never seen her on edge like this. Kerstin wondered who might have this effect on her. Suddenly, when they were halfway across the bridge she stopped and gave the reverend mother a startled look.
There was a man in the gazebo.
There had been few men in Kerstin’s life. The bishop, a few priests and monks that sometimes came to the abbey, visiting fathers and brothers of the other girls she might have seen from a distance. The dark-haired, bronze-skinned men from the Caragan gypsy camp had been by far the most crude and interesting. One or two of those laughing, carousing fellows had filled her imagination with thoughts unsuitable for a cloistered sister, and had inspired her to peruse a few select books in the library. But what Kerstin had never seen, was a soldier.
The man in the gazebo was sitting on a bench—not to rest, for his posture was perfectly rigid, but perhaps because he had been offered to sit and it was polite to sit down while waiting. He stood up as they came near and it was like a statue had come to life. The movement made a strange tinkling sound, and Kerstin saw that beneath his outer garb he wore a suit of something that resembled the chain curtain that hung in front of the dormitory fireplace. Over this, he wore a heavy grey tunic bearing the emblem of a black dragon spewing a red flame, and a lavender sash. At his side, he held a gleaming helm with a long red plume.
He was a daunting figure, quite tall and broad-shouldered—or so he seemed beneath all that heavy cloth and armour. His square jaw was clean-shaven and he had no more than a bit of black and silver stubble for hair. His skin was brown from the sun, and his face was creased with age and hardship, set in a permanent scowl like he’d been sent outdoors into the cold wind and bitter rain and never been allowed back inside. He bowed as they entered the gazebo, and this too was rigid.
“Um—Where are the others?” Mother Ignace asked gravely.
The man looked up, mid-bow. “Well, I sent them back outside the gate. I thought I might seem less menacing alone.”
Kerstin was not sure that was true.
“Just so long as they’re not wandering unsupervised around the abbey ...”
“No, no.” He patted his hip. “I sent my sword out with them too, if, as a former knight, you can overlook such an indiscretion.”
“I have purged my mind of such things.”
“You must be Sister Kerstin,” he said. “Seneschal Fingol, of Klomm.”
Kerstin dipped into an awkward curtsy. “Please to meet you, lord seneschal.
“Call me Fin, please. I’m not a lord.”
“I’m not a nun. So if
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