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  ONE


Twelve hours after they’d retaken the city, the army was still burning the dead. Bodies heaped by the hundreds and set ablaze, men and horses together. The stink of it was everywhere. The incense of victory. 
Smoke billowed through the streets, black and oily. Soldiers in blue and silver tunics bustled through it, helms and mail glinting in the sun. Lines of dark-haired prisoners trudged through it, chained together, eyes cast down. Women wandered through it as they picked through debris. And crews of workmen navigated mules and carts through it, eager to restore East Klomm to its rightful state after the destructive occupation of Count Olgris.
Castle Klomm, which at midnight had been the lair and fortress of Olgris and his murderous knights, was now the bastion of Akossian command. The lavender flag of a black dragon spewing red flames—the Klommentas family crest—now flapped over the ramparts and hung over the castle gates. 
Soldiers were strewn all over the castle. They slept fully armed on the brown grass of the inner and outer wards, faces covered with scarfs or shields propped up like tents over their heads. Some sat against the stone in the cool shadows of the curtain wall. Others reclined atop the battlements, sitting against the merlons, drowsy but awake; smiling faintly up at the sentries as they stepped over them, relaxing and nursing their wounds in the aftermath of the battle.
Sir Gilkrist of Lothellae had not slept on the ward. For reclaiming the castle and defeating Olgris in single combat, he’d been given an immense bed-chamber normally reserved for the duke’s most honoured visitors. There’d been a streak of blood on the floor and a mess of smashed pottery in the far corner, but by the time Sir Gilkrist had traipsed into the grand room in the small hours of the morning, he’d been too exhausted to notice. He’d barely gotten out of his armour before he collapsed into the plush feather mattress—and slept for ten glorious hours.
He’d awakened refreshed, but stiff. Dreadfully stiff. He was sore all over. There was a purple welt on his hip where Count Olgris had dealt him a hard knock with his sabre, and a long slash across his chest where the curved blade had ripped through his mail. He winced as he dabbed it with the soapy sponge. It had since scabbed over and he’d been lucky enough not to need stitches, but as he lifted the tin pitcher and poured cool water over his head, a sharp tearing sensation reminded him it would be some time before he’d be swinging a sword without bleeding through his shirt.
Water spilled off him as he got out of the bath.
His newest tunic was draped over the foot of the bed next to his hose. He eyed it proudly as he dried off. Hinkle had sewn it only yesterday, a fine tunic of steel-blue velvet. It was a basic design, lacking the frills and ruffles of the current fashions. But no matter. He appreciated the simplicity. Straight to the point. Direct. No nonsense.
He grunted in pain as he bent over to tug on his hosen, then very carefully pulled the tunic over his head. It slipped over him perfectly. He twisted left, then right. It was a comfortable fit. He slid into his boots and drew on his sword belt, grimacing as he buckled it over the bruise on his hip, then stepped up to the mirror.
Damn if he wasn’t dashing in blue. The girl had paid close heed to his measurements to be sure—well, something wasn’t quite right in the shoulders, but that could be easily rectified. He’d have to fetch her up to the castle anyway.
She’d done well, Hinkle. He’d see she was well rewarded. Perhaps a fine meal—nay, she deserved better than that. She deserved far better, the way he’d treated her.
He straightened his tunic and stepped out the door. 
He was hungry, ravenous, after a night of heroic deeds. They were serving porridge in the great hall, and as he descended the wide steps past several hustling men-at-arms, he saw men sitting at the long tables with bread and mugs of beer. His stomach rumbled. A peasant’s meal perhaps, but no less appealing.
“There he is! Everyone! Sir Gilkrist of Lothellae!”
He felt himself blushing and he grinned helplessly as a loud cheer broke out from the men and they all began to clap, and more than once he heard someone say, ‘Hero of Klomm!’ 
“Now, now,” he said with the pretense of humility, “No need for all this fuss.” Though he was in fact loving every second of it.
Someone slapped him on the back. It was Sir Kranmer. “Congratulations, my boy! A fine job, lad. A fine job. I hear you were the very tip of the spear.”
“All in a night’s work. Glad to see you’re alright.” He nodded at the Samáran behind him. “And Wolgua too. Did you see much action?”
The older knight shook his head. “Bagh, not really. Bit of a skirmish here and there. We weren’t really near the front. Not much chance for showing off.” His face turned grave. “I hear there’s about to be plenty of chances though.”
“What do you mean?”
Sir Kranmer stroked his moustache as he looked about, then leaned in close and spoke in a low voice. “I heard we’re marching out soon.”
Sir Gilkrist frowned. “What, already?”
“In the coming weeks. As soon as we can.”
“When did they decide that?”
“This morning.”
“Ashaelli’s beard, does the king never sleep?”
“Not that I hear. Are you coming in? We’d all like to hear about your duel with the count.”
“Yes, I was just about to—”
“Lord Lothellae! Lord Lothellae!” Sir Gilkrist turned to see a brown-eyed squire in a blue and silver tunic hurrying down the stairs. He looked him up and down as he stomped to attention before him. “Lord Lothellae, Sir!”
“We’ll save you a seat,” said Sir Kranmer.
“I’ll be right in. At ease, Squire. What is it?”
“The king wishes to speak with you, sir.”
“I’m aware.” His Majesty had mentioned he’d like to see him regarding Hinkle, but he’d hardly thought the matter urgent. The confused look this squire was giving him now made him wonder if this wasn’t something different. “I suppose it can’t wait?”
“I should think not, sir.”
Sir Gilkrist looked longingly into the great hall, mouth watering. “Very well. Where is he?”
“The duke’s study. Shall I see to your equipment, sir?”
He peered at him curiously. “Well, I already have—Are you telling me you’re my squire now?”
“Yes sir! Squire Blatchford, sir!”
“Blatchford is it? What happened to …”
“He’s with Sir Welbi. They’ve switched us around to keep Klomm squires with Klomm knights.”
“Who has?”
“His Majesty, sir.”
“Fair enough. Take my suit of mail to the armourer for repair. The rest of my gear will need to be cleaned and polished, and mind you sew up that slash in my surcoat. Also, see you bring up my horse from across the river.”
“Yes sir! Straightaway sir!
Sir Gilkrist jogged back up the steps. It was quieter in the upper levels of the castle, and the commotion of the men soon died out below him as he ascended a spiral stairwell. He was not familiar with this part of the keep, but there was no one around to ask for directions. 
He paused halfway through a dim passage and looked about uncertainly. Up ahead, airy light from a window streamed in at a sideways angle from an adjacent corridor. Behind him, torchlight flickered on the stone wall of the intersecting passage from where he’d come. 
There was a dark red carpet on the floor and shields and crossed swords hung on the wall on either side of an immense portrait of the city’s founder, Lord Angeth Klommentas.
Sir Gilkrist felt a sinking feeling as he stared up at the outsize painting. The armoured lord seemed to loom over him like a holy judge. But there was no accusation in his eyes, not this time. No horror. No surprize. Only a patient sadness.
He shuddered and was relieved to hear footsteps coming up the hall behind him. But as he turned, about to inquire about the location of the duke’s study, the unpleasantly familiar scent of tobacco reached his nostrils, mingling with the thick aroma of generously applied perfume. He clenched his jaw. His heart pounded as a shadowy figure emerged from the corner and lingered in the torchlight, posing in silhouette, one hand on their hip; the other—there was a long sigh and a puff of smoke wafted from the shadows—then the faint clacking of teeth on something hard.
Then came the fluid voice of a woman. “Ah, there you are.”
Sir Gilkrist held his breath as Kerstin sauntered toward him. He refused to give her ground and held his place as she stepped up just a little too close. She gazed up at him, her blue eyes glowing, one black-nailed hand resting on the bone hilt of her machete; the other cupping the bowl of her long black pipe. 
“Kerstin …” The last he’d seen her was that incident with purple fog and the barge. A lot had happened since then. An awful lot—and he was not sure she’d come in peace. Though truth be told, she did not appear to be in any state for confrontation. She looked tired. No amount of eye-shadow could disguise that. And one of her eyes looked puffy, like she had been stung by a wasp on the side of her face. Under her black hood, he was sure he saw a brown-stained bandage. “Ashaelli’s tears, what happened to you?”
Kerstin sucked on the stem of her pipe and blew a puff of smoke out one side of her mouth. “Your maidservant bashed me over the head with a washing bowl. Nearly murdered me, in fact.”
That answer was among the very last he’d expected. “Hinkle did? Are you serious? What the devil for?”
“Because I challenged her,” said Kerstin, “I knew she’d been meddling again, and so I questioned her—a bit more roughly than I’d have liked to, I’ll admit, but I needed to know. And well, after she told what she found in the Ruined Chapel and what the two of you did there, why, the poor thing was afraid for her life.”
Sir Gilkrist swallowed. He did not much like where this was going. “And where—where is Hinkle now?”
She frowned at him for some time, the stem of her pipe stuck up in the air, her blue eyes staring at him coldly as though the answer should be obvious. “She’s gone and magicked herself away—along with my broom.”
Sir Gilkrist observed for the first time that she indeed did not have in her possession the blackened besom broom with which she cast her terrible spells. But this was ill news. 
There was still much he did not understand, but he knew Kerstin and her broom were the primary defence against Zhildok Nasár, the Grand Mage of Caragol—if not the reason for drawing his ire. He did not like to think how they’d get on without the source of her power. That, and through his own design, everyone believed Hinkle to have received a vision from the Esenti showing her the location of the Duke’s Door, which had won them entry in the castle and saved untold lives by avoiding a drawn-out siege … Her absence would not go unnoticed.
“We shall have to get her back,” he said.
Kerstin’s face brightened as though she had not been expecting his willing compliance. “Indeed,” she said. “Fortunately, I was able to intervene in the spell and ensure she was spirited off to a known location we can be certain she will not soon leave. Unfortunately, that would be Castle Stel’ Calghād …”
Sir Gilkrist’s heart sank. “Then she is lost to us.”
“Don’t be absurd. I would not be standing before you if that were the case. I have a plan.”
“You have a plan to contend with the Skeravisi?” he scoffed. “With Prince Lastell, of old?”
“I do—t’will be perilous, I admit, but so long as you aren’t squeamish about a bit of magic—which, given the recent transpirations, I would find hard to believe—the two of us shall be able to overcome him.”
Sir Gilkrist did not think that very likely. But then he had seen the power of her ingenuity. The broom itself was a product of that. Yes, he must join forces with her and follow along with whatever schemes her sordid imagination conjured. It would be a small sacrifice—one he would willingly make for Hinkle’s sake. Whatever lies she had told him, whatever fantasies she had entertained about the two of them, he would not abandon her to the clutches of the Skeravisi. He would see her safe no matter the cost, and on his honour, he would henceforth treat her fairly, justly, and with all the gentleness she deserved. 
“Very well,” he said, “I’ll help in any way I can.”
“Oh wonderful. I’m glad you’re able to see things so—”
“However,” he said, “I will have to inform the king.”
Kerstin screwed up her face. “What? Why on earth?”
“Because it is my duty.” He should not expect her to understand, she who did whatever she pleased and answered to no one—save perhaps, until recently, Seneschal Fingol. “As a knight, I am unable to simply take off without a word amid the present situation. It would practically be desertion. No, I must tell him what has happened and our intentions to quest to Stel’ Calghād.”
Kerstin’s mouth fell open and she shook her head from side to side. “Tell him what has happened? King Vashean? Sir Gilkrist, are you mad?”
Sir Gilkrist clenched his fists. “I happen to be quite in possession of my senses, thank you.”
Kerstin sighed. “And you were doing so well. Though I thought it rather strange you’d suddenly formed a brain inside that thick skull of yours.” She clamped her teeth down on her pipe. “Go on then, tell him. I can’t imagine what you’ll say.”
“I’ll find a way to put it delicately.”
“Delicately? Sir Gilkrist, I dare say you’d better spin a good yarn. I don’t know about you, but I’ve a terrible fear of burning. But do as you must.” She slunk back into the shadows, “I shall await your return. However, should you take too long, I shall assume your conversation took a turn for the worse—and will make myself scarce …”
He was loath to admit it, but as Sir Gilkrist neared the duke’s study he had no idea how he would explain his situation. Very carefully, that was obvious. The less he said the better. One detail out of place would arouse the king’s suspicions. 
But then, leaving out too much of the story would seem like he was hiding something. He could hear him now. “Sir Gilkrist, is there something you’re not telling me?” King Vashean would ask, patiently, calmly, as if he possessed all the self-assurance in the world. He’d be cornered then, and a quick beheading would be the best he could hope for. Kerstin would be hunted down like her brother Fistram and Hinkle would never be rescued from the Skeravisi’s castle.
Perhaps the witch was right. He’d already woven an elaborate lie by telling everyone Hinkle had received a vision from the Blessed Heroine. He had no choice but to build on that foundation. He’d spun the web himself and now he was the one stuck in it.
Yes, he would have to compound one lie upon another. He did not care for it, but that was how he must proceed. He scrambled to piece together a plausible tale; however, he was so anxious that by the time he stood outside the door, his mind was blank. 
The two purple-cloaked men-at-arms stared at him inquisitively. 
He straightened his tunic and stood up tall, his hand resting on his sword hilt. “Sir Gilkrist of Lothellae, at His Majesty’s request.” 
The man on the right nodded and reached across to open the door.
King Vashean sat behind the duke’s desk, scratching his auburn beard as he stared down at several overlapping maps. Behind him, light poured in through a broken window, seeming to frame him in a heavenly glow.
“Your Majesty,” said Sir Gilkrist with a bow. He grimaced as he felt that tearing sensation again in his chest.
“Ah, good morning, Sir Gilkrist,” said His Majesty, folding his thick arms behind his head as he stretched back in his chair. “Rest well, Champion of Klomm?”
Sir Gilkrist felt his cheeks colouring and raised his chin a little higher. “Yes, Your Majesty.” His eye caught movement and he glanced to where two page-boys squatted on the floor in a corner, sorting through a pile of torn-up books and documents. They whispered to one another and stared up at him in awe.
“That’s right, lads,” His Majesty said, “this man here is the same knight who not twelve hours ago stormed this very keep, cut off the count’s escape, and then whipped him in single combat. You would both do well to aspire to the same selfless virtue as he.” 
Sir Gilkrist fairly winced at that. 
“Why don’t you two run along now and find something to eat.”
“Shall we bring back anything for you, Majesty?”
“No, thank you. I’ll be down soon enough.” 
King Vashean smiled as he watched the page-boys leave, then shut his eyes and pressed his hands together as if in prayer. 
Several long moments passed in silence. Sir Gilkrist wondered if he shouldn’t speak up. He thought against it and stood at ease with one hand crossed over the other behind his back. 
At last, the king took a deep breath and smiled again, but his eyes remained closed. “They were just cleaning up,” he said. “As you can imagine, Olgris and his false knights left a terrible mess in the castle—in the whole east half of the city.” The king yawned. “There is much—ah—much work to be done to set everything back in order.” 
He opened his eyes and watched Sir Gilkrist with careful consideration. He was no longer smiling.
“This whole business with Caragol and the Grand Mage regrettably is far from over. Our exact course of action has yet to be determined and will require solemn deliberation, but you can be sure it will involve a military response. The people of Klomm have suffered greatly. They must be avenged and we must ensure that the moving force behind this invasion is vanquished from power.”
“Yes, Your Majesty.”
“Now, your bravery last night was most commendable, and your split-second thinking—I understand you defied a direct order from Lord Kendrick to retreat?”
Sir Gilkrist swallowed. “It is true, Your Majesty, I did. However, in my—”
“No need to explain, Sir Gilkrist. Lord Kendrick has admitted that, though he is your superior, you were correct to press the attack, and that your resolve in that critical moment saved countless lives. As such, you face no charge of insubordination.”
Sir Gilkrist breathed a sigh of relief.
“I hear you served under Dame Tanith in the Koddish War.” His tone expressed a hint of disapproval.
“I was her squire, Your Majesty.”
“You were at the Battle of Morua then?”
“I was,” Sir Gilkrist said darkly.
“My sympathies.”
Sir Gilkrist said nothing and waited for the king to continue.
“Dame Tanith will soon arrive. As Lady Marshal, she shall assume command of all our forces, using Klomm as her base of operations. However, her role will mainly be as a strategist. Your cousin will lead the army in the field.” 
Sir Gilkrist nearly choked. Magnis, so far as he knew, had never so much as drawn his blade in anger, let alone wet it with the blood of his foes. He had not even jousted much in tournaments. Even Lord Kendrick, whom Sir Gilkrist did not consider to be the most intelligent of men, would be a more suitable candidate—had he not taken an arrow through the knee. No, the responsibility would be truly immense. To be in command of so many men, and behind enemy lines—the logistical aspects alone would be daunting enough, but to add it the necessity of tending to the moral of the hungry troops far from home sleeping outside in bad weather; along with the long breaks in communication, bickering captains, and the ever-present threat of ambush …
“However,” said the king, “as Lord Magnis is inexperienced, he will need to be paired with a seasoned veteran to guide him and provide insight as to how best to carry out her Ladyship’s orders. Therefore, I am appointing you Knight Commander. You will …”
The king’s words were like a cold slap in the face. His jaw went slack and as His Majesty listed off his duties and the various ways he would assist and support Lord Magnis as his second-in-command, a high-pitched ringing filled his ears.
“Furthermore,” said the king, “I believe it’s about time you married Lady Isla. It will be some while before the bulk of our forces arrive; and given the vital role you played in Klomm’s defence and liberation, I’d say a furlong is in order. Shall we say—two weeks? There will be a meeting in the Great Hall this evening where all this will be announced. When it’s done, I’d say you better mount your charger and ride straight for Ignorell Castle. Who knows when you might get another chance. I fear we shall be relying on your courage much in the coming days.”
“I—Ehm—Your Majesty does me too much honour…” stammered Sir Gilkrist.
King Vashean smiled. “I’m not sure that’s true. Certainly Lord Kendrick and the people of Klomm would not agree.” He gave a long pause and pulled his hands over his face, suddenly looking very weary. “There is just one more thing. And I hate to end on a note like this.”
Sir Gilkrist stood a little straighter. “Yes, Your Majesty?”
The king breathed out a sigh. “I noticed the other night that your maidservant had nothing on her feet. When I asked her about this, she said she did not own a pair of shoes and that she always went barefoot. Sir Gilkrist, this will not do.”
“No, Your Majesty. I will see the girl has shoes.” However, he was rather stunned and hardly knew what he was talking about. 
“Please make sure of it,” said the king, whose face had become sullen as though this minor incident had caused him personal humiliation. “You have been occupied with a great magnitude of affairs of late. But as a knight and as a man, you must be careful, even in such circumstances, not to neglect the needs of your servants—especially, especially those of the gentler sex. I trust you will be more attentive in the future.”
“Yes, Your Majesty.”
“Thank you, Sir Gilkrist. That will be all. I’ll see you in the Great Hall this evening.”
Sir Gilkrist shut the door behind him and traipsed down the hall in a daze. Knight Commander, and fulfillment of his betrothal to Lady Isla … It made perfect sense as he considered it. Lord Magnis would no longer be just his cousin, but his brother-in-law. And as he had squired under Dame Tanith, he was the ideal candidate for Magnis’s second-in-command. He knew best how to implement her design. It would not be easy. He would groom Magnis into a competent commander, but in the meantime most of the burden would fall upon himself. He would have to—Blood and damnation! He had forgotten to tell His Majesty about Hinkle!
Sir Gilkrist looked back at the men-at-arms outside the door and cursed under his breath. He had to go back and refuse all of it, explain what had really happened. But how was he to do that? “Your Majesty, it had slipped my mind a moment ago that my servant girl has vanished into thin air and that I must quest for her at once. By the way, she happens to be in Castle Stel’ Calghād—No, I cannot tell you how I know this, but I cannot accept this appointment of Knight Commander, nor this kind offering to marry my betrothed. You’ll just have to get on without me until I return, whenever that may be…” Not bloody likely!
He descended two sets of stairs to the floor below.
The king had just done him an enormous favour. But worse, the king was now relying on him. So was Lord Magnis; Dame Tanith; the men. He couldn’t just abandon his post. So much depended upon him now, so much more than a moment ago. His furlong—he could take that time to rescue Hinkle—but it would take all of two weeks just to get there. Blast! He couldn’t do it. He could not. His hands were tied. 
“Well?” a voice sang out from behind him.
Sir Gilkrist growled irritably as Kerstin slipped out from the shadows.
“I see you are not being dragged away in shackles,” she said. “I suppose that means either you did find a delicate way of putting it … or you managed to bugger up the whole thing.” She must have read the answer in his face for she gave him a sour look. “You didn’t tell him …”
“The opportunity did not arise.”
“Where does that leave us then?” she asked, folding her slender arms across her chest. “I trust you still intend to help me?”
Sir Gilkrist ground his teeth together. “I cannot. I have been appointed Knight Commander, and I’ve all but been ordered to marry my betrothed.”
Darkness seemed to ooze from the sorceress like a foul aura as she stood up to her full height, her blue eyes flashing with terrible ferocity as though the next word she uttered might blast him into another dimension. He reminded himself she had not the source of her power, but it was hardly reassuring. 
The witch drew in a deep breath. “Sir Gilkrist,” she said acidly, “I realize you are the most abject of fools, but even you, knowing what you know, must understand that I need that broom.”
“I understand that, yes, and I wish you success, but I cannot help you.”
“Sir Gilkrist!”
“My first duty is to the king. I cannot simply defy his—”
“Hang the king!”
He thrust his finger toward her. “That is treason.” 
Kerstin rolled her eyes. “Sir Gilkrist, do you have any idea why I stole that spellbook from the Grand Mage? Hmm?”
Sir Gilkrist gave her a queer look. “I had assumed it was for your own selfish ambitions.”
“In part, yes. But mainly, because I knew his intentions. He did not aspire to become the Grand Mage for the political influence, though he has made good use of it. T’was to gain access to the secret lore within Caragol’s Arcane Library, which is only available to the person of that appointment. There are things in there which he might learn, which, coupled with certain rites from his spellbook, could break the Seal of Morag. For three years I alone have withheld this tide of destruction. And then you and Hinkle showed up and started meddling. Now, I beseech you, as a knight of honour disregard His Majesty, just this once, and help me set this right again. Think of the greater good.”
“I need not disregard His Majesty to set this right. What do you think it is for that I have been made Knight Commander? Our armies are gathering. We shall march on Caragol. Princess Narinkerri is no fool. She shall sue for peace at the first sign of war and turn Zhildok over into our hands.”
Kerstin shook her head in wonder. “Is that what you think will happen?”
“I should think the king means to make it happen.”
“And what of Hinkle then? Do you intend to just abandon her to whatever ill befalls her?”
Sir Gilkrist sighed impatiently. “I have set aside my quest for the missing princess to do the king’s bidding. How then could I justify defying His Majesty for the sake of a servant girl?”
Kerstin held up a black-nailed finger and opened her mouth as though she were about to make a sound point—but then clenched her teeth and growled in frustration. “Then you leave me no choice,” she hissed. “If you will not help me, in which I freely admit to be the hour of my greatest need, I shall be forced to seek refuge from the Church. They will of course require my confession; but by coming forward freely and consigning myself to Ashaelli’s mercy, they may just allow me to live—all be it in a convent. How you shall fare, I cannot say. For doubtlessly, milord, in the purging of my conscience, certain actions shall be named …”
Sir Gilkrist laughed nervously, and for a brief second, he felt a surge of adrenaline as he considered thrusting his sword through her stomach. He did no such thing, but his face twisted into an expression of sheer contempt as he took a threatening step toward her. “You’re bluffing,” he snarled. 
“No, Sir Gilkrist, I assure you I am not—”
“You’re bluffing. You’re playing the same trick your wretch of a mother played on me. But I’ll not be fooled again. I know you wouldn’t do it. And I don’t mean you wouldn’t sell me out to the Church. Of course you would. But you wouldn’t sell yourself out. I’ve known you a short time, but I know what you are, inside.”
Kerstin backed away from him as he took another step toward her, her blue eyes harried with concern. “Sir Gilkrist—”
“You’ve a deep thirst for knowledge and power, for control. I know it because I feel it in myself as well. That terrible curiosity. The need to look. As you said, the Tree of Knowledge is not the Tree of Life. But that is the tree from which you and I have eaten. And that is not something you’d soon relinquish. You’d sooner take that spellbook to Zhildok himself than entrust yourself to the Church. Go back in a convent, bagh! You’d sooner betray us all.”
He saw something in her eyes he had seen once before. A deep vulnerability. Her face flinched like she was about to cry and her lip quivered as she spoke. “Please, Sir Gilkrist …”
He scowled and gave her a hard shove that pushed her back against the wall. “Stay the hell away from me.”
He stormed off down the hall. “Sir Gilkrist!” she called after him, her voice shrill with desperation. But he paid her no heed. 
However, as he neared the stairwell he regretted ending on such a sharp note. He needn’t have pushed her like that either. The gentler sex … He ought to do better. He ought to apologize and say something encouraging about going after Hinkle and the broom on her own, as she was best suited to. But when he turned back, she was gone.






  
  TWO


Hinkle bolted upright with a gasp. Her mouth was dry—and her head ached terribly. Her foggy mind shifted into focus and she glanced blearily at her unfamiliar surroundings. Her heart pounded and cold sweat dampened her limbs. 
The last she remembered was the bell tower. The black shadows squirming to life, wrapping around her; Kerstin’s triumphant grin and cackling laughter as she was pulled screaming into the dark. She must have fallen unconscious during the teleportation spell …
Now she was in a bed-chamber, on a huge four-poster bed. White sunlight streamed in through a tall window on her right and fell upon the opposite wall, where a yellow beeswax candle flickered on a table near the heavy wooden door. There was an ornate fireplace across from the foot of the bed, but there was no fire in it.
Hinkle shivered and rubbed her bare arms. She must be in Stel' Calghād … the castle of the dread Prince Lastell.
Of the Skeravisi. 
A sick feeling swelled in her stomach and she wrung her hands, trying to calm her frantic breathing. 
Everyone knew the story of Prince Lastell. After months of siege, he’d surrendered to an invading lord. But before he’d given up his castle, he’d given up his soul. He had offered himself to the Olcari, the evil spirits spoken into being by Sèlsubil in defiance of the god Ashaelli. It was said that the night before he’d opened the gates to his enemies, terrible screams could be heard from within the castle; and that in the morning, when his foes took control of the keep, they found Prince Lastell alone. Of his servants, they’d found not a trace.
In his own courtyard, Lastell’s enemies struck off his head. But it was said Sèlsubil had accepted his offer, and that at midnight, Lastell had risen again. But he was no longer merely Lastell. He had become something … other. He had become the Skeravisi. An undying apparition that blades could not kill and fire could not burn.
It was said that while his foes were sleeping he’d famously sewed on his own head. Then he went through their camp with a drawn sword. When they found what he had become, many of the invaders fled in terror into the mountains. Over time, the Skeravisi rode them all down, capturing them alive and dragging them back to the castle to torment in his dungeons. But he never found the lord of his foes. It was said that now, centuries later, he was still looking for him, still hunting for him by the light of the moon. It was said he still took prisoners. And it was said that at night, if you went near it, you could still hear screams from within the castle.
Hinkle hoped it wouldn’t be her screams.
It then occurred to her what a strange coincidence it was that she’d teleported directly onto a bed. And this chamber was awfully clean for being a ruin. The regal bedsheets should have been moth-eaten rags at the very least. It almost seemed as though this room had been … prepared for her …
The hair stood up on the back of her neck as she imagined cold arms carrying her limp, unconscious body through the castle corridors. A bed-chamber at least was better than a torture chamber.
Her hand throbbed with pain. There was an angry blotch on her palm where Kerstin had applied the candle flame the previous night. She had known Kerstin would be upset with her meddling, but to trick her like that … To actually spirit her off to Stel' Calghād … 
She shuddered at the recollection of those final moments in the belltower. Her aunt’s white face twitching with fierce desperation. The fire flashing in her blue eyes. Her black lips parting in a wicked grin. Her manic cackling …
Hinkle had taken her broom, the source of her aunt’s power. An old blackened besom broom in which she somehow entrapped human souls. She substituted the lifeforce of these imprisoned spirits in place of her own, thus exponentially magnifying the potency of white magic—which was otherwise known to be a weak and costly art. 
The broom lay next to her on the bed. Even without touching it, she could sense its power had been exhausted. Without new souls to replenish it, it was good for little else than sweeping the floor.
Hinkle got up from the bed, still dizzy and weak from the after effect of the spell, needles prickling her hands and the soles of her feet. She shook it off and went to the window. 
She was high up, much higher than she had expected. There were two towers she could see, both partially ruined. Between them, a high curtain wall enclosed the dead grass of the ward. But it was not the wall which would detain her, for it too was a crumbling ruin, broken down in places leaving gaps wide enough to drive a wagon through; it was the long drop off the edge of a cliff behind it, and beyond that, the endless sea of withered trees rising and falling among the smoky mountains like great waves of rotting wood, tumbling on forever under the grey sky. 
Hinkle knew she was somewhere in the mountains of Kodzir and that somewhere nearby there were two rivers which joined together into one which would flow south and eventually lead her out to the sea. But she didn’t know how far that was or how long it would take. And looking out at the lifeless forest below, it didn’t seem likely she’d be able to forage any food.
She turned to the heavy wooden door, wondering if it would be locked when, for the first time, she noticed the grey gown draped over a chair in the corner. She saw too, that next to the yellow candle on the table next to the door there was a vellum parchment.
It was a letter.
Hinkle swallowed as she approached the table with apprehension, her stomach in knots as she lifted the parchment, the light of the shivering candle flame reflecting on its glossy surface. 
Fair Maiden,

Welcome to Castle Stel’ Calghād. I know not what brought you to my realm, or whether it was from fear or exhaustion that you collapsed unconscious on my drawbridge, but I can only assume your circumstances were of a sinister nature. However, you are safe here. No matter what your status may be in the outside world, within this realm you are my guest and therefore under my protection; whatever malevolent force pursued you or drove you up into these mountains will now answer to me.

You will find a new dress on the chair in the corner. When you are ready, I invite you to join me for a meal. I should soon like to make your acquaintance. The way will be made apparent to you …

Till then,

Prince Lastell
Hinkle swallowed nervously. Certainly she was in no hurry to make his acquaintance. Though, admittedly, she had not expected him to be so genteel. 
But what if it was an act? What if he was toying with her? 
Might he have grown bored over the centuries of simply imprisoning and torturing his victims? Perhaps he had developed some sort of sadistic game where he might gain her trust as a noble protector only to show himself later as anything but.
And yet, what choice did she have but to go along with it? 
If she waited in the room, he might come for her. He might be angry that she hadn’t done his bidding. 
The dress he’d left for her was grey satin, like the gowns of noble ladies, and extremely expensive. The Baronetess of Sweetwater had only two such garments and was immensely proud of them, and wore them only on formal occasions. But Hinkle had never been able to afford shoes, let alone clothes which might be worn by a countess. She felt uneasy as she disrobed and put it on.
It fit tightly over her slender form. The neck was low cut and the sleeves left her shoulders mostly bare. She looked around for something to use as a shawl. Finding nothing, she reached for the door, then paused a moment, fidgeting nervously with her fingers as she considered whether to leave the broom.
It had no power now. And it might arise questions she was not prepared to answer. She supposed it would be safe here for the time being. She opened the door and stepped out into the hall.
A chill traced her spine as, one by one, candles on the wall flickered to life, brightening the corridor to her left with swathes of shadowy luminance.
The way will be made apparent to you …
Hinkle rubbed her bare shoulders and followed the candles for a few steps. The hall went dark behind her as the first candle went out with a hiss. She stared back at the white tendrils of smoke wafting from the extinguished wick, then ventured on. 
The trail of lights led her through a dim maze of hallways. For each candle she passed, one went out behind her and a new flame appeared in the gloom ahead. She descended a spiral stairwell and crossed a gallery overlooking the great hall. Suits of armour stood at attention along the walls and an empty throne sat on the raised platform, and for a brief moment, she saw the Prince of Stel’ Calghād holding court with the ghosts of the ancient past. 
The gallery led into the foyer. Great curtains and tapestries hung from gloomy heights.  Twin staircases curved down from a balcony to the main castle entrance. Overlooking the balcony was an enormous stained-glass window of the lithe form of a mail-clad woman thrusting a silver spear through the armoured breastplate of a demonic warlord—the famous scene of Mount Kollót, where the Heroine Morag had skewered Sèlsubil with a silver spear. The same silver spear which had pierced the heart of Ashaelli himself. However, the top half of the image of Morag was missing, as if some great object had been hurled through it—possibly from a catapult—causing a patch of white light to shine down amid the multi-coloured rays. Hinkle squinted from the brightness as she passed under it on her way to the far wing of the castle where she spied the next candle glowing.
The far wing was even gloomier than the first. The curtains were slashed and tattered. Crooked portraits hung in shreds. Doors were smashed in along the hallways and bits of armour were dashed along the floor. Hinkle clasped her hands together, her shivering breath echoing loudly in the ruined corridors.
Still the candles sparked to life ahead.
She crept up a spiral staircase, around and around. Halfway up a number of the steps were broken off so only a narrow ledge spanned across the yawning black gap. Hinkle held her breath and pressed her back against the wall, and sidled upwards, trying not to think how far such a drop might be. 
She came out on the uppermost level of the wing. Tired rays of sunlight fell into the hallway from places where whole sections of the wall had been blasted out. Hinkle shivered in the cool breeze and hugged her bare arms as she passed by in the open air.
At last, she turned a corner and found herself staring down a hall with only one door at the end. The walls were lined with pots of white roses. Torches hissed and crackled on either side of the door. Hinkle clenched her jaw. She gripped her hands tightly together. 
As she neared the door, it creaked slowly open by itself. Her heart thumped. 
“Come in, my dear,” came a voice from within. The hair on the back of her neck stood on end. It was a man’s voice. He spoke her language perfectly and with only the subtlest hint of foreign intonation. “Come in. You have nothing to fear.”
Hinkle winced and looked back over her shoulder. The way behind her was dark—darker than she expected. It seemed the very shadows were urging her forward. She gulped and stepped into the chamber.
Blackened rose petals littered the floor. To the right and left were smashed-in doors leading to other rooms, one of which contained a huge bed—which appeared to have been set on fire many years before. In the centre of the room, on a stone table, was a large crystal ball. Beyond it, daylight streamed through an open archway that led out onto a balcony.
“This way, child. I am out here.”
Hinkle stepped trance-like around the stone table; her eyes fixed on the crystal ball. Blue mist swirled within it, twisting, coiling like an ethereal snake. Hinkle pried her gaze away and slunk out to the balcony.
Silver dishes gleamed in the white sun, and a man, or something in the appearance of a man, rose from behind a white-clothed table. He was finely dressed, clad in grey silk with a purple cape draped over one shoulder. His black hair was long and straight, and streaked with silver—but though his face was animated with life, his skin was sallow with the pale hues of death. 
Hinkle stood very still. His dark eyes watched her with intense fascination, then his paperish face wrinkled unpleasantly with a smile of red gums and yellow teeth. “Greetings,” he said with a slight bow, “I am Prince Lastell, master of this keep and lord of this—” He made a sweeping gesture to the vast sea of rotting wood below. “—resplendent wasteland—though I am often called the Skeravisi, amongst other things. To whom have I the honour?” 
“Hinkle, milord,” she said with a stiff curtsey, “—of Sweetwater. Servant girl of Sir Gilkrist of Lothellae, Knight of Akoss—or so I was, milord.”
He came around the table, his hand held out to her. She started at his touch as she placed her hand in his and shuddered as the greyish lips chilled her skin. He was cold as ice.
“But no longer,” said he. “Now you are a guest of Stel’ Calghād and it is I who am at your service.”
“Thank you, milord.”
“Come, sit with me,” he said, pulling out a chair adjacent to his own. Hinkle reluctantly did as she was bid. “Now, you must be hungry.”
He reached over and removed the lid from one of the largest of the gleaming dishes. Hot, delicious smells wafted up from the steaming platter—pork roast on a bed of spiced potatoes, carrots and apples, all drizzled in herbs and butter … The mouth-watering aromas nearly made her swoon—and she readily began to forget her fear.
However, something did niggle at the back of her mind. She wasn’t sure if it actually was pork roast. Mightn’t it be roast beef? (Hinkle had not often had the luxury of eating meat). 
Whatever it was looked delightful.
It did occur to her that it might be poisoned. But she quickly assured herself that if that was the only horror which might befall her, she should embrace it with open arms and meet her death with a full stomach.
The prince eyed her curiously as he distributed her portion. Hinkle waited patiently, hands folded on her lap. Then with the edge of a silver fork, she divided off a small corner of the tender slab of meat, scooped it up, and lifted it to her mouth.
It was the most wonderful thing she had ever tasted—a thin layer of crispiness on the outside; hot and succulent in the middle. Oh it was good! Though it was rather pungently spiced—and made her very thirsty.
As if sensing this, the prince filled her goblet from a glittering flagon. She reached for it. It was an amber-coloured wine. The taste of smokey grape burned at the back of her throat.
Prince Lastell raised his pallid chin and again showed off his gums and teeth. “There we are, my child. Before, you were afraid … Now, you have nothing to fear.”
Hinkle was unsure what he meant by this, but kept on eating.
“I am sure you have heard all about my story,” he said, brushing his greyish fingers over the white scarf covering his neck, “embellished or not. I will not bore you with the tale. But pray tell, how is it you came to be here?”
She paused, chewing on a bit of pork, then reached again for the goblet. Her first instinct was to lie … but that had not gone well last time. She decided that she wouldn’t be any worse off for telling the truth. It wasn’t as if any of it had anything to do with him.
“My Aunt Kerstin,” she said quietly as she skewered a potato. “She sent me here … for meddling in her affairs. She is … somewhat of a sorceress.”
To her surprise, his eyes flashed with intrigue and he very slowly folded his hands, pressing his two fingers to his sallow lips. “Ah yes, the Witch of Klomm.”
Hinkle nearly choked. She felt herself turning white. How did he—She had made a mistake. She shouldn’t have told him anything! 
“There is no cause for alarm. There is another girl imprisoned here who was sent to me by your aunt.”
Hinkle’s heart thumped. Give my regards, Niece, to the Skeravisi! And to the princess! That was the last thing Kerstin had said. Could it be—
“Did you say … imprisoned, milord?”
“Indeed. She lounges in a cold cell in my dungeon. She disobeyed me. Like you she was once my guest and was at liberty to go to and fro and explore wherever she wished—except the lowest tier of my keep! I told her this and I shall tell it to you. That area, that door and those stairs down from the third level of the castle dungeons are forbidden! You shall not go there or you too shall be my guest no longer.”
“Milord,” said Hinkle quietly, “may I ask what is down there?”
“Secrets,” said the prince, “secrets not unlike those of your aunt, whose ire you drew with your trespassing.” 
“Of course … But—” She nearly asked if he might allow her to speak to the other girl—to the princess—but decided it would be better to ask forgiveness than permission. As least then she’d have a chance to err on the side of ignorance before being expressly forbidden from doing so. She recovered by shifting into another question, the one which burned most desperately within her. “Milord, if I am your guest, as you say, may I not leave when I am ready? I should … not like to outstay my welcome.”
He chuckled darkly. “Of course, child. Of course you may. You are free to leave whenever you wish.” 
Hinkle sighed with relief.
“However,” he said, “I am afraid you will find things are not as they were. You have eaten the food of Stel’ Calghād. The magic, the curse which hangs like a shadow over this place and myself, now hangs over you as well.”
Hinkle dropped her fork in alarm. “What does—what does that mean, exactly? The curse? How will things be different?”
To her dismay, he rose suddenly from the table. “Ah, but alas! I have spent too long enjoying your company. Pray, continue to indulge yourself. You will be no worse for it.”
“Wait!” she cried, as he began to leave, “Please tell me!”
But he only offered her his revolting smile. “I am afraid, my dear, I must bid you good morrow.” 
And with a whirl of his cape, he disappeared into the shadows.
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