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  ONE


Twigs snapped under Hinkle’s bare feet as she hurried deeper into the woods. She felt uneasy, like she was being followed, and she looked again over her shoulder to be sure the baronet’s men weren’t closing in behind her. Sunlight pierced the forest with golden rays. Trees creaked softly in the coastal breeze. There was no one there. 
It was absurd to think they would follow her so far into the wild. But then her paranoia was not without cause. Dark bruises still coloured her back and arms from the last time she snuck out of the village.
“It’s for your own good!” the constable had said as she yelped under the crack of his cane. He had caught her himself as she tried to sneak back through the gate, and had little choice but to drag her by the arm to the baronet’s manor. The baronet couldn’t have been more pleased. He had her brought into his dining hall so he could eat while he watched the constable and two of his men give her the caning of her life.
If they caught her again, they’d do worse.
Since the spring, rumours had circulated the kingdom of funny things going on in the woods—primarily in the northeast, but more recent stories told of encounters further west. For safety, the Baronet of Sweetwater had forbidden anyone to leave the village palisade without an armed escort. Dead villeins didn’t pay taxes after all. Hinkle, however, was an exception to this rule—not that she wasn’t prohibited from leaving; but unlike the traders, berry pickers, trappers, hunters and the woodcutters at the lumber mill, no militia were spared to go with her into the forest.
It was because of her grandmother.
Long ago, her grandmother and the baronet had made a deal. She didn’t have to pay taxes and was allowed to live in the village; in return, she would only use her craft for peaceful means, would not meddle in the baronet’s affairs, and, most importantly, would never do him harm. However, while their arrangement kept them from strangling each other in the streets, it did not dispel their mutual disdain for one another. Her grandmother never spoke of the reason for their feud, but she and the baronet hated each other. Unfortunately for Hinkle, it meant he hated her too.
Despite this, Hinkle managed well enough brewing potions with her grandmother, who took them to sell at the big market in Amarell and other towns and villages along the way. However, in order to get the ingredients for the potions, she had to gather herbs in the forest. But since the baronet was vengeful as well as superstitious, and didn’t, as he had porkishly droned with his mouth full of pudding, “consider the collection of plants and herbs of magical properties to be an apposite use of the Sweetwater Militia,” Hinkle had no choice but to sneak out of the village or she and her grandmother would starve.
Today her grandmother had asked only for a rowan stick and a basketful of mugwort. She had been requesting mugwort more and more frequently in the last couple years, and Hinkle had even needed to replant it so as not to exhaust the source. Recently, it was about the only thing her grandmother asked her to bring back. She used it for lucid dreaming—drying it out and crushing it up with poppy seed pods in a mortar and pestle and smoking it in her long whalebone pipe. Then she’d go up and sit on her bedroom windowsill and stare down towards the harbour as she floated off into some other dimension, often absorbed in that trance-like-state for days, or even weeks. And if Hinkle got a caning or got clapped in the stocks for a day or two—well, that was her own fault for being stupid enough to let them catch her.
Hinkle slumped to her knees in the damp foliage, plucked up the mugwort and stuffed into the basket. That done, she needed to find a rowan stick.
There was a big rowan tree reaching over the road half a mile south. When she got there she set down the basket as she tried to decide the best way to climb up and how long it might take to whittle off one of the more suitable branches with her knife. Then she heard the clip-clop of a horse trotting.
She ducked behind the tree. It was likely just a trader driving a cart into town. If they weren’t from Sweetwater they might not think anything of her alone out in the woods, but if it was a returning merchant then they would know her by face and name and would be well aware of the baronet’s rules. She thought again of the constable’s cane, and what more severe penalty the baronet might devise for her for not learning her lesson the first time. He might have the constable take off one of her fingers or an ear.
The horse came nearer and she thought they might pass on by, but to her dismay, she heard a deep-voiced man call out with the refinement of nobility, “Ho! Be someone there?”
Her cheeks grew hot as she remembered that she had left the basket. Oh, she wished he’d just continue on his way.
The horse whinnied and she heard a thud and the sound of clinking metal as the rider dismounted. “Fear not,” said the noble voice, “I mean you no harm. Be you boy or maiden?”
Hinkle cursed under her breath. He knew she was there, and he was no village peon. Not just anyone rode around on a horse. It was possible he was a knight riding to a new post, or some other lord or nobleman. Ignoring a man of such stature was dangerous, and she cringed as she pulled a strand of her sun-bleached hair out of her face and stepped out from behind the tree. She saw at once he was not one to trifle with.
First, she saw the huge horse draped in a black caparison embroidered with white lions. It was a chestnut destrier, a gallant warhorse bred to thunder fearlessly into battle and trample lesser men to death beneath powerful iron-shod hooves. Only a man of great consequence could afford such a mount.
A quartered black and white surcoat flowed down to the man’s knees over a coat of mail. In one hand he carried a spear and a shining helm crowned with a black and white braid. In the other, he held a tall black shield emblazoned with a white lion. His posture alone spoke of his high birth. He was a knight, a feudal lord who managed his own estate and led a small private army.
He was clean-shaven and handsome, but he looked rather serious. His eyes were set in a hard way that caused her to think he was somewhat severe, and he commanded a pervasive aura of authority that was more than a little intimidating.
“Good morrow,” he said,, “I am Sir Gilkrist of Lothellae, Knight of Théginil.”
She hadn’t heard of him, or of Lothellae, but Théginil was the county south of Prinsor. There were seven counties and three duchies in the Kingdom of Akoss—including the Samár Islands which had only joined the kingdom three years prior. Each governing count or duke was a member of the royal peerage and had a retinue of knights and trained men who offered their service and allegiance in return for living on the land of their liege lord. Sir Gilkrist’s liege was Count Ulrik Thégin who lived on the west coast in the huge castle of Fort Nightingale.
“I—good day sir,” she stammered with a flustered curtsey, bashfully aware of her grass-stained apron and filthy bare feet, “I’m Hinkle, milord.” She was not often addressed by so genteel a man, and speaking to him made her nervous.
“And what, pray tell, brings you out into the forest all alone?” he asked with some suspicion.
That was it. She was finished. He was astounded that she had ventured out into the wood without armed men to protect her. He would promptly take her back to Sweetwater, back to the baronet where, in very few words, he would express his disappointment in the village magistrate for allowing girls to wander through the forest at will when it was unsafe to do so. She could forget about another caning. For humiliating the Baronet of Sweetwater in front of his peers, some poor sop would find her fish-mangled corpse washed up under the wharf all the way up in Amarell Harbour. But maybe if she told him her side of the story, she could avoid that bitter end.
“I snuck out,” she said.
“You snuck out?”
“Yes milord, I was gathering herbs for my grandmother. I know it’s not safe sir, but the baronet is so busy managing the rest of the village that I didn’t dare bother him. He’s prone to swooning when he’s under stress. I didn’t feel right to burden him with my troubles.”
“Ah.” He paused for a moment which caused her some anxiety, then continued. “You live with your grandmother do you?”
“Yes, milord.”
“And what be your living?”
“She’s an apothecary milord, and I’m her apprentice. Hence the herbs sir, we need them for medicines.”
He gestured curiously to the basket.
“Mugwort,” she said sheepishly, “It’s to cure um, rheumatism.”
“Rheumatism?”
“Yes, milord. For the baronet. You see he gets bad aches in his joints when the weather’s damp. Sometimes he’s in so much pain he can’t even lift himself out of bed.” Her hand twitched nervously at her side. “Your horse is very pretty,” she said, diverting his attention to the noble beast.
“Yes, his name is Felagi,” he said, affectionately handling the reins, “He is a true and faithful steed. You may pet him if you like.”
She cautiously reached out her hand, half believing that the horse had somehow seen through her falsehoods and would bite off her fingers for speaking dishonestly to his master. But the beast merely lowered his head to accommodate her reach as she stroked his snout.
“True and faithful indeed,” she said with a pretense of fondness, “and very handsome.”
“Girl, if you are finished here in the forest, I will escort you back to your home. I am certain you know there has been talk of foul things abode, and I dare not let tragedy befall a young maid such as yourself.”
“I—uh—yes, if it pleases you, milord. But you won’t tell the baronet, will you, sir?”
“I see no reason to bother him,” said Sir Gilkrist, “not when he is so busy as you say. And if he does inquire after your whereabouts, I do not believe he would find my protection to be inadequate.”
“No milord! Of course he wouldn’t!” she laughed nervously, acutely aware that he was doing her a favour.
The knight put his foot through the stirrup and swung himself up onto the great beast. He hung his helm by the chin-strap on the saddle-pommel, then offered her his hand. “Come,” he said, “you will ride with me back to the village.”






  
  TWO


Sir Gilkrist brought Hinkle to the gatehouse of the palisade wall that surrounded the village of Sweetwater and the sentries on the battlements snapped to attention and saluted sharply behind spear and bow. For the baronet, the gatekeeper usually mumbled a not-so-heartfelt, ‘evar sa glad yav retarned sar,’ while the guards ignored him altogether. On a regular day they looked motley and coarse—slouching, unkept, uncaring men in dented helms and dirty wool tunics. On that day, however, they stood straight and still as stone, eyes fixed ahead in unwavering gaze. Sir Gilkrist of Lothellae was the son of a full-fledged baron lord. 
The houses were vibrant colours of red and yellow and bright blue and green—cheerfully painted against the constant fog rolling in off the Verdant Sea. Masts poking up above the rooftops and widow’s walks flew flapping flags and salt-crusted sails. Sweetwater was a fishing village on the western coast of the Kingdom of Akoss, and most who lived there were seafaring men.
Sunburnt sailors and boys heaved bulging nets and traps off their boats onto the slippery docks, permeating the town with the gummy reek of fish in the sun—a fetid partner to the putrid piss-pots being poured into the effluent streets. Market vendors sold fresh bread and meat pies from marquee booths in the crowded square; merchants and traders loaded rickety carts with their wares; tack hammers and smithy anvils rang out over the braying work-beasts and the bustle of busy villeins; haggard mothers scolded children and chattered idly with one another about the weather and the taxes and all the latest small-town gossip.
There was a gasp or two as the townsfolk began to make way for the knight. They nodded and bowed, whispering to each other about what he was doing with a nobody like Hinkle, and what Hinkle was doing with him. Sir Gilkrist maintained the indifferent expression of noble self-assurance, far too elevated to be put out by their petty talk, or perhaps too aloof to even notice. She, however, could not evade the unwelcome notion that she would be the primary subject of village discussion for some time after, and that not a word of it would be likely to reach her own ears. That feeling of dread was further accentuated as they passed the baronet’s house. Hinkle was worried she would see him peering through one of the tall mullioned windows in bewilderment as the doormen on the steps stomped to attention and presented arms for the knight. She did not see him, fortunately, and after they passed the manor she directed Sir Gilkrist down a narrow dirt path.
It was a pleasant part of town, with trees shading their path from behind a little rock fence. It was quiet too, and the few people they passed nodded humbly, content to mind their own business.
“This is me,” she said as they came to the last cottage on the lane.
The knight drew his steed to a halt and helped the girl down. “There you are,” he said, “be safe and farewell.”
He nodded goodbye, and Hinkle realized he was about to ride out of Sweetwater and out of her life altogether, off to some faraway place of courts and castles and noble ladies who wore wimples and silk lace. The beatings, the stocks, the scurvy and near starvation in winter—everything would return to its usual misery. She hadn’t even gotten the rowan branch!
She wished she could ask him to come in for lunch. But what knight would stoop so low as to dine in her ramshackle hovel with her and her poultice-pushing grandmother? It would be impertinent to even invite him in, and she felt cheated as she watched him turn away.
“Hinkle! Where are your manners girl?”
Hinkle and Sir Gilkrist both looked to see a woman bustling toward them from the little garden patch beside the cottage. A faded shawl hung over her silver-streaked black hair. Her face was creased with age, and like Hinkle, her skin was dark and speckled from the sun. She had the same blue eyes as her too; but where Hinkle’s eyes were clear and bright, the older woman’s were clouded with guile and mischief.
“Is that your grandmother?” asked the knight.
“It is,” she said, though somewhat reluctantly, “Nana, this is Sir Gilkrist of Lothellae.”
“Pleased to meet you, ‘lordship,” said her grandmother with a curtsy. There was a degree of reverence in her voice that made Hinkle suspicious, “Sadie, sir. Sadie the—um …”
“Apothecary?”
“Apothecaries, yes! Yes, we are! I’m Sadie the Apothecary.”
“Well met, Sadie Apothecary,” said Sir Gilkrist, “Hinkle mentioned you were the sort and that she was your apprentice. I came upon her in the woods gathering herbs for your medicines and saw fit to bring her home. Funny rumours about you know.”
“That there are sir, that there are. And I’m very glad you brought her back. Won’t you come in for a bite to eat? Allow a granny to show her thanks?”
Hinkle shifted her eyes between the two of them. Her grandmother was definitely up to something, but of what she was unsure. What she did know, was that her grandmother was playing one of Count Thégin’s knights like a fiddle. If they were found out it would likely be the gallows to pay, or worse.
The knight began to politely decline, but Sadie interjected, aided by the convincing aroma wafting from the open window. “Are sure you won’t stay milord? I have a chowder on, and there be a fresh bread loaf cooling on the sill. That’s what you’re smelling,” she said with a wink. “There’s beer too.”
“Thank you for the offer, he replied, “but regrettably I must be on my—“
“Nonsense!” Sadie crossed her arms and planted herself in front of the knight and his steed. “I did not slave away in that sweltering kitchen all morning just to eat alone with my silly granddaughter, nay I did not! Now I invited you in for lunch, so you’d be wise to get down off that high horse of yours and come on inside. Unless of course, you’d rather have a round of fisticuffs with a poor fisherman’s widow. And let me tell you, sir,” she told him as she rolled up her sleeve, “I throw a mean one! Hohoho!”
Hinkle gaped, half expecting Sir Gilkrist to cut off her grandmother’s head for such insolence; but apparently, he was just as surprised as she was.
“Well I suppose,” he said uncertainly, “if you insist so strongly …”
“Oh, why thank you, milord!” She swooned again into another excessive curtsey, switching back to that suspicious reverence, “T’is such an honour to have you with us, sir, such an honour.”
Hinkle shrugged as Sir Gilkrist gave her an inquisitive look. What was her grandmother thinking? What was she scheming that she was so adamant about getting a noble knight into the house? And where did she get the money to buy ingredients for a chowder anyway? And beer! Her grandmother was definitely up to something.
Sadie’s hovel was indeed tiny, with just enough space for the brick stove and rickety stairs that loomed over the kitchen table. An abundance of dried herbs, flowers, worts and weeds were stuffed in jars or hung on pegs, or bound up in little tufts and crammed onto the shelf, making it look very much like the residence of an apothecary. Hinkle did notice though, that the usual clutter of books had disappeared, and that the table was conveniently set for three.
“Were you expecting me,” joked the knight as he set his shield against the wall.
“Oh no sir,” Sadie replied somberly, “We always set out that place we do, in memory of Hinkle’s late mother.”
It was a black lie.
“Oh, I am sorry,” said Sir Gilkrist with remorse.
“It’s alright,” sighed Hinkle, playing along with the ruse, “I’m sure she wouldn’t mind you sitting there.”
“But—are you sure? She really wouldn’t mind?”
“No,” said Sadie, “my Meredith won’t trouble you. Besides, I’ve only got three spoons.”
“Very well. Please, don’t mind me” he said, glancing warily up at the rafters, and touching his forehead, lips, and heart as he cautiously slipped into the chair. The man was as superstitious as a sailor.
Sadie shook her head. “Good then. We’ll let my granddaughter serve you some of this chowder. Seafood chowder it is. You’re lucky you came today when I actually managed to get a hold of some clams and scallops from the market. That good-for-nothing baronet keeps on jackin’ up the price o’ the good seafood, never you mind that this is a bloody fishing commune. You know he’s a real fat porker he is too. No surprise there though. He eats every single lobster that comes up out of the ocean. Hah! A plague on him I say! Stupid, lazy, fat, son-of-a-pox-riddled—“
“Nana!” cried Hinkle, “be civil!” She tugged her on the sleeve and quietly murmured from the corner of her mouth, “that’s enough about the baronet, Nana.” She turned to bring the knight his steaming bowl. “Would you like some beer milord?”
“Yes, thank you.”
“Nana?”
“Keg’s in the pantry. Give him your Uncle Fistram’s mug.”
Hinkle frowned as she accepted the ornate iron tankard from her grandmother. It wasn’t exactly cool in the pantry, and she hoped Sir Gilkrist wouldn’t mind drinking piss-warm beer. She returned with the frothing mug of ale and set it in front of him before removing her apron and her taking place at the table.
“So, Knight of Théginil,” Sadie began as she joined them with the fresh loaf of bread, “What do you up here in Prinsor County? If it wouldn’t be too bold of us peasants in asking that is. On some quest I suppose?”
“In a sense,” said Sir Gilkrist, “I am investigating the disappearance of Princess Lemfina.”
“Oh good heavens. You poor sod.”
Hinkle kicked her grandmother under the table. “Nana please!” she whispered, “Remember who you’re talking to!”
“Indeed,” Sir Gilkrist warned, “it is no laughing matter. You should know the king takes the search for his half-sister quite seriously.”
“I’m sure he does. But you of all men must see that it’s a fool’s errand. You’ll never find her. She up and vanished without a trace, so they say. And three years ago at that!”
“It is true,” the knight admitted, “that the trail has gone quite cold, not that there was ever much to go on. She was in her bedchamber, and then she was not. None of her waiting ladies, nor any of the palace guards saw a thing. It’s almost as if she suddenly just—“
“Dematerialized. Spooky, isn’t it.”
Hinkle looked at her grandmother with suspicion, unsure whether she somehow actually knew something about the incident or whether she was simply toying with him for fun.
“Yes,” said Sir Gilkrist, “however, the suicide of her father nary but a week after—I cannot but infer that there was some connection.”
Sadie shrugged.
“Perhaps he was overcome with grief?” said Hinkle, “or somehow held himself responsible for her disappearance?”
“That is unlikely,” Sir Gilkrist refuted, “he hated the princess as much as he hated her mother the queen. I’m sure you’ve heard the rumour—“
“About how they were having an argument and the queen accidentally fell out of the window? Hah!”
“Yes—But anyhow, I somewhat suspect that the more recent occurrences may have something to do with the princess, though It’s hard to say what. I fear it may be a shot in the dark, but it’s worth looking into at least.”
“Where will you go?” asked Hinkle.
“To Ornn first, to hear what tidings have come through the crossroads, then possibly to Colmire to confer with the dowager countess.”
Silence followed as they ate, and Hinkle saw the detached glaze pall her grandmother’s eyes. She always had that look before she did it, that dreamlike, dazed expression. She had been right about the mugwort. That night—perhaps as soon as Sir Gilkrist left, even—her grandmother would plunge into the world of dreams, into the depths of oblivion. And who knew how long she’d stay there.
Sadie returned from her thoughts with a sleazy grin—a grin which loudly announced to Hinkle that whatever her grandmother had been plotting was about to become manifest. She leaned across the table towards the knight, grinning deviously as if to whisper him some lecherous secret. She nodded in Hinkle’s direction. “I’ll let you have her for sixpence milord.”
Hinkle choked.
“What?” gasped Sir Gilkrist.
“No, no milord, I didn’t mean it like that. O’ course, once she’s yours you can do whatever you want with her you can. I meant take her to work for you is all.”
“Woman,” he scoffed, “are you serious?”
“I am sir. She can cook your meals, and sew and sing. I didn’t see no squire waitin’ for you out there either, so I don’t see why she couldn’t pack up your horse and mind your things and whatnot. She ain’t used to eatin’ much. You’d only need to feed her twice a day. She can be quite the conversationalist too if you’re in the mood for company. Sixpence sir, t’is only sixpence.”
Hinkle was speechless. Her own grandmother was actually trying to sell her off like a pig at the market, and for half the price of one! She could hardly believe what she was hearing!
But then she considered what working for Sir Gilkrist might be like. It was what she longed for, wasn’t it? To finally leave Sweetwater behind, along with that vindictive baronet? She’d be well fed and kept warm in the winter, perhaps even in a castle. She wouldn’t have to worry about getting caned for simple things she needed to do just to get by. Sir Gilkrist didn’t seem too much like the angry, abusive sort, no worse than the baronet anyway. It might be for the best after all, even if her grandmother was trying to pawn her off. Then she felt a sting.
“I absolutely refuse. As a knight and as a man, I cannot take an unmarried woman to be my maid-servant as I travel alone and make camp by the roadside. That would be entirely inappropriate! Not to mention she is a taxpaying villein of Sweetwater. What would the baronet think if I just rode off with her without so much as a writ of notice?”
“Hah! I can’t wait to see the look on his fat, pink face,” Sadie cackled, “hohoho!”
“But you will not see it!”
“Not even for fivepence milord? T’is only fivepence.”
“No I say!”
Hinkle had heard enough, and she stood up from her chair. “I’m going to go stand outside and wait for you to finish haggling over which one you gets stuck with me!”
“Sit down girl!” snapped Sadie, grabbing her arm and yanking her back into her seat with astonishing strength for a woman her age.
“The truth is sir,” Sadie said with sudden grimness, “is that if she stays here she won’t make it through the winter. The girl’s already behind in her taxes she is, and that baronet’s not but a selfish wank. He could care less if she starves, so long as he gets what’s owed him.”
Hinkle frowned. If she died, the baronet could never collect taxes from her again. He’d feed her from his own table before he’d let that happen. She decided not to mention it.
“Now I don’t wish to grovel,” Sadie continued with notable humility, “but I’ll do what I must. I implore you—beg you, sir, as a knight of chivalry, please take her away from here. Have mercy on a poor old wretch and her foolish granddaughter.”
“I am sorry,” he said quietly, “but I have not the authority to bestow such mercy.”
Sadie slumped back in her chair and folded her arms in resolution. “I had a feeling it would come to this,” she muttered.
“Come to what?”
To Hinkle’s horror, her grandmother procured a tiny flask containing a murky green liquid and set it on the table as she announced, “I’ve poisoned the chowder.”
The colour drained from the knight’s face. He dropped his spoon and recoiled from the table. “You’ve what?” he gasped.
“No! No Nana you didn’t,” cried Hinkle, “please tell me you didn’t really poison him, not actually.”
“Ha, not just him, child,” Sadie said wryly, “us too. We’ll all be dead within the hour! Hoho! Unless his lordship cooperates, that is.”
Sir Gilkrist drew his sword. “You vile hag!” he seethed, “you intend to blackmail me!?”
“I do sir,”
“Then on my honour, I should run you through and see you thwarted!”
“Go ahead, if you want to throw your life away.”
Sir Gilkrist paced back and forth, pinching his brow. “There is an antidote,” he reasoned with growing desperation, “you must have one ready, else your plan would not work.”
“That is correct.”
“Then I will find it!”
“You can try. It’s up there on the shelf there with all the other concoctions.”
Sir Gilkrist stared in dismay at the colourful plethora of unlabelled bottles. It was futile, he would never know which one was the antidote. Some of the potions there could be even deadlier to consume than the poison he had already ingested.
Hinkle moaned. “Nana, what have you done?”
“Which one is it?” he demanded.
“Are you ready to buy my granddaughter for sixpence?”
The knight bit his lip, clenched his fist, then relented. “Yes, fine, I’ll take her for a damn shilling if you’ll give me the antidote.” He cast a tarnished silver coin onto the table.
Sadie gawked and greedily snatched up the coin. “A whole shilling? Hoho! Bless your lordship!”
“Now, the anti-poison!”
“Not so fast milord,” said Sadie, holding up an objecting finger, “I’ll be needing your word of honour I will.”
Sir Gilkrist breathed slowly through his nostrils. “I give you my word as a knightly lord, I will take the girl as my maidservant on my travels.”
“And you’ll treat her kind and fair?”
“I swear it.”
“And you’ll not harm me now or thereafter, milord?”
“By Ashaelli’s blood, I swear it! Now give me the antidote woman!”
Hinkle’s grandmother sent her a crooked grin. “He swore it,” she cackled deviously.
“Nana, he’s done as you asked, now show him the antidote, please.”
Her grandmother swatted her forehead. “Idiot girl,” she said, “you think I would dare to poison one of Count Thégin’s knights? Hah! Think again, child.”
“What do you mean?” Sir Gilkrist demanded, “You have not poisoned us?”
“No sir,” Sadie answered.
“But you just said—“
Hinkle hung her head and covered her face.
“Then what is this you have here?” he asked, pointing to the flask on the table.
“T’is a grave and deadly poison. If I had put that in the chowder we’d already be dead.
“You lied! You deceived me!”
“I did sir. But you also gave your word of honour, and swore on Ashaelli’s own blood milord.”
Sir Gilkrist’s face turned very red and his sword rattled in his hand. At last, he lowered his blade with an angry sigh. “That I did, and I am bound.”
To Hinkle’s amazement he turned to her, and with great reluctance spoke the words that would deliver her from her miserable existence, “Maiden, from this day forth I am your lord and master. You will serve me diligently as I bid, and I will see that you lack none of life’s necessities. I am your patron and your shield. Obey my word.”
“Thank you, milord,” Hinkle meekly replied, “I will obey you.”
“Hah! better run upstairs and get your things then—not that you have much. I don’t imagine his lordship will want to tarry around in this house much longer. Hoho!”
Sir Gilkrist was already outside waiting by the fence when Hinkle came back down. She pulled on her blue hood and looked around the cottage with a sigh, wondering when, or if she would ever return. In a mere instant, her life had been completely altered. Her once bleak future was now filled with possibilities! But even still, it had been very sudden, and as exciting as it was, she was unprepared for such a drastic change.
“Now you be good and do as your told,” said her grandmother, “Queer times these are. You don’t want to end up like that poor bugger the other week who had his arms pulled off, Hoho! Or like that silly fool who got her whole face—“
“Nana please!”
“Right, well come on then, say goodbye to your old Nana.”
“Goodbye Nana,” said Hinkle, embracing her.
“Goodbye child,” said Sadie, “Make sure you say hello to Kerstin for me.”
“I will if I see her,” she said with a frown, “but we’re not going that way.”
“Right. Well, tell her not to do anything I wouldn’t do.”
“That doesn’t leave much to be avoided …”
“I know!” she said proudly, “Off you go now, don’t want to keep his lordship waiting.”
Hinkle hurried to the gate as Sir Gilkrist mounted his steed.
“You’re welcome to stop in again any time, Sir Knight,” hollered Sadie, “anytime!”
The knight glared at the old woman and swore under his breath as he started off down the lane. “Well, come along then, girl,” he growled. Hinkle waved once more to her grandmother and briskly followed after him.






  
  THREE


They stopped for the night in a pine glade near a trickling stream that ran silver and pink in the setting sun, and Hinkle sat on a bed of pine needles as she cooked supper in a pan over the fire. A cool breeze blew through the forest and she pulled the grey wool blanket tighter around her shoulders and nudged closer to the flame. The heat was soothing to her bare calves and feet, toasting away the ache and fatigue of the day’s travels. Servants did not ride with their masters, and Hinkle had walked the whole way on foot. She hoped Sir Gilkrist would buy her some shoes in Ornn, but was afraid to ask him so soon after being taken into his service—especially considering the manner in which it had occurred. 
He had been furious all afternoon and had spoken little more than a word. But now that evening had come, and he had someone to make his fire and fix his dinner, he seemed more willing to accept the machinations of the day. Hinkle was certain, however, that he was still annoyed—not least of all because his pride had been affected. She must behave cordially in hopes that his temperament might further improve.
Sir Gilkrist reclined against a log, engrossed in the pages of a thin leather-bound book. In one hand he held up a tiny pair of spectacles that made his eyes unnaturally large as they drifted across the text—causing him to look more like the bumbling friar who lived in the old stone chapel rather than a feudal lord. A dragon or some winged creature was embossed on the front cover, and she cocked her head to see the title as she scooped his dinner onto a dented tin plate.
The Quest of Crows

She had read it a number of times. It was a folktale about a man’s journey to find his wife after she had left him to count crows—the interpreting of the appearance of various numbers of birds as an omen. The man had sold his house and all his possessions in order to fund his travels, and had made many companions along the way, often helping the people he met and learning from their wisdom. After a year of wandering, he found his wife lying dead on the road with six crows pecking at her remains. He chased the birds away and carried her body into the woods to bury her. But while he was digging her grave he unearthed a huge chest full of gold. The story said that he continued to walk the earth and share his new wealth with those in need, but was followed by a single crow wherever he went.
It had long been debated whether or not it was the man who was the protagonist or whether it was actually his wife. Despite her grandmother’s assertions, Hinkle preferred the hero to be the affectionate husband who gave up everything he owned to find the woman he loved rather than the morbid, augury-obsessed wife who left him. She was curious, however, to know what Sir Gilkrist thought of the tale.
“What’re you reading?”
He continued to study the book for a moment before answering mindlessly, “Quest of Crows.”
“Oh, that.”
He nodded, his eyes still glued to the page. Hinkle stared at him and became increasingly unimpressed as the steaming plate she had put at his side continued to go unnoticed. But she didn’t dare voice her opinion and began instead to see to her own meagre helping of a stale biscuit and a mouldy piece of cheese.
Sir Gilkrist squinted up from his glasses and snapped the book shut. “Girl, you better have more to eat than just that,” he said.
“What?”
“Pardon—You will require sustenance for the journey ahead. You are now in the service of a knight after all. How do you think it would reflect upon me if I let my servants faint from malnourishment on the wayside? No, it would be most unfitting. Go on, fry yourself up some green beans and potatoes then, and a couple strips of that venison.”
“Yes sir,” she said as she selected two beans and the smallest potato before slapping a single strip of meat into the sizzling pan. “Thank you, sir.”
He eyed her with dissatisfaction. “More than that, girl.”
Hinkle maintained the pretense of awkward humility as she did as she was told, but in truth, she was more than happy to stuff herself. And to have meat too, twice in one day! Normally she only got it once a week if she was lucky, and even then it was usually some measly little fish that was mostly all bones with nothing on it. She decided that if Sir Gilkrist was going to make her eat meat every day that she would gladly follow him anywhere he went, no matter how dangerous his adventures might prove.
The knight smiled with approval as he took up his own supper and set down the book and spectacles, his visage returning once more to that of a gallant cavalier. “You say you have heard the tale of the Quest of Crows?” he asked.
She nodded. “Yes sir, there was an old bard who used to come sing it in the village,” she lied, “that one and a couple other stories. He died though.”
“That is a shame,” he said, “for there is much wisdom to be gleaned from the fables of old.”
Hinkle wondered what Sir Gilkrist would think if he knew that she was not only completely literate but dabbled in witchcraft as well. Of course, she only practiced white magic, and any spells she employed demanded power from her own life force to balance the power she had disturbed in the natural elements. Such magic was weak and costly, and it took time to recover from the smallest charm. It had never benefited her very much.
Black magic, on the other hand, was far more potent, but much more dire. Those who practiced the forbidden arts communed with evil spirits, subjecting themselves to unholy masters in return for the lease of their dark power. While white magic was frowned upon and might incur a small fine in some regions, this kind of sorcery was considered a much graver crime and was outlawed on pain of death.
As far as Hinkle knew, her grandmother never practiced black magic. However, while most of her potions were shams, the woman had demonstrated a suspicious degree of power on a number of occasions. The most impressive incident was long before Hinkle was born when she was still young and unmarried. When a great storm had torn a merchant vessel asunder Sadie appeared before the floundering crew, walking upon the turbulent waters of the Verdant Sea. Oh, what a sight her grandmother must have been to those poor drowning sailors—her flapping shawl and raven-black hair billowing in the tempest; her blue, virginal eyes serene and tranquil; her porcelain hand reaching down to deliver the doomed men from the violent waves of despair. She had saved them all, including a pudgy and ungracious little cabin boy who later became the Baronet of Sweetwater. Not even he dared to incite the wrath of such a formidable character; thus their arrangement was born.
While most people knew better than to confront witches about their craft, Hinkle was concerned that Sir Gilkrist might be the exception. As a young noble growing up in his father’s manor and now as one of Count Thégin’s knights, he would be accustomed to control. She was sure he would find it threatening that she was as involved in magic as she was, let alone if he actually caught her working spells and rites. Also, he did not take spiritual matters lightly. She had seen how unnerved he had been when he sat in her mother’s chair. He was definitely superstitious, but she suspected he might be quite religious as well. Her thought was vindicated as he instructed her to bow her head while he muttered a prayer of thanksgiving for the meal and touched his forehead, lips, and heart.
Hinkle herself had no concern for religion. Akoss practiced Moragism, and by law, every citizen was required to attend the weekly service and observe all the holidays and religious festivals. Of course, her grandmother, who seemed to be the exception to just about every rule, had no use for any of it and never went at all, so Hinkle usually went to the chapel with the family of one of her friends. There she would hear the friar preach his homily and read the Sacred Scripts from the time of the Ancient Heroine Morag, and everyone would sing hymns and chant prayers to worship the god Ashaelli. Morag too, who had only been a mortal woman, was subject to constant veneration. Statues and images depicting the mail-clad warrioress gazing confidently up at the heavens or locked in combat with Sèlsubil furnished every church, chapel, shrine and cathedral in the kingdom.
Long ago, after he had formed the world, Ashaelli was said to have called all the spirits of the earth together in the very first gathering of the Esinti to see who was the wisest, who was the mightiest, and who was the most beautiful so that he might grant them dominion over his new creation. But Losolli, Prince of the Sun, seeing that he was truly fair among the Esinti, became proud and began to hold his young sister Naïdi in contempt. Forgetting his place, he boldly approached the throne of Ashaelli and demanded that he be given authority over the sky not only by day but by night as well, which belonged to his sister. This angered Ashaelli who cursed him for his arrogance and drove him from the realm of the Esinti. He cast him down upon the earth and gave the dominion of the sun to the Lord of the Flame.
It had been Ashaelli’s intent that Losolli should remain in exile only for a time, that he might learn the error of his ways and then return to the Esinti once more. But in his bitterness and sorrow, Losolli began to hate Ashaelli and all that he had made. From the strife and malice, greed, envy, and pride in his heart, Losolli forged his own creations in the shadows of the deep and dark—a host of foul princes to serve him—daemonic lords and all manner of evil and wicked spirits: the Olcari. With his infernal legion, Losolli wandered the earth, teaching men to lie and make war, inciting rebellion against Ashaelli and herding humanity toward destruction.
When Ashaelli saw what Losolli had done his fury burned against him. He named him Sèlsubil, vowing eternal condemnation upon him and his followers. But Sèlsubil spat out many accusations against mankind so that it seemed the whole earth would be damned forever with him. However, Ashaelli had foreseen this and had long devised a plan in order that he might both spare the world and dispense true and proper justice. He went to meet with Sèlsubil in the Forest of Kurbán and offered to forfeit his own life in the place of men, to die on their behalf. Believing he had outsmarted Ashaelli, Sèlsubil eagerly agreed, and he and his followers bound Ashaelli and killed him with a silver spear.
After hearing news of this, the young huntress Morag went into the forest to where Ashaelli lay dead and alone, and took the spear from his body and prepared him for the grave. But it was Sèlsubil who had been deceived, for Ashaelli was creator and master of all things, and even Death was subject to obey him. No sooner had Morag buried his body in the earth, than had Ashaelli appeared behind her alive and in good health. He sent her away with the silver spear to tell everyone she knew what had happened, and to prepare for a great battle against Sèlsubil and his forces.
And so by Ashaelli’s command, Morag raised an army and set out to purge the earth of the Olcari one by one, until at last she fought with Sèlsubil himself and slew him atop Mount Kollót. But with his final breath, Sèlsubil had dealt her a mortal blow, and the heroine perished even before she descended that unhallowed mountain. But Ashaelli had promised that she too would live again at his side as he himself lived once more. It was for that hope that men and women kissed her graven image and drank sacred honey wine from a silver horn—the one part of the service Hinkle actually cared about.
However, while the bodies of the Olcari had been destroyed and their souls sealed up and bound, they were not without power. Though they were only a pitiful shadow of what they once were, they still maintained influence within the spiritual realm through a lingering presence. It was through them that the forbidden art of black magic was brought into the world. They sold what power they had to men for acts of violence and evil. Men erected temples on the sites where Morag had destroyed their bodies and began to worship them. The punishment for such an act was death, and only the truly wicked would dare to pay homage to the Olcari.
After his meal, Sir Gilkrist returned to studying his book through his spectacles, and Hinkle sat in front of the fire, mesmerized by the lapping red tongues and crackling coals as she continued to massage her aching feet. Occasionally she would look up at her master through the flames, hoping he would see her wince and realize she was in need of shoes, but he never returned her glance.
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