
        
            
                
            
        

    

Praise for Lady’s Knight

‘A sapphic delight, full of jousts, jaunts, and courtly love. Lady’s Knight sparkles with wit and charm, and has lady knights to swoon over. Kaufman and Spooner will leave you breathless.’ – C. S. Pacat, New York Times bestselling author of Dark Rise

‘Kaufman and Spooner are auto-buy authors for me, always guaranteed to get my heart pumping with their page-turning romance and high-stakes adventure.’ – Susan Dennard, New York Times bestselling author

‘There are a lot of damsels in Lady’s Knight, but none of them need a man to fix their problems. (Men seem to be the source of the problems, in fact.) Wholesome, heartfelt, and more fun than cheesecake on a stick, Kaufman and Spooner’s latest book is all about women’s work. You know, jousting, dragonslaying, and saving the kingdom – all while looking fabulous.’ – Jodi Meadows, coauthor of New York Times bestselling novels My Lady Jane and My Plain Jane

‘Clever, funny, thrilling, and romantic – Lady’s Knight will inspire readers to take up their swords to fight dragons and the patriarchy. Perfect for fans of A Knight’s Tale and anyone who loves a romantasy with wit, charm, and the occasional comedic fourth wall break.’ – F. T. Lukens, New York Times bestselling author of So This Is Ever After

‘You’ll laugh, you’ll cry, and you’ll be ready to fight any dragon after reading this delightful tale full of swoony romance, heartracing action, and the very best banter in the realm!’ – Beth Revis, New York Times bestselling coauthor of Night of the Witch

‘Writing that is above all else marvelously warm, and at the same time witty, adventure and romance that will sweep you off your feet – a double sweep, and a triumph!’ – Sarah Rees Brennan, #1 Sunday Times bestselling author of Long Live Evil

‘Move over, Lancelot: my new favourite knight is here! Lady’s Knight is both a whimsical fantasy romp and an ode to the relationships women share with other women – in community, in friendship, and in romance. This roaring good time is perfect for fans of films like The Princess Bride and A Knight’s Tale. Three cheers for Lady’s Knight!’ – Nicole Brinkley, Oblong Books

‘Sparkles with wit and romance! So many quotable lines. Not to mention the sexiest gown-lacing scene in modern literature. Like its characters, Lady’s Knight is endlessly clever and resourceful.’ – Ellen Kushner, award-winning author of Swordspoint
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What a delight to meet again, dear reader. Later, you must tell me of your adventures since last we sat together, but first I have much to convey to you.

Do you recall the tale I told you last? It has been some time – I will remind you of the bones of the matter, and the details will rush back, I have no doubt.

We began with Lady Isobelle of Avington: queen bee of the castle, fashionista extraordinaire, eternal optimist and ward of Lord Whimsitt of Darkhaven.

His lordship put young Isobelle up as the reward for the local Tournament of Dragonslayers, and reopened the local goldmines to help fund the tourney. The prize for the whole affair was to be Isobelle’s dowry, as well as her hand – both would be awarded to whichever man could knock all the other men off their horses, which I need not tell you is not how you should go about choosing your own life partner.

Over cocktails one evening, Lady Isobelle recruited an ally in Gwen, the local blacksmith’s daughter. Gwen had been quietly running her father’s forge for some years, and when Isobelle realised Gwen was in possession of armour, a sword, a warhorse named Achilles and a dream, she knew just what had to happen next.

Gwen had secretly been planning to ride just one round of the tournament, but suddenly found herself plunged into a whirlwind of castle politics, disguises, suspicious young ladies and a dancing instructor who turned out to be well-schooled in the art of the joust.

Gwen smashed her way through several rounds of the tournament, becoming the legendary Sir Gawain in the process. She and Isobelle were assisted in their scheme by Isobelle’s maid, Olivia, a suspiciously capable woman who could mend a tear in anything, and/or rappel off the balcony as required.

Disguised as Sir Gawain’s sister (it really was disguises all the way down) Gwen also got to know Isobelle’s besties, Jane, Hilde and Sylvie, the latter of whom was more than a little suspicious of the whole charade. Also present, Sir Awesome Orson, Isobelle’s childhood friend, possessor of excellent hair and least-worst tournament prospect. Upon discovering Gwen’s secret, he vowed to keep it.

Come the finale of the tournament, and frankly quite a lot had happened. A group of women from a nearby mining village had been locked up for claiming a dragon attacked their homes and the goldmine – clearly total rubbish, as everyone knew dragons were extinct.

Gwen and Isobelle had also developed some very complicated feelings for one another. It had become apparent, as they raced towards the end of the tourney, that they were racing towards a cliff’s edge. How was this deception possibly to end?

The way it ended was that Orson let down himself, and everybody else, by outing Gwen. She was promptly locked up, but by the time Isobelle defied Lord Whimsitt and rolled up to break her out of prison, Gwen’s dad had already done it. Gwen had ridden off to face down the dragon, who it turned out was definitely not extinct, and was very cross about the whole goldmine reopening situation.

Gwen faced her foe with the kind of nobility that real knights could only dream of, but even this was not enough. A circle of women – Isobelle, her friends, Olivia, Madame Dupont, the villagers, the local coven of hedge witches – all came together. And as the dragon held Gwen paralysed in its gaze, Gwen made the only choice she could: rather than let her last thought be of Isobelle, rather than dream of the girl she loved and warn the dragon that Isobelle was nearby, Gwen surrendered to it, her mind falling into darkness.

And so the women who came to stand with her were able to join together and hold the dragon at bay long enough for Gwen to rouse herself, and with a might that would soon become the stuff of ballads, slay the beast.

It was a stirring finale. A most satisfying adventure indeed, and a beautiful, hopeful promise that our heroes would live out their days together, happy forevermore.

But, dear reader, real life is never so simple as stories promise us. They never ask what comes after happily ever after.

Shall we?






Prologue
 We’ve got this

‘What’s that?’ Gwen stood by the railing of the ship, peering down at the night-dark sea below, sword in her hand.

Beyond her, on the horizon, the sun was rising. Silhouetted by the light, a flock of geese sputtered along, wheezing asthmatic protests against the dawn. The indigo sky had given way to porcelain, and the sleepy little harbour town was still.

It all seemed rather idyllic, really.

And yet, Gwen’s voice held the sharp, low competence it only had when she was getting ready to stab something.

Isobelle exchanged a quick glance with their captain, Henry. In truth, the Elizabeth was his father’s ship, and he’d agreed to take them out in a fit of youthful rebellion after every other ship owner had looked at them like they were lacking in wits. Henry was now looking as though he was regretting his choices. Isobelle hurried over to join her champion.

It took her a moment to find her focus, but then she saw it. The deep blue beneath them was growing the tiniest bit deeper in shade; something was moving within it. Then the sea swelled, a ripple rising like blown glass into the watery morning light.

Isobelle grabbed at Gwen’s arm, for silhouetted through the displaced water was the creature they had come for.

Long, sinuous, serpentine.

‘You should have stayed ashore,’ Gwen whispered.

‘Nonsense,’ Isobelle whispered in reply, and then wondered why she was keeping her voice down. Surely it couldn’t hear them. ‘We’ve got this.’

The creature erupted into the sun, sending a great spray of seawater glittering into the air as it reared up. It was like a massive snake, easily as long as the ship, rising from the waves to grope about in search of prey. Coral red in the early light, its body was covered in strange, raised spots larger than dinner plates.

Gwen pulled her sword from its scabbard, and Isobelle skittered back to give her room to work, fumbling for the scroll borrowed from Lord Bingleton’s library and stowed in her belt. Her lady knight looked so slender, suddenly, in an unfamiliar leather breastplate – steel would drown her in an instant if she fell into the water – and for just the briefest moment, Isobelle wondered if this had been a good idea.

She began scanning the scroll for mentions of sea serpents.

And then a second serpent – no, not a serpent, a second tentacle – burst from beneath the water and swept around to slam straight into Gwen, lifting her high into the air.

Someone shrieked – possibly Isobelle – and she scrabbled at the scroll, while she prayed that the author of the Greate Bigge Guide to Beastes had known what they were talking about.

‘It says—’ she began, but the words were drowned out by Gwen’s streak of curses as the thing waved her around like a cheerleader’s streamers at a tourney.

Isobelle adjusted her pitch and volume to that of a town crier and began again. ‘It says,’ she bellowed, ‘to aim for its mouth.’

Gwen careened sideways, no longer above the deck of the ship, but above the glittering expanse of water where the creature made its home. She did at least still have hold of her sword, which was truly admirable under the circumstances.

‘What?’ she screamed, though Isobelle wasn’t entirely sure whether the exclamation was due to an inability to hear, or disbelief.

‘Aim for the mouth!’ she shouted. ‘Between the teeth! Or …’ She squinted at the scroll. ‘Actually, I’m not sure they are teeth …’

The suggestion was not well received.

‘Oh, sure, no problem,’ Gwen yelled back with agonising sarcasm, pausing as the great tentacle reversed direction and swung her around in a broad arc. ‘Just tell me where the fuck its mouth is, and I’ll get right on that. I—’

The monster plunged her beneath the waves, then lifted her once more, her body streaming water, both hands gripping the hilt of her sword. The dawn light rendered her golden, and even with her black locks plastered across her face, she looked magnificent, though her pale skin was perhaps a little green.

‘Henry,’ called Isobelle. ‘We may need to become involved.’ When their captain did not reply, she twisted her head to look for him. He was a handsome young man with brown skin the same shade as his ship’s timbers, but all that was visible of him right now was a shock of dark curly hair – he was hiding behind the ship’s wheel.

Above, Gwen braced herself against the fleshy, quivering band of red tentacle circling her body, and lifted her sword.

Then Gwen found her moment, and she swung.

The sound of her blade slicing through the great tentacle was an awful, squelching shnnk. The severed limb released Gwen as both she and it flew through the air in a slow arc, and Isobelle heard herself screaming.

Gwen collided with the sail and began to slide down it – somehow she jabbed her sword through the fabric and hung on to it with both hands as a long, awful ripping sound slowed her descent.

Isobelle dropped the scroll, racing to meet her champion as she plummeted towards the deck.

Gwen landed, staggered, and Isobelle got an arm around her to stop her from collapsing.

‘Argh,’ said Gwen, letting out a gasp. ‘My knees.’

‘They were magnificent,’ Isobelle babbled. ‘All of you was!’

Gwen regained her balance, and Isobelle reluctantly let go, reaching up to smooth a soaking lock of hair back from the other girl’s face.

Gwen touched her hand, but her eyes were troubled, and she moved gingerly to grip the rail at the edge of the deck. When Isobelle joined her, it was in time to see the stump of the severed tentacle subsiding beneath the foaming, turbulent surface of the sea.

‘Did you kill it, Sir Gwen?’ came a quavering voice from their left. They both looked over, and saw Henry, still crouching behind the wheel.

‘No,’ said Gwen slowly, her eyes scanning the surface of the water, her lean body tensed and ready for action.

As if the cursed thing had heard her, the coral-red tentacles erupted suddenly from the water, two of them encircling the ship in a timber-creaking bear hug, another flailing furiously at the torn sail.

And yet another came swinging straight for them.

Gwen shoved Isobelle clear. As she sprawled on the deck, Isobelle’s skirts wrapped themselves around her legs as if determined to make her fight her own tiny battle.

She thrust her way free of them, scrambling down the length of the deck on all fours, snatching up the scroll before the wind whipped it off and into oblivion. Grabbing at the rail, she ducked as another tentacle swung overhead.

It grabbed Gwen, sweeping her up into the air once more, and this time, in its fury, the monster showed itself in all its full horror.

A huge dome of angry crimson and coral rose from the sea, streaming water. The colours swirled inside its skin, dizzying, as beautiful as they were sickening. Isobelle heard it roar – no, that was the ship, its timbers groaning like a dying man as the monster squeezed it.

The thing moved, its head tipping back as it rolled, revealing a horrific pit of teeth, a yawning maw opening directly beneath Gwen.

The eye nearest Isobelle opened, bright gold, with an alien slash of black laid across it.

It fixed on Gwen.

Gwen started to swing her sword and then froze, staring down into the creature’s massive eye. Her body stiffened – her strength seemed to drain out of her.

Something was wrong. Terribly, horribly wrong.

Isobelle only had time to register that thought before watching, in frozen horror, as Gwen’s sword dropped from her nerveless hand, turning end over end as it fell.
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Perhaps, dear reader, now is the appropriate moment to explain to you how our heroes find themselves in this less-than-ideal position.

Let me assure you, I do not pause the narrative here in order to torture you, or to build dramatic tension; I am far too skilled a storyteller to resort to such cheap and manipulative tricks.

It is, quite simply, imperative to see the road Gwen and Isobelle have travelled in order to fully understand what is now taking place. There is more afoot than meets the eye.

Our story truly begins a few weeks earlier … well, more properly, it began months ago, in a little county in Englande called Darkhaven, but with that you are familiar.

Gwen, our lady knight. Isobelle, our knight’s lady.

They fight monsters, and they’re in love.

Well, they fought a dragon, once. And while they are in love, they haven’t discussed that fact with each other, and neither one wants to be the first to bring it up.

So let’s go back a little ways, and see what Lady Isobelle of Avington and brave Sir Gwen have been up to, since last we saw them …






1
 Touched by destiny, kissed by fate

‘Once upon a time, there was a girl who dreamed of becoming a knight.

‘Her mother was a noblewoman from another land, who had run away with her blacksmith beau, leaving behind her life of luxury for one of true love. The two settled down in a small village, where the blacksmith trained their daughter as he would have a son, and her mother filled the girl’s heart with the traditions of her noble family. The girl, who would one day become the great and noble Sir Gwen, grew up hearing tales of epic ballads and honour, while learning to forge the very tools she’d need to pursue such honour herself. She was touched by destiny, kissed by fate.’

‘Oh god,’ muttered a voice at her side.

‘Shush,’ Isobelle hissed, too low for the wedding guests to hear. She then cleared her throat and continued brightly, ‘Now, where was I? Oh yes … that was when I came into the story. That, of course, is when things get really interesting.’

The wedding party had been stirring restlessly, a crowd about to bolt like weeds, until Isobelle had started talking. Gwen wore her annoyance and nerves like a cloak of thorns, scowling like a thundercloud.

Isobelle found it unbearably attractive. Gwen brooded like a hero from a ballad – her dark hair stirred by the breeze, caressing her brow above shadowed green eyes. If only there were a suitably romantic backdrop for her just now; an echoing moor, painted heather-purple, for instance.

But there was only the wedding arch, the guests arrayed in thronging masses, and the broad blue vault of the winter sky above it, gloriously clear and bright, as if blessing the union about to take place.

And, just a few paces away, stood the bride and groom, listening to Isobelle with fascinated interest.

‘You see, there was also a princess in this story – a princess locked in a tower. All the knights in the land came to vie for her hand, for she was to be given to whoever was victorious in battle among them.’ She lowered her voice, allowing a hint of a shudder to run through her for effect. ‘Be he ever so old, ever so mean or grasping, she would be bound to marry the man who defeated all comers.

‘But though she did not yet know it, her salvation was already in motion. The girl-knight heard about this contest, and came to test her steel, keeping her face in shadow. The princess, forced to watch as her suitors fought for her hand, recognised the girl beneath her armour. The princess asked the girl for help, and without hesitating, the girl took up her sword and pledged to save the princess.’

Gwen was making choking noises – outrage or laughter, it was hard to say.

‘The girl who dreamed of being a knight defeated every single one of her rivals, but when she turned to help the princess down from the tower, the princess’s guardian appeared: a massive, fire-breathing dragon.’

The crowd gasped with delight. This was the bit of the story they’d been waiting for.

Isobelle could describe the battle in her sleep. In the weeks following that night, she’d told the story to anyone who would listen – she knew how palace politics worked, and understood the importance of cementing Gwen’s place as the knight of the people, whatever Lord Whimsitt thought. Especially given what Lord Whimsitt thought.

As Isobelle painted that moonlit scene enshrined in her heart, with Gwen’s armour glittering like stars as she galloped across the field to challenge the massive beast, her eyes slid back to the girl she was talking about.

Gwen never looked at her when she was telling this story. Gwen’s gaze always slid off to the side, staring into the middle distance – there was that glorious brooding again – but Isobelle couldn’t tell whether she was reliving that night, or doing her best to forget it.

In the weeks following the battle against the dragon, Gwen would sometimes wake in the middle of the night, sweating and crying out, eyes unseeing, until Isobelle distracted her from her terror. The nightmares had ceased eventually, but Isobelle knew there was something about that night, about the moment in which Gwen had stared down that massive, fire-breathing monster with the paralytic eyes, that Gwen still wasn’t telling her.

Here and now, though, Isobelle’s story had defused the tension. The end of the tale had to be vague, by necessity – no one here wanted to hear about how the girl-knight couldn’t actually marry her lady, on account of not being a boy-knight. Nor that the two were bound in an interminable stalemate with the lady’s actual guardian, who was disappointingly lacking in dragonish features, so the girl-knight couldn’t slay him.

When Isobelle finished, the crowd cheered, the couple thanked her, the wedding proceeded, and the partying began. She had learned from experience she must ensure the whole horde of attendees didn’t latch back onto Gwen at this stage, which they were otherwise wont to do. Though Gwen would tolerate a great deal, being expected to help start the dance floor was a step too far.

Escaping a wedding was new, but Isobelle had only to think for a moment before an idea came to her. She murmured in the bride’s ear.

 ‘Throw it away?’ the bride said dubiously. She was a young, fresh-faced little thing, all big brown eyes and chestnut complexion, glancing over towards where Gwen was doing her best to smile and chat pleasantly to a group of village girls.

‘Not away,’ Isobelle corrected her brightly. ‘To. The lucky maid to catch it will be the next to wed. It’s all the rage on the continent.’

The girls of the village jostled for the bouquet like knights at a tourney, and while everyone was diverted, Isobelle took Gwen’s hand and they melted into the background.

They’d come here chasing a report of a dragon in their woods. Thus far, the reports that had sent them all over the county of Darkhaven and beyond had come from folks who were genuinely afraid. Now that everyone had learned dragons still existed, people saw them everywhere.

But in more than three months of patrolling Darkhaven’s neighbouring counties, the most dangerous ‘dragon’ they’d uncovered had actually been a large, friendly dog, escaped from a nearby farm, living his best life rolling around in river mud that had dried and cracked into a scaly mask.

This latest stop, however, had been the final straw for Gwen. These villagers hadn’t bothered to act like they were afraid – there were a few vague mentions of seeing shadows at night, before they asked Gwen to be a guest at the wedding of the headman’s daughter.

 ‘You are a celebrated figure now,’ Isobelle pointed out, as the dancers receded behind them. ‘They’ll get to tell their kids the famous Lady Dragonslayer spoke at their wedding.’

Gwen’s lips thinned slightly, and she cast a glance at Isobelle out of the corner of her eye. ‘I hate that name,’ she muttered with a sigh. ‘Exactly how many dragonslayers do we have wandering around that we need to specify? As if what makes me remarkable is not that I killed a dragon, but that I managed to do it while under the terrible impediment of being female.’ Gwen scowled, then caught Isobelle’s eye, and the scowl softened. ‘Besides, you were the one who spoke. Thank you, by the way.’

Isobelle laughed and slipped her arm through Gwen’s. ‘The last time you told the story of the dragon, it was three sentences. “There was a dragon. I fought it. It died.” Somehow, I don’t think they’d have been content with that.’ She congratulated herself on how light her tone was, as if the reasons for Gwen’s brevity hadn’t occurred to her.

Gwen grimaced and looked away.

Keeping her tone light, Isobelle murmured, ‘Let’s talk about something else.’ She knew better than to delve into that subject, just as she knew Gwen had never told her everything about what had happened the time she faced the dragon. The last thing she wanted to do was make Gwen relive that awful night.

Gwen drew a deep breath, and her hand came to rest on Isobelle’s arm. Gwen slipped back between the cottages, drawing Isobelle with her, which was a pleasing development. They made their way past a group of children hanging a ‘JUSTE MARRYED’ sign across the haunches of the horse that would soon carry the happy couple away, and slipped into the shadows.

Gwen was always hesitant about showing affection in public, though not out of concern that anyone would disapprove. She just wasn’t given to gestures of that nature. Hers lay more in the line of slaying dragons, that sort of thing.

In villages like this one it wasn’t so unusual for two women to make a home together, though Isobelle had never heard of a wedding. In Isobelle’s world of landed nobility, however, bloodlines were all. Not only was a wedding out of the question, but any relationship that might prevent Isobelle from carrying on the family fortunes would be frowned upon.

For now, while Gwen was in favour, the two of them continued to swim upstream. As for what they would do later … well, they’d already begun to plan.

Separated from the merriment of the wedding by a row of houses, Gwen pulled Isobelle close, one arm around her waist and the other lifted – her thumb brushed Isobelle’s jaw, sending sparks all the way down Isobelle’s body.

‘Forget the dragon,’ Gwen murmured. ‘Surely by the time we get back, we’ll have your parents’ reply to your letter. No more jumping through Whimsitt’s hoops, no more of this incessant patrolling on his order. We’ll go where we want, when we want.’

Isobelle gazed into the intent green eyes that had so captivated her, even before she understood how she felt about this girl. ‘It sounds like a dream,’ she said, quite dreamily indeed.

‘Once they release your dowry to you, we’ll be free.’ Gwen’s thumb stroked Isobelle’s cheek again as Gwen’s gaze lowered, now watching Isobelle’s lips with decided interest. ‘When the letter comes. If it comes.’

Ordinarily, Isobelle would be entirely fascinated by Gwen’s interest in her lips. Ordinarily, Isobelle would be adding her own little touches of interest – leaning more tightly against Gwen, tilting her head the inch required to meet her, stroking the long, silky rope of Gwen’s braid.

Under constant surveillance at the castle, and under constant weary travel conditions on the road, Isobelle hadn’t gotten to do much more than kiss Gwen. A delightful pastime, to be sure, but Isobelle felt fairly certain there were other, additional activities she should like to explore. She was nothing if not a dedicated explorer of all things Gwen.

But she could see a grim worry in Gwen’s eyes that made her ache. It wasn’t as bad as the terror she’d seen when Gwen was suffering her nightmares, but this, at least, was a problem she could tackle. ‘It has to be there,’ Isobelle agreed. ‘It will be there.’

 ‘What if Whimsitt intercepts their reply?’ Gwen’s question was barely audible.

‘He won’t.’ Isobelle spoke with every ounce of certainty she could summon. ‘We were so worried he’d see my letter when I sent it, and he didn’t – he’s hardly going to monitor incoming messages any more strictly. He’s not that smart.’ But the furrow in Gwen’s brow scarcely eased. ‘We shouldn’t underestimate him.’

‘Nonsense,’ Isobelle replied, summoning her brightest smile and leaning back from Gwen. ‘A small man lording over a small county versus the Lady Dragonslayer herself? No one would put their money on him. Come on, we ought to just slip away now, before the guests realise you’re gone and come looking for you. Eventually someone will get up the courage to invite you to dance.’

Gwen’s brow furrowed a touch more, but she let go of Isobelle obediently, and as she glanced back towards the party, she grimaced. ‘Good idea. Let’s get out of here.’

Isobelle fell into step beside her, and they made their way towards the stables. Her head ached, and the wine she’d drunk earlier was disagreeing with her in a most insistent way.

When they’d begun responding to calls for dragonslaying services, Whimsitt had initially insisted Gwen go alone. But the dragonslayer had a certain amount of pull, and she’d refused to go unless Isobelle could come with her. Gwen had some notion that Isobelle wouldn’t be safe if she was left alone with her guardian. He was clearly still furious at his loss of control over the whole dragonslaying situation, and though the Lady Dragonslayer had the support of the people, Isobelle was a more vulnerable target. He’d proven that when he’d put her up as the prize for the tournament in the first place.

But as miserable as it was camping on the road, Isobelle was glad she was with Gwen. They’d kept up their spirits thinking that when Isobelle’s parents got their daughter’s letter and heard of her plight, they would help in some way.

That had somehow turned to ‘if we could get hold of your dowry, we could escape Whimsitt’s tyranny’.

And now, it had become when.

When we hear from your parents, when they release your dowry to you … we’ll be free.

Because surely they would hear soon, and when that reply came, their problems would be solved.

Isobelle had put a great deal of work into the letter to her parents, which had contained several layers of salient points. She had reminded them that Whimsitt’s willingness to sacrifice her to an actual dragon cast serious doubts on his suitability as a guardian. He was, she suggested, unable to prioritise both the best interests of his ward and his county.

In the event that this did not win them over, she had laid out arguments regarding her own financial management skills, appealed to the respect they must surely feel for Gwen’s noble deeds, delicately suggested that their prolonged absence rendered their judgement on this the tiniest bit questionable, hinted that Olivia thought the whole thing a good idea, and quoted Plato’s Republic on the right of women to education, and the assumption of duties equal to men. Which was a bit of a stretch, but she bet her parents hadn’t read any Plato in ages.

It had been a very good letter. Still, sometimes Isobelle felt the tiniest flicker of impending doom when she thought of it.

So much hinged on that single letter getting back to them without Whimsitt’s intercepting it. Everything, in fact. Her hopes. Her future. Their future. And he was a wily opponent.

No pressure.




2
 Three bites before calamity

The lights of Ellsdale were like a welcoming beacon, guiding the girls and their weary horses into harbour. The golden light pouring from the blacksmith’s windows seemed to Isobelle to be the brightest of all.

Amos stood in the doorway, outlined by the warm glow of the lanterns, wiping his hands on his apron.

Gwen slipped off Achilles without a word, running the last fifty yards to throw herself into her father’s arms. He wrapped her up, lifting her clean off her feet as Isobelle slipped down from her mare’s saddle, took Achilles’s reins – though really, the warhorse knew exactly where he was going – and followed her knight towards the cottage where she grew up.

‘Now, where’s the other—’ Amos was looking past Gwen, and caught sight of Isobelle in the shadows, his smile warm and sure. ‘There she is. You just leave the horses there, lass, I can see to them while you two get settled. You’re looking well, the road has given you some colour.’ And before Isobelle could react, Amos had scooped her up in a hug every bit as vehement as the one he’d given his daughter.

As he released her, Isobelle’s hand automatically went to her hair, but there was nothing to be done about it, and with a helpless smile that admitted the fact, she surrendered to the atmosphere of giddy, joyous reunion. ‘I’m looking forward to washing some of the colour off,’ she said, laughing. ‘And the scent that goes with it.’

Gwen’s father snorted and ushered them both inside. ‘You’ll stay, won’t you? We wondered if you might be along one of these evenings.’

Gwen sighed, her smile weary but warm. It always gave Isobelle a strange feeling to see it – she could not remember ever smiling at her parents that way. Or, indeed, of either of them hugging her the way Amos had done.

‘We’re supposed to go back to Darkhaven Castle without detour,’ Gwen admitted. ‘But we figured no one would know that we spent our last night here instead of on the road.’

Stepping into the cottage was like stepping into the warmth of summer sunshine, and it seemed as though the ache in Isobelle’s lungs eased just a little as she inhaled the scent of the dinner simmering over the fire. She wondered if Gwen’s suggestion of spending a night in Ellsdale before returning to the castle had anything to do with what they expected to find on their arrival; maybe Gwen just wanted one more night before they found out whether Whimsitt had intercepted the letter.

The cottage had changed, and it wasn’t only because Amos had pulled himself free of the morass of his grief, or because he had extra interior decorating funds, thanks to the sales of his little Sir Gwen figurines.

No, this place was showing a woman’s touch. There were flowers on the windowsill, new curtains, a cushion on the armchair the blacksmith usually took his rest in. After the evacuation of Aberfarthing, Amos had taken in a refugee – as had many of the Ellsdale villagers – and it was clear she had made her mark.

Gwen stopped in her tracks, eyes widening. She’d seen the same changes Isobelle had. ‘Oh, curses – I forgot that Bess was in my room! I was just so eager to visit. We can’t stay here, I’m not about to evict her.’

Gwen’s father hesitated, and then said mildly, ‘Your room’s free, don’t worry. Bess isn’t using it anymore.’

Gwen’s face lengthened, her expression as easy for Isobelle to read as a sheet of parchment. ‘Oh no, Dad … she moved out? But I thought she was so helpful with the shop, and she seemed so nice. What happened?’

Isobelle gazed with interest at Amos, who, under duress, had the same endearing tendency as Gwen to look around at anything in the room except the person he was talking to.

 ‘Er, no, she hasn’t moved out,’ Amos muttered, somewhat red in the face and glancing back at the doorway to his own room. ‘She just … isn’t using your room anymore.’

Gwen looked blank, a little furrow appearing between her eyebrows. ‘I don’t understand.’

Isobelle, heroically suppressing her laughter, took Gwen by the arm and led her on. ‘Come on, Sir Gwen, let’s go put our things in your room.’

Amos said nothing as the two of them climbed the ladder, and once they were up in Gwen’s room, Isobelle’s knight whirled around with a whisper. ‘Did he mean that Bess is in his …?’

‘I believe so,’ Isobelle agreed solemnly. ‘I suppose ours wasn’t the only business partnership that—’ But then she caught sight of Gwen’s face. ‘Oh, Gwen. Does it bother you?’

Gwen bit her lip, her whisper softer still. ‘I just … I’ve never seen a woman living here other than my mother.’

Isobelle reached for her hands. ‘Would you wish him alone forever? Would she?’

‘No,’ Gwen murmured. Then, firmer, ‘No, of course not. Only … how long has this been going on? Why didn’t he say anything when we were here last? Didn’t he trust me to …?’

Isobelle wrapped her arms around Gwen’s neck to pull her in tight – and if it was mostly to comfort her, perhaps it was also so she could bury her face against Gwen’s shoulder and hide her own expression. ‘Sometimes it’s hard to tell the truth to the ones we love,’ she said softly, thinking of Gwen’s secrets about her fight with the dragon. ‘When it feels like the world would end, if they didn’t understand.’
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Dinner was glorious, and Isobelle got to eat exactly three bites before calamity arrived.

Isobelle and Gwen were seated around the table with Amos and Bess, and on the scale of so you’re sleeping with my father conversations, the whole thing was really going very well. Isobelle prided herself on her ability to find a helpful conversational topic in the stickiest of social situations, and she had managed to get Gwen and Bess bonding on the issue of Amos dropping all his laundry on the floor.

Amos watched them with a grin, then turned to Isobelle, expression softening. ‘You look tired, lass,’ he said. Amos never stood on ceremony with Isobelle, which she appreciated more than she would have expected.

‘We rode hard to get here before nightfall,’ Isobelle replied. Then, catching Amos’s steady gaze and thoughtful expression – god, this must be where Gwen had learned that look – she sighed. ‘It’s always hard, riding back to the castle.’

Amos glanced over at his daughter, who was still chatting animatedly with Bess. ‘Gwen said you’d written to your parents asking for their help. Do you expect a reply soon?’

‘For all we know, it’s waiting for us there now.’ Isobelle poked at a bit of turnip on her plate.

Amos didn’t miss much. He reached out and patted Isobelle’s hand. His was large and calloused, yet it was always a surprise how gentle and dexterous it was. The hands of an artist, not just a labourer. ‘Chin up, lass. You’ve nothing to fear. There’s nothing a parent wouldn’t do for their children.’

Isobelle felt a great lump rise in her throat, and she lifted her gaze to meet his. Her mind railed against his comforting words. But you never dumped Gwen with a guardian and left the country indefinitely, she wanted to protest. But at the same time, her heart seized on that scrap of hope.

And then the moment was shattered.

A peremptory thumping at the door was their only warning – though warning it was, for no villager would ever bang on it in such a fashion – and then the door flew open, the night air rushing in to set their warm lanterns flickering and chase away the smell of the stew.

Two castle guards clanked in to take up positions on either side of the door, and the stocky figure of Hugh Grimshaw, Darkhaven’s master-at-arms, came stalking after them. He paused in the doorway where he was framed to best effect. It was, Isobelle reluctantly conceded, most dramatic.

 ‘As I expected,’ he said in the low growl that had earned him the nickname Master Mastiff from his men – not that any of them would have been caught dead repeating it within his earshot. ‘Lady Isobelle, you are hereby ordered to return to Darkhaven Castle.’

All three heads at the table swivelled towards Isobelle, and though her heart was thumping, she delicately patted at the corners of her mouth with her handkerchief before she replied. ‘We are having dinner, Master Grimshaw, as one must every night. Please do come in – if you leave the front door open like that, you will draw the smoke out of the fireplace, and it will be most unpleasant.’

She knocked him off balance enough that he took a step forward, and one of the guards, after a nervous glance at Isobelle, leaned sideways to carefully shut the door behind him. Poor Bess’s face had gone white – it was only a few months ago that she’d been among the women thrown into Darkhaven’s prisons for ‘disturbing the peace’ when she’d come to warn Lord Whimsitt that a dragon had destroyed their town.

But Grimshaw didn’t even glance at her, his eyes were fixed on Isobelle.

‘You were under orders to return to the castle immediately upon completion of Miss Gwen’s patrol,’ he said. The words sounded respectful, but in truth they served simply to emphasise that he had never used the title the people did for Gwen. He’d never be caught dead calling her sir. ‘You ought not to give Lord Whimsitt more reason for displeasure.’

More reason?

Isobelle glanced at Gwen, whose face was grave and tight. Isobelle could tell Gwen’s thoughts had leapt to the same place hers had.

Was this armed escort back to Darkhaven Castle simply because they’d detoured from their plan and visited Gwen’s father … or was it because Whimsitt knew their plan to escape his control?




3
 I expect you to smile

Darkhaven’s master-at-arms escorted them all the way back to the castle. All the way to Isobelle’s quarters, in fact. Grimshaw glanced inside with a grimace of distaste for the vibrant colours with which Isobelle had decorated the place. ‘If you aren’t in Lord Whimsitt’s private audience chamber by half past the hour,’ he growled, ‘I will send someone to fetch you.’ And he vanished from the doorway.

The low murmur of voices came from outside, unintelligible, but Gwen knew what it betokened. He was speaking to a guard outside Isobelle’s door.

Gwen tossed her pack onto a nearby chair and let her breath out. Her head ached with the effort of staying quiet, of resisting action. The whole ride back she’d wanted to wheel Achilles on Grimshaw, knock him flat, and ride off with Isobelle … where, though?

She’d always have a place with her father, and so would Isobelle, but it’d be the first place Whimsitt sent his men to search. Isobelle was his ward, and while he’d proven more than once that he had little care for her well-being, he did have much care for her wealth. They were in a practised stalemate now. Whimsitt was unable to force Isobelle into an advantageous – for him – marriage, thanks to Gwen’s pull as a celebrity. But neither did Isobelle have the right to simply leave, not without breaking the law and thus surrendering all right to her family name, her fortune … even her freedom.

‘Well, this blows.’ Isobelle’s voice was cheerful, but tired, from behind Gwen’s shoulder.

Gwen turned, reaching out so she could locate Isobelle’s hand and squeeze. ‘I think there’d be more than one guard on the door if he suspected you were trying to get around him with your parents,’ she said, though the words scarcely convinced her own doubts to subside. ‘I—’

But there she stopped, her eyes focusing past Isobelle. The movement had been very slight, just a shifting of the dusky shadows beyond the door leading to the balcony.

Someone was there.

Isobelle had felt Gwen stiffen, and had gone quiet and still, letting her champion watch and listen. When Gwen’s eyes found hers again, she only raised her eyebrows in question. Gwen gave a shake of her head towards the door, and then spoke in a very even voice indeed, as if nothing was wrong.

 ‘If only we had time for a bath and a change of clothes before going in front of Whimsitt,’ Gwen said, letting go of Isobelle and moving slowly, meanderingly, towards the balcony door. She was still wearing her sword belt, and she lay a hand on the blade’s hilt.

‘I do always say one feels at one’s best when properly attired,’ Isobelle agreed, her eyes tense, following Gwen’s every movement.

‘Not that Whimsitt has any appreciation for fashion,’ Gwen said, holding a finger to her lips as she inched towards the door.

Isobelle nodded. ‘Except for those ridiculous hats of his.’

‘Someday I’d love the chance to knock one off his … head!’ Gwen reached the door and threw it open. The surface collided with the person outside, knocking them back a pace – Gwen grabbed for them, hauling them back inside and throwing them down.

Or, at least, she tried to.

Somehow, the person in her grip twisted, hooked a leg behind hers, and then, without warning, Gwen was on the floor, back aching, lungs seizing for breath.

She was still gasping and wheezing when Isobelle flung herself down at her side and scowled up at the person responsible. ‘Olivia!’ she cried. ‘What the hell are you doing?’

Olivia, scarcely breathing hard, peered down at Gwen with a quirk of her lips, which Gwen chose to take as an apology. ‘Well, don’t jump on a girl like that if you don’t want her instincts to kick in.’

Gwen sat up, grimacing at the ache in her hip. She’d hit the edge of a sofa on her way down to the floor. ‘Don’t skulk outside like a burglar if you don’t want to get jumped on.’

Isobelle’s maid reached up and smoothed a lock of hair into place. She looked perfectly proper, except that over her dusky-blue dress she was wearing a cloak, and she had a bag slung over one arm. She readjusted the bag and leaned down to offer Gwen a hand.

Ordinarily, Gwen might have felt a certain flicker of embarrassment at having her arse handed to her so neatly. But Olivia was a law unto herself. Gwen was fairly sure she could’ve bested Olivia at jousting, but unarmed, Olivia was quicker than anyone Gwen had ever met. And just as quick to disclaim any skill.

‘A lucky dodge,’ Olivia was saying, as she helped Gwen to her feet. ‘I’m sure if it hadn’t been dark, you’d have knocked me down quite handily.’

Isobelle was inspecting Olivia from head to toe, her brow furrowing. ‘Were you going somewhere?’ Her eyes widened. ‘Were you going to rappel down the balcony? Without telling me you were leaving?’

‘I left a note,’ Olivia muttered.

Isobelle scowled at her. ‘Well, you can just tell me what it said.’

Olivia glanced between them, sighed, and crossed the room to put the kettle on the fireplace. ‘I have some business to attend to,’ she said quietly. ‘A family matter. A private family matter,’ she added, when Isobelle’s mouth opened.

Isobelle’s mouth closed again.

Gwen took a few steps back until she could sink down onto the edge of the sofa. ‘Do you have to go?’ she asked. ‘I don’t trust Whimsitt with Isobelle, and two guards are better than one.’

Olivia’s shuttered gaze softened a trifle, and she didn’t bother to deny that she was as effective a buffer against Whimsitt’s tyranny as Gwen. ‘I’m afraid it’s necessary, and urgent. It’ll be okay. Just keep your heads down and do as Whimsitt says until I get back, and she’ll be safe.’

‘Excuse me,’ Isobelle interjected, all amusement mingling with exasperation, ‘but I’m right here and perfectly capable of taking care of myself.’

‘Don’t I know it,’ muttered Gwen, at the exact same time Olivia snorted and said, ‘Taking yourself right into the lion’s mouth.’

Olivia crossed to Isobelle’s side and stood looking into her face, solemn now. ‘I mean it, girls. No stirring up trouble. Gwen won you a lot of leeway by defeating the dragon, but that currency isn’t going to last forever. Don’t give Whimsitt reason to find new ways to control you.’

Gwen felt Olivia’s warnings settle like boulders in her heart. Her own fears had made space for them, pacing around her thoughts and wearing down hollows shaped perfectly to hold the stony weight of Olivia’s words.

Olivia took hold of Isobelle’s hand and squeezed it. But it was at Gwen she looked as she whispered, ‘Sit tight. I’ll be back as soon as I am able.’

And with that she was gone, slipping out onto the balcony. She was nothing more than a shadow vanishing over the edge of the balustrade and into the night.
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Lord Whimsitt stood in front of the hearth with his back to the door, feet apart, hands folded behind him. The guard who had been waiting outside Isobelle’s door hustled both girls inside, then shut the door with an ominous thunk, leaving them alone with Isobelle’s guardian.

Though he must have known what the sounds betokened, Whimsitt didn’t move. Gwen supposed he thought his stance imposing, but the effect was rather spoiled by the fact that the heat rising off the crackling fire was making the turquoise feather in his plum and gold embroidered hat bob up and down like the breeding plumage of a nervous quail.

For perhaps the hundredth time, Gwen’s muscles tensed with aggravation.

This was the man who held their fates in his sweaty little palm – and there was nothing she could do about it.

 ‘You continue to defy my commands,’ he said finally, rocking up onto the balls of his feet and back down again. ‘You were to return directly to Darkhaven Castle, and yet my men informed me you were spotted taking the road to Ellsdale instead.’

‘A misunderstanding, my lord,’ Isobelle replied, her voice sickly sweet. When Gwen glanced at her, she saw her beloved’s face controlled by a stiff mask of polite deference. ‘We thought it would make no difference if we spent tonight at Ellsdale visiting Gwen’s father, since we’d be here in the morning either way. His health—’

‘Your loyalty is to me first.’ Whatever sympathetic fib Isobelle had been about to utter, Whimsitt wasn’t interested. He turned, his face red with heat and, Gwen supposed, a certain amount of ire. ‘I expect my knights to follow my orders – I expect my ward, and her companion, to do so as well.’

Gwen could’ve greased a rusty hinge with the oily sneer in Whimsitt’s voice as he said companion. She bit her tongue.

‘Well, we’re here now. One night ought not to matter much, my lord, surely.’ Isobelle was doing her best.

‘It matters more than you think, girl.’ Whimsitt’s eyes narrowed. ‘I have a new assignment for your champion.’

Gwen felt the air go out of her lungs and blurted, ‘Now? We’ve only just returned, we need to rest, the horses—’

 ‘Of course not right now, that would be most foolish indeed.’ Whimsitt smiled unpleasantly at her. Lately, he had not bothered much to hide his hatred of Gwen when he looked at her. Another sign that what Gwen feared, and what Olivia said, was true: the goodwill earned by slaying the dragon was dwindling. ‘You may leave first thing in the morning.’

Gwen heard Isobelle’s breath catch before she could gasp aloud. Her own body ached at the thought of spending only one night in a bed before hitting the road again; how must Isobelle, still not fully accustomed to life outside the castle, feel?

‘The place is called Galanty-Uponne-the-Sea – it is some leagues from here, on the coast. They have sent reports of a sea monster, and specifically request the services of the Lady Dragonslayer to deal with their problem. The lord there is building a dragon-themed hot springs, and once you’ve dispatched their little sea monster, you are to stay and give your stamp of approval to the spot. She says the steam from the springs is as hot as the breath of a dragon, that sort of thing.’

‘So far away,’ Gwen said, still reeling, and scarcely digesting the words ‘sea monster’. It was probably a moss-covered log, floating past the town in bad light. ‘My lord, I must protest—’

‘They have offered a frankly staggering amount in exchange for your presence,’ Whimsitt said smoothly. ‘And given that someone broke my goldmine, I can scarcely decline.’

The dragon destroyed your bloody mine, Gwen thought furiously, her right hand twitching, fingers curling around the hem of her tunic instead of the hilt of her sword, which she’d left back in Isobelle’s quarters. Probably a good thing she wasn’t armed.

Isobelle had regained her breath, and lifted her chin in a way that told Gwen to step back and let her lead the charge. ‘Lord Whimsitt, you remind us at every step that Gwen is not one of your knights. You have no right to order her anywhere, or indeed to profit off her presence!’

Whimsitt’s cold little eyes narrowed as they fixed upon his ward. Gwen felt a chill run down her spine – usually, he preserved such loathing for Gwen alone. Seeing him look at Isobelle as if he’d like to crush her under his boot made her heart quail inside.

‘You’re right,’ he said slowly. ‘I cannot order Sir Gwen, the Lady Dragonslayer, anywhere.’ His eyes flicked to meet Gwen’s. ‘But I can send my ward wherever I like. And I can send her all that way alone, if I so choose.’

Gwen’s fearful heart shrank into a tiny, glittering ball of ice.

In the months since the tournament, her imprisonment, the battle against the dragon, Whimsitt had not once directly threatened Isobelle. He didn’t dare, not with more than half the knights on Gwen’s side, and an even greater share of the people hailing Gwen as a hero – by extension, Isobelle was sacrosanct.

Now, Isobelle was spluttering with outrage.

Gwen reached out and laid a hand on her arm, clearing her throat and speaking quickly into the silence.

‘I’ll go,’ she said quietly. When Isobelle stiffened, she shook her head. ‘It’s all right. I’ll go. We’ll both go.’

She could feel Isobelle’s eyes on her, the outrage and concern there. She knew she’d get an earful later – Isobelle would want to fight back, to argue, to demand Whimsitt treat Gwen with the deference she felt was due.

But Gwen was the one who had heard the threat in his voice. And Isobelle knew what Gwen looked like when she sensed danger, and she was letting Gwen make the call.

Whimsitt smiled now, clasping his hands across his belly and rocking once more up onto his toes and back down. ‘Excellent. I felt sure you would choose obedience. You may go now – you will want to get some rest. You have a long journey ahead of you in the morning.’

Isobelle was too furious to reply, and she whirled, making one of her most spectacular exits, all flying skirts and bristling outrage.

‘Oh, and … Lady Dragonslayer?’ Whimsitt called, as Gwen turned to follow. She glanced back, hands clenched hard enough to dig her nails into her own palms. ‘Behave yourself there and be a good emissary of my generosity. I expect you to smile.’




4
 I’m not fighting an otter

‘That beast!’ Isobelle fumed, as she stormed into her quarters, Gwen close behind her. ‘I can’t believe him. I hope …’ Her eyes narrowed as she searched for insults vile enough to vent her fury. ‘I hope his trousers split at a moment of great importance. I hope his feet are always cold at night. I hope … I hope he gets lice!’

Gwen leaned back against the closed door, rubbing one hand across her mouth. Isobelle formed a dreadful suspicion that her beloved was hiding a smile.

‘Gwen!’ she scolded. ‘How can you be laughing?’

Gwen raised her hands to protest her innocence, but her lips quirked. ‘Those are just particularly enjoyable insults. I hear you, though. He’s vile. He’s awful. But he holds all the cards, at least for a little longer.’

Isobelle deflated. ‘And Olivia told us to keep our heads down while she’s away. I can’t imagine she’d be happy about us trekking leagues and leagues to fight a stray otter.’

 ‘I’m not fighting an otter,’ said Gwen firmly. ‘But no. She wouldn’t like it. It’s just that she’d be even less happy about us outright defying Whimsitt.’

‘I hope he falls in his own moat,’ Isobelle muttered. ‘Let the crocodiles have him.’

Gwen walked over to look at their bags, which still lay where they’d dropped them less than an hour before. But when she reached them she simply stood there, staring down as though she couldn’t quite think what to do next. Gwen must be so very tired. And now they didn’t even have Olivia to help them pack for tomorrow.

Well. Isobelle drew herself up taller. She had seen it done. This would be fine. She could pack the bags. How hard could it be?

She found herself missing the girls, Jane and Hilde and Sylvie. Her friends spent most of their time on Sir Ralph’s estate – well, Sylvie’s estate now, after the timely death of her husband. After all, Isobelle was mostly away with Gwen on patrol. But Isobelle could have used their quick wits and humour, their skill at buoying her against the buffets of her guardian’s whims and dictates.

Isobelle walked slowly into her bedroom to pick up the note Olivia had left on her pillow, tucked in among the lace and pink ruffles. It said no more than her maid had, before she’d disappeared into the night. Only a few words, under an address where she might be reached: Family business. Urgent.

Well, Olivia was certainly entitled to go. She’d never taken any time off, not in all the years she’d been with Isobelle. Her business must be truly urgent. Which meant that Isobelle would have to sort things out on her own. She would simply have to pull herself together.

She raised her voice to address Gwen, who was still in the next room. ‘You know, I think my father used to holiday in Galanty-Uponne-the-Sea in his youth. I’m sure I remember him mentioning visits to the seaside, and the name’s very familiar. Perhaps it will be picturesque. There are worse things than a trip to the beach.’

‘In winter?’ came Gwen’s dubious reply. ‘I have some questions about …’

It was at that moment that Isobelle saw the second letter resting against her pillow. Olivia’s note fluttered to the floor. Gwen kept talking, but Isobelle couldn’t make out her words over the rushing sound in her ears.

She saw this handwriting only once or twice a year, but she knew it instantly.

This was it. Whimsitt hadn’t found her parents’ letter. She and Gwen had outfoxed him. They’d won. Nobody was going to the seaside today, tomorrow or any other day. Certainly not until summer, anyway.

With trembling hands, she broke open the missive and began to read.



Dearest Isobelle,

As you can imagine, your mother and I were most surprised to receive your …



A minute later, she heard Gwen calling, possibly not for the first time. ‘Isobelle? You all right in there?’

‘What?’ Isobelle’s voice came out sounding all wrong. Her throat felt like it was closing. Her lungs wouldn’t seem to expand when she tried to drag in a breath. In an act of pure will she tensed her stomach, gulped for air, and forced the tremble away. ‘What did you say?’

‘I was asking if you know where Olivia keeps those little herb sachets that make the clothes smell nice. Since we won’t have time for laundry …’

‘Oh,’ said Isobelle. ‘Oh. I … I don’t know.’

‘Are you sure you’re all right?’ Gwen said slowly.

Isobelle heard her champion’s footsteps approaching, and moving on instinct, she hurriedly shoved her parents’ letter underneath her pillow, then used the heels of her hands to rub away the tears that threatened to spill down her cheeks. She turned towards the door. And by the time she saw Gwen’s tired, familiar, beloved face, her decision was made.

Gwen’s father loved her. He wished her nothing but happiness. How could Isobelle ever tell Gwen that her parents had … had …



As you can imagine, your mother and I were most surprised to receive your letter. Even taking into account your usual embellishments, we can only conclude that extraordinary events have been taking place at the castle.

At times like these, the guidance of your guardian is more important than ever. Releasing your dowry to you is out of the question – it is not a sum intended to fund wild undertakings, but rather to secure your future with …



Gwen gave Isobelle everything. She had risked her life for her.

Isobelle couldn’t bear to tell her that she had nothing to offer in return. She needed more time. She’d write another letter. She’d find a way out of this.

She always did. She must.

‘Isobelle?’ said Gwen gently.

‘Yes,’ said Isobelle, only a little too brightly, as she reached for ink and parchment. ‘Yes, everything’s quite all right. I was thinking that I should write a letter to Olivia, letting her know where we’re going in case she returns before we do. Get some rest – tomorrow’s the start of our next adventure.’
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It is a well-known truth, dear reader, that the hardships of travel have a deleterious effect on one’s mood.

Less than a day of riding from Darkhaven Castle, the heavens open up and let loose a deluge of legendary duration and intensity. Envision our lovely heroes soaked to the skin, plodding through grey, freezing rain, curling up at night without even a fire to warm them for days on end … and you will begin to form an inkling of how quickly an annoying chore can devolve into abject misery.

There is a delightful trope in stories of this sort about wet, cold conditions, a solitary cave or shelter, a fire, a single bedroll, and the need to huddle together for warmth. But what the stories don’t often dwell upon is that shivering through the night and riding using stiff muscles all day long does not exactly stoke the desire for … huddling together.

The beginning of a relationship, any relationship, is a fragile thing under the best of circumstances. It is a delicate undertaking to get close to someone even when one is not sodden and half frozen. But as the days pass, and their arrival at Galanty-Uponne-the-Sea grows near, the distance between our lady and her knight seems to grow, rather than shrink.

And while Gwen regards yet another night of huddling near a smoky, damp fire with grim determination, and a wistfulness about what she might like to do if she and Isobelle weren’t quite so cold and sore … Isobelle is uncharacteristically silent, the weight of the past days settling on her shoulders like a blanket of chainmail.

For far more insidiously miserable than rain sliding down the neck of one’s cloak, is the cold, cutting clench of a secret.






5
 Oh shit, the potatoes!

A twig snapped, and Gwen’s mind lurched into half wakefulness. She’d grown accustomed to the sounds of the wilderness during their travels; this was different. She held still, listening, wondering if she’d dreamed that sound. She wanted to roll over, to relieve the painful pressure of a rock against her hip, but was too half asleep to move … until, suddenly, her watchful sentinel went on the alert and she startled fully awake.

She was on her knees, her sword in hand, before she even registered the dawn light that washed the clearing. She’d been adding a new design to the sword’s blade the night before, her engraving tools still spread out, the sword within arm’s reach. The air was temperate, but she found herself shivering, her shift damp with sweat.

‘Gwen?’ The voice, Isobelle’s voice, was so real and familiar and warm that Gwen felt it like a physical touch. ‘Is something wrong?’ She was setting a pan down by the fire, and Gwen recognised the sounds that had woken her.

‘No,’ Gwen croaked, trying to sheathe her sword unobtrusively, in case Isobelle hadn’t noticed her draw it. ‘No, everything’s fine.’

Isobelle came over and knelt beside Gwen, her gaze no less anxious. Her hair, somewhat duller and stringier for lack of washing and brushing, was braided back from her face in a half coronet; her cheeks were ruddy with exposure; and she had a smudge of ash from the campfire gracing one eyebrow.

Gwen bit her lip, brutally aware all over again of just how devastatingly beautiful Isobelle was. She stretched, trying to rid herself of the lingering tension of unease, as well as the brand-new tension of her awareness of Isobelle. As if hearing the change in Gwen’s thoughts, Isobelle’s gaze wandered, lingering somewhere south of Gwen’s face as she stretched. Gwen watched her through lowered lashes, and Isobelle started, realising Gwen had caught her staring.

Their eyes met, and all of a sudden Gwen’s heart began to pound every bit as hard as it had when she woke, but for an entirely different reason.

They’d been constantly together as they patrolled on Whimsitt’s orders, and had grown used to being so close but scarcely touching. A pattern of habit that was maddeningly difficult to break, now.

Gwen lifted a hand and slid her fingertips along a lock of Isobelle’s hair. Isobelle swallowed, her lips coming together and then parting with the soft sound of a kiss. She leaned forward a little and rested her hand against Gwen’s bent leg, palm hot through the thin material of Gwen’s shift.

That touch ran straight up Gwen’s body to settle, tense and wanting, in her belly. Trying to calm herself, she drew a long breath in through her nose.

She blinked, licking her lips in order to ask hoarsely, ‘Is … is something burning?’

Isobelle’s eyelashes dipped as her gaze swept downward. ‘Mmm,’ was her reply, a soft, murmurous assent – and then she startled, eyes going wide. ‘Oh shit, the potatoes!’

With a wail of distress, Isobelle leapt to her feet, scurrying back to the campfire and the billowing cloud of smoke now rising from the pan nestled among the flames.

Gwen ran a hand over her own dirty hair, tucking flyaways back into place and trying not to look as utterly disoriented as she felt. To go from alert wakefulness to a jolt of desire strong enough to leave her shaking – she cleared her throat and staggered unsteadily to her feet.

By the time Gwen reached Isobelle’s side, the potatoes were not just scorched, they were actually on fire. Isobelle was emitting little bleats of alarm, darting ineffectually towards and away from the flames, reaching out her hand and pulling it back. Gwen swore, wrapped her hand in the folds of her shift, snatched up the pan, and then tossed the whole thing, potatoes and all, into the creek that ran beside their camp.

She let out a splutter of laughter as the water belched a cloud of smoke and steam. Then she turned – and her laughter froze as she saw Isobelle’s face.

Her expression was stricken, her blue eyes luminous and wet, her lips pressed tightly together. And when Gwen’s eyes met hers, Isobelle burst into tears.

Gwen stared at her in outright paralysis for a moment, before she remembered she was actually allowed to follow the impulse she longed to act on: she rushed to Isobelle and pulled the other girl into her arms.

‘It’s okay!’ she said, as Isobelle buried her face against Gwen’s shoulder, sobbing as though the world were ending. ‘It’s just potatoes!’

‘The last of our potatoes!’ Isobelle wailed, her voice muffled against the increasingly damp patch of Gwen’s shift. ‘You love potatoes!’

Gwen squeezed Isobelle, hoping to interrupt her storm of weeping, but succeeding only in making her hiccup. ‘Yeah, but …’ I love you a lot more than I love potatoes, was what she wanted to say. What she said instead was, ‘There will be plenty of potatoes when we get to the town. It’s not a big deal!’

‘It is to me!’ Isobelle cried, lifting her head, her tear-stained face cutting straight to Gwen’s heart. She was one of those girls who even cried beautifully, the tip of her pert nose turning rosy, and her lips reddening. ‘It matters!’

‘Why?’ Gwen asked helplessly.

Isobelle’s luminous blue eyes were suddenly shielded – for once, Gwen could not read what was going on behind them. ‘I just wanted to be useful. In case … in case we don’t always have castle potatoes.’ Isobelle’s face bunched up again, and her words became so tense and tangled it was hard to make them out. ‘I only wanted to be more than just some … useless girl in a travel-stained dress … I just wanted to do something to make you happy.’

A flicker of fear tugged at Gwen’s heart. More than once, as they travelled, she’d found herself thinking back to the first real fight she and Isobelle had ever had, standing on the balcony of the Darkhaven Castle ballroom, on the eve of the tournament final. Isobelle had begged Gwen to run away with her, and Gwen had told Isobelle she had no idea what life outside a castle was really like – that she’d end up resenting Gwen for the hardships of existing as a peasant.

Gwen had regretted those words the moment she said them, because Isobelle was strong enough for anything – she’d still be Isobelle in a rough homespun dress with wildflowers as her only jewels.

But … maybe Isobelle did regret abandoning her life of luxury, even part-time, to go with Gwen on her patrols.

Gwen’s heart did an unpleasant somersault inside her ribcage. ‘We only have to hang in there a little longer. Once we hear back from your parents, once you have access to your dowry, we’ll be free.’

Isobelle was rigid in her arms, and only shook her head mutely, gazing fixedly at some point near Gwen’s shoulder. She let Gwen tilt her face up, but her eyes were even more thickly veiled, her feelings uncharacteristically shrouded.

‘I love that you thought of making breakfast,’ Gwen said. ‘But this sort of thing happens all the time. Don’t you remember that night we camped with all those cursed mosquitoes, when I tripped and dumped the whole pan of rice into the fire?’

‘I remember,’ said Isobelle, but her voice was still pinched and hopeless.

Gwen pulled her closer, and lifted her hand to stroke Isobelle’s hair.

Isobelle jerked away, her eyes widening as she groaned. ‘Don’t, my hair is so gross!’

Gwen blinked, and for a moment they just stared at each other – then, as one, they began to laugh. Isobelle’s chuckle was a little tired, and a little sad, and her cheeks were still wet, but it was a laugh nonetheless. Gwen’s heart unclenched.

‘Remember, there’s a hot spring waiting for us when we reach the sea.’ Gwen wrapped her arms around Isobelle’s waist and clasped her hands together, holding her close. ‘Steaming water up to our necks, and all the potatoes we can eat, I feel sure.’

Isobelle made a sound that was half a laugh, half a little moan of longing. ‘I dreamed about potatoes last night,’ she admitted, her hands resting on Gwen’s forearms, fiddling with the worn lace crochet of her sleeves. ‘I was at a table filled with them every way you can imagine – au gratin, lyonnaise, fondant, or spiralised on a stick … even just boiling them, mashing them …’

Gwen huffed a soft laugh. ‘I usually just stick ’em in a stew.’

Isobelle laughed in response, and then, with the mercurial unpredictability that Gwen found as fascinating as she did irritating, those blue eyes immediately filled with tears again. ‘See? You love potatoes, and I couldn’t even just fry them in the most basic way.’

‘Isobelle … look at me.’ Gwen waited, and when Isobelle declined to respond, she squeezed her again until Isobelle gave a squeak of protest.

‘Not fair,’ she muttered, brow furrowing in an accusatory frown. ‘A real knight wouldn’t manhandle her lady that way.’

Gwen flashed her a grin and then sobered, willing the girl in her arms to hear her, to see her sincerity. ‘Isobelle … I swear to you, with all my heart, the only thing you ever have to do to make me happy is just be here with me when I wake up.’

Isobelle’s eyes slid from hers. ‘Okay.’

Gwen’s throat closed on all the things she didn’t know how to say – all the things she didn’t know if she should say. If Isobelle really was regretting her choice to run off towards adventure with Gwen, it’d be the worst kind of emotional manipulation for Gwen to start rambling about how desperately, helplessly, insanely head over heels in love she was with her.

Gwen shoved that thought down into the pit where she’d banished all the nightmares about the dragon, the place she could never tell Isobelle about. That pit was also where she kept the sick, stomach-wrenching dread that occasionally rose without warning or reason to claim her as she went about her days. And her awareness of Whimsitt’s increasing demands and hatred for her.

It was quite a large pit, large enough to house all the fears that had been plaguing Gwen, with increasing frequency and intensity, over the last few months.

Large enough to put them away, but not deep enough, nowhere near deep enough, to keep them there.

‘Come on,’ Gwen said, hearing how brittle her own voice sounded, and hoping Isobelle was still too focused on the potato disaster to notice. ‘We’ve got some apples left, and some cheese – we can snack while we saddle the horses. If we hustle, we’ll get to Galanty-Uponne-the-Sea before sundown.’
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Gwen reined Achilles in, glancing over her shoulder as Isobelle’s horse dropped to a walk and ambled along in their wake. Achilles turned his head too, eyeing the pair and then rolling that eye up and back towards his rider. His gaze dripped with such accusatory disgust that Gwen would have been in stitches, if she weren’t also, by now, thoroughly tired of the other horse’s histrionic temperament.

Achilles had made no secret of the disdain he felt for the pretty little mare they’d got for Isobelle in one of the villages they’d visited on their rounds. Isobelle had fallen in love with her at first sight – and indeed, she was one of the loveliest horses Gwen had ever seen, a dainty Andalusian pale dapple grey, with smoky-black mane and tail that faded to white at the ends. She looked like magic – as if, were she to turn her head just so, her unicorn’s horn would flash out of invisibility into the gleam of the sun.

When they’d entered the stable, Isobelle had run to the mare, eyes bright with admiration, and was stroking her nose by the time Gwen reached her with the stable owner at her side.

‘Oh, what a wonderful eye you have, lady,’ the owner had said. ‘I can let you have her for a discount.’

Isobelle had given a squeal of delight and leaned her whole body against the stable door, like a child coveting the sweets on display in a shop. Gwen, on the other hand, narrowed her eyes and cast a sidelong look at the stable owner. ‘A discount?’ she asked. ‘Why?’

The man had spread his hands in the universal gesture of innocence. ‘Because I see the lady’s heart, yes? She is in love. I too love this beautiful horse, but who am I to intervene with fate itself?’

The price for the mare, while at a discount, had still used up most of the money Sylvie had given them as what she laughingly called ‘an adventure grant’. Sylvie wasn’t short on funds, these days, nor on the independence to disperse them as she pleased. Becoming a widow, it turned out, was an excellent loophole for escaping the control of the menfolk in one’s life. And though Whimsitt allotted them some supplies, he’d given them barely enough to make it from town to town.

Unfortunately, it had taken Gwen and Isobelle less than a day to find out why the man had been willing to ‘part with’ the horse for such a modest amount.

The beast was awful.

Wilful and stubborn in all the wrong ways, half the time refusing to take commands from Isobelle, who was no mere beginner at riding, and the other half starting at shadows. She’d threatened to rear a dozen times, most recently at a small stick that had fallen gently onto the road in front of her. Once, they’d had to hastily pack up their half-pitched camp and move a mile downstream because the babbling of the water over some rocks made the wretched beast whinny and stamp and pull hysterically at her tether.

Now, Achilles heaved a great, noisy sigh, tossing his head and rolling his eye again at Gwen.

 ‘I know, buddy,’ she murmured, giving his neck an affectionate slap. ‘I’m right there with you.’

Isobelle caught up to them and reined the grey in beside Achilles, or tried to. The mare kept going, and Isobelle was forced to turn her in a slow circle to look at Gwen with a little laugh. ‘Sorry! She decided she was done cantering for a while.’

Gwen felt her annoyance melting in the face of Isobelle’s obvious delight. She refused to admit that they’d been taken in by the opportunistic merchant. ‘By all means,’ she said dryly. ‘Best to let that creature decide how fast we go and when.’

At this rate, they’d be hard pressed to reach their destination before sundown. Gwen’s optimism had faded with the morning mist, or quite possibly had been supplanted by the rumbling of her belly. Cheese and apples sounded like a lovely breakfast. But they were not, it turned out, particularly filling.

Isobelle looked tired, and hungry too. Despite her attempts at cheer and bright laughter, she seemed somehow more remote than usual; looking away from Gwen, rather than gazing at her in that dreamy way she sometimes did. Gwen could not shake her unease, though she could not quite put her finger on what fear Isobelle’s distance was stoking.

Gwen took a deep breath and said lightly, ‘Come on, get your horse under control and let’s keep moving.’

Isobelle gave a sniff. ‘Only if you call her by her proper name.’

‘I refuse. It’s ridiculous. I won’t do it, I tell you!’

The other girl started to cross her arms, then thought better of it when the horse sidestepped, as if trying to move out from underneath her rider. Isobelle tightened her lips – and her hands on the reins – and stared defiantly at Gwen.

Gwen muttered a curse under her breath, torn between helpless amusement and annoyance. It was a rather common state of mind around Isobelle, and as always, amusement won out. ‘Fine. Turn Princess Buttercup around, and let’s go.’

‘As you wish!’ Isobelle chirped, tugging at the mare’s reins. But there she stopped, frowning, looking back the way they’d come.

Gwen had been so absorbed in her study of the girl at her side that she hadn’t spotted the approaching carriage cresting the hill behind them.

Isobelle hmmed softly. ‘Gosh, who would drive such a fine carriage so quickly? They’ll break a wheel.’

Gwen shielded her eyes. With a nudge of her heels, she eased Achilles off the road, ready to let the carriage pass. Her ears caught a slight sound, one that rose and rose in volume as the carriage approached – it passed in a clatter of wheels and a flash of wide, harried eyes from the driver, and the rising sound resolved into the delighted whoop of a female voice.

 ‘Stop, stop I tell you!’ the voice shrieked again, and several peals of laughter emerged from inside.

The carriage skittered and skidded to a halt, the horses prancing merrily at having been allowed to run. The driver passed his gloved hand over his brow; he was sweating, despite the cool of the day.

Isobelle had stiffened straight as a poker, her eyes wide and lips falling open. Gwen barely had time to register this reaction before the carriage door opened and a number of ladies came spilling out, a flurry of brightly coloured dresses and flying hair and shrieks of excitement. Isobelle had thrown herself from her saddle – much to Buttercup’s disapproval – and was immediately engulfed by two of the girls, one dark-haired and plump, the other blonde and willowy tall. The third lady, clad in black, had not rushed forward, but now stood a few paces from Achilles, gazing up at Gwen with her arms crossed and one perfectly shaped eyebrow raised.

‘Well, Lady Dragonslayer,’ drawled Sylvie, the corners of her mouth twitching. ‘Are you going to get down here and hug me?’

The words unfroze Gwen, and she felt her face splitting in a smile wider than any she’d felt in some time. She practically fell out of Achilles’s saddle in her haste and threw her arms around Sylvie, as Jane and Hilde transferred their affectionate greeting from Isobelle to Gwen.

And so it was that Sir Gwen, presumptive champion of the Darkhaven Tournament of Dragonslayers, slayer of actual dragons, who had knocked multiple men twice her size from their horses and borne their blows without yielding, lost her balance with the force of their friends’ greetings and felt herself toppling backwards.

Jane went down with her, with a shriek of delight.

Everyone was talking at once, snatches of sentences mingling and rising overtop one another.

‘Sylvie’s got a guy at the castle to keep an eye on you, you know, and he—’

‘They told us you’d been sent out again, already! Whimsitt is such a dick!’

‘We knew you’d be tired, and sore, and we thought—’

‘There’s nothing better to cheer one up than a—’

‘ROAD TRIP!’ That last was Jane, who shrieked the words in Gwen’s ear, her arms locked around her neck as though Gwen were a particularly favoured pet being dragged around by a child who didn’t know any better.

By this point, they were all sprawled in the dust of the road in a ragged circle formed by three rather spectacular dresses, Isobelle’s charming but practical riding dress, and Gwen in her chainmail vest over her riding habit. The driver of the carriage stood some distance away, pretending to check the horses over and ostentatiously ignoring the odd scene. The girls assisted him by pretending they didn’t notice his sidelong stares.

 ‘Girls, I can’t tell you how glad I am to see you.’ Isobelle breathed the words, her blue eyes shining with more than just pleasure. ‘I didn’t know I needed you, but … oh, it’s so good to have you here!’

‘Oh, wait,’ cried Hilde. ‘We brought snacks!’

By the time they all got moving again, Gwen’s heart felt a ton or two lighter. True, the girls had begun as Isobelle’s friends, not hers, but despite a somewhat rocky start with Sylvie, where she and Gwen each thought the other was trying to betray Isobelle, they had come to be as dear to her as sisters. Like Isobelle, she hadn’t realised how much she’d missed them since they’d gone to ‘winter over’ at Sylvie’s estate.

Isobelle had elected to stay riding Princess Buttercup, tactfully saying she wanted the fresh air – the truth was, none of the other girls would have been able to command the spoiled little creature. Gwen had eyed the carriage with some longing, for she’d spent far too much time on horseback over the past few weeks, but ultimately decided the jostling of the carriage would be even worse against the parts of her anatomy already sore from the saddle.

The carriage trundled along behind them, and Gwen heard snatches of sound on the breeze – the girls were singing, chanting really, some repetitive song that kept counting down cups of tea.

At her side, Buttercup turned at a right angle to their path and got several steps off into a field before Isobelle persuaded the mare that the road was the safer option. Isobelle had to croon lovingly and stroke Buttercup’s ears for a time before she turned with perfect responsiveness – and, after a backward glance at Gwen that dripped with equine smugness, she tossed her pretty mane and broke into a canter again.

‘I don’t think I’ve ever hated a horse before,’ Gwen commented to Achilles, as he fell into step behind the mare. He snorted his agreement, which at least made her feel somewhat seen.

It was turning out to be an absolutely glorious day. The air was brisk and chill, but the sun was bright, and it warmed her dark cloak. The sleety rain that had plagued them earlier had fled. Buttercup had been as subdued as Isobelle in all that damp and cold, but now she pranced as merrily as anyone could ask.

Achilles was muttering to himself around the bit of his bridle, discontented at having to follow in the fickle mare’s wake. Gwen let him seethe. She drew in a long, slow breath of the crisp, wintry air and caught the faint tang of salt on the breeze.

They were almost there.

‘Gwen?’ Isobelle’s voice brought her instantly on alert. Cautious, curious – tense.

Gwen pulled Achilles up beside her. Around the bend in the road ahead, a group of people had come into view. There were half a dozen of them, clad like any of the other travellers they’d encountered on their rounds, only they were clustered around some object concealed by their bodies.

Achilles snorted and pawed at the earth, impatient for the action he sensed was approaching; Gwen could not help but agree. ‘I don’t suppose there’s any point in me telling you to stay here,’ she muttered, as her eyes scanned the group, their weapons, her own focus narrowing.

Isobelle sniffed. ‘Don’t be any more foolish than you can help.’

‘Come on.’

The object the men were clustered around was a woman. Gwen could hear her protests as she rode up, telling the brigands – for that was certainly what they were, rifling through her pack and offering up jeering threats – to leave her be. The men fell back at the sound of approaching hoofbeats, bracing themselves as Gwen swung herself out of the saddle and drew her sword with a scrape of steel.

‘Off with you,’ she growled in the voice she’d learned over the last few months – her knight’s voice, as she thought of it, decisive and cutting. ‘Return the lady’s property, and be on your way.’

The nominal leader of the group, a tallish, beefy sort with a mud-brown beard and small, pouchy eyes, eyed Gwen and then sneered. Gwen preferred to travel in dresses – Olivia had made her a few divided riding habits that let her ride astride, and the looseness of the skirts were much more comfortable than restrictive trousers. Her armour was packed away in the carriage with the girls, half a league behind them – she wore only a chainmail vest over her dress.

‘What a brave little lady,’ the man said, the words prompting a light ripple of laughter among the other men. ‘Got your daddy’s sword, eh?’

Gwen cocked her head, her sword held low, ready. ‘The sword is my own, gentlemen. Now, will you do as I’ve asked and be on your way? Or shall we have a little exercise first?’

She knew she was showing off – Isobelle was right on her heels, sliding down from Buttercup (who promptly bolted some distance off across a field, to stand watching them all nervously). Six against one was hardly a sure thing, even if none of these men were trained in the use of the weapons that hung at their belts. And if any of them were skilled …

‘Trust me,’ called Isobelle breathlessly, ‘you really ought to take her up on her offer – and go now.’

Gwen flicked her braid back over her shoulder and blew a strand of hair from her eyes. ‘Perhaps a trial by one-on-one combat?’ she proposed cheerfully, hoping desperately her voice sounded light and airy. She’d rather not have all six men come at her at once.

 ‘Or we just take that pretty sword of yours, and your pretty horse, and maybe those pretty dresses, too.’ The bandit leader grinned unpleasantly.

One of the other men was frowning thoughtfully at Gwen, his expression a notable exception among the sea of grins and leers. He was younger than the others, his beard merely a wispy patch of chestnut. ‘Um … Matto, we might …’

The bandit leader drew his sword, and most of the others followed suit. Gwen fought the urge to take a step back, until she saw one of them knock down the girl they’d been accosting. She landed with a thump and a harsh breath in the dirt, and Gwen felt that all-too-familiar heat of fury rising in her blood.

She took a step forward. ‘Exercise it is, then.’

The bandit leader gave a snarl, and was about to rush at Gwen when the young one plucked at his sleeve. ‘Matto, look at ’er.’

The bandit leader shrugged his arm off and shot him a dark look. ‘Fancy ’er, do you?’

The young one gulped. ‘No, but … don’t she look familiar? She ain’t got all the armour on, but …’

Matto looked blank. ‘Eh?’

‘That crier tellin’ stories back a ways. Don’t she look like …’ His voice dropped. ‘Don’t she look like the Lady Dragonslayer?’

Matto rolled his eyes and turned back towards Gwen. But then he paused, the sneering expression changing to one altogether different. As though Gwen were the dragon, all of a sudden, and he an entirely too flammable bit of debris in her path.

For a long moment, no one moved.

Exasperated, Gwen gave a lunging, feinting step forward.

As one, all six men jumped, scrambled and fled.

Gwen stared after them, left with a somewhat disconcerting mix of emotions as they hightailed it towards the forest up on the ridge. Chief among her turbulent feelings was an odd, sullen flicker of disappointment.

‘Well,’ she said, as Isobelle came up beside her, stifling a laugh as one of the bandits tripped and fell and scrambled several paces on all fours before he managed to get his feet under him again. ‘That was anticlimactic.’

They hurried over to the girl the brigands had been accosting, who had got to her feet and was hurling rocks after the bandits, along with a few oaths that made even Gwen blush.

‘Are you all right?’ Isobelle asked, half reaching towards the girl.

‘I’m fine,’ the girl snapped, turning a flashing hazel glare on Isobelle. She was strikingly pretty, with a tawny-brown complexion and thick dark-red hair, a combination of features Gwen had never seen before. Her high cheekbones were currently stained with bright, furious colour. ‘I can take care of myself.’

Isobelle took a step back. Gwen could almost hear the gears shifting in Isobelle’s head as she changed her tactics. Gwen sheathed her sword and stayed quiet. This was what Isobelle did best, and Gwen had merely to stand back and watch her work.

‘I have no doubt of that,’ said Isobelle with a smile. ‘My name’s Isobelle, and this is Gwen. Our friends are coming in a carriage not too far behind. Where are you headed?’

The girl glanced between them, and her hazel eyes lingered on Gwen’s face a touch longer than was comfortable. ‘I’m Tabitha,’ she said finally, grudgingly. ‘I’m bound for Galanty-Uponne-the-Sea.’

Isobelle let out a squeak of delight. ‘Why, that is where we are bound, too! Perhaps you’ll journey with us? I do so love to meet other travellers. The carriage is full, but Achilles can carry two the rest of the way, can’t he, Gwen?’

The girl had turned, gathering up her belongings and beginning to tuck them back into her pack.

Gwen lowered her voice. ‘Are you sure?’ she whispered to Isobelle. ‘She doesn’t seem like she wants company.’

Isobelle flashed her a stern look. ‘She was scared. You do the same thing, you know – go all prickly when something’s bothering you. Come on,’ she added with one of her most winsome smiles. ‘She’s a damsel in distress. That’s what you do – save damsels.’

Gwen was helpless before that smile, and both she and Isobelle knew it. Isobelle’s expression took on a touch of smugness as she saw she had won her battle before it had begun.

‘Please,’ Gwen called, as Tabitha glanced their way. ‘Let us make sure you get safely where you’re going.’

‘She’s a travelling hero, you know,’ added Isobelle, eyes shining.

Tabitha hesitated, chewing at her lip. She was putting her last few scattered belongings into her pack, her hand grasping a twisted length of wood.

Isobelle let out a gasp and said, ‘Oh, I recognise that from the hedge witches at the market – that’s a wand, isn’t it? Are you a witch?’

Gwen’s gaze snapped back to the girl. Isobelle had been low-key obsessed with witches ever since she and Gwen had hidden in a thicket to watch a particularly beautiful ritual, the night of the dragon bonfire in Darkhaven.

Tabitha tucked the bit of gnarled wood carefully into her satchel and buckled it closed. ‘I told you, I can handle myself.’

‘Oh, but now you must travel with us!’ Isobelle cried. ‘I want to hear all about you.’

Isobelle turned to flag down the approaching carriage, and was soon busy explaining what had happened to the girls. Hilde’s head, crowned by her buckwheat-blonde braids, poked out of the carriage window and Gwen heard her cry, ‘Ach, how exciting!’

She glanced back at the red-haired girl, who was standing clutching her pack and looking a little bit stunned.

Gwen had seen that look so many times now – and had worn it herself – that she found herself smiling. Poor Tabitha, battered into submission by a storm named Isobelle.

‘It’s really best to just go along with her,’ she murmured, flashing Tabitha a sidelong grin. ‘Someone once told me I’d only hurt myself if I tried to fight it, and she was right.’

Tabitha’s cheeks had lost their angry colour, but now they flushed again, the tiniest bit. ‘So I see. Are you sure it’s no trouble?’ She glanced past Gwen, towards where Isobelle and Jane were trying to round up Buttercup. The lovely horse kept prancing away a few paces and then stopping to wait for them, clearly enjoying the game. Jane was yelling for Sylvie to come help them. Sylvie, standing at the road’s edge, crossed her arms and stood her ground. She was immaculate – dark-haired, dark-eyed, the warm bronze of her skin not diminished one degree by the black of her mourning gown.

Sylvie was one of the only people who shared Gwen’s opinion of Isobelle’s horse.

Gwen shrugged. ‘No trouble at all.’

‘Why did those arseholes run away?’ Tabitha asked, slinging her pack over one shoulder and looking curiously at Gwen.

Gwen hesitated. The word of her battle against the dragon was known throughout Darkhaven, but it had spread somewhat more unpredictably beyond its borders. Some knew the story well, and gazed at her with open admiration – others had heard nothing and simply eyed the girl wearing a sword with sceptical confusion.

‘There are a lot of stories about me,’ she said finally, feeling rather awkward. ‘Isobelle tells them better than I do.’

‘Huh.’ Tabitha shrugged. ‘People tell a lot of stories about witches, too. Fear is a powerful thing.’

Gwen let her breath out in relief that the girl wasn’t going to make her talk about her own fame. ‘I don’t doubt it. Come, meet Achilles. He looks fearsome, but he’s quite friendly, I assure you. He can carry us both.’

By the time she’d finished introducing Tabitha to Achilles, Isobelle had managed to catch Princess Buttercup, and after some discussion the caravan set off once more towards the coast. Tabitha was no skilled rider, but she learned quickly, and after some initial stiffness, settled in behind Gwen with her arms about her waist.

Their positioning did not encourage conversation, but Gwen did ask, raising her voice slightly to be heard over the hoofbeats, ‘Why are you headed to Galanty?’

There was a brief silence, and then Tabitha’s voice came in her ear, much more softly. ‘I was born there. My mother died there, when I was too young to remember her much. I suppose … I suppose I simply wish to know what happened to her.’

Gwen’s throat tightened, thinking of her own mother. She briefly covered Tabitha’s hand, where it rested against Gwen’s chainmail. She did not say anything back, for it really was too uncomfortable to try to converse; but she felt, strangely, a little lighter.

Lord Whimsitt may have sent them to Galanty-Uponne-the-Sea to pose for portrait artists and smile for the local nobility, but here was someone who had come for a reason, a worthy reason.

A damsel in distress, Isobelle had said.

Escorting a girl to safety was not exactly on the level of slaying a dragon – but it was something, and Gwen decided that she would do what she could to help her.




6
 Trying to make a game of fetch happen

There was a boy by the side of the road up ahead, perched in a tree. He was entertaining himself by throwing and catching an acorn, the nut sailing up, then dropping back into his palm once more.

When he caught sight of the girls, he startled, juggled his acorn, and nearly dropped it. Isobelle opened her mouth to caution him, but before she could do so, he nearly fell out of the tree, at the last moment converting the movement into an almost-deliberate jump. Dusting himself off, he looked them up and down as they approached. Slowly, his eyes widened.

‘You’re her!’ he announced. ‘The lady knight. It’s really you.’

‘Sir Gwen, dragonslayer!’ Isobelle agreed brightly. She heard a weary sigh behind her, but wasn’t sure whether it came from Gwen or Achilles.

The boy held up one hand. ‘Go slow, don’t come into town too quick. I got to let them know you’re here. His lordship wants you to have the full arrival experience.’

‘The what?’ asked Gwen warily.

Behind them, Jane’s head popped out of the carriage window. ‘Why have we stopped?’ she called.

Isobelle, never one to turn down any kind of full experience, nodded benevolently at the boy. ‘We’ll go slow,’ she promised.

And so their little procession made its way, in leisurely fashion, towards the town of Galanty-Uponne-the-Sea. Isobelle found herself studying Gwen’s profile as the other girl gazed ahead, lost in her own thoughts. The letter from Isobelle’s parents was tucked safely away, buried among the bunches of admiring letters Gwen had received from her Lady Dragonslayer fanatics as her fame grew. Isobelle had taken charge of keeping them and responding to as many as she could. She could keep the letter from her parents there until she found the right time to break the news to her champion. Gwen would have walked into the Darkhaven moat, crocodiles and all, before she read her own fan mail.

And yet, even knowing it was well hidden in their luggage, Isobelle could feel the letter like some corrupted beacon, shining not light and truth, but darkness and heavy uncertainty.

No, said the letter in her pocket. No, no, no. No dowry for you. No future for you. You’re not the daughter we wanted, and you’ll get nothing but ‘no’ from us until you are.

How could she tell Gwen, who’d only ever heard from her father a world of yes?

I just need a moment to catch my breath, she told herself, dragging her eyes from her champion. A moment to figure out what our next move should be. I’ll tell her when I have something we can do about it.

Cresting a hill, they looked down and found the town spread out before them.

It was an orderly place, rows of thatched roofs arranged in a semicircle around the little harbour, where the masts of ships rose from the sea like a rather scanty forest – perhaps one the woodcutters had visited recently. Wisps of smoke rose from chimneys, and the sun sparkled on the winter sea.

Every now and then the curtains behind the windows twitched and rippled, as if people were behind them, peeping out. Isobelle tried not to stare, the tiniest hint of uneasiness supplanting her interest.

‘How utterly charming,’ Hilde said, having not spotted the signs of covert observation.

As they approached the edge of the town, they came upon a large sign, freshly put up, if the sawdust around its base was any indication.



WELCOMME TO GALANTY-UPONNE-THE-SEA

A LEGENDARY HOLIDAYE DESTINATION



Gwen and Isobelle paused to study the sign, and were both caught by surprise – as was Princess Buttercup – when a woman sprang out from behind it, standing to attention and reciting a stiff greeting.

‘Welcome to Galanty-Uponne-the-Sea, Weary Traveller,’ she proclaimed, as if reading off an invisible script. ‘Allow me to Escorte you to Your Guide.’

‘Of course,’ said Isobelle politely, exchanging a quick glance with Gwen. Her champion looked about as enthusiastic as she had a week ago when she’d discovered she’d be speaking at a wedding.

They followed the woman along the road, weaving down the hill past the neat houses. They were certainly well tended, freshly whitewashed, flowers in their window boxes, all meticulously manicured. But for that eerie feeling of being watched, it was a perfect show. Isobelle appreciated how much effort went into a facade as put-together as this.

When they reached the harbour itself, they found a little wooden dais in the centre of the square, all decked out with bunting. There was a jury-rigged curtain hanging nearby, apparently stitched together from flour sacks, and there was a row of chairs set out neatly in front of the stage.

Isobelle exchanged another look with Gwen, but they each dismounted, Gwen helping Tabitha down from Achilles. They’d stopped a few hours before to water the horses and stretch their legs, and Gwen had filled Isobelle in on Tabitha’s backstory. Isobelle hadn’t had much opportunity to talk with the girl, much less find out about her witchiness, so she hoped Tabitha would stick around a bit longer. Isobelle suspected she would. She’d noticed that Tabitha’s eyes lingered a bit on Gwen anytime she thought no one was watching her – well, Isobelle could hardly blame the young witch for that. Who wouldn’t stare at Gwen?

Behind them, the carriage door opened to disgorge the rest of their party, the girls obviously delighted by this reception.

Townsfolk with the slightly red faces of the hastily scrubbed stepped forward to lead away their horses. Achilles went willingly and, after a show of consternation, Princess Buttercup allowed herself to be bribed.

The girls arranged themselves in the row of seats, gazing up at the dais expectantly.

From behind the makeshift curtain sprang an energetic young man whose golden curls and friendly energy reminded Isobelle of nothing so much as a spaniel that desperately wanted to play fetch.

‘What’s going on?’ Gwen whispered, from the other side of Tabitha. ‘My god, he’s like a puppy.’

‘I think,’ Isobelle whispered in reply, ‘that he’s trying to make a game of fetch happen.’ She was rewarded by a quick, sharp huff of laughter from Gwen, who quickly got herself back under control.

The young man bounded up onto the dais, cleared his throat, assumed a theatrical pose, and began – there was no other word for it – to declaim.

‘Welcome to Galanty-Uponne-the-Sea! I am Lord Felton Bingleton, and it is my pleasure to greet you as you enter my domain. But, my friends, though Galanty-Uponne-the-Sea is a warm and welcoming town, I must warn you that it was not always so.’

He lowered his voice, stepping to the front of the little stage in the manner of an actor playing for thrills.

Isobelle obligingly leaned forward in her seat, genuinely interested at this point to see what would happen next. This might not be what they’d had in mind when they began adventuring, but her feet were dry, and she had a strong suspicion that a good meal was on the horizon. She was willing to play along.

‘Behold!’ thundered Bingleton, surprising her into rocking back in her chair with a squeak. ‘High upon the hill, la tour de la mort!’

He pointed up the coast towards the north where, sure enough, high atop a hill was a lonely stone tower, jabbing up at the sky like an accusing finger. It was not close enough to the sea cliffs to be a lighthouse, and loomed over the town in quite an ominous way.

‘Oh,’ said Jane with interest. ‘Is it French?’

‘I think it’s just dramatic,’ Sylvie muttered.

Lord Bingleton continued, entirely undeterred. ‘In dark days past, an evil sorceress resided in that fateful tower. She was a summoner of monsters most foul, and terrorised the local populace. Lives were ruined. Indeed’ – and now his voice dropped to a whisper – ‘lives were lost. The town lived in fear. They called her home la tour de la mort. The tower of death!’

Jane obligingly gasped, clasping her hands, and Bingleton broke character long enough to wink at her.

‘Just as it seemed that all of the town must become her thralls, Galanty-Uponne-the-Sea was saved by the shining paladins of the Order of the Evening Star. The Order triumphed over the sorceress and then vanished themselves, no doubt bound for some other town in need of their protection. Our torment was over … or so we thought. Alas, the sorceress had a lover! He was distraught by her loss and turned to necromancy, seeking to claw her back from the cold grip of death. Most say he wasted away, but some say he is still there to this very day, and still seeks to return his beloved to life, and continue her reign of terror.’

Isobelle honestly had to admire his delivery – his hand was clasped to his heart, his gaze fixed on the distant tower. She glanced aside at Gwen, whose brow was furrowed but whose face was otherwise unreadable. Isobelle had a feeling the other girl was working hard to hide her dismay. Gwen didn’t have much patience for insincerity.

Then Lord Bingleton whipped around, hands spreading, drama dissolving in favour of a broad grin. ‘Assuming we survive the night, ladies, please enjoy every luxury Galanty-Uponne-the-Sea has to offer, and let that soupçon of danger bring an extra something to your holiday! Soak in the hot springs, their steam reminiscent of a dragon’s breath – the very dragon once summoned by the sorceress! Drink a tonic brewed from flowers from the sorceress’s own garden – just a little and you’ll sleep blissfully, though too much and you’ll sleep forever! Sample the local textiles, including patterns created by local women to ward against evil! At night, sleep in comfortable and well-appointed hotel rooms in the tour de la mort itself!’

‘Can we really?’ Hilde asked, clearly delighted.

Bingleton’s voice dropped in volume as he offered an aside. ‘To be honest, we haven’t begun that stage yet. Accommodation is in the tavern, for now, but it’s jolly nice.’

 ‘The hot springs sound lovely, too,’ Isobelle said brightly, thinking extremely affectionate thoughts about the prospect of a long soak. ‘And tell me, my lord, are there any local dishes inspired by the sorceress?’

‘Gosh, what a splendid idea,’ Bingleton said, searching the crowd. ‘Holton, take that down, would you?’ Then he seemed to remember himself, and assumed his stance once more, for what Isobelle hoped was the conclusion to his speechifying. ‘Visit local landmarks and have your own eerie encounters! Immerse yourself in the myths and stories of Galanty-Uponne-the-Sea, and have … a legendary stay.’

He concluded with a flourish, and Jane and Hilde jumped to their feet to applaud.

Sylvie clapped a touch slower, though Isobelle was comfortably certain that Lord Bingleton would not detect any sarcasm that might be present. Isobelle herself clapped politely, as did Gwen.

‘Not a word about this supposed monster of theirs,’ Gwen pointed out, her voice so dry it could’ve withered an entire oak tree. ‘Ten pennies it’s no more real than the Galanty “experience” in general.’

No one took the bet.

Tabitha leaned in to speak softly. ‘I’m … not sure how they feel about witches here, given everything is about their “evil sorceress” …’

‘I get you,’ Isobelle agreed. ‘They’ve let one bad apple spoil the whole bunch. We certainly won’t be mentioning we know any, ah, apples. Leave it to me, Tabitha.’

When Tabitha shifted her weight anxiously, looking unconvinced, Gwen reached out and gave her arm a comforting squeeze. ‘You can trust Isobelle to handle it,’ she said with a grin. ‘She could convince a fish that water is totally last season.’

Lord Bingleton jumped down from the dais, dusting off his hands. ‘Well,’ he said cheerfully. ‘What do you think? Eventually, we’re hoping to install tracks, and wheel you past some of the attractions in a mining cart, perhaps with a musical accompaniment. In the meantime, I’m awfully pleased to meet you all.’ His attention was mostly fixed on Gwen. ‘You must be our Lady Dragonslayer.’

‘Yes,’ Gwen agreed, if only because she couldn’t very well deny it. ‘This is Lady Isobelle of Avington, along with Lady Sylvie, Lady Hilde and Lady Jane.’

‘My, but we are spoiled,’ Lord Bingleton replied, clearly delighted, and turned a politely enquiring gaze on Tabitha.

‘And this is my lady’s maid,’ Isobelle said swiftly. His attention flicked away immediately, as she had known it would. Tabitha’s stiff posture relaxed and she cast a quick, relieved glance at Isobelle.

Lord Bingleton clapped his hands together. ‘Ladies, we want to hear all your thoughts about your stay here, and we hope you will tell everyone that Galanty-Uponne-the-

Sea is the coast’s premier destination for those in search of relaxation and excitement.’

‘It’s a delightful spot for a holiday,’ Isobelle said diplomatically. ‘My father used to summer here before I was born, I believe.’

‘A great many people did,’ Lord Bingleton agreed. ‘But at some point they stopped coming, and I must admit, I’m not sure why.’

‘Too many stories about the evil sorceress, perhaps?’ Gwen suggested blandly.

Bingleton laughed and slapped his knee. ‘Indeed, very amusing, Sir Gwen! But really, no idea at all. Modernisation is the answer, I think. I inherited my title from my great-uncle about six months ago, and let me tell you, it has been a job and a half to sort this place out. Still, that’s what I do. I have ideas and I develop them. I’m going to develop new attractions here. I’m a developer.’ He seemed to quite like the word. ‘This place just needs new blood,’ he concluded, sounding only the tiniest bit like he was trying to convince himself.

Isobelle, glancing around at the almost too neatly kept houses, couldn’t help wondering if what she was looking at was enthusiasm on the part of the townsfolk, or compliance.

‘And what do your people think?’ she asked in her most interested tone.

Lord Bingleton raised his hands, as if to indicate his helplessness. ‘I admit I’ve encountered some old superstitions,’ he allowed.

‘And monsters, apparently,’ prompted Gwen, raising her eyebrow. ‘I noticed there has been no mention of the reason I’m here.’

Isobelle had to admire Gwen for maintaining at least the pretence that the Lady Dragonslayer had been summoned for her skills, and not her notoriety.

Lord Bingleton’s gaze jerked away from Gwen’s as suddenly as if those lovely green optics had become live coals. ‘Um,’ he said, clasping his hands and glancing towards the harbour. ‘All that can wait, surely.’

Gwen glanced at Isobelle. See? her eyes said. The sea monster isn’t even real.

Before either of them could ask for more clarification, Bingleton clapped those hands and said briskly, ‘For now, let us spoil you ladies a bit. Go and get settled at the inn, and we can discuss your itinerary after that.’

‘It would be lovely to freshen up,’ Isobelle agreed. They could always pin him down about his deception later – Isobelle’s stomach was rumbling. ‘And then perhaps a bite to eat. There’s so much to see, we must make sure we’re not lacking for energy.’

Lord Bingleton’s gaze drifted out to sea. ‘Yes,’ he agreed, distracted. ‘A great deal to see.’ And then he shook himself, smiling once more as he continued, ‘It will all be wonderful.’

Gwen’s reply was deadpan. ‘I’m sure it will be legendary, my lord.’




7
 Well, now we know why everyone was acting so weird

The innkeeper of the Paladin’s Rest was a plump woman in her forties with dark-brown hair caught mostly beneath a voluminous cap. She had a friendly face, rather diminished by the off-putting rictus grin that occasionally parted her lips to show her teeth – clearly, she had been instructed to smile. She was hospitable enough, though, greeting each of the ladies in turn and introducing herself as Rosamund, before bringing them upstairs to show them to their rooms herself.

She brought them to the largest room first, dragging armfuls of their luggage with her. Depositing their boxes on stands, she proceeded to show off the amenities of the room. Washbasins with pipes allowing them to drain into the gardens, no need for a maid to empty them. Bathrooms stocked with sample-sized tubs of toiletries scented with herbs ‘from the sorceress’s own garden’. A little box under the desk was stocked with snacks which, the innkeeper assured them, were entirely complimentary, despite the little hand-painted prices under each.

Rosamund went to the window and threw back the curtains, letting the late-afternoon sunlight stream into the room. It really was a grand suite, with a large bed upon a raised dais, rich tapestries warming the walls, and a wide fireplace lined with polished stone. Someone had laid a fire, and the flames crackled merrily.

Gwen eyed the fireplace with some envy – how wonderful it would be to curl up there on the plush rugs on a wintry afternoon with a cup of tea … But of course Isobelle would invite her to enjoy the fireplace anytime she wished. And, with some luck, curl up with her.

Cheered by the thought, Gwen slung her satchel over her shoulder. ‘And where is my room, Rosamund?’

The innkeeper blinked, then bared her teeth at her. The combination of the ‘grin’ with her anxious gaze was quite disconcerting. ‘Lady Knight, this is your room – it is the finest we have, and henceforth will be known as the Dragonslayer’s Suite. If there is anything here that does not meet with your satisfaction, I can assure you—’

Gwen glanced at Isobelle, who was clamping her lips together to hide her laughter, her eyes gleaming with pleasure and pride. ‘Oh,’ Gwen managed. ‘But I … I mean, I don’t need all this. I thought …’

‘This suite will suit her just fine,’ Isobelle broke in smoothly, stepping up and sliding her arm through Gwen’s, and flashing the innkeeper one of her brightest smiles.

The woman’s rictus grin softened a little, almost as though she was taking notes from a master and adjusting her expression accordingly. ‘Oh, all right, then. Ladies, if the rest of you will follow me …’

The tour of the rooms ended back at the Dragonslayer’s Suite, with another speech from Rosamund that was clearly composed by Lord Bingleton. As she went on about the amenities available to them, Gwen found herself at the window, looking out over the harbour. To the north was the jut of land that housed the tower, which stood tall and straight, reaching towards the sunset-gilded clouds.

‘What are you thinking?’ Isobelle had come up beside her and was studying her face. ‘You’ve got that look.’

‘I don’t know,’ Gwen murmured. ‘A feeling like something’s … off. Maybe it’s all the speeches.’

Isobelle looked out towards the tower. ‘I would’ve expected the sorceress’s tower to be all falling down and in disrepair if it was abandoned,’ she said thoughtfully.

Gwen’s breath caught. She flashed Isobelle a grin and then turned, interrupting Rosamund mid-speech. ‘How long ago did all this happen, with the sorceress? How long has the tower been abandoned?’

‘This mid-winter will be the fifteenth anniversary of the battle between the Order and the sorceress, my lady … sir … lady knight … er …’

Gwen’s muscles stiffened. Not because of the woman’s stammering – she was used to people not quite knowing how to address her – but because of the realisation that had struck her. ‘Wait … so that story Lord Bingleton told, that fairytale … it’s from only fifteen years ago?’

Tabitha had been quiet since they arrived, clearly uncomfortable with the whole anti-witch vibe of the place. Now, Gwen glanced at her, and saw that her tawny skin had gone several shades paler, and her posture had stiffened. She hadn’t said how old she was when she lived here, or when her mother had died, but … could she have been one of the victims of this reign of terror?

Isobelle was caught off-guard just as much as Gwen. ‘So all these townsfolk, you included … you were here when it happened? You remember it?’

The innkeeper tried to wipe her palms on the apron she had taken off when they arrived. ‘Yes, my lady.’

Jane, who was standing in front of the fire and turning herself slowly like a rotisserie to warm her legs from every angle, paused. Her face, rather more tanned than was fashionable among ladies with her fair complexion, was flushed from the warmth. ‘That seems in rather poor taste … Did people really die at the hands of the evil sorceress? Because making all of you act like it’s some fun story …’

Sylvie nodded, her gaze thoughtful. ‘Bingleton said he was new to the area, no? He wasn’t here when all this happened. But you were?’

The innkeeper was sweating. She had been carrying their luggage from room to room, but Gwen suspected it wasn’t a good, honest sweat.

‘Aye, I was here when it happened,’ she said quietly. ‘But there’s no use dwelling on the past.’

‘But … is that not the whole gestalt of this place?’ asked Hilde innocently, her golden braids and milkmaid complexion only adding to the impression of innocence. ‘To exist in the past?’

Gwen glanced once more at Tabitha, who had lost her paralysis and looked back at Gwen with an expression of such appeal that Gwen moved from the window and approached the innkeeper. ‘What can you tell us about that time? I would be interested to hear the story from you – to learn about what happened, which people were most affected …’

The innkeeper wiped her palms on her dress again. ‘My lady … sir … Miss Dragonslayer, there’s not much to tell. The truth is, most of us tried to ignore what was happening, keep our heads down. You’ve nothing to fear now, though, only the—’

She stopped speaking. The most extraordinary change came over her – her face reddened, her eyes widened, and her very breath stopped in her throat, as if some giant, invisible hand had reached out and closed around her windpipe.

For a moment no one moved.

Then Rosamund cleared her throat. Her teeth came out again in that distressing grin that contorted her friendly face, and she bowed. ‘Enjoy your afternoon settling in, ladies. The taproom is open downstairs if you find yourselves seeking refreshment. I must go see to the welcome banquet – the meat must roast all night, and all day tomorrow! Please ring if there is anything, anything at all you need.’ And with that, she vanished.

The girls all stood, blinking at one another.

‘Well,’ said Isobelle, breaking the silence. ‘That was certainly odd.’

‘That’s one word for it,’ said Sylvie dryly. She seated herself on a divan, her black skirts gleaming dully in the afternoon sunlight. ‘Lord Bingleton hardly seems like a man to inspire such fear and control in his people.’

‘No,’ Gwen murmured thoughtfully. ‘It was more like … like someone stopped her speaking, right then and there.’

‘Like a spell!’ breathed Jane, who had, with the innkeeper’s departure, gathered up her skirts so the fire could warm her stockinged calves instead. ‘Bingleton did say the sorceress had a lover, who’s still up at the tower. Maybe he’s cursed the people of the town.’

Hilde joined Sylvie on the divan, her brow wrinkled. ‘But that part of the story was a fairytale, no? Bingleton wants to make the tower into accommodation for visitors. He would hardly do that if some evil necromancer still haunted the place.’

‘I’m not convinced there even is such a thing as magic,’ muttered Sylvie, inspecting her fingernails with a frown. ‘It’s all just herbs and manipulating the gullible. Headology.’

Hilde frowned at her. ‘Um, do you not remember us fighting a dragon a few months ago?’

Sylvie rolled her expressive dark eyes. ‘Dragons are animals! Admittedly, quite a bit different than a dog or a falcon, but … an animal nonetheless. Magic is … ridiculous. No offence intended, Tabitha.’

Gwen, who was inclined to agree with Sylvie, shifted her gaze to Tabitha, who had gone to the window and was looking out at the tower.

‘Well?’ Gwen asked softly. ‘Tabitha? Could there be magic at work here?’

Tabitha glanced over her shoulder, her eyes troubled. ‘It’s certainly not magic I could do. I’ve never heard of such a spell. But I suppose it’s possible.’

‘Good thing we’re not here for long, then,’ said Gwen. ‘All we need to do is endorse these hot springs, scare off whatever seal or oversized fish has them worried, and then we can be on our way.’

‘Surely we can’t endorse the hot springs without trying them out extensively,’ Isobelle replied, showing her dimples.

 ‘Hot water already impresses me,’ Gwen told her, though with a hint of a smile.

The longer they stayed here, the more time Isobelle had to come up with a new plan. A letter of appeal to her parents. A forged reply. Something.

She straightened her spine, and smiled again. ‘Rosamund did say the taproom was open. Girls, let’s go grab a drink. I think it’s time we met some of the good people of Galanty-Uponne-the-Sea.’

[image: ]

Conversation hushed when their party swept into the inn’s taproom, and all eyes turned towards them. Gwen was beginning to grow accustomed to that – Isobelle made quite an entrance, whether clad in dusty travelling clothes as she was now, or in her finest shimmering ball gown. But, as she had when realising the innkeeper had set aside the finest room in the place for her, Gwen discovered she was just as much an object of interest as Isobelle. She still found the experience unnerving.

In Darkhaven, during the tournament, her alter ego of Sir Gawain had been the centre of attention in the jousting lists and the centre of conversation off of them. But Sir Gawain wasn’t her, not really – he was a figment of her imagination, a creation she and Isobelle had put forth to confound Darkhaven society long enough for Gwen to ride in the joust. Now, she found herself longing for the armour neatly packed away in her room.

Isobelle led them all to a long table near the hearth, and as they seated themselves, a girl in an apron bearing the inn’s name – the Paladin’s Rest – came hurrying over to wipe the table’s surface with a cloth only marginally cleaner than the table itself.

‘Mein Gott, I miss the Siren’s Sting,’ sighed Hilde, plunking herself down next to Isobelle. And it was true, this taproom hadn’t a fraction of the charm of the tavern they frequented in Darkhaven.

Sylvie gave a low chuckle. ‘Somehow, I doubt there are many taverns like that one.’

The young man behind the bar – Rosamund’s son, by the look of his friendly but anxious smile – sidled over to take their orders.

Isobelle greeted him with a cheerful hello that seemed to unnerve the lad, then proceeded without pause to ask, ‘Can you perhaps tell us about this legendary sea monster we’ve heard so much about? Perhaps it’s not real, after all.’

The young man’s eyes widened. ‘Oh, it’s real enough, miss. Me brother’s friend’s auntie saw it a few days past. Silhouetted against the sunset, it was.’

‘It’s just ale on offer, is it?’ Gwen interrupted, not particularly in the mood for more stories of monsters glimpsed at dusk and so forth. When the lad nodded, she hurried to assure him ale would be fine.

 ‘But you hate ale,’ protested Isobelle, once the boy had gone off to fetch them their drinks. Her brow furrowed, and her gaze took on that look that said she was going to simply change reality to suit her desires. Before Gwen could stop her, she’d risen and bustled off to speak to the lad.

Gwen sighed, leaning her chin on her hand and watching Isobelle’s animated conversation. Hilde leaned towards her with a little smile. ‘I love to see that look on your face,’ she whispered. ‘You do not hide your feelings for her.’

Gwen startled, tearing her eyes from Isobelle and eyeing Hilde somewhat sheepishly. ‘You just like imagining everyone in love. Have you heard from your beau lately?’ As soon as she said the words, she cursed herself. Hilde hadn’t heard back from the boy she’d given her heart to in years – it was cruel to bring it up.

But Hilde only smiled and shook her head. ‘Arnau is a busy man,’ she murmured.

‘Speaking of loving looks,’ said Jane, flicking her eyes towards a corner of the taproom. Gwen saw who she meant immediately – a man somewhat older than they were, but with a youthful build and warm eyes, was watching their table with interest. Jane glanced at Sylvie. ‘He’s looking at you, Syl. You are your own woman now, free to do as you wish.’

Sylvie glanced at the man, and then away just as quickly with a quick shake of her head. ‘What I wish, Jane, is to live out the rest of my days in peace. I have wealth enough and security enough that I need never put up with the … the demands of a husband ever again. Not all of us are interested in … doing as you wish.’

Jane gave her a mock sulk. ‘Oh, come on, you don’t think someday some young, dashing lad – or lady – will catch your eye?’

Sylvie’s lips curved a little. ‘Not unless they have no interest in … in owning me, as my husband did. I’m thankful every day for that sudden illness that took him before our wedding night.’

No one said anything, but Gwen saw Jane look at Hilde, and Hilde look at Jane. They were all quite practised by this point at not saying anything about it.

No one had ever outright questioned the timing of Sir Ralph’s death. And they certainly never mentioned the hour Olivia had spent with the man just before he died, ostensibly to make arrangements for transporting Sylvie back to his estate.

Isobelle returned, dropping into the seat opposite Gwen, and then propping her chin in both hands. She was followed by the young bartender, with mugs of ale for everyone, except for one glass garnished – if that was the right word – with a bit of wilted greenery. That, he placed in front of Isobelle and then scurried off.

Isobelle gave a sigh, rolled her eyes, and then changed her garnished glass with Gwen’s ale.

Gwen eyed the glass, which was full of a murky, yellowish liquid. ‘Um,’ she said, blinking. ‘How did you …?’

Isobelle waved an airy hand. ‘It took our young bartender a bit to understand what a cocktail is, but I told him that Lord Bingleton would, no doubt, be delighted to add more variety to the drinks menu before his visitors begin arriving in earnest. This one, we’ve decided to call “the Lady Dragonslayer”.’ She beamed at Gwen, equal parts innocence and knowing delight.

Gwen’s gaze met Isobelle’s, and her protest died on her lips. ‘You got him to make me a cocktail.’ For a moment she forgot the presence of the other girls at the table, forgot even the patrons scattered around the taproom. Isobelle’s grin softened. Under the table, Gwen felt a touch on her ankle, the warm presence of Isobelle’s foot alongside hers.

Then Gwen sipped at her drink – and nearly spat it out again, choking, her tastebuds half numb. ‘Oh god, what is this?’

Isobelle burst out laughing, shaking her head. ‘Okay, maybe we’ll work on the recipe before we name it after you.’

They nursed their drinks for a time, chatting, accepting the bread and cheese they were offered ‘with the compliments of the chef ’. Hilde went up to check on Tabitha, who had remained in her room, too tired from the journey to join them. Jane had gone to flirt with the young man who’d been staring at Sylvie – a girl’s gotta eat, even if the meal was made for someone else, she’d said. Gwen and Isobelle were watching the townsfolk patronising the taproom, and theorising with Sylvie.

‘It all looks normal enough,’ Sylvie murmured. ‘Maybe Rosamund has some nervous condition that got the better of her.’

‘I don’t think so,’ Isobelle replied, tracing her finger through a few drips of spilled ale on the tabletop. ‘The bartender did something very similar when I asked him about the tower. Completely shut down, eyes going blank. Maybe … Gwen? Gwen, are you okay?’

Gwen barely heard her. Her attention was on the doorway, where a man had just entered. He’d walked in, straight towards a shadowy little table in the corner, and sat. And then, after taking one look around the taproom, he’d jumped up and was now sidling back towards the door.

‘Isobelle,’ she said tensely. ‘Look – isn’t that …?’

Isobelle gasped and lurched to her feet. ‘Sir Orson!’ she cried in a voice that hushed all conversation for the second time that afternoon.

The man by the door froze like a hunted animal – and then his shoulders slumped with resignation as he abandoned the idea of escape.

Hilde rose and gestured, and eventually he gave up his attempt to blend into the wall, and joined them.

Gwen stared. It was Sir Orson, but dramatically changed. He still had the same golden hair, though it was longer now, tied at the nape of his neck in a knot. His jaw was as square as ever, though the dimple in it was concealed by a thick dark-blond beard. And the blue eyes that had once been so confident, charming and full of ease, slid from the faces of the girls at the table.

She was unprepared for the tight clench of anger she felt at the sight of him. She could feel Isobelle’s manner change, too – after all, he’d betrayed Gwen’s identity in order to win Isobelle’s hand. He’d attempted to strip them both of any agency they had.

Now, he refused to meet Gwen’s eyes.

‘Everyone in Darkhaven has been looking for you!’ exclaimed Jane, oblivious to the sudden tension, or perhaps entirely aware of it and forging on regardless. ‘Have you been here all this time?’

‘I arrived here a fortnight ago,’ said Orson. Even his voice had changed. It was lower now, quieter. ‘I’ve mostly been on the road since … since I left Darkhaven.’

‘Why did you leave? If you gave Whimsitt a reason, he never shared it with us.’ Isobelle was watching him intently, giving little sign she found his transformation as startling as Gwen did. But Gwen could see that her knuckles had whitened around the handle of her tankard.

‘I didn’t feel it was right to stay,’ Orson replied, looking towards the door, as if contemplating a bid for freedom. ‘I … I am not the knight I believed myself to be. I thought perhaps the road might show me a different path.’

Isobelle glanced at Gwen, a faint query in her eyes. Gwen understood the question – if Gwen didn’t want Orson here, Isobelle would get rid of him. Gwen’s eyes moved back to Orson. He looked the way someone might look if they’d been tossed into a dungeon for a few months. She looked at Isobelle and shrugged, reaching for her drink.

Fortunately, she remembered its taste before bringing it to her lips.

Sylvie had been watching Orson in silence, her face unreadable, her keen eyes unwavering. Now, she broke her silence. ‘You said you arrived here two weeks ago. Why have you stayed?’

Orson glanced at her, finding her a somewhat safer place to look than at Gwen or Isobelle. ‘Well … they were in need of a champion. I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised to see the Lady Dragonslayer arrive,’ he added, a wry quality in his voice that verged on bitter.

‘So you’ve noticed it too?’ exclaimed Isobelle. ‘How odd this town is, how strange its people act? We thought it might be some kind of spell or curse.’

‘Curse?’ Orson echoed, startled out of his brooding contemplation of nothing whatsoever. ‘There’s no such thing as curses. No, I meant the monster.’

Gwen felt a tingle run down her spine. ‘Monster? You mean, there really is a sea monster?’

Orson’s brow furrowed. ‘I haven’t seen it myself, but I’ve heard the rumours. You didn’t notice the empty ocean, how none of the boats were out fishing or traversing the harbour?’

Gwen sighed. Just because Orson had heard rumours of the monster’s existence didn’t prove that existence was real. Lord Bingleton probably started those rumours himself to draw Gwen here, before taking the direct approach with Lord Whimsitt and simply paying him for Gwen’s patronage.

‘Right,’ she said, abandoning her disgusting cocktail and getting to her feet. ‘No doubt it’ll be a big fish that tore up someone’s net, or a seal someone glimpsed sliding back into the water.’

The others were on her heels as she stalked out of the Paladin’s Rest and into the red-gold light of sunset.

‘Wait, Gwen—’ Orson’s voice had lost its low gruffness, and he reached out to take her arm.

‘Don’t touch me.’ Gwen heard the sharp-edged bite in her tone, saw Orson’s eyes widen as he recoiled. ‘We’ve been running into this all over the place since the dragon,’ she told him, forcing herself to keep walking. ‘Isobelle and I have been summoned to every backwater town that’s heard the story, only to find, every time, some entirely mundane explanation for their claims.’

When Orson would have protested, Isobelle spoke quickly. ‘It’s true, Orson. Muddy dogs, obnoxious neighbours, oddly shaped tree stumps in the wrong light. We’ve seen it all. Turns out genuine monsters aren’t as common as you’d think.’

Gwen cut through the alley between two buildings and emerged at the edge of the docks, where she drew her sword. More than a few of the townsfolk had turned up, following her impetuous rush out of the taproom.

‘Why else would Bingleton have summoned you here if not to deal with a monster?’ Orson protested, coming to a halt beside Gwen, who stood before the pier, scanning the water.

Beyond the boats tied up there, the ocean was calm, gilded by the setting sun.

Gwen sighed and turned to face him. ‘Because he wants me to sign off on his plans to make this a travel destination. You know, “the Lady Dragonslayer stayed here and loved it”, that sort of thing. It happened to us last week, there was this couple who wanted me to appear at their wedding …’

She trailed off, her eyes moving from Orson’s face to Isobelle’s. They wore twin expressions, their eyes no longer on Gwen, their mouths falling open, their bodies rigid. Beyond them, the ring of spectators was not much different. A few of the townsfolk turned and ran.

Behind her, Gwen heard the sharp crackle of splintering timber. Quietly at first, like the docks creaking against a wave – but then growing, growing, a series of pops that echoed off the houses that surrounded the harbour.

Gwen whirled around in time to see an entire ship shatter and fold in half, vanishing below the surface with a huge spray of water. A cry went up from the spectators as the droplets fell and soaked them, but Gwen found herself rooted to the spot. She stood, dripping, sword in hand.

A huge reddish shadow beneath the water shifted and then flitted away, out towards the open sea.

A pair of hands came to cover hers on her sword. Isobelle spoke, her voice quivering with excitement. ‘Well, now we know why everyone’s acting so weird. There really is a sea monster here.’ She brushed at the spots of seawater staining her gown. ‘I wish I’d known to stay out of the splash zone.’

Slowly, Gwen sheathed her sword, her eyes on the spot where the thing, whatever it was, had vanished. For the first time since she’d faced down the dragon, she must take up her sword in battle again.

How long she stood there, her hand clenched around her sword hilt, she could not have said. She only came back to herself when she felt Isobelle’s hand slip into hers.

‘Looks like you get to do what you do best,’ Isobelle said, her blue eyes shining as she squeezed Gwen’s hand. Despite her excitement, there was a faint question in her eyes.

Gwen could understand Isobelle’s hesitation as clearly as if the other girl had spoken aloud.

Are you sure you’re okay? Do you want to do this, given … everything?

Gwen’s whole body tightened. Isobelle had witnessed the aftermath of her battle against the dragon, and knew there were aspects of that fight that Gwen had not shared. Some unspoken terror that would not let Gwen go.

I can’t let Isobelle know I’m afraid. The thought roiled, sickening and heavy. That isn’t the person she fell for.

Gwen’s sword hand felt numb against Isobelle’s. For months, they’d been riding out to chase down rumours of monsters. For months, Gwen had awakened thinking she’d be facing another dragon, another life-and-death struggle for her very soul, and had gone to bed again with no way to tell her nerves to stand down, no way to tell her body she was safe.

Coward, thought Gwen, the word eclipsing all else, leaving her blinking, trying to regain control of her body and mind.

Behind Orson and Sylvie, the townsfolk stood in a ragged semicircle. Some wide-eyed, some fearful, some excited – but every single one of them was watching her.

She cleared her throat, and banished the thought deep into the same pit where she kept her fear.

‘You’re right. This is what I do,’ she murmured, squeezing Isobelle’s hand and smiling the way she’d learned from watching the master of fake smiles. ‘This should be fun.’




8
 Don’t shut me out

Gwen slipped away after dinner while Isobelle was busy charming a young ship’s captain into taking them to fight the sea monster in the morning. It was unlike Gwen not to at least bid her goodnight.

‘She said she was tired and going to bed,’ Jane said, when she caught Isobelle hunting for her knight. ‘It wasn’t long ago.’

The stairs creaked as Isobelle made her way up them, but there was a sliver of light visible from beneath Gwen’s door. As Isobelle approached, the light went out.

Isobelle tapped lightly on the door, then carefully eased it open, peeking inside. She expected that Gwen would be pulling the covers up – she could imagine the other girl’s smile as she turned towards her.

They would talk about this sea monster – the townsfolk had been overflowing with stories to share, and one of them had even presented her with a scroll borrowed from Lord Bingleton’s library, written by someone purporting to be an expert in sea monsters. She would remind Gwen that this was no dragon, that nothing from here on out could be as bad as that. She would remind Gwen that she was the bravest, strongest person Isobelle had ever met.

But Gwen was a still lump in bed, not moving at all.

‘Gwen?’ Isobelle whispered, by way of announcing that it wasn’t anybody she needed to pretend to be asleep for.

Gwen didn’t move, save for the slight shift of her slow breathing.

Isobelle remained where she was, studying the other girl as she feigned sleep. And then she slowly closed the door once more.
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Isobelle woke abruptly, panting for breath, as startled as if someone had jumped on her bed. But there was only the moon, high in the sky and casting a brilliant silver square across the floor, and the occasional hiss of the coals in her fireplace.

She knew what had woken her, though. Even two rooms away, she knew, although she couldn’t have explained how. There was no sound, but a wordless call pulled her out of bed and onto her feet. In a lighter mood, she’d compare it to the way she could sense it at a banquet when the servants carried out the platters of refreshments – even if she couldn’t see them through the crowd, she knew they were there. This urge, though, came with an unpleasant tug in the pit of her stomach.

It had been months since Gwen had stopped having nightmares about the battle with the dragon. Isobelle told herself it was her own anxiety, her own worries about Gwen, her old habit of waking the instant Gwen began to dream. After all, how could she know, from the other end of the corridor?

Isobelle slipped into the hallway and hurried down towards the Dragonslayer’s Suite. She didn’t bother to knock, but lifted the latch and pushed the door open.

Her heart sank.

Gwen was huddled against the headboard, arms around her knees. The moonlight streaming through her window made it hard to see her face in the comparative darkness, but Isobelle caught the glitter of wide eyes, the gleam of perspiration on her brow.

‘Gwen?’ Isobelle managed, her heart pounding. Gwen’s sheets were tangled, her hair a wild ruin. One of her hands shifted from her knee, coming to rest on the sheets, as if half reaching towards Isobelle.

Isobelle made it one step before Gwen recoiled and shook her head.

‘I’m fine,’ Gwen said. Her voice was taut and smooth, like coiled metal. ‘Really. Go back to sleep.’

Isobelle’s mouth had gone dry. ‘Were you having a nightmare?’ It was a foolish, useless question; she’d known it from the instant she woke.

Gwen glanced at her and bit her lip. Then she shrugged and looked away, and Isobelle felt a strange, cold feeling seeping through her veins. ‘No,’ said Gwen. ‘The moonlight is making it hard to sleep, that’s all.’

Isobelle could not speak around the lump in her throat. This was a foreign experience for her – of all the difficulties she was accustomed to overcoming, her powers of speech deserting her were not high on the list. And there were many things she wanted to say – she wanted to say them so badly her vision swam.

Don’t shut me out, she cried in her thoughts, willing Gwen to hear her, feel her. Let me help you, hold you, take your mind off it all.

And, quietly, This is all I can do to help. Please don’t take it away.

Finally, she managed to croak, ‘Gwen, I think we ought to talk about the dragon. I know there are parts of it you haven’t told me, and I think if you did, I could—’

‘I’m fine,’ Gwen snapped. Her hand on the sheets had curled into a fist. She looked down and took a breath, and her fingers relaxed. ‘I’m fine,’ she said again, more quietly, and when she looked up, the moonlight revealed the curve of her smile, though it did not illuminate her eyes. ‘Really – we should both go back to sleep. I wasn’t dreaming about the dragon. I know I used to, but that wasn’t it. Get some rest. Tomorrow will be a long day.’

Isobelle’s body moved, as responsive to Gwen’s subtext as ever. She had closed the door behind her and turned around, her back against the wooden surface, before the thought really sank in.

Gwen had lied to her.




9
 Cowardice is a choice

In the dream, Gwen longed for a fate so simple and final as death.

Instead, no matter how badly she was wounded, no matter how many times she fell, the fight went on. No matter how many times she slew the dragon, it came back, again and again. Like a hero in an ancient myth who had offended the gods, she was condemned to fight the beast in her nightmares, over and over, for all eternity.

She killed it, and it rose again. She maimed it, or put out its one remaining eye, or severed a limb or wing, and when she turned, or blinked, or took her eyes away for a single moment, the creature was somehow whole again.

Whole, but changed. She’d killed it so many times that it was beginning to decay, its green-bronze skin sagging. Part of its cheek was missing, the brutal teeth bared through the ragged gap in a horrible, perpetual grin.

The only thing that never changed was the dragon’s eye. A force so natural as decay could not touch that orb of molten gold. Every night that eye was there, waiting for her to be so foolish as to sleep. It stared at her, through her, into her, and ruthlessly shredded her soul. Under its stare, she chose, night after night, to give in, to give up, and fall into the inky depths of madness.

In her most recent dream, she’d driven her sword between the dragon’s armoured plates and felt, rather than heard, its chuckling rumble of a growl vibrating back through her arm. Its eye found her, and the terror swelled up to grip her, driving out everything she was until the only thing left of her soul was fear. She was flung aside as it lifted one scaled foot to crush her, as it had crushed her helmet in the dark confines of the mine.

She had thought, when she saw her flattened helm, that her painstakingly crafted armour looked no more substantial than a prop made for a stage melodrama. Now, she realised she herself was no more than a bit of paper and paste. Nothing. Just a girl frozen by her own fear, dressed in costume armour, realising too late that she was no hero.

A moment longer and she’d have to look into the monster’s eye, let it tear away all hope and leave her falling endlessly into despair – and, as always, she knew she couldn’t face it. So she ripped herself from sleep and woke with a muffled shriek.

[image: ]

As soon as she heard Isobelle’s light step move away from her door, Gwen slipped out of bed, threw on yesterday’s dress, and buckled on her sword.

She paused in the hallway. It wasn’t too late. She could knock on Isobelle’s door, because she knew the other girl hadn’t gone back to sleep. She could still ask Isobelle to comfort her. Isobelle would tell her some story from her childhood, or weave a new one about some place they’d go, and Gwen would replace the locks and chains keeping her pit of fears shut, and be able to pretend all was well again.

But for how long? How long until the dragon burst free of those chains once more, and dragged her down into that abyss?

Isobelle could help her wallpaper over that dungeon door that led down to the pit of Gwen’s fears, but she couldn’t stop the dragon growing stronger every time Gwen pretended she couldn’t hear it clawing at her from deep inside her own heart.

Gwen sighed and slipped out of the inn, keeping to the shadows as much as she could. Her breath steamed in the frigid air. She cast a glance back up towards the darkened windows, trying to figure out which was Isobelle’s. No movement stirred behind any of them – Isobelle must have gone back to bed.

Finally deeming it safe to step out of the shadows, she made her way down towards the water.

All Galanty-Uponne-the-Sea was sleeping. The moonlight washed the colour out of the last of the autumn flowers in their window boxes, the cobblestones swept clean by a light freezing drizzle earlier in the evening. The glimpses of the silver sea between the houses were like glass, perfectly still. The world might have been a painting.

If only the serenity of her surroundings mirrored her thoughts. Her entire body felt like it was on fire, limbs itching for action, to run or fight, but the harbour, as she emerged from the clustered houses, was quiet. No monsters. Not even a restive fish or ripple of wind broke the glass-smooth swells that glided in to break against the jetties.

Gwen put a hand on the hilt of her sword anyway, taking comfort from its familiar shape – the sword she’d made with her own hands, the one she’d spent so many years engraving, the one that had played a starring role in all her younger fantasies of becoming a knight.

But what good was a sword against a monster that existed only inside her mind?

‘Gwen?’

The voice made her startle and she whirled, her heart trying to plummet and soar all at once. But the girl standing some distance away was not Isobelle, and Gwen swallowed the lump in her throat, trying to catch her breath.

‘Tabitha? What are you doing out here?’

‘I couldn’t sleep, and I saw you from my window.’ The young witch hesitated. Her hair had been leached of its colour by the moonlight, and her faded clothing made her seem like an apparition, melding into the shadows. ‘Do you mind? I can go.’

Gwen opened her mouth to accept that graceful offer of solitude, but the words that came out instead were, ‘No, I don’t mind.’

Tabitha came up alongside her and leaned back against one of the pilings of the dock. The silence stretched, broken only by the soft susurration of the waves.

‘I keep thinking I’ll turn a corner and see some sign of my mother,’ Tabitha murmured, gazing out towards the town. ‘But I don’t even know where she lived – my memories are too hazy.’

Gwen glanced at her. ‘You’re thinking she was one of the sorceress’s victims?’

Tabitha’s face was troubled. ‘Maybe. Lord Bingleton’s story was just that – a story. Where are all the other witches who would’ve lived in this area? And why did the paladins leave so quickly after the evil was vanquished?’

Gwen studied the other girl thoughtfully. ‘Once the sea monster is dealt with,’ she said, managing to keep her voice even, ‘perhaps we can go find where the local records are kept, see if we can dig something up about your mother.’

Tabitha sighed. ‘That might be my best option. Every time I try to ask the people here what they know of that time, they come over all strange, like …’

 ‘Like Rosamund the innkeeper did.’ Gwen sighed, rubbing her thumb over the engraved hilt of her sword. ‘There’s certainly something odd going on.’

‘Is that what’s keeping you from sleeping?’ Tabitha asked, eyeing Gwen sidelong.

Gwen had the uneasy feeling that Tabitha knew her answer already. Perhaps that was why, when she spoke, the truth came out this time. ‘I had a nightmare.’

‘You get them often?’

Gwen cast her a sharp glance. ‘What makes you say that?’

‘Your face. You have a grimness about you, a tightness when you say the word “nightmare”.’ Tabitha gave her a wan, wry smile. ‘I am quite familiar with nightmares.’

Gwen let go of the sword hilt and folded her arms across her chest. ‘It’s always the same dream,’ she admitted in a low voice. ‘I see the dragon I fought – the one that’s earned me all this fanfare. I fight it, and …’ Her voice caught, and she fell silent.

Tabitha waited, then said quietly, ‘Do you not think talking about it with Isobelle might help? It is hard to speak our fears aloud, but she … cares for you. Admires you, admires your bravery.’

‘We care for each other.’ Gwen glanced at Tabitha, and saw only understanding there, and perhaps a little bit of envy – no shock or judgement. Perhaps Tabitha had seen the nature of Gwen and Isobelle’s relationship from the start. ‘But she sees me as a knight. A hero.’

 ‘Are you not?’

‘What good is a knight who cannot move or speak for fear?’ Gwen replied bitterly. ‘In my dream, I am frozen, just as I was that night. In my dream, the dragon …’ But still she could not say it.

In her mind’s imagination, the dragon’s eye loomed up before her, huge and all-encompassing, swallowing hope, light, love … She lurched away from the memory so violently her body jerked.

Tabitha’s hand came to rest on Gwen’s shoulder, her touch warm and kind.

‘I can’t tell her,’ Gwen murmured. ‘I can’t tell her what really took place between the dragon and me. She’ll never look at me the same way.’

Tabitha squeezed her shoulder gently. ‘The dragon is gone,’ she said. ‘You killed it.’

‘But in my dream it comes back,’ Gwen whispered. ‘Over and over, no matter how many times I face it, it always comes back. It never dies, because I can never bring myself to … to look at it … What it did to me, it’s still doing it to me. They say I am a dragonslayer, that I defeated the beast.’ Her mouth felt dry as sand. ‘But I think it defeated me. I just haven’t finished falling yet.’

A sound, no more than a soft scrape, made both girls stiffen and turn towards the darkened houses beyond the harbour. Gwen’s hand had gone automatically to her sword. She scanned the shadows, searching for the source of the noise, straining for the sight of some fleeting silhouette darting from concealment. The sound had been that of a shoe scraping against the packed-earth street.

Gwen shifted her weight and glanced uneasily at Tabitha. ‘This town puts me on edge. I’d better go back, but thank you, Tabitha. I hope we can help you find some sign of what happened to your mother.’

‘Fear is not cowardice,’ Tabitha said, straightening. ‘We cannot help but fear – cowardice is a choice.’

Gwen bade her a hasty farewell and hurried back towards the inn. She saw no one along the way – perhaps that scraping sound had simply been an animal on some midnight mission, and not a person following her at all.

As she slipped back into her room and slid under her richly embroidered blankets, Tabitha’s words kept echoing in her mind.

Cowardice is a choice.

Tabitha didn’t know the full truth any more than Isobelle did. In that moment, when the dragon’s eye had consumed her, Gwen had felt herself dangling over the edge of oblivion, faced with a choice: to hold on, to keep fighting, to cling to every last shred of hope she could find … or to let go and give in.

Gwen had chosen to fall.

Coward, she thought bleakly, staring at the ceiling of the grand Dragonslayer’s Suite.
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So we’re all caught up now, yes?

You probably remember where we were: out on a tiny ship in the charming harbour of Galanty-Uponne-the-Sea, the rising sun illuminating the cliffs, geese trundling across the sky providing some misleading pastoral charm, in contrast to all the screaming and tentacles.

Dear reader, I could see you were most vexed when I paused at the start to go back and recount the manner in which we came to this place, but I think you’ll agree now it was the right call.

Now, you know why Isobelle was acting with such supreme confidence – to conceal the doubts and desperate fear that lurked beneath. The determination that this had been – that this must have been – a good choice. For of course it was she who followed Gwen the night before, and overheard Gwen confessing to Tabitha that which she could not tell her beloved. It was her fashionable shoe that scraped softly across the ground, her breath that was so carefully held.

You know as well, why Gwen froze at a most inconvenient moment face to face – or face to tentacle – with her foe.

You know that this fight is not just a battle against a sea monster, but a battle for Gwen’s very soul as a knight.

But it is also a battle against a sea monster – probably best not to forget that amid all the delicious tension and angst.

As we resume, you might want to duck.






10
 A damned miracle

A tentacle swung out of the depths and slammed into Gwen, lifting her from the deck of the ship and tightening until her ribs creaked. She desperately missed her armour, though it would’ve been supreme idiocy to fight on the water wearing fifty pounds of steel.

She’d already severed one of the monster’s arms, and she tried to shift her grip on her sword to do it again. Before she could, the creature rose from the water, a great dome of coral red, blinding and gleaming wetly in the sun. It was on its side, tentacles writhing, tearing chunks out of the railing of the ship, then its mouth opened, a great, yawning maw lined with teeth, directly below Gwen.

Okay, let’s not cut off its arm, she thought frantically, clutching with her free hand at the awful, quivering band of flesh wrapped around her.

Then it opened its eye.

An alien, horizontal slit of a pupil cut through an orb of gold, fixing on Gwen.

She froze.

Horror swept through her, a despair so deep she couldn’t remember who she was or why she was there. It was like the dragon, this monster. It could petrify her, strip away her hope, like the dragon had done. She was lost, dead – worse than dead, obliterated.

Her body couldn’t move. Her muscles went lax.

Her sword fell from her nerveless hand.

Gwen watched it as it fell with a strange detachment – she was already nothing but despair. The loss of her weapon hardly mattered.

But there was something about how the sword fell, straight down, like an arrow …

Her vision dimmed, and then a shudder ran through the beast, vibrating along the tentacle holding her up. It gave a horrible scream, a noise unlike anything Gwen had ever heard, and it dropped her.

She hit the deck of the ship, stunned, and managed to lift her head, scrambling towards the railing to look down into the water. The waves were crimson, churned into a pink foaming sludge as the beast thrashed and rolled, and then vanished from sight.

Gwen heard Isobelle’s steps running towards her, distantly felt the other girl throw herself down beside her.

‘Oh my god, Gwen, that was amazing!’ she gasped, her arms going around Gwen tightly. ‘What a throw! I didn’t know you could do that!’

Gwen blinked at Isobelle, still too wrapped in shock and adrenalin to understand her properly. ‘Do what?’

Isobelle’s eyes were glowing with pride. ‘Throw your sword like that – you got it right in the mouth, exactly where the scroll said you should strike.’ A shadow clouded her bright expression. ‘But … your beautiful sword. It’s … gone, with the monster.’

Gwen glanced back at the surface of the water, still a muddy red-brown, though the currents were quickly erasing all sign that a battle had taken place. Her sword would be at the bottom of the sea now, embedded in the throat of the dead monster. The sword she’d made after her mother died, the sword she’d made with her own hands as she first began dreaming of masquerading as a knight. The sword that Isobelle had recognised when Gwen rode out as Gawain – that had started them both down this path together.

What kind of knight had no sword?

Gwen swallowed and pushed down the flare of fear at that thought, and with it the grief of loss. ‘I can make another,’ she murmured.

Isobelle hesitated, too sensitive to Gwen’s moods to miss that dodge. But then she gave her a little shake and hugged her again. ‘You’re remarkable, Gwen. I wish you could’ve seen it from my vantage point. I knew you would do it.’

Gwen bit her tongue, surrendering to the comfort of Isobelle’s tight embrace, not so different from the way she used to squeeze her after a nightmare. And she let Isobelle distract her, take her thoughts from her lost sword.

And how it had somehow fallen straight down the monster’s throat.

It was an accident, her mind was screaming. I didn’t do this – it was luck. Beyond luck, it was a damned miracle.

Henry emerged hesitantly from behind the ship’s wheel, his curly hair standing up, his face a sickly shade of brown, but his eyes as wide and glowing as Isobelle’s. He spoke, but Gwen’s ears were ringing and she couldn’t make out his words. Isobelle replied, laughing, her own tension fading. Gwen made no effort to understand them, her mind going back to that moment when the beast’s eye had frozen her.

The sea monster had not possessed the same power as the dragon – it was her own mind that had believed it could carve out her soul the way the dragon’s gaze had. It was Gwen’s failing courage that had rendered her helpless.

Her cowardice.

But that realisation wasn’t what made her replay the scene in her mind, as Henry turned the ship back towards port.

When she had let go of the sword, Gwen could have sworn she wasn’t directly over the monster’s gaping mouth – indeed, when it let her go, she’d been over the deck of the ship. She’d watched the sword fall, like an arrow … and she could’ve sworn, as it fell, that it had moved in mid-air to deliver the killing blow.
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 A mastery over liminal spaces

The welcome banquet, which had turned into a victory celebration, was held out in the town square. The space was dominated by a large, brand-new statue of a generic man in armour, sword held aloft – one of the paladins from the story, no doubt. Isobelle was not a fan of it – he reminds me of my father when he’s displeased with me, she’d said. And Gwen had to agree that the statue’s noble countenance had a coldness that fell short of inspiring.

The square was fully decked out for a party. Boards had been balanced precariously on top of barrels and carts, laden with food, and the entire town had gathered there. At first, folks seemed rather stiff and ill at ease; no doubt, Lord Bingleton had commanded their presence. But as the ale flowed and platters of food continued to arrive, the atmosphere loosened up. By the time a group of musicians with more enthusiasm than skill began to play, the whole affair had relaxed into a delightful party.

A young man in brightly dyed clothes that proclaimed his profession as a crier strolled through the square, shouting over the music the headlines of the day. He’d begun with ‘Lady Dragonslayer Bests Monster in Jaw-Dropping Battle!’ By now, that news had spread, and he’d graduated to shouting things like, ‘Yes, the Lady Dragonslayer Does Like Our Punch!’ and ‘She Seems to Be Quite Nice Once You Get to Know Her!’

Gwen stood by the statue, trying to ignore the crier, nursing said cup of punch and watching Isobelle and Hilde doing their level best to turn the square into a dance floor. Jane stood with Sylvie at a large wooden sign not far from the statue, which bore a map of the town, its shops and large-printed text by the square declaring ‘THOU ART HERE’.

Jane gazed at it thoughtfully, murmuring, ‘But how does it know where we are?’

Sylvie shot her an incredulous look, made a strangled noise in her throat, and moved away. Orson sulked in the shadows at the edge of the torchlight, and Sylvie came to a halt nearby, arms crossed over her chest, a faint frown on her face as she studied the much-changed darling of Darkhaven knighthood.

Orson had offered to help Gwen fight the sea monster when she and Isobelle had made their plans the previous night. In hindsight, she ought to have accepted his assistance – but in the moment, she’d felt only the dim echo of her helpless anger when he’d exposed her at the Darkhaven tournament months before. ‘I’ve no need of anything from you,’ Gwen had snapped as she brushed past him. The worst part was that he hadn’t even snapped back, and now he sat glumly at the fringes of the party looking like a puppy abandoned by the side of the road.

Nor did Gwen feel any better knowing Sylvie was with him. She was hard to read, that one – she was as likely to harangue Orson for his part in Gwen’s arrest in Darkhaven as she was to cheer him up. More likely she simply sought out his company because he had no interest in her, unlike most men – Orson, who didn’t feel that way about anyone, was not about to look at Sylvie like her late, unlamented husband had.

Maybe if Gwen had simply let Sir Orson help her, the fight would’ve gone differently. Maybe she wouldn’t have looked into the monster’s eye, maybe she wouldn’t have been seized by that strange, unbearable surge of terror. She wouldn’t have lost her sword. Or her courage.

The terror had made no sense, coming from nowhere. Gwen was as much unsettled by the feeling of bewilderment as by the fear itself. How could she be so baffled by the workings of her own heart? Even now, an uneasiness coiled deep inside her that threatened to burst into outright panic at any moment.

Isobelle was convinced the town was under a curse, some sort of spell – was that what she was feeling? Gwen had never quite made up her mind about magic to begin with, and it seemed impossible for it to be so objectively real and tangible that it could affect a whole town.

Or move a sword in mid-air?

‘Gwen, dance with me!’ Isobelle appeared at her side, sliding her arm through Gwen’s and leaning against her. Her cheeks were flushed and her eyes gleamed, and all thoughts of that strange sight fled. Isobelle must have seen some sign of distress, for her face grew more sombre and she scanned Gwen’s countenance. ‘Is something wrong? Are you thinking about your beautiful sword?’

Gwen’s heart ached, dully, but she pushed that away. ‘Sort of,’ she replied, pausing to choose her words carefully. ‘Did you notice anything strange about that?’

‘Only how absolutely brilliant it was,’ Isobelle replied with a little smile. ‘I never would’ve thought of throwing the sword like that.’

Gwen led Isobelle a little way from the statue and the dancing, which was now in full swing. She halted by one of the shops, closed for the party, whose windows displayed all manner of clothing embroidered with various emblems and scenes from the town’s history.

‘I didn’t throw the sword,’ Gwen told her. ‘I let it go.’ When Isobelle’s brow furrowed, Gwen hurried on, unwilling to go into why she dropped it. ‘I watched it fall, and … Isobelle, it moved. In mid-air.’

Isobelle’s eyes widened a little. ‘What do you mean?’

 ‘I was over the ship’s deck when I dropped the sword. But somehow it fell straight into the creature’s mouth. It moved by itself.’

Isobelle studied her as Gwen’s heart pounded. She braced herself for Isobelle to ask the obvious question: why on earth would you let go of your sword in such a moment?

But instead, Isobelle gave a little nod. ‘Hang on a second.’

She drew away from Gwen and turned, scanning the crowd. She spotted who she was looking for, and gestured hurriedly.

‘We need your experience as a hedge witch,’ Isobelle said by way of greeting, as Tabitha approached. ‘Gwen saw something during the sea monster fight that we can’t explain.’

Tabitha had a half-eaten roasted apple on a stick in one hand, and her cheeks had flushed a pretty shade of terracotta with the energy of the party. At Isobelle’s greeting, Tabitha blinked at her. ‘I’m no hedge witch,’ she replied.

Isobelle frowned at her. ‘But …’

Tabitha raised her eyebrows. ‘That’s a term a lot of witches use when setting out their shingle in a town, because it sounds unthreatening and people don’t know what it means. But a true hedge witch has a mastery over liminal spaces and altered states of consciousness and the veil between worlds and all sorts of stuff I can’t do.’

Gwen cast a sidelong glance at Isobelle, knowing that the other girl was replaying her encounters with the kindly middle-aged lady at the Darkhaven market who sold bramble bracelets and love charms. Isobelle rallied in record time, though, giving herself a shake and starting over.

‘Your experience as a witch in general, then,’ she said. ‘Gwen says she saw her sword move by itself in mid-air. That’s magic, isn’t it?’

Tabitha’s gaze slid towards Gwen’s and lingered. Gwen had said nothing of their midnight meeting to Isobelle, and she knew Tabitha was recalling the nightmares Gwen had confessed to her. ‘I did sense something,’ Tabitha murmured. ‘I was too far away here on shore to see, but during the fight, I did feel a … a shift, a surge of power, perhaps.’

‘So it was magic?’ Isobelle exclaimed. ‘And it wasn’t you?’

Tabitha shook her head. ‘And there are no witches here in town, according to Lord Bingleton. I was asking him, tactfully, about that just now. So unless one of your friends is secretly a witch, then there’s some unknown power at work here.’

Gwen thought about the paralysis that had seized her and made her drop her sword. But no, she thought, why would someone scare me into dropping the sword only to move it back on target?

They talked for a while longer, trying to make sense of what Gwen saw and what Tabitha felt, but there was no explanation to be gleaned from their limited pool of evidence. When Tabitha had once more drifted off to rejoin the party, Isobelle sighed and slipped her hand into Gwen’s.

‘So we’re back to “something weird is going on here”,’ Isobelle mused.

Gwen sighed and tipped her head back a little, her gaze coming to rest on the horizon. The old tower was little more than a finger of black jutting up against the indigo of dusk, but her eyes found it immediately. ‘Do you think there could be any truth to what Bingleton said about the sorceress having had a lover who’s still up there?’

Isobelle huffed a breath. ‘I mean, if a bunch of paladins with pitchforks came and hurt you, I’d probably stick around for revenge.’

Gwen snickered and leaned back against the wall of the shop, squeezing Isobelle’s hand. The firelight from the torches encircling the square shone like burnished copper in her hair and made her eyes dance. Gwen found herself scanning the other girl’s features, one by one, unable to look away.

‘There’s something about you in the firelight,’ she murmured. ‘I suppose it reminds me of the night of the dragon bonfire.’

Isobelle gave a dreamy sigh. ‘I wish you could have seen yourself in that dress Olivia made for you. You looked like … like magic personified. Do you remember when we went to your house and had to change into plainer clothes, up in your room?’

‘Remember it?’ Gwen replied, feeling heat rising to her cheeks. ‘Isobelle, I revisit that moment at least once a day.’ The laces of Isobelle’s dress loosening under her fingers, the quickening of her breath, the look in her blue eyes as she glanced over her shoulder, full of unspoken longing, lips flushed and parted …

Isobelle’s fingers slid up Gwen’s wrist, drawing her back to the present. Her eyes were fixed on Gwen’s, and Gwen felt a strange, thumping convulsion in her chest as she realised Isobelle was wearing the same look on her face now as she had that night. Gwen raised a hand and touched Isobelle’s cheek, feeling the heat of her skin, watching in wonder as its rosy colour intensified under her fingertips.

Isobelle took a single small step, leaning into Gwen a little, chin lifted that tiny bit required to look into Gwen’s face. ‘Should we …’

But there she paused. Isobelle hesitating about anything was always cause for a double-take, but Gwen’s eyes were riveted to her face, and she saw the sharpening of intention in Isobelle’s eyes before she spoke again. ‘Maybe slip away from the party early? We could light the fire in your room.’

Isobelle’s voice was even, but there was a tension beneath it, and a tremor in her lip. Her fingers slid down the tendon in Gwen’s neck, down to the edge of the fabric of her dress, allowing the edge of one fingernail to slide beneath it with a little tug.

Gwen’s mouth went dry and she tried to swallow. Yes, she thought, God, yes. Right now, please. But she found she could not speak. Abruptly, without warning, those same icy fingers of fear that had seized her on the boat curled around the sparks leaping in her belly and squeezed, extinguishing them. Cold swept through her, a cold she desperately didn’t want Isobelle, with her endless desire to help and solve all her problems, to see. For how could she explain her fear without explaining all her fears?

Gwen cleared her throat and reached up for Isobelle’s hand, holding it in hers.

‘Let’s go dance first,’ she heard herself say. Her own voice seemed dim, as if she was hearing it from across a vast distance. ‘You did go to all that effort to get the dancing going.’

Isobelle laughed and squeezed her hand. But her gaze was shadowed as she turned to lead Gwen back into the square, an unspoken question, asking what was wrong.

Gwen was wondering the same damned thing. Something had been wrong ever since they arrived, and as Isobelle pulled her onto the dance floor, a single question kept reverberating in her head.

What is wrong with me?




12
 Under a spell

Something was wrong. Three months ago, when Gwen slew the dragon, she’d thrown herself into Isobelle’s arms, clinging to her with a raw, unselfconscious strength, asking Isobelle if it was dead, if it was over.

Today, after the sea monster’s body had sunk down out of sight beneath the waves, Gwen had simply brushed past Isobelle and down the gangplank, unbuckling her now-empty scabbard.

Her beautiful sword, made with her own hands, which she had spent every night on the road engraving, honing and polishing, was lost to the depths of the harbour. And Gwen barely seemed to notice.

She seemed almost herself now as they swung around the town square together, the musicians carrying them along with a merry tune, the brightly coloured best clothes of the townsfolk flaring to life amid the darkness whenever they whirled near the burning torches.

Someone (probably the local lads, encouraged by Jane and Hilde) had put a hat that looked very like Lord Bingleton’s on the grand paladin statue’s head, and it looked far jauntier than Isobelle felt, though she had managed to find one of her favourite dresses among her luggage. Without Olivia it had taken her an absurd amount of time to get into the thing, but she’d always felt better when she knew she looked her best. Somehow, that boost of morale had failed tonight. Twice, when she would have stopped dancing, Gwen kept her out for another, and it was several dances later when they finally stumbled to the edge of the square, both out of breath.

‘Dessert, my lady?’ One of the women from the town was (wo)manning a griddle of honey cakes, the most delicious smell wafting up from them. The child beside her was so sticky that his small face glistened in the torchlight, and Isobelle took this as a testament to the quality of his mother’s cooking.

‘Yes, please. You know, at Darkhaven’s market they do dragon-shaped cheesecake on a stick, which is delightful. I wonder if you could make these long and curvy, call them sea monster tentacles? Lord Bingleton does love a theme.’

‘That he does, m’lady,’ the woman agreed, tone carefully neutral as she deftly flipped the honey cakes onto little plates, drizzling them with sticky sauce.

Isobelle decided to take the direct route to her destination. ‘Do you have a history of sea monsters in these parts? I’m rather surprised I don’t see any embroidered on aprons, or that the hot springs aren’t fashioned after them.’

‘No, no history, m’lady,’ the woman said, eyes firmly and determinedly on her task as she produced a rag of questionable cleanliness, wiping a little stray sauce from the edge of one of the plates.

‘It was the sorceress.’ That was the glistening child, who paused in the licking of his own plate to contribute this information.

Gwen gave the boy a sharp, intent look. ‘The old sorceress who was defeated?’

‘They say she’s coming back.’ He gazed at her, evidently delighted to have drawn such interest. ‘She could bring monsters with her mind.’

Isobelle’s eyes flicked enquiringly over to the child’s mother, who made the mistake of looking up and letting Isobelle expertly capture and hold her gaze. ‘The sorceress was a monster summoner?’ Isobelle asked. ‘And she’s coming back?’

The woman’s cheeks flushed and she swallowed hard, her lips pressing together. Then they parted briefly and it seemed almost as though she were about to speak, before she cut herself off with a soft, agonised sound and thrust the plates at Gwen and Isobelle with a silent plea in her eyes.

With a sigh, Isobelle released her and took a bite of her honey cake. ‘Oh, this is delicious. Gwen, try yours!’

Gwen, who was gazing out at the still waters of the harbour, started as if surprised to find herself standing beside Isobelle with a plate of fried dough in her hand. She obediently took a bite, though, and made a sound of appreciation that quite frankly did things to Isobelle’s insides. ‘Delicious,’ she echoed, around a mouthful.

With a smile of thanks at the woman, Isobelle linked an arm through Gwen’s to take a stroll around the square. ‘Isn’t the moonlight lovely?’ she said, perhaps a little too loudly, as they walked away. And then, lower, ‘Did you see, Gwen? It just happened again! It’s magic, isn’t it?’

‘Something’s not right here,’ Gwen agreed softly, her gaze troubled. ‘But magic? I don’t know.’

They walked in silence for a little – or rather, surrounded by music and noise and chatter, but not speaking themselves. It wasn’t an awful, strained sort of silence, but it wasn’t quite companionable, either.

Something’s not right here. Gwen had that much straight. There were a great many things that weren’t right in Galanty-Uponne-the-Sea. And though a part of Isobelle told her to let at least one of them lie for the night, she found herself speaking anyway.

‘You said you didn’t throw the sword. You said that you let it go.’ Those words had stayed with her. Letting her weapon go was different from dropping it by accident. A fine distinction, but still.

For several steps Gwen said nothing, and Isobelle thought perhaps she wouldn’t answer. But she waited, her insides twisting up with a hopeful fear.

‘I—’ Gwen seemed to choke on the word, and for a moment Isobelle thought it was just that – that she’d inhaled a piece of her honey cake. She quickly disentangled her arm from Gwen’s, preparing to thump her on the back, but then Gwen inhaled sharply, the sound closer to a sob, and pressed her lips together hard. It wasn’t that she couldn’t breathe. It was that she couldn’t continue.

‘Gwen—’

‘Sir Gwen!’ Before Isobelle could get any further, a keen young man clutching a sheaf of parchment popped up before them like a jack-in-the-box. ‘I’m Lord Bingleton’s official sketch artist. Archibald! Archie, if you like. I was wondering if I could trouble you for a quick pose.’

Gwen blinked at him, nonplussed – it was a perfect reflection of Isobelle’s own response, to be fair, with Isobelle’s only advantage that she’d spent a lifetime perfecting her poker face. As she watched Gwen’s expression clear, though, her features released from that awful, frozen stillness, a cold finger curled down Isobelle’s spine. She’d seen that freeze before, or one very close to it.

‘A pose?’ Gwen asked Archie, blinking again.

‘I’m capturing the moment,’ he said brightly, fanning out the sheets of parchment to show them a series of quick sketches. There were Hilde and Jane, toasting each other with tankards. There was Lord Bingleton, hands on hips, gaze nobly directed towards the horizon. There was their captain, Henry, still looking a bit traumatised if Isobelle was completely honest.

Archie set down a placard, which read: Hand-held Portraites of Selfe with Towne Landmarks and Sytes!

Isobelle raised an eyebrow. ‘You know, Archie, you really need a pithier name for your product,’ she advised him. ‘Can’t you boil all that down to a word or two?’

The artist’s gaze became thoughtful, and he began muttering possibilities to himself as he set up and got to work. Isobelle was barely listening, though, her mind still on Gwen’s stumbling speech earlier, and its terrifying resemblance to the way the townsfolk acted when asked about the sorceress.

She stepped in close to Gwen as the artist arranged their pose, and felt a lump in Gwen’s pocket pressing against her hip. Gwen noticed it too, and when Isobelle went rummaging, she pulled out a small pouch.

Ignoring Archie’s pleas for her to hold still, Isobelle asked, ‘What is this?’

Gwen shrugged. ‘One of Olivia’s scent sachets, I suppose. I haven’t worn this dress in a while.’

Isobelle swallowed, the little bag feeling like a leaden weight in her hand. She managed to pose for a little while longer before asking the artist if she could go fetch herself a drink. He muttered about the creative process but otherwise didn’t look up, so Isobelle let her feet carry her away.

She glanced at Gwen, still posing, and then slipped into the relative darkness between two houses.

The sachet was no more than a square of burlap, its corners gathered up and tied with twine and sealed with black wax. When they were packing for this trip, Isobelle hadn’t been able to find any of the scent sachets. It was possible one could have been left in this dress before, in Gwen’s clothes chest … but Olivia would never have used burlap. Or, for that matter, wax that could’ve stained the fabric.

For some reason, Isobelle’s fingers shook as she dug her nails through the wax and snapped the twine.

The contents spilled out onto her palm, a confusing jumble of textures and shapes. The sharp smell of black pepper. Some unidentifiable thorny herb. A few dried berries that Isobelle recognised as deadly nightshade. A rusty nail. A dead spider.

Isobelle dropped the handful as if it had burned her, and stood panting, staring down at the shadows where the objects had fallen. Then, for good measure, she stamped on them, and kicked dirt over the whole mess.

She glanced back out between the houses, where Gwen was beginning to shift her weight from foot to foot, glancing about, no doubt wondering why Isobelle had abandoned her to the not-so-tender mercies of the portrait artist.

A strange calm had seized Isobelle, a determination that she’d felt before, though admittedly mostly before she barrelled headlong into a sticky situation.

They hadn’t been sure whether magic was causing the odd behaviour in this town, but now Isobelle was certain. Someone was influencing this place using magic, for reasons that were, as yet, unknown.

But whoever it was had made one fatal mistake: they were trying to hurt Gwen.

Anyone at the party could’ve slipped that bag into Gwen’s pocket, or into Gwen’s luggage when they entered town. The strangeness had begun then, long before tonight.

Gwen pushing Isobelle away after a nightmare, her confession to Tabitha that the dragon was haunting her, dropping her sword at a crucial moment in the fight against the sea monster … and, just now, choking on her own words in the exact manner of the innkeeper and the other townsfolk.

Gwen was under a spell.

And she, Isobelle of Avington, was going to rescue her.
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 What do you believe the world to be?

Isobelle spent the morning on necessary personal maintenance with the girls – Hilde gave her a manicure in the exact shade of the banished sea monster – and in contemplation of her next steps.

She had woken worried about Gwen and the strange pouch in her pocket. But when she’d poked her head into Gwen’s room, she found it empty, the bed neatly made, and no sign of her champion. When they were at Darkhaven Castle, Gwen often slipped away in the mornings to train with Madame Dupont, and Isobelle was perfectly content to have those mornings to herself and the girls. Now, though, a sinking feeling took up residence somewhere in her abdomen, like she’d swallowed a rock for breakfast.

She didn’t know what to do. And that was an intolerable state of affairs.

‘I do wish I knew where Gwen was, though,’ she said, holding still as Hilde inspected her nails.

 ‘She won’t have gone far,’ said Jane, appearing in the doorway with a tray of morning tea. ‘I was out in the stables just now, and Achilles is still there.’

‘What were you doing in the stables?’ Sylvie asked with a wrinkle of her nose. ‘Not a groom, Jane.’

‘What a dreadful snob you are,’ Jane chastised her. ‘But no, somebody was screaming and I thought I ought to check – it was only a man that Princess Buttercup was trying to bite.’

‘Should I …?’ Isobelle half rose, as Hilde clucked and pulled her back down.

‘She was only being assertive, and he got away all right,’ Jane replied. ‘Anyway, if you want my advice, you’ll give Gwen a little space. She slew a monster yesterday. It was only her second time. I expect she’s working out her feelings.’

And so Isobelle, reflecting that Jane was perhaps the wisest of her friends, stayed where she was and let Hilde braid her hair. It was another hour before she fortified herself with a small slice of cake and went in search of her knight.

As it happened, she found Sir Orson instead.

He was standing outside the tavern, leaning against the railing where the townsfolk hitched their horses, gazing out at the sparkling grey sea visible at the bottom of the hill.

Isobelle considered slipping away again, annoyed by the sudden jumble of feelings the sight of him brought. Her oldest friend in the world. Also, the guy who had betrayed Gwen to imprisonment and possible death in an effort to force Isobelle to marry him against her will.

With a sigh, Isobelle fetched up beside him and assumed a similar pose. ‘The beard quite suits you,’ she said. ‘You need a haircut, though.’

He cast her a sidelong glance, brows drawing together. ‘I should’ve left this town the minute they mentioned a sea monster. Of course you and Gwen would show up here.’

Isobelle would’ve been happier had they never encountered him, either. ‘Have you seen Gwen this morning?’

‘She’s in the smithy,’ replied Orson. ‘Just follow the admiring crowds.’

Isobelle pushed away from the railing, preparing to resume looking for Gwen.

‘Izzie, wait.’ Orson’s eyes were lowered, fixed on the featureless packed earth of the road. ‘I’m … I’m sorry.’

‘Sorry?’ Isobelle stopped short, turning to look back at him in astonishment. ‘Sorry?’ The rush of anger in her chest nearly staggered her, as surprising as it was intense. ‘They could’ve killed Gwen for impersonating a knight, and you betrayed her.’

‘I betrayed you, too,’ Orson pointed out glumly. ‘Do I seem like I’m proud of what I did? I made a mistake, one I’ve regretted every day since.’

 ‘You think moping around drinking in backwater taverns is atonement enough, and sorry will do?’ Isobelle caught her breath, trying to pull herself back together.

‘What else can I do but apologise?’ Orson retorted, his voice heating not with anger, but with frustration. ‘I’m asking honestly, Izzie … what can I do? Is there any act or word I could employ that would change how you feel?’

Isobelle wanted to shout back, but the anger swelling her chest deflated a little, and she rubbed her brow, which had begun to ache. ‘I don’t know.’

Orson was silent for a while, gathering his own composure again. ‘I’ll do it, whatever it is; name my penance. We were friends once. I—’ He muttered under his breath, and then said, ‘I miss you.’

Isobelle’s heart gave a little wrench of longing, wishing only in that moment to have her old friend back. But the magnitude of his sin against her, against Gwen, made forgiveness impossible.

But who decides whether an act is unforgivable?

Casting about for something, anything, with which to combat Orson’s plea, she spotted Tabitha returning from some errand in the town.

Tabitha, who had comforted Gwen, because Gwen had confided her nightmares in her, not Isobelle.

‘Tabitha!’ she heard herself call brightly. ‘I don’t think you’ve been properly introduced to Sir Orson.’ A part of her felt ashamed; was she really jealous of Tabitha to the point where she’d shove her at the nearest handsome man to gauge her interest? Especially one whose moral worth had quite recently been found lacking?

Orson made a soft sound of protest as Isobelle slipped neatly out of the tension between them. But he straightened courteously, and Tabitha hurried over to offer a curtsy. Her coppery hair was braided back and wound into a net, and she’d borrowed one of Sylvie’s dresses, a saffron gown that set off the earth tones in her skin.

Not that Orson would necessarily appreciate any of it, but Isobelle could tell Tabitha knew she was looking quite lovely today.

‘Sir Orson, this is Tabitha, who joined us on the journey here. Tabitha, this is Sir Orson, one of my oldest friends, though currently I’m very cross at him. Orson, Tabitha’s mother is from Galanty-Uponne-the-Sea.’

‘Indeed?’ Orson looked slightly more interested. ‘Perhaps you understand this place, then?’

‘Afraid not, my lord,’ Tabitha replied, raising her hands to indicate her helplessness. ‘I was raised elsewhere by my aunts – my mother died when I was small.’

Orson paused awkwardly upon hearing this news, and Isobelle took the opening, diving into the conversational gap. ‘There is something to understand, though, isn’t there? The way the people behave, when you try to talk about the past. There’s magic here.’

Orson cast her a sidelong glance. ‘Or, you know, the people are not fans of their new lord coming in and turning their generational tragedy into a travel destination.’

‘Maybe. Who could blame them? But there is magic here – someone’s trying to target Gwen.’

That got their attention, and Isobelle told them about Gwen’s inability to speak the night before, her freezing and dropping her sword mid-fight, and the bag of wretched spell ingredients that had been slipped into her pocket. Perhaps Isobelle could have dismissed those first two clues as fallout from her continuing nightmares about the dragon, and whatever happened that night to frighten her so.

But the bag?

That was proof.

‘It sounds like a hex bag.’ Tabitha’s face was grave when Isobelle had finished her description. ‘Many witches steer clear of baneful work like that, but it does happen. Can I see what was in it?’

‘I stomped it into the ground,’ Isobelle admitted with a shudder. ‘I can show you, though.’

She glanced at Orson, who was no longer looking at her. ‘This way,’ she said finally, murmuring Orson’s name by way of farewell.

Tabitha followed her to the gap between the houses where Isobelle had opened the bag. Isobelle paced down the length of the little alley before realisation struck – there was no sign of anything amiss. No wax-sealed twine, no burlap. No dead spider or rusty nail or poisonous berries.

Isobelle felt a sudden stab of queasy alarm. ‘It was right here,’ she gasped, dropping to her knees in the dirt to check along the bases of the houses, thinking someone might have kicked the spell ingredients aside. ‘No … it was here, I’m not imagining things!’

The bag was her only proof that something real was happening to Gwen, her only clue towards how to stop it.

A hand came to rest on her shoulder. Tabitha had dropped into a crouch, her hazel eyes anxious but steady. ‘Isobelle, I believe you.’ Her voice was low and intent. ‘If you say someone is trying to hurt Gwen, then it’s up to us to help her.’

Isobelle could have sobbed from the sudden relief. She drew a shuddering breath instead, smiling weakly back at Tabitha and feeling the tiniest bit ashamed of her earlier jealousy. No wonder Gwen had confided in her – she had a way of projecting calm competence that Isobelle couldn’t help but admire.

‘How?’ she asked.

‘I don’t know much about curses,’ Tabitha said slowly. ‘This seems like something different from what may be affecting the town, for her to be so specifically targeted. But sometimes the answers are simple. Intention and belief are key. If this were the fairytale Lord Bingleton is making it out to be, then true love’s kiss might be enough to break the spell.’

Isobelle eyed her askance. ‘That really works? It’s not just a thing from stories?’

Tabitha flashed Isobelle a wry smile. ‘People like to think magic is about combining the right herbs and crystals and saying the right words. And those things are important, sure, but it’s not the herbs or the crystals that create the magic. They … put you in the right space. Magic has its own rules. It follows the logic of stories, of fairytales. Any child who ever heard the words “once upon a time” understands magic. Spells are simply the stories we tell to reshape the world to our liking.’

‘And the story changes the way things are?’ Isobelle asked.

‘It can,’ Tabitha replied. ‘Even I occasionally question whether magic is real – it’s easy to believe it’s all coincidence, imagination, suggestion.’

‘Sylvie calls it headology,’ Isobelle muttered.

Tabitha chuckled. ‘Sometimes that’s all it is. But there’s a core of truth and power in magic. Just because an experience takes place in your head doesn’t mean it isn’t real. If you know, if you are certain, that you will do a thing, then the odds shift dramatically in favour of you being able to do it. If the world you believe in is a world in which a thing must happen, will happen, then, most likely, it will. Witches are simply those who know this to be true, and have the tools to make it so.’

‘So …’ Isobelle mused. ‘Magic is really just hope?’

‘That depends.’ Tabitha looked across at her, hazel eyes unreadable. ‘What do you believe the world to be?’

‘Well, I’ve kissed Gwen more than once since we arrived and she’s no better, so I’m not sure the archetypal approach will help. We’re going to have to take a more logical approach in the meantime.’

Tabitha laughed softly and got to her feet, offering Isobelle a hand up. ‘In that case, we need to learn all we can about this place. Maybe we’ll find out who’s doing this.’

‘You’re absolutely right.’ This time, when Isobelle went hunting for her smile, she found it not very far away. She had an ally – Tabitha believed her. And she knew what to do. ‘I’m going to go find Gwen, and we’re going to track down Lord Bingleton and make him tell us what’s real, and what’s his own silly story, once and for all.’
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She found Gwen at the town smithy, where she’d drawn quite a crowd, and no wonder.

Gwen was forging a sword.

She was up to the hammering bit, and honestly, it was extremely gratifying to watch. She lifted the hammer thing, and then it arced down through the air, striking the sword with a spray of sparks. Her face was a mask of soot-smudged concentration. Perspiration beaded her brow, and she used her forearm to brush her hair back, before starting again. A single droplet of sweat gathered at her clavicle, then slid with tantalising slowness down into the shadowed cleavage at the neckline of her tunic.

‘My word,’ murmured the woman next to Isobelle, who could only agree. Gwen’s words from the night before came back to her. We could light the fire in your room.

Gwen, she thought, my fire is lit.

She squeezed through the crowd of bodies, and took a place sitting on the ground at the front, near some of the other young people. The heat was more intense here, but Isobelle wasn’t entirely sure whether the source was internal or external.

‘Where’s the town smith?’ she whispered to her neighbour, a woman gazing at Gwen with frank admiration.

‘Working the bellows, m’lady,’ she replied without taking her eyes off the scene before them. ‘He stopped offering her advice a couple of hours ago.’

Isobelle fanned herself and settled in to enjoy the view.

Perhaps half an hour later – disappointingly soon – Gwen and the smith exchanged glances, and at her nod, they both stepped back to take a break.

Isobelle popped up to her feet, hurrying over to her knight champion before anyone else could claim her.

 ‘Oh, be careful,’ Gwen said by way of greeting when Isobelle raised her arms. ‘I’m all sweaty and I smell like cinders.’

So Isobelle, keeping her smile bright, clasped her hands behind her back to demonstrate her compliance. She wished she’d had enough brain function in the last half-hour to contemplate an opener to this conversation. Lacking other options, she simply jumped in. ‘I’m glad to see you making a new sword,’ she offered. ‘I’m still sorry about the old one.’

Gwen shrugged. ‘That’s what they’re for. Sometimes they break. Sometimes you lose them. Sometimes you drop them into the ocean while fighting a betentacled sea monster.’

‘But it was your sword,’ Isobelle protested. Behind them, the crowd was starting to disperse, and the smith had diplomatically removed himself in search of a drink. ‘All the time you’ve spent engraving it – those beautiful designs …’

‘And now it’s gone,’ Gwen replied, turning her back to retrieve the half-finished sword from the anvil and plunge it into a waiting basin of water with a searing hiss and a billow of steam.

More than ever, Isobelle was certain something was wrong. Gwen had a complicated relationship with her own feelings, to be sure, but she’d never tried to shut Isobelle out this way.

 ‘Gwen!’ Risking the sweat and the cinder-scentedness, Isobelle reached for her arm, squeezing it gently. ‘You made that sword with your own hands. You made it when you were only dreaming of becoming a knight. When you were the only person who even knew about your dream.’

Gwen huffed a breath of faint irritation. ‘Isobelle, stop. It’s just a sword. I don’t care, okay? Not everything has to be a big deal.’ She moved out from under Isobelle’s hand, busying herself storing the tools she’d borrowed off the local blacksmith.

No one else would notice that her movements were a little too jerky, that her voice was a little too tense. But Isobelle did.

A strange, unfamiliar feeling of helplessness curled its fingers around Isobelle’s heart – she swatted the feeling away and straightened. Isobelle refused to be helpless. In fact, refusing to be helpless was what had led her to Gwen in the first place.

The first priority was protecting Gwen from whoever was casting this curse upon her. Once that was dealt with, she’d sort the rest out.

‘Are you going to work on the new sword anymore today?’ Isobelle asked brightly. ‘If not, it’s time we paid Lord Bingleton a visit and get some truth out of him, instead of this tangle of fairytales and rumour.’

Gwen turned to eye her curiously, and then nodded, not bothering to hide her relief that Isobelle was letting the issue of her old sword drop.

Isobelle paused, then wrinkled her nose. ‘Maybe after a bath.’




14
 They never came back

Lord Bingleton’s manor house was perched atop one of the rolling hills that gave way to the mountains surrounding Galanty-Uponne-the-Sea like the fingers of a cupped hand. The house was one of those large, somewhat sprawling affairs that had clearly been added to again and again over the generations, and now resembled a rather dated stone castle on one end and a picturesque mansion on the other.

Achilles and Princess Buttercup spent the entire ride bickering with one another. The dainty silver mare had a tendency to trip ahead of the stallion, veering to the side to force him to slow or turn, and then dancing innocently back to her side of the path.

Gwen was of the same mind as Achilles, and watched them with a scowl. Ordinarily, both the behaviour of the horses and the grumpiness it inspired in Gwen would have visibly delighted Isobelle – riding sojourns in general usually delighted Isobelle – but she’d been in an odd mood all day. Quieter, more introspective, gazing thoughtfully at her reins and trusting Buttercup to follow – or goad – Achilles in the right direction.

They reined up outside the manor entrance, at which point a groom promptly appeared to relieve them of their horses. A servant emerged from the house to lead them inside, but Gwen held back and touched Isobelle’s elbow.

The other girl started and glanced back at her.

Gwen studied her face, unable to pinpoint one specific cause of her uneasiness, but unable to dismiss it either. ‘Is everything okay?’ she settled on, pitching her voice too low for the servant to hear.

Isobelle hesitated. Then her gaze warmed, her lips curved, and she tilted her head in that way that made her blue eyes sparkle. ‘Everything’s fine – I’m just desperate to find out what on earth is going on in this place! Let’s go talk to Bingleton.’

Gwen fell into step behind her, a chill numbness aching where usually Isobelle’s smiles left a tingling warmth. She’d seen Isobelle pull out that particular smile so many times she knew it by heart – it was so expert that scarcely anybody noticed that the warm gaze, the curved lips, the sparkle … they were a mask. An expert mask, but a mask nonetheless.

And one Isobelle had never before used on Gwen.

Gwen gave herself a shake. Isobelle had said there was nothing wrong; Isobelle didn’t lie, not to her. The mysteries of this place were enough to drive anyone to distraction. That was all it was.

They’d left a message for Tabitha, telling her where they intended to go, so Gwen was not entirely surprised to see the young red-haired witch waiting in the sitting room to which the servant led them. She was, however, surprised to see who had come with her.

‘Orson!’ Isobelle exclaimed, coming to a halt. ‘What are you doing here?’

Orson bowed to Isobelle and then to Gwen. His manner was as chivalrous as ever, though he still didn’t meet Gwen’s eyes. Or Isobelle’s, Gwen noticed. ‘Tabitha came to the stables for the loan of a horse while I was visiting my own. I offered to accompany her on her ride.’

‘Well, well,’ murmured Isobelle, looking briefly smug. As the servant led all four of them out, Gwen stepped closer to Isobelle.

‘Are you trying to set up Orson and Tabitha?’ she whispered incredulously.

‘And why shouldn’t I?’ Isobelle replied, flashing Gwen a conspiratorial grin – one that banished once and for all Gwen’s earlier misgivings. ‘Tabitha obviously doesn’t take any nonsense from anyone. She’ll soon have him sorted out.’

‘But isn’t Orson, you know … do you think he’d be interested?’

Isobelle hesitated, and Gwen waited for her to organise her thoughts. Isobelle had known Orson since they were children, and his preferences were not so easily summarised – she and Gwen had discussed this before, for he made it no secret around those he trusted, and for a time, the three of them had trusted one another.

He was still a romantic, still longing for partnership, just … not so much into the physical acts to which such partnerships usually led. When he and Isobelle were younger, he’d waxed poetic about courtly love – the kind of love that never progressed beyond admiration and devotion – and how alien he felt when he realised all the other knights seemed to feel quite differently.

‘Maybe Tabitha shares his particular leanings,’ Isobelle said. ‘Perhaps she also sees the value in romance. You never know.’

The servant led them to Bingleton’s receiving room, an airy chamber on the newer side of the house with tall windows that cast long knives of afternoon light across the carpeted floors. Lord Bingleton himself awaited them there, and offered them all a bow of greeting.

‘Welcome, ladies, Sir Orson, and … er … um,’ he said, bungling Gwen’s titles somewhat before plastering a smile on his face that did not quite distract from the beads of perspiration that had broken out across his brow. His blond curls were perfectly coiffed, however, and his attire was impeccable. ‘May I offer you something to—’

 ‘Cut it out,’ said Isobelle smoothly, advancing upon the poor young lord like a particularly genteel cat upon a mouse. ‘We need some straight answers, Lord Bingleton. No more of this “legendarye” talk. What really happened? You were quite shifty about the sea monster when we arrived. You must be aware that your people think it’s the work of the evil sorceress, back from the dead.’

The air went out of Bingleton and he sagged like one of those big, floppy dragon streamers once the wind had died. ‘Listen … Lady Isobelle—’

‘Yes?’ Isobelle said sweetly.

‘Back from the dead? It’s nothing like that. I—’ Bingleton blinked furiously, then sank down onto an ancient carved chair with a groan. ‘I didn’t want us to be known as “that sea monster town”!’

Orson made a choking sound. ‘You’re setting this place up as a shrine to an evil sorceress, and you draw the line at sea monsters?’

‘Yes, but that’s mostly make-believe. All ancient history, over fifteen years ago. The sea monster is real. Was real, anyway.’ Bingleton gave Gwen a tentative, nervous grin. ‘Do you have any idea how much attendance has fallen at the Darkhaven weekly market? Lord Whimsitt says nearly twenty per cent! People don’t want to be eaten by a dragon. No offence, miss. Er, sir. Er … miss.’

Gwen waved aside his fumbling and took a seat near his, resting her elbows on her knees. ‘I found the prospect of being eaten by a dragon somewhat alarming myself,’ she muttered.

Isobelle glanced at her. For a moment the other girl’s eyes were grave and intent, but then the mask came back and she clicked her tongue at the man now sagging in his chair. ‘You owe us an explanation, Lord Bingleton.’

‘I want this place to be a destination for travellers,’ Bingleton responded, gazing from Isobelle to Gwen and back again. ‘La tour de la mort. I know people will come from leagues away to see it and take part in the story, and many of them will be coming by sea. These tour-travellers – tour-ists? – they don’t want real danger, only the seeming of it.’

‘That’s not what I mean.’ Isobelle shook her head. ‘You owe us an explanation for what’s happening in your town, Lord Bingleton. Something is affecting your people. Are you not aware that they seem to be under a spell?’

Gwen watched Isobelle out of the corner of her eye with a sort of awed fascination. When Isobelle got it into her mind to do something, she did it, come hell or high water. Gwen could’ve burst in here with her half-finished sword and tried to appear threatening, but Isobelle, with her lavender gown and carefully styled hair was far more terrifying than Gwen could ever hope to be. And all without ever uttering a threat.

Isobelle could talk about the evil spell afflicting the town until she was blue in the face, but Gwen thought privately that there was no better proof that magic existed than Isobelle herself.

Bingleton was staring at Isobelle, mouth open and brow furrowed. ‘I beg your pardon? A spell?’

‘They’re all incapable of speaking about the sorceress without being choked by some invisible hand.’ Isobelle’s eyes were intent on Bingleton, her manner quite focused – Gwen found herself watching Isobelle, instead of the young lord in the hot seat. ‘And they say the sea monster was because of her – because she summoned it, because she’s coming back somehow.’

Bingleton gave a choking sound and shook his head. ‘That’s not possible.’

‘You yourself said she had a lover,’ said Tabitha quietly. She was standing near the window and had been gazing out at the view of the distant sea. Now, she regarded Bingleton with those steady hazel eyes. ‘And that he practised necromancy. The ability to bring things back from the dead?’

Gwen felt an involuntary shiver travel up her spine, a vision from her nightmare briefly imposing itself – the dragon, its body and face decaying, rising again and again to continue their eternal battle in her mind … She swallowed hard, fighting her way back to the here and now, the brightly lit receiving room, and Isobelle beside her.

‘But that’s all made up,’ Bingleton protested. ‘None of that is true!’

Gwen forced her voice out through a tight throat. ‘What do you mean?’

‘Well, the sorceress – a witch, really – and the order of paladins, that part is true. But the necromancer, the tower … all that is just make-believe. The tower didn’t even belong to the witch, she lived in a cottage out by the woods. The tower was built by the paladins, and abandoned when they left. There’s no necromancer.’ Bingleton’s face had darkened with a faint flush of shame. ‘It … makes for a better story, you know?’

Isobelle glanced at Gwen, brow furrowed. Gwen eyed her back, feeling the same puzzlement sweep through her.

Gwen cleared her throat. ‘So … there was no evil sorceress at all? Just an ordinary witch in a cottage by the woods?’

Bingleton shook his head, clutching at the arms of the chair. ‘Oh, there was evil, all right.’ His eyes flicked between Gwen and Isobelle and he gave a theatrical shudder. ‘She did go mad and start attacking people. Ask any of the townsfolk.’

‘We can’t ask the townsfolk,’ Isobelle reminded him. ‘They clam up every time we try.’

Bingleton considered that, looking rather gloomy. ‘Oh, I know … you ladies haven’t yet visited our hot springs, and I do particularly want your thoughts on it, miss … sir … Gwen. Old Gargery oversees the springs, and he’s the one you’ll want to talk to about the witch. He lives outside of town, maybe he won’t be as reticent as the others. You can kill two birds with one stone … experience the delightful springs and get your fill of old stories.’

Despite her annoyance at Lord Bingleton’s complicated relationship with objective truth, Gwen felt herself brightening a little. She’d never been to a hot spring, but she’d had a few hot baths while living at the castle, and had found the act of submerging herself in hot water utterly magical. She cast a sidelong look at Isobelle, expecting to see her perking up at the thought of spending the evening soaking.

But Isobelle was gazing intently at Bingleton, her fists clenched against the arms of her chair, and there was a strangely grim determination in the set of her features. She’s taking this whole ‘town under a spell’ thing far too seriously, Gwen thought, and reached out to lay a hand over Isobelle’s.

The other girl flinched, glanced at her, and then drew a long breath. ‘What a splendid idea. The hot springs. That’s where we’ll go next.’

They rose, turning to leave. Gwen lingered by Isobelle, hoping to catch her elbow and ask once more what was bothering her. But Lord Bingleton was right on their heels, fidgeting and watching them somewhat anxiously.

‘Um, you won’t tell anyone that I made most of this stuff up, will you?’
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The afternoon was nearly over by the time they were ready to depart for the springs.

It took longer than Gwen had hoped to get moving, but Isobelle had spent quite some time digging through her trunks, strewing clothes around her room, before she conceded she had not brought a bathing costume. Gwen reminded her that Bingleton had said the hot springs staff would provide them with everything they needed, but Isobelle was sure she could not have neglected such an obvious part of her wardrobe. She seemed to be in possession of three pairs of dancing shoes, a bonnet from Freya’s Fashion Emporium, advertising the sponsor of the Tournament of Dragonslayers, and a beekeeper’s veil, but that was the sort of thing that was wont to happen when Olivia wasn’t there to do the packing.

Gwen entertained herself by offering crumbs to the tavern’s cat, a portly ginger tom. But though he’d been amenable to this in the past, this time he backed up, hissed and turned to disappear down the stairs with more speed than she’d have thought him capable of.

Both girls gazed after him, caught by surprise.

‘Everyone’s a critic,’ Isobelle said lightly, dumping a pile of clothes on the floor and abandoning her search.

By the time they’d collected the girls from the inn, deposited Orson and Tabitha at the bar – why would I want to sit around stewing in hot water? he’d asked with a sniff – and set off for the springs, Gwen was more than ready for some relaxation.

Along the road, someone had erected a large wooden sign declaring that this was the way to the Dragonsfire Pools. The girls, who had been walking ahead of Gwen and Isobelle, had stopped to look at it.

Gwen glanced up at it, and then stopped short, horror and indignation flooding every particle of her being.

On the giant sign was a portrait of her, larger than life, with the words: ‘Forsooth, the Lady Dragonslayre Always Taketh a Soake Wyth Us After a Longe Daye’s Smytinge of Foul Beastes!’

But even that wasn’t what had stopped her dead.

Isobelle, at her side, was trying to conceal her laughter. ‘Well … you look very, um, dashing. I mean, it’s quite a look, really.’

The board showed Gwen wielding a sword and wearing armour – but no armour like she’d ever seen. The helmet was more of a tiara, with her unbound hair whipping around her face as if in a gale. The articulated shoulders she’d designed were there, but her arms were bare down to the wrist, where delicate little vambraces gleamed like bracelets. The hip joints were there and, though they looked more skirt-like than anything else, the faulds were there, too. Beneath that, her legs were as bare as her arms but for implausibly skintight metal boots – heeled boots – that went up to her knees. The sword was practically no longer than a dagger, a delicate little thing that wouldn’t have taxed the apparent strength of those smooth, un-muscled, unscarred bare arms.

And the breastplate … was a goddamned breast plate. And one made for someone with quite a lot more flesh in that particular area than Gwen could boast, to boot.

Gwen could scarcely speak for fury, and managed to sputter, ‘No one in their right mind would wear – I mean, one good blow to the chest, and that ridge would shatter my breastbone – what the fuck, we have to … who …’

‘I wouldn’t mind having a portrait of myself in a costume like that,’ Jane said, gazing up at the figure on the billboard, who held a most improbable pose, half turned around, chest thrust out in a way that would’ve required double-jointed hips and shoulders, and a good number of missing internal organs.

Gwen rounded on Jane, managing not to snap, but instead making an agonised sound of helpless indignation.

Hilde and Sylvie took one look at Gwen’s face and grabbed Jane’s hands to lead her firmly onward, despite the latter’s protests.

Isobelle slid her arm through Gwen’s and squeezed. ‘Ignore it. We can ask them to take it down, but they’ll just put it back up again when we leave. It doesn’t matter, they don’t know you.’

‘No one who sees this will ever take me seriously as anything other than … than … a puffed-up pastry sweet for the eyes!’

 ‘There are worse things than eye candy,’ Isobelle mused, sneaking another look at the portrait. Then she stretched up on her toes and pressed her lips to Gwen’s flushed, angry cheek. ‘Gwen, the moment someone actually meets you, they’ll realise this caricature bears no resemblance to the real you.’

Gwen let Isobelle lead her on, but could not stop herself from adding, ‘And what the hell was that knitting needle of a sword? For fuck’s sake, are men so precious about size that a woman can’t hold a full-sized sword without threatening their manhood?’

Isobelle made soothing noises the rest of the way to the hot springs. Gwen wanted to hold on to her fury – and she certainly wasn’t letting go of her outrage – but it was hard to fully commit to blind rage with Isobelle leaning against her and chatting excitedly about having a nice soak.

The entrance to the hot springs was nestled down by the cliffs, which blocked the ever-looming tower from their line of sight, and promised a spectacular view of the sunset.

A pair of staff in matching faux-chainmail costumes greeted them with a poorly memorised speech about the power of dragonsfire, no doubt scripted by the creative, if rather trite, Lord Bingleton. They were eyeing Gwen a little oddly, one of them in particular – perhaps it was simply because she was still scowling about the board.

 ‘So intense was the flame of an ancient dragon that it scored this land and left these pools forever scalding hot …’ droned one of their guides, as Gwen’s attention began to wander.

She felt Isobelle’s gaze on her, and gave a little roll of the eyes to show her that this mention of dragonsfire was somewhat unlikely to trigger Gwen’s fear response. Isobelle grinned and slipped her hand into Gwen’s.

Their guides marched in somewhat ragged unison down a tunnel that would no doubt eventually look like the maw of a dragon, although currently only three of the teeth had been constructed and fixed into place. The tunnel widened into an open-air grotto marked by several different pools nestled in among greenery, flickering torches and the distant, urgent plunking of frogs. Broad stone steps led to other pools higher up the path, and scattered around the edges were lounge chairs draped with fresh fluffy towels. Steam rose from the hot water into the chill air, like smoke wafting from the coals of an ancient fire.

Luckily their guides provided them with bathing outfits, and led them to small, curtained alcoves where they could change. Gwen dimly heard Isobelle asking one of them about Gargery, the man Lord Bingleton had told them to question about the witch, but she dived into one of the changing rooms as soon as she could.

She’d never changed her clothes so quickly in her life, starting to shiver, and yet by the time she flung the curtain aside, Hilde, Jane and Sylvie were already up to their chins in the first pool, wearing matching expressions of bliss. Jane cracked open one eye, and then sat up straighter with a slosh of water, staring.

‘Whoa, Gwen,’ she said. ‘You look amazing.’

Gwen shuffled her steps, then hurried towards the water. ‘Shut up, it’s not like we got to choose our clothes. I suppose I’m lucky I’m not in the outfit from that sign.’ Her bathing costume was a ruffled pink and lavender set of shorts and a sleeveless tunic. Practically naked, by any standards. She was suddenly, brutally aware of her exposed arms, and the vicious scar from dragonsfire that twisted down her forearm. She clutched at it, self-conscious, though it was too long for her to entirely cover with her palm.

‘No, I mean … wow.’ Jane was still staring at her, particularly her arms and shoulders, gaze gone somewhat puzzled and speculative. ‘I didn’t know you were so … ripped.’

‘Back off, Jane,’ came Isobelle’s voice, prim and stern, as she emerged from a changing room. ‘Besides, you don’t like girls.’ Isobelle took Gwen’s hand and led her towards the pool.

‘Maybe I do,’ replied Jane cheerfully. ‘Maybe Gwen’s turned me.’

Hilde made a scolding noise with her tongue. ‘Knock it off, Jane. Gwen is far too modest for you to tease her so.’

At that point, Gwen stepped into the water, and altogether lost track of the conversation. She’d had no idea how much tension was in every fibre of her body until it all came undone at once – she felt as though she were simply melting into the hot water, her body buoyed by the mineral salts.

This is worth an entire fortnight of ‘Lady Dragonslayer’ publicity stunts, she decided. Though I’m still making them take that damn sign down.

When she came back to herself, Isobelle was joggling her elbow. Gwen opened her eyes. Dusk was beginning to gather, and one of the hot springs staff had brought platters of snacks and pitchers of cold drinks, chilled by the snow and ice from the nearby mountains.

Hilde and Jane had gone off to explore the other pools, and had discovered one inside a cave, where they were currently trying to sing slightly off-key harmonies with each other and their own echoes. Sylvie was reclining motionless, eyes closed and arms spread along the rim of the pool, pretending she couldn’t hear the atrocious music echoing from the cave.

And Isobelle was there before her, holding out a glass of iced punch with beads of condensation gathering at her fingertips. When Gwen blinked at her, she laughed, reached out, and pressed the cup into Gwen’s hand.

‘I think it’s safe to say the Lady Dragonslayer approves this hot spring,’ Isobelle murmured. ‘Let’s go explore. The girls will call us when Gargery comes back from his errands.’

Gwen wanted to protest at the thought of getting out of the water, but beyond Isobelle the sky had flooded with colour, crimson and copper and inky violet, and Isobelle’s face was flushed with the heat, and suddenly Gwen found her legs quite willing to cooperate.

Clutching their cold glasses, they snuck off up the winding path towards the more secluded pools.

Eventually they came to the last pool on the path, at the very top of this section of cliffs. The swollen red orb of the setting sun hung a finger’s width above the sea to the west, setting fire to the spectacularly windswept cloud formations above, more brilliant than any artist could dream. Below them, the other pools of the hot springs were arrayed like puddles of paint, capturing the reflected light of the sunset.

Isobelle sighed and slid her arm through Gwen’s, and both of them simply stood, staring. Then Isobelle shivered and, laughing, they took refuge from the winter wind in the water at their feet.

The pool was small, large enough for just three or four people, and only if they were feeling friendly. Isobelle sank down onto a little ledge opposite Gwen, slouching until only her nose was above the surface of the water, so that steam wreathed her face as though she were part dragon herself.

Gwen’s braid was coming loose from the knot she’d tied it into, so she unwound it, wrung it out, and twisted it back up, all too aware of Isobelle watching her. Her heart had begun to pound the way it always did when she and Isobelle found themselves alone. She groped for ways to occupy herself – finding a better place to set her cup of punch, plucking a fallen leaf from the surface of the water – but then she had no recourse but to look over at Isobelle.

Who knew what Gwen was doing, because when Gwen gave up and met her eyes, Isobelle was waiting for her with a little smile that Gwen would’ve called smug, had it not been rather more dominated by another emotion altogether.

‘Jane was right,’ Isobelle said. ‘That costume is quite fetching on you.’

‘It feels wrong wearing pink. Like I’m usurping your territory.’ Gwen kept her voice light, though it was difficult with Isobelle’s hair set ablaze by the sunset, each strand gilded a different shade of flame and fuchsia.

‘I don’t mind sharing.’ Isobelle’s voice was warm with laugher. Then she sobered, eyes still intent. ‘Do you mind all this dragon-themed stuff?’

Gwen glanced at her, pulse quickening. Then she shook her head and gazed out over the sunset. ‘It’s nothing like the actual dragon was. It doesn’t bother me.’

Isobelle was silent for a time, before she said in an oddly intent voice, ‘Are you sure?’

A flicker of irritation tensed the muscles along Gwen’s ribcage. ‘I said I was fine … Why?’

Isobelle hesitated and then drew a long, deep breath that warned Gwen she was about to blurt out something she wasn’t going to like. ‘I just … I know you had a nightmare that night, before the sea monster. I know it was a dragon nightmare, but you lied, you told me you were fine, that you didn’t need my help. I know you’re still …’ She trailed off, making a helpless gesture against the surface of the water.

Gwen’s muscles squeezed even tighter, making her feel as though the water were constricting her lungs. ‘I see. So you think the mere mention of the word “dragon” is going to send me into hysterics?’ Gwen heard the words come without actually involving her decision-making process – they sounded angry.

Isobelle made an exasperated sound. ‘Of course not. Gwen, stop being all distant and listen to me, will you?’

A hand touched hers under the water, and then tugged – without solid ground beneath her feet, Gwen found herself drawn towards Isobelle, their hips bumping together on the submerged bench.

‘You never lied to me about the nightmares before,’ Isobelle said quietly. ‘Why did you, then?’

To her horror, Gwen felt her eyes beginning to burn, her throat tightening, her whole body warning her that she was going to do something horrifically embarrassing. ‘I … I don’t know,’ she mumbled, trying desperately to stave it off.

Isobelle’s fingers interlaced with hers under the water, and their joined hands rested on Gwen’s thigh. ‘How can I help, if you don’t tell me what’s wrong?’

Gwen grasped at a passing thread of potential escape, and turned a scowl on Isobelle. ‘What about you? You’ve been acting odd all day – why are you suddenly so obsessed with the idea that the town is under some sort of spell?’

Isobelle stiffened, her eyes widening a little as she drew back. ‘No reason,’ she said quickly, squeezing Gwen’s hand. ‘I just love a good mystery. And don’t change the subject. Why didn’t you let me in when you had that nightmare?’

Gwen bit her lip, but there was no escaping Isobelle here. Cocooned by the warm water, confronted by those intent blue eyes inches from hers, the flushed lips, the blazing hair … ‘Damn it, this isn’t fair,’ she muttered helplessly, watching with abstracted fascination as she lifted her own hand to trace a droplet of water from Isobelle’s chin.

‘Not even remotely,’ agreed Isobelle stubbornly. ‘Now, talk.’

Gwen swallowed. ‘I … worry,’ she said finally, falteringly. ‘I worry it’s taking me too long to get over it, the dragon. I worry you think it broke me, that I can’t handle it, that I’m … I’m a coward, deep down. I worry …’ Gwen’s throat was tightening again, and she only barely got the last words out. ‘I worry there’s an expiration date for your patience.’

She didn’t look at Isobelle – couldn’t look at Isobelle. The silence seemed to drag on for an eternity, although logically she knew very little time had passed, because the sun hadn’t yet dipped below the line of the sea.

‘Gwen, I’m here.’ Isobelle’s voice was low and intent. Gwen looked up and found Isobelle’s eyes waiting for hers. Isobelle leaned towards her, raising their joined hands so she could stroke the back of Gwen’s hand against her own cheek. ‘I was with you then, when you fought the dragon, and I’m with you now. I’m not going anywhere.’

There was a shadow in Isobelle’s eyes that sent up a warning tingle at the back of Gwen’s mind, but the words were those Gwen had so longed to hear that she shoved her worries aside and chose, instead, to reach for Isobelle.

She felt a great shudder somewhere in her chest, a sudden cracking of the coldness that had crystallised around her heart. With a soft sound, she slid her other arm around Isobelle’s waist and pulled her close.

Her lips found Isobelle’s with such quickened desperation that for a moment Gwen worried she’d hurt her – but then Isobelle gave a soft, urgent sound and wound both arms around Gwen’s neck, throwing herself into the proceedings with such enthusiasm that Gwen lost all care for such mundane things as bitten lips or bruised knees.

Isobelle moved onto Gwen’s lap, knees astride her hips, hands on the rim of the sunken pool. Gwen tipped her face up and caught her lip lightly between her teeth. Isobelle’s hand slid into Gwen’s wet hair and twisted, clinging. Gwen felt a heated breath against her temple, and then Isobelle’s mouth against her pulse.

‘Isobelle? Gweeen!’ Jane’s voice called, from really not very far away at all, a few pools down the path. Close enough to make them both seize and go still. ‘Gargery’s here!’

Gwen groaned, the protest welling up from somewhere deep, deep inside her: ‘Oh, for fuck’s sake, I’m going to murder that girl!’

Isobelle let out a somewhat hysterical laugh, bowing her head to press her face against Gwen’s shoulder. Gwen could feel the flush of her skin, and shivered again despite the interruption.

Isobelle moved away before Gwen could stop her. ‘Come on. We should hear what he has to say about the witch.’

Gwen clambered out of the pool, her knees threatening to bend in ways they really shouldn’t. Wrapping herself in one of the towels and shivering against the sudden cold, she followed Isobelle down the path, muttering.

The caretaker of the hot springs was waiting for them back down by the changing rooms. They took a few minutes to dry off and change – even Isobelle wasn’t about to try her hand at interrogation while dressed in sopping-wet shorts – and they gathered in a half-moon cut out in the stone that was being done up as an open-air cafe.

‘Elsie said you ladies wanted a word with me?’ Gargery said, once they’d seated themselves at one of the tables. He was an older man of perhaps fifty or sixty years, with grey hair, deep brown skin, and mournful eyes set in a crisscrossing pattern of wrinkles. ‘Lord Bingleton’s really the showrunner,’ he added, glancing aside. ‘I just look after the waters.’

Gwen felt a sudden, unexpected moment of sympathy for the man, who obviously wanted to be left in peace to tend these pools and not have anything to do with the theatrical holiday spot his lord was concocting.

‘We actually wanted to ask about the true story,’ Gwen said gently. ‘What really happened fifteen years ago, not what Bingleton is saying now.’

‘What really happened with the sorceress?’ Isobelle added. ‘Was it truly a battle between good and evil, like the story says? Was she all that bad?’

‘Aye,’ said Gargery in a low voice. ‘It was bad. People died, my lady. Many of my friends. My cousin, his wife, their little one.’

The girls had gathered at a nearby table, listening.

 ‘What exactly did the sorceress do?’ Isobelle asked gently.

‘She could talk to creatures,’ Gargery said. ‘Bring ’em out of the woods, set ’em to attacking people. Monsters, too. Like that one.’ He lifted his chin, gesturing in the vague direction of the ocean and the sea monster Gwen had fought.

‘Do you know why?’ Gwen asked. ‘Why she’d turn on her town?’

‘She weren’t always that way.’ Gargery ran a hand over his shock of grey hair. ‘She was just another witch, you know. Some remedies when folks got sick, the occasional banishing when a spirit got stuck in someone’s house, that sort of thing. But something happened with the paladins, they say.’

‘The paladins came before she started attacking people?’ asked Sylvie, abandoning all pretence at not eavesdropping, and turning towards them. ‘Bingleton said they arrived to fight her.’

‘No, lass, they’d been here, oh … six, seven years already. The tower was a training ground of sorts for them. One of several across the land, I think. Something happened up at the tower, and that’s when the witch went mad.’

Sylvie went quiet, frowning, and Isobelle took over again. ‘Monsters I can understand, but what real harm could she do, summoning animals? Bears died out here centuries ago, and the wolves are all further north.’

Gargery shot her a sharp glance. ‘You think an animal has to be big to be dangerous? Imagine a swarm of rats, a hundred strong, all maddened, all running at you, clawing and biting at you, out for blood.’

Isobelle recoiled, shuddering.

Gwen had been watching Gargery, his darting, mournful eyes, the slant of his posture, the bobbing of his throat when he swallowed. Softly, she asked, ‘Is that what happened to you?’

Gargery’s shrewd eyes met hers. His eyes flicked down to the dragonsfire scar on Gwen’s arm, for she hadn’t buttoned her sleeves again after dressing. For a moment, a strange understanding passed between them, like an unseen current – one wounded warrior recognising another.

‘No,’ he answered quietly. ‘With me it was a deer.’

He shifted his weight, easing back and putting a hand under one leg, lifting it and setting it down again a little to one side so they could see it. With a jolt, Gwen realised the trouser leg was hiding a wooden limb.

‘Huge red stag came screaming out of the wood and trampled me. Broke my leg in so many places they had to take it off.’

Gwen swallowed. ‘Gargery, how is it that you’re willing–able – to talk to us about this? The others in the town, they all seem to clam up when we ask. Almost like magic.’

Gargery frowned, looking down at his lap, one hand idly rubbing the remainder of his leg. ‘Fear’s a mighty weapon,’ he replied. ‘I can’t tell you anything about magic, really. But I suppose they’re afraid.’

‘But not you?’ asked Isobelle, her eyes bright with sympathy. ‘I’d think you would have more to fear than most.’

Gargery smiled wryly at her. ‘Maybe. But I fought my fears fifteen years ago, lass, when my leg went. Sometimes you just decide the fear can’t have you.’

Isobelle met Gwen’s eye, her brow furrowed. Gwen knew what she was thinking – perhaps Gargery was right. Gwen still wasn’t convinced there was magic at play here, but Isobelle was, and she was almost certainly wondering if perhaps the magic only affected those with unresolved fear.

‘What of the other witches in the area?’ Isobelle asked doggedly, turning her gaze back to the old man. ‘Surely they would have helped talk her down?’

Gargery’s lips tightened. ‘The paladins of the Order said they couldn’t be sure who was causing the attacks, or which ones were her secret supporters. They rounded up every witch within ten miles of the town and brought them to the tower.’

‘And?’ whispered Isobelle.

Gargery’s thumb rubbed slowly at the wooden leg beneath the fabric of his trousers, as if rubbing away some long-ago ache in a muscle that no longer existed. ‘And they never came back.’
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It was a quiet walk back to the main town. The girls bade Isobelle and Gwen goodnight at the entrance to the inn, and Gwen and Isobelle went upstairs, both quiet, both absorbed in their thoughts.

‘So the sorceress was real,’ Isobelle murmured, her eyes on the corridor floor. ‘And the paladins were real. And the sorceress did terrorise the town, and the paladins did stop her.’

‘But at what cost to the other witches?’ Gwen finished the thought for her, her own mind grim.

‘I imagine their fate is the same as what would’ve happened to those women who came to Darkhaven to report that a dragon had razed Aberfarthing to the ground.’ Isobelle’s voice was thick and tight – Gwen did not have to know her as well as she did to feel the anger and helplessness radiating from her.

Gwen reached out and took her hand. ‘Perhaps the animal attacks were a coincidence and they simply used this idea of the sorceress to do what men have done since the dawn of time. Round up every independent, intelligent woman in the area and get rid of them all at once.’

‘I don’t believe that.’ Isobelle was chewing on her lip. She glanced at Gwen and saw her expression, and she offered a tired smile. ‘I mean, I certainly believe they’d take the excuse. But Gargery’s story … have you ever heard of a deer trampling a man half to death? Something happened here.’

They considered the possibilities in silence.

‘I suppose what we need to do is pay a visit to that tower,’ said Gwen finally. ‘See what we can learn from the ruins to fill in the gaps in the story.’

‘We’ll make a plan tomorrow,’ Isobelle said firmly, her fingers tightening around Gwen’s. ‘Come to my room – I don’t want to go to sleep just yet.’

Gwen had not forgotten the memory of Isobelle in her arms in the water, or the soft heat of her lips, or the sound Isobelle had made when they kissed. Gwen tightened her fingers through Isobelle’s and kept going past her own room towards the one at the end of the corridor.

Isobelle drew her in close, wrapping one arm around Gwen’s neck and seeking her mouth for a kiss, somewhat more tentative than their last, but no less absorbing. With her other hand, Isobelle fumbled for the door latch. They stumbled inside, laughing as Gwen gracefully tripped over something in the gloom, and Isobelle groped for a candle. It took some time to get it lit, and eventually Isobelle had to forbid Gwen from touching her until she got the wick to flame, illuminating the room.

They both froze.

The room had been a mess when they’d left – dresses strewn around in Isobelle’s fruitless search for a bathing costume. Now, it was a disaster.

Boxes and cases had been overturned, and clothes thrown everywhere. Books littered the floor, spines broken and pages torn, and Isobelle’s jewellery had been dumped in a glittering heap on the rug. Her writing case had been torn apart, and ink puddled on the papers, letters and notes scattered across the desk.

Someone had ransacked her room.
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 An expiration date for us

Isobelle stood frozen in place, simply staring at the carnage that had once been her possessions. Ink had soaked into the rug, and flowers lay strewn under the windowsill. Her trunks were open, clothes scattered as if someone had picked them up by the handful and tossed them aside. Her mind jumped from detail to detail, refusing to absorb the whole of it all at once.

She felt … violated. Someone had been here, had put their hands all over her things without her knowing. She felt as if someone had pulled aside the screen while she was in the middle of getting dressed.

‘Stay here,’ Gwen said quickly, instantly becoming the warrior who’d fought a dragon: light on her feet, competent, wary. She moved past Isobelle, taking up a poker from the fireplace and investigating the room.

Once she’d checked under the bed, inside the wardrobe, behind the door, outside the window on the eaves below, and determined they were the room’s only occupants, she lowered the poker and looked back at Isobelle. ‘Who would do this? And why?’

‘They didn’t take my jewellery,’ Isobelle managed, looking down at the sparkling pile, ‘so it wasn’t burglary.’

‘Could someone want to scare us?’ Gwen suggested, doubtful. ‘Want us to leave? Why would they?’

‘You just slew a sea monster, anyway – they can’t possibly have thought you’d scare so easily,’ Isobelle replied. ‘Though perhaps that’s why they targeted me.’

‘The worst part is that the whole town saw us heading off to Lord Bingleton’s, and I’m sure word went around that we were at the springs,’ Gwen said slowly. ‘We can hardly start by asking ourselves who knew the room would be unattended. I don’t believe there are any town guards, but I suppose we could ask his lordship if he has anyone who could try to figure out …’ But she trailed off, pinching the bridge of her nose.

‘Can you imagine Lord Bingleton dealing with this?’ Isobelle asked, hands on her hips, making her voice light. If she showed fear, Gwen would want to leave and take her somewhere safer. And she couldn’t leave, not yet.

‘Not competently,’ Gwen admitted. ‘So what would you like to do?’

‘Tidy up,’ Isobelle said firmly. ‘And lock the door from now on.’

‘You don’t think we should—’

 ‘Can we decide in the morning?’ Isobelle asked, lowering her lashes, pressing a hand to her middle. Gwen wasn’t wrong, to wonder if they should leave. At least waiting until morning would give her a chance to think up a better excuse for staying.

Gwen stepped closer immediately, wrapping an arm around her shoulders. ‘Of course we can. Let’s get this back to rights. Shall I fetch the girls? It’ll go faster with all of us.’

Isobelle shook her head, and this part, at least, wasn’t feigned. ‘I just want to be with you,’ she whispered, tilting her head to rest it on Gwen’s shoulder.

‘Then you’ll have me,’ Gwen murmured, pressing a kiss to the top of her head. ‘I’m sorry, Isobelle. What a mess. What kind of lowlife would you have to be …’

‘One with great taste,’ Isobelle replied, sounding only a little wobbly. ‘They went straight for my clothes.’

Gwen kissed the top of her head again, then released Isobelle to drop into a crouch and pick up her jewellery box. The lid came away from the body of it, and she winced. ‘We’ll fix it,’ she said, setting the box back on the floor and carefully transferring its contents back to the little sections where they belonged. ‘Oh no.’

Isobelle leaned in, and pressed a hand over her mouth to muffle her sound of dismay. One of her necklaces – a gift from Olivia – was smashed to pieces. It had been porcelain, Olivia’s little owl stamped into the clay. It was the same symbol they’d shown Archer, the mysterious forger who’d manufactured Sir Gawain’s pedigree for them, to secure his cooperation.

‘Well,’ Isobelle said, marvelling at her bright tone. ‘Let’s hope we don’t need a favour from a mysterious shadowy contact of Olivia’s anytime soon.’

The two of them fell silent, tidying up together, moving around each other as they folded clothes and did their best to salvage Isobelle’s belongings. Isobelle didn’t know what Gwen was thinking, but her own mind was whirling. Had this been meant to scare her away? For what reason? Or had it been someone somehow driven by the curse? But why would it force anyone to do such a thing, and to her best hat?

‘Isobelle?’ It took her a moment to realise Gwen was speaking to her, and she turned, her dressing gown clutched in her hands.

Gwen was holding a much-folded piece of parchment, her eyes fixed upon the words written there. The silky fabric slipped from Isobelle’s grip to pool on the floor as she recognised it. The edges were dog-eared from spending so much time in her pockets, the creases fuzzy from folding and re-folding, though it was unfolded now.

It was the letter from her parents.

Gwen lifted her eyes from the words on the page and gazed at Isobelle. ‘What is this?’ she asked, her voice shaking.

Isobelle had been so focused on finding out more about the spell someone was casting on Gwen that she’d entirely forgotten about the other thing she was keeping from her. Now, with a horrible feeling like she was falling, that other problem was marching back into view.

‘Your parents said no?’ Gwen asked quietly, her expression dangerously neutral. ‘No to giving you your dowry, giving us our freedom … and you didn’t tell me?’

Isobelle was floundering, desperately unsure which shore to strike out for. The truth? Some convenient lie? She was uncomfortably aware that it was only her absolute failure to think up a convincing lie that forced the truth from her now.

‘I was going to show it to you, I promise.’ Eventually. ‘I just … didn’t know how to tell you,’ Isobelle admitted, almost inaudible.

‘How about Gwen, my parents wrote back and said no?’ Gwen snapped, pink spots appearing at her cheekbones, green eyes lit with a heart-wrenching mix of anger and hurt.

It seemed so simple, when Gwen said it. But Gwen wasn’t the one who had watched her beloved waking from nightmares with a shuddering gasp, who had heard her call out at night as though someone were driving a knife into her soul. She wasn’t the one who had watched her champion being forced to dance to Lord Whimsitt’s tune, who had agonised over the strain wearing her beloved thin.

Isobelle felt like she was grasping at control as it disappeared down the drain, slipping through her fingers. She felt as though she could see this whole conversation unspooling in front of her, and it was leading somewhere terrible. ‘Gwen,’ she said, still in almost a whisper. ‘I was trying to protect you.’

‘By lying to me?’ Gwen whispered, the hurt in her eyes mixed with bewilderment.

Isobelle could feel it beginning to shatter, the fragile understanding they’d forged in the hot springs. Isobelle had meant every word, with all her heart – she was here, she was Gwen’s, as long as Gwen would have her. Only now, seeing the agony on Gwen’s face, did she realise how this must feel for her champion.

Like Isobelle’s faith in her had been a lie.

‘You were hanging everything on my dowry coming through,’ Isobelle blurted, her throat tight, her heart thumping far too hard, now. ‘And I didn’t know how to tell you that we had nothing. You kept saying that we only had to wait until the letter came, and we could stop trudging around the county in the rain, living off burnt potatoes. That we could choose our own fate. That we could stop putting you through the pain of talking about the dragon over and over and over again!’

Gwen’s face paled. ‘You hid this from me because of my dragon nightmares?’

‘You were already carrying so much, how could I give you more to carry?’

Gwen’s hands were shaking, the worn parchment trembling. ‘You thought I couldn’t handle this?’

Isobelle stood, cheeks burning, breath coming too fast, heart pushing against her ribs. For once, no words showed up to spill forth and fix everything. For once, she was frozen in helplessness. She could see, moment by moment, Gwen pulling away. She could see Gwen’s eyes shuttering, the hurt crystallising into armour to block her out.

Isobelle’s heart seized in a panic so visceral she could do nothing but let her sobs break free – not to win the argument, not to distract Gwen, but because this panic had been trying to push its way to the surface for months now, even before she received the letter, because deep down she had known, or at least feared, that her parents would not understand.

Suddenly, Isobelle couldn’t bear to keep it inside her any longer.

‘You don’t understand, Gwen. Your father loves you, he loves us, separately and together! I haven’t seen my parents in years, and when I showed them my heart, they …’ She broke off, throat closing, gesturing to the ball of parchment in Gwen’s fist that held everything her parents had to say to her.

Gwen made a sound, not quite a sob – it sounded like a gasp of pain, like someone had run her through with a sword. ‘And yet you hid it from me, when I could’ve been there, could have done this with you.’

Isobelle had no ready response, nor indeed any response that showed signs of getting ready anytime soon.

‘Isobelle, you kept this from me because you thought, somehow, telling me the truth would be the end of this, of us.’ Gwen’s eyes were shuttered hard, but wet with unshed tears. ‘Because you do see an expiration date for us.’

Isobelle wanted to shout a denial, to throw herself at Gwen and tell her she was wrong, that no such thought had ever crossed her mind. But she found she could not move, could not speak – because Gwen was right.

Isobelle managed to say three more words. ‘I was scared.’

Gwen took a step back, the crumpled parchment falling from her hand to the floor. Isobelle could see her fighting to speak – her lips parted and her throat worked, but no sound came out. For a moment, Isobelle’s heart squeezed, and she wondered if it was the spell, if Gwen was in there trying to break free.

But somewhere, deep down, Isobelle knew the truth.

She took a step towards Gwen, and stopped when the other girl recoiled and held up a hand between them.

‘Don’t,’ Gwen blurted. She took a few ragged breaths, each intake of air reforming that fortress around her emotions. Then, her voice taut, she said quietly, ‘I’m going to ask one of the girls to come stay with you tonight, so you won’t be alone if whoever did this comes back.’

‘Gwen, wait—’

Gwen shook her head. ‘Tomorrow, we’ll gather everyone and see if we can’t make some headway on the mystery of this place – solve this town’s mess once and for all. Prove there’s no necromancer, no spell, no magic whatsoever. And then, either way, I’ll see you safely back to Darkhaven Castle.’

‘Gwen –!’

‘Please,’ Gwen said, her stony voice cracking. ‘Please, let me go.’

‘No,’ Isobelle cried, rushing forward, reaching for Gwen’s arm. ‘I can’t let you leave, not like this – you have to stay, you have to let me make everything right again—’

‘You can’t always make things be how you want them to be!’ Gwen cried, pulling her arm away. She stood for one last, awful moment, and then left, ripping half of Isobelle’s heart from her as she went.
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 Arguably, the bravest person in the entire freaking world

Gwen managed to make it to Hilde’s door and choke out a brief account of the state of Isobelle’s room. Hilde saw the expression on Gwen’s face and started to reach for her, but Gwen took a step back.

‘Please – she’s going to need you,’ she managed. ‘More than I do.’

Hilde’s expressive face softened, showing her confusion and curiosity, but she nodded and went.

Gwen didn’t remember walking back to her own room, only the thud of the door closing behind her. She didn’t make it to the bed, but dropped to her knees on the rug before the fire, which had been lit by one of the inn staff.

Then she broke. Tears spilled down her cheeks, and she didn’t bother to dash them away as a great sob tore its way out of her chest. She doubled over, hands pressed against the rug. She couldn’t breathe – it was like when she’d fought the dragon, the absolute despair that filled her when that great, malevolent eye stripped her of everything she held dear. That despair she’d tried to bury and banish to the realm of nightmares. She felt the way she did when she woke, crying out, in the dark.

Terrified.

Only now, there was no Isobelle there, waiting for her.

Because Isobelle thought Gwen was a coward too.

A knock came on her door, but Gwen could no more form the words ‘go away’ than she could stop crying.

The door opened, and Orson poked his head in. ‘Gwen, I was wondering if … oh.’ He stared at her, aghast.

Gwen could only look up at him from the rug, hiccupping slightly, body still shaking with the force of feeling sweeping through her.

Orson hesitated, looking as though he might simply back up, close the door and pretend nothing was happening. But then he slipped inside, closing the door gently and moving towards Gwen. ‘What’s happened?’

Gwen waved a hand at him – Orson was the last person she wanted to see, and the last person she wanted to see her like this.

He stopped, but didn’t retreat. Instead, he dropped into a crouch, fingers splayed on the edge of the rug. His eyes were intent, concerned, alarmed – abruptly, Gwen remembered how quickly he’d stepped up to keep her secret in the Darkhaven tournament, how good it had felt to be accepted by another knight. In that moment it didn’t matter that he’d turned around and betrayed her later. She just needed someone, anyone, to accept her that way again.

‘Isobelle,’ she managed, her voice thin and high through the lump in her throat. ‘She’s been keeping things from me because she thinks I can’t … and she knows, Orson. She knows.’

He blinked at her. ‘Knows what?’

Gwen thought she wouldn’t be able to get the words out. She thumped her fist against the floor and managed to blurt, ‘That I’m a goddamned coward!’

For a moment, only the crackle of the fire broke the silence.

Then Orson did the absolute last thing Gwen would have expected.

He laughed.

It was a quick, shocked bark of laughter, and he sat down suddenly and stared at her. Then he started laughing in earnest.

Sheer surprise stopped Gwen’s sobs, and she felt a surge of anger pulling her up out of utter despair. ‘What the hell?’ she blurted, dashing her tears away.

‘You?’ managed Orson, his own eyes wet, but with mirth. ‘You, a coward?’ He started laughing again, burying his face in his hands.

‘Get out, if you’re going to laugh at me.’

Orson shook his head, wiping his eyes and getting himself marginally under control. ‘Gwen, I’ve spent the entire time since the tournament drowning myself in sorrow about my own cowardice. And now I’m sitting here with someone who is, arguably, the bravest person in the entire freaking world, listening to her cry because she thinks she’s a coward?’ He rubbed his hand over his face, shaking his head again.

Gwen exhaled sharply – not quite a laugh, but the breath eased the constriction of her ribs. ‘You don’t know the truth,’ she mumbled. ‘The dragon … I can’t get over it. It’s inside me, somehow. And since we got here, it’s become worse. Like this place … brings it out of me, makes it stronger. I was trying to hide it from Isobelle, and it turns out, I should’ve tried harder.’

Orson gazed at her thoughtfully. ‘So what happened tonight?’

Gwen gave him a halting account of everything – the nightmares, the hot springs, coming home to find Isobelle’s rooms tossed, and the letter that led to everything coming out.

‘And she kept it all hidden because she thought I couldn’t handle it,’ she finished abruptly, before she could start crying again.

‘Well, you proved her wrong,’ said Orson wryly, eyeing Gwen’s tear-streaked face and crumpled posture.

Gwen shot him a sharp look. ‘She lied to me.’

 ‘Weren’t you trying to lie to her? About your nightmares?’ Orson retorted.

Gwen stared at him.

Orson flashed her a wan smile. ‘All this time, she was trying to protect you while you were trying to protect her. I don’t know, that sounds a bit like two people who love each other and just haven’t figured out yet how that actually works.’

Gwen’s thoughts were still racing, and her body felt as if someone had picked her up and wrung her out like a wet rag, but she could breathe.

‘I wonder,’ murmured Orson, as if speaking to himself.

‘What?’

‘How many of the mistakes we make boil down, in their simplest form, to just that. Fear.’ He hummed a soft breath into the ensuing silence, and then shook himself and looked back at Gwen. ‘So what’s the plan?’

Gwen hesitated. ‘I told Isobelle we’d sit down with everyone and try to figure out what’s going on in this town, so we could go back to Darkhaven.’

And then what? Gwen asked herself – but she had no answer.

‘Right, then,’ said Orson, getting to his feet. ‘I’ll go fetch Tabitha, she’ll know how best to approach defeating a legend populated by potentially fictitious necromancers and the ghosts of witches.’ He paused, and added, ‘I might check with Sylvie too, she’s a surprisingly good strategist. We’ll make a plan and we’ll all discuss it tomorrow, together.’

Gwen looked up at him, past the dirty-blond stubble on his chin and the ragged, grown-out hair, seeing once more that shining Sir Awesome who had been Darkhaven’s hero before the mysterious Sir Gawain had swept in and stolen the county’s hearts. She hoped Isobelle had been right about him and Tabitha – he deserved someone.

She staggered to her feet. ‘Orson …’ she said, forestalling him as he turned towards the door. He glanced back at her, and she mumbled, ‘Thank you.’

He grinned. ‘Anytime, Sir Gwen. Us knights have to have each others’ backs when we break down sobbing in the middle of the night.’

Gwen rolled her eyes. ‘Okay, I take it all back: get out.’




17
 Tonight, there would be magic

Isobelle was the last to breakfast the next morning. She woke from broken sleep with a heavy exhaustion she’d never felt before – not after the worst of her nights on the road, sleeping on the ground or sheltering from the rain.

Now, she was simply empty, strangely disconnected from herself. Hilde left her only long enough to fetch herself some fresh clothes, and then braided Isobelle’s hair for her while she sat quietly.

‘Come,’ Hilde said, linking an arm through hers. ‘We will go downstairs.’

When they arrived in the little room the innkeeper had set aside for them, Sylvie, Jane, Tabitha and Orson were already there, serving themselves from the pot of porridge stewing over the hearth. Isobelle watched them as if from a distance, and moved to take a seat, ignoring the breakfast offerings.

Then Tabitha stepped aside, and Isobelle saw Gwen.

Gwen looked up at that moment, and when their eyes met, a jolt ran through Isobelle’s whole body, her stomach twisting itself into a knot of distress.

Then Gwen turned back to the cup of tea she was making, and something inside Isobelle curled up as if to brace against a blow.

‘Here,’ Hilde said, setting a bowl of porridge down in front of Isobelle, who immediately nudged it away with one finger. Hilde shot her a startled look of alarm – an Isobelle too upset to eat was an Isobelle none of them had encountered before.

‘So,’ said Jane, dropping into a seat opposite. ‘What’s the plan for today?’

‘We figure out what’s going on in this town,’ Sylvie said, joining her. ‘What kind of spell or curse is in play.’

Everybody looked at Isobelle, waiting for her to take charge. Isobelle couldn’t think of a single thing to say. She wanted to go back to bed, curl up under the covers where nobody could reach her, and wait for the sleep that would free her from the need to deal with any of this.

The silence drew out as Orson took a seat beside Sylvie, Tabitha on his other side, and then Hilde brought over her own porridge. Only Gwen remained standing, focused on the tea she was making as though it was what would save the town from enchantment.

Eventually, when it was apparent that Isobelle wasn’t going to say anything useful, Sylvie sipped her tea and took over instead. She was clad in one of her usual black dresses, though it was cut fetchingly and she was certainly wearing a hint of colour on her lips that wasn’t strictly a part of the average widow’s wardrobe.

‘It’s time for a council of war,’ she declared. ‘We can’t just meander around, asking people what they think, chasing the fairytales that people tell their children. We need to find out more about what really happened here. Old Gargery was helpful last night. His lordship, on the other hand, clearly doesn’t think there’s much of a threat.’

Isobelle folded her hands in her lap, wishing they weren’t so cold. Some part of her was grateful that her friends were here to carry the load when she was tired. The rest of her was too numb to think properly.

Gwen finally came to join them at the table. The others had left the chair next to Isobelle’s free out of habit, and she was painfully aware of the other girl’s presence as she moved behind her, her skin prickling at Gwen’s nearness.

Gwen sank down into her chair, and then set down the cup of tea she’d been making so carefully, sliding it over until it rested in front of Isobelle.

In her surprise, Isobelle forgot herself, and looked up. Gwen’s green-eyed gaze was waiting for her once more, and though it was guarded, it wasn’t hostile. Then she looked away again.

Isobelle lifted the cup, taking a careful sip. It was loaded with cream and an exorbitant amount of honey, exactly as she liked.

The warmth of the tea spread inside her, thawing her insides.

Gwen had said they’d figure out what was happening here in Galanty-Uponne-the-Sea, and then she’d take Isobelle back to Darkhaven.

This didn’t feel quite like Gwen doing the absolute minimum required for her honour. This felt … like a gesture.

Isobelle took another tiny sip of the sweet tea, and let the warmth of it reach her limbs, along with a tiny, tiny flutter of hope.

Sylvie, not noticing the seismic upheavals happening inside Isobelle, was running through their intelligence by counting points off on her fingers. ‘There was a witch,’ she began. ‘A sorceress, as people called her. She controlled the local beasts, sent them mad, had them attack those who lived here. Perhaps she summoned actual monsters, though we don’t know that.’

‘Gwen literally just chopped one to bits,’ Jane protested.

‘We know there was a monster,’ Sylvie granted her. ‘We don’t know if it’s connected to the sorceress. We can’t assume anything. Except …’ She glanced at Tabitha. ‘Do you know if your mother … was she a witch, like you?’

Surprise flashed across Tabitha’s features as she looked from Sylvie to Isobelle to Gwen, and back. ‘I don’t know,’ she replied finally. ‘I was so young when she died, I barely remember her at all. My aunts never said anything, and my father had left long before that.’

Hilde got up and switched seats, so that she could sit next to Tabitha and reach out to take her hand. ‘Last night we spoke to Gargery and learned that it wasn’t just the sorceress the paladins dealt with … they took all the witches who lived here in Galanty-Uponne-the-Sea.’

Tabitha stared blankly at Hilde’s gentle face. ‘I don’t understand. Took how?’

‘Well …’ Hilde glanced over at the others. ‘We think they may have killed them. They were led away and never came back. So—’

‘So if my mother was a witch, she may not have been one of the sorceress’s victims at all. She might’ve been killed by the very men who were supposed to come here and protect her?’ Tabitha’s eyes burned with a sudden, intense fury. ‘What was it Lord Bingleton called them? The “shining paladins”?’

‘We’ll find out why, Tabitha,’ Sylvie cut in, her voice cool but firm. ‘We’ll find out what happened. Let’s focus on what we know.’

‘We know Bingleton’s spread the story that the sorceress had a lover,’ Orson said, picking up the list. ‘His lordship said he’s hiding out in the tower, trying to bring her back from the dead.’

 ‘Perhaps Lord Bingleton was closer to the truth than he knew,’ Tabitha suggested. ‘‘Perhaps her lover was real, and he has already raised her to attack the town that let the paladins murder her.’

‘A justifiable motive,’ Orson agreed, and Isobelle could have sworn she almost saw Gwen smile. It seemed Gwen was hopping on the same ship bound for a romance between Orson and Tabitha.

‘We’re speculating again,’ Sylvie pointed out, drawing all eyes back to her.

‘There is another thing we know,’ Hilde said, swallowing a healthy mouthful of porridge. ‘We know that somebody doesn’t want us poking around what happened here. Isobelle’s room was ransacked last night.’

Every pair of eyes around the table swivelled to Isobelle, who took a gulp of her sweet tea.

‘What did they want?’ asked Tabitha, her gaze intent. ‘Did they take anything, leave any clue?’

Maybe they wanted to ruin my life? If so, job well done.

Isobelle fought the need to look at Gwen, and instead made herself shrug. ‘They didn’t take anything. Not even my jewellery, which they left right out in the open.’

Sylvie leaned back in her chair, steepling her fingers. ‘It could be an attempt to drive us away, if they think we’re getting close to some truth they want to hide,’ she suggested. ‘We could go to the tower, but Bingleton has assured us there’s nothing there but an old ruin awaiting renovation. Doesn’t it seem more likely that one of the townsfolk is behind all this?’

‘We could leave.’

All eyes turned to Gwen, whose voice had cut through the chatter. She sat gazing towards the window, its thick glazing distorting the view beyond so that the grey sky and greyer sea melded into a single monochromatic ripple.

Isobelle’s heart sank. Gwen wanted to go back to Darkhaven, to relieve herself of Isobelle, to have the space she so clearly desired. Isobelle clung tightly to her teacup, praying it wouldn’t shatter in her hands.

‘You want to run away?’ Orson broke the silence, frowning at her.

‘From what?’ Gwen eyed him, her manner with him much easier than it had been the last few days. ‘From a town that doesn’t want us here, and a few people who find it difficult to speak about an old tragedy? We’ve killed their sea monster and sampled the town’s offerings for their tour-ists. I can give it my seal of approval, which is why we came. It seems someone wants us to leave, so why not go?’

No one spoke. Not one person in the little gathering seemed to know what reply to give to the idea that Gwen, of all people, wanted to run.

Gwen rose to her feet, dipping her hand into her pocket and drawing out a much-folded piece of paper. ‘I’ve had a letter.’

Isobelle’s throat tightened so abruptly she nearly choked on her tea. Was Gwen really about to share the gory details of what had happened the night before? But no, the letter from her parents was still on her dressing table, in her room, and this …

Gwen had continued speaking. ‘It was waiting outside my door this morning. It’s from Darkhaven’s master-at-arms, Master Grimshaw. Evidently, it has occurred to Lord Whimsitt that he sent us off to a fun, relaxing travel destination, and that we might accidentally be having a good time, which, obviously, is not to be borne. Grimshaw writes that we are to return within a week or he will send the castle guard to fetch us home.’

Isobelle’s headache was back. She rubbed at her temples and said quietly, ‘Is that why you want to go? To obey Whimsitt?’

Gwen tossed the letter down on the table’s surface. ‘Do I not have a good reason to do as he says? Or am I no longer needed to play knight to protect those under his power?’ She didn’t look at Isobelle as she spoke.

Sylvie and Hilde were watching them, eyes darting one way and then the other, as if they were spectators at a match of jeu de paume, watching the players hit the ball back and forth. Jane was watching her tea, a furrow in her brow.

Orson cleared his throat. ‘Let’s not be hasty. Leaving is an option – we can discuss it, certainly.’

 ‘Leaving may not be wise.’ Tabitha broke in before Isobelle could come up with something, anything, to say. ‘Whoever did this, if they are using magic, then leaving would make no difference. With enough determination, a witch can reach someone on the other side of an ocean if they wish to. Whatever magic is targeting you now … may follow you wherever you go.’

Her eyes slid towards Isobelle’s, meeting them with a quick intensity. Isobelle knew what she was really saying. The magic affecting Gwen – magic of which Gwen seemed unaware – would not stop if they left this town. And if they left, they’d have no way of finding out who was behind it, or why they had fixated upon Gwen and Isobelle.

‘Well, it’s not as if we can round up all the potential suspects and go through them one by one,’ Sylvie broke in, uncharacteristic exasperation colouring her ordinarily cool voice. ‘For one thing, it’s every single person in this town. Not to mention whatever evil may or may not be lurking up at the tower. For another, the paladins already did that a decade and a half ago, and look where it’s got us.’

Orson got to his feet, pacing first one way, then the other, coming to rest with his hand on the back of Sylvie’s chair. ‘You’re not wrong,’ he mused. ‘Nevertheless, we need some way to find out who’s doing this.’

Tabitha’s brow furrowed with concentration, her eyes distant. ‘There may be a way,’ she said slowly. ‘A spell.’

Orson sat back down, and Sylvie let out a long, barely audible sigh. But Isobelle leaned forward, too cautious to give in to hope, but unwilling to banish it either.

‘A spell to find out who’s behind this?’ she asked.

Tabitha nodded. ‘A modification of a spell that returns curses to their senders. I’ve never tried anything quite like it, but with some tweaking I think I could design it so that the sender reveals themselves to us, instead.’

Gwen straightened, losing that distant look and finally taking her eyes from the window. ‘How, exactly? They start glowing or their image appears in a crystal ball or something?’ Despite her scepticism, she was as eager to cling to a shred of hope as Isobelle.

Tabitha’s cheek twitched, but her expression was surprisingly fond. ‘Nothing so ridiculous. Magic is unpredictable – like water, it tends to choose the path of least resistance. It might simply sharpen our intuition or reveal a vital clue. It might cause the original caster to make a critical mistake.’

‘But all that could just be coincidence,’ Gwen protested. ‘How can you prove someone making a mistake or having a flash of inspiration is down to a spell?’

‘How can you prove it isn’t?’ Tabitha shot back.

Isobelle prised her fingers loose from her teacup and grasped the edges of the table, her thawing insides finally coming back to life. ‘How soon can we do it? What do you need?’

Tabitha considered the question, clearly doing mental calculations. ‘I think I can gather everything I need by tonight. We should do it outside of town, under the trees, where the energy is calmer. But I will also need you both, Isobelle and Gwen.’

Gwen’s eyebrows rose. ‘You … you want us to be a part of your spell? What on earth for? How could we possibly help?’

Tabitha had the enviable skill of remaining imperturbable in the face of criticism and doubt. She merely smiled a little, dipping her finger in a spot of spilled tea and tracing it in a circle on the tabletop. ‘Because I need something of the original caster’s to target the spell, and you …’ There she paused, caught short, and glanced swiftly at Isobelle.

Isobelle’s mind had, grudgingly, begun to work once more. For the first time in what felt like days, she plunged into the conversation and found the right words waiting for her.

‘Because we’re the ones who stirred all this up,’ she finished for Tabitha. ‘This caster is fixated on us now, just look at what happened to my room.’

And because you, Gwen, are under their spell.

Almost as if Gwen could read her mind, the other girl hesitated, watching Isobelle with furrowed brow. Then her expression cleared. ‘You’re the expert. We’ll do what we can to help.’

 ‘In the meantime, I’ll go see if I can wring any further information out of Bingleton,’ said Orson, swallowing his last mouthful of breakfast and letting the spoon drop back into the bowl with a clatter. ‘He knows more than he’s telling us.’

‘And we’ll go finish cleaning up Isobelle’s room,’ said Hilde, nodding to Jane and Sylvie. ‘There might be a clue you missed, with all the …’ She glanced between Isobelle and Gwen. ‘All the discussion last night.’

Gwen’s face, which had been ghost-pale all morning, took on a hint of rosy colour as she realised that the entire party had no doubt heard their raised voices and emotional upheaval. ‘I’ll … I’ll go finish my sword. I might need it when we find out who’s behind this.’

Hastily, she rose. She paused by Isobelle’s chair, steps uncharacteristically clumsy, as though one foot wanted to keep walking and the other was glued to the floor. She half raised a hand, and though Isobelle’s face turned towards her, Gwen’s eyes fixed on Isobelle’s shoulder rather than meeting her gaze.

She hesitated there – the others were silent, tense. Isobelle caught Jane and Hilde exchanging a glance, and Sylvie’s shrewd stare never wavered. They were all watching.

Gwen muttered something profane under her breath, dropped her hand and fled.

Still, Isobelle felt a strange lightness in her chest as the others all swooped into action, breaking into individual conversations punctuated by the scraping of chairs as they all stood and began to gather up their dishes.

They had a plan. A next step. And Gwen was still here, though she was angry and hurt. Neither of them had given up.

Absently, Isobelle slid her untouched bowl of porridge close again and reached for her spoon.

Tonight, there would be magic.
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Reader, it occurs to me that you may have been wondering: where has Olivia been all this time?

Isobelle’s maid, a young woman with an inexplicably wide array of skills – the very woman who taught her wayward charge how to rappel down from her balcony in case of emergency – is never far from her lady’s side.

To come at the point another way: if you have not been wondering where Olivia has been all this time, perhaps you ought to have. That business about taking leave for a ‘family matter’ back on page 36 seemed a bit thin, even if Isobelle was too polite to press for details.

Let us visit Olivia now.

Here she is, seated at a desk piled high with correspondence and liberally decorated with half-finished cups of tea. It is difficult to make out her exact location – no window is visible, and there is no hint of her locale in the plain furnishings we can see.

Through a complex network of forwarding arrangements, Isobelle’s letter has just reached her, and we are present as a young man hands it to her with a deferential nod. She recognises the handwriting immediately, lips curving into a smile as she breaks the seal. Her fondness is unmistakable.

But watch, now, as she starts to read. Her face freezes, her lips parting with a quick intake of breath. Watch as her eyes flicker back and forth over the lines, desperately hoping the contents will change.

Watch as she launches herself from her chair, grabbing a rucksack that always sits in the corner, ready to go at a moment’s notice. Watch as she slings her go-bag over her shoulder.

We’ve seen Olivia in a number of difficult situations thus far. We’ve seen her protecting her lady as she undertook a most unwise gambit with a village girl of no particular distinction. We’ve seen her single-handedly taking out a room full of guards to effect a prison break. We’ve seen her talking her lady out of despair, making plans to escape a castle, and maintaining Isobelle’s highly complex wardrobe while doing it. We’ve seen her facing down a dragon.

But we’ve never seen her look … frightened.

Watch, now, as without a backward glance, Olivia turns for the door and begins to run.
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 Something just scared her once

The waxing crescent moon shone down against the canopy of the forest, carving silver-edged knives out of bare branches and taloned claws from the few remaining browned leaves. Gwen ran a hand along the edge of her cloak, drawing it closer about her shoulders, and tried not to shiver.

There was a difference, she thought, between summer moons and winter moons. One particular summer moon lingered vividly in her mind. It had beckoned them onward the night she and Isobelle had crept out to the old lightning-touched oak near Ellsdale and hid under the shelter of a blackberry briar to watch the witches gather.

The moon then had been soft and full, flirting with the racing clouds and bathing the landscape in generous light.

This moon was sharp and cold, as remote as some cruel, indifferent goddess. The points of each thin horn stabbed through the night sky, just bright enough that the dark of the moon seemed a trick of the eye, visible only if she looked away.

This moon had teeth.

Isobelle stood murmuring praise and comfort into Princess Buttercup’s pricked ears. They were in a puddle of moonlight, the mare’s neck arched prettily as she bent her head to listen to her mistress’s voice, shifting her weight from hoof to hoof as if to say, I’m still uneasy, don’t stop what you’re doing.

Achilles bent his head and thrust his whiskery nose against Gwen’s shoulder hard enough to stagger her a pace. She eyed him askance and whispered, ‘Don’t you dare. If you start acting like that spoiled creature, I’ll disown you.’

Achilles grumbled and turned his head to lip, without much hope, at some frost-wilted shrubbery.

‘Quit making fun of my horse,’ said Isobelle, raising her voice enough for Gwen to hear her. ‘She’s not a bad horse. Something just scared her once, that’s all.’

Gwen’s throat tightened, and she turned to check the straps on her chainmail, the buckle of her sword belt. Had she really sunk so low as to be jealous of a horse?

Get a grip on yourself, she told herself firmly.

She could count on her fingers the number of times she and Isobelle had spoken to each other since the morning. The most notable was when preparing to depart for the forest, and Tabitha’s ritual, and they’d both emerged from their rooms at the same time.

Isobelle had stepped out wearing a most spectacular gown, expertly tailored and slit to allow for riding, but no less stunning than what she would wear to a ball. A deep, midnight indigo, embroidered with silver thread that winked and twinkled in the meagre light, tailored tightly around the bodice and featuring a neckline that Gwen would’ve baulked at, if she’d been asked to wear it.

She found she did not mind the neckline so very much, however, seeing Isobelle in it.

Isobelle had topped off her look with a delicate waterfall braid that pulled all her golden hair onto one side and let it ripple down with wavy abandon, and over it all, a diaphanous hooded cloak of silk, meticulously dyed the same subtle variety of hues as the via lactea in its scattered, milky band across the heavens.

Gwen had emerged wearing her comfiest, hole-iest trousers and her chainmail.

They’d paused in the hallway of the inn, staring at one another in mutual astonishment, and blurted in unison, ‘Is that what you’re wearing?’

For a heartbeat, Gwen had forgotten her anger and hurt, and had just been a girl absolutely dazzled by the one she loved. For that moment, she’d felt all right. Then she’d remembered and turned away.

Now, as Gwen unbuckled and rebuckled her sword belt to give her hands a task, she eyed Isobelle somewhat enviously. She could not help but imagine how that silk would feel if she dared reach out to touch her.

She hated it – hated that wanting Isobelle now felt like pain.

A twig snapped nearby and Gwen derailed her thoughts with ruthless efficiency, her hand going to the hilt of her new sword.

Tabitha emerged from the shadows. She had taken no special pains with her own appearance – Gwen assumed spell-casting was as matter-of-fact to her as going fishing or brushing her hair – but her eyes were intent.

‘Everything is ready,’ she said quietly. ‘Follow me.’

They left the horses, Buttercup tied firmly to a sturdy tree – even Isobelle would not leave that creature untethered – and Achilles lording his freedom over the mare. The light of the fire Tabitha had lit became visible at once through the trees, and beckoned them towards a clearing where the components of the spell had been laid out.

Moonlight filtered down through a bare spot in the canopy left by the falling of an old oak. Its moss-covered trunk formed a waist-high table, upon which were a few tallow candles, a cloudy glass jar with some sprigs of spiky green inside, and a cork set beside it. There were some stones, an oil bottle, and a shallow bowl formed from a large abalone shell. The silvery light of the moon sparkled on the water inside and coaxed rainbow highlights from the interior of the shell.

 ‘This kind of work is mostly about intention,’ Tabitha said, watching them as they took in the items she’d laid out. ‘There is a physical aspect, though, and I’ve done my best to modify that part. Usually you’d use agrimony to reverse a spell. We don’t want to return this curse to its sender, though – we want to locate its sender, so I’m using rosemary instead, for clarity.’

Isobelle nodded enthusiastically, eyes shining – she looked like she’d been invited from the audience to join the players onstage, and couldn’t believe her luck.

‘Your written intention goes into the spell jar,’ Tabitha continued, producing a scrap of parchment from her pocket and folding it, either not noticing or ignoring the way Isobelle craned her neck to try to see what it said. ‘If all goes well, the water in the abalone shell will be ready to add to the jar at the end, and then we’ll have our spell.’

Tabitha folded the note again and pushed it through the mouth of the jar. Then she directed Gwen and Isobelle each to stand on a specific spot, so that when she took up her place by the fallen tree, they formed an equal-sided triangle. At its centre, she had cleared the leaves in order to draw some sort of symbol in the dirt.

Tabitha continued, explaining the next steps of the spell. Gwen listened with only part of her attention, the rest fixed upon their surroundings.

As convenient as it would be to be able to wave a magic wand and offer up prayers to some goddess of witchcraft to grant them the exact piece of information they needed, Gwen was not convinced. She’d yet to see any real proof that magic existed at all, though Gargery’s tales of the old sorceress’s powers had been chilling, and the behaviour of the townsfolk was … odd. And there was that strange business with the sword that had moved by itself.

But the girls had not been quiet that morning as they discussed their plans for tonight, and both Rosamund the innkeeper and one of her staff had been in and out, refreshing the pot of porridge and bringing new hot water for tea. In a small town like this, word would spread. Gwen had no doubt that every person within five miles now knew they were planning on using magic to determine the identity of the troublemaker in Galanty-Uponne-the-Sea.

And while Gwen didn’t believe in magic, these people did. And it’d be a foolish villain indeed who didn’t intervene if they believed their dastardly plans were about to be exposed. The spell might very well reveal their enemy to them – just not in the way Tabitha and Isobelle expected.

There was a reason Gwen had dressed for action.

‘Gwen, are you listening?’ Tabitha’s voice sharpened.

Gwen blinked and let go of the hilt of her sword. ‘Yes. Er, no. What?’

Both of the other girls were looking at her. Isobelle’s eyes were bright, her body practically quivering with excitement. Though her face was still a little paler than usual and there were still shadows under her eyes from a night as sleepless as Gwen’s had been, she was all delight at getting to take part in a magical ritual. Tabitha’s eyes were troubled, her expression difficult to read in the meagre light.

‘I was about to discuss the most important part of this working,’ Tabitha said. ‘As I mentioned before, magic can work in unpredictable ways. The best way I know to guide it towards what you actually want is by blocking off any other avenues it might take, like damming the branches of a creek to fill a specific pool. This is a truth spell, at its core. It seeks out deception.’

Gwen felt a flicker of uneasiness. ‘What are you getting at?’

Tabitha glanced between her and Isobelle. ‘We cannot have any secrets between us,’ she said softly. ‘Nor the two of you, with each other. The spell may become confused or divided, seeking out deception here instead of the deception we want to expose. Is there anything between you that either of you have been concealing?’

Isobelle’s delight vanished. Her smile remained in place, but her eyes hardened, and her body stiffened. Gwen wondered if she was thinking about the letter she’d been concealing, and Gwen’s throat tightened. Until a new thought occurred to Gwen, one far worse: what else could Isobelle be hiding from her?

Gwen swallowed the lump in her throat. ‘Well, is there?’

Isobelle looked back at her, shuttering her expression tighter. ‘You tell me.’

Gwen recoiled and turned her head away. Her thoughts swarmed with memories of the dragon, and of the instant its mesmeric gaze had swallowed her and she’d chosen to let herself fall into its abyss. Of that moment of cowardice that was hers alone.

‘We’re good,’ she heard herself say to Tabitha, as if from a long distance. ‘Let’s do the thing.’

Tabitha hesitated, shrugged, and began.

She lit the candles. She touched droplets from the abalone bowl of water to their foreheads. She gave them each a stone, smooth on one side and jagged with crystals on the other, to hold in their palms. She sprinkled hot ash from the fire over their hair.

‘Close your eyes,’ Tabitha told them, as she resumed her place by the fallen tree. ‘And speak with me.’

She began to chant. It was no language Gwen recognised, and though she was hardly an expert in linguistics, she got the feeling it was no language anyone else would have recognised either. Gwen heard Isobelle join in, falteringly at first, until she began to get used to the strange sounds. It took Gwen longer, but eventually the unfamiliar syllables became easier to speak, without having to concentrate so very much.

At first Gwen felt merely irritated – how was she meant to stay on guard for an intruder when she was chanting nonsense with her eyes closed? And then, as the time stretched on, her irritation transmuted into an almost unbearable restlessness. She cracked her eyes open, glancing at the surrounding woods, at Tabitha, and – lingering a little too long – at Isobelle. Her hand itched to touch her sword, but she had a damn crystal in her hand instead. She knew at any moment she would have to move, or else scream from frustration.

Nothing was happening. But, of course, that was to be expected. What good could chanting nonsense in the woods do?

God, I wish I had told Isobelle what the dragon did to me, the instant she ran to my side that night.

The thought came unbidden, and with it a rush of grief that nearly staggered Gwen. All this time and effort spent trying to hide how it had violated her soul, hide it from the girl she loved, the only person who really knew Gwen, really saw Gwen … all she had to do was tell her.

Her lips were still forming Tabitha’s chant, her voice still pouring forth sound.

A chill ran through Gwen, taking the place of that sudden, strange wave of emotion. What was it Tabitha had said?

This spell may seek out deception here …

A change had been spreading through Gwen’s thoughts as she chanted. Her mind had been narrowing, focusing, drawing inward to the core of her. Now, as their voices rose higher, the words tumbling faster, her body began to sense a shift, too.

A heat, a tingling, like the first wave of sensation through a half-frozen limb warming by a fire. A quivering, golden light, as of sunlight reflecting off a thousand shivering aspen leaves – and yet Gwen’s eyes were closed. She could see the light anyway, feel the source of the warmth.

Magic, her mind said wildly, too lost in the rhythm of the chanting to find any thread of scepticism to hold on to.

The feeling had a direction, a specific location in the space to Gwen’s left. The sensation was as visceral as the instinct that told her, in a fight, where her enemy was without having to look. Only this time, that instinct told her who the source of the sensation was.

The energy was coming from Isobelle.

A cry split the chanting, and a heavy, crashing thud. Gwen wrenched her eyes open and looked first at Isobelle, who was looking back at her, eyes wide and luminous, but as startled as Gwen was.

It was Tabitha who had interrupted the ritual, having staggered back against her makeshift altar and knocked over several of the objects on it, including two of the candles. Gwen hurried forward and stamped out their flames, before taking a closer look at Tabitha. Her own heart was pounding, and it felt like she had just woken from the most impossibly beautiful dream. She blinked hard and forced herself to focus.

‘It’s not working,’ Tabitha gasped, looking as dazed as Gwen felt. ‘It wants to work, but … there’s a blockage in the way. A secret still. One of you is hiding something.’

Gwen looked at Isobelle. Isobelle looked at Gwen. Between the moonlight above and the fire at Isobelle’s back, her expression was impossible to read.

‘Please excuse us a moment,’ Isobelle said to Tabitha, tilting her head to summon Gwen off to one side. Her manner was as polite and gracious as ever – her voice was shaking as though her entire world had upended itself.

They went some distance, until the campfire was nothing more than a dim orange glow, and Tabitha was out of earshot.

‘Did you feel that?’ Isobelle asked, the question bursting from her, her eyes burning with excitement.

Gwen shivered. ‘I don’t know,’ she said slowly. ‘How can I know what’s my own mind, and what’s … something else?’

Isobelle made an impatient sound in her throat. ‘Because I felt it too, that’s how.’ She drew a quaking breath. ‘All right, spill. What are you still hiding?’

Gwen took a step back, astonishment and defensiveness mingling into outrage. ‘Me? Why do you think I’m the one hiding things? You’re the one who had that letter from your parents all this time—’

 ‘But you know about that now!’ hissed Isobelle. ‘It isn’t secret anymore. It has to be to do with your nightmares, doesn’t it? You never talk about them, you never explain what happened between you and the dragon in that moment it held you paralysed – what about it haunts you still.’

‘What could that have to do with any of this?’ Gwen retorted, even as fear clenched tightly around her heart. God help her, but Isobelle was too smart.

No, she just knows you. Sees you.

‘Gwen—’

‘You’ve been looking at me strangely ever since we arrived in this wretched town,’ Gwen blurted quickly. ‘I thought it was the letter, but if anything, today you’re only treating me even more oddly—’

‘Because you said you’d take me back to Darkhaven and then leave!’ Isobelle had forgotten to keep her voice down, and the last word rang through the trees like the wailing of a frightened child.

Gwen stood, panting and staring, hearing her own words thrown back at her. There were tears in Isobelle’s eyes. Abruptly, Gwen’s own fears scattered, and she exhaled a ragged breath. ‘God, Isobelle, I didn’t mean it. I’m sorry.’

Isobelle’s tears spilled over and glinted on her cheeks. ‘Really?’

Gwen reached out, and Isobelle moved instantly into her arms. Gwen tightened her hold until Isobelle’s pent breath went out in a soft whoosh.

 ‘There is nothing,’ whispered Gwen, ‘nothing that you could do or say that would stop me from … from …’

From loving you, she tried to say. The words wouldn’t come, but they ricocheted around inside her body like captive birds trying to escape a cage. She focused on the sensation of her own fingers tracing gentle patterns against Isobelle’s shoulder blades. The silk cloak did feel glorious.

And yet a part of Gwen pulled back. Ordered her to stay wary. For if Isobelle withheld a truth as earth-shattering as that letter from her parents because of Gwen’s nightmares … how might she react if she knew what those nightmares were really about?

If she knew that the dragon had broken something in Gwen forever?

Isobelle had pulled away enough to look up at her. Less than two inches separated them in height, but she had a way of gazing up at her that could melt every bone in Gwen’s body. ‘You did mean it, at the time,’ she whispered.

Gwen’s heart ached. She had meant it. A part of her still meant it. That part of her wanted to push Isobelle away, hold her at arm’s length, make sure she wouldn’t see the fears tangling inside her like the overgrown roots of a dying tree.

But a much larger part of her could not bear to see Isobelle in such distress.

‘I was mad at you,’ Gwen muttered. ‘I don’t really know how to be mad at you yet, I haven’t had much practice. It’s like trying to be mad at the sun.’

Isobelle let out an odd, inelegant sound halfway between a snort and a gasp for breath. ‘What a thing to say.’

‘We’ll get better at it.’

Isobelle’s brow furrowed. ‘Better at being mad at each other?’ she asked sceptically.

Gwen traced her fingertips along the lock of hair that waved down Isobelle’s temple. ‘Well … yes, I suppose. Among other things.’

Isobelle flashed her a tremulous smile, her gaze travelling down Gwen’s face, slowly, lingeringly, as if making up for the last day, during which neither of them had looked at each other very much at all.

And even then, there was still a shadow in her eyes.

They could pretend all was well again. But it wasn’t.

Isobelle’s smile faded as her gaze lifted. ‘Gwen … you weren’t wrong. You said I’ve been looking at you strangely, and … there’s a reason. Do you remember that sachet we found in your pocket?’

Gwen blinked at her, trying to think her way through this total non sequitur; her mind suddenly felt like it was swimming through thickened honey. ‘At the welcome banquet? Kind of. Why?’

‘Well, I—’

She got no further. A desperate, terrified scream rent the quiet of the forest.

Gwen and Isobelle stared at each other, eyes wide with sudden horror and surmise – and then the scream came again, this time horribly cut off mid-cry.

Gwen let go of Isobelle and took off through the forest, calling back over her shoulder for Isobelle to follow. She could no longer see the orange glow of the fire, but she remembered which direction they’d come and recognised the trees she passed. Her sword was in her hand, its weight not quite right, different from her other sword, but ready.

She burst into the clearing. The fire had been kicked apart and half smothered with dirt, and was now smoking and hissing, sending feeble gasps of smoke up towards the moon overhead. The objects on the altar had been scattered, the sigil in the dirt smeared out of existence.

Isobelle was close on Gwen’s heels, and stopped abruptly as she saw the chaos. ‘Where is Tabitha?’ she whispered urgently.

Gwen swore, slamming her sword back into its sheath, heart sickening. She’d been so focused on Isobelle, on the idea that their unknown enemy would come for her or Gwen, that she hadn’t realised who needed her protection most that night.

If someone believed that magic might hinder their plans … why target Isobelle or Gwen, when they could target the only living witch within ten miles of Galanty-Uponne-the-Sea?

Tabitha was gone.
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 All splayed out in ghastly splendour

Gwen was ranging around the clearing like a hunting dog questing for a scent. Isobelle desperately wanted to be useful, but couldn’t think of a way to contribute, beyond staying out of her champion’s way.

‘They’ve taken her,’ Gwen muttered. ‘I should have seen it coming.’

‘Who did this?’ Isobelle asked, gazing at the wreckage of their ritual. Too many thoughts and feelings were cantering around her head, entirely out of control – the relief of feeling Gwen’s arms around her again mingled with the guilt and worry that her embrace had done nothing to dispel, the frozen horror of hearing Tabitha’s screams. It all tangled together and rendered her useless.

‘Whoever we were trying to find,’ Gwen replied. ‘They couldn’t let her succeed. There must be a trail somewhere, she would have fought them, her feet should have scuffed … here!’

Gwen was off like a shot, with Isobelle scurrying behind her, trying not to audibly wheeze. Maybe silk and careful coiffures were a bad call for tonight, after all.

‘We’ll have to come back for the horses,’ Gwen called over her shoulder, keeping her voice low. ‘We can’t ride and follow a trail, and they can’t have carried her far.’

The dark of the woods, which had seemed so thrilling and mysterious to Isobelle such a short time before, was now full of danger – undergrowth grabbed at her dress and cloak, branches hung down to catch at her hair, roots rose beneath her feet to trip her. An owl screeched somewhere – a bloodthirsty, hunting sound.

She tried desperately to cling to the last dregs of that incredible golden glow she’d felt during the ritual, and wrap it around her as a shield. It had felt like the first time she’d tried hot chocolate. It had felt like her first kiss with Gwen – the absolute rightness of it, the knowledge that she was just where she was meant to be. Had that really been a spell going wrong? It had felt so … right.

It had felt like magic.

‘Shit,’ said Gwen up ahead, and Isobelle grabbed at the rough trunk of a tree to stop herself crashing into the other girl’s back. Looking up, she saw the tower itself rising to block out the stars. Her breathing shallowed, as if some great hand was squeezing her ribs, and she felt her heart speed up like a frightened rabbit’s.

‘You think they took her …?’

Gwen stepped forward, glancing up at the branches blocking the moonlight in irritation, then grabbing hold of the nearest tree, hauling herself up into its fork to get a view of the ground from above.

‘No,’ she said suddenly, jumping down to land squarely on her feet. ‘They headed towards the tower, but they doubled back again. Maybe it was supposed to be a false trail, make us think the tower was the final destination. The trail heads up here, through the trees.’

Despite her many recent nights in forests on their travels, Isobelle was still in no position to tell one tree from another, let alone follow a trail. As Gwen set off at another blasted jog, Isobelle clung to the last shreds of her golden glow. The warmth of it (the glow, not the jog, though that was causing some perspiration on Isobelle’s part) kept alive a flicker of hope.

And then the trees petered out and the two of them reached a moonlit clearing. In its centre, quiet and unobtrusive, was a cottage.

The cottage itself was in good shape, though the fence around the garden had tumbled down near the gate, vines growing over the fallen stones. There was a stillness about the place, as if it were sleeping, and Isobelle found herself treading lightly as she and Gwen walked forward together. Nobody lived here anymore.

Wordlessly, Gwen pointed to a scuff mark in the dirt at the gate, which had swung open long ago and probably rusted that way. Someone’s foot had dragged there, and not long before. The knight kept her hand on her sword’s hilt as they made their way into the garden.

Tangles of herbs and flowers tumbled over one another, reaching out onto the path to brush against Isobelle’s skirts. The crisp night air was scented by earth and green, and she saw tiny moths fluttering around huge white flowers that had all their petals open, as if it were the middle of the day, pointing their faces up towards the moon.

At the end of the path was the silent shape of the cottage itself, its wooden door slightly ajar. Isobelle stopped at the door, cocking her head, and closing her eyes to focus all her energy on listening. There was no noise on the other side, no sign anyone was within. She glanced over her shoulder, and at Gwen’s nod, slowly pushed the door open.

Inside, the cottage was lit only by moonlight. It was all one room, and it was clear that it was empty. Tabitha’s kidnappers might have brought her here, but they had already left.

Shelves lined the walls of the place, stuffed with jars and bottles. Isobelle stepped closer to inspect one, then abruptly stepped back as she caught a glimpse of some long-dead animal floating in cloudy liquid. Bunches of dried herbs hung from the rafters, but when she reached up to touch one, the leaves crumbled to dust.

On the far side of the room was a bed, covers crumpled, as if their owner had risen one day and simply walked out the door, meaning to return and straighten them later. And to the right was a long workbench, covered in books and dust.

‘They can’t have been here more than a few minutes,’ Gwen muttered. ‘We must have been close behind them. Why bring her here at all?’

Isobelle walked over to the workbench, drawn by an urge she couldn’t explain. There were more books here than she’d ever have expected to find in a humble country cottage. How had whoever lived here come by them? How had they afforded them?

She ran her eye over the titles. On The Naturale Worlde, read one. On Anatomie, read another. Carefully she slid a finger under the cover and the first few pages, easing it open. Inside was a dreadfully detailed diagram of a frog, all splayed out in ghastly splendour.

Isobelle squeaked, jumping back and flipping the book closed. She was quite certain that nobody was ever meant to see anything’s insides to such a degree, and if those sorts of things were lurking inside her, then she simply didn’t want to know.

Under any other circumstances she’d have absolutely relished the atmospheric adventure of exploring such a place, but tonight …

‘This is a witch’s cottage,’ she said, looking back over her shoulder to Gwen. Then, reflecting on the dead creatures in jars, on the books, ‘The sorceress’s, perhaps. But you’re right – why would they bring Tabitha here? The only way it makes sense …’

‘Is if they had some sort of connection to the sorceress,’ Gwen said.

The rest of it hung between them, unspoken: could Bingleton’s ridiculous stories have hit upon some version of the truth? Had the sorceress returned? Or was her lover out there, trying to resurrect her? Why else come to such a place?

By silent accord, they both began to move around the cottage carefully, touching little, but inspecting everything. A sudden sound made Isobelle startle and spin around – Gwen had found flint and was striking it to light a taper. She lifted it to a pair of candles in turn, and though each took a long time to catch, eventually their wicks surrendered to the little flame.

Isobelle walked over to claim one, and when she returned to her careful study of the room, the light made all the difference. One book stood out from the rest immediately – now she could see there was no dust on its cover, the leather gleaming in the candlelight. Also gleaming was the gold title on the front, in a particularly ornate script – no expense had been spared on the trailing bits or curlicues: On Necromancie.

Isobelle exhaled sharply and nearly dropped her candle. The flame quivering as her hand shook, she opened the book to where a thick ribbon lay between the pages as a bookmark, and began to read. As she made her way through the two pages that now lay open – holding the last of her golden glow tightly against her, wrapping it around her heart to keep the darkness of this book at bay – she read snatches aloud to Gwen. ‘… the passage of time is no barrier to a resurrection, save in that a vessel of connection will be more difficult to find.’

And then, a moment later: ‘To raise the lost, the scales must be balanced – one must be given, for the one who is returned.’ And then: ‘If the body is no more, the body of the vessel will be inhabited, and in some cases transformed.’

She could hear that Gwen had stopped moving, as she finished. ‘The vessel must have some connection to the lost – the greater the connection, the better the chance of a return.’ Isobelle lowered her candle, mouth dry as she tried to swallow. ‘Do you think Tabitha being a witch would be enough of a connection?’

‘I think their connection was more than that,’ Gwen said, a note in her voice that made Isobelle turn.

At first, she couldn’t see what Gwen was holding. Then, she couldn’t understand why she was holding it. It was a child’s toy made of twisted wood – an old, thick vine stem, maybe. It was fastened to a short plank at each end, and in between it twisted and dipped and rose in loops and twirls, a couple of beads strung along it.

Isobelle had had one like it when she was small – the idea was for the child to push the bead along the length of the vine, hopefully taking quite a bit of time and concentration, during which they couldn’t get up to much trouble. Isobelle had found the whole circuitous process extremely aggravating, rather like court politics.

Then Gwen changed the angle of the thing, and Isobelle saw not random shapes but a word, in a looping, cursive script.

Tabitha.

Her brow furrowed. ‘I don’t …?’

‘Tabitha was a child here,’ Gwen said quietly.

Isobelle’s eyes widened. ‘But that would mean the witch who was her mother …’

‘Was the sorceress,’ Gwen replied, setting the toy down.

Isobelle’s breath escaped her in a gasp. ‘Oh, Tabitha! Do you think she knew?’

‘She thinks her mother was one of the sorceress’s victims,’ Gwen replied. ‘Or, at best, one of the witches rounded up by the paladins.’ She shook her head slowly. ‘I thought someone grabbed her to silence her, to stop her from outing whatever they’re doing here. But it’s worse.’

‘They want to use her as a vessel,’ Isobelle whispered. ‘To bring her mother back. Gwen, we have to save her!’

‘We will,’ Gwen replied, pushing to her feet. ‘Since Tabitha and her abductor aren’t here, they must have gone somewhere else – the tower? We’ll go get the horses and make for …’

But though Gwen turned for the door, Isobelle remained where she was. Resolve rose, firming within her. The fear was still there, absolutely – her stomach was in knots and the hand holding the candle was shaking, sending shadows scurrying across the walls. But at her core, there was a new certainty.

Tabitha had tried to help them. Now Tabitha was a prisoner, and they were the only ones who knew. Whatever came, they would face it. It was their only choice.

She gazed at the way the candle flame flickered over the woven quilt hung on the wall, and willed herself to think of a plan.

‘I don’t think we should storm the tower,’ she said, trying to steady the candle. ‘Towers like that are designed for defence, and …’

‘I don’t disagree,’ Gwen replied, pausing in the doorway. ‘But we’re short on options.’

The warm place within Isobelle, the golden glow that wrapped around her heart, seemed to be spreading out to warm her limbs, and she firmed her grip on the candle. Shadows danced over that wall covering, drawing her eye again.

They were moving a little too much. Why?

Because the candle’s flame wasn’t the only thing moving. The quilt stirred as well, as though a faint breeze were behind it.

Gwen said nothing as Isobelle stepped forward to pull aside the tapestry from where it covered the wall. Behind it were a series of wooden panels.

She tapped on the first one. There was a heavy thunk. She moved to the next, and tapped it. Thunk. She tried the third.

Her tap echoed with a hollow sound.

‘You cannot be serious,’ Gwen muttered, as Isobelle bent down, holding her candle to the wooden panel to inspect it. It was the work of a moment to find the small imperfection in the carving around its edge, where a hint of a breeze was coming in. Carefully, she pressed on it.

The secret door opened soundlessly on its hinges, swinging inward to reveal a dark passage beyond, and steps leading down. Isobelle looked back at Gwen with deep satisfaction and permitted herself to raise one eyebrow.

‘How do you just believe things into happening?’ Gwen asked helplessly.

Isobelle smiled, holding tight to the golden certainty in her core, and absolutely ignoring the quivering part of her that wanted to go straight back to the tavern, jump into bed, and pull the covers up over her head. ‘Come on,’ she said. ‘No time to waste.’
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 The sort of thing that will make an awfully good story one day

Earthen steps led down into a passage of stone, soil and tree roots. And, concerningly, occasional patches of faint moonlight. Gwen went slowly, as slowly as she dared with Isobelle tense on her heels, testing the ceiling here, choosing different footing there. If this had once been a full tunnel, fifteen years of the harsh seaside winds had partially unearthed it.

Or else it had once been a path that the ground had nearly finished swallowing.

Isobelle, behind her, carried the lantern they’d found inside the passage. Its juddering, leaping flame scattered Gwen’s shadow before her, creating monsters behind every root and stone. Gwen had drawn her sword before stepping into the earth.

She wished it were her sword.

Gwen swallowed hard and whispered, ‘No sudden moves, okay? We don’t know what we’ll find at the end of this tunnel.’

Gradually the patches of moonlight vanished. The tunnel sloped downward and came to a sudden stop at a wooden door.

Isobelle held up a finger, and Gwen waited while she silently stripped off that gorgeous silk cloak and laid it in a neat bundle on the dirt floor. She tied her hair into a knot. The slit skirts, she bound round her ankles.

At the edges of the lantern’s light, the indigo fabric of her dress blended perfectly with the tunnel.

Gwen watched, forgetting her concerns about the door, forgetting the pit of mingled fear and hurt in her belly, utterly bewitched by Isobelle’s transformation. Ethereal goddess of moonlight one moment, and becoming one with the shadows the next. Gwen bit her lip.

Isobelle glanced at her and frowned. ‘What?’ she asked suspiciously, chin lifting in preparation to raise defences.

‘I wasn’t laughing at you,’ Gwen said quickly, heart doing a painful manoeuvre in her chest. ‘I just … you … I …’ Her throat closed, leaving her floundering and only slightly capable of breathing. She could hear in her mind the words she wanted to say, but couldn’t make her lips form them.

Isobelle’s face grew grave and intent, unable to hide the swell of concern as she watched Gwen scrambling for words. ‘We need to learn who’s behind this door. I’m ready if you are.’

Gwen tried to get herself under control. ‘Yes. Right. Eyes on me …’ She began to mime a countdown, her hand curling around the handle. Isobelle met her eyes, and when they nodded in unison, Gwen opened the door.

Beyond the doorway was a shadowy, narrow staircase that spiralled down into darkness. Each step was formed by a thick slab of rock hammered into the vertical shaft.

Together, Gwen and Isobelle knelt by the hole. Isobelle stretched her arm down as far as she could with the lantern, then drew the light back.

Her eyes slid towards Gwen’s, and they looked at each other for a long moment, for once wearing twin expressions of absolute nope.

Then Isobelle gave herself a little shake. ‘Well, it’s the sort of thing that will make an awfully good story one day. I don’t think I could stand not knowing what’s at the bottom.’

Gwen groaned. ‘Are you sure? I could very happily live out the rest of my days never finding out.’

Isobelle turned to muffle her soft laugh against Gwen’s chainmail. ‘You don’t fool me.’

Gwen reached down and tested a stone rung of the spiral stair with her hand. It seemed firmly wedged, but her attempt dislodged a very tiny, very quiet waterfall of dust that pattered down into the shaft. It went on pattering for an excessively long time.

Gwen glanced at Isobelle again. ‘Let’s go find Tabitha.’

The stair proved to be far less treacherous than it seemed. The shaft was missing a few stones, but those that remained were all firm and steady, and they reached the bottom without mishap. They came to a door, its metal latch rusted but twisted as if from an old blow – the warping meant it was possible to simply lean against the door to pull the latch from the frame.

Isobelle, her eyes round in the lantern’s light, whispered, ‘It’s a dungeon.’

And it was. A long corridor opened in front of them, with cells lining either side. The single source of light from the lantern did horrible things to the shadows clustered around each metal-grilled opening.

They moved slowly down the length of the hallway. Gwen had the strangest feeling she shouldn’t peer into the shadowy cells, as though she might catch a glimpse of some ancient, nameless ghost huddled in a recess. The corridor opened out ahead into an intersection of hallways, one of which curved into a stair leading upward. The stonework smoothed out – they had to be under the tower.

Gwen halted, lifting a hand. Isobelle responded instantly, drawing back against the wall. Ears straining, she waited until the sound came again – a soft, distant scraping, coming closer. Without a word, Isobelle pushed the lantern’s guard in front of its flame, shuttering it and plunging them into darkness.

They both drew back around the corner, Isobelle just behind Gwen, Gwen’s sword raised. The footsteps came nearer, slow and halting, and light began to dance along the walls once more – whoever was coming had a light of their own. Gwen waited until she thought she might scream from impatience, until she caught a glimpse of movement … she raised her sword …

And nearly fell over.

‘Tabitha!’ she cried, as the young witch actually did fall back, her eyes round with astonishment.

Isobelle moved past Gwen to take Tabitha’s arm, offering her support until she found her feet again. ‘Are you okay?’ she asked anxiously, eyes scanning the other girl for signs of injury.

‘What … how …’ Tabitha had never been so discomposed in the whole time they’d known her. She gulped and got hold of herself. ‘How are you here?’

‘Through the tunnel in the cottage,’ Isobelle replied, unshielding the lantern and restoring its golden glow once more. ‘We followed the trail your abductor took. Who grabbed you?’

Tabitha swallowed. ‘I didn’t see his face. But … it’s him. The necromancer, the lover, whoever he is. He stuck me down here.’

‘Oh, Tabitha, we found …’ Isobelle’s gaze slid towards Gwen, the blue eyes anxious and hesitant.

Gwen sheathed her sword and leaned back against the wall. ‘She needs to know,’ she murmured, though her heart ached in sympathy. It was one thing to believe your mother was the victim of an evil sorceress. It was quite another to discover that your mother was the evil sorceress.

Isobelle braced herself and began explaining what they’d read in the book in Tabitha’s mother’s cottage. The toy forming her name. The books. The passage on necromancy.

‘And …’ she finished, ‘Tabitha, I think he wants to use you for some terrible ritual, something … something really bad. I—’

But she trailed off, because rather than slacken in increasing astonishment, Tabitha’s face had been growing more and more impassive.

Into the quiet, Tabitha said quietly, ‘I know.’ She drew a shaking breath. ‘He told me. I have until midwinter’s eve. Then he’ll kill me to bring my mother back from the dead.’

Silence pervaded the underground prison. Somewhere, a bit of moisture dripped, providing a steady, interminable staccato background. Gwen focused on the sound, telling her heart to slow until it matched that rhythm.

She cleared her throat. ‘Right. Come on, Tabitha. We’ll go out the way we came in. If he doesn’t have you here, he can’t perform his ritual.’

If anything, Tabitha only looked gloomier. She shook her head. ‘I … I can’t. It’s hard to explain. Come with me, I’ll show you.’

Gwen exchanged a glance at Isobelle, whose face mirrored her own thoughts.

As Tabitha led them towards the staircase that led up into the tower proper, Isobelle said softly, ‘How do you know your way around? You can’t have got here that long before we did, we were on your trail at once.’

Tabitha stopped mid-step, foot half raised, and looked back at her. ‘What? But … surely it’s been days, hasn’t it?’

Gwen’s heart lurched, her eyes pricking with sheer alarm and dread. ‘You mean to say that for you it’s been longer than a few minutes?’ A spell to boost insight or a bunch of superstitious townsfolk, sure … but what explanation could there be for Tabitha’s experience other than magic?

No. No, it can’t be, can it?

Tabitha shivered, turned, and kept walking. ‘At this point I’m no longer surprised by what this man can do.’

They had to be content with that cryptic comment, and save their breath for climbing. The stairs let out into a foyer, beyond which lay a vast hall. They stepped out into the space, gazing around intently. The stonework was impressive, though half finished in places, the buttresses of the vaulted ceilings carved with decoration. Long tables stretched in rows along the floor, suggesting this room had once been a place for people to gather for meals and conversation. Dust-covered pennants and tapestries hung from the walls.

Isobelle grabbed Gwen’s arm, her breath catching.

Gwen looked at her, and then followed her gaze up, all the way up to the exact apex of the vaulted ceiling.

There, in the exact pose and style she remembered from Isobelle’s smashed necklace, was an owl. Olivia’s symbol, the symbol of whatever strange life she had led before becoming Isobelle’s maid.

Gwen’s breath came out in a gasp.

Tabitha was watching them intently, her eyes widening, her fingers gripping her own arms. ‘The symbol of the Order of the Evening Star,’ she said, her voice tense. ‘It’s everywhere here. You recognise it?’

Isobelle nodded, her face expressive, showing every turn of her thoughts as she and Gwen both tried to understand what they were seeing.

Olivia – humble, practical Olivia – connected with this ancient order of paladins that fought witches? Yes, Olivia had her mysteries – scars she wouldn’t explain, a skillset that made no sense for a lady’s maid to possess, and contacts with interesting skills that included document forgery and doomsday preparation. But … this?

‘How do you know them?’ Tabitha broke into Gwen’s thoughts like a cord stretched to snapping point. She had taken a step back from them, eyes wide.

‘We don’t,’ Gwen croaked, recognising some rising emotion in Tabitha’s gaze. ‘I promise, we … we had no idea what the owl meant. Isobelle’s maid had a necklace with this on it. I … she can’t possibly be connected with this …’

Isobelle still hadn’t spoken, but Tabitha’s unease reached her, and she nodded slowly. ‘I can’t explain it, Tabitha. But like Gwen said, we didn’t know anything about this Order, or your mother, or … or any of this, until we arrived in Galanty-Uponne-the-Sea.’

Tabitha’s gaze swung between them, searching and intent. Then she bowed her head. ‘I believe you,’ she muttered. ‘Look … you should both go. Before he comes.’

‘But … you’re coming with us,’ Isobelle replied, brow furrowing.

Before Tabitha could reply, the shadows at the far end of the great hall moved, and a sound came floating towards them, weirdly distorted by echoes and the intervening space.

The necromancer was whistling.

Tabitha’s whole body tightened, and she drew back into the shadows of the foyer, beckoning Isobelle and Gwen to follow.

‘I was going to show you,’ Tabitha whispered, her eyes fixed on the distant figure, which was setting things out on a table, looking for all the world like a servant setting out dishes for a grand meal. ‘He did something to me when we arrived – some kind of binding ritual, with my blood.’ She raised her hand, and indeed there was a red line across her finger. ‘I can’t leave.’

Gwen set her jaw. ‘Look, there may be something to magic after all – we all felt that spell in the woods, before it started to go wrong – but surely you don’t think he’s actually trapped you here with herbs and spells? You can leave … just put one foot in front of the other.’

Tabitha turned large, hollow eyes on Gwen. ‘I can’t leave. You think I haven’t tried?’

Gwen gazed around the corner at the distant figure. He appeared to be wearing a dark robe of some kind, the hood drawn up. The object he was placing now was – Gwen shuddered – a human skull.

And he just kept whistling.

A cheery tune, one Gwen recognised from a travelling minstrel who had come through Darkhaven a few months before, about a maiden and a dragon striking up a somewhat unorthodox relationship. Full of limericks and innuendo, a tavern song, designed for laughter and good cheer.

The necromancer adjusted the placement of the skull on the table, and his little chuckle echoed back towards Gwen.

Then he began to stride towards them. Gwen stiffened, and nudged the others until they were behind the pillar, listening to the man’s footsteps. They shuffled a bit to stay concealed, moving sideways to keep the stone support between them and him.

He was now between them and their exit.

Gwen’s eyes scanned the room, until they lit upon one of the torn, ancient pennants – this one was moving slightly, as in a breeze. She caught Isobelle’s eye and tilted her head, summoning her and Tabitha, who Isobelle was holding gently by the arm, to follow her.

Behind the pennant was a section of crumbling wall, beyond which lay the deep indigo-black of the night, visible through a small gap. Gwen peered back the way they had come, and carefully began levering out a few more stones until she could fit herself through. She gestured towards the others, but Tabitha shook her head, her eyes wide and face tense.

Isobelle squared her shoulders. Gwen braced herself, recognising that particular gesture of hers. ‘Right,’ said Isobelle. ‘Come with us. Let’s try it, all three of us. You said magic is about belief – we’ll get you out of here.’ She slipped through the opening and then held out her hand.

The young witch swallowed, her eyes round and lips tight with fear, but she took Isobelle’s hand and stepped forward.

And screamed.

Her body spasmed, arching painfully, fingers curling claw-like, eyes wide with agony. Gwen, acting on pure instinct, reached out and snatched her back across the threshold. Tabitha sagged in her arms, and Gwen held her close. She met Isobelle’s gaze over Tabitha’s shoulder – the blue eyes were wide with shock and guilt.

Isobelle wasn’t used to not being able to simply will things to be different.

A muffled, distant exclamation of surprise echoed back to them – the necromancer had heard Tabitha’s scream. Footsteps echoed across the great hall.

‘Go.’ The voice came from Tabitha, hoarse and strained, but herself once more. She got her shaking feet under her, though she still leaned heavily against Gwen. ‘Quickly, before he sees you. You have to leave me and go.’

‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ Gwen retorted, briefly and irrationally irritated by the girl’s martyrdom. ‘He’s just a witch, after all. Magic or no, people tend not to do very well with a sword sticking out of them.’

Isobelle added, ‘We aren’t going to leave you here.’

‘He’s not just a witch.’ Tabitha shook her head, ignoring Isobelle and gazing up at Gwen. Her gaze had softened, searching, sympathetic – strangely intimate, in a way that made Gwen rather want to take a step back before Isobelle noticed. But Tabitha held on to her arms and said quietly, ‘He has powers I’ve never seen before. He can raise things. Dead things.’

‘Hence the word “necromancer”,’ Gwen replied, brow furrowing.

Tabitha swallowed. ‘He can raise them from your mind.’

Gwen froze. Tabitha’s wide hazel eyes faded from view, replaced by that vast, malignant gold-rimmed slit of despair that haunted her nightmares. The decaying dragon that rose, again and again; the cruel glare of jawbone and teeth that gleamed through the rotting skin.

Into the silence, Tabitha whispered, ‘You have to go. Gwen, you have to go.’

Isobelle was watching them, standing utterly still, her face for once lacking its usual expressiveness. She didn’t ask what they were talking about; perhaps she guessed.

Quietly, Gwen said, ‘We can’t leave you here.’

‘We have until midwinter to find another way,’ Tabitha said, finally pulling away from Gwen, whose body was still rigid. ‘Maybe there’s someone else who can help – your friend with connections to the Order, or … or something else. His power isn’t endless. When he raises things, it drains him. Maybe he’ll be weaker, then.’

Gwen was trying to get her body to uncurl, bit by bit, muscle by muscle. When she spoke, her voice still sounded strange, as though a hand were wrapped around her throat. ‘I promise, we’ll find a way.’

Tabitha found a quiet smile, and though her eyes were still frightened, she nodded. ‘I know you’ll save me.’

Gwen let Isobelle pull her through the gap. Pausing, she looked back to see Tabitha emerge from their alcove, steps hurrying, leading the approaching necromancer away from their exit.

Gwen froze as the man stepped into view, his eyes on Tabitha. His blond hair just so, his genial face the exact opposite of what she would’ve expected to see.

 ‘What are you doing here?’ asked Lord Bingleton.

Gwen didn’t hear Tabitha’s reply. She felt Isobelle stiffen and draw a shocked breath, having seen him too.

Lord Bingleton? That … that foolish puppy of a man is our all-powerful necromancer?

Never had Gwen been more comprehensively fooled.

How she got herself moving, she didn’t know, but when she finally came back to her senses, she was next to Isobelle on a rocky ledge, their backs pressed against the exterior tower walls. This part of the tower overlooked the sheer sea cliff, and far below them roiled the inky blackness of the night-time sea.

‘This is worse than the bottomless staircase,’ muttered Isobelle, holding on tightly to Gwen’s arm as she leaned forward slightly and looked over the edge at the rocky shoreline below.

They spent some time trying to climb sideways, looking to encircle the tower and get back to solid ground, but the way back up was sheer. They had two choices: back into the tower, or … down.

Gwen was almost grateful for the confused shock ricocheting around in her head as they began their descent down the cliff face, for wrapping her mind around Lord Bingleton’s villainy made it easier not to focus on the fact that one wrong move could send her – and Isobelle, too – plummeting to an almost certain death on the rocks.

As they neared the bottom of the cliffs, she realised she could see her handholds better. The cliffs blocked her view of the sky to the east, but dawn could not be far off.

Sudden exhaustion nearly claimed her, but she forced herself to keep moving. Every time she offered a hand up to Isobelle, the other girl’s touch reminded her to keep her wits about her. By the time Gwen felt her boots hit sand, she was ready to collapse with relief.

Isobelle did collapse, down onto her hands and knees, shaking. ‘No more climbing,’ she panted. ‘I don’t care how many necromancers are after us. Please, no more climbing.’

‘No more climbing,’ Gwen agreed, dropping to her knees beside Isobelle. Now they were finished, she could feel her muscles shaking with a wrenching combination of relief, suppressed terror and effort. She reached out and squeezed Isobelle’s arm.

Isobelle let out a long, quaking sigh, and wrapped her arms around Gwen, leaning into her hard.

They were safe.

Safe-ish, anyway.

A sound to the right, a sloshing, gurgling sound that had been disguised by the crashing, roaring waves against the rocks, suddenly grew to prominence. They turned as one, in time to see some large object breach the surface of the water.

Straightening with a gasp of confusion, Gwen caught a glimpse of a coral-red tentacle rising out of the waves about twenty feet from the shore, followed by the glistening dome of a head, as if the beast were greeting the dawn.

Disbelief spread through her, her lips parting, though no words came. The wave of exhaustion overtaking her turned to a numb incredulity.

This wasn’t possible. And yet the evidence was before her very eyes.

The sea monster had risen from the dead.
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 You have a hero in your midst

‘Lord Bingleton?!’ Jane gasped, clutching at Hilde’s hand.

The girls and Orson were gathered around a table in the corner of the tavern, where the ragged remains of Isobelle’s beautiful clothes were drawing the wrong sort of attention. The innkeeper wore a fixed smile and refused to meet anyone’s gaze, but clearly wasn’t game to suggest Isobelle was bringing the tone down. For her part, Isobelle wasn’t letting anything come between her and breakfast, so Rosamund was reduced to darting in to deposit plates on their table, then edging back again.

Gwen and Isobelle’s relaying of their night’s adventure had made its way through the failure of the ritual, via Tabitha’s kidnapping and the tracking of their new friend to the witch’s cottage – complete with the shocking revelation of her parentage – then through the secret passage and as far as the discovery that Olivia’s mysterious order was somehow involved.

Now, they were up to the part about the necromancer himself, and despite her sandy-eyed exhaustion, Isobelle was quite pleased with the general reaction.

Everyone fell silent as Rosamund sidled up once more with a fresh tray of toast, trying very hard to look as though she weren’t straining to overhear any snippets of conversation. Her knuckles were white on the tray, as if she would rather keep hold of it and scuttle away from the sort of danger Gwen and Isobelle so clearly attracted, but still she lingered. Sylvie thanked her pointedly, and she deposited the food and retreated again, deprived of the gossip she so clearly sought.

‘You’re sure it was Bingleton?’ Orson asked quietly.

‘He’s a newcomer,’ Sylvie pointed out. ‘What does anyone here really know about him?’

‘But Bingleton, a witch? And one who summons the dead, at that?’

Isobelle reached for another slice of toast as everyone contemplated this, and Hilde passed her the pot of jam.

‘It’s a decent disguise,’ Gwen said, propping her chin up on one hand, allowing herself to close her eyes. ‘Playing the fool. If we hadn’t seen him with our own eyes, I’d never have believed it.’

‘A necromancer …’ Jane said quietly. ‘Girls, I know we’ve faced down a dragon …’ She paused for an apologetic glance at Orson, who inclined his head. He had not, after all, faced down the beast. ‘But this is bigger than that. Are we sure we’re the right people to take him on?’

‘It’s a fair question,’ Sylvie said, before Isobelle could reply. ‘The man is more than dangerous. We can assume he’s behind the curse on the town, and it must have been he who commanded the sea monster, too.’

Isobelle winced. ‘Ah,’ she said, buying herself a moment more, because she knew this next part was going to be tricky. ‘About that past tense.’

Blank looks met her around the table, save for Gwen’s exhausted gaze.

‘Commanded,’ Isobelle clarified. ‘I’m afraid the correct word is commands.’

‘Sorry, what?’ Sylvie asked, setting down her spoon.

‘The creature is back,’ Gwen said wearily. ‘We saw it after we escaped the tower.’

‘He has raised …’ Hilde began, and then lowered her voice as the whole table hushed her at once. ‘He has raised the creature from the dead?’ she whispered, eyes huge. ‘Mein Gott.’

‘What are we going to do?’ Jane whispered.

‘You said he has Tabitha,’ Sylvie said. ‘Surely our focus should be—’

‘It is.’ Gwen reached for her cup of tea and took a long swallow. ‘Our focus is on saving Tabitha. Whatever it takes.’

‘Of course,’ Isobelle agreed. ‘We know that matters more than the monster. What we don’t know is …’ She trailed off, the next words unspoken. How on earth to save her. No one wanted to say them.

It was some time before Gwen broke the ensuing silence. ‘I’ll kill it,’ she said, her voice low but determined. ‘The sea monster.’

‘Didn’t we just say—’ began Orson.

Gwen kept going, right over the top of him. ‘Tabitha said that every time he raises the dead, it weakens him. So if I kill the sea monster, and he has to raise it again, that’ll weaken him. And then I’ll kill it again.’ She looked around the table, meeting each of their eyes in turn. ‘And again, if I have to. Until there’s no more strength left in him. We promised her we’d find a way to save her. This is the only one I see.’

Nobody spoke. Again, there was complete silence, but this time it was of Gwen’s making. Her words rippled out and passed through the group, pinning everyone to their chairs.

Even Isobelle, who had not a doubt in the world that Gwen could prevail against an army, was pausing for thought at the idea of killing a sea monster three more times.

No! she wanted to cry. Stay here, where it’s safe!

But Tabitha was trapped. And Gwen herself was under a spell – the necromancer’s spell, Isobelle realised grimly – which would surely get worse, the longer he was allowed to continue it. The town itself was under his curse. And for once, Isobelle’s clever brain could see no other way out of the situation, except for the one that made her feel like she’d swallowed a stone.

Then Gwen’s gaze flicked across to her, and she knew what was called for. What Gwen needed. She straightened her back, and lifted her chin.

‘That’s exactly what Gwen will do,’ she agreed, pushing every piece of certainty she possessed into her tone. ‘Tabitha trusts us, and we won’t let her down.’
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Later, Hilde hustled Gwen off to introduce her to a basin of hot water before she fell into bed, and Jane escorted Isobelle to her rooms, with Rosamund the innkeeper watching them all the way out of sight, wide-eyed and wary. They left Sylvie and Orson behind at the breakfast table, still speaking in low voices.

‘I think we can mend most of this,’ Jane said, and for a dizzying moment, Isobelle thought she was talking about … about everything. About the fault lines that had appeared between her and Gwen … the nightmares, the hidden letter. The magical ritual that had failed because of the secrets they were keeping. The tension that sang between them even after they had done their best to make up with each other. About Tabitha, with her pale face and her scream of terror, trapped up in the tower with a man who could raise the dead.

And about Gwen, wrapped up in a spell cast by that same necromancer. Would slaying the sea monster weaken his grip on her, too?

‘Do you really think it can be mended?’ she murmured.

‘Certainly,’ said Jane. ‘The silk’s actually barely torn, it’s just the seam that’s come apart.’

‘Oh,’ said Isobelle. ‘Of course. The dress.’

Jane fixed her with a long look. ‘Into bed,’ she said firmly. ‘No matter what has to be done, you’ve been up all night. You’ll be no use to anyone if you drop where you stand.’

So Isobelle let Jane usher her into bed and pull the covers up, tucking her in as though she were a small child. It was comforting. It made her miss Olivia – Olivia, who had so many questions to answer now, but was so very far away.

As she drifted towards sleep, Tabitha’s voice returned to her, though, dancing at the edge of her coming dreams.

You have to go, she had said. Gwen, you have to go.

Isobelle knew she hadn’t mistaken that emphasis. Tabitha knew about the spell that had ensnared Gwen. She knew what danger Gwen faced.

How was Isobelle to free her from it?

‘Sleep,’ said Jane, stroking her hair back from her forehead. ‘Just for a little while.’

And Isobelle did.
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The sun was streaming through her windows when someone laid a hand on her shoulder. Isobelle made a grumbling noise, rolling onto her front and burying her face in her pillow.

‘Stop that,’ said Sylvie’s voice. ‘And get up.’

Isobelle made a noise that indicated that she disagreed with the proposed course of action, and tried pulling a second pillow over the back of her head. Memories were creeping in, though, and dragging her back towards consciousness. Tabitha’s face, drawn and afraid. Gwen’s jaw squared, as she swore to fight the sea monster over and over again.

Sylvie confiscated all the pillows one by one, tossing them across the room. ‘There’s a … well, there’s a group of people outside the tavern,’ she said. ‘And if they’re not a mob, they’re certainly trending in that direction, and it’s making Jane and Hilde nervous. I suggest you brush your hair and go talk to them. They’re demanding the Lady Dragonslayer, and just now I’m not sure you want Gwen to face them alone.’

It turned out Sylvie was right. A sleepy Gwen had been summoned as well, and when the pair of them made their way through the tavern’s front door, at least two dozen people burst into speech all at once. Isobelle immediately wished she had paused for a cup of tea before dealing with whatever this was.

‘Please,’ she called, raising her hands. ‘One at a time. If you wish to express a concern, I can’t possibly hear you all at once.’

Every member of the crowd most decidedly did have concerns to express, and they all attempted to do so at once.

‘Stop!’ Gwen barked beside her, and the crowd immediately went silent. Isobelle shot her a grateful look, and Gwen inclined her head to indicate that Isobelle should try again.

This time, Isobelle pointed at a woman in the front row, who was twisting her apron in her hands. ‘Is his lordship really a murderous necromancer?’ the woman demanded.

Isobelle blinked, resisting the urge to twist around and look for Rosamund, whose eavesdropping abilities she had clearly underestimated.

Another voice rose from near the back of the crowd – it was Henry, who’d captained the boat when Gwen had slain the sea monster for the first time, his eyes wide and anxious. ‘Is the beast back? Has he raised it from the dead?’

And the crowd exploded again.

‘Can his lordship really be …?’

‘Came from elsewhere, didn’t he, and …’

‘… heard it can walk on those tentacles and come clear up onto shore to destroy our very homes!’

‘… going on up at that tower, and the sorceress’ll be back soon enough, and …’

 ‘… we ain’t had any beasties rising from the dead before this so-called Lady Dragonslayer showed up!’

That shook Isobelle out of her paralysis. When necessary, she was capable of raising her voice to a pitch and volume that was extremely difficult to ignore. She did so now, and after a few moments, she was the only one still speaking.

‘Fear not,’ she said firmly. ‘The Lady Dragonslayer has dealt with worse than this. Sir Gwen faced down a dragon single-handedly, when not a knight in Darkhaven was willing to ride out to her aid. She has slain the sea monster once, and she will do so again. In fact, she must do so again!’

‘It’ll murder us all if she doesn’t!’ cried a voice.

Isobelle pressed on. ‘Nobody is being murdered,’ she said firmly. ‘Except, of course, the sea monster. We have learned that the necromancer is weakened with each use of his powers. Sir Gwen will slay the monster, and if he raises it again, she will slay it again, draining the necromancer until he is ripe for defeat. Good people of Galanty-Uponne-the-Sea, you have a hero in your midst. You need have no fear.’

The energy of the crowd had shifted slightly as she spoke, and though Isobelle knew they were one good scare away from fresh panic, they weren’t willing to protest anymore for now. A cold, serpentine unease stirred inside her, but before she could inspect it, Henry spoke up from the back. ‘I’ll have the Elizabeth ready to cast off,’ he said. ‘When the beast returns to the harbour, we’ll ring the port bell to summon you.’

Isobelle looked to Gwen, who nodded slowly. ‘I’ll be ready,’ she said simply. And though she wore nothing but a rough shirt and trousers, her hair pulled back into a simple braid, her eyes still shadowed with tiredness, she looked like nothing so much as a hero of legend. Not the kind that danced at balls and dined at feasts, or wore armour that accented her chest and hips. No, she looked like the type that saved the day. The type that raised her sword to protect those who needed it.

Isobelle knew the townsfolk sensed it, too. One by one they went still – placated, at least for now. For the time being they would put their trust in Gwen, though it was clear it wouldn’t hold forever.

Without another word, Gwen turned to head back inside the tavern, and Isobelle followed her, casting a beady eye about for Rosamund, who had not only eavesdropped but gossiped as well. Isobelle was fully prepared to admit the necessity of both on occasion, but the innkeeper had chosen a cursed inconvenient time to play this particular game.

Sylvie, Jane, Hilde and Orson were waiting for them, gathered around a table in a quiet conversation that broke off when Gwen and Isobelle arrived.

‘What time is it?’ Gwen asked, scrubbing at her face.

 ‘After lunch,’ said Hilde, rising to her feet. ‘I will ask Rosamund to find us some.’

‘Least she can do,’ Orson muttered, as she disappeared.

Sylvie was quiet, drumming her fingers on the tabletop as Gwen and Isobelle took their seats with the others. ‘So this is our plan?’ she said, when the others fell silent. ‘Risk Gwen’s life, fight the sea monster again and again, and hope she wins each time?’

‘It’s the only idea we have,’ Gwen said simply.

Isobelle allowed herself to slump in her chair. ‘If only word hadn’t got around so quickly about Lord Bingleton. I’m not surprised they’re nervous out there. If we’d been thinking, we’d have kept it under wraps.’

Gwen eyed her sidelong. ‘You mean … keep a secret from them?’ she asked a little too blandly. ‘Because you don’t think they can handle the truth?’

The letter.

Isobelle let out a slow breath, searching for the right answer. But before she could speak, a distant clanging noise rang out down by the harbour. A quick flash of panic ran through her – it was the bell Henry had promised. Already? She’d thought they’d have more time, a chance to discuss tactics, to …

Gwen rose to her feet. ‘I’ll get my sword,’ she said quietly. ‘Tell Rosamund to hold lunch.’
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 Vile things

Gwen was not feeling particularly heroic.

She watched the body of the sea monster sink beneath the waves in a pool of its watery, plum-red blood, wondering distantly why she felt no triumph or relief at having defeated it again. She’d managed to keep hold of her sword this time, which she supposed counted as a good thing. And she was alive.

Also supposedly a good thing.

And Isobelle, who had insisted on coming with her again, was unhurt – that, at least, Gwen could be glad of with no reservations.

The first time she’d killed the beast, there had been a feast in the town square. This time, as Henry expertly guided his ship back to the docks so that Gwen and Isobelle could disembark, there was no celebration. A few of the townsfolk had turned out to watch, but they did so silently, drawn back against the buildings as though they might protect them from the thick miasma of fear that permeated the air. Many of the shutters in the nearby houses were locked up tight, and some slammed shut as they walked up the harbour road towards the centre of town.

Isobelle was talking – Gwen forced her attention to the girl at her side with an effort.

‘And that move you did, where you used the mast to brace yourself and launch at its head as it tried to come up the side of the boat …’ Isobelle gave a long, gusty sigh of admiration. ‘You really are spectacular.’

Could Isobelle not feel the heavy, sinking dread that was so tangible to Gwen?

‘It worked, at any rate,’ said Gwen. ‘Let’s hope it doesn’t remember these fights if it comes back again. For all we know, it learns faster than I do.’

Another window shutter banged shut, near enough to make both girls jump. Gwen glanced at the house, uneasiness prickling between her shoulder blades. ‘The monster’s dead – it’s not coming back right this second. Why are they still so frightened?’

She knew the answer, though, even before Isobelle replied.

‘It has to be Bingleton’s spell on the town,’ Isobelle said in a low voice. ‘I know, I know, you don’t believe in magic, but—’

‘I just fought a sea monster that rose from the dead,’ Gwen said, trying not to shiver as she heard the words coming out of her own mouth. ‘I think this is where I have to admit I was wrong.’

The taproom of the inn was deserted when they arrived. Even Rosamund’s son had abandoned his place behind the bar. The empty room had an eerie feel, with the fire burned down to coals, and only the meagre light filtering through the bubbled glass of the windows to illuminate the place. The shadows in the corners seemed to stretch long fingers up towards the raftered ceiling, and the air was heavy with the ghost of the laughter and cheer that had once filled the space.

Gwen felt Isobelle shiver beside her.

‘Right,’ Gwen said, giving herself a mental shake. ‘Let’s go upstairs, I want to change. I got sea monster gunk all over my jerkin, and we’ve no Olivia to magically get the stain out if we let it sit.’
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The next morning, Gwen opened her door and nearly fell over an object on the floor of the corridor. She managed to leap over it and catch herself against the wall – the object was a tray, with a few dishes of food. A couple of doors down stood Hilde and Sylvie, the latter of whom wore a viscous splodge of goo trailing down her skirt, and a mutinous expression.

She had not managed to avoid tripping over the tray outside her own door.

Isobelle’s door opened and she stood blinking in sleepy confusion. ‘What’s going on?’ she mumbled, looking down at her tray and then back up at the others.

Gwen stooped to retrieve a small piece of parchment on her tray, and then padded down the corridor to join the other girls.

‘Please enjoy your breakfast without having to leave the comfort of your rooms!’ the note said. ‘We are happy to provide this service to your room for every meal.’

Gwen sighed and handed the note to Isobelle, who read it with a frown, lips moving silently. ‘It seems we’re no longer welcome downstairs for meals,’ she said. ‘They can’t let us starve, I suppose, but they don’t want to be in the same room as us.’

‘But why?’ burst out Hilde. One door down, an angry, incoherent protest rose from behind the door. Jane was not a morning person, and was almost certainly still in bed. Hilde moderated her tone, scowling. ‘We have done nothing – you have killed their monster, not once but twice, and exposed the villainy of their lord!’

Isobelle crouched down and poked a tentative finger into the porridge. Or tried to, anyway. It was so congealed that her finger made a little dent in its gloopy surface. She grimaced. ‘Ordinarily I would be delighted by the option of room-based service. But they must’ve left this at dawn. It’s ice cold.’

They gathered up the trays, brought them to Gwen’s sitting room, and divvied up what was edible. Sylvie arrived late, having had to change her dress – the porridge was no more enjoyable as a fashion accessory than a meal – and when she came in, she had Jane in the crook of her arm.

Isobelle gave a wordless exclamation as she saw Jane’s face. Normally pink-cheeked and cheerful, her rounded form fairly vibrating with energy, Jane now sported shadowed eyes, a drawn expression and shoulders that drooped.

‘She had nightmares all night long,’ Sylvie explained, leading Jane to a chair by the fire.

Jane mumbled a groan and slid from the chair so she could lie on the floor in front of the fire like a large, grumpy cat.

‘What sort of nightmares?’ Gwen asked, carefully staring at a spot on Jane’s skirt; she could feel Isobelle’s eyes on her, but refused to give Isobelle the satisfaction of looking at her.

‘I kept getting lost, and every time I turned around, that cursed map at the centre of town was there – but the THOU ART HERE kept changing places, and never told me where I really was, and …’ Her brow furrowed wearily. ‘There was something about a giant piece of cheesecake on a stick too, but …’ A faint flush touched her pale cheeks. ‘I guess that’s not actually scary.’

Gwen let her breath out, but she felt no urge to laugh. ‘Nightmares are nightmares whether they seem silly by the light of day or not,’ she murmured. Jane gave her a wan smile.

‘Some fresh air will do us good, even if it is cold.’ Isobelle rose and went to the window, opening the shutters. One slipped its hinge and fell to the floor with a clatter – Hilde jumped, letting out a shriek that made everyone in the room start.

Hilde, clutching her hands to her chest, blinked, and swallowed, and blinked again. ‘Ach, I have not any excuse … I do not know what is wrong with me this morning.’

This time, Gwen did look at Isobelle. And she found in the other girl’s eyes the same creeping dread that was rising in her own body.

It wasn’t just the townsfolk being affected by fear. It was spreading.

Before anyone could speak further, a commotion outside brought them all to the window.

‘Why, it’s Sir Orson!’ exclaimed Jane, peering down at the town square, where indeed, the handsome young knight was in a heated argument with another man. Gwen recognised the bright colours of the town crier from the night of the party.

Sylvie, who had hung back as the others crowded around the window, elbowed Jane out of the way so she could see. ‘We’d better get down there,’ she said uneasily. ‘He looks like … Oh dear, we’re too late!’

For Orson had struck out with his fist, knocking the town crier down in a heap.

They hurried downstairs, across the empty taproom and out into the street. The crier, not much hurt, was on his feet again, but could not retreat due to the fact that Orson had the collar of his bright tunic clenched in his fist.

‘Orson, what the hell are you doing?’ Isobelle cried, rushing forward. She reached out, as if to pull Orson’s hand from the man, but Orson stepped back, holding up his free hand to bid Isobelle halt.

Gwen came up beside her, staring at the young man. His eyes were blazing with anger, his handsome features drawn back in a snarl.

‘If you’d heard the things he was saying,’ Orson panted, ‘you’d have done the same. Vile things – things no one should say about any woman, much less one who—’

‘For the love of – I do not need you to defend my honour!’ Isobelle spluttered.

Orson reined himself in somewhat, drawing in a breath through his nose and back out, clouding in the frigid air like the snort of an angry bull. ‘Not you. Gwen.’

Gwen felt her cheeks warm in consternation and embarrassment both, as all eyes turned to her. ‘I don’t need you to defend my honour any more than Isobelle does,’ she managed to say.

‘Tell them,’ Orson said, giving the man a shake, still holding his collar. ‘Tell them what you were saying.’

The town crier, a reedy, tall man with a long nose and thin lips, pressed his mouth closed so tightly it all but disappeared. It made him look like a surly stork.

Orson shook him again until Sylvie stepped forward and laid a hand on the knight’s arm. Orson took another few steaming breaths and muttered, ‘He was shouting it up and down the streets. The sea monster, the necromancer, all of it … saying it is Gwen’s fault.’

When Gwen had ridden in the Tournament of Dragonslayers, she’d grown used to taking bone-jarring blows, hits so hard she couldn’t think or see or feel her body afterwards, even as she maintained her seat in Achilles’s saddle. She felt like that now, all over again, only without the solid bulk of her horse to cling to.

She staggered back a step and found Isobelle there, taking hold of her arm. She concentrated on that and not the ringing in her ears.

‘Gwen’s fault?’ Isobelle’s voice was so loud it could have been called a shout, if her tones weren’t so well bred. ‘What the … Gwen is here trying to help them! She doesn’t have to be, we could have left, we could have … I mean, we weren’t even here when the monster showed up, it was already here before we arrived!’

The town crier had found his voice again, for he snapped, ‘Yeah, but it weren’t rising from the dead! It weren’t coming so close to the town we could see it from the windows of our houses!’

Isobelle let out an incoherent sound of outrage and let go of Gwen so she could charge up to where Orson held the crier. ‘It hadn’t risen because no one had killed it yet!’

The sounds of their argument faded into the background as Gwen, her body still unsteady from that invisible lance hit, found her gaze drifting from the drama unfolding in the square, and towards the houses that surrounded it.

Some of the shutters were cracked a mere inch – she saw the glitter of eyes here and there beyond them. More than a few houses sported charms hanging over their doors and windows, wicker things bent into the round shape meant to protect against the evil eye. Not a single other person was out on the streets.

It was a different place from the one that had welcomed them. It wasn’t as simple anymore as the townsfolk being too afraid to talk about the sorceress. Now, they were too afraid to … to live here at all. But with nowhere to go, they could only huddle behind closed doors.

Paralysed.

Gwen knew the feeling, all too well.

‘Let him go.’

Gwen’s voice croaked, barely audible, and yet it stopped the arguers – all six of them, for the girls had joined in – instantly. Orson didn’t move, but his grip must have relaxed, for the town crier slipped free, stumbled back and fled.

Isobelle turned an incredulous stare on Gwen. ‘But—’

‘It’s not his fault.’ Gwen’s eyes swept the empty street again, then she turned back for the inn. ‘It’s easier to be angry than afraid.’
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 A wall around Gwen’s heart

The next morning, after another night’s restless sleep, Isobelle could not find Gwen. The tray on the floor outside her door was untouched, and her room was empty. So was the taproom, and the kitchen. Isobelle stood in the open door of the inn, her cloak pulled around her shoulders, wondering if she could have somehow missed the harbour alarm bell that signalled the return of the sea monster. Could Gwen have slipped out to fight it alone?

Despite the way her thoughts hurried to reassure her that Gwen wouldn’t do that, a trickle of unease made her turn towards the road that wound down towards the harbour. The old Gwen wouldn’t have done that. But this new Gwen …

Isobelle could no longer tell what was magic – what was the curse creeping inside Gwen’s heart and mind – and what was simply the unbearable strain of fighting an immortal monster for a people who hated her.

The fog of fear afflicting the town was spreading, to be sure – she’d seen its signs in Jane, Hilde, even Sylvie. After the incident with the town crier, she’d tracked Orson down with the intention of berating him for losing his temper despite what she had to admit was ample provocation – she might’ve hit someone for badmouthing Gwen, too. But when she’d found Orson, sitting in the corner of the empty taproom with his face in his hands, all he’d been able to say was, ‘If they can make Gwen out to be a villain, what hope is there for a man like me?’

Orson’s fury had been fear, too.

It’s easier to be angry than afraid.

There was no denying that even the inner circle were beginning to crack.

But Bingleton – ugh, how could a man with such a ridiculous name do so much harm? – had targeted Gwen specifically, placing that hex bag in her pocket and doing god knew what else. He’d been behind the return of her nightmares, Isobelle felt sure. Gwen had had another last night, and had not answered when Isobelle knocked on her door.

Bingleton had put a wall around Gwen’s heart.

Or had Gwen done that herself? Had his magic merely handed her the stones?

Magic isn’t always so simple, Tabitha had said. It wasn’t always about real or not, certainty and cause and effect.

Isobelle’s restraint gave up the unequal battle, and she started off for the harbour. She only got two steps before a sharp, equine scream from the stables on the other side of the inn stopped her.

She broke into a run, skidding around the corner of the building into the stable yard, and then stopped short.

Gwen was in the stable, the gloom scarcely touched by the overcast winter light of morning through the open door. And Achilles was screaming.

The huge bay stallion was in his stall, trying to rear and raining blows upon the wooden door, making it creak and groan under the force. His lips drew back as he cried out again, the whites of his eyes showing.

Gwen was moving this way and that, holding up her hands, speaking to him, trying to calm him. As Isobelle watched, Gwen’s composure broke and she cried out sharply.

‘Achilles, please … please don’t do this to me. I had you last time. I need you this time. I can’t bear it if you too—’

Isobelle was moving before she could think. If Achilles stopped panicking and focused his efforts, he’d have the stall door in splinters in a single blow, and he might trample them both. It was not a very sensible thing to do, charging towards a mad stallion, but she wasn’t, really. She was charging towards Gwen.

‘What’s happening?’ she gasped, taking Gwen’s arm.

The face Gwen turned to her nearly made Isobelle stagger back – tears in her eyes, a desperate heartache writ plain across her features. ‘I don’t know. I came to feed the horses – the stablemaster is long gone – and Achilles … it’s like he doesn’t know me.’

The other horses, the two that had drawn the girls’ carriage, and Buttercup, were scarcely in better shape, shifting and half rearing in their stalls and uttering whickers of concern and confusion.

Achilles gave another scream, and Gwen clapped her hands over her ears, mumbling something about the dragon, her own eyes nearly as wild as the horse’s. To Isobelle’s ears, the horse’s distress sounded nothing like the deep, bone-shaking roar of the dragon they’d faced, but that didn’t matter.

‘Right,’ said Isobelle, reaching out to take Gwen’s arm. ‘Look at me. Gwen – stop, look at me!’

Gwen froze, swallowing.

‘If you freak out too, you can’t help Achilles. Take a breath with me.’ An idea struck Isobelle, and she said, sharply, ‘Think of Madame Dupont’s exercises!’

Gwen blinked in confusion, but the memory did its job, and she drew one of those long, steady breaths that the Darkhaven dancing instructor had shown her. The stall door banged and creaked, and Gwen flinched but closed her eyes.

By the time she opened them again, she was the old Gwen – or perhaps some version of Gwen between the one she knew and the one the necromancer had toyed with. For once, Isobelle didn’t recoil at seeing that shutter come down over Gwen’s eyes.

The banging on the stall door had stopped. Achilles stood, sweating and trembling, legs braced and head bowed. His ears were straight up, as if searching for the slightest hint of danger.

Gwen didn’t move, but she said, very softly, ‘There’s a good lad. You know me. We’re okay.’

Isobelle watched as Gwen cautiously approached her horse, murmuring praise, as Achilles watched her with equal caution. She didn’t notice that she was holding her breath until Gwen finally laid a gentle hand on the bay’s velvety nose, and the air went out of her lungs in a whoosh.

Gwen took her time caressing the stallion, before finally pressing her forehead against his cheek. The horse blinked and heaved a sigh, a ripple running through his body as though he were shaking off a dozen flies.

‘Why is it that you aren’t scared?’

Gwen’s voice was very soft, and she still had her face against Achilles. It wasn’t until Gwen lifted her head and looked over her shoulder at Isobelle, her eyes troubled, that Isobelle realised the question was for her.

Isobelle blinked at her, taken aback. She knew why Gwen was so much more affected than she – the necromancer had been specifically targeting her. Not for the first time, Isobelle felt the truth bubbling up inside her; Gwen believed in magic now, she wouldn’t dismiss Isobelle’s story about the hex bag.

But how much worse might Gwen get if she believed she was cursed?

Isobelle was saved from answering by the arrival of Henry, who came to a halt at the edge of the stable-yard fence, leaning wearily on a post. The young folk in the town weren’t as deeply affected by fear as the elders – they hadn’t lived through the first round of magical terror fifteen years ago, or had been too young to remember. They weren’t hiding behind the shutters, confined to their homes – but like the girls, like Orson, Henry too was showing signs of strain.

Isobelle’s heart sank as she saw his face.

‘It’s time,’ he said heavily. ‘It’s back.’
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The fight ended quickly this time. Henry had scarcely cleared the dock before the monster burst out of the water, flinging itself at the ship all at once in a blur of angry red limbs and grasping suckers. A new tactic, given its usual approach of attacking first with one or two arms, and only escalating once Gwen had sufficiently annoyed it.

Gwen was right – the creature was learning.

Somehow – Isobelle would never know how – Gwen had been ready for it. She’d been standing on the ship’s railing, holding a trailing rope to steady herself as she scanned the waves. And as the great beast rushed up from the sea, she flung herself out over empty space in a single arc inscribed by the length of the rope she held, and slit an ugly gash across the creature’s head from eye to mouth.

It was over before Isobelle could scream a warning. She stood panting, clutching the mast as she watched the creature’s death throes churning the waves into scarlet foam.

No one spoke as Henry guided the Elizabeth back to her mooring. Gwen stood cleaning her sword, and Isobelle stayed by the mast, so consumed by conflicting thoughts she could scarcely move.

Sometimes, when they were sitting by a fire or sharing breakfast, Isobelle forgot that Gwen could become this whole other thing – this legendary hero, agile and brave and strong, so dazzlingly competent it robbed her of breath. It was like watching Hercules slay the Nemean lion, after having watched him at afternoon tea, demolishing a plate of croissants with jam on his face.

As Henry leapt from the boat onto the dock to begin securing the mooring lines, Gwen slid her sword back into its scabbard and finally glanced over at Isobelle. She must have seen the way Isobelle was looking at her, for her eyes fixed on hers, searching. Then the grimness about her expression eased, and she smiled, just a little.

When they went to disembark, Gwen took her hand and whispered, ‘I know I should be telling you to stay behind, but god, am I glad you always come with me.’

Isobelle let the warmth spread up through her arm, and sternly told all her worries – how long can she keep doing this? – to sit down and keep their unhelpful questions to themselves.

Their return to the inn was delayed somewhat by a flock of sheep that had taken up residence in the town square. The shepherd was trying in vain to get them moving, but no matter how many times he called and whistled, clapped his hands, or sent his dog darting around their flanks, the animals only huddled tighter, shoulder to shoulder, eyes rolling white. They planted themselves like stones in the square, hooves scraping but never lifting, as though the cobbles had grown roots to hold them there.

Until, that is, Gwen and Isobelle emerged between the houses. Several of the nearest ewes let out panicked bleats and ran. The rest of the flock milled and shifted and considered bolting. One large ram emerged from the mass of white and grey, the whites of his eyes showing and his breath steaming the air.

Gwen immediately took a step back, drawing Isobelle behind her with a tug of her hand before releasing her. The ram was quivering with rage and fury, bracing himself, squaring up to make a charge.

And then the sheepdog danced at him, barking sharply. The sound seemed to shake the ram’s focus, and he gave a heartbreaking squeal before he broke and ran. The rest of the flock took their cue from him, and bolted together, back towards the edge of town.

Isobelle glanced at Gwen, who was carefully, finger by finger, letting go of the hilt of her sword.

Her eyes were still on the now-empty – except for a few reminders of the sheep’s presence – square, her own breath fogging the air. ‘Even the sheep hate me,’ she muttered.

Isobelle couldn’t help it – she let out a laugh, albeit a slightly hysterical one. She slid an arm around Gwen’s waist and felt the other girl’s breath tremble in a release of some kind as her tension drained.

‘Let’s go to the hot springs this afternoon,’ Isobelle suggested, as they turned once more for the door of the inn. ‘I’m sure your body is aching – I know mine is.’

Gwen sighed. ‘That,’ she said, with an attempt at a smile, ‘is possibly the best idea you’ve had in a good long while.’

They strode into the inn, and made it halfway across the taproom before they realised it wasn’t empty.

He sat by the cold hearth, the chair tilted back against the wall and his boots up on the table. When they saw him, he straightened and let his boots hit the ground with a dull thud that rang in the stillness.

‘Enjoying your little outing?’ asked Master Grimshaw in that low, reverberating growl of his. ‘I hope so. But now it’s time to go home. I’m here to take you back to Darkhaven.’
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 You have tonight

Isobelle fought a strange, wild urge to laugh. Darkhaven’s master-at-arms was posturing so blatantly – his glaring eyes and growling voice, boots thudding on the ground like a stag trying to intimidate a rival. He had been just as bad when he had loomed in the door of Gwen’s father’s house, ready to drag them back to Darkhaven on that night, too.

Then the amusement left her, and she wanted to simply keep walking past him, up the stairs and into the privacy of her rooms, and let him rage and fume in their wake.

Beside her, Gwen had gone still. She was often so tired after a battle she could barely put two thoughts together, and this surprise – this would no doubt half knock her down for a minute or two.

So Isobelle kept her head with an effort. ‘Master Grimshaw,’ she said in tones that concealed her feelings. ‘I’m surprised to see you here in person. Your letter said you’d send the guards.’

 ‘Lord Whimsitt felt that the guards may not have had sufficient force or authority to carry out his orders.’ Grimshaw’s eyes were still on Gwen, though he answered Isobelle.

Isobelle held on to her temper in a desperate grip. ‘You mean he didn’t trust your guards to go against Gwen.’

A month ago – it felt like a lifetime ago – Isobelle had come out to the training yard in Darkhaven in search of Gwen, to find her offering up a lesson to a contingent of young guards. She’d just knocked one into the dust with scarcely a flick of the dulled practice blade in her hand, and she was bending down to help him back up to his feet. They were both laughing.

Isobelle had lingered to watch, half hiding herself in the doorway to the yard. Gwen, holding court like a queen – if that queen were a warrior, surrounded by half a dozen fighters all gazing at her like she was some goddess of war come to bless them with preternatural ability. She was showing them what she had taught herself, and what she’d learned from Madame Dupont, blended and honed into a style that was uniquely hers. A style that even Isobelle – who had zero interest in fighting beyond watching what Gwen could do – could recognise as light, agile, relying on speed and daring and breathtaking risks to use an opponent’s strength against them.

She’d watched until Grimshaw appeared, roaring epithets at his men and demanding they return to their duties. He’d railed at them for wanting to learn ‘how to fight like little girls’.

One of his men had muttered, ‘No, I want to learn to fight like her.’

Gwen had still been untouchable then. But the man had spent the night in the Darkhaven jail for his offence.

Now, Isobelle could see the same anger in Grimshaw’s face. It had annoyed her then – now, it sent a chill through her body.

Gwen’s words were still rattling around in her thoughts, the idea that anger was simply a kind of fear. What might a few days and nights in a cursed town do to the fears Grimshaw was unwilling to face in himself?

Before he could speak, Isobelle dropped her voice into a more soothing cadence. ‘Forgive me, Master Grimshaw, we’ve been out fighting the sea monster, and we are a little weary. Why don’t you take one of the rooms here off the taproom, and tomorrow morning we can discuss—’

‘There’s nothing to discuss,’ Grimshaw interrupted, rising to his feet to loom over them. He was a tall man, and years of physical training had made him broad-shouldered and heavyset. ‘Tomorrow, we go.’

Isobelle heard the softest of sounds at her side, no more than the soft click of one hard surface shifting on another. But she’d come to recognise the sound, and by the sudden sharpening of Grimshaw’s gaze, he did, too.

Gwen had placed her hand on the hilt of her sword.

 ‘We will stay until the threat here has been eliminated,’ Gwen said quietly. ‘That is what we were sent here for, and that is what I intend to do.’

Grimshaw’s eyes had lit with a sick satisfaction, as if, deep down, he’d been hoping all along to come to blows with the Lady Dragonslayer. He’d removed his sword belt while he waited for them, and it lay on the table beside him.

‘Say you can defeat me, with your dancing steps and your little tricks. Lord Whimsitt tolerates your presence because the people admire you.’ Grimshaw placed his palm on the table beside the hilt of his own sword. ‘How long do you think that will last when you have been branded a murderer?’

Gwen had no ready reply, but Isobelle could feel her helpless fury as if some invisible cord connected them, sending echoes and ripples through her. Gwen’s support was already crumbling at Darkhaven – people had short memories when the events weren’t close to their hearts. But Whimsitt’s memory was long, and he would never forgive Gwen, or Isobelle, for daring to make their own choices and govern their own lives.

If Gwen fought Grimshaw, it would be the final nail in the coffin Whimsitt was constructing around her. It’d be the only excuse he’d need to banish her, imprison her – or kill her.

‘Enough,’ said Isobelle, drawing on every ounce of vocal training she had at her disposal. ‘Master Grimshaw, you must allow us time to recover from the battle. Even you cannot expect us to set out this very moment. We’ll send Sir Orson – he has been staying here, did you know? – down to fill you in on what’s been happening. You’ll see that we really have no choice but to stay.’

Grimshaw’s flint gaze swung from Gwen’s face to Isobelle’s. It wasn’t much, but it eased the tension strung between the two of them, like an archer lowering their bow with the arrow still nocked.

‘Very well,’ he muttered. ‘You have tonight.’
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 Go home, Dragonslayr

They paused on the landing at the top of the stairs. Gwen was shaking, and when she turned, Isobelle was there. But instead of pulling Gwen into her arms, Isobelle reached up and took her face between her hands in a surprisingly fierce grip.

‘We’re not going anywhere,’ Isobelle said, with all her old force of will. Like she was casually picking up the reins of reality and giving them a twitch to let it know who was in charge.

Gwen reached up to curl her hands around Isobelle’s wrists, and held them there. ‘He can’t make us go, not by force, not all of us. But if we get back to Darkhaven and he says we defied him—’

‘Let’s worry about that when we actually do get back to Darkhaven,’ replied Isobelle.

Gwen drew breath as if to reply, but halted, watching Isobelle, her expression strangely unreadable. Then she gave herself a shake and said, ‘Brilliant, suggesting that Orson go down and fill him in. He’ll listen to another man with far less …’ She reached for the word but couldn’t find it. The weariness of the battle against the monster was settling back in, now Isobelle had stopped the brewing clash between her and Grimshaw.

‘Prejudice?’ Isobelle suggested. ‘Stupidity? Unbridled male ego?’

Gwen laughed – or made a sound somewhere in that same family at any rate – and let Isobelle tug her from the stairs. But as soon as they turned the corner into the corridor, it became immediately clear that something was wrong.

Jane and Hilde were standing there in the hall outside Gwen’s door, directing twin wide-eyed stares into the room. Jane glanced their way as they approached, but only shook her head at Isobelle when she asked what was happening.

Gwen felt her heart sinking as she stepped up to the doorway, as if some part of her knew what she’d find.

Sylvie was seated on Gwen’s clothes chest, head bowed, the midday light caressing her brown skin, painting red highlights in her black hair. Orson knelt before her, face as grim and concerned as any knight in an old portrait. He had one hand raised to her face.

It would’ve looked very romantic indeed, if not for the fact that Orson’s hand held a handkerchief, and a thick trickle of blood stained Sylvie’s cheek.

Isobelle gave a sharp cry of alarm and pushed past Gwen, who’d frozen in the doorway. Sylvie waved her hand and said briskly, ‘I’m fine, head wounds always bleed far too much. I’m fine, I tell you.’

Isobelle shoved Orson aside so abruptly that he lost his balance and went toppling sideways. Orson, who knew Isobelle better than anyone, usually grinned and rolled his eyes at her impetuosity. This time, though, Gwen saw the muscles in his jaw clench, worry tightening his features.

‘What happened?’ Isobelle asked, anxiously inspecting Sylvie’s head, which sported a small gash above her hairline.

‘I was doing a bit of tidying – the maid won’t come up anymore, even when we’re out.’ Sylvie’s voice had only a fraction of its usual scorn for such obvious weakness. If anything, she sounded the tiniest bit anxious herself. ‘I had just opened the shutters to let in some sun, when that came hurtling in from below and knocked me down.’

She gestured to something lying on the rug a few feet away.

While Isobelle took the handkerchief from Orson and took over cleaning and dressing Sylvie’s injury, Gwen unfroze enough to cross the room, stoop and pick up the object.

It was a stone about the size of her fist. It must have struck only a glancing blow – if it hadn’t, Sylvie would not be conscious and speaking. The rock was the same nondescript limestone that formed the sea cliffs, but as Gwen turned it over in her hand …

Her sharp breath rang like a cry in the silence.

Orson stood and came to Gwen’s side, looking down at the object in her hands. Painted on the stone in the same whitewash that marked the houses were three words: ‘GO HOME, DRAGONSLAYR.’

Gwen could not take her eyes off the stone, winded; her hand started to shake. Orson reached out and took the stone from her, giving her hand a surreptitious squeeze as he did so.

Isobelle and Sylvie had been having a low-voiced altercation about how to bandage the gash on Sylvie’s head. (‘If you cut my hair, I will murder you in your sleep,’ Sylvie had said calmly. ‘Leave it, it’ll stop bleeding on its own.’)

Now, Isobelle was watching Gwen and Orson, her face grave; the white lettering on the stone was easily visible.

‘Ignore it,’ she said, her voice as calm as Sylvie’s had been, though her eyes were flashing in a way Gwen knew quite well. ‘How dare they, when you’re risking your life to save them!’

‘But do you think …’ Hilde began, her voice uncharacteristically tentative. ‘That maybe, if they wish us to leave, we ought to go?’

‘Nonsense,’ retorted Jane, though her gaze was troubled. ‘People do stupid things when they’re scared.’

Gwen went to the window, whose shutters were still open. Whoever had thrown the stone had been long gone before they’d arrived, and the street below was deserted. The map of the town, with its large ‘THOU ART HERE’ lettering, stood up from the square like a gravestone with an epitaph in the chilly winter sun.

‘Maybe we should go,’ she murmured.

‘What?’ Isobelle’s voice was sharp, and when Gwen turned around, the other girl was staring at her as though she’d proposed taking wing and flying back to Darkhaven. ‘You’re going to cave to Grimshaw?’

‘Grimshaw?’ Orson repeated the name, eyes widening with confusion.

Isobelle blinked. ‘Oh, yes – Master Grimshaw’s arrived to try to force us to go back to Darkhaven. He’s downstairs, and you’ll need to go tell him what’s been happening and why we can’t leave yet. Try to, you know, be manly and sympathetic to his ego.’

Gwen cut off Orson’s further protests of confusion, and looked across the room at Isobelle. ‘I’m not talking about caving to Grimshaw – I’m saying maybe we should go.’

‘But these people need us. They need you.’

‘Do they?’ Gwen was still wearing her leather breastplate, her hand still resting on the hilt of her sword. She forced herself to let go of it, taking a deep breath that filled her nostrils with the briny, earthy smell of the sea monster’s blood that had splashed onto her trousers. ‘They seem to think I’m the jinx who brought these misfortunes upon them. How do we know they’re wrong?’

Isobelle moved from Sylvie to stand with Gwen at the window. ‘You stop that right now,’ she said, her voice tense, gaze intent, fixed on Gwen as though the others weren’t there. ‘You didn’t make Bingleton into a necromancer. You didn’t bring the sea monster back from the dead. You didn’t cast spells on the town. None of this is your fault.’

Gwen glanced back at the deserted street, avoiding Isobelle’s eyes. ‘Tabitha said magic follows the logic of stories. Who’s to say I’m not cursed?’

Isobelle didn’t answer. When the silence stretched out, Gwen looked back at her and was shocked to see tears in Isobelle’s eyes. Galvanised, Gwen reached out and took her hand.

‘I’m sorry – you’re right. I’m just … I’m just tired from the fight, and wallowing a bit. Of course we’re not going anywhere.’ Gwen heaved a breath, forcing her tight ribcage to open, and then let it out audibly.

Jane cleared her throat. ‘Maybe we should talk about …’

But Sylvie shot her a look that stopped her mid-sentence. All three girls wore expressions that made Gwen wonder if, perhaps, this was not the first time one of them had proposed leaving. It was just the first time they’d done it in front of Gwen and Isobelle.

Gwen’s heart ached, for how frightened must they all be to want to go, even if it meant leaving Isobelle? Her eyes went back to the gash on Sylvie’s forehead, now covered by a neat bandage. ‘Sylvie, are you sure you’re okay?’

‘I’ve got the devil of a headache,’ Sylvie admitted. ‘I think we should take our mind off things while we can.’

Until the sea monster comes back.

The unspoken words hung in the air. Isobelle was still quiet, her eyes distant, with a tiny dimple in her lip that told Gwen she was chewing on it. Gwen couldn’t help but wonder what she was thinking, why her words had impacted her so acutely – surely Isobelle was used to Gwen’s occasional bouts of pessimism by now. In the past, she’d seemed to quite enjoy talking Gwen out of them.

Gwen stepped closer, drawing Isobelle’s hand up to her breastbone to cradle it against her – a gesture that would’ve been infinitely more romantic if she wasn’t still wearing a breastplate – and addressed the others. ‘Isobelle suggested we go to the hot springs this afternoon … and I, for one, would welcome a soak.’

‘What about Grimshaw?’ asked Jane nervously. ‘If he finds out we’ve left to soak in a hot spring of all things …’

‘I can keep him occupied,’ Orson said confidently. ‘Give me ten minutes, then go down the back stairs.’

‘Are you up to it, Sylvie?’ asked Isobelle.

‘It’s a perfect idea,’ Sylvie said with a sigh, getting to her feet. She wobbled slightly, prompting Orson to make a comically hasty lurch to try to support her, until she swatted him away. ‘You ladies change, and we’ll all go together.’

By the time they all met around the back of the inn, Gwen’s muscles had stiffened up. She had a hard time concealing the slight limp in her walk as they set out for the hot springs. No one else commented on it, though.

Isobelle and Sylvie led the way, discussing possible plans for rescuing Tabitha once the necromancer was weaker. Sylvie and Orson had been going over strategies together before the rock incident; no doubt Orson was facing a terrible internal struggle, knowing the young witch was a captive, afraid and alone.

Gwen and Isobelle followed, and Isobelle was once again cheerful and chatty, though some of her cheer was tinged with an irritation she didn’t bother to hide any time she glanced at Sylvie and saw the blossoming bruise emerging from her hairline.

Jane and Hilde brought up the rear, and they weren’t speaking at all. They walked arm in arm, and Gwen thought perhaps Jane looked even more worried than Hilde.

For now, there was nothing to be done except rest up for the next battle. Gwen tried to clear her thoughts, chasing them out one by one as they reached the hot springs. Gargery was there, but disinclined towards conversation, gesturing them in without a word before vanishing back inside his caretaker’s cottage. Gwen retrieved a swimming costume herself – she got a green one this time – and had just turned towards one of the changing alcoves when a strange metallic clanging echoed through the air.

Everyone halted, heads turning, ears cocked.

Then Gwen’s eyes met Isobelle’s as she recognised the sound.

It was the distant tolling of the harbour bell.

For a long moment, no one moved. Then Gwen carefully put the swimming costume back in the cupboard and turned towards the road that led back to town.

Isobelle hurried to do the same, and Gwen’s temper flickered, her exhaustion rising up to strike out at the nearest target. She clenched her jaw. ‘Stay – enjoy the hot springs. Take care of Sylvie. You don’t have to come with me every time.’

The others tactfully drew apart a few paces. Isobelle reached out and touched Gwen’s arm, which had gone rigid as she realised she would have to fight again, and so soon.

‘Do you really not want me with you?’ Isobelle asked.

Gwen’s anger fell away, and with it went a portion of her exhaustion too. In the moment the bell had rung, she’d felt a wave of fearful despair. It was too soon, she hadn’t been able to rest, at this rate she’d collapse before the necromancer weakened … Now, Isobelle’s hand on her arm might as well have been the touch of a curse-breaking hero in a fairytale. To her surprise, she felt her eyes sting with a sudden surge of … something.

Love, said her heart pointedly.

Shut up, said the rest of her. I have to go kill a sea monster.

Gwen slid her hand into Isobelle’s. ‘Of course I need you with me,’ she whispered. ‘Let’s go.’
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From here, dear reader, I regret to advise that matters go rapidly downhill.

No, no, fear not – Gwen is not defeated by the ravening sea monster. We do not sharply turn to a tale of Isobelle’s revenge on the beast that slew her love.

Gwen fights the creature, and she defeats it. And then she fights it again. And again.

And again.

And again.

The bell rings each day, sometimes twice a day. And each day – sometimes twice a day – our hero takes up her sword. Each night she wakes, sweating, with nightmares. Each morning she’s a little more stiff and withdrawn. Isobelle, forced to bear witness to Gwen’s misery, can scarcely stop herself begging Gwen to stop, to let them find some other way to weaken their adversary.

But she can’t bear to force Gwen to carry her fears and worries, too.

Are their efforts weakening the necromancer? Is Lord Bingleton’s strength failing, as he raises his foul minion from the dead each time? Alas, there is no way to know. He has not been sighted in some time.

What of Master Grimshaw’s demand that they return to Darkhaven immediately, monster or no? Well, they were prevented from departing by the fact that the carriage wheel had become broken mysteriously in the night. And once that was fixed, two of the horses threw their shoes, and for some reason there was not a single nail to be found in the entire town. Then the rope for the well snapped, and there was no way to refill the water skins for travel. And then the statue in the town square managed to topple from its plinth and land – strangely intact – directly across the carriage access.

But as the days pass, Jane, Hilde and Sylvie are beginning to run out of ways to stall Master Grimshaw.

And Master Grimshaw is getting angry.

It is a desperate time, and as the shortest, darkest day of the year approaches, even the bravest soul might start to falter.






26
 One who spurned you, and the other who humiliated you

Isobelle overslept, and woke from a bad dream.

The details evaporated when her lashes lifted, but she could still feel the fear of it trying to ooze its way through her veins.

Stop it, she told herself firmly. You don’t have to fight the creature. Gwen’s doing all the hard work.

But that wasn’t true. Watching was just as bad, in its own way. She fought each day to keep her own fear from showing. To hide the dread that sat in the pit of her stomach like a stone, from the moment she woke to the moment she fell asleep. Every day Gwen picked up her sword and stepped aboard the Elizabeth, and every day Isobelle watched her, desperately trying to believe she would be all right.

It had been thrilling, the first few times, to watch Gwen do what she did best. But the knight was getting tired, and it was showing – her reflexes were slower, her split-second decisions riskier. How long would it be before she took one risk too many? Gwen fought with a grim determination that chilled Isobelle all the way through. Like she didn’t care about the outcome.

Like she wouldn’t mind all that much if she …

Isobelle couldn’t finish the thought. Dismissing the notion from her mind, she rolled out of bed and found a robe, ready to emerge from her room for what would probably be her lunch tray. Exhausted from the stress of the endless battles, both she and Gwen were sleeping when they could now. If she could snatch a few extra hours, she’d take them.

She would take her tray to Gwen’s room, to make sure her champion ate. She could also give her bruises a new layer of Kadija’s, the lurid green ointment that had helped her during the tournament. At this point, Gwen was mostly green, and Isobelle’s fingers were permanently stained.

In the hallway, though, she found not only her lunch tray, but Orson running up the stairs, dishevelled and wide-eyed.

‘They’ve gone,’ he blurted out, bracing one hand against the wall.

‘Who?’ Isobelle’s gaze snapped towards the stairs, waiting for one of the girls to appear with a more coherent response.

‘Sylvie,’ he said, breathless. ‘And Jane, and Hilde. I saw Sylvie’s breakfast tray was still outside her door, so I knocked. Most of her things are still there, but her travelling gear is gone. So is theirs. And the carriage, too.’

Panic grabbed hold of Isobelle, as if someone had a hand around her ribcage. ‘The carriage?’

‘Gone.’ Orson shook his head. ‘Sylvie was saying last night that we should all go. That this place – but I didn’t know she was going to act on it.’

Shock settled over Isobelle like a cold layer of snow, but there was no anger to go with it. ‘They were afraid,’ she said quietly. The fear that had overtaken the town had come for her friends, too. She had seen the warning signs.

Orson’s fists clenched and unclenched at his sides. ‘I can’t believe that,’ he protested. ‘Sylvie wouldn’t leave without saying goodbye. You’re her closest friend in the world.’

There were footsteps on the stairs, and Gwen appeared, climbing up from the taproom below. Isobelle hurried towards her, and was about to deliver this latest blow to morale, when she saw the lines of tension through Gwen’s body.

‘Where’s Grimshaw?’ Gwen demanded. ‘He’s not lurking in the taproom like usual.’

How it happened, Isobelle would never know. But the two separate mysteries collided with the sudden inevitability of thunder answering lightning, and she gasped, taking hold of the rail.

Gwen turned to look at her quizzically – but Isobelle had already darted past her, practically flying down the stairs and towards the room Grimshaw had selected for himself.

Tacked to the door was a note with a single line of text: No more delayes. Meet me at the pass else they face the punishment for your disobedience.

After a few seconds, Isobelle became aware of Gwen’s voice in her ear, demanding to know what was going on. Wordlessly, she stepped aside so Gwen could see the scrap of parchment. Orson was not far behind them, and it was he who finally shook them from their paralysis.

‘Oh god, it’s been snowing all morning. The pass won’t be safe—’ He ripped the note down, scanning it again, and again, as if hoping more information might be forthcoming. ‘What are we going to do?’

Gwen had turned away, settling into the same terrible icy calm that took her when she was facing down the sea monster. ‘We go after them.’

‘Gwen …’ Isobelle had no ready response, for everything in her was screaming to go after her friends. How could I have ever believed for a second that they would have left of their own accord? she thought. But Gwen’s face turned her cold. ‘Gwen, we can’t—’

‘We can,’ she replied, pausing on the landing to look down at them. ‘I kill monsters. That’s what I do.’
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Snow muffled the sounds of hoofbeats as the three of them galloped down the ocean road. Achilles snorted with effort and appreciation, venting his nervous energy eagerly. Isobelle had been concerned that Princess Buttercup would refuse to let her mount, but of the three horses, the mare was the most like herself. Isobelle supposed she was half crazed with anxiety all the time anyway, and was used to dealing with it. Orson brought up the rear, his black horse stamping heavily.

The road bent inland, climbing towards the cliffs that loomed against the bleak grey sky. Pines closed in, heavy with snow, their branches creaking under the weight. The world grew quieter with every mile, until it seemed they rode not into battle but into some frozen dream. Their breath, their horses’ breath, the rhythmic thudding of hooves – these were the only sounds left to mark their passage.

The trees gave way abruptly as the pass loomed ahead of them. High on the cliffs, snow clung in ledges and shelves, and to deep crevices in the mountainside. Each gust of wind set a veil of powder drifting loose, whispering down upon the road below. The weight of it seemed restless, unsettled, as if the whole pass were holding its breath.

And there, far enough into the pass that there would be no easy retreat for anyone approaching, was the carriage. It was halted in the road, its doors closed. There was no sign of the girls at this distance, the light too low inside the carriage and too glaring without, but Master Grimshaw stood before it.

As their horses slowed to a cautious walk, and then to a halt, Grimshaw drew his sword.

Gwen leaned forward, about to give Achilles the command to charge. Isobelle touched her heels to Buttercup’s flanks and cut off the stallion’s path.

‘Gwen, stop,’ Isobelle panted. ‘You can’t fight Grimshaw. Remember what he said when he arrived? Attacking him, or killing him, will give Whimsitt the only weapon he needs to take you down. No amount of hero worship among the people will protect a—’ Isobelle swallowed, but made herself finish the sentence. ‘A murderer.’

Gwen looked at her blankly – it was worse than the cold fury that had seized her at the inn. ‘What does any of that matter?’ she asked, as Achilles sidestepped uneasily, sensing the tension in his mistress.

Isobelle could only stare at her. For months now, Gwen had been the one reminding Isobelle of the precariousness of their situation. Insisting that they had to follow Whimsitt’s orders and ride their patrols if they wanted to stay together. That they must smile and curtsy and say ‘yes, my lord’, because that was the price they paid to hang on at Darkhaven until salvation arrived in the form of Isobelle’s dowry.

 ‘You don’t mean that.’ It was Orson, his horse’s nostrils flaring, breath steaming the air. ‘It matters, you’re just tired.’

Gwen let out a soft sound. ‘I am,’ she agreed dryly. ‘But there’s no other option here. Look – he’s chosen his spot well.’

On the eastern side of the pass, the cliffs rose up nearly vertical only a few paces from the snow-covered packed earth. On the western side, the cliff had crumbled, leaving a sheer drop down to a river delta, frozen over on its journey towards the sea.

There was no way past him. No way to circle around to approach him from more than one angle. There was barely enough room for two combatants.

‘This isn’t like fighting the monster,’ Isobelle whispered. ‘Let’s take a breath and think of some way to do this that doesn’t turn you into an outlaw—’

‘There isn’t a way,’ Gwen retorted, cutting her off irritably. ‘Don’t you see, I’ve been an outlaw since I rode in that tournament, Whimsitt just hasn’t been able to touch me yet. So what if this speeds his revenge? The odds are I’ll never be going b—’ She halted herself with a strangled sound and a visible twitch of effort across her lips as she turned away.

Isobelle felt rather like she’d been struck hard enough in her chest to knock the breath from her. She could feel her own thoughts slogging as if through hip-deep mud, slow and agonising.

 ‘Never be going back anyway, you mean?’ she whispered. The cold air was burning her nose, her lungs, her eyes – they watered, stinging. ‘Gwen, you are not going to die here. Not fighting Grimshaw, not fighting the sea monster. We will get past this, and we’ll go home together!’

In the distance, Grimshaw slammed his boot down against the powdery snow. He gave a shout that echoed eerily through the pass and sent a few more eddies of snow trickling down from the cliffs above. He had no interest in standing there while they argued.

‘I’ll fight him.’ Orson was still a few paces behind them, and his eyes were fixed on the distant figure of the Darkhaven master-at-arms.

Isobelle scowled at him, having no interest in fighting his misplaced chivalry alongside Gwen’s increasing desire to face death in some dramatic way. ‘Don’t be ridiculous, you’ll have the same problem if you kill him.’

‘Will I?’ Orson’s horse moved forward a few paces, offering Isobelle a glimpse of his profile – that gleaming, handsome countenance that had always seemed so heroic. Almost always, anyway. ‘I have had no prior offences. In fact, I was the one who provided Whimsitt with the information he needed to make his first attack on Gwen, before she killed the dragon; as far as he knows, I’m on his side.’

His eyes didn’t move, but his jaw tightened, the blond stubble softening but not eliminating the shadow beneath his cheekbone. The idea that his betrayal of Gwen and Isobelle would now come in useful did not sit well with him.

He went on quietly. ‘I’m not the one Grimshaw was sent here to bring back, and it will be entirely up to him whether he chooses to attack me. I can claim it was self-defence, and I will be telling the truth.’ Finally, he turned to look back at them, eyes moving between Gwen and Isobelle. ‘And the most compelling difference of all: I’m a man. Whimsitt doesn’t hate me.’

His gaze came to rest not on Isobelle, but on Gwen, who was gripping the hilt of her sword as though her very sanity depended on it.

‘Don’t … this is ridiculous,’ Gwen managed. ‘I can’t let you … fight for me.’

‘Why not?’ Orson’s question seemed to dumbfound Gwen, who said nothing, but joggled sideways as Achilles responded to some tightening of her legs. ‘I’ll tell you why not. You have spent your life trying to prove you can fight for yourself. And now, that you can fight for Isobelle.’ His blue eyes swivelled to meet Isobelle’s briefly, a warmth in them that reminded her of how he’d been when they were children. ‘You feel like you’ve still got something to prove … you don’t, Gwen.’ Into the silence that followed, Orson murmured, ‘But I do. Let me do this for you. For both of you.’

Isobelle did not see what passed between her friend and her champion – she did not see Gwen nod or gesture, but Orson must have read surrender in her face, for he wheeled his horse around, drew his sword as the big black gelding broke into a run, on into the pass.

By the time Gwen and Isobelle had caught up, keeping their horses’ pace slow, the two men had dismounted and exchanged the first few tentative, glancing clashes of swords. Isobelle snuck a sidelong glance at Gwen and saw her watching intently, eyes never leaving the figures – now and then her head bobbed or her hand twitched, as if willing Orson to dodge at the right moment, or lift his sword just so.

Beyond the two combatants, Isobelle could finally see signs of life within the carriage. Rope had been wound through the handle, effectively locking the girls in, but there were faces peering through the rear window. And when Orson made a lunge that forced Grimshaw to scrabble back, off-balance, a muffled yell of triumph came from inside the carriage.

Isobelle lifted the reins in her hand, about to urge Princess Buttercup to edge around the arena of combat, but Gwen – somehow still keeping an eye on her while watching the fight intently – made a quick gesture to halt her. ‘Wait – we don’t know how stable the canyon is at the edge.’

Isobelle looked up at the crevices and shelves laden with snow, and bit her lip, her urgent desire to release her friends warring with her respect for the laws of nature. For the time being, common sense won, but it was quite a mental arm wrestle.

Steel rang out again, the sound sharp and echoing in the narrow pass. The two men circled warily, boots grinding in the snow, blades sweeping in cautious arcs that flashed cold in the winter light. Grimshaw struck first this time, a brutal downward hack meant to batter past Orson’s guard. Orson caught it, but the impact drove him a step back, snow spraying from under his boots. With a grunt he pushed forward, shoving Grimshaw’s blade aside and countering with a quick slash that might have opened his opponent’s arm if Grimshaw hadn’t twisted away at the last instant.

The fight grew faster, heavier. There were no quick dodges or graceful feints, only the pounding rhythm of muscle and steel. Orson drove Grimshaw back a pace, then another, their swords locking crossguard to crossguard, faces inches apart. Grimshaw bared his teeth in a humourless grin and shoved hard, breaking free.

Orson pressed, sensing the advantage. He lunged, blade whistling towards Grimshaw’s side. But Grimshaw pivoted, quick as a wolf snapping at a hound, and brought his own sword around in a tight arc. The edge caught Orson beneath the shoulder, slicing through mail to flesh. Orson hissed and staggered back, one hand snapping to the wound as blood sprayed the churned snow beneath his feet.

Isobelle felt a cry wring itself from her throat, and Gwen swore, beginning to swing a leg over Achilles to dismount and join the fight anyway. But Orson, one leg bent and kneeling in the snow, held up his good hand to stop her, his eyes on his opponent.

‘Why are you helping them?’ spat Grimshaw, panting breaths fogging the air. ‘One who spurned you, and the other who humiliated you?’

Orson, also trying to catch his breath, pulled off a glove and shoved it under the mail to press against his wound, securing it there by a strip off his tunic. ‘I humiliated myself,’ he retorted, staggering to his feet again. ‘For god’s sake, man, what does it matter if she’s a she? She killed a dragon, while you and your men were huddled in a ballroom discussing strategy.’

Grimshaw passed his sword from his right hand to his left, flexing his fingers, before passing the sword back again. ‘She makes us all look like fools,’ he snarled, eyes darting to where Gwen stood. ‘She works to unman all of us, and they cheer her for it.’

‘If you so fear being unmanned, look to yourself for the reason.’

‘You’re one to talk,’ Grimshaw said, voice low and insinuating. ‘No one ever sees you chasing skirts at the tavern or going wooing, after all. Maybe you’d rather we wrestle, like the ancient Greeks. Maybe you’re like them.’ Grimshaw swept his sword aside to point at Gwen and Isobelle.

Orson pulled the makeshift bandage tight with his teeth and then spat back, ‘I should be so lucky. To love someone who loves me in return? We should all be so lucky.’

The respite was over. Infuriated, Grimshaw gave a roar of fury and rushed the other man. The sound was unlike anything Isobelle had ever heard, even from the dragon – a low, splintering thing that was more like a force of nature than …

Suddenly, beside her, Gwen was moving.

She grabbed a coil of rope from Achilles’s saddle and threw one end of it at Isobelle, shouting orders in a manner Isobelle found deeply compelling. ‘Get back. Tie this around Achilles’s tack – Achilles, guard!’ She threw herself from Achilles’s back and went sprinting towards the two men. As she ran, she was tying the other end of the rope around her waist.

Only then did Isobelle realise that the roar of fury hadn’t stopped. And that it wasn’t a roar anymore – that the sound had grown, deepened, become the grinding thunder of stone and snow breaking loose.

The cliffs above shuddered. A sheet of white peeled away from the ledge, spilling down in a blinding curtain. Then the whole mountainside gave way with a deafening crack. Snow and rock cascaded at once, a rolling wall that devoured the light as it fell.

Gwen didn’t hesitate. She hurled herself into the chaos, vanishing into the billowing white cloud just before it swallowed Orson and Grimshaw too. Isobelle cried out, jerking the rope tight around the saddle leather with fumbling hands, her knuckles raw where the coarse fibres burned them. Achilles snorted, stamping, but held his ground like a pillar driven into the earth.

The torrent roared across the pass, surging down the slope, taking half the road with it into the ravine. Stone and ice flowed down, down towards the glittering frozen river delta like a waterfall. The rope went taut, the other end arcing a path towards the edge of the cliff before halting, trembling and swaying, as the snow and stone swept everything down into the ravine. Achilles squealed with effort, his hooves sliding in the snow. Isobelle shouted a wordless command for him to hold, and felt her own horse lean close against the larger stallion. She felt at any moment that the rope would snap, and Gwen too would tumble down, down into the depths …

Then, as suddenly as it began, the thunder died.

Silence descended. The air was full of glittering dust, still drifting from the cliffs. The rope stretched tight from Achilles’s tack, vanishing beneath a mound of snow and stone.

The only sound was Isobelle’s own breath, quick and harsh, her body frozen, her eyes fixed on the spot where the rope vanished into the remaining debris.

Across the field of tumbled snow and stone, the carriage gave a violent shudder, and then burst open, spilling the girls out onto the snow – one of them must have kicked the door open at the hinge. A figure came rushing towards the debris. It was Sylvie, and she was limping conspicuously. It must have been she who burst the door of the carriage.

Isobelle found she could move again, and with another command to Achilles to stay where he was, she slid out of Buttercup’s saddle, her legs shaking. She stumbled the first several steps, but soon she was running, and she reached the other end of the rope moments before Sylvie did.

They worked without speaking, steaming the air with effort, scooping out the snow with their bare hands and throwing aside splintered rock. Jane and Hilde caught up to them, but there wasn’t room for four, and Isobelle had no care for them, or indeed for Sylvie, across from her. Each piece of stone or broken branch was an arm or a leg or a long black braid until she cleared the snow to reveal it as just another bit of debris.

The rope quivered once beneath her hands, a faint vibration that jolted her heart. ‘She’s there!’ Isobelle gasped, half to Sylvie, half to herself. They dug harder, breath ragged, until at last she barked her knuckles against a hard surface – not rock, not wood, but the cold glint of chainmail, and the coarse weave of Gwen’s cloak, crusted with snow.

‘Here – help me!’ she cried, and together they pulled, heaving at that cloak until a dark head broke the surface, hair tangled with ice and grit.

Then Gwen’s face tilted up, pale but fierce, her eyes blinking against the sudden light. She had her arm locked tight around Orson’s chest, dragging his limp, dead weight up with her. Blood streaked his side, staining the snow in ribbons, but he breathed.

Isobelle seized Gwen’s free hand and hauled, Sylvie bracing the other side, until both knights were pulled clear of the drift. Gwen collapsed to her knees, still clutching Orson, her shoulders heaving as though she had wrestled the mountain itself. She looked up once at Isobelle, just long enough for Isobelle to see the wild light in her eyes.

Isobelle scarcely recalled moving, but she was in Gwen’s arms a moment later, inspecting her for wounds, brushing snow from her cheeks and throat. Sylvie had bent over Orson, declaring in a shaking voice that he was alive.

There was no sign of Grimshaw – there wouldn’t be. He was at the bottom of the ravine, buried under several tons of rock and snow.

It took some time for them to catch their breaths, to properly bandage Orson’s arm, and to find the lump beneath his thick blond hair that explained his unconscious state. By the time they’d run out of tasks, the sun had begun to dip low towards the horizon.

‘There’s no way we can get the carriage back across this debris,’ Gwen said finally, broaching the subject no one wanted to raise. ‘And we can’t leave it and the horses here, they’ll die. And Orson can’t travel by himself.’

‘I can drive a carriage,’ Jane said. Her face had regained its colour and then some, the cold blooming like roses in her cheeks. When the others turned to stare at her, she blushed more deeply. ‘Remember that squire I was seeing, during the tournament a few months back? He taught me.’

‘We can’t let you travel alone,’ Hilde protested, ‘with only a wounded man for protection.’

‘Maybe you should all go.’ Isobelle heard the words leave her lips before she’d fully formed them in her mind. She was used to launching herself into conversations without being certain what she intended to say, but rarely had the words struck her own heart so sharply.

At her side, half concealed by the drifts of snow, she felt Gwen take her hand.

‘We can’t leave you,’ Sylvie muttered, though Isobelle could see in her eyes the fear and worry, echoes of what had taken hold of them in Galanty-Uponne-the-Sea.

 ‘Gwen and I can keep each other safe,’ Isobelle went on, lifting her chin and squeezing Gwen’s hand. ‘But it’s … it’s harder, you see, if …’

‘If you have to protect all of us as well.’ Sylvie’s eyes met hers, carrying a hint of her characteristic dry humour. ‘Or worry about the curse taking us too.’

‘Go, travel back to Darkhaven and get Orson to rest and heal. And you can tell Whimsitt …’ Gwen’s voice trailed off, and her eyes slid towards the emptiness on the other side of the road, the side that had been washed down into the ravine, along with half the cliff face … and Grimshaw.

No one had said his name. They didn’t say it now.

‘We all saw it,’ Hilde said quietly. ‘He died in an avalanche while escorting us from the town.’

‘His death was an accident,’ Jane agreed firmly.

‘If only I could be sure he’d believe you,’ Gwen muttered. ‘We all know what Whimsitt is like when a group of women try to tell him an unpleasant truth.’

‘I saw it, too.’ Orson’s voice was very quiet, but it brought every single head whipping around. Jane and Hilde both bent to inspect him so suddenly that their heads clashed together, and Jane muttered a particularly unsavoury oath.

Orson let out a groan, and shifted experimentally, testing how bad the pain might be if he sat up. ‘It shouldn’t be so, but he’ll believe me if he doesn’t believe you. Go. You’ve enough time to get back to town before dark, and we’ve got to move if we’re to make it out of the pass.’ When Isobelle glanced at Gwen, hesitating, Orson’s voice strengthened. ‘Go, I’ll take care of them.’

He tried to finish sitting up, swore, and fell back over.

Sylvie snorted, put her hand over Orson’s mouth, and looked from Gwen to Isobelle. ‘I’ve got him. Go. He’ll be fine, and so will we.’

And so, as they all stood and brushed the snow from their garments, Isobelle found herself crushed in a tangle of arms. Hilde’s curls in her face, Jane muttering something fierce and fond in her ear, Sylvie squeezing her so tightly it nearly lifted her from the ground. For an instant she was back in her suite in Darkhaven, crowded together around a pot of tea, whispering secrets, holding space for one another. She shut her eyes and breathed them in, and tried to fix it all in her memory.

When at last they pulled apart, there were no more words to say. Hilde and Jane held Orson up between them, helping him back towards the carriage on the other side of the debris field as Sylvie limped alongside them.

Gwen swung back into Achilles’s saddle, waiting. Isobelle lingered, watching until their friends reached the carriage. Then she turned, gathered Princess Buttercup’s reins, and mounted. Together she and Gwen rode their horses back towards Galanty-Uponne-the-Sea, leaving the others behind in the snow, the silence of the pass pressing close around them.

She and Gwen were on their own.




27
 You can’t ask me to watch you die

Night had fallen by the time they’d returned, seen to the horses and dragged themselves up the stairs to their rooms. The inn was dark and cold; Isobelle had to lay a fire in Gwen’s suite by candlelight while Gwen stripped off her chainmail and her sword belt.

She’d learned how to do it on the road with Gwen, with some difficulty. It required patience and focus, neither of which were qualities Isobelle possessed in abundance. This time, exhaustion played a far greater role – her hands kept trying to shake as she fed the fragile flame nestled in the wool and wood shavings.

When finally the flame stretched higher, and she was able to give it larger sticks that would hold it beyond a few seconds, Isobelle glanced over her shoulder at Gwen.

The room was still crowded with shadows, but she could see Gwen pulling off her jerkin, sodden from the snow. As she did, the undershirt she wore was tugged up as well, and clung wetly to her shoulders.

Her back was a mass of contusions and scrapes. She looked like someone who had just been rescued from a torturer’s dungeon after weeks of suffering. Her skin bore a history written in bruises, from the ugly brown discolourations of those nearly healed, through the bright purple-blue of those beginning to blossom. And there, in an ugly red band below her ribs, the welts rising from the force of the rope she’d tied around her waist to keep herself from being swept off the cliff in the avalanche.

She had only let Isobelle at her with healing ointment now in a piecemeal fashion – rolling up a sleeve here or lifting part of her shirt there. To see the entire canvas of the last few weeks writ so large over the sleek muscle and soft skin of Gwen’s back … to know that the rest of her was likely just as battered …

Isobelle tossed a handful of sticks at the fire and lurched to her feet with a wordless protest. Gwen glanced at her, flushed, and tugged her shirt down.

‘Don’t fret,’ Gwen said quickly, forestalling her. ‘I bruise easily, you know that.’

Isobelle ignored her and caught the hem of Gwen’s shirt, tugging it upward before she could resist. The fabric bunched in her fists, and there it was – the angry welt that circled Gwen’s waist like a brand. Isobelle’s breath caught. She lifted one hand, fingertips grazing the unmarked skin below the band of red, and felt the muscles of Gwen’s abdomen tighten beneath her touch.

Isobelle drew her hand back, glancing up. ‘Did that hurt?’

Gwen’s eyes were unreadable in the darkness, though the fire was brightening the room bit by tiny bit. ‘No.’ She reached out to take Isobelle’s hand in hers.

Isobelle marshalled her thoughts with an effort. ‘You scared me today,’ she whispered. ‘You’ve been scaring me in general, for more than just today.’

‘The sea monster—’ Gwen began, but Isobelle cut her off.

‘I’m not talking about that.’ Isobelle hesitated. ‘Or rather, not just that. You saved Orson’s life today, and I – I’m glad about that. I’m so glad. But you dived into an avalanche with nothing but a rope around your waist, Gwen. You could have died. Most people would have.’

Gwen released Isobelle’s hand and turned away, leaving her fingers tingling in the sudden absence of touch.

‘But I didn’t,’ Gwen replied shortly, and went to hang her jerkin up to dry before the fire.

The bleakness in her voice froze Isobelle far more deeply than the cold that day had. She’d sounded almost … disappointed.

‘Gwen, we can’t keep doing this,’ blurted Isobelle, whirling to face her champion. ‘Do we have any sign that this is even working? That the necromancer is weakening at all?’

 ‘I don’t know,’ Gwen admitted. ‘It’s hard to tell if the monster is any weaker, much less the one who controls it.’

Because she was weaker, too. It was more than the wounds she carried – more than the exhaustion. Isobelle could not tell anymore what might be the spell affecting Gwen and what might simply be Gwen slipping into despair – Tabitha would tell her there was no difference, that magic and mundane were one and the same. But Isobelle could see the way Gwen tensed every time the harbour bell rang its alarm to signal the monster’s return. She could see how Gwen had to force herself to reach for her sword.

The fear was working its way through Gwen’s veins to her core. Isobelle was beginning to wonder, though she could scarcely let herself think it, if Gwen could defeat Bingleton before the spell defeated her.

‘You have to stop,’ Isobelle said finally, the certainty she’d been avoiding for days crystallising in her heart. ‘You don’t have to sacrifice yourself to—’

‘Don’t I?’ Gwen’s words were very quiet, and she didn’t look at Isobelle.

Before Isobelle could think of an answer, a sound halted them in their tracks.

The harbour bell had begun to toll. Once, twice – a long, low clangour that rolled out across the water and echoed back again, until it sang in chorus with itself, reverberating in their ears.

Neither of them moved for several long, tense breaths. Then Gwen’s hand lifted, reaching towards the jerkin she’d just hung up to dry, and Isobelle’s paralysis shattered.

‘Gwen, stop!’ she blurted, feeling the blood rush to her face – not in shame or fury, but pure desperation, an intensity that had been building for days. ‘You’ve never tried to fight it at night before – you won’t be able to see. You’re exhausted.’

Gwen’s voice was tight as she pulled the wet leather over her head and back into place. ‘I’m aware.’ She reached for her chainmail. Step by step, she retraced her motions, reversing the actions she had taken moments ago as she’d undressed.

And then a shout sounded from the hallway. Henry, their loyal – for now – captain, appeared in the doorway, cheeks flushed with exertion. ‘Sir Gwen, quickly! There’s a ship sailing in, we can see it by moonlight! They’re sitting ducks for the monster!’ He turned and sprinted again for the stairs, back towards the harbour.

Isobelle and Gwen both froze in place, and then Isobelle dragged in a breath. ‘Gwen, stop. They’ll see the creature, they’ll sail back out. We’ll keep ringing the bell to warn them.’

But Gwen kept moving, so Isobelle progressively raised the volume of her voice. ‘Stop! Gwen, you can’t! This is beyond reckless!’

Gwen said nothing, rising to her feet and walking stiffly across to where her sword lay. It was as though she hadn’t even heard what Isobelle had said.

This wasn’t Gwen – this was a shadow of Gwen. Isobelle was losing her, as surely as if she’d been pulled beneath the waves – piece by piece, day by day, fight by fight.

Isobelle crossed the room to try again. ‘Gwen, it’s dark. You’ll be killed.’ She stopped near Gwen, raising her hands and adopting a posture of defence, wondering if she had any chance at all of stopping her champion, should Gwen choose to barrel through her.

Gwen simply kept buckling her sword belt, head down.

What was she thinking? Was she thinking at all? Why wasn’t she listening – why wasn’t she looking at Isobelle? Didn’t she understand that worn down as she was, exhausted from fight after fight, this midnight battle could be the end of her?

Isobelle’s heart was racing now, and with a cry of frustration, she played her final card. The words burst past the dam that had kept them in check, and came flooding out to envelop them both. ‘Gwen, you can’t make this decision. You aren’t yourself. I think you’re under a spell – you have been almost since we arrived!’

Gwen’s head snapped up and her hands finally stilled. ‘What?’

‘Do you remember that pouch of herbs you found in your pocket?’ Isobelle asked urgently. ‘It wasn’t one of Olivia’s sachets. Tabitha said it was a hex bag. Bingleton doesn’t just have this town under a spell, he’s cast one on you, too! That’s what’s making you so reckless.’

Gwen’s lips parted, then closed again, as though she’d bitten back her first retort. She simply gazed at Isobelle, absorbing her words. When she did speak, her voice was low and controlled. ‘There’s no spell on me, Isobelle. I’m just afraid. I was before we came here, and I am now. And the one thing – the only thing – I know for sure, is that I can’t let it get the better of me. If I do, then it really will be over.’

She picked up her sword belt, buckling it at her waist as she neatly stepped around Isobelle and turned for the door.

Isobelle whirled around, taking a helpless step after her. ‘Gwen, it’s a spell! This isn’t how you fight a spell, you can’t force your way through it.’

‘This is exactly how we fight it,’ Gwen snapped.

Isobelle’s heart was beating against her ribs, trying to break free of her body. Her throat was tight, her breath coming too quickly, too shallow.

Gwen was going to die. She was going to haul her battered, exhausted body out into the bay, and this creature was going to come for her in the dark, and kill her.

‘Gwen, this isn’t about being a hero – you’re acting like you’ve got some kind of death wish!’ Isobelle cried.

Gwen stopped, one hand on the door, perfectly still.

‘I can’t go with you.’ Isobelle made herself keep going, her throat aching as she swallowed down a sob. ‘You can’t ask me to watch you die. I won’t do it.’

‘What are you saying?’ Gwen’s voice was icy cold, like Isobelle had never heard it.

‘I’m saying, if you walk out that door, then one way or another, survive or not, it’s over.’

Gwen’s silence stretched into eternity, as tears spilled down Isobelle’s cheeks. Finally, her voice a pained rasp, Gwen replied, ‘If I don’t walk out this door, then call it what you want – my cowardice, his spell – it’s won. It’ll be over anyway.’

And without another word, she left.




28
 I know you remember me!

The night was bitterly cold, with great purple swathes of cloud scarring the starry sky overhead. The intermittent moonlight shone through columns of diamond-dust snow, illuminating patches of deep indigo-ink sea. Wavelets caught the moon like sickly green froths of lace, and except for the frantic ringing of the harbour bell, silence gripped the once busy harbour.

Gwen kicked up angry clouds of powder with each step, her body shaking as if she were already in the thick of battle. She had not a single coherent thought until she reached the docks, where Henry was ringing the bell as if the brassy clanging was all that was keeping him safe from certain doom. Gwen had to cover the boy’s hands with hers and speak to him – rather more sharply than she’d meant to – before he stopped, staring at her with wide eyes.

‘We can do this,’ Gwen told him quietly. ‘Let’s go.’

 ‘But … but we can’t, Sir Gwen.’

Gwen looked up at the moon, which had slid behind one of those puffy scar-tissue clouds. ‘You told me once you could navigate this harbour with your eyes closed – are you telling me you can’t do it in the dark?’

Henry shook his head and raised a single trembling hand to point. Gwen followed the length of his arm until she saw it – part of a ship’s hull and a broken mast, jutting out at a sharp angle to the level dock, the rest of it submerged in the inky water.

The Elizabeth.

It was the only ship that had been destroyed.

Gwen stared at it, waiting for the swell of sympathy for the boy’s loss, for that ship was his livelihood as well as their only way of bringing the fight to the monster. But she felt only emptiness. She knew she ought to find that terrifying; what good was a knight without compassion? Instead, she felt only a deep but distant ache of confusion.

It’s over, rang Isobelle’s words in her ear.

Gwen had no feeling left. If she had any at all, she’d be in a heap on the ground, or running back to Isobelle to beg her to reconsider. But it was just … gone.

No fear, either – she noted that with a grim, bitter satisfaction. What a gift, to be able to fight, for once, without terror solidifying like lead in her veins.

‘Take someone else’s ship,’ Gwen said, scanning the harbour. ‘We’ll apologise later.’

Henry clenched his jaw, squaring it, his youthful face hardening into the lines and strong planes of the man he’d grow into in a few years. ‘No, lady.’

‘No?’ Gwen stared at him.

‘An unfamiliar ship, at night, with another ship out there – they’ve only one lantern lit. I might as well take an axe to someone’s ship right here, and doom the one out there to boot.’

‘But the monster, Henry – the ship is doomed anyway – where is the monster?’

The boy’s face tightened. ‘You won’t be able to miss it, lady.’

And with that, he fled. Gwen felt only the mildest surge of irritation. He was only a kid, after all – he’d shown the courage of a dozen kings sailing out with her every day, long past the point where most of the townsfolk had barricaded themselves inside their homes. She couldn’t blame him for giving in now, when everyone else around her had gone too.

The whole town. Tabitha. Hilde, Jane and Sylvie. Orson.

Isobelle.

A frothy, moonlit swell caught at Gwen’s attention – not a wavelet like the others, for it was moving perpendicular to them, against the winds and tide. And the moon was still behind its veil of cloud.

Then what is that light …?

The bluish-green glow beneath the ripple of wave was making its way straight out to sea. In the distance, Gwen could see the tiniest pinprick of light: a ship’s lantern, marking the prow as it cut swiftly through the waves towards the harbour.

Gwen’s sword leapt into her hand as she broke into a run towards the long pier that jutted out into the harbour for the larger ships to moor at. But she could not match the creature’s speed. She caught at the thick pylon to stop her forward momentum from launching her into the water, and her breath burst out of her in a hoarse, desperate scream.

‘Remember me, arsehole?’ She flung the words at the ripple of glowing water as it sped away from her. ‘Come back and fight me! I’m the one you want.’ She slammed the flat of her sword against the dock, making the water tremble with the reverberation.

The ripple of water, a hundred yards away now, zigged to the side and kept on.

‘I know you remember me!’ Gwen screamed, thinking of the thorough destruction of her little ship. ‘I know you see me! I’m the one who keeps killing you!’

The ripple on the surface of the water vanished.

Gwen stood, eyes straining. The only sound was that of her harsh breathing, steaming the air as it mingled with the dust-fine particles of ice in the air. She saw nothing, but she knew the beast was coming; she could feel it in the throb of her feet in her boots, the tingle in her palm where she held her sword. She backed up a pace, then two, then three.

The water at the end of the pier lightened, as if another moon were rising from the depths. Though this luminescence was blue-green, in her mind Gwen saw the sullen orange glow of dragonsfire blossoming in the pitch-black of a mining tunnel. A strange, alien sound tore its way out of her throat.

The thing came out of the water.

Half a dozen tentacles erupted at once, their bright coral colour leached away by the moonlight so that all Gwen could see was a dizzying flurry of blue light. The creature was glowing like it had slid straight out of some abyssal realm of dark magic, so dazzling she could not move. Then one of the tentacles came swinging at her, and her instincts took over, and she dived for safety.

Rolling back up onto her feet, she swung for the creature only to dodge again as it wrapped several of its tentacles around the pylons of the dock. Yes, thought Gwen fiercely. That’s it – focus on me. Here, on land, she had the advantage. She could retreat whenever she needed to, back down the dock, and it could only come after her so fast.

The beast’s arms came thrashing down, just missing her as she leapt back, and splintering one of the wooden planks – the others held, though Gwen’s feet ached with the vibration against her soles. She swung out with her sword, and a spatter of blood and a chunk of glowing flesh landed on the dock. It kept squirming, its sucker grasping, for several awful seconds after it had been severed.

The monster shrieked and retracted its tentacles, and Gwen stood panting, uncertain, turning this way and that in search of that telltale blue light beneath the water.

Then, from behind her, came a terrible sound. A deep, harsh groaning of wet wood and nails, along with the dripping, sloshing of disturbed water.

Gwen turned in time to see the sea monster finish pulling itself out of the water, its tentacles wrapping around the dock, its massive body hulking in the darkness. Blue light outlined every arm and tentacle, and ran in dazzling, shifting patterns through its flesh. It had placed itself between Gwen and land. There was nowhere, now, to go.

For a moment, they stood in relative stillness – as though the beast was taunting her, daring her to decide what to do next. Finally, Gwen’s emotional paralysis snapped, and anger flooded her body, like some terrible creature caged far too long.

She rushed the monster. She could hear herself yelling something, screaming it, as she ran and swung. The creature’s legs flexed, quivered and squeezed – the dock erupted into splinters, and Gwen managed to leap just before the planks beneath her feet shattered. Her sword went flying, to land with a despairing splash in the black water. She collided with the monster, scrabbling until she found a piece of debris from the dock and rammed it into its fleshy body. For a heartbeat, Gwen’s entire weight dangled from her makeshift spear.

Then a horrible squirming thing wrapped itself around her midsection, squeezing until she gasped in agony, for it held her where she’d tied the rope earlier that day – and then the monster plucked her up into the air, and pulled her out to sea.

Gwen’s entire world narrowed into a spinning blur of moon and sea, of blue luminescence and utter darkness. She hit the water twice, and twice was flung back up. She could feel the thing moving, jetting along the surface, though she could scarcely tell what direction was up. She caught a glimpse, once, of the lights of the town. Tiny, twinkling. And very, very far away.

The tentacle wrapped around her ribs slammed her against the water and then back up. An unyielding edge jabbed into Gwen’s left arm hard enough to numb it to the fingertips – instinctively, her other arm reached for the thing, and she felt her hand wrap around the splintered plank still buried an arm’s length in the creature’s body. Below her, the open mouth of the creature gaped, waiting.

With one last scream of effort, Gwen braced her feet against the soft, gelatinous flesh and yanked. The spike of wood came free, and as she began to fall, she twisted her body until she had the jagged end pointed down into the monster’s maw.

And then a blue-green glow swept out of the darkness, collided with her body, and sent her slamming into the water so hard it felt like a wall of stone.

The last thing Gwen saw, as her vision narrowed and blackness overcame her, was the dim blue glow of the monster, rising up above her as she sank into the depths.
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Tell me, reader: have you ever seen a damsel charge a sea monster to rescue a knight? I am sure you have not. Though I suppose you have seen a damsel charge a dragon, given the time you’ve spent following the tale of Gwen and Isobelle’s deeds.

At any rate – forgive me my talk of brave attacks on ravening beasts – all this is by way of saying: brace yourselves.

What’s that? Have I interrupted at a particularly tense moment, dear reader? I’m afraid I am about to do much worse, and prolong your suspense even further.

Let us wind back the clock a few minutes, and see where Isobelle has been all this time. The magic of storytelling allows us to do such things, and we might as well take advantage of all a scribe’s tricks of the trade. So, Lady Isobelle?

There she is, running full tilt towards the harbour. And there too is the strange ship, desperately reefing its sails to slow its trajectory towards the death match currently taking place in the waters off Galanty-Uponne-the-Sea.

Will Isobelle reach the harbour in time?

What could she do, even if she managed it?

And who, pray tell, is that mysterious figure standing at the prow of the strange ship?






29
 A monstrous tournament cheerleader

Isobelle’s lungs were burning as she raced across the cobblestone street.

What had she been thinking? What had she been thinking? How could she ever have let Gwen go to face danger alone? It had taken only minutes, standing in the silence of Gwen’s room, glancing around at her familiar things – indulging in a brief, extremely dramatic cry on Gwen’s bed – for Lady Isobelle of Avington to realise she’d made the mistake of her life.

What had she been thinking?

She burst out into the harbour, where a quick glance told a horrifying tale. Henry huddled well back from the water’s edge, the dock in splinters, and no sign of Gwen as the sea monster rose up above the waves. Its shape – sinuous tentacles, suckers larger than a knight’s shield – was outlined by an eerie blue-green glow that reflected off the churning waters.

In the foreground was the Elizabeth, one part of her hull reduced to matchsticks, half sunk beneath the water. Beyond that was the creature, and further out the moonlight illuminated the shape of the strange ship, still moving towards them despite the frantic ringing of the bell.

A cry went up from Henry and the few townsfolk who had dared emerge from their houses to watch, and such was the note of horror in those voices that Isobelle stumbled to a halt, her gut clenching in the certain knowledge that they knew something she did not, and that something was awful beyond imagining.

Again her gaze swept the scene before her, quick and desperate, and now, perhaps because she was looking for the worst of all possible sights – she saw it.

The tentacled beast had Gwen in its grasp, waving her through the air like it was a monstrous tournament cheerleader, and she a battered, shredded pom-pom.

Her body was limp, and Isobelle went numb, her feet turned to stone as she stood and watched, paralysed by fear. This couldn’t be happening.

Then Gwen moved, grabbing at some sort of makeshift spear, and with a wordless cry Isobelle was stumbling forward, grabbing at her suddenly cumbersome skirts as she dashed towards the pier that stretched out into the harbour.

She was still running when the beast slammed Gwen down into the waves, and her champion vanished.

 ‘Gwen!’ The name tore itself from Isobelle’s throat, anguished, as the creature sank down beneath the waves, the water darkened with its own blood.

The pair of them were gone, the disturbance in the choppy water the only sign they had ever been there at all.

Isobelle reached the splintered end of the pier, and there she stopped, staring down into the murky waters. Then, with grim determination, she began pulling off her shoes.

A sudden beam of light from the strange ship’s prow halted her, drawing her gaze up. Someone had unshuttered the lantern, casting a brighter glow. By its light, she could see a figure on the boat rapidly disrobing. A woman. Her silhouette was outlined for a moment, the flimsy material of her shift fluttering in the cold wind as her dress fell away.

Then she dived, cutting a graceful arc through the air and disappearing into the water as smoothly as if she were a selkie. Surfacing, the woman cut a line through the water towards the spot where Gwen had vanished, and Isobelle’s hands stilled at the lacing on her bodice as she silently urged the stranger on.

She caught a glimpse of dark hair, and then the woman dived, her feet kicking above the waves for an instant before she disappeared.

‘Please,’ Isobelle whispered, her fingers winding around each other, her body rocking slowly, as if urging the woman on. She didn’t know who the woman was – she didn’t care, so long as she reached Gwen in time. The numbness was spreading through her limbs, now. It felt as though she were watching the whole thing unfold from somewhere outside her body.

Gwen, her Gwen, couldn’t have disappeared beneath the waves. That wasn’t how it was meant to happen.

How long had it been?

Abruptly the woman broke the surface not far from the end of the pier, Gwen’s limp body in her arms.

‘Isobelle of Avington,’ came a familiar voice, hoarse but sharp as ever. ‘Don’t you even think about diving in here in that dress. Get back to shore!’

It was Olivia. Olivia, who was struggling with Gwen’s body as she struck out for the ramp used to haul boats out of the water. Olivia, who had arrived on that ship – had no doubt forced its captain to continue despite the harbour’s alarm bell – had somehow, somehow known to show up in the nick of time, as she always did.

Isobelle was running before she’d fully understood what was happening, her skirts gathered up, her legs carrying her so quickly that she nearly flew as she stumbled over the uneven timbers of the pier, staggering and regaining her balance, rushing onward.

By the time she reached the harbour’s edge, Olivia was staggering up the stone ramp from the water, gripping Gwen’s motionless body beneath the arms and dragging her with her. Olivia’s shift was plastered to her body, her soaking hair hanging across her face, her skin white and lips blue with cold. Isobelle had never been so glad to see anyone in her life.

She reached Olivia in a couple of strides, taking one side of Gwen so they could bring her up the last few steps and lay her out on her back. Gwen lolled horribly, her limbs a dead weight, her expression slack. Her eyes were half open – there was a terrible absence in them.

Gwen’s chest wasn’t rising and falling. There was no hint of movement anywhere in her body. No hint of the spark that was always there, even when she slept.

‘No,’ Isobelle whispered, clutching for Gwen’s icy hand, bowing over her body, her throat tightening until she couldn’t speak.

‘No,’ growled Olivia, her breath steaming the frigid air. ‘No, you don’t.’

Isobelle’s head snapped up, but Olivia was addressing Gwen. Isobelle watched in silence as Olivia bent to press her ear to Gwen’s chest in search of a heartbeat, and then pulled Gwen up into a sitting position, starting to strip off her chainmail.

‘Olivia, what are you—’

‘Get her other arm!’ her maid snapped, and years of conditioning meant that Isobelle grabbed for Gwen’s arm, obediently peeling her beloved out of her chainmail. Tears were spilling down her cheeks now, and she found she couldn’t bear to meet Gwen’s sightless eyes – she let her vision blur as they lay Gwen down on her back once more.

Olivia rose to her knees, interlacing her hands and placing them in the centre of Gwen’s chest. Then she began to push – again and again, quickly. ‘Tilt her head back,’ she said, her voice low with effort now. ‘Pinch her nose, and breathe into her mouth, twice.’

Isobelle rose to her knees, following Olivia’s instructions – her maid ceased the pumping on Gwen’s chest as she delivered the two breaths, trying desperately to ignore the way Gwen’s mouth was slack beneath hers.

‘How did this happen?’ Olivia demanded, returning to pumping at Gwen’s chest. ‘Why weren’t you with her?’

‘Because we fought.’ The words arrived with a sob. ‘I told her I couldn’t stand to watch her die. And now I will anyway.’

‘If you’d been there, she wouldn’t have done,’ Olivia muttered, her eyes on Gwen’s face. ‘Come on!’

Isobelle had no time to question the strangeness of that statement, for Gwen gave a great, heaving cough. Olivia rolled her quickly onto her side, so that what seemed like half the bay could spill from her mouth.

‘Gwen!’ Isobelle cried, relief crashing over her like one of the monster’s great tentacles, crushing her beneath its weight. Now, she began to cry properly, and when Gwen’s hand weakly gripped hers, a great, shuddering sob tore itself from her.

 ‘She’ll be all right,’ gasped Olivia. ‘We’ll give her a minute, and then bring her inside to warm her up.’ Olivia’s own teeth were chattering, her shift growing frost as she panted for breath.

Isobelle curled herself over Gwen, smoothing back her black hair from her forehead, murmuring nonsense reassurances, rocking slowly as she tried to get a grip on herself.

There was movement behind Olivia, and Henry stepped up to drape his coat around her maid’s shoulders. Only now did Isobelle get a proper look at Olivia’s familiar face.

The woman looked shattered. There were shadows beneath her eyes that Isobelle had never seen before, and she was shivering with the cold – she’d just brought Gwen up from the bottom of the harbour, while Gwen was clad in chainmail. Only Olivia could have done it at all.

The rush of heady relief at Gwen’s revival was mixing with the warm, floating feeling of reassurance that whispered to Isobelle that Olivia was here now. The calmest, most competent of women. Olivia would help them face these insurmountable obstacles. Olivia would know what to do. She always did.

Then Olivia leaned forward to steady Gwen, and Isobelle caught the glimmer of her maid’s necklace in the moonlight. The owl, wings outstretched.

And she remembered. That same symbol was carved all over the half-ruined tower belonging to the witch-hunting

Order of the Evening Star, the one that had defeated an ancient evil – or murdered a dozen innocent women of this town, depending on which stories one believed.

She couldn’t let herself soften – not yet. There were questions she needed Olivia to answer. That she desperately wanted Olivia to be able to answer.

Olivia was checking Gwen’s heartbeat, and listening to her breathing, and feeling the chill of her skin. ‘Come on,’ she said. ‘Let’s get her inside. We’ve got to get her warm – she was in that water a long time.’

She gestured, and a few of the townsfolk brought up one of their carts and helped Olivia bundle Gwen up so they could bring her back to the inn. Isobelle wrapped her arms around herself, shivering in her damp clothes and feeling all her relief drain out of her.

She didn’t know Olivia at all.




30
 All of it has been for nothing

‘How did you know to come here?’ Isobelle asked, as Olivia stoked the fire higher. Isobelle sat with Gwen, who had lapsed back into unconsciousness – but a more natural one, her breathing steady and her white face relaxed.

‘I got your letter,’ Olivia replied shortly. She’d ordered a pile of stones to be brought and arranged by the fire, and as they grew hot, she carried them over to stash inside the blankets around Gwen, slowly but surely driving the frigid temperature of the sea from the knight’s body. ‘You mentioned Galanty-Uponne-the-Sea.’

‘And why should that bring you running?’ Isobelle asked carefully, her narrowed eyes fixed on her maid. For Olivia to have got here so fast after receiving her letter, she must’ve been travelling day and night with little or no rest.

Olivia didn’t so much as pause. ‘I remembered a story from when I was young that this place was cursed.’ She tucked Gwen’s blankets back around her and turned again to the fire, where she’d set a pot of water to warm. ‘We should make her a mustard seed poultice for the cold. Where’s the herb kit?’

‘We don’t have one,’ Isobelle said, briefly apologetic. ‘I left out quite a few things when I was packing. It’s harder than it looks.’

Olivia eyed her sidelong. ‘And you asked why I came? I thought you might need me. Looks like I was right to travel here when I remembered that story.’

‘What absolute bullshit.’ The voice was barely a rasp of syllables, but Isobelle still recognised it as Gwen’s.

She gasped, looking down, to find Gwen’s white face tight with suspicion, her eyes open a slit and fixed on the busy form of Olivia. She did not look at Isobelle, and after a moment, she pulled her hand away.

Isobelle’s heart lurched painfully. She wanted to send Olivia out of the room so she could throw herself down at Gwen’s side and tell her how wrong she was to have let her face the sea monster alone. Before she could formulate the right approach, though, Olivia had seized on this new distraction.

She bustled to the bedside and efficiently pushed Isobelle out of the way so she could feel Gwen’s heartbeat with her fingertips and press a palm to her forehead. ‘You’re awake – how are you feeling?’

‘Cold,’ replied Gwen shortly, her voice a little slurred and slow. ‘And don’t think you can distract us. I call bullshit, Olivia – I’ve stopped being surprised when you show up in the nick of time to effect some miraculous escape, but there’s no way you came here because of a fairytale.’

Isobelle pushed Olivia away, politely but firmly, so she could resume her place at Gwen’s side. Even if all was not well between them they were still united in this. And she needed Gwen by her side, to help dull the ache of facing down Olivia, of all people. ‘She’s right. There’s a tower belonging to an Order of witch hunters here, and it is covered in your symbol. That owl.’

Olivia glanced between them and shrugged, turning back to the fire. ‘Owls are beautiful birds,’ she replied lightly. ‘I wouldn’t be surprised if they were commonly found on all sorts of—’

‘Stop it!’ Isobelle’s voice burst out. She could feel tears of frustration pricking at her eyes. ‘Olivia, I’ve never made you explain everything that you know how to do – I accepted that you wanted your past to stay past. But it’s different now. Your Order of the Evening Star, these witch hunters, whoever you are, is at the heart of what’s happened here in this town. You owe us – you owe me – an explanation.’

Olivia had gone still, staring into the fire. Her hand was clenched around the iron poker so tightly that her knuckles shone white. Carefully, she leaned to the side and set the poker aside.

 ‘We don’t hunt witches,’ she said quietly.

Isobelle heard Gwen’s intake of breath and glanced at her; the other girl’s green eyes looked a little more alert now, and there was colour coming back into her cheeks. Her gaze was fixed on Olivia.

‘Magic … is dangerous,’ Olivia went on, her sigh bowing her shoulders. ‘We stand against those few magic users who would abuse their power. It’s not fireballs and sparks flying through the air like in the old tales – it’s quiet, an undercurrent you can’t feel until it has you so firmly in its grasp you can’t move. And even then, you wonder if it was ever magic at all.’

Isobelle could not help but look at Gwen again – she was looking at her an awful lot just now, to soothe that lingering hurt from the realisation she might never look at her again. Hex bag or not, she would never be entirely certain whether Gwen was ensnared by a spell designed to drag her down into fear, or if she was simply, as Gwen had declared, afraid. Lord knew there was plenty for her to fear.

Olivia was still talking, and Isobelle forced herself to focus on her maid’s words.

‘Most people have no way to protect themselves against it. Some don’t believe in it at all, but that’s no defence – it believes in them.’

‘So you claim to be defenders of the innocent?’ Gwen replied, one eyebrow rising a little.

 ‘We are defenders of the innocent,’ Olivia shot back, her eyes narrowing.

‘What of all the witches they rounded up here?’ Isobelle pressed, her head still swimming, trying to assimilate this new view of the woman who’d essentially been her only family for years, ever since her parents had left her in Darkhaven. ‘There was only one doing wrong, and yet every witch for miles was rounded up and never heard from again.’

Olivia still wouldn’t look at Isobelle. ‘I don’t know what happened here. That’s the honest truth. All I know is that it’s marked in the archives of the Order as a bad place – a place none of us is to venture. Which is why I knew you would be in danger here.’

‘It was probably forbidden so no one could learn what they did to all those witches,’ muttered Gwen. She still wasn’t looking at Isobelle, either. ‘Cult leaders don’t like their followers to know too much.’

Isobelle was getting very, very sick of everyone avoiding her eye like she’d mixed clashing fabrics or committed some other unforgivable sin. In Olivia’s case, at least, Isobelle knew she was on the higher ground.

‘How on earth did you come to be my maid, if you’re a member of some secret cult?’ she asked, pitching her voice to that particular tenor that defied the listener to ignore her.

‘The Order saves lives,’ Olivia replied, exasperated. ‘They saved my life. They’re not a cult. We have operatives everywhere – I was simply the one assigned to Darkhaven. Being a lady’s maid is a perfect cover. No one is dismissed and ignored as readily as a lady’s maid.’

‘Except maybe the ladies themselves,’ Isobelle muttered. Olivia glanced at her at last, a wry smile supplanting her grimness. Isobelle’s heart quailed. How would she ever be able to trust her old friend again?

Olivia cleared her throat, grave once more. ‘We could spend all night like this. But whether you believe me or not, I need to know what’s been happening here if I’m going to help.’

And so they told her – Gwen still hoarse and tripping over her tongue – about everything that had taken place in Galanty-Uponne-the-Sea. It was a relief to spill it all out.

They told her about Lord Bingleton, and his dreams of tour-ism. Tabitha, and the tale of her mother, the evil sorceress, whose lover now plotted his revenge on the town. The sea monster. Its many resurrections, and the slow creep of fear through the town. Tabitha’s kidnapping, and the discovery that Lord Bingleton himself was the necromancer, preparing to sacrifice Tabitha to bring back her mother. Grimshaw, and the flight of their companions.

As they talked, Olivia changed out the stones under Gwen’s blanket for freshly heated ones, made a pot of tea, and began tidying the room as though nothing had changed, and she was still just Isobelle’s clever, efficient maid. She listened throughout without comment until both Isobelle and Gwen had sputtered to a halt.

‘Well,’ she said, bundling laundry into a canvas sack. ‘You’ve been busy.’

Isobelle gave a sound somewhere between a laugh, a hiccup and a sob.

‘Haven’t we?’ she agreed. ‘But despite everything we’ve done, midwinter is nearly here, the necromancer still has Tabitha, and no matter how many times Gwen kills that beast, it never seems to get any weaker, which surely means we’re not weakening him, either.’

Olivia looked up from the sack, into which she’d stuffed one of Gwen’s tunics. ‘Gwen’s not killing anything.’

‘Excuse you,’ rasped Gwen. ‘I’ve killed it a dozen times at least. And every damn time, he brings it back.’

‘That’s not possible.’ Olivia turned to face them. ‘There’s no such thing as necromancy. Death is a veil from beyond which there is no return. At least, not unless you do something about it quickly,’ she added, nodding at Gwen.

Isobelle shook her head. ‘Olivia, we’ve seen it. Look at the clothes you’re holding – they’re soaked in the creature’s blood. There was so much of it. There’s been so much, every time. There’s no way the creature could have survived.’

Now it was Olivia’s turn to shake her head. ‘This isn’t blood. It’s ink. Come on, girl, anyone who’s ever done a load of laundry at that time of the month would know this isn’t blood.’

‘How am I supposed to know what sea monster blood looks like?’ protested Gwen, eyes flashing.

Before Olivia could rise to that challenge, Isobelle cut in, her mind reeling. ‘Ink?’

‘Ink,’ Olivia repeated calmly. ‘Certain sea creatures eject a sort of ink into the water when frightened that deters predators.’

There was a long silence, broken only by the crackling of the fire.

‘What?’ said Gwen.

‘It’s only been retreating, probably on your sorcerer’s command,’ Olivia repeated. ‘Did you ever see its dead body float to the surface?’

‘No,’ Isobelle managed. ‘It sinks.’

‘Does it?’ Olivia pressed. ‘Or does it swim down deep?’

Gwen’s face was pale, the lines of her face sharp in the firelight. ‘You mean, I haven’t even killed it once? All of it has been for nothing?’

‘I’m sorry,’ said Olivia quietly. ‘If you’d killed it, it would be dead. It wouldn’t come back. The only thing resurrected tonight was you, Gwen.’

‘How can you be sure?’ Isobelle managed.

 ‘I work for an Order that protects the world from magic, Isobelle,’ Olivia said, with that hint of crispness that always told Isobelle it was time to accept her wisdom. ‘Not even witches can bring something back from the dead.’

‘Then what on earth is happening here?’ Isobelle whispered.

She gripped Gwen’s cold hand, closed her eyes, and tried to think. Isobelle could read a room on the smallest of cues. She could put together disparate pieces of information and watch castle politics unfold before her like a map.

This place, everything that was happening here, was just another chessboard to play, and she’d seen plenty of moves over the last few weeks. So what did they add up to?

There was the fear creeping through the town – the way it had turned the people against them, even beginning to affect her loyal friends. The hex bag in Gwen’s pocket. The sea monster that returned again and again, just as the dragon of Gwen’s nightmares did.

These were things she knew were true. And perhaps … perhaps it was no more complex than that. Everything they knew for sure had only one thing in common.

Isobelle opened her eyes. ‘He’s using fear,’ she said, her voice clear. ‘Lord Bingleton. Using fear to control the town, to control the monster – driving it to the harbour, then driving it away to make it look like Gwen killed it. He’s masquerading as a necromancer.’

‘Tabitha said he can resurrect things from your mind,’ Gwen murmured, clutching her blankets around her and shivering; her face was still whiter than usual, lips tinted blue. ‘But perhaps what she was seeing were … visions? Nightmares he conjured?’

‘We do know the town has become afraid,’ Isobelle said. ‘That we’ve become afraid. We know he’s wielding fear like a weapon.’

‘Some witches have affinities,’ Olivia offered. ‘The same way an artist has a talent for colour, there are green witches, hedge witches … maybe this one has a particular skill for manipulating fear.’

‘But why do any of it?’ Isobelle groaned.

‘Perhaps he really is linked to one of the witches who died,’ Olivia suggested. ‘He’s older than your friend, maybe old enough to really remember what happened. Perhaps it’s still revenge.’

Gwen coughed again, but her voice was a little less raw when she spoke this time. ‘Why would he put all this effort into making the town somewhere that people want to visit, and then terrify them?’

‘Fair question,’ Isobelle allowed. ‘He must be playing some larger game.’

‘Whatever that game is, Tabitha’s still his prisoner,’ Gwen said softly.

Isobelle’s heart clenched, thinking of their friend up in the tower, watching midwinter draw ever nearer. She had no way of knowing if Gwen and Isobelle were even still here, whether they were still trying to rescue her.

Isobelle sat up straighter. ‘I don’t know what his game is,’ she admitted. ‘But this has always been about fear, and I refuse to be afraid of him.’

‘You don’t have to be afraid of him, but I am.’ Olivia’s voice was quiet. ‘We’re leaving. All three of us, as soon as we can catch a good tide.’

Isobelle found herself on her feet, outrage coursing through her. ‘Are you mad? We can’t leave these people under the spell of some—’

‘As soon as I have you safe, I’ll contact the Order and have them send a team,’ Olivia replied in tones as crisp and cutting as any military leader addressing their troops. ‘But I am not letting you, either of you, face someone with that kind of power.’

‘I am not running away.’ Gwen’s voice was low and calm, and though she was still in bed, her hands were balled around the blankets.

‘And what do you intend to do?’ retorted Olivia, dropping the laundry bag and whirling on them. ‘Enlighten me as to your glorious plan. How will you defeat this sorcerer? Even if you can get close to him without him taking you down, what then? Chop off his head? Tell me, Sir Gwen, how many men have you killed?’

Gwen’s face had lost the hint of colour the heat had brought back to her cheeks. Now, she stared back at Olivia, white and silent.

Isobelle squared her jaw. ‘Stop it, Olivia. We’ll find a way. We always do. Now you’re here, you can help us—’

‘I’m no witch,’ Olivia retorted. ‘I’m a spy – I know how to spot magic, how to report it to the paladins and how to keep my people safe. You think I arrived here with some convenient artefact in my pocket that would handily negate a man’s magic long enough for you to politely take him under arrest?’

Isobelle’s heart was sinking all over again. It was one thing not to wholly trust Olivia, but she wished she could at least trust she’d have the answer to the hopeless situation in which they’d found themselves. It was quite another to have the woman who had once been her most dependable ally in the world tell her there was no hope.

‘I intend to help you, I do.’ Olivia straightened up, looked between them, and said in tones as final and heavy as a stone slab settling into place, ‘I intend to help you get the hell out of here before you’re both killed.’




31
 Her champion is a bloody coward, deep down

Galanty-Uponne-the-Sea had become a ghost town.

With the pass snowed in, the people were still there, but all the windows were tightly shuttered, and in the hour that Gwen had spent gazing out of the window, she hadn’t seen a single soul. Rosamund and her staff had fled the Paladin’s Rest, and even the meal trays had stopped coming, which left Olivia and Isobelle to sort out food from what was left in the inn’s larder. Gwen had been allowed out of bed only to move to the window and back; she’d put up a protest, saying she was fine, but deep down she felt a numb relief that all she was expected to do was nothing.

The sun sparkled off the powdery, crystalline snow dusting the roofs and cobblestones. The water reflected the glorious winter-blue sky. There was no sign of the terror that gripped the place – nothing, that is, except the aching emptiness of the streets.

Gwen’s eyes moved past the houses across the way and fixed on the harbour. The clothing shop opposite the inn blocked her view of the shattered pier, but she knew it was there, could feel it like a splinter in her body. Somewhere out at sea, beneath the waves, the monster waited to be called once more. She hadn’t killed it, not once. None of what she’d done had mattered.

Instead, it had killed her.

She swallowed, unprepared for the swell of despair that reached up to grip her. Much of what had happened the night before was a blur of cold, of wet, of pain, of eerie blue-green light dazzling her eyes.

But she remembered the end with brutal clarity. The darkness enclosing her as the glow of the moon vanished above. The pressure growing on her ears and lungs as the monster dragged her down, down into an icy grip that paralysed her whole body.

When she’d fought the dragon on the fields outside Aberfarthing, and it had frozen her with its gaze, she’d felt that same paralysis. And in that moment, as the dragon methodically stripped her mind of all hope, she had chosen to surrender. She had chosen to leap into the abyss. Chosen to die.

Last night, as the creature dragged her down into the depths … had there been a moment, a last, fleeting flicker of relief? At a burden lifted, a struggle ended, the freedom from fear.

She shivered, pulling the blanket around her shoulders, her body tense with the fear she’d been unwilling to face since that fight. Every nightmare about the dragon had brought her to the same question, and every time she’d wrenched herself awake in horror at the thought.

Isobelle’s cry the night before was still ringing in her ears: You’ve got some kind of death wish …

A sound from behind her interrupted her thoughts, barely a whisper of a footfall, but Gwen half leapt from her chair as if it had been a shout of alarm. Shaking, she saw Olivia, standing with one foot half raised, mid-step, staring at her.

‘Good heavens, you are jumpy these days, aren’t you?’ Olivia slowly eased her foot down and continued towards the clothes chest, where she was depositing Gwen’s combat gear, cleaned of ink and salt.

Gwen half sank back into the chair, feeling like she was swallowing her own heart where it had leapt into her throat. ‘Isobelle would say it’s more evidence I’m under some spell.’

Olivia let the lid of the chest fall and turned to face Gwen. ‘Are you?’ Her eyes were sharp, her expression guarded.

Gwen cast a sharp look at her. ‘Isobelle just can’t admit to herself that her champion is a bloody coward, deep down.’

Olivia frowned at her. Unlike Orson, who had burst out laughing at the notion that Gwen had any cowardice in her bones at all, Olivia approached and inspected her quite seriously. ‘I suppose that depends on your definition of “coward”. But as I have no interest in engaging you in a debate over semantics, let me ask you this: you’ve spent the past weeks in a town that’s been steeped in fear magic down to its last cowering citizen. Why should you be immune?’

Gwen blinked at her. And, as she often did when trying to argue with Olivia, realised she had absolutely no valid answer. ‘So you’re saying all of this, everything I’m feeling, is all because of some … spell?’

‘Why does it have to be all one thing or the other?’ Olivia’s serious expression shifted, a wry smile curving her lips. ‘Magic is a strange thing,’ she mused. ‘It’s impossible to tell for certain what’s magic and what’s just getting inside someone’s head. For instance, if I wanted to render a famous monster-slaying knight impotent, I might visit upon them the horror of endlessly facing an unkillable foe.’

Gwen found herself coughing – any sharp breath still set her off, her throat and lungs seared by salt water – and had to bend over and rest her elbows on her knees until the fit subsided. Olivia made it sound so simple; a clever sorcerer would know some part of Gwen would have been traumatised by her fight against the dragon. So the obvious way to deal with her would be to give her another monster to fight, one he could manipulate into attacking and retreating, over and over …

Like my nightmares where I kill the dragon, over and over.

Gwen shut her eyes, focusing on the burning in her lungs, in the chill that still clung to her bones despite the blanket and the roaring fire. Then she felt Olivia’s hand coming to rest gently on her cheek, coaxing her to look up.

Olivia smiled, the expression sympathetic and wry all at once. ‘Magic is a headache,’ she murmured. ‘I find it best not to think too hard about it. Don’t fixate on what’s real and what isn’t, what’s you and what’s spellwork. Your mind wants to classify everything, but either way, what you’re experiencing is real to you. That’s what you have to face, regardless of its source.’

Gwen wanted to retort, to rail against the unfairness of that – what good was it being a knight if you couldn’t face down a world painted conveniently in clear shades of black and white? But as Olivia released her and turned away, another thought came to her, rising out of the depths of her tangled memories and suppressed suspicions.

‘Olivia, this fear magic that I’m not immune to … why is Isobelle immune to it?’

Olivia paused a fraction of a second too long before turning to face Gwen and crossing her arms over her chest. ‘Who says she is? She would’ve had to have been awfully frightened to abandon you last night, even temporarily.’

‘You know what I mean,’ insisted Gwen, refusing to let Olivia slip out of this one.

 ‘Come to think of it,’ muttered Olivia briskly, ‘I ought to go check on her. I left her in the kitchen, and I’d rather she did not burn down the inn today …’

‘Stop it!’ burst Gwen, her abused throat rasping the word. ‘Olivia – why would an Order of magic-monitoring paladins and spies send one of their operatives to watch over Isobelle all these years?’

The question hung in the air, stretched between them like an invisible cord. Olivia’s eyes moved from the fire to meet Gwen’s. Her gaze was troubled, knowing. Fairly caught.

‘I … I can’t …’ Olivia’s voice was hoarse, strained in a way Gwen had never heard it.

Gwen’s eyes widened. Would an Order of magic-hunting paladins … use magic to control its own members?

And then the door flew open to admit Isobelle, announcing with glee, ‘I did it! Gwen, I made potatoes, look!’ She came bustling in with a tray loaded down with several platters of food, including some steaming fried potatoes, only the tiniest bit blackened around the edges.

Gwen managed to find her voice and praise Isobelle’s culinary efforts, discovering to her surprise that her hunger had returned. But as Isobelle heaped potatoes and eggs and porridge onto Gwen’s plate, Gwen’s eyes followed Olivia, who was moving swiftly towards the door, murmuring about going down to clean up the inn’s kitchen.

She glanced back, only once, to look at Gwen – and then she was gone.
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Gwen set aside the scroll she’d been reading and reached for another. Olivia had brought her a box of them from the limited selections in the library at Bingleton’s manor. His servants, the few who hadn’t fled, had reported that the man hadn’t been seen at his home since the night of the sea monster’s resurrection. He had abandoned his pretence of nobleman developer in favour of living at the tower.

The last scroll had been some bland text about how all witches simply live in harmony with the natural world and true witches never use magic for anything other than healing their inner selves – a lovely, optimistic idea, to be sure. Gwen hadn’t made it past the first few paragraphs.

This next one, though … Far older, the script so riddled with extraneous letters and puzzling spellings it might as well be written in another language, it painted a much different picture of witchcraft. Anyone could work a magical spell, it said, although some were born with an affinity for it. That witchcraft was simply a tool, like any other. A sword in the hands of an honourable knight was a force for good. The same blade in the hands of a murdering psychopath … not so much.

And when witches went bad, they went very, very bad.

Gwen was so absorbed in her reading that she didn’t hear the door open. It wasn’t until the bed beneath her shifted that she looked up and found Isobelle sitting there, a smile brightening her face.

Gwen grimaced. ‘It says here that to kill a witch gone bad you have to … to chop off their head. It’s a good thing we’re getting out of here – fear spell or no, there’s no way I could’ve done that to Bingleton.’

Isobelle’s smile flickered; it was one of her Public Performance smiles, which Gwen knew well from their days leading up to the Darkhaven tournament that summer, when Isobelle had been forced to pretend all was well as her doom approached in the form of a loveless marriage and enslavement.

‘I told Olivia not to bring you anything too depressing,’ Isobelle muttered, reaching out for the scroll.

Gwen snatched it back protectively. ‘I think I can decide for myself what to read,’ she retorted, aware she sounded as sullen as a child.

‘Not if it means you greet me with talk of beheadings!’ Isobelle fired back, her brow furrowing. ‘Come on … let’s go for a walk. Just a little one, up and down the street. It’ll help you get your strength back. We can visit the smithy, and you can start designing your new sword.’

Exhaustion rose up and gripped Gwen from the inside out. ‘A new sword,’ she echoed weakly. ‘Isobelle … why in the name of … Why would I bother making another sword?’

‘You’re a knight.’ Isobelle beamed at her with all the true warmth of the distant winter sun. ‘You need a sword.’

The very thought of trying to pour herself into another sword – her third weapon in as many weeks – made Gwen want to scream. ‘I’ve no need for a sword anymore,’ she said quietly. ‘This spell that you insist I’m under – it’ll follow me, right? Even when Olivia spirits us away? I’m no knight, not like this. It’s just as well the sea keeps claiming my weapons – I should listen to what fate is telling me.’

‘Now you’re being foolish.’ Isobelle’s hands clenched around a handful of the bedclothes. ‘Gwen, you can’t just rot in your bed, reading about doom and gloom—’

‘Why not?’ Gwen replied calmly. ‘Did you know that a witch’s curse is unbreakable except by the witch who cast it, or by a significantly more powerful witch? I wonder how many witches out there are more powerful than one who can control a giant sea monster with his mind …’

‘Enough!’ Isobelle snatched the text from her with an ominous crackle of ancient parchment. ‘All this doom-scrolling isn’t helping! Now, come downstairs and we’ll have a snack and go for a stroll. We’ll visit the hot springs and have a soak, and think of something nice to do once we’re away from this place.’

‘Something nice,’ Gwen echoed, watching Isobelle with a remote fascination. Her performance was flawless – her brow clear, her blue eyes sparkling, her lips at ease and curved into a smile of delight. ‘Something nice?’

 ‘A trip somewhere without a cursed town,’ Isobelle suggested. ‘Or staying with your dad for a while in Ellsdale—’

Gwen coughed, her throat seizing in horror at the idea of letting her father see her as she was now. ‘God, no.’

‘Somewhere new, then,’ Isobelle insisted.

‘Stop—’

‘We can rendezvous with the girls and travel to Europe for the spring fashions—’

‘Stop!’ Gwen’s voice snapped out of her with all the shocking force of a lightning strike. ‘Just … stop!’

Isobelle stared at her, expression cracking as though that lightning strike had split her mask straight down the middle.

‘You can’t just … believe your way out of everything,’ Gwen blurted, her voice beginning to shake and her throat so tight every word was like a knife. ‘You can’t laugh and shrug it off and distract me with something shiny. I died, Isobelle. You told me we were over. Everything we’ve done for the past few weeks was for nothing, we haven’t weakened the sorcerer at all. We’re running away and leaving an innocent girl as a monster’s captive. Your only real family is a spy sent to watch you by an ancient order of dubious morality. And you want to go on a shopping spree to Europe?’

The broken pieces of Isobelle’s mask, as brittle as a badly tempered sword, shattered. Her voice came in a wrenching sob. ‘I don’t know what else to do!’

The words hung in the silence that followed them, punctuated by snatches of breath and the patter of tears – hers or Isobelle’s, Gwen wasn’t sure – against the coverlet. Outside, a gust of wind leaned against the window, making it creak. The inn was brutally silent now, without its guests and staff and tavern full of colourful locals.

‘Well, neither do I.’ Gwen drew a shaking breath. ‘Maybe it’s okay not to know how to fix things.’

Isobelle’s eyes were lowered, her face flushed. ‘I don’t know how else to help except to make you feel better.’

‘Isobelle … you can’t make someone feel better,’ Gwen said helplessly.

‘But that’s what I do!’ Isobelle burst out. ‘I convince people, I get them to go along with my ideas, I … it’s literally all I have to offer. And it’s not enough, not with everything slipping through the cracks and falling apart …’

And without warning, Isobelle began to weep. Palms braced on the bed, head bowed, tears sliding down her chin, shoulders shaking – and as suddenly as Isobelle’s tears had come, Gwen’s icy paralysis shattered.

Gwen shoved aside her pile of scrolls and tangled bedclothes and reached out, pulling Isobelle against her. She came willingly, one hand curling in Gwen’s shift and the other circling her neck, her forehead bowed against Gwen’s collarbone. Gwen’s eyes began to burn in response, and she felt Isobelle’s thumb stroke her chin when a tear made its way down her face.

They were both struggling to breathe, lungs heaving in syncopation against each other, until slowly, slowly, those rhythms began to settle, to deepen, to match. Isobelle shuddered and Gwen curled her fingers to stroke her hair. Gwen’s face turned, and she felt the warmth of Isobelle’s temple against her lips.

‘I tried to make you stop,’ Isobelle whispered, a thread of tension still wound tightly within the circle of Gwen’s arms. ‘I tried to force you to stop fighting – but it isn’t over between us, Gwen. I don’t ever want it to be over. I didn’t mean it, what I said.’

Gwen was giddy with the sudden release of a band of tension she hadn’t noticed squeezing her harder than the others. ‘I didn’t mean what I said, either. Even if I’m no knight, even if I can’t fight … I’ll never stop fighting for you.’

Isobelle started crying all over again, but the terrible gulping, wrenching sobs were gone, and the tears subsided after a few moments.

Gwen drew a deeper breath and felt Isobelle do the same, feeling her body shift against her and taking her cue from it. Gwen drew back enough to cup Isobelle’s cheek and tip her face up.

‘This power you have,’ Gwen murmured. ‘This way you have of persuading people to follow you, to believe in your admittedly often mad ideas … it’s an unbelievable strength, to be sure, and one of the things that I … I admire most about you.’

Isobelle sniffed and started to look away, but Gwen stroked her cheek with her thumb and exerted a gentle pressure to summon her gaze back.

‘But it isn’t all you are, Isobelle,’ Gwen whispered. ‘It’s only a fraction of what you have in you.’

Isobelle stopped trying to avoid her gaze, staring at her with a strange expression, lip caught between her teeth. As if Gwen had suggested she was capable of turning invisible or sprouting wings and taking to the air – and as if she was considering those things possible for the first time.

An embarrassed cough in the doorway made both girls startle apart, wiping at their cheeks.

Henry stood there, a bundle of cloth in his arms and his face crimson. ‘Um, begging your pardons, miss, sir, my ladies, um … The shouting had stopped, so I thought … I can come back.’

He started to turn away and Gwen got herself under control. ‘No, Henry, it’s fine … what is it?’ She took a better look at him, noticing that his skin was whiter than usual, and his eyes were deeply shadowed. He looked exhausted. Like he hadn’t slept for a week. ‘Are you okay?’

Henry hugged his bundle to his chest. ‘I wanted … I wanted to say sorry.’ His gaze fixed to the floorboards in front of him as if he were an actor in a play and his lines were written there. ‘For not being braver that night.’

Gwen’s heart gave a sudden, searing stab. ‘Henry,’ she said softly. ‘You’d just watched that thing destroy your ship. I should never have asked that much of you.’

He shook his head. ‘All the same, Sir Gwen. I saw everything that happened – saw where that thing grabbed you, where you dropped your sword. I rounded up some of the lads, those with the strongest stomachs, and we’ve been dragging the bottom under the pier, and …’

Henry stepped forward and laid the bundle on the foot of the bed before retreating back to the doorway as if the bed might send out ruffled tentacles to grab him.

Isobelle scooted forward on her knees, and when Gwen didn’t move, reached out to twitch the cloth away. Beneath it was the gleam of steel, freshly polished and sharpened – her breath caught.

Into the silence that followed, Henry said, ‘You haven’t stopped trying to fight for us.’ And before he turned to flee, vanishing from the doorway, he muttered, ‘We won’t stop fighting for you.’

Gwen’s body had become so accustomed to fear and sadness that for a moment she could not understand the feeling that rose up within her like something buoyant bobbing to the surface of the sea. She reached out and stroked the sword with her fingertips, its cool touch a reminder of all those years spent with a blade in her hand and dreams of glory in her heart.

She thought of Madame Dupont, her combat instructor in Darkhaven, and of that night before her first joust in the Tournament of Dragonslayers. Flee or fight, the choice would be inviting something in, a weight she could not easily shed. Dupont had said that whatever happened, she would know what choice she made. You will remember who you are. The woman’s strong tones echoed in her ears.

This is my fight, Gwen thought, the certainty falling into place. This is the sword I made for it.

How long she stared at the sword she didn’t know, but when she lifted her head, Henry was gone, and Isobelle’s eyes were waiting for hers, carrying a strange mix of hope and fierceness. A wordless current passed between them, a knowing that neither of them had to speak aloud.

Gwen swallowed hard. ‘I’ll go with you and Olivia on the ship, if that’s what you still want.’

Isobelle exhaled shakily. ‘Don’t be ridiculous.’

Gwen’s hand curled around the sword’s hilt. ‘Olivia will never let you stay, or let either of us out of her sight. She has some reason for wanting you out of here that goes beyond being your maid and your friend.’

Isobelle’s gaze sharpened, growing distant in a way that Gwen had grown to recognise with a now familiar mix of admiration and dread. It meant that she had had … an Idea.

‘I’ve always wanted to see if I could con a con,’ Isobelle said coolly, though Gwen could see how much it cost her not to be able to trust Olivia, of all people, the one person on whom she had always depended. ‘But when we get past her, what then? I don’t know where to even start when it comes to Bingleton and the tower.’

Gwen swung her feet down onto the wooden floor, finding herself unsteady until Isobelle joined her and offered her arm. ‘I’ve got an idea about that,’ she said quietly, her mind spinning with all the texts on witchcraft she’d been reading. ‘But you’re going to have to trust me.’

Isobelle curled her other hand over Gwen’s where it rested on her arm. ‘Always.’
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Let’s go storm the castle

Isobelle felt quite sure she could sell tickets to watch Gwen attempting to fit all her clothes back into the wooden chest from whence they had come. Gwen muttered imprecations at a particularly lovely green dress, trying to roll it up to reduce its size, before surrendering and simply stuffing it in on top of the others, jamming it down with her fist.

Hiding a faint smile, Isobelle elected to become involved. ‘Allow me,’ she said, gliding forward. ‘You really must rest.’

‘How did it get in there in the first place?’ Gwen muttered, though she subsided onto the bed, folding her arms across her chest, and swinging her legs up.

‘It’s simply a matter of logistics,’ Isobelle replied airily, removing the green dress from where it lay crumpled atop its fellows, and then – upon reflection – removing the others as well. ‘And skill, of course. There’s a particular way of folding tailored dresses.’

 ‘Is there indeed?’ Gwen mused. ‘So how did you manage it last time without Olivia?’ This drew a snicker from over by the hearth, where Isobelle’s maid was packing up her lady’s things.

Isobelle threw a pair of gloves at Gwen’s head, which she dodged with breathtaking ease, then nobly continued her task.

‘What did you pack this much embroidery for?’ Olivia asked, holding up a hopeless tangle of threads, wrapped around a bundle of fabric.

‘One always thinks one will have more free time on holiday than one does,’ Isobelle said mournfully. ‘Though usually the shortage comes about as a result of sleeping in, not battling beasts summoned by evil sorcerers. When are the men coming to carry the trunks down?’

‘About an hour’s time,’ Olivia replied. ‘They’ll have to haul it along the coast to the cove where they’ve moored, and that won’t be quick. Henry said it will be more than one trip.’

Isobelle suspected this to be a comment upon the volume of luggage she had brought to Galanty-Uponne-the-Sea, but did not respond. It was not an afternoon for challenging Olivia, who had informed them – leaving not a hair’s breadth of space for any contradiction – that they would be departing on the evening tide. ‘How long until we need to leave for the cove?’ she asked instead.

‘Three hours,’ Olivia replied, disassembling a small chess set that Isobelle had set up, but had not actually managed to use before events had escalated.

Isobelle made a show of considering this. ‘Do you suppose I might take Gwen to the hot springs?’ she suggested. ‘We could be back in plenty of time, and I wonder if the steam would be good for her lungs? It’s a short walk.’

Olivia glanced across at Isobelle, sizing up the request, probably because she’d used too many words. Gwen chose that moment to have a coughing fit, and both of them lunged across to the bed to hover over her until she managed to drag in a rasping breath and steady herself.

‘I’ll walk you down,’ Olivia agreed, with a twist of her mouth that betrayed her worry about Gwen’s lungs.

Old Gargery was propped up in the little hut at the entrance to the springs, his mournful eyes more worried than ever, and he rose stiffly to his feet to greet them. ‘Sir Knight, my ladies.’ His bow for Olivia was as respectful as his bows for Gwen and Isobelle. ‘Brought them for one last soak? Young Henry brought word that you’ll be off this evening.’

‘On the late tide,’ Gwen agreed. ‘But we have an hour to try and warm up.’

‘I’ll keep an eye on them,’ Gargery assured Olivia. ‘Or will you be taking a dip yourself?’

Isobelle knew the answer to that – a bathing costume would mean Olivia would have to divest herself of her weapons, and that she would never do.

 ‘I’ll sit on the edge of the pool,’ she replied.

‘Then I’ll show the ladies to a changing tent,’ Gargery replied, leading the girls away from Olivia, and across the clearing to where the changing tents were set up. ‘I think you’ll find everything you need here,’ he said quietly, as he pulled the door open to lead them inside.

The tent was spacious, with benches set down either side, but the layout wasn’t what either Gwen or Isobelle was paying attention to. Rather, it was the large slit cut in the canvas at the far end of the thing, through which Achilles and Princess Buttercup could be glimpsed, grazing placidly (in the case of Achilles) and with barely contained energy (on the part of Her Highness). Gwen’s armour pieces were tied across Achilles’s saddle, and her sword hung from the belt strapped to his tack.

Isobelle looked across at Gwen, and found the other girl’s green eyes waiting for her. There was a flutter in her belly that was threatening to become a nasty twist of fear, as she contemplated what came next. It was one thing to plan. Now had come the time for doing.

Despite the miasma of fear in the town, Henry had arranged everything as they’d asked, and Ben, the innkeeper’s son, had got the horses ready. The young people of Galanty-Uponne-the-Sea were doing their best to fight a world gone mad. It was a reminder that Gwen and Isobelle weren’t doing this by themselves, not really.

 ‘Thank you, Gargery,’ she whispered, reaching out to squeeze the old man’s hand. ‘And thank Henry and Ben, too. Chat to Olivia for as long as you can, to give us a head start. If you’ve got any battle stories, those always go down well.’

He lifted one hand to tip an invisible hat to her, and turned to leave the tent.

‘Ready?’ whispered Isobelle.

‘No,’ Gwen replied softly. ‘But let’s do it anyway.’
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They tied up the horses by the crumbling stone fence of the witch’s cottage. The garden was still, no hint of a breeze stirring the tangles of herbs and weeds, which lay beneath the light dusting of snow as though they were asleep for the winter.

Isobelle made her way up the path to the wooden door, Gwen a step behind her as she eased it open. The one-roomed cottage seemed just as they’d left it, shelves crammed with jars and bottles, dried herbs hanging from the ceiling, the bed unmade, as though Tabitha’s mother had only left it that morning.

The tapestry that had been covering the secret passageway was askew, twisted out of shape and pushed out of position. When Isobelle pulled it aside, she was greeted by a jumble of rock behind it. The passageway had collapsed – or someone had deliberately closed off this avenue of approach.

 ‘Well,’ said Isobelle. ‘I suppose we’ll be going in via the front door this time.’

Gwen sheathed her sword, pinched the bridge of her nose, and turned to survey the cottage. ‘There’s probably agrimony in the garden somewhere,’ she said softly, as silence settled over the cottage once more. ‘I wouldn’t know how to find it in winter, though, not without the yellow of the flowers.’

‘Let’s hope she dried some here,’ Isobelle replied, her own voice muted. ‘The dried herbs are very crumbly, but I’ve got my handkerchief. We could wrap a little up in that.’

‘Will it still work if it’s been, what, a decade and a half?’ Gwen whispered. ‘You’d never use spices that old in a recipe.’

‘How should I know?’ Isobelle murmured. ‘We’d better hope magic isn’t like cooking, or else I’m going to have doomed us both before we start.’

Agrimony, Tabitha had said. Agrimony, for sending a curse back to its maker. She’d used rosemary, instead, for truth and clarity. But they didn’t need that now – they knew it was Bingleton they were after.

What they needed was to turn his magic back on him. Only for a moment – just long enough to save their friend.

Gwen crossed over to the row of dried herbs hanging from the ceiling, craning her neck to examine each in turn by the moonlight coming in through the window.

Isobelle, who did not deceive herself about her usefulness when it came to the identification of plants, followed the path she’d taken last time they were here, back to the dusty workbench with its piles of books.

There was On Necromancie where she had left it, still lying open with the ribbon marking the pages that had shown her Bingleton was a necromancer. Isobelle shook her head, trying to pull her thoughts into some sort of order. What had been the point of placing the book here? What had Bingleton hoped to achieve?

She idly turned a page, as though the answers she needed might be found in the very book that had posed such a mystery.

To her considerable surprise, however, the next page of the book did not hold secret and helpful information on necromancy. Rather, it contained an extremely involved recipe for onion tart. There appeared to be quite a lot of decorative pastry involved.

‘What on earth …?’

Isobelle turned another page, and another. Recipes, and plenty of them. In fact, the whole book was recipes, apart from the two pages she’d turned to – the ones marked by the ribbon.

Now she looked more closely, the parchment of those pages was a little lighter.

In fact, now she looked more closely, the title on the front of the book was suspiciously shiny, for a tome that had sat abandoned for almost as long as she’d been alive.

Someone had created this book, like a prop in a stage drama. But for what purpose?

‘Here it is,’ said Gwen, behind her. ‘Pass me that handkerchief? We’d better keep moving – Olivia’s probably on our trail by now. I imagine she’s an excellent horse thief, as well as a spy.’

Isobelle left the book and hurried over, pulling out her handkerchief and holding it open beneath the fragile stems hanging from the ceiling. Gwen carefully crumbled some of the leaves into it, and Isobelle wrapped it up, then tucked it down her bodice.

‘Right,’ she said. ‘Onward, for fear of Olivia behind us.’
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The clearing was much as they’d left it – though it was cold, the ground powdered with a soft dusting of snow, the trees offered a degree of shelter from the wind. The remains of the ritual they’d attempted with Tabitha still lay scattered about the place – the candles, the stones, the oil jar and the abalone bowl, the fading light glinting off its iridescent interior.

Isobelle set them out on the fallen oak tree as they had been arranged last time, and found the jar where it had rolled away. She pulled out the rosemary Tabitha had pushed inside. Unwrapping her handkerchief, she shook the crumbling pieces of the almost-certainly-agrimony out of it, and into the jar. Then she retrieved the folded paper.

A small part of her was delighted to have the chance to unfold Tabitha’s incantation, and see what magical words had been written there. But when she opened it up, the scribble was not so much mystic as it was mystifying.

‘Is her handwriting that bad?’ Gwen asked, as Isobelle turned the scrap of parchment upside down, to see if it made more sense that way. The lines looped and crisscrossed and refused to coalesce into any actual letters she could recognise.

‘No, it’s not … perhaps it’s another language?’ Isobelle’s voice rose in uncertain query. ‘Or another alphabet?’

‘Don’t look at me,’ Gwen replied, raising her hands. ‘French is as far as I go.’

‘Never mind,’ Isobelle said firmly, retrieving her writing kit from Princess Buttercup’s saddle, and sidestepping the mare’s attempt to bite her quill. Brow furrowed in concentration, she crossed out Tabitha’s message, and on the other side she wrote:

I am rubber, and thou art glue;

Thy curses bounce off me, and stick right back to you.

Gwen, reading over her shoulder, gave a soft sound.

Isobelle cast her a sharp look over her shoulder. ‘What? Would you rather have a go?’

Gwen held up her hands in a gesture of surrender, wiping her grin off her face and assuming a look of intense innocence as she retreated to lean against a tree. The ride here had clearly winded her, though Achilles had carried her with his usual care – Isobelle hoped she was up to what was coming next.

Whatever was coming next.

‘I don’t know how to draw the symbol Tabitha drew in the dirt,’ Isobelle said, glancing down at the scuffed space where it had been. ‘And it feels as though getting an occult symbol wrong is probably riskier than leaving it out, on balance.’

‘Mostly about intention,’ Gwen reminded her with a small smile. ‘And you certainly intend harder than anyone I’ve ever met.’

That drew a reluctant laugh from Isobelle. ‘I suppose we’ll find out soon enough,’ she said, retrieving the waterskin from where Rosamund had strapped it to Princess Buttercup’s saddle (how the woman had got any of Isobelle’s gear on her without losing a limb, she didn’t know) and taking a sip, then filling the abalone shell. ‘Last time we couldn’t pull this off even with a witch.’

‘We have to try,’ Gwen replied. ‘If we can make it work – if we can fill that spell jar with something that will turn Bingleton’s curse back on him – then we’ll have our moment. Tie him up, let the Order deal with him; at the very least, get Tabitha out of there.’

 ‘Agreed.’ Isobelle handed Gwen the flint, so she could light the candles. ‘And you know I’m all for willing things into existence. We’ll soon find out whether that’s possible without a witch.’

Gwen fixed Isobelle with a long look that she couldn’t interpret, and then turned her attention to lighting the candles. ‘I believe you can do it,’ she said, attention on her task. ‘And the scrolls I was reading in bed were clear – anyone can work a spell, with practice and intention. Witchcraft is a practice, not a birthright. Intention matters – belief matters. I believe you can do it. And you’re good at believing things, always have been.’

Gwen certainly seemed very firm, so Isobelle decided to wholeheartedly commit to the attempt. Gwen was right – belief always mattered, in any endeavour.

‘I wish we knew what went wrong last time,’ she said, turning the memory over in her head. Afterwards they’d been so busy looking for Tabitha, they hadn’t had a chance to reflect on it. But that brief, glorious golden glow that had been building inside her had certainly felt like magic.

Until some undisclosed secret had blocked it.

Is there anything between you that either of you have been concealing? Tabitha had asked.

We’re good, Gwen had replied.

But they hadn’t been. Gwen was still holding back.

Is it what Gwen hides from you about her nightmares? asked a small voice in Isobelle’s head. That was what she had asked Gwen last time they had stood in this place, and tried this spell, and she hadn’t answered. Had anything changed?

‘I think we’re ready,’ said Gwen, shielding the last candle with her hand until the flame properly took the wick. ‘Now, the real question – do you remember what we were chanting?’

‘Of course,’ said Isobelle airily, with at least seventy per cent confidence that she was right. She reached out for Gwen’s hands, flashed her dimples at the other girl for luck, and closed her eyes.

Isobelle began in a low voice, but after a few rounds, her tone strengthened. Gwen joined in, her slightly lower voice weaving in with Isobelle’s, the two of them in a harmony that felt as natural as breathing. Isobelle let herself sink into the sound of their voices joining together, the feeling of Gwen’s hands, warm against hers.

Within her, she felt an echo stirring of the golden glow she had felt last time. It felt like the sun coming out from behind the clouds, though she knew the moon was high above them. Like that quick tingle of joy that ran through her when she looked for Gwen in a crowd and found her.

It was happening. They were making magic.

Is it about to break again? asked a tiny voice in her head.

Hush, she told it. But it didn’t hush.

What about last time? Last time, you asked Gwen about her nightmares, and she never answered you. You know she’s keeping something from –

Abruptly the glow was gone, a wave of cold running through Isobelle, as if someone had poured a pitcher of water in through the top of her head, and it was running down to her fingers and toes.

Gwen made a surprised noise, dropping Isobelle’s hands and stepping back with a gasp.

Isobelle’s eyes snapped open. ‘Did you feel that too?’

Gwen nodded, eyes a little wild. ‘I felt something,’ she admitted. ‘And then—’

‘And then it stopped, like last time,’ Isobelle agreed. She dragged in a slow breath, trying to push away the awful feeling of the broken spell, and reached for Gwen’s hands again.

Gwen turned to check on the flickering candles, and then gazed beyond them to the horses. ‘Maybe we did need a mystical symbol on the ground.’

Isobelle, usually so willing to throw herself into a conversation and see if she could swim, waded out into the waters of this one as carefully as if a sea monster lay in wait. ‘Gwen,’ she said softly, and saw her champion swallow. ‘Last time, the spell failed because there were secrets between us. Some truth untold. I think there still is.’

Gwen simply shook her head, her eyes still on Achilles, refusing to look back at Isobelle.

Isobelle squeezed Gwen’s hands, and eased a touch closer. ‘So much has happened since then, but we’re still back where we were. It’s the nightmares, isn’t it? What is it you won’t tell me about that night you fought the dragon?’

Gwen shook her head once more, and this time the movement was a sharp jerk, as if she were trying to shake off an attack. ‘No,’ she murmured.

‘No?’ Isobelle echoed. ‘But, Gwen, you—’

‘No!’ Gwen’s gaze swung around to meet Isobelle’s now, and there was a pain in her eyes, a fear more animal than human. ‘I can’t,’ she whispered, her voice hoarse. ‘Isobelle, I can’t … no. I can’t open that door. I can’t do it.’

Can’t? echoed the little voice in Isobelle’s head. Or won’t? She squeezed Gwen’s hands, stepping in so their bodies fitted flush together. Gwen was trembling – it seemed as though she might bolt and disappear into the night.

Was this the fear spell at work, or was this Gwen’s own terror of whatever woke her from her dreams, bathed in sweat, breathing as hard as if she’d fought a battle?

It doesn’t matter.

The realisation settled over Isobelle slowly, bringing a blanket of calm with it. Gwen didn’t need her to press, didn’t need Isobelle to try to crack her open so she could see inside and find what needed fixing. Gwen needed Isobelle to trust her – that she would tell her when she could.

Isobelle rose up onto her toes, releasing Gwen’s hands so she could wind her arms around the other girl’s neck, pressing her cheek to Gwen’s, and letting their breathing synchronise.

There they stood, the candles burning down beside them, the only sounds a soft whicker from Princess Buttercup, the call of an owl as it set off on its nightly hunt. Slowly Gwen’s arms came up to wrap around Isobelle’s waist, and her body began to unwind.

The cold of the failed spell faded, replaced by Isobelle’s awareness of her own heartbeat, of Gwen’s, of their breath coming and going together. Of the fact that they were simply together – and what was said, or not said, didn’t matter tonight.

‘Isobelle,’ Gwen whispered, her lips against Isobelle’s ear.

‘You don’t have to say anything,’ Isobelle murmured in reply.

‘No, Isobelle – can you feel that?’

Isobelle’s eyes snapped open, widening in surprise. The heat of Gwen’s body against hers was changing.

The golden glow was back, growing between them. With it came that sunshine warmth once more, the sense of certainty, of rightness, of safety that it had brought last time. As Isobelle watched, still holding firm to Gwen, the air around them seemed to glimmer with energy. With magic, Isobelle thought.

Her lips curving into a smile, she slowly eased back from Gwen, running her fingertips down the other girl’s arms, until they could join hands, weaving their fingers together. The golden magic wrapped itself around their joined hands like a ribbon, as Isobelle met Gwen’s gaze.

With a tilt of her head, she indicated what they should do next. Gwen released one of her hands, so they could walk over to the candlelit trunk of the oak tree. With her free hand, Isobelle picked up the abalone shell, the golden light dancing across the rainbows on its interior. She carefully poured the water into the spell jar, sending little fragments of dried agrimony dancing in the currents, soaking the scrap of parchment.

Gwen reached for the cork stopper, and pushed it into the jar. There was no telltale glow in the jar or ringing of mystical bells to tell of success – magic didn’t work that way. But Isobelle could feel the jar, humming in her mind with a new sense of anticipation and readiness.

She looked across at Gwen, pausing to drink in her beloved’s familiar features – the faint constellation of freckles across her nose, the mossy green of her eyes, the curve of her lips.

I love you, she thought. We’ll have a conversation about that when all this is done.

But for now, she simply smiled, and Gwen – exhausted, loyal, determined, beautiful Gwen – grinned back.

‘Ready?’ she asked, a light in her eyes that Isobelle hadn’t seen in weeks.

Isobelle reached for the spell jar, readying herself for action. ‘Let’s go storm a castle.’

Gwen raised an eyebrow. ‘Technically, it’s a tower.’

Isobelle let her breath out in a whoosh and staggered a step. ‘Curse it, Gwen! It was such a good line! Did you have to ruin it?’

Gwen snorted and replaced her grin with an expression of utter contrition. ‘Apologies, my lady.’ Her eyes softened. ‘Let’s go storm the castle.’
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 Welcome, Sir Knight, Lady Isobelle, to your doom

The forest thinned out as they drew nearer the sea cliff upon which the tower perched like some large, ominous bird of prey. With the passage collapsed, they had no choice but the direct approach, along a packed-earth road that the forest had begun to reclaim in the fifteen years since the tower was in use.

Achilles handled the occasional foliage and saplings sprouting from the middle of the road with ease. Princess Buttercup, on the other hand, assumed that every vine was a venomous adder, and every brush of a leaf against her flank was some woodland predator leaping out in ambush.

After the mare shied so violently from a fallen branch that she nearly threw Isobelle from the saddle, Gwen reined Achilles in and turned, ready to suggest they just leave Buttercup and let Isobelle ride with Gwen – even with her armour, Achilles could carry both her and Isobelle such a short way.

But she took one look at Isobelle’s face and the words died on her lips.

Isobelle met her eyes as her palm stroked Princess Buttercup’s neck, the horse snorting and trembling. ‘She’s just scared,’ Isobelle murmured. ‘She’s not a bad horse. I won’t leave her behind.’

Gwen’s heart gave such a lurch she feared it might dent her breastplate. She swallowed, noting all at once the light in Isobelle’s eyes, the little smile on her lips, the rhythmic motion of her hand – and the way the skittish mare was settling, regulating herself, until she tossed her head as if shaking off her fright.

‘I know how she feels,’ Gwen whispered, and they set off once more.

They were riding towards almost certain doom. They’d never faced a danger like this one, where they could not know what to expect. This was no magical beast operating on ancient instinct; this was a clever, if mad, human enemy with the ability to plan and think and adapt. An enemy with magic, a power they scarcely understood. Their only weapon was a spell they’d done themselves, and if it didn’t work, Gwen would be facing a decision she’d never fully allowed herself to think about, not even with Grimshaw.

Tell me, Sir Gwen, Olivia’s voice rang in her memory. How many men have you killed?

And still, despite all of this, which ought to be weighing her down more than the familiar pressure of her armour … Gwen felt as light as the moonlight filtering down through the sparse canopy.

Isobelle was beside her. Their plan might be shaky, but it was their plan.

They broke out of the forest all at once. Before them rose the tower, a dark-grey silhouette against the stars, standing apart on its own spire of cliff. A beautifully masoned bridge spanned the gap, and as the sound of their horses’ hoofbeats shifted to clatter against the stone, Gwen’s focus sharpened.

Go time.

She gestured to Isobelle to fall in line behind her, and skirted the moonlit courtyard, keeping the horses to the shadows. If there was any chance the sorcerer didn’t know they were coming, she would keep it that way. She reined in at an old hitching post near a collapsed wooden stable. Achilles gave a loud snort of annoyance as Gwen dismounted, for he had sensed her intention solidifying; he was a warhorse, and he could tell his mistress was preparing to go to war without him.

As Isobelle dismounted beside her and began tying up Buttercup’s reins, Gwen brought Achilles’s head down so she could lay her cheek against his. ‘Next time, love,’ she murmured. ‘Next time, I promise to find a bad guy we can fight on horseback.’

She could hear him muttering to himself as she and Isobelle crept around towards the front doors.

One of them was open a crack, the wood hanging slightly askew on its hinges. Gwen prised it open a little further, with a creak that resounded far too loudly in the eerie silence. She held it open so Isobelle could slip through, then squeezed through herself, armour screeching slightly against the wood as the heavy door tried to clamp shut again.

The entrance was a long hall, with doors on either side, but their destination was obvious: at the far end of the corridor was an archway lined with carvings of owls in flight, and beyond it, the great hall where they’d first seen Bingleton in his role as necromancer. Light poured dimly from that vast chamber.

He was there.

Gwen drew her sword slowly, nodded at Isobelle, and crept down the hallway. Isobelle, who had the spell jar tucked safely in a belt she’d slung across her chest, was on her heels, her steps matching Gwen’s, moving as silently as she.

They reached the archway and Gwen held up a hand; Isobelle stopped as Gwen inched forward and peered around the edge.

The great hall was lined with half a dozen long fireplaces. Only one of them was lit, roaring and bright, though its warmth ebbed away into the shadowy vastness of the hall. The single point of light cast shadows from the pillars, great dark bands against the floor that reached towards Gwen like the fingers of a giant hand.

Before the hearth was a large, worn armchair. Its tall back concealed the form that sat inside it, all except for the silhouette of an elbow, which moved every now and then, lifting a few inches and then falling to rest again on the chair’s arm.

Gwen’s breath caught. Was it possible they’d managed to arrive without Bingleton noticing? With the element of surprise, they had a chance. They had only one shot to get this right – miss with the spell, fail at turning his fear curse back on him, and they had no other means of breaking Bingleton’s hold on the town, on Tabitha, or on Gwen herself.

She gestured Isobelle to join her, and they exchanged a long look. Together they slipped into the great hall, approaching the chair with quiet, measured strides. Thirty paces separated them and their target. They passed in and out of the shadows cast by the pillars, moving quickly between each one.

Twenty paces now. Gwen adjusted her grip on her sword, never taking her eyes from the figure in the chair.

Fifteen. Isobelle eased the spell jar out of its holster.

Ten. They could hear a sound now, a muffled crunching, the soft whisper of parchment.

And then, beneath their feet, the large, polished flagstone shifted. Under their weight, the whole thing tipped – just a fraction of an inch, but enough to send up a screech of stone that echoed like a scream of agony in the silence.

The figure in the chair leapt up and whirled to face them. Bingleton’s eyes were wide with shock – he truly hadn’t known they were coming. A book tumbled off his lap and onto the floor, and a bowl of roasted barley puffs cascaded with a clatter across the stone. He was no longer dressed like the foppish, stylish lord – he wore a tunic of deep purple over expertly tailored black trousers of a material that seemed to devour the light, and over his shoulders he wore a mantle of mottled black and white ermine fur, shot through with threads of gold that caught the firelight. Even his eyes seemed more piercing, bright as stars in the gloom.

He glanced between them – Gwen, sword in hand, and Isobelle, her arm raised with the spell bottle aloft – and smiled.

‘Ah,’ he said, smile widening with sinister delight. ‘Forgive me for not being ready … you’re earlier than I expected. Welcome, Sir Knight, Lady Isobelle, to your doom, for I—’

Isobelle didn’t bother to let him finish his monologue. She hurled the spell bottle with a grunt of effort, and it sailed through the air to smash … perfectly at his feet. The liquid splashed up onto Bingleton’s shins, and Gwen could have sworn she saw a golden light flash, though it might only have been the refraction of the firelight.

Bingleton leapt back with an oath. ‘What the hell! Damn it, do you have any idea how hard it is to launder velvet?’ he demanded, then flashed them a look of chagrin. ‘Pardon my language, ladies. What on earth was that for?’

‘A curse reversal,’ Isobelle shot back, panting slightly with mingled triumph and irritation at Bingleton’s flippant manner. ‘To end your hold on the town, on Gwen, and on Tabitha. Where is she? Tabitha!’ she called, her voice echoing. ‘Tabitha, we’re getting you out of here.’

Gwen stepped forward, sword levelled at Bingleton’s throat, but a strange feeling had begun to grip her, a sinking, wrenching ache that gathered in the pit of her stomach. Something wasn’t right. Still, she made herself speak. ‘It’s over, Bingleton.’

‘Tabitha?’ Bingleton echoed, retreating until he was pressed against the back of the armchair. ‘Oh! Your friend … I see! You’ve come to rescue her, have you? Well … I have no fear of your little curse removal. I can always cast another. She is bound to me, you see, for the ritual must take place if I am to bring back my beloved …’

‘Don’t let him regather his strength.’ From the shadows came a weak, agonised voice. Tabitha dragged herself into the circle of light, her face drawn with fear and weariness. The days of being Bingleton’s prisoner had not been kind to her. ‘Act now – strike!’

Gwen took a step forward, but that ache in her stomach held her back. At her side, Isobelle was staring at Bingleton, a frown furrowing her brow. ‘I think I would’ve felt … something,’ she was murmuring. ‘Something of the curse breaking …’

Gwen’s throat tightened. If the spell hadn’t worked, then there was all the more reason to follow through on their backup plan. She raised her sword.

Bingleton let out a loud, sharp bleat of alarm and dropped to the floor. ‘Whoa, whoa, time out!’ he cried, covering his head with his arms. ‘Okay, this is getting a bit too real – can we go back and try it again without the whole curse thing? You’re ruining my monologue.’

Gwen froze. ‘Try what again?’

Bingleton’s arms lowered a touch and he stared up at her, his eyes wide. ‘Sorry, I’m not as good on my feet as I’d thought … see, I wrote the whole necromancy thing, but I wasn’t prepared for you to bring in this other storyline about a curse. You’ve got to let the villain monologue, you know – you’ve got to hear the whole plan so it all makes sense.’

‘Don’t listen to him!’ cried Tabitha in poignant, frantic tones. ‘Strike him down now – this is how he gets inside your head …’

Bingleton looked from one of them to the other, mouth open, confusion wreathing his features. ‘Hang on, what’s going on? You didn’t come together? Wait, is this still part of the role-play?’

‘Role-play?’ Gwen repeated weakly.

‘It’s the crowning touch on the Galanty-Uponne-the-Sea Experience,’ Bingleton said proudly. ‘On the final night, we all play roles – visitors get to play the hero and come to the tower to face down the evil necromancer, played by yours truly, and there’s a whole …’ His voice trailed off, eyes moving between Gwen’s face and Isobelle’s. ‘I thought you’d got my invitation to try out the game, no?’

Gwen shifted her gaze from the cowering nobleman to the girl at the edge of the firelight, leaning against one of the pillars as though it was all that was holding her up. Tabitha’s eyes were bright, brilliant, her hair afire in the light, her gaze intent – brows raised, lips quivering with fear and anguish.

It was a brilliant performance.

She met Gwen’s gaze for one heartbeat, and then two.

Then her lips stopped quivering, she straightened and gave a whimsical little smile. ‘Well, I suppose that’s done it. All that quivering and wailing was giving me a headache anyway.’

A wave of dizziness swept through Gwen as full realisation came crashing down upon her with all the force and inevitability of the ocean itself. ‘It was you,’ she whispered. ‘All along … it was you.’ At her side, Isobelle bit back a cry of dismay and distress.

Bingleton looked between the three women, looking baffled. ‘Hang on, I’m lost. What do you mean, it was her? What’s been going on? I’ve been up here for days, working around the clock to get the tower ready … Is something going on in the town?’

Tabitha glanced dismissively at him. ‘Run along, little man. This doesn’t concern you.’

Bingleton drew himself up. ‘Hang on now, young lady, I’m not as bloody formal as my dad, but I am still lord of this town, and—’

Tabitha stepped into the light, her eyes bright and piercing. Her plain grey skirts seemed transformed by the light into wisps of living shadow, and her hair seemed to crackle with the firelight. She fixed her stare on Bingleton and advanced slowly, step by step.

‘You can either go, now, out the front door … or I can visit upon you a terror so profound, so unendingly torturous, that you’ll run screaming off the cliff rather than face another second of torment. It’s your choice.’

Gwen could feel it, the force of her power – her own heart quailed and shrivelled, a dark terror welling up inside her from that deep place that held all she could not face. Even without targeting her, Tabitha’s power was undeniable.

All the fear in this town, the terror that had slowly crept over all of them – now she knew its source.

Bingleton went white – good god, the man had actually darkened his eyelids and lashes with cosmetics – and scrambled to his feet. Without another word, he went sprinting for the exit.

Tabitha watched him go, huffing a soft, wry laugh. Then she turned back to Gwen and Isobelle, heaving a sigh. ‘And then there were three.’

She crossed the ring of firelight and prodded the chair with her foot, turning it with a screech of clawed feet on stone. She dropped into it, heavily, her eyes grave and intent. Taking advantage of their stunned silence, she regarded them thoughtfully. ‘Did you really think Bingleton, that ridiculous man, was behind this? That he had the power to control a monster, like my mother did?’

Isobelle managed to find her voice, her hand still curled around Gwen’s arm – though who was supporting who now, Gwen wasn’t sure. ‘But we were your friends,’ she whispered. ‘We wanted to help you – we saved you from those brigands on the road—’

Tabitha gave little sign that Isobelle’s words had moved her at all. ‘The surest way of deflecting suspicion is to need rescuing.’

‘Everything was a lie, from the very start? Why?’

Tabitha’s gaze sharpened. ‘Don’t ask foolish questions,’ she retorted. ‘You know why. You know what happened to my mother.’

Isobelle swallowed hard. She looked sick. Gwen’s sword hand had fallen to her side, and she found she could not move it; when she tried, a wave of terror wrapped around her like none she’d experienced yet.

‘So it was revenge,’ Isobelle breathed. ‘But not of a man for his beloved – it was that of a daughter for her mother.’

Tabitha’s lips twisted, but the expression could hardly be called a smile. ‘I was four when they came for her. I was shipped off to live with my aunts, who told me she died of an illness, but I remember the night they came for her. The things she summoned to fight them, the screams of beast and men, the way the house shook when they burst through the door. The people of this town … they let those monsters take her.’

‘And so you visited upon them the same fear they made her feel,’ Isobelle whispered. Her tone was a wrenching mix of sympathy and horror. ‘But … why not just tell us what was happening? It was wrong, what happened to the witches here. We would have … Why lie, why … why this whole deception?’

Tabitha raised her eyebrows. ‘Tell a monster-slaying knight that I was the daughter of a monster-summoning witch? I thought, at first, that if I let you think you’d killed the sea monster, you’d leave. The last thing I needed was anyone with sense poking their nose into my business.’

Isobelle’s face hardened. ‘All this, torturing Gwen … just so you could make a town suffer for being powerless to help your mother?’

 ‘The town wasn’t the point,’ Tabitha replied. ‘But what would happen if those who built this tower heard tell of a dark power rising here? One that threatened to resurrect that horrible evil they slew all those years ago?’ Her voice was bitter, angry.

Gwen managed to speak, though her voice was tense and seemed to come from far away. ‘The Order of the Evening Star. That was your real target. Why you summoned the monster in the first place.’

Isobelle gasped. ‘You were the one who searched my room … you were the one who broke my owl talisman!’

‘I thought then that one or both of you must be members of the Order, or one of their spies. So if I could convince you there was some unspeakable evil here, you would summon reinforcements. Or, at the very least, tell me where to find them.’

‘Your spell,’ Gwen said through gritted teeth. ‘The ritual we did in the woods, where we had to spill all our secrets for it to work … you were hoping we’d confess that we were members of the Order.’

‘It seemed worth a shot. But when you went off and started shouting about all your relationship woes, I realised you knew nothing and couldn’t help me. So I did the one thing I knew would send Sir Gwen here screaming for safety, anywhere other than here.’

‘I told you about my nightmares.’ Gwen felt the slow, serpentine slide of a tear slithering down her cheek. ‘I told you I dreamed that the dragon came back, again and again, that I could never kill it …’

‘I admit, it didn’t occur to me that you would stick around when you realised you were facing an unkillable sea monster.’ Tabitha’s eyes were on Gwen, her expression thoughtful, even admiring. And somewhere, deep within those hazel eyes, flashed the tiniest hint of regret. ‘You’re quite the catch, aren’t you? What a lucky girl our Lady Isobelle is.’ Her eyes slid back to Isobelle, who was shaking with rage at Gwen’s side.

When neither of them spoke, Tabitha straightened, both feet on the ground once more, and leaned her elbows on her knees.

‘Who was the woman who arrived the other night?’ she demanded, glancing between them. ‘I had to watch from quite a distance, but it wasn’t one of your friends – it was someone new who fished Gwen out of the sea.’

A wave of fear swept through Gwen. If Tabitha was after the Order, then they couldn’t tell her about Olivia. Olivia, who had no magic of her own, no way to defend herself against a power like this – Tabitha would use her, torture her with terror, until she got the information she wanted about how to find the people Olivia worked for.

Unable to stifle the fearful groan that escaped her lips, Gwen tried to lift her sword. Her arm still wouldn’t move.

Isobelle’s hand came up to cup Gwen’s cheek, turning her head, her blue eyes searching, alarmed. ‘Gwen? What’s wrong?’

Gwen tried to speak, tried to shout, but it was as though she’d been banishing every little thread of shadowy fear to that dark pit within her for so long that they’d all grown teeth. And now someone had burst the gate holding them back, and every one of them was coming straight for her throat.

Isobelle’s gaze snapped back to meet Tabitha’s. ‘Let her go.’ Gwen had never heard her voice sound like that before – each word like an iron blade, hard and cold and biting.

Tabitha eyed the floor between them, which glittered with broken glass and water. ‘Agrimony,’ she murmured, inspecting the ruins of their spell jar. ‘Clever. You know, if what I taught you that night of the ritual had been a real spell, it might have worked.’

Isobelle wrenched off the gauntlet and glove on Gwen’s free hand and thrust her fingers through Gwen’s, squeezing tightly as she angled her body, putting herself between Gwen and Tabitha. ‘Do what you want to the Order,’ she snapped, ‘but let Gwen go. She never did anything but try to help.’

Gwen could feel the warmth of Isobelle’s hand creeping through her, thawing her like the heated stones that brought her back from the icy grip of the sea. She tightened her fingers around Isobelle’s. ‘And let this town go, too. These people didn’t kill your mother.’

Tabitha glanced between them, her easy manner dissipating. She rose to her feet, eyes snapping. ‘I am the last of the witches of Galanty-Uponne-the-Sea.’ As she spoke, the shadows seemed to gather and swell, rushing in around her like the wings of a thousand black birds. ‘And I will not rest until I have delivered death to the man who killed my sisters, my mother, my very heart. He will pay with his soul.’

‘He?’ echoed Isobelle.

Tabitha met her gaze without blinking. ‘My father.’

Isobelle clutched more tightly at Gwen’s hand. ‘Your …’

Tabitha’s eyebrows rose. ‘Why did you think there was a secret tunnel between my mother’s house and this tower of paladins? Narrative convenience for you?’ She barked a quick, sharp laugh. ‘I remember he was kind, and very tall, and he would bring me presents when he visited my mother. That was, until he started a real family. His real wife, his real child. The ones he didn’t have to hide from his precious Order.’ Her eyes shone with bitter tears of conviction and many, many years of heartache.

Gwen drew a long, quaking breath – Isobelle’s warmth had reached her lungs. ‘Gargery said something happened one day to drive the sorceress mad … make her start attacking with her summoned animals …’

 ‘Love makes us do strange things.’ Tabitha’s eyes held as much anguish as fury.

Gwen could almost see Tabitha as she had once been, a little girl abandoned by both parents – one through indifference, the other through heartbreak and rage.

A little girl who, in order to make her way in the world, learned to use the very thing that haunted the recesses of her spirit: fear.

For a long moment, the only sound was the cheerful crackle of the fire and, very faintly in the distance, the whispering waves against the rocks far below.

Then Tabitha clapped her hands briskly. ‘Now, you two can stay here and cower for as long as you like – I don’t actually want to hurt either of you, despite what you might think. I am going to go have a conversation with that operative of the Order who arrived in such dramatic fashion the other night.’

Gwen found, all of a sudden, that she could move again. She took a step forward, still holding Isobelle’s hand, and raised her sword. ‘I’m not going to let you leave,’ she said, firming her voice.

Tabitha glanced at her over her shoulder. ‘You’re going to stop me?’ Her smile was, strangely, a little sad. ‘Oh, Gwen. Don’t you know you’re my creature?’ Her eyes locked on Gwen’s, and a shock of horror ran through Gwen’s body; Isobelle’s hand suddenly felt like glowing iron, burning her. Gwen flung it away with a gasp.

Tabitha whispered, ‘You stand upon the stones where my mother died. This is my spell, and you’ve walked straight into it.’

She snapped her fingers, and the world tilted sideways.

Gwen never felt herself hit the ground.
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 And then she fell

Gwen fell like a puppet whose strings had been cut.

Isobelle dropped to her knees beside her, ignoring the pain of hitting the stone. She grabbed at Gwen’s hand, cradling it between her own. ‘Gwen! Gwen!’

Gwen was horribly pale, and as limp as she had been when they pulled her from the harbour’s icy-cold waters.

A wave of fear ran through Isobelle, stealing her breath, setting off a distant buzzing in her ears. Her mind, seizing on the smallest of details, saw that the water from the shattered spell jar was running through the gaps in the flagstones, a tiny river of it trickling down to pool against their joined hands.

‘Gwen!’ she tried again, squeezing her champion’s hand helplessly. ‘Gwen, please!’ Remembering Tabitha with a horrible jolt, she looked up, rising to her knees, preparing to shield Gwen’s body with her own if need be – but Tabitha was gone. Isobelle prayed Olivia hadn’t managed to track them, that she wasn’t just outside the tower within Tabitha’s reach.

She looked around, seeking something, anything that might help. The shadows cast by the fire flickered and seemed to lengthen. The silence within the stone tomb of a tower was absolute.

She was alone.

Gwen’s lashes fluttered, and Isobelle’s heart leapt – but her beloved was unconscious. Asleep. Dreaming. Her head moved in a sudden, small jerk. Her lips parted, and a harsh breath slipped out.

Isobelle’s heart sank. This was no dream – she’d witnessed it enough times. She knew what it was, now. This was one of her nightmares.

She lifted one hand to cup Gwen’s cheek, the drops of water from the spell jar clinging to her skin like tears. Panic was coursing through Isobelle now – heart pounding, gut twisting, breath coming too fast – and so she almost missed the first hint of the spark.

Then her fingertips tingled, flickering with the first hint of that buzzing, humming energy – the feeling of the spell – wrapping itself around her hands where they touched Gwen’s skin.

Magic is mostly about intention.

Well, then. They lay in the remnants of a spell jar full of magic she and Gwen had made together. She had intention. She had determination, of the sort that had made things come true for her all her life.

What good was any of that if she couldn’t use it to rescue the girl she loved?

Isobelle narrowed her eyes, and with every ounce of the will that had brought Gwen into her life, that had brought together a small army of women to defeat a dragon, that had made a spell jar out of magic Tabitha told her wasn’t real – she focused.

Let me in, she thought, pressing her forehead to Gwen’s.

And then she fell.
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Isobelle wakes in darkness.

The only sound is her own harsh breathing, her own beating heart. She waits for them to settle, listening in the empty blackness. From far away comes a sound – the faint, wave-like susurration of scales.

There is a torch in Isobelle’s hand – she raises it. Around her coalesces an image, one that disassembles and reassembles itself as she turns her head. Spinning itself from the darkness like a shadow play upon a screen, a tapestry of light and shadow.

She is in a mine tunnel. Tools litter the place, as if the miners simply walked off and left them where they were working. From the depths of the tunnel, the faint light of Isobelle’s torch picks out the bright glint of gold.

Not far away is an overturned miner’s cart, its bulk looming in the shadows. And against it, her sword in one hand and the other pressed to the cart, crouches Gwen.

Isobelle runs to her. ‘Gwen!’

Gwen drops her sword in surprise, whirling. Her helmet visor is lowered, and only the quick sharp glint of eyes flashes through. ‘Isobelle, how are you …? Oh god, put out that light, it’ll see us!’ She snatches the torch from Isobelle and thrusts it against the floor, beating the flame out with her boot as quickly and quietly as she can. The only remaining light comes from a sputtering torch on the floor in the next corridor over, a decoy left to distract her enemy.

Isobelle lets Gwen pull her down into the shadow of the cart. She reaches for Gwen’s visor, but Gwen’s gloved hand grasps her wrist. ‘Don’t,’ Gwen gasps, before looking back over the edge of the cart. ‘I can’t let it see me.’

Isobelle can hear the pounding of Gwen’s heart, the harshness of her breath, as though they were her own. ‘Why can’t you let it see you?’

Gwen’s head tips up again, and again Isobelle sees the faint flash of her eyes. ‘When it sees me, it kills me.’

A shiver runs through Isobelle. ‘That isn’t how I remember it,’ she says carefully. ‘I was there, Gwen … I was here. I saw you defeat it.’

Gwen just looks over the edge of the cart again, as though she can’t hear Isobelle’s words. Her armour is dented and scratched, the metal of the breastplate torn like paper on one edge. She bears the marks of a thousand battles.

Isobelle whispers, ‘How long have you been here?’

Gwen’s helmet angles down for a moment. ‘Days? Weeks?’ She draws a shuddering breath. ‘Last night was the night before the tournament …’

Isobelle reels. She knows now, remembers now. Reaching out to Gwen. Finding that connection between them, from the spell they cast together, from long before they ever cast that spell. Following that thread, coming into her dream, stepping into Tabitha’s curse with her.

This is Gwen’s nightmare. This is the story that brings her awake, sweating and crying out, night after night.

‘You can’t be here.’ Gwen seems to have noticed the change too, suddenly realising Isobelle is somewhere she isn’t supposed to be. ‘You have to go … you have to run …’

Isobelle wants to argue with her, to tell her it’s not the night of the tournament, that they’re in a tower by the sea and not a mine underground, that she won this battle months ago and doesn’t need to be here – but she bites her lip. Gwen can’t hear her when she tries to explain.

And anyway, she knows, with a sudden clarity as sharp and gleaming as diamond, that isn’t what Gwen needs.

‘I’m not going anywhere,’ Isobelle says in her firmest voice, the one she’s been perfecting since childhood.

‘But it’s coming—’

‘Then I’ll wait with you until it does.’

Gwen gives a groan of frustration, muffled by her helmet. ‘I can’t … you don’t understand, Isobelle. What it does to me. What it takes from me. I can’t … I can’t let you see it too.’

Isobelle reaches out towards the helmet again – Gwen jerks back.

‘Don’t,’ says Gwen, but halts, the whites of her eyes showing behind her visor.

Isobelle goes still. ‘I know … but if wearing this means you can’t see the dragon properly, then you can’t see me, either. And I can’t see you.’

Gwen’s body is as tense beneath her armour as if she was frozen mid-battle. ‘I … I’m afraid to let you see.’

Isobelle bites her lip. ‘You think I can’t handle the dragon?’

A sharp breath from under the visor is her only answer for a moment. ‘It isn’t the dragon—’ The breath comes again, and Isobelle recognises it as the ghost of a laugh. ‘Isobelle, I’m afraid to let you see me.’

Isobelle can stand it no longer. She leans forward, grasping the edge of Gwen’s breastplate and laying her other hand at the edge of the helmet. Slowly, she presses her forehead against the metal, which has warmed to Gwen’s body, feeling strangely alive against her skin.

‘I’m here, Gwen,’ she whispers. ‘For as long as you need me. And for whatever you’re afraid to show me, I can wait. I’ll wait with you.’

Gwen gives a shudder. Then a touch on Isobelle’s hand makes her lift her head to find Gwen unbuckling her helmet, and pulling it off with a groan.

Isobelle takes it from her and tosses it aside, her eyes glued to her beloved’s face. Her cheeks are red with effort, her eyes shadowed with exhaustion. Her hair is damp with sweat, the braid unravelling and tendrils stuck to her cheeks. A purpling bruise runs down the side of her neck, to vanish beneath the edge of her jerkin.

Gwen’s eyes fill with tears. ‘I’m scared,’ she whispers.

Isobelle reaches out and brushes back the wayward pieces of Gwen’s hair, strand by strand; she cups Gwen’s cheek, thumb brushing that flush of exertion.

‘I’ve got you,’ she whispers back.

Gwen leans into her, wraps her arms around Isobelle, and lets herself go. Her shoulders shake with sobs and with remembered tension. Her fingers close and release against Isobelle’s back; her face presses in against the crook of Isobelle’s neck.

Beneath her fear is just … sadness. Grief she doesn’t know how to let go of, for the way things have been, for the certainty she had before she was cast into shadow. Before she knew what it truly was to fight a monster.

Isobelle holds her until she comes back into her body, each of them leaning into one another. Gwen’s hand slides down her arm, as if properly feeling Isobelle’s presence for the first time. Her head lifts, her eyes red-rimmed but wondering, solemn – still frightened, but no longer falling.

Isobelle cannot help but smile, forgetting everything – the dragon, the mine, the spell, the curse, the tower – the only thing in her mind is Gwen, as dazzling as sunrise after a lifetime of darkness.

Gwen draws herself up and reaches for her sword. ‘I’m ready,’ she says softly.

Isobelle nods at her and reaches once more for the torch. It flares to life in her hand, and she stands, raising it up over her head, casting a pool of light that shimmies and dances as she waves the torch back and forth.

Gwen braces a foot against the overturned cart and shoves it away. She shifts her grip on her sword and raises the weapon.

The woven tapestry of Gwen’s dream shudders, like a spiderweb thrumming messages to its weaver. The distant glint of gold becomes copper, becomes a flame, becomes a racing shadow. In a rush of heat and terror and fire, the dragon is there. Filling the tunnel, surrounding them in the acrid heat of its breath, it laughs an ancient, hideous laugh.

Isobelle screams – she cannot help it – and Gwen looks back at her. Wordlessly, she takes one hand off her sword and holds it out. With one long stride, Isobelle steps to her side.

Their fingers intertwine around the handle of the torch.

But before they can raise it, the dragon catches Gwen’s eye.

Her body goes rigid, like a hero of old turned to stone. Isobelle can’t bear to take her eyes off Gwen’s face; can’t bring herself to look at the thing consuming her beloved. She covers Gwen’s hand on the torch with hers, takes a long, deep breath … and turns to face the dragon.

Its massive eye is waiting for her.

She’s pulled into the empty, slitted irises like driftwood in a riptide. The dragon’s mind is tearing at Gwen’s, holding her suspended, hanging from a cliff with one hand, dangling over a pit of endless darkness. The dragon’s claws and teeth are despair and hopelessness.

The only thing that saved Gwen when she first faced the dragon was to think of Isobelle. She held up Isobelle’s brightness like a shield. But there came a moment when she knew the girl she loved was out there, somewhere, preparing to challenge the beast. Preparing to make an opening for Gwen to strike at it.

Now, suspended over nothingness, she faces that decision once more. If she lets herself think of Isobelle while the dragon is in her mind, the dragon will know Isobelle is there. The dragon will kill her, too. So she does the only thing she can do to buy Isobelle more time.

She lets go.

For a moment, Isobelle is frozen, watching her heart tumble through the darkness towards the abyss below.

I’ve got you.

She runs, sprints, flies across the span of the memory, breathless, her blood singing in her ears, willing herself to move just a little faster, a little faster …

She reaches Gwen in time to catch her, both sprawling down together. Gwen claws at her, certain she is the dragon come to finish her – Isobelle cries out her name, and Gwen turns the blow she’d aimed into a stumble. They crash together, Gwen shivering.

This is how it kills me, she thinks, and Isobelle hears the words though Gwen’s lips don’t move. Every time, this is how it kills me.

Isobelle’s breath catches. In the dream, Gwen chooses to fall, again and again, and every time she wakes before she hits the bottom. She sees Gwen’s thoughts, reliving the moment she chose to fall, her fear rising up to choke her. A fear that maybe the fall is all she is, now – that it’s the only thing the dragon left behind when it stripped away her soul.

And yet … when Isobelle sees her make her choice, the only thing she sees is an act of unimaginable bravery.

Gwen knew Isobelle was out there. Gwen protected her and put her trust in her.

Isobelle’s hands creep up to cup Gwen’s face, bring her wild gaze back, stroke her cheekbones. ‘Oh, my love,’ she whispers, heart aching. She understands, suddenly, fully. ‘My love … a leap of faith is not a fall.’

Gwen’s eyes go wide and fix on hers as the words echo between them.

A leap of faith is not a fall.

Above them, the dragon screams with sudden triumph – it’s found them. A whoosh of wings echoes down the abyss as it speeds towards them.

Gwen is still looking at Isobelle. Isobelle wonders if Gwen hasn’t heard the dragon, doesn’t recognise the danger racing their way. But then Gwen moves, shakily, and Isobelle understands suddenly why Gwen was clinging to that cliff one-handed.

In her other hand, she’s still holding Isobelle’s torch – it bears the same hilt as the sword Gwen made as Isobelle watched her, and yearned for her.

Their eyes meet. Isobelle takes hold of the torch as well, and it sputters to life.

An instant later, a screaming tangle of tapestry threads comes flapping out of the darkness at them, all teeth and claws and fire. They lift the torch and turn their faces towards each other – the mass ripples, and with it the fabric of Gwen’s dream, tatters falling away. The dragon writhes and screams as threads are stripped from its being. First its claws, and then its grasping fingers – its tail unravels into the starry black – the tips of its wings explode into corroded bronze strands, and it shrieks again as it falls past them, down, down into the abyss below, leaving only the faint echo of its despairing cry until that too fades into darkness.

Gwen stands beside Isobelle, looking down, panting long, ragged breaths. Slowly, her gaze lifts, fixed on a middle distance somewhere in the inky black that surrounds them. Then she turns, looking at Isobelle with wide, wondering eyes.

Isobelle scans her knight’s features. The cuts and bruises are gone; she looks as fresh now as if she’s just dressed. Gwen looks, perhaps, even better than Isobelle feels. The weariness settling through Isobelle is oddly pleasant, though – the exhaustion of hard work worth doing.

‘You saved me.’ Gwen’s voice is a soft summons, and Isobelle’s gaze rises to meet hers.

‘I just stayed with you,’ Isobelle replies. ‘Gwen, all this time, I’ve been trying to fix this for you, to take it away, to distract you every time this nightmare came for you. I … didn’t know.’

Gwen’s eyes widen, and she steps forward to slide a gentle hand against Isobelle’s waist, the other going to caress a lock of her hair. ‘Know what?’

‘That I couldn’t force you to let me save you.’ Isobelle bows her head against Gwen’s shoulder. ‘That I was powerless.’

Gwen’s body quakes in that little shiver that betokens one of her silent laughs – it runs through Isobelle’s cheek and down her body, like a warm caress. ‘Consensual rescuing,’ she murmurs, once again dry, her smile in her voice. ‘I like it. But … Isobelle, why do you say you were powerless?’

Isobelle lifts her head to see Gwen looking at her, solemn once more. Isobelle bites her lip, her heart quailing; but how can she respond to Gwen’s bravery with cowardice of her own? ‘Because I love you, and I have to watch you risk your life over and over again, and it’s agony, and the only thing I can do is try to help you after the battle is done, and if I can’t even do that …’

Gwen lifts her hand to brush Isobelle’s cheek, then feel the texture of her hair again, fingertips sliding in a curve above her ear. She says nothing for some time, seemingly lost in the slow stroke of her fingertips against Isobelle’s skin.

Then her chest rises in a deeper breath, and her voice sounds against Isobelle’s body. ‘When I first fought the sea monster,’ she says, ‘I saw that sword move to deliver the final blow. It moved, Isobelle. Someone made it move. Someone with faith so strong they could weave victory out of defeat.’

Isobelle sees where Gwen is going, and she shakes her head. ‘I would know if I could do magic, Gwen.’

‘Would you?’ Gwen’s fingers tighten the tiniest bit on Isobelle’s chin, bringing her gaze back to meet hers. ‘I mean it, Isobelle … would you know? If magic is all about intention and will … no one in the world has a stronger will than you do, love.’

The word spills out, and they both stare at each other. Isobelle bites her lip to try to hold back her smile – Gwen doesn’t bother, letting her smile widen and soften again.

‘No one,’ she goes on, gazing intently into Isobelle’s face. ‘You took a girl with a quiet, dying dream and turned her into a knight. No, listen,’ she adds, as Isobelle starts to protest. ‘I played my part in that too, I own it. But I never would have ridden past that first joust if it wasn’t for you. You decided to find your own champion. And you made yourself one.’

Isobelle swallows. ‘You make it sound like I forced you into it.’

Gwen bows her head, shaking it lightly. When she lifts it again, there are tears in her eyes. ‘No, love. All you did was show me it was okay not to let go of my dream. You saved me.’ She leans her forehead against Isobelle’s. ‘That’s what I forgot, in my dream – that you always save me.’

Isobelle slides her hand over Gwen’s, where it rests on her cheek. ‘I always will.’ She turns her head and brings her lips to Gwen’s palm.

Gwen lifts her head a little to watch Isobelle’s mouth against her skin, and murmurs almost as if to herself, ‘I think … I think that if there is such a thing as a fear witch, there must also be something …’ Her voice trails off.

‘What?’ whispers Isobelle.

‘Something like a hope witch,’ Gwen whispers back, her eyes never leaving Isobelle’s.

Isobelle looks around helplessly at the endless darkness that surrounds their small pool of torchlight. ‘But we’re still inside her spell. Back in the tower, in the real world, we’re still asleep.’

Gwen straightens, and slides her arms down Isobelle’s until she’s grasping Isobelle’s hands. Then, deliberately, she lets go so she can pluck something from the waves of Isobelle’s hair: a single thread of shadow, shed as the dragon screamed past in its last, fatal fall.

Gwen holds it up between her fingertips – as they watch, it crumbles and blows away into dust. Isobelle refocuses past Gwen’s fingers, on her face.

‘You are so much stronger than you know, Isobelle,’ Gwen whispers. ‘You vanquished a creature that’s been hunting me in my mind for months. You broke a curse far, far older and stronger than Tabitha’s. Do you really think a spell of hers can stop you?’

Isobelle’s heart begins to pound. Her fingers tingle against Gwen’s. Her whole body tingles, aglow with the light that connects them and illuminated the path for her to enter Gwen’s nightmare.

And she can feel that light, leading all the way back to their bodies.

Gwen sees her expression shift, as understanding, hope, intention come flooding back. When she blinks and meets Gwen’s gaze again, Gwen squeezes her hand, and says, ‘Tell me what to do.’

 ‘Right. Come with me.’

Together they clear a space in the darkness, marking out a circle with the light of the torch. Isobelle pulls Gwen down to sit across from her, their legs crossed, their knees touching. Isobelle doesn’t know any incantations, so instead she focuses on the warmth of Gwen as their hands curl together.

Somewhere, in the real world, her body lies unconscious across Gwen’s. They rest on the very stones where once walked the witches of Galanty-Uponne-the-Sea when the Order of the Evening Star sought to purge all magic from this land. Stones that Tabitha invoked and linked to her spell. The weight of her mother’s fury and anguish is there – but hers is not the only spirit bound to these stones.

Isobelle can feel them – the witches. The weight of their last moments, held by the stone, whispering to her things her heart understands without the need of words.

Energy surges up into her body, so strongly that she feels Gwen jump as she senses it too, squeezing Isobelle’s hands more tightly. A wisp of memory floats by, ghostlike – a line of women being marched into the hall. One of them turns, her eyes meeting Isobelle’s. She nods a greeting, and Isobelle nods back.

The vision fades, but she can feel their energy rising in her like a salty tide with nowhere to go, filling her, an ocean of force awaiting her direction. How do I break a curse? she asked wildly of the shadows. How do I wake us from this sleep?

For a moment, she can see herself and Gwen, as if from a very long way. Just the two of them, suspended in abyssal night, gleaming like a single star in their pool of light.

Her eyes are closed, but Gwen’s aren’t. Gwen is looking straight at Isobelle, whose face is beatific, tilted back, shining. Gwen’s watching her with her heart in her eyes.

She’s so beautiful.

Whether the thought is hers or Gwen’s, Isobelle doesn’t know. With a gasp, and a rush, she pulls all that energy back in, lets it fill her, and then leans forward to bring her lips to Gwen’s.

The darkness around them shatters into blazing, glorious light. The world seems to tilt, with a disorienting wrench that makes Isobelle feel as if she is falling … falling …
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Isobelle landed with a thump and a squeak and a flailing of limbs. There were arms around her – Gwen’s arms. She was sitting up, eyes wide and flooded with tears, holding Isobelle, her breath coming quickly, but no sign of the shaking she was prone to after a nightmare.

Beneath them was the chilly, polished stone floor of the tower, a huge crack now marking the place where Gwen had lain. Isobelle could feel her knees and hips aching from throwing herself down. The puffed barley scattered across the floor threw long shadows from the firelight.

‘It worked,’ she gasped, sitting up a little, discovering that her body felt as wobbly as if she’d just run all the way here from Darkhaven without a rest. She gazed at Gwen in wonder, and then whispered, ‘True love’s kiss.’

‘What?’ Gwen blinked at her. She looked a bit dazed, disoriented – Isobelle wondered, with a stab of regret, whether Gwen even remembered what had taken place in her dream.

Isobelle bit her lip. ‘Just something Tabitha told me once,’ she replied. Then she started. ‘Tabitha!’

‘Where did she go?’ Gwen asked, looking around at the shadowy hall.

‘She went after Olivia.’ Isobelle scanned the room – the fire was still burning, not yet suffering from a lack of new logs to consume. The spilled water from the spell jar was still, slowly, making its way along the seams in the floor.

No time has passed.

The thought shot through Isobelle like lightning. She scrambled up onto her knees.

‘No time has passed! Gwen, she’s still here, she can’t have got far. Listen, I know we don’t know what to make of Olivia and her secrets, but she doesn’t deserve to have Tabitha—’

The ground gave a terrible shudder. The crack beneath them in the floor spread, its edge racing ahead of them. From above came an awful groaning of stone, followed by a shower of grit and mortar.

Tabitha had bound her spell to the very stones of this place – and Isobelle had shattered that spell.

The tower was falling.
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 Rescuing damsels is all part of the job

Gwen was on her feet before she could think. Her hand closed over Isobelle’s and hauled her up, and she was grateful for all the hours she’d spent training in fifty pounds of armour. Together they raced back across the great hall, their shadows sprinting ahead of them. From behind them came a crash and a splintering shriek as a stone fell and smashed through one of the long tables. The light of the fire flickered and winked out in a showering waterfall of rock, thrusting them into darkness.

They skidded around the corner into the entrance corridor, momentum half carrying them off their feet. The doors at the end of the corridor were still open, and only the faintest light from the stars and moon outside showed them where to go.

Then, suddenly, there was more light. Gwen looked up, swore, and shoved Isobelle against the wall as part of the ceiling rained down where they’d been. She covered Isobelle’s body with hers, and felt herself stagger as a boulder the size of her head glanced off one armoured shoulder.

Isobelle grabbed for Gwen’s arm and tugged, getting her dazed champion moving again. The ground seemed to stretch out between them, making it harder and harder to cover the distance – until Gwen realised the ground was tilting, slowly but surely.

Isobelle had noticed it, too. She gave a cry of wordless anguish, and Gwen answered by getting her feet under her properly and making a leap for the other side of a giant crack opening in the floor. On the other side, the ground was level again – she reached back for Isobelle’s hand, and felt Isobelle’s weight dangling, her feet scrabbling for purchase as the floor slid away from her.

Then, both feet braced against the stone and groaning with effort, Gwen hauled Isobelle up over the edge. A moment later that section of floor tipped and crashed down into the dungeon below.

They lay sprawled, panting, searching the ceiling for signs of more imminent collapse.

The only sound was the crash and groaning of rock as other sections of the tower collapsed. Gwen flinched, trying to get up to her hands and knees, gasping air into her burning lungs. And then, from behind her, a much fainter sound – a subtle scrape of rock somehow different from the sound of the tower’s ruin behind them. A quiet, sly sound that triggered all Gwen’s instincts.

She drew her sword. At Isobelle’s questioning gesture, she shook her head and placed a finger to her lips. She crept around the edge of a fallen stone, body tense and ready, and then halted.

It was Tabitha, or at least her top half. Her legs were trapped in some way under a pile of fallen debris. She was digging and shoving at the rocks in a way that told Gwen she was relatively uninjured, though pinned to the spot. As Isobelle rounded the boulder and stopped with a squeak of surprise, Tabitha looked up at them, her eyes wide.

‘How—’ she croaked, staring first at Gwen and then at Isobelle. ‘She should still be asleep. How did you—’ She gave a bitter, coughing laugh. ‘I suppose I must address you as sister, now.’

Gwen noted with a grim, distant interest that Tabitha already knew, deep down, that Isobelle had been the one with the power to break her spell. Not for a minute did she think Gwen had wriggled out of her nightmare on her own.

‘I had help,’ Isobelle said quietly, her gaze troubled. ‘Your mother was only one of the witches whose spirits linger here. You shouldn’t have used the tower in your curse – they didn’t like it.’

Tabitha’s gaze flashed with a wrenching mix of chagrin and fear. She shoved at the rock wedging her leg again, panting with effort, but nothing shifted.

Isobelle looked at Gwen – Gwen looked back at her, offering up a wry smile. They didn’t need to discuss the faint question in Isobelle’s gaze. They were both already decided.

‘Rescuing damsels is all part of the job,’ Gwen muttered, and was rewarded by a tired but true grin from Isobelle.

They moved together, Gwen crouching to put her back to the larger stone and Isobelle darting in to begin trying to wedge smaller rocks underneath it, hoping to raise it so Tabitha could slip out.

‘What are you doing?’ demanded Tabitha, white-faced, her eyes round and luminous with tears of pain and frustrated fury.

‘Digging you out,’ grunted Gwen, her vision sparking white with effort, her feet sliding against the floor as she pushed with all her might.

‘But …’ One of Tabitha’s tears spilled down her cheek and landed on the rock beneath her cheek. ‘But I hated you. Betrayed you. Manipulated you. Used you. Why … why would you help me, of all people?’

Gwen tried to speak, but could only let out a groan as she repositioned her feet.

Isobelle answered for her, and far better than she would have done anyway. ‘You watched them take your mother away from you. You were angry, and hurt … and scared.’ She took a breath, and Gwen felt her gaze shift towards her. ‘We don’t leave people behind because they were scared.’

Tabitha shut her eyes, a few more tears escaping. ‘You should go – there’s no point getting me out. I’ll just hunt your Order friend down. I won’t stop because—’

‘Any movement?’ gasped Gwen, feeling her heart slamming in her own ears.

Isobelle hesitated. ‘No. We’ve got to think of something else.’

Gwen stopped trying to lift the rock and staggered down to one knee, panting. ‘Maybe if we use my sword for leverage—’

She was interrupted by a massive shudder of the floor beneath them that sent Isobelle sprawling, and wrung a cry of pain from Tabitha as the rocks pinning her shifted. Gwen looked up to see a handful of mortar and pebbles come raining down at them.

‘There’s no time.’ The words came from Tabitha. She’d stopped digging at the rocks, and her voice no longer had the confused urgency that had marked her earlier questions. ‘Just go. You should go.’

Gwen glanced at Isobelle, who was looking back at her, expression grave – even Isobelle’s habitual positivity was struggling to see a way out here. She stepped forward, edging her sword under one of the stones. ‘Let me try …’ Her voice thinned with effort. ‘See if you can move,’ she gasped.

Tabitha gulped a sob, and reached over the top of the stone, grasping Isobelle’s extended hand, trying to pull herself out. She moved a scant inch … and the entire tower quivered. Another shower of stones came, making them all duck and shield their heads.

Shaking, Tabitha tried again, and again, the tower moved with her.

She let out another sob and caught her breath. ‘My spell,’ she gasped. ‘It’s still tied to the stones.’

Isobelle understood quicker than Gwen. She knelt down beside the slab pinning Tabitha to the floor, and curled her fingers around the young witch’s hands. ‘Let it go,’ she whispered. ‘You don’t need that spell anymore. Just let it go, and come with us.’

Tabitha grimaced with effort and pain, and shook her head. ‘Go,’ she demanded. ‘If it’s tied to me, maybe I can hold it long enough for you to get out.’

The ground all but vibrated with the impacts of falling stone and crumbling mortar. All at once, Gwen became aware of the sheer weight of the tower rising over their heads. Isobelle had spoken about the spirits of the witches who had died here, living inside the stones. For a strange moment, Gwen could feel them raging, tearing at the tower – she could see that Tabitha was bound to it as surely by her own refusal to release all that had brought her to this pass.

Isobelle was protesting, her voice rising with passion and fear. ‘We can’t leave you here—’ she began.

 ‘In ten seconds I’m going to bring the rest of this wall down on top of me,’ Tabitha said through gritted teeth. ‘You can either be standing here with me, or safe outside in the courtyard.’

Gwen met the young witch’s eyes, seeing the resolve there – the same resolve she’d expect to see in the eyes of an opponent in the jousting arena. She had committed to the fight, and she was charging down the lists. She no longer knew how to stop.

Tabitha let out a sound of fury and exasperation. She grasped Isobelle’s arm and jerked her closer. ‘Do one thing for me,’ she said, gazing intently into Isobelle’s eyes.

‘Anything,’ Isobelle replied.

Tabitha’s lips twisted. ‘When you see him next … tell our father that this was all his doing.’

The silence that followed those words was absolute. Even the tower seemed to pause its slow collapse, held off by the sheer weight of the witch’s implication. Isobelle went rigid – Tabitha’s words had gone through her like lightning through a metal spire.

Our father.

‘But …’ Isobelle’s voice came slowly, haltingly. ‘My father’s a diplomat. He’s … he isn’t …’

But that was all the time the collapsing tower gave her to process what Tabitha had said. The ground shuddered again, and Tabitha craned her neck, watching the stones overhead ripple and crack.

 ‘Go – get her out of here, Gwen!’

Gwen forced herself to move. She wrapped an arm around Isobelle’s waist, and hauled her, unresisting, to her feet. She managed four steps before the ceiling came crashing down. She shoved Isobelle ahead of her, got half knocked aside as the stones beneath her feet buckled and cracked apart, and hit the ground with a thud. She managed to turn her momentum into a roll, and came to a halt in the courtyard, lifting her head to look back the way they’d come.

Just in time to watch as the tower finished crumbling into the sea.
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 Olivia had finally met her match

Olivia was waiting for them at the edge of the courtyard. She was flanked by Achilles and Princess Buttercup, who had her teeth clamped firmly onto the woman’s cloak, as if to keep her from racing into the ruins of the tower. Olivia was dishevelled, struggling with the clasp of her cloak.

When Olivia saw Isobelle, she gave a wordless cry and renewed her efforts to get free of the horse’s grip. Princess Buttercup whinnied and held on, planting her hooves firmly on the uneven stones, and Achilles gave them both a sidelong glance, clearly declining to involve himself in the struggle out of respect for both parties.

It seemed Olivia had finally met her match. A part of Isobelle’s mind contemplated this from a strange distance, as if wrapped inside cotton wool. Everything seemed distant.

Our father.

I suppose I must address you as sister now.

Had she meant a sister witch, as Isobelle had assumed at the time? Or had she meant …?

Either interpretation seemed equally impossible, and yet …

Olivia clobbered Princess Buttercup over the nose with one hand, and as the mare shrieked her disapproval, Isobelle’s calm shattered. She raced across the broken courtyard, dodging cracks in the ground and mounds of stone and earth thrusting up towards the sky, and when she reached Olivia, she threw her arms around her, finally obliging her horse to let go.

‘That beast,’ muttered Olivia, wrapping her arms around Isobelle, smoothing her hair down, hands running over her to check for injuries. Isobelle knew without lifting her head that Olivia would be checking over her shoulder for Gwen, who was picking her way across the remains of the courtyard at a more sensible pace.

‘Princess Buttercup was keeping you safe,’ Isobelle managed, feeling like she might cry, even from safely inside the cotton wool. ‘She knows you’re important. I told her all about you as we rode. She’s not as restive when you keep up a conversation.’

The words seemed to tumble out of their own accord, only trailing off when Olivia pulled back to hold Isobelle’s face between her hands, examining her features for signs of injury, or perhaps for signs of whatever had happened in the tower.

 ‘Who was in there?’ was all Olivia said.

‘Nobody, now,’ Isobelle replied softly.

Isobelle gazed up at her, taking in the familiar face of the woman she hadn’t known as well as she’d believed. There was much still to discuss between the two of them. But Olivia met her gaze gravely, silently promising that they would find a way to speak of it all.

Gwen reached them, and Olivia greeted her with a nod.

The three of them mounted up, Isobelle behind Gwen on Achilles, and Olivia on Princess Buttercup, who had abandoned hostilities now her work was done. As they made their way out of the ruined courtyard, the girls told Olivia in fits and starts what had happened. Bingleton. Tabitha, and her fate among the ruins. Isobelle’s magic.

Isobelle left out the part about entering Gwen’s dream – it seemed as though Gwen had no memory of what had taken place between them, and the experience was not one she wanted to unpack in front of Olivia. She wasn’t even sure if she should unpack it with Gwen. Perhaps the whole point was to simply leave the memory of the dragon’s assault on Gwen’s soul forever in the abyss into which they’d cast it together.

She also left out the part about Tabitha … being her sister.

But was she? She was trying to get Isobelle to leave, to flee the tower before it finished collapsing. How better to jolt Isobelle out of her determination to rescue Tabitha, than tell her a lie shocking enough to shake her own foundations?

Isobelle tried to focus, instead, on the rhythmic pace of Achilles’s steps.

Without needing to discuss it, they turned at first not for the town, but to follow the path that led to the base of the cliffs. And there they dismounted, surveying the huge chunks of stone that lay in the sea, the waves washing around them. There was no sign of the luminous glow of the sea monster, but as they stood in place, another chunk of stone crashed down from above, splintering and sending fragments in every direction.

They spent some time moving through the rubble and climbing over the cracked and tumbled ruins, but they found nothing but crumbled stone and splintered furniture. Isobelle wasn’t sure whether she had hoped or feared they would find some sign of Tabitha, but when Gwen gently took her hand, she let her beloved lead her away.

The sun was rising as they rode into Galanty-Uponne-the-Sea.

At first, all seemed as it had been – the doors were closed, the windows were shuttered. It seemed the town still slept, buried in its own fear. The clip-clop of the horses’ hooves echoed with no reply.

Then, as the golden fingers of light began to flow along the cobblestone streets, a wooden door edged open, a child’s face peering through the crack.

Another door opened further along the street, and a woman walked outside, blinking as if she were waking from a dream. She turned to look past the riders, up towards where the tower had stood on the edge of the cliff, and watched the last pieces still crumbling into the sea.

As they made their way towards the town square, more and more of the citizens of Galanty-Uponne-the-Sea began to emerge, looking to each other for answers none of them could give, and then turning to watch the tower’s demise. Up on the hillside, the sheep were grazing with the peaceful focus of contentment. One of the townsfolk, the same woman who had fed them fried honey cakes when they’d first arrived, stepped outside to begin tugging down the woven wards against darkness hanging from her eaves. She handed them to her son, who ran along to the square to place the remains, wreath-like, on the plinth where once the statue of the paladin had stood.

Isobelle wondered if they knew, somehow – if they had felt the same presence she had when the curse had broken, and understood that the women who had lived and died here as witches had been a part of their salvation.

In the square stood Henry and the other lads from the town, along with Rosamund the tavernkeeper, who’d brought fresh bread outside on a tray, steam rising from it in the crip, cold morning air.

The fear that had settled over the little town like a muffling blanket had been lifted away, and as the sun continued to climb up from the horizon, hope rose with it.
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 Hopebringer

Rosamund kept sending up platters of food and pitchers of drink, until they had to send message via one of the servants that they wished not to be disturbed further. The three of them sat in Gwen’s suite, Olivia on a packing chest near the door, Isobelle on the bed, and Gwen by the window. The view that had been so desolate a day earlier was lively once more, even chaotic, with the townsfolk of Galanty-Uponne-the-Sea resuming their daily activities and scurrying to catch up on time lost.

Gwen had conducted a survey of the damage to her armour as she pulled off each piece, with Isobelle’s help. One of the pauldrons was badly dented, though her shoulder only throbbed a little – a falling rock was nothing compared to the brutal slam of an opponent’s lance. Scratches down the back of her breastplate told of other rocks that had grazed her, and crumpling at the elbow articulation had limited her movement severely until they got the vambrace off.

Now, having changed out of her padded jerkin and trousers, and having sponged off the worst of the sweat underneath, her fingers itched for a task. Despite her restlessness, her whole body ached with weariness, and her mind as well – she longed for sleep, for what felt like the first time in months, knowing that the decaying dragon no longer lurked in her mind, waiting for her to drop off.

That fear was still there, but it didn’t hurt, didn’t make her whole being shrink back in horror. It no longer felt like an open wound.

And Gwen was okay with having a few scars.

She glanced longingly at the bed, but it was midday, and Olivia was there, and the bustle and chatter of the town outside was loud …

And Isobelle sat as still as a statue, staring at the fireplace, her gaze distant.

‘Well,’ said Olivia, finally breaking the silence. ‘I suppose …’

But there, even Olivia’s legendarily clever tongue failed her.

Gwen still found a tangle of conflicting emotions rising in her every time she looked at Isobelle’s maid. She trusted Olivia to be their ally, to help them – or help Isobelle – but she could not shake the underlying sting of betrayal. But, looking at her now, Gwen felt a swell of sympathy as she took in Olivia’s somewhat lost and bewildered expression.

She drew a breath. ‘Perhaps we ought to—’

‘Is my father a member of your Order?’ blurted Isobelle, colour rising to her cheeks and animating her once more.

Olivia’s eyes fixed on Isobelle and she gave a helpless shrug. ‘I am not allowed to say.’

Isobelle’s eyes flashed, making Gwen glad she was not the object of her ire. ‘Olivia, if you keep holding back all your secrets, I will … I will …’

Gwen swallowed and broke in gently, ‘Isobelle … I think she can’t say. Isn’t that right?’ Her gaze flicked over to Isobelle’s stricken maid, who nodded miserably.

Isobelle’s eyes widened. ‘A spell? They make you accept some curse of silence?’

‘It is voluntary,’ Olivia said swiftly. ‘When I was first sent to watch over you, it was meant to be for six months only. When I requested to stay on in my duty, they …’ Her lips closed again, and a look of consternation crept over her features.

Isobelle stared at her. ‘Why would they insist you undergo a spell like that, all of a sudden?’

‘To make sure she could not betray the Order.’ Gwen’s eyes moved between Isobelle and Olivia, who was staring grimly at the floor, her jaw clenched. ‘Not even if her loyalties began to change.’

Isobelle’s anger drained away, her customarily volatile emotions as easy to read on her face as they had ever been. Confusion, hurt and doubt were there, but so were tenderness and affection.

‘If you can’t say whether Tabitha is right about Lord Avington, can you at least say no, if she was wrong?’ Gwen asked cautiously.

Olivia’s eyes lifted to meet Gwen’s, and she said nothing at all – she just lifted one hand, finger extended towards the ceiling.

‘He’s more than a member,’ Gwen interpreted, brow furrowing. ‘He’s …’ Realisation crashed down upon her. ‘Oh god … he’s the leader? Does he know Isobelle is here?’

‘I didn’t tell him what Isobelle’s letter contained, only that I needed to return to her.’

‘Wait…’ Isobelle, reeling, narrowed her eyes at Olivia. ‘That’s where you went when you left Darkhaven? Reporting back to my father?’

A line stood out along Olivia’s jaw as she clenched it. ‘I read the letter your parents sent you. I thought that if I made a case for your independence in person, they might listen. Understand that this is no silly fling, no phase you might grow out of…’

‘You went there for us?’ Gwen’s throat tightened, her heart thudding with a sudden hope. ‘Did they…’

Olivia only shook her head.

Isobelle was still regarding her maid with narrowed eyes. ‘You lied to me about that too. You told me you were going on family business.’

Olivia looked at her, face set with stubborn dignity. ‘I didn’t lie,’ she murmured. ‘I went on behalf of my family.’

Gwen’s breath caught, and she bit her lip as she looked at Isobelle. The other girl’s eyes filled with tears, and she leaned forward as if wishing to run to her old friend and embrace her. Gwen had seen how important Olivia was to Isobelle from her first day in Darkhaven Castle, but Olivia kept her feelings to herself.

But of course Olivia loves Isobelle too, Gwen thought. Who could know Isobelle and not love her?

Too overwhelmed to respond as she might wish, Isobelle dashed her tears away and buried her face in her palms. ‘What you’re saying can’t be true,’ she mumbled. ‘My father is just a diplomat. He …’

‘Didn’t you say he used to come here in the summers, before you were born?’ Gwen asked, as gently as she could, wishing Olivia weren’t there so she could go to Isobelle’s side. ‘He must have been visiting Tabitha and her mother. Until …’

‘Until they found out he had started another family.’ Isobelle’s voice sounded hollow. ‘Until they found out about us, and Tabitha’s mother went mad.’

Quietly, her shoulders began to shake, and she buried her face more tightly in her hands.

Gwen rose to her feet and glanced at Olivia, who was already standing as well. Olivia looked between them, lip caught between her teeth, obviously wanting to go to her charge’s side. But she only nodded at Gwen, and slipped quietly from the room.

Gwen knelt down before the bed, reaching out to take Isobelle’s wrists in her hands, running her thumbs along the joint where her palms still shielded her eyes. She said nothing, thinking of the way Isobelle had held her in their shared dream, that golden feeling of warmth linking them. Closing her eyes, she tried to imagine sending that warmth into Isobelle via their joined hands.

I love you, she thought fiercely. And I’m right here.

And somehow, Isobelle seemed to sense it. With a sob, she abandoned the edge of the bed and threw herself into Gwen’s arms with such force Gwen very nearly toppled over backwards. Isobelle pressed her face against Gwen’s neck and shook with the intensity of her feelings, as Gwen tightened her arms around her.

Slowly, the quaking body in her arms began to quiet again, and with a loud, wet sniff, Isobelle lifted her head a little. ‘I’ve got snot all over you,’ she mumbled.

Gwen huffed a little laugh, brushing at Isobelle’s wet cheeks with her thumb. ‘It’s an improvement over dragon guts and sea monster ink.’

Isobelle swallowed and sat back on her heels a little. They were both kneeling, legs interposed, and Isobelle rested her hands on the tops of Gwen’s thighs. But her gaze was troubled rather than heated.

 ‘What do I do now?’ she whispered, sounding so lost that Gwen’s heart quaked inside her.

Helplessly, Gwen shook her head. ‘I don’t know. I think … I think, for now, you … wait. Rest. Heal. Keep these truths somewhere safe to turn over and process slowly … just don’t bottle them up somewhere deep down. I know for a fact that doesn’t work.’ She offered Isobelle a tentative, if somewhat wry, smile.

Isobelle’s answering twitch of the lips was very small indeed. ‘No one is who I thought they were,’ she mumbled. ‘My father is a man devoted to hunting people like me. My best friend is an agent sent to monitor whether I become a threat. And I … I am something different, too. Nothing is what it was.’

Gwen caught at Isobelle’s hand, and lifted it to press Isobelle’s palm against her cheek. ‘I am,’ she said firmly, ducking her head to catch Isobelle’s eye. ‘I am exactly who you know me to be. And so are you. You may know more about yourself now, have a new calling, but you are still you, Isobelle.’

Isobelle’s gaze avoided hers.

Gwen’s thumb brushed the back of Isobelle’s hand. ‘This doesn’t change who you are,’ she whispered. ‘Only what you know. Isobelle … you’ve been a hope witch since the morning I met you. You’ve probably been one since the day you were born.’

 ‘Hope witch …’ Isobelle’s lashes flew up, her eyes round with surprise finally meeting Gwen’s. ‘You mean, you remember? The dream?’

Gwen felt her own eyes widening. ‘Of course I do. I remember every moment.’ Her throat tightened, as certain of those moments came flooding back to her. Isobelle’s light in the darkness of her nightmare; the touch of her lips, more vivid than any sensation in a dream ought to be, as she broke their enchanted sleep.

Gwen looked around, crawling a few paces to the chair where her sword belt was slung. She drew the blade and returned to Isobelle, tugging her to sit cross-legged with her, legs still tangled together.

‘See this?’ Gwen laid the sword across their laps, with its angular hilt between them. ‘This is a tool. A sword isn’t evil or virtuous – a sword has no intentions. Yes, it can be dangerous. But it can also save lives, in the right hands. You taught me that mine were the right hands for this power.’

‘And you think my hands are the right ones for my own power?’ Isobelle replied, though her smile was a little more genuine this time, her eyes a little softer.

‘If you can turn a peasant girl into a knight by sheer willpower alone, surely I can believe in you hard enough to show you how silly you’re being about this whole witch thing.’

Gwen watched as Isobelle reached out and ran her fingers along the sword’s hilt, tracing the unadorned crosspiece. A new blade, with none of the ornate decoration Gwen’s original sword had borne. And yet, even now, Gwen fancied she could see a little of the glow it had given off in her dream, when Isobelle had brought it to her as a torch in the darkness.

‘You should come up with a name for this sword.’ Isobelle’s voice sounded a little more like her own. ‘In all the best ballads, the hero’s sword has some fearsome, glorious name. Especially the magic ones.’

Gwen laughed, letting Isobelle change the subject – they had time. After all, even Isobelle hadn’t banished all Gwen’s qualms in a single conversation. ‘I would feel pretty silly being all “bring me Monster-Masher, I must away!”’

Isobelle swatted one of Gwen’s hands lightly. ‘Don’t be ridiculous. I was thinking something like Heartpiercer.’

Gwen reached for Isobelle’s hand and caught it before she could deliver another of those playful smacks. She turned Isobelle’s palm over and lifted it to her lips, her eyes glued to Isobelle’s face.

‘What about … Hopebringer?’ Gwen whispered.

Isobelle’s lips parted, flushing in that way Gwen had come to love – that way that told Gwen Isobelle’s thoughts had turned in a direction Gwen found most satisfying. ‘Perfect,’ Isobelle whispered back.

Gwen wanted to lean forward, and feel the flushed heat of those lips on her own. But she had one more thing she wanted to say. ‘Whatever happens,’ she said in a low voice, all laughter fled. ‘Whatever’s next … you won’t have to do it alone. I’m yours, as long as you’ll have me.’

Isobelle’s breath caught, those glorious blue eyes glinting with unshed tears. ‘I love you,’ she whispered, with as much dreamy adoration as any girl could wish to see in her ladylove’s face.

Gwen could bear it no longer, and caught Isobelle’s face between her hands as she leaned forward to kiss her. She felt Isobelle’s lips part and meet hers, felt her soft hum of appreciation and pleasure vibrating through her palms. She slid a hand around Isobelle’s waist and tugged her closer, until only their clothes, and the occasional sliver of daylight, were between them.

Isobelle was in the process of eagerly deepening their kiss when suddenly she pulled back, frowning. ‘Hang on, aren’t you going to say it back?’

Gwen blinked, then blinked again, and had to clear her throat before she could speak. ‘I thought it was implied,’ she pointed out. ‘Isn’t that covered by “I’m yours”? I thought it was a rather poetic way to say it.’

Isobelle’s lips pursed, everything in her body language speaking of a desire to continue doing what they’d been doing. ‘I suppose so,’ she breathed. ‘Yes, that was rather lovely, come to think of it.’

She leaned forward to resume the kiss, but instead Gwen brushed her lips against the soft line of Isobelle’s jaw. And, because she knew Isobelle wanted to hear it, and because she’d been so afraid to say it for so long, she whispered, ‘I love you.’

She slid the thumb of one hand beneath Isobelle’s chin to encourage her to tilt her head, then brought her mouth to Isobelle’s pulse, whispering the words again. She kissed a spot just behind her ear and murmured again, the vibrations of her voice making Isobelle give a tiny, breathy squeak.

Gwen caught her breath, kissed the edge of Isobelle’s ear, and then whispered yet again, ‘I love you, Isobelle …’

At which point Isobelle, having had enough of words – even the best three words she’d ever heard in her life – slid her hands into Gwen’s hair, pulled her up, and stopped her from speaking entirely.
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Ah, dear reader … if only such a story were so easily wrapped up. The villain defeated, the town saved, the lovers united … if this were a fictional tale, we would simply cut to a suitably ornate script bearing the words ‘The End’.

But this, as we know, is a true story.

(Mostly.)

There is the town to set to rights. The shattered pier needs to be repaired – Gwen insists on joining the crew Henry has assembled, and by the end of the project, she’s helped forge the fittings for Henry’s new boat, which he intends to name Dragonslayer. He’s going to take visitors out on sea monster tours, selling snacks and providing commentary as they hunt for a sighting of the beast – from a respectful distance. Without a witch to provoke it, the creature is quite docile and shy … but a little caution never hurt anyone.

There is the old witch’s cottage to be documented and protected, with Isobelle surreptitiously taking copious notes on the herbs and texts she finds there. There is old Gargery to be thanked, and Rosamund to be praised for the splendid feast she throws them, and the portrait artist to be tracked down, now he’s made his patter more pithy on Isobelle’s advice. ‘Get Yourselfies,’ he can be heard to cry, now that the pass is clear again, and a few tour-ists are beginning to trickle into Galanty-Uponne-the-Sea.

And there is Lord Bingleton to deal with. When asked how he could have possibly not known what was really going on in his town, he admits, somewhat shamefacedly, to having been afraid. He’s never been in charge of a town before, and he knows his radical development ideas and visions of tower tour-ists confuse people, and … well, he was so afraid of forgetting his lines in his little role-playing game that he buried himself in preparation.

‘Fear takes us all in different ways,’ says Isobelle, looking wise and grave, and edging to the side so that Bingleton won’t see Gwen choking on her laughter just behind her.

They know, now, that Bingleton had left them an invitation to the grand finale he had planned for them in the tower. Of course, they did not know he was preparing his necromancer role-play, and he did not know that Tabitha had swiped it, while turning over Isobelle’s room.

And with the clearing of the pass come Sylvie, Hilde and Jane. They never returned to Darkhaven at all, having located a skilful healer in the next town over to mend Orson’s wound. They could not quite bear to set out again, not knowing what had befallen their friends in Galanty-Uponne-the-Sea, and the moment the pass was navigable, they packed up their trunks and came just as fast as their carriage would carry them.

With the girls comes Sir Orson. Isobelle approaches him, unsure how to tell him about Tabitha. He reacts with just as much surprise as the girls, but none of the anguish Isobelle expected. Could she possibly have been mistaken when she thought he’d formed an attachment to the young witch? Surely not, for Isobelle is an excellent judge of character and other people’s hearts.

Let’s not tell her, right away, of all the time Sir Orson and Sylvie have spent together on their travels from and to Galanty-Uponne-the-Sea. Give it a few weeks, and Isobelle will be certain that she knew of their connection all along.

But all of this, dear reader, is simply set dressing. The day of Gwen and Isobelle’s departure from this strange little town is fast approaching, and when all is said and done … has anything about their situation changed since we rejoined them at the start of this tale? They are still beholden to Whimsitt’s whims. Still bound by their lack of financial independence from Isobelle’s parents. Still given only enough agency to feel as though they are free, but not enough to truly walk their own path.

If that seems a tragic note upon which to end our tale … well, let me ask you this.

Aren’t you glad we haven’t said ‘The End’ yet?






38
 The end … for now

The sun was a sliver along the hills as Isobelle and Gwen set out the next morning, golden light oozing over their tops, and beginning to spill down to where Galanty-Uponne-the-Sea was nestled against the coast.

They had said their farewells the night before, and had intended on being gone before first light, but Princess Buttercup had extremely strong opinions about mornings (which, in all fairness, Isobelle wholeheartedly shared). Gwen and Isobelle were lagging behind the others, because Princess Buttercup also had strong views on where, and how fast, she would travel.

Isobelle had begun to form a sneaking suspicion that strong views were not the only thing Princess Buttercup was carrying. Her body had grown somewhat thicker in the past weeks, and she was eating an astonishing amount. Achilles maintained an air of mysterious aloofness, saying nothing on the matter. But Isobelle had been amusing herself by thinking of names.

Gwen would try to insist on a name like Athena or Boadicea, but Isobelle had settled on something else, and had no doubt she would prevail. A name that symbolised constancy and everlasting love, and in the magical world, carried a hint of fairy magic.

Bluebell, she thought with a sigh.

They wound their way up towards the pass. Most of the snow had been cleared, but it still muffled the sounds of the horses’ hooves. The whitened branches of pine on either side seemed to wrap them in cotton wool, and even the sun had slipped behind a thin, gauzy veil of cloud.

Everything seemed muted, in fact, and Isobelle couldn’t think why.

She remembered the journey back from the slaying of the dragon – exhausted, Gwen injured, all of them shaken by what they had wrought. But still there had been a lightness to them. A kind of giddy relief, because the thing was done, and nothing that came after could ever be so bad. There had been a feeling of togetherness, as well – this group of girls and women, walking through the early dawn together, bonded by what they had become in the night.

She ought to have felt an even greater lightness, now. She loved Gwen, and Gwen loved her, and they had said so. The town was safe, the sea monster had retreated to the depths. Fear had been banished, and all was well.

There was Tabitha, of course. But though Isobelle knew her sister’s fate would lie upon her heart for many years to come, this strange dullness was from a different source.

Abruptly she reined in Princess Buttercup, who actually deigned to stop, and wheeled her mare around to face back the way they had come. It was possible Princess Buttercup cooperated because she hoped they were abandoning this madness, and returning to her warm stable.

‘Isobelle?’ Gwen halted too, and turned Achilles so she could join Isobelle in looking back down at the last glimpse of the town below.

‘I don’t want to go back to Darkhaven,’ Isobelle said softly, trying out the words as the realisation settled into her. And then, louder, ‘I’m not going back to Darkhaven.’

‘If you spend any more time in those hot springs, you’ll boil yourself,’ Gwen pointed out, but it was a gentle tease, an invitation to tell her what was really happening.

And what was happening? Isobelle waited for the answer to arrive, for her mind – or perhaps her heart – to tell her why she had reached this decision with such certainty.

‘If we go back, nothing will change,’ Isobelle said. ‘We’re riding straight back onto Whimsitt’s chessboard. He’ll send us out again, and we’ll go, and all these new questions will just … what? Wait? Until when? Until they’ve faded away, and he’s found a way to confine us as he wishes to, and it’s too late to find out the truth?’

‘What would you like to do instead?’ Gwen asked gently, nudging Achilles with her heels, so he moved up alongside Princess Buttercup and let the knight reach out for Isobelle’s hand.

‘What we should have done all along,’ Isobelle replied, turning her hand over to weave her fingers through Gwen’s. ‘Choose for ourselves.’ She let out a slow breath, looking across at Gwen’s familiar face – at the love in her green eyes, the faint curve of her lips towards a smile. ‘I was afraid, before. I’m not anymore.’

‘No?’

‘Well, of course I am,’ Isobelle conceded. ‘Whimsitt has my fortune, my parents granted him that. And it turns out I know nothing of my parents, so for all his flaws, Whimsitt might be my only safe harbour. If I defy him, I’ll lose that. I’ll have nowhere to go.’

‘And yet?’ prompted Gwen gently, that hint of a smile growing, a light in her green eyes that told Isobelle to keep talking. To keep thinking her way through this momentous decision.

‘And yet,’ said Isobelle, ‘I find that fear isn’t enough to keep me from what I need to do next. It’s not a reason to step back from a challenge. It’s a sign that the challenge is worth taking on. That it matters.’

Gwen squeezed her hand, glancing up the road to where the others had stopped, nearly out of sight but still visible, to wait for them. ‘Then where are we going?’

Isobelle took a deep breath. ‘To find the Order. To find my father, and hold him accountable for everything that happened here. To demand an explanation. I want to know about magic. About my sister. About what the Order is, and what it wants.’

There was not a flicker of hesitation on Gwen’s face. She simply nodded, and released Isobelle’s hand to reach for Achilles’s reins. ‘Good thing we took on extra supplies before setting out,’ was all she said. ‘We’ve got everything we need for a long journey.’

Isobelle gazed at her, almost overwhelmed by her own tangle of love and loyalty. And now she felt it – the lightness that had been missing. ‘Just like that?’ she said. ‘You’ll leave everything you’ve known?’

‘I won’t be leaving what matters most,’ Gwen replied. ‘I’ll be following it.’ She turned Achilles, and Isobelle absently guided Princess Buttercup after him. ‘And speaking of those who’ll follow you,’ Gwen continued, ‘the others are waiting up at the pass.’

Isobelle followed her gaze. There were Jane and Hilde, Sylvie and Orson, and Olivia, upright on her mare, still as a statue. All of them waiting.

‘So they are,’ she said.

And so the two of them rode towards their friends, into the sunrise.




The End … for now.
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A blacksmith’s daughter with a secret.
 A lady with a plan.
 We’re in for one unforgettable knight…

Gwen has spent the past several years manning the blacksmith’s in place of her father, an open secret in the village in which she lives. A much more covert secret, however, is that she knows not only how to craft but also how to wield a sword, and an incognito stunt at the local jousting tournament manages to catch the eye of the wily Lady Isobelle.

Isobelle has secret dreams too, but she’s been promised in marriage to the winner of the whole stupid tournament, which means an end to any freedom or choices for her. Desperate to avoid this fate, when she connects the newcomer knight to the female smithy she saw earlier that day, she begins to hatch a scheme …

Will our ladies survive the night?
 And can our knight save the day?
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