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Trigger Warnings




Period-typical queerphobia, on- and off-page antisemitism, references to childhood emotional and physical abuse, grief, death of a parent, murder, insanity, substance abuse, animal death, references to war, trauma, suicidal ideation. 
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And for Nanny and Nanu, without whom this book would never have been finished.


Love you always. Stop asking me to put the kettle on.
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scene i.


ophelia





The dark had never before frightened Ophelia. It reminded her of her mother; of waking in the night at the touch of a cool hand on her foot, her cheek, of clasping those fingers with hers and being led, Laertes rubbing sleep from his eyes, out of their chambers and into the forest. Mother with her hand pressed to her lips, a smile teasing the corners of her mouth as they left the droning sound of Father’s snores behind them. 

But tonight, as it had every night for weeks on end, the dark terrified her.

She waited for Claudius in the shadow of Kronborg Castle, in a place where the shadows seemed to lie thick and heavy, suffocating her. On such a drowsy, humid night as this, the moon was nowhere to be found. Her teeth chattered despite the latent heat in the air. The goosebumps that trailed down the skin of her arms were more to do with fear than the occasional whisper of a breeze.

He’s trying to drive me mad, she thought. Some part of her wanted to wrap her arms around her middle, but she wouldn’t. She refused to have him see her looking weak. Another night of this and he might just succeed.

Six weeks since Hamlet’s father rattled out his last stinking, wet breath on the lawn. Fifteen days since the funeral (a private ceremony; Ophelia suspected it was because the corpse, a month old when they finally buried it, was bloating fast in the summer heat). And how many nights like this one, she wondered, if she counted them all up? How many of her evenings spent lolling in the chair by the fire, fear keeping her awake but only just, until it was time to go and see the last man on earth she wanted to pass the hours with?

She was lucky, she supposed. He never touched her. If he did, she suspected he might work it out: that the threads of her magic hung from her like the ragged edges of a cloak, severed from her use forever. But he never laid a hand on her. He only smiled and shone torchlight in her face and asked her question after drawn-out question until her head was spinning.

There it was, the sound of his boots. Her back straightened as he came into view, his pale scar gleaming in the light of his torch. He grinned at her. There was always a victorious glint in his eye when he looked into her face. I have you now, it seemed to say. A serpent slithered in her belly. She was torn, as always, between fear and celebration of her own victory. She was alive, wasn’t she? And while there was still breath in her lungs, there was a chance to make things right.

“Good evening, dearest Ophelia,” said the man who was now her king, throwing the light of the torch over her features. She blinked furiously. “I hope you’ll excuse my lateness. My wife-to-be keeps me busy these long summer nights.”

Her stomach roiled. “I’m glad you’ve found such happiness together,” she said, in a voice that was carefully, artificially flat. “What do you need from me?”

“It was so easy to break your spirits,” he said instead. “Every day, you surprise me by staying in this city. I can’t say I’m complaining.”

He reached out to touch her and against her will she was forced to recall the insistent press of his fingers in her mouth and the day he had threatened to cut out her tongue. She hated that her body recalled the taste of his skin, mixed with the copper tang of her own fear. It filled her with a revulsion she couldn’t seem to erase, no matter what she tried.

A woman’s strength is in her ability to bide her time, she wanted to hiss back. But the words were an old saying of Hilga’s, and she refused to speak them in the presence of the man who had her killed. She would not give him any more of her aunt. And she would not bite or thrash or scream the way she wanted to as his fingers pinched one lock of her lank blonde hair.

“My spirit’s not broken,” she said instead. I am myself, not whatever helpless creature you’ve tried to turn me into. “You need me far more than I need you.”

“Is that so?”

“You can’t kill me,” she said. She knew it was true. “You need my visions. But you should also remember: if you hurt anyone I love, I will tell everyone what you did. After all, I’m the only person in this castle who knows that you’re a murderer.”

Hilga’s face flashed before her eyes. Claudius’s mouth twisted. His face went very pale, and he withdrew his hand as though he had been burned. It was a strange overreaction. Ophelia, who had become very good at marking this man’s weaknesses, stowed it away for later.

“No one would care about a witch-woman,” he muttered, but all the mirth in his face was gone, whisked away into the night air. “Tell me about your visions. How many have you had?”

“Only one,” she lied. The true answer, being zero, would never satisfy him. “It was the same as last night, and the night before. The queen, standing alone in a rose garden, smelling the flowers. That’s all I see.”

Claudius looked dissatisfied, but not disbelieving. “It’s meaningless.”

“Many visions are,” said Ophelia, more confidently than she felt. “I also saw a man out of the corner of my eye, but I didn’t recognise him. I’ll tell you if I see him around court, though.”

Claudius shook his head but said nothing. Ophelia shifted from foot to foot. The wedding ceremony was tomorrow and she hoped this boring, repetitive (and fake) vision might be enough to hold him over until after the ceremony. She might be able to sneak away from her chambers for a few hours, perhaps to the library; if Hamlet avoided the ceremony as she assumed he would, maybe she could meet him somewhere.

And ask why he was avoiding her, too.

“Well, I suppose I’m glad I kept you around, despite how utterly useless your visions appear to be,” Claudius mused, tugging at the sleeves of his velvet jacket to settle them properly into place. “I’ve always hated lowering myself to your barbaric nonsense.”

Ophelia plastered a vague smile onto her face. It was a veil for her fury. “Barbaric?” she asked.

“Oh, you know.” He waved a hand, but his eyes were knowing. His words were a knife, and he was looking for a softness between her ribs into which he could slip it. “Chanting and powders. I’ve never liked it, but it’s a means to an end.”

Ophelia said, “I suppose it can be.”

Claudius left first. She watched the bobbing torchlight disappear into the castle and drew in one last gulp of cold night air. Tomorrow, it would be another day of shame and stares, of her father’s silence at the table. It would, mercifully, be free of the queen. She would be busy getting married. To the brother of the man she’d been married to for decades, a man who had only been in the cold ground for a fortnight. It was unfathomable even to Ophelia, who had never held more than a misty sense of any desire to be married.

The castle was just as it had always been: stone and tapestries, beautiful paintings, torches lining the walls. There was something false about it now, though. She knew that those walls were draped in Corruption, the rotting element left behind after magic use; she knew it rose from the floors and gripped her ankles, even if she couldn’t feel it, and that her skin crawled with it. It felt like seeing behind the scenes of an actors’ production; like learning that the walls were just a clever painting, and there was no castle, not really, just a plain stage.

She passed the staircase that would have led her to Hamlet’s chambers. It was shadowy and empty, but from somewhere in those depths she heard the clink of armour. Even if the doorway hadn’t been guarded, she wouldn’t have tried to see him. Grief had broken what tragedy had already strained, and Hamlet did not speak to her, did not write, did not look for her when he entered rooms. 

He wandered the halls with the ageing physician at his shoulder, every bit the grieving ghost of Kronborg Castle, and she was powerless to help him.

The only thing Ophelia felt certain about, as she let herself back inside her chambers, was that there was truly nothing left for her in Kronborg. And, considering she was probably draped in enough Corrupted magic to kill a village, there was nothing for her in Rúnräd either.

She felt that a gaping chasm lay between who she was before the war, and who she was now. And she was afraid to look into that darkness, to look back at what she’d been through. Ophelia tried to look it in the eye sometimes, but she could never seem to do it. The darkness had eyes, and when it saw her watching it would turn its face away and slink further back into her mind.

Sometimes, she wondered if she would ever be able to look back at it at all.
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scene ii.


horatio





“This is as far as we go,” said the pirate captain. Her large, floppy hat obscured her face almost entirely, but beneath it Horatio could make out the shadow of a narrow chin and a pair of full lips, curving into a smile. “No further, student.” 

She liked to call him that. The student, the scholar, the philosopher even (although he didn’t study philosophy and never had). Jinlian always had names for people. He supposed, knowing everyone in the large city that was Nordsee, one needed a way to remember. He liked Jinlian, and suspected she liked him too. He doubted very much that she would have crept close enough to this awful place for anybody else.

He peered over the ship’s edge. There was a clear demarcation in the smooth, clear water below. They bobbed in a gentle current, the ship’s anchor holding them over clear Otherland water that went miles deep. Horatio watched a shoal of bright red fish dart below them, their bodies seeming to quiver in the rippling water. Two of Jinlian’s crew leaned over, watching a seapig swim by in the search for somewhere to dig.

It soared over the dividing line without seeming to notice at first. The water darkened a shade. The waves were choppier past the line, lined with thick foam. Floating where the clear water met the murky depths was a collection of debris, presumably from wrecks—bits of crates, planks of wood, tangled rope and netting.

Horatio turned his eyes once more to the progress of the sea pig. He removed his glasses, which were covered with salt, and wiped them carefully on his sleeve. Replacing them, he saw the sea pig floating on the surface of the water, lifeless.

“Something’s in the water over there,” Jinlian said, leaning both forearms against the railing. “Not everything dies, but most things. Enough things.”

Horatio nodded, accepting of this. He had seen worse. “You can smell it,” he said. “The Corruption, I mean.”

“Mm. Yes.” Jinlian nodded, the brim of her hat bobbing. “It smells like a thunderstorm.”

They shared a look of grim understanding. Even in shadow, her dark eyes were keen.

“You still want to go there?” she asked. Her crew were looking around for something to take pot-shots at the dead sea pig with, but they were unsuccessful. On a ship this small and this fast, there was nothing on board that was not necessary. “Denmark is a dangerous place for a man like you.”

Horatio took a deep breath in through his nose, drinking in stormy air and seawater, salt and brine. He had enjoyed his five days on board this ship; he would be sad to leave it. Being settled in Wittenberg had bored him, and the weeks at Arion’s side creeping around the Danish countryside were no more interesting to Horatio than watching mud bake in the sun.

This visit was a good idea. One of Jinlian’s best, perhaps. It felt like research. It felt like getting closer to answering a question he wasn’t even sure how to ask.

“It’s no more dangerous,” he said, “than anywhere else, I don’t think.”

Jinlian pointed at the water, the floating sea pig. “Perfectly safe,” she drawled, and then turned to shout something to her crew in Mandarin, a language Horatio did not yet understand.

Horatio watched them haul the anchor, the corpse of the sea pig growing more and more distant. They would sail somewhere safer, and Horatio would simply walk the rest of the way, mirror in hand, until he found where he was meant to be.

He stepped smoothly out of the path of running feet and swinging ropes and found Jinlian’s second, Runin, on the quarterdeck. She was tall and lanky, a head taller than he was at least and with shoulders at least as broad. They knew one another from Nordsee. On one memorable occasion, Horatio had watched Runin kiss a girl with feather-light softness and gut a man for harassment five minutes later. There was a wildness about her that he enjoyed, the same quality that drove Jinlian, but in the captain it was contained with calculating looks while in Runin it was there for all to see.

She gave him one of her signature grins when she saw him coming, balancing on one foot atop a crate of stolen loot. From below deck Horatio had listened to the sounds of cannon fire, and he’d felt the furious rocking as Jinlian employed her favourite tactic: turning the ocean into a mirror large enough to sink her ship through. He recalled the furious shouts of the opposing captain, as well as the sighs of relief from the crew when they emerged in the open ocean.

“Something you need?” Runin asked, hopping off the crate. “Or just another lesson?”

Horatio took off his glasses and placed them deliberately on the corner of the crate. He rolled up his sleeves.

“A lesson,” he said. “It’s my last, so make it good.”

Runin smiled, but it was more like baring her teeth. “We’ll see what you can handle, little scholar.”

She held up her hands to show them empty, and when Horatio nodded, she let her magic flare to life. Runin was powerful. She didn’t need whispers of words, she just needed intention. She was born magical, had grown up in the Otherland, and it was apparent from the ease with which she carried herself when magic was nearby. It helped that they were sailing through the Otherland, rolling over its beating heart. Something in the sea always seemed to steady Horatio’s magic, and casting a spell here was as natural as breathing.

Not so in the Aboveworld. He laid his own hands out flat and shook them to show he had nothing hiding in his sleeves. Runin nodded her approval, and Horatio took a moment to breathe. His magic came like a wave, flowing through him. It didn’t come as easily as it had in childhood, when he could blow through his lips and send all the leaves flying off the oak tree, but this was better—more controlled, less overpowering.

Duelling with magic was an ancient and dying art. Swords and blades were so much more efficient. There was a beauty in it, though. Whatever Runin did with a blink of an eye stuck him fast to the boat, so that his only recourse was to fasten her there too. He snipped the cords of her curse and hit the deck hard. He kept his eyes down, all the easier to avoid the shimmer and mist of her magical intentions.

When he fought Runin like this, it always made him think of the cudgel blow of Arion Fortinbras’ magic, the brute force of it… The way the magic resisted under his deft, lying fingers.

Except it didn’t always make him think of that. He could feel Runin digging around, making the threads of magic around them draw tighter, closer, so that he was claustrophobic with them. He ripped through the shield she’d built around herself, made of magic drawn as tight as the weave of a net, and used his mind to push against her chest, hard.

Runin stumbled backwards, laughing. “Good job, little scholar,” she called. “You’re better than you used to be, but still not good enough.”

He brushed her off and dug into the depths of his well, just as a wave of her magic threatened to topple him. He was dizzy with the smell of lightning storms and smoke. But Runin was distracted by the victory that was so close to her grasp, and she took a moment too long to savour it.

Horatio focused all his energy on the crate. He felt its substance: wood and iron, dead and empty of life. The crate slid across the deck, slamming into Runin’s legs. She didn’t fall but she did stumble, dropping her gaze from him. He felt her magic seeping out of him. He shook out his hands and focused hard on Runin’s clothes. Her tunic was woven with strands of golden magic designed to make it more resistant to fire. He took them and he bound them tight until Runin was clawing at the ground.

She raised her hand, and Horatio let the magic go slack. When she punched him in the balls, he couldn’t even find it in himself to be angry about it.

“You always say you’re shit at magic,” she said, beaming furiously. “I hate you, scholar. You’re a liar.”

He rolled his shoulders. His head felt like it had been stuffed full of cotton wool, and there was still a faint, singed smell emerging from the deck. But he had won. Against someone like Runin, someone who spoke the language of magic as fluently as a mother tongue, that was something to be proud of.

They shook hands as someone called out, first in Mandarin then in French: land!

“So this is where we leave you,” Runin said, as Horatio rolled his sleeves down and stooped to reclaim his glasses. “In the den of vipers they call Denmark. I hear this place is rotten to the core.”

Horatio turned his face to the approaching shore. It would be a few days’ ride to Helsingør, the epicentre of whatever magical disruption was occurring. He had heard whispers. The death of the king, the ascension of another. Not Hamlet, as he had presumed, but an uncle.

Funny how these things worked out, he thought, thinking of Fortinbras’s ageing uncle licking the wounds of the nation in Norway.

“Not to the core, I think,” Horatio said, “but maybe. I suppose I’ll find out.”

Jinlian reappeared at his side. Disconcertingly, she was smiling.

“Go seek, little scholar,” she said. “And keep in contact. I want to know which way the wind is blowing in Denmark.”

“I’ll be sure to tell you when I’ve found out,” he promised.

“My business depends on you,” she said drily, and clapped him on the shoulder. “No one will row you out. We will go no closer, even here. It feels wrong.”

Horatio gathered his things and stepped into the rowboat. They lowered him into the sea. The air stank with the tang of Corruption, a scent so potent his nose wrinkled.

He put it to the back of his mind and focused on rowing the little boat and on putting one foot in front of the other when he did finally reach land. His scholar’s mind wanted answers. Denmark was not the first city to fall prey to Corruption, and it wouldn’t be the last, but he had never heard of a city falling to Corruption in such a short space of time. 

Ten years from the first indicators of a problem, the first concerned murmurs at councils around Europe; a decade later this, the death-throes of an entire kingdom. He saw it like a tapestry being unrolled before him. The war, the death of a king, the passing of power to an inexperienced brother.

And everywhere, Horatio imagined Hamlet. Saw him slinking in the background with his high brow and his regal nose, all Roman bacchanalia and desire and need, a lust for something inexplicable written all over that strange, beautiful face. He was entrancing. He was going to be dead before the year was out, if his Corrupted heart was any indicator of his fortunes.

It was like sticking his fingers into a fire and expecting not to get burned. Horatio knew what was about to happen. He would go to Denmark, report for Jinlian, and he would absolutely try to save this prince, another prince, from an inevitability Horatio had no business trying to avoid. Power corrupts; he knew this. He knew every monarchy was spoiled with it. He knew there was no escape, not really, for anyone whose head had ever been embraced by a crown. 

He would go to Helsingør, and he would bear witness to the collapse of another empire, another dynasty. Where he would go after that, he didn’t know. But he was tired of monarchs, tired of grasping for stability where there was only sand that would slip through his fingers. He would go and witness this, which he felt sure would be the downfall of something, and maybe then he would know what his life was meant to look like, absent of princes.








  
  

[image: ]

scene iii.


hamlet





Father’s tomb was a marble monstrosity, and Hamlet despised it. 

He ran his fingers over the cold stone. Dust collected on the pads of his fingers. He rubbed it on his tunic absent-mindedly, his eyes focused on the place where he knew his father’s head rested. For now, the tomb was plain. There was a nicer one being carved, which would host a sculpture of his father. They would have to move his bones and rebury them whenever it was ready. Hamlet found himself strangely fascinated by the whole procedure.

“Sir?” His servant Nathan’s voice was unusually delicate, but still it echoed boldly through Roskilde Cathedral. A day’s ride there on horseback and a day’s ride back, and Hamlet’s back and shoulders ached as a result. Four times, in the two weeks since his father was buried, Hamlet ordered Nathan to get the horses saddled. Four times he found himself standing in the same spot in front of the memorial, the bishop fussing with his collar, barely out of his nightgown.

Hamlet stared at the marble slab. In the corners of his vision, they were there, the bird-like creatures that liked to flap their purple, Corrupted wings just within sight. On the ground he followed the slow, trailing movements of some slug or parasite lugging its heavy body across the slabs, leaving a smear of purple in its wake.

The Corruption-creatures hadn’t stayed on the battlefield as he’d hoped. He’d wondered, in the days after the battle, if he might be free of them. They’d seemed so few at first, just glimpses out of the corner of his eye. But no, a few weeks in Kronborg had dispelled him of that idea almost as soon as it took root. The creatures were always there, waiting for him in the space between him and the Otherland.

Hamlet understood now why Father’s eyes and nose had streamed purple, that day on the battlefield when the effects of Rosencrantz’s potion started to take root. His gasping dying breaths, the black, clotted blood oozing from him, not in the churned-up mud of Fredericia but in the gardens of their home… In his last moments, Father had cried like a child. Hamlet pressed a hand over his mouth to stifle the desire to gag and turned away from the grave.

“Let’s go,” he said to Nathan, ignoring the bishop, who made to say something but was quickly waved off. Nathan followed on Hamlet’s heels. 

On his way out Hamlet caught a thread of Corruption between his fingers. When he pressed them together in front of his face, hidden from view, it burst into a tiny black flame.

He didn’t know why he kept coming to see Father’s grave. He knew there was nothing there but a corpse mouldering into dust. Hamlet had mourned the loss of his father the day he realised he would never be the perfect son, and he had grieved him every day since. His death should not have felt any different.

Hamlet walked the streets, mechanical. He knew the way to the inn by heart. They would let the horses rest and return in the morning, and maybe the day after that they’d take two fresh horses and come back again. Why not? There was nothing else to do, after all. He was just a prince.

“Sir, may I ask you something?”

Nathan’s voice cut through the quiet night, but in Hamlet’s disoriented, drifting state, his words could have come from a thousand miles away. Hamlet glanced over his shoulder and gave him a nod. 

I should send him away, he thought. There was no purple Corruption oozing from Nathan that Hamlet could see, but that didn’t mean it wasn’t there. It probably just meant Nathan would outlive him. He was glad about that in more ways than one.

Nathan asked, “Is there anything I can do to help?” 

A simple question, but the answer was so complicated.

“With what?” Hamlet asked, pausing in the street to face Nathan. “What could you possibly help me with?”

Nathan looked at him, moonlight glancing off his high forehead. It was brave to look a prince in the eye, but Nathan had never shied away, not once. That was part of why Hamlet liked him so much. He said little unless it was needed, but when he spoke it was with absolute honesty. There was no bullshit, not with Nathan. He was a rare jewel among palace servants, who were so entrenched in palace life they saw princes and kings as rare creatures, themselves as subservient. They were trained to believe that, and they were expected to perform it.

Nathan’s response was to shrug. “I don’t know, sir,” was his answer. “But I’m here, if you think of anything I can do.”

Hamlet snorted. “That’s a redundant statement, given you’re my servant,” he said, and was pleased to see that the corner of Nathan’s mouth lifted in a smile. “But thank you. I’m fine.”

He turned to carry on, but Nathan made a noise that stopped him. “It’s just, sir… I don’t want to overstep.”

“Say whatever you want,” Hamlet said, “as long as you stop calling me ‘sir’. That would be helpful.”

“I just wanted you to know,” Nathan said, “that plenty of people come back from war and feel… changed. Like they don’t know how to play the game anymore, if you know what I mean. And with your father… it’s not unexpected, to feel different. Just… I’m here, if you ever want to talk about it.”

Breathe in, breathe out.

“Thank you,” Hamlet said stiffly. “But that won’t be necessary.”

Nathan gave him a long, knowing look, but said nothing. Hamlet watched him. Nathan was, he realised with a pang, possibly the person who had stuck by him the longest in his life. He was paid to do it, after all.

Finally, the prince turned back towards the inky streets. Soon they would be back in Helsingør, back where the corridors rang with the memory of his father’s voice, where he felt at all times like the bulk and weight of him was only just around the corner, flesh and blood, the body of a warrior and eyes that were not like the eyes of a father should be, at least in Hamlet’s imagination.

But it was never real. The apparition was always just ahead of him; out of sight, in the next room, outside the window. He could never quite catch up to it.

It made a strange sort of sense, he supposed. He had never been able to catch up to his father in life, either.

The inn looked as it always did: like a wooden shack at the edge of the city, with a weather-worn sign and an enormous stable block attached to the back. This was why they chose the Danish Rose as their resting place. Despite its relative lack of charm (and good beer), its stables were renowned.

And busy tonight. Normally, that wouldn’t have mattered to him. He would have ignored it and swept inside to the large room he was sure normally belonged to the innkeeper and his wife, now ceded to him. He would undress as little as was physically possible, bed down, and play with his Corrupted magic until his eyes finally closed and allowed him to get an hour or two’s restless, nightmare-filled sleep.

Except tonight, there were horses being walked to the stables that were not Hamlet’s, despite the crest of the royal family of Denmark emblazoned on their saddles and on the decoration on their bridles. Stablehands went to and fro, the torchlight flickering orange against their skin and making the horses’ coats glimmer and shine.

“Sir,” said Nathan. “I’ll go inside and see what’s going on.”

Hamlet was vaguely aware of Nathan’s taller body ducking around his and the sound of his footsteps running up the small stairs to the main doorway. He himself was frozen.

He wondered who it would be this time. His mother, dead of grief and (perhaps) shame? Ophelia? No, it wouldn’t be her; they’d never send anyone to warn him about her, his oldest friend, his ally in all things, his partner, the love of his life. It could be Claudius, he supposed, which didn’t stir anything more than the most distant sensation of grief.

It was his mother, as it turned out, but not in the way he had expected.

She swept down the stairs ahead of Nathan, who had a look on his face that clearly meant he’d been browbeaten to within an inch of his life. He came to stand meekly behind Hamlet again, his hands folded behind his back. Hamlet could hear him trying to silence his breathing, which was heavy from running back and forth, and probably from whatever verbal torture Hamlet’s mother had put him through.

There she stood, in her mourning dress with a gemstone from her betrothed standing out starkly on her ring finger. Hamlet’s eyes narrowed. His heartbeat slowed. She wasn’t dead. She wasn’t even ill. She was here, in his inn, in the place he came to express his grief for the father he had loved and failed. The father she had scorned by becoming engaged to another before his body was even cold in the ground.

Hamlet stalked forward. “Get out.” His eyes took her in with fury. Mother wore no makeup, no jewels apart from the ring. She was as stripped-back as he had ever seen her, and he hated it.

“Hamlet, come now,” she said, wheedling, and reached out a hand. 

He grabbed her by the wrist and threw her reaching fingers away from himself with a growl. “You have no right to be here,” he hissed. He narrowed the distance between them, leaning in so they were nose to nose. He was taller than her, only by a couple of inches, but it felt like more. “You have no right to pretend to mourn.”

“I do not pretend,” Mother sniffed. She didn’t flinch from his bared teeth or the tension in his muscles; she just reached up and plucked some dust from the shoulder of his tunic. “It is late, but I had still hoped to pray at his side tonight. We ride back to Helsingør before dawn, in time for the wedding. Why don’t you come with me?”

“With you?” He laughed. “Mother, you’ll burn the whole cathedral down the moment you step inside.”

“Ah,” she said, and for a moment he thought she might drop it. But then something fierce came into her face, a flicker of some old anger illuminating her eyes, which always seemed to him like two hard, cold gemstones. “And you will not?”

He flinched. He knew what she meant. He always did, when she referenced this event, the stableboy in the hot summer that was to be the last ordinary summer he would ever experience. Maybe it was the look on her face, the clench in her jaw, or perhaps it was the tension thick in the air between them, enriched by all their unsaid words. Regardless, he knew.

He forced a laugh to cover his reaction, but it came moments too late. “Goodnight, Mother,” he said, and his voice sounded hollow even to his ears. “I wish you sweet dreams.”

“And I, you,” she said, and blew him a kiss.

When Nathan helped Hamlet get ready for bed, there was pity on his face. Hamlet wanted terribly to resent it, but he found that he couldn’t. There was a tenderness to pity, and Hamlet would accept tenderness from wherever he could get it. When the door creaked shut behind him, Hamlet was bereft.

The shadow-creatures in the corner, by now bored of this fool who stood with one foot in their world and one in his own, buried their skeletal heads beneath ragged wings or licked torn and shredded paws. One, a long snake with tumorous growths emerging at intervals, began to slither up the nearest wall; Hamlet looked away, disturbed by the way its bizarre suckers left behind trails of Corruption.

He raised his hand and snapped his fingers. A flame ignited once more, guttering and spitting purple sparks. Within moments, the black fire had suffocated itself and gone out. He felt the building shiver beneath him. The Corruption was starting to take its toll, and before long the place would probably fall to pieces. It was already happening in Kronborg, albeit more slowly; the wood of the inn was far more susceptible to damage, it seemed, than the thick stone walls of the castle, which were so stained with Corruption they were probably at least partially held up by it.

No, this inn would collapse in a few months. Already, the cows kept by the innkeeper and his wife had sickened and died. The chickens would probably be next. The grass outside appeared to be dying and turning into a miserable sludge, into which some of the stable blocks were starting to tilt and slant.

He should have felt guilty, but he didn’t.

Because if this was what his presence did, the warmth of his skin, his breath, his fingers snapping out black fire… If this is what he could do to the world, he could only understand it as a reflection of what had been done to him and his quivering, beating heart.
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scene iv.


ophelia





“There’s nothing else I can do,” Ophelia said, as she wiped her shaking hands on her apron. She knew what to expect. She flinched before Alessandra’s palm even cracked against her cheekbone. 

“What good is having a witch if you can’t fix this,” Alessandra hissed.

Lorenz lay before them, the blankets in disarray around his feverish body. Except there was no fever. There was only a heart that wouldn’t stop racing and skin that sweated out every drop of liquid, and eyes that rolled in his head like a wild animal for hours each day until he came back to himself, breathing hard, a stag going limp with an arrow in its breast.

“The wound is in his mind,” Ophelia said. “The potions can soothe him a little, help him sleep… They can’t heal him. Only make it easier for him to heal himself.”

That was the wrong thing to say. Alessandra’s eyes narrowed, and Ophelia knew it would only be moments before the tirade began. She rose from her stool and busied herself packing vials of herbs and glass tubes of liquid back into her potions pack, even as Alessandra started speaking, her voice stretched and terse. There was too much empty space left when she had finished. 

Ophelia’s stomach twisted. Alessandra kept talking about things she knew nothing about: magic, healing, spells. She wanted Ophelia to fix everything, to make things how they were before the battle, before the king died, when Alessandra’s belly was round with a child and  Lorenz was only a little scarred but still himself.

Now Lorenz was a shadow who receded into himself a little more each day, who hardly spoke a word to his wife, who didn’t appear to eat or sleep or do anything other than pace the halls. Who didn’t acknowledge her when the baby was born, silent in the dark, no midwife to say a hasty blessing; who didn’t come, when Alessandra and Ophelia, in a temporary alliance of grief, brought the little body outside the city to bury it, blessed by the only priest who would dare to consecrate the grave of an unchristened child.

It was all Ophelia could do to help them. They had been friends once, good friends; she had loved Lorenz like a brother. She absent-mindedly rubbed her cheek, feeling the sting of Alessandra’s slap. She just wished she still had her magic, so that she could at least cleanse the Corruption from Lorenz. She had no idea if it would help, but she was certain it would do no harm.

“I’ll leave a tea,” she said, cutting across Alessandra’s rampage. “It isn’t magical, you can top it up from any apothecary. Lavender and peppermint to soothe and calm the mind and the organs, a little valerian, some other flowers for flavour more than anything else. If he drinks it at night, it should help him feel calm. It might keep the nightmares away for a few hours.”

“Come with better answers next time,” Alessandra said, “or I will tell everyone what you are, witch.”

The words were empty, empty as they had been all summer. Alessandra was only upset. But she was desperate, and in her desperation Ophelia was the best chance she had.

And Ophelia was so tired. She had been tired since Hilga’s death, but this was something else. She was lonely, and the loneliness added weight to her limbs and made every day seem to stretch on for weeks and weeks. Her father hardly spoke to her, and Laertes was so busy he never had time for her (which she suspected was Claudius’s design); Hamlet was so deep in his grief he could hardly see beyond the end of his nose, and Alessandra was not her friend anymore.

She had no Rúnräd to run to now, stained as it was with Hilga’s blood. She was a woman alone in the world, alone with her work. Every potion she made was a failure for at least the first three attempts. Sometimes they would curdle because her ingredients were dry instead of fresh, and she would have to source more of this or that, or find an alternative for what she could not. It would overheat and dry into a useless paste, or a servant would walk in and Ophelia would cast the whole stinking thing out the window into the bushes outside, and in the night go down and retrieve the pot from where it lay.

Her hands were chapped from scrubbing and her ingredients store was emptier than she remembered it being since her mother’s death. Every time she closed her eyes she felt guilty, for the lack of an effective potion and for the fact that she was making them in the first place, and for more things that she couldn’t name. When she woke in the morning, her head already ached.

She felt like she had lost her fight, her flame. She wasn’t sure when it had happened. When she had tried to kill Claudius and failed, or when Hilga died, or when the king collapsed in the gardens and his brother ascended the throne? When the soldiers returned and the castle lost any sense of celebration at the sight of aged faces and staring, blank eyes? When the food shortages worsened and whispers spread of rebels hanged in town squares?

“Did you hear me?”

Ophelia’s hands were shaking as she tied up her little bag. “No, I’m sorry. I was thinking.”

There was a long pause, a pause in which Alessandra examined her with a scrutinising, disgusted kind of look.

Then finally she said, “What happened to you?”

The words were so ironic, so deeply ridiculous coming from Alessandra, who had suffered so much, that the only thing Ophelia could do was laugh.

She untied her apron and folded it under her arm before she let herself out into the corridor. There was no one about, and she breathed a sigh of relief. Loneliness was her constant companion, but that didn’t make being surrounded by courtly idiots an appealing concept.

Going home meant passing through the entrance hall of the castle, which meant passing the chapel, which meant being reminded that the entire rest of the castle was currently celebrating the royal wedding, which had taken place that morning.

The great front doors had been cast open to allow drunken revellers to stagger out into the gardens, probably to be sick in a bush somewhere. There was music coming from the hall and the smell of roasted pork made her stomach grumble. But she dared not enter. Gertrude wouldn’t take kindly to her presence, and besides, there was no one for her there.

Ophelia turned away just as the door to the chapel opened. Laertes stepped out, dotting himself with holy water.

“Sister,” he said, pausing with his hand to his right shoulder, frozen in the act of blessing himself. “I thought you were staying upstairs for today?”

“I visited Alessandra and Lorenz,” she said. His brows pinched together. “I’m going back upstairs now.”

He faltered a little, his hand dropping to his side. “I wasn’t… I didn’t mean that you have to,” he said, sounding frustrated. “Wouldn’t you like to hear the musicians?”

She shrugged. “Not particularly.”

He gave her the same look as Alessandra had. It was like her apathy was offensive to them.

“Well, I suppose this is as good a time as any,” Laertes muttered. “I wanted to let you know I’m going back to Paris. I’m going to ask the king for permission tomorrow.”

Ophelia felt her stomach sink. She had hoped… Well, it didn’t matter what she’d hoped. She’d always known Laertes would go back to university someday; he wouldn’t have come back if it wasn’t for the war, and he wouldn’t have stayed if it wasn’t for her.

“I hope Paris is the same as you left it,” she said. A breeze swept in through the open front doors and she suppressed a shiver. “You’ll write, won’t you?”

Laertes leaned a little closer. “Listen, Fee,” he said. The childhood nickname made her nervous. “What if you came with me?”

She laughed, but her brother’s face didn’t change. He’d tied back his long blond hair, which hung as far as the first knob of his spine, and it made him look a little bit severe.

“It could be good for you,” he said. “Meeting new people, a fresh start… I found someone who can fake betrothals. She makes it look legitimate; Father would be fooled, and if you wanted to come back, we’d just tell him your husband was dead and you were coming home.”

Ophelia looked at him properly, for what felt like the first time in months. His eyes were dark with lack of sleep, but his muscles were toned, and he was tanned—he was training, then. The scar he wore on his left arm was less lurid than Ophelia remembered.

“What do you think?” he asked, in the sort of gentle tone you might use to coax a flighty horse.

In another world, in another life, she would have jumped at the chance. God’s bones, if Laertes made her this offer two years ago she would have been hard pressed to refuse. She knew this, and so did he. 

“I’m sorry,” she said. “Maybe I could come and visit, when this is all over.”

His face did something strange. “When what’s all over?”

She couldn’t explain in words, so she just waved a hand at empty air instead. “Something,” she said. “It’s like you said once: it’s like a wave about to break. It hasn’t broken yet. I can feel it.”

A drunken group stumbled out of the way of a guardsman, shouting apologies. A young man trailed behind. He resembled a crow in his overly large university gown, and he had a pair of lenses hanging around his neck. As she watched, he raised the spectacles and perched them on his nose, all the better to take in the high ceilings of their hall, the statues, the portraits.

A shiver went down Ophelia’s spine. Laertes was talking in the same soothing tone from before, but she wasn’t listening. The newcomer looked across the hall at her, and all of a sudden her limbs were shocked with lightning. Her heart pounded and her mouth grew dry.

He had brown eyes and an aquiline nose and hair that had been shaven once and had now grown into a mop of straight brown strands. It wasn’t that he was handsome (although she supposed he probably was), and it wasn’t that she felt an attraction; it was something else, something more. She saw him and she knew that this man would matter, that he would be important in her life in one way or another.

Here it is, her blood seemed to sing. This is the beginning, finally.

“Laertes, who’s that man?” she asked.

He cut off whatever he was saying, looking annoyed, and spared the man only a brief glance.

“Some friend of Hamlet’s, I think,” he said, flippant. “From Wittenberg. They’ve had him in the guardroom for questioning all day, something about forged letters of travel, but of course they aren’t. Why?”

She couldn’t explain that in words either, but she pinned her gaze to the back of the scholar’s black cloak instead. Her brother sighed hard through his nose.

“What would be really nice,” he said, “is if you moved home.” By this, he meant Rúnräd. “Tidied up the old cottage, baked bread, didn’t talk to princes or scholars or anyone else even vaguely important.”

She smiled. It hurt a little. She couldn’t remember the last time the expression had been anything more than a shadow.

“I’d love to,” she answered. “I really would.”

But I need to speak to that scholar.
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scene v.


horatio





Horatio splashed cold water on his face, trying to clear the sleep from his eyes. The guardsman at the door shuffled from foot to foot, his cap in his hand. Horatio felt somehow guilty for keeping him waiting, but simultaneously a little embarrassed: he had not yet put on a tunic, and tried not to look too self-conscious while he dressed in front of a perfect stranger. 

“Apologies again, sir,” the guardsman said. Marcellus was his name. “I’m sorry to have disturbed you. Have you travelled far for the…”

“Funeral,” Horatio said, yanking on his boot and reaching under the bed for the other. He smiled wryly. “I missed it by a fortnight, almost; luckily, I’m just in time for the wedding.”

“Aye,” conceded Marcellus. “It’s very… efficient, I suppose. For them to be so close together.”

Horatio finally finished dressing and threw his cloak over his shoulders. The final shivers of sleep left his muscles as he followed Marcellus out into the dark corridor, closing the door of his guest chambers carefully behind him. He was grateful for the hospitality afforded him by the king, when he had heard that Horatio was a university friend of Hamlet’s.

Marcellus led him out into the courtyard and up a narrow set of stairs to the top of the wall that surrounded the castle. Horatio was glad of his cloak, and glad of Marcellus’s silence; he was never good at small talk.

He was curious about what necessitated getting a stranger from Wittenberg out of bed in the middle of the night. Marcellus had been shaken when he had arrived at Horatio’s door, and his story had been almost unintelligible—something about seeing the ghost of King Hamlet wandering the walls. Horatio had assured him that that was unlikely, but promised to come and see if there was in fact an intruder dressed as the dead king stalking the castle.

A joke in poor taste, but not inconceivable. He thought for a moment how he would explain the story to Fortinbras in the morning, the taste of marmalade still bright on his tongue, the golden light of late summer shining in–

But he had to remind himself, as he did nearly every day, that Fortinbras was not by his side anymore. There was no warm side of the bed he could curl into; nowhere he could press his cold feet, no one to bring him marmalade on fresh, sour bread when he hadn’t slept.

“This is the place,” said Marcellus over his shoulder, reaching the top of the stairs.

“Who goes there?”

“Marcellus, and Horatio.”

“Horatio?” The man’s confusion was tangible. He hardly looked Horatio’s way, just peered at Marcellus in the dark. He was forty, perhaps, dark-haired with a jaw covered in a pointed beard.

“Horatio, of Wittenberg,” said Marcellus. “Horatio, this is Francisco, whom we’re relieving of his watch. Barnardo will be along soon.”

“Is here, in fact,” came a voice from below. Footsteps scraped stone; another man appeared, blowing on his hands. “It’s a fierce night for summer, isn’t it? Go to bed, Francisco.”

Francisco said his thanks and slipped away, leaving Horatio with Marcellus and Barnardo. He took a moment to examine them. Marcellus was short and stocky, with brown eyes and curly brown hair; his cheeks were ruddy, and Horatio could tell without asking that he knew the other side of the mirror. It was a gift of his, a sense for magic and those who used it, that he couldn’t put a name to. Sometimes, he wondered if he would make a natural Sight Guide; that thought made him keep the talent even more closely to himself.

Barnardo was blond, tall, blue-eyed, and clean shaven, which made him stand out amongst the other guardsmen. He was in his thirties, perhaps. He’d never crossed a mirror. But he did believe in ghosts, and that made Horatio wonder.

There were no ghosts. Not on the far side of the mirror, and not here. There was, he knew, no way to call the dead back; no magic could return them. Wherever it was they went, if it was a place, there was no coming back.

Endless people had tried to summon the dead back to their bodies. He’d heard whispers of them, growing up in a family that spent time on both sides of the mirror; he’d seen it when he left their dusty town and went first to Pisa, then to Rome, visiting their mirror-twin cities. Every city, half of Europe crossed, they were always there: mourners filled with grief and desperation. He had never dabbled.

The dead were the dead. They didn’t return.

“It won’t come tonight.” Barnardo’s disappointment filtered through his words. “It was a waste, getting you out of bed. Forgive us.”

“He’s here now,” Marcellus urged. “Tell him what you saw last night, Barnardo. You may as well.”

It was Marcellus’s surety that made Horatio the most nervous. People with no concept of the Otherland believed anything. They saw things that were never there, because their brains searched for magic and found none, so they created it instead. But Marcellus was an Otherland-dweller, or at least a dabbler; he knew, surely, that ghosts weren’t real. Couldn’t be real.

Barnardo cleared his throat. “Last night, the watch was quiet. We were looking at the stars—that one there, crossing over. The bell rang for one o’clock, just as it has now—”

Marcellus’s hand gripped Horatio’s shoulder painfully tight. “Stop, be quiet—look. Horatio, look!”

He looked.

There was a man standing not far from them, only a few steps away. He stared out over the wall, gazing at the keep behind them. He was powerfully built, dressed in armour, his body sturdy and his face severe. A thick beard covered his chin; an axe hung from his hand.

The man peered into the night as though he was searching for something. Horatio’s eyes seemed to go through him, as if peering through a mist. He felt sick. The cold night air meant nothing to his body anymore; he was hot, too hot, at the sight of something that could not be real.

The apparition was draped in purple, gowned in Corruption like a vision of horrors. He was made of it. The creature—so like a man and yet not—moved. Strands of thick, glistening Corruption dripped from his breastplate, his arms, his beard. He turned his head, slowly, to take in the three. His eyes were blank, as if they had been pecked out.

Horatio’s hand went to his pocket, but there was no weapon there. Only an old quill and some paper.

“You’re a scholar,” Marcellus whispered. “Can you explain it?”

Horatio shook his head. “I don’t think there’s any simple explanation for something like this.”

“Try to speak to it,” Barnardo encouraged. “It wouldn’t answer us, but we’re only guardsmen. It might have something to say to a stranger.”

Horatio stepped forward, even though his entire body screamed at him to stay away.

“What are you?” he asked. “Why have you taken a form that doesn’t belong to you?”

The creature didn’t answer. It just stared at him with its soulless, empty eye sockets.

“Speak!” Horatio said. His voice shook, despite his best efforts.

The ghost turned its back and began to walk away. The absence of the sound of clanking armour was somehow the most disturbing thing about its slow procession down the battlements.

“It’s leaving,” said Barnardo. “You offended it!”

The creature walked away, disappearing into the darkness. Horatio placed a hand on his chest. His heart was pounding, and his breathing was heavy. He stared at the place the creature had stood. He couldn’t shake the skin-crawling feeling, the roiling in his stomach; he leaned over and vomited, his body shuddering.

“Well?” Barnardo said into the quiet of the night, when Horatio had stopped retching and rinsed his mouth gratefully with a drink from Marcellus’s waterskin. “How do you explain it, then? You know it’s more than an overactive imagination—you saw it, as well as we did.”

“Grotesque,” Horatio said. “I’ve seen him before. The late King of Denmark, I mean. He looked just like that on the battlefield, when he met with King Fortinbras of Norway to negotiate.”

A curious look—had they seen him draped in Norwegian colours, or did they wonder why they hadn’t noticed him amidst the Danish forces? He ignored his instinct to explain himself. There was no need, he decided. He’d sworn no allegiance to Denmark, after all. He had nothing to prove.

“It’s not right,” Marcellus murmured. “It’s a bad omen, isn’t it?” He crossed himself, first on the forehead, then on the lips, and finally over his sternum. “I thought the war was won, but we’ve been on watch more and more of late, and the rations are still slim, and the ships stay ready to launch in the harbour. And now Old King Hamlet stalks the battlements? There’s more to come, I think.”

“I suspect you’re right,” Horatio murmured.

“You spent time in Norway,” said Barnardo, hesitant, like a child asking a question he thought he might be scorned for. Here it is, Horatio thought. “Are they in a similar position? Or does the spectre of the war haunt Denmark alone?”

“Spectre,” muttered Marcellus. “That’s what it is. A spectre.”

“I think,” said Horatio, choosing his words delicately, “that Denmark is not alone.” His heart ached, but there was no reason not to speak of him. “Prince Fortinbras of Norway was not made king, unexpectedly. His uncle rules Norway now, having given up all Danish lands acquired during the war and more. I believe the prince has some powerful followers, and I think this is what your King Claudius defends against now. But I don’t know anything about omens. It’s been a long time since I heard anything of Norway.”

He thought about empires of the past, about great men of Rome. There were omens before that empire collapsed too, stories of the dead rising and roaming the streets. He wondered what those ghosts had looked like, if they had existed. The same as this dripping Corruption-creature, sodden with ruined magic?

It was Rome that discovered the Corruption, after all. It was Rome whose explosion in magic-use caused the first true Corruption-collapse. Perhaps this was the beginning of the end of another era: the dead walking.

He huddled against the wall of the battlements against the cold breeze. In the day, riding along the packed streets, the cool wind had felt like a blessing; now he tucked his chin further into his cloak and retreated. Without realising it, he must have dozed off. It was Barnardo who woke him, shaking him hard and pointing at a spot far away along the battlements. 

The ghost had returned. Horatio got to his feet and entreated it to speak. Once again, its lifeless eyes stared out over the wall, and no voice emerged from its stiff lips. Horatio had been asleep for longer than he’d anticipated. The sky was painted in streaks of red and pink, and in the distance a cockerel crowed.

The ghost gave a shudder and, slowly, it faded into nothing.

A hush fell over the three, all of them painted with the delicate brushstrokes of dawn. In a few minutes, Barnardo and Marcellus would be relieved of their posts. They would go to sleep as the sun peaked in the sky, and they might never see the spirit again.

“What do we do now?” Barnardo asked. He looked, for some reason, to Horatio, and so did Marcellus. 

Horatio swallowed hard. “This stays between us,” he said, “with the exception of one person. We need to inform Prince Hamlet.”

“I know where we’ll find him this morning,” said Marcellus. “We should go now.”

“It’s too early yet,” Barnardo said. “Wait a few hours. We’ll find him after the morning’s court has gathered. The schedule is back to normal, now that the wedding’s over.”

Marcellus pulled a face. “Thank goodness for that,” he said. “I haven’t known what day it is for weeks on end.”

Horatio collected himself as the guardsmen talked of reduced wine rations and morning watch duties and whatever else. He envied their ability to move so quickly on from what they’d seen. The morning was already beginning to warm, and he could taste the freshness of summer in the air, of pollen and something clean, but Horatio could still feel the clamminess of the spectre on his skin, smell the rot. He steeled himself. He didn’t feel quite ready to face Hamlet; given the choice, he’d have haunted the halls for a few days first, got the measure of things before he went to speak to the prince. The prince whose beating heart was so ravaged by Corruption it seemed to have its own gravitational pull, drawing Horatio in.

No. When he looked at Hamlet, he would see something other than the battlefield, the market, the little house in Wittenberg with the fireplace and the soft rugs and the dark wooden furniture. He would not see the medical tent with its pale canvas flapping in the wind, nor would he smell grass and earth and blood, nor would he see the tear-tracks carving those soot-darkened cheeks in two.

He would put all these things away and see Prince Hamlet, as he was, and he would not let the remembrance of his past life skewer him through the heart.

He was tired when he got back to his room, but there was so much to do. With a sigh, he sat down at his writing desk and started a letter to Jinlian.
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