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      They hanged the man outside of the church, in front of his family, his neighbours, and a white-faced priest clutching the book of God. The body swung gently above the spectators, eyes bulging, head tilted at an unnatural angle. The only noise was the creak of the rope and the violent sobs of his widow.

      Aldara wished she were back on the farm. She had never seen a man hanged to death. It was so rare in her village that the prince’s men had been forced to construct the simple gallows just for the occasion. Noblemen rarely ventured this far south, leaving matters of the law in the hands of the local church. But one man from Roysten had sold Prince Pandarus a filly with an abscess, so Pandarus had made the journey from Archdale Castle to make a display of his intolerance of crime, which was a thinly veiled intolerance of the poor.

      When Prince Pandarus spoke, there was a collective flinch among the crowd.

      ‘Let us remember the kingdom that Syrasan is,’ he said, seated on his horse next to the creaking gallows. The silk lining of his cloak flashed as he raised an arm to gesture. ‘One of integrity. Crimes against the people who are risking their lives every day to keep you safe will not be tolerated. Let this man remain here as a reminder.’

      Blank, hungry faces stared up at him. But not the widow, whose eyes would not open. A tortured noise rang from her as she clutched the head of her son against her dress, trying to shield his view. Aldara swallowed down the lump forming in her throat and used the hood of her cloak to shield her own sight.

      ‘We need to start moving,’ Dahlia whispered. ‘We cannot miss him.’

      She took hold of Aldara’s laundered cloak and pulled her through the crowd as it began to disperse. Mud sucked at their boots as they moved out into the centre of the road, waiting for Pandarus to reach them.

      ‘My lord,’ her mother called, curtsying low, as if standing on swept stone.

      Aldara watched as the hem of her mother’s dress soaked up the stagnant water around her feet. Pandarus did not slow his horse.

      ‘I have nothing for you,’ he said, increasing the distance between them and his grey mare.

      Dahlia straightened. ‘I need nothing from you but a moment of your time, my lord. I wish to introduce my daughter before you depart.’

      Pandarus reluctantly stopped his horse and looked at her. The two men flanking him stopped also, each with a hand on their sword. He pushed his cloak back, revealing a red S on the sleeve of his tunic, a reminder that he was a member of the royal family. He turned his bored expression to Aldara. The reins went slack in his hands. Dahlia gestured for Aldara to step forwards. She did as she was told, dropping into a small curtsy. Once she was upright, she removed the hood of her cloak as her mother had instructed. The cold air made her ears ache. Dahlia had forced her unruly hair into a low bun, and sections of it were blowing about her face in protest. She reached up and tucked them behind her ears.

      Pandarus stared at the mud-splattered hem of her once blue dress. Then his gaze moved slowly up to her face. ‘What is your name?’

      ‘Aldara, my lord.’

      ‘And what is your age, Aldara?’

      ‘Fifteen, my lord.’

      ‘Ah, not yet of age.’

      Dahlia stepped forwards. ‘She will be sixteen in the warm season, my lord. And she reads and writes.’

      Aldara barely recognised her mother’s voice. It was laced with desperation. Her pride usually kept her composed at all times, even in the cold season when the food was gone. She watched as Dahlia collected herself, standing before Pandarus as though she were wearing something other than rags. Every hair was in place, released from its tight prison on wash days only. It was not even permitted time to dry.

      Pandarus’s eyes remained on Aldara. ‘Have you seen a man hanged to his death before?’

      She looked up at him and shook her head. ‘No, my lord.’

      ‘Was it difficult for you to watch?’

      She glanced down at his spotless boots and wondered whether his horse had collected him from the front step of the castle. ‘The grief of his family was very difficult to watch.’

      Pandarus raised his eyebrows. ‘Do you believe the punishment to be unjust?’

      She could feel her mother holding her breath. ‘The real punishment is to his remaining family. They must now feed themselves and find a way to survive without him.’

      He glanced back at one of his men, smirking. ‘A short-sighted criminal perhaps. He did not think through the consequences of his crime.’

      ‘Hunger has a way of drowning logic.’ She bit her lip to stop her mouth.

      Pandarus’s smile faded. His gaze returned to Dahlia. ‘I have met your daughter. What is it you want?’

      Dahlia knew her time was up. ‘She is intelligent, and she is beautiful. I thought you may have use for her at Archdale.’

      ‘I have no use for her.’ He kicked his horse into a walk.

      ‘One of the other princes perhaps?’

      He glanced back at Aldara. ‘Write to me after her next birthday.’

      The women curtsied, their eyes on the mud. They listened as the slush of hooves moved past them. When they rose, Dahlia narrowed her eyes on Aldara.

      ‘Let’s go.’
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      Aldara stood with Loda in the broken shade of a budding maple. Every few minutes the tall mare

      rubbed her sweaty head against her. She struggled to maintain her footing against the weight. Loda. Her Loda. She would be left behind with the rest of them.

      The family did not have the luxury of pets. Their animals had a use or they were eaten. Loda was the exception, a gift from her father on her tenth birthday. Her mother had been furious, insisting he sell the thoroughbred for something that could be put to work. Much to everyone’s surprise, the filly did not get sold.

      ‘How long can Kadmus keep this up do you think?’ she asked the horse.

      On the other side of the fence, her brother was sowing barley. He had stripped down to a linen undershirt that clung to his body. A straw hat protected his face from the harsh midday sun. She remembered weaving it for him when she was twelve years old. It was full of mistakes, but he wore it every day of the warm season.

      For the past two weeks, Kadmus had worked with a newfound intensity. Ever since Pandarus’s men had visited, circling her like a horse at the sale yards, inspecting her confirmation and commenting aloud as though the family was not in the room. They had told her to let out her hair and eyed her small breasts. They had asked her questions that made her father look at the ground and Kadmus flee. He had walked out of the small house and started working. And he had not stopped since.

      ‘Kadmus,’ she called to him. ‘Join me in the shade before you cook.’

      ‘I need to finish this,’ he said, not looking at her.

      He never looked at her anymore.

      ‘Then you should have used the perfectly good harrow we have in the barn. You would have been finished days ago.’

      ‘The horses mess up the field.’

      She rolled her eyes at his sulky tone. Hitching up her dress, she took a handful of mane and swung her leg over Loda. She rarely used a saddle, and Dahlia was forever scolding her for it. ‘Children ride bareback, not ladies.’ It was no secret her mother wanted her to grow up.

      The mare lurched into a canter before she had even gathered the reins. Aldara did not bother with the gate, clearing the fence in one smooth stride and landing with minimal disruption to the freshly sown seed. She reached Kadmus in a few paces, bending to snatch the rake from his hands. She came to a stop a few yards away. He stared at the hoof prints and the upturned seeds. She had ruined his perfect rows.

      He squinted at her. ‘Don’t you think I have enough to do around here? How about helping instead of making more work before you leave?’

      At least he was talking.

      ‘How about you stop punishing me as if my leaving is my choice?’ She threw the rake at his feet. ‘I don’t want to go!’

      Kadmus bent, resting his hands on his knees. He was still out of breath. Her defiant expression faded as her eyes welled up. She looked away.

      ‘Do you think I want to be sold off like the livestock? I don’t want to go,’ she repeated, her tone softer.

      Kadmus picked up the rake and resumed working. He was not angry with her. He was angry at his mother for selling his sister, and his father for letting her. He was angry because even though they needed the gold, he knew it was not only about the gold. Dahlia had been conspiring this uncertain future for her only daughter for years, and he could not fathom why.

      ‘Father lets her do as she pleases,’ he said, covering the exposed seeds with the toe of his boot. ‘He could have said no.’

      Aldara’s eyes went to the neck of his shirt, which was yellow and frayed. He needed new clothes, and without the gold from her sale, he would not get them. The kingdom was still at war, and even if their crop was successful, they would not be guaranteed a sale.

      ‘No one says no to our mother,’ she said. ‘And perhaps she knows something we don’t.’

      ‘That woman knows everything. It’s terrifying. If you had been born a boy, we would have had two more years.’

      ‘If I had been born a boy, I would have been considered useful and not been sold at all.’

      ‘You’re as useful as any man when you actually work.’

      He leaned on the rake and looked at her for a long moment. There was more he could say, but Isadore was walking towards them with a pail of seed.

      ‘What are you two plotting?’ he asked, handing the pail to Kadmus. ‘On second thought, I don’t want to know.’ He gave Loda a rough pat on the neck.

      ‘It’s too hot for sowing,’ Aldara said. ‘We want to go for a swim.’

      Isadore laughed. ‘You’re only here a few more weeks and you’re still trying to weasel out of work.’

      ‘It’s not appropriate for ladies to swim. You better get used to fanning yourself at the castle,’ Kadmus said.

      He enjoyed baiting her and always made a point of not smiling. Isadore’s eyes went to his feet. Any mention of Archdale had that effect on him.

      ‘It’s not appropriate for you to swim naked, but we can’t keep clothes on you,’ Aldara replied, keeping the conversation moving.

      ‘Why don’t you put that useless mare back in the stable and bring back a horse that can work,’ Kadmus said. ‘And the harrow.’

      ‘Good idea,’ Isadore said, looking up again. ‘When the work is done, we will swim.’

      Aldara smiled to herself as she turned Loda towards the barn. She rode along the fence line, so as not to disturb any more seed. The sun poured down on her, its warmth stinging her skin beneath her threadbare dress. But she did not wish it away, for soon enough the cold would arrive and leech the warmth from her bones.
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      Aldara dismounted. She could feel the heat of her mother’s fury. Dahlia stood with her hands clasped tightly and her eyebrows fused. She had removed her apron and put on her good dress, which had once been a vibrant green. Aldara was not sure if it was a sign of respect for the guards or if she was trying to pretend she was not poor. She may have been able to hide the calluses on her hands, but there was no hiding their poverty.

      Aldara glanced over at the guards waiting in the nearby shade, suffocated by their embroidered tunics and knee-high boots. They showed little interest in their surroundings. It was not a social visit after all. She walked towards Dahlia, Loda trailing behind her, using her spare hand to brush horse hair from her dress. There was no sign of her father. The man who usually managed to be everywhere at once was suddenly nowhere to be found. Perhaps he could not witness the sale of his only daughter.

      Her eyes flicked to the bare paddocks behind the barn where their failed barley crop had just been cleared. Too much rain, and then nothing. She could taste the dust that the breeze carried. Kadmus crossed in front of her, carrying cups of water for the guards. He tried to smile at her, but it was an uncomfortable lie for both of them. She recalled his words from earlier that morning; he had said no to their parents as if the decision was his. He had told them he would find more work, even though he barely slept as it was. They all knew there was no more work. Families found other ways to survive, like selling their least useful members.

      Dahlia did not see it as a sacrifice. She told them it was an opportunity. She spoke of Aldara’s life at Archdale as if it would be a better life, an easier life. She seemed sure of it. Isadore had said nothing as he stared into his thin soup. Dahlia reminded them that the gold would ensure they ate in the cold season when the rest of the village was starving.

      ‘Aldara will have more food than she will know what to do with,’ she had said before fleeing the room.

      ‘You smell of horse,’ Dahlia said, once Aldara was close enough to hear. She snatched the reins from her daughter’s hand.

      Aldara kept her eyes on Loda. ‘I am sure they have baths at Archdale.’

      The guards were shifting their weight from foot to foot, looking at the sun to gauge how much daylight they had left. She was delaying them. Dahlia reached down for the small hemp bag by her feet. It contained all of Aldara’s belongings, none of which would be of any use to her at Archdale. There was a clean dress, some undergarments, and a wooden hair comb that struggled to contain her hair. It was the one thing she wanted to take. There had been a woman selling them at the market, and her father had seen her slow down to look at them. They had all kept walking without saying a word, knowing there was no money for such things. A few weeks later, Isadore had found her cleaning tack in the barn and handed her the replica he had made by hand. She had wrapped herself around him as though she were ten years old again.

      ‘Kadmus will ride with you,’ Dahlia said, pulling Aldara from the memory. She was holding the bag out for her to take.

      Aldara took the reins back from her mother. ‘Then I shall ride also.’

      Dahlia snatched them back from her. ‘You will ride in the cart with the guards. There will be no more discussion about the horse.’

      Kadmus walked over to Dahlia and gently pried the reins from her hands. ‘I will ride Loda to the castle. We need to build up her stamina and prepare her for work,’ he lied.

      Aldara reluctantly took the bag from her mother and looked at her properly for the first time that day. She searched her face for signs of grief. All she saw were blackened eyes and creased skin, a result of little sleep and too much outdoor labouring. She appeared much older than her thirty-eight years. Isadore often reminded Aldara that she looked just Dahlia did when he first met her. He would smile as he described her. But Aldara could not picture a youthful version of her mother.

      ‘Will I be allowed to write?’ she asked, forcing Dahlia to meet her eyes.

      Her mother reached out and began tucking stray strands of hair behind Aldara’s ears. She was not gentle.

      ‘The castle staff will instruct you on those matters. Now off you go. Your father needs help, and you have delayed the king’s men for long enough.’

      ‘Where is he?’ She glanced at the barn again.

      ‘Trying to keep us fed.’

      Aldara could turn and walk away from her mother, but she did not know how to leave her father. Of course there was no choice in the matter. She moved her feet, one in front of the other. Her legs felt as though they were shackled and weighted. There was still opportunity for Isadore to appear, shouting he had changed his mind and could not see it through. He could tell Dahlia he would not let her go with strangers, that it was better to have nothing and be with people you love. But there was no shouting, only the slow shuffle of footsteps on the crusted earth and the heavy thud from her chest.

      The guards were waiting by the cart. One of them took hold of her arm as she climbed in. She pulled free from his grip. The offer of a hand was good manners; anything else was farm-handling.

      The cart differed from theirs. It was not stained green with manure or littered with barley. The wood did not hold small tufts of wool pulled from the backs of sheep. She made a seat from her bag and watched Loda shift sideways as Kadmus mounted her. The mare was rarely ridden by anyone other than her. They eyed one another through the bars of her small prison. Kadmus handled the mare without difficulty. He was a strong rider, a requirement of farm life, but it could also be attributed to sibling competitiveness. They had spent their entire childhoods trying to prove they were faster and more skilled than the other. The challenges they set themselves had been met with disapproval from their mother and became a constant source of amusement for their father, who was often called upon to settle disputes between them.

      One of the guards reached inside his tunic and pulled out a few pieces of gold, which he handed to Dahlia. Aldara had expected a pouch. A few pieces did not seem enough for handing over one of your children—but what did she know. Dahlia’s hand closed tightly around the gold as she thanked him. Aldara looked at the house where she spotted her father leaning against the outside wall. His head was slumped forwards, and she could see his shoulders shaking. She moved onto her knees, holding the rails of the cart. She wanted to call out to him but was afraid of what she might say. His eyes went to her, but he did not move. The guards climbed onto the front of the cart, and it lurched forwards, swaying above the uneven ground. Kadmus trotted silently alongside her, pretending not to see the breaking of hearts. Aldara watched the farmhouse, and her mother’s back, shrink behind a rising cloud of dust until her father blended into the shadows. The cart seemed much smaller then. For years she had watched lambs leave the farm the same way.

      ‘What was my worth in gold?’

      The guards did not respond.

      ‘It doesn’t matter,’ Kadmus said quietly. ‘What’s the correct amount for such a thing?’ He kept his eyes ahead also.

      Archdale was north of Roysten. A half-day’s ride with fit horses and no stops. A few hours into their journey, Aldara glanced up at the sun and realised they were moving east. She asked the men why they were travelling east, and once again they did not respond. When she looked at Kadmus, he shook his head and continued to follow without comment.

      By mid-afternoon they arrived in Arelasa, a large village known for its food market and high theft rate. They came across a frail man walking in the middle of the road. When the guards stopped to ask for directions, a flea-infested dog with all of its ribs on display emitted a low growl of warning at them. The man pointed a deformed finger as he spoke, his breath so vile with infection that when the smell reached Aldara, she had to resist the urge to cover her nose and mouth. He was still talking as the cart pulled away.

      The guards followed the partial directions until they were met by the smell of warm bread. The mouth-watering scent led them to a small wattle and daub house close to the road. It was bursting with half-dressed, barefoot children. They filled the small vegetable garden at the front of the house. ‘They’re here!’ one screamed before running inside.

      A girl wrapped in a yellow dress, carrying a small girl, came outside to see. ‘Do not let mother catch you trampling her potatoes,’ she said, waving the children off the vegetables. She gently placed the clinging girl down and picked up a bag sitting in the doorway. It looked just like Aldara’s. The children gathered around her then, all speaking at once. Six girls, two boys. She bent down and hugged each of them before planting noisy kisses on their dirty faces. When she reached the smallest girl, she closed her eyes and buried her face in her hair as though inhaling her scent.

      ‘Will you come visit us when you are a princess?’ the girl asked.

      Nobody said anything. More kisses. Her parents stood behind a border of children, barely composed. One of the guards coughed and gestured towards the cart. Gold was handed over. Gold in a pouch. Aldara felt like she was intruding, so she turned to face Kadmus who was letting Loda drink from the trough while he stared at the road in front of him.

      A few minutes later, the arm-grabbing guard helped the curvy girl into the back of the cart. She placed herself opposite Aldara. ‘Good thinking,’ she said, sliding her bag beneath her as a seat. Fresh tears remained on her cheeks. She brushed them aside before smoothing down her stained dress as though creases were the issue with it. It was probably her best dress. It was probably her mother’s best dress before that—a familiar story of the poor. Aldara looked down at her own garment, which had been rehemmed more times than she could remember. It had once been her mother’s best dress. She remembered holding onto fistfuls of vibrant blue material as a child. She also remembered being regularly shooed from her mother’s skirts. The blue cotton had faded with the memory. And now it was covered in horse hair.

      ‘Don’t cry,’ the girl called to her mother as the cart pulled away. ‘You’ll start the children off again.’

      The youngest was already wailing. The sound could still be heard as they turned the corner and headed out of the village.

      ‘I was selected by Prince Pandarus himself,’ the girl said as if answering a question.

      Aldara felt herself jump. She looked at the girl and said nothing.

      ‘He bought bread from me at the market. My sister stood by, besotted, while he asked me about the bread’s quality and taste. I barely breathed through the entire exchange.’ She laughed at the memory of it. ‘A few minutes later, he made a request to my father for me. The prince himself,’ she repeated. ‘My youngest sister thinks I’m going to the castle to become a princess.’ Her face reddened, and her eyes went to her lap.

      ‘And what are you going for?’

      The guards exchanged a laugh between them. Kadmus was still staring at the road. The girl glanced at them before looking back at Aldara. ‘To be his Companion of course.’ She seemed confused by the question.

      ‘How do you know he did not buy you to serve?’

      The girl laughed. ‘Maids are not bought. They are paid a wage and are free to leave.’

      Aldara looked at Kadmus, who knew very well she was looking at him. ‘Prince Pandarus did not even notice me until mother used me as a roadblock. Why did he buy me?’

      ‘Your wit perhaps,’ he said.

      No one said anything further.

      When the sun was low in the sky and the road began to widen, Archdale rose like a mountain on the horizon. Kadmus moved Loda a few paces ahead of the cart to take in the sight of it. Isadore had promised to take Aldara to see it one day when they were not so busy on the farm, but they were always busy. The poor did not take days off. She still remembered the stories they had told her when she was young, of castle walls touching the sky. She could not comprehend such a thing when she had barely travelled outside of Roysten, and she struggled to fathom how men could build a curtain wall so high when each bluestone brick weighed more than her.

      They came to a stop in front of the portcullis and sat in a queue of riders behind a cart loaded with pigs. Every person had to explain the purpose of their visit before they were permitted entry. The girls watched as the portcullis was raised and lowered ahead of them. When they finally reached the two guards, sweltering in direct sun, they were immediately waved through the gaping mouth of Archdale. As the cart rolled beneath the arch, Aldara felt a surge of panic. She turned around in search of Kadmus. When he tried to follow her, one of the guards blocked him.

      ‘That’s far enough for you,’ he warned, hand on his sword.

      Loda raised her head, and her front legs came off the ground. She did not like people in her way.

      Aldara turned to the guards driving the cart. ‘Stop. I need to speak with my brother.’

      They ignored her, so she crawled to the back of the cart and unlatched the door just as the portcullis began to lower between them. Kadmus watched her, unable to do anything else. He stared through the gaps in the iron as she jumped from the back of the moving cart and stumbled towards him. But there was nowhere for her to go. One of the soldiers had her back in the cart before it had even stopped moving. She remained on her hands and knees, panting at the feet of the other girl. Her head hung inches from the floor while tears landed by her hands. When she looked up, the girl was watching her with pity, the excitement in her eyes gone.

      ‘I did not get to say goodbye to my brother,’ Aldara said to the backs of the guards.

      No response.

      She sat up and pressed the back of her head against the wall of the cart. Only then did she feel the heat of tears on her face.
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      Fedora stood in front of the two girls with the straightest back Aldara had ever seen. Her thick hair was pulled back, held together by a spray of pearls that contrasted her dark, Zoelin skin and fierce green eyes. Her silk dress wrapped her throat while leaving her shoulders bare. When she spoke, nothing moved above the mouth.

      ‘What is your age, Aldara?’

      She seemed to already disapprove of the answer. Aldara wondered if it was perhaps the smell of horse she disapproved of.

      ‘Sixteen, my lady.’

      ‘And what is your age, Hali?’ she said, turning to the other girl.

      ‘Nineteen, my lady.’ A nervous smile flickered on her face.

      Fedora looked at her with suspicion. ‘Nineteen and not wed?’

      ‘No, my lady.’

      ‘Are you a virgin?’ There was a long silence before she spoke again. ‘There is no point in lying. You will both be examined by the physician.’

      ‘Yes, my lady.’ She was kneading the fabric of her dress between her fingers.

      ‘Let go of your dress, Hali. Your mind should not be available for all to see.’ Fedora waited for her to look up. ‘Follow me,’ she said, turning and walking in the other direction. The tail of her silk dress slid along the polished floor, and her jewelled shoes made a delicate clicking noise against the marble. The filtered light from the corridor windows reflected off them, making light dance around her.

      Aldara watched her own worn boots slap the ground. She glanced behind her to ensure she was not leaving a trail of dirt. When she looked forwards again, she almost walked into Fedora, who had stopped walking and was watching her with unblinking eyes. They had arrived at a door.

      ‘I will organise some duties to see you through the next season. You will not be socialising until your age is less apparent.’

      Aldara shook her head. ‘I am sixteen. Many women are wed at this age.’

      ‘You may well be. However, you appear younger than your sixteen years. While men are attracted to youthful women, it will be difficult for you to fulfil your role in its entirety if they view you as a child. There are things we can do to age you, but time is what you need right now.’ Her gaze fell to Aldara’s breasts.

      Aldara took the opportunity to ask the one question no one seemed to want to answer. ‘Can I ask what role I am to fulfil when you feel I am ready?’

      Fedora’s expression suggested she preferred to share information on her terms. ‘You are a gift between brothers. This is not an appropriate discussion for a public space. In the future you are to keep your questions for the privacy of the Companions’ quarters.’

      ‘Which brother?’ she persisted.

      Fedora looked both ways down the corridor, and when she was sure there was no one around, she spoke in a lowered voice. ‘Were you told nothing?’

      Aldara shook her head. ‘Nothing.’

      ‘I am not sure why that would be, as it is not a secret. You were purchased by Prince Pandarus as a Companion for his brother, Prince Tyron. You will be working towards this role beginning today.’

      Aldara shook her head again. ‘Purchased for him? I have never met him. Wouldn’t he want to choose a Companion for himself?’

      Fedora crossed her bare arms elegantly in front of her. ‘It is not your place to question decisions made by the princes. Scrutiny is reserved for those with power—wealthy men. As you are neither wealthy nor a male, you can hold your questions. Am I understood?’

      Aldara nodded.

      ‘Yes, my lady,’ Fedora said slowly.

      ‘Yes, my lady.’

      Aldara knew little of Prince Tyron other than he was known as the Prince of Mercy. Kadmus had once told her the story of how the prince had pardoned a man who had been caught stealing grain from the royal supply. The thief’s hollow-faced wife had brought their children to the castle gate and requested an audience with whoever would see her. Prince Tyron had appeared, and after seeing the pinched faces and wasting limbs of her children, he had agreed to hear her out. She had fallen to her knees and begged for the life of her husband, their only provider, to be spared. The man was released that afternoon. Her favourite part of the story was that he also gave the family a side of pig and two loaves of bread to take home with them.

      Aldara knew little of the youngest prince, Stamitos, and even less of Princess Cora. She had heard only the gushing descriptions of her beauty from a clearly besotted Kadmus. ‘Have you ever heard of a princess that was not beautiful?’ she had asked him when he finally fell silent. ‘With enough food, gold, and servants, anyone can be made beautiful.’ He had accused her of being jealous. She was jealous, but not of her beauty, rather the fact she could eat to bursting without worrying about where her next meal would come from.

      Fedora gave a small clap of her hands and raised a perfectly arched eyebrow. ‘Can we proceed, or do you need a moment?’ Her tone was not friendly.

      Aldara was finding it difficult to process everything at the speed required of her. ‘Sorry, my lady.’

      Fedora led them through the arched doorway into a small room with an uneven stone floor and a lit fireplace. Fireplaces were becoming common in noble houses throughout Syrasan. The rest of the kingdom relied on warmth from the stoves that cooked their soups and baked their bread. In the warm season, many cooked in open fires outdoors to keep indoor temperatures bearable. They did not appear to have to worry about that at Archdale as the heavy stone walls seemed to repel the heat.

      ‘Ladies,’ Fedora said, ‘I want to introduce you to Violeta, Panthea, and Rhea. They are Companions to some of Archdale’s most important guests.’

      Aldara looked at the three women seated in armchairs with books in their ironed laps. Blemish-free, expressionless faces, clearly rehearsed in Fedora’s technique of not having your inner-thoughts on display.

      ‘This is Hali and Aldara,’ Fedora said, gesturing towards them.

      The women’s eyes swept over them. They nodded and said something courteous that did not match their tones. Then they returned their disinterested faces to their books.

      Fedora exited through a different door, signalling for the girls to follow her. They entered the sleeping quarters where there were two rows of beds dressed in white linen. Aldara thought of her bed at the farmhouse, which had been dressed in exactly two blankets, one which provided warmth, and the other so worn it was practically for show. She did not know any farming family who could afford to use linen on their beds. When they could afford linen, it was used for undergarments and shirts. Dahlia then used the scraps to make aprons and pillows.

      Aldara thought back to the cold season when Kadmus had lost one of his blankets to their plough horse. The gelding had been sick with heaves, and the thought of losing the horse had sent Dahlia into a silent panic. Kadmus had wished the horse a quick recovery, or death, whichever got the blanket back the quickest. The horse recovered, but inconvenienced him by taking weeks to do so. They had been fortunate enough to have mattresses stuffed with wool from their own sheep. The beds provided more warmth than the straw used by most people.

      ‘You will sleep here,’ Fedora said, pointing to the two closest beds.

      Hali took a few steps forwards and placed her bag next to one of the beds. She ran her hand across it, enjoying the luxurious feel of it beneath her hand. Aldara resisted the temptation to do the same.

      ‘Meals are served in the front room where we entered,’ Fedora continued. ‘If your duties cause you to miss a meal, you can eat in the kitchen downstairs. The kitchen maids are very accommodating as they understand the unpredictable nature of your duties. You are not, however, permitted to eat in the hall, unless you are invited to do so by a member of the royal family or one of their guests. Usually, such an invitation will come through me. I suggest you limit your time outside of these quarters for now. Wandering about can be problematic for those who are still learning.’ She paused to make sure the girls understood. ‘Herbal tea will be provided with your meals. All Companions are required to drink it, regardless of their duties.’ Another, much longer pause. ‘There are robes at the end of your beds. Take them with you to the bathing room, which is through that door. When you are done, meet me in the dressing room. I will find something appropriate for you to wear for your chores.’

      Hali looked up. ‘Chores, my lady?’

      It was the first time Aldara had seen Fedora blink, though it was done with perfect restraint.

      ‘Yes, Hali. Everyone contributes in their spare time, and you will have plenty.’

      Hali could not hide her disappointment. ‘But we are Companions, not maids.’

      Fedora’s eyes glowed a little brighter, but the rest of her remained perfectly still. ‘At the moment you are nothing. An uneducated commoner, unworthy of even serving food to guests. Do not confuse Archdale with the whorehouse in your village. You will have to work hard for the privilege of keeping company with Prince Pandarus. Only once you meet, or exceed, the high standards set by your fellow Companions will you have the opportunity to prove your worth. Until then, I suggest you get to work.’

      Hali turned her burning face to the floor.

      ‘There is no shortage of prostitutes in the kingdom,’ Fedora continued. ‘And there are many women who would not charge for the opportunity.’

      Aldara could see Hali’s embarrassment growing. ‘Surely you can forgive Hali for her confusion. She was bought by a prince who showed little interest in her education when he met her at a bread stall.’ The words just came out. It was not uncommon for her mouth to get ahead of her good sense.

      Fedora’s expression did not change. ‘You have much to learn, child. Let us hope you are a fast learner, or you will spend the rest of your youth cleaning the prince’s fireplace and fetching water for the women in his bed.’

      Aldara failed to see the downside in that threat but dared not say as much.

      ‘You will both attend church in the mornings,’ Fedora said, moving the conversation along. ‘You will be discreet at all times and stay within your designated area.’

      ‘Is that compulsory?’ Aldara asked.

      Fedora looked taken aback for the first time. ‘Which part?’

      ‘Church attendance, my lady.’

      ‘Are you too busy for God?’

      ‘Actually, I don’t believe in God.’ There was an unnerving silence while Fedora waited for her to elaborate. ‘I once saw a six-year-old girl sitting on the side of the road, holding her baby sister. Her sister would have been no more than two years old. It was snowing, and it was far too cold for either of them to be outdoors, but they were hungry and begging for food. I had nothing with me, so I told them I would bring them something on my return trip. When I returned, I found them both dead. Someone had stolen the cloaks off their bodies.’ She could still see them slumped together—their blue, open mouths. ‘I have doubted God’s existence since that day.’

      ‘God is not to blame,’ Fedora replied, seemingly unmoved by the story. ‘The girls’ parents are. You will need to find a way to believe. Your faith is not negotiable here.’ She exited the room, leaving them alone with the vision of two dead girls.

      Hali sat on one of the beds and pressed the soft robe against her chest. She raised her shiny eyes to Aldara. ‘Perhaps God took the girls someplace warm.’

      Aldara gave her a small smile. Her stomach felt tight as she swallowed down something resembling nausea. She could see her own fear reflected in Hali’s face, and all they could do was move, begin. ‘Let’s go wash,’ she whispered.

      They followed the scent of flowers to a small, steamy room with four wooden tubs. Water was draining from one of the tubs, running across the sloped floor and through a gap at the bottom of the far wall. Two women sat by the stove where a pot of water bubbled. Their hair was still wet from bathing. They stopped their quiet conversation and looked curiously at the new arrivals. Aldara tried not to look at them as she checked each tub to see if any were filled. One was. She placed her hand into it to check the temperature of the water. Barely warm. She glanced again at the stove where the water continued to boil.

      ‘Help yourselves,’ said one of the women, gesturing towards the pot.

      Aldara nodded her thanks and tried to be discreet as she stepped between. They were watching her closely. ‘Thank you,’ she said, to no one in particular, as she stepped away. She added the hot water to the tub and signalled for Hali to climb in before refilling the pot.

      ‘That one is for Pandarus,’ said the redhead, nodding at Hali.

      The other woman laughed. Aldara pretended not to hear.

      When it was her turn to bathe, she covered her breasts with one arm as she climbed in. She took soap from the table next to the tub and smelled it before scrubbing her entire body and lathering up her hair. Two bottles of oil sat next to the soap. She lifted one and sniffed it. It was a familiar flower she could not place. She added a few drops to the water and then used the ceramic jug to rinse herself. When she stood, she felt three sets of eyes on her. Retrieving her robe, she secured it tightly around her body. She had never bathed in front of anyone other than her family.

      Hali applied both oils to various parts of her body. The smell took over the air in the room and made Aldara cough.

      ‘Those oils are meant to enhance your natural scent, not drown it,’ said the redhead. She stood up and snatched them from Hali’s hands.

      ‘My name is Astra by the way.’

      Hali wiped her wrists on her robe. ‘I’m Hali. This is Aldara,’ she said, gesturing.

      Aldara gave a nod and watched as Astra gently tipped the oil, barely touching it to her arm. She pressed her wrists together before opening her robe and lightly touching her collarbone. Aldara looked away then. Astra noticed and laughed. She turned to the other woman.

      ‘She’s shy,’ she said in a teasing voice.

      The other woman did not join in the laughter, but there was amusement in her eyes. ‘Leave the poor girl alone.’ She stood up then. ‘My name is Idalia. You can be forgiven for finding Astra intimidating. She is Pandarus’s little prize.’

      Astra waved a hand. ‘What Idalia always fails to mention is she is the king’s Companion. She has been his only prize for almost five years. Pandarus has had many prizes in that time. And they are frequently updated,’ she added, looking at Hali. Her playful tone did not match her expression. ‘And what about you?’ she asked Aldara. ‘You are not his type. I am guessing you are a coming-of-age present for Stamitos.’

      Aldara shook her head. ‘I am a gift, my lady, but for Prince Tyron.’

      Astra smiled, revealing straight, white teeth. Her lips matched the colour of her hair. ‘You can call me Astra. Save the formalities for Fedora.’

      Aldara realised how ridiculous she must appear to such beautiful women. Their bodies were long and lean and their skin radiant. Idalia’s eyelashes kissed the tops of her cheeks whenever she looked down, but it was her confidence that held Aldara’s attention.

      ‘What can we expect to see from you ladies?’ asked Astra. ‘Pandarus maintains high standards for his Companions. Anything interesting we should know about?’

      ‘Interesting?’ Aldara said.

      ‘Yes. Aside from your obvious traits, what were you bought for?’ Her chin lifted a little, showing off her perfect jaw structure.

      Aldara wondered what the obvious traits were. They were all so different.

      Seeing that the girls did not understand the question, Idalia said, ‘Astra plays the harp like she was born with it in her hands. The king’s most distinguished guests often request that she play for them. I dance, but only if the king is present.’ She picked up a comb and moved it through her hair. ‘Companions are not only the kingdom’s most beautiful, we are a collection of the most talented, educated, and desired. We are the best parts of all women.’

      ‘Of course being beautiful is part of being desired,’ added Astra. ‘You will not see any talented and educated women here with eleven fingers and horse-like teeth. Do not mislead them.’

      Hali looked between them, nervously. ‘Does baking count?’

      Aldara smiled. The others just blinked.

      When no one spoke, she continued, ‘I make sweet breads that taste so good people travel from other villages to buy them. I use preserved quince. Not many people are familiar with quince. They are shipped from Galen when the weather cools.’

      Aldara wanted to hug her. The castle had the best cooks in the kingdom. Though it did explain her full curves while the rest of the South were covered only by their threadbare clothes.

      Before another word could be spoken, Fedora marched into the room. ‘Idalia, the king has returned and is requesting your company before his evening meal.’

      Idalia immediately secured her robe and left them.

      ‘You can assist Idalia,’ Fedora said to Aldara before turning to leave.

      Aldara had no idea what that entailed. She glanced at Hali before following after them. When they arrived at the dressing room, Aldara stopped in the doorway. The explosion of colour made her breath catch. An endless rainbow of dresses hung along the wall and were folded in neat piles or draped over purple velvet chairs. To the right there were rolls of luxurious fabrics and a timber stand with rows of shoes. High leather boots weaved with fine leather laces, jewelled slippers, and suede ankle boots with shiny brass buckles.

      ‘Breathe,’ Idalia said, as she made herself comfortable in a chair. She smiled at Aldara in the mirror.

      Aldara exhaled and stepped inside while Fedora searched through one of the piles, selecting a blue cotton dress with long fitted sleeves. She handed it to Aldara.

      ‘Put this on and fix your hair. There are clean undergarments in a trunk over there,’ she said, pointing.

      Aldara took the dress and ran her thumb across the soft fabric. The stitching was faultless. She carefully lifted it so that it fell open and held it at arm’s length by the shoulders. The bust and waist were gathered, and the cuffs trimmed with cream lace. ‘I wear this for chores?’

      Idalia continued to watch her in the mirror. ‘Something needs to set you apart from the maids.’

      Aldara laid the dress over a chair while she retrieved some undergarments. They were different from anything she had previously owned. She held each piece up as she tried to figure out how they might be worn. Fedora saw her struggling and walked over.

      ‘That is a breast band,’ she said. She picked up what appeared to be shortened pants and handed them to her. ‘We do not wear loin clothes here. These should fit you.’

      Aldara was studying the frill around the leg when she realised that Fedora was waiting for her to dress.

      ‘Are you able to fix hair? Paint faces?’ Fedora asked as she corrected the undergarments and helped her into the dress.

      ‘I can do hair. I have never painted a face,’ Aldara replied, pressing her lips together.

      ‘Children do that with their lips when they are shy or nervous. You will need to learn better ways of dealing with nerves.’

      Aldara relaxed her lips. ‘Yes, my lady.’

      By that stage, Idalia had slipped into a light green silk dress that gathered at the shoulders. The neck was lined with small emeralds, and the back was open, revealing polished skin.

      ‘Fix her hair. I will come back and show you how to paint faces shortly,’ Fedora said.

      Aldara stood with her hands at her side, looking at the mass of chestnut hair. Idalia caught her eye in the mirror and signalled for her to come closer. She took a step forwards.

      ‘Fedora may seem hard, but the lessons she teaches are essential to your success here,’ she said, handing Aldara a comb. ‘She was the king’s Companion before me, and she has been at Archdale since she was fourteen years old. There is no better teacher for this life.’

      ‘Fourteen?’

      ‘There is no official age for becoming a woman in Zoelin. When she bleeds, she has reached maturity.’

      Aldara began to twist Idalia’s hair into a bun, and Idalia handed her a jewelled comb. ‘The novelty does not last long for men who have women at their disposal. Youth does not last. The lucky ones stay on to mentor, but even that cannot last.’

      ‘Why not?’

      ‘Because of what they represent.’

      Aldara took a moment to digest that. ‘So what happens to those who are replaced?’

      Idalia looked at her in the mirror. ‘It would be uncomfortable for all to have former Companions running about the castle doing laundry and serving food. Companions have one purpose, and when they are past that purpose, they go.’

      Her eyes did not leave the mirror. ‘Go where?’

      Idalia shrugged. ‘Some place where beauty and talent go to die.’

      Fedora walked back into the room, and they fell quiet again. She picked up paints from the table. ‘Watch and remember,’ she said to Aldara.

      Aldara knew she needed to learn more than she needed to breathe. She did not want to disappear. The only talents she had brought with her were farming and horse related, and she was certain her fence repairing skills would impress no one.

      Fedora finished applying final touches of paint to Idalia’s lips and took a step back to inspect her work. ‘You will escort Idalia to the king’s quarters and return as soon as she is accepted by the king’s guard. You will speak to no one. When you return, you and Hali will assist some of the others to prepare for a gathering tonight. Am I understood?’

      ‘Yes, my lady.’

      As Aldara followed Idalia through the maze of corridors, she realised she had no idea where she was going. She tried to make mental maps in her head so she could find her way back, but she struggled to focus amid all the distractions. The coloured glass windows in the corridors depicted graphic images she would sneak a look at on the walk back.

      Idalia did not speak one word to her. With her head high, she floated forwards with green silk sweeping the floor behind her. Eventually, they arrived at a double door. Without saying a word, the guard opened it and nodded at Idalia. When his gaze landed on Aldara, she looked down.

      ‘Can you find your way back?’ Idalia asked, sounding unsure.

      Aldara looked up and nodded, watching the Companion until the doors closed between them. She glanced at the guard before turning and looking both ways down the corridor.

      Breathe.

      The sound of approaching footsteps made her hold her breath again. When she looked right, she saw four women coming towards her. The woman at the front had a gold crown woven through her dark hair. She was undeniably beautiful with her delicate features, painted lips, and vibrant green eyes. And those eyes locked on hers. Realising who the woman was, the enormous corridor did not seem wide enough suddenly. Panicking, Aldara backed up against the door of the king’s chambers, but the guard shoved her forwards again. Princess Cora’s eyes narrowed, and she stopped in front of Aldara. The other ladies immediately stopped behind her, their disapproving stares on Aldara.

      ‘Where is your decency?’ Cora hissed. ‘How dare you not curtsy before a Princess of Syrasan?’

      Her venomous tone contrasted her appearance.

      Aldara’s gaze moved down Cora’s embroidered dress before going to the floor. ‘Forgive me, my lady,’ she said, dropping into a curtsy. She remained there, hoping the princess would move on. Before she had a chance to rise, she heard footsteps approaching on her left. She snuck a glance and saw Fedora come to a stop next to her.

      ‘I apologise, my lady,’ her mentor said, lowering into a curtsy beside her. ‘The girl only arrived at Archdale today.’

      Cora’s eyes remained on Aldara as she rose.

      ‘Is that so? Then perhaps you could keep your whores on a shorter leash and out of my way. We cannot have them lingering around the castle, cheapening our home, can we?’

      Aldara felt as though her lungs were being crushed. She watched Fedora lower into a curtsy once more as Princess Cora continued past her, flanked by her ladies whose icy gazes tore through them. Fedora said nothing. She turned and walked away. Aldara scurried after her, fearful of being separated. Only once they had reached the Companions’ quarters did the mentor turn and look at her. Her expression was not so much angry as concerned.

      ‘Princess Cora…’ She considered her words for a moment. ‘Her ladyship has little tolerance for… many things, but the Companions least of all.’

      ‘I am sorry.’ Aldara’s voice was barely audible.

      Fedora did not seem interested in an apology. ‘The princess has a lot of power over many aspects of castle life, so I suggest you stay out of her way.’

      Aldara shook her head. ‘Why did you send me? I wasn’t ready. I couldn’t even remember the way back.’

      Fedora’s steady gaze remained on her. ‘Because your lessons start the moment you arrive. Your first lesson? If you encounter a member of the royal family, you move out of their way and you curtsy until they have passed. You will not forget it now.’ Her shoulders fell a little. ‘Go and help Hali in the dressing room, and then you can both return here for the evening meal.’

      Aldara’s feet did not move, and Fedora sensed her question.

      ‘What is it?’

      She pushed some loose hair back from her eye. ‘I’m not like the others. I am not sure I can do it. Any of it.’

      ‘You are not the first common girl to find your way behind these walls, and as you can see, the Companions here are anything but common. Each is extraordinary. It is a process.’

      Aldara should have felt comforted by those words, but she did not. Watching Fedora walk away only reinforced just how common she was.
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      Prince Tyron rode his horse alongside a pile of twisted bodies, studying every face. Typhoid had taken them before the Corneon army could. He was all too familiar with the devastating effects of the disease and knew how fast it could spread in the conditions of war. He stopped his horse to study a boy the same age as Stamitos, a boy who had probably spent his youth waiting to come of age so he could fight for his kingdom alongside his older brothers. Every mother dreaded the arrival of her son’s eighteenth year, knowing the dangers that awaited him. That boy’s mother would soon learn of her son’s death, validating every fear she held.

      Tyron turned to face the clearing where eighty-foot pines had stood three months earlier. His men had sawed through their thick trunks and used horses to tear the stubborn roots from the ground. They had needed space for the men to sleep, eat, and kill, a visual border for their enemy—an enemy that did not care for borders. Now it was a festering grave, thick with flies and crows. His remaining men were still sifting through the dead, faces wrapped with cotton to block the smell of so many open wounds. They searched for Syrasan soldiers among them. They deserved something more than to rot beneath their enemy.

      Little grew in the East during the warm season, and nothing seemed to survive the cold. The need for food was forcing the Corneon people west onto more fertile land—Syrasan land. Food shortages were a problem everywhere, and survival instincts were making good men do desperate things, like transforming a dense forest into a mass graveyard. During battle, those men had collapsed at his feet while he moved about them in an automated state, his technique flawless, his mind closed. He never hesitated before driving his sword through the chests and necks of Corneon men during battle, but a small piece of him died alongside each of them. When it was over, he would crouch on the bloodied earth, panting, listening to the groans and final breaths of the dying. Some of his men fought out of obligation, many out of loyalty to his father. A portion were trained knights, a few of them his friends. When the Corneon army had finally retreated, packing up the few horses that would last the journey and disappearing into the tree line, he was forced to reflect on his losses. And he could not bear the sight of it.

      Leksi rode up beside him then, a handkerchief over his mouth. ‘We should leave.’ He was terrified of dying from disease; he wanted to die fighting.

      ‘We should bury the dead,’ Tyron said.

      ‘There are plenty of men to bury the dead. Your fight is over. The risk of typhoid is too great. You cannot survive three months of war only to die of typhoid upon your return. You will be laughed at. Mothers will use you as an example every time their children don’t wash their hands properly. Don’t embarrass me.’

      Tyron had no idea where Leksi found the energy for humour. He seemed to thrive in the conditions of war, growing stronger while the rest of them wilted. Food and sleep were optional for him. He also happened to be the most skilled knight that Tyron had ever encountered. Tyron’s men often joked that Leksi was his guardian angel. It would have been funny had it not been so close to the truth. His friend since birth had saved his life more times than he cared to admit.

      While the dead remained in the sun awaiting their burial, Tyron and Leksi rode their wasting horses east through the parched villages. People lined the roads to pay their respects to the prince, but their gazes went to the empty road behind him. They were waiting for their husbands and sons. Tyron could barely raise his eyes to them.

      ‘I could eat an entire deer,’ Leksi said, as they exited the small village of Minbury. ‘That will be the first of many requests when we reach Archdale. I didn’t see one the entire time we fought.’

      ‘Deer have the good sense to flee large groups of armed men.’

      ‘Not sure where the meat we were eating came from, but it didn’t taste familiar.’

      ‘Only you would complain about the quality of food during a war. And I am fairly certain we were eating horse.’

      ‘Hope it was at least well-bred.’

      Tyron shook his head. His hunger was secondary to his need for sleep, but he needed a proper wash with hot water more than anything else. Wash, sleep, and then some steaming soup and fresh bread in the quiet of his quarters. But he knew better. King Zenas would throw a feast to celebrate the return of his son and the shallow victory of his army. There would be too much food, too much wine, more guests than he could handle, and little sleep. His mother would fret, Cora would complain, and Stamitos would hound him for battle details he was not ready to share. And then there was Pandarus. He would drink himself into a stupor and make inappropriate jokes in front of guests, some of who might be mourning. They would probably end up quarrelling over something trivial and then avoid each other for weeks.

      ‘And to lay my eyes on a real woman,’ Leksi said, pulling him from his thoughts. ‘Tonight we will be dining with Syrasan’s finest blooms.’

      ‘Yes, and most of them belong to Pandarus.’

      Leksi mulled that over for a moment. ‘To be fair, tradition supports his right to keep Companions.’

      ‘Companion. Singular. One Companion.’

      ‘He enjoys new things.’

      ‘You mean, he bores easily,’ Tyron replied, glancing at Leksi. ‘The Noble Companions are a collection of his previous impulses. When the novelty wears off, they are handed down to desperate guests—like you.’

      ‘Pride has its place, and inside the walls of Archdale is not that place. I’ve been secretly waiting for Astra to join the Noble Companions.’

      ‘It’s not a secret. You announce it at every feast.’

      ‘Surely he’s done with her by now.’

      A smile flickered on Tyron’s face. ‘I would not hold my breath. Though the drunker he is, the more generous he becomes with them.’

      ‘Violeta it is. The perfect post-war treat.’

      Violeta had been Pandarus’s first Companion. She was experienced. A lady in all regards, but never in bed. Every Noble Companion was more than happy to oblige Leksi. He was as generous and thoughtful in bed as they were.

      When Archdale finally appeared before them, they stopped their horses to absorb the vision. Behind those walls was every comfort a man could dream of, and yet Tyron hesitated. He knew those comforts would not be enough to stop him spiralling.

      ‘How long do you suppose it will be until I’ll have to come to your chambers and drag you from your bed?’ Leksi said, reading his thoughts.

      Tyron said nothing. Last time it had taken months. Leksi had come every morning and sat by the untouched food in the darkened room, talking about horses, hunting, weather, and women. He would lay out clothes on the bed while he talked, and they would remain there until his squire arrived with his evening meal and packed them all away. Then one day, Leksi had arrived and found Tyron already dressed. He did not come the next day.

      Leksi kicked his horse into a trot and led them up the wide dirt road to the opening portcullis. It was Tyron’s horse that decided to follow, carrying him beneath the archway and past the guards. Soon the previous three months would be just another story told to aspiring knights. Another great defeat of Corneo.

      Tyron found his eager squire, Pero, waiting for him at the stables. Word had travelled fast. He had sent the boy back to Archdale after the first confirmed case of typhoid.

      ‘Welcome home, my lord,’ he said, falling into step with him. ‘Shall I send for some food?’

      Pero knew Tyron was not one for pointless conversation. Straight to the necessities.

      Tyron patted his arm. ‘Good to see you well.’ He looked down at his filthy clothes. ‘A bath first.’ He made it all the way to his chambers without running into anyone. He closed the heavy door behind him and leaned against it, willing away visitors. He had not been alone in months.

      The room seemed unfamiliar, and he realised that someone had redecorated in his absence, no doubt his well-meaning mother, who always insisted that a change of scenery was the best thing for a troubled mind. An oil painting hung above his bed—men on horseback chasing a boar.

      More bloodshed.

      There were new red velvet bed curtains tied to the posts. How was he supposed to sleep surrounded by the colour of blood? He walked over to them and tore them down, kicking them to the corner of the room. What he needed was something familiar to take hold of. He turned to the bed, which was dressed in white linen.

      The air returned to his lungs.
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      His mother reached him first. He had just finished washing when she burst through the door, unannounced. Pero rushed in after her, casting an apologetic glance at him. Tyron dismissed him with a shake of his head. There was no point fighting it. Pero left, closing the door behind him.

      ‘My dear son,’ Eldoris breathed, already tearing up. She walked over and held him, but not too long because she knew better.

      Tyron watched his mother harness her emotions. Those moments reminded him that she was a queen as well as his mother.

      ‘We have prayed every day for you. The priest is sick of the sight of me. Here you are at last. And a hero.’

      ‘Not a hero,’ he said, stepping back from her.

      ‘This is your victory.’

      ‘A generous term for what it was.’

      She took a breath before speaking. ‘Our borders are safe again.’

      He looked at her. ‘For now. And at what cost?’

      She nodded and walked over to the small window, taking a seat on the cushioned armchair—something else new introduced in his absence.

      Tyron leaned against the wall on the other side of the room, resisting the urge to lie on the

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

OEBPS/images/break-section-side-screen.png





OEBPS/images/vellum-created.png





This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.



OEBPS/images/the-companion-series_bundle.jpg
B@QK&
Aﬁl’lc LOVE STORY

TANYA BIRD TANYA BIRD TANYA BIRD

44 l““«
ONY THEMALESTg

COMPANION Gll;k IMPOSTOR_







OEBPS/images/latest-map.jpg
4 Draxs
MouNTAINS YN CasTie

‘zoRT

TALSWORTH %

NEWFORD  VEANOR

ARcHDALE 5
Castiz O

ARLAss

OxuRic
CasTir

© THoVARIA
O Pazox

Truco

ChELIA

MasviLLe
casTLE






