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      Astin felt the air shift before he heard the creak of the bow. His head snapped to the right, and every muscle in his body contracted beneath his uniform. He studied the shadows at the end of the corridor, where the flickering orange light cast by a torch faded into black.

      Someone was hunting him.

      One hand reached for his knife, the other for the hilt of his sword. His ears strained for any thread of noise to grab on to.

      He was trained to hear it.

      The air shifted again, and he drew his sword, spinning it once, twice. It was the only shield he had, and it did its job, knocking the arrow off course. He threw his knife in the direction of his attacker, and it disappeared into the shadows. A howl of pain rang out. Astin was moving then, his long legs stretching and his boots pounding the stone. A weapon flashed up ahead, and he threw himself to the ground, sliding as a knife passed overhead. He suspected it was his own knife but did not dare look back to confirm it. Into the darkness he went, sword swinging. Relief swelled in him when it connected with flesh and bone. Another wail of pain, and a bow dropped to the ground.

      The familiar whine of the king’s door opening drew Astin’s attention. And there was King Borin peering around the edge of the door frame, fringe tilting, despite having been told numerous times to close his door if there was no guard waiting for him on the other side.

      ‘Inside!’ Astin called as he thrust his sword up between his attacker’s legs.

      A pained scream collided with the sound of the door slamming shut. The man collapsed, and Astin shoved him away so he could free his sword. The ground beneath him was slippery with blood as he rose, running his weapon across the man’s throat.

      Footsteps came at a run, and Astin reached for the bow on the ground before snatching up one of the scattered arrows. He loaded the weapon and took aim. His hands slackened around the bow when a defender stepped into the light, looking from Astin to the dead man on the floor.

      ‘Check on the king,’ Astin said, looking back at the corpse. His eyes travelled from the unkempt hair to the simple clothes, all the way down to the worn soles of the boots. This was no soldier, no sea warrior. This was a merchant man.

      The door opened once more, and this time King Borin strode out. He was all bravado now that the intruder was dead. The other defender followed at his heel, scanning the corridor.

      ‘You should stay in your bedchamber until the castle is secure, Your Majesty,’ Astin said, positioning himself in front of the corpse.

      Borin stepped around him and peered down at the man. ‘Who is he?’

      The answer was another merchant who wished his king dead. Another merchant prepared to sacrifice himself for a greater cause.

      ‘I don’t know,’ Astin replied. ‘And I don’t know if he’s alone, so I need you inside.’

      The young king did not move. ‘Look at his clothes, his hair. He is a merchant, is he not?’ He knew his bodyguard was obligated to answer honestly.

      Astin swallowed. ‘Appears that way.’

      ‘First my father, now they come for me. It seems they will not stop until my entire family is wiped out. And what does my mother say? Forget about justice. Let us all move forwards.’

      It was revenge that the queen mother steered her son from, the kind that consumed a man whole and turned him into something unrecognisable. Borin had been possessed by revenge once before, and no one wanted to see a repeat of that.

      ‘Your family is quite safe’ was all Astin said.

      Borin’s face twisted, his stubby nose turning red. ‘Brand him and hang him in the merchant borough. I want everyone to see what becomes of traitors. He can greet the merchants as they rise from their beds in the morning.’ The king looked back at the corpse. ‘And find out how in Belenus’s name he got into my home. It seems we have defenders falling asleep at their posts.’

      Astin gave a small nod. ‘Yes, Your Majesty.’

      The young king turned and padded back to his quarters, slamming the door closed behind him. The noise echoed along the corridor.

      The second defender stepped up beside Astin. ‘Your orders, sir?’

      ‘You heard the king,’ Astin said quietly. ‘Brand him, then hang him on the wall.’
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      The boar watched her through the gaps in the crate, daring her to hand over the coin nestled safely in her pocket. Lyndal’s gaze fell to the sharp tusks, then moved over the dark woolly coat to the swollen belly.

      ‘And you’re sure she’s pregnant?’ she asked the ship merchant, who stood with one foot tapping.

      He nodded. ‘Just a few weeks off by the look of her.’

      Lyndal regarded the man, trying to figure out if he was trustworthy. The last thing she wanted was to return to the nobility borough with the animal and have her family laugh at her. ‘My sister is married to a commander, you know. So if no babies arrive within the next few weeks, you can expect him to be waiting here for you the next time your ship docks.’

      The man did not so much as blink. ‘If your sister is married to a commander, then how come a lady such as yourself is down here alone at the port?’

      That was a very reasonable question. ‘I’m free to go where I please. Every merchant here knows of my connection, as does every defender watching you from atop that wall.’ She gestured over her shoulder as she delivered the lie. Never mind the fact that Harlan had told her repeatedly not to enter the port without an escort.

      ‘The sow will birth boarlets before my next visit.’ The man straightened and crossed his arms. ‘Now, ten shillings, or she goes to the man waiting behind you.’

      Lyndal glanced over her shoulder to a balding man eyeing the boar. She swallowed, then pulled out her coin pouch, handing the ship merchant his money. He nodded his thanks and went to turn away. She grabbed his arm. ‘Wait. How am I supposed to get the crate to the merchant borough?’

      The man’s eyebrows lifted. ‘You don’t expect my men to venture into an enclosed borough riddled with defenders, do you?’

      Fair point.

      ‘Perhaps you could leash the animal and I could walk it?’

      The merchant chuckled. ‘The sow will more likely walk you.’

      Lyndal chewed her lip as he turned and walked away. Before she could come up with any more terrible ideas, a throat cleared behind her. She turned to find Astin Fletcher standing there rubbing his freshly trimmed beard.

      Bodyguard of King Borin.

      Harlan’s best friend.

      And the only man with the ability to instantly darken her mood.

      For the love of…

      She turned to him, chin raised. ‘Defender.’

      Those cool grey eyes of his looked from her to the sea merchant to the boar. ‘I thought Commander Wright told you not to enter the port without an escort.’

      ‘Harlan is my brother-in-law, not my guardian.’ Her eyes narrowed. ‘And what are you doing here?’

      ‘I went to collect you from the shop. Birtle wasn’t entirely forthcoming when I questioned him on your whereabouts, so I figured you were somewhere you shouldn’t be.’ His eyes returned to the animal in the crate. ‘Tell me you’re not considering buying that thing.’

      ‘The deal is done,’ Lyndal replied. She cleared her throat. ‘Now I just need to get it off the dock.’

      Astin assessed her. ‘You do know that’s a boar, not a pig.’

      She rolled her eyes back in his direction. ‘It’s a domesticated boar.’

      ‘Is that what the ship merchant told you?’

      She scowled in place of a reply.

      ‘Let’s hope it’s familiar with the concept of fences.’ He looked in the direction of the ship. ‘We’re going to need some rope.’

      Lyndal’s shoulders relaxed. ‘You’ll help me?’

      ‘I don’t really have a choice.’ He pointed at the ground. ‘Don’t move from this spot.’ Then he walked off in the direction of the ship, returning with a length of rope.

      A few expert knots later, he had a harness made for the animal. Carefully, he partially opened the crate and secured it around the boar before opening it all the way. The animal took off, squealing and growling in protest as the harness pulled tightly around her. Astin waited several minutes for her to settle enough to attempt walking with her.

      ‘You right to carry the crate?’ Astin asked, once the boar had given up fighting him.

      Lyndal reached down and took a firm hold of it. It was heavier than she had anticipated, but she did not dare complain as she lifted it off the ground. ‘Yes, fine.’

      Astin looked sceptical but said nothing as he headed for the beach.

      She had only taken a few steps when she was forced to place it down again. She wiped her hands on her blue cotton dress and reached for it once more.

      ‘Step aside,’ Astin said, returning to her.

      She did as she was told, watching as he hoisted the crate in the air. He somehow managed to perch it on one shoulder as if it were a basket—all the while keeping hold of the boar.

      ‘Shall I take the pig?’ she offered.

      He glanced sideways at her. ‘And end up in the water?’

      She played with the ends of her long hair to give her hands something to do. It was bad enough that he had found her at the port—alone. Now he got to play the hero, and she was forced to let him.

      ‘Keep up, would you?’ he called over his shoulder.

      She glared at his back before following him down the dock.
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      Lyndal’s sisters and mother stood in a line staring down at the crate with varied expressions. Blake’s brow was pinched in confusion, and Eda’s head was tilted as she curiously eyed the animal. Their mother’s mouth hung open, but no words came out.

      ‘In a few weeks, we shall have boarlets,’ Lyndal said, trying very hard not to look at Astin, who stood leaning against the cart with an amused expression. ‘And when they’re big, we can slaughter them for the merchant families who are really struggling.’

      ‘Boarlets?’ Blake said, tucking her hair behind her ears. ‘Not piglets?’

      Lyndal swallowed. ‘The domesticated pigs we’re familiar with from our youth are rarely seen outside the farming borough nowadays. This is the next best thing.’

      The boar squealed and thrashed as if poked with a hot rod. The crate rocked from side to side, then stilled.

      ‘You’ll need stronger fences,’ Astin said. ‘The pen you have at present won’t hold her.’

      ‘Yes, thank you, Farmer Fletcher,’ Lyndal said, glancing in his direction. ‘I know you’re on duty tonight, so we shan’t keep you.’

      Astin had a way of speaking to her that made her feel like a child in need of supervision. And his stormy stare was so penetrating, she often found herself looking away despite efforts to the contrary.

      The defender walked to the front of the cart and climbed up, gathering the reins.

      ‘Lyndal,’ Blake whispered. ‘At least thank the man for collecting you from the dock.’

      Thank him? She had endured a lecture on pig care for the entire length of the journey. How a defender knew about such things she had no idea.

      Drawing a breath, she called, ‘Thank you, defender. Your help today was much appreciated.’

      His gaze slid to hers, weighing her down once more. ‘Can you do me a favour?’

      ‘What’s that?’

      ‘Please don’t go buying a wildebeest believing it to be a cow. I’ll leave you on the dock next time.’

      Lyndal’s fingers curled closed as she drew a long, deep breath. But before she had a chance to respond, reins slapped the horse’s rump, and the cart pulled away. When she looked back at her sisters and mother, she found them all smiling at the ground.

      ‘Your laughter only encourages him,’ she pointed out.

      Blake pressed her lips together in an attempt to stop. ‘When you give him the ideal reaction, that too encourages him. He says these things to get a rise out of you, and it works every time.’

      Her mother, Candace, stepped forwards and took hold of Lyndal’s arms. ‘What on earth possessed you to buy a boar from a stranger?’

      ‘Oh, I don’t know. A decade of famine and rain that shows no sign of stopping? A new king who cares more about his appearance than his people? A distinct lack of meat in the merchant borough despite an ongoing supply? Take your pick.’

      ‘You cannot fix all the problems in the world,’ Candace said, brushing a thumb down her daughter’s cheek.

      ‘Which is why I’ll settle for one borough.’

      The boar thrashed in its crate, pulling the women’s attention. The harness Astin had made was now tangled around its neck and belly.

      Should I get my bow in case this all goes terribly wrong? Eda signed.

      They had hoped the youngest Suttone sister would have resumed speaking by her seventeenth birthday, but it had arrived and gone, and she continued to sign in place of speech—despite rather strong encouragement.

      ‘We can handle one boar between four of us,’ Lyndal said, pushing up the sleeves of her dress and staring down at the boar.

      ‘Three of you,’ Candace said. ‘I am too old to wrestle wild animals.’

      Blake approached the crate. ‘Keep your eyes on those tusks.’ She slid the door open enough for Eda to get her hand through and take hold of the rope. ‘I’ll open on three.’

      Lyndal positioned herself next to Blake, ready to catch the animal if it tried to flee.

      The family’s duck chose that moment to join the fun, coming at a run from the house.

      ‘Not now, Garlic! Go back inside.’

      Garlic ran straight up to Lyndal’s feet instead.

      ‘Ready?’ Blake asked, looking between them. ‘One, two, three.’ She tugged the crate open, and the boar flew out.

      While Eda had some muscle on her, thanks to her obsession with weapons and sparring, she was no match for the pregnant boar. Her arms were almost pulled from their sockets as she hit the ground. She was dragged six feet before Blake leapt after her, catching hold of the rope. The boar came to a stop, squealing in protest.

      ‘Goodness,’ Candace said, hand pressed to her chest. ‘I thought you said the animal is domesticated.’

      Lyndal ran over to help her sisters. ‘She is. That’s why she’s running away instead of trying to kill us.’

      A horse approaching at a canter made them all look in the direction of the front path. And there was Lord Thomas, seated upon his tall chestnut gelding, face clean-shaven and hair neat despite the speed at which he travelled. He pulled up his horse in front of them, eyes immediately going to the boar.

      ‘Uncle,’ Lyndal said, her voice a few pitches too high.

      Eda tried to brush some of the fresh mud off her dress but only managed to smear it more.

      ‘For heaven’s sake,’ Thomas said, shaking his head. ‘You have been living in the nobility borough for more than a year now, and still you present yourselves as the lowest form of peasant.’

      Candace stepped into his line of sight, as if that might somehow erase the scene before him. ‘My lord, we had no idea you were paying us a visit.’

      ‘I see that.’ He dismounted and walked over to his sister-in-law. ‘The king and queen mother are coming to dine with us tomorrow, and the queen has asked that Lyndal attend.’

      Lyndal glanced at Blake, whose surprised expression mirrored her own. ‘Queen Fayre? I’ve never even met her.’

      Thomas waved a dismissive hand. ‘That is what happens when one makes a nuisance of themselves. They suddenly become visible.’

      Eda crossed her arms and glared at her uncle.

      ‘Nuisance?’ Blake said, taking a step in his direction. ‘The merchants sing my sister’s praises. She spends more time helping people over that wall than here with her own family.’

      Thomas looked down his straight nose at her. ‘You say that like it is admirable to abandon one’s responsibilities at home.’ He turned his attention back to Candace. ‘Regardless of the reason behind the invitation, Lyndal must attend. We wish to keep the queen mother happy.’

      Candace looked back at Lyndal. ‘I suppose she may attend if Queen Fayre has requested her presence.’

      Thomas gave a curt nod. Then, turning back to his horse, he mounted, flicking his cloak out behind him. ‘If rumour is to be believed, the match between the young king and the Toryn princess is no longer. The food situation in Toryn is worse than here in Chadora. Better His Majesty find a well-bred wife here in his own kingdom, where we have enough mouths to feed already.’

      Candace and Lyndal exchanged a knowing look. It was no secret that Thomas wished to see a crown on his daughter’s head. The Suttone sisters had no objections. They adored their spoiled cousin and wished her nothing but the best.

      ‘I think we can all agree that Lady Kendra would be an exceptional match,’ Thomas continued. ‘She comes from a long line of nobility, is well-spoken, educated—but not so educated as to make the king appear a fool.’

      The king did not need any help with that. His everyday actions spoke volumes about his intellect.

      ‘And she is fertile,’ Thomas added, despite having no proof of the fact.

      Candace smiled. ‘And compassionate. A true queen.’

      Thomas cast a stern look at Lyndal. ‘Compassionate when appropriate, mind.’

      She wondered what he deemed inappropriate compassion.

      ‘It is likely she will simply wish to meet you,’ Thomas continued. ‘Then you will be free to help in the kitchen or assist Lady Kendra if she should need you throughout the evening.’ He adjusted the reins. ‘It will benefit you all to show your cousin in the best possible light.’

      Lyndal forced a smile. Anything to end the conversation. She needed him gone before the boar went rogue again. ‘We would all love to see Lady Kendra with a crown on that clever head of hers.’

      He nodded. ‘And be sure to mention her charitable nature. She has, after all, taken her half-merchant cousin under her wing.’

      Candace looked down at the ground. ‘I suppose the occasional visit might be seen as charitable.’

      ‘Shall we withhold food until tomorrow?’ Blake asked. ‘To give my sister that slightly starved look one expects from a merchant?’

      Thomas levelled her with a disapproving look. ‘Did your mother never teach you how unbecoming sarcasm is on a lady?’

      Blake adjusted her grip on the rope as the boar pulled once more. ‘She has certainly tried, my lord.’

      Thomas shook his head. ‘I will send for Lyndal in the afternoon. My daughter will find something appropriate for her to wear.’

      Candace bristled. ‘Lyndal has plenty of fine dresses, my lord.’

      His gaze drifted to Eda. ‘And you. Are you speaking yet?’

      Eda did not even shake her head. She liked to infuriate him by playing deaf as well as mute.

      Lyndal spoke up on her behalf. ‘Not yet, my lord, but I assure you we’re all working towards the same mutual goal.’

      Thomas all but sneered as he turned his horse, then cantered away without so much as a goodbye.

      Only when he exited the gate did Lyndal turn to her sisters. ‘With the Toryn princess out of the way, every noble man with a daughter will be parading their offspring before the king now. You watch.’

      ‘We cannot blame your uncle for being among them,’ Candace said. ‘Kendra is a very competent young woman.

      ‘With no understanding of the world outside her borough,’ Blake said. ‘I love her dearly, but she’s a little out of touch for the role.’

      ‘Can you imagine if Uncle succeeded?’ Lyndal said. ‘He’ll be even more unbearable with that kind of power behind him.’

      Candace brought her hand to her forehead. ‘Let us not get ahead of ourselves.’

      The boar thrashed and pulled Eda in the other direction once more. Lyndal and Blake both grabbed for the rope.

      ‘Let’s focus on getting the boar in the pen today,’ Lyndal said. ‘And rebuilding the pen when she breaks it apart,’ she added quietly.

      Blake shooed her sister out of the way. ‘And catching her when she escapes?’

      Eda smiled. Then you’ll need to wash the debris, mud, and pig shit off you before you meet the queen mother.

      ‘Language,’ Candace said, tutting.

      I didn’t say a word, Eda signed before dragging the boar away.
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      Astin stood at the king’s side, watching the disgruntled merchants gathered in the square before them. He studied their hands, expressions, distribution of weight, all while taking mental notes of the weapons concealed beneath oversized clothes—clothes that had likely fit once upon a time.

      ‘This is how a good king deals with his people,’ Borin whispered to him. ‘Face to face, in their own setting.’

      He was repeating what his mother had told him that morning. Queen Fayre was an excellent puppeteer, and Borin seemed content being the puppet—for now.

      Men stood in groups watching the exchange between Borin and the merchants representing them. It was clear by their body language that they had not forgiven the king for the lockdown which had taken so much from them. Hundreds of merchants had died from lack of food and illnesses stemming from it. To make matters worse, Borin had then trapped the merchants in the square and instructed his men to shoot them, naively believing his father’s killer would miraculously reveal himself.

      The killer still had not been found.

      Astin had a bigger problem at present. In the year since Borin’s coronation, there had been four attempts on the king’s life, ranging from poisoning to an attempted drowning in a bathtub. The problem with hatred of that kind is that it has the ability to seep through walls.

      ‘I really do not understand the problem here,’ Borin said, his chest expanding. ‘There has been more meat in the merchant borough since I became king. Plus there are fewer people to feed now.’

      Astin winced. The fact that there were fewer people should have been a matter of shame.

      ‘That shows you how little there was before,’ replied the man, ‘not how plentiful it is now. I’m a butcher. I can’t even speak directly with the farmers I’m to buy from.’

      ‘That wall needs to come down,’ said another. ‘Or at the very least the gate should be opened for business.’

      Borin’s lips pinched as he looked between the men. ‘I must balance the needs of the entire kingdom, not one borough.’ He scoffed. ‘You should be thanking me for what you have. Instead, you hold out your hand while complaining. You are free to buy directly from the sea merchants who come each month, because the wall you complain about protects our livestock from the diseases you will inevitably introduce. We have built something unique here, something that is the envy of many.’

      The merchants stared back at him, brows creased and mouths downturned.

      ‘Something unique all right,’ said a man at the back. ‘A prison camp.’

      The merchants’ hands twitched at their sides, signalling that it was time to go.

      ‘Let’s end it there,’ Astin said quietly, all the while scanning their surroundings. If it were up to him, he would have come with a small army or not at all. He was by no means a fan of the king, but he took his responsibility to keep the man alive seriously.

      Borin glanced at his bodyguard, then nodded. ‘I believe the matter to be sorted.’

      The merchants exchanged a look that would melt iron. One of the men went to follow the king.

      ‘That’s far enough,’ Astin said, stepping in front of him. He remained there until Borin was safely on his horse, then looked around before following him.

      ‘The famine is not over yet—for anyone,’ Borin called. ‘If you think the rest of Wales is fairing any better, you are wrong. Carmarthenshire is a muddy wasteland of skeletons.’

      It was true that other kingdoms under King Edward’s rule were no better off. Many people foolishly travelled to Chadora seeking refuge from the famine, then died waiting to be let in.

      Astin mounted his horse and gestured for the king to start moving.

      ‘You’re killing us, one by one,’ someone shouted after them. ‘We were better off when Aymer de Valence controlled this land—and that’s saying something.’

      Astin shot the man a warning look, conscious that Borin was easily set off by the slightest suggestion that both he and his father were not superior to the 2nd Earl of Pembroke in every way. Their rivalry was the reason Pembroke became Chadora upon the earl’s exile.

      ‘You’re not fit to be king!’ the other shouted.

      Astin blinked. ‘Just keep riding.’

      Borin turned in his saddle, mouth agape. ‘Are you going to let them speak to me like that?’

      ‘They’re just blowing off steam. They’re not real threats.’

      ‘Go on, run back to your castle,’ the man called, walking after them. ‘You think you’re safe there?’

      And there it was. A threat to the king’s life—punishable by death. Not a quick death either but the slow torturous kind, where by the time they were actually strung up on the wall, their own family did not recognise them.

      Astin dismounted and marched over to the man, grabbing him by the front of the shirt and throwing him to the ground with such force that the air left him in one violent gasp. Making a fist, he punched the man in the face, ensuring he broke his nose for effect. Blood poured freely as the merchant writhed on the ground, cursing and blinking away tears.

      The bodyguard prayed it was enough to satisfy the king.

      Borin watched the man for a moment, then gave a satisfied nod before turning his horse away. Astin looked around at the other merchants, one glance making it clear no one was to move. A broken nose was better than a public execution, and they all knew it.

      He marched back to his horse and mounted once more. Then the pair made their way across the square towards the rising portcullis.

      ‘Tonight I will be dining with Lord Thomas Welche,’ Borin said, having already moved on from the violent scene. ‘While he may be one of the more prominent figures in the nobility borough, his name is not without scandal.’

      Astin had encountered the cocky lord enough times to form an opinion of him. He had seen the way he spoke to the Suttone family. He had even once seen him take a hand to the youngest of the sisters. Though only the once. A visit from Harlan had put an end to that. Even Lyndal tended to shut down in his presence, and she was as outspoken as they came.

      ‘His wife’s sister married a merchant,’ the king went on. ‘Four children. I believe the son died in the tunnels a few years back. And the daughters.’ He shook his head. ‘Beautiful trouble. The eldest married Commander Wright, as you know.’

      Astin drew a long breath and prayed for patience.

      ‘It shows what a tattered state his mind was in after he was removed from his post.’ Borin tutted. ‘Still, I will not speak too poorly of him. I am aware of your ongoing friendship.’

      On and on he went, with his own unique version of events. Astin had learned long ago that there was no point trying to correct him. He was never wrong about anything.

      ‘I suspect Lord Thomas wishes to present his daughter as a potential wife. She is well bred and in her prime so far as fertility goes. Though I cannot for the life of me picture her face. I suppose if she was a horse of a girl, I would surely remember that.’

      That was true. He always remembered a person’s faults.

      ‘What say you on the matter?’ Borin asked, looking sideways at him.

      They passed beneath the archway into the royal borough.

      ‘It’s not for me to comment. Your mother is far more qualified to guide you on such things. But I pray whatever union follows is a happy one.’

      That was mostly for his own sake. It was uncomfortable enough bearing witness to family fights. Couple fights would be a whole other headache.

      ‘Or perhaps I shall simply take her as a mistress,’ Borin said, sounding pleased with himself.

      Astin stared straight ahead. ‘Don’t mistresses come after marriage?’

      ‘Mother is always telling me to think ahead.’

      The bodyguard was fairly sure she had not been referring to mistresses at the time but said nothing.

      ‘You might be content with tavern whores and servant romps, Fletcher, but a king can select his conquests from any part of the kingdom.’

      Astin was not sure which was worse, Borin using the word ‘conquests’ or the fact that the king was aware of his entanglements with maids. If the warden found out, Astin would be in a lot of trouble.

      ‘Do you require additional guards for this evening?’ Astin asked, moving the conversation along.

      ‘I assure you I am quite safe in the nobility borough,’ Borin replied with a chuckle. ‘They all love me.’

      Not true. Many were losing patience with his lack of direction and progress. They may have had more food than the merchants, but what they did not have was a strong leader to make them feel secure about their future. A boy guided by his ego was not adequate.

      ‘If you aren’t safe in your home, then you aren’t safe anywhere,’ Astin said.

      The king adjusted his reins. ‘Well, then it is a good thing I have you to be afraid on my behalf. My father always said fear is a waste of a king’s energy.’

      Brave words born of stupidity.

      ‘Do try to relax this evening,’ Borin said. ‘You can be a bit of a wet blanket at these kinds of gatherings.’

      ‘Due to my bad habit of saving your life?’

      Borin chuckled again. ‘You do know I kept you on as my highest-ranking guard for your jokes. You always know how to make me laugh.’

      ‘While I appreciate that,’ Astin said dryly, ‘the other part of my job is to keep you safe.’

      Borin kicked his horse into a trot. ‘Why not find yourself a fresh maid to entertain you for the evening?’

      Drawing a calming breath, Astin followed him.
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      ‘Rubies or emeralds?’ Kendra asked.

      Lyndal turned away from the window and faced her cousin, who was holding two necklaces to her collarbone. She wore a cream gown, the bodice embroidered with tiny roses and the neckline and cuffs trimmed with gold fabric.

      ‘My goodness. All you’re missing is the veil.’

      Kendra’s face fell. ‘Is it too much like a wedding gown?’

      ‘Is that not the point?’ Lyndal asked, walking over and taking the emerald necklace from her cousin’s hand. ‘Definitely the emeralds.’

      Kendra turned, assessing her reflection in the long mirror while Lyndal fitted the necklace. ‘I think the point is to be subtle, not throw a bride at him the moment he steps through the front door.’

      Lyndal smiled to herself. ‘Well, if King Borin doesn’t immediately propose after seeing you in this dress, then he truly is mad.’ She appeared behind Kendra in the mirror, squeezing her cousin’s arm encouragingly. ‘You look absolutely beautiful.’

      Kendra’s hand went over hers. ‘I am pleased you are here. I do hope Father was nice when he extended the invitation.’

      ‘Don’t worry about me. I can handle dear Uncle Thomas.’ She squeezed her cousin’s arm again before letting go. ‘It’s nice to spend time with my favourite cousin.’

      ‘Hardly a compliment. I am your only living cousin in Chadora.’ Kendra turned to see herself from the back. ‘I am sorry I have not spent more time with you all over the previous year. Father likes to keep my social life nice and busy, perhaps to get me out from under his feet. And you know how time slips by.’

      Lyndal waved the apology away. ‘Never mind that. I’m rarely in the borough anyway.’

      ‘Yes, Mother keeps me up to date with all your charity work.’

      Lyndal scrunched her nose up. Charity was a popular term among the nobility. The ladies loved to appear “charitable” before their peers whilst never actually stepping foot outside their borough.

      ‘What is the plan exactly?’ Lyndal asked, changing the subject. ‘Am I to sing your praises before the queen and then vanish into the kitchen to help wash dishes?’

      Kendra walked over to the wooden stool in front of the dressing table and sat. Picking up the powder, she began dusting her face for the eighteenth time. ‘Father says he will be led by the queen’s wishes. I assured him you are more than capable of carrying polite conversation. He frets you will bring up the almshouse.’

      Lyndal played with the ends of her hair. ‘Well, it would be the ideal audience to share some of my ideas.’

      ‘But not the right time.’ Kendra cast a stern look over her shoulder.

      With a heavy sigh, Lyndal replied, ‘Then you better find me a rich husband when you’re queen. One way or the other, I’m getting my almshouse.’

      She had been throwing the idea at anyone who would listen. A home in the merchant borough for those with nowhere else to go. The sick and hungry would never die alone on a muddy street again.

      Kendra met Lyndal’s eyes in the mirror. ‘I am quite certain all eligible noblemen will overlook your inferior bloodlines if a crown does land upon my head.’

      It was not intended as a nasty comment, so Lyndal let it slide past her. It was not her cousin’s fault she was blinded by her own privilege. Her father was Lord Thomas Welche, after all. In fact, Kendra had come out surprisingly well considering the fact.

      A knock at the door made them both turn, and a maid entered the room.

      ‘The king’s just arrived out front, my lady.’

      Kendra rose, pinching her powdered cheeks as she faced Lyndal. ‘How do I look?’

      A lazy smile appeared on Lyndal’s face. ‘Like a queen.’
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        * * *

      

      Astin dismounted, looking around the neat gardens of Cardelle Manor, then up at the windows above. It was tempting to assume the king was safe within the walls of the nobility borough, but the bodyguard knew there were no safe havens in Chadora for an unpopular king.

      Even the farmers were now complaining.

      Borin’s ever-tightening control over the borough was not only destroying relationships with buyers but prevented farmers from slaughtering animals for their own personal consumption. Yet according to his sister who lived and worked there, livestock numbers were up from the previous year. So where was all the extra meat? Certainly not going to the merchants, who continued to pay exorbitant prices for scraps of offal and bare bones.

      Borin slipped from the saddle and joined him on the ground. ‘Remind me of the daughter’s name again? It might help me remember what she looks like.’

      ‘Lady Kendra,’ Astin said, handing his horse’s reins over to the waiting groom.

      ‘Ah, now I remember.’ He nodded as details returned to him. ‘Fair girl, large cheeks.’

      Astin glanced at the groom, who was very much within earshot. The problem with the king’s descriptions was that they were rarely complimentary, and he was by no means selective with his audience. He had once described a lady as ‘the droopy-faced woman with the witch nose’ to her brother. The rest of that particular dinner had been rather awkward—even if King Borin had not been aware of the fact.

      The royal wagon rolled to a stop a few feet away, and Queen Fayre peered out from beneath the rounded top, taking in the sight of the house. If there was a suitor being pushed in the king’s direction, you could be sure the queen mother would be close by to evaluate her. While she had been keen for her son to marry the Toryn princess, Toryn’s recent loss of herds to murrain had her rethinking her strategy.

      ‘Shall we?’ Fayre said, stepping down and walking past them towards the house.

      Borin followed his mother, obedient son that he was. Astin drew a breath and trailed after them.

      Inside, Lord Thomas waited in the foyer, his elaborately dressed wife and daughter standing stoically behind him. Astin’s feet stopped when his eyes landed on Lyndal standing alone by the stairs. She wore a long-sleeved green dress, tailored at the waist. Her golden hair was in two tucked braids, lips painted pink. She was one of those women who drew a lot of attention with little to no effort.

      As if sensing his eyes on her, she glanced in his direction, then straightened. He nodded a greeting before turning his attention back to the king.

      ‘And you remember my daughter, Kendra,’ Lord Thomas was saying.

      The king looked her up and down as she lowered into a well-rehearsed curtsy. ‘Yes, of course.’ He tilted his head as he studied her face. ‘You have grown up since I saw you last, thinned out in the face.’

      Kendra responded to the backhanded compliment with her most brilliant smile. ‘Very much a woman now, Your Majesty.’

      Astin snuck a glance at Lyndal. She was watching the exchange with equal amusement. Her smile was something else entirely, the kind that made people fall silent to watch it play out.

      ‘And this must be the famous cousin I have been hearing so much about,’ the queen said, looking past Kendra to where Lyndal stood.

      Thomas stepped aside. ‘My wife’s niece. Born in the merchant borough. My daughter has been kind enough to take her under her wing.’

      The queen looked Lyndal over. ‘I assume the merchant girl has a name?’

      Lyndal moved forwards and curtsied with equal grace to her cousin. ‘Lyndal, Your Majesty.’

      The king frowned at her. ‘Well, well. Haven’t you come a long way since you stopped me in the middle of the street and begged for my help?’ He glanced at his mother. ‘Naturally I obliged. I am the people’s king, after all.’

      Astin looked at the ground and swallowed down the cough in his throat.

      ‘You have a good memory, Your Majesty,’ Lyndal replied. ‘Your help at the time was much appreciated.’

      ‘And then we were reunited in the square the day you confessed to killing my father,’ Borin added.

      Thomas suddenly did not know where to look. His wife clasped her nervous hands together in front of her while Kendra’s smile froze in a very strange position.

      ‘Excellent memory, it turns out,’ Lyndal said, her tone breezy.

      The queen only laughed. ‘Ignore him. Many merchants confessed to a crime they did not commit that day. That is what one does in order to protect the people they love from being shot dead.’

      Borin’s cheeks coloured a little. ‘Perhaps if you had not shown up in a mood, we would know who the killer is.’

      Queen Fayre ignored him, gesturing for her to move closer. ‘Come here.’ She took hold of Lyndal’s face, gently turning it side to side. ‘Such a pretty thing.’ Letting go, she said, ‘I have heard all about the work you are doing in the merchant borough. I wanted to meet you myself and see if the rumours were true.’

      ‘What rumours?’ Thomas asked.

      The queen found a smile. ‘All good things, I assure you.’

      That should have made Thomas happy, but instead he glowered in Lyndal’s direction.

      ‘Your older sister married Commander Wright, is that correct?’ Fayre asked.

      Lyndal nodded. ‘Yes. I’m afraid he got stuck with the entire litter.’

      The queen’s sharp eyes never left her. ‘And yet you return to the merchant borough daily.’

      ‘My family still has a shop there.’

      Fayre nodded. ‘But you do not go for the shop.’

      Lyndal looked around at the people staring at her, Astin among them. ‘I’m in a fortunate position. I can help those who are struggling by cooking a meal, running errands, or simply caring for an infant whose mother is ill. Very small things.’

      ‘Small acts add up,’ Fayre said.

      Thomas cleared his throat. ‘My daughter has played a vital role in teaching Lyndal the ways of a lady.’

      Astin scraped his teeth over his bottom lip. He was fairly certain Kendra had not been to the merchant borough since the Suttone women moved out of there.

      Nodding in agreement, Lyndal said, ‘Lady Kendra is a fine example of what a lady ought to be. Though hopefully we can learn from each other.’

      Borin smirked. ‘And what is it you think a lady can learn from a merchant?’

      Lyndal met his gaze. ‘How to make one carrot stretch across six meals.’

      It was meant as a joke, but there was no humour in her eyes.

      ‘Join us for dinner,’ the queen mother said, her eyes shining with something Astin could not identify.

      Thomas twitched in irritation. ‘I believe Lyndal was going to help out in the kitchen. A merchant cannot have too many skills nowadays.’

      The queen mother looked at Thomas. ‘I think your niece has enough skills, and I would certainly enjoy her company.’

      Lady Victoria placed a hand on her husband’s arm. ‘Let her join us.’

      ‘Fine.’ Thomas gestured abruptly to the dining room. ‘This way.’

      ‘There really are no limits to my mother’s charitable nature,’ Borin said to Thomas as he followed him into the next room.

      Astin stopped in front of Lyndal. ‘As the king’s guard, do I need to watch you with the cutlery this evening?’

      Lyndal stared up at him. ‘I’m honestly surprised you didn’t immediately deem me a threat and haul me away.’

      He leaned in, voice low. ‘I thought I’d be nice and let you eat first.’

      She tilted her head. ‘The chivalry really never ends with you, does it?’

      ‘It really doesn’t.’

      The hostility present during their early encounters had evolved into a squabbling siblings type of relationship. It was fun—some of the time.

      Lyndal still had not moved. Seeing her hesitation, he said, ‘Half merchant, half nobility. You’re the perfect muse. Don’t worry, the queen mother will forget all about you by tomorrow.’

      Lyndal rolled her eyes before walking ahead of him into the dining room.
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        * * *

      

      ‘Kendra also speaks Latin and French,’ Thomas said, pushing his half-eaten meal away.

      Lyndal stared across the table at it. There was still pork on the bone. If she could get to the kitchen in time, she could take the bones home with her. She would boil them up in a large pot of broth at the shop, encouraging families to come by and take some for soups and stews.

      Her eyes moved from plate to plate, calculating.

      ‘What about you, Lyndal?’ the queen said. ‘Do you speak any other languages?’

      Thomas made a noise that resembled a snort but covered his mouth with a napkin to disguise the fact.

      ‘A little Gaelic,’ she replied, tearing her gaze from her aunt’s plate.

      Borin’s eyebrows rose. ‘Gaelic? That is hardly a sensible choice.’

      ‘Not much of a choice,’ Lyndal replied. ‘Merchants learn what we must in order to conduct business. When French ships start docking in the port, I’m certain every merchant will soon speak French, Your Majesty.’

      The queen mother bit back a smile and laid down her fork. ‘My dear, you are such a breath of fresh air.’

      Lyndal could feel the heat of her uncle’s glare on her once again. She would pay for these compliments later if she did not bring the focus back to her cousin. ‘Speaking of fresh air, you really should take a walk through the gardens after dinner. Lady Kendra’s knowledge of plants and fauna will have you in awe.’

      Kendra picked up her cup. ‘I would be most happy to show you if you can tolerate the rain.’

      ‘We must all tolerate the rain,’ Borin said gallantly, despite the fact that whenever he appeared on the wall for one of his tone-deaf speeches, there was always someone holding a canvas umbrella over him.

      Rising from the table, Lyndal said, ‘Please excuse me. I’m going to see if the cook needs help with the pastries.’

      ‘Good idea,’ Thomas said, visibly pleased by her imminent departure.

      She made her way into the kitchen, where the cook was filling a tray with custard and ginger tarts. Where the rich were getting honey from she had no idea.

      ‘Do you mind keeping the bones for me?’ she asked, popping up beside him.

      He tutted. ‘You trying to get me in trouble?’

      ‘I’ll take that as a yes.’

      He shook his head, the beginnings of a smile on his aged lips. ‘If his lordship finds out, I’ll tell him you stole them.’

      She leaned on the bench, smiling. ‘And he’ll believe you. That was plan B, by the way.’

      A low chuckle came from the man, cut short when Astin entered the kitchen. He walked over and began inspecting the tarts.

      ‘Don’t you have a king to look after?’ Lyndal asked.

      ‘That’s what I’m doing. I don’t suppose you’ll help me out by tasting a pastry?’

      The cook glanced up at that. ‘What for? They’re excellent.’

      Astin nodded slowly. ‘That may be, but I should probably check they’re free of poison.’

      The cook only grinned when he should have taken offence at the suggestion.

      ‘And what if someone has poisoned the food?’ she asked, crossing her arms in front of her. ‘Then I’ll die.’

      He searched her face, that semi-smirk of his making an appearance. ‘That’s a risk we’re all prepared to take for the good of the kingdom.’

      The cook chuckled once more.

      ‘Don’t do that,’ Lyndal said, eyes going to him. ‘If you laugh, you’ll only encourage him.’

      Astin moved closer to her. ‘You know, your eyes go a vibrant green when filled with hate for me.’

      She lifted her chin. ‘A familiar shade, then.’

      He winced. ‘Ouch.’

      More laughter from the cook, cut off when Thomas marched into the kitchen. He stopped in the doorway and looked straight at Lyndal. ‘You are not stealing kitchen scraps again, are you?’

      ‘Of course not, Uncle,’ she said, taking a step back from Astin. ‘The pastries are on their way.’

      ‘The queen mother will depart soon but wishes to speak with you first. Can I trust you not to embarrass me again?’

      ‘Again?’ Astin asked, turning to him. ‘When did she embarrass you the first time?’

      Lyndal almost fell over when he came to her defence. Though it would not end well for him.

      Thomas’s eyes narrowed. ‘Is there a reason you are standing in my kitchen, defender?’

      ‘Yes, actually,’ Astin replied.

      Thomas waited for him to explain what he was doing. When Astin offered no further information, he mumbled something under his breath before marching back out the door.

      Lyndal turned to Astin, an expression of gratitude on the tip of her tongue, but he spoke before she could.

      ‘You better get out there.’

      Then he was gone from the kitchen also.

      She stared at the door he had disappeared through, a puzzled expression on her face. Glancing at the grinning cook, she said, ‘Bones. Don’t forget,’ then followed them. Her eyes instinctively went to Astin when she entered the dining room. He was standing by the wall—not looking at her.

      ‘Queen Fayre has invited me to court,’ Kendra said, drawing her attention to the table. Her cousin’s eyes were lit with excitement.

      ‘That’s wonderful.’ Lyndal slipped back into her chair, eyes meeting the queen’s. ‘I assure you she’s wonderful company.’

      Fayre adjusted the tart on her plate. ‘I would like it if you accompanied your cousin for the remainder of the season, as I suspect you are also good company.’

      ‘Is that appropriate?’ Borin asked with a mouth full of pastry. ‘The girl’s fortunes may have turned, but she is still a merchant by definition.’

      ‘I must agree with the king,’ Lord Thomas said, sitting forwards in his chair. ‘We would hate to contribute to any scandal at court.’

      The queen stared coolly back at him. ‘I am quite capable of choosing the company I keep.’ She pushed her plate away. ‘Lyndal will join her cousin for the remainder of the spring, unless there are any viable objections.’

      The uncomfortable silence that followed made Lyndal want to crawl under the table. She was still wrestling with the idea of ‘spring’. Referencing seasons was pointless as Europe continued to suffer through a decade-long winter. Seasons were only differentiated by how heavy and often the rain fell. Though winter did bring an occasional dusting of snow that quickly turned to slush.

      Realising that everyone was waiting for her reply, she said, ‘That is a very generous invitation…’

      ‘You are quite welcome,’ the queen said, not giving her a chance to add a ‘but’. She pulled her plate closer and picked up the tart, taking a small bite. Her eyes closed as she chewed. ‘I am quite tempted to invite your cook along also.’

      Kendra laughed, though it was a little on the awkward side. Lady Victoria smiled politely while Thomas stared hard at his fork. Borin was helping himself to another tart. When Lyndal braved another look at Astin, she found him watching her with a dark expression she could not translate. He was likely unhappy at the prospect of her venturing into his territory.

      She was going to need to ready herself for a long and frosty spring.
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