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      The rain fell hard, blinding Blake as she dashed between fat sequoia trunks. No birds took flight. They knew better than to inhabit trees that side of the wall.

      She stopped in the tall shadows at the edge of the borough, gaze sweeping the length of the wall. Any closer and the defenders would see her. Her eyes fell to the mud separating forest and stone. It had once been covered in grass, before the rain had arrived and never left.

      Catching her breath, she eyed the defender strolling atop the wall, bow slung over his shoulder. A corpse hung beneath him—a warning to the merchants.

      She needed to find Kingsley before the dogs arrived.

      Her feet were soundless as she made her way through the trees towards the shaft, praying her brother was still inside the borough. Ears straining, she could hear nothing over the thudding of her heart. While she knew every inch of the merchant forest, the tunnels that ran beneath it were another matter.

      A shift in the breeze made her turn, and she glimpsed Kingsley crouched ten yards away. She checked her surroundings before making her way over to him. He had removed the shaft cover and was preparing to enter the tunnel. His eyes snapped to her as she stepped into sight, hand going to the knife concealed beneath his shirt.

      ‘What the hell are you doing here?’ he whispered, looking around.

      Blake closed the remaining distance between them, tucking wet hair behind her ears. ‘Saving your life. There are dogs in the borough. We need to go—now.’

      Kingsley glanced in the direction of the village. ‘I’d rather be mauled by a sniffer dog than slowly starve to death.’

      When he went to move, Blake grabbed a hold of his arm. ‘You don’t know what’s waiting at the other end.’

      ‘Food. Food awaits me.’ He tapped her nose like she was ten years old instead of twenty. ‘Now piss off home before the dogs find you.’

      She peered into the narrow shaft, barely wide enough to fit his frame. Every time he entered the tunnels, she wondered if it would be the last.

      ‘One lamb will feed us for a month,’ he said, reading her expression.

      Blake could not ignore the twist of hunger in her belly at the mention of meat. ‘When the rain stops, we’ll be able to buy everything we need.’

      ‘You sound like Father.’

      ‘Good. One of us should.’

      Kingsley’s mouth flattened into a thin line. ‘Tell me another way to feed my family and I’ll stay.’

      ‘You could fish.’

      ‘Fish?’ He raked a hand through his unkempt hair. ‘I can stand on that beach all day alongside every other desperate merchant, but I’ll return home with nothing to show for my efforts. Get me a boat, and then we’ll talk about fish.’ He lowered himself into the shaft and looked up at her. ‘Go help Mother with dinner.’

      There was no food for dinner, but saying that would only prove his point, so she kept quiet.

      He exhaled when she did not move. ‘Do you know how hard it is watching you shake dust from the barley bag into the soup pot? Adding a carrot doesn’t make it a meal.’

      He went down onto hands and knees. The tunnel was half his height, so he would need to crawl the entire way.

      ‘Be careful,’ she said.

      ‘Replace the cover, and don’t linger.’

      Then he was gone from sight, leaving her staring into empty darkness.

      Blake did as she was told, covering the entrance with dirt and leaves. The network of tunnels, built and maintained by the merchants, connected the borough with both the noble and farming boroughs. While many knew of their existence, only a handful were brave enough to enter them. The consequences of being caught were displayed on every wall, making even the most desperate of men think twice.

      ‘What are you doing?’ came a male voice.

      Blake shot to her feet and found a stern-faced defender standing five feet away. She reprimanded herself for not hearing him approach. His eyes were on the ground she had just covered, hand wrapping the hilt of his sword.

      ‘Mushrooms,’ she said, hoping to divert his attention. ‘I was hunting for mushrooms.’

      Hazel eyes travelled up to meet hers, pupils rimmed with gold that shone as bright as the sun she barely remembered. The man’s hand slackened around his weapon.

      ‘Optimistic,’ he said, looking around.

      ‘And subsequently disappointed.’ She took in his tall frame and covering of lean muscle, wondering if she could outrun him. Defenders were notoriously fit.

      He let go of his sword. ‘Not a good time to be wandering around the forest by yourself.’

      ‘Why’s that?’

      ‘There are dogs in the borough.’

      ‘How are they at finding mushrooms?’ She had no idea why she said that. Everyone knew defenders were stripped of their sense of humour within the first few months of training.

      ‘My men are looking for tunnel shafts. You wouldn’t know anything about that, would you?’

      His men? Her eyes moved over the expensive uniform, pausing on his gold cloak pin.

      He was a commander.

      Her eyes shot up to his. She was fairly certain she was standing before the warden’s son—Commander Wright. ‘I know nothing of the tunnels.’ She was a superb liar when she needed to be.

      He looked down at her mud-soaked skirt. ‘When was the last time you ate?’

      ‘This morning,’ she lied. If he thought her starving, he might think her desperate enough to brave the tunnels.

      His face suggested he did not believe her. ‘What did you have?’

      ‘Fish.’ It was feasible for those with enough coin and the patience to wait at the port all night for the boat to come in.

      The commander let out a resigned breath, like he had just lost a battle with himself. ‘Follow me.’ He stepped past her.

      ‘Where?’

      He glanced over his shoulder. ‘When a defender tells you to follow, you follow.’

      ‘Am I under arrest?’ She bit the inside of her cheek.

      ‘Tempting,’ he said under his breath before walking on.

      Blake brushed a hand over the weapon concealed beneath her skirt. She was not a violent person by nature, but every woman in the borough had to be able to protect themselves if needed. She glanced a final time at the shaft before following him.

      They had only gone ten yards when the commander stopped and crouched in front of a tree, foraging around its roots. Blake stood a safe distance away, watching him.

      ‘Come here,’ he said, drawing his dagger.

      Blake’s hand went into the pocket of her skirt, where the seam opened, providing access to her own weapon. ‘Why?’

      He looked up, gaze falling to the pocket where her hand was hidden. ‘Because I want to show you something. And hands where I can see them.’

      She withdrew it, squinting against the rain as it fell heavy once more. ‘If I’m not under arrest, I’d like to go home.’

      His attention remained on the tree. ‘See these wood shavings?’ He picked some up and sprinkled them to show her. ‘That’s how you know where to find them.’

      ‘Them?’

      ‘Aureate grubs. Few people realise you can eat them.’

      Her eyebrows rose. ‘That’s what you wanted to show me?’

      He traced a finger up to the hole in the trunk and began carving into it, revealing a fat grub the size of her small finger. He pulled it out and rose to show her. It wriggled in his open hand. ‘You can eat them raw.’ He held it out to her.

      She laughed because she did not know what else to do. ‘I’m not eating that.’

      ‘Maybe not today, but you will when you’re hungry enough.’

      What did he know of hunger? The defenders might have been the lowest form of nobility, but they were still nobility. ‘I’d quite like to see you eat it though.’

      She expected to be reprimanded for the smug suggestion. Instead, the commander returned his dagger to its sheath, then met her gaze as he tossed the grub into his mouth, chewing as if it were the most normal thing in the world to eat food meant for lizards. Swallowing, he said, ‘They’re a good meat replacement.’

      ‘So are eggs and milk, but I can’t remember the last time I saw a chicken in the borough.’

      ‘That’s what happens when you eat all your laying hens.’

      ‘So that’s where we went wrong.’ She knew better than to argue with a defender. ‘I’ll be sure to mention that to our local hen thief next time.’

      Nothing changed on his face. ‘Did you report the thief to a defender? We’re not mind readers.’

      ‘If I knew who took them, I would have dealt with the matter myself.’

      He crossed his arms. ‘And done what exactly?’

      Nothing legal came to mind. ‘Requested the hens be returned.’

      Amusement passed over his face. ‘Next time report it. Consequences serve as valuable lessons for future thieves.’

      Blake nodded, knowing she would do no such thing. As much as she despised thieves, she did not wish anyone to lose a limb over a chicken. That was why merchants preferred to deal with such matters themselves. A broken nose would heal; a severed hand would not.

      The commander looked like every other defender from a distance. They all had similar physiques, cropped hair, and neatly trimmed beards. But up close, she noted distinct features: generous lips, high cheekbones, and thick eyebrows that made his expression appear even more serious, if that were possible. There was colour in his face despite the absence of sun. He was definitely getting meat from somewhere.

      ‘You should go,’ he said.

      She really should have. ‘If you shut the tunnels, they’ll just dig new ones. You know that, right?’

      He watched her.

      ‘No one is going to stand by while their family slowly starves,’ she went on. ‘Not when there’s meat on the other side of that wall.’

      He did not appear moved by her little speech.

      ‘How do you know there’s anything left on the other side of that wall?’ he asked.

      ‘Because you’re clearly getting food from somewhere.’

      His eyebrows rose with the smallest hint of surprise. ‘What’s your name?’

      Why had she not left when she had the chance? Now he wanted a name. ‘It’s merchant if your kind need something and boor if you don’t.’

      He stared at her for the longest time before speaking. ‘Name.’

      She swallowed. ‘Blake.’ No chance she was willingly handing over her family name. Luckily, he did not push for it.

      ‘And what does your father do?’

      ‘My father’s dead.’ If she was expecting any form of sympathy from him, she did not get it. ‘My brother runs the business,’ she continued. ‘He imports cloth.’ It was a family effort, but the success and spoils of businesses always belonged to the head of the household. With her father gone, that was Kingsley. Never mind the fact that most of their income came from the private clothier work her mother did.

      He finally looked away. ‘Go home, boor, while the dogs are still leashed.’

      That time she listened. But as she turned away, the ground shifted, making them both look down. It trembled for a few seconds.

      ‘What was that?’ Blake could not keep the fear out of her voice as she looked in the direction of the shaft. A long ditch now ran between the trees, reaching all the way to the wall. It took her a few seconds to realise what it was.

      The tunnel had collapsed.

      Kingsley.

      Her feet were moving then, pounding the earth as she ran towards the hole where the shaft had been moments earlier. ‘Kingsley!’ Collapsing to her knees, she began clawing at the mud, dragging up enormous handfuls of debris and clay and throwing it aside. ‘Kingsley!’

      A large hand clamped around her arm, pulling her to her feet and away from the ditch.

      ‘You need to leave.’ The commander spoke the words calmly but firmly into her ear.

      She struggled against his grip. ‘My brother’s down there.’ It was a dangerous confession, but a part of her hoped he might help.

      The commander spun her around, forcing her to look at him. ‘My men are coming. If you stay, they’ll hang you alongside him.’

      Every second they stood there talking was another second her brother was without air. Panicked, Blake reached into her pocket for her knife, but the commander caught her wrist in a vice-like grip, dipping his head so he was eye level with her.

      ‘You can’t help him. Go home to your family. They’re going to need you.’

      Her breaths came fast as she tried to process the words being spoken at her. Yes, her sisters would need her. Her mother needed her.

      The sound of dogs barking made Blake jump. She glimpsed them through the trees.

      ‘Run,’ growled the commander, releasing her with a hard shove.

      Blake staggered backwards, struggling to draw breath as the dogs tugged against their restraints, closer now. Regaining her balance, she took off at a run towards the village.
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      If a defender stood a chance of surviving Chadora’s savage coastline, he needed to have been raised on the horror stories passed down from predecessors. The stories were lessons for future defenders, a historical narrative of how to return alive instead of being eaten by small fish or washed up on the rocks days later.

      As part of a defender’s training, they would descend an eighty-foot cliff face to the turbulent sea below, plunge into the icy water, then navigate the sharp rocks and violent currents all the way to the flat rock half a mile offshore. The distance was manageable for a fit man, but being a strong swimmer was no guarantee. The sea fought intruders, lifting them high before sending them crashing down again.

      Harlan had completed the swim more times than he could count, because the warden insisted on pushing his only son harder than any defender before him. Perhaps he felt the need to prove that Harlan was worthy of his position. Heaven forbid Shapur Wright was accused of favouring blood. It was not enough that Harlan had reduced crime in the merchant borough, and done so without losing any men under his command.

      His father liked to keep him slightly off balance at all times.

      As Harlan dragged himself up onto the rock the morning after the tunnels collapsed, he could feel his father’s sharp eyes on him from atop the wall. He was certain the man’s vision could penetrate even the thickest of fog. He had made it to the halfway point. Now he had to make it back to the wall.

      Resting too long was a sign of weakness, so Harlan fought the urge to sit and catch his breath. He blinked against the water spraying him from the south and raised his arm to inspect a gash above his elbow. He had known the rock was there, but there had not been a damn thing he could do to avoid it when that wave hit.

      He walked to the edge of the rock and dove in. The water roared in his ears. Clean strokes, powerful kicks, carefully planned breaths, and an ability to read the water. Those things would get him to the cliff in one piece.

      Seaweed swirled around him, wrapping his leg like a hand trying to pull him under. He removed it with his other foot without breaking rhythm.

      A rock appeared in front of him. He rolled left and let the water carry him a safe distance away from it. It was foolish to trust the tide though. He had seen it carry men out to sea and swallow them whole.

      When Harlan emerged from the water, legs trembling and blood striping one arm, he bent, tearing mussels off the rocks and shoving them into the pockets of his trousers. Later, he would hand them out to the children who played along the port wall. When he could fit no more, he walked to the vertical cliff face and began the long climb up.

      The key to not falling to his death was to test everything before using it to bear his weight.

      He was sweating profusely by the time he reached the top, his heart drumming in his chest. As he stood on the narrow ledge between cliff and wall, he looked up, and sure enough, there was his father looking back at him.

      No one else had been sent to the flat rock that day.

      Taking hold of the rope, Harlan scaled the wall and climbed over the embrasure, dropping to his feet in front of his father. Shapur’s eyes lowered to Harlan’s bloodied arm.

      ‘Slower than last time,’ he said.

      Harlan glanced over the wall at the sea. ‘It was rougher out there today. Guessing that’s why you didn’t send anyone else.’

      Shapur nodded. ‘Good way to clear the head. Get that arm cleaned up. King Oswin and Prince Borin want the bodies hung.’

      Harlan’s eyes closed. ‘The lesson’s in their death. Displaying them will only provoke the merchants.’

      ‘King Oswin wants to address them. Make it safe for him to do so.’

      ‘Address them from the wall?’

      ‘In the borough on horseback.’

      Harlan cursed inwardly. ‘Emotions will be running high in the borough. He’ll be safer up on the wall.’

      His father turned away. ‘I said make it safe, Commander.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

        

      

    

    
      For three days, Blake watched the busy street from the shop window, praying that Kingsley would miraculously appear wearing that lazy smirk of his. He would have dark circles around his eyes from lack of sleep and muddy clothes that Lyndal would manage to get every stain from.

      She was the fixer of the family.

      Lyndal had spent the previous three days flitting between the shop and the house, finding minor tasks to keep herself busy. ‘He’s likely stuck in the farming borough,’ she would say. ‘You’re all going to feel pretty ridiculous when he walks through that door.’

      A fixer and an optimist.

      The youngest of the three sisters was never home. Eda claimed she was hunting, but there was nothing left in the borough to hunt. More likely, she was up a tree somewhere, watching for her brother’s return. On the rare occasion Eda was home, she passed time sharpening her knife or adjusting the string of her bow—like she was preparing for war.

      ‘Are you sure she’s a girl?’ their father used to say. ‘The warden will poach her if we’re not careful.’ He would always wink at Eda when he said that part.

      Blake was seated at the table by the wall where Kingsley normally sat, trying to make sense of the notes in the ledger. Dates, orders, payments. She could read just fine, she just could not read Kingsley’s handwriting. They were five days from their next delivery, and Kingsley was not there to collect it.

      Blake looked over to where her mother was seated in the chair by the open window, sewing like her life depended on it. Candace had barely moved from that spot since Blake had returned from the forest alone. Every few stitches, she glanced out before returning to her work.

      ‘Good news,’ Lyndal said, entering the shop from the house. She held up a turnip the size of an egg. ‘It’s small but oh so beautiful.’

      Candace smiled—barely—then turned back to the window.

      Lyndal’s hand fell a few inches, but she maintained her composure. The girl was pure sunshine, from her golden hair to her glittering laugh that could lift the mood of any room—except that one.

      ‘A successful harvest,’ Blake said, trying to make up for their mother’s mental absence.

      Before Lyndal could declare her plans for the turnip, Eda burst through the shop door, causing the bell to go flying across the room, clattering to a halt against the reams of fabric leaning on the far wall.

      Kingsley had promised to fix it the morning he left.

      Blake’s stomach fell as she took in her sister’s pale face and shiny eyes. Come, she signed.

      Eda had not spoken verbally since their father’s death. When her voice had failed to return, she had been forced to figure out another way to communicate with her family. A secret language that came in handy whenever their uncle visited.

      There are defenders gathered in the square, Eda signed before fleeing once more.

      The turnip fell from Lyndal’s hand, and the tablecloth their mother had been embroidering floated down to the floor.

      ‘I’ll fetch our cloaks,’ Lyndal said before disappearing into the house.

      Blake went to help her mother up. ‘You don’t have to come,’ she whispered, taking hold of her trembling hands.

      Candace gave her a weak smile. ‘He’s my only son. Whatever happens, I must bear witness to it.’ Her hand fell away when Lyndal returned, wrapping a cloak around each of them.

      ‘Let’s not get ahead of ourselves,’ Lyndal said. ‘Defenders gather in the square for any number of reasons.’

      The women raised their hoods as they stepped out into the drizzle, angling their faces against the weather. Their neighbours, Thea and Birtle, were standing on their veranda. Thea cast a sympathetic look at Blake as she passed, while others locked up their shops before joining them on the muddy street. The Suttone family were not the only merchants missing a family member. People spoke in hushed voices as they headed for the village square by the east wall. The wall separated merchants from royalty and military. Merchants rarely entered the royal borough anymore—unless they were headed to the tower.

      When they reached the cobblestoned square, the women weaved through the crowd towards the front.

      ‘Where’s Eda?’ Blake asked, looking over her shoulder.

      Lyndal slipped her arm through their mother’s. ‘How have we lost her already?’

      One of Eda’s many skills.

      They stopped when they saw the cart covered by a canvas sheet. It was surrounded by defenders. Dread filled Blake’s stomach. She grabbed hold of her skirt to give her hands something to do. Lyndal glanced in her direction, her smile long gone.

      The portcullis rose, drawing everyone’s attention. The king rode through, flanked by his two sons and surrounded by a ring of bodyguards. This only confirmed Blake’s suspicion about what lay beneath that canvas. The king was there to deliver one of his famous speeches, to express his disappointment. They were designed to make the merchants feel like insubordinate children, but instead of a good spanking, they were forced to watch their loved ones suffer or die.

      Blake locked her knees when her legs shook.

      The royal men positioned themselves behind the cart, using it as a buffer. King Oswin only ever wore one expression—seriousness. His deep frown lines were evidence of that. His grey eyes were as depressing as the sky framing him. Sharply groomed eyebrows completed the look.

      Prince Borin sat tall in the saddle beside him, a mirror image of his father. Despite coming of age, he was still a foot shorter and had yet to sprout facial hair. His hand rested on the hilt of an expensive sword that Blake was quite certain had never left its sheath.

      The youngest prince, Becket, now in his sixteenth year, looked like he had been dragged from his bedchamber against his will. He wore no weapon, his hands resting comfortably on the pommel of his saddle.

      ‘I would like to say a few words, Commander,’ the king said.

      Commander?

      Blake searched among the defenders until she spotted Commander Wright standing off to one side. He responded to the king with a nod before his gaze swept over the crowd. Her lungs stilled when his eyes landed on her. She saw the recognition in them and half expected him to step forwards and arrest her given their last encounter. Instead, he looked away.

      ‘It breaks my heart to stand before you today,’ King Oswin began, his voice booming across the large space, ‘and speak of traitors. These men are your sons, grandsons, brothers, and fathers. Your neighbours. Your friends. These are people I built walls, sixty feet high, to protect.’

      The outer wall had been his first act as king. And he had been building walls ever since.

      Candace was trembling now. Blake thought about taking her other arm, but she did not trust herself to move. Lyndal was the best person to care for their mother in a crisis. She had been the one who kept the house running after their father passed, knowing Kingsley had his hands full with the shop and the rest of them were drowning in grief.

      Prince Borin spoke up next. ‘Imagine our disappointment at discovering that so many of you are stealing from our farmers, Chadorian men who are fighting to meet the needs of this kingdom.’

      Blake’s gaze drifted back to the commander, who was keeping a close eye on the crowd.

      ‘It falls on me to remind you all, once again, what happens to thieves and traitors.’

      Prince Borin signalled to the defenders, and they stepped up to the cart and began untying the ropes holding the canvas sheet in place.

      There was a collective intake of breath as they pulled the cover back, revealing twenty corpses stacked in four piles.

      A woman close by cried out; another covered her face and turned away. Blake looked from body to body until her vision snagged on a filthy hand draped over another corpse. It was not the hand that stopped her but the simple brass posy ring enclosing the middle finger. She would have recognised it anywhere, because it had once belonged to her father.

      She pressed a hand to her chest, willing her lungs to work. The commander glanced in her direction before turning his attention back to the cart. The defenders secured a noose around the neck of each corpse, then carried them one at a time to the wall. They tossed the ropes up to the men waiting atop it and hauled the bodies up the stone, out of reach of their loved ones watching on in horror.

      She knew the moment her mother recognised Kingsley, because a hand flew up to hold in her scream. They were all watching as he was dragged from one of the piles, ears filled with dirt and hair painted with clay, and carried to the wall. Blake turned away as they hoisted him up by the neck, searching for Eda.

      Where was she?

      ‘This is what comes from your tunnels,’ the king said. ‘Crushed and suffocated by your own deceitfulness.’

      Blake turned to him, wishing she had a rock or something hard to throw.

      ‘From now on, leave construction to our architects,’ Prince Borin said. ‘Digging holes is not the answer.’

      The grief could no longer be contained. People began weeping, her mother among them.

      ‘The meat will come,’ the king said. ‘The crops will come. The rain cannot fall forever. In the meantime, remember your purpose, your contribution. Remember those outside of these walls with nothing left.’

      The tears turned into anger. Not surprising. Seeing loved ones strung up for desperate acts was a special kind of torture.

      ‘They deserve a burial!’ one man shouted, pushing forwards. He must have crossed an invisible line, because two defenders immediately stepped up to stop him.

      ‘They’re not criminals,’ another shouted. ‘You are!’

      A simple nod from Commander Wright had two more defenders marching into the crowd.

      ‘You need to go,’ Blake said, turning to Lyndal. ‘Now.’ Her eyes returned to Kingsley, trying to reconcile that sight with the person she had raced through the trees just days earlier.

      Why did she not make him stay? If she had, he would be standing in the crowd with them.

      ‘We need to find Eda,’ Lyndal said. ‘The crowd is turning.’

      Candace’s legs were shaking, her breaths coming in gasps as she stared down at the ground. Their father’s death had nearly broken her. The death of her only son would surely finish the job.

      ‘You go,’ Blake told Lyndal. ‘I’ll find her.’

      Lyndal gathered their mother close and began pushing her way through the increasingly rowdy crowd.

      Blake turned at the sound of the portcullis rising and watched as the king and princes retreated behind the safety of the wall. The defenders had formed a line so straight she wondered how they had found the opportunity to line up their feet. Their weapons were drawn now. They were ready to restore order.

      ‘Eda!’ Blake shouted, looking around for her. The man next to her bumped into her, sending her staggering forwards. She remained upright.

      Straightening, she spotted Eda on the other side of the defenders. Blake froze. Her sister had somehow slipped past the guards and was now standing beneath Kingsley’s corpse.

      Blake’s feet were moving then, eyes fixed on the guards atop the wall whose arrows were pointed at the crowd. She knew it was only a matter of time before they spotted Eda below them. As Blake split from the crowd, she was forced to pull up when she met the tip of a sword. Her gaze travelled along the steel blade and up one heavily muscled arm. Her eyes met Commander Wright’s. He retracted his weapon one inch.

      ‘Do you have a death wish?’ he hissed. ‘Move back.’

      She shook her head. ‘I need to get my sister.’ She looked past him to the wall. ‘Please. They’ll shoot her.’

      The commander glanced over his shoulder to where Eda was now scaling the wall with a blade wedged between her teeth.

      ‘She just wants to cut him down,’ Blake said.

      He grunted. ‘That really your sister?’

      She swallowed. ‘She’s harmless.’ Not entirely true. She was a feral cat when cornered. ‘She’s mute and grieving.’ Eda’s muteness was irrelevant, but Blake threw it out there in case it helped the cause.

      ‘If I let you pass, they’ll shoot you.’

      ‘I’m fast.’

      ‘Faster than an arrow?’

      The crowd surged forward, almost pushing her into the commander’s blade. He cursed as he eased his sword back from her.

      ‘Do not move from this spot. Not one inch. Hear me?’

      She nodded.

      He sheathed his sword. ‘Close the gap,’ he instructed the men on either side of him. He stepped back, the defenders instantly filling the space where he had been.

      Blake had no choice but to trust him. The fact that he had spared her life a few days earlier helped. She remained where she was, hand in her pocket, wrapped around the handle of her knife. She pushed up on her toes, glimpsing her sister over the men’s shoulders.

      Commander Wright signalled to the men atop the wall, prompting them to look down. Blake’s heart lodged in her throat when one of the defenders pointed an arrow at Eda. He did not fire it though. The commander ran at the wall and, with a few impressive vertical strides, grabbed hold of Eda’s ankle and yanked her down. The knife fell from her mouth, and the commander kicked it out of reach as she hit the ground. He could have broken her fall but had chosen not to.

      Eda lay clutching her chest, still gasping for air when he grabbed her by the arm and pulled her off the ground, dragging her towards the contained crowd.

      Blake did not move one inch—just as he had instructed.

      As if sensing his approach, the line of men separated enough for their commander to pass through. He shoved Eda towards Blake. She caught her sister, hugging her close. Eda was alive—still struggling to draw breath, but alive.

      ‘Take her home,’ the commander said, drawing his sword and looking away.

      ‘Thank you.’ She had to shout because of the noise.

      His eyes returned to her.

      ‘Thank you,’ she mouthed.

      He gave her the smallest nod before his attention was diverted.

      A man approached. ‘Murdering bastards!’ He shoved the girls aside and raised his dagger.

      The commander turned his sword and smashed the hilt of it into the man’s face.

      Blake watched as he crumpled to the ground, blood pouring from his nose and mouth. Her wide eyes returned to Commander Wright.

      ‘Get out of here,’ he said, his eyes burning holes through her.

      ‘Hold on to me,’ Blake whispered to Eda, drawing her closer and stepping back. ‘And don’t let go.’
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      Harlan sat on a cot in the infirmary at the barracks. The physician had just finished stitching a knife wound on his forearm and was now bandaging it. Astin sat on the cot opposite, in need of some grown-up company after too much time at Prince Borin’s side. One downside of excelling as a defender was that the warden took notice. Shapur had plucked Astin Fletcher from his cohort three years earlier, and the young defender had been stuck guarding the crown prince ever since.

      ‘Never a good sign when the king’s speech finishes with more corpses than it began with,’ Astin said.

      Harlan had predicted the outcome and made sure his cohort was prepared going in. ‘You got the prince out just in time.’

      ‘I knew if I left him in there any longer he would try to do something heroic, like leap from his horse and get stabbed through the eye.’

      The physician’s mouth twitched as he turned away to clean his instruments.

      ‘See?’ Astin said. ‘He knows I’m right.’

      Boots sounded in the corridor outside, and Harlan recognised his father’s footsteps. ‘God, here we go.’

      Shapur appeared in the doorway, gaze landing on Astin.

      ‘That’s my cue.’ Astin rose and saluted. ‘Warden.’

      Shapur gave him a hard stare as he passed. He had been glowering at the bodyguard for the past year, ever since he caught Astin with a tavern woman in his bed. Women were not permitted in the barracks—and Shapur Wright was a stickler for the rules.

      Harlan thanked the physician as he rose, then walked over to join his father.

      ‘I would have cast him out if Prince Borin was not so attached,’ Shapur said.

      ‘You say that every time you see him.’

      The pair moved out into the corridor, heading for the exit.

      ‘I’m fine, by the way,’ Harlan said. ‘I assume that’s why you’re here.’

      Shapur glanced sideways at him. ‘If you are walking, you are fine.’

      They stepped out into the bleak afternoon light and rounded the corner, looking out at the abandoned training field as they walked.

      ‘I heard you pulled a merchant off the wall and handed her back to her family,’ Shapur said, disapproval etched into his weathered face. ‘Why was she not disciplined for breaching the defender barrier?’

      The problem when your father was warden was that everything you did got back to him. ‘She was just a mute child trying to cut her brother down.’

      Shapur frowned at him. ‘So she was armed?’

      ‘Her sister was waiting to take her home. Any act of violence towards her would have provoked the crowd.’

      ‘So the sister softened you up?’

      It was not too far from the truth. He should have ignored her request and locked up the younger sister, but he had made the mistake of looking over at the family as the brother had been hung on the wall. One look at their faces had confirmed their connection—and triggered guilt for his part in it all.

      That was rare for Harlan, who came from a long line of defenders whose loyalty to the role surpassed all else. There had been no question that he would follow in his father’s footsteps when he came of age, and Shapur expected his son to put personal feelings aside and uphold the rules like every Wright before him.

      He rubbed his forehead. ‘It’s called compassion.’

      ‘Compassion? Those people showed up armed, shouting abuse at your king. The merchants do not need your compassion. What they need is swift, firm action to bring them into line.’

      Harlan drew a breath when the tower came into sight. ‘Where are we going?’

      ‘Just keep up, Commander.’

      They passed the armoury and stables, arriving at the cliff tower within minutes. Harlan said nothing as he climbed the winding steps behind his father.

      When they reached the first cell, Shapur stepped aside so Harlan could see through the small barred window. There were a dozen people seated on the stone floor with their backs against the wall.

      ‘Every merchant who pulled a weapon on a defender is now dead. That sends a clear message. Any merchant caught inciting violence was arrested and now sits in that cell. What do you think, Commander? Do they deserve to die?’

      His father loved to test his moral compass.

      ‘That depends.’

      ‘On what?’

      Harlan stepped back from the door and lowered his voice. ‘On whether they have family or friends already hanging on the wall.’

      ‘And how is that relevant?’

      ‘A lifetime of grief is a harsher punishment than anything we could inflict.’

      Nothing moved on his father’s face. ‘There is that compassion again.’

      Harlan drew a breath. ‘What are your orders?’ He would remove their fingers or cut out their tongues. Whatever his father instructed him to do, he would do it. That was what it meant to be a defender: following orders without question or conscience.

      Shapur took the keys from the wall and held them out to him. ‘You will decide the fate of these prisoners, the ones who wished your men injured or dead. It is your responsibility to ensure the merchants never draw a weapon on a defender again.’

      Harlan closed his hand around the key and stared at the cell door as his father’s footsteps descended behind him.
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      Blake’s father had always been the one to answer the door once the shop was closed for the day. ‘Easy now,’ he would say when the children leapt to their feet and ran ahead of him into the shop. ‘We want to welcome guests, not scare them away.’ The children would peer through the window while their father navigated the locks. It was usually Thea and Birtle from next door. Occasionally it was a defender seeking information, and the children would hide in the next room and listen in on the conversation.

      After their father passed, Kingsley had answered the door. If it was a defender, he would tell them nothing, because it was more valuable to have a favour owed by the wrongdoer. Plus, the point of a community was to look out for one another. Yes, the defenders were there to protect, but they were also the biggest threat to their survival. They stood between the merchants and the food.

      Two weeks after Kingsley’s death, the Suttone women were gathered in the main room by the hearth. Another evening of silence. No one really knew how to mourn him. They only knew that being together was better than being alone with one’s grief.

      Candace sat sewing. Lyndal had her legs tucked up and a book open on her lap—not reading. Eda was stretched out on the floor, poking a stick at the hearth as she studied the flames. Blake watched her, one finger tapping the arm of her chair, wishing she could climb inside her youngest sister’s mind.

      A loud knock came at the shop door, making the women jump. It was not Thea’s soft tap or Birtle’s cheery rap. This was the trademark thud of a defender announcing his arrival.

      Blake pushed herself up from her chair. ‘I’ll go.’ Yet another reminder that Kingsley was no longer with them.

      She smoothed down the skirt of her simple dress as she made her way through the shop and began the tedious task of unlatching the door. It always needed a good tug to get it open after being locked. Blake sent the bell flying as she jerked the door open. She winced as it landed, then turned her attention to the defender standing before her. Her eyes widened as she recognised Commander Wright.

      ‘Merchant,’ he said by way of greeting.

      It took her a moment to reply. ‘Commander…’ She looked past him to the horse and cart parked on the street, and nerves fluttered in her stomach. ‘What are you doing here?’

      The commander gestured to the two men seated in the cart. They jumped down. Blake’s hand went into her pocket, grasping her knife; then, realising she stood no chance against the three defenders, she let go.

      ‘We’re disposing of the bodies from the wall,’ he said, looking back at her. ‘I thought you might want to bury your brother. You have my permission to enter the cemetery. Might be better than a mass grave.’

      Blake exhaled, hardly believing what she was hearing. ‘You brought him here?’ She had been avoiding the square ever since the crows arrived. It was the one time birds were safe from being eaten—when they were eating the merchants first.

      ‘I had him put in a body bag.’

      That was the moment Blake realised she was witnessing an act of kindness from a defender. Her brain struggled with that. ‘Are you delivering all the bodies to the families?’

      He shook his head. ‘Merchants aren’t exactly stepping up to claim the corpses of traitors right now.’

      ‘Kingsley’s not a traitor,’ she said with conviction. ‘He just couldn’t watch his family go hungry.’

      The commander said nothing as he stepped back from the door to let his men pass. The defenders laid the corpse out on the floor in the middle of the shop, then left.

      ‘Do you have someone to dig the grave?’ Commander Wright asked when they were alone.

      She tore her gaze away from her brother’s remains to look at him. ‘I will dig it.’

      His eyes moved between hers. ‘Make sure it’s deep enough or animals will dig it up.’

      ‘Animals? Shallow grave it is. I’ll take my bow and hide in the trees. Meat sorted.’

      A joke.

      A joke as her brother lay dead behind her.

      A joke with a man she did not know and who cared nothing for jokes—especially ones told by merchants.

      She looked down at the ground between them. ‘It’s not my first time burying someone. The grave will be deep enough.’

      He nodded, handing her a piece of parchment. ‘Show this to the defenders at the gate.’

      She unfolded it and read aloud. ‘Cause of death—drowning.’ Her eyes returned to his. ‘Drowning?’

      ‘Any hint of disease and your entire household will be quarantined in the lazaretto borough.’

      ‘Kingsley suffocated to death in an illegal tunnel.’

      The commander’s eyebrows came together in annoyance. ‘Again, not going to help your family. I can take him with me now, if you’d prefer.’

      She shook her head, realising she was being difficult when she ought to be grateful. ‘No. Thank you for bringing him. And for this.’ She held up the parchment.

      Commander Wright looked past her to where her sisters and mother now stood in the doorway, staring down at the corpse. His eyes returned to Blake. ‘Merchant,’ he said, nodding once before leaving.

      She watched him climb into the cart. Leather slapped rump, and the cart lurched forwards before disappearing into the darkness. Closing the door, Blake secured the locks, then turned to face her family, who all stood with hands over their noses and mouths. The room smelled of death.

      Blake swallowed. ‘Help me take him out back into the courtyard. We’ll bury him in the morning.’
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      Defenders trained seven days a week—no excuses.

      A typical day for Harlan began with a three-mile run followed by sparring with a variety of weapons, such as sword, battle axe, mace, dagger, and lance. The last part was strength training, horsemanship, archery, hand-to-hand combat, or long-distance swimming, depending on the weather and his father’s mood.

      Harlan was carrying weapons to the armoury when Prince Borin and Astin approached on horseback. The commander exhaled, then placed the weapons on the ground. He turned and bowed before the prince before nodding a greeting at Astin, who gave him an apologetic look in response.

      ‘Commander Wright,’ the prince said, pulling up his horse. ‘I have business in the merchant borough. Fletcher here thinks I should take extra precautions, given recent events, so you will accompany us.’

      Harlan was staring at Borin’s new haircut. The straight fringe made the prince look like a twelve-year-old boy. ‘Of course, Your Highness. I’ll have a horse saddled and meet you at the gate.’ What he actually wanted was a wash and a few hours’ sleep before he reported for night duty, but that would have to wait.

      Harlan returned the training weapons to the armoury and fetched his sword and daggers. After collecting a horse from the stables, he headed to the gate.

      ‘Sorry to throw you in it,’ Astin said when they were out of earshot of the prince. ‘He’s insisting on going into the merchant borough to ensure his people, and I quote, “do not feel abandoned during these troublesome times”.’

      Harlan winced.

      They walked their horses beneath the archway, the prince adjusting his cloak and brushing his hair forwards. Somehow, he had made that fringe of his even straighter.

      ‘Might have been better off on foot,’ Harlan said as they entered the square. ‘The merchants haven’t seen meat in some time. I wouldn’t blame them if they disembowelled our horses before we had a chance to dismount.’

      ‘As long as they don’t eat the prince,’ Astin whispered. ‘Or your father will have me disembowelled.’

      Harlan bit back a grin.

      Men stood talking in groups. Women gathered around the well on the other side of the square, full pails at their feet. The conversation died when the merchants caught sight of the prince.

      ‘Good day to you,’ Borin called to one group of men as he passed by. His hand rested on his hip the way his father’s always did, but instead of looking powerful, he looked like a pompous fool.

      The men said nothing as they lowered into a bow that barely passed as respectful.

      They went by a group of children Harlan had given mussels to a few days earlier. Recognising the commander, they made a move towards him but stopped in their tracks when they caught sight of the prince. Harlan nodded at them as he passed.

      As they reached the first street, merchants exited the timber-framed shops and congregated on creaky verandas. No one waved. No one spoke. They simply watched. The mud-splattered children playing gameball in their path ran to their beckoning mothers.

      As the three men neared the end of the street, Harlan’s gaze drifted to the shop where Blake lived. He had watched the merchant carry her brother to the lazaretto borough with the help of her sisters. Their mother had trailed behind with an older couple he did not recognise. He was still not entirely sure why he had taken the corpse to her. Pity was never a good look on a defender. Nor was guilt.

      His father had been right. He should never have broken the line to fetch that girl from the wall, should never have handed her over. Grief or no grief, she had broken the rules. Yet as he stood on that wall watching the family dig a grave, he could not bring himself to regret his actions.

      Blake had popped into his mind several times since that day. That smart mouth with its ill-timed humour. Those intelligent eyes assessing him, judging him. Even in her filthy, dishevelled state that day he had come across her in the forest, with water dripping from her face and lips purple from the cold, she had made him pause in a way he rarely did with women. Perhaps it was the novelty of conversation with a merchant woman who was not afraid of him or trying to sell him sex. There was something honest about her—even when she was lying straight to his face.

      He was used to mingling with noblewomen who hid behind their expensive gowns and painted faces. Daughters of lords dumbed down by well-meaning mothers and governesses, highly trained in the art of husband catching. A defender was an adequate choice for any noblewoman, as long as another sibling had already secured someone with a title. The family only needed one advantageous marriage.

      Whenever a bit of fun in bed threatened to turn serious, Harlan disappeared into his work. It was easier to find companionship in the port taverns than navigate the games played by nobility.

      A woman exited the shop, pulling Harlan from his thoughts. It was one of Blake’s sisters, the blonde one.

      ‘Wait,’ Blake hissed, stepping out onto the veranda in pursuit of her sister. She stopped when she spotted Harlan.

      ‘This is no time for pride,’ the blonde called over her shoulder.

      Blake did not move off the veranda, whereas her sister marched straight out into the middle of the road, forcing the horses to pull up.

      Astin moved in front of the prince, hand going to the hilt of his sword. ‘Move aside, merchant.’

      The girl ignored him entirely. ‘Your Highness, might I have a word?’

      It seemed the entire family was a little crazy.

      ‘I said move aside,’ Astin repeated.

      ‘That is quite all right,’ the prince said, walking his horse closer. He looked the girl up and down and relaxed in the saddle.

      The blonde gave him a wide smile before lowering into a curtsy. ‘I told my sister, “Prince Borin is not here for show. He’s the people’s prince.”’

      Blake blinked slowly, crossing her arms in front of her.

      ‘You’ve chosen a glorious day to visit our borough,’ the girl continued, looking up at the dense grey clouds above threatening rain.

      Harlan moved his horse next to Astin’s to better hear the exchange.

      ‘What is it you need?’ the prince asked.

      The blonde clasped her hands neatly in front of her. ‘We’re trying to reach my uncle, who resides in the nobility borough, but my sister here’—she gestured to Blake—‘keeps getting turned away at the gate. It’s my understanding that we’re still permitted to communicate with people on the other side of that wall. Am I wrong?’

      Merchants were getting turned away at the gate because more and more nobility were cutting ties. Simply put, every merchant needed food, and the moment the shortages began affecting the nobility, they quickly withdrew their charity.

      ‘Your uncle lives in the nobility borough?’ the prince asked.

      ‘That’s right.’

      ‘Then how is it you came to live this side of the wall?’

      Her smile never faltered. ‘Love, Your Highness. My mother married the man who sold her cotton. She was blessed with a happy marriage for many years before his passing.’

      Harlan found himself watching Blake instead of her sister. She tucked her dark hair behind her ears and shifted her weight from foot to foot, clearly not enjoying her parents’ scandalous history being aired on the street for all to hear.

      ‘Our only brother passed recently,’ the girl went on. ‘My uncle has yet to hear of the tragic news, and I know he would want to pay his respects.’

      Borin regarded her for a moment. ‘How did your brother die?’

      Blake stepped off the veranda onto the street, hands falling to her sides. ‘He drowned, Your Highness. A fishing accident.’ She glanced at Harlan.

      ‘I hear the rocks in the port borough are very hazardous for novice fisherman,’ Borin said.

      The blonde nodded. ‘Indeed.’

      ‘I am sorry for the loss of the head of your family,’ Borin said. ‘Of course you must notify your uncle, as the shop is now legally his. He must oversee the running of it.’

      Blake spoke up at that. ‘My sisters and I are more than capable of managing things here, Your Highness.’

      ‘That is for your uncle to decide,’ Borin replied.

      Blake bit her lip.

      The prince pushed his cloak back. ‘I will have Commander Wright here personally deliver the letter to your uncle.’ He spoke louder than necessary, ensuring that every spectator watching from the safety of their verandas heard.

      All eyes went to Harlan.

      So much for sleep. ‘Bring me the letter,’ he said with a resigned breath.

      Blake hesitated before disappearing inside, returning a moment later with it. She stopped at the shoulder of the horse and passed it to him. ‘My uncle is Lord Thomas Welche.’

      ‘Of Cardelle Manor?’

      She nodded. ‘Lady Victoria is my mother’s sister.’

      He tucked the parchment inside his cloak, feeling Astin’s eyes on him. ‘I’ll bring you his reply.’

      ‘Be sure to tell him I’ll happily accept grain in place of patronising words.’

      He noted the humour in her eyes. Pretty eyes too. ‘Next time ask for me at the gate.’

      She looked genuinely confused. ‘Why?’

      ‘Because I’ll make sure the letter gets through.’

      She stared at him a moment. ‘And why would you do that?’

      An excellent question. ‘To prevent you starting an uprising.’

      Her eyebrows rose. ‘Was that… was that a joke?’

      He did not reply, just gathered the reins in preparation for departure.

      Blake stepped back from the horse. ‘Thank you.’

      ‘Just following orders.’ He had not meant that to sound so cold.

      She nodded, then turned and walked off. He watched her all the way to the shop door. When he finally looked away, he found Astin smirking.

      Harlan glared. ‘What?’

      Astin glanced in the prince’s direction before replying. ‘Is that the girl you broke the line for?’

      Harlan’s mouth flattened into a line. ‘Focus on your job, would you? These women carry knives beneath their skirts.’

      ‘I get it now. A pretty thing like that throwing herself at your mercy.’

      ‘She didn’t throw herself at anything.’

      Astin’s grin widened. ‘So defensive.’

      Blake’s sister finally moved aside, and the prince nudged his horse into a walk.

      ‘You’re lucky you’re on duty,’ Harlan whispered to his friend, ‘or I’d knock you from the saddle.’

      Astin laughed silently.
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      Lord Thomas showed Harlan to the library, then sat across from him to read the letter. Harlan stared at the elaborate collection of books covering one wall while Thomas learned of his nephew’s death. The commander wished he had waited outside to give him some privacy.

      He need not have worried.

      ‘That is all I need,’ Thomas said, dropping the letter on the desk with a loud sigh. ‘Another business to manage. More mouths to feed. Do you know if the shop is presently turning a profit?’

      Harlan shifted in his chair. ‘I’m not acquainted with the family. Prince Borin asked me to deliver the letter.’

      That made Thomas sit up. ‘The prince asked you?’ He leaned forwards. ‘What does His Highness have to do with all this?’

      ‘One of your nieces spoke directly to him on the matter.’

      ‘That would be Lyndal.’ He leaned back again. ‘The prettiest of the sisters, for sure. I shall have no problem finding her a husband. The eldest, on the other hand…’ He shook his head. ‘Perhaps if I can muzzle her for long enough.’

      Harlan was not a fan of Lord Thomas. ‘She’s been trying to reach you for some time now.’

      ‘I am aware of the fact.’

      Harlan’s eyebrows rose. ‘You are?’

      Thomas stood and began pacing. ‘Every merchant in the borough is showing up at that gate asking for something.’

      The lord appeared to be in his late forties. He still had a good head of hair, which he wore long and combed neatly to one side. His straight back was held in place by an expensive waistcoat.

      ‘The merchants are doing it tough,’ Harlan said. ‘They’re surviving on whatever they can forage or grow right now.’

      ‘Are not we all?’

      Harlan looked out the large glass window to where chickens roamed beneath bare fruit trees. Rinderpest had swept through the borough, killing all the oxen, but many families still kept goats. Judging by how taut the buttons of Thomas’s waistcoat were, they were getting by just fine.

      ‘Do you know how expensive meat is at the moment?’ Thomas went on. ‘Pure extortion.’

      Harlan looked down at the table. ‘At least you have the option to purchase it.’ He could not bear to listen to the man complain about the cost.

      ‘You cannot buy live cattle, mind you. It seems they can only survive on the superior water in the farming borough.’ Thomas shook his head at the injustice.

      ‘Water is one way murrain is spread. The farmers have figured out how to contain outbreaks.’ Harlan rested his elbows on the table. ‘Perhaps you would like me to deliver a hen to the Suttone family on your behalf.’

      Thomas stopped walking and looked at him. ‘Absolutely not. It will be stolen before it has a chance to lay. I hear the stories coming out of that borough. Rife with crime. Besides, I am responsible for the people residing in this manor foremost.’

      ‘I see.’ Harlan rose. ‘Would you like me to deliver a response to the family?’

      ‘That will not be necessary. I will travel there in person when my schedule permits.’

      When his schedule permits? Harlan barely trusted himself to speak. ‘I shall see myself out.’

      Thomas took a seat. ‘I apologise for your wasted time, Commander.’

      Outside, a groom waited with his horse. Harlan took the reins and thanked him, and the boy retreated to the stables. As Harlan prepared to mount, he spotted a flock of chickens scratching at what was once a green lawn but was now a muddy swamp. He glanced in the direction of the house before leading his horse over to them. If Lord Thomas was not prepared to sacrifice one hen to help his family, Harlan would simply take it.

      As he reached for the closest hen, a throat clearing stopped him in his tracks. He turned to find a young woman standing on the path that surrounded the house, watching him.

      ‘Afternoon,’ he said, taking a step back from the hen.

      ‘Commander Wright,’ she said.

      Harlan vaguely recognised the face but could not remember her name to save himself.

      ‘Lady Kendra,’ she said, helping him out.

      ‘Of course.’ He tried not to look like a man who was about to steal a chicken and stuff it into his saddlebag. ‘Lovely place you have here.’

      ‘With lovely fat hens,’ Kendra said, a smile on her lips. ‘You brought my father news of my aunt and cousins, did you not?’

      Harlan glanced in the direction of the house. ‘That’s right.’

      ‘And? How are they faring?’

      He moved closer to his horse. ‘Perhaps it’s best you ask your father.’ He suspected the news would affect her and did not want to be the one to tell her. If she cried, he would be forced to watch on awkwardly.

      ‘I am asking you, Commander,’ Kendra said. ‘What say you to an exchange?’ She moved closer. ‘The information you delivered for one of my healthy birds.’

      He really did not want to get messed up in family politics, but he wanted the hen.

      ‘Do not fret, Commander,’ she continued. ‘My father will not hear a word about it.’

      He let out a resigned breath. ‘I was delivering news of your cousin’s passing.’

      Kendra’s face collapsed. ‘Which cousin?’

      ‘The brother.’

      She clasped her hands in front of her and raised her chin. ‘How did he die?’

      He hesitated for too long.

      ‘The tunnels,’ Kendra answered for him. ‘Of course it was the tunnels.’

      Harlan did not confirm nor deny it.

      ‘My aunt and cousins must be pieces. It has only been two years since my uncle passed.’

      Blake’s stoic face came to mind. ‘The hen, my lady?’

      Kendra angled her head. ‘Are they not feeding you at the barracks, Commander?’

      ‘They feed us well enough.’

      She gestured for him to follow her. Apparently the hen he was getting was not from the flock in front of him.

      ‘I bet livestock fetches a pretty price in the merchant borough,’ Kendra said as they walked.

      ‘I couldn’t say.’

      She gave him a doubtful look as they veered off the path and came to a fenced-off pen containing ducks. She leaned over, snatched one of the ducklings up, and held it out to him. He stared down at the fluffy yellow bird, barely the length of his finger.

      ‘If it is female, it will lay eggs,’ Kendra said, helpfully explaining reproduction to him.

      ‘That’s a duck.’

      She nodded. ‘Very good. Perhaps you should have been a farmer.’

      ‘We agreed on a hen.’

      ‘We agreed on a bird.’

      So they had. He reluctantly took it from her, and the pair returned to the path where they had left the horse.

      ‘Are you close with your aunt and cousins?’ Harlan asked.

      ‘As close as one can be with a sixty-foot wall and two classes dividing us.’ Kendra smiled at the ground. ‘My aunt chose to marry a merchant, and unfortunately it is my cousins who are paying the price for that choice.’

      ‘Why did your father not take them in after your uncle’s death?’

      She looked up at the window above. ‘My father was the one who told my aunt not to go ahead with the marriage. She lived here after my grandparents died. From what my mother tells me, she did not like it much. My father believes people should live with the consequences of their mistakes. He does what he is legally obliged to and not a thing more.’

      Harlan sat with that information for a moment. ‘Your uncle might not be legally required to provide for the family, but he’s morally obliged.’ He held up the duckling. ‘That’s why I’m giving them this.’

      Kendra watched him a moment. ‘Let me guess, you have taken a shining to my cousin Lyndal.’

      He turned and mounted his horse.

      ‘I do not blame you. She is delightful. I only ask that you admire her from a distance, because she will be the one who props up what remains of the Suttone family. If there was ever a girl capable of leaping over class divides, it is her.’

      He found it interesting that she was being hailed as saviour of the family because of her looks. She was certainly the smiliest sister. ‘Your cousin is quite safe, I assure you. Good day, Lady Kendra.’
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      When Harlan dismounted in front of the Suttones’ shop, Blake walked out and leaned against the veranda post, watching him. He reached into his pocket and pulled out the duckling as he wandered over. ‘From your cousin,’ he said, holding it out for her to take. ‘Best not mention it in front of your uncle.’

      She took the chirpy little bird and held it up to look at it properly. ‘Looks to be a male judging by its darker colouring.’

      ‘You can still eat it.’ Harlan gave his horse a pat. ‘Your uncle says he’ll call on you when his schedule permits.’

      Blake looked away. ‘No letter, then?’

      He shook his head.

      ‘Not too surprising.’

      Harlan felt a bit sorry for her, which was far from ideal. ‘I’ll see what I can do about getting you some food.’

      Her cool eyes returned to him. ‘You’ve already spared my sister’s life, my life, and been forced to endure my uncle’s company. I think I can take it from here.’

      If she was too proud to accept help, he was not about to beg. ‘Fine.’ He turned back to his horse, annoyed by her pride but mostly at himself for caring either way. Mounting, he looked at her. ‘I won’t be so lenient moving forwards.’

      She tilted her head. ‘Lenient? Right. My sister was winded for about two days thanks to your leniency.’

      ‘She’s alive.’

      Blake crossed her arms. ‘And next time?’

      He would not be painted as the bad guy when he had just brought her a duck. ‘There shouldn’t be a next time. Unless the lesson didn’t stick the first time.’

      ‘And what lesson is that?’

      He set his jaw. ‘When defenders form a line, you stay behind it.’

      ‘She’s not even of age.’

      ‘She’s old enough to grasp basic laws.’

      ‘Perhaps the laws are the problem.’ She bit her lip, gaze falling to the duckling. ‘What I meant is⁠—’

      ‘I know what you meant.’

      She lifted her eyes to him. ‘I don’t want you to think I’m ungrateful.’

      He swung his horse around. ‘Don’t worry. Come tomorrow, I shall not think of you at all.’
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