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      She felt his absence before she opened her eyes. Petra blinked, drowsy and nauseous as she took in her surroundings. She slid a hand over the cold patch of linen next to her and looked to the window to gauge the time. The harsh angle of the sun told her it was late in the afternoon.

      ‘Drink this,’ came a voice. Not the soothing tone of the midwife, but the firm voice of the physician.

      She turned, trying to focus on the tall figure looming over her. ‘My son,’ she said, her own voice hoarse.

      He lifted her head and pressed a cup to her mouth. She recoiled at the overwhelming smell of sage and something unfamiliar.

      ‘Drink,’ he repeated, tipping the cup so she had no choice but to swallow.

      She closed her eyes against the foul taste. ‘Where is he?’ she asked, the moment the cup left her lips. Her breasts tightened and she felt a release of milk. Her hands went to her engorged and painful chest. How long had she slept? Babies needed frequent feeding, and she needed the relief.

      Her eyes sank shut. So tired. The effort of staying awake…

      
        
        *

      

      

      ‘Milk fever, you say?’

      It was the king’s voice, and she flinched at the sound. Forcing her eyes open, she focused on the lantern casting soft light over the enormous bed. Was it really night already? She tried to focus on the king and failed.

      ‘I will send the midwife to remove some of the milk.’ That was the physician. ‘I suggest it is done regularly until her supply dries up.’

      Dries up? Her eyes sank shut again, her hands like lead over her empty belly.

      ‘Drink this,’ the physician urged.

      There was that smell again. What was it?

      ‘That’s it,’ he said as she swallowed the liquid.

      It came to her then. Mandragora. They were sedating her…

      
        
        *

      

      

      She felt the sun on her but could not open her eyes to see it. Her throat was on fire and her head pounded. She shivered despite the blankets piled on top of her.

      ‘Where is he?’ she whispered to the empty room.

      It should have come as no surprise that her son had been handed over to a wet nurse. The king could hardly have the castle’s mentor off feeding an infant when there were women to be groomed.

      She wanted to wake up, to search for him…

      
        
        *

      

      

      ‘Petra’ came a familiar female voice.

      The sound startled her awake, and this time she was able to open her eyes. The king’s Companion sat by the bed, both hands wrapping hers and an expression of pity on her face.

      ‘Where is Xander?’ Petra whispered. Her mouth was so dry that she struggled to speak. ‘Where is my son?’

      Marden shook her head. ‘I do not know.’

      The girl was incapable of lying, so she knew it to be the truth. Propping herself up on her elbows with great effort, Petra studied her clean nightgown and the expensive linen covering her legs. The blankets were gone. Her hands went to her breasts, finding them soft.

      ‘You had milk fever,’ Marden said, letting go of her hand and standing to fix the pillows behind her. ‘You must have been very sick. The physician came every day. I was not even allowed to see you.’

      Petra was trying to wade through the mental fog. ‘Every day?’ She turned her head to the window. It was morning. ‘How many days?’

      ‘Today is day nine.’

      Petra’s gaze shifted to the Companion, searching her face. ‘Nine?’

      Marden swallowed. ‘There was an abscess.’

      She knew letting the baby feed frequently could have prevented it from progressing that far. She struggled to sit. ‘I need to speak with the king.’

      Marden glanced at the door. ‘You are not supposed to leave this room.’

      Petra pressed her palms against her eyes. ‘What? I have not seen my son in nine days. Take me to him.’

      A firm hand held Petra’s leg. ‘I will fetch the midwife.’

      She pushed the hand away, her effort feeble. ‘I am fine. I just need to see my baby.’

      Before she had a chance to stand, the midwife swanned into the room carrying a basin of water and a washcloth.

      ‘Oh, there she is, awake at last. Fever broke last night, so I knew it would not be much longer. How are you feeling?’ She placed the water on the table next to the bed and dunked the cloth, wringing it out before bringing it to the mentor’s face.

      Petra drew back from the hand. She did not want to be touched, she wanted to see Xander. Giddy, she focused on the colourful tapestry hanging on the wall. The women in it wore pastel dresses and carried baskets of food across a green lawn. Not a child in sight. ‘I want my son brought to me.’ She fought the relentless urge to lie down and go back to sleep.

      The midwife straightened, her confused expression melting into something far worse—sympathy. ‘The baby was healthy and strong. I cleared him for the journey five days ago.’

      The entire room seemed to spin, and Petra held on to her knees for balance. For a moment, she could do nothing but stare up at the woman who looked back at her with pity. She repeated the words in her mind, trying to decipher their meaning. ‘What journey?’

      The midwife glanced at Marden, who wore the same unsure expression. ‘The infant has already been placed with his new family.’

      There was no conscious reaction to that statement, only reflex. The realisation that the king had taken her son broke something inside of her. She swung her heavy legs over the edge of the bed, praying they would hold her weight.

      ‘What are you doing?’ Marden asked, visibly alarmed.

      Petra was done talking with them; she was going straight to the king for answers. The midwife grabbed hold of her arm, a firm, authoritative grip. It was the same grip Petra had used on Companions for years. She shoved the woman away with both hands, surprised by the sudden burst of strength. ‘Do not touch me!’

      The woman tumbled backwards into the wall, and Petra heard the air leave her lungs. She did not have the capacity to care. If anyone else tried to stop her, she was certain she would claw their eyes out with whatever strength she had left.

      ‘You cannot walk about the castle in your nightgown!’ Marden called to her back, her pitch a few octaves higher than normal.

      Ignoring the Companion, Petra stepped out into the corridor, dizzy and struggling to think clearly. She stumbled down the gloomy passageway while confused servants moved aside to watch her pass. He would likely be in the throne room. Which way? Her mind fought to get its bearings. Finally, she rounded the corner of the west wing and staggered straight into a guard. He caught her arm, his grip like a vice.

      ‘Where is the king?’ she screamed at him, surprising even herself.

      The guard took a small step back while keeping hold of her. ‘Best you return to your quarters.’

      ‘No!’ She looked past him to where another guard stood in front of the throne room. ‘Is he in there?’ she called.

      He glanced at the closed door behind him before walking over to where they were standing and taking her other arm.

      As the men began leading her away, she screamed, ‘King Nilos! Where is my son? Come out here, you cowardly bastard!’ Her legs failed her at that moment, but the men just kept walking, dragging her bare feet along the marble floor.

      The door to the throne room swung open and the king stepped out, looking both ways down the corridor before his gaze settled on her. She tried to turn her body to him.

      ‘Where is he?’ Petra pleaded. ‘Where is my baby?’

      Prince Felipe joined his father in the corridor, scowling with disapproval.

      How dare he judge me? How many times had his Companions returned to her bloodied or bruised? How many times had she patched them up and sent them back to his bed?

      The king leaned in and whispered something to his son. Felipe nodded before walking off in her direction.

      ‘Please,’ she called to the king as he turned away from her. ‘I will do anything! Just tell me where he is.’

      The door seemed to whine in protest as it swung shut behind him. Petra faced forwards, her hands going over her face. ‘Please,’ she sobbed. ‘I want my baby.’

      The prince’s footsteps closed in behind her.
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      Petra sat on her bed in the darkened room she shared with the other women. A piece of folded parchment hung from her limp hand. She had waited for the Companions to be requested before reading it, the words burning holes in her pocket all day.

      

      He was not there. I am so sorry.

      A

      

      He was not there.

      She was so sorry.

      It was the first proper lead in over a year, and they had not found him. If not there, then where? Someone had him. That someone had had him for five years. Her hand went to her stomach, but before she had a chance to drown in her disappointment, Golda appeared in the doorway.

      Petra jumped, then stood. ‘Why are you not with the king?’

      The Companion appeared ashamed, resentful even.

      Petra buried the letter in her pocket as she studied the girl. ‘What is it?’

      ‘It is always the same. He cannot… finish.’

      A feeling of dread climbed the mentor’s spine. ‘I see.’

      ‘He has asked for you.’

      No surprises there.

      They stared at one another for a moment.

      ‘Are you all right?’ Petra asked.

      Golda looked away. ‘He does not want me as his Companion.’

      ‘Did he say that?’

      ‘He does not have to.’

      Petra brought her hands together in front of her. ‘Go and bathe, and then get some rest.’

      She waited for the Companion to leave before sinking down on the bed. In a moment she would have to get up and go to him. She would not bother to change her dress, fix her hair or paint her face; the king was long past caring about those things when it came to her. He would immediately strip her bare, breathe her in, his coarse beard destroying her face and leaving the skin on her neck and breasts raw.

      She pushed down on her fingernails, a habit formed over the years, which seemed to be getting worse the longer she remained at Masville Castle.

      Press, press, press.

      Even in the dark, she could see the purple bruises beneath her nails. It should have been enough to make her stop, but it was not. She could not help but marvel at how her nails matched the bruises on her wrists. Her hands worked as though she were playing a lute, fingers moving swiftly.

      Press, press, press.

      When she arrived at the king’s quarters, the doors swung open and the guard immediately waved her through. King Nilos stepped around his large bed, his trousers removed after his Companion’s failed effort. She felt so cheap in that moment, sent to finish the job. She kept her eyes up, forced to meet his gaze.

      ‘You asked to see me, Your Majesty?’

      He nodded and had the decency to look ashamed. ‘Come here.’

      The door creaked shut behind her. It was the softest clicking noise, but it still made her jump. She did as she was told, staring at the floor while his fat fingers moved over the buttons of her gown. She shut him out as best she could. How else could she survive?
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      The following morning, Petra stood looking out the large window in the south wing, her arms crossed against the cold. The sun never reached that part of the castle, passing directly overhead so she was forced to live in shadows. She had been watching the supply carts arrive, unload and leave again. The drivers took it for granted that the gates opened and closed for them, that they were free to return to their villages, their families. Did they ever think about the people locked inside?

      Her gaze went beyond the wall, where she could see the tops of the trees in the distance. She struggled to remember what lay between the wall and the forest, because she had not left the castle in years.

      She did not normally allow herself to wallow in self-pity, but it was the day of her son’s birth. He was five years old, and she needed time and space to imagine him at such a bold age. She remembered her younger brother at five, stocky legs thumping around the house with a voice too loud for the small space. He was always on the move, running and tumbling about with a permanent smile on his inquisitive face. He had woken each day armed with questions about the world and did not stop until he was finally wrestled into bed at the end of the day. Nothing could wake him then. Perhaps Xander was the same. Or maybe he was different, reserved and cautious—like she was.

      ‘My lady.’

      Petra jumped at the sound of Nyla’s voice behind her, then turned.

      ‘Sorry,’ the Companion laughed. ‘I spoke three times before you heard me.’

      ‘What is it?’ She tried to keep the abruptness from her tone and failed.

      The smile fell from Nyla’s face. ‘Prince Felipe is waiting for you outside our quarters.’

      Just what she needed.

      ‘Tell him I am on my way.’

      The meeting was no doubt due to the fact that Petra had declared his new Companion unfit to socialise despite having been with them for nearly four months. She waited for Nyla to turn the corner before following after her, preferring to make the short walk alone. A few minutes later, she arrived at the Companions’ quarters, where she found Felipe pacing in front of the door. He did not like to be kept waiting.

      ‘Good morning, my lord,’ she called, back straight and shoulders down. She laced her bruised fingers in front of her. ‘How can I help you?’

      He stilled, his expression far from friendly. ‘What is this I hear about Orla not being available for tomorrow’s feast? It is her job to be available.’

      Petra stopped a polite distance in front of him. ‘I understand it is inconvenient, but she is not ready.’

      His eyes narrowed at her. ‘Why not? You told me she is an exceptional dancer.’

      The girl was an exceptional dancer, but she was also prone to fits of tears that sometimes lasted hours. ‘Her social skills are lacking.’

      ‘So fix them,’ he said through clenched teeth.

      Petra lifted her chin. ‘She is young, and she is still missing her family a great deal. The smallest trigger can reduce her to tears. Given the important guests that will be attending, including King Jayr of Zoelin, I think it best she remains behind.’

      Felipe crossed his arms. ‘If I had known she was so weak, I would have selected another as my Companion at the tournament.’ He shook his head. ‘Perhaps it is more a reflection of the job you do with these women.’

      ‘Prince Kyril has been satisfied with his Companion for a number of years now.’ She should have let it go, but he had picked the wrong day to attack her.

      He shook his head. ‘My brother has the only compliant Companion within these walls.’

      Petra squeezed her fingers together to stop them from going at her nails. ‘Again, I apologise for the inconvenience, my lord, but Orla needs more time.’

      ‘Fine,’ Felipe said, already walking away. ‘Have it your way.’

      My way? She was stuck inside a revolving nightmare, beginning each day with a tearful prayer that she would survive just long enough to see her son one more time.

      She should have gone straight in and told Orla to stop crying, that she had been spared a few more days. Instead, she turned and walked off down the corridor, desperate to be alone once more.

      She had just turned the corner when she heard Nyla calling her.

      ‘My lady!’

      Petra winced at the sound. Whenever she tried to find a few moments of solitude, someone always came to her. Was it too late to sink into the shadows of the corridor and pretend she had not heard? Perhaps Felipe had returned to their quarters to have another go at her. It was not unusual for him.

      ‘My lady!

      Much closer this time. Definitely too late.

      When Petra turned, she was surprised to see Nyla running towards her. ‘Companions do not run,’ she said, resenting the words she was forced to speak. Nyla did not slow down, which was unsettling, because the girl thrived on rules. ‘Whatever is the matter?’

      Nyla stopped in front of her mentor, out of breath as she let the skirt of her dress fall to the stone floor. ‘She is bleeding everywhere, and I cannot wake her.’

      ‘Who?’ It came out as a whisper, because she already knew the answer.

      ‘Orla.’

      What a sight, two of Corneo’s most refined women sprinting along the corridor towards the Companions’ quarters. By the time she reached the main room, Petra was panting. But she pushed on, past the lively fire sucking all the air from the room, through the door on the other side, and down the walkway that led to the bathing room.

      She stopped in the doorway to take in the sight before her. Nyla pushed past, collapsing in the pool of blood beside the lifeless Companion. She had wrapped both wrists, no doubt hoping to stop the bleeding. Whatever colour the fabric had been, it was now a vivid shade of red. Petra’s gaze travelled up to Orla’s eyes, which were still open.

      ‘Help me!’ Nyla sobbed.

      Petra blinked and stepped into the room. Kneeling on the floor, the skirt of her dress soaking up the bloody water, she lowered her head to Orla’s chest, listening for a heartbeat or any other sign of life, but all she could hear was the pounding of her own heart. She tried to feel for a pulse, but touching the icy skin only confirmed what she already knew—Orla was dead.

      The mentor pushed herself back and grabbed the edge of the wooden tub while nausea rose and fell within her. ‘Fetch the physician,’ she said to Nyla. ‘And send word to Prince Felipe.’

      Nyla shook her head, staring down at the corpse. ‘Can the physician do anything?’

      ‘No.’ Petra pulled herself up. ‘But we still have to send for him.’

      Nyla’s hands went over her mouth, stifling a sob. Petra leaned forwards to help her to her feet while keeping hold of the tub.

      ‘Go,’ she whispered. She watched Nyla flee the room. There were so many things that needed to be done in that moment, and it was Petra’s role to implement everything instilled by her own mentor, including remaining calm and in control of the situation. Instead, she turned and vomited into the tub while her legs shook beneath her.

      ‘I am sorry.’ The apology was aimed at Orla, but she could not bring herself to look at the girl.

      She should have begun cleaning up: herself, the dead Companion at her feet, the room. She should have washed away the fact that a young girl had chosen to take her own life rather than spend one more day in this prison. But she needed air. If she could just get some clean air, she might be able to think clearly.

      Stumbling through the door, she made her way through their quarters and out into the corridor. She had planned to stop there, stand by the window and regroup, but she kept walking. Her feet squelched in her shoes and her wet skirt chafed her legs, leaving a red smudge on the ground behind her. A bloody trail. She descended the stairs and passed the laundry before exiting through the small door that led outside.

      Air. She needed to breathe clean air and rid her nostrils of the metallic smell of blood.

      The cold morning air was like a slap to the face. It was exactly what she needed at that moment. Gulping greedily, she glanced across the lawn. It was still too cold for people to be loitering outside unnecessarily. Just a few moments and she would return upstairs.

      But when she looked down at her filthy hands and dress, she realised she could not do it. She could not go back and face that girl and the prince responsible for her death.

      How would the king react? It would put ideas in his head, make him fret, and drive his paranoia. Later he would call her to his bed, needing her to reassure him. And perhaps every day after.

      Her eyes went to the wall then, recalling the Companion who had escaped over it. Petra had turned a blind eye and let her flee, along with her prince. She had promised to find Petra’s son. That was the reason she had let Aldara go. Not the entire reason though. The girl had figured a way out, and who was she to deny someone an out? Now that Companion wrote to her regularly, always with the same disappointing news.

      ‘He was not there. I am so sorry.’

      Perhaps she should go over the wall, but she did not have an elaborate plan. The narrow steps along the wall would only lead her to the top, where she would be forced to jump and likely die on the rocks below. Was that better than what awaited her inside?

      ‘My lady?’

      She gasped and turned, surprised to find Velma, the young laundry maid who delivered her private letters, standing there. The maid’s gaze moved down her dress, eyes widening.

      ‘Are you all right?’ she asked, shifting nervously. ‘Are you hurt?’

      Petra had come outside to get some air, so why could she not breathe? ‘No.’

      Velma watched her for a moment. ‘Whose blood is that?’

      It was all of theirs—every Companion who suffered before and after her.

      She held out her bloodstained hands, staring down at them. When she did not answer, Velma asked, ‘Should I fetch someone for you?’

      Should she? No. Petra did not want to return inside. ‘I need to get out of here,’ she breathed.

      Velma glanced behind her at the empty doorway before asking, ‘Do you mean out of the castle or… outside its walls?’

      Petra blinked as she processed the question. She should have dismissed it and returned inside—calm, composed and ready to deal with the practicalities of what had just taken place. She should have scolded the girl for even asking such a question. Swallowing, she replied, ‘Outside its walls.’
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      Perhaps Velma was waiting for Petra to snatch the words back, laugh them off and say it was all a big joke, because she looked very unsure in that moment. Petra opened her mouth to speak and then closed it again. Did she want to take them back? It was not too late.

      ‘If you’re sure, I might know a way,’ Velma said, watching the mentor closely.

      Petra swallowed, mind racing. She was not even sure if the girl was capable of helping her without getting them both in a lot of trouble.

      ‘Are you prepared to leave right now? With nothing but the clothes on your back?’

      If she said no, she would have to return upstairs. She knew she would lose her nerve if she had time to think it through. ‘Yes.’

      Velma looked torn for a moment, then, as though making up her mind about something, stepped past her. ‘Follow me.’

      She did not know why she obeyed so blindly, but Petra turned and followed.

      They walked along the stone wall, through the courtyard, which would soon be full of maids carrying baskets of laundry to be hung, until they reached the west wall. The ground was covered in mud and ice, so they kept to the narrow path that led all the way to the stables. It was the perfect opportunity for Petra to stop and question the maid, to take back some control over what she was about to do, but she did not have it in her. If Velma could be trusted to deliver and receive letters on her behalf, perhaps she could be trusted to get her out of the castle.

      The whinny of a horse reached them from the mounting yard, and Petra jumped at the noise. Velma glanced over her shoulder but said nothing. When they were close to the stables, the maid held up a hand and they both stopped walking. A few grooms stood with horses, chatting as they brushed the animals down. Velma pointed to the cart outside the stalls, where a lanky boy stood shovelling straw into a wheelbarrow.

      ‘That’s Hugon. I’m going to marry him one day,’ Velma announced.

      Petra closed her eyes for a moment. ‘I see.’ She glanced about at the trees around them, wondering why on earth she had followed this naive girl.

      ‘He’ll leave here shortly,’ Velma continued. ‘Soon as the cart’s loaded.’

      Petra’s gaze returned to the boy. ‘You mean unloaded?’

      Velma shook her head. ‘The old straw has to be taken away.’ Seeing that Petra was confused, she added, ‘The guards never check the cart because of the smell.’

      The mentor’s hand went over her mouth as she digested the proposal. ‘You want me to leave here in a pile of horse manure?’

      ‘You’ll have to cover yourself with it.’

      Press, press, press.

      She raised a hand to her forehead as she tried to think past the panic and grief twisting inside her. A few moments earlier, she had been considering leaping off the top of the wall to be free of this place. Now, presented with a much safer out, she was having second thoughts about the entire thing. Where would she go if she made it through the gate? She could never return to her family. That life was over, and she would only bring danger to them.

      Her hands fell to her sides. ‘Why are you helping me? Do you understand what might happen if the king finds out?’

      Velma pressed her lips together before replying. ‘I wash enough linen to know what happens behind closed doors in this place.’ She glanced down at Petra’s blood-soaked dress. ‘Were you with child again?’

      Again. A fair question given her long history. Petra looked down at her bloodied dress and noticed she was shivering. ‘It is not my blood.’ Orla’s face flashed in her mind, and she closed her eyes against the image. When she found the strength to open them again, she whispered, ‘I will do it.’

      Velma nodded. ‘Wait here.’

      Petra watched from the trees as Velma made her way to the stalls to speak with Hugon. The other grooms looked up but, seeing who it was, returned to their work. Obviously the maid’s presence at the stables was not too out of the ordinary.

      Hugon stopped his work and leaned on the pitchfork, watching as Velma came towards him. As they spoke in hushed tones, Hugon glanced over in her direction, shaking his head. Understandable. There was great risk, and he did not even know her. Velma moved closer to him, speaking for another minute before he finally nodded.

      Oh God. What am I doing?

      Velma turned away from the boy and made her way back to Petra, twisting her apron in her hands the whole time. ‘He’ll stop on the track, just down there,’ she said, pointing to the spot. ‘Be ready to climb in. He can take you north, but only as far as Chelia.’ She frowned up at Petra. ‘Do you have somewhere to go?’

      Petra swallowed. ‘I will figure it out.’

      ‘Do you have any coin?’

      She glanced down at the jewels on her wrists and fingers. ‘I have items to trade.’

      Velma shifted her weight. ‘I told Hugon you would pay him.’

      Of course she had. Why else would he risk his life for her? Petra reached for the large gem hanging from a chain around her neck. ‘Good thing I am overdressed for the occasion.’

      A crow flew overhead, its shadow passing over them.

      ‘How long until King Nilos comes looking for you?’ Velma asked.

      Petra shook her head, thinking. ‘I do not know. It might take him some time to figure out I am not here.’

      ‘Then he’ll come for you. He loves you. More than the queen, they say.’

      It was not love, but the easiest response was a nod. He would come for her because she belonged to him, and he would turn the kingdom upside down until he found her.

      

      ‘I need you.’

      It was always the same. ‘You do not need me.’

      ‘I do. If you were to leave—’

      ‘I cannot leave.’

      He kissed her stomach. ‘Because you love me?’

      ‘Because you will not let me go.’

      

      She would need to get out of Corneo. Perhaps she could go to Lord Belen’s manor in Wripis and ask Aldara to help her come up with an actual plan. The princess owed her that much. If anyone learned of her part in their escape, she would be labelled a traitor. But she had been rendered powerless the moment the Companion promised to help track down her son.

      ‘I think the less you know, the better.’

      Velma nodded. ‘I have to get back.’ She hesitated before reaching out and giving Petra’s hand a brief squeeze. ‘I really hope I don’t see you back here.’

      ‘Thank you,’ Petra whispered.

      Velma began to leave, then looked back. ‘And I hope you find your son.’ She turned and hurried back up the path towards the castle.

      It seemed everyone remembered the one pregnancy that had not been terminated.

      Blood had dried on Petra’s hands, and her skin felt like paper. She wiped them on the skirt of her dress, but it did not help.

      She looked over at Hugon to gauge his progress. He had just returned to the cart with a wheelbarrow full of old straw and was now shovelling it in. Slipping between the trees, she made her way down to the waiting spot Velma had pointed out. With her back resting against a trunk, she looked about, expecting the guards to come for her at any moment. At one point she thought she heard shouting and worried they were already looking for her, but it was just the grooms’ conversations carried on the breeze.

      The more time that passed, the faster her heart raced. Her mouth went dry, and she was no longer aware of the cold air as she sweated beneath her gown. No cloak, no water, no food. It was not too late to return to the castle, to explain her absence, to prepare the dead Companion for her burial. But then what? She would have to welcome another, train her, and hand her over to Prince Felipe. As much as she liked to think of herself as strong, she knew she did not have it in her to ruin another life.

      Ten minutes later, she heard a cart approaching. Pushing off the tree, she peered between the trunks as Hugon made his way towards her. The reins were relaxed in his hands while he whistled a tune, no doubt to warn her of his approach.

      Only once the cart was directly in front of her did she dare step out onto the road. The horse stopped, and for a moment she worried she might not have the courage to climb in. There was a good chance she would be found, maybe even executed. He continued to whistle while gesturing for her to get in. She sucked in a breath, then moved to the back of the cart and climbed up.

      The overwhelming smell of urine and manure made her throat close and her stomach heave, but she lay down and began pushing large handfuls of the filthy straw over herself. Hugon jumped down and walked around to help, whistling the entire time. He used the pitchfork to push the straw over her until she was fully covered. When her stomach heaved again, she wormed a hand up to cover her nose and mouth. The cart lurched forwards, and she worried the straw would shift as they swung side to side over the bumpy surface.

      The screech and crunch of the portcullis rising made her heart squeeze. As predicted, no guard came to check the cart. No words were exchanged. A moment later, they rocked into motion and she heard the portcullis lower behind them. One more gate and then they would be outside the walls. She listened for the noise in front, but the only sound was that of footsteps approaching.

      ‘You’ll have to wait’ came a voice much too close to her.

      Petra held her breath.

      ‘What’s the problem?’ Hugon asked, his tone easy-going.

      Footsteps moved around the cart. ‘No one in, no one out,’ replied the guard.

      ‘Why is that?’

      ‘A death in the castle.’

      Petra’s lips pressed tightly together. At least there was no mention of her.

      ‘How long will the wait be, do you think?’ Hugon asked.

      The guard paused at the back of the cart. ‘As long as it takes. I just follow orders.’

      ‘Sorry about the stench,’ Hugon said.

      The guard coughed as the smell took over the air.

      ‘Corneo’s finest horse shit,’ Hugon said before resuming whistling.

      The footsteps moved on, quicker that time. Petra heard another guard complain of the smell, but no one let them pass. The horse became restless, taking a few steps back.

      ‘Easy, boy,’ Hugon called.

      More waiting.

      Petra wondered how much longer she could keep still. The guards on the wall above could see straight into the cart. Finally, a guard appeared behind them and shouted through the gate. ‘Suicide. Let him through.’

      Suicide.

      One word that conjured images of Orla’s naked form, lifeless on the floor. She finally exhaled at the sound of the gate lifting. She felt dizzy from holding her breath, and with the prospect of being outside the walls that had held her captive for so long. The cart rolled forwards, and although she could not see past the straw covering her, she noticed a change in light as the sky opened above her.

      They descended a gentle slope down to the main road, and a few minutes later Hugon reached back and pushed the straw off her head, his face appearing above her.

      ‘Thought you might like some air,’ he said. ‘Best keep the rest of you covered though, just to be safe.’

      She nodded, her lungs expanding, taking in the clean air. She tried not to look at the straw because the smell was bad enough. Instead, she watched the sky. Grey clouds stretched in all directions, the cold season’s final attempt to hold on. She tried to remember how far was it from Chelia to Wripis, where Lord Belen’s manor was located. Everything she knew about geography had been learned from lessons and books. Prior to that, she had never travelled far from Pamid, a village in the south of Corneo where she had grown up. Aside from weeds and a few sturdy animals, nothing really survived that far south. Her family had done what most families did, learning to live with the little they had and hoping they had a daughter pretty enough to capture the attention of the royal men.

      A few hours later, the roads grew noisy, and Hugon turned in his seat to cover her properly once more. He was kind enough to try and pick some of the cleaner parts of hay. She heard the laughter of children as they entered the village. The sound made her breath catch. How long had it been since she had heard that noise? Years. So many years.

      Hugon greeted a few people as he passed them. It reminded her of her childhood. Villages were enormous families in many ways, yet she realised with sadness that she would be long forgotten in those parts now.

      A few minutes later, the cart turned off the main road, and the sound of bleating sheep and children faded. When they finally came to a stop, Petra lay still, listening.

      ‘Up you get,’ Hugon said, jumping down onto the road.

      Petra broke through the straw and sat up, pins and needles in every limb. Hugon walked around the back of the cart, waiting for her. She gave her cramping neck a stretch as she looked around. They were not at a house, just pulled up on the side of the road. She turned to him, frowning.

      ‘Where are we?’

      ‘Just west of Chelia.’ He gave her an apologetic look. ‘This is as far as I can take you. If I’m caught—’

      ‘I understand,’ she said, crawling over the top of the straw to him. He took her by the arm and helped her down.

      ‘You got somewhere to go?’ he asked.

      She nodded.

      Pointing behind her, he said, ‘There’s a well behind those trees. Usually has water.’

      She squinted in that direction. It had been a long time since she had drawn water from a well. ‘Thank you.’

      He cleared his throat, not moving.

      ‘Oh,’ she said, looking down at her necklace. She unclasped it and dropped it into his hand.

      He nodded his thanks, then turned and walked back to the front of the cart. Climbing up into the seat, he picked up the reins. ‘If you get caught—’

      ‘You will not be implicated in any way.’

      Another nod. ‘Good luck,’ he called over his shoulder. Then with a click of his tongue, the cart lurched forwards.

      Taking in her unfamiliar surroundings, Petra felt a sudden surge of panic. ‘Which way is north?’ she called to his back.

      He raised a hand, pointing. She looked out over the bare paddocks, knowing she would need to keep an eye on the sun to prevent getting lost. She knew Wripis was north-west from Chelia. She also knew she would never be able to walk that distance before nightfall.

      A breeze blew from the north and she shuddered. It was tempting to fall apart, to just collapse in a heap on the side of the road and wait to be found by someone, probably King Nilos’s men. How long could he really stay angry at her? She had ways of earning his forgiveness. Instead, her eyes went in the direction of the well. Drawing a long breath, she headed for water.
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      Prince Tyron’s voice reached him through the thick canvas. ‘Leksi, get out here.’

      The knight leapt from his cot and snatched up the dress that lay in a pile on the ground, tossing it to the woman in his bed before grabbing his own clothes. She was lying on her stomach wearing nothing but a coy smile.

      ‘Get dressed,’ Leksi pleaded.

      ‘Leksi!’ The prince was losing patience.

      God dammit. There was a reason he had not entered—he knew.

      Lord Belen’s eldest daughter stretched luxuriously, making no effort to cover up. One look at her flushed cheeks would confirm the prince’s suspicions.

      ‘I will need my underthings if I am to return to the house and face my father.’ Her smile was mischievous.

      He looked around, trying to recall where he might have flung them earlier. She had just shown up, unannounced, coming into his tent without an invitation. All right, without a recent invitation. He had promised the prince he would stay away. What was he supposed to do when a woman showed up wearing nothing beneath her dress?

      He stopped searching and narrowed his eyes at the girl. ‘You weren’t wearing any undergarments.’

      She laughed, thoroughly enjoying herself.

      ‘Leksi,’ Tyron called.

      He had really done it this time. ‘One moment.’ He fell to his knees beside the bed. ‘Please get dressed.’

      She leaned in to kiss him. ‘Can I visit again tomorrow?’

      He glanced at the entrance to the tent. ‘Absolutely not.’

      She pouted. ‘What do you mean, “absolutely not”?’

      He reached down and tapped her bare bottom. ‘There is a good chance I won’t be alive tomorrow thanks to you.’

      She reluctantly sat up and slipped her dress over her head while Leksi straightened his clothes. He smoothed down his hair, which she had been clutching with both hands for the previous two hours, and slipped through the flap of the tent wearing his most relaxed expression.

      Tyron stood with his arms crossed in front of him, wearing royal attire and a scowl. Leksi closed the distance between them.

      ‘You off, then?’ he asked, trying to sound casual.

      Tyron looked past him to the tent. ‘Lord Belen is going to cut your throat in your sleep when he finds out.’

      Leksi took a few steps, hoping Tyron would follow. ‘No idea what you’re talking about.’

      The prince shook his head, feet anchored. ‘I must leave. Unfortunately, that means you are in charge until I return.’

      Leksi feigned offence. ‘What do you mean unfortunately? I say lucky men.’

      The flap of the tent went back and Lord Belen’s daughter strode out. The neat braid she had arrived with had dissolved into a mess of curls that hung about her face and neck. She had that unmistakable satisfied glow he had come to recognise in women over the years.

      ‘You couldn’t wait five minutes?’ he said between closed teeth.

      She winked at him. ‘Until tomorrow, Sir Leksi.’ She stepped past the men and walked off down the path that divided two rows of tents.

      Leksi closed his eyes, feeling Tyron’s disapproving stare on him.

      ‘What is happening tomorrow?’ the prince asked.

      Leksi opened his eyes. ‘To be clear, I said no to tomorrow.’

      ‘But yes to today?’

      Leksi rubbed at the stubble on his face. ‘Actually, I said no, initially.’

      Tyron shook his head and began walking. ‘How did that go?’

      Falling into step with him, Leksi’s gaze went to the swaying hips a few yards ahead of them. ‘Not great, as you’ve probably figured out. She was rather persuasive.’

      Their feet slushed on the worn path that wound through the canvas-covered lawn. Clusters of men sat on upturned crates playing dice, standing to attention when the men passed.

      ‘Just try to behave while we’re gone,’ Tyron said, not looking at him. ‘Time spent with my family is stressful enough without worrying about what is happening here.’

      They passed a roped-off behourd where six men trained with axes.

      ‘I hear Queen Cora is making the journey,’ Leksi said once they were past the noise.

      ‘Any excuse to escape her husband.’

      ‘Don’t blame her.’ A man approached from the other direction carrying a pig carcass on a hook. He moved off the path and waited for them to pass. ‘The whole family, together again.’

      ‘Not the whole family.’ Tyron nodded at the man. ‘Stamitos and Sapphira remain in Galen.’

      ‘Still? Probably having the time of their lives. Nothing but vineyard tours and tournaments.’

      Another shake of the head. ‘Something like that.’

      As they emerged from the maze of tents, Leksi spotted the royal wagon. Tyron’s squire stood beside it, holding the prince’s horse. Mako stuck his head through the door and called to Leksi. ‘You coming with us?’

      Princess Aldara leaned forwards to grab hold of him to prevent him falling out of the carriage.

      Leksi smiled. ‘Not this time. Someone has to keep West Corneo secure while your father takes his leisure trips.’

      Tyron took the reins from his squire. ‘I should have offered to go to Galen in Stamitos’s place.’

      ‘Ignore him,’ Aldara said, wrestling Mako back into the wagon. Princess Zelia sat comfortably in her lap, watching her brother in awe. ‘He is in a mood.’ She gave Leksi a knowing smile.

      Tyron mounted his horse and gathered the reins. ‘A month with Pandarus has that effect on me.’

      ‘On most people,’ Leksi added.

      Aldara’s gaze travelled past him to the woman climbing the path back up to the large house, then returned to him. ‘He finally caught you, then?’

      ‘You knew?’ Tyron asked, riding up beside the window.

      ‘I suspected. There is a difference.’

      ‘Can I ride with you, Father?’ Mako asked, bursting through the window again and startling the horse.

      ‘It’s safer in there with your mother,’ Tyron replied.

      Aldara laughed. ‘Hardly. His sister likes to get a good handful of his hair and never let go.’

      Leksi opened the wagon door. ‘Come on,’ he said, holding his hands out to the boy. Mako leapt into his arms, fearless as always. ‘Up you go.’ He handed Mako to his father.

      Tyron settled the boy in front of him, then looked at Leksi. ‘Behave yourself, and keep hold of the West. That is all I ask.’

      ‘Is that all?’ Leksi stepped back to let the horse pass. ‘Have you forgotten that you promised me an actual house?’

      ‘Have you forgotten that you promised to keep your hands to yourself?’ Tyron called over his shoulder.

      Leksi shook his head and turned to Aldara, bowing. ‘Give my regards to the family.’

      ‘Keep well, Sir Leksi,’ she said with a knowing smile.

      He winked at her. ‘My lady.’

      The driver flicked the reins and the wagon rolled away. Leksi remained where he was, watching the family and their entourage of mounted guards until they were swallowed up by the trees that lined the west side of the manor.

      ‘There you are, sir.’ Leksi turned to see Charis running towards him, out of breath. ‘Did Prince Tyron find you?’

      Leksi crossed his arms and glared at his squire. ‘He sure did.’ In his fifteenth year, Charis was far from the sharpest lad Leksi had ever trained. ‘Next time, you come and tell me he is looking for me.’

      ‘I was going to, but you had company, and when I informed the prince of the fact, he insisted on going himself.’

      Leksi rolled his eyes. ‘Well, I could have done with the warning.’ He stepped past the confused boy. ‘Fetch my horse, would you?’

      ‘Where are you going?’

      ‘Boundary check.’

      Charis turned and ran to catch up to him. ‘Do you need some men to escort you?’

      ‘You can come if you want.’

      The boy’s chest expanded to twice its usual size. ‘Yes, sir.’ He took off at a jog towards the yards where the horses were kept.

      It was mid-morning by the time they reached the western boundary. Their horses plodded slowly between the trees while Charis told a story Leksi could not follow. He was fond of the boy, but he had learned very early on to shut out the incessant noise that came from him.

      A low fog lingered, typical for that time of year, when the cold season hung on too long for everyone’s liking.

      ‘What’s that?’ Charis asked, stopping his horse.

      Leksi sighed and looked to where his squire was pointing, expecting to see a spotted mushroom or a large frog. The boy had the mind of a child at times. Instead, he saw a pile of pale green fabric on the forest floor. He pulled up his horse, peering through the fog.

      ‘What is that?’ Charis asked again, leaning sideways on his horse to get a better look.

      Leksi brought a finger to his mouth and listened. He was not one to step into traps. Some might take the bait and immediately rush over to investigate, but he would ensure they were alone first.

      ‘I think it’s a body,’ Charis said loudly.

      Leksi turned to him. ‘For the love of god, boy, shut up.’ He turned back and listened. Nothing but the buzz of insects and creaking of trees. He signalled for Charis to keep watch, then drew his sword, dismounted and approached what indeed looked like a body. Keeping an eye on his surroundings, he listened for the crack of a twig or shuffle of hooves. Silence.

      His gaze returned to the body at his feet, and he was surprised to discover a woman curled into a tight ball. Blue lips were visible through the hair covering her face. Probably dead. He crouched, still holding his sword, and checked for a pulse. She twitched as his warm fingers touched her neck. She was alive, but cold.

      ‘Dead?’ Charis called to him.

      Leksi shook his head. He would have to remind the boy later about the meaning of quiet.

      He searched the trees around him one more time before turning his full attention to the woman. She was filthy, covered in blood and mud. At least, he assumed it was mud; it smelled more like manure. His gaze landed on her jewelled hand, and he reached out and kneaded the fabric of her dress between his fingers. Over the years he had acquired the ability to categorise a woman within a few moments, and her dress was of high quality. She was not
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