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      A flash of silver in the creek made Eda still. She watched the water down her arrow, the string of her bow pressing into her fingers.

      ‘Come on,’ she whispered as she waited for the trout to reappear.

      Birds took flight behind her. She whipped her head around to look. Nothing moved, but the small hairs on the back of her neck stood on end. She waited, gaze darting from tree to tree. Someone was watching her.

      Lowering her bow, Eda stepped back from the water’s edge and moved up the muddy bank, taking cover behind the thick trunk of an oak tree. She stood with her back pressed to it, holding her weapon in front of her.

      Snap.

      The sound of debris breaking underfoot had Eda holding her breath. Emerging from her hiding place, she swung her bow left and right, searching.

      A defender swooped into her vision. She barely had time to register the face before her bow was torn from her hands and the tip of a sword was pointed at her neck.

      Oh, he’s good.

      She ducked, reaching for the knife at her hip in the same motion. The sword came for her, and she fell backwards out of its way. She kicked out, forcing him back. That was her opportunity to get back on her feet. She shot up, knife pointed at Roul Thornton. His copper eyes locked on hers as they circled one another.

      ‘Are you aware that you’re fishing on private property?’

      The corners of her mouth lifted. ‘Oh, that’s what this is about?’

      ‘I’ve received complaints.’

      ‘Complaints from whom, may I ask?’

      ‘The commander who owns this land.’

      Eda pressed her lips together to stop from smiling. ‘I’ve no idea why Commander Wright would be complaining since the fish I’m catching is for his dinner.’ Spinning her knife, she added, ‘And what is the punishment for illegal fishing nowadays?’

      ‘A finger.’

      ‘But I didn’t catch anything.’

      ‘Then two fingers.’

      Her eyebrows rose. ‘Why two?’

      ‘One for the crime and one for your terrible aim.’

      Eda whistled, noting the amusement in his eyes. ‘I guess I’m just going to have to make a run for it, then.’ She sheathed her knife and took off, arms pumping.

      Roul’s feet pounded the earth behind her, less than six feet between them. She was fast, but his strides were long.

      Through the trees she fled, until Wright House finally came into view. ‘If I make it to the door, you have to catch the fish for dinner,’ she called to him without turning her head.

      ‘You won’t make it to the door.’

      He was just a few feet behind her now. She could hear his breath.

      Leaping over a fallen log, she prayed he might trip. But defenders were not allowed to fall. She heard his feet land right behind her, within reach of her, so she pivoted.

      When she reached the soggy lawn, she realised she was not going to make it to the door. She reached for her knife and turned, swinging it at him as she ran backwards. But he was ready for her dirty moves. His sword was already drawn, and he stopped her knife in its tracks, then pushed her back. Eda’s heel caught on the uneven ground. A moment later, her back slammed into the grass, but even in her slightly winded state, she managed to keep a hold of the knife. She fought him as she lay on the ground until he finally lost patience and disarmed her. She reached for the other dagger hidden beneath her skirt at the same time the tip of Roul’s sword went to her neck.

      ‘Yes,’ he said, panting, ‘I know all about the dangerous things you keep hidden beneath your skirts.’

      She slowly raised her hands, breathing hard as she waited to see what he would do next.

      The back door of the house swung open, and her mother stepped outside carrying a tub of wet laundry. She stilled when she caught sight of Roul standing over Eda with a weapon pointed at her neck. Then, shaking her head, she kept walking.

      ‘Afternoon, Thornton,’ Candace called as she went to hang the laundry.

      Roul cleared his throat and sheathed his weapon. ‘Afternoon.’ He extended a hand to Eda, but she slapped it away.

      ‘Don’t try to be all chivalric now just because my mother’s here.’ Eda pushed herself up and went to retrieve her knife. Turning to him, she held up both hands and said, ‘Which fingers will you be taking?’

      Candace glanced in their direction. ‘Do not dare cut off any of her fingers, defender. Her contributions here are already minimal.’

      ‘That’s not true,’ Eda replied. ‘I was just down at the creek catching our dinner.’

      Candace laughed. ‘And where are the fish you caught?’

      Eda swallowed. ‘In the creek, awaiting certain death.’

      ‘My fault,’ Roul said. ‘I distracted her.’

      Candace hung the final sheet and picked up the empty tub before turning to them. ‘Well, if you intend to eat with us this evening, might I suggest you help catch the key ingredient.’

      ‘Of course’ was his reply.

      ‘Better get the big pot out, Mother,’ Eda said, taking hold of Roul’s arm and dragging him off in the direction of the trees. ‘There’s about to be a massacre in the water.’

      ‘Three fish is plenty,’ Candace called to them as she headed to the door. ‘Not every hunt and forage needs to end in warfare.’

      Eda let go of him and broke into a run. He jogged after her. When they reached the trees, they slowed, walking in silence all the way to the creek, where they retrieved Eda’s bow from the shrubbery before returning to the quiver of arrows she had left at the edge of the water. They removed their boots, Roul rolling up his trousers and Eda hitching up her skirts, then waded into the water, taking turns with the bow.

      When Eda caught the first fish, Roul said, ‘Took you long enough, soldier.’

      She kicked water at him before fetching the dead fish, pulling the arrow from it, and tossing it onto the riverbank. It was always ‘soldier’ when he was in a good mood, ‘Eda’ in front of her family, and ‘Suttone’ when she was in trouble. ‘Don’t see you with any fish.’ She handed him the bow. ‘I’d improve much faster if you let me train at the barracks. I’ve been asking both you and Harlan for months.’

      ‘And we’ve both been telling you no for months.’

      Her feet were beginning to ache in the cold water. ‘How am I to improve if the only people I ever spar with are you two?’

      ‘Improve?’ Roul stilled, took aim, and caught the second fish of the day. He rushed forwards to retrieve it, throwing it onto the bank beside the other one. He held the bow out for her. ‘Your skills are more than adequate. I’ve watched you train with Harlan. He teaches you the same things he teaches the recruits—but in the safety of your home.’

      ‘Can you hear yourself? “Adequate. In the safety of your home”.’ She loaded the bow and watched the water for a minute. ‘Queen Artemisia did not settle for adequate in the safety of her home.’

      ‘Was she the queen of Halicarnassus? The one who broke her own neck in the name of love?’

      Eda glared in his direction. ‘She fought and won the battle of Salamis.’

      ‘Perfect. Will you be asking for a boat next?’

      Glimpsing spotty scales beneath the water’s surface, Eda released her arrow, catching the final fish of the day. She retrieved it, but instead of throwing it on the grassy bank, she threw it at Roul. He caught it a few inches from his face. His smug expression made her temper flare.

      She splashed through the water towards him. ‘You once told me I was better than some of your recruits.’

      He threw the fish onto the riverbank. ‘You are. But you’re also half their size.’

      ‘That just makes me nimble.’

      ‘It makes you fragile.’

      She flicked water up at him, hitting him square in the face.

      He wiped a hand down it. ‘You’re also twice as tiresome. There would be no tolerance for your bad behaviour in that environment. You’d spend the whole time running off your bad attitude.’

      ‘I happen to like running.’

      ‘I’ve noticed.’ He exited the water. ‘Sure, you could probably knock some of the recruits off their feet in the first few weeks, but they’ll get stronger and better—you won’t.’

      She followed him out and bent to collect both their shoes since he was carrying the fish. ‘I might.’

      He turned to face her. ‘Then what? Will you be miraculously content then? Once you’ve proved yourself?’

      It was a valid question. ‘I don’t know. Maybe.’

      Roul exhaled and brushed the back of his hand over his clean-shaven jaw. ‘There are no female defenders. And even if there were, you couldn’t do the job. You going to put on a uniform and hang merchants from the wall?’

      ‘No.’

      He began walking, and she followed him.

      ‘I thought your uncle was busy finding you a husband,’ he said when she fell into step with him.

      ‘He is. He wants me to marry some widowed bootmaker in the merchant borough.’

      Roul squinted in her direction. ‘At least you would be in the merchant borough. You always say you don’t belong among the noble.’

      She let out a breath. ‘I’d quite like to live somewhere quieter, more reclusive.’ She gestured behind them to the clearing by the creek where they had stood moments earlier. ‘I’ve daydreamed about living right there.’

      He stopped walking and looked back, eyebrows drawn together. ‘You want to live in a creek?’

      ‘Not in the creek.’ She pointed. ‘I’d build a house in that spot right there. When the sun returns, it’ll be drenched in sunlight each morning. At night, I would have owls and insects for company.’

      His eyes returned to her, his expression softer now, something resembling pity in his eyes.

      Colour filled her cheeks. ‘Perhaps I’ll suggest it to the bootmaker.’

      He searched her face for the longest time, then resumed walking without saying another word.

      She jogged to catch up to him. ‘But before I settle for my reclusive existence, I’d quite like to see what’s outside Chadora’s walls first.’

      He sighed. ‘Of course you would.’

      ‘Don’t you ever get restless inside these walls?’

      ‘I’ve certainly noticed that you do.’

      He was an expert at deflecting personal questions.

      Eda looked up at the heavy clouds. ‘Sometimes I imagine going over the wall or boarding a ship to Ireland.’

      He stopped walking and turned to her, visibly agitated. ‘What for? To witness more suffering?’

      ‘They’re just thoughts. I’m allowed to be curious about the world. Or is that a hangable offence now too?’

      He ran a hand over his crop of black hair. ‘Are they just thoughts though? You’re always testing boundaries and trying to prove yourself in some way. You seem to think you have to fight men twice your size, scale a wall, or board a ship—’

      ‘I don’t have to do any of those things.’ She searched his eyes. ‘Did you hear the part where I said I want to?’

      ‘You only want to because you’re not allowed to. That’s how your brain works. You hear the word “no” and off you go on one of your little tangents.’ He took a step back from her. ‘You’ve not even met the bootmaker, but already you don’t want to marry him because someone is telling you to. You are your own worst enemy.’

      That stung. ‘My own worst enemy? For not wanting to marry a stranger whom my uncle has selected?’

      He wet his lips and looked away.

      When he did not speak, she went on. ‘I’m not allowed to seek new experiences of any kind or step outside of what’s comfortable for everyone else, is that right? To seek some purpose in this miserable life is selfish. Noted.’

      Roul lowered his brows. ‘You have the shop and the almshouse. Is that work not purposeful enough for you?’ He shifted his feet. ‘And you know what? You can always choose your own husband if you’re unhappy with his choice. I imagine your uncle will agree to any match at this point.’

      ‘Well, that’s rude.’

      ‘Or if being someone’s wife is so below you, why not tell your uncle you’re committed to keeping your mother company through her later years in place of marriage?’

      Eda pressed her teeth together. ‘So many inviting options.’

      He rubbed his face tiredly. ‘Forgive me for trying to prevent you from scaling the wall or stowing away on a ship thinking there’s something out there that you’re missing.’

      Of course Roul knew what was out there. He had been born and raised in Carmarthenshire, a region that had been abandoned by King Edward when it was taken over by rebel groups. While the English king maintained control of the north, everything between River Wnion, the Welsh Marches, and Chadora was now referred to as the Carmarthenshire wastelands.

      Roul had fled. He had boarded a ship along the coast and arrived at Chadora’s port, where he had caught the interest of the warden. That was all she knew of his past, small snippets, mostly from other people. Whenever she asked Roul questions directly, he immediately grew uncomfortable. She would be met with vague responses or a change in subject. When she had asked Harlan about him during training once, he had said that sometimes people prefered to keep their pasts buried.

      Roul was waiting for her to respond. She dropped his boots on the ground and took the fish from him. ‘I should get these cleaned up for dinner.’ Then she walked off before he could reply.

      ‘Wait.’ He picked up his boots and followed her. ‘I’ll help you.’

      ‘It’s all right,’ she said without looking back. ‘You’ve helped enough for one day.’
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      ‘Again,’ Roul called to the recruit who had turned to empty his stomach.

      The young defender wiped his mouth with the back of his hand, nodded. ‘Yes, sir.’ Turning to face his opponent, the pair resumed the drill.

      Harlan appeared next to Roul in the training yard, crossing his arms and watching the recruits for a minute before speaking. ‘They’ve improved in the last week.’

      ‘Until you give them a shield. Then you need to be ready to duck.’

      Harlan chuckled. ‘Better finish up soon or they won’t be able to hold a sword tomorrow.’

      Roul nodded. ‘Watch your feet, Alveye! You’re retreating!’

      Harlan turned to him. ‘I came to warn you that the warden’s on his way. He wants to speak with you.’

      Roul looked in the direction of the barracks, and sure enough, Shapur Wright was striding towards them. ‘Great. Do you know what he wants?’

      ‘Yes.’

      Roul waited for him to elaborate, but Harlan said nothing further. Shaking his head, Roul shouted at the recruits. ‘All right. You’re done. Walk it off, then pack it up.’ He turned and stood to attention as the warden approached. ‘Sir.’

      Shapur came to a stop in front of him, his sharp eyes going to the recruits who were now cooling off. ‘How are they coming along?’

      ‘Better in their second week.’

      ‘Good.’ The warden turned his scowling face to Roul. ‘I came to tell you that you are now in command of the recruits.’

      Roul blinked. ‘You’re making me a commander?’

      ‘I have been watching you closely over the previous year,’ Shapur said. ‘You are ready for the responsibility.’

      Roul looked to Harlan, whose face held pride. He knew Shapur would have discussed it with him before making the decision. ‘What of Commander Wright?’

      ‘I’ll be around,’ Harlan said, clapping him on the back. ‘No need to fret.’

      ‘Commander Wright will still be involved,’ Shapur said, ‘but his main focus will be on the outer-wall. We need more eyes looking outwards now.’

      That was a big step up for Harlan. To command a borough was one thing, but to protect the outer-wall was quite another. He would be responsible for the safety of the entire kingdom.

      ‘Are we expecting unwanted visitors?’ Roul asked.

      The creases on Shapur’s face deepened. ‘We certainly need to be prepared for it.’ He paused. ‘We have received reports that Prince Becket is staying at Harlech Castle.’

      Roul’s eyebrows rose. Harlech Castle was one of King Edward’s homes in the north. ‘I don’t understand. Was he taken there at swordpoint?’

      The youngest prince was the only living heir to the throne. He had spent the previous two years since his brother’s death dodging the crown aimed at his head.

      ‘He willingly boarded a ship from Ireland. We have no reason to suspect foul play.’ Shapur took a step back, signalling that question time was over. ‘Make sure I do not regret this decision, Commander.’ And with that, he strode off.

      Roul stood processing the conversation. The correct reaction to being promoted was pride. He had accomplished something every defender wanted but most never got. But he felt only guilt. He was a fraud. In two years, when his minimum term was up, he planned on returning to his home in Carno. Of course, the warden did not know that. Harlan was the only person who knew anything of his plans, and he had advised Roul to say nothing of them to anyone until his five years were up.

      ‘My plans haven’t changed,’ Roul said, meeting Harlan’s gaze. ‘My family’s waiting for me to return.’

      Harlan nodded slowly. ‘You know, you get to leave regardless of your title.’ He took hold of Roul’s shoulder. ‘You’re allowed to feel good about this. It’s an enormous achievement, especially at your age.’ Letting go, he added, ‘In fact, I think you should come to the house for dinner tonight. We’ll celebrate.’

      ‘There’s really no need for fuss.’

      ‘Before you feel too special, Lord Thomas will also be in attendance. I invite you for my own sanity.’

      Roul frowned. ‘I thought he avoided Wright House at all costs.’

      ‘Except when trying to marry off a relative. The bootmaker will also be joining us.’

      Roul shifted his weight. He had heard about the bootmaker firsthand from Eda, but witnessing their courtship would be something else. The nature of their friendship led him to protect her as a brother would. ‘Does Eda know he’s coming?’

      ‘Even the high lord knows better than to try and spring a suitor on Eda Suttone.’ Harlan crossed his arms. ‘With her nineteenth birthday now behind her, the pressure to be married is at an all-time high. I suspect Thomas is trying to secure free boots for the rest of his life.’

      Roul watched the recruits bend to collect the weapons, stiff with pain. ‘I’m surprised she agreed.’

      Harlan observed him a moment. ‘Don’t worry. I’ll intervene if there’s cause to. No one wants to see her unhappy.’

      Roul had not considered the possibility of Eda finding happiness with the man. He had assumed he would fall short of her impossibly high standards. Maybe he would not. Maybe he would make her laugh, indulge her adventurous nature. Maybe he would even make her happy.

      ‘So you’ll come?’ Harlan asked.

      Roul swallowed, nodded. ‘I’ll come.’
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      It was a large family affair. Roul was seated at the table between Candace and Eda, except Eda’s chair was empty, and she was nowhere to be seen.

      ‘You did not happen to see her on your way in?’ Candace whispered as she passed Roul the roasted carrots.

      ‘Afraid not.’ He glanced at the bootmaker. Leigh Appleton. A man of few words who was a few years older than him. Leigh was a gentle kind of man, perhaps too gentle for Eda. She would break him in the first year of marriage.

      A glowering Lord Thomas rose from his chair and smoothed down his tunic. ‘I shall go outside and find her.’ There was no hiding the agitation in his voice.

      ‘I can go if you like,’ Blake said, moving to stand.

      ‘No. I’ll go,’ Thomas replied, walking around the table. He almost stepped on the baby, then collided with the duck. ‘It is like a barnyard in here. Someone get rid of that animal and put that child somewhere sensible.’

      Blake plucked Luella from the floor and placed her on her lap. Her daughter arched her back and cried, wanting to be on the ground with Garlic. A heavily pregnant Lyndal rose from her chair and went to lock the duck outside.

      ‘Mother and I were so excited to discover a few flower buds on the apple trees in the orchard this morning,’ Kendra said as she inspected the tray of pork. ‘It is autumn, yet the trees seem to think it is spring.’

      The seasons still did not mean much, despite the gradual easing of rain over the past few months, which apparently counted as summer.

      Astin pushed the tray closer to Lyndal. ‘Don’t get too excited. Same thing happened last year, but no fruit came of it.’

      ‘What a pillar of positivity you are,’ Lyndal said as she returned to her seat.

      Astin dragged her chair closer, a hand going to her belly. ‘Next time let me deal with the animals. You’re supposed to be resting.’

      ‘How long until the birth now?’ Lady Victoria said, smiling at the couple. ‘You must be getting close to lying in.’

      ‘Only noblewomen lie-in,’ Lyndal said.

      Astin glanced in Lady Victoria’s direction. ‘Lyndal will get plenty of rest on my watch, I assure you.’

      ‘I have another month to go,’ Lyndal said, her voice cheerful. ‘And I feel great.’

      Harlan walked into the room, collecting his crying daughter from Blake’s lap before taking his seat.

      ‘Uncle wanted Garlic locked outside,’ Blake explained.

      Harlan handed his daughter a piece of carrot to chew on. ‘I’ve been wanting that for the previous three years.’

      ‘Luella reminds me so much of Eda as a baby,’ Candace said. ‘Always too busy to sit still for even a moment.’

      Lyndal took the tray of pork from her cousin. ‘Eda as a baby? Sounds very much like Eda now.’

      ‘I heard that,’ Eda said, walking into the room ahead of her glaring uncle.

      Leigh rose, fingertips resting on the edge of the table as he waited for her to reach her chair. Everyone stopped eating. Apparently no one wanted to miss Eda and Leigh’s first exchange of words.

      Candace’s face fell when she caught sight of her daughter. ‘Really, Eda. Perhaps you should go and change before joining us.’

      Roul looked down at Eda’s mud-soaked hem, and then his eyes travelled up her body to her freshly scrubbed face. She did not need any of the coloured pastes and tea leaf concoctions that many used. She had natural colour in her cheeks from time spent outdoors, and those eyes of hers were as bright as emeralds, eradicating the need for fancy jewels. Her dark hair was half pulled back and damp from the rain.

      ‘No need,’ Eda told her mother. ‘I just had a wash out back.’

      Lyndal narrowed her eyes at her. ‘Ah, which part did you wash?’

      ‘Hands and face. The important parts,’ Blake answered for her. ‘Leave her alone.’

      Eda signed something at Lyndal that made Blake laugh and Candace shake her head. She spoke verbally nowadays, but Roul noticed that she slipped back into signing on three occasions: when she did not want others knowing what she was saying, whenever her uncle was visiting, and when she was afraid. One would think she had no fears judging by the way she charged through life, but everyone was afraid of something.

      ‘You remember Leigh Appleton?’ Candace said, gesturing to the standing man. ‘He took over his father’s business in the merchant borough.’

      Eda stopped behind her chair and bowed her head. ‘Of course. I was very sorry to hear about your wife. It must’ve been devastating to lose her at such a young age.’

      ‘Thank you,’ he said. ‘It was certainly tough.’

      Everyone looked at their plates then.

      ‘You must forgive my niece,’ Thomas said. ‘She speaks without thinking.’

      ‘Not at all,’ Leigh said, waiting for Eda to take her seat ahead of him. ‘I appreciate the kind words.’

      Roul had nothing against the man—so far. He reached up and pulled a piece of grass from Eda’s hair as she took her seat.

      ‘Thank you,’ she mouthed as he threw the grass under the table.

      He winked at her.

      ‘I have some old dresses put aside if you are in need of some,’ Kendra said once Eda was settled in her chair. ‘I had planned to drop them at the almshouse, but you are more than welcome to them, cousin.’

      ‘Oh, she has plenty of dresses,’ Candace said, picking up her knife and fork. ‘She simply chooses not to wear them.’

      ‘She has been wearing Kingsley’s old clothes of late,’ Lyndal whispered to Kendra. ‘Mother is beside herself.’

      Kendra stopped eating. ‘Men’s clothing?’ She had not whispered.

      Eda only shrugged and said, ‘Trousers are more practical for hunting and chores.’

      Thomas flicked his napkin—hard—and settled it on his lap. ‘Let us not turn your guest off before we have even begun eating.’

      ‘I’m not turned off, my lord,’ Leigh said.

      That made everyone else at the table smile—except Roul. Eda’s face also remained neutral as she reached for a tray of food.

      Blake cleared her throat. ‘I spent the afternoon with Birtle today. I worry about him being in that shop all alone. He’s struggling to lift the reams of fabric nowadays.’

      Thomas finished chewing his food, then replied, ‘If he is no longer able to do the work, then he is no longer able to live there for free.’

      ‘We wouldn’t be able to keep the shop open without his help, Uncle,’ Blake replied. ‘If anything, we’re in his debt.’

      Thomas ignored her.

      ‘We heard rumours that Prince Becket was spotted disembarking a ship in Gwynedd,’ Lyndal said, looking to Harlan. ‘Is it true?’

      Harlan nodded, finishing his food before speaking. ‘Harlech Castle, to be precise.’

      ‘Seems the English got to him first,’ Astin said. ‘Good luck bringing him home now.’

      Candace brought a napkin to her mouth. ‘This is the closest he has been to home in some time.’

      Eda had stopped eating. ‘I don’t understand why he’s at Harlech Castle. Was he taken there at arrow point?’

      It always amused Roul how similarly their minds worked at times.

      ‘My sources tell me the prince is a guest there,’ Thomas said. He liked to point out that he had sources outside the walls.

      ‘So how are we supposed to get to him now?’ Blake asked.

      Roul cut into his pork. ‘We don’t. Queen Fayre can’t leave the safety of Chadora’s walls. If anything were to happen to her, we would have no one to rule. And we can hardly send an army in her place.’

      Kendra sighed. ‘I remember Prince Becket. Such a sweet boy. He will likely hand the kingdom to King Edward with his best wishes.’

      ‘Can Queen Fayre not send one of her advisors in her place?’ Lady Victoria asked, looking to her husband.

      Thomas swallowed his food. ‘The prince must be prepared to accept the visitors sent his way.’

      ‘I can’t imagine King Edward will be receiving any other Chadorian guests at court any time soon,’ Lyndal replied. She was trying to entice Luella to come to her with a piece of parsnip.

      Eda was spinning her fork along her fingers, listening. The sound of her uncle clearing his throat made her stop.

      ‘What’s to stop King Edward from simply executing him and taking control of our kingdom?’ Leigh asked, joining the conversation.

      ‘King Edward’s not the concern,’ Harlan replied. ‘It’s his mother and her… companion who control England right now.’

      ‘Lord Roger Mortimer,’ Astin said on a long exhale.

      Kendra touched her napkin to her lips. ‘Why King Edward would relinquish control to those two I have no idea. I keep hearing how he is a better king than his father, but he is yet to prove it.’

      Blake nodded in agreement. ‘If he’s old enough to marry, he’s old enough to rule, surely.’

      ‘He’s not the first king to be controlled by his mother,’ Eda said pointedly. ‘But it’s definitely time he hauled her arse off his throne and got on with the job.’

      Leigh coughed. More of a choke, really.

      Thomas’s fork clanged on his plate. ‘That is no way for a lady to speak.’ He glared accusingly at Candace. ‘Where did she learn such things?’

      Eda stiffened in her chair, having clearly forgotten herself. ‘Certainly not from Mother.’

      Thomas’s eyes went to Blake, who raised her hands.

      ‘I taught her to sign it, not say it.’

      Candace brought a hand to her forehead and closed her eyes.

      ‘It is my understanding that Prince Becket has turned away every man Queen Fayre has sent to collect him,’ Lady Victoria said, bringing the conversation back on course.

      ‘Then she’s clearly not sending the right people,’ Blake replied. ‘Perhaps she should send a woman.’

      Thomas placed his knife and fork down. ‘This is not an appropriate discussion for ladies.’

      Eda was staring hard at Blake, one foot bouncing under the table. Roul knew what she was thinking without her saying one word. She was thinking she could do it—better than any man.

      Her eyes met his, and her foot stilled.

      Busted.

      Eda resumed eating. She had barely managed a few mouthfuls before Leigh leaned in close and said, ‘Shall we take a walk after dinner?’

      She sat back in her chair, hesitating for some reason.

      ‘Perhaps now is a good time to share your news, Roul,’ Harlan said, picking up his cup.

      Eda looked over at Harlan, head tilted and eyebrows pinched. ‘What news?’

      ‘He was made commander today. A much-deserved step up.’

      Eda shot out of her chair. ‘Commander? Why didn’t you tell me?’

      ‘It’s not that big a deal,’ Roul replied.

      A smile spread across her face. ‘Of course it’s a big deal.’ She threw her arms around his neck. ‘I’m so proud of you.’

      He sat frozen, aware of the entire room watching them. Leigh looked down at his lap. Thomas’s face was etched with disapproval. Finally, Eda released him, still grinning. She was either oblivious to her audience or simply did not care. Likely the latter.

      ‘We’re all very proud of you,’ Blake said.

      Lyndal nodded in agreement. ‘Hear, hear.’

      Astin raised his cup. ‘To Commander Thornton.’

      Everyone raised their cups in a toast, and then conversation resumed. Roul finished his drink, accepting everyone’s congratulations before announcing his departure.

      ‘I’ll walk you out,’ Eda said, rising.

      Thomas exhaled loudly. ‘I am certain the commander is capable of fetching his own horse.’

      ‘We’ll both walk him out,’ Leigh said, stepping up beside Eda. ‘It’ll give us a chance to talk.’

      ‘Very well,’ Thomas said with a curt nod.

      Roul eyed Leigh, suddenly irritated by the well-mannered man. His eyes met Blake’s as he stepped back from the table. She appeared amused, like she could read his thoughts.

      ‘Goodnight,’ he said before leaving the room.

      The three of them exited the house via the back door through the kitchen. Roul held the door open for Eda, tempted to let it close in Leigh’s face. The bootmaker stepped past him and jogged to catch up to Eda. Roul followed them.

      ‘Your uncle tells me you made the tapestry hanging on the wall,’ Leigh said to Eda as they headed towards the stables.

      Eda watched her feet, not one for small talk. ‘Well, sort of. My mother ended up finishing the piece because I lost patience with it.’

      Leigh glanced sideways at her. ‘Oh.’ He cleared his throat. ‘Your uncle mentioned that you kept yourself busy with various leisure pursuits.’

      ‘Archery, sparring, knife throwing…’ Eda said, listing some of them.

      She was so unashamedly herself, something Roul admired about her.

      ‘It seems you enjoy weapons’ was Leigh’s reply.

      ‘Mm.’ She slowed to walk beside Roul when they reached the stables. ‘Can I ask you something?’

      ‘So long as it’s not about Prince Becket.’ Yes, he knew her that well.

      ‘What will happen if he simply never returns?’ She was undeterred by his warning.

      Roul continued to the stall where his horse was housed. ‘The people of Chadora are content with Queen Fayre as regent, as long as the meat continues to show up in the borough.’

      Eda held the stall door open while Leigh stood awkwardly back from them. ‘I’m asking about everyone outside of Chadora. Will King Edward come for our meat?’

      That mind of hers just never stopped. ‘You know, you don’t have to carry the weight of this kingdom on your shoulders.’ He led his horse out into the mounting yard. Leigh trailed behind them. As Roul gathered the reins, Eda’s hand landed on his arm.

      ‘I could do it,’ she said. ‘No one would feel threatened if I showed up at Harlech Castle.’

      Roul turned to her. ‘Stop.’

      ‘Stop what?’ Leigh asked, looking between them with a confused expression.

      Eda’s eyes never left Roul. ‘I’m capable. Entirely self-sufficient. I could make it there safely and convince the prince to return with me.’

      Roul shook his head. ‘I said stop.’

      ‘I’ll make him listen.’

      Roul mounted. ‘Go inside.’

      She took hold of the reins, preventing the horse from moving. ‘Can you at least hear me out?’

      ‘No.’ He reached down and took her hand off the reins, eyes meeting hers. ‘The prince doesn’t know you, nor does he have any reason to trust you. The entire idea is ludicrous, and I’m not indulging you any longer.’

      She raised her chin and stepped back. ‘Well, maybe Queen Fayre will indulge me.’

      Roul levelled her with a stare that made it clear he was not messing around. ‘You saw firsthand what happened to your sister when she played these games.’

      Leigh took hold of Eda’s arm. ‘Come. I’ll take you inside.’

      Roul’s eyes went to the hand wrapping her arm. ‘She can walk herself inside.’ The words had come out harsher than he had intended, but the second Leigh had put his hands on her, he could not stop it.

      Leigh let go of her arm.

      Eda stepped away from the horse, looking taken aback. ‘We’ll talk tomorrow.’

      He nudged his horse forwards. ‘Not about this we won’t.’

      The last thing he saw was her determined face before she turned and headed for the house.
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      Queen Fayre did not indulge Eda. In fact, she would not even agree to see her to discuss it.

      ‘Yes, I delivered your letter to her personally,’ Lyndal assured her. ‘And as I’ve said three times now, she did not send a response.’

      So Eda moved to plan B. Or rather she came up with a plan B, then moved to it. The next day, she implemented it. She was suspended forty feet from the ground on the royal borough wall when she started to doubt the plan. Her fingernails were bending backwards as she pressed herself flat against the stone, waiting for the footsteps to fade overhead. If the queen regent was not going to invite her in, then she was going to break in. Breaching the wall would give them some talking points.

      Glancing once at the ground below, Eda drew a breath and continued her climb. Blake had made it over the wall once without falling, and she had been malnourished with half of Eda’s strength at the time.

      Eda paused at the top, peering over the embrasure, arms and legs trembling. All was silent. She checked below her once more, ensuring no merchants or defenders on the ground had spotted her. Satisfied, she pulled herself up and over, looking both ways along the wall walk before dropping onto it. There was no time to waste. She ran straight to the other side, leaping up onto the embrasure so she was out of view. Peering down into the borough, she saw the ground was clear below. She had picked a spot away from the barracks to give herself the best chance of success.

      How many times had she walked the grounds of the royal borough with her sister during their stay at Eldon Castle, imagining all the ways she could break in and out if she needed to? Now all that imaginative scheming was finally paying off.

      Taking a few slow breaths, she lowered herself over the edge, feeling for uneven stone and crevices to anchor herself. She moved quickly, knowing every second she was on the wall increased her risk of being caught. When she was ten feet from the bottom, she let go and dropped to the ground. She landed with a soft thud, knees bent to ease the impact. She looked around, above, then tugged her hood up and stepped out from the shadows, heading to the main path that led to the castle. No one would question her so long as she looked confident, like she belonged there—until she reached the castle gate. Then the guard on duty would ask to see her papers. But that did not matter, because she was not going through the gate. She was going to enter via the secret entrance Roul had shown her the day she busted Lyndal out of her bedchamber.

      The day King Borin had died.

      Slightly less exciting than scaling a wall, but definitely the most sensible option.

      She kept her head high as she walked, making eye contact with any defenders she passed along the way. Smiling. Saying good morning. They nodded back, assuming she was a maid or a cook on her way to work.

      Eda turned off the path when the main gate came into sight, walking to the base of the wall and following the muddy path all the way to the small door located on the east wall. Roul had told her it was only used by defenders and those who knew of its existence. It was hidden beneath thick ivy that covered the lower half of the wall. The tread in the path is what gave away its location. Anyone with basic tracking skills could have found it.

      She had just found the door’s latch when the sound of male voices on the other side made her freeze. There was nowhere for her to hide. She moved back, her mind racing. The door opened, and the men stepped through. They stopped talking when they spotted her.

      ‘What are you doing out here?’ asked the taller defender.

      She glanced in the direction of the barracks. ‘Waiting like a fool for him to show up. It was all confessions of love in his bed last night but another matter in the sober light of day.’

      The other defender grinned at the ground, but the man questioning her looked her up and down.

      ‘You work in the castle?’ he asked.

      Eda nodded, praying he did not ask to see her papers. ‘In the kitchen.’ She reminded herself to breathe as she waited for his response.

      ‘What’s the defender’s name?’ he asked.

      She hoped her face did not convey her panic. ‘You don’t really expect me to rat the man out, do you?’

      He crossed his arms and waited.

      Oh. She was never going to hear the end of this. ‘Roul Thornton. Now Commander Roul Thornton.’

      The defender’s face relaxed, his arms returning to his sides. ‘We’re heading to the barracks now. We’ll let him know you’re here. Name?’

      There was no chance in hell she was giving them her real name. ‘Beatrice.’ She prayed to Belenus and any other listening god that Roul was nowhere to be found. He would lock her in the tower himself, and there would be a lot of angry family waiting for her when she got out.

      The men continued on their way. The second they were out of sight, she ran to the door and pushed it open. Thankfully, no one was standing on the other side of it. She closed it behind her and moved quickly to the large tree in the middle of the lawn to collect herself and ensure the area was clear of defenders before proceeding.

      She would enter the castle via the fountain court without drawing too much attention. From there she would climb the grand staircase to the terrace, where Queen Fayre would likely be playing chess with one of her ladies. Then she would share her daring plan to bring Prince Becket home.

      Eda removed her cloak so as to better blend in, rolling it into a ball and tucking it at the base of the tree. She peered around the trunk, checking the area was clear before stepping out into the open once more. Walking quickly, she headed straight for the door ahead of her. She was ten feet from it when she heard a throat clear behind her. Sucking in a breath, she spun around. And there stood a slightly breathless Roul. His hands were tight fists, and she was sure she would melt beneath his coppery glare.

      ‘Hello, Beatrice,’ he said.

      She swallowed.

      ‘Are you going to tell me what in God’s name you’re doing here?’ He looked ready to drag her off to the tower before she had even given her response.

      ‘Just… paying Queen Fayre a visit.’

      He looked up at the terrace above them. ‘And is the queen expecting you?’

      He already knew the answer to that. ‘Actually, I was hoping to keep it a surprise. So if you could not spoil—’

      He was upon her before she had even gotten the words out, taking a hold of her arm and dragging her back towards the wall. ‘Of all the foolish things you’ve done, this really beats all of them.’

      ‘You say that, yet you don’t even know half the things I’ve done.’

      He gave her arm a tug, forcing her to walk faster. ‘You’re lucky those men you lied to came to find me or you’d be bleeding out in the fountain court by now.’

      ‘I’m unarmed. No defender is going to kill an unarmed woman.’

      His thunderous eyes returned to her. ‘Clearly you’re not as smart as you think you are. They’ve killed people for less.’

      She looked over her shoulder, wondering how long it would take her to reach the door. She had proven many times that she could outrun him over short distances.

      It was worth a shot.

      Swinging her arm, she circled free of his grip and took off at a sprint for the front entrance of the castle. He had taught her that move. The irony was not lost on her.

      ‘Suttone!’ Roul shouted, proving just how much trouble she was in.

      Perhaps she should have stopped. Perhaps she should have made a new plan, a safer one. But would it have the same impact?

      She kept running.

      Roul’s feet pounded the earth behind her, but she did not let the noise trip her up. She glanced once over her shoulder. There was at least twelve feet between them. Unarmed, she had the advantage of less weight and better motion. His superior fitness and long legs could only carry him so far.

      ‘I swear to God, if you don’t stop this second, I’m going to start throwing knives at your back,’ he said through his teeth.

      She knew he would do no such thing. ‘I just want to speak with her,’ she puffed out as she burst into the fountain court and headed for the staircase. She took the steps two at a time. When she reached the top, she spotted a defender patrolling the corridor. He stopped when he saw her.

      ‘Grab her!’ Roul called to him.

      Years of playing barley break had led Eda to this moment. If there was ever a time she needed to make it to the other side, it was now.

      ‘She’ll roll,’ Roul warned the man, knowing her tactics well. He had gained on her. His long legs meant he could take the steps three at a time.

      With Roul giving away her trade secrets, she was forced to pivot instead, turning just out of reach of the defender and gliding past his fingertips. Roul slowed to stop from colliding with the guard, but then she heard his boots find their rhythm once more.

      ‘I’m going to make sure you never leave the house again,’ Roul called to her. ‘I’m going to tie you to a chair.’

      Eda rounded the corner, leaping sideways to avoid colliding with a maid carrying a tray of food. Roul was not so lucky. The maid yelped, and a loud clang rang out as the silver tray landed on the ground.

      ‘If you step one foot on that terrace—’ Roul said, scrambling after her.

      He did not have a chance to finish his sentence, because she was already through the terrace door and dashing past the guards standing either side of it. Queen Fayre looked up from her game. Eda’s eyes were on the two guards behind her. That was twice as many as usual. The woman was queen regent now, and the kingdom could not afford to lose her.

      The men drew their weapons and came for Eda.

      ‘Halt!’ they shouted, forming a wall of steel and muscle between her and the queen.

      That was her time to stop, put her hands up, tell them she was unarmed. She already had Fayre’s full attention, but she had one more point to make. Eda continued towards the guards, dropping to the ground at the last minute and rolling through the narrow gap between them. She was through before they realised what had happened, then back on her feet, hands raised as she skidded to a stop in front of Queen Fayre.

      ‘I’m unarmed,’ she breathed. Then she felt the points of two swords in her back.

      The queen regent sat stiff in her chair, staring. ‘Eda Suttone.’

      ‘Oh good,’ she puffed. ‘You remember me.’

      Fayre looked past her to where Roul was now standing, telling the guards to take it easy. ‘Good morning, Commander.’

      ‘Your Majesty,’ Roul replied awkwardly.

      Fayre’s eyes returned to Eda. ‘Can I trust you to behave if I tell my guards to sheathe their weapons?’

      Eda kept her hands up. ‘Absolutely. I only came to talk.’

      Queen Fayre nodded to her guards, and the pressure on Eda’s back eased.

      ‘I gather you were not aware of Ms Suttone’s plans to visit either, Commander?’ Fayre asked Roul.

      ‘No, Your Majesty. I’m happy to escort her out.’

      Eda dared a glance back at him. His face was red and jaw clenched.

      ‘Leave us.’ Fayre looked to her stunned opponent, who was frozen in her chair. ‘I am afraid we shall need to finish our game later.’

      Eda had forgotten there was someone else there. The woman rose from her chair, curtsied, then rushed off. The queen’s guards wandered to the far end of the terrace. Eda could feel Roul’s eyes on her as he turned and left. Only then did she lower her hands.

      ‘Forgive my interruption,’ Eda began.

      ‘I forgive nothing, Ms Suttone. Now, tell me how you got into the royal borough without an invitation from me. I gather from Commander Thornton’s face that he was not your ally.’

      ‘Quite the opposite.’ Eda was not invited to sit, so she remained standing. ‘I climbed over the wall.’

      ‘You climbed a forty-foot wall? With what?’

      Eda held up her hands again. ‘With these.’

      Fayre’s eyes moved over her bloodied fingernails. ‘Why?’

      ‘To follow up on the letter I sent you.’ She wet her lips. ‘I would very much like to go to Harlech Castle and bring your son home.’

      Fayre leaned back in her chair, watching Eda. ‘So you said in your letter. There is a reason you received no response from me.’ She straightened one of the chess pieces on the board. ‘You see, I cannot in good conscience send you to your death.’

      Disappointment sat heavy in Eda’s chest. ‘But I can do this. Who else will you send if not me? If you send soldiers, they’ll be slaughtered before they reach the castle. Or an advisor? If by some miracle they survive the journey, Prince Becket won’t receive them.’

      ‘And he will receive you?’

      Eda nodded. ‘Just tell me who you want me to be. A merchant, a noble lady, a relative, a maid at the castle. I’ll be whatever you need me to be.’ She took a small step forwards. ‘I’ll find a way in.’

      ‘So that is what this little display is all about.’ She drew a tired breath. ‘Even if my son did not turn you away at the gate, there is the matter of the royal family. They have their own agenda and will not appreciate any interference.’

      Eda only shrugged. ‘Welcomed or not, I promise you I’ll get inside. Give me a few minutes alone with the prince, and I’ll tell him exactly who I am and explain all the reasons he needs to return to Chadora.’

      The queen regent looked her up and down. ‘Does your family know you are here?’

      ‘No. Though they won’t be too surprised to learn of it.’

      Fayre was silent as she stared at Eda, then said, ‘The safest route would be via ship. However, if a Chadorian ship were to anchor in Gwynedd, it would likely be attacked before its occupants had a chance to disembark. That leaves horseback.’

      ‘Then you’re in luck, because I ride very well.’

      Fayre frowned. ‘Have you any idea how dangerous that journey is? There are barely any villages left, only ghosts. I had an entire cavalry disappear in the forests of Carmarthenshire last year. A rebel group killed every defender, then ate every horse.’

      ‘Which is exactly why the only woman you can send is me. I can protect myself and anyone else travelling at my side.’

      Fayre folded her hands in her lap. ‘And what do you get out of all this? I know you have no interest in securing wealth or a place at court.’

      It was a good question. ‘Chadora gets a king, and I get to be useful for something other than laundry.’

      Fayre nodded in understanding. ‘You seek purpose.’

      Air filled Eda’s lungs. She felt seen. ‘Yes.’

      A knowing smile played on Queen Fayre’s lips. ‘Have you no plans to settle down like your sisters? A beautiful young woman such as yourself must be getting offers of marriage.’

      ‘My uncle has a suitor in mind.’ Eda clasped her hands in front of her. ‘I’m not sure if you’ve noticed, but I’m a bit of a handful.’

      ‘Yes, I have noticed.’

      One corner of Eda’s mouth lifted. ‘I’d prefer to settle down after I bring Chadora their king.’

      Fayre looked to the defenders at the far end of the terrace. ‘You have said your piece. Now it is time for you to leave.’ She signalled to her guards. ‘I should warn you that if I find you in my home, uninvited, again, you will be locked up next time.’ Her eyes met Eda’s. ‘Am I clear?’

      Eda chewed her lip. ‘Does that mean you’ll consider it?’

      Fayre waved her away. ‘You are positively exhausting. Go.’

      Eda lowered into a curtsy. One of the guards took her arm as she rose, and she was escorted from the terrace.
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      ‘If you don’t stop pacing, you’ll wear away the stone,’ Harlan told Roul.

      They were waiting at the front entrance of the castle to find out what was to become of Eda. Harlan had come as soon as he had heard.

      Roul stopped and turned in a circle, hands on hips, trying to calm himself, then resumed pacing. ‘She never listens. I specifically told her to leave this thing alone.’

      Harlan crossed his arms. ‘There’s your first mistake. You tried to tell her what to do.’

      ‘She seems to think Lyndal’s friendship with the queen makes her untouchable.’

      He stopped walking when he spotted Eda and one of the queen’s guards descending the steps towards them. The defender let go of her when he neared them. ‘Make sure she leaves.’ Then, turning on his heel, he climbed the steps.

      ‘You all right?’ Harlan asked her.

      ‘I’m fine.’

      Every muscle in Roul’s body was tense as he tried to contain his temper. It took a lot to get him worked up, but Eda seemed to manage it easily enough. ‘What the hell was that? Do you have any idea how lucky you are to still have a head after that little stunt of yours? Those guards were armed. What if Queen Fayre hadn’t recognised you? What if she hadn’t spoken up? Those men would’ve cut your throat without a moment’s hesitation. Queen Fayre’s all this kingdom has right now
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