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	CONSTANCE

	 

	T


	he flight from Sisters End had taken them from Whitehall, down the Narrows and east into the Greenhavens. For nearly two days, Sir Kyle Greenwood had led them through the Graveswood, rarely stopping except to camp or water the horses. Their progress slowed as Melina’s condition worsened. On the third morning, Sir Fergus insisted they find somewhere to stay until the princess could recover.

	‘We should continue to Hampstead Heath,’ Sir Kyle had said. ‘We’ll be there in two more days, three at the most.’

	‘No!’ the Noble Guard insisted. ‘Her Highness needs somewhere to rest, out of the cold.’

	‘She’ll have her own quarters with a fire and everything she needs at Forest Keep, and we have a maester who can treat her sickness.’

	‘None of that will help if she dies before we get there.’

	‘She won’t die.’

	‘Maybe, maybe not,’ Sir Fergus said, ‘but I’m not willing to take the chance, so either lead us to a suitable place, or we’ll find one ourselves.’

	Constance trusted Sir Fergus with her life, but the idea of them wandering about Avaleen in unfamiliar territory made her anxious.

	‘Please,’ Constance said to the young knight. ‘Her Highness hasn't been well for many weeks, and I fear for her health. We need your help.’

	‘I am trying to help!’

	Sir Kyle glanced from Constance to the Noble Guard, who gave him a stony look. Duncan, his lieutenant, just shrugged.

	The young knight threw up his arms in defeat. ‘Fine! I should know better than to argue with a bloody Noble Guard.’

	‘Thank you,’ Constance said.

	Sir Kyle acknowledged her with a slight bow of his head.

	‘There’s a place about ten miles east of here, just south of the main road,’ he said. ‘It’s not the closest, but I know the people there. We can trust them.’

	Sir Fergus nodded his agreement.

	They arrived at the small village of Willow Creek, around midday. There seemed to be no tavern or inn, but before long, Sir Kyle had arranged a room for the princess in the home of one of the residents. The small room had a proper bed and a fireplace, and within an hour of their arrival, a fire had been lit, and the princess had fallen into a fitful slumber.

	Constance spent most of her time watching over the princess, who slept for the rest of the day and all through the night. A tired Constance began to think they should never have left Whitehall.

	‘You should get some rest yourself, Lady Constance,’ said Sir Fergus. ‘She’ll wake when she wakes, and your hovering around won’t make it happen any quicker.’

	‘I’m trying,’ she said, unable to stifle a yawn.

	Constance lay on the makeshift bed on the floor and closed her eyes, but still sleep evaded her. Something always entered her mind, real or imagined, that stopped her from drifting off. When she did manage to sleep, she often woke with a start. As a result, Constance barely managed to get a few hours’ sleep at night and even less during the day. Thankfully, by the third day, Melina felt well enough to take short walks, and Sir Fergus and Constance accompanied her along the edge of the small but picturesque lake.

	‘When are we leaving?’ Melina asked.

	‘When you’re well enough to ride, Highness,’ Sir Fergus said. ‘A few more days, perhaps.’

	‘I’m well enough now,’ Melina said, her voice soft but resolute. ‘Are we not still in danger?’

	‘Sir Kyle assures me that we’re perfectly safe here.’

	‘If I ask Sir Kyle the same question, will he give me the same answer?’ the princess asked the Noble Guard.

	Constance agreed with Sir Fergus but didn’t want to defy the princess’s wishes. ‘Just one more day. One more, then we’ll be off to Hampstead Heath.’

	‘Yes, one more day,’ the Noble Guard agreed. ‘I’ll advise Sir Kyle that we’ll leave tomorrow morning.’

	Melina glanced at them both. ‘I feel I’m being conspired against, but I will accede to your recommendation.’

	The princess’s words contained no venom, and that she acquiesced so quickly proved to Constance that she had still not fully recovered.

	Constance smiled. ‘Only because we love you, Mellie. Isn’t that right, Sir Fergus?’

	‘Err … yes,’ he said.

	Constance had always seen him as the strong protector who would die before allowing any harm to come to the princess or herself. She never considered that the mention of love could cause him discomfort.

	‘In your case, Sir Fergus, maybe it’s love as one would feel for a granddaughter?’ she said.

	It took a few moments, but his confidence reasserted itself.

	‘Like a grandfather, is it? Yes, I can live with that.’

	This brought a smile to Melina’s face, one of the few since her father’s death.

	‘It’s good to see you smiling, Highness,’ Sir Fergus added. ‘Even if it is to remind me of my advanced age.’

	The Noble Guard broke into a slight grin, a rare occurrence. He bowed, turned, and left the girls near the edge of the pretty lake.

	‘Thank you, Connie,’ Melina said, ‘for looking after me.’

	‘You've been pushing yourself too much,’ said Constance, less afraid to speak her mind privately to the princess.

	‘I know I can be stubborn at times,’ Melina said.

	‘You’re a princess of the realm. One would argue it’s your right to be stubborn.’

	Both girls managed a restrained laugh.

	‘It is good to see you smile again,’ Constance added. ‘I know there isn’t a whole lot to be thankful for at the moment.’

	The princess grabbed Constance’s hand.

	‘If the situation we’re in has taught me anything, it’s that I should appreciate what I do have because it can be taken away all too easily.’

	Constance gave the princess’s hand a gentle squeeze.

	‘We may even get Sir Fergus to smile again,’ the princess added.

	The approach of the Noble Guard and the young Greenhavens knight interrupted their conversation.

	‘We have a minor problem, Highness,’ Sir Fergus said.

	‘What now?’ the princess’s smile disappeared.

	‘I’ll let Sir Kyle explain,’ the Noble Guard said, stepping back to give the young knight room.

	‘Highness,’ the young knight bowed his head, a worried look on his face.

	‘I sent some men ahead to Forest Keep to inform my father of our delay. They returned at first light.’

	‘And?’ Melina said.

	‘They reported at least half a dozen patrols along the main road alone. They were not from the Greenhavens.’

	‘Whitehall?’

	Sir Kyle shook his head.

	‘I've had men watching the main road from Sisters End. It looks as though they’re staying their side of the Steppes.’

	‘So, who are they?’

	‘We don’t know.’

	‘What do you propose?’ Sir Fergus said. ‘That's the only road to Hampstead Heath, is it not?’

	Constance shared the Noble Guard's concern. If they couldn't get to Forest Keep, where would they go?

	‘For those unfamiliar with the Greenhavens, that may be the case, but I've been travelling these lands since I was born,’ said the young knight. ‘We can go through the Deep Wood and avoid the roads altogether. It'll be slower, but there'll be no chance of us being seen.’

	‘These men patrolling your roads, how do we know there aren't more of them waiting for us when we get there?’ asked Sir Fergus.

	Sir Kyle did not answer at once.

	‘We should head southeast, straight for Millars Landing,’ Sir Fergus continued. ‘We can travel to Cliffs End from there. We cannot risk the princess falling into the hands of the Whites or their allies.’

	‘That would take ten days, if not more,’ Sir Kyle said, ‘and even though Her Highness is well enough to make it to Forest Keep, travelling to Millars Landing could kill her.’

	‘Now you're concerned for her well-being?’ Sir Fergus said to the young knight.

	Sir Kyle seemed offended. ‘The safety and well-being of the princess has always been my top priority, sir.’

	‘I don't think –’ the Noble Guard began, but Melina interrupted the argument.

	‘Sir Fergus, Sir Kyle,’ she said. ‘If we were to approach Hampstead Heath through the forest, would it be possible to ascertain if it would be safe to enter Forest Keep without making ourselves known?’

	‘We could stand twenty yards from the forest edge and not be seen,’ Sir Kyle said. ‘The advantage would be with us, Highness.’

	Constance just wanted somewhere safe and warm, free from pursuit and worry, where Melina could recover properly and get strong again.

	The princess glanced at her before looking up at Sir Fergus. ‘We'll head to Forest Keep as Sir Kyle has suggested.’

	The Noble Guard seemed about to protest, but a raised hand from Melina silenced him.

	‘If there’s any sign of danger,’ she said, ‘or Sir Fergus believes we cannot safely enter the keep, then we will make for the Shadowlands.’

	‘As you wish, Highness,’ Sir Kyle nodded. ‘I'll prepare for our departure.’

	They set out mid-morning the following day, led by Sir Kyle and his two scouts, with Constance, Melina and Sir Fergus following. Three more soldiers guarded the rear. They entered the Deep Wood, where the thick forest canopy cast a perpetual shadow on everything. Constance had started out riding beside the princess, but the closeness of the trees and the dense undergrowth that covered their path eventually forced them to ride in single file. Constance often turned in her saddle to check on Melina, relieved that she seemed to be holding up. Being restricted to a walking pace certainly helped.

	That night, they camped on the forest floor. Thankfully, the forest ceiling that hid the sunlight during the day also kept out some of the chills of the night. Exhausted, Constance hoped that Forest Keep would be their final destination.

	‘This is the longest I've been away from my little boy since he was born,’ Sir Kyle lamented as they sat around the campfire.

	‘What's his name?’ asked Constance.

	‘Griffen, after his great-grandfather,’ he said proudly. ‘He's a smart boy, already wielding his toy sword like he was born to it.’

	‘And terrorising the servants like his father did, from what I hear,’ Sergeant Hudson added.

	Sergeant Elias Hudson sat opposite Constance. She liked the old scout. He told stories and joked with everyone, including Constance and Melina. However, he avoided any verbal sparring with Sir Fergus.

	Elias held his hand three feet above the ground. ‘When he was small, he used to stick the servants with his toy sword, including my mother.’

	‘It was just wood,’ Sir Kyle protested with a smile, ‘and quite blunt.’

	‘My mother used to come home with scratches all up and down her legs,’ Elias continued with his story. ‘Sir Kyle was quite the horrid child when you think about it.’

	Constance and Melina laughed.

	‘That's a bit harsh, Eli.’

	‘Thankfully, he grew out of it,’ Elias gestured towards Sir Kyle, ‘and is now the fine young knight you see before you today.’

	‘Yes, well, Emmaline is managing to keep Griffen under some semblance of control. Apparently, I give him too much leeway,’ the young Greenhavens knight shrugged.

	‘My father did the same thing with Leto,’ the princess said. ‘He was quite the troublesome child, especially when he and Jacob got together. I'm certain you were an angel compared to him, Sir Kyle.’

	For a few moments, no-one spoke after Melina mentioned both her father and her missing brother. Aside from a tinge of sadness in her voice, there weren’t any overt signs of distress.

	‘You are most kind, Highness,’ Sir Kyle said, breaking the silence, ‘though I’m sure the Sergeant is overstating my horridness.’
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	For the next two days, they trudged through the forest on foot, leading their horses through the green maze, vines, fallen branches, and ever-thicker undergrowth impeding their progress. At times, Constance had the impression the guides had become lost, but they finally came across a small watercourse. It led to a log cabin where they set up camp in the neighbouring clearing.

	‘I apologise for the rather erratic path,’ Sir Kyle said. ‘Even the best trackers have trouble navigating the Deep Wood. Eli has been walking these forests for nearly thirty years and still gets lost occasionally.’

	‘How far to Hampstead Heath?’ Sir Fergus enquired.

	‘We use this as a base for hunting in these parts,’ Sergeant Hudson said, pointing to the nearby brook. ‘Just follow the stream, and you'll be at Forest Keep in no time.’

	‘We'll be there by mid-morning,’ said Lieutenant Foster.

	‘You may sleep in the cabin, Highness,’ Sir Kyle said. ‘But there's no hearth, so it may be warmer out here by the fire.’

	Constance liked the idea of the cabin, away from the forest creatures, large and small, but she would sleep wherever the princess decided.

	‘This is your territory, Sir Kyle. Whatever you think is best,’ Melina said, yawning.

	They slept by the campfire again. It could have been fatigue or the relief at the possibility of their journey being nearly over, but Constance slept deeply that night, having to be woken by Sir Fergus long after dawn. As a result, there was a delay in getting Melina ready to travel.

	It wasn’t long before they arrived at their destination. As they neared the forest edge, Sir Kyle sent some of his men to scout ahead. They left the horses in a small clearing half a mile downstream and proceeded on foot, following the waterway to the forest's edge.

	Constance could now see the castle through the trees. It sat atop a hill in a large clearing, its outer walls only a hundred yards from where they hid.

	‘Look, Mellie. We're here,’ Constance whispered, and looked up to Sir Fergus, who stared out at the castle. ‘How long before we can go in?’

	‘When Sir Kyle's men return, and I'm satisfied that it's safe,’ the Noble Guard said, and turned to the young Greenhavens knight who also surveyed the keep. ‘The scouts have not yet returned. Why?’

	‘I don't know,’ Sir Kyle said, peering out of the woods. ‘Everything seems fine from here, but this is the back of the castle. We should move around to the northern side. We'll see more from there.’

	‘What about your scouts?’ Sir Fergus repeated.

	‘They'll return soon.’

	They followed the knight and the rest of his men back into the forest fifty yards before they turned and made their way around to the northern side of the keep. This time, they got closer to the edge of the woods, finding a fallen tree with a trunk so wide that they could all stand behind it and remain hidden.

	Constance moved a few yards to the left and peered out. She could only see the northern wall and the beginnings of the town of Hampstead Heath to the west.

	‘Sir Kyle?’ the Noble Guard tried to get the young knight's attention.

	Sir Fergus stepped closer, and Sir Kyle pointed east.

	‘What's wrong?’ Melina said. ‘I can't see a thing.’

	Constance gazed in the direction that Sir Kyle had pointed. Beyond Hampstead Heath, at the bottom of the valley, they could see a cluster of tents, men and horses. Flags flew, but she couldn't make them out.

	‘Who are they?’ Sir Fergus said, but the young knight ignored him again.

	Constance stifled a scream as two Greenhavens soldiers appeared out of the forest like wraiths. Sergeant Elias had one of the scouts sent out earlier that day with him. The scout sounded out of breath.

	‘My lord,’ the Sergeant said. ‘Villy has returned.’

	That got Sir Kyle's attention, and he turned towards the two men. ‘Report!’

	‘They have control of the keep, my lord,’ Villy said.

	‘Who's they?’

	‘I saw banners for House Greythorpe and … … ’ the scout paused.

	‘And who?’

	Villy looked confused. ‘I saw banners of the King, but I thought the King was dead?’

	‘He is,’ Sir Fergus said. ‘They're most likely banners of the Steward.’

	‘It's bad enough the Greythorpes are here,’ said Sir Kyle, ‘but why take over the keep if they're on the Steward’s business?’

	‘I'm sure we all know why they're here, and the Greythorpes have never been a friend of Lord Owen or his allies,’ Sir Fergus said grimly.

	The Greenhavens knight glanced at Melina, who had been listening to the exchange. ‘My father won’t give us up, not even to the Steward.’

	‘But to take control of the keep, it doesn't make sense,’ Sir Fergus said. ‘That’s very provocative, not like Lord Regan at all.’

	‘What do we do now?’ Melina said.

	‘Whatever the actual situation is in Forest Keep, it's not safe.’

	‘I can’t argue with you there,’ Sir Kyle agreed.

	‘We should go before they learn of our whereabouts,’ Sir Fergus urged.

	‘They may already know,’ Villy said.

	All eyes turned to the scout.

	‘Villy, speak quickly!’ Sir Kyle commanded.

	‘They … they have Otto, my lord.’

	Villy’s gaze dropped to the forest floor.

	Sir Kyle rubbed his temple for a few moments. ‘Otto's a tough nut. He wouldn't have given away our plans, not yet anyway.’

	‘They'll still know we're close, so we should go now,’ Sir Fergus said. ‘That's what you agreed, Sir Kyle.’

	‘Yes … yes, you're right,’ the young knight said.

	Duncan came running over. ‘My lord! Something's happening.’

	Sir Kyle turned back towards the castle.

	‘The northeast tower,’ the Lieutenant said.

	‘What the … ’ Sir Kyle's voice trailed off.

	‘What is it?’ Constance moved forward and tried to focus on the closest tower.

	‘No … no, no,’ the young knight murmured. ‘No … don't!’

	A man stood at the top of the tower right at the edge of the battlements. Constance gasped as someone shoved the man from the tower. He fell in silence, the only sound being a faint thump as his body hit the ground two hundred feet below.

	‘No!’ Sir Kyle whimpered.

	The nearby soldiers cursed as Constance stared at the place where the body had landed.

	‘Who … who was that?’ Melina asked.

	‘That … was Lord Gruffydd,’ Sergeant Elias replied, his face grim.

	Sir Kyle leaned against a tree, his head bowed.

	‘He was killed because of me?’ The princess’s voice expressed her anxiety.

	‘The reason for this heinous act is immaterial,’ Sir Fergus said.

	‘Of course, it's about her!’ Duncan said, his face red with anger.

	The Noble Guard turned on the Lieutenant. ‘Silence that mouth of yours!’

	Duncan stood his ground. ‘I don't answer to you! The Lord of Forest Keep gives me orders, and now he's dead.’

	The Noble Guard pointed at Sir Kyle, who remained slumped against the tree. ‘Your lord is now here. Sir Kyle is now responsible for everyone in the Greenhavens, not just your band of merry men.’

	‘Do you think we give a shit about what happens to her?’ the Lieutenant spat. ‘The capitol is over four hundred miles away. They can fight amongst themselves and kill each other for all I care. I say we hand her over to the Greythorpes and be done with it.’

	Constance heard murmurs of agreement from some nearby soldiers.

	‘You speak treason, Lieutenant,’ Sir Fergus placed his hand on the pommel of his sword. ‘I’d advise you to choose your next words carefully.’

	Constance stood protectively in front of the princess. ‘You will not give Her Highness to them.’

	‘I'll do whatever my Lord commands, girl,’ Duncan growled.

	Lieutenant Foster had been quite amiable with Constance and Melina during their journey from Sisters End. Now, he wanted to hand the princess to their enemies without a second thought.

	‘Coward!’ Constance said, the insult flying off her tongue before she knew what happened, but she wouldn’t back down. ‘You'll have to kill me before I'll let you touch her.’

	Duncan could easily brush her aside if he wanted, but she had to try and protect the princess as best she could.

	‘You little bitch,’ Duncan only made one step towards her before Sir Fergus had whipped out his sword and held it to his neck.

	‘I thought you were smarter than that,’ the Noble Guard said.

	‘Lieutenant!’

	Everyone except Duncan and Sir Fergus turned at Sir Kyle's voice.

	‘Duncan, stand back.’

	‘But my –’ Duncan started, but Sir Kyle silenced him.

	‘We'll not squabble amongst ourselves,’ the young lord said.

	The Lieutenant stepped back, away from the blade of the Noble Guard. ‘I apologise, my lord. I only want what's best for us.’

	‘I know,’ Kyle said as he approached Duncan and Sir Fergus.

	Sir Fergus sheathed his sword and faced the young knight, now Lord of the Greenhavens. ‘You have my condolences, but we must leave now.’

	‘We can't just leave –’

	‘Duncan! I understand that –’ Sir Kyle cut short Lieutenant Foster’s protest but was interrupted.

	‘My lord!’ Sergeant Hudson called out and pointed towards the keep.

	Constance and everyone else looked back at the tower where a woman had now appeared, pushed forward by her captors.

	‘The absolute bastards!’ Lieutenant Foster exclaimed.

	‘Be silent!’ Sir Kyle commanded.

	‘– out there somewhere,’ a gruff voice from the keep could be heard. ‘The death of your father is on his head. He was a stubborn fool.’ The voice was raised now, carrying across the space from the keep.

	Constance didn’t recognise the voice that continued to taunt the young knight.

	‘However, any harm to your wife will be on yours if you don’t produce the princess.’

	The Lady Emmaline teetered on the edge of the battlements.

	‘You cannot accede to their demands,’ Sir Fergus said. ‘Your father died for his beliefs. Don’t let his death be for naught.’

	‘Do not lecture me about what my father did or did not believe!’ Sir Kyle said, unable to hide his torment.

	‘I will not allow you to give Her Highness to these animals,’ Sir Fergus steeled himself.

	‘I’m not a patient man, Sir Kyle,’ the voice from the keep warned. ‘Or should I say, Lord Kyle?’

	Constance thought she heard faint laughter coming from the battlements. Sir Fergus stepped back and leaned close to her.

	‘Be ready to run,’ he said, his voice low. ‘Our alliance with House Greenwood may be at an end.’

	Constance glanced at Sir Fergus, her face a mask of worry, but she nodded.

	The Noble Guard moved and faced Sir Kyle and the Greenhavens soldiers, with Constance and Melina now at his back. Constance moved closer to the princess. ‘Can you run, Mellie?’ she whispered.

	Constance doubted Melina’s ability to run for any distance, but they may not have a choice. The princess had tears in her eyes, but she nodded her readiness. Constance gave her an encouraging smile and squeezed her hand.

	Sir Fergus would defend the princess with his life, but Constance hoped the new Lord of Forest Keep would see sense.

	‘Don’t give in, my love,’ Lady Emmaline shouted from the tower.

	Constance could hear the defiance in her voice.

	‘Em … ’ Sir Kyle muttered.

	There was a collective gasp as someone pushed the young woman from the tower, her dress fluttering in the breeze as she fell. Constance turned away, but the sickening dull thud as the woman’s body hit the ground still reached them. The young knight sunk to his knees and whimpered.

	‘It’s time for us to go,’ Sir Fergus said, not bothering to hide his intentions.

	Most of the remaining soldiers turned towards him, some drawing their weapons.

	‘You’ll stay here until the Lord of these lands gives you leave,’ Duncan stepped forward, keeping a respectful distance from the Noble Guard.

	‘You forget yourself, Lieutenant,’ Sir Fergus again drew his sword against Lieutenant Foster. ‘Her Highness will go where she pleases.’

	For a few moments, no-one moved, but Sir Kyle stood and turned towards them, his face wet with tears. Constance bit her lip in anticipation.

	‘Put away your blades,’ he said.

	Still, not a soul moved.

	‘Now!’ his tone hardened.

	Sir Fergus slid his weapon back into its scabbard only after the Greenhavens soldiers had done the same.

	‘There'll be no fighting between us,’ Sir Kyle said.

	Constance realised she had been holding her breath and slowly let it out.

	‘Then let’s leave before we’re discovered,’ Sir Fergus pleaded.

	‘You may leave,’ Sir Kyle said, ‘but I won't be going with you.’

	Constance didn't understand.

	‘Two of my men will accompany you to the Shadowlands to act as guides through the Deep Wood,’ Sir Kyle turned to his men, who had gathered in a small group. ‘Eli, Villy, you will escort Her Highness and her companions to Millars Landing.’

	‘My lord, I humbly request you send someone else,’ Sergeant Hudson said. ‘My place is by your side, as it has been since you came of age.’

	‘Your place is where I want it to be,’ Sir Kyle snapped.

	His harsh tone surprised Elias. ‘Err … yes, my lord.’

	‘I need someone I can trust to carry the message of our plight to my uncle and to request assistance,’ the young lord’s voice softened.

	Eli accepted his new orders with a nod and turned to the scout. ‘Villy, get ready to move out.’

	‘You should come with us,’ Melina said, approaching Sir Kyle.

	‘No, Your Highness. As Sir Fergus pointed out, I am now the Lord of the Greenhavens. I will not desert my people.’

	‘What will you do?’

	‘I don't know. I just know I cannot abandon them –’ Sir Kyle stopped as the gruff voice again penetrated the forest's edge.

	‘I’m impressed, young lord.’

	Everyone turned towards the voice. A man had climbed onto the battlements where Lord Gruffydd and Lady Emmaline had previously stood. However, this time, the man who had been taunting them stepped up to the edge of the wall.

	‘Let's see how strong your resolve is now.’

	Constance felt sick when she finally recognised what Sir Kyle's tormentor now held. He held a tiny infant by the leg, its cries easily carried to where Constance hid.

	‘Please,’ Sir Kyle stepped closer to the edge of the trees. ‘Not my boy. No … no … no!’

	Sir Fergus reached for the young knight but he burst out of the trees and raced towards the keep, pleading for his son’s life.

	‘Shit!’ Duncan shouted and surged out of the trees after him, along with most of the other Greenhaven's soldiers.

	‘Damn!’ Sir Fergus said, whirling to Constance and Melina. ‘Back to the horses, now!’

	Constance didn’t question the Noble Guard and fled into the forest. The princess had already started running, but she quickly caught up to her and slowed.

	‘Keep going!’ Sir Fergus yelled.

	Constance obeyed and bolted, running as fast as her legs would allow. She glanced back and saw the Noble Guard scoop the princess up in his arms without slowing.

	They eventually reached the small clearing near the stream where they’d left the horses. Sir Fergus lifted the princess onto one of them and helped Constance onto hers. The rustling of trees and breaking twigs alerted them to someone approaching fast through the trees behind them. Sir Fergus stepped away from the horses and drew his sword. Elias and Villy spilled out of the forest into the clearing.

	‘He's dead. The bastards shot him as he … ’ the Sergeant's voice broke. ‘They … they shot him with a dozen arrows … he tried to catch Master Griffen! The fucking animals!’

	‘The gods help us,’ Sir Fergus groaned. ‘And the others?’

	‘I don't know,’ Elias said. ‘Once Lord Kyle fell, I grabbed Villy, and we ran. They're probably dead, too.’

	‘Were you followed?’

	‘Just before we ran, a bunch of riders came out of the main gate and headed this way,’ Villy said.

	‘Then mount up before they figure out where we are,’ Sir Fergus said and reached for the reins of his horse.

	Villy stared upstream for a few moments. ‘It’s too late. I can hear them.’

	‘How many?’ Elias said.

	‘A dozen or more,’ the scout said.

	‘Villy, take Her Highness and Lady Constance to the cabin,’ Sir Fergus said. ‘But stay hidden in the woods until one of us gets there.’

	A surprised Villy glanced at Elias for confirmation.

	‘Go,’ the Sergeant said, and the scout hauled himself onto his horse.

	‘What are you going to do?’ Melina said.

	‘Whatever we can, Highness,’ Sir Fergus climbed into the saddle but turned his horse towards the keep. ‘We’ll see you both soon.’

	Constance wanted to say something to the Noble Guard but couldn’t find the words. He sounded confident they would prevail, but she understood nothing could be certain, not anymore.

	‘Lady Constance, you go first,’ Villy said. ‘I’ll guard the rear.’

	She tugged on her reins and kicked the horse with her heels. Melina couldn’t handle a gallop, so Constance urged her horse to a slow canter. She turned her head as she followed the bend in the waterway and glimpsed Sir Fergus and Sergeant Hudson riding upstream, weapons out. Constance felt a lump rise in her throat. She may never see him again. He had always treated her like a lady.

	They arrived at the cabin, but Villy led them to a place fifty yards further on amongst the trees. They dismounted and settled down to wait for Sir Fergus and Elias. Constance and Melina sat on an old stump while Villy climbed a nearby tree and perched on a low-hanging branch.

	‘I can see more from up here,’ he explained.

	After a while, he climbed down. ‘I’m just going to take a look around.’

	‘Is it safe?’ Constance said. ‘Sir Fergus said to stay in the woods.’

	‘I’m a scout. It’s what I do.’

	‘Of course,’ she said, feeling foolish.

	‘Don’t worry, I won’t be long.’

	Villy disappeared into the forest, leaving Constance and Melina with the horses. They waited in silence.

	An hour passed, and the scout had not yet returned.

	‘He promised he wouldn’t be long,’ Melina eventually said.

	‘He’ll return soon,’ Constance said, trying to sound optimistic.

	The light began to fade, and Constance began to feel the cold. She glanced at Melina, who sat, hugging her knees to her chest, shivering.

	‘We should go to the cabin,’ Constance said.

	The princess looked up. ‘Sir Fergus hasn’t come.’

	No, he hadn’t, and neither had Sergeant Hudson. Villy had not returned either. They had to look out for themselves now.

	‘We’ll freeze if we stay out here,’ Constance said. ‘I … I don’t think Sir Fergus is coming.’

	‘But he said he would,’ Melina said and began to cry.

	Constance shuffled across to the princess, embraced her, and fought back tears of her own. She had to be strong.

	‘Let’s get you inside.’

	Melina offered no resistance as Constance helped her up and led her towards the clearing.

	‘I think I remember Elias saying there were some blankets in one of the chests, and I’ll build a fire.’

	It had been a long while since Constance had needed to light a fire outside of a hearth, but it shouldn’t be too difficult. She glanced around as they approached the rear of the cabin. Only the sound of running water and the forest could be heard. Constance decided to settle the princess inside the cabin before retrieving the horses.

	Constance and Melina entered the clearing and froze. Panic rose in her as she stared at Villy. He lay on the ground near the remnants of last night’s campfire. Arrows protruded from his chest and neck.

	‘So predictable.’

	Constance and Melina squealed as a man stepped out of the trees at the opposite edge of the clearing. He held a small crossbow in one hand, pointed at Constance, and a long dagger in the other.

	He approached them with a swagger. ‘Don’t try to run, or you’ll end up like him.’

	Even from this distance, Constance could see the revolting scar across his face. Her heart raced. Terrified, she knew she needed to do something now, but what?

	The man with the scar got closer.

	‘How dare you point that thing at me!’ she blurted out with as much bravado as she could muster. ‘Don’t you know who I am? I’m a princess of the realm, and you have no right to –’

	‘Don’t get all high and mighty with me,’ the man cut her off and kept walking towards them. ‘I’ve had enough of lords and ladies trying to tell me what to do.’

	‘But I –,’ Melina began, but Constance turned on her.

	‘Be silent!’

	She didn’t know what this man had planned for the princess, but it would not be good. Constance turned back to the grizzled soldier who stood only a few steps away.

	‘Leave us be and … and I’ll forget this ever happened.’

	‘Don’t make this harder on yourself.’

	His gruff voice frightened her.

	Constance seemed to have convinced him she was the princess, a small victory, as long as Melina kept quiet.

	‘Hurry up and get it over with then,’ Constance said with false bravado. ‘Kill me, or are you going to rape me first?’

	‘I’ve never had a princess before,’ he said, ogling her for a moment. ‘But the Steward has plans for you, and he wants you taken back to the capitol, unspoiled.’

	Her heart still pounded in her chest despite the relief that they didn’t want Melina dead. Constance would endure the journey back to Twin Falls, but she didn’t want to contemplate what would happen once they discovered her deception. For now, at least, she wouldn’t be killed or molested.

	‘Hold out your hands,’ he ordered.

	She complied. He hung the crossbow on his belt and retrieved some twine.

	‘Don’t try anything smart, or I’ll cut you,’ he waved the dagger inches from her face.

	She nodded, and he bound her wrists together. She let out a whimper when he pulled it tight. He chuckled and cut off the excess twine.

	‘Turn around.’

	She did as ordered and glanced at Melina, who again had tears rolling down her face. This time, she wasn’t crying for herself, but for the sacrifice Constance had made. She could see it in Melina’s eyes.

	‘It’ll be alright,’ she said and gave Melina a weak smile as her captor bound her ankles, managing not to yelp as he tightened the binding.

	He spun her around and shook his head in disgust. ‘You look like a fucking slum rat.’

	Neither of them had bathed since before they had left Sisters End, and Constance knew she didn't look very presentable in the clothes she wore and everything they’d been through.

	The man looked across to Melina. ‘And what’s wrong with you?’

	‘My handmaiden has not been well of late,’ Constance said.

	‘I’m not carting a sick girl to the capitol,’ he said.

	Constance thanked the gods, sure the princess could survive long enough out here until help arrived.

	An instant later, he flashed his dagger across Melina’s neck.

	Constance opened her mouth to scream, but nothing came out. Her captor picked her up, slung her over his shoulder, and started across the clearing.

	She could hardly breathe.

	Melina stood still. Her pale, gaunt features had turned a sickly shade of white. She reached out towards Constance as the thin red line across her throat widened. The trickle of blood turned into a flood, her eyes rolled back into her head, and she collapsed onto the forest floor.

	Constance’s captor carted her into the woods and hoisted her over the back of a horse. The horse began to move under her, but she didn’t even try to hold on, not caring if she fell. She closed her eyes and cried slow, deep sobs.

	Constance had only wanted to protect Melina from harm. Why had she pretended to be the princess? She had reconciled herself with the sacrifice she made, but it turned out all for nothing. Melina, her cousin, her best friend, her beautiful princess, was dead. It should have been her.

	‘Well, look at this,’ her captor said with mild surprise.

	Constance only realised the horse had come to a halt when the soldier pulled her from the horse and unceremoniously dumped her on the ground, burying her face in the wet dirt that skirted the edge of the stream.

	‘I’ll be taking Her Highness with me now,’ a familiar voice said.

	Constance rolled over in the mud and looked upstream. Sir Fergus! He stood there, tall and fearsome, his sword at the ready.

	‘I don’t think so,’ her captor said, seemingly unconcerned that he faced a Noble Guard.

	‘I know you,’ the Noble Guard said. ‘You’re Steffan Greythorpe’s dog, nothing but a thug and an assassin.’

	‘I’m on the Steward’s business now,’ the scarred soldier replied. ‘So, get the fuck out of my way.’

	‘I don’t think so,’ the Noble Guard echoed the soldier’s words as he approached.

	He sported a slight limp.

	‘Good,’ the man snorted. ‘I’ve already killed three lords and a lady today. A Noble Guard will top it off just nicely.’

	‘He killed … ’ Constance lay on her side in the mud and tried to shout. ‘He killed her!’

	‘Lady Constance?’ he said with a flicker of surprise.

	‘I tried to protect her. I did … ’ her voice faded as she again descended into uncontrolled sobbing.

	Melina’s murderer glanced back at Constance and laughed. ‘Lady, huh? Well, that little trick backfired, didn’t it?’

	‘You have nothing to take back to your master,’ the Noble Guard said, ‘so leave.’

	‘It looks like we’ve both failed our duties today, old man,’ the soldier said, drawing his sword. ‘Only you won’t live to regret it.’

	Constance tried to stand but slipped in the mud as the men circled each other, each taking stock of their opponent.

	‘No-one will know of my failure, but everyone will know of yours,’ he taunted. ‘I’ll make sure of that.’

	She picked at the ties around her ankles without success.

	‘The final failure of the last Noble Guard,’ her captor continued to goad Sir Fergus.

	Sir Fergus drew his dagger. Blood dribbled down his side from under his arm. He tossed the blade towards her. It landed a few yards away.

	‘Cut yourself free,’ he said, not taking his eyes from his opponent, ‘then hide in the trees and don’t come out.’

	The soldier lunged at the Noble Guard, but he blocked the attack, retreating a few steps. Constance scrambled to the dagger and picked it up with her bound hands. She began to cut at the binding on her ankles. She grimaced as she sliced the skin of her leg but didn’t stop hacking at the bindings. Her lower legs had become slick with blood, but Constance kept cutting. The dagger too became slippery, but eventually, the bindings broke apart, and she scrambled to her feet.

	Constance glanced up at the two men fighting not twenty yards from her. Sir Fergus remained on the defensive, his movements stymied by his injuries. She jammed the dagger's hilt between her knees and started to cut the bonds around her wrists. She rubbed the twine binding her wrists up and down the upturned blade, but the dagger kept slipping from between her knees. She righted it and clamped her knees together even harder. Constance rubbed her bonds against the blade again. This time, the bonds began to fray. She kept at it, up and down, and suddenly, the twine parted and fell into the mud.

	Constance grabbed the dagger and stood. ‘Sir Fergus!’

	She wanted to help.

	‘Run!’ he called out as he blocked another savage attack.

	Constance just stood there. What could she do?

	‘Run!’ Sir Fergus yelled again.

	It pained her that she could do nothing to help him, but she turned and fled into the forest, leaving the injured Noble Guard at the mercy of that vicious killer. She entered the trees and stumbled through the foliage. Branches scratched her arms and face, but she kept moving, not knowing which direction she headed. She caught her foot in a vine and tripped. Sprawled face down on the damp forest floor, she continued to sob.

	She rolled over onto her back, dirt and leaves sticking to her face, with the overhanging greenery a blur through her tears. She could no longer hear shouting, no skirmish cries or clashing of swords, just the sounds of the forest and the thumping of her heart. Had Sir Fergus been victorious? Surely, he would be calling for her if he had. Constance sat up and leaned against a nearby tree. Maybe she’d run too far away and couldn’t hear him. She hugged her knees to her chest.

	She would wait.
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	moke rose from what was left of the town of Hampstead Heath, and Cedric turned to Captain Kirby, his face grim.

	‘Gather a half-dozen men and follow me,’ Cedric ordered. ‘Lieutenant Huttert, get the rest of them settled back into the camp and ready my tent.’

	Cedric had returned to the Greenhavens, hoping to salvage some pride by returning the princess to the capitol, but the scene he now gazed at filled him with dread.

	The captain and six other riders followed Cedric, who had urged his mount to a canter. They had to slow to a walk as they passed through the remains of the main gate. Wisps of smoke still emanated from its charred edges.

	‘What the hell happened here?’ Captain Kirby said.

	Cedric asked himself the same thing as he viewed the devastation. Not one of the buildings had escaped untouched. Some sustained only minor damage, while others had been razed to the ground, smoke rising from the charred remains. Amongst the ruins, he glimpsed only a few of the townsfolk. Those who acknowledged his presence did so with a look of pure hatred or utter despair. Where had the rest of them gone?

	The gate to Forest Keep had been left wide open, with no guards to be seen.

	‘A trap?’ Tamar wondered out loud.

	‘Maybe,’ Cedric replied but urged his horse forward anyway.

	His escort followed him under the barbican and into the bailey of Forest Keep. He’d been disturbed by the town's devastation, but what he saw in the courtyard staggered him. Cedric had assumed many of the townsfolk had hidden or fled from whoever had wrought the damage to the town. He couldn’t have been more wrong.

	A hundred or more bodies had been piled up in the centre of the courtyard, with the mass of corpses over six feet high. Some belonged to Greenhavens soldiers, but most had been simple townsfolk. The four pikes that projected out of the sickening pile, each topped with a severed head, completed the ghoulish scene.

	Cedric barely recognised the first two, Lord Gruffydd and his son Kyle. He suspected the third head had been a woman’s due to the long black hair, now matted in dirt and dried blood. The last one, smaller than the others, didn’t even resemble a head anymore, looking like a little ball of bloody flesh. Cedric heaved, his stomach churning.

	‘I think I want to puke,’ Tamar said.

	Cedric sympathised with his captain. They’d seen dead bodies before, but this … this was pure butchery.

	No-one came out to meet them. The keep seemed deserted.

	‘Anyone here?’ Captain Kirby’s voice echoed around the bailey.

	No answer.

	‘Captain, search the keep,’ Cedric said. ‘Question anyone you find. We need to know what the fuck happened here and who was responsible.’

	‘I have a fair idea,’ Tamar said.

	Cedric knew precisely to whom the captain referred. ‘If you find him, bring him to me.’

	‘Unharmed?’

	Cedric shrugged. ‘I don’t care. And remove those pikes. I’m returning to camp.’

	‘Yes, my lord.’

	Cedric pulled his mount's head around and headed out of the keep.

	He passed back through the castle gate alone and kicked his horse to a canter, only slowing when he approached the camp. He walked his mount along the makeshift path towards the command tent, noticing the subdued mood around the camp. The soldiers spoke in whispers or not at all.

	Lieutenant Huttert and Sergeant Mason Tolas stood when Cedric approached the campfire near his command tent. He’d left the Sergeant behind to hold the keep. Maybe now he’d get some answers.

	‘My lord,’ the Lieutenant said. ‘Your tent isn’t quite ready, but Mason has told me some of what happened while we were gone. You may want to hear it for yourself.’

	‘I’d certainly like to know why the fuck there is a pile of dead bodies in the middle of the keep,’ Cedric said.

	He wanted to shout at the man but thought better of it.

	‘Willem, fetch some food and wine. I have a feeling we’ll be here a while,’ Cedric ordered.

	The Lieutenant rushed off, and Cedric sat on one of the logs encircling the fire. Sergeant Tolas remained standing.

	‘Sit,’ Cedric said.

	The Sergeant settled back down on the log across from Cedric.

	‘Mason, what the fuck happened?’

	‘He made us do it,’ the soldier stammered. ‘Threatened us if we didn’t.’

	Like his Captain, Cedric suspected who was behind this colossal screw-up, but he wanted to hear his name.

	‘Who did?’

	‘It … it was Harrow, my lord.’

	‘Why?’

	Cedric knew that Harrow had a vicious streak, but this – it couldn’t be called anything else – this massacre defied belief.

	‘The villagers attacked us.’

	‘With weapons?’

	Even an unskilled person with a blade could do damage if the attack is unexpected.

	‘No,’ Sergeant Tolas said, embarrassed. ‘They threw things … vegetables.’

	‘Are you fucking kidding me?’

	‘I’m sorry, my lord,’ the Sergeant said. ‘Harrow wanted to make an example of a few of those who had attacked us, but then more and more of them started throwing things, and it just got out of hand. Before long, he ordered the town put to the torch.’

	‘Are you telling me that a hundred people are dead and a town burned to the ground because someone threw a fucking potato at you?’

	‘He was out of control. There was nothing we could do.’

	Cedric battled to keep his anger in check.

	‘Fuck, Mason,’ Cedric said, looking back at the soldier. ‘Civilians don’t attack fully armed soldiers without provocation.’

	‘He ordered us to put the heads of Lord Gruffydd and his family on pikes in the middle of the bailey,’ the distressed Sergeant paused.

	‘Go on.’

	‘A mob had gathered as we began to put up the pikes. We put Lord Gruffydd’s head on the first one and then his son’s, but … but
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