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      Aldara thought she was familiar with pain—that was until labour tore through her like a starved animal. ‘I can’t do it,’ she sobbed. She had remained brave for hours, breathing through the increasing pressure and tightening that pulled across her front. But then the nausea had arrived, rolling over her with each contraction. Her nightdress clung to her like a second skin.

      ‘I need to get you on your back so I can take a look,’ Dahlia said.

      Aldara was on her side with her legs pulled up, gripping the edge of the bed like it was the only thing keeping her together. Even the thought of having to move brought fresh tears. ‘I can’t. I’m sorry, but I can’t move.’

      Dahlia glanced out the window. Kadmus had gone to fetch Byrgus’s daughter, Iris, who had agreed to help deliver the baby when the midwife had refused.

      ‘I’m going to be sick,’ Aldara said.

      Dahlia held the pail up next to the bed, but nothing came. She put it down again and looked to the window.

      ‘Maybe she’s not coming either,’ Aldara said, her body stiffening with the arrival of the next contraction. ‘Aaaargh… ahhh…’

      Dahlia’s hands twisted in front of her. ‘The contractions are coming closer together.’ She pressed her palm against her brow. ‘If you had told Prince Tyron about the pregnancy, he would have ensured a midwife attend the birth.’

      Aldara closed her eyes. They had been having the same conversation for months—Dahlia insisting she tell Tyron, and Aldara insisting he was doing enough and they could manage without burdening him further. She had planned to tell him after his marriage to Princess Tasia of Zoelin. Telling him prior might jeopardise the plans he had put in place to ensure Syrasan’s alliance with Zoelin remained strong without the Companion trade. What would his family say of his illegitimate child? What would King Jayr of Zoelin make of the bastard born to his sister’s betrothed? She told herself the secret protected him. One more month and the princess would be of age. No more excuses. No more nurturing hope.

      Her reasons were not all noble. A childish part of her kept hoping he would show up one day and she could say the words to his face, see the change in him at hearing the news. Of course, he would have come immediately had she simply asked to see him, but she did not want to ask. She wanted him to come of his own choice—and come for her, not the infant who trapped him.

      Months had slipped past. Too many months. She knew he would feel deceived by her long silence. Now the baby was here, and he would be hearing of it after the event. The thought pressed down on her until the next contraction crashed over her body. ‘Aaaaaah… I can’t do it. I can’t… aaaargh.’

      Dahlia lifted Aldara’s nightdress and peered as best she could at what was now the crowning head. ‘You do not have a choice. The baby is coming right now.’

      Aldara did not even register her mother’s words. Her mind had shut everything out, her body heaving with its own impulses.

      The sound of horses out front made Dahlia rush to the window. ‘Iris is here. Thank God.’

      Another heave of her body and a sound resembling a roar tore from her throat.

      Iris rushed in and went straight to Aldara, lifting her nightdress and positioning her legs so she could gauge her progress. ‘Good girl. You are doing great. Almost there. One more push and the head will be out.’

      Dahlia brought a basin of water and some soap to Iris. The woman scrubbed her hands while keeping her eyes on Aldara.

      ‘Mother,’ Kadmus called from the doorway.

      ‘Not now, Kadmus,’ Dahlia snapped, putting the water down and passing Iris a towel. ‘You need to wait outside with your father.’

      Aldara opened her eyes for a moment and looked at her brother. He had removed his straw hat, and his face was covered in dust from the dry roads. She took in his expression and saw that something was wrong. Her eyes closed again and nausea swelled in her as the familiar pain began in her back and clawed along her sides until the pressure between her legs made her cry out once more.

      Kadmus stepped back from the door and joined Isadore outside.

      Iris was back beside Aldara, holding one of her hands, saying soothing words her mother could not find.

      ‘Good girl. You know what to do. Keep pushing now.’

      Her tone was firm and loud. It was just what Aldara needed.

      ‘There’s the head,’ Dahlia said, her hand covering her mouth. ‘You are almost there.’

      Aldara was past the point of fear and pleading; she had crossed over into primal and fierce. When the next contraction came, she gritted her teeth and pushed.

      ‘Good girl,’ Iris said when the baby landed in her hands. She wiped at the nose and mouth with the clean towel Dahlia had handed to her. A delicate cry filled the small house.

      ‘It’s a boy,’ Iris said, looking across at Aldara and smiling. ‘With ten fingers and ten toes.’

      ‘Praise God,’ Dahlia said.

      Aldara lifted her head. Her entire body was still trembling, and pieces of hair clung to her face and neck. ‘I want to hold him,’ she said, shifting onto her back and reaching for him.

      ‘Let Iris clean him up first,’ Dahlia replied.

      ‘That’s quite all right,’ Iris said, wrapping the baby and handing him to his mother. ‘There is plenty of time for that later.’

      Aldara’s hands shook as she took the weight of him and pressed him to her chest. So small. So helpless. His dark eyes gazed up at her for a moment.

      ‘I’ve never seen a newborn so alert,’ Iris said, sitting by Aldara’s feet. ‘Look at him taking you in.’

      Dahlia seemed to be anchored to the floor by the window. ‘He’s healthy, then?’

      Iris glanced at her. ‘Certainly seems that way.’

      ‘I should tell your father and brother it is a boy. They are waiting for the news,’ Dahlia said, fleeing the room.

      Aldara’s eyes remained on her son. Ten fingers, ten toes—and Tyron’s long lashes.

      ‘What name will you give him?’ Iris asked, gazing down at the boy.

      Aldara pressed her lips to his warm, damp head and breathed him in. ‘Mako.’

      Iris raised her eyebrows. ‘I’ve never heard it before.’

      ‘It’s Galen.’

      Iris stood and pressed down gently on Aldara’s stomach. ‘What does it mean?’

      ‘Prince’s son.’

      Iris stopped and glanced at her. Aldara’s eyes remained on Mako. Before either of them could say another word, Dahlia walked in, the smile gone from her eyes. Her shoulders were limp and her gaze on the ground. Aldara looked up and felt her insides still as she took in her mother.

      ‘What’s wrong?’ she asked. ‘Kadmus had that same look on his face a moment ago.’ She held her son closer. ‘Is it something to do with the baby?’ Her eyes shifted to Iris.

      It seemed Iris was also waiting for an answer.

      Dahlia clasped her hands in front of her and then released them again. ‘It is the king,’ she said. ‘He is dead.’

      Nobody spoke for a moment. Mako let out a small cry, and Aldara jumped at the noise. The cry grew louder.

      ‘Kadmus heard the news in the village when he went for the midwife.’

      ‘When?’ Aldara whispered. ‘When did he die?’

      Her mother’s eyes closed for a moment. ‘Early this morning.’

      Aldara looked at the window where the sun was now low in the west. They had lost their king. Tyron had lost his father. No, Tyron had lost his father on the same day his son had taken his first breath. The realisation made her cold. But not as cold as her next thought. ‘Pandarus is king,’ she said aloud.

      Dahlia glanced down at the baby pressed against her daughter’s chest. ‘Yes.’

      And what would King Pandarus do when he learned of his illegitimate nephew? To what lengths would he go to ensure King Jayr did not hear of Tyron’s bastard son?

      Aldara ran a finger across Mako’s brow. Now she had to keep the secret. She would make sure no one found out until after Tyron had married the princess.
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      Tyron was walking down the south-wing corridor towards the throne room when Leksi fell into step beside him. He looked across at his friend’s matching expression. Being summoned at the same time was never a good thing. ‘You too?’

      Leksi nodded. ‘What do you think?’

      Tyron glanced behind to ensure they were alone. ‘I think a few days spent in the company of King Jayr of Zoelin is never a good thing for our king.’

      Leksi looked across at him. ‘Just be thankful you are let off all the social duties. My head feels as though it is splitting in two.’

      A smile spread across Tyron’s face. ‘I’m not “let off”. I’m forbidden to attend—there’s a difference.’

      That was not entirely true. Whenever King Jayr was staying at Archdale Castle, Tyron found a way to be away or busy. King Pandarus was happy with the arrangement as he struggled to repair the relationship between the two kingdoms. Too much change in a short period had a way of scaring people. King Jayr had only just stopped sulking about the end of the trade agreement when King Zenas had passed away, further delaying his plans.

      Tyron’s gaze shifted to Leksi, who was not looking his usual sharp self. ‘You might be obliged to attend the gatherings, but the excessive drink is your own choice.’

      ‘It was a bad choice—I see that now. Would you show more compassion if I told you I was trying to keep up with your sister?’

      ‘No.’ He shook his head. ‘I take it she was in fine form last night?’

      Leksi thought for a moment. ‘She certainly kept King Jayr entertained. Am I the only one who sees similarities between them?’

      ‘You are not the only one.’

      ‘He is the first man who has kept her attention for an entire evening.’

      ‘What about you?’

      Leksi tilted his head. ‘Besides me. Perhaps she has finally found a new muse.’

      Tyron winced at the thought. ‘Then I must have a word with her if the two of you are representative of her taste in men.’

      Leksi pretended to be offended. He was about to reply when King Jayr and his entourage of guards and advisors turned the corner and came walking towards them.

      ‘There was no need for your brother to send a welcome party,’ Leksi said.

      Tyron resisted the urge to turn around and walk in the opposite direction. ‘I thought they had already left,’ Tyron said beneath his breath.

      ‘You thought or hoped?’ Leksi replied, finding a smile as King Jayr came to a stop in front of them, his gaze fixed on Tyron.

      The king rubbed at his beard, sections of it clean-shaven to display the ink beneath, while waiting for the men to bow in front of him. Tyron obliged, his eyes going to Grandor Pollux, who stood on the king’s left. The advisor, who wore a vest that revealed more of his torso than it covered, nodded a greeting, and Tyron returned the gesture. It was not uncommon for Zoelin men to have muscle on display, but every time Tyron saw the man he was reminded of Aldara, the memories fresh as though the brutality had taken place a few days ago rather than years. Seeing the man displaying his strength in that way fuelled his anger. He tried to remember how long it had been since he had seen her now. He did the math while they stood in awkward silence. Seventeen months. Seventeen months since he had pulled her from the icy waters of the Lotheng River. Seventeen months of remembering, of trying to forget. It had not helped when his father had passed suddenly—grief had pounded down on him like stone. He had finally glimpsed the king he remembered from his youth—strong, proud and fiercely protective of his people. But the pressure of ruling is hard on the big of heart, and one night, his father’s just gave up.

      ‘If you had remained hidden for a little longer, you would have missed us completely,’ Jayr said, regarding him. ‘We are on our way to the stables.’

      They made no secret of the fact that they did not like one another.

      ‘King Pandarus wanted to see me, disrupting my plan to do just that.’

      A smirk formed on Jayr’s face. ‘Until next time, Prince Tyron.’

      ‘Your Majesty,’ Tyron said, bowing again.

      Jayr went to leave and then stopped. ‘And good luck,’ he said, a mischievous glint in his eyes.

      Tyron said nothing in reply, not wanting to reveal that he did not know what he was referring to. Satisfied, King Jayr continued past him, his men a moving border around him.

      Leksi waited for the men to turn the corner before speaking. ‘What do you think that was about?’

      Tyron resumed walking, eyes ahead. ‘The fact that he requested an audience with both of us usually means one thing.’

      Leksi pretended to think on the topic. ‘He has confirmed a date for your wedding?’

      Tyron glanced at him, suppressing a smile. ‘No. He wants us to fight someone.’

      ‘God, I hope it’s King Jayr.’

      ‘You and me both, but I doubt he would announce it to King Jayr first.’

      ‘One would hope his advisors would advise against that. Though they never cease to surprise me.’

      Pandarus had selected new advisors after his coronation, putting an end to what he had termed ‘old ideas’ and ‘outdated strategies’. The problem was that Pandarus’s forward thinking was anything but sound, and the men he had chosen seemed to say yes to everything.

      As they rounded the corner, they almost ran into Queen Salome, who appeared to have just left the throne room. The men bowed and looked down at the small girl buried in the skirt of her dress. Tyron crouched down in front of her.

      ‘How is Princess Tai this morning?’

      The young princess peeked out and smiled at him.

      ‘I just took her to visit her father,’ Salome said, encouraging the child to step forward. ‘Visitation seems to be by appointment of late.’

      The queen’s disappointment was not lost on Tyron. ‘He should have some more time now that King Jayr has departed.’

      ‘One would think. I suspect he will make more time for his family when I give him a son,’ she said, resting a hopeful hand on her bump.

      Tyron knew she only spoke with such honesty in front of him. She would not dare say such a thing in front of Princess Cora or Queen Mother Eldoris, even if it was the truth.

      ‘We’re about to see him,’ Leksi said. ‘How is his mood?’

      Salome looked at him. ‘For his daughter? Distracted and short. He was eager to be rid of us, as I suspect he is waiting to see you,’ she said, looking at Tyron.

      ‘Did he mention the wedding?’ Leksi asked, a smile flickering.

      Salome glanced at him. ‘The poor girl is surely an old maid by now.’

      ‘Very funny,’ Tyron said. ‘Need I remind you both that we recently lost our king, and a wedding would not have been appropriate.’

      ‘That was eight months ago,’ Leksi said.

      Tyron reached out and touched Tai’s nose before standing. ‘Sorry, I did not realise my grief had an expiry. I told our king I would marry the princess and I will.’

      ‘Hopefully while she can still bear children,’ Leksi said, enjoying himself.

      Tyron bowed before Salome. ‘If you will excuse us, Your Majesty, we must get going.’

      ‘Good luck in there,’ Salome said, taking her daughter’s hand and leading her past them.

      Leksi exhaled and looked at Tyron. ‘Are you ready?’

      Tyron shook his head. ‘No.’ He stepped up to the door and the guard swung it open, moving inside to announce their arrival.
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      Every one of Pandarus’s bad decisions over the previous few years suddenly made more sense. Tyron had always known the alliance with Zoelin was a strategy of intimidation, but as it turned out, it was not for Syrasan’s protection from Corneo, but rather Syrasan’s domination of Corneo.

      Tyron sat across from his brother, his king, who was waiting for him to say something other than what his expression clearly stated. ‘You want to take Corneo?’

      Pandarus nodded, eyes shifting to Leksi for a moment to gauge his reaction. ‘Eventually, yes. But first we take the West. There is work to be done there first in convincing them to trust a new king.’

      ‘Yes,’ Tyron said. ‘Taking over their lands and killing the men who stand in our way will not help things.’

      Pandarus shifted in his chair. ‘Lord Belen has control of the West and most of Corneo’s grain supply. King Nilos takes everything, to the point where Lord Belen struggles to feed his own men. I believe his loyalties can be swayed.’

      ‘You think he will be loyal to you when we storm in and take control of his home?’

      ‘He will not have a choice.’ Pandarus looked at Leksi. ‘You are very quiet. What do you say on the matter?’

      Leksi had a knack for not displaying his opinions on his face. ‘I will go where you send me, Your Majesty. I will fight alongside your brother as I have always done.’

      ‘We will lose men,’ Tyron said. ‘Lord Belen’s men are skilled fighters. Even the serfs and labourers are trained as archers and swordsmen.’

      Pandarus nodded. ‘Yes. I go into this with all of the facts.’

      Tyron studied his brother. ‘I am trying to figure out why you are doing this. You will finish with more mouths to feed.’

      ‘I will finish with twice the army.’

      Leksi cleared his throat. ‘Will the Zoelin army be fighting with us?’

      Pandarus glanced down at his hands. ‘Not this time, but we can win without them.’

      Tyron’s eyebrows shot up. ‘Not this time?’

      ‘King Jayr agreed to keep Corneo out of Syrasan. This is a very different fight.’

      Tyron knew Jayr’s refusal was more likely due to the annulment of the Companion trade and the delayed marriage to the king’s sister.

      Pandarus lay a hand flat on the table and looked down at it. ‘Under my reign, our army will be twice as strong, and King Jayr will have no choice but to fight alongside us.’

      ‘Is that what this is about?’ Tyron asked. ‘You want to prove yourself to King Jayr.’

      Pandarus’s dark eyes went to Tyron. ‘Careful, brother. Father may have overlooked your insubordination, but you have a new king now.’

      Tyron’s gaze fell to the table between them. ‘When do we leave?’

      ‘Two weeks,’ Pandarus replied, standing up.

      Tyron and Leksi also stood, bowing.

      ‘I will prepare our men,’ Tyron said.

      Pandarus sniffed and nodded. ‘And when it is done, it is time for you to marry Princess Tasia of Zoelin. We need to ensure the Zoelin army is standing with us when we take Masville Castle.’

      There it was, the inevitable mention of the wedding.

      Tyron swallowed. ‘Of course.’

      As they were leaving, Pandarus turned and asked, ‘Can you win? With your mind in opposition, can you win?’

      Tyron stopped and turned to his brother. ‘I serve you until my death. If you want the West, we will take the West, Your Majesty.’

      Pandarus nodded and watched them leave the room, the doors swinging open and then closing behind them. Only when they were outside did Tyron dare to look at Leksi. His friend’s expression mirrored his own.

      ‘So it begins,’ Leksi said.

      Tyron’s eyes closed. ‘So it begins.’
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      Aldara woke and felt around next to her. When she realised Mako was not there, her eyes snapped open and she sat up, searching for him. Her gaze went to the figure by the window. Kadmus stood with Mako asleep in his arms, swaying and humming a tune Aldara did not recognise. He glanced at her, saying nothing for fear of waking his nephew.

      ‘Thank you,’ she whispered, appreciating the extra few minutes of sleep. The room was still dark, which was no surprise. Mako was always first awake but would happily doze off again as long as it was in someone’s arms.

      Kadmus nodded in her direction and resumed humming.

      She felt so grateful for her brother during those moments. Between Kadmus and Isadore, Mako was never short a father. Of course, none of them replaced Tyron.

      Guilt washed over her as she thought of him. He deserved to know he had a son, deserved the choice to see him and be a part of his life. She had every intention of telling him after the wedding—the wedding that had been delayed by King Zenas’s death and then Pandarus’s coronation. It felt like it might never happen.

      ‘You are spoiling him,’ Dahlia said, stepping off the ladder from the loft and brushing down her dress. ‘The boy needs to sleep in a bed. His own bed,’ she added, glancing at Aldara.

      ‘The weather will turn cold soon, and he will need the warmth of his mother,’ Aldara replied, still watching Kadmus and Mako.

      ‘Not for a few more months,’ Dahlia said. She walked over to Kadmus, checking on the infant before heading over to the pot on the stove and peering inside.

      There was enough food. The garden was still supplying vegetables, and Tyron continued to send some supplies directly to the farm a few times each month. No letters, only food. Each time a crate arrived, Aldara would write a letter of thanks and never hand it over, because every word that did not form part of the statement ‘you have a son’ felt like deceit. Then she would remind herself that there was a reason they did not write letters. Words inhibited what they were trying to do—build a life independent of the other.

      Mako opened his eyes and looked about, smiling when he saw Aldara sitting up on the bed—a familiar smile that made her throat close. Kadmus carried him over and handed him to her before going to take a seat at the table. She nursed him while the others waited for the food to heat.

      ‘I saw Leo helping you yesterday,’ Dahlia said, eyes on the pot. ‘He is being very generous with his time.’

      Kadmus poured a cup of water and smiled into it as he drank.

      ‘Isn’t a bit early in the morning for this?’ Aldara said, not looking up.

      Dahlia crossed her arms. ‘Am I not allowed to make observations?’

      Aldara glanced over at Kadmus, who knew better than to speak up on the topic. She did not want to start an argument. ‘Yes. He is being very generous with his time. He is a good friend.’

      Leo was Iris’s son. He had a knack for showing up whenever Aldara was out working in the paddocks with Mako kicking about in the nearby grass. He was a year older than Aldara and one of the few people who did not look down on her situation and contribute to the scandal. Quite the opposite, actually. He had shown little interest in Aldara when they were children, but since her return, he seemed to be seeing her through new eyes. Normally she would discourage the unwanted attention, but she did not want to discourage the playful interaction between Leo and her son. Their connection was heart-warming, and she did not have many friends.

      ‘I do not see him helping Kadmus,’ Dahlia said.

      Isadore descended the ladder, tucking his shirt into his trousers and stretching his stiffened neck. ‘Leave her be,’ he said. ‘Aldara has enough to worry about for now without you trying to marry her off.’

      Dahlia tutted. ‘Not too many men are prepared to take on a wife with a child. She cannot afford to be fussy.’

      ‘Thank you for reminding me of my dismal prospects,’ Aldara said, fixing her nightdress and facing Mako to her. He smiled at her as she kissed his face.

      ‘Perhaps he has heard about the food we are receiving,’ Kadmus said. ‘That would make more sense.’

      ‘Maybe you should spread the word,’ Aldara said, not looking at him. ‘Might help you find a wife.’

      Dahlia lifted the pot from the stove and carried it to the table where Isadore had just taken a seat. ‘All right, all right. Eat something, and then off to work.’

      Aldara walked over to her father and handed Mako to him so she could change her clothes. Isadore placed a hand on her arm to stop her.

      ‘I bought some ink yesterday.’

      She blinked and looked down at his hand. ‘All right.’

      He frowned at her. ‘So you can write to your friend.’

      She smiled at him. ‘Thank you.’

      Kadmus, who did not miss a thing, spoke up. ‘Ink is not the issue. Aldara does not write because she is a terrible liar.’

      ‘That’s not true. I write.’

      Kadmus tilted his head, challenging her. ‘Really? How many letters since Hali returned to Syrasan?’

      ‘Four.’

      ‘And how many has she written?’

      Aldara swallowed. ‘More than four.’

      ‘Every month,’ Kadmus said, turning his attention to the food being placed in front of him. ‘She writes you every month asking when she can come visit.’

      Aldara turned, her father’s hand sliding away as she walked away. Hali also did not know about Mako, as Aldara was worried the news would find its way to Archdale. There were only so many letters she could fill with farm-related news without raising suspicion. She preferred to appear busy than fill letters with lies.

      As she slipped into her dress, she listened to the banter behind her in hope that it would distract her from self-loathing.
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      The following afternoon, Kadmus and Isadore went into Roysten to get supplies, leaving the women behind to complete the chores. Aldara was in the barn milking when Artemus began to bark. She stilled and listened as a wagon came to a stop in front of the house. Mako, who was in a wrap against her back, began kicking his legs with excitement.

      ‘Should we see who is here?’ Aldara asked, inspecting the pail to see if there was enough milk. She stood and gave the goat a pat, untying the rope from the collar, and walked towards the barn door with Mako squealing behind her. She opened the small door, eyes on the pail where the milk slushed about, careful not to spill, and then closed the door behind her before looking over at the house.

      Standing with her mother were Hali, Sapphira and Stamitos. Dahlia’s apron had been removed and she glanced nervously towards the barn. Three pairs of eyes followed her gaze and settled on them. The pail dropped from Aldara’s hand and the milk painted the dirt white before seeping into the dry earth. Hali took a few steps towards her and then, noticing the baby strapped to her back, stopped. Dahlia wrung her hands in front of her as she watched the exchange. The rolling pail came to a stop against Aldara’s ankle. Even from that distance Aldara could see their minds ticking over, trying to process the image in front of them.

      Hali resumed walking. It was more of a march. When she was just a few yards from Aldara, eyes fixed on the infant, she said, ‘You have a baby?’

      Aldara could not find any words as her friend approached, not slowing down at all. When Hali reached her, she wrapped her arms around them both. It took Aldara a moment to get her arms to move, but they eventually found their way around her friend. Her eyes closed.

      A sob escaped Hali. She pulled back to look at them both. ‘Is it… yours?’

      Aldara blinked and tears ran down her cheeks. She could not lie. ‘Yes.’

      Hali went to work loosening the wrap so she could free Mako. Aldara stood still, her body resigned to what was happening

      ‘Well, I suppose this explains your silence since my return.’ She pulled the infant into her arms, a smile spreading across her face. ‘Hello,’ she cooed. ‘What’s your name?’

      Aldara glanced over to where Sapphira and Stamitos stood motionless. ‘His name is Mako.’ She bit down on her lower lip. ‘I’m sorry. I meant to write—’

      Hali laughed. ‘You did write. To tell me about the harvest and the chickens and the beans. Nothing about the fact that you had a baby.’

      Aldara glanced down at her hands. ‘I’m sorry. I was going to tell you—’

      ‘When? When he was grown-up? What were you thinking, keeping such a thing from me?’

      She had been thinking only of Mako.

      ‘What are you doing here?’ Aldara asked, her eyes welling again. Hali pulled her in and squeezed her so tightly she could hardly breathe through it.

      ‘What do you think I’m doing here?’ she said, beginning to cry. ‘You should have told me.’

      Aldara stared at Stamitos, who still had not moved towards them. ‘I couldn’t. I haven’t told the father.’

      Hali pulled back and stared at her in horror. ‘Why not? How does he not know?’ She looked down, thinking. ‘Who is the father?’

      Aldara swallowed. ‘Tyron,’ she whispered, more tears escaping.

      Hali looked down at the infant in her arms, his tiny hands were exploring her face. ‘What do you mean? That’s impossible. Sapphira told me you haven’t seen him since you returned home.’

      ‘I haven’t.’ She could see Hali doing the math.

      ‘I don’t understand.’

      Mako reached out for his mother, and Aldara took him and placed him on her hip. ‘The last time I saw Tyron was at Lord Yuri’s manor.’

      Hali shook her head. ‘That was ages ago.’

      ‘That was seventeen months ago.’

      Hali stared at Mako. ‘Aldara, why have you not told Prince Tyron that he has a son?’

      More tears escaped her. ‘It’s complicated.’

      Hali looked at her. ‘Well, it’s about to get more complicated. Are you ready to explain to Prince Stamitos why you have a child with his brother’s green eyes?’

      Aldara shook her head. ‘No.’

      Hali turned to look at Stamitos and Sapphira, who were now walking towards them. ‘You better get ready.’
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      Aldara had never seen Stamitos mad. His tense silence unsettled her. He watched Mako from across the room inside the small house, careful never to meet her eyes. It took that dark mood to finally see the similarities between him and Tyron.

      ‘Would you like to hold your nephew?’ Aldara asked him.

      He shook his head and shifted his feet, not even managing a reply.

      ‘What news do you have from Archdale?’ Aldara directed the question at Sapphira, who had barely said two words since arriving.

      Sapphira brushed her cropped hair back from her face and smiled weakly. ‘All the Companions remain there, except for Ella. I believe she was sent to a manor south of Veanor.’

      ‘Ella?’

      ‘I just realised you probably never met her.’

      ‘King Zenas’s Companion,’ Hali offered.

      ‘Of course,’ Aldara said, looking down. ‘I’m surprised Pandarus kept Fedora on as mentor.’

      ‘King Pandarus,’ Stamitos said.

      Aldara looked at him. He had always ignored titles in the past. ‘Forgive me, my lord.’

      The formality embarrassed him and he looked out the door.

      They were all standing because there were not enough chairs for everyone to sit. The heat from the stove was stifling as Dahlia stood in front of it preparing a meal for her silent visitors.

      ‘So,’ Aldara said, trying again. ‘What brings you all this far south?’

      Stamitos’s eyes returned to her. ‘The girls were worried about you because you were not responding to their letters.’

      Aldara glanced at her mother, who continued to stir the pot while listening for her response. ‘Well, now you know why.’

      Stamitos stepped past Aldara. ‘I’m going to get some air,’ he said, striding out of the house.

      Sapphira went to go after him and Aldara held a hand up to stop her. ‘I’ll go,’ she said, handing Mako to Hali. She stepped out into the blinding heat, feeling the eyes on them from the small window. ‘Stamitos, wait.’

      He did not slow down. ‘It was a long journey. I just need to stretch my legs.’

      She broke into a run and came around in front of him. ‘Whatever you need to say, you can say it. It’s all right. It’s me.’

      He stopped short of running into her, his contorted face reminding her of Kadmus when he was upset with her. ‘I don’t trust myself to speak.’

      Her eyes searched his face. ‘I was going to tell him after the wedding—’

      ‘Yes, you said that.’ His gaze went to the grazing sheep behind her.

      She exhaled. ‘Then your father died… Pandarus became king…’

      ‘King Pandarus.’

      She looked at her feet. ‘King Pandarus.’

      He looked at her then, but his expression was guarded. ‘What exactly are you afraid of?’

      ‘I’m not sure if you remember, but Pandarus does not like me very much.’

      His expression softened and he folded his arms in front of him. ‘There is something you should know.’

      She waited.

      ‘Tyron is about to leave Archdale. He is going east, to fight.’

      Aldara felt her heart slow. ‘I was not aware of any trouble in the East.’

      ‘Pandarus has an army of men ready to cross the border. Tyron will lead them.’

      She shook her head, trying to understand. ‘Why?’

      ‘There is a manor in Wripis that controls most of Corneo’s food supply. They are going to take control of it.’

      She closed her eyes for a moment as she realised why Pandarus would do such a thing. ‘Does he want the throne? Does King Pandarus want Masville Castle?’

      Stamitos watched her for a moment. ‘Is that really so surprising?’

      ‘I suppose not. It cannot possibly end well for anybody.’

      ‘No.’

      Aldara studied him. ‘Why? Why is he doing it?’

      Stamitos shook his head, wanting for a better answer. ‘For all the reasons you imagine Pandarus would. He wants more.’

      ‘Do you mean King Pandarus?’ she asked, making an effort to keep her face serious.

      A smile crept across Stamitos’s face as he realised how ridiculous he had been with her earlier. ‘He is my brother. If anyone is allowed to disrespect him, it is me.’

      Her eyes shone at him. ‘That’s fair.’ She hesitated for a moment. ‘Will they win in Wripis?’

      His expression turned serious again. ‘Lord Belen has skilled men who will fight well.’

      ‘Will King Nilos send men?’

      Stamitos unfolded his arms. ‘Eventually, but by the time they arrive, the manor will be secured.’

      Aldara thought for a moment. ‘What about the support King Jayr promised? Will the Zoelin army fight alongside Tyron?’

      Stamitos shook his head. ‘Not this time.’

      ‘He will no doubt help later once he has established if he is on the winning side.’ She glanced down at her toes. ‘You might not believe me, but I was trying to protect Tyron and our son. I have seen first-hand the lengths our king and his so-called allies will go to in order to protect their interests.’ She looked up at Stamitos to read his reaction. ‘I kept thinking, what is one illegitimate child to these men and their agendas?’

      Stamitos’s face filled with pity. ‘Do you honestly think Tyron would let anything happen to either of you?’

      She closed her eyes. ‘No. He would die first,’ she said, opening her eyes again and looking at him.

      He nodded and inhaled. ‘And do you expect me to keep your secret?’

      ‘I don’t expect anything. I only ask that you consider things from the king’s perspective. If you could just wait until after the wedding.’ She pressed her lips together, her gaze moving to the sheep. ‘Is the wedding still going ahead?’ She was thankful she could not see his face.

      ‘Yes. It will take place when Tyron returns.’

      She nodded. ‘If you could just wait until then, my son won’t seem like such a threat.’

      ‘Lie, you mean?’

      She did not reply.

      He held out his hands. ‘If he does not return from Corneo, he will never know. Can you live with that?’

      She pressed her palms against her temples. ‘I can barely live with myself now. But then I think about Pandarus finding out, and the power he has, and what that might mean for all of us.’

      ‘I will not say anything for now, but I really hope you do.’

      The sun was sinking in the west when the wagon pulled away from the farmhouse. Hali’s head poked out from the window, her hand relentlessly waving, pausing only to wipe at tears. At least this time they got to say goodbye, and Hali was returning to Lord Yuri’s manor where she would be loved and fussed over. Aldara knew Lord Yuri was not the kind of man to be deterred by gossip and scandal; he would be far too content to take much notice. Hali had said in one of her letters that his sons said little on the matter. Perhaps seeing their father happy was enough to silence any objections.

      Sapphira and Stamitos reached a hand through the window as the wagon turned onto the road, and Aldara could not help but feel envious of the life they had managed to build together, despite everything and everyone that was against them.

      A low whinny came from a nearby paddock where the horses were grazing. Aldara looked over to see Otus waiting to be acknowledged. She occasionally rode the old warhorse, indulging in the memories it brought back. She did not want to forget.

      Aldara glanced back to see her mother standing in the doorway, her apron already tied around her. They looked at one another for a moment before Dahlia turned and walked back inside. Aldara was about to follow her when she saw Leo striding across the grass towards her, hat pushed back on his sandy hair and a broad smile on his face. And there it was—that feeling of forcing a smile while remembering looking at Tyron and being unable to help it. The feeling of guilt and disappointment because she knew this kind man fell so very short of her prince.

      Mako was asleep in the house, and the last thing she felt like was being alone with Leo. She raised a heavy hand, a greeting that did not require words. She should have been pleased by his interest; after all, her prospects were so very dismal. It was possible this man was interested in building a life with her and was capable of loving her son, without any lures of wealth. It was what Tyron would want for her.

      She looked away for a moment. What was it he had said the last time she had seen him?

      ‘I’m not sure there is life after you.’
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      Aldara balanced the wood on the chopping block and raised the axe. She brought it down with force and the wood split apart, the pieces tumbling to the ground. She reached for another large log, not bothering to stack the smaller pieces forming a mountain around the block. Down came the axe. She stopped only to wipe at the sweat forming on her brow. That was what she did when anxiety coiled within her—she worked through the fog of it.

      ‘Kadmus can do that,’ Dahlia said, coming to a stop a short distance away.

      Aldara did not look up. ‘Kadmus does enough.’

      Dahlia glanced at the house where the men were. They were eating their evening meal, Isadore letting Mako take what he wanted from his bowl.

      ‘You have not told me what Prince Stamitos said yesterday.’

      Aldara brought the axe down again and then let the head of it rest at her feet. She was breathing hard. ‘You can probably guess from his silence. He was angry at me, believes I have deceived people by keeping silent.’

      Dahlia’s mouth was pinched in that way that indicated she had an opinion on the subject.

      ‘This is the part where you tell me you agree with him,’ Aldara said, waiting.

      ‘All right. I agree with him,’ Dahlia said. ‘You should have told him as soon as the pregnancy was confirmed. He would have taken care of you both, provided for you.’

      Aldara bent, picked up a log and placed it on the block. ‘He already provides for us. How much more are you hoping for?’

      Dahlia folded her arms in front of her. ‘I know you think I don’t understand your situation, but you are wrong.’

      The axe came down and a piece of wood flew to the side, landing at Dahlia’s feet.

      ‘Really?’ Aldara asked, letting the axe drop to the ground. ‘Did you share an illegitimate child with a prince?’

      Dahlia lifted her chin. ‘No. I shared an illegitimate child with the king.’

      The words drifted between them. Aldara studied her mother, trying to figure out if she was capable of such a lie.

      ‘What do you mean?’ The question came out as a whisper.

      Dahlia glanced once at the house and then took a step towards her. ‘Perhaps I should have told you some time ago. The events have always felt rather private.’

      Aldara shook her head. ‘What events? What are you talking about?’

      A flood of breath came from Dahlia. ‘I was the king’s Companion for a short period. It was a long time ago.’

      Questions fought for space inside Aldara’s head. ‘What king?’

      A flock of birds passed overhead, their cries going unnoticed.

      ‘King Zenas, of course.’

      Aldara stared, trying to sort the information in her mind. She slumped down on the chopping block, her gaze fixed on her mother. ‘I think you are going to have to start at the beginning.’

      Dahlia shoved the piece of wood away from her foot. ‘All right, but not here. Kadmus knows nothing of this. I don’t want him hearing it this way.’

      Aldara stood on shaky legs and turned from the house. ‘Let’s go for a walk.’

      They walked side by side, long after the sun had burned through the hills, replaced by the songs of insects at dusk. It was the first time Dahlia had let Aldara in—the first time Aldara had seen who her mother was before the life she resented so openly.

      Like many in the South, Dahlia had grown up hungry. Her father had been a cottar, one of the lowest peasant occupations. Her mother had been a drunk. Dahlia had been the youngest of four. Her eldest brother had left to be a foot soldier and never returned, the next went to work one day and never came back, and her sister had gone to work as a maid in a noble household—later she was found working in a brothel. But God had blessed Dahlia with beauty and a sharp mind. During her thirteenth year, she had discovered that both could be used to her advantage. She would stroll through crowded markets, colliding with men of noble birth and smiling apologetically. Later the men would discover the coin pouches missing from their pockets, but none of them would suspect the golden-haired girl with grey eyes who had peered up at them through youthful lashes.

      In her sixteenth year, an offer of marriage was made to her father by a clothier who, ironically, she had stolen from a few times. Her father had said yes. She had been called into the room to stand in front of the plain, awkward man, trying to imagine a life with him. They agreed on a date while she stood silent next to her father.

      The next day she had gone to the marketplace, strolling between the tables holding a basket filled with items she had not paid for. The vendors seemed friendlier that day, happy even. When she asked one man the reason for his good mood, he had replied that the king would be passing through the next day. Dahlia had picked up a jar of preserved carrots as he spoke. He had looked north, in the direction from which the king would come, and she had slipped the jar into her basket, covering it with the small loaf of bread as she followed his gaze, reflecting his excitement with her vibrant smile.

      The next day she had put on her best dress, paid for by stolen coin and made by the very clothier she was deceiving, and walked north for two hours. Her gaze was fixed on the road ahead as she waited for the king to pass. She carried a stolen jar of wine, a gift for her king. When the royal wagon came into view, led by guards in royal dress made from fabric you could not buy in the South, she had stepped out into the middle of the road and curtsied.

      ‘Move aside,’ the guards had shouted at her.

      But she simply stood and waited for them to stop. She was far too pretty to trample. ‘I have a gift for His Majesty,’ she had told them.

      The king had taken the gift from her, listened to her, watched her. A few days later he had made an offer to her father that she come live at Archdale as his Companion. The clothier was never mentioned again.

      The young and besotted king had not cared to wait for her to be refined by a mentor. He had rushed her to his bed, and a few weeks later Dahlia had discovered she was pregnant. All of her plans had come crashing down around her. As soon as her mentor realised, she was pulled from her bed in the middle of the night and sent away. At first, she had rejected the support he offered her, but it was either consent or return to the South in disgrace. Instead, she accepted the offer of a few acres of viable land outside of Roysten.

      With women not permitted to own land, she was also forced to accept the hand of one of the king’s serfs, Isadore, who was prepared to marry her, manage the land and raise the child as his own. When the baby was born dead, Dahlia begged Isadore to say nothing of the child’s death for fear the king would take the land from her. But Isadore was an honest man, and he had insisted she write to the king of his son’s death. King Zenas surprised her by sending the papers for the land along with his deepest condolences.

      ‘He made mistakes, but he was a good man,’ Dahlia said, finishing her story.

      Aldara had tears running down her cheeks, not only for the hardships her mother had endured but for her newfound ability to finally share them. Dahlia made no move to comfort her, her past having robbed her of that ability.

      ‘Father has told me for years that I look just like you at this age. How is it King Zenas did not recognise something in me?’

      Dahlia shrugged, eyes on the horizon. ‘It was a long time ago. He only knew me a few weeks, and then I was gone. It was the lust of a young king, nothing more.’ She looked at Aldara then. ‘What is between you and the prince is something else. It’s not something I ever planned for. I just wanted a better life for you… the life I had for a fleeting moment.’

      Aldara blinked and more tears escaped. ‘Had you given me a choice, I would have chosen this life.’

      Dahlia turned her face away. ‘This is not a life. It is a sentence.’

      ‘You’re wrong,’ Aldara said. ‘You are seeing only through your eyes. I loved my life before Archdale. I would have been happy living this way.’

      ‘Would have?’

      She brushed at the tears. ‘Before I met him. Now it all feels hollow.’

      Dahlia wrapped her arms about her. The air had long ago gone cold. ‘Tell him. If he is half the man his father was, it will be all right.’

      Aldara looked at her mother, eyes pleading. ‘I cannot control what happens once the news is out there.’

      Dahlia shook her head. ‘Let Prince Tyron worry about that. Trust his reaction. Your part will be done.’

      A stiff breeze blew as they turned towards the house.

      Aldara wiped at her face with both hands. ‘I’ll write to him tonight.’
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      Eldoris did not like being summoned to the throne room like she was one of Pandarus’s men. He seemed to be spending more and more time in there of late, holding secret meetings and making plans that would have his late father shaking his head with disappointment. Now he was sending Tyron off to fight a dirty war against people who were already up against their own king while trying to survive famine.

      Yes, she knew far more of the politics than Pandarus would care to admit.

      She arrived at the throne room and the doors swung open in front of her.

      ‘The queen mother, Your Majesty,’ the guard said.

      Pandarus was standing behind a chair, reading. He looked up from the letter and waved her in.

      She glanced at the poor-quality parchment in his hand. ‘My dear son, you are free to visit me at any time. Actually, it might do you good to leave this room on occasion.’

      He held the letter up as she came to a stop in front of him.

      ‘Did you know about this?’ he asked, thrusting it towards her.

      She narrowed her eyes and gave him a disapproving glance before taking it from him. As she read the words, her stomach tightened. ‘Where did you get this?’

      ‘One of my men intercepted it.’ He stepped away from her and began to pace.

      She looked at him, confused. ‘One of your men? Has Tyron not seen it?’

      ‘No.’

      She shook her head as she comprehended this. ‘Why are you intercepting Tyron’s private correspondence?’

      Pandarus stopped and turned to her. ‘That is your first question after learning that Tyron has a bastard son?’

      She flinched at the word. ‘Pandarus, please. It is not the infant’s fault he was born out of wedlock. And she is not the first Companion to birth a child of royal blood.’ She could hardly believe the words coming from her mouth.

      Pandarus resumed pacing. ‘It never ends with this girl. I thought we were finally rid of her, but she continues to have her claws in him.’ He shook his head. ‘He cannot be burdened with this now. We must keep it from him until the time is right.’

      Eldoris was taken aback by this. ‘Tyron has a right to know.’

      ‘He will,’ Pandarus snapped. ‘I will give him the letter once the West is ours.’

      Eldoris watched him. The decision to move in on Corneo was bold for a young ruler, and it was weighing on him. ‘I suggest you set a date for the wedding before this news reaches King Jayr. We both know what that man is capable of.’

      ‘Yes. Now is not the time to lose allies.’

      She wanted to say that perhaps he should have waited to make his move on Corneo, but did not dare.

      ‘This is what comes of delays.’

      She could see Pandarus was getting more and more worked up. ‘They were not delays at our end—they were matters of propriety. Tyron could not very well have a wedding celebration so soon after losing his father and king.’

      Pandarus gripped the back of the chair and leaned on it.

      She hated seeing him in over his head. ‘Tell me what is on your mind. I know you have advisors, but I am your mother.’

      He exhaled and looked at her. ‘Perhaps Tyron should not know of this until after the wedding.’

      A sinking feeling came over her. ‘Pandarus, he needs to be told.’

      ‘Can I trust him to fulfil his obligations after learning this?’

      She did not mean to hesitate before answering. ‘Tyron is a man of his word, like his father.’

      He tapped his fingers on the chair as he watched her.

      She cleared her throat before speaking. ‘I understand you not wanting him distracted before a fight. Let Tyron take the West, but then you must tell him. If you wait until after the wedding, it will be viewed as deceitful rather than thoughtful.’

      Pandarus pushed off the chair and walked over to her, taking the letter from her hands. ‘Say nothing of this to anyone until I say otherwise. Understand?’

      She curtsied before her son. ‘As you wish.’
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      Eldoris walked in circles in the solar. She was doing the math, trying to figure out if Tyron had continued to see the girl after he had sworn to his father he would stay away. The marriage to Princess Tasia was their only hold on the alliance
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