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      The walk along the north corridor felt painfully long that morning. Astra glanced at the colourful windows as she passed, trying to gauge the time. Soon, the sun would rise, splashing colour across the floor. But for now, she walked in shadows, her head high despite the paint smudged beneath her eyes and bare lips. She had spent so much time perfecting that lip line the night prior.

      A maid came towards her, nodding a greeting as she passed. There was no judgement, no pity, just a brief acknowledgement of her existence. More footsteps approached, and Astra held her breath. A servant walked by, frowning in her direction. Definitely some judgement this time. She set her cold eyes on him, and he looked away. Her inner critic was loud enough without the disapproval of those who cleaned the mud off her boots.

      For the first time since arriving at Archdale, Astra was not returning from King Pandarus’s chambers. The evening had not gone to plan—not her plan, anyway. She was supposed to be the star attraction, admired at a distance as she had always been. Sure, Pandarus barely looked in her direction nowadays, but plenty of others did. Her role was to ensure the guests were at ease, fill their cups, speak to them in their language, pay attention to every word that passed their lips. Smile, laugh in that way that made men feel good about themselves, and play the harp like no one else could. That was her talent, after all, the thing that separated her from the others. No other Companion came close.

      It was the first time King Tuyon of Asigow had visited Syrasan, and King Pandarus was eager to make a good impression. The women had joked that he might offer his firstborn son as a welcoming gift. But he had not done that—he had offered Astra instead. What bigger gesture was there than to offer one’s prize Companion.

      Astra forced her hands open as every muscle in her body grew rigid with the memories. Despite his rather dominating tendencies in bed, she had performed her role perfectly. He had been completely unaware of the repulsion, the disconnect.

      She reminded herself to breathe.

      ‘Good girl,’ her mentor would say. ‘Now go wash off the stench of your vile act.’

      Maybe not those exact words.

      Now Astra had to face the other Companions, who would be so pleased to witness her fall. She could hardly blame them. Ten years was a lifetime for a Companion.

      As she neared their quarters, she could feel a headache starting behind her eyes. They were becoming a regular occurrence.

      ‘That is part of ageing,’ Panthea had said with a smirk.

      ‘Likely stress,’ the physician had said when Fedora had insisted she be examined.

      Astra paused outside the main room, eyes sinking shut for a moment. She could hear Mira, Pandarus’s latest purchase, humming inside. God, she was the last person Astra wanted to see. Taking a few deep breaths, she walked into the room, where she was met with the warmth of the fire and the smell of hot soup.

      ‘Morning’ came Mira’s sweet voice.

      Astra could tell by her smug expression that she knew. ‘Good morning.’ She made her way over to the fire, rubbing her hands together in front of the flames. The heat made little difference to her icy hands.

      Mira resumed humming. It was the song she had sung at the feast the evening prior, the one that had brought kings to their feet. The applause had gone on and on, Astra forced to clap along with them until they finally sank down into their seats. The new Companion was only seventeen, her entire future ahead of her.

      ‘Are the others here?’ Astra asked, not looking away from the fire. She might be spared some embarrassment if they were not.

      Mira flitted around the large table straightening the cutlery, all fresh-faced and energetic. ‘Only Violeta. She is taking a bath.’

      Astra tried to remember if she had been the same at that age. Her chest tightened when she realised how many years ago that was.

      Fedora entered the room and stopped when she spotted Astra. Her eyebrows rose in surprise. ‘I did not know you were back.’ She looked Astra over before asking, ‘How did it go with King Tuyon?’

      Did she really expect an honest answer in front of Mira? ‘Very well.’

      Fedora’s gaze flicked to the new Companion, who had stilled to listen. ‘As you were.’ Once Mira resumed fiddling with the items on the table, the mentor returned her attention to Astra. ‘You go and take a bath. We can speak later.’

      Astra blinked, eyes heavy. King Tuyon had fallen asleep before dismissing her. Trapped beneath one heavily muscled leg, she had been forced to stare at the roof of his bedchamber until he woke. ‘Yes, my lady.’

      Fedora cleared her throat. ‘And do not forget your herbs.’

      Astra never forgot her herbs.

      ‘I can assist you if you would like,’ Mira offered.

      Astra regarded the girl for a moment. Always so helpful. On top of that, she could sing, dance, play the flute, already spoke two languages before coming to Archdale, and seemed to pick up everything else at twice the speed of the average Companion. Fedora had always said that some women were born for the role. Mira was one of them.

      ‘That will not be necessary.’ Turning, she stepped past Fedora and exited through the door on the other side. She walked down the passageway to the bathing room, relieved to find it empty. Violeta must have gone to dress.

      Leaning against the wall, Astra took a moment. That was all she would give herself, one moment. Then no tears, overthinking, self-pity, or replaying the events of the night in her mind. It was done. It was over. And it was just one evening. It was not as though she had been handed over to some random guest. King Tuyon ruled the Asigow empire. In many ways, it was an honour.

      Pushing off the wall, Astra walked over to the steaming tub and tugged down her dress. She let it fall to the wet floor, standing on it as she pulled off her undergarments, dumping those also. The maids could burn them for all she cared. She would never wear them again.

      Astra climbed into the tub and lowered herself into the water. Her gaze fell to the purple mark on her left breast, and a spark of anger coursed through her. It was bad enough that she had to endure Tuyon’s company for an entire evening, but now she would be reminded of it every time she was naked.

      Her fingernails turned white as she held the edge of the bath. Not too much longer, she told herself. She had performed her role without fault for a decade. She was the longest-serving royal Companion and the obvious next choice for mentor. While Fedora was still beautiful in her forties and able to perform the role, every mentor had an expiration date—as did every Companion. At twenty-six, Astra had all the experience one needed for the role, while encompassing everything it represented. Pandarus owed her that much.

      Letting go of the tub, Astra sank beneath the water’s surface, washing away her sins. She watched bubbles rise from her mouth.

      Just a little longer.
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      It was Dion’s version of hell. Four kings bumping egos for three days on foreign land. It was also the first time in history an Asigow king had ventured farther south than the Zoelin border. Everyone had been on edge since King Tuyon had arrived with his party of warriors, except the unshakable King Jayr of Zoelin, who appeared to thrive on tension.

      Dion was playing the role of bodyguard to King Linus. The new Galen king had requested the highly trained captain for the trip. Understandable given the company he would keep during his stay. Thankfully, Stamitos had also been forced to attend. Saviour of his sanity. The young prince managed Syrasan’s relations with neighbouring kingdoms, though his main job seemed to be managing his brother’s ego. From what Dion had observed, King Pandarus of Syrasan was one of the reasons his wife chose to remain in Galen with their daughters on a more permanent basis.

      ‘Where did you disappear to last night?’ Stamitos asked, circling him. The men were sparring in Archdale’s training yard, the prince’s hair stuck to his sweaty forehead and his shirt untucked. He held a sword in his left hand; the other had been cut off a few years back. All in the name of love, according to Dion’s sources.

      ‘Bed. I’m only required to stay as long as my king, and he’s not as young as he used to be.’ Linus had not taken the throne until his mid-fifties thanks to his father’s good health.

      ‘Lucky you.’ Stamitos delivered a sequence of blows with his wooden sword, looking rather pleased with himself when Dion was forced to take a step back. There was a small shield strapped to the severed limb, a clever device Stamitos’s father-in-law had made for him. ‘Pandarus likes to be the last man standing at the end of a feast. Barely standing, mind you.’

      Dion stopped, wiping a calloused hand down his face. The frosty air felt good. The snow had melted in Syrasan, but the cold lingered. ‘The man can drink. Can’t dance to save his own life though.’

      Stamitos winced. ‘Got a little messy towards the end.’

      ‘Wine and women in excess.’

      Stamitos let go of his weapon. ‘I noticed you did not dance once.’

      ‘I don’t know any Syrasan dances.’

      ‘The Companions know every traditional Galen dance, so that is a terrible excuse.’

      Of course they did. Dion dropped his sword on the ground. ‘They seemed in high demand.’

      ‘You are supposed to get in line with everyone else.’ Stamitos unstrapped the shield from his arm and dropped that on the ground also.

      ‘I was content being a spectator.’

      A smile played on Stamitos’s lips. ‘Yes, I noticed that.’

      Dion looked at him. ‘What?’

      ‘Watching one woman in particular, if my memory serves me correctly.’

      Dion handed his weapon to the young boy collecting them. ‘What are you going on about?’

      ‘I am referring to the redhead who held your attention for most of the evening.’

      Ah. It was true that one woman had caught his eye—a few times. ‘Don’t know what you mean.’

      Stamitos watched him with amusement. ‘Her name is Astra, by the way.’

      He knew her name. He also knew she belonged to King Pandarus. She was beautifully packaged trouble. ‘You Syrasans and your strange traditions.’

      The two men turned and began walking back up the hill towards the castle.

      ‘I learned something interesting this morning,’ Stamitos said, falling into step with him.

      ‘What’s that?’

      ‘Astra left the feast with King Tuyon last night.’

      Dion wiped the sweat from his forehead. ‘We’re still talking about her?’

      ‘Yes.’

      He shook his head. ‘All right, I’ll bite. Why is that so interesting?’

      Stamitos drew a long breath, as though preparing to tell an important story of his ancestors. ‘She is my brother’s longest-standing Companion, a decade at his side.’

      Dion rolled his eyes. ‘Hasn’t your brother had a dozen Companions since coming of age?’

      Stamitos waved a finger at him. ‘But only one who has stood the test of time.’

      Dion could see why. She had one of those smiles that stopped a man in his tracks and bright blue eyes that anchored him there. Then there was that dress with the ridiculous neckline, ensuring every grown man in attendance had looked her way.

      He had listened to some of her conversations from a safe distance. She seemed intelligent enough, had a sense of humour, appeared worldly despite her sheltered existence inside the castle walls. And she could really play that harp of hers, closing those pretty blue eyes and not opening them until the last note rang out. He had wondered where she disappeared to.

      Stamitos stopped walking. ‘Are you even listening to me?’

      Dion turned and nodded. ‘Yes.’

      A mischievous smile spread across Stamitos’s face as something caught his attention behind Dion. ‘What convenient timing.’

      The captain turned to see what he was talking about. The Companions were coming towards them, dressed as though they were attending a fancy event. Their gowns did not seem warm enough for the weather. They were holding blankets and carrying books, likely headed to the cherry trees, where Dion had spotted them the day before. He stepped to the side of the path to let them by, but they did not stroll past, instead stopping to greet the men formally.

      ‘My lord. Captain’ came a chorus of pretty voices. They all dropped into a curtsy.

      Astra was standing within arm’s reach, her eyes moving briefly over him before turning her attention to the prince. She was hard to miss with that startling hair and those matching cherry lips. Dion made a point of not looking at her while Stamitos’s laughing eyes remained on him.

      ‘Ladies,’ the prince said. ‘Lovely day to be reading outdoors. Would you not agree, Captain?’

      Dion looked tiredly in his direction. ‘Yes.’ One word. That was all he would give his friend before nodding at the ladies and strolling away.

      A few moments later, Stamitos caught up with him. ‘Would it have killed you to at least wait for me?’

      ‘Probably.’

      ‘I think you broke a few hearts back there.’ Stamitos’s eyes shone with mischief.

      Dion glanced over his shoulder at the women walking off in the other direction. ‘I suspect their hearts are well guarded.’

      Stamitos laughed. ‘You might be right.’ He adjusted the sleeve of his shirt. ‘I trust you are coming to the card game tonight?’

      He normally loved cards, but he usually played with soldiers, not spoiled kings. ‘If King Linus is attending, then I must also.’

      ‘Do not be like that. These great men usually wager something worth playing for.’

      “Great men” was a stretch. ‘It’s always the same—women and horses.’

      Stamitos turned to look at him. ‘You like women and horses.’

      ‘But I’m rather fussy with both.’

      ‘Fussier with women.’

      Dion glanced sideways at him. ‘And what will you wager?’

      Stamitos thought for a moment. ‘I have a crate of rather expensive Galen wine.’

      It was Dion’s turn to laugh. ‘The one my king gifted you on your birthday?’

      ‘That is the one.’

      ‘The one we drank on the evening of your birthday?’

      Stamitos thought for a moment. ‘So we did. In that case, I have half a crate of fine wine to wager.’

      Dion shook his head.

      ‘Be sure to wear your uniform tonight,’ Stamitos said. ‘The Companions always flock to the men in uniform.’

      ‘I’m required to wear a uniform.’

      ‘With the green sash, the one that makes all the women go weak at the knees.’

      Another shake of his head. ‘It’s a game of cards, not a royal wedding.’

      ‘And your big sword.’

      ‘Shut up.’

      They had reached the bailey. Stamitos turned and clapped him on the shoulder. ‘I have to see a man about a horse. See you tonight.’

      Dion nodded, watched him leave, then glanced once back down the path. He glimpsed the Companions just before they disappeared beneath the blossoming trees. With a shake of his head, he made his way inside.
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      The card game was being held in King Pandarus’s private rooms. All that self-importance in one cosy space. And Dion was running late. He had ended up accompanying King Linus on a hunt that afternoon and barely had time to wash and change.

      Rounding the corner of the south corridor, he glanced out the window to gauge the time. The sun was setting, and the servants would soon light the lamps and torches around the castle. For now, he walked in semidarkness. Ahead, he could see two guards outside Pandarus’s quarters. Hopefully he would not draw too much attention when he entered.

      His feet stopped when he noticed a woman up ahead. She stood just out of sight of the guards, her back to him, eyes down, and one palm pressing the wall as though balancing herself. He took in her rigid posture, a hand pressed to her stomach. Even bathed in darkness, he knew she was a Companion. Her gown, if you could call it that, opened all the way to her buttocks.

      As though feeling his gaze, the woman turned suddenly. It was Astra. Her hand left the wall, and she grew taller. The quick transformation into confident goddess was impressive. She smiled, though it did not quite reach her eyes.

      ‘Sorry.’ He spoke quietly so as to not draw the attention of the guards. He had intruded on a moment not meant for his eyes.

      Her gaze fell to his green tunic, and then she curtsied. ‘Captain Dion.’

      She knew his name. Of course she did. Every Companion knew the name of every guest.

      She took a step forwards, closing some of the distance between them. That vibrant red hair was unmistakable then.

      ‘I can fetch someone for you if you’d like,’ he offered.

      ‘Whatever for?’ The words came out like a laugh. ‘My shoe was loose,’ she lied. ‘They are so pretty I thought them worth the hassle.’

      He looked down at her silk-covered slippers with jewels along the toes. ‘I see.’

      She flashed those bright teeth at him. ‘I am Astra, Companion to King Pandarus.’

      Not only King Pandarus. ‘I thought maybe you didn’t want to go in either.’

      Her smile never faltered. ‘The invitation is an honour.’

      He regarded her for a moment, her demeanour so convincing he might have thought she were telling the truth if she were not a Companion. He shook his head. ‘You people.’

      ‘Sorry?’

      ‘It’s no wonder you fall apart when you think no one’s looking. The act must be exhausting.’

      She glanced behind her, checking that the guards were not listening. When she turned back to him, her smile was gone. ‘Companions do not fall apart, Captain. That is one luxury we do not have.’

      He crossed his arms, amused by the change, the glimpse of something resembling honesty. Eventually he nodded. ‘Time for some new shoes, then.’

      She stared at him for the longest moment before stepping to the side. ‘It might raise eyebrows if we arrive together. You go in first.’

      He glanced down at the neckline of her dress. There was barely any more fabric at the front than the back. ‘I suspect if we walked in together, no one would be looking at me.’

      She cocked her head. ‘That almost sounded like a compliment. Was that your intention?’

      One corner of his mouth lifted. ‘You can take it as a compliment if you’d like.’ He moved to the side also, leaning one shoulder on the wall. ‘You go ahead. It seems you’re far keener than me.’

      Her intelligent eyes remained on him a moment longer; then she gave a small curtsy before turning away. Her slippers clicked on the floor as she glided away, hips swinging. The guards reached for the handles of the double doors, pulling them open as she approached. He watched her pause and draw a breath before going inside. The moment she was out of sight, Dion turned so his back was against the wall, though his eyes remained on the door where she had disappeared. She was something all right, the type of something that made sensible men do stupid things.

      He waited another few minutes before following after her. One of the guards announced his arrival as he strode in, looking about. He took in the scene in one clean sweep. Well, almost. His vision snagged on Astra momentarily. She was seated beside King Tuyon, who had one enormous arm slung over the back of her chair as he studied his cards.

      ‘You are late,’ King Pandarus said, not looking up from his hand.

      The Syrasan king was not a fan of his, probably because the captain had not spent the entire visit kissing his arse. The man also liked to assert himself in front of soldiers. He had never seen battle, and a king reliant on others for protection was always going to feel inadequate.

      ‘I apologise, Your Majesty.’ His eyes went to the woman seated beside the king. Another Companion, judging by the way she leaned in with familiarity. It seemed she used the same seamstress as Astra, who was feigning interest in the game. He walked to the opposite side of the table, taking the empty chair between Stamitos and another Companion whose name he had forgotten. He leaned towards the prince. ‘What have I missed?’

      ‘A lot of drinking,’ Stamitos whispered, ‘and that is about it.’

      Dion looked over at King Linus, who was intensely studying his cards. The man was possibly the worst bluffer Dion had ever come across. Not ideal given the crowd. Dion looked around the rest of the table, eyes meeting with King Jayr of Zoelin’s. The man nodded before returning his attention to his cards. In addition to royalty, there was King Linus’s advisor, Philo, and Grandor Pollux, who seemed more interested in watching the Companions than playing cards.

      Noticing Dion’s wandering gaze, Stamitos said, ‘I do not believe you are acquainted with the Companions of Archdale.’

      Dion picked up the cards in front of him. If it were just the two of them, he would have shoved the prince off his chair. ‘I met most of the ladies at the feast last night.’ A lie—and Stamitos knew it.

      The prince gestured to the woman seated beside Pandarus. ‘That is Mira, royal Companion to our beloved king.’

      Mira bowed her head.

      ‘To your right are the noble Companions,’ Stamitos continued. He spoke Zoelin, the only language every guest understood. ‘Violeta, Rhea, and Panthea.’

      Dion acknowledged the women, who all wore matching smiles and copious amounts of paint on their faces.

      ‘And seated across from you is the talk of Syrasan, Astra.’

      Dion looked across the table at her. She stared back at him.

      ‘And which category do you fall under, royal or noble?’

      Her expression fell, and he immediately regretted the question.

      ‘Astra is next in line to mentor, which will make her queen of the Companion world,’ Stamitos said, saving her. The prince had a talent for putting everyone at ease.

      ‘Are we actually going to play?’ Pandarus asked, leaning his elbows on the table.

      Dion was still watching Astra, who was keeping a polite distance between herself and King Tuyon. She glanced at him, then away. More of a glare, perhaps.

      ‘What are we playing for tonight, gentlemen?’ Stamitos asked. ‘I have a dozen bottles of fine Galen wine on offer.’

      Pandarus looked up at him. ‘Did you steal them from my cellar?’

      Everybody laughed.

      ‘Not this time,’ Stamitos replied.

      ‘Prince Stamitos won me once,’ Violeta said. ‘Never did claim his winnings.’

      ‘If my memory serves me correctly, the prince lost that evening,’ Astra said, ‘and you offered yourself as a consolation prize.’

      More laughter, though Violeta’s was a little stilted.

      ‘Happily married and all that,’ Stamitos said.

      King Tuyon dragged Astra’s chair a little closer. She managed to keep smiling.

      ‘I thought happy marriages were a myth,’ he said.

      The Asigow king had managed to avoid marriage so far, though soon he would need an heir. There had been rumours of Princess Tasia of Zoelin as a potential match.

      ‘They are a myth,’ King Jayr said, speaking up for the first time.

      It was a bold comment, given he was married to Pandarus and Stamitos’s sister. Pandarus said nothing, while Stamitos sat a little straighter in his chair.

      ‘My sister has won the hearts of the Zoelin people.’

      Jayr looked up tiredly. ‘Yes, she is an excellent performer.’

      ‘She just needs to be pulled into line,’ King Tuyon said, running a finger along Astra’s cheek.

      Dion marvelled at her ability to remain still as he touched her openly in front of the other guests.

      ‘I am prepared to offer up one of my prize fillies,’ King Linus said.

      King Tuyon glanced at Astra. ‘I would take another evening with Astra over any beast, no matter how well bred.’

      ‘Our Astra is well bred,’ Panthea said. ‘Just look at that flawless confirmation.’

      All eyes were on her then. Agitation twitched inside Dion.

      ‘Now I feel a bit like a filly at the sale yards.’ Astra kept her tone light.

      Pandarus spoke up at that. ‘You do realise that fillies are young horses?’

      Dion’s gaze snapped to the king. Had he really just said that? It was a special breed of man who took pleasure in publicly putting down women. As if Dion needed another reason to dislike him. He was tempted to say something but did not want to put himself in the middle of whatever lovers tiff they were having.

      ‘Age is just a number,’ Rhea said, joining the conversation.

      Astra tore her gaze away from Pandarus to look in the Companion’s direction. Her blue eyes had lost their vibrancy.

      ‘I see a queen,’ King Tuyon said, bending to brush his lips over her neck.

      She managed another smile. ‘You are very kind.’

      ‘Are we playing?’ Dion asked, his tone sharper than it should have been in a room filled with kings.

      Pandarus glanced at him. ‘Somewhere you need to be, Captain?’

      Oh, how he wished there were. ‘No, but I came to play cards, Your Majesty.’

      ‘You have not told us what you are wagering.’ Pandarus leaned back in his chair. ‘Does Goldmont House produce anything besides orphans? My kingdom has enough of those.’

      Dion’s eyes did not leave the king. Every muscle in his body was rigid as he stared at the arrogant pig. ‘Apples, Your Majesty.’

      A smug grin spread across Pandarus’s face. ‘I have enough apples.’

      ‘For your people.’ He watched the king, knowing he was stepping into dangerous territory. ‘Starvation is still the leading cause of death in the south of Syrasan, is it not?

      The smile vanished from Pandarus’s face. He leaned forwards again. ‘What about rain, Captain? Can you wager that instead?’

      Dion glanced at King Linus, whose eyes held a warning for him. He returned his attention to his cards. ‘Afraid not, Your Majesty.’

      Stamitos cleared his throat. ‘Well, the orchard at Goldmont House produces three and a half tonnes of fruit each season, so let us say five hundred pounds for anyone prepared to collect the fruit.’

      ‘I hear the climate in Asigow makes it difficult to grow fruit,’ Mira said.

      King Tuyon looked in her direction. ‘Apples we manage.’ He stretched his neck from side to side. ‘I will wager five children.’

      Everyone stilled, except King Jayr, who continued sorting his cards.

      ‘You’re wagering children?’ Dion asked incredulously.

      Stamitos kicked his leg under the table, reminding him that now was not the time.

      ‘They make loyal soldiers if trained from a young age,’ Jayr said before turning his attention to King Linus. ‘What about you? What does Galen have to offer?’

      King Linus cleared his throat. ‘I have a brood mare worth a small fortune.’

      ‘Gentlemen,’ Stamitos said, ‘the game is all fours. We are all familiar with the rules?’

      ‘I am certainly familiar with the position,’ Jayr said, making King Tuyon laugh.

      Dion caught Astra’s eye briefly before looking down at his cards.

      ‘What is the matter, Captain?’ Pandarus asked. ‘Is the humour too crude for your sensibilities?’

      ‘I’m a soldier, Your Majesty. I’ve heard far worse.’

      Stamitos cleared his throat. ‘What are you wagering, brother?’

      Pandarus lowered his cards, looking around the table. ‘Since everyone else is being half arsed, I guess it is up to me to offer a real incentive.’ He looked at King Linus. ‘Since you are offering your prize mare, I will wager a prize of my own.’

      ‘Another horse?’ Mira asked.

      Pandarus emptied the cup she had just refilled for him. ‘A Companion.’

      King Jayr looked up at that, settling back in his chair to take in everyone’s reaction. ‘Which one?’

      Dion could not help a glance at Astra. She was ashen, her fingertips pressing into the arms of the chair.

      ‘Astra,’ Pandarus said.

      Dion looked down. Mira stiffened in her chair beside him. There was a collective intake of breath to his right, the noble Companions unable to hide their shock. Stamitos dropped his cards face down on the table.

      ‘Pandarus—’

      ‘You do not have to play, brother. I know how protective you are of the women.’ His gaze fell to Stamitos’s missing hand. ‘Who is ready to play?’

      Violeta leaned forwards, seeming confused. ‘Do you mean one night with Astra, Your Majesty?’

      ‘No.’

      Grandor Pollux suddenly looked far more interested in the game. Philo stood, excusing himself from the table. King Linus looked unsure of what to do. Stamitos rose, scraping his chair against the floor.

      ‘You cannot be serious,’ he said.

      Pandarus looked up at him tiredly. ‘You are the one who is always telling me I should cull my collection.’

      ‘Those comments were more along the lines of “stop buying new ones”.’

      Astra sat white-faced with her hands folded in her lap. She looked ready to fall off her chair. Dion could not help but feel sorry for her.

      Stamitos left without another word. The other Companions all sat in stunned silence. King Tuyon was looking at Astra like he had already won.

      Pandarus looked around at the remaining players. ‘Anyone else want to leave?’

      Dion considered it. He could get up and leave like the others. Easy. But he could also win if he tried. Then he could collect his new horses, keep his apples, and he and Stamitos could drink the rest of the birthday wine the moment they returned to Goldmont House. He could spare the children and the Companion a much worse fate.

      ‘Captain?’ Pandarus asked.

      Dion focused on his cards. ‘Ready to play, Your Majesty.’

      The king patted Mira’s leg, then leaned forwards. ‘Let us begin.’
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      ‘Shall I sing something?’ Mira was trying to ease the tension in the room, the only one able to think through the fog of it. Astra meant to reply, but her voice seemed to be failing her.

      ‘Lovely idea,’ Rhea said, nodding encouragingly at Mira.

      That was when Astra realised that her harp had never even been brought in. Pandarus wanted no part of her. She did not know where to look. Not at Mira, who had replaced her so easily. Not at the other Companions, who stared at her with pitiful expressions. Not King Tuyon or King Jayr, who were positively predatory in that moment.

      Tuyon’s hand found her leg beneath the table. Was that to be her life? A silent plaything at his side in the land of ice and snow?

      She looked across at Captain Dion, finding him watching her over the top of his cards. He looked down when their eyes met. What did she know of him? That admittedly handsome face was completely unreadable. Fedora had told them only that his father had been a captain in the army also, beheaded for treason four years earlier.

      Tuyon’s hand left her leg, reaching for his empty cup and waving it in the air. A servant stepped forwards to fill it. Astra should have taken care of that, should have ensured the guests’ cups were always full, every need taken care of. Failure was breeding failure.

      Mira’s voice was too large for the small room. She was using up all the air.

      The hand returned to Astra’s leg, causing her to jump. Dion glanced up at that. She did not look at him this time. Perhaps it was a test. Maybe Pandarus wanted to see how she would perform her role under pressure. She was more than capable, just needed to focus on one thing at a time. Chin up, relax the jaw, some slow breaths. That was better.

      She wet her lips, feeling returning to them. A smile. Almost there.

      She leaned towards King Tuyon and rested a hand on his large arm. Pandarus looked over at that, and she paid him no attention. She needed to take back some of the power he had snatched away. Never mind her wildly beating heart and dry mouth. Pandarus was very good at cards, and there was every chance he would win. That was probably why he had offered her up, to impress his guests while knowing that nothing would come of it.

      Cards were going down, and Astra struggled to keep track of the game. A four, a two, a seven. Who had put down the seven?

      ‘Stand,’ Dion said, his face giving nothing away.

      Pollux dealt three more cards each, and the game continued.

      Astra shifted in her chair, fearing her rigid bones would fuse if she did not move. When it came time for King Tuyon to deal, he turned up a jack. That was not good—for her. Tuyon emptied his cup, and this time Astra took it from his hand, smiled up at him, and gestured to the servant. The guests were leaving the next day. Just one more night of this insanity; then they would all be gone, and Pandarus would be in a good mood after the win. The man loved to win.

      More cards went down.

      Astra swallowed, but her tongue would not move in her mouth. She looked behind her to the table of refreshments, thinking about asking the servant to bring her something, but did not trust herself to speak. She was about to slip away from the table and get it herself, but Tuyon’s hand tightened on her leg.

      ‘Stay,’ he said. ‘You’re my good luck.’

      She nodded and faced forwards again. A minute later, the captain slid his full cup across the table in her direction. Astra looked from the cup to him, but he was staring at his cards. Her gaze instinctively flicked to Pandarus who was so engrossed in the game he had not noticed. She hesitated before picking it up and taking a sip, resisting the urge to empty it in a few greedy gulps. Her gaze returned to Dion, finding him watching her this time. She gave a small nod of thanks before he looked away. He placed another card on the table.

      Pollux placed his cards down. ‘King Tuyon and Captain Dion are both on six points.’

      Pandarus tossed his cards on the table, gesturing for Mira to stop singing and fill his drink. He glanced briefly at Astra as Mira returned to his side. Astra’s fingers whitened around the stem of the cup. He was out of the game.

      ‘Tell you what,’ King Tuyon said, leaning back in his chair and looking at Dion. ‘How about we divide the winnings and both walk away with what we want?’

      Dion watched him from across the table. ‘And what is it you want?’

      ‘Astra. You can have the rest.’

      If Dion was surprised by the suggestion, he hid it well. His gaze drifted to Astra, who was trying very hard to relax and failing. She could not go to Asigow, could not belong to Tuyon and be his plaything. She did not dare look back at Dion, because she did not want him to see all the fear she was barely containing.

      ‘I appreciate the offer, Your Majesty,’ Dion said, ‘but I’d prefer to see the game through.’

      Tuyon shook his head. ‘You might leave with nothing.’

      ‘I might.’

      Tuyon looked down at his cards, considering his options for a moment before placing one down, following suit. Astra watched as Dion did the same. A few more cards were dropped onto the table, and then King Tuyon cursed under his breath and tossed his cards, leaning back in his chair to regard Dion.

      ‘Very lucky hand, Captain.’

      Astra stared at the mess of cards on the table as she processed what had just happened.

      ‘Congratulations,’ Pandarus said, emptying his cup again.

      Dion straightened his remaining cards and placed them neatly on the table. ‘Good game, gentlemen.’

      Normally the Companions would congratulate the winner, make a fuss, pour him a celebratory drink, smile. At the very least, smile. Panthea and Violeta sat stunned, while Rhea watched Astra through tear-filled eyes. Mira stared at her lap, looking far from triumphant.

      Astra let go of her cup and looked at Dion, wondering what a captain in the Galen army would do with a Companion. Sell her? Yes, she was valuable enough. King Tuyon would make him a private offer. She knew because one of his hands remained like a vice over her leg. Pushing her chair back, she rose, thankful when her legs did the job required of them. She was even more thankful when Tuyon’s hand fell away.

      ‘I will give Fedora instructions,’ Pandarus slurred, well past drunk now.

      Astra’s chest tightened as her entire future fell apart. ‘Congratulations, Captain,’ she said without looking at him. ‘Excuse me. I need some air.’ She just needed to make it to the door.

      Violeta stood also, walking around the table to her. ‘Shall we go together?’ She offered her arm to Astra.

      Astra straightened. She would walk out of that room the same way she always did, with her head high and in complete control of herself. Lowering into a small curtsy, she turned and left with Violeta following closely behind her.
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      ‘Stay calm,’ Fedora said, hand on her brow, ‘while I think through this.’

      Astra was pacing from one end of the room to the other, reminding herself to breathe. ‘He drank too much. Thought he could win, perhaps.’

      Fedora watched her pass. ‘I am sure that is part of it.’

      ‘But not all of it?’ Astra stopped. ‘He has tired of me. Say it.’

      ‘Ten years is a long time—’

      ‘Yes, yes, I know. But you have been mentor for longer than that.’ She resumed pacing. ‘I do not see him wagering you at a game of cards.’

      ‘Lower your voice.’

      Astra shook her head. ‘Your days of telling me what to do are over.’ She was barely aware of the words spilling from her mouth. ‘Who knows what plans those men are making for me.’ She glanced at the door on the other side of the room, where the other Companions were likely listening.

      ‘The captain has shown very little interest in the women during his visit,’ Fedora said.

      Astra thought back to their conversation in the corridor. He had seen straight through her lies. ‘He will take the first offer made.’

      ‘Let us not get ahead of ourselves. We wait for the king’s instructions before panicking.’

      Astra stopped walking and faced her mentor again. ‘His exact words were “I will give Fedora instructions”.’

      Mira entered the room, and Fedora looked at her in surprise.

      ‘Why are you not with the king?’

      The young girl tried to appear stoic. ‘He was not in the mood for company.’

      ‘Did he say why?’

      Mira shook her head. ‘No, my lady.’

      ‘Has he retired for the evening?’ Astra asked, a plan forming.

      ‘I believe so.’

      Fedora and Astra looked at each other.

      ‘I will go speak with him,’ Fedora said. ‘Perhaps I can convince him to make the captain an offer.’

      Astra swallowed. ‘Ten years I have been his Companion. If there is one thing I know for certain, it is when he is done with a woman, he is done.’

      A knock came at the door, and the three women turned to see a messenger standing there.

      ‘A note from the king, my lady.’ He held it out and waited for Fedora to collect it, knowing better than to enter the Companions’ quarters. Fedora viewed their section of the castle as a sacred space.

      Dismissing the messenger, Fedora unfolded the note and read it to herself as she always did. When she was done, she folded it and looked at Astra. Her expression only confirmed what Astra already knew.

      ‘You will depart Archdale in the morning,’ Fedora said. She was gripping the paper too tightly. ‘I am to pack you a bag.’

      Astra blinked. ‘With whom?’

      ‘With the captain, it seems.’

      ‘To Goldmont House?’ Her voice rose slightly. ‘But it is a farm.’

      ‘It is a profitable manor.’

      ‘Known for its sheep and apples.’ Astra’s eyes widened. ‘Is that where Sapphira resides?’

      ‘Princess Sapphira. And yes, her charity work is based there.’

      ‘Of course it is.’ Astra glared at Mira. ‘Is there a reason you are still standing here?’

      The girl fled the room.

      Astra’s gaze returned to Fedora. ‘What else does the letter say?’

      Fedora drew a breath. ‘It contains a list of items you are permitted to take with you.’

      ‘Which are?’

      Fedora opened the letter again and read from it. ‘Gowns, footwear and any other necessities required for the journey.’

      Astra stared at the parchment. ‘Ten years I have been at his beck and call. I have stayed silent through every demeaning comment and bad mood, laughed at his terrible jokes, cried out in his bed despite feeling nothing.’ She stopped when her eyes began to sting, waiting for the sensation to subside. ‘And all I will have to show for it is a handful of gowns and a few pairs of shoes.’ Turning slowly, she walked off in the direction of the door.

      ‘Where are you going?’ Fedora called to her back.

      ‘To speak with the king,’ she replied before disappearing through the door.

      Unsurprisingly, footsteps followed after her.

      ‘Astra, stop.’

      Her pace quickened. ‘No.’

      ‘Do not make me fetch the guards.’

      Astra turned on her heel, forcing Fedora to pull up quickly. ‘What is it you are afraid of? That my lack of self-control will reflect badly on you? It seems your position here is secure.’

      Fedora took a firm grip of Astra’s arms. ‘I am trying to prevent you from making things worse for yourself.’

      Astra searched her mentor’s eyes. ‘How much worse can it get?’
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      The guards on either side of King Pandarus’s door made no move to open it.

      ‘I need to speak with His Majesty.’ She was calm, courteous, but playful enough to hold their attention. It was an art form—one she was good at.

      ‘He’s asked not to be disturbed,’ one of the guards said.

      She smiled deviously. ‘Do I look like a disturbance?’

      She watched as his weight moved from one foot to the other.

      He sighed. ‘Wait here.’

      She did as she was told, aware of the other guard watching her. When the man reappeared, he gestured for her to go through. She drew a long, deep breath and walked in. Pandarus was slouched in a chair with his feet resting on a footstool, staring into the open fireplace. A half-filled cup hung in his hand, fresh stains on the rug beneath it. His lips were tinted red from the wine. She knew how bad his breath would be, even with five feet between them. Yes, she knew him so well.

      ‘Let me guess,’ he said, not bothering to look at her. ‘You just wanted to thank me for housing you, dressing you, spoiling you with gifts you could not have fathomed as a peasant.’ He laughed as though it were a joke. ‘No. You are here because you want something.’ He let his head fall back on the chair. ‘You women. It is never enough.’ He rolled his head to look at her. ‘Go on, then. Say what you have come to say.’

      At least she knew what sort of mood he was in. ‘I cannot believe it has been a decade.’ She took a few steps closer to the fireplace. ‘You were twenty-four when I met you—and smitten.’

      He studied her face in the poor light. ‘And you had just come of age. You were so naive.’

      ‘And you took full advantage.’ She smiled when she said that part.

      He continued to regard her. ‘You want to reminisce about the past? Is that why you are here?’

      Her time was running out. ‘I just want to know why you did it.’

      Pandarus drained his cup before replying. Rather than placing the empty goblet on the nearby table, he dropped it onto the rug. Astra watched it roll as she waited for his reply.

      ‘Can you not feel it?’ he said. ‘It is over.’

      She swallowed. ‘So make me mentor.’

      He breathed out through his nose. ‘Fedora performs her role to an exemplary standard. She is widely respected, despite my dislike for her.’

      Astra remained composed. ‘I would perform the role to the same standard. That is how it works. Fedora cannot mentor forever. There will come a time when you will need to replace her.’

      ‘And when that time comes, I will do what I must.’ He looked at the fire.

      ‘I have fulfilled my role to the highest standard. I am without question the most highly trained in social etiquette, music—’

      ‘Do you think I give a shit about your musical abilities?’

      Astra felt her heart thudding in her ears. ‘What?’

      ‘I never cared for the harp.’

      She was at a loss for words for a moment. ‘You have always enjoyed my playing.’

      ‘I have always enjoyed seeing others enjoy your playing.’ His gaze returned to the fire. ‘I was the envy of every man.’

      She had to look away. ‘So it was not that I grew stale with you but with your acquaintances. Is that it?’

      He thought on the matter. ‘I gave you to King Tuyon last night because I wanted to feel that rush of jealousy that has been absent for so long.’

      ‘And what did you feel?’

      ‘Nothing.’ The word came out as a whisper.

      Astra blinked, went to speak, then closed her mouth. She tried again. ‘My mother warned me this day would come.’

      ‘Do not be so dramatic.’ He stifled a yawn. ‘You are not going to a brothel. The captain should be easy prey for a woman with your skills.’

      It was time to leave. ‘Goodbye, Your Majesty.’ She lowered into a graceful curtsy, hands loosely at her sides, then strode away.

      ‘It could have been worse,’ Pandarus called out. ‘King Tuyon could have won.’

      She closed her eyes as the doors opened in front of her, then exited the room.
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