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Chapter 1

 

 

Calia always woke up before her big brother and sister. They slept together with Mama and Papa Jarl in their room upstairs at the inn, on a soft mattress stuffed with feathers that Calia thought was even more comfy than their dog Bryn's snuggly fur. She woke, as she usually did, because Wolfram started snoring when it got bright. She slipped out of bed and pattered on bare feet to the door. Mama and Papa Jarl were already up. She could hear them talking downstairs. Jarl wasn't their real papa, but he'd lived with them for a long time now. First he'd slept downstairs in the hall, then in Mama's bed. Calia couldn't remember her real papa. Wolfram said he did, but she didn't believe him. When she told him so, he stuck out his lip and told her she had to believe him, because he was her big brother. Calia didn't like it when Wolfram and Livy got cross with her, so she said sorry.

Like how Jarl wasn't really her papa, the twins weren't really her big brother and sister. They were her cousins. All three of them were the same age, but Wolfram and Livy were both taller than Calia, so that made them her big brother and sister. Mama said she also had an other-other real papa, who was the twins' uncle, and that Calia had a second mama, too, but that was all so confusing to her that she tried not to think about it. It didn't seem like it mattered, anyway. Mama was Mama, and they lived with Papa Jarl, and Wolfram and Livy were her big brother and sister.

When Calia had been very little, they'd lived with the nuns up in the big village at the top of the hill, but now they lived at the inn down in the small village. The small village was very small. There were only a few new houses there besides the inn. Mama said she'd built the inn herself, and it impressed Calia to think that she'd lifted all those big beams and boards and put them together like a giant. Mama was strong, but she couldn't always lift things very well, because one of her hands only had three fingers on it. The other children from the village said her missing fingers were scary, but Calia didn't think so. She thought it was strange that other people's mamas didn't have missing fingers. She wondered if her own fingers would fall off when she became a mama.

Trying not to wake Wolfram and Livy, she reached for the latch and tugged the heavy door open. Because she was so small and quiet, she could usually go about the inn without people noticing her, even though Mama and Jarl said to stay upstairs when the hall got noisy. People visited the inn all the time on their way to and from the big village. Some of them came with carts full of sacks and barrels that they left in Mama's storehouse, then other people came and took them away. Mama made lots of money when that happened. She was a rich woman, which was why they could afford to sleep on soft mattresses and wear colourful clothes and eat pork or fish or chicken every day.

Calia shivered beneath her linen shift as a draft blew up the stairs. She thought about going back for a blanket, but she didn't want to wake her brother and sister. The stairs at the end of the landing led down into a big hall, which was where most people slept and ate and drank ale when they visited. The straw stuck to Calia's feet as she hopped over a man sleeping under his cloak near the hearth. Mama and Jarl were at the other end of the hall talking to Angela. They hadn't opened all the shutters yet, so the shadows beneath the beams kept Calia hidden. She crept to the back door that led outside to the kitchen, shivering again when another draft blew in around her legs. It was supposed to be summer soon, but the mornings were still cold. Once summer arrived, they wouldn't have to worry about keeping warm anymore. Calia carefully eased the door open, glanced back to check that Mama hadn't noticed her, and slipped outside. The dewy grass made her feet wet as she hurried to the kitchen door. No sooner had she scampered inside than a pair of arms wrapped around her waist and hoisted her onto one of the ovens.

“Look what's run in for breakfast, a juicy little Calia for us to boil!”

Calia shrieked and giggled, squirming to get off the top of the oven. She didn't want to be boiled! Arnie, the man who looked after Mama's stable, was the one who'd picked her up, so she knew he wasn't really going to boil her. Even though he was a grown-up, Arnie was like another big brother. Calia liked him and Angela a lot. Arnie played games with them, and when Mama wasn't around Angela let them lick spoonfuls of honey from the storehouse and sip cups of fruity, spicy wine that made you dizzy much quicker than ale.

Eventually Arnie stopped teasing and let her be. She sat on the edge of the flat-topped stone oven with her heels resting on the shelf beneath where the food went to cook. The warmth inside felt nice against her damp toes. Arnie brought her some bread with delicious salty lard smeared on top. She ate it eagerly while she watched Rowan Baker cooking the day's loaves in the much bigger round-topped oven next to the one she perched on. Once she finished eating, she climbed down. She wanted to go back to the inn and put on her felt boots and dress, but it was cold outside, and the kitchen always stayed nice and warm. She sat down in the corner with Rowan's plump black cat and played with her tail until she hissed at her. Then she heard Mama calling, so she went back to the inn.

“What do I always say, Calia?” Mama said as she ushered her inside.

Calia bit her lip. Mama said a lot of things. She sounded grumpy today, but she was grumpy a lot of the time. It was nicer to be around Mama in the evenings after all the work was done, because then she was kind and gave them hugs and told them stories.

“Don't go outside without your boots,” Mama chided her when she didn't answer. “Especially when it's cold. Your feet get all wet, and then the straw gets stuck to them.”

“It's not wet,” Calia lied.

“Then you won't have to ask me to pick straw out of your boots later, will you?”

Calia made a pouting face, but she felt guilty later when she put on her boots and felt straw itching the soles of her feet. She wanted to build mud castles by the stream with Wolfram and Livy that day, but Papa Jarl was about to leave with his wagon, so they had to go to the front of the inn and say goodbye to him. He often went away for a long time. He gave them all a kiss, then kissed Mama. She smiled at him and wished him luck. Two of Mama's helpers, the ones with swords that Wolfram liked, went with Papa Jarl. Calia watched until he disappeared behind the trees where the path turned downhill. A moment later, three other people on horses appeared from where the cart had gone and rode towards the inn.

Livy tugged at her arm. “Let's go and make castles.” But Calia was interested in the horsemen now, so she stayed where she was. Livy got annoyed with her. “You've got to say something when I talk to you.”

“I'm watching the horses.”

“Horses are boring.”

“I want to watch them.”

“You said you wanted to make castles.”

Calia didn't say anything. When she didn't know what to say, she just stayed quiet. There was a man on one of the horses wearing a big furry cloak that made him look like a bear. She hadn't seen a cloak like that before, so she was more interested in looking at him than talking to her sister.

“We're going to make castles without you, then,” Livy huffed. “You're not allowed.” She and Wolfram ran off together and left Calia in front of the inn with Mama.

“Go and fetch Arnie, Calia,” Mama told her. “He'll need to take care of these men's horses.”

“Alright.” Calia started to go around the side of the inn toward the stables, but she stopped next to Bryn's little dog house. He slept out here in the summer when it was too hot inside, and she could hear him snuffling around behind the boards. She crawled in through the opening and felt Bryn's big tongue lick her face. Putting her arms around his neck, she made him lie down so they could peer out and watch the horsemen together. She wanted to look at them some more before she went to fetch Arnie.

The man in the big cloak slowed to a halt. Mama stood in front of him with one hand on her hip and the other shielding her eyes from the sun.

“Lady Elizabeth?” the man said.

“Just Elizabeth Merchant will do, but yes,” Mama said with a sigh, “that's probably what you've heard people call me.”

A smile touched the man's mouth. “You've done well for yourself since I knew you as Elizabeth Carpenter.”

Mama seemed to recognise him then. “Simon Bailey!”

“I'm the sheriff of Tannersfield now. Old Wallis finally had the decency to die and vacate the position.”

Mama curtseyed. “Welcome, my lord sheriff. You've seen quite the advancement yourself.”

“It was long overdue. My brother is a baron and my sister a marquisess. Service to the former sheriff was supposed to be my right of passage before I moved up in the world. Somehow, it ended up lasting twenty years longer than I'd planned.”

“It's an honour to have you here. My stable master will be over to take your horses soon.”

Calia felt guilty for not going to fetch Arnie, but she was too interested in what was happening to leave now. A sheriff sounded like someone important, and besides, it would look funny if they saw her crawling out of the dog house.

“I may not be here for long,” the sheriff said. “Once the horses are rested, we'll be going. In the meantime, I was hoping you might be able to help me with a matter of the king's law.”

Mama frowned. “Are you hunting outlaws?”

“In a sense. Do you have much trouble with them out here?”

“A gang of men tried to tell us the inn needed their protection not long after we built it. They wanted a fee, of course. Unfortunately for them, they didn't realise I employ my own men-at-arms. Apparently they'd been doing the same thing to all the inns in the area. They went to the Rambirch gallows after my boys beat the fight out of them.”

The sheriff gave her a grim nod. “Having bodyguards is prudent of you. It can be dangerous for a woman running a place like this on her own. The outlaw I'm looking for is no thug, though. He's rather more vile than that.”

All three of the men had dismounted now, and Mama was looking around impatiently for Arnie. She had to call his name around the side of the inn before he hurried over to take the horses. After that, Mama and the sheriff went inside. Calia was a little frightened by the talk of outlaws, but it was fascinating, too, like peeking at a big spider up close so you could see all the hairs on its body. She crawled out of the dog house and went around to the back door. Bryn loped along beside her. She pushed the door open carefully and crept inside. The shutters at this end of the inn still hadn't been opened. Before anyone could notice them, Calia and Bryn scuttled beneath one of the long tables and lay down in the straw. Mama and the sheriff and his men were sitting at the bright end of the hall near Angela's room. It was hard to hear people from across the hall when the inn was busy, but right now things were quiet. Calia rested her chin on one of the benches that had been pushed beneath the table. She could see the back of the sheriff's big furry cloak facing her. Mama sat opposite him.

“He's called Harald Redcloak,” the sheriff was saying. “No doubt you've heard of him if you're in the merchant business.”

Mama got a sour look on her face like she always did when something upset her. “I knew him well before that. I'm surprised it's taken this long for the law to catch up with that swindler.”

“He's been canny at staying one step ahead of it. The man has a habit of going missing whenever someone levels an accusation at him, and by the time he reappears it's conspicuously difficult to have witnesses attest to his crimes. It wouldn't surprise me if he spends half the money he makes just keeping himself out of court.”

“But not this time, I take it.”

The sheriff shook his head. “Last year he took a boy from Tannersfield and all but enslaved him for three months. He probably would've worked the lad to death if he hadn't managed to escape and find his way home. Unfortunately for Harald, the boy's uncle is a knight. I doubt he knew that when he took him.”

“A knight's testimony will send Harald to the gallows.”

“Or at the very least force him to pay a heavy fine, but I have a feeling our knight values justice over silver. He's been insistent enough to drive me all the way out here searching.”

“Well, I'm afraid I can't help you,” Mama said. “I've not seen Harald in years. You'd have better luck asking the merchants in Rambirch. A few of them have had dealings with him. I could give you their names if you'd like.”

“I've already been there. They suggested I come and see you. They're of the opinion that every traveller heading to Kinedwyn stops at this inn.”

“They're right about that. There's nowhere else to rest along the way.”

“So you haven't heard anything about Harald?”

Mama shook her head.

The sheriff made a noise of irritation. “I thought Kinedwyn might be the sort of place he'd try to hide. He's fond of remote villages.”

Mama was quiet for a moment, then said: “Have you tried asking Lord Edward of Rosepath?”

“No,” the sheriff said cautiously. “Should I?”

“Everyone knows Harald's been his crony for years.”

“This is the first I've heard of it.”

A look of disquiet crossed Mama's face. She rubbed the stumps of her missing fingers and her expression turned stern again. “It's dangerous to accuse a lord.”

“It certainly is. Though I recall you and your master bringing Edward before a judge once before.”

“I'm not accusing Edward of anything,” Mama said quickly. “But if you want to find Harald, you might have more luck asking in Rosepath. That's all I'll say.”

The sheriff nodded slowly. “Thank you. I'm grateful God saw fit to grace me with at least one honest merchant on this trip.”

After that they started talking about money and taxes, the significance of which was lost on Calia. She started to get bored and tickled Bryn's nose with a piece of straw until he sneezed. Mama saw her and stood up, excusing herself from the sheriff with a quick curtsey.

“Have you been under there all this time?” she asked as she pulled back the bench and waited for Calia to come out.

“Yes,” Calia whispered. She felt frightened all of a sudden. The sheriff was looking at her.

“Were you listening to our conversation?”

Calia looked around and realised that everyone else who'd been sleeping in the hall was gone. “A bit.”

Mama sighed. “Don't go gossiping about it, especially not to Angela. The sheriff is an important man. He can lock you up in his jail if you misbehave. Do you understand?”

Calia nodded fearfully. She wished she'd taken Bryn back outside instead of tickling him with the straw.

“Go and find your brother and sister,” Mama said. “You can get started with your chores early.”

Calia groaned, no longer worried about the sheriff now that she had to deal with the drudgery of afternoon chores. Mama usually let them play in the mornings, but after the midday meal she made them work. There were always pots and plates to be scrubbed, and Rowan Baker smacked them with a spoon if they didn't clean them properly. Livy was allowed to collect eggs from the chicken coop, but Calia and Wolfram sometimes broke them, so they had to fetch pails of water and help Arnie muck out the stables. Neither of them was big enough to handle a barrow, so they carried muck in the old pails that were too leaky for water. The work made Calia's arms ache, and by suppertime she was always exhausted.

After the sheriff and his men left later that day, Mama came over to make sure they were all working hard.

“Can I do something else?” Calia complained. She was carrying a pail of smelly straw in front of her with both hands, and the bottom of it kept hitting her shins when she walked. Mama bent down and adjusted her posture so she was carrying the pail at her side.

“No, you can't. You're lucky I don't have you working all day. Most children start helping their parents in the garden or out in the fields by the time they're your age. They work like that till they're old and grey and their backs are twisted from stooping.”

“But we don't have fields.”

“That's because we make our money from the inn.”

“And from trading,” Calia said knowledgeably, though she didn't really understand what trading was, other than that it involved carts and sacks and barrels.

“Yes, that's right,” Mama said.

“So why do I have to work?”

“Because that's how the world is, Calia. Everyone has to work. I didn't build this inn by shirking my chores.”

“I still don't want to.”

“Well we don't always get to have what we want,” Mama said shortly.

Calia didn't want to make Mama cross, so she stopped complaining and got on with her work.

The inn was quiet that evening. Only Sister Gwenllian, who came from the big village once in a while with cheese and vegetables from the priory, was staying that night. They ate supper in the hall with Arnie and Angela and Rowan. It was a thick vegetable broth with bits of bacon in it, and there were boiled eggs and chewy nuts leftover from last autumn. Calia ate until she was sleepy and lay down with Bryn underneath the bench, watching everyone's feet on the floor around her. She liked this part of the day, especially when the inn was quiet. Mama was calm, and Arnie and Angela told jokes. The soft candlelight made Bryn's fur feel especially warm against her cheek. Papa Jarl sometimes liked to sing when he was around, and his loud laugh kept everyone talking until it was time for bed. Since he wasn't here, Mama took out her wax tablet and made Calia sit back up on the bench so she could learn her numbers. Mama had been teaching them letters and numbers for a while now. To Calia and Wolfram, it seemed like another difficult chore. The pair of them ended up making faces at each other instead of looking at Mama's tablet. Livy was very good at counting, and she paid attention the whole time.

“Your sister will be the only one who gets to make money from our business when you're older,” Mama warned them.

“I'm not going to need money,” Wolfram said confidently. “I'm going to be a knight.”

Mama passed her stylus to Livy so she could try and copy the marks she'd just made in the wax. “To be a knight, you have to go to war. You'll get your face scarred like Sir Roger. Do you want that?”

Wolfram went a little pale and took a sudden interest in the tablet again.

Calia looked at Mama's missing fingers and asked: “Did you go to war?”

“No, I've never been to war.”

Angela said: “It wasn't soldiers who did that to your mother. It was outlaws.”

Mama moved her hand off the table into her lap where it was hidden.

“Like who the sheriff was talking about?” Calia said.

“Yes,” Mama said. “Bad people.”

“And the sheriff locks people like that in his jail?”

“Sometimes. Then a lord or a judge decides what to do with them. If they've done something very bad, they get hanged.”

Mama always took the time to explain things even when they went over Calia's head. When she thought about the conversation with the sheriff earlier that day, she couldn't remember what most of it had been about, only that the sheriff was looking for someone bad, and there had been a boy who got taken away and a knight and some other important-sounding people.

“Did the outlaws who stole your fingers get hanged?” she asked.

“No,” Mama said, “they didn't.”

“Why not?”

“For the same reason you have to do your chores: because that's just how it is sometimes.”

Calia sort of understood, but it made her feel like what had happened to Mama wasn't fair. It wasn't fair that she had to do chores, so it wasn't fair that the outlaws hadn't been hanged.

Arnie and Angela talked about the sheriff's horses while Mama carried on showing them how to make numbers. Rowan went to his bed in the kitchen and Sister Gwenllian went to the upstairs guest room. They had two extra rooms upstairs besides the bedroom. It was usually only important people like Sir Roger or the merchants who got to sleep in the one with the bedding, but nuns and monks were sometimes allowed too. The third room was where Mama and Jarl had meetings with people and kept their ledgers and other valuable things locked up.

Eventually Mama put her tablet away and it was time for bed. Arnie and Angela went to lie down by the hearth. Angela had her own little room downstairs, but she only went in there with the men who visited the inn sometimes. It was warmer by the hearth. Calia and her siblings went upstairs to their room and Mama helped them take off their boots, then she tucked them up in bed and snuffed the last candle. Soon Calia heard the sleepy rhythm of Wolfram and Livy's breathing next to her. She wished Bryn had come up with them so she could cuddle him. Livy and Wolfram didn't always like cuddles, and if she tried to bunch up the blanket in her arms she usually ended up pulling it off them. After a while, she got up and crept over to Mama's bed. Mama must have heard the boards creaking beneath her feet, for she already had the blanket open to invite her in. Calia squirmed in alongside her and put her arms around her waist.

“Is it cold in your bed?” Mama whispered.

Calia thought of something she could say that would make Mama happy: “No, I just don't want you to be lonely without Papa Jarl.”

Mama stroked a pair of fingers through her hair. “You're a sweet girl.”

The bed was warm and comfy, but Calia still wasn't sleepy enough to doze off. “Do you know lots of important people like the sheriff?” she whispered.

Mama made a quiet murmuring noise and shifted beneath the blanket. “I used to.”

“Who?”

After a pause, Mama said: “Your other papa, Isaac. And your other mama. They were important people.”

“What was my other mama's name?”

“It's best you don't know.”

“Does Papa Isaac live where the sheriff lives?”

“I don't know.” Mama sounded very sad.

Calia hugged her. “Will he come back to see us one day?”

“No.”

“Why not?”

Mama went quiet again. This time it was a while before she answered. “It's better that we don't know important people like Papa Isaac and the sheriff anymore. Bad things can happen when you know folk like them.”

“But the sheriff stops bad people.”

“Not all of them. Lords and ladies can be just as wicked as outlaws, and the sheriff won't lock them in his jail.”

Calia wondered about that. She hadn't known many bad people in her life, except for some of the children from the big village who liked to pull her hair and push her over when she played with them. Even though Mama had told her otherwise, it was difficult to wrap her head around the idea that important lords like Sir Roger could be wicked. They weren't supposed to be wicked.

Mama realised that she was nervous and rubbed her back comfortingly. “You don't have to worry. We're safe at the inn. Our lord is a decent man, and we've plenty of money to see us through hard times. The sheriff didn't find any bad people here, did he?”

That reassured Calia. Mama knew best, and if she wasn't worried, that meant there was nothing to worry about. Calia yawned, finally feeling sleepy.

“Will the sheriff catch the man he was looking for?” she murmured.

“I hope so. Him and his master deserve to see the gallows.”

Calia didn't have time to ask who the man's master was before the thought drifted away from her, lost in the rolling fog of sleep. The next morning she would have forgotten all about it, for she had a dog to play with and mud castles to build.


 

Chapter 2

 

 

Lord Edward wouldn't have bothered attending his father's funeral had he not had other business in Tannersfield. Yesterday, a tiny old monk Edward vaguely remembered from his youth had ridden into Rosepath on a donkey bearing news that his father had been found dead in his home and would be buried the following afternoon.

It wasn't much of a funeral. If bodies remained unclaimed for more than a day or two, the monks took them out to a cemetery before performing a short, impersonal reading from the scriptures that would bless their souls on the way to heaven. Edward knew his father wouldn't be going to heaven. He felt very little as he watched the monks lowering the shrouded body into its grave. One other unclaimed corpse was also being committed to the earth that day. The monks wouldn't normally have bothered digging separate graves, but they had been made aware that one of the dead men was Lord Edward's father, so they were showing a degree of reverence. The prior himself had even come to read the final blessing.

Edward frowned as a burly monk began shovelling dirt over the shroud. He'd expected to react more strongly than this. There should have been relief, satisfaction, perhaps even a sense of triumph at having outlived the old man. Instead there was only a mild easing sensation, as if he now had one less problem to worry about. He tried to savour the feeling while it lasted. He stood staring down into the grave with his arms folded as his cloak flapped in the wind. Questions of mortality rarely troubled Edward, but they weighed heavily on his mind that day. He was only thirty-one, and already he felt like his glory days were behind him. Despite having been granted more land and the title of baron, he knew all his recent advancements were his wife's doing. It was her friendship with Count Peter that allowed them to keep climbing the ladder of the nobility during this time of peace. That knowledge was a constant frustration to Edward. He longed for the days when he'd been able to please his overlords by killing outlaws and raiding villages. Now it seemed like he'd advanced beyond that, and he no longer knew what to do with himself. A new generation of knights had taken his former place. It frustrated him to see young men winning favour at Count Peter's court and receiving praise for the sorts of things he'd once done. Sometimes he wondered whether it would have been better if he'd remained a knight all his life, but his pride rebelled against that idea. He was destined for greater things. He'd come up from nothing, won his title and holdings, married a duke's daughter, and taken bloody revenge on everyone who'd wronged him.

Yet Edward felt hollow. He didn't even have the passionate hatred for his enemies to light a fire in his belly anymore. In the months following the burning of Kinedwyn, he'd entertained the idea of going back to see Elizabeth again, for he wanted to savour her ruin and make sure she was suffering the way she deserved. But Duke Francis had explicitly forbidden him. When Isaac returned home, he'd done so under the condition that Elizabeth and their children be left alone. They were to be set aside and forgotten. In exchange, Isaac promised never to defy his father again.

So Edward had stayed away, and as the years passed he began to forget about Elizabeth of Rosepath. She still came to him every now and again alongside the phantom twinges in his little finger, but not very often. During those moments, he would remember the night she'd stabbed him in the forest, and for an instant he would feel a glimmer of the old rage building in his chest. Then it would settle as he recalled the far fresher, more gratifying memory of what he'd done to her in Kinedwyn. If she was a ghost haunting him, he was surely a devil tormenting her. She would never forget the mistake she'd made the day she stood up to him.

Once the grave had been covered over with dirt, Edward gave the monks a silver penny for their trouble and walked back into town. By now there was no trace left of the damage Tannersfield had sustained from the riot a decade ago. It was quieter than it had been back then, having exchanged the overflowing camps of dirty beggars for tighter, cleaner streets and a secondary market outside the western gate that kept the travelling tinkers away from Count Peter's castle. Edward made his way up the main street, barely noticing the looks he got from the common folk as they made way for the passing nobleman. It was something he'd grown accustomed to.

The central marketplace had been kept clear that day, for later in the afternoon there was to be a wedding between Count Peter's niece and the son of Simon Bailey, the new sheriff. Edward and Cristiana had been invited to attend along with several other nobles. Despite having been offered lodgings at the castle, Edward had organised a room at one of his favourite public houses instead. He didn't want to be at the castle a moment longer than he had to. He still didn't like Count Peter, but it was the man's wife, Countess Kaylein, who truly unnerved Edward. He hadn't been aware of it at the time, but she'd also been there in Kinedwyn five years ago. A few months later, the people of Tannersfield had welcomed her home with open arms when it was announced that she was engaged to Peter. These days she was regarded as a figure of almost saintly virtue. Not only was she seen as the rightful heir to the county, but outlandish tales had spread about how she had walked through a burning building to save an infant and survived. Cardinal Tybalt himself had examined the scars on her body and confirmed the event as a miracle. Edward didn't want to believe it. His disdain for Kaylein made it all the more unsettling to think that she had been touched by God. Thankfully he would only have to endure one evening in her presence when they went to the castle for the celebratory feast after the wedding.

He scraped the dirt off his boots at the door and went upstairs to his room. Cristiana was there being dressed by one of her servants, sour-faced Daisy, who had been around ever since Edward took stewardship of Rosepath Castle. Daisy was supposedly the castle's head laundress now–Edward didn't keep abreast of domestic matters–but since Cristiana had no lady's maid, she liked to take Daisy with her when she travelled abroad. The pair of them seemed to have become good friends over the years.

It was the current fashion for noblewomen to dress with long sleeves that drooped almost all the way to the ground. Cristiana's purple gown had no such extravagant sleeves, so Daisy was pinning lengths of fabric to the arms that simulated the same effect.

Cristiana acknowledged Edward's return with a tilt of her head. “Was it a respectful service?”

He grunted a wordless response. His marriage to Cristiana was another thing that had grown unsatisfying to him. Having such a cold, aggravatingly disobedient woman for a wife might have been tolerable if she'd at least given him children. Edward blamed her for their lack of heirs, for he was certainly not the impotent one. After they got married, she had developed a sickly temperament that made her violently ill once or twice a year. It only ever lasted a few days, during which time she would confine herself to a private room with only her servants and a female physician for company. The regularity of the ailment made Edward think there was something wrong with her that prevented her body from working the way it should. It soured her sense of beauty somehow, knowing that she was not the immaculate woman he'd once believed her to be. It brought him little pride to walk into a room with her on his arm these days. He didn't even make love to her very often anymore.

Edward sat on the edge of the bed and waited for his wife and her maid to finish.

“We should head over to the church soon,” he said impatiently. “Or we'll have to push through the crowd outside.”

“Stephen can clear the way for us,” Cristiana said.

“It's still undignified.”

“So is rushing. A lady should arrive when she intends to, not in haste because she fears lateness.”

“She should listen to her husband.”

Realising that he was in a bad mood, Cristiana shooed Daisy away once she'd finished pinning the sleeve extensions in place. Their years of marriage had been an exercise in learning how to handle one another. Cristiana was forever finding ways to undermine his authority without making it seem like she was being insolent. Usually that took the form of presenting her own ideas to people while framing them as Edward's. Since her ideas usually met with approval, he was forced to play along or risk looking like a fool. Yet despite her cunning ways, there was always an undercurrent of fear whenever they were alone together. She knew what he was capable of, and if she pushed him too far she knew he would make her regret it.

They left the public house with Stephen and Daisy accompanying them and made their way to the church. It was already filling up with people. Countess Kaylein had been making waves lately by positing that a town the size of Tannersfield–by all rights a city–required a proper cathedral to host its congregation. But the church was unwilling to finance the request, for Tannersfield remained one of several implicitly heathen counties that were shunned by the clergy. Under what was commonly known as Larmond's Law, it had not paid formal taxes to the church in years. From what Edward understood, there was an ongoing schism between the church and the nobility that had only worsened in the years following Larmond's rebellion.

They stood at the front of the church nave alongside the other noble guests and went through the hymns and sermons that preceded the wedding vows. Such events bored Edward, but he was used to enduring drudgery. At least it was better than spending his days marching up and down the kingdom waiting to fight battles that never happened.

When the bride and groom stood before the altar to swear their vows, Edward felt a twinge of envy. They were both young, and the girl was fair. Noble marriages were usually endured in polite dignity by the couple, for they rarely loved each other prior to the engagement, but these two smiled when they swore their vows. Sheriff Simon clapped enthusiastically and embraced his son when the service concluded. Count Peter and Lady Kaylein kissed the bride's cheeks, wishing her health and happiness.

Edward tried to leave before he could be accosted by any of the other nobles, tugging Cristiana after him as he made for the back of the church. But Stephen had been forced to stand back with the other guests, so he had no one to clear the way. Soon Edward was entangled in the crowd of wellwishers who were straining to get a look at the bride and groom. His fingers tingled, filling him with the angry urge to pick up a sword and scatter the crowd as he would have dispersed a mob of peasants during the war. He was forced to quash his temper and endure the press of bodies until the procession started making its way out of the church. He fell in alongside the groom's father while Cristiana walked a few paces back with Countess Kaylein.

Edward kept his eyes ahead, ignoring the probing glances the sheriff was giving him. He wasn't sure what to make of the king's new representative in Tannersfield. Old Wallis Reeve had been Edward's long-time ally and benefactor, and now that he was dead his former bailiff had been granted the honour of filling his boots. Simon Bailey was an energetic and pious man by comparison, and Edward hadn't forgotten the part he'd played in having him put on trial ten years ago for ransacking Joseph Carpenter's workshop.

“You're a man of many means, aren't you, Lord Edward?” the sheriff said once they were out in the street.

His respectful tone surprised Edward.

“I am. Why? Are you in need of my assistance?” If Simon wanted something from him, this might be his chance to ingratiate himself with the new sheriff. It always paid to have an arbiter of the king's law on your side.

“Not to be too formal on the day of my son's wedding, but I was told you might be able to help me track down a man named Harald Redcloak.”

Edward's eagerness turned to unease. “Who told you that?”

“Just some of the merchants who've done business with him.”

“Well, I wouldn't trust what merchants say. I haven't seen Harald in months,” Edward lied.

“But you have dealt with him in the past?”

Edward's tongue caught against the roof of his mouth. He felt like he'd been trapped. Why were men of the law such weasels about these things? “Yes,” he said carefully. “He was one of my subjects many years ago.”

“Ah. Then you will know others who dealt with him. Family and friends, perhaps?”

“I can't recall. It's been a long time.”

“You'll have records of any major dealings with him though, certainly. Letters and written agreements. And your other subjects may remember things that have slipped your mind.”

“I couldn't say.” Edward felt intensely uncomfortable. He knew Harald was presently a wanted man, but that wasn't unusual for the merchant. For years the pair of them had been engaged in mutually beneficial arrangements that swelled Edward's purse while keeping Harald one step ahead of the law. It had been easy when Wallis Reeve was sheriff, for the old man had always been willing to turn a blind eye in exchange for favours from his noble friends, but if Simon Bailey planned on interrogating the people of Rosepath–or worse, demanding to see written records–then all sorts of suspicious evidence might emerge. At this very moment Harald was laying low with a verderer and his family less than a mile from Rosepath.

Edward realised he was sweating. Harald was probably heading to the gallows, and Edward didn't like the idea of being associated with him when that happened. How would he explain to a judge that he'd only ever used Harald's ill-gotten silver for noble ends? It helped pay the king's taxes, hire the soldiers who protected their land, and keep his household in good upkeep. When he didn't get help from Harald, he had to turn to Cristiana to keep his finances in order, and it wasn't right for a lord to rely on his wife for such things.

Unfortunately, he didn't think many people would see it that way. He'd learned his lesson the last time he had to stand before the king's judge. No matter how justified he felt in his actions, judges were sticklers for the letter of the law, and bribing them was usually just as expensive as any fine they levied. He could try bribing Simon instead, but the man was said to have a righteous, God-fearing attitude, and men like that were difficult to pay off.

To his relief, Simon didn't push the matter any further as they crossed the marketplace to the castle. Despite the order for the market to be cleared, a crowd had still gathered to watch the procession pass by. Edward made a mental note to have Father Gregory go through their documents as soon as he returned home and look for anything mentioning Harald by name. It might be best to destroy those records in case the sheriff's men came snooping.

It took a long time for the wedding procession to file in through the castle gates. Count Peter's steward showed everyone to their seats in the great hall, taking time to ensure that the party of a hundred or so were all in their correct places. Peter could be an aggravatingly orderly man sometimes. Edward didn't doubt that the dozens of lambs, pigs, fish, and fowl that had been roasted for the feast would all be ready for serving at the exact moment the final guest took their seat. Such fussy domestic precision was beyond Edward. He was glad he had Cristiana to organise social events for him, though he'd never had to throw a banquet as lavish as this one.

The first to be called to their seats were the bride and groom, then Sheriff Simon and his wife, and then Lord Isaac and Lady Emilia. Edward had the misfortune of turning around as Isaac walked past him. Their eyes met, and for an instant Edward saw the same look of icy hatred he remembered from the day they'd fought at the Rambirch inn. Edward was the only person who could draw that look out of Isaac. It was a look that echoed his father's steely ruthlessness. There was no doubt in Edward's mind that Isaac hated him more than any other man alive. He flinched, momentarily frightened by the intensity of his brother-in-law's gaze, then the feeling passed and Edward smiled.

Isaac only hated him because he'd won.

They held the look for a heartbeat before Isaac's expression grew impassive again. He stared through Edward as if he wasn't there, then bent to kiss his sister.

“You're well and healthy, Cristie?”

“As much as always. And yourself and Emilia?”

Isaac turned briefly to acknowledge his wife. “Oh, yes. As much as always.”

“We'll talk properly later,” Cristiana said.

Isaac and Emilia walked on to take their seats at the high table. They were a mismatched pair. Despite the fine quality of Isaac's clothing, his dark tunic trimmed with azure cloth looked plain and understated next to Emilia's saffron-yellow gown that sparkled with highlights of silver thread. It was no secret that Isaac possessed a cold disposition toward his wife despite her radiant beauty. Everyone said it was because he'd run away from their wedding once before, and the betrayal had broken her heart. Emilia had married another man after that, but he'd been killed during Larmond's rebellion, leaving her a childless widow. After that, Duke Francis and Emilia's father, Marquess Alistair, had attempted to mend the rift between them by reforging the failed marriage that had made them enemies a decade ago. Edward could see the political sense in it. Duke Francis had been one of the king's most loyal allies during the war, and Alistair one of Larmond's. Wedding their children had smoothed over old grudges and bridged the gap between the two sides. It was now generally accepted that war was not going to break out again, in no small part due to unions like Isaac and Emilia's. It pleased Edward to know he wasn't the only one in a loveless marriage.

Soon the steward called Edward forward. He and Cristiana paid their respects to the bride and groom along with their hosts, Peter and Kaylein, before taking their seats at the end of the high table. While they shared a position of honour with the other noble guests, they were very much on the fringes. Edward couldn't hear the conversation that was going on around Count Peter, so he had to settle for listening to an older baron blabber about how fine his wedding had been in comparison to the one they'd just attended.

All in all, it wasn't a terrible evening. Edward always enjoyed good food, and for a while the strong drink helped him forget about his father's funeral and the uncomfortable exchange with the sheriff. That was, until he noticed Simon sitting next to Isaac. The pair of them were ignoring their wives, huddling together like conspirators as they shared some private conversation. Edward began to feel suspicious. He could've sworn they'd just glanced in his direction.

When the servants cleared away the course of roast boar, Countess Kaylein rose to her feet and proclaimed that the leftovers were to be taken outside for the poor. Even though this was common practice after a feast, her speech still earned a round of applause from the guests. Edward clapped along reluctantly. People would applaud Kaylein for anything. She could lift her skirt and piss on the high table and they'd consider it a gift from God. They thought she was an angel in mortal form, all because she'd survived a fire and liked to give her husband's money away to convents.

To conclude the meal, the servants brought in a selection of fruits and berries soaked in wine. Edward nudged Cristiana while they waited to be served.

“Your brother and the sheriff keep looking at us.”

“I'm sure they're looking at everyone.”

“Go and ask him why.”

Cristiana gave him an annoyed look. She was always more assertive when she was at Peter's table. “You want me to ask my brother and the sheriff why they are looking in our direction?”

“Then send a servant if you don't want to.”

“Would you like me to ask why everyone at the lower tables is looking in our direction as well?”

Edward gripped his cup of wine and drained it in one gulp. He couldn't very well explain to Cristiana that he was worried about the business with Harald Redcloak, not here where anyone might overhear them. He made the excuse that he needed to relieve himself and stood up, passing the table where Stephen and Daisy were seated on his way out. He tapped the back of Stephen's arm as he went. Most of the ground floor of Count Peter's castle was taken up by the sprawling great hall, but a handful of chambers on the western side housed a garderobe at one end. A water channel–the same one that passed through the nearby nunnery–ran beneath this part of the castle to carry away its waste. One side of the garderobe was lined with wooden seats with holes in the middle, while a larger opening covered by metal bars occupied the end nearest the door. A servant was emptying a chamber pot into the large hole when Edward came in. Some of the older and less mobile guests preferred to relieve themselves where they sat, so chamber pots were always provided at social events like this.

Edward sat down on one of the wooden seats and waited until Stephen came in to join him. He would have recognised his most trusted servant by the sound of his footsteps even if there hadn't been a row of candles burning on the shelf to illuminate him.

Once the servant with the chamber pot had gone, Edward said: “Lord Isaac and the sheriff are plotting.”

“The servants will have overheard something. Want me to find out what they're up to?”

Edward smiled. Unlike Cristiana, he could always count on Stephen to give him direct and practical assistance. “Yes. Quietly.” He opened his purse and handed Stephen a few coins. “Offer them those. The sheriff was asking me about Harald earlier.”

Stephen palmed the money, finished his business, then tugged up his breeches and departed without another word. Edward sat there in the dim light of the garderobe for a while longer. Isaac was too much of a coward to challenge him to a rite of combat to settle their differences, but, like his sister, he was cunning enough to seek revenge in other ways. Perhaps he was the one who'd told the sheriff to look for Harald in Rosepath? Whatever the case, Edward didn't like it. Duke Francis still hadn't decided whether it would be Isaac and Emilia or Edward and Cristiana who inherited his title and holdings when he died. The duke had made it clear that if anything suspicious happened to either of them, the other would be denied rights of succession. That threat was enough to keep Edward from trying to get rid of his brother-in-law, but he wasn't sure if Isaac felt the same way. He was a strange man. It didn't seem like Isaac was interested in the same things most lords cared about. His servants said all he ever did was go riding in the forest while his wife stayed at home. He even delegated his duties as lord of the manor to his reeve, only participating in matters of local governance when it was absolutely necessary. You could never quite tell what was going to happen when men like Lord Isaac and Simon Bailey got together.

Edward began to grow nervous, as he always did when he sat alone with his thoughts for too long. He wiped himself with a piece of wool cloth and returned to the great hall. He kept one eye on Isaac and the sheriff while he nibbled his wine-soaked fruits. Some time later, Stephen came in through the door that led to the outside kitchen and returned to his seat. Edward made another excuse to get up so he could talk to him. Several of the guests had left their seats by now, so it was less conspicuous to take Stephen aside and converse in the shadow of one of the hall's thick stone columns.

“An old maid and a cook were gossiping about them,” Stephen said under his breath, glancing in Isaac and Simon's direction. “They said the sheriff was looking for a man.”

“I know that, but what did they say about me?”

“I couldn't get anything else out of them. They wouldn't take the money.”

Edward cursed. “Did they recognise you as my servant?”

“No. I haven't seen them here before. They must have been brought in to help with the feast.”

“Good. Then you can go and press them a little harder.” Edward glanced toward the door. It might come back to bite him if Stephen interrogated one of Peter's personal servants, but no one would care if he threatened a hired helper who would be gone in the morning. “There's another grate where the servants drop waste into the water channel behind the kitchen. It'll be dark out there.”

Stephen nodded and tapped the handle of his knife. “I'll wait for one of them.”

“If anyone catches you, say you mistook the servant for a thief who cut your purse strings earlier.”

“No one's going to catch me.”

Edward clapped him on the arm. Stephen's confidence was always reassuring. Had he possessed more ambition, he could have been a knight himself, though Edward suspected his talents were better utilised in service to others. Stephen never let squeamishness get in the way of carrying out his duty. Men like him were invaluable.

Stephen slipped away again, leaving Edward to pace idly around the hall and mingle with the other guests. He noticed that Cristiana had moved to sit next to Count Peter. To his relief, Isaac and the sheriff were no longer engaged in conversation. Countess Kaylein had taken Simon's place, and she and Isaac were talking with the soft smiles of old friends.

Edward poured himself another cup of wine and waited. He'd find out what Isaac was up to soon enough.


 

Chapter 3

 

 

Even though feasts reminded Kaylein of her happy youth in Rosepath, she rarely felt comfortable sitting at the high table in her husband's hall. She still thought of it as her husband's, not hers. Nothing in this castle felt like it belonged to her. Her years as a nun had taught her to shun personal possessions, living frugally and serving others before thinking of herself. Despite having spent almost as much of her life as a countess as she had a nun, those old lessons had sunk in during a formative period. She'd gone from child to adult wearing her nun's robes. The dark green gown she now wore felt like someone else's finery draped over her scarred shoulders. Like everything else in her life, it was a mask hiding the truth that lay beneath. Besides a few blemishes on her neck, no one at the feast would have been able to tell she'd once been burned to the brink of death. The high neckline of her dress and the thin gloves covering her hands allowed her to carry on presenting a facade of beauty to the world at large.

It was a relief when the first few formal courses of the feast were over and the guests began changing seats. She was able to join Isaac, one of the few people in attendance with whom she felt truly comfortable. It saddened her immensely to see how withdrawn and disconsolate he'd become in the years since leaving Elizabeth. The life of a nobleman was poison to him. Yet this evening, as they sat reminiscing about the past, she saw a hint of the old Isaac shining through. A large cup of wine helped loosen his tongue, letting him speak plainly about things that would normally have been uncomfortable.

“I've got eleven hounds now, four boys and six girls,” he was telling her.

Kaylein smiled. “I expect you've given them all names.”

“Of course. Emilia isn't comfortable having them around the manor, but it's only a short ride to the farmhouse where my friend Will keeps them. You remember Will Shearer? He almost knocked Sam's head off that time we stole wool from his father's sheep. Anyway, Emilia agreed that we could keep as many horses as we like at the manor so long as the dogs stay elsewhere.”

“You're very considerate of her needs.”

Isaac smiled. There was a distant look on his face as he sipped his wine. Softly, he said: “I've tried very hard to love her.”

Kaylein put a hand on his arm. “Are you anticipating any more children?”

Isaac shook his head. “I doubt that's going to happen.” He'd previously confided to Kaylein that he'd been unable to lie with Emilia during their first year of marriage. They'd been wed just nine months after Isaac left Kinedwyn, when the memory of Elizabeth was still too raw and painful for him to move on. Emilia had been miserable during that time, believing that he hated her. But kind Isaac, realising that he could not hold on to the past forever, had made an effort during their second year to be a good husband. For a while, the positive focus seemed to have been working for him. Emilia was soon pregnant, and the two of them shared a hopeful outlook for the future.

But five months after Emilia gave birth, the baby had died. It was one blow too many for their fragile relationship to endure.

Kaylein hoped her old friend would find some affection for Emilia again one day. He hadn't told her in so many words, but she knew the loss of the child had felt like losing Elizabeth, Calia, and the twins all over again.

“You know you are always welcome here if life at the manor becomes too burdensome,” Kaylein told him.

“Don't worry about me. I've got money, a fair wife, a warm hearth, and my animals. There's little more a man could ask for.”

Kaylein smiled. He was right, of course. In the grand scheme of things, they both had much to be grateful for. When she saw shivering children or blind beggars on the street, she thanked God that she didn't have to worry about where her next meal was coming from or how she would stay warm through the cold winter nights. Her life should have been the envy of half the kingdom. But life could be cruel in its blessings, for neither she nor Isaac had what they truly wanted. For a few precious years in Kinedwyn, they'd been blessed with something more valuable than lands and titles. Its absence had left behind a hollow that was slow to refill.

“It was a fine wedding today,” Isaac said, looking over at the bride and groom to change the subject. “Very cramped for Tannersfield's church, though.”

“Sadly I doubt we can look forward to a bigger one. Heathen lands are undeserving of God's light.” Kaylein struggled to keep the scorn out of her voice when she spoke the last few words. “It is a travesty, the way the church punishes its faithful for the laws enacted by the king. Seven good priories have fallen apart in Tannersfield since the end of the war.”

“I'm sure the bishop would argue that Larmond's law is responsible for that.”

“That is a weak excuse. The church could have supported those priories itself had it truly wanted. But I fear the cardinals are almost eager to invite ruin upon their subjects, for it gives them greater leverage to pressure the king into repealing Larmond's law. They are able to play the martyrs this way, pointing fingers at all the clerics who have lost control of their finances and blaming it on Larmond. They would rather try and go back to the old ways than prepare the church for a new era of self-sufficiency.”

“Do you think that's possible? Could the church survive without support from the king's taxes?”

Kaylein nodded firmly. “In the past, I believed otherwise. I thought it better that the king's taxes go to men and women of God rather than swelling the coffers of the nobility. But the exchange of money creates a powerful bond. As long as the church and crown are reliant upon one another, God's purpose can never be divorced from that of the king and his vassals.”

“Men like my father certainly enjoy the benefits of that bond.”

“Indeed they do. And that must stop.” It was the pardoning of Isaac's father after he murdered Kaylein's family that had set her down this path in the first place. The idea of separating church and crown had been born from her desire to stop men like Duke Francis from sheltering under the church's protection. Larmond's law had shown her how such a separation could be achieved, and its effects had taught her to identify the practical problems that would need to be confronted along the way. All of these ideas–a decade's worth of thought and consideration–had gone into the book that now sat at Kaylein's writing desk in the upstairs solar. It was the scripture she had dreamt of writing ever since she entered Mother Jane's convent. Her life's work, such as it was in her thirty tumultuous years, was finally nearing completion. Writing had given her true purpose, and it had kept her faith strong after she married Peter. If she could not serve God as a nun, she would do so as His scribe.

Isaac gave her a knowing look. He was aware of her scripture, and of the secrecy that would be necessary if it was to be disseminated among the church at large. Regardless of its academic merit, many would dismiss it as a noblewoman's self-interested whimsy if they knew it had been written by the countess of Tannersfield.

“Have you considered how you might put your ideas about?” Isaac asked.

“That still eludes me.” Kaylein sighed. “Peter is happy to furnish me with ink and parchment, but he has no interest in expending any further effort to indulge my hobbies, as he calls them. I do so wish Liz was here. She always had such a good head for these things.”

Isaac's distant look returned. “I think about going to see her sometimes. It would only be a few days' ride.”

“Tabitha has been back to Kinedwyn to keep me abreast of what's going on with the priory. And I see Sir Roger at court sometimes.”

Isaac shook his head. “Don't tell me. I'd rather not know. As long as she's well.”

“Of course. I understand.” It was probably for the best. All Liz wanted to do was live the rest of her life in peace. She hadn't deserved any of what happened to her. Her only crimes had been to give aid to a foolish young noblewoman and fall in love with the wrong man. Kaylein's gaze drifted across the room to where Lord Edward was standing. His cloak, dark on the outside and red underneath, lent him a particularly sinister look, she thought. Even though he had matured since their first meeting, sporting slightly shaggier black hair and a fuller beard to cover his chin, there was still something fiercely hostile about him that reminded her of the angry youth who'd chased her through the forest. She hated being in the same room as him.

Isaac followed her gaze and his expression darkened. “Speaking of reform.”

“I doubt that man will ever mend his ways.”

“No, but our new sheriff might mend them for him. He was asking me about Edward earlier.”

“Oh, Isaac, don't be drawn into something like that. Leave the noble squabbling to men like your father.” She lowered her voice and squeezed his arm. “She wouldn't want you to waste your years looking for revenge.”

Isaac grimaced. “What about my sister? She's the one who's got to spend the rest of her life with him.”

Kaylein had no answer to that. It was difficult enough being married to Count Peter, who was by many measures a respectful and undemanding husband. She couldn't imagine what it must be like living with Edward. It was a testament to Cristiana's character that she'd found a way to endure him. But even though Isaac's sister put on a bright face at court and seemed genuinely vibrant in Peter's company, Kaylein had seen the way she looked when Edward grabbed her by the arm and spoke harshly to her when he thought no one was looking. Even a woman as strong as Cristiana wasn't immune to the misery a vile husband could inflict over years of marriage.

“Where do you suppose that man of his keeps going?” Isaac asked.

“What man?”

“The one with the brown surcoat. Stephen, I think his name is. He's gone out to the kitchen twice now.”

“I imagine he's probably hungry.”

Isaac gave her a perplexed look. There was more than enough food at the tables to satiate even the most gluttonous guests. He started to rise, and Kaylein gripped his arm tighter.

“Please, don't cause a fuss.”

“I'll not be causing any fuss. Simon's curious to know what Edward's been up to, and if I can help him, I will. I want to know what his man's doing snooping around the castle.”

Kaylein let go reluctantly. She felt a responsibility to Elizabeth to keep Isaac out of trouble. She still remembered the foolish escapades he used to get up to with Sam. Without a proper sense of purpose in life, she feared he might end up returning to those ways. The memory of Sam and the daughter she'd given up still ached within her.

At least if Isaac did anything foolish, he could say he'd done it at the sheriff's behest.

 

* * *

 

The noise and warmth of the great hall had been bothering Isaac anyway. He hated the cloying insistence of it all. Even on bitterly cold nights, he often liked to go outside, close his eyes, and listen to the rustle of the wind and the quiet chuffing of his horses. He could imagine he was anywhere then.

A young maid blushed at him as he squeezed by on his way out of the hall. People said the maturing lines of his face and his sandy blonde stubble–which he wore more out of neglect for shaving than because he enjoyed the way it felt–had only made him more handsome as the years passed. Despite what others thought, he didn't enjoy looking at his reflection. To him, it seemed like he was growing to resemble his father.

He crossed a parlour adjacent to the great hall and headed through a smaller door that led outside. Night had fallen, but the air was still relatively warm. The servants had erected a flimsy covered walkway between the kitchen and the keep in case it rained. He stepped aside to let a man carrying a large pot of ale pass. The kitchen sat squat and bright against the outer wall of the castle shedding its light toward the keep, but Isaac couldn't see Stephen anywhere. He had a suspicion that Edward's man had taken a shine to one of the female servants and was looking to prolong the night's pleasures. Even if all Isaac accomplished that evening was to keep someone's hands off an unwilling maid, at least he would have done something. Listlessness was his greatest enemy these days. He felt empty of purpose when he sat at a lord's table eating food and drinking wine that someone else had prepared for him. He longed for the days when he'd woken up knowing that if he didn't tend to his stables, no one would. He missed riding down the road with Blackberry and not knowing where he might end up. He missed his idle squabbles with Liz.

Perhaps if he found Stephen making a nuisance of himself, they would get into a fight. Normally that thought would have unnerved Isaac, but tonight he didn't care.

He walked over to the kitchen and put his head inside. There was no sign of Stephen, just a gaggle of busy cooks. Rather than disturbing them, Isaac took a walk around the outside of the building, thinking he might as well savour the peace of the night air. It was better than going back into the stuffy castle hall. He'd barely gone a few steps before he passed a noisy pen at the end of the kitchen where several grunting pigs and lambs awaited the butcher's slaughter. If Count Peter's guests demanded more food, the cooks had to be prepared. Fowl clucked and flapped inside wooden cages, lending another layer of noise to the din. Isaac turned around and headed to the other end of the kitchen where things would be quieter. Most of the paths between the castle buildings were lined with stones or planks, but the rest of the ground was bare earth, and Isaac had to be careful not to slip when the soil softened beneath his feet. He could hear the gurgle of a water channel somewhere nearby. Unlike most buildings, the kitchen had three separate doors, for losing heat was not an issue when you had ovens burning day and night. The back door opened, spilling light over the muddy area next to the castle wall. There was a splashing sound as a servant dumped something into the water channel before going back inside.

When the door opened again, Isaac saw a twitch of movement near the wall. He stared in its direction, trying to distinguish the shapes of the shadows from one another. The sudden light had taken the edge off his night eyes. Was someone hiding back there? He decided to wait and watch, his curiosity piqued.

The phantom figure didn't show themselves again. A tickle of amusement stirred in Isaac's belly as he imagined the two of them standing on opposite sides of the kitchen building, both squinting into the darkness to try and catch a glimpse of one another. Perhaps he should call out to dispel the tension.

Light flashed across the yard as another young man came out with a pail, the kitchen door banging shut behind him. Isaac heard the splash of water pouring through the grate, then the sudden pattering of liquid hitting earth followed by a gasp. He stepped forward, ready to go and help in case the young man had slipped over in the gloom. A harsh whisper sounded from near the grate. Isaac froze, listening intently. No one spoke again, but he heard the sound of shuffling feet. When the footsteps grew quiet enough to become lost in the darkness, he crept forward. He made sure to tread softly, aware that he might put his foot through the grate if he wasn't careful. His boot nudged something hard and muddy earth sucked at his heel. The servant had dropped his bucket, leaving the ground slippery with water. Tilting his head to the right, Isaac caught the sound of whispers again. They were over by the wall, tucked into a shadowed corner where a buttress protruded from the stonework. Isaac couldn't make out what they were saying, but the tone of the voices made it clear that something strange was going on. One whisper was harsh and direct, the other barely audible. He edged closer. Curiosity made him want to eavesdrop before he intervened. Could the man hiding in the shadows be Stephen?

“Did they mention the name Harald Redcloak?” the louder of the two voices said.

Isaac stopped. It was Stephen. He recognised the voice. The young servant mumbled an indistinct response, to which Stephen replied: “Where?”

The kitchen door opened behind them and a man called out for the servant boy. He was at the wrong angle to see Stephen's hiding spot, but the illumination from the door was just enough for Isaac to catch a glimpse. Stephen had one hand
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