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Chapter 1

 

 

Kaylein had been trying to hold herself together ever since they left Tannersfield. She could feel a deep, dark terror within her struggling to reach the surface, the same terror that had crippled her the night she fled Rosepath. Kaylein had never believed herself to be good in a crisis. She liked quiet, surety, and order; for her, life was at its best when structured like the neat sentences of a book. To be thrown into the midst of such violent chaos made her feel like a wisp of hay caught in a fire's updraught. At any moment she feared she would shrivel in the flames, reverting to the same helpless girl she'd been in the weeks following her family's death.

But she didn't falter this time. Perhaps it was because Elizabeth was in no state to take care of her. Perhaps it was God's light shining through her fear. Or perhaps the last two years had changed her more than she realised.

She held Elizabeth up by the arm as they staggered along with Larmond's men. They were both filthy with mud, their legs quaking with exhaustion. They kept going as night fell over the moors, leaving the village of Duckley far behind them. Wherever they were headed, it was far from civilisation. Larmond was leading them into the wilderness between the counties. Kaylein didn't know what to expect when they arrived at his camp. She'd heard rumours about what the rogue marquess had been doing since the crown changed hands, and few of them were reassuring. He was said to have defied the new king, burned villages, and allied himself with Alistair of Henmarch after Isaac snubbed Lady Emilia.

She looked over at Isaac, still not quite believing that the cordial, adventurous young man she'd befriended was Duke Francis's son. He was limping badly from his knee wound, dragging himself along with his broken hand clutched to his chest. Part of Kaylein, the part that still echoed the voice of her father, wanted to hate him for who he was. Duke Francis has slaughtered her family. Perhaps if she'd known who he was from the start, she'd never have been able to trust him. But Isaac had ingratiated himself with her under a veil of anonymity. Even though that veil had lifted, she couldn't pretend he'd become a different person overnight. He'd risked his life to defend them from Sir Edward, just like Sam. Kaylein felt a twinge in her heart when she thought of Sam. She hoped he was safe. He'd probably galloped Blackberry to Duckley and hidden there when Edward chased them, perhaps even watching from afar as Larmond's men marched them away.

They reached the marquess's camp a short time after nightfall. It was hidden in a narrow valley, home to about fifty fighting men and a few dozen camp followers; just one part of a larger army, if what she'd overheard was to be believed. The hastily erected shelters and picketed horses suggested the camp was a temporary one, though it was difficult to tell in the gloom. There wasn't much protection from the elements out on the moors besides the tall slopes of the valley. The rain had dried up enough for Larmond's men to light fires, though Kaylein couldn't imagine what they'd found to burn in this barren landscape.

Larmond took Isaac to have someone look at his hand while Kaylein was shown to a blanket held up by some sticks. She huddled down beneath it with Elizabeth, hoping the fire would dry her damp robes. To her relief, they'd been put with the camp followers, who were mostly women. She doubted she would've been able to sleep surrounded by Larmond's gruff-looking soldiers.

Elizabeth hadn't said a word all evening. Kaylein felt she should comfort her, but she'd never been good at handling complex feelings at times like this. She was afraid she'd say something insensitive or talk down to Elizabeth like a mistress to a servant. She'd learned to speak of sensitive matters with open, academic frankness in the company of the senior nuns, but the ability to converse with a commoner's easy tongue still eluded her.

She missed the convent terribly. Her heart was still there in the writing room, recalling lines of copied scripture in her dreams and composing verses when she was awake. She felt isolated and vulnerable without the convent's stone walls around her.

An older woman watched them curiously from across the fire, perhaps wondering who they were but hesitant to ask. Larmond might have told his people not to speak to them. Kaylein wondered what the marquess wanted with her. Her brothers would have known. They'd always been interested in the great wars of the kingdom when men like Larmond roved the land burning villages and taking hostages. She'd often played the role of the princess captured in the castle during their childhood games. Unlike her brothers, she had little interest in military history, preferring religion, science, and tales of far-off countries. The only applicable fact she remembered from her schooling was that captured nobles were often ransomed for hefty amounts of gold and silver. If Larmond was preparing for a rebellion, he would need money. Isaac would be valuable to him as a hostage, but she would not, for her noble house was dead and gone.

Afret with uncertainty, she fell asleep that night with the banter of Larmond's men and the howling wind in her ears. When she awoke the next morning, Elizabeth was fast asleep beside her. Kaylein touched her brow and found she had a fever. The exertion of travel and the cold rain must have taken their toll, to say nothing of her grief. They said grief could kill a person if it was strong enough, but if that were true Kaylein felt sure she would have died after losing her family. Elizabeth was hardier than her, so it was probably just a touch of sickness.

She got up and negotiated her way between the smoky campfires. The women who hadn't gone to the men's beds the night before were already preparing the morning food while the soldiers took down their shelters. Larmond himself had a small tent set up in the centre of the camp. One of his men rose to stop Kaylein when she approached. She swallowed the nervous lump in her throat. She'd never been in a military camp before, and the gazes some of the men gave her were unnerving.

“I would like to see your physician,” she said. “My friend is ill.”

The man pointed her toward a blanket shelter guarded by three of his companions. Walking around to the front, she found a short man wearing a faded priest's robe sitting with Isaac. She explained Elizabeth's fever to the man. He expressed his sympathies and went over to examine her, leaving Kaylein and Isaac under the eyes of the guardsmen.

Isaac was hesitant to meet her gaze. His hand and knee had been bound up in strips of cloth, and three of his fingers were supported with splints.

Unsure of what to say, Kaylein asked: “How is your hand?”

“Apparently two of my fingers are broken and one is badly sprained, but I should live.” He grimaced as he stood up, struggling to put weight on his injured leg. Running on it yesterday must have made the gash worse. “You know who I am now.”

“I do, yes.”

“Do you despise me?”

Kaylein shook her head. “I've tried my best not to think about your father these past two years.”

“You and me both. I would've been happy carrying on as Isaac of Nowhere forever.”

“Then I suppose we both know what it is like to give up our noble names.”

Isaac forced a grim smile. “Not that it's done us much good.”

Kaylein glanced toward Larmond's tent and said under her breath: “What do you suppose he wants with us?”

“I don't know. Nobody's told me anything.”

“Perhaps we can strike a bargain? He might let Liz go if she isn't of any use to him.”

“What would we bargain with?”

Kaylein tried to think and came up wanting. “Ourselves?” she said dejectedly. “What more do we have?”

“Larmond might give me to his ally, Marquess Alistair. I was supposed to marry his daughter before I left Rosepath.”

“Why didn't you?”

Isaac shrugged. It was a response he seemed to have inherited from Sam, but while Sam used it to shed worries like water from a duck's back, Isaac's shrug was that of a man taking pause to think.

“I was afraid of being bound to a woman I didn't love in a life that would've made me miserable. I know it sounds foolish. It probably was.”

Kaylein didn't think so. People found joy and despair in a great diversity of things. That was another realisation she'd come to during her time as a nun. Once upon a time, the studious solitude of the convent would've seemed drab and depressing to her. Now, she missed it with all her heart. She thought about Isaac's engagement to Emilia and wondered what her life might have been like if her father forced her to marry someone like Sir Edward. The idea made her shudder.

“God says we should not regret the past if we believe we can atone for it.”

“What does that mean?”

It disappointed Kaylein to hear the derision in Isaac's voice. He was the only educated man she'd met who seemed sceptical of God's word.

“It means you must do your duty to ensure no harm comes to Elizabeth because of us.”

That, at least, seemed to resonate with him.

“Alright,” he said, touching his bound fingers gingerly.

They were allowed to walk around the camp, but the watchful eyes of Larmond's men followed them everywhere. They couldn't have run far even if they tried. The moors were so open they would be seen long before they got out of the valley, and if by some miracle they did slip away, Larmond's horsemen would catch them before they got half a mile.

The older woman who'd shared their fire the night before brought them bowls of thick but tasteless stew. They ate while the priest mixed a concoction of herbs and seeds to help bring down Elizabeth's fever. It smelled vile. The mixture didn't remind Kaylein of any remedy she'd read about, but the priest had done a good job setting Isaac's hand, so she didn't question it.

Larmond came to find them when his men finished striking camp. “You'll both walk close to me today. As I said before, you'll only be treated as prisoners if you try to run. Tonight we'll rejoin the rest of my men, then we'll talk.”

“Can we not talk now?” Kaylein asked. She hated the cloud of uncertainty hanging over them. The incessant fear in the back of her mind had become numbing. The sooner they knew what Larmond wanted, the sooner they could confront it.

“No,” the marquess answered simply. He reminded Kaylein more of a woodsman than a high-ranking noble. His braided hair and beard echoed the wild druidic traditions of the mountain men whose ancestral home he hailed from. The heart of those traditions had long since been burned out of civilised society, but a few of their savage affectations still remained. Larmond had the look of a warrior about him, one who traded mirth with barbarism night by night. He was one of the most intimidating men Kaylein had ever met.

“Why not?” Isaac asked with more courage than Kaylein could muster.

“We must leave swiftly,” Larmond replied. “We are very close to the villages of Tannersfield here, and the knight who pursued you may whisper his lord a tale of what happened yesterday.” A smirk touched the marquess's lips. “Assuming he can stomach the shame of it. Besides, I have yet to decide what to do with you. The day's journey will give me time to think.”

“My lord!” Kaylein called after him when he turned away. “Our friend is ill. Might she have a horse for the journey?”

Larmond looked back at them distractedly. “So that she can ride away? I think not. If she cannot walk, we will leave her here.” He raised his eyebrows. “Unless she has some value?”

“She has value to us,” Isaac said.

“You can't leave her alone on the moors with a fever,” Kaylein pleaded.

Larmond thought it over, then nodded. “Very well. She can be carried. Remember this kindness.” He gave them a pointed look. “Remember also that I am the man who saved your lives.”

“For which we are grateful, my lord,” Kaylein said. True though it was, gratitude to a man like Larmond seemed a heavy burden to bear. He didn't strike Kaylein as the sort who left his debts uncollected.

Elizabeth was wrapped in a large cloak that served as a carrying sling and lifted up between two burly men. Larmond's riders headed out to scout the surrounding area while the rest of the group set off on foot. Horses with sleeping bundles, food, and cooking pots tied to their backs clattered along on Kaylein's left, while half a dozen archers marched on her right. Larmond strode a few paces ahead, as indistinct as the others beneath his hood. At the insistence of the priest, Isaac was eventually given a horse to spare his leg, though it was a small, feeble-looking beast, and its bridle was bound to a rope held by a man so tall he looked like he could've picked up the beast and carried it.

The bowmen were deadly shots, bringing down a handful of hares and small birds as they walked. They never broke their stride, leaving the women to collect the game behind them while they scanned the moors for new prey. Everything about the marquess's band seemed lean and efficient. At first Kaylein had assumed the women travelling with them were either wives or whores, but they seemed just as used to living wild as the men. She watched with fascination as the woman who'd shared their fire skinned and gutted a hare on the march, tossing its entrails over her shoulder before trussing the carcass to the end of a stick. Others wove bowstrings or repaired clothes as they walked, never wasting a moment. The atmosphere was one of subdued purpose. Every person in Larmond's entourage seemed to understand and accept their place with him. These were not sellswords marching for a day's wage, but loyal followers who would ride and die with their master.

Kaylein was weary from two restless nights in a row, but she kept pace with the march as they traversed slope after slope of the rolling moors. Larmond's people knew the land well. They took unexpected routes to circumvent difficult terrain, taking advantage of every bit of sparse foliage to conceal their movements as they foraged for wood and berries.

Midday came and went with only a brief rest, then the band pressed on south. By the time they joined up with the rest of Larmond's force late that evening, Kaylein was exhausted. Their fires spread out around the base of a hill scarred with sheer protrusions of white rock, no doubt a good vantage point to keep watch over the surrounding heathland. It looked like the number of soldiers and followers totalled about two hundred in all. Kaylein stayed close to Elizabeth and the priest as they approached, intimidated by the raucous noise coming from the camp. The soldiers seemed like they'd been waiting for a while, and they were exuberant at their lord's return. As they walked to a large tent near one of the biggest outcroppings, Kaylein saw a pair of shirtless men wrestling in a square while others placed wagers on the victor. A few paces on, she almost tripped over a couple fornicating beneath a cloak. She looked away in embarrassment, her cheeks warming. Loyal or not, the marquess's band were truly a savage brood. She hadn't felt so out of her element since she lived in the slum on the north side of Tannersfield.

Larmond left them outside his tent with the priest, who seemed a congenial fellow despite bearing scars that suggested he'd once been a fighter. Kaylein began to fret over Elizabeth while they waited. She was awake and lucid, but very quiet. She ate slowly and answered questions in as few words as possible.

“What do you suppose is wrong with her?” Isaac whispered when his conversation with the priest dried up.

“It isn't the fever, it's grief,” Kaylein explained, recalling the heavy memory of her own depression. It was a weight that never truly went away, though it did become easier to bear with time. It was like a phantom lurking in the corner of your eye, one that gradually lost its horror until it was just an uneasy part of the scenery. A casual glance often overlooked it, but every now and again it would catch you unawares, and the grief would return. “We must be patient with her. If you pray tonight, spare a few words for Elizabeth. God will bring her back to us eventually. He was able to do so for me.”

Larmond came out of his tent and beckoned them over. “It's time to talk. My tent is large and my men know how to close their ears. We'll be able to speak freely.”

Kaylein helped Isaac up and held his arm as they went inside. She wondered why Larmond was so keen on secrecy. It seemed like no one besides the men who'd found them had any idea who they were.

The marquess hadn't burdened his followers by making them carry any furnishings for his tent, but he did have a fire pit and several furs heaped in piles for people to sit on. He sat down on the far side of the fire and bade Isaac and Kaylein sit opposite. He stared at each of them in turn, hands clasped beneath his chin, appraising them like a fisherman looking over his catch.

Kaylein broke the silence when the weight of his gaze became too uncomfortable. “What do you mean to do with us, my lord?”

“Isaac is the son of a man who stands to become one of my greatest enemies in the near future.” Larmond paused for effect. “And you are the daughter of one of the few counts who might have taken my side against him.”

“My father is long since dead,” Kaylein said stiffly.

“Sadly so, but you could still make a claim to your birthright. Your voice in the king's court, weak though it might be, would help tip his sympathies in my favour.”

“What is it you plan to do?” Isaac asked. “Kill my father and take his lands?”

Larmond gave a snort of amusement. “Even I would not relish another war. They sound like grand things until you fight in the front line against a hundred enemy spears.” His expression darkened. “But I have been making myself ready for war all the same. Believe me when I say that I have not sat idle these past two years. I wish for the rightful steward to be returned to the throne and young King Fendrel extricated from the church's grip until he is old enough to see through their manipulations. Already many lords buckle under the weight of new taxes that feed the cardinals' coffers.”

“The church uses those taxes for good and the glory of God,” Kaylein said.

Larmond glared at her. “A man's wealth should be his own to do with as he pleases. God does not need gilded statues and palaces for his priests.”

The passion in the marquess's voice told Kaylein that it would be unwise to continue this line of argument with him. She recalled that her father and many of his noble allies had been opposed to the church's influence over taxes. Her personal belief was that more good came of that money going to the church than it did from making men like Larmond and Francis richer. Lords built palaces and gilded statues too, often with far less concern for their immortal souls.

“So, you mean to threaten the king and church?” Isaac asked.

“I mean to make it clear that they should listen to my voice, and if they send an army to silence me, they will pay dearly for it.”

Kaylein thought about the ease with which Larmond's men had crossed the moors. She'd listened fearfully to her servants telling stories about ghosts roaming these lands when she was little. This was an untamed and unfamiliar part of the kingdom. Despite not knowing much of war, even she could surmise that a rival army would struggle to meet Larmond on favourable terms here, especially if he'd been preparing. Perhaps he really could drag the kingdom into civil war. If that were true, it was her duty both as a nun and a noble to try and prevent it.

“Lady Kaylein,” Larmond said, eyeing her filthy robe deliberately. “You would be a welcome ally to my cause. Accept my offer, and I will restore you to a life of comfort. One day you may even sit as lady of Rosepath Castle again.”

Kaylein's heart skipped a beat. She'd never imagined returning to her old life. As strong as the temptation was, her excitement turned to gloom when she realised what the marquess would ask of her in return. It was the reason Francis had wanted her dead in the first place.

“You would have me marry into your family,” she said.

“I would. My son Peter is without a wife. He is strong and level-headed, and he will make a fine husband for you.”

Kaylein shook her head. “But I am sworn to God.”

“Have you taken your final vows?”

“No–”

“Then you can still marry.”

Kaylein felt like she would choke if she tried to say anything else. She didn't want a husband. She wanted to be a nun. It had brought her peace and freedom from the terrible rivalries of the nobility. If she married Larmond's son, she would be able to live in comfort again, but she would brand herself an enemy of Duke Francis for life.

Noticing her reluctance, Larmond said: “I would settle for your betrothal for now. I need my son at my side for the time being anyway. He will have little time for a wife if war breaks out. But once the nobles agree to listen to me–once the kingdom is in a shape that is malleable for reformation–then I would welcome your bloodline to strengthen my own.”

“He means that if he ends up killing my father, he'll use you to stake a claim to Tannersfield,” Isaac said.

Larmond smiled. “The boy is blunt, but he is right. Offer my son your hand in marriage now, and he will accept it later, when the kingdom is at peace. You will be recognised as the legitimate heir to Tannersfield, and the county will be mine.”

“And if I refuse?” Kaylein said in a thin voice.

Larmond's expression was impassive. “I am no savage. I will not force you.” Nor will I be kind to you, his tone implied. “Think on it if you must. Speak with my son tomorrow. You will see that he is a worthy man.”

To Kaylein's relief, Larmond spoke no further of the proposed marriage. She had a lot to think about, and it was difficult to speak confidently with so much weighing on her mind. What would the marquess do with her if she refused? Send her back to the church? He seemed to have a sense of honour in his own wild way, so she doubted he would throw her to his men, but how could she be sure? If she said no, she would have to do so carefully. She couldn't afford to invoke Larmond's ire.

As they sat there talking, the realisation stole up on Kaylein that she was back in a nobleman's court. She might be sitting in a tent on a pile of furs, but this was still a negotiation between two lords and a lady. The thought strengthened her resolve. She knew how to conduct herself at court. Her mother had spent years preparing her for this. She tried to imagine she was sitting in a great hall as Larmond turned his attention to Isaac.

“You I am still not sure what to do with. You could be a thorn in my heel.”

“I don't wish to be,” Isaac said. He also seemed to be shifting back into the manner of a noble conducting himself at court. His curt way of speaking and guarded demeanour was that of a man who'd been schooled in the same lessons of etiquette as Kaylein. She felt foolish for not having realised the truth about him sooner. It was no wonder they'd become friends so quickly. He was the only person she knew who understood what it was like growing up in a count's household.

Larmond steepled his fingers beneath his chin. “Before I say anything more, tell me why you were a stranger to your own wedding last year.”

Isaac sounded uncomfortable as he told Larmond the same thing he'd told Kaylein: that he was simply afraid of being bound to a fate that would make him miserable. Kaylein felt sorry for him. She'd faced her own shame when she struggled with giving up her family's honour to become a nun. It must be even more difficult for boys, who lived all their lives with the burden of their fathers' legacies on their shoulders. Isaac had never struck her as a man who believed in nepotistic interpretations of honour and duty.

Larmond's expression betrayed no scorn as he listened. He remained in thought for a long time after Isaac finished speaking. Eventually, his chin dipped in a slow nod. “Yes, I think I believe it. There is something of the wandering minstrel about you. You'd be happier in an alehouse than at a lord's table.”

“I'd be happier on the road with my horse,” Isaac said with a hint of longing. While Kaylein had been fretting over Elizabeth, he'd probably spent his day worrying about Blackberry.

“So you have no desire to marry Marquess Alistair's daughter, nor to return to your father's side?” Larmond asked.

“No, my lord.”

Larmond looked bemused, but pleased. “Then help me solve my problem. What am I to do with you? Marquess Alistair is a valuable ally to me, but he is a fickle man. If he learned that you had been found, I think he would insist you fulfil your promise to marry his daughter.”

“That was my father's promise, not mine.”

“Indeed it was. And it would bind Alistair to your father instead of me. If you married Lady Emilia, I doubt it would be long before Duke Francis coaxed Alistair into switching sides again. I cannot have that. Whatever else happens, you must remain a secret for now.”

“If you let me go, I would happily disappear.”

“I believe you might, but I would be a fool to toss a gold coin into the river for fear of my friend stealing it. If it comes to war, you will be a precious hostage.”

“A hostage you can do nothing with,” Kaylein said. She'd been paying careful attention to the marquess's words. He'd revealed a great weakness in his bargaining position by telling them about Alistair's tenuous loyalties. “If you try to ransom Isaac to his father then everyone in the kingdom will hear of it, Alistair included. He'll know you went behind his back. However much Duke Francis pays you will not be enough to make up for losing Alistair's support.”

Larmond shot her an annoyed look. His smooth tongue and clever way of speaking were those of a man who assumed he was always one step ahead of everyone else, and Kaylein's ability to keep up had caught him off guard.

“Lady Kaylein is correct,” he conceded tersely. “You are a gold coin I cannot spend.”

“Then if I'm of no use to you, why not let me go?” Isaac said. “The longer I stay here, the more likely it is your men will start gossiping. The rumours will reach Alistair eventually.”

“You need to be put away for safekeeping. You're of no use to me now, but you could be in the future. Neither you nor Lady Kaylein will be mistreated. Perhaps we can keep the pair of you together.”

Kaylein's hopes dimmed again. They would not be mistreated, but they would be kept in an isolated location where no one could find them, prisoners in everything but name. They owed Larmond a debt for saving their lives, but he was asking for their freedom in return. It was a bleak prospect, especially if it ended in forced marriage for one or both of them. She could tell Isaac was as uncomfortable with the idea as she was. They needed time to think. Larmond wanted them to be compliant, and that was something they could use to bargain with.

“Will you give us time to consider your proposal?” Kaylein asked.

Larmond nodded. “Tomorrow I will leave again for three days. As Master Isaac says, rumours will spread if he remains here too long, so I expect an answer as soon as I return.”

“Thank you, my lord.” Kaylein breathed a sigh of relief. They had bought themselves a little time. Poor Isaac stood little chance of negotiating anything more than the comfort of his captivity, but she still had a choice before her. The prospect of choosing between marriage to a man she didn't know and the uncertainty of Larmond's wrath made her stomach squirm. She tried to think about what God would want of her. She'd believed that her purpose was to write for Him; to use her experiences to warn others of dangerous men who perpetrated evil under the protection of the church. If she remained a nun, she would be able to return to that path. It would take many years, but God would guide her there if that was her destiny.

Another conflicting thought occurred to her as she left Larmond's tent. If she became a noblewoman again, she wouldn't have to wait years before returning to her writing. She would have money to buy ink and parchment. She could hire scribes to copy her work and bind it into books, and illuminators to make the pages glow with colour. With a noblewoman's influence, she could even see to it that her writing was distributed to convents all over the kingdom.

The true magnitude of the choice Larmond had set before her finally struck Kaylein. Was this a chance to uphold the honour of her father's name while still remaining true to her commitment to God? Not as a nun, perhaps, but as a pious noble like her mother. If Larmond's attempt to defy the king succeeded, she could become the new countess of Tannersfield. If he failed, she might never have to marry his son at all. When she thought about it logically, the choice seemed obvious. She would be a fool to say no.

She wished her heart could be as logical as the stern voice inside her head, for no matter how sensible it seemed, the prospect of marriage dismayed her. She didn't want to break her vows of chastity. She didn't want to give up the peace and safety of a convent for the politics of court. That life was behind her, and it had taken all the willpower she had to move beyond it. She'd become a stronger person as a nun–a better person–and she wanted to carry on that way.

Too tired from the day's march to worry over it any further, she lay down next to Elizabeth and prayed for guidance. She would have three days to decide.

Perhaps, when she met Larmond's son, her path would become clearer.


 

Chapter 2

 

 

Peter of Saintsmarch was seventeen, three years younger than Kaylein, and he resembled a softer-faced version of his father. Her first impression of him was more positive than she'd expected. He didn't look dull or brutish, and he cropped his hair and beard short in a way that conveyed an air of civility, a stark contrast to the rest of the men occupying Larmond's camp. Kaylein slept through most of the morning, rising to find the bottom of the hill messy with fire ashes and muddy hoofprints. It looked like more than half the army had packed up and marched. Larmond's priest, who seemed to have become their temporary caretaker, showed her to Peter's tent when she asked.

She kept her distance at first, deigning to watch from behind the tent as Peter laughed with his page, the pair of them swapping jokes as they saddled up a horse. She tried to nurture her hopeful feelings, urging them to blossom into attraction. It would be much easier to agree to marry Peter if she could make herself desire him. But Kaylein had never craved intimacy with men. She'd never even shared so much as a kiss. After joining the convent, she'd assumed she never would. It was difficult to know how she was supposed to feel. Men sometimes gave women long, luxuriating glances that lingered on the parts of their bodies they found appealing. Kaylein tried to do the same thing to Peter, wondering whether it would make her feel something, but it only made her blush. It was unseemly behaviour for a nun.

Peter noticed her standing there and gave her a curious look. Unbidden, the memory of Sam gazing up at her as she tended him in Joseph's house stole into Kaylein's thoughts. It brought on a stronger surge of feeling than her clumsy attempts to admire Peter. She dropped her gaze to the ground, deeply uncomfortable. Peter's appearance stirred nothing in her despite the fact that he was appreciably handsome, yet thinking about the way Sam called her an angel when she read scripture to him made something twist painfully in her chest. She wished he was there to lift her spirits with his careless talk and spirited humour. Sam had a way of making it seem like even the darkest day held a silver lining.

She pushed the thought from her mind. When she looked up again, Peter had ridden off.

“Do you know where he's going?” she asked the priest.

“Peter goes out to hunt with his page every day, usually from noon till dusk.”

Disappointed with herself and her silly feelings, Kaylein went back to Isaac and Elizabeth. Liz was huddled up in a fur cloak by the fire, pale and shivering. They'd been given a small tent close to Larmond's at the centre of camp. Just like before, a handful of the marquess's men–the same ones who'd found them outside Duckley–kept watch nearby.

Liz acknowledged Kaylein with a glance and went back to sipping from a bowl of steaming water cupped in her hands. It probably contained another one of the priest's bitter remedies. Isaac was rubbing his injured hand, sliding his fingers beneath the bandages to scratch an itch.

“Don't do that,” Kaylein scolded him. “You'll work the splints loose.”

“I'll tighten it up again afterwards.” He checked to make sure nobody was listening in, then said: “We need to talk about what we'll say when Larmond comes back.”

Kaylein nodded reluctantly and sat down beside him. Regardless of her discomfort, she needed to make a decision soon. Elizabeth listened without interjecting.

“I'm not going to be his prisoner,” Isaac said.

“If I agree to marry his son, we can ask him to be lenient with you. That's all I can think of.”

Isaac's expression fell. He'd sounded so sure of himself a moment ago, but the idea of Kaylein sacrificing her freedom to secure his clearly didn't sit well with him.

“You shouldn't have to do that.”

“What else do we have to bargain with? We have no money–not enough to pay a lord, at least–and we cannot promise him the favour of our families.”

Isaac stared into the middle distance. “There might be another way. I've been thinking about it since last night. If Larmond is anything like my father, he won't let either of us go free no matter what we agree to. He can't trust us to keep any promise we make.”

He was probably right. Kaylein recalled her own father sharing a similar disposition. He'd always sought assurances before agreeing to bargains with people he didn't know.

“There was only one way my father would ever accept a man's word at face value,” Isaac continued, “and that was if he swore an oath of fealty to him.”

“Do you think we should swear an oath to Marquess Larmond?”

“It's the only thing we have to offer. If we swear to return when he summons us, he might be lenient.”

“And when he does summon us?” Kaylein asked.

Isaac's expression tensed. “That might be months or years away. It's better than spending all that time locked up in some castle at the other end of the kingdom.”

He was afraid, but not for the same reasons as Kaylein. Captivity wouldn't be the difficult part for her. It might even be peaceful. But for Isaac, it would mean staying in one place without the freedom to ride off on his horse. She would have the reassurance of being able to write, but he would have nothing, only the loss of the independence he'd struggled so hard to attain. It would drive him mad.

“Perhaps you're right. There is no oath stronger than marriage, anyway, so I will hardly be sacrificing more than he already wants.”

“Besides,” Isaac said, trying to sound hopeful, “his rebellion might go poorly. Maybe he'll never have the chance to call on us.”

Kaylein thought back to their talk with Larmond, wondering whether there was anything else she'd missed. No better solutions to their predicament came to mind. The only idea she could think of was a problematic one for Isaac. She almost kept it to herself, but the pressure of her moral conscience made her speak up.

“Perhaps if you married Alistair's daughter he might abandon Larmond and leave him too weak to go to war.”

An ashen expression came over Isaac's face.

“I'd advise against that,” a voice said from behind Kaylein, making her jump. The priest had crept up on them while they talked. She wondered how much of their plotting he'd overheard.

“Why?” Isaac asked.

The priest sat down between them. “Besides undermining my lord's plans? It wouldn't stop him going to war. Larmond was preparing for this even before Alistair joined him. He's more than ready to face the king's men on his own.”

Kaylein was nervous about saying too much in front of the priest, but if he'd already heard them talking they probably had little to lose by pressing on. She hoped his oath to God meant he shared her convictions.

“But wouldn't a war be over more quickly without Alistair to support him?” she asked.

The priest breathed a weary sigh. “Take it on the word of a man who's already lived through one war too many: the stronger my lord is, the more wary the king's loyalists will be of meeting him in battle. Don't give Alistair a reason to switch sides. That'll only embolden the king to start spilling blood instead of negotiating.” He looked at Isaac. “Besides, you'd be a fool to throw yourself on the mercy of a man whose daughter you jilted. There's word that Lady Emilia would sooner have your hide nailed to her castle gate than your hand in marriage.”

“I can't really blame her,” Isaac said gloomily.

Kaylein wondered whether the priest was lying so they'd go along with Larmond's plans. She didn't have a strong eye for these things, and the priest's manner gave little away. She would have to ask Elizabeth whether she'd picked up on anything later.

“I suppose we have no choice but to swear an oath, then,” Kaylein said, feeling the inevitability of her decision stealing up on her.

The priest smiled. “That would be wise.”

 

The next day, Peter invited her to come hunting with him. He was like a lot of young noblemen: eager to boast and show off. Kaylein made an effort to show an interest, trying not to let her mind wander when he talked at length about the quality of a good arrow and which wood made for the best bows. Elizabeth and Isaac might have enjoyed this topic, but it was far beyond Kaylein's interests. Politely, she tried to ask whether Peter had read much during his schooling. He muttered something about having no time for it and immediately went back to talking about his bow. He was probably illiterate.

Peter had good manners and seemed a decent, chivalrous young man, but other than that they had nothing in common. Once he realised Kaylein was simply nodding along, he quickly grew bored of her and rode ahead to shoot hares with his page. Kaylein didn't like it when the animals twitched and struggled after being shot, and it disturbed her even more when Peter broke one of their necks with a flick of his wrist. She hoped he wouldn't insist on taking her hunting if they got married.

Despite the poor start, Kaylein tried not to lose hope. She'd been searching for reasons to accept Larmond's offer all day, for she knew it was the most sensible choice. Lords and their ladies often had differing interests. Her own mother had never bothered to listen when Father talked about hunting, and he'd shown a similar lack of interest in her involvement with the clergy. What worried Kaylein more than their lack of chemistry was the way Peter had started ignoring her. Young men–especially potential suitors–often had a particular way of looking at her. It was the same way she'd tried to look at Peter yesterday, with slow, sensual admiration. They liked to compliment her on her beauty when they ran out of things to say or push their luck with risqué jokes. Peter had done none of those things. Perhaps it was the way she looked? She stared down at her clothing and realised she hadn't washed her robe properly in weeks. It was caked with mud from heel to hip. She'd taken her hood down so Peter could see her face, but perhaps that had been a mistake. Her hair was stuck through with burrs from the march yesterday, tangling about her shoulders in lifeless clumps. She'd tried to stop thinking about her appearance since becoming a nun, for pride and vanity were sinful vices, but it shamed the noble part of her to realise she'd started looking like a vagrant.

When they returned to Larmond's camp later that day Kaylein went to find some of the women and asked whether there was anywhere she could bathe. They took her to a stream at the edge of camp and made sure none of the men approached while she disrobed, cleaned herself, rinsed her hair, and scrubbed some of the dirt off her clothing. Elizabeth offered to untangle her hair as she dried it by the fire. Her friend was still shivering and miserable, but she was growing tired of sitting around, which was a good sign. It had taken Kaylein weeks to muster the energy to do anything after losing her family.

“You couldn't be ugly even if you tried,” Elizabeth told her in a raspy voice. “Us servants were always jealous of you.”

Yet despite Elizabeth's reassurances, Peter continued to ignore her. Kaylein and Isaac shared a meal with him and some of Larmond's knights that evening. As their identities were still a secret, Peter introduced them as brother and sister: a nun from Rambirch and a squire seeking glory in his father's service. From what the others were saying, it seemed like Larmond had been travelling all over the region in search of support, so the falsified story was easy enough to believe. The men spoke eagerly of plunder and conquest as the night wore on, and some of the tales they recounted made Kaylein feel unwell. She couldn't understand why they seemed so eager for war. Perhaps none of them had experienced it before, or maybe they were all just like Edward. Kaylein was grateful when the opportunity arose to excuse herself and go back to their tent. Peter hadn't given her a second glance all evening, though plenty of the other men had. Perhaps if they got married they would end up ignoring one another and going about their separate business. That might not be so bad, but what if she still had to go to his bed every night and bear him children? She didn't think she could do something like that with a man who regarded her so dispassionately.

She shared her fears with Elizabeth the next morning, unable to keep them bottled up any longer. Liz was the only person she dared speak to about such things.

“It's not that bad,” Elizabeth told her. The rasp in her voice had lessened, and she was starting to sound healthier. “He seems decent, like you said. You probably wouldn't even have to do it with him very often.”

“How do you know that?”

Elizabeth looked over at Peter, who was fletching arrows with his page nearby, grinning foolishly at some comment the other lad had just made. “I don't think you're the one he wants to go hunting with.”

“I know that.”

Elizabeth rubbed her face wearily. She was usually patient with her, but her sickness and dismal mood had made her irritable. “I'm saying he'd rather marry that page of his.”

“Don't be silly. He's a boy.” For a moment Kaylein thought she might be joking, then she remembered the conversation they'd shared after she saw Sister Grace and Sister Isabel kissing. She frowned in perplexity. “Nobles can't be like that.”

Elizabeth just gave her another withering look. Apparently, they could. Kaylein wondered what else she might not understand about love and intimacy, and wished she was back at the convent. She supposed she would probably start finding out soon. Larmond would be back tomorrow, and she would need to give him her answer.

She would agree to the betrothal. It was the only sensible choice. If she didn't, Larmond might leave them to fend for themselves and drag Isaac away as a prisoner, oath or not. There was always the chance she would never have to make good on the engagement. Larmond might find another, more promising wife for his son. If war didn't break out, he would never have the opportunity to defeat Duke Francis and stake a claim to Tannersfield. He wouldn't be interested in wedding his son to her if Tannersfield wasn't part of the bargain. Peter might even refuse when the day finally came, if what Elizabeth suspected about him and his page was true.

Thinking about all the possibilities helped soften her anxiety. It was just as Isaac had said: months or years might elapse before anything happened. Surely she would be prepared for it by then. What she needed to worry about right now was convincing the marquess to accept their oath and let them go free.

She went to the stream with the women and washed her face before turning in that night, hoping the cold water would clear her mind enough for her to pray. She knelt on the bank a short distance from the others, gazing up at the starlit sky. Summer would be coming soon. Would she spend it in a convent, a castle, or trudging across these windy moors? Perhaps it was the emotional exhaustion of the past week, but the uncertainty no longer terrified her as much as it once had. Her life was not going to follow the calm, predictable path she'd always envisioned for herself as a child. It was a winding trail through uncharted wilderness. How many more twists and turns might it take before she was allowed to settle?

“Kaylein?” a low voice called from the darkness.

She startled and looked around. All she saw was the shadows of shrubs.

“Kaylein, is that you?”

This time she recognised the voice. It was Sam. Kaylein glanced back at the other women. One of them had a candle in a linen frame to shield it from the wind, but its light was too dim to reach this part of the bank.

“Yes,” she whispered back. “Where are you?”

She had to stop herself from yelping as a hand tugged her robe. Following the black shape of the nearest shrub, she realised part of it wasn't shifting in the breeze. Sam was crouching there right beside her.

“Praise the Lord,” she said under her breath. For an instant, she wanted to hug him, but she held herself back. That wasn't the sort of thing noblewomen did, and certainly not nuns. Her tone stiffened as she composed herself. “Are you well?”

“Of course.” She could hear the smile in his voice. He didn't seem to care that more than fifty armed men were nearby. How many watchmen had he slipped past on his way here? “Come with me. I'll take you to Blackberry, and we can ride away.”

“Don't be silly–what about Liz and Isaac?”

“Go fetch them.”

“I can't. Somebody will notice.”

“Then I'll come back again tomorrow night.”

Kaylein shook her head in frustration. It would be so easy to take his hand and slip away into the shadows. If Sam had avoided the watchmen on his way in, perhaps he could lead her past them on the way out. But she couldn't abandon Liz and Isaac.

“I cannot,” she whispered. “Please, go back to Duckley and wait for us there.”

“Why? I'm right here. We can go now.”

Kaylein wrung the front of her robe. Sam must have followed them for days. How had he eluded Larmond's keen-eyed scouts? What had he done for food? He must have been like one of the dashing rogues minstrels sang songs about.

“I'm sorry,” she said, “but you must trust me. It's terribly dangerous for you to be here. I can't explain it all now, but with a little luck we may be able to bargain for our freedom tomorrow.”

Sam was quiet for a moment. When he spoke he sounded disappointed. “Are you sure?”

“Yes. Please–someone will see you if you stay.”

“Alright. I'll go back to Duckley. But I need you to give me something so I can make it there.”

Before she could question what it was, Sam leant out of the darkness and kissed her. Her first instinct was to draw away, but the moment of warmth in the cold night held her there. She'd never felt a man's mouth against hers. It was damp, a bit like being licked by a dog, and the hair on Sam's lower lip tickled her like the bristles of a scrubbing brush. A flush of embarrassment warmed her skin, quite different from the embarrassment she was used to. There was a heat behind this feeling that didn't want to let go.

She'd barely had time to grasp what was happening before Sam drew away, the aftertaste of his kiss lingering like smoke from a snuffed flame. She knelt there, shocked. A quiet rustle of movement sounded farther up the bank.

“Sam?” she whispered.

He was gone.

 

Kaylein entered the marquess's tent the next day with a heavy heart. Sam's kiss had followed her to sleep last night, first comforting, then miserable. As a nun, it was a sinful temptation that should have abhorred her. As Peter's betrothed, it was an impropriety she could never indulge again. She wished Sam hadn't done it. He was a reckless fool, just like Elizabeth said, and now he'd made a fool of her, too. Prayer had done nothing to drive away the memory of the kiss. Why had this happened now, on the eve of the heaviest decision she might make in her life?

All she could do was force it from her mind. She tried not to think about anything at all, muttering verses of prayer under her breath as she sat down with Isaac on the furs.

Larmond was weary from his journey, but he seemed like a man who never rested. No sooner had he returned than he gave the order to strike camp. Tomorrow the entire army would march again.

“We have an offer for you, my lord,” Isaac said.

“Then let me hear it.”

Kaylein swallowed her discomfort and spoke up. She was glad she'd rehearsed what she would say the day before, otherwise she doubted she would've been able to find the words. “If I marry your son, I want to be allowed to write.”

“You'll have more than enough money to afford ink and parchment.”

“I want to write scripture under the name of a monk. I would like scribes to copy my work and distribute it to priories around the kingdom.”

Larmond's brow lifted in surprise. “An odd request, but a lady must have her projects. Does this mean you agree to the betrothal?”

Kaylein felt an invisible force paralysing her tongue. She opened her mouth, straining to summon her voice. It was like dragging her jaw through mud. “I will, under one more condition. Myself, Isaac, and Elizabeth must go free until you call upon us.”

Larmond shook his head. “No. Don't play me for a fool.”

“We are willing to swear an oath,” Isaac said.

Larmond drummed a finger against his thigh. “Are you now? Would you swear it upon God and your family names?”

“We would.”

The marquess rubbed his braided beard and gazed into the fire. “Even under oath, I cannot let you wander the kingdom doing as you please.”

“You know I don't want to return to my father or Marquess Alistair,” Isaac said. “It will suit both of us if I remain hidden. And in repayment for your kindness in saving our lives, I will be your willing hostage should you ever call on me.”

“No.”

Isaac held Larmond's gaze. Kaylein held her breath. It was a test of resolve now. Did Larmond want her to marry his son more than he wanted Isaac as a hostage?

Larmond blinked first. “I cannot let you roam the kingdom, but perhaps we can compromise. I will send you to a remote village, and you will stay there under the watch of a man I trust.”

“As prisoners?”

“No. You will be free to do as you wish. You can work, hunt, build houses, join convents–whatever your hearts desire–as long as you remain in the village. Swear an oath to me, and I will grant you this freedom.”

Kaylein exchanged a look with Isaac. It wasn't everything they'd hoped for, but it was better than captivity. To push for more would risk losing it all.

“Where will you send us?” Isaac asked.

Larmond summoned his priest and had him fetch a roll of soft animal skin. It was thicker than parchment, but still made to carry writing. Larmond unrolled it on the ground close to the fire and bade them kneel down to look. It was a rough map of the kingdom. Maps had been one of Kaylein's favourite things in the world when she was young. The more detailed they were, the more compelling she found them. Imagining places she'd never visited had been an endless adventure to her young mind. She'd sat for hours studying her father's maps as he told her about all the different towns, roads, rivers and hills they described. Larmond's map was crude by comparison, but it still evoked a twinge of nostalgia when she recognised the familiar outlines.

“Here.” The marquess pointed to a spot near the middle of the kingdom. A small dot was barely visible beneath his fingernail, its faded ink half-obscured by creases. Kaylein read the names of the nearby towns and realised the dot lay in the wilderness northwest of Tannersfield, where the hills bordered an enormous and largely uncharted expanse of forest that stretched all the way to the northern sea. It was on the very edge of civilisation.

“Where is that?” she asked.

“It's a village called Kinedwyn. The lord there served your father and I when we were younger. By law he is a vassal of Duke Francis now, but his true loyalties lie with me. Your father's death cast that bond in iron.”

“It doesn't look very far,” Isaac said.

“About five days north of here. It's as remote a place as you'll find. No proper road goes there, and little trade passes through. It may not be far from Tannersfield, but it's beneath the notice of anyone of importance; a far easier place for you to remain secret than a castle, I think. It will also be safe if the king invites me to make war.”

“How can you know?” Kaylein asked. However unimportant Kinedwyn was, it still seemed awfully close to the moors.

“An army would spend at least two days marching there from Rambirch. Any other village in the area would make a better target for supply raids. Unless the whole county ends up stripped bare, nobody will bother trying to touch Kinedwyn. I'll send two men to escort you. After that, you'll be under the care of a knight named Sir Roger.”

Kaylein remembered Sir Roger. She'd only seen him at her father's court a handful of times, but he'd always frightened her. People said he was a barbarian who'd once beheaded his own squire for bringing him water instead of wine. Her father had sent him into the wilderness so nobody in Tannersfield would have to look at his ugly face, which was hideously deformed from an old sword wound.

“Can you leave us food for a few days?” Isaac asked. “Elizabeth still isn't well. She might need time to recover before we set out.”

“You'll leave tomorrow, as will we,” Larmond said. “You can rest once you reach Kinedwyn.”

That was it, then. Kaylein wondered whether they should renegotiate, but her heart wasn't in it. She was still thinking about last night. Larmond's priest came in to bear witness as they pledged their oath. Isaac and Kaylein knelt at Larmond's feet, touched the hilt of his sword, and kissed his hand. They recited a solemn pledge that their lives were bound to him by a bond of fealty that could only be broken at their lord's discretion, or in death. They swore upon their family names first, then to God.

“May devils torment my soul and sully the spirits of my ancestors should I prove false,” Kaylein said, feeling a chill run down her spine as the gravity of the promise took hold. The breaking of such a vow would be a mortal sin. She was sworn to her betrothal now. Nothing in the world could undo it.

She thought about Sam's kiss and swallowed hard.

When the vow was complete, the priest said a prayer and bade them rise.

Larmond put a hand on each of their shoulders and smiled. “One day we shall correct the mistakes of our kingdom. You, I, and all those who oppose men like King Fendrel and Duke Francis.”

They bowed their heads in compliance. Neither of them said anything. Kaylein didn't care about remaking the kingdom. Despite all the evil he'd done to her, she would sooner have sided with Duke Francis and the church over Larmond. Imperfect though it was, she believed the church served a greater purpose than the king's self-interested lords. God would surely decide the outcome either way. If it was for the good of the kingdom for Larmond to succeed, then it would be so. If not, he would fail. Thinking about it that way helped soothe Kaylein's trepidations.

She couldn't be alone with her thoughts afterwards, so she sat with Elizabeth and tried to cheer her up with news of their new destination.

“I suppose I'll come with you,” Elizabeth said. “I've nowhere else to go. Where is it?”

Kaylein asked the priest to let them look at the map again. She showed it to her friend, explaining how it was a bird's-eye view of the lands around them. Liz had never seen a map before, and it intrigued her curious mind. Kaylein would have to finish teaching her how to read and write when they arrived in Kinedwyn. She'd always been an excellent student. Few of the nuns had shown half as much interest as she did in the quest for new knowledge.

“This is Tannersfield, here,” Kaylein explained, pointing to the town's name on the map. “You see how Rosepath is just below it? That means it's to the south. Maps from our kingdom are always drawn with north at the top and south at the bottom.”

Elizabeth pointed to a series of jagged lines at the bottom of the map. “Are those the mountains at the edge of the kingdom?”

“Yes. Beyond that is the great steppe, then the desert that separates us from Siraba. They say it is a very different world on the other side of the mountains. Isaac would know.”

Isaac nodded from his seat across the fire. “I lost track of how many days it took to follow the coast around that desert. It's like a beach that never ends.” Unlike Kaylein, the oath he'd just sworn didn't seem to have bothered him in the slightest. Perhaps he didn't care about the weight of fealty or promises made before God. He was just happy to be going free.

“I've never seen a beach,” Elizabeth said.

“Imagine a freshly tilled field, except instead of loose earth it's tiny little bits of feathers. That's how sand feels between your toes. The sea is like a lake that goes all the way to the edge of the world.”

“It doesn't go to the edge of the world,” Kaylein reprimanded Isaac for his romantic description. “There are other countries on the far side. No one really knows where the edge of the world is.”

“But we're not going that far,” Elizabeth said.

“No, just a few days to the north. Here, I think this was where the marquess said we would find Kinedwyn.” She pointed to the faint mark among the hills. They spent the rest of the day looking at the map, telling Elizabeth about far-off towns in Cairnford and Farrenwold while Isaac recounted tales from his travels across the world. Their kingdom occupied a lush crescent of land at the northern end of the continent, bordered by mountains to the south and sea to the north. It was God's chosen kingdom, green and fertile. Beyond the mountains, there was nothing but arid waste for miles upon miles. Siraba and Khoketan in the south were said to be hot and uncomfortable places by comparison, plagued by large insects and all manner of animals that could sting and bite. As much as the foreign countries of the world fascinated Kaylein, she wasn't eager to visit them like Isaac. Stories and maps were good enough for her.

Teaching Elizabeth about the map helped distract her until nightfall, whereupon the memory of Sam's kiss returned. It was like a loose hair caught in her eye. She tried to think about her betrothal to Peter instead, but that was just as bad. In the end, all she could do was pray and meditate, pushing the weight of her worries into the background until sleep claimed her.

Tomorrow, they would be on their way to Kinedwyn. It would be the start of a new chapter in her life.

In her prayers, she implored God to make it a good one.


 

Chapter 3

 

 

Elizabeth's throat still hurt. Her head was foggy with sickness, but she was determined not to be a burden on the others. One of Larmond's men had already given Isaac his horse to spare his leg. The other offered her a ride several times, but she refused. She wasn't entirely sure why. There was a painful twinge in her heart at the thought of accepting help from others. The last few days with Larmond had been miserable. Right now she just wanted to go somewhere and do something. The where and what didn't matter. She felt like she'd fallen down a well, banging and scraping herself along the way, then lain helpless at the bottom waiting for someone to pull her up. Eventually, she'd realised she would have to climb out on her own.

She wasn't thinking about what had happened in Tannersfield moment by moment anymore. It was all a vague red blur of memory filled with anger and heartache. Whenever she started to fall behind, that memory kept her moving. She strode across the moors beside Kaylein, fighting through her exhaustion until she was trembling and drenched with sweat. They had to stop early and camp out in the open that night. Kaylein and Isaac insisted she rest, and Larmond's two escorts echoed their sentiment. Reluctantly, she complied, her frustrations simmering. Kaylein was being bossy, and even though Elizabeth knew it was unfair, she had vaguely resented Isaac ever since she learned the truth about who he was.

It was much easier to be angry at everyone than to nurture hopeful feelings about the future. Feeding that fiery passion gave her the energy to keep going. Dwelling on hope just made her afraid of what might happen if Sir Edward found her again. Maybe he'd bled to death after pulling out Larmond's arrow. Perhaps outlaws had happened upon him while he was limping back to Rosepath. The only hope she dared nurture was that he might be dead.

When she was in Tannersfield, she'd tried to put Edward out of her mind and focus on better things, but she couldn't do that anymore. He would always be with her, buried somewhere deep within the scar Joseph and Rose's deaths had left on her heart. Edward had wounded her, deeply and irreparably. When she thought about the ugly mark he'd left on her life, she wanted to cry.

So it was better to be angry.

They shouldn't have been forced to leave town. Tannersfield shouldn't have burned. Kaylein shouldn't be engaged to a man she didn't know. Isaac shouldn't be sworn to Larmond. Joseph and Rose shouldn't be dead. It was all Edward's doing.

The next day they reached the farming villages near the king's road and left the moors behind them. Larmond's men had been leading them straight to Rambirch, but Kaylein insisted they visit Duckley first to find Sam. She'd been behaving strangely the past few days, though Elizabeth supposed that was hardly surprising. Leaving Tannersfield and crossing paths with Larmond had changed everything. None of them would be the same after this.

Their escorts agreed to accompany them, though they insisted there be no other detours. Their orders were to escort Isaac and Kaylein to Kinedwyn as swiftly as possible.

It lightened Elizabeth's spirits to find her half-brother picking cherries from someone else's tree on the outskirts of the village. She couldn't be angry at him for his pilfering that day. They embraced warmly as Elizabeth whispered a prayer of thanks. Isaac clapped him on the shoulder and asked after Blackberry. She was safe and well, Sam said, grazing in a nearby meadow. Kaylein's greeting was somewhat stiffer, and when Sam moved to embrace her she stepped away and averted her eyes. He looked hurt. Whatever was going on between them, Elizabeth didn't have the energy to worry about it right now.

They paid a local farmer to stay in his house that night. He didn't trust armed men, so their escorts slept outside with Isaac, who'd had Luther's sword returned to him when they parted ways with the marquess's army. Isaac was more than happy to spend the evening close to his horse. He kept patting and stroking her affectionately, and she responded by nuzzling into him like a contented puppy. Elizabeth envied them for the bond they shared. Isaac seemed to have an intuitive knack for handling beasts.

The rest of the journey to Kinedwyn took them longer than Marquess Larmond had estimated. Between Isaac's injuries and Elizabeth's lingering sickness, they struck a sluggish pace. It took them a further two days to reach Rambirch. They managed to rest at convents on the road, but the town itself was bustling with new arrivals from Tannersfield, so they were forced to pay heightened prices for beds at a public house. Elizabeth thought about trying to track down Adam and Thin Robin while they were there, but their escorts refused to wait while she went searching. Despite only being about half the size of Tannersfield, Rambirch was heaving with traffic thanks to the influx of refugees. It would have taken all day to find the carpenters.

The final stretch of their journey took them north. By the end of the morning, the path they were following had thinned to a patchy track between the fields. Soon there were no buildings left in sight. The land here was open and green, giving a clear view of the steep hills rising in the distance. Had they risen any higher, people would have called them mountains. Elizabeth thought she spotted snow on top of one, but perhaps it was just the sun shining on pale rocks. The green landscape was marked with a lot of exposed stone in this part of the kingdom, the crumbly outcroppings poking through the hillsides where the earth fell away too steeply. It might have been good land to cultivate had there been any running water in sight.

The increasing incline made the journey more taxing as they hiked on. Elizabeth began to understand why Larmond considered Kinedwyn a safe haven. Pretty though the landscape was, it made for difficult travel. They didn't encounter a single village between Rambirch and Kinedwyn. When the sun began to dip, Elizabeth expected to see the outline of a church or a barn beside the path at any moment–somewhere travellers would be able to stop and rest for the night–but there was nothing. It was no wonder Kinedwyn saw little trade. Elizabeth wondered whether a person might be able to make a good living if they built an inn here. An inkling of her former ambition returned, only to be forgotten in weariness as she trudged on.

Eventually they came to a circle of rocks with the ashes of an old fire in the centre. They stopped there for the night. Someone had left behind poles for a lean-to shelter and an old screen made of leaves. It seemed like this was what travellers to Kinedwyn made do with in lieu of an inn.

This wasn't the first stone circle Elizabeth had seen that day. Isaac had noticed them dotting the landscape too, and when he voiced his thoughts one of Larmond's men explained that they'd been left here by the heathen druids. The revelation made Kaylein uncomfortable about stopping there for the night. Sam said he'd protect her from any heathen spirits that still haunted the hills before joking with Larmond's men about how
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