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      Isabel chased the eagle’s shadow along the dewy lawn, arms outstretched like a pair of wings. ‘You are in a lot of trouble, young lady!’ she shouted up at the bird before coming to a stop, breathless and smiling. She raised one arm high in the air. Margery circled her a few times before swooping down and landing gracefully on her.

      ‘It has been two days, and I have been sick to my stomach with worry. It is hardly fair that I am stuck here, alone, whenever you fly off on one of your little adventures.’

      The eagle watched her closely as she delivered the lecture.

      ‘And what if Lord Hodge had seen you? If he learns that I have been letting you out of your cage, then we will both be in trou—’ Her eyebrows tugged together when she noticed a piece of fabric tied around the eagle’s leg. She guided the bird to her shoulder so she could use both hands to retrieve it. Someone had tied it neatly and carefully—except that was impossible. Margery did not stand still long enough for people to tie things to her. Plus, there were only two people on the planet who could handle the golden eagle—and one of them was dead.

      Ita. My sweet Ita.

      Five years on, and grief still hit Isabel like a runaway wagon every time her friend came to mind.

      ‘Is there something you wish to tell me?’ she asked, kissing Margery’s beak. ‘I swear before God, if I find out you have a secret family outside these walls⁠—’

      ‘Why is that thing out of its cage?’

      Isabel jumped at the sound of Lord Hodge’s voice behind her, and Margery took flight. Oh, how Isabel wished she had wings.

      Clearing her throat, she called to the eagle, ‘Yes, off you go. Straight back to your cage. I shall be there to lock all windows and doors momentarily.’ Forcing a smile, she turned to face the new Earl of Hereford. ‘Good afternoon, my lord.’

      Hodge glared up at the fleeing bird as he came to a stop in front of her, that shiny chin of his partially blinding her in the process.

      ‘You know that thing is not permitted out of its cage.’

      He refused to acknowledge her gender or name. It was always ‘that thing’.

      ‘We have the chickens to consider,’ he added.

      Margery had never even killed a chicken. She was nothing but a help around the place, keeping rats and mice at bay. Isabel suspected the real reason he insisted the eagle remain locked up was because she took time and attention away from him.

      ‘Occasionally she needs to spread those large wings of hers and remember how to fly,’ Isabel said. Then, noting his growing agitation, she added, ‘Well, I best go and lock that cage. I may even add an additional lock, just to be extra sure she is secure.’

      Hodge caught her arm when she went to step past him. ‘Before you go, I would like to speak to you about the wedding.’

      The dreaded wedding. His father was barely cold in the ground, and here he was charging ahead with his plans. She had hoped she had more time. ‘Which wedding would that be?’

      His face hardened. ‘Our wedding, of course. What other wedding would I be talking about?’

      ‘I did hear rumours that one of the kitchen maids is soon to be wed.’

      His brow creased with disapproval. ‘It is safe to say that I did not come all the way out here to talk to you about the kitchen maid’s impending nuptials.’ He released her, running a hand through the coarse sandy hair that reached all the way to his jawline. ‘Now, I have spoken to your mother, and we both agreed that the sooner the wedding takes place the better. It is the best way to ensure your family’s place here at Hampstead Keep is secure.’ He reached out to touch her arm. ‘And we have waited so long for this day.’

      She forced the muscles in her face to remain still. He had been waiting. She had been dreading. ‘I assumed my family’s place here at Hampstead was already secure.’

      He gave her what was likely meant as a reassuring smile that bordered more on patronising. ‘Of course it is, my beloved. You will forever be secure at my side.’

      There was always a catch—like the ‘forever’ part. ‘I thought we could discuss the wedding after a suitable mourning period.’

      He studied her a moment. ‘What is there to discuss?’

      ‘The timing, for one.’

      He drew her closer until her face was a few inches from his and her heels lifted off the ground. ‘Tell me you want this. Tell me you want to marry me, to be my wife until death.’

      She could not help but do the math on that. If she lived until she was seventy, that would be fifty years. But since men generally died younger, she took that number down to forty. That seemed doable for the sake of her family. She opened her mouth to answer. ‘I…’ She willed the words stuck in her throat to move. ‘Yes, of course.’

      ‘You hesitated.’

      ‘No, I did not.’

      He might have behaved a little crazily at times, but he was no fool. ‘Five years I have waited.’ His grip on her was bruising now. ‘Five years I have loved you and protected you like a brother, as my father wanted.’

      A brother waiting for the day he could finally marry his sister. She suppressed the shudder threatening to pass through her. The relationship had been uncomfortable from day one—even before her mother had wed his father.

      ‘You are hurting me,’ she said when her fingers began to tingle from the lack of blood reaching them.

      He held on to her a few moments longer, eyes moving between hers, then let go. ‘Forgive me. My love for you can be overbearing at times.’

      Blood rushed back into her limbs. She stepped back from him—too fast. He hated it when she moved away from him like that. She expected him to grab hold of her again. When he did not, she said as gently as possible, ‘I think we should wait a few months—out of respect to your father.’

      ‘A few months?’

      She had wanted to say a year. Two, maybe. Or as many as it took for him to find an alternative wife, someone who did not recoil inside every time he came close.

      He opened his hands to her. ‘I love you. I want the world to know it, to bear witness to it.’ When she did not respond, he reached for her. She stepped backwards again, an instinct. His hands went into his hair, gripping and releasing while she stood awkwardly with her eyes averted. After a short silence, he cleared his throat and said firmly, ‘I have a trip coming up. I shall be gone a few weeks. When I return, we will marry.’

      He waited for her to look at him before continuing. Not wanting to aggravate the situation further, she obliged.

      ‘That is one month from now,’ he went on. ‘I believe that is an appropriate amount of time for all of us to grieve the former Earl of Hereford. Do you not agree?’

      She nodded. At least she hoped it was a nod.

      His hands opened and closed a few times, as though he were deciding whether to attempt contact again. ‘I promise you that, as my wife, you will want for nothing. You will be Countess of Hereford in every sense of the word.’

      Another nod. ‘I know.’

      He watched her a long moment, then bowed his head before striding away, chin high despite the gouging to his ego. She felt numb and cold all over as she watched him, picturing a lifetime of swallowing down her own discomfort.

      ‘I don’t trust him,’ Ita had said of Hodge the day he arrived with Lord Tompkin and troops at Maddock House five years earlier.

      Isabel had assumed her friend was jealous of the attention the then nineteen-year-old heir was showing a fifteen-year-old Isabel. But as usual, she had been right.

      ‘Belle’ came her brother’s voice.

      Isabel turned to find Everard jogging towards her. He was tall for fourteen, which meant his long legs reached her in a few easy strides.

      ‘Mother is waiting for you in your bedchamber. She wants to speak with you.’ He slung an arm around her and began dragging her off in the direction of the castle.

      ‘Oh. Perfect’ was Isabel’s reply.

      Everard drew back to look at her as they walked. ‘Are you all right?’

      What answer to give the young man who looked up to Lord Hodge, who lived safely inside the walls of Hampstead Keep, while those they left behind in Carmarthenshire were either dead or living in a camp? The young man who would eventually receive a title of his own if she played her hand right? ‘Of course I am all right.’

      ‘You look a bit pale. Do you need to see the physician?’

      Isabel stepped out from beneath his arm and looped hers through it. ‘Absolutely not. Now, tell me about your morning. What did you do?’

      She listened as he spoke about his French lesson and the sparring match with Trahern, which he had apparently won. Trahern was one of Lord Hodge’s longest serving guards and the man most often called upon to follow her about the castle when all she wanted was five minutes alone. That said, he was the least invasive of the guards and gave her as much space as he could while keeping her within sight. He was also the kind of man who would let Everard win a sparring match occasionally.

      When they reached the door of her bedchamber, Isabel paused, keeping hold of her brother’s arm as she worked up the energy for the conversation ahead.

      Everard looked between her and the door. ‘What is the matter? Are you in trouble or something? Did you let Margery out of her cage again?’

      She looked at him. ‘Yes. Yes I did. And I am certain a suitable lecture awaits me inside.’

      He tutted. ‘Serves you right. You know how His Lordship feels about Margery flying around the castle grounds.’

      ‘Yes.’ She reached up and smoothed the fine hairs back from his face, like she had done his whole life.

      He immediately knocked her hand away, cheeks turning red. ‘Stop. I am not a child anymore.’

      That was so true and so heartbreaking. ‘I know.’ She gave him a weak smile, then drew a long breath. ‘Wish me luck.’

      He began backing away. ‘Good luck.’

      She crinkled her nose at him as she pushed the door open. Inside, the room was cold and the fireplace bare—just the way she liked it. The shaking of wings drew her attention to the large cage in the corner where Margery was now locked inside.

      ‘There you are,’ her mother said, rising from her chair. ‘Did His Lordship find you?’

      Isabel wandered over to the cage. ‘He did.’

      ‘And?’

      ‘And we spoke.’

      Lady Gwenore’s face was pure impatience. ‘About the wedding?’

      The air left Isabel’s lungs on a sigh. ‘Yes, about the wedding. He has a trip planned. Perhaps we will marry after that.’

      Gwenore stepped closer. ‘What do you mean, perhaps?’

      Less than a minute into the conversation and Isabel was already exhausted. ‘There is no rush.’

      ‘Is that what he said?’

      ‘No.’ She turned to face her mother. ‘Are you sure this match is a good idea?’

      Gwenore’s face fell a little.

      ‘I really do not care for him in that way,’ Isabel added.

      ‘The love comes later. Every woman knows that.’

      ‘I have known the man for five years, and nothing has changed in that time.’

      ‘It will be different when you are wed, when you have the opportunity to be… close.’

      That image had Isabel looking away. She had no interest in being intimate with him—or any other man, for that matter.

      Gwenore closed the distance between them, taking her daughter’s left hand and holding it up between them. ‘Look at the scars on your hand.’

      Isabel dropped her gaze to the unsightly skin.

      ‘It was Lord Hodge who dragged you from that burning house. The man has worshipped the ground you walk upon since you were fifteen years old.’

      Isabel withdrew the unsightly hand and tucked it behind her back. ‘It might be a different story if the burns had been on my face.’

      Her mother made an exasperated noise. The problem was she assumed Hodge was like his father, Lord Tompkin. A good man, another saviour of the family. But the new Earl of Hereford was more of an unsettling kind of hero.

      ‘Is all well between the two of you?’ Gwenore asked, holding her breath as she braced for Isabel’s reply.

      What good would come of the truth? The family’s circumstances were what they were. She forced a smile. ‘All is well.’

      Gwenore exhaled, then cupped her daughter’s face. ‘I know he is a very different sort of man, but we have built a life here at Hampstead. Your brother has such a bright future ahead of him. Inside these walls, you are the future Countess of Hereford. Outside these walls, you are nothing. We have nothing.’

      ‘We could always go live with our uncle.’

      Gwenore’s hand fell away. ‘And marry you off to some farmer while your brother toils in fields owned by families better off than us?’

      Isabel rolled her eyes. ‘Or we could return to Maddock House. The region is improving every day.’

      ‘Not in the way your naive mind thinks.’

      Isabel groaned audibly. ‘Do you not ever miss home sometimes?’

      Gwenore pinched the bridge of her nose. ‘This is our home. The place you are mourning no longer exists.’ She looked up, exasperated. ‘It is not the home you miss. It is Ita.’

      Her name aloud was too much. ‘It is both.’ The confession came out all quiet.

      Gwenore looked around the room, as though searching for an appropriate response, then said, ‘Make sure Margery remains in her cage. You know how His Lordship feels about her.’ She reached out and touched Isabel’s arms briefly. ‘I shall leave you to get ready for dinner.’

      When she went to step past, Isabel said, ‘Did you love him in the end? Lord Tompkin, I mean.’

      Gwenore appeared taken aback by the question, then thought for a moment. ‘Yes. Yes, in the end, I did. He was always kind to me and my children. What more could a widow from the wastelands hope for?’

      The lord had been smitten with her mother from day one, while Gwenore had been so lost in her grief that she barely noticed. It made Isabel happy to hear that their love had been reciprocal by the end. ‘I shall see you at dinner.’

      Gwenore nodded once and made her way to the door.

      Isabel’s eyes met Margery’s as it clicked shut. Silence filled the room. ‘There is no escape for me,’ Isabel whispered. She reached for the latch on the cage and opened it. ‘But there is for you.’ Stepping up to the window, she flung open the shutters.

      The bird did not move from her perch.

      Isabel returned to the cage and offered the eagle her arm. She climbed on. Kissing Margery’s head multiple times, Isabel whispered, ‘Best not to come back this time. Go be free for both of us.’ Walking over to the open window, she thrust her arm through it, giving Margery no choice but to take flight.

      She snapped the shutters closed, and pressed her forehead to the cool wood, swallowing repeatedly until the tears subsided.
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      Ryder Blackmane spat blood on the grass and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. Looking down at Tatum, who was curled in a ball on the ground half laughing and half coughing, he said, ‘That’s the second time you’ve busted my lip this week.’

      ‘You told me you wanted a challenge,’ he croaked before coughing up a lung.

      Blackmane kicked Tatum’s sword out of reach, then offered his hand. ‘That was supposed to be a dig at you, not an invitation to break my teeth.’ He pulled the defender to his feet.

      Tatum doubled over and held on to his knees, breathing deeply in and out. ‘You’re lucky my hours are done for the day or I’d make you pay for that unnecessarily aggressive disarming at the end there.’

      Alveye wandered over, brushing grass from his freshly trimmed hair. ‘Why do you two always finish training with bloody teeth and bruises the size of dinner plates?’

      Blackmane frowned in his direction. ‘Because we train properly. The better question is why don’t you ever bleed?’

      ‘He does when I train with him,’ Tatum said, tugging his shirt up and wiping his face with it. ‘Where’s Hadewaye?’

      Alveye gestured towards the armoury. ‘He lost, so he packs everything up.’

      Tatum held up a hand, stopping Blackmane before he had a chance to speak. ‘Save your breath. It’s not going to happen.’

      The three defenders collected the weapons that were strewn about the place, then made their way off the training field, leaving behind the noise of clashing steel and fresh recruits emptying their stomachs. They stopped beneath the Chadorian flags that marked the boundary, their sweat-soaked bodies cooled by the icy wind blowing in from the sea.

      ‘Ah. Here we go,’ Tatum said, his voice low. ‘Is it weird that I’ve been a defender for five years and I still get nervous when I see the warden approaching?’

      The question prompted Blackmane and Alveye to look over their shoulders. There was Shapur Wright marching towards them, framed by the royal castle.

      ‘Where’s Hadewaye?’ Shapur asked as he came to a stop before the three men.

      Alveye straightened. ‘Armoury, sir.’

      They were either about to be reprimanded or given orders. Blackmane waited to see which one it was.

      ‘I am sending the four of you to Carmarthenshire,’ Shapur announced.

      Orders were always preferable. So they were going to Carmarthenshire—again.

      Tatum and Alveye exchanged a look of surprise.

      Before the famine, Carmarthenshire had been a county in Wales. During the famine, the name became a blanket phrase used for all the land between England’s border and the newly formed kingdom of Chadora. And when all the villages had been deserted, the forests stripped of food, and the region abandoned by their king, it became known simply as ‘the wastelands’.

      The return of the marcher lords along the border had been the first sign of renewed interest in the region. The dispatching of units was the second. The defenders had been keeping an eye on the situation for some time, watching from the safety of their walls as entire rebel groups were removed or extinguished.

      ‘You will go to Hampstead Keep and meet with the new Earl of Hereford,’ Shapur continued. ‘Lord Hodge has offered to take you on a tour of the region and show you the advancements they have made. It seems progress has stalled. There are two groups proving to be problematic—St Clare and Emlyn.’

      ‘Oh. The groups have names now,’ Tatum said, pretending to be impressed.

      Shapur gave him a disapproving look. ‘General terms like ‘wastelander’ are not helpful in these types of situations. Better to identify what part of the region they are from in order to truly know what we are up against.’

      Alveye nodded. ‘Makes sense. Every county will have their own unique history.’

      ‘And trauma response,’ Tatum muttered.

      Blackmane shifted his weight. ‘What kind of problems are they having with these groups?’

      Shapur crossed his arms. ‘Lord Hodge claims they frequently attack the camps in the region. I suspect he is hoping for some assistance with this.’

      Blackmane narrowed his brows. ‘Why would these groups attack the camps? Food shortages are no longer an issue, and they can hunt and gather in the regions they still control.’

      Shapur nodded. ‘King Becket’s thoughts exactly. That is why he is sending a small unit of defenders to see what is going on. He wants to fully understand what is happening before getting involved.’

      ‘Exactly how small a unit, sir?’ Alveye asked.

      Shapur gestured between them. ‘You are looking at it.’

      Blackmane had been afraid of that.

      ‘Plus Hadewaye,’ Shapur added. He looked at Tatum. ‘I am putting you in charge. Make sure everyone gets home safely.’

      Tatum grew a little taller at that piece of news. ‘You’re making me commander?’

      ‘For the purpose of this assignment,’ the warden clarified. ‘Someone has to take the lead. You all spent time in the region at the end of your training, and you appear to work well as a team—most of the time.’ He paused. ‘I need information and Lord Hodge alive at the end of that tour. It will not look good to our English friends if he dies in your company. Understand?’

      ‘Yes, sir,’ the defenders replied in unison.

      ‘You leave at first light.’ Shapur looked between them, ensuring they understood, before turning and marching away.

      The men watched him until he was well out of earshot. Then Tatum turned to face the others, looking very pleased with himself.

      ‘You may address me as “Commander” from now on,’ he announced.

      Alveye’s eyebrows shot up. ‘With a straight face?’

      Blackmane smirked at the ground.

      Tatum flicked Alveye’s ear. ‘Yes, with a straight face.’

      ‘Not to ruin your big moment,’ Alveye said, rubbing his ear, ‘but I really thought he would have put Blackmane in charge.’

      Tatum laughed once. ‘That’s not ruining my moment. That’s taking a giant shit on it.’

      Hadewaye jogged up to the group, stopping next to Alveye. ‘Was that the warden?’ Then, reading everyone’s expressions, he asked, ‘What did I miss?’

      ‘What did I miss, Commander,’ Tatum said.

      Hadewaye frowned at him. ‘What?’

      ‘We’re going to the wastelands, and the warden put Tatum in charge,’ Alveye explained.

      Hadewaye appeared genuinely surprised. ‘Really? Not Blackmane?’

      Tatum threw his hands up. ‘The absolute lack of respect from the lot of you.’

      ‘I’ve no interest in commanding anyone,’ Blackmane said. ‘The warden made the right choice.’

      Tatum waved a finger in his direction. ‘Don’t act like you don’t care, like we barely matter to you. I know for a fact that you would take an arrow through the skull for any one of us.’

      ‘Don’t read too much into that,’ Blackmane replied. ‘It was beaten into us during training.’

      Hadewaye tucked his hands under his arms, still looking confused. ‘Why are we going to the wastelands?’

      ‘To find a woman willing to sleep with Alveye,’ Tatum replied.

      Alveye gave him a tired look. ‘Is that your attempt at winning my respect?’

      ‘Is that your attempt at winning my respect, Commander?’ Tatum corrected.

      Blackmane clapped Tatum on the shoulder. ‘I need a wash. I’ll leave you to fill Hadewaye in on the details of our vague assignment and the size of the unit you’ll be leading.’

      Hadewaye perked up at that. ‘How many men?’

      Tatum cleared his throat. ‘It’s on the smaller side.’ He looked over at Blackmane, who was now backing away from the group. ‘Don’t forget we’re leaving at first light.’

      The defender saluted him. ‘Yes, Commander.’
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      Isabel woke during the night to tapping on the window shutters. Flinging back the blankets, she leapt off the bed and ran across the icy stone floor to the window, trying to stay on the balls of her feet. She peered through a crack and found Margery looking back at her.

      ‘What are you doing here at this time of the night?’ she whispered as she opened the window. ‘You think simply because it is dark it is safe? All it takes is one guard mentioning that he saw you flying free and His Lordship will shoot you from the sky himself.’ But as she was delivering her speech, she was also guiding the eagle onto her arm. ‘Fine, you can stay, but you need to be gone before the sun rises.’ She made a face as she added, ‘His Lordship wants to take a walk in the morning.’

      Isabel made her way back to the warm bed and climbed in. As she was lying down, she noticed something wound around Margery’s leg. She slid the eagle across the linen until the bird was directly beneath the moonlight coming in through the open window. Isabel’s breath caught when she saw it was a daisy chain, just like the ones she and Ita used to make when they were children.

      ‘Where did you get this?’ Isabel asked as she attempted to unwind it. Losing patience, she broke it apart and held it up to the light to study the handiwork. It was painfully, and impossibly, familiar. She held the ends together to see if it was the right size for a crown.

      It was perfect.

      ‘If she was alive, I would know long before now.’ She laid the daisy chain on the table next to the bed. ‘If she had made it out of the house, she would have run straight to me. Am I wrong?’

      Margery blinked sleepily.

      Isabel had screamed Ita’s name over and over, pulling against Lord Hodge’s iron grip to return inside the burning house for her friend.

      ‘Stop,’ her mother had cried.

      ‘Do not go,’ Everard had pleaded as he clung to her waist.

      ‘It is too late,’ Hodge had said moments before the roof collapsed, sending flames twenty feet into the air.

      She could almost feel the heat from them. Her toes curled beneath the blankets at the memory of walking barefoot across a scalding floor. It had taken a month for the burns on the soles of her feet to heal.

      She ran a finger over the rough skin on her left hand, a permanent reminder that she had tried to get into that room before Hodge had dragged her away through the thick smoke.

      ‘It was locked,’ Isabel whispered, stroking the eagle’s back. ‘That door was never locked.’

      Margery turned her head, blinking at her.

      ‘I suppose you are sick of hearing about it,’ she said as she tucked her arms beneath the blankets to warm them. The eagle took that as her cue to sleep. The pair had slept together every night since Isabel’s father had rescued the nestling—until they came to Hampstead Keep.

      ‘Sweet girl,’ she said when soft feathers brushed her forehead. ‘I wish I could come with you.’
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      ‘Isabel!’

      Isabel startled awake at the sound of Hodge’s voice, then shot upright, looking around for Margery. The eagle was nowhere to be seen.

      A fist pounded on the door. ‘Are you in there?’

      ‘One moment!’ The sun was blaring through the open window, confirming that she had overslept. Pulling the sheet from the bed, she threw it over the cage to hide the fact that it was empty. She then yanked the first dress she reached from its hanger and wrestled it on.

      ‘Are you all right?’ Hodge called through the closed door.

      She swished some vinegar and mint in her mouth and spat it into the basin. ‘Just putting on my shoes!’ After stepping into some boots, a few frantic moments of hair brushing ensued before she ran to open the door.

      ‘Good morning, my lord,’ she said breezily. Her chest was rising and falling harder than it ought to. ‘You are up bright and early.’

      He frowned as he offered her his arm. ‘I am up at the same time every day.’ His gaze drifted past her. ‘Why is the cage covered?’

      She grabbed her cloak from the hook and swung it around her shoulders while pulling the door shut behind her. ‘Margery is still sleeping.’

      ‘Sign of a bird that is too well fed. If she were out in the wild, she would be up hunting at first light.’

      It was as though he had forgotten that he was the reason she was locked up.

      Isabel took his arm and led him away from the door. ‘Did I hear that there are Chadorian defenders arriving this afternoon?’ That was her attempt at changing the subject.

      Hodge placed his hand over hers, then, feeling her scars, withdrew it again. ‘Commander Tatum and his unit. Defenders are notorious for their tracking skills. Imagine the progress we could make with an army of men like that. They would weed out the ruffians in no time.’

      It was a sore point for Hodge that two main groups remained at large.

      ‘Is that why they are coming?’ she asked.

      ‘I suspect King Becket wants to get a handle on the situation first.’ They headed down the steps at the end of the corridor that led outside. ‘But do not worry. He will be most impressed with the progress we have made.’

      They reached the gravel pathway that circled around the castle.

      ‘Is it necessary to find these groups?’ she asked. ‘Are they causing problems?’

      ‘Absolutely necessary.’

      She drew her cloak tighter around her as the cold hit. ‘Why? Are they stealing from the camps? Terrorising villages, perhaps?’

      One corner of his mouth lifted. ‘My beloved, there are no “villages” in the wastelands. There are only those living safely in the camps, contributing to our efforts, and those who evade us.’

      She looked up at him. ‘If that is true, then surely you can understand the reason for their evasion. You know, I think you will find that if you simply let them be, most would eventually return to their previous village or settle somewhere new.’

      ‘The people of Carmarthenshire have proven themselves dangerous, untrustworthy, and incapable of making good decisions.’

      That stung. ‘Perhaps you forget that I grew up in Llanelieu, in the heart of the region.’

      ‘I forget nothing. You are lucky we got you out before King Edward withdrew his troops. That is when things got truly bad. Your family was one of the lucky few. If it were not for our generosity, you would all be either dead or living in a camp by now.’

      She stared straight ahead, resisting the urge to withdraw her arm. Doing that would only start something, and if she played her cards right, their time together would soon be over. ‘We are eternally grateful—as we have expressed many times.’

      ‘God had big plans for us, my beloved.’

      She rolled her eyes—inwardly, of course. ‘So you will travel to the camps with the defenders? Show them around?’

      ‘The eastern camp only. The western camp is yet to open. They have been experiencing a few difficulties.’

      ‘What kind of difficulties?’

      The muscles in Hodge’s face twitched. ‘Every time it is close to completion, rebels come along and burn it to the ground.’

      That sent a strange spark of hope through Isabel that perhaps the spirit of Carmarthenshire was still alive. ‘The Emlyn group?’

      ‘That would be my guess.’

      She let that piece of information settle. ‘It sounds like the people have spoken, and they are not in support of this new arrangement.’

      Hodge’s mouth flattened into a thin line. ‘Fools. They are only delaying peace and civility with their criminal acts.’

      Isabel did not think camps were the answer but kept her mouth closed. To King Edward’s credit, he had tried other methods first, sent armies in to restore order and bring much-needed supplies to families. But order could not be restored to a starving and desperate population, and the supplies brought in rarely made it to the intended families. The wagons fell into the hands of rebel groups known as wastelanders. Though Hodge preferred the term ‘ruffians’. Eventually, the king had focused his efforts elsewhere.

      The daisy chain popped into Isabel’s mind. Moving closer to Hodge, she leaned her head on his shoulder. ‘I was thinking. May I come with you?’

      ‘Come with me where?’

      ‘To Carmarthenshire.’

      Hodge drew back and gave her a confused look. ‘Whatever for?’

      ‘It was my home for fifteen years. I would quite like to see what has become of it.’

      ‘You already know. It is a disaster, and I am working very hard to fix it.’ His face creased with disapproval. ‘Besides, you may have been born in the wastelands, but it is not your home. Your home is here at Hampstead Keep—with me.’

      She fought to keep her expression neutral. ‘That is very true. My home is wherever you are.’

      He was visibly pleased by that response.

      ‘I would be quite safe at your side,’ she continued. ‘Between you, your experienced guards, and the defenders travelling with us, I would be untouchable.’

      ‘You want to travel with a bunch of men? Sleep in a tent?’

      She had slept with Everard and Ita under the stars many times, wrapped in blankets next to a roaring fire—back when she had appreciated the heat of one instead of losing her ability to breathe around it.

      ‘You shall remain safely within the walls of Hampstead Keep,’ Hodge said. ‘I shall be back at your side before you know it.’

      He stopped walking and turned to her. One look at his face made her stomach fall.

      Oh God. He is going to kiss me.

      She braced, closing her eyes as he leaned in. The sensation was torturous enough without the visual. Cold, thin lips pressed against hers in a manner that he probably considered passionate.

      ‘I cannot wait to have you in my bed.’ He whispered the words against her mouth.

      She swallowed down the nausea rising up her throat. ‘I suppose I should let you get ready for your guests.’ She was very careful to keep her tone cheerful.

      He took her hand. ‘I thank God every day that I got you out of that house.’ He kissed her wrist, then offered her a smile. ‘I shall let Trahern know that you are up and about.’

      Not Trahern.

      She watched the earl walk away, then pressed her eyes closed as she waited for her breathing to return to normal. Only then did she dare a glance up at the sky. Not a bird in sight. It was as empty as the feeling in her chest.

      Tugging up the hood of her cloak, she headed for the wall.
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      The approach of horses had Tatum signalling to the others to take cover. The four defenders dispersed into the trees, making good use of the wide trunks and thick brush. Blackmane watched six English soldiers on horseback pass by, two men in irons trailing behind them. They were bloody-faced and looked ready to fall down.

      ‘Keep them moving,’ shouted the soldier at the front of the group. ‘We don’t have a lot of light left.’

      The guards keeping hold of them gave the chains a sharp pull, and the already-struggling prisoners stumbled forwards.

      Blackmane exchanged a look with Hadewaye, who was crouched nearby, a silent form of communication crafted over the years they had served together.

      The defenders waited until the soldiers were out of sight and could no longer be heard before cautiously emerging from their hiding places.

      ‘Why are we hiding from the English?’ Alveye asked, brushing debris off his cloak. ‘They invited us here.’

      Tatum stared after the soldiers. ‘I suppose you can differentiate between army horses and wastelander horses, can you?’

      ‘Fair point.’

      ‘I’m confused,’ Hadewaye said.

      ‘That’s not unusual,’ Alveye rebutted.

      Hadewaye ignored him. ‘These prisoners in irons who we keep passing, are they being brought in for criminal acts, or are they simply criminals by default?’

      ‘Likely both,’ Tatum replied, nudging his horse forwards. ‘Let’s keep moving. I suggest we go around our English friends if we still plan on reaching Hampstead Keep before dark.’

      Hadewaye looked around before following him. ‘This place still has the same feeling it did when we were last here.’

      ‘You mean that feeling like you might die at any moment?’ Alveye asked, riding up next to him.

      ‘I mean empty—and sad.’

      Tatum led the group off the road. ‘Should we have Blackmane tell you a story to cheer you up?’

      Blackmane had moved to the back of the group to keep watch since they were forced to ride single file. ‘I’m busy making sure we don’t die.’

      ‘I thought we would pass some villages,’ Hadewaye went on. ‘Where are all the regular, non-violent, “just trying to get by with their one goat and a handful of chickens” people?’

      ‘Probably killed for their goat and chickens,’ Tatum said over his shoulder.

      Alveye looked around. ‘When we were last here, at the end of the famine, I’d have agreed with you. But there’s plenty of game, nuts, and berries in the forests now. Wastelanders can hunt and gather until their heart’s content. There’s no need to steal from families.’

      Hadewaye threw his hands up. ‘What families? I haven’t seen one child since we departed Chadora two days ago. Does no one else find that unsettling?’

      Blackmane had to agree. A land stripped of its children was disconcerting.

      ‘Save your questions for someone with answers,’ Tatum said, moving into a trot.

      The group fell silent.

      It was nearing dusk when Hampstead Keep finally appeared before them. It was a simply designed, sturdy castle, secure with its high walls and generous moat. A handful of guards watched their approach from up high.

      ‘Everyone happy to proceed?’ Tatum asked.

      They were riding side by side now. All it would take was one of them to say no or signal that something felt off, and they would abort.

      ‘So far,’ Alveye sang, watching their surroundings on the ground.

      ‘Wall,’ Hadewaye said. ‘Western turret.’

      Blackmane’s gaze shifted to the location specified, eyes narrowing on a woman standing on one of the embrasures. ‘What in Belenus’s name…?’

      ‘Do you think she means to jump?’ Hadewaye asked, concern lacing his voice.

      Her eyes were skyward, arms outstretched like a bird, hair blowing forwards over her face, and dress billowing in the wind. She looked like she was about to take flight. It was a miracle she had not fallen to her death already. Then her arms fell to her sides suddenly, and she looked down at the ground—straight at him.

      ‘Problem?’ Tatum asked.

      Blackmane’s eyes went to the commander, who was now many paces in front of him. That was when he realised that his horse had stopped—or he had stopped it. He nudged the mare forwards as the gate lowered before them, focusing his attention ahead.

      They crossed the drawbridge and entered the outer bailey, looking around at the small houses and healthy livestock grazing nearby. The gate to the inner bailey sat open, and standing in the middle of the path up ahead was a tall and proud-looking nobleman—presumably the new Earl of Hereford.

      As they passed beneath the inner wall, Blackmane took mental notes of the arrow loops on either side of them, the number of guards in the vicinity, and the weapons they carried.

      ‘Welcome,’ the man called to them. ‘I suppose I should not be surprised that you arrived here safely.’

      Blackmane glanced sideways at Tatum to gauge his thoughts on the new earl. The set of his mouth confirmed their first impressions aligned.

      Tatum stopped his horse and dismounted. ‘Lord Hodge, I presume.’ He handed the reins to the eager groom, then made his way over to their host.

      ‘You must be Commander Tatum,’ Hodge said, sizing him up. ‘I welcome you and your men to Hampstead Keep.’

      Tatum bowed his head. ‘Thank you.’

      A young boy jogged up to them, glancing nervously in the direction of the defenders as he caught his breath. ‘Apologies, my lord, but I have looked everywhere and cannot find her.’

      Hodge gave a curt nod. ‘Keep looking. She cannot have gone far.’ Turning back to Tatum, he said, ‘I was hoping Lady Isabel would be here to welcome you also. She can be a difficult young lady to track down at times.’ He clapped his hands together. ‘However, you can meet the future Countess of Hereford at dinner this evening.’

      Blackmane resisted the urge to look over his shoulder. It was unlikely that the future countess would be suspended atop a wall, but possible.

      ‘There will be four of us at dinner,’ Tatum said. ‘If you don’t mind.’

      The earl looked past him to the three defenders who were now handing their horses over to the groom—sans weapons. ‘Very well. I shall have someone show you to your sleeping quarters.’ Turning on his heel, he strode off with his luxurious green cloak blowing in the breeze.

      The men followed him to the castle, where a servant greeted them and then took them to their sleeping quarters on the ground level. They washed and rested until the same servant returned to escort them to the hall for dinner.

      It was an intimate affair with only one table set for the occasion. Hodge was seated at the head of it.

      ‘Ah, there they are,’ he called out when they entered. ‘Our allies from the west.’ He rose from his seat, and the other guests did the same.

      The woman to the left of the earl looked suspiciously like the one from the wall, though her rich honey hair had been tamed into a low bun, and her lips were painted a soft red. But the second their eyes met, he knew it was her.

      Lord Hodge reached for her hand, gesturing to her with the other as though presenting a prized rooster. ‘Commander Tatum, allow me to introduce you to the future Countess of Hereford, Lady Isabel.’

      Dimples appeared on both her cheeks. She had the kind of smile that men paid attention to—bright and warm.

      ‘Welcome to Hampstead Keep, Commander,’ she said. ‘Your arrival has caused much excitement around the castle.’

      And the voice definitely matched the smile.

      ‘May I introduce my comrades, Blackmane, Alveye, and Hadewaye,’ Tatum said.

      The three defenders bowed their heads.

      Lord Hodge gestured to the people on the other side of Isabel. ‘This is my father’s widow, Lady Gwenore, and her son, Everard.’

      Lady Gwenore was like an older version of her daughter, bright-eyed with a youthful face. She nodded in their direction. ‘Defenders.’

      Everard was grinning ear to ear as he stared at the men standing opposite him. ‘Is it true that defenders are thrown over a cliff during their training to see who survives the turbulent seas below?’

      Blackmane was always amused by some of the myths that circulated outside Chadora’s walls.

      ‘First they cut you,’ Alveye said, ‘to attract sharks.’

      Isabel suppressed a smile and looked down at her feet.

      ‘And I heard a training session ends when a defender empties his stomach and not a minute before,’ the boy went on.

      ‘Everard,’ Gwenore said, tapping her son’s arm. ‘That is not appropriate dinner conversation.’

      Hadewaye leaned forwards and said with a wink, ‘That one’s mostly true.’

      Hodge gestured for everyone to take their seats. Tatum sat closest to the earl, then Blackmane, Alveye, and Hadewaye.

      The food arrived on silver trays. Meat and poultry, roasted vegetables, hard-boiled eggs, cheese, and crusty bread. Everyone filled their plates while polite conversation carried back and forth across the table.

      As Isabel was serving herself, Blackmane noticed that her left hand was heavily scarred. Burned, perhaps. She happened to glance in his direction at the same time he was looking. She held his gaze a moment before averting her eyes.

      ‘Dig in,’ Hodge said.

      Everyone began to eat, though Blackmane noticed Isabel spent more time pushing food back and forth than actually eating it. Hodge noticed too.

      ‘Eat up, my beloved,’ the earl said, pushing her plate towards her like one did a child. ‘The cook informed me that you skipped lunch earlier.’

      Gwenore looked up at that. ‘Where were you this afternoon? The servants tore the castle up looking for you.’

      Blackmane waited to see what response she would come up with.

      ‘I was reading in the garden,’ she said, eyes on her plate.

      Everard swallowed his food. ‘Impossible. I checked the garden several times.’

      ‘I moved indoors due to the wind.’

      ‘You should have been indoors to begin with,’ Hodge said.

      Isabel placed her fork down and looked up.

      ‘What sort of books do you read, my lady?’ Hadewaye asked. He was an expert at dissipating tension.

      Hodge sawed through a piece of chicken. ‘I recently gave her the Psalms.’

      ‘Which I plan on reading very soon,’ Isabel said.

      Gwenore tutted. ‘I have heard that before.’

      Isabel ignored her. ‘Have you read Secreta Secretorum, defender?’

      Hadewaye shook his head. ‘Afraid not. Blackmane likely has. He’s the reader of the group.’

      So far Blackmane had managed to stay out of the conversation entirely—which was his preference.

      ‘You like to read, defender?’ she asked him directly.

      He reluctantly met her gaze, noticing the blue flecks in her eyes amid swirls of grey. ‘I may have flicked through the French translation a long time ago.’

      She appeared impressed by that. ‘Jofroi’s translation has been highly praised.’

      Hodge snorted. ‘Pagan philosophy.’

      Isabel looked down again.

      Blackmane leaned back in his chair. ‘I thought someone in your position would find the parts about the ethical dilemmas facing rulers useful.’

      Tatum cleared his throat, which translated to ‘Shut up.’

      ‘My ethics are guided only by God,’ Hodge replied.

      It was official. Blackmane did not like him.

      ‘Don’t read too much into anything that comes out of Blackmane’s mouth, my lord,’ Alveye said. ‘He’s this way with everyone.’

      Tatum nodded in agreement. ‘The best fighters usually come with some quirks.’

      Isabel pushed her plate away and looked at Blackmane. ‘Best? That is high praise from your commander. Do you agree with that assessment?’

      He just wanted to finish his food and leave. ‘Every defender has their strengths.’

      ‘But no weaknesses,’ Everard said. ‘Those are trained out of them.’

      Isabel’s eyes creased at the corners.

      ‘Blackmane frequently loses sparring matches, but he has exceptional instincts,’ Tatum said, clapping the defender on the back—hard.

      Lord Hodge regarded him across the table. ‘Is that right? Well, I look forward to witnessing these exceptional instincts first-hand in the coming days.’

      Blackmane did not reply.

      A lute player wandered in, taking a seat on the stool at the far end of the room.

      ‘Perhaps you will do me the honour of a dance after we finish eating,’ Hodge said to Isabel when the music started.

      Blackmane could have sworn she rolled her eyes.

      ‘Normally I would love to. However, I am afraid I am rather tired this evening.’

      ‘Do defenders dance?’ Lady Gwenore asked no one in particular.

      Hadewaye paused eating to reply. ‘On the rare occasion we get the opportunity—but not Blackmane.’

      And once again, he was being dragged back into the conversation.

      That seemed to pique Isabel’s curiosity. ‘Why do you not dance, defender?’

      ‘We think he’s allergic to fun,’ Alveye said.

      Blackmane laid down his knife and fork. ‘Like I said, we all have our strengths. Dancing isn’t one of mine.’ He did not hate dancing so much as the memories of home that surfaced every time he witnessed other people partaking. Memories of his parents laughing and spinning in circles to familiar tunes. Memories of his sister dancing with the man she was supposed to marry in the summer. Memories of their pox-covered corpses mere weeks after celebrating the news.

      Smallpox was not always a death sentence, but it was in Ireland back when the whole country had been emaciated. They had been halfway to dead before the disease hit their shores.

      ‘Take Tolly and go,’ his mother had pleaded, eyes red and lips pale. ‘While you still can.’ Her final words before her chest sank and the light left her eyes.

      He had not had it in him to tell her on her deathbed that her youngest son had boarded a ship to Carmarthenshire two weeks earlier—a ship that had been set alight before any passenger could disembark due to an outbreak on board.

      ‘Take care of your brother.’ His father’s last words.

      His sister had passed soon after, and then the man she would never get to marry.

      Alveye waved a hand in front of Blackmane’s face. ‘I think we’ve lost him.’

      Blinking away the dark memories, the defender pushed Alveye’s hand out of his face and slid his plate away before rising. ‘Thanks for the meal. It’s time for me to retire.’

      ‘Will you not sample some of the wine, defender?’ Hodge said. ‘It came from Italy by ship.’

      ‘I don’t drink on duty.’

      Hodge’s eyebrows lifted. ‘But you are not on duty, defender. You are a guest in my home.’

      A defender was never off duty outside of Chadora’s walls. ‘Maybe another time. Excuse me.’ He made a point of not looking at Isabel as he turned to leave, but he felt her eyes on him all the way to the door.
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      ‘Could you have run away from dinner any faster?’ Tatum said upon entering their sleeping quarters.

      Blackmane reached for his boots and tugged them on. ‘I don’t trust him.’

      ‘Who? And where are you going?’

      ‘Lord Hodge. Perimeter check.’

      Tatum watched him get to his feet. ‘I know he’s a little arrogant, but show me a wealthy man who isn’t.’

      ‘It’s not that.’

      Tatum leaned against the doorframe, blocking his exit. ‘You don’t need to do perimeter checks in someone else’s home.’

      ‘But I can choose to.’

      Tatum did not move. ‘I’ll let you pass if you answer one question.’

      He let out a tired breath. ‘What question’s that?’

      ‘Is it possible that you resent Lord Hodge a little more than your average lord because he’s engaged to Lady Isabel?’

      He was not expecting that one. ‘What in Belenus’s name are you talking about?’

      ‘You could barely look at her during dinner.’

      ‘I barely look at anyone.’

      ‘Then you bit Hodge’s head off when he insulted her choice of reading.’ A smile spread across his face. ‘I think you’ve taken a shine to the young lady.’

      ‘A shine? Are you drunk?’

      He poked Blackmane’s chest with his finger. ‘That was her atop the wall when we arrived, wasn’t it?’

      Blackmane released a tired sigh. ‘So?’

      ‘So she made you pause, and you never pause for anyone.’

      Blackmane shoved him aside. ‘I thought she was about to jump.’

      Tatum caught hold of the frame to stop from falling. ‘Don’t worry. Your secret’s safe with me.’

      Alveye and Hadewaye appeared, blocking the only exit.

      ‘What secret?’ Hadewaye asked.

      Tatum swung theatrically around the edge of the doorframe. ‘Blackmane has taken a fancy to Lady Isabel.’

      ‘Fairly sure that’s not how keeping secrets works,’ Alveye pointed out.

      ‘Get your drunk arse into bed,’ Blackmane said as he pushed between the two defenders still in his way.

      ‘Where are you going?’ Hadewaye called to his back.

      ‘Perimeter check.’

      ‘What?’ Alveye’s voice followed him out into the open corridor. ‘I’m confident they have that covered.’

      Blackmane kept walking without responding.

      The air was crisp and sharp outside, and every inhale woke him up a little more. He headed down the path that led to the outer wall, then climbed the icy steps to the top. Two men on patrol stopped talking when they spotted him. They looked down at his uniform, then watched him with a wary expression as he passed them. He did not care if his presence made anyone uncomfortable, because going to sleep without knowing the castle was secure made him uncomfortable. He was not at Hampstead Keep in search of new friends.

      His boots landed quietly as he took in his surroundings, listening for anything unusual. He passed four more guards on the north wall, nodding in place of a greeting, then entered the turret at the end. They appeared to have a decent number of weapons, which was something.

      As he stepped onto the west wall, he felt someone’s presence. Stopping, he looked around, finding only shadows. But he was definitely not alone. His eyes narrowed on the darkest corner. ‘I suggest you show yourself before I draw my sword.’

      Nothing.

      He drew his weapon. A beat later, a cloaked figure stepped into the flickering light cast by a nearby torch.

      ‘How did you know I was there?’ came Lady Isabel’s voice. She pulled down the hood of her cloak and waited for his response.

      ‘It’s a defender thing.’ He sheathed his sword. ‘What are you doing out here on the wall at this time of the night?’ He looked past her. ‘Are you alone?’

      ‘Now I am.’ She looked over her shoulder. ‘Margery had to go.’

      It was an odd time and place to meet a friend. ‘You should have left with her.’

      That made her smile. ‘Oh, I wanted to.’ She closed the distance between them. ‘But I would need wings for that.’

      ‘I’m going to assume from your response that Margery is either an angel or a bird.’

      ‘She is both.’ Her face turned serious. ‘But please do not mention the meeting to His Lordship. She is not supposed to leave her cage, and he is rather strict with that rule.’

      He blinked. ‘I will try my hardest to refrain from discussing your pet bird with the lord of the house.’

      She angled her head. ‘I appreciate that, defender.’

      ‘And might I suggest you return to the castle now.’

      ‘You know, you are a little high-handed given that this is not your home.’ She regarded him a moment. ‘What are you even doing up here?’

      He looked around the wall walk. ‘Perimeter check.’

      Her eyes shone with amusement. ‘Right. Well, do not let the guards overhear you. They might take that as criticism of their work.’

      Before he could respond, a flash of light caught his attention behind her. He stepped up to the embrasure and peered down at the ground below. There were several fires burning approximately fifty yards away. ‘Is this normal?’

      She came up next to him, eyebrows drawing together. ‘What on earth⁠—’

      A burning arrow passed over their heads before she could finish that sentence. Shouting along the wall ensued.

      ‘Archers to the wall! We’re under attack!’

      That was not good.

      ‘Time to go,’ Blackmane said.

      When he went to head back into the turret, she did not follow. She was pressed up against the wall—not moving.

      He clicked his fingers in front of her face. ‘There are people shooting fire at us.’

      She turned her head in his direction, moving as though the action took enormous effort. ‘Will the castle burn?’

      There was genuine terror in her voice. His gaze fell to her scarred hand. ‘No. The grounds are too wet.’

      ‘You are sure?’

      He was mostly sure. He offered his hand. ‘Come on. I’ll get you to the castle.’

      She stared at the open hand for the longest time before finally reaching for it. But as she did, a burning arrow smacked the wall walk a few feet from them and skated across the stone to the other side. Isabel dropped into a crouch, arms going over her head.

      Blackmane cursed, then walked over to the arrow, stomping the flame out with his boot. Returning, he pulled her to her feet and dragged her into the turret. ‘You focus on walking and let me worry about the rest, all right?’

      She nodded.

      Guards swarmed the wall now, running back and forth while putting out small fires.

      ‘Down you go,’ he said when they reached the narrow steps. ‘I’ll be right behind you.’

      Smoke drifted up the stairwell, and she immediately backed up when she saw it, breathing hard and fast. He took her hand again and led the way, keeping her close behind him. The farther down they got, the darker it became and the thicker the smoke was. He could hear her sharp intakes of breath every time she misjudged a step, while his own feet moved swiftly and instinctively down the stairwell.

      When they reached the bottom of the turret, Blackmane saw through the door that a nearby garden bed was on fire, most likely laid with straw. Two stable boys were attempting to contain it. Isabel froze the second she spotted the flames. When he tried to pull her towards it, she anchored her feet.

      ‘I cannot breathe,’ she said, now hyperventilating.

      ‘It’ll be better outside. Keep moving.’

      She shook her head.

      Normally he would instruct a person paralysed by fear to take a few deep breaths, but the turret was full of smoke. So he did the only thing he could. He picked her up and carried her out, almost colliding with Tatum in the process. The commander looked down at the woman clinging to him, her face buried in his uniform.

      ‘I see the perimeter check was eventful,’ he said.

      Blackmane was never going to hear the end of this.

      They moved away from the fire, and then Blackmane set Isabel down on the ground. He kept hold of her while she drew greedy breaths.

      Tatum nodded towards Isabel. ‘Our generous host is tearing the castle apart looking for her. I suggest you take her straight inside.’

      Blackmane nodded. ‘I’ll meet you on the wall.’

      Tatum took off at a jog, disappearing into the smoke-filled turret.

      Another arrow landed on the ground nearby, sending Isabel scampering sideways. Luckily, Blackmane still had hold of her.

      ‘Close your eyes.’ It was better if she did not see the fireballs raining down on them.

      Isabel pressed her eyes shut and held tightly to his hand as they ran along the path towards the castle. At least her legs were working again.

      ‘Almost there,’ he said, guiding her up the front steps.

      A moment later they were through the door. He slammed it shut behind them. The only sound inside was Isabel’s fast breaths.

      ‘You all right?’ he asked.

      She looked around before focusing on him. ‘Yes.’

      ‘I need you to slow your breathing for me.’ He gave her a moment.

      ‘I am sorry,’ she said. ‘I am not usually that useless in a crisis.’

      He nodded. ‘Fear can be a fickle beast.’

      ‘Isabel!’

      She jumped at the sound of her name thundering down the corridor. Blackmane stepped back from her right before Hodge entered the hall.

      ‘I am here,’ she said, her voice barely carrying.

      Lord Hodge jogged over to her, his face distraught. ‘Praise God. Where were you?’

      She looked past him. ‘Where are Mother and Everard?’

      ‘Safely in their quarters, no doubt worried sick about you.’ He took hold of both her arms, looking her up and down. ‘You are unharmed?’

      She shook her head. ‘Yes.’

      Hodge turned to Blackmane. ‘Where did you find her?’

      There was something in his demeanour that made him uneasy. ‘Hiding from the arrows’ was all he said. She could craft the rest of the story however she needed to. His gaze flicked to Isabel, who was kneading the skirt of her dress between her fingers. ‘I need to return to the wall.’

      Hodge looked back at Isabel. ‘Are you going to thank the defender for returning you safely?’

      Isabel let go of her skirt and looked between them. ‘Of course. Thank you for escorting me, defender. It was fortunate that you came across me during my walk.’

      Hodge sniffed. ‘Very fortunate—especially given you had both retired for the evening.’ He paused. ‘We are both grateful.’

      Blackmane nodded once, then exited the hall without a backwards glance.
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      Isabel’s tongue moved in her mouth, tasting smoke. She lay on her back, still in yesterday’s clothes, staring up at the ceiling, while five-year-old memories pummelled her.

      ‘Ita! Wake up! Get up and open the door!’

      She could still feel the unbearable heat coming from the flames licking the bottom of the door, heating the handle to skin-melting temperatures. She winced at the memory of taking hold of it, the creak and groan of the roof above her. Then Hodge had arrived, throwing a woollen blanket over her head and pulling her away from the door and out of the house.

      Ita.

      Isabel sat up and moved to the edge of the bed, pouring herself some water. She eyed the wilted daisy chain as she drank. Hope crept in every time she looked at those flowers. As she placed the cup down, she noticed fresh bruises on her wrists. Hodge had held her in an iron grip as he scolded her about leaving her quarters after dark. Endless ramblings about trust and how much she meant to him and how his life would be over if anything happened to her. He said all this while her wrists turned to powder in his hands.

      The fact that he had found her alone with Blackmane had made it so much worse.

      Rising, she grabbed the woollen blanket from the chair and drew it around her as she stepped into a pair of boots, not bothering to tie the laces. She exited her quarters and made her way outside. All was still and quiet now.

      She climbed to the top of the wall, stepping onto it just as the sun reached the horizon, painting the castle in golden light and chasing away the shadows. She had a bird’s-eye view of the damage from up there and was surprised by how little there was. Blackmane had been right. Aside from some singeing of the lawn and gardens and soot covering the wall walk, everything was still standing. It had been too damp for any real harm to be done.

      Her eyes went to the sky, wondering if Margery was close by and what she would have made of all the chaos.

      ‘I thought you would have learned to stay off the wall by now.’

      Blackmane’s impatient tone had her looking over her shoulder. She took in his filthy face and the dark circles enclosing his eyes. ‘Have you not slept yet?’

      He came to a stop several feet from her. ‘While the castle was under attack? No.’

      She chose to ignore the sarcasm. ‘Was anyone injured?’

      He shook his head. ‘It was a lot of running around putting fires out and shooting blindly in the dark.’

      ‘I do recall a little of that.’ She adjusted the blanket around her, and the sleeve of her dress slid up her wrist. Blackmane’s eyes narrowed on it, prompting her to tuck it beneath the blanket. But he continued to stare at the spot as though he could see through the wool.

      ‘What happened to your arm?’ he asked.

      There was a short silence as she tried to come up with an answer that would not fill her with shame. ‘Margery.’

      He lifted his gaze to hers. ‘Your pet bird left those marks?’

      She nodded and looked away.

      ‘The aversion of your gaze, lack of words, and noncongruent gestures suggest you’re lying.’

      She felt hot suddenly—seen. ‘Is that another defender trick?’ When he did not answer her, she said, ‘His Lordship can get a little… enthusiastic when communicating his point.’

      ‘Perhaps you mean aggressive.’

      She bit down on her lip and went for a change of subject before things got even more uncomfortable. ‘When do you leave for your tour?’

      He let out a short breath, eyes never leaving her. ‘Tomorrow.’

      She was grateful that he let the subject go. ‘What was it like? Riding through the region, I mean?’

      ‘Empty.’

      She had been expecting that answer, but it still made her chest ache. ‘It was such a vibrant place once upon a time. I adored growing up there.’

      ‘Where did you live?’

      ‘Llanelieu.’

      He nodded. ‘Not much there now.’

      She studied him. ‘These camps. Will they help?’

      ‘Apparently.’ His tone suggested otherwise.

      ‘I had hoped to come along, maybe visit my old home—or what is left of it. But His Lordship was not keen on that idea.’

      ‘As much as it pains me to agree with that man, he’s right.’

      She studied him a moment. ‘I gather you are not a fan of my future husband, defender?’

      Nothing changed on his face. ‘I think he’s fan enough for all of us.’

      Isabel did not smile, but she wanted to.

      A bullfinch landed on an embrasure a few feet away, drawing their attention.

      ‘Is this Margery?’ Blackmane asked.

      Isabel suppressed a smile as she looked back at him. ‘No. Margery is a tad bigger.’ She pinched her fingers together.

      Commander Tatum stepped out of the turret behind Blackmane, looking between them before saying, ‘Lord Hodge wants to see us.’

      Blackmane gave him a casual salute before turning his attention back to Isabel. ‘I strongly suggest you go back inside.’

      ‘People have been strongly suggesting that for the past five years. What makes you think I will start listening now?’

      They watched each other for the longest time.

      ‘Stay off the embrasures,’ he said before turning away.

      She watched him until he disappeared into the turret, then turned her attention to the sky.
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      ‘I really do not feel like socialising, Mother. Can you not tell His Lordship that I am unwell?’ The thought of sitting at Hodge’s side for the evening had her imagining all kinds of symptoms.

      Gwenore held up a pastel blue dress with drop sleeves, studying it like one did a painting before laying it on the bed. ‘His Lordship is leaving tomorrow. He will want to spend as much time with you as possible before he departs. Is it too much to ask that you eat dinner with the man so he can remember your lovely face while he is away?’

      Isabel rolled her eyes.

      ‘I saw that.’ Her mother stepped up to unbutton her dress, then tugged it down to Isabel’s waist. Gwenore stilled when she saw the bruises enclosing her daughter’s wrists.

      Isabel’s first instinct was to move her hands behind her back, but a part of her wanted her mother to see the marks, to ask her about them. At the very least acknowledge them. Instead, Gwenore averted her eyes and went to fetch the gown from the bed.

      Isabel’s chest pinched.

      What else had she expected? Questions would lead to answers, and answers would force her mother to admit that Hodge was not the man everyone needed him to be. On went the dress, buttoned to the neck. Her lips were painted, hair pinned back, and jewellery selected according to Lord Hodge’s tastes.

      ‘His Lordship always compliments you when you wear the sapphire earrings,’ Gwenore said, stepping back to admire her work.

      ‘Because they were a gift from him.’ He complimented her so she was forced to express her gratitude over and over again. She glanced at the window to gauge the time. ‘Where is Everard?’

      ‘Likely with His Lordship.’

      She resented how much time they spent together. Every ride, every sparring match, every game of chess, every conversation they shared while shooting at the butts felt like another claw in her.

      ‘Shall we?’ Gwenore asked, heading for the door.

      Isabel had no choice but to follow her.

      It was a far more social affair than the evening prior. Many noble families used Hampstead Keep as a safe stopover when travelling through the region. Isabel’s gaze swept over the rows of people seated at the long tables, searching.

      But searching for whom?

      Her eyes paused on Blackmane, who was standing at the back of the room talking to Hadewaye. His muscled arms were crossed, his stance wide. Inky hair fell forwards in a tousled mess. His dark eyes and black leather uniform only added to his lethal appeal—if there was such a thing.

      ‘Are we entering, or are we simply going to stand at the door all night?’ Gwenore asked.

      Isabel’s cheeks flushed. She had forgotten her mother was beside her, and she knew how ridiculous she must have looked standing there gaping at the defenders. Not all the defenders, however.

      Stepping into the room, she snuck another glance at Blackmane, who appeared oblivious to her presence. Probably a good thing. It was better to focus on the man she would soon marry. He was definitely looking at her, eyes raking her up and down—making her want to turn around and leave.

      She kept her focus on him from that point. The last thing she needed was him catching her looking at another man. Lord Hodge settled for nothing less than her undivided attention. He needed a lot of it, all the time, and for whatever reason, he had chosen her for the role. So she would either need to find it within her or fake it convincingly for the rest of her life. The problem was, the more he demanded, the further out of reach it felt.

      Hodge rose from his seat when she approached, and she made an effort to smile. He waited for the women to take their seats—so chivalric—then dragged his chair closer to Isabel’s so he could hold her hand.

      ‘Those earrings look absolutely beautiful on you.’

      He was so predictable.

      ‘You have exquisite taste, my lord.’ She gave her mother a look, but she pretended not to see it.

      The room grew louder as the evening progressed. And when the music began, it got louder still.

      ‘Will you come dance with me, sister?’ Everard asked, offering his hand.

      Anything to free herself from Hodge. Of course, she needed his permission before leaving his side.

      He nodded his consent, and Isabel fled the table, making her way into the middle of the room where other guests were already dancing. If anyone else had asked her, his hand would have tightened around hers, and she would have smiled and said to them, ‘That is such a kind offer, my lord, but I am afraid I am rather tired.’ And only when that person was far away would Hodge’s grip ease. Then after, she would return to her quarters, open the windows wide, and watch the sky, imagining all the sights Margery was seeing while flying free outside the walls.

      Everard and Isabel were both terrible dancers. They only ever did it when they needed a laugh or a means to blow off steam. They were always a fraction out of time and forever stomping on each other’s toes, but it felt good to forget about everything else for a few minutes.

      ‘Ready for the fast part?’ Everard asked her when the music changed.

      She was barely keeping up as it was. ‘Do not let me fall.’

      ‘I make no guarantees.’

      Around and around they spun until they were out of breath and flushed from laughter. When the music stopped, she curtsied before him, almost falling in the process as the room continued to spin.

      ‘I feel like you have gotten worse,’ Everard shouted over the applause.

      That made her laugh again.

      As she caught her breath, Isabel’s gaze drifted to the defenders’ table. There was Blackmane, watching her. His stare was so penetrating that it halted her laughter.

      ‘May I have the next dance?’ Hodge asked, seemingly appearing from nowhere.

      She flinched and quickly looked away. ‘Yes, of course.’ Saying no was not an option. Rejecting him in private was one thing. Rejecting him publicly was quite another.

      Everard bowed to his sister before returning to their table. Hodge took hold of Isabel’s hand and brought it to his mouth, kissing it for an uncomfortable length of time. She could feel heat rushing to her cheeks, but not in a good way.

      ‘I was thinking,’ Hodge said when the music started and they stepped together, ‘that perhaps you should accompany me to Carmarthenshire.’

      Her eyebrows rose. She had not been expecting that. ‘Really?’

      ‘Hampstead Keep is not exactly a safe haven right now, and I would prefer not to be separated for a long period. You are quite right in your thinking that you are safest at my side.’

      She never felt safe at his side—far from it. She was usually on edge, bracing for the moment his love warped into something he would be forced to apologise for later. But she did want to go to Carmarthenshire. Home was calling to her.

      ‘Can you take me to see Maddock House?’

      He laughed. ‘To see a pile of rubble?’

      ‘Yes.’

      He gave her a pitiful look. ‘Leave it with me.’

      The song came to an end, and they stepped apart, applauding.

      ‘I suppose I should tell the defenders that you will be joining us,’ Hodge said. ‘I discovered earlier today that they are very fond of details.’

      They had finished eating and were preparing to leave. Hodge took her by the hand and led her over to their table. ‘Commander Tatum.’

      All four defenders looked in his direction, as though that name applied to all of them.

      ‘Yes?’ Tatum asked.

      ‘Might I have a word outside?’

      The four men exchanged a look before heading for the exit. Isabel noticed that Blackmane appeared annoyed by the conversation before it had even begun.

      ‘I wanted to let you know that Lady Isabel will be joining us on the tour,’ Hodge announced when they were far enough from the door to hear.

      The muscles in Blackmane’s face tightened. ‘No.’

      Tatum raised a hand to silence him. ‘With respect, I don’t think that’s a very good idea.’

      Hodge gave Blackmane a cold stare before responding. ‘I was not asking for your opinion on the subject, Commander. I was telling you the plan.’

      The heat of Blackmane’s glare had Isabel looking down at the ground.

      The earl straightened. ‘She will be quite safe with me.’

      ‘What she’ll be is easy prey’ came Blackmane’s reply.

      ‘If I want your input, defender, I will ask for it,’ Hodge snapped. ‘Hampstead Keep will be at its most vulnerable during the next few weeks, as a portion of the guards will be with me.’

      ‘Then take fewer guards,’ Blackmane said.

      Tatum gave him a look that made it clear that he was not to speak again.

      ‘Better she remains behind guarded walls than out in the open in rebel territory,’ Alveye said.

      Hodge blinked. ‘Perhaps you meant to say England’s territory.’

      Isabel looked down at her hand, which was turning white beneath his grip. When she looked up again, she saw that Blackmane had also noticed. His expression darkened even more, if that were possible.

      ‘Our orders are to keep you safe,’ Tatum said. ‘Bringing Lady Isabel will divide our attention.’

      Hodge waved a hand. ‘I have an army of men to keep us both safe.’

      Nausea rolled over Isabel as the bones in her hand ground together.

      ‘Let go of her,’ Blackmane said, the words a growl from his lips.

      Everyone looked at him.

      ‘You’re hurting her.’ He gestured to their joined hands. ‘Let go.’

      Isabel held her breath, unsure how Hodge would react to another man coming to her aid while simultaneously bringing attention to the ill treatment.

      The two men stared daggers at each other, the tension palpable. Surprisingly, Hodge loosened his grip but did not let go.

      ‘I suggest you keep your men focused on the task at hand,’ Hodge said to Tatum.

      Alveye cleared his throat. ‘Last night’s attack suggests rebel numbers might not be as low as you think. And clearly they know we’re here and aren’t happy about the fact.’

      Tatum rubbed his forehead. ‘However, you’re free to bring whomever you like. Our protection extends to everyone travelling with us.’

      That had Blackmane turning and walking away without another word. Hadewaye and Alveye mumbled some form of pleasantry before following him.

      Tatum looked at Isabel. ‘It won’t be a comfortable journey.’

      She offered him a weak smile. ‘I assure you there will be no complaints from me, Commander.’

      He nodded. ‘Then I shall see you both bright and early.’ With that, he turned and followed the others.

      Once alone, Hodge’s grip tightened on Isabel again. She winced and looked up at him questioningly.

      He turned to face her. ‘Why is Blackmane telling me to let go of your hand?’

      She could see the jealous glaze visible in his eyes despite the poor light. There was no right response to that question. ‘I do not know.’

      Hodge wet his lips and looked in the direction of the castle. ‘We will discuss this later in private.’

      Dread filled her. ‘There is really nothing to discuss⁠—’

      ‘Let us go. We have guests.’ He then proceeded to drag her back in the direction of the castle.

      She wanted to tell him to let go, that he was hurting her—but he already knew. That was the point. The new bruise would serve as another reminder that the only person who could protect her from him was him.

      ‘Smile,’ he told her as they neared the entrance to the hall. ‘Light up the room, as you always do.’ He finally released his hold on her.

      She cradled her hand briefly before letting it fall to her side. Then, raising her chin, she stepped into the room with a smile.
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      ‘What’s the matter with you?’ Tatum asked, pausing mid-saddling of his horse and looking over at Blackmane.

      ‘Nothing.’ He was becoming increasingly frustrated with the strap of his saddle bag.

      Tatum walked over to him. ‘So you’re not still angry about the fact that Lady Isabel is coming on the tour?’

      Of course he was angry. It was reckless and dangerous—and Hodge was an idiot for agreeing to it. ‘It’s not only dangerous for her but for everyone. Her presence will distract the guards.’

      Tatum’s lips twitched. ‘Oh, the guards are going to be distracted. All the other men and definitely not you.’

      ‘And when she’s killed, we’ll be blamed.’

      Hadewaye mounted his gelding. ‘I don’t think His Lordship will let an arrow or weapon anywhere near her. He’s rather protective.’

      ‘Perhaps a more accurate term is overprotective,’ Alveye said, joining the conversation. ‘He holds on to her like she might flee at any moment. Have you noticed that?’

      Oh, Blackmane had noticed all right.

      ‘People in love are weird—period,’ Tatum said. ‘The way they behave generally is unsettling.’

      Alveye laughed. ‘And that’s why you’ll die alone.’

      ‘I don’t think his feelings are reciprocated,’ Hadewaye said. ‘Lady Isabel is simply doing what she must to keep her family safe. And he holds on to her that way because she probably is tempted to flee. I certainly would be.’

      Blackmane checked the girth of his saddle before gathering the reins. ‘Doesn’t matter why they’re together or how they feel about each other. It only matters that the death toll during this assignment is kept to a minimum.’ He landed softly in the saddle. ‘That said, if Hodge did love her, he wouldn’t be bringing her into a war zone.’

      Alveye wagged a finger in his direction. ‘Now you will make a great husband one day.’

      Tatum frowned. ‘So I’m to die alone while Blackheart here, who hates the entire world and everyone in it, is destined to be a great husband? That’s your assessment of things?’

      Hadewaye’s eyes returned to him. ‘How come you get away with calling him Blackheart, but when one of us says it, we get shoved off our horse?’

      Tatum returned to his mare. ‘Because I’m his commander, and the respect runs deep.’

      ‘Or maybe I’m just waiting for you to get on your horse,’ Blackmane said.

      The others laughed, then fell silent when Hodge approached on horseback.

      ‘Good morning,’ the earl called to the group. ‘Are we all ready for day one?’

      Blackmane busied himself with the saddlebag once more, leaving the others to respond. His gaze drifted to Isabel, who was at the far end of the mounting yard with her mother and brother. Her hair was half up, her face scrubbed clean. She wore a simple green dress beneath a heavy cloak and riding boots. At least she was dressed sensibly for the journey. He watched as she hugged them farewell before walking over to her waiting horse.

      ‘Trahern has been my trusted guard for many years,’ Hodge was saying to Tatum. ‘He will protect Lady Isabel with his life.’

      That got Blackmane’s attention. His eyes went to the seasoned guard Hodge was referring to, a greying man whose reaction time would likely leave a lot to be desired.

      ‘What about you?’ Tatum asked the earl. ‘Who will be riding at your side?’

      Abrupt laughter erupted from Hodge. ‘I am quite capable with a weapon, defender. You do not need to fret about me. We also have a unit of twenty men.’

      Numbers like that meant nothing without the necessary skills.

      ‘I’ll ride at your side, just to be safe,’ Tatum said.

      ‘As you wish. You can entertain me with heroic tales of your time in Carmarthenshire—before the return of the marcher lords.’

      Blackmane really wanted to smack the fool off his horse.

      ‘Ready, my beloved?’ Hodge called to Isabel.

      She looked in his direction. ‘Ready.’ But instead of joining him, she rode straight over to Trahern.

      ‘Come ride beside me,’ Hodge called to her, waiting.

      She released a rather heavy breath before doing as she was told. ‘Good morning, defenders,’ she said as she passed them.

      ‘My lady,’ said Hadewaye, Alveye, and Tatum. Blackmane simply nodded.

      Tatum signalled for everyone to move out, and they made their way to the outer wall.

      The gate lowered before them, forming a bridge across the moat. Thick fog and frosted grass awaited them on the other side.

      ‘Want me to ride up front?’ Blackmane asked Tatum.

      One corner of the commander’s mouth lifted. ‘Knock yourself out.’

      Blackmane trotted off until he was at the front of the unit, needing to be as far away from Hodge and Isabel as possible so his mind was entirely on the job.

      That tactic worked for the entirety of the morning. It was around noon when they reached a fork in the road and Blackmane heard arguing behind him. He turned his horse around and backtracked past the soldiers to see what was going on.

      ‘That is why I wanted to come. You know this,’ Isabel was saying, her horse stirring beneath her.

      Hodge took hold of the horse’s bridle, attempting to still it. ‘Is it? Is that really the reason?’

      ‘Let go of my horse.’

      He did not let go. ‘What about all the other reasons? Like to be at my side and witness first-hand how hard my family has worked to restore your homeland to something resembling civilisation.’

      ‘I am always at your side, and on the rare occasions I am not, you have me followed.’

      Blackmane nudged his horse forwards until he was next to Tatum. ‘What the hell is going on?’

      ‘Hodge wants to go straight to the camp.’ Tatum talked out of the side of his mouth, voice low. ‘She thought we were going to Llanelieu.’ He gave Blackmane a warning glance. ‘And we’re going to stay out of it.’

      That was easier said than done with Isabel growing more upset. Then Lord Lunatic reached for her, catching hold of her wrist. But before Blackmane even had a chance to intercept, a large golden eagle swooped down, its talons slicing Hodge’s face. A collective drawing of swords followed, drowning out the roar of pain.

      ‘I didn’t see that coming,’ Hadewaye said, looking thoroughly confused by the scene unfolding.

      Blackmane went straight for his bow. He had it loaded and pointed at the bird a beat later.

      ‘Do not hurt her!’ Isabel shouted. ‘Margery, stop!’

      Alveye lowered his weapon. ‘Who the hell is Margery?’

      Isabel had failed to mention that her pet bird was also a lethal predator capable of killing large mammals.

      Hodge reached back for his own bow, but by the time he had it loaded, the eagle was twenty feet above them. ‘What in God’s name is that thing doing here?’

      Isabel’s eyes were wide with panic. ‘She must have escaped her cage. I am sorry.’ She moved her horse closer to Hodge’s. ‘You are bleeding.’

      ‘You let it out.’ His tone was shrill with accusation. ‘After I explicitly told you not to, that if I ever caught it outside I would⁠—’

      ‘Shoot her from the sky. Yes, I know. I am sorry. I take full responsibility. Please, put the bow away.’

      Hodge did no such thing. Instead, he took aim at the eagle.

      ‘No!’ Isabel screamed, reaching for him. But he was too far away.

      Hodge released the arrow, but it never reached the bird because Blackmane’s arrow intercepted it, knocking it out of the sky. Margery disappeared into the trees.

      All eyes went to the defender.

      ‘Shit,’ Tatum muttered.

      For a moment, Hodge simply stared at Blackmane with a look of shock. That level of accuracy was probably unheard of outside of Chadora. But then the embarrassment and anger kicked in.

      ‘What the hell was that, defender?’ he yelled, wiping blood from his eye. ‘How dare you interfere?’

      Blackmane glanced at Tatum, whose expression made it clear he had overstepped. ‘Apologies. I was aiming for the eagle and missed.’

      ‘You missed?’ Hodge laughed abruptly. ‘Are you trying to tell me a highly trained defender missed a bird with a seven-foot wingspan that was positioned directly overhead?’

      ‘To be fair, the sun’s at a bit of an awkward angle,’ Alveye said, looking up and blinking dramatically.

      Hadewaye nodded in agreement. ‘We all have our bad days.’

      Hodge looked at Tatum and shouted, ‘Is there no discipline within your unit, Commander?’

      ‘For missing?’ Tatum asked, feigning ignorance.

      Isabel was looking from tree to tree, likely worried that the eagle would return. When she did not spot it, she turned her attention back to Hodge. ‘I am so sorry. I did not think she would follow.’

      He lurched for her again, seizing her arm and proceeding to rub her hand all over his bloodied face. ‘Look at what she did. Look!’ He held her hand in front of her face, forcing her to see.

      Blackmane instinctively reached for the knife strapped to his leg, but a single glance from Tatum made him pause.

      Isabel’s eyes welled up. ‘I am sorry.’

      ‘I have told you time after time that an eagle is not an appropriate pet for a woman of your status,’ Hodge ranted.

      Blackmane, on the other hand, now thought it the perfect pet.

      ‘I do not want that thing near you ever again,’ Hodge went on. ‘Do you understand?’

      She blinked, and a few tears escaped. ‘I cannot simply⁠—’

      He squeezed her hand. ‘Promise me, or God help me, I will hunt that thing to the ends of the earth.’

      ‘I understand,’ she whispered, reaching for his face in an attempt to soothe him. ‘I understand. I am sorry.’

      She was trembling now, as was Blackmane, but for a different reason.

      Hodge brought her hand to his mouth, lips pressing so hard that Blackmane was sure his teeth would leave an imprint. ‘I love you,’ he whispered. ‘I love you. I love you.’

      The man was insane, and Blackmane was beginning to realise just how trapped she really was. The English guards had all averted their gaze at this point. Alveye and Hadewaye looked on with bewildered expressions. Tatum appeared utterly confused by the whole scene.

      ‘I suggest we get moving,’ Blackmane said at a volume that only his commander would hear, ‘before I summon the bird for another go at him.’

      Tatum nodded. ‘We should keep moving.’ His voice cut through the awkward silence.

      Finally, Lord Hodge released Isabel’s hand and looked around like he had forgotten he had an audience. ‘One moment.’ He reached for his waterskin. ‘Hold out your hand, beloved. Let us get you cleaned up.’

      She held out a shaking hand and let him wash the blood from it. He then used some of the water to clean his face.

      ‘All right,’ he said when they were ready to leave. ‘Let us go.’

      Slowly, Isabel gathered up the reins and followed him without lifting her gaze to anyone.

      Blackmane rode behind the pair for the next part of the journey, and Tatum did him the favour of not bringing attention to the fact. Time passed in silence. Thankfully, there were no more incidents, and the eagle was smart enough to stay away.

      When it was time to make camp, the party found a clearing next to a creek a mile off the main road and set up a guarded perimeter. Two tents were erected for Hodge and Isabel while the rest of them slept around fires out in the open, ready to take their turn keeping watch.

      Isabel retreated to her tent the moment it was ready and did not emerge until Hodge had retired for the evening. Blackmane had just finished eating when he noticed her standing outside, hugging herself against the cold. He rose and walked over to her.

      ‘Need something?’

      She looked around with a worried expression. ‘Will someone be keeping an eye on the fires overnight?’

      He noted the colour rising in her cheeks after asking the question. ‘There will be plenty of men keeping watch over everything. Go get some sleep.’

      She met his gaze. ‘And what about you? Will you be getting some sleep? Surely even defenders must surrender to their mortal needs occasionally.’

      He nodded.

      Still she did not return inside. ‘Thank you for earlier. You saved her life.’

      He looked away. ‘Birds of prey keep the pests under control. They’re important.’

      ‘Of course. So, you saved her to keep the pests at bay?’

      ‘Yes.’ He had to lie, because admitting he did it for her would raise other questions.

      ‘What is your name?’ she asked, crossing her arms.

      ‘You know my name.’

      She tilted her head. ‘I mean your given name.’

      No one used his given name. It had all but died with his family. He hesitated before saying, ‘Ryder.’

      ‘Ryder,’ she repeated, testing it out. ‘My family and friends call me Belle. You can call me that if you like.’

      ‘Because we’re friends now?’

      ‘You saved Margery’s life. That may even qualify you as family.’

      She gave him a tired smile, one he drank up.

      ‘Goodnight, Lady Isabel,’ he said, making it clear that he was neither friend nor family.

      Her smile faded, and he was the reason.

      ‘Goodnight, defender,’ she said quietly before disappearing inside the tent.

      Blackmane headed down to the creek for a wash, splashing handfuls of cold water over his face. She was getting to him, and that was dangerous for everyone.

      When he returned from the creek, he saw that one of her tent flaps was snagged on something, which meant she was visible to anyone passing by. Releasing a heavy breath, he walked up the gentle slope to the tent, trying very hard not to peer inside—and failing. He was a few feet away when he glimpsed her seated on a roll-out bed in her nightdress. She had a blanket draped around her shoulders and long hair spilling down one shoulder. She was staring at the candle at the far end of the tent, a hairbrush idle in her hand. He should have quickly pulled the tent closed and walked away, but he did not do that.

      The hem of her nightdress sat mid-calf. Her slender ankles were crossed, the soles of her feet visible. Both had angry red scars from toe to heel. His chest tightened as he wondered what form of hell this girl had walked through to end up betrothed to the devil himself.

      As though sensing him there, her gaze snapped to the gap in the tent, and a soft gasp escaped her. She tugged her nightdress down over her legs and feet. He should have walked away. But then her face and shoulders relaxed, and she released the hem of her nightdress. It slid back up her legs, her scars on display once again. It felt like an invitation, a baring of her soul. Neither of them moved or spoke. Then his eyes fell to her feet again, her toes curling as his gaze landed. It was an honest moment, and he was utterly captivated by it.

      Captivated by her.

      It took all his effort to reach up, take hold of the canvas, and drag it closed. Darkness fell over his face once again. He was painfully aware of the change in his heart rate as he let go of the fabric and retreated to the campfire.
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      Alarm might have been Isabel’s first reaction when she spotted Blackmane’s face through the gap in the tent, but it had been short-lived. Something in his expression had put her at ease. His dark eyes had looked a golden brown beneath the soft light spilling from the tent. There had been tenderness in that gaze as it moved over her scarred feet. He wanted to see, and she wanted to be seen. It had been so long since someone had wanted to see the real her.

      And she had felt things too. Like blood roaring through her veins and heat gathering in her belly. She had felt both desire and desired, despite all the ugly parts being on display. It was entirely comfortable. And while she probably should have felt guilty, she felt only relief. For five years everyone around her had been saying she must feel this and she must feel that. She had started wondering if there was something wrong with her, something broken. But she was not broken.

      Her heart sped up as she emerged from her tent the next morning. She looked over at the now-abandoned campfire where Blackmane and his comrades had slept.

      ‘Morning, my lady,’ Trahern said, approaching. ‘Your horse is ready.’

      ‘Thank you.’ She looked around for Blackmane, finding him by his horse, speaking with Commander Tatum. He glanced in her direction, and heat rose in her cheeks at the simple act of eye contact. He nodded once before turning his attention back to Tatum. The exchange was so casual, his demeanour so different from the night prior, that she worried she may have dreamt the whole thing up.

      ‘Good morning, beloved,’ Hodge called as he stepped outside his tent.

      All the heat inside her dissipated at the sound of his voice. She looked in the earl’s direction. ‘Good morning, my lord.’

      ‘Sleep well?’

      No, she had not. She had lain awake thinking about another man’s eyes on her. ‘Yes, thank you.’

      Hodge walked over to her, taking hold of her face. Oh, how she wanted to push his hands away.

      ‘I feel dreadful about yesterday. You know I cannot bear it when we argue.’

      The fact that he referred to such incidents as arguments spoke volumes. ‘All is well now.’ She gently guided his hands away from her face, making sure to smile as she did so.

      ‘We are about thirty-five miles from the camp, which means I will have you safely behind walls by mid-afternoon.’

      He loved to put her behind walls.

      A guard approached. ‘Your horse is ready, my lord.’

      ‘Very good,’ Hodge replied.

      Their belongings were now being carried out of the tents and pegs torn from the ground. Hodge offered her his arm, and she reluctantly took it.

      ‘I think you will be most impressed with the camp when you see it,’ he said as he led her away.

      It grated on her that he spoke about the camp as a point of pride rather than with disappointment that it had come to this.

      ‘Prepare for departure,’ Hodge shouted at the men who were already scrambling about doing just that. He walked her to her horse and turned to help her mount.

      ‘Thank you, my lord, but I need no assistance.’

      ‘Nonsense,’ he replied, taking hold of her waist.

      She gently pushed his hands away. ‘I am quite capable of getting on a horse.’

      He reached for her again. ‘I am standing right here.’

      She stepped out of his grasp this time. ‘I can do it myself.’ The words came out far more abrasive than intended, taking them both by surprise. ‘I… I apologise. It seems I did not get enough sleep after all.’

      He pulled her to him, taking hold of her face once more and kissing her forehead. ‘You must let me love and care for you as I see fit.’

      Must I? Really? She pressed her eyes shut, waiting for him to release her. When he did, she turned back to her horse, and he helped her onto it. But because he was not the strongest of men, she ended up doing most of the work herself anyway.

      Her eyes met Blackmane’s as she landed in the saddle. The look in his eyes was confirmation that she had not dreamt their shared moment after all.

      When everything was packed up and loaded onto the horses, the group continued east, Isabel tucked between Trahern and Hodge with Blackmane at the very front, the farthest from her that he could be. Likely not a coincidence. He never looked back at her—not once. He was focused entirely on his job. Though she noticed all the defenders wore the same serious expressions. Perhaps that was part of their training too.

      Four hours into their journey, Blackmane emitted a high-pitched whistle and raised a fist in the air. Everyone stopped. The defenders reached for their bows while the English guards looked around, confused.

      ‘What is going on?’ Hodge asked Tatum, who was now watching the trees down his arrow. ‘Why have we stopped?’

      ‘Quiet.’

      Hodge scowled but did as he was told.

      The guards followed the defenders’ cue and drew their swords. Realising he was the only person without a weapon in his hand besides Isabel, Hodge followed suit.

      Isabel looked up, studying the branches above. It was as though the breeze had stilled suddenly. Trahern flinched beside her, and she whipped her head around to look at him. She sucked in a breath when she realised there was an arrow protruding from his chest.

      Hodge looked past her to the wide-eyed bodyguard, who was now falling sideways. ‘We are under attack!’

      The defenders were already shooting at things Isabel could not see while Hodge’s men turned in circles with their useless swords. More arrows came at them, flashing in and out of sight. One hit the horse in front, and it backed into hers. The gelding’s front legs lifted off the ground.

      ‘Easy, boy.’

      Blackmane appeared out of nowhere, filling the space where Trahern had been, his muscled frame shielding her from the trees on that side of the road. Her former bodyguard was now on the ground, bloody-mouthed and wheezing.

      Isabel went to dismount to help him.

      ‘Leave him,’ Blackmane instructed, as though he had eyes in the back of his head. ‘He’ll be dead before your feet touch the ground.’

      When Isabel looked back at Trahern, he was still.

      Hodge continued to bark orders at the men around them while the defenders worked calmly and meticulously under a veil of silence.

      It will be over soon, she thought. There were only so many arrows someone could shoot.

      That number was higher than she expected, however. It was quickly becoming one of the longest moments of Isabel’s life—excluding the night Maddock House burned down.

      Blood roared in her ears, and she had no idea what to do or where to look. Then men began to drop from the trees around them, armed with axes, short swords, and shields. And some with nothing at all, because they were already dead.

      Blackmane dropped his bow to the pommel of his saddle and drew his sword while reaching for Isabel with his spare hand. ‘Jump.’

      Without hesitating, she kicked the stirrups off her feet and drew her legs up. But then Hodge’s horse slammed into hers before she had a chance to leap, knocking her forwards. Blackmane caught her arm on the way down and swung her under his horse.

      ‘Don’t move from that spot,’ he barked.

      The defenders’ horses were clearly far better conditioned to the sounds and sights of battle. Blackmane’s mare barely moved a hoof as people fell and weapons screeched, the smell of blood taking over the air. Isabel pressed her eyes shut and clapped her hands over her ears. Then she hummed loudly so it was all she could hear.

      Seconds ticked by.

      Minutes.

      Then someone tapped her arm, and the humming stopped. Slowly, she peeled her eyes open, terrified of what she would see. A bloody-faced Blackmane was crouched beside her, saying things she could not hear. Maybe her hearing was damaged from the noise.

      Blackmane pointed to his ears, bringing attention to the fact that she was still covering hers. She cautiously lowered her hands.

      ‘Are you injured?’ he asked.

      His voice was surprisingly calm and oddly soothing. She leaned into it. ‘I do not think so.’ Her eyes moved over his face, arms, and uniform. ‘Are you?’

      ‘No.’ He reached out his hand to her, signalling it was safe to come out.

      ‘For the love of all that is holy’ came Hodge’s voice behind her. ‘What on earth are you doing down there? You could have been trampled.’

      She was still reaching for Blackmane as Hodge dragged her out from under the horse and away from the defender.

      He began checking her for injuries. ‘Let me have a look at you. I cannot tell if any of this blood is yours.’

      Blood? She wiped her face with her hand, then stared down at the red smeared across it. It was someone else’s blood. She looked around at the injured and dead. Wastelanders, soldiers, horses. She walked unsteadily over to Trahern, bending to press his eyes closed. He had a wife, five children, and eight grandchildren waiting for him at home.

      Hodge followed her over, hands going to his hips. ‘Such a shame. My father thought the world of him.’

      No outpouring of grief for the man he, too, had known since boyhood.

      Tatum strode over to where they stood, gaze dropping to the corpse at their feet. ‘Alveye and Hadewaye are doing a check of the area. Eight of your men are dead and three more injured. Is there a medic at the camp who can treat them?’

      Hodge nodded. ‘Yes.’

      ‘Good. We’ll dress the wounds in the meantime.’

      Isabel looked up at that. ‘I will help you.’

      ‘Leave it to the soldiers,’ Hodge said. ‘You are far too sensitive for such things.’

      She wondered if that was true or if Hodge said these things to remind her that she was basically helpless. ‘I will wash, you bandage,’ she told Tatum, refusing to believe that about herself.

      A few feet away, she saw Blackmane drive a sword through the head of an injured horse, and her stomach rolled. He looked in her direction as he stepped back from the animal. He was the reason she got through unscathed. He kept stepping in and helping her, and she could not figure out what she had done to deserve his protection.

      Her eyes went to the injured men propped up against tree trunks. Two had deep lacerations and the third an arrow protruding from his leg. She had not seen these kinds of injuries up close before.

      ‘Normally we’d push the arrow through,’ Tatum explained, ‘but this one’s too close to the artery. We don’t want him bleeding out.’

      Isabel used the cloth Tatum gave her and the remainder of her own water to help clean the guards up as best she could. ‘Are you well enough to ride?’ she asked the man with the arrow in his leg.

      He was trying very hard not to look down at it. ‘We’ll soon find out.’

      ‘Area’s secure, Commander,’ Alveye called as his horse cantered by.

      Tatum nodded. ‘Good. Let’s get out of here.’

      The injured were lifted into saddles and the dead guards wrapped in blankets and loaded onto horses.

      ‘What about the others?’ Isabel asked Hadewaye, who had returned to help.

      He glanced around at the corpses. ‘You mean the wastelanders?’

      She nodded.

      ‘I imagine they’ll be picked apart by crows over the coming days.’ Then, seeing her fallen expression, he added, ‘Try not to look at their faces. It’s the hardest part to forget.’ He handed her his waterskin. ‘Here. Go clean yourself up.’

      ‘Thank you.’ She moved to the side of the road and washed her hands and face as best she could beneath a few drizzles of water.

      Blackmane walked her horse over to her. ‘We’re leaving.’

      She turned to him and looked over at Hodge to ensure he was not listening. ‘At some point you will find yourself in need of help. I want you to know that you can count on me when the time comes.’

      His eyes shone with amusement. ‘You’re going to help me?’

      ‘Yes.’ Colour filled her cheeks.

      He nodded slowly. ‘All right.’ He watched her a moment, then said, ‘You getting on?’

      She gathered the reins and mounted without any help from him. Someone had paid attention earlier.

      Blackmane let go of the bridle and returned to his own horse, saying to Tatum as he passed, ‘The lady rides with me.’

      Lord Hodge looked up at that. ‘Lady Isabel is to remain at my side at all times.’

      Blackmane looked tiredly in his direction. ‘We’re in the heart of enemy territory, and one third of your unit is dead or injured. You have no idea where the rest of the wastelanders are located, how many there are, or how far they’re willing to go to see you dead. Do you want Lady Isabel at your side, or do you want her safe? You don’t get both.’

      A tense silence followed. Hodge’s face went all blotchy before he finally said, ‘If anything happens to her, I will have your head, defender.’

      Alveye and Hadewaye exchanged a look that translated to ‘Good luck with that’ while Blackmane swung himself into the saddle. He glanced at Isabel with an annoyed expression. ‘Let’s go.’

      She followed him without hesitation, feeling the safest she had in years despite everything that had just occurred. Her eyes went skyward, where she glimpsed an eagle circling far above them. One corner of her mouth lifted before she looked back at the road.
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      Blackmane kept Isabel at the back of the group, not only because it was the safest place for her, but because he did not like the thought of Hodge’s eyes burning holes in their backs all afternoon. She seemed to breathe easier away from him. Blackmane also noticed that she kept her horse right beside his, and for once, he did not mind—for safety reasons.

      An hour into their silent ride, she leaned in and whispered, ‘I know you are angry that I came, but I hope you understand why I did.’

      Blackmane glanced at Hodge to see if he had heard, but the collective thud of horse hooves drowned out the conversation. ‘I get it. You wanted to visit your old house.’

      Her eyes went to him. ‘I wanted to go home.’

      He met her gaze. ‘How long did you live in Llanelieu?’

      ‘Fifteen years. I was born in Maddock House, lived there right up until my mother married Lord Tompkin.’

      He caught the bitterness in her tone when she said that last part. ‘How did that match come about?’

      Hodge glanced over his shoulder, looking between them, then faced forwards again.

      Isabel let a few moments pass before moving her horse closer to Blackmane’s—if that were possible. ‘Right place, right time. Or wrong place, wrong time. That depends on who you ask.’

      ‘I’m asking you.’

      ‘Then the latter.’

      He kept his eyes ahead.

      ‘It was a little over five years ago. The marcher lords’ final campaign,’ she continued. ‘Their last attempt to salvage what civility remained in Carmarthenshire in hope of remaining in their own homes.’ She paused. ‘Maddock House was one of the few households in the region still functioning. After my father died, Lord Tompkin took it upon himself to use it as an army base.’ Her eyes went to Hodge’s back. ‘My father defended that house until he drew his last breath. Then it was only the three of us and a handful of workers who were like family.’

      It was well known that the majority of workers in the region had laid down their tools when the food had run out, joining various groups believing they would be better fed. Sadly, that was not the case. Those groups then had to find ways to survive. Laws became irrelevant, as did the borders.

      ‘So the earl asked your widowed mother to return to Hampstead Keep with him as his wife?’ Blackmane asked.

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘And you want to know what became of Maddock House?’

      She shook her head. ‘I already know what became of it. It burned down the night before we left for Hampstead Keep.’

      Blackmane blinked slowly as that piece of the puzzle fell into place. ‘I gather that was a factor in your mother’s decision.’

      ‘The fact that she was homeless in a dangerous region with two dependent children and a rich lord was offering her a safe home? Yes, that was a factor.’

      Blackmane was silent for a minute. ‘How did the house burn down?’

      Isabel edged her horse closer, her leg brushing his. ‘Lord Hodge was at his father’s side throughout that campaign. He was staying at the house and woke to horses. Most likely rebels. They rode away when he went outside to investigate, and when he returned indoors, the kitchen was ablaze. It spread so quickly.’ She reached up and touched her throat, as though she were breathing the smoke in once more.

      He normally avoided these conversations because the risk of empathy was too high. The only reason he was able to function and perform at such an elite level was because he had done away with every emotion except loyalty. But the question came out anyway. ‘Did everyone make it out?’

      She shook her head, and he felt the weight of the silence that followed.

      ‘Lord Tompkin withdrew his men shortly after,’ she said when she could speak again.

      Blackmane nodded slowly. ‘And the wastelands were born.’

      ‘And the wastelands were born.’

      He edged his horse away from hers. Their knees brushing every second stride was proving distracting, which was never a good thing when travelling through rebel territory.

      Hodge looked over his shoulder. ‘Beloved, come see the crops.’

      Isabel looked to Blackmane, as though seeking his permission.

      ‘Fairly sure he’s talking to you,’ the defender said. ‘Go ahead. I’ll ride behind you.’

      She made her way over to Hodge, and he followed.

      ‘All these crops you see before you are ours.’ Hodge made a sweeping gesture with his arm. ‘Wheat, barley, cabbages, carrots, turnips. You name it, we planted it.’

      Isabel looked around. ‘When you say ours⁠—’

      ‘I mean England’s, of course. This project benefits everyone.’

      Blackmane was immediately suspicious when he said that. Food should benefit the region in which it was grown. He looked out at the fields, eyeing the uniformed guards patrolling the fence line. There were a lot of them given the size of the area. He glanced at Tatum, who looked equally as perplexed.

      Alveye rode up beside him. ‘What the hell is this?’ He kept his voice low. ‘The farmers look ready to fall down.’

      Blackmane returned his attention to the fields, spotting workers in the distance. These were not your typical farmers. They moved with stooped heads and rounded backs. These were people weighed down by exhaustion, fatigue, and… He narrowed his eyes.

      Chains.

      Each worker wore a shackle around one ankle, a chain running between them.

      Isabel stopped her horse and lifted a hand to her brow. ‘What is that around the farmers’ ankles? Are they… are they chains?’

      Hodge pulled up his horse, and the rest of the group stopped also. ‘We had a few teething issues in the beginning, people disappearing. The chains simply ensure the same number of people who go out to work in the fields at the beginning of the day return at the end of it.’

      All eyes went to him.

      ‘Why would they want to leave?’ Blackmane asked. ‘Why would anyone flee a camp offering food and safety?’

      ‘I have wondered that many times’ was Hodge’s reply. ‘You would think they would be grateful.’ He pushed his horse into a walk. ‘Though flight risk is less of a problem inside the camp. The majority work without need of weights. Or, as I like to call them, the grateful majority.’

      Blackmane and Alveye exchanged a glance.

      ‘You look tired,’ Hodge said, eyeing Isabel. ‘We are about a mile from the camp now. Let us continue so you may rest.’

      They forged ahead in total silence, eventually reaching a ten-foot stone wall with drawn wire atop it, confirming what Blackmane already knew.

      This was not a camp. This was a prison.

      The gate opened as they approached, a guard standing on each side of it. Their attention was focused inside, ensuring no one escaped in the few minutes it sat open. The defenders shifted in their saddles when the gate closed behind them. Blackmane looked around, taking note of every detail, from the condition of the roads to the number of guards watching them. When he glanced at Isabel, she looked appalled. It seemed Hodge had kept some of the finer camp details from her up until this point.

      They dismounted, handing their exhausted horses over to the young men who came to take them. The surviving guards took the injured to be treated, leaving the defenders alone with Hodge and Isabel.

      ‘Shall we get straight into the tour?’ Hodge asked the group.

      The defenders looked at the injured being carried off, then at each other.

      Tatum answered on their behalf. ‘Why not?’

      Hodge clapped his hands together. ‘Very good. Let us start with the kitchen area. The heart of the camp.’

      Blackmane detected no pulse in the vicinity.

      ‘This way,’ Hodge said, striding off.

      Isabel glanced solemnly at Blackmane before following him.

      ‘On the right, you will find the kitchen area, where all the food is prepared,’ Hodge said, beginning the tour. ‘Every worker receives a parcel of items each week and one hot meal per day.’

      Isabel looked at him. ‘Did you say one?’

      ‘Every day. No one goes hungry around here.’

      Women moved back and forth between large pots that hung over open flames. The air smelled of salt and boiled bones. Those cooking stopped to watch them pass, their faces drawn and bleak. Either the pots were missing some vital ingredients or the women were working too hard for what they were receiving. The hate and resentment coming from these people was stifling.

      Blackmane paused when he noticed Isabel stopped a few paces back, her clasped fingers turning white as she stared at something. He followed her line of sight to an older woman with weathered skin, staring back at her with the same intensity.

      ‘Isabel,’ Hodge said, turning to look at her. ‘Are you all right?’

      She whipped her head in his direction on a sharp inhale. ‘Yes. I… I was simply enjoying the smell.’ She hurried to catch up to him. ‘Please continue.’

      Hodge reached for her hand before walking on. ‘We need to get you some food when we are done. You have not eaten all day.’

      The sight of the man’s hand wrapped around Isabel’s evoked the same feelings in Blackmane as the shackles enclosing the workers’ ankles. It made his blood boil and his hands itch.

      ‘Now, on the left you will find the sleeping quarters,’ Hodge continued, pulling Isabel along with him.

      Her face fell the second his focus was elsewhere.

      Blackmane looked over his shoulder at the woman now staring after Isabel, despite everyone else returning to their work. She immediately looked away when she realised he was watching her. He committed her face to memory before moving on.

      ‘The sleeping quarters were designed to be space efficient,’ Hodge said, gesturing to the poorly built houses casting long shadows over the road. ‘Each house is designed to sleep five hundred people. We currently have three of them with space to add another.’

      Blackmane frowned. ‘Did you say five hundred people in each house?’

      ‘Correct,’ Hodge replied proudly. ‘As I said, they were purpose built.’

      Tatum shifted his weight. ‘You have fifteen hundred people living in a camp this size?’

      Hodge kept a firm hold on Isabel. ‘Actually, it is a little over sixteen hundred at present, but only until the western camp is built.’

      ‘You mean rebuilt?’ Isabel pointed out.

      Hodge’s mouth flattened into a thin line. ‘Correct.’

      ‘What happened to the western camp?’ Hadewaye asked.

      Alveye muttered, ‘I could hazard a guess.’

      ‘Ruffians,’ Hodge said simply. ‘Ruffians standing in the way of progress.’

      ‘Hard to imagine,’ Tatum said, gaze flicking to Blackmane’s.

      The sarcasm was lost on Hodge. ‘All going well, the second camp should be open by the end of the month.’

      Blackmane looked back at the buildings. ‘So where do the excess people sleep?’

      ‘Inside, of course. We cannot have people sleeping out in the cold. We pack them into the lower bunks.’

      Silence followed that statement.

      Hodge began walking again, and the others followed. Blackmane’s jaw tightened in unison with the earl’s grip on Isabel.

      ‘Careful,’ Tatum said quietly, stepping past him. ‘You’ll break a tooth.’

      Blackmane feigned ignorance as he forced his focus to the fenced area up ahead, presumably for livestock.

      Hodge stopped in front of the fence and finally let go of Isabel’s hand. He turned to face them. ‘A children’s section was my idea.’

      There was a collective exchange of confused looks.

      Blackmane peered through the drawn wire fence, freezing when he saw them. Children. Not running or playing like they should be but seated in groups, some with infants on their laps. Still and silent, watching them through the fence.

      ‘What the hell is this?’ Hadewaye asked, not holding back with his tone.

      Hodge waved a hand. ‘This is where the children are kept when their parents are working.’

      Isabel walked over to the fence, pressing a finger to a sharp piece of wire—just like the wire used to keep cattle in. She turned to Hodge, eyes blazing. ‘Why are they locked up like this?’

      The earl appeared perplexed by the question. ‘We cannot very well have them wandering about the camp unsupervised. That is hardly safe.’

      Isabel blinked. ‘Where are their mothers? Fathers? Aunts?’

      ‘Working, obviously.’

      More looks were exchanged between the defenders, an entire conversation taking place without a single word being spoken.

      Isabel brought a hand to her temple. ‘Are you telling me that you separate children from their mothers and fathers and lock them in a pen, like pigs?’

      An annoyed expression settled on Hodge’s face. ‘We cannot have children getting underfoot. Containing them in one central area is the most sensible approach.’

      Isabel covered her face with her hands. ‘Oh my goodness.’

      ‘My beloved, this is a unique situation of which you cannot possibly understand the complexities,’ Hodge said in his most patronising tone.

      Her hands fell to her sides, and she stared at him for a few beats before saying, ‘You are right. I do not understand.’ She cleared her throat. ‘I would like to go to my tent, please.’

      ‘But you have not seen the holding cells yet’ came his reply.

      She winced.

      Tatum squinted in the earl’s direction. ‘You have holding cells inside the camp?’

      Hodge straightened. ‘Of course we do. Do you think troublemakers outside of the camp are suddenly going to be on their best behaviour when brought inside?’

      The man had built a prison inside a prison and failed to see the irony in that.

      ‘I really need to lie down,’ Isabel said. ‘Is there a tent? Or shall I find room in one of the overcrowded houses?’

      ‘Touché,’ Alveye said under his breath.

      A few tense seconds passed before Hodge said, ‘I shall come with you.’

      ‘No.’ Her response was a fraction too firm and far too quick. ‘What I mean is I am tired and need a quiet moment.’

      Blackmane was ready to tackle Hodge to the ground if he did not give her a few minutes’ reprieve. Thankfully, it did not come to that.

      Hodge gestured to a passing guard. ‘Webb, take Lady Isabel to her quarters. She is in need of rest.’ His eyes never left her. ‘And stand guard outside until I get there.’

      Normally, Blackmane would agree with such precautions, but this felt a lot like she had just become one of the prisoners.

      ‘This way,’ Webb said, gesturing back in the other direction.

      She glanced a final time at the children, then walked ahead of him.

      ‘Shall we continue with the tour?’ Hodge asked.

      Alveye, Hadewaye, and Blackmane all looked in the direction of the children. Tatum was forced to answer on their behalf.

      ‘Yes. Let’s see the infamous holding cells.’

      Hodge turned and marched off.

      ‘Relax. She’s quite safe in here,’ Tatum said as he fell into step with Blackmane. He spoke in a low voice so Hodge would not hear.

      Blackmane scraped his teeth over his lower lip, eyes boring into Hodge’s back. ‘You’re wrong about that. Her biggest threat is nearby at all times.’

      Tatum glanced sideways at him. ‘Just remember our orders. We’re here to observe, not interfere.’

      Blackmane nodded, then fought the urge to look over his shoulder at Isabel’s retreating back.
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      It was definitely her. A ghost from Isabel’s past. Yvaine. Beautiful Yvaine. The best cook in Carmarthenshire in Isabel’s opinion.

      And Ita’s mother.

      She was alive. And if she was alive, that meant there was a chance Ita was alive too. But Isabel had to be careful how she proceeded, because it was clear Hodge had no idea who she was, and there was a reason Yvaine had not identified herself to him despite there being a hundred reasons why she should.

      The guard escorted her along the muddy road, beneath an overcast sky that made it impossible to gauge how late in the day it was. When the kitchen area came into sight, she searched for Yvaine among the women. They were hard to tell apart in their drab clothing with their hoods pulled up to protect them against the cold December winds.

      ‘I am going to need something to eat,’ Isabel told the guard.

      Webb gave her a tired look. ‘Do I look like a lady’s maid?’

      ‘I am not asking you to cook it for me. I am quite capable of organising my own food.’ She stopped at the kitchen area, glancing around.

      The women paused their work and looked in her direction, giving her a chance to see their faces again.

      ‘I was instructed to take you to your tent,’ Webb said, sounding irritated.

      She looked up at him. ‘Shall I tell His Lordship that my request for a simple bowl of soup was denied?’

      The guard exhaled and gestured for her to go ahead.

      She walked into the kitchen area, eyes darting left and right. Her vision snagged on a familiar pair of brown boots with pointed toes, boots her mother had given Yvaine as a gift many years ago. She lifted her gaze, her heart squeezing as she met warm hazel eyes—eyes that always seemed to smile. A few moments passed, and then Yvaine noticed Webb standing there and straightened.

      ‘Can I help you with something?’ she asked, her tone lacking its usual warmth.

      Isabel closed some of the distance between them. ‘I was wondering if I might trouble you for some soup. It has been a long day of travel.’

      Yvaine nodded. ‘I’ll bring a tray to your tent.’

      Isabel swallowed. Soon she would have the opportunity to look at her properly, to touch her and confirm she was real. ‘Thank you.’ Turning, she headed back to the waiting guard.

      The pair continued along the road that ran through the middle of the camp, passing the stables and barracks as they headed towards the large tents at the back. Each was big enough to stand up in.

      ‘That one’s yours,’ Webb said, gesturing to the one on the far left.

      Isabel stepped inside and looked around. There was a cot with linen and blankets, plus a small table and stool. The bag containing her belongings had been brought in and sat on the end of the bed.

      ‘I’ll be outside,’ the guard told her. It came out more like a warning than a reassuring sentiment.

      Isabel watched the canvas fall back into place, then paced the two strides of space between the table and the cot until the flap opened again and Yvaine finally appeared. She said nothing as she set the wooden tray down on the table, but her hands shook a little. Realising Webb was standing there waiting for the woman to exit, Isabel asked, ‘Could you help me unbutton my dress before you leave?’

      ‘Yes, my lady.’

      Isabel looked back at Webb. ‘Are you planning on standing there and watching?’

      He gave her another scowl before releasing the canvas.

      Isabel went to check it was fully closed before rushing over to Yvaine and wrapping her arms around her. The woman held her as she had done so many times through her childhood, rubbing gentle circles on her back. Only when Isabel was sure she had control of her tears did she let go to look at her properly.

      Yvaine smiled softly at her and whispered, ‘You are even more beautiful than I remember.’

      ‘And you are alive.’ Isabel’s eyes welled up.

      Yvaine glanced nervously at the exit. ‘Lord Hodge has no idea who I am. He cannot know.’

      Isabel had so many questions about that but so little time. ‘And Ita?’

      A part of her already knew the answer. Who else would attach a daisy crown to the leg of the eagle they raised together? But it still felt like a flock of birds had taken flight in her chest when she heard it confirmed aloud.

      ‘Yes.’

      Isabel pressed the back of her hand to her mouth to stop from making any noise. Her shoulders shook for a few moments as all the grief, pain, and relief came to the surface.

      Yvaine took hold of her hand. ‘They came when we were doing laundry at the river. She got away.’

      Isabel searched her eyes. ‘They took you while you were doing laundry?’

      A nod.

      ‘How long have you been in here?’

      ‘A little over a year.’

      A year. ‘Where is she? Where is Ita?’

      Yvaine gestured for her to turn around and began unbuttoning her dress, speaking into her ear. ‘She lives with the St Clare group.’

      It was not too much of a surprise that her dearest friend was part of one of the largest rebel groups in Carmarthenshire. ‘How do I find her?’

      ‘You cannot find her. They find you.’

      Isabel turned back around. ‘Then how do I make that happen?’

      Yvaine’s eyes filled with uncertainty. ‘He cannot know she is alive.’

      Isabel’s chest pinched as she realised she was missing vital pieces to this story. ‘I will go alone. He will not know.’

      Yvaine looked torn, then gave a resigned nod. ‘Head southeast for fifteen miles, sticking close to the creek. When they come for you, raise your hands immediately and tell them you are unarmed. You have a very short window of time to convince them you are no threat. They will shoot you without hesitation if they are at all suspicious.’

      Isabel’s bravery was diminishing, but her need to lay eyes on a living and breathing Ita had her nodding. ‘All right. I understand.’

      The tent opened suddenly, and Hodge stepped inside. Yvaine turned her face from him and walked over to the tray, fiddling unnecessarily with the cutlery.

      Hodge looked from Yvaine to Isabel’s open dress. ‘Oh. You are changing. I shall wait outside.’

      Isabel closed the front of her dress. ‘I will be out in a moment.’

      Thankfully, he left without another word. The second he was gone, she rushed over to Yvaine. ‘I will figure out a way to get you out.’

      Yvaine reached up and touched her cheek. ‘I am too old to run from soldiers. I will wait for the day they open the gates and walk out of here free—alongside everyone else.’

      Isabel brought Yvaine’s hand to her mouth and kissed it, praying that day would come. Her friend went to fetch a clean dress from Isabel’s bag, and as she was helping her into it, she whispered, ‘Do not trust that man.’ She tugged the hood of her cloak up and fled before Isabel had a chance to respond.

      Isabel stared after her, taking a moment to compose herself before going outside to face Hodge.

      When she exited, he turned, looking her up and down, no doubt assessing her dress choice, which she had paid no attention to at all.

      ‘I am pleased you got some food,’ he said.

      It was not really surprising that he had forgotten Yvaine’s face. He was not the kind of man who paid attention to the help. ‘One of the women in the kitchen brought me some soup and was kind enough to help me change.’

      ‘Good. How are you feeling?’

      Isabel glanced at Webb, who was pretending he was not listening to every word. ‘Is it really necessary to post a guard outside my tent?’

      He took hold of both her hands. ‘You know how protective I am of you. What if something should happen when I am not around?’

      She would need to lose Webb if she stood any chance of getting out—or at the very least make it clear to him that she was in charge. ‘You are so caring.’

      ‘I love you. You know this.’

      She placed a hand on his chest. ‘So Webb is here for my protection only?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘And I am free to come and go as I please?’

      He placed a hand over hers, moving it to her wrist when he felt her scar. ‘Of course. My beloved, you are my guest, not my prisoner. Let there be no confusion about that.’

      She smiled sweetly at him. ‘And when it comes time for me to leave, he will remain here inside the camp—like a good soldier.’

      ‘Of course.’

      She looked over at the guard, who was barely holding back a glare. ‘And Webb will open the gate and wish me a safe journey home.’

      Hodge touched the tip of her nose with his finger, like one did a child. ‘It is always a safe journey when I am at your side.’

      How her smile remained intact she had no idea. ‘I should eat my soup before it goes cold. Then I shall get some much-needed sleep.’ She stepped back from him.

      ‘I think more rest is a good idea. I can see your mood is much improved already.’

      She bit her lip to stop her tongue.

      ‘Perhaps tomorrow you will come see the holding cells,’ he said, preparing to leave. ‘The gallows out front are worth your time also.’

      She crinkled her nose. ‘Something to look forward to.’ Her eyes went to the four defenders outside the tent at the far end. Blackmane was crouched, making a fire, those beautiful hands of his meticulously stacking bark and twigs. He glanced in her direction, and she could tell by his expression that he had seen the cute little display she just put on.

      When Hodge looked over his shoulder to see what she was looking at, Blackmane returned his attention to the fire. ‘I think the defenders were impressed with the camp, though it can be difficult to get a read on them sometimes.’ He sighed. ‘I suppose I should go make sure they have everything they need. We want glowing reports back to King Becket, do we not?’

      She found her smile again. ‘We do.’

      ‘I shall see you in the morning.’ Hodge kissed her firmly on the forehead before marching away, each stride exuding confidence that he drew from goodness knew where.

      The defenders tensed up as he approached—except Blackmane. He remained focused on the fire, ignoring Hodge entirely. She waited for Blackmane to look up again, somehow knowing he would. And sure enough, those dark eyes flashed in her direction once more.

      I am sorry. He was going to be very unhappy with her in the morning.

      He rose to his feet with a questioning look, like he was reading her mind. Fearing he could, she retreated to her tent, saying to the cranky guard, ‘Goodnight, Webb. I do hope it does not get too cold out here overnight.’

      His reply came in the form of a grunt.

      She ate the half-cold soup while standing, then cleaned her bowl with a chunk of brown bread—not because she was hungry but because she needed to keep her strength up.

      That night she forced herself to sleep, but it was restless as she was afraid of oversleeping. It was a few hours before dawn when she peered out of her tent, relieved to find Webb asleep sitting up, his arms crossed and chin resting on his chest. She crept past him, eyes going to the defenders’ tent. Hadewaye was awake and keeping warm by the fire. There was always someone keeping watch. She was glad it was not Blackmane or she would not have gotten far. He seemed to sense her presence.

      She made it all the way to the stables before she encountered her first hurdle.

      ‘What do you want a horse for?’ asked the marshal, suitably suspicious of the early morning request.

      She raised her eyebrows. ‘I do not owe you an explanation.’

      He looked past her. ‘Does His Lordship know you’re here?’

      ‘I am his guest, free to come and go as I please. Now, are you going to fetch me a horse, or will I be forced to wake His Lordship at this hour because you are being difficult?’

      He appeared annoyed by the ultimatum. ‘Stay here.’

      She was a bundle of nerves as she waited, and she had to make a conscious effort not to snatch the reins from his hands and run when he returned with a horse.

      ‘Thank you,’ she said as casually as she could manage.

      He watched her mount. ‘I’m not going to get into trouble, am I?’

      ‘For assisting the future Countess of Hereford with a simple request? Is that not your job as marshal?’ She rode away before he changed his mind.

      As tempting as it was to gallop to the gate screaming, ‘Open up,’ she walked the gelding calmly and prayed someone would let her out when she got there. Her stomach fell when she spotted Webb waiting for her at the gate, arms crossed in a very different way now.

      ‘Where in God’s name do you think you’re going at this time of the morning?’ he asked.

      She was terrified that his voice would carry to the camp where Hodge and the defenders were sleeping. ‘Out for a ride.’

      He turned to the guard at the gate, grinning. ‘“Out for a ride,” she says.’ He looked back at her. ‘Have you lost your mind?’

      She tilted her head. ‘Not to my knowledge. Is there a problem?’

      ‘You can’t just ride off into enemy territory.’

      She adjusted her grip on the reins. ‘The thing is, they may be England’s enemy but not mine. I was born and raised in Llanelieu.’

      His smile faded. ‘Lord Hodge will have my head if I let you leave.’

      She laughed at that. ‘Nonsense. You were right there when he said, “You are my guest, not my prisoner. Let there be no confusion about that.” So all that’s left for you to do is open the gate and wish me a safe journey.’

      He opened his mouth, then closed it again. ‘You can’t leave.’

      ‘You are mistaken. Step aside, please.’ She looked to the other guard. ‘Open the gate.’

      The man looked from her to Webb and back to her. ‘I don’t think I’m allowed.’

      She released an impatient breath. ‘Webb, did His Lordship not say that I was free to come and go as I please?’

      Webb looked utterly confused now. ‘Well, yes, but⁠—’

      ‘But nothing. Step aside and open the gate, or I shall go wake him and tell him that I am being harassed for simply wanting to enjoy an early morning ride.’

      ‘Early morning?’ the guard said. ‘It’s the middle of the night.’

      ‘Hampstead Keep is farther east,’ she explained. ‘The sun rises earlier there.’

      Webb frowned. ‘A few minutes earlier at most⁠—’

      ‘Open. The. Gate.’ The words came out like a queen commanding her subjects.

      He shook his head as he wrestled with the decision, then finally turned to the gate guard. ‘Open it.’

      The man looked far from confident as he made his way over to the drawbar.

      ‘I’ll be speaking with His Lordship the moment he wakes,’ Webb said when she rode by him.

      She glanced in his direction. ‘I do not doubt it.’

      Her heart sped up as the gate closed behind her, the drawbar sliding into place. She had done it. She was out of there and on her way to see Ita—or to be killed by wastelanders trying.

      Feathers flashed overhead, and a smile spread across Isabel’s face. Extending an arm into the air, she watched as Margery swept down and gracefully landed on her.

      ‘Hello, sweet girl.’

      Margery eyed her in the dark.

      Guiding the eagle to her shoulder, she said, ‘You are going to want to hold on. It is time to pick up the pace.’
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