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      The last of her seven falcons balanced on her wrist, Nova Chastain walked out onto the balcony once more. Her grey-brown eyes glistened, as if wet with dew; her dark hair, hanging low beneath the small of her back, was gently tangled from her previous trips out onto the windblown balcony. Already she had sent six of her falcons on their way, carrying their sombre messages to her six deputies at each of the border gates. The new day had barely announced itself but already Nova was weary. Her head ached and there was a gnawing sensation in her stomach, though she had no appetite for breakfast. It felt like an age since they had brought her the terrible news, but she knew from the changing light that it had been less than an hour ago that the Prince’s Bell had sounded; the single chime that announced another Archenfield dawn. Albeit one which the Prince himself had not lived to see.

      She had been watching, as was her habit, the budding of the new morning from her perch high above the Village of the Twelve when the Captain of the Guard’s messenger arrived. Hearing his cold, hard words, she had turned away – eyes already stinging – to watch the golden sunlight nudge away the pink residue of dawn. The view across the Princedom was as beautiful as she could ever remember, but today its very beauty felt wantonly cruel.

      The Falconer could feel her bird’s eagerness to take wing and follow its six fellows; it moved impatiently from side to side on the worn leather gauntlet that encased Nova’s slender left arm, from her muscled bicep to the tips of her fingers. Nova had saved her favourite bird until last. She held Mistral close a moment longer, knowing that once the falcon took flight, she would be alone with her grief. The Falconer’s Mews, set atop its high tower, seemed a cold and lonely place when the falcons’ roost was empty.

      She conjured the image of her other six falcons, already in the air, soaring swiftly in their appointed directions across the Archenfield sky, carrying the bleakest of messages to the smaller mews at each of the gates:

      Prince Anders has been killed. One or more assassins is on the loose. Close down the borders and take all other appropriate action. 

      After these two hard-won, barely savoured, years of peace, Nova knew what a gut-churning shock it would be to her comrades at each border mews to unfurl such an ominous note.

      Stroking Mistral’s small hooded head with the fingers of her free hand, Nova looked out across the landscape spread before her – the landscape she loved with a deep, visceral passion. She thought of how the news would travel swiftly, beyond the palace, beyond the Village and out to the settlements. Before the setting of the sun, every man, woman and child might already share in the news of Prince Anders’s assassination. Shock and grief would run amok, like the most aggressive forest fire – no, like a wind-borne plague. People who had never seen the Prince’s face nor heard his voice would fall to the ground, keening in sorrow.

      Unlike them, Nova had known the Prince: his face was as familiar to her as the sun; his voice as commonplace as the rustling of the trees. Imagining a world without him was as implausible as conjuring up a day without sun, wind or trees.

      Nova attempted a steadying breath. She was one of The Council of Twelve – the council that supported the Prince in ruling the Princedom. She knew she must try to tamp down her personal feelings and keep focused on doing the job required of her. The Captain of the Guard’s messenger had briefed her with extreme clarity and she had executed his bidding to the letter. Just as she always did. No one could take issue with Nova Chastain’s dedication to duty.

      She nuzzled Mistral one last time. There had always been a particularly strong bond between the Falconer and this bird. She had always felt that she could sense Mistral’s emotions, whether exhilaration or anxiety, and she was equally sure that the bird could intuit her own moods.

      Now, she removed the bird’s hood and gazed down fondly at Mistral’s jewel-bright eyes. They served as twin mirrors to her own disquiet. The bird’s head began moving jerkily about. Whenever her birds were free from their hoods, it felt as if they were thirstily drinking in every aspect of their surroundings. Often, she had the impression they were experiencing the world – its sights, sounds, scents and secrets – for the very first time each day.

      The moment could be delayed no longer; it was time to set Mistral free. Nova gave a practised flick of her wrist and the falcon extended her wings and took flight.

      Watching her go, Nova felt suddenly weightless, giddy. She reached out both hands to grip the balcony. Snatching uneven gulps of air, she was distracted by signs of activity below her.

      To the right was the dark blue-green forest, and beyond that the silvery fjord. Turning her gaze in the opposite direction, she saw a cluster of figures in the Glen – a hunting party. She strained her sight with the effort of identifying the figures, but her eyes soon budded with water again and her vision became blurred. She lifted a square of linen to absorb some of the moisture. As she drew it away again, she saw a lone horseman riding towards the Glen.

      She knew from the way he rode that it was Lucas Curzon, the Chief Groom. Lucas, her fellow on The Twelve, was one of the gentlest and noblest of men. He was a man of few words – to human companions at least: she had sometimes heard him, when he thought he was alone, deep in conversation with his horses.

      Lucas must be taking a message to the hunting party. Piecing together the picture, Nova realised that Prince Anders’s younger brother, Prince Jared, might be one of the hunters. Was it possible that the young prince did not yet know of his brother’s fate? This thought sent a stabbing pain through her insides. She opened her mouth to cry out, but no sound would come. Her grief, she knew, was buried too deeply to be easily released. Holding her tender belly, she rocked to and fro for a moment, begging the pain to subside. But it was a stubborn hurt and she knew it would remain down inside her, submerged like a locked casket tossed to the depths of the fjord.

      She knew this just as surely as she knew that dark and difficult times lay ahead. Not just for her and the rest of The Twelve, but for all of Archenfield.

      A sudden noise pulled her from her reverie. The North door had blown shut and with such force that one of the glass panes had cracked and shattered. A fresh pain searing through her head, Nova surveyed the fan of fallen shards.

      It was best to go inside. For now, her work was done. She turned and approached the broken door. Though she opened it as gently as possible, more shards of glass fell through and shattered next to her boots. One of the fragments, carried perhaps on the wind, ricocheted up and embedded itself in the pad of her forefinger. She watched with horrid fascination as a bud of blood appeared there, and kept watching as it grew in size. It was rather like watching a rose bloom.

      As the blood began to spill over the side of her finger, she lifted it to her lips and drew the metallic taste of it into her mouth. In a strange way, it comforted her, offering her some kind of fellowship with Prince Anders. She imagined, once more, life draining from the young and virile Prince. She closed her eyes, trying to shut out the vivid image. But there it was, lurking horribly behind her eyelids.

      ‘Prince Anders,’ she whispered. Then, an even softer echo, ‘Anders.’ Her eyes were still tight shut. She felt a single tear snake down her cheek and fall saltily upon her blood-stained tongue.
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      ‘Hold fast, sir,’ Kai Jagger, the Chief Huntsman, instructed Prince Jared. ‘You and I will wait here.’

      They had dismounted from their horses and now stood waiting in the long grass as the two other members of the hunting party set off on foot towards the woodland up ahead. The grass was wet with dew and some remnants of the morning mist still snaked around them. Jared could feel moisture seeping in above the tops of his riding boots. It was unwelcome but, at the same time, the cold and wet made him feel that bit more awake and alert.

      He hadn’t wanted to be dragged out of his bed to hunt this morning – he would never actively choose to be dragged from the comfort of his bed – but it was all part of his princely training. He knew there was no escape for him – any more than there would be for the stag.

      Jared’s crossbow was trained on the line of trees ahead: the line of trees from which, assuming Jagger’s subordinates executed their part successfully, the stag would emerge, directly into the firing line. Jared watched his companions – a man and a woman – advancing on the glade. He noticed the precise way they walked, staying close to the adjacent trees so that their green and brown uniforms blended in with the flora. It was becoming harder and harder for him to distinguish the hunters from the trees. What chance would the stag have?

      He turned now to the man at his side. Much as Jared would rather be back indoors and under his bedcovers, if he was to be subjected to activity at this hour, at least Kai Jagger was an easy, undemanding companion. Jagger was not much given to small talk, or to any kind of talk, really. Watching him now, Jared had the feeling that Kai’s senses were far more engaged with the plants and animals surrounding him than with his human companion. This suited Jared just fine.

      He couldn’t help but feel intimidated by Jagger. Jared considered himself to be in reasonably good physical condition: at sixteen years old, his body seemed to be constantly evolving from that of a boy into a young man; with each day, he appeared to pack on harder muscle and notice gains in his strength and endurance – a metamorphosis that happened almost without conscious effort. But, in spite of Jared’s growing strength, and indeed height, he always felt like a puny youth in comparison to Kai Jagger.

      He was unsure of Kai’s age, and had never dared to ask him. It would seem somehow too intimate a question, even though he was a prince and entitled to ask whatever question came into his mind. Surely Kai must be in his forties now? For as long as Jared had known him, the hair on Kai’s head and beard had been bright silver, and yet his face, though ruddy from endless days exposed to the wind and sun, was smooth and for the most part unlined.

      Kai was one of the older members of The Twelve, having kept his life while others around him had been lost in the last war. It was no surprise that Kai Jagger had made it back from the battlefield unscathed. As a boy, growing up in the court, Jared had aspired to become something like Kai when he reached adulthood. But even now that he was sixteen, and in spite of his growing physical power, he sensed he would always feel like a stripling boy in comparison to Jagger.

      ‘He should make his way out any time now, sir,’ the Chief Huntsman informed Jared, raising his own crossbow. Jared knew that the onus was on him to make the kill shot. Jagger was only readying himself to fire a second if the entry was not clean or decisive enough.

      There was a sudden noise and Jared tensed, preparing himself for action, but he swiftly realised that the sound had come not from the woodland but from above. He glanced up in time to see a falcon flying overhead.

      ‘Nova,’ he whispered. It wasn’t unusual to see one of her falcons on the wing at this hour, but there was something ominous about the bird’s arrival today. Or perhaps he was only imagining it. The prince took in, with awe, the way the bird climbed with seemingly minimal effort to a higher airstream.

      Now he felt Kai’s breath, warm at his ear. ‘Don’t allow yourself to be distracted, Prince Jared,’ the Chief Huntsman told him. ‘Stay focused on the woods. You may only get one chance at this.’

      Obediently, Jared returned his full concentration to the woodland. The sun was growing stronger all the time and now a golden shaft of light struck a section of the trees. As it did, Jared witnessed a most curious – and impossible – sight; his father, Prince Goran, stepped out from between the trees and glanced towards him.

      Utterly transfixed, Jared raised his hand in greeting. His father lifted his own hand, in mirror fashion. Jared found himself trembling. His father had been dead for two years now – slain on the battlefield before Anders had rallied the troops to the final, decisive victory. So how could Prince Goran be here now?

      ‘Focus!’ Kai Jagger told him. ‘Look! Here he comes. Take aim!’

      When Jared looked again, his father had disappeared. In his stead, the sunlight now illuminated a stag.

      The stately creature stepped out from the line of trees, as if drawn by the light. Their fellows had executed their part. Now it was down to him to finish the job. But the stag was such a fine, noble creature, and Jared was still in shock at the strange vision of his father. He hesitated, bow strung back.

      ‘Now!’ Jagger commanded him. ‘Do it now!’

      No ‘sir’, no ‘Prince Jared’. No further pretence about who was in command here.

      Feeling a cold sweat overtake him, Jared released the bow and sent his arrow racing towards the trees. And that’s exactly where it took root – in the trunk of a tree.

      Before the stag could run, however, a second arrow had taken flight through the air. And, of course, this one made perfect contact with its target: Kai Jagger’s aim would never fail at this range.

      The fatal arrow plunged into the stag’s neck. The entry was deep and the creature reared up for a moment, then fell slowly backwards as the tip of the arrow buried itself deeper still, slicing through the animal’s nervous system and almost instantaneously shutting down one faculty after another. Jared could see, almost feel, the waves of pain the stag was experiencing, until at last its ability to stand gave way and it crashed down to the wet ground, sending up a spray of dew. Jared was filled with a heavy sadness and was unsure if this stemmed from his own sense of failure or from such a close proximity to death.

      Jagger sighed, resting a heavy hand on Jared’s shoulder for a moment. ‘You must not allow yourself to be distracted, sir. I believe I have told you this before.’

      Without further conversation, they set off towards the dying prey. Their two fellows emerged from the woodland and made their way over to meet them. As the four hunters were reunited, the stag looked up wearily then gave out its last defeated breath.

      ‘Well done, sir!’ One of Jagger’s subordinates congratulated Jared. Evidently, she hadn’t noticed that it was not Jared’s arrow that had felled the stag.

      Jared opened his mouth to correct her mistake but Jagger’s voice now cut across his own, rendering him silent. The Chief Huntsman gave brief instructions to his team and, in answer, they began stringing up the beast to transport it back to the palace. Jared averted his eyes.

      Since being named as Anders’s Edling, his heir, Jared had been subjected to these hunting exercises every week. It was not something he naturally excelled at, unlike his older – and, indeed, his younger – brother. It seemed that the middle Wynyard brother lacked the killer instinct. But if the unlikely day did come when he was crowned Prince of All Archenfield, he would have to be as precise and ruthless a shot as anyone in the Princedom. That was the plan at least. But this morning’s outing had only proved how far from fruition that plan still was.

      Jared knew that Anders wouldn’t have fluffed that shot any more than Jagger would. How much more rewarding Jagger must have found it to train Anders in princely pursuits. Not for the first time, Jared thought how little he had wanted his brother to choose him as his Edling. If only Anders had chosen Cousin Axel instead. Axel was far more accomplished with a bow and arrow. He seemed to enjoy all sporting endeavours – especially those ending in death.

      His reverie was broken by the drumming of hooves. He looked up to see the Chief Groom galloping towards the hunting party at breakneck speed. Lucas Curzon’s horse seemed almost to be flying through the air rather than pounding over solid ground. Glancing to his side, Jared saw that Kai was standing alert. Did he know, or suspect, the Chief Groom’s purpose? If so, he was giving nothing away.

      Lucas brought his steed to a stop right at the foot of the fallen stag. He swiftly dismounted and stepped closer still. Jared held his breath, seeing pain in Lucas’s expressive blue eyes. He could tell it was bad news, even before the Chief Groom fell to his knees before him.

      ‘I’m sorry, Prince Jared,’ Lucas began, his voice unusually husky. He took a breath and resumed more forcefully, ‘Prince Anders is gone.’ He paused, but only for an instant. ‘Your brother was found dead in his bedchamber. It looks like he was assassinated.’

      Jared was dimly aware of Kai Jagger asking a question and of Lucas Curzon turning to him and beginning to answer. He could see the Chief Groom’s mouth moving, as if in slow motion, though, and with no comprehensible sound emerging. Jared felt his body going through a sequence of convulsions. He remembered keenly the way the arrow had buried itself in the stag’s flesh, causing deeper and deeper impact and chaos within. Now he was the stag and this terrible news was the arrow. His brother was dead. Now he, Jared, was not merely a prince. He was the Prince of All Archenfield; ruler over all the lands his forefathers had claimed for themselves and fought many wars to protect.

      He felt a hand on his shoulder. His first thought was that it was Kai Jagger again. But, looking up, he saw that Kai was still deep in conversation with Lucas. Kai’s two companions stood on either side of him. In which case, whose hand was on Jared’s shoulder? He turned and found himself looking into his father’s face once more. 

      The ghost – if that was what it was – did not speak, but somehow Jared knew that his father was trying to comfort him, to tell him to pull himself together. He nodded, discreetly, so the others wouldn’t see. Then he drew himself to his full height. As he did so, he realised with a fresh wave of sadness that his father had faded from view.

      Jared felt giddy. Then nauseous. A deep churning sickness seemed to rise up from his entrails. Powerless to hold back, he opened his mouth and emitted a quite spectacular torrent of vomit all over his hunting boots.

    

  
    
      
        
          
            THREE
          

          
            
              
              THE PALACE
            

          

        

      

      As the grooms led the horses off to the stables and the team of hunters dispersed, Prince Jared heard the three chimes of the Cook’s Bell. Archenfield’s sixteen-year-old new ruler strode alone towards the back doors of the palace. He was dimly aware of activity going on around him: the members of the Cook’s team already out picking herbs and vegetables in the Kitchen Garden, scurrying to obey the forbidding Vera Webb as quickly as possible; Emelie Sharp, the Beekeeper, placing a cover on one of her hives. Such actions spoke of order and continuity. But how could it be so? With the news of Anders’s murder, everything within the Princedom was fractured.

      Jared could feel his heart hammering with the anticipation of everything that awaited him inside the palace walls. He saw now that Logan Wilde was standing on the back steps, ready to receive him. Logan was another, important, member of The Twelve. His title – the Poet – could at first prove deceptive. Yes, he was capable of crafting fine poems and stories, but his position was as much political as ceremonial.

      Logan now raised his hand. Jared nodded, looking with new eyes at the tall, slim man standing in readiness to greet him. As the Prince approached, Logan’s dark, closely cropped head bowed down for a moment in respect. When he raised his face again, there was warmth in Logan Wilde’s hazel eyes. He was smiling at Jared, doing his best, no doubt, to offer reassurance. But Jared thought he could see signs of strain in the Poet’s face. He knew that Logan had been one of his brother’s most constant companions.

      The Twelve were not simply the Prince’s retinue and the comrades with whom he ran the Princedom: they were each devoted to their ruler. Jared was keenly aware that his older brother had inspired a strong sense of devotion within everyone, from his officers to his subjects. The ripples of his death would spread far and wide. Jared already felt a heavy sense of dread at even attempting to walk in his brother’s golden footsteps.

      ‘I need to see him,’ Jared told Logan Wilde, as soon as the two young men were within earshot of one another.

      ‘Yes, of course, your highness,’ Logan said. ‘I’ll take you to him.’

      It felt strange to be addressed as ‘your highness’ rather than ‘sir’ – as if Anders, the true Prince, was standing just behind him, or they were acting out some skit. But this was real and Prince Jared knew he was going to have to get used to it; that it was the least of the changes he must swiftly acclimatise to. Logan pushed open the doors into the palace to allow Prince Jared entry. Together, they proceeded swiftly along the corridor.

      ‘Who discovered him?’ Jared asked, keen to marshal what facts there were.

      ‘It was Silva,’ Logan answered. ‘As you know, the Prince and his consort have – had’ – he corrected himself – ‘separate but adjoining quarters. She heard him cry out in the middle of the night and went to see what was wrong.’ Logan and Jared pushed through a heavy oak door, leading into the heart of the main palace building. ‘Needless to say, Silva is in a deep state of shock. Your mother and brother are with her now. I will take you to them —’

      ‘I’ll see Anders first,’ Jared cut Logan off.

      ‘Yes, of course, your highness.’ Logan nodded. ‘Afterwards, is what I meant. Prince Jared, you are aware that as Anders’s Edling, you now assume a host of new duties, even before your brother’s funeral and certainly before your coronation? Be under no illusions, from the moment Prince Anders’s body was discovered, to all intents and purposes, you became Prince of Archenfield.’

      Before Jared could answer, he saw ahead of them a pair of servants turn a corner and walk towards them. The man and woman looked surprised to see Prince Jared and, seeing the naked heartbreak etched on their faces, he realised they were looking to him to offer them strength and comfort. How on earth was he supposed to deliver that? He turned his head, feeling cowardly as he did so, as if he had failed the very first, small challenge presented to him as de facto ruler. He was relieved when they continued on their way.

      Perhaps having witnessed his unease, Logan placed a reassuring hand on Jared’s shoulder. The Poet’s touch was fleeting but Jared drew some comfort from the gesture. They turned the next corner.

      ‘Things will happen very quickly now,’ Logan told him. ‘Much will be asked of you. You are going to need an office – somewhere to receive people. The obvious solution is for you to move into your brother’s quarters.’

      Jared scowled and shook his head. ‘I have absolutely no intention of sleeping in my dead brother’s bed…’

      ‘No, of course not,’ Logan said. ‘Not yet. But I assume you don’t have the same reservations about sitting at his desk.’ His eyes met Jared’s. ‘In a way, you could say it would forge continuity between the two of you, your highness.’

      Jared knew when he was beaten. ‘All right – yes, I’ll use his desk and his office. But I’m sleeping in my own quarters until I decide otherwise.’

      That seemed good enough for the Poet, who nodded before continuing. ‘On the whole, I think it best we take one step at a time, but the big challenge will come tomorrow when you address the people from the palace balcony.’ Already, Jared’s blood was running cold at the prospect. ‘You have two options. Either I can announce the news of Prince Anders’s death and you can follow with some rousing words…’

      Jared stopped dead in his tracks, wondering how exactly he’d find ‘rousing words’ with which to address the people. Pausing beside him, it seemed that Logan had read his mind.

      ‘Don’t look so worried, your highness,’ Logan said, offering him two sheets of folded paper. ‘I took the liberty of preparing something for you. As a starting point, at least.’

      ‘Thank you,’ Jared said, gratefully taking the papers and tucking them safely into one of his pockets.

      They had almost reached the main palace staircase, which cut up through the hall in a vast Y-shape. The walls of the Grand Hall were lined with portraits of the royal family, past and present. Jared paused before a painting of his father, feeling the all-too-familiar jab of inferiority. He knew that his father had been no more than sixteen himself when the portrait was painted. It was years before he came to the throne, but you could see in the set of his eyes that he was ready, even then.

      Looking at the image of Prince Goran, Jared was struck by how much Anders had resembled their father. It wasn’t only that they were both possessed of straw-gold hair and blue eyes, whilst Jared’s own hair and eyes were deep brown: there was something commanding about Goran and Anders’s faces, whether in life or in art. Each had possessed an unwavering certainty that he was destined to rule. Jared had never felt that way and, now that he held the reins of the Princedom, he felt less qualified than ever.

      He looked over to see Logan Wilde, a few steps ahead, watching him. Surely the Poet must be thinking the same thought – that things had come to a pretty pass when someone like Jared was in command of the Princedom. But if the Poet was thinking such things, he gave no sign of it. Instead, he gave a warm smile and gestured for Jared to follow him up the stairs.

      They were passed by more servants, this pair weighed down with bundles of heavy black cloth. Jared realised that they had been given the job of covering all the mirrors in the palace. The same thing had happened two years before, after his father’s death: he remembered his Uncle Viggo telling him that the mirrors might trap the souls of the survivors. They would be covered for a full seven days.

      It might only be a superstition but it was a chilling one. Jared watched as the two women cloaked a large, ornate mirror in black. In spite of the niggling sense of unreality he was experiencing, something about the sight of the mirror in its mourning garb drove home to him that all this was real. A nightmare, perhaps, but not one from which he was about to wake.

      ‘You mentioned two options before?’ he said to Logan, attempting to focus on practical matters.

      ‘Yes.’ The Poet nodded. ‘The second possibility is that you make the death announcement as well. But with some of the servants already aware of the news, it’s only a matter of time before word spreads beyond the palace walls.’

      ‘What do you suggest?’ Jared asked.

      ‘I suggest we send messengers to the settlements,’ Logan answered, decisively. ‘That way, when the people come here, they will arrive already knowing that Prince Anders is dead. They will come to see what you are made of, and how you will ensure that the Blood Price is paid.’

      ‘The Blood Price,’ Jared echoed.

      Logan seemed to interpret the Prince’s scant words as a question. His quick eyes met Jared’s. ‘Whoever is responsible for Prince Anders’s death must pay the debt with his, or indeed her, own blood.’ He cleared his throat, before resuming. ‘It’s a central tenet of how we do things here in Archenfield.’

      Jared nodded. Did the Poet really think he didn’t know this? He had grown up at the heart of the court and, as such, knew the customs of the Princedom as well as anyone.

      ‘I agree with you, Logan. We should send word announcing Anders’s assassination ahead of my address. It makes things…’ He was frustrated not to be able to readily locate the right word.

      ‘Cleaner?’ Logan offered, bright with purpose.

      Prince Jared nodded. He realised that he had just given the Poet a command. Maybe there was a chance, albeit a slim one, that he really could hack it as Prince.

      Glancing up, he saw they were now walking together along a galleried landing, the door to Anders’s chamber in sight up ahead. Once more, Jared felt a chill and knew it had nothing to do with the temperature of the long gallery.

      ‘The Prince’s quarters have been secured by the Captain of the Guard,’ Logan informed him. ‘Elias Peck, the Physician, is currently examining your brother’s body. Once his initial work is complete, the body will be taken to Elias’s surgery for a fuller… examination.’

      ‘Not before I have seen Anders myself,’ Jared asserted again.

      Logan nodded, though it seemed more an acknowledgement of Jared’s wishes rather than an agreement to honour them.

      Given that he was supposed to be Prince, Jared was starting to form the impression that he was not the one in control here. He had many unanswered questions about his brother’s death but, somehow, Logan Wilde had managed to steer their conversation away from the investigation into his brother’s murder, towards the ceremonial necessities of the next day.

      The door to Prince Anders’s chamber was closed and guarded by the Chief Bodyguard, Hal Harness. Hal nodded cordially at Logan Wilde, then turned to Jared.

      ‘I’m very sorry for your loss, your highness,’ he said.

      ‘And I for yours,’ Jared found himself saying. ‘Prince Anders’s death is a loss for each and every one of us.’

      ‘Indeed,’ Hal said with a nod. He remained standing in front of the chamber door.

      ‘Step aside, Hal,’ Logan told him. ‘Prince Jared wishes to see his brother.’

      There was an awkward moment of silence. Hal’s eyes met Logan’s, but the Chief Bodyguard did not move.

      ‘I said, step aside,’ Logan persisted.

      ‘I’m under orders not to let anyone inside whilst the Physician is conducting his investigation.’

      Jared felt fresh tension rising in his chest. He was aware of his eyes narrowing in anger. ‘I’m not “anyone” —’ he began.

      ‘Let me deal with this,’ Logan told him. Before Jared could contribute anything further, Logan pressed on: ‘Hal, we understand that Elias Peck must be granted peace and quiet while he makes his initial examination, but Prince Jared, must be allowed to see his brother’s body without further delay.’

      Hal seemed to be considering the matter, but still he did not move from his post.

      ‘Stand aside!’ Jared cried out, angrily, ‘or, so help me, I’ll make you!’ He regretted the words the moment they left his mouth, well aware that saying them and backing them up with physical action were two very different things. Jared might be Archenfield’s new Prince but, in any kind of a fight with Hal Harness, he would certainly be defeated. The Chief Bodyguard had the critical advantage of a few more years of age, several more pounds of significantly tauter muscle and – as if these alone were not enough – proficiency in forms of combat that Jared hadn’t even heard of. All things considered, Hal was pretty much the last man in court with whom to pick a fight.

      The stalemate was finally broken from within the chamber: the door opened a fraction and Axel Blaxland – Jared’s cousin and Archenfield’s Captain of the Guard – appeared in the doorway. Seeing Jared, he moved Hal Harness aside and extended a hand to the shoulder of his younger cousin. ‘Cousin Jared, there are no words to adequately express my emotions or with which to comfort you at a time like this.’ Axel’s dark eyes met Jared’s own.

      As Axel withdrew his hand, Jared saw over his shoulder into the room. The door was only open a fraction, but it was enough to see his brother’s supine body, and the Physician, Elias Peck, leaning over it, then standing back and speaking to someone else in the room.

      Jared was aware of Axel still talking to him and then Logan and Hal, but his attention was fully focused on the chamber beyond. Now he saw a second person come into view.

      He recognised the girl, though he couldn’t remember her name. She was the Physician’s niece and apprentice. Her hair was the most extraordinary colour – a deep, coppery red, which made him think of the trees in the palace gardens, dressed now in their autumn finery. The girl was making studious notes as her uncle made his observations.

      Elias Peck had been too engrossed in his work to acknowledge those at the threshold of the chamber but now the girl looked up from her notebook and her lively grey eyes met Jared’s. She smiled at him. It was an encouraging but sad smile, as full of warmth as the morning sun.

      He nodded to her. She returned the gesture then lifted her pen again and resumed noting her uncle’s comments.

      ‘So we’re agreed, then?’ Jared now heard Axel saying.

      ‘I’m sorry,’ Jared said, realising his attention had drifted. ‘What exactly did we agree?’

      Axel’s dark eyes returned to his cousin. ‘That the messengers will also send word of when to come to the palace for your speech tomorrow. That Logan will confirm Prince Anders’s death and then hand over to you for a few well-chosen words. I believe that the Poet has written the speech for you?’

      ‘I’ve simply jotted down some ideas,’ Logan interjected. Jared had other, more pressing concerns.

      He turned squarely towards Axel. ‘I’ll see my brother’s body now,’ he said.

      ‘Absolutely,’ Axel said. ‘As soon as Elias has concluded his initial examination, I’ll send someone to find you.’

      ‘I’d prefer to see him now,’ Jared said.

      Logan smiled widely at him. Jared was starting to notice that the Poet was given to smiling warmly – especially when he wanted something.

      ‘Your highness,’ Logan said, ‘your mother asked me to bring you to her.’

      ‘My mother?’ Jared said.

      Logan nodded. ‘I believe I mentioned that she and Edvin are with Silva. I think it would be most comforting for each of them to see you now. We are, after all, not only confronting the assassination of a Prince but the death of a husband, brother and son.’ The Poet closed his eyes for a moment. ‘I apologise,’ he said. ‘I hardly need to say such things to you, your highness.’

      Jared hesitated. There was undoubtedly truth in the Poet’s words. ‘I’ll go to my mother in a moment. It’s important to me to see her and Edvin and Silva.’

      As Logan nodded, gently, Jared turned his head. ‘But first, I will talk to the Captain of the Guard. Alone.’ Against all his expectations, there was authority in his voice. He sensed it and he could tell the others did, too. He wasn’t sure which of them was more surprised.

      ‘Of course,’ Axel said, as if it had never been up for debate. ‘Logan, I suggest you wait here with Hal. Prince Jared, shall we step into the library? We can talk privately there.’ He gestured to a door further along the corridor.

      Nodding decisively, Jared walked past Hal Harness and Logan Wilde to the doorway. He sensed he had won his first battle. It was a small victory, but a victory nonetheless.
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      ‘I don’t want to seem condescending, cousin,’ Axel said, as he ushered Jared into the library, ‘but you’re handling everything remarkably well so far.’

      ‘Thank you,’ Jared said, simultaneously comforted and disconcerted by his cousin’s kind words.

      ‘All our lives have been turned upside-down by the shocking events that occurred before sunrise,’ Axel said. ‘But your life, your world, most of all.’

      It was an adjustment for Jared to find himself alone in Axel’s company. They had never been enemies as such, but Axel had never seemed to take Jared seriously, in spite of, or perhaps because of, his position as Anders’s Edling. It was no secret that it was a role Axel had wanted for himself. But now, at last, his cousin seemed to be talking to him as an equal.

      ‘Can you tell me,’ Jared asked, ‘how did my brother die?’

      Axel nodded. ‘The Physician’s first reaction, when he saw the body, was that Prince Anders has been poisoned.’ 

      ‘Was there anything particular that made him say that?’ 

      Axel’s jaw tightened. ‘Let’s just say there were certain physical signs that indicated deadly toxins.’ He paused. ‘But he still needs to carry out a full examination of the Prince’s corpse.’

      Jared’s eyes sought out Axel’s. ‘But you’re certain my brother was assassinated? This couldn’t, for instance, have been a terrible accident?’

      Axel took a breath. ‘Your brother was the ruler of a Princedom – a Princedom gaining in power over its neighbours. Neighbours who have, in the recent past, made no effort to disguise their intent to bring death and chaos to the very heart of Archenfield. As you know, we have spies in all key neighbour states – Eronesia, Paddenburg, even Woodlark. Based on the intelligence they have been sending, it seems very unlikely indeed that Prince Anders might have died an accidental death. Your brother delivered peace to Archenfield, but perhaps it was not the lasting peace he promised us.’ Axel shrugged. ‘But I am sure Elias will consider every possibility.’

      Jared shook his head. ‘I still can’t believe that he’s dead, let alone that someone could have killed him.’

      Axel nodded. ‘I feel the same way, Prince Jared. But, as popular as Prince Anders was here in Archenfield – and as strong as the alliance achieved with Woodlark by virtue of your brother’s marriage is – still we should not delude ourselves into thinking that the Prince did not have enemies.’ He paused, adding in a soft but nonetheless ominous tone, ‘And now that you are Prince of All Archenfield, you inherit those enemies, just as you inherit his robes and the crown of state.’

      ‘But who specifically could have killed my brother?’ Jared asked. ‘And why?’

      ‘It’s too soon to answer that question conclusively,’ Axel said. ‘But I’m convinced of one thing. The Prince’s assassination was planned from outside Archenfield.’

      This statement, made with extreme confidence, opened up many other questions in Jared’s mind. But before he could ask them, Axel had resumed speaking.

      ‘This is all being investigated as we speak,’ Axel reassured him. ‘My teams will work night and day and they won’t rest until we have an answer – for you and our family, and for all of Archenfield. We will find Anders’s killer. The Blood Price will be paid.’ His eyes bored into Jared’s. ‘I promise you now, as your Captain of the Guard, this threat will be swiftly lifted from the Princedom and you will be free to commence your rule in peace. If, as I suspect, further plots are to be hatched in foreign courts, they will be stillborn. History will not repeat itself.’ His hand came to rest on Jared’s shoulder. ‘I promise I will keep you safe.’

      Jared was touched by his cousin’s words and reassured by the sentiment underpinning them. Nonetheless, he felt suddenly vulnerable.

      ‘As I’m sure is blindingly obvious to you,’ he confided in Axel, ‘I feel totally unprepared for all this. It’s stupid, isn’t it? I’ve been Anders’s Edling for two years. On some level, I must have known this was a possibility.’

      Axel’s face did not show shock or even surprise. ‘I can quite believe that,’ he said. ‘Speaking personally, I imagined that Prince Anders’s rule would be as long as Prince Goran’s. And I expected a child of Anders to succeed him, not one of our own generation.’

      Jared smiled ruefully. ‘In so many ways, you’d have been a better choice of Edling than I. I hope the fact my brother chose me won’t come between us now.’

      Axel shook his head, his eyes making direct contact with Jared’s. ‘It was Prince Anders’s decision to make, just as now it must be you who decides the right Edling to secure the future of the Princedom.’

      There was a poorly disguised note of coercion in Axel’s words, and also one of unbridled desire. Jared felt keenly just how much Axel must want to be made his Edling. He waited, curious to see if his cousin might push the case further. He did not.

      ‘I need you, Cousin Axel,’ Jared told him now. ‘I don’t know how either The Twelve, or the people of Archenfield, will react to having a sixteen year old on the throne. You’ve so much more experience than I of how the Princedom works.’

      ‘All my experience is at your disposal,’ Axel said. ‘Like the rest of The Twelve, my first duty is to help you rule. But I have double the bond to you than any of the others. We belong to the same family. My family name is Blaxland and yours Wynyard, but we are two closely twining branches of the same ancient tree. You are my Prince but you are also my brother. If you are under attack, I am under attack. If you bleed, I bleed.’

      ‘Thank you,’ Jared said, feeling a small release of tension, ‘for these words and kindnesses and for everything you are doing.’ His eyes met Axel’s. ‘The very moment you have news of my brother’s assassin, I want to know. Whatever the hour, come and find me.’

      Axel nodded. ‘One small piece of advice for you, Cousin Jared. Seize whatever space this day allows you to gather yourself together, for much will be asked of you in the coming hours and days. I will give you all the support you require, but try to summon up what strength you can from within.’ He put his hand once again on Jared’s shoulder. ‘If your brother or father were still here, I think that’s what they would want to say to you. Since they cannot address you now, these words, of necessity, come from me. We are their heirs, cousin Jared. We will honour their names and, when called upon, match their heroic deeds.’

    

  
    
      
        
          
            FIVE
          

          
            
              
              THE LOW GALLERY, THE PALACE
            

          

        

      

      Hal Harness, Chief Bodyguard to the Prince, strode down the gloomy corridor. The sun had long since made its ascent but it remained dark in the low-lying recesses of the palace. It was eerily quiet, as if it was the middle of the night, when in fact it was the middle of the morning.

      The torches on either side of the passageway had been lit and the crackle of their flames cut through the silence. Their flickering light cast shifting shadows on the stone floor as Hal continued on his way towards the corridor’s end. His eyes were fixed on a heavy wooden door, reinforced with iron, up ahead.

      Had anyone seem him, they would have formed the impression of a creature of utter confidence and unwavering conviction; a creature used to danger, in both confronting it and imparting it. People often made that assumption about Hal Harness on account of his position at the Prince’s Table, but also on account of his obvious physical strength. It was an understandable mistake to make, but a mistake nonetheless.

      As Hal’s eyes zeroed in on the door, he felt his heart beating just a little too fast. He took a steadying breath, then reached out to try the door.

      It was unlocked. Checking once more to reassure himself that he had not been followed, he pushed the door open and stepped inside the palace armoury.

      The light was as scant in here as out in the corridor, with no windows but only row upon row of metal to reflect the glow of the central iron candelabra. Hal closed the door behind him. As he did so, he heard the sound of footsteps from deeper within the room. His eyes searched through the darkness and found Axel Blaxland turning towards him, the handle of a double-headed axe gripped between the fingers of his left hand.

      They stood there for a moment: Axel in attack pose, the whites of his eyes reflecting the sharpened steel in his hands. Hal stepped forward, weaponless, until he was standing directly before the other man. Smiling, Axel lifted the blade of the axe to Hal’s neck. ‘It would be easy enough,’ he said, with a chuckle, then stepped back and dropped the axe down through his hand, letting its twin heads rest on the stone floor.

      Hal nodded. ‘It would be easy enough,’ he repeated. His eyes met Axel’s. ‘I’m glad to have found you, sir. I’ve searched for you all over the palace.’

      ‘Should have started your search here,’ Axel said. ‘I often come here to think. There’s something tremendously calming about all this cold, sharp metal.’

      Some of the tension in Hal’s face dissolved. He found himself smiling. It said plenty about Axel Blaxland that he found sanctuary in a room devoted to instruments of torture and death.

      ‘So,’ Axel said. ‘What can I do for you, Hal?’

      Hal stepped closer. ‘We need to talk,’ he said. ‘I didn’t feel I could bring it up earlier.’

      Axel’s eyes were like hot coals, intensely dark with sparks of light. ‘Bring what up?’ he asked. ‘Be specific, Hal.’

      ‘About Prince Anders’s murder,’ Hal continued.

      Axel nodded. He turned and walked a short distance away, returning the axe to its place on a wooden rack. Then he walked along the racks, his hand brushing the hilts of other weapons, pausing as a particular sword seemed to draw his interest. Hal waited patiently for Axel’s attention to return to him. At last, Axel’s eyes turned to his. ‘Well?’ he said, as if it was Hal and not he who had slowed their conversation.

      ‘I didn’t kill him,’ Hal said. His words seemed, to him at least, to echo around the room, the sound bouncing from the face of one weapon to the next.

      It was Axel’s turn to smile. ‘I know you didn’t,’ he said. ‘Anders was most likely poisoned, as I’m sure you know. And poison was never part of our plan, was it?’

      ‘No,’ Hal said.

      ‘Well, then,’ Axel said. Reaching forward, he took the sword in his hand, slicing through the air at an invisible adversary.

      Hal waited for Axel to still the sword, then continued. ‘I’m confused,’ he said.

      ‘Confused?’ Axel raised his eyebrow.

      ‘Was Anders’s death part of the plan?’

      Axel thought for a moment, then nodded. ‘Yes, of course – Anders’s death was always part of the plan. First Anders, then Jared. You know how it goes. We prune the unwanted branches of the Wynyard tree. Nothing like a good bit of pollarding.’ He paused. ‘You’re looking more confused than ever, Hal.’

      ‘I am,’ Hal confessed. ‘We had a plan. And now I’m not sure exactly what you’re telling me.’

      Axel smiled again. ‘Ask me another question. Be specific!’

      ‘Did you kill him?’

      ‘No,’ Axel said.

      ‘Did you instruct someone to kill him?’

      A pause. Another smile. Then, ‘No, I didn’t. Well, of course, I did – I instructed you. But, as must now be as clear to you as it is to me, someone beat us to it.’

      ‘I see,’ Hal said.

      ‘It’s quite amusing, don’t you think?’ Axel said. ‘And undoubtedly useful.’

      Hal’s head was spinning. ‘Do you know who killed him?’

      Axel shook his head. ‘Not yet. But, as I assured Prince Jared earlier, I have all my best investigators working on the case. It shouldn’t be long before we weed out the culprit. And then…’ He lifted the sword once more but did not complete the sentence.

      ‘And then what?’ Hal asked. ‘Do we resume Plan A at that point?’

      ‘Plan A?’ Now it was Axel who seemed puzzled.

      ‘I mean,’ Hal said, before Axel could instruct him once more to be specific, ‘do you want me to proceed with the murder of Prince Jared?’

      Axel looked utterly horrified at the thought. ‘No!’ he said. ‘Murder Prince Jared? What a monstrous thing to say!’ He couldn’t hold back the smile pushing at the corners of his mouth. ‘No, we mustn’t let anything happen to Cousin Jared. At least, not until he has made me his Edling. And until we’ve discovered who else is in this game.’

      ‘And then?’ Hal persisted.

      Axel dropped the sword to his side. He stepped closer to Hal and rested his hand on the bodyguard’s shoulder. ‘One step at a time, eh? A happy coincidence has saved us from having to sully our hands. Now we need to see how this situation plays out.’

      Hal shook his head. ‘This is all a game to you, isn’t it?’

      Axel’s eyes narrowed. ‘Oh, no,’ he said, darkly. ‘This is not a game. It’s the most important thing in the world.’

      After another long pause, during which Axel seemed lost in thought, Hal cleared his throat. ‘What should I do now?’ he asked.

      ‘You’re the Prince’s Bodyguard,’ Axel said, coming to and squeezing Hal’s shoulder amiably. ‘Do your duty. Guard and protect him. Don’t let him out of your sight for so much as a second. If the Prince goes for a piss, I want you there, watching his back. Nothing must happen to Jared, you hear me? Not so much as a scratch across that milky white face of his. Certainly not until he has named me as Edling. You understand, Hal?’

      ‘Yes, Axel,’ Hal said, nodding. ‘I understand.’

      ‘That’s good,’ Axel said, withdrawing his hand from Hal’s shoulder. ‘I’m glad I was able to clear up your confusion. Now, you’d better be going. Who knows what dangers could befall the Prince of All Archenfield while you and I stand here, gossiping like scullery maids. We have an assassin to catch.’
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