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            And so it begins…

          

        

      

    

    
      Jack Marlowe sat on his horse, surveying the distant enemy lines. "I don't mean to alarm you, Your Highness, but we appear to be significantly outnumbered."

      Prince Alric smiled. "Don't worry. Fitz has it all in hand."

      The cavalier turned to look at his master. "We are outnumbered two to one. Granted, the fellow has some experience, but I think this time he might have bitten off more than he can chew."

      "The baron knows what he's doing."

      "Then why is he being advised by a smith?"

      Alric chuckled. "You mean Aldwin? He's a lord now, remember?"

      "Yes, but hardly a military advisor."

      "I doubt the baron's seeking advice. More than likely he's taking the opportunity to teach his new son-in-law a thing or two about battle." The prince shifted his gaze to the cavalier. "Why so glum, Jack? I thought you lived for combat?"

      "I do, but I'd feel much better knowing we had our own cavalry here instead of these…"

      "Mercerians?"

      "I have nothing against them as a people, but I can't accept that a bunch of commoners could make effective horsemen. And even then, we have very few of them. Why couldn't we have the Queen's Guard?"

      "You mean the Guard Cavalry?" corrected the prince. "That's simple; they were needed elsewhere. There's still a frontier to guard, and they can't send everything they have here to Eastwood."

      "But the Norlanders have had all winter to rest, and we've had to march through rain and mud."

      Alric chuckled. "We'll win. Just you wait and see."

      "I admire your faith," said Jack, "but I'd prefer to trust in the power of a good blade."
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      Jack Marlowe sat on his horse, surveying the distant enemy lines. "I don't mean to alarm you, Your Highness, but we appear to be significantly outnumbered."

      Prince Alric smiled. "Don't worry. Fitz has it all in hand."

      The cavalier turned to look at his master. "We are outnumbered two to one. Granted, the fellow has some experience, but I think this time he might have bitten off more than he can chew."

      "The baron knows what he's doing."

      "Then why is he being advised by a smith?"

      Alric chuckled. "You mean Aldwin? He's a lord now, remember?"

      "Yes, but hardly a military advisor."

      "I doubt the baron's seeking advice. More than likely he's taking the opportunity to teach his new son-in-law a thing or two about battle." The prince shifted his gaze to the cavalier. "Why so glum, Jack? I thought you lived for combat?"

      "I do, but I'd feel much better knowing we had our own cavalry here instead of these…"

      "Mercerians?"

      "I have nothing against them as a people, but I can't accept that a bunch of commoners could make effective horsemen. And even then, we have very few of them. Why couldn't we have the Queen's Guard?"

      "You mean the Guard Cavalry?" corrected the prince. "That's simple; they were needed elsewhere. There's still a frontier to guard, and they can't send everything they have here to Eastwood."

      "But the Norlanders have had all winter to rest, and we've had to march through rain and mud."

      Alric chuckled. "We'll win. Just you wait and see."

      "I admire your faith," said Jack, "but I'd prefer to trust in the power of a good blade."

      

      Lord Richard Fitzwilliam, Baron of Bodden, turned in the saddle. "Well? What do you make of them?"

      "Their footmen look solid enough," answered Aldwin, "but the real threat is their horse. Is that horse bowmen I see? I thought we'd destroyed most of them at Uxley last fall?"

      "Yes, so did I, but we must remember, this is a completely different army. Now, how do you think they'll attack?"

      "Their horsemen are massed to our left. They'll try to outflank us."

      "Yes, convenient, isn't it?"

      "Convenient?"

      "Of course. Had they been on our right, it would have ruined our plans."

      "Saxnor must favour us."

      Fitz laughed. "It was a lot of hard work, not Saxnor that arranged such a thing."

      Aldwin looked at his father-in-law in surprise. "Hard work?"

      "Yes, the queen sent in agents to spread rumours. They're of the belief our left is our weakest flank, manned only by inexperienced troops who have been rushed into battle."

      "But all of that is true, surely?"

      "It is," the baron agreed. "We had few enough troops left after the Battle of Uxley. Even now, we have to rely on the Dwarves to hold the centre."

      "Some Elves wouldn't have gone amiss."

      "Yes, but with the death of Telethial, their future employment is in doubt. Still, we have plenty of stalwart fellows here. They'll hold. You can count on that."

      "How can you be so sure?" Aldwin asked.

      "It's simple, really. Our men know what's at stake. They also know they can count on their fellow countrymen to do their part, just as we must. In the end, it will be their discipline that wins the day, not numbers."

      "And the Norlanders? Are they not disciplined?"

      "Certainly, to a point, but they do not have the warrior culture that we do."

      Aldwin frowned. "But aren't they descendants of Mercerians?"

      A look of surprise appeared on the baron's face. "I suppose they are. I'd completely forgotten about that."

      "Does that change your assessment?"

      "Not in the least. Now, where is Sir Preston?"

      "Over there," said Aldwin, "in the rear with our heavy cavalry."

      "And why are they there?"

      "To act as a reserve so we can deploy them as needed to trouble spots."

      "Excellent, Aldwin. You're learning."

      The enemy troops slowly began their advance, moving across the field like a large, undulating snake. The sun, finally breaking through the clouds, reflected off the enemy's weapons.

      "There," said Aldwin, pointing. "More troops, on the right, coming from around those trees. It looks like horsemen."

      "By Saxnor's beard," swore Fitz. "It appears our plans weren't as successful as we thought. You've got sharp eyes. Can you see what type they are?"

      Aldwin stared, using his hand to shade his eyes from the sun. "They're wearing heavier armour by the look of it."

      "Any sign of horse archers?"

      "No, not that I can see."

      "Thank the Gods for small miracles," said Fitz.

      "Do they pose a problem?"

      "Naturally, but it's nothing we can't handle. Still, we'd better let Sir Preston know. He'll need to bring in the right flank a little sooner than expected."

      "I'll go and tell him, shall I?"

      "I'd be obliged," said Fitz.

      

      The Norland line marched inexorably closer, maintaining their solid line of steel. On either flank, the cavalry kept a similar pace, conserving their strength for the final charge. On the northern end of the line, their light cavalry would race down along the Deerwood's edge, forcing the Mercerians into a defensive position and shrinking their frontage. On the southern end, the heavier cavalry kept their distance from the queen's archers, manoeuvring to get in behind the defenders. It would be numbers that would tell this day, overwhelming the defenders and forcing them to break.

      The Norland light cavalry broke into a gallop as they drew nearer the woods. Their horse archers began loosing off arrows, more to intimidate than to do any actual damage. It had the desired effect. Faced with the threat of horsemen, the northern end of the Mercerian line began to fall back. The Norland commander smiled. The plan was working splendidly. The enemy would soon be completely surrounded, their utter destruction only a matter of time.
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      Sir Preston swore, a most uncharacteristic expression for the newest Knight of the Hound.

      "Sorry to be the bearer of bad news," said Aldwin.

      "Not your fault, my lord," replied the knight, "but it does accelerate my plans. Please excuse me while I see to my men."

      "Of course," the smith replied, riding back towards Baron Fitzwilliam.

      Sir Preston's attention returned once more to his own command. "Send word to the footmen to begin their manoeuvres," he said to his aide. The man repeated the orders, then rode off as fast as his horse could carry him.

      The knight turned his attention to the heavy cavalry. He recognized their look of apprehension. Most of them were recently recruited from the countryside and equipped at the Crown's expense. They were a new type of warrior, dedicated professionals in the mould of the Guard Cavalry, but they had yet to be tested in battle.

      "Keep your eyes on the enemy," he ordered. "They'll try to surround us. Your job is to make sure our infantry can complete the defensive formation."

      "And how do we do that?" asked Sergeant Hampton.

      "By executing a series of sudden strikes on the enemy horsemen."

      The sergeant stared back with a look of shock. "Those are armoured riders," the man said, "and they significantly outnumber us."

      "All true," said Sir Preston, "and yet we have the discipline and skill to best them. Remember your training, and for Saxnor's sake, keep an ear out for the horns. If you don't withdraw when called, you'll be massacred. The whole point is to hit them and then withdraw before they can react, understood? Do that enough times, and they'll think twice about getting closer to our footmen."

      "Aye, sir," said Hampton.

      The knight returned his attention to the footmen of Merceria. They were beginning to fall backwards on the flank, taking up their positions to the south as the entire army began forming into a sizeable defensive circle.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      The first sign of trouble was when arrows flew from the Deerwood. They did little damage to the Norland cavalry, but the mere presence of the archers took them entirely by surprise.

      The Norland commander tried to ignore them. After all, what could a smattering of bowmen do against the hundreds of horsemen under his command?

      His confidence soon shattered as more archers stepped out from the woods. These were no skirmishers but massed bowmen of the Mercerian army. Where were they coming from?

      He watched in fascination as a woman appeared. She began waving her hands about, and then a small dot of light flew from her fingers to land in amongst the horsemen. Obviously, she was a spell caster, but he thought she had failed when he saw the spark sink into the ground.

      His belief was soon shattered as the ground began to tremble, and then small rocks broke the surface, sending the Norland advance into disarray. Horses fell, their riders thrown while others swerved to avoid the panic. All sense of order was abandoned in an instant.

      The Norland horse archers, more disciplined, wheeled their mounts, heading straight for the Mercerian archers. Closer they drew, and then more enemy soldiers exited the woods. This was no militia. Rather, it was trained Orcs in tight formations, long spears reaching out like the spines of a porcupine.

      The commander swore, pulling up his men to loose off a volley of arrows. Just as he did, what he saw made him turn pale. Massive creatures, close to eight feet tall, stepped from the woods, their grey skin making them look like they were carved from rock. Each carried a large stone, and even as he watched, they were tossed through the air to crash into the massed cavalry. The first struck a horse archer, tearing him in half at the waist and continuing into the man beside him. His horse ran off in fright, still bearing the man's lower abdomen and legs.

      Another stone sailed past, narrowly missing his own head. The commander was about to call back his men, but then an arrow took him in the eye, toppling him from the saddle to leave his men leaderless.
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      "Good shot," said Gorath as he placed another arrow onto his warbow.

      "What can I say?" said Hayley. "I wasn't given the position of High Ranger for my looks." She glanced around. Her rangers were picking their targets, working in pairs, and calling out as they shot. The men and women of the Queen's Rangers were said to be the best shots in the Three Kingdoms, something she had worked hard to train into them. The addition of Orcs to their ranks had been a difficult choice, for not every Human was comfortable in their company. In the end, it turned out they had worried for naught, for a large portion of the rangers had been recruited in Hawksburg, a city the green folk had helped rebuild. Their familiarity with the Orcs had soon settled any objections.

      "This is like target practice," Gorath complained. "They're packed so close I can't miss."

      "Even so, keep your wits about you. They can close in an instant."

      As she spoke, a dozen Norland horsemen broke off from the main group, heading directly towards the rangers. Gorath switched targets, letting loose another arrow, taking a horse in the chest. The beast went down, then tumbled, crushing its rider.

      As more arrows flew forth, wolves appeared from nowhere, their howls echoing across the fields. Hayley had a brief glimpse of Albreda urging on her pack, and then the enemy horses began to panic. The riders broke off their attack, fleeing to the safety of the central formation once more.
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      Gerald Matheson, Duke of Wincaster and Marshal of the Army of Merceria, looked at his queen. "I still think you should have stayed in the capital."

      Anna removed her helmet, wiping the sweat from her brow, and then tried to tuck an errant blonde strand back in place. "Nonsense. I need to be here with my people. Besides, you know the army is more successful when we're together."

      He smiled. "So we are. Would you care to give the signal for the attack?"

      "And steal the glory? No, that honour should fall to you. You're the one in command here."

      "You're the queen."

      She replaced her helmet. "Yes, and wise enough to let the professional lead the army. Now, I shouldn't wait too long if I were you. Timing is everything."

      Gerald rose in his stirrups, raising his sword high in the air and then sweeping it downward. The men around him gave a cheer as they began their advance, their boots crunching on the dead leaves and branches of the forest floor. It had taken the Orcs of the Black Arrow to guide them here. The marshal had worried they might be too late, but Chief Urgon had, true to his word, known the Deerwood like the back of his hand and delivered them at precisely the right moment.

      He gazed off at the chief's banner. Unlike the Mercerians, who employed flags, the Orcs preferred banners hung from a horizontal pole affixed to a spear. The banner that signified the Black Arrow tribe was a simple black cloth that stood in sharp contrast to the red-and-green flags of the Mercerian troops.

      The Orcs were heavy into the enemy horsemen now, their spears wreaking frightful damage. Off in the distance, Gerald could see Sir Heward and his heavy cavalry hitting the front of the Norland cavalry column. Past them, Beverly should have been commanding the Guard Cavalry, but he could only assume she had become aware of a greater threat, for nothing else could explain her absence.

      Gerald's footmen, now formed up in a solid line, began their advance, keeping their ranks closed as protection against the enemy horsemen. He had insisted on arming those in the second rank with spears, and should the enemy threaten, their job would be to lower them, presenting a solid wall of iron-tipped death.
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      Dame Beverly Fitzwilliam, Knight of the Hound, guided the Guard Cavalry out of the woods. From her vantage point atop her massive Mercerian Charger, Lightning, she spotted the beleaguered forces of her father, Baron Fitzwilliam, raising a blue flag, signalling they were in distress. Beneath it was a small red flag, indicating the threat lay to the south. She thanked Saxnor the marshal had come up with the idea of a General Staff. These people were trained to send commands across the battlefield. At first, they had thought to use horns, but those were difficult to hear at long range, so a system of flags was introduced. Beverly had adjusted to them quite quickly, but the older warriors had found the concept difficult to grasp. A winter's worth of practice with the technique had led to its adoption army-wide, leading to their present circumstances.

      She turned south, leaving the enemy horsemen to Sir Heward, and led the Guard Cavalry in a wide arc around a small group of nearby trees. As soon as they cleared the woods, she saw a group of armoured horsemen threatening her father's flank. The infantry had managed to get into some semblance of a circle, but their defensive formation was being put to the test as the Norlanders engulfed them.

      She looked around, making sure her men had kept up, but she needn't have bothered. With their Mercerian Chargers, they were more than capable of maintaining their tight ranks at the gallop.
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      Sir Heward's men drove deep into the enemy cavalry. With their light armour, the Norlanders were little match for the heavily armoured horsemen of the Mercerian army. The strength of light horsemen was their ability to outmanoeuvre their foes, but here, packed in tightly as they were, there was no way for them to take advantage of their mobility.

      The knight swung his axe, taking off a man's arm just below the shoulder. He urged on his mount, concentrating on his next target. A slender blade scraped along his arm, but his metal armour easily deflected the blow.

      He kept advancing, pushing aside the lighter mounts of the enemy. A flicker of movement to his left captured his attention, and he raised his shield just in time to catch another sword. Heward twisted in his saddle, bringing his axe down in an overhead strike. It snapped the blade and dug into the man's saddle, narrowly missing a leg.

      The enemy horseman grinned, thinking he had avoided his fate, but the axe had penetrated the saddle, and his horse reared up in pain. For a moment, the man struggled to maintain his balance, but then he was tossed from his seat, landing in amongst the hooves of the general melee.

      Sir Heward felt his horse drive a shoe into the man's chest, a cry of pain cut off short as his rib cage collapsed. The knight moved his charger farther into the melee, ignoring the scene of destruction beneath his mount's hooves.
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      Sir Preston spotted the danger to the south and immediately reacted, taking his horsemen out into the swirling mass of Norland cavalry. They cut deeply into the enemy force, driving them back with the unexpected counterattack.

      Swords rose and fell, wreaking havoc amongst them, and then the notes called out, sounding the retreat. The knight watched with pride as the Mercerians withdrew to the safety of the circle, and then the footmen resumed their positions, closing the gap.

      He removed his helmet, the better to take in his surroundings. Norland horsemen were swirling around the defenders now, struggling to make any progress against the tight formation. Only to the east was there any problem. There, the Norland footmen had closed to engage in a fierce hand-to-hand action. The fighting was intense, but the Dwarves had held, refusing to take even a single step from their opening position. To his right, he could see the southern portion of the circle coming under heavy attack. Enemy spearmen were advancing, threatening to create an opening through which the heavier horsemen could charge.

      Sir Preston thought to take his men there to reinforce the line, but then he spotted Aldwin. The smith was standing with the Mercerian foot, urging them to hold their position, a mace held tightly in his fist. The knight surveyed the rest of the battlefield, secure in the knowledge at least one part of the circle was safe.
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      Tog took another step, swinging his club with the strength that only a Troll could bring to bear. It struck a rider, collapsing his chest and sending the man flying from the saddle. The horse reared up in a panic, then galloped off, eager to be free of the carnage.

      All around him, his Troll comrades advanced as he struck again, knocking aside a desperate attempt to parry. He prepared for another swing, but before him stood a bewildered warrior wearing the red-and-green livery of Merceria. Tog swivelled his gaze left and right, finally realizing they had reached the beleaguered defenders. Baron Fitzwilliam was nearby, beneath the banner of Merceria, and the great Troll walked up to him, his head towering over the mounted general.

      "We have come," he said.

      "So I see," said Fitz, "and welcome it is too. You've arrived in the proverbial nick of time."

      "Where do you want us?"

      The baron pointed. "Over there. We're in danger of the line breaking, and if that happens, they'll be all over us."

      Tog nodded, then turned westward, lumbering back into the fray.
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      Turning her force eastward, Beverly could make out the battle, but her view of the Mercerian defenders was completely blocked by a swirling mass of armoured cavalry. She slowed, waiting for her men to form line, then gave the signal. With a sweep of her hammer, they began the advance, slowly at first and then picking up speed as they drew closer.

      The enemy, intent on the defenders’ destruction, didn't see them approach until it was too late. Only a few turned shouting out in alarm, but the sound of battle drowned out their voices.

      The Guard Cavalry struck the line like a giant wave, pushing aside the enemy to leave a bloody smear in its wake. Norland horses galloped off, their riders no longer mounted, as all opposition began melting away.

      Beverly swung Nature's Fury left and right, clearing a path towards her father's forces. Lightning, who towered over Norland's smaller horses, gave her the advantage of height, which she used to the best of her ability.

      After she struck down yet another warrior, caving in his helmet, she spotted Sir Preston off in the distance, leading his own men out from the defensive circle. Closer they drew until no Norlanders were left between them. Beverly nodded in greeting.

      Sir Preston lifted his visor, the better to be heard above the din of battle. "It is a victory," he proclaimed.

      Beverly cast her eyes around, watching as the fighting began to die down. The Guard Cavalry, disciplined as they were, resisted the urge to pursue, looking instead to their leader. Removing her helmet, she took a deep breath of fresh air. There would be no pursuit today, not from her men, at least; that was the job of the Kurathians.

      Sir Preston, noticing her eyes searching the battlefield, smiled.

      "He's over there," he said, pointing. "Don't worry, he's fine." He saw the look of relief flood her face.

      "How was he?" she asked.

      "He did quite well for himself. He steadied the line when it looked like they might crumble."

      Beverly wore a surprised look. "He did?"

      "Yes. Why? Does that surprise you?"

      "My husband is a master smith. I never thought him to be a warrior."

      Sir Preston laughed. "I expect he's following in the family's footsteps. After all, he's a Fitzwilliam now."

      She grinned. "So he is, and full of surprises, apparently."

      "Have you orders for me, Commander?"

      Beverly looked around at the battlefield. The Mercerians still held their ground, but the enemy was fleeing in every imaginable direction. "We'll let Commander Lanaka and his Kurathian horse take care of those who are fleeing. In the meantime, take your men, and see what horses you can round up. There's no use in letting them go to waste."

      Sir Preston followed her gaze. "I daresay if we manage to gather even half of them, we'll have doubled our mounts. It'll be a good day for our new troops."

      "It will," she agreed. "And tell your men they've done exceptionally well today, Sir Preston. Their hard work has paid off."

      "I could say the same for you."

      "I'll let you get on with it, then. I must find the marshal and give my report."

      Sir Preston turned south, ready to ride off when an arrow sailed out of nowhere and struck his visor, narrowly missing his face. He instinctively leaned back, but the sound caused him to flinch.

      Beverly turned, seeking out the archer responsible. A Norland rider, bow in hand, was notching another arrow. She turned Lightning, urging him into a gallop, but before she could go more than a horse's length, an arrow took the man beneath the armpit, and he fell, his bow dropping to the ground beside him. She soon saw the source of the arrow.

      "Good shot, Hayley."

      "Thank you, Bev," the ranger replied. "I would have let you have him, but I didn't think you'd make it in time."

      "I shan't take offence," replied the knight. She looked at Sir Preston. "Are you all right?"

      "Yes," he replied, "merely startled. That was a mighty close call."

      "So it was," said Beverly. "You might want to keep your visor down next time."

      "This coming from the woman who removed her helmet?"

      She grinned. "Good point. I suppose we'd best chalk it up to happenstance."

      Hayley nocked her bow, keeping it at the ready as Gorath searched through the dead and wounded. Survivors would be disarmed, and then the Life Mages could begin the arduous task of healing.

      "I'll be reporting to Gerald," said Beverly. "Anything you need to pass on?"

      The High Ranger thought a moment. "No, I don't think so. Things went pretty much as expected, though I imagine we weren't anticipating these additional horsemen."

      Beverly looked at one of the fallen riders. "No, we weren't," she agreed. "They must have received reinforcements over the winter. You're senior to Sir Preston, so you take over command of this section of the line, and let him sort out the situation with all these loose horses."

      "Will do," said Hayley. "Anything else?"

      "Yes, I expect the queen will want you at dinner tonight."

      "In Eastwood?"

      "No, there's a Royal Estate nearby. I'll send you directions when I get a chance."

      "I'll be there," Hayley promised.

      

      Halting his horse, Gerald dismounted and then passed the reins to an aide. He stretched his back, letting out a grunt as he straightened. "I'm getting too old for this."

      Anna laughed. "No you're not."

      "All right, I'm not," he hastily added, "but it's been a long day." Hearing a heavy footfall, he turned to see Tempus bounding towards him. The great hound halted, wagging his tail enthusiastically.

      "Someone's happy to see you," said the queen. "Come, sit for a moment. There are plenty of others to see to things."

      "I wish I could, but there's still the matter of the city to take care of."

      "Already done." She smiled. "I just sent Sir Heward to talk to them."

      "And if they put up a fight?"

      "I doubt they will. The Norlanders look like they threw everything they had at us. I imagine there aren't any soldiers left in Eastwood."

      "They might have left a garrison," Gerald warned.

      "True, but the city has no walls. If there was a garrison, I'd expect it to be halfway to the border by now."

      "I doubt the Orcs will let them go in peace."

      "Yes. Between them and Lanaka's forces, I doubt many will get through."

      "Still," said Gerald, "we should let a few make it. They can take back word of their defeat."

      "A splendid idea."

      "What about us? Are we to pursue?"

      "No," said Anna. "Not immediately, at any rate. We still haven't finalized our plans to invade Norland, and I might remind you we have to coordinate things with Weldwyn. They are our allies after all."

      "True enough. I suppose that means we'll be returning to Wincaster?"

      She smiled. "It does. I want to send the bulk of the army to the border to keep an eye on things. Who do you want to command it?"

      "I'd say Fitz, but I have a feeling we'll need him when we meet with King Leofric."

      "Who's your second pick?"

      "I know we can't send Beverly, so I'll send Heward. He has experience on the frontier. You know it really would be easier if we had more Knights of the Hound."

      "Agreed," said Anna. "Do you have any suggestions of who we might induct into the order?"

      "No, I've been too busy to consider it. In any event, it's your order of knighthood, not mine."

      She laughed, bringing a smile to his lips. "So that's how it's going to be, is it? Very well, I promise to give it some thought."

      Tempus barked, his tail wagging again, this time at an approaching rider.

      "Beverly," called out Anna as she watched her approach. "Glad to see you made it through unscathed. I hear your new heavy cavalry acquitted themselves well today."

      "They did, Your Majesty," replied the red-headed knight. "Particularly those under Sir Preston's command."

      "It seems we no longer have need of knights," said Gerald.

      "Not for cavalry," said Anna, "but they make good leaders, particularly the well-trained ones. How were the casualties?"

      "Heavy amongst the enemy."

      "And our own troops?"

      "I'm afraid my father's men took quite a beating. Revi and Aubrey are looking after them now, with help from Kraloch."

      "I don't envy them the job," said Gerald. "They'll be at it for most of the afternoon and well into the evening."

      "Keep an eye on them, Beverly. I don't want our Life Mages exhausting themselves."

      "The problem is the weather," replied the knight. "It looks like rain is moving in, and we can't have the wounded lying around outside. They'll get soaked."

      "All the more reason to get into Eastwood," said Gerald.

      Anna placed her hand under her chin, unconsciously mimicking one of his expressions. "We'll move them into the Royal Estate. It's nearby."

      "I thought you were hosting a victory celebration?" said Beverly.

      "It can wait," said the queen. "Their recovery is more important. Oh, and see if you can find Arnim. He should be back with the baggage train."

      "What's he doing there?" asked the knight.

      "Fuming, probably," suggested Gerald.

      "He and Nikki were in Eastwood," Anna explained, "spreading false information. I'm afraid they didn't get out fast enough to include them in the battle plan, so they've been guarding the supplies."

      "I can't imagine he liked that," said Beverly.

      "You'd be surprised," said Anna. "Now that he's a father, he's a lot more amenable to such things."

      Gerald looked at her in surprise. "Are you trying to tell me Arnim's gone soft?"

      "If, by going soft, you mean he's concerned about the welfare of the twins, then yes, I suppose I am."

      "Never thought I'd see the day," he muttered.

      "What was that?"

      "I said that's quite the display… of loyalty, I mean."

      Beverly noted the smirk on Gerald's face. "No meal, then?"

      "We'll sort something out," said Anna, "so make sure that husband of yours is presentable. I trust he is well?"

      "He is," said Beverly, "as is your own husband. I saw him on the way over here."

      "Good, then dinner is still on, though what we'll be eating and where, I have no idea."
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      Gerald leaned his back against the wall. They were out the front of the Royal Estate beneath the covered archway that served as its entrance. Gazing towards the edge of the woods, he noted the downpour. "It's cold," he said, "and wet."

      "That's pretty obvious, isn't it?" said Anna. She took a seat on the flagstones, setting down her goblet. Beside her loomed Tempus, stretched out and acting as the back of a chair while around her sat most of her friends, each seeking what comfort they could while Sophie passed out drinks.

      "The food will be along shortly," the maid added.

      "There's no hurry," said Gerald. "It's not like we're going anywhere."

      She passed a tankard to Sir Preston, and as he took it, their hands brushed each other. Anna noted the looks on their faces and turned to Gerald, smiling. The marshal grinned back.

      "You know," the queen said, "I think it's time we gave our gallant knight a more permanent command, don't you?"

      "I should think so," he replied. "What did you have in mind?"

      "How about captain of the heavy cavalry?"

      "Surely Sir Heward is more deserving," offered Sir Preston.

      "Perhaps, but we have other things in mind for him," said Anna.

      "Oh?" said Beverly. "Care to share that information?"

      "I'll leave that to the marshal. After all, it's army business. Gerald?"

      Gerald straightened himself. "Yes, I've decided to promote him to commander. His experience in the north has proven him more than capable of operating in that capacity."

      "And well he deserves it," added Beverly.

      "Indeed he does," said Anna. "And we'll be needing more commanders when we push into Norland."

      "So we're finally going to strike back?"

      "We have little choice. We can't just sit back and relax after their invasion of Merceria."

      Everyone went quiet, their concentration on their young queen. They had all known it was coming, but the details had been scant. Doubtless she had discussed it with Gerald, but not a word had leaked out.

      "Well?" prompted Beverly. "Are you going to tell us or not?"

      Anna wore a grin. "Not just yet, no. The plan is to return to Wincaster, then recall to Summersgate to discuss strategy with King Leofric."

      "Yes," agreed Gerald, "he may have other ideas on how to proceed. In any event, we'll come to some sort of agreement to coordinate our actions. Once that's done, we'll return and start putting things into place."

      The door opened, and Baron Fitzwilliam came outside, Albreda clutching his arm.

      "Sorry," he said as everyone looked at him. "Did I interrupt something?"

      "We were just discussing plans," said Gerald.

      "Oh? What did I miss?"

      "The queen is going to Weldwyn to confer with King Leofric," offered Beverly.

      "Is she now," said the baron. "Good for her."

      "I was hoping you'd accompany us," said Anna. "And we'll need Albreda to help take us there, of course."

      "I should be delighted," said Fitz.

      "Yes," Albreda agreed. "How many are going?"

      "Aside from you two, I'll take Gerald and Beverly."

      A bark erupted from behind her, causing her to laugh. "And Tempus, of course."

      "A small enough party," said Albreda, "but shouldn't you take some guards as well?"

      "I hadn't thought of that."

      "That means we'll need more mages," said Gerald. "No offence to Albreda, but even she can't take everyone."

      "How about Aubrey and Kraloch?" said Beverly. "That would give you two extra casters."

      "I wonder what King Leofric will make of an Orc?" mused Gerald.

      "I think he'll take it in stride," said Anna. "Of course, I'll want to take Alric. It's his home after all."

      "Speaking of Prince Alric," said Gerald, "where is he?"

      "Looking after the troops," noted Anna. "He's taking his position as your aide very seriously."

      "Oh?"

      "Yes, though I think he's a little miffed you didn't let him in on the full battle plan."

      "It couldn't be helped. Secrecy was important to its success. Only Fitz and I knew the full details, aside from you, of course."

      "Aha!" said the baron. "You finally called me Fitz!"

      "Merely a slip of the tongue, my lord," said Gerald, adding a deep bow.

      "Perhaps, but I shall remember it."

      A servant appeared, edging past Fitz and Albreda.

      "Ah," said Gerald, "the food."

      "Just some cold meat," said Anna. "We must make do with what we have."

      "Fine by me." He selected a piece of ham, taking a bite.

      "So," said Fitz, "I suppose they'll call this the Second Battle of Eastwood."

      "I propose a different name," said Anna.

      "Oh? And what might that be?"

      "The Battle of the Deerwood. After all, it was Gerald's use of the forest that made all the difference."

      "So it was," said Fitz.

      "We're lucky to have you as our marshal," added Beverly.

      "Let's not forget the Orcs," said Gerald, blushing profusely. "If it wasn't for Chief Urgon, we'd have become lost in the trees."

      Anna held up her cup. "To our noble allies," she toasted.

      "Hear! Hear!" they all echoed.

      An exhausted-looking Revi Bloom came out of the estate, interrupting their conversation.

      Anna looked at him in sympathy. "I trust all is in order, Master Bloom?"

      "It is, Your Majesty, though there's more work to be done, but I must rest and recover my strength."

      "How is everyone?" asked Gerald.

      "We dealt with the most seriously wounded first. Now that they're recovering, we can look after the others. On the whole, our casualties have been light, but I'm afraid I can't say the same of the enemy."

      "Still," said Anna, "we must treat them as we do our own."

      "It's strange," interjected Sir Preston, "that we should even be having this discussion."

      "Oh?" said the queen. "Why would you say that?"

      "It wasn't so long ago that the wounded would've had to fend for themselves. Under your father's rule, the Royal Life Mage only worked for the Royal Family."

      Anna turned frosty. "King Andred was NOT my father!"

      The knight turned crimson with embarrassment. "I'm sorry if I caused offence, Your Majesty. I merely meant—"

      "I know what you meant, Sir Preston." She took a breath. "I'm sorry. I shouldn't have snapped, and in actuality, you are quite right. Under my rule, however, the wounded will be given every consideration. I only wish we had more Life Mages to help."

      "We need to train more," insisted Gerald.

      "Yes, but how?"

      "Actually," said Revi, "Aubrey's been working on that very idea."

      "Oh?" said Anna. "Do tell."

      "She has been consulting with Kraloch and Roxanne Fortuna."

      "The Weldwyn Life Mage?" said Gerald.

      "Yes, that's the one. In any event, Aubrey's been able to identify people's magic aura while in spirit form."

      "Meaning?"

      "Meaning," continued Revi, "she can now discover others who have the potential to learn magic."

      "Then she'll finally be able to get that school up and running in Hawksburg."

      "It's an academy, Your Majesty, not a school."

      "What's the difference?" said Gerald.

      "A school is for teaching children," explained Revi, "while an academy takes a more mature approach to learning."

      "But surely children could learn magic?"

      The Life Mage laughed, cutting it off when he saw no one understood. "No, Gerald, that's not possible."

      "Why ever not?"

      "Well, for a start, they don't manifest until they get older."

      "Manifest?"

      "Yes, develop their magical power. Magic, you see, is in the bloodline but lies dormant until the child reaches maturity. It's only at that point they can learn to harness the power that lies within them."

      "Not always," objected Albreda. "I seem to recall being quite young when I first found my power."

      "There are exceptions, of course," said Revi, "but, by and large, we have found these things generally activate at puberty. I believe thirteen is the usual age."

      "Oh," said Albreda, "I suppose I'm much like the rest, then. I was that age when I first entered the Whitewood."

      "In any event," continued Revi, "we usually don't discover their potential until many years later, if at all."

      "And just how common is this potential you speak of?" asked Anna.

      "No one truly knows, though some have speculated it might be as common as one in a hundred."

      "One in a hundred?" said Gerald. "That would mean the realm is crawling with them."

      "As I said, that's mere speculation. As for myself, I think the odds are much lower, perhaps only one in a thousand. Mind you, there's nothing concerning which schools of magic are more common. We have no information on how many would be Earth Mages versus Life Mages, for example."

      "It would be nice to have a Fire Mage," said Gerald. "At least then, the campfires would be easy to set up."

      Anna laughed. "Trust you to think of that."

      "It does raise an interesting point," said Revi. "If we did find a potential Fire Mage, we'd have no way to train him."

      "Or her," added Albreda. "You can't assume they're all men."

      "I stand corrected, but the point still remains."

      "What about Weldwyn?" asked Gerald. "Have they no Fire Mages?"

      "They do," said Albreda. "A fellow by the name of Osbourne Megantis. A fairly difficult man to get along with if his reputation is anything to go on. They have a Water Mage too."

      "That's good news," said Revi. "It allows us to cover off all the disciplines, assuming they agree to help, of course."

      "I see no reason why they wouldn't," said the queen. "They stand to benefit as much as we would. I shall be sure to bring it up when we go to Weldwyn."

      "That still leaves the matter of air," said Revi.

      "Having trouble breathing?" said Gerald.

      "No, I mean Air Magic. I don't suppose they have an Aeromancer, perchance?"

      "I don't believe they do," said Albreda. "Still, at least we have the other disciplines covered."

      "What of the Orcs?" suggested Sir Preston. "Do they have any Air Mages?"

      "That's a good point," said the queen. "Though I believe they would use the term 'Master of Air'. I shall have to talk to Kraloch. He would know."

      "Personally, I doubt it," said Gerald. "If they did, they would have sent them to fight, wouldn't they?"

      "Possibly, but you must remember, the Orcs can communicate over long distances. If the Orcs of the Black Arrow cannot use Air Magic, perhaps another tribe can?"

      "A fascinating idea," said Gerald. He turned to Master Bloom. "Tell me, Revi, when can we expect our own mages to be able to communicate over long distances? It would certainly benefit the army."

      The mage's face showed a look of disgust. "There's more to magic than simply battles, you know. In any event, we must consider how to pay for all of this training. Learning magic takes time, and we can't have the students working on farms while they learn how to harness their power."

      "The Crown will assume the cost," said Anna.

      "That's most generous of you, Your Majesty."

      "It is not without a price," she added. "In exchange, your students will be required to render services to the Crown."

      "I should have expected that I suppose," said Revi, a trace of gloom entering his voice.

      "When would you start?"

      "That depends on Aubrey. She's the one with the expertise. Of course, there's also the matter of where the school would be located."

      "We already know that," said Anna.

      "We do?"

      "Yes, at the old Royal Estate on the outskirts of Hawksburg. I gave it to Aubrey for that very purpose."

      "You did? Why wasn't I notified?"

      "You were unavailable," said the queen, "due to your infirmity."

      "Still, she could have told me about it afterwards."

      "A great deal has occurred in your absence, Master Bloom, and we cannot spend all day catching you up on things. Your presence is most welcome, of course, but you must make an effort to find out what you missed on your own. We are far too busy."

      "I humbly apologize, Your Majesty."

      "As well you should," rebuked the queen. "Now, let us get on to other things, shall we?"

      "Shouldn't we wait until the Nobles Council can be convened?" asked Fitz.

      "That can wait," said Anna. "And in any event, all the important people are here. Well, most of them, anyway."

      "And what news is there?" said Fitz. "Other than the war, I mean?"

      "I hear the Trolls have finished building their town," said Gerald.

      "Yes," said the queen. "They're calling it Trollden. I understand it's quite breathtaking."

      "It's in the swamp, isn't it?" said Revi. "I'd hardly call that breathtaking."

      "I think you'd be surprised. Most people think of them as brutes, but according to Tog, the Trolls are quite adept at construction. Some say they even rival the Dwarves though naturally, the scale of their buildings is larger due to their physique."

      "Do they use stone?" asked Beverly.

      "No," answered Anna, "they prefer wood, and they use timbers that are much larger than we would be used to."

      "I suppose that has to do with their strength."

      "In any event, they've also cleared out the mouth of the river. By now, the first Weldwyn traders have likely sailed up to Colbridge, maybe even as far as Kingsford."

      "That should help our economy," said Fitz.

      "And how is Bodden?" asked Gerald. "I haven't been there since my return from Norland."

      "It's doing quite nicely, thank you. We've seen an increase in trade since Queenston was founded, and it'll only get better as the roads are cleared."

      "That's excellent news," said Gerald, "but is it enough to get us out of debt?"

      "Eventually," said Anna, "but the war has set us back significantly. After the Battle of Uxley, we had to rebuild our forces, and that didn't come cheaply."

      "And the war itself?" said Revi. "I know we won this battle, but where does that leave us?"

      "I'll let Gerald answer that."

      Gerald tucked another morsel of meat into his mouth, chewing as he thought. He swallowed, then took a sip of ale. "There are no longer any Norland warriors on Mercerian soil," he began, "aside from the wounded and a few stragglers. The bulk of our army will move north to reinforce the garrisons on the border and prepare to carry the war to the enemy once we decide on a strategy. The remainder will return to Wincaster to rest and recuperate."

      "Shouldn't we just invade?" asked Revi.

      "It's a difficult task, made all the more so by our lack of maps of the area. We'd be stumbling around in the dark, so to speak, and that's no way to run a campaign."

      "We have sent scouts north of the river," added Anna, "with the purpose of gathering more information."

      "What about allies?" asked Beverly. "Some of the Norland nobles seemed to be amenable."

      "We are making plans to contact them, but repelling the invasion of Merceria takes priority." The queen looked over at Gerald, who was staring off into the distance. "Gerald? Is anything wrong?"

      "You just reminded me of something," he replied, patting down his tunic. "Now, where did I put it?"

      "Put what?"

      "It was a letter. You remember, Beverly, we were given it by Lord Creighton."

      "Yes," added the knight. "I remember now."

      "What did this letter say?" asked Anna.

      "I don't know," admitted Gerald. "It was sealed. I was supposed to give it to you when we got back, but I completely forgot about it."

      "You were badly wounded," Beverly reminded him.

      "Yes, but that's no excuse. I must have put it in my trunk."

      "Shall I fetch it for you?" offered Sophie.

      Gerald glanced over at the queen's maid. "Would you? I'd be ever so thankful. It should be easy enough to spot. It has a red seal on it."

      "I'll be back in a moment." She disappeared indoors.

      "What do you think it says?" asked Fitz.

      Gerald shrugged. "It was Beverly who was given it." He looked at his Commander of Horse.

      "Lord Creighton mentioned Hollis had enemies," said the red-headed knight. "He saw the king's death as the start of a civil war."

      "If that's true," said Anna, "then we may have allies in Norland after all. This may change our strategy."

      "How so?" asked Beverly.

      "Well, for one thing, we would need to support our allies. Until we know who they are, we really can't start anything."

      "So we're back to waiting," said Fitz.

      "It's still early in the campaign season," said Gerald, "and we've got the whole summer ahead of us for marching. Don't worry. One way or the other, we'll have Mercerian troops across the border eventually. The only question is where they'll be marching."

      The conversation died down as trays of food were brought out. It was odd, sitting outside and watching people sip soup from bowls, but it still somehow felt like home.

      Sophie's reappearance brought them all to their feet, their food all but forgotten.

      "Is this it?" she asked.

      "It is," said Gerald. "You can give it to the queen if you like. It's for her anyway."

      She placed the letter in Anna's hand, then stood back as it was examined.

      "The seal is intact," mused the queen. "I wonder what secrets it holds?"

      "You'll never find out if you don't open it," said Gerald.

      "No, I suppose I won't." She broke the seal, then unfolded the letter, scanning its contents. All eyes were on her as she finished. Anna looked up to see everyone staring at her. "It seems we have an opportunity."

      "Oh?" said Gerald, trying to sound only mildly interested.

      "It appears the late King Halfan's son died some years ago, but not before his wife gave birth to a Royal Granddaughter."

      "So there's a child out there who can claim the throne of Norland?" asked Revi.

      "Not quite," the queen said, "at least not as I understand it. A woman can't rule in Norland, but her husband could."

      "She's married?"

      "No, but Lord Hollis has her at his estate. Or rather, he did as far as Lord Creighton knows."

      "How old is she now?" asked Gerald.

      "She'll soon be old enough to wed, according to this. I suspect that's why Lord Hollis has her."

      "But Lord Hollis is already married, isn't he?"

      "I believe he is," Anna confirmed.

      "Even so," offered Fitz, "I wouldn't put it past him to get rid of his current wife. Men like that will do anything for power."

      "How much time do we have?" asked Gerald.

      "I have no idea," said Anna. "But we should act on this as quickly as possible."

      "Act on it, how?"

      "That's easy," said Beverly. "We send in a force and rescue her."

      "What if she doesn't want to be rescued?" said Fitz.

      They all looked at him in shock.

      "It's a reasonable assumption," he continued. "We know nothing of this girl. Perhaps she desires power of her own?"

      "By marrying Hollis?" Beverly asked.

      "Stranger things have happened."

      "Richard makes a good point," said Albreda.

      "Then what are we to do?" pressed Beverly.

      "I propose," said the baron, "that we send a small group to try and get in contact with her. They can determine what her own wishes are in this regard. Then, if she wants to, they can bring her back to Wincaster."

      "I think that an excellent idea," said Anna, "and there are directions in the letter. The estate is just north of Beaconsgate. That's close to the Whitewood, isn't it, Albreda?"

      "It is," the Druid agreed. "That being the case, I think it only reasonable I should accompany whoever goes."

      "Certainly, but it will have to wait until we return from Weldwyn as we need you for that."

      "I'm sure Aubrey and Kraloch are capable of helping you to their capital. You can also use Aldus. He's more than powerful enough."

      "Can he use the spell of recall?" asked Gerald.

      "He can," said Albreda. "I taught him myself."

      "Then it's settled," said Anna. "Albreda shall accompany the rescue party."

      "Hold on," said Beverly, "we still haven't discussed who else is going."

      "That's easy," offered Sir Preston. "Lady Hayley. She is the High Ranger, after all, and she can take some of her rangers with her."

      Anna nodded. "That's an excellent suggestion, Sir Preston."

      "Speaking of which," said Gerald, "where is Hayley?"

      "Setting up pickets," said Revi, "but she sends her regards."

      "When do we leave?" asked Albreda.

      "We'll return to Wincaster first," said the queen. "There's a few things that need seeing to before you go. Then you can use your magic to travel to the Whitewood from there. How long would you need, do you think?"

      "To get to the estate?" said the Druid. "I don't know. No more than a week, I should think. The real question is, what will we find when we arrive? In any event, returning should be no problem. I'll bring her straight to the capital."

      "Assuming she's willing," added Anna.

      "Even if she's not." Everybody looked at Albreda in shock. "What?" she asked. "We can't let her be controlled by Hollis. Better she be a prisoner here in Merceria than aid our enemy, surely?"

      "She does have a point," said Fitz.

      The queen nodded her head. "Very well, but let's hope it doesn't come to that." Anna looked around at the small gathering. "Is there anything else we need to discuss?"

      "Not at the moment," said Gerald.

      "Good, then you'd all better get some sleep"—she stared at Gerald—"especially you."

      "Me? Why would you single me out?"

      "Because I know how involved you get planning out battles."

      "Very well, I'll head off to bed as soon as I've seen to the guards."

      "I'll do that," offered Beverly. "You need your rest."

      He was about to object, but her smile disarmed him. "Very well, I know when to admit defeat."

      "Good," said Anna, "because tomorrow we're starting early. I want to be back in Wincaster by noon, assuming our mages have enough power left."
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      Lady Aubrey Brandon, Baroness of Hawksburg, took her seat. To her right sat Revi Bloom, the head of this council, while to her left was Albreda. Aldus Hearn was also present, along with Kiren-Jool, the Kurathian Enchanter. Kraloch sat at the end of the table to give his Orcish frame more elbow room, while across from her sat two visitors. The first was Roxanne Fortuna, the Weldwyn Life Mage who had been helping her and Kraloch with their research. The other visitor, Lord Arandil Greycloak, was a far more forbidding prospect. As Lord of the Darkwood, he had come to claim the body of his daughter, Telethial, who had died some months previously. She had long since been buried, but the brooding Elf had remained, determined to have his say in matters as an ally of Merceria.

      Revi looked around the room. "It's been some time since we last met," he began, "though I hear you did manage to get in a session or two while I was indisposed."

      "It's good to have you back," said Aubrey.

      "Thank you, but let us dispense with such frivolities, shall we? We have important matters to discuss."

      "Where would you like to start?" asked Albreda.

      "I'd like to talk of the Saurian gates for a moment." He held up his hands to halt any argument. "Don't worry, it's not what you think."

      "Then what is it?" asked Aldus Hearn.

      "We now know we cannot use them without some risk of developing a strange malady," Revi continued, "except for the Orcs, of course. Aubrey, you and Kraloch developed a cure for that. How's that been going?"

      "We have been systematically identifying everyone who went through the gates and using the new technique to cure them. Only a few people remain, and none of them are in any immediate danger."

      "That's a relief," said Hearn. "I feared we might have an outbreak of madness."

      "I wasn't mad," insisted Revi. "I was just… extremely distracted."

      "Well, in any event, we can do without that distraction."

      "Agreed," said Revi. "Though I would like to point out there are other possible uses for these gates, even if the Orcs are the only ones who can use them safely."

      "Such as?" asked Albreda.

      "They tap into the ley lines, and I have managed to unlock the secret of unlimited travel."

      "Meaning?" said Hearn.

      "Meaning we can use gates to travel to any intersection of ley lines, regardless of whether they hold a physical structure or not."

      "And how would we return?" asked Kiren-Jool. "Or haven't you thought of that yet?"

      "By use of the recall spell," said Revi. "I've actually learned it myself. Quite a useful bit of magic, that."

      "You're welcome, by the way," said Albreda.

      "I'm sorry?" said Revi.

      "You're welcome for being able to learn the spell of recall."

      "I don't understand. Aubrey taught me."

      "And who do you think she learned it from?"

      Revi blushed. "Ah, I hadn't realized. My apologies."

      "You know," said Hearn, "I think I liked it better when Revi was short with everyone."

      "When was I ever short?"

      "When you were mad… or distracted, as you like to call it."

      "Ah, well, I apologize for that too. Now I realize we have a war to think about, so I'll leave the matter of the gates for now. What else have we on our plates?"

      "There's the matter of the academy," said Aubrey.

      "Yes, how is that going? Have you found us any students yet?"

      "Not yet. We're not quite ready for them at this point in time."

      "Why not?" asked Revi.

      "We have to develop a system of training. After all, we've never had an academy before."

      "We simply teach them what we know, don't we? How much harder can it be?"

      "We can't just start teaching," insisted Aubrey.

      "Why not? It worked when I took you on as an apprentice, didn't it?"

      "Yes, but I already knew a lot of the theory of magic. We can't expect the same from every student."

      "Then what do you have in mind?"

      "I suggest we start with the theory of magic, and leave the spell casting for later."

      Kraloch raised his hand, garnering the attention of all.

      "Yes?" said Revi. "You have a suggestion?"

      "I do," said the Orc. "I am led to understand my people use a different method than Humans to train those gifted with magic."

      "Different, how?"

      "Humans always tend to teach the student everything about the theory of magic before they even learn to cast a spell."

      "Of course," said Hearn. "It's the most effective method of training. How else would you do it?"

      "We teach one spell at a time, starting with the simplest. As the student learns to master each spell, they are presented with a greater level of knowledge."

      "It would never work with Humans," said Hearn.

      "Agreed," added Kiren-Jool. "Without proper understanding, they would never be able to master magic."

      "But it has already succeeded with Humans," said Kraloch. "And the man who was taught became a very powerful master of flame."

      "You never told me this," said Aubrey.

      "It is something I only recently became aware of. Our cousins far to the east rescued a man from certain death, and they taught him to harness the spark within."

      "Remarkable," said Kiren-Jool.

      "Astounding," agreed Hearn. "But likely the exception rather than the rule."

      Albreda slammed a fist onto the table. "Must you two be so obstinate? If one of us can learn using that technique, then others can too. What have we got to lose?"

      "But none of us know how to do that," said Hearn.

      "No, but neither do we know how to run an academy. We shall do what the non-magical world does when they come across something they don't understand."

      "Argue?" suggested Kiren-Jool.

      "No, you fool, we shall learn. Kraloch will be our teacher, providing he's willing to undertake that responsibility."

      "I shall be pleased to," said the Orc, "though I should consult with the Ancestors to gather their thoughts on the matter first."

      "Good, then it's settled." She turned her attention once more to Revi. "Please continue, Master Bloom."

      "Yes. Now, where was I?"

      "We were talking about the academy," Aubrey reminded him.

      "Yes, that's right. I suppose we need to develop a structure of some sort. One of the problems with using the master-apprentice system is that things frequently get overlooked. Look at my own situation. If Andronicus had been more organized, I'd be much further ahead in my studies."

      "I'll work with Kraloch and see what I can come up with," offered Aubrey. "If the council here approves it, we'll take the next step and start searching for students."

      "Excellent," said Revi. "Then we'll put further discussion of the topic on hold until you've completed your research. The only other thing I'd like to address is the war."

      "What about the war?" asked Hearn.

      "I thought we might consider how we can be of assistance once the army marches into Norland. I know my familiar has been of use in the past. I was hoping Albreda and Master Hearn might be able to use similar means to keep track of our enemies."

      "I see no problem," said Hearn.

      "Nor do I," added Albreda. "Is there anything else?"

      "Not at the moment, but if anyone comes up with anything, let me know. I'll be at my house."

      Lord Greycloak interrupted. "May I speak?"

      "Certainly," said Revi.

      "I have been giving the matter careful consideration, and I have come to the conclusion that the Elves of the Darkwood can no longer send troops to aid Merceria in its time of need."

      "That's a matter best brought to the attention of the queen," said Revi, "but may I ask why?"

      "We are a diminished people," said the Elf, "and recent losses at Uxley have taken their toll. We shall, of course, continue to provide financial aid in return for a seat at the Nobles Council, but I'm afraid our fighting days are over."

      Those at the table sat in stunned silence. It was Aubrey who finally spoke. "I shall bring this to the attention of Her Majesty," she said.

      Greycloak rose, bowing respectfully. "I will now take my leave of you." The Elf turned, departing the room quickly.

      "Well, that's a shock," said Hearn.

      "I'll say," said Revi. "I wonder what brought that on?"

      "It's his daughter, Telethial," offered Aubrey. "She was killed at Uxley."

      "Many people died at Uxley," said Kiren-Jool, "but you don't see others pulling out."

      "You don't understand," said Aubrey. "The Elves have been barren for some time."

      "Barren?" said Revi. "Are you saying they can't have children?"

      "So it would seem. It was the queen who first noticed it, but I've come to realize she might have a point. I have a solution if I can ever get around to it, but I'm afraid I'm stretched too thin at the moment."

      "A solution?"

      "Yes, the magic Kraloch and I discovered might be able to solve their problem, but it would take cooperation on their part, something I doubt will happen anytime soon."

      "They are a stubborn race," said the Orc, "even more so than the Dwarves, but at least the mountain people can be made to see reason."

      "Well," said Revi, "there's little we can do about it if they refuse to talk to us. We'll simply have to put it aside for now and hope the future brings an opportunity. I think we've had more than enough for one meeting, don't you?" He cast his eyes around the room, noting the nods.

      "Very well, then, I'll let you get about your business. Good evening, everyone."

      They all rose and began making their way out the door.

      Albreda hung back. "Aubrey, if I might have a word? You too, Kraloch."

      They waited as the room cleared. "I wonder if you two might accompany me back to the Fitzwilliam house. There's something I'd like to talk to you about."

      "Certainly," said Aubrey, "but wouldn't it be easier to talk here?"

      "I think the house is more private, and I know Richard would let us use his office."

      "It's that important?"

      "I think so."

      "Then lead on," said Kraloch, "and let us be quick about it. You have intrigued me."

      "That's his way of saying he's excited," said Aubrey.

      They set off from the Palace at a brisk pace.

      

      Before long, they were at the baron's Wincaster townhouse. Albreda pushed open the door, ignoring the servants attempting to take her cloak.

      "Is the baron in?" she asked.

      "He's in the library," said Lucas, the head servant, "along with Lady Beverly and Lord Aldwin."

      "We'd best pop in and say hello," said the Druid. "Then we can get down to business."

      They stepped through the doorway, interrupting a discussion.

      Baron Fitzwilliam rose. "Good to see you, my dear. I trust everything is going well?"

      "It is," replied Albreda, "but before we sit down to chat, I wonder if I might borrow your office for a while? I need to discuss a few things with Aubrey and Kraloch."

      "Of course. I hope it's nothing serious?"

      "Only mage things, nothing that would interest you."

      "I'll have the staff fetch you something to eat, shall I?"

      "That would be marvellous, but have them bring it in here, will you? I don't wish to be interrupted."

      The baron looked at Lucas, who simply nodded in return, then disappeared off to the kitchen.

      Albreda led her associates to a cozy room where a solid wooden desk took up a good portion of space, but she chose to sit in front of it, indicating that they should do likewise.

      "What is it?" said Aubrey.

      "Yes," said Kraloch. "What is so important we couldn't talk about it at the Palace?"

      Albreda dove right in. "Tell me more about this ability to detect magical potential."

      "It's pretty straightforward, actually," said Aubrey. "We go into the spirit realm and look at people's auras."

      "And you can both do this?"

      "Yes," said Aubrey, "though it's harder for Kraloch to detect the colours. Apparently, Orcs' eyes see things a little differently in the spirit realm."

      "It seems a clumsy way of doing things. Is there a way to detect this aura without going into the spirit realm?"

      "That's something I'm still working on. Why?"

      "The ability to detect this type of thing could prove quite dangerous in the wrong hands," said Albreda.

      "Are you suggesting we give up?"

      "No, but you might consider restricting who has knowledge of this. I also suggest that once you succeed, you limit who has access to cast it."

      "Surely not?" said Aubrey.

      "The Magic Council is growing," continued Albreda, "and the larger it gets, the more difficult it will be to contain such knowledge."

      "Are you suggesting someone has a hidden agenda?"

      "Possibly, but the mere mention of such things could be disastrous. Think of what the Dark Queen could do with such knowledge."

      "But she's a Necromancer," declared Aubrey. "Surely such a spell would only be usable by a Life Mage."

      "You forget, Life and Death Magic are mere reflections of each other."

      "Do you suspect someone," asked Kraloch, "or is this merely a general warning?"

      "I do not trust Lord Greycloak."

      "But he helped us," said Aubrey.

      "True, but the Elves always look to long-term advantage, and his statement today shows how fickle they can be as an ally."

      "I shall heed your words," said Aubrey. She turned to Kraloch.

      "Don't look at me," said the Orc. "I do not socialize with Elves, let alone talk to them."

      "Good," said Albreda, "then it'll be our little secret for now."

      

      Revi wandered down the street so deep in thought he almost missed his own house. He shook his head, astounded by the depths of his distraction, then turned up the walkway, looking forward to a little rest. The smell of food drifted to his nose as he opened the door.

      "Hello?" he called out. "Is someone here?"

      "Just a moment," came back Hayley's voice.

      "What in Saxnor's name are you doing?"

      "Making you dinner," she replied, coming out of the kitchen.

      "I must say that's a surprise. I didn't know you'd be here."

      She placed her hands on her hips. "That's the whole point of this. It wouldn't be a surprise otherwise, would it? Now, come along, it's almost ready."

      He followed her back into the kitchen. As a mage dedicated to a life of study, Revi Bloom had never thought of using his dining room to eat; it was far too cluttered with books. Instead, he had a small table in the kitchen, and it was here she led him to where a plate of food waited. He sat, staring down at the feast before him, trying to identify what type of meat it was. At least he assumed it was meat.

      "Well?" she said. "What do you think?"

      He leaned over the plate, taking a deep breath and almost choking on the smell. "It's very… what's the word I'm looking for?"

      "Strong?" she asked, hope written on her face.

      "Is this beef?"

      "No, it's pork. Can't you tell?"

      "It's rather dark. Are you sure that's what it is?"

      She sat down opposite him. "Oh, I don't know. I'm terrible at this sort of thing."

      "I thought you were a ranger?"

      "I am," she replied.

      "Aren't you an expert at hunting?"

      "Hunting, yes. Cooking? Not so much."

      He poked the food, then took a morsel, lifting it to his mouth. One whiff was all it took to convince him to abandon the attempt.

      "I'm sorry, Revi. I tried, I really did."

      He reached across the table, taking Hayley's hand. "It's all right. It's your company I wish to keep, not your cooking. If need be, we can hire someone to prepare food."

      "What do you mean, 'we'?"

      "I mean, I'd like you to stay here, in this house, with me."

      "Is this a marriage proposal?" she asked.

      He fumbled for the right words, suddenly finding his mouth dry. "I suppose it is," he finally managed to get out. "I do hope you agree. I need my lucky charm."

      She leaned forward, kissing him on the forehead. "I should be delighted to accept your proposal, Revi Bloom."

      He smiled. "You've made my day. Now, what do you say we head down to the Queen's Arms and find something a little more palatable to eat?"

      "I'd love to, but I must be off."

      "Off? But I just got here."

      "True," said Hayley, "and I'd like to stay, but I have to leave."

      "Why?"

      "I have to tell Bev the good news!"
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