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      A distant bark echoed through the Palace, and then, moments later, a not so small puppy rushed down the hallway, three servants in pursuit.

      Gerald knelt, letting the creature rush into his arms. "Have you decided on a name?"

      "Not yet. I'm afraid I'm at a loss when it comes to names."

      "You named your son."

      "Yes, but even that took weeks."

      "He's only a pup," said Gerald. "He doesn't care what you call him."

      "I know, but a name defines a person, or in this case, a dog, and I want to get it right." She looked at him and smiled. "I'm open to suggestions?"

      "Oh, no you don't. You're not foisting this off on me. He's your dog. You name him."

      "But he likes you so much!"

      "Well, let's see now. Do you remember how Tempus got his name?"

      "Of course," said Anna. "Albreda told us he was named Tempest, but his first owner couldn't pronounce it. Why, what are you thinking?"

      He smiled. "How about Storm?"

      "I like that, and it suits him, as he’s forever storming around the Palace. Very well. Storm it is."

      The arrival of a guard interrupted their conversation.

      "Your Majesty," the fellow said, bowing deeply. "Albreda has just arrived."

      "By way of magic?"

      "Yes, Majesty. She instructed me to inform you she bears important news."

      "Very well, tell her to meet us in my study." She turned to Gerald. "Where's Beverly?"

      "She and Aldwin are up in Hawksburg, visiting Aubrey. Why? Do you think you'll need her? I can send Revi to fetch her if you wish."

      "Not just yet. Let's find out what news Albreda brings before we jump to any conclusions. In the meantime, I'd like you with me for this meeting."

      "And Alric?"

      "He's still in Weldwyn and not expected to return until this evening." She set off for her study at a fast pace, Gerald hurrying after her, the pup cradled in his arms.
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            Wincaster

          

          AUTUMN 966 MC* (*MERCERIAN CALENDAR)

        

      

    

    
      Gerald Matheson, Marshal of Merceria, yawned. The realm was theoretically at peace with Kythelia’s defeat and the Twelve Clans’ capitulation. Yet, you would’ve never known it from how the members of the Nobles Council argued over every detail.

      Queen Anna glanced his way, noting his tiredness. "Perhaps a break will serve us well," she said. "We shall reconvene tomorrow." With that, she rose, the signal the discussion was over.

      Everyone stood as she walked from the room, but as she neared the door, she slowed, turning back and looking at her advisors. "Lord Gerald, I wonder if I might have a word?"

      "Of course, Majesty," he replied. He soon joined her, happy to be free of the cloying atmosphere.

      "You looked like you needed rescuing," she said as they wandered down the hall.

      "You must admit, it's not the most exciting place to be."

      "True, but it can't be helped. The war put many issues aside, things we must now deal with."

      "You're the queen. Couldn’t you just delegate and disappear?"

      She chuckled. "You and I both know I would never do that. The people deserve a chance to be heard."

      "And by people, you mean nobles."

      "I might remind you they're not all nobles.”

      "You make a good point, Anna, but sometimes it just feels like the same old problems. Every time the nobles get together, all they want to do is push their own agendas."

      "I suppose that's Human nature. They say power corrupts, and the nobles of Merceria wield a great deal of that. My job, as queen, is to ensure they don't get carried away."

      "Easier said than done."

      "I'm surprised you're not more involved. After all, you are the Duke of Wincaster, and you have the queen’s ear. I think that would add a lot of weight to your words."

      "I'm not one to throw around my weight, as you well know."

      She smiled. "And for that, I am truly thankful. Now, tell me, how was Braedon last night? I hope he didn't give you and Lady Jane any difficulty?"

      "Not at all. Truth is, he slept most of the night. How was the play?"

      "Quite entertaining. I never thought someone could take one of Califax's comedies and translate it to the present day, but it worked nicely. Not bad for a story written over three hundred years ago."

      "I hear the Grand is reviving The King's Mistress. I hope you're not considering shutting it down like King Andred did?"

      She chuckled. "No, though perhaps you and I should go and see it. We never did find out how it ended. Do you think Lady Jane would enjoy it?"

      "I think so. Underneath that formal exterior is a heart full of passion." His went red in the face as he realized what he’d revealed.

      "Good. Then I'll bring Alric, and we can watch from the best seat in the house."

      "What about Braedon?"

      "He's much too young for a play like that. Don't worry. There are plenty of people around here to look after him for an afternoon."

      A distant bark echoed through the Palace, and then, moments later, a not so small puppy rushed down the hallway, three servants in pursuit.

      Gerald knelt, letting the creature rush into his arms. "Have you decided on a name?"

      "Not yet. I'm afraid I'm at a loss when it comes to names."

      "You named your son."

      "Yes, but even that took weeks."

      "He's only a pup," said Gerald. "He doesn't care what you call him."

      "I know, but a name defines a person, or in this case, a dog, and I want to get it right." She looked at him and smiled. "I'm open to suggestions?"

      "Oh, no you don't. You're not foisting this off on me. He's your dog. You name him."

      "But he likes you so much!"

      "Well, let's see now. Do you remember how Tempus got his name?"

      "Of course," said Anna. "Albreda told us he was named Tempest, but his first owner couldn't pronounce it. Why, what are you thinking?"

      He smiled. "How about Storm?"

      "I like that, and it suits him, as he’s forever storming around the Palace. Very well. Storm it is."

      The arrival of a guard interrupted their conversation.

      "Your Majesty," the fellow said, bowing deeply. "Albreda has just arrived."

      "By way of magic?"

      "Yes, Majesty. She instructed me to inform you she bears important news."

      "Very well, tell her to meet us in my study." She turned to Gerald. "Where's Beverly?"

      "She and Aldwin are up in Hawksburg, visiting Aubrey. Why? Do you think you'll need her? I can send Revi to fetch her if you wish."

      "Not just yet. Let's find out what news Albreda brings before we jump to any conclusions. In the meantime, I'd like you with me for this meeting."

      "And Alric?"

      "He's still in Weldwyn and not expected to return until this evening." She set off for her study at a fast pace, Gerald hurrying after her, the pup cradled in his arms.

      

      They’d just sat down when Albreda entered. Gerald, noticing how haggard she appeared, was immediately concerned.

      "Your Majesty," Albreda began, her voice breaking ever so slightly. "I regret to inform you Lord Richard Fitzwilliam, Baron of Bodden, is dead. He passed away peacefully in his sleep sometime last night."

      Gerald gasped. “Fitz? Dead? How? He was healthy as an ox!” A great sadness rose within him, his voice choking as he tried to continue. “He… was only a few years older than me.”

      "Even an ox has a natural life-span, and magic must inevitably bow to the ravages of time."

      Anna reached out, placing her hand on Gerald’s. “He was a great man,” she said, “and your mentor. Perhaps it might be best to take a few days to mourn your loss?”

      “I don’t understand,” he persisted. "Was he ill?"

      "Not as far as I’m aware,” replied the Druid. “We dined last evening, and he was in fine spirits."

      "I'm sorry for your loss, Albreda," said Anna. "I know you and he were very close. It must’ve been devastating to find he’d passed."

      “It was,” said Albreda, her calm breaking for a moment as a tear ran down her cheek. “I’ve lost loved ones before, but this time it’s different. We were, as you say, very close, and the thought of living without him feels… empty.”

      Gerald nodded. “I know exactly how you feel. I, too, have lost loved ones, and it never leaves you.”

      “Yet,” said Anna, “Fitz would be the first to tell you both that life must go on.” She squeezed his hand.

      “Yes, of course, although I can’t help but hope I’ll see him again one day in the Afterlife.”

      “Have you told Beverly?”

      “Not yet,” replied Albreda. “I only just returned from Bodden. Is she here in the capital?”

      "I'm afraid she's in Hawksburg,” said the queen. “Shall I send for her?"

      "No. I’ll go there myself. Such news is best delivered in the presence of friends, and Aubrey, being her cousin, must be told as well."

      "Please convey our deepest condolences on the loss of her father."

      "I will."

      "Are you sure you're up to it?" said Gerald. "You look… tired."

      "Sad tidings are not a cause for celebration!" she snapped back. "How would you expect me to look? Exuberant?" Albreda took a deep breath. "Sorry, Gerald. That was uncalled for, but it’s been a difficult morning. Fear not. I shall recover. With your permission, Majesty, I’ll recall to Hawksburg immediately."

      "Of course," said Anna. "I’ll send word you'll be using the magic circle."

      "Thank you." The Druid turned, leaving the room with no further discussion.

      "She's hurting," said Gerald. "She and Fitz were together for quite a while. I can well imagine the loss she's feeling right now."

      "We must keep an eye on her," said Anna. "Such a loss can drive a person to despair."

      "Surely you're not suggesting anything bad?"

      "Only that I fear loneliness will see her once again withdraw into the Whitewood and a life of solitude. If you recall, that was her life before she met Lord Richard. We must be sure she doesn't slip back into old habits."

      

      Aubrey reached across the table, spearing a choice cut of beef. "And what's happening in Summersgate of late? I would’ve gone there myself if I hadn't been busy preparing the Conservatory of Magic."

      "Not much," replied Beverly. "Prince Alric went there to see about sorting out the Twelve Clans, but we've no word on his progress of late."

      "Speaking of the conservatory," said Aldwin, "how is that going?"

      "Well," said Aubrey, "we're not ready to begin classes yet, but the old Royal Estate will suit us well once we've finished cleaning things up a bit."

      "Meaning?"

      "We're stripping out some rooms to use as classrooms. We also thought we'd knock down a few walls and make bigger rooms for sleeping, something like those barracks of yours in Wincaster, Beverly."

      "They're not my barracks, but I understand what you mean. And on the topic of students, you were trying to detect magical ability using a spell. Did you get that working?"

      "I did, though it's a little more difficult than I anticipated."

      "Oh? In what way?"

      "The concept is simple," explained Aubrey. "I use a variation on the spell that lets me enter the spirit realm. Only this one allows me to remain in the material world and merely peek into it."

      "I'm not sure I understand," said Aldwin. "Are you suggesting it lets you see spirits without entering their world?"

      "That is precisely the case. My theory is that anyone capable of using magic has a distinctly coloured aura."

      "So, what's the problem?"

      "A fully trained mage has a bright aura, the colour of which reveals their magical power. It appears, however, the untrained possess auras much paler, so pale it's tough to identify."

      "And what does this mean for the future of your conservatory?"

      "I don't know yet. I identified five people I believe are potential mages, two of them Orcs, but only time will tell if I'm correct."

      "That's still better than how the Weldwyn mages do it," said Beverly. "Might I ask what type of mages you identified?"

      "Two earth, one fire, one life, and of course, Princess Edwina, who has the potential to use Air Magic."

      "I’d heard of Edwina's discovery, but fire? That's the last type I would’ve expected. There’s no history of Fire Mages in Merceria, is there?"

      "No," replied Aubrey, "but it's not unknown amongst the Orcs, just not in recent memory."

      "And will you teach them the magical alphabet first, or use the Orcs’ methods?"

      "A little of both. There are many what we call universal spells, those which any type of mage can use. I thought we'd start with the orb of light. At least that way, they'll have a light source for further study."

      They heard a familiar voice in the hallway: "I hope I'm not interrupting?"

      "Albreda," said Aubrey. "Come in and join us. We were just chatting about—" The sight of the pale, unsteady Druid took her by surprise.

      "I’m afraid I am the bearer of sad tidings," said Albreda.

      Beverly drew a sharp breath, holding tight to her fear. "It's Father, isn't it? What's happened?"

      "I'm afraid he’s taken the final trip to the Afterlife. He passed peacefully in his sleep last night."

      Aubrey reached out, touching her cousin’s arm. "Beverly, I'm so sorry."

      “I should’ve been there,” said Beverly, a sob escaping her lips.

      “There’s nothing you could’ve done,” said Albreda. “The Afterlife waits for no one.”

      Beverly stood, crossing the room to embrace the Druid. She wanted to say more but couldn’t find the words. Instead, she held the woman tightly, her tears flowing freely.

      Albreda squeezed her back. It was a strange sensation for the Mistress of the Whitewood, for she’d lost her own family when she was but a young girl.

      “I’m here for you,” she said finally. “And know that the Whitewood will always welcome you.”

      Beverly released her and wiped her tears. “Thank you. That means a lot to me. I know you and Father never married, but I’ve always considered you family. I hope my father’s passing won’t change that?”

      The old woman straightened her back, but her eyes held little of their usual fire, a stark change from her typical appearance. “Family? Yes. I’d like that very much.”

      “Come, sit,” said Aubrey, her voice barely above a whisper. “You must be devastated.”

      Albreda joined them at the table, looking small as if she were somehow diminished, despite being the most powerful mage in the kingdom.

      “I think I’d convinced myself he’d live forever,” said Beverly, “but I should’ve known better.”

      “I’ll miss him too,” said Aubrey. “He was the last family I had left.”

      “Not quite. I’m still here, but my father’s left some formidable boots to fill.”

      “You are so much like him,” said Albreda. “You have his heart and the same dedication to duty.”

      Beverly chuckled, releasing some of the tension. “Yes, but apparently not his appetite for cheese.”

      "You’ll get over his death, as we all must, but his spirit lives on inside you. As for me, I shall return to the Whitewood for a time to grieve in solitude. You?”

      “There were no secrets between my father and me, no words left unspoken. I shall miss him dearly, but I’m happy he was in good company when the end came. It’s what he would’ve wanted.”

      "Well said," added the Druid.

      "Come," said Aubrey. "Let us sit awhile and reminisce about Uncle Richard. I'm sure there must be plenty of tales between us?"

      

      The hour grew late, and Albreda departed before the moon reached its height, leaving the other three to talk into the wee hours of the morning.

      "I suppose that makes you baroness now," said Aubrey.

      "Not quite," said Beverly. "I'm not officially baroness until after my investiture, and the date for that will be in the queen's hands. Until then, I shall only be the acting baroness."

      "You've looked into it?"

      "When Aldwin and I married, Father took great pains to ensure I understood what would happen in the event of his death. He also left instructions for his interment."

      "Was he ill?"

      "No, only thorough."

      "He was always like that," added Aldwin. "Planning for everything."

      "And if I might ask," said Aubrey, "what exactly were his plans?"

      "To be interred beneath Bodden, in the family crypt. He’d picked a space beside my mother."

      "I wish I’d been able to bury my own family, but by the time we retook Hawksburg, they were gone."

      "Gone?" said Aldwin.

      "Valmar built a large fire and burned all the bodies."

      "I'm so sorry."

      Aubrey forced a smile. "There was nothing you could’ve done about it. Will there be a ceremony for your father, Beverly?"

      "Naturally. In fact, I may need your help creating a list of whom to invite. Let's not make it too long, though. My father would hate the idea of a great spectacle."

      "So, no parade through Wincaster?"

      Beverly laughed. "That would’ve driven him to distraction."

      "We should get to Bodden soon," said Aubrey. "I can use a preserve spell to keep the body intact until we arrange everything. In the meantime, I'll see about enlisting a few mages to organize transportation for all the guests."

      "But there's no circle in Bodden," said Aldwin.

      "True, but the one in the Whitewood is close enough. I'm sure Albreda won't mind us using it."

      "What can I do to help?"

      "Keep me company," replied Beverly. "The next few days are bound to be filled with all manner of tasks."

      

      The days soon became a week, and Beverly began to wonder if there was any end to it. Invitations needed to be sent out, people to be collected, and a barony didn't run itself. She’d always looked up to her father but never realized the depth of commitment it took to manage a place like Bodden.

      Since the civil war and the founding of Queenston, traffic to the barony had increased substantially, growing it beyond its modest walls. For the first time, she realized it was no longer a small frontier village but a growing town bustling with newcomers. The influx brought in plenty of coins, filling the coffers, yet there were endless requests for audiences from those seeking reassurance that nothing would change once she became baroness.

      The people she’d grown up with respected her father, loved him even, but those new to Bodden held no such loyalties. Beverly struggled to come to grips with it all, doing her best to reassure them, but they were worried about their futures.

      Finally, on the day set aside to honour her father, the guests crowded into the great hall in Bodden Keep. They’d entombed Fitz days earlier with only a few close friends in attendance, but this larger assembly gathered to celebrate his life rather than mourn it.

      Beverly looked in the mirror, straightening her dress.

      "I like the sword," said Aldwin. "It's a nice touch."

      "You should—you made it."

      "Still, it's a fitting tribute to your father, wouldn't you say? After all, he encouraged you to become a knight."

      "There’s a lot to be thankful for when it comes to my father, including that he brought you to Bodden." She moved closer, embracing him.

      "You've faced terror on the battlefield, fought countless times. Why so nervous now?"

      "I’ve a lot to live up to. My father was well-respected, even by his enemies."

      "The same can be said of you. And I shouldn't need to remind you—I'm here to help."

      "I know you are, and I'm truly thankful for that, but it all feels so different without him."

      "Bodden was part of him, and to an extent, he shall always be part of Bodden, especially this keep."

      "So why am I so nervous?"

      "You spent your childhood here but most of your adult life elsewhere. It's only natural you feel out of place. Now, come. Aubrey is waiting to escort us down to the great hall." He took her hand, guiding her into the hallway, where her cousin stood.

      "All set?" asked the mage.

      Beverly turned, looking back at her room. "I suppose I'll be expected to move into the master bedroom once I'm the baroness."

      "Nonsense," said Aldwin. "The choice of rooms is completely up to you. If you don't want to move, then don't."

      "But it barely fits the two of us."

      "I might remind you I spent most of my life sleeping on the smithy floor. Besides, it's not the size of the room that matters so much as who you share it with."

      Beverly smiled. "You're right, of course." She straightened her back, then waited as her husband tucked away a strand of red hair that had worked its way loose from her braid.

      They descended the steps, Aubrey leading as they entered the great hall. People had travelled from all over the kingdom to pay their respects, including Elves, Dwarves, and even Orcs. Added to that were many of the nobles of Merceria and the queen herself.

      They made their way to the head table, and all assembled stood, save for Her Majesty. Beverly sat, Aldwin to her right and Aubrey to her left. The guests followed suit, their attention all on Beverly.

      "We are here today," she began, "to remember my father, Lord Richard Fitzwilliam, Baron of Bodden."

      A cheer went up, and the soldiers amongst the audience raised their cups in salute. Beverly smiled, for her father had always been popular with his warriors, particularly the Bodden horse. She raised her own cup on high, then waited as others rushed to do likewise. "To my father," she said, then tipped the tankard back, pouring the ale down her throat.

      Everyone mimicked her actions, and then they slammed their mugs down on the table and cheered. People began talking amongst themselves, sharing fond stories of her father.

      She turned to Aubrey, only to notice her staring off at the great doors leading outside. Beverly followed her cousin's gaze to where someone had slipped into the room and now advanced towards the head table. His clothing marked him as a man of means, and though she was sure they’d never met, there was something familiar about him.

      All in the room fell silent as he halted before the head table. He scanned the great hall but ignored Beverly, focusing instead on the queen.

      "My name is Sir Randolf Blackburn," he announced, his voice loud and clear, "and I come here today to claim my birthright: the Barony of Bodden!"
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      Alric, Prince of Weldwyn, shifted in his seat. As the only surviving son of King Leofric, he was attending the meeting of the Earls Council, but only as an observer. The earls’ duty as the guardians of the kingdom was to select their next ruler. Although normally a quick and easy decision, things were proceeding much slower today.

      The council usually consisted of five members, but the recent invasion had reduced that number to three. According to ancient tradition, they only needed three votes to proclaim a king, yet Lord Elgin Warford, the Earl of Riversend, could not make up his mind.

      "But His Highness has proven his leadership prowess in countless battles," said Lord Julian, the youngest son of the previous Earl of Falford and the only surviving family member.

      "I recognize his military accomplishments," said Lord Elgin, "but we’re talking of leading the kingdom, not an army. There’s a vast difference between fighting battles and navigating the pitfalls of politics here in the capital. And what of his loyalty?"

      "Come now," soothed Lord Oliver. "How can you even call that into question?"

      "It's quite simple. He’s wed to Queen Anna of Merceria. How do we know his loyalty to her won't precede the needs of Weldwyn?"

      "I'm sorry you feel that way. This means we are at an impasse." Oliver turned to the scribe taking notes. "Have we any word on Canning or Mainbridge?"

      "No, my lord. Both heirs are still unaccounted for."

      "Then I suppose we must await their presence."

      "There's too much at stake," said Lord Julian. “We can't just let the kingdom fall to pieces."

      "I might remind you," said Lord Elgin, "that we, as the council, are more than capable of ruling without a king. It wouldn't be the first time, nor, I think, will it be the last. With all due apologies to His Highness, it’s our responsibility to select the ruler who best represents the interests of this realm."

      "And, just out of curiosity, who do you propose? Yourself?"

      "No, of course not. All I'm saying is we must consider other potential candidates. Perhaps a distant cousin of the king?"

      "Don't be ridiculous,” said Oliver. “You know full well Brida went to great lengths to kill off as many as possible. The only heir left is Alric."

      "And his two sisters," added Lord Julian. "Let's not forget them."

      "A woman can never rule Weldwyn," countered Lord Elgin. "You know the law as well as I do."

      "Were my father here, I'm sure he’d be able to settle our differences."

      "Well, he's not, nor is mine, nor Oliver's. None of us possess much experience as earls, which is why we must choose someone with the knowledge to rule Weldwyn."

      They all nodded in agreement, the first sign they shared a common belief. As they sat in silence, each contemplated the table. Alric wanted to get out of his seat and give them a good shake but knew that would only make matters worse. Instead, he straightened in his seat, drawing their attention.

      "It appears, my noble lords, that you are at an impasse. Might I suggest you postpone the matter of succession until you locate the missing members of this esteemed council?"

      "An excellent idea, Your Highness," said Lord Elgin, "and one that allows us to move on to another matter that has come to our attention."

      "Which is?"

      "The acts of treachery committed by Lord James Goodwin and his associates."

      "And what is the precise nature of this treachery?" asked Lord Julian.

      "Treason," said Lord Elgin. "He’s been accused of conspiring with the enemy to allow the invaders entry into Summersgate without opposition."

      "A most serious charge. Have we proof?"

      "That is for the courts to decide."

      "Then why bring it to us?" asked Lord Oliver.

      "As a noble, only his peers can judge him. It thus falls to us to name three barons or viscounts to oversee the trial. It will, in turn, be up to them to appoint investigators to gather the facts."

      "Then whom do we choose?"

      "Good question," said Lord Julian, "although a better question might be who's left to pick from?"

      "What about Lady Lindsey Martindale?" suggested Lord Elgin. "She survived, didn't she?"

      "I believe so, but that still leaves us two short."

      "Lord Tulfar is still with us," noted Lord Oliver, "although he is a Dwarf. I'm not sure he’d be my first choice."

      "Wait a moment," said Lord Elgin, his gaze flicking to Prince Alric. "We forgot about Jack Marlowe."

      "That would be Lord Jack, now that his father is dead, but yes, that's an excellent choice."

      "That settles it, then. The three of them will form the court."

      Lord Oliver pursed his lips. "I thought we agreed not to use Lord Tulfar?"

      "No. You're the one who suggested we might not want him. Personally, I'm fine with him."

      "I second that motion," added Lord Julian.

      Lord Oliver sighed. "Very well. It appears we have our selection. I only hope you two know what you're doing."

      "Meaning?"

      Lord Oliver lowered his voice. "Lord Tulfar has been trying to throw his weight around."

      "In what way?"

      "He wants a seat on the council, says he has Princess Althea’s backing."

      At that revelation, Alric suddenly took more interest in the proceedings.

      "He can say what he wants," said Lord Elgin. "It doesn't make it true. Besides, Althea doesn't rule in Weldwyn, nor will she ever, unless we change the laws, and I don't see that happening any time soon."

      They all nodded in agreement.

      Alric, despite his interest in the coming trial, found his thoughts drifting elsewhere. "You must excuse me, noble lords," he said, "for there are other things I must attend to."

      They all stood as he left the room.

      Jack waited in the hallway. "Ah, there you are," said the cavalier. "I thought I'd lost you. Managed to stay awake, did you?"

      Alric chuckled. "Not so much, but I overheard a tidbit or two."

      The cavalier rubbed his hands together. "Ah, there's nothing quite like a nice bit of gossip. What is it? Someone found a new mistress or something?"

      "No, not that."

      "Then what?"

      "It appears my sister may have made some promises."

      "What kind of promises?"

      "Let's go find out, shall we, while you still have time."

      “What do you mean by that?”

      Alric smiled. “Let’s just say you may soon find yourself very busy.”

      

      The Grand Edifice of the Arcane Wizards Council, better known as 'the Dome', had seen better days. During the occupation, Kythelia sought to gain the knowledge stored therein, but Tyrell Caracticus, the chief administrator, took steps to deny her of her prize, losing his life in the process. Most of the shelves now sat empty, the rooms still littered with bloodstains and broken furniture.

      Princess Althea had spent the last three months cleaning up pockets of Clan resistance in the south, but with that campaign now over, she’d taken up temporary residence in the Dome. Alric respected her decision, but the sight of Dwarven warriors in front of the place upon his arrival surprised him.

      The guards stepped aside, allowing Jack and him entrance without a challenge. It was heartbreaking to see the damage wrought by Kythelia's warriors. The fighting had been brutal during the last stages of the assault, but even worse was the discovery of the torture that preceded it. Of all the mages and apprentices from the Dome, only those who fled to Merceria still lived. The loss to the kingdom was profound, and Alric wondered if Weldwyn would ever see their like again.

      "We're here," said Jack.

      The pair of Dwarves guarding the door eyed them suspiciously. Alric moved to open it, but the two guards stepped closer together, crossing their axes to block his advance.

      "And who might you be?" asked the taller of the two.

      "Althea's brother, Prince Alric."

      "How do I know you're telling the truth?"

      The prince stared back, unsure how to react.

      "He bears a resemblance to her," noted the shorter guard.

      His companion shrugged. "What do I know? Humans all look alike to me." They stood aside, allowing the visitors entry.

      Alric opened the door, revealing a modest apartment, with Althea sitting at a table, examining some papers. She waved her hand in irritation but didn't deign to look up. "Not now. I'm busy."

      "Is that how you treat your only remaining brother?"

      She looked up in surprise. "Alric! What are you doing in Summersgate?"

      "Meeting with the Earls Council. You?"

      "A great number of things. It appears the kingdom has almost come to a complete standstill in our absence."

      "I can well believe that," he replied. "They killed all the earls, not to mention half the barons. The council is now comprised of little more than boys."

      "Hardly," said Althea. "I might remind you they're close to you in age."

      "Yes. You're right. I suppose I just feel older."

      "It's all the campaigning you've been doing."

      He moved closer, gazing down at the notes scattered around her table. "What's all this?"

      "Pleas for help, for the most part. The entire population is struggling, those in the capital even more so. The invaders destroyed everything they couldn't steal and killed all who resisted."

      "It will be a lot of work to restore the kingdom," he agreed, "but that's not why I'm here."

      "Then speak plainly, dear brother. Let there be no secrets between us."

      "I'm curious about your relationship with Lord Tulfar."

      "He’s a good friend and a stalwart ally. Malin knows we had few of them during the war. Why? What are you getting at?"

      "It’s been implied you made certain promises to him concerning the Dwarves."

      "What promises?"

      "Representation on the Earls Council, for one." Alric chuckled.

      "You find that amusing?"

      "Only in that the very same idea occurred to me. I even talked it over with Anna."

      "And what conclusion did you come to?"

      "That our kingdom needs to be more inclusive. The Dwarves of Mirstone carried out an active campaign against our enemies under your direction. We must reward that."

      "Yet…”

      "What makes you think there's a yet?"

      "I recognize that look," said Althea. “You are my brother after all."

      "I agree with the idea, but I can do nothing about it until the Earls Council is properly reconstituted."

      "Weldwyn only has five earldoms. What gives these five individuals the right to decide on the next king? That’s what this is about, isn't it?"

      He grinned. "Well, I can hardly make changes if I'm not king."

      "I think you underestimate your influence. You are the last heir to the Throne of Weldwyn. Who else could the council choose?”

      “You’d be surprised what an ambitious noble can come up with. In any case, there's little I can do to change their opinions."

      "Isn't there?"

      "What are you suggesting?"

      "The Mercerians carry a lot of influence in Weldwyn, especially their marshal. Everyone knows his leadership enabled our liberation, and that's not even including his part in defeating the previous invasion."

      "So, you suggest I use Gerald to influence the earls?"

      "That's what I would do, were I you."

      "Since when did you become so clever?"

      "I've had a lot of time to think of late."

      "Tell me more."

      "The very concept of the Earls Council is outdated. It should be redesigned. You're familiar with the Nobles Council of Merceria; how does that work?"

      "It has more voices," said Alric, "and that often leads to more arguments."

      "But is it effective?"

      "Yes, though I believe that has more to do with Anna's allies on the council. She's experienced her fair share of discontent since her coronation, but she's kept them in line so far."

      "Do you believe something like that would work in Weldwyn?"

      "We’d have difficulty convincing the earls to give up any of their power. We also have more barons than the Mercerians, which would make for crowded council chambers."

      "There are Dwarves on their council, aren’t there?"

      "Yes," said Alric. "That would be Herdwin, but he represents the opinion of a foreign ruler, the King of Stonecastle. He's not a baron."

      "He gets a vote, though, doesn't he?"

      "Yes."

      "Then it amounts to the same thing. The truth is, it's not about the earls but representation. Between them, the earls control the five largest cities in Weldwyn, but there's more to this kingdom than those. Why should they get to dictate what the rest of the realm does?"

      She paused a moment, giving him time to mull things over, but continued before he could say anything. "You realize all of this is just postponing the inevitable."

      "I'm not sure I understand what you're suggesting?"

      "You and Anna have a son. One day, he'll inherit the Thrones of both Weldwyn and Merceria. That means we'll eventually be a single, united kingdom."

      He smiled. "Of course it does. The Earls Council must learn to adapt, or it will eventually be swept away when the two kingdoms merge."

      "Providing the current council chooses you to rule, and therein lies the problem. They may see that inevitability as an affront to their power and influence. Perhaps that's why they won't give you the Crown?"

      "And you believe I can convince them otherwise?"

      "You’d know better than I," said Althea. "I never took much of an interest in our politics."

      Alric laughed. “How things have changed. It used to be, you wanted to be a warrior princess, even more so once you met Anna."

      "Well, you must admit, she sets a fine example. The question now is how you proceed from this point forward?"

      "Thank you," said Alric. "You’ve helped me clear my mind. I may not be the king at the moment, but being prince still gives me quite a few powers. I shall use those to do what I can to ease the suffering of our people."

      "And when you become king, Brother, what will you do with me?"

      "I don't have the faintest idea, but I'm guessing you might have some thoughts on the subject?"

      "I do, though I'm loathe to speak of them until I do a bit more work."

      "Work? You sound like a merchant."

      "Then call it research, if you like. One thing I've learned from the Dwarves is to be prepared."

      "For what? The war is over."

      "The war may be over, but there are plenty of battles ahead."

      

      The words stuck with Alric as he returned to his lodgings, Jack still by his side. With the Palace destroyed, they’d taken up residence at the Drake, a luxurious place that, before the war, catered to an exclusive clientele—the nobles of Weldwyn.

      Jack went in first, and Alric paused as he entered, suddenly realizing he’d neglected his duty as a friend.

      "I'm sorry, Jack," he said at last. "With all that's been going on of late, I haven't offered my condolences on your father’s loss."

      "Quite all right, Highness. After all, he and I seldom got along. I loathed the man, if truth be told, but now that he's gone, I feel a strange sense of… emptiness. Still, I suppose that makes me the Viscount Aynsbury, or at least it will once I'm confirmed. How does that work, by the way?"

      "I'm surprised you don't already know."

      "I never paid much attention to my father’s lessons. I preferred to spend my time out riding, which led to no end of arguments, but what else could I do? The man was an ogre."

      "Was he always like that?" asked Alric.

      "I seem to recall him more kind-hearted when I was a young lad, but I fear my mother's death put an end to such things."

      "As to your assumption of title, you may begin using it at your earliest convenience."

      Jack straightened. "I daresay that ought to impress the ladies."

      "Are you suggesting you couldn't impress them without it?"

      "No, of course not, but it puts another arrow in my quiver, if you get my meaning."

      "Yes, well, don't let it go to your head."

      "I suppose I should visit Aynsbury and see to the estate."

      "Have you any family left?"

      "A few distant cousins, provided they still live, but I honestly don't remember their names. They’ll undoubtedly crawl out of the woodwork now that I've inherited my father's estate." He paused a moment. "Say, why don't you come with me? We can make an adventure of it."

      "I’d love to, Jack, but I'm afraid I have duties here, not to mention back in Wincaster. Perhaps another time?"

      "Of course, Highness."

      "I should give you fair warning, Jack. The Twelve Clans ravaged the countryside. There's a distinct possibility you might not find things as you last saw them."

      "Meaning?"

      "Your father was renowned for his horses. I doubt the invaders left such a prize unattended."

      The cavalier scowled. "Yes. I suppose you're right. I hadn't considered such an eventuality. Ah well, if they're gone, they're gone."

      "You can always get more. You might even breed Mercerian Chargers. Malin knows we need more of them."

      "That's an excellent idea, but we'll have to change their name. What do you think about calling them Jack's Chargers? Or perhaps Marlowe's Mighty Mounts? That has a certain ring to it."

      Alric laughed. "I'll leave that entirely in your charge, my lord."
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      Lochlan, now chieftain of Clan Dungannon, looked out over the encampment. His fellow Clansmen wandered around aimlessly, living a miserable existence under the watchful eye of Weldwyn warriors. He’d promised a truce when the war ended, that his men would march back to their homes, but that agreement required the King of Weldwyn’s approval, and to date, no one had been named. As a result, the Clansmen now lived in a makeshift village of tents five miles north of Summersgate. Though it was only supposed to be a temporary measure, they’d remained in this stinking hole for almost three months.

      He spotted Ellis, the Weldwyn captain, walking through the camp with guards following in his wake.

      "Captain," Lochlan called out. "I wonder if I might have a word?"

      Upon hearing his request, Ellis turned, heading directly for the Clansman, his heavy steps indicating he was in his usual foul mood.

      "Well?" the fellow snapped. "What is it this time?"

      "I need to talk to your superior. It's a matter of great importance."

      "You'll speak to me, or you'll speak to no one," the captain snarled. "Now, what is it?"

      "The Clan folk need to return home. Winter is fast approaching, and these tents will do little to keep us warm."

      "Perhaps you should’ve thought of that before you invaded our land?"

      "I am Lochlan, Chief of Clan Dungannon,” Lochlan said, straightening his back. “I demand to speak to your superior."

      "You're no one here. Why, if it were within my power, I'd string up the lot of you filthy—"

      A distant horn blast interrupted his words.

      "What's this, now?" The captain whirled around, his discussion forgotten. "Come," he said to his entourage of guards. "We must see who’s deigned to visit this stinking pit of filth."

      He strode off, his men following. Lochlan understood the captain intended the order for his guards but chose to play ignorant, following in their wake, eager for the opportunity to make contact with an outsider—any outsider.

      A hastily constructed wooden fence demarked the camp's outer perimeter, and a man could easily climb over such an obstacle were it not for the archers who stood watch fifty paces farther out. In the early days of their internment, several Clansmen had tried to escape, but only one survived. Thanks to the arrow to his leg, he was forever crippled.

      The captain suddenly picked up his pace, and Lochlan wondered who commanded such attention. Other Clansmen, eager to discover what the Clan Chief was up to, followed, creating a sea of people who would, no doubt, raise Captain Ellis’ ire.

      As the entrance to the camp came into view, an unexpected sight greeted Lochlan—that of a young woman around his own age astride a horse. That, by itself, was strange enough way out here, but adding to the mystery was the group of short, mail-clad warriors surrounding her. As he drew closer, he realized they had to be mountain folk, although he’d never met one in person.

      Captain Ellis bowed deeply. "Greetings.”

      "Who commands here?" the mysterious woman replied.

      "I do. Captain Ellis, at your service, my lady."

      "That's Your Highness," barked out the rough voice of a Dwarf. "Mind your manners, Human."

      The captain stiffened but held his tongue.

      "I come seeking someone who speaks for the Twelve Clans. I believe it’s a man going by the name of Lochlan."

      "That's me," the Clan Chief called out, pushing his way forward.

      The woman dismounted and came to stand before him, looking him up and down. "You're younger than I expected."

      "I've lived eighteen summers, and we have that in common by the look of it."

      "I'll have you know I'm twenty.”

      "And someone who lives in splendour. Who are you that comes to this place in the company of the mountain folk?"

      A wry smile escaped her lips. "I am Althea, Warrior Princess of Weldwyn and Dwarf friend."

      He bowed. "Pleased to meet you, Highness. Might I ask why you came all this way? You could’ve easily summoned me to your Palace."

      "Palace? There is no Palace. Your dragon saw to that."

      "A dragon your own people destroyed. I shall not apologize for the sins of my sister. She did what she believed right for her people."

      "They are your people now," said Althea. "How they live, going forward, is for you to decide."

      "I cannot decide anything as a prisoner."

      "Walk with me," she said, then turned, making her way out of the encampment.

      Lochlan looked at his jailer, but the captain merely nodded.

      "What is it you want?" he said, rushing to catch up.

      "Peace."

      "Then it appears we have something else in common."

      "Why did your people invade Weldwyn?" asked the princess.

      "An Elf led us astray. You must understand that my father, King Dathen, was imprisoned in Summersgate."

      "Only after he invaded us back in sixty-one. Are you suggesting the Elves had something to do with that as well?"

      "I wouldn't know. The king did not take me into his confidence."

      "It seems to me, there’s always been conflict between our respective people. It's about time we got to the bottom of it, don't you think?"

      Lochlan shrugged. "It's no secret. We live in a harsh land, scrabbling to survive, while your kingdom has lush fields and plentiful crops."

      "You could’ve offered something in trade for food. Instead, you rode across the river and raided. Why?"

      "It's our way. If we're not fighting you, we're fighting amongst ourselves. The truth is, Weldwyn is a common enemy, something to bring our people together."

      "And what if there was a better way?" asked Althea.

      "I'm listening."

      "I propose a new era in relations between the Clanholdings and Weldwyn, one of peace and co-operation."

      "I see much to recommend this plan of yours," said Lochlan, "but we’ve been enemies for generations. It would be difficult to convince my countrymen."

      "Would you be willing to try?"

      He stopped walking and looked back at the camp. Everyone within sight watched them, no doubt wondering what they were discussing.

      "Well?" she pressed.

      Lochlan returned his gaze to the princess but perceived no signs of deceit. "I am a scholar at heart and not used to the ways of court."

      "Then I appeal to your intellect. What do you think of this idea?"

      "It would be easier if there was a show of good faith."

      "Such as?"

      "Well, for one, you could replace Captain Ellis with someone a little more sympathetic to our plight."

      "Your plight?"

      "Yes. We live in tents, and the winter winds will soon blow down from the north. We shall likely perish beneath winter's grip if nothing is done."

      "I will inform my brother of what I discovered here today. It’s safe to say the captain will find his tenure cut short in the next day or two."

      "And the tents?"

      "I think it's high time we sent your people home, don't you?"

      "Will your brother agree to that?"

      "I'm hopeful. Make no mistake, it will be a difficult task and require an army to escort them, but I believe it’s a far better solution in the long run. In the meantime, I suggest you stop trying to antagonize the captain."

      "I shall do what I can."

      "That’s encouraging. I’ll send for you in a day or two to discuss the matter further."

      "I look forward to it, Highness."

      She turned to her escort. "Brogar. Would you come here a moment?"

      A Dwarf stepped forward, bowing deeply.

      "This is Brogar Hammerhand, one of my most trusted warriors. I will send him to escort you to Summersgate when the time comes."

      "Why are you telling me this?" asked Lochlan.

      "I’ve recently learned the politics of Weldwyn can often be deceitful. No doubt, some might attempt to take advantage of your presence."

      "Are you suggesting someone might attempt to kill me?"

      "Kill, no, but were they to discover my plan, they’d oppose the idea of sending you home. I wouldn’t put it past them to create an incident that incited some sort of violence so that there’s a reason to keep you here. I shall talk to Captain Ellis, ensuring your safety while in his care, and inform him that only Brogar is authorized to remove you from this camp."

      "Thank you, Highness," said Lochlan, bowing deeply.

      She gently touched his shoulder. "I would have you stand, Lochlan. If there is to be peace between our lands, then we must be seen as equals, else all this will be for naught."

      "I understand, but first, you need to know that, while I am Chief of Dungannon, I am not the High King. That title died with my sister."

      "And how is a High King chosen?"

      "By a gathering of the Clans, which has only happened a few times in our long history."

      "Then we’ll start with Dungannon. Tell me, do they accept you as their chief?"

      "They do, although they're not all happy about it."

      "Why is that?" she asked.

      "I am no warrior."

      "And they see no honour in a scholar?"

      "That’s the gist of it, yes."

      She stared at him, deep in thought. "They will see you differently once you secure their release."

      "Once I secure their release? I've done nothing."

      Althea glanced at the distant crowd. "They don't need to know that."

      

      Alric looked up as Althea entered his room. "Trouble?" he asked.

      "Can’t a sister simply drop by to visit?"

      He set down his correspondence. "We both know that's out of character for you. There's obviously something troubling you; let me ease you of that burden."

      "It's the Twelve Clans."

      "What about the Clans?"

      "We can't just sit back and watch them all die off as winter settles in."

      "There are some who might argue otherwise."

      "Can you honestly tell me you're happy with that?"

      "No," said Alric. "Of course not."

      "I think it's time we send them home."

      "As do I, but how do we ensure they don't simply rebuild and try again?"

      "We help them."

      "And how do we do that?"

      "They live in a harsh landscape; we could trade them food."

      "And what would we get in return?"

      "Who knows? They must possess something of worth."

      "You, dear sister, have uncovered the uncomfortable truth about our relations with the Twelve Clans."

      "Which is?"

      "That we know next to nothing about them."

      "Then we must change that."

      "We've tried in the past, and all our envoys were either driven out or murdered."

      "Lochlan wouldn't do that."

      "Oh? On a first-name basis with the Clan Chief, are we now?"

      "For Malin's sake, what else would I call him?"

      "How about, Chieftain? That is his title, or is it Clan leader? I've never been entirely sure what their customs are in that regard."

      "This is not a laughing matter."

      Alric sobered. "No, you're right, it's not. Please excuse my behaviour."

      "How would Father have handled this?"

      "Probably at the end of a sword, but I am not him. Once king, I must somehow peacefully coexist with these people. I would prefer to do so without the necessity of maintaining a large army on their border."

      "I still believe an envoy is a better solution than constant war."

      "And I agree, but the risk to whoever goes there is enormous." He sat for a moment, mulling things over. "What about a marriage?"

      "A marriage?"

      "Yes. We could marry this Lochlan fellow into one of the noble families of Weldwyn. There must be a surviving daughter around somewhere who's the right age."

      "No, it has to be someone of Royal Blood. It's the only thing that would demonstrate our commitment to peace."

      "Surely you're not suggesting yourself?"

      "Why not? Am I not a Royal Princess?"

      "But you'd be putting yourself in danger!"

      "I shall take some bodyguards to keep me safe."

      Alric shook his head. "I never expected you, of all people, to throw away your life in so callous a manner."

      She moved closer, holding his hands in hers. "You will have the Crown," she said, "but even if they deny you, you still have Anna and a place in Wincaster. Deep down, I’ve always known that, as a princess, I was destined to be married—if not to a noble of Weldwyn, then to some foreign lord. This way, I’m at least taking charge of my destiny."

      "But you’d be marrying a Clansman!"

      "Not so long ago, even the mention of Merceria filled us with disgust, and now, here you are, married to their queen."

      He chuckled. "Yes. I suppose that's true, and Malin knows you've proven your worth over the last few months. I will consider your request, but I have a few caveats of my own."

      "Such as?"

      "I’ll send riders with you to carry dispatches, and I expect you to report regularly on your efforts to bring about peaceful relations."

      "I can live with that, but don't we need to gain approval from the Earls Council?"

      "Not at all. As the senior male of our family, it’s entirely within my purview as to whom you marry. I would insist, however, that Lochlan agrees to this. I'm not about to force him into anything distasteful."

      "You think me distasteful?"

      "That's not what I meant. I merely wished to imply his heart must be in it, or it will be bound to fail. I met him during the war, although I spent little time in his company. I suppose if we are to propose a marriage between the two of you, we should rectify that?"

      "We could arrange a meeting here, in Summersgate," offered Althea. "Do you think Anna would come?"

      "I'm returning to Wincaster this evening. I'll ask her myself."

      "You're coming back, I hope?"

      "Naturally. There's too much to do here in Summersgate. Not that it's a big imposition when there are mages to transport me back and forth in the blink of an eye. I tell you what. You pick a date, and I'll work around it."

      "Shall we say two days hence?"

      "Two days, then, and let's make it dinner, shall we? Much easier to free up time in the evening. I'll leave it to you to arrange it."

      "Thank you, Alric."

      "Don't mention it. Oh, I just had a thought. Should I bring Edwina?"

      "If you can, although by now, she's probably deep in her studies."

      "I'm sure they can spare her for an evening." He paused a moment.

      "Something wrong?"

      "It just occurred to me this will be the first time the three of us have been together for… well, let's say it's been quite some time. I would suggest we make it more of a regular occurrence now that the war's over, but with you traipsing off to the Clan holdings, I suppose we must postpone any family gatherings for the time being."

      "I'm hardly traipsing," said Althea. "And who knows, someday I might convince them to build a magic circle in Dungannon, and then a visit will be a simple matter of finding an available mage."

      "Perhaps, but from my understanding, creating such a thing carries an enormous expense."

      "Why is that?"

      "I'm told gold is required to hold the magic—the more powerful the circle, the greater the expense. There's also the problem of having available mages. I'm afraid Kythelia killed off most of the Dome's residents."

      "Yes, but the Mercerians have them in abundance, don’t they?"

      "They have some, but hardly what I'd call an abundance. Lady Aubrey’s starting her Conservatory of Magic soon, but from what I understand, it takes years to train a mage."

      "And has she any students?"

      "I assume she does, though it hasn't exactly been the object of my attention of late. Events here in Summersgate saw to that."

      "But you've kept in touch with Edwina, surely?"

      "I have, indeed. That's how I know they’ve been working on readying the conservatory. She's been helping Lady Aubrey with things. She's also learning Orcish."

      "The language of the Orcs? Why in Malin's name would she need that?"

      "The Army of Merceria uses it for all of its written correspondence, making it much harder for intercepted messages to reveal important information."

      "I suppose that makes sense. I myself have been learning the basics of the Dwarven tongue, but I must admit, it’s challenging."

      "Why’s that?"

      "It's an ancient language bearing little resemblance to our own."

      "You could say the same of the Orcs," said Alric. "Anna tells me their language is descended from the ancients, as is that of the Dwarves and Elves."

      "I find that difficult to believe," said Althea.

      "No, it's true. I’ve become fluent in Orcish, and it’s made learning Elvish so much easier."

      "And have you tackled the language of Dwarves yet?"

      "No, but that matters little. The Dwarves in service to Merceria all speak our language, and they generally speak it when outside their own realms."

      "Yes, and inside as well. Lord Tulfar says they primarily use Dwarvish only for ceremonial occasions."

      "Then why learn it?"

      "They’ve made me their protector," she replied, "and I take that obligation seriously. They also possess a fascinating culture."

      "Yet you’d prefer to travel into Clan territory instead of returning to Mirstone?"

      "I have a lifetime to learn more about the Dwarves. The Clan holdings need my help now if we are to end this constant strife that has set our two kingdoms at each other’s throats."

      "Well, I look forward to seeing what Lord Lochlan thinks of all this. Or would that be His Highness? Do we even know the correct form of address for a Clan Chief?"

      "Come to think of it, no, we don't."
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      Beverly entered the map room where the Queen of Merceria sat at the table, along with Gerald and Aubrey. The only other occupant, Sir Randolf Blackburn, stood off to one side. The solemn mood of those in the room surprised the knight as she settled in beside her cousin.

      "Now," said the queen. "Let's get to the bottom of this, shall we? Sir Randolf, you claim Bodden is your birthright but have so far produced nothing to prove your claim."

      "Yes," added Gerald, "and how is it that a Blackburn should claim a title that’s been in the Fitzwilliam family for generations?"

      "My father was Lord Edward Fitzwilliam, Baron of Bodden. He named me after one of his closest friends, Sir Randolf of Burrstoke."

      "But Lord Edward died in thirty-three during the siege."

      "Then where is his body?" replied Sir Randolf.

      "He was blown to bits igniting the combustibles that destroyed the wall."

      "No, he wasn't. They bore him away on a makeshift stretcher and took him prisoner."

      "Are you suggesting he somehow survived?"

      "Am I not living proof?"

      "He lies!" said Beverly. "It’s taken me a moment to place the name, but this man is the brother of Celia Blackburn, the traitor who died in Norwatch."

      "Brother?" said Anna. "What have you to say for yourself, Sir Randolf?"

      "I do not defend my sister’s actions. She was always headstrong and rash, and there was no excuse for her behaviour."

      "Yet you now claim Bodden as your own?"

      "She did, too," added Beverly. "Before she died, she said Bodden was promised to her."

      "By whom?" asked Gerald.

      "She didn’t say."

      "I can answer that," said Sir Randolf. "My father wished that she inherit the title."

      "Why not you? After all, the old laws of succession would have been in place. You, as his son, would be the logical pick."

      "I didn't want it."

      "Yet you try to claim it now," said Beverly.

      "I was content to live out my life in Norland until recent events made it clear the influence of Merceria is spreading throughout the region. There is no longer a king in Norland, only a queen who has no interest in bestowing titles or rewards upon her people. Merceria, on the other hand, is a kingdom of laws, is it not?"

      "It is," said Anna.

      "Then I only ask a fair chance to prove my claim."

      "Lady Beverly has served this Crown for a long time."

      "I will not speak ill of Dame Beverly, for everyone knows she’s been a faithful servant to Your Majesty. However, that doesn't mean I’ll give up my legal claim to Bodden."

      "You can't be taking this seriously?" said Aubrey. "Lord Richard was the Baron of Bodden, Beverly, his only child. Surely his recognition as baron supersedes this man's claim to the title?"

      "Would you now throw away the very laws that define your reign?" asked Sir Randolf. "I readily admit my claim is not convenient or particularly timely, but from all accounts, you wish Merceria to be a land ruled by law. Would you put that aside simply for the sake of friendship? What kind of example would that set?"

      "You still haven't fully explained your presence," said Gerald. "You claim Lord Edward was your father, yet you bear the name Blackburn."

      "My apologies, but the name Fitzwilliam was loathed in Norland for many years. After Lord Hollis took him in and had him nursed back to health, my father married the lord’s cousin."

      "And you were born shortly afterwards—is that what you're trying to tell us?"

      "Celia came first. I followed two years later."

      "And where is your father now?"

      "Dead, I'm afraid. He was never in good health after the severe burns he suffered at Bodden. In the end, a cold snap proved too much for him. I remember it well, although I was only seven at the time."

      "And his body?"

      "Interred in a crypt in Beaconsgate."

      "What of your mother?" asked the queen.

      "She, too, eventually passed, succumbing to a fever two years ago."

      The silence in the room was deafening. Anna had much to consider, and no one wanted to interrupt her thoughts. Beverly stared daggers at Sir Randolf, but something in his manner stilled them. Was he telling the truth? Could he have a lawful claim against Bodden? Part of her raged at the unfairness of it all, yet she had to admit the story seemed plausible.

      She knew little of her uncle's life and even less about his death. Her father always spoke fondly of his elder brother, lamenting that there was no body to place in the family crypt.

      She looked at Gerald, but he appeared uncomfortable, shuffling his feet, and avoiding eye contact. Did he know something? He’d been there at the siege when Lord Edward died. What was he hiding?

      "I must give this matter a great deal of thought," Anna finally said. "In the meantime, Dame Beverly will continue overseeing things as the Lady of Bodden." Her gaze swept the room. "You three may leave us now so that Gerald and I can discuss the matter privately."

      
      Gerald watched them depart, with some trepidation. He knew what was coming, and part of him loathed the very idea of dragging up such old memories.

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

      "You should ignore the man and give Bodden to Beverly. She's certainly earned it."

      "But…" added the queen.

      "What makes you believe there's a but?"

      "Your manner, for one. Gerald, I've known you since I was a little girl. You're Braedon's grandfather, for Saxnor's sake. You don't think I can tell when you’re holding something back?"

      He took a deep breath and let it out slowly, trying to fight down the rising panic. "There may be some truth to Sir Randolf's claims. There. I've said it."

      "Care to explain?"

      "I've told you before about that night."

      "Refresh my memory."

      "You don't forget anything," said Gerald. "You're cursed with a perfect memory."

      "I am, but I haven't all the details of the night in question. Perhaps, in the retelling, it will help you remember everything that transpired. Lord Edward told you and Fitz not to enter the enemy encampment, didn't he?"

      "That's true. Fitz planned on going in alone, but a small group of us insisted on accompanying him. You must realize the keep was doomed. Lord Edward was considering surrendering Bodden. Fitz knew if we destroyed the enemy's catapults, it would buy us time."

      He closed his eyes and took another deep breath, reliving the moment. "I can still see their faces. Fletcher, whose wife had been injured by a horse. Blackwood, of course, along with Cooper and Graves, both of whom died that night. We climbed down the south wall, the better to avoid Lord Edward’s gaze, and then crept along in the dark until we found the catapults. We intended to set fire to them, but to do that, we had to take out the sentries first."

      His hands began to shake.

      She moved closer, taking his arm and guiding him to a chair. "Was it bad?"

      "I've killed many men in my time, Anna, but that night will forever haunt me. I saw the look in Cooper's eyes as an arrow took his life. It's one thing to lose a comrade in battle, quite another when they're a lifelong friend."

      "You destroyed the catapults, didn't you?"

      "We
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