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	TERA

	 

	From the past comes magic,

	from the present, danger, gradually colliding.

	 

	Relaxing in congenial surroundings, with a roaring fire and good company, the empire's troubles seem far away, and Prince Arkyn expects broken cartwheels to be the worst of his troubles in Terasia.

	When his grandfather visited, there were celebrations. When his father visited, there was laughter. When his Uncle Scanlon visited, nothing seemed amiss, but Terasia now has secrets, and deadly danger lurks in the Margrave's Residence.

	Greeted by the deputy governor and Commander Wynfeld, Arkyn must unravel local alliances and old feuds, decide whom to trust, what to believe, and how much he’s willing to compromise to keep the peace... and himself alive.

	Everyone knew his visit would be written into the annals of history, but with scheming nobles and treachery stalking him, he soon realises his first official posting could be his last.
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PART 1

	 


Chapter 1

	REVELRY AND RIVALRY

	Pentadai, Week 45 – 5th Lufial, 19th Geryis 1199

	Terasia – Tera – Margrave’s Hall

	THE MARGRAVE’S HALL in Tera resounded with lively music, awash with colour, an artist’s dream or nightmare. How to capture that subtle hue, that brash tone or the complete saturation? How to paint a delicate candle flame guttering in the passage of people? How to paint the merriment and bright eyes of the guests? How to paint the laughing Prince sitting at the dais talking to a friend? How to capture the noise and the atmosphere of the final night of Prince Adeone’s visit? Only a good artist would ever try, only an exceptional one would ever admit defeat and only a magical one would ever succeed.

	Surveying the hall, Adeone wondered if he’d ever see it again. In twelve years, he’d probably be king and others would undertake the next Terasian Review.

	“Her Elegance will be fine, Your Highness,” murmured his friend.

	“Am I so easy to read?” enquired Adeone.

	“No, sir, but your eyes are following a pregnant lady and it is hard to forget the coming events when the empire wishes you both well.”

	Adeone laughed. “Are they? I never noticed.” He changed the subject. Tired of questions on whether he wanted another son or a daughter, haunted by the death of his mother at his brother’s birth, he just wanted to know Ira would survive and hoped he’d be home in time for the birth.

	Six minutes later, there were new dancers on the floor and Adeone noticed his friend’s eyes following a lady. He asked who she was.

	The man swallowed. “No-one, sir…” Seeing scepticism, he amended his statement, “Lady Kristina Hale, Your Highness.”

	“You love her very much, don’t you?”

	“Yes, but she is to marry our Chief Merchant.”

	“I could…” Adeone gestured vaguely.

	“No, sir, but thank you. I’ll find a wife in time.”

	Adeone grinned. “I’m sure you will. Whether the hypothetical lady knows what’s in store for her is another matter… You will write?”

	“Of course, sir, if you’ll have time to reply.”

	Adeone shrugged. “I’ll make time, my friend. Now, duty calls.”

	“You could be deaf, sir.”

	A few minutes later his companion tactfully excused himself and Adeone found the Margrave beside him.

	“I must thank Your Excellency for your hospitality and tolerance during my stay.”

	Portur smiled and seated himself at a nod from Adeone. “The first was a pleasure, the second I don’t recall being needed, Your Highness.”

	Adeone gave him a well-practised sideways look. “An’ I thought you an honest man.”

	“Ah, but time makes a mockery of memory, sir.”

	Adeone laughed. “I should be thankful for that. Are you pleased with the review?”

	“Yes, sir; I think it worked out well for everybody. I hope the next time you visit we’ll have the City Assembly rebuilt and the roads in a better state.”

	Adeone let the comment lie for a couple of moments before saying, “There is one favour I would request of you, unofficially, before I leave… There are two of your lords who, I think, would do well in a high governmental office.”

	“I tend to agree, sir. Oh, don’t worry, I know whom you mean. Give me time and I’m sure they’ll obtain posts. You’ll miss their company, won’t you?”

	“Yes, but Festus and Finn are in Oedran, so I’ll be causing mayhem there before too long.”

	“I think, rather, that Your Highness will be working hard.” Portur paused before enquiring, “As we’re talking of your home, how is Her Elegance?”

	“Nearing her time. I hope I make it home before she bears our second child.”

	“I thought there were nearer two aluna-months before she was due, sir?”

	Adeone chuckled. “Doctor Chapa thinks we got the date wrong. I don’t argue with him. It looks like there’ll be a Munewid prince or princess for the empire.”

	Portur smiled. “It is said that children born with the year’s change bring hope with them, and with the change of century, we would be especially blessed.”

	Adeone glanced at the Margrave. “Have you never considered marriage, Your Excellency?”

	“One day I shall, sir. I need an heir; I am the last of my line and would not face my ancestors thus.”

	Six minutes later, Adeone was saying, “I must take leave of Lord Roth before I retire.”

	Moments later, Roth was bowing. Portur was all too aware of the tension between the two men. Sparks had flown between them throughout the review. Often, his deputy had purposefully inflamed the situation; therefore, he’d been intrigued when Adeone hadn’t replaced Roth, seeing beyond the personal affronts to the aptitude of the overlord.

	After a couple of minutes of polite but forced conversation, Adeone and Roth took leave of each other.

	Once Roth was out of hearing, Portur said, “That man will be the death of me. I must apologise for his intolerable manner, Your Highness. You’ll be receiving an apology.”

	“Your Excellency, don’t make an enemy of your deputy on my account. He and I shall soon be out of each other’s way; I have little doubt that he will return to his normal endeavours, zealous to prove my decisions wrong.”

	“He will not find that an easy challenge, sir.”

	*  *  *

	Three weeks of travelling later, Adeone arrived at Ceardlann. Informed his child was imminent, he hastened to Ira’s side and was there as his second son was born on the first day of 1200 – they named him Tain Lachlan and both mother and son survived the birth. With his son in his arms, Adeone remembered what the Margrave had said about Munewid babies bringing hope.



	

Chapter 2

	TERASIA

	Alunadai, Week 16 – 22nd Macial, 1st Easis 1211

	Terasia – Tribute Lands – Road to Tera

	AUTUMN HAD ARRIVED: leaves flamed, nuts ripened and nights brought the first hints of frost. Ominous leaden clouds hid the late afternoon sun and it was still raining: a constant, persistent, seemingly never-ending, all-pervading rain. Drizzle became driving rain, turning the road to mud beneath the hooves and wheels of Prince Arkyn’s cavalcade. The misty atmosphere hid the hills. Dark conifers loomed on each side, one after another, overbearing, then gone. Out of the blurring mist, their foreboding form came into focus, into sharp relief, before vanishing.

	The captain of his guard rode up to Arkyn’s shoulder.

	“One of the carts seems to be losing a wheel, sir. We should stop.”

	Arkyn held up his hand and reined in, peering over his shoulder. A group was gathered around one of the furthest carts. “Is there anything of importance in it?”

	The Prince’s manservant viewed the confusion. “Not of immediate importance, Your Highness. It’s to be unloaded on our arrival in Tera. After the axle broke on the other, we don’t have room to redistribute this load either.”

	“Thank you, Kadeem. We’ll just have to see if there is a wheelwright at the village or if they can lend us a cart. Hopefully, they’ll have an inn as well.”

	With mock surprise, the captain said, “After all the careful planning, what would His Majesty say?”

	“Mine’s a whiskey – as well you know, Fitz. Come on, there’s no hope of reaching Tera tonight as planned. I wonder why we’re behind schedule.”

	“I believe the reason is called ‘mud’, Your Highness – sticky, clinging, pothole hiding, mud.”

	Turning to his administrator, Arkyn laughed. “You’re probably right, Edward. Come on, let’s go. The sooner we get to the village, the sooner all of us can be out of this rain. Fitz, detail a group of men to stay with the cart, please.”

	They reached the village quarter of an hour later, a cluster of a dozen houses spread along the road. They found a hostelry at a minor crossroads. Whilst Fitz dismounted and made enquiries, Arkyn remained in the saddle, surveying the scene. No-one was abroad in the streets, the houses were well built, most had chimneys spewing smoke, but almost all were like the hostelry: low, single storey, with small windows to let in light but not the weather. Many of the windows were glass instead of horn, unsurprising this close to Denshire, but they spoke of an affluence Arkyn hadn’t expected. As he squinted through the rain, he thought he spotted a mail-lodge further down the road. That was good: a blacksmith and wheelwright would be nearby.

	The hostelry was a pleasant surprise. Inns catered for sleep, but at least with a tavern attached, they had the chance of a hot meal and a comfortable evening, though Arkyn was sure the building wouldn’t accommodate everyone. Some would head to the mail-lodge, which kept a few rooms for the mail-riders, and others would find hosts amongst the villagers.

	Doors were opening and villagers appeared. He smiled at them, but Fitz returned to say the inn could help. Arkyn dismounted, patting Ponder as his groom came to take his reins and an ostler appeared along with the landlord and landlady. Typically rosy-cheeked, they couldn’t do enough to help and before Arkyn quite knew what had happened, he was sitting in front of a blazing fire, tucking into a bowl of steaming vegetable soup. He heard the commotion caused by their arrival, rooms being readied, the jingle-jangle of harnesses as horses were stabled around the village and the sound of Fitz giving orders. It was oddly reassuring. No-one panicking, just general industry.

	He finished the soup and realised how damp he was. The rain had worked its way through even his oiled cloak, soaking his tunic and, even now, was still dripping onto the flagstone floor. He chuckled to himself, memories surfacing. There was a polite cough behind him.

	“A roaring fire is all very well, Your Highness, but you ought to get out of those damp clothes before you catch cold. You’re soaked to the skin.”

	“I’ll dry off soon enough, Kadeem. I was remembering when I fell into the trout stream. I must have been about twelve. I’ve probably not been so wet since.”

	Kadeem’s lips twitched as he moved over to the table, depositing a pile of clothes. “Did Maria allow you to dry off ‘soon enough’?” he asked innocently, holding out the tunic to the fire to warm it.

	Arkyn snorted. “No, but we were in private.”

	“There’s a guard on the door, sir.”

	“Very well. What would I do without you?” he asked rhetorically as he pulled the damp tunic over his head and Kadeem passed him a towel.

	Once he was dry and clothed, Arkyn glanced at his sodden manservant. “Now, you go and change and eat. Once Edward has done likewise, I’d like to see him. Oh, take the guard off the door – I don’t want to deprive our hosts of their livelihood. Instead, Fitz can perch at the end of the bar, as is his wont on his days off. I don’t want to intimidate anyone.”

	 

	Two minutes later, Edward entered, appearing more bedraggled than normal with tousled hair from a quick towelling and a creased tunic. Even then, he could still exude efficiency with disconcerting ease.

	Arkyn asked if he’d eaten and warmed up properly.

	“Yes, sir. Thank you.”

	“Good. Have you got the briefing?”

	“It’s buried deep, sir.”

	“That won’t work, Edward; your papers are never too far away. I can’t sit here all evening doing nothing.”

	Edward’s face spoke volumes, including the question, ‘Why not?’ He paused before saying, “I’ll see if I can retrieve it, sir. I would, however, urge you to rest, Your Highness.”

	Arkyn smiled. “Advice noted and ignored.”

	When Edward returned with the briefing, he found Captain Fitz at the end of the bar and a group of weather-beaten elderly men in the far corner watching the scene with interest. As soon as he appeared, they started talking. Fitz seemed happy with the situation, so Edward approached Arkyn and handed him the briefing with a short bow, before standing back a couple of paces.

	Arkyn glanced up. “Tonight is hardly normal, Edward. Get yourself a drink and sit down. In fact, get me one whilst you’re at it, please. I’m as parched as Denshire.”

	Six minutes later, Arkyn discovered that sitting in a comfortable chair, drink in hand, was conducive to work. He finished the first part of the briefing and closed the file, placing it on the table.

	“Anything to add to that? Other than the weather in Terasia is atrocious.”

	“No, sir. I’ll get Richardson to note it for the next official tour.”

	Arkyn sat back, laughing. “It might be wise. His Excellency said we should make Tera by mid-morning tomorrow – all being well.”

	“That’s something, sir,” replied Edward, collecting the briefing together.

	Arkyn, watching him, felt all his reserve leave; he felt really alive and raised an amused eyebrow.

	Sensing some change, Edward responded lightly, “I’m a well-known opportunist. I take the chances as they present themselves. I’m sorry, but I’m not giving you the briefing back tonight, sir; His Majesty would have my guts if I did.”

	“He’d have to find out first,” replied Arkyn. “You’re probably right. I can’t take it in anyway.”

	One of the old men who’d been watching them hobbled over. “Your ‘ighness, work is all very well but you ‘ave to relax at some point. Come join us. Bring yon minder as well.”

	Arkyn smiled at the look on Edward’s face. The manner of invitation might have been unusual, but it was full of genuine warmth and concern.

	“Ah, but which minder is the question. I have quite a collection… Thank you. I’d like to.” He pushed himself to his feet.

	“That be right, sir. I meant yon minder at t’ bar there – not stopped watching you ‘e ‘asn’t – tho’ I’m sure this ‘ere pen-pusher can find a safe spot for them there papers and join us.”

	Arkyn turned to Edward. “First, please tell everyone they are more than welcome to come in. The guards obviously can’t drink to excess but, with Fitz here, I don’t think they’d dare try.”

	“Very good, sir,” replied Edward, stunned.

	Fitz, having observed the tableau play itself out, rose and, at a nod from Arkyn, joined the gentleman’s table. By the time Arkyn retired for the night, most of the villagers seemed to have forgotten whatever inhibitions they had had. There was talk for years afterwards about how friendly, polite and unassuming he had been. As he got ready for bed, even Kadeem commented on how much good had been achieved. No-one in the village would believe any of the stories Scanlon was sure to put about as Arkyn took on more responsibilities.

	Grimacing, Arkyn said, “Yes and I now know more about farming and the taxes of ‘this ‘ere province’ than a hundred briefings could have explained. The odd thing is, I still feel more alive than I have for months.”

	“The convivial atmosphere of a tavern, sir. When do you wish to leave in the morning?”

	Yawning, Arkyn said eight before wishing Kadeem goodnight and rolling into bed.



	

Chapter 3

	TERA

	Cisadai, Week 16 – 23rd Macial, 2nd Easis 1211

	Tera

	DISTANT MOUNTAINS, wooded hills and surrounding pastures drew the eye from Tera’s stone walls and defensive ditch – once deep and menacing, now shallower through centuries of peace. Within those forbidding walls lay a metropolis of timber and cob. As surely as the River Ter tore the city asunder, bridges stitched the divide – with wharves and docks giving life to the wound. Half-timbered buildings overhung narrow, haphazard, twisting streets whilst movement and bustle hastened through them. It didn’t always dazzle but, to the people of Terasia, it was their city and it was home; no place on Erinna could be more beautiful.

	 

	Seeing no official welcome as they approached the Areal Gate, Fitz ordered two guards to investigate. They sped off, returning minutes later to say the city guards had had word that the Prince’s arrival had been delayed.

	Fitz hesitated. “We were delayed, sir. It’s understandable.”

	Arkyn nodded. “We set out early. What do you think?”

	Fitz shrugged. “I trust Lord Portur and Wynfeld’s stationed here. I’m sure we’d have heard if owt’s amiss and I know the way to the Residence. We should be fine.”

	“If you’re sure, Fitz,” replied Arkyn. “It still feels wrong.”

	“Aye, well, Terasians have always had their pride.”

	“Yes,” remarked Arkyn dryly. “They killed King Alvern for it.”

	“A few centuries ago, sir. I’m pretty sure they haven’t made a habit of it.”

	“Well, he could only die once,” muttered the Prince, raising a chuckle from Fitz.

	*  *  *

	Riding through the principal streets of Tera without an official escort was complicated. His guards did their best, but keeping his retinue together was fraught with interruptions from everyday city challenges, other carts and crowds. Terasians moved aside where they could, but curious gazes and whispers followed their progress. As they approached the Margrave’s Residence, Fitz pointed out the side gateway for the carts to use, whilst he motioned to the gatehouse for Arkyn and his senior staff.

	Glad that Fitz was beside him, Arkyn rode into a pleasant courtyard, bounded by the half-timbered house and a stone-built, buttressed hall. The lefthand wing contained an archway – presumably leading to the stabling and gardens – and a flight of steps leading up to a covered balcony.

	The atmosphere confused him: somnolent but tense, an animal sensing a predator. Men of the army were strategically dotted around in small groups near doors, silently watching. The insidious atmosphere made him shiver.

	An unmistakeably military voice shouted his men to attention. Startled, Arkyn scanned the scene and inclined his head with puzzlement and a brief smile as Commander Wynfeld saluted. What could he be doing at the Margrave’s Residence with a plethora of men in attendance?

	As Arkyn dismounted in front of the Residence steps, his burgeoning sense of foreboding increased. Handing Ponder’s bridle to one of Wynfeld’s men, he straightened his tunic before rolling his shoulders slightly, easing the tension.

	As he was about to summon Wynfeld, a tall man walked out from the Residence and spoke first.

	“I warned the commander you were arriving soon, Your Highness, before he deployed his men.”

	“Thank you. I know and trust Commander Wynfeld. You are?”

	The man’s brown eyes flashed. “I am the Deputy Governor, Lord Roth. Lord Portur is prevented from greeting you. Shall we go in, sir?”

	In the square-paned windows of the Residence, Arkyn watched a sergeant reporting to Wynfeld. The commander, who had started towards him, turned back, hastily giving orders.

	Arkyn’s unease intensified as he entered the entrance hall. His attention drawn to the people hurrying to and fro: concern on their faces, whispered conversations carrying the susurration of unease to his ears and, unusually and notably, they were completely oblivious of his presence.

	He turned to the Deputy Governor. “What is happening?”

	“There has been an accident, Your Highness. If you would like to come through, I have had refreshments prepared and will explain whilst you take your ease. Your men are provided for elsewhere.”

	His anxiety intensified. “My captain, administrator and manservant stay with me.”

	As Arkyn spoke, Fitz caught his eye. Something wasn’t right – Roth’s polite demeanour, for a start. Kadeem and Edward exchanged a glance, the sense of disquiet assailing them too. There should have been a proper greeting party of senior officials and lords, and Wynfeld’s presence made them all cautious, for he was seldom where he shouldn’t be.

	They crossed the hallway to an office, where Roth seated Arkyn behind the desk with a stilted deference – as though they were all acting a part. Kadeem stood near the door, Edward waited to the side of the desk as Roth stood centrally in front of it, pushing Fitz slightly to one side. Arkyn couldn’t make out what the captain was doing. He seemed to be fiddling with something, but still looking directly ahead. So Arkyn didn’t let his gaze drop. Roth didn’t notice anything, so intently was he watching Arkyn.

	Arkyn said, “I confess, I am inquisitive. There is no official welcome; Your Lordship greets me, not the Margrave; an impromptu military display is apparently occurring here and you coolly inform me that there has been an accident, without explaining anything. To whom did the accident befall?”

	“It’s a long story, sir, better told after you have refresh—”

	The door burst inward.

	“Arrest him!” snapped Wynfeld, his voice strained and harsh, flying on the wings of panic.

	A sneer creasing his face, the Deputy Governor fumbled, trying to draw his sword. Fitz elbowed him sharply in the ribs, causing him to double up as Wynfeld’s men surrounded and disarmed him after momentary confusion.

	Arkyn rose from his chair, goblet in hand. “Commander, you will please explain this extraordinary behaviour!”

	Wynfeld whitened. He croaked, “By Alcis… My prince, you’ve not drunk anything?” the panic almost audible but not yet manifested.

	“I have not, though—.”

	“Well, don’t!” snapped Wynfeld, finally revealing how agitated he was. “Kadeem, remove all this; it’s poisoned.”

	Arkyn blanched. Dissociated, he lowered the goblet onto the tray as Kadeem hastily moved everything and urged him to sit down. Instead, Arkyn looked between the captive Roth and Commander Wynfeld.

	In a remarkably calm voice, he enquired, “I take it Roth is, to your mind, responsible, Commander?”

	“Yes, sir.” Wynfeld had seen his Prince become a figure of authority when younger; now he saw, in swift motion, the shadow of a future king.

	“Is there any doubt, whatsoever, as to his guilt?” probed Arkyn, emphasising each syllable. When the Deputy Governor tried to interrupt, he roared, “YOU WILL BE SILENT UNTIL I ASK YOU A QUESTION…Commander?”

	“No doubt at all, sir. We have sworn testimony.”

	Arkyn faced the Deputy Governor. “Well? Is it true?”

	“Yes, and, by Alcis, I’d try it again,” stormed Roth.

	“You dare to still stand?”

	Forcing Roth to kneel by kicking his feet from under him, the guards jerked his arms up, obliging him to look at the floor. The Deputy Governor struggled, to no avail. The guards strengthened their hold as Arkyn crossed to them.

	Drawing his sword swiftly, Arkyn tickled Roth’s chin with the tip, before lifting it until the Deputy Governor had to look into his eyes or shut his own and Roth was far too defiant to do that.

	“You will explain why,” ordered Arkyn.

	“Ask your father, boy,” spat Roth.

	Involuntarily, Wynfeld went to intervene, but a slight movement from Arkyn prevented him. He realised his Prince wasn’t out of control but, rather, in the tranquil seas of anger.

	“Let’s see how much of a boy I am, shall we? Commander, I’m guessing the accident befell the Margrave, and he has joined his ancestors at Roth’s instruction or instigation?”

	“Yes, sir, but he meant it for Your Highness,” replied Wynfeld, his feet planted foursquare, his hands clasped behind his back, his jaw set.

	Arkyn finally looked at him, recognising Wynfeld’s restraint, reading it in him as easily as a book. The commander wanted revenge on Roth for the attempt. He shifted his sword. “You will please extract all information required from this person and do your duty. I assume my meaning is understood.”

	“Men.” Wynfeld jerked his head and his men half dragged a struggling Roth out.

	As the door clicked shut behind them, the tableau shattered. Arkyn crossed to the window with his back to the room. His household and Wynfeld watched him with consternation. Kadeem murmured something about refreshments and left. Edward followed him to hunt for who was next in Terasian authority. Fitz looked at Wynfeld.

	The commander murmured, “I’ve got men all around the building, but it might be as well to inform yours what’s happened. Would you like me to?”

	“No, I will. I also need to retrieve my sword chain. Can you stay here?”

	Wynfeld nodded. He watched the captain leave, thinking that Fitz had a very simple air for one so devious.

	Hearing the door close, Arkyn turned slowly back to the room, shaking.

	Wynfeld saw only a traumatised sixteen-year-old boy. He strode over, and with one arm supporting him, carefully took the sword from Arkyn’s shaking hand, leaning it up against the wall.

	“My prince, please sit down. If you don’t, I think you might fall.”

	“I always can tell when you’re worried. How white have I gone?”

	“As white as snow, and shaking to boot,” murmured Wynfeld.

	“I can’t move.”

	The commander hooked a chair round behind Arkyn, who collapsed onto it. Their eyes met.

	Arkyn whispered, “Was what I did right, Wynfeld?”

	“Sir—”

	“No, no-one else will tell me; I must know, was I right?”

	Wynfeld recognised a genuine need for confirmation. “Yes, I think so. I was impressed; I must admit. I never expected you to hold your own in that manner.”

	“Thank you. I must inform my father of events. I can’t imagine what he’ll say.”

	“Would you like me to inform His Majesty, Your Highness?”

	“No. I had better. That way, at least he’ll see I’m unharmed.”

	“I’d hardly go that far, sir; white as mountain snow and shaking, as I said. At least leave it a couple of minutes until you’ve regained colour.”

	Arkyn shook his head. “I must do it now. I don’t know what he’ll want done, you see. Will you stay here?”

	“Yes, sir.”

	*  *  *

	Arkyn called up his messenger, Fafnir – a red dragon small enough to sit on his palm. Requesting a link with the King, an opaque heat haze formed around him. His father appeared opposite, sitting in the King’s chair of the Inner Office.

	“What’s happened? Are you at Tera yet?” demanded Adeone, seeing Arkyn’s state.

	“Yes, I arrived a short time ago. Sire, Lord Roth has assassinated Lord Portur in mistake for me. He again tried to kill me a few minutes ago. Commander Wynfeld prevented the attempt.”

	Silent as he absorbed the information, Adeone recognised that the bland facts hid much uncertainty and emotion. “You are unharmed?”

	“Yes, father, just shaken I suppose.”

	“What of Roth?” enquired Adeone.

	“He is under arrest and interrogation prior to execution, sir.”

	“Good.” It reassured and pleased Adeone – even though the idea it should repulsed him. “Is it certain that he was responsible?”

	“He admitted it. What do you want doing about the situation, Your Majesty?”

	“Arkyn, now is hardly the time for pleasantries. Alcis! Who was responsible for your education? All right, over recent years that was me, but, seriously, what is most important is that you are safe. As to the situation, you’ll have to appoint a new Margrave.”

	“Me?” enquired Arkyn, astounded and terrified.

	“Yes, you. I sent you to Tera confident you could cope with whatever problem came your way. You’re my Representative; I trust you. You have the authority to take the oath – so why would I undermine that and you by association?”

	“Thank you, father, but I’m not sure—”

	“Arkyn, how did you react when confronted with the fact someone had tried to kill you?”

	“I, er, I seemed to become someone else. I suppose I was detached, half watching myself, half controlling what was happening.” Even saying those words sounds strange to Arkyn.

	Yet to Adeone, listening, they were a good sign, and he said so before asking, “What did Wynfeld and Fitz do? Did they interfere with your decisions? What did you do when you heard the Deputy Governor had been arrested?”

	“They did nothing to interfere with my decisions, but the commander arrested Roth in front of me when I was about to drink the poison.”

	Incredulous, Adeone snapped, “You were what? Sicla! Wynfeld cut it fine!”

	Seeing the fiery annoyance, Arkyn murmured, “I believe he had only just found out.”

	Realising his son was coming down from the immediate reaction, Adeone said gently, “I hope so. If they didn’t advise a different course of action, they thought yours was appropriate. After all, they’ll both speak their minds to us. You’ll be fine, be yourself. You can do this. I have faith in you and will stand by whatever you decide.”

	Arkyn whispered, “Thank you, father. I asked Roth ‘why’; he said to ask you.”

	“Roth thinks I overlooked him unfairly at the last review. He’s embittered, I assume, but he’s a man in your uncle’s mould; too hard by far. I never thought he’d go to this extreme and threaten you. I’m sorry. I should have warned you.”

	“Warning would have made me prejudiced, and the attempt didn’t succeed, father.”

	“You are more forgiving than I am, or maybe life hasn’t made you bitter yet,” said Adeone sadly. “Promise me never to let it.”

	“I will try my best.” Arkyn hesitated before continuing, “Fitz did something, I don’t know what, and Roth couldn’t draw his sword. I mean, he also elbowed him in the ribs, but I don’t know how he stopped him from drawing his sword.”

	Adeone frowned, then chuckled. “I bet I do. Terasian swords have a loop on the cross-guard. There’s also one on the scabbard or belt. I think they have to be there by law. They were used so people could transport weapons, but not use them during curfews or at alciums. I expect Fitz, being the devious rogue he is, slipped a bar-ended chain between them; it locks the sword into the scabbard. I’ve seen him do it before.”

	“Does he always use trickery to protect us?”

	“Only when it works.” Obviously amused, Adeone continued, “People underestimate him, normally to their detriment. Now, take care of yourself and never forget I’m here if you need me.”

	“I won’t, father. Thank you. What do you want me to do about Roth’s estate?”

	Adeone considered his son for several moments. “Whatever you think best. I mean that. Set your authority, Arkyn; I will stand by your decision.”

	*  *  *

	When the connection broke, Arkyn found Kadeem, Edward, Fitz and Wynfeld watching him. Kadeem pushed a goblet into his hand. Arkyn gazed blankly at it.

	Wynfeld realised that the second stage of shock was setting in.

	Kadeem also noticed. More determined and forthright than normal, he said, “Drink that without argument, sir, or I must find a doctor. Quite frankly, I hate to think of the rumours that would cause.”

	Arkyn drank the warmed wine. Feeling marginally better, he observed wryly, “I should have told His Majesty that I don’t have the chance not to look after myself, shouldn’t I, Kadeem?”

	“Yes, sir. Now you’ll please oblige me by eating something. Everything else can wait. You can’t think about business on an empty stomach after a shock.”

	“I don’t get the chance to try,” grumbled Arkyn. “All right. Thank you, Kadeem. Will you permit me to eat as well as conduct business? Today is unusual.”

	“I suppose it is,” replied Kadeem primly.

	Arkyn wasn’t fooled. “I’ll take that as a ‘yes’. Commander Wynfeld, please explain the extraordinary events here.”

	Wynfeld said, “The Margrave was an inveterate eater. When he heard of your delay, he ate the meal intended for you, sir. This morning they found him dead of poison. Roth’s deputy sent for me. I’m not exactly sure why me as opposed to the City Guard, but I got here about half an hour before Your Highness. I ordered an interrogation of the kitchen staff. It wasn’t hard to locate the boy responsible for adding the ‘special seasoning’ to the dish. Terrified, he admitted it as soon as he heard what had happened. I got the news as you entered the house. The rest you know, sir.”

	“Thank you. Who is Roth’s deputy?”

	Edward replied, “One Percival Wealsman, Your Highness. He’s waiting. He was so worried about the situation he returned to see all was well.”

	“How conscientious of him. Tell me something, Wynfeld, is anything known against him? Has my father a quarrel with him, for example?”

	Wynfeld shrugged. “Not that I know of, sir. I think he is trustworthy. He alerted us to the situation, and when I appeared, Roth was badly scared. He’d tried to keep events secret by saying you’d have to take the decisions.”

	“I suppose, in one sense, he was correct. Edward, please ask Wealsman to join us. What has happened to the boy, Commander?”

	“I have him under guard, sir, but we truly believe he didn’t know what the seasoning would do.”

	“Then there’ll be no action. See that is known. Nothing is to be said on the matter again. Roth shall take the full consequence of this double treason. I think you may stand your men down as well. As for Roth, do your duty; he is a traitor and murderer.”

	*  *  *

	Moments later, Arkyn turned to the new entrant: a man in his thirties wearing woollen tunic and hose with mid-brown slightly disordered hair. His hazel eyes were bright and held a sparkle, even with the gravity of the situation. Arkyn nodded to himself. Instinctively, he felt the man would be competent.

	Arkyn said, “I take it you are Percival Wealsman?”

	Straightening up from his bow, the man agreed he was.

	“Why did you alert Commander Wynfeld to the situation?”

	“Two reasons, sir. Firstly, I remembered overhearing a comment that Lord Roth made when he heard about your impending visit. It obliquely mentioned revenge on the King. He said that the King would reap the consequences of his decisions. Secondly, I was under instruction from His Majesty to report any strange occurrences – those which might adversely affect Your Highness’ stay – to the commander. So, when I reached here this morning and learned what had happened, I alerted him.”

	“When did His Majesty inform you of your extra duties?”

	“I received the letter on the 28th Tradal, sir, shortly before Commander Wynfeld arrived. I assumed my position, being Lord Roth’s assistant, made me a useful spy.”

	Arkyn cringed inwardly. “Spy is rather a strong word, Wealsman. I would see the authorisation for that. Also, the former Deputy Governor is awaiting execution for treason; he is not to be referred to as ‘Lord’.”

	Wealsman handed over an official letter addressed to the Assistant Deputy Governor. Arkyn read it – recognising his father’s signature but Richardson’s handwriting – and placed it beside him.

	“Very well. Thank you – for all your prompt action. How much are you now reporting directly to the King?”

	“Nothing at all, sir,” replied Wealsman. “My remit, as you will have observed, was until Your Highness’ arrival.”

	“Yes. I just wondered if you had accepted it. I have informed His Majesty of events; he has allowed me free rein with the situation. Will you accept that?”

	“I should hardly do otherwise, Your Highness.”

	“That wasn’t quite what I asked.”

	“Yes, sir,” said Wealsman, appreciating the Prince’s pedantry; it showed someone whom it would be difficult to fool.

	Arkyn nodded. “Thank you. Have you seen the review briefing?”

	“No, sir. Roth delegated directly to those in charge of the different sections. I oversaw the more day-to-day aspects.”

	“Very well. Edward will give you one of our copies for now. Maybe you could look over it in the next couple of hours; whilst I attend to the small matter of Lord Portur’s death and the attempted assassination of myself.”

	*  *  *

	A few minutes later, Edward re-entered to find Arkyn once more observing the view and Fitz watching the Prince with concern. Kadeem was obviously trying to decide whether to break the silence. Arkyn turned to Edward.

	“Send a runner to the Terazi. If the court is in session, I would ask him to adjourn. I need to convey events here to him as soon as possible, and I require his advice. That’s all for now.” He watched his administrator leave whilst saying, “Fitz, thank you for your trick with Roth’s sword. It could have been much worse if he’d drawn it. You’d better go and keep the guards busy.”

	Lips twitching, the captain saluted and left. If the Prince kept up this level of autonomy, everyone who expected unease and uncertainty from the young man were going to be shocked, Tera’s Chief Judge amongst them.

	 

	“I’m afraid this means any itinerary we had has been blasted to the winds by magic,” said Arkyn to Kadeem.

	“We shall see how they all react in a crisis, Your Highness; I don’t envy any of them. Your visit will have caused enough upheaval; this is the beginning of a storm of change for them.”

	“Yes, with no governor and no deputy governor, it is. My dilemma, though, is I don’t really know what I’m doing.”

	Kadeem smiled. “You’re outwardly coping, sir. They will understand. If not, keep them on their toes and, you never know, they might not notice anything wrong.”

	Arkyn snorted. “You missed your vocation. Do we know what’s planned for this afternoon and evening, for example? I suppose the Margrave’s Office does. Could you locate the Margrave’s secretary? No, hang on, that’s Edward’s job.”

	“I’ll attend to it, sir. I think you might need Edward. Does Your Highness require anything else?”

	“No, thank you.” His voice dropped to almost a whisper. “Other than for this nightmare to end.”

	“Our dreams are what we make them, sir. Nightmares end when we awaken and waking is always sooner than we can anticipate.” He bowed and left, fretting about the Prince’s state of mind.

	Arkyn turned to the window. The rain of the last few days had stopped for now. The clear sky hadn’t brought warmth, but it allowed the sunlight to glisten off the sodden garden. He watched a boy and girl on the lawn playing catch. Suddenly, he wanted to see his brother, just for the unending bounce and optimism he held.

	Edward returned. “The court is in session, Your Highness. I gave the runner express instructions and a note. We can only hope he follows them.”

	Arkyn turned from his dreams to his duties. “Then, until we know, where’s that briefing?”

	“Sir, why don’t you rest for a while?”

	“Let me think… Because the Margrave is dead, Roth is awaiting execution and Wealsman doesn’t know about the review. Lord Iris, as my advisor, is days away because the King wanted to emphasise my arrival; therefore, that briefing and my own judgement are all I can trust. Also, in the absence of anyone else, I’m in charge. Fetch it.”



	

Chapter 4

	JUDGEMENTS AND REPERCUSSIONS

	Late Morning

	Margrave’s Residence – Arkyn’s Office

	THIRTY MINUTES LATER, Edward announced the Terazi – thereby introducing him to the Prince, who saw a well-presented gentleman wearing the green robes of a judge and a discontented expression that furrowed his brow and pursed his lips.

	“Your Honour, have you been notified of today’s events?”

	“I cannot imagine what events you are referring to, but I must inform you I’m displeased with the way I was summoned here, sir.”

	“Your disquiet is noted; before you continue, however, there is a graver and more immediate concern on which I require your advice.”

	“Couldn’t the Margrave oblige, sir?”

	Arkyn explained the events before saying, “Roth is now under arrest and interrogation. He has admitted his guilt, so is also awaiting execution. Terazi, wait a moment. I know what you would say about a trial, but he admitted his guilt in front of me – no trial is therefore necessary. I have consulted His Majesty on this matter.”

	The Terazi sagged into a chair, his annoyance gone. “By Alcis! Roth a traitor…”

	“Yes, his second attack on me sealed the matter.”

	“I’m not surprised he tried again.”

	“I do hope that’s not a presumption of my character, but rather a summation of Roth’s!”

	“Of course, sir,” replied the Terazi, unabashed. “I’ve not known you long enough to appraise your character. Though I am confused why you may need my advice?”

	“The matter of Roth’s estate, Your Honour; I do not know what to do with it or about it. I understand it is forfeit to my father, but the law might allow for clemency.”

	“In certain situations, yes. That is, at the discretion of the King or His Majesty’s Advocates – at least in Terasia – and the agreement of the current Terazi. As both the King’s heir and Representative, Your Highness could, therefore, invoke clemency. It allows for retention of half of all property, but it also means Roth’s requests and bequests can be upheld, where prudent, and Lady Roth will retain her dower.”

	“Could you explain what would constitute grounds for clemency and any precedents?”

	“Of course, sir. Often, it is to do with the influence the condemned has had over his family and their actions during the period leading to his treachery. There have been cases of clemency in the past, from the first days that Terasia was part of the empire, though there have also been notoriously harsh governors—” The Terazi recollected who he was talking to and changed tack. “Though they’re best left to the history books; however, it does mean that there are precedents for almost any action Your Highness might wish to take.”

	“Do you know much about Roth’s situation?”

	“Bits, sir. They aren’t a united family. Roth’s wife is a matriarch and lives apart. His son, Erlan, will have nothing to do with him after Roth objected to his wife joining the family.”

	To allow himself more time to think, Arkyn asked, “Why did Roth object to his new wed-daughter?”

	The Terazi smiled. “It’s a strange story, sir. Roth travelled to Denshire as an ambassador for the Margrave. His son, Erlan, went with him. Once in Cearden, Erlan met and fell in love with the Visir’s eldest daughter, Meera. They were both of an age and impulsive. They married in secret and bound themselves so closely afterwards that there was nothing their fathers could do to deny it. Neither Erlan nor Meera have anything to do with their respective families. They’re still besotted and untroubled by conscience. It is a love story that may well become legend. Roth let prejudice override his eyes. His son’s happy; that is all that should have mattered. The Visir I can’t speak for but, as a King’s Representative, he probably thought it reflected badly on his authority. Some would, and do, say that if he can’t control his family, how can he control a province? It is malicious gossip. He is more than capable. Erlan is likewise a sound man—”

	Arkyn’s thoughts finished themselves. “In that case, if you will agree, we will invoke the clemency clause.”

	“Your Highness, I will sign to that. You are certainly merciful.”

	“Maybe,” replied Arkyn dismissively. “The next problem is the governance of Terasia until I appoint the new Margrave. Percival Wealsman, I understand, is next in authority stakes, with yourself as his counterpart in the judicial system. What do you know of Wealsman, Your Honour?”

	“He’s a minor lord from one of Lord Portur’s manors and a good man. Fair, true to himself and his men. He’ll defend them with a passion when he feels they are unfairly under attack. Kind, sympathetic but he knows how to speak his mind and does so. He’ll tell you his honest views. You can argue with him, whilst sitting on different metaphorical fences, yet somehow end up in a compromise and uncertain as to how you got there. He’ll recall incidents and orders easily, but he’ll never hold a grudge. He’s a good man, sir, cares passionately about Terasia and will be shocked to the core by events here today. I’d trust him with my loved ones’ lives, as well as mine.”

	“Thank you. He didn’t mention the connection to Portur.”

	The judge smiled. “Unless you asked him directly, I doubt he would have done; he prefers to exist in anonymity.”

	Arkyn raised an eyebrow. “Then he is a rare person. Next, what do you know about Lord Portur’s secretary? I haven’t yet met the gentleman, but I expect to any moment.”

	“He’s good at his job. Polite, deferential. Truthfully, I’ve not seen that much of him or his work, but I haven’t heard anything bad either.”

	“That’s a good sign. Edward, could you see where the gentleman has got to? Terazi, would you remain here, please? I don’t want to disturb your day – I really didn’t, I should say – but I would be glad of your advice.”

	“With pleasure, sir. As to disturbance, the events have been disturbing.”

	*  *  *

	Edward re-entered alone. “Lady Roth has arrived, Your Highness, in some consternation. She is enquiring after her husband. What would you like done?”

	“Show her in, please. I ought to be the one to tell her.”

	Arkyn pushed himself to his feet as Edward left. He didn’t want the interview with its requisite bad news. Realising apprehension suffused his features, he rearranged them until the Terazi saw concern there without there being the hint of indecision or uncertainty.

	Announced by Edward, Lady Roth curtsied to Arkyn. “My apologies, sir. I had no wish to disturb Your Highness, but your secretary insisted.”

	“Thank you, Lady Roth. Please do not concern yourself; Edward was acting on my instructions. I have some grave news. Will you sit?”

	“I am perfectly happy standing, sir.” Her voice brooked no argument.

	“Very well. It is my unfortunate duty to inform you that your husband is under arrest on a double charge of treason.”

	“You must have made a mistake, sir.”

	“No mistake. His actions have resulted in the death of His Excellency and nearly myself. I’m sorry.”

	“You’re sorry!”

	“Yes, I am. He has admitted his guilt in this,” responded Arkyn factually.

	“He will…there will be a trial?” Her eyes flicked momentarily to the Terazi before returning to meet Arkyn’s.

	“No. He admitted his guilt in front of me. There is no need for a trial.”

	“There must be some mistake.”

	“No mistake, madam.”

	“Can I see him, Your Highness?”

	Arkyn considered her steadily; he turned to Edward. “Get Wynfeld, please.”

	 

	When Wynfeld had joined the silent room, Arkyn turned from the window. “Her Ladyship would like to see her husband. Is that possible?”

	“I have no objection to a visit, sir, but, if possible, not immediately.”

	“I will see my husband,” insisted Lady Roth.

	“Madam, you can demand all you want; it will make no difference to my men,” stated Arkyn.

	“Can you begin to understand—?”

	“I don’t have to! Your husband murdered Lord Portur, attempted to murder me, and all without showing any remorse. He foolishly underestimated me. Do not make the same mistake.” (She seemed to sag.) “Get a chair for Her Ladyship, Edward. Commander, at your discretion, send word here when she may see her husband. My lady, I must enquire how much you knew of your husband’s activities.”

	“Nothing, sir, we live apart.”

	“Then what brought you here in such a hurry?”

	“A note.”

	“Its contents please.”

	“It said…Goodbye.”

	“The gist was that, or the whole note?”

	“Just that word, Your Highness, just that word. What will happen to him and my family, sir?”

	Arkyn considered her; the proud hauteur had been replaced by a defeated air, which ill-matched the starch crispness of her persona. Her strong-boned face had become gaunt, and her eyes haunted. Arkyn crossed to the sideboard, poured a goblet of wine and passed it to her.

	The judge smiled at the touch; he began to truly like the Prince.

	Arkyn seated himself. “Your husband is divested of his office and title and will be executed. The law states that all his land and property are forfeit to the King; I am, however, going to allow clemency. This means half your husband’s property remains with the family. His title passes to his heir and you retain your dower – as I am satisfied you knew nothing of the matter. Your son is, I understand, estranged from your husband, so I have no concerns on his part. Your husband’s requests and bequests shall be honoured, as far as is prudent. I have consulted the Terazi, and he has agreed to these proceedings. I hope that relieves your mind.”

	“Thank you, sir. I don’t know what to say.”

	“Thank you is enough. I also need to inform your son. Can I request anybody to be with you?”

	“No, thank you, sir. I ought to present myself to Lady Portur and give her my condolences.”

	Arkyn blanched. “I wasn’t aware that Portur was married. The last information I had was that he was a bachelor.”

	“He married last week, sir.”

	“Oh, Sicla! This has been a travesty. Edward, I’ll see Lady Portur as soon as possible.”

	“Your Highness, may I say something?” asked Lady Roth.

	Feeling uncomfortable, Arkyn nodded.

	“I wouldn’t have thought Lady Portur would have been up to receiving anyone officially this morning.”

	“Thank you, my lady. I hope you are correct. Otherwise, there has been an irretrievable breakdown of manners.”

	“I think the breakdown is rather in communication, sir. Manners are only applicable if you are aware of the existence of the other participant.”

	“You are, of course, correct.” Arkyn sagged. The report he’d make to his father would be interesting if events continued to occur at the rate they were doing.

	Safe in the knowledge that he answered to Lord Scanlon, rather than the Prince or King, the Terazi had watched events with a detached interest. Under the facade that Arkyn now presented, he recognised the worry of an uncertain boy. “Your Highness, you cannot be blamed. I am sure, knowing Her Ladyship, that she would not want you to trouble yourself over the occurrence. If Lady Roth is to present her condolences, maybe I could locate the whereabouts of Lady Portur for her and attend to the matter of finding Lord Erlan Roth.”

	Arkyn pulled himself together. “Certainly, Your Honour. Lady Roth, please accept my apology for all that has happened today.”

	“Your Highness, I don’t think it is you who should be apologising for almost being murdered.”

	“Maybe not, my lady, but I offer apologies for the events that have followed.”

	Lady Roth took her leave, the Terazi following her. Edward stood to one side, uncertainty radiating off him.

	Arkyn faced him. “That was an interesting interlude. To whom did you speak earlier?”

	“Someone crossing the hallway, sir. I asked who was next to the Deputy Governor in authority – not knowing His Excellency had married. I’m sorry.”

	“What’s done’s done. Don’t worry. Now, which do I do first? Speak to the secretary, visit Lady Portur or see about Roth’s heir and the proclamation of Portur’s death? Any ideas?”

	“I’m hardly in the right place to advise Your Highness.”

	“Edward, please.”

	After a moment’s consideration, Edward said, “It may be unwise to visit Her Ladyship without warning. She will be upset and uncertain herself. That leaves the secretary, proclamation and Lord Erlan Roth. I would suggest you speak to the secretary, find out the itinerary for this afternoon and rearrange it if necessary. Then see about the proclamation. By that time, I expect the Terazi will have located Lord Erlan. You can then explain matters to him, send a message to Her Ladyship and either have her attend here or go to her yourself.”

	“Then see if the Margrave’s secretary is here, please.”

	It took mere moments before Edward announced, “Vincent Thomkins, Your Highness.”

	“Thomkins? Our diary archivist is a Willim Thomkins,” observed Arkyn sitting down and motioning for Edward to stay.

	“Yes, Your Highness – my brother.”

	Stunned, Arkyn enquired, “Master Thomkins, are you aware of the situation?” inwardly pondering what had made one brother travel the length of the empire.

	“I found Lord Portur, sir, so am aware he has died; I am unaware of what has become of Lord Roth, understanding, instead, that Lord Wealsman is in charge after Your Highness.”

	“Yes, he is. Roth is under arrest for treason. Now, Lord Wealsman is unaware of the itinerary for my visit. I’m hoping you know it.”

	“I have it here, sir.”

	As he passed it to Arkyn, a knock at the office door preceded the Terazi.

	“Your Highness, Erlan Roth was here for a session of introductions this afternoon. I’m intrigued no-one thought that strange. Would you like to see him? I don’t believe he has heard about his father, though he may have heard about Lord Portur.”

	“Please show him in, Your Honour,” replied Arkyn, motioning Thomkins to where Edward was sitting taking notes. He watched the auburn-haired man enter and noted the familiar, confused air. He judged Lord Erlan to be in his early to mid-twenties, lean and alert, with eyes that showed the promise of youth still lived.

	“Your Highness, I understand you wished to see me.”

	“I did. It’s my duty to inform you that your father is under arrest for two counts of treason.”

	“There must be some mistake,” stated Erlan, thinking precision was rather superfluous – one count of treason was enough to condemn, two was merely perfunctory emphasis.

	Arkyn explained the events, wondering how many more times he would have to. He saw the optimism shatter in Erlan’s eyes.

	“When should I expect Your Highness’ commissioners and bailiffs?”

	“Are you aware of the clemency provision?”

	“Yes, sir, but I can’t see the Terazi invoking that.”

	“He didn’t. I did,” said Arkyn. “His Honour merely accepted my decision to do so.”

	Stunned, Erlan blurted out, “Why? I mean… It’s not that I’m ungrateful, and I suppose I should be saying thank you, but why?”

	“You can’t help it when your estranged father decides to try to murder me. You couldn’t have known about it or, therefore, informed anyone, let alone stopped him.”

	Erlan swallowed. “Right, sir. Thank you. I, er… I don’t know what else to say.”

	“Thank you is enough.”

	The Terazi walked up to Arkyn and murmured in his ear.

	“Is there another option?” asked Arkyn.

	“No, sir. It has to happen for the clemency clause to take effect.”

	Arkyn faced Erlan Roth. “You must swear an honour-binding fealty to the King through me and renounce your father in front of witnesses. Are you willing to do that?”

	Erlan paused momentarily. “Yes, Your Highness.”

	“Then please kneel.”

	 

	When the new Lord Roth was back on his feet, he asked Arkyn whether he should attend the afternoon of introductions.

	“I’m going to use the opportunity to announce the events of this morning. You may attend or not, as you will. It rather depends on whether you wish to face your peers.”

	“I shall attend, if Your Highness has no objection. I will have to present my wife.”

	Impressed by the young lord’s resolve to face the unpleasant speculation that would manifest itself, Arkyn said, “I look forward to meeting Her Ladyship, Lord Roth.”

	The door had barely closed on the retreating Erlan before Wynfeld was entering to say the former Deputy Governor wasn’t revealing much and it might be a good time for his wife to visit.

	“Then find her and say so,” replied Arkyn. “Lord Erlan Roth’s just sworn an honour-binding fealty, but if he wants to be present, I won’t hold him forsworn. His mother may be glad of the support.”

	*  *  *

	Half an hour later, Wynfeld returned asking for a private word. Raising an eyebrow, Arkyn dismissed Edward and Thomkins.

	“It’s something the new Lord Roth has revealed. He said that the family became estranged after Lord Scanlon visited. That the former Deputy Governor became extremely embittered only after that and that he, Lord Roth, thinks Lord Scanlon had some kind of hold over the former Deputy Governor.”

	“I thought it was to do with Erlan Roth’s marriage.”

	“I think it might be many things, sir, but I would like permission to search all manors of the condemned man.”

	“Granted. See that no-one has the chance to interfere. Before you execute him, put the matter of Lord Scanlon to him. I need to know the hold he had. Thank you, Wynfeld. Can you also locate Fitz and send him here, please?”

	“Certainly, sir. Might I enquire how you are?”

	Arkyn sighed. “I’m trying to deal with things as they arise, but I don’t know if my decisions are right. I’ve told them to tell me if they think I’m wrong, but whether they will…” he tailed off.

	“If they thought it would be detrimental, I think they would tell you, Your Highness.”

	“I hope so. The itinerary is so busy with introductions, banquets and meetings that I wonder how my father manages.”

	“He’s used to it, sir. I’m sure you will become used to it too, but make sure you keep some of every day for yourself. Keep your head high and your heels down and you’ll be fine. There are plenty of people willing to give advice if you require it.”

	“Yes, and it will probably all conflict. I wish Tain were here; he’s always so full of bounce; sometimes it’s uplifting– though never tell him I said that.”

	“I wouldn’t dream of it, sir. I do think, however, it is lucky that His Highness is many miles away in the circumstances.”

	“You’re probably right. Thank you.”



	

Chapter 5

	GREETINGS

	Afternoon

	Margrave’s Hall

	AN HOUR LATER, Arkyn walked onto the dais in the Margrave’s Hall, too nervous to take the hall in properly. Instead of seating himself, he faced the assembled group. In a quiet voice that, nonetheless, held the full attention of the listeners, he began to speak.

	“My lords and ladies, it is my sad duty to tell you of the murder of Lord Portur by poison at the hand of the gentleman formally known as Lord Roth, Deputy Governor of Terasia. After a second attempt at killing me, Roth has been executed as a traitor. He admitted his guilt and took the consequence of it.”

	Many eyes swivelled to where Erlan Roth stood with a lady Arkyn supposed was his wife.

	He continued, “My lords and ladies…” (All heads turned back to him) “…Roth’s title has passed to his son and half the lands have been retained by the family, on advice received. That is the end of the matter. Having consulted the King, His Majesty has confirmed that I am responsible for appointing the new Margrave. Until then, I will be taking over some of Lord Portur’s duties, along with those I already held for the review. Lord Wealsman will be accepting the remainder for the time being. Thank you.”

	Arkyn seated himself before Wealsman presented and introduced each of the eleven assembled overlords and their wives. When the formalities finished, Arkyn mingled with the crowd, talking to as many of them as possible.

	Overhearing a comment, he snapped, “I sent a request to Lady Portur that she was not to trouble herself about attending if she didn’t wish to, Lord Silvano. She has lost her husband; compassion is needed from all of us – especially as the intended victim wasn’t Lord Portur!”

	Silvano bowed slightly, saying, “My apologies, Your Highness, I didn’t think,” considering Prince Arkyn was showing definite traits of the FitzAlcis: a capacity to deal with the unexpected and flashes of temper. Then there was something new, which he hadn’t witnessed in either the King or Justiciar.

	“They are accepted, my lord; I’m afraid I am a bit touchy today.”

	Unnerved by the simple honesty, Silvano replied, “That’s understandable, sir. I hope you have not taken a dislike to Terasia through the actions of a… misguided individual.” The pause was so brief that Arkyn almost missed it.

	“I would never do so, my lord, and your country is striking…”

	They talked pleasantly of the merits of Terasia, but Silvano had reminded Arkyn of his lapse. After a couple of minutes, he extricated himself adroitly and motioned Edward over.

	“Present my compliments to Lady Portur and see if she would be up to receiving me. Give her the option of saying no. I don’t want her to feel as though she must see me today; if she would prefer it, I can introduce myself tomorrow. Go yourself please.”

	As Edward left the Margrave’s Hall, Arkyn found Wealsman beside him.

	“Did you mean it, Your Highness, when you said I was taking on some of the responsibilities for running Terasia?”

	“Yes, my lord, I did. I can’t manage everything and you are next in authority. Does it pose a problem?”

	“Not as such, sir. It just came as a bit of a shock. Rather like finding out you know I’m one of the province’s minor lords. Might I ask who informed you?”

	“The Terazi has been very helpful. He has a good opinion of you,” remarked Arkyn with a small smile.

	“Better than I deserve, I suspect.”

	“We shall see. People tend to hold all sorts of erroneous views; I am not immune from them myself.”

	They continued talking until Edward returned; Arkyn excused himself and moved a little way off.

	“I do not want to trouble you, Your Highness, but I think that maybe you should visit Lady Portur. She is very distressed. Her maid has told me she’s not seen a doctor and won’t have one sent for; no-one will go against her.”

	As Arkyn followed Edward out of the hall, Wealsman found himself temporarily alone. He smiled to himself, thinking of other years when the FitzAlcis had visited until a voice disturbed his vivid memories.

	“Well, well, Wealsman, not doing too badly out of this visit already, are you? Rest assured though, at least this time the Margrave will change. It is a shame you were born as you were. Governors are overlords… not minor lords…”

	Wealsman didn’t turn around. “Rest assured yourself, my lord, I hold no ambition to be Margrave but, should His Highness ask for my advice, my fealty obliges me to provide an honest and just opinion of all candidates.”

	“Are you threatening me?”

	“No, merely commenting with honesty. Although decency would have prevented me from talking about matters such as a new governor whilst Lord Portur lies so recently deceased. Please excuse me, my lord. I must attend to details for this evening’s banquet.”

	Silvano’s face would have been amusing to Wealsman had the latter seen it. The overlord didn’t know how to respond to either the reply or the rebuke. Wealsman didn’t wait for an answer: he simply left the hall.

	*  *  *

	Arkyn followed Edward, lost in thought. Nothing had ever prepared him for visiting a widow so soon into her bereavement, and he wondered what he could possibly say to her.

	The guard on the doors to Lady Portur’s rooms saluted as the Prince passed him and as Arkyn entered the antechamber a maid quickly curtsied, showing them to a small sitting room where Lady Portur was resting.

	Shocked by how wan she was, Arkyn drew a sharp breath and knelt beside her.

	“My lady, my sincerest condolences. I am sorry I haven’t made it here before.”

	Lethargically, she turned her head to him and tried to rise.

	Arkyn placed a hand on her shoulder. “Don’t think of trying to get up. I will not stay long to trouble you. I merely wanted to present my condolences and introduce myself. I’d like you to know that your husband’s murderer has been dealt with …” A blank expression suffused her face. Enough was enough. “Have you seen a doctor today?” A slight shake of the head answered him. “Discreetly send for one, please, Edward.”

	As his administrator left, Lady Portur registered the request. Curling into a ball, she started sobbing. Perplexed, Arkyn kept a reassuring hand on her shoulder until Doctor Artzman appeared.

	“Why was Her Ladyship disturbed?” asked the medical man tartly.

	Pushing himself to his feet, Arkyn forestalled Edward. Crossing to the doctor, he whispered, “The only way to get you here was for me to come. Is there anything you can give her to induce sleep or calm?”

	“My apologies, Your Highness. I do have a sedative, if she will take it.”

	Arkyn said, “Pass me the vial. Is it a complete dose?”

	“Yes, sir, just one in a vial; it’s safer. What do you plan?”

	With a smile playing about his lips, Arkyn murmured, “Merely to pass Her Ladyship a goblet of wine, and then insist that she drinks it. I have a feeling that she will refuse help from you.”

	“Might I enquire where you learnt that trick, sir?”

	“That would ruin an illusion. Please talk to her.”

	Edward had located the pitcher of wine and goblets. Arkyn poured and mixed the sedative, walked over to Lady Portur and passed her the goblet. She took it and thanked him, sipping it whilst the doctor expostulated with her to take a soporific.

	Arkyn said, “I think you are wasting your breath, Doctor. My lady, if you finish the wine, I’ll put the goblet somewhere safe.” Taking it, he motioned everyone to leave.

	Six minutes later, he, Edward and the doctor re-entered. They smiled at each other; Lady Portur was sound asleep.

	“Come and check on Her Ladyship in the morning, please, Artzman?” whispered Arkyn. “If she is still in the mood to object, take my name in vain. I am, after all, responsible for more than the subterfuge with the wine, but I wouldn’t want anyone to get into that state. Edward, see the maid knows to send for me when Her Ladyship is up to receiving me. Understandably, I don’t think she absorbed anything I told her. Let’s leave her to sleep.”

	As he left the chambers with Edward, Arkyn glanced at the tired guard to receive an impeccable salute without any hints of nerves.

	“Why are you here, Sergeant…?”

	“Dring, sir. Commander Wynfeld’s orders – to prevent Lady Portur being disturbed.”

	“Right. Her Ladyship has retired, so please prevent anyone entering, other than her maids. Give them my apologies, but make them realise those are my orders.”
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