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            AND SO IT BEGINS…

          

        

      

    

    
      Ludwig climbed back into his carriage, taking a seat opposite his wife.

      “All went well?” asked Charlotte.

      “If you mean did we help him, then yes. If you’re asking if he was pleased, the answer would be no. Apparently, he still bears a grudge.”

      “Even after all this time?”

      “So it would seem.”

      “But Alexandra married Lord Emmett.”

      “Which apparently makes little difference to Darrian. You would think I interfered with his destiny or some such nonsense.”

      “So what happens now?”

      “Simple,” said Ludwig. “We continue on to Harlingen. Unfortunately, we’ll see them at court, but at least we can look forward to meeting up with Merrick and Gita.”

      “Don’t forget Kenley. I’m sure he and Frederick will become the best of friends.”

      “Doubtless, they will, but let us hope the realm won’t be so rife with petty jealousies by then.”

      Charlotte craned her neck to look out the back of the carriage, but they’d gone too far to see Darrian’s people. “This won’t cause problems for you down the road, will it?”

      “I wouldn’t have thought so, but then again, I hadn’t expected to meet with such animosity. You would think the scoundrel would at least be thankful for the help. Why, he practically bit Sig’s head off.”

      “I can’t imagine that went down very well.”

      Ludwig grinned. “Sig was remarkably calm, even after the baron threatened to have him whipped.”

      “Whipped? Surely not?”

      “Well, that would only be an option had he been one of Darrian’s people.”

      “My, he’s a hot-tempered man. I suggest you try not to further antagonize him at court.”

      “I wasn’t trying to do so here, yet he still took offence. What else can I do—completely avoid the fellow?”

      “That might be best, at least in the short term.”

      “Short term? It’s been years since we almost duelled. Just how much longer must I avoid him?”
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            AN UNEXPECTED ENCOUNTER

          

          SPRING 1101 SR* (SAINTS RECKONING)

        

      

    

    
      Ludwig stared out the carriage window, absently watching the dark clouds hovering overhead. They’d been on the road most of the day, yet almost another week would pass before they arrived in Harlingen.

      “Thinking about the coronation?” Charlotte’s words interrupted his thoughts.

      He switched his gaze to his wife, who was energetic today and had been since she awoke. He knew it wouldn’t last, for she would eventually lapse into the melancholy her affliction brought on. Ludwig smiled, enjoying the moment. “I was wondering what kind of king Morgan will make.”

      “And your decision?”

      “To be honest, I know very little of the man. I’ve met him but never spent much time in his company.”

      “Isn’t he your cousin? I thought you would’ve seen him at family gatherings.”

      “Such things were never my father’s favourite, and I fear I take after him in that regard.” He looked at Frederick, sleeping peacefully beside his mother despite the uneven road. “I wonder if our son will turn out the same.”

      “Hard to say,” replied Charlotte. “After all, Frederick has only just turned two.”

      At the mention of his name, the child stirred, looking around with bleary eyes. Realizing they were still travelling, he laid his head back on his mother’s lap.

      “At least it's not raining,” said Ludwig. “I suppose we’d best make camp before it gets too dark to put the tents up.”

      The carriage slowed, causing him to look out the window once more. A rider appeared, and then a towering figure opened the door.

      “Sorry,” Sig said. “There’s trouble ahead.”

      A look of alarm flashed across Charlotte’s face. “Not bandits, I hope?”

      “No. Only a carriage which appears to be in some sort of distress.”

      “Anyone we know, Sig?” asked Ludwig.

      The northerner smiled back. “It bears the Baron of Glosnecke’s Coat of Arms.”

      “Lord Darrian?”

      “Well, it’s his carriage. I’ve yet to see who’s inside. Do you want me to enquire?”

      “I’d best do that myself,” said Ludwig. “The last thing we want is to upset the baron.”

      Charlotte grinned. “Wasn’t it Lord Darrian who challenged you to a duel?”

      He looked at Sigwulf. “You told her?”

      “Cyn did,” replied Charlotte, “although I fail to see why you didn’t tell me yourself. Or is it you were ashamed it was over the affections of another woman?”

      “That was before we were married,” said Ludwig, “and as I’ve told you before, there was never any affection other than friendship.”

      “I’m only teasing. Still, you must remember to mind your manners. Lord Darrian is the baron now, and we are crossing through his lands.”

      “I’ll remember.” He rose from his seat and stepped out of the carriage door. The other carriage sat some hundred yards down the road, its horse team standing off to the side. A trio of guards milled around as servants examined something beyond Ludwig’s view.

      “Trouble?” he called out.

      An older guard with a weather-beaten face put hand to hilt but then relaxed. “My Lord Ludwig, your arrival is most fortuitous. My master’s carriage has suffered some damage.”

      “What sort of damage?”

      “A wheel came loose as it hit a rut. Thankfully, it didn’t come right off, but it frightened the horses, leading them to panic and charge off the road.”

      “And now it’s stuck?”

      “More or less, yes. We repaired the wheel, but I’m afraid it’ll take more than our two horses to get that thing back on the road.”

      “I assume you are transporting Lord Darrian to the capital?”

      “Indeed, Lord, along with a visiting knight, Sir Emril.”

      “Then I’d best pay my respects before we get to work. Where is His Lordship?”

      “Still in the carriage.”

      “I would have thought it prudent to empty the thing to help free it from all those weeds.”

      The guard stared back, shrugging.

      Ludwig turned, calling for Sigwulf. “Gather four men and bring them over. We’ll try hauling this thing out by brute force.” He moved closer to the stranded carriage and knocked on the door. Moments later, Darrian’s scowling face appeared.

      “Lord Ludwig? What are you doing here?”

      “I’m on my way to Harlingen for the coronation, as are you, I assume.”

      Sir Emril leaned forward, his fashionable attire visible through the open door. “By the Saints, that was timely! Can you get us out of this mess?”

      “It would be easier were you both not in it. It’s the extra weight, you see. Makes it that much more difficult to extricate this carriage of yours.”

      “Very well,” said Darrian, stepping out with a cane in hand.

      “Are you injured?”

      “Clearly,” the baron spat back.

      “He suffered a bad fall this last winter,” offered Sir Emril. “The steps to the keep were icy, and he lost his footing.” He followed his friend out and then helped Darrian back to the road.

      Sigwulf returned with four men from their escort. Along with the baron’s men, they took up stations and pushed, but the carriage refused to budge.

      Cyn, who had wandered over, crouched to look beneath. “I see the problem,” she announced. “There’s a branch poking up from the ground, and it looks like it’s wedged against a wheel.”

      “Can you cut it loose?” asked Ludwig.

      “I’ll certainly try, but I’ll need an axe.”

      One of Ludwig’s men, a Calabrian named Gustavo, produced his weapon. “Will this do?”

      “It should.” She crawled beneath and began hacking away. “This is likely to take some time.”

      Ludwig wandered over to Lord Darrian. “How long have you been here?”

      “We left Glosnecke this afternoon.”

      “You’re lucky. Had you left any later, we would’ve already passed by before your accident.”

      “I would hardly call our current predicament lucky.” He glanced at Ludwig’s carriage, sitting on the road. “Are you travelling with your family?”

      “I am.”

      “My condolences.”

      “For what?”

      “I’m led to understand your wife suffers from an affliction of the mind.”

      Ludwig tensed. Was the fellow offering insult or merely being rude? “Who told you that?”

      “It’s common knowledge. Still, at least she gave you an heir.” Darrian paused for a moment. “Say, he’s not afflicted as well, is he?”

      “I have no complaints where my wife is concerned. Perhaps you should spend more time worrying about your own prospects than concentrating on idle gossip.”

      “My own prospects?”

      “Yes,” said Ludwig. “I’m led to believe you still lack a wife.”

      The Baron of Glosnecke puffed out his chest. “I hardly think that’s any of your concern.”

      “Yes,” added Sir Emril. “I know the story, as does everyone else in the kingdom. If you hadn’t gotten in the way, Lord Darrian would be married to Lady Alexandra.”

      “That was six years ago!” replied Ludwig. “Can’t we put that behind us?”

      “You can make light of it,” said Darrian, “but some things cannot be forgiven.”

      Upon hearing the exchange, Sigwulf moved closer. “With all due respect, Lord Darrian, you should watch your tongue.”

      The baron turned on the northerner in a fury. “How dare you speak to one of your betters in such a familiar manner? Why, if you were in my service, I would have you whipped.”

      “Then it’s a good thing I serve Lord Ludwig.”

      Darrian stared at Ludwig. “Are you going to allow him to speak to me in that manner?”

      “He’s a northerner.”

      “Meaning?”

      Ludwig shrugged. “He’s used to speaking his mind. It's common up there.”

      Darrian stood there, his mouth agape.

      Sir Emril stepped forward. “Let us not quibble over the ravings of a peasant. Can’t we all act in a civilized manner?”

      Darrian composed himself. “Yes, of course. My apologies, Lord Ludwig, if I offered insult. My present circumstances overwhelm me, and I am in great pain due to my injury.”

      “Apology accepted,” said Ludwig. He noticed Cyn crawling out from beneath the carriage.

      She nodded his way. “I removed the obstruction. Let’s try to get you back on the road, shall we?”

      The men took up positions and heaved. It worked this time, and the carriage was soon astride the road.

      “There you are,” said Ludwig. “Good as new. You’ll pardon me if I don’t wait around while you harness your team, but I must be on my way. I look forward to seeing you at court.”

      Darrian half bowed. “And you, Lord Ludwig,” though he said it through gritted teeth.

      

      Ludwig climbed back into his carriage, taking a seat opposite his wife.

      “All went well?” asked Charlotte.

      “If you mean did we help him, then yes. If you’re asking if he was pleased, the answer would be no. Apparently, he still bears a grudge.”

      “Even after all this time?”

      “So it would seem.”

      “But Alexandra married Lord Emmett.”

      “Which apparently makes little difference to Darrian. You would think I interfered with his destiny or some such nonsense.”

      “And his brother?”

      “That wasn’t his brother. It was a knight named Sir Emril, whom I’ve met before, although he spoke little.”

      “So what happens now?”

      “Simple,” said Ludwig. “We continue on to Harlingen. Unfortunately, we’ll see them at court, but at least we can look forward to meeting up with Merrick and Gita.”

      “Don’t forget Kenley. I’m sure he and Frederick will become the best of friends.”

      “Doubtless, they will, but let us hope the realm won’t be so rife with petty jealousies by then.”

      Charlotte craned her neck to look out the back of the carriage, but they’d gone too far to see Darrian’s people. “This won’t cause problems for you down the road, will it?”

      “I wouldn’t have thought so, but then again, I hadn’t expected to meet with such animosity. You would think the scoundrel would at least be thankful for the help. Why, he practically bit Sig’s head off.”

      “I can’t imagine that went down very well.”

      Ludwig grinned. “Sig was remarkably calm, even after the baron threatened to have him whipped.”

      “Whipped? Surely not?”

      “Well, that would only be an option had he been one of Darrian’s people.”

      “My, he’s a hot-tempered man. I suggest you try not to further antagonize him at court.”

      “I wasn’t trying to do so here, yet he still took offence. What else can I do—completely avoid the fellow?”

      “That might be best, at least in the short term.”

      “Short term? It’s been years since we almost duelled. Just how much longer must I avoid him?”

      

      The way to Harlingen was bustling, for with news of a coronation, people of means were eager to witness the spectacle. Once they reached the Drakenfeld-Harlingen road, the number of wagons increased dramatically, and traffic slowed considerably. By noon on their fifth day of travel, they were hardly moving, for it appeared the entire kingdom was intent on heading to the capital.

      Ludwig sighed. “At this rate, we’ll miss the coronation entirely.”

      Charlotte’s earlier joy at the excitement of travelling had shifted into melancholy. Her deeply entrenched sadness was beyond her control, so he sat beside her, holding her hand, doing his best to comfort her.

      Frederick watched excitedly as they passed a group of horsemen. Ludwig didn’t recognize their colours, but their air of professionalism was likely the result of being employed by a foreign lord. He thought of taking a horse and riding back to find out who this mysterious noble was, but that would mean abandoning his wife.

      Instead, he concentrated on his son. The boy had come a long way in the last few months, now running all over the keep, though thankfully, the stairs still slowed him down. Frederick particularly liked horses, and Ludwig had taken his son riding several times. Strangely enough, of all the things in Verfeld to captivate him, the one that held the greatest allure proved to be Sigwulf.

      He wasn’t sure if it was just the northerner’s size or his beard that drew his son’s attention, but whenever Sig entered the room, Frederick would go silent, staring at the man. To make matters worse, whenever Cyn used the name ‘Siggy’, the child would break into outrageous fits of laughter.

      Ludwig stared at his wife, fast asleep beside him. More than anything else in the world, he wanted to help her, but all his enquiries met with failure. He’d written to the best healers in all of Hadenfeld, even a few from beyond its borders, yet the result was always the same—there was no known cure for what ailed her.

      A feeling of helplessness welled up inside him. To battle it, he dug out his Book of Saint Mathew, a gift from Rosalyn Haas, the Baron of Regnitz’s daughter. In times such as this, it brought him comfort.

      After reading a few passages, he felt revived. In his younger days, Ludwig never considered himself a religious man, yet now, at the ripe old age of thirty-three, his faith gave him strength when he needed it the most.

      The words of the Saint turned his thoughts to Temple Knights and, quite naturally, to Charlaine deShandria. Now a Temple Captain in Reinwick, she’d attended his marriage to Charlotte, but that was over two years ago. Was she still there, or had the order seen fit to send her elsewhere?

      He’d promised to write to her but had been negligent. His gaze wandered back to Charlotte, and guilt washed over him. A piece of him would always love Charlaine, yet his wife now held his heart. Was he being foolish? Was it even proper to harbour such thoughts? At first, he rebelled at the idea he could love two women, then when he looked at it closely, he realized it wasn’t so much love with Charlaine as a sense of respect and friendship. He saw her as an equal when it came to their military positions, someone who understood the trials and tribulations of being in charge.

      With this new-found revelation, he realized how deeply he loved his wife. When they first married, he’d promised to respect her, but never in his wildest dreams had he envisioned she would become so important to him. Was this the work of the Saints? Their teachings offered only advice on how to live, yet many saw them as a supernatural force, reaching out from beyond death to guide them when difficult decisions were necessary.

      Centuries ago, the people of the Continent worshipped the Old Gods. Indeed, some still did. Were the Saints simply a replacement for these ancient beliefs? He found the thought disturbing to contemplate. Perhaps he was simply getting old?

      He chuckled, causing Charlotte to open her eyes.

      “What are you laughing at?” she asked.

      “Just life in general.”

      “You need to do better than that.”

      “If you must know, I was pondering my mortality. Tell me; do you consider me old?”

      She forced a smile. “Mature, perhaps, but you’ve still many years ahead of you.”

      “Do I? I sometimes wonder.”

      “I’m the one who ponders such maudlin matters. You’re supposed to be full of energy and enthusiasm.”

      “And I am, generally,” said Ludwig. “Especially when you’re around.”

      “Then what brought about this mood?”

      “I was contemplating religion.”

      “Then you should talk to Father Vernan. If anyone could answer your questions, it would be him. Why don’t we pull over, and you can invite him to ride with us?”

      “No. You need your rest. I can always chat with him later.”

      “Then perhaps you should turn your thoughts to something a little more pleasant?”

      “Such as?”

      “I don’t know, the coming coronation?”

      “I would feel a lot better about that if I had some idea of what kind of king Morgan will be.”

      “I doubt he knows himself.”

      “I hadn’t considered that.”

      “You’re also in the line of succession yourself, and with Morgan becoming king, you move one step closer to the Throne.”

      “I’m not sure that’s entirely sunk in quite yet.” He looked at her and smiled.

      “What are you grinning at?”

      “You! It’s not every day I get to travel in a carriage with such a beautiful woman.”

      She shook her head. “I can hardly be called beautiful.”

      “But you are. Don’t you see? To me, you are the most desirable woman in all of Eiddenwerthe. You are the queen of my heart.” He made an elaborate bow, a difficult thing to do within the close confines of the carriage. Just as he reached the end of it, they hit an obstruction in the road, sending him tumbling into her lap.

      She laughed, her mood lightening, if only for a moment. “If you wanted to be intimate, you need only say so!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            2

          

          
            THE GATHERING

          

          SPRING 1101 SR

        

      

    

    
      Harlingen’s narrow streets made the entire place feel like an immense maze. Ludwig had never been one for big cities, yet he had to admit the capital was much nicer than those he’d seen in the northern Petty Kingdoms. The feeling here was one he’d found nowhere else—the hope that a new king would usher in a time of peace and prosperity.

      They rolled to a stop before the house of Lord Merrick and Lady Gita. Servants rushed out, one placing a footstool beside the carriage. Ludwig stepped down as his friends exited the building.

      “There you are,” said Merrick. “We were questioning if you’d make it here for the coronation.”

      “I’m afraid that’s my fault,” replied Ludwig. “I wasn’t expecting the road to be so busy.”

      “Understandable. After all, it’s not every day we crown a king.”

      Gita leaned to one side, peering behind Ludwig. “Is Charlotte not with you?”

      “I’m here,” came the reply, though it sounded exhausted. “Frederick is proving to be a handful.”

      Ludwig turned. “Let me,” he said, reaching up and grabbing his son. With the child in hand, he swivelled back to his hosts. “You two are dressed very fine. Going somewhere?”

      “Yes, as a matter of fact,” said Merrick. “As you should be. The king invited all the nobles to the Royal Keep.”

      “The coronation is tomorrow, isn’t it?”

      “Yes, but Morgan wishes everyone to come and celebrate before all the official ceremonies commence. In truth, I think he wants the boost to his ego, but don’t tell him I said that.”

      “Know Morgan well, do you?”

      “Now, now,” interrupted Gita. “You can talk about all that later. Let’s get Master Frederick inside, shall we? Then you two must change into something more suitable for court.”

      “That soon?”

      “My dear fellow,” said Merrick. “We’d have gone there some time ago if we hadn’t been waiting for your arrival.”

      “You could have left word for us to follow.”

      “And miss all the fun of going to the keep with you? I don’t think so.” They made their way into the house.

      “Have you heard from the others?” asked Ludwig.

      “Lord Emmett and Lady Alexandra send their regards. They arrived yesterday and are staying at Lord Meinhard’s but promise to meet us at the keep. Of course, there’s a host of others eager to welcome you. That’s what comes from you being such a fine fellow.”

      “We ran into Lord Darrian on the way down here. He experienced some trouble with his carriage.”

      “I sense there’s a bit more to this story,” said Merrick. “He didn’t cause problems, did he?”

      “Nothing I couldn’t handle, although I was surprised he still holds a grudge after all these years.”

      “So he didn’t challenge you to another duel?”

      “I doubt he’d be that foolish.”

      “It wouldn’t be the first time a noble has done something foolish.”

      “True,” said Ludwig, “but he’s the baron now, and that sort of responsibility tends to mature a fellow.”

      “Just not enough to avoid insulting you?”

      “Who says he insulted me?”

      “You do, by your manner, if not your words.”

      Ludwig slowed, allowing the ladies to proceed, then lowered his voice. “He made some disparaging remarks about Charlotte.”

      “By the Saints! She didn’t hear any of it, did she?”

      “No, and I’d like to keep it that way.”

      “I understand completely. Have you heard anything about the ceremony?”

      “Other than the date and time, no. Why? Is there something I should know?”

      “Nothing in particular, although I would have thought that, as cousin to the king, you’d play a prominent role in it.”

      “If that were so, it would be a surprise to me. Perhaps Morgan wants the focus to remain on him. Not that I can blame him; he is about to be crowned king.”

      “Yes,” said Merrick, “but I hope it ends there.”

      “What ever do you mean?”

      “Let’s just say Morgan can be a stubborn man, often at the most inopportune of moments. Do you recall the first time you met?”

      “As you well know, it was at my induction as Baron of Verfeld.”

      “Oh yes, so it was. I should’ve remembered that.”

      “And yourself? When did you first meet him?”

      “Years ago now, when my father was still around.”

      “And?”

      “As I said, he can be stubborn sometimes, which served him well during the war, but court is a much different affair. I fear he still bears a grudge against the newer barons.”

      “And by newer,” said Ludwig, “you mean those from the old Kingdom of Neuhafen?”

      “Yes, though I believe the correct term these days would be the ‘eastern baronies’, which is a little less inflammatory.”

      “That doesn’t bode well for Lord Emmett.”

      “Nor any of the others. Still, once Morgan’s king, let’s hope he’ll adopt a more conciliatory approach.”

      “Has there been any news concerning a new queen?”

      “None, I’m afraid,” replied Merrick, “and there’s very little indication he’ll recognize any of those children he’s sired outside of marriage. That’s good news for you, I suppose… or bad, depending on your point of view.”

      “I’m far from being Morgan’s direct heir.”

      Merrick grinned. “Then it’s of no concern to you whatsoever.”

      

      Ludwig quickly dressed for court, then sat with Frederick, waiting for Charlotte. However, she succumbed to another bout of melancholy and insisted he attend without her. Thus, Ludwig entered the Royal Keep in the company of only Merrick and Gita.

      A riot of colours filled the place, a stark difference from the sparsely decorated décor of King Otto, who’d reigned for over fifty years; some might even say Otto WAS Hadenfeld. Unfortunately, kings don’t live forever, and although he would miss Otto, Ludwig knew change was inevitable. His own history was a great example of that. He looked forward to getting reacquainted with Morgan. Perhaps he wouldn’t be as bad as Merrick suggested.

      “There he is,” came a familiar voice, cutting through the noise.

      “Alexandra!” called out Gita. “Good to see you. I trust all is well?”

      Ludwig noted the blonde hair pushing through the assembled guests, and then the rest of her came into view, revealing a swollen belly.

      He grinned. “Congratulations. You never mentioned you were expecting.” He lowered his voice. “You are expecting, aren’t you?”

      She laughed. “Of course, and as for not letting you know, I must apologize, but we’ve been busy of late, and I haven’t had time to write.” She looked over at the small group. “Is Charlotte not with you?”

      “Unfortunately, no,” replied Ludwig. “I’m afraid she’s a little under the weather.”

      “Understood, but we shall keep her in mind going forward and offer our prayers for her recovery.”

      “Thank you. Where’s Emmett?”

      She stood on tiptoes, casting her gaze around the room. “He’s here somewhere. The last I saw him, he was chatting with Lord Jonas, the Baron of Ramfelden.”

      “It’s one of the eastern baronies, isn’t it?”

      “Yes, that’s right. It lies up the road from Arnsbach. We were down that way ourselves. That’s why we didn’t pass through Verfeld on the way here.”

      “I trust all is well back home?”

      “There’s been some minor difficulties since the end of the war, but we’re managing.”

      “Difficulties?” said Ludwig.

      “Everything was fine when Otto was still alive, but since his demise, the Crown has grown more distant; one might even say punitive.”

      “I’m not sure I follow.”

      “Taxes have increased, though not for those barons who remained loyal to Otto.”

      “I wasn’t aware of that.”

      “Nor I,” said Alexandra. “If I hadn’t run into my father, I would’ve assumed we were all suffering the same burden.”

      Ludwig shook his head. He’d convinced Otto to take a more conciliatory attitude towards the renegade barons at the Second Battle of Harlingen, but now it appeared that particular promise ended with his death. He wondered if this extra tax was Morgan’s idea or the Royal Bureaucracy taking matters into their own hands. “I shall endeavour to bring it to my cousin’s attention, though I daresay that won’t happen till after the coronation.”

      “Thank you,” said Alexandra. “I knew we could count on you.”

      Blaring trumpets announced the arrival of their future ruler, and they all turned, facing the front of the room as heralds entered, bearing the new king’s Coat of Arms.

      Everyone bowed and fell silent as Morgan swept in, draped in robes of ermine and mink. There was no crown upon his head, but there might as well have been, for everyone knew this was to be their new king.

      Morgan made his way to the centre of the room, the crowd parting to allow him passage. There, he halted, taking in the nobles of his kingdom. Everyone held their breath, waiting for his words.

      “My loyal subjects,” he began. “It is with great pride I greet you here, in the Royal Keep, a building steeped in history. Tomorrow, I shall be crowned as your king in a ceremony passed down to us by our ancestors. Their spirit and passion built this glorious realm of ours, a passion I intend to reignite. Long ago, Hadenfeld was the mightiest of the Petty Kingdoms, with the largest army on all the Continent, save for Halvaria itself. I would see us rebuild that army and take our rightful place as the premier power in the region.”

      Polite applause greeted his remarks, but then he held up his hands to quiet them. After taking a measured breath, he continued, “I know we’ve had our differences. Under my predecessor's rule, the realm was fractured, its power split into two kingdoms. Through force of arms, we are once more one nation.” He paused, meeting his subjects' rapt attention with great intensity. “No more will we be a broken people. We shall rise to be the pre-eminent power on the Continent!”

      The crowd erupted into applause, this time more heartfelt, yet Ludwig couldn’t help feeling worried. Morgan bowed, then made his way through his guests, accepting their congratulations.

      “That was inspiring,” said Merrick.

      “Yes,” agreed Ludwig, “but I can’t help feeling a war is in our future.”

      “What makes you say that?”

      “It’s one thing to talk about becoming a great power, quite another to prove it. Unless I miss my guess, he’s planning a military campaign.”

      “Against whom?”

      “That remains to be seen.”

      “Perhaps it’s only bluster?” suggested Merrick. “It wouldn’t be the first time a king promised greatness only to fall back to idleness.”

      “Possibly, but as you mentioned earlier, Morgan can be stubborn. Considering that, I suspect he’ll dig in his heels.”

      “He’d need the barons' support to launch a war, and after our recent losses, I’m not sure he’d find much enthusiasm. Perhaps he’s talking in grander terms, say a few years down the road? In any case, the man hasn’t even been crowned yet. Let’s at least give him the benefit of the doubt.”

      Ludwig sighed. “Yes, you’re right. Perhaps this is all bluster, as you said.”

      Alexandra tapped Ludwig on the shoulder. “You have an admirer.”

      He turned to see Sir Emril staring at him from across the room. The fellow was one of Otto’s knights and had served in the recent war, but he and Ludwig had never seen eye to eye.

      “He doesn’t look happy,” she noted. “Is there something you’re not telling us?”

      “During the war, we had an altercation of sorts.”

      “Of sorts? What in the name of the Saints does that mean?”

      “When we first met, he took me for a commoner.”

      “And that annoyed you?”

      “That he didn’t recognize me, no. That he treated a common man with such disrespect, most definitely. I corrected him and thought no more of it, but I feel he still bears a grudge.” He stopped for a moment. “Come to think of it, he was in amongst Lord Morgan’s camp, and just this last week, I saw him in the company of Lord Darrian. Hmmm, that doesn’t bode well. A few words in our new king’s ear, and I could find myself on the outs.”

      She laughed. “What a strange thing to say. Did you pick that up in the north?”

      “I suppose I did.”

      She sobered suddenly, drawing his attention.

      “Something wrong?”

      Alexandra nodded across the crowd. “Lord Darrian.”

      “You’re married now. He’s harmless.”

      “He still makes me feel uncomfortable. It’s as if his eyes are undressing me.”

      “Shall I have words with him?”

      She placed her hand on his forearm. “No, Ludwig. If anyone were to act on my behalf, it would be Emmett, but this is not the time or the place for such gallantry.” She forced a smile. “Besides, this is meant to be a celebration.”

      “Speaking of your husband, here he comes now.”

      The Baron of Dornbruck grinned as he approached Ludwig. “I worried you wouldn’t make it in time for the coronation. You certainly cut it close.”

      “It is quite a distance to travel. I imagine some of the eastern barons are in an even worse predicament.”

      “Yes.” He lowered his voice. “If I’m being frank, I don’t understand the rush. Morgan could just as easily be crowned next month. Which would have given us all plenty of travel time.”

      “It would,” interrupted Gita, “but this puts the king firmly in control.”

      “How so?”

      “We all rushed here at his bidding.”

      “Clever,” said Emmett, “but I doubt it won him any platitudes.”

      “Oh, I don’t know,” replied Ludwig. “You could put forth the argument that it makes him look decisive.”

      “True, but he’s got years to do that.”

      “Yes, but it sets everyone’s expectations. I suspect Morgan will be more prone to making decisions without consensus.”

      “I think you have the right of it,” replied Emmett, “though I’m not sure if that’s good or bad. What about you, Merrick?”

      “This is not the place for such discussions.” He turned around as the king approached, then bowed. “Your Majesty.”

      Morgan smiled, although it looked a little forced. “That’s Highness, at least until tomorrow, but I appreciate the effort. As for you, Ludwig, I shall expect to see you right after the coronation tomorrow.”

      “Me?” said Ludwig. “Whatever for?”

      “If I am to be successful as king, my advisors must be fully informed of my plans, including you, Cousin. After all, whom can you trust if you can’t trust blood relatives?”

      “Surely you’ll need time to settle in before worrying about that.”

      “We are but mortal men,” said Morgan. “Thus, it behooves us to act with some haste, particularly when there is so much work to begin.” He turned towards the women. “Lady Gita, Lady Alexandra, so nice to see you at court.” His eyes flicked back to Ludwig. “Is Lady Charlotte not here with you?”

      “I’m afraid she is under the weather,” replied Gita. “But she will do her best to be present for tomorrow's ceremony.”

      “Make sure that she is. It’s not every day someone has the opportunity to watch the crowning of a king.” He nodded before continuing. “Lord Merrick, so glad to see you.” He then turned to speak to Emmett but seemed to struggle.

      “Lord Emmett,” offered Ludwig. “Baron of Dornbruck and husband to Lady Alexandra.”

      “Of course,” said the soon-to-be king. “I knew I recognized your face. If you will excuse me, I have many more guests to speak with.” He pushed past them, his retinue crowding in behind him, amongst them Sir Emril, who looked at Ludwig briefly before shaking his head dismissively.

      “That was rude,” said Gita.

      “The king is a busy man,” replied Ludwig.

      “I wasn’t referring to the king, I meant Emril.”

      “You must take no notice,” said Merrick. “He’s nothing more than a sycophant, or perhaps parasite is a better description.”

      “Careful,” warned Emmett. “Even the lowly tick can bring down a great beast.”

      “The beast being?”

      “In this case, Ludwig, but we are both known associates of him, so either of us might find ourselves a target.”

      “Perhaps,” said Merrick, “but what can he do? He’s only a knight and not a particularly wealthy one at that.”

      “Yet he follows in the king’s wake. That indicates his fortunes are on the rise.”

      “Enough of that kind of talk,” admonished Alexandra. “On another note, my father asked me to invite you all down to Luwen once the coronation is complete.”

      “I’m sure the invitation would delight Charlotte,” said Ludwig, “but I have no idea how long our new king requires my services.”

      “Then we shall take your wife and son with us,” replied Gita, “and you can follow along once you’re free.”

      “Yes,” added Emmett, “although I suggest you keep those two mercenaries of yours nearby, just to be safe.”

      “You mean Cyn and Sig? Why? You don’t think I’m in any danger, do you?”

      “Danger, no, at least not directly, but with the wealthy of Hadenfeld fleeing back to their manors after the coronation, I imagine the lure of all that treasure on the road will only encourage banditry.”

      “Very well,” said Ludwig. “I’ll heed your advice.”
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      Six white horses pulled Morgan’s carriage through the streets of Harlingen. Before him rode fifty knights, resplendent in their plate armour, while three companies of footmen followed, each wearing the blue surcoats of the Royal House of Hadenfeld.

      They arrived at the Cathedral of Saint Mathew as the bells tolled noon. Ludwig watched Morgan enter the grand edifice, then duly followed along with the rest of the barons.

      He spotted Father Vernan as he entered, for all the Holy Fathers had been summoned to witness the Royal Event. The Archprior of Saint Mathew would conduct the ceremony, while the Archprioress of Saint Agnes and the Archprior of Saint Cunar were in attendance.

      He knew there were six different sects within the Church, but he’d only ever seen the three here. He sat down, his chains of office heavy upon his shoulders. The custom was to wear them to all official ceremonies, yet he hadn’t had them when he was inducted as Baron of Verfeld. Truth be told, this was the first time he’d worn them, and the thick gold chain felt bulky and awkward, while his peers wore theirs with little sign of discomfort. He settled in, waiting for the ceremony to commence.

      Upon entering, Morgan immediately went to a side chapel to pray privately before the crowning. Now that everyone was seated, the Archprior stepped onto the altar before turning to face the crowd. He commenced his speech with a blessing from Saint Mathew but soon turned to obedience and loyalty. He obviously referred to their about-to-be king, but Ludwig found it uninspiring.

      His mind wandered, and he looked around, noting the overzealous displays of wealth. Towards the back of the Cathedral stood the poor, ushered in by soldiers to pay homage to their new overlord. Their gauntness haunted him, guilt overwhelming him as he realized he and the other nobles lived a life of luxury while they starved. Saint Mathew himself would be ashamed to see them treated in such a callous manner.

      Lord Merrick nudged him back to the ceremony. The speech had finished, and the choir took up a hymn, their voices reaching high into the vaulted ceiling. Ludwig looked up at a giant mural depicting the first meeting of the Saints in the Holy City of Herani.

      The six of them sat around a table, deep in discussion, a harmonious group of statesmen and one woman. Some believed the Saints had met out in the open rather than indoors, but that didn’t suit the Church, which preferred to conduct its ceremonies within the shelter of its walls. Thus, the story evolved to become that which was now depicted above him.

      Saint Mathew himself had called for humility and modesty, but looking at the Archprior bedecked in gold, the upper echelons of the Church apparently didn’t take his words seriously.

      Ludwig shook his head, then glanced down at his own chains of office. A sense of shame swept through him, and he knew, should he ever take the Throne himself, he would eschew the trappings of wealth and wear more modest attire.

      The hymn ended, and the room fell silent as Morgan entered, followed by six knights. The soon-to-be king stopped before the altar while his loyal warriors turned to face the onlookers.

      The Archprior stood silently as a page brought forth a pillow, upon which rested the Crown of Hadenfeld—a simple design, little more than a band of gold with six points, each symbolizing a Saint. No gems adorned it, nor any jewels to catch the light, yet merely looking at it took one’s breath away, for each point was inlaid with scrollwork so fine only a master smith could have crafted such a thing.

      The Archprior lifted the crown, calling on Saint Mathew to bless Morgan’s rule before he placed it upon the sovereign’s head, proclaiming him King Morgan the Second.

      This surprised Ludwig, for though he held a fascination with military history, he knew nothing of the kings and queens of his homeland. That there had been another king named Morgan was unexpected, and he found himself wanting to read up on the first to bear that name. Would this new king live up to his predecessor?

      Ludwig knew he was somewhere in line for the Throne, but seeing the crown upon Morgan’s head somehow made it real, as if a mighty burden suddenly threatened to fall on his shoulders. He knew kings must make tough decisions, and his blood put him in that line. Would he fail as a cousin to a king? Would the weight of responsibility cause him to abandon all he held dear? He’d been cousin to Otto, yet now, with Morgan taking the Throne, it no longer felt like a distant and unlikely thing but something close and dangerous.

      “Magnificent, isn’t it?” asked Merrick.

      The words brought Ludwig back to reality. All around him, people stood, their cheers drowning out the choir, once again singing the praises of the Saints.

      “What happens now?” asked Ludwig.

      “We follow him back to the Royal Keep. There, we’ll each be expected to pledge our loyalty.”

      “And then?”

      “Why, the feast! They say our new king has spared no expense to celebrate his ascension to the Throne.”

      “I would think there’d be better ways to spend his new-found wealth.”

      “And likely there are,” replied Merrick, “but he’s the king now, and the choice of how to spend it is his alone.” He smiled as Morgan walked through the Cathedral, his knights following. “I daresay he cuts a much finer figure than his predecessor.”

      “It’s a different time. Otto had to contend with a court half the size, and the shortage of funds was a constant problem for him.”

      “Was it? I hadn’t realized. He still collected tithes from his barons.”

      “Yes, but since the reunification, the kingdom’s income has more than doubled.”

      “I suppose it has, which is largely due to you.”

      “I am merely one man,” replied Ludwig.

      “Without your actions, we would’ve lost the battle and, with it, all hopes of a unified realm.”

      “Not true. Our king would just have been from Neuhafen.”

      “You make the entire war seem trivial.”

      “Do I?” said Ludwig. “That certainly wasn’t my intention. Sorry, I’m just not in a celebratory mood.”

      “Worried about Charlotte?”

      “Yes. Her mind will often shift between ecstasy and despondency without warning. I’ve tried everything to help her, but nothing seems to work.”

      “Surely you’re not considering dissolving the marriage?”

      “No, of course not. I love her. I’d never do anything of the kind, and to be clear, it’s not myself I’m worried about; it’s her. The struggle she goes through on a day-to-day basis seems insurmountable.”

      “Does it run in her family?” asked Merrick.

      “Not that I know of, but I’ve only spent time with her father. I was introduced to her cousins at the wedding, but I doubt I spoke more than a dozen words to any of them.”

      “And she doesn’t speak of them?”

      “No, but then again, she lived an isolated childhood due to her moods.”

      “Did her father warn of this before you married?”

      “He did, although I must confess I didn’t know what I was getting into at the time.”

      “Would you still have married her had you known?”

      Ludwig straightened. “Yes, I would. Aside from her bouts of melancholy, I find her demeanour both pleasant and engaging.”

      “Good,” said Merrick. “Then all is as it should be.” He glanced around the room as the other barons were leaving, indicating their new king had exited the Cathedral. “Now, let’s find the others, shall we? There’s a feast awaiting our appetites.”

      

      The Royal Keep’s great hall was crowded, for somehow, they’d fit in tables enough for every baron, their wife, and any heirs who might be of age. It made for tight quarters, but no guests complained.

      Not only was the room packed to capacity, but so were the tables. Morgan had gone to great lengths to ensure this was a feast of the ages, so much so the ovens were said to have been running for days.

      Charlotte was in good spirits, while Frederick, being too young to attend, spent the day with Kenley back at Merrick’s estate. Ludwig and his wife squeezed in between Gita and Emmett, who sat on Charlotte’s left, which was handy, for they all knew of her illness.

      After a quick toast from the king, everyone broke into their own discussions even as they plucked meat from overloaded plates. Servants scurried back and forth, filling goblets with wine and ale while various entertainers performed in the centre of the room.

      The Lords of Hadenfeld gorged themselves, but Ludwig ate sparingly. Fat dripped off the meat while the sauces were thick with herbs, yet of all things, he craved barn bread. He’d become accustomed to it as a mercenary, for it was a standard meal when food was scarce. Even now, with the coffers of Verfeld Keep once more flowing with coins, he still found time to enjoy it.

      The king called for silence as a familiar face, clothed in green and gold, stepped into the middle of the room and bowed deeply, lute in hand.

      “Greetings, noble lords and ladies,” he began. “My name is Rascalian, a troubadour of some repute. I came here today to sing the praises of your most noble king.”

      He strummed a few notes as he turned around, casting his gaze over the assembled guests, finally resting on Morgan, to whom he bowed. “With your permission, sire?”

      The king nodded. “You may begin.”

      Ludwig buried his face in his hands. This bard had sung at his wedding, and while the tune had pleased Charlotte, he’d found it distasteful.

      He felt a nudge from his wife. “Isn’t that the same bard we saw in Korvoran?”

      Ludwig forced a smile. “It is indeed.”

      “How marvellous. I wonder what he’ll sing about this time?”

      The fellow’s voice launched into high notes, the first few words nonsense, until the song began.

      

      Noble lords and ladies,

      And all knights, brave and strong,

      Gather round and heed my words,

      As I sing to you this song.

      

      “It’s the same song as he sang to us,” said Ludwig, but Charlotte quickly hushed him.

      

      A land of greatness, Hadenfeld,

      Had borders under siege,

      For rebels had, for many years,

      Fought hard ‘gainst lawful liege

      

      Rebellion raised, the armies marched,

      To punish rightful king,

      To take away the Throne of Gold,

      By sword and crossbow string.

      

      An army strong did march to war,

      To fight for kingdom fair,

      Amongst them our Lord Morgan,

      A master of warfare.

      

      The battle raged for full a day,

      The casualties amounted,

      And more and more brave warriors fell,

      In numbers soon uncounted.

      

      At last the kings of Hadenfeld,

      And rebel force contested,

      A duel of arms both face to face,

      To see who would be bested.

      

      The rebel king struck hard and fast,

      His sword arm strong and mighty,

      And poor King Otto, old and weak,

      Put trust in Saints almighty.

      

      Yet as the final blow was struck,

      Did Morgan come to save,

      His king from almost certain death,

      By deeds and words most brave.

      

      His sword, the might of righteous Saint,

      Did strike usurper dead,

      And Morgan, future king of all,

      Had crown set on his head.

      

      So noble lords and ladies,

      Heed my words of king most pure,

      Give prayers to he that rules the land,

      For Crown to long endure.

      

      The crowd erupted into applause while Ludwig and his companions sat in stunned silence.

      “Absurd,” said Lord Emmett. “You slew Diedrich, not the king!”

      “A fact of which I’m well aware,” replied Ludwig, “but do not dwell on it. It’s only a song.”

      “A song it may well be, but if it goes unchecked, we will soon see everyone believing it.”

      Morgan rose as the applause died down, the room falling into silence. “Thank you, Rascalian. By your words, you brought my spirit to the attention of all. His song paints me as a… What did he call me? Oh, yes. A ‘king so pure’. Rest assured, I am not, but that doesn’t mean I won’t strive to be so. We are at the dawning of a new age here in Hadenfeld, an age of prosperity and progress that shall enrich the purses of you all.”

      He paused at their enthusiastic response before continuing. “I know some of you are nervous, and why wouldn’t you be? To many of you, I am an unknown quantity. Yes, you’ve known me as a baron, but my circle of friends was always small, and I kept to myself. Those days are past us now, and I promise I will be a strong and decisive king who isn’t afraid to make difficult decisions.”

      “Now, before I give up your attention, there is one more matter which I must address. As you know, I have not been blessed with an heir.”

      “I suppose,” whispered Merrick, “that means he’s not recognizing his bastards.”

      Morgan continued, “Now that I am king, I must announce that until I produce a male heir, my replacement in the line of succession shall be none other than Ludwig Altenburg, Baron of Verfeld.”

      The name caused a stir. Many assumed Morgan would declare one of his illegitimate children as his heir, even going so far as to marry one of his mistresses to make it legal.

      Before the war, Ludwig had been seventeenth in line for the Throne, but all that changed at the Second Battle of Harlingen. He struggled to work out what happened to the other heirs. A few died in the war, but sixteen? It seemed highly unlikely.

      “Come, Ludwig,” said the king. “Rise and take your rightful place at my side.”

      He stood, unsure of how to respond. The assembled nobles clapped, particularly Merrick and Emmett. A few called out their congratulations, but Ludwig didn’t miss the sneer on Lord Darrian’s face or the look of contempt on that of Sir Emril.

      He went through the crowd, accepting handshakes along the way, until he stood before King Morgan.

      “Congratulations,” said His Majesty. “I know this comes as a surprise, but surely you must have suspected it. After all, you are my cousin, and so many died since your own appointment as baron.”

      Ludwig bowed. “Thank you, Majesty. You humble me.”

      Morgan grinned. “Not at all, my dear fellow. Now sit, eat, and tell me how you’ve fared since the war’s ending.”

      Ludwig took the proffered seat. “Thank you, Majesty. You’re too kind.”

      “Well?”

      “What would you like to know?”

      “Let’s start with your family, shall we? How’s that wife of yours?”

      “She is in good health, Majesty.”

      “I may be your king, but we’re still family. Call me Morgan.”

      “Yes, of course, Maj… Morgan.”

      “There. That wasn’t so hard, was it?”

      “I’m afraid you’ve left me a little perplexed,” said Ludwig. “How have I come to be next in line for the Crown? The last I heard, I was seventeenth.”

      “And I, fifth,” replied Morgan, “yet between age and war, many died.”

      “But not all?”

      The king shrugged. “What can I say? Some were merely unlucky in life. Cousin Kaspar injured himself falling from his horse. He survived, but I’m afraid his wits were scrambled. Then there was Cousin Luther, lost in a hunting accident.”

      “What kind of accident?”

      “Trampled to death by a boar. A sad tale, to be sure, but one can’t help but feel it was his own fault. I mean, who hunts boars in this day and age?”

      “I still don’t see how that puts me next in line for the Crown. Are you suggesting all of Otto’s relatives before me were excluded?”

      “I do, though admittedly, that was my doing. You see, unbeknownst to most of the realm, Otto suffered from an ailment of the mind. We couldn’t risk that sort of thing appearing in another king, could we?”

      “Otto wasn’t mad,” insisted Ludwig. “At least not the Otto I knew.”

      “You can’t sit there and tell me he didn’t have his quirks. The man was fixated on saving despite having full coffers.”

      Ludwig decided it was better not to argue, so he took a different approach, changing the subject. “I look forward to working with you. When would you like to start?”

      Morgan smiled. “That’s the spirit!”
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      The sun reached through the leaves, dappling all below with freckles of light. Considering the season, it was an unusually warm day, but the ladies of the court turned out in full force for Lady Alexandra’s gathering. She’d arranged to use her father’s estate, the better to accommodate the large number of guests. As custom dictated, only the barons’ wives were invited, their husbands relegated to more mundane activities. Even the servants were all women, setting a pleasant mood for the festivities.

      Charlotte sat beneath an awning, squinting at the guests’ brightly coloured attire while she, a northerner, dressed in more subdued tones.

      “I’m surprised you’re not more popular,” said Gita. “Considering the circumstances, I expected they’d line up to gain your favour.”

      “That may yet come,” added Alexandra, “but they don’t know her like we do.” She turned to Charlotte. “I’m afraid you’ll have to put up with us.”

      Charlotte smiled. “I’m happy to do just that. You were my friends before I was… Well, whatever I am now.”

      “Your husband is next in line to the Crown,” said Gita. “That makes him a prince, and if he’s a prince…”

      “Are you trying to suggest I’m a princess? I’m the daughter of a baron, not a royal.”

      “True, but you might as well be. If something happened to Morgan, you’d become queen.”

      “Queen? Or King’s consort? There is a difference, you know. A queen is a ruler with the power to make laws or lead armies. A consort is simply the spouse of a king.”

      “Ultimately,” said Alexandra, “it would be up to Ludwig whether or not you’d be a true queen. In any case, even as a consort, you would wield incredible influence.” She glanced around at the guests. “Not that any of these women seem to be considering such things.”

      “Don’t blame them,” said Gita. “We’ve only just gotten a new king, so thoughts of succession at this time are rare. Morgan might still sire a legitimate child, so there’s no guarantee Ludwig would succeed him.”

      “Also true. I suppose that’s for the best. The last thing Charlotte wants is these sycophants toadying up to her for favours. It’s one of the reasons I avoided court as much as I could when I was younger.”

      “Younger?” said Charlotte. “You make yourself sound old.”

      “Perhaps, but I’m an only child now, and my father felt it best to educate me in the ways of such things.”

      “You say you’re an only child now. Does that mean you had a sibling?”

      “I did,” replied Alexandria. “My oldest brother died before I was born, but two years after my own birth, Amalric came along.”

      “What happened to him?”

      “He died at the age of twelve, the victim of a fever—the same illness that took my mother.”

      “I’m sorry for your loss.”

      “Don’t be,” said Alexandra. “It was years ago, and the boy was a pest. I miss my mother, but I prefer to look to the future rather than the past.” She held her belly and smiled. “Besides, I have my own family now, not to mention two aunts to spoil my children.”

      “Our children will grow up to be firm friends, I’m certain.”

      “That is my hope as well,” added Gita. “Have you any names picked out, Alexandra?”

      “Emmett and I have considered many but are yet to decide. I suppose it would be easier if I had a girl. Then we could name her after my mother.”

      “Would you name a son after Emmett’s father?”

      “That’s certainly a possibility, but we’ve some time before we make a final decision.”

      Charlotte closed her eyes.

      “Are you all right?” asked Alexandra.

      “I’m feeling quite fatigued. Might there be somewhere I could lie down?”

      “Of course.”

      “I can show her,” offered Gita. “You stay here and look after the guests.” She rose from her chair and took Charlotte’s hand, helping her to her feet. “Come. Let’s find you somewhere nice and quiet to lie down.”

      
      Charlotte awoke in a darkened room. The large, four-posted bed she lay in was soft, far more so than she was used to. Across the room, a servant girl sat beside the fireplace, watching flames dancing along a log. When Charlotte moved, the bed creaked, catching the girl’s attention.

      “My lady?”

      “What time is it?”

      “Late afternoon.”

      “And the gathering?”

      “Over and done with. The guests all went home, milady, save for Ladies Gita and Alexandra. Shall I fetch them?”

      “I don’t want to be a bother.”

      “Nonsense. They left strict instructions to let them know when you awoke.” The maid scurried from the room.

      Charlotte lay in the bed, willing herself to rise, but an overwhelming desire to burrow into the sheets engulfed her.

      Footsteps approached, and then Gita threw open the door. “You’re awake!”

      “Barely.”

      “You had us worried there for a while. We feared you might be having an episode.”

      Charlotte tried to fight off the lethargy, to leave the bed, but it was still too strong. She managed to push herself onto her pillows, using them as a backrest to elevate her slightly. “How went the party?”

      “I don’t think the term ‘party’ is the right word for it, more like a gathering.”

      “I sense you’re unhappy with it.”

      “It was fine,” said Gita, “at least for what it was. I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised, all things considered.”

      “Meaning?”

      “It was mostly gossip and innuendo.”

      “What is it you’re not telling me?”

      Gita remained silent.

      “It’s me, isn’t it?” continued Charlotte. “They were all complaining about my suitability as a baroness.”

      “They don’t know you like I do. Pay them no heed.”

      “What else did they say?” She waited, but Gita refused to answer. “Please, don’t hold back. I’d prefer to hear it from you than in public.”

      “Very well, but I warn you, it’s not very complimentary.”

      “Go on.”

      “They are of the belief Ludwig will one day make a great king.”

      “But not I, his queen?”

      “That’s about the gist of it, yes.

      “Who did they see taking my place?”

      “Alexandra, despite the fact she’s happily married to Lord Emmett. In any case, it doesn’t matter. She would never do something like that to you. All this talk is mean-spirited. I suspect they’re trying to drive a wedge between you and Ludwig.”

      “To what end?”

      “In a word—influence. Separating Ludwig from you leaves him susceptible to the suggestions of others. At least that’s the general consensus.”

      Charlotte laughed. “Then they don’t know Ludwig very well. He’s surrounded by people he trusts.”

      “I know that, and you know that, but these women only think in terms of their own experiences. Most are so bored with life, all they can do to entertain themselves is to plot the misery of others.”

      
      Ludwig paused as the guard announced his arrival, then he swung the door open.

      “Come in,” said the king. “Would you care for something to drink?”

      “No, thank you, Majesty.”

      “Are you sure? It’s no inconvenience. After all, it’s not as if I had to pour it myself.”

      “I’m not thirsty. I am curious, however, what plans you wished to discuss with me.”

      The king smiled. “There he is. The man who likes directness. Very well, come over here.” He beckoned Ludwig towards a table where several parchments were scattered. “I’ve been looking through Otto’s notes. Did you know he once commissioned a map of Hadenfeld? It was never completed, for the war saw to that, but it got me to thinking. Now that the kingdom is reunited, there is time for such things.”

      “You want an accurate map of Hadenfeld?”

      “Not only a map, I want to take a full counting of our population, find out how many people live in this kingdom of mine. What do you think?”

      “You could ask,” replied Ludwig. “Any baron worth his salt knows how many people live on his lands.”

      “Perhaps, but that’s a far cry from having accurate numbers. It’s also not in their interest to report honest numbers, else they might end up paying extra taxes.”

      “Like they do in the east?”

      Morgan stared back at him. “What are you suggesting?”

      “Merely that the greater burden of supporting the Crown is on the shoulders of those barons formerly part of Neuhafen.”

      “But isn’t that only fair? They haven’t paid their dues for half a century. Why should they get off lightly now?”

      “They paid taxes,” said Ludwig. “It’s not their fault the coins went to Eisen rather than Harlingen.”

      “They sided with a usurper. Are you suggesting that fact absolves them of their responsibilities?”

      “They were not part of Hadenfeld at that time. Thus, they bore no duty to support its army. There is also the special tax they paid Otto after the war.”

      “You and I see things differently,” said the king, “but I shan’t argue it at this time. I brought you here to seek your advice, not for you to lecture me on taxes.”

      “Understood,” said Ludwig. “My apologies if I overstepped.”

      “Now, where was I?”

      “You were suggesting a census. Have you any other grand schemes in mind?”

      “I do. It occurs to me that we know next to nothing about the eastern reaches of Hadenfeld. Why do you suppose that is?”

      “It’s covered in thick forest,” said Ludwig. “I’m surprised you weren’t aware of that.”

      “Oh, I’ve heard the rumours that say all manner of strange creatures dwell within those woods, but I’m of the opinion that, aside from animals, the only thing dangerous in that land is our expectations.”

      “I’m not sure I follow.”

      “As a people, we assign countless myths to unexplored regions. I propose we send expeditions into those woods to discover what’s there.”

      “That’s hundreds, maybe thousands of square miles.”

      “Agreed,” said Morgan. “But think of how many more baronies we could create!”

      “Your plan is based on the premise there are those willing to undertake such hardships. The truth is it was just such an idea that led to the creation of the eastern baronies in the first place. We’d be better off concentrating on helping them prosper rather than trying to establish even more towns.”

      “And they would have prospered had they not separated to form their own kingdom. Their failure in that regard is hardly my fault.”

      “Agreed,” said Ludwig, “but the indifference of your predecessors led to civil war in the first place.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean? The eastern expansion of Hadenfeld allowed us to become the largest realm in the Petty Kingdoms. I would hardly call an undertaking of that magnitude indifference.”

      “But it was, don’t you see? Yes, the Crown got them off to a good start, adding nine baronies, but after the first few years, they were left to their own devices. It takes great strength and fortitude to build a barony from nothing, and from the very beginning, these new vassals were treated as lesser men.”

      “You can’t blame me for the actions of those who came before.”

      “True, but you now have the chance to rectify that mistake.”

      The king stared back silently. Ludwig wondered if he had been wise to raise the subject, but then Morgan surprised him.

      “What would you have me do?” said the king.

      “For one thing, you can lower their taxes to the same level as the rest of us.”

      “I need those funds to build my army.”

      “And you’ll get them in time. Building strong baronies will increase revenue, for the more the barons make, the greater the amount they’ll pay you. It’s a situation in which both sides prosper.”

      “And in the meantime, I am to let my coffers dwindle?”

      “You inherited a kingdom with fifteen baronies, whereas Otto had only eight. By all accounts, you should have plenty of gold to pay a modest army.”

      “And what, pray tell, would you consider modest?”

      Ludwig was fully aware of Morgan's ambitions regarding his army. As he now saw it, the trick was to present options in the best possible light. “We fielded over three thousand men at the last Battle of Harlingen. Against that, Neuhafen raised almost four thousand.”

      “You tell me what I already know,” said the king. “How is that of any help to me?”

      “With all due respect, Majesty, I’m not finished. Otto’s own entourage consisted of some seven hundred souls, while the usurper, Diedrich, we now know, had about six hundred.”

      Morgan smiled. “So, you’re suggesting I could maintain a combination of the two? Say, thirteen hundred men?”

      “That was wartime, where other expenses become secondary to needs of the realm's defence, but I believe a thousand reasonable. Naturally, in times of war, you’d rely on the barons to provide more men. You know as well as I that during the war, we barons were required to supply four hundred men apiece, as were those of Neuhafen. Of course, Otto reduced the eastern barons to fifty men after their defeat. If you rescind that, it would ultimately give you a wartime army of over six thousand.”

      “I hadn’t considered that. That would make us the largest army on the Continent, save for you-know-who.”

      “I caution against flexing your army’s muscles too soon, Majesty. Half the men under the barons' control were ill-armed and under-trained.”

      “And in the east?”

      “Their situation was a little different,” replied Ludwig. “Diedrich planned his campaign for some time. As a result, he had better-equipped warriors.”

      Morgan nodded. “So he did. You have given me much to think about, my friend. If we are to take our place amongst the great powers of the Petty Kingdoms, we have work to do. How would you feel about overseeing the reorganizing of our army?”

      “Reorganizing? What did you have in mind?”

      “I shall lower the burden of taxes on the eastern barons, but in return, I expect each of them to maintain a competent, well-trained force of warriors.”

      “We already do that.”

      “Yes, but there is little in the way of uniformity. I want you to devise a reasonable balance of horse, foot, and bow that we can then pass on to all the barons.”

      “That would cost them more than the increased taxes.”

      The king waved it off. “It is a small price to pay in the grand scheme of things.”

      It wasn’t a terrible idea, but Ludwig feared there’d be much resistance amongst the barons. “How much leeway would I have?”

      “As much as you need,” said Morgan
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