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“Mistress Anna!”

Anna turned to watch Peggy as she rushed along the stone passage.

“I’ve lost the twins again,” Peggy said. She clutched her skirts as she tittered nervously. “They are always escaping me.” 

Anna sighed. It was true that Zachary and Lydia were quick on their feet, but this was the third time today. “Have you searched the gardens?”

“Yes. They aren’t anywhere!” The last word ended on a wail, and Peggy quickly covered her mouth with her hand, her gaze searching the walls and ceiling as if expecting to find a monster lurking between the stones. Or maybe she was just looking for a pair of four-year-olds. Her voice dropped to a whisper. “Do you think they are ...?” She nodded at the ceiling, indicating the floor above, where the master’s chambers were situated. 

Anna shrugged. “Probably. Why don’t you go and check?” 

Peggy’s face paled slightly. “I couldn’t possibly,” she whispered. “What if it is there?” It was the dragon of Storbrook Castle, a huge, winged beast that came and went as it pleased. It was well-known amongst the servants of Storbrook that Master Aaron Drake had no fear of the dragon, and allowed it free access into all the upper chambers, including those of his wife, the lady Keira. He even allowed his children to play with the monster, quite unconcerned about the danger it posed.

Anna knew it was pointless to try and convince Peggy that the dragon was harmless. “I’ll go find them,” she said. “Wait for us in the nursery.” 

“Oh, thank you,” Peggy said. “It’s just that their supper is growing cold and ...” She trailed into silence as Anna turned away and headed towards the staircase.

Anna’s shoes rang against the hard stone as she mounted the wide stairs that led to the upper floors. A low growl reached her as she walked along the dingy passage, followed by childish shrieks. The sounds came from the direction of the master’s chambers, and the growl was definitely not human. Pushing open the heavy wooden door, Anna stepped across the threshold, taking in the scene before her.

The room she’d stepped into was huge, stretching thirty feet from one side to the other. The ceilings soared high above her, while overlooking the range of mountains was a series of large, arched windows that reached almost as high as the ceiling. The center of the room was bare of all furnishings, and lying in the middle of the stone floor was an enormous, golden dragon. Anna paused, staring at the magnificent creature. She never failed to feel a sense of awe at the beast who was now a member of her family. He had a long neck, which, when raised, stretched taller than her, while golden horns curved from the top of his skull. Sharp rows of teeth lined his long snout, from which blazing flames sometimes spewed. His cat-like eyes gleamed yellow, but when aroused by emotion, they were windows into the flaming furnace that burned within him, revealing leaping flames. Huge wings lay folded over his scaly back, and a long tail armed with sharp spikes curved around his body. Keira, Anna’s sister, was leaning against his side, her feet drawn up beneath her, a book resting against her knees. She looked up as Anna entered the room.

“We’ve been reading a story,” she said. 

“I can see you have a rapt audience,” Anna replied in amusement. The children Anna had come to retrieve were clambering over the huge back of the dragon, clutching the folded wings in tight fists.

“They’re still listening!” Keira said, frowning when Anna laughed.

“I’m sure they are,” Anna said.

The dragon, who was watching the children on his back, looked up at Anna with a grin. “They’ve heard the story so many times, they know it by heart,” he said. 

Anna laughed, then nodded at the children. “Peggy is looking for them,” she said. “Again!” 

“Oh dear,” Keira said with a sigh. “They do seem to frequently escape her attention.” 

“And she is far too scared to come here to look for them,” Anna added.  

“So she should be,” said the dragon. He turned to look at Keira. “Perhaps it is time to hire a tutor for them.” 

“They are only four,” Keira protested.

“Ah, yes, but they are dragons, so they will learn very quickly.”

Keira laughed. “Of course! How dull of me to forget that the children of the Dragon Master will be superior in every possible way to any other children.” She rose to her feet and turned to face the creature. “But maybe they inherited their intelligence from their mother.” 

Aaron brought his face close to hers. “Then they are doubly blessed, my sweet,” he said. She smiled and ran her hand down his snout, before turning to look at her offspring.

“Zachary! Lydia! Nurse Peggy has been looking for you.” 

Neither of the children paid their mother the slightest attention, but were instead intent on the task of walking bravely along the length of their father’s back towards his tail. Opening his wings, he gave a gentle shake and they fell onto the outstretched appendages, sliding onto the stone with a thump when he lowered them. Anna winced, but the children rose to their feet unhurt. Lydia looked at her mother, then dropped her gaze to the ground, but Zachary placed his hands on his waist and gave his father a defiant stare.

“I don’t want to play with Nurse Peggy. I want to play with you.” 

“I want to play with you, too, son,” said the dragon, “but you should never have run away from Nurse.” Zachary glared for another moment, but at his father’s upraised eyebrows, his expression crumpled.

“But I want to be with you,” he said. “Make Nursey go away.” 

“No. You need to learn to listen to her and be more obedient. But if you go with Aunty Anna now, then I will come see you in the nursery after supper.” 

Zach smiled. “Like this?” 

“No, silly,” Lydia said with a giggle. “Nursey’s scared of Papa when he’s a dragon.” Zach’s expression went from incredulity to outright disbelief.

“Papa’s not scary,” he said, with a stomp of a foot.

“Off you go with your Aunty,” Keira said. “You have kept Nurse waiting long enough, and your father has said he will come find you later.”

“Will you take us for a ride?” Zach asked the dragon as Anna took him by the hand.

“We’ll see, son. Perhaps if you behave yourselves.” The dragon pushed himself to his full height, and looked down at them with his bony eyebrows raised.

“Yes, Father,” said the boy with a sigh, allowing Anna to finally take him by the hand and lead him and his sister from the room.

Anna marched the children down the stairs and delivered them to their relieved nurse, waiting in the nursery. She watched for a while as they dutifully sat down at the table and waited for Peggy to serve them their food. Peggy had been hired at Storbrook when the children were toddlers. Only a few years older than Keira, she had spent her youth caring for an elderly parent. Shy and slightly awkward, she was never completely comfortable around other adults, but she loved being with the children. Her biggest fear, however, was the dragon who was a regular feature of the Storbrook landscape. Although the creature never came near her, she trembled when it circled the skies, or when its roar rang through the stone mountain-top castle, certain that the beast was about to eat them all. Zach watched Peggy as she bustled around the room, giving her a penetrating stare.

“What is it, Zach?” she finally asked.

“Are you scared of Papa?”

Peggy looked at him in surprise. “Scared of your Papa? Why would you think that?” 

“Well, because he’s –”

At his words, Lydia, with an insight that went beyond her years, smacked her brother on the arm.

“Shh,” she said loudly, her finger over her lips as she glared at Zach. She turned to Peggy. “Papa can be scary looking sometimes.” 

Peggy stared at Lydia for a moment as the color rose in her cheeks, before turning and brushing nonexistent crumbs from the table.

“I’m not scared of your father,” Peggy whispered, “although he can be quite, er, stern at times. I do wish he wouldn’t let the dragon near the castle, though.” 

“But the dragon is ...” Zach began, and Anna quickly intervened. 

“Zach,” she said, “I have a surprise for you.” The boy looked at his aunt eagerly. 

“What su’p’ise?” he said. 

“If you are very good, I will ask Cook to bake you a honeyed apple.” 

“Me too?” Lydia asked.

“Yes, you too,” Anna said with a smile. She knelt down between the two chairs, watching for a moment until Peggy’s back was turned before speaking again, her voice low.

“Do you remember what your Papa said about keeping secrets?” Zach and Lydia both nodded. “Nurse must never know that your Papa is a dragon. All right?” Lydia stared at her in silence as Zach nodded. “You can only have a baked apple if you keep the secret.” Again both children nodded. “Good,” Anna said with a smile. She rose to her feet, and watched as Peggy poured warm milk into wooden cups and placed them on the table, before turning and leaving the room, confident that the importance of keeping the family secret had been impressed on Zach, at least for now. 

Descending the stairs, Anna crossed the low hall, where the servants slept, and exited the castle into the warmth of a late spring day. She skirted the courtyard and headed into the gardens, pausing at a large spreading oak. They had celebrated the twins’ fourth birthday beneath the shade of the tree just a few days before. A quilt had been spread over the new grass, and Cook had made honeyed cakes and sticky buns, served with warm milk, straight from the cowshed. The twins had polished off the treats, complaining later that their stomachs ached.

Anna smiled at the memory. It was hard to believe four years had passed since the twins were born – and more than five since she and Keira had been abducted by Jack, a rogue dragon seeking vengeance against Aaron, the Dragon Master. Jack had been killed in the resulting fray, and Keira had been grievously injured, saved only because Aaron had insisted she drink his blood a few days before. And then there had been Max. Anna closed her eyes, and pushed the memory away. She had not seen Max since the day he left the dragon domain, and although he often crept into her thoughts, bringing with him a tangle of yearning, regret and shame, she was determined to put him from her mind and get on with her life.

Anna leaned back against the tree and lifted her face to the sunlight, the new leaves painting a pattern of shadows against her skin. The sounds of the castle rose in a hum behind her, while closer at hand, birds twittered in the trees. It was calm and serene, but her soul was anything but serene. She took a deep breath, then pushed herself away from the knobbly trunk, annoyed at the disquiet she felt. She loved living at Storbrook, being with her sister, and helping with her young niece and nephew, but sometimes she felt like Storbrook was a cord wrapped around her neck, slowly choking her. It wasn’t Aaron and Keira’s fault, of course, but there were times when all she wanted was a life of her own. She sighed and turned back towards the castle, waving at Garrick, the castle groundsman, as he led a horse across the courtyard. He waved back with a smile, his eyes lifting to watch her as she walked. The smile turned to a grimace when he stepped into a pile of muck that had not been cleaned away, and Anna snorted back a laugh as she continued towards the doorway. She had friends and family – surely that should be enough?
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Anna adjusted herself in her saddle, leaning back as the horse picked its way down the steep path that led through the mountains to the village where she had grown up. Garrick rode a few feet ahead, and she watched his back as he rolled easily with the movement of his mount. A year younger than her, he had filled out from the gangly youth she first met almost six years before when she moved to Storbrook. His sandy-colored hair had darkened to brown, and his blue eyes creased at the corners when he smiled. 

He was a man of few words, and did not seem to notice the glances that were frequently thrown his way by the young maids at Storbrook or in the village. When Anna had returned with Keira and Aaron after the troubles with Jack, it was Garrick who teased her out of her doldrums, dragging her through the forest while he trapped rabbits and hunted deer. He was an excellent marksman, and often it was his skill that placed meat on the tables at Storbrook. He had taught her about birds, pointing out the secret places where the hidden nests of robins and sparrows could be found, then dragging her away so the birds would not be anxious. He made her lie still for hours on end as they watched a spider spin her web, until finally Anna’s fidgeting grew too much for even him to ignore. They swam in the river, and lay on the rocks in the sun afterwards, and once, he had kissed her on the forehead, then turned away in embarrassment. There had been a few moments of awkward silence, before he jumped into the deep pool formed by the river, drenching her from head to toe, and she had yelled at him while he laughed. Later, when she thought about it, she decided that it had been a brotherly kiss, and meant nothing more. She was relieved at this conclusion, although she did not think to wonder why. As the years went by, she sought him out while he mucked in the stables or chopped wood behind the shed. He would stop and smile at her, and occasionally tease her into helping him. She smiled now at the memories. Garrick was a good friend – probably better than she deserved.

It was over thirty miles to the village from Storbrook, but they made it in good time, reaching the outskirts of the village before noon. Garrick turned to face Anna. “I’ll fetch you from your parents, shall I?” he asked.

She shook her head. “No, I’ll meet you at the churchyard. I don’t plan to visit for long, since I have a list of purchases I want to make in the village.” Garrick nodded, then turned away, taking the path to the village smith, while Anna took the path that led to her old home. She made this trip every few weeks, sometimes with Garrick, other times with Thomas, Aaron’s steward. Keira would often accompany her as well, bringing the children along, and then Aaron would carry them all on his back. But Aaron had urgent matters to attend to this day, and it was too far for the children to travel the distance on horseback in one day, so they had remained behind. Anna did not mind. She knew she was quite safe with Garrick, and his silence gave her time alone with her thoughts as they rode down the mountain.

Richard and Jenny Carver lived in a small house at the edge of the village. Richard was a Master Craftsman, and his wooden wares were sold in many of the surrounding towns and villages, gracing the tables of poor and wealthy alike. He was also the village reeve, employed in the service of Lord Warren to represent the people of the village as well as serve the lord’s interests. The previous reeve, Matthew Hobbes, had been intent on killing the Storbrook dragon, a foolish mistake which had almost cost him his life, and left him with a serious injury. Richard had also been injured – not by the dragon, but by another villager who had accidentally impaled him with a pitchfork. It was the dragon’s blood, spilt over his wounds, that saved Richard’s life, an action that had won Richard’s undying gratitude. He looked up through the doorway of his workshop as Anna approached, and with a wide smile hurried out to greet her.

“Are you here alone?” he asked, glancing behind her, and Anna could hear the slight regret in his tone. He loved his daughters, but it was Aaron that he revered.

“Yes, just me,” she replied lightly. She hooked her arm around Richard’s and led him towards the house. “Aaron and Keira send their regards, of course,” she said as they crossed over the threshold. Jenny was sitting near the fire when Anna entered the small parlor at the front of the house. The passing years had not been kind to Jenny, and she looked far older than her forty-eight years. She smiled at Anna, but her eyes were dull, lined with black rings, while the skin sagged around her cheekbones. 

“Anna, you have come to visit. How lovely.” 

“Yes, Mother,” Anna said, dragging a stool towards her parent and taking her frail hands. “How are you doing today?”

“Not well, Anna, not well. I believe I’m not long for this world.” Anna glanced at Richard, and he smiled sadly.

“Dame Lamb came to see your mother this morning,” he explained. “She says there is nothing more to be done.” 

Anna turned back to Jenny, who was already patting her hand. “We are all marked for death, daughter,” she said. “I have many regrets in life, but at least I know one daughter has a secure future, even if he is not the man I would have chosen. Now if I can just see you married, I could be at peace, ready to meet my Maker.” 

“Well, Mother,” she replied, “it may be that God has seen fit to leave me a spinster. There are few men as worthy as Father, or Aaron, so I am quite content to remain in the unmarried state.” She saw the dismay in Jenny’s face, but was saved from reproach by the announcement that dinner was served.

“Come Mother,” Anna said, helping Jenny to her feet. “Let me help you to the table.” 

Anna did not stay long after the meal was finished. She led Jenny to her room and helped her lie down on the bed. The fire had died down, and she stoked it back into flames before shutting the light from the windows and closing the door behind her. Richard had already returned to his workshop, but he lifted his head to give a distracted wave goodbye as she walked past. 

Nothing in the village was a great distance apart, and it took Anna only a few minutes to reach the high street, with its collection of shops and services. It ran perpendicular to the churchyard, and Anna paused to tie her horse next to Garrick’s before continuing on her way. Someone called her name, and she turned, her heart sinking when she saw Sarah Draper hurrying towards her.

“Anna! How lovely to see you! You have become quite the stranger!” She hooked her arm around Anna’s, dragging her along the street. “I must confess, I am surprised to see that you are still alive and well.” 

Anna pulled her arm free. “Why?”

Sarah laughed shrilly. “Well, you do live in the mountains with a dragon.” 

“The dragon would never harm me.” 

“It would if Aaron Drake allowed it to,” Sarah responded knowingly. “But I’m not really interested in hideous monsters. It is Garrick Flynn I want to hear about. Did I see him at the smith?” Anna shrugged. “He is so handsome,” Sarah continued. “I’m sure he would kiss a girl very prettily.” 

“I wouldn’t know,” Anna said.

“He wouldn’t be able to resist me,” Sarah said, slyly. “I’m going to tell him you are delayed, and that you sent me to tell him.”

“No.” Anna was aghast. “Do what you will, but do not drag me into your affairs.” 

“Oh, la,” Sarah said with a wave of her hand, before running lightly down the road, and disappearing around the corner. Anna watched her for a moment, then with a slight shrug of her shoulders, turned in the direction of the shops.

Anna took her time completing her purchases. She ordered new boots from the shoemaker, selecting the softest and most supple leather; she stopped by the parchmenter to pick up a roll of parchment; and she spent twenty minutes selecting a fine woolen worsted at the milliner to make a new gown. It had been dyed a soft blue, and Anna was sure the color would become her. She reached the end of the high street, where the cobbled paving petered into a muddy lane, before she turned around and headed back in the direction she had come. She had forgotten Sarah Draper and her plans to trap Garrick, but as she neared the end of the street, she was startled to see Sarah stomping towards her, scowling furiously. She glared at Anna as she walked past, but said nothing. Anna glanced towards the trees where the horses had been tied, and saw Garrick staring angrily after Sarah, arms crossed and eyes narrowed. 

“That woman is entirely lacking in propriety,” he growled as Anna drew near, “and refuses to even consider that her advances may not be welcome. She would have thrown me to the ground if given half a chance. Even so, I had to endure her touching and stroking me until I was forced to give the harshest putdown.”

“Am I correct in understanding,” Anna said with a grin, “that Sarah Draper is not the kind of woman you admire?” 

Garrick’s angry gaze swung to Anna, until a reluctant grin tugged at his mouth. “No, Sarah Draper is not the kind of woman I admire.” 

“Tell me, then,” Anna said playfully, “what kind of woman do you admire?” 

The smile dropped from Garrick’s face, and he turned away to check the straps on Anna’s horse. “A woman who can engage in a good conversation without being coy. A woman with spirit and fortitude. A woman who knows how to endure trials and still be cheerful.” 

Anna was silent, taken aback at the directness of his response, and she wished she hadn’t posed the question. Garrick moved to the horse’s head and checked the bit, before turning towards Anna, cupping his hands to boost her into the saddle. He did not meet her gaze, but when he placed his hand on her back to steady her, it lingered a moment longer than necessary. She saw a frown crease his brow before he turned away and mounted his own horse. He turned onto the path that wound behind the church and towards the forest at the foothills of the mountains. He did not speak as they crossed the open fields, but when they gained the shade of the trees, he drew his horse to a halt, forcing Anna, who was a step behind, to stop as well. 

“Anna.” He paused. 

“Do you think we will reach Storbrook before nightfall?” she said.

Garrick shook his head. “Probably not.” He was staring at her, and she looked away, suddenly uncomfortable.

“Well, I hope it won’t get too cold. My cloak is not very warm,” she said. “Perhaps if we –”

“Anna.” Garrick’s voice was firm. “There is something I would say.” 

She glanced back at him, and shook her head. “No.” 

“I cannot keep silent any longer. It is destroying me to see you every day, and not speak of how I feel. I have waited for some sign from you – anything that I could take as an encouragement, but my patience is wearing thin.” 

“Please, Garrick –” 

“Tell me, Anna, do you feel anything for me?” he said. 

Anna stared into the trees. “Garrick,” she finally said, “I like you very much. You are a good man, and I consider you a great friend.” 

“A good man. A great friend.” Garrick laughed dryly. “Words of the damned. You’re still hankering after that dragon, aren’t you?” 

Anna turned to him with a look of surprise as her heart skittered within her chest. “What are you talking about?” 

“Don’t take me for a fool, Anna. I have lived at Storbrook most of my life, and like everyone else who lives there, I know exactly what Master Drake is. Don’t worry,” he added as she pulled in a startled breath, “we all know that there are some secrets that must be kept. But that does not change what Master Drake is, or the friends that arrive at the dead of night, through entrances other than the gate. Friends like Max Brant.” The air was suddenly too heavy to breath. “You still have feelings for him,” Garrick continued. “Even after all these years. But where is he now, Anna? He left you, didn’t he? Probably without a backward glance.” 

Anna looked away as a pounding grew in her ears. “No,” she whispered. “It wasn’t like that.” 

“No? Then where is he now? He’s not here, Anna.” Garrick paused, then added gently, “But I am.” Anna glanced down at the ground. A small, brown beetle was clinging to the edge of a leaf, dry and speckled with spots, and she watched as it fell on its back, its little legs waving furiously in the air, before it righted itself. Garrick leaned closer. “Anna,” he said, “I love you. I know your feelings for me are not the same, but I love you enough for both of us. I want you to become my wife.” She glanced up at him in dismay. “We could be happy,” he continued quickly. “We already have friendship, which is more than many couples start with, and in time you will learn to love me.” She opened her mouth to respond, but he covered her lips with his fingers. “Think about it, please,” he said. “At least give me that much.” She stared at him for a moment, then dropping her eyes, nodded slowly. “Thank you,” he said, pulling his fingers away. He stared at her for another long moment, then turning away, nudged his horse down the path, as Anna did the same. 

The rest of the journey was traversed in silence. Anna’s first thoughts had been of bewilderment, dismay, and wild refusal, but as the initial shock wore off, she was able to consider Garrick’s words with more composure. She didn’t love him, it was true, but she had been honest when she said he was a good man, and she knew he would treat her well. And she could learn to love him. It wouldn’t be wild or passionate, but steady and enduring. She would have a husband who loved her, and a home of her own, filled with children. She would have a life that did not depend on Keira or Aaron. A life that was hers alone. That was what she wanted, wasn’t it?

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 3

[image: ]


Anna lay in bed that night, tossing and turning under the heavy quilts. She pushed them off, but when a breeze blew through the crack in the shutters, she pulled them back up with a shiver. Her chemise, although fresh and clean, felt scratchy and uncomfortable. A dull pain hovered behind her eyes, and her shoulders ached. Garrick’s words could not be forgotten, and she could find no peace in them. She knew he was a man who was not only kind and generous, but also determined and strong. He would be a good husband, of that she had no doubt. But then why was she not happy? Why could she not bring herself to accept his offer with pleasure? Not only would she have her own home, but being married offered far greater freedom than she currently enjoyed. A reasonable man like Garrick would allow her to run her household as she chose, and with the protection of his name, she could travel and conduct business in a manner she could not do as a single woman. But even as she acknowledged these advantages, she was not content. She had seen the look of love in Keira’s eye when she gazed on her husband, and recognized Aaron’s happiness when he looked back. It was clear to Anna that Aaron and Keira were tied together by something far stronger than a mere contract. And there was the rub. She wanted what Keira had, even as she acknowledged that it was a strange and rare thing. 

She lay restless through the long night, until the light of dawn started to penetrate the darkness. She stared blearily at the windows, but after the passing of another restless hour, finally pushed herself from the bed. A few glowing embers were all that remained of the fire from the previous night, and Anna stoked up the flames, watching as they licked the logs she placed over them. She crossed the floor to the window and threw open the shutters. A dark shadow was circling in the distance, and for an instant she thought it was a dragon, until it turned and she saw it was an eagle, gliding on a current of air. 

Her gaze drifted downwards to the gardens of Storbrook. She could hear the cheerful twittering of birds as they fluttered between the trees, searching for grubs and insects. Early morning mist still clung to the mountain, and a layer of dew covered the lawns, like a finely spun spider web. The sun had risen above the horizon, but the sky was still streaked with pinks and grays. A slight breeze stirred between the plants, and Anna caught the scent of roses drifting up past her window. All was peaceful and still, so unlike her own turbulent thoughts, and she reached for a gown, quickly fastening the laces as she slipped on a pair of slippers and headed out of the room.

Anna could feel the damp rising through her slippers as she walked across the grass, the hem of her gown leaving a trail through the dew. She paused for a moment to watch two birds fighting over a worm, until a vicious peck convinced the smaller of the two to surrender, chattering angrily as it hopped away. The path twisted slightly as it meandered through the gardens, and she followed it around a corner, pausing when she saw a figure crouching on the ground a few feet away. Garrick had his back to her, but when she started to retreat, he held up his hand with a soft ‘hush’ and she paused, watching him cautiously. He wore a crumpled shirt, hanging over a pair of leather breeches and rolled up to his elbows. His hands were close to the ground, but his back hid what he was doing. It was only when he turned, his expression intent, and motioned her forward with his chin, that she could see a small bird in the palm of his hands.

“It’s been hurt,” Garrick said, his voice low. “I think it may have broken a wing. I found it lying on the ground.”

“What are you going to do with it?” she asked.

“I’ll find a box and nurse it back to health until it can fly on its own,” he said. He was looking at the bird again, and as he spoke, Anna watched his face. His expression was gentle as he carefully stroked the trembling creature in his hands.

“Why?” Anna asked. Another man would choose a quick death for the injured bird, rather than taking time to care for it. “Why would you do that?”

Garrick turned to her with a smile as he rose to his feet. “Even the smallest creatures are of value to God,” he said, “and no life should be taken needlessly.” His smile stretched into a grin. “Even dragons know that.” 

“Well, some dragons, maybe,” Anna said, suppressing a shudder as the memory of a black dragon rose in her mind – black in heart and black in appearance. And black Jack Drake had had no qualms about killing innocent people – whether they be human or dragon – in his efforts to try and wrest the Mastership from Aaron and pay him back for perceived wrongs. She glanced back at Garrick, who was watching her carefully; but when he met her gaze, he held his hands out towards her.

“Would you like to hold it?”

“All right,” Anna said, cupping her hands together as she stepped closer. She could feel the roughness of his skin as he placed his hands over hers, carefully opening them and allowing the bird to slip into her palms. The tiny creature was trembling, its little heart racing with terror, and Anna felt a stab of pity for it. How easily its life could be snuffed out, its death completely unnoticed. She gently stroked her hands over its feathers. 

“It’s so tiny,” she said. 

He said nothing as he cupped his hands together once more, placing them beneath her own. She could feel the calluses on his hands as his skin pressed against hers, and she darted a quick glance at him, but his gaze was intent on the bird. He was so gentle as he handled the small creature, and she wondered what made him care for something so insignificant. But that was what set Garrick apart from many other people. She knew he loved nature, and whatever he loved he cared for and nurtured. Perhaps, Anna thought, that was what love was about. Not the searing blaze of flame that burned a path across your heart, but rather smoldering embers that warmed and comforted, gently spreading heat through your soul. She had yearned for the searing flame, but perhaps she should welcome the glowing embers. 

“Garrick,” she said. He lifted his gaze from the bird and looked at her upturned face, his eyes softening as he gazed at her. He took a step closer, and her name left his lips in a whisper.

She drew in a deep breath. “Garrick. I –”

The sound of her name being called made her turn around to see Keira was coming along the path.

“There you are,” she said. “You’re up early! I went to find you in your chambers, but you were already gone. Aaron and I have something we need to discuss with you. He’s waiting ...” She had been looking at Anna, but when her gaze fell on Garrick, she paused. “There’s no rush, however. Just come to the study when you’re ready.” 

“I’ll come with you now,” Anna said. She glanced at Garrick, then hurriedly looked away. She had felt an unsettling sense of relief at the interruption.

“We can talk later,” he said, and she nodded before quickly hurrying away. Anna could feel the weight of Keira’s gaze as they walked, but she kept her eyes steadily on the path. “I interrupted something, didn’t I?” Keira finally said. 

“It was nothing.” 

Keira nodded, and silence fell for another few moments. 

“Garrick’s a good man,” Keira said.

“Yes,” Anna said with a sigh, “he’s a very good man.” She smiled wryly as she met Keira’s gaze. “But maybe just too good for me.”  

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 4
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“Anna, come in,” Aaron said. He was leaning against his desk, his long legs stretched out in front of him as Anna followed Keira through the door. A roll of parchment lay on the desk beside him, and he took it in his hand. “This arrived last night,” he said. “The king is dead, and Prince Alfred is to succeed him to the throne. He has requested my presence at the funeral and subsequent coronation.” 

“Why?”

Aaron laughed dryly. “He knows what I am, and wants to ensure he has my support and cooperation. Keira and I wondered whether you would like to accompany us to the city. We will take the children and travel by coach. We leave in the morning.” 

“So soon?” 

Aaron nodded. “Traveling by horseback would be faster, and flying even more so, but the children still tire too quickly to travel so far on my back.”

“What about Peggy?” 

“She will remain here.” Anna nodded. “And I have already sent Richard a message, informing him that we will be away for a while. But the choice is yours,” Aaron continued. “If you would prefer to stay here, you will be quite safe under the protection of, uh, the servants here.” Anna looked at Aaron sharply, catching his amused gaze. “I believe Garrick will consider it a privilege to keep you safe.” He paused a moment. “He’s a good man, Anna.” 

“I know,” she groaned, “why does everyone keep telling me that.” Her eyes narrowed suspiciously. “How do you know?” 

“That Garrick is a good man? Everyone knows that,” Aaron replied with a laugh. He grinned at her for a moment before relenting. “You forget that I can smell someone’s emotions. And Garrick’s feelings for you are very strong.” 

Once more Anna groaned, covering her face with her hands. “You’re not helping me at all,” she said.

Keira laughed. “Maybe a trip to the city is just what you need, Anna, to get your thoughts in order. Do you want to come?” 

Anna lifted her head to look at her sister. There really was only one answer, after all. “Of course I’ll come,” she said. 

Anna left the study a short time later, hurrying straight to her chambers. There was packing to be done if she wanted to be ready to leave in the morning, and she did not want to waste a single moment. She did not see Garrick again until much later, but she felt his eyes on her when Aaron made his announcement at supper about the king, followed by the news that they would be leaving Storbrook to travel to the city the following morning. Anna gave Garrick a weak smile, then looked away as the heat rose in her cheeks. 

Despite the lack of sleep the previous night, Anna rose early the next morning, and was outside by the time the sun gained the horizon. Aaron had arranged to hire a carriage, and he and Keira had already left to fetch it and bring it to the crossroads at the foot of the mountains, where they would meet Thomas, Aaron’s steward, and Anna, traveling with the children. 

Thomas was in the courtyard when Anna arrived, and a few moments later the children stumbled through the door of the low hall, rubbing their eyes sleepily while Peggy fussed behind them. Garrick had strapped the trunks to the packhorses, and these would be transferred to the roof of the carriage when they met Aaron and Keira. Satisfied that all was in readiness, Thomas helped Anna into her saddle. He had been Aaron’s steward for years, and was one of the few humans who knew Aaron as a dragon. Of course, as Anna now knew, the other staff had also guessed Aaron’s secret, but Thomas served Aaron both as a human and as a dragon, at Storbrook and beyond. It was Thomas who traveled with Anna and Max when they had made the trip to the city before, all those years ago when Aaron went to face Jack. He shared a smile with Anna as he lifted Lydia onto the saddle, settling her in front of her aunt, and in another moment he had mounted his own horse. Garrick lifted Zach into his arms, and he settled the boy in front of him as Anna had done with Lydia, while Peggy watched from a few feet away. The packhorses were tethered to the mounts, and Garrick took a few moments to test that the ropes were secure. He had not spoken to Anna, but as she sat on her horse, he stepped up beside her. She had dreaded the recriminations she was sure she would see in his eyes, but he looked at her calmly, with a slightly rueful smile.

“I’m sorry, Garrick,” she said softly. “I need to do this.” 

“I know,” he said. “Perhaps you will find what you are looking for while you are in the city, but when you have finished your adventures and are ready to return home, I will be waiting here for you.” He laid a hand over hers. “My feelings for you will not change, Anna. No matter how long it takes, I will still be here, waiting in hope.” 

She bit her lip and nodded. She wished she could say something reassuring, but no words came, and she looked away as Garrick’s hand slipped from hers. He took a step back, slapping the horse on the rump to get it moving as Thomas led the way. They were already passing under the portcullis when she risked a quick glance back. Garrick was standing with his arms crossed over his chest, his eyes staring at the departing party. She lifted her hand in a wave, but he did not acknowledge it, and she turned back to look at the path once more.

Lydia lay heavy against her chest as they made their way down the mountain. Ahead of her Zach chattered away to Thomas, and Anna smiled to hear Thomas answering his childish questions with all manner of seriousness. As the sun rose higher, Lydia became more attentive of her surroundings. Traveling on horseback gave her a new perspective on the forest, and she bubbled with questions. 

“Antana,” she asked, “why does the spider make his web across the path? Doesn’t he know it will get knocked down?” Anna patiently explained that the spider did not know about paths, but Lydia already had another question. “Antana, why don’t the birds sit together and talk, instead of shouting across the trees?” Before Anna even had a chance to respond, Lydia was speaking again. “Eew. Master Thomas’s horse just pooped in our path!”

Anna laughed. “Where are his manners?” she said.

“Antana,” Lydia asked a little while later, “What is the city like?”

“It’s very big,” Anna explained. “With lots of people. There are jousters and jugglers and troupes of actors performing wherever they can.”

“Will I see them?” Lydia asked.

“I will take you myself,” Anna said. 

Aaron and Keira were waiting for them when they reached the crossroads, with a single horse standing in harness at the front of the coach. Working quickly, Aaron and Thomas soon had the carriage re-hitched with two pairs, while the remaining packhorse was tied to the back. The luggage was transferred to the roof of the carriage, and they were ready to go. It was roomy inside the vehicle, with two benches covered in cushions running across its width; but Anna did not doubt that even with the cushions, the benches would soon feel hard and uncomfortable. Perhaps Thomas would allow her to sit next to him on the driver’s seat sometimes. 

The children climbed inside, eager to be off, and within a few minutes, Thomas was urging the horses to a trot with his whip, the beat of their hooves measuring the miles as the trees and villages rushed past. It did not take long for the children to tire of the new adventure, their freedom restricted by the ever-shrinking space in the carriage.

“How long till we get there?” Zach said.

“We have many days of travel ahead of us,” Aaron answered. He leaned forward. “Perhaps you would like to ride with me for a while?” 

“What about me, Papa?” Lydia’s hand crept out to rest on Aaron’s leg, and he looked down at her with an affectionate smile.

“You’ll have a turn, too,” he said. He looked at Keira, his eyebrows raised questioningly as he waited for her approval of the plan.

“Of course, as long as I can also have a turn,” she said with a laugh. He bent his head and wrapped his hand around her neck as he whispered something into her ear that made her blush, before bringing his lips to hers. The moment was intimate, and Anna looked away, but the children had no such delicacy. 

“That’s de-yus-ting,” Zach said. A moment later Aaron pulled away from Keira, his hand still on her neck, and raised his eyebrows in Zach’s direction. The boy flushed and looked down as Aaron grinned.

“Come along, son,” he said, tugging his tunic over his head and dumping it onto the bench behind him. “Let’s leave these women to their business, shall we?” 

Aaron grabbed the boy in his arms, and opening the door while the carriage still moved, shot himself into the air. Anna got a glimpse of golden wings unfurling behind him as Keira quickly pulled the swinging door shut, before a bright flash lit up the sky, extending in every direction, then pulling back into nothingness. A loud whoop sounded in the air above the carriage, and they were gone, driving up into the sky and disappearing behind the clouds.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 5
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It was a long and tedious journey, and it did not take long for Anna to be heartily sick of the carriage. The last time she made this journey it had been on horseback, and although she was unable to sit comfortably for days afterwards, at least it kept her mind occupied. The tedium of traveling in a coach, she decided, would eventually drive someone straight into their grave. 

Attacks by highwaymen were not of the slightest concern to Aaron, and they traveled late into the night, stopping at roadside inns for just a few hours of sleep and a brief rest for the horses before continuing their journey. The inns were usually modest, offering nothing more than a warm bowl of stew, a roof over one’s head, and animated conversation. At every stop Anna overheard people discussing the death of the old king, and speculating about the new.

“Prince Alfred may have been acting as regent, but he was still guided by his father’s wisdom. But with the old king gone, he will allow his brother to drag us into war,” Anna heard someone remark at one of the inns. “I won’t mind if he attacks to the north,” another man retorted. “Terran’s taxes against our goods are making it impossible to trade in the towns there.” Terran was king of the neighboring kingdom, and he had imposed stiff tariffs on wool and linen brought in from beyond his borders. But despite the lack of love for Terran, the general consensus amongst the people seemed to be that Alfred lacked wisdom, while his brother, Rupert, hungered for a war that Alfred could ill afford to wage.

The funeral of one king and coronation of another meant that there were many travelers on the road, and there were nights when it was impossible to secure more than one room for the party. On such nights, the men would sleep on the floor of the common room, along with the other male guests of the establishment, while the women and children shared a chamber. Often the inns were so full, some guests had to share their chambers with strangers, but Aaron always seemed to manage at least one room for the comfort of his family. 

During the day, Aaron took his children out for short rides, and his wife for longer ones. Anna noticed in quiet amusement that Keira often returned from these excursions with cheeks that glowed and eyes that sparkled, but she kept silent about her observations. For herself, when she grew tired of the confines of the carriage, she climbed onto the driver’s box and sat with Thomas. Sometimes he allowed Anna to take the reins while he leaned back with his cap over his eyes, and she would slacken her grip, enjoying the feel of the breeze through her hair. 

They arrived at Drake Manor, the home of Aaron’s cousin Favian, late in the afternoon of the sixth day. The home was shared with Owain and Margaret, Aaron’s uncle and aunt, who occupied one wing, while Favian and Cathryn lived in the other, along with their two children, Will and Bronwyn. 

It was five years since Anna had last been at Drake Manor. As the carriage barreled up the long drive that led to the house, she could see Favian and Cathryn waiting at the end of the drive, while a girl who was no longer the child she remembered stood at her parents’ side. Aaron leaped out before the carriage even came to a stop, and Favian strode forward, his right hand clenched into a fist which he pounded over his heart. 

“Master,” he said, bowing his head for a brief instant, before looking up and meeting his cousin’s gaze with a nod. Aaron smiled and nodded back, then turned to his aunt and uncle, who had come out as the carriage drew to a halt. Like Favian, Owain placed his fist over his heart and beat his chest.

“Master,” he said.

“Power and might to you, Owain Drake, and strength be over your home.” 

“Thank you, Master,” Owain said. “It’s good to have you back, Aaron.”  

“Keira! Anna! Welcome!” Anna turned with a smile to see Cathryn hurrying towards them, while Margaret walked at a more sedate pace a few steps back. Behind her hung Bronwyn, but as Anna glanced at her, she looked up and met Anna’s gaze with a shy smile.

“Anna,” Margaret said, taking her by the shoulders and studying her face intently, “you no longer carry the look of a girl, but have matured into a woman. It is good to see you again.”

“Thank you,” Anna replied with a faint flush. Cathryn, who had been greeting Keira, pulled her into an embrace.

“I am so glad you made the trip this time. We see Keira and Aaron so often, but never have the chance to see you!” 

“Well, if Aaron would deign to carry me like he does Keira, then I would see you more frequently,” Anna retorted. Cathryn grinned as she flashed Aaron a quick look. If he had heard the comment, he was choosing to ignore it. A shout rang through the air, and the women turned to look at Zach and Lydia, running in wild circles around the carriage. 

“They must be heartily sick of traveling,” Margaret said. She turned to the young woman at her side. “Bronwyn, why don’t you take them to the kitchen and find them some milk?” 

Bronwyn nodded. “Yes, grandmother,” she said. She smiled hesitantly at Anna. “I’m very glad you came as well,” she said shyly. 

Anna stepped forward and took the girl by the hands. “Me too,” she said. “It has been so long since I last spent time with you.” She glanced around. “Is your brother here?” 

The words were just out of her mouth when a long rumble filled the sky. 

“That will be Will,” Bronwyn said with a sigh. Anna looked up, following the glances of the others, to see a red dragon trailing through the air above them.

“That’s Will?” Anna said in disbelief. 

“When did that happen?” Aaron asked Favian in amusement.

“Oh, a few months ago,” he said. “Your arrival could not be more timely, Aaron. Hopefully this newly transformed dragon will listen more closely to his Master than he does to his father or grandfather when he is advised to exercise more caution around humans.”

“Oh? Should I be concerned?” 

“Not yet,” Favian said wryly, “but a stern lesson from you would not go amiss.” 

Aaron laughed. “Do I have to remind you what we were like at that age?” 

“That is exactly why I am concerned.” 

“Come,” Cathryn said, linking her arms with Keira’s and Anna’s. “Let’s leave the men and go and find some refreshment. I’m sure you must be quite weary of traveling.” She nodded at Bronwyn, who gathered up Zach and Lydia, taking each of them by the hand, and led them around the back of the house.

That night Anna slept better than she had since leaving Storbrook. She was given different chambers than before, for which she was grateful – there were far too many ghosts waiting to haunt her in the other room. She slept late the next morning, enjoying the luxury of lying in bed instead of climbing back into the carriage. They were leaving again that day, traveling the short distance into the city, but they would leave the carriage behind and traverse the rest of the distance on horseback. Or rather, she and Thomas would, taking Zach and Lydia with them, but Aaron and Keira would fly, landing near the city and traveling the remaining distance on foot. Favian, Cathryn and Bronwyn were also joining the party, but Will had chosen to remain behind with his grandparents.

“I would much rather stay here,” he had resolutely declared. “What do I care about human kings and their coronations?” 

It was early afternoon by the time the party left Drake Manor, but with the long days of late spring the city gates remained open until late, giving them plenty of time to enter. Anna could feel Lydia sagging against her as they drew closer, and she shook her gently as they neared the city gates.

“Look, Lydia,” she said softly. The girl opened her tired eyes, then sat up when she saw the metropolis spreading along the valley below them.

“Is that the city?” she asked, her tone one of awe. 

Anna nodded, remembering her own amazement the first time she had seen the capital, seething and pulsing with life, surrounded by walls almost ten feet wide that wound around the city in a drunken circle. Tall spires and rounded domes glittered in the late afternoon light, despite the pall of smoke that hung over the buildings, and occasional shouts rang through the air, carried along by the breeze. “Yes,” she said to Lydia. “It was built by the Romans. They called it Civitas, which simply means ‘city’. That’s what the people who live here call it, too.”

The path they were on joined a road that led to a bridge over the river, right up to the tall wooden gates of Civitas, and Anna followed Thomas as he led the way. The dragons had landed behind a small knoll a mile outside the city, and they and their passengers had joined Thomas and Anna, traveling the last mile on foot. 

As Anna crossed the bridge, she was once again struck by the teeming mass of humanity that pushed and shoved within Civitas’s walls, but she also noticed a heaviness that hung over the city like a smothering blanket. The people within the city still went about their daily business – housewives did their shopping, hawkers sold their wares, craftsmen and merchants conducted business. But the atmosphere was subdued. And then there were the clothes – blacks, grays and dark browns. As they moved along the street, Anna saw that black drapes hung in the windows, and when they passed a church, she saw that not only the windows were covered, but the walls and doors as well. 

But even the bleakness of mourning could not fully suppress the vibrancy of the city, and it pulsed with a beat that strained to be free. Anna wondered what Garrick would think of this place, but she knew he would not like it. Too many people, too little space. But Anna felt as though her heart was beating faster, desperate to match the rhythm of the great city. 

“Why’s everyone wearing black?” Lydia whispered.

“Because the king has died,” Anna explained.

“But why?”

“The people want to show their respect for the king, so they are dressed in mourning.” 

“What’s mourning?”

“When someone dies the people left behind dress in black to show how sad they are that they won’t see the person again.” 

“Oh. Why did he die?” Lydia asked after a moment’s pause.

“He was sick for a long time, and then he died. But we will have a new king soon.” 

“Will the new king also die?” 

“Eventually. But hopefully not for many years.” 

Lydia seemed to be pondering that as Thomas pulled his horse to a halt outside a large house, black timbers stark against whitewashed walls. As he dismounted, the wooden door was cautiously opened from within by an aging man with skinny legs and a large, hooked nose.

“Harry,” Favian said, stepping forward. 

The man bowed stiffly. “Master,” he said. Squinting his eyes, he peered at the people gathered around Favian. “You brought visitors, Master,” he said, his tone suggesting that this inconvenience was a personal affront. He glanced down at the two children who were staring at him, and his brows gathered together in a frown. 

“I did. But perhaps you will allow me entry into my own house?” 

“Of course, Master,” said the man, pulling himself stiffly from the door with a bow. Taking Lydia by the hand, Anna followed the others into a hall that, even though it stretched the length of the house, was only half the size of the hall at Storbrook. 

Favian turned to face the others. “Welcome to Drake House,” he said with a wave of his hand. “Not as grand as Storbrook, to be sure, but comfortable enough for a few nights.” 

“You are right,” Aaron said, his face straight as he glanced around. “This place is very pokey.” He turned to Keira. “Should we find more comfortable accommodations elsewhere, my sweet?” Keira glared at him in mock consternation, but her attempt at sternness was lost when she laughingly turned to Favian.

“Please forgive his rudeness – he can be quite uncivilized at times. In fact, there are times when I think he’s no better behaved than a wild beast. But I am very grateful for your kind hospitality, so thank you.”  

Beside her Cathryn laughed. “No need to apologize, Keira. We are all familiar with Aaron’s, er, manners.” She turned her attention to Harry. “Please send some refreshments to the parlor, and let Hannah know that we have arrived.” The man bowed again, and left the room as Cathryn turned once more to her guests. “Follow me, and I will show you your chambers,” she said, leading the way out of the hall and up a narrow flight of stairs.
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The following day dawned cool and damp, despite being late spring, as though nature itself was joining the residents of the city in mourning the loss of their king. Anna’s room overlooked a narrow lane, and the rain made the view even more miserable. Puddles filled the ruts, creating cesspools of mud and manure, while a large, gray rat scurried along the side of the wall. Anna slammed the shutter closed with a shiver and made her way downstairs where she joined the others.

“Alfred most humbly requested the pleasure of my presence when I arrived in the city,” Aaron was saying to Favian as Anna entered the room. “Keira and I will go there today to pay our respects. And a reminder of our presence in his kingdom wouldn’t do any harm.” Aaron glanced at Keira, seated by his side. “You know I would prefer you not come, but your presence will make mine less of a threat.” 

“You worry too much, Aaron,” Keira said. “I promise to take no notice of the beautiful ladies at court, nor be plagued by unpleasant memories.” She turned to Anna and asked, “Would you like to come?” but Anna shook her head. 

“The city looks too dismal. I would rather just stay here and keep dry.”

The day passed drearily, the rain dampening the mood of adults and children alike. When Zach and Lydia grew bored of playing in their chambers, Bronwyn cheered them up by playing hide-and-go-seek. And when they tired of that, she told them tales of a king who had become the loyal subject to a powerful dragon. 

Aaron and Keira were gone until mid-afternoon. When they walked into the hall, Aaron’s skin was steaming from the rain, but Keira was shivering beneath her damp clothes. Anna handed her a cup of wine as she went to stand before the fire. “Why anyone would choose to be out today is beyond me,” Keira said, “but the rain did not keep people away from the palace to view the body of the king.” 

“Did you see it?” Anna asked.

Keira shook her head. “No. People were lined up out the building, across the courtyard and through the gardens. Besides, Aaron complained that he could not bear the smell. He moved so quickly past the hall, I had to run to keep up!”

Anna laughed. “A dragon who does not like the smell of dead flesh!”

Aaron walked over to where the women stood by the fire. “Dragons do not eat carrion!” he said with mock consternation. “It needs to be warm and fresh!” 

Anna shuddered. “That sounds ... delicious!” Aaron grinned. 

“So you saw the new king?” Favian asked, entering the room.

“I did,” Aaron said. “I gave him a little reminder of who I am, to make sure he remembered his promise to keep our secret for the safety of his kingdom. And I also assured him of my loyalty to him as sovereign king of the human realm.” 

Favian nodded. “Do you think he has kept his silence?”

“I think so, for now at any rate. But he has a long reign ahead of him, and the burden of our secret may become too heavy for him to bear alone. But there is no more we can do now. We will just have to wait and see what happens.”

The funeral service was the following day, and although the rain had stopped, the clouds were low and ominous, and the air was damp. The service was to be conducted in the large cathedral that soared high above the city skyline, but despite being the largest edifice in the kingdom, no more than a few hundred people could be squeezed into the nave, and the guest list had been strategically pared down to include only the most important guests. The nobility, of course, were invited – a new king had to ensure he offended no-one who could pose a threat to his rule; foreign dignitaries also made the list; the church elite – the kingdom’s scribes and bearers of blessings – had also been invited; and the Dragon Master. These people would bear report to the rest of the kingdom of the ceremony given to the old monarch. Of course, anyone who chose to could watch the coffin proceed from the palace to the king’s final resting place within the cathedral.

Except for Aaron and Keira, the entire Drake household, including the staff, set out early in the morning to find a good spot near the cathedral to watch the procession, the children jumping excitedly at the thought of seeing the knights in their armor. Despite the early hour, crowds of people were already lining the streets as they huddled together, laying claim to their spaces along the funeral route. The street was a sea of black which grew thicker and deeper with each passing hour. An air of grief hung over the city, and Anna saw more than a few elderly women pressing handkerchiefs to their eyes. Lydia tugged at her hand.

“Why is that lady crying?” she asked.

“Because the king is dead,” Anna replied.

“Does she miss him?”

“Yes,” Anna said, “I think she misses him very much.”

The hours passed slowly as they stood waiting in the chilly air. Hannah had brought a basket filled with cold meats, bread and wine, which she passed out among the group, but still Anna shivered, and the children complained of the cold. The only one unaffected was Favian, and slowly the family edged closer to him, seeking out his warmth. It was already well past noon when Anna heard the muffled stamp of hooves in the distance.

“I can’t see anything,” Lydia complained, pulling on her hand. Anna was standing next to Cathryn and Bronwyn, with the children in front of her, but with so many people milling about, it was difficult to get a clear line of sight. Behind them stood Favian, who towered over everyone else in the crowd.

“Pass her to me,” he said, and a moment later Lydia was seated on Favian’s shoulders, while Zach scrambled onto Thomas’s. Lydia wrapped her hands around Favian’s head with a laugh, and Anna turned to shush her as people looked on disapprovingly. 

“I can see everything,” Lydia said in a loud whisper.

“I wish I was still small enough to sit on Papa’s shoulders,” Bronwyn said with a sigh, pushing herself up on her toes to try and get a better view of the road. Cathryn turned to her with raised eyebrows, her expression more eloquent than words as she looked at the daughter who already topped her by an inch. Bronwyn grinned, but said nothing.

Still the minutes dragged by, and the silence on the street was eerie as the people waited for the funeral procession to appear. The bells hung silent, and even the birds did not sing on this dreary day. The horses’ hooves had been wrapped in cloth to muffle the sound of their tread, which added to the surreal mood. Finally, a small gasp rippling through the crowd announced that the procession had turned the corner and was approaching the gathered onlookers. Anna craned her neck to see the twenty-four liveried knights, bearing the colors of the royal house, mounted on battle steeds and riding in pairs. The open hearse followed, drawn by six black horses, their manes and tails braided with black ribbons. The royal coffin was draped with a cloth bearing the royal coats of arms. Behind the hearse walked the new monarch, King Alfred, and his younger brother, Prince Rupert. Dressed in black from head to toe, both heads were bowed as they marched behind the vehicle carrying their father to his final resting place. Behind the royal sons came the Lord Chamberlain, a black mantle over his shoulders; the Lord Mayor, his chain of office hanging around his neck; and the city Aldermen, representing the Merchant Guilds. They were followed by the Knights of the Garter, the blue strip of fabric that was tied around each calf the only contrast in the sea of black. Lastly came a glittering carriage, gilded in gold, which carried the new queen, the royal children, and the ladies-in-waiting to Her Royal Highness. 

The silence thickened as the hearse drew closer, even the children recognizing the solemnity of the occasion. An elderly woman standing near Anna sobbed quietly, her shoulders heaving as she pressed a sodden handkerchief to her face. 

As the procession slowly moved past the crowds fell in behind the carriage and quietly followed. It was not far to the cathedral from this point, and Anna watched as the hearse pulled to a stop alongside the wide stairs that led to the large arched doors. The crowd watched in silence as the coffin was pushed from the hearse and into the waiting hands of the new king, his brother the prince, and the deceased king
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