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      "What do we know of this Andronicus?" asked Kiren-Jool.

      "He was the Royal Life Mage before Revi," Aubrey explained, "but he died before he could pass on all his knowledge."

      "A pity," noted Aldus Hearn. "His understanding of the arcane arts was rumoured to have been vast."

      "According to Revi, Andronicus went mad in his final years," said Aubrey. She was about to say more but paused unexpectedly, her face betraying her mind at work. "Saxnor's beard," she cried out, "he went mad, just like Revi, don't you see?"

      "I fail to see the connection," said Aldus Hearn. "Andronicus was just old."

      "No," said Aubrey, "you forget, I apprenticed under Revi. He told me that his master became quite erratic in his last few months. Revi wasn't even properly trained."

      "And now you think the same thing was happening to Revi?" said Albreda.

      "Yes," Aubrey continued, "he was always driven to discover new things, but lately he seemed obsessed. He was even short with the queen."

      "I can't see how that explains his absence," said Hearn. "In any event, they're two unrelated things, aren't they?"

      "Are they?" said Albreda. "Perhaps not."

      "What do you mean?" asked Aubrey.

      "Revi was once a prisoner of the Dark Queen," she said.

      "Yes," agreed Aubrey, "but he managed to escape."

      "He did," Albreda continued, "but do you remember what the Dark Queen wanted with him?"

      "The location of the Tower of Andronicus," said Aubrey. "Of course, I should have realized sooner!"

      "I'm afraid I'm not following," said Aldus Hearn.

      "Come along, Aldus, pay attention," said Albreda, "this is not difficult. Please continue, Aubrey."

      The young Life Mage thought it over a moment before speaking. "Revi must have been searching for the tower."
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        Summer 964 MC*

        (*Mercerian Calendar)

      

      

      

      Albreda, Mistress of the Whitewood, entered the room only to notice that the other mages were already gathered.

      "I see everyone is present," she said, taking her seat.

      "Everyone except for Master Revi Bloom," corrected Aubrey.

      "Yes," Albreda agreed, "the very subject of this emergency meeting." She looked at each mage in turn. It was a small council, consisting of only four members now that the Royal Life Mage had gone missing, a reminder that magic only existed in Merceria by a most tenuous thread.

      "Queen Anna has asked Albreda to oversee this council in Revi's absence," explained Aubrey.

      "Fine by me," remarked Aldus Hearn, the elderly Earth Mage.

      "As it should be," agreed the Kurathian Enchanter, Kiren-Jool.

      "I should start by saying that we keenly feel Revi's absence," said Albreda, "even though he was often distracted by his studies of late. I understand that he was last seen by you, Aubrey, is this correct?"

      "It is," Aubrey replied. "I visited his house in Wincaster when I was researching the shapeshifting bartoks."

      "Tell us what you recall of that meeting," Albreda urged.

      "I went to his house to make use of his library," Aubrey explained. "When I opened the door, I expected him to be inside, but he was nowhere to be seen. I called out, but there was no answer. Then, I heard the sound of shuffling feet coming from upstairs, which I assumed was Revi, as his casting room is up there. However, I didn't want to disturb him."

      "So you didn't, in fact, see him?" asked Aldus Hearn.

      "No, not right away," said Aubrey, "but when I headed into his library to search for books, I heard another noise and wondered if he might need some help. I made my way upstairs, where I heard him muttering."

      "Is this something he did a lot?" asked Kiren-Jool.

      "Yes," said Aubrey, "he would often mutter while experimenting, I think it helped his thought processes. Believing he might be deep in thought, I opened the door quietly to peek inside, hoping not to disturb him."

      "And that's when you saw him?" prompted Aldus Hearn.

      "Yes, he was standing in the middle of the room, examining a full-length mirror."

      Kiren-Jool suddenly sat up straight. "A mirror, you say?"

      "Yes," Aubrey confirmed, "it was mounted on a wooden frame that allowed it to flip on its centre axis."

      "Did it have runes on it," asked the Kurathian, "perchance on the frame?"

      "I didn't examine it closely at the time," said Aubrey, "however, I've looked at it since. There is some intricate scrollwork around the border, but I haven't examined it at length. Why, does that mean something to you?"

      "The tradition of magical mirrors is not unheard of amongst my people," said Kiren-Jool. "It is said that between the Princes of Kurathia, there are many such items."

      "And what do these mirrors do?" asked Aldus Hearn.

      "Some are used for scrying," said Kiren-Jool, "but others are said to be even more powerful."

      "Meaning?" prompted Albreda.

      "Meaning that they may be used as portals," the Kurathian mage replied.

      "Isn't it more likely that he used a spell of recall?" asked Aldus.

      "Unlikely," said Aubrey, "Albreda and I are the only people here that can cast such a spell. Revi hadn't learned it yet, said he was too busy."

      "It sounds like he managed to unlock this mirror," said Aldus Hearn, "but surely he would have told someone before he attempted to use it?"

      "He's been erratic of late," said Aubrey, "and Hayley admitted as much."

      "Hayley Chambers? The High Ranger?" said Aldus.

      "Of course," said Albreda. "Where have you been these past months, Aldus, under a rock?"

      The old mage flushed with embarrassment, "I have been rather busy of late in the north."

      "That's no excuse," said Albreda. "You really should try to speak to others on occasion."

      "Can we focus on Revi?" interrupted Aubrey.

      "Yes, of course," said Albreda, "you're right, we cannot afford to get distracted. Kiren-Jool, you're an Enchanter, tell us what you can about these mirrors."

      The Kurathian leaned forward, resting his hands on the table. "As I said, there are many types," he began, "but it sounds as though he found one that acts as a portal."

      "A portal to where?" asked Aubrey.

      "Well, that's the hard part," he admitted, "we have no way of knowing."

      "So he could be anywhere?" asked Albreda.

      "No," said Kiren-Jool, "he's definitely in one place. We just don't know where that place is."

      The Kurathian took a deep breath. "Mirrors of this type always work in pairs," he explained. "If it is such a device, the location of the other mirror will tell us where he went."

      "I fail to see how that helps us," said Albreda. "We still have no idea where that might be."

      "True," said Aubrey, "but Revi must have discovered how to use it. Possibly we can too."

      "Where did the mirror come from?" asked the Kurathian.

      "He's always had it," said Aubrey. "I believe it belonged to his master, Andronicus."

      "What do we know of this Andronicus?" asked Kiren-Jool.

      "He was the Royal Life Mage before Revi," Aubrey explained, "but he died before he could pass on all his knowledge."

      "A pity," noted Aldus Hearn. "His understanding of the arcane arts was rumoured to have been vast."

      "According to Revi, Andronicus went mad in his final years," said Aubrey. She was about to say more but paused unexpectedly, her face betraying her mind at work. "Saxnor's beard," she cried out, "he went mad, just like Revi, don't you see?"

      "I fail to see the connection," said Aldus Hearn. "Andronicus was just old."

      "No," said Aubrey, "you forget, I apprenticed under Revi. He told me that his master became quite erratic in his last few months. Revi wasn't even properly trained."

      "And now you think the same thing was happening to Revi?" said Albreda.

      "Yes," Aubrey continued, "he was always driven to discover new things, but lately he seemed obsessed. He was even short with the queen."

      "I can't see how that explains his absence," said Hearn. "In any event, they're two unrelated things, aren't they?"

      "Are they?" said Albreda. "Perhaps not."

      "What do you mean?" asked Aubrey.

      "Revi was once a prisoner of the Dark Queen," she said.

      "Yes," agreed Aubrey, "but he managed to escape."

      "He did," Albreda continued, "but do you remember what the Dark Queen wanted with him?"

      "The location of the Tower of Andronicus," said Aubrey. "Of course, I should have realized sooner!"

      "I'm afraid I'm not following," said Aldus Hearn.

      "Come along, Aldus, pay attention," said Albreda, "this is not difficult. Please continue, Aubrey."

      The young Life Mage thought it over a moment before speaking. "Revi must have been searching for the tower."

      "And his quest led him to the mirror," added Kiren-Jool.

      "I see," said Aldus Hearn, "but that still doesn't tell us where it's located."

      "No," agreed the Kurathian, "but it would explain his interest in the mirror. It was likely his method of getting there."

      "Would a mirror have any kind of range limitation?" asked Albreda.

      "I should think so," said Kiren-Jool, "but I can't say for certain. It would definitely require a spell caster to use it, though."

      "So only a mage could use such a device?" asked Aldus Hearn. "Does that mean your Kurathian princes are all mages?"

      "No," said Kiren-Jool, "but a mage would have to activate the device. This would be similar to using the magical flame, requiring a sequence of magical letters to power the portal."

      "If I understand you correctly," said Albreda, "then there's a chance we could decipher that sequence."

      "We could," said the Enchanter, "but we have no idea how many magical words of power are required to activate it, and the number of possible combinations would be tremendous."

      "Then I suggest we get started as soon as possible," said Albreda. "Revi seems to have managed it somehow, and if he could do it, so can we."

      "But he's had years to study that mirror," said Aldus Hearn.

      "No," said Aubrey, "likely only a few months. We travelled to Weldwyn, and then we fled the capital after we escaped. All of his research would have been here, in Wincaster."

      "Yes," agreed Albreda, "and Revi is a highly focused individual, I doubt he'd research more than one thing at a time."

      "I'd agree with that assessment," said Aubrey.

      "So how do we explore this further?" asked Aldus Hearn.

      Albreda looked around the room before answering, "I would suggest that Kiren-Jool and Aubrey examine the mirror. It's obviously an enchantment, but Aubrey has a keen insight into Revi's way of thinking, having been his apprentice."

      "And the rest of us?" asked Aldus Hearn.

      "First of all," said Albreda, "there's only the two of us left. I'd like you to take a look through his library, Aldus, you might find something of value that could help us."

      "And you?" asked the Earth Mage.

      "With the queen's permission, I'll recall to Summersgate. I'm hoping the mages of Weldwyn could be of some assistance."

      "And if we find anything?" asked Kiren-Jool.

      "Since I may be away for some time, I'll appoint Aubrey as the person in charge," said Albreda. "Report anything you find to her, and I'll catch up on my return. Any other questions?"

      They all shook their heads.

      "Very well, then," Albreda continued, "let's get to work. We have few enough mages as it is, we can't afford to lose even one."

      

      That very afternoon found Aubrey and Kiren-Jool entering Revi's house.

      "Watch your step," said Aubrey, "Revi's not the neatest person."

      "There are books piled everywhere," said Kiren-Jool.

      "Yes," Aubrey agreed, "and Aldus can start with those when he arrives, but we have more important things to do. Follow me, and I'll show you his casting room."

      She led him upstairs to the top floor, where a door stood open.

      "This is it," she declared.

      He poked his head in, noting the absence of any furniture save the mirror.

      "Is it always like this?" he asked.

      "Yes," she replied, "he liked to keep things simple, said it helped him focus."

      Kiren-Jool moved to stand before the mirror. "It looks fancy enough."

      "Fancy?" said Aubrey. "What do you mean?"

      "Magical items must be crafted of the finest materials," explained the Kurathian. "This mirror would certainly fall into that category."

      "But it's only a wooden frame," said Aubrey.

      "This is no ordinary wood," he explained, "it's shadowbark."

      "I've never heard of it," said Aubrey.

      "It is from a tree not seen in these parts," explained Kiren-Jool, "imported at great expense."

      "Imported? You mean from the Continent?"

      "Unless you know somewhere else that would have such trees?" he asked.

      "But Merceria has been cut off from the sea for centuries," she said.

      "This mirror is likely far older than Merceria," he noted. "I suspect it is elder magic."

      "You mean crafted by Elves?" asked Aubrey.

      "They are usually the ones responsible for artifacts like this. It is said that before the coming of man, magic was far more commonplace."

      "Then how did Andronicus come to own it?" Aubrey asked.

      "I have no idea. Maybe he discovered it somewhere? Either that, or it was handed down by his predecessors."

      A noise downstairs announced the arrival of Aldus Hearn. Aubrey leaned out of the doorway and shouted, "Up here, Aldus!"

      His footsteps echoed as he climbed the stairs, slowing when he reached the top.

      "Those steps are steeper than I would have liked," said the Earth Mage.

      "I'll be sure to mention that to Revi when we find him," said Aubrey.

      "Is this the mirror?" he asked.

      "It is," said Kiren-Jool. "Aubrey and I were just discussing it. We think it might have been discovered by one of Revi's predecessors."

      "Did Revi maintain any notes?" asked Hearn.

      "He did," said Aubrey, "but his writing is difficult to discern."

      "What about those that came before him?" said the druid.

      "A good place to start, I suppose," said Aubrey. "Andronicus was the Royal Life Mage before Revi, and I believe before that, it was someone named Corvus."

      "Ah, yes," said Hearn, "I recognize the name. I'll start searching through Revi's books, shall I? With some luck, I might find a journal of whoever discovered this mirror." He turned around and made his way back down the stairs.

      Aubrey returned her gaze to Kiren-Jool, who had already started examining the ornate frame of the mirror.

      "You said you thought this might be elder magic?" she said.

      "Yes, that's correct," he replied, "likely created by Elves."

      "Maybe we can enlist some help," said Aubrey.

      "From who? The entire Mages Council knows of this already, unless you're talking about the mages of Weldwyn? I thought Albreda was going to consult with them."

      "She is," said Aubrey, "but that's not what I mean. Lord Arandil Greycloak is coming to Wincaster for the Royal Wedding. Maybe we can enlist his help?"

      "Do you think he would assist us?" asked Kiren-Jool. "I'm not familiar with him other than by reputation, and the Elves are notorious for not sharing the secrets of their magic."

      "The least we can do is ask," said Aubrey. "He served with Revi during the first rebellion, so the two have met."

      "Let us hope he can be of assistance," said Kiren-Jool.
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      Gerald opened the door, only to be greeted by a loud bark. Queen Anna, the ruler of Merceria, sat on a chair as her personal maid, Sophie, arranged her hair.

      "Come in, Gerald," Anna said, her back to the door.

      "How did you know it was me?"

      "Tempus," she said, "need I say more?"

      The huge mastiff rose from his position beside her, trotting over to him for a pet.

      He scratched the great beast's head. "I hope I'm not interrupting?"

      "You could never interrupt," she replied. "Come in and sit down. Sophie is experimenting with my hair."

      Gerald moved closer, examining the ornately arranged blonde locks.

      "You have a gift, Sophie," he said.

      "Thank you, Gerald," the young maid replied.

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

      "I think it looks very pretty," he remarked. "Is that how you're going to wear it for the wedding?"

      "I haven't decided yet," she replied.

      "This is the third style we've tried," added Sophie.

      "Well," said Gerald, "this one looks very regal, a good choice for a young queen."

      "You'd say that even if it was a mess," admonished Anna.

      "True," he replied, "but in this case, I mean it."

      "Tell me," she said, "did you come just to see my hair, or is this an official visit?"

      "A little of both, to be honest," he said. "I came to let you know a few more delegates have arrived."

      "Oh?" she said. "Tell me more."

      "The Dwarves have sent Herdwin back to us as their official representative."

      "Herdwin has lived in Wincaster for so many years," said Anna, "I'm surprised they'd pick him to represent them."

      "It makes sense if you think about it," said Gerald. "After all, he knows you well and is familiar with the kingdom."

      "I suppose that's true," she said. "Has King Leofric arrived yet?"

      "No," said Gerald, "but he's expected by the end of the week. We already received word that he crossed the border at Kingsford."

      "Alric will be pleased," said Anna. "He hasn't seen his father for some time."

      "Not quite true," said Gerald, blushing. "He arranged for his father to pay my fine, remember?"

      "Oh, yes," she added, "I'd quite forgotten that. Is he bringing the family with him?"

      "Queen Igraine, certainly, and I'm led to believe that the princesses are coming as well, but he's left Alstan to look after the kingdom while he's away. I also understand he's bringing a mage or two with him."

      "Likely Mistress Fortuna," said Anna, "she's their Life Mage. Any word on the Saurians?"

      "Not yet, but there's still plenty of time. Aubrey delivered the invitation in person more than a week ago, so we know they received it. Lily sends her best regards, by the way."

      "Lily spoke to Aubrey?" asked Anna. "I didn't know our mage could speak Saurian?"

      Gerald chuckled, "She doesn't. She took the Enchanter, Kiren-Jool, with her. He used the spell of tongues."

      "I can't wait to see her again," said Anna.

      "Apparently, Lily's been enjoying her time in Erssa-Saka'am, learning all about her people."

      "I have to admit, they were quite fascinating," said Anna. "I very much enjoyed my time with them."

      "We were fleeing for our lives at the time, Anna, did you forget that?"

      "No, of course not, but learning about the Saurians was fascinating, all the same. Have you any other news for me? Any word on Revi?"

      "Not as yet," said Gerald, "but the Mages Council is looking into it, though I'm led to believe it will likely take some time to find him."

      "How is Hayley taking it?" asked Anna.

      "As well as can be expected, given the circumstances, but she knows the mages are the best equipped to find him. Aubrey is in charge of the search, and she'll report back if they find anything."

      "Aubrey? Not Albreda?"

      "Yes," said Gerald. "Albreda wants to go to Summersgate to see if the mages of Weldwyn can help. She was going to talk to you in person but knows how busy you are with all these arrangements you have to take care of, so she asked me to mention it to you."

      "I see no problem," said Anna. "Perhaps while she's there, she can teach a few more of them to use the spell of recall." "I'll let her know," promised Gerald.

      "What of the north?"

      "We still have reports of people fleeing Norland," said Gerald. "It appears unrest is growing."

      "Their king is old," said Anna, "and if I'm not mistaken, he is without an heir. When he dies, there'll be a bloody fight for the throne."

      "Let's hope it doesn't spill over into Merceria," said Gerald. "We still haven't fully recovered our strength."

      Sophie stood back, examining the back of Anna's head. "There you are, Majesty, all done."

      Anna rose from her seat, moving closer to a large mirror to take a look for herself. Sophie followed, holding a small hand mirror to allow the queen to see the back of her head.

      "Marvellous," Anna declared, "I think we'll go for this one."

      She turned to face Gerald. "Have you seen my wedding dress?"

      "No," he replied, "but I have a feeling I'm about to."

      "Yes," said Anna, "come and take a look."

      She led him across the room, halting at a dressing screen.

      "Here it is," she declared.

      He moved around the edge of the screen to view the green dress, noticing that it was richly decorated with jewels and lace.

      "Mercerian green," he noted, "how appropriate." He leaned closer, examining the details. "This embroidery is spectacular."

      "Isn't it, though? The lace was my idea."

      "Is that Elvish script?" he asked.

      "It is," she replied, "sewn into the hem, along with Orc runes and Dwarvish letters. There's even some Saurian in there."

      "Nothing for the Trolls?" said Gerald.

      "They don't use a written language," said Anna, "other than ours, that is."

      "You seem to have thought of everything," he noted.

      "I did," she said, grinning.

      Gerald noticed the excitement in her eyes. "Go ahead, then, tell me what it is that has you so worked up."

      "Look here," she said, pointing, "I had them embroider something special."

      He examined the area to note a plant of some sort. "Is that a weed?"

      "No," she replied, "it's a Weldwyn Clover."

      "We feed our horses clover," said Gerald.

      "Hush now," she replied, "it's featured on their coat of arms. We must get used to the strange customs of our newest ally."

      "They're not our allies yet," said Gerald. "You still have to get married, remember?"

      "I could hardly forget," she said. "Oh, that reminds me, have you seen Beverly?"

      "The last time I saw her, she was arranging the guards for the wedding."

      "I need to go over the ceremony with her. I'd like her suggestions on how we might best use the Knights of the Hound."

      "Those things have all been taken care of, Anna. You need to slow down and relax a little. Are you nervous?"

      "Yes," she replied, "can't you tell?"

      "There's nothing to be nervous about," he soothed. "You and Alric both love each other. There's naught to worry about."

      "But what if..." she said.

      "If what?" he replied.

      "What if we're not...you know?"

      "No, I don't know," he said.

      "Well, what if, as a man, he and I are...incompatible?"

      Gerald laughed, "Is that what you're afraid of? Don't worry, Anna, things will sort themselves out. I think you'll find that, come your wedding night, you'll figure out what to do."

      "Are you sure?"

      "I am," he replied, "but I think you need a woman's perspective. I'll send Beverly to see you. As a recently married woman, I think she can set your mind at ease."

      "Thank you," said Anna, then she moved closer, hugging him.

      "What's that for?"

      "For being you and understanding," she replied, finally releasing him from her grasp. "Now remember, you are an important part of the ceremony. I want you looking your best."

      "Already taken care of," chimed in Sophie. "I have a seamstress working on it as we speak."

      "Ah, Sophie, thank you," said Anna. "What would I do without you?"

      "It's my pleasure, Majesty," the maid replied.

      

      Dame Hayley Chambers, Baroness of Queenston and High Ranger, pulled back on the bowstring then let fly. The arrow sailed downrange, striking the distant target.

      Her aide, Gorath, looked off into the distance, his keen Orc eyes taking it all in.

      "Your aim is off," he said. "You appear distracted."

      "I am," she replied. "Revi has been missing for almost a week, and we're still no closer to finding him."

      "These things take time," said Gorath. "You must trust that they will do all they can to help."

      "I know," she said, "and I do, but I feel like I should be doing more."

      "Are you familiar with magic?" asked the Orc.

      "Not really," she replied.

      "Then there is little you can do. In the meantime, we still have to assess this warbow."

      "You're right, of course," Hayley replied. "Go ahead, let fly and let's see how you do."

      The Orc raised the bow, nocking an arrow, and then drew back the string to his ear. He held it only a moment before letting it go to produce a soft whiffing noise as the arrow flew true. A distant thud announced a strike to the target, and he and Hayley began moving towards it.

      "You're an excellent archer, Gorath. You're closer to the centre of the target than me."

      "I have been practising," he replied, "and I find this warbow easier to use."

      "Kraloch said it was designed by a Human," said Hayley.

      "It is true," said Gorath. "It was first introduced to the Orcs of the Red Hand."

      "I'm not familiar with them," said Hayley, "are they somewhere nearby?"

      "No," said the Orc, "they are on the Continent. What you would call 'the old land'."

      "I find it interesting that a Human would develop such a weapon for Orcs," continued Hayley. "There must be more to this story."

      "If there is," said Gorath, "it is a story for someone else to tell. I only know that this bow was built for Orcs."

      They continued their way to the target, arriving to find Gorath's arrow deeply embedded. Hayley pulled it free, grunting with the effort.

      "That's quite the power behind it," she said. "I wonder how it might fare against the Elven longbows?"

      "Should we talk to Telethial?" asked the Orc.

      "Maybe we're better off keeping it to ourselves for the time being," suggested Hayley.

      

      Dame Beverly Fitzwilliam watched as the cavalry rode past, stirrup to stirrup, tightly organized into their battle formation. When they reached the end of the field, they began to turn, but next came the most challenging part. The riders on the outside would have to increase their pace even as those on the inside had to shorten theirs.

      She held her breath as they executed the manoeuvre, only letting it out as they flawlessly came out of the turn in unison. Beverly heard their sergeant bellowing orders, and then the column resumed its forward momentum, trotting towards the other end of the field.

      As they thundered past, leaving a cloud of dust in their wake, Beverly, trying not to cough, averted her gaze and noticed a pair of familiar-looking riders approaching. She waited until they were close enough then turned Lightning to meet them.

      "Your Highness," she said, "Lord Jack. What brings you to the practise field this day?"

      Lord Jack Marlowe grinned, "Do we need an excuse just to see you, Dame Beverly?"

      Beverly ignored the man, turning instead to Prince Alric.

      "Is everything all right?" she asked.

      "Everything is fine," said Alric. "We came because I was curious as to how you train the Guard Cavalry." He gazed out at the horsemen, admiring the rigidness of their lines. "Do you do this every day?"

      "Whenever I can," she replied, "but that's usually only two or three times a week."

      "I'm surprised you can find even that amount of time," noted Jack. "After all, you're the Commander of Cavalry, and these fellows are only one company. Do you train the rest as you do this lot?"

      "No," she replied, "but the Guard Cavalry are the queen's own horsemen."

      "You've done a magnificent job with them," said Alric, "and that's the real reason why I'm here."

      "To train with the guard?" said Beverly.

      "No," the prince replied, "but as you know, I have two companies of horsemen that my father sent from Weldwyn."

      "Yes," said Beverly, "your own guard, but what has that to do with me?"

      "I was hoping you might give my men some extra training. You wouldn't have to do it yourself, of course, you're far too busy for that, but I wondered if you might share your techniques."

      "I'd be happy to," said Beverly, "but with your wedding so close, it will be difficult. We're practising for the ceremony, you see."

      "After the wedding would be fine," said Alric, "I'm in no hurry. Eventually, I'd like to see them equipped much as the Guard Cavalry, but we'll have to wait on horses. Our Weldwyn Chargers lack the strength for such heavy armour."

      "I'll have to put you in touch with my cousin," said Beverly. "Aubrey's the one raising our Mercerian Chargers these days."

      "You think she'd let us have some?" said Jack.

      "I'm afraid the entire herd is spoken for," said Beverly, "but possibly it's time we step up the breeding program."

      "That doesn't sound promising," said Jack.

      "Your men could still benefit from the training," offered Beverly, "even if they don't have the heavier armour of the Guard Cavalry."

      "Excellent," said Alric, "then I'll leave it to you. Let me know when things have calmed down a bit, and we'll start making arrangements."

      "Very well, Your Highness," replied Beverly.

      Prince Alric wheeled around, Jack following suit. They trotted from the field, leaving Beverly to return her gaze to the company drilling before her.

      "I don't see why our men need more training. They're some of the finest horsemen in Weldwyn."

      "Agreed," said Alric, "but they don't fight as a cohesive unit, Jack. You saw the discipline of Beverly's troops. Think what a difference such training could make to our own men."

      "They're a Royal Bodyguard. Do you really think more training is what they need?"

      "We're in Merceria now, a nation of warriors. We can learn a lot from them."

      "If you say so," said the cavalier, "but to be honest, some of their ideas are quite...radical."

      "Why," asked Alric, "because they train commoners as heavy cavalry?"

      "It just isn't right," said Jack. "They're not born to the saddle like the upper class."

      "And yet they distinguished themselves during the war," said Alric. "You need to let go of your prejudices. This is not our fathers' generation."

      They rode in silence, trotting down the street towards the Weldwyn Embassy.

      "You like the Mercerians," declared Jack.

      "I have to admit I do," the prince replied. "There's a certain vigour to them as if old habits have been brushed away like cobwebs. They're full of new ideas and not afraid to try them. It's strange to think that we feared them for so long."

      "With good cause," said Jack, "they did try to invade us."

      Alric chuckled, "Yes, more than once, in fact, but that's all in the past now. This is a new world now, Jack. Once Anna and I are married, it will cement an alliance between our two kingdoms, and bring safety and security to both our peoples."

      "I doubt that. We'll certainly be better off, of that I have no doubt, but there's still the Twelve Clans, not to mention the Norlanders, they're no end of trouble to the Mercerians."

      "Yes," agreed Alric, "but now we'll be united in our defence, effectively doubling the size of our army. Who would dare invade us now?"

      "The Clans," repeated Jack.

      "I very much doubt that," replied the prince. "We defeated them with only a handful of Mercerians. What could they do against both our combined armies?"

      "War is not always about making smart decisions," said the cavalier. "The Clans have attacked at worse odds."

      "I suppose they have," said Alric, "but at least we have allies now."

      "Well, we will," said Jack, "just as soon as you two are married."
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      Sir Heward patted his mount's neck as he waited while behind him, the men of the Wincaster Light Horse mounted up.

      It was a chilly morning, but he knew that come noon, the sun would have done its work, heating them up into an uncomfortable sweat. Looking north to where the great river ran to the west, he knew that just beyond its banks lay Norland, the land of his enemy. Heward's duty this day, and that of his men, was to patrol the border, watching for any sign of activity on the far side, a task he had done often enough over the past few months.

      Being a Knight of the Hound, one of the celebrated few that held Queen Anna's confidence, he took his oath seriously. As commander of the northern region, he was responsible for keeping the land safe from Norland aggression, and though he could have remained securely ensconced in Hawksburg, his presence here would have a much more significant effect.

      "All set, Captain?" he called out.

      "Yes, sir," Captain Carlson replied.

      Heward peered back down the line to see Sergeant Gardner keeping an eye at the rear of the column.

      "Very well," said the knight, "let's get moving."

      When he was a knight in Shrewesdale, he had borne the burden of maintaining his horse all by himself, necessitating a much lighter mount, but now, by Royal Proclamation, the Knights of the Hound were funded entirely from the Royal Pocket. Heward smiled, realizing just how lucky he was to have a Mercerian Charger to ride, for such a horse would have been far too expensive for him to own otherwise.

      He urged his mount forward, trotting along the southern bank and leading his men eastward, all the while keeping the north shore in sight. Here, the ground was relatively flat, but the occasional hill provided an excellent vantage point. And so, around noon, as they stopped to water the horses, he sent two riders up one such rise, the better to view the northern bank while the rest slaked their thirst.

      Heward dug into his pack, extracting a cheesecloth and pulling forth some Stilldale White. He had just taken a bite of the cheese when he spotted Sergeant Gardner riding towards him, along with one of the sentries.

      "Problem?" asked Heward.

      "Wilkins has seen something, sir," said Gardner.

      Heward let his gaze wander over to the young horseman. "Well, what is it?"

      "A small group of riders," the man replied.

      "Give him the details, man," ordered Gardner.

      "Four men all told," added Wilkins, "and they're carrying a flag."

      "A flag?" said Heward. "What kind of flag?"

      "A yellow one, my lord," said Wilkins.

      "I'm not a lord," said Heward, "I'm a knight. You address me as 'Sir'."

      "Yes, sir. Sorry, sir."

      "A yellow flag," said Gardner. "It appears they want to talk."

      "So it does," said Heward.

      "Are you sure, sir?" said Wilkins. "Perhaps it's a trap?"

      "With four riders?" said Heward. "I think not."

      "Orders, sir?" asked the sergeant.

      Heward looked over at his men. Many had just dismounted, but it appeared their respite would be short-lived.

      "Captain?" he called out.

      Captain Carlson walked over. "Sir?"

      "We've spotted some riders on the northern bank. It appears they want to parley."

      "I'll mount up," offered the captain.

      "No, I'm leaving you here to command the men," said Heward. "I'll take Sergeant Gardner and Wilkins here."

      "Me, sir?" said the young recruit.

      Heward turned to him in surprise. "Unless you know of another horseman named Wilkins?"

      "No, sir," the man replied.

      Sergeant Gardner leaned in close to the new recruit. "I can see that you and I are going to have a long chat after this, Wilkins."

      "Yes, Sergeant," the young man replied.

      "All set, Sergeant," asked Heward, "or do you need more time to calm the young recruit?"

      "He'll be fine," the sergeant responded.

      "Where's the nearest ford?" asked the knight.

      Gardner looked around, taking his bearings. "Just east of here, sir, past that elm tree."

      "Very well," said Heward, "then we'll leave the rest of the horsemen here. I shouldn't like to frighten away our visitors."

      They trotted eastward, the ford soon coming into sight. Heward's mount splashed into the river, the water rising to his boot tops as he made his way across to the other bank. Gardner and Wilkins followed, though their smaller mounts had a harder time of it. The knight exited the river, halting as the others caught up.

      "Where did you see these riders?" he asked.

      "They should be northwest of us, sir," said Wilkins.

      Heward pressed on, riding northward to find a better vantage point. He soon found it, a slight rise that gave him a commanding view of the surrounding countryside. Sure enough, off in the distance, he spotted the riders.

      "Have you a flag?" asked Heward.

      "Here, sir," said Gardner, pulling a yellow flag from his bag. He handed one end to Wilkins, and they rode side by side, draping the cloth between them.

      Heward could tell they had been spotted, for the unknown horsemen changed their course, heading straight for them at a sedate pace. As they drew closer, the knight took a hard look at their equipment.

      "Raiders?" asked the sergeant.

      "No," said Heward, "they're too well-armed for that. These look more like professionals."

      "Here, on the border, sir?" said Wilkins.

      "It is unusual," said Heward, "I'll give you that."

      "What do you think they want?" asked Gardner.

      Heward halted, indicating with his hand for the others to do likewise. "I have no idea," he said, "but we'll let them come to us. Keep your hands away from your weapons. We don't want to antagonize them."

      The riders continued until they were only a couple of horse lengths away. Here they halted, looking at one of their number, an elderly man, apparently their leader.

      "Greetings," the man called out. "I am Lord Wilfrid of Hansley, representative of His Majesty, King Halfan of Norland. To whom do I have the honour of addressing?"

      "I am Sir Heward, Knight of the Hound and commander of the Mercerian forces in this area. My men saw your offer of parley. Might I enquire as to the reason for this act?"

      "I have come at the express order of my sovereign," said Lord Wilfrid. "King Halfan wishes there to be peace between our peoples."

      "Peace?" said Heward. "Our nations have been at war for centuries, why now?"

      "The king is ailing," replied the Norlander, "and wants the realm to prosper. This war that we have fought for so long is draining both our kingdoms. The time to end our hostilities has come."

      "Does that mean he renounces his claim to the Mercerian crown?" asked Heward.

      "His Majesty wishes me to assure you that such is the case."

      "I take it you have an official request of some type?" asked Heward.

      "I do," said Lord Wilfrid. "In fact, I am charged with delivering the message directly to your queen."

      Heward looked over the man carefully, trying to ascertain if this were some sort of trap, but he could detect no sign of deceit on the Norlander's face.

      "Very well," he replied. "You may ride with us across the river. There, we will join my company and return to Wickfield. I'm afraid you'll have to remain there until we get Royal Approval to take you to Wincaster."

      "That," said Lord Wilfrid, "is much as I suspected it would be. Lead on, Sir Heward, and together, let us forge a new future for our two realms."

      Heward led them south across the river, sending Wilkins ahead to warn the captain of their unexpected guests. By the time they rejoined the company, the rest of the men were ready to ride. Heward led the way, travelling beside Lord Wilfrid while the rest of the men, under Captain Carlson, brought up the rear.

      By late afternoon, Wickfield was in sight, with a small crowd gathered as they rode into the village. Living on the frontier, the villagers were used to soldiers, but to see Norlanders who weren't intent on killing them was an altogether different experience. They gaped at the delegation riding by as if they were some strange kind of creature never before seen. Heward halted before the village's church and climbed down from the saddle.

      "Come inside," he beckoned, "and we'll give you some food."

      "In a church?" asked Lord Wilfrid.

      "I'm afraid there's no inn in Wickfield to house you," said Heward, "but we can offer you a modest repast. I'll send word on to Hawksburg of your arrival, but until I receive instructions, I'm afraid you'll have to make do with the lodgings we can provide."

      "I understand," the Norland lord replied, dismounting. "It's a curious thing," he continued, "to be standing here, among our traditional enemies."

      "I could say the same," said Heward, "but the truth is that we are not so different, you and I, we both want to live in peace."

      "As does my king," declared Lord Wilfrid, "of that, you can be assured."

      "It is not me that must be convinced," said Heward, "but Queen Anna. Only she can speak for the realm."

      Heward led them inside, where a small group of soldiers stood ready.

      "These men will see to your wellbeing," said Heward. "I fear the locals here hold you in some contempt. Many have lost loved ones due to the privations of your raiders."

      "As have we," said Lord Wilfrid, "but we must see our way forward if we are to live in peace."

      "It will take some time to get word to Wincaster," said Heward, "and even more time to get a response. I'm afraid you'll likely be in for a long stay."

      "Understood," said the Norland delegate. "Wincaster is some distance away, and we cannot change the laws of nature."

      "Captain Carlson will see to your lodgings," continued Heward, "but I'm afraid I'll have to leave you if this letter is to be sent off before nightfall."

      "Of course," said Lord Wilfrid, "and thank you for being so gracious. You know, when I set out on this mission, we had no idea if you'd even let us into your kingdom. Half the court was sure you'd kill us on sight."

      "I think you'll find us much more reasonable than that," said Heward. "Good day, Lord Wilfrid."

      Heward bowed, then turned and left. He was already forming the report in his mind as he exited the building.

      

      Kraloch, Orc Shaman of the Black Arrow Clan, examined the note, then returned his gaze to the dispatch rider.

      "When did this Norland delegation arrive?"

      "Two days ago," the courier explained. "Sir Heward insisted I ride out as soon as possible."

      "I can imagine," said the Orc. "Are you aware of its contents?"

      "No," the rider replied, "but I was told to return with an answer as soon as practical."

      "Your mount must rest," said Kraloch, "but we will send a reply first thing tomorrow morning. I shall hold onto this until the arrival of Lady Aubrey. She is due this very evening."

      "The baroness is coming here?" asked the rider.

      "Of course," said Kraloch. "It is her city, and the magic circle makes such travel easy for her."

      "Should I not change horses and head back to Wickfield, then?"

      "You would do better to wait," said the Orc, "for Lady Aubrey may have other messages for you to carry. Now come rest and get yourself something to eat from the kitchen. I shall take it from here."

      The courier nodded his head and made his way into the manor house that served as the army's headquarters.

      Kraloch read the message again, trying to glean more information from its contents. It was clear that the Norlanders wanted to negotiate something, but would the plight of his people be addressed? The Norlanders had been brutal in their subjugation of Orcs, and he wondered what Queen Anna might make of such things, but then shook his head. The queen had an alliance with the Orcs. Surely she would not abandon them.

      He gazed skyward, judging the time of day. It was still mid-afternoon, plenty of time to commune with the Ancestors.

      

      The magic circle glowed brightly, then a solid wall of light sprang upward, almost blinding Kraloch as he watched. Moments later, the light faded, revealing Lady Aubrey, Beverly, and Aldwin.

      "Kraloch," said Aubrey, "I didn't expect you to greet us. Is something wrong?"

      "I have received word from the frontier," said the Orc. "It appears a Norland delegation has arrived seeking an audience with the queen."

      "For what purpose?" asked Beverly.

      "To negotiate a peace, apparently," said the Orc.

      "Peace?" repeated Aldwin.

      "Yes," said Beverly, turning to her husband. "Technically, we've been at war with them since their founding."

      "What brought that on, I wonder?" said Aldwin.

      "Sir Heward says that the Norland King, Halfan, is ailing," said Kraloch.

      "He likely wants to leave a legacy," offered Aubrey.

      "This is important," said Beverly, "we'd best get it to the queen as quickly as possible."

      "We'll have to eat first," said Aubrey. "I need to regain my strength after using my magic, but then we can recall back to Wincaster."

      "And here I was expecting a nice uninterrupted evening," said Aldwin.

      "We can still do that back in the capital," said Beverly.

      "I doubt that," said Aldwin. "It's not every day that the Norlanders send a message like that. You'll likely have to spend half the night at the Palace."

      "Sorry," said Beverly, "but I must do my duty."

      "And I wouldn't have it any other way," said Aldwin. "Don't worry, we'll make time later, I have to work on my sketches anyway."

      "Sketches?" said Aubrey. "Now you have me intrigued, Aldwin. What are you drawing?"

      "I've been going over some designs for the next magic circle," he said. "Queen Anna wants them in all the cities of Merceria, eventually."

      "I thought all the circles were the same," offered Kraloch.

      "Each is unique to its school of magic," said Aldwin. "Albreda explained everything to me."

      "Yes," said Beverly, "and Aldwin has already been immortalized."

      "That's right," said Aubrey, "he put his maker's mark onto the circle in Wincaster, didn't he. You'll have to study the one here, Aldwin, it might give you some ideas."

      "That's an excellent idea, Aubrey," said Aldwin. "You're a handy person to have around."

      "It runs in the family," the Life Mage replied. "Isn't that right, cousin?"

      Beverly laughed. "It is," she admitted, "but I think we'd best spend our time poring over Heward's dispatch."

      "You go ahead," said Aldwin, "I'll follow Aubrey's advice and examine the Hawksburg circle in more detail."

      "All right," said Aubrey, "but don't be late for dinner."

      "Don't worry," said Beverly, "I've never known him to miss a meal."

      "Oh, I don't know," said Aldwin, "I seem to recall missing a meal or two on occasion."

      Beverly blushed, "That was different, husband mine. Now get to work before I get distracted."

      Kraloch led them from the building. The Hawksburg circle had been built in the cellar of the old manor house by Aubrey's great-grandmother and had only recently been rediscovered. It had taken a great deal of work to make it more usable, resulting in significant renovations to the old structure. Now it was guarded, day and night, by Orc hunters from Kraloch's tribe.

      "Remind me to teach you the recall spell," said Aubrey.

      "I shall," said Kraloch, "though I'm not sure the queen would allow me to study the Wincaster circle."

      "Nonsense," added Beverly, "I'm sure she'd have no objection."

      "There is something that I need to bring to your attention," said Kraloch, "a matter of some import."

      Aubrey halted, turning to face the green-skinned Orc. "What is it, Kraloch? You can tell me anything."

      The shaman looked at Beverly, deep in thought for a moment. "These Norlanders," he said at last, "there's something you need to know about them."

      "Which is?" asked Aubrey.

      "They have not been kind to my people," said Kraloch.

      "Can you be more specific?" pressed Beverly.

      "As you know, the Orcs once lived in great cities," the shaman began. "There are even ruins of one in the eastern part of their kingdom."

      "I assume that means there are still Orcs in the region," said Aubrey.

      "There are," agreed the shaman, "but they have been ruthlessly hunted down by the Norlanders."

      "I shall bring this to the attention of the queen," promised Beverly. "I can assure you that we will honour our alliance with the Orcs. When we needed help, your people, all of your people, came to our aid. We will not abandon them now. Any negotiation with the Norlanders will have to include provisions for the Orcs."

      "Definitely," agreed Aubrey, "and I'm sure Queen Anna will agree."

      "It would not be the first time the Orcs were used and then discarded," cautioned Kraloch.

      "That will not happen!" declared Aubrey.

      "And yet," said the Orc, "we still have no representation on the Nobles Council."

      "You're right," said Beverly, "but I can assure you it's never far from the queen's mind. Her main problem is dealing with the existing nobles."

      "I understand," said Kraloch, "for your ways have become familiar to me, but there are some among my people that are not so patient."

      "I shall do what I can to bring your plight to Her Majesty's attention," promised Aubrey.

      "I greatly appreciate it," said Kraloch. "Now, when are you going to let me teach you how to spirit talk?"

      "Spirit talk?" said Beverly. "What's that?"

      "Kraloch has been teaching me some new spells," said Aubrey. "Spirit talk would let us communicate over great distances."

      "Sounds like a useful spell," said Beverly. "Does it work for anyone?"

      "It's a Life Magic spell," said Aubrey, "and it only allows us to send messages to people we know well."

      "Still quite useful," said Beverly. "You should learn it as soon as you can."

      "I have been quite busy," said Aubrey, "overseeing the rebuilding of Hawksburg, not to mention helping out at court."

      "I hear you, cousin," said Beverly. "You'd think we'd all have more time now that the war's over, but life just seems to get busier and busier."

      "I miss the old days," said Aubrey. "Remember when you first visited Hawksburg?"

      "Of course, how could I forget, your parents were so welcoming."

      Aubrey fell silent.

      "Something wrong, Aubrey?"

      "I miss them, Beverly. I never got to say goodbye, and Valmar is still out there, somewhere, unpunished."

      "You let me worry about Valmar," said Beverly. "I promise you he'll meet the end he deserves for his treachery."

      "I know," said Aubrey, "but all of this," she waved her hands around, indicating the town, "it can just be so overwhelming at times."

      "We're here to help," said Beverly. "You can always lean on Aldwin and me for support." She stepped forward, hugging her cousin.

      "As are we," said Kraloch. "Despite what some may say, the Orcs are loyal to the Baroness of Hawksburg. Your people have welcomed us with open arms."

      "Thank you," said Aubrey, standing back, "I suppose I just needed to hear that."

      "Now come," said Kraloch, "food is prepared, for I have been expecting you."

      "You'd best tell Aldwin," Aubrey remarked.

      "Did someone mention food?" came a distant call.

      "See," said Beverly, "what did I tell you?"
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      King Leofric of Weldwyn looked out the carriage window to see the looming walls of Wincaster.

      "Impressive, isn't it," said his Queen, Igraine.

      "It is, indeed, a sight to behold," said the king as he sat back, looking at her in affection. "Whoever thought we'd be here, deep in the belly of our enemy."

      "They're not our enemy anymore," she chided. "In fact, they're our allies now."

      "Allies," said Leofric, "I like the sound of that."

      "How many soldiers do they have?" interjected a child's voice.

      The king turned to his youngest daughter. "More than us, Edwina," he said, "so be sure to mind your manners."

      "Will Alric be there?" asked Althea, the older sister. She was almost the same age as Anna, but Leofric always thought of the Mercerian Queen as being much older.

      "Of course," said Igraine, "he'll be waiting at the gate to welcome us."

      "Is Anna really the queen now?" asked Edwina.

      "She is," said the king.

      "Does that mean that Alric will be king?" the young girl asked.

      Leofric looked at his queen. "No," he finally said.

      "Why not?" asked Edwina.

      "Alric cannot rule Merceria," said Igraine. "That right is Anna's alone, but he will still be a Prince of Weldwyn."

      "Yes," added Leofric, "and one day, their child shall rule this land."

      "They have to get married first," said Althea.

      "That's why we're here," said the king.

      Unexpectedly, the carriage rumbled to a stop. King Leofric opened the door and called out, "Problem?"

      A nearby rider came closer. "We're just waiting for the escort, Your Majesty. They're coming now."

      Leofric poked his head out, looking towards the distant gates of the city.

      "Can you see them?" asked Igraine.

      "Yes," said the king, "and Alric is leading them."

      "Is Anna with them?" she asked.

      "No," he replied, "but I can see Lord Marlowe's son, and the Mercerian Marshal, Gerald."

      "He's the Duke of Wincaster now," Igraine reminded him.

      "Yes, that's right," he agreed. "The rest appear to be soldiers."

      Opening the door fully, he stepped down to stretch his legs. Alric saw him immediately.

      "Father," he called out.

      "Alric," said the king, "so good to see you again, son."

      "My, but you've filled out," added Queen Igraine as she joined Leofric. "You look so much taller. You're almost the size of your brother, Alstan."

      "The Mercerian air appears to have done well for you," noted Leofric.

      "Your Majesty," said Lord Jack, bowing respectfully.

      "How fare you, my young cavalier?"

      "Well," said Jack, "the food here is not all that different from home."

      "Father," said Alric, "you remember His Grace, the Duke of Wincaster, Marshal Gerald Matheson?"

      "I can't forget the debt we owe you, Your Grace," said Leofric.

      "Please, call me Gerald, Your Majesty," the marshal replied. "And as to the debt, well, it is I that am indebted to you."

      "Enough of these pleasantries," said Igraine. "Where is my future daughter-in-law?"

      "She regrets that she cannot be here in person," said Gerald, "but has sent me to assure you that she awaits your arrival at the Palace."

      "Well, in that case," said the king, climbing back into the carriage, "let us be on our way!"

      
      Alric led them through the gates of the city, where guards stood by, their weapons at the salute. Soon, they were rumbling through the narrow streets of Wincaster, the wheels making a clacking noise on the cobblestones.

      Igraine peered out the window. "Such narrow streets," she noted.

      "Yes," the king agreed, "but they say Wincaster was originally a fortress."

      "Really?" piped in Althea.

      "Yes," said Leofric, "your brother tells me that when the Mercerians migrated eastward, they ran into the Elves and war broke out. Wincaster was built as a frontier base from which to conduct that war."

      "Fascinating," said Althea, "did they have lady warriors back then, too?"

      "I would suppose they must have," said Leofric. "I'm told it's not unknown here."

      "Why don't we have them in Weldwyn?" asked Althea.

      Queen Igraine smiled, "That is simply not our tradition, dear. Women in Weldwyn are not trained to fight."

      "Why not?" pressed Edwina.

      "They are more suited to less demanding roles," offered Leofric.

      Althea looked at him with defiance, a look he was becoming all too familiar with recently. "Perhaps it's time we changed that," she said.

      "Let's concentrate on the visit here first, shall we?" suggested the king.

      "Yes," agreed Igraine. "Now, remember to mind your manners. They have different traditions here in Merceria, and we don't want to cause offense."

      Leofric sat back, closing his eyes and listening to the clack of the wheels and the nearby sounds of horseshoes on stone.

      "We must be close," he observed, "the sounds are different."

      Igraine looked out the window again. "The houses are much nicer looking, and the streets are wider," she said. "Oh, it's quite pleasant here."

      "We must be in the wealthier part of town," noted the king.

      He heard the distinctive sound of the marshal calling out to the guards, and then they rolled through an ornate metal gate, entering the Palace grounds. The carriage soon halted, and then Alric was there, opening the door.

      "Father," he said, "Mother, welcome to the Palace."

      Leofric stepped down from the carriage to be greeted by horns sounding his arrival. He held his hand out, allowing his queen to follow. Guards were there, and he was pleased to see his son's men on one side while the Mercerians were on the other.

      Casting his eyes towards the Palace itself, he noticed Anna standing there with her massive hound beside her, along with Gerald.

      "Tempus!" called out Edwina, eliciting a bark from the mighty beast.

      The king's two youngest children exited the carriage, falling in behind their parents while Alric led them towards the reigning Monarch of Merceria.

      "Your Majesties," said Anna in greeting, "it is so good to see you both."

      "The pleasure is all ours," said Leofric, bowing slightly.

      Queen Igraine, apparently more overcome with emotion, moved closer, embracing the young queen. The guards looked fearful, but a wave from the marshal's hand soon put them at ease.

      "It's so good to see you," said Igraine, "and look at this place, it's simply marvellous!"

      "Thank you," said Anna. "Now, shall we go inside? I thought we might share a private meal and allow you to settle in before you meet all the nobles."

      "An excellent idea," said Igraine, "don't you think so, dear?"

      "Yes, very fine," said Leofric.

      Edwina moved forward, fascinated by Tempus, who simply wagged his tail.

      "He remembers you," offered Gerald.

      "He does?" said Edwina. "Can I pet him?"

      "Of course," said Anna, "he likes you."

      The princess reached forward, placing her hand gingerly on his head. Tempus sat still the entire time, his tail wagging up a storm.

      "Let's go inside, shall we?" said Anna.

      Gerald turned, nodding to one of the servants. The doors opened, and they all made their way inside.

      
      Gerald reached across the table, selecting a thick cut of meat and dropping it onto his plate.

      "This beef is quite good," he commented.

      "Yes," agreed King Leofric, "and very tender."

      "It's a special recipe of the Palace cook," said Anna. "I'm led to believe it was a favourite of King Andred."

      "Your father?" asked Leofric.

      "I count Gerald as my father," said Anna. "King Andred was loath to acknowledge me."

      "Was it not he that sent you to Weldwyn?" asked Igraine.

      "It was," Anna replied, "but that was simply politics. The king's mistress wanted me out of the way so that she could advance her plans."

      "Ah, yes," said Leofric, "the Dark Queen. Whatever happened to her?"

      "I'm afraid she escaped," said Gerald, "though we tried hard to stop her."

      "Well," said Igraine, "at least her plans were foiled. Let's hope she's learned her lesson, and we'll never see her again."

      "I doubt that," said Anna. "She took my sister Margaret with her."

      "Oh, dear," said Igraine, "I had no idea."

      "What will you do about it?" asked Althea.

      "There's nothing that we can do," said Anna, "but our guards are always on alert, and we watch our borders carefully."

      "Well," said Leofric, "you won't have to watch the Weldwyn border for much longer. Once we're allies, we can both redeploy troops to more troublesome areas."

      "I look forward to it," said Gerald.

      "Tell me," said the king, "how is life as a duke?"

      "Rather strange," said Gerald. "I wasn't born to this life, and it's been quite an adjustment."

      "I've heard the Weldwyn Embassy is quite large," the king remarked. "How did you arrange it on such short notice?"

      "It was the duke's estate," said Alric. "I'm sure I told you that."

      "I think I would have remembered," noted Leofric.

      "But isn't that Gerald's home?" said Igraine.

      "No," said Gerald, "I never wanted it. I live at the Palace, that's my home now."

      "But with these two married, won't Alric live at the Palace?" asked Igraine.

      "Of course," said Anna, "but we'll maintain the estate for your ambassador and his staff."

      "An excellent idea," said Leofric. "You know I was talking to Tyrell Caracticus about a similar matter just before I left."

      "Oh, yes?" said Anna. "I know him well, we've corresponded for years."

      "He's the head of the mages, isn't he?" asked Gerald.

      "No, he's the chief administrator," said the king. "He and I were discussing how we might work closer with Merceria in terms of magic. I understand you have a magic circle now."

      "We have," said Anna, "and our mages are learning how to travel great distances using it."

      "That's how I came to visit you," said Alric. "I had Albreda bring me to the Dome."

      "I should think it beneficial to teach other mages this skill," noted Leofric.

      "Of course," said Anna, "and I can assure you it's a priority, we've just been busy with the transition of power."

      "I brought a couple of mages with me," said Leofric. "I thought that you might grant them access to this circle of yours?"

      "Of course," said Anna. "I'll have Gerald inform the guards that they are allowed access."

      "Guards?" said Igraine.

      "Yes," said Anna. "We don't want undesirables studying our circle. It could be used against us."

      "Undesirables?" said Althea.

      "She means the Dark Queen or her people," said Gerald. "They've already tried to kill me and Anna."

      "You mean Her Majesty," corrected Edwina.

      Anna chuckled. "No," she said, "Gerald is allowed to call me Anna."

      "Why is that?" asked the young princess.

      "He raised me," Anna replied. "I consider him my father."

      "But, I thought the king was your father?"

      "Were you not listening earlier?" chided Althea. "Honestly, Edwina, sometimes I think you're as thick as a post."

      "Children," said Igraine, "that's enough of that. What did I tell you about behaving?"

      They both turned sullenly silent.

      King Leofric looked at Gerald. "Was Queen Anna ever like this?"

      In answer, Gerald looked at Anna, who waited for his reply.

      "No," he said, "she was quite well behaved, although she did manage to steal pastries from the cook from time to time."

      Anna blushed but still managed a smile.

      "I must say," said Igraine, "that for someone with such informal training, you've done remarkably well for yourself."

      "Mother!" said Alric.

      "What?" said Igraine. "I meant no disrespect."

      "You have just insulted my future bride!"

      "It's all right," said Anna, "I know your mother meant no offense." She turned to the Queen of Weldwyn, "I never had a formal education, that much is true, but I've always been blessed with an outstanding memory. In some ways, it's a bit of a curse, but I can remember everything."

      "You know," said Gerald, "King Andred once tried to send her a tutor."

      "That's right," said Anna, "a weaselly man by the name of Renfrew."

      "I can't imagine he would have been welcomed," said Alric.

      "No," said Gerald, "he wasn't, but Anna put him in his place."

      "What happened to the man?" asked Igraine.

      "He's still in Uxley," said Anna, "living off a Royal Stipend."

      "He ended up being a pretty decent fellow," said Gerald, "once he got over himself, that is."

      "Yes," said Anna, "he proved most helpful when we ran across that ranger."

      "I sense an interesting tale," said Leofric, "but I fear it shall have to wait on another day. The trip has been long, and we have two young princesses to put to bed."

      "Father," said Althea, "I'm almost the same age as Queen Anna. I'm not a child anymore."

      "Your father's right," said Anna, "and I, myself, am somewhat fatigued." She rose, signifying the end of the meal. "Alric, perhaps you'd like to escort your family to the estate?"

      "Of course," the prince replied, "I would be delighted."

      King Leofric rose, indicating that his family should do likewise. "The meal was most excellent," he said, "and the company delightful. I look forward to our next meeting, Your Majesty."

      "As do I," said Anna.

      Alric led his family from the room, leaving Anna, Gerald and Tempus behind.

      "I'll let you get off to bed, then," said Gerald.

      "I'm not tired," she said, "I was merely being polite."

      "Very well," said Gerald, "then what do you say we take Tempus here for a late evening walk?"

      Tempus sat up, his tail wagging once more.

      Anna laughed. "Very well," she said, "the Palace gardens are particularly pleasing this time of year."

      "Yes," Gerald agreed, "and safely guarded."

      
      Alric led his father out to the courtyard. "Shall I call for a carriage?"

      "It is a warm night," said Leofric, "let's walk, shall we?"

      "Very well," said Alric as he nodded to the guards, who fell in behind the Weldwyn Royal Family. They exited the courtyard, into the street that ran the length of the Palace.

      "It's only two blocks down," said Alric, “on the left. I had the baggage sent on ahead, and Jack is overseeing everything."

      "You look fit," noted Leofric.

      "I've been kept busy," Alric replied. He looked behind briefly to make sure his mother and sisters were following along.

      "So I've heard. Tell me, how are they treating you?"

      "Quite well," said the prince, "why do you ask?"

      "You are an outsider here, Alric. Something that many will object to."

      "You're speaking of the Mercerian nobles?"

      "I am," Leofric confirmed. "You are in a precarious position, politically speaking. You must strive to find your place when you do not rule."

      "I've been doing that my entire life," said Alric. "I've always been the third son."

      "It is different now," the king continued. "Before, the Marshal, Gerald, was advising Queen Anna, but now you, as her husband, will need to take on that role."

      "I will not stand between Anna and Gerald," said Alric, "they are family."

      "No," said Leofric, "they are not, despite what they might say. Gerald is a commoner born and bred. He cannot fathom what it means to be a royal. You, on the other hand, have been a royal your entire life. When the queen needs advice, it should be you that she turns to."

      "Anna has many advisors," protested Alric.

      "True," said the king, "but only a few, I'll wager, that she can be honest with. She is a young queen, and she needs guidance."

      "And you think that's now my responsibility?"

      "Think of it, Alric. Who is my most trusted advisor?"

      "Mother," the prince replied.

      "Exactly. We are a team, you see. I can always count on your mother to support me through thick and thin. She will not betray me or try to usurp my powers, nor use my influence for political gain."

      "And you think Gerald would?" said Alric.

      "I think it inevitable," said Leofric. "I like the man, but he is out of his depth here in the capital."

      "He is the Marshal of the Army," noted Alric, "and a very competent leader."

      "I'm not talking about his military ability," said Leofric, "but rather his political power."

      "He has NO political ambitions," said Alric.

      "Are you sure of that?"

      "Yes," Alric replied, "I know it for a fact."

      "Then he is the exception," said Leofric. "Perchance I am wrong about him."

      "Have you any other words of wisdom for me?"

      "Yes," said Leofric, "but I do not wish to give offense."

      "Then speak plainly," said Alric.

      His father walked in silence for a few steps as he framed his words. Alric looked behind to see his mother and sisters, trailing along at some distance, chatting with the guards.

      "It is quite clear that you and Anna are fond of each other," the king said at last.

      "We love each other," Alric declared.

      "Of course," Leofric continued, "but the passion of youth fades with age."

      "Just because your passion faded, doesn't mean that ours will," said Alric. "I love Anna, and I always will. Any further discussion on the matter will get you nowhere."

      "I apologize, my boy, I merely meant that you must find something to give you a purpose."

      "I already have," said Alric.

      "You have?" said Leofric. "You should have said so earlier, instead of letting me ramble on at length. Tell me, what is this passion of yours?"

      "I shall be helping with the army," said Alric.

      "The army? What does that mean, exactly? Will you command it?"

      "No, at least not right away. Gerald has promised to take me under his wing."

      "Take you under his wing? You're a Royal Prince, Alric, you can't serve a commoner!"

      Alric bristled, "He's not a commoner, he's a duke, and the marshal of the entire army, not to mention a veteran of countless battles. I can learn a lot from him."

      "You're obviously quite fond of the man," said Leofric.

      "As you would be if you knew him better," said Alric. "Gerald is a very humble man, and nothing I've seen has changed my opinion of him. He was a damn sight better to me than Cuthbert ever was."

      "Let us not mention your brother," said Leofric. "The mere thought of his betrayal makes me sick."

      "I'm sorry, Father. I know you took it hard when he died."

      "It was not your fault, Alric, you did what had to be done."

      The manor came into view, its well-lit gate manned by Weldwyn guards.

      "I have lived a long life," said the king, "and seen more than you can imagine. I want a long and happy life for you, Alric, but I know people. The people of Merceria might like their queen at the moment, but they can be fickle creatures, one misstep, and the whole thing will come crashing down around her. You must watch over her and keep her safe."

      "I shall be her eyes and ears," Alric promised.

      "Good," said his father, "that is all that I ask."

      As they drew closer to their destination, they noticed the two guards, wearing the blue surcoats of Weldwyn, standing watch by the gate.

      "This is the manor I was telling you about," said Alric. "I think you'll find it quite luxurious."

      "You're not coming in?" asked Leofric.

      "I'll be along later," said Alric, "I have some things to attend to first. As you know, we're preparing for my wedding, and there's lots to be done."

      "Very well," said Leofric, "but make sure you say goodnight to your mother. You know how she misses you."

      The king left him, passing the guards who stood
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