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Within this book, I’ve taken some steps forward in detailing, and with storytelling, the culture of the world of Caelus. While the majority of this came from the Lotcalan culture, derived from the Gota culture, others were explored.

Notably, independent Quarmi civilization was presented in more detail. This along with introducing more beastfolk will help to give readers a better picture of this particular fantasy world.

Also, the addition of languages has been introduced. While there are hundreds if not thousands of languages within Caelus, there are some that are common. Akin to our use of English, Mandurian Chinese, or Latin and Greek in the middle ages. Many languages also derive from other root languages, such as English having its root in Germanic or Spanish from Latin.

Just some thoughts to keep in mind as you read, and hopefully, enjoy this novel.
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Historians, or at least those that profess to have some sort of authority on the subject, can tell any student that life on the Falcon Coast wasn’t always peaceful. Later scholars look to certain kings, and later on queens, as being gentle or fair. Monikers added to someone’s name stated as much. The Fair, the Bold, the Conqueror, or the Fat. Yet, this wasn’t usual for those under such a lofty station. Commoners did not get fancy nicknames or fancy titles. In fact, life for most non-landowning folks was brutal. So brutal was the average life of a commoner that most felt living to forty was old age.

Wars were near constant. When barons ruled large swathes of land, governing everything except the mage’s guilds (though they tried to wield influence) and the churches, life was hard. Was it bad? Not always. The king ruled all the land in Lotcala, another king ruled Elysia, a king for Panyakuta, and a queen ruled Amazon. Each had trials, each had glories, and most were through war.

The king in Lotcala had little power to control the barons on most local matters. Further down the line of nobility, things got even murkier for the monarch. So hard was it to keep track that the king ignored many of the local squabbles. The manor lords fought each other for land and castles, and the gentry fought amongst themselves, as well. Fighting among nobles was almost seasonal and the power changes were frequent. Forty men would fight, another forty and thirty-two would die. All for five acres of land. This was life in Lotcala just two centuries after the conquest.

But the lands that historians and other scholars knew as Panyakuta were much different. That matters in this story and the background of what the legends say about the dwarven princess. Of course, the Lotalans called her something else... 

The bastard princess.

Lotcala was human. Elysia was human. Amazon was human. Panyakuta was dwarven. That meant, in the eyes of humans, they were beneath the human nations. The humans would trade goods, but would they associate beyond that? 

No.

The humans would kill each other over little strips of land, but should a dwarf kill a human in self-defense, and the entire tribe would pay. That was the life on the falcon coast before King Charles I.

* * * * *
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In the days before Charles I, the borders were wild and dangerous. The south contained an unfriendly kingdom, and the west housed elemental terrors. That was the nature of borders. The dividing lines of kingdoms will be perilous. None more dangerous than the border to the north, along the Blue Mountains. This was the border to the dwarven lands, Panyakuta. 

The lands of the northern dwarven people were mostly lawless and ruled by powerful warlords that would encroach on trade routes or pilgrims. These were the final dwarven lands to reach a peaceful accord with each other. Dwarves around the world had already found a measure of cooperation, using it to great influence. That was a hard thing to come by in the north.

King Charles, through no action on his part, had seen a dwarven tribal alliance create a kingdom out of warring states. It was a momentous occasion, and one welcomed by their neighbors. Yet, not all was well or safe.

Previous to the reign of Charles, relations with the dwarven tribes were frigid. The marauding bands created high tensions, and the march-lords were there to protect the border. Yet, when the dwarves would not provide any help, most of the lords only did what they felt was enough to protect their lands. It was a slow and effectively losing effort fighting back against the different tribes. That was where Guntram came in. 

King Guntram was a dwarven warlord who had the foresight to unite the tribes under his banner. Those that submitted to his will were rewarded. Those that resisted were conquered. It was ruthless, efficient, and shift. In the end, it was necessary. Another tactic was to build alliances. Who better than the closest neighbor, and a trade partner already established among some of the former warlords?

All of this was great for the world’s stage, but for the march-lords, little changed. The lords that guarded the border were still battling the roaming bandits that Guntram had failed, or ignored, to reign in. That was an issue, and one that was fraught with controversy. 

What King Guntram had planned was to keep his border wild. It allowed the dwarven warriors a proving ground, while the bandits drove the prices of trade goods up. It was a terribly kept secret, and one that kept the tensions high.

That is the world that Rowena, the aforementioned princess born to King Charles and a dwarven tavern worker, was born into. There was still a hatred for dwarves, and Rowena felt the sting of that prejudice daily. 

This is the beginning of her story. Told by someone who knew her best, and can describe the events in the fairest details of her and others. Was she a villain or was she the hero? She was the...
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Daughter of the King
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“I don’t want to stay with Leif!” Rowena said as she walked along the western corridor of the palace in Jovag.

“It’s Baron Leif or Baron Hardstone.” Queen Sirie replied sternly.

Rowena huffed. “He lets me call him Leif or Uncle Leif.”

“Therefore, you must go to stay with him. It’ll teach you manners and respect for the court hierarchy.” Sirie shot back. “When you are not in the War Academy or here for an important event, you will be in his home, attending to whatever he assigns to you. As a princess, I’m sure you will be an attendant to the baroness or their children.”

“He loves Lostwood.”

Sirie sighed. “Baron Lostwood.” She corrected. “Baron Lostwood and Baron Hardstone were not married and therefore, each took a bride to have heirs. What they do in their private time and amongst themselves is their business, and theirs alone.”

The queen’s tone gave a note of disapproval that Rowena noticed. 

“I still don’t want to go.” Rowena frowned. “I didn’t want to go to the academy either.”

“You don’t want to be a warrior like your father and I?”

Rowena thought back to four years earlier when she killed a man protecting her father. It still gave her nightmares. She thought of the time she had spent in the academy, simply called the War Academy, and the strict life her stepmother forced upon her more so than the other students. 

“Sara Ramsey will act as your attendant.” The queen said, continuing the conversation. “She is thirteen like you, and a respectable young lady. Besides, your friend Elva will be there.” Sirie sneered.

Rowena understood Sirie wasn’t a fan of the younger Hardstone cousin, but she knew the girl’s skill was impressive and Elva had taken a liking to Rowena during their time at the academy. 

Sirie’s feelings on her stepdaughter were mixed in the best of times. She didn’t love her by any stretch of the imagination, but she tried to help her grow strong. King Charles, however, loved his firstborn and his only daughter. She was his favorite, and he wasn’t above showing that to the world. That bothered Sirie. In the queen’s mind Rowena, the half dwarf and half human daughter of a drunken affair, had no place above her children in the line of succession or in the king’s eyes.

That line of succession was just the tip of a very rigid iceberg. All those born in the Kingdom of Lotcala were expected to fall in line with the courtly hierarchy. Gentry lords answered to manor lords, who answered to barons, and they all answered to the king. Beneath all the lords were the landowning taxpayers, such as yeomen or freeholders, and the land-tenants, such as husbandmen. 

All these positions paid homage and taxes to their lords above them, and that fueled the kingdom. The men, and some women, of the kingdom were expected to fighting in their lord’s wars. Soldiers fought in return for safety and land. Land they had to pay taxes on and safety that they had to fight for. 

Charles had tried to outlaw fighting amongst the lords, but that was not a simple task. Still, he did his best to keep peace in his kingdom. One such way was the King’s Army that was being built with recruits expected to come from the War Academy and from each of the barons. Often, the castaways from their personal armies filled the ranks, while nobles became the officers. 

The War Academy was where Rowena came in. She was to be part of that first class, and any extra education from the Hardstone Barony would only strengthen her prowess. 

Sirie’s plan to help solidify her husband’s fragile peace coincided with her plan to ensure her eldest son’s rise to the throne. Both depended on Rowena being the protector of the throne, but not the one sitting on the throne. The queen knew that the Lotcalan hierarchy of lords would accept her son over an illegitimate daughter. All except Hardstone. However, one baron didn’t worry her. 

“Now get your things and have them loaded in the wagon. We will leave at first light.” Sirie said, leaving little room for any further argument. 

Rowena kicked the wall after the queen turned. She hated the idea of leaving her father, but the queen commanded it and Charles was nothing if not a devoted husband. If under pressure, it was the queen he’d stand beside. Rowena knew that and understood. She did as instructed, because her father would want her to. 

The next morning, King Charles escorted Rowena along the route to the Barony of Hardstone. Their carriage, ornate with gold trim, was not uncomfortable, but the thought of taking one’s own daughter to live in another lord’s house was. However, Charles was a king about keeping peace, and that meant his own house as well. He tried to comfort Rowena and cheer her up, but the ride through the countryside was not a pleasant one, no matter what he tried.

“You know, this is an important thing you are doing.” Charles chuckled. He was trying to help his daughter feel at ease. “Leif is one of the march-lords and it’s his duty to guard our borders.”

Rowena furrowed her brow. “I thought Panyakuta were our friends?” She said, looking at her father. Rowena, though a half dwarf, felt no allegiance to the dwarven kingdom. Her own physical stature, dwarven in appearance, and height, gave people enough information to view her as less than human. Not all came to such conclusions, however. Many, once they spoke to Rowena, found her to be much more than a half dwarf. Yet, Rowena couldn’t help but feel the scorn of being mixed race. 

Rowena looked at her father. “I just think that with Panyakuta being allies, that Leif won’t be so busy guarding the border. And besides, my mother was...”

“Yes.” Charles interrupted her. “Yes, she was a dwarf. And, yes, Panyakuta are our allies. It is still the duty of a march lord to guard the borders.”

“You never let me talk about her.” Rowena said, returning the subject to her mother.

Charles sighed. “There isn’t much to tell.”

Charles was right, at least in his memory. He was drunk for much of the war with the Sile Empire that saw him march to the Dwarven Wall, and with his allies in Panyakuta, defeat the Sile emperor. The victory celebrations were well deserved and full of inebriation. Rowena’s mother was a dwarven tavern worker that had been serving the king. He took her into his bed and a year later, the tavern owner delivered Rowena to the unsuspecting king. Rowena’s mother had died. Charles recognized his own flesh and blood the moment he saw her. Therefore, he took her without hesitation. He was ashamed that it wasn’t until they brought Rowena to him that he hadn’t known the mother’s name, Mildri.

Charles smiled at his daughter. “You favor me more than her, except for your physical stature and hair. You have my eyes and nose. Regal features.” Charles chuckled. “At least, my mother used to say they were.” The king sighed. “Rowena, you need to remember that sometimes, the cause of something isn’t what’s important. Only the outcome.”

It was an answer that stuck with Rowena. The outcome. That was her life. Her existence came from Charles’ drunk decision, but did she believe that’s all it was? Did her father? She tried to find more meaning in her life, but being so young, that wasn’t a simple task.

Rowena leaned her head back on the headrest of her seat and stared out the window. She saw the trees, in their summer fullness, pass her by as she drifted off to sleep.

The ride was uneventful. Riding in the carriage most of the day, except to stop for relief and to eat. Then camp in the evenings. A few inns along the way, but mostly a boring ride in the carriage.

Thirteen days later, Charles and Rowena, along with their royal entourage, led by Gentry Lord Torin Ramsey, arrived at the formidable Red Lass Castle. The fortress, built from stone from the Blue Mountains, was named for Lady Maeve Hardstone. Maeve was a fierce warrior and confidant of King Theodorif I, who sailed with the first raiders during the War of Conquest.

The castle was like everything in the Hardstone Barony; large and imposing. It was a border fort built on the southern end of the Hardstone lands. Two centuries old, constructed during the days of the First Barons’ War, a war that saw an uprising against the weak Haakon I. Maeve, the acting baroness, had ordered the fortress built to protect the king. The fort stood as a symbol of Hardstone loyalty to the crown. Now, it would serve as the meeting place for Leif Hardstone and King Charles.

As they exited the carriage, Leif walked out of the castle gate and greeted Charles and Rowena with an enormous smile. Leif was a giant of a man, nearly seven feet tall and as broad as a small house. His beard, light brown with flecks of red, hung down to his massive chest. He was a sight to behold and one that was hard to miss.

“Beloved ones!” Leif called out in his Harsh Hardstone accent and dialect. 

Leif wrapped Charles in a bear hug that engulfed the king. He let the king go when the guards approached and turned his attention to Rowena. “Darling little one!” Leif grinned. “Not so little now, yer gonnae be a warrior like me soon enough.” He said, picking Rowena up in a hug.

He put Rowena down just as his family came out to join him. His wife, Lady Agnes, was the Lady of the Moorwood gentry estate, vassal to Baron Lostwood. She joined Leif at his side, holding their newborn son Torin, while his five-year-old daughter, Torvi, ran up to the group. 

“Thank you for having us, Leif.” Charles said with a smile. “And to you, my lady Agnes.” The king gently kissed Agnes' hand.

Agnes curtsied lightly. “It is our pleasure, your majesty.” She turned to Rowena. “And to you Princess Rowena.”

Rowena curtsied in reply, but she felt a coldness from Lady Agnes. She just couldn’t tell if Lady Agnes directed the coldness at her or if that was her nature with everyone. 

“Come, let’s head in. The rains are a coming soon.” Leif said, guiding the king towards the castle.

“Two things we can always count on in Hardstone; loyalty and rain.” Charles laughed.

The group went inside, the nobles to a large banquet hall and the guards to their barracks. A couple of hours later, after washing off the dirt from the road, the king and Rowena joined their hosts in the great hall for a feast.

The hall was festive, with the tables laid out according to the proper etiquette of the kingdom. The king sat next to Hardstone at the head table, along with their family. Rowena sat next to Lady Agnes. As was customary in the Kingdom of Lotcala, the hosts served pork as the main course, however, the Hardstone specialty of quail was also served. 

As the minstrels came out to begin their performance, Lady Agnes leaned over towards Rowena. 

“Your stepmother and I are not too particularly close. She’s not fond of the arraignment that my husband and I share. I’ll play the dutiful wife when I can, and Leif is a good man. Normally, we’re left to our own life here. However, Sir Ramsey is a Canton gentry lord and therefore he is reporting back to his overlord, Sirie. So, please forgive my earlier brevity around him.” Agnes whispered. “Hardstone is a safe place for you once he leaves back to his own hold. Assurances from Baron Lostwood that you will have a home there as well, should you need one.”

Agnes straightened up and smiled. She glanced at Ramsey, who had been watching the princess. She smirked at the man when he caught her eye.

“Hardstone isn’t a welcoming place for spies.” She whispered to Rowena. “He should be mindful that he and his daughter won’t find a warm welcome here after the king leaves.”

The princess breathed a sigh a relief at the lady’s words and did her best to enjoy her meal. It was the last meal she would have for some time with her father. The next morning, after a bittersweet and tearful parting, the king left Hardstone to return to the capital. At Leif’s urging, the king took all the soldiers, including Ramsey, who rode with him. Sir Ramsey and his daughter leaving with the king was something that Sirie had recommended that the king not do. However, King Charles trusted his friend Leif and was naïve to his wife’s intrigues.

The next day, Rowena walked the corridors and found Leif and Agnes looking out over the courtyard, where Torvi played with an attendant. 

Rowena curtsied when she approached. Leif smiled in reply.

“No need to do that here.” He said to the princess.

“She should still mind her manners, even here.” Agnes corrected. 

Leif snorted. “Bah!” He retorted. “I donnae make the others do such nonsense.” 

“The ‘others’ are not princesses, and they aren’t being watched by the queen.” Agnes said.

“There are no spies in me hold. Ye sent that scurvy Ramsey away. Without him and his daughter, there ain’t none to spy on Rowena.” Leif replied.

Agnes rolled her eyes. “That you know of.” She whispered. “That woman has eyes and ears in every hold, I’m sure. If nothing else, hold to the courtly manners, Rowena.” She curtsied to the princess. “Yet, your stepmother had suggested I take you on as a lady-in-waiting or as an attendant for Torvi. Both roles would be beneath your station as a princess. The firstborn at that. Were you a gentry or manor lord’s daughter, then fine, but as a princess, I should wait on you.” Agnes said. “Besides, I think that you and our cousin Elva would be better suited training for your next year at that brutal academy that Sirie created.”

Leif turned back to the ladies and burst with excitement. “An excellent idea! The kingdom will need many warriors with the likes of them orcs in the northwest.” Leif grinned.

Rowena smiled. “Yes, my lord, my lady.” 

Leif clasped Rowena’s shoulder. “I’ll be takin’ you and Elva hunting in a few days. We’ll be goin’ with me sister, Lady Catherine of Hollerton.”

Rowena smiled. Her heart grew with excitement. The entire kingdom knew of Lady Catherine, the lady that oversaw the Hollerton gentry hold. Hollerton was the second biggest mining community after Silverstone, and Lady Catherine was the sole ruler of the land. 

One reason Rowena loved the Barony of Hardstone was their belief that women could rule alongside men. If any place in Lotcala gave all people equal footing, it was Hardstone. As long as you contributed to the society, then you had a place in the barony. Rowena intended to make her mark as a friend within the barony and prove her worth. Showing her hunting prowess to Lady Catherine would help.

Rowena was eager for the three days she spent waiting for Lady Catherine and Elva. Her friend, Elva, was the daughter of Sir Alain Hardstone of Briwathun, a cousin to Leif and Catherine. He was the lord of the ancient border fort that stood over the Blue River along the Lostwood Border.

Briwathun was the ancient Gota translation of River Fort and that was the original intention of the structure. Slowly a town grew up around it, and over time a trade route, mostly to supply the soldiers. Yet, the town’s chief claim to fame was its role in the First Baron’s War. It was the prison for the kidnapped Gentry Lord’s daughter. A young lady, kidnapped by King Haakon I, kicking off a year’s long war that ended with Haakon’s victory over the barons. Now rumors flew about the fort being haunted with her spirit, but that didn’t bother many of the Hardstones. Finding something that scared them when their bedtime stories were of the dead creatures from the War of Conquest was a tough task.

The morning of Lady Catherine and Elva’s arrival came, and Rowena had spent the night before awake, dreaming of the fun she’d have. She ran to the front gate and watched the two women dismount from their horses. She had only seen Lady Catherine once, and Rowena was a young girl then. Now she saw her in a better light, and Rowena stood amazed. 

She watched Lady Catherine approach. Catherine stood over six feet tall, was broad shouldered and chested. Her armor hid her frame, but Rowena knew from the stories that Lady Catherine did not look like the ladies of most courts, and instead was robust and larger in frame. Mostly because of her heritage, but also her love of physical activities and delicious foods. She cut her dark auburn hair short with exception of three braids coming off the top. She was smiling and looking at her brother, Leif, nearly eye to eye. The beautiful woman before her, a champion of the Hardstone family, mesmerized Rowena.

At Lady Catherine’s hip was her famed bastard-sword, Svikarar Bölva. It meant Traitor’s Bane in the old Eire language that the Hardstone family often spoke a broken form of. The Hardstones were not only descendants of the warriors coming from Gotistan during the Conquest, but also of the people from the mysterious isle of Eire. 

Laying just north of Gotistan, Eire had been home to tribal Eirens, or Sky People. The Eirens were dark-haired and thinner in build, but much more rugged than they looked. While the Gota had developed settlements, the Eirens remained nomadic and moved between seasons, following the caribou or fish migrations. While some openly traded with the Gota, many stayed away from them. Only small bands ever mixed with the Gota. One such band was the family that became the Hardstones, with Maeve Hardstone being half Gota and half Eiren. 

Leif and Catherine turned and walked to the castle. 

“We’ll be staying here during the hunt. The forests to the south along the border give the best chance for deer. Agnes will take the wee ones back home to Hardstone.” Leif said. “The city.” He clarified. 

Catherine chuckled. “Our people were never that creative. Our name is Hardstone, as is our capital.” Catherine laughed. “Our heads too!”

“It was all Maeve found. Hard stones!” Leif laughed. 

“Ye would ne’er catch a Hardstone poet.” Catherine said with a hearty laugh. “He’d run out o’ words.”

The family named the Barony of Hardstone for the town that Maeve founded when she was given control over the land after the conquest. That it was the smallest parcel given out wasn’t lost on many, especially not Maeve. However, any resentment felt quickly dissipated when the riches from the mountains were discovered. Gold and silver, along with building stones, made the barony one of the richest in the kingdom. That was more than enough to appease Theodorif’s general and earn the undying loyalty of the family. 

The barony considered whatever Maeve said law, even over two centuries after her death. The name stuck, and no one questioned it.

Elva ran up to Rowena, passing Leif and Catherine. Anywhere else that would have been seen as an insult to the kingdom’s hierarchy, but here it was greeted with a grin by the baron and the lady. Elva grabbed Rowena in a hug and lifted the young girl up. 

“Good to see you too, Elva.” Rowena said with a gasping breath. 

Elva laughed, lowering Rowena. She was tall like the rest of her family, pure Hardstone. Her dirty blond hair was long and unkempt. She was lankier than most of the women in her family, but she was just as headstrong.

“I’ve missed ye, lassie!” Elva said. She looked around and lowered her voice. “Did ye bring it?” She said. 

Rowena smirked and nodded, pulling a small glass bottle from her pouch. “I said I would.”

“Aye, ye did. I shoulda known that whatever Princess Rowena says she’ll do, she does.” Elva smiled. “King’s own mead. I heard it was the best.”

“We’ll find out tonight.” Rowena smiled.

Just then, Lady Catherine appeared. “The sun hits emerald glass just right lass, might be best to keep it hidden in yer pouch.” 

Rowena and Elva looked up at the woman and then nodded in shame. 

Catherine grinned. “I guess the queen ain’t been teaching ye girls to sneak. How else can ye win our wars?”

“She has been teaching us to fight in the open fields. Pitch battles.” Rowena answered. “My lady.” She finished properly.

“All well and good when yer in a pitch battle, but I prefer to meet me foes when they can’t see me or me army.” Catherine replied. “Yer highness.” She added with a wink. “Come on, let’s get in and get some food in us. I’m famished, and I know Elva can eat with the best of us.” 

Elva smiled at the remark. 

Later on that night, another banquet was held, but unlike the dinner with the king from some nights prior, this banquet felt more festive. Ale was served directly from barrels, Catherine reserving her own and sharing amongst her entourage. Trays of roasted lamb, pig, and quail were brought out to the middle of the hall and everyone pulled off pieces of the meat as they went by. It wasn’t long before singing and dancing erupted with the hall, followed by the usual tests of strength and a good natured wrestling match that spilled out into the courtyard. 

This was a Hardstone party and Rowena was in awe of the festivities. She grew up in the strict and stifled environment of the king’s palace, a place ruled by Queen Sirie. 

Not that Sirie didn’t enjoy a good banquet. No, in fact, she had thrown a few in her days. It was more about her growing rigidness to courtly life and duty. In the days since the Knights of the Silver Seal rebellion three years prior, Sirie had not felt up to parties. The only time they used the great hall as a banquet hall was for diplomatic affairs. 

Rowena sat back in her chair next to Elva and enjoyed the rowdy scene around her. A band of minstrels played a raucous tune while men and women swayed to the rhythm. Across the hall Rowena spotted Lady Catherine as she was downing a tankard of ale, her feet propped up on a table. One of the lady’s men at arms was sitting with her and drinking from his own tankard. Rowena smiled at the freedom that the people of Hardstone seemed to enjoy. Something she long for herself.

Elva tapped the distracted Rowena on her arm and motioned with her head to follow her down an adjacent corridor. 

“Let’s open the mead.” Elva said in a low voice.

Rowena pulled the glass bottle from the folds of her dress. Another reason to like Hardstone; most of the women’s fashion had folds within the dresses to hold insignificant items. Ladies from the other courts didn’t get to know such luxury when it came to pockets in their dresses. She popped the cork and took a swing before passing it over to Elva. 

The mead was aromatic and strong. Rowena grimaced at the sharp alcoholic taste of the fermented honey. Elva’s reaction was the same. Both of the girls drank wine, as was the standard fare, and Elva was not unfamiliar with mead like Rowena was, but this was stronger than the typical recipe. It was bitter sweet, with a powerful aroma of honey and juniper. More juniper than Rowena would have preferred. Elva passed the bottle back to Rowena, who took another sip before handing the bottle to Elva again. The girls repeated the process until the bottle was emptied. 

Elva started walking back to the banquet hall, but stumbled from the mead’s effects. 

Rowena laughed, watching her friend trying to walk before she took a step and stumbled over next to Elva. Their combined laughter brought a curious Catherine to the corridor. She smirked at the two girls, slumping along the wall and laughing like fools.

“Ye two took a dip in that there bottle, did ye?” Catherine said. She bent down and lifted the two girls up. Catherine hoisted Rowena on her shoulder while holding Elva under her arm. “Yer a bit too old for such foolishness.” She said. “Or too young, maybe.” She corrected. 

Catherine took the two girls and deposited them, as they were still laughing, in Rowena’s chambers. An attendant sprang up and walked over to the lady. 

“See that they sleep off tonight’s festivities. We leave just before dawn and these wee ones need to be ready.” Catherine said. She took a gold piece and flipped it to the attendant. “They’ll be heavy in the head in the morn, make sure they feel it.” She grinned before walking back to the banquet hall. 

* * * * *
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A few hours later, the sun was still below the horizon, but its first rays were peaking. The scullery maid came with a large pot and an iron ladle. She grinned at the two girls, passed out in their clothes from the previous evening and in a deep sleep. Each sprawled out on Rowena’s bed and was in no shape to wake up on their own at this early hour.

“Wake up!” She shouted while banging the large pot with the ladle. “Wake up or the baron and Lady Catherine will leave ye both where ye lay!”

The girls, reeling from the night before, both clutched their heads in agony.

“Not so loud.” Elva groaned. 

“This would never be allowed in the palace.” Rowena said.

“Well, ye ain’t in the palace, princess. Besides, her ladyship and the baron gave me strict orders to make sure ye two were up and ready by the time they left for the hunt.” The maid replied. “Now up ye both and put on some fresh clothes.”

Rowena frowned. “I have to wash up.” 

“Wash up?” The maid replied. “Ye going out into the wilds. Ain’t no reason to be cleaned and proper out in the wilds. Just put on some fresh tunics and breeches. Ye both smell of mead.” The maid looked outside. “Rains a’comin so there’s yer wash, princess.” She smiled before leaving the room. “I had many a good washes in the rain. Best memories from me youth.” The maid finished as she closed the door. 

The girls dressed and rushed down to the stables, where two attendants patiently waited for them along with their provisions.

“Yer late.” Rowena’s attendant, Bowen, said when Rowena approached. 

Bowen was the son of a Hardstone retainer but not from a gentry’s family. His father, Owen Leckey, was a husbandman from the Briwathun Hold. 

“Sorry, Bowen.” Rowena replied, trying to produce a smile through her sleepy façade.

“Think it odd that Queen Sirie dinnae send you with an attendant?” Elva asked as the four mounted their horses.

“She tried, but Lady Agnes said that she sent them away.” Rowena answered. “Sir Ramsey’s daughter, Sara, was to be here as a lady-in-waiting.” 

“Sara Ramsey?” Bowen asked. “She’s a proper one, I hear. Pretty too.” 

Rowena nodded. “That’s probably why Sirie wanted her to stay here with me. She thinks you Hardstones are too rough around the edges.”

Elva’s attendant, Gilda Leckey, rode up on her horse. “Aye, we’re bad influences on the princess.” Gilda joked.

Rowena smiled. “It would have been nice to have a lady-in-waiting, though.”

“Ye never had one?” Bowen asked. “I thought all princess get one.”

“Not me.” Rowena sighed. “There are chambermaids in the palace, but no one assigned to me directly. They are there to do the normal work, but if I wasn’t there, they would do the same job.” 

“I guess that’s so you donnae get soft like Ramsey.” Gilda laughed.

The group joined her in laughter as they trotted up to Leif and Catherine’s entourage.

Leif grinned as the younger riders approached.

“Alright, seeing as we’re all here, let’s be off. It’s a full day’s ride to southern forests.” Leif said. 

The baron kicked his horse and took off, his companions following behind. The group, numbering around fourteen, rode throughout the day, only stopping to water and rest the horses.

The lands on the southern end of the border weren’t as barren as the lands near the mountains. Along the mountains, sandier soils dominated the landscape. This was in contrast to the southern end of the barony, where richer soils from the river’s basin helped provide healthier crops and harvests. Tall deciduous trees also marked the landscape, giving the plentiful wildlife a fertile home. 

The group of hunters rode forth to the tree line and ventured deeper before the sun was setting.

“This is the area we’ll set up camp.” Leif said once he found a suitable clearing in the trees. “Rowena, Elva and the Leckey kids, start setting up the tents and building a fire.” He ordered.

The younger party members did as they were bid. That was all part of their training and, for the Leckey pair, it was part of their duties. With Leif, however, all four were more or less equal and needing to carry their own weight. Other parts of the kingdom might look at it differently, but not in the Hardstone Barony and certainly not when Rowena and Elva were expected to lead others one day.

The two Leckeys were fast in their tasks of setting up a camp and starting a fire. Faster than Rowena and Elva, though the two knew how. Here it was more of a matter of experience creating speed. 

Night soon fell over the woods and the campfire became a warm and welcoming beacon for the hunting party. Salted pork and hardtack bread was the meal for the evening. Most were tired from the day’s ride and sleep found everyone quickly on the first night. 

* * * * *
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The morning sun was a welcome sight for Rowena, who slept little. The forest reminded her too much of the entrance exam for the War Academy, and she wanted to put that ordeal behind her. Still, the quietness of the forest was something to enjoy. 

Later that day, the group split up and went hunting. In the southern end of the barony, deer were plentiful, as were the boar. However, it was a hunt for the winter stock. Two hunting parties could kill more deer or boar than one party. That way, they could fill their larders quicker. 

The winters in the Barony of Hardstone were rough and harder than most other baronies. This meant that meat, from any source, was welcomed throughout the year. Dried and or salted, the summer and autumn hunts would keep during the colder days. Of course, the trappers would hunt for mountain goats and caribou during the winter and closer to the mountains. However, these animals were much more difficult to hunt. The baron had ordered his hunting party to bring out any animals they could. Of course, Rowena and the other younger members flushed out the game.

Rowena wasn’t thrilled with such a task, but she did as ordered. Elva walked alongside her as the pair hit shrubs and tree trunks with sticks. The goal was to scare an animal toward the hunters.

“I wish we could do the hunting.” Rowena said.

“Aye, but someone has to flush the beast out.” Elva replied. “The baron donnae want to use his hounds.”

Rowena scoffed. “What good are they for then, if not to hunt?”

“They’re gifts from Baron Lostwood.” Elva smiled. “Me uncle would never let them be used in a way that might get them hurt or worse.”

“Your uncle is a sweet man.” Rowena grinned.

“Donnae tell him that.” Elva smirked. 

The girls continued walking through the forest, hitting the brushes, trying to scare up game. 

Coming to a clearing, the two young ladies came upon five soldiers in tattered armor sitting by a campfire. The soldiers were cooking a stew with a few squirrels. They looked different from Hardstone soldiers. They were darker in complexion and spoke an unfamiliar language. Definitely foreign mercenaries, yet they wore Goldwater sigils on their armor.

One soldier spotted the pair, motioning for his buddies to look up.

“What do we have here?” The soldier said, standing up. “Lost little girlies?”

“No, are ye?” Elva asked. 

Rowena and Elva, neither wore a blade or anything other than the sticks used to swat the bushes, were defenseless if the men took offense.

The lead soldier grinned. “We ain’t lost. We’re hunting for a bit of fun.”

The soldiers behind the leader laughed. 

“What’s this here?” The taller of the soldiers motioned to Rowena, “Your pet dwarf?” 

“Ain’t a concern for ye other than to get yer asses back to the south with yer golden fish banner.” Elva spoke defiantly.

“Come now, we just came to the barony here to take care of a quick matter of business. That doesn’t mean we can’t have a good time with two peasant girls.” The soldier grinned.

“We ain’t peasants!” Elva replied. Both girls raised their sticks. “I’m Lady Elva, daughter of the gentry Lord Briwathun, and this is the fooking princess!”

The soldier raised his left eyebrow. “That’s even better. Gold for a ransom.”

“Aye, if ye get out of me realm alive.” A voice boomed from the tree line. 

Leif Hardstone, Lady Catherine, and their entourage walked out of the woods. Swords out.

Lady Catherine looked at the girls. “Best get behind us.” She motioned.

Rowena and Elva quickly did as they were asked.

“Ye wearing Goldwater sigils. Hugo know yer this far to the north?” Leif asked.

“Hugo?” The soldier chucked. “Hugo’s dead. We’re retainers of Lord Edwin Langley, the new Baron of Goldwater.”

Leif hid his shock. “I just saw Hugo, not more than a month ago at the king’s assembly.” Leif stuck his sword, a mighty two handed blade, into the ground. “Ye will be kind enough to send condolences to Lord Edwin. Ye can leave in peace, if ye leave now.” 

“Our lord, wanted us to take stock of debts owed to the barony. Loach owes a debt.” The soldier replied. His comrades stood behind him. “We intend to collect from him or his liege.”

Leif scoffed. “I’m that liege, and I say ye ain’t going to be dealing with me vassal.”

“It’s a simple matter.” The solider continued. “We take what’s owed, and then we’ll leave.”

“Ye ain’t Lotcalan, are ye?” Lady Catherine asked.

The soldier shook his head. “We’re from Zaragoza.”

Catherine spat on the ground. “I thought I smelled bilge rats.”

The soldier’s smile faded. “Don’t forget, rats have claws.”

Leif’s eyes burned with rage. “Aye, and we have swords, and plenty of experience killing
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