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    To Doug.
Your stories were what helped me give Stan purpose and filled out his storyline. Without you Stan would still be living in his villain arc. Thank you for your time, tales, and patience.
 
We miss you.
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If you are sensitive to these topics, then reader discretion is advised.
	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter One
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“What do you mean we’re at war AGAIN?!” I stood at my desk, both fists against the surface littered with letters dating from when I left to assist Ahun and the medical staff up until this very morning. I had only been back in the Penthouse for a few days and took most of that time off to recover physically and mentally from the ordeal that was our last “war” against Paryda. Today was officially my first day back on the job, and already things were going downhill.

I get it, I’m the Overlord Bubbles of Farysha, and every Lord Bubbles before me has been an evil Overlord of our country. But I was different, and I was working hard to prove it.

However, it seemed that many other countries on Asura had taken issue with our recent skirmish. So far, at least half the countries have declared war against me OR had threatened such should I “continue this course of action against Paryda” which they all deemed “unacceptable behavior for one in my station.” Each threat received whilst I was away, defending my men.

Brock, the man who oversaw all the staff of the Pagoda alongside his fair share of the administrative paperwork, stood before me, scowling as he looked over the letters as well. He was a short dwarf, about the height of my tall desk, with blazing red hair in intricate braids and golden beard beads. “I don’t get it myself. Does the United Countries Pact not realize that Paryda is the one that moved on us in the first damned place?”

“You’d think.” I growled, an abnormal tone of anger lacing my voice, which caused my guards at the door, Hans and Fitz, to share a concerned look. I took a calm breath. “We have at least two on our side, and there’s a few others that have expressed to remain neutral.”

Brock scoffed. “Yea, until ya decide to take a stand and defend yerself.” He scratched the back of his head. “Ishta and Akyta, alongside Bisney and Paryda, are listed as our allies. Sokrú, Ostvana, Secqua, Arpyn, and Abrea have all either declared war or have threatened to if you killed Ukzahg. That’s the entirety of the Pact, I’m sure it was a pre-determined move.”

I sat down, picking up one of the letters. Great, they had already planned this, just as Ukzahg had planned his move. I’m sick of playing catch up. This one was of a rougher paper, the armorial featuring a single silver tree on a green background and a border of golden leaves stood upon eloquent lettering. Sokrú, home of the wood elves and dryads, alongside a myriad of other beings, but ruled by night elves for several centuries. “You’d think King Birchflora would have allied with us, considering we have the backing of Bisney, if not that Ukzahg harassed the towns along the border for years.”

Looking it over, I found the part I wanted to read aloud. “The orcs cannot be helped by attacking others, it is a part of their culture after all. Action against Ukzahg in regard to such is an abominable act of aggression, and we cannot abide by it.”

The dwarf tossed the papers in his hand on the floor, throwing his hands up in defeat. “I bet Ahun would have a field day talkin’ to that one. ‘Part of their culture’ bah, no culture should seek the destruction of another, much less their own.” He shook his head, bending to pick up the letters. “How did the world ever get this messed up? I mean, Birchflora isn’t even a woods elf, he’s a damned night elf who took control two centuries ago!”

Setting the letter down on my desk, I looked around my office. My eyes paused at the new display of the uniform and armors I wore while assisting Ahun in trying to save the lives of the young men, no, the children who went out to defend me against orcs and goblins trying to kill all of Farysha. Blood still visible on the doctor’s coat hanging behind the stand that refused to completely wash out.

“Ya okay there, Stan?”

“Just not ready to put the uniform back on when I was never meant to wear it.”

Silence. The desk glistened with the gilded letters, fancy ribbons, and everything else that the leaders of the other countries used to make their letters as official and expensive as they could be.

My responses to most of them will not be as fancy, nor as long winded.

“Only five have not yet, or will not, pick sides.” Brock said softly.

“I doubt they’ll side with us.” I whispered, all sense of hope gone. “Has anyone told Ûlfin yet?”

“Only that these letters arrived.”

“Go tell him, please.”

Brock bowed and left me to stew in the silence. I watched Hans for a moment from my seat. He just stood there, head hung sadly as he picked at a knot in the shaft on his vaguely ornamental spear. We had been glad when our skirmish with Paryda ended. This was going to be far bigger, far worse.

None of us wanted it.

But once again, we had no choice but to stand up and fight. Once again, I felt that pit in my stomach, that same one I felt when Ukzahg called war on us, the night before I left for Paryda, and as I watched Ahun on the ground during the fight.

I could sense Ûlfin approach even before the massive, pale green orc stormed into my office. “Tell me Brock decided to pull a prank on me,” he growled deeply.

Motioning towards the desk, I indicated the papers. “Read for yourself.”

He did, his glower deepening as he went through letter after letter. “This is madness.”

“The rest of the world probably thinks the same.”

Ûlfin stood in thought a moment. “I doubt we’ll get any assistance from beyond Asuras shores. We barely trade with the rest of the planet as is.”

“We still need to keep an eye out and possibly ask for aid from those that we do import from, depending on how this plays out.”

He nodded but remained silent as he set the letters down. “As if we don’t have enough to do. Ahun needs to send us his recommendation for a new High General, the Dragons Talon assassins are still out there trying to kill you, and you have a wedding to plan.” He slid into one of the chairs opposite me. “However, most of these announcements happened while you were in Paryda. I’ve had no reports as to any attacks on our borders with Sokrú. They would have had the perfect chance to attack while we were focused elsewhere.”

“Maybe they think we’ll take the offensive?”

“Perhaps.” He rubbed his chin in thought. “In either case, let’s keep our eyes on those who sent these letters, but not make the first move.”

I nodded. “That was my line of thought as well. Maybe they’ll back down if we don’t act rash.”

He grunted in agreement. “And the Dragons Talon? We have had no movement on locating them.”

I tossed my hands up. “Keep doing what you’re doing, not sure what I can say to make any differences in locating them.” I shrugged. “Only other source of information I can think of might be the Redcaps, but they don’t like dealing with government officials.”

The large orc leaned back in the chair, making it groan slightly under his mass of muscle. He huffed as he weighed the options. “I don’t want to associate with a known criminal organization.”

“Yet they’ve been left free to do as they wish?”

Ûlfin looked at the ground. “They...They keep certain levels of crime down across Farysha, on top of influence with the minor Lords.” His words came out as a man in denial.

I smirked. The Redcap families may run their own crime, assist in keeping some criminals that pay into their organization alive, and operate under the government’s radar, but they did help keep general mayhem down in certain cities. Hykur was not exactly one of them, though a few did live in the capitol, they left the dirty business to the Guard.

“If we are careful, we may be able to garner an odd bit of support from them, though for now let us continue to let them be.” I rubbed my temple. “More waiting. I hate this. Wait for another country to attack us first. Wait to get more information on those who wish to kill me. Wait for this. Wait for that.”

“You haven’t been in office for a whole two months yet,” Ûlfin pointed out. “Of course there’s going to be a bit of waiting.”

Looking up at him, I dragged my fingers across my face. “Again, you’re right.” I shook my head slowly. “Gods, it hasn’t even been two months.” A familiar pang went through my chest. Just seven weeks ago, my entire family died. I had become the “evil” Overlord of Farysha, though most everyone simplified it to Lord of Farysha. We had war declared on us by a madman, and I had killed his son with my own hands; my own magic. I had almost died at the hands of my family’s private garden, then shortly thereafter was engaged to a gorgeous princess to cement the alliance and union of our two countries. I assisted my men in battle, doing what I could to save the lives of the wounded. I stood in chains as my High General fought the crazed orc leader and won.

All in seven weeks.

And now we were again at war, or rather, still, it appeared.

Ûlfin looked at the new display in the corner, running his eyes up and down the clothing hanging behind the armor on a stand. His blue eyes hovered on the stained doctor’s robes.

“Stan,” he started softly, “focus for now on your wedding and fiancé. Ahun will send word when he has his list of recommendations for High General. The new HG, the leaders of the Bisnian forces, and myself can focus on keeping the Alliance safe.” He looked back up at me.

“What’s the word on the Dragon Riders?”

“They’ve returned to their headquarters, but they’re always on standby.”

I nodded. “Good, I don’t want to strain them more than needed. Or anyone for that matter.”

Ûlfin smiled. “Exactly.” He stood up. “I’ll let you to your day.”

I held back the urge to pick up all the letters and throw them in the air, screaming. The orc must have caught the thought as his smile turned into more of a smirk. “It’s not even noon yet and I have almost half of Asura fighting against me for defending myself.”

He paused at the door, the smirk still on his face. “I did hear that the battle of Ahun against Ukzahg was fairly one sided.”

I absently rubbed my neck and wrists. “Where I was standing, there was more drama.”

Hans chuckled from the doorway. “That is true, Stan, but Ahun vastly had the upper hand.”

“I mean, who spends the night before a life-or-death fight just...” Fitz chimed in, hands moving provocatively in the air. “You know what, if I thought I might die the next day, I might spend every moment I had in the arms of as many pretty women I could get.”

Ûlfin narrowed his eyes. “Ukzahg didn’t think he could win?”

“He did talk up a big storm, but physically he was nowhere near the equal of Ahun,” I said. “Plus, his own men didn’t like him. The one holding my leash said that had Ukzahg won, no one would follow his orders to kill us.”

He shook his head sadly. “I knew he was falling from grace, but this far?” he trailed off.

“What?”

“Ukzahg had been attacking borders of countries for the past few years, almost nonstop trying to start up something. He took advantage of Farysha and yourself, knowing Ahun or myself had every right to challenge him in the Duel.”

I walked around the desk to look up into Ûlfin’s blue eyes. “You think he used us to kill himself?”

He sighed deeply. “Maybe. He might have wanted someone who would care for Paryda and have the resources to do so to take over, and orcs don’t usually trust one who was just given leadership. Not to mention the loss of his entire lineage.”

Shaking my head, I walked back over to my desk. I leaned over it, my knuckles white as they supported my weight. “As if I wasn’t feeling sick to my stomach enough already today.”

“It’s just a thought, we can’t know what actually was going through his mind, Stan.” Ûlfin said “He very well could have assumed he would be the winner easily. But he did have more than enough time to train and get back in shape, and he chose not to. He waited until he was cornered.”

“I didn’t think about that at the time.” I looked towards my uniforms. “To us, he just seemed full of himself.”

“I’m sure the thought crossed Ahun’s mind.”

I nodded. “I think so now, Ahun did seem confident he’d win, but was also very quiet and reserved.” Taking a deep breath, I turned back around towards Ûlfin. “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t keep you from your duties.”

“Your safety, and that of all of Farysha, are part of those duties,” he said.

“And for that we all thank you, even if many don’t know who to say that to.”

He leaned against the doorframe, looking down. Hans and Fitz were watching him worriedly.

“Ûlfin?” I asked, taking a step forward.

“I’m fine,” he growled. “Just tired.”

With that, he stalked off towards his office.

“What was that about?” Hans asked.

“I’m not sure.” I scratched the back of my head. “I think he feels like a suicidal orc killed way too many of our men for selfish reasons.”

“Why would Ukzahg fall that far?” Fitz asked.

I shook my head. “I couldn’t begin to fathom all the reasons. His country was turning against him, someone had killed off his legitimate family, leaving him with but one bastard child. Those are just the top two. He might have wanted to give up his position, but custom wouldn’t let him without a duel to the death.”

“Good points.” Fitz mused.

“I know the thought of that makes my stomach turn, and I didn’t personally know any who died trying to save my own family in the assassination.” I looked down the hall where Ûlfin went. “He did know many of those who died, and trained more than a few himself.

“Give him time,” Hans said. “This past war wasn’t easy on anyone.”

Spinning on a heel, I returned to my office to sit at my desk. “Skirmish, Hans. Compared to what is about to come, that was just a skirmish.”

I started sorting back through the letters, putting those who declared war on us on one pile, and the two from our allies on their own. I pulled out a map and quickly started marking in green our allies, in red our enemies, and left those who remained neutral unmarked. I noted Ustos, between Ishta and Ostvana, had elected to stay neutral despite their location. I noted to reach out to their leader, the centaur King Kylarus.

Hans and Fitz stayed silent as I worked, jaw clenched.

They’re just children. I thought. Have the Gods not had their share of young blood spilt?

I growled, moving yet one more letter to the enemies’ pile. I picked up my cup of water, but instead of drinking, I threw it against the wall as hard as I could. “Do these people not care about the lives of children?” I almost screamed at the top of my lungs.

Hans and Fitz glanced in with worried looks, dropping the spears in favor of their more effective sidearms, before sharing a look with each other. Their eyes slid up and down the hall.

I sagged into my chair, breathing heavily. My side ached from my broken ribs. Technically, they were still healing, but they were together enough for me to function, simply a little sore now. I buried my face behind my hands, fingers crooked like claws. How could these other so-called leaders just send their soldiers off to die needlessly? I don’t want to fight, I just want to live my life in peace, the same thing I’ve always desired.

“Uh, Sir?” A voice came from the door, not belonging to either of my guards.

I looked up through my fingers, the nails scratching slightly at my forehead.

An attendant stood in the doorway, blocked by Hans and Fitz’s spears. I didn’t recognize this man. He wasn’t one of the normal runners or staff members of the Penthouse.

“Speak.” I spoke a little too harshly, making him jump. Haltingly, he came in to stand before me.

“Um, Sir, I’m from reception on the first floor.” He fidgeted nervously. “We, uhh, we have someone who won’t leave until she sees you.”

My brows furrowed. “And you couldn’t call up?”

He scratched at the back of his head, a small sheen of sweat gleamed on his skin. “Uumm...Sir...No one picked up the phone...”

I dropped my hands. My desk phone had a little light blinking on and off. Honestly, I wasn’t sure I was in the mood for visitors.

“Who is it that wants to see me so badly?” I tried to drop the anger from my voice.

He regarded a little notepad. “Uhh, one Sera Bowman.”

My back straightened. “Sera came? Let her up!”

The man looked shocked. “Sir!? She hasn’t passed any security clearances!”

“She’s been my friend since before I took over Farysha.” I narrowed my eyes, not in the mood to argue. “I would like to see her.” No longer could I keep the irritation from my tone.

He took a timid step back, glass crunching under the heel of his boot. His eyes flicked down, realizing just how sour a mood I was in. Hastily, he bowed. “Right on it, Sir!” He rushed out of my office.

“Temper... temper.” Fitz muttered after the receptionist had scurried out of sight.

I glowered at him for a moment before taking a deep breath. I was getting overly emotional again.

“Send for a towel, please.” I said softly as I got up, grabbing the garbage can from behind my desk as I walked around to the mess.

It only took a minute for one to be handed to me, but already I was seated on the floor slowly picking up shards of glass. “Thank you, I’ll need a vacuum as well, please.”

The lady who gave me the towel left with barely a word. Or at least I didn’t notice as I was wrapped up in picking up my debris.

It had been a long time since I had felt this angry, this out-of-control rage. This time, I couldn’t lash out, couldn’t react as I wanted. I wanted to go to each leader and shake them violently, asking if they’re insane. Each and every one. No...It hadn’t been a long time. Simply a few weeks. It only felt longer because of everything that had happened since.

I just sat there, towel in hand, staring blankly at the wet floor. The knuckles on my fist stood out stark white against my unusually more tan than normal skin. This was a mild winter and only Paryda saw snow sticking to the ground. Spending three weeks outside in a tent resulted in me no longer being as pale as a sheet of paper, my skin now more like a typical human for my tropical Farysha.

My anger was rising once again. Closing my eyes, I checked my heart rate and breathing. It would not do to continue to take my anger out on objects and people that did nothing to me. But I wanted to... so bad. Something dark stirred in me, something I didn’t like. Something I didn’t trust. Trying to lash out at everything around me until I was truly alone for good.

I focused on shoving it as far away from my mind as I could, burying it deep to be forgotten. I needed to convince these other countries that I was not as evil a leader as my family. Ideally, I could make them see the good in me.

Again my heart panged and ached for my lost family. I knew it would never stop hurting, that I would just become accustomed to the pain, but that didn’t mean I had to like it.

I became aware of a third aura in the doorway, watching me. One I knew well.

“Well now...” Sera said, her voice trailing off.

“Nice to see you, Sera.” I stood, dropping the towel onto the puddle and shoving it through the water with a fist.

“Not answering emails?” she asked as she stepped into my office, avoiding coming near me as her eyes drifted down to the wood floor where I sat, still trying to shove a towel around on the floor to clean up the mess.

“Sera, I haven’t even been in my office until this morning.” Bracing against the wall for support, I rose to my feet and pressed the towel more with my shoe.

“Spending too much time with your fiancé?” The way she said that last word sent alarms through my mind. Was she...jealous?

I sighed. I was in no mood to deescalate anything. “I spent a day or two sleeping. This is only the third day I’ve been home. By the Gods, Kronda should have just returned home yesterday.”

She deflated slightly, her jealous rage fading into more sadness. “You didn’t tell us before you left that you were engaged.” She spoke to the floor. “We learned the news after you and Kronda left for Paryda.”

“I...I didn’t have much time before I left.”

“You know Hope is heartbroken.” She glanced up at me quickly, barely moving her head.

“Oh how can I explain this?” I slumped into my chair, eyes resting on the stack of letters of war.

Sera leaned against one of the chairs opposite me. “Well, first let’s start with this. Do you love her?”

A new sensation stung in my chest. It wasn’t anger, yet I was angry that she would dare ask such a question. It wasn’t sadness, yet I was sad that I wasn’t going to spend my life with Hope or Sera like I once fantasized. Was it love? Could it even be love?

I looked at my hands. “That’s not an easy question to answer.” I whispered. “In time, yes, I do hope that I will love Aleyna dearly. Right now, I barely know her.”

“So, you’re going to marry a woman you just met? You can’t do that,” she scoffed.

“I have little choice.” I said, wincing. “Look, I know I’m new to this whole political front thing, but this is one of those ‘weight of the crown’ deals.” I made air quotes with my fingers.

“You don’t wear a crown.” Yet, my brain added.

“I do have a Chain of Estate, which in Farysha is the same thing, but that’s not really the point.”

“Then what is?”

“The fact that we are at war, Sera. That our own military forces are not where they should be in order to defend Farysha, to defend her people. That with this union we are granted authority to use Bisnian forces, and just the Dragon Riders alone kept our casualties down in Paryda.”

She huffed and looked out the door, her eyes half closed in thought. “So, this is purely political.”

“I don’t know what to tell you that will make you happy,” I crossed arms as I watched her. “Either you’re angry at me for not marrying you or Hope, you’re jealous because I’m engaged to Princess Aleyna, or something else that I cannot seem to appease.” I narrowed my eyes. “Which is it?”

She didn’t answer, nor did she look at me. My guards, however, were watching her as if she was currently a threat to my life.

Suddenly, the two of them stood to attention, and Aleyna came into the room. She looked back and forth at us, deep in thought, before she spoke. “I am sorry, I did not realize zat you had company.”

I stood, trying to smile. “You’re fine, Princess, this is Sera, an old friend from my days at the hospital.”

Aleyna tipped her head slightly in greeting. “We have met but once before.”

Sera straightened and bowed. “Yes, we have, Your Highness. Honored to meet you again.”

Aleyna eyed Sera for a moment before turning to me. “Am I interrupting somezing?”

I stammered.

Sera answered for me. “Not really, but maybe you could shed some light on this conversation?” Dread settled into a pit in my stomach.

Her Highness looked Sera up and down, her azure eyes rimmed with glinting gold. “And what light might zat be?” 

“Why Stan?” The question that came from Sera was so simple.

“It was my father’s choice, Nurse.” Aleyna kept calm. “We have always been at peace with Farysha, despite other countries and members of his Court hounding him to join ze Pact. Ze alliance was first cemented when I was much smaller, with ze wedding of my older brother.” She paused, sadness momentarily touching her features. “After ze attack, my father was left with just a daughter who could not legally inherit ze crown. He chose Stan as he trusts him to lead not just Farysha, but Bisney as well.”

“Wait, you can’t inherit the crown?” Sera asked, bewildered. I knew there was a reason other than simple alliance, but King Jean had failed to mention this part to me.

“No. Due to some stupid salic law written hundreds of years ago by old, grouchy men, zough, in a way it ensures zere is an heir to ze crown, always.”

“I don’t see how that ensures heirs.” Sera scratched her head.

Aleyna shrugged. “You know how men can be.” She winked at me. “No offense meant, of course.”

“None taken.” I smiled. I understood what she was doing. Deescalation. One woman could more easily calm down another. But at the same time, they could drag each other into fits of rage just as fast. Aleyna also knew my mood had been sour since my return, she had been trying to help me relax as best she could.

Sera laughed. “Yea, I guess you’re right. I can see why your father would want to ensure you’re on the throne.”

Her Highness smiled warmly. “Indeed. Have you other matters? It is time for luncheon, and I would very much enjoy to pull my fiancé from his duties to relax a moment as we eat.”

I stood up and went around to her, pausing to give Sera a hug around her shoulders. “It’s always nice to see you, Sera. I’m sorry I hadn’t been checking emails, but I’ll be getting back on that today.”

She sighed and thought a moment. “No, I shouldn’t have come in all upset. I didn’t know.” She looked hurt, which made me ache. “I’m sorry I was assuming the worst.”

“I feel like you didn’t say everything you were thinking,” I noted.

“Of course not.”

“Well, are you?”

“Nope,” Sera stood up and looked at us.

“Aaand why not?” I was seriously curious if not also slightly concerned.

She looked down, getting red in the face. “It would be...inappropriate.”

Aleyna placed her hand on my shoulder. “It is alright, Stan. We should be off.”

I grumbled under my breath as I regarded the two women. Finally, I nodded. “I suppose you are right, Aleyna. Hans, can you make sure Sera gets downstairs safely, please?”

Hans snapped to attention and held his arm out for Sera. “Ma’am,” he said with a smile, setting the spear into a mounted hold beside the door with his other hand.

“Thank you,” she whispered, taking his arm far more daintily than I generally assumed her capable of. “I am sorry, Stan. I’ll talk with you later.”

“Take care, Sera. Stay safe.” My heart felt heavy. Long had I held onto a fantasy of spending my life with either her or Hope, knowing that should I even try my father would kill them and make them simply disappear. Now I was marrying someone else entirely.

I stood in the hall, watching her back as they left. Aleyna didn’t complain, I was certain she understood. Once the two of them were out of sight, we moved to the main dining hall to eat lunch together.Chapter Two

“I was wondering,” Aleyna started between bites of roast tomato on bits of toast topped with thin slices of beef, cheeses, and herbs. “Why you had not yet wed by ze time I met you.”

I set my fork down against my plate. “Short version: every woman I so much as ever went on a date with went missing or turned up dead.”

“Curse?” A sudden flash of fear crossed her face.

“No.” I shook my head. “My father was...insistent on ensuring that only select children had heirs. I was not one of those selected.”

She picked at her plate in silence. I had gone on three dates before I learned what was happening.  Alicia showed up floating in the lake in the center of the Archipelago University, it was considered a boating accident. Emily went missing after leaving a note saying she was going to travel and study abroad. I did have a few letters from her before she disappeared, but I doubted their validity. Lydia was found by her roommate, dead of an overdose in her sleep. It was then that my father admitted his hand in the deaths, warning me to never try again lest I find my own death instead. At least he couldn’t claim Sarah’s death unless he somehow found a way to plant Kelpies in the area, even if we were never a couple.

“You love her?” The question came.

I bit into a chunk of buttered toast topped with bacon. The chefs today went with more of a brunch themed lunch, I can’t say I disapproved. Aleyna was enjoying it, and it was good.

“I used to fancy her, yes. I cannot say for certain if it was love or merely lust and wishful thinking.” My answer was sober, spoken slowly. “I held a daydream that I could possibly wed her or Hope one day, but I turned down all advances with various excuses and lies.”

She was watching me with sad eyes, the blue within somehow a touch more gray, more pale, than normal. “Sounds a lonely life.” Her voice was low, sad even.

It was. I spent every day waking up to go to work, treating patients, then going home, and going to sleep. Occasionally, I went on walks or bike rides looking for antiquities that hadn’t been destroyed, but for the most part I was alone with my cat. I had even cut out my friends from the University for the most part. I doubted they’d want to talk to me much now anyway, even those who did know who I was back then.

“Well,” Aleyna smiled. “Now you shall have plenty of friends and a wife zat cannot be taken from you.”

“Everyone dies eventually,” I muttered.

“Yes, zey do,” she agreed. “Zat is why we need to cherish every moment we have with all zose we love while zey are here with us.”

“Which is why people shouldn’t call war without due cause,” I challenged. “Most of the men in combat roles are young, too young to go out and die because someone doesn’t like another person.”

She froze for a moment before returning to her food. “Zat was what ze letters were about...” 

I nodded, not trusting myself to speak.

Aleyna placed her fork on her plate, staring at it for a long moment. “You intend to join zem, to fight?”

“I... Aleyna...” my words stammered, the pit in my chest growing deeper. “I can’t just let them go out and fight alone. I’m their leader, and most of the Faryshan guard are young men who signed up fresh from initial schooling, some as young as sixteen! I’m well over twice their age, and yet they’re the ones who are going out to die in my name. If I could stop this war by just handing myself over to face whatever justice these other leaders feel needed, then I would in an instant.”

She looked up at me, sadness welling. “You are very brave, fiancé-mine. Zough, I fear zey would not stop zere. But, I must beg of you, stay home with me. With ze family we are to one day have.”

I pushed my plate away. “I can’t. I would not feel fit to rule if I did such.”

A single tear streamed down her pale cheek, though she still smiled. “You would leave me unwed, or a widow?”

Reaching across the table to take her hands in mine, I tried to soothe her fears. “No, Aleyna. I would never willingly do such to harm you. I’m more a doctor than a soldier anyway, my place isn’t among the front lines but rather behind them as support.”

Her posture softened, but the sadness was still apparent both in her expression and in her aura.

“Aleyna, I won’t leave until fighting starts, and even then, I’ll try to stay either here in Hykur or at the Castle of the Dawn in Bisney, as long as I can each time I return. I swear on my honor that I would never willingly abandon you in any way.”

She rolled her shoulders and straightened herself. “And zey only just sent ze declarations. Zere is plenty of time before any battles start, zey need to raise zeir armies whilst ours is already on standby from Paryda. Perhaps I worry too much.”

“It is our duty to worry.” The pit in my stomach felt a little lighter as she visibly relaxed.

We tried to take on a more formal appearance as a courtier approached the table and bowed low before presenting a small tray bearing three letters. One was small and bore a seal of a crowned dragonfly with many ribbons. The middle was fine parchment, with gold ribbons and a blue seal bearing a lion and dragon, the marks of Bisney. The other was not as fancy and was sealed with an image of an axe. The latter I instantly recognized as being from Ahun, the new High Chieftan of Paryda.

“Thank you.” I muttered as we took the letters from the proffered tray. Aleyna set down the parchment from her father and instead opened the smaller letter as I snapped the seal on the rough paper.

“The Kings of Ishta have announced an upcoming arrival,” she spoke as I read through Ahun’s harsh lettering.

“Kings?” I asked.

“Yes, Ishta elects two Kings. One for ze population of fae and ze other for ze humans. Zey live and rule together as equals in Pryn. Zey wish to ensure ze alliance is secure on papers.” She set the letter down and casually watched the letter in my own hands. “From whom is zat letter?”

“The High Chieftan.” I spoke as I scanned the orc’s words. “It appears that Ahun has selected his replacement for High General. A wood elf named Aspen Bouchlia.”

Fitz perked up across the room. “Aspen, you said?” He and Hans were my afternoon shift guards. Both were humans, though Fitz had some dryad in him somewhere giving his brown eyes earthy green shifts and leaving him lankier than one would expect from a Royal Guardsman. Despite this, his hair was about as flaming red as it could get, barely able to thought of as a natural shade. Hans, on the other hand, while also tan, had amber eyes, brown hair, was built like a muscular tank, and had an appetite to match.

I set the papers down. “Yes, you’ve heard of him?”

Hans chuckled at him as he came over to us. “Aspen is proud but loyal. And smart, was one of the smartest of my group in the Faryshan Guard. He might get a touch blunt, but he has no qualms about pointing out when an order isn’t morally right. He’ll do good under you.” He looked over my shoulder at the letter from Ahun. “Sounds like the right elf. It’ll be nice to see him again.”

He straightened as a server approached us with more food, eyes narrowed at the platter. “Hans, come join us, you both should get to eat as well instead of watching us eat all this like a starving hawk.” I said.

Hans almost skipped over to the table, startling the server who dropped the platter clanging to the table. “Apologies, Mi’Lord,” the man said, backing up and bowing.

I waved my hand. “Stop with the formalities. Accidents happen, and no one was hurt nor was any food messed up.”

He bowed again before hurrying back to the kitchen. Hans didn’t seem to notice, focusing instead on the platter of food I slid over to him. “Thanks!” he said through a full mouth. “Fitz, want shome?”

Fitz shook his red-topped head. “No, not with all the tomato on there.”

I pointed at the letter remaining unopened near Aleyna’s elbow. “That’s the Seal of Bisney, what does your father send?”

She picked up the parchment, pulled the seals and the attached ribbons off the page with practiced hands, and slid the binding off to one side. We waited in silence as she read over the calligraphic script of King Jean. “He says he is sending Captain Fíla, Blackthorn, and zier platoon here to assist your guard retinue. Zey should arrive shortly after ze letter and shall escort us to Dragloné.”

Even though I wanted them to rest, relief washed over me. I had been tense all morning with the towers of war threats in my office, coupled with the fact that we still had not captured anyone within the Dragons Talon assassination organization, meaning there was a fear of a murderer around every corner. Having at least one Dragon Rider on the guard shifts, and them being the very same we served with in Paryda, eased much of the tension.

“Where will the dragons stay?” Fitz asked. “The Pagoda isn’t exactly built to house even one dragon, much less eight.”

I shrugged. “They’ll have to stay outside. I don’t have any caves that will fit any one of the dragons, much less Blackthorn.”

“Will the dragons be okay with that?” Hans gestured with a fork. “I mean, I understood the need while we were on campaign, but this is a little different. We’re at war but not ACTIVELY at war.”

Aleyna giggled slightly. It was a very cute chirp that was not expected. “Ze dragons will be fine on ze ground, worry not. Zey sleep in caves in ze Valley of ze Dragons, but no beds, just hard rock.”

Han’s grin widened like a cat getting away with mischief. “Rocks! We got plenty of those!”

“Oh!” I exclaimed. “We need to make sure they stay away from the back gardens. Not all of the plants are in a locked greenhouse, and I don’t want anyone sneaking in there with the help of a dragon.”

All three of them looked at me with wide eyes, remembering just a few weeks ago when I went to visit the Royal Gardens for the first time, which resulted in myself, Kutz, and Aelyr being poisoned by one of the unlabeled plants, almost costing us our lives.

“That,” Fitz finally broke the silence, “would be really bad especially if it was a dragon that found just one tree that is fine for us two-legged folk but deadly for them that we might not have been aware of.”

“Then let’s add that to our various lists of things that need to be done, not done, warned about, or otherwise dealt with,” I sighed.

“By the Gods, how long IS that list by now?” Hans asked, playing with the fork in his mouth, causing the end to fling up and down in a drum-beat pattern.

“I don’t want to know.” Fitz and I replied. It seemed as if our lists kept growing with each passing hour. “You’d think it can’t get any bigger...” He finished, trailing off.

As if summoned by the thought that things could not get any worse...Brock came in, looking all the world as if someone had just yelled at him for something not his fault. Not one of us blinked an eye or acted like we didn’t already know something else was coming.

He looked at each of us in turn, with a bland expression. “Well, guess I was expected? Did Ûlfin beat me to this?”

I shrugged. “Honestly, I won’t know until you tell me what this is.”

“Right,” he said, scratching his beard. “Well, the Bubbles Corporation Board of Directors is rather angry that you haven’t met with them yet as the new owner of the business, and your House of Lords in charge of the various cities and estates in Farysha is wondering when you’ll be holding your first Court as Overlord.”

I blanched. Brock or Ûlfin usually stepped up and handled things for me. 

Aleyna saw my hesitation. “Well, for ze Lords, since we have officials coming in from allied countries it would be best to wait until all are here for Court. Gives time to prepare and ensure ze heralds have all needed items listed on ze docket.”

Grinning, I turned to Brock. “What Her Highness just suggested. Can you pen a letter to the King of Akyta with an invite to Court to discuss the alliance and how we may best work together in this war?”

“Consider it done. And the BoD?”

I leaned back in my chair, rubbing my chin. “What would you suggest? I’ve never seen them or dealt with them in person before.”

“Allow me to coordinate a meeting that fits within your schedule. Listen to their demands and concerns, and make judgment as you see fit. Let them know you trust their leadership within the company and will back their choices as owner. That should appease them quickly, then you only need to meet with them once a year to get income and policy updates on the corporation.”

“That’s it?” I asked, blinking at him. “I thought business ownership would have more to it than that.”

“Yer the Overlord. That’s what the Board of Directors is for. Ya still need to approve certain things before they can act on them and can tell them to do or stop doing anything you want business related. But, they’ve overseen this for some years now, and the income from the company has been holding Farysha financially afloat. Yer tax reformation, among other changes, is looking to turn Farysha profitable again, so we can begin putting some of that income to the infrastructure.” Brock took out a notebook. “THAT would be an excellent Court announcement.”

“How many people usually attend Court?” I asked. I was sent off when I was five, avoided them during my trips home, and was never sent for after I graduated and found a job at Hykur Memorial Hospital.

“It varies.” Brock tapped a finger on his clipboard. “The House of Lords, their retinues, any Visitors of State such as Her Highness here, and any member of the populace that desire to see the ongoings, or might have a hand in them. Yer father saw no more than one hundred in the throne room, though the hall can hold far more. And we might expect more as this is yer first Court and ya are fairly well liked among the people.”

“One hundred people...or more?” I leaned back in my chair, feeling a little dizzy. “You expect me to talk to one hundred people?”

Brock looked at me, skeptical. “Ya did so at the funeral.”

“I was put on the spot! I have no idea how I actually managed to talk.”

Aleyna was watching me, her gold-rimmed eyes studying me. “You were an emergency doctor, yes?”

“That is correct.”

She rested her chin in her palm. “Well, zen what was ze hardest zing you ever had to do as an emergency doctor? Zis must be simpler.”

A sudden chill laced through my veins like a winter lightning strike. Children crying, parents bent over small forms, people begging for me not to let them die, to save them from a fate that even my magics could not prevent. And through all that, having to keep an even expression, or tell them that everything would be all right. That they didn’t need to worry. Hiding the fact that their lives were about to change for the worst each and every time, even when trying to be honest about the future. That balance of comfort, lies, and truth. A balance that shifted with each person, each patient, but needed to be upheld.

With a sinking heart, I closed my eyes and turned my face away.

“I am sorry,” Aleyna spoke, her voice soft and melodic. “I should not have asked.”

“Stan,” Brock’s voice accompanied his hand on my shoulder. “I’m not going to ask, but, simply talking about what is going on to a room full of people is far, far easier.”

“And what if I need to pass judgment?” My voice was shaky and halting.

“I will prevent any such business from coming up. It all needs to go through yer clerks an heralds anyway, it’s easy enough to keep this Court simple.”

Nodding, I opened my eyes and looked up. Everyone was watching me, concerned. I let my expression fall at first blank, and then a small, forced smile. Not one of them relaxed or believed the smile as legitimate.

“Brock, as Akyta is also listed as an ally, make sure their leaders have the proper invitations for Court and any military proceedings we may go through with everyone here.” There was no inflection in my tone, the memories still swarming in my mind. I knew it would take some time before they faded. It always took time.

“Yessir.” Brock grabbed his clipboard and backed up a step, bowing slightly. “I will get on the planning.”

“Thank you.” I rose, staring blankly. “I am going to go shower and distract my mind. Do as you wish.” Turning on my heel and not giving any one of them the chance to catch up to me, I stormed up the stairs pulling off the blazer jacket alongside the matching tie. The world was getting far too blistering hot for my comfort. A cold shower could not come soon enough.
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Letters. Emails. Forms. Sign this. Sign that. Take this call. The only highlight to the following days was the arrival of Captain Fíla and his platoon of cadets.

The Captain was a night elf with an almost pure lineage. At almost two hundred years of age, as far as I could tell, he still looked young with his matte black hair and deep violet eyes with flecks of silver. His skin, one might argue, showed those years as it was as pale as the surface of the moon. He was only slightly taller than me, but he was lean, moved with a deadly grace, and was far stronger than his form would belay.

His dragon, Blackthorn, was the single largest creature I had ever laid eyes upon. When standing up, even on all four of his legs, he could still see into the fourth floor of the Pagoda. His scales shone as if they had been cut from obsidian, and his eyes were as quicksilver. His spines, talons, and fangs all ivory in stark contrast. Fíla said that he was nearing at least two-thousand-years-old and could recite stories of when Farysha gained independence simply from memory.

The rest of his platoon of cadets, with a sun elf named Zyk and his blue dragon Windcutter in charge, were of various ages and elf-mixes. Their dragons, however, were all young, at an average of fifty years of age, and were going through the training to learn flight maneuvers and other draconian secrets. It was their choice, after graduation, if they wanted to continue to serve with the Riders, or if they desired to return to life as a wild dragon.

In Paryda, we didn’t have many interactions. I stayed with the medical crew and General Ahun while they kept to themselves when not assisting as needed or otherwise were injured. Now, Fíla or Zyk always kept me in sight. The remaining six alternated with my normal bodyguards, and when not on duty were in the air, practicing.

I looked over my computer screen at Fíla. He stood in a corner, back to the walls, with his eyes half open. After even a few hours with the man, I knew he was still paying as much attention to every detail of the room alongside what Blackthorn was seeing outside. It amazed me to no end to simply comprehend the possibilities of being able to watch two places at the same time with such practiced ease.

Fíla noticed me watching and focused those starry eyes on me. “Can I help you, Mi’Lord?”

Blinking, I shook my head. “No, sorry. Just was lost in thoughts about what it must be like being a Rider.”

“Ah.” He rested his head against the wall. “It is difficult to explain in words. Maybe Blackthorn can give you an example when he’s off duty.”

“Is he, or you, ever off duty?” I asked, leaning forward.

Fíla smirked.

Resigning myself to another day of dreary paperwork, I focused on the pages. The King of Akyta couldn’t make it, since the hostile country of Sokrú stood between us and them. The Ishtian Kings, however, were set to arrive in two days. King Jean was not attending, instead suggesting we use his castle as overall headquarters as it is located furthest from any potential warfronts. Finally, Ahun regretfully turned down a visit, claiming that, as he was sworn to me that his decisions would simply echo mine. He had also sent a large binder of official alliance paperwork that I needed to read over and sign where needed. The orc was nothing if thorough.

Brock had set my meeting with the Board of Directors in one hour from now, and Court officially in three days’ time. I was officially feeling overwhelmed. Aleyna did what she could to help, and Brock took care of much of the day-to-day minor dealings for me. Ȗlfin kept track of the local guard, leaving my personal care to the command of Fíla and my normal retinue of guards. So far, everyone managed to get along fine.

I was starting to doze off, the words in Ahun’s binder blurring together, when Aelyr, my half night elf guard who works alongside Kutz, started speaking.

Blinking, I looked up at him. “Sorry, what did you say?”

“Told you that binder would put him to sleep,” Kutz said under his breath.

Aelyr shot the man a quick glare. “Sir, Aspen Bouchlia is here to see you.”

Shoving a random letter into the binder as a bookmark, I slammed the tome closed and stood. Fíla straightened, his eyes immediately focusing. “Good, send him in!”

Aelyr nodded and returned to his post, speaking low to someone I could not see. A moment later, Aspen walked in. His back was straight, though he was shorter than I expected and his skin was a deep tan that did not gleam as skin often does, instead it was as matte as his brown hair. Almost as if he was covered in dried mud.  

He kept his posture stiff as a board, looking forward, and not saying anything. I watched him, waiting for him to introduce himself.

Fíla leaned forward, looking around the still man. “Mi’Lord, he’s waiting for you to acknowledge him first.”

“Ah, sorry then.” I focused back on the elf. “Aspen, at ease please. I do not care for formalities, you need not use any around me, especially if you are to take on Ahun’s former position.”

He relaxed, shrinking a few inches, before coming over by the desk and leaning against the back of a chair. “As you wish, Sir.”

My expression must have been comical, for Aspen and Fíla behind him smirked quickly before regaining their serious expressions. I rubbed my face into my hand as I took my seat. “Maybe I should start caring about formalities...” I muttered.

“Yea, but you won’t, SIR!” Kutz called out from the hallway, resulting in a few more smirks, even one from me.

Aspen looked amused, but horrified that anyone, even a direct bodyguard, would speak to the Overlord in such a manner

“Ignore Kutz,” I finally said after a moment. “He takes his role as court jester rather seriously.”

“I knew I was due for a promotion.” The man said to Aelyr, just loud enough for us to hear.

Smiling, and more relaxed, Aspen pulled a pack of folded papers from his back pocket and placed them on my desk. Leaning forward, I took them from his hands instead of letting the papers fall onto the sea of letters and forms that had claimed my desktop.

“Letters of recommendation for the position, alongside my formal application, resume, and necessary military forms.” He began to straighten back up, then made a noticeable choice to return to leaning forward upon the chair.

The pages were stiff as I unfolded them, and the room awkwardly quiet as I scanned over the endless words and numbers that covered their surface. I didn’t read them. Aspen was the only recommendation I had received from Ahun, and he had one of my personal guards speaking well of his behalf. If I didn’t trust my staff, current or otherwise, I would eventually fail as a leader and thus fail my country and people.

“So,” I started, setting the packet on top of the closed binder. “Why do you want this position?”

Aspen blinked, confusion flashing across his face. “Well, Sir, I have been working my way up the ranks, this is the next step.” He paused, scratching the back of his head. “Honestly, I like the direction the Faryshan Armed Forces has taken under your leadership, and would like to continue promoting proper training, and relations with the other forces joining our banners. We are at war, after all, and need to be able to work together on the front.”

“Sounds good to me,” I said, standing up.

The elf immediately straightened. “Yessir.”

I wiggled a finger as I walked around my desk, heading to my door. “I swear, one day I’ll win against you lot with this whole formal thing. I can deal with it easier when we’re out and about, but this is the Pagoda Penthouse. Just, stop while here, please?”

“Well, we’ve sure listened to that one, Sir!” Kutz smiled widely at me.

Throwing my hands up in defeat, I walked past them, turning down the hallway. “Anyway, with you taking on the position of High General, you’ll need to know where your office is, and will need to get the necessary clearances from Brock to have access to the Penthouse on your own instead of being buzzed in.” I pointed at the door we passed, “Brock Stensön” on the nameplate. “He’s in here, and is in charge of all the staffing, among other things. Knock on the door and talk to him when you’re ready.”

“Understood.” Aspen noted, following me a step back from my right.

Entering the main entry hall, I walked to a line of doors near the elevator and stairs. “Your office is closest to the elevator. Then there is Ȗlfin Strongarm, in charge of the Faryshan Guard which includes the guards here and aerial control, and Yniguis Valentino, in charge of our naval forces. Though he is rarely in office, preferring his station by the bay.”

I would like to say that the room looked emptier with Ahun’s items gone on their way to Paryda, but the orc didn’t have much in here before. With only the name plate and a photograph missing, the room looked unchanged overall.

“A nice blank canvas.” Aspen noted. “Not a whole lot of natural light though.”

“Regretfully no, but you do back up against the kitchens,” I shrugged.

Kutz broke out laughing. “If you knock a hole in the back wall, you can get meals delivered faster than anyone else!”

Aspen looked around a moment before leaning in, a sly smile breaking out on his face. “Can I do that and not get in trouble?”

Kutz spoke in mock-hushed tones. “I’m fairly certain Ȗlfin has already done so, but don’t tell Stan, he might need to investigate to make sure the structure is safe and no endangered animals were harmed by the construction.”

“I’ll keep it our little secret.”

Aelyr groaned, his face in the palm of his hand. “Oh, dear Gods beyond the Veils, there’s two of them. What have we done?”

Him and Kutz spun around as a door slammed open and shut behind us. Brock ran towards us, papers in hands and a scowl on his face. “You have a meeting with the BoD in thirty minutes and here I find you giving personal tours. What’s next, going to go upstairs and show him your fiancé and bedroom?”

“No, Brock.” I stepped forwards, hands out placatingly. “This is Aspen, the incumbent High General. I was just showing him his office and your office.”

“Why mine?” he scowled as he slowed to a stop before me, looking up.

“So you can make sure I’ve done all the paperwork right and give him the necessary accesses so he can get to his office.” I raised an eyebrow at the dwarf. “You should know this, you doing alright?”

He let out a rattled breath. “Just trying to keep everyone in order, and you on schedule,” he finished, pointing at my nose. “I think it’ll be my turn next for a vacation.”

“Or at least some more assistants,” I offered. “Anyway, let’s not keep the Board waiting any longer than necessary. Aspen, it was an honor to meet you, and I look forward to seeing you more often.”

The elf bowed slightly as I turned and followed Brock to the conference room, dreading every step. Even as a doctor I despised such meetings, usually I tried to bribe Kronda to go instead. Until now Brock had been my stand-in, but I could no longer push back the inevitable.

Aleyna, coming out of her rooms, paused as we were whisked by. She knew my schedule and offered a small smile before turning to go eat breakfast. Fíla watched her a moment. Then he whispered something to the secondary Rider on my detail, Lyvah, who turned on his heel to stay behind with the Princess while we continued down the private stairs out of the Penthouse.

“What was that about?” I asked as we entered the hall, walking to the seat at the head of the table.

The conference room was one of the larger singular rooms in the Pagoda, not including a few of them upstairs alongside the throne room and the entry hall. The dark interior, with soft orange lights that resembled candles in sconces along the wall, left the room feeling oddly cozy. While I took a seat, Brock went out through the main double doors.

“I noticed that her Highness did not have a guard detail,” Fíla shrugged, standing behind me and to my right while Aelyr and Kutz stood further back against the wall. “So I had Lyvah step up until we can get such rectified.”

“I don’t think she’s ever left the Penthouse since her father left.” I noted leaning back in the chair which should be more properly referred to as a very plush throne that swivels.

Fíla was looking down at me, his eyes blackened with occasional glints. There was no expression on his face, however. “Sir, your family was murdered in the Penthouse proper. If there was no cause for concern, then you would not have guards on you even there. Allow us to take these precautions for you and for your fiancé.”

He had a point. It had not been a full two months since assassins had snuck into the Penthouse and killed my entire family, alongside Aleyna’s brother, nephew, and niece. It all seemed as if it happened a year ago, with the skirmish in Paryda having filled the majority of the past few weeks.

The reminder put a pit in my stomach. I shifted forward, elbows on the cool wood of the table while I held my head in my palms, focusing on my breathing. It would not do to have even a slight mental breakdown now, right before a series of meetings, even if my heart had not yet remotely healed from the loss. Pushing the thoughts and memories aside in the heat of combat medical was not the healthiest way to handle grief.

I straightened as the doors opened, and Brock led in a small group of scowling men in similar business suits with generally minor physical differences. They took their seats at the far end of the very long, oval table. It was hard to keep down irritation at the choice, for it would make me almost yell to be heard. A small nametag stood out on each breast, but the writing was so small I couldn’t read any of them.

“Why are you sitting so far away?” I asked, keeping my voice calm.

They looked at each other, shock and confusion replacing the scowls. The one sitting at the other end of the table, directly in front of me, spoke. “We normally do so, at the orders of your father, Sir.”

Folding my arms, I leaned back in the chair, adopting a scowl. “I do not care for yelling. If we are to speak to each other as adults, then move closer to me, or I will move closer to you.”

There was a pause before they grabbed their briefcases and moved to seats closer to me, though not directly next to. I waited for them to get settled, and to speak first.

The eldest, a tall pale man with white hair, stood and bowed in my direction. “Our dearest Overlord, to start please accept our most sincere condolences in regard to the loss of your family.” He waited while the rest of the group nodded, muttering a similar phrase under their breaths. Once the muttering was done, he continued. “We would like to have some concerns addressed with you, in regard to your family’s company, and how your most recent, political, changes might affect it.”

My eyes widened, and my jaw tensed as my fingers curled into fists. I waited for them to continue, but my reaction caused them to hesitate. “Go on.” I encouraged through clenched teeth.

He nodded. “Well, with your tax cuts and removal of the limitations on businesses within Farysha, we worry you might be negatively impacting the company’s growth.”

“Is that all?” I asked, trying not to laugh as the former rush of anger subsided with haste.

Confusion and fear grew in their expressions. “Y-yes, Sir.”

I leaned back, resting my elbow on the plush armrest and my cheek in my hand, watching them sweat. I found myself enjoying their fearful reactions. “Tax cuts mean the business gets to keep more earnings from sales, employees get to keep more of their income, and items are cheaper to sell and purchase. The rest of the populace also gets more money to spend on whatever it is they wish. Being more lenient with businesses promotes more growth, and if you’re truly concerned, remember right now my corporation is the only retail business currently in operations within Farysha, much less in other countries. Items to start up small businesses will have to be ordered from us.”

My answers did not appear to sway fears. “And when these potential smaller businesses are all set up? Or if other countries place tariffs upon us?”

“Then I am certain you will find ways to compete, be it by providing supplies for what these other businesses make, to raising prices in those countries to cover the tariffs.” I raised an eyebrow, watching the president of the Board. “If you are in such a position to make these choices on my behalf, then I believe you must be intelligent enough to understand how to make the best of the situation I have set forth for you.”

He drummed his fingers against the wooden surface, trying to think of a response. Failing, he deflated and bowed. “I am glad that your Excellence trusts me so. We shall continue to manage your business to the best of our abilities.”

The rest of them bowed slightly as well, repeating his last sentence.

Smiling, and more relaxed than I had been, I stood and stretched. “Good. Then I believe this meeting is concluded. Unless you had anything else to discuss?”

The gaggle of men in suits shook their heads and began gathering their various, unused pages and charts. It looked like they had been prepared for a different type of meeting, where they were going to convince me to keep the laws. Honestly, such an approach would have been folly at their end. Having lived among what they would refer to as the commoners, I felt that I understood the best way to keep the populace not only happy, but growing productive.

Brock stopped me as I attempted to depart. “Next, you have a meeting with alliance representatives.”

“Have the Ishtian Kings arrived?” If they had, I was not yet alerted so that I could properly greet them.

The dwarf set down
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