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Prologue
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Harpur Diggins sat next to his hoard, crunching on a deer that had wandered into the meadow outside his lair. He was exhausted and the nourishment that the dragon-fire blackened venison provided was reviving his strength. He hoped it would be enough to get him to his next destination; a mountain ledge on the western border between the kingdoms of Epoh and Rednow. There he was going to meet Khol the Black, ruling dragon of Rednow. 

The three-day hike through Braydon Wood from Colwygshire was uneventful and had provided him with time to make his plan. After King Arthur and Queen Alex had announced that they were expecting a child, he had felt compelled to take action to ensure that they remained safe should his waning strength become known and another dragon challenge him for rulership over Epoh. it was only a matter of time and with his magic failing and his ability to transform from his human to his dragon form having become almost too excruciating to execute, he had to find a way to look after Arthur and his growing family. 

He had spent too much time in human form. It was taking its toll on his magic and with the injuries he’d sustained when he lured three wraiths into a Boundary several moon cycles earlier, he was rapidly growing too weak to rule as the great purple dragon he had once been. 

When he’d finished eating the deer, Harpur crawled out of the lair and moved to the edge of the meadow from where he leapt into the sky. His deformed right wing protested against the weight of his body by sending shocking waves of pain through his shoulder and down his back. But he forced himself to carry on, getting as much altitude as he could so he might be able to glide for a few miles before he had to pump his wings again. The distance to the mountain peak was only a hundred miles and when he was fit and strong, he could have done it in a matter of fifteen or twenty minutes. But in his current condition, it was unlikely that he would be able to do it in one shot. Staying close to the mountains so he could land if he needed to, Harpur floundered through the night sky. It was imperative that he arrive before Khol and though it would be a long night on the mountain, his pride would not allow him to let Khol see him struggling so severely. 

He arrived a few hours before dawn, even more exhausted than he’d been at his lair, and settled himself on the wide ledge a couple hundred feet below the peak where Khol was going to join him for their meeting. Keeping his right wing toward the mountain side, he strategically placed his left wing to cover the missing scales on his leg where contact with the edge of the Boundary had burned them with frostbite. As for the missing scale over his heart that he’d torn off to save Arthur’s life before he’d become king, there was not much he could do to hide it. Even if he could have kept Khol from noticing his injuries, the stout black dragon would sense his weaknesses anyway. Harpur lowered his head to rest on an outcropping of rock and fell asleep.

He was woken at dawn by the sound of wings flapping in the sky above him. Harpur, stiff and sore after his flight from the lair, winced against the pain that shot through his shoulder as he stood to meet the other dragon. 

Khol landed a short distance away from Harpur and was instantly struck by the weakness he sensed in the great purple dragon. “Hale, Harpur Diggins,” he said as he approached.

“Hale, Khol. Thank you for coming.”

“It appears that it is I who should thank you.” Khol stared at the spot where the scale was missing from Harpur’s chest. “You have confirmed the rumors that you are... not well?”

Harpur scowled at the smaller, black dragon and released a puff of purple-grey smoke from his nostrils. “I’m not done for yet, but it’s good to know that I am still a worthy topic of discussion in the Sands of Sancheera.”

Khol chuckled. “That you are. As you always have been. To what do I owe the honour of your invitation to meet?”

“I want you to agree to be my witness if I am challenged,” Harpur said.

“If?” Khol snorted. “I think you mean when.”

Harpur took a deep breath to calm himself. “Don’t test me, Khol. Will you do it?”

“Yes, yes, of course. I owe you that much.” The black dragon backed away from Harpur. He could sense the weakness in the purple dragon, but he was also aware of Harpur’s power.

“You owe me nothing,” Harpur said honestly. “What happened was a long time ago. And I never held it against you.”

“Revenge was never your way,” Khol said. 

“No matter who challenges me, you will keep your word and accept the position of witness?”

“I will,” Khol said. 

“Have you heard of any who might be thinking of challenging me?” Harpur wasn’t going to ask this question, but he couldn’t help himself.

“Oh, there are a few who have talked about it. But it’s all just been posturing. No one of significance has spoken out. Would you like me to tell them I’ve seen you and that you are not nearly as weak as they may think?”

Harpur was surprised by Khol’s gesture. It might buy him some more time. To grow weaker... “Do as you think best,” Harpur said. “But as I said, you owe me nothing.”

Khol turned away from Harpur and moved to the edge of the ledge. “Take care, Harpur Diggins. The next time we meet may be the last.” With that, the black dragon launched into the air and flew back to Rednow, leaving Harpur to find the strength to return to Colwygshire on his own.
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Chapter One
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“You better have it right this time. I could be a father any minute.”

A bundle of nervous energy, King Arthur of the Dragon Fire entered the council chambers and glared at the four people sitting at the round table in the center of the room. He did not take a seat. Instead, he rested his hands on the polished oak and leaned heavily in exhaustion upon them. The queen was in labour, about to deliver their first child and he’d been up all-night pacing back and forth outside her rooms while a mid-wife and several servants coached her through what sounded more like a torture session than the joyous beginning of a new life.

He’d been forbidden to attend the birth by the mid-wife, a formidable woman named Alma, who had made it quite clear that his crown did not include a free pass to the event. To his utter amazement, Alex, his queen and the love of his life, had agreed with Alma and Arthur had been summarily banished to the corridor. Various people, including each of the four men seated at the council chamber table had tried to distract him with invitations to eat, to walk, to talk, to get some sleep, but Arthur had stubbornly remained outside Alex’s rooms waiting to know if he was the father of a prince or a princess. 

Until, that is, a servant delivered a note shortly before dawn that read: Hiro figured it out!

Arthur read the note and then looked at the closed door to Alex’s rooms. He beat on the door with his fist until it opened and a tired lady in waiting peeked out. “I’m needed in the council chambers. You are to send someone to get me the moment the baby is born.”

“Yes, sire.” The lady in waiting yawned and closed the door again. 

“The very moment!” Arthur shouted at the solid oak barrier. “Do you hear me?”

When he got no answer, he turned and started toward the stairs that led to the main floor where the council chambers were located. He passed a kitchen maid on her way to Queen Alex’s rooms with a tray of food for the birth attendants and was reminded of his own unattended hunger. He snatched three sausage links from the tray, which he ate on the way down the stairs. The kitchen maid curtsied and sighed. Then she stopped and rearranged the tray to hide the fact that three sausage links were missing. Hopefully, she thought, I can drop the tray and leave before anyone notices and accuses me of eating them. 

“So, no news yet?” Sok, the elf and senior advisor to the king asked, ignoring Arthur’s surly entrance.

“If there was, Sok,” Arthur scoffed, “I would have said so. Now tell me what you’ve figured out so I can get back to my wife and child.”

Harpur Diggins sat across the table from where Arthur stood. He was wearing an elegant, black coat and his signature top hat. A cravat of cream-coloured silk was expertly tied around his neck and a large, round amethyst sparkled in the center of it. His once jet-black beard was now an iridescent mauve-white. Being in human form was taking its toll on the dragon and his beard was the most obvious evidence of it. Arthur saw the weariness in Harpur’s lavender eyes and another worry was refreshed. How much longer will you be with us, my friend? Arthur wondered.

Hiro, a Krist that they had imported from Mysturna, giggled to indicate that he wished to speak. “I have perfected the transporter that will get Anayah safely off Mysturna and bring her here.” 

Arthur looked at the small being standing, as he usually did, in his telepathically controlled hover gilly.  It had been almost a year and half since their friend, Anayah, had escaped from her aunt Analeetah and taken refuge in a sacred place called the Sphere on her home world of Mysturna. With her own magic suppressed by her aunt, Anayah had no way of getting away and coming to Thraeh. Everyone around the table felt some measure of responsibility for what had happened, though it was Harpur Diggins who bore the greatest weight of it. Arthur wanted to rejoice, but he knew better than to get too excited too soon. Inevitably, this announcement would be followed by some thorny caveat, a complication that they would have to overcome before the deed could be done.

“But?” Arthur braced himself for the bad news.

“But Bon wishes to come with Anayah,” Hiro said.

Arthur looked, first at Harpur, and then at Sir Davynn Willhart, the other man at the table, to gauge their feelings on the matter. Harpur’s face was impassive. Sir Davynn, however, appeared to have reservations. 

“What is it, Davynn? Do you object to having an android in Colwygshire?” Arthur asked the knight.

“I find it difficult to imagine a machine that looks and behaves like a man,” Davynn said. He reached for an apple and began paring slices off it with his dagger. 

Bon, indeed a machine that looked and behaved like a human – mostly – had once saved Sok’s and Arthur’s lives. He’d had to kill them both first, but in the end, he’d staved off the Entanglement that threatened to transfer their souls and, thus, their personalities from one to the other. Arthur hadn’t had much time to interact with Bon, but he was grateful for his skill. He had no problem with Bon coming to live in Colwygshire. If a Krist and a witch from a different world were welcome, why not an android as well?

Arthur, himself, was from Earth. As the king of Epoh, he had the last say. But he had come to rely on the council of Harpur, Sok, Davynn and Hiro since his coronation sixteen months earlier. There was an unspoken agreement between them that on matters such as this, he would not sanction an action without the consensus of the group. It had always been agreed amongst them that they would do everything in their power to rescue Anayah from her prison on Mysturna, but bringing Bon with her had never been part of the bargain. 

Since their own collective banishment from Mysturna, Harpur, Sok and Arthur had relied on Hiro for information on Anayah. He was free to come and go between Thraeh and Mysturna and had regularly returned to the underground cavern that was his home on that world. From there he was able to communicate with Anayah and Bon and get assistance from the technologically savvy android in creating a transporter using Arthur’s old cell phone, which he had smuggled with him when he had left Earth to become the king of Epoh. The Krist and the android had bonded just as the witch and the android had bonded. It seemed natural – at least to Arthur – that he should join their group.

Arthur turned to Sok. “What do you think?”

“I think that as long as the transporter can handle bringing both of them, that Bon should be allowed to come.” The elf stated his opinion and then returned his attention to his never-ending paperwork.

“Harpur?”

The dragon-wizard pursed his lips and, inspired by Davynn, reached for an apple of his own. “The android could be useful.” He took a bite of the apple.

“Well, you are all more familiar with it than I am,” Davynn conceded. “Let’s add a mechanical man to our company.”

Hiro giggled with typical Krist glee. “That’s wonderful! I will begin making the arrangements.” He floated out of the council chambers on his hover gilly. 

Arthur eyed the tray of pastries on the table. They looked far more appetizing than the small sausage links he’d pilfered, but it was too far away for him to reach and he didn’t have the energy to walk around the table. He could have asked Harpur to move it closer to him, but he decided that this was a good opportunity to practice his magic. Since learning that he actually did possess magical abilities, Harpur had been trying to teach him how to use them. To date, his efforts had been somewhat less than stellar. Still, if he was ever going to develop his skills, he had to practice. How hard could it be to get a pastry to move a few feet?

He concentrated on the confection that he wanted and willed it to float from the tray to his hand. At first the small, fruit-filled pie merely wiggled and jumped on the tray. Harpur and Davynn noticed the movement and leaned away from it, prepared to duck if they needed to. They’d both been witness to Arthur’s attempts at magically moving objects and the level of unpredictability was high. It was as likely that it would explode as it was that it would do Arthur’s bidding and travel safely to his outstretched hand. Sok remained absorbed in his paperwork and paid no attention. 

The pastry continued to vibrate for several seconds. Harpur and Davynn held their breath and watched intently. Finally, it rose into the air and hovered above its companions much like a UFO in an early science fiction B movie. Arthur kept his focus. Just as it began to float toward its summoner, the lady in waiting that Arthur had ordered to come and get him the moment the queen gave birth burst into the room.

“The queen awaits you, sire,” she announced. The excitement in her voice crackled like a lit sparkler.

Arthur instantly forgot about the pastry and wheeled around to face her. The pastry, however, did not forget that it was being summoned and picked up momentum. Arthur felt it whiz past his head and watched helplessly as it flew across the room and smashed squarely into the lady in waiting’s face. 

Without looking up from his paper work, Sok sighed. “We will help the lady. You should go meet your son or daughter.”

Davynn, being the gallant and chivalrous knight that he was, was already on his feet and on his way to help the shocked and sputtering victim of her king’s inept attempt at magic. As he approached the repentant king, he propelled Arthur toward the door. 

Arthur muttered a brief and mildly apologetic apology to the lady in waiting as he passed her on his way out of the council chambers. He took the stairs two at a time, his feet barely touching the treads as he sprinted toward his long-awaited fatherhood. He couldn’t wait to meet his son or daughter and count his or her fingers and toes. It sounded ridiculous, but he believed that was what parents of brand-new babies were expected to do.

The door to Queen Alex’s rooms was open when he arrived a little out of breath and he rushed into the bizarrely tidy space. He had expected disarray, but found a testament to Alma’s efficiency instead. No one would ever have suspected that a child had just been born there. Even his adorably cute hippie girl wife looked as if she had just woken up from a refreshing nap. 

Alex’s unruly curls were brushed and pinned back with jeweled combs. Her cheeks bore a faint blush of pink and her eyes sparkled with unfettered joy. She wore a lace-trimmed, lavender night gown under a creamy, satin robe. In her arms, she held a tiny bundle, swaddled in a mint-green blanket. From where Arthur stood at the door, he could see a patina of soft, blonde hair poking out of the blanket.

Alex looked up and smiled at her husband. “Arthur, come meet our daughter,” she said softly.

“Hello, Princess,” Arthur cooed as he took the baby from the queen and cradled her in his arms. His heart swelled, bursting with a powerful love for his child. All at once he was overwhelmed with more emotion than he knew what to do with and it spilled out in a torrent of tears. He couldn’t take his eyes off this little girl. 

“Arthur,” Alex said softly from her bed. 

“Hmm?” Arthur replied, barely registering his name. He was entirely enchanted by his new daughter.

“Would you like to meet our son?” 

“Yes, dear,” Arthur said. He continued to stare at the baby in his arms for a few seconds. “What did you say?”

Arthur finally tore his eyes away from his baby daughter and looked at his wife. She was holding another bundle, this one swaddled in a turquoise blanket. “Where did that come from?” Arthur was almost positive that his fatigue was playing tricks on him. He shook his head to clear the fog. But the second baby remained in Alex’s arms.

“The same place that one came from,” Alma said over Alex’s delighted chuckling. “Where did you think he came from?” The midwife stood on the opposite side of the bed with her hands clasped in front of herself and gave Arthur a pinched look of disapproval.

“Did you know this was going to happen?” Arthur addressed his wife. Alma scared him to death.

“Alma suspected,” Alex said, “but we weren’t sure until this one made his appearance.” She kissed the prince’s forehead.

Arthur approached the bed and sat down slowly. He wanted to be as close to the prince as he could get, but wasn’t sure Alma would approve of him doing so. When all she did was tsk at him, he allowed the bed to accept his full weight. “This is amazing!” He beamed at his queen, who beamed right back at him.

A noise at the door caused them all to turn. Sok strutted brazenly into the room and toward the bed where Arthur, Alex and the new prince and princess were. Behind him, Harpur and Sir Davynn followed, but stayed a more polite and unassuming distance from the royal family. Alma, of course, rushed to shoo them all out.

“It’s okay, Alma,” Alex said. “Let them come in.”

The stern midwife complied, but couldn’t help letting her disapproval show on her unyielding face. “For a few minutes then.” She wasn’t about to relinquish all of the control she believed she possessed.

“Orhowyn’s silvery scales!” Sok shouted as he approached the bed and realized that there were two babies instead of only one. “There’re two of them!”

Neither Harpur, nor Sir Davynn could resist this bit of information. They both moved to the end of the bed to confirm for themselves Sok’s unexpected assertion. Harpur, the more taciturn of the two, simply nodded. Davynn openly congratulated the royal couple and, as the good and dutiful knight that he was, swore to protect the new prince and princes with his life. 

Alex, still somewhat in awe of living in a magical kingdom, smiled at Sir Davynn’s declaration and thanked him for his loyalty. 

“What are their names?” Sok asked as he lifted the princess out of Arthur’s arms and started rocking her gently back and forth as if holding babies was a common occurrence in his life. Every eyebrow in the room was elevated in response to the elf’s natural ease with the baby.

Alex filled Arthur’s empty arms with his son and adjusted her position against the pillows that propped her up. “The princess is Marian Elizabeth Grace and the prince is Harpur Earl Lancelot Luther.”

Sok raised and squinted his eyes in thought. “Then I shall call the princess Meg, but I cannot go around calling the prince Hell. You will need to change his name.”

Four brows furrowed in confusion. 

“What are you talking about?” Harpur asked.

“It’s an elven tradition. My name is Silkhar Ornathan Kluupentarajhar; Sok. So, Marian Elizabeth Grace becomes Meg and Harpur Earl Lancelot Luther becomes Hell. You see? That will never do.” Sok began to softly hum an elven lullaby to little Meg.

“You forget that they are not elves,” Harpur said to the humming elf.

“I kind of like Meg,” Alex said as she tried to reassemble an appropriate acronym for her son. 

The long and tedious debates that she and Arthur had had over possible names for their children had led to a few arguments in the weeks leading up to the twins’ births.  Arthur had insisted on names from the legend of King Arthur and had managed to convince her that Lancelot and Luther could be buried in a boy’s moniker as middle names. She had conceded as long as whatever names they chose honoured Arthur’s parents. Future children would be named after her own. The only name they agreed on from the start was Harpur for a boy. Once they had settled on Harpur Earl Lancelot Luther, they agreed that they would not change it. Now, however, Alex was enchanted by the elven naming tradition and wanted her son to have a name within a name. 

“We thought we’d just call the prince Harpur, if you don’t mind,” Arthur said, seeing the look on his wife’s face and hoping to stop her from taking this any further. 

“I think Harpur is a good choice,” Harpur said. He was more pleased than he wanted to show that Arthur and Alex had named their son after him. 

“Silkhar Ornathan Kluupentarajhar?” Davynn was still digesting Sok’s proper name.

“What if we called him Harpur Arthur Reginald Tristan? Hart!” Alex suggested.

“Ooh!” Sok exclaimed. “I like that. Hart is a great name for a prince. Hart is another name for a stag and stags are sacred forest creatures. They represent leadership and protection.”

Alex smiled. She had found a name that met all of the requirements. Reginald was Arthur’s father’s middle name and Tristan was a knight of the Round Table in some versions of the legend. Then she registered the look of disappointment on Arthur’s face. He forced a smile in return, but did not answer. “We will keep the name we chose,” she said quietly. 

“No,” Arthur said just as quietly. “Luther wasn’t a very good guy and Lancelot betrayed Arthur. I think our son should be known as Prince Hart.”

“You should have consulted me in the first place,” Sok said. “I’m good at these things.”

Harpur rolled his eyes at the elf. “You didn’t choose the name.”

“But I inspired it!” 

“Harpur Arthur Reginald Tristan it is then,” Alex said reaching for her son again. “I could really use a pastry. Are there any left on the tray?”

Davynn turned to retrieve the tray from a table near the window for his queen. “It appears that your attendants have eaten everything.” He held up the empty platter.

“I will send for more,” Sok said and started toward the door.

“Uh, Sok?” Arthur said.

“Hmm?”

“Leave the baby here.” Arthur stood up and walked across the room to take the princess from the elf.

Sok looked at Arthur and sighed. “Very well.” Reluctantly, he handed Meg to her father. 

“Thank you,” Arthur said, shaking his head at the elf’s audacity. 

With Sok off on a mission and the infants safely in their parents’ arms, Harpur and Davynn excused themselves as well. 

“You’re going to have to set limits with that one,” Harpur said. “Establish visiting hours or something. Otherwise, he’ll be up here all the time.”

Alex laughed. “They could have worse admirers, but I think you are right. If we give him free reign, he’ll have them swinging from the trees before they can walk.”

Alma returned with a yawning lady in waiting and announced that it was time for the babies to get some rest. Arthur looked at the midwife and was about to tell her that he and Alex were the babies’ parents and they would decide when twins needed to rest, but Alex spoke up first. “Thank you, Alma. I’m feeling a little tired, myself. Arthur, don’t you have court soon?”

Arthur scowled. The last thing he wanted to do was sit in the throne room and listen to complaints and accusations. But it was court day and it was his duty. And in all fairness, Alex deserved a bit of rest. He passed little Meg to the lady in waiting and then went to Alex’s side. “Thank you,” he whispered as he leaned down to kiss her. “They are perfect. And so are you.”

Alex smiled. “I love you.”

“I love you too.”

[image: image]

As Arthur followed Harpur and Davynn out of the queen’s rooms, he heard the knight mutter, “Silkhar Ornathan Kluupentarajhar?” 

“The weirdest part of that,” Harpur said, “is that Kluupentarajhar is a Fae name.”

Arthur, a few steps behind his friends, perked up. “Fae?”

Harpur and Davynn stopped to allow the king to catch up to them. “It’s obscure, but it is definitely Fae in origin,” Harpur explained.

“Fae, as in fairies?” In all the time he’d been on Thraeh and living in the Kingdom of Epoh, he’d never heard of fairies outside of a few songs the minstrels sang in the pubs and markets.

“I wouldn’t call them fairies to their faces,” Harpur cautioned, “but, yes, Fae as in fairies.”

“There are Fae in Epoh?” Arthur was curious. He had visions of tiny, winged beings that flew around sprinkling fairy dust behind them. 

The threesome reached the top of the stairs and began to descend on their way to the throne room. Sok, it appeared, had accomplished his mission. They met a kitchen maid on her way up with a tray of pastries and cakes for the queen. As she stopped to awkwardly curtsy in deference to the king, each of them removed a tart from the platter and continued on their way. She waited until they were out of sight to put down the tray and rearrange the pastries. This was a common occurrence and she was thankful that the kitchen staff had learned to put extra on the trays for the queen just for these eventualities. 

“There are a few living in the southern-most portion of Braydon Wood,” Harpur said around a mouthful of delicious tart. “They have been granted the right to live there. As long as they don’t bother any of the other races in Epoh and keep the peace, they can stay.”

“Why would they bother any of the other races?” Arthur was wondering why this had never come up before. Shouldn’t I know about Fae living in my kingdom?

“It’s always best to leave the Fae to themselves,” Davynn contributed. “They are not the most trustworthy of creatures.”

Arthur felt a jolt of alarm. “Should we be concerned?”

“The elves will let us know if there is anything to worry about. So far, the Fae have behaved themselves.” Harpur popped the last bite of his tart into his mouth and jogged down the steps ahead of Davynn and Arthur to open the door to the throne room.

Arthur made a mental note to bring this up again later.
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Chapter Two 
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Court was Arthur’s least favourite royal duty. Listening to people complain about and accuse others of petty infractions was tedious and often boring. It was as if half of the kingdom’s subjects were disinclined to think for themselves and preferred to let their king decide for them. Arthur was appalled at the bizarre petitions he was required to make judgements on. His very first case when he became king was that of a local tradesman whose daughter refused to marry the man he’d chosen for her. The sixteen-year-old girl wanted to apply to the weaving guild, but her father insisted that she marry a man nearly three times her age, an unappealing and rather creepy chap to whom the father, it eventually came out, owed a considerable sum of money. When Arthur clued in to the fact that he was, essentially, selling his daughter, he became quite furious. Much to the father’s chagrin, Arthur decreed that he was to find some other way of paying his debts and instantly offered to let the young girl live in the castle under his protection while she apprenticed at the guild of her choice. He was setting a dangerous precedent, but he stood by his decision and dismissed the father with a warning not to come before the court with such an unconscionable petition ever again. 

Soon after that, Arthur reduced the court days to every fourth day.  There were no days and weeks on Thraeh. Months were measured by the moon and the seasons. About as specific as it got was to arrange for a meeting on, for example, the third day after the second moon in the Dark Season at midday. Needless to say, a lot of people were kept waiting – sometimes for days. With specific court days established, Arthur found it easier to pinpoint appointments and meeting times, but there remained a significant margin for error. Functioning without clocks and calendars was one of the hardest things Arthur and Alex had to adjust to. Except for the loosely scheduled bells that rang in the market, there was no way to tell time. To them it was like every day was a Saturday, except court days, which were always like Mondays. 

That particular day, the docket contained only eleven petitions. With any luck, Arthur thought as he donned his crown and fur-trimmed royal robe, we’ll be done before lunch and I can spend the afternoon with Meg and Hart. He frowned slightly when he heard those names in his head, but he knew he would warm to them. He glanced at Sok and nodded to signal that he was ready to hear the first petition.

The first petitioners were a butcher and a shoemaker. The pair owned and operated permanent shops next door to each other and were at constant odds. This was the third time in the past moon cycle that Arthur had had to listen to them complain about one another. Before either of them spoke, he was already bored.

“Is this about Dun throwing the blood and offal from the butcher shop in the gutter again?” Arthur asked.

“No, sire,” Dun, the butcher quickly answered. “It’s about Jacko’s stitching machine.”

Arthur’s brow furrowed. “His stitching machine?”

“Yes, sire,” Dun continued. “Jacko has installed a machine for stitching leather in his shop and it makes a terrible racket. I can’t hear my customers’ orders over the noise. Yesterday, I gave the good widow Treen two pounds of fish instead of one pound of ham.”

“Two pounds of fish doesn’t even sound a little bit like one pound of ham,” Jacko interjected. “It’s not my stitching machine that is the problem; it’s this...” Jacko checked himself before he called his business neighbour a name he would be fined for using in court. “...it’s Dun not paying attention. He’s all over smitten with that Morgaine Fayle woman who’s lodging at the Shire Bend Inn. He’s so busy gawking out the window hoping to catch a glimpse of her, he doesn’t know what his customers are asking him for.”

Arthur silently asked Orhowyn for strength. “Tell me about this stitching machine,” he said to Jacko as he beckoned Sok to come closer for a word.

“Well, sire,” Jacko said with pride in his voice, “it’s quite remarkable. There’s a hand crank, you see...”

But Arthur didn’t care about the stitching machine. He’d only asked to keep Jacko talking for a minute while he conferred with Sok. “What do you know about this Morgaine Fayle?” he whispered to his senior advisor.

“Not a thing. Except that she is the last petition on the docket today. She’s seeking a private audience with you,” Sok replied.

“Get her in here now,” Arthur said. “I want to see just how distracting this woman is.”

Sok left the dais to summon Morgaine Fayle into the throne room.

“...and while it does make a clicking sound when it operating, it’s not very loud and it most definitely doesn’t prevent old Dun here from hearing orders.” Jacko completed his description of the stitching machine.

“Right,” Arthur said as if he’d heard every word. “Sounds like a perfectly wonderful invention.”

Jacko bowed to Arthur and then shot Dun a condescending look. “Thank you, sire. It is.”

Behind the two petitioners, the doors to the throne room opened. All eyes turned to see who was interrupting Dun and Jacko’s audience with the king. And all eyes widened as a raven-haired beauty entered the hall and sauntered toward the dais. She smiled as she approached Jacko and Dun. Jacko bowed his head slightly while Dun blushed and giggled like a schoolboy. 

Arthur could see why Dun was so smitten. From her gleaming black locks to the shimmering blue-green gown that fitted her curves like a second skin, Morgaine Fayle was most definitely a distraction. As much as he adored Queen Alex, even Arthur had to admit that he would be hard-pressed not to give this woman a second glance. 

A motion on Arthur’s left caught his eye and he managed to tear his gaze away from the vision in front of him to see Harpur slip out the door. That is odd, Arthur thought. He also noticed that Morgaine Fayle noticed the dragon-wizard’s departure. She glanced furtively over her shoulder as Harpur literally snuck out of the room. A small smile played across her ruby lips and then she turned her whole attention on Arthur. 

Having returned to the dais, Sok announced the newcomer. “The Lady Morgaine Fayle of Andonsheer.”

Morgaine curtsied as deeply as her tight gown would permit. “It’s just Morgaine Fayle, your majesty. I have no title.” Her voice was deep and as sultry as her curvaceous figure. 

But you have plenty of wealth. “My apologies... May I call you Morgaine?” Arthur asked, not sure how he should address her.

“Of course.”

“Thank you. Again, I apologize. My advisor assumed incorrectly.” Arthur cleared his throat and adjusted his position on the throne. “You are a long way from home, Morgaine. What brings you to Colwygshire?”

“I am hoping to acquire some property in your charming kingdom. Perhaps in the north-west?” Morgaine said. 

She flipped her long, black hair over her shoulder and Arthur saw that, unlike her other finger nails, which were painted a rich sapphire that matched her eyes, the nail on her index finger was the colour of old bone with a black streak marbling its length from tip to cuticle. She wore no rings. In fact, she wore no jewelry at all. Arthur found this disturbing somehow. Almost as disturbing as the way she made her last statement a question, as if she was challenging him in some way. Or testing me? 

“I see,” he said, unwilling to acknowledge the challenge. “I wish you good luck in your search.”

Sok, who was taking notes looked at Arthur, puzzled by this peculiar exchange, but said nothing. 

“May I inquire as to why I was asked to join the good butcher and shoemaker? I had requested a private audience with you, your majesty.”

Beside her, Dun and Jacko shuffled uncomfortably. Even Arthur had to squirm a little. How do I tell her I wanted to see how alluring she is?

“It appears that you are something of a distraction for the businessmen around the Shire Bend. Your presence was required to settle these good merchants’ petition.” Arthur settled on the truth. He doubted that she was unaware of the effect she had on men.

Morgaine looked at the squat, balding butcher and the stooped, shaggy shoemaker with what Arthur could only interpret as amusement. “Then it seems that I need to hasten my acquisition and remove myself from your fair city as soon as possible.”

Dun was so red in the face, Arthur feared he would have a heart attack. “I’m sure that these fine men are sufficiently mature enough to conduct themselves in a more appropriate manner?” Arthur looked pointedly at Dun, who nodded. “Good,” he continued. “Jacko, I wish you well with your new stitching machine. Dun, pay closer attention to your customers from now on. And, for the love of Orhowyn, stop bringing your petty differences into my court. I’ve had quite enough of the both of you.”

The two men bowed and scuttled out of the throne room. 

“I apologize yet again,” Arthur said to Morgaine. “Thank you for coming in. Perhaps you would like to join me for lunch after court is done. You can have your private audience over a good meal.”

Sok cleared his throat to get Arthur’s attention. “Sire, you are to lunch with the queen today. She is expecting you right after court.”

“Of course,” Arthur said. He wanted to get back upstairs and see Alex and the prince and princess more than anything, but he was feeling anxious about Morgaine Fayle and wanted also to find out what her business with him was. “Will you agree to postpone the private audience until after lunch? We can meet in the council chambers and there will be no need to rush.”

Morgaine tilted her head and looked sideways at Sok for a moment. “That is more than agreeable. I will return at the first bell after the midday chime.” She repeated her restricted, yet amazingly graceful curtsy and left the throne room.

As soon as the door closed behind her, Sok approached Arthur and stood next to the throne. “That was interesting.”

“Indeed.” Arthur rested his elbow on the arm of the throne and gripped his chin as he stared at the closed door. “Do you know why Harpur left so suddenly?”

“I didn’t realize he had left,” Sok said, looking across the room to where Harpur had been sitting against the wall. “When did he leave?”

“When Morgaine Fayle came in,” Arthur said. “As soon as he saw her, he bolted for the door.”

“That’s even more interesting,” Sok said, joining Arthur in staring at the door. After a moment he continued, “Shall I bring in the next petitioner?”

Arthur sighed. “I suppose so. I’d like to get out of here as quickly as I can.”
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When court finally ended, Arthur dropped his royal cloak on the throne and tossed his crown to Sok to have it put away in the vault. He hated the heavy thing and only wore it when he had to. He wasn’t even sure that he ever had to, though Sok insisted that it was protocol for court. “It’s a symbol of your authority. No one is going to respect a king without a crown,” he repeated every time they were preparing for court and had to listen to Arthur grumble about it.

“I’m going up to Alex’s rooms. See if you can find Harpur and ask him to join us there. And when Morgaine returns, make her comfortable in the council chambers. I’ll be down as soon as I can,” he said to Sok, who glared at his back as he left the throne room.

“And I don’t get an invitation to lunch?” Sok mumbled to himself as he gathered up the royal cloak and folded it reverently. 

As he had earlier that morning, Arthur took the stairs two at a time from the throne room to the third floor where his beloved wife’s rooms were. He opened the door and entered to find her sitting up in her bed holding Hart in her arms. He could hear Meg crying in an adjoining room that was serving as the nursery for the twins. 

“Is everything alright?” Arthur asked, tossing his head toward the bawling.

“Alma is changing her,” Alex explained. “Apparently, it’s not her favourite activity.”

Arthur nodded, but he still felt like he should go and check on his daughter. He entered the nursery just as the midwife was bundling Meg snuggly into a blanket. The moment she was lifted up off the table, her crying stopped. 

“May I?” Arthur asked, holding out his arms to take the baby.

“You may,” Alma said in her typically snappish tone and placed Meg in her father’s arms.

Arthur instinctively started bouncing Meg. She was wide awake and kept puckering up her lips and frowning as if she was quite disgusted by what had just happened to her. Arthur couldn’t help but laugh. This tiny human, only a few hours old, was already asserting herself. 

“This one’s going to be a handful,” he said, sitting down on the edge of the bed next to his wife. He leaned over and kissed Alex, sneaking a peak at Hart, who was sleeping soundly.

“They are quite amazing already,” Alex said. “I think that Hart is going to be a scientist.”

“A scientist! What makes you think that?” Arthur asked, perplexed.

“He just seems to be a thinker,” Alex said, tilting her head and looking at her son.

“Well, I suppose time will tell,” Arthur said. “How are you? Everything okay?”

Alex laughed. “As far as I know,” she said. “Time will tell in that regard as well.”

Arthur blushed. 

Two maids came in with lunch trays for the king and queen. Alex’s consisted of a thin broth and some steamed vegetables, while Arthur’s was heaped with sandwiches and cakes and ale. 

“This doesn’t seem fair,” Alex complained as the babies were replaced by the trays.

“You will eat lightly for a day or two,” Alma instructed.

Alex took a piece of cake from Arthur’s tray and stuffed it into her mouth as soon as Alma’s back was turned. Arthur wisely busied his own mouth with one of the sandwiches.

“How was court?” Alex asked while she glowered at the broth on her tray.

“Interesting,” Arthur said.

“That’s a switch. Usually when I ask, you say, ‘Tedious as always.’ What was so interesting about it?” She slurped broth from her spoon and was delighted that it at least tasted good.

“A woman named Morgaine Fayle appeared today. She’s rather... disturbing.” Arthur lifted a piece of cheese to his mouth, but when he saw Alex’s open mouth, he popped it into hers instead.

“Disturbing how?”

“I can’t quite put my finger on it. She says she intends to acquire land in the north-west of the kingdom.”

“There’s nothing up there except forest and mountains,” Alex said. “Why would she want land there? What does she intend to do with it?”

“That’s just it. I can’t imagine.” Arthur took another bite of sandwich and chewed thoughtfully. “I guess I will find out later. She’s requested a private audience with me and we will be meeting after lunch.”

“I expect a full report,” Alex said.

Arthur didn’t mention Harpur sneaking out of the throne room. Neither did he describe Morgaine to Alex, deciding to leave that out unless Alex asked directly. There was no point in stirring the green-eyed monster that had taken up residence in Alex over the last few months of her pregnancy. He did tell her about Jacko’s new stitching machine, though, and that provided a safe segue away from the troubling Morgaine Fayle. 

Sok arrived bearing a lunch tray of his own and settled himself on a chair he pulled close to the bed to join them for the remainder of the meal. His intrusions into their private life had become a matter of course. They had long-since given up trying to convince him that he could not just come and go as he pleased. Instead, they came to think of him more like the elven son they would never have. And who would never leave home.

“Did you find Harpur?” Arthur asked.

“Not yet.” Sok dipped a piece of bread into a pool of gravy and took a bite.

“He isn’t in his room?”

“He is not. Nor is he in Hiro’s laboratory, the kitchens, the guard towers, the dungeons or the water closet.”

“You checked the water closets?”

“It seemed prudent when I couldn’t locate him anywhere else. Just trying to be thorough.” Sok licked some gravy off his fingers.

“I wonder where he got to.” Arthur did not like not knowing where the dragon-wizard was at the best of times. 

“The market, maybe?” Alex offered.

Sok and Arthur both shrugged. It was possible.

“I’m sure he will turn up.” Arthur said, trying to convince himself that there was nothing to worry about.

They finished their meals and chatted about Meg and Hart. Sok, much to Arthur’s surprise and relief, said nothing about Morgaine Fayle or anything that had happened at court. He seemed to sense Arthur’s concern and, in light of happier things to talk about, namely Meg and Hart, kept the conversation light and cheerful. But as soon as he had sated his hunger, Sok wandered into the nursery to see the twins. From Alex’s bed, she and Arthur could hear Alma lecturing the elf on proper etiquette and admonishing him for being in the queen’s room uninvited. 

“I’m their uncle!” Sok exclaimed. “And I’m Arthur’s senior advisor. I have just as much right to be here as you do.”

Arthur and Alex chuckled. 

“He truly is incorrigible,” Alex said.

“Maybe he’ll drive Alma crazy and she’ll quit,” Arthur suggested. 

“Oh, she’s not that bad.” Alex rolled her eyes.

“No,” Arthur agreed, “she’s worse. Couldn’t you have found a more friendly midwife?”

“Well, she knows her stuff. And she’s only going to be around for a few weeks. Once they are a little older, we’ll find a permanent governess for them.”

“Thank Orhowyn for that!” Arthur said, standing up to go see his children before he had to leave for his meeting with Morgaine. He bent down and kissed his wife. “I’ll just go say good bye to Meg and Hart and then I’ll get Sok out of Alma’s hair.”

“I’ll take another of those cakes before you go.” Alex pointed at the tray that still held a few of the rich confections.

Arthur handed her a piece of cake, kissed her again and went to save Alma. Or Sok. Arthur wasn’t sure who would win if it came to blows between the two of them.
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As they reluctantly descended the stairs on their way to the council chambers, Sok reminded Arthur that he wasn’t wearing his crown. Arthur sighed. “Have someone fetch the silver circlet from my chambers. I’ll wear that.”

Sok sighed in turn. “How many times do I have to tell you...?”

“How many times have you told me already?” Arthur cut his senior advisor off before he could go on about the symbol of authority.

“Dozens! Hundreds probably.”

“And how’s that working out for you?” Arthur jogged ahead down the last few stairs and pushed the door to the throne room open. He held it for his long-suffering senior advisor who swept past him and barked an order to a guard to fetch the circlet and bring it to the council chambers. 

“If Morgaine is here, let her in. And then keep looking for Harpur. I was hoping to talk to him before I met with the extraordinary Morgaine Fayle, but I guess I will have to do this cold.” Arthur pulled a chair out from the round table and sat down. “He might be at Skull’s Keep. Check there.”

“Don’t you want me to take notes?” Sok seemed disappointed.

“She asked for a private audience. I can write down any notes I think I might need.”

Sok frowned. But he did as Arthur asked. Besides, Skull’s Keep had the best ale in the kingdom and if Arthur was going to exclude him from the meeting with Morgaine, he’d just expense a pint or two to the royal account!

Arthur sat at the table and pondered the events of the morning. Harpur’s abrupt departure when Morgaine had entered the room was disconcerting. Harpur had looked genuinely shaken by her appearance. And the surreptitious glance she had given him had not gone unnoticed. Do they know each other? Arthur wondered. She said she was from Andonsheer. That’s on the border of the Sands of Sancheera, which is where Harpur was born. And why would she want to acquire land in the north west? 

All of the workable land occupied by humans in the Kingdom of Epoh belonged to the king essentially. There were no land owners, per se. Knights acted as Lords over different territories and were granted rights to manage the villages and farms within their territory. In exchange, they collected taxes for the king and paid – and were paid – a portion of the profits from crops, livestock and any industry that was conducted inside their borders. The peasants and workers were thus provided protection, housing and a fair wage in exchange for their taxes and tithes. It was a well-managed system, and one that existed only because Harpur allowed it, for in fact, Harpur owned the kingdom. 

This is where things got muddy for Arthur. Dragons on Thraeh owned the world and divided it up amongst themselves into territories. At their whim, they either permitted humans, elves, dwarves and Fae to occupy the land and manage their affairs, or not. So, while Arthur was the king of the Kingdom of Epoh and ruled the people who lived within its borders, Epoh itself belonged to the dragon, Harpur Diggins. And he chose who could or could not live there. 

For the most part, Harpur tended to let the peoples of Epoh live as they chose. Humans and elves dominated the populace and lived in relatively peaceful accord. Their treaties enabled the elves to manage Braydon Wood while the humans worked the land. A clan of dwarves mined the mountains in the far south and a colony of Fae occupied the southern-most portion of Braydon Wood and governed the great river that transected the kingdom where it flowed through that vast forest. As far as Arthur knew, the river had no name, though he had heard it referred to as the Fae Waters, which he had just assumed was an Epohian reference to some myth or legend. Arthur had never seen any of the Faefolk, but he so very recently had been assured that they were there and that it was best that they be left alone. He had met a couple of dwarves who had come to Colwygshire to sell the gems their clan had mined, but that had been a brief and altogether uneventful encounter. Each race was responsible for themselves and it was expected that each race respect the others under Harpur’s overarching rule. He had no doubt that if a conflict were to arise between any of the races, Harpur would put an end to it in a flash. 

The problem that kept nagging at him now was that just prior to his coming to Thraeh from Earth and being crowned king, Harpur had been badly injured while luring three wraiths into a Boundary to the world of Mysturna. He had never fully recovered and in recent months his condition had deteriorated alarmingly. This was attributed to the fact that he had spent eight Earth years in human form, which had caused him to lose much of his regenerative dragon powers. And now that he was so weakened by his injuries, he was vulnerable to other dragons coming to challenge him for ownership of Epoh. It was an eventuality, Harpur had assured Arthur, that was unavoidable. “Pray Orhowyn, when the time comes, that the dragon who inherits Epoh from me looks kindly on the people here,” Harpur had warned him. Though he didn’t want to believe it, he was sure that Morgaine was referring to Harpur’s lair as the lands she wished to acquire when she mentioned the north-west, for that was where it was located.

Arthur desperately wished he could talk to the dragon-wizard now.

When the door opened again, Arthur stood up and came around the table to greet his guest. She was wearing a hooded cloak this time that covered her modestly from head to toe. Arthur suppressed his amusement and held out a chair for her. He waited until she had removed the cloak and was seated before returning to his own. “Thank you, Sok. If you could see to that little errand we talked about, I would really like to receive the package as soon as I am done with Miss Fayle.”

“And where would you like me to deliver it to once I locate it, sire?” Sok asked, not missing a beat.

“If you could take it to my chambers, and watch over it until I get there, that would be great.” Arthur smiled at the elf.

Sok smiled back, relieved he was not being shut out. He was dying to know what had set Harpur off. “Very good, sire.” 

“Can I get you anything?” Arthur turned his attention to Morgaine. “Wine? Water? Ale?”

“No, thank you. I’m fine.” Morgaine replied. “But do have something yourself if you like.”

Arthur would have liked a cup of ale, but he decided that it might be best not to have servants walking in on anything sensitive that might come up. “I’m fine too,” Arthur said. “Now what did you want to see me about?”

“As I mentioned earlier, I am hoping to acquire some land in the north-west beyond Braydon Wood. I wished to meet with you to determine exactly how I should go about that.” Morgaine’s face remained passive.

Arthur’s hands were clasped on the table top. He leaned forward a little, putting more weight onto his elbows. “As I’m sure you are aware, it is not within my purview to grant lands to anyone. I still don’t know why you are here or what you want from me.”

Morgaine leaned back in her seat, resting her forearms on the arms of the chair and allowing her long hands to dangle over the ends. Once again, Arthur noticed the unpainted nail on her left hand. This close it looked more like a claw or a talon than a fingernail. “I am well aware of the terms of land ownership, your majesty. I simply wanted to...” she paused, watching Arthur closely, “...understand the people in this kingdom before I move forward with my plans.”

“I’m confused,” Arthur said. “Are you saying that you want to know if we will be good neighbours?”

Morgaine actually smiled. “That is an excellent way of phrasing it.”

“And how are we measuring up so far?” Arthur was not feeling good about any of this, but he, too, kept his expression passive.

“So far,” Morgaine said, “I find your people quite likeable.”

“I’m pleased to hear it.” More than you realize. “But I’m still unsure of how it is that I can help you determine how you should put your plans into action. I don’t even know what your plans are.”

Morgaine thought about her response. “All in good time, your majesty,” she said rising from her seat. “I’m afraid that I have taken up more of your valuable time than I intended. I can assure you, however, that you have exceeded my expectations.”

Arthur remained sitting. “Miss Fayle?” he said, staring at his clasped hands.

“I do wish you would call me Morgaine.” She put her cloak back on and pushed the chair back under the table.

“Miss Fayle,” Arthur repeated, “the peoples of Epoh are extremely loyal to Harpur Diggins.”

“And that is a good thing.”

Just as Morgaine Fayle left the council chambers, the guard Sok had dispatched to retrieve Arthur’s circlet appeared. He handed the silver diadem to his king and bowed. 

“Thank you... Waldorn, is it?” Arthur took the circlet and placed it on the table.

“Wildorn, sire,” the guard corrected. 

“Thank you, Wildorn. That will be all.”
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Chapter Three
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Hiro floated into the council chambers expecting Arthur, Harpur, Sok and Davynn to be there. When he found it deserted, he also found himself at a bit of a loss. There was always at least one of them hanging around in the council chambers. He had expected them all to be eagerly anticipating the event they had been planning for over a year and he was more than a little surprised by the fact that they were not. What could be more important than rescuing Anayah and Bon? Hiro thought to himself as he turned the hover gilly and prepared to go back to his laboratory. Having missed court altogether, he knew nothing of Harpur’s disappearance or the arrival of Morgaine Fayle, and no one had seen fit to relay the news about the births of Meg and Hart to him. But he was savvy enough to know that something must be going on for all four of his friends to be absent at the same time. 

Ever the optimist, though, Hiro decided to rescue Anayah and Bon on his own. The others would all be so surprised when the witch and the android appeared later at supper. With a signature giggle, Hiro urged his faithful hover gilly forward through the doors and back to this laboratory, which was situated, rather conveniently next to the kitchens. 

Upon arrival, Hiro parked his hover gilly in the corner of the spacious room and set to inspecting the transporter he had constructed using Arthur’s cell phone from his life back on Earth. With the help of Bon, Hiro had figured out how to use it to send messages through Boundaries from one world to another. The process had not been particularly stable and he had not been able to get it to accommodate two-way communication, but the transporter only had to work one way and, so far, the tests had proven it to be altogether promising. To date, they had been successful in transporting several animals from Mysturna to Thraeh, only one of which had died. There were always risks with transporting live creatures, but Anayah, Bon and Hiro all deemed them worth it. Anayah, especially, longed to be reunited with Harpur, Arthur, Sok and Hiro, even if it meant leaving her home world forever. 

Because they had to transport through a Boundary from one world to another without actually leaving the Sphere first, the system Hiro and Bon had devised was rather more complicated than a regular transporter would be. Essentially, it was a matter of timing and that was the trickiest part of the whole operation. Bon had to transport himself and Anayah to the nearest Boundary to Thraeh at the precise moment that Hiro transported them from the same Boundary to his laboratory. The biggest problem – after the timing issue – was that virtually every Boundary to Thraeh on the Mysturna side was being guarded by Anayah’s aunt’s supporters. During their test runs, they transported the objects and animals right into the Boundary and then Hiro pulled them through from the Thraeh side to his laboratory at Colwygshire so that the guards at the Boundary had no opportunity to intercept them. Their ability to time the transports and Bounds was an ingenious trick that Bon had devised in which a signal was sent by Bon from the Sphere in much the same way they had sent the messages to the cell phone. Bon had contrived a relay system so that he did not have to be at the Boundary when the signal was transmitted. 

When the signal was received, Hiro had to count to ten to activate the transporter. In order to coordinate this step, Hiro had to Bound to Mysturna and communicate with Bon, which he had done that morning after making his announcement to Arthur, Harpur, Sok and Davynn that the transporter was ready. With the hover gilly’s ability to bend time, it was a matter of minutes for Hiro to get to a Boundary, make the Bound, contact Bon, make the arrangements and return. 

Now he just had to wait for the signal. And that was due within the hour (based on Bon’s calculations of the differences in how time passed on their respective worlds). Not that Hiro really understood what an hour was; Bon had constructed an hour glass to compensate for that lack of timekeeping in Epoh and he had coached the Krist on the precise speed and tempo he had to use to count the seconds.   

Hiro was disappointed that the others would not be there to greet and welcome Anayah and Bon to Colwygshire. He had so hoped, after all the time that had passed, that the five of them would be there when Anayah and Bon finally arrived. Oh, well, Hiro thought with a giggle, at least our dear friend will be free again. 

Hiro made himself comfortable on a small, Krist-sized stool next to the transporter to watch for the signal from Bon indicating that he and Anayah were ready. He instantly regretted leaving his satchel on the other side of the laboratory. He’d not had a chance to eat since before he had gone to Mysturna and his stomach was growling in protest. It was by pure chance that Davynn arrived only a few minutes into his vigil and Hiro was never happier to see the handsome young knight.

“Do you know where Harpur, Arthur and Sok are?” Davynn asked as he entered the bright and disorderly laboratory. 

“I haven’t seen them since before court,” Hiro answered. “I don’t suppose you could pop over to the kitchen and get something for me to eat?”

“I’ll see what I can do. Anything in particular?” 

“Whatever you can pilfer from under Finch’s nose.” Hiro was in no position to be fussy. And pretty much anything made under the head housekeeper’s supervision was delicious anyway. 

Davynn retreated from the laboratory and returned a few minutes later with a plate of freshly baked buns, some cheese and six apples. He brought two large mugs of ale as well and set it all down on a cluttered table near where Hiro was perched on his stool. 

“What are you doing?” Davynn asked as he shifted some books and papers from a human-sized chair and dragged it closer to the food.

“Waiting for Anayah and Bon,” Hiro said. 

“Shouldn’t you also wait for Arthur, Harpur and Sok?” Davynn handed a warm bun and some cheese to Hiro and helped himself to some of the same. 

“I don’t know where to find them and I don’t know exactly when Bon will signal to let me know when he and Anayah are ready. I expected the others to be in the council chambers, but apparently there are more important things going on than this long-awaited rescue.” Hiro was not petulant by nature, but he couldn’t disguise his disappointment.

“Like Meg and Hart, for instance?” Davynn suggested.

“Who or what are Meg and Hart?” Hiro looked up at the grinning knight.

“Arthur’s son and daughter. They were born this morning just before court began.”

“Twins!” Hiro said with a delighted giggle. “Well, I suppose that does excuse Arthur from being here. How are they doing? How is Alex?”

“Everyone seems to have come through hale and hearty.” Davynn reached for an apple. “I expected Arthur to be with them, but when I checked
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