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      His uncle disappeared down the hallway, a concerned look on his face. Alric sat back, resting his head against the wall, willing the ale to remain undisturbed in his stomach. He heard a door open, and then the familiar voice of his oldest brother, Alstan.

      "He left early this morning, Father. I doubt he'll show his face around here anymore. There's nothing left for him in Weldwyn."

      His father's voice, deeper but similar to his son's, boomed out, "About time. I can't stand people who work against their sovereign; it's the worse crime imaginable, in my opinion. You must remember that Alstan, for one day you'll be king."

      "Yes, Father," the elder brother replied. "Do you think he'll cause any further problems?"

      "I've made it quite plain in the capital that no one is to support his plan to rebel against the King of Merceria. We can't afford a war right now."

      "Should we be taking precautions?" Alstan asked.

      "I've sent word to the cities on the border. They'll keep an eye out for him. Hopefully, he'll skulk back under whatever rock he crawled out from and never be heard from again."

      "So," muttered Alric, "the usurper has left. I suppose it'll be back to boring again. Pity, I was looking forward to a little excitement, not much happens around here these days."

      He thought back to the joust and saw himself mounted on a large black horse. He was Alric the jouster, champion of all the cavaliers! A hand shook him awake, and he opened his eyes to see the face of his father looming over him.

      "Alric? Are you all right?"

      "Yes, Father," he stammered out, surprised at the interruption.

      "Then get yourself to bed, boy. The last thing we need is a drunken prince passed out in the hallway."

      Alric slowly rose to his feet and stood, wobbling, as he straightened his tunic. "Yes, Father," he said and staggered down the hall.

      "And there," remarked Alstan, "goes the future of Weldwyn."
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      The dancers moved in harmony across the floor, their slow, measured steps carried out in perfect unison. They were ablaze with colour, for the noble lords and ladies of the Kingdom of Weldwyn vied to outdo each other with their finery.

      Alric was not impressed. He sat, watching their movements, bored with the majesty of it, his young mind filled rather with thoughts of combat and glory. His musings were rudely interrupted.

      "Alric, did you hear me?"

      He glanced up to see the face of his mother, Queen Igraine, looming down on him in disapproval.

      "Sorry, Mother," he answered.

      "Don't sorry me, we have guests to attend to. I know you're young, but you're still a prince, and you have responsibilities."

      "To do what? Dance with the young ladies?"

      His mother's frown grew increasingly intense, and he knew he had overstepped. "Sorry, Mother, it's just that they're all so..."

      "So what?" she pressed.

      "Sycophantic?"

      "Well, what do you expect? You're fifteen, Alric. Your brothers were both engaged by your age."

      "That's not fair, Mother. Alstan is the heir, he had no choice, and you picked out Cuthbert's wife when he was only six." He watched her face soften but knew what was about to come.

      "I'm sorry, Alric," she said. "I know it's a burden, but we are royals, we have responsibilities."

      "And what, exactly, are my responsibilities?"

      "We will have to see," she said, avoiding the answer, as always. "Now, let's get you onto the dance floor, shall we? You have an impression to make."

      He knew he was defeated, as always, but he could never stay upset with his mother for long. Rising to his feet, he straightened his tunic and was about to step onto the dance floor when the music stopped, the melody complete. He glanced about desperately, anything to avoid the attention of Lady Julianne, who was now walking toward him. His eyes rested on his oldest brother, and he moved toward the eldest prince with purpose. Lady Julianne tried to talk to him, but he pretended not to hear and strode past, ignoring her entirely.

      "Alstan," he called out.

      Prince Alstan was standing in a small knot of people and turned upon hearing his name. His face lit up. "Alric? What is it?"

      The young prince had kept walking until he was directly in front of his brother, but now words failed him. He had been so eager to avoid the attention of the young lady that he had stumbled into what perhaps might be an even more embarrassing moment. He glanced back over his shoulder to see Julianne bearing down on him, and he felt a moment of panic.

      "Court," he blurted out, "something about the court."

      Alstan knit his brows, "I'm surprised you heard about that. I didn't think you had an interest in such things."

      Now that Alric was part of the conversation, he dove in, desperate to avoid the unpleasant encounter he had run from. "I was quite fascinated," he said, trying to sound like he knew what he was talking about. "Tell me more."

      Alstan pursed his lips, and Alric knew he recognized his bluff. Luckily, his brother also knew not to embarrass his family in a public place, but that didn't mean he wouldn't have fun with it.

      "He's coming back tomorrow," Alstan said at last. "You should come by and see how Father deals with him."

      Alric had no clue what his brother was talking about but felt trapped. "What was the fellow's name again?" he asked.

      Alstan smiled, "Lord Garig of Eastwood."

      "From Mercenaria?"

      Alstan leaned in close to whisper, "I've told you before, Alric, they call themselves Merceria now, have done for centuries. If you had spent as much time with your books as your sword, you'd know that."

      Alric blushed. "Of course," he said, "but why would a Mercerian noble come to our court?"

      "He wants to raise a rebellion against his king."

      Alric snorted, "Father won't go for that."

      "True," said Alstan, "but Father is wise enough not to dismiss him out of hand. He told him to come back tomorrow. He wants to hear his story in private."

      "And by private, you mean..."

      "With his advisors, of course, the usual bunch."

      "So you, as his heir, will be there."

      "Precisely," said Alstan, a smile crossing his face, "but I think you should be there too. It'll do you good."

      Alric was not sure it would be a positive experience, but he had buried himself in his rush to avoid the young lady, and now he was committed.

      "Besides," said Alstan, interrupting his thoughts, "Lord Weldridge will be there."

      Alric's eyes lit up, "Uncle Edwin?"

      "Yes, and I believe he just might have a seat for you at the tourney."

      Alric smiled; a day at the jousts was just what he needed. He heard soft footsteps approaching from behind, but now his mood was joyous at the thought of tomorrow's activities. He wheeled about suddenly to face a startled Lady Julianne.

      "Lady Julianne," he said, bowing deeply, "what a pleasant surprise. May I have the honour of this dance?"

      He took her hand as she looked on in surprise, and led her to the dance floor; Uncle Edwin always said it was best to take the bull by the horns.

      

      King Leofric of Weldwyn sat on a chair at the head of the table as Alric and Alstan entered. The king's eyebrows rose when he saw his youngest son.

      "Alric? Are you ill?"

      It was Alstan who spoke up, "No, Father, I thought he might benefit by coming. Shall I send him away?"

      "No," responded the king, "it's good he's here. He'll give me another perspective. Come and sit beside me," he said, indicating the seats to his left. "Lord Weldridge will be here shortly, and then we'll let our visitor in."

      They sat down and waited while the servants brought wine. Before they could pour, the king interrupted them, "I'll do that. Leave us."

      After the servants left, Leofric turned to his sons, "Listen, but don't interrupt. You may ask questions if you like, but don't accuse and don't comment. We'll feel him out, see what he really wants."

      Alric thought the whole affair was probably going to be a waste of time but nodded his head dutifully. The door opened to admit Lord Weldridge.

      "Edwin," said the king, "good of you to come."

      "Thank you, Sire, it was gracious of you to invite me. And what do we have here, do my eyes deceive me? Two Princes of the Realm?"

      Alric blushed. It was all an act, he knew, and yet he was always glad to see his lordship. Lord Edwin Weldridge was not related by blood, but he may as well have been. He was the lifetime friend of the king, and to the rest of the family, he was simply Uncle Edwin, except, of course, at official functions.

      "To what," Edwin said, glancing at the two young men, "do I owe the pleasure of such grand company?"

      King Leofric spoke, "Alstan thought it might do Alric some good, learning the ways of court and such."

      "Hmm," said Lord Weldridge, "I suspect it's a bit more than that, but perhaps that's a discussion for another day." He looked to the king, "What do we know of this fellow we're about to see?"

      Other than his mother, Alric had only ever seen Uncle Edwin talk so informally to the king.

      "The fellow who's coming to see us is a noble from Merceria."

      "Merceria, you say? Anyone I might have heard of?"

      "I doubt it; a man named Lord Garig. He's a minor noble, but he comes representing the Earl of Eastwood. What do you know of this earl?"

      Weldridge pursed his lips as he often did when thinking. "I believe he's a very powerful man, Leofric, perhaps one of the most powerful men in their kingdom. We'd best listen carefully to what his representative has to say rather than dismiss him out of turn. Are we sure this isn't some type of trick?"

      The king smiled, "I knew you'd say something like that. I've had the Steward of the Heralds check his documents. The seals are legitimate, as far as we can tell."

      "Well then," said Weldridge, "let's get the man in here and see what he has to say."

      King Leofric called out the order, and the door swung open, revealing a middle-aged man with a plump belly and a shortage of hair atop of his head. He stepped forward, bending his knee as he bowed.

      "Your Majesty," he said, "I bring you greetings from the Earl of Eastwood."

      "Please, Lord Garig, arise. Come, sit down, have some wine. We have plenty of time to discuss matters."

      The man took a seat at the end of the table while servants rushed in to provide him with wine. Alric noticed that the maid, Lerna, was serving; the Royal Family had trusted her for years. She would remain during the discussion to look after them, and her excellent memory could be counted on for an accurate account of the dealings.

      "Now, Lord, tell us what has brought you to our court," encouraged Lord Weldridge.

      The Mercerian took a small sip of wine. "Thank you, Lord. I have the esteemed pleasure to offer you the chance to deal with a... let's say, problem, that has been plaguing your border for years." The man looked at the faces around him as he spoke, trying to draw them into his speech.

      "What problem might that be?" asked Alric.

      "Yes, please," said the king, "do explain, my youngest son is not familiar with the politics of Merceria."

      Lord Garig smiled and nodded at Alric. To Alric's mind, the man looked like a serpent preparing to strike, but he sat still and listened, heeding his father's earlier words.

      "There has oft been trouble between Merceria and Westland," the man started.

      "Westland?" asked Alric.

      Alstan leaned close to him and whispered, "That's what they call Weldwyn."

      "Why Westland?" asked Alric, still confused.

      "Think about it for a moment, Alric. Honestly, sometimes you can be as thick as a post."

      The king's glare quieted the elder brother. Alric, finally understanding the name, nodded to himself, pleased with his conclusion.

      Lord Garig, who had waited while the two brothers were whispering, now continued, "As I was saying, there has oft been trouble between our two kingdoms and it is known that the court of... Weldwyn would prefer to have a friendly neighbour. The Earl of Eastwood is proposing just such an arrangement."

      "I see," contemplated the king, "and what would the earl want in return for this friendship?"

      The man took a sip of his wine. Alric watched him closely, realizing he was trying to build courage for his next statement.

      "His Lordship would wish you to support his claim to the throne."

      There was silence at the table as the words sank in.

      "I was not aware," said the king at last, "that the position of King of Merceria was available."

      "Strictly speaking, it is not," agreed Lord Garig, "but King Andred is unpopular, and the people demand someone more... reasonable."

      King Leofric nodded in understanding, "I see. Please tell me Lord Garig, what sort of support would the earl require?"

      "Troops, Your Majesty, to ensure a... smooth transition of power."

      Alric observed the neck muscles tightening on his father's throat; this suddenly had become very interesting.

      "Let me get this straight," King Leofric clarified, "you would like us to send soldiers into Merceria to support the earl's bid for power. Is that correct?"

      Lord Garig sat back, and Alric recognized an obvious look of triumph on the man's face. Little did he know what was about to happen.

      "Precisely," the visitor agreed.

      King Leofric looked to Lord Weldridge and raised his eyebrows. Uncle Edwin looked back, and as their eyes met, the king simply nodded, ever so slightly.

      "Tell me," said Lord Weldridge, "what do you think would happen if a foreign army invaded Merceria?"

      "Why, the people would flock to their side, my lord," said the Mercerian.

      "I doubt it. Instead, they would unite in defense against a foreign invasion, and then both Merceria and Weldwyn would be embroiled in a war."

      Alric watched his father as he stood, looking squarely at the man.

      "I will not support this endeavour," he stated. "Weldwyn and Merceria have never been friends, but to act against your lawful king is treason, and I will have no part of it. You will leave our kingdom immediately."

      The man opened his mouth to speak, but Lord Weldridge stood alongside King Leofric, "I think it's time you left. Alstan? Alric? Perhaps you would escort his lordship from the chambers?"

      Alric sprang from his seat at the unexpected mention of his name. So taken by surprise was he that he banged his knee on the table as he stood. He tried to be stoic and ignore the pain, following his brother, only to limp as he went.

      Lord Garig, for his part, kept calm, leaving the chamber to meet his own retinue outside.

      Alric and Alstan watched the man depart; no doubt he would cause trouble elsewhere, but his time in Weldwyn was done.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Two

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          
            News from Court

          

          Spring 960 MC

        

      

    

    
      The brisk wind blowing in from the east cooled the day as Alric joined his uncle Edwin in the Royal Box. Below, the sight of the men armouring up was quite riveting.

      "I hope I haven't missed anything, Uncle," said Alric, peering down at the contestants.

      "No, Alric. They're still preparing. It looks to be a good turnout today."

      "Who do we favour?" asked the young prince.

      "Keep an eye on young Jack, Alric. I think he might surprise you."

      "Why is that, Uncle?"

      "Take a look," he said, pointing. "See that older man down there, the one with the neatly trimmed grey beard? Do you know who that is?"

      Alric stood to get a better view. "Can't say that I do. Is he someone important?"

      Edwin smiled, "That's Ned Hathaway. He was the champion of Weldwyn years ago. He's come out of retirement to help Jack Marlowe."

      "Marlowe, I know that name," pondered Alric.

      "So you should, he's the son of the Viscount of Aynsbury.

      "Aynsbury, that's where Father purchased my horse."

      "Yes, the Viscount is quite proud of his stables. His breeding stock is said to be the best in the kingdom."

      "I'm surprised," said Alric, "that the viscount allows his son to joust. Isn't it dangerous?"

      Edwin chuckled, "Young Jack has always been headstrong. He'll do whatever he wants, and his father will simply have to put up with it; he's the only son, you see. Besides, I think secretly, the viscount is proud of his boy."

      "They're mounting," interrupted Alric, the excitement raising his voice.

      

      Lord Jack Marlowe hoisted himself into the saddle with ease, then held out his hand, waiting, while a servant rushed up with his helm. The young cavalier looked around the assembled crowd, spotting a group of women sitting near the lists. Jack was a good looking man, and he knew it. The cocky warrior smiled at the ladies as he placed his helm upon his head, the crowd cheering him on. Seizing his lance, he expertly guided his horse to one end of the lists.

      His opponent, an imposing man, clad in a red surcoat, waited restlessly at the other end, his horse pawing at the ground. The two combatants nodded at each other, and then the man in red lowered his visor and set his lance. With a yell from the official, the horses began their trot toward the inevitable clash of steel. They quickly picked up speed, the trotting soon replaced by the thunder of galloping, and the crowd's yells grew in intensity as they approached each other.

      There was a collective holding of breath at the moment of impact. The younger cavalier had placed his lance to perfection, catching his rival squarely on the chest. His opponent flew backwards, hurtling from his saddle, crashing into the ground below. Jack galloped on, only slowing his horse's pace as he arrived at the opposite end. He manoeuvred his mount into the turn, then looked back at his foe, removing his helmet to gain a better view. The red cavalier lay still, a group of men rushing towards him. Alric, noticing the local Life Mage running to assist, wondered how it felt, being struck from a horse. A moment later the mage began incanting and, much to everyone's relief, the man in red waved his arm to indicate he was fine.

      "Outstanding," exclaimed Edwin. "Did you see how Jack twisted in the saddle, just before impact?"

      Alric had been too excited to notice, but feigned acknowledgement, "Yes. Is that rare?"

      "Rare?" uttered his uncle. "I'll say it's rare. I've never seen its like. If his timing had been off, he'd have been skewered."

      "How did that help?" asked Alric, eager to learn.

      "Well, you see, Alric, by twisting as he did, he angled his shield to deflect his opponent's blow."

      "Couldn't he have just moved his shield?"

      "Shifting his body put more weight into the deflection. It was a masterstroke! The man must be a lunatic to try that. Let's go down and meet him, shall we?"

      "Now? What about the next joust?"

      "Oh, we have plenty of time. When they call the healer in, there's always a break. They'll want to make sure he's all right before they continue."

      "Very well, Uncle, lead on."

      The two of them made their way out from the box, which was slightly raised at the centre of the tournament field. Edwin led them onto the grass, and as they strolled toward Lord Jack, Alric spotted the man waving to the young women. He had ridden over to the seats and was leaning from his saddle as a lady gave him her kerchief.

      "I see he has supporters," remarked Edwin.

      "Supporters?"

      "Yes, people who admire him. It's half the reason they joust, I think."

      As they drew closer, Edwin called out, "Lord Jack?"

      The young cavalier turned from the ladies to see his approaching visitors. A smile of recognition erupted on his face, and he bowed in respect.

      "Your Highness, Lord Edwin."

      "An impressive display," remarked Edwin. "I take it you've been keeping that in reserve?"

      "Indeed," Jack replied. "I have a few tricks I'm saving."

      "A risky tactic, I should say," Edwin stated.

      "The rewards make the risk worthwhile," Jack replied, casting his eyes at the beauties nearby. "Tell me, Your Highness, what did you think?" he asked, now looking towards Alric.

      "I think you're mad, Jack. You could have been killed."

      The cavalier smiled at the comment, "Mad Jack, I like it. Suits me, don't you think?" Once again he glanced at the young ladies, who smiled in delight.

      "Well," continued Edwin, "I shouldn't like to keep you from your duties, Jack."

      "That's awfully kind of you, Lord Edwin," Jack replied. "I would hate to disappoint my supporters."

      "Come along, Alric," Edwin prompted, "the other competitors are lining up. We need to get back to our seats."

      They began making their way back to the Royal Box. "What do you make of it, Alric," his uncle asked.

      "I've always wanted to joust," he replied. "I'd be a cavalier myself, if I could."

      Edwin laughed, "Your father would never allow it. You're a royal, how would it look to have you speared in a tournament?"

      "I know, I know, but I can dream, can't I?"

      Edwin tussled his hair, "That's the spirit, Alric, never say die."

      "Never say what?"

      "Die, Alric. Never say die. It's an old expression, your father used to say it a lot when we were young. It means never give up, keep the hope alive."

      "Of course, I knew that."

      They sat back down in their box, waiting for the next round to begin.

      "You seem distracted lately, Alric. Is something bothering you?"

      Alric kept staring at the cavaliers gathering below as he answered, "Just the usual. I don't know my place. I'm not the heir, and I'm not the spare. I'm just... well, I don't know what I am."

      "You're still young Alric, give it some time. You'll figure it out."

      "I suppose so, Uncle."

      "Tell you what," Edwin continued, "after the tourney, I'll take you down to the stables. We can talk to the competitors, maybe invite them back to the Palace for a drink."

      "We can do that?"

      "Of course we can, you're a prince, aren't you? Might as well have some fun with it."

      Alric smiled, it was true. He might not have any real responsibilities, but he damn well had coins, so he might as well take advantage of it.

      

      It turned out that cavaliers can't resist free ale, and so a number of them had taken the young prince up on his invitation. Alric was enthralled by their stories, though he suspected many of them were made up; there were far too many battles mentioned, at least to his mind. If all the stories were true, the kingdom would still be at war, even now! Once the alcohol was flowing freely, the conversation turned to another type of conquest; that of women and Alric felt out of his depth. It was his uncle who finally came to his rescue.

      Alric sat on a chair, nursing a tankard of ale as the cavaliers regaled each other with tales of their accomplishments, ignoring the young prince. Each boast was louder and more ribald, in a quest to outdo their peers. Edwin rose from his chair, coming to stand over Alric, his shadow blocking what was left of the late afternoon sun which peered through the window.

      "Heard enough?" he asked.

      Alric looked up, his uncle appearing to his mind like some overpowering ancient hero. "I think so, Uncle," he replied, his voice slurring slightly.

      "I think you've had enough of this," Edwin said, removing the tankard from the young prince's hand. "We should get you out of here."

      "What about the cavaliers?" asked Alric.

      "Let them be, they've earned it. I'll have them chased out later." Alric made to stand and found his legs were having difficulty working. "Easy there, now," urged Edwin, "take your time. There's no hurry."

      His uncle, taking his arm to steady him, led Alric from the room, the noise of the champions of Weldwyn dying in the background as they made their way through the Palace.

      "I think," said Alric, stopping suddenly, "that I might have to be sick."

      Edwin's eyes opened wide, "Let's get you seated, and I'll arrange a bowl of some sort. We can't have you vomiting all over the Palace now, can we? What would your mother say?"

      He sat down rather heavily onto a bench seat that was in the hallway.

      "I'll be fine," he said, "I just need some water."

      His uncle disappeared down the hallway, a concerned look on his face. Alric sat back, resting his head against the wall, willing the ale to remain undisturbed in his stomach. He heard a door open, and then the familiar voice of his oldest brother, Alstan.

      "He left early this morning, Father. I doubt he'll show his face around here anymore. There's nothing left for him in Weldwyn."

      His father's voice, deeper but similar to his son's, boomed out, "About time. I can't stand people who work against their sovereign; it's the worse crime imaginable, in my opinion. You must remember that Alstan, for one day you'll be king."

      "Yes, Father," the elder brother replied. "Do you think he'll cause any further problems?"

      "I've made it quite plain in the capital that no one is to support his plan to rebel against the King of Merceria. We can't afford a war right now."

      "Should we be taking precautions?" Alstan asked.

      "I've sent word to the cities on the border. They'll keep an eye out for him. Hopefully, he'll skulk back under whatever rock he crawled out from and never be heard from again."

      "So," muttered Alric, "the usurper has left. I suppose it'll be back to boring again. Pity, I was looking forward to a little excitement, not much happens around here these days."

      He thought back to the joust and saw himself mounted on a large black horse. He was Alric the jouster, champion of all the cavaliers! A hand shook him awake, and he opened his eyes to see the face of his father looming over him.

      "Alric? Are you all right?"

      "Yes, Father," he stammered out, surprised at the interruption.

      "Then get yourself to bed, boy. The last thing we need is a drunken prince passed out in the hallway."

      Alric slowly rose to his feet and stood, wobbling, as he straightened his tunic. "Yes, Father," he said and staggered down the hall.

      "And there," remarked Alstan, "goes the future of Weldwyn."
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      Alric's cavaliers, as they soon came to be known, had been a welcome diversion for the young prince, but now he had grown bored of them. It became apparent that they had little respect for him, but a great deal of respect for his coins, and so he simply stopped hosting them. This had the secondary effect of allowing him to awake each morning refreshed, rather than hung over.

      It was a dreary morning this day, with dark clouds threatening rain. A portend, perhaps? He shrugged off the thought; the Gods didn't send portends, they merely watched things unfold. Mankind was far too fickle by itself to demand the direct attention of the Gods. He had decided to wander downstairs and get something to eat, but as he began descending the staircase, he heard rapid footsteps and turned to see Alstan hurrying behind him. His elder brother rushed past, ignoring him, his face decorated with a look of concern.

      "Alstan?" he called out, but his brother kept going.

      This must be something exciting, he thought, and so he followed along behind. Down the hallway Alstan ran, his younger brother desperately trying to catch up, his stride not quite up to that of his taller brother. Alric rounded the corner to see him enter their father's study, and rushed forward, grabbing the door before it could fully shut. He opened the door slightly, peering inside to see his brother, along with his mother, father, and uncle Edwin. Alstan was talking in a rush while everyone listened to him intently. Alric slipped into the room, closing the door quietly behind him.

      "We've just received news, Father. I'm afraid it's bad," Alstan began.

      "Spit it out, son," the king urged.

      "I have just received word from Falford. Lord Garig has convinced the baron to support his plan."

      There was a collective gasp in the room, and the king looked to the queen. "This is bad," Queen Igraine said, "if troops from Weldwyn cross into Merceria, it will be war."

      "We must put a stop to it as quickly as possible," said Edwin. "We have to act before it's too late."

      The king absorbed the details. "It's likely already too late. By the time we send troops to Falford, they'll have crossed the border."

      "What shall we do?" asked the queen.

      "We must do what we can," announced the king. "What are our options, Edwin?"

      The slightly younger man pursed his lips in thought before speaking, "We must arrest the baron immediately, of course. We have to take action to show we don't support this."

      "What if he's crossed the border with his troops?" asked Alstan. "Do we go after him?"

      "No!" decreed the king. "Under no circumstances do you cross the border."

      "I agree," said the queen, "it would only make the matter worse. If we cross the border to follow, it might be construed as a full-scale invasion."

      "Send me," implored Alstan. "I can leave within the hour. I'll arrest the baron. Perhaps, if we're fast enough, we can get there before they march; it takes time to assemble an army."

      "Very well," the king agreed, "leave as quickly as you can. Take a company of horse. I'll issue a warrant for his arrest immediately."

      "Let me go with him," piped up Alric. "I can help."

      The king turned in surprise at the sound of his youngest son's voice but recovered quickly. "Very well, Alric, go with your brother, but remember my words, gentlemen; under no circumstances are you to cross the border."

      Alstan turned and quickly left, with Alric following along behind.

      The door closed and the queen looked to her husband, her face full of understanding. "You think it's too late, don't you?"

      "I do," he replied. "We received word today, but the message likely took five or six days to get to us. It'll take just as long for Alstan to get there. The army has marched, I am sure of it."

      "Then Malin help us," the queen avowed, "for the future of the kingdom is now in jeopardy."
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      The ride to Falford was long and arduous, and by the time the rooftops of the city came into view, Alric was sore. He considered himself an excellent horseman, but five full days in the saddle had left him with aching legs, and a backside that begged for release from the saddle.

      The city looked so peaceful from this point of view as the contingent rode down the hill toward the river valley wherein lay the town. No guards accosted them, and Alric's fear that the city had risen in revolt were soon put to rest. They entered the cobblestone streets, making their way to the baron's estate; a large house set back from the river. To their amazement, they were welcomed; a groom taking their horses, seemingly unaware of any impending emergency. Could they have been wrong? They were escorted inside, where a servant offered them food and drink. The baron, they were told, was indisposed but would be with them shortly.

      "What do you make of it, Alstan?"

      His elder brother looked about the finely appointed room, before speaking, "It looks pretty normal here."

      "Could the reports have been wrong?"

      "No," Alstan said defensively, "it's from a trusted source."

      "So what do we do?"

      "Don't offer any information. We'll talk to him first, then arrest him once we confirm some details. Just follow my lead."

      "Very well," Alric agreed.

      Shortly after the door opened, the Baron of Falford stepped through. Lord Hartly Babbington was a middle-aged fellow, with a rosy complexion and a healthy appetite. His robust frame was tightly squeezed into a well-made surcoat, while jewels adorned his fingers.

      "Your Highnesses," he began, "I'm sorry I wasn't here to welcome you, but your visit was most unexpected, and I was otherwise engaged. I trust you've been looked after?"

      "We have," replied Alstan. "Thank you. Your servants have been most gracious."

      "Excellent," their host said, moving toward a chair. "Pray sit, and tell me the purpose of your visit."

      "We have heard," said Alstan, taking a seat on a comfortable looking armchair, "that an army was raised to invade Merceria."

      If they were hoping to see surprise on the baron's face, they were very disappointed. "That's true," he said, simply. "What of it?"

      "Only the king can order troops across the border. It's an act of war!"

      "My dear prince," the baron replied, "calm yourself. I assure you that no Weldwyn troops have entered Merceria."

      "But troops did march?"

      "Yes, certainly," the baron said, smiling.

      To Alric's mind, the nobleman was playing a devious game of some sort.

      "Can you explain how that can be true?" Alstan said at last. "Did troops enter Merceria from Weldwyn or not?"

      The baron paused to take a sip of wine. "Yes, Your Highness, troops did cross the border, but they were not from Weldwyn. They were mercenaries."

      "Mercenaries?" Alric blurted out. "Where would mercenaries come from?"

      "Perhaps the term 'mercenaries' gives the wrong idea," stated the baron. "Let's instead call them volunteers."

      Now it was Alstan's turn to speak out, "You let troops cross into Merceria without royal approval. You've committed treason!"

      "Have I, Your Highness? I think not. The rebellion against the King of Merceria will succeed, and then there will be a friendly monarch on the throne. Surely that outcome is worth the gamble?"

      "You're a fool, Baron," spat out Alstan. "Do you have any idea what the Mercerian army is like?"

      "They're a bunch of barbarians," the baron stated. "A few hundred volunteers should easily be able to defeat them."

      "I've studied Merceria," Alstan continued, calming himself. "I've learned all I can about them. They have a massive army, much bigger than ours, easily twice the size. Do you know why?"

      The baron, caught off guard by this tidbit of information, simply shook his head.

      "The entire kingdom was founded by mercenaries. They even call it the warrior's crown. To them, fighting is everything. They've been fighting for their survival since they first formed the kingdom, been in almost a constant state of warfare. You've just given them an excuse to invade Weldwyn."

      Alric was taken aback. He had always thought of Merceria as the enemy, but he had no idea what they were really like. To hear they had such numbers troubled him deeply.

      "In the name of the Crown, I place you under arrest on the charge of treason," Alstan announced, the rage gone from his voice, to be replaced by resignation. "We will be escorting you back to the capital to face judgement."

      "I'm sure the king will understand-"

      "The penalty for treason is death," Alstan interrupted. "The king issued the warrant for your arrest." He produced the warrant, handing it to the baron, whose face grew pale as he read it.

      "Guards!" called Alstan and four of the king's men entered the room. "Take this man into custody. We'll ride out as soon as the horses have been watered."

      The soldiers escorted the prisoner out, while the baron blubbered. "It's all a misunderstanding!" he shouted, but Alstan ignored him.

      The room fell silent as the elder prince paced.

      "Is it as bad as it sounds?" Alric asked.

      "Yes," Alstan replied. "War is looming, and I fear a Mercerian reprisal. They're a bloodthirsty kingdom and no friend to Weldwyn. We're in no shape to face them."

      "Surely the army-" protested Alric.

      "No," interrupted Alstan. "The bulk of the army is west. The Twelve Clans have been restless of late, and there have been signs we might have to repel an invasion. This comes at the worst possible time."

      "The Clans have always been restless. What makes this any different?" Alric enquired.

      "In the past, they were always distracted by infighting, but now they seem united in their determination to expand their borders. Word is they even elected a High King, something that has never happened before, as far as we know."

      "A High King?"

      "Yes, each of the twelve clans have always had their own chieftain, but never have all the clans spoken with a single voice. Now it seems they've buried their differences."

      Alric fell silent. Events were rapidly building, but to what end he didn't understand.
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      King Leofric of Weldwyn sat upon his throne, staring at the man in front of him. Lord Hartly Babbington, the Baron of Falford stood before him in chains, his face staring at the floor, ready to face the king's justice. The members of the Earls' Council were nearby, waiting to hear the proclamation. Everyone in the room knew there could be but one outcome; death, for the baron's actions had placed the security of the entire kingdom in peril.

      The king spoke only two words, "Explain yourself."

      "Your Majesty," Lord Babbington pleaded, "I have only acted in the best interests of the Crown. Long have we feared our neighbours to the east. For almost a thousand years we have lived under the threat of attack from Merceria. It was only a matter of time before they once again tried to conquer us."

      The king was not a man easily moved. "And so," he said, "you thought you'd accelerate the process and convince them to invade us sooner?"

      The baron's face paled, "That was never my intention, Your Majesty. I was assured the uprising had an excellent chance of succeeding. It would have placed a sympathetic king on the throne of our nemesis."

      "Tell me, Lord Babbington," the king continued, unswayed by the man's arguments, "what do you know of Lord Garig?"

      The baron straightened his back and raised his face to look directly at the king.

      "He is a most trustworthy man," he said. "He represents powerful nobles in the realm of Merceria."

      "And how, precisely, do you know this?"

      Lord Babbington was suddenly at a loss for words.

      The king continued, "Did he mention, by name, the nobles who support him, by any chance? Did he indicate how many troops they had raised on their own? Perhaps he gave you an outline of how their military campaign might progress?"

      The baron stared dully at the king.

      "I thought not," said the king. "It appears, Lord Babbington that you have failed us completely. This Lord Garig came to our court with empty promises. Since that time, I have had people look into him. There is no record of a lord by that name in Merceria, as far as we can tell. You have been lied to, and the result is that your actions have placed the entire kingdom in jeopardy."

      "Surely not, Your Majesty. We have the mightiest army-"

      "Our army is woefully unprepared to fight off an invasion from the east. The bulk of them have been sent west to stave off incursions by the Twelve Clans. We cannot fight on two borders; we haven't the numbers."

      "Then perhaps, Your Majesty, we need a stronger leader!"

      The entire room sat in silence, stunned at the words.

      King Leofric rose to his feet, stepping toward the condemned man. "If you were unhappy with my leadership, you should have brought it to the attention of the Earls' Council. As it is, you have violated the law. I have no choice but to pass judgement on you." He looked around to see the nods of approval from the assembled nobles. "It is my judgement that you be stripped of your title and condemned to death. The execution will take place within the week." He cast his eyes around the room. "What say you, my lords?"

      Almost as one, the nobles agreed. The king waited for the noise to die down. "Very well," he continued, "the earls have spoken. You shall be taken from this place to the dungeons. Your execution shall be carried out in public as soon as arrangements can be made. Take him away!"

      The guards came forward, grabbing the prisoner by his arms. The former Baron of Falford was dragged, screaming, from the room.

      "Now, my lords," continued the king, as the sounds died in the distance, "we must make plans. We have to decide how we will respond to this emergency. Let us adjourn to more comfortable quarters."

      The earls followed the king from the throne room.

      

      Alric had just returned from a ride and was walking past the throne room when the door opened. A guard held the door as his father entered the hallway. "Ah, Alric, go and fetch Alstan and meet me in the reading room."

      "Father?"

      "We're meeting with the Earls' Council, I want you both there."

      "What about Cuthbert?"

      “I’ve sent him west with the army. We'll send word to keep him informed. Now hurry along, we've no time to waste."

      

      It didn't take long for Alric to locate his oldest brother; he was sitting outside with his wife, Lady Elswith. Alstan's marriage had been arranged years ago; his wife's father was a powerful earl. The two princes took their leave of the Lady, making their way to the reading room, their father's favourite place to hold meetings. It was a large room, full of bookshelves, boasting a long table, around which sat almost the entire Earls' Council. King Leofric preferred the more relaxed atmosphere of the room to the official council chambers, and the earls tended to agree.

      "Ah, Alstan, Alric, come and have a seat," their father invited.

      They dutifully took their places, while a servant brought them some wine.

      "I have asked my sons here," continued the king, "so that if something should happen to me, the plans may be continued." King Leofric raised his hands to still any objections. "Let me assure you, gentlemen, I am in perfect health, but sometimes decisions must be made by local commanders, and since my sons could command our military forces, it is imperative that they understand what is happening."

      Alric scanned the faces of the earls. They seemed calmed by the statement.

      "Now, let us continue," the king said. "I've asked the Earl of Faltingham to go over the salient points. If you would, Edwin?"

      Lord Weldridge stood, the better to command the earls' attention. "We find ourselves in a prickly situation, gentlemen. Due to the actions of the traitor, we are faced with the prospect of an invasion."

      There were nods from the earls; they had all born witness to Lord Babbington's sentence.

      "How dire is it?" asked Lord Warford.

      "If it had happened last year, we'd be in a relatively good place, but with the recent developments in the west, we've been forced to move the bulk of our army. Our eastern border is now woefully unprepared."

      "Can't we recall the army?" asked Lord Mainbridge.

      "And leave the western border to the mercy of the Clans?" someone said.

      "I'm afraid," continued Lord Weldridge, "that Lord Canning is correct. We cannot move troops off the western border without exposing us to more danger."

      Once again, Lord Mainbridge raised a concern, "Is it possible that Merceria has incited the Twelve Clans for this very reason, to strip away our defenses in the east?"

      "We cannot eliminate the possibility," continued Lord Weldridge, "though I think it unlikely. Coordinating such a move would prove difficult."

      "Yes," agreed Alstan, "we know the Clansmen to the west seldom work with each other, let alone allies that live hundreds of miles away."

      "So," continued Lord Mainbridge, "we can't get more troops eastward. What do you propose, that we just offer them the Crown of Weldwyn?"

      There were objections all round, and Lord Weldridge let them die down before speaking. "King Leofric has suggested we send a delegate to the court of Merceria and try to reason with them."

      Once again objections arose, but the king stood, quieting the room. "I know you think of Merceria as the enemy, and in some ways, they have been. Since the founding of our kingdom, they have been an ever-present threat to our east. Despite our prejudices, they are people, much like us; I have to believe that. I believe they can be reasoned with."

      "Your Majesty," objected Lord Canning, "are you suggesting we subjugate ourselves?"

      "No, Aelford. I'm suggesting that diplomacy might work where arms have failed in the past. It will, at least, buy us some time. If we stabilize our western border, we can move troops east to mitigate the threat."

      "And who shall we send?" asked Lord Mainbridge. "Surely not the Crown Prince?"

      "No," interjected Lord Weldridge, "I have volunteered to go."

      The room grew quiet as each person thought it through. It would be a dangerous mission, they all knew it. It was just as likely that the King of Merceria would execute an envoy from Weldwyn instead of welcoming him.

      "I admire your courage," Lord Mainbridge spoke up, "and we send our prayers that you might be successful."

      "Thank you, gentlemen," Lord Weldridge returned. "I shall pray to Malin for guidance."

      As the conversation devolved into details, Alric soon lost interest. His uncle was going to Merceria! He wondered what this might portend. Such a mission had never before been attempted; surely they were on the cusp of great events!
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      It was late spring as Lord Edwin Weldridge, Earl of Faltingham, approached the gates to Wincaster. The trip to the Mercerian capital had been blessedly peaceful and without incidence. He wondered if anyone in the kingdom was even aware that Westlanders were riding their roads.

      They had learned from fellow travellers that the rebellion had been put down. The king had lost his second son in the fight, but the unexpected assistance from another army had saved them. The Earl of Faltingham wanted to know more, but his priority must be to meet with King Andred IV of Merceria.

      The guards at the gate were oblivious to the origin of the travellers, easily accepting the Weldwyn coins that were offered. It appeared that everywhere they went, the western currency was an accepted form of payment; the merchants far more concerned with coin weight than where it was minted. He suspected there was more trade between kingdoms than his king knew, for merchants are often quick to look for profit.

      The city of Wincaster was similar to their own capital, full of people, but it seemed more constrictive here as if the narrow streets echoed the close eye that the Mercerian King was said to keep on his subjects.

      They soon found lodging at a well-to-do inn and settled in. There was no advance warning of their arrival, therefore no messages awaited them. Lord Weldridge knew that they must make contacts if they were to obtain a private audience with King Andred. He was eager to learn as much about the uprising as possible; was Weldwyn implicated in it? He sent his people out looking for more information.

      

      Some time later, there was a knock on his door, and he bid them enter. His sergeant opened the door to admit a short, thin individual with a balding head.

      "This man says he has information for you, my lord," the sergeant said.

      "Very well, Phipps, show him in." His eyes met the stranger's. "Please have a seat."

      The thin man sat, and the Earl of Faltingham noticed the nervousness in the visitor's actions.

      "How do you do?" the earl began.

      "Very well, Your Grace," the man answered. His accent was Mercerian, and the earl detected some lower class mannerisms.

      "Please," the earl continued, "tell me about yourself."

      "I work at the Royal Court, Your Grace, as the master of the stable."

      "I take it that's a very important position?" the earl asked.

      "Oh yes, the king does so love his horses."

      "My sergeant said you have some information for me. Would you be so kind as to share it?" The stable master hesitated, so he added, "I'd be more than willing to compensate you for your time."

      The visitor visibly relaxed at these words. "That's awfully kind of you, Your Grace. I heard you were asking questions about the recent rebellion."

      "Yes, please, go on."

      "Well, there were three armies, you see. The Earl of Eastwood planned the whole thing. He hired men to strike in the west to pull the army away, then attacks from the northeast."

      The earl nodded, "Very clever of him, but why didn't it work?"

      "Well," the visitor smiled, "they didn't reckon on the princess, you see."

      "The princess?"

      "Aye, Princess Anna. She raised an army, defeated both the western forces, and then marched back to Wincaster to help the king defeat the usurper.”

      The Earl of Faltingham was startled, "Princess Anna? I thought the king's daughter was named Margaret?"

      "Oh, aye, she is. But this is his other daughter, the younger one."

      "Younger? I thought Margaret was still young. Are you saying a child stopped the invasion?"

      "Well, she had help, of course. Some powerful men advised her, and a woman too."

      "A woman?"

      "Yes, Dame Beverly, a Knight of the Sword. She led the cavalry that smashed the invaders at Kingsford, the whole city's talking about her."

      "Curious," the earl reflected. "I hadn't heard that. Tell me more about the rebellion. You say she defeated the armies to the west, what about the army that descended on the capital?"

      "Well, the king sent an army under Marshal-General Valmar to chase down the usurper. They met outside of the city of Eastwood. There was a big battle, and the enemy was defeated. Even beat off an attack by Orcs."

      "You say the king sent an army, he didn't command it himself?"

      "No, my lord, he was still overcome by the death of Prince Alfred."

      "Did they capture the usurper?" pressed the earl.

      "Oh yes, had him executed in Wincaster, it was quite the spectacle."

      "Very interesting. What happened then?"

      "The king ordered a celebration in honour of their victory. There's to be a huge gathering at the Palace this evening. Everyone's invited."

      "Everyone?"

      "Well, everyone of any import. All the nobles of the land will be present."

      "And how would one gain an invitation to this event?"

      The master of the stable smiled, "Anyone can get an invitation if they have enough coins, Your Grace."

      The Earl of Faltingham chuckled, it appeared Mercerians were not so different after all.

      

      That evening the Palace was packed. The Earl of Faltingham's carriage rolled up to the gates, joining the long line of elegant nobles preparing to disembark. He waited patiently, it would not be seemly to complain and risk alienating these people.

      King Leofric had been adamant that the mission needed to be successful and had given the earl enough funds to grease whatever palms needed it. As the carriage rolled up, a servant rushed forward to open the door. Lord Weldridge stepped down, observing the others around him. It appeared the majority of people were already in the Palace. He had purposefully arrived late, the better to make an entrance worthy of a king's emissary. Followed by his small entourage, he made his way through the Palace, guided by a servant. He heard music drifting toward him as they approached the great hall. Arriving at the entranceway, he announced himself to the finely dressed man stationed there, and then waited.

      A moment later, the music stopped, and the buzz of talk died down as the delegation entered the room. King Andred was at the far end of the court, easy to recognize as he wore the Warrior's Crown; a simple, steel crown, devoid of gold or jewels, which denoted the ruler of this country of soldiers. As if on cue, the crowd parted, allowing them to move toward the king. Walking forward, he noticed the guards stationed just behind His Majesty, along with a dark-haired woman off to the side, which he assumed to be the queen.

      "Your Majesty," he proclaimed when he felt he was close enough, "allow me to introduce myself."

      King Andred nodded, and Lord Weldridge continued, "I am Lord Edwin Weldridge, the Earl of Faltingham, and I have come from Westland bearing greetings from King Leofric." He took a breath. He had remembered to call it Westland as was the custom here, but now he must touch on a stickier subject.

      "He apologizes for the troops that entered your kingdom from our borders," he continued, "and hastens to assure you that he had no part in the attack. The troops were sent without his knowledge and the man responsible has been punished." He held his breath, waiting for the king's response.

      The Mercerian King scrutinized his visitor before finally replying, "And what does King Leofric offer in recompense?"

      The earl drew a silent breath of relief; King Andred was willing to talk, and that was a major victory.

      "King Leofric wishes to make amends and gifts you this," he said, waving his hand to beckon two of his men forward to drop a large chest before the warrior sovereign. The Earl of Faltingham waited as the lid was opened to reveal a king's ransom in gold and jewels. The immediate look of desire in the Mercerian ruler's eyes told him all he needed to know; the gift was acceptable.

      Lord Edwin continued, "He invites you to send a delegation to our kingdom that we might better understand the bonds between our two realms. We, in turn, shall send an ambassador of our own."

      Without warning, King Andred stepped forward. Faltingham resisted the urge to flinch as the king's hand shot out.

      "I accept your hand as the hand of friendship," King Andred said unexpectedly, "let it be thus between our two kingdoms."

      Lord Weldridge took the king's hand and shook it. King Andred had a firm grip and locked eyes with the earl. He waved his hand, and the music resumed.

      "Come now," said the king, "we should speak, there are matters to discuss."

      He guided the earl to the side of the room while servants brought food and drink. The dark-haired woman followed them, though she wasn't introduced.

      "Tell me," said the king, "how are things in Westland."

      "We are doing well, Majesty, though King Leofric is eager to establish relations with Merceria. For too long we have been at odds with one another. Surely it is time for us to reconcile?"

      "I think that a wonderful idea," the king replied. "Tell me more about this proposal."

      "It is King Leofric's desire that we send delegates to each other's court, the better to represent our causes. I'm sure our kingdoms have much in common."

      "No doubt," the king agreed. "I suppose it would have to be someone important, I can't just send anyone." He scanned the room, his eyes surveying his nobles.

      The earl watched him, observing his disapproving scowl as his eyes fell on his courtiers. No doubt, he was considering much, for a noble had just been executed for treason. He would likely balk at sending his closest allies as he would need their support. His eyes finally rested on a young, expensively dressed woman amongst the throng of people. She was obviously enjoying herself, surrounded by many young knights.

      "What about a member of my family?" he asked, indicating the young lady with his goblet of wine. "Would she be suitable?"

      "Sending a member of the Royal Family would indeed be an honour. I'm sure King Leofric would be most pleased with your choice, Majesty."

      "I think it's a wonderful opportunity," Andred said. "I can have my daughter, Margaret, ready to travel by the month's end. Would that suit your king?"

      "Most certainly," replied the Earl of Faltingham. "I think he will be delighted to host her. I shall send word immediately so that arrangements can be made. He will wish to show her every courtesy. Of course, you will send an honour guard?"

      "Naturally, some Knights of the Sword to protect her, along with a suitable amount of servants. I should send an advisor as well."

      The earl was elated, "I should think that would be perfect," he agreed.

      "Now," continued the king, "let me show you some of our finest wines."

      He led them toward a long table where servants were generous with the drinks. The dark-haired woman remained where she was, but he recognized that she was upset about something. He put it from his mind to concentrate on the king.

      In the end, they agreed that the princess would leave for Westland in the early summer. The visit would last a year, during which a representative from the Weldwyn court would remain in Merceria. The Earl of Faltingham could now return home to deliver the good news to King Leofric.
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      King Andred sat at his desk, staring down at the list before him. The names of the nobles of the realm were there; all sworn to his service and yet he knew that some of them must have been complicit in the rebellion. The Earl of Eastwood had raised an army in an effort to take the throne, but he wouldn't have attempted the task without the tacit approval of at least some of the nobles. The fighting was now over, the earl dead and buried, but still, the question lingered; who could he trust?

      There was a knock at the door, and he called out absently, "Enter."

      Lady Penelope Cromwell, the king's mistress, peered in to see what he was up to. He stared blankly at her, upset by the interruption but a smile from her softened his mood.

      "Come in, my love. I need a distraction."

      She glided into the room, "Why, whatever vexes you so, Andred. Surely the affairs of the kingdom can be handled by lesser men."

      "If only," he groused, "but since the recent uprising, who can I trust? The earl couldn't have acted alone, he must have had help, but who?"

      "A valid question," she agreed. "But he is defeated now, surely it is no longer an issue?"

      "Ah, I wish it were so. I have to send Margaret to Westland to keep them occupied while I root out the rot in my court."

      "And why is that a problem, Andred? Do you think her unsuitable for the task?"

      "It is not the sending that has me so worked up, it is the guarding."

      "Please explain, I'm afraid such matters are beyond me."

      "I must send knights to protect her, she is a royal, after all."

      "Then send knights, where is the problem?"

      "I need all my knights here, Penelope, don't you see? There's bound to be more to this rebellion than just one earl. We must root out those responsible. I need men I trust to carry out my will and yet I cannot send untrustworthy men to guard my daughter."

      "Perhaps there is another solution," she offered.

      "You have me intrigued," he said. "What are you suggesting?"

      "Tell me, is it imperative that Margaret, herself, be the one who visits?"

      "I have committed to a royal, I see no other choice."

      "What about Princess Anna?" she suggested.

      "She is too young," he replied. "They would see it as an insult."

      "Was she too young to lead the defense of the realm? She did win two battles, did she not?"

      King Andred sat for a moment, absorbing her words. "I suppose she did," he admitted at last.

      "So she is more than capable of looking after herself."

      "Still, she would be representing the kingdom to our enemy," he persisted, "and she has little experience in such things."

      "Send advisors," she countered. "She's already gathered a few of her own. We can make sure we have agents in their midst to report back on her progress if you're worried about it."

      "And if they take offense?" he asked.

      "Then let them. She is a Royal of the House of Merceria. Surely that is enough to guarantee her safety."

      "And if they don't?"

      "Tell me, my love. If such a thing were to come to pass, who would you rather lose, the daughter of your own blood or Princess Anna?"

      Andred smiled, "A perfectly valid point."

      "So there you have it," said Penelope, "you have come to your own conclusion."

      "I still have the same problem," he growled. "Who do I send to guard her."

      "Didn't you let her raise some knights?" she asked.

      "I did," he admitted.

      "Then she is already guarded. You must insist that she fills out her roster of knights before she leaves."

      She walked closer to him, placing her hands upon his shoulders as he sat. "All the arrangements can be made by her people, freeing you up for more pleasurable pursuits."

      "And if she is placed in danger?"

      "For goodness sake, Andred. Send the Life Mage if you must, he certainly would be small loss around here."

      "The Life Mage? Surely not!"

      "Your Majesty," she purred, "he has shown himself to be quite lacking in skill. You, yourself, have said as much. With the rebellion crushed you are quite safe. When was the last time you needed healing?"

      "Many years ago," he replied.

      "You see? He is quite unnecessary. Do what you know is right and send young Anna to Westland."

      She moved to his side and held out her hand. He took it, rising from his seat. She pressed her body close to his, bringing their faces together in an intimate embrace. "Now," she cooed, "let us concentrate on more pleasurable pursuits."
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      Gerald's armour jingled as he walked through the Palace, the sound echoing down the long halls.

      "Are you sure about this?" he asked.

      "Absolutely," replied Anna. "I've made up my mind. Just think about it, a chance to see a foreign country."

      "I don't think he'll send you. He seems to have made up his mind to send Margaret."

      "Nonsense, Gerald. I intend to convince him that I am the better candidate."

      "But it could be dangerous, Anna," he said.

      "You mean like the battles we fought in?" she reminded him. "I doubt it would get more dangerous than twisting an ankle dancing. We have a chance to make history; bring about a lasting peace between our kingdoms."

      "We don't know much about Westland and its people."

      "Precisely," she retorted. "I can't do this without you, Gerald."

      "Well," he said, "if you can convince the king to send you, I'll be by your side. Just how, exactly, do you intend to do that?"

      "Simple, I'll draw on my recent success in the rebellion and remind him how we saved the kingdom. He knows I've assembled an outstanding group of friends."

      "You should refer to us as followers, Anna."

      "But you're my friends," she objected.

      "Yes, however, your father would be more impressed if you refer to us as followers. He's a king, remember?"

      "I could hardly forget, now, could I?"

      "What if he says no?"

      "Then we're no worse off than we are now."

      "You want this badly, don't you?" he asked.

      "Of course," she replied, "it's the chance of a lifetime."

      They arrived at their destination; a blue door that led into the king's private chambers. Two knights stood guard, their breastplates bright and unblemished.

      "I'm here to see the king," announced Anna.

      The guards looked down, towering over her small frame. Gerald was about to say something when the door suddenly opened, revealing Lady Penelope Cromwell.

      "Princess Anna!" she exclaimed. "What a pleasant surprise. Is there something I can help you with?"

      "I've come to talk to the king," the princess replied.

      "A happy coincidence," said Penelope. "I was just talking to him, myself. Come along, Highness, I'll take you to him. I'm sure he'll be happy to see you."

      Gerald took a step forward to be met by Penelope's palm, held in front of him. "You can leave your bodyguard here," she said, "you won't be needing him."

      "I'll wait here, Highness," he mumbled, bowing his head slightly.

      Anna stepped through the doorway with the king's mistress, while Gerald watched as the door snapped shut.

      He paced back and forth in the hallway, trying to kill time, but his mind was whirling with worry. What would the king say? Would he let them go to Westland? Would her arguments convince him? He heard the shuffling of feet and turned to see the two knights watching him as he paced. He arrested his movement, turning to face them. Distracted by their attention, he wondered if they had fought at Eastwood. Of course, he could just ask them, but he sensed an air of contempt for him and felt slighted. He wanted to lash out, but realized they had done nothing; he was simply imagining things.

      The door opened unexpectedly, and Anna reappeared.

      "That was quick," he said, surprised.

      Anna marched back down the hallway and Gerald struggled to keep up with her pace. He was beginning to wonder what had upset her so. Had the king refused her offer? They exited the Palace by the back, into the elegant gardens, and then Anna finally slowed.

      "Anna," he begged, "what happened?"

      She turned to him, breaking out into a big grin. "We're going to Westland!" she yelled.

      "What?" he responded. "You were only in there for a moment. I thought he'd refused you."

      "On the contrary," she replied, "he quite agreed with my reasoning."

      "That quickly?"

      "Yes, it took me completely by surprise."

      "When do we leave?" he asked.

      "Soon," she said. "We have a few things to see to first. We need to get everyone together and start making plans."

      "You've already been making plans, Anna. I know you."

      "Of course, Gerald, but now we need to start moving forward on them."

      "Who should I gather?"

      "Let's start with Beverly, Arnim, Revi, and, of course, Lily. I would also like Baron Fitzwilliam to be present."

      "What about Lord Greycloak?" he asked. "The Elves were quite helpful to us."

      "I know they were," said Anna, "but I'm sure the king would not want Elves going on the trip with us. He's never been comfortable with them, but I will send a letter thanking Lord Greycloak for their help."

      "And Dame Hayley?" he asked. "She is a Knight of the Hound, after all."

      "I don't really know her yet. I think it best I stick to those I'm more familiar with."

      "And where would you like them to gather? No doubt you've got somewhere in mind already?"

      She smiled, "Why Sergeant Matheson, you know me all too well. I thought we might impose on the baron. He has a house in the city, does he not?"

      "He does, though he doesn't use it much. I'm sure he'd be more than willing to host a get-together."

      "Find Beverly first and have her arrange things. I'll want you to escort me there when you're done."

      "What will you be doing in the meantime?" he asked.

      "Changing out of this very stiff and formal dress," she said, tugging at her waist bindings.

      "All right," he agreed. "I won't be long.

      "You'll have to find Beverly first; it's a large Palace."

      "It's just after mid-day," he remarked, "she'll be in the practice yard."

      "I should have known," said Anna.

      "That's what I'm here for," replied Gerald.

      

      The food was cleared away from the table, leaving the baron with a glass of wine. He waited as servants brought forth drinks for his guests and smiled as he saw Gerald marvel at the tankard of ale placed before him.

      "You see," he said, "I remembered. You don't like wine."

      Gerald blushed, "It's not that I don't like wine, my lord, it's just that I prefer ale."

      "After all these years, surely you can call me Fitz."

      "Of course, my lord," replied Gerald to the amusement of all around him.

      "Perhaps, Father, we should get to the business at hand?" suggested Beverly.

      "Of course," agreed the baron. "If you would be so kind, Highness?"

      "Thank you, Baron," said Anna. "As you know, the king has selected me to travel to Westland on a diplomatic mission."

      "What type of diplomatic mission?" asked Arnim. "Are we to become permanent ambassadors?"

      "No," she replied. "We are to visit their kingdom, learn more about them, and show them we're not the ruthless mercenaries they think we are."

      "I thought," offered Beverly, "that your sister, Princess Margaret was supposed to go?"

      "And so she was," said Anna, "but I managed to convince the king to send me instead."

      "And he agreed to that?" asked Fitz. "I find that surprising."

      "He did," she responded. "In fact, he thought it was an excellent idea. I was quite surprised at how easy he was to convince. Not only that, but he
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