

    
        
          Lex Talionis

        

        
        
          Alsaunce

        

        
        
          R L Broederdorf

        

        
          Published by Roger Broederdorf, 2023.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      LEX TALIONIS

    

    
      First edition. April 30, 2023.

      Copyright © 2023 R L Broederdorf.

    

    
    
      Written by R L Broederdorf.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

CHAPTER 1

CHAPTER 2

CHAPTER 3

CHAPTER 4

CHAPTER 5

CHAPTER 6

CHAPTER 7

CHAPTER 8

CHAPTER 9

CHAPTER 10

CHAPTER 11

CHAPTER 12

CHAPTER 13

CHAPTER 14

CHAPTER 15

CHAPTER 16

CHAPTER 17

CHAPTER 18

CHAPTER 19

CHAPTER 20

CHAPTER 21

CHAPTER 22

CHAPTER 23

CHAPTER 24

CHAPTER 25

CHAPTER 26

CHAPTER 27

CHAPTER 28

CHAPTER 29

CHAPTER 30

CHAPTER 31

CHAPTER 32

CHAPTER 33

CHAPTER 34

CHAPTER 35

CHAPTER 36

CHAPTER 37

CHAPTER 38

CHAPTER 39

CHAPTER 40

CHAPTER 41

CHAPTER 42

CHAPTER 43

CHAPTER 44

CHAPTER 45

CHAPTER 46

CHAPTER 47

CHAPTER 48

CHAPTER 49

CHAPTER 50

CHAPTER 51

CHAPTER 52

CHAPTER 53

CHAPTER 54

CHAPTER 55

CHAPTER 56

CHAPTER 57

CHAPTER 58

CHAPTER 59

CHAPTER 60

CHAPTER 61

CHAPTER 62

CHAPTER 63

CHAPTER 64

CHAPTER 65

CHAPTER 66

Sign up for R L Broederdorf's Mailing List

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

CHAPTER 1
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James woke on the twenty-third of February, eighteen hundred and two. Today was his  sixteenth birthday, and he had by law the right to ascend the throne of Alsaunce as King. He lay in his bed thinking about his nearing future. He knew this evening there would be a large celebration in the palace for his birthday. He thought of Jonas, who had been in hiding since late October.

Jonas was free of the Society, wherever he chose to live. James was not free, and he secretly wished he had left with Jonas. He knew it was mostly nerves of taking on the responsibility of being King that was worrying him.

Six years earlier, he’d had dreams of royalty and pageantry fill his mind, and what he knew now had removed the glory of being King. He wished Jonas were here to guide him and give him confidence. He would be sure in three years to go to the Far East Lands and hope that Jonas would show to greet him. He believed in his heart that Jonas would always keep his word.

James’ chambermaid came into the room shortly and told James he needed to rise, bathe, and meet his mother for the morning meal. James would rather stay in bed for the next forty years and not be faced with the responsibility of being King.

He rose from the bed and went into his bathing room. The Queen's residence, which would soon become his residence, was large and ornate. Even Jonas replacing many of the items of gold with brass  did not take away from the richness of the residence. The only difference now was that there were no signs of the Emperor or the Empire anywhere. The residence was now strictly for the royal family of Alsaunce. James’ bathing room was large as was his walk into bathing tub. Waiting in the bathing tub was his chambermaid to wash him.

James was now the same height as his father the Commander was. He was much slenderer than the Commander and he had green eyes, but his facial features, hair, voice, and mannerisms were now that of his father. He was pleased he could honor his father by appearing as him.

He felt a little jealous that Jonas was able to spend so much time with the Commander and learn all of what his father knew. Jonas never learned the forge, but he knew of the design of the musket and the dragon arrow. James could only imagine the private talks of the heart Jonas had with his father. Those same talks that James felt Jonas had with himself.

James went to the dining room after dressing to have his morning meal with his mother, Lady Felina was also at the table. James seated himself and looked at Lady Felina as to question her presence. Lady Felina said, “James, happy birthday, my soon-to-be King. I have lived the last sixteen years of my life waiting for this moment. It is finally becoming true: you shall take the throne your father should have been sitting upon, but we both know he did not wish to rule any kingdom. What are your thoughts? James. Do not feel shy to say what you feel.”

James looked at his mother, who nodded as to for him to speak freely, and so James began. “Since I was about six years old and was told I would be King some day of a kingdom called Alsaunce, I had thoughts of knights clashing and armies fighting, and my knights and my armies always won for righteousness’ sake. Those are the dreams of a six-year-old child. Much has happened in the last four years that has opened my eyes to the real world, and if I had my choice in this matter, I would defer from the throne another six years as I learn more of what it is to rule a kingdom.

“Mother, how difficult has it been for you to be charged with the well-being of all the citizens of Alsaunce? To be sure there is food, there is housing, there are trade agreements, there are coexistence agreements with other kingdoms. Just because I am sixteen does not mean I am suddenly enlightened as a ruler who is forty years of age.”

Both Gwen and Lady Felina's eyes were opened, as they had not expected James to speak as he did. Lady Felina saw immediately that James was thinking independently and not following the protocol he was taught by the Society. She replied, “You see, James, you already possess the wisdom of a much older ruler. You see the problems that may come to you, but I also believe you shall have the answers. James, you have ministers that shall consult you and inform you so you may make the proper decisions for the people of Alsaunce. You do not need another six years to learn; in six years you shall have all the wisdom of a good King.”

Gwen said,”James, tonight we have a celebration for your birthday and then on Sunday you shall have your coronation and take the throne. I shall remain Queen until the day you take a wife, and then she shall become your Queen, and I shall return to being a lady of the court. You have not a princess to escort this evening on a very special day. Lady Felina and I were discussing that you might escort Lady Annika this night, for if she shall attend, she has not an escort. Would you be open to that idea? It would remove the awkwardness of the two of you being at your celebration and standing alone.”

James looked at Lady Felina and chuckled. “Another Commander and Gwendella, the peasant girl, your Grace?”

Lady Felina acted insulted and replied, “Why would you say such a remark James. There is no elicit liaison here. Lady Annika has mentioned without an escort she shall not attend. You have no one to escort, so it was only a thought that you could escort her. She is distraught.”

James became serious. “Why is she distraught, your Grace? Why did Jonas have to go into hiding to save Lady Annika's life from those who wish to kill him? I do not know of this order Jonas spoke of, but he knows much of what happens in the shadows of politics and power here in Alsaunce.

“He has intuitions that many wish to deny he has, but I know Jonas, and he has never been incorrect in what he knows. He probably lives in a small hut in the winter land of the Old Country to save all of our lives. He is still noble and unselfish, that he would suffer so we may live as we do.”

Lady Felina stood up. “We shall have no more talk of Jonas Wesfeld; he is rogue, and he serves only himself. I shall tell you, James, tonight you shall ask Lady Annika to be by your side and give her some happiness she deserves. You shall have plenty of young ladies trying to win your heart after today and so before you go about acting as many young men do, perform one good service for both your mother and me. I shall see you later, James.”

Lady Felina turned about and went to her study leaving James and Gwen at the table. James began to eat his morning meal as if nothing happened. He felt accomplished in speaking his mind to Lady Felina and by her reaction, he was correct in every word he said. He now understood Lady Felina was well aware of what was to be done to Jonas after he would take the throne.

He had no problem escorting Annika this evening, he even found her attractive and being taller than she and looking her same age, it would relieve him of asking a young lady of the court he did not know to be escorted. Gwen looked at her son.

She said quietly, “Please restrain yourself from speaking of Jonas. Lady Felina has been under much duress with his sudden disappearance from Plantaine and Alsaunce. She is being blamed for him going into hiding and rescinding his duties as a Guardian for you. She is responsible for Jonas as she is for me and you. It has been her lifelong work to see that you ascend the throne.”

“Jonas was her charge to protect you and Jonas did, but now Jonas is different. He does not think clearly due to the General’s death. He sees most as enemies, and I believe he fears for his life and there is nothing to fear. He has had to deal with confronting the Brotherhood for too long and has killed too many, and now to Jonas, all are evil except a few.”

James did not remark to his mother's comment; he took several more pieces of his meal and drank some tea and then said, “How shall I approach Lady Annika? She is almost four years older than me, and I wish not to appear as a love struck young man. She is beautiful, Mother. I am not blind. I also have no experience with women, and I relied on Jonas to guide me, and he did as father would. I need your help mother, please help me.”

As if it were planned, Annika entered the dining room to join Gwen for the morning meal as she did every morning. Annika was all smiles as she sat across from James and waited for her meal to be served. She had several sips of tea and spoke. “I wish you a most happy sixteenth birthday, James. I hope you shall enjoy tonight's celebration.

“There shall be some very special guests to honor you and to start relations with the ascending King of Alsaunce. Prince Zukhov and his wife Princess Narvia shall come from Bournia as shall Duncan Volsta and his wife Princess Edina. From the Kingdom of Strodumn shall come Duke Vincent and his wife Charlotte; from Frakzenkia shall come; Duke Henry, who is courting Duke Vincent's sister Princess Adriana. Also from Frakzenkia shall come Duke Henry's sister, Princess Constance.-

“From the Arid Lands, Sheikh Fahadd, the Amir's son, shall come with his wife Aeysha. Cardinal Montreaux shall come to say the blessing, General Faurmont shall escort your mother, and I shall ask you if there is a princess in the court that you shall wish for me to arrange to be on your arm. I shall not attend, for there is no one to escort me, and I do not wish to feel awkward standing alone.”

James looked at Annika and replied,“There are no princesses I know that I shall wish to escort, but if you would not mind a younger man to be by your side, I shall ask you to be with me this evening, if it shall not be awkward for you to be seen with me.”

Annika's eyes opened wide, and she smiled and excitedly exclaimed, “Why, James, I would be delighted to be on your arm this evening. I care little of our age difference. You appear in age as myself and you are certainly taller than me. No one shall question that I am with you. Thank you, James, for I wish not to miss this celebration. You have made my heart very happy. I shall be like as a schoolgirl getting ready for her first ball.”

Annika could not contain her smile as she ate her morning meal. James was not sure what Annika's reaction meant, and he did not have Jonas to consult. Was Annika pleased that she would be able to attend the celebration, or was she pleased that he had asked her to accompany him?

James had no idea of how to understand the feelings of a woman. He would believe Annika was pleased to be able to attend the celebration and think nothing more of it. The remainder of the meal was spent speaking of the evening’s events. There would be more than five hundred guests in attendance, and the reception hall would be filled with music, laughter, and food.

James would not mention it, but his birthday wish was for Jonas to walk in from the shadows and wish him a happy birthday. He knew his one birthday wish would not come true.

In her study, Lady Felina was smiling; she had once again done her job for the Society: having James begin a relationship with Annika.
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ANNIKA WENT WITH GWEN to assist her in her daily routines of meeting dignitaries, listening to requests of powerful lords, and signing decrees, if she felt them to be honorable. James decided to go and call upon the Cardinal. He wanted to find out if the Cardinal was indeed an ally of Jonas or a double agent of the Society. If the Cardinal could be trusted, he would be someone James could go to and discuss situations he would have spoken to Jonas about.

James went to see the Cardinal with the four guards assigned to him. He was never to leave the palace without four guards. When he approached the cathedral complex, the guards stood aside, knowing it was James. One of the guards told James to follow him, and he took James and his detail to the Cardinal's villa.

The guards remained outside as James went to see the Cardinal. The Cardinal, as he regularly was with Jonas, was in his study having morning tea. He acted mildly surprised to see James and wondered what the soon-to-be King had come to see him about. He thought James came to speak of the coronation. He motioned for James to be seated and offered James the same cup of tea that he and Jonas had become accustomed to have every Wednesday.

The Cardinal said, “Young James, what brings you to see me? You wish to know of the coronation on the twenty-eighth?”

James took a sip of tea and replied, “Your Excellency, what word do you hear of Jonas? He has been gone for four months, and you surely have eyes and ears throughout the continent that have seen him.”

The Cardinal smiled,”My goodness, James, what has our Jonas spoke to you about that you inquire such of me?”

James sipped more tea and looked at the Cardinal with a smile. “He came to you every Wednesday, Your Excellency. He did not come for absolution or the forgiveness of his sins. You both spoke of politics and those who hide behind the Crown and try to manipulate the course of the future. Tell me I am wrong, Your Excellency.”

The Cardinal chuckled. “Do the ministers and the heads of the Society know of your rebellious attitude, young James? You are much like your father was at your age, you even are almost identical to him in appearance.”

“What has Lord Commander Jonas told you that you feel you can confide in me? Lord Commander Jonas and I do not like each other, but we have a mutual understanding and respect of each other. He comes here so I can spar with him and he with me. It keeps our minds sharp and our knowledge of what most do not know current.”

James replied, “The Society wishes to assassinate Jonas and you are the one who warned him, even if you claim to be adversaries. Jonas told me you would be his voice after he would disappear.”

The Cardinal said, “So it is true: no one knows where the Lord Commander vanished to regroup and plot his revenge.”

James said, “I know Jonas, and he went to where the Society would not be. He went to the Arid Lands, the Old Lands, or the Far East Lands. He would be safe in any of those places. If he stayed in the Arid Land, he is but nine to twelve days away and it shall be easy for him to strike and vanish.”

The Cardinal chuckled. “I heard of a small crate being delivered by the Celenia Shipping Company to an estate east of Plantaine. Most interesting cargo. From Akkura, to be exact. It was a message from Jonas to the Society. I believe he used a ploy from the days of Reginald. I am told the estate understood the message. There are couriers now riding throughout the continent delivering urgent messages to certain other villas and chateaus. Jonas has been heard.”

James finished his tea. “Thank you, Your Excellency; you have given me the best birthday gift I could ask for. We should have tea every Wednesday, Your Excellency. I shall fill in for Jonas to entertain you. I do not despise you as he does so I am not sure if you shall get the same pleasure of me as you did Jonas. I shall see you this evening at my celebration. Please do arrive on time.”

James nodded to the Cardinal, and the Cardinal nodded to James as he left to return to the palace. The Cardinal realized he just found his way back into influencing the Crown of Alsaunce. If Jonas knew he would use James to do his bidding, Jonas surely would come from the shadows to take his head. He would be very clever in his way of getting certain things for himself and those he had influence over.

James needed an ally that was not against Jonas, the Church shall become that ally. So easy for James to come and give his confession. A perfect cover to keep the Society from becoming curious of the Cardinal's and James’ relation. The Cardinal took out his brandy and a glass and toasted to himself. He now had an unexpected ally. He may have to consult the Brotherhood on this new revelation.

––––––––
[image: image]


THE AFTERNOON IN THE Queen's residence was hectic and at times out of control. The Queen was trying to be perfect for James’ birthday, Lady Felina was trying to look perfect for James’ birthday, and even Annika was trying to become perfect, but for James. There were chambermaids running all about bringing items of clothing and jewelry to the three ladies. James went out into the garden and sat down by its center fountain. It was supposed to be his most important birthday, and he was least being paid attention to. He did not mind; it was easy for him to dress in a uniform of the King, no makeup, no jewelry, no corsets, no ballgowns, no tiaras. He reflected on his conversation with the Cardinal. He thought it went well, but because of Jonas, James did not trust the Cardinal any more than he trusted the Society. All James wanted to know was that Jonas was safe from harm and where he went after he left Solenkia.
James was so deep into his thoughts that he did not hear a person walk up behind him and place her hands on his shoulders. James turned about, startled, to a smiling Chartell. James did not know Princess Chartell was coming to his celebration. She walked around James and sat down on the bench next to him, a smile on her lips.
She asked quietly, “Where is Jonas?”
James replied, “I do not know, and neither does anybody else. He was last seen in Solenkia at the General's interment. He just vanished again after the service ended. The priest said he went to Krizchan, but from what I heard, he never showed in Krizchan. Some thought he went to Volgsbersk, but then, you would not be asking of him if you knew he went to Volgsbersk.
“He has been gone for four months, and the best I can guess is at some time he was in Akkura. He supposedly sent a special gift to someone outside of Plantaine from Akkura. It is all I know; do you know something else, Chartell?

Chartell placed her hand on James’ shoulder and spoke very softly. “If Jonas went into hiding, it is to protect all those who might become a target of whomever wished to kill Jonas. When my cousin Zarina was assassinated, he may have never confessed, but Jonas blamed himself for her death.

“I thought that Lady Annika might be able to reach into his heart, but James, she is not the one to do so. I think Jonas knows secrets about Annika that makes him hesitant to be completely open and loving to her. According to the court lady gossip, he left Annika because he lost his trust in her.”

“However, James, he also left so she could not become a target again. Jonas is very sensitive about causing death to females, especially those he cares about. He may not have favor in them, but he cares about them.

“Jonas is a trained killer; you may call him a Guardian, but Guardians are trained to kill. He has killed well over thirty-six people, and he is but twenty-one. All that duty to kill has had to have had a bad influence on how he views the world. I know Jonas would trust you with his life and I have to believe he shall strike back to send a message that you are to be left alone. He is still your Guardian, James, he must guard you in a different manner.”

James said, “I can only say this is speculation, but Jonas believes the Society had a hand in the death of the General. Then he finds out from informants he is to be assassinated when he returns from Solenkia. I believe Jonas went into his full Guardian personality and shall stay that way until he feels he has avenged whatever his mind feels has happened.

“He indirectly told me he would not return when he left for Solenkia with the General's body. At the moment, I have to believe he shall not return for some time. He is planning his revenge and Jonas is very cunning at eliminating those who wish to eliminate him. It is all I know, Chartell.”

Chartell nodded and said, “Shall you allow me a waltz or two with the soon-to-be King this evening, or have you been already booked for the entire celebration? I would be honored if you would allow me such.”

James smiled. “I would gladly have one or two waltzes with you, Chartell. You come to me when you wish to dance, and I shall be sure to have an open place for you. Thank you for speaking with me. I have to wonder how different everything would be if Zarina had not been assassinated. I miss Jonas, he is my brother, my mentor, and my confidant.”

Chartell leaned and kissed James’ cheek. “I miss him also, James.”

One of the chambermaids came and told James he needed to dress, as the reception line would begin in less than an hour. The celebration could not begin if he was missing. James actually wished he was missing and with Jonas on an adventure, wherever that may be. James followed the chambermaid to his room to prepare for his celebration. He disliked the idea of standing in a reception line for hours greeting people who wished to use him for their own gain. He reluctantly put on his uniform of the King of Alsaunce. He gazed into a mirror and said, “Well, Father, I appear to be you, or you used to appear to be me. Have Jonas contact me so that I know he is safe. I know you know where he is.”
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When James came from his room, Annika was waiting for him dressed as a princess. Tonight, she would not serve as the Queen's first lady-in-waiting. She would have the evening to be with James and whomever else she wished to engage with.

James noticed how beautiful Annika was. He felt his heart speed a little, and he was not sure why. Where was Jonas when he needed him? Annika had her hair up and long curls flowing from the back of her head, upon which sat a princess crown on her head of many diamonds. Her makeup was flawless, and her gown was the color of the Alsaunce flag and was tight to the shape of her upper body and flowed down and away from her waist.

James bowed and took her hand and kissed the back of it. Annika curtsied back and placed her arm through James’ arm. James escorted Annika down to the reception hall to stand in line to receive the evening's celebration guests. Annika was beaming as she walked arm in arm with James. Lady Felina was beaming as well.

The Queen was being escorted by General Faurmont. It appeared that the Queen leaned on Ranvir much in the same way she had leaned on Jonas earlier. James minded that his mother had some fancy for General Faurmont, but he was happy she had some man in her life that could place a smile on her face.

After the Queen and the General came the Ministers of Alsaunce. James was curious: if this was his celebration, why was he after the Ministers and not standing by his mother? James had a peculiar feeling about this arrangement. Then it was he and Annika and then Lady Felina who was being escorted by Rurik.

James then realized that Lady Felina wished to hear anything said to James and if James was by his mother, she could hear nothing. James’ trust in Lady Felina was becoming less and less. James thought Lady Felina was hoping to locate Jonas to give his location to the Sacred Skull. It would be convenient for Jonas to be eliminated in a very distant place  

The guests began to come and come and come some more. James was aware that five hundred guests were expected for his celebration, but to him, it felt as if it were a thousand. Finally, some of the people James grew up with began to make their way through the line. He met Prince Zukhov and Princess Narvia, and Duncan and Princess Edina. Princess Chartell came with her parents. The Cardinal came past as did Charles Herzel, Herman Koestler, and Jacob Rothsmann. The Amir's son Fahadd and his wife Aeysha, Duke Vincent and Princess Charlotte, Duke Henry, and Princess Adriana, and then came Princess Constance wearing a ballgown that showed she was with child.

Annika noticed Princess Constance's condition and inquired, “Greetings Princess Constance, did you get quietly married and we are not told?”

Constance smiled and raised her head high and said, “You are Lady Annika, correct? Next to you I see Lady Felina? Correct?””

Annika nodded in agreement.

Constance continued, “I am not married, Lady Annika. I am amidst a royal scandal. You see, a noble prince was with me for a small amount of time last autumn, and I begged him to allow me to bear his child. He wished not to do this, for he felt guilt that he could not be there to watch the child grow.

“I convinced him to allow me my request and not to feel guilty. A noble prince, such as he is, should have a child to carry on his name. I love him the same as I shall love our child, but he is off on a noble quest, and I fear he shall never see his child. There are evil forces he must fight and overcome, and it is very possible that he shall not keep his life. He has vanished, and none know where he has gone, but I still have his child in me, and for that, I shall be ever grateful to him.”

Lady Felina, listening into the conversation, whispered to Constance as if she did not know whom Constance was referring to, “My dear Princess, is this noble prince of yours, or are you to keep this a secret?”

Constance curtsied to Lady Felina and replied, “I have nothing to hide, Your Grace; my noble prince is Jonas Wesfeld. He shall return one day and banish those who are trying to banish him.”

Constance smiled, curtsied to both Annika and Lady Felina, then continued on through the line and stayed behind Duke Henry and Princess Adriana. Annika grabbed onto Lady Felina's arm and squeezed tightly. Lady Felina looked at Annika with a look of horror on her face. James acted as if he had not heard clearly what was said, but he wished to laugh. Princess Constance had just given a performance of a lifetime to let the Society know that Jonas knew all and would be coming for them. James now understood he had allies in Frakzenkia. Annika took James’ arm and squeezed tightly.

She whispered in between guests, “Do you think Jonas is really the father? She must be seven years older than him, at least. What kind of woman uses a young man?”

James shook a guest’s hand, said thank you, and whispered back, “A woman in love; we shall speak later after the reception line is completed.”

Forty-five minutes later the guests were called to be seated and James and Annika made their way to the head table to be seated alongside the Queen and Ranvir. When Annika thought she and James could not be heard, she asked again, “James, please be honest with me and not jest. Do you really believe Jonas is the father of Princess Constance's child?”

James did his diplomatic smile to the guests as he made his way with Annika to the head table and replied quietly, “I would think so, Annika. The court rumors say Jonas was in Solenkia in October for a week. I heard that Constance sailed on a diplomatic mission to Akkura, and it was reported by the Society that Jonas was on the ship, and that is another twelve to fourteen days.

“I also heard Jonas spent two weeks with her in Akkura before he disappeared. They were seen many times together with Amir Al Bassar. Count the days that they would be together, and it is more than a month. I would say Constance is between three and four months of bearing the child. The timeline appears to be correct for Jonas to be the father. The fact the noble prince did not wish to leave his child alone also tells me it was Jonas. It is how he is.”

Annika said sadly, “Jonas shall never return, shall he, James?”

James replied as he seated Annika at the table, “Oh, he shall return and return with a vengeance. We may not see him physically, for Jonas is an expert at staying in the shadows. We shall know his work from heads severed from those he seeks revenge against.”

––––––––
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THE BANQUET MASTER rang the bell for all to be seated and the sommeliers came around to be sure every table had a full glass of wine to toast to the soon to be King of Alsaunce. Even though he was not seated at the head table, James had requested that Prince Zukhov give the toast to his birthday. Prince Zukhov made his way from his table to go and stand behind James, glass of wine in hand. The banquet master rang the bell to get everyone's attention. The room finally became quiet.

Prince Zukhov said, “Ladies, Gentlemen, Dignitaries, Ministers, Your Excellency, our Queen, and all that are here to wish James Krizdon a most wonderful sixteenth birthday, welcome. In May of seventeen hundred and eighty-five, my good, departed friend, James Krizdon, married Queen Gwendella. The result of that marriage was on February the twenty-third of seventeen hundred and eighty-six, James Krizdon the second was born. He was born to fulfill the destiny that once again the Family Krizdon would rule the Kingdom of Alsaunce. By law of the Kingdom, the King must be sixteen years of age to ascend to the throne.

“Today, James Krizdon the second has reached his sixteenth year of his life and now shall ascend the throne of Alsaunce. His father is here in spirit, as is James’ best friend and confidant. They shall join all of us in raising our glasses to toast the new King of Alsaunce and wish him health, happiness, and a long life. Happy Birthday, James Krizdon, and long live the King.”

The room erupted in cheers of “long live the King.” While the noise continued for James, Lady Felina, who was seated at the head table next to Charles Herzel, leaned and whispered to him, “How dare Prince Zukhov insinuate and indirectly bring that rogue Jonas Wesfeld into this celebration. The way he spoke suggests he knows where Jonas is. There are too many who know of Jonas being banished.

“I think there needs to be word spread about that Jonas was not banished but left of his own accord to find his heart. Claim the fact he killed so many at a young age has caused him many problems in his soul. We do not need the people of Alsaunce to rise up behind Jonas and take us from power. I have seen the side of Jonas I do not think any have seen. He could easily lead another revolution in Alsaunce. He needs to be found and removed. Find out from Zukhov where the demon is.”

Charles took a drink from his wine glass and replied, “Calm, my Lady. Prince Zukhov may have thought he had cleverly brought Jonas into this celebration, but look at the people. None heard a word of it. I believe they may think Prince Zukhov was speaking of James Krizdon the first and General Renblau. Jonas is still alive, and the good prince referred to the two being here in spirit. Not a clear choice of words on his part, yet a good choice of words for us. We shall keep our eyes and ears opened in Bournia and find out where Jonas has gone to. There are always men who seek fortune and adventure, and they shall eventually remove Jonas Wesfeld from our worries. Now let us enjoy our celebration. On Sunday, our king shall take the throne. All is good, my Lady.”

The wine glasses were refilled, and dinner was served. The finest roast lamb was served with a multitude of other delights. A large cake was brought out and placed in front of James, and the entire gathering of about five hundred guests sang a song of health and life to James. The cake was cut and distributed throughout the hall.

During the meal on several occasions, Annika would indicate to James she wished to toast to his birthday. Each time after touching glasses, Annika wrapped her wrist about James’ wrist and drank like two who were engaged or married. The wine had already affected James’ sobriety. He had thought of many times of being with Annika for she was a beautiful woman. His age had always kept him from coming forward to her, but the wine had removed his shyness for this night.

––––––––
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THE DINNER FINISHED and the room was prepared for the ball. The first dance was to be James and his choice of princess. James thought that Annika was much like his mother, and he looked almost as his father, so he chose Annika for his first waltz. The music played the Waltz of the Clouds. James had been given many dance lessons over the past year, and he guided Annika flawlessly across the floor.

The people watching applauded and watched in amazement. Annika was beaming as if she were the Queen of Alsaunce. When the dance completed, the guests erupted in applause. James bowed to Annika, took her hand, and kissed the back. Annika took both of James’ hands and gave him a kiss on the cheek. James looked into Annika's eyes as she tilted her head just a little in a flirtatious gesture. James smiled and took Annika by the arm and escorted her from the floor. Off to the side, Lady Felina was smiling as well.

The wine had given James the courage he usually did not display. He asked Annika to stay with Lady Felina, for he wished to have one waltz with a special guest. Annika was perplexed regarding whom James meant until he walked onto the dance floor with Princess Constance. Lady Felina and Annika looked at each other with surprise. Why would James seek out Princess Constance of all the princesses that were in attendance? The two watched as the music started and James guided Princess Constance into the crowd on the dance floor.
James said to Constance as they danced, “Princess, can I trust that you and your brother shall help me help Jonas? You carry his child, I know this, but I am surrounded by those who wish Jonas dead. We can become allies both openly diplomatically and silently, to help Jonas banish those who banished him.”
Constance smiled at James. “How do I know I can trust the King of a kingdom that wishes the father of my child to be assassinated?”

James smiled to keep on watchers off guard. “Because I wish to rule Alsaunce no more than my father did. I need a way to message Jonas, and coming to Solenkia on diplomatic purposes allows me to give you messages that you can send to the Amir.

“I believe the Amir knows where Jonas went. He must know I am still loyal to my brother. Please, when you go back to Solenkia, send a message to him for me. I am watched by too many eyes in Plantaine.”

Constance continued to smile. “I shall consult my brother on this manner. If we send to Alsaunce a request for new trade agreements, you shall know we shall help you. First you must take the throne and then wait a couple months and then know we shall send you the request. Is Lady Annika not part of the Society?”

James replied, “Yes, but indirectly, and if I keep her close to me and give her my affection, I shall also have an open window to know some of the things going on in the Society. We shall call my relationship with her a convenience. The Society wishes to rule Alsaunce from the shadows. Jonas is best at hiding in the shadows. The Society shall be in for a small surprise.”

The music ended, and James bowed and kissed the back side of Constance's hand. She curtsied to James and the two went on their separate ways. When James returned to Annika, Lady Felina was standing by her side. While James was dancing with Constance, he remembered a lesson Jonas had taught him during his Guardian lessons, how to become a double agent of an organization you wished to infiltrate. James only hoped what Jonas had taught him would get him deeper into the Society where he could keep Jonas informed of what was happening.

Lady Felina inquired, “James, of all the princesses that wish to be on your arm tonight, why would you choose a dance with a lady with child over ten years your age?”

James smiled. “For Annika, Your Grace. Jonas left her and immediately went to another and conceived with that woman. Annika gave Jonas four years of her life for what, to be pushed aside and embarrassed by those who shall know he left her to be with Princess Constance? Annika deserves to know where Jonas is, and I am finding out. What Annika wishes to do with this information is for her decision; I am simply getting the information she deserves.”

Annika's eyes grew wide as James was defending her honor. The King of Alsaunce was defending her honor. Annika put her arms about James and hugged him tightly and whispered, “Thank you my King, thank you.”

The music began and James took Annika's hand and took her back out onto the dance floor for the next waltz. Lady Felina was delighted that James wished to defend Annika's honor. She would be sure to have James see Annika as beautiful and as often as possible.

The Society would be able to manipulate James through Annika. Even if Annika could not conceive, there could always be an accident or illness in a few years, and James would need to seek the affection of another female.

Annika needed to make James a man and wrap herself about his heart. A little more wine tonight, and James would welcome Annika into his bed. She would take care of things from there. Lady Felina wondered what Jonas’ reaction would be to know that Lady Annika may become Queen Annika of Alsaunce.

Every Princess that came to the celebration wished a dance with James. He kept his promise with Chartell and gave her two waltzes. He waltzed with Princess Adriana, Princess Narvia, Princess Edina, and even gave Lady Felina a dance to try and cover any suspicions that Lady Felina had about James’ loyalty to the Society. James wished Jonas could see him use the training Jonas had given him. It was almost midnight and the banquet master called for the last dance. James again took Annika for the special last dance. The two of them began the waltz, and then after a time, all were asked to join in. Rumors were spreading fast of James and Annika.

––––––––
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THE CELEBRATION CAME to an end and Jonas and Annika stood in another receiving line to thank guests for coming until it was almost one-thirty in the morning. James escorted Annika up to the royal suite. The Queen had already said goodnight to her escort, Ranvir, and was in bed when Annika and James came into the suite.

Lady Felina conveniently stayed behind to see if the few extra glasses of wine would keep James in an amorous mood. Annika took James’ hand and had him follow her to his bedroom, where two chambermaids waited to help the couple from their clothing. Annika was now only in her undergarment and James was in his breeches. Annika asked the chambermaids to extinguish the lanterns and close the door to give them privacy.

James sat on the bed and looked at Annika and said, “Lady Annika, it embarrasses me, but I have not a clue what to do with a beautiful woman who is standing almost in the flesh in front of me.”

Annika reached and pulled the tie on her undergarment, and it fell to the floor. Annika replied, “Not almost in the flesh James, I am in the flesh. Now you stand and I shall make you in the flesh as well. I shall guide you into becoming a man. I only ask that you do not do to me what was just done. Please be honorable and true to my heart and feelings, and I shall give myself to you completely. This I promise.”

James stood up, and Annika pulled the tie on his breeches, and they fell to the floor. Annika came and wrapped herself about James so he could feel her body against his. She began to kiss James softly but passionately. She did not wish to make him uncomfortable. James remembered how Jonas said he just did what Gabriela did and it appeared to be good enough.

After Annika kissed James for several minutes, she pulled back the blankets of James’ bed and had him lay down. She then lay next to James, caressing and gently kissing his chest, neck, and then again on his lips. Annika slid her body on top of James and told him not to worry; she would show him everything. James found himself having intimacy with Annika; tonight he would enter his manhood. Annika thought to herself if she could not have Jonas, she would use James and maybe become Queen of Alsaunce as a revenge against Jonas. Outside the bedroom door, Lady Felina smiled as she walked away to go to sleep.
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CHAPTER 3
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Jonas had been in the Valley of the Eternal Moon for about four days. He knew today was James’ sixteenth birthday, and he was disappointed that he could not attend. He would write the Cardinal to let James know he thought of him on his birthday as well as his day of his coronation. Jonas was still becoming accustomed to a completely new way of life.

The palace of Master Chan was about inner peace, focus, embracing life, and improving one's skills. There was no duty for Jonas here, there was no one to worry if they were assassins. Jonas appeared to be improving his fighting skills as he could practice for hours each day. He spent an hour each day learning deep meditation with Master Chan; he also spent an hour each day allowing Jia Li to try and enter his soul and fill the emptiness from years ago.

Jonas and Jia Li had a different relationship then Jonas had ever had before. Jia did not appear to be worried of intimacy, she was more concerned with Jonas’ heart and Jonas’ soul. She was focused on healing him completely so he could love again, without doubt. Some days, Jia would give Jonas an oil massage to relax his mind. Jia daily would place Jonas in the deep trance as she had the first day he arrived. The trances lasted longer, the light in his trance felt warmer, and he felt more relaxed each time he went into trance. Jia told him it was part of the process of becoming one.

Jia could feel Jonas’ hesitation to open his heart completely. While in trance one day, Jia was able to get Jonas to explain his hesitance to opening his heart completely, to giving his love. Jonas had given his love to his mother, and she’d died. He gave his love to Zarina, and she’d died. Jonas was hesitant to give any woman his love in fear they shall also die. Jia needed to remove this hesitancy from Jonas before she could completely heal him. Jia spoke to Master Chan of what she had found buried deep inside Jonas, that kept him from loving anyone completely. Master Chan said he would speak to Jonas and try to help him past his fear of giving love.

The next day, Master Chan told Jonas instead of meditation he wished to speak to him and try to help guide him to fulfillment. Jonas sat in the meditation room across from Master Chan and waited for Master Chan to speak. As usual, Master Chan appeared to be deep in meditation and Jonas waited for Master Chan to speak.

Master Chan began, “began, “Young Major, over the short time you have spent here in my palace, I have begun to see changes slowly happening to you in your spirit. They are good changes, and they are slow changes. It is never good to rush what one changes in his heart and soul. You fear giving a woman your love because you fear they shall die. All must die, Young Major, all must die. It is not what anyone does to another that makes them die unless it is violence.

“Watching a star fall from the sky does not cause one to die. Witnessing a sunset, does not cause one to die. The darkness of a new moon does not cause one to die. Young Major, loving someone does not cause them to die, it brings them happiness.

“Your mother did not die because you loved her. Your love brought your mother much happiness The Princess did not die because you loved her. She died because evil men wished you to not to be able to love her and make you suffer. Your love brought her much happiness.

“Love did not cause my Bo Li to die; it gave her the happiness she had searched for her entire life. Young Major, you have become afraid to love because you think your love causes death, no, Young Major, your love has caused much happiness in those you gave your love to. You must understand this to move forward with your life and your own happiness.”

Master Chan looked at Jonas, waiting for a response. He could see Jonas was looking inside himself to understand what he was just told. Jonas looked down and quietly replied, “When I have loved, Master Chan, in the end, it is my heart that is hurt; it is my soul that is emptied. Those who have died cannot feel anything, for they have gone to everlasting peace. It is my heart and soul that become tormented with the death. I have much trouble carrying the hurt of losing the one I love or care for. If I do not love, if I do not care, I cannot hurt.

“When I have killed in the purpose of duty, Master Chan, my heart is not hurt, my soul is not emptied, I feel nothing and so it is easy for me to destroy the evil and act as if nothing has happened. I am called heartless for doing the duty I was trained to do. I call myself heartless for doing the duty I was trained to do. I am not heartless, Master Chan, I know the difference between love and duty. I was trained to perform my duty first and love second. If I loved first, I would not be able to do my duty. This has caused great conflict in my heart, and my mind.

“I carry much anger and hate deep inside, for I know what has been done to those I love and care for. I knew the General was poisoned when I first saw him in the physician’s office; his lips showed the tiny blisters of being poisoned, his nightshirt was stained yellow from saliva spatter. I am trained to notice as such. I am told by several in different manners the Commander was assassinated by a grenade tossed into a powder magazine during the battle at the southern pass.

“Those who do this evil think they are righteous and that their deeds are for the good of mankind. This hate, this anger, in me also blocks my ability to open my heart. I fear if I lose this anger and hate, those who need to be banished shall not pay for their wrongful deeds.

“For my past four years of life, I have been told by many that I am a noble and gallant knight of old. That I am on a quest to banish those who bring evil against the common man. It is a quest that can never be completed, for as you have said yourself, when one evil is banished, another shall rise and take its place. I helped destroy one evil, only for those who trained me to replace that evil with their own. If I continue to do my duty, I cannot love until my duty is complete, and I cannot finish my duty, for evil is never completely banished.”

Master Chan sat silently and Jonas continued to look downward contemplating what he had replied to Master Chan. Speaking his words helped Jonas, for he had kept all he had said, deep inside. He has now relieved himself of the burden of his heavy thoughts and shared them with one who would understand what troubled his heart and mind. So much had happened to Jonas in such a short period of his life that he had difficulty separating the good from the bad.

Master Chan spoke. “spoke, “Young Major, you have charged yourself with a quest a thousand generations of majors can never complete. Evil shall always rise, for it is the nature of some to require absolute power over all.

“What changes a loving young man into an evil grown man remains a mystery. Young Major, your quest is not to stop all evil in the present and future, it is to avenge the death of those you cared for that were taken from you. Once you achieve this, you should focus on happiness and love in your life. Do not leave this world angry and not feeling loved.

“My son, James Krizdon the Commander, came to me only a year younger than you are now. He came with much anger and hate and sought only to avenge the death of his family. He had also shut out love from his life so he would not feel pain.

“My daughter, somehow and some way, touched the Commander's heart and soul, and his hate and anger disappeared, but not his focus on revenge against those that wronged him. Young Major, the Commander went about his quest, but with a happy heart and soul. If my daughter had not been murdered, the Commander would have still returned to avenge his family's death against the Emperor and his Empire. The quest did not change, and his focus did not change. His life had changed, and he was filled with my daughter’s love.

“You need to refocus your quest to only avenging the murders of the Commander and the General. When you have avenged their deaths, you must realize your quest has ended and it is time to reflect and grow in love and happiness. Today, when you are with Jia Li, try to allow her to enter your heart and soul completely. Convince yourself that your quest is only for the Commander and the General and rid the thought that you must conquer evil for all time. Learn to stay focused but learn again to love.

“I believe I should have remained silent of you and my granddaughter becoming one and marrying after the blossoms returned. I believe it has caused you hesitation because you wish to complete your quest before you love, and love may cause you to remove the anger you have for those who have wronged you.

“I cannot stop what the forces of the world claim will happen. If I had said not a word, you and Jia Li would still become one and still would marry as I have said. She has not tried to force you to love her or care for her. She knows it must come from you. She focuses on only healing you so when the time comes you can love and be happy again as you were as a child.

“Now go about your day and do as you have always done. I feel already that our talk has lifted a burden from your shoulders, heart, and mind. I cannot tell you what you shall and shall not do. It is your fate, and you must answer to your fate as you see is proper for you. Continue to heal Young Major, you are doing as you should by going slowly. Time does heal all wounds but does not remove the pleasant memories. I will see you later in the day.”

Jonas stood up and bowed to Master Chan and then left the meditation room. Jia was waiting for Jonas outside in the palace walkway to take him on a walk and hopefully allow him time to contemplate what he and her grandfather had spoken of. He put on his jacket and she her cloak, and she took Jonas on a walk to go and visit the Commander and her father's sister. Jonas had not gone to see the Commander since his arrival, and Jia thought it was time for Jonas to honor the Commander and she her father's sister. The two walked hand in hand through the palace, down onto the roadway that led towards the gate, and then turned on the path that would take them to the tomb of the Commander and Bo Li.

They ascended the stairs to the mausoleum. The names were in Chetai, but Jonas could read the words that said,  “James Krizdon and Bo Li Krizdon, Eternally in love,” Jonas became emotional, and a tear ran from his eye. Jia touched Jonas’ tear with her finger and held it to her heart. Jonas put his arm about Jia and held her close but said nothing. He stood in the mid-morning sun looking at the words on the tomb and remembered the name on Zarina's tomb that said “Zarina Wesfeld.”

As the two stood there in silence, a strange sensation went through Jonas’ body. He felt Jia Li's body quiver slightly and wondered if she had felt what he had felt. Jia turned and faced Jonas and whispered, “I know you felt what I felt, my Warrior King. It is the Commander and Bo Li's love being bestowed upon the two of us so the love they would have had in this world shall be enjoyed by the two of us until we also part from this world.”

Jonas said nothing but looked at Jia and placed his hands on her shoulders. He pulled her to him and kissed her gently. It was the first time that Jonas had kissed Jia Li's lips without her kissing him first. The last time he came to the Valley of the Eternal Moon, Jonas had only given Jia a kiss on her forehead. Every kiss between the two of them had been at Jia's wishes and not Jonas. Jia felt Jonas’ kiss was honest and had love in it. Maybe it was her grandfather, maybe it was being by the Commander and Bo Li, maybe it was just her loving and caring to heal Jonas that finally brought him to giving Jia his first kiss at his wishes.

When Jonas pulled away, he could see the sparkle in Jia's eyes and the warmth in her smile. Jonas had a warm feeling run throughout his body. He remembered her kiss in the bathing tub that made him feel like he’d drunken too much wine. He realized he wished to feel this kiss often. The two of them held hands and walked back to the palace. From talking with Master Chan and now feeling Jia Li's love reach deeply into his subconsciousness, Jonas felt that a new inner peace had started growing inside of him.

––––––––
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IN THE AFTERNOON, JONAS met Jia to place him into trance to try to help fill his soul so he could mend his heart. After his talk with Master Chan, Jonas now wanted to try to focus more on healing and not on revenge. He would not lose his focus, but Jonas realized he wanted to feel love and happiness more than loneliness, anger, and hate.

Jia lit the candles, and Jonas took his meditation position on the bed. Jia sat in front of him, holding his hands and touching her knees to his. She had Jonas clear his thoughts and to look deeply into her eyes and relax completely. Jonas did not take but seconds to enter his state of deep trance.

Jonas was again in the warm light that surrounded him, Jia had vanished before his eyes. He saw a female figure approach him through a mist. As she became closer, Jonas saw it was Zarina, beautiful as he could recall and a smile on her lips. She took Jonas’ hands and looked into his eyes and as Jonas looked back into hers, Zarina slowly became Jia Li. In his trance, the Jia standing before him smiled at him and he heard a voice that said, “I am now part of you Jonas Wesfeld, and you are now part of me.” Jia slowly vanished again into the warm light, and Jonas woke from his trance.

Jia was smiling at Jonas, and he could see there was something special about the look she was giving him. Jia whispered, “Jonas, you’ve allowed me to completely enter your soul and heart for the first time. You felt me and I felt you. It is important because you will not fear me, and I can now start to fill your soul and mend your heart.

“Tonight, if you wish, it is safe to be intimate with me, and then we shall consummate the beginning of our becoming one. I have not spoken of my emotions for you, Jonas, but I believe you already know what I would say. Words can be meaningful, but what one does says so much more.”

Jia went from being in a position of meditation to being on her knees, her arms about Jonas’ neck. Jonas could see the love in Jia's eyes as she closed them, leaned forward and kissed Jonas intimately. She pulled back from Jonas and motioned for the two of them to go beneath the blankets. Jia wrapped herself about Jonas and the two of them lay there for several hours, saying not a word, but enjoying the time together. Jonas was starting to feel the affection that he had not felt since Constance sailed back to Frakzenkia. Later in the day, the two put on their jackets to go and watch the sun set on the courtyard behind the palace.

––––––––
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AFTER DINNER, MASTER Chan had Jonas follow him through the palace. He opened a door to a small room, and inside was a writing desk, a stool, candles, parchment, an ink well, and a quill. The small room was heated with a small fire pot. Jonas knew this was for him to write letters back to the west, but also to begin writing the manuscript of the tales the General had told Jonas of the Commander and himself. This would help Jonas reflect and remember the good memories with the two men he looked upon for guidance and mentoring. Jonas was appreciative of Master Chan's gift; Master Chan was becoming quickly both the Commander and the General in his life.

Master Chan smiled and said, “Young Major, I shall have a special seal made for you to seal your correspondences with, so those who receive your letters know it is from you. It shall be the silhouette of two dragon heads looking at each other in front of a full moon. This shall be the seal for you and my granddaughter.

“You shall have many hours of many days to write of the tales of my son, the Commander, and the General, and do not leave yourself from these writings, as your journey also needs to be written for your children to read. Stay, take a parchment, and write one sentence to begin the journey back through your recollections. Then add a simple entry each day. Soon you shall see your manuscript is thousands of pages in length. I leave you now.”

Jonas lit two candles for light and took the quill, inkwell, and a parchment and set them on the writing desk. He contemplated for a time as to what he shall call this writing. He remembered the word Master Chan spoke of, “recollections,” and wrote the word on the top of the parchment followed by the names William Renblau, James Krizdon, and Jonas Wesfeld. He sat for a short time thinking of how to start this manuscript to honor the Commander and the General. Finally, he wrote a first sentence.

.

“I stood on the rim of what could be considered a valley.”
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CHAPTER 4
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James woke early. Annika was still wrapped about him. He did not wish for this day any more than he had wished for his birthday five days earlier. He wished he stood with Jonas on a bluff overlooking a vast plain in some foreign land. He did not wish to become King of Alsaunce this day; he did not wish to be in Plantaine this day; he wished not to be in Alsaunce at all. James had learned quickly how to pretend to be as the Society wished he would be and kept his true thoughts and feelings buried deep inside himself.

Lady Felina could tell him all she wished that Jonas was rogue, and the Society had done nothing wrong, but he knew much differently. He had told himself that by becoming King of Alsaunce, he could help Jonas seek his revenge against those who killed the General, the Commander and those that wished to kill him.

He had already heard comments and rumors how the Society blamed Lady Felina for allowing Jonas to learn of their plans. James wondered if Lady Felina would soon be laying on a physicians table, not waking from her sleep. Then he wondered how deeply Annika had become involved in the Society as she had mentioned she was to become the Lady Felina of Plantaine.

Annika stirred and whispered, “Good morning, my King. Did you rest well last night with my love wrapped about you?”

James replied, “Yes I did, my dear Lady Annika, yes I did.”

Annika smiled. “smiled, “Jonas can tell you how he feels about that which pleases a woman James, but I can give you the experience of pleasing a woman, and with this, I feel you shall find more favor in me. I do not mind your age, for your appearance makes me feel as we are both the same. You are mature and wise and shall be a good king for the people. I only ask that you not throw my affections to the wind and go and conceive with another woman. I know I cannot have a child, but what was done to me, James, was an insult, that I have much trouble forgiving. Princess Constance was arrogant before Lady Felina and me to carry Jonas’ child.

“He could not have been gone but two weeks from Plantaine before he was sleeping with another woman, a woman of royalty. I had given him four years of my love and affection, and he pushes this aside as if I am nothing. I had told Jonas what made him special is he cared for my feelings. Now I see this was but a ruse. He saw me no differently than most royals who use their chambermaids and discard them as feed for the animals.”

James squeezed Annika to show he understood her anger, then he replied, “Annika, my dear Lady. Before you judge Jonas and his actions, you must try to be him for a moment. Jonas feels the General did not die of natural causes. Jonas sees things we do not, he understands things we do not. It is what makes Jonas who he is. He felt in his heart, his father figure has been assassinated, and then, through his contacts he believes he is to be assassinated as well. Jonas knows from past experience, those about a target die first before the target is assassinated. He left Plantaine distraught, worried, taking the General to be interred.

“To save all those who he cared for, Jonas decided he must go into exile until he can see a way to remove the danger from those he cares for. On his journey, he was begged to leave a legacy. You heard the words that he did not wish to. However, Jonas does not know his fate and doesn’t not know if he shall survive his newest confrontation with a new secret organization that no one knows of. He granted Princess Constance's request knowing his child shall also be royalty and cared for. I do not believe Jonas loves Constance. I do believe he loved you in only the way he knew how.

“I do not know where Jonas is. Lady Felina does not know where Jonas is. Jonas was last seen going on a ship, sailing to Akkura, and from there, he can exile in many places for as long as he requires to regain his focus and purpose. I believe that at this time Jonas feels he has neither. He shall return, but his actions shall make him a possible outlaw.

“He may never be able to live in the west again, Annika. Constance was wrong in her actions, but Annika, Constance loves Jonas now just as you have before. She is angry that he must live in exile and be away from those he cares for. Jonas has no family, and now both my father and General Renblau are gone. Try to imagine the torture in his heart and soul and then try to understand his actions. You do not have to forgive Jonas but do try to understand him.”

Annika looked at James and kissed his forehead and said, “It is why you shall be a wise king, James, you look what is the situation and do not use your emotions to judge; you only use your sense of what is right or wrong. It is what draws me to be with you. If you feel I am intruding too much and too quickly, please tell me of such, and I shall no longer place you in an uncomfortable situation.”

James kissed Annika's hair and replied,  “Annika, you are the first woman I have ever kissed and kissed with passion. You are the first woman who has touched me in my flesh. You are the first woman to show me intimacy. I have enjoyed all of this and desire more.

“Just know that my position shall at times make me push you aside to do
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