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	From the past comes magic, from the present, danger, gradually colliding.

	Drenched with grief, King Arkyn inherited a crown, and Prince Tain became Justiciar of Oedran. Now, their closest friend is answering questions to save his life, whilst Lord Scanlon’s schemes continue to reach into the halls of power.

	With King Adeone’s assassination haunting dreams and wounds healing, the King’s inner circle is strained by events. As word seeps into Oedran, a local dispute in Tradere threatens to become rebellion.

	Arkyn's reputation hangs in the balance as the empire watches his every move. Can he succeed as King whilst remaining true to himself?
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PART 1

	 


Chapter 1

	THE ACTIONS OF A DEFENDER

	Septadai, Week 48 – 28th Lufial, 21st Lufis 1214

	Palace of Oedran

	LANDIS RECEIVED the summons whilst in the King’s Hall. He nodded in thanks to the runner and made his heavy-hearted way through busy corridors to the Inner Office. Celebration was in the air, but not in his heart. A new year was coming, but the old wasn’t yet done.

	He’d barely bowed, the door had barely closed on the Outer Office when King Adeone said, “You’re making it obvious, Landis, and you promised to follow my wishes.”

	Festus watched him sadly. The familiar room, with its polished furniture and airy feel, reminded him how trapped he was by precedent, by history, by his own fealty, his own words. “Adeone… I will let whatever occurs at the banquet occur but I am your Defender. As a friend I respect your decisions, but as your official I will have to face your son should anything happen. I will have to face Arkyn in his grief and his anger—”

	Adeone slumped into a chair, his face drawn, the worst picture of misery Landis had seen in many a year.

	“You promised, Festus.”

	Landis hesitated. “I…” He walked away, stared out of the windows, towards a city on the cusp of summer. “I thought I could do it but I can’t, Adeone, I just can’t. From the moment you walk into that hall, I won’t be able to do anything and, yes, if you are dying, I shall honour my promise, but let me at least do what I can now. I hope tomorrow we can laugh at paranoia, but I cannot abandon you while you live and I will not abandon your memory should you die. You may be certain about what’s about to happen but I’m not.”

	“I suppose I never truly expected you to honour that promise in the fullest sense,” admitted Adeone sadly. “I respect you for that, Festus, even now. I hope Arkyn accepts… it… all.”

	Landis spun round at the broken end of the sentence and took in the King’s appearance; exhausted eyes met his. “Sicla, Adeone! Forget the whole thing. Say you’re ill, or let me say you’re ill and tell Chapa. Stay here this evening.”

	With an unseen power in his words, Adeone snapped, “No! I am not a coward and you will not make me one, Festus Landis. I have sentenced enough people to death; they have had to face foreknowledge as I now do. I am no hypocrite.”

	“I never thought you were, but I had to say it to alleviate my burden. Is that selfish?” asked Landis, his fingers gripping the back of a comfortable couch. How many hours had he spent in this office talking, advising, but never despairing; maybe that’s why it felt claustrophobic.

	“Yes, but that doesn’t make it reprehensible. Let me explain all the true reasons why I face my death now and do so in such a manner…”

	At the end of the explanation, Landis said, “I know you respect Chief Laioril but there are times to allow your own instinct the lead.”

	“My instinct is that he is right. You and I both know how close we’ve been to civil war, or would have been if Scanlon’s schemes had been fulfilled. I honestly believe that, were I to live, there would be rebellion. It would rake its way through the empire without mercy. Wealsman and Daioch are loyal, but they are the only two I am sure of. There will be traitors high in government, silent, waiting, they must be discovered and, if my death can buy my sons time to do so, it is worth the price.”

	Landis eyed him, askance. “Adeone, as their nearfather, I hesitate to mention your sons wouldn’t agree.”

	Adeone snorted. “True but they are not here and let me put it simply – accept it or I will have you detained so you cannot interfere. Do not make me regret telling you.”

	Landis stared at him, dumbfounded. “You are resolute, aren’t you? I have said I will not interfere in hall and I meant that, so, in that sense, I have accepted it—”

	“No, you have followed my wishes… It’s the pedant in me.”

	Landis laughed. “I really must do something about that, Adeone.”

	Adeone decided to leave the situation alone, to trust Landis’ word. “You’ll never succeed. Now, I’m meant to be working.”

	“I suppose I’m going to get the blame for stopping you.”

	“More than likely I’d say,” replied Adeone, lips twitching.

	“Then make the blame worth it, Sire. Come for a walk or a ride.” He needed to get out of the office, but not away from his friend.

	Adeone gave a short nod. “A ride; in memory of what started our friendship. The day deserves our attention. We might as well enjoy it.”

	Landis agreed, but, as they walked through the Palace, his mind returned to his promise, his eyes constantly roving, looking for danger which didn’t reveal itself.

	 


Chapter 2

	FEALTY SWEAR

	Imperadai, Week 2 – 11th Cearal, 11th Cearcis 1214

	Palace of Oedran – King’s Chambers – Audience Chamber

	ICY COLD DRENCHED Prince Tain as he watched his closest friend’s fingers close around a dagger hilt. His father had been assassinated eleven days ago; his mentor murdered a week before that. Earlier that day Arkyn’s coronation had been a success, a historic moment, when even the nomadic Wanda pledged their loyalty. Now the Fealty Swear was going to join it in the history books for a very different reason. Violence, where there should have been peace, had shattered the proceedings.

	The dagger thudded to the floor. Cal let it lie, instead trying to stem the blood oozing from Lord Ryson. Steel had been drawn in anger at the coronation proceedings and that meant consequences. Yet Cal surely had no reason to stab Ryson.

	Tain stilled, hardening himself for what was to come. Even if his friend was innocent, Cal had questions to answer. The seconds that had passed felt a lifetime.

	 

	Lord Landis went to intervene but a flick of Arkyn’s hand stopped him. It was too late now for the King’s Defender to prevent treason.

	Tain blinked into the silence. He had to act. Before Arkyn could speak, he snapped, “Everyone but Lords of Oedran, ambassadors and Master Calumiel wait in the King’s Corridor! Guards, ask Doctor Chapa to come in.” He jumped down from the dais. No-one had moved. “That wasn’t a suggestion. Go!”

	Half of those present left. Tain strode towards Cal. When those he’d ordered to leave had gone, he glanced around. “Fairson, Iris, close the doors. Calumiel Galdwin, go and kneel before the King. Doctor Chapa, we’ll see to Ryson.”

	Chapa took in the scene. “What happened?”

	“Not important right now. Saving Ryson is,” snapped Tain. He needed time to think. With Cal before Arkyn, there was chance he would get a few minutes. Arkyn hadn’t said a word, so either he was furious or in shock. Possibly both. Landis was also mute. The same couldn’t be said for the ambassadors. There was a murmur of concern, and a barrage of glances flying around.

	Kneeling by Ryson, Tain put pressure on the wound as Chapa sewed it up. Ryson stirred as they were finishing. White-faced, he came to slowly. Tain squeezed his shoulder in reassurance and warning. Ryson blinked awake, took in where he was and how he was. He tried to sit up but Chapa pressed him back down.

	Barely above a whisper Ryson said, “It wasn’t Master Calumiel.”

	“Who was it?” requested Tain quietly. Had Ryson seen Cal kneeling?

	“It wasn’t… Master Calumiel,” repeated Ryson.

	Tain eyed him. “I need more to save him.”

	“It wasn’t him.”

	Tain hesitated. Ryson was a lawyer. Was he purposefully being obtuse so that he could say he’d tried to save Cal? Or did he just not want to condemn him or others?

	“Who else was near you?”

	Ryson closed his eyes. Did he not know or was he avoiding answering? Tain wanted to wake him, get the truth, but couldn’t, not here, not now.

	Chapa exchanged a grimace with Tain, before snipping the thread. “I need to get him somewhere more private to dress the wound, sir.”

	“Go to my chambers.” Seeing Chapa’s confusion, Tain continued, “There’re guards on the doors. Someone wants him dead and it’s not His Majesty or myself.”

	Chapa snorted. “Understood. Come on, Lord Ryson.”

	“Swear fealty first,” muttered Ryson, eyes still closed.

	“You’re in no fit state. That cut was deep.”

	Ryson blinked awake, grasping Tain’s hand weakly. He held the Prince’s gaze. “Not Calumiel.”

	Frustrated, but aware the closest ambassadors could hear them, Tain asked, “Do you know who it was?”

	Ryson hesitated. “Suspect. Not know. Sir, let me speak to the King.”

	Tain closed his eyes. “Sire, Lord Ryson would like an audience.”

	“Very well.”

	Tain and Chapa helped Ryson get up, avoiding the pool of blood and the abandoned dagger. Ryson stumbled a couple of steps before Lord Kre of Terasia caught him, preventing him from falling.

	“Say what you must from there, Lord Ryson,” said Arkyn.

	“It wasn’t Calumiel Galdwin, Sire. He tried to stop the attack.”

	“He still picked up the dagger. He still held unsheathed steel.”

	Ryson sagged. “Instinct, sir. Never a threat… Defend, not attack.” He sagged a bit further. “Don’t—” His knees buckled. “I—” He fainted.

	Tain sighed. “Chapa.” He turned. “Where’s the doc?”

	“Gone to find a carrying chair, sir, and he muttered something about a mop as well,” replied Lord Fairson.

	“Thank you, my lord. We’ll wait.” He looked at Landis. “Retrieve the dagger, Defender.”

	Landis hesitated but crossed to do so. Iris helped him to kneel so he could pick it up without bending over. His own wounds from Munewid Eve still limited his movement. Tain cursed himself for a fool. His nearfather was as fragile as Ryson, but it had been asking him or getting dispensation from Arkyn himself. He should have thought and done the latter. Biting back pain, Landis regained his feet and passed the dagger, wrapped in a silk handkerchief, to Arkyn.

	Arkyn examined the dagger, saw the etching, caught Tain’s eye and grimaced. It was Cal’s dagger, a cisan-age gift from King Adeone.

	The heavy doors opened to re-admit Chapa. He had a pail of water and a set of cloths with him. Carefully he mopped up what blood he could. Tain and Arkyn watched him, their minds a whirl of thought. Tain crossed to the dais as Ryson stirred once more.

	Arkyn said, “Stay where you are, Ryson, or Chapa will have my guts in that pail. We understand your evidence.” He looked at Tain who had ascended the steps once more. Whispering he said, “What do you think?”

	Tain frowned. “I think you have to take Cal’s fealty and a reading. Ryson is protecting someone, whilst trying to save Cal. Wait until we won’t be disturbed though. I don’t want rumours flying around the Palace thanks to chair bearers.”

	Arkyn snorted. “You think we’ll avoid them?”

	“We can mitigate them, Sire.”

	Twelve minutes passed. Twelve minutes when no-one in the room spoke, but many exchanged glances. Arkyn was watching Cal as he knelt. His bowed head was as still as any statue. It belied no feeling. He must be in turmoil but nothing of it showed. What was going through his head? His own stupidity, or events that had led up to him grasping the dagger?

	Arkyn turned his coronation ring round on his finger. It felt odd, but as it wasn’t meant to leave his finger until he died, he’d have to get used to it. He cursed inwardly, feeling sick. His friend had committed treason. It hadn’t been a treason perpetrated against him but against an ideal of peace, but the peace had been shattered before the treason had been committed and not by Cal.

	He considered which fealty to bind Cal under carefully. Life and speech binding were too harsh. Cal would have little free will in the first and the second, well, they needed his honesty. Honour-binding? No. It had its place, but making Cal a lord when under suspicion of treason might be going too far. Truth-binding would have to do. It was how everyone else was bound at the coronation, and having to speak the truth to him would quell rumours.

	 

	The chair bearers came, settled Lord Ryson, and left with Doctor Chapa. The swell of noise from the King’s Corridor echoed in the silence of the Audience Chamber with its painted murals and mirrors, reflecting the strangeness of the situation. 

	As the doors closed once more, Arkyn eyed Cal. “I can ask you under fealty or you can face the consequences, Master Calumiel.”

	Cal took a deep breath. “I will offer a life-bind if Your Majesty wishes.”

	The intake of breath from several ambassadors made Tain grit his teeth. What did they think would happen? That Arkyn would wave away treason because it came from his closest friend? That Cal would expect it?

	“We’ll start with truth-fealty,” remarked Arkyn dryly. “Enough blood has been spilt today, Master Calumiel. I don’t intend mine to join it.”

	Cal hesitated. “My apologies, Your Majesty.”

	“Good. Approach.”

	 

	Cal knelt before Arkyn. Meeting his friend’s gaze, he lowered his own. He didn’t want to see Arkyn’s disappointment or rage. He’d been reckless. As he spoke the words binding him, the web others had described surged through him, encasing his mind – strong, adamantine, unbreakable. That was what he needed for truth to radiate from him. Last words spoken, he leaned forward, kissing Arkyn’s signet ring; an ease washed through him, supportive and embracing. Straightening up, he caught Arkyn’s strained gaze. Cal tried to silently reassure him. Neither of them wanted the trial, but it was fundamental, and the basis of life in the King’s service; it was ancient and unflinching, all-encompassing and feudal – a vassal speaking to save his life at his liege’s command.

	Arkyn kept his hands in place. “In truth, will you swear upon your oath, and upon the contents of King Adeone’s bequests, in relation to yourself, that you did not draw this blade in anger and attack Lord Ryson?”

	A susurration rose. When was the last time a merchant’s son had been named in the bequests of a king? Many of those present mentally rearranged where Cal sat in the social hierarchies.

	Cal held Arkyn’s gaze. “In truth, my liege, I do so swear.” His hands tingled. Arkyn hadn’t relaxed. Who had drawn the dagger was important, but it wasn’t the answer to Cal’s treason. He had held unsheathed steel in the King’s presence. Only a Defender could do so, and he wasn’t one, whatever else he was.

	Arkyn considered. They had seen Cal hold the dagger. To save his friend, he needed to uncover what had happened before that. Then he’d deal with the momentary treason.

	The intense gaze of the lords washed over Arkyn, as he asked, “Master Calumiel Galdwin, in truth, what happened during the altercation that left Lord Ryson wounded?”

	Cal took a careful breath. “In truth, my liege, I felt someone draw my dagger. I turned to see who and was nudged aside. As Lord Landis swore fealty, I was pushed again. I thought it was people rearranging themselves, but then I saw the flash of the dagger. I reached out to catch at the arm; it was wrenched from my grasp, and the stroke caught Lord Ryson. The second stroke, I caught the man’s wrist and twisted until the dagger dropped from his grasp, but I was pushed aside and fell. I tried to avoid Lord Ryson, but my hand went out and it closed around the dagger hilt. I don’t know why. A means of defence, I suppose. It wasn’t through conscious thought, my king. I saw the blood pooling and tried to stem the flow. Then His Highness intervened.”

	Arkyn watched Cal for a moment. “Did you hear His Highness call out before you grasped the dagger?”

	Confusion flashed across Cal’s face. “In truth, my liege, I did not.”

	Arkyn pursed his lips. His gaze swept over the assembled lords and ambassadors. “Did anyone here witness what happened?”

	Iris stepped forward. “A blur of movement, Sire. Though my impression was that Master Calumiel tried to stop the attack.”

	“Thank you. Master Calumiel, do you know who drew your dagger and attacked Lord Ryson?”

	Cal swallowed. “There were only two men it could have been, sir, but I did not see their face.”

	“Who?” demanded Arkyn. “In truth, who jeopardised peace today?”

	The order ripped through Cal. He answered without conscious thought, “Lord Chander Teran and Lord Kenelm Para, my liege.”

	Whispered cursing broke out amongst the lords, grating in Arkyn’s ear as a cacophony. He twitched, glaring at them, quelling the noise. They could and would dissect events later. For now, this trial, this audience, had to end quickly.

	“Lord Iris, do you agree with that summation?”

	Iris inclined his head. “They were standing in the appropriate place, Your Majesty.”

	“Did anyone else see anything?” asked Arkyn.

	“Not until too late,” said Lord Fairson. “I do know it was Lord Kenelm who called out to say it was Master Calumiel’s dagger, Your Majesty. He was standing by me at that point.”

	“Doesn’t mean he drew the dagger,” muttered Tain.

	Arkyn glanced at him, then at the assembled lords. “Justiciar…”

	“As you wish, Your Majesty. Master Calumiel, show me your hands.”

	Arkyn moved his, so Cal could do so. The only blood was on the palms and between the fingers. It wasn’t proof but it was helpful that none had splashed onto the wrists where it might have been for the attacker.

	“Thank you. You say you acted on instinct in picking up the dagger. What sort of instinct causes someone to commit treason?”

	“A pretty stupid one, sir,” said Cal without thinking.

	Laughter bubbled up from those gathered.

	“Anything else come to mind?” asked Tain, purposefully neutral.

	Cal considered. “One where I thought Lord Ryson’s life was in danger, sir. Someone had tried to stab him twice. I would like to say my first thought was my safety, but I don’t know what my first thought was past defence.”

	“So you picked up a dagger in front of the King to defend others?”

	“I certainly didn’t do it for more nefarious reasons, Your Highness,” replied Cal. “I acted instinctively and without thought.”

	“Very well. Your Majesty, might the guards escort in Lord Chander and Lord Kenelm?”

	Arkyn considered. “Landis?”

	“I have no objection, sir.”

	Arkyn looked at Iris. “Four guards.”

	The elderly Lord of Oedran left.

	“Master Calumiel, kneel at the bottom of the steps,” said Tain.

	Cal caught Arkyn’s eye, then Tain’s, and carefully rose. He descended and knelt once more. Was Tain purposefully choreographing the situation?

	From the King’s Corridor came the sound of a scuffle, outrage at being detained was clearly heard. Tain caught Landis’ eye. Someone hadn’t expected repercussions.

	Landis was cursing his infirmity. He couldn’t move as quickly or as easily as he should be able to. He couldn’t defend Arkyn or Tain if it came to it. He was broken and breaking. A Defender who couldn’t defend. He caught Tain’s grim expression. His nearson understood how precarious their situation was.

	“Sire, if necessary, can Prince Tain defend you with whatever means he has to hand?”

	Arkyn’s lips twitched. “Of course. I don’t think the treason laws would stop him anyway.”

	“I’ve enough of a bad name, thank you,” muttered Tain. “Though I appreciate the permission.”

	The three of them watched as the guards escorted a struggling Kenelm and a placid Chander into the Audience Chamber. Iris had been thorough; neither lord had weapons on their belts.

	More for show than because it was needed, Tain said, “Lord Kenelm, Lord Chander, we understand you were close by when Lord Ryson was attacked. It has been suggested that one of you drew Master Calumiel’s dagger. Before fealty is sworn, could you answer these charges?”

	Lord Chander knelt. “On all I have already sworn, Sire, I drew no steel in Your Majesty’s presence.”

	Kenelm wrenched free of his guards and pulled Chander back by the hair, baring his throat. He reached for a dagger but none adorned his belt. The swift kick from the guard doubled him over and he sprawled on the floor. Groaning he rolled over, jumped up and threw a right hook that met Chander’s jaw. The other lord took the blow then caught the left hook that followed and twisted Kenelm’s arm, until his erstwhile friend screamed. The guards dragged Kenelm away as Chander rubbed his jaw.

	“As I said, Sire, I drew no steel in Your Majesty’s presence.”

	Tain watched him for a moment. “What did you see?” Chander’s silence made him add, “Four lives are at stake, Lord Chander.”

	Chander hesitated once more. Who were the four? Cal Galdwin was on his knees, so he was one. He and Kenelm were implicated, so theirs were in the balance. That made three. Had someone else been accused, or was the Prince including Lord Ryson? He hadn’t appeared at death’s door when carried past everyone, but it was possible.

	Arkyn pursed his lips. “Captain Teran, what happened?”

	Chander rubbed his jaw again. He wouldn’t pay with his life for this madness. He pushed himself up and stood feet four square. “Lord Kenelm drew Master Calumiel’s dagger, my liege. Master Calumiel tried to stop the attack as it unfolded. Kenelm subsequently pushed Master Calumiel aside, then down. I believe Master Calumiel was looking to defend himself or Lord Ryson when he seized the dagger. It is what anyone trained with weapons would do. I apologise I did not speak up before as an officer of your army.”

	Arkyn regarded him. “Thank you. Justiciar.”

	“Lord Kenelm Para, you’ve heard the accusations and your behaviour has indicated they are true. Did you draw Master Calumiel’s dagger and attack Lord Ryson?” asked Tain.

	Kenelm stayed mulishly silent.

	“Your silence at this point will not advantage you. We have more witnesses than you have offered defence.”

	Kenelm struggled in the grip of the guards, broke free and dashed at the dais. Lords tripped over each other; the guards failed to catch him. Cal, turning, threw up a well-aimed fist. Kenelm stumbled but Tain’s foot connecting with his nose sent him sprawling backwards.

	“Shall I ask again?” suggested Tain. “Why did you attack Lord Ryson?”

	The guards forced Kenelm to kneel. Blood dripping from his broken nose he mumbled something, then spat, “He is the reason my father is in exile. He wouldn’t add his seal to the Assassination Document.”

	Incredulous, Arkyn snapped, “So because Lord Ryson wouldn’t sign away King Adeone’s life, you sought to take his at these proceedings?”

	The youth shrugged offhandedly. “Yes. I’d have liked both the cowardly, interfering, self-righteous lawyer and the upstart trader’s spawn to suffer, but I’ve made my point.”

	Arkyn sat back. “So be it. Justiciar.”

	Tain said, “Kenelm Para, you are under arrest for treason. You have drawn steel in anger at the coronation proceedings and have admitted your crime to the King. By the laws of Oedran, no trial is required. You will be executed before dawn. Guards, take him away.”

	“You can’t do that!” sneered Kenelm, triumphantly. “I’m the heir to a Lordship of Oedran!”

	“No. You were,” stated Arkyn.

	Tain didn’t even give him the satisfaction of being watched as he was led away. “Guards, you can release Lord Chander. His transgressions under military law will be a matter for the King tomorrow. Master Calumiel, stay where you are.” He bent down in a show of consulting Arkyn.

	“If you don’t tell him to get off his knees and join the rest, I won’t be responsible for my actions,” muttered Arkyn.

	“You’ll have to explain what those actions would be another time, sir,” whispered Tain.

	“Oh, I will,” replied Arkyn in like tone.

	Tain snorted. “Master Calumiel Galdwin, His Majesty is satisfied that no conscious treason was committed by you and that you were acting in defence of others. You may rejoin the gathering. Gentlemen, thank you for your patience. This court is ended. Everyone else can rejoin us and His Majesty will resume taking fealties.”

	Landis cleared his throat. “As Defender, I require all weapons to be left in the antechamber. We’ll have no more accidents today.”

	Arkyn watched the jostling begin. “Thank you, Landis, that’s just held us up even more.”

	“Better safe than sorry, Sire.”

	*  *  *

	At the end of the Fealty Swear, Arkyn descended from the dais and crossed to enter the Outer Office. He caught Cal’s eye.

	“Find somewhere private for six minutes to gather yourself and wash.”

	Cal bowed and left, grateful for the order. He walked along the King’s Corridor to Arkyn’s former chambers. They’d be empty. Once there, he searched in his mind and found Arkyn and Tain were alone. For the first time, he blessed the fact he had the rarest magical spirit as he shifted to them in the blink of an eye.

	“Sorry.”

	“So you should be,” snapped Tain. “Sicla!”

	Arkyn squeezed his shoulder. “Are you all right, Cal?”

	“I don’t know,” admitted Cal. “I don’t think any of us are.” He hesitated. “But thank you for not executing me.”

	Tain snorted. “You’re fortunate Kenelm acted early in the proceedings.”

	“I know,” said Cal. “Can I do anything?”

	Arkyn sank onto a chair. “Not really. Be more careful in future, I suppose. You’d better go, but you’ll be seated with us for the feast.” He saw his friend’s face. “Blame Tain. He organised the seating in the order people swore fealty. You’ll be on my right somewhere close. We can’t alter it now. Go on.”

	*  *  *

	Once he’d gone, Tain said, “Well, you wanted him seated at the dais.”

	Arkyn snorted. “Not like this! Sicla. Kenelm threw his life away because Ryson, what…? Wouldn’t sign a document? And why involve Cal?”

	“Have him asked. He won’t give you any answers but you’ll feel better if the questions have been asked. What will you do about Chander? He didn’t try to stop what was happening.”

	Arkyn sighed. “Well, I can’t demote him. That would cause serious ructions. I’ll talk to the General and Major. He did react when I used his military title, and he did speak up then. He may need reminding of where the lines are.”

	“They should have been outside the Audience Chamber. It wasn’t a military audience until you invoked his title,” said Tain thoughtfully. “Could you be merciful?”

	Arkyn shrugged. “Until you declared it was a matter for me tomorrow, yes, I could have been.”

	“I didn’t say action would be taken. Look, it’s the pedant in me. I should go and make sure Ryson will survive. You need to inform Lord Para his son is being executed.”

	“Edward will send a rider. You don’t break bad news over messenger,” said Arkyn sourly. “Sicla. Today was going well.”

	Tain squeezed his shoulder. “Concentrate on the fact that Cal was defending others. Our friend’s got more about him than we admit.”

	Arkyn hesitated. “Thank you.” He watched his brother leave and let the idea take root.

	 


Chapter 3

	CORONATION BANQUET

	Late Afternoon

	Prince Tain’s Chambers

	MINUTES LATER, Tain entered his chambers. Realisation he’d ordered a man’s death churned in his mind and stomach. He hadn’t particularly liked Kenelm, but he hadn’t wanted his death either. He tried not to imagine what that death would be, and what those who’d been present would be saying. Even the merchants would dissect events. If Arkyn had wanted his reign to start peacefully, the day’s events had overtaken the wish. As Tain entered his sitting room, his manservant was waiting.

	“Lord Ryson’s still here?”

	“Yes, sir. He’s remonstrating with the doctor.”

	Tain pulled a face, crossed to his bedchamber door and gave a brief knock. Entering he looked at the pallid Lord of Oedran.

	“How are you feeling, my lord?”

	“Rough, sir. Can you tell the doc that it’s not right I’m here?”

	“I told him to bring you here. It was safer. Doc, what’s the prognosis?”

	Chapa shrugged. “If he’s sensible, His Lordship will live. I’d prefer not to move him for a couple of hours.”

	“I’ll cope. I’ve other places to be. Robert will stay to see you’re both taken care of.” He caught Ryson’s expression. “Truly, my lord, you’re most welcome. I would rather you were safe.”

	“Sir, can I ask what happened?”

	Tain bit his lip. He explained Kenelm’s actions and his reasoning.

	At the end, Ryson said, “It was worth it.”

	Astounded, Tain simply stared.

	Ryson noticed. “King Adeone was always fair to everybody no matter their background or history. I could never have condoned his death. Will you tell the King I will swear fealty as soon as I am able to kneel.”

	Tain nodded. Not knowing what to say, he rang for Robert instead.

	His manservant entered looking unruffled, as though severely injured lords requiring care was an everyday occurrence. Inwardly, he hoped they weren’t. He hadn’t even been in his position for a fortnight. It was certainly turning out to be more varied than being a footman in Amphi.

	“Yes, Your Highness?”

	“This evening, stay here and make sure that Lord Ryson and the doctor behave themselves. It might be a losing battle where the doc’s concerned.”

	“Certainly, sir.” He bowed out.

	Ryson sighed. “I’m sorry to put you to so much trouble, sir.”

	“It isn’t your fault, my lord. If you’ll excuse me, I need to return to His Majesty.”

	Re-entering his sitting room, Tain sank onto a chair, his head in his hands. He didn’t have time to wallow, but he wanted a moment to catch his breath. He’d been late to bed the night before and up early that morning for the coronation. Riding through the city had been oddly stressful. After his father’s murder, he couldn’t feel safe at large events.

	Even at the Alcium he’d been twitchy, especially with the slight delay. Had that been because Chief Darshan had turned up, or was it something else? Part of him wanted to find out, the other part wanted to ignore it.

	Had that really been this morning? The day would be ever fragmented into shards of memory with no cohesion.

	A light thud brought him out of his reverie. His manservant had put a watered whiskey on the table by his hand without a word. He shook his head. He would be drinking wine at the feast and he wanted a clear head for as long as possible. The interruption though brought him back to the present. He pushed himself to his feet, nodded to Robert and left again for his brother’s chambers. The day wasn’t over yet.

	*  *  *

	Tain knocked on his brother’s bedchamber door. When Kadeem opened it, he entered and bowed. The room was familiar, but seeing his brother instead of his father sliced through him.

	Arkyn glanced over. “How’s Ryson?”

	“Recovering, Sire. He says he’ll swear fealty as soon as he can kneel.”

	“Is everything set?” asked Arkyn, worry lines etched into his forehead.

	Tain turned to his brother’s manservant. “Can you check with the Steward please, Kadeem?”

	Kadeem bowed out. Tain scrutinised Arkyn – traces of tears glimmered in the corner of his eyes. He crossed to his brother, grasping his upper arm, crushing silk beneath his fingers.

	“He’s watching. He and mother are watching us. They are probably saying we’re doing it all wrong as well.”

	Arkyn smiled but turned away. Moments later, Kadeem re-entered to say everything was ready.

	Taking a deep breath, Arkyn turned back. “Lead the way, Tain.”

	“Sorry, Sire. I’m the doorstop.”

	“You make far too much noise for that.”

	Without thinking, Tain said, “Arkyn, you know I’m always with you, don’t you? Whatever happens?”

	Arkyn smiled. “Is that meant to be a reassuring thought?”

	*  *  *

	As soon as Arkyn entered the Audience Chamber, every man present dropped to one knee. Clothed in a scarlet silk tunic decorated with gold braid, Arkyn walked through the central path, Tain following. As they passed Lord Landis he rose, then Cal. Each person rose in the order they had sworn fealty. Arkyn led the way through the Palace to the King’s Hall where everyone else was assembled. Tain seated the King before taking his own place. At a nod from him, everyone else sat down.

	Arkyn whispered, “Aren’t you meant to say something?”

	“You make it up, Sire. You’re good at impromptu speeches.”

	Arkyn’s lips twitched. “Behave. People are hungry.”

	Tain pushed himself to his feet. “Over many centuries, our ancestors have feasted in this hall, wishing only health, happiness and long life on our kings. Today, Sire, I join that call and hope your reign is long, your life fulfilled, and your peace never shattered. Let the feast begin.”

	As servers moved forward, Tain sat back down. “Acceptable?”

	“Anyone would think you’d learned it by heart.”

	“Thinking isn’t for this evening, sir. Can I pass you anything?”

	Tables were laden with spectacular dishes beautifully presented. Every province was represented by its national and regional dishes. There were soups, roasts, canapés, stews, sauces, decadent desserts, sweet creations, savoury masterpieces. Around Arkyn and Tain were the most exquisitely crafted sugar sculptures weaving in and out between the dishes. Roses, so lifelike they could have been cut from the stem that hour, beautiful models of palaces, places and historical figures. Gold and silver dishes shone in the light of many candles. The King’s Hall showed its splendour time and again. From the rafters stretched garlands of summer flowers, their scent heady in the heat of the hall. Music filled the air, songs and melodies from across the empire. Their strains spoke of celebration and memories, of yesterday and tomorrow. The musicians read the mood and shaped it. Feasting courtiers talked and laughed, oblivious of their skill. Servers moved deftly amongst them, filling goblets and clearing empty dishes, replacing them with new options, until feasting became conversation.

	As conversation waned, entertainments began, each showcasing a province of the empire. Dancers and acrobats, mimes and musicians delighted the guests. The noise of the hall rose and fell with spectacular moments and the pauses between performances. When the last acrobats left, the floor was opened to any guests who might wish to dance.

	Arkyn relaxed, beginning to enjoy himself. He chatted with those closest to him. His brother, Cal, Lord Landis and Lady Amara. They were all well wined and well dined.

	At one point, turning from Tain and Cal to Lord Landis, he said in amused resignation, “Is there any chance of adult conversation tonight?”

	On the other side of Landis, the King’s great-aunt, laughed. “Not with young Lord Festus, Sire. I don’t think I’ve heard him be sensible for longer than two minutes at a time.”

	With ghosts of events and the pain from his wound haunting him, Landis tried to act normally. “I must be losing my touch, Lady Amara. When have I been sensible for that long?”

	She and Arkyn laughed.

	A few moments later, watching his nearcousins dancing, Tain held up his goblet. A server filled it with wine.

	“Where’s Robert?” asked Arkyn.

	“Looking after Lord Ryson. I thought it best.”

	“How are you finding him?”

	“Robert? Good. Very different from Linnt. Robert is willing to put up with me with a smile for one thing.”

	“That’s a miracle. Do you think you could cope with him for longer?”

	“Yes, Sire. I’ve yet to find fault.”

	Arkyn nodded. He’d need to speak with Robert. If he was to be Tain’s permanent manservant, there were things he had to be told. As the thought crossed his mind, Arkyn inwardly groaned; couldn’t he have one evening without considering his duties, his work, the chores of position? No. He never would again. Sighing, he sat back and held up his goblet. Kadeem filled it. Arkyn emptied it with resignation.

	Completely unaware of his brother’s thoughts, Tain whispered, “To the future, Arkyn?”

	His brother crooked an eyebrow, amused. “To the future.”

	 


Chapter 4

	EXECUTION AND EXHAUSTION

	Pentadai, Week 2 – 12th Cearal, 12th Cearcis 1215

	Court

	THE DANCING FINISHED in the early hours. Cal watched Tain and Arkyn leave smiling to himself. Elantha had retired a couple of hours before. Landis held onto the back of the throne for support as he extricated himself from the bench. His wife walked up and, slipping an arm through her husband’s, pulled a wry face at Cal before they left without a word. Cal put his napkin on the table and let out a long breath. Courtiers were milling around, family groups forming, people leaving. The night was over. Servers were waiting patiently to clear the tables. He took one of the sugar roses. His mother and sisters would appreciate it. He had no cloak to collect, and so he left the hall without fuss. As he passed a couple of courtiers he didn’t know, he heard one murmur, ‘Shouldn’t be here,’ and ‘Do you think it’s true?’ It was likely they were talking about him and they might have a point, but Arkyn hadn’t given him the chance of excusing himself from the feast. He left the King’s Hall trying not to think about the events of the Fealty Swear. He had barely stepped beyond the bounds of the Court when a voice called his name.

	He turned. “Captain Lyndon?”

	“Do you have a moment, sir?”

	“I’m on my way home.”

	Lyndon hesitated.

	Cal sighed. “Of course, Captain. How may I help?”

	Lyndon snorted. “Somewhere private?”

	Picking up a candle, Cal led the way into the deserted Court, otherwise lit only by moonlight and crossed to a private room. Once there with the door closed, Lyndon relaxed.

	“Do you wish to witness the execution, Master Calumiel?”

	“What? Why ever would I?”

	“Because you were one of his victims, sir, and Lord Ryson isn’t fit to.”

	Cal blinked. “I— Do I have to?”

	“No. But I daren’t ask the King or Prince, and it’s better to have a witness when it’s treason. Lord Landis isn’t fit to witness anything. That much was clear when he passed me. Defender or not.”

	Cal swallowed. Arkyn and Tain wouldn’t want him to and, if he was honest with himself, he didn’t want to either, but Lyndon was right. A witness was better. Someone Arkyn and Tain could trust. He nodded.

	“Has he given any believable reasons why he did it?”

	Lyndon shook his head. “All he’s said was he was compelled to act in the circumstances.”

	Cal blinked. “Lead the way.”

	*  *  *

	The barracks were dark. There were no revellers here. The guards on the gate saluted as Lyndon passed them, but gave Cal a suspicious look. He ignored it. He really didn’t want to be there, but he wasn’t doing this for him.

	They passed only two others. Both saluted as Lyndon passed but they weren’t in uniform.

	“Two of yours?”

	Lyndon shrugged. “Yes. Going out on duty. The city never sleeps. Especially not on nights like tonight. Rumour will already be rife.”

	Cal didn’t answer. He followed Lyndon to a small yard, then into an innocuous building, down some stairs and along a brick-lined passage.

	Cal frowned. “Where are we?”

	“Passing below the road and into the military prison. Thought it better for your reputation than entering the prison directly.”

	Cal snorted. There’d be rumours anyway if courtiers had seen him entering the barracks. At least they were in the opposite direction to the lower city where many of the Court resided.

	Instead of climbing the stairs into the main prison, they took a turning on the right, then one on the left and entered a vaulted chamber. The rank stench of damp and bodily fluids stung his senses. The tang of blood was here. Torches burned in the sconces, but dark dwelt in the corners. Shackles rattled. Cal let his eyes adjust.

	A voice spat, “Trader’s spawn.”

	Kenelm was in those shadows. Cal composed his face.

	“You wouldn’t die, would you? You aren’t fit to be at the side of lords and princes. You took our places…”

	Cal still didn’t speak. Was Kenelm jealous of him?

	“…and Ryson had no honour. Taking the word of cisan spawn. Failing me. Me. Deserting his peers. Leaving them to rot. Well, he might still die. And you, you won’t survive.”

	A thud. Kenelm fell silent, dragged from the shadows and made to kneel in the light. His eyes glinted, vengeful and defiant. His tunic, so pristine in the Audience Chamber, had lost its lustre; it was now dusty, with blood spatter stark against the brilliant white.

	Cal eyed him. “How would you have killed Lord Ryson?”

	Kenelm’s eyes gleamed. “Your dagger in his heart. It would have been so beautiful. His blood, so tainted, spewing forth… You, knowing death was coming, your friends ordering it… So sweet. Slights avenged.”

	Cal pulled his dagger from its sheath. A present from a man he’d respected and even loved. No, it wouldn’t be used for this. He sheathed it again. Nodding to Lyndon, he left.

	He heard Kenelm’s last gurgles as a dagger plunged into his heart. That was bad enough, but he couldn’t stay outside; he was meant to be the witness.

	He re-entered the room. Kenelm’s corpse was limp between his guards. The military doctor was just resuming his feet saying,

	“He’s dead, Captain Lyndon.”

	Job done, Cal left again, waiting for Lyndon to emerge. He crushed the sugar rose in his fist. Damn. He needed to get control of himself. He took deep steadying breaths. Kenelm’s vitriol had burnt him. Was that how others viewed him? They might keep quiet, but was he seen as an imposter, an intruder? He’d thought himself one, but that was different. He’d need to be careful, watchful, but he wouldn’t walk away from Arkyn and Tain because one man had wished him dead. This was a warning, not a sentence.

	 

	Lyndon left the execution chamber a few minutes later. He studied Cal’s demeanour and motioned for him to follow. They walked back to the barracks and then to the captain’s office.

	“You got more out of him than we did, sir.”

	“You really don’t need to, and shouldn’t, call me sir, Captain. I’m a nobody, as that just proved.”

	Lyndon snorted. “People wanting you dead because you’re close to the FitzAlcis says quite the opposite, Master Calumiel. Do you want a drink?”

	“No. I want to get home and sleep.”

	Lyndon opened a door and jerked his head at two of his men in the next room. Cal simply nodded his thanks and left with them. For once, protection was wise.

	*  *  *

	At the King’s Gate, the yeomen on duty stopped them. Cal’s dagger was obvious and weapons were banned in the city. One of the soldiers showed a token and they were passed through. As they crossed the Alcium Plaza, they dodged around revellers. Cal inhaled deeply. It seemed a lifetime since he’d crossed it earlier that day as part of the coronation procession. No, yesterday. It was well past midnight now.

	His tunic, a deep blue, spangled with stars, drew a few glances. Had those people watched the procession, noticed his part in it? Or was it the dried blood catching their eye? He was suddenly glad of the men with him. With the amount he’d drunk, it was probably best if he didn’t have to defend himself.

	By the time they reached his home, the fresh air had woken him up. Nodding his thanks to the soldiers, Cal let himself into the house quietly. Relocking the door, he put the bar across it. Better safe than sorry.

	He crept up the stairs. Every creak made him flinch. He didn’t want to wake his family, have them ask questions. He bumped into his bedroom door. Cursing under his breath he let himself in and closed the door softly behind him.

	His brother rolled over. “Time?”

	“Late. Go to sleep, Cris,” muttered Cal despondently. Now he was safe, at home, the weight of events dropped on him, crushing him.

	His brother sat up. “Not good?”

	Cal sank onto his bed. “No.”

	“Hang on, I’ll be back.”

	Crispin crept downstairs and found a glass and the decanter of whiskey before returning and passing them to his older brother.

	Cal groaned. “Not a good idea, Cris.”

	“What happened?”

	Cal considered; it wasn’t going to be long before the events were all over the city. “Lord Kenelm Para stabbed Lord Ryson with my dagger at the Fealty Swear.”

	Cris grinned. “Bet that was something to see.”

	“It resulted in me effectively answering questions to save my life, so if it’s all the same to you, squit, I’d rather not have been present.”

	Crispin whitened. “But why?”

	“Because being suspected of treason is quite terrifying.”

	Crispin moved his brother’s legs onto the bed saying, “Treason?”

	“Yes. Can you imagine what it’s like to face your friends knowing that if you say the wrong thing they’re going to have to order your death? To be forced, without freewill, to tell the truth?”

	Crispin said, “No, I can’t imagine it, Cal, and I’m sorry that I can’t. Are you all right?”

	“I will be. I was asked to witness Lord Kenelm’s execution.”

	“Did you?”

	“Arkyn and Tain wouldn’t have wanted me to…” He tailed off his eyes closing.

	Crispin grinned and threw a blanket over him before rolling into his own bed. He fell to sleep, unaware that Cal was still wide-awake, and, a couple of moments later, was lying staring at the ceiling, trying to block out the memories.

	*  *  *

	The morning came without the intervention of sleep. At dawn, Cal rolled out of bed, changed his clothes and returned the decanter before his father discovered it missing. Having lit the kitchen fire, he drew some water from the pump, and put it on to boil.

	Slumping into his ma’s chair, he stared at nothing, wishing himself back a fortnight. No, longer than that. A fortnight ago, King Adeone had already known his fate. Before that Cal had been innocent, even ignorant. He wanted those days again. Days of knowing there were threats but not feeling them in such a personal way. Those days before he’d watched King Adeone fall, a crossbow bolt stealing his life. Days before he’d had to deliver the news to his friends, supporting them through their reactions, the news of other attacks and their nearfather fighting for his life.

	The last ten days had been as difficult. The funeral, the coronation, now the execution of a traitor. Friendship wasn’t just for the good times. He’d marked his most significant birthday yet, been arrested for treason twice, been attacked and caused his friends untold concern when least they needed it. Had he attended the execution as some sort of penance? Maybe.

	Every fibre of his being though told him he wasn’t going to walk away; he wasn’t going to desert his friends. They would face what came together. Fight Scanlon and his schemes together. Survive together. Their support was mutual, and in that agreement was a protection stronger than they could ever acknowledge. When danger came, they would act on instinct, guarding each other as best they could.

	*  *  *

	His ma entered the kitchen. “Have you slept?” she asked, worried.

	“No. Let me get you breakfast for once.”

	“Stay there, lad. You look dreadful.”

	“I feel it, Ma.”

	She smiled and put a mug of tea in front of him. “The procession was impressive.”

	“I didn’t see much of it.”

	She chortled to herself. “You were at the front with the King.”

	“So I was. That canopy wasn’t the easiest thing to control.”

	“No, I expect it wasn’t. Bacon, lad?”

	“Please. I’ve got to talk to you and pa before you hear something from someone else.”

	“He’ll be down in a moment.”

	 

	Cal was brief in explaining what had happened at the Fealty Swear. His pa’s reaction was predictable.

	“I’ve told you it’s dangerous!”

	“I can’t abandon my friends, Pa! I won’t. I wanted to tell you because I knew this would be your reaction, but it wouldn’t have mattered whose dagger he used, just with being mine, it had an extra emphasis. No-one else will try anything for a while, Lord Kenelm was executed; it’ll be an effective deterrent.”

	Master Galdwin grimaced. “He might not try anything but that doesn’t mean someone else won’t. I want to see the King.”

	Cal balled his fists, he half-whispered, “Not today, Pa. He’s exhausted. He was up early the day before the coronation and yesterday was always going to be draining, but if you ask… he’ll not look after himself; he’ll see you. He needs time to rest but his staff will tell him you’re there.”

	“So they should,” declared Master Galdwin.

	“No, they shouldn’t, not always. They exist to protect him.”

	“What’s different about me then?”

	Cal sighed. “You’re my father! You can’t imagine how much family means to the FitzAlcis – they don’t let many disparage Lord Scanlon and yet you’d think after everything he’s done, all the trouble he’s caused, they would, but he’s still family to them and unless they can prove treason… Well, family’s family. He’ll respect you’re my family and see you for that reason alone.”

	Master Galdwin snorted softly, privately contemplating the last part of his son’s speech but answering the bulk of it. “In which case I won’t say what I think of Lord Scanlon.”

	“You won’t go, will you, Pa?” enquired Cal bleakly. “There’s nothing can be done to change what happened.”

	His ma squeezed his shoulder. “Pa’s not going anywhere today, and you ought to sleep. I’ll wake you for lunch. Go on.” Once he’d gone, she turned to her husband. “You’ll never change his mind about his friends. We can only pick up the pieces.”

	“As long as those pieces are alive.”

	 


Chapter 5

	RESPITE

	Mid-morning

	King’s Bedchamber

	AT THE PALACE, unaware of his friend’s angst, Arkyn rolled over, opened his eyes and groaned – his head ached, his body ached, every movement was sluggish and slow. He’d drunk more than normal, far more. When Kadeem opened the curtains, the light seared Arkyn’s eyes. He shielded them.

	Noticing, Kadeem pulled the curtains halfway closed before crossing to the King. “Sit up slowly, Sire. I’ll get the doctor.”

	Arkyn groaned. “No, thank you, I could do without his asinine company. I just need some water.”

	Kadeem poured a glass of water and passed over, straightening the bedclothes automatically.

	Arkyn smiled. “I was planning on getting up.”

	“Take your time, sir. It’s ten o’clock. The world will wait; it’s probably feeling delicate as well – well, that part of it likely to disturb Your Majesty. There’s time for rest. Edward has mentioned that Your Majesty won’t be disturbed today.”

	Arkyn sighed. “Kind of him though that is, can you please tone down the flowery language. I know who I am and what yesterday signified; there’s no need to depress me with it before I’ve got dressed.”

	“The night might hide the sun, Sire, but we can’t forget its existence.”

	“Then there’s no need to highlight the reality… And my head isn’t feeling happy enough for philosophy.”

	“Sorry, sir,” murmured Kadeem. “Are you sure you don’t want me to send for Doctor Chapa? I’ll let him know you’re feeling delicate.”

	“What do you think the reaction of the Court would be if they heard that you called the doctor to me the day after my coronation?”

	“Ah. How about I restock our medicines here, Sire?”

	“Sounds like a sensible idea. I think I’ll have a leisurely bath and a massage before breakfast. I’m feeling indulgent.”

	“Good, Sire.”

	Arkyn smiled and pushed himself up. “Thank you, Kadeem.”

	*  *  *

	Prince Tain had woken before his brother but was just as lethargic. He rolled over and rang the bell.

	Robert entered saying brightly, “Good morning, Your Highness. I hope you slept well.”

	Tain groaned in reply.

	“Did you have a good evening, sir?”

	Another groan.

	“Would you like a headache remedy, Your Highness?”

	A slight nod.

	Robert lowered his voice, “I’ll see to it, sir, and prepare your bath. Your administrator has mentioned that there’s no need to hurry.”

	“Thank Peter for me and tell him he can take the day off. I vaguely recall I ordered the Courthouse to close today.”

	Robert said, “At least drink hasn’t impaired memory, sir.”

	Tain let his legs fall out of bed. “That, Robert, was impertinent.”

	“So it was, Your Highness, I apologise.”

	“Yes, you shouldn’t disparage my memory; I might forget to pay you.”

	Robert chuckled. “I shall endeavour to remember, sir. How will Your Highness be spending the day?”

	“Quietly – at least to start with. I’m not sure. As it finds me, I think.”

	“Very good, sir. Would you like me to give it any directions? If it should come looking for Your Highness?”

	“Robert!”

	*  *  *

	Breakfasted and mellow, Arkyn walked through the Palace to his brother’s chambers and entered without knocking.

	Surprised, Tain rose and bowed. “Sire.”

	Arkyn pointedly walked over to the couch, picked up a cushion and threw it at him before sitting down.

	Tain tossed it back. “How are you?”

	“Hungover. You?”

	“The same.”

	Arkyn glanced at him. “Any chance of some water, it might help.”

	“Of course.” He studied his brother. “You’re tired.”

	“Yes. Yesterday was rather worse and better than I thought. It was more emotional than I expected.”

	Tain passed him a drink. “Are you feeling calmer about being King?”

	“It was odd. I stood in the Alcium and an ease washed over me. I suppose I accepted it.”

	“I’m glad. Father would have been as well,” whispered Tain. “He always said you’d make a fantastic king.”

	“I know but I can’t believe it, and I think I’ll need his reassurance.”

	“You’ll have to do with mine, unfortunately,” admitted Tain sadly.

	“Yes. I want to say something, but I don’t want you to be flippant about it… Thank you. You made yesterday what it was. I did notice your hand in events, all day.”

	Tain crossed to the window and gazed over the wall of the Palace to the city beyond. “I wanted it to be right.”

	“It was,” stated Arkyn. There’d been an odd break in his fifteen-year-old brother’s voice. He pushed himself to his feet and crossed to Tain. Turning him around, he gave his brother a supportive hug. Tain returned it with a surprising strength.

	“You’re not only hungover, are you?” asked Arkyn concerned.

	Tain pulled away and sank into his favourite chair, curling his feet into the seat. “I’ll be all right tomorrow.”

	“I don’t doubt that, but is there anything that won’t wait for the next couple of days?”

	Tain shrugged.

	“Then take the time. You’ve been working far too hard. No, Tain, you have. I’m more grateful than I can say, but you need rest. The Ambassadors’ Court starts tomorrow. We’ll need to be there in the evening but that’s it. You’ve more than earned some time to yourself.”

	“Can I refuse?”

	Arkyn squatted by him. “I want to say yes, but for once, no. I’m looking after you for a change.”

	Tain blinked hard. He heard his father in Arkyn’s words. “Was it really all right?”

	Arkyn squeezed his shoulder. “Yes. The Court Historian will be disappointed in its perfection.”

	Tain snorted. “You’re forgetting one thing—”

	“No. I’m not. It wasn’t anything you had a hand in. Kenelm’s been executed.”

	“Right.” Tain gazed off blankly into the distance.

	“You couldn’t do anything else and I couldn’t, not once he’d injured Ryson and involved Cal.”

	Tain nodded, dejectedly. “I know. Have you heard from Lord Para?”

	Arkyn shook his head. “No. I believe a rider was sent to inform him.”

	“Hmm. The Domini will have to take Para’s fealty. Kenelm didn’t renew it.”

	“I’ll inform them. Now, are you going to agree to the time off or do I need to bully your staff?”

	Tain sighed. “Fine. One day, I’ll return the favour.”

	Arkyn chuckled. “I’m sure you will. Shall we dine with our friends on Septadai? I want to thank Julius, Emrys, Irvin and Cal for coping with that canopy.”

	“Yes. You need to make sure people realise Cal’s still in favour.”

	“Do you think he’ll give us chance to deny it?” asked Arkyn musingly.

	*  *  *

	After a late lunch, Arkyn left Tain to rest and returned to his own chambers. Once there, he eased himself into a chair and closed his eyes, wishing the world away. These rooms didn’t feel like his yet. They were his father’s and he hadn’t the strength to fight the memories.

	He didn’t know how much later it was when he awoke to find a tiny yellow dragon looking at him fixedly.

	“Yes?”

	“Lord Para would like a link, Sire.”

	“No.”

	The dragon disappeared in a flash of green light.

	*  *  *

	Kenelm’s execution was proclaimed as Arkyn rested. Shortly afterwards, glass splintered, flames burned and servants suffered. Smoke billowed as cheers and jeers rang through the streets. Lady Malandra Para fled, seeking sanctuary as peace shattered.

	 


Chapter 6

	RIOT AND RECKONING

	Late Afternoon

	King’s Chambers – Sitting Room

	KADEEM DISTURBED Arkyn’s solitude by entering rather more obviously than normal. “The General’s in the Inner Office, sir. Your Majesty will wish to speak with him. I’ve laid out a formal tunic.”

	Arkyn didn’t ask questions. Kadeem was never that direct. He changed quickly and slipped on his shoes. Whatever had happened he had to face it fully dressed.

	Kadeem strapped on his belt. “I’m sorry about this, Sire.”

	Arkyn cursed. “How bad is it?”

	“The proclamation about Lord Kenelm’s execution went out an hour ago. People are showing Your Majesty their support, sir.”

	“Why so long? I signed it before the feast.”

	“Edward waited for confirmation that Lord Para had been told.”

	“Right. I’ll see the General. Is Edward on hand?”

	“Yes, Sire.”

	*  *  *

	The General saluted as Arkyn entered the Inner Office.

	“What’s happened, Paturn?”

	“Rioters have attacked Lord Para’s house, sir. They’ve ransacked it. My men are helping the yeomen restore order as we speak…”

	The report was grim: Para House wasn’t fit to live in. Half the staff had been beaten. Lady Malandra – the last member of the Para family – had escaped out the rear gate, fleeing to her Rathgar cousins.

	Arkyn called Edward in and ordered rooms be made ready for her. Given Kenelm’s treason, he wasn’t going to permit her to stay at Rathgar House, not after Lord Rathgar signed the Assassination Document. The rooms wouldn’t be the best in the Palace. Nothing a Para might expect. That done, he sent for Advisor Rayburn and his Lordships Advisor.

	The General watched his new King without judgement. “Any orders, sir?”

	“Yes: ensure the riot is peacefully dispersed. Tell me before the yeomen charge anyone with an offence, and I want a full report of what happened as soon as possible.”

	“Sir.” The General saluted and left.

	Arkyn sat and swore.

	*  *  *

	Six minutes later, Edward announced Advisor Rayburn and Advisor Kynnett. Arkyn waved to chairs.

	“Are you aware of what’s happened?”

	Rayburn said, “Lord Para’s house has been ransacked by rioters, sir. That is all.”

	“All? It’s quite enough, don’t you think?”

	Rayburn smiled slightly. “That is all we are aware of, Your Majesty.”

	“It is all I am as well. I’ve given orders that Lady Malandra is to be housed here.”

	Advisor Kynnett said, “Unusually merciful, given the circumstances, Your Majesty.”

	“There wasn’t much else that could be done, Sire,” interposed Rayburn.

	Arkyn pursed his lips. “You’re both right. Is the Para Lordship forfeit through Kenelm’s actions?”

	Kynnett said, “I do not believe so, sir.”

	“Believe? I hope you’re not so uncertain in all things, Advisor.”

	Kynnett flushed, inclining his head slightly. “My apologies, Sire. From everything I know, the lordship isn’t forfeit.”

	“He committed treason whilst representing his father at the coronation.”

	“He did not attack Your Majesty.”

	“He tried to reach the dais.”

	“Ah.” Kynnett hesitated. “With steel in hand?”

	“No. Lord Iris had seen him disarmed.”

	Rayburn opened his mouth, but Arkyn shook his head. He wanted to see Kynnett’s strengths and weaknesses. He needed to see how his advisors would react to the pressures of the Inner Office with the change of monarch.

	Kynnett hesitated. “I think— That is, I advise Your Majesty speaks with a lawyer on this matter. Lord Kenelm—”

	“He wasn’t a lord from the moment of sentencing,” snapped Arkyn.

	Kynnett cleared his throat. “My apologies, Sire. A lawyer is probably better placed to give advice on Kenelm Para’s actions.”

	“Advice noted.”

	Rayburn studied the King’s face: the darkened eyes, the worry lines etched deep, exhaustion in every movement. His sharp retorts made plain they had to conclude quickly.

	In a slightly muted, but not conciliatory, tone, Rayburn said, “Your Majesty, I advise the events of the last fortnight warrant action. Kenelm Para has been executed. Even if the lordship is not forfeit, there are other options to curb Lord Para’s future actions. He’s already debarred from remarrying by the terms of his exile. You could assume Lady Malandra’s guardianship as she’s underage—”

	“I would not strip any man of his family.”

	“No, Sire. Might I ask if His Highness is available to give advice? He is an expert in the treason laws.”

	“Do you also believe we need a lawyer?”

	Rayburn said, “If you don’t wish to end
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