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We will meet at noon this Monday, Lady Elizabeth. Your fate will be decided then.

The woman once known as Elizabeth Bryne stared at the letter in her hand. Acting Regent Symond’s note was direct and formal, and it reminded her how far she had come from the home and family she once knew.

“One week, then. I can’t imagine the Regent coming all the way down here. Who will they send to speak with us?” she asked quietly.

“I’m not sure,” her host, Xodre, otherwise known as Lord Arclac, answered, frustration edging his voice. “I’d imagine there will be quite a few Council members present, since they have the most at stake. They wanted to proceed with their vote to limit the Regent’s power to rule, and they’ll want this meeting to protect that goal. If it goes badly, they’ll probably use it to prove they’re the group that should be trusted to rule and that you were trying to overthrow the Crown all along, kidnapping the king to achieve your goal.”

“Is there a third option?” |

Xodre shrugged. “The status quo could remain, but that will take convincing them you’re not a threat.”

“It’s a miracle you managed to get them to agree to this in the first place,” she said. “When we arrived in Vraka, they were eager to hold that damned vote to abolish the monarchy, and nothing was going to stop them.”

“It was easy with the right motivation. I only had to say you were with me and that we rescued the King. Their curiosity and desire to settle matters were enough to make them humor my request. They know what’s at stake, just like we do.”

She nodded. “How do you think they’ll react when they realize I didn’t have a role in the King’s abduction? What will they do when they learn I’m using the name Aislin again and that I’m not who they believed?”

“Honestly?” her companion asked. “They’ll be seething that they were wrong. As for me, I’m delighted to laugh in their faces.”

Aislin laughed. “Why are you entitled to do that?”

“Because I’ve been smart enough not to let fear blind me. I picked the winning side.”

Aislin’s smile faded quickly. “I’m not sure you can call siding with me the winning side. Or did you forget our enemy sealed me away in crystal for centuries? That’s exactly why they’ll view me as being dangerous still.”

“He had help from an artifact, and I strongly believe he didn’t intend for it to happen.”

“I’m not sure I share that comfort. On the one hand, I’m still here to stop whatever our enemy has planned in the present. On the other....”

“There is a lot of lost time,” Xodre said.

“Exactly. In many ways, I’m as lost as I was before I restored my memories. I have no clear path forward, and every choice feels like it could cost me. I can’t trust those I once thought I could, given what they did when they... rescued me. And I’m struggling not to be upset by everything that has happened since I was rescued from the crystal, especially when I still don’t know what it means for my future... or my even past.”

She paused, prompting Xodre to eye her critically. “What do you mean by that?”

Aislin swallowed hard and turned away, wrapping her arms around her abdomen. “Over the past few weeks, I have realized that many people mourned me when I sealed away. I vanished without a trace from their perspective. Given everyone’s less-than-welcoming attitude toward the Tempest Queen, I wonder what they make of everything that has happened. Would they be as bitter and shun me as everyone here does?”

“I’d hope they’d see that you couldn’t help what happened to you. I’d hope they’d focus on the fact that you lived through what should have killed you.” Xodre drew even with her and put his hands in his pockets.

Aislin let his words wash over her after several minutes, then asked in a small voice, “Will it ever end though?”

She caught a glimpse of him rocking back on his heels as he struggled with what to say next. “Eventually, once we convince them that you’re not a threat to the status quo they know. It’s not your fault that you’ve had a less-than-stellar reception. The current rulers knew what trouble they might invite by not being forthcoming about your true identity.”

“Perhaps this mess could have been avoided if I had done things properly and ensured I had heirs,” Aislin quipped with a bitter laugh. It was something Siana, the Dowager Queen, often poked fun at the family about, regardless of rank.

“The proper way? You have danced to your own tune since the moment we met,” Xodre laughed. 

“That seems like it was another lifetime,” Aislin replied with a soft sigh.

“It was only a few months ago,” her companion retorted. 

“My point still stands.”

“How do you think the Council will react to everything?” Xodre asked. 

Aislin shrugged. “I’m not sure. I want to believe they will do the right thing and keep everyone in their rightful places, but things moved too fast. The Council taking power... The fact that mere months after the King vanished, the Council was ready to overthrow the monarchy... Not to mention, we have so little evidence to support what we say. In fact, all we have to prove that I’m Aislin, the Tempest Queen, is my magic and my restored memories. Both of which, the nobility in Segen distrust immensely. And to top it off, the whole thing feels so fragile right now that even a gust of wind might make it all crumble.”

“We could cancel the meeting. I could send word that you slipped through my fingers again. We could arrange for them to meet with the king,” Xodre offered.

Aislin considered his suggestion. While it would keep her status as a fugitive, it would also help them avoid the messy politics of the situation until they could provide concrete evidence to support their story.

Finally, she offered him a slight smile. “I appreciate it, but no, thank you. I don’t think we have a choice but to hold this meeting. If we don’t, we risk the rest of them upsetting the entire country and inadvertently helping the mage by failing to arrange a haven for the king.”

“As long as you remember, the option is there. All you need to do is ask me to do it.” Xodre pulled his hands out of his pockets and examined a claw-like nail at the tip of each finger.

“You’re not maintaining the illusion of humanity,” Aislin noted.

“You know the truth about me, and it’s good to let the dragon out every so often, so to speak. Imagine squeezing into a coat that’s a bit too small.”

“And that’s how you go about your day-to-day life?” Aislin wasn’t sure whether to admire his dedication or chastise him for being foolish, since he was far from the only non-humanoid in Segen who regularly dealt with the realm’s humanoid residents. “Wait... do you keep up this charade because you’re not sure how people will react to a dragon owning a significant holding and a successful business?”

“There are no laws against it,” Xodre reminded her. “However, even the long-lived peoples don’t have much in common with us because of our isolation. As a result, we face greater mistrust because we never fully integrated into society. In all honesty, I’m likely one of the few dragons you’ll meet. Thankfully, shifting even this little bit is enough to bring some relief.”

“While the Council shouldn’t have spies all the way down here, isn’t it dangerous for you to do this if you don’t want them to find out?” Aislin asked. 

“I don’t think they were here until after my message arrived in Ravenwood, and even then, they arrived in town only within the last day or so. Notice how I asked His Majesty to pause his daily walks through the gardens and to stay in the house?”

Aislin stared at him with wide eyes. Alexander, the present King of Segen, wasn’t well enough to travel too far from his sickbed because of the treatment he received while being held captive, but he had started to get up and about. “You think we’re being watched.”

“I think the risk of that has risen significantly,” Xodre clarified. “To be honest, I am a bit worried about what ideas the Ravenwood delegation will propose for how we should proceed. If there are spies in the area, they will likely send word to them to give them an advantage in our negotiations.”

“What do you think we should do?”

Xodre shrugged. “For what it’s worth, I’m not sure I’m comfortable sending the king back to Ravenwood yet, but I sense they might insist on it. They would have a strong argument, since we don’t have a very visible army. It might come down to a fight.”

“How will we keep them from walking away?” Aislin asked.

“That’s the million-gold question,” Xodre admitted. “I’m working with some of the mages I’ve employed here to develop protective measures. I know Neve sent some of her people north to prepare and reestablish her temple. Having people we can trust up north will help ensure everyone remains protected no matter what happens down here.”

“That’s one step in the right direction, but I feel we’re still underprepared.”

“We can’t prepare too much right now,” Xodre admitted. “We need more information, and we simply don’t have it.”

“Which means we’re waiting for this damn meeting,” Aislin realized with a groan.

“Exactly,” Xodre replied. “Come on, there’s little point in dwelling on it. Let’s go see what our wayward goddess is up to and whether she wants to go into town for a bite to eat.”

“I thought we were trying to keep a low profile,” Aislin protested.

“I said the king should keep a low profile on the estate. People know me, and most have already seen us together a few times, so it won’t draw much attention. Besides, I’ve been around you long enough to know it’s pointless to insist that we all eat in the dining room here. You and the king have been avoiding each other like the plague since you recovered your memories, and I hate to have him feel obligated to stay in his room all the time.”

Aislin shuffled from one foot to the other. It was true that she was using one of the few tools left to her to distance herself from the situation she found herself in. She just thought she had been more subtle about it.

“I don’t want that for him either. I...I’m just trying to avoid him because every time we talk, he insists he should give me the throne,” Aislin insisted. “It’s tiresome, and frankly, I don’t have the energy to keep making my arguments to him without getting angry.”

“Supper in town, it is then.” Xodre insisted, pulling her along with an arm around her shoulder. 

Aislin let him guide her, glad he didn’t insist on pressing the matter further. As they began their search for Neve, Aislin realized that in moments like that she appreciated most the companions she had chosen. They knew when to let matters rest. 

~*~
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“THEY’RE LATE,” AISLIN said, pacing past the large fireplace in Xodre’s formal study at the appointed time for their meeting with the Council representatives. “Six hours late.”

“Have some patience,” Xodre said, standing near the refreshments the servants had set out. “According to both the train station and the port officials, a large storm just north of here held things up.”

“Then maybe I should have worked my magic to ease their journey,” Aislin retorted. She wanted to walk over to help herself to the wine or brandy decanters, but she didn’t even trust herself with a glass of water, given how on edge she was. She clenched her hands into fists to keep them from shaking.

“That’s a good idea, but I don’t know how much they’d appreciate your efforts,” Neve replied from her spot on the couch.

Aislin stared at the woman. The goddess had insisted on attending this meeting in person, despite both Xodre and herself feeling they could handle things. On the outside, she looked no different from Xodre or herself, except for her white hair, but Aislin knew she didn’t shy away from using her divine nature if pressed. Neve offered her a shrug and a smile in response.

“Just don’t call up a storm in the building or around town,” Xodre requested. “That’s the last thing we need.”

“That’s the truth. Once we resolve whatever issues this group has with you, we need to get moving on our own mission. We don’t need soggy nobles mucking up our progress. Not to mention, I don’t know about you two, but I detest traveling in the cold and misery,” Neve replied. 

“Can’t you just make it all go away?” Xodre asked, a skeptical frown on his face.

“That would be a trivial exercise of power, which tends to be frowned upon when we’re in the mortal world.”

“Gods and their foolish rules,” he argued. 

“Gods and their practical rules,” she countered. “If we use our powers to fix every little thing that goes wrong while we’re in your presence, mortals would expect it of us all the time. If you think it’s bad for mortals to bug mages to solve their problems, imagine how it would be for them to bug someone divine.”

“My Lord,” Max, Xodre’s butler, interrupted their conversation. “I believe our guests have arrived.” 

The unspoken question of whether they were ready to receive them hung in the air.

“Yes,” Xodre answered. “Send them in.”

Aislin stood straight and smoothed the front of her dress. She was tempted to wear trousers or some pantsuit to this gathering, but they were going to shock everyone enough with what they had to say. 

“My Lord, I present the King Regent, along with their Graces, Caya, Slanthall, and Sweethead, and Lords Briar, Winstom, and Undertree,” Max announced.

The newcomers wasted no time taking up positions around the room. Some, like Dukes Slanthall and Sweethead, greeted Xodre warmly. Duke Caya and Lord Winstom regarded Aislin with distrust. The King Regent, Symond, along with Lords Briar and Undertree, gave her a warm reception, though they struggled to decide how to greet her. Aislin sank into a deep curtsy because the Dukes and the Regent were present. 

How in the world did we manage to gather almost all my enemies in one place? If one of them turns out to be the mage in disguise, we’re doing spectacularly well in terms of irony, Aislin thought as she straightened. She met their gaze and took a seat on the far side of the room. They were hoping to unnerve her, but she wasn’t about to give them that satisfaction. 

“I see that your story is true so far,” Duke Caya began. “But why have you not restored the king to his rightful place and allowed the culprits to be brought to justice?”

“If it were safe to do that, don’t you think it would have been our first course of action?” Neve demanded.

Aislin's gaze flicked to Xodre, and they exchanged a worried look. It seemed as though the goddess was ready to wade into the fray and wasn’t going to hold back. Aislin just hoped that her approach wouldn’t cause the discussion to stop before it could even start.

“Let’s let them explain a bit before we bombard them with questions. I imagine their story will answer a few of our questions,” Symond said.

“And I’ll join you all to make sure you hear them out,” a soft voice said from the doorway. 

Alexander, King of Segen, stood just inside the room. His silver-gray eyes studied everyone assembled, as though trying to gauge what threat each posed. Aislin had to grin as everyone around her, except for herself and Neve, rushed to bow in respect—the toll of his captivity was still evident, but his usual confidence had already returned. Her smile faded when she caught the man she once considered her father, Lord Briar, eyeing her questioningly, while others, like Lord Winstom, looked as though they were personally insulted. 

“Well, I see nothing about this discussion is going as planned,” Neve commented, a note of satisfaction in her voice. 

“Which you have been immensely helpful with,” Xodre seemed to have no issue calling her out now.

“Show some respect to your king,” Duke Caya strode forward, his body trembling with barely restrained anger.

“Indeed, she’s grown bolder in her disrespect,” Lord Winstom joined in. “However, I can’t say it surprises me. She’s been on the run for weeks now. Such behavior does require a certain mindset.”

Aislin frowned, trying to suppress her mounting frustration that they had been the ones sent to represent the Council here; the other dukes remained stubbornly silent. She could feel her magic trying to flow in rhythm with her emotions. Thunder boomed in the distance, and Xodre shot her a warning look. Aislin bobbed her head slightly in acknowledgment. 

“The Tempest Queen does not have to bow to me or any mortal in this room,” Alexander said before she could defend herself. “And you should remember that, Caya and Winstom.” 

“What?” Lord Winstom demanded. 

“The Tempest Queen is simply a legend, a queen who lived so long ago that history has all but forgotten her,” Duke Caya added.

“I have to admit, I’m perplexed myself, Your Majesty,” Lord Undertree said, folding his arms. “Liz has exhibited the queen’s magic, but that doesn’t mean anything beyond the fact that it has finally been passed into the family.”

Aislin felt an odd shiver run down her spine at the use of her old name. That wouldn’t do. “We should establish one thing before we continue this discussion. I no longer go by Elizabeth. My actual name is Aislin, and I’m going to be addressed as such.”

“You’ve recovered your memories?” Lord Briar asked.

Now Aislin met his gaze. His face held a mixture of curiosity, love, and regret. “Yes, I have.”

“Why do we need to humor this delusion at all?” Duke Caya asked. “There are many accounts of what happened in my home. Lady Elizabeth abandoned reason and struck Lady Winstom with her magic in retaliation for being called out on her manners. She has shown no remorse for this act. While Lord Undertree is correct that the unfortunate incident indicates the Tempest Queen’s magic has returned to Segen, it does not excuse this behavior. We can only rejoice that His Majesty is well and that Lord Arclac has apprehended the culprit.”

“I see my note about this meeting has been ignored,” Xodre murmured. 

“Well, you have offered no other suspects,” the Duke snapped.

“The king himself has said she had nothing to do with it!” Xodre challenged.

“Something he could have been coerced into saying!” Lord Winstom yelled.

“Why would he do that when his allies in this room outnumber mine?” Aislin asked quietly.

“We should escort them both to Ravenwood, celebrate the king’s return, and let the courts determine who is guilty,” Duke Slanthall suggested.

“It would earn a trip to the gallows,” Lord Winstom mused.

Aislin stepped back and fought to keep her fear in check. The hope and promise that they would settle things civilly were crashing down around them. She felt a comforting hand on her back. Neve offered her a wide smile before striding forward.

“Allow me to settle the debate because no one is going to the gallows. If there’s one thing I can’t stomach any more, it’s that people allow their hatred and fear to blind them when the evidence is right in front of their noses. As the king stated, Lady Elizabeth, as you once knew her, had no role to play. In fact, you’re both after the same enemy.”

“The enemies at the southern border,” Aislin mused. 

All eyes in the room focused on her once more. She might have shrunk back from their intensity, but Neve’s smile widened, and she nodded in encouragement. “The day of Duke Caya’s party. I arrived to meet Queen Siana about a note she sent me. She was discussing a trip south with King Alexander and seemed worried about it.”

Alexander appeared a bit bashful. “My role on the trip was purely diplomatic, focused on meeting with the nobility affected by the monster’s raids. I did have a small group of soldiers with me for protection, however. I’ve reached out to find out what became of them since I was rescued, but I haven’t received a response yet.”

“What happened at the border, Your Majesty?” Lord Briar asked.

“We arrived to find... creatures. They were otherworldly. A few ordinary soldiers fought alongside them. At the heart of the trouble was a mage. I never knew his name, even though he taunted me repeatedly during the weeks he held me captive.” Alexander took a deep breath before continuing. “He knew immediately that I was there, and we were overrun at Itius Hall.”

“I don’t remember hearing any reports about Itius before I left Ravenwood. Did they inform the Council that their home was under siege?” Xodre asked the other men. “It’s a long way from Ravenwood, but if the capital knew, they could send more help.”

“Only the man who delivered the initial note reported back—one out of twenty. The rest must have died trying to give chase or perished outright,” Symond said, running a hand over his face. 

“Why do mortals always assume the worst?” Neve asked Aislin in a whisper. 

She had no answer. She couldn’t fault the others for believing that the men who had accompanied the King were lost in this situation. Only one man out of such a large group didn’t bode well for the others’ survival. 

“The mage His Majesty saw is puzzling. It seems like an elaborate setup to lure him down there. How do we know this nameless mage was working alone?” Lord Winstom asked.

So, we’re back to this nonsense, Aislin thought darkly.

“If you’re implying I’m working with that... man, think again,” she replied, glaring. “Once again, I’m his enemy, just as you all are. You do have something in common: you both want to destroy me. If anything, he wants to do that more than you do. The king was merely a convenient means for him to accomplish that goal.”

“And I’m sure that’s just a coincidence,” Duke Caya said with a hint of dryness in his voice. 

“Enough. It is time to finish the story,” Alexander declared.

His words and tone somehow made Aislin even more nervous than she already was. Neve put a comforting hand on her shoulder and gave it a quick squeeze. 

“The mage made no secret of the plans he was making against her and the rest of Segen while I was captured. While they are currently disrupted, I imagine it won’t stay that way for long. If we have to use the courts to figure this out and it results in Aislin being executed, exiled, or even imprisoned, we will have played right into his hands and shown how weak we are.” 

Alexander paused and looked at each member of the delegation. “For what it’s worth, Conan and I can vouch for Aislin’s identity. We discovered her at Duke Chiem’s home, sealed away in a frozen state that impacted her memory. The university archaeologists examined a piece of the crystal, and it dated to the time of the Tempest Queen.”

The other men, including his own family, let out loud noises that revealed their disbelief. 

Neve interrupted them, “For further evidence, I offer that she not only displays the Tempest Queen’s magic but also bears the family crest birthmark, which I don’t believe any member of the current royal family can claim.”

Aislin let out a soft groan at Neve’s bragging tone. She felt everyone’s eyes on her, so she sheepishly lifted her right wrist so the others could see the mark. It was what Morrigan had dubbed a knotted moon. The twists and such made no sense in terms of meaning, but the overall symbol meant she had royal blood in her veins. At least, that’s what Aislin had been told. She frowned at the mixed memories of always having the symbol and the present stories. 

The men remained silent at Neve’s proclamation. They took seats, as though finally ready to listen to what was being said. Aislin was relieved by their sudden willingness to cooperate. She had worried that Neve would have to reveal her true nature as a goddess to force them to listen.

“So, where do we go from here?” Lord Briar asked at last. 

“We should—” Lord Winstom began.

“We still must have an investigation,” Duke Caya interrupted. “We are relying on stories at this point. Securing the king and country is our highest priority.” 

“If you still refuse to see sense, I will issue a pardon so fast it will make your head spin,” Alexander proclaimed. “Lord Arclac and Aislin rescued me from the mage at great risk to themselves. They and Lord Arclac’s fleet were on the front lines during the rescue.”

“You’re letting your... familial ties blind you,” Duke Caya insisted.

“You claim they are blind because they are family, yet you all refused to listen to me. I was guilty the moment lightning left my fingers in that duel. Not only that, but you also forced the Royal Family, the Council... everyone... to give me less credit than I deserved. No one else wanted to hear me out; no one was willing to—except Lord Arclac,” Aislin reminded them, shaking with anger. 

“The invitation to this meeting went out weeks ago. If I had an active role in this plot, why would I risk being captured by attending this meeting as well? We can’t offer more than we already have. You’re going to need to listen and trust us. If you’re unwilling to do that... then this conversation is over.”

Silence fell over the gathering. Minutes ticked by as if they were hours. Aislin felt sweat bead on her brow as she watched the impassive faces across the room weigh their evidence.

“While we need more solid evidence to exonerate Lady Aislin fully, I don’t think further action needs to be taken,” Duke Sweethead proclaimed at last.

“Indeed, the king has been rescued—let us focus on that for now,” Slanthill added. Lord Briar and Lord Undertree nodded in silent agreement. 

Duke Caya and Lord Winstom glared at the others with fury in their eyes. 

“Well, gentlemen?” Alexander asked.

“Very well,” Duke Caya agreed. 

“Indeed. Perhaps when the king is restored, more light will be shed on this whole thing,” Winstom pointed out, though his eyes were on Aislin. She knew full well they were waiting for her to step out of line so they could carry out their threats legally. Luckily for her, she had no plans to set foot near Ravenwood any time soon.

“I’m not sure it’s wise to have the king return to Ravenwood,” Xodre pointed out.

“Rest assured, the king will eventually return to Ravenwood. Despite what some might believe, I’m not interested in taking the throne from anyone,” Aislin added, though she knew it would likely do little good.

“If you’re afraid the king will be in danger, wouldn’t having him among the safety of his guard be the best course of action?” Symond asked.

“Ravenwood is not safe. You’ve already seen the impact of the mage’s handiwork—Lord Briar and Queen Siana. Only through extreme intervention were they able to be cured,” Neve pointed out.

“What else can we do, though? The Council will demand undeniable proof of the king’s survival, or we will hold the vote to establish the Council as the ruling party as scheduled,” Duke Caya noted.

“Are you going to insist on proceeding with that?” Lord Briar asked. “The king has been saved. There’s no point.”

“Forgive me for being so bold, but you and the king lied to everyone about what happened to our rightful ruler. Even if we set that aside for now, we still need to settle who is in charge,” he replied.

“I’m not the queen anymore,” Aislin pointed out. “But if my advice is worth anything, don’t try to oust King Alexander right now.”

“She’s right; confidence in everything will be shaken enough, especially as the truth about the Tempest Queen’s fate emerges. We don’t need to upend what everyone knows completely. If the Council still has doubts about the Crown, we can revisit the issue later,” Xodre said.

“Arclac and Lady Aislin are right. I proposed that we have the king return to Ravenwood, but we’ll have him leave the city as soon as he reassures the masses that everything is fine,” Duke Sweethead suggested.

“And we would risk all-out war,” Lord Winstom insisted. “Do you think this mage wouldn’t see something like that as us grandstanding? Maybe he’s even lying in wait as we speak.”

“Well, we could arrange for a regular radio address from a secure location. That would serve the same purpose,” Sweethead proposed.

“We should sleep on it,” Lord Undertree suggested. “We’ve heard a great deal today, and these are not decisions we should make rashly.”

“Exactly,” Xodre agreed. 

“We’re staying at the inn in the village,” Lord Briar informed them as the visitors rose. “Call upon us there if there is pressing news.”

None of them wanted to point out that the other nobles would likely hear about the trouble before they did. It was probably best to let any conversation die down for now. They had said everything they could, and Aislin had serious doubts about whether they fully believed her story. 

“The important part is that they’re still talking,” Neve assured her quietly as Xodre saw the other men out of his home.

Alexander hovered near the doorway, as though unsure of what to do with himself now that the audience was over. Aislin noticed that he seemed to want to say more to his sons, but wasn’t sure how
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