
  
    [image: Burden of the Crown]
  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            And so it begins…

          

        

      

    

    
      They all stood as one, raising their glasses in salute.

      "To the future," proposed Barrington.

      "The future," the rest echoed, then downed their drinks in one go.

      Montrose watched them leave one by one, shaking hands and smiling. Once they had cleared the room, he made his way to the doorway, then to an adjoining room. His visitor stood, the painting on the wall still askew to reveal an observation hole.

      "You heard?" asked Montrose.

      "I did," his mysterious visitor replied.

      "What do you think? Will it work?"

      "I think your plan solid enough for now," the stranger replied, "though we may have to take more overt action in the future."

      "You have something specific in mind?" asked Montrose.

      "Not at this time, but I rather suspect that our young princess will be resilient to your efforts."

      "She's just a young girl," replied Montrose.

      "No, she's a young woman," corrected his visitor. "I've underestimated her once already, I'll not do it a second time."

      "Come, come now," added Montrose, "you can't possibly believe she can outsmart us."

      "Only time will tell," the visitor replied.

    

  


  
    
      BURDEN OF THE CROWN

      Heir to the Crown: Book Six

    

    
      
        PAUL J BENNETT

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        
          Map

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          1. Wincaster

          

        

      

      
        
          2. The Gathering

          

        

      

      
        
          3. Reforms

          

        

      

      
        
          4. Beverly

          

        

      

      
        
          5. The Mages Council

          

        

      

      
        
          6. Parting

          

        

      

      
        
          7. Hawksburg

          

        

      

      
        
          8. Bodden

          

        

      

      
        
          9. Changes

          

        

      

      
        
          10. The Oath

          

        

      

      
        
          11. The Duke

          

        

      

      
        
          12. The North

          

        

      

      
        
          13. The Coronation

          

        

      

      
        
          14. The Council

          

        

      

      
        
          15. Summersgate

          

        

      

      
        
          16. Midnight

          

        

      

      
        
          17. The Streets

          

        

      

      
        
          18. Shrewesdale

          

        

      

      
        
          19. The Rose of Bodden

          

        

      

      
        
          20. The Arrest

          

        

      

      
        
          21. Preparation

          

        

      

      
        
          22. The Trial Begins

          

        

      

      
        
          23. The Truth

          

        

      

      
        
          24. Spring

          

        

      

      
        
          25. The Meeting

          

        

      

      
        
          26. The Spirit Realm

          

        

      

      
        
          27. Charges

          

        

      

      
        
          28. Investigation

          

        

      

      
        
          29. Members of the Court

          

        

      

      
        
          30. Lost

          

        

      

      
        
          31. Gerald

          

        

      

      
        
          32. Searching

          

        

      

      
        
          33. The Decision

          

        

      

      
        
          34. Sentencing

          

        

      

      
        
          35. Punishment

          

        

      

      
        
          36. Confinement

          

        

      

      
        
          Epilogue

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          Ashes - The Frozen Flame: Book One

          

        

      

      
        
          Also by Paul J Bennett

          

        

      

      
        
          About the Author

          

        

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: Map of Merceria]
        

        Map of Merceria

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            ONE

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          
            Wincaster

          

          FALL 962 MC* (MERCERIAN CALENDAR)

        

      

    

    
      Lord George Montrose, the Earl of Shrewesdale, paused momentarily, pulling down his shirt to expose the sleeve beneath his tunic. Pleased with the effect, he grabbed the door handle with a firm grip and opened the door to see a room with a group of four men assembled. Instantly recognizing Lord Clive Barrington, the earl made his way towards him, his hand extended.

      "Lord Barrington," he exclaimed, "so good to see you."

      "Not at all," responded Barrington, "it is I who have the honour. I was overwhelmed to receive the invitation."

      Montrose released his firm grip on the man, "And who do we have here?"

      "Let me introduce you," said Barrington, turning to the rest. "This is His Grace, Lord George Montrose, the Earl of Shrewesdale, though I suspect you're all familiar with him, at least by reputation."

      The remaining three men nodded their heads in agreement.

      "This," continued Barrington, moving to the first, "is Lord Landry Pearson, second cousin to Lord Alexander Stanton, the Earl of Tewsbury."

      "How do you do?" said Lord Pearson in greeting.

      "Fine. How fares your cousin?" asked Montrose. "I hear he's not well."

      "He is old, nothing more," replied Pearson. "Though I rather suspect he's not long for this world. He's already outlived most of the family."

      "Sorry to hear that," offered Montrose, "but we're glad to have you here in his stead."

      Barrington steered him to the next visitor.

      "Rowan!" said Shrewesdale with a smile. "I haven't seen you for years."

      "Yes, cousin," replied Lord Webster. "I'm glad I could make it, for these are dark times."

      "They certainly are," agreed Montrose, "but I look forward to your counsel. How is the family?"

      "They are well," said Webster, "thank you for asking. And yourself?"

      "Never been fitter," said Montrose, "though I'd be happier still if we didn't have a young girl on the throne."

      "Your Grace," interrupted Barrington, "I don't believe you've met Lord Markham Anglesley, the new Duke of Colbridge."

      Montrose looked at the plump nineteen-year-old in surprise. He was youthful, but still had the look of determination for which his father had been renowned.

      "May I say," offered Montrose, "how tragic it was to hear of your father's death."

      "Thank you," replied Markham, showing little emotion. "I know that would have meant a lot to him."

      Montrose turned his attention to address the group as a whole. "Please, gentlemen, sit. Let's have some refreshment shall we, there's no need to stand on ceremony here."

      Barrington handed out the drinks that were waiting nearby. The Earl of Shrewesdale paused until everyone was seated before continuing.

      "Gentlemen," he began, "I have invited you all here today to seek your counsel. As you know, the war that has ravaged our land for so long has finally been put to rest, and a new ruler has taken her place upon the throne."

      Murmurs of protest echoed throughout the room, but the earl held up his hand to forestall them. "We may not agree with the result, but her army was victorious in the end. Let us not dwell on the past, but on the future and what we might make of it."

      "What do you have in mind?" asked Barrington.

      "Before I discuss my own ideas," replied the earl, "I'd like to hear your thoughts on our new queen."

      "She's not queen yet," objected Barrington.

      "True," said Montrose, "but, regardless of her title, she sits upon the throne. Even as a mere princess, she wields considerable power."

      "Is there no one else who can claim the crown?" asked Pearson.

      "What about the elder sister, Margaret?" asked Webster.

      "Gone, I'm afraid," supplied Montrose, "with little hope of reappearing, I'm told."

      "Too bad," grumbled Pearson, "it would have been an elegant solution. I'm afraid we're stuck with this snivelling child, Anna."

      "Yes," agreed Webster, "but if we can't remove her, then might we be able to control her?"

      "You have an idea?" asked Barrington.

      "No," admitted Webster, "but I rather suspect Lord Montrose does. How about it, Your Grace?"

      "I have some thoughts I've been mulling about," admitted the earl.

      "Do tell," prompted Barrington.

      "It has become quite evident to me," continued Montrose, "that our princess is not much more than an impressionable young girl with a close-knit group of advisors that she relies on. These men and women exercise considerable control over her. It is that group that represents the real danger to Merceria, not Anna herself. The princess is only a figurehead."

      "So what do we do about it?" asked Pearson.

      "We must insulate her from those that would control her, then, when she is at her lowest, we replace her advisors with our own."

      "An excellent plan," offered Barrington, "though I rather suspect it will be difficult."

      "It will indeed," nodded Montrose, "and one that will take considerable time. This is a long-term plan, not an immediate solution. We must bide our time for the near future. Once we have lulled the princess into a false sense of security, we shall begin removing the influence of her advisors, one by one."

      "And how do you propose we do that?" asked young Markham.

      "It's rumoured," said Montrose, "that she'll be handing out titles to her friends."

      "And?" asked Barrington, eager for more details.

      "And titles come with lands. I propose that these lands develop problems that keep them from court."

      "We are but a small group," noted Pearson. "How do you suggest we do that?"

      "Fear not," offered Shrewesdale, "I have influence beyond these walls, though I won't go into details at this point. In the meantime, we need to expand our group. Be on the lookout for anyone disaffected by the actions of our new princess. She's bound to make decisions that people don't agree with, and we may find that our enemy does our recruiting for us."

      "You're a clever man, Your Grace," offered Barrington. "I'm glad you're on our side."

      "As are we all," added Pearson, the others nodding in agreement.

      "Are there any other questions?" asked the earl.

      Colbridge held up his hand, causing the others to wince at the young man's immaturity.

      "Yes, Markham?" said Montrose, his voice polite.

      "Might I make a suggestion?" the young man enquired.

      "By all means," replied Montrose.

      "My father once proposed a union between myself and the princess. I could make the offer again, surely she'd see the wisdom in using marriage to unite the factions of the court."

      "An excellent idea," commented Pearson, "and one that would save us a great deal of effort."

      "How so?" asked Webster.

      "Once married," explained Pearson, "young Markham here would rule as king. Technically, we wouldn't need the princess at all."

      "We'd need her long enough to produce an heir," added Markham, "distasteful as that might be."

      "What do you think, Your Grace?" asked Markham.

      "I think it worth a try," agreed Montrose, "and it would save us all a lot of work."

      "When, do you think," asked Markham, "would be the ideal time to suggest such a union?"

      "I believe it best we float the idea about the court first," said Montrose, "without using your name. If we can convince the other nobles of the wisdom of our logic, then we'll bring it up with the princess."

      "I hear we've all been summoned," said Webster.

      "Yes," said Barrington, "we're all to be at the Palace this very afternoon, in fact."

      "What would you have us do?" asked Pearson, looking to the earl for guidance.

      "For now, just listen," Montrose replied. "We need to know how she intends to move forward. When we know that, we can adjust our own plans accordingly."

      Once again, they all nodded their heads in agreement. Montrose looked at each in turn, trying to judge their level of commitment. Satisfied that they were dedicated to the cause, he continued, "I must remind you that the task on which we are about to embark might be considered treasonous by some. It is imperative that you speak of this to no one outside of these walls."

      "But you asked us to recruit others sympathetic to our cause," protested Webster. "To do so would require us to reveal our plans."

      "No," said Montrose, "if you think you've found a new member for our little group, you must first bring it to our attention. It will be for all of us to decide who to include in the future, are we clear?"

      They all nodded.

      "Very well," he continued, "then I suggest we prepare for court. After all, we must endeavour to make a good impression on our new ruler. We'll meet back here tomorrow evening."

      They all stood as one, raising their glasses in salute.

      "To the future," proposed Barrington.

      "The future," the rest echoed, then downed their drinks in one go.

      Montrose watched them leave one by one, shaking hands and smiling. Once they had cleared the room, he made his way to the doorway, then to an adjoining room. His visitor stood, the painting on the wall still askew to reveal an observation hole.

      "You heard?" asked Montrose.

      "I did," his mysterious visitor replied.

      "What do you think? Will it work?"

      "I think your plan solid enough for now," the stranger replied, "though we may have to take more overt action in the future."

      "You have something specific in mind?" asked Montrose.

      "Not at this time, but I rather suspect that our young princess will be resilient to your efforts."

      "She's just a young girl," replied Montrose.

      "No, she's a young woman," corrected his visitor. "I've underestimated her once already, I'll not do it a second time."

      "Come, come now," added Montrose, "you can't possibly believe she can outsmart us."

      "Only time will tell," the visitor replied.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            TWO

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          
            The Gathering

          

          FALL 962 MC

        

      

    

    
      Gerald opened the door just a little, enough to peer through at the assembled guests.

      "How does it look?" asked Anna.

      "Crowded," he observed. "You're the one that wanted commoners invited, and they're packing them in as tightly as they can."

      "It's important," she replied. "They need to know that I'm doing things differently."

      "I think they got the message," said Gerald, "I only hope things don't go sideways. Crowds can turn suddenly, without warning. I'd hate to see what would happen if this lot got upset."

      "They won't," promised Anna, "and I'm counting on them to keep the nobles in their place."

      He turned from the door to look at her in surprise. "You what?"

      "The nobles secretly fear the mob. They won't try a power play if the commoners are here."

      "It's a gamble," he said, "but I suppose you're right."

      "Are the guards all in place?" Anna asked.

      "They are," he replied. "Beverly is waiting for your arrival. I only wish we had more knights we could trust. The war may be over, but I can't say I feel safe with Knights of the Sword guarding you."

      "I know," she said, "but we've had little time to do much of anything."

      "Nervous?" he asked, noticing her wringing her hands.

      "Terribly," she replied. "I've never done this before."

      "Nonsense," said Gerald, "you held court in Summersgate when you took the oaths of the Kurathians."

      "This is different," she defended. "That was all arranged ahead of time. When I go out there today, it will be the first time they hear of my plans. What if they don't like them?"

      "They'll like them, don't you worry. Now, let's have a look at you."

      Gerald walked around Anna, fussing with the sleeve of her dress. "There, perfect," he pronounced. "There's only one thing missing.”

      "What?" she asked, her voice squeaking out in fear.

      In answer, he stepped across to the other door, opening it wide to reveal her maid, Sophie.

      "Did you bring him?" asked Gerald.

      "He's right here," Sophie said, then called out, "Tempus!"

      The large Kurathian Mastiff bounded down the hall, halting at the door to stare at his mistress, his tail wagging.

      "There," soothed Gerald, "now you're all set."

      "I can't take Tempus with me," Anna argued, "he'll scare them."

      "Nonsense," he replied, "he's docile. And besides, no noble's going to argue with you if he's present."

      Anna held her arms out towards Gerald, and the old soldier stepped forward, embracing her.

      He could feel her trembling and tried to soothe her. "It'll be all right, Anna," he promised. "We're all in this together." He waited until she gathered her composure before he let go. "Now, let's get you out there, shall we?"

      She nodded her head in approval as Tempus took up his place beside her. Gerald peeked out into the great hall again and spotted Hayley close by, their eyes locking for an instant as he nodded his head. The ranger whispered to the steward, and then a horn sounded, the chatter in the room tapering off into silence.

      "Announcing," boomed a voice, "Her Royal Highness, Princess Anna of Merceria."

      Gerald opened the door, standing to the side as Anna and Tempus entered the hall. There were a few gasps from the audience at the sight of the great dog, but they were quickly drowned out by cheers. It seemed the commoners loved their princess.

      He watched as she made her way to the throne at the end of the hall, where Beverly stood with a line of knights and soldiers in front, facing the crowd. As the young princess approached, Beverly turned to bow in her direction, then took up a position to the right of the throne.

      Gerald felt someone just behind him and turned to see Sophie peering over his shoulder.

      "Come on," he said to her, "let's go inside and get a better view, shall we?"

      They stepped through the door, closing it behind them and watched, mesmerized as Anna took her place before the warrior's throne. She held her hands up in front of her to still the voices, and after a bit, the cheering finally subsided.

      "Mercerians," she began, "we stand here, today, after a savage civil war. With that conflict concluded, it is time that we band together to build a new future, one free from oppression and corruption. As your new sovereign, I wish to make it clear that under my rule, things will change. When I first took up arms in defence of this realm, it was to protect the common folk, for without you, there can be no nobility or even royalty. It is the obligation of the nobles to look after the commoners, and I intend to do just that."

      She glanced towards Gerald, and he could see the sweat on her brow. He nodded at her, watching her take a deep breath even as her left hand sought the head of Tempus.

      "As victor and rightful ruler of Merceria," she continued, "it is my duty and pleasure to reward those that have been so instrumental in our success. First, I call upon Lady Aubrey Brandon."

      There was a bit of a stir as the young mage pushed her way through the crowd to come before the princess, bending down upon one knee.

      "Be it known," Anna continued, "that from this day forth, you shall be recognized as Lady Aubrey Brandon, Baroness of Hawksburg." She waited a moment for the applause to die down, then continued, "Arise, Lady Aubrey."

      Aubrey stood, and Anna embraced her, exchanging some quiet words. The baroness backed up, then turned and resumed her place in the crowd.

      "That's no surprise," muttered Gerald.

      "Wait, there's more coming," whispered Sophie.

      Gerald looked at her in surprise, "Really? Tell me."

      "Shush, now," said Sophie, a wicked grin on her face, "she's about to speak again."

      Gerald returned his gaze to the ceremony.

      Now that Aubrey had returned to her previous position, Anna looked like she was seeking someone else in the crowd. Gerald noticed a smile appear on her face as she spotted Prince Alric. The young man was surrounded by a group of his own guards, many in commoner's clothes so as not to create a stir. Gerald knew that Anna and Alric would eventually marry, but they had both agreed that she must put her kingdom to rights first. For now, at least, Alric was just a friendly face in the crowd and a staunch ally.

      "I call on Hayley Chambers," declared Anna.

      "What?" called out the ranger in surprise. Recovering quickly, she continued, "I mean, yes, Your Highness." Hayley had been standing with the other knights that formed the princess's guard and now turned, moving to kneel before her sovereign.

      "Dame Hayley," Anna proclaimed, "from this day forward, you shall be Lady Hayley Chambers, Baroness of Queenston."

      Gerald chuckled as Hayley's eyes bulged. Even Sophie failed to stifle a laugh.

      "Well deserved," said Sophie, once she caught her breath.

      Hayley stood to be embraced by Anna. Gerald wondered what the nobles thought of this, for he knew that King Andred would never have touched a subject, let along embrace them in public.

      Before the ranger was allowed to leave, however, Anna spoke once more. "In recognition of your new title and elevation to the ranks of the nobility, we entrust you with this coat of arms."

      Two servants came forth, bearing a covered shield. They held it up, facing the crowd, as Anna pulled the cover loose. The cloth fell to the floor, revealing the shield's heraldic symbol, that of a gryphon.

      Even from the door, Gerald could see the tears in Hayley's eyes. The young ranger gratefully took the shield, returning to the crowd and her mage, Revi Bloom.

      "And now," Anna continued, "with today's proclamations behind us, I have one more announcement. I call on every noble of the realm to assemble here, in Wincaster, by the end of the month to pledge their oath of allegiance. Word shall be sent throughout the kingdom that any who fail to show themselves, without just cause, will be stricken from the ranks of nobility."

      She nodded to Beverly, who then gave a command. All the knights snapped to attention, garnering the interest of the crowd. The horn sounded once more as Anna left the room, heading directly for Gerald, who opened the door and followed her, along with Sophie. The young maid closed the door as Anna sat down on a nearby chair.

      "How was it?" the princess asked.

      "You did well," said Gerald. "They loved you."

      "I'm not so sure of that," Anna replied. "I saw several disgruntled nobles out there. Do you think they'll all show up for the oath?"

      "I should think so," mused Gerald. "Nobody wants to throw their title away. What was that bit about just cause?"

      "That was for Baron Fitzwilliam's benefit," she said. "I need him back in Bodden, keeping an eye on things. I did mention it to him beforehand. Beverly will take the oath on his behalf."

      "The other nobles won't like that," said Gerald. "She's not the baron, AND she's a woman."

      "They'd best get used to it," she replied, "things are going to be different around here from now on."

      "That's the old Anna I know," he said, "but don't try to rush too much through too quickly. We've only just won the war, remember. There's likely still a lot of hard feelings going around."

      "I know," she said, "and I'll take it slowly."

      "So now that your big debut is over, what's next?" he asked.

      "Simple," she replied, "we go and mingle."

      "Mingle?" he said. "Surely not, it's too dangerous!"

      "I insist," she said. "I'm the people's princess. I want to be amongst them, and no one's going to try to kill me in front of so many witnesses."

      "She has a point," offered Sophie. "The crowd would rip any would-be assassin to bits."

      "I suppose," said Gerald, "but I must insist you have protection at all times."

      "Of course," said Anna, smiling at him, "that's what you're here for."

      Gerald moved towards the door again, making ready to open it.

      "Not yet," said Anna.

      "Why not?" he asked.

      "I want to change into something more comfortable first. You wait here with Tempus. Come along, Sophie."

      They exited the room, leaving the old warrior alone with the great mastiff. Gerald looked down at the beast and rubbed his head in fondness. "Well, my old friend," he said, "what do you think?"

      Tempus's bark echoed in his head.

      

      Prince Alric of Weldwyn looked about the great hall. "Well, Jack," he said, "I'd say the princess made quite an impression."

      "I'd have to agree," said the cavalier, "though I was a little surprised when she handed out two baronies. If I'd known they were up for grabs, I'd have put my name in the hat."

      Alric chuckled, "You're already in line for a viscountcy, Jack, a barony would be a step-down."

      "Yes," the cavalier agreed, "but they come with young women, don't they?"

      "Is that all you ever think about?" asked the prince.

      "No," he admitted, "I also think about jousting. Why, is there more?"

      Alric was just about to respond that there was, but the smirk on the cavalier's face told him he had taken the bait. "What shall I do with you, Jack?"

      The cavalier's attention was suddenly occupied by Lady Aubrey, who was moving towards them.

      "Baroness Brandon," said Jack in exaggerated tones, "so good of you to come slum with us common folk."

      The young woman looked shocked at the comment, and Alric had to act quickly to rectify the situation, "He's just jesting. Please don't take offence."

      "Of course not," she said, recovering swiftly. "Her Highness wanted me to make sure you had received your invitation to dinner."

      "I did," replied Alric, "and I shall be delighted to be there. Tell me, is it to be a private affair?"

      "Only if you think a dozen or so people is private," shared Aubrey. "Though, I daresay that in the coming days, you'll have ample opportunity for 'alone time' with the princess."

      "Ah yes, alone," said Alric, "that usually means just the two of us along with half a dozen bodyguards."

      "We must protect her," defended Aubrey. "There's still a lot of bad blood from the war."

      "Of course," he replied, bowing, "I meant no disrespect. Please, let her know I'll be there."

      "You can tell her yourself, if you like," said Aubrey, "she'll be returning here once she's changed."

      "Alas, I cannot," responded Alric. "I have letters to write, and we agreed that we should not make our relationship known officially. To the court, we are just allies. I think it easier to maintain that facade if I were to be absent for the rest of this celebration. Please convey my apologies."

      "Of course," said Aubrey. "How about you, Lord Marlowe?"

      "Much as I'd like to stick around," said Jack, "my place is beside my prince."

      "Then I shall see you both this evening," said Aubrey, "and I bid you good afternoon, Your Highness."

      "And to you, Lady Aubrey," said Alric.

      

      Revi Bloom smiled back at Hayley, her happiness contagious. "Congratulations," he said, "you've earned it."

      "Did you know anything about it?" she asked.

      "No," he admitted, "it was a complete surprise to me."

      "I would never have expected it. What would my father have thought, I wonder?"

      "I expect he'd be as shocked as you," offered the mage. "Imagine, a poacher's daughter now a baroness."

      "It isn't as strange as you might think," offered a voice.

      They turned to see Commander Lanaka, the Kurathian warrior and leader of the light horse.

      "Why would you say that?" asked Revi.

      "I've been learning a lot about you Mercerians," he answered. "There were no nobles in the original founders, you know. It was simply mercenary captains giving themselves titles."

      "He's right," agreed Revi, "though that was quite some time ago."

      "Tell me, Lanaka," asked Hayley, "now that the war's over, what do you intend to do?"

      "Settle down, of course," he replied, "and maybe bring the word of the Saints to you heathens." He grinned to indicate he meant no offence.

      "So you're going to find yourself a nice little wife and put the horses out to pasture?" asked Hayley.

      "No," he replied, "I'm already married. A group of us are going home to retrieve our families. The princess promised us land grants if we settle. This is a rare opportunity for us."

      "Why?" asked Hayley. "Don't you have land for sale back home?"

      "No," Lanaka replied. "In the Kurathian Isles, there is no land available. It was portioned out long ago, and the islands are overcrowded. That's why we became mercenaries in the first place, to try to accumulate wealth."

      "How's that been working out for you?" asked Revi.

      "Not well, I'm afraid," confessed the mercenary, "but now you've given us a home. It means a lot."

      "And if the Kurathians invade us at some point in the future, will you fight them?" asked the mage.

      "Of course," he replied, "we are Mercerians now. We have pledged our service to the princess."

      "Well, I, for one," said Hayley, "am glad to have you on our side."

      "As am I," added Revi. "Now tell me, do Kurathians drink?"

      "Do fish swim?" asked Lanaka. "Of course we drink, I'd have thought you knew that by now."

      "Then maybe you might like to drop by later and share a drink with us?" said Revi.

      "With us?" said Hayley in surprise. "As in, we're sharing a house now?"

      "Well," said Revi, blushing slightly, "that is if you want to? I don't want to pressure you or anything."

      In answer, she turned back to Lanaka, "Yes, do come and visit US, Lanaka. I need witnesses."

      "I should be delighted," he said, "though I fear it will be after the council meeting."

      "Oh, yes," said Revi, "I'd forgotten about that. It'll probably go quite late."

      "We could do it tomorrow night," suggested Hayley.

      "Yes," agreed Revi, "right after I meet with the Mages Council."

      "That won't work," the ranger complained. “You're just setting it up, you'll be there all night."

      "How about the next day, then?" asked Revi.

      "I have to deal with reorganizing the rangers," said Hayley, "I told you that already."

      "Not to worry," said Lanaka, "we shall arrange it when we are all available, we are at peace now, after all. Don't worry, eventually we'll find time for merriment."

      

      Sir Arnim Caster, Knight of the Hound, looked over his soldiers. They were lined up in the hallway, waiting to take up their guard positions under his watchful eye.

      "Now, remember," he said, "the war might be over, but you must still be vigilant. If anything appears out of the ordinary, give a shout of warning. Is that clear?"

      "Yes, sir," they all replied.

      "Arnim," called out a familiar voice.

      The knight couldn't help but smile as his wife, Lady Nicole, entered the hallway.

      "There you are," she said, drawing closer. "What are you up to?"

      "I'm seeing to the Royal Guard," he explained. "This is no time to be lax about these things. There could be enemies at loose in the Palace."

      She looked at him in understanding, then continued with her interrogation. "Surely these men can deploy themselves? They've been at it now for weeks."

      "It is my duty," Arnim replied obstinately. "Why do you ask?"

      "I'm waiting for you to come and dance with me, husband," she said.

      "I'll be there as soon as my duty permits," he replied. "I promise, Nikki."

      A smirk fell across the face of one of the guards. Arnim wheeled on him suddenly, his face a mask of fury, "Something funny, Baker?"

      The man's face became set in stone, "No, sir. Sorry, sir."

      "Very well," Arnim said, eyeing the man carefully. He waited a moment longer before looking back to his wife, "I'll be along directly, my dear, as soon as I've seen to these..."

      "Soldiers?" she supplied.

      "Yes," he agreed, "though I'm loath to apply the name to them."

      Nikki watched as Arnim marched them down the hall and then turned the corner, disappearing from sight. She sighed and then resumed her journey to the great hall.

      

      Lord Richard Fitzwilliam watched as Princess Anna made her way through the crowd.

      "She looks so regal," said Albreda, "far older than the little girl I first met."

      "Indeed," said Fitz. "Did I ever tell you about the first time I met her?"

      "No," lied Albreda, who had heard the story many times before, "do tell."

      "I was visiting Uxley," he continued, "and Gerald and the princess played a prank on me, pretending she was a hunchback."

      "You should have known better," said Albreda, "and what if she had been? Would it have made any difference?"

      "Well, no, I suppose not," he sputtered.

      He was saved from further explanation by the arrival of the princess and Gerald.

      "Baron Fitzwilliam," said Anna, "so good of you to be here."

      "Your Highness," said Fitz, "it is my privilege."

      "Albreda," added Anna, "your presence is also greatly appreciated. I hear you'll be joining the discussion this evening?"

      "I shall," said Albreda. "This Mages Council sounds interesting."

      "That reminds me of something," said Anna, motioning to Sophie, who stood nearby. The young maid came forward, scroll case in hand. The princess took it, passing it to the druid.

      "What's this?" asked Albreda.

      "A Royal Pardon," replied Anna.

      "A what?" asked Fitz.

      "It came to my attention," said the princess, "that years ago, Albreda was found guilty of the crime of witchcraft."

      Fitz turned to the druid in surprise, "Is this true?"

      "It is," she admitted, "though I must confess I give it little thought these days."

      "I read the transcripts of the trial," said Anna, "and I must say it was a grave miscarriage of justice. I have used my prerogative to overrule the charges and to issue the pardon. You are now free to visit any part of the realm you wish, though I daresay you could have done that at any time without it."

      "I don't know what to say," admitted Albreda, "you've found me at a loss for words."

      "I'll take it," offered Fitz. "We can frame it and hang it somewhere for all to see."

      "Don't be ridiculous, Richard," said Albreda, "who wants to look at a pardon?"

      "I would," said the baron. "It will remind me of you when you're away."

      She smiled, "Very well, I accept your offer, Princess."

      "What do you plan to do now that the war's over?" asked Gerald.

      "I had thought to stay in Wincaster a little while," answered the druid, "then join the baron back in Bodden. I'm fascinated by this idea of a magic council. How do you see it working, Highness?"

      "I should think much like the one in Weldwyn," offered Anna. "In that kingdom, mages are not allowed to rule. Instead, they carry out their magical studies and act as a source of information for the crown."

      "A most logical way of organizing things," agreed Albreda. "I also thought I might pass on some of my knowledge, it appears some of our mages are lacking the basics of the craft."

      "You're speaking of Revi Bloom, aren't you?" said Gerald. "He's mostly self-taught."

      "So was I," defended Albreda, "and it didn't stop me from developing more power."

      "I wish you luck, then," offered Gerald, "you'll have a hard time dragging him away from the magical flames, or temples, or whatever it is we're calling them these days."

      "I believe the correct term is magical portals," offered Albreda, "though each mage seems to prefer their own name."

      "And what do you make of our mages?" asked Anna.

      "It's a diverse group," observed the druid. "A good choice to make up a council of spellcasters. I'm much impressed by Lady Aubrey, she has come a long way in her studies in rather a short time, the mark of a great mage. I look forward to working with her."

      "And the rest?" pressed Anna.

      "They are all men, and like most male mages, are consumed by their studies. I find women see the larger picture."

      "Which is?" asked Fitz.

      "We must establish a system of apprenticeship, or all of our knowledge will die with us. We can hardly return to the days before the war."

      "In that, we are in agreement," said Anna. "I know that Revi is proposing a school of some sort. I was planning on funding it, but with the expenses incurred by the war, that will have to be put on hold."

      "An academy," said Albreda, "I hadn't thought of that. I shall have to give it some consideration."

      "In the meantime," suggested the baron, "might I tempt you with a little Hawksburg red?"
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      Gerald looked around the table, taking in the faces of everyone present. Although technically it was the princess's advisory council, in reality, it was more like her family. He sat to Anna's left, with Tempus on the floor between them, gnawing away at a massive bone. To the other side sat Prince Alric, then the cavalier, Jack Marlowe. Anna had insisted on their presence since, as allies of Merceria, they would wish to be kept apprised of what was happening.

      Continuing down the table was Sir Arnim Caster and his wife, Lady Nicole, while just beyond them sat Captain Lanaka and the Kurathian mage, Kiren-Jool. On Gerald's other side sat Beverly, then her father, Baron Fitzwilliam and Albreda, along with Lady Aubrey. Rounding out the group was the Life Mage Revi Bloom and Dame Hayley. No, he corrected himself, she was Lady Hayley now.

      Gerald turned to Anna. "We're missing a few by my count," he said.

      Anna smiled. "You're correct," she agreed. "Our allies have returned to their respective homes, but they'll be back in due course."

      "When do you intend to introduce them to the court?" he asked.

      "All in good time," she said, rising from her seat, "but we have other matters to deal with first."

      Those in the room went quiet, looking to their princess to commence the proceedings.

      "I'm glad you're all here," Anna began. "The war has left us in a difficult situation, one which we must address immediately."

      "Which is?" asked Gerald.

      "I'm sorry to say," she continued, "that the kingdom is rather short on funds. My brother, Henry, used what little remained to shore up his army, leaving us, as the victors of the war, with little left to run the kingdom."

      She paused, inviting feedback.

      "What are we to do?" asked Aubrey.

      "A good question," said Anna, "and one to which we have several options, but I'd like your opinions before I make any decisions."

      "We'll have to reduce the army," said Fitz. "Maintaining a force of this size is too expensive, and as you've already indicated, the war IS over."

      "But we can't!" argued Arnim. "If we show weakness, the Norlanders will attack."

      "Then we need a compromise," said Gerald. "Keep the north armed and reduce troops in Wincaster."

      "Precisely my thoughts," said Anna. "I also wish to reorganize the army and make it more efficient."

      "What about our allies?" asked Fitz. "We have Dwarves, Orcs and Elves that helped us. What is to happen to their troops?"

      "The Elves have marched back to the Darkwood," explained Anna, "though Telethial will return shortly to represent her people in Wincaster."

      "And the Dwarves?" asked Arnim.

      "They have also returned home," Anna continued. "I have sent Herdwin to meet with their lord in the hopes of forging a more lasting bond."

      "Wait a moment," said Beverly, looking around the room, "I don't see Lily, where is she?"

      "She has undertaken a diplomatic mission to Erssa Saka'am to reconnect with her people. It is my desire that she eventually return to us to represent their interests."

      "And the Orcs and Trolls?" asked Arnim.

      "The Orcs have moved north," answered Gerald, "to patrol the border near Wickfield and Mattingly. They'll be based out of Hawksburg and help with the rebuilding effort, but will be able to respond quickly to any threat in the north. Captain Lanaka will be joining them once his horsemen have recovered."

      "I thought everyone was healed?" said Aubrey.

      "They are," replied Gerald, "but they have to break in new horses before they march. If you remember, they lost quite a few at the Battle of the Crossroads."

      "Yes," added Anna, "and the Trolls have moved into the swamp south of Colbridge. They'll be setting up a village at the mouth of the river and begin clearing it. With any luck, we'll be able to sail ships to the sea by next summer."

      "But we don't have any seagoing vessels!” argued Arnim.

      "WE do," said Alric, "and I can guarantee you they'd love to ship goods to Merceria, it's a whole new market for them. I would suggest you impose an import tax, nothing too severe, but it'll help defray some of your costs."

      "An excellent idea," agreed Anna, "and eventually, I'd like to see Mercerian ships returning the favour."

      "I'm sure the shipyards of Southport would love to sell you vessels," offered Jack.

      "A welcome offer," said Anna, "but one that will have to wait until we can afford it. Now, getting back to the army, I'm pleased to announce that I'm naming Gerald as marshal-general."

      "Surely the baron is better suited," deferred Gerald.

      "Nonsense," said Fitz. "You led the army to victory, you've earned it."

      "Then I'll accept, under one condition," replied Gerald.

      "Which is?" asked Anna in surprise.

      "The old organization doesn't work well. Instead of a marshal-general, I shall be just a marshal, with generals beneath me in the chain of command. That will allow us greater flexibility in the future. I'd like the army to be less dependent on a single leader."

      Anna nodded her head in agreement. "I like that," she said. "Who would you name as general, then?"

      "Baron Fitzwilliam," suggested Gerald, "if he would agree."

      "I would be honoured," said Fitz.

      "Of course," continued Gerald, "we'll have to draw up a list of responsibilities and such. I'd also like to appoint Beverly as commander of all horse troops."

      "And what would that entail?" asked Anna.

      "The complete reorganization of our cavalry forces. With few exceptions, our Mercerian horse is woefully under-trained. I thought we'd organize our light cavalry in a manner similar to the Kurathians. I know Beverly has some ideas on the subject, as well."

      "What say you, Beverly?" asked Anna. "Will you accept the position?"

      "I'd be delighted, Highness," replied the knight.

      "Anything else, Gerald?" asked Anna with a smile. "You seem to be particularly well-organized tonight."

      "I've been giving the rangers some thought," he replied.

      "As have I," confessed Anna. "In fact, I'd already approached Hayley with the idea of making some changes. Tell me what you have in mind, then I'll share my thoughts."

      "The rangers should be an important part of an army, acting as skirmishing troops, mounting pickets, watching for enemy troop movements and so on. This, of course, would only be during a time of war, but during peace, they'd have to train in these tactics.”

      “I agree,” said Anna, “and it would fit nicely with their current skill set.”

      “Excuse me,” interrupted Prince Alric, “but can you explain to me how rangers work? We have no such organization in Weldwyn.”

      “Certainly,” replied Anna. “The King's Rangers were originally created to protect the roads back in 600's. Banditry was rife, you see, and trade was grinding to a halt. The king hand-picked them to enforce his laws.”

      “So they were like a town guard?” said Alric.

      “Yes,” she said, “but with more authority. These days, though, they have the power of judge, jury, and executioner.”

      “Isn’t that little extreme?” asked Jack.

      “It has grown to be so,” said Anna, “and that has led to corruption and abuse of their power. That’s why we need to implement changes.”

      “So who's in charge of them?” asked Alric.

      “I am, now,” said Anna. "They report directly to the reigning monarch.”

      “You say they patrol the roads, I take it they do that individually?”

      “Usually,” said Anna, “though perhaps Hayley can tell you more.”

      “I’d be happy to explain,” said Hayley. She pulled forth her ranger medallion that was hanging around her neck. “This,’ she started, “is a ranger token. One side has the symbol of the rangers, the other, my number.”

      “Your number?” said Jack. “What’s that mean?”

      “Each ranger is issued a number,” Hayley explained. “They’re never repeated and are given out sequentially. It’s the closest thing to rank that rangers have.”

      “They have no rank?” said Alric in surprise. “How are they organized during war?”

      “When two or more rangers work together,” she explained, “the lowest number is considered senior.”

      “I see a problem with that,” said Jack. “It only looks at time served. Surely some rangers are more capable than others.”

      “True,” said Anna, “but most rangers operate alone. The system has worked well for more than three hundred years. It is only under King Andred’s reign that corruption has emerged on a large scale.”

      “So how do you propose to change that?” asked Alric.

      "I intend to create the office of High Ranger,” Anna explained, “and award the position to Hayley. All rangers would report directly to her, and she, in turn, to me. Of course, in wartime, they would be seconded to the army command. What do you think, Hayley?"

      "I think it's a grand idea," the ranger replied, "but are you sure I'm the one to command them?"

      "You're the most honest ranger I know," said Anna, "and trust me, I've met the worst example. I want the rangers to regain the respect they deserve. No more of this judge, jury, and executioner business. In future, all rangers must bring their charges to a court."

      "Understood," said Hayley, "and a welcome change it will be. Will I have the discretion to discharge those that break the rules?"

      "Yes," said Anna, "and revoke their lifetime ranger status. I'll leave the details up to you."

      "Very well, Highness," said Hayley, "I look forward to the challenge."

      "Don't rangers work by seniority?" asked Revi.

      "They do," agreed Hayley. "Each ranger has a number, the lower the number, the higher the seniority."

      "Well then," said Anna, "I shall issue an immediate order. From now on, Lady Hayley Chambers will be ranger number one."

      "What else have we to discuss?" asked Gerald.

      "The mastiffs," said Anna.

      "Oh yes," said Gerald, "we've sent them to Queenston, the open space there is much more suitable for them. Unfortunately, we have no way of replacing them."

      "Yes, we do," said Anna, smiling.

      "We do?"

      "Yes, we've sent for some breeding stock."

      "How did we arrange that?" asked Gerald.

      "With Captain Lanaka's help," said Anna.

      "Care to explain?" said Gerald, turning to the Kurathian.

      "Most certainly, my esteemed friend," the cavalry commander replied. "Many of my men travelled back to Weldwyn to take a ship home. They will return with their families, to make a life here in Merceria, and bring back the coveted breeding stock for the mastiffs, though it will likely take some time to do so."

      "How long, do you expect?" asked Gerald.

      "Perhaps a year, maybe more," said Lanaka. "The trip alone will take six months, but the courts of Kurathia are notoriously slow in handling requests."

      "I don't understand," offered Arnim, "why would the courts be needed?"

      Lanaka stroked his beard a moment before replying, "The Kurathian Isles are ruled by individual princes, each holding court separately from the others. They are constantly vying amongst themselves for power and influence. You see, each is an absolute ruler, controlling much of life for the average person. In order to bring back our families, we will need permission from our princes, but it will take considerably more effort to convince them to release hounds to our care."

      "But you think it possible?" asked Gerald.

      "I do," Lanaka replied. "The breeders have been asking for exports for some time."

      "I'd have thought they'd like to keep the mastiffs exclusively for their own use," suggested Arnim.

      "The mastiffs were not originally Kurathian," explained Lanaka, "but came to the islands after being captured on the battlefield."

      "How interesting," said Anna, "I'd love to know more."

      "Alas, so would I," offered Lanaka, "but I'm afraid Kurathian history is not my strong point."

      "Let's return to this reorganization you mentioned," interrupted Arnim. "How would it work?"

      "Men would still be organized into companies," explained Gerald, "but a larger, more fixed framework would be used in times of war. Baron Fitzwilliam and I have discussed some ideas. Would you like to comment, my lord?" He looked to Fitz.

      "Saxnor's sake, Gerald!" the baron exclaimed. "You can't keep calling me 'my lord' if I'm going to be working under your command. You must call me Fitz, or at least just Baron."

      "Now, now, Richard," soothed Albreda, "we're all new to this. You must give him time."

      "Please continue, Baron," said Anna.

      "If you remember," began Fitz, "when we marched on Eastwood back in '60, we organized the army into brigades. It is my suggestion that we formalize that structure. Each brigade would be assigned elements of a supporting nature, such as smiths and wagons and such. In peacetime, the brigades would hold nothing but these extra troops, but in times of war, they would be assigned companies as needed."

      "And these brigades," said Beverly, "would take care of all supply matters?"

      "Yes," the baron agreed, "precisely, my dear."

      "It will take some trial and error," added Gerald, "but the baron and I agreed we'd start in Bodden, forming the first such brigade there."

      "Yes," agreed Fitz, "it will let us smooth out the wrinkles and make changes as we go. Once we've reached something that works, we'll duplicate our success elsewhere."

      "It sounds like our plans for the army are well in hand," offered Aubrey, "but what of other things, the Nobles Council, for example?"

      "That is a little more complicated," replied Anna. "As sovereign of Merceria, I can do as I please with the army, but I need the approval of the Nobles Council to change the laws of the land, and that includes adding new seats to said council."

      "You wanted to add our allies to the council, didn't you? How do you plan to proceed?" asked Aubrey.

      "Slowly," said Anna. "I can appoint nobles to fill vacancies, but I must be cognizant of the inheritance laws. My first priority is to convince them to change the laws of succession."

      "I'm not sure I follow," said Lanaka.

      "At present, in Merceria," the princess continued, "only men may inherit unless there is no male descendant. I intend to change the law to allow the eldest to inherit, regardless of gender. It also means I'll still rule as queen once I'm married."

      "I'd be interested to know how Prince Alric feels about that," said Arnim.

      "I've discussed this with Anna a few times," said the prince, "and I have no problem with it. I was raised as the third son of the King of Weldwyn, and I have no expectations as far as the crown is concerned. In fact, we're going to hold off the announcement of our engagement until the princess can amend the laws. In the meantime, I can at least help with your army problem."

      "How so?" asked Revi.

      "I'll place my personal army under the command of the marshal here."

      "How many troops is that?" asked Arnim.

      "One hundred horsemen," said Alric, "not including my personal guards who I'll still need to protect me on occasion. My father has also agreed to send some troops to help bolster your defences until you can get things in order."

      "I would have thought he'd just allow us to use the soldiers you brought to Wincaster for the siege," said Arnim.

      "No," replied the prince, "those men didn't volunteer for long term duty. With the war over, they want nothing more than to get back to their families. Those that come in future will be expecting a longer stay."

      "It's greatly appreciated," said Fitz. "We owe you a great debt, Prince Alric."

      "It's my pleasure," replied the prince. "My father also expressed an interest in a treaty of defence."

      "Which is?" asked Hayley.

      Alric looked to Anna, allowing her to explain. "It's an idea that I've read about," she said. "Both kingdoms would agree to come to the other's aid in times of war."

      "So we'd be permanent allies," said Arnim.

      "Only in regards to defence," clarified Anna. "If we were to take aggressive action, attacking Norland, for example, they would not be bound by it. If, however, we were attacked, they would come to our aid, as we would if the situation were reversed."

      "It certainly gives us some breathing room," said Gerald, "and the men of Weldwyn would be welcomed in Merceria. They were very much appreciated during the war."

      "The defence agreement isn't signed yet," warned Anna. "I have to be crowned first, and there's still much work to be done before that can happen."

      "Then when can we expect the coronation, Highness?" asked Aubrey.

      "That depends on the Nobles Council," Anna replied, "but I should like to have it next summer. That is the traditional time for an enthronement. Now, I've kept you here for quite some time, and I know there's a lot of work still to do. I shall let you be about your duties."

      They all rose, making their way from the room. The princess had made it known that these meetings were to be as informal as possible, eschewing the normal practises of court, and so they drifted off, each deep in conversation with their peers.

      The room cleared, save for Anna, Gerald, Aubrey, and of course, Tempus.

      "That went well," commented Aubrey.

      "Yes," agreed Anna, "though I rather suspect most knew what to expect. I haven't exactly been quiet about the changes I'd like to make."

      "So what's next?" asked Aubrey.

      "Gerald, here, will take care of the changes to the army while you and I delve into Mercerian law."

      "That sounds about as exciting as breaking a leg," responded Aubrey.

      "Yes," agreed the princess, "but at least you can heal a broken leg with a spell. I fear making changes to the laws will be much more difficult."
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      Beverly halted Lightning and stared. The barracks of the Wincaster Light Horse stood before her, looking much as it had all those years ago when she had been their captain. She remembered the miserable state she had initially found it in and all the work that had gone towards improving it. Now, she wondered how much of that still remained.

      Urging her mount forward, the great beast responded instantly, perhaps recognizing the area himself. Halting in the practice yard, she waited, knowing full well that her presence could not help but be noticed.

      Sure enough, a soldier exited the offices, and as he drew closer, she recognized him as Sergeant Hugh Gardner, the very same man that had served her back in '54. He walked across the yard, halting just before her and stood smartly.

      "Captain," he said, a smile on his face, "good to see you again, ma'am."

      "And you, Hugh," she responded. "Tell me, how have the men been?"

      "As well as can be expected," the sergeant replied, his tone hesitant.

      "That doesn't fill me with confidence," she said. "Let's have a look around, shall we?"

      Beverly dismounted, leaving Lightning to make his own way to the water trough, while Sergeant Gardner led her towards the company's offices.

      "Are you here to resume command?" asked the Sergeant.

      "No," she responded, "I'm the new commander of all cavalry forces. This company is under my chain of command now, though your captain remains responsible for all company matters. Tell me, is Captain Eldridge still here?"

      "He is," confirmed Gardner, "not that we see much of him these days."

      Beverly halted a moment, causing her guide to also stop. "When was the last time you saw him?"

      "Almost a month ago," said the sergeant. "He tells us he's a busy man."

      "Busy doing what?" asked Beverly, resuming her march.

      "I have no idea, ma'am," said Gardner. "I asked him once, but he told me it was no concern of mine."

      "You still have officer's quarters here?" she asked.

      "We do," he confessed, "but the captain spends no time there."

      They entered the company offices, and Beverly looked around. It hadn't changed much since she left; there was a desk and some shelves, but little else of interest save a couple of chairs. She sat at the desk to see the company ledger open before her.

      "Is this up to date?" she asked, pointing at the book.

      "It is," said the sergeant, "or at least it was yesterday."

      She looked through the entries, paying particular attention to the last few pages. It was hard to read, and she struggled to make out the words written in the awful penmanship.

      "Whose writing is this?" she enquired. "It's almost illegible."

      "Mine, I'm afraid."

      "Why are you doing this?" she asked. "That's the captain's job."

      "The captain hasn't been here," the sergeant replied, "and someone had to do it, or we wouldn't be able to collect our pay."

      "There are several mistakes here," said Beverly, in an irritated tone.

      "Sorry, ma'am," said Gardner.

      She softened her tone, "It's not your fault, Sergeant. You never should have been put into this situation."

      She closed the ledger, returning her gaze to Gardner.

      "So tell me, Hugh, how are the men, really?"

      "Well enough," the sergeant replied, "but I'm afraid things haven't been the same since you left."

      "Do they still follow the guidelines I left behind?"

      "I'm afraid not," said Hugh. "The captain ordered them thrown out. Took too much effort, he said. I hate to speak ill of the man, but he shows no interest in us at all, other than collecting his pay, that is."

      "I see," said Beverly. "I shall have to have a chat with this captain of yours. He has a house somewhere in the noble's quarter, doesn't he?"

      "He does," admitted the sergeant. "If you examine the orders book, you'll see he's had men dispatched there on occasion."

      "Why would he do that?" she asked.

      "He uses the men to supplement his staff when he has parties."

      "He what?" she asked in shock.

      "Here, let me show you," said Gardner. He retrieved the orders book from the shelf, placing it on the table, then skimmed through its pages, stopping when he found what he was looking for.

      "You taught us to record all orders we received," he continued, "a habit we've kept up with over the years. You can see an entry here." He turned the book for Beverly to view.

      She looked at the entry. Twelve men had been assigned to an address not far from the Palace.

      "I take it this is the captain's address?" she asked, pointing at the entry.

      "It is," the sergeant confirmed.

      "Good, I think I shall pay him a visit."

      "What do you want us to do, ma'am?" asked Gardner. "Do we still call you ma'am?"

      "Commander will do," she replied, "or you can call me Dame Beverly. I'd like you to prepare the captain's room."

      "For what, Commander?"

      "Either Captain Eldridge will be taking up residence here, or you'll have a new captain by dinner time."

      "I'll get right on it," promised the sergeant.

      

      Beverly returned to the Palace, intending to walk to the house of Captain Eldridge. She saw to Lighting first, then continued on her way, still in full armour. It wasn't a far distance, and she soon found herself staring at a well-situated house, embellished with carved white bricks. To the side was a carefully manicured garden, indicating that great care had been taken in the upkeep of the grounds.

      She advanced to the door, where a brass knocker was visible. It was highly polished, so much so that she could see her reflection on it. She grasped the knocker, using it to rap three times on the door.

      Footsteps approached, and then a man who looked to be in his forties opened the door.

      "Yes?" he said.

      "Is your master home?" asked Beverly.

      "He is," the man responded, "but he is entertaining a guest. Might I enquire as to who you are?"

      "My name is Beverly Fitzwilliam," she replied, "Commander Beverly Fitzwilliam."

      If she had expected him to recognize the name, she was deeply disappointed. The servant simply stared at her as if she were a merchant.

      "And the nature of your visit?" he pressed.

      "I am his new commanding officer," she said, "and I thought it best to introduce myself." She had remained polite, though the servant's lack of deference annoyed her.

      "Very well," the man said, sounding as if this was a major inconvenience, "if you'll come with me, I'll show you to the sitting room."

      He turned his back on her, annoying her further, but she stifled the urge to yell at him, instead following him into the house. Beverly was led down a hallway into a small room off the eastern side. The servant opened it, beckoning her to enter.

      "You can wait here," he said, "and I'll let my master know you wish to speak with him."

      "Will Captain Eldridge be long?" she asked, as politely as possible.

      "I have no idea," the man replied. He left, closing the door behind him.

      Beverly looked about the room at what appeared to be comfortable chairs, as well as a window, but what drew her attention the most were the artifacts. It seemed Captain Eldridge liked the military life, for there was a collection of swords and shields mounted on the walls, and even a suit of well-worn chainmail, decorating a mannequin, sitting in a place of honour.

      She moved towards the fireplace to warm herself on this cool autumn afternoon. Above the mantle was a large painting. She had seen paintings before, of course, for Bodden held a very lifelike representation of her mother, but the picture here depicted a battle of some sort. She was examining the details when she heard voices in the hallway, and a moment later, the door opened, revealing Captain Eldridge and another man she didn't recognize.

      "I know you," said Eldridge, "you're that Fitzwilliam woman. Beverly, wasn't it?"

      "Yes," she said.

      He turned to his companion, "I took over the Wincaster Light Horse from her back in '54."

      "That's correct," said Beverly.

      "What brings you to my estate?" Eldridge asked.

      "Matters of the army," she said, looking at his companion. "Are you going to introduce us?"

      "Pardon my manners," said Eldridge. "Landry, this is Dame Beverly Fitzwilliam, Knight of the Hound. Beverly, this is Lord Landry Pearson, second cousin to Lord Alexander Stanton, the Earl of Tewsbury. Have you met before?"

      "No," said Beverly.

      "Charmed," replied Lord Pearson.

      "Please," asked Eldrige, "have a seat, will you? You too, Landry. Some wine, perhaps?"

      "I still have mine," said Pearson, "though perhaps the lady would care to imbibe?"

      "No, thank you," said Beverly.

      "Now," said the Captain, "what is it you'd like to talk to me about?"

      "The Wincaster Light Horse," she said.

      "What about them?" asked Eldridge.

      "You are still their captain, are you not?" she asked.

      "I am," he nodded. "Why?"

      "I just came from their barracks. It seems their books are in poor shape.

      "What if they are?" asked Eldridge. "It's of no concern to you?"

      "I beg to differ," she said politely. "It is of immense interest to me."

      "Why would my company be of interest to you?" he asked. "You gave up that command years ago."

      "I see your confusion," she said. "I forgot to mention that I am now commander of all cavalry in Merceria."

      "You're what?" said Eldrige in astonishment.

      "I am the Commander of Horse," she clarified, "and your direct superior."

      "I was not informed of such," he protested.

      "I'm informing you now," she said, "and I'm informing you that in future, you will billet with your men one out of every two days."

      "I'm to what?" he stammered. "You can't order me about like this."

      "I can, and I am," she replied.

      "This is highly irregular," he argued. "You can't be my superior, the Wincaster Light Horse reports directly to the marshal-general."

      "Changes are being made to the army of Merceria," she said, remaining calm. "You must adapt or surrender your command."

      "What in blazes are you talking about?" Pearson interrupted.

      "This doesn't concern you, Lord," said Beverly. "It is a matter of military discipline."

      "You wouldn't know discipline if it hit you in the face," accused Eldridge.

      "Are you familiar with my career?" she asked.

      "I can't say that I am," said Eldridge, "though it matters little. I know my rights."

      "Your rights?" queried Beverly.

      "Yes," he admonished, "I shall take it to your superior, the marshal-general."

      "Which is it?" she asked. "The marshal or the general? The ranks have been split, you see."

      "Then I shall take the matter to the marshal himself," the captain vowed.

      "You're welcome to do so," she said, pleased with herself for not losing her temper. "Now, gentlemen, if you'll excuse me, I have other matters that need my attention. Good day, Lord Pearson, Lord Eldridge, I'll let myself out."

      She bowed her head slightly then left the room, making her way to the front door. It would be interesting to see what Gerald made of the man's request, she thought. She must remind herself to check in with him later to learn of his decision.

      

      Gerald looked down at the map spread out before him on the table.

      "I suppose we could split the Kurathians between Bodden and Hawksburg," he said.

      "I wouldn't," advised Fitz. "They operate better as a group, and I don't really need any more cavalry, I've still got the Bodden Horse."

      "A good point," said Gerald. "What else have we got?"

      In answer, Fitz looked down at his list, just as there was a knock at the door.

      "Enter," commanded Gerald.

      A young soldier poked his head in, "A visitor for you, sir. A man named Eldridge, a captain, I believe."

      "Very good, Hill," said Gerald. "Send him in, will you?"

      "That's unexpected," said Fitz.

      "Yes," agreed Gerald, "it seems I'm popular today."

      "Indeed," said the baron, "shall I leave?"

      "No," said Gerald, "we still have lots of work to do. This will likely only take a moment. Probably someone wants a promotion or something."

      Once more, Hill opened the door, revealing a very well-dressed man.

      "Captain Eldridge?" asked Gerald.

      The captain entered, surprised by the sight of Gerald. Although the man was the marshal of the realm, he wore simple clothes, and within the safety of the Palace, he had even eschewed his regular chain mail shirt.

      Fitz looked at the visitor. "Speak, man," he commanded.

      "Sorry, my lord," said Eldridge, turning his attention to the baron. "I was expecting the marshal. I was told he was here?"

      "He is," said Fitz, pointing at Gerald. "This IS Marshal Matheson."

      "I'm sorry, sir," apologized Eldridge. "I didn't realize."

      "What can I do for you today, Captain?" asked Gerald.

      "I'm here to register a complaint," said the visitor.

      "Interesting," mused Fitz.

      "What type of complaint?" asked Gerald.

      "I have been treated in a most uncivilized manner," the man sputtered.

      "Go on," urged Gerald, "I'm listening."

      "I was ordered to take up residence in a barracks, my lord."

      "Marshal," corrected Gerald.

      "Pardon?" said Eldridge.

      "I'm not a lord," explained Gerald, "you call me sir or marshal, not Lord."

      "Sorry, sir."

      "Now, tell me about this treatment of yours. What were you ordered to do again?"

      "Live in the barracks with the men," complained the captain.

      "I see," mused Gerald, "and who gave you this order?"

      "A woman," said Eldridge, disgust evident on his face, "Dame Beverly Fitzwilliam."

      Gerald turned to the baron, and with a smirk, asked, "Have you heard of this woman, General?"

      "I have a passing acquaintance with her," Fitz admitted. "I hear she can be quite stubborn at times."

      "I've heard that too," agreed Gerald, looking once more to their visitor. "Tell me more, Captain."

      "She claimed to outrank me, sir, and proceeded to order me about like a common soldier."

      Gerald nodded his head in understanding. "I see," he said. "Anything else?"

      "Yes," the man exclaimed, "the woman had the gall to come to my home, of all places!"

      "How terrible for you," commiserated Gerald.

      "The nerve," added Fitz, enjoying himself far too much.

      "And she said if I didn't comply," added Eldridge, warming to the task, "that I'd have to resign my position as captain!"

      "Ah," said Gerald, "now I see. You've come to offer your resignation." He turned back to the baron, "I think that's your responsibility, General."

      "Is it?" replied Fitz. "I don't think so. Surely, as the marshal, that's yours?"

      "I'm not here to resign," interrupted Eldridge, "I want the situation resolved."

      "And you want us to resolve it for you," said Gerald, "is that it?"

      "Yes, sir."

      "And you will abide by our decision?" asked Fitz.

      "Of course, my lord," swore Eldridge.

      "Very well," said Gerald, "tell me, General Fitzwilliam, what are your thoughts on this matter?"

      Eldridge's eyes almost popped out at the mention of the baron's name.

      "I think the answer is quite clear, don't you?" suggested Fitz.

      "I'd have to agree," said Gerald, turning to the captain one final time. "Captain Eldridge, Commander Beverly Fitzwilliam is your commanding officer. Since you have seen fit to question her orders, I will accept your resignation, effective immediately."

      "But you can't," objected Eldridge.

      "I can, and I have," said Gerald, "and if I hear any more complaints from you on this matter, I shall have you arrested."

      "For what?" sputtered Eldridge.

      "For disobeying the lawful order of a superior officer," explained Gerald.

      The man paled even more, and for a moment, Gerald wondered if he might pass out.

      "Hill!" called Gerald.

      The door opened a moment later, "Yes, sir?"

      "Have guards escort this man from the premises, would you? And if he gives you any trouble, feel free to use force."

      "I must object," said Eldridge.

      "A lively one," commented Fitz.

      "You are free to go over my head if you like," said Gerald, "but I doubt the princess will have time to see you, she has much more important matters at hand. I suggest you accept my decision with grace and humility. Take him away, Hill."

      "Yes, sir," promised the guard. Hill waved his hands in the direction of the door then followed as the ex-captain was escorted from the room. The door closed, leaving Gerald and Fitz once more alone in the room.

      "That was interesting," noted Fitz.

      "He's another Captain Walters," said Gerald.

      "Ah, yes," said Fitz, "the man that caused the riots back in '53. I do hope this one proves to be less troublesome."

      "You think I handled that badly?" asked Gerald.

      "No, my dear fellow. I think you handled it admirably. We need less of those spoiled rich officers and more professionals in this army of ours. Now, shall we get back to work?"
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