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PROLOGUE




 


When the story ends one says, “And they lived
happily ever after.”

For those of us among the Faer Folke whose
task it is to watch and give aid, this is hardly a satisfactory
ending. The lives of people are lived in many stories, especially
among the Landed, or those who, in the mists of early time, gave up
their magic. In that early time, all human beings had magic. But
those who became what we call the Landed gave their magic up to own
things, especially land. We, the Faer Folke, have all we need, but
we cannot build up wealth and the power over others that comes with
wealth. As a result, our lives are much longer, but much simpler
and our stories are much shorter.

Not so among the Landed, especially those
whose lives cross with ours. Time was, we crossed back and forth
quite frequently. True, those of the Landed who had power were bent
on making those under them fear us. And magic, once lost is very
hard to regain. But as the Landed grew more Enlightened and began
to serve reason and logic, as their numbers grew and ours
diminished, we found fewer and fewer reasons to walk among them and
kept more and more to the wild places where their clamor and their
lust for wealth could not bother us.

That’s why those of us who choose to watch
and give aid are honored among us. We do not forget those who have
lost their magic, either by greed or by falling in love. It’s
difficult work. Our magic, when we’re among the Landed, is very
weak and we cannot always protect our loved ones from harm or hurt.
That’s why we are also the storytellers because we have the tales
to tell.

Which is why I’ve taken up this tale. The
first part has been told many, many times and in many ways. I had
watched over young Ella for many years, protecting her as best I
could from one who had left our number to pursue her love of gold.
I had also watched over Steffan, whose grandmother was one of our
own. She had left us to marry one of the Landed but eventually
managed to return to us.

This tale actually begins long before Steffan
and Ella were even born. It happened in Panomia, one of several
tiny kingdoms on the edge of the wild lands where many of us Faer
Folke had settled. Elsewhere in the world, there were revolutions
and talk of setting up republics. Few in this region thought much
about their kings unless provoked.

And the people of Panomia were provoked.
Their king, Bartholemew, had ascended his throne as a
twelve-year-old boy, so his much older sister, Princess Adele,
reigned as regent in his stead. However, she was greedy and began
taxing her people in order to build up the army and take over one
or more of the neighboring kingdoms. Her people were very angry and
they planned a revolt. Young Bartholemew, who had turned sixteen by
then, wrested control of the government from Princess Adele and
managed to peaceably put down the revolt. He encouraged Desmond,
the Duke of Raultberg, to marry Princess Adele.

Adele was furious that she’d been put aside
in favor of her brother, a mere slip of a boy, simply because he
was male and she wasn’t. She bided her time, eventually giving
birth to four daughters. The first, Lanicia, was taught all the
customs and the manners of an heir to the throne, what Adele felt
was her true station in life. The two middle daughters died young.
The youngest, Marcella, was spared her mother’s bitterness and
became a great favorite in the court of King Bartholemew.

King Bartholemew grew in wisdom, and upon
achieving his majority, fell in love with and married the Lady
Adriana, of Greenwaldt, not knowing that Adriana’s mother was of
the Faer Folke. Several years passed before Steffan was born to the
young king and queen. There had been several failed pregnancies and
two more infants who did not survive their first years.

When Steffan achieved his majority, there was
great interest in who he would marry. But he found Ella, a young
duchess kept in hiding by her stepmother. At the same time,
Steffan’s cousin Marcella, who was close to Steffan’s age, fell in
love with Steffan’s best friend, Chester duGrackel, a commoner. It
was hardly the usual sort of friendship for a young prince, but
that is yet another tale. Duke Desmond did not approve of the
prince’s commoner friend, even after Steffan had given Chester the
Barony of Fin Reache, thus elevating his status. The duke would not
have allowed his daughter Marcella to marry Chester, except that
the two had married in secret anyway shortly before Steffan and
Ella’s wedding.

Five years after Steffan and Ella’s wedding,
the kingdom was waiting.

 


 



Chapter One




 


Steffan's father, King Bartholemew, was ill and had
been for many months. Few thought he would recover. On the day of
Steffan’s fifth wedding anniversary, the old king rallied. Steffan
spent a couple pleasant hours with his father that afternoon,
visiting and sharing with him the affairs of state that Steffan had
been managing during Bartholemew's illness. The king was pleased
and sent Steffan to spend some time alone with Ella, as was their
custom on their anniversary.

Steffan took her to the private garden behind
the palace. It was spring, and the rich, mossy scent of a renewed
earth filled the air. It had rained most of the week before, part
of the usual spring storms. But that day, there was sunshine.
Finally able to relax after weeks of worry, Steffan and Ella ran
about like children, chasing each other breathlessly, as the sun
began its downward course to the horizon.

Laughing, Steffan captured her.

“It's not fair!” she gasped, laughing also.
“You run me about until I'm exhausted, and then you grab me.”

“It's correct strategy, according to all the
books,” Steffan replied. He held up a satin slipper. “Besides, you
lost your shoe again.”

“Oh dear, I have. I thought I felt rather
wet.”

“You're good at that, you know.”

She shook her head smiling, as she leaned
against him and replaced the errant slipper.

“You'll never let me forget, will you?” she
chuckled.

“Never.” He gently held her face. “Not when
that's how I finally caught up to you. Oh, Ella. I've been so happy
since that night.”

She gazed at him fondly. “And I have, too.
You've been so good to me.”

“It's the least I can do. Never again will
you wear anything but the finest silks and satins.”

“May I please have a bit of wool in the
winter so I don't freeze?”

“Why certainly, Madam, but only the best
lambs' wool. I don't want anything harsh touching your skin
again.”

“Steffan, you're being silly. I wouldn't be
able to kiss one of little Barth's beloved monsters, and that would
break our son’s heart. Nor would I be able to change Alicia's
bottom.”

“You can let the nursemaid do that.”

“Which I often do. But I'm not so grand a
lady I can't take care of my own daughter.”

“Well, Alicia doesn't need to be changed
anymore, anyway.”

“She still has accidents. She's only two.
Even Barth still has them every now and then.”

“I know.” Steffan grimaced, thinking of his
four-year-old son and his uncle, the Duke of Raultberg. “I was
there for the last one. I can't fault Barth. Uncle Desmond has been
terribly moody since Aunt Adele died, and he was always a very
imposing fellow, to begin with.” Steffan paused. “Why am I talking
about him? Relatives are the last thing I want to talk about right
now.”

“We were talking about our children.”

“They are dear, but I'd rather focus my
attention on you.”

Steffan wrapped his arms around her, and they
kissed, warm and full of strong love.

At the same time, the hands of the cathedral
tower clock ground into place, and the great chimes sang out over
almost all of the city. Steffan pulled away and glared in the
direction of the clock tower in mock irritation.

“Forever interrupting us,” he sighed. “I'm
afraid my dearest, we’d best head home.”

“It would be nice to see the children before
they’re sent to bed.”

By the time the clock tower rang out the next
hour, Steffan and Ella’s coach pulled up in front of the townhouse
where they lived in the capital city. They could have lived at the
palace. But Queen Adriana had said even before they were married
that a bit of independence was the best thing for the young couple.
So the two lived in the home in the city where Ella had grown
up.

The next day, Steffan and Ella returned to
the palace, this time with their children and the nursemaid. The
children would spend their morning visiting their grandfather and
grandmother. Steffan and Ella also got a chance to spend time with
the ailing king. But then it came time to focus on affairs of
state, in particular, the ambassador from Karperia, who had arrived
late the night before. The visit had been arranged over the past
week or so, and it was hardly the first such visit by an ambassador
from a neighboring kingdom since the king had fallen ill.

By the middle of the afternoon, Steffan and
Ella were standing in the council room greeting Lord Aldebont,
Minister of State of the neighboring kingdom of Karperia, and his
retinue.

After the initial introductions, the ladies
retired to the salon, except Ella, who remained at her husband's
side. Aldebont seemed slightly perturbed by this, and after one or
two awkward glances, nodded.

“Dear princess, if you are concerned for my
needs,” he said, “I assure you, they have been fully met.”

“Your Lordship is most kind to reassure me,”
replied Ella.

Steffan smiled. “I suspect it is not the
usual custom in your country for the ladies of the court to join
their husbands in conferences. It's a relatively new custom here.
My mother always accompanies my father. He is fond of saying that
she is his best counselor. My wife has been blessed with similar
gifts of wisdom and discretion, so I do the same.”

“As your father rules well, and is loved by
his people, you are wise to follow his example.” Aldebont shifted.
He was not comfortable with the situation, and even more disquieted
by his mission. “However, if Your Highness will forgive me, I have
been asked by my sovereign to deliver my message to His Majesty's
ears only.”

“A fair request,” said Steffan. “But,
unfortunately, not a feasible one. As I'm sure you're aware, my
father is ill.”

“I trust it's not serious.”

Steffan nodded, fully aware of what Aldebont
was really asking.

“It has been quite serious, I’m afraid,”
Steffan said, trying to sound reassuring nonetheless. “Fortunately,
he seems to be improving. Our physician is still insisting that he
rest completely. Your Lordship may be assured that my ears are
his.”

“Were my mission not so urgent, I might wait,
begging Your Highness's pardon.”

“Granted. Your first allegiance is to your
king, and his particular orders.” Stephan smiled graciously but
groaned inwardly.

“You are most kind, Your Highness.” Aldebont
sighed. “I do not wish to be the bearer of bad news, but my
sovereign has been much concerned by the recent activities of Duke
Desmond of Raultberg. He seems to be gathering an army together,
and rules his duchy with an iron fist.”

“We are aware of his actions.” Steffan
smiled. The last thing he wanted was for Aldebont to know the truth
about what was going on in the Duchy of Raultberg. “Our current
course is to discourage his militia. If he continues, revenues from
his duchy will become forfeit. We are trying to avoid sending the
guard out against him, but we will if necessary. As for his duchy,
the people there are very proud, and will not accept an over strong
hand. They are also very loyal to the crown first, and then their
duke. I'm afraid my uncle is not very popular there. We keep a
close watch on Uncle Desmond.”

“That is somewhat consoling. We've been
hearing the most alarming rumors, especially regarding His
Majesty's health.”

Steffan nodded. “It hasn't been good.
However, we are looking to his recovery. And even if we weren’t, my
father’s succession is firmly established through me. These past
few months I've been working in his stead. You may assure your
sovereign that should the worst happen, the transfer of power will
go smoothly. And I am quite prepared to deal firmly with the Duke
of Raultberg.”

Aldebont nodded. “You have given me more than
I had hoped. With Your Highness's permission, I should like to
leave tomorrow to make haste back to my kingdom, and report to my
sovereign.”

“You may go.”

Steffan waited while Aldebont left, then
turned to Ella

“He's still not satisfied,” she observed.

Steffan rubbed his face with his hands. “And
what more could I have said to him?”

“Nothing. Your father has been gravely ill,
and a change of government makes everyone nervous.”

“The vultures. They could at least wait until
it's happened.”

Ella smiled. “And be out-strategized by
someone else?”

A dull thud and outcry outside the chamber
caused Steffan's face to light up. “Chester's here.”

The door opened, and a young man Steffan's
age walked in, nursing his elbow. Lord Chester duGrackel, Baron of
Fin Reache and friend since boyhood of Prince Steffan, was not
happy.

“Even when there's nothing for me to fall
over,” he grumbled, then suddenly made a grand bow. “Your Royal
Highnesses.”

“Well, what brings your lordship here?”
Steffan asked.

“The king. What else?” Chester shrugged and
found a chair. Sitting without invitation in the crown prince's
presence was a very special privilege that had been officially
granted the Baron of Fin Reache. “My fair wife and I were told that
your father was expected to expire at any moment. Marcella was
devastated and insisted that we come so that we might see her dear
uncle one last time. We've since found that he's likely to continue
a while longer. The ghouls, ready to bury the poor man before he's
drawn his last breath.”

“Everyone is tense these days,” sighed
Steffan.

“A slight understatement, dear friend. Was
that not Lord Aldebont of Karperia I saw in the corridor?”

“It was.” Ella led her husband to a chair and
gently pushed him down on it. “He came for much the same reason as
you. They're also concerned about the Duke of Raultberg.”

“Hah!” Chester snorted. “He is not the one
you have to worry about. The duke, also known as my dear
father-in-law, is just barely sane. Marcella's sister Lanicia, on
the other hand, she's the dangerous one. I should warn you,
Steffan, there is more than a little truth in the rumors that Lady
Lanicia believes she should be the heir and not you.”

“How could that be?” asked Ella. “Her mother
only ruled as regent. Princess Adele couldn't possibly have hoped
to ascend the throne, not while there was a son living.”

“I'm not sure exactly,” said Steffan. “That
all happened years before any of us were born. I'm told that Aunt
Adele was very bitter that my father should have primacy over her
just because he was a boy, even though he was so much younger than
she was. That was one of the reasons she raised taxes and built up
the army to conquer Leiderkeit and Karperia. She hoped to get
support and stay in power. Father took power while he was just
sixteen and then the people revolted anyway. Aunt Adele supposedly
tried to blame the revolt on my father and take the throne from
him. Fortunately, Father was able to keep enough of the army on his
side. And that’s why she was married off to Uncle Desmond.”

Chester shook his head. “They should have
done the same to Lanicia and married her off to someone strong with
a good solid holding, instead of the landless little flop she did
marry. May he rest in peace.”

“I agree,” said Steffan. “But I couldn't say
that to the Karperian ambassador.”

“They've nothing to worry about, in any
case,” Chester replied. “Lanicia couldn’t care less about them. Her
eye is on Leiderkeit, which Raultberg also borders. Not only is it
larger, she's still peeved because King John refused to marry
her.”

Steffan laughed. “And I told him not to. John
is too good a friend to wish Lanicia on him. Luckily for him, he's
got two good brothers, and doesn't need an heir as urgently.”

“It's not entirely lucky since it's aroused
Lanicia's wrath. And she thinks often how she's next in line for
the throne, after you, little Barth and Alicia.” Chester shuddered.
“Lanicia's a devious one. I can't think of anything she wouldn't do
to achieve her ends. She's got her father completely under her
control. She doesn't like me particularly, but tolerates me because
of being married to her sister.”

“Speaking of Marcella,” asked Ella. “Where is
she?”

“On her way here, I would imagine,” Chester
answered. “She wanted to greet the queen first.”

“I suggest we go find them then,” said
Steffan, getting up. “I was planning on spending some time with
Mother before we send the children home for their dinner.”

Queen Adriana’s face lit up as her son and
daughter-in-law entered the salon where she’d been playing with her
grandchildren. Lady Marcella, Steffan’s cousin and Chester’s wife
stood by.

“Hello, my darlings,” Adriana crooned.

“Hello, Mother.” Steffan went over and kissed
his mother on the cheek. “How are you managing with our little
ones?”

“Mama!” Barth yelped and rushed to his
mother’s arms as Alicia whined and ran for her mother also.

“Well enough, dearest,” Adriana said. “As you
can see, they’re feeling the same worry we’ve all had these
days.”

“Indeed,” said Ella as she cuddled her
children. “Madam Mother, would you mind terribly if I sent them
home with their nurse?

“I wouldn’t mind a bit,” Adriana said with a
weary smile. “I suspect keeping them to their normal routine is the
best thing for them right now.”

“I fear so,” Ella said and rang for the
nursemaid. “Marcella, darling, it’s so good to see you. Does this
mean you’ll be joining us for the dinner with the Karperian
ambassador tonight?”

“Yes,” said Marcella, smiling.

“Oh, thank heavens!” Ella gushed. “It’s not
very kind of me, but I’m afraid the ladies of his party are
terribly dull. I’ll need you to spark things up a bit.”

As it turned out, the dinner with the party
from Karperia was a quiet meal. No one dared speculate on the
king's health, never mind that it was uppermost in everyone’s
mind.

Ella and Steffan took advantage of the mood
and the dinner ended somewhat early, to everyone’s relief. After
saying good bye to everyone, and spending a couple minutes with the
queen, Steffan and Ella retired to their townhouse.

It happened quietly. Even Adriana didn't
notice when she checked her husband shortly before midnight. The
tower clock tolled two as she checked again. She cried quietly for
a few minutes, then summoned the physician, and sent Lord Cedric,
the chancellor, to formally notify her son.

Ella woke first. Sleepily, she reached for
her nightgown and pushed her husband off of her. Steffan
stirred.

“What?” he grumbled, just barely awake.

“Someone's knocking.” Ella yawned as she sat
up and looked for her dressing gown. “Alicia's probably had another
nightmare.”

Steffan groaned and got out of bed.

“Why don't you go back to sleep?” asked Ella,
who was trying to get her nightgown on.

“I won't sleep until you're back.” Steffan
struggled into his nightshirt and slid into his dressing gown. “I
may as well go with you. Barth will be awake also, and wanting
attention.”

Ella fumbled with the catch on her dressing
gown and followed Steffan.

“We're coming,” Steffan answered crossly to
the repeated knocks.

He opened the door, silently cursing foolish
nursery maids, then stopped. Lord Cedric was the one who had
knocked, but he would not come to fetch them for a child's
nightmare. But what...

Cedric dropped onto one knee.

“Your Majesty,” he began solemnly.

“Oh, no.” Steffan swallowed.

“The king, your father, has died,” Cedric
continued, hiding behind the formality of his duty. “You, sir, are
now king, and supreme ruler of this kingdom, as decreed by birth
and the will of your father.”

“I know the rest, Cedric,” Steffan
interrupted tiredly.

“As you wish, Your Majesty. Long may you live
and reign.”

“Thank you, Cedric. You're excused.”

Steffan shut the door and turned to Ella.

“Cindy...” he began softly, using the old
nickname he'd given her years before.

She was holding him before he could ask.
Tears slid out of his eyes, as the bell from the tower clock began
the death knell.

 



Chapter Two


 


King Steffan's first royal command was to declare an
official period of mourning for the old king to last one week.
Then, as was the custom, he would spend a week initiating the
preparations for the coronation. At the end of that week, he would
leave the capital city to stay with his mother and her
half-brother, the Duke of Greenwalt, to return in triumph for the
coronation at the end of one month.

Lady Lanicia Cormorant smiled to herself as
the herald gave the official proclamation in the courtyard of the
ancient castle of Raultberg. She had known of the king's death
within a few short hours of the event and knew the traditions as
well as Steffan. It had been the intention of her late mother,
Princess Adele, all along that Lanicia should have what she, the
princess, had been robbed of by the ancient, ill-used tradition
that gave males primacy, and Lanicia had been educated as carefully
as her cousin.

After issuing formal condolences, Lanicia
hurried to her study. It was a dark, rainy day, forcing her to
light a candle even though the study boasted a large window.
Lanicia spread out a map of the kingdom on her table and
pondered.

The road to the Duchy of Greenwalt passed
through Raultberg. Though not as mountainous as Greenwalt, there
were several lonely, rocky places where an accident might happen,
if it could be arranged discreetly. She had the complete loyalty of
the Duke of Raultberg's regiment. Several members were acting as
spies in the Palace Guard at that very moment. Still, it would be
safer to trust as few people as possible.

The rain blasted against the window with new
force, distracting Lanicia. The spring storms had been severe that
year. They had already caused several floods, in spite of the
sluice gates in the hills, designed to control the problem.

The local peasants had complained several
times to the duke, as if he could help. The poor man sank deeper
and deeper into his illness every day. Only Lanicia knew how badly
he fared. Her ability to control her father created the illusion of
some sanity on his part, and the duke frequently proved useful to
Lanicia's schemes. The window rattled again with fresh pellets of
rain. Lanicia smiled. Suddenly, the flood problem became less
tiresome.

 


The day after the funeral, Queen Adriana left
the city to stay with her half-brother.

“I need some time for solitude,” she told her
son. “Besides, I have happy memories of my father's house. They'll
help to ease the hurt. Oh, how I'll miss him.”

“I understand, Mother,” replied Steffan.

Adriana recovered herself and touched
Steffan's cheek.

“I'm certain you do. You poor thing. It's bad
enough to grieve for your father. Then to have all this
responsibility.”

“It's what I was raised for.”

“And well raised, at that. Your father would
be so proud of you. He always was. Nobody wants his time to come,
but your father's was made so much easier knowing you were ready to
take over for him, I'm sure of it.” Adriana sighed. “I feel as if a
great hole has opened up in my life, and yet I feel at peace. Your
father is at rest now, and I take comfort in that. You should,
too.”

“I will, Mother.” Steffan kissed each of her
cheeks, then led her to the front of the palace where the coach
waited to take her to Greenwalt.

Steffan's soul remained heavy for the next
six days, as he began the complicated arrangements involved in the
transfer of power. Many trusted councilors asked to retire from the
king's service. Steffan agreed that they had earned their rest, but
regretted their departure, especially since the ones who did not
want to retire were the ones he least wanted to stay. Then there
was the bother of appointing new councilors, and the tedious
responses to the surrounding kingdoms, reassuring and placating
them, as well as the casting of the royal seal ring, which had to
be cast and fitted several times until it fit Steffan's hand
perfectly.

“You've had no time to properly grieve,”
observed Ella the night before they were to leave for Greenwalt,
themselves.

“Well, I hope to get some of it in the next
couple of weeks,” Steffan replied. He slid into bed next to her.
“That's one advantage in leaving the city. I won't be able to bring
a lot of this work with me. Perhaps that's what the forefathers had
in mind, besides a triumphant re-entry.”

Ella snuggled up close. “Whether or not they
did, it is certainly fortunate. Although, I hope you don't spend
your time brooding over the new responsibility.”

“Why should I? I've already had it for three
or four months, not to mention staring it in the eye all my life. I
was raised to be king, and my father never let me forget it. I used
to be frightened of it when I was all alone, but I'm not alone
anymore.” He squeezed her. “Like my mother, I merely miss him.”

“I will, too. He was a second father to
me.”

“And after you lost yours at such a young
age. Cindy, how long did it take you to get over it your father's
death?”

She frowned. “It's hard to say. Things were
so awful after he died. I suppose I shouldn’t speak of her because
of the magic, but if it hadn’t been for Godmother, I don’t know how
I would have survived.”

“You dear woman. I know we’re supposed to
pretend that it was all mere good fortune, that there was no magic.
But I am so grateful for it.” He pulled her even closer to him.
“This is so terrible, Cindy. I've never known real grief or
hardship before. Everything has always gone more or less as I
wanted. I knew my father had to die, but I didn't really believe
it. What confuses me is that, in some ways, I'm glad he's gone.
Now, here's my chance to do what I've lived my life learning to do.
What a horrible thought.”

“That you're ready to do your life's work? I
think not. I think that your father would be pleased that you're so
eager to do it. You're certainly not happy about his passing, nor
were you interested in hastening it. But now that it's come, you're
ready to go to work with enthusiasm, and with the same love for it,
and the people, that your father had. That was his greatest hope
for his son. I know, because he told me, himself.”

“He did?” Steffan mused. “That's comforting
to know. Cindy, you are my greatest treasure. This would be the
worst experience of my life if it weren't for you.”

“You would have managed. But I’m glad I’ve
been a help.” Ella stifled a yawn and blew out the last candle.

The trip to Greenwalt was to take place
without pageantry or much notice. It had been planned that the
royal coach be accompanied by only six men. The transfer of a
well-loved monarch and family in a time of peace did not require
more. That the men all wore the colors of the Duke of Raultberg
created no comment. After all, the men of Raultberg were loyal to
the king, or so it was assumed.

It rained steadily for two days as the coach
crossed the fertile plains, then skirted the rolling hills of
Raultberg. As afternoon approached on the second day, the party
slowed. The hills had become mountains, and the narrow road was
littered with rocks left there by the bad weather. The road began
to climb as it ran alongside a stream, swollen with the spring
rains. Both the stream and the road followed through a small
canyon, filled with trees and brush. Steffan looked out the coach’s
window and saw in the trees the small sparkling lights of the Faer
Folke. At least, that’s what his mother had called them.

It was here that the coach stopped. Steffan
looked at Ella, who shrugged.

“Is there a problem?” he called to the
driver, who was climbing down off of his box.

“No, Your Majesty,” the driver answered.
“We're just a little stuck. There's no reason for any of you to
leave the coach.”

Four-year-old Barth lifted a sleepy head from
his father's lap.

“Are we there yet?” he sighed.

“No,” said Steffan. “But we're getting out
anyway.”

“Your Majesty, it's not necessary!” someone
called rather urgently.

“It'll be easier on the horses.” Steffan
picked up Alicia and opened the coach door. “Besides we could all
do with a stretch.”

“I certainly could,” Ella said. “Barth, watch
your step, now. And stay away from the stream. That water is moving
terribly quickly.”

They had, fortunately, all gotten out of the
coach. Steffan noticed that the guards were scrambling up the
hillside next to them, so he led his family in that direction. But
he didn’t have time to think about why the guards were behaving so
oddly. A huge wave of water came crashing down from up the canyon,
dragging the coach and the panicked horses down the road with
it.

While the little family had escaped being
swept away by the initial rush, the water rose so quickly that they
were soon swamped.

Steffan felt the magic buoying him and the
others up. He didn’t know how long it would last, after all, he’d
heard that the magic of the Faer Folke was fairly weak when among
the Landed. He swam as hard as he could to reach Alicia as Ella
managed to push Barth onto a small ledge above the now roaring
river. Steffan got his daughter onto the ledge, but then Ella
struggled as the weight of her skirts pulled her down. Exhausted,
Steffan helped her out of the water. Then she pulled him out the
rest of the way.

It all happened in a matter of moments. Faint
with cold, and the battering waves, Steffan staggered onto the
ledge. Pain leapt like fire through his right leg. He fell,
trembling, and struck his head on a rock, then knew no more.

They found the coach at the bottom of the
canyon, with the mangled horses still hitched, and the body of one
of the guards. But they never found the bodies of the new king and
his family. The Duke of Raultberg, being in a lucid phase, led the
search with three of his most trusted men. It was the duke's
decision to wrap the branches and rocks into four shrouds, then
quickly close them into coffins. He claimed that the bodies had
been so battered, it would be too horrible to gaze upon them. And
so the funeral was held, and Lanicia, being the next in line for
the throne, was crowned a month later.

 


Steffan was aware that he was ill, and that
time was passing. Darkness and dreams faded into each other without
much rhyme or reason. He was given strong broth to sip, and then
the dreams would come again. Ella was there, off and on, and the
children. He knew there was another, a man. It was hard to say if
the man was a part of the dream or not.

The man was there when the fever finally
broke and Steffan opened his eyes for the first time to
clarity.

“Who... Who are you?” he whispered.

“I am a friend of the one your queen calls
Godmother,” said the man in a soft, reedy voice. He was thin with
wild, gray hair. “You can call me Mr. Murdren.”

“You’re of the Faer Folke.” Steffan
swallowed. “Ella said we'd never see you.”

“I was of the Faer Folke,” the man said with
a sad smile. “I lost my magic seeking after gold I never found. But
I have kept my friends among the Faer. In fact, I’m even your
cousin. On your grandmother’s side, obviously.”

Steffan frowned. “We must be in serious
trouble.”

“You are. But rest. Her Majesty will be here
shortly. You've been very sick.”

“How long?”

“Drink this broth.”

Steffan sipped weakly. It tasted somewhat
different than the other broth had.

“The children?” he asked.

“They're well enough. They've had some
injuries, but yours was the worst. You broke your leg, and hit your
head pretty hard, too. Then you had to go and take sick over
it.”

“I'm back, Mr. Murdren.” Ella appeared behind
me. “Oh, you're awake.”

“I believe so,” Steffan replied with a weak
smile.

Sniffing, Ella sank to her knees next to him.
“Oh, thanks be, you're really awake. You've been in that healing
sleep for so long, I was beginning to wonder if you'd ever wake
up.”

Steffan gazed at her, completely puzzled.
There was something odd about her appearance. The ragged gown and
shawl she wore were unexpected enough, and she moved stiffly as if
bending were impossible.

“You're with child,” he gasped.

“Yes.” Ella smiled and patted the greatly
swollen belly.

“You look as if you're about ready to
deliver. Have I been asleep that long?”

“Only six months,” laughed Ella. “I've just
grown a bit more than usual. Well, a lot more. It looks as though
we're going to have a very large child.”

“That's enough shock for now,” Mr. Murdren
cut in briskly. “Your Majesty, you sleep some more. I need to brew
some herbs.”

Steffan obeyed. He continued to rest on his
own rather than by the magic of the healing sleep. He gained
strength and learned that Mr. Murdren was a hermit and that Steffan
and his family were hidden with him in a cave. But it was a week
before he was able to sit up and hear the worst about his
situation.

“Lanicia? Queen?” he growled. “I'll have to
go right to the palace and clear this up.”

“You can't,” said Mr. Murdren. “She's very
powerful now. And she knows that your bodies were not in those
coffins. She firmly believes you’re dead but more than one family
with two small children has disappeared or met with an untimely
accident.”

“At the palace they'll know me.”

“Not necessarily,” Mr. Murdren said. “Lanicia
has completely replaced the entire staff, and it's her Raultberg
Regiment that controls the army. They like their positions. Your
Majesty, without any support, you wouldn't last two hours.”

Steffan looked away, thinking. “A sluice gate
must have burst to cause that sudden flood. How fortunate for
Lanicia. In fact, suspiciously so. I remember seeing the guard
fleeing into the woods.”

Murdren sighed. “The sluice gate was
sabotaged. No one can really prove that it was timed to coincide
with the coach's arrival in the canyon, and so, officially, it has
been recorded as a tragic accident.”

“So now what?” Steffan looked over at Ella,
as he scratched at the beard that had grown during his illness.

Ella shrugged. “We must remain hidden until
we can pull together the support we need to get you back on the
throne.”

“It will take some time,” added Murdren. “But
it's not hopeless by any means. The queen is not proving to be very
popular. She's moving slowly. However, not many are fooled by her
patience.”

“As soon as I regain my strength, the first
thing to do will be to go to Leiderkeit,” Steffan said.

“And have King John present you?” Murdren
shook his head.

“I already thought of that,” said Ella. “If
John championed you, it would be a virtual declaration of war,
which is just what Lanicia needs to solidify her position. She
would have the perfect excuse to invade, and the support of the
people, since they would be only protecting the homes Leiderkeit is
attacking.”

“The key, Your Majesty, is to let the queen
do the damage to herself, then appear with the solution,” said
Murdren. “Our people have a long history of revolting under rulers
they do not like.”

“It will still take years,” Steffan sighed.
“If I am supposedly dead, how will I get anyone to believe me when
I reveal myself?”

“How you go about it, you will find in time.
But our friend, the one you call Godmother, has used her power so
that no one else can wear the ring that was cast as your royal
seal. Lord Cedric guards it. Already, one man has claimed to be
you. The ring proved to be far too small, and the man was not
unlike you in stature.”

“The best thing to do, for now, Steffan,
is get well,” said Ella. “Hermit
Murdren is arranging for us to take a small farm he owns in the
south of Raultberg.”

“Lanicia's duchy.”

“True, but not Lanicia's people. They support
her only nominally and being right under her nose, so to speak, it
might prove to be a better hiding place.”

“I farmed it for many years,” said Mr.
Murdren. “But I gave it up a few seasons back in order to see if I
can regain my magic.”

Steffan nodded sullenly. Murdren left to play
with the two children. Steffan squeezed Ella's hand.

“It's going to be terribly hard,” he
murmured.

He looked at the wooden ring his wife wore.
It had been his betrothal present to her after she had told him how
she wished at times that wood was all he had to offer her. Her gold
wedding band had already been sold. Ella had been so ashamed when
she’d told him. But even he’d agreed she’d had little choice.
Afraid that Lanicia’s men would be hunting them, Ella had taken the
hermit’s advice to be ready to flee at any time, which meant
selling anything of value so they would have some money. The
problem was there hadn’t been much to sell. Unlike her peers, Ella
seldom wore jewelry during the day and had only been wearing her
wedding band at the time of the accident. All they had was the
money from the sale of the wedding ring and the small pouch of
silver coins that Steffan carried for alms giving. And the jeweled medallions that each of them
wore that identified them as a member of the royal family. Ella had
hidden those. Selling them was out of the question.

“We have nothing,” Steffan said.

“We have some silver,” said Ella. “It's not
much, but it should help us through. We'll be poor, is all.”

“All? Good heavens, Ella. I swore I would
never let you see hard times again.”

“You didn't let this happen. Who would have
believed that Lanicia was this treacherous? It's almost as if I'm
fated to be poor.”

“What an unhappy fate.”

“I'm not in the least unhappy. The worst
thing in the world is to be unloved, and I've already survived
that. I shall survive this. I can't say I like it, but I've got
you, and two beautiful children with another on the way. Besides, I
learned a long time ago that the only thing that can make you happy
is yourself. If you depend on other people or your situation, you
will be disappointed.”

Steffan smiled. “And I've many very rich and very unhappy relatives to
prove it. I just hope the good hermit can show me how to farm. I
have only the slightest understanding of the process.”

Murdren proved to be very helpful, and as
Steffan grew stronger, the hermit put him to work in the little
garden outside of the cave. There wasn't much to be done. Winter
was coming on fast. Frosts appeared as early as the first days of
November.

One morning, in the middle of the month, Ella
felt the first twinges of labor. It was too soon, but the child was
so large, surely it would be all right. She didn't say anything at
first. Steffan was resting. Murdren had taken the children with him
to purchase winter supplies in a nearby village. By noon, Ella was
well into the advanced stages. Steffan was awake and completely
terrified.

He paced at the front of the cave, wondering
what he should do when he saw a light from a nearby tree leap from
the branches and quickly form a bent-over shape. The light seemed
to jump away and there stood a wizened old crone of a woman.

Steffan stared for a moment.

“Are you the one Ella calls Godmother?”

The old woman shook her head and bustled into
the cave. “No. But she sent me. I’m better at birthing babies than
she is.”

“Thank goodness you're here,” he gasped. “Now
I can get the doctor.”

He winced as Ella cried out.

“I seriously doubt you'll get back in time,”
she replied. “Besides, you are still in hiding. We don't dare risk
it. You'll have to help me deliver it.”

Steffan went completely pale. Ella yelped
again, then grabbed Steffan's hand.

“I'll be all right,” she gasped. “It was
worse with Barth. Oh no!”

As Ella grimaced with pain, the woman felt
her belly.

“It may yet be worse,” the old woman sighed.
“I've a feeling I know why you got so big. You're carrying
twins.”

Ella laughed hysterically.

“Twins,” Steffan whispered. Slowly, he
gathered his wits together. He took a deep breath and let it out.
“Well, we've a long day ahead of us. Madam, you'd best tell me what
to do. I'm afraid helping to deliver babies is another thing no one
ever thought I'd need to learn.”

The old crone patted his hand reassuringly,
then set him to work heating water and gathering a clean, sharp
knife, and rags. Murdren reappeared as dusk fell, and kept the two
other children busy. The first baby arrived well after sundown. It
was a girl. The second, a boy, did not appear until almost
midnight.

“Twins,” Steffan whispered again, as he
cleaned up. The old crone had disappeared the moment it was clear
that Ella was well.

Steffan dried his hands on a battered rag and
went over to the makeshift cradle where his new infant daughter
slept. Ella dozed as she nursed the boy.

“My daughter,” Steffan whispered over the
infant. “Dearest child, what are we going to do? When your brother
and sister were born, my greatest worry was whether or not I could
keep them from
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