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PRINCESS AVENGER

Queenmakers Saga I

by Bernadette Rowley

 

Princess Avenger
Copyright 2018 Bernadette Rowley


Dedication

 

 

Dedicated to the memory of my father, Jim Garton.


Chapter 1

 

 

PAIN dragged Alecia Zialni of Brightcastle back to awareness. Her face throbbed and hard stones gouged her shoulders. Cobblestones? And my bow is digging into my spine! Gentle fingers grazed her left cheek and she froze, willing her body to remain still but unable to slow her racing heart. The sharp metallic odour of blood swamped her senses as her mind sought to explain her situation. The fingers moved from her head to her arms and legs, brisk and practiced, deftly exploring her body for hurts. 

She gathered her nerve and opened her eyes. Pain shot through her left temple and she blinked tears away. A man in a charcoal-gray soldier’s tunic and black breeches leaned over her, his dark curls falling forward to frame a face all hard planes and straight lines. Gold flecks sparkled in sea-green eyes that reminded her of the stormy ocean at Wildecoast. 

“You should be more careful with whom you pick a fight.” His deep voice caused a thrill of unease within her. He rose and strode down the cobbled street, his dark cloak swirling against the taut muscles of calves in fitted black leather boots.

Alecia released her trapped breath, mesmerized by the grace with which the soldier moved; more like a stalking wolf than a man. Where is he going? And then she saw the body of the burly redhead, the handle of a knife sprouting from his chest, the crude tattoo of a serpent and dagger on his forearm. Alecia’s insides clenched at the sound of steel against bone as the dark stranger pulled the blade free, cleaned it on the victim’s shirt and slid it into his boot. She glimpsed a ridged scar on the back of her rescuer’s left hand as he returned to her side.

Alecia raised tentative fingers to her cheek and pain throbbed through her skull in response. What has happened? Jumbled images crowded her mind but she sorted through them and remembered the inn and the mercenary. I attacked that man in the street and now he is dead! She peered at the hand the soldier offered her and followed his arm up to eyes that now held more than a trace of impatience. Her heart lurched. The man had likely noted her every feature! She touched her head and sent a quick prayer of thanks to the Goddess. At least her hood still hid her long blonde hair. If only he didn’t look too closely at the clothes she wore, perhaps her secret was safe.

“You —” Alecia struggled to speak around the lump in her throat. She swallowed and tried again. “You have my gratitude,” she said, her voice husky. She clutched his hand and he pulled her to her feet as if she weighed no more than a child. 

The sudden movement sent shooting agony through her skull and she wavered, dizzy, her palms on the silver buttons of his broad chest. The soldier caught her wrists and the hairs on Alecia’s arms rose at the contact. Her gaze locked onto the curious amber stone that hung at his throat. It emitted a faint ochre light that flared and then died as she pulled away. Her eyes must be playing tricks. 

When the world stopped spinning, she pulled free and straightened the longbow across her shoulders, then stooped to retrieve her quiver and arrows. Her movements caused the soldier to arch one strong dark brow. Alecia’s face grew hot. He didn’t seem impressed by her armoury. 

“You’ve the look of trouble about you, lad.” The soldier, a captain by the insignias on his tunic, stepped closer. 

Alecia’s heart raced. So far her disguise held, but for how long?

“I’m not looking to cause trouble,” she said. “I’ll be on my way, if you don’t mind.” Damn, why did I ask him for permission?

“I do mind.” The captain’s words were low and gruff. “I’d like to know why you picked a fight with a man twice your size.”

More like three times, Alecia thought. His closeness made her skin tingle. What was wrong with her? He was just a man; and a soldier at that!

“If you can’t explain yourself you must come with me to the prison.” 

He seized her arm and her body stiffened, heart thudding against her ribs. Any one of her father’s soldiers might recognize her. 

Alecia pretended to go along with the captain as he walked past the inn toward his horse. As they neared the mouth of Firedrake Alley, the weak midday sun struck the quartz walls of the hilltop castle that gave the town its name. The captain threw up his arm to shield his eyes from the glare and Alecia seized her opportunity. She wrenched her arm from his grasp and bolted between the buildings. The odour of rotten garbage and human waste assailed her nostrils but she barely noticed. This was her world.

* * *

Captain Vard Anton swore. Damn, the lad was fast, but he wouldn’t get far. Even though Vard wasn’t familiar with this part of Brightcastle Town, he did have a nose for a trail, and that nose still twitched with the lad’s scent. Was it lavender? He shook his head and started toward the lane. The youth was already halfway to the first crossroads.

“Blast!” The stiff leather of his new military boots pinched his toes. It was typical of Prince Zialni, heir to the throne of Thorius, to supply boots for show rather than comfort. The air was thick with the foul stink of the slop that caked the alley. Each step brought new and hideous smells to his nose but he grasped the amber talisman at his throat, mentally sorted through the jumble of odours and locked onto the faint hint of perfume. Despite the slippery surface, he picked up his pace and was gratified to see that the young man hadn’t pulled any further ahead.

If Vard could just stay within sight, the lad would tire soon. He recalled those startling lilac eyes as they stared up at him out of that battered face. Why not just turn around and get back to his horse before some scoundrel rode off on it? But he knew he wouldn’t. The sharp prick of instinct told him he needed to discover why the young man had attacked an armed mercenary on a public street in broad daylight. 

He slid to a halt in the dirt of the alley and strode forward to the next laneway. His quarry had disappeared. A scrawny dog rifling its way through a pile of refuse sniffed at Vard, whined and ran the other way. Vard smiled. He could still put the canines in their place.

He sent his senses out into the surrounding alleys, searching for a trace of the lad. The faint echoes of a racing human heart drifted back, several alleys toward the town centre. No need to give up yet. That lad needed help and, if Vard’s instincts were right, it might well have something to do with the tyrant, Prince Zialni. The groan of a swollen timber window being forced open sounded and he glanced up. The contents of a chamber pot cascaded over his head and down his shoulders, the stench overwhelming. He spat the fetid concoction out of his mouth and wiped his eyes clear in time to see his quarry’s amused lilac gaze as the window slammed shut. 

* * *

Alecia gasped, hands on knees, her face throbbing in time with her thumping heart. Her left eye had swollen shut. The one person who could help her now was Hetty, her childhood nurse and a gifted healer, who lived on Firedrake Alley. Alecia had circled around and was now only two alleys from where the captain had found her, close to Hetty’s. 

His gold-flecked eyes burned in her memory. She thought she knew all her father’s soldiers, but her dark rescuer was a stranger. Something about him put her on edge, suggested he was neither tame nor civilized. She settled her bow and arrows over her back, feeling for the knives in her belt and right boot. The hard knot of fear in her gut softened at the touch of the weapons. 

The hide of her boots made not a sound as she crept to the end of the lane and peered around the corner of a two-storeyed brothel. From here she could see the rear of Hetty’s small double-level shack and had a clear view back to the main street. Foot traffic had returned to the market precinct in the short time since she had fled from the captain, but the narrow street that ran behind Hetty’s was deserted, except for a whiskered drunk snoring against a wall several doors up. 

Alecia crossed the street to Hetty’s and climbed onto the edge of the rain barrel, reaching for the handholds below the second-storey window. Once she was high enough to peer over the sill, she removed one hand to give the window a shove. It opened a crack. Alecia grasped the sill, pushed the glass all the way open and pulled herself through. She landed with a soft thump on the wooden floorboards of Hetty’s bedchamber and crossed to the window that overlooked Firedrake Alley. Nothing moved down there.

A shoe scuffed against the floorboards and she spun, knife in hand. Hetty stood near the door, wiping her hands on a stained apron, bushy gray eyebrows bristling above eyes so dark they were almost black. Deep wrinkles framed those eyes and wild silver hair spiked unrestrained from her scalp.

“Did your mother never tell you it was bad manners to enter the house of another without permission?” Hetty’s low voice rasped from a throat horribly burnt some years ago when Prince Zialni had sentenced her to burning at the stake. The old woman had been one of Alecia’s first rescues.

Alecia pulled the cap and hood back to bare her head, flinching as she brushed her injured face. “My mother is dead,” she snapped, then instantly regretted her tone. “How did you know it was me?” she said, pointing to her outfit.

Hetty frowned. “You call that a disguise? You were lucky this time, though by the look of that eye, your fortune almost ran out.”

Alecia fingered the puffy flesh around her left eye and a wave of nausea struck her. How would she explain the injury to her father? “Please don’t lecture me, I feel bad enough already.” Her belief in her fighting skills had been misplaced. Twenty-four summers of sheltered royal existence had been no match for the violence of that mercenary.

Hetty dropped her apron and folded her arms beneath her scrawny bosom. “Come down to the kitchen.”

She followed Hetty down the stairs and left her bow and quiver in the hall. A small pot bubbled over the fire in the kitchen hearth and the odour of rotten eggs, stinkweed and garlic hung in the room. Hetty shuffled across to the window, drew the heavy curtain and turned up the lamp. 

Alecia wandered over to the shelves on the opposite wall. No matter how often she visited Hetty she always had a reluctant fascination for the brains, spiders, eyes and teeth in the glass containers. 

Hetty clutched Alecia’s arm and pulled her to a seat at the small wooden table in the centre of the room. Her gaze softened as she examined the injuries at close quarters. “I can help you, Princess, but it’ll take all my skill.” She soaked a snowy cloth with water from a wooden bowl and bathed the crusted blood from the damaged eye. 

“Ouch!” Alecia’s eyes watered at the sting of bruised flesh and she gripped her knees to stop herself from pushing Hetty away.

“Nearly finished,” the old woman said, her gaze gripping Alecia’s. “Did he do this to you? The man with the gilded eyes?” 

Alecia frowned, recalling the disturbing eyes of the captain. How did her old nurse know of him? “He was my rescuer. One of the mercenaries lies dead.”

Hetty reached into her apron pocket, removed a velvet-wrapped object and uncovered a flat amber stone the size of her palm. She dropped it into the pot over the fire, muttering under her breath. 

The hairs on Alecia’s arms stood up as an orange vapour rose over the pot. She longed to ask what Hetty knew of the captain but the witch would not welcome any interruption.

She suppressed a yelp as Hetty whirled from the fire, virulent ochre mist oozing from the hearth pot that hung from a wooden hook in her hand. The old woman plonked the pan in the centre of the table then removed the stone with wooden tongs, rewrapped it and placed it in her pocket. She poured the concoction onto a saucer, soaked a small piece of linen in the potion, picked it up with the tongs and turned to Alecia.

“That smells terrible.” Alecia leaned back in her chair. 

“I wouldn’t have thought you’d let a small thing like this upset you,” Hetty said.

“I am not upset,” Alecia said, sitting up straight so that Hetty could reach her. “How does it work?”

“Ah, that would be giving away my secrets, and I wouldn’t do that unless you were my apprentice. Tilt your head to the side, please.” Alecia complied and Hetty laid her poultice over the wounded eye and cheekbone. “It must stay there while the sand timer empties.” She dragged the large wooden timer from a hook on the wall and placed it on the table.

Bile rose in Alecia’s throat at the smell; she concentrated on the feel of the cloth to distract herself. The gentle warmth of the poultice changed to a tingling. Something was happening but would it be enough to fool her father? “You mentioned the man with the gilded eyes. When did you see him?”

“Hetty doesn’t miss much.” The old woman shook her wild silver hair. “He chased you into the alley and came here looking for you.”

“He came here?” Alecia didn’t quite manage to keep the squeak from her voice.

“Yes, he barrelled in as if he owned the place. He charged up the stairs to my bedchamber, asking all sorts of questions about a lad with lilac eyes who fought a mercenary in the square. When he didn’t find anyone, he looked as though he would do murder. His eyes turned fully golden, and I don’t mind saying he frightened me. I have my little secrets but I’m no match for the likes of him.”

“Why would he come here, Hetty?”

The old woman’s eyes dropped and she studied her calloused palms. 

“Hetty?”

The dark eyes rose again. “I saw him chase you. He would’ve caught you. I made him think you were in this house.”

“What did you do?”

“I emptied my chamber pot over his head and ensorcelled him so he believes he saw you at the window.”

“Hetty, he could have throttled you.” Alecia’s lips twitched at the thought of the dashing captain covered in slop.

“He’s one of your father’s soldiers. I thought I was safe until he fixed me with those eyes and called me a witch. He knows what I am, Princess.”

“Does he know what you did?”

“I can’t say, but he’ll return. He said so. You must be careful. There is something about that one. Something wild.”

Alecia chewed her bottom lip, the cloth on her face forgotten. She recalled the unease she’d felt when he spoke to her. A sixth sense warned her he was more dangerous than the mercenary he had killed. Alecia had never seen Hetty frightened, even when she had been tried for sorcery. The witch maintained her anonymity with a thin veneer of magic that changed her appearance, but if the captain knew her true identity, she was in danger. What to do? Housing was scarce in the town and Hetty was fiercely independent. She would not want to leave her home.

“Let’s see what we have under this cloth.” The old woman slid the linen from Alecia’s face, her eyes darting over the area around the damaged cheek. Then she lifted a silver-edged mirror from the table. What Alecia saw astounded her. All the puffiness and most of the bruising had vanished, leaving the soft skin of her cheek and temple near perfect. Her left eye looked back at her with a clear lilac gaze.

“Thank you, Hetty. A little powder and rouge and Father won’t suspect a thing. I owe you a huge debt for the potion and for risking yourself with the captain.”

Hetty shook her head. “It’s nothing you wouldn’t do for me, child, or that you haven’t already done.”

Alecia smiled. “Where will you go?”

“I’m going nowhere, Princess.”

Alecia shook her head. “He will come back. He said so.”

“I’ll not run from him or anyone else,” Hetty said, a familiar stubborn set to her jaw. 

“No, you must listen to me. You’re not safe here —” 

“Don’t fret,” Hetty said. “I’ve enough tricks up my sleeve to fool a stupid man.”

Alecia couldn’t believe her ears. “You said you were scared. So am I. I don’t want anything to happen to you.”

“Then stay away. Now you must go.” She pulled Alecia up from the table, her grip strong for one so withered. Alecia barely had time to collect her bow and quiver as she was ushered to the back door. The witch unlocked the heavy metal padlock, slid the bolt aside and peered into the alley. 

Alecia slung her weapons about her person and checked her knives, reluctant to leave.

“It’s clear,” Hetty said, and while Alecia still struggled to think of a way to keep Hetty safe, the old woman shoved her through the door and slammed it in her face.    

* * *

The barracks of the Prince’s Guard lay just inside the castle walls. Vard dismounted and tossed his reins to a groom. Swift, his brown horse, shied away as Vard handed him over, bringing the familiar surge of frustration and sadness. After ten years of training, the gelding still feared him and Vard had to face the fact that despite all his careful nurturing, the horse would never overcome its instinctive terror. It was just another price he had to pay as a member of the ancient and mysterious order to which he belonged. Defenders were destined to live out their lives in isolation and secrecy while protecting the innocent. It was a high price to pay, and as Vard was yet to find a mentor, he risked losing his human core with every transformation – and, worse, he endangered those around him.

The stench of human waste soured Vard’s stomach as he swept the soiled cloak from his shoulders and hurled it into the bonfire. His shirt and tunic followed. Clad only in fitted black breeches and boots, he grabbed a pail of water that lay near the flames and tossed it over his head. Goosebumps sprouted on his chest and shoulders. 

A crowd of soldiers laughed. Vard ground his teeth; he must reek if his misfortune had come to the notice of men who only washed when it rained. 

“Bring me a cake of soap,” he said to a gawky youth who didn’t seem old enough to be free of his mother’s apron strings. He’d probably lied about his age to join the army. The boy scampered to obey and then stood watching. 

Vard soaped his hair and upper body and rinsed with a second bucket. The stink was a little less, but he’d smell like the inside of a chamber pot for the next week. He bent to collect his weapons and found the boy still stared.

“What are you doing here, boy?” Vard asked. “You can’t have seen your fifteenth summer.”

“I’m thirteen, sir. Prince Zialni took me instead of the shield money my mam owed him. Said he’d come and take one of her boys every year that she couldn’t pay. He’ll do it too, sir.” The boy’s voice trailed off as he realized he could be flogged for his words. 

Vard felt the tug he always did when an innocent was at risk. “Am I right in thinking your tenure here is unpaid?” He gripped the talisman at his throat, seeking the inner calm of the wolf to control his anger. 

“The prince feeds and clothes me and gives me a place to sleep, but there are no wages to send back to Mam. Things are terrible hard for her, Captain.”

Vard reached into the pocket of his breeches and pulled out a silver penny, which he shoved into the boy’s grimy hand. “You give this to your mam,” he said gruffly.

Tears welled in the lad’s eyes as he clutched the coin to his chest. “Thank you, Captain.” He looked around fearfully. “I better go. The sergeant beats me if he catches me slacking.” He dipped his head to Vard and jogged away to the smithy that lay beside the barracks.  

“What’s your name, boy?”

“Billy,” the lad replied, before ducking through the wide door into the shadows of the forge.

Vard turned to stare at the miraculous shining walls of the castle above him; walls that had given Brightcastle its name and were rumored to have been magic-wrought centuries ago. Today they seemed just like their master, their flashy exterior hiding a cold, cruel heart. Billy’s wasn’t the first tale of its type he’d heard since his arrival in Brightcastle. Rumors abounded of beatings and hangings of common folk for little reason. The familiar rage burned in Vard’s gut, inspired by Zialni’s cruelty. The man deserved death and Vard would be only too happy to oblige, once he’d figured out the when and the how. He gritted his teeth and closed his eyes. He had to remain calm. 

The rage subsided and Vard strode to his room in the barracks, shedding his breeches and donning a fresh pair. The odour of the chamber pot swirled up his nostrils and he thought of the lad he’d chased that morning. His quarry had taken refuge in the house of a witch. Vard had heard whispers of bold rescues of prisoners, including one of a witch whom the prince had ordered burnt at the stake. Was the lad somehow linked with the rescues, or just a stupid young man who had interfered with someone too powerful?  He shook his head, the familiar tightening of his gut warning him that he wouldn’t be able to walk away from this mystery. He had to find that young man, and the witch was the key.


Chapter 2

 

 

CONCERN for Hetty gnawed at Alecia as she made her way back to the modest castle that lay on a low rise on the outskirts of Brightcastle town. Hetty had shut her out but she would find a way to keep watch over her old friend.

She located the trapdoor, carefully concealed amongst a stand of trees that grew twenty paces outside the west wall of the castle. Alecia lifted the hatch and descended the rough stone stairs, drawing the door after her. The passage plunged into darkness and she groped for a torch from the pile against the wall, lighting it with her flint. Her shadow cavorted on the damp stone as she traveled from west to east within the wall of the castle, up a narrow stairway and along a cramped corridor to a hinged panel. Alecia placed her ear to the stone but heard not a sound. She stripped off her disguise and felt along the stone for the trigger. A section of the wall swung into the passageway. She slipped through the narrow opening and pushed past the tapestry of the warrior queen. The panel of stone slid back in place with a low grinding.

A fire crackled in the hearth of her bedchamber. She rang for a bath and, while the servants carted the hot water in, she fetched her favorite lilac gown and a change of underwear. Finally, all was prepared and she slipped into the bath, savouring the warmth that eased away the worries and soreness brought on by her adventures. 

But, once her attendants left her alone, wave after wave of shudders racked her body despite the warm water. Memories of the burley mercenary returned, his fist slamming into her cheek again and again, causing damage much deeper than any Hetty had healed. Nothing in her weapons training had prepared her for the shock of his attack on her person. He could not harm her now, the captain had seen to that. Could she pull together the shreds of her confidence and go on?

Already she doubted she could continue her plan of revenge against the murderous swine who had killed Jorge. Sweet, brave, honorable Jorge, had merely been defending his parents and been killed last month by a pack of mercenaries sent by her father. The dead mercenary was one of the group responsible for the crime. Tears sprang to her eyes at the thought of her lost love and the chaste kisses they had shared. Theirs had been a love beyond reproach and he had been stolen from her. She had vowed to retaliate, but she had not expected to feel … guilt and … pain at the death of a killer. Alecia’s gut clenched at the thought that four of the men responsible still lived. I must go on, but I do not know if I can. The thought of those men walking while Jorge was cold and dead in the ground made fury burn away her fear. I have eight years of arms training! I must just be harder; as hard as the captain. 

Unbidden, his gold-flecked eyes popped into her mind and she shivered. The spark his touch had evoked made her uneasy. Was it just that strangers did not usually touch a princess? The captain was an altogether different species; a man who would do as he pleased and, she suspected, who was accustomed to having his own way.

What if he deduced her identity? If he were canny enough to divine Hetty’s true self it would take great care on Alecia’s part to stay out of his clutches. She had one advantage: she knew him now, and that would make it easier to avoid him. His eyes again came to mind and her spark of optimism died. She suspected he wouldn’t rest until he solved the puzzle of the youth who had attacked the mercenary and dumped the chamber pot on his head.

 

 

Alecia studied her reflection in the huge gilded mirror outside the dining room. Strings of pearls were intertwined around loops of her long blonde hair and piled high in the latest Kingdom style. A marquise diamond, suspended from a gold chain, rested like a glistening tear upon her forehead. The lavender silk of the gown left her milky shoulders bare while the fitted bodice emphasized her full bosom, displaying an almost indecent amount of cleavage. Silver beading on the bodice and skirt caught the light, and full lace sleeves almost hid her hands. She wore no jewellery other than the diamond on her brow.

She examined her left eye. A few deft touches with powder and kohl liner concealed the faint traces of her fight this morning. Her father would never notice. She smiled at the junior page who waited to admit her and he pulled open the door. Alecia stepped over the threshold.

Shadows danced in the flickering light of the three candles on the long dining table. As usual, Alecia’s eye was drawn to the tapestries and paintings depicting Zialni ancestors in various scenes of battle and ceremony. A portrait of the King, her father’s older brother, hung above the fireplace. Alecia’s father, Prince Jiseve Zialni, sat at the far end of the table below the portrait. There was a close resemblance in the sharp blue eyes and strong jaw, however King Beniel’s hair and beard were golden, while the prince’s was almost black. She frowned as she stared at the painting of her uncle, with his open countenance and ready smile. It was in stark contrast to her father, who had become withdrawn and secretive in the four years following her mother’s death.

The prince’s head tilted toward his advisor, Lord Giornan Finus, who sat at his right hand. Alecia allowed her eyes to rest on the elderly lord for a moment. Since Finus’s arrival in the realm, her father had become brutally obsessed with the trappings of wealth, to the detriment of his people. If not for Finus, Prince Zialni would still be a benevolent monarch. Instead, the prince collected exorbitant taxes from the populace in a constant quest to maintain his lifestyle. Alecia abhorred Finus and his influence, spending much of her free time trying to restore the balance of justice as she saw it. She was losing the battle. 

Feeling eyes upon her, Alecia glanced at the seat to her father’s left and the breath caught in her throat. The piercing gaze of her dark rescuer trapped her. Why was he here, in her home, at her table, on the very day she had slipped his grasp and vowed to avoid him? This could be no coincidence. My secret is out! The room lurched and Alecia staggered toward the nearest chair. The captain was on his feet and at her side as if by magic, his palm cupping her elbow and his other hand at her waist.

Twice in the one day he had laid hands upon her, and now his heat seared through the flimsy fabric of her gown. He was so hot! Alecia did not look at his face, desperate to delay the moment when her deception, her crime, would be exposed. She took a deep breath and squared her shoulders. The prince’s expression had moved from one of pride in his daughter to distaste.

“I’m sorry, Father,” Alecia said, her voice breathy without her even trying to make it so. “I haven’t eaten since breakfast and felt light-headed.” She turned to the captain and stared into the buttons on his chest. “Thank you. I am now recovered.”

“Vard Anton at your service, Your Highness,” he said, his voice rumbling through her core. “Allow me.” He pulled the nearest chair from the table and seated her before bowing and returning to his seat.

“I hope you are well, Princess Alecia,” Lord Finus said. The advisor’s smile didn’t quite reach his cold dark eyes. He hadn’t moved a muscle when she had stumbled.

Alecia nodded at the despicable man and returned her attention to her father. No need to panic.

Prince Zialni stared at Alecia and for a moment she thought her carefully wrought schemes would come crashing down, but then he smiled. “Our guest tonight, Alecia, is Captain Vard Anton, recently come into my service as leader of my guard. Your cousin Piotr recommended him.”

Yes, but why is he here? Alecia thought. 

“It’s an honor to make your acquaintance, Princess.” Captain Anton’s black hair brushed the collar of his dark gray uniform and his eyes glowed faintly. The room was quite dim. If she stayed far enough away, he might not recognize her. Her heart fell at the stupidity of her thoughts. He knows, he has to.     

Alecia nodded, keeping her eyes downcast. “Thank you again for your help, Captain.” 

“Let us enjoy our meal and afterwards, Anton, you and I will talk,” Prince Zialni said.

Alecia let out her breath then began to worry about the subject of her father’s conversation. Please, Goddess, let it just be business. She shook her head and glanced up to find the captain’s eyes upon her.

The meal arrived at that moment: warm crusty bread with spicy vegetable soup, roast pheasant and boiled potatoes. Alecia had started on her soup before her father cleared his throat.

“Captain Anton will think us uncouth if we do not give thanks, Daughter,” he said, his brows drawn in disapproval. “If you would be so kind, Alecia.”

Her face grew hot. How could she be such a ninny as to draw further attention to herself? She crossed her arms over her chest, hands on shoulders, and bowed her head. “May the Mother, who shelters all, continue to bestow her benevolence upon us, Praise her Holy Name.”

The men echoed her words. “Praise her Holy Name.”

Alecia shot a glance at her father and saw speculation in his eyes. He would wonder at her odd behaviour. She lowered her head to the meal and didn’t raise it until the servant came to clear the dishes. Dried and sweetened fruit with thick custard completed the meal. 

“Take care, Daughter,” the prince said. “A healthy appetite is frowned upon in a good wife; it spoils the figure. One day soon we shall have to find a husband for you and I would not wish you to make the task more difficult.”

This time the heat in Alecia’s skin was generated from anger as much as embarrassment. How dare he mock me? 

The captain sat, his posture stiff, an unreadable expression on his face. “I don’t believe it will be difficult to find a husband for a daughter with such obvious charms,” he said, his eyes lifting to hers.

Alecia flashed him a smile at the compliment but gratitude was soon replaced by irritation. They discussed her as though she were a prize cow. She cleared her throat, intent on forestalling the subject of her betrothal. Her father spoke first.

“Perhaps you can help me in that task, Captain,” the prince said.

Alecia choked on her wine, appalled at the turn of the conversation. She looked at the captain. If he was stiff before, he now appeared ready to fight. Was it attack or defence he anticipated?

“I don’t understand, Your Highness,” Vard Anton said.

“Be at ease,” Prince Zialni said. “I refer to the reason I have asked you here tonight. I have cause to fear for the safety of my daughter, and the incident in the market square this morning only heightens my anxiety. It is indeed fortunate that you were present to aid the luckless citizen after he was attacked. I cannot believe Brightcastle houses such ruffians that would assault an unarmed lad.”

Alecia gasped. Relief that her secret appeared safe was swamped by the fear that Captain Anton might readily link the lad and the princess if the incident were discussed in her presence. If that happened, would he expose her now or confront her later? He had not reported the true facts of the incident. Why?

“Alecia, dear, I know this news must come as a shock, but there is no need to fear.” Prince Zialni turned to the captain. “The princess is my only child. She must live to marry and produce a son who might one day be King. I wish for you to accept the charge of keeping her safe, whatever that entails.”

Alecia muffled a second gasp, her eyes wide as she waited for the captain’s response. Vard Anton sat stock still, his knuckles white on the spoon that was raised halfway to his mouth. A small muscle at his jaw tightened as he lifted his eyes to the prince. Alecia could not spare more than a thought for his discomfiture when she faced the prospect of the coming days in his company. How am I to avoid him now?

Prince Zialni frowned, spinning the goblet in his hand. “I am waiting.”

Still the captain remained silent and Prince Zialni slowly stood. Alecia held her breath, sure that one of her father’s famous rages threatened. Why did the he not speak?

At last, Vard Anton seemed to come out of his trance and looked at the prince. “I’m sorry, Your Highness. I’ll be honored to see to the safety of the princess, should you wish it.”

Prince Zialni’s frown deepened as he seated himself. “We shall adjourn to the smoking room. There is no need for Alecia to be concerned with the arrangements. It will suffice for her to know she is protected.”

Alecia rose from the table. The captain stood while Lord Finus and the prince remained seated. “Please excuse me, gentlemen,” Alecia said. “I will retire.”

“Until we meet again, Princess,” Captain Anton said, bowing. “Sweet dreams.”

There were murmurs from the prince and his advisor but she had no ears for them. All Alecia could concentrate on was leaving the room without falling over her skirts. She swept past the page without her customary goodnight and fled up the central staircase to her room.

* * *

Vard stalked back to his quarters in the guard barracks, hand grasping the smooth stone at his neck, his mind in turmoil. He liked having the element of surprise on his side, not used against him, and he could well do without minding a spoiled prince’s daughter, no matter how appealing. And she had been tempting in the lavender silk and lace that emphasized her tiny waist and revealed an expanse of generous bosom. She was perhaps a little thinner than he generally liked, but that stunning smile transformed her; made him forget her imperfections.

She had seemed discomforted at his presence, which puzzled him. Perhaps she was embarrassed that he had seen her stumble. She had barely raised her eyes all night. He usually had the opposite effect on women. They were drawn to him like moths to a flame; and his flame was just as likely to burn. That was why he kept his distance. Involvement with Vard Anton could only lead to harm. Therein lay the danger of this latest task, but if he could protect the princess while remaining aloof, she’d be safe from him and from whomever sought to harm her.

Vard frowned. He was fooling himself. It wouldn’t be easy, perhaps not even possible to walk the fine line between protecting the princess and placing her at risk; already her smile danced in his memory. He recalled the sway of Alecia’s hips when she left the dining hall. There was something familiar about her that eluded him. The nagging feeling that he had met her before wouldn’t go away, but that was absurd. He’d only been in Brightcastle for a week and had certainly had no opportunity to see the princess, let alone meet her. 

He grunted at the track his thoughts had taken. His job was to protect Alecia Zialni. While he kept her safe, he could gather information for the mission that had really brought him to Brightcastle: the assassination of the prince. The truth of his task made him pause. Yes, it met his Defender goals – to protect the innocent from harm by whatever means necessary – but who was the faceless man who had hired him? Was it perhaps Zialni’s nephew Piotr? It made sense that Piotr, next in line to the throne, might want Zialni dead, but would the death of the prince bring even greater danger to Princess Alecia? How could Vard accomplish his task and extract himself while ensuring the princess was safe? 

Vard rubbed the short hairs across the back of his neck. The zigzag of his thoughts unnerved him. Disaster would surely find him if he couldn’t keep his thoughts where they needed to be. Rigid discipline had served him well in the past; allowing emotions to dominate his actions could only lead to ruin. He’d fought too hard to lose himself now.

He pulled his saddlebags from under the cot and packed his clothes for the move into the castle. Vard called his lieutenant in to inform him he’d be taking over leadership of the Zialni Royal Guard, then stepped into the night. As he re-entered the palace grounds, he glanced up to the windows on the second floor of the west wing where the royal family had their suites. Only one room showed a dim light.

Vard entered via the servants’ access, left his saddlebags and boots in the utility hall and slipped through the darkened passageways to the main staircase. Phasing partially to exploit the heightened senses of the wolf, his nose led him to the prince’s quarters at the end of the west wing on the second floor. The heavy wooden door swung on silent hinges and he pulled it closed behind him, pausing to get his bearings in the near dark. No noise came from the parlor or the bedchamber beyond. Vard memorized the position of each piece of furniture, searching for weapons in both rooms. A short bow hung from a hook beside the armchair in the parlor and he discovered a sword resting against the wall behind the bed. 

Footsteps echoed from the hall followed by the squeak of a hinge. He ghosted to the bedroom window, opened it and slid through. Fingers gripping the windowsill, he scrambled for toe holds on the slippery quartz walls of the palace. Finally, his feet found two precarious cracks. He gripped the amber talisman with his right hand and began to form the image of the hawk in his mind. 

* * *

Alecia pulled her head back into her bedroom from the hall. “Sweet dreams!” She kicked her skirts as she stalked to the fireplace. “As if anyone can sleep with him downstairs.” 

Millie, her chambermaid, had been bubbling with excitement at the news that the enigmatic Vard Anton had moved into one of the servant’s rooms on the ground floor of the east wing. Alecia shook her head. Why does he have to be here in the castle? Aren’t the royal guard barracks close enough? Obviously not in the mind of her father. She gazed into the fire, her thoughts troubled and hands pressed to her stomach to quiet the fluttering. What was this reaction every time she thought of him? Fear? Unbidden, his face danced in her mind, uncompromising and confident. He had saved her life and hidden the true facts about the attack. Why had he not revealed that it had been the mercenary who had been the victim, not the lad? It did not make sense. 

She poured herself a goblet of deep red burgundy and took a gulp. The heavy wine burned all the way to her stomach. Raw her nerves might be after the surprises at dinner, but at least her part in the mercenary death remained hidden. Had she concealed her shock from the captain? Would he wonder at her behaviour? She needed to keep her distance and that would hardly be possible now that she was under his nose night and day. How could she prevent him discovering her other life, let alone her plan to avenge Jorge? 

The thought of Jorge made her heart ache. Why hadn’t she been able to save him like she had Hetty?  Why hadn’t she told Jorge how much he meant to her? She placed the wine back beside the decanter and turned to the fire, staring into the flames. It was too late. Jorge was gone and there was nothing she could do to bring him back.

The remaining four murderers must not escape justice, but who would deliver it to them? Her encounter with the mercenary this morning had shown how unprepared she was for a confrontation with seasoned fighters. Perhaps she would never be ready. If not for Captain Anton… 

There was a knock at her door. Alecia’s heart sped as the sharp sound intruded. Until today, she hadn’t been afraid of anything. She crossed her small sitting room and opened the door. Squire Ramón Zorba stood on the threshold. He had replaced Jorge as squire after Jorge’s murder and it was Ramón’s heartfelt desire to replace Jorge in her affections as well. 

“Where were you at dinner?” she asked, noticing how the midnight-blue velvet of his tunic and breeches set off his eyes and contrasted with the golden waves of his hair. 

Ramón glowered. “Your father told me not to attend dinner. Was that on your request?” 

“Of course not.” She paused, chewing her lip. “Captain Anton was there. Do you know anything of him?”

Ramón frowned. “He rescued a citizen in the square this morning.”

“Yes.” She shivered. “Have you met him?”

“No, but he has made an impression in his short time at Brightcastle. Only a week and it seems he is already a legend.” 

Alecia had never before heard the bitter note in his voice. “Why do you dislike him?”

“There is something about the man that makes my skin crawl.” Ramón’s voice hadn’t lost its harsh edge. 

Alecia recalled her feelings at her first encounter with the him and her discomforting memories since. “Father has made him my protector.” 

Ramón’s eyes bulged and he tugged on the long hair at his forehead. “Then you must beware.” 

“Thank you for setting my mind at rest,” she said, her voice thick with sarcasm.

“Just take care,” Ramón said. “I’ll try to keep watch on him… and you.” He stepped back into the shadows of the hall. “Perhaps we can practice the sword in the morning?” 

She flinched at the thought of sharp steel slicing through flesh. “I think I would prefer the archery range.” 

“I’ll have the horses saddled and waiting at the usual time.” Ramón bowed and headed for the staircase and his room in the east tower. 

“A curious pastime for a princess,” a deep voice said from the shadows at the other end of the hallway.

Alecia’s hand flew to her throat and she spun to face the voice, knowing whom she would see. Captain Anton pushed himself away from the wall and walked toward her, his eyes reflecting the light that spilled from her rooms. The grace of his movement mesmerized her. It seemed he slid from shadow to shadow, as one with the dark. She swallowed the lump in her throat. “You startled me.”

The captain advanced to within a pace and swept a bow. The faint smell of musk and cloves wafted to her. She breathed deeply. 

“Is it customary for you to meet men in darkened hallways, Princess?”

Alecia met his gaze squarely, glad that the light behind cloaked her face in darkness. Her unusual eye color would be impossible to read and that was the feature most likely to give her secret away. “Squire Ramón and I are friends,” she said. “Nothing more.” 

“What is this I hear about archery practice tomorrow?”

“Merely an exercise to keep me from boredom.”

“And your father knows of this?”

Alecia cleared her throat. “I do not know.”

“There should be no need to trouble him as long as I accompany you.” His eyes glowed, the gold flecks prominent.

Alecia’s chin rose and she stared at him, desperate to find some way she could refuse. There was none. “As you wish, Captain.” 

He reached for her right hand and raised it to his lips. The kiss was light but he held her hand for a few moments longer than necessary while he stared into her eyes. Her heart fluttered in her chest and she held her breath, waiting for him to release her hand and break the spell. 

“Until tomorrow, Princess.” He returned to the shadows.

Alecia stepped back into her room. The door closed with a sharp click. Heart pounding, she forced herself to take deep breaths, but they did little to restore her composure. The feel of his lips lingered on her skin. What was wrong with her? She stalked over to the pitcher, poured cold water and scrubbed her hand until the skin was red. 

Instinct told her the truth of Ramón’s words. Captain Anton was dangerous, and in ways that the squire did not yet suspect. She could not avoid him altogether. Her father had seen to that. All she could do to protect her identity was to spend as little time in his company as possible.


Chapter 3

 

 

ALECIA awoke to the soft squeak of a door hinge. Heart pounding, she sat up, the bedclothes clutched to her chest. The vestiges of a nightmare fogged her thoughts and a twinge behind her eyes warned of an impending headache. 

“Who is there?” she asked.

Millie, her chambermaid, came into view, a lantern held before her. Alecia’s stomach growled as the smell of hot, sweet rolls wafted to her from the tray the maid carried.

“It’s only me, Your Highness,” Millie said. “Who else would dare enter your chambers uninvited?”

Alecia frowned. She had to be more careful of her words or she would have the servants gossiping. “Sorry, Millie,” she said. “I had a horrible dream and have awoken badly.” The nightmare felt like one of her true dreams; surely the enormous brown bear belonged only in her imagination. She shuddered at the thought of facing that nightmare in the cold light of day.  

“Let me get the candles lit, Highness.” Millie continued across the room and laid the tray on the small breakfast table by the window then bustled about lighting candles from a taper.

Alecia massaged her temples as she watched the flames flicker in the light breeze caused by Millie’s movements. The maid pulled the heavy drapes aside to reveal the soft glimmer of dawn. A rooster crowed and a faint answer echoed from the town.

“I think a fine day is ahead,” said Millie, turning as Alecia climbed out of bed. “You do look awful, Princess, if you don’t mind my saying.”

Alecia did mind. She retrieved a hot roll from the tray and bit into it. Surely food in her stomach would banish the ache in her head? “That will be all, Millie. I’ll dress myself this morning.” She handed the maid a sheet of parchment folded and closed with her personal seal. “Please give this to Squire Ramón as soon as you leave me.”

Millie tucked the paper in her apron. “Captain Anton is already up and about. Have you seen him, Highness? There’s something about him that makes it hard to breathe.”

“Yes, Millie,” Alecia said. “I suggest you be about your chores.” 

Millie blushed. “Yes, Princess.” The maid scurried toward the door and stepped into the hall, the lantern held before her. Alecia followed, wondering if the captain still patrolled the hall as he had last night. A shadow moved near the end of the passageway. The shiver up her spine told her it was her dark protector who prowled the hall.

She slipped back into her room, closed the door and crossed to the huge carved wardrobe. The soft gray breeches and matching shirt should do for an early ride to the archery range. Her father disapproved of breeches but Alecia revelled in the freedom of movement they allowed. 

Once dressed, she checked her appearance in the large mirror on the front of the wardrobe. The snug fit of the breeches showed off her long legs and tiny waist. She smiled, wondering what Captain Anton would make of the outfit, and then shook her head; Jorge was not dead two months and here she was wondering about another man. It was wrong, wrong, wrong! Taking her wayward thoughts in hand, she pulled a deep gray wool-lined cape from a hook on the side of the wardrobe and slung it about her shoulders. It would be chilly on the ride and the dark cloak would make the lilac of her eyes look closer to blue. Her long blonde hair she left to cascade around her face.

Alecia slung the shortened longbow across her body and the quiver over her shoulder. The tapestry that covered the door to the hidden passage caught her attention. It featured a young woman, sword in hand, her flaxen locks restrained by a golden crown. Her mother had told her the queen was a Zialni monarch, called Izebel, from a time long ago when women ruled the land. It had been Izebel’s daughter Daphini who had brought the kingdom to its knees, precipitating an uprising that had seen Daphini’s brother take the throne. Kings had ruled the Kingdom of Thorius ever since. Alecia dreamed of becoming a warrior queen who led her soldiers into battle and wiped evil from the face of the kingdom. She had vowed that one day, queens would again rule. 

A knock at the door jerked Alecia out of her reverie. Fearing it was Vard Anton come to fetch her, she flicked the tapestry aside and triggered the hidden catch. She entered the passageway and flattened herself against the inside wall, praying to the Mother that the panel would close in time. Seconds seemed like minutes as the low grinding of stone on stone filled her ears. Finally, the wall settled back into place. The captain would not dare enter her chambers. Would he? If any sound penetrated to the passage, her rasping breath and pounding heart drowned it out. After a tense moment, she allowed her body to relax.

“That was close.” She pushed off the panel and headed along the narrow corridor that would take her to the trapdoor hidden outside the castle walls. Ramón would be waiting in the park nearby as per her note. She made the trip in darkness, feeling her way as she had done many times in the past, barely noticing the creatures that scuttled out of her way.

Alecia shoved against the trapdoor and climbed into the faint light of dawn, half expecting Captain Anton to be waiting for her. The secluded area was blessedly deserted as she lowered the stone panel into place and sprinkled sand to mask the door. She found Ramón in the park, twirling the reins of his black gelding and her gray mare in his hands. A relieved smile lit his face when he saw her.

“Another moment and I would have come to fetch you.” Ramón pulled a strand of cobweb from her hair and examined her face. “What is amiss?”

Alecia frowned. “Nothing.”

“You have the look of trouble on your face, Your Highness. If you don’t wish to practise, we could go for a ride. The high meadow is nice in the early morning.”

Alecia studied his earnest expression; his deep blue eyes could never conceal anything from her. Clad in a violet shirt under a dark gray tunic, with matching gray breeches and an ermine-trimmed black woollen cape, Ramón would turn heads in any of the kingdom’s royal courts. Perhaps he should return to the King’s court at Wildecoast, where he could make a suitable marriage. At least then he would not trouble her with his puppy love. But she would be lonely without him, and with whom would she practise archery and the sword? The crusty old weapons master was not half so much fun to tease as Ramón.

She hooked her bow and quiver over the saddle and pulled her reins from the his hand. “I’ve told you to call me Alecia when we’re alone.” She vaulted onto her horse’s back. “Let us go.”

Ramón climbed onto his gelding. “I will remember…Alecia.” He heeled his horse forward, grinning. 

Alecia followed, dismayed that she had given him hope that they could be more than friends. He was a dear chap and easy to be with, when he wasn’t mooning around after her. She did not love him; moreover, she was destined for a marriage of convenience, though she longed to make a love match. Ramón deserved someone who could love him. She spurred her horse after her companion. 

 

 

Alecia’s mount slid to a halt in front of the palace stables, the gray mare half rearing at the abrupt change from gallop to standstill. She flashed Ramón a triumphant grin as he arrived moments later, pulling his horse up short of the flustered stableboy.

“You cheated,” Ramón said. “I had to close the gate.”

“It’s my prerogative,” Alecia said, laughing. The exhilaration of the race and her victory made her feel as if she could float away. She flung herself off the horse and handed the reins to the boy, who stood frowning. “We are sorry to have startled you, Billy,” she said, handing him a silver penny.

The boy’s eyes lit up. “It was nothing, Princess.” The penny disappeared with lightning speed into his pocket.

“What brings you to the palace stables, Billy?” Alecia said. “Do you not serve in the smithy?”

“I did, Princess, but Captain Anton has taken me under his wing, so to speak.” Billy adopted a worshipful expression. “He said I could care for his horse and he would train me in weapons.” 

Alecia frowned and looked at Ramón, whose face wore a scowl at the mention of Vard Anton. Her joyful mood vanished behind a dark cloud.

A deep voice sounded from behind them. “It’ll be hard for me to keep my promise to the boy if he’s trampled beneath the hoofs of your horses.” 

Alecia turned to find Vard Anton, resplendent in gray tunic and black leggings, lounging against a rain barrel. She swept her hair forward so it fell in soft waves against her cheeks and folded her cape over her arm. She shoved her bow and quiver at Ramón.

“I fear it is time for luncheon,” she said. “If you will excuse me, I am expected at table.” She tried to walk past but the captain’s arm flashed out and blocked her way. The odour of musk, combined with something else she couldn’t name, distracted her. 

“I wish to know how you left the castle this morning without my seeing you,” the captain asked, his voice low and angry. “Your father was worried, though somewhat reassured when he discovered that the squire had taken two horses from the stable.” He looked toward Ramón who shuffled his feet. 

Alecia’s longbow fell from Ramón’s arms and clattered on the stone of the stable yard. 

Vard Anton’s gaze snapped back to Alecia. “Is it your aim to make me appear incompetent, Princess?”

Alecia glared at Ramón clumsiness and he dropped the quiver in his attempt to retrieve her bow. She turned back to the captain, peering up at him through the strands of her hair. “I assure you it is not,” she said. “Now let me pass.”

His eyes narrowed and his voice dropped to a whisper she could barely hear over her thudding heart. “I’ve been given a task and I mean to see it through. No harm will come to you while you’re in my care and I intend to see that you are in my care.”  

His blistering glare trapped her. She couldn’t look away. Were his eyes even more gilded than usual? The scene around them receded until it was only Alecia, Vard Anton and this battle of wills. She felt herself slip under his dominion, his stormy golden gaze gentling her defiance like the firm hands of a trainer on the shoulder of a fractious filly. Finally she could stand it no longer and dropped her gaze. Damn, but that smarted! 

He stepped away from her and strode toward the palace, his boots tapping an angry staccato on the paving. Alecia exhaled slowly, turning to find Ramón by her side. 

“Are you well, Princess?” he asked quietly. “What did he say?”

“Nothing, Ramón,” Alecia said, “I will just have to be more careful. Now hurry, Father will be waiting.”

 

 

Alecia’s heart and thoughts raced as she hurried to her room. She splashed cool water from a stone basin onto her cheeks, but no amount of washing could banish the embarrassing scene. That she should capitulate with just a look, albeit a long and smouldering look…He hadn’t even touched her, thank the Goddess! She shook the memory of their meeting from her head and donned a pale gray dress with pearl buttons up the bodice and white lace at the high neck. Her fingers shook as she pulled her hair back in a simple twist and brushed some blush across her cheeks.

She joined Ramón outside the dining hall and they entered together. The prince was already there, seated at the head of the table and staring at the red wine in his crystal glass. He often had a glass in his hand these days. 

“Hello, Father,” Alecia said, with a small curtsy.

Ramón swept a deep bow. “Prince Zialni,” he said, his voice a deal short of calm and assured.

The prince looked up at them and Alecia’s heart sank. Her father was as angry as she had ever seen him. “You think me soft, Alecia,” he said. “You think you can run around causing trouble wherever you please and I will turn a blind eye?”

She stiffened. Had her father discovered her part in the death of the mercenary? No! Surely he was just angry about this morning. “I do not try to cause trouble, Father.”

“And you, Squire,” the prince said, “should know better. Were you aware that I had placed the princess’s safety into the hands of Captain Anton?”

“Yes, Your Highness,” Ramón said. “I did not think —” 

“You never think.” Prince Zialni’s voice cracked like a whip. “Arrangements have changed. You will no longer escort the princess as you once did. Do I make myself clear?”

Ramón went red but whether from anger or embarrassment Alecia could not tell. He cleared his throat. “I understand perfectly, Your Highness.”

“You may eat with us. Be seated.” 

Alecia smiled at Ramón as he helped her to a chair opposite the prince at the end of the table. The squire took a seat halfway along on Alecia’s left. She kept her eyes downcast, still frightened that her father had discovered her secrets. They ate in silence. Each second that passed tightened the band around Alecia’s stomach. The faint scrape of metal utensils on china tormented her. Just when she could stand it no more, Ramón placed his knife and spoon on his plate, asked to be excused and left the room. 

The squire was one of the few people she could talk to in the castle. He was like a brother, even if he didn’t see it that way. She didn’t want to see less of him, especially if it meant more of the captain’s unnerving company.

The prince wiped his mouth on his napkin and cleared his throat. “Captain Anton went looking for you this morning but found you not in your room.”

“Does he spy on me then?”

“He is watching over you, on my orders. If you leave the castle, you are to be in his company. If you are in the castle, you will let him know where you are at all times. For now, you may roam freely within these walls. If there is a repeat of this morning, when only Squire Ramón knew where you were, you will be confined to your chambers.”

“I would be a virtual prisoner.” Alecia’s hands clutched the table edge. “What’s next? The dungeon?”

“I will do whatever is required to ensure your safety. We must take steps to find you a husband so that you can give me a grandson to continue the Zialni line. He will be king one day.”

“Even more good news,” Alecia said, sarcasm thick in her tone.

“You’ve always known that an arranged union would be your lot, Alecia. Don’t behave as though this is a punishment. We have responsibilities the common folk do not.”

“I’m well aware of my responsibilities,” she said. How could he talk about responsibilities when he sent mercenaries to collect taxes and innocent men died? 

“What do you imply?” the prince said. 

Alecia remained silent, berating herself for the outburst. If her father suspected the way she felt about the treatment of his people, she might fall under suspicion. Then the good people of Brightcastle would have no champion. 

Prince Zialni stood. “You will give the kingdom an heir, and within the next year if I have my way.”

“I don’t even have a husband yet.”

“I have someone in mind
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