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May 1, 365 M.E. 

The palace courtyard was almost deserted. Karina had expected to see spearmen drilling for battle or young knights fencing. Perhaps the rain earlier had chased them all inside. The long red tile roofs still glistened, and there were deep puddles in the gravel of the courtyard. 

The chamberlain led her through an arch and into the great hall of the palace. It was dark in there and cool under the high-arched ceiling, though just as humid as the spring morning outside. 

“Please make yourself comfortable,” the chamberlain said. “I will tell his grace that you have arrived.” 

He hurried away, back out into the light and across to the wing that must have contained the private apartments. Karina paced the hall on her own, past the polished tables, over a raised dais, and along a row of high windows. Several times she took out her father’s letter and started to read it, only to put it away again. A good officer didn’t fidget. Aunt Ingrid always liked to say that. But Karina couldn’t believe she was actually here, finally at the palace of the Duke of Severn. Finally about to meet her father. 

“You look like a nervous bride,” said a low female voice. 

With a hand to the hilt of her krigsvard, Karina spun around. A woman lounged on a window seat, her long legs braced against a pillar. She had braided her thick, blonde hair in one of the complicated new, fashionable patterns that looked like a rope mesh over her head. Her face, though, remained in shadow, silhouetted against the window. 

“I’m sorry,” Karina said. “I didn’t realize someone was here.” 

“No need to feel embarrassed. We are family, after all.” 

The woman stood and stepped forward, so her face became clear, and with a start, Karina realized she knew her. They had been at many of the same court functions for the past two years, though of course Karina had been at the periphery, while this woman had been at the center. Karina would never have dared approach her and presume on their connection. 

“Your majesty, I...I hadn’t realized you were....”

“That I was here and not back at Wealdan Castle? Yes, I have a little errand. I’ve been here since yesterday.” The queen paced around Karina, looking her up and down with icy blue eyes. “I remember hearing that you were on the embassy guard. I thought about inviting you to visit me, but I worried you might not...fit in. Karina Swithasdatter...that’s your name, isn’t it?” 

“Yes, your majesty.” 

“Call me ‘Aunt Muriel,’ please. I wish I could say that I remember your mother. My brother has had so many lovers, but you would think I would remember a Krigadamite warrior. Ah, well.” The queen gave a thin smile that barely missed becoming a sneer. “You’re hardly the first of his offspring to turn up here out of the blue. Let me give you some advice: don’t expect too much from Lukas.” 

Suddenly, quick footsteps sounded on the gravel outside, and then a tall, broad-shouldered form appeared in the doorway. He came jogging closer, and for the first time in Karina’s life, she saw her father: Lukas Ostensen, Duke of Severn. 

A large man, he had strong features and shoulder-length gray hair that still kept its original golden color here and there. His tunic of green silk and velvet was well-tailored, nearly disguising the slight roundness in his midsection. He was old now, but still handsome for his age, though he hadn’t shaved in a while, and the stubble made him look a bit disheveled. Karina had the notion that perhaps he had dressed in a hurry because he was so eager to meet her. 

Her heart surged and pounded in her chest as she went over to introduce herself to him. Her voice came out unnaturally high, like a little girl. She held up his letter, as if to prove that she wasn’t just some drifter off the street trying a confidence trick. 

Then his face lit up in the most astonishing smile. It took decades off his appearance. It seemed like throwing open a dusty porthole and seeing daylight in a ship’s hold. 

“Karina, my dear,” he said, with a bow. “I am so very pleased you could come. I was so happy to receive your letter.” 

She smiled back, wondering if she should tell him how long it took her to work up the nerve to write. Then she felt someone at her side, and her father’s smile faded. 

“This is all very touching,” said Queen Muriel, “but I have been waiting here for nearly a full day now, Lukas. I certainly wouldn’t wish to deprive you of the oft-repeated joy of meeting one of your own, unexpected progeny, but I need to speak with you.” 

“Is this really the moment, Muriel?” he sighed. 

“If not now, when? The Sigor armies are gathering in Cruedrua. Everyone knows this. We will be under attack by midsummer, and your army is sitting idle.” 

“So you and the king have finally remembered that you need me?” He shook his head and turned back to Karina. “Your aunt made it quite clear to me that she and your uncle didn’t want my help anymore. They went behind my back and undermined my authority. They blocked advantageous marriages for my daughters. Don’t you think, my dear, that it’s a bit rich of them to come crawling back now?” 

Karina’s face grew warm, and she could feel the piercing glare of the queen’s eyes on her. “I...I really can’t say, your grace.” 

“Call me, ‘Father,’ please,” he said, holding out his arm. 

She took it, and he led her away from the queen. 

“Lukas!” Muriel cried, her voice quavering and desperate now. “Lukas, please. Do you want me to say I’m sorry?” 

“Not especially,” he said, chuckling. “I know you wouldn’t mean it.” 

Karina looked back and saw the queen vanish out the main door into the courtyard. Her father, smiling as if he had forgotten his sister entirely, led Karina into the buttery. Next to a cheerful fire, someone had set out two overstuffed chairs. Between them stood a small table with a pitcher of ale and some glazed pastries. Lukas poured drinks for both of them, and gave a toast to “family.” 

“I see you wore your krigsvard,” he said. “I wouldn’t dare ask to hold it, but could you show it to me?” 

She drew it proudly and did one of the old sword drills that she had learned in Landatid. He applauded enthusiastically as she sheathed the blade again and bowed. Her matriarchal, Krigadamite side told her she shouldn’t feel such a thrill at the approval of her absentee father. But she did, anyway. 

“I can’t tell you how proud I was to learn you’d been selected as a Befala officer,” he said, beaming. “I want to know everything about your military service. Absolutely everything. I sent a letter to the Krigadamite ambassador asking about you. He wrote back to say you’ve had a very distinguished career.”

“Oh, not especially,” she said, trying not to smile and failing. “I’m only a senior lieutenant.” 

“But your country is at war with the Sahasrans. Apparently you did something very heroic down in the Afton Islands.” 

It made her feel warm to think that he had inquired after her and kept up with her career. And he knew about the war against Sahasra Deva. Hardly any Myrcians even knew it was happening. 

She gave him a very brief version of the Afton Islands incident, where she had captured a Sahasran frigate with a dozen spearwomen in a fishing boat, but a quick, modest account did not satisfy him. He pressed her for details until she had told him everything, from the fog-shrouded approach in the night, to her climactic swordfight with the Sahasran captain. It was a thrilling story, if she said so herself, and it was nice to have someone acknowledge how brave she had been. She felt proud of what she had done, but of course she could never have said that to another Befala officer. 

They finished the pitcher of ale and most of the pastries, and her father called for more. She was about to ask him about some of his most famous battles, like the great victory at Erstenwell, when a servant girl arrived with more food and drink. 

“Oh, hello, there,” said Lukas. “You’re new, aren’t you?” 

“Indeed I am, your grace,” said the girl, in a soft purr. 

Karina, who had practically ignored the servant’s entrance, now took a moment to examine her more closely. She was young—probably still in her teens—with big blue eyes and long golden ringlets that fell halfway down her back. With an officer’s eye, Karina spotted the little pins and stitches the girl had used to take in her slate-colored livery dress and make it cling more tightly to her curves. 

Lukas reached out and slid one of his big hands up her thigh, then grasped her around the waist and pulled her into his lap. Karina, too stunned to say anything, turned and looked away, studying a row of brass pots hanging on the wall nearby. After a few moments, she looked back, only to see her father kissing the girl deeply, while his hand disappeared somewhere under her skirt. 

“I was just thinking it might be time to choose a wine for supper,” said Lukas, emerging from the kiss. “Do you think you could help me with that...?” 

“Trisha, your grace,” the girl simpered. “And I’d be happy to do anything that made you happy.” 

“Yes, let’s go see about that, shall we?” He stood, setting the girl on her feet, and started ushering her back into the kitchen. Almost as an afterthought, he paused at the door and said to Karina, “Lovely to see you, my dear girl. Feel free to finish the ale. Oh, and stick around, if you’d like. I’m sure we’ll have some time to talk later tonight.” He paused, looked at Trisha, and corrected himself. “No, probably not tonight. Tomorrow, perhaps.” Then he blew Karina a kiss and disappeared with the serving girl on his arm. 

Karina stared at the vacant door for a few moments, mouth agape. “What...the...helvete?” she said. Here she had gone out of her way to find him and try to establish a relationship with him. She had gone out to the end of a yardarm, emotionally speaking, only for him to snap it off behind her. Obviously he was a great general and an important nobleman, but was it really too much to ask that he dedicate a full hour to her? Yes, apparently it was. 

How dare he act that way in front of her! How could he rub that sort of behavior in the face of his natural daughter? 

“Was my mother like that?” she thought, gagging a little at the very notion. “Did she throw herself at him, too?” No, Karina couldn’t believe that. She refused to believe that. Her mother, for all her faults, was a Befala officer and an honorable woman. Lukas must have tricked her. He must have gotten her drunk or lied to her about his intentions. 

Karina couldn’t stay there one more second. Pausing only to throw his letter into the fire, she stalked back out through the great hall and into the courtyard, where it had started to drizzle again. 

“I told you not to expect too much from him.” Queen Muriel stood under the eaves with a cup of wine in her hand, staring out at the rain. “Care to join me for a drink?” 

On another occasion, Karina might have done it. In the first place, she loved meeting new people. And it might be fascinating to hear about Myrcian politics from the woman at the very center of it all. Plus, Muriel was her aunt. But Karina’s patience had reached its limit for one day. 

“No, thank you, your majesty. I need to get back to the docks. I’ve been posted next to the embassy in Annenstruk, and I wouldn’t want to be late.” 
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May 1, 371 M.E. (six years later, to the day)

“Mama! Mama, watch me shoot!” Little Ida drew back the string on her toy bow and launched the blunted arrow in a high arc over the tray with Karina’s breakfast and straight into the big potted plant in the corner. 

“Well done,” said Torkel, grinning. “You killed the ficus.” 

“It’s not a ficus, Papa,” said Ida, with a superior sort of look. “It’s a Sahasran officer.” 

“Very well, my dear,” said Torkel, squatting down to look her in the eye. “But perhaps you could practice your stalking skills for a few minutes. That will be very important when you go for Landatid in a few years, and Mama and I need to have a word.” 

Ida obediently went over to the other side of the hospital room, where she started crawling under the table and chairs, holding up her hands to make an imaginary spyglass. 

“So what did the healers say this morning?” Torkel asked, coming over to Karina’s bed and taking her hand. 

“My skull is intact,” she said. “So you’re right—it turns out that I’ve got an especially thick one. It still aches pretty badly, but they say that will pass in time.” 

“You did take a falling spar to the head, dear. What about the arrow wound?” 

“Bad enough to keep me here a few days, but there’s no infection.” She looked at her husband. He didn’t look as happy as she had thought he would be. “What’s wrong? Oh, blast. Let me guess. My ship.” 

“The fleet admiral came and talked to me while you were still out cold,” Torkel said softly. “She wanted you to understand it’s nothing personal, and no reflection on your command abilities. You were very brave, and you won the battle, but....” 

“But they needed the Gulddrake back at sea, and they couldn’t wait for me to recover. Shit.” 

The Gulddrake had been her second command as a full captain, and it had been a truly beautiful ship—a big third-rate Skei with lovely lines and excellent speed into the wind. And a marvelous crew, as well. Sailors who knew their jobs, and officers who didn’t need too much supervision. Well, most of them, anyway. It was a great ship, and it had been her ship. But now it was someone else’s, and she would be stuck here in the Flodmund naval hospital until the healers said she could leave. 

“It will be nice to have you at home for a while,” Torkel said. 

“Of course, dear.” 

“Ooh! Look at this! Who’s this? Who’s this under here?” 

Karina and her husband turned to see that another officer had arrived and was leaning down to point and grin at little Ida. Elina Heddasdatter, Karina’s young first cousin and former third lieutenant, had been wounded in the battle, too, and her left arm was in a sling. She had been hurt badly enough to be left behind by the Gulddrake, as well. But that wasn’t stopping her from getting up and walking around. 

“I’m stalking!” said Ida. “I’m going to sneak into Aryavarta harbor!” 

“A noble and worthy goal,” said Elina. She bent down closer. “Here. I’ve got something for you.” She dug in the pocket of her training dress and pulled out a dark metal triangle. “This is the tip of a real Sahasran war bolt.” With a proud smile, she added, “The healers dug it out of my shoulder!” 

“Oh, wow!” cried Ida, taking the arrowhead and holding it to her chest like a holy relic. “Thank you!” 

“Please tell me you washed that first,” said Torkel. 

With her one good shoulder, Elina shrugged off his concerns and launched into the tale of her own exploits during the battle, demonstrating the positions of the Gulddrake and the two Sahasran frigates to Ida with bowls from Karina’s breakfast tray. 

Torkel looked exasperated. At the end of the story, he said, “Elina, could you possibly take Ida down to the commissary? I wanted a little time alone with my wife, assuming there are no pressing engagements.” 

Elina’s eyes grew wide and she put a hand to her mouth. “Oh, sweet Moanne. I totally forgot. I didn’t just come by to see you all. Aunt Ingrid sent me up here because she wants to talk to Karina about her next assignment.” 

“What?” Karina sat bolt upright, even though it made her head pound. “When is she coming to see me?” 

“Oh, she’s here already,” said Elina, with an apologetic grimace. “Um...she’s down in the hospital garden, waiting. The healers told her you can walk, so I guess she wants you to...er...come down there.” 

“Bugger it all,” snapped Karina, throwing off the covers of her bed and reaching for a dressing gown and her sword. “Elina, you really should have started with that news the moment you came in the room!” 

No one could doubt the personal courage of Lieutenant Elina Heddasdatter, but a lot of her superior officers over the years, including Karina, had doubted her good sense. The girl threw herself into everything with equal enthusiasm. There were no half measures with her, no sense of proportion. Sometimes this made her an excellent officer, like when she led a boarding party against a much larger crew. But sometimes it made her completely undependable. 

Torkel took Ida and Elina both down the main stairs to the commissary, while Karina jogged as fast as her aching head would allow down the back stairs to the little door that led into the garden. There was no need to look for Aunt Ingrid. She stood straight as an arrow by the big sundial in the middle, no doubt keeping track of how many minutes Karina was late. 

“I...I’m so sorry, ma’am,” Karina gasped, coming to attention and bowing. “I got here as soon as I could.” 

Admiral Ingrid Elsasdatter’s sharp features stretched into a grim smile. “I have no doubt you did. Perhaps I should have sent someone other than Lieutenant Elina.” 

“Elina is...progressing as an officer, ma’am,” said Karina, feeling an obligation to stick up for her crew, even if it wasn’t really her crew anymore. 

“Elina is a fool,” sighed Ingrid. “But you are right—she is better than she was. A few more years under your command, and she might make a passable officer. My brother always writes me, asking how she’s doing. I honestly don’t know how many new ways I can come up with to say, ‘She’s not as bad as she used to be.’” Ingrid chuckled. “I suppose if I had ever married, I might be pushing my daughters’ careers. As it is,” she put a hand on Karina’s shoulder, “I’m left with you and Elina.” 

Karina bowed quickly and mumbled, “Thank you, ma’am.” She had never asked for help from her mother’s sister, but Ingrid always gave it, anyway. Even when sometimes it wasn’t particularly welcome. 

“Yes, I’ve been standing here, thinking about how family guides our destinies. Tell me, do you ever write to your father?” 

The question hit like a sudden contrary wind, throwing a ship completely aback. “What? Um, my father, ma’am? What about him?” 

“Are you in contact with him?”

Karina clenched a fist over the hilt of her sword. “No, ma’am. I met him once. And I haven’t spoken to him since.” 

Ingrid frowned. “Never? Are you serious? Perhaps I am misremembering, but it seems to me that you were our country’s military attaché in Annenstruk, twice. One time five years ago, and again two years ago.” 

“Yes, ma’am.” Karina tightened her grip on the sword until her fingers burned. 

“You wrote reports about riding with the Myrcian rebels—the Gramiren troops under your father’s command.” 

“Yes, ma’am.” 

Ingrid clasped her hands behind her back and leaned forward, the tip of her beak-like nose only inches from Karina now. “Captain, your father, and your aunt the deposed queen, and all the Myrcian exiles, are in northern Annenstruk. Right where they fled after the Sigors returned to power. You were probably a few miles from your father’s estate. You rode with men under his command. But you’re telling me you never saw him?” 

“No, ma’am. I didn’t.” To be clear, she added, “It wasn’t an accident, ma’am. I made a point of avoiding him.” 

“You’re better than that,” said Ingrid coldly. “Moanne knows, I understand not liking your relations, but when it’s your blasted job to talk to them....” She sighed and stepped away, walking slowly around the sundial. “It would be a tremendous help right now if you did happen to be close to him.” 

“Help? To whom, ma’am?” 

“To your country! We’re at war with Sahasra Deva, and no matter how many of their ships we sink or capture, the bastards keep fighting. Nobody honestly thought the war would go on this long.” 

Karina nodded. As a young lieutenant, combat had been a thrill. Now, as a captain, she had to inspire young women to go into battle, even while in the back of her mind, she saw the terrible futility of it all. But she didn’t see what this had to do with her father, and she said so. 

“Well, as it happens,” Ingrid continued, “your father and your Aunt Muriel are at the Annenstruker court. They’re related to the Annenstruker king. As are you, of course. In any case, that’s where some of the Gramiren exiles have gathered. But your cousin, the deposed Gramiren King Broderick II, is in Briddobad, Sahasra Deva. Do you see the problem yet?” 

Karina thought about it for a moment. “Are you suggesting my Myrcian relations want to bring Annenstruk and Sahasra Deva into an alliance?” 

“Exactly. Which would be all well and good if they confined themselves to the Myrcian Civil War. Our queen doesn’t much care who rules Myrcia. But once the Sahasrans and the Annenstrukers are fighting on the same side, it won’t end with putting Broderick the younger on the throne in Formacaster.” 

“The Sahasrans will ask the Annenstrukers for help in fighting us,” said Karina, with a sudden cold feeling in the pit of her stomach. 

“Yes, obviously. That would be the incentive that your father, and your Aunt Muriel, and your Cousin Broderick could dangle in front of the Sahasrans to get them to join the Myrcian war. They could say, ‘Help us regain power, and then we—and our cousin, the King of Annenstruk—will help you destroy the Krigadamites.’” 

It seemed quite terrifying, but then Karina remembered something. “Ma’am, the Sahasrans are giving sanctuary to Young Broderick now, but they’ve traditionally been on the side of the Sigors.” 

Ingrid looked around, searching the hedges and rose bushes for any listeners. Then, in a low voice, she said, “We’ve had intelligence reports. There are elements of the Sahasran government who want to support the Gramirens, instead. And we’ve heard that the Sahasran king has sent secret envoys to King Galt in Annenstruk. We don’t know what they’re discussing, but you can bet they’re not just talking about how many deer they shot on their latest hunt.” 

“So what are we planning to do about this, ma’am?” 

“Ah. It’s funny you should ask that,” said Ingrid. “The fleet admiral, on behalf of the queen, asked me if I could recommend someone who could act as an envoy to the Annenstruker court. Someone who knows Myrcian and Annensprak fluently. Someone who has a personal connection to the people she would need to speak with.” Ingrid raised an eyebrow. 

“Oh, ma’am, you didn’t. You don’t mean....” 

“Yes. Clearly I mean you.” 

“That’s...kind of you to think of me, ma’am, but I was hoping to get back to sea, and—”

“The Krigadamite fleet has a great many officers who can command warships. On the other hand, we have very few who are related to Lukas Ostensen, Duke of Severn, and Queen Muriel Gramiren.” 

“But isn’t this a job for our ambassador?” 

Ingrid rolled her eyes. “You’ve met our ambassador. Orvar Rakelsson is a lovely man, but he’s nearly 60, and his gout is acting up. He’s at the hot springs in Sydensby for his health, while the Annenstruker court has gone up north to Nordligsby. That’s where you’re going. I’ve already arranged transport. You can leave as soon as you’re packed.” 

A bit desperately, Karina said, “Surely, ma’am, you mean I’ll leave as soon as the healers say I can go.” 

“The healers know how to follow orders, captain,” said Ingrid sharply. “Do you?” 

“Yes, ma’am,” sighed Karina. 

Ingrid smiled and patted her shoulder again. “Good girl. I knew I could count on you. Oh, and one more thing. Take Lieutenant Elina with you. You will need an assistant, and she needs to learn a little more about life. The girl needs to be around someone dependable. Someone like you, dear.” 
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Stanley and the other two men fiddled awkwardly with their wineglasses, staring up at the heavens, and trying to pretend they couldn’t hear the conversation from deeper in the royal apartments. They were seated on one of the inner balconies of Wealdan Castle, and the rain had finally tapered off, so the moon and the stars shone clearly through the huge glass dome overhead. The laughter and music from the party in the Palm Court below, along with the rushing thunder of the four waterfalls, nearly drowned out the king’s moaning. 

“Sweetheart,” said the queen, “it’s Brygidsnacht, and we have guests downstairs. And you’ve got Stanley Barras and the Bishop of Leornian waiting for you on the balcony. Lord Caedmon is out there, too, if you’d like a tincture for the pain. Or I could have Princess Alice come up. She’s been asking about you all day, and I know—” 

“Fuck that.” There were low, stomping footsteps, and then King Edwin came out on the balcony, wearing a dressing gown over his robes of state. 

Queen Irena followed a few seconds later, resplendent in a sleek dress of gold silk and blue velvet, with an emerald tiara over her dark hair. She gave them all a curtsy and a brilliant smile. “I will be downstairs, gentlemen, seeing to our guests. If the king requires anything, ring for a servant or send for me.” Then she curtsied again and left. 

Caedmon Aldred, the hillichmagnar on the council, levitated a bottle to pour Edwin a glass of wine. “Is there anything I can do, your majesty? A potion or a spell to ease your trouble, perhaps?” 

“Not unless you can go back to last night’s supper and tell me not to eat that blasted lamprey casserole,” growled the king. He took the wine and downed half the glass in a single go. “Very well, then, gentlemen. We’ve wasted enough time on my digestive woes. I suppose you three are wondering why I’ve asked you up here instead of letting you enjoy the party.” He nodded at each of them in turn. “Stanley, Bishop Arthur, Caedmon. I want to figure out how to end this fucking war against the Gramirens once and for all. A real treaty. No half measures.” 

“A worthy goal, your majesty,” said Caedmon, “though sadly, an elusive one.” 

Stanley nodded. “The south still isn’t pacified, despite your latest decrees.” 

“Perhaps we might reconsider how land is being redistributed,” the bishop said. 

“No, it’s not our land policy that’s the problem,” said Edwin. “It’s the fact that the rebels still have safe haven in Annenstruk. Certain people are able to raise troops over and over, and attack us with impunity, and King Galt won’t do anything about it.” 

The bishop gave a wan smile. “By ‘certain people,’ I assume your majesty means my brother and sister.” 

Arthur Ostensen had been made Bishop of Leornian—the head of the Leafa church—by the late usurper, Broderick the elder. At the time, the idea of the king choosing his own brother-in-law for such an important position had caused a scandal. Everyone had assumed that Arthur would be a loyal lackey for the Gramiren king. And everyone, not least the usurper himself, had been stunned when the bishop turned out to be honest, pious, and relentlessly nonpartisan. He served on Edwin’s council just as cheerfully as he had served on Broderick’s. 

“Do you believe Duke Lukas would consider making peace, your grace?” Caedmon asked. 

“Possibly,” said the bishop. “He’s always been a bit hot-headed, and he can carry a grudge, too. Simply recall how he sat on his hands when your majesty’s forces invaded six years ago out of spite for perceived slights. Still, I think he might be induced to sign a treaty. No, it’s not my brother you need to worry about. It’s Muriel.” He sighed. “Growing up, I was always her favorite sibling, and she was mine. We two were the intellectuals, you see. Marvelously clever woman, though she never had the formal schooling I had. But sadly, she doesn’t have an ounce of true charity in her heart, and there is nothing she wouldn’t do in order to make sure her son, young Broderick, ends up on the throne.” 

“Well, that’s why I need someone brilliant to act as my envoy to King Galt,” said Edwin, and to Stanley’s horror, the king now turned to look at him. 

“You’re sending me to Annenstruk?” Stanley gasped. 

“Yes. Try to make Galt see reason. And Lukas, too, if you can manage it. See if you can minimize Muriel’s influence at court, while you’re at it.” 

“That’s not a tall order at all,” chuckled the bishop. “But I’m sure Lord Stanley is up to it.” 

“Your majesty would be better served by someone else,” said Stanley. “Gramiren raiders killed my sister Beatrice.” 

“I fear we cannot excuse you on that ground alone,” said Caedmon. “Sadly, the court is full of people who have lost loved ones in the war.” 

“Perhaps you could pick one of them,” said Stanley, crossing his arms. 

“None is as qualified as you,” said the bishop. “I remember hearing about all the Distinctions you earned at Atherton. The headmaster told me you would have made a fine professor. You speak Annensprak like a native. Not usually what people expect from the son of a duke. Trust me, I know.”

“I’m not a scholar anymore. I’ve been a soldier for years now.” 

“Your well-known success as a knight and a commander will only add to your credibility,” said Caedmon. 

“Oh, bugger,” thought Stanley, wishing now that he hadn’t spent so much time studying at school. But the king—one of his best friends—wanted him to do this, and he couldn’t say “no.” 

“Very well,” he
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