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      "Bronwyn?" said Gerald. "You can't be serious?" He was halfway through his breakfast, but the name put him off his meal. "I might remind you she turned on us outside the gates of this very castle. If it hadn't been for Herdwin's quick thinking, it would've been disastrous."

      "I know it's a difficult thing," said Anna, "but she's the only candidate both sides will accept."

      "You mean that Hollis's nephew is willing to accept. He lost any right to an opinion when his uncle took up arms against us."

      "You know as well as I that we can't let only three earls rule over Norland—there's too much bad blood."

      "And so instead, we simply let them get back to the way things were?"

      "No," said Anna. "We need to amend the rules of succession to allow Bronwyn to be crowned queen."

      He saw the spark of mischief in her eyes. "You have something in mind."

      "Yes, I do. I aim to restrict how many warriors each earl can maintain."

      "And you believe they'll go for that?"

      "They will if they want peace with Merceria. I'll not have the Earl of Beaconsgate sending any more raiders over our borders. Either they accept that limitation, or we'll be back on a war footing."

      "We can't afford that," said Gerald.

      "True, but they don't know that."

      "That's a dangerous bluff."

      "It's not the only surprise I have in mind for them."

      Gerald looked down at his food to see sausages staring back at him. "I'm sensing I'm not going to have the stomach to finish breakfast."

      "Nonsense. You're going to like this, although I daresay the earls won't."

      "Now you have me intrigued."

      "I will demand they recognize the Orcs' claims to Ravensguard."

      "They definitely won't like that."
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            Norland

          

          SUMMER 965 MC* (*MERCERIAN CALENDAR)

        

      

    

    
      Anna shifted in her seat. As Queen of Merceria, she was expected to act with grace and dignity, but the infant within her had other ideas, moving around at the most inconvenient of times. A wet nose pressed against her arm, and she looked down to see Tempus, her faithful Kurathian Mastiff, staring back with concern. She reached down, stroking the dog's head before returning her attention to the rest of the room, where a heated debate raged on.

      "He deserves death!" screamed out Lord Creighton, the Norland Earl of Riverhurst.

      "That may well be," replied Baron Fitzwilliam, his voice calm and collected, "but this meeting's purpose is to decide on how the country will move forward, not deal out summary justice. I might remind you, there's still no agreement as to who'll be king, let alone dealing with the traitors."

      "I agree," said Lord Marley, the younger. By some standards, he was barely an adult, having only eighteen years to his name, but his father, the previous Earl of Walthorne, had died in the war. "As the baron has indicated, we must select a new king. It's up to whomever we pick to decide the fate of these traitorous curs."

      "Yes, but that's precisely the point, isn't it?" said Lord Waverly, the elderly Earl of Marston.

      Of necessity, the queen had listened to this arguing all morning, nay, all week, for the negotiations had been tumultuous since their onset. She'd considered it an achievement to gather everyone together to discuss Norland's future, but now she wondered if she weren't better off locking everyone up and declaring martial law.

      Anna closed her eyes, taking a deep breath in an attempt to calm herself. The rule of law was important to her, so much so that not long ago, she'd been forced to sit by and watch her dearest friend go on trial for murder. It had not been an easy thing to do. She'd nearly given in and called in the Royal Guard in the final moments. She thought to herself, if she could live through that, then she could put up with a few disagreeable nobles.

      The baby kicked, and once more, she shifted. Sensing her discomfort, Baron Fitzwilliam turned to her, keeping his voice low. "Shall we adjourn this meeting, Your Majesty?"

      "No," she replied, "although I think I might excuse myself. You are better able to deal with these men than I at the moment."

      "Of course." The baron nodded to Sophie, who stepped forward, ready to pull the queen's chair out as she stood. The earls, sensing what was about to happen, all stood, bowing their heads reverentially.

      "You must excuse me," said Anna, "but I tire easily these days. I shall leave you in the capable hands of Lord Fitzwilliam."

      She rose, leaving the room as quickly as dignity would permit. Once through the door, she paused a moment to take in a breath of fresh air.

      "Are you ill, Majesty?"

      "No, Sophie, I'm fine. I need to sit and relax for a bit. All this back and forth makes my head spin."

      Her lady-in-waiting took her arm, guiding her through the castle to where her rooms awaited. The Royal Guards followed in her wake, their presence a constant reminder that she was still in the Norland capital.

      "Have someone find Lady Nicole," said the queen. "I should very much like to talk to her."

      Sophie nodded her head at a servant, who then rushed off to deliver the summons. "Let's get you nice and comfortable, shall we?"

      The guards opened the door, and Sophie led her queen into the room. "You should put your feet up, and I'll have someone fetch you something to drink."

      "Yes," said Anna, "and perhaps something to eat?"

      "Of course, Majesty."

      "You're so good to me, Sophie. Tell me, how is Sir Preston these days?"

      The woman blushed. "He is well, Majesty. Thank you for asking."

      "And are we to see a wedding anytime soon?"

      It was a fair question, for the Knight of the Hound had made his intentions clear with a formal proposal mere days ago.

      "We have yet to set a date, Majesty, and with all this going on in Norland, I doubt it will be soon."

      "Nonsense," said Anna. "You should be out and about with him instead of spending all your time fussing over an irritable pregnant woman." Sophie merely smiled.

      A guard announced Lady Nicole.

      "Send her in," said the queen.

      Lady Nicole Arendale entered the room, curtsying in the Weldwyn style. Since the Royal Marriage, it had become the fashionable thing to do in Merceria, but Anna still found the custom strange.

      "Nikki, so glad to see you. Tell me, were your twins uncomfortable to bear?"

      "They were, indeed, Majesty, although there were also times of bliss. Mind you, I wasn't forced to sit through interminable meetings."

      "Ah, you heard about the impasse at the Nobles Council, did you?"

      "Yes. It appears you have your hands full."

      "I don't suppose you can offer any advice?"

      "They're not much different from the gangs of Wincaster," said Nikki.

      "That's not the first time you've made that comparison."

      "Nor will it likely be the last. If you want a lasting peace, you must be willing to give a little."

      "Meaning?"

      "For this to work, both sides need to feel like they're gaining something."

      "Yes," said the queen. "But what? If we allow one of the earls to become king, there'll be a bloodbath. All they seem to care about is killing their enemies."

      "You need a compromise candidate, someone who can be seen as acceptable to both sides."

      "Like who?"

      "I'm afraid that's not for me to say."

      "Of course it is," said Anna. "You obviously already have someone in mind. Spit it out. I shan't hold it against you."

      "Very well…" began Nikki.

      

      "Bronwyn?" said Gerald. "You can't be serious?" He was halfway through his breakfast, but the name put him off his meal. "I might remind you she turned on us outside the gates of this very castle. If it hadn't been for Herdwin's quick thinking, it would've been disastrous."

      "I know it's a difficult thing," said Anna, "but she's the only candidate both sides will accept."

      "You mean that Hollis's nephew is willing to accept. He lost any right to an opinion when his uncle took up arms against us."

      "You know as well as I that we can't let only three earls rule over Norland—there's too much bad blood."

      "And so instead, we simply let them get back to the way things were?"

      "No," said Anna. "We need to amend the rules of succession to allow Bronwyn to be crowned queen."

      He saw the spark of mischief in her eyes. "You have something in mind."

      "Yes, I do. I aim to restrict how many warriors each earl can maintain."

      "And you believe they'll go for that?"

      "They will if they want peace with Merceria. I'll not have the Earl of Beaconsgate sending any more raiders over our borders. Either they accept that limitation, or we'll be back on a war footing."

      "We can't afford that," said Gerald.

      "True, but they don't know that."

      "That's a dangerous bluff."

      "It's not the only surprise I have in mind for them."

      Gerald looked down at his food to see sausages staring back at him. "I'm sensing I'm not going to have the stomach to finish breakfast."

      "Nonsense. You're going to like this, although I daresay the earls won't."

      "Now you have me intrigued."

      "I will demand they recognize the Orcs' claims to Ravensguard."

      "They definitely won't like that."

      "It doesn't matter," said Anna. "The harsh reality is Ghodrug's Orcs already occupy the city. Should the earls attempt to retake it, Merceria would be obligated to come to the aid of our allies. After all, we are allied with ALL the Orcs, not only one or two tribes."

      "A clever play," said Gerald. "I assume that would mean they'd need a seat on the Nobles Council?"

      "That would be best for the Orcs and for us, as it turns out, since we'd be able to keep track of what's going on up here."

      "And the rest of the earldom?"

      "I have no objection to them appointing a new earl. Then again, I suppose they could choose to simply surrender Ravensguard entirely."

      Gerald smiled. "Then we'd need to leave a permanent garrison there to aid the Orcs."

      "Yes, and I doubt the earls would want that. Better for them to have an enemy on their council than to be left in the dark, wouldn't you say?"

      "I'm not sure I follow?"

      "They all know what would happen if we were to march out of Norland—they'd be back to war in a heartbeat. Like it or not, our presence is the only thing keeping the peace, and that's something we can leverage to our advantage."

      

      That evening, Anna met informally with her closest advisors, gathered around a table loaded with food, but she was so engrossed with planning that she ate little.

      "I'll be returning to Wincaster," she announced, getting to the gathering's true purpose.

      "And the army?" said Fitz.

      "The bulk of it will return home, but I'll leave a garrison here to keep an eye on things for the foreseeable future. Lord Richard, I hoped you would stay on as my representative. You are well versed in matters of court and are fully aware of my intentions in regard to Norland."

      "I would be delighted. Might I ask the nature of the garrison?"

      "I'll leave Sir Heward under your command with, shall we say, six companies of footmen?"

      "Might we make that four foot and two archers?"

      "I would suggest some horsemen," added Beverly, "for the simple reason that the Norlanders have great respect for them."

      "Very well," said the queen. "I'll leave it up to Gerald and the baron to decide on which companies. As for the rest, I asked Albreda and Aldwin to remain here for the time being. Their task is to create a new circle of magic. Once that's in place, it will be much easier to move back and forth as required."

      "Is there any word from Weldwyn?" asked Aubrey.

      "No. Since the death of King Leofric, we've heard little. We can assume Alstan is the new king, but I doubt he's had time to do much of anything. Once I return to Wincaster, we'll send a delegation to Summersgate via the Dome."

      "I still can't get used to that," said Gerald. "All these magic circles make my head spin. Not that it isn't convenient, but it's hard to think of all those miles traversed in an instant."

      "It was no different with the gates," said Hayley, "and you handled those quite well."

      "Yes, but those were ancient. Some of these circles were actually created by us. I wonder what people on the Continent would say if they knew we could do that?"

      "I imagine they do so all the time," said Aubrey. "I am assuming they know how, of course, for they have a much older understanding of magic."

      "We don't know that for sure," cautioned Revi. "If you recall, pardon the expression, Albreda taught us the spell of recall."

      "Yes, but the technique for creating the circle in the first place was found at the Dome."

      The queen turned her attention to the chieftain of the Black Arrows. "What are your intentions, Urgon? To return to your home in the Artisan Hills?"

      In answer, he clutched the hand of his bondmate, a pale Orc with hair the colour of moonlight. "Zhura and I will travel to Hawksburg and settle down there. Many of our tribemates will join us, but some still desire to return to the place of their birth."

      "Will you then be considered a new tribe?" asked Gerald.

      "It is a distinct possibility. I must give it some thought. Lady Aubrey was the one who graciously extended the invitation, and Zhura wishes to see it for herself."

      "Now that the spirit army is destroyed, are the spirits at rest?" asked Revi.

      "No," replied Zhura. "But Aubrey and Kraloch found a way to dampen their effects, a type of meditation that keeps them at bay."

      "Yes," said Aubrey. "You may recall that some time ago, I discovered I could see magical auras while in spirit form. It turns out Zhura has a bright aura, indicating she may have magical potential. If I can hear the spirits by casting a spell, it's likely she can learn to silence them using something similar. In any event, we're going to give it a try in Hawksburg."

      "All this is well and good," said Fitz, "but if we could just return to the issue of Norland for a moment, I have a question."

      "Go on," urged the queen.

      "What are we to do with the prisoners? Thurlowe and Calder are in the dungeons, but what is their ultimate fate to be? And what of Rutherford? He could resurface at any time."

      "They shall remain imprisoned until the earls choose a new leader. At that point, it will be out of our hands. As for Rutherford, the man is to be considered a prisoner. If he does show up, he shall be promptly arrested and placed with the others."

      "And if they decide to choose Bronwyn for their queen?"

      "It's not the ideal solution, I grant you," replied Anna, "but we shall make it work. It is better to have a queen they can all agree on than a king who leads to another civil war. Just make sure we have safeguards in place."

      "I've made extensive notes about this," she continued. "I'll be sure to get them to you before I leave. Is there anything else anyone would like to bring up?"

      "There is the matter of Bronwyn herself," said Fitz. "The last time she was our ally, she betrayed us."

      "Yes," said Beverly. "Spurred on, no doubt, by Sir Greyson and his quest for power."

      "I believe," said Anna, "we can rectify that situation by assigning her a new aide, someone we trust."

      "Sir Preston?" said Fitz.

      "No. I wouldn't do that to poor Sophie. I was thinking of Sir Gareth. Do you believe he would approve of being made a Knight of the Hound, Baron?"

      "I think he would be most honoured, Your Majesty."

      "Good, and if there are any others that any of you deem worthy of the honour, I'd be glad to hear of it. It's high time we grew the order back to its original size. Let's make the arrangements for Sir Gareth to be inducted before I go. It'll give us all something to celebrate. Beverly, as Knight Commander, you'll preside over the ceremony, and I hope I can count on you, Lord Richard, to sponsor him?"

      "Of course."

      "Good, then I'll leave it to the Fitzwilliams to organize everything. Beverly can inform me when I'll be needed. In the meantime, I shall rest and pray that this child gives me some peace."

      At this last remark, they all stood, allowing the queen to leave.

      "I wonder how I should break this news to Sir Gareth?" mused Fitz.

      "You think he won't like it?" said Beverly.

      "No, he'll love it. I meant which do I tell him first, that he's now a Knight of the Hound or that he has to look after Bronwyn?"

      "I think his induction into the order should take precedence. Better to follow with the bad news afterwards."

      "Yes, I think you have the right of it." He paused a moment, staring at his daughter.

      "Something wrong, Father?"

      "Who would have thought it, eh? I still remember you as a little girl, wishing with all her might that she might someday become a knight. Now, here you are, Knight Commander, no less, of the most prestigious order in the kingdom."

      "I don't know about that. We might have the queen's blessing, but there's only six of us."

      "Nonsense. You're the premier order and the envy of the Four Kingdoms. One day your reputation shall be known throughout the land of Eiddenwerthe."

      "Here we go again," said Gerald. "His pride is showing through. You better get him out of here, Albreda, before he starts waxing poetic."

      "Quite right," agreed the Druid. "Come along, Richard. We all know how pleased you are to be working with your daughter again. Now, how about we search this castle to find a suitable location for the ceremony?"

      She stood, taking the baron's hand and leading him from the room.

      Beverly held her tongue until he left, then snorted. "Sometimes he's like a little boy."

      "Come now," said Gerald. "You can't blame him. He's proud of you, that's all."

      "Yes," agreed Hayley. "We should all have a father like that."

      "In a sense, we do," said Aubrey. "Lord Richard is like an uncle to everyone."

      "You have to say that," said Beverly. "He IS your uncle."

      

      The late King Halfan's throne room proved the perfect location for the ceremony. Anna positioned herself in front of the throne, Tempus at her side with Dame Beverly standing before her, facing the crowd.

      Word of the event had travelled quickly, and the room was packed with onlookers. Some came to offer their congratulations, while others were simply interested in seeing what strange customs these Mercerians had.

      The remaining Knights of the Hound—Hayley, Arnim, Heward, and Preston, marched in and stood facing Beverly, leaving a space for the new inductee. Sir Gareth entered next with Lord Richard accompanying him. They strode across the room and came to a halt amongst the other members of the order.

      "Sir Gareth," said Beverly. "Step forward."

      The man did as he was bid, standing still as she struck him on the arm to prove his strength, as was the custom.

      "I pronounce this man worthy," she called out, then stepped aside to give the queen an unobstructed view of the fellow.

      Anna took a step closer, then waited as a hush fell over the crowd. "Since our ancestors first set foot upon this land, there have always been those who stood ready to defend our way of life. We are here today to recognize the courage and conviction of Sir Gareth and welcome him into the Royal Order of the Hound. There, he joins others, prepared to serve their country, their queen, and to protect those who cannot protect themselves."

      She waited as Hayley stepped forward bearing a pillow upon which rested her Dwarven sword. Anna took it in hand, removing it from the scabbard, and holding the blade high, its edge catching the light.

      "Kneel," the queen commanded.

      Gareth knelt, and she placed the blade on his right shoulder. "Recite the oath."

      "I do solemnly swear," said Sir Gareth, "to serve my kingdom, my queen, and the people of Merceria until the end of my days."

      "Be it known to all that this brave and honourable man has been inducted into the Royal Order of the Hound. From this day, I call upon him to uphold the laws of Merceria and to serve his sovereign faithfully. Arise, Sir Gareth, Knight of the Hound."

      She withdrew the sword, and her newest knight stood, and with a nod from the queen, he turned to face the crowd. The audience applauded, then the queen made her way from the room, Beverly in the lead, with the other knights following.

      "Outstanding," said Fitz. "It couldn't have gone smoother if I'd planned it myself."

      Albreda smiled. "But you did!"
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      Tyrell Caracticus looked out the window of the Grand Edifice of the Arcane Wizards Council, more commonly known as the Dome. Before him, the smoking ruins of the Palace were a reminder of the day's events, although the creature who had caused such devastation had long since fled. In its wake, the dragon left death and destruction on a scale unheard of.

      Even afterwards, the people continued to suffer by the hand of Brida, the High Queen of the Twelve Clans. Her father, King Dathen, was being held in the dungeons beneath the Palace when the creature unleashed by the Kurathians destroyed any chance of his survival. In retribution, the new queen ordered her troops into the streets, arresting anyone who resisted and even executing people on the spot.

      Tyrell had taken Princess Edwina to the Dome, where they remained safe for the time being, as Brida had seemed reluctant to attack the place. Something had changed, however, for large groups of warriors were now assembling at the front door.

      "Aegryth," he called out. "Fetch the princess. We need to get her to safety."

      "About time," replied the Earth Mage. "I've been saying that since you brought her here."

      Tyrell grimaced, for he knew she was right, but he'd taken an oath to protect the knowledge held within this very building and was loathe to surrender it to the enemy. "Is everything in place?"

      "It is, although I don't know if the spell will allow it all to be recalled."

      "Still, we must try. There are almost a thousand years of history at stake. Now, hurry. I shall meet you both in the casting circle."

      He watched them run from the room, then examined his surroundings. There would be no escape for him, for he knew without a doubt he must give his life to prevent the enemy from learning the secrets held within these walls.

      Tyrell stepped out into the hallway, where several students had taken it upon themselves to join him in his grand sacrifice. They stood by with torches ready, waiting only for his command to begin the destruction of the collective learnings of over nine hundred years of scholarly pursuits.

      

      He entered the room to find Aegryth in the centre of the casting circle, Edwina at her side. Around them were stacked all manner of books and parchments—everything they deemed crucial to save. He wished they could bring more but knew it was not to be.

      "Cast your recall," said Tyrell, "but do not try to return. The enemy will be upon us soon enough, and I fear one spell is all we have time to complete."

      Aegryth stared back at him, shocked by his words. "Aren't you coming too?"

      "No, I cannot. Someone must remain behind to deny the enemy that which they covet most. Now, begin your spell and speak no more of this." He noted her look of hesitation. "You are the future of the Dome now, you and Princess Edwina."

      The Earth Mage said nothing in reply, merely nodded her head in understanding, and then her arms began moving as she cast recall. The air buzzed with energy, and then Tyrell felt a breeze as dust whirled around them. The runes glowed with magic right before a cylinder of light shot up from the floor, obstructing his view of them. A moment later, the cylinder collapsed, revealing an empty circle. He turned, leaving the place one last time.

      

      Evard Brenton, Royal Guardsman, stood by the door. If truth be told, he was proud of his position. It meant the prestige of working for the queen with the safe job of guarding the Palace. Today, he stood before the room containing the casting circle, on the alert lest anyone unauthorized attempt entry.

      He looked across at Donald Harper. The two grew up together, spending most of their later lives serving the queen, first as bodyguards back in Uxley and now here, in the capital. He was about to mention that very fact when he felt the distinctive buzz of magic in the air.

      "Someone's using the circle," he said.

      "Could be the queen," said Harper.

      "No, she came back this morning. Did you not pay attention when the last shift briefed us?"

      Harper laughed. "No, I was still half asleep."

      "Well, you're awake now. Sound the alarm."

      Harper reached out, ringing the bell that would alert the guard. Moments later, soldiers thundered down the hall, weapons drawn. At their head, Sergeant Fairfax looked slightly out of breath. "You raised the alarm?"

      "We did," said Evard. "The circle has been activated. Are we expecting someone?"

      "Not to my knowledge. Open the doors, and we'll investigate."

      Brenton and Harper each grabbed a handle, swinging the double doors outward to reveal the room within. In the centre stood two women, one much younger than the other. The floor was littered with books and papers that looked like they had been flung around as if by a great wind.

      "Identify yourself!" demanded the sergeant.

      "I am Aegryth Malthunen, Arcanus of Summersgate, and this is Princess Edwina. We must see the queen immediately. Weldwyn has fallen!"

      

      Alric moved closer, holding Anna in a tender embrace. Just as their lips were about to touch, the baby kicked, and both of them laughed out loud.

      "That's quite the kick he's got."

      "Or she," countered Anna.

      "Are you sure there's no way Aubrey can determine the sex of our child?"

      "No, we must wait for the birth."

      A soft knock interrupted their conversation.

      "Who is it?" called out Anna.

      "Dame Beverly," came the response. "It's an emergency."

      "Come."

      The door opened, revealing the red-haired knight. "It's Princess Edwina, Your Majesty. She's just recalled to Wincaster along with Aegryth Malthunen."

      "My sister?" said Alric. "Where are they?"

      "Down the hall. We thought it best for Aubrey to look them over, under the circumstances."

      "What circumstances? What's happened?"

      "I think it best if they tell you themselves."

      "Lead on," said Anna, "and let's get to the bottom of this."

      

      As they entered the room, Aubrey was just completing a spell. The mage looked up as she finished. "Only a precaution, Your Majesty. A minor spell of healing to help with the bruising."

      Edwina rushed forward, hugging her brother tightly.

      "Bruising?" said Alric. "I don't understand?"

      Aegryth explained the situation. "It's all my fault, Your Highness. When I cast the spell of recall, I had no idea the wind would cause the books to fly around."

      "Books? What books? What in the name of Malin are you talking about?"

      "Master Caracticus wanted to save as much of our knowledge as possible. I'm afraid Summersgate has fallen."

      "Fallen?" said Alric. "To whom? The Clans?"

      "Yes, although it would seem a large army of Kurathians aided them."

      "I can't say that surprises me."

      "Rumour has it they weren't mercenaries, but the personal army of a Kurathian prince."

      "A prince, in Weldwyn? Why would they even consider such a thing?"

      "They wouldn't," added Anna. "Not without help. I suspect there's more at play here than simple revenge."

      "Are you suggesting Lady Penelope is behind this?"

      Anna shrugged. "Penelope, Kythelia—it doesn't matter what you call her. She's always wanted to destroy us."

      "Yes, but we defeated her army of spirits."

      "And while we were tied up in Norland, she marched through Weldwyn, or so it would seem."

      Alric looked down at his sister. "What about Alstan and Mother?"

      "I'm afraid they're dead, Your Highness," said Aegryth. "A great dragon descended on the Palace, crushing everyone. Tyrell had the presence of mind to recall to the Dome along with the princess."

      "Are you saying the rest of my family perished?"

      "Your mother and brother, yes, but we believe Althea was off visiting Mirstone on the queen's behalf. However, we have no confirmation of her fate."

      Alric felt the room spinning. He released his hold on his youngest sister and sought out a chair. "This is all just too much to take."

      Anna moved to stand beside him, her hands instinctively going to his shoulder. "We shall get through this," she said, her voice straining to hold back tears.

      "There's more," said Aegryth. "We discovered your sister Edwina has the capacity to learn magic."

      "Nonsense," said Alric. "She's a member of the Royal Family. Mages can never rule Weldwyn; it has been so since our birth as a kingdom."

      "Be that as it may, she's shown an aptitude for Air Magic."

      "We have no Air Mages."

      "Not in recent history, no, yet the fact remains she has it within her."

      "What proof have you of that?" demanded Alric.

      "There's an easy way to settle this," said Anna. "We shall have Aubrey enter the spirit realm. From there, she'll be able to see Edwina's magical aura."

      "You can do that?" said Aegryth.

      "I can," replied the Life Mage. "Although it's not something I've done lately. I suppose, now that Kythelia's hold over the spirits is broken, it will be safer."

      "I'm not certain I understand."

      "The Dark Queen used Blood Magic to bind spirits to her will. The last thing I wanted to do was find my spirit captured by her."

      "Could she even do something like that?"

      "I'm not sure, but I didn't want to find out the hard way."

      Anna shifted her attention to Aegryth. "Tell us everything you know about what happened in Weldwyn."

      "Are you aware of King Leofric's death?"

      "Yes. Gretchen Harwell found us in the north. Is that what precipitated this invasion?"

      "That was Queen Igraine's belief. Alstan was ready to lead the army, but with so many warriors lost along with the king, there was little to work with. That's why Althea went to Mirstone, to get more warriors."

      Alric leaned forward. "When did all of this happen?"

      "A few hours ago."

      "And you didn't see fit to send Edwina here immediately? What were you thinking?"

      "It was my idea," said Edwina. "We were safe within the Dome, protected by many magical defences. The priority had to be saving as much knowledge as possible."

      "No," said Alric, his voice rising. "The priority was saving a princess of the realm."

      "Do not be harsh," said Anna. "They did what they thought best. And in any event, she's safe now."

      "My pardon," said Aegryth, "but Master Tyrell used the time wisely, gathering the most important tomes and sending them here for safety."

      The door opened, revealing Gerald. "I hear we have company?" His smile soon disappeared as he saw the sombre looks. "What's happened?"

      "Weldwyn has fallen," said Anna, "or at least Summersgate has. Brida led the Clans in a full-scale invasion, assisted, it would seem, by a Kurathian prince."

      "I suppose we should have expected that after the loss of Leofric's army."

      "What do we do now?" asked Aegryth.

      "Do?" said Alric. "We reclaim Weldwyn, of course."

      "I wouldn't advise that until the spring," said Gerald. "The army is battered and bruised. We'll need to raise more men if we're to be successful."

      "Agreed," said Anna. "And I must take this matter to the Nobles Council. We shall need their support if we are to recruit more soldiers."

      "What of your allies?" asked Aegryth.

      "That's another matter entirely. The Orcs played a critical role in Norland, but they paid a heavy price. I cannot guarantee they'll be willing to risk losing even more in the west."

      "The Dwarves will fight," said Gerald. "Herdwin is a big supporter of the Weldwyn Alliance, and King Thalgrun can be counted on to send a company or two."

      "And the Saurians?" asked Alric.

      "I'm sure they'd help, but they're better suited to scouting and guarding our supply lines."

      "They have dragons," warned Aegryth.

      "How many?" asked Gerald.

      "We don't know for sure, but Tyrell identified at least two. The colossal creature that collapsed the Palace, and a smaller green one."

      "Collapsed the Palace? It was that large?"

      "Indeed," said Aegryth. "I daresay large enough to eat a horse in a single gulp."

      "I know this may sound like a strange question," said Anna, "but was anyone riding these creatures?"

      "Not that we could tell," replied the Earth Mage. "Then again, we only saw it from a distance. Tyrell could have told you more, but he stayed behind to destroy what was left of the library and deny it to the enemy."

      "A wise choice," said Anna. "I shudder to think what Kythelia could do with such knowledge."

      Lady Aubrey moved to the centre of the room. "Shall I enter the spirit realm now, Your Majesty?"

      "Yes, by all means. Let us at least put one matter to rest."

      The Life Mage lay down on the floor and closed her eyes.

      "What is she doing?" asked Edwina.

      "When she enters the spirit realm, her body becomes dormant and unable to support itself. The last thing we want is for her to fall and be injured."

      Aubrey began the spell, calling on the ancient language of magic to channel the power within her. The air buzzed, and then her body went limp, her head rolling to the side.

      Edwina moved closer to get a better view. "She looks like she's asleep, but she's not breathing, at least not as far as I can tell."

      "That's because her spirit is now separate from her body," explained Anna.

      "But where is she? I don't see her?"

      "Nor would you, unless you used a spell to do so."

      "So she's invisible?"

      "In a manner of speaking, yes. Although my dog, Tempus, can sometimes detect her presence."

      "So he's a ghost detector?"

      Anna laughed. "I suppose he is, but Lady Aubrey is no ghost."

      "But you said she's a spirit—aren't they the same thing?"

      "A ghost no longer has a living body in which to reside. Aubrey is tethered to hers by an invisible thread—at least that's how she explained it to me."

      The Life Mage opened her eyes, taking a moment to focus.

      "Well?" said Alric. "What's the verdict?"

      Anna held out her hand, helping the mage to her feet.

      "It's true. I could see her magical aura as clearly as I can see you."

      "And she has the power of Air Magic?" said Aegryth.

      "As far as I can tell."

      "What does that mean?" said Alric. "I thought you said you could detect her aura?"

      "Yes, I can, but I've never used this technique on a potential Air Mage before. She has a blue aura, that I can say for certain, but whether that's Air Magic or something else, I don't know."

      "And is this aura strong?"

      "Strong enough to indicate she has some potential. Only time will tell if she's able to harness that inner power."

      "It is as Tyrell suspected," said Aegryth. "He believed that somewhere along the line, the Royal Family married into a family with a hidden potential."

      "Are you suggesting my mother could have used magic?" asked Alric.

      "Not necessarily. Magic can often lay dormant for generations, and even then, not everyone who has the potential for such things is even aware of it."

      "Yes," added Aubrey. "I've read extensively on the theory. Revi's library has several valuable essays on the matter."

      "The question is," interrupted Edwina, "what happens to me now?"

      "That depends on you," said the queen.

      In answer, the young princess looked at her brother.

      "Don't look at me," said Alric. "You're fifteen, old enough to make your own decisions."

      "I should very much like to learn magic."

      "That presents some difficulties," said Aegryth. "We have no Air Mage to tutor you."

      "True," said Aubrey, "but you brought a lot of books with you. Surely some of those deal with the subject?"

      "Yes, but how would she learn the spells with no one to teach them to her? It's not as if an Earth Mage could teach her how to control… whatever it is that Air Mages control."

      "I would like to consult with Albreda."

      "She's a wild mage! With all due respect, do you believe that's wise?"

      "Her approach to magic has made her the most powerful mage in all the known lands. I'm not suggesting Edwina would be that powerful, but if Albreda could learn without a tutor, why not her?"

      "I'm willing to try," said the young princess.

      "Unless I miss my guess," said Anna, "that won't be for some time. She has to learn the magical alphabet first, doesn't she?"

      "She does," said Aubrey, "but that, at least, is something any of our mages can do."

      "She'll need to give up her claim to the throne," warned Alric. "The laws of Weldwyn demand it."

      "Fine by me," said Edwina. "It's not as if I wanted to become queen anyway. Now I can spend my days learning magic instead of being married off to some noble."

      "Come," said Aubrey. "Let's find you a nice room in the Palace and get you settled in, shall we? This must be so overwhelming."

      "Actually, I find it a good distraction from all that has happened. Tell me, Lady Aubrey, how long did it take you to learn to cast spells?"

      "Let's see. I was just a little older than you are now. Of course, I already knew about the magical alphabet from reading books."

      "I like to read too."

      "That's excellent news. It will make the initial phase of your training easier." They wandered out of the room, their voices trailing off.

      "I'm glad she'll have something to distract her for a while," said Alric. "She's been through a lot."

      "She's grown so much," added Anna. "She's almost a young lady now."

      "That's what they do," said Gerald. "They grow up into adults. You're the living example of that."

      "Come now. Queen, I may be, but deep down, I'll always be that little girl you found in the hedge maze."
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      Kasri Ironheart made her way through the fortress of Galburn's Ridge. A summoning from her father, King Thalgrun, was no small thing, and although she knew him well, the request's wording left no doubt as to its import.

      She passed through the doorway, the Hearth Guard merely nodding at her arrival. Within the makeshift throne room waited the king, flanked by Agramath, the master of rock and stone, as well as the captains of the Dwarven companies. Evidently, this was an official occasion, demanding proper decorum, so she strode right up to him, then bowed deeply.

      "You summoned me, My Vard?" she said in her native tongue.

      "I did," replied Thalgrun. "We are discussing our association with the Mercerians, and I would have your thoughts on the matter."

      She quickly glanced around at the other captains, trying to decipher their moods by their stance, but they were all as stone-faced as her father. It suddenly struck her he might have seen fit to replace her with another heir. It was, after all, the right of a Dwarven king to choose their successor. Had he a change of heart concerning her future? A stubbornness fell over her, and she resolved to tell the truth and suffer the consequences.

      "I believe we have much to learn from the Mercerians," she said at last.

      "And they from us," replied the king. "It has been proposed that the Life Mage, Revi Bloom, return with us to Ironcliff and commit our magic circle to memory."

      The announcement caught her by surprise. "We are returning home?"

      "Not all of us, but I shall talk of that in a moment. You are the premier warrior of Ironcliff, Kasri. Do you trust these people?"

      "I do, Father. I found them to be true to their word and generous in spirit."

      "High praise indeed."

      "What does Agramath think of the idea?" she asked.

      "He believes it is an acceptable risk. In return for this act, Revi Bloom has agreed to teach the spell of recall to our master of rock and stone, thus making travel between Ironcliff and the Mercerian capital easier. My question to you is whether or not we can still secure the circle should our relationship sour."

      "The Hearth Guard is more than capable of stopping any unwanted intrusion, if that's what you mean."

      "That may well be, but we won't have the Hearth Guard to rely on, at least not for the foreseeable future."

      She felt a slight panic. Surely he wasn't about to disband the elite company? "It matters little. Any of our armoured warriors would be able to do so."

      "Good. That's what I hoped you'd say."

      Relief washed over her, yet still, there was a nagging feeling. "Might I ask, My Vard, why the Hearth Guard would be unable to resume that duty?"

      "As I said, we will soon be returning home to Ironcliff, but when I say 'we', I don't mean all of us."

      "What are you suggesting?"

      "Our alliance with the Mercerians is not over. We received word that Merceria's ally, Weldwyn, has been invaded. I intend to send a small force to assist them in their endeavours."

      "How much of a force?"

      "Three companies, including the Hearth Guard. You would, of course, command them."

      "It is a great honour, My Vard. One that I gratefully accept."

      "Good. In addition to the Hearth Guard, you shall have a company of our regular warriors and one of arbalesters. Within those restrictions, you can choose which captains you would like."

      "I shall do so this very day."

      "Excellent. Now, although you will command our contingent, you must operate within the established hierarchy of the Mercerian army. I will leave it to you to determine how that will work. At the very least, however, they will need to take on provisioning you, for you will be far too distant from home for us to do so."

      "Understood, My Vard. I shall seek out their leaders and bring it to their attention."

      "Good. The rest of us shall begin the long march home by week's end. As to your own force's disposition, I suggest you consult with their marshal. No doubt, you'll have enough marching of your own in the coming days. Let us hope it is not through the winter snow."

      "Yes, My Vard." She bowed deeply before backing up and away from the makeshift throne.

      "Not so fast," said the king. "I am not yet done."

      She halted. "Your pardon. I thought the meeting complete."

      "Understandable, given what I told you, but there is more."

      She waited, noticing the indecision on his face. He was struggling with something, but she had no idea what it might be.

      "Come closer," he beckoned. "I would embrace my daughter."

      He rose as she moved forward, enfolding her in his arms for a brief moment. "You will still succeed me as ruler of Ironcliff," he whispered, "but the time has come for me to hand down Stormhammer."

      He reached down to where the mighty weapon sat beside his chair. Forged over five centuries ago of the finest metals known to Dwarven kind, it was imbued with the magic of a mighty Air Mage.

      Kasri looked on in wonderment. "Are you sure, Father? This is your weapon!"

      "I shall not partake of another battle, but I suspect you will face many in the years to come. Better it goes where it will be put to good use than to collect dust in a mountain fortress." He placed the weapon in her hands.

      "I shall not let you down, Father."

      "Of that, I have no doubt. Mark my words, Kasri. One day you will rule Ironcliff; on that, I will never waver, but to do so, you must survive the coming conflict. Do you understand me?"

      "I do," she said, "and I will strive to honour this weapon as you have."

      "Good. Now, come. We have much to discuss, you and I, and this is not the place to do so."

      "What more is there to talk of?"

      His eyes glinted with mischief. "Well, for one thing, I must show you how to call on the powers of that hammer!"

      

      Beverly looked down at the crudely drawn map of Norland. "Are you sure you're going to have enough warriors, Father?"

      "Of course," said Baron Fitzwilliam. "Gerald saw to that already. Chief Ghodrug also promised I could call on the Orcs of Ravensguard if needed. You, on the other hand, need to get the rest of this army moving south before the snow arrives."

      "I'm only worried about you. I don't trust these Norland earls."

      "Oh, they're not so bad once you get to know them. You concern yourself with the coming campaign in Weldwyn, and let me worry about settling things here. Remember, we'll soon have a working circle of magic, then we can travel with ease."

      "I still don't trust Bronwyn."

      "Nor do I," said the baron, "but we may be forced to accept her to expedite a more permanent peace. The simple matter is, we can't afford to maintain a garrison here, not if we expect to liberate Weldwyn."

      "You're right, of course," said Beverly. She turned to go, then paused a moment. "I shall miss you, Father."

      "And I, you, my dear, but we shall see each other again, don't you worry. If anything, I'm the one who should be worried. After all, it's you who'll be returning to battle come spring."

      Beverly smiled as she left the room, her thoughts turning to other matters. Gerald had left it to her to organize the march back to Merceria, a task occupying much of her time of late. Even as she walked, she visualized the supply lists and wagons. So taken with her thoughts was she that she almost collided with Kasri.

      "I beg your pardon," said Beverly. "I should've been paying more attention to where I was going."

      "Quite all right," said the Dwarf. "I was just coming to speak with you. I understand you were put in charge of taking the army south?"

      "Yes."

      "Good, because it's that very thing I wanted to talk to you about. How do you think your queen would react if we came with you?"

      "That depends," replied the knight. "What do you mean by 'we'?"

      "Three companies, including the Hearth Guard."

      "I assume you'd be commanding?"

      "Of course."

      "I think that's marvellous, and I'm sure she'd be thrilled to bits." Beverly suddenly screwed up her face.

      "Something wrong?"

      "No, merely that you've thrown off my calculations. I'm going to need more wagons."

      "Can I help?"

      "How? You don't happen to have extra horses in your quarters, do you?"

      Kasri chuckled. "No, but each company has a rationeer, and they know how to make stonecakes."

      "A rationeer?"

      "Yes, what you might call a cook, although our rations are different from what you call food."

      "I'm more than familiar with stonecakes. What is it you're proposing?"

      "Given some time and access to the ovens hereabouts, we can turn out enough food to take us all the way to Wincaster."

      "Then I wouldn't need extra wagons."

      "Precisely," said Kasri. "And once we're in your capital, they can make more."

      "Enough to feed the entire army?"

      "No, but we could probably supplement a few companies, in addition to our own needs, of course."

      "I'm sure Herdwin would appreciate that."

      "Who's Herdwin?"

      "Our Dwarven commander. He's in charge of the companies from Stonecastle."

      "How many warriors does he have?"

      "Four companies. Why?"

      "Well," said Kasri, "if he's organized along similar lines, we can work with his own rationeers to produce even more, but we still can't feed the rest of you for long."

      "Why is that?"

      "Dwarves can use stonecakes indefinitely, but Humans require a more… what's the word… balanced diet, at least in the long run."

      "I'll keep that in mind," replied Beverly. "When would your Dwarves be ready to march?"

      "As soon as you like. When are your own troops leaving?"

      "I'd like to be out of Galburn's Ridge by month's end, weather permitting. Is that enough time for you to prepare your stonecakes?"

      "That's plenty."

      "Good enough. Anything else?"

      Kasri simply grinned back.

      "What?" said Beverly.

      "There's something I want to show you."

      "Very well, then, what is it?"

      "You must come and see."

      "Right now?"

      "Of course, right now! I can't keep it a secret forever!"

      Beverly found the Dwarf's exuberance infectious. "Well, after that kind of endorsement, now I HAVE to see what it is."

      Kasri led her through the castle, finally arriving at her quarters. There, she opened the door, then picked up Stormhammer from a nearby table.

      "It's mine," she gushed. "My father gave it to me this very morning."

      "Congratulations," said the knight. "This is a most wonderful gift."

      "It is, isn't it? I think it's made of the same metal as Nature's Fury."

      "May I hold it?"

      "Of course," the Dwarf replied. She handed it over, taking delight as Beverly examined its craftsmanship.

      "It's a little heavier than my own hammer, and there's much more filigree work on the handle, but I'd say it's definitely made of the same material—sky metal."

      "It would be interesting to try them out side by side, don't you think?"

      "I look forward to it," said Beverly, "but I'm afraid I've got lots of work to do. Anything else you need?"

      "Yes, just a quick question."

      "Go on."

      "What do you know of this Herdwin?"

      "He's a smith by trade and a good friend of the marshal's. Why?"

      Kasri shrugged. "I wanted to know a bit about him before I go and introduce myself. I've got a feeling we're going to be working together closely in the coming days."

      Beverly smiled. "Tell him I said hello, and if he wants to dye your hair black, tell him no."

      

      Herdwin looked down at the broken axle. The wagon had been tipped up, the better to get at the bottom, but it quickly became apparent the metal rod was bent far too much to rotate correctly.

      "How did this happen?" he grumbled.

      In response, his cohorts all looked at their feet as if the answer lay between their boots.

      "Oh, now I see how this is going to go. We'll need to replace this if this thing's to be of any use."

      "Need help?" The voice took him by surprise. He turned to see a female Dwarf taking a great interest in his work.

      "You must be Kasri Ironheart," he said.

      "I am."

      "Then greetings. I'm Herdwin Steelarm."

      "I know who you are."

      "In that case, is there something I can do for you?"

      "Yes. My Dwarves are heading south, along with the Mercerians. I thought we might travel together."

      Herdwin blushed.

      "I meant our companies," corrected Kasri, although her face also turned crimson.

      "I have two hundred warriors. You?"

      "Around a hundred and fifty."

      "I couldn't help but notice that many of yours wore plate armour. Are they coming too?"

      "Just the Hearth Guard, although I wish it were more. The rest will be armoured much as your own warriors."

      "Sounds like a grand idea. Have you spoken to Gerald about this?"

      "You mean the marshal? I understood he left for Wincaster."

      "He did? He didn't tell me. Who did he leave in charge?"

      Kasri smiled. "Who do you think?"

      "No doubt that would be Beverly. A fine commander in her own right."

      "It sounds like you know her well."

      "Her and her husband both. I was the one who told young Aldwin how to create a Dwarven forge to make Nature's Fury."

      "I doubt the smiths guild liked the idea of that," said Kasri.

      "Between you and me, the smiths guild can go and sit in a deep, dark hole for all I care."

      "You have no love for the guild?"

      "No. I left Stonecastle years ago because of their shenanigans."

      "Shenanigans? I'm not sure I understand?"

      "It's simple, really. I was more than ready to move on from my apprenticeship, but their rules said I needed to take another ten years before being eligible for promotion to full smith."

      "Perhaps they felt you weren't ready?"

      "They told me I was," said Herdwin, "but the guild has a limit on how many full smiths they can employ. Told me if they let me graduate, the increased production would lower prices—competition, you understand, and they couldn't have that."

      "So you just left?"

      "I did and never looked back. Found myself in Wincaster soon after. Mind you, it hasn't all been smooth forging, but I've done all right. Might even say I prospered."

      "You couldn't have fallen completely out of favour. They gave you warriors to command."

      "Yes, well, that's a completely different matter."

      "I'm listening."

      He looked her in the eye, expecting feigned interest, but instead saw only curiosity. "This is hardly the place to talk of such things."

      "Have you people who can see to this wagon now that you've identified the problem?"

      "I do."

      "Then let us find somewhere more comfortable where we can find some decent mead."

      "Good luck with that," said Herdwin. "The Norlanders can't brew the stuff to save their lives."

      "Then ale, perhaps?"

      "Now, that sounds far more promising. One of the camp followers has a fairly nice concoction."

      "Camp followers? You mean all those extra people who follow behind the Mercerian army?"

      "I know. It's a strange concept, isn't it? No Dwarven army worth its granite would endanger others like that, but it's their way."

      It didn't take long to find the wagon he was looking for. Herdwin and Kasri soon had tankards of ale as they wandered the open courtyard.

      "You're an interesting Dwarf," said Kasri. "I've never quite met anyone like you."

      "Ah well, you wouldn't have, would you, you being a noble and everything. Me, on the other hand, I'm nothing but a guildless smith."

      "You're being too hard on yourself. I heard what you did during the siege—that took real bravery. Not to mention how you saved the queen when the entire kingdom was looking for her."

      Herdwin blushed. "That's all overblown nonsense."

      "So you didn't save the queen?"

      "Well, she was only a princess at the time, and I wasn't the only one helping her." He took a chug of ale. "Listen to me blathering on about myself. I hear you've had quite a distinguished career yourself."

      "I've done all right."

      "And if you don't mind my asking, how is it you're out here, leading a group of warriors? I thought you'd be forged by now with children of your own."

      "There was certainly no shortage of possible forge-mates, but none captured my heart. I suppose I always preferred the life of a warrior over that of mere domesticity."

      "Well," said Herdwin, "you'll get plenty of experience with the Mercerians. They're a kingdom that seems to be constantly at war."

      "I only saw them fight once and was rather busy myself to take stock of their tactics. What's your assessment of their fighting ability?"

      "Man for man, they're the best warriors this side of the mountains." He chuckled. "Of course, they're not Dwarves, but the commanders are all well-seasoned. I imagine you could learn a thing or two from any of them."

      She moved slightly closer, lowering her voice. "Does that include you?"

      He blushed. "I… well, er…"

      "Come now," she said. "I'm only interested in your battle experience."

      "Nothing more?"

      "Well, let's start with that, shall we?"
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      The Mercerian companies marched in single file on the road while their cavalry trotted along on either side. The journey south had been uneventful, and eventually they passed through the border village of Wickfield. They then continued on to Hawksburg, and now, with the town coming into view, everyone looked forward to a nice rest.

      Aldwin rode up beside Beverly, his horse dwarfed by the mighty Mercerian Charger.

      "I wonder if Aubrey is home," he mused.

      "We'll find out soon enough. We'll be there well before dark."

      He looked back over his shoulder. "How many of these companies will remain here?"

      "About a third. The rest will winter in Tewsbury and Wincaster."

      "Does that mean we get a night off?"

      "You might, but I'm far too busy."

      "Meaning?"

      "Albreda will take me through the circle to the capital to make my report, or Aubrey, if she's here. I'm afraid I won't be back till morning. I'd invite you to go with me, but I'll be spending all my time with the queen."

      "I'm more than happy to stay here. It'll give me the chance to talk some more with Kasri's armourers."

      "About what?" she asked.

      "You know full well I'm learning how that plate armour works."

      She gave him her most disarming smile. "And would you be making some for anyone you know?"

      He laughed. "Eventually, but I'll need a proper forge for that, difficult to do when we're marching. I wonder if Albreda would take me back to Bodden for the winter?"

      "I'm sure she would, although my father is still in Norland."

      "Yes, but she has family up there, doesn't she?"

      "She has her pack, if that's what you mean. What if I came and joined you? It would be nice to see home again, even if it's only for a few weeks."

      "I would like that, but I shouldn't get my hopes up."

      "What's that supposed to mean?"

      "You know as well as I that you'll be spending most of the winter training warriors."

      "Nobody said I couldn't train them in Bodden."

      "And how would you move everyone up there? You can't expect Albreda to carry hundreds of people using her magic, surely?"

      "No," said Beverly. "I suppose not."

      "Cheer up. This war has to end eventually, then we'll have all the time together we want."

      

      Anna took her seat. As the Queen of Merceria, her task was to conduct this meeting of the Nobles Council. Still, she would have given anything to have more friendly faces in attendance. As if sensing her discomfort, Tempus shifted, pressing himself against her leg. She cast a quick glance toward the loyal mastiff, then turned her attention to those at the table.

      "As you doubtlessly heard," she began, "the war to subdue Norland is over. However, it has come to our attention that our ally, Weldwyn, has fallen to the Twelve Clans and their ally, a Kurathian prince."

      "A sad state of affairs," said Lord Alexander Stanton, the Earl of Tewsbury. "Would that we could have stopped them, but it now appears we are too late."

      "Precisely why I aim to send in our army to win it back."

      "Is that wise, Your Majesty?"

      "They are our allies," said the queen.

      "True, but Weldwyn, as a realm, no longer exists. Thus, the alliance is rendered defunct."

      "Would you to care to explain that to my husband, the Heir to the Crown of Weldwyn?"

      Lord Horace Spencer, the Earl of Eastwood, shifted uncomfortably in his chair. "I'm afraid I must agree with Stanton. We took casualties in the recent campaign with Norland that leaves us with little to work with."

      "Are you an expert in military matters now?" The question came from Hayley Chambers. She was the High Ranger, but more importantly, the Baroness of Queenston, although that seemed to carry little weight with the other nobles."

      Spencer grimaced. "You know as well as I another war would bankrupt us."

      "You seem to think I'm here seeking your permission," said Anna. "As queen, it is my decision and mine alone as to whether or not we honour the terms of our alliance."

      "Then why did you call us here?" asked Stanton. "Surely not just to gloat?"

      "Not in the least. I am informing you I'm invoking the right of the monarch to call men to arms."

      "That's only done in the case of invasion! And you didn't even use it when the Norlanders came across the border last year."

      "There was no time to raise troops then, and well you know it."

      "To do so now directly violates our law."

      "Does it?" said Hayley. "If Kythelia is behind the invasion of Weldwyn, you can bet it won't be long before they come eastward."

      "Oh yes," said Stanton. "The Dark Queen. You keep using her name to make us fearful, but your tactics won't work this time. If this Elf is behind the attack on Weldwyn, then where is your proof?"

      "And how would I prove it?" asked the queen. "Shall I invite her here to Wincaster to talk to all of you in person?"

      Lord Horace cleared his throat. "Perhaps there is a compromise we can all agree on? We have numerous allies—would they be willing to shoulder the burden of liberating Weldwyn?"

      "That's not fair," said Hayley. "You're only suggesting that because they're not here to object."

      "But they have representation on our council. It is not our fault they deigned to refuse the summons. Well, I say we take a vote to send them westward."

      "And good riddance to them," said Stanton. "It's about time they did their fair share."

      "Their fair share?" said Hayley. "If it hadn't been for them, we never would have defeated the Norland invasion. Have you so quickly forgotten the sacrifice they made at the Battle of Uxley?"

      "It is clear," said the queen, "that not everyone here agrees with my decision. However, it still stands. Lady Hayley, in your capacity as High Ranger, I'm authorizing you to send word throughout the kingdom to raise arms."

      "This is outrageous!" shouted Stanton.

      "You are entitled to your own opinions, however wrong they may be."

      

      Gerald stretched his legs, then took another sip of his cider. They'd gathered in the queen's quarters for an impromptu meeting of her closest advisors, taking advantage of Beverly's visit to include her in the proceedings. Also present were Hayley, Albreda, Aubrey, and Prince Alric.

      "We can't do anything before winter ends," said the marshal, "and even then, we'll need to wait until the snow melts."

      "I know that," said Anna, irritation straining her voice. Tempus raised his head to stare at her, concern written on his face. "Sorry,” she continued. “This child is making me uncomfortable of late."

      Gerald smiled. "I remember when Meredith was pregnant with Sally. She never could get comfortable."

      "That's hardly reassuring. In any case, Gerald, I want you to work with Alric and come up with a plan to retake Weldwyn."

      "Difficult when we don't know enemy numbers," he warned.

      "That's where I come in," said Hayley. "I'm going to send in small groups of rangers. They'll each bring a shaman with them. That way, we can communicate using the spell of spirit talk."

      "And the Orcs agreed to this?"

      "Yes. I already broached the idea with Kraloch, and he agreed. It will also give us an up-to-date idea of garrison sizes and troop movements."

      "And just how many of these groups will we have?" asked the marshal.

      "That's the only problem. We're limited not by rangers but by shamans. Andurak has agreed to help, as has Urgon's sister, Kurghal, but that only gives us three, including Kraloch. Even then, that's assuming Aubrey can coordinate back here."

      "Three groups it is, then," said Gerald. "I'll confer with Prince Alric once we're done here, and hopefully, together, we can determine how best to deploy these scouting groups."

      "Agreed," said Alric. "I'd also suggest we send at least one group to Mirstone. Word is my sister Althea went there seeking warriors. It's possible they held out against the Clans."

      "You believe they can withstand the Clans?"

      "I visited the place years ago. Dwarven engineers designed its defences. I shouldn't need to tell you what that means."

      "Good point," said Gerald. "I'll make sure it's a priority once we begin the campaign. Before we get that far, however, we must see to increasing the size of the army."

      "Yes," agreed Anna. "To that end, I'm authorizing the raising of more troops. I'm hoping we can train and equip them by spring."

      "What kind of numbers are we looking at?" asked Beverly.

      "Ten companies," said the queen. "We could raise more, but there's no way the smiths could create enough weapons and armour to equip them. My intent is to raise more should the need arise, but the longer we delay that, the better. I might remind everyone we also must bear the cost of feeding and housing them."

      "Speaking of which," said Hayley, "I've had reports of discontent. It seems some members of the nobility object to having Royal companies billeted in their cities over the winter."

      "Any cities in particular?"

      She grinned. "Care to guess?"

      "Stanton," said Gerald. "I wish that fellow would hurry up and die already."

      "Don't be like that," said the queen. "Everyone has a right to their opinion, however wrong it might be."

      "True, but it's almost as if he's actively working against us. That's very close to treasonous, in my mind."

      "I believe in the rule of law," Anna replied, "and I shall not follow in my ancestors' footsteps by arresting anyone who opposes me. That road can only lead to oppression and ruin."

      "Still, we must do something!"

      "You should talk to my father," said Beverly. "He's been at odds with Stanton for years."

      "Why is that?" asked Hayley.

      "I'm not sure, but I think it has something to do with my mother."

      "Let's be thankful Stanton didn't marry her, else he'd be your father."

      "No," said Beverly. "Without my father, I wouldn't be me. He was the one who made me what I am today. Well, him and Gerald here."

      "Well said," added the queen. "But it still leaves us with the question of how to deal with Stanton. He still carries a lot of influence on the Nobles Council. What do you think, Albreda?"

      The Druid looked up in surprise. "Me? Why would you want my opinion?"

      "You
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